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 PROLOGUE

Falaise, Normandy

September 1028

 


The boy who was born near the autumn
solstice, in God’s Year 1028, was not called the Conqueror. Indeed,
for a fortnight he lacked even a Christian name. His birth had been
difficult and for the first tense moments, while the midwives
struggled to stanch his mother’s bleeding, he was laid aside and
nearly forgotten about. It was only when the danger had passed,
when they remembered him, that they discovered he had taken a
fistful of the sheets and clutched as hard as he could, staking his
right to his own life, his existence, even from his very
beginning.

Little, at the
time, was expected of him. The boy was born the son of Robert, the
young Duke of Normandy, who was but lately ascended to the position
after the suspiciously coincidental deaths of his father and elder
brother. But he was also born the son of Herleva, daughter of
Fulbert the tanner, a beautiful peasant girl who had caught
Robert’s roving eye from where he stood on his castle tower. Still
more, he was born a bastard – a youthful by-blow, intended mayhaps
for a career in the Church if he proved a quick study and kept his
mouth shut, remembered his place and took no ideas above his
station. Certainly nothing that would threaten his father’s
eventual trueborn sons for the succession of Normandy.

Those were
tumultuous days, with currents of politics, treachery, rebellion,
and suspicion boiling and counter-boiling. Robert, accused of
murdering his elder brother, was vigorously feuding with his uncle,
the lord archbishop of Rouen. At the same time, he was also
meddling about with the opportunities presented by his cousins,
Edward and Alfred Aetheling. The sons of his formidable aunt Emma,
who had been married to the previous English king Æthelred the
Unræd before he died and his throne (and wife) were appropriated by
the Viking invader Canute, they were the last living shoots of the
ancient English royal house of Wessex. Yet they had been living in
exile in Normandy, with their mother’s relations, for over half
their lives.

Edward,
the elder, was the more sober and grave one, the more circumspect,
the more devoutly pious. His younger, braver, more reckless brother
Alfred could not understand why they kept sitting about waiting for
Canute’s sons to grow up and become capable of fighting them off.
But Edward was used to the accusations of cowardice. He heard them
all the time.

Robert had
launched an attack on Canute in Edward’s name about five years ago,
but he was a lad of eighteen, greener than grass. He had been
chased off post-haste, convinced of the futility of trying to
attack and conquer a country as strong as England, and retreated to
lick his wounds and mutter. This had the foreseeable effect of both
souring his relationship with his cousin, and straining a bond
between Normandy and England that had – ironically – been first
made with the marriage of Æthelred and Emma, to forge an alliance
against the Vikings.

Robert’s
ancestors themselves were but a few generations removed from being
Vikings; his swaggering forefather Rollo had tipped King Charles
the Simple onto his arse when Charles had the ill-advised idea to
order him to kiss his foot. Rollo had been granted the fief of a
broad swath of northern France, and Northmen became Norman,
Catholic and French, preferring to gloss over their pagan roots.
But the streak of boldness, power, ruthlessness, and adventure
never left them. The Capetian kings of France preferred to keep to
themselves in their royal lands and not try their luck. The dukes
of Normandy had always been the storm.

Robert
himself did his forefathers proud with his defiance. But at last,
he too was beaten. After his uncle the archbishop had not only
excommunicated him but laid an interdict on the entire duchy,
depriving the common people of the comfort of the Sacraments,
marriages, baptisms, funerals, and Mass – always a queerly
effective way to command the ear of a recalcitrant ruler – Robert
was forced to yield. He was also forced to atone for his crimes,
which he did, but flatly denied that they included the death of his
brother.

Still
more, with the seasoned
diplomacy of his uncle, Robert began laying the groundwork for a
broader peace. First, he married his little sister Eleanor off to
Baldwin Elder, Count of Flanders, hoping to bond an alliance and
forestall future rebellions – Baldwin Younger, the heir apparent,
and his wife, Adela Capet, always bore close watching. Particularly
Adela, the sister of the new King of France. In fact, solely Adela.
She was as cutthroat a political creature as any lord, and was
already working on Edward, to see if she could talk him into
asserting his claim to England. (Thus enabling her and her brother
Henry, of course, to pull all his strings.)

Then
Robert did what he most dearly had wanted to avoid. He had fought
like the twin lions on his banner to keep his mistress, Herleva.
But she, no matter how comely, was of the rudest birth imaginable,
a peasant and a tanner’s daughter, and his barons would never
accept her as their duchess and lady. So Robert reluctantly wed her
to one of his vassals – Herluin, vicomte of Conteville – and sent
their daughter Adelaide, and his heart, away with her. And last, he
was coerced into making a match for himself. To seal peace with
England, he would marry Estrid Sveinsdottir, the sister of King
Canute. To prove that his intentions were sincere, and that he
would not continue to harbour rival claimants to the English
throne, Alfred was sent to Flanders (a dangerous place, considering
its proximity to Adela) and Edward agreed to become a monk at the
great Abbey in Fécamp. But with an eye toward maintaining his
ever-waning dynastic hopes, he contrived a bargain that if
opportunity should arise, he would extricate himself from Holy
Orders – the sin to be atoned for by a pilgrimage to great St
Peter’s basilica, in Rome.

With
that, the chaos that had
rocked the duchy since the death of Richard the Good was,
superficially at least, put to rest, and with its young duke a very
different man than when all had begun. The feckless, philandering,
easy-going Robert had grown up – become troubled, bitter,
resentful, withdrawn, prone to fits of temper that made no one
forget that along with Robert le magnifique, the handsome black-haired bon viveur who enjoyed
wine and women and fine clothes and good company, he was also known
as Robert le
diable, the equally hard
and ruthless warlord who could ride with a heavy hand on the reins
and both spurs to the flanks. It was le Diable far more often these days; he was utterly
miserable in his marriage, and longed every night for Herleva. But
among these rough waters, there was still one thing he loved,
adored, placed all his hopes on – not some theoretical future
trueborn son, not his scheming half-brothers or interfering distant
relatives, no popes or kings or crowns, certainly no Angevins or
Bretons or Burgundians or other feudal lords of France, his
opportunistic allies or mortal enemies depending on which way the
political winds were blowing, but more generally the latter, rivals
for finite wealth and land and prestige. No one but his
boy.

In those
days, the little boy was not the Conqueror, or a peerless soldier
and commander, or a duke, or a king, or anything more than a
bastard lad. In those days, he was only William.


Part One

The Young Bastard

 


1033 – 1040

 


 



 Chapter One

Falaise, Normandy

May 1033

 


Summer was coming.
William could see it from his window. The wind was warm and the
green on the hillsides was growing deeper, and at night the
crickets thrummed away. When he climbed to the castle tower and
looked out, he could see the small toy figures in the village. If
no one was there, he would boost himself up onto the crenels, peer
down at the ground so very far below. The idea that he might fall
was a pleasant shivery thrill, but he would not. He knew this
place. He was on top, where he belonged.

