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      Thank you for choosing to journey back to the brutal reality of 1066. Crafting this narrative required digging deep into the shield-walls of the past, and bringing it to your hands has been a labor of true passion.

      If you find yourself gripped by this tale, if you can smell the copper of the blood and hear the clash of steel, I implore you to take just a moment to leave a five-star rating and an honest review on the platform where you purchased it. In the modern digital age, independent history relies entirely on readers like you to feed the algorithm and help this book find its way into the hands of fellow history enthusiasts.

      Your word-of-mouth is the ultimate shield-wall protecting this work. Finally, a gentle reminder that The Broken Shield is also available in a beautiful paperback edition at Barnes & Noble and independent bookstores everywhere—perfect for your physical history shelf.

      — Winston Maddox
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      To understand what died on the banks of the Derwent on the twenty-fifth of September, 1066, one must first understand what kind of creature Harald Sigurdsson was, and creatures of his particular kind are not made in a single lifetime. They are the product of catastrophe, of exile, of a childhood spent learning that the world respects only two currencies: violence and cunning. Harald learned this lesson before he was old enough to shave, and he spent the next thirty years perfecting the exchange rate between them until no man alive could outbid him in either.

      He was born around the year 1015, the youngest son of a minor Norwegian chieftain named Sigurd Syr, which means roughly "Sigurd the Sow," a nickname whose origins are lost to us but which suggests a man of peasant earthiness rather than aristocratic pretension. His mother, Åsta Gudbrandsdatter, was a woman of considerably greater political significance, for she had previously been married to Harald Grenske and had borne him a son who would become one of the most consequential figures in the entire history of Norway: Olaf Haraldsson, later canonized as Saint Olaf, the man who dragged his reluctant kingdom into Christianity by the throat. This made Harald Sigurdsson the half-brother of a saint, a relationship that would define, haunt, and ultimately justify his entire political career. He carried the martyr's blood in his veins like a title deed, and he would spend decades cashing it in.

      The defining event of Harald's early life came when he was fifteen years old, at the Battle of Stiklestad in 1030. Olaf, having been driven from the Norwegian throne by the combined machinations of King Cnut of England and Denmark and the Norwegian aristocracy that resented his heavy-handed Christianization policies, attempted to reclaim his kingdom with a relatively small army of loyal retainers and Swedish mercenaries. The battle was a disaster. Olaf was killed, cut down by his own people, and the sacred cause of Norwegian independence temporarily extinguished. Harald fought at Stiklestad alongside his half-brother, which tells us something remarkable about the boy's character — that at fifteen, he was already considered capable of bearing arms in a pitched battle, and that his loyalty to Olaf was the kind that does not calculate odds. He was wounded in the fighting, and the men who survived the slaughter scattered into the forests and mountains of Norway, then across the border into Sweden, hunted by the partisans of Danish power.

      It is here, in the cold aftermath of Stiklestad, that we catch our first clear glimpse of the man Harald would become. A lesser temperament might have accepted the verdict of the battlefield, found some quiet corner of Scandinavia, and lived out a diminished life in obscurity. Harald did the opposite. He moved east, first into Russia, where the Kievan Rus under Yaroslav the Wise had become something of a clearinghouse for Scandinavian talent and ambition. Yaroslav, himself of Viking ancestry and married to a Swedish princess, maintained the kind of court that attracted men like Harald — men with skills, grievances, and nowhere particular to be. The young Norwegian spent time in Yaroslav's service, learning the craft of leadership, absorbing the administrative complexity of a large multi-ethnic state, and very likely beginning to develop the strategic patience that would later become one of his most lethal characteristics. He was acquiring an education unavailable in Norway, and he seems to have understood this, even at sixteen or seventeen, with the clarity of a man twice his age.

      But Russia was not the destination. Russia was the vestibule. The destination, the place that would forge the final and most terrifying version of Harald Sigurdsson, was Constantinople, which the Norse called Miklagard — the Great City — and which functioned in the imagination of every ambitious young man in the Viking world as a combination of Rome, Babylon, and paradise. The Byzantine Empire in the early eleventh century was the most sophisticated political organism in the Western world, a state of extraordinary wealth and bureaucratic complexity, surrounded on nearly every side by enemies and yet enduring through a combination of diplomatic genius, economic dominance, and one of the most professional military establishments of the medieval period. The emperors of Byzantium had learned, over centuries of managing barbarian threats, that the most dangerous barbarians could be neutralized most efficiently by hiring them. Thus had arisen the Varangian Guard.

      The Varangians were, in essence, the emperor's personal bodyguard, drawn predominantly from Norsemen and later from Anglo-Saxons, selected for their ferocity, their physical size, their utter disconnection from the webs of Byzantine court politics, and their reputation for a kind of blunt professional loyalty that the elaborate intrigue of the imperial court could not easily corrupt. They were paid extraordinarily well, given privileged access to imperial ceremonial, and deployed in the most dangerous situations as the shock troops of last resort. They were also, as a cultural matter, deeply alien to the world they operated in — they worshipped in ways Byzantine courtiers found strange, they drank with an enthusiasm that scandalized the more temperate Greeks, and they maintained an internal solidarity that made them, as a unit, nearly impossible to subvert. This was precisely the point. An emperor surrounded by scheming nobles and ambitious generals needed men whose loyalty to him was purely contractual and therefore, paradoxically, more reliable than the loyalty of blood relations who had something to gain from his death.

