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The death of The Conqueror left three sons to inherit his power and his wealth. Normandy
for Robert, England for Rufus and for Henry, the youngest, five thousand pounds of silver.


The three were natural rivals. The feckless Robert lost Norman dukedom in an orgy of impulsive extravagance. Red-haired Rufus scandalized the court with his perverse sexuality and contempt for the Church.


And Henry – cleverest of all – awaited his chance to fulfill his father’s prophecy and assume the mantle of The Lion of Justice.


About the Author

Jean Plaidy, one of the preeminent authors of historical fiction for most of the twentieth century, is the pen name of the prolific English author Eleanor Hibbert, also known as Victoria Holt. Jean Plaidy’s novels had sold more than 14 million copies worldwide by the time of her death in 1993.


Also by Jean Plaidy

THE TUDOR SAGA

Uneasy Lies the Head

Katharine, the Virgin Widow

The Shadow of the Pomegranate

The King’s Secret Matter

Murder Most Royal

St Thomas’s Eve

The Sixth Wife

The Thistle and the Rose

Mary, Queen of France

Lord Robert

Royal Road to Fotheringay

The Captive Queen of Scots

The Spanish Bridegroom

 

THE CATHERINE DE MEDICI TRILOGY

Madame Serpent

The Italian Woman

Queen Jezebel

 

THE STUART SAGA

The Murder in the Tower

The Wandering Prince

A Health Unto His Majesty

Here Lies Our Sovereign Lord

The Three Crowns

The Haunted Sisters

The Queen’s Favourites

 

THE FRENCH REVOLUTION SERIES

Louis the Well-Beloved

The Road to Compiègne

Flaunting, Extravagant Queen

 

THE LUCREZIA BORGIA SERIES

Madonna of the Seven Hills

Light on Lucrezia

 

ISABELLA AND FERDINAND TRILOGY

Castile for Isabella

Spain for the Sovereigns

Daughters of Spain

 

THE GEORGIAN SAGA

The Princess of Celle

Queen in Waiting

Caroline the Queen

The Prince and the Quakeress

The Third George

Perdita’s Prince

Sweet Lass of Richmond Hill

Indiscretions of the Queen

The Regent’s Daughter

Goddess of the Green Room

Victoria in the Wings

 

THE QUEEN VICTORIA SERIES

The Captive of Kensington

The Queen and Lord M

The Queen’s Husband

The Widow of Windsor

 

THE NORMAN TRILOGY

The Bastard King

The Lion of Justice

The Passionate Enemies

 

THE PLANTAGENET SAGA

The Plantagenet Prelude

The Revolt of the Eaglets

The Heart of the Lion

The Prince of Darkness

The Battle of the Queens

The Queen from Provence

The Hammer of the Scots

The Follies of the King

The Vow of the Heron

Passage to Pontefract

The Star of Lancaster

Epitaph for Three Women

Red Rose of Anjou

The Sun in Splendour

 

QUEEN OF ENGLAND SERIES

Myself, My Enemy

Queen of this Realm: The Story of Elizabeth I

Victoria, Victorious

The Lady in the Tower

The Goldsmith’s Wife

The Queen’s Secret

The Rose without a Thorn

 

OTHER TITLES

The Queen of Diamonds

Daughter of Satan

The Scarlet Cloak


The Lion of Justice

Jean Plaidy

The second book in the Norman Trilogy

 

[image: missimg]


[image: missimg]


The Scottish Orphans

IN HER BEDCHAMBER the Queen of Scotland lay dying. At any moment she would send for her children to say her last farewell to them. The girls, Edith and Mary, sat gloomily in the schoolroom, their books before them; but they paid no attention to these as they thought of their mother who, from the time she had first come to Scotland, had been noted for her beauty and her piety.

Mary, the younger, was the first to speak. ‘Edith, do you think she will die before our father comes?’

Edith paused a moment before she turned mournful blue eyes on her sister and said slowly: ‘What if he should never come back?’

‘Don’t speak so, Edith.’ Mary shivered and glanced furtively over her shoulder. ‘It could bring ill luck.’

‘What I say will not bring us ill luck. It is the Normans who have brought that to our country and our family.’

‘But if our father defeats the King of England, our Uncle Edgar will be King. He is King in truth. If the Godwin Harold has not usurped the throne and the Normans had not come . . .’

‘If!’ retorted Edith scornfully. ‘What is the use of saying If! And it all happened long ago. Twenty-seven years. And it is said that no one could have withstood William of Normandy. All his life he had conquered.’

‘It will be different with William Rufus. He is not like his father. And he is cruel. The people hate him. He cares for nothing but hunting and they say he has vices which are . . . unnatural.’

‘But what do you in truth know of him?’

‘What I hear. And I believe that our father will defeat him and that very soon Uncle Edgar, the true King, will be on the throne. The English will welcome him. Of course they will welcome our dear Uncle Edgar. He’s good, he’s a Saxon and he is the true King.’

‘You talk like a child, Mary.’

‘And you of course are so wise. You have lived for sixteen years and because I haven’t lived quite as long you think you are so much cleverer.’

‘Don’t let us quarrel, Mary, while our mother is dying.’

‘She won’t die. She’ll get better and very soon we shall see a messenger riding to the castle with the news that our father has captured Alnwick Castle and is marching south.’

Mary pushed her books aside and went to the long narrow window which was cut into the thick wall. Edith joined her, for what use was it to pretend to work at such a time? They should be praying – for the victory of their father and the soul of their mother. Yet how difficult it was to think of anything but: What will become of us?

