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Prologue One 
14th October 1066 
Senlac Hill, near Hastings



King Harold II lies dying on a battlefield. An arrow has pierced his eye, fired from an invading Norman’s bow. Having witnessed the death of its leader, his army begins to rout. The Duke of Normandy, William the Conqueror, has achieved victory in the Battle of Hastings.


Harold had waited all summer for the anticipated invasion from Normandy, but the Channel’s infamous weather had prevented the duke from crossing the sea.


On the 8th August, Harold sent home the fyrd, the raised army composed of conscripted men. They had given their two months of service and the harvest was due.


Then, much to his surprise, an invasion did happen – but from the north. King Harald Hardrada of Norway landed twelve thousand men on the north east coast. The legendary Hardrada, the most feared warrior in Europe, had a surprise ally – Tostig Godwinson, Harold’s own brother.


Tostig had once been the Earl of Northumbria. Through his greed and cruelty, he had alienated the northern nobles to such an extent that Harold had been forced to exile his own brother or risk civil war. Now he was back for revenge and alongside him the ambitious Norwegian king, who desired England for his own.


Together they beat the brother earls, Morcar and Edwine, at the battle of Fulford on the 20th September. Harold force-marched his army up to near York in just four days, recruiting men wherever possible. On the 25th September, Harold defeated the recuperating Norse army, taking them by surprise at the Battle of Stamford Bridge. Harald Hardrada was killed by an arrow through the throat; the body of Tostig was never found.


Then came the news Harold had been dreading. The wind had finally changed and William of Normandy had landed on the south coast. Gathering the remains of his exhausted army, Harold marched back down the length of the country to face the Norman invader.


His army took up an advantageous position on top of Senlac Hill, but at the first sign of victory, the fyrd broke rank to chase fleeing Normans. This division of his army proved decisive and the mounted Norman cavalry chased the English down and slew them.


Now Harold lies dying in a pool of his own gore. William, the Normans and the feudal system they bring with them are set to dominate the country for centuries to come.


And the last thought that goes through Harold’s mind is that it could have all been so different.













“Ex parvis sæpe magnarum momenta rerum pendent”


“…The course of great events often depends on the smallest of things…”


-Titus Livius










Prologue Two 
20th September 1066 
Fuleford, near Jorvik



King Harold II lies dying on a battlefield. An arrow has pierced his throat, fired from an invading Norseman’s bow. Having witnessed the death of its leader, his army begins to rout. The King of Norway, Harald Hardrada, and Tostig Godwinson have achieved victory in the Battle of Fuleford.


Harold had waited all summer for an anticipated invasion from Normandy, but the Channel’s infamous weather had prevented Duke William from crossing the sea.


Then, on the 7th August, the wind changed.


William crossed the channel and landed on the south Ænglisc coast. Harold’s full-strength army, including the conscripted men of the fyrd, met William head on at the Battle of Pefensea. Harold’s numerical superiority counted for much and the Normans’ one clear advantage, their cavalry, became bogged down in the fields that had been churned into mud by recent rains. The invading Norman army was routed, William’s body was never found. The nation defended, Harold sent the fyrd home and returned to the capital, Winceaster.


Then, much to Harold’s surprise, another army invaded. Harald Hardrada landed twelve thousand men on the north east coast. The legendary Hardrada, the most feared warrior in Europe, had a surprise ally – Tostig Godwinson, Harold’s own brother. Tostig had been the Earl of Northymbre, a nobleman from Wessex imposed upon the North in an attempt to keep the unruly local lords under some sort of control.


Yet this was a region that only a generation before had been an independent Anglo-Norse kingdom. The northern lords had not taken kindly to yet another Godwinson being made earl, as all his brothers had been in other parts of the country. Through his greed and cruelty, he had ended up alienating the local noblemen to such an extent that Harold had been forced to exile his own brother or risk civil war. Now Tostig was back for revenge and alongside him the ambitious Norwegian king, who also desired the kingdom for his own.


On the 20th September, Harold’s exhausted army met the awaiting Norsemen. Harold had force-marched his men up to near Jorvik in just four days, recruiting wherever possible along the way. The Ænglisc army was reinforced by the northern earls, Morcar and Edwine, but the Battle of Pefensea had taken its toll.


The battle started well for the Ænglisc, but their tiredness soon showed and fatigue set in. The Norsemen, led by their fearsome axe-wielding leader, started to press home their numerical advantage, showing no mercy.


Now Harold lies dying in a pool of his own gore. Earl Edwine takes an arrow through the eye and falls. Morcar, his brother, retreats from the field and sends a message to Hardrada that he will parley with the Norse king on the condition he will speak with Hardrada, and Hardrada alone.


And the last thought that goes through Harold’s mind is that it could have all been so different…










One hundred years after the Battle of 
Fuleford…
7th April 1166 
Grarigg, Westmoringaland, Northland



The two riders crested the hill and looked down into the wide, fog-smothered valley. From the top of the ridge, they could only see the very highest branches of the nearest trees. The rest of the landscape was swathed in a blanket of grey. They spurred their mounts forward and started to descend slowly towards the small village of Grarigg. The village should have been around a mile from where they were.


“Where are the others?” the younger of the two men asked. The six-man patrol had drifted apart climbing the final hill before the valley had opened out.


“Don’t worry, Thurstan, they can’t be far,” his companion replied, gently pulling his horse to a halt. “Ahey there!” he shouted through cupped hands. His voice sounded oddly loud, yet muffled in the silence, as if all the noise of his cry had stayed with them. He waited several seconds then called again.


“Should we wait for them or press on?” Thurstan asked. He glanced around, trying to make out any figures in the distance. Water droplets ran down the nosepiece of his helm and dripped onto his short beard. Wiping them away with his glove, he too cupped a hand to his mouth and shouted. This time they heard a distant shout in reply, although it was not clear from which direction it came.


“We might as well press on to the village,” Sorli, the older rider, replied. Wrapping his green woollen cloak around him, he urged his horse forward. “There’s no way of knowing where they are in this weather, but at least they know we’re still here. God awful Northlandic weather.”


“And the weather in Norway is wonderful by comparison, I imagine,” Thurstan said, grinning.


“It is compared to this. This is a good day by Northlandic standards,” Sorli grumbled. He had been born across the sea, in the old country, and despite having lived in Northland for the best part of ten years, still moaned about the weather.


Thurstan Ælfsson, however, had been born and raised in Northland. He had only ventured outside its borders once, and even that was just to the Scottish border town of Penrith. His father was a merchant in Lonborg whose Anglo-Norse family had been living in Westmoringaland for at least three generations before the conquest. His mother, on the other hand, had been born in Norway and like so many over the last hundred years, had moved to Northland as a child, her family having heard about the abundance of farming land found across the North Sea.


