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      When Goldwin did not move, still rooted to the ground by shock, King Harold himself lifted the limp young woman in his arms
         and turned towards the house. Aileth gained her feet. ‘It’s all my fault,’ she said shakily to Goldwin. ‘We had a quarrel
         in the street – over nothing, but her Norman accent was recognised!’
      

      ‘I knew something like this was bound to happen,’ Goldwin growled. ‘From now on it might be a good idea to stay away from
         Felice altogether until this trouble has passed.’
      

      Aileth glared at him. ‘Felice is innocent, alone, and in need of help. I never thought that you were the kind of man to be
         nought but a fair-weather friend.’ Turning her back on him, she followed the King into her house.
      

      ‘She’s Norman!’ The harsh condemnation was snarled by Aileth’s brother Aldred. ‘Small wonder that you were attacked in the
         street!’
      

      ‘She has done nothing wrong!’ Aileth retorted with equal heat. ‘Yes, she’s a Norman, but can you see her coming at you with
         a shield and sword? What kind of threat is she to your manhood?’
      

      Aldred’s fair skin burned red. ‘By the Rood, if you were in my discipline, I’d take a belt to your hide! Our father was always
         too soft with you! And Goldwin’s no better. Where is he? I’ve got some advice for him!’
      

      ‘Peace, Aldred,’ commanded Harold sharply. ‘Master Goldwin is the best judge of how to rule his own household. As your sister
         says, the woman lying here is no threat to us, even if she is Norman.’
      

      ‘But …’ Aldred began, then swallowed powerfully and tightened his lips.
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PART I


      AILITH

   
      
      
CHAPTER 1


       
       LONDON, DECEMBER 1065



      Ailith, wife of Goldwin the Armourer, swept her gaze around her long hall, inhaled deeply of the rich, forest scent, and sighed
         out with pleasure. Great swags of Yuletide evergreen garlanded the roof beams and the timbered walls. At spontaneous intervals
         she had hung kissing bunches of the sacred white mistletoe and blood-berried holly. Above the place of honour near the hearth,
         a magnificent pair of stag’s antlers had been nailed, and the reflected firelight stained the broad edges and polished tips
         of horn a glossy crimson.
      

      
      Tomorrow night her brothers had promised to find time from their duties as bodyguards of the great Harold Godwinson, Earl
         of Wessex, to bring her the traditional Yule log and stay to dine. She was greatly looking forward to the meal, for apart
         from Goldwin, Aldred and Lyulph were the only family she possessed, and their visits were precious.
      

      
      A sudden commotion at the door heralded the return of her two serving women from the markets in the heart of the city. Braying
         in protest at the weight in his laden panniers, the pack ass was led round the side of the house by the younger maid, Sigrid.
         Wulfhild, puffing and plump, staggered into the long hall, her arms weighted down by two net bags of provisions.
      

      
      ‘God save us, Mistress Ailith, I’ve never seen such crowds!’ She dumped the bags on the new, thick floor rushes and pressed
         her hands into the small of her back. ‘An’ all the stall holders charging what they like. We got the best bargains we could, but if it weren’t Yuletide, you’d say the prices was shameless robbery!’
      

      
      Ailith’s generous lips twitched at her maid’s indignation. ‘I am sure I would,’ she commiserated gravely as Wulfhild handed
         her a small drawstring pouch. It was considerably lighter than it had been at the outset of the excursion.
      

      
      ‘There would be less in it still if Brand the Fishmonger hadn’t got a soft spot for Sigrid,’ Wulfhild continued to grumble.
         ‘He let us have the pike and salmon you asked for at only half the price he was charging everyone else. And when we got to
         the onions, you’d ha’ thought they was made out o’ gold the way …’
      

      
      ‘Wulfhild, I believe you!’ Ailith said a trifle impatiently. Over the maid’s shoulder she saw Goldwin enter the hall. Even
         in the raw December cold his sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, exposing his brawny forearms. He was wearing a stained
         leather apron over his old tunic and his face was smutty from the forge. His right fist was closed around the nasal bar of
         an iron helmet.
      

      
      ‘Take those bags to the store and unpack them,’ Ailith commanded. ‘I’ll inspect everything later. And before you do that,
         bring out some bread and ale for Master Goldwin.’
      

      
      Wulfhild half-turned, saw Goldwin, and in consternation, picked up the bags and hurried from the hall, dipping the master
         an awkward curtsey as she passed him.
      

      
      Goldwin paused to watch her, then looked enquiringly at Ailith. His eyes were a warm reddish-brown set under prominent black
         brows. Beneath his scrutiny, Ailith felt herself grow warm and begin to melt.
      

      
      ‘The markets are expensive today with Yule so close and the King and Court in residence,’ she told him. ‘The bargains were
         few and Wulfhild has taken it to heart. You know how she loves to haggle.’
      

      
      Goldwin took the purse she held up for his inspection. ‘I was warned that becoming a married man was expensive,’ he observed
         with mock dismay.
      

      
      ‘Would you rather have remained in your bread-and-water bachelor state and amassed a solitary fortune then?’ Ailith challenged, jutting her chin at him and setting her hands to her
         hips. She had large, regular features moulded upon a sturdy bone structure. A healthy mare was the way her father had described
         her during the marriage negotiations before his death last year; a good worker, strong and buxom. Ailith knew that her father’s
         words stemmed from his pride at how well she had coped with the burden of household duties in the eight years since her mother
         had died, but it had not blunted the pain of the wounds he had so unintentionally inflicted. If she had not loved Goldwin
         for anything else, she would have loved him for saying on their wedding night that her statuesque figure and wealth of corn-blonde
         hair put him not in mind of a mare, but of a wild, fierce Valkyrie.
      

      
      Goldwin rubbed his jaw and pretended to consider. ‘Would I rather have remained in my bread-and-water state?’ Without warning
         he pounced on her and drew her beneath one of the mistletoe kissing bunches. ‘What do you think?’ he breathed. His lips pressed
         down on hers. She felt the silkiness of his beard, the forge heat still upon his skin, and tasted salty sweat. Running her
         hands over his naked forearms and across his broad, blacksmith’s shoulders, she buried her fingers in his hair and returned
         his kiss with enthusiasm. Against her hip she felt the clumsy bump of the helmet he was still holding.
      

      
      Wulfhild returned from the stores with a pitcher of ale and a loaf of new bread which she placed on the trestle near the hearth.
         Ailith and Goldwin broke their embrace and looked at each other, making a silent promise for later. Lightly slapping her rump,
         Goldwin sat down at the trestle and Ailith ladled out two steaming bowls of onion pottage from the cauldron suspended over
         the hearth.
      

      
      ‘You’re in a fine good humour.’ She put the soup in front of him and sat down at his side. ‘Is it because you’ve finished
         this?’ She lifted the helm off the board and turned it delicately over in her hands. It was a beautiful piece of work, its
         austere lines tempered by the details of bronze brow ridges and decorated strengthening bands.
      

      
      Goldwin grunted and spooned pottage into his mouth. ‘I’ll be in a better humour still when the mail shirt to go with it is
         done. Earl Harold wants it for the New Year and it’s not but two thirds completed yet.’
      

      
      Ailith was not deceived by his complaint. Goldwin’s work was going very well indeed. If he had not been extremely pleased
         with the helm, he would never have brought it from the forge to show her, feigning nonchalance, but seeking her approval.
         Looking at his hands as he broke bread and ate soup, she marvelled anew that their rugged ugliness could create a thing of
         such simple, but intricate beauty. And then she thought of their gentle touch on her body and a little shiver ran through
         her. She tried the helmet on.
      

      
      ‘Do I look like a Valkyrie now?’ she asked mischievously, and was amazed at the loudness of her own voice in her ears.

      
      Goldwin chuckled. ‘Not unless such women are cross-eyed and wear old homespun kirtles.’

      
      Ailith stuck out her tongue at him and removed the helm. Immediately her focus restored itself to normal. She wondered how
         men managed to keep a clear vision in battle with a nasal bar between their eyes. She looked at the helm and imagined it gleaming
         on the leonine head of Harold of Wessex, and again she shivered.
      

      
      ‘I’m not really complaining,’ Goldwin said as the hot soup and fragrant fresh bread mellowed him. ‘I owe your brothers a great
         debt for putting Earl Harold’s custom my way. Without their recommendations I might still be struggling in that poky little
         workshop at Ethelredshithe.’ He gazed with pride at the thick timber walls of the spacious hall, clothed in their festive
         evergreen.
      

      
      So did Ailith. It was not every bride could boast a brand-new house, light and roomy by the standards of the wattle and daub
         dwelling in which she had grown up, and situated within sight of St Peter’s and the new palace and abbey on Thorney Island.
      

      
      Three years ago Goldwin had repaired a dented helm belonging to her brother Aldred. Aldred had been so impressed by the work that he had recommended Goldwin to all his soldier acquaintances and custom had flourished. So had the friendship
         between the two young men. It had seemed only natural that Goldwin should offer for Ailith when his reputation and fortune
         had grown to the point where he felt secure enough to support a wife. The match had been made to mutual satisfaction all round.
         Ailith had always known that she would have no say in the choosing of a husband and had been mightily relieved when her father
         and brothers had mooted Goldwin.
      

      
      He was short of stature and slightly bow-legged, his hands permanently darkened from working the steel, but his warm smile
         and his diligent, amiable nature, made him the most handsome of men in her eyes.
      

      
      ‘Aldred and Lyulph are bringing the Yule log tomorrow eve.’ Ailith returned her attention to Goldwin, taking pleasure in seeing
         him enjoy the food. ‘I’ll have to neck those chickens before dark, I suppose.’ She pulled a face. Although she was competent
         at all domestic tasks, killing the yard fowl was the one she disliked the most. It seemed such a betrayal of trust. You offered
         the birds corn from your hand day in, day out, talking to them, caring for them. Then you stole their eggs and wrung their
         necks at the whim of the cooking pot. She could have bought freshly killed poultry from the booths in West Chepe, but to her
         housewife’s conditioning, that was a shocking price to pay for squeamishness.
      

      
      Goldwin wiped his lips on a napkin, poured himself a mug of ale from the pitcher, and stood up. ‘It’ll be good to see Aldred
         and Lyulph again,’ he commented. ‘Now Earl Harold’s almost sitting on the throne, they’re in attendance of him all the time.’
         He took a long drink, topped up his mug, and stifling a replete belch, walked to the door. On the threshold he turned round.
      

      
      ‘Aili, I forgot to tell you; old Sitric’s house next door, it’s going to be occupied. I saw the abbey steward this morning
         and he told me.’
      

      
      Filled with curiosity, Ailith raised her brows. Their elderly neighbour Sitric had retired to St Peter’s at Martinmas, bestowing
         all his worldly goods upon the monks in return for board and lodging until he should die. His house had stood empty these
         past four weeks, checked over now and then by the abbey’s lay steward, but otherwise forlorn. ‘Did he say by whom?’
      

      
      ‘Apparently it has been rented until next hogtide by a wine merchant.’ Goldwin looked down into his wine. ‘A Norman wine merchant,
         from Rouen.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’ Ailith did not quite know how to respond. There were plenty of Normans in London. King Edward had spent his youth across
         the narrow sea and his preferences were for all things French. Rumour said that he even desired to bequeath his childless
         crown to Duke William of Normandy, when every decent-thinking Saxon knew that it ought to go to Harold of Wessex. She grimaced.
         To speak of Normans in front of her brothers was to invite a tirade of abuse. But it did not follow that a person was to be
         spat upon just because they were foreign. Harold of Wessex himself was half-Danish.
      

      
      ‘Don’t mention it to Aldred and Lyulph,’ she said. ‘Leastways not tomorrow. I don’t want the feast to be spoiled.’

      
      ‘Why should I tell them when it is none of their business?’ Goldwin answered bluntly. ‘I only told you because you keep saying
         what a disgrace it is to have that house standing empty and unused.’ He shrugged and looked uncomfortable. ‘I would lief as
         not have Normans for neighbours myself, but I trust I can keep a civil tongue in my head. And while Aldred and Lyulph are
         under my roof, I will expect them to do the same.’
      

