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            A low mist curled over the fields of Senlac Hill, turning grass to silver and breath to fog. The sky—neither clear nor cloudy—hung like a blade waiting to fall. All noise had quieted. No birds. No drums. Only the occasional clink of armor, the dull snort of a horse, the whispered prayers of men who feared they would not see nightfall.

William rode the line early, his shadow long across the damp grass. Behind him, the Norman army stood in careful tiers: archers at the front, infantry behind them, cavalry held in reserve. Their banners flapped quietly, bearing crosses, lions, and the fierce black wyvern of Normandy. Many had not slept. Some had carved words into their shields—names of sons, wives, saints. The papal banner rose in the center, a white field blessed by the Pope himself, now stained with travel and prayer.

Atop the hill stood England, ready for the Battle of Hastings to begin.
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​CHAPTER 1:

Born of Scandal, Forged by Blood
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Falaise, 1028.

The boy entered the world behind a curtain of butcher’s smoke and wet leather. The house clung to the edge of a stony cliff above the River Ante, where the wind stank faintly of iron and the bark of dogs echoed off the town walls. Herleva, daughter of the town’s tanner, lay slick with sweat in the dim light of her father’s home. She had labored through the night—half in pain, half in prayer—her hands gripping the bed’s coarse linen, her copper hair darkened with sweat, her breath sharp as flint. The women attending her spoke little. They knew the child’s father. Everyone in Falaise did.

He was not present.

Robert, Duke of Normandy, grandson of Rollo the Viking, had taken her as his concubine and left her as his embarrassment. Herleva had not entered the duke’s bed by accident—no, she had danced, they said, barefoot in the courtyard, her hips swaying like the banners of war. She had red clay on her hem and vinegar on her tongue, and though she could not read scripture, she could read a man’s hunger. But what she’d wanted—what she’d truly wanted—was not love. It was legacy.

The child she bore now had no lawful place in court. No title. No legitimacy. But he had his father’s blood. And in Normandy, that meant something.

When the child emerged, crimson and screaming, the midwife recoiled not from his cries, but from his stare. He blinked once, then again—his gaze wide and fixed, like a creature already learning to measure the world. His fists clenched as if they had entered life ready for battle. A low rumble of thunder passed across the fields outside Falaise, and in that moment, one of the older women crossed herself. “Born under storm,” she muttered. “Storm-born, and storm-bound.”

They named him William.

In the ducal court, there was silence. Robert I, often called Robert the Magnificent by flatterers and fools, did not speak of the child to his nobles—not at first. He had no duchess, no legitimate heir, only the bastard now squalling in a tanner’s home. But Robert, like his forebears, understood the language of blood. He had inherited a duchy from a line of Norsemen who had taken what they wanted and made it law after the fact. His grandfather, Rollo, had carved Normandy from Frankish skin with axe and oath. Legitimacy, then, was often a fiction—one rewritten by the sword.

Still, scandal festered at court like old wine gone sour. The nobles whispered. The bastard would never be accepted. Some thought Robert had taken leave of his senses. Others saw opportunity. The powerful houses of Normandy, especially those who could trace their lines to the earliest Viking lords, began to imagine what might come next.

Herleva’s brother, Walter, a man of sinew and blunt purpose, emerged as the boy’s fiercest shield. He had no love for courtiers, but he knew how to wield a blade and when to keep his mouth shut. It was Walter who carried William to the ducal chapel when Robert finally acknowledged the boy. It was Walter who stood behind Herleva as she was granted small estates and a quiet exile from court. It was Walter who began to watch the glances cast toward the child and measure which ones were merely curious and which ones harbored blades.

The boy grew quickly, all elbows and hunger, with a temper that made the stablehands flinch. He was quick to bruise and quicker to strike back. By the time he could walk, he had learned to defy. He did not speak often, but when he did, it was with a flat certainty that made grown men blink. “I will be duke,” he once said to Walter, after hearing a servant mock his mother. He could not yet hold a sword. He could barely lift a spoon. But his voice held no doubt.

In 1035, Robert, perhaps sensing the dark cloud gathering behind his throne, set out on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Many said it was an act of piety. Others whispered it was escape—from guilt, from politics, or from the burden of his bastard son. Before he departed, he summoned the barons of Normandy to Rouen and made them swear loyalty to William, his heir. Some bent the knee. Others bit their tongues.

He never returned.

