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  Sometimes, when she closes her eyes, Elizaveta can feel it still – the headlong, giddy challenge of pitting herself against the world – and she yearns to

  recapture it. Even through the river-mist of too many years past, she can still feel the surge of water through the thin skin of the tiny canoe, the glitter of spray in her eyes, the rush of warm

  air against her face. And, above all else, she can feel the roar of her young heart as, at last, she crested the tumbling Dnieper.




  It was a beautiful day for the Great Kievan Rapids Race. The walls of the city, high on the cliff, sparkled in the sharp light as they leaned in, willing her on or, perhaps, waiting for her

  to up-end. The sun-blurred faces of the crowds hung over the bank, all wide eyes and open mouths, their calls of encouragement scattered on the light breeze. And then there was the blue of the

  water; the endless, treacherous, glorious blue of the water – hers to master.




  Girls weren’t allowed. Too dangerous, they said, but she’d known that was foolish; she was brave enough to race and skilled enough too. She’d often sneaked out of the palace

  at first light with her brother, Vladimir, when the rest of the royal household were snoring in their feather beds and the guards on the walls were too blurry-eyed to spot their slim figures

  slipping down the steps in the dawn mist. She’d known how to spot the vicious downward suck of a whirlpool, the dark shadow of a rock too close to the surface, and the eerie light of a

  sandbank. She’d known how to find the current that would carry her, swift and true, to the great rope strung between the grandstands on the lower plains to mark the finish line. She’d

  known it all and she’d been determined to rise to it.




  Elizaveta shudders, even now that years and sense have taught her how little such a petty triumph should matter, as she recalls the jolt. She ducks the pain as she remembers the dark cloud of

  the preying net, its sticky, grasping fingers yanking her up and back, ripping her from her craft which, unpiloted, twisted, lurched and smashed onto the rocks, whirling into the air in a

  splintering of timbers, drawing a collective gasp of delighted horror from the massed onlookers.




  ‘How dare you?’ she shrieked at her captors, fighting the clawing hold of the net and the sharp, bitter grip of humiliation. ‘How dare you stop me?’




  But the poor guards glanced downriver to the Grand Prince, her father, standing a livid, ugly red at the centre of the finest grandstand, and simply said: ‘How dare we let you

  continue?’




  Later, though, when one of them – the younger one – sneaked some food to the bedchamber in which she was incarcerated in disgrace, he turned the question back on her: ‘How

  dare you, Princess? How dare you ride the rapids?’




  Elizaveta just shrugged. It had been no dare, no whim, no cry for attention or accolades, but rather a deep need, like an itch in her soul.




  ‘I wanted the adventure,’ she told him and he shook his head ruefully and thrust the stolen soup and ale towards her and said, ‘Next time, Princess, please adventure on

  someone else’s watch.’ At that she smiled. She smiled all the long, hungry night and the lonely days of her imprisonment that followed. She smiled because he’d said ‘next

  time’ and it was enough.
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  Kiev, April 1031




  ‘Tell us a story, Mama – please.’




  Elizaveta smiled at Anne’s request. Sometimes little sisters were useful. At twelve years of age she considered herself way too old to be begging for bedtime tales but she loved to listen

  all the same, especially to her mother. For Ingrid told of the north, of the lands over the Varangian Sea where ice covered the hills all year round, and the sun never set at midsummer, and trolls

  still roamed the great forests. Ingrid knew about it because she had been born there, a princess of Sweden, and had been betrothed to King Olaf of Norway before her father had decided Grand Prince

  Yaroslav of Kiev would be a more lucrative match and shipped her south.




  ‘Do you wish you’d gone to Norway, Mama?’ Elizaveta had asked her once.




  ‘Of course not, Lily,’ Ingrid had laughed. ‘I am happy here in Kiev – who would not be? It is a glorious city with a glorious future and there is nowhere in Norway

  that’s as grand or as forward-thinking as Kiev.’




  She’d sounded so certain and yet Elizaveta had been convinced that she’d heard a tiny, wistful hesitation in her mother’s voice and she remained intrigued by the northern land

  that had so nearly been Ingrid’s destiny. Now, Elizaveta sank onto the window seat on the courtyard side of the great stone hall that housed the elaborate women’s chamber and bowers and

  tried not to look too eager as her mother settled five-year-old Anne and two-year-old Agatha into their carved cot beds and composed herself for a tale.




  ‘There was once a great king,’ Ingrid started with a smile, ‘called Harald Fairhair because he had the lightest, brightest hair anyone had ever seen and everyone said that it

  shone like Christ’s very halo.’




  ‘Except,’ Elizaveta interrupted, ‘that they were pagan then, so how would they know to say that?’




  Ingrid eyed her sharply.




  ‘You are right, Lily,’ she conceded, ‘but many have said it since.’




  ‘Many who did not actually see him?’




  ‘Maybe so.’




  Ingrid looked briefly to Hedda, the plump nursemaid who was suckling her baby in the corner. Little Greta would be six months old when Ingrid birthed and Hedda would switch from feeding her own

  child to feeding the new prince or princess, as she had fed all of the others. Vladimir called her the ‘royal cow’, though only when she was out of hearing for her slap was as sharp as

  her milk was plentiful. Elizaveta saw Hedda smile at her mother as she drew in a patient breath.




  ‘Very well,’ she said slowly, ‘everyone said it shone like Thor’s hammer.’




  ‘Was that not iron though?’




  ‘Elizaveta!’




  Elizaveta huffed and looked away; fair hair of any sort was a sore subject for her. Ingrid, even now she was past her thirtieth year, had hair as blonde as overripe corn. Her husband, Grand

  Prince Yaroslav, liked her to wear it loose at feasts and would wrap it around his fingers, stroking it as if it were spun gold. He called Ingrid his ‘sunshine’ and frequently invited

  foreign ambassadors to match his metaphor with others of their own making. All too often Elizaveta had watched them fighting each other with words until even Ingrid was embarrassed by the rain of

  praise.




  Two of Elizaveta’s sisters, Anastasia and Anne, had both inherited their mother’s bright locks and nine-year-old Anastasia in particular spent hours brushing and styling hers until

  Elizaveta longed to hack it all off with her eating knife. Once, when she was younger, she’d dared to cut a few strands whilst Anastasia slept. She’d only wanted to try it against her

  own face in the copper looking-glass but there’d been such a fuss that she’d had to throw her precious treasure off the great city walls into the dark pines below. She’d mourned

  the loss for weeks and resented Anastasia even more.




  Elizaveta had not so much as an ounce of gold in her own hair. It did not shine brightly around her face but lay black as a midnight shadow against her olive skin. Her father called her his

  ‘beautiful little Slav’ and said she was truly his own Rus baby, but Elizaveta yearned for Norse gold and wore her dark locks covered as often as she possibly could. And it wasn’t

  just her hair that marked her out from her smug little sisters. She was short – Anastasia was already grown past her – and as slight as a peasant child but however many courses she

  devoured at the table, she never seemed to fill out into anything approaching her mother’s soft voluptuousness. She was all angles, with elbows as sharp as spearheads and knees as bumpy as

  forest fungi and no sign whatsoever of breasts or hips.




  ‘Maybe you’re a boy, Lily,’ her eldest brother, Vladimir, would sometimes tease her.




  ‘I’m a better boy than you, Vlad,’ she’d throw back and then strive to beat him at whatever game they were playing, but the words would scamper around her head when the

  oil lamps were all blown out and she was alone in her bed.




  ‘I’m not a boy,’ she’d mutter fiercely into her goose-down pillow but always her own voice would seem to creep back out of it: ‘Maybe, but you’re not much of

  a girl either.’




  ‘So this King Harald, late in life, had a son,’ Ingrid was continuing, ‘a son called Hakon and, fearing his older brothers would keep him from power, Harald sent him into

  England to be fostered by his friend, King Athelstan. And there he became a good Christian.’




  She looked pointedly at her eldest daughter but now two-year-old Agatha was bouncing up and down in her bed, calling: ‘England, England.’




  Elizaveta smiled at her littlest sister, cursed, like her, with dark hair and with a tangle of curls besides. Agatha had learned the name of the land of the Anglo-Saxons just last week and was

  fascinated by it. There was a lost English prince called Edward at Yaroslav’s court – one of myriad exiles their father liked to harbour – and much to everyone’s amusement

  Agatha had taken to following the poor young man around like a pet dog. Elizaveta didn’t laugh though. England, along with Norway and Denmark, was ruled by the great King Cnut, Emperor of the

  North, and by all accounts it was a rich jewel of a country; Agatha was right to be fascinated.




