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‘There is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents’

Luke 15:10

In memory of Ted and Emily Hull

Such lovely people. I hope only to be remembered in the way that I remember them

A glossary of some of the terms used in this story can be found at the back of the book

The story so far…

Having been sent to Wareham for his own protection, Edward established himself by successfully training Fleet, Governor Osric’s magnificent black stallion, thought to be unrideable. He then proved his worth still further by stampeding the horses and cattle during the battle near Twynham and driving them into the heart of the Viking ranks. In so doing, he turned a near disastrous defeat into victory and saved the lives of many Saxons who would otherwise have been slain. His quick thinking persuaded King Alfred to at last publicly acknowledge the stable boy’s true lineage, thereby making him heir to a significant fortune but also putting him at risk from those who might seek to exploit him or, worse still, wish to see him killed.

One such person was the boy’s treacherous uncle, Edmund, who stood to inherit the entire family fortune if Edward died. He hired an assassin to kill his nephew but, when he mistakenly thought the deed was done, he murdered the assassin rather than pay him. He then fled without realising that his plot had been foiled and that Edward still lived.

Meanwhile, a huge fleet of Viking warships was patrolling the south coast looking for a place from which to launch their invasion of Wessex – with Wareham being an obvious target…


When the rain has washed the blood from this field and all the dead have been counted, who will remember what happened here?

Such is the way of wars. They pass like storm clouds across the sky, but the dead are still dead, their deeds are forgotten and it seems that even those who swore never to fight again whispered their promises to the wind.

C.J.B



THE PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS FROM BLOODLINES (BOOK 4) WHO CONTINUE TO PLAY AN IMPORTANT PART IN THE STORY

EDWARD – The bastard son of Matthew, christened Edward (known as the Warrior with the Pierced Heart who died whilst defending the settlement at Leatherhead and serving the Saxon cause with distinction)

EDMUND – Edward’s treacherous uncle. Having been enslaved by the Vikings for over fifteen years, he has returned to Wessex determined to reclaim his inheritance

ALFRED – Having restored himself as King of all Wessex, Alfred is now fighting on all fronts to preserve his Kingdom

LORD ETHELNORTH – An old but much-respected warrior and a close friend of Alfred

OSRIC – Once chief of Alfred’s personal guard, Osric is now Governor at Wareham with responsibility for keeping it secure at all costs

OSWALD – Osric’s nephew who is Commander of the Garrison at Wareham but has yet to prove himself following a series of near disastrous military decisions

SIGBERT – A carpenter and trusted member of the fyrd at Wareham who is charged to watch Edward’s back at all times

WULFRIC – Second in command of the fyrd at Wareham

ODELIA – Governor Osric’s young daughter with whom Edward has fallen in love. Is she more knowing than her years suggest?

FATHER EMMETT – A priest at the Minster of the Lady St Mary at Wareham

The Author’s Impression of the Burh at Wareham
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Prelude

WAREHAM FOREST – 893

The figure of a man passed like a shadow through the forest, easing his way between the tall stands of oak, beech and hazel. He moved quietly and carefully even though he knew he was being followed – he had caught an occasional glimpse of his pursuers who had otherwise kept themselves well hidden. Afraid lest whoever they were should realise they’d been seen and give up the chase, the man stopped when he reached a small clearing where he hurriedly checked that he still had the knife he’d used to kill a man in Wareham. With that he made himself an obvious target by kneeling down to drink from a small spring, scooping up handfuls of cool water as he waited for whoever was following him to reveal themselves. When they did, the man calmly got up then turned to face them.

‘Ha! So there you are,’ he said, smiling benignly. ‘You’re very hard men to find.’

The man who confronted him was a burly fellow with long black hair that was braided, suggesting he had once been a warrior. ‘That all depends on who’s looking for us,’ he replied, toying with a seax with just enough menace to suggest that he meant to use it.

‘Well, my name’s Edmund,’ he said, stepping away from the stream. ‘And I’ve been looking to find you.’

‘Have you now?’ asked the stranger. ‘And why would that be?’

‘Because I’ve a proposition for you,’ explained Edmund. ‘Something which may be of benefit to us both.’

Sensing no danger, the man signalled for two others to join him. They emerged from within the trees, one of them carrying a spear and the other a bow. Both looked similarly dishevelled and Edmund overheard one of them call the first man by the name of ‘Byram’, though he was quickly rebuked by the others for doing so.

