
The Vale of York 

 

Shadows began to stretch over the Vale of York as the sun slowly slid behind the western 

horizon. A few clouds were strung across the sky, long and thin, catching the dying rays of 

the sun. A large flock of starlings danced along the tops of the trees that strode across the hills 

and into the next valley. They swirled across the darkening blue, twisting and turning, 

seeming more like a nebulous but singular being than a gathering of several hundred small 

birds. 

The three horsemen sat upon their patient steeds and looked down into the low valley with 

predatory eyes. In the fading light they could make out the structure of a small farmhouse. It 

was roughly rectangular in shape with a thatched roof that came no closer than a rod to the 

ground leaving space in the walls for windows. Lights were lit within, illuminating the open 

shutters. It was still warm so no need to close them yet. A man and a boy of about ten were 

bringing a pair of oxen back to the paddock that was penned adjacent to the far end of the 

house. A hound ran before them, picked up a stick and returned to the boy, prancing from side 

to side, its tail lashing the evening air, as it waited impatiently for him to throw it again. 

“How many others?” Wulfhere asked as he chewed on a stalk of grass in an absent 

manner. 

“Three; a woman and two girls,” one of his companions answered. “All ripe!” He added 

with a leer. The final horseman sniggered in response. 

“You sure?” Wulfhere turned in his saddle to look the man directly in the face. “No 

brothers? No uncles? No slaves?” 

“I’ve been past this place several times,” the man answered with some surety. “I looked 

the place over like you said to. Never seen more than the man and his boy and the three 

women.” 

“And the hound.” The other added this as if he felt he should contribute something to the 

conversation. 

“Not much in the way of pickings though,” Wulfhere complained. 

He knew what interested the other two and whilst the presence of the women offered an 

infrequent opportunity that he was not likely to spurn himself it was money and valuables that 

motivated him most. Gold could buy the charms of any woman. 

He glanced at his two companions and knew that his future did not lie with them. They 

were thugs and braggarts who lacked imagination, but they did do as he told them. In another 

life he had run with such as these down in the southern lands, there he had learnt the way of 

the outlaw. Up here, in the north, he had looked to live that life in a different fashion. Instead 



of living in the wild he gave service to a theign, one of some fortune and popularity with the 

Eorl Morcar. Under the guise of being the theign’s man he traversed his lord’s lands in 

Northumbria and when the opportunity presented itself to add some coin to his purse, as it did 

now, then he took it. Having willing muscle to add steel to his craft in the shape of these two 

helped him succeed even more, but still his takings were pitiful. A kind of peace throughout 

the land had not allowed him the harvest that he had hoped for. Nevertheless, winter was not 

too far away and the theign kept a warm hall with plenty of food and drink. Spring would be a 

better time to make any changes to his chosen occupation and the long, cold nights would 

give him time to think on how he might improve his situation. He did not intend to remain at 

this low station for the rest of his life. 

The two thugs were happy with their lot, however. They were fed and billeted at the 

theign’s expense and worked as hired swords to help defend his lands. Their time was for the 

most part spent as sentries or acting as messengers, which gave them opportunities to find 

places such as this farmstead, isolated and vulnerable. 

“Ceorls!” Wulfhere sneered. He glanced again up at the evening sky. “Still, it’ll be warmer 

and safer indoors rather than camped out on this hillside. Mayhap we’ll find a hoard but my 

gut tells me we’ll be lucky to get some weak beer and a loaf of bread.” 

“And a bed mate.” The other two laughed together. 

“A hard ride would see us in York before the night grows too late,” their leader mused. 

“But the eorls won’t reach York until tomorrow afternoon. From here we could be in the 

city as the watch opens the gates in the morning and secure their lodging as ordered.” 

For a moment the two wondered if Wulhere had lost interest in the opportunity before 

them. 

“Come then, if this be the height of your ambition today. Let me do the talking, you can do 

the killing.” 

They walked their horses down the hill and into the shallow valley. The man and boy had 

put the oxen into the fenced paddock for the night and were just entering the house, the door 

closing as the hound dashed inside. The shutters began to close also. Their timing was perfect. 

The horsemen had not been seen except by the oxen that stared at them with that dumb look 

so characteristic of their kind. The inhabitants would be caught totally unawares, less chance 

of resistance then. 

They slipped from their horses and adjusted their cloaks and weapons. The other two both 

carried spears but Wulfhere preferred hefting a pointed langseax in his right hand. He 

intended to force his way into the house as quickly as possible and spears were less than 

useful in such cramped spaces to his mind. With a balled fist Wulfhere banged on the wooden 

door as hard a he could. 

