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			The Duke who would be Conqueror

			THE RIVAL

			Behind his smile, ambition lies

			THE OPPORTUNIST

			Tough by name and nature

			It began with a promise. It will end at Hastings.

			William of Normandy, sworn heir to the English throne, is no longer the boy Duke but a loyal and proven warrior. Few dare challenge him, but England is an irresistible prize.

			The handsome, ambitious Harold Godwinson and the Viking Hardrada are both determined to stake a claim. William now faces his greatest ever battle: deny his own destiny or conquer the land he was born to rule.

			History will be written in the blood of those who fall.
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			Prologue:
A Handful of Princes

			The palace of Yaroslav the Wise, Kiev, 1044

			Five of them there were: five young men all born within a couple of years of one another, all exiles, all with claims to the thrones of their native lands. They lived in the royal palace of Kiev under the protection of Grand Prince Yaroslav the Wise. Far from home, but protected by a powerful and generous host, the five considered themselves both cursed and blessed by Fate. Though they might be bereft of their rightful inheritances, they had at least survived when so many around them had perished.

			The oldest of the group was called Levente. He and his brother Andras, cousins of King Stephen of Hungary, had had to flee their native land after their father Vazul was murdered on the orders of the king’s wife, Queen Gisela. Her men tore Vazul’s eyes from his face and poured molten lead into his ears.

			In Kiev, Levente and Andras met Edward and Edmund, twin sons of Edmund Ironside, the short-lived king of England. Their father had lost his kingdom to Canute the Dane and his life to an assassin who stabbed him while he was sitting defenceless on the privy with his hose around his ankles and his sword belt undone. Having seized the throne, Canute had no intention of letting any claimants to it survive. He ordered the boy princes to be killed. But before that murder could be committed, the twins were spirited away as far from danger as possible, to Kiev.

			The fifth of the exiles was Harald Sigurdsson, self-styled Prince of Norway. He had been only sixteen when he arrived in Kiev a dozen years earlier, but he was already battle-hardened, and he swiftly became more so in Yaroslav’s service. Within a few years, Harald left Kiev to seek his fortune in Byzantium. Today he had returned, and the entire royal family, including all six of Yaroslav’s sons and all four of his daughters; every nobleman and woman of the grand prince’s court; every rich trader and his wife; every servant who could find an excuse to be absent from their duties had gathered in the great hall of the palace to witness his homecoming.

			‘By God, I swear he’s even bigger than he used to be,’ Andras whispered to Edward as they watched the Norseman stride through the cavernous chamber, while the crowds gave way before him.

			Harald stood a full head higher than the mightiest of Yaroslav’s warriors, so that even the most fearsome of them looked like mere children next to him, and their weapons were as toys compared to the monstrous double-bladed axe that hung from one side of his belt and the mighty war sword scabbarded on the other.

			‘He’s putting on quite a display,’ Edward replied. ‘I wonder if it’ll work.’

			Andras grinned. ‘Well, if it doesn’t, it won’t be for the want of trying. Just look at those brutes!’

			Behind Harald came twelve Bulgar slaves, purchased in the market at Constantinople and selected for their strength. Their oiled muscles were so bunched and swollen that they resembled a team of prime oxen, yoked to the plough as they strained and struggled to bear the weight of the three great chests that were suspended from thick oak poles carried upon their shoulders. There were four slaves to a chest, two to the front and two to the rear, and just as the farmer stands behind the plough, driving his beasts forward with shouts of encouragement and stinging lashes of the whip against their haunches, so a driver walked beside the slaves, commanding them, beating them when necessary, always maintaining their steady march across the hall.

			As he completed his progress Harald stepped aside and let the slaves walk past him until they stood before the thrones where the Grand Prince and his wife Ingegerd sat, their faces expressionless at the drama playing out before them. Harald had beseeched Yaroslav to allow him to address the prince’s eldest daughter Elisaveta in person, and so she was enthroned beside her parents, while her siblings looked down from the royal gallery.

			The slaves lowered the chests to the ground, bowed deeply to the king and were herded away, to stand to one side in mute immobility.

			Harald selected a black iron key from the three that hung from a ring in his hand and turned it in the lock clasping the heavy iron chain that secured the lid of the first chest. The lock snapped open, Harald loosened the chain. He threw the lid open with a sweep of his tree-trunk arm and a gasp went up from the crowd of people staring at the scene, standing on tiptoe, craning their necks and elbowing their neighbours to get a clearer view.

