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				About the Book

				Who writes history? Assassin or conqueror?

				The Boy Duke

				The future of Normandy, if he survives

				The Cousin

				Royal of blood, dangerous of ambition

				The Assassin

				Deadly poisoner, deadly secrets

				The Queen

				Dangerous in her grief

				The Earl

				Ruthless kingmaker, arch manipulator

				Normandy, 1037.

				Sparks fly from clashing swords as the game of thrones plays out in bloodshed. Of those named guardian to the boy Duke, all seek advantage and power. Most wish the boy dead. Some will go to any lengths to make it happen.

				Across the  sea, the struggle for the English crown has seen Queen Emma’s beloved son killed. She has two more sons waiting in the wings but Godwin, Earl of Wessex – kingmaker and arch manipulator – has other plans.

				As the noble families of Europe murder each other in their lust for power and fortune, the boy stands apart.
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				‘This is historical fiction as its very best. Highly recommended’ Historical Novel Society

				‘These people are playing the game of thrones . . . one to watch’ Girl with her Head in a Book

				‘Oh wow. This is an earthy, gritty, brutal piece of historical fiction – and I love it’ LilyPad

				‘A compelling tale of power, sex and violence’ Neverlmitate

				‘One of my most anticipated reads for the first half of the year’ A Fantastical Librarian
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				Prologue:
The Carrion Field

				The countryside south of Caen, Normandy, early 1047

				The spring rains had been heavy and the River Orne was running fast and full. By rights the mills at Borbeillon should have been turning at a good, steady rate, the air filled with the sounds of the grinding of the wheat between the rotating millstones, the splashing of the water against the paddles of the waterwheels and the groaning of wood and rope.

				But the millstones were still, the wheels were not turning and the only noise that came from them was the repetitive banging of wood against metal. Again and again the same staccato clatter as jammed paddles beat back and forth against the objects that were obstructing them: the helmets, shields and chain-mail coats of dead men, hundreds of them, whose bodies had been carried downstream by the river in which they had drowned.

				The day was drawing to a close, but in the oyster-grey expanse of the sunless sky a multitude of birds – crows, rooks, ravens, buzzards, even seagulls drawn inshore by the promise of a feast – wheeled and screeched and cawed as they surveyed the devastation beneath them. Across a great swathe of flat, featureless countryside the corpses of mighty aristocrats, their attendant barons, vavasours and men-at-arms lay alongside their slaughtered mounts, contorted and disjointed as if picked up and thrown back down against the ground by the hand of God himself. Here they had fought, retreated and then fled pell-mell towards the banks of the river, which had claimed the lives of any who survived long enough to be driven into its chilly waters.

				The battle that had taken place that day would not inspire troubadours to compose songs praising the bravery and chivalry of its combatants. No playwright would take it as the subject of his work, writing speeches filled with virtue and courage to place in his characters’ mouths. It was, in many respects, just another bleak day in an age of violence and disorder, a battle between two cousins, both barely out of their teens. Like their fathers and forefathers before them, the pair were typical examples of Norman nobility: ambitious, greedy, impatient men, whose blood was as much Viking as French, ready to seize by force whatever was not theirs by right. Each one of them knew that his allies one day might be his enemies in the morning, and vice versa too, for loyalties only lasted as long as there was profit in them. There was not a man present who had not fought in other, very similar engagements, and many of those who survived would one day fight and even die in others just like it. And birds would flock to pick at their bodies, too.

				Yet for all that it appeared unexceptional, this was a conflict that changed the course of history. Two cousins met on a featureless plain, and when their battle was done, one of them slipped into a millennium of obscurity, unknown to any but the most devoted scholars.

				And the other?

				Well that is another story entirely . . .

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Book One:

				The Prelate’s Legacy

				Spring 1037–Autumn 1039

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				Rouen, Normandy

				The Duke of Normandy’s nanny placed a hand on his shoulder, shook it a little and said, ‘Time to get up, Your Grace.’

				William the Bastard gave a dismissive shrug, rolled over in bed so that his back was towards her and muttered, ‘Don’t want to.’

				William was nine years old, and Judith had known him since he was just a seed in his mother Herleva’s womb, tended to him from the day he was born and stayed with him when cruel political calculations had forced Herleva out of the ducal household, leaving William behind. The two women had grown up together in a cluster of cottages on the outskirts of Falaise: one the daughter of a skinner who stripped the hides off dead animals, the other of the tanner who turned those hides into leather. Their homes and their fathers’ workplaces had been set aside from the rest of the town because the gruesomeness, filth and stench of their chosen trades was so repellent to decent folk. Now Herleva was the wife of a viscount, the mistress of a great estate and the mother of a duke, while Judith was still just a servant, when all was said and done. Yet she felt no sense of injustice, for though she had once been able to make the town lads come running, she was never going to win a great lord’s heart. It was thanks to Herleva that Judith had spent nigh on a dozen years living and working in the ducal household, where she was far better off than she would ever have been in Falaise. So she had no cause to complain, except, of course, for those moments when William decided to defy her requests.

				The boy was as stubborn as he was strong-willed. He was tall and strongly built for his age, with a bright thatch of ginger hair to match his fiery temper, and once he’d said no to something, wild horses couldn’t drag him to a yes. Still, Judith had to try.

				‘Forgive me, Your Grace,’ she implored him, ‘but you must get up. It’s His Grace the archbishop’s funeral today, and before that the reading of his will.’

				Judith allowed herself occasionally to treat her charge just like any other child, for his sake as much as hers. So her next effort was more informal. ‘Come on, William, you really do have to be at the funeral. The people need to see their duke on such an important occasion, and the archbishop was your great-uncle, after all.’

				‘Don’t care. Won’t go.’

				Judith reached down and took hold of his arm. ‘Up we get,’ she said, giving a gentle tug.

				In an instant, William wrenched his arm from her grasp, rolled his body out of her reach, cast off his bedcover and sprang to his feet. ‘How dare you touch me?’ he shouted. ‘I am the Duke of Normandy! I don’t have to go anywhere if I don’t want to! Not unless the King of France himself tells me to.’

				Judith knew she was beaten, for now at any rate. She needed reinforcements, and she had just the man in mind.

				William watched Judith walk disapprovingly out of the room. Then he fell back down on to his bed and wriggled under the covers. He had decided he was going to stay in bed all day. He didn’t know what the reading of a will even was, and he certainly wasn’t going to the funeral. His great-uncle’s body was lying in Our Lady of Rouen Cathedral for everyone to see, but that was the very last thing in the whole world that William wanted to do. He’d never seen a dead body, not close up, anyway, and certainly not someone he knew. He didn’t want to start with his own great-uncle. And there was something else too, something he couldn’t tell anyone that meant he absolutely could not bring himself to set eyes upon the archbishop’s corpse.

				William hated even thinking about it. He rolled on to his side and pulled a pillow over his head, as if it could block his thoughts as effectively as it cut out the light and sound of the outside world. Within a couple of minutes, he was dozing again.

				‘Your Grace . . . Your Grace?’

				William opened his eyes at the sound of a familiar, male voice. Osbern Herfastsson was much, much older than William, so old that his hair was almost entirely grey. He was William’s steward, the most important man in the ducal household, having been his father’s steward before that. And he was a member of the House of Normandy, descended on his mother’s side from Duke Rollo, the founder of their dynasty. So even though he was William’s vassal, Osbern was a man who had to be treated with respect.

				‘Yes?’ said William cautiously.

				‘May I ask you a question?’

				‘What question?’

				‘Well . . .’ Osbern let the word hang teasingly in the air, ‘would you like to see a man who has a face like a donkey?’