“Open up!” he shouted in his best tone of command. “Open up on the theign’s orders!” 



They had heard voices through the door coming from within but now the people on the 

other side fell silent. Wulfhere repeated his demand, this time using the pommel of his 

weapon for greater effect. The sound of iron on wood rang out into the evening air. 

“Who be there?” A male voice called from behind the door. 

“Huscarls of the Theign Ricbert. We are here on his business, open the door,” Wulfhere 

answered, maintaining his role as a man of authority. 

“What business has the theign with us?” 

The man spoke with a nervous tone. The night was never a safe time but then a peasant 

never did well in earning the displeasure of his theign; especially not one as rich and as 

powerful as Ricbert. 

“You owe him your obedience, you live on his lands. We are on his business to York and 

need to stopover. You will accommodate us and we will pay you for it.” 

“You will pay?” 

Wulfhere smiled in the gloom. He had hoped that an offer of money would tempt the fool 

to do the one thing that he should not do. 

“Aye, I’ll pay. The theign don’t allow us to take what belongs to him,” Wulfhere assured 

him in a more placatory tone. 

“Step back from the door sir,” the farmer called. 

They heard the bolt being drawn back. Light from several lamps burning tallow began to 

spill through as the door opened. As soon as Wulfhere could see the man himself he stepped 

aside and his rogue drove the head of his spear into the farmer’s belly with terrible force. 

The man cried out in alarm, the attack had been too fast for him to yet feel the pain from 

the spear head piercing his abdomen but it would come nonetheless. He was carried bodily 

back into the house, fixed on the point of the spear. His legs gave way and he fell to the floor 

where the thug seemed intent on sticking him permanently with his weapon. The other brute 

dashed in after his mate with Wulfhere bringing up the rear. The women began to scream as 

the man of the house lay moaning, his hands around the shaft of the spear that held him 

immobile. 

Suddenly the boy attacked the intruders like a terrier. He launched himself bodily at 

Wulfhere who grabbed him by the hair, spun him around, glanced meaningfully into the face 

of his mother, and then he cut the boy’s throat with the langseax, a sword that looked all the 

more deadly when held against such fair skin. The boy’s legs gave way and Wulfhere allowed 

him to fall forward onto his face as blood spurted from his artery with each pump of his dying 

heart. 

The snarling hound was dispatched with a single spear thrust, a yelp of pain being its last 

utterance. 



The mother threw herself upon the body of her son, tears coursing down her face. The two 

older girls held each other and cowered in the corner, their screams having given way to 

whimpers of despair. 

Wulfhere cleaned his langseax on someone’s tunic that had been left out for mending and 

returned to the doorway. He closed and fastened the door securely. He then turned and looked 

on the wife and her two daughters, they were comely indeed. Their heads were covered in the 

popular modest fashion and each wore an iron crucifix on a length of leather. He looked over 

the house and was not surprised to see how poorly it was appointed. There was little chance 

of getting anything of value from this place but at least they would have somewhere 

comfortable to spend the night and warm food to eat. 

“Women!” Wulfhere spoke loudly, “you have guests, bring us food and drink.” 

“Murderer! 

The woman at his feet looked up with red eyes and a white face. She had dragged the now 

dead boy to her and held him in her lap. 

“I am that and many other things,” Wulfhere told her. “If you wish to bury your men-folk 

in the morning in a fitting Christian manner then attend us, or else we’ll make this your last 

night in this middle-earth and it will be a hell the likes of which you’ve never dreamed.” 

Wulfhere’s face was cold but his eyes burnt with malice. For a moment she glared back at 

him with a courage born from her immediate grief but she could not hold her own against 

such a baleful stare. 

“I will hurt them,” he promised her. 

She cast her eyes down and spoke in a tremulous voice. 

“Heresuid, Tatae, bring food and drink.” 

The girls hesitated and their mother had to tell them again in a more forceful manner. They 

moved towards the hearth staying close together and as far away from the men who had 

invaded their home as possible. They kept their eyes cast down. 

Wulfhere smiled to himself. The moment when the mother’s will had broken was to him as 

fine as anything else in life. He enjoyed exerting such power over others but was acutely 

aware that his brutes were incapable of that kind of appreciation. They looked at the women 

with eyes that were only hungry with lust. They would get their fill soon enough, but not until 

the women had ceased to be useful in other ways. 

Outside the dark had fallen across the land and there was no one within hearing of the little 

homestead, no one who could come to aid of the women-folk this night. It would be their last 

night. 


