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				About the Book

				History is a graveyard scattered with the skeletons of powerful men

				The Devil

				Charismatic and fearless

				The Duke

				Arrogant and ruthless

				The Queen

				Widow of two kings, mother of none

				The Archbishop

				Devout by day, sinner by night

				The Count

				Cruel and violent

				The Poisoner

				Unseen and devastating

				The Lover

				Beautiful but exiled

				The Bastard

				A boy who would be king

				The fate of England hangs in the balance of a fight between brothers

				The noble families of Europe are tearing themselves apart in their lust for power and wealth.

				Emma, Queen of England, is in agony over the succession to her husband Canute’s throne . . . while the sons of her brother, the Duke of Normandy, battle in the wake of his death.

				Robert, the younger son, has been cheated of Normandy’s mightiest castle and sets out to take it by force. He emerges from the bloody siege victorious and in love with a beautiful – and pregnant – peasant girl.

				Robert’s child will be mocked as William the Bastard. But we have another name for him.

				. . . Conqueror.

				The first instalment in the Leopards of Normandy trilogy paints a world seething with rivalry and intrigue, where assassins are never short of work.
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				Northern France, the year 911

				Early morning mist rose from the river and drifted through the trees like cold grey smoke, blanketing the horsemen as they made their way along the bank and rendering them as shapeless and insubstantial as wraiths. The only sound was the gentle fall of hooves on the dewy earth, the puffing exhalations of the horses and the metallic chink of bridles and chain mail.

				The men had been on campaign all summer, advancing from the mouth of the Seine to the gates of Paris itself. They had marched and fought together, a vagabond band of brothers, for more years than anyone could remember. Some of them were the sons and even grandsons of those who had gone before. Others were old and gnarled, with bald scalps scarred and pitted with the marks of a lifetime’s battles. Yet although they were dusty, blood-spattered and caked with their own filth and sweat, and their matted beards stank of the smoke and rancid grease of countless campfire meals, still there was a wild extravagance to their appearance that only served to emphasise their outlaw status. Some had outlined their blue eyes in heavy black paint. Others had filed their teeth into points or tattooed swirling patterns and runic inscriptions on to their faces and shaven skulls. Others again wore their hair so long that it could be braided into intricate plaits that hung halfway down their backs. Their clothing was as exotic as their grooming. Many wore broad pantaloons, gathered below the knee, made from Chinese silk in gaudy colours and vivid patterns, acquired through the souks of Constantinople, Damascus and Arabia. Gold coins hung from chains around their necks. Their cloaks were clasped with silver pins, longer than a man’s forearm, with jewelled heads and needle-sharp points. Even their axes and swords were chased with patterns in silver and gold.

				Lesser men who dressed with such effeminate vanity and adornment would have risked derision. But no one dared mock or belittle this flamboyant display. For these were Vikings, or ‘Northmen’ as the people hereabouts called them: fearsome predators who had put all Christendom to the sword and the torch. They stood as tall and mighty as the pagan gods they worshipped. Yet the man who led them dwarfed them all.

				His name was Rollo the Strider, so called because he always went on foot, there being no horse big or strong enough to carry his massive bulk. He was said to be in his sixty-fifth year, yet he carried himself like a man in his prime. In his time, Rollo had roved across the oceans as far as Iceland, leaving corpses without number in his wake and a wife and family on a cold, storm-racked Scottish isle. But for the past twenty years or more, he’d ceased his voyaging and concentrated his depredations on the lands of the Western Franks. Though the rich, fertile valley of the Seine had long been his favourite hunting ground, he and his men had slaughtered, raped and thieved their way across the lowlands of Flanders, the rocky seashores of Brittany and the fields and vineyards of Burgundy.

				His raids had made him rich with plunder and furnished him with a concubine, too: Poppa, daughter of Berengar, Count of Bayeux. Rollo had stolen her, bedded her and seen no reason to return her. She pleased him well enough and had given him a fine young son, William, to be his heir. Poppa and the boy were waiting for him now, safe in the coastal lands between Rouen and the sea, where the Northmen had settled in their thousands.

				This summer, however, Rollo had encountered an unprecedented reverse. An alliance of Frankish noblemen had managed to defeat him outside the town of Chartres. Now the king of the Franks himself, Charles the Simple, had summoned him to a parley. There was a deal to be done, and the fact that the Franks had been the ones to sue for peace suggested to Rollo that it might be to his personal advantage. After all, if the Franks had thought there was any chance of destroying the Viking threat once and for all, they would surely have attempted to do so. Instead, they seemed to regard their victory as something so rare and precious that it had to be exploited at once, before it could be overturned. By meeting him now, they were essentially surrendering, but on the best possible terms.

				Rollo and his men had almost reached the appointed meeting place when the sun finally cut through the mist, the last wisps dissipated and the air cleared. Rollo strode out of the woods and found himself at a point where the river split in two, flowing on either side of a large island, perhaps two hundred paces long and fifty across, given over to grassland and the occasional small tree or bush. For this single day, both sides had agreed that it would be a place of truce, where lifelong enemies would talk, not fight. Whether either party would keep their word was another matter.

				A line of stepping stones led across to the island. The Franks stood there now, waiting for the parley to begin. Nobles armoured in brightly polished mail bore shields whose heraldic emblems were echoed in the cloths that bedecked their horses and the pennants that fluttered above their heads. Around them massed a small army of foot soldiers, more than even Rollo and his men could cut down. And then, of course, there was the king.

				Charles the Simple was a slender man, handsome in a thin, fine-boned way. He wore silken robes, dyed an imperial purple and trimmed at the cuffs and neck with snowy white ermine, and sat on a gilded wooden throne placed on a raised dais, below a richly embroidered canopy. But as Rollo strode up to the dais, he was not impressed by what he saw. This foppish young king had no natural power or authority beyond that conferred on him by his crown. There was no need to respect, still less fear him. Very well, then, let him make his best offer.

				Rollo stood silent and massive, his head almost as high as the canopy under which the king was enthroned. An uneasy murmur rippled through the Frankish ranks. Evidently they were expecting Rollo to make the first move, and for it to be that of an inferior: a bowed head, a bended knee and a few murmured words of obeisance. Charles held up his right hand and wafted it limply, as if graciously giving Rollo permission to honour him.

				Rollo straightened his back. He held his head high, looking down his nose as he caught the eye of the king. Still he said nothing. He was prepared to wait all day if he had to. He was completely indifferent to the glaring disapproval of the dukes and barons on either side of the dais. This was a simple trial of will, and as he had anticipated, it was the king who cracked first.

				‘You appear to forget that you come here in defeat,’ Charles said in a tone that suggested he was more puzzled than offended by Rollo’s attitude. ‘We are the victors, and it is only because of our generosity and our sincere desire for peace that we are prepared to discuss any terms whatsoever, rather than wiping you and your men from the face of the earth.’

				Rollo’s silent stare remained impassive. ‘Say your piece, King of the Franks.’

				‘Very well, then. I am prepared to make you an offer. In exchange for your sworn commitment to peace and certain other conditions, I will grant you lands in the county of Flanders: all the coastline from the fishing village of Dunkirk to the island of Ostend and the line for five leagues behind it.’

				There was a murmur of surprise among the Franks. They had not expected their king to be so generous to a defeated enemy.