				William hadn’t been expecting that. His surprise made him do something very unusual: he giggled. ‘What, an actual, real donkey?’

				‘Yes, an actual donkey,’ said Osbern. ‘In fact, he looks so much like a donkey that he’s known as Ralph Donkey-Head.’

				William frowned. ‘Are you sure, Osbern? I mean, have you seen him?’

				‘No, not yet. Ralph was raised in the country, away from everyone else. For all I know, he spends his days in a field and sleeps in a stable overnight.’

				William burst out laughing. ‘No one lives in a stable!’

				‘A man with a donkey’s head might. Anyway, he arrived here last night, and he’ll be at the reading of the will. So if you want to see him, you have to be there too. Archbishop Robert’s widow doesn’t want him to come to the actual funeral.’

				‘Why not?’ William asked.

				Osbern did not know how to reply. Ralph was illegitimate, the son of a long-forgotten concubine. But William was a bastard son too, and it would hardly do to tell a duke, even one so young, that there was something dishonourable about his status.

				William, however, saved Osbern’s blushes. ‘Doesn’t she want a donkey in the church?’ he sniggered, before collapsing in hysterics at his own joke.

				‘Something like that, I should think. Come on now, get dressed and we’ll go and see if this Ralph fellow really does look like an ass.’

				This time William leapt to his feet and was dressed and breakfasted in no time. He and Osbern, accompanied by a troop of mounted guards, rode from the ducal palace in Rouen, across the city to the abbey of Saint-Ouen, where the abbot was waiting to greet him.

				He led William and Osbern to the chamber where he would soon be reading the archbishop’s will. The document’s principal beneficiaries were already there, waiting for the event to begin. Among them were the archbishop’s three sons – he had never seen any reason to practise chastity, reasoning that as well as being Normandy’s most senior prelate, he was also the Count of Évreux, and as such had a duty to produce an heir. Not everyone in Normandy, or the Vatican, come to that, agreed with his self-serving justification for ignoring the priestly vows of celibacy, and there were those who suggested that God Himself might be of the same view, for He had not blessed the archbishop with the offspring that a man of his strength, good looks, animal vigour and brilliant mind might have expected.

				His oldest son, and the heir to the title of Count of Évreux, was named Richard, after the archbishop’s father, Duke Richard I, whom the people knew as ‘Richard Fearless’. Sadly, his younger namesake was not so much fearless as desperately mediocre. There was nothing particularly wrong with him. He was healthy, decent and lacking in any apparent vices. He gave generously to a number of religious foundations, just as any proper Christian with money to spare was supposed to do. But compared to his father, he was a docile carthorse next to a rearing, snorting charger.

				The archbishop’s second son, William, had been a sickly boy, and the very fact that he had survived at all seemed the most that could be said for him.

				Then came the third, apparently even less well-favoured child, who was now nearly twenty years old. This was Ralph de Gacé, and the moment Duke William clapped eyes on him, he called out in his piping treble voice, ‘You’re right, Cousin Osbern, he does look like a donkey!’

				Ralph de Gacé winced like a man being whipped on an open wound. Though he had grown in the years since he first acquired his nickname from the taunting bullies in the village that butted up against the small, run-down castle in which he had been raised, he remained a deeply unattractive specimen. His eyes, half covered by an unkempt mass of dull brown hair, were watery and bulged from their sockets. His nose and face were long and framed on either side by a pair of oversized ears, while his lips were barely able to stretch over protruding upper and lower teeth, beneath which was a weak receding chin. There really was no denying that he did look very much like a donkey.

				His eyes narrowed for a moment as he shot a look of undiluted noxious hatred at William. The young duke did not see the venom in Ralph’s eyes, being too busy saying hello to his uncles Mauger and Talou. Though their father was Duke Richard II, William’s grandfather, they were barely a decade older than the boy duke. They were also legitimate, which William was not, and thus, as they both well knew, had reason to insist that their claim to the dukedom was at least as great as his.

				As he lay on his deathbed, the archbishop had summoned William and warned him that these two uncles of his were reaching an age when they would become ambitious for power. ‘Beware them both, my boy!’ he’d said in a weak, trembling voice that had upset William because it was so unlike the all-powerful great-uncle he had known. Now he looked at the pair of them, his face furrowed in concentration as he wondered how he was supposed to spot the signs of his uncles’ ambition. Mauger didn’t look like someone who could do him any harm. He was thin and nervy, forever glancing around and giving little twitches of his mouth and head. Talou, on the other hand, reminded him of Osbern’s descriptions of his dead Uncle Richard, the one that people said his papa had killed. Richard had been big, strong, and warlike, but his weakness, said Osbern, was a lack of intelligence. ‘He had no kindness, either,’ the steward had added. ‘In time, perhaps, he might have earned his people’s fear and even their respect. But he would never have had the love that a truly great ruler receives.’

				Talou didn’t look like someone who was interested in being clever or kind. He was big, with a face covered in white-tipped red spots, and he walked with his shoulders hunched forward as if he was constantly searching for someone to punch.

				‘What are you looking at, Cousin?’ Talou asked, catching William’s eye and taking a single, menacing step towards him.

				‘Don’t you dare speak to your duke in that fashion, boy,’ Osbern Herfastsson growled, placing himself between the two of them.

				‘And don’t you dare speak to the son of a duke in that one,’ Talou retorted. He stood there smugly, obviously pleased with his reply.

				Osbern leaned forward so that his face was up close to Talou’s. ‘You haven’t been to war, have you, boy?’

				William was fascinated. He’d always known Osbern as a friendly, even loving figure. He’d never seen this side of his character before.

				Talou shook his head dumbly.

				‘Well I have. When you weren’t even a glimmer in your father’s eyes, I stood side by side with him in the blood and the shit, fighting the English, the Bretons, the French and anyone else who thought they could take what belonged to Normandy. I was proud to call Richard the Good my commander and my duke, and he was gracious enough to call me cousin and friend. When I see you fight – I mean, really fight, when your life could be lost at any moment God chooses – then I’ll decide whether to show you the respect you seem to think you deserve. But until then, I will address you as the boy that you are.’

				The abbot observed the whole scene with a growing sense of foreboding. He’d caught the way Ralph had looked at William. He’d seen how Mauger glanced around like a jackdaw, ever in search of something shiny to take for himself; and there had been no mistaking the resentment in Talou’s eye. Once again the abbot asked himself whether the archbishop had done the right thing in choosing to gather together the boy duke and the young men with the greatest reason to oppose him. ‘That is the whole point!’ the archbishop had insisted, as he prepared to dictate his wishes to a monk from the abbey, in the presence of the abbot and one of his chaplains. ‘My only hope is to craft a will that ties them all closely to William, that gives them the maximum reason to follow him and offers as little incentive as possible to rise up in rebellion.’

				The two men had been colleagues in the Church and friends for more years than either could count. So the abbot had felt able to be frank. ‘Honestly, Robert, do you really think this will make the slightest bit of difference? I fear that dissension and even open revolt are inevitable. When there is a weak hand on the tiller, stronger hands will seek to steer the boat.’

				‘I expect you’re right,’ the archbishop replied with a sigh. ‘But if I can just distract them and keep them from making their challenges until William has grown strong enough to repel them, then I will have done as much to save my family as it could possibly expect.’

				‘Or deserve,’ the abbot had added wryly.

				Now the archbishop was dead, and it was time to reveal the contents of his will. The abbot picked up the parchment that lay rolled and sealed on the table in front of him. ‘Your Grace, my lords, this is the final will and testament of His Grace Robert, Archbishop of Rouen,’ he began.

