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Know that your fate follows you like a shadow for all the days of your life


Prelude

W hilst I’d learned much since being a novice at the Abbey near Winchester, the lesson I found hardest to accept was that duty is not a matter of choice. Certainly for me it was more like a disease which, having settled itself upon me, riddled every fibre of my being. Thus infected, I could no more refuse my King, Lord Alfred, than I could deny my birthright or my blood, even though what he asked of me went against every tenet of my fragile faith.

Even with the wound to my chest scarcely healed he would have me return to Leatherhead with just one man to aid me, there to train and properly arm the fyrd in anticipation of an invasion by Jarl Hakon’s Viking horde which had gathered on the southern banks of the river at London.

Whilst in Leatherhead I was also to call to account all those suspected of treachery, not by bringing them to trial but rather by dispensing justice by whatever means I considered fit. Such was the weight he placed upon my young shoulders; and all that whilst I waited, desperate to know whether the child which Emelda carried in her womb was that of my blood or the wretched spawn of another man.




Chapter One

‘What’s wrong with the name you already have?’ asked Aelred as we rode towards my former Abbey.

Once there, I intended to renounce the vows I’d sworn as a novice monk, something I felt I’d been remiss in not doing before. I was determined to set matters right before embarking on the mission for Alfred – and was hoping to persuade Aelred to be the one who would come with me to Leatherhead. Although not of noble birth, he’d more than proved his worth in helping me to escape from the slavers as well as with all that which had since befallen me. So much so that I’d come to regard him as a true and trusted friend.

‘The name “Matthew” was bestowed upon me when I first joined the Abbey,’ I explained. ‘I was named for one of the Apostles in the hope that I might emulate such a Holy personage. Once I leave the order that may no longer be appropriate especially given the role I’m charged to perform. By rights, I should now revert to my given name.’

‘What, and be known as Edward?’

‘Exactly. As I told you, that was the name with which I was christened. It was derived from that of my father, Lord Edwulf.’

‘Yet I’ve never heard anyone call you that,’ he said. ‘You’re known to all as Matthew. Either that or by your reputation as the so-called warrior with the pierced heart.’

‘I wish that were not so,’ I mused. ‘A reputation such as that isn’t always welcome.’

‘Why, when it means that your enemies fear you?’ asked Aelred. ‘Surely that’s an advantage given the troubled times in which we live?’

‘Perhaps. But anyway, appropriate or not, I’m minded to remain as Matthew for, as you say, it’s the name that everyone knows me by. At least, all those who matter.’

‘Well, whatever name you choose to go by, you never did tell me how you got away from that bastard Torstein.’

‘Have I not?’ I was surprised as I seemed to have been telling that particular story so often in the few days since arriving back at Winchester. Yet it was true that Aelred and I had not had much chance to speak since meeting up again. ‘Well, like you I made it to the shore when the boat capsized,’ I explained. ‘But I ended up on the Vikings’ side of the river. I was so weary that all I could do was rest and, whilst I did so, was taken captive then marched back to the Viking encampment to stand before Jarl Hakon himself. There I was accused of having upset the boat on purpose…’

‘Which sounds fair enough given that’s exactly what you did!’

‘Yes, but I convinced them that it was Torstein’s fault as the man he let manage the steering oar was drunk.’

‘And the fools believed you?’

‘It made no difference whether they did or not. They were afraid I’d tell Alfred about the longships we’d seen being built beside the river and resolved to silence me. However, that little runt, Arne, told them that I’m known to the King so rather than risk his displeasure by simply killing me, they decided to let Torstein do it for them. Their plan was that if I died fighting him over some personal grievance, no questions would be asked afterwards.’

‘Phew! Rather you than me, that’s all I can say. That Torstein was a bloodthirsty bastard if ever I saw one. He’d slaughter anyone – man, woman or child – and he’d do so without cause or compassion! How the hell did you get away from there?’

‘I didn’t. Or at least I did but I had to fight him first.’

‘What? You actually managed to better him?’

‘Yes, thanks to you I did.’

‘Thanks to me? What the hell did I do? I wasn’t even there!’

‘I remembered that story you told after we’d escaped from the slavers – the one about the small man in the land of giants. Like Hereric, I refused their offer of a mail vest so I could move more freely and instead fought stripped to the waist so that Torstein could see the scar on my chest. Because he was so in awe of that, he chose to fight whilst dressed in full mail, the weight of which made him tire more quickly. When he did, I slew him, just as Hereric did in your tale.’

Aelred looked surprised. ‘And Hakon then actually freed you?’

‘Yes, but he sent a man to guide me back to Winchester who I was certain had orders to kill me along the way.’

‘So you slew him as well? No wonder you feel the need to make confession given how many men you’ve now killed!’

‘Actually, I didn’t kill him, I let him live. And I’m not going to the Abbey to make confession; you are. I’m going there to renounce my vows.’

Aelred gave a snort of derision. ‘What’s the point of me confessing anything? I’m bound to commit a few more sins sooner or later so why waste time on it now?’

