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  Fortune’s Folly




  Eden’s Child




  Beloved Deceiver




  His Other Wife




  The Substitute Bride




  It is a simple trick—Elizabeth Mary will take the place of her older sister Mary Elizabeth. She will marry the Lord Edward Hinchcliffe, pretending to be Mary. He will never discover the plot... Mary can then do what she promises, enter a Convent.




  Only, the best laid plans often go astray and Elizabeth Mary finds the deception leads her into terrible danger. The Lord Hinchcliffe is no fool and he is a stern taskmaster who prides honesty above all virtues.




  





  Spanish Lies




  Ginny has a terrible secret buried inside her and it has the potential to ruin her life. She loves her son and is still attracted to the man who broke her heart. If she goes to Spain, she knows she will be putting all she holds dear in harm’s way...yet she feels she has to take the chance.




  He was a man of fierce passion and she was a woman with a terrible secret




  Dedication




  For my dear friend Teresa, thank you for your friendship.




  Prologue




  It was a wonderful spot where he had chosen to locate the hall. There was an estuary that teemed with fish and fertile acres of land that were good for growing food. Further beyond were the moors, which were rich with peat for burning. To the right of the estuary there was a thick, dark forest that offered a plentiful supply of both timber and game.




  Not all of the hundred hides of land he owned were good—there were the marshes to the left of the hall, and a long stretch of windswept beach—but most were fine, and he had no complaints about the way his father had treated him.




  The hall itself was a wonder. Travellers would make a detour just to look at it from the top of Wolf’s Head Ridge. There was no other hall like it anywhere, for the hall was built of stone. Not wood, nor wattle and daub, but solid grey stone. But why stone? Many had asked him, but he would always shake his head and crease his mouth in what, for him passed as a smile.




  A great double door opened onto a large hall with a fire that burned in the centre and where the cooks and scullions prepared food. The stone walls were covered with massive tapestries of gold and silver thread, and the floors were strewn with the furs of animals that the thegn himself had killed. On special occasions, the huge trestle table would be covered by a white cloth that had been embroidered with gold thread by the daughter of the house. A girl whose needlework was prized in this isolated corner of England.




  The thegn was a proud, cruel, boastful man, with all the swagger of his father, the late Earl Godwine, and there were not many who could say they liked him. Nor were there any to pity him now...no one, that was, apart from his daughter.




  All was quiet in the great hall; the fire burned brightly, as did the rush lights. Godwineson lay on a bed of straw close to the fire, his massive body stricken by a paralyzing fever that had laid him low for one whole month. Now that a messenger had come with bad tidings, Godwineson time and again cried out in a terrible voice.




  A priest knelt on one side of the bed. Godwineson’s daughter knelt at the other side. The priest did not speak or even pray but waited for the death of his master, because then he could bolt away and ask for sanctuary at the nearest abbey. Not for anything was he going to declare himself allied with the Godwine family after what had happened at the field of the hoary apple tree.




  “Alfled,” the thegn choked. The girl bent her head close to her father’s face, the better to hear him. “No one takes our land, no foreigner puts root on my soil. Do you hear me, girl?”




  “Yes, Father.”




  “You must fight now, Alfled. Never forget who you are!”




  The night was spent and a new morning came before Godwineson died. He had spoken no more to Alfled and had closed his eyes. The priest had held a mirror of polished silver to the thegn’s lips, but it frosted over and so prevented him from scurrying off. He was anxious to leave, Alfled could tell, but she ignored him with an icy contempt that belied her sixteen years.




  Only when she was certain that her father had died did she stand from the bed. Her legs and back were stiff from sitting, but she made no complaint, nor did she cry.




  She was a fairly tall, slender girl with hair the colour of old, well-used gold. It was caught in two long plaits that reached her knees. As Alfled stood, a girl of similar age to her crossed the room and came before her, bowing low.




  “Hild,” Alfled said in a whisper, “we have much to discuss; come...we will go to my bower.”