				Rollo replied with a blunt ‘No. What do I want with mudflats, marshes and sand? There’s bugger-all else there. No people, no cattle, no sheep. So if we needed anything, we’d be back to plunder and pillage, and I don’t reckon any of you would fancy that. If you want to live in peace, give us land that will provide us with everything we need without us having to steal it.’

				‘Do you have anywhere in mind?’ the king asked, in a mocking tone that made his nobles laugh. For a moment they’d been worried he might give in to this barbarian.

				‘Yes, I do,’ Rollo replied. ‘Give me the land between the Epte and the sea’ – he pointed to the river that ran around the island – ‘and I’ll give you a nice quiet life.’

				King Charles could not believe what he had just heard. ‘From here to the sea? That must be forty leagues at least.’

				‘At least,’ Rollo agreed. ‘And I’ve controlled it for years without your say-so. I just want what’s already mine.’

				‘You’ve taken possession of that land as a thief. I’m the only one who can grant you ownership, and a noble title, and all the rights that come with it. And if I do that, I’ll want something in return.’

				Rollo said nothing. He had spent a lifetime on the move. His constitution had proved astonishingly resilient, but even he knew that he could not hold back time for ever. It would be good to find a place to rest.

				‘So what do you want?’ he asked.

				‘I have a number of demands and all must be met if we are to have an agreement. The first is that you consent to defend the land I grant you and the territories around it from any more raids by your Northman cousins. You’ve been a burglar. Now I’m appointing you my gatekeeper and I expect you to keep my kingdom untouched and my people safe.’

				For the first time, Rollo allowed himself the indulgence of a smile. ‘Don’t worry. If I own this land, no one else is getting their hands on it. What’s your second condition?’

				‘That you worship the Lord God Almighty and his son Jesus Christ. If you want to stay here, you’ll do so without your pagan gods.’

				‘One god is very much like another. I accept.’

				‘Then you must display your acceptance by wearing the cross and taking a Christian name.’

				Rollo shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter what my name is, I’ll still be the same man. Is that all?’

				‘No. My last demand is the most important of all. You must become my vassal and grant me your unswerving, unquestioning loyalty and obedience. I will be your king and you will kneel to me. So that is my command to you: kneel and accept me as your lord. Or reject my offer and know that a state of war will once again exist between us.’ The king cast an eye over his nobles and troops and added, ‘With immediate effect.’

				Rollo grimaced. His heavy brow cast deep shadows over his sapphire eyes and his breath became heavy as if some great force were rising within him, making his massive shoulders heave with each expansion of his barrel chest. His men watched him nervously, knowing the signs of their leader’s berserker rage and fearing its consequences.

				‘I kneel to no man,’ Rollo said in a voice whose rumble, like the sound of distant thunder, sent a warning of a fearsome storm to come.

				‘Kneel, or we Franks will finish the job we started at Chartres.’

				‘I will not,’ Rollo insisted.

				‘I beg you to consider the offer I have made you. I’m giving you land and a title. I’m offering you the chance of peace. Your men will be able to set their weapons aside, find wives and raise families. And all you have to do is kneel.’

				Rollo shook his head. ‘I will not kneel. But . . .’ He let the word hang in the air. ‘But I will accept your offer. I’ll be your gatekeeper. I’ll worship your God. When your kingdom is threatened, I’ll bring my men to stand by you. I give you my word on all this and my word is all you need. So for the last time: I will . . . not . . . kneel.’

				The Franks had listened with gathering enthusiasm to what Rollo had been saying. Few men, however bloodthirsty, did not welcome the coming of peace. Now they stiffened again, angered as much by the sense that they had been taken for fools as by the Strider’s unrepentant insolence. Rollo observed the growing hubbub for a moment, then raised a hand to quiet it and spoke out more loudly than before, so that everyone could hear. ‘But . . . since it’s your custom for one man to crawl on his knees before another, I’ll see if someone else is willing to do it.’

				Rollo turned to his men and asked, ‘Does anyone want to kneel before the King of the Franks? You all heard what the man said. If you want your share of that land, someone’s got to get down and grovel for it.’

				His words were met with sullen silence. Rollo’s men were no more accustomed than him to bending the knee. Finally a single voice called out, ‘How big a share exactly?’

				The words came from one of the Vikings’ most grizzled veterans, a scraggy beanpole figure whose ancient black cloak was ragged, shiny and green-tinged with wear.

				‘Ah, Olav the Raven . . . always wanting to know how full your beak will be,’ Rollo replied. ‘There’ll be plenty of land for everyone. But if you do this service, old friend, then you’ll be the first in line.’

				‘I’ll need an ox to plough my fields.’

				Rollo laughed. ‘You can have two strong, fat oxen to pull your plough or fill your pot. How’s that?’

				Olav looked unimpressed. He grunted non-committally. Then he gave a world-weary shrug, clambered down from his horse and walked out on to the no-man’s-land between the two forces, the feathery tatters of his cloak fluttering behind him as he went. He paused for a moment beside Rollo, who said nothing, simply extending an arm in the direction of the Franks. Olav looked at him with a grumpy twist to his mouth, uttered another wordless, disdainful grunt and ambled towards Charles the Simple, who rose from his throne to greet him.

				The king lifted the hem of his purple gown and extended his right foot, the toe pointed as daintily as a dancing girl’s. Olav stood before him and muttered, ‘Now what?’

				The king simply glanced down at his foot, raising an eyebrow as he did so. Olav harrumphed again and began with exaggerated care to lower himself, accompanied by catcalls from his fellow Vikings. With every movement, he grimaced and sighed at the toll being paid by his battered old joints and aching muscles. Finally he was down on his left knee, with his right foot flat on the ground in front of him.

				‘Why don’t you ask him to marry you?’ some wag shouted from the crowd.

				Olav twisted his head over his shoulder and growled, ‘Why don’t you go fuck yourself?’

				Then he turned back again, sighed, grabbed hold of the king’s waiting foot and pressed it to his mouth. A great cheer broke out from both sides. The king beamed complacently, content that honour had been satisfied. Olav, meanwhile, was struggling to get up, his task not made any easier by the fact that he was still holding on to the king’s foot. He made a massive effort to push himself semi-upright with his right leg. Then he tried to straighten the left one.

				In the general excitement, no one seemed to hear the king’s cry of alarm. For as Olav struggled to his feet, he lifted the king’s foot higher and higher, forcing the royal knee up towards the chest.

				Charles desperately waved his arms in a helpless bid to keep his balance. He was slowly toppling over, as surely as a tree whose trunk had been cut almost all the way through. As Olav finally straightened up, he let go of the king’s foot, and that, like the last fatal blow of the woodcutter’s axe, propelled Charles the Simple off his feet and sent him tumbling backwards into his throne. The gilded chair tilted back on to its rear legs . . . and kept on tilting until it looked as though it too must surely fall, throwing the king head first off the back of the dais.

				For a moment the throne hung in the balance, and men reached for their swords, knowing that the instant it fell, the truce would be forgotten and the bloodshed would begin.

				No one moved. The fate of men and nations hung on the tilt of that throne, and whatever gods they worshipped would decide it.

				The throne trembled. It seemed on the very point of toppling over . . .

				Then Charles gave a great convulsive swing of his arms, the balance shifted and his throne crashed forward again, back into place with the king still in it, humiliated but unhurt.

				The clatter of the throne against the dais seemed to echo around the island. Every man was silent, waiting to see how the king would react. He was narrow-eyed and white-lipped with rage. If he leapt to his feet screaming insults at the Vikings, his subjects would rush to defend his honour. An insult to their king was an insult to the Franks as well.

