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  One




  A marsh mist had drifted in overnight and settled on the Sherbourne, clinging to the frayed riverbanks and tingeing the early morning air with a

  dank, sulphurous mustiness. Above the banks, low ridges of drier earth lay listless in the weak light of the breaking dawn, like drunks still debilitated by the excesses of the previous night. As a

  weak shaft of sunlight broke through the mist, the dawn chorus, excitedly feasting on sluggish worms, fell suddenly silent, as if resolving this day would repay no further effort. Only the

  horse-flies and wasps continued to rise through the brightening daylight in venomous, buzzing joy from the rubbish on the unpaved streets that led across town and up to the market place. There, at

  the summit of a low hill, two old churches and a new stone-built Benedictine priory jostled each other for holy precedence. In their midst stood the brightly painted town cross, whose tall outline

  and clear-cut shadow symbolized the harmony of the market as money changed hands below. Men, women and children swatted their foreheads, cursed and braced themselves for a morning of irritation and

  effort. The more forbearing raised their eyes, gazed at the churches and signed the cross in hope of an answer to a forgotten prayer. Then they too steeled themselves for the labours that lay

  ahead. A day that seemed like any other in that sullen summer of 1045 was getting under way in the new town of Coventry.




  Less than half a mile to the south, the lane that ran from the town took a sharp turn and led directly into the yard of the manor of Cheylesmore. A stranger arriving here might have taken this

  to be another country, far from Coventry, for there was nothing languid about the scene now taking place in the manor. In the centre of the yard a small, wizened woman in a long hemp apron stood on

  a mounting block beside the stable and issued a stream of commands to whoever came her way. Boys were sent off with long poles to fish the shallow rivers that threaded through the bogs that lay

  south of the manor; slaves were ordered to sweep the dung from the yard and fill the potholes and cart ruts with fresh clay and gravel; men from the hall were told to appraise the supplies for the

  coming night’s feast and report any shortages; and the women who cooked and served food were informed of the menu and the order in which their day’s work would unfold.




  Her instructions delivered, the old woman, Gwen – not really old, but work-worn and snappy, and therefore nicknamed ‘the corgi’ – trudged off towards the far end of the

  yard and the large wattle-and-daub hut where the sick and injured of the manor were sent to recuperate. With everyone now at work, she felt once more the emptiness that prevailed during the absence

  of the rulers of the household. It recalled the desolation of other houses she had known – set alight, overgrown and finally abandoned. She shuddered, then squeezed her eyes shut and sent up

  a sudden, informal prayer: please, Mary, bring Godiva home in good time this evening; protect Earl Lovric from all enemies and may the wounded be few tonight; please, Mary, bring my darling

  Alfgar home with his father, and let Milly marry and go away soon. Amen. Oh, and keep an eye on Harry, far away with Earl Siward. And may the rain stop and the cows get well. God help us and give

  us a good feast tonight and keep famine away this year. Mother Mary, pray for us sinners down here on this Earth. Amen again.




  By evening, their work done, the servants reassembled in the yard of the manor house. Men and women who rarely had time to worry about their appearance now fidgeted with belts

  and hoods, straightened their wrinkly hose and twisted skirts and tidied away loose wisps of hair. At last, having satisfied Gwen’s unsparing scrutiny, they straightened up and settled down

  to stare intently at the lane that led out through the manor’s entrance towards the town, the abbey and the low, rolling woodlands of Mercia.




  A prolonged moment of silence occupied the crowded yard until, hesitantly at first, a murmur started amongst those nearest the entrance, and then a loud cheer went up. Someone had spotted the

  small pennant that fluttered on the tip of the spear that the earl’s outrider carried above his head. Moments later the outrider came trotting into the yard and the crowd erupted in cries of

  welcome, so rowdy that his brightly caparisoned horse reared up and bared his teeth as if about to enter battle. The outrider let his stallion continue rearing, performing ‘the dance of the

  drums’ on his hind legs and impressing on the people of the manor the glory and strangeness of the world of warfare. Soon the herald arrived, displaying a banner emblazoned with the black

  eagle of the Earls of Mercia, hanging from a trumpet which the herald raised to his lips and blew repeatedly, making a harsh sound like the screech of a battlefield crow protecting its carrion.

  Brown war-dogs surged into the yard, baying, frothing and yelping, straining at the leashes and tugging their handlers. Next came the battle stallions, clattering over the stones at the

  yard’s entrance, snorting and whinnying as they recognized the scents of home.




  Tension mounted as the servants awaited the entrance of the housecarls – Earl Lovric’s nucleus of fully armed men who stayed at his side when his other soldiers became farmers again

  and decamped to their own villages. They could hear them approaching, their voices thundering a marching song that boasted of their courage in combat and the glory of their lord. As the singing

  grew louder the hall-master, Odo, picked up the refrain and everyone else joined in. The housecarls tramped into the manor yard with their blood-stained spears and battered shields at their sides,

  grim-faced men who kept up a stony front while their eyes searched the crowd for the one particular face that meant home. Some in the crowd searched too, wondering who would come limping in last,

  or arrive on a stretcher, and who would not be coming home at all this time. But most eyes followed the swinging stride of the housecarls’ captain, who flourished a tall pike on which was

  fixed the old trophy skull of a Viking, contemptuously crowned with his own battered helmet. As they came to a full stop before the line of servants, the herald produced his drum and began the

  tattoo that announced the ritual of homecoming.




  ‘Out,’ shouted the captain, pointing at the Viking skull. The housecarls pointed their spears at the skull and shouted in unison, ‘Out! Out! Out!’




  The servants then took up the shout, and the war-dogs, thrilled at the sound of so many throats in full cry like a pack of hounds, howled along with them. Some of the smaller children took

  fright and were hurried away, while older boys thought longingly of dropping their spades and taking up arms, and girls wondered whether they would ever see anything more distant than the parish

  church.




  Once things had settled down again, Odo and his hall-men rushed to clear the yard of dogs and horses, and the assembly of servants and soldiers regrouped to greet the last arrival in the yard.

  As always, the Earl of Mercia waited until there was silence before making his entrance. He rode in alone at a walking pace on the biggest stallion of all, his mailed gloves still on his hands, his

  shield and sword at his side, his ceremonial cape with its feathery black eagle about his shoulders, and his helmet pulled down over his face. All could now see what he looked like when he was away

  from the manor and carrying out his duties as a commander. He rode once round the circle of servants with his helmet closed, and then once more with his visor up, and then brought his horse to a

  halt. Slowly he unbuckled his helmet, rubbed his chin and dismounted.




