
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
PATHS OF EXILE by Carla
Nayland






When his homeland is
defeated by a predatory neighbouring kingdom, Eadwine finds himself
on the run for his life. Homeless, penniless and friendless,
literally with a price on his head, he must evade his enemies,
avenge his brother's murder and rescue his betrothed. Along the
way, he will lose his heart to another woman and discover a
shattering secret that challenges all the ideals he holds dear.

 


This is a new edition
of Paths of Exile which was Editor's Choice, Historical Novels
Review, August 2009.

"Paths of Exile is a
wonderful story, one that conjures up this long-gone age in
extraordinary detail and reveals a profound understanding of its
politics, cultures, and religions based on extensive research ...
the characters- some real, others pure fiction- are so solid and
credible that they will stay with you long after you turn the last
page..."






"A powerful novel. I
was completely transported to the world of seventh century Britain.
A strong new voice in the field of historical fiction."

Elizabeth Chadwick (The
Wild Hunt, Lady of the English)



"Carla Nayland pulls
the curtain back on the little known period of seventh century
Britain to reveal the fascinating world of Eadwine. Filled with
unforgettable characters and wonderful historical detail, Paths of
Exile is historical fiction at its most intriguing."

Michelle Moran (The
Heretic Queen, Madame Tussaud)



"An epic tale of
battle, honour, loyalty and betrayal that is at once exquisitely
entertaining and utterly convincing. A triumphant debut that
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must)
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Chapter
1

 


Eadwine sprinted up
the crumbling steps and ran round the ramparts to a point where he
could see the southward road.

It was empty.

So sure had he been
that he would see it filled by his brother’s approaching army that
at first he thought his eyesight must have failed. With an
impatient gesture he rubbed the stinging sweat out of his eyes with
his torn and bloodstained sleeve and looked again.

The road was still
empty.

His stomach knotted
into the hollow pain of fear. He had no need to look over the
northern rampart to see the smear of dust on the horizon that
marked the position of the invading army he had been harrying for
the last two days and nights of ambush, snare and murder. He had
delayed them. He had left half of them dead. He had made the
survivors curse the day they came to Deira. He had made their
leader, one Black Dudda, into a bitter personal enemy who had sworn
to see him dead. And it had all been for nothing, if Eadric was not
here with the main army.

The old fort was half
derelict and wholly indefensible. There was no garrison of any
kind. The local population would be no help in any fighting,
accustomed as they were to an easy and peaceful life here on the
rich plain of Derwent Vale. The warden of the northern march was
supposed to protect them from border raids, and no enemy had got
this far in Eadwine’s three years of tenure.

Until now.

The smear of dust on
the northern horizon was perceptibly closer. An hour away, Eadwine
estimated, or a little more. A hundred warriors with fallen
comrades to avenge, thirsting for blood. And nothing stood between
them and the heart of Deira, except Eadwine and the battered
handful of weary survivors with him.

Snatches of talk
floated up to him, as men shoved to slake their thirst at the fort
well.

“– I told him his high
and mighty brother wouldn’t bother coming, too busy chasing skirt
in Eboracum, I said –”

“And you know he won’t
hear a word against his brother, so you might as well save your
breath –”

“Reckon he’s going to
fight them here?”

“What, in this dump?
Piss on these walls and they’d fall down.”

“There’s nowhere
better, not til you get all the way to Eboracum. He’ll have to
fight here.”

“A dozen of us,
against a hundred of them?”

“We fight bravely and
make an end worthy of a song!”

“A bloody short song
–”

“You got a better
idea? If he runs home they’ll call him a coward. Could you face
that?”

“I’d rather be
dead!”

“No problem there. Sup
up, lads, we’ll all dine in Woden’s hall tonight.”

“First one there gets
the beer in –”

“Last one gets the
pick of the girls –”

 


Eadwine stopped
listening. Icy sweat prickled down his spine. There was no more
scope for hit-and-run fighting now they were out of the moors and
marshes and onto the plain. If he did not fight here, he would have
to flee ahead of the invaders and bear the shame of being called a
coward. If he made a stand here, outnumbered many times over and
with no useful defences, he and the men with him would die. A stark
choice, shame or death. Yet he could not see it as simply as that.
Already men had died at his command, men he had known and counted
as friends, men who had families who would mourn their loss and
perhaps curse him for it. If he was going to order men to die, he
wanted to have something practical to show for it. What could a
stand against overwhelming odds achieve? At best, they could hope
to take a dozen of the enemy with them and delay the rest for an
hour or two. If Eadric was on his way with the army, that hour or
two would give Eadric time to get here and crush the invaders
before they could plunder Deira. That would be worth the cost.
Eadric would be proud of him.

He peered over the
wall again. Still no sign of movement on the broad pale ribbon of
the southward road. Eadric was not coming.

“Why?” Eadwine
muttered. “Why, why, why? Eadric, where are you?”

To which, of course,
there was no answer but a nameless, gnawing fear. Surely nothing
but some terrible disaster could have prevented Eadric from
answering his urgent summons? Eadric, the golden hero of Deira,
would not have abandoned even the insignificant youngest brother to
fight outnumbered ten to one, except in some dire need. What was
that need? What was happening? What would Eadric want him to
do?

“Lord?”

Eadwine whipped round,
startled out of his thoughts. Lilla, the youngest warrior in the
warband and the closest to a friend, had come noiselessly up the
steps and was holding out a pitcher. Clear water dripped down the
sides, and Eadwine was suddenly aware that his throat was parched
dry as the dusty road. He drank in greedy gulps, spilling water
over his face and chest, forgetting to breathe until he choked on
it. How long since he had last drunk? This morning at least. Twelve
hours of fighting on a hot day, wearing metal armour. With the
partial slaking of his thirst came more unwelcome physical
sensations, ignored until then. Hunger, aching fatigue, the
crushing weight of his mail shirt, the small pains of minor wounds,
a dull throb behind his eyes. And over it all the sick dread of
anxiety. Why had Eadric not come? What to do for the best?

“Wulfgar says it’s
just a raid,” Lilla said, sounding doubtful. “He says they’ll loot
the hall here, burn a few unimportant villages and go home.”

Eadwine winced. That
was typical of Wulfgar, who was good at fights and better at
starting them. Talking of ‘burning unimportant villages’ in front
of Lilla, who had joined the warband after his family and home were
destroyed in a raid, was tactless even by Wulfgar’s clodhopping
standards.

Lilla grinned, and
pushed his mop of chestnut hair back from his face. “I didn’t fight
him. I thought you wouldn’t thank me for it. Anyway, it’s boring. I
always win.”

“Almost always,”
Eadwine said dryly. Lilla was small and lithe and fast, like a
stoat to Wulfgar’s bullock, but brawn had been known to triumph
over speed. “And in answer to your next question, of course he’s
wrong. A raiding party is a dozen or a score. Two hundred is an
army.”

“They look in a hurry
to get somewhere, too,” Lilla added. “Where?”

“It can only be
Eboracum.” Eadwine gestured at the southward road. “That’s where
that army-path goes. It’s the heart of Deira. If they take Eboracum
they take the kingdom.”

“But –” Lilla began,
and broke off uneasily.

“Go on.”

“Well – I’ve never
seen Eboracum. But you say it’s a great city. A fortress. Bigger
than my whole village and all the fields around. Even if they still
had the two hundred they started with, that wouldn’t go far against
Eboracum, would it?”

Eadwine sighed. He had
been puzzling over that himself for two days without mentioning his
doubts to anyone, but he should have known Lilla would be bright
enough to work out the problem for himself. “They might as well try
to fell a tree with a spoon,” he agreed.

“So what are they
really after?”

“If I knew that,”
Eadwine said wearily, dragging his hand through his filthy dark
hair, “I’d know how best to stop them getting it.”

Movement below
forestalled Lilla’s reply. A stocky fair-haired warrior was
shepherding a fussy little man in through one of the cart-sized
breaches in the fort wall.

“Ah!” Eadwine
exclaimed. “Ashhere’s found the steward. About time!”

In theory he should
stand on his dignity as the king’s son and wait for the steward to
come to him, but he had never cared much for protocol. He raced
down the steps two at a time, careless of the loose stonework.
Lilla paused to retrieve the pitcher and followed at a rather more
sensible pace.

 


“Message? What
message?” said the steward blankly, when he was finally convinced
that the smoke-blackened and bloodstained scarecrow in front of him
was indeed the king’s youngest son. “No, Garulf never came here.
Know him anywhere, I would. Was it important?”

“You’re about to be
invaded by Black Dudda and a Bernician army,” Lilla informed him.
“In about an hour, I’d say.”

The steward paled.
Evidently Black Dudda’s reputation was known even this far south.
“The Butcher of Eden Vale?” He flapped his hands as if trying to
swat a wasp. “Why aren’t you fighting them? You’re supposed to
guard the border! You’re supposed to protect us!”

Deornoth, headman of
the village at Beacon Bay and leader of what was left of its
militia, spat. “A bit of help wouldn’t go amiss,” he said, with a
sour glance at the steward’s immaculate clothes and comfortable
paunch. “Where are you when we get raided, eh?”

“Oh, well, if you
can’t put up with raids you shouldn’t live on the border,” said the
steward, with a shrug.

“Leave it, Deornoth,”
Eadwine warned. “And you too, Fulla.” He swung round to confront a
bearded barrel of a man in malodorous sheepskins who subsided with
a sulky muttering, then turned back to the steward. “You’re certain
Garulf never passed here? So Eadric would never have got my
message?”

“Looks that way,”
agreed the steward. “Any road, Lord Eadric’s got his hands full
already. Rumour says he’s fighting Aethelferth of Bernicia way out
west.” A complacent wave of the hand indicated somewhere
comfortably far off. “Eboracum or Dere Street or somewhere.”

The news struck
Eadwine like a blow to the stomach. Eadric under attack! His
instinctive reaction was to race to his brother’s side with all
possible speed and give his own life to save him. Then, hard on its
heels, came rational thought. Black Dudda’s purpose became clear in
a flash of insight, like sunshine breaking through fog. A surprise
double attack, worthy of the clever and deceitful Aethelferth. One
army to march down Dere Street on the traditional invasion route
from the north and draw Eadric into battle on the plain. A second,
under Black Dudda, to appear on this back route out of the moors
and stab Eadric in the back.

So Eadric needed Black
Dudda’s army stopped. For a moment the prospect of making a stand
here and dying gloriously in the attempt beckoned to Eadwine as
sweetly as a girl in a summer hayfield. No-one could scorn him as a
coward if he did that. It was the warrior’s way, the hero’s way.
But the glory would be empty. A few deaths here, however noble,
would not stop Black Dudda and would not help Eadric. A warning
might save Eadric’s life. Put like that, it was no choice at
all.

Eadwine looked round
wildly. “Get me a horse!”

The steward spread his
hands. “We don’t keep any horses here –”

“Then we march,”
Eadwine said grimly. “Now. We’re an hour ahead of them. If we march
all night we might yet warn Eadric in time. Tell your folk here to
scatter and take their animals with them. Black Dudda is very angry
and he’ll take it out on this estate, but he’s in a hurry. He won’t
go far from the road.”

The steward gaped.
“What? But you can’t –”

Eadwine turned to
Deornoth and Fulla and the other men of the militia. “You’d best go
home now. Look after your folk and your families. You’ve done your
duty and more besides.”

Deornoth hesitated,
looking half relieved and half disappointed, then offered, “We’ll
stay if you ask us to.”

“Just take note I’ve
already done my seven days for this month,” rumbled Fulla. “I know
my rights.”

“Believe me, I know
you do,” Eadwine said dryly. His stern face softened. “I thank you
for your offer, but your families need you more than I do now.
Someone needs to keep order on the March until I return.”

“Aye,” Deornoth
agreed, unhappily. “You’ll come back?”

“I am still the Warden
of the March, until the king says otherwise or until I die. Don’t
fear. Aethelferth and Black Dudda will break on Eboracum’s walls
like a ship on your cliffs. Unless the Three Ladies choose
otherwise, I will be back before winter.” He looked round for the
five remaining warriors of his warband, who were already picking up
weapons and filling water skins. “Got everything? Come on then
–”

“Well!” declared the
steward to the world in general. “I never thought I’d see the day
when a king’s son ran away like a coward without a blow struck,
leaving us defenceless in the path of an army –”

Eadwine turned on him
like a stooping falcon. “Half an army. Thanks to us! Don’t
tell me you didn’t see the beacons summoning men to fight. And what
did you do? Nothing! You left the Marchmen to do the fighting while
you dozed behind our shields. You in the south think because you
never see a raider that means there aren’t any. Well, you’re about
to find out what it’s like, and it’s your responsibility to get the
people of this estate through it with the least possible harm. So
get off your lazy arse and herd your sheep out of danger. Earn your
keep.” He turned on his heel without waiting for a response and
strode back to his weary companions. “Come on. One more march. You
can rest in Eboracum.”

On and on, mile after
mile, the pale ribbon of the army-path unrolled through field and
copse and pasture. Following it in the faint starlight made few
demands on weary minds and bodies. None of them spoke. No-one had
the energy for the marching songs or ribald banter that would
normally pass the time.

Half-stupefied with
fatigue, Eadwine seemed to see the ghosts of all the other soldiers
who had marched this road in the past and would march it in times
yet to come, striding out to conquer new lands, or fleeing in shame
from bloody defeat, or hastening to the aid of comrades in some
beleaguered outpost. He thought with gratitude of the men who made
the road, so long ago that no-one now remembered who they were, or
even whether they were men or giants or gods. The builders were
gone now, but their roads and their fortresses still remained,
still guarding the rich plains of Deira, if only men had the wit
and the courage to use them.

“Open up!” Eadwine
hammered again on Eboracum’s north gate. “Open up!”

A pale worried face
appeared on the ramparts above the gatehouse. “Who’s there? Stand
back so I can see you.”

“I am Eadwine son of
Aelle,” Eadwine shouted up, stepping back onto the causeway so that
the morning light would shine on his face and armour. “Open
up!”

The sentry was still
wary. “Give the password.”

“I’ve been away for
half a year, how would I know today’s password?” Eadwine snapped
back, losing patience. “But I know you, Ceolred. You hold land from
Aldhere of Eoforwic, your ginger sow got into your storeroom last
Yule and drank all the beer you’d brewed for your sister’s wedding,
your children are called Eadgyth and Ceolferth and your wife was
expecting another this Midsummer just gone. Now get down here and
open this gate!”

Running footsteps
pattered in the gatehouse, the locking bar rattled in its socket,
and the gate creaked open to reveal two suspicious spearmen.

“Can’t be too
careful,” mumbled the older of the two, reluctantly standing aside.
“Raiders and thieves all over the place, they’ve already burned the
wharves and all the boats on the river, and folk say there’s an
army coming –”

“Two armies,” Eadwine
corrected grimly. “Or rather, one and a half. Where can I find my
brother?”

“Lord Cynewulf’s with
the King –”

“No, no, my
brother. Lord Eadric. The heir to Deira. Where is he?”

The guards exchanged
awkward glances. Eadwine’s voice grew sharp with anxiety. “What’s
happened? Tell me!”

The older sentry put a
hand on his arm with rough kindness. “Easy, lad.”

Eadwine went very
still. What little colour was left in his face drained away and his
voice dropped to a whisper. “Is he hurt?”

The sentry swallowed,
shuffled, and finally spoke.

“Lord Eadric is
dead.”

 


 


 



Chapter
2

 


Eadwine stumbled to
his knees beside the remains of the pyre. So it was true. Eadric
was dead, and it seemed the sun had fallen out of the sky.

