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      ‘Six of them,’ said Father Turkill quietly. ‘Two to serve the Lord, two to serve a king, and two to travel far beyond the sunrise.’

      Father Osgod, who was polishing a silver almsdish with his thumb, looked up in surprise. It was quite half an hour since either priest had last spoken, for Turkill had been counting his stock of candles.

      ‘Another of your seeings?’ he asked, his harsh northern accent sounding overloud in the sacristy of the great church.

      ‘I don’t always see, exactly,’ Turkill replied. ‘Usually it just enters my head, rather like a memory of someone saying it.’

      ‘You can’t have a memory of something that hasn’t happened yet,’ Osgod objected.

      ‘That’s the nearest I can come to describing it,’ Turkill said apologetically.

      ‘What does it mean this time, any road?’

      ‘I don’t know. All I can say is that it’s to do with King Harold’s children.’

      ‘Well, they are six, to be sure ~ Godwin, Edmund, Magnus, Gytha, Gunhild and little UIf.’

      Turkill nodded. ‘And their fates will be as I said.’

      Osgod crossed himself, twitched his nose and resumed polishing, frowning uneasily.

      Turkill noted the crossing and the frown ruefully, and began counting his current box of candles again from the beginning. He did not understand his gift, but he was not afraid of it.
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      The great willow stood by the bend in the mill-stream, where it turned to border the garth of Earl Harold’s hall at Waltham. Audrey stood by it and looked about her anxiously. The child had been here playing among the roots of the tree, not a quarter-hour before, but now she had vanished.

      ‘Gytha!’ she called. ‘Gytha, where are you? Your father is here!’

      ‘My father can’t come. He’s busy,’ replied a solemn little voice, apparently from beneath the grass at Audrey’s feet. The nursemaid crossed herself as she looked down and gave a gasp, partly of relief and partly annoyance, as she met the clear eyes, each sky-blue iris ringed with a darker circle, which were gazing up at her over the edge of the bank of the stream.

      ‘Oh, you naughty girl! You gave me a fright! Whatever are you doing down there?’

      ‘Making mud pies,’ Gytha replied, taking the question literally.

      ‘Just mind you don’t fall in!’ Audrey exclaimed, starting forward to the edge of the bank.

      ‘I won’t,’ the child said calmly. ‘It’s not deep here.’

      Looking down, Audrey saw that the stream was low, for the two mills had been grinding all morning and the water barely lapped the little beach where Gytha had made a neat row of mud pies decorated with pebbles.

      ‘Now come home at once!’ Audrey scolded. ‘You’ve to put on your best gown and have your face and hands washed and your hair brushed, and your father’s waiting!’ She seized Gytha’s wrist and hurried her across the garth, dodging between the various huts which stood round it, heading towards the great turf-walled longhouse, which was older than anyone living in Waltham could remember.

      Gytha, trotting along to keep up, looked sharply about her for signs of new arrivals, and saw strange horses being led to the stables and unfamiliar figures among the scurrying servants. ‘Where’s Father?’ she asked. ‘In the hall? Let’s go straight there.’

      ‘With mud all over you, and your old gown on and your hair in tangles?’ Audrey sniffed. ‘A fine sight you’d be for Earl Harold to see! To the bower first, and then to the hall when you’re fit to be seen.’

      A quick scrub with a damp linen towel removed the mud from the child’s face and hands, and she had the sense to stand still while Audrey dressed her in her best blue woollen with the pretty red and white braid trimming, and combed out her long hair, which was as yellow as new butter.

      ‘Will I do?’ she asked solemnly as Audrey stepped back to inspect the finished picture. She was tall for a six-year-old and had lost her baby plumpness, so that she looked like an elfin princess, Audrey thought, with her wiry body, pale golden hair, and those wide blue eyes huge in her little pointed face.

      ‘Yes, you’ll do well enough,’ Audrey replied consideringly. ‘Mind your manners, now! You call your father my lord, and don’t speak until you’re spoken to. Your brothers have come as well, and some of your father’s important friends, so you’re to be very good and quiet.’

      ‘Yes,’ Gytha said, looking a little anxious. ‘Shall I say my lord in Latin, French or English?’

      ‘English, of course, and don’t show off!’ Audrey replied sharply. ‘Come along now, and don’t keep him waiting any longer, or he’ll be angry!’

      ‘He hasn’t been here for a long time,’ Gytha said very quietly during the short walk from the bower to the ceremonial entrance at the far end of the hall. ‘I don’t know if I can remember him.’

      ‘Of course you can!’ Audrey said scornfully. ‘It’s not half a year since he was last here.’

      The hall doors stood open, for it was a warm, sunny spring day. Coming in from the bright sunshine, Gytha could hardly see anything at first, for the windows were few and small, mere shuttered openings in the thick turf walls, but as she walked forward in a dignified manner as she had been taught, her sight gradually adjusted, and she saw that her father’s great chair had been moved from the dais at the far end to stand by the hearth in the middle of the hall, where the fire was laid but not yet lit. Her father sat there, with two-year-old Gunhild on his knee and eight-year-old Magnus standing before him. Lady Edith sat on a stool beside the chair, and two strange boys stood behind her, watching Magnus, who was reciting Latin.

      Earl Harold’s eyes moved from his youngest son’s face to look beyond him at the newcomer, and he said, ‘Very good, Magnus. You’re working hard at your lessons, I can tell. And here is Gytha.’

      He rose to his feet, gently transferring Gunhild to her mother’s waiting arms, and advanced to meet Gytha, dropping down on one knee as they met, which brought his face on a level with hers. His hair was a darker gold than his daughter’s, and his eyes a darker blue, but there was a strong resemblance between the two faces which gazed seriously at each other for a few seconds.

      ‘Well, Gytha, do you remember me?’ he asked quietly.

      ‘You’ve been busy a long time,’ she replied, then, remembering Audrey’s instructions, added ‘my lord’. She frowned a little, studying his weathered face and the thick moustache which framed a firm mouth and chin. ‘I do remember you,’ she said at last, with some relief, and a surge of affection which made her stroke his cheek with her fingertips.

      He smiled. ‘Will you kiss me, then?’

      ‘Yes, my lord.’

      ‘You usually call me Father.’

      ‘Audrey said I was to say ‘my lord’, but I like ‘Father’ better.’ She stepped forward and kissed the moustache, which tickled pleasantly, for it was soft and silky, then put her arms round his neck in a strangling embrace.

      He hugged her slight body tightly, and said, his voice muffled in her hair, ‘You’re thinner than you were last year!’

      ‘That’s because I’ve stopped being a baby and turned into a girl,’ she explained. ‘You’re not thin. You’re solid and hard, like a tree trunk.’

      Earl Harold laughed and stood up, lifting the child in his arms, and turned to Lady Edith, looking from her still-lovely face to Gytha’s and back again.