			The chest was entirely filled with gold and silver cups, plates, goblets, crosses, candlesticks, gilded icons painted in colours so iridescent that they made rainbows seem drab and monochrome: ornaments of every sort, many studded with precious stones, looted from cathedrals, palaces and the treasuries of the dead and defeated.

			Harald stood up straight. He looked towards Yaroslav, Ingegerd and Elisaveta, searching out any sign of reaction in their eyes or expressions, but they remained regally impassive.

			The giant nodded to himself, found a second key and opened the next chest. Now the gasps of astonishment were mixed with a higher-pitched tone: the sighs of a hundred women as they gazed, bedazzled, upon a myriad jewels, a cornucopia of pearls, rubies, diamonds, garnets, turquoise and lapis lazuli, all formed into rings, chains, necklaces, bracelets, brooches, earrings and headpieces. The gems and trinkets filled the chest to the very brim: enough to bedeck every concubine in Christendom. Ingegerd could not help herself. She raised one hand to her mouth. But if Elisaveta saw anything in the chest that took her fancy, she gave no sign of it.

			Finally Harald opened the third chest, the biggest of them all. And now even Yaroslav could not help himself. He leaned forward, just a fraction, and his eyes widened – imperceptibly, perhaps, to a casual observer, but not to Harald’s eagle eye. For long though Yaroslav had reigned over the two principalities of Kiev and Novgorod, and vast though his territory was – stretching from the limitless steppes of Kiev, along the banks of the Dnieper and the Don, and then north and west, past Novgorod to the shores of the Gulf of Finland, and further yet to the frozen waters of the White Sea – still Harald doubted that he had ever seen the like of this. The chest was entirely filled with gold coins. There was enough money here to commission the finest masons and craftsmen that Byzantium had to offer to build a palace fit for the Emperor himself; enough to equip an army so vast and well armed that no enemy could resist it. Yet as Harald well knew, neither of those possibilities explained Yaroslav’s very evident hunger.

			I know what you want, you greedy old goat, he thought. And you shall have it . . . just so long as I get what I want, too.

			The master of the Kievan Rus was not the audience for whom Harald’s drama had been performed. His true target was Elisaveta, and now he turned his full attention to her.

			The princess was as delicate as Harald was massive, as graceful as he was powerful. When first he looked in her direction, her great blue eyes were soft and modestly lowered. Yet as she raised them now to meet his unabashed examination, they did not flinch, for she came from Viking stock, and Norsewomen had no fear of looking men straight in the eye.

			‘Thirteen years ago, almost to the very day, I came here to Kiev, a mere boy of sixteen, fleeing for my life from the battlefield where my brother, King Olaf of Norway, lay dead, his body a feast for the crows . . .’ Harald began.

			‘He always fancied himself as a poet,’ whispered Edmund of England, but his brother Edward did not respond. His attention was all on Elisaveta.

			‘Your half-brother,’ she said, with a sweetly gracious tone. ‘On your mother’s side, so that his royal blood was not yours.’

			The twins both winced at the princess’s dismissal of Harald’s pedigree. But the Norwegian was not beaten.

			‘Aye, but I have king’s blood of my own, for I can claim a direct line of descent from Harald Fairhair, first king of all Norway, through my father Sigurd Syr,’ he retorted, barely breaking his verbal stride before continuing, ‘I came here to Kiev, and wishing to show both my gratitude and loyalty to your sagacious and regal father . . .’ he paused a second to bow towards the Grand Prince, ‘I enlisted in his army and swiftly rose to the rank of captain, for in his great wisdom, His Majesty saw that I possessed not only the lineage of a fighting prince, but the warrior spirit too.’

			The eyes of the crowd turned towards their ruler and Yaroslav gave a little nod of the head to show that he had accepted the truth of those words.

			Harald added, ‘I also had the hot red blood of a young man in need of a woman.’

			He spoke the words with an intensity that drew sighs from some of the more susceptible women around him, but nothing whatever from Elisaveta.

			‘I saw that in all the land of the Rus there was no maiden more beautiful than you. Your eyes glow like the shining lights in the northern sky on the nights when God and all his angels reveal their glory to us mere mortals. Your hair is like spun gold, more lustrous than any treasure in these chests. In my dreams I run my hands through those fair tresses like a warm wind through a wheat field.’