  ‘Why keep these exiles, Father?’ Elizaveta had asked Yaroslav once. ‘Why house all these lost princes?’




  ‘Why?’ Yaroslav had laughed fondly. ‘Only a fool would not. These “lost princes” are only lost for now, Lily. If they find themselves again – if they find

  their thrones and their kingdoms – then think what they will be worth. How grateful will they be to the one man who did not abandon them in their need? And what does gratitude

  mean?’




  She’d considered.




  ‘Money, Father?’




  Again the laugh – wide, indulgent.




  ‘Eventually, yes, but first, daughter, alliances and alliances mean protection, trade, marriages. Your dear mother may have given me sons to rule after me, but she has also given me

  daughters and with daughters, Lily, I can weave my influence across the known world. As you know, though, if you have paid any attention to your needlework lessons at all, any fabric starts with

  small stitches.’




  ‘Your exiles are stitches, Father?’




  ‘Exactly! Small ones, yes, and ones that may be dropped without trace, but possibly ones that take hold and sew us into the very fabric of the vast kingdoms beyond the lands of the

  Rus.’




  Elizaveta could almost hear her father’s ambitious words now, echoing around the soft bedchamber, and she turned to look longingly out of the window to his grand courtyard below. The

  fountain at the centre of the princely kremlin splashed carelessly against its mosaic surround. Guarding the four paths outwards, the great bronze horses her grandfather had brought back from war

  reared proudly up, their gilded backs catching the last rays of the sun and shimmering rosy pink. To her right, the Church of the Holy Mother was glowing too as the light of a hundred candles

  flickered through the vast coloured windows, defying the coming dusk.




  The sound of choral plainsong drifted out of the open church doors but Elizaveta knew that soon Vespers would be over and Yaroslav’s druzhina – his courtly household –

  would flood out and across to the hall, opposite her own bower, to dine. Mother had said that if she was good she could join the courtiers and she had on her best gown in anticipation. She had

  persuaded the seamstress to pad the dress out a little to hide her spiky bones and a glance in the looking-glass earlier had almost pleased her.




  The rich red wool suited her stupid olive skin and the pearls around the neck of her pleated linen undergown brought some light to her face. Not as much as blonde hair might have done but enough

  to make her smile just a tiny bit at herself. Now her feet itched to tread the stairs out of the stuffy bower and she reached down to run a finger inside her calfskin boots, dyed red to match her

  dress, as if she might physically scratch the urge away.




  ‘Patience, Elizaveta,’ Ingrid said softly, interrupting her tale to smile at her eldest daughter.




  ‘Elizaveta has no patience,’ Anastasia said primly. ‘She cannot sit still for a minute.’




  Elizaveta glared at her pious sister. Just because Anastasia liked endlessly stabbing ivory needles into scraps of fancy fabric, she thought she was so dignified. She only did it because she

  wanted prettier dresses than Elizaveta but if that was the cost, she was welcome to them. Anne was the same, ever working on her letters though she had not yet turned six, trying out fancy inks and

  scripts as if there was a whole world at her desk and not out of the window, waiting to be explored. Elizaveta couldn’t understand it at all. She could only truly sit still when playing her

  treasured viol, for then, at least, her spirit was dancing free, riding the rise and fall of the notes like a bird in the sky, or an acrobat at a feast, or a boy on the rapids. Elizaveta bit back

  sudden angry tears.




  ‘Tell us about the trolls, Mama,’ she suggested sharply. ‘The trolls who live in looking-glasses and leap out to bite the noses off little girls who stare at themselves for too

  long.’




  Agatha giggled but Anastasia was up in an instant and flying across the bower, nails out ready to scratch her sister’s words from her throat. Elizaveta, however, despite her slightness,

  was strong and held her easily at arm’s length as she kicked and spat.




  ‘Girls!’ Ingrid pulled them furiously apart. ‘There is no way you two are coming to dinner behaving like this.’




  Elizaveta yanked away.




  ‘She attacked me,’ she protested.




  ‘Only ’cos she was horrid about me,’ Anastasia cried, flouncing back to her own corner by the mirror.




  ‘What makes you think I was talking about you, Stasia?’ Elizaveta threw after her.




  ‘Girls!’ Ingrid snapped again. ‘Honestly, how will I ever make marriageable women of you like this?’




  Elizaveta sniffed and turned back to the window. More talk of marriages – ‘alliances’. Whatever her father’s grand plans, she couldn’t see herself as a bride; the

  poor groom wouldn’t get much for his troubles. Anastasia, however, looked mortified.




  ‘I’m sorry, Mama. She’s just so mean.’




  ‘A princess should be able to ride over taunts, Stasia.’




  ‘You are right, Mama, and I will. Shall I have a great husband, do you think?’




  Elizaveta rolled her eyes to the darkening skies beyond the bower; her future husband was far and away Anastasia’s favourite topic of conversation.




  ‘I’m sure your father will find you a worthy prince,’ Ingrid assured her.




  ‘Like yours did for you?’




  ‘Yes, Stasia. I was very lucky.’




  ‘But you should have married a king, should you not?’




  ‘King Olaf of Norway,’ Elizaveta agreed – she liked to hear her mother talk of this. ‘But when her father sent her to Kiev, her sister married Olaf instead.’




  ‘Astrid,’ Ingrid agreed, ‘yes, God bless her, for with Olaf dead she is back in Sweden with our brother.’




  Elizaveta leaned in – this was better than talk of marriage. King Olaf of Norway had been in Kiev last year and his young son, Magnus – Astrid’s stepson – was here still

  as another of her father’s pet exiles. Many of Yaroslav’s troops had returned to Norway with Olaf, only to be bitterly defeated at the Battle of Stikelstad. A few had limped home,

  muttering darkly of an evil enemy, but most were either dead on the field or had given themselves to Cnut’s service. Elizaveta had tried to find out more but the men had been unusually

  reticent.




  ‘Surely,’ Anastasia said, pretty head on one side, ‘Aunt Astrid will marry again?’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Ingrid agreed, waving away Elizaveta’s groan of protest.




  ‘She must. If she has been a queen once she must surely long to be a queen again? I know I would. Oh, I would so love to marry a king and have sons by him so they will be kings

  too.’




  ‘That would be a fine thing,’ Ingrid agreed.




  Elizaveta groaned again, louder this time.




  ‘What?’ Anastasia demanded.




  ‘Is that all you want for yourself – to produce kings?’




  ‘It seems a worthy aim. Why, what do you want, Lily, that’s so much better?’




  Elizaveta stared at her sister, her father’s talk of the ‘fabric of vast kingdoms’ jittering in her head; Anastasia had such a narrow view.




  ‘I’d like to be a queen,’ she asserted, ‘a queen in my own right who can help my husband rule and shape a nation as Mother is helping to shape the Rus.’




  Anastasia screwed up her face in disgust but Ingrid stepped across to Elizaveta and put an arm around her shoulders.




  ‘Thank you for your high opinion of me, Lily, though I’m not sure I deserve it. I am ever in my childbed.’




  She patted her belly, newly swelling with her tenth child.




  ‘You are doing your duty,’ Anastasia told her. ‘Father is very proud of all his heirs.’




  ‘Indeed,’ Ingrid agreed lightly, ‘though sometimes I wish he could sire a few of you on concubines as his father did.’




  ‘Mother!’ Anastasia’s shock made Elizaveta long to laugh but down below she could see the Metropolitan Bishop of Kiev emerging from the church in his rich ceremonial robes, the

  choir in his wake, and she knew the dinner hour was nearly upon them. She couldn’t afford any more antagonism.




  ‘You are a good Christian, Mama,’ she said, as meekly as she could.




  Ingrid looked at her and, to Elizaveta’s great surprise, gave her a quick wink before turning for the door with a mild, ‘As are we all, daughter. Now, shall we to dinner?’




  The smaller girls squeaked in protest as Hedda rose from the corner.




  ‘You haven’t told us about the trolls,’ Anne begged. ‘Do they really live in the looking-glass?’




  Anastasia, who had rushed to check her reflection, flinched and Ingrid glared pointedly at Elizaveta.




  ‘No, Anne,’ Elizaveta forced herself to say, ‘they live deep in forests.’




  ‘Our forests?’ Anne looked fearfully to the window. Kiev stood on a high, clear plateau but the slopes below its thick walls were crowded with pines.




