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David Churchill is the pseudonym of an award-winning journalist, who has conducted several hundred in-depth interviews with senior politicians, billionaire entrepreneurs, Olympic athletes, movie stars, supermodels and rock legends. He has investigated financial scandals on Wall Street, studio intrigues in Hollywood and corrupt sports stars in Britain, and lived in Moscow, Washington D.C., and Havana. He has edited four magazines, published seventeen books and been translated into some twenty languages. The Leopards of Normandy reflects his lifelong passion for history and his fascination for the extraordinary men and women of the past who shaped the world we live in today.










About the Book

History is a graveyard scattered with the skeletons of powerful men

The Devil

Charismatic and fearless

The Duke

Arrogant and ruthless

The Queen

Widow of two kings, mother of none

The Archbishop

Devout by day, sinner by night

The Count

Cruel and violent

The Poisoner

Unseen and devastating

The Lover

Beautiful but exiled

The Bastard

A boy who would be king

The fate of England hangs in the balance of a fight between brothers

The noble families of Europe are tearing themselves apart in their lust for power and wealth.

Emma, Queen of England, is in agony over the succession to her husband Canute’s throne . . . while the sons of her brother, the Duke of Normandy, battle in the wake of his death.

Robert, the younger son, has been cheated of Normandy’s mightiest castle and sets out to take it by force. He emerges from the bloody siege victorious and in love with a beautiful – and pregnant – peasant girl.

Robert’s child will be mocked as William the Bastard. But we have another name for him.

. . . Conqueror.

The first instalment in the Leopards of Normandy trilogy paints a world seething with rivalry and intrigue, where assassins are never short of work.










Praise for the Leopards of Normandy

 

‘An exciting mix of medieval betrayal, violence and sex’ Wilbur Smith



‘Cleverly adds layers of blood and flesh to our skeletal knowledge of the people whose invasion of England changed our island for ever’ Rory Clements



‘This is historical fiction as its very best. Highly recommended’ Historical Novel Society



‘These people are playing the game of thrones . . . one to watch’ Girl with her Head in a Book



‘Oh wow. This is an earthy, gritty, brutal piece of historical fiction - and I love it’ LilyPad



‘A compelling tale of power, sex and violence’ Neverlmitate



‘One of my most anticipated reads for the first half of the year’ A Fantastical Librarian
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Prologue:

A Brace of Promises










1

Northern France, the year 911

Early morning mist rose from the river and drifted through the trees like cold grey smoke, blanketing the horsemen as they made their way along the bank and rendering them as shapeless and insubstantial as wraiths. The only sound was the gentle fall of hooves on the dewy earth, the puffing exhalations of the horses and the metallic chink of bridles and chain mail.

The men had been on campaign all summer, advancing from the mouth of the Seine to the gates of Paris itself. They had marched and fought together, a vagabond band of brothers, for more years than anyone could remember. Some of them were the sons and even grandsons of those who had gone before. Others were old and gnarled, with bald scalps scarred and pitted with the marks of a lifetime’s battles. Yet although they were dusty, blood-spattered and caked with their own filth and sweat, and their matted beards stank of the smoke and rancid grease of countless campfire meals, still there was a wild extravagance to their appearance that only served to emphasise their outlaw status. Some had outlined their blue eyes in heavy black paint. Others had filed their teeth into points or tattooed swirling patterns and runic inscriptions on to their faces and shaven skulls. Others again wore their hair so long that it could be braided into intricate plaits that hung halfway down their backs. Their clothing was as exotic as their grooming. Many wore broad pantaloons, gathered below the knee, made from Chinese silk in gaudy colours and vivid patterns, acquired through the souks of Constantinople, Damascus and Arabia. Gold coins hung from chains around their necks. Their cloaks were clasped with silver pins, longer than a man’s forearm, with jewelled heads and needle-sharp points. Even their axes and swords were chased with patterns in silver and gold.

Lesser men who dressed with such effeminate vanity and adornment would have risked derision. But no one dared mock or belittle this flamboyant display. For these were Vikings, or ‘Northmen’ as the people hereabouts called them: fearsome predators who had put all Christendom to the sword and the torch. They stood as tall and mighty as the pagan gods they worshipped. Yet the man who led them dwarfed them all.