  He stared round at the yard of the manor, and felt his heart suddenly quicken. Godiva would appear at any moment now – radiant, serene, the lady of the manor in her best godweb

  mantle, offering mead from the old horn first to him and then to his second in command. This was the high point of the homecoming, all the more intense for its unvarying ceremony: something he

  could dream about when he was away because he could count on it being always the same, and she too always the same.




  Still, as he waited, he could not help but take stock of the details of his surroundings, as though he was still on campaign and alert to hidden dangers. The yard was neater than he remembered,

  and more prosperous. A weak part of the palisade had been patched with new, pale timber and the entrance to the courtyard was paved with smooth river stones that kept the mud down more effectively

  than the broken old bricks that had been there before. He remembered those bricks from the time he lamed a horse on them and he was glad they were gone. Then he noticed the windows and gritted his

  teeth. So, she had done it after all – put in glass despite his objections that windowpanes were too expensive and hard to repair. What else had she done that he wouldn’t like? He

  started to sweep the courtyard with his glittering blue eyes that could still, after five decades, count the number of horsemen in a column half a mile away. Then, tearing into his concentration,

  there came a shriek.




  ‘Papa!’




  ‘Milly!’




  He spun round as a daintily dressed girl gathered up her skirts and raced across the yard to throw herself into his arms. The earl embraced his stepdaughter, then pushed her to arm’s

  length and looked at her appraisingly.




  ‘Little Mill, you’re blooming! You were just a big child when I left and now, suddenly, you’re all grown-up.’




  ‘Thank you, papa.’




  ‘That means you must have your wedding feast with no delay. It’s long overdue. But I promise on my oath we’ll do it before summer ends.’




  ‘Ends?’




  ‘Yes. That’ll give your mother and Gwen enough time to prepare. It’s not so far off – so you can stop frowning, my girl. Come, Milly, won’t you forgive me for

  having made you wait? I came home as soon as I could.’




  ‘Papa, I’d forgive you anything,’ said Milly with a forced smile, vowing silently to have her feast sooner than September, no matter what her stepfather said now.




  ‘Well then, forgive me this. I’m going to have to talk with you later. A good long talk about your wedding and the lands we will give you. But first I need to talk alone with your

  mother. At once.’




  He scanned the crowd in the yard, looking for Godiva’s face.




  ‘Where is she?’ he said, his throat suddenly tightening. ‘She’s supposed to be here when the men come home.’




  ‘I can’t say, father,’ Milly said uncertainly. It worried her when her parents quarrelled, as they seemed to do more often since leaving Hereford and coming to Coventry.

  ‘There’s cattle sickness all about. Perhaps she had to go and look.’ But Lovric’s scowl only deepened and Milly clammed up.




  Just then fresh noises came from the entrance to the yard and everyone turned to look that way. Godiva’s outrider, blowing a horn, came trotting in, followed immediately by her liveried

  herald. Lovric swore into his beard at this ostentation and turned away from his waiting soldiers in embarrassment.




  But then Godiva appeared, riding high on a tall palomino mare, horse and rider a swirl of chestnut, cream and pale gold, and his anger faded like an enemy that had briefly raised his flag, but

  passed on to another destination. She saw him and gave her broad smile, the smile that raised her cheeks like the curtains on a new morning and brought light into eyes so soft and grey that he

  always wanted to pull her close, no matter how much she maddened him. Dressed in men’s riding leggings and a long, divided tunic, she stayed up on her horse and shouted instructions to the

  stable hands. With arms folded, Lovric stared at her, noting how flushed she was and guessing that she had sped home from some mission. Anxiously his men watched him assess his beautiful wife. The

  manor was their haven; no one wanted the earl to be angry at home. Stillness settled on the yard again as Godiva finished her tasks and rode up to Lovric. Smiling, she dismounted.




  ‘Welcome home, Lord Lovric,’ she said formally, bowing and pulling off her leather riding cap. Her bright-yellow hair tumbled out and swept the straw-covered ground before he had a

  chance to raise her face to receive his kiss.




  ‘Eva, my love,’ he murmured, so softly that only Godiva heard, and then he wrapped her in his arms.




  A sigh of relief escaped from the crowd. The horn was found and filled with mead. Godiva took it and raised it to Lovric’s lips. He passed it to his second in command, and then it was

  refilled and put into the hands of every hero who had shed the blood of an enemy during the months away from home, the months during which the flowers had blossomed in the manor’s gardens,

  the honey gathered and the nectar fermented. The sweet mead was time-distilled, a homage to home.




  In the bedchamber of the manor house Lovric shut the oaken door firmly behind him and turned to face Godiva. His anger, though much diminished, hadn’t entirely gone, and

  Godiva, after eighteen years of marriage, was quite prepared to deal with it.




  ‘I know you wanted me in the yard for your arrival,’ she said quickly. ‘I’m always there for you. But this time was different. It was a matter of law and order.

  That’s why I took the herald and the flag. People are nervous, what with the food supply dwindling and the cows sickening, and now there’s been an unexpected death. I had to show them I

  cared.’




  ‘Perhaps,’ Lovric answered, ignoring her explanation. ‘But it looked disrespectful, not being in the yard for the homecoming.’ He knew he was being unfair. An unexplained

  death had to be investigated at once, and that would take the best part of a day. He was finding fault only because his disappointment, though short-lived, had taken his breath away. ‘Well,

  what did you manage to find out?’




  ‘The dead man came from another lordship. Elfthryth and her daughter believe it was a suicide.’




  ‘How could they tell? You put too much trust in these so-called wise women.’




  Godiva ignored the jibe. ‘Elfthryth said that he made sure he would die when he jumped off the tree. Killers are not so careful. They wouldn’t care if they hanged a man twice or

  more.’




  ‘Anything else?’




  ‘Drovers stopped at the pool in Stivichall a few days ago. This man could have been with them, got into a fight perhaps or got too drunk and been left behind. Perhaps no one wanted him any

  more, and he decided to end it.’




  ‘Perhaps.’




  ‘I came back as quickly as I could.’




  ‘I’m sure you did.’ Suddenly, as it always did, the last of his anger vanished abruptly. He took her hand and kissed it. ‘I’m sorry, Eva. You did the right thing. I

  shouldn’t have been so annoyed.’




  ‘You’re tired.’




  ‘And so are you.’




  She nodded and sighed. Though she was no stranger to death, the sight of the hanged man’s body had shaken her. He was prematurely aged, thin and toothless, and the illusion of a smile on

  his twisted, blackened mouth suggested he was grateful for any release from his wretched life. She had stood over him as the wise women finished their work, and then told her chaplain to lead

  everyone in prayer for the forgiveness of his soul. The servants were told to take the corpse to Coventry for burial and tell the monks of St Mary’s to say a mass for him at her expense.