“Come on, and watch your footing,” Sorli muttered, kicking his mount forward.


They reached the bottom of the hill, where the fog was at its thickest, and rode towards where they believed the village ought to be. The previous week, a farmer from Grarigg had come to petition the sheriff in Kirkby Kendale with a story of wolfheads menacing his village. The wolfheads were a mixture of outlawed men and bandits from both Scotland and Northland; men who had killed, men who had lost land or had forfeited a debt. In many cases though, they were simply violent men who preferred stealing and killing to farming.


Reports of the wolfheads attacking isolated farms were common enough, but Grarigg was near the main road from Kirkby to Penrith, one of the most important trade routes from Scotland to the rest of Northland and Ængland beyond. The threat to important revenue if banditry was allowed to go unchecked was too great, however insignificant the plaintiff. Somewhat reluctantly, the sheriff had sent out a party of six of his household soldiers, his huskarls, to investigate.


Sorli and Thurstan rode slowly through the open fields towards where they imagined the village to be. Sorli had been there twice in the last year to assist tax collectors and was fairly confident of its whereabouts, using the faint sun as a guide. Thurstan had only been riding with the other huskarls for six months and until today, had never needed to use his sword. The thought of any fighting, albeit with a few ragged wolfheads, armed with no more than pitchforks or scythes, made his mouth go dry and his palms twitch.


“We should be there by now,” Sorli announced suddenly. He stopped his horse and stood up in the stirrups, the sound of his mail hauberk against the sword at his side seeming unnaturally loud.


“There, I can see a spire, I think.” He spurred his horse forward into a trot and Thurstan dutifully followed him. They arrived at the outlying buildings of a village that was little more than a few houses, a church and an inn. Even though the fog had muffled all sounds, the village seemed eerily quiet.


“Hello?” Sorli called again, this time trying to attract the attention of any of the villagers. The huskarls rode slowly along the mud track that ran between the wooden houses, to where the blacksmith’s forge stood next to the inn. There was no sign of any activity at all, apart from a black cat that ran out from between two of the small wooden buildings and quickly disappeared into the gloom.


Sorli jumped down from his horse, his boots making a dull splash in the mud, and tied his horse’s reins to the one of the open-fronted smithy’s posts. He walked over to the forge, held his hand over the remains of the charcoal, and then stuck his hand in the ashes. “This hasn’t been lit in days. It’s stone cold.”


Thurstan swallowed deeply and glanced around him. He had imagined that his first fight would have been against an opposing army on a bright sunlit battlefield, where everyone would be clearly marked out with colourful shields; not chasing ghosts in some deserted village. “Perhaps they all fled to Kirkby?” he ventured, although he didn’t sound convinced by his own theory.


“Surely we would have met them on the way? Besides, if a blacksmith was going to abandon his smithy, surely he would have taken his tools with him.” Sorli waved at the assortment of hammers and mallets hanging on the back wall of the building. “Let’s check the inn.”


“You don’t want to wait for the others?” Thurstan immediately regretted the question and its inference of cowardice on his part.


“If there were wolfheads waiting to jump on us, Thurstan, they would have done it by now,” a smiling Sorli replied.


Thurstan dismounted, tied his horse next to his companion’s and walked over to the inn. He pushed the door open and stepped into the deserted building. The smell of stale ale and rotting food assailed his nostrils. On several of the low tables in the small timbered room were unfinished wooden pots of ale, one or two of which had been knocked over. Two plates of half-eaten food were sitting on another table, flies busily crawling over the dried mash of vegetables that had constituted someone’s unfinished dinner. Sorli touched Thurstan’s elbow, causing him to jump. Without speaking, he pointed to a point on the floor by the bar. The earthen floor was covered in rushes, but one patch was noticeably darker than the rest and receiving considerable attention from the already busy flies.


“Blood?” Thurstan whispered. Sorli shrugged and moved to the door. They walked back outside into a fog that still showed no sign of abating, even though a slight breeze was gradually starting to pick up. Sorli stared into the distance and without turning to Thurstan, slowly unsheathed his sword. Needing no prompting, the younger huskarl did the same, the sword feeling unusually heavy in his clammy, gloved hand. The silence was broken by a raven, cawing as it flew overhead and away from them. The sudden noise of something other than themselves sent a shiver down Thurstan’s spine. They walked towards the small church whose spire Sorli had seen through the fog. As they grew nearer to the only stone building in the village, they could hear the sound of more ravens.


“There’s a small orchard behind the church, where they keep pigs and apple trees, if I remember rightly,” Sorli said. He walked though the small graveyard that ran down one side of the church.


“The blessed church of St Hild and our Lord Jesus Christ,” Thurstan read the inscription from above the church door. Sorli smiled nervously and pointed his sword at one of the gravestones that, alongside the inscribed crucifix, also had several runes scratched across the bottom, presumably added at a later date by a relative, beseeching Odin to protect their loved one.


“You can never be too sure,” he snorted and crossed himself. Old habits died hard in the countryside. The village priests were often a little more tolerant than their city-based counterparts of their flock’s fairly loose interpretation of the Christian faith, mixing it, as they often did, with the older religions.


Sorli climbed the small wall at the end of the churchyard and strode into the orchard, unslinging the small circular shield from his back. The thick fog limited his vision to tree trunks just a few feet away, the tops of their branches invisible to him, like mountain peaks in the clouds. Thurstan clambered over the small wall, stumbling as he landed on the soft ground. From a distance a shout came, the voice instantly recognisable as that of Leif, the captain of the patrol.


“We’re in the orchard,” Thurstan shouted, unsure as to whether his voice would carry back. He turned and hurried to catch Sorli up. Sorli had halted further ahead, his sword lowered. Brushing low wet branches out of his face, Thurstan walked quickly over to a small clearing where Sorli stood, his hand raised, signalling him to stop. A pig’s carcass lay on its side, its body cut open from neck to tail down one side and left to rot. Several ravens hopped around the carcass, picking here and there at the darkening flesh and spilled innards. Sorli breathed deeply through his mouth, trying to not let the smell of decomposing pig into his nostrils any more than necessary.


“Desperate men would take a pig. They would eat it, use it, not kill it for game,” he said, staring at the dead animal. Thurstan stepped back from the smell that even on this cold morning emanated from the pig’s body like a pungent miasma. He felt a large branch knock against his shoulder, which he pushed away from him, only to have it swing back against him again.


“There you are!” Leif shouted, appearing from out of the fog. “I can’t even see the end of my own beard in this. Dear Christ, where is everyone?” He walked towards the two younger men and then stopped dead in his tracks before reaching the pig. “Thurstan,” he said, his eyes focused on something past the young man’s shoulder. “Step towards me.”