‘A proposition, is it?’ asked Byram. ‘Well, given there’s three of us, my friends here think we should start by offering you something instead. How about you give me that purse you have tucked under your belt and, in return, we won’t slit your throat? Does that not sound like a “reasonable” proposition to you?’

Edmund laughed. ‘Oh, I had in mind something far more profitable for you than the few coins I have in my purse.’

‘And what might that be?’ demanded Byram.

‘First, do you know who I am?’ enquired Edmund.

‘Should we?’ answered Byram.

‘Not really, but it might help if I tell you. You may not yet have heard that a man was killed in Wareham a few days ago. A wretched fellow who had just murdered my nephew.’

‘So, what has that to do with us? We don’t even know you, never mind your nephew.’

‘Exactly,’ said Edmund. ‘Which is why you can help me.’

‘And why would we do that?’

‘Because it could be to your advantage. You see, in killing my nephew the rogue did me a great service. Which is why I paid him to do it in the first place. Mind, I then killed him as well.’

Suddenly the robbers were all ears. ‘You paid a man to murder your nephew then killed him for doing so?’ repeated Byram, clearly intrigued.

‘Aye, that’s about the strength of it,’ admitted Edmund. ‘But all with good cause, you understand.’

‘That’s as maybe but, like I said, what has that to do with us?’

‘Well, you see I was then obliged to leave Wareham in haste and now have need of a place where I can lie low for a while. I’ve heard tell that you have a hideout in this forest, a camp which no one has yet managed to find.’

Byram looked pleased with himself on hearing that. ‘That may well be so,’ he said proudly. ‘And believe me, many have tried.’

‘Which is why I want to join you.’

Byram laughed then looked back at his two men who were similarly amused. ‘Friend, the pickings here are meagre enough as it is. Why the hell would we want to share them with you?’

‘Because if you do, I can make you all very wealthy men indeed.’

‘Could you now?’ queried Byram, looking Edmund up and down. ‘And just how would you manage that?’

Certain that he had their full attention, Edmund moved across to stand in front of a large oak, seeking protection in case there were others who might come at him from behind if they didn’t believe what he was about to tell them. ‘Some fifteen years ago, I was taken captive by Viking raiders and held as a slave. When they decided to come here to raid, I was forced to come with them. Unlike most of their band, I somehow managed to survive the recent fray near Twynham but was taken prisoner and, in order to escape being put to the sword, revealed who I am. In so doing, I thought that I might also reclaim my just inheritance but found it had already been dispensed to the bastard son of one of my dead brothers, a wretch who’d done nothing to deserve it save being born of the same bloodline as myself.’

‘So you had him killed?’

‘Exactly. What else was I to do, for he was all that stood between me and my inheritance? No one knows of my hand in his murder, so all I need to do now is lie low long enough for the dust to settle then reclaim what’s rightfully mine.’

‘What sort of fortune are we talking about?’ queried one of the robbers.

‘I am the eldest son of Lord Edwulf who was both an Ealdorman and also a close friend of none other than King Alfred himself. It would thus amount to lands and riches beyond reckoning. If I can remain with you until such time as I can secure what’s rightfully mine, I’ll share it with you. You can then divide your half between yourselves as you see fit.’

The men all looked at each other, hardly daring to believe what Edmund was offering.

‘How do we know you’re telling the truth?’ asked Byram.

‘You don’t. But you no doubt get word from Wareham from time to time so will soon learn that all I’ve told you is true. The fools there will be speaking of little else.’

‘Even if we agree to let you join us, you’d need to prove your worth and also earn your keep,’ warned Byram. ‘Or is that too distasteful for the heir to a great fortune?’

Edmund shrugged. ‘I have no objection to soiling my hands. Believe me, to survive being held as a Viking slave I was forced to do far worse than rob a few strangers.’

The three men then drew closer together so they could discuss Edmund’s proposal without him hearing. Having finished their deliberations, it was Byram who then continued to speak on behalf of them all. ‘Very well,’ he agreed. ‘We’ll take you to meet the others so you can tell us more. If all agree, we may then come to some sort of “arrangement”. If not, we’ll kill you – or perhaps drag you back to Wareham and claim whatever price has no doubt been set upon your otherwise worthless head.’