His name was Rollo the Strider, so called because he always went on foot, there being no horse big or strong enough to carry his massive bulk. He was said to be in his sixty-fifth year, yet he carried himself like a man in his prime. In his time, Rollo had roved across the oceans as far as Iceland, leaving corpses without number in his wake and a wife and family on a cold, storm-racked Scottish isle. But for the past twenty years or more, he’d ceased his voyaging and concentrated his depredations on the lands of the Western Franks. Though the rich, fertile valley of the Seine had long been his favourite hunting ground, he and his men had slaughtered, raped and thieved their way across the lowlands of Flanders, the rocky seashores of Brittany and the fields and vineyards of Burgundy.

His raids had made him rich with plunder and furnished him with a concubine, too: Poppa, daughter of Berengar, Count of Bayeux. Rollo had stolen her, bedded her and seen no reason to return her. She pleased him well enough and had given him a fine young son, William, to be his heir. Poppa and the boy were waiting for him now, safe in the coastal lands between Rouen and the sea, where the Northmen had settled in their thousands.

This summer, however, Rollo had encountered an unprecedented reverse. An alliance of Frankish noblemen had managed to defeat him outside the town of Chartres. Now the king of the Franks himself, Charles the Simple, had summoned him to a parley. There was a deal to be done, and the fact that the Franks had been the ones to sue for peace suggested to Rollo that it might be to his personal advantage. After all, if the Franks had thought there was any chance of destroying the Viking threat once and for all, they would surely have attempted to do so. Instead, they seemed to regard their victory as something so rare and precious that it had to be exploited at once, before it could be overturned. By meeting him now, they were essentially surrendering, but on the best possible terms.

Rollo and his men had almost reached the appointed meeting place when the sun finally cut through the mist, the last wisps dissipated and the air cleared. Rollo strode out of the woods and found himself at a point where the river split in two, flowing on either side of a large island, perhaps two hundred paces long and fifty across, given over to grassland and the occasional small tree or bush. For this single day, both sides had agreed that it would be a place of truce, where lifelong enemies would talk, not fight. Whether either party would keep their word was another matter.

A line of stepping stones led across to the island. The Franks stood there now, waiting for the parley to begin. Nobles armoured in brightly polished mail bore shields whose heraldic emblems were echoed in the cloths that bedecked their horses and the pennants that fluttered above their heads. Around them massed a small army of foot soldiers, more than even Rollo and his men could cut down. And then, of course, there was the king.

Charles the Simple was a slender man, handsome in a thin, fine-boned way. He wore silken robes, dyed an imperial purple and trimmed at the cuffs and neck with snowy white ermine, and sat on a gilded wooden throne placed on a raised dais, below a richly embroidered canopy. But as Rollo strode up to the dais, he was not impressed by what he saw. This foppish young king had no natural power or authority beyond that conferred on him by his crown. There was no need to respect, still less fear him. Very well, then, let him make his best offer.

Rollo stood silent and massive, his head almost as high as the canopy under which the king was enthroned. An uneasy murmur rippled through the Frankish ranks. Evidently they were expecting Rollo to make the first move, and for it to be that of an inferior: a bowed head, a bended knee and a few murmured words of obeisance. Charles held up his right hand and wafted it limply, as if graciously giving Rollo permission to honour him.

Rollo straightened his back. He held his head high, looking down his nose as he caught the eye of the king. Still he said nothing. He was prepared to wait all day if he had to. He was completely indifferent to the glaring disapproval of the dukes and barons on either side of the dais. This was a simple trial of will, and as he had anticipated, it was the king who cracked first.

‘You appear to forget that you come here in defeat,’ Charles said in a tone that suggested he was more puzzled than offended by Rollo’s attitude. ‘We are the victors, and it is only because of our generosity and our sincere desire for peace that we are prepared to discuss any terms whatsoever, rather than wiping you and your men from the face of the earth.’

Rollo’s silent stare remained impassive. ‘Say your piece, King of the Franks.’

‘Very well, then. I am prepared to make you an offer. In exchange for your sworn commitment to peace and certain other conditions, I will grant you lands in the county of Flanders: all the coastline from the fishing village of Dunkirk to the island of Ostend and the line for five leagues behind it.’

There was a murmur of surprise among the Franks. They had not expected their king to be so generous to a defeated enemy.

Rollo replied with a blunt ‘No. What do I want with mudflats, marshes and sand? There’s bugger-all else there. No people, no cattle, no sheep. So if we needed anything, we’d be back to plunder and pillage, and I don’t reckon any of you would fancy that. If you want to live in peace, give us land that will provide us with everything we need without us having to steal it.’