				The king rose slowly and glared at the Raven, who looked right back at him, saying nothing.

				‘Get back to your horse, Olav,’ said Rollo, breaking the silence. He waited for his man to withdraw, then took a step towards the king. A thousand Frankish hands reached for their swords. Rollo lifted his palms away from the hilt of his own blade and held them up beside his body to signal that he had no hostile intent. He kept walking until he was right in front of King Charles, and though the king was standing on his dais, Rollo still towered above him like a father over his infant son.

				Rollo placed his hands on the king’s shoulders, causing the Franks to gasp at his blatant contempt for the body royal, then leaned down and spoke in a low rumble too soft for anyone else to hear. ‘I am going to offer you my hand. Take it and I will leave in peace, accepting our agreement in full. Reject it and . . .’ He pressed his fingers a little more strongly against the king’s bony shoulders, feeling them shudder under his grasp. ‘My men are not afraid to die. Yours are.’

				Rollo let go of the king, took a step back and held out his hand. ‘Well?’

				Charles the Simple, King of the Franks, looked at him. A spasm of distaste flickered across his refined features and then, reluctantly, he clasped the Viking’s hand in his own.

				And so Rollo the Strider became the first Duke of Normandy. He took as his crest two golden leopards on a red field, and created a dynasty bred and reared – like leopards – to hunger, to conquer and to kill.
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				Rouen, Normandy, August 1026

				Rollo the Strider was followed as Duke of Normandy by his son William Longsword. Then came two Duke Richards; the first, Richard the Fearless, who ruled Normandy for half a century, brought strength, peace and prosperity to his duchy and was followed by his son Richard II, ‘the Good’. Early in his thirty-year reign, Richard the Good’s forces fought off an attack on Normandy by the English. Having tasted victory on the battlefield, he secured peace by marrying his sister Emma to the English king, Ethelred. Thus a daughter of the House of Normandy became the crowned Queen of England, and not just once, but twice, for when Ethelred died, Emma married the man who then seized the throne, Canute the Great, King of England and Denmark.

				Now Richard the Good was forty-eight years old. He was the undisputed master of a rich and powerful land. He could stand alongside the kings of England and France, if not as an equal, then as a man who had earned their respect. But none of this counted for anything any more. For Richard the Good was dying.

				His final days were passed in his chamber at the ducal palace in Rouen, the capital city of Normandy. Though it was a hot August day, a great fire blazed in the room and the duke lay beneath a pile of fur and woollen rugs. Yet still he shivered with the bone-deep chill brought on by the shadow of death.

				Richard’s family were gathered around the bed. His fifteen-year-old daughter Eleanor rearranged the covers in a futile bid to make him warmer, then withdrew into the shadows. His mother, the Dowager Duchess Gunnor, perched on the bed beside him and gently stroked his forehead. His younger brother Robert, Archbishop of Rouen, stood nearby. He was known as Robert the Dane, for his strapping, tow-headed looks and Viking blood alike. But there was now as much silver as gold in the archbishop’s blond hair, and his once square shoulders were starting to hunch, for he was barely a year younger than the dying duke.

				Richard looked at his mother through cloudy, semi-blind eyes. ‘Is Emma coming to see me?’ he croaked.

				Gunnor took her son’s hand. His flesh was even more shrivelled than her own, and his veins and bones more clearly visible beneath his virtually transparent skin. She shook her head sadly. ‘No, my darling. I wish she were here too, but His Majesty forbade it.’

				Richard’s only response was a soft grunt as he closed his eyes and gave a fractional nod of the head. He knew full well why Canute would never allow his wife to return to her native land; even so, he had hoped that somehow God might have led the king to a more compassionate frame of mind. But compassion was not an indulgence a king could always afford. Not if he wanted to stay on his throne.

				With a grimace of effort, Richard raised a hand and gave a feeble wave in his brother Robert’s direction. ‘Sit by me,’ he said.

				The archbishop swapped places with his mother.

				‘Do you think Our Lord will allow me to enter heaven?’ Richard asked.

				‘Of course,’ replied the archbishop. ‘You have served Him well, Richard. You ruled the duchy justly. You were devout in your worship, and you gave generously to your abbeys and churches. Your soul will take its place in the kingdom of the Lord.’

				The hint of a contented smile played at the corners of Richard’s mouth. ‘That’s good,’ he sighed. ‘Judith is there, I know she is, and I long so much to see her again.’

				The mention of his dead wife seemed to light a spark in the duke’s mind. He gripped his brother’s hand and said, ‘Promise me you’ll look after my boys. Richard will need your help. He’s a good lad, strong and brave. But he’s got no experience, no understanding of how to win people over. All he knows is fighting. He needs you to guide him. And Robert, too . . .’ The duke paused and smiled again. ‘He’s got a winning way, that one. But he’s impatient. He wants everything, all at once. He’s got to be taught to bide his time.’

				‘Don’t worry, brother, I’ll keep my eye on both of them. Have no fear, if they step out of line, I’ll shove them back on to the right path.’

				‘And find a good husband for Eleanor, someone who’ll be useful to Normandy.’

				‘I’ll find as good a match for her as you did for Emma.’

				Richard forced an exhausted smile. ‘Thank you. It makes it easier to go, knowing that you’re still here to watch over the family.’

				‘Always.’

				‘Now I need to talk to my boys . . .’

				And so the two brothers on whose young shoulders the future of the House of Normandy depended stepped towards their father’s bedside. Richard was clearly a scion of Rollo’s blood, a tall young man in his early twenties, heavily built, with a clenched, pugnacious expression more likely to intimidate men than seduce women. Robert, meanwhile, was as long-limbed as his brother, but at the age of just eighteen there was still a boyish air about him, and his face was far more likely to be wreathed in a charming, self-confident grin than twisted into a snarl.

				For the first years of Robert’s life, his brother Richard had liked him well enough, if only because he hardly noticed his presence. But as Robert grew older and, instead of showing Richard the respect that was his right, seemed, on the contrary to take pleasure in finding new ways to tease and irritate him, so the friction between the two had grown. Richard might still be the stronger, but Robert was quicker and more nimble in both body and wit. Since the one quality they had in common was their family’s absolute refusal to concede defeat, no matter what the circumstances, a peaceful resolution to their sibling rivalry was never likely to be found. Duke Richard knew that as well as anyone. But even so, as his final act upon this earth, he was going to try.

				‘My two fine sons,’ he said, with a voice infused with his love of them both and the pain he felt at their mutual hostility. ‘Richard, you will be my successor as duke. I bequeath you all the revenues from taxes and fiefdoms; all the proceeds of customs and toll booths; all the ducal palaces, castles and estates. The Norman Militia will be under your command, and every knight and baron in the duchy must swear you his fealty – and that includes you, Robert.’

				He turned his attention to his younger son. ‘I will make you Count of the Hiémois, with all that county’s lands, villages, towns and castles. In return, you will be your brother’s loyal vassal. You will show him the respect and obedience that is due to a duke. You will obey his commands and answer his call to serve the cause of Normandy in battle. In return, Richard, you will protect your brother, as a liege lord should protect all his subjects.’

				Richard darted a sharp, acidic look at Robert and then turned his eyes back to his father. He did not so much say as grunt the single word, ‘Yes.’

				Now the duke addressed them both. ‘I know what it’s like to be at daggers drawn with one’s own brother. Do you think your uncle Robert and I were always close friends?’