      ‘Our elder daughter promises to be as beautiful as her mother,’ he said. ‘Now, Gytha — do you remember Godwin and Edmund?’

      Gytha regarded her elder brothers thoughtfully, and then said, ‘They’ve grown a lot, and Godwin looks quite old.’

      ‘I’m sixteen,’ Godwin admitted, amused. ‘I’m a man now, so of course I look old!’

      ‘You haven’t got a moustache yet,’ Gytha replied, peering to see if there was any sign of that requisite badge of manhood.

      ‘I soon will have,’ Godwin assured her. ‘You’ve grown a lot, too. So has Edmund.’

      Edmund, who was fourteen, said nothing, for he found children difficult to talk to now he was poised on the uncomfortable line between childhood and manhood, but he nodded and forced a wooden-looking smile, then, feeling his father’s eyes upon him, he made a great effort and managed a gruff, ‘You were a pudgy little thing last time I saw you. I suppose you must be five by now.’

      ‘Six!’ Gytha corrected sharply, and her mouth and chin firmed suddenly in her indignation, strengthening her resemblance to her father.

      Lady Edith laughed to see the two loved faces close together and so much alike.

      ‘Where have you been?’ asked Magnus, looking enviously at the jewelled daggers which his brothers wore hanging from their belts. ‘Have you been learning to be soldiers like Father?’

      ‘We've been at the King’s court with Aunt Edith — the Lady,’ Edmund replied, adding his father’s sister’s title as the king’s wife for greater clarity, for it was confusing having mother and aunt with the same name. ‘We’ve learned all sorts of things. Godwin can wield a battle-axe, and I shall learn too, when I’m bigger and stronger.’

      ‘A real battle-axe?’ Magnus asked, wide-eyed. ‘I can’t even lift one!’

      ‘You’re still quite little,’ Godwin said kindly. ‘You'll be able to when you’re as old as I am.’

      ‘No, I won’t!’ Magnus said, suddenly confident and no longer overawed by his elders. ‘I’m going to be a priest, so I shan’t need to learn about swords and battle-axes.’

      ‘A priest?’ Earl Harold asked questioningly, sitting down again in his great chair and setting Gytha on her feet beside him, but still keeping an arm about her shoulders. ‘Have you told Master Athelard?’

      ‘Yes. He says I’ll have to work hard at my studies,’ Magnus replied. ‘He thinks I can learn enough, though. He knows all about everything, so he can teach me all I need to know.’

      ‘It would be good to have a priest in the family,’ said Earl Harold. ‘Perhaps you’ll be a bishop one day.’

      ‘An archbishop!’ said Gytha firmly, for she had learned of this superior variety of bishop during the past week. ‘An archbishop’s more important. We only have two of them at a time!?’

      ‘Two in England,’ her father said absently. ‘Other countries have them as well. Have you ever seen one?’

      ‘No. What do they look like?’ Gytha asked, hoping for a description of something strange and wonderful, like the man with an eye in the middle of his forehead in Father Wulfwin’s bestiary, or even the man with one huge foot, which he used to shelter himself from the rain.

      ‘You'll see later today,’ Earl Harold said, smiling. ‘Archbishop Kinsey of York is coming here to consecrate the new church. And someone even more important! Can you guess whom that might be?’

      ‘Nobody’s more important than an archbishop,’ said Magnus positively, ‘except the Pope! Is the Pope coming?’

      ‘No, but the King is! He’ll attend the consecration, and he hopes for a few days’ hunting while he’s here. He’ll have to leave after the octave, for he must wear his crown in Winchester at Pentecost.’

      ‘Doesn’t he wear his crown all the time?’ asked Gytha, for she had always assumed that he did, underneath the hat which he had been wearing on the two or three occasions when she had seen him.

      Edmund laughed scornfully, and exclaimed, ‘Silly goose! Of course not! He wears it three times a year. Fancy you not knowing that!’

      Earl Harold turned an icy blue gaze on his second son, and said coldly, ‘You may feel yourself entitled to laugh at your sister when you achieve perfection yourself, child! I gather from Master Athelard that Gytha’s Latin is much superior to yours at the age of six, and her manners are better than yours at your present age!’

      Edmund flushed, stood on one leg, busied himself in making sure that his belt was properly buckled and murmured a gruff apology, and there followed an awkward silence. The children had been well disciplined all their lives, and their father had so rarely had cause to reprove any one of them that the present occasion was an awesome event. Gytha felt sorry for Edmund, and presently, when Lady Edith had hurriedly started to tell of Gunhild’s latest achievement, she edged over to him and slipped one of her greatest treasures into his hand. It was a pretty shiny blue bead flecked with gold, which she carried in her purse.

      ‘Why, what’s this?’ Edmund exclaimed, looking at it from various angles.

      ‘It’s a present for you,’ Gytha whispered. ‘Father Turkill gave it to me. He found it in his garden.’

      ‘What’s that?’ asked Earl Harold. Edmund showed him the bead, and he said, ‘It’s a lapis lazuli! I expect it came from Egypt. Turkill found it in his garden, you say? I wonder how it came there.’

      ‘He said an old Roman lady lost it when her necklace broke,’ Gytha explained.

      ‘That would explain it,’ Earl Harold replied gravely, handing it back to Edmund. Everyone was satisfied, for they all knew that Father Turkill, the Sacristan, had the gift of sight beyond normal limits, and would often look vaguely at nothing for a few moments, then speak briefly about something which had happened long ago, or would happen in the future.

      Edmund looked at the bead again, wondering what to do with it, and then said, ‘Thank you, Gytha. It’s very pretty, but I might lose it. Will you look after it for me?’

      The slightest flicker of a smile passed between his parents at this unexpected diplomacy, and Gytha received back her treasure with great satisfaction, and put it carefully into her purse.

      ‘This won’t do!’ Earl Harold exclaimed. ‘The King will be here in an hour or so. He’ll sup with us, of course, but his own people will tend the rest of his needs, and I must see that they have all they need. I’ve told them to put up his pavilions in the north mead, just across the mill-stream. The hay will have time to recover before mowing time, if it doesn’t rain too much while he’s here.’ He strode purposefully down the hall, calling his steward as he went.
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      King Edward arrived later that afternoon, with his wife, Earl Harold’s sister Edith, Kinsey of York, the Bishops of Sherborne, Wilton, Exeter, London, Elmham, Lichfield, Dorchester, Durham, Selsey, Hereford and Wells, eleven abbots, Earl Harold’s three brothers, Tosti, Gyrth and Leofwin, Earl Alfgar of Mercia and what seemed to Gytha to be an enormous number of other important men and their servants.