He found he was
clutching a handful of ashes, as if trying to reach out to his
beloved brother. Sighing, he opened his hand and let the grey
fragments drift away on the wind. He should have formed a
shield-wall and offered battle at Derwentcaster fort after all. A
world without Eadric in it was a world not worth living in.

A slight sound
penetrated his misery. He looked up, and for a moment his heart
leaped in wild joy. Some mistake! Eadric was here, alive and well
–!

He reached out and the
illusion faded. Not Eadric. Eadric’s son, Hereric. The boy had his
father’s blond colouring and muscular build, and the deceiving eye
of hope had done the rest. Hereric’s face was puffy from crying,
his blue eyes bewildered. He recognised his young uncle and crept
out from the willows fringing the river.

“My father’s dead,” he
said, in a flat, dead tone that failed to stop his voice from
quivering..

Eadwine’s heart went
out to him. Here was someone in greater need than himself.

“Yes,” he answered,
not trusting himself to say more.

“He died in battle.”
Hereric sniffed, unable to stop himself, and paused until he
thought he had his voice under control again. “He was very brave
–”

The sentence
terminated in something between a snort and a sob, and the boy
turned round hastily to hide his face.

“We’ll avenge him,
Hereric,” Eadwine said quietly. “All those who killed him will
die.”

“But it won’t bring
him back!” That was a howl of pure misery, as Hereric gave way to
his grief. “He’s dead! Oh, he’s dead, he’s dead, and I’ll
never see him again –!”

The tears came in a
scalding flood, and Eadwine put his arms around the boy and held
him until the storm passed and Hereric’s racking sobs died away
into a series of sniffles and gulps and long shaking breaths. He
said nothing, because he knew that if he spoke he would break down
himself.

After a while, Hereric
pulled away, averting his face and scrubbing at his eyes. Eadwine
looked tactfully in the opposite direction until a tug at his
sleeve indicated that Hereric considered himself presentable
again.

“Don’t tell anyone I
was crying,” he said, in a small and shaky voice, and then began to
cry again, quietly and hopelessly. “I don’t want to leave him,” he
wept, “it’s all cold and grey and lonely here –”

“But he isn’t here any
more,” Eadwine said softly, striving for something that might ease
the boy’s grief. “He isn’t lying in the cold ashes. His spirit has
flown away on the smoke and gone straight to the gods. So you and I
are here missing a father and a brother, and your mother is missing
her husband, but Eadric isn’t missing us. Tonight is his great
night. Tonight he enters Woden’s hall. Don’t think of him as he was
when he was laid on the pyre, but as he is now. The limp that
troubled him since his fall two winters ago has gone. The wounds
that killed him have all vanished. His hair is thick and gold and
gleaming, even where he was going bald on top. He is as strong and
handsome and merry as when he was a young man and carried you
around on his shoulders, but he has the wisdom and the experience
of his years. He is dressed in his best clothes – green trousers, a
blue tunic, a scarlet cloak. A slave girl is arraying him for war.
She settles his mail shirt on his shoulders. Girds his sword at his
waist. Standing on a stool – for he was a tall man – she sets his
boar-crested helmet on his head. In his left hand he takes his
shield. In his right he grips his spear.”

A quick glance
sideways confirmed that he had Hereric’s rapt attention.

“Now see him entering
Woden’s hall. It is a magnificent building, a hundred times bigger
than the palace at Eboracum, built not from stone but from massive
timbers hewn by the giants at Thunor’s command. Tapestries worked
by Frija and her maidens adorn the walls, showing how Woden hung
upon the World Tree to win the mead of poetry, how Thunor fought
the serpent and defeated the giants. All are so richly ablaze with
gold and colours that the pictures seem alive. A great fire burns
in the centre, built from whole trees, and the light of it flows
over the land for miles around. Over it hangs a huge cauldron, big
enough to cook two whole oxen at once. Woden’s handmaids, each as
fair as the fairest princess, carry mead and meat and bread to the
warriors. A skald sings the Lay of Beowulf. All the great warriors
are there, at feast after a day in the field. Look along the
mead-benches at all the famous faces. There is Offa, who was king
in Angeln over the sea. Osferth, who first brought the men of Deira
across the sea to serve the Emperors in Britannia. Westerfalca, who
kept faith with the kings of Eboracum when the Jutes rebelled and
was recognised as the first king of Deira in consequence – your
great-great-great-great grandfather, Hereric. And at his side sits
Eadhelm, your uncle who fell at the battle of Caer Greu and who
your father avenged on the field. Every man there is a king or an
atheling.

“Now the door swings
wide. The flames flicker and out of the swirling smoke strides your
father. His mail coat glitters. The grey blade of the spear in his
hand glints. The red eyes of the boar upon his helmet glow as if
alive, defying anyone to harm the man under its protection. On his
shield the fire-drakes writhe, blue and red and green. The hilt of
his sword, gold and jewelled, flashes in the firelight so that it
hurts the eye to look upon it. At his shoulder the brooch on his
cloak sparkles. Beside him the slave girl, though a strapping lass,
can barely stagger under the weight of gold and silver plate in her
arms.

“The skald ceases in
his song. All along the mead-benches the warriors stop their talk,
fall silent and turn to gaze. Woden’s handmaids pause in their
serving and stare, nudge one another and whisper. There are great
names among the drinkers in that hall, men who were kings here on
earth, yet none came there more richly provisioned, nor more noble
in his bearing. All eyes follow him as he strides through the hall.
Who is he, this tall and handsome man, bearing gifts of such
splendour? Surely a king, king of the greatest kingdom on
earth.

“He approaches the top
table where the gods sit at meat, the three sons of Tiw Allfather
who rule the world of the gods. Woden in the centre, an awesome
figure more than man-high, his face shrouded, his one eye burning
like a coal. Lord Frey on the left, the foster-son, his golden hair
bright as the sun. Thunor on the right, his shoulders three times
broader than a big man, his red beard flowing over his mighty
chest. On the table before him lies his hammer, that forged the
earth and has shattered many a giant’s skull, and in his hand he
holds the whetstone that makes the lightning flash in the skies.
You and I, Hereric, would fall in fear before them, but your father
has passed the dread gates of death and they hold no terror for
him. He stands before Woden as a thane before his king, respectful,
admiring, but not servile, a free man among his equals. At his
gesture, the slave girl spreads her burden on the table before the
gods. They are pleased with the gifts, for though they have many
rare and beautiful things, they have nothing finer.

“Woden rises, cloaked
in shadow. He is tall, taller than the tallest man, and his head
brushes the rafters of that lofty hall. His voice is like the roar
of flame in a forest, like the thunder of waves upon a shore. Woden
speaks.”

Eadwine pitched his
own voice as deep as it would go. “Welcome to my hall, Eadric son
of Aelle, Atheling of Deira. Long you have been in the coming.
There is one here who has waited for you.”

He reverted to his
normal tones with a certain amount of relief. “And from the
mead-benches rises his brother Eadhelm who fell alongside the kings
of Eboracum at Caer Greu more than twenty years ago. They embrace,
for they were close here on earth and long kept one another’s backs
against the foe, and it was to avenge Eadhelm that Eadric slew the
Bernician prince. He takes his place on the mead-benches, between
Eadhelm and Westerfalca. Mead is brought to him, and boiled meat,
and fine white bread. And at a word from Woden the skald sings
again, but this time it is a new lay, the Lay of Eadric of Deira,
the scourge of Bernicia, the helmet of his people.

“And at the end of the
evening, when men are beginning to think not of talk and song but
of sleep, Lady Frija, Queen of the gods, enters the hall. More
lovely is she than any human lady, adorned with gold and jewels of
rare beauty. She bears a great golden cup filled with rich red
wine, and after Woden and Thunor and Frey have drunk she carries
the cup to your father, first among all Woden’s thanes. Her eyes
are bright like the stars at evening, and her voice is like the
sparkling of clear water.”

He considered trying
to imitate a goddess’ falsetto and decided against it. If he
succeeded he would never hear the last of it. “She welcomes your
father to her lord’s hall, and says that she will never again fear
the attacks of the giants. And so your father enters Woden’s
service, not the least among his housecarls, and there he will
fight for Woden and Thunor against the giants until you go to join
him and are welcomed to Woden’s hall in your turn.”

Hereric sniffed again,
but his face had relaxed and when he spoke his voice was more
normal. “I wish somebody had told me all that before.”

“Surely you knew about
Woden’s hall?”

“Sort of,” agreed
Hereric, wiping his nose on his sleeve. “But nobody tells it like
you do. I missed you when you went up north.” He peered up at the
sky. “Is Dad really up there somewhere looking down on us?”

“Yes,” Eadwine said
firmly. Consoling the boy had brought him some comfort too. “So we
have to make him proud of us. You’ll grow into a fine young man in
a few years, and people will look at you and see your father in
you. You’re his immortality, Hereric, as much as any of the poetry
his skalds will sing about him. As long as men remember him as the
great hero he was, he will never really die.” He took Hereric’s
arm. “Come along. The sun is well into the west and we ought to be
getting back to the city before they bar the gates. This is no time
to be outside the walls. Look at the smoke in the north! The
Bernicians can’t be more than a few miles away.”

“Why aren’t you
fighting them?”

Eadwine managed not to
flinch at the question. “I have been.”

“Did you win?”

“Not exactly.”

Hereric looked
doubtful, not being aware that the question could have any answer
other than yes or no. He liked his young uncle, who was undeniably
odd and whose interest in Brittonic poetry and devotion to his
betrothed made him a frequent target of mockery, but who was kind
and funny and always had time for him. Hereric did not want to
think Eadwine was a coward and have to despise him. He swallowed.
“You didn’t –” he hesitated over the shameful words “– you didn’t
run away?”

“Not exactly.”

Hereric swallowed
again. “Did you kill lots of Bernicians?”

“Yes.”

Hereric looked a
little happier with that answer, though still puzzled.

“Why aren’t you
pleased about it?”

Eadwine ran his free
hand wearily through his hair. “Because it doesn’t seem important
any more.”

“Why are they
attacking us? King Aethelferth’s supposed to be our ally, isn’t he?
Since Aunt Acha went to Bernicia to marry him. It’s not fair!”

“Because Aethelferth
never keeps his promises,” Eadwine said bitterly. “His Brittonic
nickname is Aethelferth Flesaurs, which means Aethelferth the
Twister in our language. You know his banner is a double-headed
serpent? Think of it as a two-faced snake. It suits him.”

“Why –” Hereric began,
and broke off, shrinking close to Eadwine’s side in sudden fear.
The riverside path was barred by a huge warrior, towering half a
head taller than Eadwine (who was himself a tall man), broad in
proportion, and bristling with red hair and red beard. He could
have been the god Thunor come to earth, except that instead of a
whetstone and a hammer he carried a wicked-looking spear and a
small round shield of unmistakable design.

Hereric planted
himself shoulder-to-shoulder with his uncle and drew his small
eating knife from his belt, determined to sell their lives
dearly.

“It’s all right,
Hereric,” Eadwine said, “this is Drust. He belongs to my
warband.”

Hereric’s eyes were as
round as the shield. “But he – he – he’s –” his voice dropped to a
shocked whisper “– he’s a Pict!”

“Son of the Goddess,”
chorused Eadwine and Drust in unison.

Drust grinned. “Ye’re
learning.” He looked down on Hereric like a kindly giant. “Ye can
put the knife away, laddie. Ye’re safe enough. We only eat boys at
the full moon.”

Hereric gulped, and
then realised he was being teased. His expression changed from one
of terror to one of fascination.

“I keep my tail in my
trews and my cloven hooves in my boots,” remarked Drust, after some
minutes under Hereric’s unblinking stare.

Hereric blushed and
stammered an apology.

“Och, dinna fret,
laddie. Ye’re no the first to look at me like that here.”

“You ought not to be
wandering around on your own down here,” Eadwine said. “Didn’t I
tell you to go to the King’s hall for food and rest? Big square
stone building in the middle of the city, go through the courtyard
and the hall’s opposite the main gate, you can’t miss it.” He ran a
hand through his hair in a distracted gesture. “I meant to –”

“Ye did, and I didna
mind ye. I dinna care tae leave my lord outwith the walls, and with
the enemy so close. Yon guard tried tae stop me, but I can take
care of myself.”

Eadwine sighed. “I’m
sure you can, but I don’t want you beating up all our soldiers.
Here.” He unfastened the brooch from his cloak, turning it so the
incised bull design caught the light. “My word doesn’t count for
much here, but the badge of my father’s house does. Wear that and
no-one will challenge you.”

“How come you’re
working for Uncle Eadwine?” Hereric interrupted, his curiosity
overcoming his alarm.

“We agreed –” Eadwine
began.

“He beat me,” said
Drust, admitting the disgrace with the air of one who won’t shirk
an unpleasant duty but wants to get it over with as soon as
possible.

Hereric looked at his
uncle with new respect. He had beaten this mighty warrior?

“So you’re his slave?
But you’ve got weapons and everything –”

“I swore to serve him
if he let my men go free. Ye could call me a hostage.”

Hereric frowned. “So
your men left you and ran away? That’s disgusting! They should have
died for you!”

“Aye, weel. And they
would ha’ done, in a fair fight, if they thought it would ha’ saved
me. But as it was –” he cast Eadwine a glance of grudging
admiration “– as it was, none of us was going to get home alive. So
I made a bargain.”

“They should still
have died for you! You had a right to expect them to!”

Drust fixed him with a
disconcerting stare. “Ye think so, laddie? Ye dinna think they had
a right tae expect me tae spot the trap? I was the fool. ‘Tis right
I should pay the price. ‘Tis a cruel thing tae have other men die
for ye, laddie. Ye mind that, when ye’re old enough tae lead.”

“But – you’re the
important one – they don’t matter –”

“Hereric, I’m
surprised at you,” Eadwine said, a sharp edge in his tone. “Where
did you get that idea from? Everything works both ways. You expect
your men to obey you, and that means you have to take as much care
of their lives and their honour as you do of your own. More, if
anything. You expect the people of your lands to feed and clothe
and maintain you and your warband, so they expect you to protect
them. Rights on both sides. That’s what makes it fair.” He looked
at the smoke smearing the northern horizon and his hands clenched
and unclenched like a man in pain. “And the Twister is burning
Eboracum Vale, and I can’t stop him! I couldn’t even keep Black
Dudda out of my own March –!”

“Och, they’ll be away
home soon,” Drust said comfortably. “The Twister canna take yon
city. Ye could hold it with a parcel of weans and women. I’m
thinking yon auld Romans canna ha’ been much for fighting, or they
wouldna ha’ needed tae build such a thing.”

“Cynewulf says that,”
Hereric put in, excited to be discussing warfare with this exotic
new acquaintance. “He says walls are for cowards and we should
march out and fight on the honest earth like men!”

“Cynewulf is the
biggest fool on the Council, and that’s a hotly contested title,”
Eadwine said. “All mouth and prick, as – as –”

He broke off. That had
been Eadric’s epithet for his illegitimate rival, and the sudden
reminder of his loss took his breath away.

“But lots of people
say the same,” argued Hereric. “Treowin agrees with him.” He only
just refrained from adding “So there!” Treowin was Eadwine’s oldest
and closest friend, so Hereric expected Eadwine to concede the
point immediately. Instead, Eadwine merely shook his head and
sighed.

Drust grinned. “Och,
‘tis all true that ye Sassenach sheep havena the sense of a babe.
Aethelferth canna take yon city, but on the field he’ll eat ye,
laddie. He’s thrashed every king in the North who’s ever fought
him.”

“But they were only
Brittonic, or Irish, or something,” Hereric protested. “Not proper
warriors like us. Everyone says we’ll beat him in battle easy
enough.”