				‘Bitter enemies, more like,’ the archbishop laughed.

				‘Very bitter,’ the duke agreed. ‘But when we became men – true, serious, grown men – we set our differences aside. And you know why? Because we learned that our petty disputes counted for nothing.’

				Duke Richard grimaced with effort as he forced himself to sit up in bed and pour the last of his energy into his words. ‘All that matters is our family, our dynasty and our legacy. This is our land, our duchy, and no one is going to take it from us. We are the House of Normandy and we must stand together against our foes, or they will pick us off one by one. Promise me that you understand?’

				‘Yes, Father,’ the two sons replied, in unison for once.

				The duke slumped back, exhausted, on to his pillows. He looked towards his brother, the archbishop. ‘Now read me my last rites,’ he said. ‘I have nothing more to say.’

				The duke was buried at the Abbey of Fécamp. He was succeeded by his namesake son, who became Duke Richard III.

				Robert, meanwhile, headed south-west from Rouen to his newly bequeathed territory in the Hiémois. The county seat was Exmes, where a modest wooden castle stood, but Robert ignored it and made his way instead to the county’s other large town, Falaise. Beside him rode his oldest and closest friend, Herluin the Orphan. Herluin was as short and stocky as a bulldog, but his face was open, honest and good-natured. His mother had died giving birth to him, and his father, a knight who had devoted his entire adult life to the service of the House of Normandy, was killed in battle when Herluin was still a very small boy. Duke Richard took the newly orphaned lad into his household as a companion for Robert and the pair had been inseparable ever since. Herluin had inherited his father’s loyalty, to which had been added his gratitude for the kindness and generosity the duke and his family had shown him, and his devotion to Robert was as deep as his friendship.

				The two young men reined in their horses atop a hillside overlooking the town. Below them a cluster of houses and churches stood at the foot of a high, rocky spur, topped by a large castle whose keep, gatehouse and inner walls were all fashioned from stone.

				‘So there’s Falaise,’ said Robert. ‘What do you think, Herluin, is it part of the Hiémois?’

				‘I think so,’ Herluin replied.

				‘I think so too. And my father said that all the land, and the towns and castles of the Hiémois belonged to me. So that would make Falaise mine, wouldn’t it?’

				‘I suppose so, yes.’

				‘So the castle must be mine, too.’

				Herluin grimaced nervously. ‘Well I’m not sure. I mean, I thought your father bequeathed all the ducal castles to Richard.’

				‘He did, along with the ducal estates. But he made a specific exception for the Hiémois. And we agree that Falaise is part of the Hiémois and the castle is part of Falaise. So the castle belongs to me.’

				‘If you say so.’

				‘I do. And now we’re going to ride into that castle, and I’m going to claim it and it’s going to be mine.’

				And with those words, Robert spurred his horse and rode along the hilltop towards Falaise, blithely unaware of what the consequences of that ride would be.
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				Falaise, Normandy

				Right at the heart of the ancient forest lay a glade where the interlaced canopy of oak and ash trees, elms and chestnuts thinned and the land dropped away into a deep circular depression. Its sides were steep and virtually bare of vegetation, with just the occasional stunted sapling managing to cling to the rock face, while the bottom was scattered with bracken, brambles, bushes and small trees. The local people called it the Mouth of Hell, for it was an easy matter to lose one’s bearings when travelling through the forest by night or in a thick fog, then fall over the lip and tumble to one’s death. There had even been cases of bolting horses, spooked by a smell or sound in the forest, plunging headlong into the abyss, carrying themselves and their riders to their doom.

				A small group of horsemen, most of them high-born sons of noble families, were standing at the edge of the drop doing their best to calm their nervous mounts while they peered down into the depths. They were flanked to one side by a pack of snow-white Alaunts, short-coated hunting dogs bred for their muscular build, flat skulls and mantrap jaws. The dogs were barking with an excitement bordering on frenzy, milling around, barging and snapping at one another while their handlers shouted commands and lashed out with whips and sticks to keep control of the pack.

				There had been a frost overnight and it had yet to melt away, so the fallen leaves were still white-dusted and crisp beneath boots, horseshoes and paws, while the air was filled with the steamy breath of the hunters and their animals alike.

				‘There he is!’ called out Herluin the Orphan. He pointed down into the Mouth, towards a briar rose on which the hips stood out in scatterings of bright scarlet against the thorny green-black stems. ‘Just to the right of that . . .’

				Robert of Normandy narrowed his eyes as he followed his companion’s directions. Within the shadow cast by the plant there was a movement, one blackness inside another, yet visible to a sharp, well-trained eye.

				‘Yes, got him! Well spotted, Herluin!’ The words were delivered with boyish excitement and energy, yet Robert sat tall and proud in his high double-girthed saddle. There was an easy confidence to the way he held his courser’s reins in one hand and his hunting spear in the other, letting it rest against his right shoulder. And the body beneath his wolf-skin cloak and the padded leather surcoat covering him from shoulder to mid calf was lean and strong.

				‘By heaven,’ Robert went on, ‘he’s a mighty beast, isn’t he? A good six feet nose to tail, I’d say. Tough old fighter, too, to survive a fall like that.’ Now it was his turn to point. ‘Look over there, at that stump growing out of the cliff face. That’s freshly broken. He must have come racing out of the woods, gone over the edge and hit the tree on the way down. That’s what saved him. What incredible luck. It would have been a sorry end to the hunt if our quarry had died from a damned fall.’

				‘Kind of him to provide us with a moving target for archery practice, though.’

				‘Archery? Come on, Herluin, you can’t be firing off arrows like a common bowman. The only way for a knight to kill a magnificent old monster like that is by hand, with his spear and his sword. And since you’d never get a horse down there, it’ll have to be done the true warrior’s way: on foot.’

				Robert dismounted, leaving his horse for his squire to tend. Not wanting to be encumbered, he took off his cloak and gave that to the young lad too. A little way off, a narrow path, barely wide enough for a man to walk down, wended and twisted its way down the side of the cliff. He had taken a couple of steps towards it when he was stopped in his tracks by Herluin’s voice. ‘Good luck, my lord . . . God be with you.’

				Robert grinned back with a young man’s easy certainty of his own immortality. ‘Don’t worry. I may be descending into hell, but I’ve got no intention of staying there.’

				He made his way to the dogs, whose barks had now given way to sullen, menacing growls, and gestured at one of the men standing guard over them. ‘Give me Bloodfang and Snow.’

				‘Yes, m’lord,’ the kennel hand replied, stepping into the pack of dogs and cutting out two of the biggest and most menacing.

				Robert gave a piercing whistle and faced the dogs, slapping his thighs. They bounded towards him and he gave them each a rough, affectionate scrub of his gloved fingers around their ears before walking towards the point on the cliff’s edge where the path began. As he looked over the side, Robert wondered for a moment whether it had really been such a good idea to be so brazenly bold, for the bare stone was slippery with half-melted frost and the drop was higher than any castle battlement on which he had ever stood. But it would not do to show the slightest sign of fear in front of the others, so he called to the dogs and urged them down the path ahead of him, laughing aloud as the two animals stood at the top of the uninviting track, sniffing the ground suspiciously and showing little sign of wanting to set foot on it.

				‘I’m sorry, m’lord,’ the kennel man called out, ‘but they’re hunting dogs, not mountain goats!’

				‘We’ll see about that,’ Robert replied.

