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PROLOGUE

Winchester, England

November 1050

 


The clouds lay over the river bottom
like a heavy iron mantle, bare trees creaking in the autumn gale
and the wind whistling forlornly through the chinks. The thatch of
the cottars’ cottages had been strewn in all directions, and from
his solar window, Godwin of Wessex could watch a swineherd
struggling in the mud with his recalcitrant charges, holding up his
hood against the rain slashing sideways. Their lives are nasty
and short. There was a great and tangible cost in this dark and
grim earthly realm, for failing to seize power when it was there to
be taken. He regretted none of the choices he’d made when it was to
conquer or to collapse, whether it was accepting the earldom of
Wessex from the Viking usurper Canute, serving him his life long,
then double-crossing and betraying Alfred Aetheling, son of the
last true king, in support of Canute’s son. Well, that last. . . it
would have behooved him to have done somewhat differently.
It was Alfred’s elder brother Edward who’d finally become king of
the English, seven years ago, and he had made no attempt to
disguise his rancid, rotting acrimony toward the man responsible
for doing away with his last living relation. Wessex might still be
the most powerful earldom, but that meant nothing. A king’s enmity
was never to be underestimated. And with Edward or without him,
Godwin meant to keep what was his.

He turned back to the letter he
was writing, pausing to consider his words. He did not at all like
the news his spies had brought, though he supposed he should have
been expecting it. Edward, despite being wed to Godwin’s eldest
daughter, had continued to fall down on the kingly duty of getting
an heir on her, and hence had been sniffing around in unwelcome
quarters for a possible replacement. Hence, he had sent Robert
Champart, Bishop of London, to Normandy earlier this year. The
place had been embroiled in a vicious, chaotic, and draining civil
war for over a decade, which had only recently ended. It had done
so thanks to the offices of its new Duke – well, old one
truthfully, the lad had held the title in name since he was seven,
and his father died on pilgrimage. But as he was a bastard-born
babe, the powerful and ruthless Norman barons had decided he could
much more profitably be deprived of life, land, and holdings,
leaving them to enjoy fief of the place instead. One unarmed,
penniless child, guarded only by a small group of devoted men
whittled thinner every year with poison or ambush or assassination.
How difficult could it be?

Apparently, quite. The
boy’s entire minority had been nothing but one long and gruesome
attempt to kill him, and yet they had not yet succeeded. And he was
no longer a boy. Two-and-twenty, a man who’d crushed his opponents
at the Battle of Val-ès-Dunes three years ago with the help of the
French king, who’d become the most feared young warrior on the
Continent, who was now, if the rumours were true, betrothed to the
Count of Flanders’ daughter Matilda – a match that would firmly
reinforce him as a dangerous player in the games of politics and
power. Oh yes indeed. A wolf not to be overlooked, William of
Normandy. And even worse, he was Edward’s cousin. Once removed or
something of the sort, but in the present climate, with a childless
king searching for an heir, especially a childless king who had
spent almost all of his life in Norman exile and had a decided
temperament for their language and culture. . .

Godwin’s mouth tightened. No,
this could not be allowed. Especially with Champart off to make a
report on the man, something which Edward still thought he did not
know. He had a plot of his own in mind, but –

Just then, a knock on the
door wakened him from his reverie, and he glanced up to see a
servant hovering on the threshold. ‘My lord? A messenger’s come.
Urgent news.’

‘Is that so?’ Godwin put
his quill back in its pot, and shoved
away the hound that was drooling on his knee. ‘Show him in before
he melts away, this weather has been horrendous.’

The servant hurried off.
Godwin cast another stick of wood on the fire, prodded it back to a
roar, and made sure he hadn’t got any ink on his hands. Then he
seated himself again and waited for his visitor to be shown in: a
bedraggled, dripping, shivering monk, who continued to shiver as he
bowed. ‘M-my lord.’

Godwin inclined his head. ‘Whom
do I have the pleasure of addressing?’

‘B-Brother Théomund, m-my lord.
Of C-Canterbury.’

‘Very good.’ Godwin presented
his hand for the monk to kiss. ‘Urgent news?’

‘Aye, my lord.’ Brother
Théomund crossed himself. ‘Archbishop Eadsige is dead.’

There was a long pause.
‘Indeed,’ said Godwin.

‘Aye. It wasn’t
unexpected. . . he so old, and this poor weather. God rest his
soul.’

‘God rest his soul,’ Godwin
agreed. Inside, his mind was already whirring. Eadsige had been his
creature, and had incurred considerable criticism for his habit of
persistently siphoning off land and money to the earldom of Wessex.
The archbishop of Canterbury was a useful ally, and Godwin felt
that he should have anticipated this development, but he had not.
Nonetheless, he had a long and well-practised ability to land on
his feet. ‘How long ago?’

‘Just a few days past, before
All Hallows.’

‘And the monks will soon be placing nominations for a new
archbishop?’

‘Aye, my lord.’

‘Whenever they do, I hope
they remember my kinsman Æthelric, who has served there for some
time. Quite ably too, I understand.’ Godwin smiled at the monk.
‘You look cold, Brother Théomund. Would you care for a goblet of
mulled wine?’

‘Th-thank you, my lord, but I
really ought be getting back.’

Godwin shrugged. ‘If you insist.
At least allow me to provide you with a dry cloak.’

Brother Théomund was
induced to accept this liberty, and departed into the dusk. Godwin
watched him go, considering, then turned to the servant. ‘Fetch my
son Harold.’

The servant scuttled out
again, leaving Godwin to prepare the mulled wine for himself
instead. He sat to wait, sipping, until the servant and Harold
returned. Godwin dismissed the former and indicated the latter to
take a seat, which he did. Stretching out his long legs, Harold
accepted the goblet that Godwin handed him, fair skin ruddy from
the wind and hair tousled with sleet. ‘It’s colder than blazes out
there.’

‘Indeed. No doubt you are
wondering why I dragged you out of a warm hall. Well, I have a few
pieces of news.’

‘Aye?’