      
      Ailith nodded, but looked uncertain, knowing how hot-tempered and impetuous her brothers could be. ‘Is this merchant alone
         or does he bring a family?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘A wife, I think the steward said, and the usual household clutter of servants.’ His tone bore mingled amusement and irritation.
         ‘You’ll see when they arrive.’ He left the hall. Moments later Ailith heard the clang of his hammer in the forge. Her optimistic
         mood somewhat dampened, she cleared the trestle and went to inspect the fruits of the shopping expedition.
      

      
      When everything had been put away on the storeroom shelves, she set the women to making a bacon and pease pudding for the evening meal, together with fried fig pastries for the morrow’s Yule feast. Then she took herself down the
         garth to the chicken run, intending to neck three victims to honour the pot.
      

      
      Immediately outside the door, within easy picking distance, were Ailith’s herb garden and vegetable plot. She lingered among
         her plants, twitching stray late weeds out of the soil, admiring the fat, white stems of her leeks, and frowning over a slug-chewed
         cabbage. But she could not procrastinate forever. Reluctantly she walked among the slender trunks of the young apple orchard,
         paused at the pig pen to scratch the sow behind her floppy grey ears, and came at last to the killing ground of the chicken
         run where she had intentionally kept her hens this morning. Not a bird was to be seen. Even Alaric, the indolent rooster who
         never did anything but eat corn and make love in a bored, absent-minded fashion with his wives, had taken advantage of the
         freedom offered by the latch which Ailith had failed to secure in her haste to be about other tasks.
      

      
      ‘Bollocks!’ Ailith swore, and, hands on hips, stared round the empty garden. Soon it would be dusk, and they were close enough
         to the countryside for foxes and stoats to be a real threat. ‘Chook, chook, chook,’ she called, then held her breath to listen.
         A light drizzle drifted down, grey and cobweb-fine. Shivering, rubbing her arms, Ailith called again.
      

      
      A single, speckled biddy came running from the direction of Sitric’s empty garth and began pecking hopefully in the grass
         around Ailith’s feet. She stooped, grabbed the indignant hen, and tossed it into the fowl run, this time making sure that
         the door was properly latched behind it. Then she heard Alaric’s unmistakable harsh crow from Sitric’s side of the wattle
         fence. Swearing again, Ailith hitched her gown through her belt for ease of movement, marched down her own garth, round the
         back alley, and entered Sitric’s property.
      

      
      Some of her hens were pecking in the long grass of his orchard. One actually sat in the branches of a gnarled pear tree and
         watched her with a beadily cocked eye. The others had ranged as far as the stable buildings adjoining the house and were scratching with great gusto in the heap of old dung and straw beside the stable door.
      

      
      Ailith sighed heavily and smothering the urge to scream, said instead, ‘Chook, chook, chook,’ in a soft, encouraging voice.
         The greedier, less canny ones fell for it, but the others kept their distance, revelling in their illicit freedom. Abandoning
         the gentle approach, Ailith waded in with grim determination. Amidst a squawking flurry of bright eyes and beaks, scaly legs
         and a snowstorm of detached feathers, she managed to grab two hens by their feet and toss them across into her own garth.
         Shouting for Wulfhild and Sigrid to come out and catch them, she made a grab for two more. Alaric, in an unaccustomed display
         of temper, pecked her hand and flapped to the top of the midden. Ailith looped another swatch of her kirtle through her belt
         and began scrambling up the damp straw after him. If she could catch Alaric and throw him over the wattle boundary, she reasoned
         that his wives would probably follow.
      

      
      She had reached the top of the heap and was about to throw herself upon the rooster when the first rider guided his mount
         around the side of the building and, reining to a halt, stared at her, his mouth gaping in astonishment. Horrified, Ailith
         scrambled down from the dung heap, frantically tugging her gown out of her belt and shaking it down to conceal her smeared
         white legs.
      

      
      ‘I beg pardon,’ she stammered, gesturing at Alaric who was belligerently fluffing out his feathers at the top of the midden.
         ‘The hens have escaped and I’m trying to catch them!’ Even through her panic she assumed that the rider was a representative
         of the abbey, for he was dressed in the sober, good-quality garments typical of an administrator. Her notion was disabused
         even before he spoke by the appearance of a second rider who certainly had no connection with the church. It was a young woman,
         her oval face possessed of symmetrical, delicate features, her eyes soft and dark beneath plucked, Romanesque brows. Slim,
         beringed hands competently checked her high-stepping chestnut mare. Her cloak and overgown were richly embroidered.
      

      
      The man addressed the woman in rapid French and her elegant eyebrows rose to meet the fluted edges of her immaculate wimple.
         She answered him briefly, but with a bubble of laughter in her voice. Ailith wished that it were possible just to vanish from
         sight. She was painfully aware of every stalk of straw, every smear of dung on her working kirtle and tattered apron. These
         people were quite obviously the new Norman neighbours, and what must they think?
      

      
      The young woman addressed Ailith in English, heavily accented but understandable. ‘I see you have a problem. My hens also
         have strayed before. Let my husband’s men catch them for you.’ Turning in her saddle, she issued a command in Norman to two
         youths who had just jumped down from a laden baggage wain to stretch their legs.
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Ailith muttered with chagrin as the young men set about the pursuit and capture of the wayward birds, succeeding
         with insulting ease. Alaric was fetched in high dudgeon from the top of the dung heap and presented to her with a cheeky flourish
         by the younger of the two youths. Ailith tucked the rooster under her arm, her broad freckled face as red as fire.
      

      
      The man leaned over his saddle to address her. He too spoke English. ‘Perhaps you will ask your master and mistress to call
         on us?’ he said with a warm, wide smile. ‘We would like to meet and be friends with our neighbours.’
      

      
      Ailith swallowed. Her shame was so deep that she knew she would never be able to hold her head above it again. ‘I am the mistress,’
         she said stiffly.
      

      
      The Norman stared her up and down, nonplussed. Then his mouth twitched and he quickly raised his hand to cough.

      
      His wife stepped courageously into the breach. ‘We should not have jumped so swiftly to conclusions,’ she soothed. ‘It is
         only natural to go about household tasks in old clothes if you are not expecting to meet anyone.’
      

      
      Ailith only felt worse. The man’s face was dusky with suppressed laughter.

      
      Please, you will still come?’ Anxiously the woman extended her hand.

      
      ‘I will speak to my husband,’ Ailith replied, raising her chin a notch, but refusing to look at either of them. ‘Thank you
         for your help.’ And then she fled, certain that she could hear the sound of their laughter in pursuit.
      

      
      Goldwin did nothing to soothe her mortification by guffawing loudly when later she told him what had happened.

      
      Ailith ceased combing out her thick, slightly coarse hair and glared at him. He was reclining on their bed in the sleeping
         loft, a cup of mead in his hand. ‘It is not funny,’ she snapped. ‘They want us to call on them!’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I know.’ Goldwin’s voice was husky with laughter. ‘You were still shutting up the hens when the Norman came to the forge
         to introduce himself. He said that you had been very embarrassed and he was sorry if he had offended you. He was also insistent
         that we dine with them soon.’ His eyes sparkled.
      

      
      ‘Goldwin, I can’t!’

      
      ‘Nor can you skulk indoors for the rest of your life in the hopes of avoiding them.’ Laughing, he refilled his mead cup. ‘They
         seem decent enough people, for Normans. His name’s Aubert de Remy and he’s hoping to make a fortune selling wine to the English
         court being as King Edward’s so fond.’
      

      
      As Goldwin spoke, Ailith’s initial panic faded into dismay. She resumed combing her hair, tuning her mind to the orderliness
         of the strokes. Goldwin was right. She could not hide from her neighbours indefinitely. It would be best to make a jest of
         the whole incident. Laughter was supposed to break down barriers of reserve and suspicion – but she would rather that the
         laughter was not at her expense. ‘Did you meet his wife?’ she asked casually.
      

      
      ‘No, she was busy with her maids, but he told me that her name was Felice and that her old nurse was English, so she speaks
         the tongue quite well.’
      

      
      ‘She is very beautiful.’ Ailith put down her comb and removed her grey woollen gown. Conscientiously she folded the garment
         over the end of her clothing pole. What she really wanted to do was throw it on the floor and burst into tears. Her expression screened from Goldwin by her unruly hair, she plucked at the stray stalks of straw still embedded in the dress.
      

      
      Goldwin set his mead cup on the floor and left the bed. She felt his rough hands upon her shoulders, his breath animal-warm
         at her throat. ‘I have all the beauty I need here,’ he murmured, turning her in his arms until she was facing him. ‘Come to
         bed; take me on the white lightning to Valhalla.’
      

      
      Despite herself, Ailith smiled at his blandishments. He obviously desired her – if the growl of playful lust in his voice
         was not evidence enough, then the hard bulge in his braies certainly was. Even above her need to love and be loved, was Ailith’s
         compulsion to be needed. Garlanding her arms around his neck, she pressed herself against him, and felt the power surge in
         her loins as he softly groaned her name.
      

      
      As their passion mounted, she discarded the thought of the Norman neighbours in the same way she had discarded her clothes.
         Tomorrow she would clad herself again with both, but for the moment they had no place in her world. She was a Valkyrie riding
         the storm.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 2


      
      Ailith’s brother Aldred took a hearty bite out of a roasted chicken thigh and complimented his sister on the excellent flavour
         of the meat. ‘Better than anything we get served at court, eh, Lyulph?’
      

      
      A younger man, less broad in the shoulder, brushed crumbs from his luxuriant corn-coloured beard and nodded vigorously, his
         mouth bulging with bread and meat.
      

      
      Ailith laughed with pleasure at their praise and their vast appetites. To watch them eating now made keeping hens worthwhile,
         whatever her earlier thoughts on the matter. It was wonderful to see her great, blond brothers in their finery. Her hall seemed
         almost too small to contain them. Aldred’s red wool tunic was banded with silk braid, and around Lyulph’s throat was a heavy
         silver cross and a necklace of amber and garnet beads. Their strong, axe-wielders’ hands were bare of rings which might foul
         a blow in a moment of crisis, but both men’s wrists were adorned with gold and silver bracelets, gifts from Harold Godwinson,
         the man they served.
      

      
      ‘What do you get at court then?’ asked Goldwin, and stretched his legs in contentment towards the enormous Yule log burning
         upon two iron props in the firepit. His mead cup rested lightly on his gilded belt buckle and his own tunic was fine tonight,
         bordered with Ailith’s skilful embroidery.
      

      
      Aldred snorted rudely. ‘Custards and curds for King Edward’s ailing belly. Chicken blancmange and sops in wine.’

      
      ‘Oh come now, I don’t believe that!’
      

      
      ‘Well, not all the time,’ Aldred grudgingly conceded. ‘But most of the food is mashed up and smothered in fancy sauces.’

      
      ‘It’s the Norman fashion, a murrain on the bastard,’ Lyulph sneered, his brilliant blue eyes full of contempt. ‘When Earl
         Harold’s on his own estates, we get to eat decent, English fare.’
      

      
      Ailith exchanged a wry, pleading glance with Goldwin. Responding, he valiantly sought to close the crack before it could become
         a chasm. ‘So the King still sickens?’ he enquired.
      

      
      Aldred wiped his lips and smoothed down his moustaches between forefinger and thumb. ‘Daily,’ he said to Goldwin. ‘He’s not
         attending the consecration of his precious abbey tomorrow because he’s too weak. Our lord Earl will wear the crown before
         Candlemas, mark what I say.’
      

      
      Goldwin tactfully guided Aldred and Lyulph into talking about Earl Harold, and then conducted them from the table to the forge
         to show them the armour he was making for the lord of Wessex. They were much impressed by the helm and the almost completed
         hauberk.
      

      
      ‘The Normans often use archers,’ Lyulph said, fingering the triple-linked rivets. ‘Will this stop an arrow?’

      
      ‘Not at close range, but at medium- and long-distance, yes, depending on angle, of course.’ Goldwin looked sharply at the
         two young men. ‘Are you expecting to be fighting Normans then?’ He added wryly, ‘Other than the usual?’
      

      
      Aldred plucked a hunting knife from Goldwin’s workbench and examined the blade. ‘Oh yes,’ he said, his voice soft and bitter.
         ‘Normans, Flemings, Brabants, the dross of all Europe.’
      

      
      Goldwin frowned a question.

      
      ‘Is it not obvious?’ Aldred tossed the knife end over end and caught it deftly by the wooden haft. ‘Even if Earl Harold is
         named king on Edward’s death, he will have to fight for the right to sit on the throne.’
      

