



  [image: cover]






  




  [image: ]




  







  Also by Berwick Coates:




  The Last Conquest




  







  [image: ]




  







  First published in Great Britain by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd, 2014


  A CBS COMPANY


  Copyright © Berwick Coates 2014




  This book is copyright under the Berne Convention.


  No reproduction without permission.


  ® and © 1997 Simon & Schuster Inc. All rights reserved.




  The right of Berwick Coates to be identified as author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act,

  1988.




  Simon & Schuster UK Ltd


  1st Floor


  222 Gray’s Inn Road


  London WC1X 8HB




  www.simonandschuster.co.uk




  Simon & Schuster Australia, Sydney


  Simon & Schuster India, New Delhi




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library




  HB ISBN: 978-1-47111-198-3


  EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-47111-201-0




  This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.




  Typeset by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh


  Printed and bound in Great Britain by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




  







  To the many people I have taught over the years.




  Education is a two-way business. Without their realising it, they have taught me too.




  For that I thank them. There is a tiny bit of each of them in what I write.
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  Chapter One




  When Magnus woke, he was already choking. How could it have happened so fast? How could he have slept so long before the smoke brought him to his senses? As he threw aside the

  bed covers, he knocked over an empty pot.




  That told him – the drinking. He did not remember going to bed, but he certainly remembered the drinking beforehand. Now the thickness in his throat and lungs was as bad as the hammering

  in his head. The one made it as hard to breathe as the other made it hard to think.




  As he struggled to an upright position, he glanced instinctively at the remains of the fire in the hearth. No – no threat there. Swaying on his feet, he stooped and peered.




  Now it was the noise that told him. Up above his head. The smoke billowed away his view, but he could hear the roaring and crackling. The dread of any thatch-roofed hall – which meant

  almost every hall in creation. The greater dread of the night: if it was bad indoors, what would it be like outside? What threats awaited?




  He tried pathetically to wave away the worst of the smoke before his face, but his eyes told him little; it was his ears that gave him the news. First, the roaring, which he had already noticed.

  Then the padding of rapid feet, throwing up yet more confusion from the rushes on the floor. The voices – the shouting, the panting, the bellowing of men trying to make some kind of order,

  any kind of order, out of a rushing sea of pain and ignorance; the wailing, the screaming of every mother in bafflement and dread; the crying and whimpering of young panic.




  Then, through the confusion, he began to make out another sound – from outside. There were people out there. And they were not there to help. Screams of agony reached him. So – it

  was the typical treachery: a knife in the throat of the sentry; burning brands tossed up onto the roof; ambushes round the door; and a hideous choice for the inmates, who were not going to be

  baffled for long.




  It was burn or bleed.




  Magnus took in the situation the instant his head began to clear and his brain began to work. It had been a mere matter of time before things came to a head like this. The only surprise was that

  it had happened so quickly They had only just finished celebrating their own recent triumph in the escalating feud that had run on for nearly two years: early, perhaps even unwitting, offences to

  etiquette; later calculated insults; challenges, contests, brawls; rick burnings, assaults on cattle – the usual things. Then the squalid death in ambush, the reprisal, the counter-reprisal.

  Gradually growing. And now this. The last play of all.




  Magnus knew all about family feuds: he had been born into them and he had grown up with them. Every instinct told him that this attack had been badly planned. Because of that, every instinct

  also told him that this was Ragnar’s work. It reeked of haste and rage. Ragnar’s father would have watched and waited. But he was getting old. Ragnar had lost patience, and had taken

  the matter into his own hands. The old man had not been able to stop him.




  So the attack had come on the heels of the previous incident. Far too quickly Little planning. Ragnar’s temper – his bristling black beard and his blazing eyes had taken over. A

  hundred things could go wrong in the dark. It gave Magnus and his clan just one chance.




  All this passed through Magnus’s beating head in barely a blink of an eye. As he raced to the back of the hall, he sensed other figures doing the same. It was too thick to recognise

  individual faces or figures, but he recognised voices. They too had made the same rapid decision.




  A dozen hands tore at the hangings that masked the rear door. A dozen more snatched weapons off the walls.




  Suddenly Magnus stopped. He had heard another sound. Sigrid. He would know his sister’s voice anywhere, even, as now, in mortal terror. For all he knew, in pain, too. It was coming from

  above.




  He rushed back to a ladder. As he climbed to the women’s loft, the smoke became thicker. His eyes ran. Pieces of burning beams fell past him. The noise became infernal. Sigrid’s

  voice lashed him into further effort. Flaming straw fell all over him. Panting and grimacing with anguish and near-blindness, he bellowed Sigrid’s name.




  Two bodies lay before him. He turned them over violently, looked in their faces, and almost threw them back into their previous position. One jagged scream reached him from the deepest part of

  the loft.




  He tore a skirt from one of the bodies, wrapped it round his hands, and wrenched flame-licked timber out of his way.




  There she was. But there would be no more screams. He knew he would have dreams about the death mask of her face.




  After only a moment to shake his head and think, he rushed back to the ladder and scrambled down. As he did so, more noises came to him – from outside. So the hidden rear door had taken

  the attackers by surprise. In a hell of flames and fury, the defenders hurled themselves on the murderers of their wives and families. It did not matter whether it was the flames or the steel that

  had killed; the crime was the same. The attackers, caught unawares and thoroughly unnerved, swung and hacked in random desperation. Any survivors of those terrible minutes would have had to confess

  later that they had not always seen the person they were cutting down.




  Magnus, pausing in the doorway, and gasping in some air that was at least slightly thinner than the poison clouding his throat, surprised himself with how clearly he was thinking.




  Everything he had held dear was gone. What was there for him now? One thing and one thing alone – revenge. That meant staying alive. There was no point in searching out the culprit in that

  pitch-night, yelling throng a few paces away. How could he know who he was killing? No. He wanted more than that. Certainty – face-to-face certainty. He wanted the leader of the raid. He

  wanted the author of the outrage. He wanted that black bastard Ragnar. And he wanted Ragnar to be certain who it was who was going to kill him.




  He had no idea how many attackers there were, but there were certainly too many. He needed time and leisure, and better odds, for what he had in mind. But not now. Later. The need now was to get

  away.




  It was a fairly safe guess that they were all too involved in the continuing slaughter to notice any change in the throng. And now he could turn the smoke into an ally.




  A few paces in the opposite direction was the well. As men bawled and bled and fell, a shadowy figure slipped over the low wall, let down the bucket, and fastened the rope to the pulley. It

  would be a cold vigil down there, but any attacker who survived would be most unlikely to pull up a bucket of water to douse a fire that he had deliberately started. Besides, the fire had by now

  taken complete control; no surviving defender would even begin to look for water; a hundred buckets, a thousand, were going to be no use now.




  Whatever his chances, he now had no choice but to wait. And hope.




  Earl Harold of Wessex looked at each of his brothers in turn.




  ‘So Tostig will have to go?’




  ‘Yes,’ said Gyrth. Leofwine nodded.




  Harold beckoned a clerk towards him. ‘I shall convey our – our recommendations to the King.’




  Suddenly the door opened, and the Lady Gytha swept in. All three sons rose. Gytha seated herself in front of the fire, and beckoned to a scurrying maid to arrange her skirts. The sons sat down

  again. For a moment nobody spoke. Gytha at last broke the silence.