‘Because you need to absolve yourself of all the things you’ve done, then mend your ways,’ I explained.

‘I will,’ he said. ‘But I plan to do it just before I die. That way I’m not wasting God’s time any more than I have to.’

‘Well, there’s good cause for you to do it now,’ I offered. ‘If you make confession Lord Alfred has agreed to pardon all your past transgressions.’

‘What, all of them?’ pressed Aelred, sounding almost incredulous. ‘Why would a great man like Lord Alfred be prepared to do that without even knowing what I’ve done?’

‘Ah, well there’s a little bit more to it than that,’ I admitted. ‘You then have to come with me to Leatherhead and there help me to train the fyrd.’

He shrugged. ‘That doesn’t sound so bad. Why does the fyrd need more training?’

I could see that he was going to press me hard on the real nature of our mission so decided it was time to tell him all. ‘It needs more training because parts of the Shire suffer many raids and yet the fyrd has not once managed to intercept them. In fact it’s proved so inadequate that we suspect there may be those who profit from the raids in some way.’

‘A traitor you mean? So who do you suspect?’

‘Well, the son of the Ealdorman for one.’

Aelred reined his horse to a stop and stared at me. ‘The son of the Ealdorman! God’s truth, Matthew, you certainly know how to choose your enemies! First you slay Jarl Torstein, a man known to Hakon himself, then you want to accuse the son of an Ealdorman of treachery!’

‘Yes, but I’m afraid that’s not all we have to do,’ I continued. ‘Whilst there we have to fortify the settlement as well.’

Aelred was quiet for a moment. ‘Why does the settlement need to be fortified?’ he asked, clearly sensing there was even more to it than I was saying.

I decided to choose my words with care. ‘You remember all those Viking ships we saw at London?’

He nodded.

‘Well, Alfred fears that Jarl Hakon is planning to launch an attack on Wessex and will march his army south to meet those ships once they’ve sailed around the coast so they can then be used to supply his army and…’

Aelred was already ahead of me. ‘And he’ll need to march right through the settlement at Leatherhead to do it! So how many warriors were in that camp?’

‘Whilst I was there I estimated about two hundred, but all those ships he was building probably mean he’s expecting more.’

‘And you expect the fyrd at Leatherhead to fight them off?’

‘No, not fight them off, just delay them.’

He looked very doubtful as he considered what I’d said. ‘Delay them? For how long?’

‘Just till reinforcements arrive,’ I assured him. ‘Possibly for just a few days or a week at worst.’

‘A week! Why so long?’

‘Alfred has set spies to watch Hakon’s camp but it will take them at least a full day to ride to Leatherhead to warn us if the Vikings start to move. It will then take us two days to get word to Winchester, another day or so for Alfred to muster enough men, and then two days more for them to come to our aid.’

‘Do you really mean to hold off two hundred Viking warriors for almost a week with just a handful of poorly trained men and a makeshift fence?’

‘Hakon won’t attack until his ships are ready. Even then it’s unlikely he’ll risk them putting to sea until he can be certain that the winter storms have abated or there’s a gap in the weather. We can use that time to properly train the men. Besides, reinforcements from the neighbouring settlements should reach us more quickly.’

‘Oh, that’s all right then. For a moment I thought you and I were going to fight them all ourselves!’ he teased.

‘So will you come with me or not?’ I asked.

He shrugged as though it made no difference one way or the other. ‘Why not?’ he said, pressing his horse forward to continue as we’d come. ‘You’ve nearly got me killed so many times now that one more won’t make much difference.’

* * * * *

Alfred had assured me that there was no need for me to go in person to see my abbot in order to renounce my vows as he could have others deal with it on my behalf. Even so, I’d made it clear that it was something I felt I needed to do for myself.

As we approached the gates to the Abbey, I recalled how the abbot, Father Constantine, used to say that there’s no rest for the wicked in this world nor precious little for the righteous. For me that surely seemed to be the way of it for, having spent so long wrestling with my conscience whilst desperately trying to survive all that which befell me, I longed for the chance to rest and restore myself and thereby determine whether all the changes forced upon me were indeed for the good. Yet, barely having had time to catch my breath, I was charged by Alfred to set forth once more on what promised to be a hazardous and extremely dangerous mission. Thus when Aelred and I passed through the Abbey gates I was looking forward to a chance for some quiet contemplation in a place where, as a young and innocent novice, time for such reflection had been a part of my daily routine.

The Abbey was just as I remembered it, looking more like a fortified farmstead than a religious enclave. It comprised various buildings, all formed from timber and thatch, surrounded by a stout fence and with a pair of sturdy gates to the front. It had been founded by a group of committed monks who sought to form a community wherein they could worship according to their own particular creed. As their number grew, they’d added more buildings to provide dormitories, a chapel and various stores, workshops and shelters. They also had the benefit of extensive pastures, a large and well-stocked pond and, like most Abbeys, access to a nearby river. Despite the fortifications, it was a miracle it hadn’t suffered unduly from Viking raids, perhaps having been spared only because it was so close to the major settlement at Winchester.

