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  For my husband Stuart


  who’s always believed in me.




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  [image: ]




  





  CONTENTS




  [image: ]




  PROLOGUE




  

    PART ONE


  




  CHAPTER ONE




  CHAPTER TWO




  CHAPTER THREE




  CHAPTER FOUR




  CHAPTER FIVE




  CHAPTER SIX




  CHAPTER SEVEN




  CHAPTER EIGHT




  CHAPTER NINE




  CHAPTER TEN




  

    PART TWO


  




  CHAPTER ELEVEN




  CHAPTER TWELVE




  CHAPTER THIRTEEN




  CHAPTER FOURTEEN




  CHAPTER FIFTEEN




  CHAPTER SIXTEEN




  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




  CHAPTER NINETEEN




  CHAPTER TWENTY




  

    PART THREE


  




  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




  CHAPTER THIRTY




  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




  

    EPILOGUE


  




  

    HISTORICAL NOTES


  




  CHANGED NAMES




  ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS




  BIBLIOGRAPHY




  Q & A WITH JOANNA COURTNEY


  THE CHRISTMAS COURT


  THE CONSTANT QUEEN


  





  PROLOGUE




  [image: ]




  Sometimes when she closes her eyes and pictures that night, Edyth cannot tell where memories end and dreams begin. She wonders if she was enchanted. She was only eight

  after all, her mind still shifting in and out of made-up worlds, but something about that night, played out in firelight beneath a million stars, still feels so solid, so very real as if, rather

  than being befuddled by it, her mind became truly clear for the first time.




  He looked like a king that day, Harold. Even in a simple bridegroom’s tunic of darkest green he looked like royalty as he stepped up to take the Lady Svana’s hand. There was no

  gold in sight, just flowers; no parade of bishops, just a smiling monk in a sack-robe and bare feet. There was no betrothal contract, no formal prayers, no exchange of lands or elaborate gifts,

  just the linking of hands joining two people for a year and a day.




  ‘No longer?’ Edyth had asked. Marriage was forever, everyone knew that – grumbled about it, jested about it, accepted it.




  ‘Only if we wish it,’ Lady Svana had told her. ‘Ours is a marriage of hearts, not of laws. If we cease to love, it ends.’ Edyth must have looked shocked because Svana

  had laughed and said, ‘Fear not, this union will last to the grave – love prefers to be free.’




  Those are the words Edyth still hears, like a fiddler’s tune played over that whole night: ‘love prefers to be free’, and they colour her memories a thousand glorious

  shades. There had been feasting, on long tables stretched out across the meadow. Then, as the sun dropped, myriad lanterns had been lit in the trees and there had been dancing. Guests had whirled,

  maypole-mad, around a giant fire that turned them into tumbling shadows and sent sparks of joy into the night sky until, finally, they’d kindled the dawn and it had all been over.




  The next day Edyth had wandered, dazed. Her father had been scornful, covering up a sore head and any memory of the self he had briefly become – a self that had danced with his wife

  beneath the stars, his daughter on his broad shoulders and his sons gleefully circling. Perhaps he had been enchanted too? If so, the magic had fled with the light of day.




  ‘Ridiculous paganism,’ he’d muttered. ‘What would the Pope say?’




  Edyth hadn’t cared. She’d never meet the Pope, far, far away in some mystical city across the seas, but Earl Harold was here and despite being high up in the king’s council

  where all was tangled rules and debates, he’d been content to stand on a hillside, head bared, and marry for love.




  ‘Fool,’ her mother had said. ‘What connections does she have? What influence does she yield? What use is she to him?’




  Edyth had said nothing but it had seemed to her then that Harold glowed when he was with his handfast wife and that it was that glow, more than any gold or land or title, that drew people to

  him. ‘Love prefers to be free,’ Svana had said and Edyth had carried that with her ever since. It had been her ideal, lit up by firelight and scented with meadow grass, and now, on the

  brink of womanhood, she craved such a passion for herself.
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  Westminster, March 1055




  Dusk was sneaking up the swirling eddies of the Thames, calling the men and women of King Edward’s England to their beds. Inside

  Westminster’s great hall, however, no one was listening, least of all Edyth Alfgarsdottir. In a clatter of platters and trestles the formal part of the mid-Lent gathering was being dismantled

  and for the first time she was to remain until the feast danced itself into bed. Anticipation spiked in her stomach and she pressed herself against a pillar, her fingers nervously tracing the

  intricate carvings in the wood as she took in every glorious detail of the unravelling court.




  The royal hall was old and nearly as ramshackle as the abbey church beyond but tonight the fading rays of the spring sun were pouring into the vast space, making it shine. The light tumbled

  through the open doors at either end of the room, pooling around the small window openings and sneaking between the thatch above. It caught in the gold trim of the highly painted shields along the

  walls and danced in the copious jewellery adorning England’s wealthiest men and women so that the whole space seemed to Edyth to shimmer with hazy promise.




  All around, conversation was rising and twisting as fast as the smoke from the central hearth. The formal bows and handshakes of earlier were loosening into clutched arms and shared laughter.

  Ladies tugged demurely on fat, corn-blonde plaits or plucked at headdresses, pulling them back discreetly to let a pretty wisp of hair show. Gentlemen tucked eating knives into patterned leather

  belts, swept back their hair and ran calloused warrior’s hands over their moustaches. Edyth searched for a group to join but they were shifting and changing like mice in a barn and she dared

  not step in.




  She glanced awkwardly back along the edge of the hall where the elderly and the infirm, whose limbs were too swollen, twisted or sword-savaged to bear them for long, huddled on stiff wooden

  benches and looked hopefully out of the open doors towards the low sun. It hung reluctantly over the rolling Thames just beyond the hall, but very soon it would drop into the dark water. Then the

  invalids and children would be able to retire to their beds. Here in the hall, though, the rush lights around the tapestry-hung walls would be lit to keep the evening alive and she, Edyth, would be

  a part of it all.




  Drawing in a breath rich with meat-smoke and spiced apple mead, she forced herself to step out towards the central hearth. The remains of the stag, lowered over the fire to crisp, were spitting

  fat and a careful space had cleared around it. Through the swirl of mingled smoke and light Edyth spotted her friends waving her eagerly over. Instinctively she moved towards them but then ducked

  away, wiping a ghost speck of ash from her eye. She wasn’t in the mood for prattle tonight. She’d longed for so many years to be part of the late-night life of the court but now she was

  here she felt edgy and unsettled, slightly apart from the easy gossip. Maybe she’d caught her father’s mood – with the great council on the morrow he’d been as nervy as an

  unhooded hawk all day – or maybe this restlessness was all her own.




  ‘Would you like to dance?’




  Edyth jumped and stared at the man bowing low before her, the jewel-studded hem of his fine blue tunic sparking in the jumbled light. He straightened, holding out his hand imperiously, and the

  flash from his amber eyes sent the shining royal hall into tumbling shadows.




  ‘With you?’ Edyth stuttered.




  He took a mock look around the carousing crowd before returning his gaze to her.




  ‘I’m not in the habit of asking beautiful women to dance with other men.’




  Edyth flushed and glanced guiltily around. Lord Tostig of Hereford was part of the Godwinson family, all-powerful in the south of England, and, as such, hated with a fierce and determined

  passion by her father, Earl Alfgar. Being seen consorting with any of them would be tantamount to treason in his eyes. She faltered.