  After that she talked with the men of the tithing and decided they should go ahead with a search for possible killers, in case the death was not a suicide. Finally, on her way home, she made a

  detour to see a family of lepers whose health had recently deteriorated. The woman of the family had come to the gate that barred the world from their infected home and in her arms there was a new,

  malnourished baby. Godiva gave her a coin and promised she would send more soon. Then, halfway to Cheylesmore, while crossing a shallow ford, the outrider had spotted the carcass of a cow lying in

  a stream that fed a drinking pool. It was a very recent death, for the flies had only just started work on the hide. The owner had to be found and brought to dispose of the animal’s remains,

  and messengers sent to the hamlet whose drinking water was now polluted. It took a while to find the owner, for no one would admit to possessing a cow that had sickened to death and put other

  animals at risk. Hours later than she intended, Godiva had turned her horse’s head towards Coventry and ridden home at dangerous speed for her reunion with Lovric.




  She sat heavily on the edge of the bed. Lovric poured her a glass of red wine, sat beside her and held her hand in a silence that grew ever more companionable. He felt comfortable with her at

  last. He thanked God.




  ‘We’ve been apart so long, Eva,’ he said at last. ‘Let’s lie down and continue our talking later.’




  She closed her eyes and turned her face to take the kiss with which he always sought to repair whatever small injuries they had inflicted on each other since last they lay together. Then,

  softening, she put her arms around his neck, reclined and let him find his way slowly through the layers of her riding clothes.




  About an hour later she woke up to find him sitting near the window with an empty glass of wine in his hand.




  ‘Now, my love,’ he said, ‘there is something important I must discuss with you.’




  ‘Not now, Lovric – the feast is starting soon.’




  ‘I’m not attending. My men have seen enough of me. They won’t mind my absence as long as they get well fed.’




  ‘But my people will mind. They’ve worked so hard . . .’




  ‘Eva, I can’t feast and make plans with you at the same time.’




  She felt once more the weight of duty, a weight that seemed to have sat on her for as long as she could remember, crushing even minor pleasures. Inevitably, the manor and its routines took

  second place to the needs of the earldom and the kingdom. Lovric’s responsibilities kept them all enmeshed in chains of responsibility that ran upwards from the merest slave to the lonely

  pinnacle of the king himself. She knew that, she was resigned to it – and yet these days it irked her, as though her efforts in Coventry meant little in the scheme of things, and little to

  Lovric.




  She sent for Gwen to apologize for their absence from the feast and asked for more wine. Then she lit extra candles, locked the chamber door and settled down to listen. As Lovric started

  talking, with too much detail at first about troop movements and fords, supply lines and defended points, and then with growing urgency about deaths and rapes, betrayals and burning towns, she shut

  her eyes to concentrate. And gradually, behind her closed lids, a picture formed.




  It was Hereford once more. The mountains to the west rose black against the night, winds howled and rain slashed the faces of fugitives. Words were screamed out in English and Welsh, and then in

  French. Gruffydd ap Llywelyn was coming to take back the lands of his ancestors. Alfgar – Lovric’s beloved son Alfgar – sought out the Welsh prince. They could make terms, he

  said. The Welshman laughed at the thought and waved him away. No, said Alfgar – either they would come to terms, or the Normans would come in and vanquish them all. There would be castles

  everywhere, bristling with garrisons at the ready, just as there were already in the Vexin, the borderland of Normandy, which Ralph of Mantes had brought to heel. Now Ralph is starting to get a

  grip on the Welsh borders. Soon he will get reinforcements from Normandy and come after them all, Welsh and English, with equal venom. And then they could all forget forever what justice and

  freedom had been like.




  Gruffydd stopped laughing, embraced Alfgar like a brother and took him far up the winding valley of the Wye to a secret fortress that Alfgar had never heard of and whose name no one would tell.

  There they had talked for days and nights with no fear of King Edward’s spies, all of them talking in Welsh, for Alfgar knew the language from his childhood days with Gwen in Hereford. We are

  Britons, they agreed, enemies but Britons. Ralph of Mantes is a foreigner, and though he speaks French he is as bad as any Dane or Norwegian or any other Viking. Men like him are finding footholds

  all over England and, piecemeal and unopposed, with the backing of the despicable King Edward they will carve up these islands between them, just as other Northmen did before, with fire, axe and

  longboat.




  ‘But you see, Eva, Ralph of Mantes is the king’s sworn man.’




  Godiva opened her eyes to find Lovric pacing the room and clenching his fists.




  ‘And so Alfgar is being accused of treason.’




  She felt the breath leave her body as if from a blow. Alfgar was her stepson, and the eldest and most turbulent of the children – her favourite – the one who made her laugh most, the

  one who went riding with her whenever he could and who taught her to use a sword. Where Milly aroused her sense of obligation, and the memory of Harry stirred up tenderness, the thought of Alfgar

  filled her with joy.




  ‘There must be a mistake,’ she said at last.




  ‘No. Edward has decided to make an example of him. Plotting against Ralph is now held to be treason against the king. I’ve got this,’ Lovric said, holding up a scrolled letter.

  ‘I’ve been summoned to Winchester to defend Alfgar.’




  ‘But where is he now?’ she asked, her words muffled by the great fear that had taken her by the throat.




  ‘In hiding. But he is reckless and likes to pick fights. He might break cover and then anything could happen.’




  ‘Then you must go to Winchester at once, Lovric, before matters get worse for him.’




  ‘Yes,’ he said. Then his voice trailed off uncertainly.




  ‘What else is wrong?’




  ‘You must come too, Godiva. You must come with me.’




  ‘What? I can’t. I am desperately needed here, and I could do nothing to help in Winchester. Just go and come back as quickly as possible, Lovric.’




  ‘But I need you with me. You’re coming. I’ve decided.’




  Godiva stepped away from him and put her hands angrily on her hips.




  ‘Don’t talk to me like that, Lovric. You know I have responsibilities in Coventry. And you know that Edward does not like me. It would irritate him to see me at

  Winchester.’




  ‘No.’




  He turned away to pace the room, but she pursued him, insisting that he listen to her. ‘I have too much on my hands to be able to leave. Milly’s wedding is overdue. And there’s

  the priory. Prior Edwin is wilful and lazy. As for Coventry, I may have to feed the townspeople from my own barns. The wheat harvest is probably going to fail and the dull weather is holding back

  the fruit and vegetables, too. And now, making everything ten times worse, there’s cattle plague, cutting into people’s milk supply. God knows where it will all end. I’ve noticed

  some of the townspeople already looking pinched and pallid. If this goes on much longer they’ll fall ill . . .’