‘And you’d do that?’ asked Edmund. ‘Even to a fellow fugitive?’

Byram just laughed. ‘Oh yes, my friend, make no mistake about it. From all you’ve told me so far I judge you to be a treacherous rogue and that makes me ill-inclined to trust you.’

Edmund looked him hard in the eyes. ‘Then it sounds like I shall be in the sort of company I’ve become well used to these past fifteen years or so.’

* * * * *

Edmund was blindfolded and, with his hands tied behind his back, was then led through the forest at spearpoint. He had no idea where they were taking him but, so far as he could tell, they were headed roughly north and following a path that was not well travelled. He was certain he could hear running water from time to time, so assumed they were following a small river or perhaps a stream but, apart from that, there was little to help him know where he was and even less that would enable him to retrace his steps. The latter didn’t trouble him unduly. If all went as he intended, he’d join the band of robbers but, failing that, finding his way back through the forest would be the least of his worries.

They eventually stopped and, when his blindfold was removed, Edmund found himself in a clearing encircled by a wicker fence. Looking around, he could see four more men, all of them looking both wretched and dirty from living rough in the forest and some of them carrying the reminders of wounds. There was also a woman with them who was presumably preparing food for the others as she was tending a large pot which had been suspended over an open fire. As he hurriedly surveyed the camp, he noted that it included a cluster of crude hovels plus a makeshift shelter which was open at the front. The shelter contained a pile of firewood and a barrel but little else of interest apart from the carcass of a deer which had been hung up by its hind legs. The deer had been skinned and was being butchered by an eighth man he hadn’t noticed at first who was dressed in the shabby habit of a monk, his tonsure still shaven and with a large wooden cross hung about his neck. The monk stared at Edmund but otherwise kept his distance even as all the others crowded round, anxious to know why a stranger had been brought into their camp and, more particularly, why he’d not been relieved of his knife – or indeed the purse still tucked under his belt.

Byram stepped forward to address them all. ‘Well, what would you have me do with this wretch?’ he asked aloud. ‘He has a proposition for you but I insist that you hear it from his lips, not mine. Will you let him speak or shall I just kill him now and be done with it?’

There were several murmurs and mutterings but all there knew that Byram had already decided what they would do. ‘So,’ he said returning his attention to Edmund. ‘It seems these good folks would hear more of what you have to say.’

If Edmund felt any fear at that point he was careful not to show it. With his hands still tied, he started to explain his proposal but didn’t elaborate any further than he had to. ‘So, you have two choices,’ he announced once he’d finished. ‘You can kill me now or you can accept what is probably the best offer you’re ever going to hear. One which will see you all safe, warm and well fed for the rest of your days.’

‘Well, luckily for you, we’re not well disposed to killing men without good cause,’ mused Byram.

‘That’s very noble of you,’ conceded Edmund.

Byram sneered. ‘It has nothing to do with being ‘‘noble’’. We have a good trade here from robbing travellers and suchlike who use the forest tracks. But if we go killing them, Governor Osric will have something to say about it and would likely send the fyrd from Wareham to come looking for us. As it is, they leave us alone for they know full well how hard it would be to find us.’

Edmund nodded as if to acknowledge the point. ‘So then, what’s it to be?’ he asked.

‘How much are we talking about?’ queried one man, raising the question others were almost itching to ask.

‘A lot,’ said Edmund bluntly. ‘My father had lands and wealth beyond reckoning. Also, two of my brothers were warriors who both amassed a good hoard of booty whilst they were alive. That should, by rights, revert to me as well.’

‘Having been away for so long, how will you convince others that you are who you claim to be?’ asked a brutish fellow who had only one eye, the other having no doubt been lost in a quarrel.

‘Alfred himself questioned me whilst he was at Wareham and was minded to acknowledge my bloodline,’ lied Edmund. ‘I don’t think others will argue with that.’

‘If that’s so, then why do you need us?’ pressed another.

‘Having fought with them against him,’ explained Edmund. ‘Alfred offered to pardon me only on condition that I return to the Vikings as his spy but, having lived with the bastards for all those years, I know full well that only a fool would agree to do that. I’ve seen what they do to spies. They’ve devised ways for dealing with any who are caught, inflicting agonies so dreadful that you’d not even want to imagine them!’