  ‘Not ours,’ Elizaveta answered. ‘Trolls dwell in Norway and every winter they dig deep below the trees to avoid the ice and suck sustenance from the roots until they grow so

  fat they divide into two and twice as many come out in the spring.’




  ‘Truly?’ little Agatha asked.




  ‘I know not,’ Elizaveta admitted, kissing her dark curls. ‘But one day I will travel to Norway and find out for you.’




  ‘To Norway? Nay, Lily, it’s too far.’




  ‘Not for me – nor for you either, little one. You could come with me and hop across to see your precious England.’




  Agatha’s eyes grew big as moons.




  ‘Could I, Lily? Could I really?’




  Ingrid swept in, nudging Elizaveta firmly aside as she tucked the covers around her youngest daughter with a crisp ‘We’ll see,’ but her words were cut off by a great knocking

  at the south gates.




  The sound was clearly made with a heavy staff or, more likely, a sword hilt, and it echoed around the princely courtyard like a thunder-clap. The girls, even the smaller ones, were up to the

  window in an instant, clambering out onto the rooved wooden walkway beyond. Ingrid and Hedda tried to stop them but all around others were doing the same – clerks and maids and nurses were

  emerging from the living quarters above the three great halls that, with the church on the fourth side, formed the central section of the kremlin. The women’s quarters were on the furthest,

  west side and Elizaveta looked to the perpendicular south hall where her brothers were scrambling keenly along their own balcony towards the great kremlin gates at the end of it. They were all

  there, Vladimir, Ivan, Stefan, Viktor and Igor, every one of them blonde as the harvest and all pushing at each other for the best view.




  ‘Can you see?’ Elizaveta called to Vladimir who, as eldest, had grabbed the best view.




  He leaned right out over the gates but shook his head. The visitors, whoever they were, must be close up against the far side, hidden by the high gate-towers. The guards were holding a furious

  discussion with them and now the Grand Prince, Elizaveta’s father, was striding out of the church and down the wood-paved pathway to take command.




  ‘Who visits Kiev at this hour?’ he demanded, his body as slight as Elizaveta’s own beneath his long embroidered overcoat but his power still clear in his tone.




  The answer from the guards was frustratingly quiet but, at a wave from Yaroslav, they turned to crank open the vast gates and the men were revealed. Three leaders rode through on high-stepping

  horses, followed by a troop of some fifty soldiers.




  ‘Varangians,’ Ingrid breathed at Elizaveta’s side.




  Elizaveta’s heart quickened. Varangians – elite Viking soldiers from the northern lands. Her sharp eyes fixed on the three at the head of the procession as they swung themselves out

  of the saddle to bow low before the Grand Prince.




  ‘Who is he?’ Anastasia whispered, pointing a quivering finger at the man in the centre.




  All three men were broad with the muscular shoulders and thick arms of trained warriors but the central one was so tall that, even kneeling, his head, topped with hair brighter and blonder than

  any Elizaveta’s envious eyes had ever seen, came almost level with their father.




  ‘’Tis Harald Fairhair himself,’ Anne gasped.




  ‘Nonsense,’ Elizaveta said, ‘he died years ago,’ but even so she pressed a little closer to her mother as the man spoke, his voice – despite a few unfamiliar words

  of a Norse tongue older than their own – so clear and fluid it carried easily around the courtyard and up to the parapets.




  ‘Greetings, Grand Prince. We come in peace, seeking refuge. We are exiles from Norway where my brother, the sainted King Olaf, was viciously slain in battle. This is Ulf Ospakkson, this

  Halldor Snorrason and I am Harald Sigurdsson, Prince of Norway.’




  ‘Prince Harald!’ Anastasia said, delighted.




  ‘Of Norway,’ Elizaveta emphasised. This wasn’t the Harald of her mother’s stories but even so her heart beat faster as she turned to Ingrid. Perhaps now she would find

  out more about the evil battle and the fate of the Norse lands that so fascinated her. ‘Please, Mother,’ she begged. ‘Please can we go down now?’
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  Elizaveta walked into the hall behind her mother, for once grateful to have Anastasia at her side, for the vast room – some fifty strides long – felt cramped and

  close with the whole of the Grand Prince’s druzhina pushing for a sight of the visitors. This huge space was the heart of Yaroslav’s palace. Normally it was flooded with light,

  reflecting off the mosaic flooring and the frescoes along the lime-washed walls, but today it was so packed that the window openings were obscured, as if the encroaching night had already

  fallen.




  Servants were rushing to kindle the oil lamps along the side columns and on free stands, but the crowds were blocking both their way and the light of those flames they had managed to strike.

  Even as Elizaveta walked in, there was a scuffle in the corner as a minor count, climbing a stool to look over the myriad heads, collided with another on the same mission, sending both sprawling

  into a servant with a lit taper. One cloak caught and, in a cry of alarm and a crackle of smouldering wool, its owner darted for the doorway, a path clearing rapidly before him, and dived into the

  fountain.




  ‘Try not to laugh, girls,’ Ingrid murmured, though her own lips were pressed together to contain her mirth.




  Now, though, they had been noticed by the courtiers who fell deferentially back to let them through. Elizaveta forced her head up and, resisting the urge to tug her headdress over her escaping

  raven hair, followed her mother as calmly and elegantly as she could up the centre of the hall to Yaroslav’s grand marble throne at the top.




  ‘Ah my love, my Ingrid. You grace us with your golden presence.’




  Yaroslav leaped down from the dais and held out his hand to his wife. Elizaveta watched, fascinated as ever by her parents’ public face. Always Yaroslav treated Ingrid was if she were the

  most precious thing in the world and now he handed her carefully up to her seat at his side, though she was both taller and broader than him, especially in her advancing pregnancy.




  Everything the Grand Prince did, from eating, to pronouncing laws, to departing for the privvie, was done with a flourish, a flamboyance designed to impress his confidence and grandeur upon his

  subjects, but he seemed to genuinely love Ingrid and she him. Anastasia was always sighing about how beautiful it was. Elizaveta wasn’t so sure about that, but it certainly felt right,

  reassuring – as if a partnership so solid at the head of a nation would inevitably make the nation solid too.




  Now she crept across to Vladimir – the only one of the princes permitted down to dinner – as Yaroslav introduced his wife to the visitors and they made their obeisance. They were a

  curious trio. The first, Ulf Ospakkson, was tall, though not as tall as his prince, and had a mass of curly hair tumbling down into a matching beard that he had tried – and failed – to

  tame into a plait below his chin. His mouth could hardly be seen through the bush of it, save when he laughed, as he seemed to do often, and it opened up like a pink cavern to reveal fine white

  teeth. His eyes, in contrast, were huge and dark, tilled-soil brown, and seemed to take everything in at once.




  The second, Halldor Snorrason, was a squat, heavyset man, nearly as broad as he was tall. His head was hunched into his massive shoulders so he looked less like a man and more like one of the

  Byzantine turtles Vladimir kept in a tank in his chamber. He was older than the other two, his hair sparse on top so that it seemed as if his forehead, sitting low on a heavy brow, had sought

  escape up onto his head. His remaining hair was caught up in a leather band at the back of his neck and his long beard was neatly combed and drawn into a forked shape with two similar bands. His

  tunic was almost black, an unusually dark shade for the colour-loving Vikings, with the edges picked out in assertive swirls of gold thread. Elizaveta thought him quite the strangest man she had

  ever seen and only pulled her eyes away when Prince Harald stepped in front of him.




  She drew in a breath. Close up, Harald Sigurdsson was even more striking than he had been from afar. Although clearly no more than two or three years her senior, he stood almost a head taller

  than any other man in Kiev’s great hall, his immaculate hair so blonde as to be almost white. He wore no beard at all, though his moustache was long and neat, and up the side of his

  clean-shaven face, from lip to eyebrow, ran a raw scar that seemed to Elizaveta to enhance the pale clarity of the rest of his skin. She edged forward, intrigued, and her father spotted her.




  ‘Ah ha – my eldest daughter. This, Harald, is the Princess Elizaveta. Come forward, my dear.’




  Elizaveta tried to compose herself as she stepped up onto the dais but her dress caught in the embroidered tip of her boot. For an awful moment she thought she might fall but then Harald was

  reaching out his hand and her fingers found his as he drew her securely up at his side.




  ‘Thank you, my lord.’




  ‘A pleasure, Princess, and is this your sister?’