Drust’s grin turned
into incredulous laughter. “Och, if I’d ha’ known, I’d ha’ led my
men down Dere Street and never bothered with yon cliffy coast, and
I’d be King of the North in Eboracum now. Ye seem determined tae
lose.” He sobered up, and turned to Eadwine. “’Twould be funnier if
I wasna in the middle of it. Can ye make them see sense?”

“I never have yet,”
Eadwine said wearily, “but I can try.”

Hereric looked
uncertainly from one to the other. He was looking forward to the
excitement of a battle that would avenge his beloved father. The
prevailing wisdom at court considered Eadwine a dreamer with a head
full of moonshine, and as Drust had lost to him he must be even
less of a warrior, so their opinions should be of little account.
But they sounded very certain. And his father’s death had
shaken his belief in Deiran invincibility.

“So what do you think
we should do, then?”

“Stand a siege,”
Eadwine answered instantly. “Look at the walls, Hereric! Imagine
you’re an enemy soldier trying to attack. Could you climb them? No.
Could you batter them down? No. Could you break open the gates? Not
with us on the towers and the gallery hurling stones and spears and
arrows at you. So you sit down outside and try to starve us out.
But you’re a long way from home, you’ve no shelter, it’s past the
end of summer and in a few weeks it’s going to be wet and cold,
you’ve burnt all the harvest on your way here, and after a few
weeks of bad food and bad water and sleeping in the mud your
soldiers start falling sick with camp fever. And then we sally out
from the city, where we’ve been warm and dry all this time, and
Aethelferth will think himself lucky if he gets home alive. That’s
what cities are for. That’s why Coel the Old made the giants build
Eboracum for him, a long, long time ago.”

They hurried in
through the river gate, almost a short tunnel since the walls were
so thick, and Hereric felt almost sorry for the attackers.

“Can I –?” he began,
but was interrupted by a disapproving voice.

“Eadwine! I was just
about to send a search party! Where have you been?”

“Visiting my brother’s
grave,” Eadwine said sharply. “By the Hammer, Treowin, why so many
people? It looks as if you’ve come to arrest me!”

“Don’t joke about it!”
Treowin exclaimed. He was about Eadwine’s age, the son of Deira’s
most aristocratic family, a thin, dark young man with an intense
manner. He jerked his head in the direction of the smoke in the
north. “I hope you’ve got a good reason for that.”

An attractive
dark-haired woman, no longer quite young, pushed her way through
the crowd, calling Hereric’s name in a strong Brittonic accent.
Hereric scowled, recognising her as Rhonwen, one of his mother’s
ladies, and tried to hide behind Drust. But he was too late.
Rhonwen had seen him, and swept down as inexorably as the incoming
tide.

“Hereric! You bad boy!
Your mother was so worried – Why, Eadwine! They told me you were
back.” She stood on tiptoe, put her arms round Eadwine’s neck,
kissed him very deliberately, whispered something in his ear that
made him start and stare at her, and then took Hereric’s reluctant
hand and led the boy away, throwing a suggestive smile over her
shoulder.

“Old flame still
burning for you, eh?” Treowin smirked, joining in the ribald
laughter. “Nice-looking piece. You take her up on it. No call for
you to be faithful to your wife after you’re married, never mind
before.”

Eadwine was still
gazing after the woman, not listening, his mind in a whirl. Those
whispered words had not been an amorous invitation after all.
Rhonwen had said, Princess Heledd fears for the boy’s life. Come
to her chambers after dark.

Treowin shook him by
the shoulder. “You’ve work to do first.” He looked at his friend
sympathetically. “You look terrible. I’m sorry, I’d make excuses
for you if I could, but the Council said now and they said
it more than an hour ago. I hope your story’s a good one. They’re
not pleased with you.”

 


“And what the hell
have you been doing?” Aethelferth of Bernicia slammed his fist into
his palm and every man within earshot jumped. “You got here in
twice the time with half the men. What are you, an old woman?”

Black Dudda stumbled
through his sorry tale. The harbour mouth blocked by a burning ship
so he had to land on the wrong side of the river. The ford spiked
with Roman thorns, turning it into a killing ground of crippled and
floundering men under a stinging rain of arrows. The deliberately
set moorland wildfire that engulfed his camp and roasted those who
could not run. The scouts and forage parties who set out and never
returned. The sudden assault from forest or reed-bed that came
without warning and vanished without trace, save for the wounded
and dead.

The scar on
Aethelferth’s face stood out livid against his tanned skin as he
listened, never a good sign, and the other captains and warlords
exchanged wry glances. Black Dudda had been the subject of much
envy when Aethelferth selected him for command, but now it looked
like a very short straw indeed. More than one put a hand to an
amulet or good-luck charm and offered silent thanks to their
favourite god or saint.

“I told you they’d got
a competent marchwarden for once,” commented one of the captains,
speaking Anglian but with the lilting accent that betrayed a
Brittonic origin. “There’s a reason why I’ve given up raiding that
coast.”

Aethelferth gave him a
level stare. “You know him? Who is he?”

“Eadwine son of Aelle.
Your new wife’s youngest brother. Half-brother, I should say. Lord
King,” he remembered, as an afterthought.

Aethelferth frowned.
“Acha doesn’t think much of him. He’s a stripling.”

“He’s a weasel bastard
and I’m going to break his neck!” snarled Black Dudda, who did not
take defeat well.

The Brittonic captain
eyed him with dislike and not a little satisfaction. Even in the
fierce company of Aethelferth’s captains Black Dudda was regarded
with a mixture of disgust and fear. He turned back to
Aethelferth.

“Eadwine is young,
yes, but he’s sharp. And he’s his mother’s son. Or perhaps I should
say his grandfather’s grandson. Your fathers slew Peredur King of
Eboracum and his brother over twenty years ago at Caer Greu, and
Peredur’s son ran away, yes. But Peredur left a daughter too, and
she married Aelle and made herself Queen of both Eboracum and
Deira. This Eadwine is the result. He is the heir of Coel the Old,
King of all the North, and this is Coel’s city. Blood like that
tells, Lord King.”

An uneasy muttering
broke out, and the captains looked unhappily across the
newly-deserted fields to Eboracum, glowing gold in the setting sun.
The ancient fortress was rectangular and immensely strong, sitting
on a natural defensive site between two rivers. The broad River
Ouse flowed past the south-west walls, spanned by a single imposing
stone bridge that linked the fortress with the civilian city on the
opposite bank. On the east side of the fortress was the River Foss,
smaller but still a notable barrier, and the two rivers joined at
an oblique angle some half a mile south of the fortress, protecting
that flank. If any enemy made it across the natural defences, he
was faced with a deep ditch to cross, full of clinging brambles.
Then an earth rampart topped by thirty feet of vertical limestone
walls jointed without ledge or crack. The massive gates in each
wall were flanked by projecting towers and topped by a fighting
gallery, from which the defenders could rain missiles down onto the
attackers. Two huge many-angled towers on the corners fronting the
Ouse, and more towers at the other two corners and at intervals
round the rest of the circuit, completed the picture.

Aethelferth’s
captains, hardened fighters to a man, paled. The emperor who had
rebuilt the city’s forbidding defences three centuries before had
intended it to overawe barbarian warriors. It was still
working.

Aethelferth spat. His
original intention had been thoroughly wrecked, partly by Black
Dudda’s delay and partly because the Deirans had bolted into their
city like mice into a hole at his approach, rather than marching
out to stop the burning of Eboracum Vale as they were supposed to.
But he was rarely at a loss for long. He already had a new plan for
the impregnable city.

“Remember, lads,” he
said, “it ain’t the walls that fight. You think Aethelferth the
Twister can’t outwit Aelle Ox-brains?” He drew his sword and held
it up, the blade glowing red in the dying light. “Hear me, Woden!
Hear me, O Masked One, Lord of Hosts, Master of the Gallows, Giver
of Victory! Put fear into the hearts of our enemies, shackle them
in the war-fetters, drive them witless and terrified before us!
Give us victory, and I will give to you Aelle and his son Eadwine,
King and Atheling, as a gift to your power! This I swear on my
sword and call all the gods as witness! Hear me, O Terrible One!
Hear me!”

A large black crow,
startled by the shouting, flapped out of the trees and flew away
looking for a more peaceful place to roost.

“A raven!” someone
cried. “The bird of Woden! See, it flies over the city! An omen! He
has given them into our hands!”

 


 



Chapter
3

 


Rhonwen was watching
for Eadwine at the entrance to Heledd’s apartments, a warren of
rooms that had once been the offices of the legionary headquarters.
She swung the door closed behind him.

“Here,” she said,
pushing a cup of wine into his hand. “Sit down. I’ll go for
Princess Heledd.”

“I’ll go to her. I
know she finds it painful to walk.”

He had known his
brother’s wife – his brother’s widow – ever since she had first
come to Deira as a bride to seal the alliance with the neighbouring
Brittonic kingdom of Elmet. Heledd had never been robust, and
thirteen years of largely unsuccessful childbearing had left her
with unspecified but persistent health problems. Now she was thirty
but looked forty, her beauty faded and her smile tired. She did not
rise as they entered. Eadwine greeted her in the Brittonic fashion,
with a kiss on both cheeks, and took her hands.

“My poor Heledd,” he
said softly, speaking Brittonic. “What can I say? But he died a
hero. That will be a comfort to you, in time.”

Heledd lowered her
eyes. She had seen the grief etched on his face, and could not hurt
him by letting him see that her greatest regret over her husband’s
death was that it had occurred just at the point when she was
trapped in a besieged city with no way of getting back to her
homeland. Eadric had bestridden his household like a golden god
come to earth, and had treated both his pretty and bewildered
foreign bride and his recently-motherless little half-brother with
the same careless kindness that he extended to any vaguely
appealing creature that did not annoy him. Both had been equally
dazzled at first. For Heledd, who even at seventeen had known that
men who truly respect their wives do not shame them by flaunting a
succession of mistresses, the fascination had quickly worn off. For
Eadwine it never had.

“We must bear it as
best we can,” she said, wishing she could comfort him rather than
burden him with another problem. “Mother of God, but you look
terrible! You need a good meal, a bath, and a good night’s sleep,
in that order. The second I have no doubt Rhonwen will be delighted
to help with. The first I can provide.” She indicated a table set
for two and laden with food. “You will dine with me? I do not think
you will wish to go into hall tonight?”

“You heard about the
Council?”

“Some of it. Rhonwen
was chased away before the end. Eat. Don’t start talking or you
won’t stop. You can have peace and quiet here. I owe you that, at
least.”

She remembered what a
Godsend he had been to a frightened bride adrift in a strange
country, unable to speak the language and all but abandoned by her
husband as soon as she was safely pregnant. A bright, curious,
lively seven-year-old, equally at home in both languages, who had
translated for her, helped her to learn Anglian, found her a
Christian priest from the Brittonic monastery on the other side of
the river, and talked incessantly on every subject under the sun –
except the father he was never able to please. Now the boy had
grown into this wary, intelligent young man, weary from over three
years of command on the dangerous and thankless northern border.
She noted the pallor of his skin, the dark smudges under his eyes,
the tenseness in every movement, a muscle that occasionally
twitched in his cheek. It was hard to believe that he was not yet
quite twenty.

“Tell me about the
Council,” she said, when he pushed away his plate and tilted back
his chair.

Eadwine shrugged,
staring moodily into his wine cup. “Much as you’d expect. The King
blamed me for not preventing them landing, for not defending
Derwentcaster, for not giving battle on the plain, for raising the
March militia without proper authority, for disbanding them without
permission, for not fighting hard enough and for losing too many
men.”

“He’s lost battle
after battle all summer, he’s been kicked from one end of Deira to
the other, thrown out of every fortress except here at Caer Ebrawg,
and he blames you for not beating Aethelferth the Twister
with ten men?”

Eadwine shrugged
again. “He has to blame someone. So – I am still Warden of the
March, in so far as the March still exists. But here Cynewulf
commands.”

“Cynewulf? Mother of
God!” There could be no greater insult to Eadwine than this blatant
preferment of his slave-born half-brother.

“You didn’t expect
he’d give the command to me? The runt of the litter?” He slammed
his fist against the table in a rare loss of control. “The King
should have tied me in a sack and chucked me in the river at birth,
like you do with unwanted kittens. It would have been better for
all concerned.”

“Not for me,” Heledd
said quietly, “nor I suspect for the folk of the March. And you
have more support here than you think. Aelle may be soft in the
head over that strutting stallion he fathered, but there are many
who remember that you are the Queen’s son.”

“Including my father,”
Eadwine said bitterly. He drew a breath and ran his hand through
his hair. “Sorry. I ought to be used to it by now. It won’t matter
who commands in any case. The Council had one more thing to do
besides humiliating me. They have decided that tomorrow morning we
march out and fight Aethelferth in open field.”

“Mother of God!
Why?”

Because he has lost
all hope, Eadwine thought, not looking at her. Because he is
the leader, he chose wrongly, he has failed to defend his kingdom
and all can see his shame, and a glorious death in battle means he
can die a hero and he will not have to choose and fail again.
Aloud, he said, “Because we have had twenty years of peace and the
old men who fought at Caer Greu are mostly gone and the young men
are eager for battle to show their prowess and have not thought
that we could lose. Because defending a city under siege is
tiresome and tedious work, and there are many who will grow bored
and cry shame on him for shirking a battle, as there were those who
cried shame on me at the Council. And because he is old and fat and
sick, and he fears to die in his bed. A charge to glory, a bloodied
blade, a swift pain soon over, and then the everlasting feast in
Woden’s hall. When Cynewulf and Treowin and their kind shout for
battle, who can blame him for being convinced?”

“Perhaps all the other
men – and women – who will die and suffer for his selfish whim,”
Heledd said sourly.

“Do you think I did
not try to make him see that?” He drained his wine cup. “Is there
much of this left?”

Heledd blinked,
surprised. He had changed more than she thought. “Of course. I
suppose you have a right to get drunk.”

“No, no. I was
thinking of you. Tomorrow. If you barricade yourselves in here and
put all the wine, mead and beer in the outer room, the looters will
find that first, drink themselves senseless on it and leave you
alone. They’ll find you eventually, but by then they’ll have
sobered up and you’ll be able to argue with the commanders.
Aethelferth won’t ill-treat a Princess of Elmet. He isn’t stupid.
It should be possible for your servants to get Hereric out in the
confusion, or you might get away with disguising him as a slave.
Aethelferth will know he exists – he will have learned the entire
family tree from Acha – but he’s never met any of us. He won’t
recognise Hereric.”

“Or you, either,”
Rhonwen interrupted. “Don’t throw your life away just because the
King’s a fool! Stay here with us! Please!”

She was almost
sobbing, remembering the shy boy of four years ago who had told her
she was beautiful, who had responded to her tutoring with such awed
gentleness, who had said Teach me what to do, Rhona. Some day I
shall have a wife, and I cannot expect her to love me for my
looks.

“Ah, Rhona, the finest
warrior on earth couldn’t defend you alone against an army. Your
best bet is to hide in the ruins and hope to escape notice. They’re
not likely to find our courtyard –”

He broke off, and
Rhonwen knew he was remembering the same summer, the ruined
courtyard filled with roses.

“I didn’t mean that,”
she sobbed. “I meant you should get away – somewhere safe –”

“My place is at my
father’s side, whether he wants me there or not. Heledd – was this
of the battle what you feared? I am sorry I can think of nothing
better. I have been racking my brains all the way here.”