      
      Goldwin began to feel queasy and wished he had a clearer head. As well as the gift of the Yule log, Ailith’s brothers had
         brought a keg of sweet, strong mead. The honey brew was Goldwin’s particular weakness and he had consumed more than was wise. But then wisdom was not usually a prerequisite of Yuletide feasting. He tried with limited success to focus his
         mind. ‘Duke William of Normandy, you mean?’
      

      
      Aldred’s face reddened and he stabbed the point of the dagger viciously into Goldwin’s workbench. ‘The whoreson says that
         Edward promised him the crown fifteen years ago … but it was never Edward’s to promise. The High Witan decide who shall be
         king!’
      

      
      ‘What if the High Witan decide upon Duke William?’ It was a facetious question, but Goldwin was annoyed at Aldred’s cavalier
         treatment of a very fine langseax, not to mention his bench. Carefully he eased the weapon out of the wood.
      

      
      ‘The counsellors back Harold,’ Aldred said shortly. ‘They don’t want a Norman backside on our throne.’

      
      Lyulph, ever Aldred’s shadow, growled assent. At only twenty years old he was the youngest member of Earl Harold’s bodyguard,
         but his fighting abilities were as precocious as his luxuriant tawny beard.
      

      
      Goldwin shook his head. ‘Surely invading England will be too great an undertaking for the Norman Duke?’

      
      Aldred jutted his fierce jaw. He was big-boned, with a fighting man’s loose-knit grace. Like Ailith’s, his eyes were a clear,
         deep blue, but more closely set with downward corner creases. ‘Perhaps it will be so, but if not, I’ll be waiting on the shoreline
         to kiss him welcome with my axe!’ Aldred had been sitting on Goldwin’s bench, but now he rose, and fishing in the pouch at
         his belt, brought out a fistful of silver pennies.
      

      
      ‘I want you to fashion me a new axe,’ he said intensely, ‘and I want you to inscribe Duke William’s name on the blade.’ He
         banged the silver down on the bench in punctuation. Several coins rolled to the edge and spilled over, landing hard and gleaming
         on the beaten earth floor.
      

      
      Goldwin stared at the coins, his queasiness becoming the cold squeeze of fear. ‘God save us, Aldred, you truly want me to
         do this?’
      

      
      ‘I do. Is there enough silver here to pay for your work, or do you want more?’

      
      ‘Nay, I don’t want any at all!’ Goldwin fanned his hands back and forth in denial.
      

      
      ‘I want to pay.’ Aldred narrowed his eyes. ‘I must pay. It will make the charm more binding.’

      
      Lyulph jerked open his own pouch and spilled yet more silver onto Goldwin’s bench. ‘Make me one too, the same!’

      
      Goldwin could not refuse his own wife’s kin, but he had a real feeling of dread as he scooped up the coins, still warm from
         their touch, and put them in his pouch. He had made Aldred and Lyulph weapons before. Their mail shirts were of his fabrication,
         and the superb swords they wore at their hips. He was no stranger to fashioning the terrible Danish war axe, both two- and
         one-handed varieties. And frequently he had set inscriptions into the steel, or along the polished wood of the haft. Names,
         talismans, they were all familiar to him. But in some way he did not yet understand, this was different and made him afraid.
         Never before had he felt the winter cold in his own forge.
      

      
      When they returned to the hall, by unspoken agreement none of them said anything to Ailith about what had happened in the
         workshop, but there was a constraint to their feasting now, an undercurrent of tension that she could not fail to miss. She
         did not ask any outright questions, because conversations that took place in the forge were always men’s business, but nevertheless
         she was concerned and curious.
      

      
      It was beyond dusk, but still early when Aldred and Lyulph took their leave, declining Ailith’s plea that they stay the night.

      
      ‘We’re on duty at dawn,’ Aldred said, hugging her close. She felt the taut power of muscle beneath his Yuletide finery. There
         was a hardness in his face that she had never noticed before. Perhaps all warriors became that way, tough and unyielding like
         the rawhide bands rimming their shields. It was a disquieting thought to take into the New Year and as she embraced her brothers,
         she felt as if she were bidding farewell to more than just the old season.
      

      
      She watched them ride away in the direction of the royal palace, watched until the last gleam of harness and horsehide had disappeared into the night, and the sound of hoof and voice could no longer be heard. Over her head a distant pinpoint
         of light blazed an arc across the sky. ‘Look, Goldwin!’ she cried, pointing.
      

      
      He stared sombrely upwards, his eyes quenched of light. ‘I have a premonition,’ he said softly, ‘that tonight I have grasped
         the tail of a falling star.’
      

      
      Ailith was frightened by his tone and the strange look on his face. ‘Goldwin?’ She touched his sleeve for reassurance.

      
      A shiver rippled through him, as if he was trying to shake off the fey mood that seemed to have gripped the night. Laying
         his hand upon hers, he turned to look at her, a half-smile curving his moustache. ‘Too much mead,’ he said ruefully. ‘You
         know it always makes me weep. Did you make a wish?’
      

      
      Ailith nodded and followed him back into the house. ‘For both of us,’ she said as he barred the door, his motion a little
         too forceful as he shut out the world. And Ailith, her hand upon her flat belly, wondered if she had wished for the right
         thing.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 3


      
      In the sleeping loft of the rented London house, Felice de Remy spoke to her maid. ‘The amber beads and brooch,’ she instructed
         the woman. ‘They go best with this gown.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Madame.’

      
      Felice smoothed her palms down her overtunic of blue-green wool, seeking reassurance from the rich, heavy cloth. It fell in
         pleated folds to shin-level and was hemmed by a border of gold braid. Her undergown was of tawny linen, its edges skimming
         the toggle fastenings of her soft leather shoes. 
      

      
      The maid returned with a string of polished amber beads and a round brooch also set with lumps of amber. The jewellery had
         been a wedding gift from Aubert and he liked her to wear them whenever they had guests.
      

      
      Her maid arranged the beads and secured Felice’s yellow silk wimple with the brooch. It was a colour that few women could
         wear well, but Felice, with her warm complexion and glowing brown eyes, was one of the fortunate.
      

      
      ‘You look lovely, Madame, fit to dine with King Edward himself!’

      
      ‘Why thank you, Bertile!’ Felice laughed, while wondering dubiously if she ought to have dressed less elaborately. Fit to
         dine with the King was perhaps not fit to receive their Saxon neighbours, especially after that first, impromptu meeting across
         a midden heap. Would the wife think that she was being mocked?
      

      
      Felice had glimpsed the husband on several occasions. He was square and stocky with brown hair and a darker beard, his garments
         filthy from the forge. Aubert said that he was a master armourer and had crafted weapons for the great Earl of Wessex himself.
         Many times during the past three days Felice had stood at her doorway hoping to catch a glimpse of the armourer’s wife and
         perhaps speak to her, but the young woman seemed to have gone to ground.
      

      
      Descending from the sleeping loft, Felice gazed around the hall with a critical eye. The new rushes on the floor had been
         scattered with dried herbs – lavender, rosemary and marjoram – that yielded up their scent as they were trodden upon. She
         had dressed the bare walls with embroideries in bright colours on pale linen backgrounds, and the room was illuminated by
         expensive beeswax candles. Her best napery was laid upon the dining trestle, and instead of the usual eating bowls of polished
         wood, she had brought out her precious set of glazed earthenware dishes. An appetising smell wafted from the cooking pot suspended
         over the firepit, which was being assiduously tended by an elderly serving woman.
      

      
      Outside, she heard the thud of hooves in the yard and her husband’s voice chivvying one of the serving lads. Moments later,
         Aubert flung into the house, his stride choppy and energetic, his mobile, ugly features pulled into a deep frown.
      

      
      Felice took his heavy winter cloak and woven Phrygian cap. Aubert kissed her briefly on the cheek, then pushing his stubby
         fingers through his frizzy grey curls, strode to the flagon which had been filled in anticipation of their guests. Pouring
         himself a full measure of wine, he took a long drink.
      

      
      Felice hung his cloak and hat on a wall peg, her movements fluid and calm, although her stomach was churning with anxiety.
         ‘Does your business not go well?’
      

      
      Aubert de Remy raised and lowered his bushy, prolific brows. ‘Well enough,’ he said gruffly. ‘I’ve an order of wine from Leofwin
         Godwinson, Earl Harold’s brother. It is just that the negotiating went hard.’
      

      
      Felice nodded and smiled. She knew that he was lying, that the source of his frown was something else, but she had no intention of pressing him. That his concerns extended into clandestine
         regions beyond the mere selling of wine she had long since realised, but for her own well-being, she had never sought to know
         too much.
      

      
      ‘Something smells good.’ Aubert hung his nose over the cauldron.

      
      ‘It’s coney ragout.’

      
      His eyes narrowed with gluttonous joy. ‘I shall soon be as fat as Martinmas hog!’ He laid a rueful hand upon his belt where
         the merest suggestion of a paunch was confined by the gilded leather.
      

      
      Laughing, Felice tortured him further by telling him the other courses she had organised.

      
      ‘Stop it, stop it!’ Aubert groaned. ‘You will be the death of me!’

      
      She started to ask him if she should take his remark as an insult or a compliment, but was forestalled by the arrival of their
         guests – the armourer Goldwin, and Ailith his wife.
      

      
      The young woman stood proudly on the threshold beside her husband, her head carried high, her manner almost defiant. She was
         easily as tall as Aubert, and of generous proportions. From beneath a veil of blue silk, two fat, corn-blonde plaits snaked
         the length of her short, rose wool overtunic. The undertunic was the same blue as the veil and enhanced the colour of her
         eyes. She wore a beautiful necklace of polished glass beads and a silver cross upon a cord. A set of housewife’s keys jangled
         importantly from the tooled belt at her waist. Suddenly Felice was very glad that she had gone to the trouble of dressing
         elaborately herself.
      

      
      ‘Enter and be welcome,’ Aubert said formally, and extended his hand in an ushering gesture.

      
      The armourer stepped forward, ill at ease, but dogged. ‘Peace be on this house,’ he responded with equal formality. His wife
         followed, her eyes modestly downcast.
      

      
      With a pleasant smile and welcoming words, Felice set about being a good hostess.

      
      Mistress Ailith remained aloof throughout the courses of the meal which Felice had so carefully planned. While the husband
         began to relax and genially respond to Aubert’s conversation, devouring with relish the chicken broth with saffron dumplings,
         the coney ragout, tiny pickerel in ginger sauce, and apple com-fits, his wife pushed her food around on her trencher as though
         it had come from one of the dubious cookshops attached to the city shambles. And yet, judging by her ample proportions, she
         must have a good appetite on other occasions.
      

      
      ‘I hope your hens are none the worse for their escape the other day?’ Felice was driven to enquire by her exasperation.

      
      Her guest turned a deep shade of pink. ‘My hens, no,’ she said and looked down at her trencher. ‘I’m sorry I cannot do your
         food justice. I know you have gone to a great deal of trouble.’
      

      
      Felice murmured a disclaimer. ‘It does not matter; the men have enjoyed more than their fair share, and what is left can be
         used tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘You must think me very rude and ungrateful.’

      
      Seeing the defensive colour in Ailith’s cheeks and the rigid set of the full lips which should have held a natural, soft curve,
         Felice was moved to compassion. Having found an opening, she took full advantage. ‘I think nothing of the sort,’ she said
         untruthfully.
      

      
      Ailith sighed. ‘If Goldwin had not dragged me to your door, I would not have come tonight. I still feel so embarrassed.’

      
      ‘Oh, but you mustn’t!’ Felice touched Ailith’s arm. ‘It could have happened to anyone. I think you managed the situation very
         bravely. I was going to come and tell you so earlier, but I was unsure of my welcome.’
      

      
      Ailith reddened again. ‘Probably I would have run and hidden, I’m not brave at all,’ she admitted and pushed her mauled trencher
         to one side. A spark of reluctant humour kindled in her eyes. ‘Still, I found it easier than usual to neck three chickens
         for the pot.’
      

      
      Felice laughed. ‘Then you are more accomplished than I. Last time I killed a chicken, it ran one way with its head on one
         side, and I ran the other, screaming, in front of my maids. You are not the only one to bear a cross of embarrassment!’
      

      
      Ailith smiled and Felice realised how attractive she actually was. Perhaps they could be friends after all. Admiring Ailith’s
         garments, she asked her about the particular sewing techniques she had used.
      