“What is it?” Thurstan answered, slowly stepping forward. He looked at the older man, who raised an arm and pointed at the tree behind him. Slowly turning around, Thurstan looked up and saw that it had not been a branch brushing against his shoulder. It had been a foot. A grey wrinkled foot, attached to a body hanging from a tree. The fog started to lift, revealing several more gently swinging shapes throughout the orchard, and Thurstan suddenly realised where all the villagers had gone.









Oxnaforda, Ængland


Æthelgar of Wessex, son of Tostig II, King of Ængland and Kernow, was dying. For the last three months, he had been confined to his bed in the castle that his grandfather had built at the end of the last century. In the winter of the previous year, he had started complaining of a severe stomach ache that the royal physician had initially diagnosed as indigestion. This sort of thing was quite common, he had been assured, simply resulting from over-indulgence during the festive period.


Yet things had not improved in the new year; his stomach had swelled grotesquely and started to discolour, despite the constant poultices, potions and bleedings applied by his physician. When they had all failed, the incompetent doctor had been put to death and Æthelgar had taken to his bed for the final time.


Now the king lay in his draughty bedchamber, surrounded by several of his closest earls and servants. Outside a gale howled, causing the wooden shutters to clatter and the tall candles that dimly lit the sickroom to splutter and flicker. A young maid mopped the dying monarch’s forehead with a damp cloth, aware that the gazes of many of the kingdom’s most important men were upon her. The current royal physician, a hollow-cheeked man only too aware of his predecessor’s fate, listened to Æthelgar’s shallow breathing. He leant in close to his chest, then turned to the assembled noblemen and shook his head.


“He hasn’t long, my lords. I think it’s time you fetched the archbishop,” he said sadly. A servant boy, who was standing in attendance, nodded quickly and left the room. Æthelgar arched his back, gasping shallowly and tried to speak to the physician. “Try not to talk, my lord; save your strength for making your peace.”


The Archbishop of Westmynster was waiting in a side chamber, where he had changed into his robes after having arrived only an hour before. By rights, the leader of the Ænglisc church, the Archbishop of Cantwaraburg, should have administered the last rites to the king, but the storms across Ængland had delayed his arrival. Godric, the Archbishop of Westmynster, had been tending to his family’s estates near Waneting and had been less than half a day’s ride away. His superior’s misfortune had gifted him the most important political duty a churchman could perform, short of crowning a new monarch. He would hear Æthelgar’s last confession and confirm his nominated successor.


The common expectation was that the throne would pass to Æthelgar’s nephew, Swegen, Earl of Berrocscir. Godric had made it his business that the Swegen was aware of his presence. Since the moment that the king’s only son and direct heir, Edmund, had been lost in a storm in the Channel four years previously, Godric had known that Swegen would be a man to get on his side. Æthelgar’s only other direct descendant, his nine-year-old granddaughter Adelise, was far too young to take the throne, and even with a steward, a little girl was surely never going to be left in control of the Ænglisc kingdom.


It was Swegen who had practically been running the kingdom for the last six months, and it was Swegen who had ruthlessly put down a peasant uprising against the latest shipbuilding tax in the Mercian shires the previous spring. True, the dying king and his nephew did not see eye to eye; Æthelgar could be such a stubborn old mule at times, but it would be madness to nominate anyone else as heir. Besides, in the ambitious Swegen, Godric saw a kindred spirit; a man with plans for an expanding, modern Ængland, who currently felt shackled by old, traditional views. It was Swegen who had wanted to promote Ængland’s expansion into Cymru, to the west, but the elderly king had held him back, favouring trade and friendship, even when the resources were there for the taking. If Ængland felt bound by the century-old Morcar Oath not to expand to the north, then surely Cymru was the logical alternative.


Likewise, Godric’s repeated requests for greater independence in Westmynster had fallen on deaf ears. Westmynster and the neighbouring city of Lunden were the powerhouses of Ængland; the kingdom’s capital may have been Winceaster and the Church may have considered Cantwaraburg as its home, but everyone knew that Lunden was the nation’s real heart. The monarchs were happy to use his cathedral for their coronations and let the Archbishop of Cantwaraburg perform the important ceremonies there when it suited them, like someone renting a tavern for a birthday celebration, but then refused to grant Westmynster the power it truly deserved.


Well, Godric thought, tonight that may all well change. A knock at the door was followed by an apologetic-looking servant waddling in with his head bowed, like some idiot dog.


“It’s the king, my lord. The physician says he hasn’t long to go, you should come quickly,” he gabbled. Godric nodded and walked out of the chamber. He strode down the stone corridor, past the hanging tapestries of previous monarchs; St Edward the Confessor, Ælfred the Great, Tostig I and II. You may be kings, he thought, but tonight, I am the kingmaker. Coming to the antechamber, a man dressed in an expensively ornate tunic greeted him with a solemn, if somewhat exaggerated bow of the head.


“My lord Archbishop,” the man said gravely, though his blue eyes shone brightly.


“My lord Earl of Berrocscir,” Godric replied, aware that the attending earls, thegns and servants also present in the antechamber would expect no less formal a greeting between two such men. They stared at each other for what seemed to be a moment too long, but exchanged no words. The following hour would determine each man’s long-term future more than any other moment so far in his life.


“After you, my lord,” Swegen said, holding the door open, this time barely containing the anticipation in his voice.


Godric flattened his robes with his hands, took out his rosary beads and stepped into the room. The assembled earls stiffened noticeably and stood back to make room for the churchman. Swegen followed him in, nodding in greeting to the other earls. Outside, the wind howled around the stone tower, causing a young serving girl to hurriedly relight the candles that were blowing out every few minutes. Godric cleared his throat and started reciting the Latin rites he had said many times before, but that were now taking on such significance. Æthelgar’s eyes flickered, possibly in recognition, but Godric could not be sure if it was of him or the words. Once finished, the archbishop cleared his throat and addressed Æthelgar directly in Ænglisc.


“My lord King, it is your servant, the Archbishop of Westmynster, by your bed. Our Lord God is soon to call you to His side,” Godric said, his voice quiet but clear. Æthelgar’s eyes stopped flickering and appeared to focus on the archbishop.


“I should like that very much,” he said through dry, cracked lips. “I would like to see my wife and son again.” His voice rasped, each word coming with a stilted breath. “Is my granddaughter here?”


“No, my lord, you sent her to live with her aunt in Scotland last year.” Godric looked around the room with an expression of pity that he might have otherwise used when speaking to an elderly relative. “You thought it important that she spend time with her family in Carleol, away from the politics of court.”