  ‘Do you not wish to dance?’ Torr pulled his hand back a little and instinctively Edyth reached up to take it. ‘You do? Excellent. I am not a bad dancer, you know – you

  can trust me not to tread on your feet.’




  ‘It is not my feet I am concerned for,’ she shot back and he laughed.




  ‘Do not believe all you hear around the court, Lady Edyth.’




  Edyth blushed and looked to the rush-strewn floor. Lord Tostig was known to all as Torr, or Tower, for reasons that seemed to cause much giggling in the ladies’ bower, and was reputed to

  hunt down the prettiest ladies of the court as efficiently as he hunted wild boar. Was he hunting her now?




  ‘If I believed even half,’ she managed, ‘I would have cause to be cautious, would I not?’




  He laughed again.




  ‘That might be true, but caution, Lady Edyth, is much overrated. Now, shall we?’




  His richly ringed fingers clasped tightly around hers as he led her through the tangle of guests around the fire and down to the rear of the hall. The gleemen were tuning up on a raised dais,

  servants were clearing back the scented rushes from the floor, and all around young men were luring partners forward.




  Edyth felt, as much as heard, the buzz of flirtatious chatter and glanced around to see her friends nudging and pointing. She swallowed and drew herself up as tall as she could, willing the

  other dancers not to question her right to join them. Her gown, a deep russet, cut expensively tight to reveal her growing curves and with indulgently wide sleeves to show off her slim arms, was as

  grand as any, but still she felt uncertain of her place amongst so many ladies of the court. Lord Torr, however, seemed to see nothing strange in his choice of partner and whisked her confidently

  into the central line.




  ‘Trust me,’ he whispered, his lips brushing her ear.




  Edyth swallowed. Trust was not something the young lord inspired, though she wasn’t sure exactly why. She was finding the mysteries of adult relations irritatingly hard to fathom.

  She’d tried asking her elder brother Brodie about it when he’d been sneaking mead from their father’s barrel. He’d flushed scarlet and told her she’d find out on her

  wedding night. But she was only fourteen; her wedding might be three or four years in the making and she wanted to know now.




  She hadn’t dared ask her mother, the purse-lipped Lady Meghan, for she would just say – as she so often said – that Edyth wasn’t seemly and the other girls were just full

  of made-up stories and half-truths. Lord Torr, she knew instinctively, would answer all her questions if she so wished but suddenly such knowledge felt dangerous. She tried, again, to pull back but

  the gleemen had struck up and the dance was being led out. The sixteen couples looked to the lead pair – Torr’s lively younger brother Lord Garth and their sister, Queen Aldyth –

  for the pattern of the dance and for a little while Edyth was forced to concentrate. Lord Torr, however, proved to be the strong dancer he had claimed and had soon mastered the steps.




  ‘So, Lady Edyth,’ he said, leading her confidently across the set, ‘are you ready for what the morrow may bring?’




  Edyth jumped. At the royal council on the morrow a new Earl of Northumbria would be chosen and her father, currently earl of lowly East Anglia, was determined that the appointment would be his.

  The anticipation was making him in turns excitable and irascible and, reminded of her treacherous choice of partner, Edyth looked nervously around for him. The crush of the crowd was protecting

  her, but for how long? Torr pulled her close.




  ‘Who but God can ever know what the morrow will bring, my lord?’ she responded, struggling to breathe.




  He chuckled.




  ‘Very good, Lady Edyth. Earl Alfgar has made quite a politician of you.’




  ‘My father is a gracious man.’




  ‘But is he a wise one?’




  ‘My lord?!’




  Again the chuckle.




  ‘You need not answer that. I would not like my own boys to comment on myself or my wife.’ He smiled easily, seeming to find nothing strange in talking about the slim and stately

  Judith of Flanders whilst his fingers whispered caresses across her own. ‘And we must all seek advancement. I, for one, lag forever behind my smooth-tongued older brother.’




  ‘Earl Harold?’




  Edyth frowned. Ever since his faerie wedding she’d had a quiet liking for the easy, affable Earl Harold of Wessex. She’d noticed him at court Crownwearings and seen how men were

  drawn to him, how they looked up to him. Women, too, flocked to his side but, though he was always polite, she had never once seen him charming them, as Torr was surely charming her now. Earl

  Harold’s favours, even after all these years of marriage, were kept for his slim, ethereal handfast wife and Edyth loved to see them together when the Lady Svana joined him at court.




  The soft-faced lady often smiled at her, even waved, but with her father grumbling about the Godwinsons Edyth had never quite dared approach, preferring to watch from afar. Even Earl Alfgar,

  though, had been heard to grudgingly call Harold ‘the best of the Godwin bunch’, so surely Torr was reading his brother wrong? Yet his eyes had clouded and his steps had slowed and,

  given how she had suffered at the hands of her own patronising elder brother, she felt suddenly sorry for him.




  ‘Maybe you will be granted East Anglia tomorrow?’ she suggested as they paused at the top of the dance and to her delight his eyes sparked alight.




  ‘You think so?’ She nodded keenly and he smiled, a slow, fox’s smile. ‘But is that not your father’s earldom, my lady? Is he, then, planning on going

  elsewhere?’




  Edyth’s gut twisted; he’d trapped her.




  ‘No! I mean, who knows. Maybe, in the fullness of time, God willing . . .’




  Confused, she glanced around the packed hall. Some politician she was! She suddenly caught sight of her father, his wide back thankfully turned as he talked earnestly with a handful of other men

  at the fire. Her skin flared as if it was she who were so close to the flames and she willed him not to look until she’d moved down the dance. Thankfully Torr spun her away.




  ‘Worry not, Edyth, this conversation is for our ears alone. Such a shame, is it not, that Earl Ward’s son, Osbeorn, was lost in battle and could not inherit his earldom?’




  ‘Indeed,’ she agreed, grateful for the change of subject. It was the death of the legendary northern warrior, Earl Ward of Northumbria, that had brought the council together to

  choose his successor. ‘To die at the hand of the Scots is a terrible thing.’




  ‘A dreadful necessity, I fear.’




  ‘Necessity, my lord?’




  ‘King Edward is very keen that young Prince Malcolm should reclaim his throne from the traitor Macbeth and as Earl Ward fostered him in his exile, he and Osbeorn were eager to fight. It is

  good that Lord Malcolm has been nurtured by Englishmen, do you not think? An ally over the border will be of great value to the crown, you know, and to the new Earl of Northumbria, whoever he may

  be.’ He pushed her away again but his fingers never left hers and barely had she stepped from the line than he was pulling her back in. ‘I am very well acquainted with Lord Malcolm. I

  was also fostered by Earl Ward for my training, so spent several years with him. A smart young man, keen to negotiate – with the right people.’




  His words seemed to Edyth like snakes, whipping dangerously around her feet, too slippery to grasp, and now she regretted eschewing her friends. The dance was turning faster and faster and as

  Torr spun her expertly, the rush lights on the walls flickered at the edges of her vision, multiplying dizzily as they caught in the highly polished bosses of the shields hung all around.




  ‘I could introduce you if you like,’ Torr purred. ‘He’s quite a handsome man, Lord Malcolm, athletic too, and he’ll be in need of a wife.’




  ‘I think I can trust my father to find me a suitable husband, thank you.’