‘Ha!’ said Byram. ‘Or is it because you now have a price on your head for killing that assassin and for plotting to have your own nephew murdered as well? If so, the fyrd could come looking for you and thus you could bring them down upon us all.’

‘There’s nothing to link me to my nephew’s murder,’ Edmund assured them. ‘As for killing the assassin, I could hardly be blamed for avenging what he did to my kin. Besides, if they’d caught the wretch they’d have hanged him anyway; all I did was save them the trouble. Hence they won’t bother to come looking for me on his account, you can be sure of that.’

They were all quiet for a moment, mostly trying to decide whether the risk was one worth taking given they knew nothing about the events in Wareham and had never seen Edmund before, although some of them said they had heard of his father, Lord Edwulf. It was Byram who then spoke. ‘We’ll see how this turns out,’ he decided. ‘We have friends in Wareham who will no doubt confirm what transpired there but, if your story is found wanting…’ he left the rest of his words to remain unsaid.

Edmund smiled to himself, by then certain that the greedy fools would not be able to resist the chance of earning a share of such a large fortune. Not that he had any intention of honouring his promise in that respect. All he needed was a secure place in which to bide his time as he planned how best to restore himself. After that he would betray the robbers to Governor Osric and, in so doing, prove himself to be a ‘‘true and loyal Saxon’’ after all. Of course, they would pay with their lives for all the crimes they’d committed, and deservedly so. Doubtless they would curse him and try to embroil him as being part of their band, but they could say what they liked. No one would pay much mind to any accusations made by a few worthless thieves, particularly those they uttered just before being dangled from the end of a rope.

* * * * *

WAREHAM – LATER THAT SAME DAY

Alfred had sent word to Governor Osric and to his nephew, Oswald, asking them to attend him at his lodge at the Vill. When they arrived, the place seemed a hive of activity. Two of Alfred’s servants were busily packing the King’s personal belongings into several chests whilst he remained seated, sorting through a pile of documents he had yet to construe.

The King looked up and stopped what he was doing as soon as they arrived. ‘My friends,’ he announced by way of a greeting. ‘I regret that Lord Ethelnorth and myself have no option but to take our leave of you. We both of us now have more pressing duties elsewhere.’

‘My Lord,’ asked Oswald. ‘Has then the threat from the Viking fleet abated?’ As the Garrison Commander at Wareham, he had been much concerned with ensuring that they could deal with over one hundred Viking ships which were known to be patrolling somewhere along the south coast and might well deign to strike at any time, with Wareham being an all too obvious target.

‘No,’ said Alfred bluntly. ‘I regret that’s not the case, although I wish it were. In fact, I fear we may all be sorely tested in the weeks and months to come. Lord Ethelnorth is even now preparing my personal guard to break camp. We intend to rejoin my army which is still camped beyond the marshes and march out from there at first light tomorrow.’

‘Where to, Sire?’ asked Osric.

‘I’ve received word that a large Viking warband has left Essex and is now raiding seemingly at will across the north of my realm. The fyrd should deal with them well enough but I would have Lord Ethelnorth command them. For my part, I must march to support Exeter which is under the threat of imminent attack.’

Neither Osric nor his nephew took much comfort from that. ‘But surely, my Lord, you’ll be splitting your forces?’ suggested Osric.

‘Regrettably that’s true,’ admitted Alfred. ‘But I have no choice. I’m obliged to cover both threats as best I may.’

Having once been head of the King’s personal guard, Osric had more he wanted to say about that but left it to his nephew to speak instead.

‘Sire, this arrangement worries me greatly given the reported size of the fleet,’ said Oswald, his voice filled with concern.

Alfred got up and placed some of the documents in one of the chests. ‘The fleet could strike anywhere and you’re no more at risk than any of the other settlements that have sheltered harbours large enough to accommodate so many ships. We can’t cover every possibility, so just hold yourselves ready. I shall be within a few days’ march from here so can reach you readily enough if needed. In the meantime, I would advise that you train men to sail the two captured longships as they could prove useful.’

‘Sire, will you then return to Wareham once the threat in Exeter has been averted?’ asked Osric.

‘No, my friend,’ said Alfred. ‘I thank you for your hospitality, but I must go wherever I’m needed most. In my absence, I’m most anxious that you continue to look out for young Edward.’