			Harald accompanied those last words by sweeping his bear’s paw of a right hand across his body in a slow, surprisingly delicate rippling motion that suggested it might be as capable of pleasing a woman’s body when tenderly applied in the bedchamber as of splitting a man’s skull in two when grasped around an axe on the battlefield. Having established his fundamental physical intent, as a dominant male confronted by an irresistible female, he moved his argument onto higher ground.

			‘Yet your beauty, resplendent though it may be, Princess, is perhaps the least of your virtues. For there is surely no lady more gracious, nor more educated in all the womanly virtues than you. If all this were not enough, you ride as well as any man, and though your hunting bow may not be as sizeable or as stiff as mine . . .’ that clear message was not missed by any woman in the hall, ‘still your eye is as sharp and your aim as true.

			‘And so, fair Elisaveta, when first we met, all those years ago, I dared to plead my case to you. I kneeled before you and begged for the gift of your hand. In artful verse, I listed my eight notable accomplishments. I stated – and this was no boast, but a simple recital of the truth – that I possess the ability to shoe a horse, and to ride it. I can ski on snow and swim through water. I can shoot an arrow and throw a javelin. Finally I am a skilful harpist and I pride myself that I can match any poet in his art.

			‘But in my blazing ardour and my barely bridled passion I forgot the cold, unfeeling truth. I might be the brother of a king, but I had no crown, no land, no fortune, while you, the daughter of a mighty prince, surely merited a match with a husband of equal standing. So how could I object when you told me that I had to earn the right to ask for your hand?

			‘“Go away,” you said, “and come back when you are rich.”

			‘So away I ventured to mighty Constantinople, the city of a million souls. Like so many Norsemen before me, I served the Emperor Michael as an officer in his Varangian Guard, the most trusted and most feared of all regiments. I fought in his service in every corner of the Empire. I went to war against the Saracens who had dared to invade Sicily, Norman rebels who rose up against the Emperor in southern Italy, marauding Pechenegs in Anatolia, rapacious Arab pirates in the waters of the Aegean and the Caliph’s armies on the banks of the Euphrates. Eighteen great battles I fought, and countless minor skirmishes besides. I even battled for our divine Lord in heaven, driving the heathen out of the Holy Land so that the land of God might be returned to Christendom once again. I bathed in holy Jordan and was not sparing in my gifts to the churches that stand on the holiest places in Jerusalem.

			‘Yet the Emperor for whom I’d fought showed scant gratitude for my services. He betrayed me and imprisoned me on the pretext of foul lies and base slander. But I escaped and had my revenge, for it is the custom among the Byzantines to render a traitor helpless by blinding . . . and I blinded the turncoat Michael with these very hands.’

			A tremor of horror, fear but also fascination, passed through the watching crowd as Harald held his hands before him and slowly squeezed his fingers into two fists, as if popping an eyeball in each one. Then he let his hands and arms relax as he said, ‘Thanks to my service, and that nose for profit that all those of Norse blood surely possess . . .’ there were nods and grunts of agreement, for the Rus of Kiev took pride in their merchant skills, ‘I was able to make my fortune.’

			Harald bowed before Yaroslav as he went on, ‘And thanks to the generosity of your great and noble Majesty, and in return for intelligence that I was only too happy to pass on, concerning the strength and dispositions of the Emperor’s forces on land and sea, I was able to send much of what I had earned back here to Kiev, to be stored in the Grand Prince’s own vaults. What you see before you is but part of a still greater hoard. Blessed Princess, I can bestow upon you silk from Damascus and linen from Egypt, that you may wear gowns so fine and so light that they will feel as though they were sewn from the very air itself. I have scents from the furthest Orient to surround you with intoxicating aromas of jasmine, sandalwood and rose. I have mirrors whose reflection of your beauty will seem like the work of magicians rather than glass-blowers.

			‘All this I lay before you. All this I offer as my tribute to you. And so I kneel before you . . .’ Harald got down on one knee, although he was still as tall as half the men there, ‘and beg you for your favour, plead for the promise of your hand and ask you one simple question. Am I rich enough for you now?’

			Absolute silence fell upon the throng, as if no one in the hall dared even to breathe, so great was the tension and so strong the expectation as they all, men and women, young and old, waited for their princess to give her assent and the celebrations to begin. The four exiles were as caught up in the moment as anyone else, for Harald was their friend and they knew that none of them could have given a better account of themselves than he had done.

			‘Come on, Elisaveta . . . give the man what he wants,’ Levente murmured, and the others nodded in support.