  ‘Of course, of course, but you are an important asset to England, Lady Edyth. Does your father know Malcolm as I do? He’s well on his way to reclaiming his throne you know,

  well on his way. You could be Queen of Scotland, Edyth. You’d like that, I’ll wager. You’d be grateful, wouldn’t you?’




  His hand dropped, slinking down from her waist to pick out the curve of her buttocks. Edyth felt a thrill rush straight between her legs and hated herself for it.




  ‘I would rather be Queen of England,’ she retorted stiffly, pulling away.




  ‘Would you now? I think you are a little late for that.’




  ‘I did not mean . . .’




  ‘My wife’s niece has beaten you to it.’




  Edyth stopped, shocked.




  ‘The Lady Matilda? But she is wed to Duke William of Normandy, is she not?’




  ‘Indeed she is. Duke William, who has been promised the throne of England.’




  ‘Nonsense.’




  Surprise had made her blunt and she bit at her tongue but Torr just laughed, then leaned further forward so his mouth was close to her ear.




  ‘It’s true, Edyth. He came to England and it was promised to him. He was here. Four years ago, in 1051, he was here for Christ’s mass. Do you not remember?’




  Edyth shifted uneasily as the other dancers wound around her. She’d been young then, just ten, but she did remember. It had been a strange Yuletide, stiff and formal, the

  sharp-nosed Normans stiffing the usual exuberance of the Saxon celebrations, but there’d been no promise surely? No ceremony?




  ‘You do remember,’ Torr pushed, seeing her face. ‘I don’t though. I wasn’t here. None of my family were. We were in exile.’ He shook his head. ‘Forced

  into exile by bitter men.’ He ran a finger down her cheek, flaming her skin. ‘It’s desperate in exile, Edyth, far away from all you know and love. No wonder Malcolm wanted to

  fight for Scotland.’




  Edyth blinked. This whole conversation was still twisting like an adder and she felt caught in its coils.




  ‘No one concerns themselves with Duke William now,’ she managed as Torr steered her into the dance once more. ‘Whatever was said, it is past. No one thinks he is King

  Edward’s heir.’




  Torr smiled, a slow, lazy smile that tore at her guts.




  ‘Duke William does. And tell me, who else is fit for the throne? Harald Hardrada, King of the Vikings, perhaps? There’s certainly no one from the lauded English line of Cerdic. The

  king has no children, Edyth, no nephews even, just some distant cousin trapped in darkest Hungary. If Edward dies, England is wide open – wide open!’




  Edyth jerked away, stepping off the dance floor and onto the piled rushes at the edges.




  ‘You should not talk like that, my lord. It’s not right. The king isn’t going to die and even if he does we won’t have a Norman duke in his place. No one would allow

  it.’




  ‘Of course not.’ He followed her so closely that she backed into the timber wall and felt her head clang against a shield edge. She put up a hand to ward away both the pain and her

  partner but Lord Torr was not so easily rebuffed. ‘Hush now, sweetheart,’ he said softly. ‘Do you want your father to hear such talk on your lips?’ He pressed a finger

  lightly against her mouth. ‘You should not fret. Let’s leave politics and think more of . . . pleasure.’




  He dipped his finger so that the tip grazed Edyth’s tongue and she felt the contact like a touch paper to a deep well of kindling somewhere uncomfortably low inside her. She fought to make

  sense of it but could not think with him standing so close over her. It was much darker against the wall than out on the floor and with the whirl of dancers separating them from the others of the

  court they were all but alone.




  ‘Pleasure, I am told,’ she managed, though her voice was annoyingly husky, ‘is a transient thing.’




  He leaned a hand against the wall above her, curving his hips towards hers.




  ‘Mayhap you are right, Edyth. Better, I am sure, to find love – real love.’




  ‘Like Earl Harold and the Lady Svana?’




  ‘Like Harold and his little handfast woman, yes, but then my brother is the steadfast type. Loyalty comes naturally to him along with responsibility and duty and all those boring

  traits.’




  Despite herself Edyth giggled.




  ‘You cannot say such things – you’re a lord.’




  ‘For now.’ Torr’s eyes flicked briefly over his shoulder to the packed hall then shot straight back to her. ‘But you are politicking again and it is a waste. What is life

  without pleasure, Edyth Alfgarsdottir?’




  His amber eyes met hers and Edyth felt herself pulled towards him. Her head swam. She felt as giddy as if she were still dancing and as blind as if it were the depths of night but then a low

  growl caught her ears and with horror she recognised the rumble of her father’s ever-ready temper nearby. Tearing herself away, Edyth stepped firmly sideways.




  ‘I have taken too much of your time, my lord,’ she said, curtseying. ‘Your wife will, I am sure, be missing you and my father looks for me.’




  For a moment Lord Torr looked angry and the heat in Edyth’s belly turned to ice, but then he chuckled.




  ‘You are a dutiful daughter, Lady Edyth, that is good. You will need to support your father tomorrow.’




  ‘What do you mean?’ she demanded. Alfgar was pushing between the dancers and was nearly upon them. ‘What do you mean, my lord?’




  But, with a low bow and wicked wink, Torr was gone, leaving Edyth alone as her father descended with the force of a Viking fury, seizing her arm and yanking her sideways.




  ‘What on earth are you doing, young lady?’




  ‘Dancing, Father,’ she stuttered out, trying to extricate herself.




  ‘Dancing? Parading yourself like a hoyden, more like – and with him.’




  Alfgar’s face was wine-red and his hand raked through his hair in a gesture she knew all too well; it meant the rise of his fiery temper.




  ‘Lord Torr was very courteous,’ she said nervously.




  Alfgar spat into the rushes.




  ‘I’ll wager he was and I know why too.’




  Edyth opened her mouth to protest but for once she caught herself.




  ‘Why, Father?’ she asked instead, widening her eyes.




  ‘Why?’ Alfgar looked startled, then flushed an all-new shade of red. His voice softened. ‘Never you mind, just stay clear of him. Now, what did he say to you of

  Northumbria?’




  ‘Northumbria?’ she stammered. ‘Not much.’




  ‘Not much? What does that mean? He did say something. Tell me!’




  Edyth felt tears prickle. Her beautiful amber-studded brooches were heavy on her shoulders and her eyes stung with the smoke from the fire and the tang of mead on her father’s heavy

  breath. She scrabbled for answers but could find only snake scales – whispers of inheritance and exile.




  ‘He just said I was to, to support you tomorrow.’




  ‘Support me? What does that mean? What’s he insinuating?’




  ‘I don’t know, Father, truly.’




  And now the tears came. She brushed one furiously away but it was enough. Her father loosened his grip on her arm.




  ‘Ah there now, Edie, do not cry. I’m sorry. You are young, a girl yet – which is all the more reason why that oaf Torr should not . . .’




  ‘No, I – I’m not, Father.’ He was looking around for her mother. He was going to send her to bed like a baby and she couldn’t allow that. Forcing the tears down,

  she pushed her shoulders back and straightened her neck. ‘I think we need to watch him, Father. I can help you with that.’




  He shook his head indulgently but his eyes returned to her face; she had his attention.




  ‘You do not know what you would get yourself into, child.’




  It was true but no use saying so now.




  ‘I could cope with it, Father. For you I could cope with anything.’




  She smiled up at him and, with a soft chuckle, he swept her into his arms, suffocating her with the mingled scents of wool and mead and sweat.




  ‘I could dance with you, Father?’ she suggested sweetly.