  ‘Well?’




  Harold braced himself. ‘Mother, Tostig will have to go.’




  ‘Why?’ A challenging stare. She was not making it easy.




  Harold sighed briefly. ‘You know perfectly well why. Tostig has been impossible. He has put his earldom in revolt. Half Northumbria is up in arms.’




  ‘And the other half? What is wrong with that?’




  Harold glanced briefly at his brothers before replying. ‘He has abused his authority.’




  ‘He is a good leader of men,’ said Gytha. ‘You said so yourself. You depended on him in the Welsh campaign.’




  Their mother was patching up an argument, and they all knew it. Harold tried again.




  ‘Tostig is a good soldier and a good leader of men in action. But he is a bad ruler. He does not give his subjects justice.’




  Gytha folded her hands across her stomach. Always a bad sign. ‘Nonsense. You have been plotting against him. You and –’ she gestured towards Gyrth and Leofwine ‘–

  and your loving brothers.’




  It was always the same. Gytha was lashing out because her precious Tostig had been slighted. All sound sense went out of the window. It had always been the same: all Tostig ever had to do was

  shake his blond curly locks, flash his charming smile, make a flattering joke, and his mother, and his sister Edith, were clay in his hands.




  ‘Plotting,’ repeated Gytha, as if the mere repetition added force to her argument.




  ‘Mother, that is not fair,’ said Gyrth. ‘I am Earl of East Anglia. Leofwine is Earl of Kent. Harold is Earl of Wessex. What time do we have to plot against anybody? We hardly

  see each other from one month to the next.’




  ‘And Tostig is Earl of Northumbria,’ added Leofwine. ‘We wanted Tostig to succeed. Four brothers between them holding nearly all England. It would have been beyond

  Father’s wildest dreams.’




  Gytha looked at Harold. ‘You are condoning a rebellion. And you have always said the rebellion is the greatest threat to the peace of any country.’




  True, said Harold. But God makes it clear that a ruler has responsibilities. A ruler swears an oath – to bring peace and justice to his subjects. And this Tostig has not done. By the Rood,

  mother, he has had ten years to do it. He has failed. He is the one upsetting his country, not his people. Certainly not us. We must have peace.’




  ‘So you are getting rid of him.’




  ‘We are recommending this course of action to the King.’




  Gytha leaned back to emphasise her scorn. ‘Rubbish. Edward will do exactly what you tell him. He is so ill now that he barely knows the time of day.’




  ‘We shall do what is best for England – all England,’ said Harold, though even as he said it he felt rather pious.




  Gytha scorched him with another glance. ‘All England. You mean your England.’




  ‘Our England,’ corrected Harold. ‘The kingdom of the English. If we are divided, we shall not be short of enemies to take advantage of it.’




  Gytha’s attitude changed from disdain to sarcasm. ‘And banishing Tostig will of course strengthen England against all its enemies.’




  ‘Tostig will be replaced,’ said Harold patiently.




  ‘Oh?’ said Gytha. ‘And who are you . . . recommending to take his place?’




  Harold refused to be drawn. ‘Morcar,’ he said. ‘Earl Edwin’s brother.’




  Gytha raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘That, I am sure, will be a great improvement. Has he begun to shave yet?’




  ‘He is nineteen,’ said Harold evenly. ‘And he has learned a great deal at Edwin’s side in Mercia.’




  ‘Then I am sure he will be an enormous improvement. We need have no further worries about the future of “our” England. Come, girl.’




  Gytha nearly upset the kneeling servant as she stood up. All three sons once again rose as she left.




  As the door was shut by a sentry, Gyrth looked at Harold. ‘We have not heard the last of that.’




  Harold nodded wryly. ‘We shall not have heard the last of Tostig, either.’




  Leofwine smiled. ‘I wish I could be there when he is told. What do you think he will do?’




  ‘Swear revenge, I should imagine. That would be Tostig’s style.’




  Gyrth corrected him. ‘He will go to Flanders and cry on Judith’s shoulder first.’




  ‘Only for a while. No wife, however devoted, will put up with Tostig’s tears for long.’




  ‘Then what?’ said Leofwine.




  ‘Then, brother,’ said Harold, ‘we brace ourselves for whatever Tostig gets up to. One thing is sure: he will be thinking far more about Northumbria than he has been doing for

  the last ten years. Now that he has lost it.’




  The early Norwegian night made the snow colder. It also obscured the hut, nearly surrounded as it was by the tall pines. Magnus almost walked past it. His near-exhaustion

  clouded his vision. In daylight, or with his full faculties, he would easily have noticed the tracks turning off the main trail towards it.




  Grunting with the effort as he turned from the trail, he heaved his leaden limbs around, and began to wade through the deeper snow. As he approached, his nose caught the smell of woodsmoke. Then

  he noticed the shutter, from which shafts of light shot into the shadows outside. Such was the gloom that they glowed brighter than they really were.




  As Magnus hammered on the door, the noise of voices inside stopped at once. Then there was a rustle of movement, followed by metallic noises. Weapons were being drawn.




  A beam was lifted, and the door opened. A tall figure stood framed in the light from a handful of candles on a rough table behind him.




  ‘Well?’




  ‘Shelter, if only for a few hours,’ said Magnus.




  The figure did not move or speak.




  ‘Please,’ said Magnus. He was swaying with fatigue.




  Somebody got up from the table and laid aside a dagger. Magnus vaguely heard somebody say, ‘Catch him.’




  When he opened his eyes, he felt as if he had been asleep for a week. He felt a glow of warmth, turned his head, and saw rough-hewn logs crackling near his nose.




  Crying in anguish, he recoiled in horror, and found himself on his feet. The sheepskins in which he had been wrapped still dangled from his shoulders.




  The tall man from the doorway got up from the table and looked him up and down.




  ‘Ah, you are with us, then?’




  Magnus, still not in full control, gazed at him in incomprehension.




  The man gestured towards the hearth. ‘Too hot for you?’




  Magnus pulled himself together. ‘What? No. No. I have been recently in – in a fire.’




  The tall man nodded. ‘Still scorched, eh?’




  ‘Something like that.’




  The tall man beckoned him to the table. ‘I am Sigurd, son of Bjorn. Who are you?’




  Magnus, after a moment of hesitation, slid off the sheepskins, and sat down. ‘I am Magnus, son of Vidkun, from Halland.’




  There was a stir of interest from those round the table.




  ‘You are a long way from home,’ said Sigurd.




  ‘I am on a quest,’ said Magnus. ‘I have no home.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ said Sigurd. ‘Everybody starts somewhere.’




  ‘My home was burned. I am on a quest.’




  Sigurd leaned back and nodded. ‘Ah. The scorch marks. The family feud, eh?’




  Another murmur rippled round the table.




  Sigurd pushed a platter towards him. ‘Are you strong enough now to eat?’




  Magnus began to wolf some cold meat and cheese. As he chewed he eyed his companions. They all looked the same – young, tough, able-bodied and very rough round the edges.




  Sigurd in turn looked at Magnus, and formed the same impression – young, tough, able-bodied and extremely rough round the edges. A likely recruit. He read the recruit’s thoughts.




