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The Vale of York 

 

Wulfhere cursed bitterly as he stumbled through the forest. He held a cloth to his 

face to stem the flow of blood from the wound that the bitch had given him. Words 

flew from his thin lips, mostly incoherent but every now and then he voiced the rage 

that echoed through his skull. 

“By all the false gods of this world she’ll suffer for what she’s done to me,” he 

railed into the darkening gloom. 

His anger was formidable but it blinded him to his purpose. Initially he had looked 

to escape the men who he had heard calling out to the women, as well as to avoid 

another encounter with Mildryth’s sharp knife. Acting more by instinct than design he 

had dashed back into the woodland and sure enough the would-be heroes had not left 

the road to pursue him, but he had kept moving all the same. A storm of conflicting 

emotions had been stirred up within his breast and it had developed to become all 

encompassing. 

His initial reaction on seeing both Mildryth and Branda alone on the northern road 

had been one of immediate surprise, followed by a rash thirst for revenge. The coerl 

he could care less for, she was just an annoyance, but the theign-worthy harlot had 

insulted him beyond forbearance. He would make her suffer, he would humiliate her. 

He would use her and abuse her and when she begged for death to take her he would 

simply whisper:  

“No!” 

She would suffer so that death itself would be an ease of her torment and he would 

not grant her any such relief. All these thoughts had sprung into his mind the moment 

he had seen her disdainful face and there had been no reason why he could not act 

upon his impulse. 

Where had the knife come from? 

It was not really that she had possessed a scramseax, most Saxons owned one kind 

or another because they were useful tools. What had really taken him by surprise was 

her willingness, and then her ability, to hurt him with it. She had not hesitated, there 

had been fear in her eyes, he knew that for certain, but there had also been courage. 

Like a vixen at bay she had turned upon him and ruined his face with her fang. 
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When he had seen her again in York before the ill-fated battle Wulfhere had 

imagined that wyrd was showing him a path to an easier life. This Mildryth had a 

complaint before the shire court against Tostig Godwinson himself, the brother of the 

king no less. She stood to gain a small fortune by way of compensation for the death 

of her husband and the loss of their lands. He had thought to share that fortune as he 

had thought to share her bed. 

Wyrd is for fools! 

And he had been a fool acting on the promptings that he had imagined wyrd had 

given him. All it had brought him was trouble and the loss of his war-gear. That 

woman was evil unto him, he could see that now, and yet his pride had suffered an 

unendurable injury. Even as he thought on the ill luck that had come his way since he 

had set eyes on her again Wulfhere imagined new ways in which he would make her 

suffer for what she had done to him. He could not surrender his claim to vengeance, it 

was to be his or he could no longer call himself a man. 

On he stumbled through the trees with hardly a notice of where he went or how 

much noise he made. It was a recklessness that was not characteristic of one used to 

haunting shadows and stalking prey whether in the streets of cities or the wilds of 

Northumbria. Stumbling into the clearing, then, was not what he purposed and the 

sudden surprise of finding himself free of the cloying enclosure of the trees was 

compounded by the faces of two strangers. 

Wulfhere pulled up short and in a moment took in his situation. There was a small 

campfire before him with a simple iron pot suspended from a curved stout branch 

thrust deep into the earth. A young woman crouched down near the pot, her head 

covered by a headscarf and her shoulders wrapped in a dull brown cloak. A man stood 

opposite her and he glared at the intruder with open hostility. 

“What goes?” He demanded in a rough voice. 

Wulfhere was frozen to the spot as his mind struggled to take back control of his 

thinking, to apply the craft that he had acquired over many years, to possibly save his 

life from a potentially dangerous situation. 

“Vikings,” Wulfhere said in a surprisingly quiet voice, he held up the bloodied 

cloth in one hand, revealing the wound to his face. “Vikings!” 

The man held a stout quarterstaff and looked quite capable of using it to good 

effect. He readied the weapon and took a step forward at which Wulfhere promptly 

collapsed to the floor. 
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“Father, he’s wounded!” the girl exclaimed with a look of concerned surprise. 

The man only grunted in reply as he stalked cautiously over to where Wulfhere lay. 

He glanced at the prone man and then at the forest behind him, straining his ears to 

pick up any signals of pursuit. Satisfied that they were in no imminent danger he 

returned his attention to the butescarl once more, confiscating his langseax but not 

bothering to search him further. 

“We should tend to him,” the girl said from the other side of the fire. 

Without a word her father picked up the senseless Wulfhere and carried him 

effortlessly over to the base of a tree where he propped him up against the bole. With 

a rough hand he turned the other mans head, examining the wound. 

“He was cut with a blade rightly enough.” He turned his attention to the langseax. 

“This has seen some use but is well kept. It is the weapon of a fyrdman but he doesn’t 

dress as such.” 

“They said that there were Vikings at York.” 

“They did.” 

“Mayhap he encountered them?” 

“Mayhap, can you stitch his wound?” 

“Of course.” The girl began to fish in her bag and having secured a bone needle 

and a length of gut moved across to the senseless man. 