Robert died on the journey home—some said fever, others poison, others a curse laid upon him in the Holy Land. The news arrived in Falaise on a summer morning, borne by a messenger with dust on his boots and reluctance in his eyes. Within hours, Normandy was ablaze with ambition. Every house with a sword and a son began calculating. The child—only seven years old—was now Duke of Normandy.

Oaths were sworn. But many were spoken with fingers crossed behind armored backs.

In a stone-walled chamber lit by rushlight, Walter stood beside William as a priest anointed the boy’s brow with oil. The child sat still, his small fists clenched on the arms of a chair too large for his frame. Outside, horses were saddled, knives sharpened. Inside, the storm-born bastard was crowned.

He did not cry.
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​Chapter 2:

The Boy Duke
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The death of Duke Robert did not end with mourning. It began with murmurs, and by the time those murmurs reached the forests and stone halls of Normandy, they had grown teeth. William was not yet eight when the news was whispered into his ear by a pale priest with wine on his breath and pity in his eyes.

“Your father is gone,” the priest said, kneeling before him. “You are now the Duke.”

William said nothing. He looked out the narrow window slit, where the sky was swollen with stormlight, and he thought of horses galloping on distant roads and of swords drawn in rooms where boys were not allowed. His small hands curled on the wooden armrests. His face gave no sign of joy, or fear, or anything at all.

It took less than a fortnight for the bloodletting to begin.

Gilbert of Brionne was the first to fall. A tall man with a hard mouth and a colder smile, Gilbert had been appointed as one of William’s chief guardians, a loyalist to the late Duke Robert and cousin to the child. He believed in order and oaths, and more importantly, he believed in the child’s claim. For that, he died in a ditch.

The ambush came near Échauffour. Gilbert’s men were scattered by riders wearing no sigil. The attackers did not shout names or raise banners—they came silent, swords drawn, and left only corpses in the mud. Gilbert was dragged from his saddle, pinned with daggers, and left to rot in full view of the road. William was told of it that night. He said nothing then, either. But he did not sleep.

Three nights later, the knife came for him.

The chamber was quiet but for the soft breath of the brazier. Osbern, steward of the duchy and one of the few who dared sleep near the child, had bedded down in the corner. William, eyes open in the dark, stared at the ceiling beams. He was beginning to dream of wolves with men’s voices and horses without riders. When the door creaked, he thought it was a servant, come to stoke the fire.

But there was no firewood. Only a blade.

Osbern woke with a shout, his voice startling the attacker. In the dim orange glow, William saw a shadow rise and fall twice—Osbern wrestling the man, then going still. The man fled, leaving Osbern bleeding into the rushes, his throat cut, his blood seeping toward the boy’s cot.

Walter arrived within minutes. He said nothing as he dragged the corpse aside and bundled William in a cloak, carrying him down narrow halls, through kitchens, out into the chill night where horses waited in silence. The smell of Osbern’s blood still clung to William’s sleeves.

They rode without speaking, Walter leading, always looking back. When they reached a small stone keep outside of Falaise, Walter finally spoke.

“You must trust no one,” he said. “Not even those who swear they serve you.”

“I trust you,” William said.

Walter smiled bitterly. “Then you’re a fool.”

William learned to sleep with a knife beside him. He learned to eat quickly, to keep his back to the wall, to ask no questions when men disappeared. Sometimes he asked Walter where someone had gone—Baron this, or Lord that—and Walter would just tap the hilt of his blade. “Gone the way of the oathbreakers,” he’d say.

Not all was shadow, though. In the barracks of Bayeux, he found company that did not treat him as a prize to be used or a threat to be eliminated. William fitzOsbern, son of the murdered steward, was the first boy who met his eyes with something like challenge instead of fear. Roger de Montgomery followed—smarter, quicker with words, always smirking like he knew something no one else did.

“You fight like a fish,” Roger told William after sparring one day. “A slippery, angry fish.”

“You talk like a goose,” William shot back.

They were soon inseparable—fighting, training, cursing, sometimes laughing. FitzOsbern was the strongest of the three, often shielding William with his bulk in practice matches. Roger was the most cunning, teaching William how to read a noble’s smile and see the lie beneath it.

“I’m going to be Duke,” William told them one day as they sat sharpening blades by torchlight.

“You are Duke,” Roger replied.

“No,” William said, eyes fixed on the blade. “Not yet.”