‘Of course, my Lord. As we agreed whilst in Winchester, I’ll ensure that he learns the ways and skills of a Saxon nobleman as now befits his new station.’

‘I was thinking more of his personal safety as I fear that his treacherous uncle doesn’t yet know that the assassin he sent to the stables failed and that Edward is still alive.’

Osric had to admit that was something which greatly concerned him as well. ‘Do you think he’ll try again, my Lord?’

‘I’m sure of it,’ stressed Alfred. ‘Or more likely he’ll have others do so on his behalf.’

Osric considered that for a moment. ‘Then I’ll alert our permanent guard to keep a ready lookout for any strangers,’ he offered.

‘Do that. But it won’t be near enough. Don’t forget that there could be other rogues who may try to use Edward to their advantage or attempt to relieve him of his great fortune.’

Osric remembered all too well what Lord Ethelnorth had said about how a fool and his money are soon parted. He also recalled what he and Ethelnorth had discussed about the risk of Edward being used to usurp Alfred as King, the consequences of which were, in such troubled times, too dire to think about. ‘Then what more can we do?’ he asked.

‘I recall that you said you’ve charged the carpenter, Sigbert, to look out for Edward at all times?’ said Alfred.

‘That’s true, my Lord,’ agreed Osric without hesitation. ‘Although one of the oldest members of the fyrd, he’s served us well enough and is also one of our most experienced men.’

‘Good. In the meantime, I’ve advised Edward to confine himself to Wareham and warned him to be wary of anyone else who tries to befriend him.’

Osric looked worried. ‘Sire, all that should help to keep him safe from those who might seek to use or exploit him, but there’s little we can do to guard against his uncle’s murderous intent. A stray arrow loosed from behind a tree or an assassin who strikes when Edward least expects it – those are surely the greatest threats and yet are also the ones which we can do little to protect him against.’

Alfred didn’t answer at first. ‘Yes,’ he managed at last. ‘I fear that’s true. But you can do no more than try. That and pray that God will see him safe, although with all that which now threatens this pious realm, the good Lord may well have more immediate concerns than the plight of just one boy.’

Chapter One

WAREHAM – A FEW DAYS LATER

W ith the prospect of an imminent attack from the Viking fleet looming large in everyone’s thoughts, Governor Osric summoned the three most senior men in Wareham to join him at his Vill for what he intended would be a regular meeting to review and monitor their position in King Alfred’s absence. When they arrived, they were each immediately shown through to his Hall and there offered seats at a large table which had been cleared of all save for some refreshments and several documents he felt he might need to refer to. As Governor, he took his place at the head of the table with his Reeve, Ulrich, to his left and his nephew, Oswald in his capacity as the Garrison Commander, to his right. Edward was the third person invited to attend and was seated opposite Osric as befitted his new status as a nobleman, although being so young he expected to play little part in the discussions.

‘Uncle, have you further news for us?’ asked Oswald impatiently.

‘I have,’ said Osric, choosing his words carefully as he was anxious not to cause undue alarm given what he was about to tell them. ‘I fear that the Viking fleet could soon be even larger than we’ve been led to believe. Before dying of his wounds, the last of the three prisoners we took at the battle near Twynham implied that the ships which have been ravaging the north coast of Devon may soon sail to join it. If they do, the fleet could then comprise near two hundred vessels all told.’

All present were silent for a moment, hurriedly doing the calculations for themselves. It was Oswald who spoke first, his voice etched with concern. ‘Uncle, if that’s so, then it means the fleet could be carrying an invasion force of anything up to six thousand men!’

‘Not all the ships will be fully manned,’ said Osric, anxious to reassure them. ‘Remember, this is an invasion fleet, not just a few raiders out for what they can pillage. As such, some ships will be carrying supplies and others may even have their women and children on board, not to mention various skilled tradesmen. But you’re right, we’d be facing a sizeable and potentially overwhelming force. I’ve of course sent word to Lord Alfred to advise him of this very worrying development. In the meantime, we’ll continue to monitor the position as best we may.’

It was Ulrich who spoke next. ‘My Lords, since the King and his army left Wareham, the mood within this settlement has become one of fear and foreboding. Many have grown restless and, with this news, I fear panic may soon set in.’