  ‘They will not, Godiva. Not so quickly. We won’t be away much more than a month. People can stand a little bit of hardship until then.’




  ‘Lovric, that’s callous.’




  ‘No, it’s realistic. They have greater reserves than they let on. Every year folk say they are going to die of famine before the end of summer, and they hardly ever do. You worry too

  much.’




  ‘But so do they. They need me here, if only to reassure them.’




  ‘But I need you more.’




  He had never entreated her so stubbornly before and she wondered what was worrying him. Perhaps it was his advancing age. He should be handing over the affairs of the earldom to Alfgar soon, if

  only Alfgar were ready for such responsibilities. But no, it couldn’t be that: Lovric was still fit and strong and looked every inch the Earl of Mercia.




  ‘My dear,’ she began softly, ‘You’re hiding something from me. If you want me to come to Winchester, tell me what it is.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘What you’re hiding.’




  ‘I’m not . . .’




  ‘For God’s sake, Lovric! Tell me what the matter is. Otherwise I won’t even think of coming with you.’




  His instinct when confronted by anyone – whether king, common soldier or his own wife – was to conceal, to bluff or lie, or even to bully. This instinct was all the stronger when he

  wanted to protect someone he loved. Forced into revelations, he grew clumsy.




  ‘You must tell me,’ she said softly, knowing how he was struggling with himself.




  ‘I wanted to wait. I didn’t want you wringing your hands and weeping all the way to Winchester.’




  In the silence that followed, Godiva gazed at her husband’s bowed head. His hair, though shot with grey and silver, was still thick and strong, and his neck retained the suppleness of a

  much younger man, so that his head drooped like the stem of a wilting flower whenever he was worried. How strange, she thought, that such a subtle stamp of uniqueness should pass from father to

  son, and that a whole family of soldiers should exhibit this hint of vulnerability. His father had this neck droop, so did Alfgar, and even Harry bowed his neck like this when he was only eight.

  Suddenly her heart lurched and she seized his hand.




  Lovric said nothing. He is remembering, Godiva thought, how I cried and wrung my hands when Harry went north to Siward. I lamented for days, as though my little boy was being led to his death

  and not to a loving upbringing with good foster-parents, an arrangement that was not just normal, but deeply honourable. Yet to me it was a tragedy.




  Now she tried to remain composed. ‘This is about Harry, isn’t it? You must tell me, my love.’




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered back. Then, seeing the horror on her face, he rushed on. ‘No. Don’t misunderstand. The boy is well . . .’




  ‘Then what is the matter?’




  ‘Harry is well, but I have bad news about him: the king has ordered Siward to bring Harry to Winchester.’ He paused, gripped the hilt of his sword and blurted out the rest of it.

  ‘Harry is to be held hostage for Alfgar’s good conduct.’




  ‘What?’ she whispered furiously, keeping her voice down in case there were servants nearby. ‘Our son a hostage? Hostages are what kings take from defeated enemies, not from

  allies. And hostages are those they kill or blind and castrate when they are displeased in any way. Nobody can guarantee peace on the Welsh border – not the king, not you, not anyone. What

  will Edward do if there is a Welsh raid? Blame Alfgar and hang Harry? Oh dear God, what will you do, Lovric?’




  He took a deep breath and seemed to calm down. ‘Edward won’t harm Harry just because of a border raid. This is a gesture, to show others – his Norman friends in Hereford

  – that he can bring the English earls and their sons to heel, and frighten their wives as well.’




  Godiva leaped up from her seat and slammed her hand on the wall beside him. ‘Damn this king!’ she hissed. ‘Damn this Norman whore’s bastard son!’




  ‘Hush! Take heart,’ he said, putting his arms around her. ‘Edward bluffs all the time. He won’t know what to do next and then he will tire of the situation. It’s

  happened before, even with his mother.’ He paused and wiped away her tears. ‘Remember when he imprisoned old Queen Emma?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘She cursed the whole nation of the English in French. Everyone thought we’d seen the last of her, but just a year later she was back at court, as arrogant as ever and scolding

  everyone. It will be the same with Harry – just a short spell as a hostage and then Siward and I will have the boy out of court and back with us, safe and sound. You’ll see.’




  ‘Better by far never to put him in harm’s way.’




  ‘Yes, but I have no choice in this matter.’




  ‘And, obviously, neither do I.’




  ‘Then you’ll come to Winchester with me?’




  ‘Yes. I’ll come.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘What else could I do? I want to see Harry before he is handed over to the king. I want to hold him and kiss him again. I want to show him I have not forgotten him after these nine long

  years apart.’




  She stopped to control herself and wipe away the tears that had gathered. When she resumed she sounded like the practical woman she was – the woman who, on her own, had planned and

  financed the building of a splendid abbey, who had supervised builders and interviewed traders before licensing them to settle in her town. She spoke in a voice that she recognized as her own, but

  it was not the one in which she had said goodbye to Harry. She had changed so much, and he must have changed even more. She was unsure what she feared most: his forthcoming imprisonment or her own

  encounter with a son who had grown up without her.




  ‘Lovric, we must ensure he gets well treated – not put in prison, or kept in chains. And I must find someone to take care of his food and bedding and clothing. Perhaps I could plead

  for him with Queen Edith – she has no children, but she is a woman and she might have more compassion than the king . . .’




  She talked on, running through all the things she might be able to do to help her youngest child. Lovric saw that her spirits were rising and did not interrupt. He himself was so full of

  foreboding about the king’s intentions that the less he said now, the better. Gradually she talked herself into a mood of confidence. She had faced many difficulties before, on her own and

  with Lovric. They would prevail again, she was sure. Lovric would make Alfgar’s peace with the king, and then there would be no reason for Harry to remain a hostage. As for Coventry, the

  weather might well improve, and as Lovric said, her fears were probably exaggerated. The abbey was an urgent matter, but Prior Edwin could be dealt with quickly, in one decisive conversation. Her

  problems were far smaller than they had seemed only an hour ago. She put her arms round Lovric and kissed him tenderly as though forgiving him for some misdeed, some guilt that had yet to be

  discovered. Awkwardly he briefly returned her kiss.




  Godiva usually awoke at the second crowing of the rooster that ruled the dung heap on the north side of the palisade. But this morning, just when she needed her full share of

  sleep for the busy day ahead, her eyes sprang open before the first sliver of pink cut through the clouded sky. Beside her Lovric was snoring and, though they were only soft snores, they were too

  loud for a woman used to sleeping on her own. She thought of taking a candle and going to the room downstairs where Gwen and Milly slept together on low pallets beside the hearth. She could slip in

  beside them and get another hour or two of rest. Then the reason for her abrupt awakening came to her. It was Edwin, her unsatisfactory prior. She had to talk to him before leaving Coventry, and to

  catch him in his quarters she had to confront him at dawn.