Whenever his
nursemaid found him up there, she would shriek at him to come down
at once, before he broke his neck. He would pretend he did not
hear, knowing that she would not climb up after him, and wait until
she was almost begging. This time, he held out for even longer than
usual, and Constance had nearly been dancing a jig with
frustration. When at last he complied, she said despairingly, ‘What
in heaven’s name will we do with you? Only four and this is how you
start?’

‘Five!’ he
insisted.

‘Not five until
the autumn, you know that. Why do you do this?’

‘I want to go
out there.’ He gazed over the broad green world. ‘I don’t like
walls.’

Constance
sighed. ‘Walls are built to protect you, sweetling.’

‘I want Papa to
come back.’ That was the chief reason he spent so long up there –
hoping to see his father’s crimson banners unfurl, stamp on the
horizon.

‘Your papa is
minding important business in Fécamp, but he’s promised to come in
a fortnight or so, if he can. You must be patient, and you
certainly mustn’t go climbing again. What in the world would I say
to the Duke if he came back to find you’d fallen?’

‘I won’t fall,’ he
repeated stubbornly.

She gave him
another despairing look. ‘Why won’t you play with Bernie?’

‘I don’t like
Bernie.’ Her little brother was such a cry-baby, even though he was
seven whole years old. ‘I’d rather go with Will.’ At the even more
impossibly glamorous age of thirteen, William fitz Osbern was an
object of fascination and envy.

‘Will’s too old
for you. I’ve told him before, he shouldn’t indulge you.’

‘I don’t want
to play stupid baby games with Bernie. I want to practise fighting
so I can be big and strong and ride with Papa. Will can hit me and
I won’t cry. See?’ He pulled up the sleeve of his tunic to show her
a blossoming blue-black welt on his arm.

Constance
bit back some highly inappropriate epithet, which dismayed him; his
current knowledge of curses came only from eavesdropping on his
father’s men-at-arms at their drink, and they tended to laugh at
him whenever he used one. ‘You are the world’s most incorrigible
child. And whatever I tell you not to do immediately becomes your
heart’s desire. Come, you little ragamuffin, let’s see about having
you do something that doesn’t risk your neck.’

She was
right. Being told that he must not or could not do something only
made him wonder why, see if he could overcome it, whether it was
scaling the castle walls or the prohibition on fighting with Will.
Insofar as he was capable, then what was to be lost in trying? Thus
after being disciplined by Constance, the first thing he did was to
go find her brother.

Will was
in the bailey, practising the longbow with the other squires. The
eldest brother Rainald was a knight now, off riding with Robert,
and if Will did well enough, he would be afforded the same
opportunity when he turned fourteen, the age at which a boy could
officially be made a squire and earn his keep with sword and
shield. Thus he was afire with excitement, and had been rehearsing
more madly than ever. But he glanced up when William wandered in,
and asked, ‘What are you doing? Didn’t Connie just go up the tower
to drag you back?’

‘Aye. I’m not
on the tower, see?’

‘S’pose not.’
Will lifted the bow to his shoulder, closed one eye, and sighted
along the shaft. He loosed. The arrow struck the straw target with
a thwack, half a foot shy of the bulls-eye, which elicited various
derisive comments from his fellows.

‘Shut up, you
lot,’ Will said, wiping his face on his arm. ‘I’ll see you do
better.’

‘I want to
try.’ William eyed the longbow enviously.

‘You
can’t.’

‘Why? Is it
because I’m a bastard?’ William flared. He heard that often,
namingly from Will’s stupid friends, who had smirks on their stupid
fat faces. They found him quite hilarious, and had taken to
addressing him as ‘Your Grace’ with exaggerated deference.

‘No, it’s
because you’re four years old and it’s too big for you.’

‘Five. And it
is not.’

‘Yes, it is.
You couldn’t even draw the string.’

‘I could if I
wanted to.’

‘No, you
couldn’t. I promise, when you’ve a few more years under your belt,
I’ll teach you to shoot as best you could want.’

‘Papa will
teach me to shoot before that,’ William said confidently. ‘Let’s
fight, Will.’

‘Connie will
flay me alive if I – ’

‘Best do
as His Grace says, Will,’ said another boy. ‘Otherwise he’ll whip
out his little cock and piss on you. And you don’t want to make
the Duke mad.’

‘He can’t
inherit Normandy,’ said one of the stupider ones, confusedly. ‘He’s
a bastard.’

‘Now, now,
Gérard. We don’t want to insult the Duke.’

William felt
hot white ice coming to his cheeks. He clenched his fists. ‘You
shut up.’

The boys
glanced at each other, grinning. ‘Oooo.’

Will gave
William a guilty look. To his friends he said, ‘Leave him alone,
now.’

‘We’re
just jesting.’ The one
doing most of the talking was a stout boy of twelve or thirteen,
with a sense of self-importance as prominent as the pimple on his
chin. ‘Aren’t we just jesting with you, ittle bastard? Aye, aren’t
you sweet, now! You can’t match up to real men.’

‘I can so.’
William darted to retrieve his wooden sword. ‘Come back and say
that.’

Pimple
smiled. ‘Normally I fight with a real sword, but if you really must. . . well, I’ll try not to
hurt you. But I make no wagers.’

Will
looked caught. ‘Louis,
you’ve made your point. It’s not sporting.’

‘You fight him
all the time, I’ve seen you.’

‘Aye, but
not because my mouth is the largest part of me.’ Will and his
family were in fact indispensable to the ducal household, cousins
at a first or second remove. The patriarch, Osbern, was steward and
seneschal, and his wife Emma was chatelaine. Of their four
children, Rainald was a new-made knight, Constance William’s nurse,
Will his best friend, and young Osbern. . . well, William didn’t
know quite what Bernie was good for, other than eating all the best
sweetmeats at feasts and farting in church, a talent so regularly
proliferating that some were beginning to suspect the Devil might
well be involved. ‘I’m telling you, it’s a stupid idea.’

‘I’m not
scared, Will,’ William called.

‘It’ll be
done in a blink, besides.’ Pimple took up another wooden sword and
assumed his stance across from William, looking full as
sanctimonious as only a piss-drunk squire could.

Will sighed.
‘Try not to put each other’s eyes out, then.’

‘Don’t cry,
bastard,’ Pimple taunted.

‘Won’t if
you won’t.’ William lunged.

Pimple
had the benefit of several stone in weight and several years in
training, and his first blow crashed into William’s shoulder hard
enough to make his bones jangle. William set his teeth, and batted
away the next one. He feinted adroitly and spun out of the
way.

‘Come on, don’t
fight like a girl!’ Pimple puffed. ‘Or is it ‘cause you can’t beat
me?’

‘I – can
– so!’ William
swung back around, angry enough to disregard caution. Therefore, he
stepped straight into Pimple’s lazy uppercut, and his teeth rattled
in his head. The next instant, Pimple hammered him on the other
shoulder, sending him flying.