Normandy outside the castle walls was burning. The barons carved up the duchy as if it were already theirs. Alan of Brittany, meant to be William’s guardian, returned to his own lands and refused to leave them. The castles of the duchy—those not already in flames—were watched by men who had once pledged loyalty to Duke Robert but now counted the days until the boy’s throat was cut.

Villagers prayed for peace. Merchants begged for safe roads. Priests warned that divine punishment would fall for the oaths broken. But still, the lords quarreled. Armies gathered in secret. Daggers slipped between ribs in the night. Normandy was becoming a kingdom of whispers.

William was not allowed to cry. When he once flinched at the sight of a man hanged in the square—his tongue black, eyes swollen—Walter cuffed him on the ear.

“Your enemies will not flinch,” Walter said. “Why should you?”

By the time William reached his tenth birthday, he had been moved a dozen times, hidden in monasteries, castles, and cellars. He had survived at least three known assassination attempts. He had seen friends die. He had buried his innocence in the shallow grave of necessity.

And still he stood.

In the great hall of Falaise, beneath the same beams where his mother had once cried out in childbirth, a group of barons gathered to reaffirm their oaths. They did so under duress, with hands on hilts. William, small for his age, stood before them in a tunic of dark wool. He looked each man in the eye.

“You swore to my father,” he said. “Now you swear to me.”

Some hesitated. One did not. “You are no duke,” the man spat. “You are a bastard in a borrowed chair.”

Walter took a step forward. The man did not see the blade before it pierced his neck. His blood hit the floor in two heavy spurts. The others swore their oaths quickly after that.

That night, William did not sleep. He stood at the window, watching the torches burn down in the square below.

“I will be more than a duke,” he whispered. “And they will choke on it.”
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​Chapter 3:

The Truce of God
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The air in Valognes was thick with heat and silence. Even the dogs were quiet. In the corridors of the keep, tension moved like smoke—just out of sight but impossible to ignore. William, now near nineteen, paced the narrow stone floor of his chamber, listening for sounds that shouldn’t be there. He knew this feeling. He had known it since childhood. It had the scent of treachery and the taste of steel.

Down in the courtyard, the guards muttered too little. Faces that had greeted him with stiff bows two days before now looked away. The banners of his allies sagged in the humid air, their colors dulled by a shared uncertainty. William paused at the window slit. Valognes, his temporary refuge, sat curled between the forest and the sea. Too quiet. Too still.

Guy of Burgundy had chosen his moment well. A cousin to William, once a guest at his hearth, Guy had declared him unfit to rule. “A bastard duke,” he whispered through the noble houses of Normandy. “A son of a tanner’s girl, playing at crown and court.” And the nobles—tired of William’s reforms, fearful of his power, envious of his lineage—had listened. They came not with reasons but with horses and swords. Guy had turned William’s own birth into a weapon.

As dusk thickened, Walter burst into the room, cloak dripping from the rain.

“They’re here,” he said. “We ride now, or we die in this place.”

William didn’t ask who “they” were. He didn’t need names. He’d grown up with their faces.

They slipped from Valognes as the town’s gates groaned shut behind them. No drums. No torches. Only hooves, the sharp breath of horses, and the hiss of Walter’s whisper: “Faster.” Behind them, the fires began. Somewhere in the dark, a gatekeeper screamed. William did not look back.

They rode south, teeth grit against wind and rain, through fields swollen with spring mud. Roger de Montgomery led them through the marsh paths only locals knew. FitzOsbern rode at William’s side, his sword drawn and knuckles white. For two days they did not stop, trading saddles only to eat or change mounts. By the time they reached King Henry’s court near Dreux, William’s eyes burned from lack of sleep.

Henry, King of France, wore a fox’s smile and a priest’s rings. He greeted William with cautious civility, listening to the tale of treason with a cup of watered wine in his hand.

“You’re always in need of saving,” Henry said, half amused.

William bowed slightly, stiff with exhaustion. “Only until I can do the saving myself.”

Henry chuckled. “And what do I get for putting my army between you and your cousins?”

“Loyalty,” William said, voice low. “A Normandy that answers to France, not Burgundy.”

Henry raised an eyebrow. “And if I don’t help?”

“Then Burgundy will crown himself duke, and the next time I ride to your court, it will be with fire behind me.”

That night, the King ordered his banners raised.

The battle came in late summer at Val-ès-Dunes, a shallow valley where the heat clung to the skin and flies hovered before the blood had even been spilled. William rode at the front with FitzOsbern and Roger. His armor was scratched and sun-dulled. His face showed no fear. Only calculation.
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