			Finally, Princess Elisaveta rose to her feet. Now there was a collective intake of breath, a craning of necks and standing on tiptoes as the crowd leaned forward to claim the best possible view.

			‘Well spoken, Harald Sigurdsson,’ she began, in a voice that was soft and calm, but so clear that all could hear her. ‘I salute your courage and your fortune . . . but I fear that neither has served your purpose as you hoped.’

			A breeze of whispers and murmurs eddied about the great hall as the onlookers turned to one another at this unexpected turn of events. Grand Prince Yaroslav frowned. But Elisaveta had not finished speaking yet. Perhaps she was merely teasing Harald a little, making him sweat before she surrendered herself to him.

			‘I may have said, many years ago, that your fortune was not great enough to win me. I do not recall that particular conversation, although I clearly said something that left a great mark on you. But even if you had appeared here with thirty treasure chests, or even three hundred, my response would have been the same.

			‘For all your fine words, you have not come here to woo me, but to buy me. Though you paid me many elaborate compliments, you ignored the one that would have most impressed me. If you had respected and trusted me enough to present yourself to me with no battleaxe or golden hoard, but only your good heart and true love, then I might have given you my heart and my love in return. Instead, you asked me to sell myself, and there is simply no price for which I will do that. So I say no to you, Prince Harald. But please do not be downhearted. I have no doubt that there will be many a maiden younger and more lovely than me who will be only too happy to strike her bargain with you.’

			With that, the ungrateful princess turned on her heel and, surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting, made her way back to her private quarters, closely followed by her distraught mother.

			It took Yaroslav a moment or two to regain his senses, and then he leaped to his feet, pausing for a second with his head turned to follow Elisaveta’s swiftly departing figure.

			By God, you deserve a good spanking, he fumed to himself. And you shall have it yet, I swear. But Yaroslav had another, more urgent issue to consider.

			Just a few paces away, on the floor of the hall, Harald was drawing himself back up to his full height.

			‘Don’t do anything stupid, Harald!’ Andras called out, though his friend could not have heard him over the hubbub of conversation that had broken out among the aghast onlookers.

			Even the Grand Prince trembled at the thought of how a man as proud as Harald might react to a humiliation as absolute and public as the one his wilful daughter had just delivered.

			Setting his royal dignity to one side, Yaroslav clambered down off the dais and walked towards Harald with a rueful look on his face and his hands held wide in supplication. ‘Please accept my deepest apologies,’ he said. ‘Elisaveta’s ingratitude and discourtesy were unforgivable.’

			Harald said nothing. But his jaw was tight, a vein was standing out from the centre of his forehead and his breath was as heavy as if he had just carried one of the great chests in single-handed. This was a man on the very brink of an eruption of violent fury.

			‘Lock the chests,’ Yaroslav said. ‘I will make sure that no one so much as touches them. Then come with me. We must talk.’

			Harald looked at the Grand Prince, who was uncomfortably aware that his life was in the giant Viking’s hands. He did his best to return the stare in a way that was unyielding without being in any way provocative. The people had given way, leaving the two princes standing alone, like two wrestlers in the ring, though the captain of the royal guard was trying to force a way through the crowd, for he too could see the danger that Yaroslav was in.

			Harald took one last deep breath, then exhaled slowly, heavily, letting the tension seep out of his shoulders as he did so. He rolled his head round in a circular motion, causing the bones in his spine to crack loudly enough for Yaroslav to hear them. Then he looked towards the captain of the guard, who had just pushed his way out of the crush of onlookers and was advancing towards them. Harald held out a hand, palm up, to halt the man in his tracks. Then he closed the chests one by one and locked them, causing one or two groans of disappointment as the spectators lost sight of the riches they contained.

			When he straightened up again, he looked back at Yaroslav.

			‘Very well then,’ he said. ‘Let us talk.’

			The four exiles gave great sighs of relief and looked at one another, shaking their heads, all stunned by what they had witnessed.

			It was Levente who broke the silence. ‘Ale,’ he said. ‘I don’t know about you men, but I have a powerful thirst for ale.’

			Harald lowered his prodigious frame onto a chair that was only just large enough to take it, and nodded his assent as servants offered him first a large goblet of rich purple-red wine and then a plate of honeyed pastries. He picked up the goblet, drained it in a single draught and held it out to be refilled.

			‘You can leave the pitcher here,’ he growled. The servant looked at his master, and Yaroslav nodded his assent.