				‘I can attest that what I am about to read to you represents His Grace’s true intentions, vouchsafed when he was sound in mind and body and sworn to in the sight of God. His Grace wrote as follows . . .’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2

				Five knights mounted on mighty chargers forced their way through the crowds in Rouen’s Cathedral Square like dogs through a herd of milling, empty-headed sheep. Their wooden saddles were as high as the heads of the common folk who scurried to get out of their way, and they were followed by a troop of foot soldiers and a large uncovered horse-drawn wagon in which sat a middle-aged matriarch and her four daughters.

				At the head of the column rode a man who wore no armour, yet whose entire demeanour somehow suggested that his body alone was as impenetrably hard as the iron from which his horse’s shoes had been forged. His name was Giroie, Lord of Échauffour. He had come from a modest background in Brittany, but though he lacked the education and finesse of those with more noble blood, he possessed one very valuable, tradeable skill: he knew how to fight. He was equally competent with a sword, a lance, an axe or just his bare hands, and to this skill he added unmatched courage and fortitude, combined with raw cunning and boundless ambition.

				More than twenty years had passed since Giroie first made his name. An army from the county of Maine had crossed the border into south-east Normandy. The local Norman forces, led by the Count of Bellême, fled rather than fight the invaders, but Giroie and his small band of men stood their ground against overwhelming odds and then went on the offensive themselves, chasing the enemy right out of the duchy. A grateful Duke Richard II had given him two fine estates and the lordships that came with them. Now Giroie was part of the aristocracy, but he knew as well as anyone that he was just a parvenu, a self-made man. The favours that had been bestowed on him could be removed just as swiftly. So he had abandoned his military campaigning and devoted his energies to the creation of a dynasty.

				Giroie had been blessed in this enterprise with a wonderfully fertile wife, Gisela, who had given him seven sons and four daughters. The oldest of his boys, Arnold, was his heir and had been set aside to run the family estates. The others were being farmed off one by one to serve other, more eminent families. His daughters, meanwhile, had been groomed for the marriage market. By these means Giroie wanted to create a warrior clan linked by ties of service, marriage and eventually kinship with as many of the great houses of Normandy as possible, so that in time, they too could count themselves among the highest in the land.

				Now Giroie rode through the middle of Rouen with four of his sons, who all bore the newly minted family name of Fitzgiroie. No passer-by would need a name, however, to know that they were related. It was obvious at a glance, not just from the heavy jaws and prominent, glowering brows they shared with their father, but also from a general belligerence. No son of Giroie’s had ever turned his back on a fight, and it showed.

				All around them, however, the atmosphere was anything but combative. As sad and even shocking as the archbishop’s death might have been, his passing was rapidly turning into an impromptu feast day. Food stalls had been set up around the square, and traders were taking advantage of the mass of hungry and thirsty townsfolk to tout their wares. Minstrels and clowns competed with gipsy fortune-tellers for the attention and pennies of the crowd, and small children raced between the grown-ups playing games of tag, fighting, giggling or simply burning off their boundless energy and high spirits.

				Giroie led his column through the teeming multitudes. Those who recognised him and knew his reputation hurried to get out of his way. Anyone who, through ignorance or unwise defiance, failed to move voluntarily found that Giroie and his sons were happy to use their horses as battering rams and simply barge their way through, lashing out at those who strayed within kicking range and shouting curses and threats at any man who dared approach the wagon in which their womenfolk were riding.

				Up ahead, Giroie could see the cathedral. Much of its facade was hidden behind a web of flimsy wooden scaffolding, for the archbishop had commissioned a tremendous programme of expansion and improvement. Masons had come to the city from all over north-west France and the provinces of the Low Countries. One tower to the left of the main entrance, which stood as tall and massive as any castle keep, had already been completed and dedicated to St Romain. Another was under way. Giroie had not visited Rouen since the first tower’s completion, but he barely gave it a second glance. He had no interest in architecture. He wanted to build a dynasty, and his materials were not bricks and mortar but flesh and blood.

				The family and their retainers made their way to a large inn that stood in a muddy street to one side of the Cathedral Square, along which ran an open, stinking drain overflowing with filthy water and thick with excrement. Their wagon, horses and men were stabled and barracked, the Giroies themselves were shown to the two rooms in which they would be staying, and large quantities of food and ale were ordered to fortify them for the funeral. The innkeeper and his servants were left in no doubt that their guests needed to be catered to at once, and as soon as the meal arrived, Giroie was ordering his wife and children to wolf it down. ‘Hurry up, we haven’t got all day! It won’t be long till the service starts, and we’ve got business to conduct before then. Wife, let me take a look at our daughters!’

				The men were left to carry on eating while Gisela lined up the four girls in ascending order of age. Giroie inspected them as if they were troops, which in a sense they were, though they would do their duty in the marital bedchamber rather than on the battlefield.

				‘This isn’t good enough,’ he told his wife, having finished his examination. ‘Hawisa’s clearly the one who’s going to catch a man’s eye and get his cock swelling, but we can’t have her spawning brats while her three big sisters are still sitting around waiting for a proposal.’

				‘Don’t say that,’ Gisela replied, though she knew perfectly well that her baby girl, as she still thought of her, was the pick of the crop. ‘They’re all lovely in their own way and I’m sure that any man, no matter how highly born, would be happy to have any of them as his bride.’

				Giroie gave a sceptical grunt, then turned away from his womenfolk and picked up a wooden tankard of ale. He drained it in one, and after a single mighty belch gave the order to move out.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3

				The abbot began to read the archbishop’s will. William thought he had a voice like a cross old woman: high-pitched, fussy and disapproving – as though all the men in the room were just boys, and he was about to tell them off. He sounded like a preacher giving a sermon, or William’s teacher, Brother Thorold, becoming impatient when William or one of his classmates couldn’t translate a passage of Latin.

				‘“I declare this to be my will in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost, thanking the Good Lord for the many blessings He has bestowed upon me and vowing to serve Him in the hereafter as I have done in this life on earth”,’ the abbot declaimed.

				‘“To the Cathedral of Our Lady of Rouen, my spiritual home and sanctuary, I leave the decorated psalter known as the Benedictional of Athelgar that I received as a gift from my beloved sister Emma. I ask that prayers from it be said on the anniversary of my death, in commemoration of my soul.

				‘“To my first cousin and most loyal friend Osbern Herfastsson I leave a gift of gold coins to the value of one thousand pounds as a token of my appreciation of all he has done to assist me and support the cause of the House of Normandy.”’

				William was pleased about that. He loved Osbern and was happy to think that he would have lots of gold. But Talou and Mauger looked furious. Why are they so angry to see Osbern doing well? William wondered.

				‘“To my beloved eldest son Richard, who becomes by right the Count of Évreux, I leave all the estates and properties that by custom belong to that title, along with the castle of Évreux and all its furniture, tapestries, goblets and serving vessels of wood, pewter and assorted precious metals, and all the bed linen, fur rugs and clothing contained in its wardrobes. I commend him to continue the many excellent charitable deeds and benefactions for which his life to this date has been noted.

				‘“To my younger son William I leave my estates at Lieuvin and Baiocasino and all their rents, vassals and contents likewise, in the hope that he will live well and conduct himself properly as a loyal vassal of the Duke of Normandy, whomsoever may be the holder of that title.”’

				The abbot paused. He was frowning as he looked at the paper in his hand. Maybe he can’t read the writing, William thought. Or maybe he can, but he doesn’t like what it says. The moment the abbot started speaking again, William knew by the sound of his voice and the words themselves that the second possibility was the right one.