 

It was not much later when Wulfhere recovered his senses. He opened his eyes but 

did not move, taking in the scene before him. A young woman sat directly opposite 

him, absently poking the campfire with a stick. He smelt the food that was keeping 

warm in the pot suspended above the fire and immediately felt hungry. The 

recollection of a man being present came back to him and he moved his head slightly 

so as to see if that person was still in the immediate vicinity. 

“Do you want food?” A gruff voice suddenly asked. 

Wulfhere knew when to surrender his pretence. He raised a hand to his face and 

felt the neat row of stitches that now closed the wound there. Slowly, as if still dazed, 

he turned to look at the man who had spoken to him from his right. He saw a burly 

Saxon who looked as if he had been on the road for many days but was otherwise 

clean of face and hands, and with combed hair. 

“Please friend,” Wulfhere responded with an affected weakness to his voice. He 

pushed himself up into a more comfortable position against the tree trunk at his back. 
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The man passed him a simple clay bowl containing a pulse stew and a piece of 

bread. Wulfhere accepted it with a weak smile and set to eating, suddenly realising 

that it had been many hours since his last decent meal. A small flask of weak beer was 

passed to him also. It did not take long to complete the meal despite the pain in the 

side of his face. Wulfhere soon found himself leaning back against the tree, feeling a 

little tired and still a little sore, but otherwise much more comfortable. He wondered 

how else he could profit from his current situation. 

“Thank you for your kindnesses friend,” he said with a warm voice and a smile. 

“Are there many in your party? To where are you travelling?” 

The man did not respond immediately but came and sat facing Wulfhere putting 

himself between him and the girl. He had a serious look on his face, which had not 

been shaved recently. 

“You said something about Vikings?” 

“Yes, Vikings. I am a butescarl in service to Theign Ricbert, a companion of the 

Eorl of Northumbria. We fought the Vikings at Fulford Gate a few days past; mayhap 

you heard about our encounter?” 

“Your wound is fresh; you did not earn it a few days past.” 

“No, I was one of those who helped spirit the eorl from the battlefield when the 

tide went against us,” Wulfhere quickly recalled the talk that he had heard in the beer 

shop in Herewode. “I escaped then with no injury to me, but earlier today I was 

crossing the north road and encountered Vikings on horseback, they knew me for 

what I was and cut at me with their swords, one of them marked me as you can see. I 

escaped into the forest for there were too many of them for one man to fight.” 

“How did you become separated from the eorl’s party?” 

“After we had passed through York the eorl was for going onwards to Durham; 

that is a mighty long walk my friend, I did not relish it. Besides, I had hoped to meet 

up again with my theign and have spent time looking for him or even news of his fate. 

I have not been very lucky in either respect.” Wulfhere was beginning to tire of this 

unwonted pressing by the other man. He wondered for a moment if he had done or 

said something in his delirium to alert the other’s suspicions. 

“My daughter wishes to be a nun, I am taking her to a nunnery.” 

“That is pious indeed.” 

“No it isn’t,” the other contradicted tersely. “I am all she has since her mother died 

and I cannot give her the security she deserves. These are evil times that we live in. I 
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am not fooled by the long summer, a cold winter is coming that will last for 

generations. I will have my daughter safe before the first frost touches the leaves.” 

“Wise indeed.” 

“That she wishes to become a nun only makes this journey easier, but meeting you 

does not.” 

“My friend?!” 

“I know what you would say, that you mean us no harm, you will thank us for our 

kindnesses that spring from my daughter’s religion, that you are blessed to be in our 

company. I found this by your side.” 

The man placed a langseax that Wulfhere immediately recognised as his own at his 

feet, close enough to see but too far to be taken up quickly. 

“My langseax,” Wulfhere acknowledged the weapon. “I said that I was a 

butescarl.” 

“So you did but I have seen your quick eyes.” 

The man stared directly at Wulfhere with a cold look. It was a challenge, he 

recognised that quickly enough, and the butescarl became equally discomforted as a 

result. It was not his way to openly challenge anyone unless he was in a position of 

superiority, which clearly he was not. He tried to hold the man’s stare even as small 

specks of perspiration sprang out on his forehead, though it was now nowhere near 

warm enough within the forest for him to sweat. He could no longer meet those 

piercing eyes. Wulfhere moved his head as if looking for something else to rest his 

eyes upon and inside he raged at his own timidity. 

“You are no butescarl and that is no sword stroke that graces your face, though I 

doubt not that you will represent it as such should you be asked about it.” The man’s 

voice was even, no note of accusation; rather he seemed merely to be confirming to 

himself thoughts that he had already had. 

“And you would know the difference?” 

“I would because I do. I was a warrior once myself, I have seen what a sharp sword 

can do to a man’s face. A blade like this heavy single-edged langseax leaves a mark 

all of its own. That there cut on your cheek is from a knife, how would a Norseman on 

a horse cut you with a knife when you are armed with this butcher’s tool?” 

Wulfhere let the question hang in the air seeing as he could not think of a suitable 

rejoinder quickly enough. 
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“Your voice betrays you also, you are from the south. Something has driven you 

north?” 

“I like to wander, many Saxons do.” 