  ‘Oh no!’ Alfgar backed away as she had known he would. ‘No, your old man is too stiff for dancing these days, Edyth. Find yourself someone younger, but not –

  not, do you hear me – a Godwinson.’




  ‘Yes, Father.’




  She dropped a swift curtsey and escaped. The rest of the evening was hers; let the morrow worry about itself.
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  Edyth reached up for the next branch, cursing her clumsy skirts for slowing her down. She’d be late for the council at this rate.

  She scrambled higher up the tree then paused to glance guiltily back through the branches to King Edward’s Westminster compound, little more than a hundred paces away on Thorney Island.

  People were backed up at the wooden bridge over the bubbling Tyburn river, eager to enter in good time for the great meeting. Horses pawed beneath impatient masters, cart-drivers jostled with each

  other to be first in line, and the air sang with barely suppressed fury. The vast stretch of the Thames rolled carelessly past to the right of the road, safe in its own dangerous currents, but the

  Chelsea meadowlands on the left were teeming with muddy servants. No one, at least, was looking her way and she glanced back into the woods.




  She’d been coming back from Chelsea market behind the rest of her family when she’d seen Lord Torr slipping into the bushes with a servant girl. Curiosity still sparking after last

  night’s encounter on the dance floor, she’d been quick to follow. She’d lost the unlikely pair briefly but now there were noises coming from the other side of the bramble thicket

  – a rough mingling of breaths which she longed to understand – and she had pulled herself into a tree to follow them.




  Edyth glanced guiltily again towards the royal compound where gaudy pavilion roofs peeped over the palisade fencing, the flags of all the great families of the land flapping proudly in the light

  breeze, taunting those not yet inside. Catching sight of her own father’s black and gold banner, she shuddered. The council was still a turn of the glass away but he would already be pacing

  like a caged bear. She had to hurry. Reaching up for a lichen-encrusted branch, she heaved her slender body higher and suddenly there they were.




  ‘Oh!’




  She clasped a hand over her mouth to contain her surprise and nearly lost her balance. It was like nothing she’d imagined. The girl was on her knees, rough brown skirts rucked up so that

  her most intimate area was exposed whilst Torr, his own trews around his ankles, clasped her roughly back against him.




  As Edyth watched, he reached one hand out to grab at the girl’s hair, arching her back and making her cry out his name, and this time Edyth was too slow to catch her own gasp. Torr looked

  up. He saw her immediately and far from rushing to hide, locked Edyth in his gaze. For a long moment she was caught, then finally she yanked her eyes away and began to scramble down, half-climbing,

  half-tumbling through the dense branches of the oak.




  Her hair tugged, her skirts caught, but she dared not stop. She had to get out of there. Nearly at the bottom, her foot slipped and she fell. She screamed as the ground rushed up to meet her but

  at the last minute two strong arms caught her and lowered her easily. Terrified that Lord Torr had come to claim her, she fought to free herself.




  ‘Steady on now. You’re quite safe.’




  The voice was soft and gentle and Edyth dared to look.




  ‘Oh, thank God.’




  It was not the dark-eyed Torr but his brother, Earl Harold. He was looking at her so kindly that she longed to collapse into his arms but just in time she remembered her father’s

  displeasure and pulled away.




  ‘Are you quite well, Lady Edyth?’ Harold asked. ‘You’re as white as a sheet.’




  ‘I . . . I fell.’




  ‘So I saw and I’m not surprised. You were coming down that tree like a hound after quarry.’




  ‘I’m late for the council,’ Edyth said weakly. ‘Mama will kill me.’




  ‘She will when she sees your dress. What were you doing up there?’




  Edyth tugged miserably at the rips in her woollen overgown, her thoughts racing.




  ‘I thought I saw a falcon.’




  ‘Really? Where?’




  Harold was instantly alert, scanning the trees, and Edyth cursed under her breath.




  ‘I was mistaken. It was just a . . . a robin.’




  ‘You mistook a robin for a falcon? Come now, Lady Edyth, with a hawkhouse as fine as your father’s I find that hard to believe. What were you really up to?’




  Edyth glanced uneasily at the trees; someone was coming their way, she was sure of it.




  ‘I have to get back,’ she said desperately, and tried to turn up the road towards the royal compound.




  At that moment, however, the bushes parted just ahead of them and Harold grabbed Edyth’s shoulder as the serving girl emerged, still straightening her gown. The poor girl stared at the

  richly clothed pair, her eyes widening in horror, then she bobbed a hasty curtsey, turned, and ran.




  ‘Some falcon, young lady,’ Harold said darkly to Edyth. ‘Come on, we’d better return you to your mother.’




  ‘No, please . . .’




  But Harold’s hand tightened on her shoulder and Edyth was forced to trot alongside him as he strode back towards Westminster.




  ‘Earl Harold,’ she begged, ‘please don’t tell my mother. I heard noises. I was just . . . curious.’




  ‘Curious? I’d say. And did you find out what you wanted to know?’




  Edyth blushed as she pictured Lord Torr’s naked buttocks and, more frightening still, the look in his wolf’s eyes as he’d caught sight of her. The image tingled inside her with

  a nauseating mixture of excitement and revulsion.




  ‘I . . .’ she started. Harold’s fingers were digging into her shoulder and one knee was aching where it must have hit a branch as she fell. Her stomach was churning and

  suddenly she just wanted to crawl into bed and hide. ‘I . . .’ she tried again but could manage no more.




  Harold stopped, halting Edyth with him. She stared at the rough road, tracing the cart-tracks in a desperate attempt to fight back tears.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ she stuttered.




  ‘You’re shocked.’ He held out a linen square and she snatched gratefully at it, scrubbing at her stupid, leaky eyes. ‘Fret not. All will be well.’




  His voice was kind and she was almost ready to believe him when, from behind, she heard a jaunty whistle and approaching footsteps. She tensed, her skin prickling.




  ‘Oh no,’ Harold said, more of a growl than speech. ‘Not you? She didn’t see you?’




  Edyth kept her face hidden in the linen but even blinded she could sense Lord Torr’s brooding presence as he sauntered past, so close he almost brushed against her. Her body pulsed and she

  bit hard on her lip, fighting the sensation.




  ‘I’ll talk to you later,’ she heard Harold say.




  ‘I’ll look forward to it,’ came the easy reply and then, thank the Lord, he was gone.




  Silence fell, punctuated only by the thud of Edyth’s own blood in her ears. Then she heard Harold sigh.




  ‘I think,’ he said, prising the linen from her fingers and offering his broad arm, ‘that we had better go and see Svana.’




  Edyth stared nervously at the soft canvas doorway, extravagantly trimmed with gold thread so that it seemed to shimmer in the low March sunshine. She’d cherished the Lady

  Svana’s smiles and waves but, with her father standing a growling guard, had never dared speak to her since that far-off faerie wedding. She’d heard tell that she practised magic

  – ancient eastern magic. The ladies in the bower said that she’d inherited her East Anglian lands from a line of wizards and kept great secrets. They whispered that she was a hundred

  years old but kept her youth and beauty with potions and spells, and that she could only ever stay at court for a few short weeks before she shrivelled back to her real self. They claimed she had

  bewitched Harold into loving her and that she could make her womb quicken at will and – worst of all – that she would not share these amazing secrets with other women.