“No,” Heledd said
slowly, “though it may change things. Rhonwen, watch the door.” She
leaned forward, speaking now in Latin. It was a rare language in
Britannia now, two centuries after the departure of the Empire, but
the Brittonic royal families still taught it to their children and
Heledd in turn had taught it to Eadwine, as a joke that if she was
going to have to learn Anglian he was going to have to learn
something too. And it gave a guarantee against eavesdroppers.

“I believe,” she said,
“that Eadric was murdered.”

There was a long
pause, and Heledd wondered if he had not understood.

“Murdered?” he
whispered eventually, in the same language. “But – they told me he
died in battle. Caught by a Bernician patrol, with only a few of
his men. They died honourably, fighting to the end.”

“He may have died in a
battle, but it was not battle that killed him,” she said
cryptically. “When they brought him home, I laid out his body. It
is a wife’s duty. He had wounds, yes, but they were superficial.
Almost as if done for show. The wound that killed him was made by a
knife, long of blade but very narrow, no more than half an inch
wide. It had pierced between the rings of his mail shirt and gone
straight to the heart. Your brother was stabbed in the back.”

Eadwine shivered,
trying to absorb this new shock. “Who could do such a thing?”

“The heir to the
kingdom is bound to have enemies.” She paused. “I am not so
concerned with who, Eadwine, as who next? I fear that
whoever sought the death of the father will also seek the death of
the son. You do understand? Hereric is all I have left. I need your
help. Eadwine, you must save him!”

He still seemed dazed.
“Treachery, on top of everything else,” he said, his voice slow and
hopeless. “Perhaps my father is right, and the gods have turned
against us.”

Rhonwen had not
understood the conversation, but she saw Eadwine put his head in
his hands and saw the flicker of disappointment cross Heledd’s
face. She understood that the Princess had asked something of him,
something that he could not do.

“My lady,” she said in
Brittonic, “you expect too much. One man cannot turn back the
tide.” She left the door and came to stand behind Eadwine’s chair,
resting one hand lightly on his shoulder. Although he looked as
limp as a worn-out rag, the muscles were tense and knotted like a
heap of badly-spun wool. “You should get some sleep, my dear,” she
said softly. “You look terrible.”

He raised his head and
ran a hand wearily through his hair. “I’m getting very tired of
people telling me that.”

“It’s true,” Heledd
said, her voice full of sympathy. “You look like a walking corpse.
When did you last sleep?”

Eadwine shrugged. “Two
nights, three, I don’t know. What does it matter? There’ll be all
the time in the world for sleep after tomorrow. I only wish there
was something I could do for you.”

“I am sorry. I should
not have asked. What could you do? Rhonwen is right, one man cannot
turn back the tide.”

“The tide!” He sprang
to his feet, knocking the chair over. “The tide, the tide!” He
smote his forehead. “Oh, what’s happened to my brain? High water is
in about an hour, isn’t it?”

“Ye-es,” Rhonwen said,
eyeing him dubiously. “But –”

“Heledd, Hereric
must get out of the city tonight. You cannot trust anyone in
Deira now. Eadric’s enemy, or enemies, will certainly betray
Hereric to Aethelferth. What easier way than to let someone else do
their killing for them? Hereric’s life depends on getting out of
Deira before tomorrow. And you’re his passport to the court of
Elmet. King Ceretic can hardly deny refuge to his aunt and her son.
You must go too.”

The two women
exchanged doubtful glances. “The bridge and the gates are all
watched,” Heledd said carefully, “and in any case I cannot walk or
ride far or fast –”

Eadwine was pacing
back and forth, his eyes alight with purpose. “You can sit in a
boat. I think I know where one might have survived. Collect all the
gold and all the jewellery you can wear or carry. I’d rather you
took it than the Twister. Be ready here with Hereric in an hour.
I’ll send one of my men to guide you if I can’t come myself. Rhona,
I’m sorry, you’ll have to take your own chances.”

“I don’t see –” Heledd
began.

“Trust me. Have I ever
let you down?” He grinned, suddenly alive again, as a candle flares
brightest just before it burns out. “If this is going to be my last
night on earth, I’ll damn well do something useful with it! Be
ready.”

 


Half an hour later,
three figures plodded, dripping, through the ruins of the civilian
half of the city on the opposite bank of the river. It was a
cheerless place, especially in the middle of the night, with shabby
clay and timber huts squatting in what had once been gracious
gardens and the gravel streets potholed and choked with weeds.

“I don’t know what you
see in this place,” Ashhere grumbled, stubbing a toe on a broken
roof tile. “And I don’t think much of midnight swimming.”

“We could hardly fight
Aethelferth’s guards on the bridge,” Eadwine whispered back. “You
should try swimming the river at half-tide when the current’s
running fast. Then it’s really hard work.”

“How do you find your
way around?” Lilla asked. “This city goes on for ever in all
directions!”

“Don’t you know every
tree and every stone around Deornoth’s village, where you grew up?
Well, I grew up here. I used to come here a lot at one time. This
place –” Eadwine stopped beside a paling fence and rapped hard on
the gate, “– is full of interesting people.”

A small loophole in
the gate jerked open and a man’s head popped out, with all the hair
shaved off forward of a line joining the ears over the crown. Lilla
jumped back, startled.

“God be with you,
Brother,” Eadwine said to the apparition, in perfect Brittonic. “I
am Eadwine son of Aelle. I am known here. I would speak with Father
Ysgafnell, if you please.”

Father Ysgafnell was
an elderly Brittonic priest, bald as an egg and with one eye and
one hand missing. He greeted Eadwine like a long-lost son,
apparently not at all surprised at his arrival in the middle of the
night, half-dressed and dripping wet.

“My boy! Have you
realised the error of your heathen ways at last and come to
pray?”

Ashhere and Lilla
watched suspiciously from their seats by the fire, hands clutched
around amulets for protection against any heathen magic. Lilla had
not come across the Christian religion before, but Ashhere had
heard blood-curdling rumours of vile cannibalistic rites, involving
the ritual murder of a prophet and feasting on his flesh and blood.
He wondered if the old priest’s missing hand and eye were something
to do with their foul rituals, and shivered. The less he had to do
with people who followed such a cruel and violent god, the better
as far as he was concerned.

Eadwine seemed
unconcerned, returning the greeting with every appearance of
delight and carrying on a vigorous conversation in Brittonic. Lilla
clearly understood not a word, and although Ashhere knew some
Brittonic, chiefly to make it easier to give orders to the peasants
on his father’s recently-acquired estate, they were talking far too
fast for him to catch more than a few words here and there. The
best he could say was that it didn’t look threatening, and that
nobody had been turned into a toad – yet.

“Yes, I’ve still got
the boat,” Father Ysgafnell was saying to Eadwine, “but whatever do
you want it for, lad? A siege is no time to take up fishing. You
can’t be short of food yet, they’ve only just arrived. A
battle? Against Aethelferth the Twister? In open field? Holy
Mary Mother of God!” He crossed himself.

Ashhere, seeing the
gesture, took a tighter hold of his hammer amulet and muttered a
prayer to Thunor to protect them.

“Truly, Saxons carry
their brains between their legs!” Ysgafnell continued. “And you
want to make yourself scarce before tomorrow, eh? Sensible
lad.”

“Not me,” Eadwine
managed to get in, “it’s for Princess Heledd and her son –”

“Ah, down the Ouse on
the ebb tide and up the Aire on the flood to Loidis, eh? Well, in
my opinion any sensible man would go with them, but I won’t argue.
What are your friends so frightened of, by the way? Huddled
together like a pair of wet hens. What, me? Do they think I want
their eyes to replace the one I lost to a Saxon spear at Caer Greu?
Worry not, little chickens, yours are blue and I want a matched
pair –”

“Don’t tease, Father,”
Eadwine said, laughing. “Will you show us to the boat? There’s not
much of the night left.”

“If you need somewhere
to hide tomorrow, lad,” Ysgafnell said in a low voice, as they made
their way across the enclosure scattered with little beehive-shaped
cells, “you come to us. I know they say it’s a disgrace to survive
if your king is killed, but between you and me, whoever said that
knew nothing about pig-headed kings and had probably never been in
a battle. I have, and I’m telling you, lad, don’t throw your
life away.”

“I don’t intend to run
away,” Eadwine said stubbornly. “And I don’t want to live in exile,
thank you.”

“Believe me, lad, a
heroic death isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

“You never
tried it.”

“That was uncalled
for, boy, and in my days as a spearman I’d have had your balls for
it, but I am above such things now and will let it pass in the
spirit of Christian forgiveness, amen.” He paused for breath and
went on, in a changed voice, “I heard about your brother. I’m
sorry. But I still say you shouldn’t rush to join him. Splendid
life with the gods and all that, but I recommend keeping the one
you’ve got for as long as possible.”

“They say Aethelferth
doesn’t like Christians,” Eadwine began cautiously. “You may want
to take yourself out of the way tomorrow –”

“My dear boy, nothing
would brighten my last hours more than watching one Saxon king
trying to kill another.”

“I suppose I asked for
that,” Eadwine said, after a pause.

Ysgafnell put a
fatherly hand on his shoulder. “Sorry. You’re so much your mother’s
son I forget that you’re your father’s as well.”

He pushed beneath a
weeping willow, and pointed to a small skin boat drawn up to the
bank under its branches, invisible to the world. Ashhere and Lilla
looked at it doubtfully. They were used to proper boats,
clinker-built from good solid timber, not these fragile
cockleshells.

“It’ll float,” Eadwine
reassured them, switching back to Anglian. “Sit in the middle and
take an oar each. You’ll have to get across the river quickly. Wait
for me under the willow by the south tower, where we came just
now.”

“Aren’t you coming
with us?”

“I think it would help
if the guards on the bridge were all looking the other way for a
bit. Wait until you hear a commotion from upstream, then hurry
across as fast as you can. It should be just about slack water by
now, it’ll be easy.”

He ducked back under
the willows, and they saw him vault the fence, climb up onto a
ruined wall and vanish along the bank. A few minutes later, the
silent night erupted in a furious quacking and splashing and
clapping of wings as a couple of hundred panicked waterfowl fled
from their roost and flapped into the night.

“Off you go, lads, and
good luck to you,” said the old priest, in execrable Anglian. “I
shall pray for you tomorrow, heathen Saxon imbeciles that you are.
I think you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

 


“I don’t know, Lady,”
Treowin said for the fifth time, sounding distinctly aggrieved. He
was very conscious of his position as the heir to Deira’s noblest
family and rather resented running errands, even to oblige his best
friend. “Eadwine asked me to bring you and the atheling here. He
didn’t favour me with an explanation.”

“Where does that hole
go?” Hereric wanted to know, staring in appalled fascination at the
black maw of the shaft disappearing down into the middle of the
street. They were gathered in the shadow of a partly-collapsed
archway in a part of the ruined city he had never visited before,
where a rotting timber cover had been pushed aside to reveal the
shaft. It was a manhole leading down into the main drain of the old
city, but none of them knew that.

“I don’t know,”
Treowin answered crossly.

“Why are all those
ducks on the river quacking like that?”

“I don’t know.”

“What’s
happening?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where’s Uncle
Eadwine?”

“I don’t know.”

“Why –?”

“Oh, by the Hammer,
boy, will you be quiet? He told these two –” pointing at the
hulking shadows that were Wulfgar and Wulfraed “– to collect food
and then wait here, and he took two others with him and said they
were going swimming.”

“Why swimming?”

“How the hell do I
know?” Treowin snapped, and went back to biting his nails.

“Relax,” advised
Wulfgar, or possibly it was Wulfraed. Although the brothers came
from one of his father’s estates, Treowin could never remember
which was which. “His schemes sound crack-brained, but they
work.”

A light flickered at
the base of the hole. Hereric held tighter to his mother’s hand and
took a step back. Everyone said the old city was full of ghosts,
evil creatures that came out at night and drank blood.

Now they could hear
something breathing in the shaft, and the scrape and creak of
something creeping upwards. A dark shadow formed at the mouth of
the hole, and drew itself up over the lip. Hereric squeaked in
fear. Treowin stepped forward, ostentatiously pushing Heledd and
Hereric behind him, and in one swift movement seized the shadow and
held his drawn sword to its throat.

“I might have known I
should have sent Ashhere up first,” Eadwine’s voice said in a
whisper. “Put me down, Treowin. Is the lady here?”

“Yes!” said Hereric
eagerly. “We’re here! Are you taking us on an adventure – Ugh,
you’re all wet! Where have you been?”

“In the river,
twice.”

“Why?”

“To get to the other
side.”

“Do we have to swim
too? Mam can’t, you know –”

“She doesn’t have to,
you’re going by boat. To Loidis, where your cousin is the King
–”

Hereric jerked his
hand out of his mother’s grasp. “I’m not running away! Running away
is for girlies and cowards! I want to stay and fight in the
battle!”

“Hereric,” Eadwine
said, in a stern voice his nephew had never heard before, “you
cannot always do what you want. You can’t fight tomorrow, you are
too young. It will be a full three years before you take the spear.
You can help us best by living safe at your cousin’s court, where
you will grow to manhood and learn the arts of war, and one day
come back to avenge us. And make your great father proud.”

Heledd found that a
wooden ladder led down the shaft into a dank, malodorous
stone-lined tunnel, its floor puddled with filthy water. Eadwine
was waiting at the bottom, a lamp balanced in a recess in the wall.
He held out his arms to her.

“I’ll carry you,” he
said. “The floor is slimy and treacherous. I’m used to it. Ashhere
will help Hereric. You carry the lamp for me.”

He was stronger than
she had expected, lifting her with apparent ease. She hooked one
arm round his shoulders, and held the lamp up with the other. The
whole floor of the tunnel seemed to shift and slither away into the
shadows ahead, and oily ripples came lapping back. The smell got
worse, if that were possible.

“Rats,” Eadwine said.
“Don’t be afraid, they won’t come near the light.”

Behind them they heard
Hereric yelp in disgust, quickly cut off, and the heavy sloshing
sound as first Wulfgar and then Wulfraed descended the ladder. Then
a scraping sound as the trapdoor was pulled across.

Heledd repressed a
shiver. “How do you know about this disgusting place?”

“From when I was
Hereric’s age, or a bit younger. Treowin found the trapdoor under a
heap of leaves and brambles. We hauled it up, and he bet me I
wouldn’t dare go down and follow the tunnel to its end. I was
terrified, but I was damned if I was going to lose a dare. And then
later it was a convenient way out of the city when the gates were
all barred.”

“Ah. I thought you
knew Rhonwen before she joined my ladies.”

“It was useful for
visiting Father Ysgafnell, too. Ah – here we are. Leave the lamp
here. I can’t risk a light being seen on the bank.”

He waited for the
others to catch up, spoke a few quiet words of command, and moved
cautiously forward again, feeling for each step. The remains of the
lantern light faded behind, and a dim grey glimmer showed ahead.
Starlight on the river. Heledd felt strands of ivy brush her face,
a bramble tugged at her cloak as Eadwine lifted her over the lip of
the ditch, and they were out.

A solid-looking shadow
moved on the bank, and she made out a large coracle bobbing on the
swell. A strange way for a Princess of Elmet to return to her
homeland, but better than being taken as a prize of war.

“No time for
farewells,” Eadwine whispered. “They won’t chase wild geese for
ever, and you must be away before they start looking this way
again. Wulfgar, Wulfraed, take the oars. You are in the Lady
Heledd’s service now. I release you from mine and from all
obligations to me. Guard the lady and the Atheling with your lives.
Heledd – fare you well. May your Christian God hold his hand over
you. Hereric, make your father proud of you. Go now, quickly!”