  Elizaveta was forced to agree that it was, seething quietly as Harald’s hand left hers to raise Anastasia up at her side.




  ‘You’re too kind,’ Anastasia simpered, batting youthful eyelashes up at the Norwegian prince, but as soon as she was steady Harald dropped her hand and turned back to

  Elizaveta.




  ‘Your father is very gracious to receive us.’




  His language, although much the same as theirs, was tinged with a soft inflection that made Elizaveta think deliciously of the snowy northern pines and knife-edge fjords her mother had often

  described. She glanced towards Yaroslav, who was deep in conversation with Ulf.




  ‘He loves visitors,’ she told Harald, speaking with care, ‘especially such honourable ones.’




  ‘Ah, as for that, I fear I come without honour for I have fled a battle.’




  Elizaveta caught something pass through Harald’s pale grey eyes, like a glacier shifting beneath the surface, and longed to know more. He did not look like a coward so why had he fled? She

  looked at him carefully, recalling asking Yaroslav about his lost princes when she’d been younger and less careful with her questions.




  ‘But Father,’ she’d said, ‘are they not “lost” for a reason?’




  ‘How do you mean, daughter?’




  ‘Are they not weak men to have got lost at all?’




  Yaroslav’s ready laughter had died in his throat and he had pulled Elizaveta closer to him.




  ‘Perhaps, Lily. It is possible, yes, but the world is a harsh place. It throws many things at men, especially young men. Fortune’s wheel, my sweet one, turns relentlessly. It can tip

  you down when you least expect it and the bravest are the ones who hold fast – who cleave to life and to hope – and who are still holding when she turns upwards again.’




  ‘And if a man helps them to hold on . . . ?’




  ‘They will owe him for the rest of their days. Yes.’




  Elizaveta had swallowed, unsettled.




  ‘Have you had to hold fast, Father?’ she’d asked nervously and he’d smiled again.




  ‘Many times, Lily, and so will you.’




  ‘I will hold?’




  ‘You will, I know it.’




  She had thought over those words many times since, praying for the strength to prove her father right, but now she felt as if she were looking straight at a man who was holding on and it

  fascinated her. Before she could ask more, though, he had turned back to Yaroslav.




  ‘We will not be a burden, Sire,’ he told him earnestly. ‘We are warriors and willing to do you whatever service you see fit.’




  ‘I doubt it not,’ Yaroslav agreed easily. ‘My little empire has been all but built on Varangian service. Norse soldiers have never let me down yet and, besides, I believe I

  have your kin at court. Vladimir!’




  He waved at his eldest son and Vladimir dutifully turned to look for young Magnus. Elizaveta sighed. The seven-year-old Prince of Norway was the youngest of her father’s current exiles

  and, in her opinion, much the dullest. Quiet and studious, he was happier at his desk or his prayer-stool than outside, even when the sun was shining. Yaroslav had told Elizaveta that he was an

  ‘admirable example of piety’, which she supposed he was, but it wasn’t an example she would choose to follow.




  She preferred the English prince, Edward, for though he was also quiet, he at least liked to ride and was happy to talk about the bible rather than just burying himself in it. She’d had

  many lively discussions with him and his fellow exile, Andrew of Hungary, a suave, handsome young man, newly converted to Christianity and ringing with zeal. Edward hung on Andrew’s every

  word and Elizaveta wished he’d recognise that his own ideas, though not as flamboyantly expressed as Andrew’s, were far more thoughtful and meaningful. She’d tried on several

  occasions to talk to him about England but he had been spirited away as a baby, fleeing the conquering King Cnut, and knew less than she did of his native land.




  Now she watched as Edward ushered little Magnus forward and Vladimir, grabbing his hand, dragged him unceremoniously across to greet his newly arrived uncle. Prince Harald leaned down to shake

  Magnus’s hand, talking quietly to him, presumably of his lost father, and Elizaveta felt suddenly mean. The poor boy had been forced to flee his homeland, aged five. He had been separated

  from his stepmother, Queen Astrid – Ingrid’s sister – who had been left in Sweden with her kin, and now he had also lost his father and with him any chance of returning home. Even

  as she thought about that, though, she heard Harald telling Magnus:




  ‘We will take Norway back, I promise you. We will take it back for our dynasty, as is right and proper.’




  ‘How?’ Magnus asked, wide-eyed and almost shivering.




  ‘How? Why, with might – might and right.’




  ‘And with God’s blessing?’




  ‘That too but, Magnus, God smiles on those who seek their own fortune, especially in battle.’




  ‘He does? Does Christ not say we must be peacemakers?’




  ‘He does but how do you think we can bring peace to Norway until we ensure it is ruled by a just king? We must make war in order to bring peace – do you see? We must bring light into

  the darkness but we must do it ourselves for do you not think, Magnus, that God has enough to do without fixing battles for us? No, we must strive for our own fate and if we do so he will reward us

  with his favour.’




  ‘Oh.’




  Magnus’s brow furrowed and Elizaveta could already picture him poring over his books tomorrow. She smiled and edged over.




  ‘You will need soldiers then, Prince Harald.’




  He looked up.




  ‘I will, Princess. Many soldiers. Cnut rules Norway, Denmark and England so he has a fearsome force at his disposal. I will certainly need soldiers and for that I will need gold. Men may

  defend without any reward save the protection of their homes and loved ones, but they rarely attack unpaid. I must find riches if I am to reclaim my kingdom.’




  ‘Our kingdom,’ Magnus said behind him but neither of them paid him any heed.




  ‘So where will you find such riches?’ Elizaveta asked.




  Harald looked straight at her, his grey eyes bright and clear and flecked with gold in the flickering candlelight.




  ‘As all good Varangians must – I will win it by the sword. I have seawater in my veins, Princess, and I will travel wherever the sail takes me. I will fight for your father, if

  he’ll have me, and for any count or king besides. I will take my wages and I will seek treasure.’




  Elizaveta looked up at him, intrigued. This man was not just holding fast to fortune’s wheel, but seeking to drive her round. Most of her father’s exiles seemed content to sit around

  his court dreaming of their return to power over a glass of their host’s finest wine, but this man was alive with restless energy and purpose and it set her curiosity aflame.




  ‘And what will you do with this “treasure” then?’ she asked.




  ‘Do with it?’




  ‘Where will you keep it, my lord prince, so it is safe until you need it?’




  He tipped his head on one side, considering.




  ‘I have not thought that far,’ he admitted. ‘I will need somewhere secure.’




  ‘My father has great vaults in the north, in Novgorod. They are guarded day and night by the finest men.’




  ‘You think I need such a vault?’




  ‘I do. He has several spare. I could speak with him on your behalf.’




  ‘You could?’




  ‘Of course, I am his eldest daughter.’




  Elizaveta drew herself up tall, though she scarce knew what she was saying and why, save that this man seemed so passionate about his lost country and she yearned to help him if she could.




  ‘That would be very kind. I swear to fill it as fast as I can. I will fight every day God grants to me.’




  Elizaveta smiled.




  ‘Not every day, surely? You must rest. And, besides, you need not justify yourself to me.’




  ‘Oh but I should, if you are to be my treasure-keeper.’




  ‘I? Oh Prince, I did not mean . . .’




  ‘Call me Harald, please. I do not deserve the title Prince, not yet.’




  At that, though, Elizaveta shook her head.




  ‘It does not work that way. A man need not deserve a title, for it is his birthright and it is more in honour of his forebears that he carries it than of himself.’




  Harald blinked.




  ‘You speak well, Princess. But he should surely live up to it?’




  ‘As I am sure you will, Harald.’




  ‘You will have the gold to prove it, Princess.’




  ‘Elizaveta.’




  She blushed as he bowed low but thankfully at that moment the burnished gong behind them was rung for the druzhina to be seated to dine and she was able to escape – though not for

  long.




  ‘Harald, you will sit at my wife’s right.’ Yaroslav ushered his guest into the favoured spot. ‘My daughters shall sit with you and your good men. No, no, do not protest.

  You are my honoured guest, whatever hand fate has dealt you, and you will share our table.’




  The three men bowed low and moved to their seats. Elizaveta slid in between Harald and Halldor with Anastasia and Ulf beyond. She glanced at her sister and for once the pair were joined in

  delighted disbelief. Usually they were fortunate to find seats halfway down the hall but tonight they had somehow stepped up to their father’s side and Elizaveta was determined to make the

  most of it.