Looking down to the moat and the drawbridge and beyond to the green hills, Edith was thinking how quickly everything could change. For sixteen years she had lived secure in her father’s castle and it was only recently that she had been aware of a shifting pattern. Princesses became important when they grew up. Their future could become a matter of state. They either married or went into a nunnery. Edith was not of a nature to wish for the latter. The brief glimpses she had had of her mother’s sister, Aunt Christina, who was the Abbess of Rumsey, had decided her. How different were the two sisters! Her mother was gentle, beautiful and kind; she was good, too, for on every day in Lent she went to church bare-footed, dressed in a gown of hair cloth, where she selected the poorest people that she might wash and kiss their feet. She wanted her children to be good and happy – but most of all good, as she was herself. As for Aunt Christina, she was far from beautiful and her black robes had frightened Edith when she was very young. Aunt Christina’s sharp cold eyes saw every fault and no virtue; her knees were hard, it was said, because she had spent so many hours on them praying, and this was considered saintliness of the highest order. Aunt Christina was so busy being good that she had no time to be kind. She thought all those who were not dedicated to the convent life were sinners. Even her sister Margaret, mother of Edith, had lived in what Christina called a worldly manner, bearing many children.

No, it would not be a nunnery for Edith if she could help it. She would beg her father to spare her that.

She hoped to marry as romantically as her mother had. She had heard the story many times. Edith’s mother was Margaret Atheling, the daughter of Edward, who had been the son of Edmund Ironside; her grandmother had been the daughter of Emperor Henry II of Germany. When Edward the Confessor knew that his reign could not last much longer he had sent for Margaret’s father Edward, as was presumed, with the object of making him his successor. Edward had died before the meeting could take place but left his son, Edgar, as well as two daughters, Margaret and Christina.

Then William came and conquered England, and because of Edgar’s clear claim to the throne the Conqueror had kept him under surveillance. He treated him well but Edgar grew to suspect his motives and thought it an excellent idea to take his sisters to Hungary where his mother’s relatives would welcome him.

He had set sail from England but ran into a storm and his ship had been thrown up on the Scottish coast. There was nothing to be done but to ask for asylum – which the royal Athelings did.

Malcolm Canmore, the King of Scotland, agreed to give them hospitality while they made their plans. Malcolm, young and comely, had recently come to the throne by driving out the usurper MacBeth, and was a romantic as well as a handsome figure. He entertained the fugitives in his castle and within a few days had fallen in love with Margaret and asked Edgar for his sister’s hand in marriage.

What great good fortune! The dowerless young woman who had been on her way to Hungary to ask for asylum was being asked to share the crown of Scotland.

Her brother Edgar had expressed his pleasure; as for Margaret she was no less pleased, and very soon after her arrival in Scotland the marriage was solemnized and the spot where she had landed was for ever after known as Queen’s Ferry.

It was a happy marriage and very fruitful. She soon presented her husband with a fine son who was named Edward after her father, and this child was followed by another son who became Edgar after her brother – then Edith, Mary and the little ones followed. Her brother Edgar stayed at the Scottish court while her sister Christina entered a convent and became its Abbess.

So it had been a happy storm which had driven their ship into the Firth of Forth.

Why could they not remain happy? wondered Edith. But how foolish to think that time could stand still. Uncle Edgar talked constantly of the Norman usurpation and dreamed of the day when he might regain the kingdom. It had been useless while William the great Conqueror lived but it was five years since he had died and during those five years Edgar had begun to hope again.

There was much talk about Rufus who was not the man his father had been. William I had been a harsh ruler but people had respected him. They realized that what he had done had been for the good of the country. His great selfishness had been his love of the hunt, and people had been turned from their homes to make forests where wild beasts could roam. The penalties for killing wild animals had been very cruel; but because of the manner in which the country had prospered and law and order had been brought in, William was accepted.

Rufus would never be. He was different from his father by all accounts. William I had had great dignity; he was a tall man and although towards the end of his life he had grown so corpulent that only the strongest horses could carry his weight he had always had the appearance of the great ruler he was. Rufus was short of stature, broad and fat; there was a red tinge in his hair and his complexion was ruddy. When he was angry he would stammer and become almost unintelligible, but in the company of his friends he was said to be witty and able to laugh at himself. As his vices were many and his greatest friends were among members of his own sex, his joking references to them made those about him accept them with more leniency than they would otherwise have done. Like his father, his greatest passion was the hunt. At this time Rufus had fallen ill and when the news had reached Scotland, Malcolm Canmore decided that the moment had come for him to take revenge on his old enemy for all the slights Scotland had received at his hands.

Malcolm’s great ambition was to restore the Saxon line. If he could succeed, he would not only drive the Normans back to Normandy but set his own relations through marriage on the throne of England.

For this reason Malcolm had amassed an army and marched south; and it was while he was absent that his wife had become ill, and that illness had so progressed that now she was on her deathbed.

Turgot came into the schoolroom, his expression grave, his pallor accentuated by his black priestly robes. He was their tutor as well as their mother’s confessor, but there would be no lessons today.

‘How fares my mother?’ asked Edith.

‘I fear, my child,’ he answered, ‘that you must be prepared for the worst.’

‘If only our father would come!’ cried Edith in despair.

Turgot nodded. ‘Soon she will wish to see you to say goodbye. I have come to warn you to be ready.’