  ‘Yes, I agree. We look almost as untidy as you do. But we are warm and well fed.’




  Magnus nodded, still chewing.




  ‘But you could be too, if you wish,’ said Sigurd.




  Magnus read Sigurd’s thoughts this time. ‘You mean, join your gang?’




  Sigurd laughed. ‘Come now, dear boy, do we look as scruffy as that? But yes, that is what I do mean. Let me introduce some of our – er – our company. Hakon, Haldor, Finn,

  Lars.’ He gestured up and down the table. ‘That one with the split nose is Ketil. That is what we call him – Splitnose.’




  There was a rumble of laughter. Magnus nodded to everyone.




  ‘What do you do?’ he asked.




  ‘We should like to know what we do too,’ said Finn. ‘We have not moved for five days.’




  ‘For a start,’ said Sigurd, ‘you can get outside and have a scout round. It is high time.’




  Finn scowled, but obeyed. When he had gone, Sigurd turned back to Magnus.




  ‘I am working on that,’ said Sigurd. ‘Our company is not big enough yet for what I have in mind. I need more men. What about it?’




  Magnus summed up the situation for himself. This man Sigurd was building. Building a – he was right in a way – a company. A knot of beefy young men who could be turned to many kinds

  of venture, wherever there might be profit or advantage of one kind or another. In a country like Norway, where the King’s writ did not run universally, there was plenty of scope for such

  bands. Not outlaws exactly. But groups of adventurers who had an eye to the main chance – sentry work, labouring in boatyards, escort duty, mercenary soldiering, frontier guard, debt

  collecting – anything where not many questions were asked so long as the goods were delivered. Their success usually depended on the wits and the luck of the man who led them. And

  Sigurd’s attitude suggested that he did indeed have the wits and the luck.




  With the Norwegian winter well on its course, he would have his work cut out to hold them together, because the work was harder now to come by. But he looked superbly confident in his own

  ability to do so. Magnus felt drawn towards him. First things, however, came first.




  ‘Well?’ said Sigurd.




  Magnus took a cup offered by Hakon, he thought it was, and nodded in thanks.




  ‘Thank you, but no. I am grateful to you for probably saving my life, but I am not in a position to show I am grateful. Not yet.’




  Sigurd smiled. ‘Not till you have found the bastard, eh?’




  Magnus nodded.




  ‘So be it,’ said Sigurd. He gestured to those at the table. ‘Tell us about him. One of us might have seen something.’




  ‘Ragnar his name is. About our age. Big. Bristling beard. Sharp eyes. Very sharp. A temper.’




  ‘Drink, does he?’ said Ketil, interested.




  Magnus laughed. ‘Like all of us.’




  ‘No,’ said Ketil. ‘Not like all of us. This man leaves the fish behind.’




  Magnus looked keenly at him. ‘A temper, too?’




  Ketil nodded. ‘He nearly split my nose again.’




  Magnus pounced. ‘Where?’




  ‘Up around Hordaland. At least I think so. Towards the sea anyway. I do not have a very clear memory.’




  ‘Drinking with him, were you, Splits?’




  Everyone chuckled.




  ‘Hordaland?’ said Magnus.




  Sigurd nodded. ‘Two or three days’ ride. Over a week on foot, I should say.’




  ‘I shall get there,’ said Magnus.




  ‘Do that,’ said Sigurd. ‘And, when you have finished, come back here. We can use you.’




  ‘Not interested,’ said Magnus.




  Sigurd did not blink. ‘You will be – when you have done what you want to do.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘Just you wait. While the flame of vengeance burns, it keeps you warm. When it goes out, you feel colder than ever. You must put something in its place to keep you alive.’




  Magnus was not convinced. ‘We shall see.’




  Sigurd dusted his hands and poured out some more beer. ‘We shall indeed, dear boy. You go in the morning with our blessing. Meantime, eat yourself to a standstill. Who knows when you will

  eat again?’




  He stood up and gestured around the hut.




  ‘Sleep where you like. But not too close to the fire, eh?’




  Harold looked at the young man across the table.




  ‘Well? Can you do it?’




  Morcar blinked. ‘How should I know?’




  ‘Your brother says you can.’




  Edwin, Earl of Mercia, grunted in agreement.




  Morcar tugged at a wisp of beard below his lower lip.




  ‘I will be on hand,’ said Edwin. ‘Mercia is next door.’




  Morcar swallowed. ‘But – the whole of Northumbria. And an invasion on the way.’




  ‘I did not say Tostig would invade,’ said Harold.




  Not yet, thought Gyrth at the end of the table. But it will not be long, if I know Tostig.




  Harold leaned forward. ‘You will have time. It is not fighting I want you to do: it is fortifying. I want all the north-east coastal defences overhauled. We must be ready.’




  What for, thought Leofwine. Tostig? The Danes? Count Baldwin of Flanders? Could Tostig inveigle his father-in-law to mount an invasion?




  Morcar glanced for reassurance to his brother.




  ‘But will they accept me?’




  ‘Aldred in York will see to that. He can stage-manage the northern Witan.’




  He probably can, thought Gyrth. Members of the Witan, for all their high rank, would be reluctant to go against the will of an archbishop, especially one with Aldred’s clout.




  ‘Talk to them,’ urged Harold. ‘Get them aside, one by one. Explain that we must have security. Half of them at least must be relieved that we have got rid of Tostig. The other

  half will think twice before they get involved in plots to get him back.’




  Morcar made a face. ‘But Northumbria is so big.’




  ‘I shall send Stigand as well.’




  Morcar stared. ‘Another archbishop?’




  Harold made a dismissive gesture. ‘Canterbury can spare him. Besides, Stigand is much happier in his counting house than he is in his cathedral. He will raise the necessary taxes for you.

  I want you to concentrate on the defences. Grimsby, Scarborough, Whitby, Durham – right up to Berwick.’




  Morcar’s jaw dropped. Harold grinned.




  ‘I am not asking you to do it alone. Edwin will give you some housecarls. Gyrth will deal with East Anglia. There are local reeves and fyrds. The one at Scarborough, I hear, is very

  good.’




  Morcar grasped at a straw. ‘Why can you not be here? With your authority—’




  ‘I must go south,’ said Harold. ‘The new minster. The consecration. We must make a good show.’




  Gyrth and Leofwine exchanged glances. Harold had to be there in London. The only show the King was likely to display was a sign that he was going to meet the very St Peter to whom his new

  minster was dedicated.




  Harold fixed Morcar with a sharp eye. ‘I am giving you the authority.’




  It really should be the King giving the authority, but everyone there knew that the King was in no position to do so.




  Morcar gave a final tug to his wisp of beard, and heaved a huge sigh.




  ‘Very well.’




  ‘Good man.’ Harold stopped himself just in time from saying ‘good lad’. He stood up and began to gather his outdoor clothes. ‘Oh – and one other thing. As

  soon as you have set all that in motion, I want you in London. If not by Christmas, then certainly by the end of the Twelve Days.’




  Morcar nodded and blew out his cheeks. God’s Teeth, this man certainly knew how to get history on the move.




  Edric might have expected Gunnar to call.




  Gunnar wasted no time on ceremony. ‘Well, where is your precious law?’




  ‘Where it has always been – in the hands of the King.’




  ‘And now?’