				‘“To my natural son Ralph I bestow the castle of Gacé at which he has been raised, along with the further estates of Bavent, Noyon-sur-Andelle, Gravençon and Écouché. I myself was born illegitimate. My parents Richard and Gunnor married when I was a young man, so that I might be ordained as archbishop, a post that can only be held by one of legitimate birth. Likewise, many of those who have ruled Normandy as her duke were the offspring of concubines rather than wives. It cannot therefore be said that there is anything inferior or unworthy about the status of bastard, and it is in this light that I beseech those who now assist our duke in his God-given duty as ruler of Normandy to take my son Ralph under their wing and train him well, so that he may one day serve his ducal masters as I have served mine. Of all my sons I believe he is the one most blessed by God with the particular qualities that have allowed me to advise and guide those whom I have served.”’

				William looked around at half a dozen incredulous faces and one brazen, triumphant one. ‘Now who’s the donkey?’ cried Ralph, pumping his fist in celebration.

				William was frowning, deep in thought. He was sure that the archbishop had included Ralph on the list of people to beware of. The old man had said Ralph was bitter, and had blamed himself for not being a more attentive father. I think he’s trying to make up for that, William concluded. If he makes Ralph feel better then he won’t be nasty to me. So should I still worry about him?

				He considered the matter for a moment, as an angry conversation broke out between Ralph and Talou.

				‘Do we really need another bastard at court?’ Talou asked, and William felt himself blushing with hot, burning shame as a sudden silence descended on the room and everyone looked at him, their eyes like daggers piercing his skin. He said nothing, but he was raging inside as he gazed steadily at Talou, who blinked and turned away, unable to look him in the eye. William felt a measure of victory at out-staring his uncle, who was twice his age and far bigger and stronger than him, but at the back of his mind, something was nagging at him, a question he’d not yet managed to answer. He tried to remember what he’d been thinking: something about Ralph . . .

				Before he could retrieve the lost memory, the abbot cleared his throat very loudly, so that everyone turned their attention back to him. ‘If I may continue,’ he said. ‘His Grace goes on to say, “It is not, of course, in my power to name my successor as archbishop. It is, however, in the gift of the duke and his advisers to do so. I therefore beseech Duke William and his guardians to consider the claim of my nephew Mauger. Just as it is right that the line of ducal succession has passed through the sons and grandson of my brother Duke Richard II’s first marriage, so the archbishopric should be bestowed upon a son of the second. Mauger is still very young, but so was I when I received my consecration. I trust that he will be blessed with as long a time in which to serve God and Normandy as I have been.”’

				Unlike Ralph, Mauger managed to contain his enthusiasm, which manifested itself solely as a broad smile and a series of quick little pecks of the head.

				Do I really have to make him the next archbishop? William asked himself, examining his eighteen-year-old uncle. He doesn’t look old enough to be an ordinary priest. And why was Great-Uncle Robert so kind to Mauger as well as Ralph? He’s meant to be dangerous to me, but if I’m the Duke of Normandy and he’s the Archbishop of Rouen, I’ll see him all the time and . . . oh!

				Something had just occurred to William. If Mauger and Ralph are close to me, then I’ll be able to see what they’re doing. Or my guardians will see it, anyway. So they won’t be able to do anything bad in secret.

				The abbot looked as cross about Mauger as he had been about Ralph. But it wasn’t his place to complain. He began reading once again.

				‘“I beseech His Grace Duke William to show favour to his uncle the Count of Talou and grant him the right to build a castle of his own on the hill at Arques, which lies within his lands, close to the fishing village of Dieppe. The hill commands a wide area of countryside, and there is a fine hunting forest between it and the sea to provide both game and sport. A good stout castle there will help secure the north-east corner of our duchy against incursions by forces from Boulogne, Flanders or France.

				‘“I feel sure that you, Talou, will have no hesitation in thanking your duke for his generosity and favour by devoting all your energies to his service and being a loyal and true support to him in the arduous task, bestowed on him by God, of ruling Normandy and his peoples. And be in no doubt at any time that any acts of dissension, rebellion or treachery on your part will fully entitle your duke to strip you of your property, seize your castle and, if it pleases him, even go so far as to destroy it.

				‘“Finally, I commend all those assembled to hear this will, and all the people of Normandy, across the duchy, to be loyal and faithful servants of my great-nephew Duke William. He holds his title by the grace of God, and any rebellion against that title is, likewise, a most sinful and unpardonable assault upon the sanctity of our Holy Father and will therefore constitute a sin whose punishment will surely be an eternity in the fires of Hell.”

				‘So concludes the reading of His Grace’s will,’ said the abbot, rolling the parchment back up again. ‘I trust that no one has any objections to any of its stipulations.’ He looked around and met with no obvious dissent, though William had the strong impression that a lot of the grown-ups around him were much crosser than they were letting on.

				‘Very well,’ the abbot concluded. ‘Our business is finished. Let us hasten to the cathedral for the funeral.’

				As everyone stood, exchanging brief words of conversation, and prepared to be on their way, William stood alone, chewing his bottom lip. Now that the will had been read, other thoughts were crowding back into his head: the same thoughts that had made him so unwilling to get out of bed.

				The abbot must have noticed something, because he walked across and looked down at him kindly. ‘Is anything troubling you, Your Grace?’ he asked.

				William uttered a muffled ‘No,’ and gave a single, decisive shake of the head.

				He glanced up at the abbot. He doesn’t believe me, he thought. What will I say if he asks me any more questions?

				But the abbot didn’t pursue the matter. ‘Well, if you do think of anything, you can always come and talk to me. Nothing you say will be passed on to anyone else, except, of course, He who hears and knows everything. And He is very forgiving, you know, to one who is truly penitent.’

				William started. He knows that I’ve committed a terrible sin! And God knows too! His eyes widened in alarm, and then he gathered his composure, remembering that a duke of Normandy could never show anyone if he was worried or frightened or didn’t know what to do. He had to stay in control at all times.

				‘Thank you, Brother Abbot,’ he said. ‘That is very kind.’

				‘You’re welcome . . . God bless you, my son.’

				William nodded his thanks, and then, wanting to get as far away from the abbot as possible, ran off in search of Osbern.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				4

				All night and day the mourners had stood in line to pay their respects to the dead archbishop as he lay in his open coffin before the altar of Rouen cathedral, his features set in an expression of wry amusement that suggested he regarded his passing as just one more event to be confronted, managed and bent to his own ends. An entire generation had been born, lived their lives and died in the forty-eight years that Robert, Archbishop of Rouen and Count of Évreux, had spent on his episcopal throne. Four dukes of Normandy had ruled and departed in that time: his father, brother and two nephews. Only Duke William, his great-nephew, had outlived him. The archbishop’s permanence as both the spiritual leader of the duchy and the worldly adviser to its dukes had led the Normans to believe that he was all but immortal. Even now, as they bent their knees to kiss the heavy, bejewelled gold ring on the fourth finger of his right hand, there were those who could not quite believe that their protector had departed this world for the next.

				The woman who had assassinated the archbishop just a few days earlier was now close enough to study the results of her handiwork. She looked down on him through the fabric of a veil woven in Damascus from thread finer than any the haughtiest noblewoman in Normandy could even imagine, let alone afford. When she was born, on a longboat journeying down the Dnieper river in the lands of the Viking Rus, her parents had christened her Finna Bjornsdottir. More recently, however, she had gone by the name of Jarl the Viper. It was a matter of commercial necessity in a profession that had brought her great wealth. Customers hiring a killer expected him to be a man, even if Jarl’s chosen method – poisoning, using potions concocted from ingredients she had in many cases grown herself – was, to her mind, a very feminine means of administering death.