“So I did, so I did,” Æthelgar replied airily, then gasped as another ripple of pain racked his body. For a while he lay still, not moving a muscle, to the point that Godric leant across to put an ear to his mouth. “She’s a good woman, a good woman,” Æthelgar said suddenly, causing Godric to recoil quickly. “Cyneburga, that’s her name. Her mother’s sister, married to a Scottish prince, Malcolm, I think, lives in…” his voice trailed off and he sank back into silence.


Godric glanced around and felt a slight twinge of panic. If Æthelgar’s wandering mind could not give him an answer, the whole succession would be thrown into doubt. In truth, Ænglisc kings were never directly elected by their predecessors, but nominated and then confirmed by a council of wise men, a witenagemot. The wise men in effect were just the major noblemen, who in Godric’s experience were hardly ever wise, and members of the clergy. If the dying king nominated a chosen heir, then the process was little more than a formality; if not, or the nominated successor was challenged, then it could take months.


“My lord, have you anything you wish to say before you leave this earth?” Godric prompted Æthelgar, who appeared to have fallen unconscious. God help me if it’s already too late, he thought to himself.


Æthelgar’s eyes flicked open and for once seemed lucid and focused. He turned his head, looked at Godric, and grabbed him by the wrist. The frail arm still had a surprising amount of force in it.


“Bring me my sword,” he said in a stronger, if still croaking voice. “I shall not meet my maker without my sword.”


Godric waved at the Earl of Suthseaxe who was holding Æthelgar’s favourite sword. He was not quite sure how the king had a favourite sword, or why he still held on to the archaic tradition of dying with one in his hand, given that Æthelgar had hardly ever seen battle. He had been a solid administrator and a competent orator and had seen the country through two successive bad harvests ten years before, but was by no means renowned for his prowess in the field. The king was king though, and a dying king had his last wishes granted.


“Here you are, my lord,” Godric said. He lay the sword down on the bed next to Æthelgar and pressed the pommel into his palm. Æthelgar gripped the hilt and then, much to the surprise of those assembled in the room, raised himself onto his elbows. The sheets pulled tight across his horribly distended stomach and the pain was visible on Æthelgar’s face, but he looked around the room and stared into the eyes of each nobleman present.


“I name as my heir…” he announced suddenly, surprising the very people who had been waiting many hours to hear such an announcement. Godric glanced towards Swegen who was staring intently at his uncle. “I name as my heir, my granddaughter Adelise. She is my blood and she shall be your queen. You shall swear loyalty to her person and throne. I name Swegen, Earl of Berrocscir, as her guardian and steward until she reaches the age of eighteen, or until she is found a suitable husband, whichever occurs first; something I also charge you with, Swegen.”


The assembled nobles murmured in surprise, though none dared articulate anything aloud. Godric looked up and stared at Swegen, who had turned very pale. His Adam’s apple was bobbing up and down rapidly. He stepped forward, his mouth open, ready to say something, but Godric almost imperceptibly shook his head, his hand very softly waving him back.


“Your nephew is here, my lord, standing next to you,” Godric told the dying king.


“I can see him, Bishop,” Æthelgar replied curtly. The archbishop bristled at this lesser title, intentional or otherwise.


“And you know where you are?” Godric tried, probing the unlikely avenue of a mental incapacity to choose the heir.


“I know full well where I am, Godric of Waneting,” Æthelgar replied sourly. “Come here, Swegen.” He raised a gaunt, yellowing hand and beckoned his nephew over. “Do you promise to adhere to my will, to protect your queen and to protect her body and throne? Do you accept the duty I have laid upon you?”


Swegen glanced at Godric again, who this time remained impassive. “I do,” he finally managed.


“Then swear it. On oath, swear it to me.” Æthelgar lowered his hand, adorned with a simple gold band and offered it to Swegen. The earl looked around the room briefly, aware that all eyes were upon him. He stepped forward, knelt and kissed the dying king’s ring.


“I swear it, my lord,” he whispered, then stood back from the bed.


Godric closed his eyes and offered a prayer, that to others in the room may well have seemed one of thanks. On the final amen he opened his eyes again and looked down at the bed, where Æthelgar was staring directly at him. He shuddered, but was fearful that averting his gaze would cause offence. When the king did not blink for several seconds, Godric realised that he would blink no more. He stepped forward and placed his ear to Æthelgar’s mouth. He delicately pressed the dead king’s eyelids closed and murmured a small prayer in Latin before turning to the assembled noblemen.


“The king is dead, my lords, did…” Godric paused. He had been about ask whether anyone had seen whether Æthelgar had died before Swegen had kissed the ring, but he thought better of it, aware of the insinuation that any question might provoke. “I name Princess Adelise the nominated heir to the throne, and Swegen, Earl of Berrocscir as her guardian.” He spoke the words calmly, keeping the ever-growing sense of outrage and disappointment at bay. “Might I humbly suggest that Carleol be let known immediately and to summon all the earls, so that a witenagemot may confirm her succession? Given the circumstances, that perhaps might be…” Again, he trailed off, but the proposal that the kingdom’s earls and most senior clergy should hold a council was greeted with murmurs of assent.


Swegen coughed and stood up for the first time since kissing the dying Æthelgar’s signet ring. He straightened his tunic out and turned to the assembled audience.


“Go back to your shires and let your people know that the old king died well and with dignity. We shall convene here in two weeks, within this castle. Let messengers be despatched immediately to those earls not present here today, summoning them. We shall hold a witenagemot to decide how best to interpret our king’s last wishes. Tomorrow we can discuss the details, but for now, my lords, if I may pay my last respects to my king and uncle.”


Swegen ushered the earls out of the room, along with the now redundant physician and even the crying servants. The room was left empty, save for the corpse, Godric, the Archbishop of Westmynster and Swegen, Earl of Berrocscir; the second most important clergyman and the second most important member of the royal family in the kingdom. The large wooden door was closed heavily and Swegen turned around and strode over to the archbishop, ignoring the cooling body on the bed.


“So then, Godric, what are we going to do now?”










14th April 1166 
Kirkby Kendale, Westmoringaland, Northland



Thurstan scooped water from a butt in the bailey courtyard and soaked his face and hair. He had been in a cold sweat since waking at first light. The anticipation of the upcoming raid had kept him suspended between excitement and gut-wrenching fear. He inhaled deeply, the smell of horses, baking bread and the smithy’s coals mingling together in a combination of odours he had come to associate with riding out on patrol.