‘Aye. First, Edward sent that
creeping Champart off to visit Duke William of Normandy, earlier
this year. My source swears up and down that it was only a
diplomatic courtesy, but I think that as likely as me growing wings
from my arse. Secondly, Archbishop Eadsige of Canterbury is dead,
and I did my best – not too delicately, I fear – to plant the
notion that the monks should support your cousin Æthelric for the
succession.’

Godwin took a drink, watching
his son’s face. At the moment, it showed polite interest coupled
with complete confusion. ‘I am sorry to hear it,’ Harold said. ‘I
am sure that Eadsige will rest in peace, he was a good man.’

‘Indeed,’ said Godwin again.

Harold raised an eyebrow. ‘No
doubt there is another motive here which you wish me to discover,
but I fear I lack your subtlety, Father, so I’ll ask straight out.
What do you mean?’

‘I mean that Edward is sending
secret envoys to France! The last thing we need is for him to take
it into his head to name the Bastard heir.’

‘The last I looked,
Edward was King of England. He does have that prerogative.’

Godwin frowned. ‘Who are
you loyal to, lad? Edward or me?’

‘I was not aware that was a
choice which had to be made.’ Harold’s clear blue eyes had gone
flinty. ‘If you’re trying to recruit me into your intrigues, you’ll
have to do better. I won’t betray my king, and I won’t betray my
country.’

Godwin considered that
Harold’s propensity for gallantry was really rather tiresome
sometimes. ‘That is precisely why you should be concerned. Aren’t
there enough Frenchmen here already? Next he will name the Norman
his heir, and we’ll all be a province of France!’

‘Are you suggesting I sue
for him to name me instead?’

‘Something to that effect,
yes.’

‘Sweyn – ’

‘Come, lad, do better than
that. Any man wagering on Sweyn to do anything aside from cause
trouble will lose his money. He’s a niðing, after
all.’

‘He is my elder brother.’

‘And drastically unpopular. I
did everything I could for him, but he could hang himself with a
handspan of rope. When Sweyn careers over the cliff and into happy
oblivion, you will stand as heir to my title, lands, and
wealth.’

‘Sound any sadder, Father, and
you’ll be weeping.’

‘Why are you pretending
affection for Sweyn?’ Godwin regarded his son with a cool green
gaze. ‘He has had his chances. He is out of my hands. You’re much
better fitted.’

‘If that was a compliment, thank
you.’

‘It was. From this moment on,
you will be groomed as my heir. Why not ask Edward to name you heir
to England as well? Not out loud of course, but carefully, slowly.
Elegantly. Get him to trust you, share the burden. He keeps running
into difficulties with the witan. Help smooth them over. If we can
get Æthelric into Canterbury, why, there’s the first step to
securing it. You are my son, Harold. You’ll never be anything
else.’

‘Just like Edith will never be
anything but your daughter,’ Harold mumbled.

‘What was that?’

‘Nothing, Father.’

‘This is for England.’
Godwin refused to let Harold off the hook. ‘To keep it guarded
against the French. If it means going against your king’s will at
the moment, we’ll all be better served in the future.’

Harold was quiet, and Godwin
knew he’d struck a vein. Then Harold said, ‘No doubt you are right.
May I have your leave to go, my lord?’

Godwin waved it. Harold rose
from his chair, bowed, and was gone into the darkness.


Part one

The Lion and the Wyvern

 


1051 – 1060

 



 CHAPTER
ONE

London, England

August 1051

 


‘Welcome to England, my lord. I pray
you’ll overlook the smudges.’ The king of the English descended the
dais to clasp his visitor’s arm. ‘It’s good to see you,
Eustace.’

‘And you,
Your Grace.’ Count Eustace of Boulogne, a thin,
angular man whose face looked perpetually pinched, was Edward’s
former brother-in-law, the second husband of his late sister Goda,
and the two of them remained close allies. ‘Though I must say, I
see no smudges.’

‘These aren’t the sort you
would,’ Edward said dryly. ‘Just a way to say that all is not. . .
ah. . . internally tidy at the moment. I fear Earl Godwin is
sulking.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he made a brazen
attempt to install his lackey to the archbishopric of Canterbury,
and I stopped him, that’s why.’ Edward smiled. ‘I made sure Robert
Champart was appointed instead. He recently returned from Rome with
the pallium, and Godwin was obligated to watch him be enthroned.’
This was a concise summary that more or less qualified as the
truth, but notably failed to mention that the monks of Canterbury,
who actually had
chosen Æthelric, had been less than pleased at
the king interfering with their ancient right to select their own
archbishop. Edward, however, thought it had been justified in this
instance. He knew quite well what was at stake, and he flatly
refused to give Godwin virtual command of the Church.

Eustace made a shocked
noise. ‘Who does this Saxon think he is, to defy you like that?
Unless it is a habit – yes, it must be. I seem to recall he was the
shining example who butchered all my men with your brother
Alfred.’

Edward cast a furtive look
over his shoulder. Some of the courtiers, noting his preference for
French, had learnt it, and it would do him no good to have them
overhearing that. ‘It can be trying,’ he allowed. ‘The English have
a stubbornly patriotic streak, and anyone I appoint to any office
with a French name must be resisted on those grounds
alone.’

Eustace shook his
head. ‘Even more difficult, I collect, is
the fact that you are married to Godwin’s daughter?’

‘My queen is not to blame,’
Edward said gruffly. ‘I have been advised several times to set her
aside, but I will not.’

‘She has not given you an heir,
however.’ Eustace shrugged. ‘You may be interested to hear that I
have brought my stepson with me – your nephew Ralph. A good lad,
courtly and mannered, if perhaps a touch too chary at times. I hope
your barbarians will stiffen his mettle.’

‘Is that so,’ Edward said
neutrally. He could hear, of course, what Eustace was truly saying,
and indeed as his sister’s son, Ralph had the strongest claim by
blood. The last thing he needed, however, was to throw a meek,
waffling young Frenchman to the English wolves. If Godwin wasn’t de
facto king within a fortnight of Ralph’s coronation, Edward would
be disappointed in him. I
need someone who can hold these madmen.