  ‘Where it should be – in the hands of his new Earl of Northumbria.’




  Edric, the Reeve of Scarborough, sat back and gazed at his visitor. Gunnar Palsson was not an impressive sight – short, squat, with a stoop and a thick neck. He looked as if someone had

  dropped a heavy weight on him at a very early age.




  He had been causing trouble ever since the revolt against Earl Tostig had broken out. The countryside was seething with whisper and rumour. Even the appointment of Morcar as the new earl had not

  stopped the tongues wagging.




  ‘What are you going to do about it?’ asked Gunnar as soon as he heard the news.




  ‘What I have always done – uphold the law.’




  Gunnar spat. ‘You hypocrite! You hated Tostig; admit it.’




  ‘I hated his injustices. But I did not join the revolt.’




  ‘You helped the rebellion just as if you had joined it. You wanted him banished as much as I did.’




  ‘I did not banish him – the King did.’ He pushed a cup across the table. ‘Drink?’




  Gunnar opened his mouth to make a sharp rejoinder, thought better of it, and poured out some beer. Then he had an idea, and came in from a different direction.




  ‘I know why you sit on the fence. Making sure of your – interests.’




  Edric gave him as good as he got.




  ‘Gunnar, the law is not a fence to sit on: it is a barrier against chaos. Morcar is now the law. And, whatever the situation, we all make sure of our interests. I value peace and quiet

  because I hold my land direct from the King; I am a freeman. So are half the citizens in Scarborough, whose welfare I am sworn, as reeve, to uphold. Those are my interests. You are the newcomer;

  you wait to take advantage of turmoil. Stir the pot, and see what tempting morsels float to the surface.’




  Gunnar flushed – thirty years, and still the newcomer. He put down his cup with a bang.




  ‘I came here to talk sense to you, and to talk business. Tostig is gone. We have a boy in his place. It is up to us, as men of affairs, to chase our own fate, make our own fortune. Two

  minds are better than one on a problem like this.’




  Edric shook his head. ‘If the heads were turned in the same direction, Gunnar, I agree. But they are not. I look out for Scarborough; you look out for the main chance.’




  Gunnar kept his temper with an effort.




  ‘You fool. Who will pat you on the back for “looking out for Scarborough”, as you put it? Morcar will have much more on his plate than the fate of a tiny coastal town facing

  the North Sea, with barely a thousand souls in it. And how many kings of England have visited Yorkshire, never mind Scarborough, in the last hundred years? I tell you, Edric, we are on our

  own.’




  ‘With our own honour and our own code.’




  ‘Listen to me, Edric. I came here not to argue but to offer partnership. Together we can, with luck and God’s favour, do ourselves a spot of good.’




  He leaned forward to make his point. The boils on his scaly cheeks stood out from his whiskered face.




  Edric smiled ironically. ‘Go on then, Gunnar. Make our fortunes. Tell me your master plan.’




  Gunnar missed the irony. ‘I have lots of plans.’ He spread his hands. ‘Look at me.’




  Edric preferred not to, but waited.




  ‘I came here with nothing. Nothing.’




  Well, that much was true. Gunnar had been pitched out on the shore from a Swedish merchant ship about thirty years before. Nobody knew what he had done to get himself thrown off, and a

  week’s acquaintance with him was enough to tell anybody that he was not going to give a believable, much less truthful, account of it.




  ‘And I have made something of myself.’




  That was true, too. To his credit, Gunnar had worked, and worked hard. Nobody had a sharper eye for an opportunity, or a harder fist when it came to bargaining. One thing had led to another. A

  lucky chance here, a flinty deal there, a shady profit somewhere else. He was the perfect illustration of the old adage that where there was dirt on top there was silver underneath, and Gunnar

  never minded how dirty he made his hands.




  ‘I am established. I am known.’




  At the end of thirty years, he was known all right. Generally disliked, too. And he was certainly established. If Edric represented the freemen of half Scarborough, Gunnar the Swede now owned

  the other half.




  No presentable Scarborough girl would go near him, so he had married a local ugly duckling, just at the moment when her father was steeling himself to fork out for the hefty charge that the

  local convent would make to take her in. Then along had come Gunnar, with his usual faultless timing, willing not only to marry her (knowing shrewdly that she would be as grateful as her father),

  but to waive the dowry as well. Offers like that did not come a father’s way every day of the week.




  The fruit of the union – not a particularly happy one – was a stringy, chinless son who had many of his father’s unprepossessing ways but little of his drive. He was not helped

  by the fact that he stood by in embarrassed silence again and again while his father made offers to neighbouring parents with marriageable daughters. Everybody knew in his head that, with all his

  father’s property in the offing, the boy was a good prospect; but one look at him told them, and their daughters, all they needed to know. It was a pity to say no to all that money, but the

  price was far too high. Every instinct revolted. Not even the plain girls wanted him.




  Edric was not surprised when Gunnar came out with his next sentence.




  ‘Tell me, Coelwen has a birthday coming up, does she not? An important one.’




  Magnus heard the hoofbeats, even though they were partly muffled by the snow. Prudently, he hid under some trees beside the trail.




  The party of horsemen drew level with him. He was amazed to see that it was Sigurd and his band. He had a vague memory of some names from Sigurd’s casual introductions – Tore, Ivar,

  Haldor, Finn, Lars – though he could not put the names to the faces. Except Ketil. He certainly recognised Ketil and his split nose.




  Sigurd stood in the stirrups and looked about him. ‘You might as well come out, Magnus. We know you are there.’




  Magnus did so, brushing from his shoulders the snow that had fallen from the branches covering him. ‘How did you know?’




  Sigurd laughed. ‘With the trail you left, you might as well have put up signposts.’




  ‘What are you doing here?’




  ‘Looking for you.’




  ‘Why?’




  Sigurd cast a glance to his left and right, as if to collect everyone’s agreement.




  ‘We were afraid you might get lost.’




  There was a general chuckle. Magnus regained his composure.




  ‘Why?’ he repeated more meaningly.




  Sigurd laughed again. ‘We are afraid you might get into trouble, chasing that nasty Ragnar. We thought we could keep an eye on you.’




  ‘Tell that to the trolls,’ said Magnus. ‘You are out riding because you are bored to death in that god-forsaken hut.’




  Sigurd beamed. ‘Absolutely right. Ask Finn here. He has been getting more and more cussed with each passing day.’




  Finn had the good grace to grin wryly by way of acknowledgement.




  Sigurd cast a gesture about the group. ‘We were short of horses, too. So I thought what a good idea to go out and look for some.’




  ‘You mean to steal some.’




  Sigurd shrugged. ‘If you insist. A mere question of words. The result is the same.’




  ‘You stole them.’




  ‘Have it your own way,’ said Sigurd. ‘But it kept them busy, eh?’ He looked at Finn. ‘Killed two birds with one stone. Besides, we needed more mobility.’




  Finn shook his head at Sigurd’s blatant frankness. It was difficult to argue with the truth.




  ‘So,’ continued Sigurd, ‘I thought, while we were out, and going west towards Hordaland, why not look for our new friend Magnus, and see if he needs any support from us? It

  would exercise the horses, too.’




  Magnus bristled. ‘I need no help for what I am going to do.’




  ‘Surely not,’ agreed Sigurd. ‘But you can use a meal, I would wager.’