  As the meal advanced, a first course of spiced river-fish giving way to a rich game pie layered with forest mushrooms, Elizaveta began to feel almost dizzy with the effect of concentrating on

  the jumble of conversations around her. She barely touched her pie but was still not hungry when the servants cleared it away and lifted a spit-roasted boar from the central hearth, parading it

  around the assembled company before setting it on a golden oak table to carve.




  To her left, her mother and Harald were deep in talk of people Elizaveta had only ever heard mentioned in Ingrid’s stories. She longed to learn more but feared demonstrating her own

  ignorance so she turned to Halldor on her right who had, until now, been buried in his food.




  ‘Are you also from Norway, my lord?’ she asked politely.




  Halldor shook his funny balding head.




  ‘Nay, Princess. I am neither a lord nor a Norwegian. I am from Iceland.’




  ‘Iceland?’ So that explained his language – more guttural than Prince Harald’s, though curiously melodious. ‘Is that not very far away?’




  ‘Not so far under a strong sail. My good friend Ulf hails from there also.’




  His ‘good friend’ leaned over, his dark curls bobbing wildly.




  ‘What is he saying of me?’ he demanded, his tone similar to Halldor’s, though lighter and more full of laughter. ‘What scurrilous tales is Halldor telling you,

  Princess?’




  ‘None, truly,’ Elizaveta replied. ‘He says simply that you are both Icelanders.’




  ‘Ah, well, that much is true – though the similarities end there, do they not, Hal?’




  ‘You are both soldiers,’ Elizaveta objected.




  ‘We are,’ Halldor agreed. ‘Both Varangians, both sworn to the service of young Harald, both fleeing for our lives from Cnut, Emperor of the North – we have much in

  common, Ulf, friend.’




  Ulf smiled wryly.




  ‘True, true, yet I am not half troll.’




  Elizaveta gasped.




  ‘You’re half troll?’ she asked Halldor.




  The hunched man’s brow furrowed.




  ‘You could believe that?’




  Elizaveta’s heart lurched at her foolishness as Ulf laughed his big, pink laugh.




  ‘I would like it to be true,’ she said quickly, ‘for my mother has told me all manner of wonderful things of trolls.’




  ‘Like that they eat children?’ Ulf suggested merrily. ‘And that they hide in caves and cleave to the night and are very, very ugly?’




  Ulf laughed again and clapped Halldor on the back. Elizaveta felt even worse but Halldor did not seem ruffled.




  ‘Or mayhap that they have hair so wild you’d swear their brains had all fallen out,’ he shot back at his comrade.




  Anastasia’s blonde head bobbed from one man to the other, uncertain whether to be horrified or amused.




  ‘Are trolls real?’ she asked.




  Ulf, catching her fearful eyes, shook his head kindly.




  ‘Nay, lass, I think they are only real in stories.’




  ‘And therefore very real indeed,’ Halldor countered instantly. ‘Shall I tell you of them?’




  Elizaveta heard Ulf groan but Anastasia was nodding keenly and Halldor was sitting back on their bench, his neck unfurling from his tight shoulders and his brow lifting as his hazel eyes lit up

  like autumn sunshine.




  ‘I met a troll once, when I was but a boy about your age, Princess Anastasia.’




  ‘You did? Where? Where, sir?’




  ‘In the forests, of course. I was hunting birds with my new sling and strayed too far in, beyond the sunlit copses at the edges and deep along the paths until they were paths no more but

  just faint imprints of brave footmarks. The trees leaned their branches over my head to pick at my hair and stuck out their roots to catch my feet and the vines reached out from the bark like

  snakes, keen to plunge their fangs into my flesh.’




  His hands were moving now, casting shapes in the smoky air, drawing them into the pictures his throaty voice was creating and, despite herself, Elizaveta was lost – far away from the

  clatter of Kiev and down a dark, hidden path with Halldor.




  ‘The troll?’ she whispered.




  ‘Ah, the troll! He was in a tangle of roots at the base of a great oak. I saw his eyes first – big as harvest moons and every bit as yellow – and they were following me,

  tracing my stumbling progress, getting ready . . .’




  ‘Ready to pounce?’ Anastasia asked, her voice squeaking.




  ‘So I thought, child, but no – ready to run. He feared me, you see. They are quiet creatures, trolls, happiest left to their own funny little ways. It is only when cornered

  that they lash out.’




  ‘But you did not corner him, Halldor?’




  ‘Nay, lass. I ran screaming and he ran screaming and I went sprawling over a root and he, more fleet-footed on his tiny toes, leaped over me and straight up a giant pine, his long nails

  leaving scratch-trails all the way up the thin bark. And then he was gone.’




  ‘Gone,’ Anastasia breathed, delighted.




  Elizaveta, pulled out of the trance of his storytelling, looked sceptically at Halldor.




  ‘You made that up,’ she accused.




  He smiled.




  ‘Maybe I did, maybe I did not, but whilst it lasted it was real, was it not?’




  Harald turned their way.




  ‘Halldor spinning yarns again?’ he asked Ulf.




  ‘’Fraid so,’ Ulf agreed but Anastasia was having no criticism.




  ‘It was a fascinating tale,’ she said stoutly and Elizaveta was glad of it.




  ‘He speaks well,’ she agreed.




  ‘He does that,’ Harald said. ‘A good tale brings old Hal here to life in a way that it takes most men ten horns of ale to achieve.’




  ‘Then he is lucky,’ Elizaveta said.




  Harald considered.




  ‘I warrant he is, Princess. In Ringerike where I was raised . . .’




  ‘In Norway?’




  ‘Yes, in Norway, in the south, just above the great fjord. There people value stories very highly, art too. My mother always told me that poetry is real tales with stronger detail, just as

  art is real pictures in brighter colours.’




  ‘Lies, you mean,’ Ulf fired at him.




  ‘Half-truths,’ Harald allowed, ‘but the better half. Oh come, Ulf, our stories are all we will leave behind in the world when we are gone to dust; surely we must make them as

  good as we can?’




  ‘By our deeds,’ Ulf agreed gruffly, ‘but not with fancy words.’




  ‘But “fancy” words exalt our deeds.’ Harald turned to Elizaveta. ‘Ulf likes things plain,’ he told her.




  ‘And you?’




  ‘I do not seek to create my life with words but I see no fault in honouring it with them. Poetry is a great skill.’




  ‘A great skill that will not keep you alive in battle,’ Ulf grumbled.




  ‘No,’ Harald agreed, ‘but one that will keep your memory alive long after the battle is done.’




  Ulf grunted again but smiled and Elizaveta had the feeling that this was a debate they had held many times before and would hold many times again.




  ‘Well I like a good story, well told,’ she dared to assert.




  ‘Then you shall have one, Princess. Hal – tell the hall of Stikelstad.’




  ‘No!’ Ulf protested. ‘No, Harald, we lost.’




  ‘We fought the odds,’ Harald allowed, ‘and for once the odds defeated us but we live to fight again – though my brother, God bless his soul, does not, nor his banner

  either. The enemy tore it down but we will, one day, raise a new one and until then the tale deserves to be told, to remind us of our duty and to honour his memory. Would you like to hear of our

  battle, Grand Prince?’




  ‘Gladly,’ Yaroslav agreed. ‘It will give our stomachs a chance to find a little space for the pastries. Please, my lord . . .’




  Halldor rose.




  ‘I am no lord, Sire,’ he said quietly.




  ‘Maybe not,’ Yaroslav countered, ‘but if you tell a good tale, I shall make you a count.’




  Halldor glanced disbelievingly at him but, as the great hall fell silent and turned his way, he drew himself up and Elizaveta saw him again fill out from a squat, twisted-featured solider into a

  sweet-faced poet. She pushed her half-eaten boar aside and focused on this strange Icelander as he began his tale.




  ‘We topped the Kjolen Mountains at dawn,’ Halldor started, ‘King Olaf at our head, his landwaster banner flying high above him bearing his own golden dragon, roaring defiance.

  He rode to the ridge and looked down across the great valley and he threw his arms wide. “See that,” he called back to us, his men, “see those pines, stood proud to the skies and

  those rivers crashing towards the sea and that lake, catching the clouds in its stillness – that is all of Norway before us now. It is glorious and it is ours to reclaim.” And we came

  forward then and joined him on the ridge and before us was, indeed, Norway, and behind us four thousand troops, primed and ready to fight for their rightful king.