      
      Ailith’s response was hesitant at first, but she rapidly warmed to her theme, and soon the women were deeply involved in needle
         sizes and fabric weaves, stem stitch and couch work.
      

      
      Goldwin heard the warmth and confidence begin to flow back into his wife’s voice, saw her hand raised in animated description
         of an embroidery style, and relaxed a notch. He found Aubert’s company stimulating, and the food excellent beyond compare.
         It would have been a great pity to leave early because Ailith and Felice were not compatible. Part of the problem he knew
         was the incident with those dratted hens. Ailith’s chagrin was still raw and she was very much on her dignity. At least now
         she appeared to be thawing into the true Ailith he knew and loved. He heard her laugh and saw the gleam of her teeth between
         the fresh, warm pink of her lips. His loins twisted pleasantly and he had to ask Aubert to repeat what he had just said.
      

      
      ‘I wondered how well you knew the Earl of Wessex?’ Aubert refilled Goldwin’s cup almost to the brim and poured considerably
         less into his own.
      

      
      ‘Not very. Ailith’s brothers are members of his bodyguard and it’s through them that I got the commission to make the armour.’

      
      ‘But you have met him?’

      
      ‘Of course. I had to take his measurements and check the fit.’ Goldwin took a swallow of the wine. At first he had drunk it
         to be polite, much preferring ale, but the taste was insidious. No matter that its tang on his palate caused him to shudder,
         he found himself compelled to repeat the experience.
      

      
      ‘What is he like?’

      
      ‘Why?’ Goldwin regarded Aubert curiously. ‘Are you hoping to sell him some wine? He drinks it when he’s around King Edward, but he drinks ale when he is with his own men.’
      

      
      ‘A man of expedience then,’ Aubert said lightly, his mouth smiling, his eyes cool and watchful.

      
      ‘He inspires great loyalty. Ailith’s brothers worship the ground he treads. All his men would die for him. And I doubt any
         man would stand up and die for King Edward.’ Goldwin was aware through a growing haze of wine fumes that perhaps his tongue
         was running ahead of his mind.
      

      
      ‘So you think he will make a good king in the future?’

      
      ‘Better than anyone else.’

      
      ‘And he desires that for himself?’

      
      ‘Of course he does.’ Goldwin narrowed his eyes. ‘Why are you asking all these questions?’

      
      Aubert laughed and rubbed the side of his short, bulbous nose. ‘I am seeking the lie of the land – finding the best place
         in the market from which to shout my wares. If I pushed you, I’m sorry. Once a merchant with an eye to a profit, always a
         merchant.’
      

      
      Goldwin grunted, somewhat mollified, and took another sip of the wine, rolling it round in his mouth, trying to pin down the
         fruity, acid taste. ‘Your Norman Duke wants England’s crown,’ he said, deciding to turn the tables upon Aubert. ‘Have you
         ever met or seen him?’
      

      
      Aubert looked slightly taken aback, but then he shrugged. ‘Only the once. I have a good friend who breeds horses. I was visiting
         his stud when Duke William arrived to choose a war stallion.’ The wine merchant nodded to himself at the memory. ‘A huge fire-chestnut
         caught his eye. Late autumn it was, the blood-month, and I would have sworn that it was not breath but smoke that came from
         the beast’s nostrils. It threw the Duke three times, but in the end he mastered it. Anything that defies him is either tamed
         or broken.’
      

      
      Goldwin thought about the axes which Aldred and Lyulph had asked him to carve. ‘Breaking Earl Harold will not be the same
         as breaking a horse,’ he said.
      

      
      Aubert inclined his head. ‘Oh indeed not,’ he acknowledged. ‘I pray it will never come to such a conflict.’ Tactfully he changed the subject. He told Goldwin more about his friend Rolf and the stud that had been built up from a small nucleus herd
         two generations ago, to a breeding stock of three stallions and sixty mares of the highest quality. ‘My wife’s chestnut is
         one of Rolf’s – a gift before we left Normandy. I gave Rolf a tun of wine in thank you, but I would like to send him something
         else, something personal perhaps.’
      

      
      Before he knew it, before he could refuse, Goldwin had been inveigled into making a hunting knife for Aubert’s friend. It
         was on the tip of his tongue to ask what name he should carve on it, but the quantity of wine he had consumed was making speech
         difficult. And he could only manage slurred yeses and nos to Aubert’s overtures.
      

      
      Indeed, after that, he had only the vaguest recollections of being aided to his feet; of Ailith’s half-anxious, half-amused
         attentions as he was helped outside and to his own door; of fond farewells; then the blessed comfort of a goosedown mattress
         and sheepskin coverlet and the weight of Ailith settling beside him, the scent of her hair, her lips on his cheek.
      

      
      He woke late in the morning, not of his own volition, but because Ailith was shaking him vigorously and shouting in his ear.
         Head pounding, he parted gummy lids and fended her off with a growl of protest.
      

      
      ‘At last,’ Ailith declared impatiently. ‘I thought you’d never wake up!’

      
      The hammer beats of pain in Goldwin’s skull sent spears of nausea jabbing into his gut. He started to sit up, then changed
         his mind and fell back against the pillows, his forearm bent across his eyes. ‘Leave me alone,’ he groaned.
      

      
      There was a brief silence, but he knew she had not gone away. He could feel her exasperated gaze hard upon him. ‘Has the drink
         affected your ears too?’ she asked. ‘Don’t you hear the bells?’
      

      
      Goldwin listened. Beyond the miasma in his head, the pounding continued, clear and relentless; toll, toll, toll. He lowered
         his arm and looked at her.
      

      
      ‘King Edward is dead.’ Ailith went to his clothing pole and found him a shirt, chausses and warm tunic. ‘Earl Harold has been
         chosen as his successor and they are crowning him tomorrow.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘Aldred told me. He’s come to collect the hauberk and helm. I’ve given him bread and ale while he waits, but he’s in a hurry.’

      
      Goldwin swallowed. His mouth tasted foul and his throat was parched. He began to dress, half-fearing and half-hoping that
         his head would fall off. Against the shutters he heard the spatter of rain.
      

      
      Ailith’s eyes sparkled as she helped him with the laces and leather toggle fastenings that his fingers could not manage this
         morning. ‘You are now the King’s personal armourer, Goldwin, just think!’
      

      
      Goldwin managed a wan smile in response. Thinking, however, was beyond him for the moment. His skull was like the hollow cave
         of a bell with an enormous clapper striking from side to side. Or perhaps it was just the abbey bell in his ears, tolling
         the soul of King Edward to heaven, and hammering his own into the ground.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 4


        BRIZE-SUR-RISLE, NORMANDY, JANUARY 1066

      
      Stinging sleet borne on a vicious cross wind hit Rolf de Brize as he stumbled down the wooden steps between the motte and
         bailey, and crossed the lower courtyard. The torch he carried did nothing to alleviate the pitch darkness of the January night
         for the flame guttered this way and that on the whim of the wind, sending acrid streamers of smoke into his face. He skirted
         the midden and the snapping lunge of the gatekeeper’s mastiffs as they surged on their chains, and entered the stone stable
         block. 
      

      
      A blood bay mare threshed on the floor of the first stall, and uttered small grunts of pain. Her hide was dark with sweat,
         her nostrils distended, and her eyes showed a white ring of fear.
      

      
      Tancred de Fauville, his overseer, was kneeling in the straw at the mare’s head. ‘I thought it best to summon you, my lord.
         She’s having a bad time of it – been labouring four candle notches now and no sign of her delivering. I’d say there’s a foot
         stuck.’
      

      
      Rolf extinguished his torch in a puddle outside the door, and as it spluttered out, crouched beside the horse. She had Arab
         blood in her veins and had cost him a small fortune at a horse fair in Paris two summers ago. Her first foal was now a leggy
         yearling and showing promise of excellence, but to recoup her value, he needed at least four out of her. That was why Tancred
         had sent for him. It was too great a responsibility to rest on his overseer’s shoulders.
      

      
      Rolf laid his hands upon the mare, stroking her cheeks, whispering in her ears. Beneath his soothing touch, she calmed a little and the white ring diminished around her liquid, dark
         eye. She had the heart and courage that would breed greatness into her offspring. Rolf knew that he could not afford to lose
         her.
      

      
      Still patting and soothing, he coaxed the mare to her feet. Her tail swished; a hind leg jerked up, hoof pointed, to strike
         at her distended belly.
      

      
      ‘Easy, lady, easy,’ Rolf murmured, rubbing her soft, black muzzle. To Tancred he said, ‘Has the water bag broken?’

      
      ‘Aye, my lord, just after midnight. She’s been working hard ever since.’

      
      ‘Right, get a groom to help you hold her, and I’ll take a look.’

      
      Rolf tethered the mare to a ring in the stable wall, and kindled another covered horn lantern to add to the one shining down
         from a ledge above the manger. The light flickered on his hair, revealing it to be as dark a red as the mare’s hide and bearing
         a ripple of unruliness, a characteristic that frequently spilled over into his temperament.
      

      
      The mare stamped again and uttered a long groan as another fruitless contraction tightened her abdomen. Rolf watched her effort
         and decided that Tancred’s prognosis was probably correct. The foal was lying in the wrong position and could not be born
         unless it was turned.
      

      
      Petting the horse, he persuaded her to stay on her feet, and when he was sure of her, he stripped off his tunic and shirt,
         revealing a wiry, muscular body.
      

      
      Tancred returned with the groom who bore a jar of grease and a rope.

      
      ‘Hold her,’ Rolf instructed. ‘Keep her as still as you can.’ He slathered his left hand and arm in a thick coating of goose
         fat, then, muttering a prayer between his teeth, drew aside the mare’s bandaged tail and eased his hand into her vulva. He
         probed gently in search of the obstruction. Compared to the winter cold of the stable, the mare’s flesh was like a furnace.
         He hoped that the rope would not be necessary. If the foal had to be pulled from her body by force, rather than being naturally pushed out, there was the dangerous risk of its ribs being
         fractured by the pressure.
      

      
      His questing fingers encountered a small bump. Careful investigation revealed a slippery little leg folded under at the knee,
         and the other leg caught beneath it at an awkward angle, effectively forming a barrier. The foal could not be born without
         his intervention, but the problem was relatively simple to correct. He waited until the next contraction had shuddered away,
         and then quickly pushing and manipulating, straightened out the bent leg, taking great care that the tiny hoof did not scrape
         the side of the birth passage. With the next squeezing contraction, he drew the freed leg forward. The mare grunted and tossed
         her head, obviously in great discomfort. Tancred and the groom struggled to hold her. Rolf murmured soothing words, patting
         her rump with his free hand. When the contraction eased, he grasped the second leg and tugged it into position.
      

      
      ‘All right, let her go,’ he commanded, and retreated, his arm slick with bloody grease and birth fluid.

      
      Free of restraint, the mare folded onto her side and within moments had pushed out the foal’s forelegs and head. Rolf dropped
         to his knees and helped her deliver the rest of her baby. Working quickly, he stripped the birth membrane from the foal’s
         face and body, and cleaned out its mouth and nostrils so that it could breathe.
      

      
      ‘A colt,’ he announced with pleasure to Tancred and the groom.

      
      ‘There’s no mistaking old Orage’s blood,’ Tancred grinned, as relieved and delighted as his lord. ‘Look, he’s even got the
         same star marking between his eyes.’
      

      
      Orage, the foal’s sire, was Rolf’s prize stud, a striking golden-chestnut stallion of stamina, mettle and intelligence. Almost
         every foal born to his siring was chestnut, and this trait had become an identifying mark of the stud at Brize-sur-Risle.
      

      
      Already, despite the difficult birth, the foal was struggling to coordinate his spindly legs and rise. His mother swung her
         head towards him and uttered a low, encouraging nicker. Rolf gathered the damp baby in his arms and placed him under the mare.
         She snuffled at her foal, drinking in his scent, and then began to lick him vigorously with a muscular pink tongue.
      

      
      Rolf swilled his arm, donned his shirt and tunic, and stayed to watch the foal take his first drink from the mare’s dripping
         udders. Satisfied that all was well, he left mother and son to Tancred, and returned to the keep.
      