      She watched the procession arrive with her mother, Magnus and Gunhild from a vantage point behind the mill, and saw her father, with Godwin and Edmund behind him, greet the King and all the others in an easy, friendly fashion, which made her think that he must be very important in that unknown world away from Waltham to be able to smile and talk so readily to such great folk.

      It was only as the procession passed on, with her father walking beside the King’s horse and talking to him, with one hand on the fine beast’s bridle, that it occurred to her that something was missing. Usually, when guests arrived at Waltham, her mother greeted them…

      ‘Mother,’ she said, tugging at Lady Edith’s sleeve, ‘why aren’t you with Father?’

      ‘Because…’ Edith began, looking down into her daughter’s puzzled face. Then she hesitated, biting her lip, and presently said casually, ‘Magnus, would you please take Gunhild back to Audrey for me, and then you may go to see the King’s horses, if you don’t get in the way.’

      Magnus, willingly enough, took his little sister’s hand in a firm grip and walked slowly away, matching his pace to her still uncertain steps. Edith watched them out of sight, then sat down on the low wall which edged the mill-stream at this point, drew Gytha closer to her, and said, ‘The King doesn’t like to see me with your father. You see, your father and I are married in the Danish fashion, not in church, and the King doesn’t approve of it.’

      ‘I thought people always got married in church,’ Gytha said, her brow creased in puzzlement.

      ‘Not always. In law, it’s enough for a man and a woman to say in the hearing of other people that they take one another as husband and wife, and their children have the same rights as if they had been married by a priest.’

      ‘Then why don’t they have a priest?’

      ‘Because then it would be almost impossible to end the marriage later, if — if it became necessary.’

      ‘Why would they want to end it?’

      ‘Perhaps they might find that they don’t like each other after all…’

      Edith paused, thinking, then made up her mind to tell the whole truth, hoping the child would understand. ‘You see, your father is a very important man. He stands next to the King all over England, as his chief adviser and the commander of his army. I’m not important. I’m just the daughter of the steward of one of his many estates. I’m very lucky that he chose to marry me at all, even in the Danish fashion, but he did because he loves me and he wants our children to have a rightful place in the world. One day, though, he’ll probably have to marry someone else, a lady of his own rank, and he must be free to do so when the time comes.’

      ‘Why? He can’t do that! How could he want to marry someone else?’ Gytha was bewildered and anxious, her eyes filling with tears.

      ‘Can you keep a secret?’

      ‘Of course I can!’ she replied, moving closer and blinking back her tears.

      ‘Well, the King and the Lady have no children.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘One day the King will die, and there must be someone to follow him, or goodness knows what will happen! You see, King Edward has no brothers now. He had seven brothers once, but they’ve all died, over the years, and only one of them had a son.’

      ‘Then the son can be the next king!’ Gytha said. ‘Where is he?’

      ‘He was sent a long way away, to a far country, when Cnut came to be King of England. Three years ago, the King asked him to come back to England, and he came, with his children, but he died soon after he arrived. He had a son, Edgar the Atheling, but he’s only a little boy, much the same age as Magnus. He couldn’t rule England, or lead the army, until he’s much older.’

      ‘Won't he be old enough when the King dies?’

      ‘The King is very old — past fifty-five — and few men live to be as old as sixty. He would have to live to be more than seventy for Edgar to be old enough to rule. There must be someone else for the Witan to choose.’

      ‘The Witan? That’s the King’s council, isn’t it? Master Athelard told me about it. Father belongs to it.’

      ‘All the great men of the land belong to it. They are the wise men who help the King to govern. When a king dies, it’s their right and duty to choose someone to take his place. They must choose a man who will be able to govern well and protect the country from our enemies. Sometimes in the past they’ve chosen a boy because there wasn’t anyone else, but it’s always led to great trouble, and I don’t think they’ll ever do it again. It says in the Bible, Woe to the kingdom whose king is a child!’

      Gytha pondered for some time, while her mother waited, hoping she would not have to say anything more. She watched the little changes of expression in the child’s face as gradually her thoughts sorted themselves into order. ‘You mean that Father might have to marry someone who could be … the Lady?’ she said.

      Edith was amazed at the sharpness of the child’s understanding, for she had not only grasped that her father might one day be king, but had connected that with the earlier part of the conversation. She nodded, slowly and significantly.

      ‘I shall pray that the King lives to be a hundred, so that Lord Edgar will be quite old enough when the time comes,’ Gytha said firmly. ‘Then Father won’t have to leave us and marry someone else.’

      ‘He wouldn’t leave you or the others,’ Edith said quickly. ‘Only me.’

      ‘But he can’t — he mustn’t!’ The child’s eyes filled again. ‘What would you do? I won’t let him leave you!’

      Edith sighed. ‘We can’t, any of us, do as we please all the time. Your father is a very important man, and he has to pay for that sometimes by doing things that are hard for him. I’ve always known that I wouldn’t have him for long, that someday he would have to marry someone else. I’ve been very lucky that I’ve had twenty years of happiness with him, but I’m ready to let him go when the time comes, and I’ve told you now so that you'll be ready, too. He won’t ever leave you — you need have no fear of that! As for me — I shall go to a nunnery. The Lady Edith has said that I may go to Wilton if— if I ever need or wish to be a nun. She’s refounded the house there, but it’s very old, and many great ladies — even the daughters and widows of kings have been nuns there, so it’s a great honour to be admitted. We'll say no more about this, Gytha, and we’ll keep it a secret, just between the two of us, for it may never happen, and it wouldn’t do to talk about it. The King’s well and strong, and some men do live to be very, very old. He doesn’t lead the army, so it’s not likely that he will be killed in battle.’

      She spoke cheerfully and with confidence, and failed to notice that Gytha gave her a sudden sharp, shocked glance. It did not occur to her then, or after, that her words, meant to reassure, had in fact conveyed to her daughter that the man who did lead the army might be killed, and that was her father.

      Gytha had much to think about, so, when her mother gave her leave to go, she went to the church, which she thought, with so many guests about, would probably be the only quiet place in Waltham. The new building was just finished and not yet consecrated, but the preparations for that great event were almost completed, and only Turkill was there, spreading the dozen new altar cloths on the new altar, one after another, trying to decide which should adorn it after the Archbishop had blessed it. He was too absorbed in the problem to notice Gytha as she slipped in through the wicket of the great west door and went to sit on the wall bench in one corner, which was her favourite thinking place.

      She had understood most of what Edith had told her, but it was a shock to her to know that her father was so important that he might one day be king, and, if that happened, he would have to take another wife. It was something to cry over, and she did cry, her body shaking with almost silent sobs. Then she prayed about it, as she had been taught, but she was too young to understand all the implications, or to realise that her own life might be greatly changed if her father became king.