William
could hear the laughter of the older boys, and it made him furious.
He spat, scrambled to his feet, ducked the next cut, and came back
with a savage, slashing hook, slamming Pimple squarely in the
midsection. It was followed with the satisfaction of seeing the
older boy give a whoof! and
nearly drop his stick. ‘You’re four years old!’

‘Five.’ William
dropped into the guard Will had been showing him last week.

‘I warned you,
Louis,’ Will said. ‘That’s enough.’

‘Will’s right,
I shouldn’t.’ Pimple was still getting his breath, but his smugness
had not been diluted in the least. ‘It’s not really a fair fight.
I’m almost a man.’

‘You are
not.’

‘Are so. I’m
getting hair in my oxters, want to see? I’ll stuff your head
in.’

Threat
issued, Pimple wasted no
time making good on it. William was tall for his age, thin and
wiry, but Pimple was big and ruddy and strong, and shoved him down
into the mud. William squirmed violently, got a knee between
Pimple’s legs and gave him a satisfying jolt, and tasted more mud,
along with no mean bit of blood. Will shouted, the other boys
cheered, and Pimple’s punch would have caved William’s nose in if
he’d waited to receive it, which he did not. He yanked his head
away and sank his teeth into Pimple’s fat wrist, biting harder the
more Pimple bellowed. ‘Get the bastard cub off me! Get him off,
he’s wild!’

‘You deserve
it, Louis,’ said Will, unsympathetic.

One of
Pimple’s friends, disagreeing with this assessment, came running,
got William around the waist, and heaved. William kicked furiously
as he and his new antagonist overbalanced into the mud again.
Someone was yanking at his hair, and sparks were going off in his
eyes, and he was fighting, fighting hard, he felt like a
man,
brave, he felt –

‘MERCIFUL JESÚ IN HEAVEN! WHAT IS GOING ON HERE?!’

That was the
prompt end of the scuffle. The master-at-arms strode in, the
squires had their ears boxed, and William, feeling it unfair in the
extreme, was sent to bed without his supper.

 


It was
thanks to that mess that he missed his father’s return. He’d been
lying abed, sulking, wondering when the kitchen-boys would fall
asleep so he could sneak down and steal food, when he heard – faint
but clear – the call of trumpets. He scrambled to his feet, wincing
from the pain of his bruised shoulder, and scampered to the
window.

Sure enough, he
could see his father’s golden lions in the dusk, flapping over a
brigade of grubby, weary knights leading their horses through the
gate. Either the Duke’s business in Fécamp had concluded ahead of
schedule, or he had put about false information to prevent his
itinerary being known with certainty. Matters in Normandy were at a
fairly low pitch, but Robert had never lost his old suspicious
habits.

William
watched with excitement bubbling in his heart. Papa was his idol,
his protector, his role model, the bedrock of his world for all
that he was absent from it much of the time. But there was not a
man alive who could hope to defeat his father, the best and bravest
that ever was. He contemplated escaping, but with all the servants
and soldiers about, someone was bound to see him and tattle. So,
mournfully aware of his empty stomach, he crawled back into bed,
passed an enjoyable hour by thinking up names to heap on Pimple
when he saw him again, and then finally, to make the morning come
faster, consented to slip off into a mumbling sleep.

William
woke before dawn, and crawled out of bed at once. As if to serve
notice that his punishment was over, someone had left a fresh loaf
of bread on the sideboard, and he tore off several chunks, scoffing
them down. Then he went to the door to see if it was still locked.
It was, but that did not dismay him. He plucked a sliver of wood
from the fireplace and set to work; this was another of the skills
of dubious provenance that Will had taught him, and he was
considerably proud of it. The bolt clicked, and he crept out into
the cool, breezy corridor.

He could
hear servants below, but for the moment, he was alone. He admired
the way the shadows twisted off his feet, making him big and
imposing. He planted his fists on his hips. ‘Grr,’ he announced.
‘I’m the king of
the castle, and you’re the
filthy vassal.’

No one
answered. He liked the way his voice echoed. He made a mean face.
He was quite pleased with himself. Just wait until Papa heard.
Pimple would be sorted,
see if he wasn’t. And then, he turned the corner and raced
away.

Robert’s
quarters were in the other end of the keep, and William crossed the
wallwalks in the cool morning air. He used both hands to lift aside
the heavy door, then crept through, down the corridor. There was
another door here which he disposed of with similar effort, then
stepped into the bedchamber. The breeze was tugging at the
tapestries hung to partition it; by day they would be rolled up and
the space used as the Duke’s solar and study. William got on all
fours and crawled underneath them, pretending he was escaping from
some fiend with a hatchet. He held very still, sighting for his
imaginary enemy, then hurled himself at the big canopied
bed.

He hit with a
resounding thump, just missing his prone father. But it was quite
enough. Robert sat up with an incoherent noise, looking around
wildly. ‘Gnargh!’

‘Papa!’
William yelled, reversing course and tackling Robert flat again.
‘You’re back, you’re back, I would have come last night but I got
shut up and had no supper – it
was bad of them, Papa, you have to tell them it was – ’

‘What in
the bleeding hell – I – what the – I’m glad to see you too, Willie,
but it’s some godforsaken hour, can’t you – ’ Robert le diable, august duke and feared soldier, yelped as his
son’s freezing fingers clutched him. ‘Bugger off, you little
pestilence! I’m trying to sleep!’

‘Papa,’
said William’s muffled voice. His head popped out, suddenly looking
quite serious, and worried. ‘Am I a pestilence? Is that the same as
a – bastard?’

Robert groaned.
‘Ah, fuck me. Sorry, lad. I shouldn’t have said that. Come
here.’

William,
relieved but still slightly nervous, nonetheless bounded into his
father’s arms, and the two of them fell back onto the pillows
together. William curled up against Robert’s chest. ‘How long will
you be home, Papa?’

‘Some while, I
hope,’ said Robert. ‘I’ve got bloody nowhere on my attempts to free
myself from your wicked stepmother, so I’ll have to think
again.’

‘Really?’
William was vaguely aware that he had a stepmother, Estrid, in the
same way he was vaguely aware that he had a mother, Herleva, but he
had never met his stepmother and could barely remember his mother.
‘Can’t you just tell her to go away?’

Robert rumbled
a laugh. ‘Christ, I wish it was that easy. The duchy’s doing well
by the renewed trade with England, I can’t break that off. But
we’ve little more time to go until we begin attacking each other,
and I don’t suppose that would be of much use.’

‘Oh.’
William did not understand politics or marriages, both of which he
regarded as intolerably tedious subjects, but he took special pride
in the fact that his father always shared the details with
him. So I
can know about them, for when I’m Duke too.

‘I even
tried asking Edward about it,’ Robert went on. ‘You won’t know
Edward – he’s my cousin. But the man’s useless as a limp cock when he wants. It’s enough
to drive me mad.’

His eyes had
gone distant and bitter, and briefly he seemed to forget that he
was talking to his young son. Then his face cleared, and he shook
his head with a smile. ‘But no matter. What have you been doing
while I’ve been gone?’

‘Fighting. I’m
good at fighting.’