      
      At the top of the wooden stairs bridging the slope between the castle mound and the lower courtyard, he paused to watch the
         dawn break over the lands of Brize-sur-Risle. Veiled in sleety rain, they yielded a vista of dull greenery to his eyes. He
         could see the thatched roofs of the village and the grey stone curves of the church where his father was entombed. Full of
         sluggish power, the iron ribbon of the river Risle flowed away from him towards the port of Honfleur. Staring at the water,
         he felt a sudden stab of poignant longing that possessed neither rhyme nor reason. This was his home, his inheritance. Why
         was it not enough? Or perhaps the pull of the river was stronger than the pull of the land to the fierce Viking blood in his
         veins. The icy air was cauterising his lungs. He stared for a moment longer, then, shaking his head like a man shaking off
         a dream, went inside his keep.
      

      
      Berthe, the wet nurse, was suckling his infant daughter before the fire in the great hall. As Rolf came to warm himself, the
         woman lifted the baby off her breast, shrugged up one shoulder of her gown, and yanked down the other side. Rolf stared, mesmerised
         by the enormous blue-veined globe, the wide areola and fat brown nipple. His daughter bobbed her head frantically from side
         to side, found what she sought, and attached herself with a single, voracious gulp.
      

      
      Berthe looked up at Rolf with sly, knowing eyes. He remembered her heaving, hot body beneath his in the straw, her enormous
         breasts slippery with leaked milk and sweat, the tight sucking of her lower mouth. His loins coagulated and his stomach jerked.
         It was too early in the morning to be contemplating such images.
      

      
      Avoiding her avid gaze, he prowled to his chair at the high table and directed a servant to bring him bread and wine to break
         his fast. His steward approached with a query, and then the priest, Father Hoel, wanted to ask a favour. Rolf dealt summarily
         with both, impatience crawling through his bones. The servant returned with a dish of hot, new bread, a crock of honey, and
         a jug of watered red wine.
      

      
      ‘How’s the mare?’

      
      Rolf sucked honey off his thumb and glanced at his wife as she took her place beside him. She was as pale as a moth, as elegant
         and insipid. Two long, thin braids of silver-brown hair fell over her flat bosom to her narrow hips. Her face was smooth,
         her features pretty, falling just short of beauty. Her eyes were a striking clear grey with a darker, smoky rim between iris
         and white.
      

      
      ‘Well enough. The foal’s forelegs were stuck, but once they were free, she delivered without a problem – a fine colt; should
         fetch a good price if I decide to sell him.’
      

      
      She broke a morsel from the loaf in front of Rolf and nibbled at it. ‘You might keep him, you mean?’

      
      ‘One day I will need to replace Orage. I have to look at every colt born and assess whether this is the one.’ He watched her
         toy with the food. Their suckling daughter was almost five months old now, but it had taken Arlette all that time to recover
         from the birth. She never carried well. Before Gisele, there had been three miscarriages and one stillbirth. In Rolf’s opinion,
         she did not take enough care of herself, scarcely eating enough to sustain a sparrow. Small wonder that she had been unable
         to feed the infant and they had had to employ a wet nurse. He often entertained the disloyal thought that if she were a brood
         mare, he would have disposed of her long since despite her illustrious bloodline. But she was a superb chatelaine, possessed
         of formidable domestic skills. Tidiness and industry were the codes by which Arlette ruled her world. The hall was well ordered,
         food was never burned or undercooked; his clothes were kept clean and in a good state of repair. If she had been more fruitful
         and of a less prim nature, he would have had no complaints. As it was, he tolerated his lot, but without any gut-sparking surges of love or joy.
      

      
      Arlette continued to nibble at her crust, moistening her mouth with dainty little sips of wine. It was like sitting next to
         a mouse, Rolf thought with irritation. Deliberately wolfing his own food, he pushed himself to his feet.
      

      
      Arlette gazed up at him, her grey eyes wide and startled. ‘Where are you going?’

      
      ‘To look over the yearlings. William FitzOsbern asked me to search out some likely ones for training up.’

      
      ‘In this weather?’

      
      ‘It is better than being cooped up in here.’ Brushing perfunctorily at the crumbs on his tunic, which was already stained
         from the stable, he left the hall. 
      

      
      Berthe had tucked her breast back inside her gown and was winding the baby. Her eyes followed Rolf hungrily. So did Arlette’s.

      
      Free of the smoky atmosphere and the constraints of the hall, Rolf breathed a sigh of relief and went to check upon the mare
         and foal again. The colt had folded up in the straw to sleep, his small belly as tight as a drum. The mare dozed on one hip,
         standing protectively over him. Smiling, Rolf left them and ordered a groom to saddle up the old black gelding he used when
         working among his herds.
      

      
      While he was waiting, he heard a commotion down at the bailey gates, and emerging from the stables to look, saw the riders
         entering the yard two by two, liquid mud spraying from the shod hooves. The leading man carried a brilliant yellow and black
         gonfalon, the dagged edges snapping out in the vicious, sleety wind. Behind him, astride a prancing chestnut stallion, came
         William FitzOsbern, one of his regular customers. He was a close relative and trusted advisor of Duke William’s, and very
         powerful. With this borne in mind, Rolf put a smile on his face and went to greet him.
      

      
      FitzOsbern grimaced as his horse was led away to a warm stall. He stamped his feet briskly on the ground to restore feeling
         and beat his hands upon his thick woollen cloak. He was between forty and fifty years old with fine spider lines creasing the gaze of shrewd hazel eyes and deepening into seams between
         nostrils and thin-lipped mouth.
      

      
      ‘Hirondelle looks fit,’ Rolf said, as with resignation he retraced his steps towards the confines of the hall. He doubted
         that William FitzOsbern would appreciate viewing any stock until he had been warmed by fire and wine.
      

      
      ‘Full of himself,’ said FitzOsbern expressionlessly. ‘Tried to buck me off twice this morning. If I had known how frisky he
         was going to be, I’d have thought twice about buying him off you.’
      

      
      Rolf glanced sidelong and saw the glint of amusement in FitzOsbern’s eyes. When Rolf had first started dealing with him two
         years ago, he had found FitzOsbern’s expressionless delivery extremely disconcerting. Was the man speaking in earnest or in
         jest? Rolf had since learned to read the signs, but they were hardly obvious – a slight turn of the lips, a deepening of the
         eye creases, if you were fortunate.
      

      
      ‘You’ll thank me for the fire in his feet when you take him on a battlefield,’ Rolf retored.

      
      ‘Interesting you should say that.’ FitzOsbern preceded Rolf into the hall and looked around with the keen eye of a connoisseur.
         His gaze lit on Arlette, who was supervising the clearing away of the breakfast repast, her hands busy with a drop spindle
         and fluff of carded fleece.
      

      
      Noticing the men, she hurried over, her pale complexion suffusing with pink.

      
      ‘My lord, what a pleasure,’ she said to FitzOsbern.

      
      Rolf could tell that she meant entirely the opposite. He could see her mind flurrying to the kitchens to check if they had
         enough food, could see her wondering where they were going to accommodate FitzOsbern and his entourage if he decided to stay
         the night. She would manage, she always did, but not without a deal of anguish and hand-wringing in private.
      

      
      ‘The pleasure is mine,’ FitzOsbern returned as a matter of form, inclining his head.

      
      ‘Bring us hot wine to the solar,’ Rolf said, then added to FitzOsbern, ‘Will you stay to eat with us?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you, but no. I have to press on to Rouen, and if this sleet becomes snow, the roads will be difficult.’

      
      Rolf could almost hear Arlette’s sigh of relief as she hurried away to mull a pitcher of wine. He took their guest to the
         long room on the floor above the hall. It had been divided up into living and sleeping quarters by the artful use of woollen
         curtains and embroideries. Near the window a woman was busy weaving at a tall loom. Rolf dismissed her and directed FitzOsbern
         to a cushioned box chair positioned close to a glowing brazier. He fetched himself the stool on which the maid had been sitting.
      

      
      FitzOsbern sighed and extended his feet towards the warmth. Rolf watched his face, hunting for nuances of expression. ‘You
         said that it was interesting that I should mention taking Hirondelle onto a battlefield?’
      

      
      FitzOsbern returned Rolf’s stare and the suggestion of a smile curved his narrow lips. ‘I am here with the offer of a commission
         from the Duke himself. He needs warhorses, and you are the man to supply them.’
      

      
      Rolf gently caressed the palm of his right hand with the fingertips of his left while he absorbed this information. ‘How many
         and for what purpose?’ he asked after a moment.
      

      
      The thin lips twitched further into a smile and then straightened. ‘The number has yet to be judged; several hundred, I would
         imagine.’
      

      
      Rolf was stunned. ‘There are not several hundred horses in the entire stud, let alone for sale.’

      
      ‘I know, and those you do have, I want to purchase now for my own use.’

      
      Rolf was totally baffled and FitzOsbern’s smile developed substance. Rolf opened his mouth to demand a coherent answer, but
         subsided as the door swung open and Arlette came in bearing a pitcher of gently steaming dark wine and two of their best cups.
         The fragrance of cinnamon perfumed the air as she poured for the men and set a bowl of warm, fresh honey cakes at the guest’s right hand. FitzOsbern exchanged pleasantries with her, enquiring after her health and that of the infant
         to whom he had sent a birth gift of an exquisitely carved ivory cross. Arlette murmured the proper responses, her grey eyes
         modestly downcast. Rolf fiddled impatiently with his cup, fully aware that FitzOsbern was drawing out the tedious chit-chat
         just to tease him.
      

      
      He tap-tapped his finger ring against the side of the cup. Arlette looked at him, made her excuses and left.

      
      ‘Well trained,’ commented FitzOsbern, his eyes on the door. ‘Robert Strongarm’s daughter, isn’t she? Some useful connections.’

      
      Rolf said nothing. He had little contact with Arlette’s family. Since Strongarm’s death, they were mainly a network of nuns
         and widowed aunts, albeit with bloodlines allied to the Ducal house. He had as little to do with them as possible.
      

      
      ‘Very well, I’ll stop teasing you,’ said his visitor. ‘The Duke desires to take King Edward’s crown from the usurper Godwinson.
         As you are doubtless aware, the throne was promised to William more than fifteen years ago, and Godwinson swore an oath that
         when the time came he would help him sit there.’
      

      
      Rolf raised an eyebrow. ‘No-one ever expected Godwinson to keep that oath.’

      
      ‘No, but it still makes people look on him as a perjurer. There is to be a council held at Lillebonne to discuss the possibility
         of taking an army across the narrow sea. Will you come?’
      

      
      Rolf spread his hands. ‘I am only a small landholder compared to great men such as you – what difference will my word make?’

      
      FitzOsbern began to smile again. ‘What difference does anyone’s word make when our Duke is set on his purpose? No, we need
         men of practicality there for when the decision is agreed – shipwrights and armourers, chandlers, sailmakers and the like.
         Numbers and quantities will have to be estimated and the work set in motion. Your task, as I see it, will be to find the extra
         horses that the Duke will require for remounts and such. You have contacts and you know a sound beast when you see one.’
      

      
      ‘Do you need my answer now?’

      
      ‘It would be useful.’

      
      Feeling dazed, Rolf looked into the brazier cupped in its wrought iron stand. While he did not want to neglect the stud, the
         thought of buying horses at the Duke’s expense, with little risk to himself, was very appealing. He could almost smell the
         freedom on his skin like a warm, salt wind.
      

      
      He raised gleaming eyes to FitzOsbern. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘I will come.’

      
      That night, lying beside Arlette in the great bed, he stared up at the ceiling, his mind ploughing one thought after another
         like the bows of a galley surging through a brisk sea. How much fodder would an army’s horse rank need? How long did Duke
         William intend keeping them in one place before he embarked? The quantities of urine and dung would be phenomenal. Transporting
         horses on ships was never easy even in calm weather. If a storm blew up, the only resort was prayer, and Rolf was all too
         aware that while God was good, he was also very fickle.
      

      
      Beside him Arlette raised herself on one elbow and peered down at him. ‘Can you not sleep, my lord?’

      
      In the dim light of the single night candle her body was all gold and shadows. The way she was leaning had squashed together
         and lifted her small breasts, giving them the hint of a cleavage they did not possess.
      

      
      ‘I was thinking.’

      
      ‘I know, I could almost hear you.’ Her hand stole out to stroke his arm. ‘Is it because of FitzOsbern’s visit today?’

      
      The touch of her smooth fingertips upon his bicep provoked a lazy interest lower down. Nothing drastically vigorous, for the
         moment FitzOsbern had departed, he had quenched his nervous excitement within Berthe’s copious, greedy body. In the stables,
         fully clothed; five minutes of blinding oblivion.
      