  To Edyth’s relief, her mother, Lady Meghan, said it was all nonsense but Earl Alfgar still muttered about ‘pagan leanings’ and, despite him having ruled East Anglia for the

  last three years, he had not let his family onto Svana’s lands since the long-ago wedding that Edyth still held so fondly in her heart. Many times she had ridden to the edges of Svana’s

  estate at Nazeing, peering across it for signs of enchantment, but she had never seen anything more than sheep and pigs and workers in the fields – though they did seem to whistle more

  merrily than most.




  Her heart juddered and she glanced around the royal compound, buzzing with people. Those still queuing anxiously on the bridge had parted like churned butter as Earl Harold had approached and

  she had sailed through on his arm feeling like a true lady. Inside, however, all was a-scramble as servants hastily erected pavilions for late arrivals, their lordly masters fretting to get inside

  and change out of travel-stained clothes into their council finery. No one was paying any attention to them. No one would know if she went inside with Earl Harold or, indeed, if she came out.




  Only last night, Brodie had told her that when returning from the great hall he’d seen this very pavilion shimmering with a strange light. Edyth had scoffed at him. He was useless at

  holding his ale and, besides, he was always making things up to scare her, but suddenly, now, all the stories seemed to pour into her mind and harden into a painful rock of fear.




  ‘Perhaps,’ she stuttered out, ‘I would be better returning to my own pavilion?’




  Harold tipped his head on one side and smiled lightly.




  ‘If that’s what you would rather. I shall take you there.’




  ‘No! I mean, no thank you, my lord, I can manage by myself.’




  He looked down at her, not cruelly but with a flint-like determination.




  ‘You know I cannot allow that. We need to talk about what happened to you today and we can either do that over there with your parents,’ he gestured across the compound to her

  father’s stocky black, white and gold camp, ‘or here, with my wife.’




  Edyth looked again at his pavilion. Was the Lady Svana really inside? She still remembered their brief conversation at the wedding but that had been a special day, a free day; dared she speak to

  her here at court? On the other hand, dared she face her parents’ ranting disappointment? And so close to her father’s big moment.




  ‘I thought so,’ Harold said with a smile. He went up to the door flap, nodding to the serving boy on guard. ‘Morning, Avery.’




  ‘Good morning, my lord, my lady.’




  His bondsman bowed low then whipped back the door flap and Harold ducked inside. Edyth hovered nervously. Would there be pagan images inside? Bones? Runes, maybe? She’d heard tell that you

  could curse yourself just by reading them if you did not know what you were doing. She didn’t remember any such horrors at the wedding but, then again, she could have been enchanted.

  Harold’s head poked out.




  ‘Come on in, Edyth, and quickly before your father sees you.’




  He winked and, stunned, Edyth forced her feet to carry her within. She hardly dared look but when she finally forced her eyes upwards, it was with amazement and relief. The red and gold pavilion

  walls were lined with the palest yellow gauze and hung with delicate tapestries of nothing more pagan than flowers and trees. The floor was strewn with furs that felt soft through the thin soles of

  her boots and the few furnishings were of simple, light wood.




  An oil lamp hung from the centre pole, surrounded by a pale green glass that cast shimmering patterns around the linen room and the oil had clearly been scented with herbs for the air within

  smelled fresh and sweet after the more earthy odours of the compound. It was nothing like her own family’s dark pavilion – all heavy tapestries and displays of shields and weaponry

  – and Edyth gazed around her in wonder until her eyes fell on her hostess and she suddenly felt giddy with nerves.




  Lady Svana had risen from her chair and stood a head taller than Edyth. She wore a flowing robe of spring green, clasped at the waist with a simple band of amber beads, and her hair, the colour

  of ripe hazels, was as loose as a maid’s. Edyth dropped into a deep curtsey but Lady Svana clasped her hand, drawing her up and forward in one easy motion. Edyth caught the scent of her

  – lavender and meadow grass and rosemary – and drew in a deep breath.




  ‘Lady Edyth, is it not?’ her hostess said, her voice soft but perfectly mortal. ‘How lovely to meet you properly at last.’




  Edyth attempted a smile but it wobbled slightly at the edges.




  ‘But you look troubled, my dear,’ Svana went on. ‘Come, take a seat with me.’




  She gestured Edyth towards a beautiful willow-basket chair padded with a soft sheepskin but Edyth, looking from the near-white wool to her tattered, bark-stained gown, shook her head.




  ‘I’d better not, my lady.’




  ‘Why don’t you remove that dress then, if it’s making you so uncomfortable?’




  Edyth panicked. Is this where the pagan rituals started? Had she escaped the cooking pot just to be thrown into the fire?




  ‘Behind here.’ Lady Svana opened out a fretwork screen. ‘You can wear my bedrobe for now and my maid can sew up these little rips whilst we talk.’




  Edyth breathed again and glanced at her tattered skirt.




  ‘Little rips?’




  ‘Great big holes if you prefer, my dear, but either way the council opens soon and you’ll be in less trouble with your parents if they’re not there. Elaine has very neat

  stitching.’




  An older lady with grey hair and kindly eyes came forward, nodding confidently. Edyth glanced at the mess of her skirts and pictured Meghan’s fury if she turned up for the most important

  event of her father’s political career this way.




  ‘I wouldn’t want to be a bother,’ she said.




  ‘No bother, lass,’ Elaine said. ‘I mended many such a tear in my lady’s dresses when she was your age, and most of them without her dear mother’s knowledge. Tree

  climbing, was it? Well now, no harm done, hey? If you’ll just . . .’




  She indicated the screen and, unwilling to protest further, Edyth slid behind it and removed her dress. It was one of her better ones, made from a rich green wool her mother had bought from a

  Flemish trader for a ‘pretty penny’, so she could imagine the fuss if Lady Meghan saw it like this. Meekly she passed it out to Elaine and in return was handed a light robe of soft

  lilac. It went on, as far as she could tell, not over the head as normal, but from behind, wrapping around her and tying with a silk cord. It was far too long and she had to bunch it up in her

  hands to step forward but it felt wonderful.




  ‘This is so beautiful,’ she said to Svana as she emerged, her shyness forgotten in the joy of the garment. ‘What’s it made of?’




  ‘Ottoman silk. Harold brought me it from his last travels. He feels guilty when he’s away a long time so he brings me beautiful gifts to make up for it.’




  ‘And to be sure she’ll have me back,’ Harold added, clasping her round her slender waist and kissing her. ‘Always I fear she will tire of me.’




  ‘And never she does,’ Svana retorted softly.




  Their eyes met and they smiled at each other. ‘Love prefers to be free’ sang the eternal words in Edyth’s head but since the sights she’d seen this morning that

  idea didn’t seem quite so simple. All her life her mother had talked of the great husband that, like a fine gift, would one day be hers but now she understood what that entailed – not

  just grand halls and beautiful gowns and fine horses but the guttural, exposed ritual of the marriage bed. She shifted uneasily and Svana sprang away from Harold and drew her firmly into the

  chair.




  ‘You still look pale,’ she said. ‘Warm wine should help. Harold!’




  Harold nodded and, to Edyth’s amazement, strode to a side table, poured wine from a jug and ambled off with it, presumably to warm it over one of the compound braziers.




  ‘But . . . but he’s an earl,’ Edyth protested.




  ‘He’s a man, Edyth. He needs to feel useful.’




  Edyth processed this new information. Is that what men needed to feel? Is that what drove them to . . . ?




  ‘Edyth? Sweetheart? What did you see from your tree?’