As Aelred and I approached, a man came forward to greet us. I recognised him at once as being a lay brother who had been in service there for many years.

‘Seth?’ I said when I saw him. ‘So you’re still here?’

‘Aye my Lord. But then I’ve no place else to go but the grave. Besides, they couldn’t manage without me if I had.’

As a lay brother, Seth was indentured to serve at the Abbey in whatever capacity was needed but was not sworn to a life in orders. In return he was granted board and lodging and, more importantly from his point of view, the promise of salvation in the life to come. Whilst we were never told what he’d done to be so much in need of redemption, he was much liked by all, having a cheery manner which seemed to find humour in even menial tasks. Even so, I found it strange that he should defer to me as befitted my station beyond the Abbey precincts rather than as one of the brethren, though assumed that word had reached even him regarding the purpose of my visit.

‘So has much changed since I was last here?’ I asked as we dismounted so that he could take our horses to be fed and watered.

‘Nothing changes here, my Lord,’ he said. ‘All is much as it was before, though some members of the order come and others go.’ He then mentioned two brothers who had died and named another who had recently joined the order. ‘I think Father Constantine is expecting you, my Lord,’ he added as if to hurry me.

It was true that the good Father was indeed expecting us, so we were ushered into a lobby where we removed our weapons and were told to wait until summoned.

After some time, I alone was shown through to the main Hall which, given its supposed humility of purpose, was much grander than it needed to be, having walls bedecked with numerous icons of the Holy saints and fine tapestries depicting scenes from the Bible. A large and elaborate chair had been placed at one end, which had a cushioned footstool and a canopy of fine yellow silk. I recalled that it was there that Father Constantine liked to sit in order to receive people, particularly those he wanted to impress. I clearly didn’t warrant such treatment as he entered the Hall from an arched doorway to the side and came directly to greet me.

I knelt at the abbot’s feet and kissed his ring in order for him to bless me. ‘Father abbot, I have come to…’

‘I know full well why you’ve come,’ he said, graciously allowing me to stand. ‘Lord Alfred in his wisdom has sent word of what he intends and has asked that you be allowed to renounce your vows free from penance. Given that he’s truly such a great benefactor of the Holy Church, I’m minded to accede to his request but first we must pray together for guidance on such an important matter.’ So saying, he led me towards an alcove which housed a simple wooden cross and the Abbey’s most precious relic, a small jewelled reliquary which contained a rag said to have been dipped in the blood of St Paul.

I knew from experience what praying together would involve. The goodly abbot thought nothing of praying for a full hour at a time and sometimes more. As a novice, I’d learned how to deal with this by lying prostrate on the floor, something which Father Constantine took as a sign of humility and devotion. In reality it was simply a way for we novice monks to avoid the pain of having to kneel for so long on the cold, hard tiles.

When at last he’d finished, he bade me rise and went across to sit on his magnificent chair whilst I stood before him with my head bowed in reverence.

‘So Brother Matthew, what are we to do in this matter?’

‘Father abbot I must confess that I’ve strayed since I left this hallowed place but have always strived to keep my faith in God.’ I omitted to mention all the doubts I’d been having about my faith and the many sins I’d committed.

‘I’ve followed your exploits with interest,’ said Father Constantine. ‘Word has reached us even here of some of the things which have befallen you. I cannot say that I approve of all I’ve heard but am glad that you’ve retained your faith despite your many trials and temptations.’

I wondered what he’d actually heard and hoped that he wouldn’t press me to make confession, fearing that if he did I’d be there for a week! ‘Father, my heart has readily confessed my many sins but I now feel God has shown me the path he wants me to follow.’ I then told him about the monks we’d come across during the retreat from Chippenham and of the church they intended to restore based on the Holy Splinter, a relic which they believed had been part of the cross on which Christ had been crucified. ‘They showed me that it’s better to play a small part of something that’s good rather than a large part of something that’s not. Thus I recognise that it’s my Christian duty to serve Lord Alfred, though I know it may well cost me my life on this earth if I do.’

‘Matthew, that’s all to the good but I fear that some of the sins you refer to include the shedding of much blood and also consorting with pagans. Do you truly repent those sins?’

‘Father, all is not as you fear. I didn’t willingly consort with Ingar but trusted her to heal a dreadful wound which I suffered whilst in the service of Lord Alfred. It’s true that she took advantage of me but it was not of my accord. As for the men I’ve slain, it was never without good cause. Many Holy men have done as much for the glory of God and for the protection of the Holy Church.’

He nodded wisely as though accepting all I’d said. I noted that he seemed not to know about Emelda and our unborn child and I deemed it better not to enlighten him lest that gave him further cause for concern.