The cockleshell boat,
laden to its limits with four occupants, slipped soundlessly out
onto the black water, turned like a leaf spinning on the ebbing
tide, and was gone.

Eadwine tugged at
Lilla’s and Ashhere’s sleeves to indicate they should make their
way back though the tunnel. They had hardly taken a step when a
sentry’s voice roared out from above.

“Halt! Who goes
there?”

They dropped into the
ditch and lay rigid among the brambles, waiting for the expected
hail of spears and arrows. Stupid way to die, skewered by their own
sentries under the walls of their own city….. But no missiles came.
The sentries were not concerned with them after all, but with
something else moving in the ditch nearer to the river gate.
Something that was far too heavy to be a rat, something that had
not had three years’ practice ambushing raiders on the March and
did not know how to move silently through undergrowth. Someone
creeping in the pre-dawn dark from the enemy camp to the river
gate. And they had left their weapons in the city.

Eadwine froze, heart
pounding, trying to judge whether it was really men moving in the
ditch or merely his overwrought nerves making an enemy attack out
of a foraging hedgehog. If it was men, it was not many, no more
than two or three. Not enough for an attempted attack. A
reconnaissance party, perhaps, trying to judge the state of the
ditch? Whatever it was, it was moving away.

He released a breath
he had not known he was holding, feeling his strength draining away
along with the tension that had kept him going for the last few
crowded hours. He shivered, suddenly cold in his wet clothes. Back
to the city, barricade this drain just in case, and then there was
no more for him to do. He might get an hour’s sleep before
sunrise.

 


“Bugger,” Aethelferth
muttered, standing on the edge of the Bernician camp and watching
the dawn lighten over the city and its still-shut gate. “Bugger,
bugger, bugger!”

 


 



Chapter
4

 


“Assemble in the
courtyard!” bawled the herald, doing the rounds of Eboracum’s
ramparts. “Assemble in the courtyard!” He saw Ashhere, Drust and
Lilla sitting in a row on the wall above the north-west gate,
sharing bread and cheese and beer and apparently leaning on a
bundle of rags. “You lot! Who’s your lord?”

Lilla, whose peasant
forebears had generations of experience in dealing with unwelcome
royal officials, saluted smartly. “Lord Eadwine, sir!”

“Where is he? I’ve
been looking for him since dawn!”

“He went that way,
sir!”

The herald looked down
at the coloured threads on his tally stick. “You’re to fight with
Lord Eadric’s hearth-troop. On the left, next to Lord Treowin’s
men. Get going.”

“Yes, sir!” cried
Lilla, not moving. “Right away, sir!”

The herald glared, but
he was in a hurry and had better things to do than chivvy three
unimportant housecarls. He scurried off.

“I think they mean it
this time,” Ashhere said. “We’d better wake him.”

“Shame,” sighed Lilla.
“When he’s asleep he doesn’t know his brother’s dead.” He shook the
rags gently. “Lord?”

The bundle stirred,
rolled over, and was revealed to be Eadwine, rolled in his cloak
and covered by Ashhere’s. He sat up, his face still grey and drawn
from grief and weariness.

“What is it?”

“Battle,” said Lilla,
succinctly. “They still haven’t seen sense.”

Eadwine rubbed his
eyes. “Not our decision.” He yawned. “Have you got your gear?”

Ashhere pointed to a
stack of weapons and a mail shirt against the wall. “And we
collected yours too.”

“And we got you dry
clothes,” added Lilla, handing over a bundle of cloth. “Treowin
told us where to look.”

“And breakfast,” said
Ashhere, proffering a basket and a flagon. “It’s beer, not
mead.”

“You have been busy,”
Eadwine said, dressing with his customary speed and handing Ashhere
his cloak back. “What have I done to deserve all this attention?
Don’t answer that.” He broke off a chunk of bread and peered out of
the nearest embrasure at the Bernician camp, pitched just out of
spear range below. “How odd.”

“What?”

Eadwine pointed.
“They’re all armed and ready, but they’re sitting in rows and
eating. As if they were all lined up for battle and then stood down
for some reason. Looks like they were planning a dawn attack and it
was called off. But they’re only just starting to fetch timber to
make ladders, look. Wonder how they were expecting to get in
without ladders?” He yawned again, exhausted, and dismissed the
problem as not immediately relevant.

Some of the Bernicians
had noticed the movement on the walls and were pointing and
jeering. One of the captains, a big fair-haired man in bright mail,
stalked to the edge of the camp.

“Cowards!” he taunted.
“Come out and fight!”

“Little does he know,”
Ashhere grumbled miserably.

Eadwine shot him a
sharp glance. Since they must fight, it was his responsibility to
see that his men fought in good heart, whatever the depth of his
own despair. He leaned over the wall as if to take a good look at
the man below.

“Well, well. If it
isn’t our friend from three days ago. Four days ago now.” He cupped
his hands to his mouth. “Black Dudda!”

The man in mail
started. “Who wants him?”

Eadwine stood up in
the embrasure and shouted, as he had shouted four days ago across
the fords of Esk, “I am Eadwine son of Aelle, Warden of the North
March, and you are not welcome in my land!”

“This is not the North
March,” jeered another voice from the camp, with a strong Brittonic
accent. “Saxon pigs!”

“I am also Eadwine son
of Elen daughter of Peredur, heir of Coel Godebawg, Protector of
the North,” Eadwine called back. “Get back beyond the Wall,
bog-trotter!”

Black Dudda jabbed his
spear in their direction, but it was much too far to throw,
especially as he would also have to throw upwards, and he sensibly
did not make a fool of himself by trying. He hurled a stream of
insults instead.

Eadwine scorned him
with a laugh. “Fine words! But words are cheap, and you have many
fewer men than when we last met! Have you brought the rest to die
on the walls of Eboracum?”

“I’ll see you dead,
boy!”

“When?” Eadwine jeered
back. “It was your men did the dying! Take a good look, men of
Bernicia! Here’s the man who lost half an army fighting ten Deiran
warriors!”

Black Dudda’s face
went crimson and he ran a few paces forward. “Cowards’ tricks!
Weasel’s tricks!”

“Too clever for you,
bollock-brain!” Eadwine mocked, and added in an undertone, “Pass me
a spear, out of sight. If I can annoy him enough he’ll come within
range, and he hasn’t got a helmet on.”

But Black Dudda was
not stupid. He shouted a final insult, and stalked back into his
camp. Eadwine cast a last look over the wall and jumped down from
the embrasure. “Oh, well, it was worth a try – Ash! Get down!”

Ashhere, who had been
leaning with his back against one of the other embrasures,
obediently threw himself flat just as a spear flew over his head
and rattled against the nearby tower, accompanied by a stream of
derisory Brittonic from below.

“By the Hammer,” Lilla
chided, retrieving the weapon, “Thunor must have his work cut out
looking after you!”

Ashhere got up,
shaken. “What the –?”

“That Brittonic fellow
was creeping through the bushes,” Eadwine explained. “I was
watching him. It seems you weren’t.”

“They haven’t got
tails after all,” Lilla said, taking a cautious look over the wall.
The Brittonic spearman had run back out of range and was now
capering at the edge of the Bernician camp, shouting Brittonic
abuse and occasionally emphasising a point by turning his back,
lowering his trousers and flashing his bare backside at the walls.
“What’s he saying?”

Eadwine listened for a
moment. “Well, if you really want a translation, we’re creeping
toads who lack male swords, we fornicate with pigs – I wonder how
that’s supposed to work without the proper equipment? – and we’re
all bum-boys and arse-prickers.” He leaned forward and shouted
something in Brittonic over the walls. He had a clear, carrying
voice, and the Bernician camp erupted into a howl of laughter. The
spearman whipped round, brick-red with fury, ran forward, dropped
his trousers to his ankles and waggled his genitals obscenely at
the watchers on the walls.

Drust looked at
Eadwine in admiration. “What did ye say?”

“I told him if he
hoped to get lucky, darling, he’d better wash his arse. Now he’s
demonstrating what he and his friends are going to do to our women.
Which is really not intelligent when you’ve come within range and
have just given the enemy a free spear. Ash? We could all hit him
from here, but you owe him one, I think.”

Ashhere grinned, the
spear flew back, and a scream echoed up from below.

“Good shot, Ash,”
Lilla said, as they clattered down the rampart stairs at a run.
“He’ll be your slave when you get to Woden’s hall.”

“Do foreigners go to
Woden’s hall?”

“He should,” Eadwine
joked. “He died with his sword in his hand.”

They were still
laughing as they ran into the palace courtyard. No-one else was.
The yard was a milling mass of men and horses in no particular
order. It seemed that Aelle wanted to lead a grand procession out
from the city, with the mounted leaders riding at its head. They
would dismount to fight, of course, for cavalry fighting was a
Brittonic tactic that most of the Anglians regarded with profound
suspicion, but riding rather than walking to war was a symbol of
prestige that Aelle was not prepared to give up. A heated argument
over who was going to ride in front of whom was developing among
the great lords, and looked about to come to blows. It took an
outstanding leader to weld all the individuals together into a
greater whole. Aethelferth of Bernicia was such a one. Eadric, at
least according to Eadwine, was another. Aelle of Deira was not, or
not any more. He was past sixty now, not in the best of health, and
cut a somewhat pathetic figure in his splendid armour,
grey-bearded, balding and fat, shouting querulously in his wheezy
voice at the quarrelling lords.

Eadwine threaded his
way through the press to where a big, fair man with a scarred face
was haranguing a slightly less indisciplined-looking knot of
men.

“– and you’ll make
Lord Eadric’s name live for ever in song – Ah, here’s the little
brother!” He wrung Eadwine’s hand. “We fight with you today. For
Lord Eadric’s memory!”

“For Eadric’s memory,”
Eadwine agreed, suddenly sober. “Ashhere, Lilla, Drust, this is
Beortred. Captain of my brother’s hearth-troop. Whatever happens,
stick with Beortred today. You can trust him with your lives. My
brother did.” He clapped them each on the shoulder in turn. “I’ll
have to ride at the front, but I’ll join you in the line. If I
don’t get another chance to say this, you’re the best. And you’ve
got my permission to get as drunk as lords tonight. May the Three
Ladies be kind to you.”

Ashhere shivered,
watching Eadwine push through the crowd to the King’s side. The
Three Ladies of Fate, the implacable weavers of destiny who were
impervious to pleas and petitions, who would raise a man high at
one moment and dash him into the dust on a whim, whose dominion
extended even over the gods. If there was a bleaker power to put
your faith in before a battle, he couldn’t think of one.

“That sounded like a
farewell,” he said sadly. His spirits had risen after the incident
on the walls, but the sullen chaos in the courtyard had punctured
his confidence again.

“I don’t suppose he
cares if it is or not,” Lilla answered. “When you’ve just lost the
most important person in your life you don’t have much heart for
going on without them.”

“I care,” growled
Drust. “Yon stupid king can kill himself if he likes, but he isna
taking my guid lord with him. Not if I have anything tae do with
it.”

“Right!” rumbled
Beortred, at Ashhere’s elbow. “Hear that, lads? Protect young
Eadwine with your lives today! Until Hereric’s of age, he’s the
nearest we’ve got to Lord Eadric.”

Eadwine sat his horse
a little distance from the rest of the lords, having tried to
suggest something to his father and been rebuffed. He was armed for
battle, except for the heavy helmet which he would not put on until
the last minute. He rarely wore it on the March, where the grubby
routine was more akin to hunting than battle and its eye-catching
splendour would be a liability. The helmet, even more than his mail
and decorated sword, marked him out as a prince or a lord, a man to
be killed.

He smiled grimly to
himself. Good. He had attached his last three followers to
Beortred, who would see them right if anyone could, and if he
himself was fated to die it would be a relief. At least it would
ease this unbearable ache of loneliness. How was it possible that
the world could continue without Eadric alive in it? Eadric, the
golden and glorious hero, treacherously stabbed in the back by some
unknown assassin. Why? Violent death at the hands of a rival
was never far away, if you were considered at all important. But
the conventional method was for the rival to pick a fight in
public, or to gather his followers and march openly on your hall.
Once the victim was dead, the murderer would announce who he was,
who he had just killed and why, and would brag about the deed at
every opportunity. It was up to the victim’s kin to take revenge,
and if they could not, or would not, or tried and failed, that was
taken as a sign that the gods approved of the new status quo. The
murderer gained wealth, or a woman, or prestige, or recognition of
his superior power. What possible point could there be in a murder
that was not claimed? It had a hint of madness about it.

Eadwine tried to make
his weary mind think. The murderer was probably in this courtyard,
and if he could only work out who it was, today would be his
opportunity to avenge Eadric. That would ensure his brother would
be pleased to see him in Woden’s hall, that would mean he need not
feel ashamed in that glorious company. But it had to be the right
man, and there was no shortage of possible candidates.

One of the other
athelings? Unlike property, the kingship did not pass automatically
to the eldest son but was elected by the Council from the adult
males of the royal family, and if the King was seen to be failing
the jockeying for position would often start long before his actual
death. With Eadric gone and Hereric under-age, the most obvious
contenders for heir were Eadwine himself, Osric and Aethelric who
were the sons of Aelle’s brother Aelfric, or some more distant
cousins descended from Aelle’s grandfather. It could be any of
them. It could even be Cynewulf, Aelle’s beloved illegitimate son
by a pretty farm girl. Cynewulf was in his early twenties, a repeat
edition of Aelle in his magnificent prime, and already had much
support on the Council. With Eadric gone, enough of the Council
might be prepared to overlook Cynewulf’s low birth on his mother’s
side and back him as the heir.

Or someone from one of
the other aristocratic dynasties, like Treowin’s family? Aelle’s
ancestors were no more noble than the other adventurers who had led
groups of warriors to serve one Emperor or another over a period
spanning half a century. Arguably less than some. All the warrior
families claimed descent from Woden, as the god had a notorious
sexual appetite and was prone to visiting the ravishingly beautiful
wives of early chieftains and leaving superhuman hero-sons who went
on to found the family fortunes. But in Treowin’s family the errant
wife had been a daughter of Offa the King of Angeln, and Aelle
could not match that. What better way to achieve a change of
dynasty than by getting rid of the leading member of the existing
one?

Or it could be some
other motive, nothing to do with the kingship, some personal
revenge for a real or imagined slight. Eadric must have made a
great many enemies in his time, not least from his tireless pursuit
of other men’s wives. Or some traitor or agent of Aethelferth,
removing the most effective enemy leader on the eve of battle? But
any of them would surely have gained more from claiming the murder
than from keeping it secret. It made no sense at all.

Eadwine gave up, too
tired and too despairing to think. He looked across at his father
with cool compassion. Was this how Aelle felt, hedged about with
impossible demands in a world that was grey and tired and bereft?
And how bright and simple the vision of Woden’s hall, with all the
trappings of a warrior’s life and none of the tiresome
responsibilities. One step across a battlefield, one enemy blade
faced without flinching, and a failure became a hero. So simple. So
easy.

A clatter of hooves
under the arch announced Treowin’s arrival, wheeling to a stop
before the King in a showy display of horsemanship. He held his
spear aloft, getting the morning sunlight to glint off the
blade.

“The priests say –” he
paused for dramatic effect, “the priests say – Woden has accepted
the sacrifice! We shall have victory!”