      
      ‘He wants me to buy some horses for the Duke,’ he said neutrally. ‘I’ve to go to Lillebonne to discuss the details.’

      
      Her fingers ceased to move and her body stiffened. ‘When?’
      

      
      ‘Tomorrow.’

      
      ‘So soon!’

      
      ‘I’ve to get there and find lodgings. Besides, if I’m on the road, I might as well do some buying and selling on the way.’
         He reached out to cup her dismayed, delicate face in his palm. ‘You know that I always come back,’ he said softly. ‘You know
         that Brize-sur-Risle is my harbour and you are my anchor. I’ll bring you a bolt of silk to make a gown and thread-of-gold
         to trim it.’
      

      
      ‘How long will you be gone?’ Her immense eyes were troubled and he felt a pang of guilty irritation. Harbours and anchors
         were all very well, but he longed with all his heart for the wildness of the open sea.
      

      
      ‘I do not know, perhaps a month.’ He drew her head down to his and kissed her. ‘Think of the prestige for Brize. And it will
         mean more money for Gisele’s dowry when the time comes. Perhaps we will be able to secure her a great husband.’
      

      
      Arlette was silent, but he could sense her thoughts. She was proud of her status and would like nothing better than to improve
         it and then show off to their neighbours. Mollified, she relaxed against him. 
      

      
      ‘You should have a son to inherit,’ she murmured. ‘I know I do not carry well, and I am sorry that Gisele was a girl, but
         if we try again, mayhap we’ll be more fortunate.’
      

      
      Rolf smiled wryly in the dark as she parted her thighs for him. He knew what was expected. Arlette was a firm believer in
         the Church’s view that the carnal act between husband and wife was for the sole purpose of begetting children. Pleasure was
         a devil’s wile and to be shunned. If it was experienced, it was to be confessed, and penance done to cleanse the sin.
      

      
      He serviced her as swiftly and impersonally as Orage servicing one of the brood mares, his body brought to release as much
         by his inner vision of new horizons as by his wife’s passive flesh.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 5


      
      Ailith had wished upon a shooting star at the Yuletide feast. Now another star, trailing a line of fire, had blazed in the
         April sky for almost a week and she knew for a certainty that her wish had been granted.
      

      
      ‘I believe I am with child,’ she confided in Felice as she pinned her cloak and prepared to go to market with her neighbour.

      
      Felice widened her eyes. ‘Ailith, I am pleased for you! How soon, tell me when!’

      
      ‘Between November’s end and Yule, I think.’ Complexion pink and radiant, she told Felice about making her wish. ‘Goldwin said
         that the strange star bodes us ill, but I know he is wrong,’ she added, laying her hand upon her belly which was flat, revealing
         nothing of the new life it contained.
      

      
      ‘Have you told him yet?’

      
      ‘No, but I’m going to roast a hare tonight and ply him with our best mead – make it a proper occasion to celebrate.’ Ailith
         spoke brightly, but anxiety lurked beneath her sparkle. Goldwin had been dour and taciturn of late. He spent far too much
         time at his forge. Every day he was up before dawn, working until well after dusk, squinting by candlelight to complete death-bladed
         axe-heads, seax’s and swords. He no longer saw beauty in the world, only the killing brightness of edged steel.
      

      
      ‘I too have had a gift from the star.’ Felice leaned close to Ailith lest the accompanying maids should hear. ‘Four years Aubert and I have been married. I thought I must surely be barren,
         but this week I have missed my second flux.’
      

      
      ‘Truly?’ Ailith’s face kindled with delight and she gave Felice a hug. ‘Then we’ll be outgrowing our girdles together, and
         neither will be able to bore the other with talk of breeding and babies. Do you know what I did this morning?’
      

      
      Felice shook her head.

      
      Ailith giggled. ‘I stuffed an unwoven fleece beneath my robe to see how I will look in six months’ time. You should try it
         too!’
      

      
      Felice smiled, but Ailith received the impression that it was a trifle forced.

      
      ‘How long will Aubert be away?’

      
      Felice’s expression became wary and the lustre left her eyes. ‘He never knows with these wine-buying forays. Sometimes he
         is home within two weeks, sometimes it can be as long as two months.’
      

      
      Ailith pulled a face. Despite Goldwin’s current sour humour, he was always there, solid and steady, his bulk warm and comforting
         in the bed beside her at night. ‘I would hate that.’
      

      
      Felice gave a little shrug. ‘You become accustomed … only sometimes it is harder than others.’

      
      ‘Do you miss Normandy?’

      
      ‘A little. I loved our house in Rouen, and I was safe there. Here, if I open my mouth, people hear my accent and look at me
         with hatred because of our Duke and your King. I think that when Aubert returns, he will take me back to Normandy until peace
         is made.’
      

      
      Ailith nodded and agreed that it was the most sensible course to take, but knew that if Felice did leave, she would miss her
         dreadfully. After the inauspicious beginning to their relationship, she and Felice had rapidly become good friends. And now,
         the fact that they were both pregnant only served to draw them closer. She did not want to see it sundered by the politics
         of power-hungry men.
      

      
      Despite, or perhaps because of the portentous star in the sky, the market stalls of the Chepe were louder and busier than
         ever. Ailith purchased plump silver sardines and a cheese wrapped in cabbage leaves. She laughed with Felice at the sight
         of a small dog fleeing from a butcher’s stall, its jaws strained by a beef rib fully half its size.
      

      
      Together the women bought lengths of linen to stitch swaddling bands, and visited the apothecary’s booth to pore over childbirth
         remedies.
      

      
      ‘An eaglestone, that’s what you need,’ Felice declared, holding up an egg-shaped brown stone threaded on a ribbon while the
         apothecary looked on, contemplating his profit. ‘It will ease the pain of travail, or so I’ve been told.’
      

      
      Ailith eyed the stone dubiously, and wondered how. The price the apothecary had suggested was extortionate. She knew that
         she could walk down by the river’s strand and pick up stones that looked suspiciously similar. ‘Later perhaps.’ She shook
         her head. ‘There is time aplenty to think of such trinkets.’
      

      
      Felice, however, was not to be dissuaded, and purchased the eaglestone for a price that horrified Ailith. Her friend went
         on to buy nearly every remedy that the gleeful apothecary suggested. Ailith watched the packages mount on the counter and
         seeing the hectic colour in Felice’s cheeks, the unnatural sparkle in her dark eyes, began to feel disconcerted.
      

      
      ‘Have you gone mad?’ she demanded as they returned to the bustle of the streets. ‘What do you want all those for?’

      
      ‘Security,’ Felice said and gave a brittle laugh. ‘I can bear anything but pain.’

      
      Before Felice looked away, Ailith saw the terror in her wide stare. ‘It will be all right,’ she tried to comfort, taking her
         friend’s stiff arm. ‘The pain doesn’t last for ever, and you’ll ‘forget it the moment you have your new baby in your arms.’
      

      
      ‘My mother died in childbirth,’ Felice said woodenly, ‘bearing me, her first. I am told by my family that I am very like her.’

      
      ‘But not exactly the same.’

      
      ‘Oh, it’s all right for you!’ Felice snapped, shaking her arm free. ‘You’re built like a barn. All you have to do is open
         your doors and the child will just walk out!’
      

      
      Ailith recoiled as if Felice had slapped her across the face. Although she knew that Felice was striking out from the depth
         of her fear, it did not make the words hurt any less. She tightened her lips and quickened her pace, feeling a small, desolate
         spurt of gratification as Felice had to run to keep up.
      

      
      ‘Ailith, wait, slow down. Oh curse me for a shrew, I didn’t mean it!’ Felice panted, clutching at Ailith’s cloak. ‘It’s just
         that I’m so envious of you!’
      

      
      Ailith stopped. ‘Of my size, you mean? You would like to be built like a barn too?’

      
      ‘I wish I had your hips,’ Felice admitted, ‘but it’s more than that. I wish I had your honest joy, a taste for the simple
         pleasures.’
      

      
      ‘So I am a peasant too?’ Ailith arched her brows.

      
      ‘No, no, I implied no such thing … you know I didn’t!’

      
      ‘I am not so sure,’ Ailith retorted. ‘After all, our first meeting was between lady and servant, wasn’t it? Me sitting on
         the dung heap and you on your dainty mare. Is that how you see us, Norman and Saxon?’ She began to walk again, her heart thumping
         painfully against her ribs. Whatever had made her say that? Jesu, she had not realised how deeply the resentment had bitten.
         Felice was her friend, but a few more exchanges like that and the relationship would be totally destroyed.
      

      
      Ailith turned round, intending in her own turn to apologise, and saw to her horror that two rough-looking men from a nearby
         rag-and-bone booth had approached Felice and were haranguing her. Obviously they had both heard enough of the argument to
         deduce that the slim, dark-eyed woman was Norman.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you go home?’ One of them pushed Felice’s shoulder with the heel of his hand so that she staggered and almost fell.
         ‘We don’t want Normans on English soil, not unless they’re sewn up in shrouds.’
      

      
      Felice’s warm complexion was as sallow as vellum. She clutched her cloak to her throat and licked her lips. ‘Let me go about my business,’ she said unsteadily. ‘You have no right
         to block my path.’
      

      
      ‘No right, hah! Do you hear that, Edwin! The Norman bitch says we have no right!’ The trader looked at his fellow in mock-astonishment.
         ‘There’s no end to their insolence, is there? What do you reckon we should do with her?’
      

      
      The other man leered at Felice and tugged his earlobe. ‘By rights we ought to take her down to the docks and throw her off
         English soil,’ he said, ‘but I reckon as she ought to be given a message to take back to the Norman Duke.’ Advancing on her,
         he seized her roughly round the waist and tried to kiss her. Felice struggled, jerking her head from side to side, her eyes
         wide with terror and revulsion.
      

      
      ‘Leave her alone!’ Ailith waded in. ‘Do you truly think Harold Godwinson would be proud to call you supporters of his cause?’

      
      ‘Know him personally, do you?’ enquired the first trader, looking her insultingly up and down.

      
      ‘Yes, my husband is commissioned to him,’ Ailith answered coldly. Inside she was seething with terror, but she faced down
         the traders with an outward display of calm. ‘And the Godwinson family are acquainted with the husband of this lady you have
         laid hands upon.’ She was conscious that a a crowd was gathering to watch the spectacle, and knew that if sides were taken,
         she and Felice would fare badly. ‘Let her be.’ Reaching out, she plucked Felice away from the trader. His eyes narrowed; his
         whole face was pinched and puckered with anger, but she had sown enough doubt to make him hesitate.
      

      
      ‘Quickly!’ Ailith drew Felice away towards the broader thoroughfares of Chepeside. ‘They may yet change their minds.’ Even
         as she spoke, a cabbage struck Felice in the back, causing her to stagger against Ailith with a frightened cry. 
      

      
      ‘Norman whore!’ came the bellow. ‘Norman bitch, go home!’ A clod of filth from the gutter followed the cabbage, flattening
         in a starburst of hostility upon Felice’s lovely soft cloak, spattering her wimple and cheek.
      

      
      Felice uttered one short scream of terror, then bit it off behind compressed lips.
      

      
      ‘Hurry!’ Ailith drew her urgently onwards. ‘They won’t start a riot among the mercers’ booths.’

      
      Hampered by their skirts, the women ran, Ailith dragging the daintier Felice with ungentle haste. She did not stop until they
         reached the safety of the cloth sellers’ quarter, where many of the stalls were owned by Flemings who had certain alliances
         with Normandy. Duke William’s own wife Matilda was Flemish. Surrounded by opulent bolts of richly dyed wool, linen and silk,
         listening to the foreign accents conducting their mundane business, Ailith felt secure enough to pause for breath, Felice
         clinging to her side like a wilting flower to a rock.
      

      
      A mercer who knew Ailith gave them the shelter of his booth and offered to lend them his senior apprentice to see them home.

      
      ‘It isn’t safe to go about the streets unescorted these days,’ he advised Felice as he sat her upon a stool inside the house
         that adjoined the shop, and gave her a small wooden cup of sweet, strong mead. ‘Best thing to do if you are Norman is go home
         until the trouble is over one way or another.’ He had a kindly face and was genuinely concerned, but there was a hint of irritation
         in his tone that let Ailith and Felice know that he thought them out of their wits for venturing abroad in the first instant.
      

