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The City of York 

 

The full moon shone down on York, glinting in the slowly moving waters of the 

River Ouse. It illuminated the usually shadow haunted streets, making the night time 

seem more friendly. The city was not boisterous but neither was it subdued into 

silence through fear once more. All the sounds that climbed to the top of the old walls 

were natural to the hour. Coenred stood on the rampart of the Roman eastern wall, 

turning his face southeast, looking out into the rolling countryside painted silver by 

the moonlight and imagining his estate at Holderness. 

“They will be abed by now but if they look out through a shutter they will see the 

same moon as we do,” he told Mildryth. She took hold of his left arm and lent into 

him a little. 

She had changed out of her finery into clothes better suited to doing chores around 

her little house but Coenred still wore the clothing he had thought fit to wear before a 

king. More than that, they had been fit for the funeral of young Aldfrid. 

“I look forward to meeting your family at Holderness,” she told him with a smile. 

“When I left you last, when Hardrada had the city in his grasp, I had thought that 

taking you to meet my family was little more than a dream. Our enemies seemed too 

strong, the task too great.” 

“And yet you have succeeded. I never doubted you.” 

He turned a little to look at her and Mildryth’s smile broadened. 

“In truth you hardly know me, my history, my family, my worth?” 

“I know all that is necessary to know about a man of worth. You are brave and 

loyal. You are governed by honour and treat no one less than they deserve. Your 

quality is reflected in the friends that you keep and the reputation you have earned.” 

“It is not so much to hang a hope for a better life upon.” 

“It is all I need Coenred. I am no young maid dreaming of a romance with a 

warrior in fine armour. Indeed, I prefer you out of that armour and sooner think of you 

as a theign, governing an estate where the peasants are happy and work well. I did not 

go looking for love when I sought you out in the great hall. I feared the shadow of 

Tostig Godwinson would fall upon me once more, I needed a protector, you have 

proven yourself a mighty shield to the people. You have protected me.” 

“And is that still what you want?” 
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“No and yet yes. The danger has passed, you have removed that shadow from my 

life forever, but long before that happened, before you met Tostig on the field of 

battle, you captured my heart without my even knowing it. In this world it is easy for 

a woman such as I, a widow, to believe that all the goodness has gone out of life. I 

once believed that to be true, when I was lost in the depths of my grief. It was only 

my love for my dead husband that stayed my hand when I thought of following him 

into death; he would not have approved.” She flashed a sad smile and laid her head 

against his arm. “When I think back to that time, before the coming of the Norse, 

when I ponder it, then I believe that my heart was ready to live again. I told myself 

that I feared the approach of Tostig again but in truth he meant me no harm. He didn’t 

even know that I breathed or that his cruelty had touched me. I did seek protection but 

I also needed company; the company of someone like Aethelheard.” 

“And am I like Aethelheard?” She looked up into his face, not sure if he would be 

uncomfortable with this subject of their conversation, but there was no hardness in his 

expression. 

“You are alike, I think that you might have even been friends, but you are Coenred 

and he was Aethelheard, similar but not the same.” 

“Then I am relieved,” he smiled. 

“I do not look to make a comparison but I think that in this life I have been lucky 

with the men I have chosen to give my heart to. Aethelheard was a good man, a good 

theign who held the respect of his ceorls and the high-theign to whom he answered. 

He was brave when called to the fyrd but most of all he loved the land.” 

“More than you?” 

“No! Aethelheard always loved me, I know that without question. He took joy in 

working the land, in growing crops, and in raising stock, in seeing his estate pass 

through winter without anyone suffering want. He was a joyous man.” 

“But I am not?” 

“Your profession is different. You risk your life to protect the lives of so many 

others. You go where danger dwells and you do it with a brave heart. You swore to 

meet death face to face and never shirk the encounter; you never have. Can men be 

joyous when they deal with such things in their lives?” 

“Some can pass for seeming so. They drink heavy and sing loudly, but they also sit 

alone often and glower upon a grey world where they see the shades of men who 

either died before them or alongside of them. This is why we huscarls like the songs 
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of the scops so much, they dispel the shades. If we speak honestly men like me would 

say that our world often lacks the colour that the poets paint with their words. Blood 

red is the colour we see the most of.” 

“I would paint new colours into your life.” She moved round to be in front of him, 

to look him fully in the face. “When you spoke to the king today, told him that you 

would not abandon Eorl Edwin to follow the royal banner, I knew then and there that 

I would follow you anywhere in my turn.” 

“I am still an eorl’s man.” 

“What matters that to me, you are my man now also. I do not lie to you, Coenred, I 

will follow you anywhere.” She searched his face for a response. It was slow in 

coming but when it did it was a smile that shone in his eyes. 

“You do not ask me to hang up my sword then?” 

“I ask nothing of you then that you be true to me as I will be true to you. If you 

wish it I will live at Holderness with your family while you tend to Eorl Edwin’s 

commands. If you wish it I will be the wife of the Theign of Holderness. If you wish it 

I will be forever the tender of your hearth. If you wish it I will be the wife of a 

huscarl. If you wish it I will live with you freely, neither handfasted nor married. If 

you wish it I will be your companion for life.” 

“I wish it.” The kiss seemed inevitable and yet it was more than an expression of 

feeling, it was the signing of a compact that needed no further discussion. “Eorl 

Edwin must come to York to pay homage to the king, when he does I will speak with 

him, I will discover what he plans to do in the aftermath of the Norse, then I will 

decide what to do with my future. I tell you true if danger no longer threatens this land 

then I will hang up my sword and end my time as an eorl’s man. I will become a 

theign at Holderness and give myself to the betterment of the people there, family and 

ceorls alike. I will become a husband to you and a father to whatever children we may 

be blessed with.” 

Mildryth turned to look out over the wall, to peer into the same distance that 

Coenred had been staring into a moment ago when he had been thinking about 

Holderness. Coenred wrapped his arms around her. 

“The moon shines down on us as it does upon the good people of Holderness, may 

they know this peace for all the years to come.” Mildryth prayed in a quiet voice. She 

felt his strong arms tighten around her and smiled with closed eyes. She had never felt 

as safe as she did at that moment. 
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The Channel between England and Normandy 

 

The Duke of Normandy stood in the prow of the Mora and looked out over the 

calm waters of the sea. The stars glimmered overhead and he found his eyes drifting 

upwards to take in the canopy that lay spread over the whole of the fleet. The moon 

hung in the west, a silver disc climbing into the night sky. 

That moon shines on Saxon and Norman alike, I wonder which will stand taller 

and which will lie in the earth when the full moon comes round again? 
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