  Magnus too found it difficult to argue with the truth. But, unlike Finn, he fought a short rearguard action.




  ‘You are after me,’ he said. ‘You want me to join your scruffy little band.’




  Sigurd beamed again. ‘Of course. I need good men. And you are good, or I am much mistaken. Join us, and we shall be that much less . . . “little”. ’




  ‘Only scruffy,’ said Finn.




  They all laughed then, and dismounted. As kindling was being collected and a fire prepared, Magnus spoke quietly to Sigurd.




  ‘Will this little jaunt keep them occupied?’




  ‘Not for long,’ Sigurd freely admitted. ‘But there are times when one lives for the next hour. And this is one of them. Something will turn up.’




  ‘Like me.’




  ‘Possibly. But look on the positive side. We can help you search for him.’




  ‘Ragnar?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Stay out of my way.’




  ‘Keep your temper for Ragnar. When we find him, we shall not interfere. I can even lend you a horse while we are looking.’




  ‘That does not mean I shall join you afterwards,’ said Magnus.




  ‘I am prepared to take that chance,’ said Sigurd. ‘I play the odds.’




  Magnus frowned. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘You are young, strong, without any ties of kin. No home. No assets. You will have to find action somehow. When you have got this bug out of your system, you will go looking for it. Here I

  am, with a good offer. I think the odds are in my favour.’




  Magnus had to force a grin. ‘You cocky swine.’




  Sigurd beamed for the third time. ‘So my friends tell me.’




  Wilfrid the housecarl heaved his huge shoulders in a sigh of relief, and whispered out of the corner of his mouth to his cousin Oswy.




  ‘Well, they are all in at last. Did you ever see such a gathering? I have spotted thegns here who have not shown their face at the Witan for years.’




  Oswy lifted his eyebrows towards the soaring towers of the King’s new minster.




  ‘That is what brought them. Curiosity.’ He gestured with his head at the huge crowd that scores of other housecarls were keeping back with the handles of their axes.




  Wilfrid resisted the temptation to spit. It would not be seemly, he decided, for a member of a guard of honour. Somebody might get the wrong idea.




  ‘Curiosity? Balls. Curiosity may be what brought this lot – the gawpers. But that is not what brought all those in there.’ He nodded towards the great west door, which many

  hands were now in the process of closing.




  There came the order to stand down until the service of consecration was over. The twin lines of housecarls broke up into threes and fours, but stayed near the west door. They rested their axes

  and rubbed calloused hands chapped with the cold. It was noticeable that Earl Harold’s housecarls did not mingle with those of the King.




  This time Wilfrid did spit, but out of comfort, not disagreement. Now that he was not on parade, he was in a less argumentative mood.




  ‘It is some building, I agree. But I still prefer St Paul’s. More homely. You are used to it.’




  ‘All new things take getting used to,’ said Oswy.




  ‘Like a new king,’ said Wilfrid.




  Oswy blinked. ‘What?’




  ‘Oh, come on, cousin. Why do you think they are all standing in there and pretending to be gazing in dumb wonder at everything?’ He mimicked a herald making an announcement. ‘

  “His Majesty’s Great New West Minster of London.” ’ He relaxed again. ‘Only His Majesty is not there, is he? And everyone knew His Majesty would not be there. Because

  everyone knows His Majesty is on his last legs – if he is on his legs at all.’




  Oswy nodded sadly. ‘Poor man. So he may never see it. Never enter the church he has been possessed with for years.’




  Wilfrid grunted. ‘Oh, he will enter it all right.’




  Oswy looked sharply at him. ‘You mean—?’




  ‘I do. And we shall get freezing cold mounting a guard of honour for that too.’




  Oswy made a face. ‘Shame, though. All that time, all that effort, all that hope and devotion – and all you get is a tomb.’




  ‘Saints do not see it that way. I am sure Edward will not mind.’




  Oswy looked surprised. ‘He is not a saint.’




  ‘He will be, cousin. He will be – mark my words. But they will not be thinking about that, either. They will be thinking about the next king – whoever that is. It is not

  possible that they can be thinking of anything else.’




  Oswy looked shocked and disgusted. ‘God – who would go into politics? Thinking about a coronation and we have not buried the other one yet. He is not even dead.’




  ‘It is not politics: it is common sense. We must not have an empty throne. Edward will probably not last till the New Year, never mind till Easter, and the next Witan will not be till

  then. We can not have an empty throne for three months. It would be asking for trouble.’




  ‘You mean the Bastard?’




  ‘Possibly. So far he has made no move – or none that we have heard of. But the story of the promise is common knowledge.




  Edward was knee-deep in Normans for years. He spoke better French than he did English. He could easily have made that promise. It would certainly suit William to say so. But he can make no move

  till Edward dies. It would look bad. And a bastard can not afford to look bad.’




  Oswy nodded, following his argument. ‘And then there is the Atheling.’




  Wilfrid sniffed. ‘Edgar the Atheling. Ha! Last prince of the ancient House of Cerdic.’ He laid ironic stress on the last words. ‘Twelve years old. Raised in Hungary. I doubt if

  he even speaks decent English.’




  ‘Blood royal,’ said Oswy.




  ‘We want a man, not a boy. If we get the Atheling, just think how many people would be licking their chops – in Flanders, Denmark, Scotland. And I would wager our beloved Tostig

  would soon be sticking his dirty little finger into the pie.’




  Wilfrid flung out his arm towards the new minster. ‘And every earl, thegn, bishop and abbot in there knows it. They know that, whoever each one of them wants as king, they must agree on

  having someone before they go home.’




  ‘So it will be Harold?’




  ‘We hope so,’ said Wilfrid. ‘But then we are biased. What about that lot over there?’ He gestured towards the King’s housecarls. ‘We do not know where their

  sympathies lie – with England or with the King’s Norman friends.’




  Oswy looked shocked again. ‘But they are English.’




  ‘So is Edward. That does not prevent him from having Norman friends. And who knows – Norman sympathies. Just because Harold’s father kicked most of them out, that does not mean

  that Edward will not try to get his own back. Saint he may be, but he is also devious. I would never trust him. In fact I would never trust half the men in England.’




  Oswy made a face. ‘Oh, come on, Wilfrid.’




  Wilfrid would not be moved. ‘Just because you live in England it does not make you English. What about all those in Northumbria? Dammit – we live in Northumbria. We

  ourselves are a handful of generations removed from the Danes.’




  ‘But they are not housecarls like us.’




  ‘True. We are privileged, so we are loyal. But think, Oswy: we have had four Danish kings this century.’




  Oswy looked glum. ‘You make it sound as if we do not have a hope.’




  Wilfrid grinned. ‘Oh, we have a hope all right. And the name of this hope is Harold. He is the one they must vote for. And Harold will see to it in the next few days that they

  do.’




  ‘If they are good Englishmen, they will do that, surely?’




  Wilfrid shook his head. ‘But they are not all good Englishmen, as I said. Half of them will be saying to themselves, “What will be the best solution for me?” They will need

  persuading.’




  ‘Persuading?’




  ‘That Harold is the obvious next king. But being obvious does not make it easy.’




  Oswy looked even more miserable. ‘Still a poor prospect, then?’