Nonetheless, Edward
succeeded in getting his hopes up that the visit would go well. The
banquet that night was even accomplished without a single
derogatory remark about pet Frenchmen – at least, none that he
heard. Ralph proved a charming young man,
whom Edward took a liking to at once, and Eustace refrained from
insulting his lords to their faces.

The only hint that all
might not be copasetic came, as usual, from the Godwinsons. Five of
them – the earl of Wessex was the patriarch of a damnably fertile
family. Sweyn, Harold, Tostig, Gyrth, and Leofwine, and all of
them, true to form, looked to be causing some sort of difficulty.
Sweyn’s hawk glare was fixed on Ralph, which Ralph was attempting
to pretend he had not noticed. Harold looked troubled, Tostig drank
too much, and Gyrth and Leofwine were playing a game that required
them to shout some sort of colourful word, clash their tankards,
and arm-wrestle furiously, whereupon the loser had to chug the
victor’s ale at one go. The rest of the hall started getting into
it, and trouble developed when Gyrth beat one of Eustace’s knights
three times running. ‘Ah, you French piglet,’ he said. ‘You can’t
match against a real man.’

Either the soldier had a better
grasp of Saxon than expected, or he took the meaning admirably from
the tone of voice, because he launched himself at Gyrth – a
decision doubtless facilitated by the three tankards he’d had to
imbibe. Gyrth, who was as tall, broad, and strong as his brothers,
got his assailant in a headlock and danced him in a circle, making
oinking noises, to the uproarious amusement of his fellows. The
rest of Eustace’s men sat looking very tight-lipped, something
Edward noted with a sinking heart. Then, deciding that he had
damned well better remember he was king, and do something about it,
he shot to his feet. ‘GYRTH GODWINSON!’

Gyrth dropped the sputtering
Boulonnais into the rushes. ‘Your Grace?’

‘Leave off this childish foolery
at once,’ Edward ordered. ‘The man did you no insult.’

Gyrth blinked incredulously. ‘He
jumped me.’

‘Because you insulted him. I
will not have you shaming me like this before our honoured guests.
Apologise at once.’

Gyrth looked at the snivelling
Frenchman, then back at his brothers, who were in transports of
mirth; even Harold was biting a smile. ‘Sorry,’ he said lazily.

Leofwine got up and sauntered
over to Gyrth, slinging a companionable arm over his shoulders.
‘Don’t worry, milord, we were just finished here. Weren’t we,
lads?’

‘Aye,’ Sweyn grated, eyes still
fixed on Ralph. ‘Harold, help me with Tostig.’

Harold glanced at Edward
briefly, but obeyed Sweyn. The two of them hauled the giggling
Tostig upright and suspended him between them, his boots dragging
like a puppet’s. It was in a suddenly complete silence that the
five Godwinsons vanished through the heavy doors at the end of the
hall. They closed with a boom that must have been heard in
Hell.

 


‘The ingrates!’ Eustace fumed,
later. ‘They insulted us on purpose! They walked out – any man
tells me there was no disrespect meant, and I will tell him he is a
liar!’

Edward said nothing,
mainly because he could not deny it. Eustace was, of course, right
– it was a slap in the face of the first order. He was angry as
well, furious that the Godwinsons had to always complicate
everything. Christ, perhaps they were barbarians, and worse, there
was a sixth – young Wulfnoth, only ten years old, but sure to grow
up to be another head of the snake. He disliked blaming children
for their fathers’ sins, as it reminded him too much of his cousin
William and how he had left the boy in a vulnerable position, to
pursue his own inheritance in England. But every day Godwin and his
ilk ran unchecked, the more dangerous they grew.

Eustace was still ranting.
Hoping to distract him, Edward said, ‘On the morrow, I’ll show you
the site where I am building a splendid church, on Thorney Island.
Dedicated to St Peter.’

‘St Peter? Any reason?’

‘Aye. I swore that if I
became king, I would undertake a pilgrimage to St Peter’s Basilica
in Rome, to make up for the sin of abjuring my vows as a monk. But
it would be worse than foolish to leave my kingdom for a day, let
alone for months, so I decided to build a church instead.’ Edward
had spent much of his time in Normandy as a monk in Fécamp Abbey, a
temperament and a vocation that he oftentimes felt he had been
vastly more suited for. Tilling the fields and singing the hours
was scant preparation for the realities of ruling a
kingdom.

‘In the style of the Continent,
I am sure?’

‘But of course. The Saxons do
not have much skill in architecture.’

‘Do they have skill in anything
apart from bashing one another’s brains out, my lord?’ Eustace
asked sourly. ‘I have already lost quite enough thanks to this
lawless gang of wastrels.’

Edward hastily attempted to
steer them off this dangerous topic. ‘Also, you may wish to spend a
few days in Dover. It is beautiful in this high summer.’

‘Dover. I shall consider it.’
Eustace got up. ‘I’d best go see that Ralph hasn’t gotten into any
more fights with that horrid Sweyn character. Good night, my
lord.’

It wasn’t until after
Eustace had gone that Edward had time to think on what he’d said.
His heart sank still further. I wish there was a way to rid myself of Godwin and his
spawn all at once. One clean bolt from heaven. I do not pray often
for violence. It frightens me that I am doing so now. I fear that I
am losing my path, O God. My torch is flickering out, and soon I
will be alone here in my darkness, a small and bitter old man,
waiting for an echo.

 


The next morning, Eustace
departed for Dover in a puff of dignified outrage, removing
himself, Ralph, and the rest of his muttering Boulonnais for what
Edward desperately hoped would be a
relaxing outing. Not that it seemed exceedingly likely. Nobody had
been sorry to see them go, and more than one comment was made to
the order that if m’lord decided to carry on right back across the
Channel, he’d be doing the whole of England a favour. Edward was
grimly aware that public sentiment was overwhelmingly on the side
of the Godwinsons, who were cheered for having the nerve to thumb
their noses at the latest incursion of meddlesome Frenchmen. Gyrth
in particular was strutting around like a victorious pugilist,
escorted by crowds of admirers. Aye, and now it’s the fashion to defy your king.