  The slave followed the lady up the narrow stone staircase. There was a long gallery at the top with three archways; each of these archways led into a room, and privacy was had by means of a coarse woolen curtain. Alfled’s room was the smallest of the three. There was a bed strewn with the fur of wolves and bears and foxes, and there was an iron fire basket and a trunk where she would keep her gowns. A stone ledge that ran the length of one wall was used as a seat, but here and there Alfled kept exquisite pieces of glass that her father, or one of her brothers, had brought back from their travels.




  Her favourite vase was cornet shaped and of a vivid blue colour. Her eldest brother had brought it back from Flanders. He had been there in exile with Grandfather Godwine after King Edward had threatened civil war if the house of Godwine did not leave the shores of England.




  Hild waited patiently for her lady to speak. The slave loved and adored her mistress. She had worshipped her since they were children together. Thegn Godwineson had bought her for his only daughter, and Hild had been afraid and heartbroken at being separated from her mother, but it had been so easy to forget the past and to come to love her new mistress, who was two years her junior.




  There were times when Alfled abused that love. After all, she was the only girl and her brothers adored her, but Alfled, in her own way, was loyal too and would not allow anyone else to abuse Hild.




  Hild was too attractive for her own good. Often Alfled had spied the hot eyes of Edwin Godwine on her, and even Alfled’s twin brother Alfred had began to take an interest in watching her walk across a room, and with such an expression that Alfled knew he was not merely admiring her deportment. Nevertheless, neither brother had dared to touch her. Alfled had warned them not to. Hild would not be seduced or raped and then sold off when she became pregnant, as had happened to other female slaves—Alfled would make certain of that. “I want Hild with me forever,” she had announced to her family.




  At last Alfled moved. She stood quickly from the stone seat, and from her girdle she drew out a slim, silver-handled dagger. She fingered the blade, saw the terror in Hild’s eyes, and recognized that the slave girl thought her bent on suicide. The slave cried, “No, lady, no. We shall go to the good abbess, who will give us sanctuary.”




  Alfled was all Godwine; though her father was only old Godwine’s illegitimate son from a Danish marriage, still she had their pride and their arrogance.




  “Fool,” Alfled snapped, “do you think me so afraid of a Norman bastard that I would cut my throat or run mewing to an abbess!”




  Alfled was aware that Hild was watching her in horror as she took up one of her gold plaits and began to hack at it with the knife. Doubtless she thought her lady had lost all reason...and was it so surprising if she had? Alfled’s family was dead. One brother killed in the slaughter at Stamford Bridge, and two brothers hacked to death at the field of the hoary apple tree. Her twin brother had this week died in Alfled’s arms from a raging fever that had today taken her father. All this and while they had waited for news, the conqueror was pillaging and ransacking his way up through the south of England, determined to wipe out all those who had supported Harold Godwineson, King of the English!




  A thick gold plait fell to the floor, but even as her eyes filled with tears, Alfled began to hack at the other. “I shall be Alfred Godwineson,” she cried out to the wretched Hild, “and I shall hold onto my land, too young to fight, too weak to leave the hearth...that will be my story.”




  The safe and secure and, many said, enviable existence of Alfled Godwine had come to a sudden end. Everything she had ever known or wanted to hold dear had been taken from her. Not only was she an English woman living alone on prime land, but she was the granddaughter of the late Earl Godwine and niece of Harold Godwineson, and he, the Norman bastard who had dared to invade the shores of England, had sworn to put to the sword all of the Godwineson family. William was known to be a man without pity, a cruel and vicious enemy who never forgot or forgave.




  Sitting now by the fire, waiting for Hild to fill a tub so she could wash her short hair, she thought about what had happened. She remembered that the trouble had begun with the death of King Edward, known to one and all rather mockingly as the Confessor. A pious holy man, a strange-looking man, Alfled always thought, so pale and white that he was probably an albino. Certainly he had magical powers, for it was said that he could cure all sorts of ills just by putting his hands on a sufferer.




  Earl Godwine had married his daughter Edith to him, but they had had no issue. The Godwine clan often laughed about that; they were fine, lusty men who had no trouble begetting children on any side of the blanket. Rumor had abounded that the Confessor had not even consummated his marriage to Edith, but Alfled’s family knew better. Godwine would have made sure that Edward had; he would not have allowed the king the opportunity of having an excuse to have the marriage annulled.