Mary began to cry.

‘Do not let her see your tears,’ went on Turgot. ‘She will wish you to be brave. Kneel with me now and pray for strength to face this ordeal, so that she will know that all my teaching has not been in vain.’

There in the schoolroom they knelt.

Turgot wondered whether the girls realized the tragedy which was facing them. They lived in a violent age from which during their short lifetimes they had been miraculously sheltered. He had advised peace; he had been against Malcolm’s marching across the border. These Normans had come to stay. That seemed certain. And, although William Rufus might not be the man his father was, he was a wily general and the Normans were great fighters. Battle was in their blood. It had come from their marauding Norse ancestors who had roamed the seas in their long ships looking for lands to plunder.

Malcolm should have stayed at home. Turgot had not swerved from his conviction, even though the news was good and Malcolm had laid siege to Alnwick castle and it seemed that the besieged could not hold out much longer. But if he took the castle, that was but a beginning. Turgot hoped that Malcolm was not going to indulge in a long war which was most unlikely to bring any profit to either side, as was the case with most wars.

Turgot was deeply involved with the family: he had been a part of it for so long. Of a noble Lincolnshire Saxon family, he had become aware of the power of the Conqueror when, during one of the latter’s punitive expeditions, he had been taken prisoner and held hostage. There had followed a time of privation in the dungeons of Lincoln castle, from which, with the help of sympathizers, he had escaped and, reaching the coast, taken ship to Norway. When the ship was driven back to the coast by the treacherous winds, he had landed in the north and, because the north was then in revolt against the Conqueror and he was a man of some learning, had found hospitality in Durham Abbey and there become a priest and eventually its prior. Having heard his story, Queen Margaret had been interested and had sent for him. Their regard for each other had been instantaneous. She made him her confessor and the preceptor of her children and, ever since, the welfare of the royal family of Scotland had been his chief concern.

The death of the Queen would be as great a sorrow to him as to her family and he knew that before she died she would want him to swear on oath to continue to care for them after her death as he had during her lifetime.

As they now knelt in prayer there was a shout from below and the clatter of horses’ hoofs could be heard.

Mary forgot she was supposed to be at prayer. ‘It is a messenger,’ she cried, and rushed to the window. The others were not long in following her.

‘It is our brother Edgar,’ said Mary.

‘He must have come from the battle,’ added Edith.

‘How sad he looks!’ went on Mary. ‘Oh, I know something fearful has happened.’

They followed Turgot down the stone stairway to the hall and there was Edgar, weary, mud-stained, his eyes wild, and a look of such misery on his face as the girls had never seen before.

‘My son,’ said Turgot, ‘you have ill news?’

Edgar answered, ‘The worst. I must see the Queen.’

‘The Queen is grievously sick.’

‘It cannot be . . .’

‘’Tis so, alas. Tell me your news and I will impart it to her if she must know it.’

Edgar shook his head and it seemed as though the words would not come.

Turgot prompted him gently. ‘Your father was besieging the castle of Alnwick and had reduced the inhabitants to starvation. They were on the point of surrender.’

‘Yes,’ replied Edgar slowly, ‘they did surrender. They surrendered on condition that they should deliver the keys of the city to none but my father.’

‘Yes, yes, my son.’

‘So . . . he went in person to receive them, and a knight brought them to him on the point of a lance. The knight knelt and as my father stooped to take them, this . . . this . . . treacherous dog forced the point of his lance through my father’s vizor and pierced his eye.’

‘God in Heaven!’ cried Turgot. ‘And the King?’

‘He died mercifully soon. He was in great agony.’

Turgot folded his hands and his lips moved in prayer.

The King dead, he was thinking, the Queen dying. What will become of these children?

They stood about her bed. How different she looked from the beautiful young girl who had come ashore at Queen’s Ferry and captivated the King.

Her eyes, enormous in her pale wasted face, sought the children ranged about her bed – Edgar, the two girls and the little ones. She saw with relief that Turgot was there also.

‘You would keep something from me,’ she said. ‘I know it. There is ill news. What of my husband and eldest son?’

Turgot nodded to Edgar.

‘Mother, there is sad news.’

‘My husband . . . my son Edward . . .?’

‘They are dead. Edward was killed in battle. Our father at the siege of Alnwick.’

‘Oh, God help you all.’

She looked at Turgot. ‘Come close, my friend.’

He approached the bed. ‘You will continue to care for these children.’

‘I will, with God’s blessing.’

‘They are young yet, Turgot. Too young to lose both father and mother. Swear to me, Turgot. Swear to me on the Black Cross.’

The girls looked on in awe as the beautiful cross was taken from the black case which gave it its name. It was made of gold and enormous diamonds adorned it. On the gold the figure of Christ was engraved in ivory. It had been talked of often but always kept in a secure place and it was because the Queen was dying that it had been taken from that place that she might hold it in her hands during her last moments on earth. It was symbolic, that cross. It had belonged to the Saxon royal family for generations and must never pass into the hands of any other. While it was in the possession of the Athelings they believed themselves to be the true sovereigns of England no matter if William the Conqueror had snatched their lands from them.

Turgot took the cross reverently in his hands and swore that he would care for the Queen’s children.

‘My life is ebbing fast,’ she said. ‘Teach my children to love and fear God, and, if any of them should attain earthly grandeur, be a father to them and a guide. If the need should arise, reprove them if they should become proud; guard them that they may not offend God and forfeit their hopes of eternal life. Swear thus, Turgot, on the Black Cross in the presence of God.’