      During the building of the church, a temporary wooden chapel had been erected in the churchyard for services and to enable each of the priests to say his daily Mass, and Turkill, who never forgot the important things, however absorbed he might be in his Sacristan’s duties or his visions, had his turn to use one of the altars in the chapel an hour before supper. In good time, he put away the altar cloths and walked silently down the nave to lock the west door before he went to robe for Mass. He saw Gytha in her corner and went to stand beside her.

      ‘You’re troubled, child?’ he asked softly.

      ‘Yes, Father.’ She sniffed and scrubbed her eyes with her fists. He waited in sympathetic silence, but she said only, ‘It will all come out right, won’t it?’

      ‘It will go as God wills,’ he replied, ‘and God’s will is always for the best in the end. We may not like it at the time, but we must be patient and brave.’

      Gytha did not like the sound of that at all, and in the end could be a very long time. Turkill read her face easily enough, and rested a gentle, kindly hand on her head in blessing for a moment.

      ‘You mustn’t be late for supper,’ he said. ‘Your father wants you to do something special for him, so perhaps you should go now.’

      Gytha accepted that Turkill knew about her father’s wishes, so she hurried out of the church and picked her way through the throng of scurrying servants who were still unloading their various masters’ belongings from the wagons and taking them to the pavilions. Savoury smells issued from the kitchen buildings, and, through the open doors of the hall, she could see the trestle tables set up and the household servants putting out the trenchers and drinking cups for a great many people.

      She rarely ate supper in the hall, and never when guests were here, for even Magnus was considered too young for that, so she went to the bower, where a single table had been set for Gunhild, Magnus and herself, Audrey, and, to her surprise, her mother. She remembered in time to stop herself from asking why Edith would not be welcome to sit at a table with King Edward, but then she noticed a sixth place, and exclaimed, ‘Is someone else going to eat with us?’

      ‘Your aunt, the Lady, has asked if she may join us,’ Edith replied quietly. She flushed a little as she spoke, for the King’s attitude to her was a matter of some secret bitterness to her, and the Lady Edith’s kindness a solace. ‘Gytha, do you remember that at Christmas you carried the cup to Bishop William when he came to look at the new church?’

      ‘Yes.’ Gytha did indeed remember, for it had been a great occasion for her. It was the duty of the senior lady of the house to serve a ceremonial cup of wine to an honoured guest at the start of a feast, and she had been carefully coached and rehearsed for the task at the time, wondering all the while why she was doing it instead of her mother. Now she knew the reason.

      ‘Your father would like you to do it again, but only if you feel that you could manage it.’

      ‘To Bishop William?’

      ‘No. It will be the King this time.’

      One of Harold’s clerks came to fetch Gytha as the guests went into the hall for the feast. He stood outside the door with her, holding her hand with the idea of comforting and steadying her, but she was too excited by the honour ahead to be nervous. She jigged up and down a little as she waited for all the great men and the not quite so great to take their places.

      There was a hubbub of voices, which suddenly changed to a reverent silence, and the old Archbishop’s slightly quavering voice rang out in a long Latin grace, which, thanks to Master Athelard’s good teaching, she understood better than many of the adults within the hall. Then there was a scraping of benches, stools and chairs, and talking, more muted now, began again. Harold’s household steward peered round the doorpost, beckoned to her, and gave her the golden goblet with its jewelled cover that was used only for really important guests.

      ‘The King is next to your father, in the middle of the table, with the silver beard,’ he said hastily. ‘Walk slowly, mind, and don’t trip on your skirt going up the step, or coming down!’

      Gytha nodded, took a good grip on the stem of the goblet with one hand, and put the other on top of the lid, which did not fit quite perfectly, for she remembered that it had given her a fright by wobbling last time.

      ‘Now?’ she asked.

      ‘Just a moment…’ The steward flicked a long strand of hair back over her shoulder, and straightened her gold circlet. ‘Now!’

      It seemed a very long way up the hall, and there was the hearth in the middle to negotiate, but once she was safely past it, she looked towards the dais and was comforted by the sight of several familiar faces. Bishop William was there, of course, looking as calm and absent-minded as ever, and Archbishop Kinsey, smiling encouragingly. Her uncles Gyrth and Leofwin sat one at either end of the table, also smiling at her, and her father was watching with a faint frown of anxiety, so that she could not help smiling at him to tell him that all would be well.

      Then she turned her attention to the man on his right, who was tall, with long silver hair and beard framing a placid, rather expressionless face with such clear, transparent skin that the blood seemed to shine through it, and pale, sad blue eyes. She fixed her gaze firmly on his face, and forgot about everyone else as she advanced, quite slowly, towards him.

      There were two steps up to the dais, and she could not lift her long skirt, for both hands were needed for the heavy goblet, but she remembered the trick of kicking forward which her mother had taught her, and successfully walked up the steps, not the inside of her skirt. Biting her lip with concentration, she gave a stiff little bow, and then stared severely into the King’s face, waiting for his response. A faint smile appeared on the bearded face, and he bowed his head in response. Bishop William had given her only a little nod last time, she recalled.

      Her own ready smile lit her face, and she carefully deposited the cup on the table, as close to King Edward as she could reach, and piped up clearly, ‘Welcome to our home, my Lord King!’

      ‘I thank you for your welcome, my niece,’ he replied gravely.

      They bowed to each other again, and Gytha, greatly relieved that she had not dropped the cup or forgotten what to say, turned and skipped down the steps, recollected herself, and walked sedately back down the long hall. For some reason, everyone clapped or banged on the tables, but it did not occur to her that they were applauding her, for all her attention was on reaching the door without tripping over anything.

      As soon as she did reach it, she ran back to the bower, feeling suddenly very hungry and ready for her supper, but there was another ceremony to go through before she could eat. The Lady Edith was in the bower, and Gytha had to make her reverence to her, of course, and, inflated by her success in the hall, she added, ‘Welcome to our home, Lady Edith,’ for good measure.

      ‘Aunt Edith, sweetheart, in the privacy of this bower!’ the Lady replied, hugging and kissing her. The King’s wife was much younger than her husband, and dearly loved children, but had none of her own, for it was well known that King Edward had taken a vow of chastity before his marriage. What the Lady Edith felt about it, no one knew or cared to speculate, but her affection for her brothers’ children, both Harold’s brood and Tosti’s two sons, was deeply and freely indulged when she had the opportunity to be with them. Although her husband disapproved of Harold’s irregular liaison, she always treated her namesake at Waltham with consideration and friendship.

      Supper consisted of fish and vegetable dishes, as it was Friday, but the cooks had prepared a variety of herb stuffings for the carp and trout, and there was a serving of smoked herring to vary the taste. The children ate in silence, as they had been taught, but the two Ediths talked freely and in friendly ease about household matters and other topics.