Robert raised
an eyebrow. ‘Is that so. Who fights you?’

‘Will
fitz Osbern, usually. But yesterday I was fighting one of his
friends. He’s fat and stupid.’ William bit the word disdainfully. ‘He called me a
bastard.’

‘Is that so,’
said Robert again. ‘And what did you think of that?’

‘It made
me angry. He shouldn’t have said that. Shouldn’t!’

‘Thanks to the
inestimable wisdom of your great-uncle, I was never permitted to
marry your mother. And so in the eyes of the law, you are in fact a
bastard. If you show that you are hurt by it, it will be said all
the more.’

‘I don’t want
to be a bastard!’

‘And I did not
want to be thrown out on my arse by the Church, nor to give up your
mother. We can never have the things we want.’

‘He didn’t just
call me a bastard. He hit me.’ William shrugged down his tunic,
showing his skinny shoulder defiantly. The bruise by now had had
time to turn a deep impressive purple, the colour of the sky before
a storm.

Robert
sucked in a breath. ‘Christ almighty, lad, don’t be fighting the
squires. They are too big for
you, you’ll get yourself killed. But if you insist, then you’d best
learn to do better.’

‘I’m not strong
enough.’

‘Well then, you
must be, or you’ll keep getting this.’ Robert prodded it with a
finger. ‘If you blame a man for beating you, you’re only making
excuses for your own weakness. And if you’re going to bite off a
mouthful more than your size, make damn sure you’re able to chew
it.’

William
flushed. ‘I thought you’d – ’

‘Knock them
upside the head and tell them not to try it again?’ Robert ruffled
his hair. ‘I could, aye. But then when I’m not there to do it, it’d
be unfair to you if I’d left you needing someone else’s help. Don’t
look so long-faced, lad. In time you’ll be better than them all,
and then you can remind them. But for now, we’ll go hunting.’

 


The sun
was high, the day was clear, and the fields thrilled with life. The
world was gold and green and blue, infinitely possible, and William
was bursting with excitement. He was immensely proud of his
position – mounted in front of his father on the big grey courser,
his legs dangling rakishly. William could feel how easily and
unconsciously Robert rode, a touch with the knee or ankle, until
man and horse seemed but one creature. The courser trusted its
master so intimately that it had not turned a hair at the prospect
of being asked to bear an extra passenger, and that a squirming,
talkative, restless almost five-year-old. This was a hunting horse,
not the fearsome battle-trained destrier that would bite your face
off soon as look at you, a weapon of war as much as its rider.
(William had last fall come to much grief attempting to ingratiate
himself with one, and thus was prevented from returning to the
stables for months after.)

Robert
and his retainers were
not a large group, a mere dozen or so, and only hunting fowl; it
was out of season for larger game, Robert said, as they were still
raising their young born in the spring. ‘It’s cruel to take away
the parents too early, Willie. The young would be set on by wolves,
the number would dwindle, and soon enough there’d be
none.’

Hunting
was a favoured pastime, to be elected to go with the Duke was an
honour, and the riders were a merry bunch, talking and laughing.
William felt very grown-up indeed, even though he did not
understand their jests about women. But then they scared a flock of
partridges out of the underbrush, and there was a communal cry of
excitement as the birds flapped up.

Robert reined
in hard. ‘Joscelin!’

At once,
his young dark-haired knight, Joscelin de Bernay, was beside them.
Robert passed William down to him, then pulled his longbow off his
back. William, clutching the saddle-pommel of Joscelin’s roan
palfrey, watched as Robert nocked, drew, sighted, and loosed. The
arrow sprang skyward in a long, elegant arc.

It found
a berth squarely in the breast of a nice plump partridge, which did
a somersault and fell like a rock, shedding feathers. Robert and a
few of his men-at-arms got several more shots off before the
remaining partridges prudently sped out of range, and the hounds
were unloosed to fetch the kills. They trotted off, barking, and
Robert swung toward William and Joscelin with a grin. ‘How did I
do?’

‘Perfect,’ said
William stoutly. ‘You were the only man to get one on each
shot.’

‘Ah, I think
Rainald should count, his last one did clip the bird,’ said Robert.
‘Partridges for supper tonight, then.’

William
supposed he could allow an exception in this case; Rainald was,
after all, the elder brother of his beloved Will. ‘Aye, Rainald
too,’ he agreed. ‘Can I try your bow, Papa?’ Will hadn’t let him,
but surely Robert would.

‘If you
can even draw it, you’re a prodigy,’ said Robert with a grin, but
swung off his horse and accepted his son as Joscelin handed him
down. He knelt beside him, and stood up the bow. ‘I’d best do it
before you get into trouble with the squires again,
aye?’

‘I
reckon.’ William eyed it
cautiously; it was taller than he was. ‘Now?’

‘Well,’
said Robert. ‘Grasp here.’ He wrapped William’s left hand just
below the middle of the bow, then took his right and hooked it into
the string. ‘Turn your shoulders into it. Aye, like that. Imagine
there’s an arrow there, and sight along it. Before you loose, you
best be prepared to kill the beast – or the man – on the other
end.’

William
tried, but could not. Here in this beautiful warm meadow, his
father beside him, he could not imagine that such a day would ever
come. I’ll
pretend it’s Pimple, I don’t like him. But not even Pimple’s face would show
clearly.

Nonetheless,
anxious to prove he had grasped the exercise, he said,
‘Uh-huh.’

‘Now draw it
back. Straight, even, as quick as you can.’

William
set his teeth, braced his feet, and could feel his thin arms
trembling with the strain. But he could not budge the
string. Papa
must be as strong as ten men. ‘Joscelin?’

‘Good try,
lad,’ said Joscelin kindly. ‘You’ll have to work at it every day,
and with a bow that’s your size, but you’ll have an aptitude, I can
see.’

However,
William was not ready to concede failure. ‘I can do it!’ he
insisted. ‘Papa, help me hold it this time, but don’t pull.’

‘Cross my
heart,’ Robert promised, putting his big, callused hands over
William’s. ‘All right, one – two – three!’

The bowstring
bent smoothly as silk.

William stared
in awe. It had not pulled as far as it could, which was far too
broad a span for him, but it had gone very nicely all the way back
to his ear. ‘Did you see that?’ he exclaimed. ‘Josce, did you see
that? I did it!’

‘Aye, lad, it
was marvellous,’ Joscelin assured him, grinning.

William basked
in his success a few moments more, then doubt pricked him and he
turned to his father suspiciously. ‘You didn’t pull, did you? I
told you not to pull.’

‘I didn’t pull
a bit,’ said Robert solemnly, biting his cheek. ‘It was all you,
lad.’

William
paused, then turned, let go of the bow, and tackled his father in
the same way he had ambushed him that morning. Robert, equally
unprepared for it, made a surprised noise and capsized, his
giggling son clamped to his chest, as they went tumbling downhill,
growling at each other. They came to rest by a stream and lay
there, snorting and wheezing. Robert himself was chuckling
uncontrollably. ‘Aye,’ he said at last. ‘You’re my son. Not a doubt
of it.’