			‘Leave us now, all of you,’ the Grand Prince said, once the flagon of wine had been placed on a table beside Harald’s chair. The servants at once disappeared, but one or two of the most senior Kievan courtiers remained until their ruler gave an impatient wave of the hand, making it clear that the order applied to them as well.

			‘Once again, I can only say how sorry I am about this deeply regrettable misunderstanding,’ Yaroslav said.

			‘Is that what you call it – a misunderstanding?’ Harald replied. ‘It does not seem like that to me. On the contrary, it is all very clear. We had an agreement. You assured me that your daughter would comply with it. She has chosen to disobey you and make a fool out of me. What have I not understood?’

			‘The misunderstanding was on my daughter’s part. Evidently she did not grasp the need to obey my command. She will be reminded of that duty soon enough. You have my word on that.’

			‘And what about your people? Even now the story of what happened today will be spreading across the city, from tavern to tavern and house to house, and with every retelling, the account of the idiot Norseman’s refusal by their beautiful princess will become more exaggerated, his clumsiness and failure made more grotesque while her disdain becomes all the more cutting.’

			‘Do you really believe that?’ Yaroslav asked, and there was a note of genuine curiosity in his voice, for it had never occurred to him that a man who appeared so impregnable should actually doubt himself so much. But then again, he had more than once noted surprising contrasts between the way a man was seen by others and the way he saw himself, while many a beautiful woman saw only the flaws in her own appearance. Am I any different? he asked himself. The people call me Yaroslav the Wise, though I agonise over every decision and remember my many mistakes far more clearly than my few successes.

			‘Yes,’ the Grand Prince answered his own question, ‘I can see that you do. But you may rest assured that the tale you recount is not the one my people will be telling. They will be calling my Elisaveta a fool for turning down so fine a husband, and me an even bigger fool for letting her get away with it. You must surely know that other men see you as mightier and deadlier than them, and women . . . well, have you ever had trouble persuading them into your bed?’

			Like the sun hiding behind a cloud but piercing it with the occasional beam of light, something approaching a smile threatened for a second to break out on Harald’s face. ‘No,’ he admitted. ‘Not until now, at any rate.’

			‘Very well, then, so you must know that every woman in that hall, though they might have envied Elisaveta, will have raged at her for being so arrogant as to discard you. The truth is, this has hurt me as much as it has hurt you, and I can only regain the ground that my family and I have lost by helping you rebuild your own position.’

			‘So our deal still stands?’ Harald asked, reaching over to pick up a pastry.

			Yaroslav gave an inward sigh of relief. If Harald was thinking about food, his temper must be lifting.

			‘Of course. I need those thirty ships you promised to build me. I lost an entire fleet, little more than a month ago. We were taken by surprise.’ He looked more pointedly at Harald. ‘My spy failed me.’

			‘I could not have known that the Emperor would use Greek fire,’ Harald retorted, for an outnumbered and apparently helpless Byzantine fleet had destroyed the great host of Kievan vessels by shooting burning arrows and other projectiles, whose flames could not be extinguished no matter how much water was used to douse them.

			‘We lost fifteen thousand men,’ Yaroslav said. ‘In all my years, I’ve never seen anything like it.’

			‘Well, you need not worry about the Byzantines now,’ Harald assured him. ‘They’re too busy fighting one another to be able to follow up their victory. It will be a miracle if the whole empire does not fall. Even so, you shall have your ships. But I need your daughter. And her acceptance must be public and ungrudging, so that everyone may see it.’

			Yaroslav nodded. ‘Agreed.’

			‘And tell her this, if what she really cares about is my heart and not my purse. I was not lying when I said I fell in love with her when I first arrived in Kiev. I loved her from the moment I saw her, and my love only deepened with every moment I was in her company and every little bit more that I knew about her. All those years I spent fighting . . . they were not in the Emperor’s service, but in hers. Everything I did took me closer to being able to return to her, and be worthy of her love.’

			Yaroslav shook his head in wonderment. ‘My dear boy, why didn’t you say that to her when you had the chance? Listen . . . I’m not going to order Elisaveta to accept you. Even if you wed her, she would never love you. Her pride wouldn’t allow it. But I can ask her to come to dinner tonight and listen with an open mind to what you have to say. If you choose to express yourself in the verse of which you are so proud, so be it. But remember this. It won’t be your clever wit, your subtle rhymes or your fancy words that win her. It will be what is in your heart. Show her that, and then, Harald, then you may truly win her heart too.’