‘This is not the time for confession, rather it’s an opportunity to review and set right your standing within this Holy community. To that end, if this severance is what Lord Alfred and you both truly desire, it’s a relatively simple process given that you didn’t progress beyond the station of being a novice. I have here letters of renunciation of your vows which shall suffice and which I shall send to Lord Alfred and to the Bishop. However, I’m bound to raise the matter of the contribution made by your father when first he sought for you to join our order.’

Knowing that the Church had a keen eye when it came to receiving and keeping donations, I struggled to resist a smile. In my case, my father had gifted lands in perpetuity to procure my position there and I realised that Father Constantine was worried I might require him to give them back. ‘My father was a pious man,’ I said. ‘I’m sure he’d wish that his generosity will ensure that the order continues to thrive. I would therefore endorse his gifts and ask only that you offer prayers for his soul and for that of my dear departed mother.’

The abbot looked much relieved. ‘That’s very generous,’ he acknowledged. With that he insisted we pray some more.

When at last we were done, I mentioned the other issue which Alfred had asked me to raise. ‘Whilst here, my friend, a man named Aelred, would like to make confession,’ I said, knowing that would provide me with the time I needed for some quiet thought and contemplation on my own. ‘He’s travelled with me for that very purpose. Although not of noble birth he, like me, is assigned to undertake a dangerous mission on the King’s behalf for which he’ll be pardoned for all his crimes in this world, but Lord Alfred would have him cleanse his soul as well in readiness for the next.’

Father Constantine seemed to be expecting me to ask this. ‘Then have him come forth and I will hear his confession in person,’ he said. ‘And after that no doubt you’ll both stay to share our meagre supper?’

I couldn’t resist another smile knowing that the abbot always set a fine table, laden with the bounty which the Abbey’s very fertile precincts provided.

As Aelred made his confession, I went to a small chapel and there sat in silence, allowing my mind to think back through all that which had befallen me. Whatever conclusions I reached, there could be no going back on what I’d promised to do on Alfred’s behalf. My life belonged to him and there could be no returning to the Church, but I was still troubled by the prospect of leaving Emelda unaware that I was still alive as Alfred had suggested, for that seemed to be a betrayal of all that which had passed between us. And of course, there was now Ingar who, if what she’d told me was true, also carried my unborn child in her womb. As always I found more questions than answers but, before I could dwell any more on those matters, it seemed Aelred had made his confession and had come to tell me that we were expected at the refectory.

We supped well that evening on roasted meats, fish and all manner of honeyed pastries, all washed down with a strong mead. When we’d eaten our fill, Father Constantine offered us the chance to stay the night. However, we were both anxious to return to Alfred’s Vill and besides, we knew full well that if we stayed at the Abbey we’d be roused long before dawn for yet more prayers. We therefore made our excuses and left.

* * * * *

It was dark as we made our way back to Winchester, but the road was one which I knew well. As we went, I was aware that Aelred seemed not overly impressed by the prospect of the pardon Alfred had promised him. For my part, I expected to feel relieved that the burden of my vows had been lifted but, strange to say, all I felt at that time was an emptiness – as if something which had so long guided me in life had been taken from me.

‘So, did you confess all your sins?’ I asked.

Aelred hesitated. ‘Well, obviously not all of them,’ he admitted. ‘Only the ones I thought the abbot wouldn’t find too worrying.’

‘You were supposed to unburden yourself completely!’ I said, scolding him for not having done so.

‘Unburden myself of what?’ he argued. ‘So far as I’m concerned what I’ve done, I’ve done. And I don’t see how telling some priest all about it will change anything.’

‘It’s about cleansing your soul,’ I explained. ‘Something we all of us need to do if…’ At that I realised that Aelred was not a man who worried unduly about such things.

‘I’ll wait until I’ve committed a few sins worth confessing,’ he promised. ‘Then I’ll go to see him again if that pleases you. But will Alfred really absolve me of all my crimes without even knowing what I’ve done?’

‘That was the plan,’ I told him.

‘So what if I’d killed my wife? Would I still be pardoned for that?’

I nodded.

‘Then I wish I’d known that a few months ago.’

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘Because then I could have killed the nagging bitch and her poisonous mother and got away with it!’

‘Alfred’s pardon won’t absolve your soul,’ I reminded him. ‘That was why you were supposed to confess your sins to the abbot and thereby to God.’

He shrugged as though it didn’t much matter to him one way or the other. ‘So when do we leave for Leatherhead?’

‘In a week or so,’ I said. ‘I have first to go with Alfred for a meeting with Guthrum and after that I want to visit the grave where my brother is buried.’

‘Do you want me to come with you?’

‘Only if you’ve a mind to. After that we have to be on our way as I’m anxious to get things started at Leatherhead, though God only knows how we can fulfil our orders. Hopefully all will become clear once we get there. I recall you said that you once served in the fyrd?’

‘I did, though I managed to avoid it whenever I could. Not that I minded battle training you understand; it’s just that it was always a good time to go poaching when everyone else was busy elsewhere.’

‘How on earth did you get away with that? Surely everyone who’s fit and able is obliged to take their turn?’