Nothing
could ever make William happier. What does it matter if I am a bastard? Not
here. ‘I love you,
Papa,’ he said, hugging Robert’s shoulder.

‘And I
love you, William.’ Robert tousled his hair again. Then he got to
his feet and slung William over his shoulder. ‘Well, let’s get our
partridges off to the kitchens, and get us back as well. Any more
of this and the castle won’t be standing come the
morning.’

‘You’ll teach
me to hunt too,’ William pressed. ‘And hawk. Will’s going to get a
new bird, he’ll teach it to eat from his hand and scratch out the
eyes of the people he doesn’t like.’

Robert
gave him a jaded look. ‘And is Will plotting this, or you?’

William
shrugged. For all intents and purposes, he failed to see the
difference.

 


 



 Chapter Two

Falaise, Normandy

July 1033

 


Robert may have
disliked the process of making conciliations, but there was one
thing to be said for it: he was emancipated from the need to race
around the duchy, quashing one trouble spot while another flared
up. He would be wise not to rest too much on his laurels, but his
vassals had made no attempt to overthrow, excommunicate, or murder
him ever since he’d offered his balls on a platter to his uncle. In
fact, everything had sunk down into something nearly approximating
peace, a shocking state for a world stitched together of blood,
valour, sweat, greed, pride, and provincial power struggles, and
here he was.

Or
rather,
almost
everything.

Sometimes
he felt guilty for being still so restless and discontented. His
blessings were considerable. He had his life, he had his health.
His alliance with Henry Capet – now King of France in his own
right, after Robert had supported Henry against his scheming mother
and brother in the always rickety succession – had paid dividends
in the promised form of the county of the Vexin, a strategically
vital sliver of land whose castles buttressed the Seine all the way
to Paris and whose vineyards and orchards yielded a rich crop both
in trade and his perpetually penurious coffers. Ruling was far
easier when the Archbishop of Rouen was working with rather than
against him. And of course, William. He could not have been too
grateful for that.

Robert told
himself that he was not quite so small and selfish, could take joy
in others’ happiness. It was certainly there to be had. Edward had
settled invisibly into life as a monk, and Alfred had thankfully
refrained from starting any wars. His sister Eleanor was happy in
Bruges, and had borne a daughter, Judith, just that spring,
infinitely delighting her doting husband with proof of his
continued potency. (It had delighted Adela and Baldwin Younger as
well, no doubt, that Judith was not a son and therefore posed no
threat of Baldwin Elder disinheriting them in favour of her.)
Despite being married to a man old enough to be her father,
Eleanor, with her customary good grace, had made the best of
it. A pity I
cannot do likewise.

He had
had women since Herleva,
but it was always anticlimactic and unhappy. Sometimes he feared he
would not even be able to perform. The fear made him angry, and
then he would hurt them, and they would wipe their tears on the
sheet, take their money and leave without speaking. He found little
joy in it, a grim and dogged coupling, and had begun to avoid it;
he longed for satisfaction but could not be satisfied. He had in
fact been desperate enough to make a genuine effort to get to know
his wife, but if he thought this would illuminate some sort of
soul-saving revelation with Estrid, he was sadly mistaken. Bloody
stubborn Danish bitch. He hated everything about her, from her
habit of sleeping with an axe to her bard’s dismal songs about a
legendary Geatish king fighting a trio of monsters and eventually
meeting his match in a dragon. After the number of times he’d heard
it, it apparently being most popular in her brother Canute’s court
– a poem about Danish heroes, written in Saxon, the sort of
cultural reconciliation a Viking king of the English had a vested
interest in promoting – Robert most sorely wished that Grendel had
eaten the hero upon first encounter and saved them all the tedium.
Estrid, for her part, thought the same about his favourite
chanson de
geste, the very story of
knighthood and valour, The Song of Roland.

It was
all made several orders of magnitude worse by the news from
Conteville. Almost exactly nine months after the wedding,
Herluin and Herleva had
become parents of a bouncing baby boy called Odo. After he heard
the news, Robert had lain awake, fists clenched, desperately
fighting the urge to throw on a cloak, ride to Conteville, and
murder Herluin on the spot.

Firstly,
it had taken Herluin only one night to get a son on Herleva; it had
taken Robert almost five months. Secondly, it was said that Odo was
his father’s graven image – the man had even succeeded in that,
whereas Robert had not. William was his life, his pride and joy,
and he would not give him up for anything, but Christ, did the boy
have to look so damned much like his mother? It kept the wound
open, a slow drip of blood that would not congeal. Just last
fortnight, when he heard that Herleva was expecting for the fourth
time, he had wanted to break everything in sight. Show, in some
tangible way, the wasteland which had replaced his soul.

He had
gone to a whore that night for the first time in almost a year,
wondered if he’d even remember what to do, gotten too drunk, and
was rough with her to the point of violence. She had pleaded for
m’lord to be just a bit gentler, just a bit, but all he could see
in her sweet blue eyes and tangled golden hair was ghosts and
failures and defeats, and he hated her for it. He threw her down
and fucked her, fucked her until she was sobbing, then flung a
silver denier at her and told her to get out before he killed
her. Robert
le diable. He had
forgotten who had made him that, or if he had always been and
simply failed to notice. They called his son the Bastard of
Normandy, though never to his face knowing they would pay for those
words a hundredfold, but Robert knew better. It was him. It had
always been him.

It was enough.
He could no longer live with the demons. And that was why, in July
of God’s Year 1033, he raised, at last, the banner of
surrender.

 


‘Who is
coming here, Papa?’ William had been playing with a set of wooden
knights that Joscelin had carved for him, but he looked up at the
tone in his father’s voice. ‘An Englishman?’ He had never met an
Englishman before, and thought them a most exotic and intriguing
species. It was said they wore their hair as long as women, and
beards like bears – not to mention, as all men of wisdom knew, they
had tails. He wanted to see one. He wondered if they
bit.

‘An English
archbishop.’ Robert leaned back in his chair. ‘His name is
Æthelnoth, Æthelnoth of Canterbury. And as well your great-uncle,
the archbishop of Rouen.’

‘Canterbury?’ Abandoning his knights, William got up and
trotted over, crawling onto his father’s lap. ‘What’s
Canterbury?’

‘England’s
equivalent of Rouen. The seat of the Church.’

‘Why is
Æthelnoth – ’ he pronounced the unfamiliar name with scrupulous
care – ‘coming here? Are we doing something wrong?’

Robert laughed
hollowly. ‘You have my same mistrust of clergymen, I see.’

William was
puzzled. ‘No, I don’t. Aren’t you supposed to love God and the
Church?’

‘That,’
said Robert, ‘is debatable. On the latter half, at the least. But I
have asked the archbishops if they will consent to broker a new
agreement. One which will, in theory, finally free me from your
damnable stepmother.’

‘Oh.’ William
had not the foggiest idea of how this would come about, but his
father would see to it. ‘You – want to keep England as a
friend?’