Amid the cheering,
Ashhere fingered his hammer amulet uneasily. Despite his father’s
status as a landholder, he found it hard to revere the terrible and
deceitful war god. Woden was just as likely to accept sacrifices
from both sides and cruelly break faith with one or both, like
serving some arrogant and tyrannical lord. Ashhere preferred to
rely on Thunor, who might be less powerful in the sphere of warfare
but was certainly more trustworthy. Lilla and Drust seemed equally
unimpressed. Lilla gave his allegiance to Frey Lord of the Vanir,
god of peace, fertility, good harvests and farmers, the exact
opposite of Woden’s violent chaos. Ashhere was unsure of Drust’s
faith, if he had one, except that a goddess presumably featured
somewhere prominent. It occurred to him that he had no idea which
of the gods Eadwine put his faith in. He looked to see if Eadwine
was cheered by the promise of the war god’s favour, but although
his horse was still there and a servant was holding his spear,
Eadwine himself had vanished.

Lilla nudged him,
pointing to where a group of richly-dressed women had emerged onto
the steps of the palace. Aelle’s wife and her ladies, bringing the
cup of good health. One of the women, a beauty with flowing golden
hair and a face like a flower, had separated from the group, and
Eadwine was hurrying through the crowd towards her.

“Is that his girl?”
Lilla asked. Eadwine rarely spoke of his betrothed, as if he
considered the subject too sacred for discussion, but from the
little he had said Lilla had envisaged someone resembling the
goddess Frija descended to earth – at the very least.

Ashhere followed his
glance, and grinned. “Yes, that’s her. Aethelind daughter of
Aldhere of Eoforwic. What do you think of her?”

“Nice tits,” said
Drust approvingly.

“Er – very pretty,”
Lilla said, with rather less certainty. It was none of his
business, of course, but he had expected his mercurial captain to
have chosen someone more – unusual. Still, perhaps it was some
great marriage of state.

“Oh, no,” Ashhere
said, in response to his tentative question. “It’s a respectable
enough family but they’re not real nobs, not like Treowin. Like Pa,
the father was one of Aelle’s thanes who was in the right place at
the right time and got given some Brittonic nob’s lands after Caer
Greu. They’ve got a hall and a village at Eoforwic, just south of
Eboracum, between the two rivers and near the burial mounds.
Aethelind was helping with the family washing one sunny day,
Eadwine happened to be passing, and he fell for her as if he’d been
struck by lightning. The family couldn’t believe their luck –
rumour has it the father told her to insist on at least another ten
hides of land before she lost her cherry – and then Eadwine asked
to marry her, and the father went to the temple of Frija and gave
the goddess two whole cows by way of thanks. The King said
he didn’t care who Eadwine married as long as he kept out of his
sight – this was getting on for three years ago, and he still had
four older sons then – so Aethelind’s father invited half the
kingdom to a huge feast and got them trothplighted before anyone
could change their minds. Good party, that was. Not often you can
get drunk for a week.”

Lilla could only
conclude that there must be more to Aethelind than met the eye.
Fragments of the conversation drifted across the courtyard, heard
through gaps in the general noise. Aethelind’s voice was sweet, but
a little reproachful.

“– they told me you
came back yesterday morning and you never came near me all
day – yes, I know about the Council, but did you have to go to
your slave girl – well, whatever she is, then – I wish you’d leave
those grubby peasants to look after themselves and then we could
get married – Darling, how can you ask such a thing? Of course I
still love you. I can’t wait to get married. I finished all the
embroidery months ago, and Papa says he’ll give us a hall if
the King won’t. Darling, of course you’re going to win today. You
must protect us from the wicked Bernicians – have you heard what
they do to captured women? You mustn’t let me down. There, the
Queen’s calling me. Kiss me. May the gods be with you. Protect me
today. Don’t fail me.”

She skipped away after
the other ladies. Eadwine stood for a moment gazing after her,
looking utterly wretched. Then, with rather more force than was
necessary, he slammed on the helmet that would mark him for death
and strode back to his horse.

Ashhere watched
Eadwine vault into the saddle with the ease of a born horseman, and
retrieve his spear from the servant. Treowin offered a flask of
mead and he waved it away, earning a burst of derisory laughter
from Cynewulf.

“Drink deep, die
happy, little brother!” Cynewulf bellowed, appropriating the flask,
taking a long swig and hurling it away over the crowd. He had
obviously been following his own advice for some considerable time.
Eadwine’s response, whatever it was, provoked another mocking
laugh, and a sidelong kick from Cynewulf’s stallion. Eadwine’s
horse shied and reared, and only superb horsemanship kept him in
the saddle.

“I’ll give you your
orders, little brother,” Cynewulf roared, as Eadwine struggled to
soothe his frightened horse and bring it back under control. “Here
I command, and don’t forget it!” He held his spear high.
“Hail to Woden, Lord of Battle! We march to victory!”

“Victory!” the cry was
taken up, and the crowd surged forward out of the courtyard.

Ashhere, Lilla and
Drust sighed, finished the beer, and followed.

 


Aethelferth scowled at
the walled city. It had never fallen by storm, so the legends said.
Well, there had to be a first time for everything. He had not made
himself overlord of Britannia from the Forth to Elmet by crying
over spoilt plans. His captains were eagerly discussing scaling
ladders and grappling ropes and speculating on the possibility of
setting fire to the massive gates with a big pile of brushwood and
newly-killed fat pigs. Lying north of the Great Wall, for most of
its history Bernicia had been outside the Empire, and to the
Brittonic component of its aristocracy Eboracum was the symbol of
an alien occupying power. Burning it down, however impractical, was
a prospect to be relished.

Aethelferth was not
particularly interested in avenging wrongs, real or imagined, that
went back half a millennium or more. The Brittonic propensity to
bear grudges until the end of time was not something he shared,
although he regularly made use of it. He wanted Deira because it
was rich, fertile and populous, and he wanted Eboracum because it
was the capital of the North. He had destroyed the armies of mighty
Rheged, the Pennine kingdoms and Dal Riada, forced Strat Clut to
pay tribute, his first wife had been one of the Pictish line of
Queen-Goddesses, and still people dismissed him as a
jumped-up warlord enjoying a run of good luck. Eboracum would
change all that. Eboracum would prove that Aethelferth of Bernicia
– Aethelferth of Britannia – had come to stay. He was going
to take Eboracum, or die in the attempt.

The blare of war horns
from the city roused their attention. Aethelferth snapped a few
commands, but his Anglian veterans were already forming smoothly
into a shield-wall and his Brittonic cavalry taking position on the
flanks. It was only a precaution, for he was expecting a parley
rather than a fight. Even Aelle Ox-brains wouldn’t throw away the
advantage of the greatest fortress in Britannia.

The gate opened. A
forest of banners appeared, over a seething mass of horsemen in no
particular order. It was going to be an impressive parley,
Aethelferth thought, counting the number of showy helmets and mail
shirts on display. Beard of Woden, but Aelle himself was there! The
royal standard-bearers had managed to get to the front, one
carrying the standard wreathed with oak leaves, one flying the
banner of the red bull. Aethelferth grinned. He had no great
respect for his father-in-law, considering him a feeble old
has-been. Black Dudda pointed out one of the other riders as the
last son, the one whom Aethelferth had pledged to Woden if the god
gave them victory.

And then, behind the
horsemen, appeared a river of men carrying spears and shields.

“Their army’s coming
out!” someone exclaimed.

“Will you look at all
that loot?” someone else said, as the front row of the shield-wall
started eyeing up targets among the enemy leadership. This looked
like a good day to get rich.

“Holy Mary, Mother of
God!” said the Brittonic captain who had spoken the night before.
“All our prayers are answered!”

The enemy riders
dismounted and the horses were led away. The enemy priests came
forward to shout incantations and ritual insults. Behind them, the
spearmen shuffled and squirmed into a deep but uneven-looking
shield-wall. Gaps and lumps formed as men edged nearer to comrades
they knew and away from strangers who followed a different lord.
The whole line began to creep right as each man tried to get
further behind his neighbour’s shield.

The Bernician cavalry
licked their lips, anticipating the collapse and the pursuit. No
pleasure in the world could compare with riding down a broken enemy
over level ground.

Aethelferth stepped
forward, spear in hand. Truly, Woden was fighting at their side
today. Already the god had put madness into their enemies. Nothing
else could explain their behaviour. His oath, and the promise of
King and Atheling as sacrifice to the god’s power, had been
accepted. Woden was keeping his side of the bargain, and now it was
for Aethelferth to keep his. He flung the spear over the Deiran
host and cried in a great voice,

“Now I give you to
Woden!”

The Bernician shields
locked together, as solid as Roman masonry. The spears came up, all
at the same moment, like a monster displaying a row of steel teeth.
These men had followed Aethelferth for twelve years, and they had
never been beaten in battle.

They charged.

 


“Woden promised us
victory,” mumbled Treowin, to no-one in particular. “We’ll beat
them easy enough.”

 


Aethelferth prodded
disdainfully at Aelle’s corpse and spat on it for good measure. The
dead king’s armour and weapons were stacked nearby, under guard to
protect them from looters. They would be taken back to be displayed
in the temple of Woden in the Bernician capital of Bebbanburgh. Who
had looted the clothes Aethelferth neither knew nor cared. All
across the battlefield his men were busy getting rich. The
Brittonic cavalry were in their savage element, flushing out
petrified fugitives from hiding and driving them into the river, or
hunting them across the human wreckage before tiring of their sport
and slashing them down with sword or spear. Their whoops mingled
with the groans of the wounded and dying. A stray dog ran past with
something red and dripping in its mouth. Two more snarled and
snapped over a corpse. Gulls shrieked over the unexpected
feast.

In the middle of the
field, as near to the original centre of the Deiran line as could
be judged, two sets of three stakes had been raised. The central
stake of one set held Aelle’s head, its grey beard dripping blood.
The others each held an arm, impaled through the palm of the hand.
Woden’s ravens would come to feed on these grisly relics and carry
the news to their master. Half of Aethelferth’s pledge was
fulfilled.

But the second set of
stakes was still empty. And the terrible war god was not one to
accept half-measures.

“Eadwine was here,”
panted one of Aethelferth’s thanes, turning a body over with his
foot. “He was trying to reach their King when Hrothgar felled him.
And here’s Hrothgar, look, with somebody’s spear in his guts –”

“May he feast for ever
in Woden’s hall –” someone said

“– so Eadwine must be
around here – er – somewhere –”

Aethelferth glared at
them. “Find him! Find him quickly!”

“Er – what does he
look like?”

Nobody knew. They were
looking for a young man wearing an ornate helmet, a jewelled sword
and an oversized mail shirt. But any of those items would probably
have been looted already, and how were they to tell one stripped
corpse from another?

“Into the city!”
Aethelferth snapped. “Find someone who knew Eadwine! Now!”

Black Dudda,
abandoning the looting, came to join the search and contributed the
information that Eadwine was tall, thin and dark-haired. This
reduced the number of candidates considerably, but it was not
enough to be certain they had found him. And Woden’s wrath if he
was fobbed off with the wrong man was too terrifying to
imagine.

Aethelferth was
staring doubtfully at a lanky youth who looked to have been about
sixteen, although it was difficult to tell because his head was
split in half, when a shout from the direction of the city
announced success.

“Here, Lord King!
Found one! They say she was his mistress once –”

Two burly soldiers
were dragging a woman between them, not so much because she was
putting up any resistance as because she seemed too dazed to walk
without assistance. She stared at Aethelferth with vague, unfocused
eyes. Then she caught sight of Aelle’s three stakes, and the set of
three more stakes waiting empty, and screamed and screamed.

Rhonwen hardly felt
the slap, or the rough hands shaking her, and she was only dimly
aware of the harsh voice insisting, “Eadwine! Eadwine son of Aelle.
Which is he? Show me, you bitch! You were his whore, you know him.
Find him! Find him!”

They were forcing her
past the heaps of corpses, some already naked, some half-stripped,
turning them over, forcing her to look into the dead faces. Tall
men, short men, fat men, thin men, old men, young men, boys, blond-
dark- or brown-haired, with limbs missing or heads shattered or
bellies ripped open like a gutted fish. She stumbled over spilled
intestines, slipped in blood, she was sick, she wept, dazed by so
much horror, and they slapped her and forced her on. And all the
while the constant refrain, “Which is Eadwine? Is this him? This
one? Find him, you useless bitch, find him!”

She peered through her
tears and shook her head, and they grew angrier and angrier. But
still he was not there.

“You slut, if you’re
lying to me –”

Rhonwen found enough
courage from somewhere to glare back at him, this hulking bear of a
man who had destroyed all the world she had ever known.

“He is not here!” she
taunted him in Brittonic. “You fool, you miserable worm, you’ve
failed! He’s not here, and he’s going to come back one day and kill
you! Kill you!”

She saw that he
understood, saw the fury in his face, saw her approaching death,
and she did not care. Because she also saw a flicker of fear cross
the scarred face.

“My Lord King!” A
breathless rider, covered in mud and foam, reined in beside them.
“Lord Owain sent me – fugitives – mounted – fled into the marshes –
headed south – he pursues them, but ’tis hopeless country – he
says, set guards on the fords of Aire – Eadwine is among them, but
they must cross the river – you will take him there –”

Aethelferth pushed
Rhonwen from him, cursing. “Woden’s breath, who let him slip away?
What do I feed you for? Guard every bridge, every ford, every
harbour, every road out of this wretched country. I’ll give its
weight in gold to the man who brings me his head! And you, slut –”
he turned suddenly on Rhonwen, “I’ll want you again. Don’t think
your lover has escaped. I have pledged him to Woden, and nowhere in
this world or the next will he be safe from me.”

 


 



Chapter
5

 


Aethelind stood
trembling in the deserted family hall. All the servants had fled to
hide somewhere. She supposed she should hide too. She could hear
the shouting and whooping from the city, mixed with the shrieks of
women. How could the army have collapsed like that? Like a
sandcastle swept away by a single wave. Her father had been in the
shield-wall, but she had not seen what had happened to him, or to
Eadwine. The first reaction of the Queen and her women had been
disbelief, the second horror, and the third panic. Aethelind had
fled through the city, made a group of panicked servants help her
unbar the south gate, and bolted for home. She had had no idea what
she would do when she got here, except possibly put her head under
the blankets and hide. She didn’t think that would help much.

The shouting was
getting closer. She looked round frantically. The hall was a simple
building, not unlike a barn in construction and shape. There were a
few trestle tables, a few benches, her father’s great carved chair
and a side table holding the stacks of wooden bowls and platters,
cups, jugs and the great gold friendship cup. Nowhere to hide. She
scuttled through the door into the family chamber, which occupied
one end of the hall and was walled off by a thin wooden partition.
Her bed, neatly made and standing against one wall. Her father’s
big bed, a muddle of disordered blankets and grubby sheets, with
the coverlet trailing on the floor. She could hide under the bed –
though she had better empty the chamber pot first – but that would
be the first place anyone would look. The wooden chests holding the
spare sheets and blankets and her clothes – her father’s clothes
tended to live on the floor – were ranged along one wall. Could she
hide in one of them? But they were not big enough, and anyway they
would be the second place someone would look.

She ran outside into
the yard. The barn! She could hide there! She fled inside just as
the first loud raucous voices arrived.

Unfortunately, the
barn was the third place they looked. Aethelind cowered behind part
of an old cart, listening to the sound of splintering wood and
quarrelling voices from the hall, squealing pigs and cackling
chickens from the yard, and two or three men grunting and kicking
things around in the barn. They were searching systematically,
starting by the big door and working up to her end. She crouched
lower. There was no way out. She tried not to breathe. Dust and
cobwebs tickled her neck and her nose. Frija, protect me, don’t let
me sneeze, don’t let them find me – Something heavy thumped against
the cart and the rotting timber shook from top to bottom. Aethelind
tried to back away and found the wall of the barn behind her. The
cart crashed to the ground, and Aethelind found herself looking
through a cloud of dust at two very large, very savage-looking men,
covered in blood and with spears in their hands.