Turgot knelt by her bedside and kissed the cross.

‘So help me God,’ he said. ‘I shall serve you as faithfully in death as I did in life.’

Her white fingers curled about the cross, and she lay back and died.

The Queen was buried at Dunfermline, and in trepidation the children waited for what would happen next. Turgot had told them that their brother Edgar was King of Scotland but this did not seem to be the case, for no one came to the castle to swear loyalty to him and there was no talk of a coronation. In fact, each day retainers disappeared from the castle and those who remained had changed subtly. They were furtive, expectant and they did not behave to the children as they had when their parents were alive. Only Turgot remained the same, stern and watchful.

Young Edgar did not know how to act. Was he the King or was he not? What could this strange attitude mean? Where were the lords who should come to swear fealty to him?

Turgot advised that they go on as though they were unaware of the changing situation, for soon there would be some indication of what was taking place.

He was right. Uncle Edgar Atheling came riding to the castle in great distress. He summoned Edith and Edgar and told them that he wished to talk to them very seriously.

They had heard of their father’s half-brother, Donald Bane, had they not? Indeed they had. He had always been a troublemaker. He was illegitimate but that did not mean he had no hope of inheriting the crown. Turgot had said that he wished kings would be less prodigal of scattering their seed throughout the kingdom, for the results often ended in wars and disasters.

Donald Bane had declared that as Malcolm and his eldest son were dead, and young Edgar was not old enough to rule, he had stepped into the breach and had taken the crown. Scotland had a new King.

‘But this is monstrous,’ declared young Edgar. ‘I will not endure it.’

‘You can do nothing,’ said his uncle shortly. ‘Donald Bane has the crown and there are those who will help him hold it. We have no means of wresting it from him. In time we will march against him, but first we must gather together a loyal army.’

‘Let us begin to do that at once,’ said his nephew.

But the older man shook his head wearily. ‘My dear nephew,’ he said, ‘we are in no position to do that. Moreover, King Donald has issued an edict. He orders all English exiles to leave his kingdom.’

‘Exiles!’ cried young Edgar. ‘Is the King of Scotland then an exile in his own realm?’

‘My dear nephew,’ replied his uncle, ‘against whom do you imagine this edict is issued? Am I not English? Am I not an exile? He wants me out of this country. And why? Because then you, my boy, will be at his mercy. What hope do you think you have without me to protect you?’

Edgar stared at his uncle in dismay.

‘It is true,’ said Edith. ‘I see it clearly. Oh, Uncle Edgar, what are we going to do?’

‘We are going to escape Donald Bane, for you, Edgar, as the rightful King of this country, are in the utmost danger. Go at once to your nurseries and prepare your brothers and sisters. We are going on a journey. First send Turgot to me.’

‘Will he come with us, Uncle?’ asked Edith.

‘He will.’

Turgot came with all speed. He had already heard the news.

‘We are in acute danger,’ said Edgar Atheling to the priest. ‘In particular my nephew.’

‘We are leaving here?’ replied Turgot. ‘And where shall we find refuge?’

There was a brief silence. Both men were remembering the occasion when they had been shipwrecked. They had escaped once. Could they hope to do so again?

Edgar replied, ‘In England.’

‘England! You think Rufus will allow us to stay there?’

‘We have to risk that.’

Turgot said, ‘I have recently taken a vow to protect these children.’

‘Think you not,’ replied Edgar, ‘that I will not protect them with everything in my power?’

‘I know it well. But to take them into England where the King of Scotland has been fighting the English . . .’

‘My good Turgot, I know Rufus. There was a time when we lived under the same roof. We were boys together. I became a friend to him and his brothers.’

Turgot’s brow furrowed. Edgar was of too gentle a nature to be a match for these treacherous Normans. He seemed to forget that he was the rightful King of England, that, had he been of an age to govern, King Edward the Confessor would never have named Harold, son of Godwin, as the future King; and it would have been Edgar whom William would have had to face at Hastings. And if Edgar had been King, how could William of Normandy have disputed the fact that he was in truth the King? Edgar had been too young at the time but he was no longer young; yet there was about him an air of gentleness which was in sharp contrast to what Turgot remembered of the mighty Conqueror, and admirable as it might be, it was a characteristic which did not win battles and subdue rebellious subjects. Edgar might well have been a King such as Edward the Confessor but there was no doubt that he was the rightful King of England, yet he seemed to be of the opinion that the son of the usurper would happily receive him and shelter him when the Saxon community were constantly chafing against Norman rule. To whom would such people look but to the Royal Atheling to deliver them. And Edgar was suggesting placing himself into the none too scrupulous hands of William Rufus!

‘How firm is such friendship when a crown is at stake?’ asked Turgot now.

‘Why, Turgot, Rufus knows I have no means of taking the crown from him.’

‘I hear there is dissatisfaction with his rule.’

‘There will always be dissatisfaction. His father instructed him for some years before his death. Rufus will never be the great leader the Conqueror was, but who could be that? Turgot, none knows more surely than I that the Norman rule has come to stay. I am concerned with restoring the Scottish crown to my nephew and I believe I can persuade Rufus to help me in this.’

‘You face a grave risk,’ Turgot warned him.

‘Tell me, where else can we go? Or do you suggest that I leave my sister’s children here to be murdered by Donald Bane?’

‘Nay,’ retorted Turgot sorrowfully, ‘I see the situation is desperate.’