“And many like to stay put, unless they are prompted to move that is.” 

An uncomfortable silence followed in which the man continued to stare directly at 

Wulfhere. The tension built between them until it became almost unbearable. 

“What is it that you want?” Wulfhere finaly broke. 

“What I want matters little. I have told you, my daughter wishes to join a religious 

order and I am taking her to the nearest nunnery. After that I will seek out a theign 

and offer my sword; mayhap I too will become a butescarl as well.” 

“And after that?” 

“I don’t expect there to be much of a life for me after that. I have a presentiment of 

doom upon me, there is a great battle coming butescarl; I feel it in my bones. So what 

am I to do with you?” 

“Me? What am I to you?” 

“I know you butescarl, I have read your soul and it is a paltry thing. You are a thief 

and probably worse. I have no doubt that you have murdered, lied, and deceived your 

way through your life. How quickly a man stood in the back row of a shield-wall can 

stoop and rob the bodies of his fallen comrades even as they lie dying at his feet, or 

cry out for drink to slake their dry throats. Have you ever cut those throats?” 

The man’s eyes continued to stare at him irresistibly, feeling like a force of their 

own, prying away the layers of his character one by one and peering deep within. 

Wulfhere did not like the examination that those eyes put him to, he could not admit it 

to himself but they made him feel afraid. 

“You lie so much that you no longer know yourself. Even now you are spinning a 

web of lies to protect yourself from the truth.” 

“Truth? What do you know of the truth?” Wulhere managed to inject a degree of 

resentment into his voice. “You speak meaningless words, you spin half-truths, you 

know not of what you speak.” 

“I know this butescarl; that you cannot face what you are so you recreate yourself 

in another image. You were cast by wyrd in one fashion, like the smithy casts bronze, 

but what you were at the beginning of your life suits you not; you try to recast 

yourself as something else. The wise man knows, like the smithy, that an object can 

only be recast if it has passed through the smelter once again. The heat of which 
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furnace has changed you butescarl? It was not war nor, I think, great learning, nor 

religion neither. You are not a remade man. You have tried to coat yourself in the 

colours of something that you are not, clear to those with eyes that can perceive you. 

You are lead coated in tin. You are a lie.” 

Wulfhere licked his lips involuntarily and glanced at the langseax that still lay at 

his feet. He had no compunction to use the weapon; he doubted that he had any 

capacity for violence at that very moment. It was just that he was in need of a 

comforter and that long blade could do much to restore his confidence in himself. 

“This will avail thee not,” the man indicated the weapon with a movement of his 

eyes, the only time that they seemed to move from their stone-like stare, “but you 

know that don’t you? Swords and spears have never truly been the tools of your trade. 

Lies and deceits are your weapons but you have become too skilled in the weaving of 

them. You think that the world sees you for one thing when you know yourself to be 

something other, but it is you who are deceived. The world knows you for who are, 

and what you are, and whatever it is that you think your ambition leads you to you 

will fail to achieve it all the same.” 

“You know nothing of me!” 

“I know enough to guard against you. If it were not for my daughter, a woman 

taken by the love of the Lord Jesus Christ, I would have staved your skull in with my 

quarterstaff at first sight, for I knew the danger that you represent to me and mine 

even then. You owe her your life for she holds back my hand. No sin will come close 

to her while she is under my protection, including the spilling of your blood. She 

repaired your wound thinking you a brave Saxon who fell foul of the Norse; I will let 

her continue thinking that way for it does no harm. What will you do?” 

“Me?” 

“Come, your eyes move fast, you have looked us over, we do not have much but 

you could make something from our possessions. She is comely also, are you not a 

man? Would you not wish to despoil her as you have other women?” 

Despoiler! 

That was the word that the hated Mildryth had called him as he had fled from her 

knife. 

How does he know so much? 

“I mean you no harm. I am grateful for the healing and for the food. I will go my 

way and you will go yours, mayhap our paths are never to cross again.” 
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“You will not haunt our way?” 

“No, I go east, to a safe place I know of. I declare that I go east now to you before I 

know your way so that you will see that I am telling the truth.” 

“If I cut your throat now this middle-earth would not bemoan your passing, is there 

anyone in this world who would? It is a sad tally of a man’s life that there be no one 

to grieve for his death; such is your fate. Now go, whilst my daughter’s good heart 

holds back my right hand and never let me see you again.” 

So saying the man climbed to his feet and turned his back on Wulfhere as he 

approached his daughter. The butescarl sat there still, unable to motivate his limbs to 

move. Slowly he lent forward and recovered the langseax, it felt cold and heavy to his 

touch and gave him no comfort whatsoever. His legs were stiff as he rose from the 

ground, a good stretch would ease his aches but for some reason he felt more like 

cowering. 

The girl laughed at something her father said, her voice soft and delicate as it rang 

through the clearing. He did not like the sound of it. Glancing once at the man’s back 

Wulfhere turned on his heel and stalked into the shadows of the forest feeling an 

unnatural emptiness deep inside. He also felt smaller and weaker, and he found 

himself wishing not to meet another soul wherever his steps took him. 

 