Edward woke often that
night, and had disturbing dreams when he did slip off. He finally
gave up near dawn and rose, going to his small chapel. It was early
enough that even his chaplain – Osbern fitz Osbern, one of the many
Normans who had come to England with Edward at his accession– was
still abed, and the castle had not yet roused to life.
Yet he breathed the cool morning air drifting in
the window, and managed, for an entire hour, to feel at
peace.

This apparently impermissible
state of affairs was remedied late that afternoon.

Edward was inoffensively
occupied with business. The financial situation had been retrieved
enough that he was considering abolishing the heregild,
a measure introduced in his father’s day to keep
the treasury stocked in the all-too-likely event of a Viking
attack. But he had not been required to pay off armed invaders yet,
and he took leave to hope that this would continue. Like most taxes
ever invented by mankind, the heregild had been the cause of
heated displeasure since its inception, and without marauding Danes
to require it, he might just –

‘Your Grace?’ A harried voice
interrupted him.

Edward jumped, nearly
overturning his inkwell, and looked up to see a servant hovering in
the doorway. At once his hackles went up. Oh Christ, now what? He
arrested the inkwell’s progress before it ruined his work,
resisting the urge to rub his tired eyes. ‘Aye?’

‘My lord. There has been
a. . . small disturbance. At Dover.’

And by small,
doubtless you mean colossal.
‘What?’

‘Your kinsman Eustace and
his men. . . ran into a difference of opinion with the Dover
townsfolk,’ said the servant evasively. ‘They demanded to be fed
and sheltered for the night. The townsfolk refused. The matter
escalated from there. There was a brawl. . .’

Oh, bloody
hellfire. This was simply splendid. ‘Was
anyone wounded?’

‘Aye, and . . .’ The
servant hesitated. ‘My lord, I fear there are several
dead.’

‘Where is my kinsman?’ Edward
asked, far more levelly than he felt.

‘But recently arrived back in
London.’

God almighty,
if they see him, they’ll start another riot. Edward, unwilling to show just how angry he was, turned
away. The dragon in his chest was breathing a firestorm. ‘Fetch
him.’

The servant bowed and
scampered. Upon his re-entrance some moments later with the grubby
Count of Boulogne in tow, he immediately made himself scarce, a
decision for which Edward could not well fault him.
Eustace was sooty, breathless, and almost
incoherent with fury.

‘They are savages!’ he
gibbered, pouring a cup of wine and splashing it everywhere. ‘All
we asked for was decent lodging and a good supper, hardly
unreasonable! And what do they do but fall on us like the witless
beasts they are! By the love you bear me, my lord, punish
them!’

‘I shall.’ Edward noticed his
brother-in-law was still wearing his armour – itself a harbinger of
trouble, as no man would ride in full chainmail unless expecting an
imminent attack. ‘I swear.’

This promise of justice
was far from enough to placate Eustace, who subsided into a chair,
wiping his forehead and gulping his wine. He was so thoroughly
overwrought that it took close on three goblets to bring him back
under control, and Edward stood gazing out the window, as the light
faded. Finally he said, ‘Go to bed. I will have double the guard on
your chambers.’

Eustace hauled himself to
his feet and nodded jerkily. He departed in a sullen silence, and
Edward turned to a page. ‘Fetch me,’ he said, even more grimly, ‘my
lord of Wessex.’

The page’s jaw dropped.
‘G-Godwin?’

‘None other. And his sons. All
of them. Saving only the youngest, Wulfnoth.’

‘The sons are here, but Earl
Godwin is in Winchester, Your Grace.’

‘Send a messenger.’

‘With respect, Your Grace, it is
– ’

‘Now.’

Edward had never heard
that coldness in his own voice before. He fancied that he was
standing on the brink of a lightless abyss, as if his kingship, and
indeed his life, hinged on his next move. And it was not cowardice
he felt; he’d never been less afraid. But all there was in its
place was a hot, hard wall of
iron. I am hating,
he realised. It is even easier than I thought.

He lay awake all that night,
boiling himself dry with it. When the morning came, he rose, and
went out to meet his match.

 


‘I must have misheard, Your
Grace.’ Godwin’s face showed the weariness of a long ride to
London, but his voice remained as urbane as ever. ‘Surely a man as
renowned for wisdom as you would not ask such a thing of me.’

‘Surely a man as renowned
for brutality as you would not shrink from it.’ Edward whirled to
stare down the earl, making no attempt to disguise his fury. ‘Dover
is under your jurisdiction. The townsfolk damn near started a war
for the most vanishing of causes, insulted Eustace and killed
several of his men. I would be fool indeed to let them think they
can expect no reprisal. I will not wear a puppet crown. Punish
them.’

Godwin’s green eyes were
flint. His sons stood at his back like stormclouds, Sweyn and
Tostig shoulder to shoulder, Gyrth and Leofwine grinning, Harold
with that same troubled look. Godwin himself spoke two words. ‘I
refuse.’

‘You wish to join them in their
treason?’

‘I fail to see how punishing my
own countrymen counts as service to the crown.’

‘I
fail to see how permitting anarchy is in the
service of the crown!’ Edward snarled. ‘Because you speak the same
language, that makes you all one? Mayhaps next you won’t hang a
murderer who has green eyes, is that just as
defensible?’

Godwin laughed. ‘Perhaps
that fame for your wisdom is quite in error, my lord. You, you sad
little would-be Norman, with your pet archbishops and your shoving
and your grasping and your cultured French. You’ve never wanted to
be an English
king. You’ve gone so long in exile that it would
have been better if you’d never returned.’

‘God rot you!
You brand yourself more a traitor with every
word you speak!’

‘My lord.’ Harold’s voice
was so quiet that Edward almost did not hear. ‘My father speaks
without tact, but he strikes at the heart of the matter. We long
for you to be our king. Our king. You were turned out
from England when very young. It is reasonable that you seek to
reshape it as the only place you found solace. But it is more than
a language. It is who we are.’

‘Oh,’ said Edward. ‘Aye. Speaks
the half-Dane.’

Harold held his gaze. ‘Why do
you shun the Danes, and not the Normans?’

‘The Normans never assailed this
country constantly for the last three centuries.’