  Svana was studying her face, not as her mother might for specks of dirt or telltale traces of guilt, but with genuine concern. Still, though, Edyth felt uneasy.




  ‘Nothing.’




  Svana raised one elegant eyebrow.




  ‘You don’t trust me.’




  It was not an accusation but Edyth longed to merit the woman’s kindness and the lure of answers was strong. She glanced around. Harold was still absent, Avery was outside the door, and

  Elaine had her grey head down over her needle. They were as alone as it was possible to be at court.




  ‘There was a man,’ she managed.




  ‘Any particular man?’




  ‘Lord Torr.’ She flushed as she said it; even the name sounded wanton now.




  ‘Oh. Oh, I see.’




  ‘You do?’




  ‘I take it he was not alone?’ Edyth shook her head. ‘With a girl perhaps? Were they naked, Edyth?’




  She said it so simply that Edyth was surprised into answering directly.




  ‘Sort of. He had no trews on and his tunic was hitched up and she . . . she . . .’




  ‘Had her skirts around her waist?’




  ‘Yes,’ Edyth agreed though her throat felt dry and the word snagged. ‘But she was . . . She was . . .’ She closed her eyes and forced herself to say it,

  ‘kneeling.’




  She fumbled for more words but Svana rescued her.




  ‘You wish to know, perhaps, if that is normal?’ Edyth nodded mutely but Svana did not seem embarrassed at all. ‘Normal is such a restrictive word, is it not? And the human body

  is such a wonderfully unrestrictive thing. A man and a woman can make love in any way they choose.’




  ‘They can?’




  ‘Of course, as long as they do choose – both of them. Never let a man force you to do anything you do not wish, Edyth.’




  ‘Even if he is my husband?’




  ‘Especially if he is your husband!’




  Svana’s tone was playful now and Edyth looked up to see that Harold had re-entered with her wine. She felt heat flood through her body and fumbled for the goblet he held out. For years now

  her mother had been impressing on her that a husband was to be obeyed in all things; she would be horrified if she heard such talk. Edyth glanced guiltily to the door but Harold’s laugh drew

  her eyes back inside.




  ‘Don’t let her fill your head with nonsense,’ he said lightly, catching Svana around the waist again as if his hands were drawn to her of their own accord. ‘She’s

  eastern – thinks it means she can do as she likes.’




  He looked down at his wife and Edyth saw his eyes darken as Lord Torr’s had done in the forest. She felt all her new knowledge and awareness collecting behind her eyes, heavy and itchy,

  and put her hands up to try and rub it away. Svana instantly leaned forward.




  ‘You’re tired, sweetheart?’




  ‘No!’




  ‘Confused?’




  ‘A little.’




  ‘That’s as it should be. It takes time to become an adult.’




  Edyth sipped at her wine.




  ‘I think the girl was willing.’




  ‘Then all is well,’ Svana said firmly.




  ‘Even if they’re not married?’




  ‘Better to be married.’




  ‘Like you two?’




  ‘Exactly.’




  ‘But you’re not properly married, are you?’




  It was something her father had told her a hundred times but her words seemed to hit Svana like arrows.




  ‘More “properly” than any priest can offer,’ she snapped.




  Edyth flinched, horrified, and Harold stepped hastily forward.




  ‘A handfast marriage binds the hearts, Edyth. That, surely, is worth more than land-contracts and church threats?’




  ‘Yes,’ she stuttered, looking helplessly past him to Svana, whose supple body was rigid. ‘Yes, yes, I see. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean . .

  .’




  But just as swiftly as Svana had tensed she recovered, visibly shaking herself free of whatever fury had held her in its clutches.




  ‘Nay, Edyth, I am sorry. Handfast marriages are my people’s custom and I forget that others do not see them as completely as we do. I just ask one thing of you: as you

  become a woman, try not to rely on others’ judgements. Do you see?’




  Edyth nodded, awkwardly aware that most of her judgements, if such they were, were more her father’s than her own. Earl Alfgar had always been most free with his opinions and she had never

  thought to question them but if they could wound a lovely lady like Svana, maybe she should?




  ‘Don’t fret,’ Svana said, seeing her face. ‘There’s time enough for that too. Ah, Elaine, thank you.’




  Edyth turned gratefully to the mended gown and perused it disbelievingly – the rich fabric was nigh-on as good as new. She looked at Elaine’s fingers and back to the gown.




  ‘Are you magic?’ she asked uncertainly.




  ‘Nay, lass,’ Elaine laughed. ‘Just well practised.’




  Svana placed a gentle hand on Edyth’s arm.




  ‘There is no magic, you know, Edyth, whatever they say – save, perhaps, the magic we make ourselves. Shall I help you on with the dress?’




  ‘I can manage, thank you.’




  Edyth scrambled behind the screen, senses whirling. She was reluctant to surrender Svana’s luscious robe but out in the compound the creaking abbey bell was sounding to call people to the

  council and her mother would be furious at her absence. Her father too. Swiftly, she changed, folding Svana’s slippery gown as carefully as she could.




  ‘I must go.’




  ‘Indeed. Thank you so much for coming by.’




  Svana made it sound as if this had been nothing more than a polite social call and Edyth was grateful but Harold . . . ? She glanced at him. He wasn’t the tallest of men but he held his

  shoulders strongly and seemed to have extra height in his commanding eyes. He was handsome, she supposed. His eyes were a striking midnight blue, his sand-blond hair richly curled, and his arms so

  broad and long they looked as if they’d wrap around you twice. What did he look like when he was . . . ? She shook the wanton thought away. She couldn’t go around assessing every man

  like this just because of one glimpsed moment.




  ‘Will you tell my mother?’ she asked nervously.




  Harold looked to Svana, and Edyth saw her shake her head. She held her breath.




  ‘Not this time,’ Harold confirmed, ‘but, Edyth, take care. The tree might throw you harder to the ground next time.’




  Remembering Torr’s challenging stare, Edyth knew what he meant and shook her head against the rogue memories now firmly embedded in her mind. Taking her leave of Harold and Svana, she

  stepped cautiously outside and immediately caught sight of her father’s black cloak down one of the rough walkways between the pavilions. Heart beating, she ducked out of sight, crossing

  round behind a series of smaller tents so that she came out behind him.




  ‘Father.’




  ‘Edyth, about time! Your mother’s clucking like a bantam. Where in God’s name have you been?’




  Edyth stared up at him. She’d never lied to her father before; never had to. She’d been the victim of his ready temper many times but on the whole, whilst he was tough on her three

  brothers, he’d ever been indulgent to her. Now though . . . Fumbling in her pocket, still thankfully attached to her belt, she drew out the ribbons she’d bought at market and held them

  sheepishly up. For a moment he looked suspicious and then he grinned.




  ‘Really, Edie my love, only you could spend so long over ribbons! Still . . .’ He leaned in, an almost childish smile playing across his lips, ‘we’ve all had to make an

  effort today.’




  He patted his tunic, a new one in expensive dark blue which stretched paler across his belly, then nodded ruefully to the matching bindings around his trews.




  ‘You look very handsome, Father,’ Edyth provided.




  ‘Thank you, Edie, and I’m sure your ribbons are lovely; it’s important you look your best if you are to be the Earl of Northumbria’s daughter.’




  ‘Father . . . !’




  ‘Tush, ’tis a formality, that’s all. Before long everyone will know. Come now, though, let me take you through to the moot-point – your mother has been waiting on the

  benches for ages and I must join the rest of the council.’