‘Ah, well, you see the Reeve who took the roll was always partial to the odd hare or two…’

I laughed as only Aelred could have got away with that.

‘Don’t worry, I know how to stand in the shield wall well enough and as you’ve seen, I know which end of the spear goes where. I won’t let you down if we run into any trouble; you can depend on that.’

* * * * *

Once back at Winchester I was told that Alfred wanted to see me even though the hour was late.

‘Matthew, how was your journey?’ he asked as I was shown through to the small chamber which adjoined the Great Hall where he was supping mead with Lord Ethelnorth, the much-respected warrior who had played such an important part in the battle at Edington. I was offered a beaker but declined to join them as it was late and I was already tired.

‘It passed well enough, Sire, and was not overly arduous.’

‘Good. And did you renounce your vows?’

‘I did, Sire. I also had Aelred make confession as you asked, though I doubt he admitted all his sins as he was meant to.’

Alfred seemed to take that news better than I expected. ‘Well,’ he reasoned. ‘Not all men take their faith as seriously as you and I.’

‘But you’ll still grant him a full pardon?’

‘I will. In fact, I have.’ With that he passed me a small vellum scroll which recorded the fact. ‘And what have you decided about your name? Are we to continue to call you “Matthew” or will you revert to your given name?’

I hadn’t thought about that since discussing it with Aelred. ‘My Lord, I feel I’m known to all as “Matthew” so have decided to keep that name, though I hope I don’t imply any disrespect to my father by doing so.’

‘I think that’s wise and am sure he’d approve. Your reputation is well known and respected, so to change your name now would serve no purpose.’

I thanked him and made as though to leave.

‘Matthew, will your friend Aelred come with us to meet with Guthrum?’ asked Lord Ethelnorth.

It hadn’t occurred to me that he wouldn’t. ‘If he and I are to deal with Hakon’s horde then it would be as well if he did,’ I ventured.

Both men nodded their agreement.

‘Good,’ said Alfred. ‘Your mission at Leatherhead will be like entering a den of lions and if we’re to keep you safe he’ll need to fully understand the implications of all that’s going on there, both military and political.’

‘Never mind all that,’ added Ethelnorth. ‘Just make sure he’s there to watch your back.’


Chapter Two

Having rested and restored myself, I had Aelred join me as we went with Alfred and Lord Ethelnorth for the prearranged meeting with Guthrum, accompanied by Alfred’s personal guard which was led by my old friend Osric. That he remained as head of Alfred’s personal guard was testimony to how well Osric had fulfilled that role through the difficult times at Athelney and, for the journey to meet with Guthrum, he commanded a force of no less than twenty well-armed warriors, all personally chosen by him for their loyalty and their weapon skills. The party also included many servants, a line of pack horses laden with supplies, a priest who kept himself very much to himself and several monks who would take turns to act as scribes in order to record all that was agreed. Such large processions were not unusual in less troubled times as Kings often travelled throughout their realm, staying at one of their Royal Vills or seeking lodgings for the entire party with an Ealdorman or, failing that, at an Abbey.

Even from the outset I sensed that Osric was uneasy about Aelred’s presence. Whilst I could determine no cause for that, I saw little reason to worry given that Aelred would play no part in the proceedings we were about to witness and was just one member of such a large party.

‘You should attend your master more closely,’ Osric told Aelred soon after we’d set off.

Aelred, who was busy talking to one of the women servants at the time, didn’t take well to the suggestion. ‘He’s not my master,’ he replied curtly. ‘He’s my friend and I serve him as a matter of choice.’

This seemed to shock Osric. ‘We all of us have a master of one kind or another,’ he pointed out.

‘If that’s so, then you serve who you will,’ replied Aelred. ‘But I’m a free man and have Lord Alfred’s blessing to regard myself as such. I’m therefore obligated to no one, save the King.’

Osric left it at that but I felt uneasy about what he’d said and wondered whether I should have intervened and explained matters. In the end, I reminded myself that although I still knew very little about Aelred, I had good cause to trust him. As for Osric, whilst he was a man I much respected and admired as a warrior, I remembered that he’d been slow to recognise the treachery of Cedric whilst at Athelney, so much so that at the time many suspected that he was the traitor in our midst, not the giant from Northumbria. Thus I dismissed any concerns he had about Aelred and concentrated instead on all that lay ahead of us.

I had never before attended a meeting of such importance, except perhaps when Alfred accepted Guthrum’s surrender. From what I’d been told, the meeting we were to attend was just one of many which would be needed to negotiate the terms of the peace treaty given that both sides had cause not to fully trust the other. All the meetings were to be conducted in relative secrecy in a hunting lodge at a place called Wedmore, not far from Athelney, with just a few trusted men in attendance from each party to avoid the possibility of matters being disrupted because of old scores which needed to be settled. All the other warriors would wait outside, though no doubt held ready in case they were needed.