      Harald arrived in Constantinople around 1034, with a retinue of perhaps five hundred warriors he had assembled during his time in Russia, and almost immediately began to distinguish himself. The sources here are frustratingly oblique — we have the later Norse sagas, which are rich in anecdote and unreliable in detail, and we have the silence of Byzantine chronicles, which were not particularly interested in recording the individual exploits of foreign mercenaries except when those exploits intersected with the careers of great emperors. But the trajectory of Harald's career within the Guard is not in serious dispute. He rose, and he rose fast, which means he was both exceptionally capable in battle and exceptionally shrewd in the management of his own reputation.

      The Byzantine military of this period was engaged in a near-continuous series of campaigns: against the Arabs in the east and south, against various Balkan powers in the west and northwest, against pirates and raiders in the Aegean, and against the various internal rebellions and coups that were the chronic disease of imperial politics. Harald served in all of these theaters. He fought in Asia Minor, where Byzantine forces were engaged in the grinding border warfare against the Arab caliphates that had characterized the region for four centuries. He fought in Bulgaria, in campaigns that required the particular brutality of mountain warfare and the management of hostile civilian populations. Most significantly, he fought in Sicily and along the Italian coast, where the Byzantines were engaged in an increasingly desperate attempt to maintain their hold on southern Italy against the rising pressure of the Normans — a conflict that was, in a deep historical irony, bringing Harald into contact with the very people who would ultimately end the world he was trying to build in Norway.

      What he learned in these campaigns cannot be overstated in its importance. Norway, in the early eleventh century, was at the periphery of the military world. Its warriors were formidable in their own tradition — the shield-wall, the axe, the longship — but that tradition was fundamentally conservative, a set of techniques refined over centuries of raiding and local conflict that had not been seriously tested against the full complexity of organized state warfare. Byzantine military thinking was something else entirely. It drew on a continuous tradition reaching back to Rome, refined through centuries of conflict against opponents ranging from the Arab cavalry armies of the caliphate to the armored cataphracts of the eastern steppe, incorporating sophisticated engineering, siege craft, naval tactics, supply chain management, and intelligence operations that the Norse tradition simply did not possess. Harald absorbed all of it. He was, by temperament, the kind of man who treats every experience as a lesson, and the Byzantine Empire was the greatest military school in the world.

      He also learned something more difficult to quantify but perhaps equally important: the psychology of command at scale. The Varangian Guard was not a raiding party of fifty men or a tribal levy of a few hundred. It was a professional military unit operating within a vast organizational structure, subject to the discipline of a state apparatus, required to function in coordination with other units of very different character and capability. Managing men in that context demanded a different kind of authority than the personal magnetism and individual ferocity that sufficed in Scandinavian warfare. It required the capacity to project power through hierarchy, to maintain discipline through a combination of example and institutional pressure, to make decisions quickly on incomplete information and to make those decisions stick. Harald developed all of these capacities in Constantinople, in the hardest possible school, against enemies who were under no obligation to be forgiving of errors.

      The sagas record various specific exploits during this period, many of which are certainly embellished and some of which are probably invented outright, but the cumulative portrait they paint — of a man who combined personal physical courage of the most extreme kind with genuine tactical intelligence and a cold-blooded willingness to do whatever a situation required — is consistent enough across multiple independent sources to be broadly credible. There are stories of Harald blinding a rival, of Harald tricking his way into a Saracen city under a false pretext of seeking Christian burial, of Harald navigating the labyrinthine politics of the imperial succession with the nimble dexterity of a born courtier. Whether any particular story is literally true matters less than the question of why these are the stories that were told about him. Men do not get credited with cunning and ruthlessness unless they have demonstrated, in ways their contemporaries found memorable, that they actually possess these qualities.

      By the time Harald left Constantinople, probably around 1042 or 1043, he had risen to a senior command position within the Guard, had accumulated wealth on a scale that was simply incomprehensible by the standards of a Norse chieftain, and had developed a reputation that preceded him across the known world. He left under circumstances that the sources describe variously as voluntary retirement and something closer to a forced departure following the overthrow of the emperor he had served — the Byzantine political situation of the early 1040s was characteristically convulsed — but whatever the precise circumstances, he left as a different kind of entity than he had arrived. He had arrived as a talented refugee with a grievance and a sword. He left as one of the most experienced military commanders in Europe, carrying enough gold to hire an army, bearing the prestige of the most prestigious military service in Christendom, and burning with the ambition that had been banked but never extinguished since the field at Stiklestad twelve years before.

      The question of money in the Viking Age is one that popular history tends to treat superficially, reducing it to images of treasure hoards and stolen monastery plate. But Harald's use of the wealth he brought back from Byzantium was something considerably more sophisticated, and understanding it is essential to understanding how a man with no territory and no formal claim to any throne managed, within roughly a decade of returning to Scandinavia, to establish himself as the undisputed king of Norway and one of the two or three most powerful rulers in the northern world.

      The wealth itself was enormous. The Varangian Guard was compensated at rates that reflected the Byzantine state's understanding that cheap mercenaries are expensive in the long run. Annual salaries were substantial by any medieval standard, but the real money came from what was called the palace pillage — the traditional right of the Varangians to loot the imperial treasury upon the death of an
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