‘Nor ruled it twenty years with
good purpose and fairness, encouraged settlement and intermarriage.
The Normans do not attack us with swords, nay. But they attack
something deeper: our very soul. Not on purpose, mayhaps. But it
happens nonetheless.’

Edward remained
pale. ‘I will give you one more chance,
Godwin. Punish the burghers of Dover, and I will forget even this.
Or else you are in defiance of your king.’

The look Godwin gave him
might have withered the Tree of Knowledge. ‘My king?’

‘Aye. Mayhaps you recall
an oath you made at my coronation, when you knelt in the sight of
God and man to do me your homage? I acknowledge my most grievous transgressions. You need
never doubt my loyalty. I am your man now, in life or in
death.’

Godwin’s lips turned up into an
even more alarming smile. ‘Pardons. That was when I still thought
you something which you are not.’

‘Do you stand as an
oathbreaker?’

‘Does an oath sworn to a lie
have any power to hold a man?’

‘Then get out,’ Edward said.
‘Go, and think on your own lies. And then, my lord Godwin, we shall
judge who is in the greater wrong here.’

Godwin bowed. He turned,
escorted by his sons. It was only Harold who looked back. ‘My lord.
Do not do this.’

Edward’s lips peeled back. ‘I
shall stand for no more,’ he said. ‘I will.’

 


The rumours were about by
Vespers. Godwin was summoning the might of Wessex: ships,
housecarls, fyrdmen. He was about to raise his banners in open
defiance of the crown.

Edward stood in the chapel
and did not hear a word of the service. He knew it would be
hypocritical to pray for peace, so he did not. Afterwards, he
returned to his chamber and wrote two more summons. He stamped them
with his ring, gave them to a messenger, and sat staring out the
window. It was some hours later that he was roused by the arrival
of the first man he had sent for: the earl of Mercia, the central
region of England. Old and stout and strong as a weathered oak,
Leofric had counselled Edward sagely in previous times of trouble.
‘Your Grace,’ he said, when the formalities were through. ‘You have
my oath in life or death, I meant it. If Godwin is
gathering an army, I will stand for my king.’

Edward let out a breath.
‘I know what this is. If I break, it is the end of me. I will
not.’

‘Godwin has broken many
stronger men, my lord. And over worse causes.’

Edward glanced at him
sharply. He had heard both things said: firstly, that he, Edward,
was far from the most worthy foe Godwin had faced, and secondly,
that Leofric himself thought Godwin’s sentiments at least somewhat
justified. ‘Well, I thank you. If I may ask a question?’

‘Of course, Your Grace.’

‘If I ordered you to fight
Godwin, would you do it?’

Leofric paused. ‘Godwin is
the Earl of Wessex – the strongest and wealthiest of us all, but
Goliath falls the harder for being hit with a small stone. Yet
since you ask, Your Grace, no. I do not wish to be the one to fling
it. You swore to me once that you would not tear the country apart
for the sake of your own grudges.’

‘I am king.
Anointed by God, set in my place by the
rightness of heaven.’

‘Some would say kings are held
to higher standards than other men.’

Edward clenched his fists. ‘Will
you muster your levies?’

‘I will, my lord.’

‘Godwin is your rival. You’ve
told me so. Will you attack him for that?’

‘If he should happen to
stumble into his own downfall over this matter – why then, how
fortunate. But while Godwin and I have never liked each other, I do
not feel the need to place my rivalry with him over the good of the
country.’ Leofric paused again. ‘However, I fear my son Ælfgar may
not feel likewise.’

Wonderful, Edward thought.
So there’s that to look forward to
as well.

 


‘Your Grace,’ said Siward
of Northumbria. His eyes shone beneath craggy brows, like dark
pools in the gauntness of his face. ‘I will stand with you against
this traitorous southerner, have no doubt.’

Edward kept his own gaze on the
earl’s. ‘You will.’

‘Aye.’ Siward’s laugh was
like a distant avalanche. ‘Long the North was under the rule of the
Vikings, in the days of the Danelaw. That was an older time,
colder, stronger. The southerners are not like us. They certainly
know nothing of honour, as Godwin has proven.’

‘My lord?’

‘Aye?’

‘If I told you to attack Wessex
on the morrow, would you?’

‘If you ordered, my lord, I
would see it done with my whole soul. I can hate the southerners,
for I am born and bred of the north. Yet are you king of all
England, or part?’

‘What I am not,’ said Edward,
low and vehement, ‘is a coward. Muster your levies.’

 


The next
three weeks passed at an excruciating peak of
tension. It was not quite a war, yet it stood at the very precipice
of one, the breath before a catastrophic storm. Godwin was
threatening to unloose his lightning at any moment, but Leofric and
Siward’s combined thunder was set against him – resulting in them
all, for the nonce, holding in check. And here I was thinking that I would not have to pay
off armed invaders again. That is half-true – they are not
invaders. No. The enemies are inside the walls.

Perhaps he was, despite
everything, still a coward. He could order Leofric and Siward to
attack Godwin and make an end of it. He could bring the war. He
could. He was King. Oh God Almighty, he was King.

Yet there was one last
chance. Never had he known less where the line between cowardice
and prudence lay. All I have
been doing is running from it, doing anything so long as it cannot
be used to call me craven. Under the
shadow of rebellion and war, he called together the feuding
parties: himself, the earls, and the witanagemot, to meet at
Gloucester on the Welsh marches. A last chance to resolve the
conflict by diplomacy, and not by blood. But considering all that
was weighing on it, it certainly could have started out better. To
say the very barest least.

‘My lord Godwin could not have
made his intentions clearer!’ The archbishop of Canterbury’s face
was flushed with ugly colour. ‘He is plotting to kill our gracious
liege King Edward and install himself to the throne, by violent and
unlawful usurpation! He stands in arms as a traitor and forsworn
before God!’

Godwin rose to his feet. He had
refused to come to the moot without his army, and as such was
surrounded by a sea of soldiers. ‘My lord Champart thinks himself
well informed, I see. It is in this England alone that I can be
adjudged treasonous for standing up for my country. Truly, my
lords, our grandsires pitch in their graves.’

‘What would you know of that?’
one of the Mercian ealdormen sneered. ‘Or no, I suppose you know a
great deal. Aren’t you attempting to send us to join them?’