  He straightened and, contorting his face into a look of studied gravity, offered her his arm. Edyth took it cautiously, worried he might sense the Earl of Wessex’s previous escort, but

  Alfgar seemed oblivious and, as the great and good of England gathered for the spectacle of government, Edyth was left to keep that uneasy association to herself.




  





  CHAPTER THREE
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  Edyth! At last. Have you no conception of politeness? Where in the name of all the saints have you been?’




  ‘Sorry,’ Edyth muttered. ‘I lost track of time.’




  Her mother, Lady Meghan, was sat on one of the front benches, frothed up in a new dress and three strands of amber beads and fuming with righteous anger. Edyth ducked around her and slipped in

  between her two younger brothers, cheeks burning at the smirks from those sat behind them.




  ‘You’ve been naughty, Edie,’ nine-year-old Morcar said gleefully.




  ‘Very naughty,’ Brodie agreed smugly from Meghan’s other side. ‘Some people just have no idea about decorum, do they, Mother?’




  Edyth resisted the urge to stick her tongue out at her elder brother and instead looked around her at the gathering crowds. The council was to be held, as always, on the stretch of Thorney

  Island between the crumbling Westminster Abbey and the low shingle beach down to the great River Thames. Servants had been working since dawn to erect a wooden dais some twenty paces long and now

  Edyth looked up to the two huge thrones sitting upon it, carved backs to the river, and willed the king and queen to take their places and start the meeting before her mother could complain

  further.




  ‘We’ve been here for ages,’ little Morcar told her. ‘My bum’s sore from sitting.’




  ‘Ssh, Marc.’ Edwin, two years older than Morcar but at least five years more serious, frowned crossly at his brother. ‘You can’t say words like that in public.’




  ‘Words like what? Bum?!’




  Edwin raised a hand and Edyth quickly sat forward and dived in her pocket for the remains of the marchpane she’d bought at the market. She divided it between the boys and, for the moment

  at least, peace was restored. She gave a small sigh of relief and settled herself. She was in plenty of time, whatever her mother said. The eighteen councillors had not yet taken their places on

  the elegant seats below the dais and many of the lords and ladies were still filing onto the semi-circles of benches facing them. Mind you, with the earldom of Northumbria up for appointment, every

  last noble seemed to have made the journey to Westminster and Edyth realised her mother must have been here for some time to secure her prime position at the front. No wonder she was grouchy.




  ‘Not you too!’ she heard her mother mutter now and Edyth looked up, hiding a smile as her grandmother, the stately Lady Godiva of Mercia, slid graciously into a slim stretch of bench

  next to her.




  ‘Thank you, my dear,’ Godiva said to her, settling her beautiful golden-coloured skirts and tweaking the richly laced sleeves of her undertunic so that they made a discreet

  appearance at her still slim wrists.




  ‘You’re late,’ Meghan hissed.




  Godiva glanced lazily at her daughter-by-marriage.




  ‘On the contrary; I am perfectly timed, my dear. I’m far too old to be waiting around for those lazy councillors to show their faces.’




  Edyth giggled but at last the ‘lazy’ councillors – all the highest men of England – were emerging from the abbey precinct and making their way through the crowds and, in

  a panic, latecomers were crushing into seats all around.




  ‘Must you push so?’ Edyth’s mother said now, turning indignantly to an ample woman trying to squeeze onto the end of their bench.




  ‘Yes I must,’ the woman fired back. ‘I can’t sit on the floor like a commoner, can I?’




  She gestured superciliously to the mass of folk settled quite happily on the scrubland before the abbey’s domestic buildings to their left. They had arrived, as they always did, with rugs

  and sacks and straw bales to sit on and with baskets full of food to feed the mass of children who played around them. The councils were a fine spectacle and no one within walking distance wanted

  to miss the chance to eye up the fine clothing and see the theatre of government in action.




  Edyth sometimes thought it looked like far more fun in the rough-and-tumble crowd but it wasn’t, so she was told, ‘dignified’ and clearly the pushy woman felt the same. As the

  king and queen emerged to huge cheers the latecomer again tried to plant her bottom on the woefully inadequate space beside a horrified Brodie, but Lady Meghan was having none of it.




  ‘There’s no room here,’ she said icily. ‘Perhaps, if a seat was so important to you, you should have arrived earlier?’




  She fluffed up her skirts, planting her feet firmly beneath them, and the woman was forced to back away. Lady Godiva leaned forward.




  ‘Quite right, Meghan, my dear. Who does she think she is, sailing in at this late hour?’




  Edyth peered up at her grandmother who winked at her but Meghan just sniffed and said, ‘Some people need to learn how to comport themselves. I need space. I’m wife of the Earl of

  East Anglia after all and very soon to be . . .’




  ‘Mother! Nothing is decided yet.’




  ‘Yes but . . .’




  ‘Hush! Look, the king is speaking.’




  Edyth gestured gratefully to the dais as an expectant silence fell across the mass of humanity crammed onto the island. Queen Aldyth seated herself on her throne, her slim figure straight and

  elegant and her head held high beneath an intricate crown, whilst King Edward stepped forward to address his people. As thin as his wife, but tall and straight-shouldered in a rich cloak of deepest

  purple and a jewel-encrusted crown, he was regal to the core. Edyth remembered Torr talking so casually last night of his lack of heirs and suddenly she noticed how white the king’s hair was,

  how gnarled his hands as he raised them to the crowd, and how stooped his shoulders beneath his heavy garments. She shuddered, then swiftly reminded herself that the queen was young yet and very

  pretty. There was time, plenty of time. Torr had no business talking that way.




  Despite herself, her eyes looked round for the arrogant lord and found him sat at Earl Harold’s side, looking ominously smug. Or perhaps he was always like that? Edyth hadn’t paid

  him much attention before but now he seemed hard to avoid. He sat rigidly straight in a tunic so stiff with gold it looked almost solid and he glimmered in the low sun like a peacock next to his

  more sombre falcon of a brother. His cloak was embroidered with his emblem – a sharpened spear – and he stroked it lightly, a small smile playing on his full lips. Was he remembering

  his serving girl, she wondered, and then felt a spike of disgust at her own thoughts and whipped her eyes away from Torr and back to the king.




  ‘Councillors,’ he was saying, ‘honoured guests, lords, ladies and all my people – welcome.’




  His hands swept wide and everyone craned forward. With the spring rains in full flood, the River Tyburn was gurgling and frothing against its banks, making it hard to hear. The king raised his

  voice.




  ‘We are here today,’ he intoned, ‘to mourn the passing of a great man. Earl Ward held the earldom of Northumbria for thirty-two years with great wisdom and strength.’




  A ripple of affection ran around the crowd. Earl Ward had been a bear of a man, eloquent on the battlefield if rather less so in court society. A straight talker who had come to power when the

  Vikings continually threatened weak King Ethelred’s shores, he’d had a clear and simple view of life and had lived to keep his people safe. He’d been a stalwart of the council and

  his huge shoes would be hard to fill.




  Edyth found herself seeking out her father – the man who so hoped to do so. He was sitting to the king’s left next to his own father, Earl Leofric of Mercia, and Edyth could see his

  knees twitching and his thick fingers clacking nervously through the rosary on his belt. Already his new tunic looked askew and one of the bindings on his trews had come loose and was flapping free

  in the breeze. Edyth glanced nervously at Meghan but her mother’s face was set dead ahead and she had no choice but to listen once more to the king.