				He grabbed Bloodfang by the scruff of his neck and almost threw him down the path. The Alaunt gave a yelp of fear as his paws scrabbled for purchase, then he got his footing and set off downhill, tentatively at first but then with gathering excitement as he caught the wild boar’s scent. Snow followed in his wake, and as their barking echoed around the walls of the Mouth of Hell, Robert went after them, doing his best to affect an air of devil-may-care jauntiness. He discovered to his surprise that the more he acted like a man who felt no fear, the more his worries seemed to disappear, so that he was taken in by his own deception. By the time he reached the bottom of the path and stepped out into the middle of the Mouth of Hell, Robert of Normandy’s confidence in his ability to kill his quarry had been fully restored.

				The boar must have caught the deadly scents of dogs and men, for he raced away on short, spindly legs that looked oddly insubstantial beneath his massive shoulders and barrel chest. He was powering through the bracken, moving so fast that he only just managed to skitter to a halt before he smashed into the face of the cliff. He turned and trotted along it in a futile search for a means of escape, so engrossed in his task that he barely noticed the dogs’ approach until they were almost upon him. Then, unable to run away, he turned to face his pursuers.

				The Alaunts were fast, powerful dogs, well able to run down and savage a man if trained and commanded to do so, but even they were no match for a boar this size. Robert watched as they darted up to their quarry, barking, snarling and snapping at its legs. The boar gave an outraged squeal – a high, feeble sound from such a massive beast – and swung its huge head from side to side, sending the dogs fleeing from the rapier tips of its tusks as they scythed through the air.

				All the time, Robert crept closer. He came forward in a low, crouching gait with his spear held in front of him, angled upwards, his eyes fixed on the boar, which was now directly in front of him, less than ten paces away.

				The dogs made another attack, and this time Bloodfang got close enough to snap his jaws at the powerful muscles bunched around the boar’s left shoulder, tearing through the tough hide and leaving a splash of crimson against the black-brown coat. The boar howled again, and made a desperate, stabbing lunge of its head towards Bloodfang, meeting nothing but fresh air as the dog leapt backwards. The boar stood with the weight of its body leaning backwards, poised for further retreat; Bloodfang’s head was still stretched forward, snarling defiance through foaming lips and gore-spattered teeth.

				The boar was hurt, enraged and distracted. It had forgotten about the second dog, Snow, which had crept round behind it and now attacked, snapping at one of the boar’s hind legs, drawing another carmine streak of fresh, warm blood. The boar howled in pain and leapt away from its tormentor, and as it did so, it caught sight of the man standing right in front of it, barely moving, presenting an unmissable target. The animal charged, its skinny little legs shifting its huge bulk with astonishing acceleration as it raced straight for Robert.

				The earth seemed to tremble beneath the pounding charge, but the young lord did not flinch. He stood his ground, his eyes fixed on the tiny patch of the boar’s chest visible beneath its long snout as it came ever closer. The beast would be on him in an instant, yet time had suddenly slowed to a crawl and Robert’s senses were so sharp that he could distinguish every bristle on the boar’s coat and feel its steaming breath on his skin. Somewhere in the back of his mind he heard the voices of the men up above shouting warning and encouragement, but they seemed so faint and distant that their words were indistinct. All his concentration was focused on the danger close at hand.

				He aimed the finely honed and polished blade of his lance at a point below the boar’s throat, right in the middle of its chest, and watched as the animal ran directly on to the steel. The blade pushed against the thick hide for an instant and then it was through, cutting into the body of the beast just as the dogs’ teeth had done. But the spear went much further, deflecting off the breastbone, finding a path between two ribs and passing deep into the great barrel torso.

				The momentum of the boar’s charge was so great that the spear might have been buried to its full length, like a roasting spit, bringing those deadly tusks right up into Robert’s face, were it not for a cross-guard at the bottom of the blade that was specifically designed to prevent such an occurrence. It slammed against the boar’s ribs, cracking two of them, but stopping the spear in an instant.

				The whole process had taken just a fraction of a second, but now the spear was moving as fast as the boar, right back towards Robert. The shock of the impact drove the weapon from his hands, and had he not had a young man’s reactions, as yet unburdened by time, wine and physical decay, he could never have flung himself to one side of the onrushing animal as it thundered past, slashing its tusks just a hair’s-breadth away from his body. He hit the frost-hardened ground with an impact that jarred his bones and drove the air from his lungs.

				The wounded, maddened boar kept racing forward, the part-buried lance pointing ahead of it and bouncing along the ground in a grotesque porcine parody of a charging knight in armour. But then the handle of the spear hit a rock that protruded from the ground. It jammed hard against the unyielding stone and for a moment the boar seemed to be flying through the air as the spear briefly acted like a lever, lifting it off its feet. But the weight of the animal proved too much for the wooden shaft, which snapped in two. The boar thudded back down to earth and stood there for a second, its chest heaving, every exhalation sending a fine spume of blood into the air. The spear had pierced its lungs and it was mortally wounded. But a dying animal could still take an unwary hunter with it to the grave.

				Robert did not have the slightest concern for his own safety. The proximity of death and the thrill of his survival had left him drunk with the joy of being alive. He was laughing as he sprang to his feet, punched the air and gave a wild, exultant, triumphant yell. By now the two dogs had caught up with the boar. The metallic scent of its blood was filling their nostrils. They could tell the end would not be long and were skulking around the stricken animal, waiting for the moment to make their final attack. The boar was waiting too, slowly drowning in its own blood, its chest heaving with the effort of dragging air into flooded lungs, the spray from its breath turning a darker, richer red with every exhalation.

				But Robert did not wait. He drew his hunting knife and ran straight at the boar, dashing between the dogs. The boar turned and tried to run away, but its strength was fading and it had managed only a few stumbling strides before Robert caught up with it. He leapt full length on to its back, slamming his face into the crest that ran like an abrasive scrubbing brush along its spine.

				He winced as the bristles scoured his skin. As the boar bucked, trying to throw him off, he wrapped his left arm around one side of its thick neck, grabbed a handful of rough hide and clung on. His knife was in his right hand and he reached down and slashed it back towards him, hacking at the boar’s exposed throat once, twice, and then a third time before he finally cut through the windpipe.

				The animal collapsed with Robert still on its back, his head lying flat against the boar’s in a strangely intimate embrace. In its last few seconds Robert saw the terror, the agony and the bafflement in its eyes. The excitement he had felt just a few seconds earlier drained from his body and he was left with a deep sorrow and even shame at being the cause of such suffering. But then he was getting to his feet, patting and praising the two excited Alaunts and answering the cries of his hunting companions and servants as they made their way down the narrow path towards him. The boar would make a fine feast for his household. There would be toasts to his courage and skill as a huntsman. He would tell the tale of how he had slain the giant beast in the Mouth of Hell, and the story of it would spread across his corner of Normandy and grow with every telling.

				When he thought of it like that, Robert felt certain that the boar had died a fine and noble death. His spirits began to rise again. By the time Herluin reached him a minute or two later and gave him the first of many congratulatory slaps on the back, the grin across his face was just as gleeful as ever.

				‘So what are you going to tell Father?’ Talvas, the youngest son of the Count of Bellême, asked his older brother Warin as they watched the triumphant hunter make his way back up the path.

				‘Hard to say, really . . . Robert likes hunting, I suppose, but who doesn’t? He’s pretty pleased with himself, living in Falaise Castle, but so would I be. What else is there?’