‘Do you have anywhere in mind?’ the king asked, in a mocking tone that made his nobles laugh. For a moment they’d been worried he might give in to this barbarian.

‘Yes, I do,’ Rollo replied. ‘Give me the land between the Epte and the sea’ – he pointed to the river that ran around the island – ‘and I’ll give you a nice quiet life.’

King Charles could not believe what he had just heard. ‘From here to the sea? That must be forty leagues at least.’

‘At least,’ Rollo agreed. ‘And I’ve controlled it for years without your say-so. I just want what’s already mine.’

‘You’ve taken possession of that land as a thief. I’m the only one who can grant you ownership, and a noble title, and all the rights that come with it. And if I do that, I’ll want something in return.’

Rollo said nothing. He had spent a lifetime on the move. His constitution had proved astonishingly resilient, but even he knew that he could not hold back time for ever. It would be good to find a place to rest.

‘So what do you want?’ he asked.

‘I have a number of demands and all must be met if we are to have an agreement. The first is that you consent to defend the land I grant you and the territories around it from any more raids by your Northman cousins. You’ve been a burglar. Now I’m appointing you my gatekeeper and I expect you to keep my kingdom untouched and my people safe.’

For the first time, Rollo allowed himself the indulgence of a smile. ‘Don’t worry. If I own this land, no one else is getting their hands on it. What’s your second condition?’

‘That you worship the Lord God Almighty and his son Jesus Christ. If you want to stay here, you’ll do so without your pagan gods.’

‘One god is very much like another. I accept.’

‘Then you must display your acceptance by wearing the cross and taking a Christian name.’

Rollo shrugged. ‘Doesn’t matter what my name is, I’ll still be the same man. Is that all?’

‘No. My last demand is the most important of all. You must become my vassal and grant me your unswerving, unquestioning loyalty and obedience. I will be your king and you will kneel to me. So that is my command to you: kneel and accept me as your lord. Or reject my offer and know that a state of war will once again exist between us.’ The king cast an eye over his nobles and troops and added, ‘With immediate effect.’

Rollo grimaced. His heavy brow cast deep shadows over his sapphire eyes and his breath became heavy as if some great force were rising within him, making his massive shoulders heave with each expansion of his barrel chest. His men watched him nervously, knowing the signs of their leader’s berserker rage and fearing its consequences.

‘I kneel to no man,’ Rollo said in a voice whose rumble, like the sound of distant thunder, sent a warning of a fearsome storm to come.

‘Kneel, or we Franks will finish the job we started at Chartres.’

‘I will not,’ Rollo insisted.

‘I beg you to consider the offer I have made you. I’m giving you land and a title. I’m offering you the chance of peace. Your men will be able to set their weapons aside, find wives and raise families. And all you have to do is kneel.’

Rollo shook his head. ‘I will not kneel. But . . .’ He let the word hang in the air. ‘But I will accept your offer. I’ll be your gatekeeper. I’ll worship your God. When your kingdom is threatened, I’ll bring my men to stand by you. I give you my word on all this and my word is all you need. So for the last time: I will . . . not . . . kneel.’

The Franks had listened with gathering enthusiasm to what Rollo had been saying. Few men, however bloodthirsty, did not welcome the coming of peace. Now they stiffened again, angered as much by the sense that they had been taken for fools as by the Strider’s unrepentant insolence. Rollo observed the growing hubbub for a moment, then raised a hand to quiet it and spoke out more loudly than before, so that everyone could hear. ‘But . . . since it’s your custom for one man to crawl on his knees before another, I’ll see if someone else is willing to do it.’

Rollo turned to his men and asked, ‘Does anyone want to kneel before the King of the Franks? You all heard what the man said. If you want your share of that land, someone’s got to get down and grovel for it.’

His words were met with sullen silence. Rollo’s men were no more accustomed than him to bending the knee. Finally a single voice called out, ‘How big a share exactly?’

The words came from one of the Vikings’ most grizzled veterans, a scraggy beanpole figure whose ancient black cloak was ragged, shiny and green-tinged with wear.

‘Ah, Olav the Raven . . . always wanting to know how full your beak will be,’ Rollo replied. ‘There’ll be plenty of land for everyone. But if you do this service, old friend, then you’ll be the first in line.’