‘I prefer to trust Rufus rather than this uncouth Scot. I assure you I know Rufus. Once he is convinced that I shall make no attempts on his crown he will be my friend. We were boys together – he, and his brothers Robert and Henry. I was as another brother. They used to laugh at my Saxon ways, but all in good part. Well, Turgot, are you ready to set out for England?’

‘I see that there is no other way open to us.’


Rufus

WHEN WILLIAM RUFUS heard what had happened to Malcolm of Scotland, he lay back on his couch and laughed heartily.

‘Our brother of Scotland was too clever,’ he commented. ‘He thought to harry me while I lay on my sick bed, and look what it has brought him.’

Those young men whom it pleased him to honour laughed dutifully. William Rufus was a man of violent temper. So had his father been but the anger of William the First was scarcely unpredictable. All men knew that if they gave him absolute obedience and never encroached on the strict forestry laws they were safe. Not so with William II; his red face could grow purple with rage and the unfortunate man or woman responsible would often have no knowledge of why this should be so. So, all must walk warily with the new King.

Like his father, he loved possessions and looked in all directions in order to add to his wealth, but unlike his father he could be extravagant on occasion. That was, in pursuit of his own pleasure: when he wanted something he wanted it fiercely, and he was determined to get it.

Life had not been easy since his accession. There was certain to be trouble in the family. When he looked back over his childhood and remembered the stormy scenes in their various schoolrooms he laughed aloud. Robert would have run him through on one occasion but for the intervention of their father. Robert and he would always be enemies, because naturally Robert believed that he, as the eldest son, had more right to the crown of England than William Rufus had. It was true Robert was Duke of Normandy but it was a far better thing to be King of England than Duke of Normandy. And then there was Henry. Poor young Henry, who was left without land – only five thousand pounds of silver and his father’s prophecy that one day he would be richer than either of his brothers.

Following this train of thought Rufus sighed and said, ‘It was unfortunate that our father had too many sons. It is a common failing that kings either have too many or not enough. You see what a wise man I am, my friends, for I have no sons – not even a bastard or two. If all men were as I am how much more comfortable the world would be.’

‘It would not be over-populated, my lord,’ said his favourite friend.

‘Oh, we’d keep a few studs for that purpose,’ laughed Rufus.

‘My lord’s young brother might be of use.’

The young man laughed.

‘What then?’ asked Rufus. ‘Has he added another to his tally? I hear he was giving a good account of himself with the Lady Nesta of Wales.’

‘Exceeding good, my lord, and they say the lady grows larger each day.’

‘It keeps the young rake out of mischief,’ said Rufus. ‘But I have to keep my eyes on master Henry. It may surprise you, my friends, but he occasionally takes his thoughts from the ladies’ bedchambers and dreams of the battlefield.’

‘As my lord knows to his cost.’

‘We could have finished him at Mont St-Michel but for my elder brother. Robert is a fool. There was not a drop of water in the castle; they were dying in the fortress for lack of it, and what did my chivalrous brother Robert do? He sends him water – and not only water, but wine for his board. I could have killed him when I heard. “This is our brother,” he said, and he looked at me with those rather mournful eyes of his. He is very beautiful and he was my mother’s favourite, you know. He was always vain and hates the fact that his legs are too short. My father used to jeer at him. Curthose he called him. My father thought there was only one perfect man in the world – himself. And those of us who did not resemble him were poor things in his opinion. But when Robert rebelled against him and Richard died he turned to me. Richard was the first favourite. He looked like a Norman, you see. The rest of us had the Flanders touch . . . except Henry. He has a Norman look – tall and with that fine curly hair. I doubt not it is that which brings him so much favour in the ladies’ bedchambers. But I was telling you that we could have been rid of Henry but for Robert. And what has he ever done but bring trouble and bastards into the realm?’

The young man laughed obediently.

‘Come, my fine friend, what is there to laugh at? I am a man beset by brothers, and now Henry has squandered his patrimony and roams the countryside seeking consolation in robbing ladies of their virtue since he cannot rob me of my throne, and I doubt not his soul is stained purple with the sin of fornication. Listen.’

There was a commotion below the window. Riders were approaching.

‘Messengers, mayhap. What now?’ said Rufus. ‘No evil news, I trust, to spoil the pleasant evening I had planned for us.’

The messenger was brought into his presence.

Rufus dismissed the man with the customary command, ‘Go and refresh yourself,’ and read the dispatch.

Then he said, ‘Edgar Atheling has arrived in England with his sister’s brood.’

‘What will you do, my lord?’ asked his favourite friend.

‘That, my dear, remains to be seen,’ he answered. He narrowed his eyes. ‘Rest assured I shall have them under close surveillance.’

William Rufus opened his eyes and sleepily surveyed his bedchamber. It had been a riotous night and, as usual after such festivities, morning came too soon. Sunlight filtering in through the narrow slit of a window shone on to the stone recess seat cut into the wall, but because this was a royal bedchamber it contained some modem luxuries such as the faldestol on which he sat when he entertained guests in his bedroom, letting them make do with the wall seats or the floor. A velvet drapery was thrown over it at the moment. His eyes went to the chest with its fine carving; in this were kept his clothes, and although he slept on a bag of straw this was placed on a bed the frame of which was elegantly carved.