  ‘“We shall reclaim it,” we called into the sharp morning air and our voices seemed to echo all the way down the valley as if already making the first charge against the

  usurper. Oh, we were strong in heart and we were strong in arm and we were strong in right – for Olaf was the true king of ancient Yngling blood – but we were not, alas, strong in

  numbers. For the enemy, the usurper, when we joined with him in the great plain at Stikelstad some hours later had summoned some ten thousand of the devil’s own soldiers to his back and we

  knew when we saw them that it would be a hard fight – yet we would not back down.




  ‘The sun had tipped over noon by the time the horns sounded and we made the first charge and, though we were few, we splintered them apart time and again. We drove spears deep into the

  hearts of the men in the front line, forcing them into those behind so that they quailed back and it seemed the victory would be ours and Norway would be returned to King Olaf. But then . .

  .’




  Halldor paused and Elizaveta felt the whole hall draw in its breath.




  ‘Witchcraft,’ he whispered into the silence.




  There were gasps, a couple of small shrieks, swiftly muffled. Some of Halldor’s Old Norse words were lost on the crowd but there was no missing the tone and Elizaveta could not take her

  eyes off him as he raised his hands.




  ‘Cnut sent a devil with a black cloak across the sun. We saw the shadow cross the blessed disc, drawing false night across the battlefield finger-space by finger-space until it consumed us

  and we, who did not know the ground so well as they, were lost.’ Halldor’s voice dipped. ‘It was a rout, my lords and ladies – a treacherous, devious rout, for they sent

  their extra numbers round the back of us under cover of their hellish shade and we, poor innocents, had no place to go, save to carve our way out – and that we did, but in the darkness it was

  every man for himself and battles cannot be won that way. We tried to save our dear king but they followed the gold of his dragon banner to his last stand, slashed it to shreds and then cut him out

  of our arms.’




  Halldor pushed back a wide sleeve to show a livid wound almost from wrist to elbow. The hall gasped again.




  ‘Three of them there were,’ he went on, his voice more forceful now, ‘great lords all by the richness of their armour, though I knew them not in the evil mist. One struck him

  in the thigh.’ Halldor thrust forward suddenly, right to the edge of the dais and those nearest flinched back. He prowled along the edge then suddenly jabbed his arm upwards. ‘One

  thrust a spear beneath his mail coat and the last . . .’ Now he grabbed young Vladimir, sat at the end of the high table, and made a dramatic gesture across his throat ‘ . . . cut his

  sainted neck.’




  Vladimir obligingly sank onto his bench as if slain. There was a faint titter but all eyes were still on Halldor as he strode back to the centre of the dais.




  ‘He was gone,’ Halldor told the hall, his voice now echoing round the high, painted walls and into the over-reaching arches of the wooden parapets and roof above. ‘King Olaf

  was gone and our cause with it and we had no choice but to flee to preserve our bodies and souls for vengeance.’




  His voice rose on the final word, a thunder-clap of sound, and the released Kievan crowd roared their approval. Yaroslav rose, clapping, and everyone joined him until it seemed the very heroes

  in the frescoes were applauding too.




  ‘You shall be a count, Halldor,’ Yaroslav announced. ‘I shall confirm it in court tomorrow.’




  Elizaveta saw Halldor flush, the colour creeping visibly into his pock-marked cheeks and shooting up his squashed nose and out across his pate, and as it did so he hunched in on himself again

  and, with a modest wave, collapsed back onto his bench.




  ‘And all that is true, Princess,’ he said to Elizaveta, ‘as God is my witness.’




  Elizaveta could see now why no man had wished to talk of the evil day.




  ‘Cnut called down the night?’ she whispered.




  ‘I saw it with my own eyes, though I know not how.’




  ‘And that is why,’ Harald put in, his own fair face sober at the memory of the dark battle, ‘we will need a very great force to take Norway back out of his thieving

  hands.’




  Elizaveta nodded slowly.




  ‘You will do it, I know. You will take Norway back.’




  ‘I will, and rob him of Denmark and England too.’




  ‘England?’




  ‘Why not? ’Tis but a day or two’s sail from our western shores.’




  Elizaveta looked at him, stunned by the glorious ambition shining from his fierce eyes.




  ‘’Tis a high aim, Harald.’




  ‘Then I will need the very best arrows. You will keep my gold, Elizaveta?’




  His voice had stilled, grown solemn. She looked into his grey eyes and saw swirls of dark blue and gold within their steady colour, as if sunlit rivers were flowing through them, keen to reach

  their destination.




  ‘With all my heart,’ she agreed.




  





  CHAPTER THREE
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  Kiev, October 1031




  ‘News of the Varangians!’




  Vladimir came running into the boathouse where Elizaveta was sitting watching Jakob, the master boatbuilder, lovingly fit the first side strakes to the curved keel of Yaroslav’s new

  trading vessel. It was a wide ship made for transporting furs, wax and weapons south down the Dnieper to Byzantium and not as sleek as a wave-slicing warship, but it was beautiful all the same.

  Elizaveta had been happily absorbed in Jakob’s work for some time but now she leaped up and ran to her brother.




  ‘What news?’




  ‘I don’t know.’




  ‘You said there was news, Vlad.’




  Elizaveta grabbed his arm impatiently. Yaroslav had given Prince Harald and his men a commission in his guard and despatched them to the north to help quell a rebellion on the coast. They had

  been gone all summer and Elizaveta was desperate for news of them.




  ‘There is,’ her brother agreed, maddeningly calm. ‘I just don’t know what. Three riders came in the gates an hour or so back.’




  ‘An hour? Why did you not find me sooner?’




  ‘Because, sister, you are very hard to find. I’ve been all over the bowers.’




  Elizaveta grimaced.




  ‘It is too sunny for the bowers, especially with winter on its way, but no matter – how do you know the men have come from the Varangians?’




  ‘Because one of them is him . . .’




  ‘Prince Harald?’




  ‘No, not him. The other one – Ulf, is it?’




  ‘Ulf Ospakkson, yes. Are you sure?’




  ‘Course I’m sure. I’ve never seen a wilder mop of hair on a man. Will you come up to the palace, Lily?’




  ‘I certainly will.’ She ran over to the old boatbuilder and planted a kiss on his weathered cheek. ‘Thank you, Jakob.’




  ‘Pleasure, Princess, as always. Perhaps I will craft you a ship one day?’




  ‘Oh I do hope so – a sleek, curved one with fine carvings and an eagle’s head at the prow.’




  ‘An eagle?’ Jakob raised a shaggy eyebrow. ‘Very well then, I shall start practising my birds.’




  ‘Do.’




  Elizaveta beamed at him then took Vladimir’s arm and headed outside. The boathouse was at the water’s edge in the trading district of Kiev known as the Podol, or Valley, as it stood

  far below the royal kremlin up on the great plateau. The wooden walkways here were raised to escape the spring flooding and the houses, workshops and stores were similarly lifted on strengthened

  cross-beam foundations.




  It was a rough, crowded, busy part of Kiev with the fenced plots tight up against each other, but Elizaveta loved the vibrancy of the mish-mash of inhabitants, some Slav, some Norse, many a mix

  of the two or immigrants from the various tribal nations around the still-growing state of the Rus. It was with reluctance, therefore, that she took the great wooden steps up out of its streets and

  through the curved ravine to the north gates of her father’s kremlin. The promise of news from Harald, however, spurred her on and picking up pace, she gained the top quite out of breath.

  Vladimir regarded her uncertainly as the guards admitted them.




  ‘Perhaps you should change, sister?’




  ‘Change, why?’




  ‘You are a little . . . damp. And your hair is all over the place and your dress is coated in . . .’ He shook it and pale flecks fell to the ground. ‘Sawdust,’ he

  finished.




  Elizaveta groaned.




  ‘You’re right. Will you wait, Vlad?’




  ‘Of course, but be quick, Lily. They have been fighting the wild men in the north-west and I wish to hear all about it. Father says that in a few years I can travel to Novgorod to rule as

  its sub-prince so I should learn all I can about the area.’




  Elizaveta nodded.




  ‘I’ll be quick,’ she promised him and darted into the bower.




  The lower half of the long building was split into several rooms for the women’s daytime pursuits and, as Elizaveta made for the central staircase, she could see servants rushing all over,

  tidying threads from around the looms in the weaving shed, mopping the floor of the dairy, strewing fresh herbs and rushes on the floor of the receiving hall and brushing down the

  wall-hangings.




  She tore up the stairs and into the chambers above to find Ingrid, Anastasia and Anne all being helped into fine gowns whilst the new baby, Yuri, wailed in Hedda’s arms and little Agatha

  ran around tugging on skirts and getting in the way.