				Now Talvas knew for certain why his father had told him to accompany his brother on their spying mission. Talvas might only be sixteen and Warin six years his senior, but there was no doubting which of them had the sharper mind. From the moment they had arrived at Robert’s gatehouse, explaining that they were travelling from Bayeux back to their family’s castle at Alençon and requesting shelter for the night, Talvas had kept his eyes and ears open.

				‘The way he went after that boar shows that Robert’s brave but impetuous, and arrogant too,’ he said. ‘He always thinks he’ll win, no matter what. That’s why he’s in Falaise. He wanted it, he took it. But can he hold it? He doesn’t have very many men – far fewer than we do. Wait . . . here he comes.’

				Robert was still smiling as he strode towards the Bellêmes. ‘Did you see the kill? That boar put up a hell of a good fight.’

				‘It was really exciting!’ exclaimed Talvas, feigning an air of boyish enthusiasm far removed from his true nature.

				Robert laughed. ‘It was a bit too exciting from where I was standing! So are you staying another night? We’ll be eating the boar at dinner. It’d be a pity to miss it.’

				‘I’m sorry, my lord,’ said Warin. ‘We’re expected back in Alençon tomorrow. So we’ll be on our way very soon and aim to reach Sées by nightfall.’

				‘Have a safe trip, then. If you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to find a way to get that boar from down there to up here.’

				Warin and Talvas rode away through the forest. ‘I wonder why Father wanted us to visit Falaise,’ Talvas mused. ‘He must have something in mind, but what?’

				‘I haven’t a clue,’ said Warin. ‘But you know the old man. Whatever plans he has, they’ll be nothing but bad news for Robert of Normandy.’
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				The dead boar was far too heavy to manhandle along the narrow path that ran up the side of the Mouth of Hell, so the carcass had to be gutted and crudely butchered where it lay, then brought back up in pieces that were piled on a woodman’s cart for carrying back to Falaise Castle. Robert and Herluin rode a little ahead of their men, locked in conversation as they tried to recapture every instant of the hunt. As they reached the edge of the forest, almost at the outskirts of Falaise itself, Robert suddenly pulled on the reins and brought his horse to a halt. He held up his hand to indicate that Herluin should stop too. Then he cocked his head, as perfectly still as one of his hunting dogs catching a scent, twisted his face into a quizzical grimace and said, ‘Wait! Did you hear that?’

				‘What?’ asked Herluin.

				Robert paused a second, trying to catch the sound again over the sigh of the breeze in the trees, then nodded and said, ‘That!’

				Sure enough, there were girlish voices singing and peals of high-pitched laughter, somewhere up ahead of them. Now Robert’s eyes lit up. He put his finger to his lips and walked his horse down the path as slowly and quietly as possible. A few seconds later, he and Herluin emerged from the trees on to a stretch of open ground, beyond which stood the stockyards where cattle brought to market were held, the slaughterhouses where they died, the skinners’ and fleshmongers’ premises, and the wooden sheds of the tanneries for which Falaise was famous across Normandy. The wind shifted for a second and drove the vile, excremental stench of the leather vats towards them, making both men cover their mouths and noses with their hands until, to their relief, the wind changed direction again and the air was fresh once more.

				Now they could concentrate on the girls. There were three of them and, evidently long accustomed to the reeking tanneries, they had not paused for an instant as they sang their song, and spun across the frosted ground in a whirl of twirling skirts and flying hair.

				One of the girls started a new verse:

				Pretty lady fair of face

				How I love you so-oh.

				A second girl joined in, repeating the opening lines while the first continued:

				Sweet and gentle, pure and chaste,

				Pretty lady fair of face.

				Robert had often heard his mother and sister sing these very words. He smiled at the memory and joined in under his breath as a third voice took up the first line of the roundelay while the first sang:

				I’d give my life for your embrace,

				Please don’t let me go.

				But then something caught his eye, and all his nostalgic memories vanished in an instant as the three singers united for the final refrain:

				Pretty lady fair of face,

				How I love you so-oh.

				They finished their song with more shrieks of laughter, still so rapt that they had not noticed the two horsemen. Then one of the horses whinnied and the spell was broken. The girls realised that they had been observed by men, and noble ones at that, and became uncertain, shy and embarrassed.

				‘Mother of God, she’s beautiful,’ Herluin gasped.

				‘She’s mine,’ said Robert, not for an instant doubting which of the three Herluin was talking about, nor his own right to try her first.

				He kicked his mount into a walk and approached the girls with Herluin in his wake. His expression was so serious, so intense that it unnerved one of the trio, a plain, dreary creature, as tall and thin and featureless as a broomstick. ‘We’re very, very sorry, my lords,’ she pleaded. ‘We didn’t mean no harm.’

				‘No need to apologise,’ said Herluin kindly. ‘We greatly enjoyed your singing.’

				Robert said nothing. The second girl was little more than a tavern wench in the making, with a buxom figure, a mass of unkempt curly black hair and a lascivious smile cloaked in an unsubtle attempt at coyness. He did not pay her a second glance. All his attention was focused on the girl beside her. She was wearing a deep blue hooded cloak. It was held at her neck by a silver clasp, and for a moment Robert thought she might be of noble blood. But no, if that were the case he would surely have heard about her long before: a fine-born maiden this beautiful could not have been kept a secret.

				Her hood had fallen down as she danced to reveal a tumbling mass of hair that seemed to match the burnished copper and blazing orange of the autumn leaves all around them. Her eyes were as clear and blue as the sky above and they looked directly into his own with a gaze that seemed to cut right through to his heart, even to his immortal soul.

				Robert tried to think of something to say. He prided himself on being ready with a quick response to any situation, but for once his wits had deserted him. He sat mutely astride his horse, inwardly cursing his own stupidity while the girl looked back at him. And was it just his imagination, or was there the faintest hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth? In all of heaven there could not be an angel more beautiful, nor in hell a devil more tempting, and Robert could only pray that something, anything would break the spell she had cast over him.

				He heard a cough beside him and then Herluin’s voice saying, ‘My lord . . .’

				Robert did not reply. The girl was a sorceress. She had robbed him of the power of speech.

				‘We really should be going back to the castle . . .’

				Finally Robert spoke. ‘Yes. What?’ He was grunting like a simpleton. ‘The castle . . . yes . . . of course . . .’

				He pursed his mouth, trying to summon the strength to leave, offered a curt, wordless nod in the direction of the three girls, then gave a desperate tug on his rein and pulled his horse away from them as if it had been enchanted as completely as he had. Robert had the distinct feeling that Herluin, too, was trying to suppress a smile. He had made a fool of himself in front of the most wondrous girl in all creation. At the moment when he should have been at his absolute best, he had failed utterly. He rode on for fifty paces or more, slumped in the saddle as elegantly as a sack of turnips, sinking ever deeper into self-pitying despondency. Then he heard the sound of whistles and catcalls from behind him, accompanied by increasingly excited barks and yelps.

				He turned round and saw the rest of the hunting party coming down the path. The column was just passing the spot where the girls had been dancing. It had slowed to a crawl and the men, their spirits buoyed by the morning’s triumph, were expressing their appreciation for the young women in the most blatant fashion while the hounds, picking up on the humans’ arousal, strained excitably at the leash. Two of the women had stopped to face the men, and Robert heard harsh, high-pitched peasant accents, answering with words as crude as they’d been given. The third, though, was hurrying down the path, her cloak pulled tight around her, trying to escape the scene.