“You’ve missed a bit,” laughed Sorli as he walked past, carrying a saddle to his mount. Thurstan turned, momentarily startled out of his own world, and grinned weakly back. A wave of nausea welled up – was it really excitement? Today was the day he would strike the wolfheads down, slicing down from horseback swiftly and efficiently, earning the thanks of the sheriff and the praise of his fellow huskarls. He smiled at the thought; alternatively, it could also be the day that a glancing blow from a lucky spear thrust could knock him from his horse, leaving him to be gutted like a caught fish. Thurstan’s mouth went dry and he stuck his entire head under the water.


“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. I pissed in there this morning,” Sorli said, walking back to collect his round shield and spear from a stable boy. Thurstan smoothed his wet hair back and gave a genuine laugh. Although he imagined that Sorli would not describe him as a friend, Thurstan certainly considered him as the nearest thing he had to one in the fort. He was too young, too inexperienced to be liked by the older huskarls.


Huskarls were employed full time by the jarls to maintain law and order or to provide military service in times of war. Unlike their southern neighbours in Ængland who would conscript most of their army from the farmers and freemen, Northland’s shires each maintained a sizeable standing army. The King of Northland retained two thousand or so soldiers in Jorvik alone, of whom less than a hundred were nominated to act as his personal bodyguard, the Royal Huskarls. To be one of the king’s select huskarls was to be recognised as one of the finest warriors in Northland. It was an ambition that Thurstan had secretly harboured for many a year; an ambition that had made him grateful not to have been the eldest of his merchant father’s sons, obliged to inherit the family business.


“When you’ve finished making yourself beautiful, Thurstan, we’ll set off, eh?” Leif shouted from across the courtyard, just loud enough to embarrass him in front of anyone in earshot. Thurstan’s appearance was a constant source of amusement to the others; he wore a short beard with no moustaches that others took for a vain affectation. The truth was that his moustaches would simply not grow on his top lip, despite his beard being thick enough on his chin, but he was much happier to let his peers think it was an intentional fashion than an inability.


Thurstan grabbed his helmet, forcing it onto his wet hair, wiping the water off the inside of the nosepiece. He tied his scabbarded sword around his waist, pulled on the leather gauntlets that were reinforced with small metal plates, giving the riders a flexible grip, and walked over to the stables. The other men were now mounted and smirking at him. He ignored the usual comments, most of which he knew were born out of an envy of his family’s relative fortune.


Most of the shire’s huskarls were traditionally recruited from experienced fighters, but there had been no major wars for over ten years now and as such, men of experience were growing fewer. As a result, Thurstan’s father’s money had been quite effective in convincing Vinder, the Sheriff of Westmoringaland, that a boy who could already ride and hold his own in tavern brawls, could be taught to fight as a soldier.


As a younger brother, Thurstan was destined not to inherit the family business and the church was no place for a boy with dreams of charging into battle alongside his king.


His father had been able to provide him with a fine horse and the best leather armour; items that would normally be provided by a jarl or sheriff for service, but rarely owned. Their grandfathers used to talk of times of when horses and weapons would be taken as spoils on raids, but now they would be have to be earned through service and hard work.


Thurstan’s family’s wealth had not made him popular, it was true, but there was another reason the older huskarls resented him: Thurstan was fast. It was grudgingly accepted that his reflexes and agility were among the finest in the garrison. These were things that a man was born with, not bought or learnt. His skill with a blade had quickly been recognised and it had only lead to more resentment, it seemed. Yet the practice ground was still the only place his skill had been tested. Thurstan was only too aware that he had still not yet wielded a sword against a real foe in battle.


He mounted his dark bay mare and patted its neck in the hope that the animal would not sense his nervousness. He had named the beast Svarnat, meaning ‘black night’ in the Saxon-Norse mix that was the Northlandic dialect. He had hoped that perhaps giving the horse such a name would convince people that it was black and not the very dark brown it actually was. All it seemed to do was just provide another reason for mockery. Svarnat bristled at his clumsy clambering and stepped nervously about the stable, the lad holding her bridle trying to keep out of reach of the horse’s head.


Another boy passed up to Thurstan the small shield to be slung over his back using a leather strap and then finally, the gungar, the war spear that had become a staple part of the mounted huskarls’ weaponry. It was said that any fool could ride a horse, a soldier could throw a spear, but only a true Northlandic huskarl could lance a man from horseback with a thrown gungar. Thurstan slid the spear behind his cloak, into the leather bands that held it securely to his back, ready to be grabbed with one hand when charging. It was another weapon with which his ample practice ground skill contrasted with his inexperience, having never used it in anger.


“Right then, ladies, let us ride out,” Leif shouted to the horsemen. The silver-haired captain rapped Thurstan twice on the helm as he rode past in what he liked to think of as amicable disapproval. “Come on, son; let’s go lose your battle virginity.” Leif barked a laugh to himself and kicked his heels back. The fort’s gates were opened and the thirty horsemen rode out through Kirkby Kendale, towards the valleys to the north where the wolfheads’ den was reported to be.


Kirkby was the largest town between Scotland and Lonborg, Westmoringaland’s principle city. As such, it was responsible for all military and judicial matters for the rugged, mountainous lands between the River Lon and the Scottish border. In truth, this part of Westmoringaland was really under the control of Vinder, the sheriff, who was second only to the jarl in authority for the shire. Jarl Herri spent most of his time to the south, in Lonborg, nearer the main roads to the other Northlandic shires, meaning the duty of administrating the more remote areas around Kirkby fell almost completely under the control of Vinder.


Riding single file at first, through the town’s narrow, muddy streets, the huskarls spread out to five abreast once they were into the open countryside. They followed a cart track that would struggle to be considered a road, towards Grarigg, the village that had been the site of the massacre the week before. That had been done, it was said, as a warning to other settlements that tried to enlist the sheriff’s help. The riders rode mostly in silence, with one of the few topics of conversation being the identity of this latest band of wolfheads.


“It’ll be the Scots, no doubt, you mark my words,” a large, bearded huskarl named Sluta opined. He had a loud, deep voice and was more than happy to share his opinions with others, whether they wanted to hear them or not. Thurstan had tried to stay clear of him for the first few months, but Sorli seemed to enjoy arguing with him. Thurstan and Sorli, unusually for huskarls, could read, a trait that only aroused suspicion in riders like Sluta. Sorli enjoyed nothing more than antagonising the older riders, something Thurstan desperately tried to avoid and something he was sure would get his friend into serious trouble one day.


“Ha! Christ, Sluta, why would you think that?” Sorli laughed.


“They’ve been raiding since before you were born, lad, since our grandfathers’ time. They would take this land tomorrow, if they thought they could keep it. It’ll be them, just you see,” Sluta snapped back. Sluta liked to refer to Sorli as ‘lad’, despite only being ten years older, much to Sorli’s annoyance.