			So it was that Harald Sigurdsson, prince of Norway, spoke a second time before Grand Prince Yaroslav, Elisaveta and the nobility of Kiev, not to mention his four very drunken friends. He entertained them with a poem of his own composition that began as bawdy self-mockery, portraying himself as the clumsy buffoon quite incapable of melting the icy heart of the lovely Russian princess. The whole court roared with laughter, and the exiles shouted out their own words of encouragement, for Harald’s jokes were funny and his willingness to lampoon his own failure only made them like him all the more. Elisaveta did her best to resist, but soon even she was joining in, and the sight of her smile and her sparkling eyes gave Harald hope that he might win the battle yet.

			Then, like a commander who has feinted with an attack on one flank, only to mount his real assault on the other, he switched the tone of his ballad from comedy to romance and retold the story he had first recounted that morning, when standing by his treasure chests. Now the bombast and boastfulness had disappeared, and he confessed to Elisaveta what he had told Yaroslav: that it had all been for her; that all he had ever wanted was to make himself good enough that she could begin to imagine him as her equal and perhaps her husband. His sincerity was so evident, the words he used so direct, the catch in his voice so unforced that no one could doubt the love he felt for Elisaveta.

			And so, once again, Harald stood before her and asked for her hand, and once again silence fell upon the multitude.

			Elisaveta rose to her feet. She was blinking rapidly. She tried to speak and then stopped, for she did not trust herself to do so without losing her composure.

			The air in the great hall was heavy with tension. Surely she could not refuse Harald twice? And yet, if she really did not love him, what good would mere poetry do?

			The silence stretched out, every second seeming infinitely extended.

			Harald waited patiently to hear his fate.

			And then a woman near the back of the hall, unable to restrain herself a moment longer, yelled, ‘Oh for God’s sake, Your Highness, if you don’t take the poor man, I will!’

			The whole hall erupted into laughter as the tension was suddenly released. And it was then, when very few people were actually paying her any attention, that Elisaveta walked over to Harald, took his huge hand in her slender fingers and, feeling dwarfed by his godlike stature, looked up into his eyes. ‘Yes, Harald, I will be your wife.’

			Harald and Elisaveta were married within the month, and great was the rejoicing in Kiev, not least among the shipwrights on the Dnieper river, who had more work than they could handle, thanks to the orders placed by Grand Prince Yaroslav and paid for by his share of Harald’s treasure.

			As for the bride and groom, they blooded the sheets of the wedding bed, as custom demanded, and took great pleasure in doing so. Afterwards, as they lay entwined in the dark, Harald said, ‘We must soon leave for Norway, my darling. My gold could not buy you, but my gold coins and the steel of my axe will surely get me the crown. You are a princess here in Kiev. But in Norway I will make you a queen.’

			He was as good as his word. Within three years he was king of Norway. Meanwhile, Yaroslav and Ingegerd matched two more of their daughters, Anastasia and Agatha, with their choice of the princes exiled at their court.

			When Hungary descended into rebellion and anarchy, the sons of Vazul returned there, and Andras emerged from the chaos as king, with Anastasia of Kiev as his queen.

			Edmund and Edward accompanied their friends to Hungary. Edmund died in the fighting, but Edward survived and went to live with Agatha at Castle Réka, an estate in the Mecsek mountains, close to the border with the duchy of Croatia. Soon after their arrival a daughter, Margaret, was born to them, and a few years after that a son named Edgar.

			In the same year that Edgar first drew breath and cried, the fourth of Yaroslav’s daughters, and his favourite, Anne, left her homeland to make the long journey across the whole breadth of Christendom to marry yet another monarch, King Henry of France.

			Thus the Grand Prince and Princess of Kiev had placed their daughters on three thrones.

			But they had little chance of securing a fourth: the throne of England. For though Prince Edward had by far the strongest blood claim to be the next king, and though the current monarch, his uncle and namesake King Edward, had no sons of his own, the prince’s very existence was still unknown to the English court. He had, after all, disappeared more than thirty years earlier. Everyone assumed that he was dead. And so the king had another successor in mind.

			This candidate for kingship was a dozen years younger than Edward the Exile. There was not a drop of Saxon blood in his veins, nor did he speak a word of English. He had never, in fact, set foot on English soil. And far from being the legitimate scion of the line of English kings that stretched back to Alfred the Great, he was the illegitimate offspring of a short-lived affair between a duke’s younger son and a common village girl.

			Members of his own family considered him unworthy of any honours or titles whatsoever.

			That was why they called him the Bastard.
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