  King Edward had always had a liking for the Normans. He had spent much of his youth in Normandy during his father’s exile; nevertheless, on his very deathbed he had stated before countless witnesses that Harold Godwineson should be his successor. The Godwines were the most powerful family in the land—some even said they were more powerful than the king—but no one had forced the king into naming Harold. He had done so of his own free will.




  Harold was shortly crowned and acclaimed before his people, and he was a popular choice. Harold was forty-five years old, tall and blond and handsome and virile. A man adored by the people, a king indeed who not only looked like a king but acted like one as well. No miserable holy soul was he, but a red-blooded man who enjoyed life to the full.




  The people, it seemed, would follow him anywhere and forgive him anything. Even the fact that he had put aside the woman he had lived with for years in a Danish marriage, and who had given him five children, in order that he would marry more advantageously. His choice was the sister of the Northumbrian Earl Morkar: Alditha. Harold was a man who appreciated the art of expediency. The earl was far too powerful not be brought into the family.




  Alfled remembered the night the comet came, the eve of the Greater Litany, when the long-haired star appeared in the sky. She had run out to look up at the sky and the marvellous sight as the strangely shaped star streaked across the northern sky. She had boxed Hild’s ears because Hild had been frightened by it and had said it was an evil omen. Alfled had been sure that something so beautiful could only bring good things. How wrong, she later reflected, she had been.




  The bastard over in Normandy who had seethed for many weeks over, as he saw it, Harold’s seizure of the throne gathered about him a massive army and prepared to sail for England. As if, Alfled’s father had roared to any who would listen, the English would actually prefer a foreigner for a king when they had their own homegrown one.




  Harold prepared to meet the invader by gathering with his earls and lords and the mighty fyrd around him, and waiting with keen anticipation for the day to arrive when he could rid his shores of the Norman menace. While Harold waited in the south, his brother, Tosti, arrived on the shores of northeast England with a party of mercenaries and the seven foot giant of a man, the King of Norway. There was no brotherly love between Tosti and Harold. Tosti was no diplomat—he gave way to urges without due consideration and was unpredictable, and at times out of control. Thus Harold had had his brother removed from the Earldom of Northumbria and had given it to the man who was now his brother-in-law, and Tosti had not forgotten or forgiven.




  Now he came from exile to wage war on his homeland and with a promise that when they won a glorious victory, he would crown King Hardrade. Whether he would have done so or not, Alfled and her family thought it open to speculation. Furious with his brother for his betrayal, Harold gathered his army about him and rode for the north. Alfled’s three brothers were beside him, Edwin, Edgar and Harold, proud and handsome and glad to be at the side of their kinsman, the King of all the English.




  They were, like Harold, tall and blond and handsome, their hair curling just below their ears, gold bracelets glinting beneath the sun of a warm September day, laughing and talking and elated by the prospect of battle after weeks of waiting.




  A messenger came with the news that Tosti and Hardrada’s army had routed the army led by the Earls Morkar and Edwin of Mercia, and in exchange for no killing or looting, the earls had conceded defeat.




  Harold merely gave a smile that told no one anything.




  As Tosti and the King of Norway’s men took their ease by the river Derwent, content and confident, a lookout saw great clouds of dust. No one in that place had expected Harold to gather his army and in so short a time, a matter of only days, reach the north. Now, perhaps for the first time, Tosti and Hardrade realized the power of the enemy.




  Half the invasion’s force was at that time on the side of Stamford Bridge, closest to the approaching English. They fought bravely but against overwhelming odds. The English pushed them ever backwards into the river, and soon on the surface of the dark water, numerous bodies could be seen floating.




  Harold did not forget that one of his enemies was his brother. He sought a parley and offered peace terms, but Tosti rejected them even though his brother had offered him a third of his kingdom.




  Perhaps in his strange way, Tosti felt some loyalty to the King of Norway, for Harold would offer that king nothing, just the seven feet of English soil in which to bury him.




  The battle began again, with the English charging, only to be stopped by a wall of spears and arrows, and one arrow pierced the throat of Edwin Godwine. He fell from his mount and was trampled under the hooves of the ponies of the retreating English.