      The Lady had recently visited the abbey she had refounded at Wilton to inspect the rebuilding, and had brought her brother’s wife a beautiful linen smock which the nuns had embroidered.

      ‘They do a little secular work to help earn their keep,’ she said, ‘but I’ve brought some of their altar linen as well, for the new church. How quickly Harold’s masons have worked! The King’s new church on Thorney Island is far from being finished. They talk of five or six years more of work.’

      ‘But the King’s minster is a deal bigger than ours,’ Edith pointed out, ‘and we had the advantage of the old church also being of stone, so the same foundations could be used. Digging the trenches and making a strong foundation takes much time and labour. How grand the King’s minster will be! Does he mean to make it a college of secular priests, like Waltham?’

      ‘No. It will be a Benedictine abbey, as was the old church which it replaces. The King has great respect for the Order. Now, Gytha,’ turning unexpectedly to her niece, ‘how did your little task go? Did you do it well?’

      ‘I — I think so, Aunt Edith,’ Gytha replied, stammering a little because she could not recall ever before having been invited to speak while at table. ‘Uncle — the King — smiled at me.’

      The children did not venture to speak again, and they were not invited to do so, but they were allowed to play a noisy game of spillikins with their aunt before they went to bed, and the Lady heard them say their prayers and kissed them as she tucked them into their little truckles. Then she and her namesake went out of the bower and found a quiet corner in the orchard to continue their conversation.

      The men intended to go hunting in the morning, after Mass, so the feast did not continue to a late hour. Harold escorted his royal brother-in-law to his pavilion, and stayed talking to him about Monday’s ceremony for a while before walking through the warm spring night, threading his way between the pavilions in the meadow, to visit the horse-lines to see that the grooms had all they needed. He then went to the new church to pray before the great crucifix which hung in the chancel arch of the crossing.

      The Cross had been covered with silver many years before, and now gleamed softly in the light of the candles which were kept burning beneath it day and night. Harold knelt on the new stone-flagged floor, praying, his eyes on the Figure of Christ in Glory, carved in black stone, crowned with golden thorns, with a great ruby glowing in the suppedaneum which supported His feet. Turkill, who slept in the sacristy, crept out to see who was there, paused to say a silent blessing on the Earl, and stood transfixed with joy as his gift allowed him a glimpse of the heights to which the Earl would ascend. Then he crept back to his pallet, murmuring the Te Deum under his breath.

      Presently Harold arose, at peace within himself, left the building, and went towards the small house which he shared with Edith when he was at home. At the door, he checked, thought for a moment, and then went to the bower. A guard stood outside the door, but he only nodded in greeting, recognising his lord in the moonlight, and Harold quietly entered.

      A tallow dip burned dimly by the hearth for a nightlight, and by its faint gleam Harold went to his elder daughter’s bed and knelt beside it. She was still awake, her mind grappling with the new knowledge she had acquired that afternoon. She stirred and sat up.

      ‘Father?’ she whispered.

      ‘I wanted to tell you that I was proud of you tonight,’ he said quietly. ‘You're a good girl, Gytha, and a credit to your mother and to me. Your royal blood showed in every movement you made in the hail.’

      ‘Royal?’ she queried, puzzled.

      ‘Your grandmother, my mother, is descended from the kings of Denmark. Her great-grandfather was King Harald Bluetooth, and King Svein of Denmark is her brother’s son. Never forget that, Gytha. Your cousin is a king, and your descent is royal. Goodnight, my little princess.’

      He kissed her, his moustache tickling her face, and he touched her cheek gently with one finger as he murmured a blessing.

      ‘Father?’ she said as he turned to leave.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You won’t go away from me, will you?’

      ‘What do you mean, sweetheart? I have to go away, but I always come back when I can.’

      ‘I mean — you won’t stop coming back?’

      ‘Of course not. This is my home, and you’re my dearest daughter. I’ll always want to be here with you, and I’ll come as often as I possibly can.’

      ‘Yes. God bless you, Father.’

      ‘And you, my sweet. Goodnight.’
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      The ceremony three days later was the greatest occasion Waltham had ever seen, with so many great and splendid figures taking part, all magnificently dressed. The bishops, of course, were all in fine embroidered capes with a great deal of goldwork, and the congregation in their best clothes, with much gold and silver jewellery in evidence. Earl Harold wore a jewelled gold circlet on his head, like a small crown, and King Edward, a magnificent sight in a purple robe with heavy gold embroidery, wore the real crown, the actual Crown of England, on his silver hair.

      After the Archbishop had gone round with a procession of bishops, blessing the crosses cut in the stone of the building, both outside and inside, he blessed the threshold, then returned to the high altar and consecrated it to the honour of the Holy Cross. After that, there were the altars of the side-chapels in the transepts and aisles to be consecrated, each bishop going to pronounce the proper words and prayers over one, so that all could be done at the same time.

      Mass followed, and then a lengthy ceremony during which the office-holders of the new minster were officially appointed, and charters presented by the King and Earl Harold to the new Dean, Father Wulfwin. Finally, a great iron-bound chest was brought in by six of Harold’s strongest soldiers, and was presented to the new church. It contained many relics of saints, as well as more altar vessels and crucifixes of gold and silver, which Harold had obtained some time before, during his pilgrimage to Rome, and kept for this day. Dean Wulfwin received the treasures with great delight and amazement, for he had not known that such precious things as the relics were to be entrusted to the new college. He touched the linen-wrapped bundles of bones with awed reverence, obviously considering the gold and silver ornaments to be comparatively trivial things beside them.

      By now, Gunhild was asleep in Edith’s arms, Magnus was fidgeting and looking about for some way to escape unnoticed in order to relieve himself and Gytha was wondering what had happened about dinner, which was usually eaten an hour before noon, for it must be well past time.

      At last the final blessings were spoken, and the clergy processed out of the church with solemn dignity, followed by King Edward and the Lady Edith. When they had passed, Harold turned to gesture to his sons and daughter to follow him and their mother as they led out the earls and the other great men. Gytha stumbled as she set off, for her right foot had gone to sleep and gave way under her, but Godwin shot out a hand and steadied her in time to preserve her dignity.

      Dinner awaited Harold and all his guests in the hall, and in a couple of pavilions for the lesser folk, including the representative townsmen. To judge by the red faces and anguished expressions of the cooks, scullions and servitors, who had been on their feet since before dawn, the strain of feeding so many was wearing them out. Edith and the children ate in peace in the bower, and after dinner Magnus and Gytha were given leave to go out into the town to see how the folk were celebrating.

      Everyone had been given (or had taken) a day’s holiday from all but the most essential tasks, although cows, sheep and goats had still to be milked, and Harold had given two fine bucks to be roasted over a fire-pit on the open ground outside the churchyard gate. The townsfolk hoped that one day they might be allowed to have a fair there, or even a market, and were careful to see that nobody presumed to build on the ground, which was useful, in any case, for celebrations of the present kind. Harold had also given two great barrels of good Rhenish wine, one of which was set up by the roasting-pit, and the other at the crossroads just outside the town, and anyone was free to drink from them.