‘Then we must do what we can to reassure everyone,’ said Osric firmly. ‘Once camped in Exeter, Alfred will be just three or at worst four days march from here, so can be summoned readily enough.’ Even as he said it, he was all too well aware that it would be of little or no consolation given what they now feared they would be up against.

They all looked to Oswald in the hope that he, as Garrison Commander, would be able to allay their fears. Inevitably, they were disappointed. ‘There’s little enough that Alfred can do wherever he is,’ he warned. ‘He has but half his army with him as the rest are with Lord Ethelnorth chasing the other warband across the north of Wessex. If this fleet becomes as large as you now fear, he’ll need many more men than he has with him at present.’

‘Then we must look to ourselves and to our own resources,’ insisted Osric. ‘What numbers can we count on?’

‘We lost many men in the recent battle,’ reported Oswald. ‘That included several good warriors like Aelwyn who played a crucial role in our shield wall, plus there are many others who received wounds from which they’ve yet to recover. There are three boys who might now be considered old enough to serve as replacements in the fyrd but even so, our resident force here will remain depleted.’

None of that was news to Osric who had already made a point of establishing for himself what reserves they could rely on. ‘I’ve sent word to Ealdorman Aelfric asking for some men to be sent from elsewhere within the Shire but he has not as yet replied,’ he informed them.

‘Could we not draw replacements from the local fyrds?’ suggested Oswald. ‘After all, the protection of Wareham is for their benefit as much as our own.’

‘No,’ said Osric firmly. ‘Raids are likely to continue unabated as the Vikings seek to furnish their ships with supplies, so we should leave those members of the fyrd who reside in settlements outside the burh to protect their own homes and farmsteads. Besides, bringing men into Wareham will mean they must move their families here as well, which would place an even greater strain on our already limited reserves of food. It’s therefore best that we try to manage with what numbers we have.’

Ulrich nodded as if to confirm the sense of that given that all the provisions he, as Reeve, was stockpiling would be stretched as it was. ‘My Lord, I’m also worried for the families of the men who were killed in the recent battle,’ he said, showing his concern for the less fortunate members of their community.

‘I’ve spoken to Father Emmett about that,’ advised Osric. ‘He has asked the nuns at the nunnery to offer charity where they can, but I’m bound to ask what became of the booty that was taken from all the Vikings we killed? Has that not yet been distributed?’

Oswald frowned. ‘There was precious little of it. I can only surmise that they must have buried their loot somewhere to keep it safe, probably long before they reached us here. I fear that many of their personal items of value were stripped from their bodies but then not shared.’

The thought of that clearly angered Osric. ‘If you suspect any man of having taken spoil and then not declared it, he’s to be brought before me,’ he ordered. ‘In the meantime, you must ensure that the families of the dead at least get what would have been their due had their husbands or sons survived.’

‘Of course, Uncle,’ agreed Oswald. ‘But it’s food they’ll need, not booty.’

Osric acknowledged the point but there was little he could do to resolve that beyond the charity already offered by the nuns. Instead, he turned their attention to another matter. ‘What about the two ships we captured?’ he asked.

Oswald knew that his uncle was not going to be best pleased by what he had to say on that point either. As Governor, Osric had long argued that Wareham needed ships to form part of their defences and had hoped that the two they’d captured might suffice for that purpose. However, it was quickly becoming clear to Oswald that they would prove far from effective. ‘Well, for a start, we lack men who are able to sail them,’ he explained.

‘Surely that’s easily remedied?’ protested Osric. ‘There are men enough in Wareham who must know the way of it. After all, they managed to sail them back from the site of the battle with our dead and wounded on board.’

Oswald was quick to answer. ‘Yes, but they rowed them all the way from there and even that proved difficult enough, despite having the tide in their favour. What’s more, they arrived all but exhausted and also sustained some damage along the way.’

‘How the hell did that happen?’ demanded Osric angrily.

‘Uncle, from what I saw of it, as the ships came through the narrow harbour entrance they encountered a confused tide and, with so few men on board who knew what they were about, the helmsmen were unable to keep control of their vessels.’

‘Then I would hear more about that! What damage was sustained? I assume it’s being made good?’