Travelling slowly, we reached Wedmore within three days and, as soon as we arrived, Osric ordered Alfred’s personal guard to check the lodge for any signs of an ambush or a possible attempt on the King’s life. That done, they then secured it to ensure that once safely ensconced, the parties would not be disturbed. It was a wise and necessary precaution given that there was still much unrest within the realm, despite Alfred’s great victory at Edington.

The lodge was a humble building for such an important meeting, being thatched and crudely built, intended to provide some measure of shelter for a hunting party if the weather turned against them. We had enough provisions to stay there for several days and nights if needed, though Guthrum was not expected to remain that long.

The powerful Viking leader arrived early the next day. He brought just two senior jarls as he felt his presence in Wessex might draw unwelcome attention to the proceedings. That said, his personal retinue of warriors, servants and slaves was large enough to worry Osric lest it implied the possibility of a trap – so much so that the camps were set completely apart. They were also guarded so as to ensure there were no quarrels, particularly that first night given that there was much drinking, feasting and revelry in both camps.

Come morning, those of us who were to attend the meeting itself were ushered into the lodge and took our places on benches either side of a long table. Once settled, Alfred and Guthrum entered, both accompanied by their armed guards and both dressed in their finest robes. Alfred was wearing a dark blue tunic with a scarlet cloak trimmed with ermine whereas Guthrum was wreathed in furs. They acknowledged each other and exchanged gifts before each taking a seat at opposite ends of the table. With the formalities out of the way, all the guards and servants from both parties withdrew from the lodge, but leaving Osric present to guard Alfred’s person, something which seemed to be accepted by the Vikings.

Guthrum was just as I remembered him from when I’d seen him the night I went to spy on his camp and also when he’d surrendered after the battle at Edington - a huge bear of a man with a vast yellow beard. I’d like to think that he also remembered me. In fact, he did acknowledge my presence with a nod and a smile but otherwise said nothing. What surprised me was that these two very powerful men who had once fought each other so fiercely seemed almost to be friends. Less than six months had passed since Guthrum had boasted how he would cut out Alfred’s heart and eat it, yet neither seemed to hold any form of grudge.

The priest led us all in prayers and, as he did so, I noticed that all the Vikings bowed their heads, thereby acknowledging their new-found faith even though that had been foisted upon them as a condition of their surrender following the battle at Edington. Before leaving the lodge, the priest blessed our endeavours, but one of the monks remained with us to record whatever was agreed.

Having welcomed the Vikings, Alfred had a large but rather crude map unrolled and laid out on the table for all to see. It depicted a rough outline of the whole country on which had been drawn several lines dividing the land beyond Wessex virtually from one side to the other, although it had clearly been revised many times as you could see where the vellum had been scratched away to note the changes. As we all stared at it, Alfred insisted on speaking first.

‘I would begin by first raising an issue which is of concern to me,’ he said.

This was translated for Guthrum who nodded his agreement.

‘I’ve received word of a large force of men gathering on the southern banks of the river at London,’ he said bluntly. ‘Do these men answer to you?’

Guthrum smiled and said something to the translator.

‘My Lord Guthrum says these men are simply waiting for their ships to be repaired which will then carry them abroad.’

‘To raid or to trade?’ asked Alfred pointedly.

Guthrum shrugged when he heard this, seeming to think that it mattered not one way or the other.

‘You say the ships are being repaired. Is that so, or are they being constructed there?’

The translator consulted Guthrum who seemed in no doubt as to the position.

‘My Lord says that the ships were used by some of Jarl Hakon’s men to cross from our homelands. During the journey the vessels fared badly from a storm and are now undergoing extensive repairs.’

Both Alfred and Ethelnorth looked at me as if expecting me to confirm this. ‘Sire, I can report only that which I saw from the river. It looked to me that they were being built but I cannot say for certain.’

Alfred seemed to accept that. ‘Whether being repaired or constructed, they are assembled very close to the borders of my realm,’ he added. ‘As such they could present a threat to all we’re discussing here.’

Again the translator spoke to Guthrum then repeated what he said. ‘Whilst Jarl Hakon is an ambitious man he, like others, now knows better than to cause any concern to the Kingdom of Wessex.’

Alfred nodded. ‘Very well, then do I have Lord Guthrum’s word on this?’

If Guthrum was surprised to get off so lightly he didn’t show it. Instead, he simply shrugged then nodded. ‘London is a wilful place,’ said the translator, though at that point he seemed to be speaking of his own accord, not for Lord Guthrum. ‘There both Saxons and Vikings seem to tolerate each other, though it is hard to say who governs them. I have been there twice and both times have been glad to leave for it is not a settled place and is one where I fear violence is the norm. Daily they drag bodies from both sides of the river. Also, both settlements stink and the water which flows between them is foul.’

For a moment no one spoke as we all considered what had been said.

‘Are you saying that Lord Guthrum has no control over the settlement?’ asked Ethelnorth.

The translator shook his head. ‘I say only that where no man rules, Lord Guthrum can hardly be held responsible for what transpires.’