  Edwin, a man distinguished only by his passion for angling, had been elected prior of St Mary’s because he was Lovric’s second cousin, and Lovric had insisted that Godiva appoint a

  relative to head her new priory. Otherwise, he argued, the priory lands would drift out of their control. In their circle of kin only Edwin was available, and this became the chief argument for his

  suitability. As a result, Godiva found herself putting up with a brazen unscrupulousness she had never had to deal with before. When eyebrows were raised, for instance, at Edwin’s frequent

  absences from St Mary’s, he would point out that he merely followed in the footsteps of the great apostle, Peter the Fisherman, whose altar stood in the priory. The people of the town, used

  to the riddling of churchmen, nodded in agreement, smiled to his face and laughed with scorn behind his back. Godiva, meanwhile, busy with other matters and anxious to avoid having to replace him,

  left Edwin undisturbed.




  First light was dawning as the low side-door of St Mary’s resounded to the loud banging of the iron door-knocker. Behind the door the chanting of dawn prayers continued undisturbed.

  Minutes passed and Godiva’s attendant began to hit the door angrily until she whispered that the monks were not answering for their own reasons. In the silence that followed a light appeared,

  flickering in a small casement window above the door. Then shuffling footsteps could be heard, low voices conferring and finally the grating of a key turning in the lock.




  ‘My lady!’ a reedy voice gasped from the crack that now appeared beside the door.




  ‘Let me in, and go and get Prior Edwin.’




  More time went by and Godiva was growing enraged, when Edwin came hurrying around a corner in the company of a freckled blond boy, known to everyone in Coventry as Cherub. The prior was

  flustered and the boy looked unhappy.




  ‘My beloved daughter in Christ . . .’ Edwin began.




  ‘Take me somewhere private. I must talk to you,’ she said, looking past him.




  Edwin, noticing the asperity of her tone, signed the cross and led the way towards the refectory, near which there was a small room set aside for private meetings and emergencies.




  ‘Whatever is troubling your soul, beloved in Christ?’ he began again, as disarmingly as possible.




  ‘My soul is in good health, but not my priory. There are several matters that I committed to your attention weeks ago, and they remain unattended. I must leave today on an unexpected

  journey to Winchester with the earl. I do not need the additional worry of wondering when you, Edwin, will stop procrastinating and carry out my instructions.’




  ‘Ah, you must mean the matter of the arm of St Augustine. You see, beloved lady, this is a delicate business. I have tried . . .’




  ‘You have not! It is our most important relic – once in the treasury of Queen Emma herself – and you let it remain in obscurity in St Michael’s, and no mention of moving

  it to my priory. This is a disgrace!’




  ‘But I really did try. The secular clergy are not reform-minded, you see. They view the holy arm as their own personal property.’




  ‘Well, Father Godric will inform them this morning, before we leave, that this relic is to be moved at once to St Mary’s. And that you will perform this act with all due ceremony,

  prayers and reverence. And speed.’




  ‘Very well, very well. I shall pray for the Virgin’s assistance in ending this dispute amicably.’




  ‘There is no dispute,’ Godiva shouted. ‘And if I find a feud going on when I return home, I’ll know that you caused it. I’m warning you, Edwin, any more meddling

  and you will go back to that little prebendary you held outside Hereford.’




  Edwin hung his head and said nothing, but Godiva caught a brief flash of menace when he glanced at her for a moment.




  She got up, moved towards the door in a great volume of cloth and glared back at him. ‘When I come back from Winchester you will tell me what you have done. Do you understand?’




  The prior made no reply. The resentful look on his face had hardened. Suddenly, unwilling to leave him in such a bad mood, she softened. ‘I am not as displeased as perhaps I sound.

  Together we shall do better in future,’ she said, and kissed him lightly on the cheek.




  This was the Christian kiss of forgiveness, but it filled Edwin with disgust. With an effort he summoned his look of pained love for humanity, the look that he often used with women to conceal

  the revulsion he felt for the softness of their lips and the sweet manners that he knew to be a gift from Satan to his first daughter. Still, his hand trembled a little, for Godiva was not only a

  beautiful woman, but one with great power over him, and though he knew he owed her gratitude, he hated the humiliation he felt in her presence. How wonderful it would be to take her down a peg or

  two, but without bringing himself down as well. Then the realism that had served him so well over the years reasserted itself. Nothing but God or Satan could bring Godiva down: she was rich in her

  own right, healthy, beloved of her powerful husband and all those who surrounded her, a celebrated beauty and with no secret blemishes. He signed the cross and kissed her hand.




  Godiva closed the door behind her with relief and rebuked herself for not having dealt with Edwin sooner. She looked back at her luminous priory and acknowledged that, despite his absurdity,

  there was something about Edwin that had inclined her to avoid him. That would have to change if they were to develop St Mary’s as a centre of pilgrimage. When she got back from Winchester,

  she would make an effort to draw closer to him. It might be a good idea, for example, to start confessing to him sometimes, instead of relying so much on her uneducated chaplain, Father Godric.

  Edwin was undoubtedly sly and self-indulgent, but with encouragement and appreciation he would probably change. Most people, she had found, preferred to let their better qualities shine. She

  thought for a moment about all the masons and woodworkers she had supervised until recently, and how some had been arrogant, others crude and yet others confused at taking orders from a woman. Yet

  in the end they had all become cooperative. Optimistic and resolved, she crossed herself, thanked Mary for her priory and headed back to Cheylesmore manor to face the day and the journey that lay

  ahead. Had she looked back she might have felt differently. Prior Edwin was glaring after her, and squeezing Cherub’s neck until the pain brought tears to his eyes. But Godiva was facing the

  road ahead, thinking of all she had to do next, and did not turn round again.




  
 





  Two




  Godiva entered Cheylesmore to find the yard stirring. Inside the manor house she greeted Gwen and went up to her bedchamber, where she found Lovric

  standing, already dressed, and gazing through the glass window into the yard below.




  ‘Went to see Prior Edwin, did you? I saw you coming up the lane.’




  ‘Yes, I think I’ll have an obedient prior from now on.’




  ‘Good. I like your new windows. You were right about putting in glass after all. You can see everything that’s going on down in the yard. Gwen’s had the slaves out at dawn to

  sweep up after last night and get the yard ready for our departure. We’re lucky she’s still fit for work. But are you training someone to replace her?’