Oswald confirmed that was the case. ‘It was only slight and Sigbert has all but finished making the necessary repairs. Of more concern is that if we’re to use these ships to any effect, the men will first need to learn how to handle them, particularly whilst using the sails. That’s easier said than done and I’m coming to the view that given the confines of the harbour, it’s not a suitable place from which to deploy them. Much of it is too shallow at some stages of the tide and it sometimes all but empties of water completely.’

‘What do you mean?’ demanded Osric, reacting exactly as Oswald knew he would. ‘Have I not said it often enough? Ships are crucial to the defence of this burh.’

‘I agree, Uncle. In theory that would make sense if we could use them to sail out and intercept the raiders whilst they’re still weary from having been so long at sea,’ conceded Oswald. ‘But without using the sails it would take far too long to even cross the harbour in order to reach the enemy, never mind engage them. What’s more, our men would arrive all but exhausted from rowing so far.’

‘But that’s not the point!’ stormed Osric. ‘As you well know, the Vikings avoid fighting at sea as the risks for them are too great. If their vessels are damaged in a battle they might not be able to use them to sail back to their homelands. Therefore, we don’t have to engage them. The mere presence of the two ships should serve as deterrent enough.’

Oswald still didn’t agree. ‘Yes Uncle, that may be so,’ he said as respectfully as he could. ‘But at least thirty men are needed just to row one of these longships – even more if we’re to provide a viable fighting force on board as well. That means that near a hundred men would be needed if we launch them both. We can’t afford to deploy that many men until the fyrd has fully assembled, by which time it would be too late as the Vikings would be already upon us. Besides, it would be a lot of men to lose if there was a battle at sea which didn’t go well or if one of the ships foundered. We can’t possibly take that risk if it means losing so many. What we really need are faster, lighter craft, manned by just ten men at the oars and able to carry half a dozen bowmen. After all, we saw the value of using fire arrows plainly enough at the recent battle.’

Osric was about to protest when he realised that his nephew was right. ‘So, what would you have us do?’ he asked.

‘I think we should offer the ships to one of the burhs that have direct access to the sea,’ suggested Oswald. ‘They can then deploy them more readily when needed. We’ll still benefit from whatever deterrent that affords us, as will others all along this part of the coast. What’s more, if we are then attacked via the harbour the ships could be summoned to seal off the entrance, thereby trapping the bastards inside where they would be at our mercy when the tide falls. If we could manage that it might well serve to convince Alfred that you’re right and that a fleet of ships is needed to cover all the coastal settlements.’

Osric was surprised to find that his nephew seemed to have considered the matter so thoroughly. It was almost as if he was at last thinking like a true warrior and taking a wider view of his responsibilities. ‘Perhaps you have a point,’ he acknowledged. ‘Alfred is already designing special ships we can use. I’m told each will have sixty oars so should be faster and more stable than anything the Vikings have at their disposal.’

Oswald was tempted to point out that such ships would still require a lot of men to sail them. As he’d already said, in his view what they needed was smaller and faster ships – and lots of them but, having made his point, he decided to let the matter rest.

‘Very well,’ agreed Osric. ‘Deploy them as you see fit. Now, regarding our defence of the settlement, what arrangements have been made?’

Knowing that his uncle was no stranger to the logistics of defence, Oswald chose his words with care. ‘As always, we’re relying on the watch towers on the cliffs to give us warning if the fleet approaches,’ he said. ‘All the people from the smaller settlements and farmsteads will then come in to share the safety of the fortifications here, which would mean that the fyrd will then be at near full strength.’

‘Bringing their livestock with them?’ asked Osric.

‘Yes, if they can and have the time to do so.’

‘Good, for if this becomes a siege, as is likely to be the case, we’ll need all the provisions we can get in order to withstand it.’

‘My Lord,’ said Ulrich, ‘I’ve already begun to stockpile food to ensure we’ll have enough. We’ll also have access to fresh water from both rivers and a limited supply of fish and eels.’

Osric seemed satisfied with that. ‘Then what about the defences?’ he asked.

‘Well, Uncle,’ said Oswald, hoping he was on less contentious ground. ‘For a start, if the fleet is sighted, we’ll pull up the chains across the rivers to stop any ships from sailing this far upstream.’

‘Chains can be cut or breached,’ observed Osric.