  Wilfrid grinned again. ‘And I shall tell you something to make it even worse.’




  ‘What is that?’ asked Oswy, not at all sure that he wanted to know the answer.




  ‘We are forgetting that Edward has actually got to die. If he is not on his deathbed already. And kings on deathbeds make statements. Statements which are very, very powerful.’




  Oswy lifted his eyebrows in a cheerless grimace. ‘So we have to hope that the King will name Harold in his last words.’




  ‘If he is in a state to mutter any last words at all.’ Wilfrid looked around him. ‘God, I wonder how long they are going to be. This cold weather. I am dying for a

  piss.’




  Gyrth Godwinson, Earl of East Anglia, took off his cloak, sat down, and kicked a wayward log back into the centre of the flames.




  ‘It can not be long now. Scarcely any food has passed his lips for six days.’




  ‘How is Edith taking it?’ said Leofwine.




  Gyrth looked sharply at him. ‘Doing what our dear sister has been doing for years – playing the devoted wife. Clasping his hand, stroking his brow, massaging his feet, and weeping

  when anybody is looking. When she runs out of ideas, she sits at the foot of the bed and prays.’




  ‘Is that not rather hard of you?’




  ‘You wait and see,’ said Gyrth. ‘She is talking Edward and thinking Tostig.’




  Leofwine made a noise of disgust. ‘What can she do?’




  Gyrth looked grim. ‘I am older than you. I have known her longer than you have. There is no limit to what our sister might be prepared to do – or at least attempt. She is Queen, for

  a start. She is closest to Edward. Who knows what she has been whispering into his sick ears for weeks? Certainly since Tostig was banished. I tell you, Edith never gives up.’




  Leofwine laughed. ‘Oh, come now.’




  Gyrth attempted an expression of saintliness. ‘Soft and gentle. Clings like cobwebs. Spreads like creeper. Before you know where you are, you are half stifled.’




  ‘And you think she will sway Edward?’




  ‘She always has. It got Tostig Northumbria in the first place. She got Edward to dote on him. That was all her doing. All Tostig had to do was act the part she created for him in

  Edward’s head. Child’s play. He was always able to wrap Mother round his little finger, and Edith has taught him to wrap Edward as well.’




  ‘What a good thing he is not here, then,’ said Leofwine with heavy irony.




  ‘He will be, brother, he will be – if our dear sister has anything to do with it.’




  ‘Then we see to it that she does not.’




  Gyrth raised his eyebrows. ‘Oh? And how do you suggest we do that? Tear a devoted wife away from the bedside of her beloved husband? You try, and see what good you will do for

  Harold’s cause.’




  Leofwine looked blank. ‘Is he so completely under the spell?’




  Gyrth shook his head. ‘For the life of me I can not tell. Edward is very far from being a fool. And I believe he is genuinely concerned about England. But is his mind still strong enough?

  That is the problem.’




  ‘What does Harold say?’




  ‘Harold keeps his own counsel on that. But we can hope. Tostig does not possess the entire stock of the Godwin family charm. And Harold is no fool, either.’




  ‘So what do we do?’




  ‘We take one step at a time, brother.’




  ‘And what is the first?’




  ‘The first thing is the nomination. That is where we come in.’




  ‘You mean, lobbying?’




  ‘Yes. Why did Harold want everybody at the consecration? So that we can get at them. But it must be discreet. And Harold must stay out of it as far as possible. He must not be seen to be

  trying too hard.’




  Leofwine nodded. ‘I know. No visible pressure. No “undue influence”. ’




  ‘Exactly. Harold wants the throne, but he wants it delivered properly – open election, according to all custom and etiquette.’




  A light came into Leofwine’s eye. ‘Has Harold thought about Stigand?’




  Gyrth looked blank. ‘What about Stigand?’




  ‘Once we get Harold nominated and elected, we have to get him crowned. Stigand is Archbishop of Canterbury.’




  ‘Ah!’ Gyrth nodded. ‘Of course. The excommunications.’




  ‘By five successive popes,’ said Leofwine. ‘Getting crowned by an archbishop who has been sent to Hell five times. Is that “according to all custom and

  etiquette”?’




  ‘No,’ admitted Gyrth. ‘But you are forgetting: we have more than one archbishop in England.’




  ‘Aldred.’




  ‘Exactly In York. He has a much better reputation than Stigand.’




  ‘Not difficult.’




  ‘Stigand will not mind being passed over. He will understand. Anyone who can survive five excommunications is worldly enough to take something like that in his stride. Besides, Stigand

  will still have his uses. But think, Lef. If York crowns him, it will help to bind the north to the south. Aldred will not be a makeshift; he could be a positive advantage. Harold’s dream

  – a united England.’




  In the event Magnus did need Sigurd. It was one thing to locate Ragnar; it was quite another to capture him. If all that had been necessary was an ambush and a quick knife

  thrust, Magnus could almost certainly have done it by himself.




  But he wanted more than that; he wanted a meeting. He wanted Ragnar to see him, to hear him. He wanted leisure to watch Ragnar’s face when he, Magnus, recited the roll of crimes, when he

  reached the burning core of his rage – the death of Sigrid.




  Sigurd understood this. All he had to do was wait until Magnus came to understand too. When the time came, it was his band who scouted, who made enquiries, who ran Ragnar to earth, who bound and

  trussed him, and who delivered him as a living, human carcass.




  ‘There you are,’ said Sigurd. ‘Now get on with it. We shall wait out of sight.’




  Magnus had the grace and intelligence to thank him.




  Sigurd made a face. ‘I am not sure whether you will be thanking me in about an hour’s time.’




  It was prophetic. Left alone, with Ragnar helpless before him, Magnus was not prepared for what he felt.




  For a start, he knew him. Of course he knew him; their two families had been distant neighbours for decades, possibly generations. He had been taught to recite the ever-lengthening list of

  crimes and offences and outrages that ‘they’ had committed against the universally innocent members of his own family. By all the rules he too should have been in the thrall of the

  blood-feud obsession. None of the men could think beyond it. The older women, too. Some of them were worse. In a way they were even more frightening to a young lad with long ears, as he

  sat listening round the winter hearth.




  But that was not how it came to Magnus. To kill a stranger was one thing. Even, in a furtive ambush, to kill someone you knew. By the time you had turned over the body and looked in the face to

  make sure, it was over; the damage was done. No need to screw up the body to make the final thrust.




  But to have the man there, in front of you, tied and helpless, both knowing what was supposed to happen next. A familiar face . . . That was quite another thing.




  What made it worse was that he did not beg for his life. He did not try to deny the offence. He did not try to shift the blame.




  Nor did he taunt Magnus with what he had done. That would have made it easy. He did not struggle. He did not bargain. He made no attempt to deceive in a bid to escape. That would have made it

  easy, too.




  He just waited.




  Magnus considered what the man had done. If it had been a simple case of robbery, or rick burning, even cattle maiming . . . But this man had committed mass murder; he had planned it in advance;

  he had organised the burning not only of men but of women and children as well. He may not have organised it very well – Magnus’ survival was proof of that. But he had willed it. He had

  deliberately created Hell in the dark – if such a place as Hell existed. Magnus called it Hell because it was the worst place he could think of, real or not.