‘But Jarl Hakon is his to command, is he not?’ said Alfred. ‘Young Matthew here recalls that Hakon sat beside your Lord at Chippenham and was there subservient to him in every way. Is that not so?’

Guthrum smiled, clearly then recalling the night I’d visited his camp at Chippenham where I sang and danced for food as I tried to ascertain the number of men there. He leaned across and spoke to the interpreter.

‘Lord Guthrum says that Hakon is a warlord, not a servant. He commands those who follow him but has no cause to try the authority of Lord Guthrum who, having given you his word, assures you that he will do all he may to ensure that you have nothing to fear from the forces there. To that end, he will personally send word to Jarl Hakon and persuade him of the wisdom of becoming a Christian. Will that not set your mind at rest?’

Alfred seemed pleased but was not ready to let the matter drop. ‘That’s to the good, but Lord Guthrum still doesn’t use the name he was given at the font. Does that mean that he’s not yet fully convinced of the relevance of the one true God?’

The translator smiled. ‘My Lord is secure in his new faith. He will take and use his new name when the time is right.’

We had no option but to accept that; however, it was clear that Ethelnorth was far from convinced. He leaned across and whispered his concerns to both Alfred and myself. ‘Sire, I suspect Hakon has been stationed there to intimidate us. His presence is like the heavy sword of Damocles hung above our heads.’

Alfred nodded his agreement, then tried a different tack. ‘What about the raids which continue to harry the settlements throughout my realm? Will Lord Guthrum put a stop to those as well?’

The translator spoke to Guthrum again. ‘My Lord cannot be expected to command all the bands of robbers and warriors who now seek to profit on their own account. But he will discourage them and offer land to entice them away from your realm and thereby ensure that Wessex is left in peace.’

‘Then we shall require terms that prohibit men who have left our realm from re-entering it without my consent. Is that agreed?’

Guthrum seemed not to like that provision when it was explained to him but chose not to contest it.

With that we all settled down to look at the map. In particular, Alfred and Guthrum tried to settle upon the position of the line which would basically cede control of all the lands to the north and east of it to Guthrum. Once the boundary was agreed, a full written description would be worded with reference to known trackways and rivers and such like, as that was always felt to be more reliable than marks made on a map. There was then much discussion about Alfred’s rights as overlord in certain areas which Guthrum contested but as these were not part of Wessex, it seemed not to be a significant issue. It was then left for each man to think further on the implications of that.

Satisfied that they’d made some progress, Guthrum then left. It had been a short but amicable meeting but the doubts about the Vikings’ sincerity remained. So much so that I wondered whether there could ever truly be peace between the two peoples, as was King Alfred’s dream.

* * * * *

Lord Ethelnorth took the opportunity to return direct to his Vill in Exeter from there, taking just a small escort with him, whilst Alfred and the main party were intent on returning to Winchester. I’d already planned to attend my brother Edwin’s grave so, taking a single pack horse with us to carry the supplies we’d need for the journey, Aelred and I made our way towards Chippenham. From there we would go to Edington and to the site of the great battle itself.

The journey was a relatively simple one, but we noticed how the leaves were already beginning to turn. Then, when we arrived at the site of the battle, we were both aware of a distinct chill in the air, though I suspect that had little to do with the weather.

‘It’s eerily quiet here,’ observed Aelred as we stood at the top of the ridge from where Alfred had commanded his loyal supporters. Perhaps he sensed an echo of all the terrible slaughter which had taken place during the battle or perhaps, like me, he couldn’t dispel the thought of all the ghosts that tarried in that dreadful place. ‘So tell me, how was the battle actually fought?’ he asked.

I explained how Alfred had taken up a position on the ridge and how Lord Ethelnorth had goaded the Vikings into attacking before they were fully ready. ‘He was magnificent as he rode in front of their lines carrying baskets in which he’d stowed the heads of all the men we’d slain at Combwich. He then upended the baskets so that the heads rolled down the slope towards the Viking ranks. That done, he hurled Ubba’s head towards them as well.’

‘Hah! Yes, that would rile the bastards!’ agreed Aelred, clearly enjoying the thought of the Vikings being thus incensed.

‘Even so, it was a bloody contest,’ I said, recalling all the dead and wounded I’d seen strewn across the battlefield. ‘We were formed into three ranks,’ I continued. ‘My brother led the first, Lord Ethelnorth the second and I commanded the third but under Alfred’s direction. We advanced down the slope in that formation and forced the Vikings back. In the end they fled and holed up within Alfred’s Vill at Chippenham where we kept them besieged until they deigned to surrender.’

‘Did you actually see your brother fall?’ he asked softly.

‘No, I knew nothing of it until after the battle. He was sorely wounded by a blow to the head with no hope of life so we had no choice but to set his spirit free.’

Aelred needed no elaboration on what that entailed. ‘I’ve heard that he was truly a great warrior. No doubt that’s where you learned your battle skills.’