In the early mornings he let his mind wander over state affairs. He was thinking at this time about the Atheling who had taken refuge in his country. Edgar had always amused him – pretty youth. He would never be a king though. He was not made of the right stuff. Still, the people could rally to the Atheling if they hated the Norman enough, and he must face the truth: there had always been animosity towards the Normans.

Yet they could be persuaded, or could they? He had persuaded them once. That was when Robert had tried to take the crown from him. He had expected it. Naturally the eldest son wanted the greater prize.

But their father had nominated him, William Rufus, as his successor. What had he said to him on his deathbed, stern as ever? ‘What are you doing here? Why are you not claiming your kingdom?’

Rufus laughed. One had to admire the old man. He was the greatest they would ever know, and if he was without humour he was the finest soldier of his day, and for most of that which was his and his family’s today they had to thank William the Conqueror, who had given it to them.

They could never be like him – any one of them. And did they want to? Not Rufus. He knew how to enjoy life – which he was sure his-father had not – and he intended to go on doing it.

But now his mind was straying from Edgar Atheling because that fellow’s being in the country reminded him of the early days of his reign when Robert had come against him. Robert was a fool; he could be relied upon to fail in any military exercise.

Rufus laughed to think of those days when the Norman barons who owned estates in England had declared that they would not accept Rufus as the King of England, and prepared to set up Robert in his place.

Their uncle Odo had been Robert’s general. Odo! That Bishop who had been in disgrace with the Conqueror because he had passed over much English treasure to Rome. The old fool had had a fancy to become Pope and believed that by bribing the Cardinals he could persuade them to elect him. Fortunately William had discovered this, and sent him back to Normandy, where he had languished in a dungeon until his brother Robert of Mortain (like Odo, the son of their grandmother’s marriage after their grandfather’s death, to Herlwin de Conteville) misguidedly persuaded the Conqueror, on the latter’s deathbed, to set him free.

Free to come against the King whom William himself had chosen!

Rufus had been in danger then and he prided himself that he had acted with extreme astuteness. He had asked the people of England whether they wished to put their necks in the Norman yoke. This amused Rufus for it struck him as highly amusing that he, the Norman son of a Norman father, should be pleading thus. But there was some truth in it, for while Robert had remained entirely Norman, he, Rufus, had to some extent become Anglicized.

‘My good people,’ he had declared, ‘rally to my banner; I swear to you that if you will stand beside me and thrust out the unwanted Norman, there shall be no more unjust taxation, every man shall enjoy his own hunts and chases in his own woods and wolds, and all abuses of the law shall be abolished.’

How they had cheered him! How they had rallied to his banner. And when Odo arrived he was set upon and taken prisoner, and it was not until Rufus had won the day that Robert, characteristically, put in an appearance. How typical of Robert! How had he ever thought he could outwit their father? That had been just another of his miscalculations, of course.

Rufus could not be hard on his captives. How could he be . . . on Normans? Moreover many of them had been friends with whom he had played in his childhood. More important was the fact that he might need their support in the future, for he knew that he would not be able to keep the promises he had made to the people; the taxation which the people called unjust, could certainly not be abolished; nor would he change the forestry laws, for nothing was going to be allowed to interfere with his pleasure in the chase.

So he and Robert made a pact. If death should overtake either of them, that one would pass over all his possessions to the other. Thus the survivor would have both England and Normandy.

It had been at this time that Henry had become so incensed against his brothers. He said they ignored his existence; they forgot that he also was their father’s son, and he demanded to know what his inheritance would be.

‘The ladies of England,’ retorted Rufus. ‘And I doubt Robert would debar you from enjoying the Norman ones when you visit his Duchy.’

‘And I’ll leave the men to you,’ answered Henry, and for a while they hurled insults at each other. But Henry was indeed resentful. He had set himself up in the fortress of Mont St-Michel, with the intention of making himself a nuisance to both his brothers.

It was not possible to enjoy a peaceful reign. There would always be conflict. It was looming now in yet another spot. The Church! The Conqueror had been a deeply religious man and he had lived in harmony with his Archbishop of Canterbury, Lanfranc. Rufus lacked his father’s devotion to the Church. Often he blasphemed against it and he did not suffer from those twinges of conscience which had beset the Conqueror when he considered his reception in heaven. Rufus had an inherent dislike of churchmen. Many of them were rapacious, a characteristic he understood perfectly, being well endowed with it himself, but whereas he admitted this they hid their avaricious natures under a guise of hypocrisy. At least Rufus was not a hypocrite. In private Rufus could laugh at himself and did. Very few people of his time could do that; many of his intimates had whispered among themselves that it was only this characteristic which made him tolerable.

He could not accuse Lanfranc of hypocrisy. There was a man of great integrity and Rufus had never had any intention of removing him from his post. Death had done that. The See of Canterbury was very rich and Rufus had made a habit of keeping the abbeys and bishoprics under his own control whenever the occasion arose. He found this highly profitable; so when Lanfranc died he added Canterbury to those over which he held sway and was in no hurry to find a successor to the Archbishop.

Since he had been ill, however, even he had experienced a few qualms. His priests had shaken their heads over him as though they feared his future in Heaven if he did not repent and, although had he been in good health he would have laughed at them, it was not so easy with Death lurking not far distant.

It so happened that Anselm, the prior of Bec in Normandy, was visiting England and because of this man’s qualities, Rufus decided that he should become Archbishop of Canterbury.

When the offer was made to Anselm, he thanked the King but shook his head. ‘My home is in Normandy,’ he told him. ‘I have lived so long at Bec that I could consider no other.’