				Robert could not see her face at this distance, nor even a flash of her hair, but he did not need to.

				He wheeled his horse round. ‘Don’t wait for me,’ he said to Herluin, then dug his heels into his mount’s flank and urged it forward, moving from a walk to a canter to a full gallop in barely a dozen strides.

				He was already riding flat out by the time Herluin called out to him, ‘Where are you going?’

				Robert did not slow his pace for an instant as he shouted back over his shoulder, ‘Hunting!’

				The men were becoming more hostile as Herleva the tanner’s daughter refused to acknowledge them. They’d stopped professing their love and lust for her. They’d even given up asking her to smile and cheer up. Now they were merely venting their frustration with insults, saying she was a stuck-up, frigid little bitch and telling her she should be more like her friends.

				She didn’t care. She was used to the things men said and the feel of their hands as they made a grab for her when she went to fetch her father from the tavern, or shopped at the market stalls; even as she took her pew in church on Sunday mornings. She’d grown used to being the object of other people’s desire. Every lad in the village had tried to win her heart and take her to bed, and most of their fathers too. But now the tables had been turned. She’d recognised Count Robert at once, of course. He’d taken up residence at the castle at the beginning of September, just days after the death of his father, the late duke, whose property it had been. Since then he’d become a hero to every young female in Falaise and the topic of countless breathless conversations.

				Nothing, though, had prepared Herleva for the effect of his actual flesh-and-blood presence. He’d looked so fine astride his courser, like a living sculpture or a young god, that all she could do was stare at him, the way boys usually stared at her. She’d lost herself in his eyes, trying to decide if they were grey or blue or green, for the colours seemed to shift and change like the gleam of a pebble in a sparkling sunlit stream. She must have lost her wits too, for she’d managed not a single word of greeting. No wonder Robert hadn’t bothered even to say goodbye. Why would he care about a stupid village girl who couldn’t pay him the slightest respect?

				And then she heard the sound of a galloping horse. She looked up and there he was, charging down the forest path towards her, taking her breath away as he pulled up in front of the other men, scarcely five paces away from her, and shouted, ‘That’s enough! Leave these maidens alone. Say a word, any of you, and by God I’ll make you regret it.’

				He aimed a furious glare at the hunting party. ‘Move on!’ he commanded them, pointing away down the path. ‘Now! Come on . . . move!’

				The column got back under way. When the last straggler had gone by, Robert jumped down from his horse and, ignoring the other girls completely, walked straight across to Herleva.

				‘I apologise on my men’s behalf,’ he said. ‘Their behaviour was disgraceful.’

				Herleva just about managed to stammer, ‘Th-thank you, my lord.’

				He was so close to her she could have reached out and touched him; close enough to see the splashes of dried blood on his leather gloves and the sleeves of his tunic; close enough to feel the size and physical presence of him. Robert was tall and broad-shouldered. From the way his brow glowered, the muscles in his jaw clenched and his eyes blazed, it was easy to understand why men feared his anger. Yet there was something almost feminine in the sensuous curve of his mouth and the fullness of his lips. And there was a shyness, too, about the way his brow was now tilted a little to one side and those same eyes seemed more vulnerable and uncertain.

				There were little scratches, she could now see, across one side of his face. It was all Herleva could do not to take that one last step between them and kiss the marks away.

				The young lord took a long, deep breath, almost as if he were summoning his courage before battle, and then quietly but with heartfelt intensity said, ‘I want to see you. I have to . . . this evening. I . . . I command it. There’s a postern gate, round the back of the castle. It’s very private. Go there an hour after sunset, once it’s properly dark. I’ll make sure that you’re let in.’

				‘No, my lord, I will not do that.’ The words came to Herleva without thinking. If she had given herself even a second’s reflection, she would surely have bitten her tongue.

				Robert looked as though she had slapped him. She could see the temper rising in his eyes and quickly said, ‘I . . . I . . .  have to ask my father’s permission.’

				‘Then tell him from me he’d better grant it.’

				‘And . . . and there’s something else . . .’

				Robert frowned suspiciously. ‘What?’

				‘If he says that I may come, I don’t want to use the postern. I want to come in by the main gate.’

				‘But everyone will see you.’

				Herleva nodded, but was too afraid to speak. She cursed her rashness and stupidity. She had made the Count of the Hiémois angry. It was not only a matter of what he could do to her; he had the power to banish her whole family from the town. They would lose their home. Her father’s business would be stripped from him. Oh Mary, mother of God, she prayed silently, please don’t let my family suffer because of what I’ve done.

				But then Robert took her completely by surprise. He smiled, not just any smile, but a grin that lit up his face and made her feel that she and he were conspirators in a wonderful, wicked little plot. The way he directed his complete attention towards her, the full force of his personality, was intoxicating. She felt a little breathless. Her heart was racing, her lips were burning hot and she seemed to be melting inside. No man had ever had that effect on her before. What had he done to her?

				‘Very well,’ said Robert. ‘You shall come in by the front gate. And I will be waiting at the top of the steps, by the door to the keep, especially to meet you.’

				He turned without another word, mounted his horse and rode away.

				Her friends had been hanging back, not daring to intrude, but now they ran up to her, squealing with excitement. Herleva felt as though her heart was doing somersaults of joy, flipping over and over inside her chest. They showered her with questions: ‘What did he say?’ ‘Does he want to see you?’ ‘Why was he smiling like that?’ ‘What did you do?’

				Finally, when they’d all calmed down enough for Herleva to make herself heard, a triumphant smile crossed her face as though she were the cat that had got the cream, and the fish and a nice fat mouse to boot, and she said, ‘He likes me . . . Almost as much as I like him.’

				One of the girls hurried off home, desperate to be the first to start spreading this spectacular bit of gossip, and Herleva was left alone with Judith, her best friend. Judith was by no means as beautiful as Herleva, but her abundant curves and come-hither manner ensured that she received just as much male attention: more of it, in fact, once boys discovered that she was only too happy to trade flirtatious banter and even the occasional cuddle or kiss.

				‘Come on,’ she said. ‘Tell me all and leave nothing out. I want every word, every dreamy look he gave you!’

				At first, Judith responded to what Herleva had to say with giggles and little cries of ‘No!’ ‘My God!’ or ‘I don’t believe you!’ But when she came to her promise to go to the castle that night, Judith stared at her, gawping in disbelief. Finally she gasped, ‘And I thought I was the biggest slut in Falaise!’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				‘You said WHAT?!’ Fulbert the tanner exclaimed, when his daughter described her chance encounter with Robert of Normandy, told him she’d agreed to meet the count that night and announced her plan to walk through the main gate of Falaise Castle for all the world to see.

				Fulbert was a man bent on self-improvement. Over the years he had worked his way up from apprentice to tradesman and was now the master of his own tannery, curing cow and pig skins into the leathers without which horses could not be ridden, nor fighting men clad. He was blessed with a wife, Doda, whose shrewd, calculating nature was the perfect foil to his more straightforward abilities, and the couple had two strong sons, Osbern and Walter.

				They were decent, honest lads, but there was nothing particularly special about them; nothing that would lift Fulbert’s family on to a higher social plane. Herleva, though, was another matter. All fathers thought their daughters beautiful, but Fulbert knew his was, and he was well aware what her beauty was worth. He was determined to preserve Herleva’s virtue intact and unsullied until the day she married a man with enough money, status and power to carry her away to a better life. Under their marital bed he and Doda kept a stout chest containing their most precious possessions, including a bag of silver coins they had saved for Herleva’s dowry. All his hopes rested on her. Which explained the stomach-churning, jaw-dropping horror that seized him now.