  ‘Archbishop Eldred will lead a memorial service after this council,’ she caught and felt Morcar tugging at her sleeve.




  ‘Do we have to go to that too, Edie?’




  She placed a quick hand over his mouth to muffle his piping voice.




  ‘Yes, Marc.’




  He rolled his tawny eyes.




  ‘But it’ll be so boring.’




  ‘It’s respectful.’




  ‘Boring.’




  It was like an echo of Torr’s words last night and Edyth shifted again but this was no time to think of such things. On her other side Edwin was fixed on the king and Brodie was twitching

  nearly as much as their father. Between them she could see Meghan’s nails digging into her palms as if she might carve her husband’s advancement from her own flesh.




  ‘But first we have a solemn legal duty to fulfil,’ King Edward said.




  Edyth tensed. Lord Torr was quietly adjusting his cloak back from his feet as if, she could swear, he were preparing to rise. To their right Lady Judith, Torr’s skinny wife, stiffened her

  back even more than usual and Edyth heard Lady Godiva, ever astute, sigh quietly. Suddenly she longed for the king to go back to extolling the previous earl’s virtues. She closed her

  eyes.




  ‘Northumbria is a vast and challenging earldom. Its ruler protects this realm and all its people from our enemies – the wild Scots in the north and Hardrada’s ferocious Vikings

  to the east. It is a grave duty and I have dwelled long and hard on my choice.’




  Edyth felt her own nails digging into her palms and was grateful when Morcar’s little hand sank into hers, forcing her to stop. She opened her eyes and the moot-point swam for a moment

  before settling. Every man, woman and child in the arena and beyond was silent, focused. Only the rivers tumbled carelessly past and she fixed on a small log bobbing its way down the Tyburn towards

  the open Thames.




  ‘I need a fearless, authoritative and determined man for the role and I believe I have found him. From henceforth the earldom of Northumbria will be held in trust to the crown by . .

  .’




  The log hit the surge of the tide and was momentarily sucked beneath the surface.




  ‘Lord Tostig Godwinson.’




  Around Edyth the crowd erupted but she was fixed on the log. Where was it? Had it been dragged down by the vicious Thames undercurrents? Everything seemed suspended as she stared into the

  churning water but suddenly there it was, popping exuberantly up from a white-laced eddy and heading merrily downstream. Edyth almost raised a hand in farewell but as she moved to do so she felt

  Morcar’s clammy grasp and sense rushed in.




  ‘No,’ Meghan was moaning. ‘No, no, no.’




  Brodie was clutching her tight, but his arm looked so slender around her shaking shoulders and was surely not enough to keep his sensitive mother safe from the gossip already buzzing all around

  them.




  ‘Why is Mama crying?’ Morcar asked Edyth.




  ‘Because we aren’t going to Northumberland.’




  ‘The “vast and challenging” place?’ Edwin queried, ‘with all the enemies?’




  Edyth nodded.




  ‘You listened well, Edwin.’




  ‘But why would we want to go there anyway?’ Morcar again. ‘It sounds horrid.’




  Edwin tutted.




  ‘It’s an honour, Marc.’




  ‘It still sounds horrid.’




  ‘It is horrid,’ Godiva said briskly, ‘but your father wanted it anyway and he has never been one to take a slight lightly. He needs to stay calm now.’




  Her sharp eyes were trained on her son, like a hawkmaster on his bird, and Edyth turned nervously to look at Earl Alfgar. He had half-risen from his bench and was raking his hands through his

  thick hair in a way that she recognised all too well.




  Sit down, Father, she willed him, please sit down. But Alfgar was not in a temper to pick up even the most ardently sent thoughts. As Lord Torr flicked his cloak back to let

  his golden tunic shine, Alfgar rose too.




  ‘Mama,’ Edyth warned urgently, reaching over Edwin to shake Meghan’s knee.




  Meghan paled.




  ‘Alfgar,’ she murmured, ‘Alfgar, no.’ But her husband did not even look their way.




  ‘Why?’ he demanded loudly.




  The crowd silenced in an instant. Someone tittered. Everyone strained forward.




  ‘Why?’ the king asked coldly. ‘Do you question my judgement, my lord?’




  ‘Is that not a councillor’s role, Sire?’




  The crowd sucked in its breath but Edward simply dipped his head.




  ‘In the privacy of the chamber, yes.’




  ‘But this matter was not debated in the privacy of the chamber.’




  ‘Because, Earl Alfgar, the decision was between myself and God.’




  ‘And God chose this . . . this trumped-up youngster to rule all Northumbria?’




  ‘Leo,’ Godiva muttered urgently under her breath and, as if hearing his wife across the arena, Earl Leofric rose to try and tug his son back. Alfgar, however, had stepped closer to

  his king and was not within his father’s reach. Edward looked down at him.




  ‘Do you believe, my lord, that you better understand God’s wishes for my kingdom than I, his anointed representative?’




  Alfgar faltered.




  ‘No, Sire, of course not, but I just wonder if you’ve considered this fully. An earl owes a duty of care to his people and it takes time and wisdom to understand that. Lord Torr is

  young and untried whereas I have served you for many years and have proved myself a fine leader in East Anglia.’




  ‘As I hope you will continue to do.’




  Edward’s voice was tight with warning. The crowd licked its lips.




  ‘But . . .’




  ‘Take your seat, Earl Alfgar. You are disrupting council business. Your birthright is in Mercia and you will serve the crown – and, as an only son, your family – best in

  central England. Lord Torr was fostered to Earl Ward for several years and knows the lands well. I am confident he will rule them wisely.’




  He lifted a hand to where Torr was stood, feet planted wide and handsome head held high. Alfgar looked across. Behind him Earl Leofric reached out but, as if stung by his father’s touch,

  Alfgar sprang away with a strangled roar.




  ‘Time and again I am slighted.’ He paced the dais, glaring at his fellow councillors. ‘Time and again I am set aside for that family.’




  He spat into the dust at Torr’s feet and the crowd below him ooh-ed encouragement. Edyth felt Lady Godiva quiver beside her and a chill crept up through her feet. She clutched at the

  warmth of Morcar’s hand and sneaked an arm around Edwin’s back. They’d all seen their father like this. His temper was roused by the slightest matter and the best thing to do was

  to hunker down and wait for it to blow itself out. The king, however, did not know that and neither, Edyth was certain, would he care.




  ‘I was only made Earl of East Anglia when that upstart . . .’ Alfgar swung round to point wildly at Harold, ‘was exiled and as soon as he came back – came back, note you,

  at sword point!’ He drew his sword from its scabbard and the crowd gasped. ‘I was ordered to give it back.’




  ‘Perhaps rightly so, my lord, if you know not how to respect responsibility.’




  It was Torr, his voice rigidly calm as he indicated the flailing sword. Only councillors were allowed to enter the moot-point armed and that was expressly for the purpose of defending the

  king’s person. Placing himself deliberately before Edward, Torr reached out for Alfgar’s weapon but Alfgar, incensed to new heights, sprang away, pointing it straight at his rival. To

  Edyth’s left her mother was moaning again, a low, keening sound that tore at Edyth’s heart. She wanted to leap up and call out to her father to stop but she knew it would do no good. He

  would not hear her through the roar of his own rage; he would not hear anyone.
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