Rufus smiled grimly. We shall soon see about that, he told himself.

Craftily he ordered that Anselm should visit his sick-room where he had ordered the leading churchmen to assemble. When the bewildered Anselm entered, a crozier was thrust into his hands and a Te Deum was sung to celebrate his election.

The sick King lay back on his bag of straw, smiling. He could never resist baiting the clergy.

Anselm looked sternly at him. ‘My lord,’ he had said, ‘you must understand that I am not one of your subjects. I am a Norman and owe obedience only to my Duke.’

Rufus laughed at him. ‘So you would lay down the crozier we have bestowed on you, would you? Do so . . . for a while. You will take it up again.’

And he did, for Robert at the time was eager to come to terms with his brother after having been so disastrously defeated in his attempt to take the English crown that it was necessary for him to comply with the request of Rufus. So the reluctant Anselm had been obliged to take the post offered him and now presided over the See of Canterbury.

These fanatical men were a menace to peace. They had to question this and that. They could never let well alone; and now master Anselm was trying to prove that the Church was more important than the State, a belief which Rufus would never accept.

He had a power, though, Rufus would admit that. These religious fanatics often had. He had preached to Rufus so eloquently of the dire punishment that befell sinners in hell that even he had become a little shaken and had released numerous prisoners, cut taxes and forgiven people their debts to the crown. But now he was well again and he had repudiated all that he had been persuaded into promising when the gates of Hell had appeared uncomfortably close and warm.

‘Death has receded,’ Anselm had told him. ‘But do not imagine it will not return.’

‘Time enough to repent when I see it in the distance,’ Rufus had commented with a laugh.

‘You are asking to be struck dead without warning.’

‘Must I give up all then for the sake of my future life?’

‘That is the Christian way.’

Rufus grimaced. ‘My good Anselm, my sins are so many that I doubt they’d all be forgiven however many good works I performed. So I will do as I wish down here to make sure that I get what I want at least in one place.’

Anselm was horrified. Let him be. Rufus was not sure that he believed all these pious men told him. He liked better the religion of his ancestors – feasting in Valhalla after death, a paradise to be reached through valour rather than pious deeds. He could have his place there with the utmost ease, for he had inherited his father’s courage and was well skilled in the arts of war.

He might bait Anselm but all the same he knew that there would be trouble in that quarter.

The immediate anxiety, though, was the presence of Edgar Atheling in the country. Many of his advisers had said that the Atheling claim to the throne must never be forgotten.

It was true, but Edgar was no fighter. He did not believe Edgar would come against him. Such a pleasant boy, though more Robert’s friend than his. He was too rough for the Atheling, but Robert with his charm and his extravagances and his love of poetry had been as a brother to Edgar.

One of his knights asked for audience and he received him in his bedroom. He must have important news to come to him in the morning when his temper might not be too good.

‘What bad news bring you?’ he growled. He liked to see the alarm in faces. Why, he could order the fellow to a dungeon and have his eyes put out if he offended him. Not that he would do this. That was a punishment he reserved for real offenders. But it gave a pleasant sense of power to set men trembling.

‘One of your knights has been slain in combat, my lord.’

‘And what concern of mine should this be that I must be awakened at an early hour of the morning to learn of it?’

The hour was not early but the fellow dared not contradict.

‘I believe you would wish to know, my lord, that he was slain by a friend of Edgar Atheling because he said that he was raising up a family who would try to take the crown.’

Rufus nodded slowly.

‘So this man was slain by a friend of the Atheling. He has good friends, has he not? And indeed so have I, for they bring me news when they think I should know it.’

The man smiled slowly and Rufus broke into loud laughter.

‘Brave man,’ he said.

‘To take up the cause of the Atheling, my lord, ’tis so.’

‘Nay!’ roared Rufus. ‘You are a brave man to disturb me from my rest. You know my temper. ’Tis not of its best at this hour, man.’

But his humour was good. He was pleased with the fellow.

He wanted to think about this Atheling and his family. A young boy deprived of his crown by a usurping bastard; and the family taking refuge in England. Edgar was brave to come here where many would say he had more right to the throne than William Rufus.

Edgar was not a coward; he had always known that; but he was not a fighter either.

There was one thing that was certain. Edgar had not come to England to claim the crown. How could he? He had no army. All the same it would not be a bad idea to keep him occupied.

He decided he would send for Edgar Atheling.

Edgar came in answer to his summons.

They took stock of each other. He has grown coarser, thought Edgar. But he had always been coarse with his red face, thick form, his rather stuttering speech and his manner which could change from bantering friendship to haughtiness in the space of minutes. Edgar had always been more in tune with Robert.

Very handsome, these Saxons, thought Rufus. Some of them are good fighters though. I remember Harold’s coming to my father’s court, when he was made to swear away his kingdom over the bones of dead saints. There was a handsome man, but a fighter too. Edgar was not that, but no coward. A dreamer, more like. Another such as Robert.

‘So, Edgar, you have brought your sister’s brood here.’

‘And grateful we are for your hospitality.’

‘Well, if I denied it where else would you have gone? To Normandy?’

‘I had wondered whether I should throw myself on Robert’s mercy.’

‘Robert is not my friend at this time, Edgar. You know he fancied he would like my crown . . . or rather his barons did. Robert is too indolent to fancy much but extravagant living.’

‘You wrong him, William.’