				Herleva, however, seemed blissfully indifferent to his suffering. ‘Well it just didn’t seem right, going in secretly, round the side, as if I was doing something shabby . . . something dishonourable.’

				‘And what do you call marching in like a brazen strumpet?’ Fulbert retorted. ‘Just how honourable is that? You’re not a little girl any more. You must know there’s only one reason a man like that calls for a girl like you . . .’

				‘What do you mean, “a girl like you”?’ she replied indignantly. ‘You’re always saying I should be proud of who I am. Why do you want me to be ashamed now?’

				‘Because . . . because . . .’ Fulbert adored his daughter. He’d been wrapped around her little finger from the first moment he’d looked into those lovely blue eyes, and nothing had changed in the sixteen years since. And she knew it. She always found a way to win him round, no matter how angry he was to begin with. He gazed helplessly at his wife. ‘You tell her, love . . . tell her what I mean.’

				Doda patted the wooden bench next to her. ‘Come here, sweetheart.’

				Herleva did not move for a second, to show that she could not easily be ordered around, then sat herself down beside her thin, dark, beady-eyed mother.

				Doda reached out, took one of Herleva’s hands and stroked it gently. ‘What your father is trying to say,’ she began, looking Herleva in the eye, ‘is that you’re a very beautiful girl and anyone can see it. His lordship certainly can and he . . . well, he wants to take advantage of you.’

				‘That’s not what he said! He said he wanted to see me,’ Herleva protested, not even convincing herself.

				‘Well, what a young man says and what he thinks are two very different things, ’specially when he’s a mighty lord looking at a humble maiden like you.’

				‘But I know he cares about me,’ she said, meaning it this time. ‘I could tell. He . . . he didn’t know what to say. The very first time he saw me. We just looked at each other and neither of us could speak. Not a word.’

				Now Herleva grabbed Doda’s hands and squeezed tight as she said, ‘It was wonderful, Mama. And he felt it too. I know he did!’

				She gazed at her mother imploringly. The older woman looked back, her lips pursed shrewdly, assessing what Herleva had said. Then she looked up at her husband and said, ‘I wonder . . . Maybe we’re wrong to object. This might be the moment we’ve been praying for. Our little girl may just have landed the biggest prize in all of Normandy.’

				Her husband gave a dismissive snort. ‘Heavens above, woman! When did you go soft-headed? That Robert is the duke’s brother. His wife’ll be some fancy princess, not a common lass he spotted on a hunting expedition.’

				He looked at Herleva with a plaintive expression on his face: ‘Sorry, love, but that’s the truth of it.’

				‘Who said anything about marriage?’ asked Doda. ‘And why shouldn’t a lord fall for a common lass he met out hunting? The count’s grandfather, the first Duke Richard, did. I remember my mother telling me all about it when I was a little girl . . .’

				‘We don’t have time for your mum’s gossip now,’ Fulbert protested.

				‘Oh yes we do . . . just you wait and see.’

				‘Please, Mama, tell me what happened to old Duke Richard,’ Herleva begged, sensing that the story might work in her favour.

				‘Well, Duke Richard the Fearless, as people called him, had a wife, but she died so then he was alone again. There was a forester who watched over some of the duke’s hunting grounds and he was married to a woman named Sainsfrida, who was famed for her beauty. So the duke went hunting in that particular part of the forest and made sure that he stayed overnight in the forester’s house. Sure enough, this Sainsfrida was just as lovely as everyone had said, and the duke told the forester that he wanted her brought to his bedchamber.’

				‘But that’s awful!’ Herleva exclaimed. ‘She was the forester’s wife!’

				‘Yes, and Richard was the duke, and if he wanted her, he was going to have her. So the forester had to go to his wife and tell her what the duke had commanded.’

				‘I’d have knocked his head off, duke or no duke,’ muttered Fulbert.

				‘And then he’d have had you imprisoned and most likely killed and where would that have got your family? Anyway, it didn’t matter because Sainsfrida had a plan. She sent her sister Gunnor, who was a virgin and even more beautiful than her, to the duke instead. And Duke Richard was captivated by Gunnor’s beauty, just like you say young Robert has been captivated by you.’

				‘What happened next?’ Herleva asked, thrilled by the idea that a common girl could win a duke’s heart.

				‘Ah well, that’s just it,’ said her mother. ‘Duke Richard fell in love with Gunnor and made her his concubine and she gave him four fine sons and a few daughters too. And one of them was Emma, who’s the Queen of England!’

				Doda paused for breath before continuing in a much more calculating voice. ‘I ask you, Fulbert, if Gunnor could do all that, why shouldn’t Herleva win Count Robert’s heart? And if she did, just think what that would do for our family. This town is full of people looking down their noses at us, going on about what a smelly, disgusting business it is being a tanner. They’d change their tune fast enough if we had the ear of Count Robert. And it would be good for business, too. I’m sure Herleva could make sure that any leather the castle bought came from your tannery.’

				‘Well, that would certainly be worth a bit,’ said Fulbert, who was no slower than his wife to spot a business opportunity.

				‘And why should you be a tanner all your life, eh? Play your cards right and it won’t be long before we have a little estate of our own, even a title for you or one of the boys if we’re lucky . . .’

				She stopped mid flow and looked about her, frowning. ‘Where’s that blasted girl gone? Hey, Fulbert! Did you see where she went?’

				Doda got up and stood with her legs apart, hands on hips, glaring at her surroundings as if she could will her daughter to reappear. ‘By God, I swear if that little madam has gone off to see Count Robert without so much as a by-your-leave, I don’t care if she marries him this very evening. I’ll smack her pretty little backside so hard she won’t sit down for a week!’

				‘There’s no need for that,’ came a voice from right behind her.

				Doda spun round to see Herleva standing by the door to her parents’ bedchamber. She was wearing a plain white linen chemise and over it a dress made of the finest Flanders cloth. It was a dazzling scarlet, belted at the waist by a girdle of woven leather and embroidered with a delicate pattern of white and yellow flowers at the neckline and the hems of the sleeves. She gave a little twist of her hips that set the skirt swirling around her legs. Then she looked at her mother and asked, ‘Will he think I look pretty if he sees me wearing this?’

				‘But that was going to be your wedding-day dress. I’ve been keeping it specially . . .’

				‘I know, Mama, but I just want to look nice for Robert. I can’t bear him to think he’s made a terrible mistake and—’

				Herleva broke down in sobs and Doda took her in her arms. ‘There, there,’ she said. ‘I’m sure Count Robert will think you’re the loveliest girl he’s ever seen.’

				Doda only spoke the words to comfort her daughter and stop her crying. But it struck her now that they were no more than the simple truth. Any red-blooded man with eyes in his head and a cock between his legs would take one look at Herleva and want her in his bed. Once she was there, it was simply a matter of exploiting the relationship to make sure she and Fulbert derived the full benefit from it. True, their girl would no longer be a virgin. But any future husband would be likely to forgive that if the man who’d had his bride first was the brother of the duke. In fact it might even make Herleva more desirable as a prospective wife, not less.

				That red dress had been bought as an investment. And tonight, Doda gratefully concluded, it would deliver a most handsome profit.
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