				In the archbishop’s case, she had gone to his bedchamber and given him a warm, soothing drink scented with honey, berries and spice. Her victim was a very sick man, whose end was imminent no matter what. But she’d feared that before he died he might want to give a final confession, including the admission that he had ordered the death of his nephew, Duke Richard III. Jarl had carried out that particular assignment and wished to avoid the slightest possibility that she might be caught and punished. She had thus added to her sweet brew a fatal dose of an opiate tincture derived from a particular form of poppy, grown from seeds that had come with her from the ancient city of Damascus, where she had first been taught her deadly art.

				She was pleased to see that the archbishop looked at peace, and that something close to a smile was frozen on his grave-cold lips. She bore him no ill will and had chosen the poppy as her weapon because it induced a contented, even blissful state before the body finally succumbed. It was therefore almost certain that she had provided him with a gentler journey to St Peter’s gates than his ailments would have done if left to their own devices. She felt no guilt whatever as she took her turn beside the coffin, bent her head, lifted her veil a fraction, lightly kissed the blood-red ruby that was mounted on the golden ring and murmured, ‘Farewell, Your Grace, rest in peace.’

				As she rose gracefully to her feet, the calm of the cathedral was shattered by a blare of trumpets that cut through the incense-laden air like an axe through an unprotected skull. She turned her head to see a boy and four men striding directly towards her through the nave of the cathedral. She recognised them all, for it had long been her business to know such things, if only to make sure that should any of them become her target, she would get the right man.

				To the right of the group was Count Alan of Brittany, the archbishop’s nephew. He was a short but powerfully built man whose swept-back mane was beginning to show the first traces of grey, just as his swarthy face was softening somewhat around the jowls. His eyes, however, were still jet black. Even at a distance Jarl could detect their mischievous glint of confidence, bordering on arrogance, and for all her cool detachment, she was still woman enough to be intrigued, if only for an instant.

				The man beside Alan was taller, older and far more weather-beaten. This was Osbern Herfastsson. Jarl wondered how many of the people here today, who were all familiar with Osbern’s steadfast, unflinching loyalty to the archbishop and to the two dukes he had served as steward, understood how astutely he had used his proximity to power to further his own ambitions. There were few men in Normandy who could rival the extent of Osbern’s estates.

				Apart from him, perhaps, thought Jarl, looking at the third member of the group, Gilbert, count of both Eu and Brionne. Like Alan, Gilbert had known the archbishop as ‘Uncle’. His father, Godfrey, had been the illegitimate son of Duke Richard I, born to one of the duke’s many concubines but raised as if his blood were true.

				These three men were the effective rulers of Normandy now that the archbishop, who had long been the greatest power in the land, was gone. They were dressed in gowns of the finest Flanders cloth and their scabbards and sword hilts were chased with silver and gold. The final member of the quartet, however, was entirely unarmed and wore nothing more than the rough woollen habit of a monk. Brother Thorold served as tutor in the ducal palace. He, like the others, had been named as a guardian of William the Bastard, seventh Duke of Normandy, who walked ahead of them past the congregation packed into the pews on either side of him.

				Jarl took a good long look at the lad on whose young shoulders the future of his dynasty and duchy alike now rested. He had a sturdy body and a proud, combative bearing that belied his age. There was a determined set to his jaw and a fierce expression in his eyes, as if he were daring the men around him to take him on and see how far it would get them. Some children might scuff their feet as they slouched into a church. Others would break into a playful run. But this one strode like a man, with his back straight, his shoulders squared and his head up. Jarl smiled at the sight of this stripling warrior, even as soldiers from the Norman militia, whose shields bore the two golden leopards that were the duchy’s symbol, began to herd her and the other mourners away from the coffin and away down one of the aisles that ran either side of the nave.

				There were shouts of protest from those who had been standing in line for hours but had yet to see the archbishop’s body. The soldiers paid them no attention and formed a line abreast, creating a human barrier that pushed its way between the coffin and the waiting mourners. As she was caught in the press of people being herded to one side, Jarl darted one final appraising glance at the duke and thought of the last times she had seen him: first in the archbishop’s chamber, and then, very soon afterwards, playing with his friends in the garden outside.

				William had been hit by one of the other boys’ wooden toy swords and had fallen to the ground, rolling around groaning and making his friends shriek with laughter as he pretended to die. Jarl had been deeply affected by the contrast between this child’s-play imitation of death and the reality she knew only too intimately.

				Now, as she watched William walk through the cathedral, she felt certain that all too many of the men thronging its pews believed that they, not he, should be master of Normandy, no matter what it took. She knew she would probably be called upon to poison William one day, but she realised, to her profound surprise – for she had never before been squeamish – that she could not bring herself to kill so young and undeserving a victim. An instant later she understood that the only way she could avoid being asked to do the job was to retire from her calling, immediately and absolutely. Someone else might end this boy’s life, but she would not be the one to do it.

				Now that he was here in the cathedral, where his great-uncle’s body was lying, the bad thoughts that had been bothering William since he’d first woken up were more overwhelming than ever. He was desperately afraid that he’d done something very wicked, but as he walked up the centre of the nave, feeling all the eyes following his every step, he had no idea what to do about it. If the people around him found out, they’d kill him, he was sure of it.

				They were calling out to him from all sides, most exclaiming, ‘Your Grace!’ though a few ill-wishers hissed, ‘Bastard!’ But then he heard a woman’s voice, much gentler than the rest, saying, ‘Willie, my darling . . . over here!’ He turned his head and saw his mother, Herleva. Months had passed since he’d last been with her, but there she was, waving at him. His half-brothers Odo and Robert were standing next to her, and beyond them was his stepfather, Herluin of Conteville, giving him a broad, friendly smile. William longed to run over to them and wrap his arms around Mama’s waist and feel her pull him tight against her dress. He could tell her his secret and she wouldn’t be cross, he knew that for sure. Herluin would be very calm about the whole thing and say something sensible. Then the boys would beg him to play with them and everything would be all right.

				But William could not run to his mother like any other boy. He had to think about his duty to his duchy and his people. So he just gave Herleva and the rest of her family a little nod of the head, keeping his mouth tightly pursed without any hint of a smile, and walked on as grimly as a condemned prisoner marching to the gallows.

				A moment later, he found himself by the open coffin. Forcing himself to look down, he was struck by Great-Uncle Robert’s extraordinary stillness. When he and his friends played soldiers, they often fell to the ground pretending to be dead, but even when they tried their very best not to move or breathe, they couldn’t help being pink and warm and bursting with life. But his great-uncle’s body looked so like a statue, so completely sucked dry of life, that William could hardly believe this was the very same man he’d seen just a few days earlier, lying in bed and giving him lessons on all the people he could and could not trust. That man had been ill, but he breathed and spoke and smiled when William asked a good question. And . . . and . . .

				William burst into tears.

				Now it was Osbern’s turn to comfort him. He crouched down on his haunches, laid one hand on William’s shoulder and lifted the boy’s chin with the other. ‘There, there,’ he said. ‘It’s all right. There’s nothing wrong with being sad when someone you loved and who loved you very much dies.’

				William gulped and screwed up his eyes, trying to staunch the tears. ‘I know . . .’ he sniffed. ‘But . . . but . . .’

				‘Don’t worry, William. Your great-uncle’s in heaven now. He’s surrounded by saints and angels and archangels. He’s standing by the throne of God Himself.’