  Godiva went to the window. ‘There is one new man. That one over there, talking with Odo and Arne.’ She pointed at a young man in a green huntsman’s tunic, wearing a feather in

  his cap. ‘He came here as a gift from the king. His name is Bret – Beorhtric of Nottingham.’




  Lovric raised his eyebrows and examined the man.




  ‘Edward sent him to us early this spring to develop our stag hunting. You complained to him that there were too many boars in our forests and too few stags.’




  ‘I don’t remember saying that.’




  ‘Well, it’s true anyway. You were probably drunk when you said it. They say Edward is always cold sober and never forgets a thing.’




  ‘Never forgets his Psalms and such. Bring the man up and let me meet him.’




  Godiva opened the window and leaned out into the yard. The man in green appeared to start when she called his name, then he bowed respectfully.




  ‘That’s odd,’ Lovric said as he peered over her shoulder. ‘This fellow does not quite have the build of a huntsman. More like the shape and movement of a swordsman.

  He’s been in someone’s army.’




  He beckoned to the man and, in less than a minute, he was up the stairs and knocking on the door of the chamber. In one glance Lovric detected all the marks of the huntsman on him – the

  calluses on his fingers, the narrowing of the right eye, the slight stoop forward from the waist and a supple, feline walk. Then Lovric glanced down.




  ‘What’s wrong there?’ he said, pointing at Bret’s foot. ‘You look like some men I’ve seen who’ve been in the iron boot for a while. Been in trouble,

  have you?’




  Bret looked offended. ‘My foot would be far worse if it had been in the boot, sir. It would be crushed. It is only my ankle that is wrong. Look,’ he pulled off his loose suede

  boot.




  Godiva looked away, embarrassed that Lovric was putting her huntsman through an uncalled-for test of his innocence. Lovric ignored her and scrutinized the man’s lower leg carefully,

  concluding that Bret might yet have been tortured with the iron boot, but perhaps only briefly until he talked his way out of it.




  ‘Well? What happened to you, if not the boot?’




  ‘I was caught in a stirrup during a fall two years ago and got dragged by my ankle. I won’t use the damn things any more. That was the reason I left military service. John, the chief

  huntsman, will tell you, sir. I always ride foot-free now.’




  Lovric put aside his moment of doubt. He looked Bret over once more and thought what a fine specimen he was – tall and broad-shouldered, well spoken and handsome, with an open, tanned face

  and dark-green eyes that seemed to flicker in the light of the candles. The two talked for a few minutes more about the forests, the weather and the increase in the signs of poaching, and then they

  shook hands and Bret, bowing reticently to Godiva, made to leave. She smiled apologetically at him, and seeing the sympathy in her eyes he smiled back at her, so warmly that she felt she had not

  really noticed him before. As he walked away she stared after him for a moment, wondering why she had seen so little of him since his arrival at Cheylesmore. But then the demands of the day

  reclaimed her, and her attention moved on to the complications of last-minute packing for a journey that would see them ride through forests, sleep at humble thegns’ halls and dine in the

  presence of a king and queen.




  By noon the riding party was almost ready to leave. Gwen stood next to Godiva in the yard, taking last-minute instructions and trying not to show her annoyance at the

  unexpected disruption of her routines. Milly stood to one side, arms folded, not talking to her parents, but making her presence and her anger palpable. Odo, as steward of the hall, strode around,

  arguing with his assistant, Arne, both of them trying to count heads and make sure that no one assigned to hall duties had managed to slip into the riding party. Young girls from the dairy came

  rushing in, frantically seeking out their lovers and pressing small plaited straw crosses into their hands. Agatha, seventeen years old and the only rider amongst the women of the manor, sat up on

  her horse, pretty and flushed with excitement and longing to go. Then she spotted her mother, who seemed to be smiling and waving farewell. Agatha waved back, only to realize that Bertha was not

  waving, but shaking her hard little fist in warning.




  ‘Bugger off,’ Agatha murmured, too quietly for her mother to understand, but loud enough for Godiva to overhear.




  ‘None of that, or you stay home and help Bertha repair clothes all summer,’ Godiva scolded.




  Agatha bit her lip, as she had done since she was three whenever she felt ashamed. All of a sudden, Godiva saw her again as a child, Harry’s playmate in the manor gardens of Hereford. He

  had called her his sister and told everyone he would marry her when he grew up. Her eyes burned. But this was no time for tears: the departure had begun. Godiva took her place alongside Lovric and

  urged her horse on.




  A short while after leaving the manor the riding party reached a lane that wound east through the Forest of Arden towards a junction with an old Roman road. From here they

  would continue unimpeded and straight south to Oxford. A great hush fell on the riders as they entered the undisturbed world of Arden, where even quiet words seemed harsh and alien. All round them

  were oaks that had been young when Guinevere and Launcelot lingered beneath their branches. They towered now like tall kings, garlanded in glittering raindrops, and from beneath their canopy shy

  creatures offered their eyes and ears briefly to the light, and then took fright and dived into holes or plunged deeper into the beckoning green shadows behind them. Godiva was so silent that

  Lovric wondered if she was brooding about what lay ahead of them in Winchester. In fact, she had plunged into reverie about the sprites whose mischief had entertained her childhood years in

  Sherwood Forest and those of her children in the Forest of Haye. Puck would be lurking nearby, cloaked in leaves and hiding in a cluster of toadstools, or sliding down a dusty sunbeam through the

  trees to the earth below. And the Fairy Queen must be here too, swinging on the catkins and coating herself in golden dust, raising the petals of her gossamer skirts to tease the elves and the

  butterflies. In this paradise she and her children were forever young and safe and joyful.




  Lovric grew silent beside her, enjoying a reprieve from his constant military vigilance. The whole riding party gradually fell into a similar consoling trance, and it was not until late

  afternoon when they were deep in the forest that sounds of human activity brought them all down to earth. Shouting and the sound of axe blows against timber, and then the dismal creak and sigh of a

  crashing tree, announced the presence of woodsmen ahead of them. There would be charcoal-burners nearby, and Lovric halted the riding party, told them to water the horses and announced that he

  would go ahead alone to procure some charcoal water for his burning stomach. Godiva, saying she wanted some charcoal and flaxseed poultice for the medicine chest, followed him.




  The forest, though it was legally within Lovric’s domain, was in fact beyond anyone’s control. The king talked about imposing his authority over all the greenwood, but the forests of

  England were too big and his servants too few, and they remained as they had always been – a world apart from the human web of fields, pastures and gardens. Nevertheless, Lovric felt safe,

  for his riding party was surrounded by a penumbra of scouts, and no one had reported trouble from the route ahead. It was, then, with a shock that he brought his horse to a sharp halt as soon as he

  entered the glade in which the charcoal-burners had made camp. He tried to get Godiva to go back, but it was too late. She drew alongside him and took in the scene before them.