  It deserved the name of Hell because Sigrid had died there. Ragnar may not have struck Sigrid himself, but he was responsible for her death, as surely as if he had struck her. When

  Magnus had burst out through their secret door, he himself was on fire, both in fact and in spirit. In that moment, had he caught Ragnar, he would have lingered over his death with bestial,

  slavering delight.




  That was weeks ago. He had been hunting for so long now that the heat had faded. Never mind, said the old women. Revenge is a dish best tasted cold. The satisfaction is all the greater.




  For the life of him, Magnus could not see it like that. And that was because of Sigrid, too. She alone of the female members of his family had stood out against the consuming passion of

  vengeance. She alone, of all his relations, did not follow the lurid exhortations to pursue the next victim, the alleged author of the latest outrage against family honour.




  She always said ‘Why?’ And she looked in distaste as the rest of her family went red in the face and spat swearwords in their fruitless search for a reason that would satisfy her. In

  the end they fell back on abusing her for upsetting them.




  Now Sigrid, of all people, was dead, victim of the very thing that she had said was pointless. If ever there was a sound reason for revenge, the family said to him, here it was. Even Sigrid

  herself, they said, would approve.




  It did not turn out like that. He may have heard Sigrid’s voice in his head in the early days of his search, but that soon faded. He may have carried the image of Sigrid’s face in

  death as he came near the end of his search. But, as he stood there, in front of his enemy, with a naked knife, there was no Sigrid – except for one thing – her question:

  ‘Why?’




  But he did it. He did it, because he also had his common sense. He knew that, if he did not, his victim would stalk him, with only one aim in mind. The spine of both their families had

  been broken in the fire and in the fight that followed. Winter had wiped out most of the livestock, deprived of the usual care. Magnus and his enemy were virtually alone. Ragnar’s remaining

  womenfolk would turn into tight-cheeked, avenging furies; God help the man they vented their spleen on, and their curses. There might be very few male members of the guilty clan left, but not one

  of them, however distantly related, would have any peace. Magnus knew that he could be pursued. That he could never rest – not really rest. A knife had always to be within ready clasp.




  He could not stay awake for ever. He had to have company, a group, a band – something – in which he could take shelter.




  Magnus put the last of the stones in place on the cairn. Whether Ragnar was carrion or not, he had to be hidden – just in case.




  ‘Very sensible of you,’ said a voice.




  Magnus whirled round. Sigurd had timed his return impeccably. The party gathered round the cairn.




  ‘Well?’ said Sigurd.




  Magnus swore under his breath. Sigurd was right – damn him. He offered company; he offered protection; he offered food and a roof; he offered opportunity. At that moment Magnus had none of

  them.




  Sigurd leaned forward in the saddle. ‘It is not for life; you do not have to marry me.’




  Everyone laughed, including Magnus. And that was that.




  ‘I am getting a good deal, too,’ said Sigurd, as he handed Magnus the reins of a horse.




  Which was true.




  Magnus was big, he was strong, he could obviously look after himself. Anybody who could survive in the forest for as long as he had must be good at self-preservation, and Sigurd needed soldiers

  who were good at that. Magnus came cheap, too. In fact, he came free.




  Magnus accepted the lowliest place at Sigurd’s board without a murmur. He felt empty, naturally. It was done; it was finished. He could make nothing of it. He could not tell anybody about

  it. Sigurd, very shrewdly, asked no questions. If able-bodied men were willing to serve in that part of southern Norway, that was enough. Magnus seemed a good prospect. Sigurd liked the look of

  him. After all, he was not that much older himself.




  Sigurd found him unusual, too. He did not brag. He did not even drink that much, as he was to discover. He certainly said very little. That was enough for Sigurd – for the time being, at

  any rate.




  It was enough for Magnus, too. For a while the whole episode haunted him. Haunted him not for what it was, but, oddly, for what it was not. He did not feel pleased at what he had done. Certainly

  not proud. Not even satisfied, really. It was over; that was enough.




  Yet it was not the end of the ghosts. There was still the fire. There was still Sigrid’s voice. There was still Sigrid’s face . . .




  ‘Woe to my kingdom. Woe to my people. There are those in high places who mean nothing but harm to England. They serve not England: they serve the Devil.’




  Those about the bed looked uncomfortably at each other. Where had this sudden surge of energy come from? For the last two days he had been prostrate and speechless. And what did the words mean?

  Everyone knew that a dying man’s pronouncements were of special significance. But those of a king . . .!




  ‘God will lay a curse upon the land. It will be given over to its enemies. For a year and a day after my death, fiends of Hell shall stalk the land, and harry it from end to end with fire

  and the sword.’




  The more the King rambled, the more his audience writhed in both embarrassment and dread. How to stop him? And what did it all mean? There were magic spells in the air. Even Harold felt a twinge

  of discomfort.




  Clearly the King had very little time left. And there was vital business to conduct.




  Stigand leaned across to Harold and whispered in his ear. ‘Old men’s fancies. His mind has gone. Pay no attention.’




  ‘I shall not,’ said Harold, ‘but they are.’




  He pointed to the company assembled in the death chamber. Only Queen Edith seemed unmoved, save only insofar as she continued her incessant weeping.




  Harold became restive. This was pure drama, almost like a miracle play. Edith was keeping the initiative by her weeping, keeping the performance going, almost as if she were manipulating the

  dying puppet in the bed to continue its lurid maunderings.




  And what had she already been saying to the King when he, Harold, was not there? Was Edward about to pour forth another piece of fortune-telling with talk of Tostig? This had to be stopped. What

  were they to do – shake a dying man by the shoulders?




  It was as if the King had heard his very thoughts. Suddenly he started talking about the Queen, his beloved Edith, his constant and blessed consort, his dutiful wife and daughter . . . Harold

  began to feel like retching with revulsion.




  It got worse. Harold was to nurture, foster, treasure his sister and Queen, was to ensure that every honour that was her due should be paid to her in fullest measure. Harold felt his neck go

  hot. This was the woman who had always favoured Tostig, and who had, quite likely, shown favour to the idea of Edward’s alleged offer of the crown to the Norman bastard all those years

  ago.




  Harold caught Stigand’s eye. Do something! It was clearly impossible for Harold to force the King.




  Stigand came close to the King and bent down. Nobody heard the whisperings between them. At last Stigand rose and beckoned Harold forward.




  The silence became deafening as Harold sat on the edge of the bed. Even Edith stopped crying. The King put out a hand of ghostly whiteness and stretched his fingers. Harold took them. Everybody

  stopped breathing.




  With a voice of such firmness and clarity that they all jumped, Edward said, ‘To you, Harold, Earl of Wessex, I commend my kingdom.’




  Harold jerked his head.




  Gyrth and Leofwine, after a startled glance at each other, fell in behind. Harold led them to his private chamber. He paused at the door.




  ‘Gyrth, get two of my best housecarls – Wilfrid and Oswy will do – and put them outside this room, at ten paces distant, so that they can hear nothing. They are to see that

  nobody comes nearer. Understand? Nobody.’




  As Gyrth hurried off, Harold turned to Leofwine.




  ‘Get Aldred and Stigand.’




  Leofwine looked startled. ‘Both of them? Together?’




  ‘Both. Together. I intend to be King of all England. That means York as well as Canterbury.’