				‘But . . .’ William sniffed again and wiped his eyes. For a second he seemed to be recovering, but then he gave another convulsive sob and blurted out, ‘I think I killed him!’

				Now Osbern placed both hands on William’s upper arms, holding him tight. ‘Don’t say that, Your Grace,’ he said, deliberately using a more formal mode of address. ‘His Grace the archbishop died because his time had come and Our Lord took him to stand by His side.’

				‘But I was the last person to see him, apart from the servant woman who came in to give him his medicine and she doesn’t count. Great-Uncle Robert died after I’d been with him. Maybe I said something that made him cross, or there was a demon in me that leapt on to the bed and killed him.’

				Osbern’s heart bled to think of the burden of guilt the poor boy had been carrying. ‘No, no . . . I promise you that didn’t happen,’ he reassured him. ‘Great-Uncle Robert was a very old man. Death came to him as it comes to us all. There’s no need to despair. We should be thankful he led such a long life and did so much good before he died.’

				He paused. A thought had struck him, the memory of another death ten years earlier and a conversation he’d had with Tancred, the chamberlain of the ducal palace, now dead himself these past four years. ‘You should have seen the slut the duke had with him that night,’ Tancred had said with a lascivious lick of the lips, although women were never his pleasure. ‘I’m not surprised his heart gave out. Even I might have been tempted.’

				The duke in question was Richard III, William’s uncle, and although it seemed certain he’d died of natural causes, no one could stop the gossips whispering of murder. Maybe there was some substance to their tittle-tattle after all. An empty flagon of wine and a pair of goblets had been found in the chamber, but no one had paid them any attention. It would have been far more unusual if Duke Richard had entertained a whore without the benefit of strong, sweet wine to heighten his ardour. Now, though, as William reported seeing a woman taking medicine to the archbishop shortly before he died, Osbern wondered whether both men might conceivably have been poisoned, and by the same killer.

				He heard a cough from behind him and twisted his head to see Alan of Brittany looking down at him with a quizzical look on his face. Alan gave a quick jerk of his head as if to say, ‘Get up.’

				Osbern held up a hand. ‘One moment.’ He turned back to William. ‘Your Grace, do you remember the woman you saw in your great-uncle’s bedchamber? Was she very beautiful?’

				William twisted his mouth from side to side and shrugged. ‘S’pose so.’

				‘Don’t be shy, just try to imagine her. Did she have a pretty face?’

				William nodded.

				‘And would you recognise her if you saw her again?’

				Another nod.

				‘Very well then, let’s not say another word about this to anyone. You did not kill anyone. You’ve done nothing wrong. Do you understand?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Good lad. Now, wipe your eyes and your nose and stand up straight. Your barons want to pay their respects to you. Better look like you deserve them, eh?’
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				Giroie was leading his family through the west door of the cathedral when he heard his name being called by a voice that, even as it greeted him with apparent good humour, seemed somehow to be sneering. He looked to his right and saw a familiar figure leaning against one of the huge stone pillars that supported the cathedral roof. He turned back to his oldest son, Arnold. ‘Get your brothers and the women somewhere to sit. I’ll find you.’ Then he walked across to the man who had attracted his attention.

				‘Good day, Talvas,’ he said.

				Talvas of Bellême, master of the castle of Alençon and a great swathe of land in southern Normandy, gave a smile that, as was his custom, did not extend to his eyes. ‘And to you, Giroie. Brought your family with you, I see.’ He chuckled to himself. ‘You’re like a farmer bringing his prize pigs to market. They’re all for sale if you get the right price.’

				Giroie looked at Talvas. Even at his age, he’d have no trouble dismembering the arrogant little shit if they ever went at it, one sword against another. And yet, though Talvas was a poorly built specimen, with legs as skinny as a heron’s, there was an air of danger about him.

				‘How’s my lad doing, then?’ Giroie asked.

				‘William?’ Talvas replied. ‘He’s doing very well. He’s been busy expanding my territory into Maine – that’s why he’s not here, actually.’

				‘Doing your fighting for you, eh? Just like I did for your father.’

				Talvas gave a polite laugh, but the chill in his eyes became even frostier. ‘Oh yes, he’s a great fighter, your lad. Of course, my brother Robert would still be alive if it hadn’t been for him. There is that to consider.’

				Even by the standards of the never-ending swirl of mayhem and criminality that surrounded the Norman aristocracy, the House of Bellême was more than usually delinquent. Three of Talvas’s older brothers had died violently, which explained why he, the survivor, was currently in possession of the family stronghold at Alençon. The previous occupant, Robert, had gone to war with the Count of Maine, whose lands shared a border with Bellême. It was not a wise move. Robert was defeated, captured and thrown into a dungeon beneath the castle of Ballon. As a loyal soldier of the House of Bellême, William Fitzgiroie had set out to even the score with Maine and defeated the count. In the course of that action, a company of Bellême soldiers had captured one of the count’s followers, Walter Sors, and two of his five sons, whom they promptly hanged, against William Fitzgiroie’s orders. Unfortunately for Robert of Bellême, the three remaining Sors boys were at the castle where he was imprisoned when they heard that their father and brothers had been killed. They immediately picked up their battleaxes, went down to the dungeon and smashed Robert’s skull to pieces.

				‘I know what really happened, as does every man in this cathedral. And it wasn’t William’s fault,’ Giroie said, stepping closer to Talvas to make his point and presence felt. ‘Don’t even pretend you give a damn about your brother. If he was still walking the earth, you wouldn’t be sitting in Alençon Castle lording it over Bellême.’

				Talvas shrugged. ‘That’s true, very true . . . There’s not much to be said for older brothers from a younger one’s point of view. The fewer the better, eh?’

				Giroie said nothing. Talvas looked around at the congregation, in which virtually every noble house of Normandy was well represented. ‘So, speaking of brothers . . . I’ve got your son William. Am I right in thinking that one of his brothers wears the colours of Brionne?’

				‘Fulk.’

				‘Ah yes, of course. Got any takers in mind for the rest? You should have a look at young Ralph de Gacé.’

				‘Donkey-Head?’ exclaimed Giroie. He looked at Talvas. ‘Are you mocking me, boy?’

				Talvas was entirely unperturbed by the very obviously threatening tone of Giroie’s remark. ‘Not at all, not at all. Ralph arrived a few minutes ago and promptly started telling everyone that the archbishop’s will more or less ordered our beloved duke’s guardians to add him to their ranks. He may be the ugliest, most ridiculous-looking man in all Normandy, but dear old Donkey-Head’s going up in the world.’

				‘You’re serious?’

				‘Never been more serious, Giroie. Besides, I’d never make a joke in your presence.’ He turned away and murmured under his breath, ‘You wouldn’t understand it.’

				Giroie was certain he’d heard Talvas right, but he couldn’t be starting a fight in a cathedral if he wanted his family to become respectable, and certainly not on a day like this. Instead, he bade a curt farewell and strode up the centre of the nave, wishing he’d had the chance to grab Talvas in both hands and smash his arrogant, conniving head against the nearest pillar until it burst open like a ripe peach against a stone wall.

				Just then, he saw a commotion up ahead. A tall, scrawny knight with a hairless scalp burned as dark as his leather boots by the sun was trying to make his way past a small group of much younger men who were blocking his path towards the altar and the young duke. Giroie could hear him calling out, ‘Let me pass! By all that’s holy, let . . . me . . . pass!’ He shook his head in wonder. The last time he’d heard that voice had been on a beach more than twenty years ago, shouting obscene insults at fleeing English soldiers as they desperately waded out to the ships that had brought them to Normandy and were about to take them straight back home again. In those days that head still had some hair on it, but the gangly physique and high, grating speech, more like a querulous preacher than a grizzled soldier, were unmistakably the same.