  The camp was a big, commercial one, with several smouldering fires on the go at the same time, slowly hardening wood into the charred substance that would heat the furnaces where metal ores were

  smelted to make, above all else, weapons. There was money to be made from charcoal, and foreigners had moved in recently with licences to operate and with the cheapest labour they could get their

  hands on. This inevitably consisted of men and women who had been enslaved as punishment for serious crimes, and of these the very cheapest, and the least likely to run away successfully, were

  those whose punishment included mutilation. It was these who now faced Lovric and Godiva: a filthy, ragged woman with holes like two accusing eyes where her nose had been, and three men who seemed

  intact until they shouted at the intruders to go away, waving their arms and making indecipherable noises with their tongueless mouths. In the background were other coal-blackened workers, and

  walking between them were several overseers with whips. Lovric took the reins of Godiva’s horse and jerked its head away. They retreated from the glade and returned to the riding party

  without a word.




  Lovric knew that the scene in the camp had reminded her of the perils facing Alfgar and Harry. It was true that as men of high birth they would not be subject to flogging or mutilation, but

  there were other cruelties that could be inflicted upon them in captivity. She would know that. To distract her attention he began to run through the pleasures that lay ahead as they crossed lands

  that belonged to his thegns, Wulfwin and Waga. They were men she knew well and liked – men whose halls would be open to them, whose wives would offer mead and ale, whose daughters would sing,

  and whose scopman would tell an exciting or funny tale. Then there would be bed, and because he was the overlord, Lovric would have a quiet place of his own to lie with Godiva. So different

  was this, he told her, from his long tours of duty in the troublespots of the land, where no welcome awaited and no wife was there at night, and where the only shelter was a leather tent, hauled

  with great effort up hill and down dale in the pursuit of elusive, evanescent peace.




  She smiled at his efforts to cheer her, a deliberately composed smile, intended to show him that she had calmed down and put the brutal scene in the forest behind her. But Lovric was not

  deceived, nor did he know what else to say to her. He turned towards her again and looked at her riding clothes – the close-fitting leather tunic and the tight cap that was unflattering, but

  which, because she had worn them both for years, he found enchanting.




  ‘My lady,’ he began, and then found he couldn’t say what was on his mind. She knew he loved her, but he told her that so often, in the same plain old words, it seemed pointless

  to keep saying it. Then, to her surprise, he cleared his throat and started to sing. Lovric had a strong, tuneful baritone that Godiva had not heard for months. She joined in the song too, and then

  the trumpeter, at the head of the column, picked up his penny whistle with his free hand and accompanied them. Behind them someone pulled out a small flat drum, and down the line of horsemen

  several found their knick-knack bones or spoons, and soon everyone was making music. The horses pricked up their ears and though their pace remained unchanged, it grew livelier as manes were tossed

  and tails swished. Then, suddenly, from far down the line, rising like a blackbird’s song, came the tenor voice of an unknown soldier. Lovric held up his hand and passed the message back:

  bring that man up here to sing with me.




  It was the new huntsman, Beorhtric of Nottingham. Only now did Godiva realize that he had been tacked on to the end of the line. He came trotting forward and pulled up alongside the head of the

  column, where he bowed his head in greeting to Lovric.




  ‘Do you know the ballad of the Mill at Stoneleigh?’ asked Lovric. Bret nodded. ‘Then let us sing it together. I shall be the man and you shall be the girl, since you can do the

  high notes.’




  Godiva glanced across at Bret curiously and he nodded back diffidently. She thought how dull he was, despite his good looks and his ability to sing, and how he probably had no conversation other

  than forests and hunting. But then, as his husky voice soared effortlessly up the scale, from a distance no further than the cream-throated song thrush that sat on the small apple tree beside her

  open window at night, a violent thrill passed through her heart, making her blush deeply and turn away. Lovric saw none of this, but Bret did, and afterwards, when Lovric sent him back to his place

  at the rear of the column, he vowed he would stay there and call no more attention to himself on this journey, for the likes and dislikes of powerful people are fickle, and he was not a man who

  could afford a fall from grace.




  Two days later the little group from Mercia prayed silently for protection from all foreigners as the church towers of busy, clerical, long-robed Oxford came into view. They

  were now leaving their homeland and crossing into King Alfred’s old kingdom of Wessex, where the frontier line had been drawn against the Danish invaders, drawn and held by means of

  burghs like this walled town. Today this was still Wessex territory, and that night they would lodge with one of Earl Godwin’s thegns, a man named Wiglaf, undistinguished, but rich and

  loyal to the overlord of Wessex.




  As her horse ambled carefully through the congested streets, Godiva thought how big Oxford seemed and how full of monks and priests, and of nuns and laundresses, kitchen maids and the other

  women of vague occupation who always seemed present in abundance wherever there were many monks gathered together. But there were few children, she noticed. To her mind this gave Oxford an air of

  purpose and order such as one never found in ordinary towns like Coventry, where small voices and hands wrought constant havoc. Everywhere she looked she saw churches, many small and old and built

  in a familiar squat Anglo-Saxon style, but some much grander and hinting of links with Normandy and beyond. They crossed over an arched stone bridge that amazed Godiva with its solidity and

  graceful lines – for Coventry was still getting by with pontoons and flat bridges – and then, entering another quarter of the city, encountered yet more and even greater churches. There

  would be relics here in abundance, she thought, and wondered whether she could visit a shrine. Immediately, though, thoughts of Alfgar and Harry put paid to that idea: speed was the essence of this

  journey.




  It didn’t take long to reach Wiglaf’s home, an old-fashioned manor house with a detached feasting hall standing to the rear. As soon as they dismounted, Wiglaf’s house-steward

  appeared to show them through the yard to the manor-house door, where a moment later the lord of the manor appeared, arrayed despite the early hour in rich, heavy clothes designed to impress his

  guests. Lovric, a soldier to his marrow, glanced disapprovingly at Wiglaf’s silver embroidery, but then pulled himself together and played the diplomat. Wiglaf bowed to Godiva, uttered a

  rudimentary greeting and then with no explanation took Lovric by the arm and led him away. Godiva stared after them for a moment, thinking how Wiglaf’s shiny threads showed up his oafish

  manners. Then she shrugged and turned to enter his home.