Sorli sniffed. “Maybe they were Scots, Sluta, maybe they weren’t. Though if they were, then they were probably Ænglisc three generations ago and Northlandic two generations ago. Hell, our grandfathers weren’t exactly shy of raiding and laying waste to the odd village or two, were they?” This brought a ripple of nervous laughs from a few other riders. “It’s not as if the Scots are invading, is it? There’s a slight difference between the King of Scotland going to war with our king over a shire or land and some hairy-arsed vagabonds torching a village. What does it matter where they are from? An outlaw is an outlaw, like a farmer is a farmer and a whore is a whore. Doesn’t matter if he’s Scottish, Northlandic or Ænglisc. If he takes a dump in your bed, it still stinks. The wolfheads around here are probably both. They don’t care where each other are from or where you’re from. They steal, they kill and we have to stop them and at the end of it, the rich land owners are still rich land owners.”


He’s gone too far, Thurstan thought. This was not the audience for one of his usual ale-fuelled rants. Sluta was not a bad man, but some of his views irked Sorli beyond belief, and Thurstan had the impression the feeling was reciprocated. They were not views shaped by bigotry or hatred though, or at least Thurstan liked to believe, but just views Sluta had inherited from his father or drinking companions.


“If it makes you feel any better, Sluta,” Sorli sighed, “Just pretend that they’re Normans.”


Sluta sunk into a silent, foul sulk for the rest of the ride. About a mile before Grarigg, the riders veered off down a small valley to the north, in the bottom of which a small settlement called Hvinfell nestled, in the shadow of a large hill of the same name. The eastern side of the hill was covered in woodland that for the most part was untouched by the locals.


Three days previously, a report had come in of smoke being seen one clear night coming out of the forest and the next day several campfires were found, only recently extinguished. Given that all the inhabitants of the small valley knew the activities of each other, Vinder had surmised that the wolfheads’ base had been found. Reluctant to send foot soldiers into the woods, the huskarls were to scout around the forest and confirm the wolfheads’ presence; and if at all possible, exterminate them.


The riders arrived at the southern tip of the woodland and halted, taking thirsty sips of water from their leather pouches as the morning grew warmer. Thurstan looked up towards the end of the valley where the hamlet sat quietly. He could see a couple of white chickens milling around against the mud-coloured huts from half a mile away, but no villagers. The woods, though, were alive with birdsong and it seemed hard to believe that a shadowy death could be waiting inside. Leif stood in his stirrups, spat into the wind and turned to the huskarls.


“We’ll split into three groups, two to skirt either side of the woods and one to stay here. If you see or hear anything, you come back here and report to me, is that clear? If there are any problems, you sound the horns. I do not want ten men going in alone – if we see anyone, we regroup and then attack.” He sank back down into his saddle and sighed. “I’ll stay here in the first group. The rest of you get going.” The riders closest to Leif smiled at the prospect of what could be quite an easy morning for them.


Thurstan and Sorli’s party turned their horses and started to climb around the southern edge of the forest, up the hill. At regular intervals, they would stop, dismount and venture a few yards into the trees, checking for any sign of human activity. Never venturing far though, their sightings were limited to the occasional squirrel and a solitary badger.


“This is a waste of time,” Sorli muttered bitterly after an hour. “Why bother sending us if we can’t even go in?” They had reached other side of the forest and were now waiting, expecting to see the other party at any time. A few of the riders had dismounted, whilst the others rested on their pommels, thoroughly bored by the morning’s excursion.


“Because we can be in and out and back at the fort within a day,” replied Emund Blacktooth, the reason for his nickname obvious as he spoke. “The sheriff doesn’t reckon on more than a dozen outlaws, reckons we can ride them down, even in the woods.” He sniffed, walked his horse into the shadows of the first trees and then cupped his hands. “Hello!” he bellowed, his cry answered by a host of birds taking flight from out of the trees.


“Christ, Emund, keep it down,” Thurstan said.


“What’s wrong, Ælfsson, still pissing your breeches from last week? They say you positively shat yourself when you saw the dead bodies,” Emund chuckled.


“No more than you would have done too,” Thurstan replied, not at all in the mood for confrontation this morning. Emund hollered again, then dismounted. He walked over to a broad-trunked oak and started to urinate loudly.


“This is my impersonation of what Thurstan will do when he meets the wolfheads,” he laughed, much to the amusement of the other riders.


“Leave it, Emund. I crapped my breeches too when I saw that orchard. That is not something you want to see every day, believe me,” Sorli said. He removed his helm to wipe his brow on the back of his glove.


“Whatever you say, Sorli, whatever you girls say,” Emund sneered. Having finished relieving himself, he turned to walk back towards his tethered horse. He breathed in deeply to prepare to holler again, opened his mouth, but the words never came.


Thurstan heard a choked gasp come from Emund and looked round to see a look of confused anguish come over the huskarl’s face. A gore-covered arrow head was protruding out of Emund’s mouth, fired through the back of this neck, leaving him gargling and choking on his own blood. Thurstan stared in horror, watching Emund weakly raise a hand to touch the arrow before sinking to his knees and keeling over before he could reach it.


Thurstan thought for a moment about dismounting, seeing whether there was anything he could for his fellow huskarl, but the thick jets of dark blood pumping out onto the dry leaves told him all he needed to know.


“Shite!” Sorli swore, leapt up from the log he had been sat on, and scrambled onto his horse, leaving his helmet on the ground. “Back down to Leif, quickly!”


Thurstan stared into the forest beyond where Emund’s twitching body lay and could make out dark shapes moving rapidly towards them. Five, six at most? Certainly no horde.


“Come on, Thurstan!” Sorli shouted. Thurstan kicked his horse and followed the eight remaining riders back down the hillside, towards Leif and his men.


“We could have taken them,” Thurstan shouted as they slowed to a trot, nearing the base of the hill. He had said it as an opinion, but had come out sounding more like a question.


“You can’t know that, Thurstan,” Sorli answered. “You saw what, half a dozen men? Who’s to say there weren’t ten others a few yards behind them? What did they look like?”


“It was hard to see. Kind of ragged, no mail as far as I could see. One or two may have had a scythe, a staff or two, but naught to be too scared of,” Thurstan replied.


“That was a fine bow shot, if that was meant to kill,” Sorli reminded him.


Thurstan shrugged. “Should we blow the horn yet?”


“Aye, we’ll be in range. Blow it now,” Sorli called out, having assumed unspoken command of the group. One of the riders placed a horn to his lips and let out a single, shrill call. At the bottom of the valley, Thurstan could see Leif’s group of men stir. They turned their mounts towards them and started to ride over, but in no great haste.