  The Vikings had gathered themselves into a tight wall that acted as a shield against the English, and those within the wall let loose spears and arrows, preventing the English from getting close to them. But for some reason, either panic or sheer foolhardiness, the wall broke and the Vikings began to charge the English. It was more than the English could ever hope for; the housecarls turned their mounts into the charging Vikings, and down the slopes roared the infantry.




  In the hand-to-hand combat the King of Norway was cut down. Once again Harold offered his brother a chance to talk peace, but again this was rejected.




  “To the death then,” Harold cried. It was a victorious battle for the English. The Vikings turned around and hurried for their ships. On the field of blood, Harold came across Tosti, struck down by an arrow. Harold sat on his horse a long time, just looking at the corpse of his young and wild brother, while his army pursued the escaping Vikings.




  Then he pulled himself quickly together; he ordered the King of Norway’s body to be taken to his ship, and then King Harold of England his brothers Leofwine and Gyrth and his kinsmen Edgar and Harold made their way southwards and gave young Harold permission to make a westerly detour so that his father Godwine could be notified of his son Edgar’s death.




  There was no time to linger at Godwine Hall. Harold was anxious to be off again to join the king on his dash to the south and yet another battle. Alfred wanted to join him, but old Godwineson would not hear of it. He wanted to go himself, but he was ailing; besides Alfred was just sixteen and was inexperienced in warfare. Harold rode off, watched by the family until he dropped from their sight. Two days after the visit, Alfred fell victim to the galloping and virulent sickness that struck down his father, and in a night and a day he too was dead.




  When the messenger came to say that the battle was lost, that King Harold had been slaughtered and all his kin with him, that the Conqueror had conquered and was marching on to London, leaving death and destruction in his wake, Godwineson’s will to live left him. Now there was only Alfled left.




  Chapter 1




  Rolf Le Blond was, as his name implied, Rolf the yellow haired. Yet there was nothing pale or lily faired about him, for his complexion was swart. His eyes were a curious mixture of yellow and brown, the density of the colour depending on his mood.




  He was tired now; it showed, and his eyes were an ochre shade, the whites dulled by slender red lines. His long, muscular body ached as he sat his horse arrogantly. He longed to slouch in the saddle as some of his men had, or to dismount and sit on the blood-splashed grass, but pride in himself forbad such indulgences. Because he must remain erect and alert, he felt irritated by his men and, snapping his fingers at his chief officer, Ivo, sent him to poke those under his command into a more dignified posture.




  Of course his men wanted to be off and away after plunder, but Rolf was close to the duke, and the duke liked to have him at his side. He was aware too of the irritable stare of the duke’s half-brother, Odo, who was jealous of the duke’s smiling on anyone other than himself.




  At last the duke gave the order to dismount. There was the sound of skirmishing far off, but it would be only a token resistance. It was over; the crown of England was to the victor, and the victor was William, Duke of Normandy.




  The field was strewn with corpses and reminded Rolf of a slaughterhouse. He never used to care, but now he felt a sickness inside of him that he blamed on his tiredness and his age. He was twenty-six, and there had been many battles.




  “Go and collect the wounded,” William commanded, “and spare no quarter to the English dogs—kill those who still live.” He hesitated a moment and then said, “And fetch me the body of that Englishman who dared to call himself a king!”




  While his men searched amongst the butchered remains of many and hastily finished off those of the English who had not died from their wounds, William knelt with his half-brother and his favourites and gave thanks to God for the victory.




  Later, camp was made adjacent to the field of battle, fires were lighted, and food was prepared.




  There had always been little else for Rolf Le Blond to do but serve and fight for the duke. He was the youngest of six brothers; there was no family money for him.




  “Come to England with me,” the duke had told him, “and I will give you land and such riches to make you a lord in your own right.”




  Le Blond had come willingly, and he believed the duke’s claim was just. However, Rolf was honest enough to admit that it would have made little difference if it were not just. Rolf needed land, and he needed wealth. He was getting tired of having to fight for money and having nowhere comfortable to lay his head.




  There was a further consideration because a lady had taken his eye. She was a Norman lady of good family. Anne St. Clair was not only beautiful but wealthy too, and her father was not going to give her to a penniless, landless seigneur no matter how noble that seigneur’s family was!