      The two children were, of course, recognised by the people, who cheered them and gave them cups of wine and thick, juicy slices of venison on bread trenchers. Magnus, with a boy’s appetite, munched happily, with gravy running down his chin, but Gytha wished she had taken less dinner, as she did not wish to offend the people by not eating the food, and succeeded in smuggling most of it unnoticed into the ready jaws of the blacksmith’s dog.

      The feasting and celebrating continued all day until quite late in the evening, but the morrow was an ordinary working day for the townsfolk, and many of the guests were to depart in the morning, so the merrymaking subsided at sunset. The King and his immediate companions stayed on, for they meant to keep the whole octave of the feast of the Invention of the Holy Cross at Waltham, not so much in feasting and celebration as in quiet prayer and meditation, interspersed with a fair amount of hunting.

      During the week there were two wet days when, instead of hunting, the King, Harold and the other great men sat in the hall, talking. Gytha, playing quietly with her dolls at the back of the dais, listened and watched. Most of what they said was beyond her understanding, but she found the differences in character and manner of these important men strangely fascinating.

      Her favourite, after her father, was Lord Ansgar, who was the leader of the King’s military elite, the housecarls. He was tall, fair and lean, with a quiet, watchful manner, and seldom had much to say, but when he did speak, the others listened attentively. Her uncles Gyrth and Leofwin were as well-built and handsome as her father, but Gyrth was a forceful man with plenty to say, not all of it to the point or well thought out, and Leofwin was very quiet and thoughtful, slow-spoken, and inclined to pause frequently, when he did speak, to consider every word, but what little he did say was sensible.

      Earl Tosti, although he was also her uncle and next in age to her father, Gytha disliked. He was very handsome and charming, with a ready smile and a smooth, persuasive voice, but Gytha instinctively distrusted the way he looked from one speaker to another, weighing every word, watching expressions, yet avoiding meeting anyone’s eyes in direct and open gaze. He was on very good terms with her father, so she supposed he must be a good man, but later, when she was older, she remembered her first, unfavourable, impression of him, and realised that it had been right.

      The only earl who was not a Godwinsson, Alfgar, she thought a very strange man. He was a Mercian, fiery and intense, spoke volubly and over-energetically, but seemed to change his mind a great deal, arguing against whatever one of the others had said one moment, but going on to propose exactly the same thing himself a few moments later. The others often glanced uneasily at one another while he was talking, and avoided contradicting him directly, but to little avail, as even the most tactful disagreement seemed to throw him into a passion, when he thumped on the table and shouted.

      After one of these conversations, when the others had gone, Harold turned in his great chair and said, ‘Gytha, are you still here?’

      ‘Yes, Father,’ she replied, going to stand in front of him, a wooden doll in each hand.

      ‘What did you think of all that?’ he asked, smiling.

      ‘My dolls don’t like the cross man,’ she said firmly. ‘He shouted at Uncle Gyrth.’

      ‘That was Earl Alfgar of Mercia. He loses his temper,’ Harold said, as if that explained everything.

      ‘I don’t like people who shout,’ she said.

      ‘Shouting certainly doesn’t help to solve any problems, but it sometimes makes an angry person feel better,’ Harold observed with a slight smile. ‘You lose your temper sometimes, and no doubt you shout, too.’

      ‘He didn’t look as if he felt better. Anyway, I don’t like him. He’s bad and cross, not good like you.’

      ‘Good?’ Harold was taken aback. ‘I’m not good, Gytha!’

      ‘Yes, you are. Everyone in the town after the big service on Monday said how good you are, and Father Turkill said this morning that you were good to give the church all those lovely things. He was polishing the new silver, and he said you’ve made our church the finest in England!’

      ‘That doesn’t make me a good man, my dear! I’m a rich man — it’s easy for me to give things to the church, or the poor, but giving other people a little of what you have doesn’t make you good. It’s the sort of person you are that counts. I have many, many faults. I’m very ambitious, for one thing. Do you know what ambitious means?’

      Gytha considered the word, looking at the expressionless faces of her dolls for inspiration, then admitted, ‘I don’t think I’ve heard that word before.’

      ‘It means that I know what I can do well, and I want the chance to do it, even if it might hurt other people.’

      Gytha mulled that over for a few moments, then said, ‘Master Athelard says that we should try to do everything as well as we possibly can, whether we’re good at it or not, because that’s what God wants us to do.’

      Harold sighed. ‘Yes, but what if we only think we can do it well, and push out someone else who might do it better?’

      He could see from the expression on the child’s face that this was becoming too difficult for her, so he shook his head and said, ‘Never mind, sweetheart! I wish you were older, so that I could discuss these things with you. You’re easier to talk to than the others. Godwin and Edmund seem to be interested only in learning to be soldiers, and Magnus wants to be doing things, not talking about them!’

      ‘I shall get older,’ Gytha said gravely, making it sound more like a promise than a statement of fact.
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      For nearly two years, apart from a Scottish raid into Northumbria, England enjoyed a period of peace and prosperity such as the country had hardly known for longer than most people still living could remember.

      Archbishop Kinsey died not long after he had dedicated the new minster at Waltham, and Aldred, Bishop of Worcester, was appointed in his place. He set out early the following year for Rome to receive his pallium from the Holy Father, and, because the land was peaceful and settled, Gytha’s uncles Tosti and Gyrth went with him on an embassy from King Edward, and to make their pilgrimage. It was probably Tosti’s absence from his earldom of Northumbria which emboldened the Scots to make their raid, but he soon restored order when he returned.

      Earl Harold was able to make more frequent visits to Waltham during this time of peace, spending some time praying in his church and talking to Dean Wulfwin and Master Athelard, but he was glad to be able to see more of his family, playing with Gunhild, taking Magnus hunting and hawking, and talking to Gytha, with whom he seemed more at ease even than with Edith.

      He told her, one summer afternoon as they strolled through the pastures looking at the beasts, about her uncles’ journey, and she asked if he wished he might have gone with them.

      ‘Yes and no,’ he replied. ‘I’m glad I had the chance to go to Rome a few years ago, but I feel uneasy out of England, wondering what might be happening here in my absence. The King seems less and less interested in governing as he grows older. He wants to spend all his time either praying or hunting, and there are men about him who encourage him in that, so that they can do as they please without his noticing.’

      ‘Is that black man one of them?’ asked Gytha, remembering how dark Earl Alfgar’s black hair and brown face had seemed beside her fair Godwinsson father and uncles, and how much she had disliked him, although she could not remember his name.