  ‘Elizaveta!’ Ingrid exclaimed. ‘Thank heavens. Quick – you must dress. Your father is coming with a guest and we must be ready to receive him.’




  ‘Coming here? To the bower?’




  ‘To my receiving hall, yes. I have just had word. Make haste.’




  So that explained all the activity downstairs; Elizaveta’s mother often entertained in her rich receiving rooms, but rarely at such short notice.




  ‘Surely it’s only Ulf?’ Elizaveta said as two maids tugged her out of her filthy day-dress and pushed her into a clean one of a beautiful sapphire blue. She looked down at it,

  puzzled. ‘Why do I need my best gown?’




  ‘I know not, Elizaveta, only that your father gave orders for us to be ready – you in particular.’




  ‘Me?! Why me?’




  Elizaveta edged to the window, dragging the two maids with her as they clung to the side-laces of her dress. Her second brother, Ivan, was with Vladimir below, clearly apprising him of the

  situation as the two of them were smoothing their own tunics and looking nervously towards Yaroslav’s hall opposite.




  ‘Her hair!’ she heard Ingrid call and suddenly there seemed to be a mass of combs in her dark locks, tugging viciously at the knots.




  ‘Ouch!’




  ‘Hush, Lily. You must look your best.’




  ‘Whatever for?’




  Frustrated, Elizaveta stamped her foot and her mother was at her side in a trice. She put her hands on Elizaveta’s shoulders and forced her to be still.




  ‘I do not know what for, Elizaveta. I have not questioned your father and neither should you. He wishes you to look beautiful so you will.’ Elizaveta huffed and Ingrid’s face

  softened. ‘You will, Lily – you are growing very pretty.’




  Elizaveta shivered.




  ‘I am too dark, Mama.’




  ‘Nonsense, child. There are many ways to shine. Is a wooden carving not as lovely as a mosaic, or a rune stone as a fresco? Truly, you need not be blonde to be fair. You look lovely. Now

  quickly, I hear your father in the courtyard and we must make haste down the stairs.’




  Ingrid led the way, Anastasia and Anne jumping after her, and Elizaveta bringing up the rear, with a squirming Agatha wailing at being left upstairs with Hedda and the baby. Elizaveta’s

  heart was thudding strangely against her over-tightened gown and she glanced self-consciously down at her finally budding chest, to see it visibly pounding through the rich wool. Vladimir’s

  knowing grin when he saw her did nothing to quell her nerves and she was grateful to take a seat at her mother’s side on the little receiving dais at the top of the room as her seven brothers

  and sisters settled around them. Prince Magnus scuttled in and took a seat to one side, sneaking glances at the little leather book clipped to his belt, and Elizaveta glared at him.




  ‘Why is he here?’ she hissed to her mother.




  ‘The messenger comes from his uncle – it is right he should hear him.’




  Elizaveta groaned but now, in a fanfare of horns, Yaroslav was shown in with Ulf and his two riders and she turned nervously towards them.




  ‘Ah, my lovely wife!’ Yaroslav came up and kissed Ingrid firmly on the lips. ‘And my beautiful daughters. How fine you all look on this lovely day, especially you, my sweet

  Elizaveta.’




  It was all Elizaveta could do to stop her eyes narrowing; suddenly she was part of Yaroslav’s ostentatious public display, but why? Oh, Lord, why?




  ‘Thank you, Father,’ she managed, glancing to Ulf, ‘and I see you bring a visitor.’




  ‘I do. You remember Ulf Ospakkson, Elizaveta?’




  Elizaveta inclined her head, aware of Anastasia’s eyes jealously upon her; that was one good thing in this strange situation.




  ‘Greetings, my lord,’ Elizaveta said, rising as Ulf came forward and dropped to one knee before her.




  Dust from the road clung to his clothes and in the curls of his brown hair. He had clearly made an attempt to slick it down for several strands clung to his sun-browned forehead but the rest was

  already escaping and Elizaveta watched, fascinated, as one by one the curls sprung free. She heard Ingrid clearing her throat and glanced over to see her pointing urgently to her hand. Just in time

  she held it out for Ulf, flushing as he kissed it.




  ‘You have fared well in the north?’ she forced herself to ask, as no one else seemed inclined to speak.




  ‘Very well. We fought the wild men back into their own kingdom and indeed beyond.’




  ‘You have been inside the Iron Gates?’ Vladimir burst forward, desperate to know more of the legendary pagans who reputedly lived in a vast forest cage of their own fashioning, and

  Ulf turned to him.




  ‘We have, Prince, and it is a dark, dark land of caves and treetop dwellings, but rich in fur and iron. We have brought your father great booty.’




  ‘And taken your share too,’ Yaroslav said, though easily; he was never one to deny a man his reward if it was well-earned and he was clearly pleased with the haul his new recruits

  had brought him.




  ‘That we have,’ Ulf agreed, ‘and that is why, Elizaveta, I am before you now. May I rise?’




  Elizaveta flushed again.




  ‘Oh yes, yes of course.’




  Ulf stood and rummaged in the big leather pocket attached to his plaited leather belt. Carefully he drew out a small package wrapped in costly cream silk.




  ‘A gift, Princess, from Prince Harald. He personally entrusted its delivery to me and promises there will be more – many more. Please . . .’




  He held it out and, with a glance to her father, Elizaveta rose and took it. The fabric was soft and so smooth it almost slipped through her fingers. She hastily sat down again, nestling it in

  her lap to undo the binding-ribbon as her sisters leaned eagerly in to see. Her fingers were shaking ridiculously but she finally freed the knot and the silk opened out like a miniature flag to

  reveal, shining out of its folds, a thick neck chain of the softest rose gold.




  ‘Oh,’ she cried, ‘it’s beautiful.’




  She lifted it up and the sunlight criss-crossing the room from the opposing windows caught in it, sending a thousand stars around the whitewashed walls.




  ‘I am glad you like it, Princess,’ Ulf said. ‘Harald asked me to tell you that it is but the beginning. He sends these too.’




  Now he produced another parcel. Elizaveta could feel Anastasia’s eyes boring into her and rose to take this second gift more slowly, relishing the moment.




  ‘Thank you, Count Ulf.’




  ‘Just Ulf, Princess.’




  ‘Nay,’ Yaroslav put in, ‘you shall be a count for this honour you do my daughter, as your friend Halldor is for his tales.’




  ‘How does Count Halldor?’ Elizaveta asked.




  ‘Well, thank you. Very well. He has fought valiantly and won himself great riches.’




  Ulf’s brown eyes were sparkling and Elizaveta looked at him quizzically.




  ‘Something special?’ she asked.




  ‘To him, Princess, yes. A slave girl called Elsa whom he prizes greatly and who seems very fond of him in return.’




  ‘Of Halldor?’ Anastasia asked incredulously.




  ‘Anastasia!’ Ingrid snapped. ‘Why should she not love the Count Halldor?’




  ‘He’s just so . . . unusual-looking.’




  ‘Maybe,’ Ulf said smoothly, ‘he has hidden talents.’




  Ingrid spluttered and quickly turned it into a cough.




  ‘He brings a story to life like no other,’ she said quickly. ‘I am sure a woman could fall for a man with such a tongue.’




  ‘Indeed, my lady,’ Ulf agreed, dipping his head and again Ingrid coughed.




  Elizaveta looked from one to the other, puzzled, but her parcel was burning a hole in her fingers and she turned thankfully from the adults’ strange jests to open it.




  Inside was a small charm – a beautiful clear ruby in a woven gold setting with a clasp to fit it to the neck chain – and alongside it a golden key, also with a clasp. Elizaveta held

  it up, intrigued, and Ulf waved to his two companions who had lingered at the door. They shuffled forward, backs bent over a large casket which they brought to Elizaveta’s feet. It was

  clasped shut with a fine gold buckle and Elizaveta looked down at it and then back to her key.




  ‘Try it,’ Ulf urged.




  She glanced to her mother who looked a little bemused but nodded her forward all the same. Elizaveta handed the ruby to Anastasia who turned it over and over in her hands, looking wonderfully

  tearful at the sight of such a jewel that didn’t belong to her. Elizaveta knelt before the casket. The little key fitted neatly into the lock and turned with a satisfying click.




  Slowly she raised the lid and there, before them all, lay a mass of treasure – silver dirhams from Arabia, gilded cups and platters, jewel-studded knives and little ivory-carved boxes and

  game pieces. For a long time no one spoke and then Anastasia said: ‘Is that all for her?’