Godwin swung on him, but Robert
Champart interrupted. ‘The realm can never be safe so long as these
madmen are permitted to defy the king so freely. Wessex stands as a
pale and tawdry shadow of itself, led by an earl whose hands are
stained with blood.’

‘Surely you know a great
deal about the lore of Wessex, my Norman friend,’ Godwin growled.
‘You’ve had nothing else to do ever since the king helped you buy
Canterbury. So ironic that you refused to consecrate your successor
to the bishopric of London on grounds of simony. I
do find it
amusing when clergymen preach morals only when it suits
them.’

There was an incendiary uproar.
Every delegation began to shout at once, some actual fistfights
breaking out in the benches. It was Leofric who bellowed, in a
voice loud enough to wake the dead, ‘STOP THIS MADNESS!’

Silence fell ragged,
fraught with the knowledge that any stray spark would ignite the
inferno. Old anger and long-nursed grudges carved the air like
wounds, and the archbishop of Canterbury took a moment to compose
himself. Then he said, ‘It is clear that this situation cannot be
mended so long as the rebels remain. And so I advise the
witanagemot, Earls Leofric and Siward, and His Grace the King, to
sentence Godwin of Wessex and all his progeny to anathema and
exile. Cast him from the country. Never let him return.’

Edward saw Harold close
his eyes briefly. He said something in an undertone to Tostig, who
brushed him off with a shrug, then to his father, who growled,
‘I suggest that the archbishop overreaches himself. Despite
the outrages I have been subjected to, I am reluctant to start a
war against my own countrymen. I love England.’

‘You cannot love England without
loving its king,’ Champart snapped.

‘Godwin,’ said Leofric
coolly, ‘you’re not a man known for dependable loyalty.’

Godwin barely glanced at
either the earl or the archbishop. His attention was fixed on
Edward, his teeth bared. ‘My king values peace. If he means it, let
us make it.’

Every face turned to Edward.
Waiting for his move.

Edward rose to his feet.
‘There will be peace between you and I, Godwin Wulfnothsson,’ he
said, ‘when you bring my brother Alfred home. Home and alive from
the cold grave where you laid him, blinded and violated, in service
of a Viking bastard. Henceforth, you and all your sons are exiled
from the kingdom of England.’ The dragon in his chest glorified,
feeding on the hatred. ‘On pain of death. Leofric.
Siward.’

The earls stepped forward. They
bowed.

‘See them to the shore,’ said
Edward. ‘And see them gone.’

Leofric and Siward obeyed.
Their men seized Godwin and his sons, marched them off. Shouts rang
after them. The moot disbanded in total disorder.

Edward, later, went to the
chapel. Knelt, and prayed harder than ever before.
What have I done? Who am I? Oh God,
I am your servant, but I am more afraid than ever that it is the
devil I am listening to. Speak. Speak so that I know it is you. It
is easy to have faith in a monastery, when you are touched by
nothing else. It is easy to forgive. And now, here in the world, I
can do neither. God Above, be near me. I beg you.

God Above, as it pleased Him,
was silent.

 



 CHAPTER
TWO

Caen, Normandy

February 1052

 


‘I’ve a question for you, sweetling.’
William crumpled the parchment in his hand and turned to his wife.
‘Is your aunt Judith anywhere near you in terms of causing trouble?
In short, is she someone I need fear aligned against me?’

‘Judith is sweet, sophisticated,
and could not summon a drop of guile to wet her throat in Hell,’
said Matilda dismissively. ‘And certainly it would never occur to
her to have an opinion, much less to voice it. Why do you ask?’

‘I’ve just had curious tidings
from Flanders. Your father decided it was a stroke of genius to
marry her off to Tostig Godwinson, this past November. The Earl of
Wessex and all his family are in exile there, save for his daughter
Edith – she was a queen, but that did not stop her from being
packed off to a nunnery. Oh, and his son Harold, who went to
Ireland.’

Matilda studied her husband’s
face. ‘You hardly appear to be shedding tears.’

‘I’m not,’ William said bluntly.
‘Godwin and his brood are a dangerous nuisance, and the longer they
are in exile, the better. I wish that your bloody father had not
chosen to shelter them.’

‘He is a practical man.’
Matilda said with a shrug. ‘Besides, Tostig is the third son, isn’t
he? The chief reason to recommend the match is the fact that
Flanders and Boulogne have been at loggerheads for years. Doubtless
Earl Godwin wished to spite Eustace. Again.’

‘I mislike it, even so.’ William
lobbed the letter into the fire. ‘But your father’s troublesomely
pliable loyalties aside, I’m glad of this news – Earl Godwin’s
exile, that is. It may indeed make Robert Champart’s visit loom
even larger.’

‘I tremble to ask what you mean.
Normandy is not in such an outstanding state as to give you leave
to occupy yourself elsewhere.’

All that won her was a
sour look. ‘Heaven forfend I plan for the moment when that might
not be the case. But I am suspicious; I’ve heard too
many rumours of Geoffrey Martel sticking his ugly face in. I’m sure
that Angevin whoreson is up to something.’ The count of Anjou,
regardless of who he may be, was the interminable and implacable
rival of the dukes of Normandy, and Geoffrey Martel was the worst
of a bad lot. He had, in the nine years of his tenure, accomplished
the nearly impossible feat of making folk yearn for his father,
Fulk the Black, who most certainly had not been called that for the
colour of his hair.

‘I am certain as well the
sky was blue when we woke this morning,’ Matilda shot
back.

William grunted. ‘Could
barely tell, with all this rain. Maine will be mine, I
promise.’