  As she stepped into the manor house the scents of seasoned oak, beer and fresh bread greeted her, and in the background, teasing the appetite, the smell of slowly roasting meat. Despite the

  master, the house was delightful – dark and polished, well swept and padded out with thick cushions and colourful hangings, a sanctuary of comfort for aching bones in the cold of winter and

  cool shade on dusty, fly-ridden summer days. And as for luxury, this house had carpets – small, it was true, but carpets nonetheless. Godiva, who had rarely seen anything but straw and hides

  on floors, stepped tentatively on to the first, a dark-red oblong whose intricate pattern glowed with a sheen that one never saw on wool, no matter what was done to it. She leaped back, realising

  that she was stepping on foreign silk, and just then she heard a delicate step behind her. Godiva readied herself for a cold welcome from a jealous hostess, and turned around. But Wiglaf’s

  wife was also beautiful, and much younger than Godiva. What money buys, she thought, remembering the bandy legs and shapeless face of the lord of the manor.




  Adelheid, who wanted to be called Adel, exuded kindness and consideration. She took Godiva’s hand and did not let it go until they had toured every room. Agatha was told how to look after

  her mistress in this unfamiliar house, and Father Godric was sent to a priest’s room so that he could pray for everyone and stay out of the way. Adel sent the servants off to the kitchen and

  brought Godiva to a small dining room used only by the family when they wanted to be alone together. They talked, as women always did on occasions such as this, about their children and their

  ancestors, about the price of wool, meat and horses, and about their latest purchases of lands and livestock. Only after they had learned a lot about each other and started to feel a warmth that

  reached beyond courtesy, did Adel raise the matter of husbands.




  ‘I have been lucky,’ she confided. ‘I married as my father ordered me, and I didn’t love Wiglaf until after our first child was born. But when I saw the child in his

  arms, and how he swore so fiercely to protect him and me from all danger – then I fell in love with him.’




  Godiva was no longer used to the way young women confided in each other about men, but felt she had to respond. ‘I was lucky too,’ she said. ‘I fell in love with Lovric at

  first sight, and he turned out to be as good as he looks.’




  ‘And is he strong?’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘I mean,’ Adel said hesitantly, ‘in times of trouble, does he grow angry with you? Or deceive you?’




  ‘No,’ Godiva replied firmly, unwilling to go into details with Adel about Lovric’s occasional bouts of bad temper.




  ‘That is what I worry about,’ Adel continued, lowering her voice in case a servant might hear. ‘I fear my husband will grow cold again if bad times come back to England. I

  could go without food, or firewood, or servants, but I could not go back again to being without love.’




  Godiva took Adel’s hand, the way she would have liked to do with her daughter, if only Milly did not always repel her gestures of concern. ‘There won’t be bad times. You

  shouldn’t worry. Too many powerful lords want peace.’




  ‘I know. But I also know that Wiglaf is worried, and he won’t tell me why. The hall is full of strange men who have come down from the north – but I only know that because my

  maid heard Danish and northern accents. All of a sudden Wiglaf won’t talk to me, and if I ask him anything he gets angry.’




  There was a pause in the conversation as neither knew what to say next. Godiva’s words of reassurance now seemed hollow, and Adel thought she had given too much away. Now she changed the

  subject.




  ‘There will be a great feast tonight in the hall. You must come! You will, won’t you, dear Godiva?’




  Dismayed, Godiva explained that all her good feasting clothes had been sent on ahead to Winchester.




  ‘But you can borrow anything you want from me,’ Adel persisted. ‘A godweb cowl, for instance, to brighten up a plain dress. And your maid can put extra braids around

  your ears where they will show under your headdress. Oh, you will look beautiful tonight, and rich and glorious!’




  ‘We shall see,’ Godiva said, suddenly irritated by Adel’s nervous, vapid conversation. ‘I may need to rest tonight, Adel. The journey was long and there is much more

  ahead. I’m not quite the rider I was. I’ll send Agatha to let you know later.’




  Adel nodded, smiled and then, as Godiva left, she seemed to dab one eye to blot un unspilled tear.




  In the event, there was no question of Godiva keeping up appearances that night. As she sat with Agatha in the guest chamber before a large mirror, Lovric came in, breathless

  and bringing news. The sight of him, appearing like a ghost in the mirror, alarmed Agatha, who left without being told.




  Godiva rose to greet him. ‘Lovric, whatever . . . ?’




  ‘Sit. Eva, I have news. Earl Siward is here in Oxford.’




  ‘Something is wrong, isn’t it?’




  ‘Something is changing. We are not going directly to Winchester as I planned. Earl Godwin has asked for a secret meeting with me. We are to go south from here into the heart of Wessex, to

  meet Godwin in secret.’




  ‘But, Lovric, we can’t afford this delay. The boys . . .’




  ‘This must take precedence. This meeting will affect my standing in England. It will either strengthen or weaken my hand in dealing with Edward.’




  ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Siward came all the way from Northumbria to Oxford to arrange this meeting. No one else knows about it. Father Godric and Agatha will come with us, of course, but they must not be told

  where we are going. If Edward knew he would suspect that Siward, Godwin and I are conspiring to overthrow him.’




  For a moment Godiva said nothing as she tried to digest this latest twist in the kingdom’s fortunes. Upheavals were taking place in the king’s circle, so much was clear. Lovric was

  losing favour, judging by the recent threats to his sons. Yet his old rival, Godwin, also seemed to be breaking ranks and falling out with the king, just when his position was growing ever

  stronger. It made no sense to her, but Lovric was not going to enlighten her. For safety’s sake, he would tell her only what he absolutely had to.




  ‘Where do we meet Godwin?’




  ‘Near Uffington, in the Berkshire Downs, where King Alfred’s old castle stands.’




  ‘In the Vale of the White Horse?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Then,’ she said decidedly, ‘we had better pay our respects to the Goddess while we’re there. I will invoke her help for the boys. After all, she gave me

  Harry.’




  Lovric, who had little patience with overcredulity, surprised Godiva by making no objection. ‘We need better luck,’ he said, ‘than we’ve been getting from the prayers of

  those monks of yours at St Mary’s.’




  Godiva ignored the barb and continued. ‘You should walk along the White Horse’s back with me too. That makes the magic stronger.’




  Lovric nodded, though with a shadow of embarrassment beginning to darken his face. Religion of any sort, he thought, was best left to women and perfumed men in skirts.




  ‘Now,’ he said, slapping his knees to announce a complete change of mood. ‘I have something else to tell you, something that will cheer you up.’




  ‘Is it news of the boys?’




  ‘Not quite what you want to hear, but enough to make you very happy.’




  ‘Is it Harry? Oh, my God, did Siward bring Harry here with him?’
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