  Elizaveta was first to respond.




  ‘Of course not, Stasia. It is Prince Harald’s wealth. He sends it to me for safekeeping until he is ready to spend it on troops to reclaim Norway.’




  ‘He is too good,’ Magnus exclaimed from behind Yaroslav.




  Elizaveta resisted the urge to contradict him. She wasn’t sure what part Harald intended his nephew to play in the fight for their Norwegian inheritance but doubted it was a large one

  – and why should it be? Did Harald not have every bit as good a claim to the throne as Magnus? The boy might be Olaf’s son, but only by a concubine. Harald was Olaf’s half-brother

  and a descendant of the ancient Norwegian dynasty of the Ynglings in his own right and she knew which of them would make the better king.




  ‘He has clearly worked hard,’ she said, shutting the treasures away and locking the casket. ‘Thank you, Anastasia.’




  Elizaveta held out a hand for the ruby which her sister, with all eyes upon her, furiously returned. Then she carefully clipped both the charm and the key to the neck chain before fastening

  either end to her shoulder brooches. It dipped elegantly across her chest and gleamed against the blue of her gown.




  ‘It becomes you well,’ Ingrid said, then looked to Ulf, ‘but what does it purport?’




  ‘Nothing,’ Elizaveta said crossly. ‘It “purports” nothing, Mother, save that I promised Prince Harald I would see his treasure securely stored whilst he is out in

  my father’s service.’ She turned to Yaroslav. ‘Can we use one of your vaults in Novgorod, Father, please?’




  ‘We?’ Yaroslav asked, raising an eyebrow and smiling across at Ingrid.




  ‘I, then. Please, Father, I ask it of you as a matter of state.’




  ‘Of state?’




  He was smiling still; it infuriated Elizaveta.




  ‘Just because I am but thirteen, Father, does not mean I cannot understand matters of state.’




  He bowed.




  ‘I apologise, daughter. So tell me, is marriage a matter of state?’




  ‘Father!’




  Anastasia leaped up.




  ‘Is Elizaveta to be married, Father? Already? To Prince Harald?’




  ‘Stasia!’ Elizaveta all but shouted. ‘Be silent.’ Everyone stared. ‘This is not about marriage,’ she snapped, biting back tears.




  She felt as if all the lovely treasure was suddenly raining down on her, crushing her. If Harald heard of this he would be mortified. He would take back his treasure and entrust it to someone

  who did not wish to make stupid claims on him.




  ‘It’s not like that,’ she insisted. ‘This is not about marriage or any such foolishness.’ Her parents were looking at each other in that supercilious way again,

  laughing at her supposed foolish innocence, but maybe they were the fools here. ‘Prince Harald trusts me as his treasure-keeper, no more, no less, and I value that trust and would appreciate

  it if you did too.’




  She glowered at them all and now her mother rose.




  ‘Elizaveta is right,’ she said softly, looking to Ulf. ‘No proposal comes with these gifts?’




  The Varangian bowed low.




  ‘No, my lady. I am sure, were the prince to seek such a weighty alliance, he would come direct to the Grand Prince himself, and on his knees. He appreciates all that you have done for us

  poor exiles, Sire, and seeks only the favour of your treasury. It is as your daughter says – their arrangement is between states people, not lovers.’




  ‘See,’ Elizaveta blurted, though this truth, put so baldly by Harald’s right-hand man, sounded less reassuring than it should have done. She looked again to her father.

  ‘May I have your leave, please, Father, to go and see this treasure safely stored until it can be escorted to Novgorod?’




  Yaroslav hesitated a moment but then, at a look from his wife, moved over and dropped a kiss on Elizaveta’s forehead.




  ‘Of course, daughter. I am pleased to see you taking this trust responsibly, though I am sure Count Ulf will see the casket safe to my treasury here in Kiev until you can make your

  arrangements.’ He leaned over, lifting the neck chain and running it softly through his fingers. ‘You will need to look after this gift, daughter. There are many links on this beautiful

  chain and I suspect our Varangian prince intends to fill them all with keys.’




  Elizaveta pressed her hand over her father’s.




  ‘I shall take the greatest care,’ she assured him, drawing back.




  Her heart was pounding beneath the ruby charm and she had to escape. Bowing low, she crossed the receiving room, moving as slowly as she dared, then grabbed at the door. Springing free, she

  picked up her skirts and, new chain jangling excitedly with her frantic steps, darted for the north gate, seeking out the fresh, uncomplicated air beyond the kremlin and drawing it into her lungs

  as if they might burst for the want of it.




  





  CHAPTER FOUR
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  The banks of the Ros, June 1032




  ‘Dignity,’ Elizaveta reminded herself.




  It was a lesson her mother had drummed into her in the preparations for this royal progress south but not, truthfully, something that came naturally to Elizaveta. Anastasia, riding to her left,

  was dripping with it, sitting erect in the saddle, her riding gown immaculately spread out around her and her wretched blonde hair flowing loose, so long now that she could almost trap it between

  her prim bottom and her saddle. Prince Andrew, riding at the rear of the procession with Prince Edward, had taken to paying her ridiculous compliments and Anastasia, sadly, had taken to believing

  them, making her even more insufferable than before. Elizaveta forced herself to sit up a little straighter and felt for her own hair.




  Hedda and little Greta had insisted on winding the front sections into two plaits this morning to keep it back from her face, for which she was grateful, but the nursemaid had also threaded them

  with meadow flowers and although Ingrid had pronounced the results to be ‘perfect’ Elizaveta wasn’t so sure. She felt awkward with the fragile stems clipped in with little wires

  and worried that she looked silly, but it was too late to pull them out now. They were approaching their destination – Yaroslav’s new southern settlements – and she must prepare

  to ride though the crowds that had gathered to see the royal family pass through.




  The whole family was out today. Vladimir and Ivan rode behind Yaroslav with Elizaveta and Anastasia in their wake and then Stefan, Anne, Viktor and Igor all following on their own mounts. Ingrid

  was bringing up the rear in a richly dressed wagon with Hedda and Greta, a fidgeting Agatha, and baby Yuri. Although Yuri was nearly a year old and growing big and fit on Hedda’s ready milk,

  Ingrid had struggled to regain her usual good health and Elizaveta was worried. Today, though, with a hot sun shining across the fertile plains south of Kiev, her mother was smiling brightly and

  waving to the crowd. Elizaveta swallowed and did the same.




  The procession wound its way slowly along the hammered dirt track and up through the rough gates onto the wooden streets of the first of Yaroslav’s new villages. Concerned at the lack of

  an agricultural population around the ever-growing city, the Grand Prince had been steadily ‘encouraging’ his poorer subjects to move into the lands between Kiev and the great run of

  protective Snake Ramparts. These triple earthworks, topped with viciously sharpened palisades, were designed to halt the vicious Pecheneg horsemen of the Steppe tribes who threatened Rus trade down

  the Dnieper and sometimes sought to advance on the city itself. Elizaveta had heard much about the Snake Ramparts and was eager to see for herself but first they must visit the new settlements.




  These ran mainly along the banks of the Ros, an east-to-west tributary of the Dnieper and a natural extension of the ramparts. They provided both a border post for guards and a rich farming

  community to grow grain and raise livestock for Kievan tables and Yaroslav was fiercely proud of them. They were populated with forest people from the north and, more recently, prisoners from a war

  with Poland that had broken out earlier in the year and had been won, thanks in great part to Prince Harald and his fearsome Varangians.




  Word had it that the prince’s personal troops had grown to over two hundred men as ambitious soldiers flocked to his leadership and, with the war over, Yaroslav had put Harald in personal

  charge of establishing the mass of civilian prisoners in his new villages. He was waiting, they’d been told, to welcome them to the area and Elizaveta was keen to see him and assure him his

  treasure was secure.




  Harald had scarcely been back to Kiev in his first year of service for Yaroslav, moving from the northern wars into the harsh round of winter tribute-collecting along the frozen rivers of

  Yaroslav’s kingdom, not even joining the druzhina for Christ’s mass. He had returned with the first thaw, though, and Elizaveta had hoped to see him ride the rapids but news of

  the Polish attacks had come days before the event and he had been gone almost immediately, his Varangians with him. It had been a poor race in their absence, though Vladimir had won and been so

  delighted that Elizaveta had almost forgotten her chagrin at being stuck on the bank.
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