      ‘Earl Alfgar? Yes, I suppose so. He’s jealous of your uncles and me, and thinks the King should have made him Earl of Northumbria as well as Mercia, instead of your Uncle Tosti. The King wouldn’t, because he doesn’t trust him, but Alfgar doesn’t seem to realise that fighting with the Welsh against his own King and countrymen isn’t a good way of winning the King’s friendship.’

      ‘Did he do that?’ Gytha was shocked, for the Welsh were the great bogeymen to English children. Audrey often threatened that ‘the Welsh would get them’ if she or Magnus misbehaved.

      ‘Yes, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he does it again, for he married his daughter to Gruffydd, the Prince of Wales.’

      ‘Married her to a Welshman!’ Gytha exclaimed.

      Harold smiled at the expression of horror on her face, and said, ‘He’s quite a civilised man, not a dragon! I believe she’s grown fond of him, although he’s much older than she is.’

      ‘You won’t marry me to a Welshman, will you, Father?’ Gytha asked anxiously.

      ‘Not unless you want to marry him,’ Harold assured her. ‘I wonder whom you will marry? Perhaps a great prince or even a king.’

      ‘Like Aunt Edith,’ Gytha said thoughtfully. ‘I’d like to have some babies, though. A lot of babies.’

      Her father laid a gentle hand on her head, then gave her long plait a playful tug. ‘I’ll remember that,’ he promised light-heartedly. ‘Talking of your Aunt Edith — she would like me to take Magnus to the King’s Court when I go back, so that he can study with the other children she’s gathered about her. Would you like to go, too? You’d have other children to play with — Uncle Tosti’s two boys are there, and Edwin and Morcar, Earl Alfgar’s sons, and young Edgar, the King’s nephew.’

      ‘No girls?’ asked Gytha pointedly.

      ‘Yes, there are some, but I’m not sure whom they belong to. Various relations of the King, I think. He has a few distant cousins who all expect places at court. The Lady likes to have children about her, even if they’re not her own. Would you like to join them?’

      Gytha thought for a few moments.

      ‘No, thank you,’ she said at last. ‘I’d rather stay here with Mother and Gunhild and Master Athelard and Father Turkill.’

      ‘Father Turkill?’ her father queried. ‘Is he a friend of yours? Don’t you find him rather strange?’

      ‘Sometimes,’ she replied thoughtfully. ‘He goes vague and dreamy and says funny things about what’s going to happen, with his eyes all cloudy, but most of the time he’s very sensible. He explains things when they’re hard to understand.’

      ‘So you don’t want to leave Waltham? You’re sure?’

      ‘Quite sure, thank you.’

      ‘If you change your mind, you can send a letter to tell me.’

      ‘How does a person send a letter?’ she asked, interested.

      ‘You ask Father Wulfwin to send it to me. He writes quite often to tell me how things are going here, and a messenger brings the letter to me, wherever I am.’

      Gytha stored this item of information away, thinking that it might be useful one day, and pointed out that one of the cows was limping. By the time it had been caught and inspected, and a sharp piece of flint dislodged from between its two toes, the matter of Gytha leaving Waltham had apparently been forgotten.

      Magnus, eagerly looking forward to his entry into the great world, left with his father, and Edith saw him off with encouraging smiles, saving her tears for after he had gone, when she went to the church to pray for him and weep in private. She was a gentle, quiet woman, and deferred to her husband’s wishes in all things, but sometimes found them hard to accept
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      Gytha saw her father at intervals during the next four years, for he came to Waltham whenever he could, if only for a day or two, and always found time to talk to her about his life away from home, but the time between his visits seemed very long.

      There was, of course, plenty to occupy her at home as she grew older. She continued her lessons, and learned to spin, to weave and to do fine embroidery, and more and more became her mother’s companion, particularly after Gunhild’s sight was found to be very poor and she was sent to Wilton. There the skilled sister infirmarian could look after her and try to find some means of saving her from blindness.

      Edith was very sad for a time after losing yet another of her children, particularly as she had counted on keeping both her daughters until they were old enough to marry, but Earl Harold came himself to take Gunhild to Wilton, and, a few weeks later, Edith confided to Gytha that she was expecting another baby.

      Ulf was born while his father was in Wales, fighting Gruffydd, but the Prince of Wales was killed, and his followers were glad to make peace on reasonable terms. Harold returned to England, escorting Gruffydd’s widow, Aldyth, to the care of her brothers on his way.

      Once again there was a period of peace, and Harold decided to undertake a task which had long been in his mind. He told Gytha that he was going to Normandy to try to persuade Duke William to release his youngest brother, Wulfnoth, and his nephew, Haakon.

      ‘Why? Are they prisoners?’ Gytha asked.

      ‘Hostages. William took them as sureties for my father’s good faith in an old quarrel, years ago. There’s no reason now why he should keep them, so I mean to ask him for their freedom.’

      Gytha shivered. ‘I wish you wouldn’t go,’ she said. ‘I don’t like Duke William.’

      Harold laughed. ‘There’s nothing to fear! He’s a hard man, and thinks of nothing but soldiers and castles, but he’s honest, and it’s important that I should meet him and get to know him. I’ll only be away a few weeks.’

      He did not, in fact, return to England until the late summer of the following year. Before going to join the King at Winchester, he called at Waltham to see Ulf and to reassure Edith and Gytha that he was, indeed, safely home.

      ‘I wrote to you frequently,’ he assured them, ‘but I suspected, rightly, it seems, that my letters never left the Duke’s hands, despite his promises.’

      ‘You were gone so long!’ Edith exclaimed. ‘I thought you expected to be away no more than a month.’

      ‘Indeed, but as soon as we landed a local baron took us prisoner, and kept us locked up until William came to ‘release’ us, as he put it. Then he wouldn’t discuss my business until after I’d accompanied him on a short campaign into Brittany. Oh, he was friendly — insisted on treating me as his brother, and piled honours and favours on me! That’s the trouble — one of his honours proved to be more than I realised. He insisted on knighting me!’

      Gytha had read something about knighthood in her studies of the French language but had little idea of what it involved, and Edith knew nothing of it at all, so Harold explained.

      ‘It’s considered a great honour for a man of high rank to give the accolade of knighthood to a comrade, and it’s accompanied by the gift of a warhorse and its accoutrements, a suit of mail, a sword and spurs. In exchange, the new knight swears an oath — of friendship, William said. I thought it was all just a ceremony of honour, with no great significance beyond that, and it seemed simple enough. I knelt before William, and he gave me a great buffet on the side of my head — nearly knocked me over — and then slapped me on the shoulders with the flat of his sword. It turned out, in fact, to have far greater significance. I didn’t hear the words of the oath until I had to repeat them at the ceremony, in the present of William’s entire Court, and it turned out to be an oath of loyalty. I couldn’t back out without insulting him in public, and he made it very clear that I’d not leave Normandy until the ceremony was completed in every respect! I had to lay my hands on two covered tables — he said it was just an old custom — while I swore; afterwards the covers were thrown aside to reveal two altars full of relics! Then he blandly informed me that my oath, in his belief and that of every man present, including the clergy, made me his man, and he would require my support in his claim to the English crown, which he said Edward had promised him.’