      
      ‘We did not realise that the ill-feeling was so strong,’ Ailith said in a small voice. She felt cold and shaky now that the
         danger was past. ‘They just pounced on us out of nowhere.’ She turned to Felice, whose lower lip was chattering against the
         rim of the mead cup. ‘I did not mean those words I said; I’m sorry they brought that mob down on us.’
      

      
      Felice shook her head. Her complexion was the unhealthy hue of raw dough. ‘My fault too,’ she whispered, and began to cry.
         ‘I wish Aubert was here.’
      

      
      In the months she had known Felice, Ailith had come to admire the Norman woman and feel more than a little envious of her
         sylph-like figure, her graceful bearing and poise. This bright April morning, however, Ailith realised what a slim façade her friend’s sophistication was. Her own plain, robust strength
         of character was a far better protection against the slights of the world.
      

      
      It became obvious to Ailith that whether they had protection or not, Felice was incapable of walking home. The merchant, with
         an eye to future profit, lent them his pack pony. Perched on its back, Felice clung miserably to the rope bridle as the mercer’s
         apprentice guided them through London’s streets towards the suburbs beyond the old Roman wall.
      

      
      ‘Ailith, I don’t feel well,’ Felice whimpered as the pony clopped up the dirt track. ‘My stomach …’ She clutched at her belly,
         her face screwed up in pain.
      

      
      Dear Jesu, she’s miscarrying, Ailith thought with a rush of panic that did not show on her face. ‘A moment longer and we’ll be home – just round this
         corner.’
      

      
      Felice swayed on the pony’s back, her eyelids fluttering.

      
      ‘If you fall off you will kill yourself and the child for a certainty!’ Ailith snapped. ‘You must hold on!’ She pinched Felice’s
         thigh as hard as she could.
      

      
      Felice gasped. Her fingers clutched convulsively at the reins.

      
      Ailith grabbed the pony’s rein from the apprentice. ‘Here,’ she said with authority. ‘I’ll lead the beast, you catch her if
         she slips.’
      

      
      They rounded the corner and in the curve of the next bend, Ailith greeted the sight of the thatches of home with a thankful
         prayer. Her initial relief died when she saw that several horses were tied up outside the forge. The harness and trappings
         were expensive and in the next moment she recognised Aldred’s sturdy brown cob and Lyulph’s roan gelding. An extremely handsome
         iron-grey stallion was drinking from the rain butt against the forge wall, and a mail-clad huscarl was patting his neck. Goldwin
         emerged from the forge, in conversation with a broad, fair-haired man who dwarfed him. Links of rivet-mail glistened on the
         man’s arms and torso. Beneath the mail and the quilted coat he wore under it, a tunic of gold-embroidered scarlet dazzled Ailith’s eyes. He was swinging his arms to test the fit of the mail.
      

      
      ‘God and all his angels, it is the King!’ Her hand went to her mouth.

      
      Goldwin looked up in mid-comment and she saw him lose the thread of the conversation as his eyes met hers. Making an apology
         to Harold, he started towards her. Felice began to slip from the pony. The apprentice managed to catch her after a fashion
         and lowered her to the moist grass at the verge of the muddy track. Ailith knelt at her side, feeling sick with fright.
      

      
      ‘Ailith, what in Jesu’s name has happened?’ Goldwin demanded. There was a breathless quality of fear to his voice and because
         of it, an underlying roughness of anger.
      

      
      ‘We were attacked by some ruffians in Chepeside. Oh Goldwin, I think she is miscarrying!’ Ailith’s voice broke. Her chin puckered
         as she fought not to cry. ‘Help me take her into the house so that she can lie down … hurry!’ she added as he stared at her
         blankly. ‘Do you want her to die out here on the road?’
      

      
      ‘Do as your wife says, man.’

      
      Ailith looked up at Harold Godwinson and saw a lion personified. His eyes were the same tawny colour as his hair, which fell
         in a heavy mane to his collarbones. A torc of twisted gold wire gleamed at his throat, and beneath it, thrusting out of the
         embroidered opening of his tunic, were wiry glints of body hair.
      

      
      When Goldwin did not move, still rooted to the ground by shock, Harold himself lifted the limp young woman in his arms and
         turned towards the house. Ailith gained her feet. There were two cold, muddy patches on her gown where she had been kneeling.
         ‘It’s all my fault,’ she said shakily to Goldwin. ‘We had a quarrel in the street – over nothing, but her Norman accent was
         recognised!’
      

      
      ‘I knew something like this was bound to happen,’ Goldwin growled. ‘From now on you can send the maids for whatever you need.
         And it might be a good idea to stay away from Felice altogether until this trouble has passed.’
      

      
      Ailith glared at him. ‘Felice is innocent, alone, and in need of help. I never thought that you were the kind of man to be
         nought but a fair-weather friend.’ Turning her back on him, she followed the King into her house.
      

      
      A bracken mattress had been pulled out of a recess and Felice lay on it before the fire. She stirred, licked her lips, and
         murmured several rapid words.
      

      
      ‘She’s Norman!’ The harsh condemnation was snarled by Ailith’s brother Aldred who had been helping himself to a pot of soup
         from the hearth cauldron. His blue gaze flew accusingly to his sister. ‘Small wonder that you were attacked in the street!’
      

      
      ‘She has done nothing wrong!’ Ailith retorted with equal heat. ‘Yes, she’s a Norman, but can you see her coming at you with
         a shield and sword? What kind of threat is she to your manhood?’
      

      
      Aldred’s fair skin burned red. ‘By the Rood, if you were in my discipline, I’d take a belt to your hide! Our father was always
         too soft with you! And Goldwin’s no better. Where is he? I’ve some advice for him!’
      

      
      ‘Peace, Aldred,’ commanded Harold sharply. Leaving Felice, he removed the pot of soup from his huscarl and tasted it himself.
         ‘Master Goldwin is the best judge of how to rule his own household. As your sister says, the woman lying here is no threat
         to us, even if she is Norman.’
      

      
      ‘But …’ Aldred began, then swallowed powerfully and tightened his lips.

      
      ‘She is your neighbour?’ Harold turned to Ailith. 

      
      ‘Yes, Sire.’ Ailith’s heart was pounding so hard from the confrontation with Aldred that she felt sick. ‘Her husband is a
         Rouen wine merchant. They came here at Yuletide, just before King Edward died.’
      

      
      Harold nodded thoughtfully. ‘His name?’

      
      ‘Aubert de Remy. He told us that your brother Earl Leofwin had bought some wine from him.’

      
      ‘Yes, I remember.’ Harold’s eyes narrowed. ‘It was good wine too,’ he murmured. ‘Where is he now? Surely he should not leave
         his wife so ill-attended in times like these.’
      

      
      Although Harold’s voice was reasonable, Ailith’s spine prickled with a sense of danger. ‘He is away buying wine, I do not
         know where, but Felice expects him home soon, I think. Aubert did not realise that she was with child when he left.’
      

      
      The King drank off the bowl of soup and wiped the drops from his moustache between forefinger and thumb. ‘It seems that we
         must care for his lady until his return,’ he said. ‘And whenever that should be, I want to see him. I think that I too would
         like to buy some of his wine.’
      

      
      Aldred made a spluttering sound and Harold sharply ordered him to wait outside. Glaring, the young man strode out of the door.
         Harold waited until he had gone, then bent a frowning gaze upon Ailith. ‘Your husband is a loyal, hardworking man and I know
         that you have the same integrity. As you say, it is not this poor lady’s fault that she is a Norman, and she is of no danger
         to us, but it would be in the interests of her own safety to keep her confined. When she is well enough to be moved without
         danger to her health, I will have her placed in the convent of St Aethelburga to be cared for by the nuns until her husband
         should return. I will make it known that she is under my protection and that if harm is done to her, matters will go ill with
         the culprit.’ He smiled bleakly. ‘Whatever Duke William thinks, I am a man of my word.’
      

      
      Ailith bowed her head, torn between a deep relief that the matter had been lifted out of her hands, and anxiety at the deeper
         implications. Felice was virtually a prisoner, and if Aubert returned, he would likely face arrest.
      

      
      ‘You keep the best soup cauldron this side of the river,’ Harold said as a parting compliment, dazzled her with a smile, and
         ducked outside to his men.
      

      
      A sound from the pallet caused her to spin round and discover that Felice was awake. The young woman’s brown eyes were hazy
         with pain, but fully aware. ‘I’m sorry.’ Her whisper was weak. ‘I have caused you so much trouble.’
      

      
      ‘You would do the same for me,’ Ailith said stoutly, concealing her misgivings. ‘I’ll send Sigrid to fetch her aunt Hulda.

      
      She has skill in midwifery and matters of the womb. Lie still, everything is going to be all right.’
      

      
      ‘Felice has not lost the child, but she might yet do so, and very easily,’ Ailith told Goldwin when she brought him bread
         and meat to the forge at dusk. Her tone was frosty for she had not forgiven him for his lack of support earlier. ‘Hulda says
         that the bleeding has stopped, but that she must rest abed for at least a sevenday … and that means here with us.’
      

      
      Goldwin scowled. He banged another rivet into a link of the mail shirt he was making. Ailith watched him. She knew that he
         wanted her to go away, but she refused to yield. Their life together had been very sweet until recently and she had no intention
         of allowing it to sour any further than it had already done.
      

      
      ‘I am with child too,’ she said during a silence between the tapping of his hammer. ‘I have been looking for a favourable
         opportunity to tell you, but you always seem to be frowning and short-tempered.’
      

      
      Goldwin carefully set down his small hammer and his handful of rivets and links. ‘You are with child?’ he repeated, and instead
         of looking at her, he turned his back to fiddle with a stone jar of nails on a shelf. ‘When will it be born?’ His voice was
         gruff.
      

      
      ‘At Yuletide, or just before. Are you not pleased?’

      
      His hand slipped and the jar smashed on the hard earth floor, scattering the nails far and wide. He swore and she saw that
         he was shaking.
      

      
      ‘Goldwin, what’s wrong?’ Worried now, Ailith hurried round his workbench and grasped her husband’s sleeve.

      
      ‘Oh, Aili, Aili!’ His voice and control broke. Dragging her clumsily against him, he buried his face in her wimple and shoulder,
         his body shuddering. ‘I have had such dreams of late – of battlefields and piles of bleeding corpses. I cannot think straight
         any more.’
      

      
      She held him, rocking and soothing him like a child, a lump in her own throat.

      
      ‘There is talk of war with the Norwegians,’ he groaned into her neck, ‘and William of Normandy is gathering a huge army across
         the narrow sea. I feel as if we are nought but a bone in the midst of a starving wolf pack.’
      

      
      Ailith stroked his hair, then brought her palm tenderly down his face, over scratchy stubble and curl of beard. ‘It is small
         wonder that you suffer nightmares the amount of time you spend in the forge. You cannot equip the entire English fyrd single-handed.
         You must cease toiling and fretting like this, or you will lose your wits.’
      

      
      Goldwin inhaled shakily and kissed her palm. He squeezed her waist which was still trim, without sign of her impending motherhood.
         ‘I could not be more proud that you are to bear our child, but I fear for our future, Aili.’ Disengaging himself, he sat down
         on his bench and ran a distracted hand through his hair.
      

      
      ‘It will be all right,’ she said softly, and after considering him for a moment, picked up the trencher of food she had brought
         him. ‘Come, we’ll take this to bed with us and you can eat it there.’ And fall asleep with your head on my breasts, she thought. It is what you need.
      

      
      He looked at his bench and the beckoning pile of hauberk rivets and rings. Then he looked at the shards of pottery on the
         floor and the bright scattering of nails. Slowly he stood up. A weary, tentative smile curved his lips.
      

      
      ‘If it is a boy,’ he said, ‘we shall name him Harold after the King.’ Taking her free hand, he led her out of the forge into
         the starry April night, its darkness scored by the curve of the strange Dragon Star.
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 6


NORMANDY, JULY 1066

      
      Eyes narrowed against the dazzle of the sun on the sea, his chest bare, Rolf rode the dun gelding fetlock-deep through the
         gentle cat-lap of the waves. Behind him, on leading ropes, trotted two more acquisitions for Duke William’s supply of Norman
         warhorses, and further behind still rode three grooms with the rest of the mounts – a dozen in total from his most recent
         expedition. He was required to deliver them to the main muster point at Dives-sur-Mer within the next fortnight.
      