  No one could recognize the corpse of Harold Godwineson; amongst so many slaughtered bodies, one looked much the same as another.




  Most of the fallen Normans had been given a decent burial, but the fallen English were left to the wolves that were baying from a copse of trees two fields away. The morning sky was black with crows and other carrion waiting for the living to move on before the dead could be consumed.




  William still lingered, unable to rest. He must have the corpse of Harold Godwineson identified; he would never settle for being king unless he was absolutely certain that Harold had fallen. Word of mouth was not good enough for a man uneasy in his claim to the throne.




  In the end he went amongst the captives who had not fought. These were the women and the scullions and slaves who had followed Harold to Hastings and were now awaiting their fate. They were unable to pray for mercy, believing the Norman to be merciless.




  There was Harold’s mother, an old, worn woman now, her grandchildren clinging to her skirts, and there was the mother of the children, the one Harold had put aside for expediency but the one woman he had never ceased to love.




  Edith Swan-Neck they called her, a still elegant and graceful woman, pale of complexion and modest in manner.




  “She can look for him,” William commanded Le Blond.




  “But...” Le Blond began. The battlefield was no place for a woman, especially not one as gentle as this.




  “She was his woman,” William commanded, “and she will know him.”




  William was right. Without much trouble Edith picked out the butchered corpse of the man she had loved. She fell to her knees and wept, and Le Blond, uncomfortable, turned away.




  An arrow had pierced the late king’s eye, and as he had slid from his horse in agony, a group of knights fell on him and hacked him to death. It was a horrible death for a man who had had his greatness tested and had not been found wanting.




  She begged William for her lover’s body; she implored him with such fervor that tough, hard men resented the way he refused her. Harold Godwineson would be buried on the top of the cliff at Hastings without pomp or ceremony. Harold Godwineson was not going to become a symbol of martyrdom for a conquered people.




  The victorious army moved on towards London and their ultimate goal, a crown for their duke.




  They slaughtered and burned and pillaged and cowed the citizens into temporary submission.




  Le Blond was generous to his men with the booty they stole; he neither robbed nor cheated them or played unfair, and he was not surprised that there were more than he actually needed when he asked for volunteers to stay in England with him.




  He trusted Ivo to choose those who would stay and build a new life on English soil. Ivo would stay, of course. Ivo and he had been on many campaigns together; he trusted Ivo absolutely. Ivo was his right arm.




  On Christ’s Day in the year 1066, William, Duke of Normandy, was crowned King of England at the Abbey Minister of St Peter’s that had been built by the Confessor.




  People lined the route, but it was only the Norman contingent that cheered. The English peasant and ploughman, lord and earl, looked on almost disbelievingly as the Conqueror rode in triumph through the streets of London town. They were frightened. Duke William was an unknown quantity, who they knew, if they had not seen for themselves, gave no quarter to any man. He was a cruel man with no mercy inside him. He was sly, they had heard, and with a peasant’s cunning, which was not surprising since his grandfather was only a common tanner. His father, the Duke of Normandy, had never married Herleve, William’s mother; he either did not wish to or was not allowed to, for the great difference in their social stations.




  After the coronation, King William the First of England gave to one of his favourite seigneurs, Rolf Le Blond, all those lands once held by Edgar Godwineson, illegitimate son of the late Earl Godwine of Wessex and half-brother to Harold Godwineson, who had dared to style himself King Harold of England.




  “This Godwineson had four sons and one daughter. If there are any remaining, put them to the sword.”




  “The girl?” Le Blond asked.




  “Can be sold into slavery, preferably to a dealer for an eastern market.”




  And yet he had spared the children of Edith Swan-Neck and Harold. Le Blond, though, dared not question the why or wherefores of William’s reasoning; it was left to him only to be grateful for the generous reward for years of faithful service.




  “And,” he told Ivo, “prime rich land. I shall have Anne yet!” He laughed and kneed his horse to a gallop. “To the North,” he cried.




  * * * *




  The day was sharp, and there were slender fingers of frost embracing the rolling meadows. The estuary was blue, and beyond, the sea might have been a pane of glass. Smoke curled out of chimneys on the small wooden houses that were part of the settlement. A pack of wolves that had marked the riders’ progress ran into the dense woods, scattering gangs of small animals and causing the birds to leave the trees to flutter nervously in the sky.