‘It’s a foolish
man that would make it his enemy.’ Robert shifted William on his
knee. ‘When I was younger, I was rather forgetful of this. Its
glory days took a hit when the Vikings came marauding, but they’ve
been quite restored. Your great-aunt Emma is its queen, as a
fact.’

‘Really?’ That
intrigued him. ‘Can we visit her?’

Robert
laughed again, but without mirth. ‘Lad, once I set aside your
stepmother – she’s King Canute’s sister – relations will be tenuous
for some time, no matter how many pledges and charters of
friendship I make. It’s still an insult, and they will know it.
Besides, your great-aunt is bloody terrifying. I met her once, when
I was your age. I have never forgotten the experience.’

‘But I want to
see the world,’ William said, dismayed. ‘I don’t like walls.’

Robert kissed
his head. ‘You come by that honestly. I’ve the wanderlust as well.
But we won’t be making any pleasant family excursions to England.
All I hope is that I will find a way to end this cursed jape of a
marriage and not undo the alliance entirely.’

‘What if it
doesn’t work?’

‘Then
I’ll go to Rome and throw myself at the Pope’s feet.’ Robert made a
face. ‘Whereupon he’s likely to inform me how much it
cost.’

‘I want to go
to Rome too.’

‘Maybe when
you’re older, Willie.’

 


Later,
William would remember the arrival of the archbishops in Falaise as
prophetic. A touchstone, a portent. But when it happened, he had
more pressing concerns. He had turned five a few days ago; he had
been said a special blessing by a priest who knew neither Latin nor
bad Latin, and received as a gift a new wooden sword and a relic of
St Polycarp, which no matter how much he investigated for the
promised sweet scent smelled only like grave dust. But when he
informed his father, he received an uncharacteristically brusque
response. ‘Aye, I’ve heard. But don’t run to tell the archbishops,
aye? In fact, it’s best if you stay away entirely. They’ll take ill
to being reminded that I am presuming to cast away the possibility
of trueborn sons, however slight, in favour of a
bastard.’

The
casual, almost cold way in which Robert said it felt like a slap.
William felt tears sting his eyes, and in an attempt to disguise
the ache of this betrayal, he turned to rage instead. ‘You said it
didn’t matter!’ he blazed at his father. ‘You liar!’

‘It matters to
the rest of the world. I am sure you knew that already.’ Robert
drew on a pair of gloves, not looking at his angry son. ‘Go and
play with Will.’

Ordinarily William would have been gleeful at being allowed
to fight his friend without penalty, but today he was anything but.
‘You said I could see
the Englishmen!’

At that
Robert did turn his head, and the glare he fixed on William down
his long straight nose felt like drowning in a winter sea, his grey
eyes as cold and inexorable as stormclouds. ‘Where did this come
from? I’ll have no more of this petulance. You will be Duke, so do not give me cause to be
disappointed in you. You are a child, William. You understand
nothing. Now get out of my way.’

After he
had gone, William huddled in a corner, still hearing the bitter
echoes. He wanted very much to cry, as it was the first time Robert
had ever been so harsh, but would not permit himself.
Do not give me
cause to be disappointed in you. He wondered if Robert had a whole host of bastards
– he’d heard the jokes about the Duke’s taste for women often
enough. Or perhaps he had failed a test, lost his father’s love. He
wanted to go screaming for forgiveness, but was afraid of angering
Robert further. Le Diable. He
had never before believed it.

Some time
passed. William remained crouched in the corner. But when he heard
trumpets outside, his curiosity got the better of him, and he
pattered to the window.

From here
he had a good view down into the bailey, overseeing the entrance of
the archbishops and their retinues. The one who must be his
great-uncle, Lord Robert de Évreux, flew the same standard as his
father, two golden lions rampant on a crimson field. But the
English bishop flew an unfamiliar one, a black raven on a field
white as snow – the Danish standard, William recalled hazily, that
King Canute had borne in God’s Year 1016 when he won the battle of
Assandun, and then the crown, from the old English king Edmund.
There was another standard beneath it: some sort of golden dragon,
also on white.

Beneath
the lions of Normandy, William could see his father, ducal circlet flashing in the
sun. He was surrounded by his own entourage, no shabby company, and
William’s wounded heart was revivified by the sight of Joscelin de
Bernay, who had been given the honour of bearing Robert’s
banner. Joscelin would never let anything bad happen to
me.

His great-uncle
was the first to dismount. His hair was silver, save for a few
remnants of black, and his vestments sparkled with gilt and pearls.
The archbishop wore a crucifix and rosary of jet, and his bearing
was upright, noble, staid. William considered this an excellent
exemplar for all clergymen, not like that mad drunken priest he’d
once seen shouting at the air. He was a strong believer in the
order of things.

By
contrast, the Englishman – younger than expected – was a
disappointment. Although his hair was in fact long, and he did have
a beard, both were a dull mousy-brown. His nose was large and
rather sunburnt, and he was clad far less richly than the
archbishop; he was not even wearing priestly rails. Even more
disappointingly, he was altogether lacking a tail, horns, or any
sort of outlandish feature. It made William wonder abruptly what
else the men of wisdom had wrong about England, if they couldn’t
even get something as obvious as a tail correct.

The two
clerics advanced up the steps toward Robert and bowed. They were
not far below, so William could make out their words easily. ‘Your
Grace,’ said his great-uncle.

‘My lord
archbishop. Welcome to Falaise. I trust your journey went
well.’

‘Aye, thanks be
to God.’

Pleasantries
completed, the archbishop moved aside, and the English cleric bowed
in his turn. ‘Your Grace. It is an honour.’

‘Welcome.’
Robert inclined his head. ‘Forgive me, but I was under the
impression that Archbishop Æthelnoth was quite a deal older.’

‘He is, Your
Grace. Enough so that it was thought unwise for him to make the
journey. I am Wulfstan, a clerk of Worcester, who was deputed to
come in his place.’ His French was good, although clearly painfully
memorised.

Robert must
have seen so as well, for he said, ‘I commend your effort, brother,
but you may feel free to use your native tongue. I’ve an
interpreter – a kinsman of mine speaks Saxon. If you were so kind
as to bring him, my lord?’ he added to the archbishop.

By the
hairsbreadth pause between this order and its fulfilment, William
could see that this was some sort of trick his father had set up,
though he was not sure what or why. Then a tall young monk with
white-gold hair detached from the crowd. ‘It is my pleasure,
Cousin.’

‘It’s good for
you to get out of the abbey.’ Robert clasped the newcomer’s
hand.

‘You do
know that it is against the Rule of St Benedict for a brother to
spend a night outside a monastery?’ said the monk. ‘St Benedict
himself once wished to leave the side of his dying sister, so that
he might not abjure it.’

‘How fortunate
that I am neither dying nor your sister. Also, that I am the Duke,
and if I need you, that counts for more.’

‘Aye,
Your Grace,’ said the monk, politely enough, but with a stiffness
that surprised William. He was not used to hearing his father’s
will questioned even wordlessly.