It was at this point
that it occurred to her that it might have been a good idea to
bring a knife.

 


“Ashhere! Ash! How
many fingers am I holding up? Ash!”

“Twelve,” Ashhere
muttered groggily, and flopped back against whoever was holding
him. His face and neck were unpleasantly wet and cold, he ached all
over, and he had a pounding headache. It must have been quite a
party –

“Ash!” the voice
insisted. More cold water sloshed into his face, and a hand slapped
his cheek. “Wake up!”

Ashhere surfaced
reluctantly, to find that the pest was Lilla. He put a hand up to
his aching head, and encountered a jagged cut and a lump the size
of a hen’s egg.

He groaned. “What hit
me?”

“A troll in ring
mail,” Lilla answered. “At least, that’s what he looked like. I
thought you were dead, but Drust wouldn’t believe me. Your old
helmet did its job one last time after all.”

Ashhere remembered. He
remembered charging to meet the Bernician line, then somehow he and
Lilla and Drust had been fighting in one of the splintered
fragments of the Deiran shield-wall, trying to cut a path through
to Eadwine in another fragment. Then he remembered dodging a spear
only to see the great iron sword descending, and a vague thought
that his next sight would be the queue for Woden’s hall. He
struggled to sit up against Drust’s strong arm, expecting to see
the familiar sight of the walls of Eboracum rising above the
Ouse.

What he actually saw
was a desolate expanse of salt marsh and a wide river swirling in
muddy channels between hummocks of weed. A dead tree stuck up out
of the mud like a picked skeleton, and a pair of oystercatchers
skimmed above the water, calling their eerie cry as they
disappeared downstream. There was an all-pervading smell of dead
fish, rotting vegetation and salt water.

“Where are we?”

“The end of the
world,” Lilla said, shivering.

“Down the river ye
call the Ouse, near the sea,” Drust said. “Hiding from yon demons
on horseback.”

Which meant that Lilla
was as near right as made no difference. The marshy wasteland where
the Derwent, the Ouse and the Aire all met and flowed into the
Humber formed the southern boundary of Deira. Ashhere knew vaguely
that the world probably carried on beyond Deira’s borders, but he
had never given it much thought. There were tales of enchanted
forests where you could enter but never find your way out again,
and of barren wildernesses that went on for ever and were inhabited
by trolls and dragons and other monsters. Ashhere shivered at the
thought. He believed he had seen a troll once, on the moors of the
North March, a huge vague shape looming out of the mist. Drust had
jeered at him and said it was a rock, and in the morning there was
indeed a giant boulder there, but Ashhere remained convinced that
he had had a narrow escape from being a troll’s supper. He
certainly had no desire ever to see another one.

Then a worse thought
occurred to him. ‘Hiding’, Drust had said.

“We didn’t – ” his
voice faltered, “– we didn’t run away –?”

“No, no, it’s all
right,” Lilla reassured him. “Eadwine’s here too.”

That made it all
right. If you stayed with your own lord, it didn’t count as running
away, whoever else you abandoned. Your lord might have disgraced
himself by flight, but the disgrace did not extend to you. Loyalty
to your own lord was paramount, even if his behaviour was
dishonourable. It was the one absolute certainty in an unreliable
world.

Ashhere looked around.
He could see maybe twenty filthy and bedraggled men, all looking
exhausted and many wounded to a greater or lesser degree, and about
the same number of tired-looking horses miserably trying to graze
the rank grass. Very few of the men had spears or shields. Some had
swords, more had fighting knives, and a few had no weapon left
except ordinary eating knives.

“Where is
everybody?”

“This is everybody,”
Lilla answered sombrely.

Ashhere gaped,
struggling to comprehend the scale of the disaster. His father and
elder brother had been in the battle too, in the centre of the line
among the King’s hearth-troop. He could see neither of them among
the battered survivors. Clutching his hammer amulet, he murmured a
prayer for them. Thunor would see their spirits safely into Woden’s
hall.

Arguing voices were
coming from somewhere behind him. He recognised one of them as
Beortred’s, the captain of Eadric’s hearth-troop, because he had
heard it yelling orders before the shield-wall wavered and then
broke. It was clipped and assured, accustomed to command.

“– I’m telling you,
we’ll stay here tonight and cross at low tide tomorrow –”

Eadwine’s voice, harsh
with pain and anger. “And I’m telling you, that’ll be too
bloody late. Woden’s breath! A broken shoulder won’t kill me. Being
overtaken by Aethelferth’s soldiers will. If you insist on using me
as an excuse for deserting your King, bloody well do the bloody job
properly!”

“Deserting?!” A
sword rang as it was drawn. Eadwine laughed, a demonic sound.

“Go on, kill me. You
think I care? Makes it a bit pointless though, doesn’t it, scraping
me off a battlefield only to dump me in the river?”

“I wish we hadn’t
bothered!”

“So do I! So don’t
bother any more, understand? Every man for himself. You were all in
my father’s service, or my brother’s. They’re both dead, so you’re
all free to go. Got that? You owe me nothing. You can all go
home.”

“You’re being bloody
ungrateful,” came Treowin’s voice, crossly, “considering we saved
your life.”

“For what, exactly? A
few hours or a few days while the Twister hunts me down?”

“Oh, nonsense. I know
it’s been a close call so far, but we’ve lost them now. We’ll get
to Lindsey soon and they’re our allies. You’re the king of Deira
now –”

“The King of Deira is
dead. If you didn’t see it, I did.”

The bleak misery in
Eadwine’s tone made Ashhere’s flesh creep. Aelle’s end must have
been terrible.

“I’m sorry,” Treowin
said gently. “Really I am. But Aelle’s dead, and you’re his eldest
legitimate son, and as far as I’m concerned that makes you King
unless the Council decides otherwise. So Caedbaed of Lindsey will
help you –”

“You’re being
unusually stupid today. Haven’t you understood yet? The kingdom of
Deira – no – longer – exists. The Twister is king now. Got it?
Caedbaed of Lindsey will change his play to match the board as it
is now, not as it was yesterday. If we still held Eboracum,
that would be different –”

“You were right about
that,” Treowin said miserably. “We should have listened to you. I
never imagined they’d walk all over us like that –”

“Too late,” Eadwine
interrupted. “Aethelferth won and we lost. Get that into your head
and stop snivelling over dreams of winning the kingdom back.”

“There’s still hope,
as long as you live.”

“So he can’t afford to
let me escape, can’t you see that? Anyone who is a friend to me is
an enemy of the Twister. Anyone, understand? Including you.
So take your men, and anyone else who’ll follow you, and clear off.
Whatever the Ladies have in store for me I don’t expect anyone else
to share it.”

“I’m not leaving
you!”

“Why not?” Eadwine
said cruelly. “You’ve abandoned one king today, you can abandon
another. Now bugger off. I don’t want to see you again.”

Eadwine came limping
along the river bank to where Ashhere sat with Lilla and Drust. His
cloak was slashed to ribbons, the tarnished mail was scored where
blades had struck home, and his helmet was dented and missing some
of its decorative panels. The gold ring-brooch fastening the cloak
on his right shoulder had been shattered almost in half and some of
the mail rings were bent and broken. A sword-stroke with that much
force behind it could easily have broken the collar-bone, even
though the mail had successfully turned the edge. He had switched
his blood-crusted sword to hang from his left shoulder, and jammed
his right hand into the sword-belt as a crude sling.

He stood looking down
at them, his face unreadable behind the mask of the helmet, a
menacing stranger from the fringes of nightmare.

“Not dead after all,
Ash? And I thought you were one of the lucky ones.”

“I was,” Ashhere said,
missing the sarcasm. “Was it you told them to get me out?”

“No,” Eadwine snarled.
“Nobody asked my opinion on anything.” He plucked the fragments of
the ring-brooch from his cloak and tossed one half to Ashhere and
the other to Lilla. “Here. Not much reward for three years’
service, but that’s all I can do for you. Drust, you’re released
from your oath. Now get lost, all of you.”

“I don’t understand
–?” Ashhere began.

Eadwine swore. “I know
you’re thick, but what exactly do you not understand? Get
lost. Go away. Bugger off.”

Ashhere was hurt and
bewildered. Eadwine had never spoken to him like that before.
“B-but – where to?”

“How should I know? Go
home. Go and find another lord to serve. Go and jump in the river
for all I care.” He glared round at them. “Go on, bugger off!”

“No,” Lilla said
flatly. “You are my lord and I go where you go.”

“Not now, you don’t.
Can’t you get it into your thick head? The Twister’s not interested
in you lot. You’re not worth spit to him. But my head was
worth its weight in gold as soon as he realised he wouldn’t find it
on the field. I’ll be hunted for the rest of my life, which isn’t
likely to be long. So bugger off, all of you.”

“No.”

He swore savagely at
them. “Deira’s finished. I’m finished. You’re better off
without me.”

“No. Never.”

“You can’t do this to
us,” Ashhere pleaded. He could imagine nothing worse than wandering
through the world bereft of a lord to look after him and make his
decisions for him. That was the deal; you obeyed your lord and he
provided for you. It might amuse the Three Ladies to torment one or
both of you by preventing you fulfilling your obligation, but you
had to try to the very limits of your ability. On both sides.

“You can’t desert us,”
he insisted. “We’re lost without you.”

“Oh, by all the gods
–!” Eadwine clenched and unclenched his fist, the muscles in his
throat working. “What the hell did I do to deserve you lot?”

They exchanged
glances, not sure if this was a blessing or a curse.

“Very well,” he said,
his voice a little more normal. “Never let it be said that I failed
you as well. On your own heads be it. You’ll regret it, I warn
you.”

Ashhere found himself
grinning inanely from sheer relief. “Where are we going?”

“Lundencaster.
Aethelbert of Kent rules there, and he is overlord in the South. If
anyone can defy the Twister it’s him. Well, come on then! If we’re
going we might as well get there.”

“Right.” They looked
about uncertainly. Dusk was already beginning to fall. “What do we
do?”

“Cross the Ouse. Here.
Now.”

“How?” Lilla gasped,
looking at the river swirling through the mud flats. The tide had
dropped since they had first halted here, but there was still an
awful lot of water in the river and it was flowing fast. “You can’t
swim with a broken shoulder. You’ll drown.”

“That’d solve
everybody’s problems,” Eadwine snapped bitterly. “But horses can
swim. Kick them into the water, don’t let them turn back, and all
you have to do is hang on.”

This proved to be the
case. By the time they were all gathered, soaking wet, muddy and
exhausted, some considerable way downstream on the opposite bank,
they found that another dozen men had copied the idea and followed
them. Among the newcomers were Treowin and Beortred.

“What are you lot
doing here?” Eadwine demanded curtly.

“Coming with you,”
Treowin said, “and don’t argue about it, because you’re not going
to change our minds.”

But it seemed that
Eadwine was past arguing with anyone. “Suit yourselves,” he said
indifferently. “It’s your funeral.”

They spent a cold and
miserable night in the marshes on the south bank of the river. A
few men found scraps of food in pouches or saddlebags, but for most
of them there was nothing to eat. Nobody dared light a fire to dry
their wet clothes, even if they could have found anything in the
salt marshes that was dry enough to burn, but as it turned out that
mattered very little, for they were all drenched again crossing the
Aire in a similar way as soon as it got light the next morning.
There was a perfectly good ford across the Aire about ten miles
inland, where an army-path crossed the river, but Eadwine was
adamant that Aethelferth would be guarding it by now and nobody had
the nerve to find out if he was wrong. Capture would mean execution
or sale as slaves. A dismal day floundering through more marshes
and wading or swimming muddy rivers was succeeded by an equally
dismal night.

It was a sullen and
dejected little group that faced a bleary dawn on the second day.
After the third or fourth river they had found their way up onto
slightly higher and drier ground, but it had rained most of the
night and put paid both to Beortred’s attempts to light a fire and
to anyone’s attempts to sleep. There were no farmsteads to steal
food from, and Eadwine had refused to stop to try to fish or hunt –
in any case none of them had hunting gear and only Drust and
Beortred even had a spear – so all they had eaten since the defeat
was a few elderberries and some sloes. Hunger was becoming
unpleasantly insistent. Bruises, cuts and other injuries from the
battle were stiff and painful, and saddle-soreness added insult to
injury for everyone except Eadwine and Treowin, who were the only
two really capable riders in the group. Eadwine remained
indifferent at best, hostile at worst, and that added considerably
to their misery. If he was deliberately trying to drive them away,
it was certainly working. Several men had already given up and left
to try their luck elsewhere, reckoning that anything was better
than starving to death in the company of a man who hadn’t a
civilised word for anyone. Seven remained besides Eadwine and his
three companions, and their patience was visibly running out.

“This is getting
stupid,” Beortred growled, as they were preparing to depart in the
early morning chill. It had stopped raining and the sun was slowly
creeping out of the mist over the marshes, but a cold and searching
wind was blowing from the east and making them all shiver. They had
almost forgotten what it was like to be warm, dry and fed, and
Beortred was developing a cold, which added to his ill-temper. He
sneezed, and glared at Eadwine. “Are you listening to me? I’m fed
up with this. Dragging us through one marsh after another, mile
after bloody mile. I say we go back to the nearest army-path,
now.”

Eadwine was adjusting
his horse’s saddle and did not pay him the courtesy of looking
round. “Go where you like. I didn’t ask you to follow me.”

“Come back to the road
with us,” Treowin argued. “We’ve lost them, I tell you. We haven’t
seen anyone since we crossed the Ouse.”

“That,” said Eadwine
with exaggerated patience, as if he were addressing a particularly
slow-witted child, “is the point of keeping to the wasteland.”

“They’ve given up,”
Treowin insisted, keeping his temper with obvious difficulty.

“If they were ever
after us in the first place,” grumbled Beortred. “I bet this is all
in your head. The Twister’s not the slightest bit interested in
you.”

“You’re running from
shadows,” Treowin insisted.

“And I’m buggered if
I’m swimming the Trent,” Beortred declared.

“I’m not intending to
swim the Trent –”

“Some sense at
last!”

“– because I’m not
intending to cross it.”

“What?”

“You’re mad!”

“But Lindsey’s just on
the other side,” Treowin protested, above the general chorus of
complaint. “We’ll be safe there. We’ve ridden quite far
enough.”

“I agree with that,”
muttered Ashhere under his breath. “Next time I want to see this
wretched horse is in a stew.”

“I told you, you might
be safe in Lindsey, but I won’t be. How many times have I got to
say it before it sinks into your thick skull?”

“Why do you have to be
so bloody obstinate?” Treowin demanded, beginning to get angry.
“Caedbaed of Lindsey is Deira’s ally.”

“Was. Past
tense.”

“Oh, come on –”

“Treowin, has it
escaped your notice that I am obliged to take vengeance on
Aethelferth for my father’s death? In the unlikely event that I
survive, that is. Giving shelter to me is inviting the wrath of the
Twister. Caedbaed might choose to use me to pick a fight
with Aethelferth, but I’d put more faith in a Jute’s promise. If he
has any brains at all he’ll cash in my head. I’m no blood-kin to
him, remember.” He swung painfully into the saddle, trying not to
jar his broken shoulder. “You go and ask Caedbaed for refuge in
Lindsey if you like. I’m going south.”