  Godwineson’s house looked important, and Rolf laughed joyously, for indeed the duke had been generous. There was no resistance as their horses jumped the wall that surrounded the settlement. There must have been, at one time, quite a group living and working here, but now Le Blond saw only three slaves and one freeman run into a small hut. Dogs and chickens ran from their approach, and as he and his men dismounted by the front door of Godwineson’s house, two dogs barked furiously but from a safe distance.




  Two of his men kicked open the door, and after looking inside to make sure there was no assassin in wait, they stood to one side for Le Blond to enter.




  The great hall was immaculate and smelt sweet, as if there were fresh dry rushes on the floor. They thought at first the place was deserted, and then they saw the large chair to the right of the long table. The chair was occupied.




  Ivo made a sound of delight deep in his throat and drew his sword from his belt. The occupant of the chair neither moved nor showed fear. The small face was mask-like. Le Blond smiled ever so slightly.




  “I am Alfred Godwineson, thegn of Godwine Hall; who are you?”




  The voice was high, a boy’s voice that had not broken, and there was a very slight tremor that proved he was not as calm as he would have them believe.




  “Arise before your master, Saxon pig,” Ivo demanded, brandishing his sword.




  “I am thegn here, and I rise for no man.”




  Ivo stepped forward, but Le Blond caught his arm. He went in front of Ivo and stood for some time waiting, until eventually tiring of the game, he put out his arm and beckoned. “Come here, boy, and pay homage to your master.”




  Ivo laughed as the boy came; he to them seemed small and ridiculously young. “Now isn’t he a pretty one,” Ivo said and chuckled. The boy’s hair was long by Norman standards and curled about his small ears. He had gold bracelets on his wrist, and on each of his upper arms were the small pricks that the Saxons liked to have marked on their body. He wore a short gown of white silk, and his legs were wrapped in multi-coloured strips of cloth. Over his shoulder he wore a dark red fine woolen cloak, caught up with an enormous gold brooch.




  He was very clean and smelt of the fresh air and something that Le Blond could not put a name to, but which pleased him. In fact, everything about the boy pleased him. Le Blond admired courage, and the boy was not without it.




  “Kneel!” Ivo cried, but Alfred Godwineson ignored him with arrogant contempt. Matching his gaze with Le Blond’s, he said, “We do not allow our servants to command in our place.”




  Ivo was short on temper and equally as quick to take offence; he brought his hand down onto the boy’s ear with such force the smack echoed around the room. Alfred’s knees bucked and he was down on the floor, a slender hand cupping his ear.




  “This one’s blood would be sweet enough to drink,” Ivo roared. “I trust you will let me cut off his life, my lord.”




  “But not yet awhile, Ivo—we shall need him to show us things.”




  “But I thought the duke said...”




  “I know what the king said,” Le Blond corrected him coldly. He could never stand to be contradicted. “See to the men; they will stay in this hall for now. We will need food and wine; we shall celebrate our good fortune.” Le Blond reached down and grabbed a fistful of Alfred’s hair, pulling him to his feet. The boy squealed like a puppy. “This one will show me around the hall,” he said.




  Ivo was unhappy, and when Ivo was unhappy the men suffered. He thought perhaps too much of Le Blond, and inside him there was a strong streak of possessiveness. He brooded on imaginary conversations from which he was excluded; he saw in his mind’s eye the boy sitting in his place next to Le Blond. Unpleasant feelings started to grow inside him. He would not rest until Alfred Godwineson was dead.




  Alfred knew there was no option but to show Le Blond around the hall, and she could see that Rolf Le Blond was surprised by what he saw. There were luxuries indeed and such comfort that the man had not enjoyed for many a long time. Enviously he looked at the late thegn’s bed, large and comfortable, its cover littered with furs. How he longed to crawl beneath those furs and sleep long and deep without an ear cocked for the enemy. But he was hungry too, and he had to see to the men and Ivo. He did not want them to go about abusing the people they came across. The people would submit—there was nothing else for them to do.
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