      
      Rolf had been busy since the early spring, scouring the countryside and the market places of Norman and Flemish towns and
         villages for likely beasts. In doing so he had reached the satisfying conclusion that his stud at Brize had few rivals this
         side of the Pyrenees, and that only the stallions of Spain and Nicaea could better his own.
      

      
      He urged the dun to a trot, his body rising and falling smoothly to accommodate the change of gait. Silver fans of spray skimmed
         away from the dun’s hooves, and returned to the sea in a mesh of spangled droplets. The other horses quickened pace.
      

      
      Higher up the beach, close to a small harbour and the huts of a fishing village, a gang of shipwrights toiled upon one of
         the vessels that were to transport the anticipated two thousand warhorses across the narrow sea to England. Three had already
         been completed and rolled at anchor in the bay, awaiting the command to tack up the coast to the muster at Dives.
      

      
      A group of sailmakers sat in the lee of the dunes, stitching heavy linen canvases to equip the vessel under construction.
         Rolf looked at the dark red stripes woven through the buff-coloured linen and imagined the sail bulging in a stiff breeze.
         For a moment the movement of the horse beneath him became the pitch and roll of a ship’s deck, and he fancied that he could
         hear the creak of the hemp ropes and clinker-built timbers. The strain of Norse blood in the line of Brize-sur-Risle might
         be in its fifth generation now, but it still exerted a powerful tug on Rolf’s soulstrings.
      

      
      His gaze left the sailmakers and crossed the open sea until it encountered the blue smudge of the horizon. He had met a merchant
         once who claimed to have sailed off the edge of the world and discovered a land inhabited by strange, copper-skinned men and
         even stranger beasts. Rolf was not sure if he believed him. The merchant had stayed for several nights at Brize-sur-Risle
         and when he departed, had made Rolf the gift of a red toadstone which he said would cure lameness in horses. Rolf wore it
         around his neck beside his cross and a small, battered silver hammer of Thor which had been handed down father to son since
         the time of his pagan great, great grandfather.
      

      
      It might be interesting to sail off the edge of the world, but for now what lay beyond the immediate horizon would do. England.
         He savoured the word, and a shiver of anticipation ran through him. Perhaps on a similar shoreline, unseen across the glint
         of water, a Saxon warrior was staring out to sea and honing his axe in readiness. The thought filled Rolf with so much restless
         energy that he wanted to burst. The dun broke into a canter beneath the tension in his master’s thin fingers, and the sea
         water splashed higher, soaking Rolf’s linen chausses and tossing cold spray over his midriff and shoulders.
      

      
      At the edge of the waves near the village, a man was sitting on the beach close to the shoreline. His hands were bound around
         his raised knees and he was staring out to sea as hungrily as Rolf had been a moment since. Now and then he picked up a stone
         from the tidemark and flung it at the water.
      

      
      Rolf slowed the dun. Then he reined to a halt and dismounted in the sandy shallows with a splash.
      

      
      ‘By God’s beard, do my eyes deceive me, or is it Aubert de Remy sitting on a beach in the middle of nowhere with naught to
         do but throw stones at the sea?’ Laughing, Rolf gave his horses into the care of the following grooms and sat down in the
         sand beside the merchant.
      

      
      ‘I’m waiting for the night’s tide.’ Aubert clasped Rolf’s tough, blistered palm, then lightly punched the hard bicep.

      
      ‘The night’s tide to where?’ Rolf eyed his friend speculatively. Aubert had a thriving, legitimate vintner’s trade, but Rolf
         had known him for long enough to be aware that he dealt in more than just barrels of wine.
      

      
      Aubert smiled and tossed another stone at the sea. ‘England, where else?’

      
      ‘At night, from a small port like this?’ Rolf looked at him sidelong.

      
      ‘I’m making contact with a wine galley from Bordeaux in mid-channel. We’ll sail into London without harm. Harold of Wessex
         is not at war with the peoples south of Normandy.’
      

      
      Rolf licked his forefinger and held it up to the snags of salty breeze. ‘You’ll need good oarsmen, there’ll not be a wind
         tonight.’
      

      
      ‘There’s an eight-man crew, nine including myself.’

      
      ‘And when you get to England, what then?’

      
      ‘That long nose of yours hasn’t got any shorter with age, has it?’ There was amused exasperation in Aubert’s voice. ‘How is
         Arlette these days, and the baby?’
      

      
      Rolf grunted. ‘They were both well when last I saw them.’ His tone was perfunctory. ‘What about Felice?’

      
      Aubert’s mobile features creased into a frown. ‘I am concerned about her,’ he admitted. ‘I should never have left her in London,
         but events moved so swiftly that I had no choice but to do so at the time. I was hoping to return for her in May or early
         June and bring her home to Rouen, but there hasn’t been an opportunity. Duke William is a hard taskmaster, as well you know.’
      

      
      ‘So what will you do?’ Rolf dug a shell out of the sand and cast it towards the gentle shush of the waves.
      

      
      Aubert sighed. ‘Fetch her when I can. She has never said anything to me, but she knows that my trade has certain irregularities.’

      
      ‘How long do you have … before the invasion, I mean?’

      
      Aubert narrowed his muddy hazel eyes and looked Rolf over very carefully, as if by assessing his companion’s physical form,
         he could see into his mind. ‘I do not know which is more dangerous,’ he said, ‘your curiosity, or your thick-skinned refusal
         to leave a subject alone.’
      

      
      Rolf grinned. He knew that the only way to win Aubert’s approval was to persist. Sometimes, if the merchant was in the right
         frame of mind, Rolf learned things. If not, then the repartee still helped to sharpen his mind and stave off boredom. ‘Tell
         me what I want to know and I’ll buy you a haunch of mutton and a wheaten loaf in yonder hostelry.’ He indicated one of the
         dwellings clustered beyond the dunes.
      

      
      Aubert’s mouth curled in a sardonic smile. ‘Now I see the value you set upon my word.’

      
      ‘Very well, I’ll throw in a dish of buttered worts and a flagon of cider too!’ Rolf added flippantly.

      
      Aubert snorted, and with a shake of his head, stood up. ‘Your generosity overwhelms me into acceptance!’ He dusted golden
         grit and scraps of mussel shell from his short tunic.
      

      
      Rolf gestured to one of the grooms, and the youth tossed him a crumpled shirt and tunic from a saddlebag.

      
      Donning the garments as they toiled up the soft sand of the beach towards the houses, Rolf said, ‘We are summoned to muster
         in two weeks at Dives-sur-Mer, but I suppose you know that.’
      

      
      ‘I had heard it was so.’ Aubert pursed his lips. ‘But do not expect to sail before harvest time.’

      
      Rolf frowned. ‘Most of the Duke’s men are hired warriors; they don’t need to take time away to cut the corn.’

      
      ‘But Harold’s do,’ Aubert said smugly. ‘His army has only a small core of permanent soldiers. The rest have estates and farms to tend. He cannot keep them stood to arms indefinitely.’
      

      
      ‘So William is going to wait until the Saxon coast is unguarded and strike then?’ Rolf made a face. ‘Sooner rather than later,
         I hope, or else the provisioning of our army will kill us before we set out.’
      

      
      ‘It will be a difficult task, I grant you, but easier than for Harold. And our Duke has the edge on him when it comes to being
         ruthless. Harold has a heart, he’s courageous and impulsive. Those are the chinks in his armour and William knows it.’
      

      
      The two men entered the hostelry. Rolf ducked just in time to avoid being brained by the top of the door. At a little above
         two yards in height, he dwelt in permanent danger of injury from apertures made for smaller men. ‘You have met Harold then?’
         he asked as they seated themselves at a trestle bench and the proprietor hastened to bring them a jug of the locally brewed
         potent cider. 
      

      
      The walls gleamed with new whitewash. A wooden statue of the Virgin and Child beamed down on the men from a recess.

      
      Aubert glanced at it and piously crossed himself. ‘Briefly at court when King Edward was alive, but I know all about him from
         my neighbour where I rent my house in London. Goldwin’s an armourer and he does much work for the Godwinsons. His wife’s brothers
         are huscarls of Harold’s. The information I have gleaned from that quarter has been invaluable. Speaking of which …’ Unlatching
         his belt, he slid a knife sheath off the decorated strap end. ‘This is a gift for you – a thank you for the chestnut mare
         you gave to Felice. I commissioned it from Goldwin at Yuletide.’
      

      
      Rolf took the weapon from Aubert and examined it with pleasure. The length of the tapered blade spanned his hand from fingertip
         to wrist and a haft of polished antler fitted his grip perfectly. The craftsmanship was superb. He tested his gift on the
         haunch of mutton that the hostelry keeper set down on the table before them.
      

      
      ‘Slices keener than your wit,’ Rolf pronounced to Aubert as he speared an oozing pink morsel and draped it on his tongue.
         ‘You had better warn the Duke if this man is making armour for Godwinson.’
      

      
      Aubert smiled, but the humour did not reach his eyes as he refastened his belt and drew his own knife so that he could eat.
         ‘He has become a friend,’ he said, ‘and in my trade that is less than wise.’
      

   
      
      
CHAPTER 7


      
      The August night was so sultry that the air itself felt like a hot, oppressive blanket lying on Ailith’s chest. She stretched
         her legs, trying without success to find a cool spot in the bed. Beside her, Goldwin snored, and stale mead fumes wafted her
         way each time he breathed out. She was worried about the amount he had been drinking of late, but had said nothing to him
         in the hope that once the uncertainty of imminent war had passed from their lives, he would become his usual, amiable self.
      

      
      Ailith turned restlessly and as she tried to settle, felt the tiniest fluttering throb in her belly. Laying her hand over
         the place, she was rewarded again, and smiled. Felice’s baby had been kicking and churning vigorously for over a month now
         and her belly looked huge. Ailith, on the other hand, was scarcely aware of being pregnant. Her breasts had swollen and were
         tender to the touch, but her waist had scarcely thickened, and the mound of her belly was no bigger than a small cloth pudding.
         Nor had she suffered any of Felice’s debilitating sickness or spotting of blood. Hulda, the midwife, said cheerfully that
         she expected Ailith to deliver her baby as easily as shelling a pea from a pod. Asked about Felice, Hulda had admitted that
         the fit was going to be tight, but being as the husband was not a man of large proportions, with the blessing of God, and
         the excellent care of the nuns at St Aethelburga’s, the Norman woman would be all right.
      

      
      Indeed, she would be all right if that ne’er-do-well husband of hers would return, Ailith thought angrily. He had been absent
         since late April and it was August now. How could he abandon his wife in a hostile land for nigh on four months?
      

      
      The baby did not kick again. Ailith sighed and rolled onto her back, her mind somersaulting like a butter churn, her body
         sticky with sweat. Two days ago Aldred and Lyulph had set out with the English fyrd to defend the south coast against a possible
         attack from Normandy. They had come to the forge to collect the weapons that Goldwin had made for them, and they had said
         their farewells in stiff and formal fashion. When Ailith had offered them ale and honey cakes in the house, they had declined.
      

      
      ‘The only Normans I will love,’ Aldred had said, ‘are the ones who die on the blade of this axe.’ He had run his fingertips
         over the edge of the steel. ‘And before you tell me that the bitch in yonder convent is innocent, it might interest you to
         know that her husband is a Norman spy.’
      

      
      Ailith’s stomach had contracted. As so often in childhood, she stood up to her brother, jutting her chin at him in bravado.
         ‘I do not believe you.’
      

      
      ‘The King himself told me.’ Aldred’s eyes were filled with scorn. ‘The little arsewipe wasn’t selling wine at court in January,
         he was buying information. ‘Why do you think he hasn’t been back?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know, I …’ Ailith had found herself floundering.

      
      Aldred had nodded with triumph and again stroked his axe. ‘So I tell you that the only Normans I will love are those whom
         I kill.’
      

      
      ‘But Felice is innocent, she doesn’t know!’

      
      Aldred had just looked at her and stalked off. Lyulph had hesitated, staring between his older brother and Ailith. Then he
         had put his arms around her in a brief, but powerful bear hug. ‘Your heart is too soft,’ he said, ‘and Aldred’s is too fierce,
         but I love you both.’ Then he too had turned and left, the steel tip of his spear sparkling at the sky, his stride long and
         proud.
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