This
settled, Robert turned back to Wulfstan, smiling ingratiatingly.
‘Brother. May I present my cousin Edward?’

Shock overtook
Wulfstan’s face. Evidently the clerk did not require translation,
supplied by Edward himself, to understand the name. ‘My – my lord.’
He made a convulsive motion, as if about to fall to his knees.

‘You need not
kneel to a monk,’ Edward remarked dryly. ‘I am not even an
abbot.’

Wulfstan
divided a stunned look between them. ‘I did not know that the line
continued. At home, it is common tale that the sons of Æthelred are
all dead. Edmund was the last, and he was crushed at Assandun, even
unto the loss of his kingdom to a greater Danelaw than –
’

Robert’s smile
widened. ‘I have maintained my cousins Edward and Alfred ever since
I became Duke, even as my father maintained them in his day. If I
wanted war with England, why would I have vouchsafed the last blood
of its royal house for long, and at my own great risk?’

William
was conscious that his father was navigating an exceedingly
delicate crossroads. The current king of England was, after all, a
Dane, and if Wulfstan could easily have pointed out that the crown
prince was likewise half Danish and half Norman. But in that
silence was victory. Robert’s gambit had worked to perfection, and
now he had the advantage. Placidly he said, ‘How discourteous of me
to keep you lingering in the hot sun. You as well, my lord
archbishop. Come, let’s within. I’ll have my steward Osbern fetch
up a cask of chilled wine.’

William
waited until he was sure they had gone inside, before he hastened
down the donjon stairs. As he reached the throng at the below, a
distracted manservant thrust a goblet into his hands and ordered,
‘Here, lad. Hurry, now! And mind you don’t spill!’

Although
normally he would have been massively indignant at being mistaken
for a pageboy, William was quite pleased. He squeezed into the
commotion, put the cup (without spilling) on the first tray he saw,
and darted off. Robert had received his visitors in the great hall,
a long square chamber with tall window-slits, rich tapestries, furs
on the floor. Torches in sconces lined the walls, braziers burned
smoky, and sunlight fell over the dais at the far end, where Robert
held pride of prominence in the seat of his forefathers: an immense
mahogany chair carved in the shape of a crouching lion. By moving
slowly, William worked his way up to the tapestry directly
adjacent, and laid himself flat to the wall behind it.

The men sipped
their wine and conversed of trivialities until the last servant had
made himself scarce. Then the archbishop said, ‘Do you really wish
to do this, nephew?’

‘I told
you not to call me that. And yes, I do. I have meant to do it since
the ill-begotten moment you foisted this match on me.’ Turning
toward the English clerk, Robert added, ‘Brother Wulfstan has just
seen proof of my good intention to his country.’

The monk
Edward interpreted this into Saxon, a rough and rattling sort of
tongue, and Wulfstan listened intently, then answered. Sensing that
actual business might now be conducted, William edged out as far as
he dared. He stopped with a jerk as Robert’s gaze came up, and held
still, heart hammering, until Robert shook his head and turned
away.

‘Why do we not
begin, Your Grace,’ said the archbishop, ‘with the terms?’

‘Very well. I
wish to annul my marriage. I do not wish to start a war, so I wish
that it be done as tidily and quietly as possible. Brother
Wulfstan, I have been given to understand, is a gifted canonical
lawyer. What might he suggest?’

‘This is
difficult, Your Grace,’ Wulfstan answered, through Edward. ‘The
lady Estrid is not demonstrably barren – she bore sons to Jarl Ulf
– and the issue of your succession remains problematic. I
understand you have named your natural son your heir, but surely
that cannot be other than temporary. Your reconciliation with the
Church is new as well, so surely. . .?’

‘What else has
Æthelnoth instructed you to say?’

Wulfstan
hesitated, and not only for the delay in the translation. ‘Nothing,
Your Grace. Normandy’s affairs are, of course, her own, but as this
case involves the sister of the present King of England, it must be
of interest to our country as well.’

‘Shockingly,
that’s why I sent for you. Or no, I didn’t send for you. I sent for
Æthelnoth of Canterbury or Ælfric of York, not a clerk of
Worcester. Edward, make that more kiss-arse.’

Edward’s fair
brows nearly touched his hairline, but he obliged. If Wulfstan
suspected he was being made mock of, he did not let on. He answered
in the same tone.

‘He asks the
thoughts of the most venerable archbishop.’

At this, the
archbishop spoke again. ‘My lord, the Church would grant an
annulment if it was shown not to be a proper marriage. But at the
same time. . .’

Robert regarded
his uncle balefully. ‘You have a plot in mind, don’t you? You
always have a plot in mind. Let’s get it over with.’

‘Very well.
Rome will declare invalid the marriage betwixt you and the lady
Estrid, in exchange for your naming an heir of legitimate birth.
Thus you need not marry again, if you do not wish. You have a
plenitude of kinsmen. Perhaps your younger half-brothers – ’

‘The day
I give Mauger and Guy my duchy will be a cold one in hell. I
have
a son. And you promised to
confirm him as my heir.’

‘Aye
– until such time
as you had a legitimate one. By annulling your marriage, you are
significantly damaging your prospects of doing so. And you yourself
first came into possession of Normandy thanks to a young bastard
son of your elder brother being passed over.’

‘Nicolas was a
baby.’

‘So too is
William.’

‘I do not
intend to die any time soon.’

‘I expect
neither did Richard.’

‘Damn it,
if you wish to control my duchy, why not ask me to name
you
heir?

‘That is a
fallacious argument, as you know. This is simple. You wish to have
your marriage annulled. Name Mauger or Guy your heir, and it will
be. Then make arrangements with Brother Wulfstan to ensure
continued peace with England, and – ’

William,
still hiding behind the tapestry, felt a pang of shock and outrage.
What if Robert agreed – he would not be Duke after all! It was not
fair, it was not fair –

But then,
he saw something change in his father’s face, solidifying like ice,
hard and cold and calculating. And then Robert pulled his trump
card. ‘My lord. Here is
a proposition for you.’

‘Aye?’

‘You annul the
marriage. You recognise William as my heir.’

‘Robert – ’

‘Hold, my
lord, I was not through. It’s poor manners to interrupt your Duke.
Now, as I was saying. You shall do this. And in return, I will go
on pilgrimage. To Jerusalem.’

Stunned
silence. William held his breath. Wulfstan looked equally
flabbergasted, as did Edward, but they were nothing before the lord
archbishop, who was in danger of a small animal mistaking his mouth
for its burrow and attempting to scurry down it. Realising that
this look did not become such a dignified ecclesiast, he succeeded
in snapping it shut.

Robert
appeared exceedingly pleased. ‘If I complete a pilgrimage, that
will end all talk of le Diable,’ he said breezily. ‘I will be in such stupendous
spiritual standing that neither you nor England could suspect me of
any wrongdoing whatsoever.’

‘I – Robert –
’

‘Yea or nay, my
lord?’