				As Giroie drew closer, he could not so much smell as feel the stench of stale wine rising from the knight, overpowering the lingering scent of incense that hung in the cathedral air. He stepped in front of the youngsters. ‘You can go now,’ he said to them. ‘I’ll take care of this.’

				One of the group opened his mouth to speak, then caught Giroie’s eye and knew that he was outmatched. ‘Very well, sir. But you must not let him pass.’

				Giroie looked at him for a second, giving not the slightest hint that he had heard, let alone acknowledged that ill-judged command, then turned back to the old soldier.

				‘By God, Tosny, you stink like a dockside tavern. What are you doing here, anyway? Shouldn’t you be off in Aragon, killing Moors?’

				‘I was. Then I heard my wife had died. Fever. So I came back.’

				‘Sorry to hear that.’

				‘I left her to run the estate, thought she’d be safe . . .’ Tosny gave a long, drink-drenched sigh. ‘Now she’s dead, and look at me. All these years at war and I’m still fit as a fiddle.’

				Tosny looked like a man on the point of drunkard’s tears. Giroie had no intention of indulging him. ‘Right,’ he said, briskly, ‘what are you doing trying to barge your way through a cathedral?’

				‘Want to see this boy who calls himself the duke. Come on, Giroie.’ Tosny leaned forward conspiratorially, almost asphyxiating Giroie with the booze on his breath. ‘You’re a man who speaks his mind . . . always used to be, anyway. What do you make of the brat?’

				Giroie shrugged. ‘What is there to make? People call him the Bastard because he’s illegitimate. I say, so what? So were most of the dukes before him. But there are plenty who don’t think he’s got any right to the title.’

				‘So why hasn’t someone killed him already? Tell me that.’ Tosny suddenly sounded much more sober.

				‘They’d have to get past Brittany, Brionne and Herfastsson first. Also, Duke Robert did one clever thing before he left on that pilgrimage to Jerusalem. He took William off to Paris to see King Henry and had him sworn in as the king’s vassal, and if that’s the case . . .’

				‘The king has a duty to protect him.’ Tosny nodded thoughtfully as he finished Giroie’s sentence. ‘You’re right, that was a shrewd move. But if a man could get those guardians out of the way and control William himself, he’d as good as rule Normandy anyway, wouldn’t he? Still, what do I care? I refuse to pledge allegiance to the brat either way. I came here to tell him that face to face.’

				Now Giroie understood why people had been trying to stop him. ‘For God’s sake, Tosny, don’t be so stupid. You can’t just go up to a duke and spit in his face, no matter how old he is.’

				‘I’ve earned the right. I’ve fought for Normandy and I’ve fought for Christ Almighty, and now I’m going to say my piece. Let me pass.’

				Roger de Tosny had spent his entire life sobering up in a hurry. There had been countless times when he’d been called straight from the bottle to the battlefield. Now he squared his shoulders, held his head high and marched towards the knot of fellow knights and nobles clustered around Duke William. He endured their blatantly insincere protestations of loyalty and devotion to the boy for as long as he could bear, then barged his way through them all until he stood opposite the child who was supposed to be his lord and master. To his surprise, Tosny liked the look of the lad. He did not flinch at the sight of a large armed man forcing his way into his presence, but stood tall, stayed calm and looked him right in the eye.

				‘I do not know you, sir,’ William said, in a strong, clear voice, without a tremor of alarm. ‘But I would be glad to hear your name.’

				‘Roger de Tosny, that’s my name. I’ve been away these past twelve years, keeping the heathen at bay in the lands of Aragon and Castille.’

				‘Then you have been doing good work, Sir Roger. Can I count on you as my vassal?’

				Tosny said nothing. A silence fell around him, and with it came a feeling of discomfort and unease.

				Osbern Herfastsson was the first to speak. ‘Your duke asked you a question, Tosny. You would do well to answer it.’

				‘I’ll give him an answer, Herfastsson. But it’s not the one that you or he wants to hear. I won’t lie to him like these flatterers and arse-lickers, all professing to serve him now when you and I both know they’d betray him tomorrow if they thought they’d profit by it.’

				‘What does he mean?’ William asked Osbern.

				‘Nothing. He means nothing. Don’t listen to him, Your Grace.’

				‘What I mean,’ Tosny said, ‘is that I will do you the favour of honesty. As long as I live, I will never lift a sword against you. You can count on that. But I won’t serve you either. You look like you’ve got good strong blood in you, but you’re just a boy and you don’t stand a chance. If, by God’s grace, you live long enough to become a man, then maybe I’ll give my pledge to you. But until then, I’ll keep my counsel. Good day to you, Duke . . . and to you, Herfastsson.’

				And with that, Roger of Tosny turned on his heel and stalked away towards the cathedral door.

				‘Pay him no heed,’ Osbern said to William as Tosny made his way back down the aisle. ‘He’s just an old soldier who’s spent so long in the Spanish sun that his head’s been fried.’

				‘What did he mean about flatterers and arse-lickers?’ William asked.

				‘Nothing. Just more stuff and nonsense.’

				William said nothing, but as he watched the burly old soldier make his way out of the church, he wanted very much to chase after him and fire one question after another at him. He knew that Osbern had been infuriated by Tosny’s insolence, but he himself had taken the man’s words very differently.

				I’m sure Tosny meant it when he said he’d be honest with me, he thought. He told me he wouldn’t serve me. No one else did that, though I bet they were thinking it. And if he’s telling the truth about that, then he’s probably telling the truth about never rebelling against me too.

				He thought about another one of the archbishop’s deathbed warnings: ‘Your enemies will often pretend to be your best friends.’

				Men like Tosny won’t hurt me. It’s the ones who are smiling at me now but plotting against me when they think I’m not looking that I have to worry about.

				William was struck by how strange his life was. I bet other boys don’t have to think about things like this. They don’t look at their cousins and their uncles and wonder if one of them is secretly their enemy. Why should I have to do that? It’s not fair!

				He was about to put this point to Osbern, but just then the cathedral was filled with the sound of voices praising God to the heavens. The choir had started singing. The funeral service had begun.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				6

				Bruges, capital of the county of Flanders

				Emma of Normandy, the twice-crowned and twice-widowed queen of England, once wife to Ethelred the Ill-Advised and to Canute the Great, and mother to three princes, rose from her pew in St Donaa’s Cathedral, stepped out into the aisle and crossed herself as she genuflected before the altar. A day had passed since she had heard that her brother Robert was dead. She had realised at once that there was no time to get to Rouen in time for his funeral: certainly not in the painfully slow and uncomfortable carriage, little more than a covered cart, in which she would, on the grounds of womanhood, age and propriety, be obliged to travel.

				How times had changed. As a young girl, she had ridden a horse with just as much speed and daring as any of her brothers, and far more courage – or was it simply foolhardiness? – than Robert. He had always, from his earliest boyhood, been one to weigh up the odds and act accordingly, while she threw herself at the highest, riskiest jumps she could find, just to prove that she could. In later life, however, as she experienced both the strengths and the very glaring weaknesses of a royal consort’s position, she had come to value Robert’s shrewd, unsentimental counsel with every passing year. His letters had been a constant source of support throughout her time in England and her more recent exile in Bruges. For years he had been her only source of news about Edward and Alfred, her two sons by Ethelred, whom Canute had insisted on banishing to Normandy. Robert was never afraid to say things he knew she would not want to hear, but only because he believed that she needed to know the truth, as he saw it, when so many others around her would only give her flattery or deceit. She would miss that, and the pleasure of the sly wit with which he commented on people and events.