At almost the exact same moment, a small movement caught Thurstan’s eye. A flash of light from his right and Thurstan instinctively ducked as an arrow passed just inches over his head. A second later, a group of at least twenty men emerged from the trees to their right. No band of desperate vagabonds in rags these, but men in leather armour armed with maces, swords and one shaven-headed man swinging a giant two-headed axe. One rider went down immediately, his horse’s legs taken by the giant axeman. Another fell with two arrows to his chest, falling from his horse, only for his feet to be caught in his stirrups and be dragged along, his head smashing against the ground repeatedly.


Thurstan pulled hard to his left to avoid a spearman and unsheathed his blade. So this is it, he thought, now it is time to kill. He raised his sword and wheeled Svarnat round. The spearman crouched, waiting for Thurstan to ride down onto his blade. Thurstan kicked his heels back and charged straight at the tangled-haired wolfhead. The two men’s eyes interlocked and for a moment he saw himself impaled on the spear, wriggling and struggling, slowly being eviscerated. It was going to happen, his worst nightmare; the gutted fish. Then, in the blink of an eye, it was all over.


At the very last moment, just as Svarnat was on the man, Thurstan shifted in his saddle as far left as possible. His right arm flicked out, the swordpoint danced in the sun and cleanly opened the spearman’s neck from ear to shoulder. A fine spray of blood misted the air, the wolfhead dropped his weapon and Thurstan had killed his first man.


Shocked, Thurstan hauled on his reins and wheeled Svarnat around. The five riders that had outrun the ambush slowed to wait for Leif, who was now charging up the hill with nine other riders in tow.


Thurstan turned in the saddle to see another spearman jab towards Sorli. The huskarl tried to avoid the spear but the tip caught him just above the knee and the momentum of the galloping horse tore the blade through his thigh and into the horse’s flank. Sorli screamed in pain and fell from his horse, the force of the impact on the ground smashing his shoulder and causing his left arm to flail uselessly at his side.


Thurstan watched all of this in slow motion. He was aware of ever more wolfheads appearing from the trees, trying to encircle him; he was vaguely aware of the approaching Leif, but knew he was still some distance off. He kicked his heels into Svarnat’s flanks and turned back to where his friend lay on the damp grass.


Sorli rolled onto his front, scrabbling onto one arm, but he could not stand. Looking around him, Sorli knew instantly that he would not be able to escape.


“Run, Thurstan, run!” Sorli screamed. Thurstan rode forward, returning to help his friend, but then stopped in his tracks. The giant axeman that had floored the horse, reared up behind the bareheaded Sorli, bellowing like a hamstrung ox. Thurstan grasped the gungar from his back but his movements were slow, as if he were underwater. Arrows were dropping around him, but Thurstan was oblivious to them. From somewhere behind him he heard a shout from Sluta urging him to go on, but he had no idea what ‘go on’ was intended to mean at that moment.


“Thurstan, go!” Sorli screamed. Thurstan glanced behind him, looking for Leif, but he was still too far away. He turned back, pulled his arm back to throw the gungar, but as he let fly the axeman brought his huge blade down, shattering Sorli’s skull, cleaving it almost in two down to his brow, sending flecks of brain and bone into the giant wolfhead’s tangled beard. Thurstan’s gungar hung in the air for what seemed an eternity. Then, whatever magic had been suspending time suddenly evaporated and the world became a blur of events. Thurstan’s spear caught the axeman full in the chest and the sound of screams and hooves filled his ears as Leif and the other horsemen charged by and ran down the ambushing wolfheads.


Thurstan was left alone, still stood in his stirrups, staring at the ruined body of his friend, tears coursing down his face, a silent scream filling his open mouth. He had failed his only friend; torn between saving himself and saving Sorli, he had done neither.










15th April 1166 
Theodford, East Anglia, Ængland



Edgar, Earl of Anglia, was a sick man. Despite his protestations that it was naught but a passing ailment to his wife and his physicians, he was sick. The late King Æthelgar, the Lady Cinedred had been quick to point out, had gone from a hearty man to withered corpse in a matter of months and her husband had been ill for some weeks now. She had almost taken the news that had arrived three days previously as an omen, as if Æthelgar’s death proved her point that her husband should seek help.


Edgar had been feeling nauseous nearly constantly and awoke most nights in a fever. Worst of all, over the last two weeks his skin had started to bruise at the lightest touch. His physician argued that this was simply a symptom that Edgar had ‘too much blood’ in his veins and needed bleeding. Edgar had seen enough battles in his youth to know that a man could never have too much blood, and in his veins it should stay. He did agree, however, with his wife on one point; a sick earl was a vulnerable earl. He had been unable to travel to Oxnaforda the fortnight before to pay homage to his dying king and even though his absence had been understood, it would have been noted by many people.


Now he had been summoned to attend the witenagemot for the royal succession and he knew he could not miss it. The earldom of East Anglia was the largest in Ængland; it had escaped the fate of most other earldoms after the conquest of King Tostig Godwinson a hundred years previously. Tostig had not trusted most of his earls not to raise armies against him and had split the existing earldoms into their component shires, making sure no single earl became too powerful. East Anglia had escaped that fate, largely because one of Tostig’s brothers, Gyrth, had been the earl at the time.


Now the large, arable-rich earldom was looked at greedily from Winceaster and Earl Edgar was viewed with mistrust. Unlike many of the Ænglisc earls, he maintained a relatively large standing army and navy; his explanation was that East Anglia bore more than its fair share of raiders and attacks from across the sea, which although true, did little to appease suspicions in many other earls’ minds.


Moreover, Lady Cinedred was a cousin, albeit not a closely related one, to the late king. Although many thegns and earls could also claim some familial link to the royal family, those close to the throne always viewed any other possible claimant with a fair amount of dislike. Princess Adelise had even stayed in Theodford Castle for six months after the death of her parents, before being sent to Carleol, which had added weight to the arguments of those who thought East Anglia had too much influence in the kingdom. Now that the succession was to be discussed, a non-appearance by Earl Edgar could be easily misconstrued by those happy to spread malicious rumours.


“You cannot go, father, not in your state,” the voice of Edgar’s son, Ceolwulf, was pleading.


“I cannot afford not to go. What message would it give about East Anglia? That it is indifferent to the kingdom’s future? That its earl is too weak? There are many at court who would dearly love our new monarch to remedy that. No, my son, I must go,” Edgar said, clasping his son’s shoulder.


They were sitting in front of the large fire in his longhall, the only other stone building apart from the keep in Theodford not owned by the Church. Edgar had been spending more and more time in front of the large fire in the room that was normally used for entertaining groups of guests. Despite the warm spring weather of the last week, he had found himself increasingly feeling the need to sit near the fireplace, when he wasn’t gripped by a feverish sweat.