I nodded as if to acknowledge the point then rode down in silence towards the cross which had been erected at the foot of the slope to mark where much of the fiercest fighting had taken place. As I drew closer, I dismounted as a mark of respect to all who were buried there alongside my brother and approached the cross on foot. Aelred tactfully didn’t follow me, realising that it was something I needed to do alone.

Edwin had been buried to one side of the cross with Dudwine, who had fought so bravely to seize the Vikings’ raven banner, on the other. I felt uneasy about stepping on ground below which so many brave men had been buried but was obliged to do so in order to reach the cross. Once there, I knelt in silent homage and recalled my brother, regretting that we’d shared so little that wasn’t tainted with pain and loss. I was tempted to tell him of all that which had happened to me since then: of my being so cruelly wounded, taken by the slavers, captured by Torstein and then appointed to serve Lord Alfred himself. I knew the latter would have made him proud though was not sure how he would have viewed all the ordeals I’d endured or the fact that I’d possibly sired children with two women – one of them a whore who he’d so strongly disapproved of and the other a Celt.

I must have stayed at the graveside for some time for I was suddenly aware how cold it had become. Wrapping my cloak around me, I managed a few short prayers before rising and, with tears in my eyes, returned to my horse. Aelred was waiting patiently on the ridge for me to return and no sooner had I reached him than we rode off together without another word being said between us.

* * * * *

Having returned to Winchester, I knew Alfred expected me to attend him and therefore went straight to the Great Hall where I was shown through to his private chamber.

He was already there, construing various documents. As I entered he gave me the letters I would need to underpin my authority once I reached Leatherhead. ‘I won’t have these refuted,’ he said firmly. ‘If any question them you are to refer them to me direct.’

I decided to read them later, anxious not to take up too much of the King’s time given that there were still so many people who were anxious to see him.

‘So, what did you make of all that Guthrum had to say?’ he asked indicating that I was expected to take a seat. ‘Are you now satisfied about Jarl Hakon’s intent?’

‘Sire, my only concern is why so many travelled so far and yet discussed so little.’

‘That is the way of these things,’ explained Alfred. ‘You’ll find that such delicate discussions need time for due consideration and, quite often, consultation with others. Like me, Guthrum must be certain that his senior men are all agreed otherwise the treaty will be worthless.’

‘But they were there so had their chance to speak,’ I reasoned.

Alfred smiled. ‘Some of them were there, but by no means all. And remember, what they say in private between themselves is not always what they wish to say in front of us. Besides, if Guthrum does accept what’s offered, he’ll need to think carefully about how he’ll then divide the land he’s to govern between his Jarls. Already they will each be vying for more than their entitled share!’

‘Does he not rule most of it already?’ I queried.

‘In name perhaps. But others have claimed lands and the boundaries between the settlements have evolved by chance or through raids and such like. Indeed, many were taken by force. Therefore he must settle whatever claims and disputes remain. Hence these discussions will take time and cannot be implemented as quickly as we might wish.’

‘Then, Sire, do you believe that Guthrum has taken his baptism seriously?’ I asked.

‘I do,’ said Alfred. ‘And I believe he will one day take on his new Christian name and allow himself to be known as Aethelstan.’

‘Then what of the others who were baptised at Bath alongside him?’

Alfred’s hesitation in replying showed that even he had doubts on that score. ‘I can’t speak for them all,’ he acknowledged. ‘A dozen Jarls of senior rank were baptised with Guthrum but it wasn’t at Bath. As feelings were still running so high at that time, I felt the risk of reprisals there was too great so they took instruction at Aller instead.’

I could well see the sense of that. ‘Then Sire, do you believe them all to be secure in their faith, or was it just a ruse to ensure their lives were spared?’

‘No, I believe they were in earnest. These Vikings seem to be very much in awe of our Christian ways though they struggle to understand how we manage with just one God.’

‘The nailed God,’ I muttered, recalling how curious Torstein had been about why we’d nailed the son of our God to a cross.

Alfred smiled. ‘Yes, you can almost believe that they’ll one day convert of their own free will. If they do then all we’ve done here may well be vindicated.’

‘Then Sire, I pray that will be the case,’ I assured him. ‘But until then, are you minded to believe what they’ve said about Hakon’s intent?’

‘I don’t have much choice,’ said Alfred. ‘As we’ve already discussed, I have no army to send to London, for all are committed elsewhere and, frankly, I wouldn’t send one if I had. I can’t afford to tie up so many men just to deter an upstart like Jarl Hakon. Besides, as I’ve said, Guthrum will feel slighted if it appears as though I don’t trust him and that in turn would prejudice the debate for the peace we strive to achieve. Hopefully, Matthew, you will be able to resolve the situation for me once you reach Leatherhead, but you must take care. If at any time you feel threatened you must withdraw and then report to me. Is that clear?’

I nodded my agreement.

‘Have you yet formed your plan?’

‘No Sire, I’ll be better placed to determine that once I get there.
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