      ‘What did you say?’ Gytha asked, appalled.

      ‘That no king of England had ever had the power to nominate his successor, for the crown of England passes by election. His answer to that was that all the members of the Witan — the Curia, he called it — were known to be in my pay. I came near to striking him for that insult!’

      He scowled, looking more angry than either Gytha or Edith had ever seen him before, and the latter said anxiously, ‘But it was a forced oath, obtained by trickery. He can’t keep you to it!’

      Harold gave a bitter laugh. ‘Who says it was forced? All the witnesses were Normans. He made sure that all my companions were kept out of the hall for the ceremony!’

      ‘What will you do?’ Gytha asked, her eyes huge in her solemn face.

      ‘I’ll never trust William again, that’s for sure! As for the oath — I’ll make confession that I was a fool who let himself be tricked, and hope my confessor will absolve me from it. I can’t keep it — I haven’t the power to order the Witan to do anything, and I’m convinced that the King changed his mind long ago about recommending William as his heir — indeed, I doubt if he ever made such a promise, for he knew he had neither the right nor the power. I tell you I’d rather risk eternal damnation as an oath-breaker than let that Norman bastard take England! His rule is harsh and oppressive. I love this land with its green fields and forests, its flowers and meadows and its peaceful villages. The English folk are free, governing themselves under the King, and they love learning and honour good craftsmanship. Everything they make has beauty and rightness, from a great poem to a simple tool. If William comes, he’ll turn them into near-slaves. He’ll tax them to starvation to build his ugly castles and fight his foreign wars. He cares nothing for England, save for its wealth and the additional power it will give him to be its king. He’s a savage, in love with war and power! He can barely write his own name, and considers learning only of value in serving him for his tax records and keeping his chronicles. He wants the title of king, but not the love and care for the people that make the other side of the coin. If he comes, he’ll have to fight me for every inch of this land, until one or other of us is dead.’

      Edith and Gytha exchanged a half-frightened, half-proud look, and in that moment, Gytha, at eleven years of age, felt that her childhood had ended. Harold, his elbows propped on the table, covered his face with his hands and was silent for a time. When he looked up, he was calm again.

      ‘What of your news?’ he asked. ‘Ulf seems well and growing.’

      ‘He’s a good baby, so contented. And see, he has teeth, and he can almost stand by himself!’

      Harold played with his small son for a while, watched smilingly by Edith and Gytha, but then he gave the child back to Audrey to take back to his cot, and said gravely, ‘You know what I must do now?’

      ‘Yes,’ Edith replied calmly. ‘I know, and I’ve always accepted that it must be so. I’ve had you for more than twenty years, my dearest — far longer than I ever expected. I’ve been very lucky. Marry her, with my blessing.’

      ‘We’ve both been very lucky,’ he replied, and Gytha, seeing the expressions on both their faces, silently rose and crept out of the bower, beckoning Audrey to follow her. Outside, she asked the nursemaid to stay away until morning, and, to her surprise, the girl went without argument.

      Gytha went to the orchard, where nobody could overhear her, and there gave way to the storm of tears which was threatening to choke her. ‘Why?’ she demanded of the silent trees. ‘Why must he do it when he obviously doesn’t want to? Why can’t he be king without having to leave Mother? It’s not fair!’ With a rare spurt of rage, she pummelled one of the trees and kicked it, bruising her toes in their soft leather slippers. ‘Why do people have to do things just because they were born to be important?’ she demanded.

      ‘If we knew that,’ said Turkill quietly, coming between the trees to her side, ‘we’d understand a great deal more than we do now. You know that your father loves you and all his family, but there are two things he loves more — more even than your mother — and those are God and England. He understands that God wants him to do something important for England, and it matters more that he tries to do it than anything else in his life. One day you’ll feel the same about something you will have to do, and then you’ll understand, for you’ll have to make a choice nearly as hard as his.’

      ‘I? Gytha swallowed her anger and misery, and looked at him with bitterness. ‘I’m only a female, and a woman has no choices. What chance will I ever have to choose my own path!’

      ‘Many chances; and when you do, you’ll remember your father, and understand why he chooses to marry Lady Aldyth now. Come to the church, and we’ll pray together.’

      Gytha hesitated and stood thinking. ‘He doesn’t love her, does he?’ she asked.

      ‘He’s sorry for her, if you mean Lady Aldyth, and he’ll be kind to her, but he loves your mother and all his children. Come to the church and lay your troubles before the Holy Cross.’

      Reluctantly, Gytha went with him. They prayed together until, gradually, her anger and misery abated and were replaced by a sad resignation, an acceptance that she could not change her father’s decision, and so must endure it.
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      Harold reached Winchester in time to join the expedition to Wilton for the dedication of his sister’s church, and married Aldyth, with her brothers’ blessing and her own calm acceptance, a few days later.

      Earl Tosti had come from Northumbria for the dedication and the wedding, and Harold, who knew that he found the Northumbrians difficult to govern, expected that he would go back to the north again at once, but he lingered on, hunting with the King, and then accompanied Edward when the Court returned to Westminster at the end of October.

      Harold had invited Gytha to join him at Westminster, thinking that she should learn to take her place at Court as his daughter and that, once she had met Aldyth, she might accept her more readily. It was soon after her arrival that a group of Northumbrian thanes came to the King to complain against Earl Tosti.

      The charges that they laid were very grave, and Tosti was unable to refute them. Instead, he lost his temper and turned on Harold, shouting that he had stirred up the Northumbrians against him. This, the thanes denied so vehemently that there was no doubt that Tosti was lying, and the King, despite his great affection for Tosti, was greatly angered and sent him into exile.

      Gytha was very upset for her father’s sake. She had witnessed the scene and, to her surprise, it was Aldyth who sought to comfort her, seeking her out to offer sympathy and understanding in a shy and hesitant manner.

      ‘I know you’ve no reason to like me,’ she said. ‘I didn’t want to marry your father and he didn’t want to marry me, but neither of us had any real choice so we have to make the best of it. I know what brothers can be like — my two are always squabbling — but this was a dreadful business! Your father is safer with Earl Tosti gone, you know. Tosti was always jealous of him, and my brothers say that he’s taken every possible opportunity to try to turn the King against him for years. It says a lot for the King’s good sense that he never succeeded! The enemies closest to you are always the worst.’

      It had not occurred to
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