‘Well –
yea, a successful pilgrimage would count to redeem you in the eyes
of – ’

‘As you
like to say, my lord, very well. You do want my complete moral rectitude, do you not? You take
pains to remind me often enough.’

While the
archbishop was still fishing for words, Wulfstan spoke. ‘The lord
Duke is certainly in his rights to go on pilgrimage. But the
situation with England must be thought of.’

‘Here, Brother,
I’ll make the bargain better,’ said Robert. ‘After I set aside the
lady Estrid, I’ll not take another woman to my bed.’

This threw the
archbishop back into speechlessness. When at last he recovered, he
said, ‘Your Grace, the Church strongly condemns frivolous oaths.
Oathbreaking is one of the most grievous sins a man can commit,
enough to outweigh – ’

‘Be quiet. I
like you better when you can’t talk. I fully intend to abide by
it.’

‘For the sake
of Christ?’

‘How can you
say it is not?’ Robert faced his uncle defiantly.

‘I – will think
on it.’

‘Think, then.
But not too long.’ Robert turned back to Wulfstan. ‘Well, clerk of
Worcester, is there anything else I must do in order to show my
good purpose?’

Wulfstan
considered. Then he
said, ‘Your Grace, earlier you noted that you sent for Æthelnoth of
Canterbury or Ælfric of York. No doubt you are still wondering why
you were dispatched, as you say, a lowly clerk in their
place.’

‘Somewhat,
yes.’

‘My uncle, also
called Wulfstan, was the Archbishop of York before Ælfric, and one
of the greatest men in the kingdom. He advised King Æthelred – ’
Wulfstan gave another faint, seemingly unconscious bow to Edward –
‘and King Canute both.’

‘We all have
impeccable pedigrees here, Brother. Some more than others.’

‘Aye, pride is
a failing that attacks the religious as much as the laity. But my
family continues to enjoy close ties with another great man.
Archbishop Æthelnoth is his uncle, and I am well acquent with both
the man and his sons.’

‘And this
paragon of virtue is?’

‘Earl
Godwin of Wessex, Your Grace. He is the most powerful vassal in
England now, and his favour counts for nearly as much as the
king’s.’

‘What the
devil does Godwin of Wessex have to do with this? It’s not
his
sister I’m trying to rid myself
of.’

‘Godwin of
Wessex will have much to say on who next sits the English throne,’
Wulfstan said levelly. ‘Harold Harefoot and Harthacanute are mere
striplings. Your Grace, it is not in particular Canute that you
must reach an accord with.’

‘So the bugger
thinks to crown himself king?’

‘I doubt it,
Your Grace. Godwin makes a man the best servant there was. . . and
an even worse enemy. But he has gold and honour enough, and does
not seek more.’

‘And so what
does Godwin want?’

‘It is quite
simple, Your Grace. You have given me news beyond price, that the
aethelings Alfred and Edward still live. I ask only leave to bear
this news to him.’

Robert
looked as if he could
not believe his luck. ‘Do it, then. So we have our agreement. My
marriage is annulled, William is confirmed my heir, I go to
Jerusalem, and Wulfstan informs his lordling of the true heirs to
England. No one could be any happier. Do you not think?’

That same
expression was to be seen briefly on the archbishop’s face, as if
he had a thought that he could not quite articulate, a suspicion
fled before words. Then he nodded. ‘So be it. Brother Wulfstan can
draft the documents, and Edward, if you would be so kind as to
render them into French? Then we will have peace, again. I pray God
that this one will last.’

After the
charters had been drawn up and the seals affixed, the duke, the
clerk, and the archbishop departed. William watched them go in a
state of mild numbness. Yet at last, he pulled aside the tapestry,
took a step out – and froze.

The monk
Edward was still in the hall. He was so quiet that William might
not have seen him if he had not abruptly raised his head, his blue
eyes fixing directly upon the stunned miscreant. ‘Come out, lad.
Have you never heard it is poor manners to eavesdrop?’

William briefly
debated the wisdom of making a run for it, but something stopped
him. He crept guiltily forward.

‘A serving-boy,
are you?’ the monk asked. William took him for only a few years
older than Robert, but he had a self-possession that granted him an
additional gravitas.

William
stiffened. ‘I am not.’

Edward studied
him closely, then gave a small start. ‘No, you are not,’ he agreed.
‘My apologies. You were still little more than a babe in arms the
last time I saw you.’

That puzzled
him. ‘I don’t know you.’

‘No, you
do not, but I know you; I am your cousin Edward. Well. You now know
a good deal more than you should. You will keep it
secret?’

‘Aye!’ William
retorted, miffed. He’d never betray Robert – but then remembered
Robert might have betrayed him. ‘Cousin Edward, does my papa have
lots and lots of bastards?’

‘I very much
doubt it. Rather surprising, considering how many fields he sowed
his seed in. You are the only one I have ever heard of or
known.’

‘And he’s not
telling them that they’ll be his heir, but really seeing if they
are strong enough and killing them if they’re not?’

Edward’s
eyebrows shot up. ‘That is an altogether extraordinary notion for a
five-year-old. Also, you may rest assured, an altogether false
one.’ Gentler, he added, ‘Never doubt that your father loves you
very much.’

William
shuffled his feet, embarrassed but relieved. ‘You know I’m
five?’

‘I was here
when you were born.’

William
absorbed this with a frown. ‘Were you always here?’

‘No. I
was in Fécamp, at your
father’s castle. Which is where I am now, in the Abbey.’

William paused,
but there was no point in feigning ignorance. ‘Why was that clerk
Wulfstan so shocked to see you? But you can’t know him, you’re
Norman.’

Edward shook
his head. ‘Nay. I speak as one, but I am as English as
Wulfstan.’

William stared.
It suddenly came clear. ‘Are you a king?’

‘Once I might
have been. I am only a monk now.’

That confounded
him even more. ‘Why would you give that up?’

‘Many
reasons.’ Edward smiled.
‘You would not understand.’

William shot to
his feet. ‘I would so!’

‘Heaven help us
all, you are Robert’s son indeed.’

‘Wulfstan
thought you would be King. If old C – Canute dies, will you be
next?’

‘Not
necessarily. In truth I should have been before him.’

‘So you’re the
real king.’

‘If the chance
presents itself, I will not necessarily turn it away.’

‘I want to see
England.’

‘Should I come
into inheritance of it, you may certainly visit,’ Edward
promised.

An idea
occurred to William. ‘Maybe if I’m not Duke, I can be King after
you.’

Edward
smiled again, sadly. ‘I doubt you need to fear on that account.
Your father has just proven he will go to any end to see Normandy
secured for you.’

‘But what if
I’m not?’

‘Very well
then, you can be King.’ Edward got to his feet. ‘I suspect your
father may have noticed your absence. Come.’

William trotted
at his heels. ‘I don’t want Papa to go to Jerusalem.’ What if
Robert did find a new bride on the way? But more than that, it was
the fear of such great distance. For Robert to be far away was for
him to be in Rouen. Now that he had been reassured that
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