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The king could not keep still.  A muscle by his eye and one at the corner of his mouth fluttered and twitched.  He sat in his great chair on the dais with a bloody sword across his knee and seax in his left hand.  Every now and again he lifted the seax hand and blotted his forehead with his forearm.  The bandage on his upper arm was bulky and clumsily tied.  Not Breguswith's work.  His gaze flicked this way and that, probing the shadows.  Paulinus stood at his left hand, his bony forehead as pale as wax and his eyes glittering like jet beads.  Eormenric sat at the foot of the dais at a tilted wooden contraption: some kind of writing table, piled with wax tablets.  Everyone was there--Osric, the æthelings, Blæcce, the brothers Berht--unwashed, unshaven, unrested, muscles coiled, ready to leap on any moving shadow and crush it.  Cian, swordless and beltless, knelt in one corner, wrists tied back to his ankles.  The right side of his face was dark and swollen.  Blood, his own by the looks of it, matted his hair.  He looked bewildered and very young.  Being a hero wasn't like the songs.


Blæcca held Hild's wrists behind her and shook her slightly to encourage her to continue.  "Eamer was set by Forthere to guard me, at Lindsey."

"Forthere who is dead," the king said.  "How convenient."  He twisted in his chair to peer behind him, then back at Hild.  "And Eamer saved you at Lindsey yet tried to kill me, his king.  Why?"


There were none of the usual mumurs of a hall audience.  No one wanted to be heard; no one wanted to be noticed.  Fear lay over them all: fear of the king, fear of the young witch, fear of Saxons in the shadows and the fates of men being spun at otherwordly hands.


"Because Cwichelm, his lord, told him nothing of me.  Because I am not important."


"And I am."


"Yes, lord.  You are overking.  King of all the Angles."  Make him feel strong, her mother had said.  Make him feel secure.

"Soon to be king of the Saxons."  He spoke flatly, for his gesiths and counsellors and all those who, having seen his blood, smelt it, might plot against him.  But Hild heard the question.


"Cynegils, king of the West Saxons, will die."  If Edwin didn't kill him, his own son Cwichelm, having flexed his restive muscle, would.


Edwin leaned forward.  "So tell me how it is that this stranger gesith," he pointed his smeared sword at Cian, "came to be in my hall with a serpent tooth knife?"


"Say a wolf's tooth, my king.  It is a small blade, but honest.  Like the gesith who bears it."  She was suddenly glad Cian was not whole and uninjured and standing beside her with the height and hair of their father.  She drew herself up, and prepared, for once in her life, to speak at length.  "His mother, one Onnen, was wealh woman to my own mother and we played together as children.  Onnen knew my, my time as a woman approached and she sent Cian with gifts."  She touched her veil and earrings.  Her mother had made her wear every piece of good jewellery she possessed, and hang every mark of womanly rank from her girdle--she had even lent her own seeing crystal.  "The buckle blade was a gift from me.  From my hand to his.  Into his hand to protect your life."


"Indeed."  He rested his chin on his fist.  "And how did you know he would need it?"


She touched the crystal hanging at her left hip.  "I am your seer."


"Cwichelm, you say."  He gestured for Blæcce to let her go.  He stared at his seax then sheathed it.  He scratched his beard, thinking.  "He tried to kill me."


"Yes, lord king."  She wanted to rub her wrists, but didn't dare.  Anything could irritate Edwin, anything bring the swing of the sword.


"And you claim you stopped him."


"No, lord--"


He lifted his hand.  "Yet Paulinus here says it was the Christ's will that I be saved."


"Perhaps it was Christ's will that I be born to see your path and guide others to keep you safe."


Paulinus Crow stared at her.  Hild stared back.


"The bishop of Christ and the handmaid of the fates," Edwin said.  "Which should I believe?"


"You have promised me your daughter for baptism, my lord," Paulinus said.


"I have promised her if you can promise your Christ will give me victory.  Can you?  Or will you witter like that fool bishop of the Dyfneint who told me all prophecy is the work of demons?"


"Not all prophecy, my lord."


"And you have seen my victory?"


"I have prayed.  I have asked for the aid of our lord Jesus Christ and all his saints and angels."


"Pity you didn't ask yesterday."  He ran a finger up and down the clotted channel of his sword, sniffed it, wiped his hand on his thigh.  He lifted the sword.  "Come closer."


The black clad figure stepped forward.


"Closer."  Edwin touched the point of his sword to the bishop's throat, just below the throat apple.


Hild admired the Crow's courage, and his self possession.  He wore clean robes, and had shaved.  The apple in his throat did not bobble.


"Will you take a wager?" Edwin said.


"Name the terms, my lord."


"My daughter against your life.  Victory against the Saxons and you shall baptise her.  If not..."  He smiled and pushed, gently.


"I accept the wager."


A growl of approval ran through the hall.  They liked a brave man.  They liked a betting man.


"Blæcce!"  The whole hall jumped.  Edwin lifted the sword away and held it out hilt first to his thegn.  "Clean this and put it away.  And bring food.  I'm as hungry as a goat.  And cut him loose."  Hild along with everyone else followed his gaze to Cian.  "And someone find that tooth of a blade, and his belt."


Hild backed away slowly.


Outside, she leaned against the door post and threw up her breakfast of cheese and honeyed bread.
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