Matilda said nothing. She
knew there were a number of rough edges that her vigorous
application of manners and culture would never buffer away, but she
flattered herself that William could now do a passable imitation of
a lordling. Thought there were some things he had not needed to be
taught. The two of them were eerily well matched, and it manifested
the most in the marriage bed. He was astonishingly strong, but he
bridled it with her; even with his wife, there was a wall he did
not always remove. But when he did. . . it was like grasping
lightning with her hands, swept into a storm, where he would take
her with animal lust, so deep she thought they had changed skins.
If it was a sin to enjoy making love with one’s spouse so much,
Matilda welcomed it the more. The Church, after all, was quite
convinced that she and William were not married (largely thanks to
the arm-twisting of her uncle Henry, King of France, who had a
vested interest in ensuring that Flanders and Normandy were not
united against him) and their fornication could be chalked up as
further black marks on their uncanonical union. They had received a
number of threatening letters from Rome, maintaining that a fresh
interdict would be slapped on Normandy unless William separated
from her. William himself had announced that the Church could
bloviate all it wished, he had no intention of
complying.

Matilda was grateful, of
course, but she did rather think that William could do without
adding the Church to his still-sizeable list of enemies. Abbot
Lanfranc, head of the influential religious Norman house of Bec and
William’s envoy on their behalf, remained posted in Rome, doing his
best to talk the curia into compliance, but his efforts went
backwards as often as forwards. Gold, greed, opportunity, and
self-interest turned the wheels of the great papal beast, only
incidentally tempered with a genuine pastoral care for the souls of
the Christian faithful. The Holy See had been vigorously criticised
by the clerical reformers for its worldliness and venality, but yet
somehow this was never sufficient to mend its service to mammon
before God.

Matilda put a hand on her
belly, thoughtful. Conceiving an heir would be both advantageous
and furtherly difficult, as any children born would be regarded as
illegitimate. She had thought that the spectre of fathering a
bastard might dampen William’s spirited opposition somewhat – after
his own nightmarish childhood, tormented and bedevilled and nearly
killed at every turn for his base birth, he had sworn never to
inflict the same on any offspring of his – but he of course did not
see their relation as anything other than lawful matrimony. That
was the other thing she knew she’d never touch – the sheer
stubbornness and indomitable will that nothing short of an act of
God (and possibly not even that) could derail.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘I doubt
you need to march to Bruges and ask my father to explain himself –
yet. But do you truly think there is opportunity here?’

‘Aye.’ William finished his
wine, crossed the solar, and linked his arms around her waist. ‘Let
us just say,’ he murmured, ‘that I would lay good coin on Robert
Champart suddenly finding an excuse to make another errand to
Normandy. And soon.’

Either William had second
sight, or his instinct was even keener than she thought. Robert
Champart did indeed arrive in Caen not two weeks later, and this
time with a trail of underlings to quite dwarf his previous escort.
This could have been partially due to his improved status as
Archbishop of Canterbury, but it was plain that William’s cousin
Edward was a good deal more comfortable on his throne than he had
been the last time, and thus felt entitled to such a
spectacle. False spring and a
wet summer, Matilda thought. Edward might
be enjoying his kingly prerogatives without the earl Godwin to clip
his wings, but the earl Godwin was certainly not doing the same. He
was thinking of one thing and one only: how to get back into power,
and to the devil with the hindmost. Her father had been sending
letters. She knew.

Robert Champart, however,
clearly did not share this opinion; he brimmed with the confidence
of the world restored to rightness. ‘My lord. My lady. I extend to you the greetings of the King of
England.’

‘They are returned.’ William was
seated in his lion chair, Matilda standing at his side. ‘Such a
surprise to see you again, my lord. I was not expecting this in the
least.’

If Champart suspected he
was being lied to, he did not let on. ‘I bear a letter from your
cousin Edward. If I may. . .’

William waved an acquiescence.
Champart stepped just close enough to pass him the letter, then
moved back quickly. Matilda offered him a sweet smile. She had no
idea if this particular churchman subscribed to the opinion that
they were living in heresy, but even if so, he was far too timid to
remark on it.

William carelessly broke
the royal seal and unfolded the letter. Matilda cast an eye at the
slanting uncial script – written, she noted, in the king’s own
hand. Reading over her husband’s shoulder, she finished it before
him, and bit back a gasp of surprise. Her reaction, however, was
positively demonstrative beside William’s. His eyes flicked once,
and then he negligently cast it into the rushes as if it were a
useless scrip. ‘My cousin wishes me to come to London?’

‘He does, my lord.’
Champart looked pleased. ‘I have told him only good things of
you.’

‘Then you’ll have lied
somewhere. But it would be a pity to do otherwise, when the Godwins
are out of the way at last.’

‘No one misses them,’ Champart
hastened to assure him.

‘And there you’re lying
again. The kingdom always misses men like that, if only since they
make life interesting.’ William stood up, towering to his full
height. ‘So then. Bear word to the King that I will pay court on
him in London, before the end of Lent.’

 


‘You mean to go?’ Matilda asked
him later, when they were abed. ‘Certainly?’

‘Certainly.’ She could see
the devious smile on his face as he looked at the
ceiling.

‘Who will be the regent of
Normandy?’

‘You, sweetling.’ He draped an
arm over her waist and pulled her against him, kissing her neck.
‘Your first chance to prove why in God’s name I should trust
you.’

‘What if Geoffrey Martel attacks
while you’re gone?’

William bit her nipple,
making her gasp. ‘Fight him off.’

 


London, England

March 1052

If anything could have
improved Edward’s morning, it was the news he received just
as he was splashing out of Prime, and the
windswept messenger came hurrying to kneel before him, still
stinking of the saddle and a hard night of riding from the coast.
‘Your Grace! Your cousin William has agreed to your generous
proposition. He has taken ship from Fécamp with the archbishop of
Canterbury, and they will be arriving in London within the
week.’

‘Very good,’ Edward said in
approval. ‘What else?’

‘My lord. . . this may
come as great sadness, but. . .’

‘Aye?’

‘Your mother Emma is dead, Your
Grace. Just two days past, in Winchester.’

Silence, a searing moment.
Without Edward’s volition, a broad smile broke out across his face.
‘Well, well. God has blessed England at last, ridding it of
her.’

‘Your Grace. .
.’

‘And may she rest in
peace, I suppose.’ Edward turned away, pulling his hood up. ‘Not,
God knows, that she ever gave me any.’