The hall was more or less deserted at this hour, with most of the serving staff having retired to their quarters, save for a few maids attending to the earl’s wife. Over the past few weeks, the Lady Cinedred had become used to Edgar preferring to sit next to the fire rather than in his private quarters. To fill her time she had started a small tapestry showing a scene from the battle of Fuleford, to celebrate its centenary.


“Then let me come with you, if not instead of you,” Ceolwulf said. In the far corner of the room, Cinedred looked up from her embroidery. She had not wanted either of her men to go, let alone both of them. When she had asked her son to speak to his father, this was not what she’d had in mind.


Ceolwulf leant closer to his shivering father. “If you go, I will follow you anyway.”


She sighed, recognising the stubbornness that her son had inherited from his father. His sense of loyalty was definitely his father’s, although his occasional impetuousness she suspected came from her side. In the firelight, he could have easily been Edgar thirty years ago – his blond hair falling loosely past broad shoulders, ice blue eyes offset by dark eyebrows and beard. It was an Edgar that was barely recognisable now – gaunt and pale, with ever darker rings under his eyes. The last thing he needed now was a four-day ride to Oxnaforda.


“Could Ælfric not go instead?” she asked loudly, not attempting to hide the fact that she was listening in to the two men’s conversation. Ælfric was her younger brother, a powerful thegn in his own right who owned lands in the south of the earldom.


“No, no, that would not do. With all due respect to your brother, it would be better to send no-one at all than a thegn,” Edgar said, with a dismissive wave of his hand. “My mind is made up; I will go. Ceolwulf must stay here in my place. That is my final word.” With that, he slapped the arm of his chair and stood up quickly.


“As you wish, father,” Ceolwulf said, turning to the fireplace. For a moment Edgar opened his mouth as if he were about to say something, but he was suddenly overcome by a hacking, grating cough. When after several seconds he didn’t stop coughing and started to double over, Ceolwulf sprang up and took him by the shoulder, forcing him back down into his chair. He grabbed a mug of weak ale that was on the nearby table and put it to his father’s lips. He waved it away and pressed a small square of linen to his mouth, the coughs finally subsiding. When he took the cloth away, it was covered in dark blood. Father and son looked at each other, the mug of ale slowly passed over in silence.


“Are you feeling well, Edgar?” the Lady Cinedred called from across the hall.


“He’s fine, mother,” Ceolwulf replied, without taking his eyes off the cloth.


Edgar stared at his hand for a moment more, then turned to his son and spoke quietly. “You shall come with me to Oxnaforda, but you will accompany me only. For your own benefit it would be best if you do not attend the witenagemot.”


“Please credit me with some sense, father,” Ceolwulf protested.


“Court is a nest of vipers, Ceolwulf. Smiling vipers, waiting for the wrong word or deed.”


“I know, I know. I don’t see what risk there is, I mean, the Earl Swegen seems a good enough man, doesn’t he? I know you don’t see eye to eye but if Adelise is deemed too young, he wouldn’t make such a bad king.”


“An opinion that should be kept to yourself, whether it be right or wrong.” Edgar sighed and threw the bloodied linen onto the fire. “The Earl Swegen is a charming and good man when it suits him. The trouble with the Earl Swegen is when he decides not be charming or good. Through no fault of his own, he lost his father when he was young, which is hard for a boy, I admit that. Since then though, no-one has ever told him ‘no‘. You will see in Oxnaforda the earls and thegns that support him and you will see his close friends. Then you will notice that they are one and the same and if you are outside that circle, then you probably don’t exist in his world.” Edgar sank back into his chair and breathed deeply.


“Then he isn’t to be trusted?”


“No-one is to be trusted. For the time being though, it would appear that Princess Adelise is to be our queen and he will act as guardian.”


“Then why summon us all to a witenagemot so urgently?”


“Who knows? Protocol? To keep an eye on us? To annoy me?” Edgar stroked his moustaches. “The fact remains that even if Swegen is not to be king, he will effectively rule the kingdom for the next five years at least, unless Adelise can be married off young. For that he will need the support of the earls, including those that do not particularly like him. He knows we were close to the late king, God rest his soul. If we are seen to approve of him, it will go some way to gaining the trust of others. I don’t know what they’re playing at in Winceaster, it may just all be for pomp and show. Whatever it is, any suspicions you have, you keep to yourself, if you must insist on coming with me.”


“I promise that if I come with you, I shall hold my tongue. Anyway, I have to make sure you don’t dawdle in the whorehouses, for mother’s sake,” Ceolwulf grinned.


Edgar sighed and gave a small cough. “We will have to be back for month end; there is much to do. We need to visit Gipeswic port, the northern tower here needs strengthening and we need to oversee the coins being restruck at Ælmham, especially after what happened last time; many things, many things.” He closed his eyes and it appeared to Ceolwulf that his father might have dozed off again. The fire crackled, the wolfhound stretched out by Edgar’s feet yawned and Ceolwulf turned to stare into the fire. One of the serving girls stepped out of the shadows, offering to refill Ceolwulf’s flagon of ale, but he waved her away distractedly. When Edgar started to snore, Ceolwulf stood up and walked over to his mother. He gently took her hand in his and kissed her cheek.


“I’ll look after him, mother, don’t worry,” he said, looking at her worried eyes.


“It’s not just him I worry for,” she said, touching his hand lightly. “Remember, the earldom comes before personal issues. Don’t be quick to anger or praise. And do not anger the future king.”


“The queen, you mean,” Ceolwulf corrected her.


“We shall see,” she replied with a smile, the corners of her eyes wrinkling into the crows feet that grown more apparent in the last few months. “Good night, son.”


“Good night, mother.” Ceolwulf stood up and walked out of the hall, pausing only to thank one of the prettier maids, before shutting the heavy door behind him. The flames in the hearth flared for a moment in the rush of air, then settled down, leaving Cinedred to her tapestry. She sighed and unpicked the last two hours’ worth of work; she just couldn’t quite get the death of King Harold right.









Kirkby Kendale, Westmoringaland, Northland


The rain clouds that had drenched Kirkby during the night were now moving off to the east, carried by the wind that was blowing through the rolling valleys of the borders. From the stone walls that encircled the bailey and hillfort in the centre of the town, sentries gazed towards the purple-green mountains of the north and west, the tallest of which marked the Scottish border. When they weren’t looking out for invasions that never came, they stared off to the greener valleys of the south for messengers and traders who did come, but only slightly more frequently.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
The Hidden Crown

Northland: 1166

David Haworth

) |

Top HAT
BOOKS

Winchester, UK
Washington, USA






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/cover.jpg








OEBPS/OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