				And so, since she could not say goodbye to her brother in person, she had requested a mass to be sung in his memory, in return for which she was expected to make a suitable donation to the cathedral. She was not surprised by the requirement for money. She had rarely met an abbot or bishop who did not hide the mind of a Levantine moneylender behind his mask of simpering piety. Even so, Robert had been an archbishop, a prince of the Church. Surely they should not have required payment to pray for one of their own.

				As she rose to her feet, Emma looked up, past the altar and the strong, squat arches supporting the eight-sided church, past the second row of much taller arches, each one subdivided by two rows of Roman columns, past the stonework covered in richly patterned marble and into the roof. Figures of saints and apostles, picked out in mosaic, gazed up towards the figure of Jesus, who looked down from the apex of the dazzling golden dome. Here the glory and majesty of the Saviour was made manifest in glass and stone, in a physical embodiment of the exultation of the priests and worshippers below.

				Emma had always joined wholeheartedly in that worship. Her love of God and trust in His blessings had carried her through crises and tribulations that would have broken a lesser woman. But over the past few years her faith had been tested to its absolute limit. The sudden, entirely unexpected death of Canute had wounded her deeply, for though their union had been agreed as a matter of political expediency, it had become a true, loving marriage. But that pain turned out to be nothing compared to the agony she had suffered when Alfred was mutilated and murdered. That atrocity had ripped out her heart and shredded her soul. Night after night he came to her in hellish dreams, gazing at her with a sightless stare from empty, bloody sockets, his eyes cut out by Harold Harefoot’s knife as the English king took revenge for her son’s attempt to claim his throne. Every morning when she awoke, her exhaustion was a fraction greater and her nerves stretched a little closer to their breaking point. Her grief was a crushing weight bearing down upon her heart, and she went through her waking hours desperately trying to suppress the cries of agony and despair that beat against her chest like prisoners hammering on the door of their cell.

				She looked back up at the face of Jesus and her mind screamed: How could you do that to my boy? You suffered up there on the cross – why did you look down from heaven and let another man suffer even more?

				An unsayable, blasphemous thought came unbidden to her mind. What if the Saviour was not looking down, and there was no heaven, or hell – just the good and ill mankind did here on earth, in the brief flicker of life between a baby’s first tears and that final breath?

				She was walking now, hardly knowing how she had made her way from the aisle to the ambulatory – the sixteen-sided walkway that ran around the cathedral. There were people waiting for her, as always. Some had heard of her generosity to the poor and ailing and came seeking her charity; others were simply curious to set eyes on an actual flesh-and-blood queen. Emma did not disappoint. She was tall for a woman, taller than most men. But there was nothing remotely manly in the slenderness of her figure, the grace with which she carried herself or the fine-boned elegance of her face. Age and suffering had made her less pretty than she had been as a girl, but that loss was more than made up for by the way in which the fine lines etched so faintly around her features seemed to convey both grandeur and suffering, so that she was somehow regal and yet vulnerable at one and the same time.

				Supplicants cried out for her attention, but Emma’s sympathy was caught by a young woman standing in the shadow of an archway with a baby in her arms. She was little more than a baby herself, Emma saw, as she walked closer: twelve or thirteen at most.

				‘Come here, my child,’ she said.

				The girl looked up at her with frightened eyes that darted between Emma, her baby and the other alms-seekers. Emma could feel the envy and hostility in their stares, and so she turned and swept her eyes over the tightening circle of hungry, desperate faces, saying nothing, forcing them to retreat by the sheer force of her personality, as a man might use the flame from a burning torch to keep a pack of wolves at bay.

				Now she looked back at the mother and child. ‘Come here,’ she repeated. ‘Don’t be afraid.’

				The girl took a couple of nervous steps and then stopped. Emma smiled at her and took two paces of her own across the flagstone floor to bridge the gap between them. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

				The girl just about managed to say, ‘Agatha,’ but then paused, not sure how to end the sentence. ‘Your . . . um . . .’

				‘Majesty,’ said Emma, gently. ‘But please, don’t trouble yourself with that.’ She looked down at the tiny figure of the infant.

				‘Is it a boy or a girl?’ she asked.

				‘Boy.’

				‘Does he have a name?’

				Agatha shook her head.

				‘Well, he’s very new, isn’t he? Plenty of time to think of a name. When was he born?’

				‘Five days ago.’

				‘I see . . . and do you have any family to help you look after him?’

				Agatha’s face crumpled. She shook her head. Emma pulled out a linen handkerchief, decorated with finely worked lace, and gave it to the girl, who wiped it across her face and then stretched out her hand to give it back.

				‘Keep it,’ Emma said, sensing the intake of breath from the onlookers, who were gradually edging closer again. That handkerchief alone was more valuable than any possession any of them was ever likely to own, and yet to Emma it was nothing.

				The girl had gathered herself enough to speak. ‘Got a mother and a father, but they don’t want nothing to do with me. They say I’m a disgrace, let the whole family down. But I didn’t want to do it. Haakon made me.’

				Haakon . . . that was a Norse name, Emma thought. Well, that was no surprise. Bruges had been a Viking settlement, just as Normandy had been a Viking duchy, and God only knew how many poor, unwilling girls the men in her family had impregnated over the generations. ‘Come with me,’ she said firmly, placing a hand on the filthy rags in which Agatha was clothed and guiding her through the growing crowd.

				‘Where are we going?’ the girl asked as they emerged from the cathedral on to the square outside.

				The cathedral occupied one whole side of the square and the Count of Flanders’ castle another, so that the centre of the city was perfectly balanced between the power of man and that of God.

				Emma had stayed for a while at the castle after she had fled England. Now, though, she resided at a house of her own, not far away, provided by Count Baldwin. It was there that she led Agatha and her baby. As they got closer, she said, ‘When we arrive, I want you to go to the kitchen. It’s across the yard at the back of the house. Tell my housekeeper Berenice that I sent you to her and that she’s to find you some proper clothes and give you a hearty meal. You need food in your belly if you’re to have milk for your baby. Once you’re fed and dressed, we’ll decide what to do about your parents and . . .’

				Emma fell silent and stood still. Up ahead, four men were dismounting in front of her house. Three of them were men-at-arms in chain-mail coats, while the fourth, who seemed to be of noble blood to judge by the deferential way in which the soldiers stood aside for him, was dressed in a woollen riding cloak and tunic.

				‘What’s the matter?’ asked Agatha, sounding frightened.

				‘I have a visitor,’ said Emma. ‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing to do with you. Run along now and find Berenice. I’ll talk to you later.’

				The girl scuttled away, clutching her baby even more tightly to her as she passed the armed men. Emma ignored them and made her way towards the nobleman, who was standing by her front door. He was modestly built, half a head shorter than Emma, with a weak, soft physique, unhardened by labour, hunting or war. His hair and beard were both white blonde and his skin was eerily pale, with just a splash of pink in either cheek to indicate that he had been out riding on a cold winter morning. Now that she was close to him, Emma could see that he appeared to have fallen on hard times, for though his clothes were made of finely woven material, they were well worn and bore the marks of the darns and stitches that had been used to mend them. The embroidered decoration around the hem of the cloak was faded and patchy.

				Emma felt oddly troubled. She did not believe that she had ever met this man, and yet there was something familiar about him, something in the way he looked that reminded her . . . And then he smiled – a cold, smug expression that suggested pleasure with himself rather than anything or anyone else – and she suddenly realised who he was as he said, ‘Hello, Mother, don’t you recognise your own son?’
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