‘Of course,’ acknowledged Oswald. ‘But as you know, there are several sets which should at least delay them. We can make things even more difficult for them by deploying bowmen along the banks of both rivers who will fight a rear-guard action all the way back to the settlement. It’s a long way by river, so they should be able to reduce the Vikings’ numbers and also buy Alfred more time in which to reach us with reinforcements.’

Osric considered that. ‘That’s to the good,’ he acknowledged. ‘Any delay will work to our advantage. My concern is that the Vikings may well realise that and try to probe the fortifications for any weak spot rather than wait.’

‘They’ll lose a lot of men trying if they do,’ said Oswald firmly. ‘To reach us by land they’d first need to traverse the marshes, so we’d see them coming long before they reach our fortifications and thereby have time enough to focus our defence on where they’re intending to strike. With that in mind, I’m planning to double the guard at all the known weak points such as the north bridge, the west gates, the quay and at the entrance to the path at Bell’s Orchard.’

‘That should work well enough,’ conceded Osric. ‘And once those who live outside Wareham start to come in you should have enough men available for duty at any one time, day or night.’

‘Exactly,’ said Oswald. ‘The roster for that is already in hand. I’ve also ensured that we’ll have a plentiful supply of arrows as they’ll be what’s needed if this does become a siege.’

‘That all seems adequate,’ conceded Osric. ‘But remember, no matter how vigilant you are, there’s always a weak spot somewhere in any defence system. So, check the fortifications again. The Vikings can spot a potential weakness and exploit it, even where none is thought to exist.’ He then turned to Ulrich. ‘If this does become a siege, they’ll try to starve us out, so I would have you organise rationing. For that we’ll place some members of the permanent guard at your disposal to maintain discipline in case people panic.’

Ulrich acknowledged the order.

‘In the meantime, what about attending to any raids?’ continued Osric, concerned that they would not have enough men to assist if any of the outlying settlements or farmsteads were attacked. ‘Oswald, your plan to use horses for an elite squad to reach the site of a raid more quickly looked promising but, assuming we ignore Fleet, we now have but two horses we can use, the rest having been killed in the battle or put down afterwards.’

‘Then we must find more,’ stressed Oswald. ‘To re-establish my squad I’ll need ten more good mounts at least.’

‘I can’t afford to buy that many,’ said Osric emphatically. ‘My purse is already stretched with all the extra provisions and weapons that are needed. Edward, you had a plan to round up some from the moors, did you not?’

‘Just so, my Lord,’ said Edward, at last having something he could contribute to the discussion. ‘But it’ll require men to do it and even then the horses will need breaking and training before they can be ridden.’

Osric considered that. ‘We may be able to manage that in time but, for now at least, we dare not risk distracting men from their other duties and obligations.’

It was Ulrich who answered. ‘With respect, my Lord. We also need to replace the two farm horses, both of which were also killed in the battle. That could prove to be a more immediate concern.’

‘That’s true,’ agreed Osric. ‘We’ll surely need to replace them when we can. Edward, perhaps you would help with that as well? There may perhaps be some we can borrow from one of the farmsteads.’

‘Of course, my Lord,’ said Edward. ‘In the meantime, we still have the oxen at the farm, which we can use for any heavy work if needed.’

Ulrich looked far from being at ease with that but could see no alternative. ‘Then, my Lord, that will have to suffice for now,’ he acknowledged. ‘But with Edward’s promotion, we also lack a stable boy.’

‘I thought you had someone in mind for that?’ queried Osric.

‘I do,’ said Ulrich. ‘But he’s very young and, as yet, much too small to handle the horses, never mind the oxen.’

‘Then why the hell are we using him?’ demanded Oswald impatiently.

Ulrich looked to Osric before answering. ‘My Lord, his father was one of those killed in the battle so his mother is now a widow struggling to raise five children on her own. If we employ him here at the Vill, she will at least have one less mouth to feed.’

‘What do you think?’ asked Osric, looking at Edward.

‘I think the boy may struggle to manage at first,’ noted Edward. ‘But I would be happy to help him. After all, I first started tending to the King’s horses at Winchester when I had but five years of age, albeit under the watchful eye of Old Colbert.’

‘Then that’s decided,’ announced Osric. ‘Ulrich, see the boy again and let’s at least give him a chance to show us what he can do. After all, we have cause enough to remember that stable boys can sometimes prove very useful – even when it comes to a battle.’
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