‘You were always his special friend. But they were good times we had together, eh, Edgar? The trouble with my brothers and myself is that we’re a fighting brood. Robert wants what I have. I confess I should not mind having what Robert has and Henry would like what we both have. What can you expect, with a father such as ours?’

‘He was one of the greatest men the world has known.’

‘Ay to that, but an uncomfortable one, Edgar. Though in the latter years he and I grew close. After Richard died he took me into his confidence. He was determined to make a king of me and as I was determined to be one – and to remain one – that worked well. But, Edgar, I have not brought you here to talk of the past but of the future. What of these nephews and nieces of yours?’

‘As you know, William, Donald Bane has snatched the crown of Scotland.’

‘And the poor little rightful king is too young to make an attempt to regain it.’

‘Too young and too poor.’

‘Well, he has an uncle who is not so young.’

‘But poor, William.’

Rufus burst into loud laughter.

‘Well, we shall see, we shall see. There are girls, I believe, of marriageable age?’

‘They are over-young as yet. Edith, the eldest, is not yet sixteen.’

‘What do you propose to do with them?’

‘I had hoped you would give your consent for them to be educated in an abbey with the nuns.’

‘You don’t propose they should take the veil?’

Edgar shrugged his shoulders helplessly. ‘Who would wish to marry dowerless princesses?’

‘Their coffers may be empty, Edgar, but their veins are furnished with good royal Saxon blood.’

‘’Tis true. Their parents dead, though, their brother dispossessed, themselves penniless . . .’

‘You tell a doleful tale. Is not their aunt the Abbess of Rumsey?’

‘That is so.’

‘Well then, Edgar, that takes care of the girls. Let them go to their aunt and when the time comes we shall see whether it will be the marriage bed or the nun’s veil for them.’

‘William, I was certain I could rely on your friendship.’

‘The younger ones may go to Rumsey, too, until plans are made for them. But it is your Edgar of whom we must think. There is a young King without a crown. This Donald Bane is a man who holds a high opinion of himself, I am told. He has displaced a young boy who had just become an orphan and who had no army behind him. He has installed himself in his castle and prates of marching below the border to harry my good subjects. You would have thought that which happened to his predecessor would have warned him, would you not, Edgar?’

‘As I warned Malcolm.’

‘Ay, you were always a cautious man, Edgar. I have a proposal. What if I provided troops and placed you and young Edgar at the head of them and you marched into Scotland and displaced this traitor?’

‘You would do that, William!’

‘I would like to see this young Edgar. If I had as high an opinion of him as I have of his uncle, I might well do that. I want this Donald Bane put down, Edgar. And when I have set young Edgar on the throne I shall expect him to be a good friend to me. He will swear fealty to me. He will be a good vassal; then there will be peace between me and the King of Scotland.’

Edgar’s eyes were gleaming. Rufus of course would want repayment for his help. That was natural. But it was far better for Edgar to be restored as King of Scotland, even though he was also vassal to the King of England, than to wander about the world stateless, as Edgar Atheling had done for so many years.

The pact was concluded.

Edgar should have the chance to regain his kingdom and when he did he would always be grateful to the King of England.

The Abbess received the children in her sanctum. The stone flags were cold to the feet and there was no furniture, only a board on trestles and a rough stool on which the Abbess sat.

The children stood before her while her cold stern gaze flickered over them.

The eldest, Edith, was the most handsome, she decided. Therefore she would need the most correction. Her hair was in two thick plaits, and as one of these hung over her shoulder the Abbess Christina assured herself that her niece had placed it there for adornment and must be cured of the cardinal sin of vanity.

‘Pray remove that object. It disgusts me,’ said Christina, staring at her niece.

Edith had no idea to what she referred and stammered, ‘I do not understand . . .’

‘That piece of hair which you have wantonly placed where you think it will be admired. Hide it, I say.’

Edith flushed and taking the plait threw it over her shoulder where it could no longer offend the Abbess.

‘You will learn how we deal with vanity here,’ she said. ‘We pray that it shall be taken from us and if it is not it is whipped out of us.’

‘I was not meaning to show my hair. I . . .’

‘Silence,’ said Christina. ‘We do not excuse our follies. We admit them and pray for the power to cast them out. They are devils that possess us and need to be exorcised.’

Edith silently prayed that Uncle Edgar would return and take them away from this cold unfriendly place and this hostile woman. But she knew that she prayed in vain. It had been her mother’s wish that their Aunt Christina should care for them. Could their kind and gentle mother have known how harsh a life of religion had made her sister?

The little ones were cowering close to her. Mary was dismayed, but Edith knew that Aunt Christina had decided that she should be her main victim.

‘You are here to learn to become worthy members of a great family,’ said the Abbess, ‘but first of all you must be children of God. Here we show no mercy to those who stray from virtue. Understand that, every one of you. You will now go to the apartments reserved for you and there you will find your garments ready. Those which you now wear will be taken from you. They are the vestments of the world.’

A nun had come into the chamber, and the Abbess said to her, ‘Take them away, Sister. You know your duty.’

Edith was about to protest and for a few moments she and her aunt looked into each other’s eyes. When her parents were alive she had resisted Aunt Christina’s efforts to put her into a nun’s habit. Once Aunt Christina had brought the rough serge garment to her and forced her to put it on. It had scratched her skin and was uncomfortable and ever after Aunt Christina had always terrified her. There was something satanic about her for all her piety or perhaps because of it. She was so sure of her virtue that she did not care how much she hurt others in her efforts
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