  Leofwine remembered what Gyrth had said, but asked anyway, just to hear it from Harold’s lips.




  ‘Who will do the actual crowning?’




  ‘Aldred. Stigand is still under the papal ban. I want nothing irregular. The birth of my kingship – nay, the very conception – will be as immaculate as that of the Holy Child

  itself.’




  Well, there it was. Stigand would have to lump it.




  ‘I shall put him in charge of the funeral arrangements,’ said Harold. ‘That should help to appease his vanity. Besides, he is a man of practicality. Ask him which he would

  rather give up – the right to place the crown on my head, or his fees from all those Canterbury estates. He knows what is important right now. He will understand. He will assist.’ He

  chuckled. ‘I shall do rather well out of it. Not many kings get two primates by their side at a coronation.’




  Leofwine hesitated. ‘What about . . . what about . . . you know, Edward . . .’ He waved vaguely.




  ‘I have spoken to Edith about that. She and her ladies will prepare the body. She has cried herself into a corner. All that weeping and devotion. She can hardly refuse—’




  ‘—and be seen to refuse—’




  ‘—and be seen to refuse to do what is necessary for such a beloved husband, saint, king and lord. She has been washing his feet for days. Now let her prove that she means

  it.’




  Leofwine began to look a little hustled. ‘Is that all?’




  ‘By no means. When you have done that, see the sacristan, and tell him I want the grave prepared at once.’




  Leofwine stared. ‘At this hour?’




  Harold nodded firmly. ‘Get the masons and diggers out of bed if you have to. Everyone has been expecting this for days; Edward himself has done nothing but talk about it, when he was not

  raving. It will be no great surprise.’




  ‘Is that all?’




  ‘No. Get hold of Edwin and Morcar. I want a full session of the Witan within the hour, here, in the palace – every earl, bishop, abbot and thegn within striking distance That means

  most of them. They have been waiting for something to happen. Well, I shall oblige. Edwin can preside. As senior earl, he will not be challenged.’




  ‘Is that not dangerous? Are you sure of Mercia?’




  ‘No,’ said Harold frankly. ‘Nor am I sure yet of Northumbria, even though I put Morcar there. But if I get you or Gyrth to preside, the Witan will get suspicious. They will

  suspect that I am staging everything. By putting a man in the chair who has not declared his support of me, I can claim that I am being fair and transparent. Whiter than white. As I said –

  immaculate.’




  ‘How will you swing Edwin and Morcar?’




  ‘Leave that to me.’




  ‘Do you not think you are being just a little precipitate?’




  ‘No. They are expecting something like this, brother. They have to be. I have the King’s commendation. That makes me only half a king. I must have the Witan’s election. And as

  soon as possible. I repeat – immaculate. Beyond criticism.’




  ‘But tonight?’




  ‘At midnight if necessary. We do not give them a chance to steady themselves. We have the initiative. I do not intend to lose it. If the Atheling’s party are planning something, we

  shall catch them on one foot. As for the few who may want the Bastard, we shall, with luck, catch them off their feet altogether. We give them no time.’




  Leofwine nodded, if slightly dizzily. He was thrown off balance by his brother’s decisiveness and lack of hesitation.




  ‘You have been giving this a great deal of thought.’




  ‘I have had enough time,’ said Harold.




  Waiting hour after hour in the death chamber, unable to make things happen, unable to show his wishes, furious at the charade of grief being performed by Edith and her women, he had felt

  impotent. The crazy thought had gone through his head a dozen times: after all these years as the King’s right hand – the sword and shield of England – would a capricious twist of

  fate, a wayward buffet of God’s Will, even a malign trick of the Devil, cast this cup, this grail of power, from his hands at the very moment when he was reaching out to grasp it?




  He saw Leofwine, waiting as if to hear yet more orders. ‘Off you go now.’




  As his brother closed the door behind him, another crazy thought also flitted through his head. What would Edward have said if he had had a soothsayer’s eye when he was planning his

  beloved new minster – if he could have seen through the veil of time that, within eight days of its consecration, it would witness a king’s funeral and a king’s coronation, within

  hours of each other? Witness too a milestone – a hinge of history – the end of the House of Cerdic, which had ruled in England for five hundred years. Cerdic – the successor of

  the fabulous, legend-laden Roman Empire, the descendant of Woden himself, the father and founder of Wessex. He and his line were no more. And he – Harold Godwinson – was about to try to

  fill the gap.




  Harold almost shuddered. They were all walking with destiny tonight.




  Harold and his brothers entered the hall. The assembly remained standing where they were, in random groups, like guests at a party. They made no attempt to get into any kind of

  formal shape, to jostle for precedence according to custom, to look for benches to sit on. Late torches burned low in sconces. Tired servants stood about the walls and held candlesticks in their

  bare hands; it was all Stigand had had time to arrange. They swore silently at hot wax dripping onto their wrists.




  The Christmas Witan of England, without a word of command from a chamberlain or a shout from a herald, came to order. The Witan, the men of wit and knowledge, of power and experience, who had

  advised every king since Cerdic, fell silent.




  Earl Gyrth of East Anglia stepped forward. He was to say afterwards that he had no idea where his words were to come from. All the preparation he had had was a hurried conversation in a

  passageway with Harold half an hour before. The rest he owed to the grace of God and the charged spirit of an unforgettable night.




  He informed ‘my lords, thegns, bishops, abbots and loyal subjects’ that our late holy and venerated sovereign lord, Edward, had, with his dying breath, and before witnesses, which

  included His Grace Bishop Stigand (he carefully avoided using the questionable title ‘Archbishop of Canterbury’), clearly declared that the Earl Harold of Wessex was his God-guided

  choice as the next guardian of the realm.




  As everyone knew, that realm of England was beset with neighbours who wished it harm; it needed, therefore, a strong arm and a trusted one, to steer it through the dangers that doubtless would

  beset it in the coming months and years. In one sentence, therefore, he took the wind out of the sails of the two parties of possible rivals. Edgar the Atheling, the last surviving legitimate

  member of the House of Cerdic, was a mere boy, and therefore by definition incapable of becoming the ‘strong arm’ that the country needed. And Duke William, the Bastard of Normandy, was

  one of the very threats that beset England at that actual moment. By implication, then, who of the present assembly was going to cast himself in the role of traitor by declaring in open council

  that he was for William? Promise or no promise.




  Gyrth then called upon ‘Lord Edwin, of the House of Leofric, Earl of Mercia’, to speak as the voice of the Witan here assembled, and expressed the hope that Lord Edwin’s words

  would be guided and marked by the wisdom of the Holy Spirit, concerned as that Holy Spirit no doubt always was for the welfare of England.




  Earl Edwin, barely into his twenties, less than half the age of nearly everyone there, licked his lips, swallowed hard and lifted his head so as to make his words carry.




  ‘The voice of the Witan of England, the choice of the Witan of England, is to elect our lord, Earl Harold of Wessex, as King.’




  There was the slightest of pauses. Would somebody suggest summarising the deliberations they had just had? Would somebody else ask about the Atheling? Would a brave soul speak up for Duke

  William? Would a jealous Mercian or a Tostig-lover from Northumbria challenge the privileged position of Wessex? Harold gave a rash protester just enough time to risk his reputation by raising an

  objection, before stepping forward himself and formally accepting.
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