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CHAPTER ONE

THE SOLDIER

Wessex, England, 878

“Call yourself a soldier?” the boy said. He stood in the doorway of a poor cottage made of wood and mud. He crossed his arms and looked at the man who stood outside on the dusty path that led into the woods.


[image: ]



The man wore armour made of leather and a helmet of iron. His face was a mask of blood and dust. “Well, I’ve fought a dozen battles, so I suppose that makes me a soldier,” he said. “What is your name?”

“Ethelbert,” the boy said.

“Ah, I had a brother called Ethelbert,” the soldier sighed. “He died. He was killed at the Battle of Merton.”

“I’m sorry,” Ethelbert said. “But you’re still not much of a soldier, are you?”
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“I do my best,” the man sighed again.

“I’m sure you do,” Ethelbert said. “What I’m saying is this... the Vikings keep beating us English. They beat us over in the east and now they’re heading this way.”

“We did win a few battles,” the soldier offered.


[image: ]



“You haven’t stopped them though, have you?” Ethelbert said, his small face turning red with rage. “They will take over Wessex and that will be it, my mum says. The Vikings will rule the whole of England. English children like me will be killed or become Viking slaves. And you... you soldiers... you are useless.”

The soldier leaned wearily against the wall of the cottage. “I know we lost the last battle, but next time...”
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“Next time, King Gudrun the Viking will smash you, and his army will burn down our house. That’s what my mum says,” Ethelbert told the soldier.
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“Your mum says a lot,” the soldier said.

“They call her Gytha the Grim because she’s so tough. My mum says that King Alfred is as much use as a bucket with a hole in it. Do you know, he paid the Vikings to go away?”

“Yes…”

“My mum says she could fight better than King Alfred. And my mum is never wrong. My mum reckons I could fight better than him. If I was a couple of years older, I’d beat King Gudrun with one hand tied behind my back.”

The soldier blew out his cheeks. Dust from his lips speckled the sunlight that shone through the trees. “Do you think you could let me have a drink... a little ale? A bit of bread and cheese? Our army is scattered. I need to get back to our fort at Athelney.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Ethelbert said with a sneer. “Better hurry or the Vikings might catch you.”

“Would your mother be able to give me a little food?” the soldier said.

Ethelbert sighed loudly, as if it was too much trouble to ask. But he looked through the low doorway and called, “Mum! There’s a man here who wants some food!”

“We don’t feed beggars,” came the reply from inside. “Anyway, I’m busy baking.”

The soldier leaned in and said, “I’m a soldier, Madam. I’m not a beggar.”

The woman had a pinched, mean-mouthed face like her son. She looked up from the fire where small, flat loaves were baking on an iron pan.
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“If you want some bread, you can earn it, young man,” she snapped. “You can watch the pan while me and young Bert gather more wood.”

The soldier lifted his sack of weapons through the door, took off his helmet and sank onto a chair by the fire. “Thank you,” he said with a tired smile. “You will be rewarded.”
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The woman looked at his weapon sack. “A soldier, eh?”

“Yes, Madam.”

“You’re not much good, are you?”

The man shook his head. “Ethelbert has already told me that.”


CHAPTER TWO

GYTHA THE GRIM

“Now,” Gytha said. “The loaves are toasting nicely, see?” She spoke to the soldier as if he were a child.

“Yes, Madam.”

“Now, when they are nice and brown, you take a flat knife... see it here on the table? The flat knife?”

“Yes, Madam.”

“And you use the knife to turn the loaves over to let them bake on the other side. But if you don’t turn them over, they will get burned on the bottom, and I will be very cross. Do I make myself clear?”
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“You don’t want to make Gytha the Grim cross,” Ethelbert said with a chuckle. “Dad upset her yesterday and he got a slap with that cooking pot. You should have heard the crack! Oooof!”

“I’ll be careful,” the soldier promised.

“There’s ale in that jug on the table. Help yourself. You can have one of the loaves when they’ve finished cooking.”

Gytha grabbed her son by the arm and dragged him outside. “Come on, Bert. Let’s get some more wood before that fire dies.”
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The soldier opened his sack. He pulled out his sword and looked at the edge in the light of the fire. It was blunt and chipped and stained with Viking blood. He took out a stone and began to rub it along the blade until it was sharp again. Then he took out the arrows he had gathered as he ran from the battlefield. Some needed to have their tips sharpened, too.
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The soldier sat, slumped and unhappy. He wondered if he’d ever have a chance to use those arrows, or if the Vikings would attack before the English army could gather themselves together.

The smoke from the fire stung his eyes and soon the smell of burning wood was mixed with the smell of burning bread.

“No-o!” the soldier wailed, as he snatched at the hot pan. It burned his hand as he pulled it away from the fire, and he dropped it in the hearth. The loaves tumbled into the cold ashes.


[image: ]



The man snatched them up, blew off the ash and tried to use his knife to scrape away the burned crust. He had just replaced the last one when the door opened and the woman marched in.
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Gytha picked up a cooking pot and walked towards the soldier. “You clown. You useless lump of cattle dung. I gave you one simple job. Look after the loaves. Nothing else. But could you do it? Could you?”

“Hit him, Ma!” Ethelbert giggled. “Hit him with the pot like you did to Dad!”
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“Wait!” the soldier cried, jumping to his feet. “I will pay for the damage. As soon as I get to Athelney, I’ll send money.”

The woman held the pot, ready to swing it. “You will leave here and I’ll never see you again. I’m not stupid.”

“I’ll leave something with you then... something valuable,” the man promised.

“Such as?” the woman asked.

“Just hit him, Ma!” Ethelbert crowed.

The soldier plunged a hand into his sack and pulled out a wide band of gold. It glowed in the light of the fire.

“What is it?” the woman breathed.


[image: ]



“It’s my crown. The crown of England,” the man said quickly.

“Your crown?” Ethelbert said. “You mean a crown you stole from the king?”

“No,” the man said. “I am the king. I am King Alfred and this is my crown.”

Ethelbert’s mouth went dry. “Better not hit him, Ma.”


CHAPTER THREE

KING ALFRED

“Your Holiness!” the woman croaked. “Your Heavenliness! King Alfred himself? Well I never… ooooh… I don’t know what to say.”
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“You could tell him what you think of him,” young Ethelbert said.

“I think he’s a hero,” the woman said quickly.

“No, Ma, you said he was as much use as a bucket with a hole in it,” the boy reminded her.

The woman ground her teeth tight and spoke through them. “No, I didn’t, Bert. I was talking about your father.”

“You said you could do a better job than King Alfred. You said the village mole-catcher could do a better job than King Alfred. You said...”

“All right, Bert,” the woman hissed. “I know what you think I said. But I didn’t. You are losing your memory. They say you can cure that with a sharp blow to the head... with something like a cooking pot.”

Ethelbert went pale. “I remember now, Ma. You said King Alfred is a hero.”

The woman gave a sharp nod, and then turned back to the king. “Sorry I shouted at you. If I’d known...”
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“No, Gytha, you were right,” said King Alfred. “I was careless. I have so much in my head at the moment.”

“You nearly had a cooking pot in your head,” the boy said with a grin.

His mother glared at him. “I didn’t expect to see a king wandering through a farming village like ours,” Gytha explained
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