Treowin scowled
blackly at Eadwine’s back as they rode on. He was reluctant to
abandon his friend, partly from long affection, and partly because
he had only the haziest idea of geography beyond Deira’s borders
and had very little idea where they were. But he was getting very
tired of this – to his way of thinking – unnecessarily tortuous
journey to an unknown destination. He had no idea where
Lundencaster was, except that it was a long way away, and if
Eadwine continued to insist on avoiding the army-paths it was
probably going to take them all winter to get there. Whereas
Lindsey offered the prospect of food, fire, rest and women within a
few hours’ ride. He disagreed with Eadwine’s assessment of
Caedbaed’s likely attitude. Kings sheltered royal exiles all the
time. When an atheling ended up on the wrong side of a dynastic
dispute, he fled over the border to the neighbouring kingdom, where
he lived in comfortable exile at his host’s court, treated as a
member of the king’s household. When a suitable opportunity arose,
the host king would raise his army and restore the exiled atheling
to his kingdom, on the understanding that the restored king paid
substantial tribute thereafter to show his gratitude to his
benefactor. The rival would either have been killed or would have
fled to a different kingdom, where he lived in exile until
he could persuade his host to invade. And so it went on,
back and forth without end, like the ebb and flow of the tides. The
Brittonic kingdoms to the north and west of Deira did it all the
time – indeed this was one reason why the aristocracy in both
Bernicia and Deira was getting steadily more and more Anglian as
time went on, as Brittonic kings and nobles obligingly fought one
another and left widows, daughters and sisters who were only too
glad to marry powerful protectors of any background.

Treowin could see no
reason why Caedbaed of Lindsey should be an exception. His outlook
on the world was entirely Anglian and centred on his father’s
hereditary lands around Wicstun on the Deiran Wolds. He knew
vaguely that Strat Clut, Pictland and Dal Riada were ‘up north’
beyond Bernicia, and that Rheged and the Pennines were ‘out west’
beyond Eboracum Vale, but he had no real idea of the vast expanse
of Aethelferth’s tributary dominions. Whereas he knew Lindsey to be
a fair-sized kingdom, nearly as big as Deira and if anything more
populous, ruled by a fellow Anglo-Brittonic royal dynasty. Indeed,
he considered Caedbaed’s family to be distant kin to his own, since
they also claimed a tenuous descent from the great Offa of Angeln.
Eadwine, he thought, was being unreasonably cautious – he hesitated
to use the word ‘cowardly’ of a friend.

Treowin realised he
had fallen behind and kicked his tired horse into a canter. The
others were gathered in the shade of a cluster of thorn trees, but
it soon became apparent that they were not waiting for him.

“– and I’ve bloody had
enough of you,” Beortred was saying. “There’s no danger, I tell
you.”

“It’s your funeral,”
Eadwine said indifferently. “But you can see there are soldiers on
the bridge.”

The hawthorn thicket
was at the top of a pasture sloping gently down to a great slow
river, much wider than the Ouse, meandering idly through vast
scrubby cattle-dotted water meadows. The Trent, ancient boundary of
the domains of Coel the Old, dividing North Britannia from South.
In this part of its course the river formed the border of the
kingdom of Lindsey, and ahead of the thicket it was crossed by an
army-path and a substantial stone bridge. Above the bridge, on the
west side, sat a small walled fort, its defences in remarkably good
repair. At the west end of the bridge, spanning the army-path from
ditch to ditch, a company of men was drawn up. The fort garrison,
probably with other additions, at least twenty strong.

“Collecting tolls,”
Beortred said curtly. “Anyone can see that. I’ve done duty myself,
at Catraeth on Dere Street and at Calcacaster on the way to
Loidis.”

“So have I,” chimed in
several other voices.

“I don’t like it,”
Eadwine insisted. “Why so many of them?”

“Because it’s an
important road,” Treowin said impatiently.

“More likely they’re
looking for us,” Eadwine said. “For me. Aethelferth could easily
have sent messengers to Lindsey by now.”

“Could
have!”

“When Aethelferth
realised he’d lost us, he’d send men to watch the roads and guard
the bridges. To capture us when we try to cross. It’s what anyone
with any brains would do. Why do you think I’ve been avoiding the
roads?”

“Beard of Woden!”
Beortred bellowed. “Your brother would be ashamed of you! Skulking
and hiding like some thieving slave! If Aethelferth wants your
head, he’s bloody welcome to it! I am going to ride down
there and across that bridge, and ask for service with the King of
Lindsey. Who’s coming with me?”

“I am!” cried Treowin,
hoping this would force Eadwine’s hand.

“And me!”

“And me!”

Everybody was,
apparently, except Eadwine and therefore also Lilla, Ashhere and
Drust. Ashhere looked longingly at the bridge, but loyalty held him
back. Besides, he was reminded of numerous times on the March when
Eadwine’s seemingly absurd notions had turned out to be right.

“Please yourselves,”
Eadwine said. “I didn’t ask you to come with me. Go where you like.
And,” he added unexpectedly, “good luck to you.”

Ashhere had expected
they would ride on, but instead Eadwine stayed watching as
Beortred’s party rode cheerfully down to the bridge. He was moving
restlessly along the edge of the thicket and back again. The sun
glittered off his helmet, and Ashhere was alarmed to see that some
of the men on the bridge were pointing in their direction. It was
not like Eadwine to give away a position in this slipshod manner.
He thought about warning him to be more careful, but was afraid of
getting his head bitten off.

Drust had no such
concerns. “Can ye no keep still?” he said bluntly. “Yon fancy
armour attracts attention.”

“Shut up,” Eadwine
answered, but without anger. The bitter hostility they had come to
dread had gone and his voice was thoughtful, much as on the March
when he had a problem to solve. He unfastened what was left of his
cloak, which was knotted together by two of its torn ends, and
tossed it to Drust. “Here. Fix that on the end of your spear.”

“What for?”

“To keep the blade
warm,” Eadwine said acidly. “To look like a banner, what do you
think? Now go to the other end of this line of trees, and keep out
of sight until I tell you. Lilla, Ashhere, over here.”

Beortred’s group was
almost up to the line of soldiers. They dismounted gratefully,
Treowin and Beortred leading, waving and calling cheerful
greetings. The soldiers did not wave back.

“Not very friend –”
Ashhere muttered, just at the moment when the soldiers levelled
their spears and closed in like a pack of wolves on their
quarry.

Eadwine was already
kicking his horse into a gallop. “Drust, wave that banner and make
enough noise for an army! You two, gallop after me and shout for
all you’re worth!”

They burst out from
the cover of the thicket and pounded across the pasture. Ashhere
clung on to the reins, the saddle, handfuls of the horse’s mane and
anything else he could get hold of, terrified at the appalling
speed. He heard Drust’s mighty voice bellowing from the thicket and
remembered he was supposed to shout too.

“Deira!” he roared.
“Eadwine for Deira!”

He wondered if he
ought to draw his sword, but decided he had better hang on to the
horse with both hands in case he fell off. Ahead, Eadwine had no
such difficulty. He had long mastered the Brittonic cavalry skill
of controlling a horse with the pressure of his thighs, leaving
both hands free for weapons. His right arm was useless because of
his broken shoulder, but his left brandished his sword to great
effect.

“Caer Ebrawg!” he
cried, his voice high and clear. “Caer Ebrawg!”

The soldiers wavered.
They had already seen the tell-tale flashes of armour spread widely
along the thicket and betraying the presence of a large warband.
Now they saw a banner appear and horsemen charging down upon them,
led by a mighty warlord in glittering armour, whirling a terrifying
sword and shouting a war cry. A Brittonic war cry, moreover.
It was a century since Arthur’s heyday, but a healthy respect for
Brittonic cavalry was hard-wired into the brain of every
foot-soldier in South Britannia. The weight of a man’s head in gold
wasn’t much use if you didn’t survive to cash in the prize.

They fled in the
direction of their fort. Treowin and Beortred gave chase.

“Don’t fight, you
bloody fools!” Eadwine screamed. “Run!”

Treowin heard and
understood. He threw his sword at his opponent, caught one of the
panicked horses, vaulted up and hauled one of the other men up in
front of him. Beortred managed to follow suit, on the second or
third clumsy attempt. Two of the others were luckily still mounted,
and the last man managed to grab one of his colleagues and leap
aboard as they hurtled away down the army-path.

By this time the
soldiers had counted their attackers and were advancing again.
Eadwine wheeled his horse and brandished the sword in a sweeping
gesture that encompassed the entire length of the thicket.

“Drust! To me! To me,
men, to me!”

The soldiers saw the
banner and another horseman emerge from the thicket, and froze. It
was only a few seconds before they realised they had been had – but
by this time Eadwine had thirty yards’ start.

“Ride!” he yelled at
the rest of the group. “Ride for your lives!”

A spear clattered onto
the metalling and convinced even the most reluctant rider that a
headlong gallop was the lesser of two evils. They obeyed. A second
spear fell harmlessly a few yards behind.

“Back to the marshes,
lord?” someone called.

“No!” Eadwine shouted
back. “Stick to the army-path – outrun them –!”

“Bastards,” Treowin
gasped. “Murdering bastards! Never gave us a chance to explain –
just turned on us – and they’re supposed to be our allies – !”

“I told you, losers
have no allies. We’re walking loot, Treowin, like a pig is walking
bacon. Get used to it.”

They rounded a bend
and saw they were coming to another river, much smaller than the
mighty Trent. There was no bridge nor any sign of the remains of
one, and the road continued clearly on the opposite bank,
indicating the likely presence of a paved ford. And then they saw
the soldiers. Seven or eight men with spears, lined up across the
road and barring access to the crossing.

“Shit!” cried
Treowin.

“Dismount and fight!”
bellowed Beortred.

“No!” Eadwine shouted.
“Keep riding!”

An hour ago most of
them would have laughed at this extraordinary order, or ignored it.
But after their experience at the bridge, if Eadwine had ordered
them to walk through fire they would have tried to obey.

“Get close together!”
Eadwine called, drawing his sword again. “Gallop straight for them!
They’re facing the wrong way. They won’t stand!”

The soldiers were
indeed facing the wrong way. They were drawn up at the lip of the
bank on the east side of the river, just where anyone attempting to
cross from the west could be cut down with ease as they clambered
up from the ford. But this meant that against an attack from the
east the soldiers would be trying to hold a precarious
footing where a single step back would send them sprawling down the
bank into the river.

One soldier glanced
over his shoulder at the drum of approaching hooves, did a
horrified double-take when he saw that they weren’t going to stop,
grabbed his neighbour’s arm and shouted something to his
companions.

The line did a
reasonably adept about-face, and eight wicked spear points came
into the attack position. They were not going to give up
easily.

Lilla found his gaze
irresistibly drawn to the spear tips, and his mouth went dry with
fear. The prospect of floundering through a ford at a gallop was
bad enough – what if he lost his balance and was thrown, what if
the horse stumbled on something – but he also realised how very
vulnerable he was to those steel blades. He had no body armour of
any kind and no shield for protection, although in any case he
needed both hands to cling on to the horse. Somebody else was
riding at his right, but his left side was open, and a big
powerful-looking man was hefting his spear threateningly just where
Lilla would have to pass. He saw the blade poised, saw the big
spearman draw his arm back for the killing blow – and then another
horse swept up on his left, and Eadwine’s sword slashed down in a
spray of blood. Lilla saw Eadwine jerk in the saddle, but there was
no cry and he thought the jerk must have been part of the
sword-stroke. The big spearman fell away and rolled down the bank
into the river, blood pouring between his fingers as he clutched at
his face.

Lilla’s horse
slithered down the bank, stumbled, righted itself, and plunged
through the ford after the others in a wall of spray that drenched
them almost as thoroughly as if they had swum the river again. He
felt the heave of muscles as the horse climbed up the opposite
bank, and then they were pounding on along the army-path. He risked
a glance around and saw that they all appeared to have made it
safely across and they were all laughing fiercely or grinning like
children at a fair.

“Beard of Woden!”
Treowin panted. “Madness! Lunacy! We should all have been killed!
But what a way to go!”

They slowed to a trot,
the horses now getting very tired, especially those with double
burdens. To their right, the sun gleamed on the wetlands they had
crossed so painfully the previous day. To their left, scrub and
heathland graded into denser woodland, with a ridge of forested
hills rising beyond. The edge of the great dark forest that
blanketed large parts of inland Britannia.

“What now, lord?”
Beortred called breathlessly to Eadwine. “We can’t gallop much
further.”

Eadwine was fiddling
with something at his left side. He looked over his shoulder,
scanned the country around, and looked over his shoulder again.
There was no sign of pursuit. They seemed to be alone on the
road.

He gestured at the
woods.

“Off the road,” he
gasped, his voice ragged. “Go to ground –”

Eadwine set his horse
to jump the roadside ditch, and Lilla noticed that he reeled in the
saddle, as if drunk or overcome with weariness. He shut his eyes as
his own horse jumped, hung on to its mane for dear life, and hoped
it would have the sense to follow its companions. The land was
uncultivated scrub, a mixture of hazel, willow, hawthorn and gorse,
rank grass, weeds, thistles and nettles. Reedy grass or,
occasionally, brilliant moss revealed the existence of wet patches,
and small sluggish streams appeared with little warning. Lilla let
his horse do the steering and clung on as best he might, deeply
grateful that at least they were not trying to do this at a
gallop.

The woods began to
close around them, mostly oak and ash with an understorey of hazel
and brambles. They were going slowly now, following a thin track
that twisted and turned under the trees. Some had dismounted,
partly to ease stiff limbs and aching backsides and partly to avoid
low branches. Eadwine was slumped low over his horse’s neck. No-one
spoke. The light was filtered and dim green, reminiscent of
swimming underwater in a silty river. Small birds flitted and
chirped in the branches, never visible. A blackbird shrilled its
alarm call. High in the canopy, a couple of wood pigeons rose into
clapping flight. A squirrel skittered up a tree and chattered
crossly at the intruders. By common consent, when they came to a
small clearing they stopped. They could see nothing except the
surrounding trees and each other. It was as if the world outside
had ceased to exist. They were safe.

“How did you know?”
Ashhere asked, leaving his horse and coming to look up at Eadwine.
“Fighting from horseback, and them not standing at the ford, and
everything?”

Eadwine was swaying
slightly, his head drooping.

“It’s all in the
poetry,” he said in a tired voice, “if you listen.”

“What now –?” Treowin
began, and broke off, staring in horror at Eadwine’s left hand,
which was trying to clamp the bunched skirt of his tunic against
his waist.

Blood was trickling
slowly between the fingers.

“Catch him!” Beortred
yelled, as Eadwine folded up and sagged sideways into Ashhere’s
arms.

 


 



Chapter
6

 


Aethelind screamed as
the two looters dragged her out from behind the cart. They laughed,
and two more broke off from looting the hall and came to join in
the fun. Her terror seemed to amuse them, and they formed a ring
around her, jeering and prodding at her with their spears. She wept
and begged for mercy and shrieked for help, and they laughed some
more and boasted to each other of the things they were going to do
to her. Then they fell to quarrelling over who was going to be
first, and Aethelind tried to run away.

This proved to be a
bad idea. One of them tripped her with his spear and she fell
heavily into the scattered straw. They gathered round, much uglier
now and angry. One stooped and ripped off the brooches fastening
her gown on each shoulder. The festoon of beads draped between the
brooches broke, and beads flew in all directions. Harsh hands
tugged at her girdle and pawed at her skirts. Aethelind screamed
again and again. And again.

The panting weight was
suddenly hauled off her, and the looters’ raucous cheering ceased
abruptly, but Aethelind’s hopes of a miraculous rescue were swiftly
dashed. A dozen more equally savage-looking spearmen came crowding
into the barn, led by a fearsome warlord in filthy mail and
battered helmet. They circled like a pack of stray dogs about to
fight over a bone.

The warlord gestured
towards the door with his bloodstained sword.

“Bugger off,” he
growled at the looters. “This is ours.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/83018
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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