At breakfast afterwards,
listening to the rain patter on the damp-darkened thatch, Edward
supposed that perhaps his response had been a touch ungracious. But
he could not help it. He was feeling as if he had come up for air
for the first time in his kingship. That was far from saying that
everything was perfect, as there were unsettling whispers from
Flanders. Godwin did not mean to take his exile sanguinely, and was
pulling every string in sight to secure his re-admittance. If
Edward had his druthers, this would be some time between the
Tribulation and the trumpets, but he was canny enough to realise
that Godwin’s absence was all too likely to be temporary. Thus, he
had to get his affairs in order while he could.

To his surprise, he missed
Edith. He hadn’t wanted to send her to the convent, but she was
Godwin’s daughter. She would never escape it, not even through
marriage, consecration, and coronation. A queen had no power
ready-made, and it was the nunnery or divorce, as Robert Champart
had been continually attempting to persuade him. Edward had to
admit to the dubious wisdom of retaining a barren wife whose
fortunes were intimately tied with those of his greatest enemy. Yet
to be king in no way meant he was emancipated from the linking
orbits of power and obligation. If anything, he was enmeshed more
wholly than ever. He must consider the witanagemot, the earls, the
bishops, the people, the fabric of England itself – and him, and
the odd, shy love he had developed for his wife despite all. He had
also taken considerable pleasure in endowing Leofric’s son Ælfgar
with Harold Godwinson’s old earldom of East Anglia, hoping to head
off any lurking disenchantment at the pass, and in creating his
nephew Ralph as Earl of Herefordshire. But the greatest appointment
he meant to make still lay, as yet, unfinished.

Edward passed the day in his
usual work, and after Compline, he retired to his empty bed. Lying
in the darkness, he tried fervently to forgive his mother, to know
that the ability was even in him. She was dead, he lived, she wore
a shroud and he a crown. Surely he could be the better person that
he had always supposed himself. He had to forgive her, or he would
only be her.

And perhaps God was still
silent, but Edward, for what felt like the first time in years,
knew that He had heard. A depth of gratitude flooded him.

‘Pax,’
he whispered, and slept.

 


‘Your Grace,’ the herald
announced. ‘Duke William of Normandy is in the antechamber, with
the lord archbishop of Canterbury. They arrived in London just this
morn.’

Edward resisted, as always, the
urge to adjust his crown. ‘Show them in.’

The herald bowed
and vanished through the hall doors. Edward
waited, unaccountably apprehensive, until his visitors entered.
Robert Champart seemed wearied by his errand-running, but William
did not, and Edward felt a jolt like a blow to the gut. For some
reason, he’d been maintaining an image of the child he had left. He
really should have remembered that sixteen years of blood and
madness would have wrought a stunning transformation.

To say that this young man drew
the eye was an understatement. He was indeed most handsome – his
golden head burned in the sunlight, and his height, strength, and
the fine bones of his face all bespoke his Viking heritage, bold
and clean as a brand – but that was not it. This was something
else, a cold majesty and a cool confidence, an utter
self-possession. He walked with a measured, loping stride, grey
eyes taking in everything.

Edward swallowed, then
regained his self-possession. ‘Be welcome to my kingdom and court,
cousin,’ he said, descending the steps and offering his hand. ‘It
is good to see you again.’

William knelt briefly to
kiss his ring, but rose again at once. The edges of his eyes
crinkled. ‘Vinco,’
he said. ‘Vincere, vici,
victum.’

Surprised, pleased, and
unsettled all at once – he had once taught a small boy his Latin
grammar and despaired of him remembering any of it – Edward
laughed. Then he turned to Robert Champart. ‘My lord, I will attend
you privately after Vespers.’

Champart bowed and excused
himself. Edward turned back to his cousin, wondering if he dared
something so familiar as clapping him on the shoulder. He decided,
for the moment, that he did not. ‘Come,’ he said. ‘Walk with
me.’

‘It would be my pleasure.’
William followed Edward out into the corridor beyond. When they had
passed into the cloisters, the smell of wet earth rising from the
gardens and the pale sunny breeze teasing their cloaks, he spoke
again. ‘My lord. I suspect I know your purpose.’

‘I suspect you do,’ Edward
agreed. ‘You seem the sort of man that it would be difficult to
keep anything from for long.’

A faint smile pulled at that
hard mouth. ‘I hope I have not made a mistake in coming. No doubt
Champart has kept you informed of the madness in Normandy.’

‘He has. But more than
that. I. . . was generally pleased by
what he told me about you.’

‘Generally?’

‘It was favourable, aye.’

‘Favourable enough to
decide you?’ William halted in his tracks. ‘I will not tolerate
sweet promises and vague distractions. If this is only to natter on
about “circumstances” – why, you should have continued to employ
the estimable archbishop as your messenger-boy. I will not thank
you for wasting my time, and giving my enemies a chance to act
while I am gone.’

He spoke so coolly and
flatly, with such a total lack of conciliation, that a shiver crept
down Edward’s back. For the first time, a seed of doubt entered his
mind. William was outstandingly qualified, there was no question,
but it was plain to the most casual observer that there was not an
ounce of mercy or compromise in him. Knowing as he did the
fiendishly delicate balancing act that being King of England
entailed, Edward had to wonder if it was indeed wise to install a
man like this to the position. Not even he can beat every challenger, single-handedly bend
them to his will – and they shall resent him bitterly, if he
tries.

‘Well?’ said William, clearly
waiting on a response.

‘After his visit to you
two years ago, Robert Champart was under the impression that your
reaction to the prospect was. . . mixed, at best.’

‘It’s a fool that tips his
hand before he makes his move.’ William’s wolfish smile was
unpleasantly reminiscent of Godwin’s. ‘Surely you do not think I’d
reveal my thoughts to an envoy who had just turned up for uncertain
purposes? How was I to know that he’d not go pour them into the ear
of, say, the Earl of Wessex and his sons?’

‘You needn’t have feared that.
Robert was the one who pushed hardest for their exile.’

‘Now I know that. Then I did
not.’ William shrugged. ‘He could have a use for me. But never my
confidence. I doubt you realise how rare it is that I gave it to
you.’

‘Why did you?’

‘You have something that I
want. Do you remember where, and when, I first met you? When I was
old enough to remember, that is?’

‘In Falaise, my lord. You were
only
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