‘I’ll need an ox to plough my fields.’

Rollo laughed. ‘You can have two strong, fat oxen to pull your plough or fill your pot. How’s that?’

Olav looked unimpressed. He grunted non-committally. Then he gave a world-weary shrug, clambered down from his horse and walked out on to the no-man’s-land between the two forces, the feathery tatters of his cloak fluttering behind him as he went. He paused for a moment beside Rollo, who said nothing, simply extending an arm in the direction of the Franks. Olav looked at him with a grumpy twist to his mouth, uttered another wordless, disdainful grunt and ambled towards Charles the Simple, who rose from his throne to greet him.

The king lifted the hem of his purple gown and extended his right foot, the toe pointed as daintily as a dancing girl’s. Olav stood before him and muttered, ‘Now what?’

The king simply glanced down at his foot, raising an eyebrow as he did so. Olav harrumphed again and began with exaggerated care to lower himself, accompanied by catcalls from his fellow Vikings. With every movement, he grimaced and sighed at the toll being paid by his battered old joints and aching muscles. Finally he was down on his left knee, with his right foot flat on the ground in front of him.

‘Why don’t you ask him to marry you?’ some wag shouted from the crowd.

Olav twisted his head over his shoulder and growled, ‘Why don’t you go fuck yourself?’

Then he turned back again, sighed, grabbed hold of the king’s waiting foot and pressed it to his mouth. A great cheer broke out from both sides. The king beamed complacently, content that honour had been satisfied. Olav, meanwhile, was struggling to get up, his task not made any easier by the fact that he was still holding on to the king’s foot. He made a massive effort to push himself semi-upright with his right leg. Then he tried to straighten the left one.

In the general excitement, no one seemed to hear the king’s cry of alarm. For as Olav struggled to his feet, he lifted the king’s foot higher and higher, forcing the royal knee up towards the chest.

Charles desperately waved his arms in a helpless bid to keep his balance. He was slowly toppling over, as surely as a tree whose trunk had been cut almost all the way through. As Olav finally straightened up, he let go of the king’s foot, and that, like the last fatal blow of the woodcutter’s axe, propelled Charles the Simple off his feet and sent him tumbling backwards into his throne. The gilded chair tilted back on to its rear legs . . . and kept on tilting until it looked as though it too must surely fall, throwing the king head first off the back of the dais.

For a moment the throne hung in the balance, and men reached for their swords, knowing that the instant it fell, the truce would be forgotten and the bloodshed would begin.

No one moved. The fate of men and nations hung on the tilt of that throne, and whatever gods they worshipped would decide it.

The throne trembled. It seemed on the very point of toppling over . . .

Then Charles gave a great convulsive swing of his arms, the balance shifted and his throne crashed forward again, back into place with the king still in it, humiliated but unhurt.

The clatter of the throne against the dais seemed to echo around the island. Every man was silent, waiting to see how the king would react. He was narrow-eyed and white-lipped with rage. If he leapt to his feet screaming insults at the Vikings, his subjects would rush to defend his honour. An insult to their king was an insult to the Franks as well.

The king rose slowly and glared at the Raven, who looked right back at him, saying nothing.

‘Get back to your horse, Olav,’ said Rollo, breaking the silence. He waited for his man to withdraw, then took a step towards the king. A thousand Frankish hands reached for their swords. Rollo lifted his palms away from the hilt of his own blade and held them up beside his body to signal that he had no hostile intent. He kept walking until he was right in front of King Charles, and though the king was standing on his dais, Rollo still towered above him like a father over his infant son.

Rollo placed his hands on the king’s shoulders, causing the Franks to gasp at his blatant contempt for the body royal, then leaned down and spoke in a low rumble too soft for anyone else to hear. ‘I am going to offer you my hand. Take it and I will leave in peace, accepting our agreement in full. Reject it and . . .’ He pressed his fingers a little more strongly against the king’s bony shoulders, feeling them shudder under his grasp. ‘My men are not afraid to die. Yours are.’

Rollo let go of the king, took a step back and held out his hand. ‘Well?’

Charles the Simple, King of the Franks, looked at him. A spasm of distaste flickered across his refined features and then, reluctantly, he clasped the Viking’s hand in his own.

And so Rollo the Strider became the first Duke of Normandy. He took as his crest two golden leopards on a red field, and created a dynasty bred and reared – like leopards – to hunger, to conquer and to kill.
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