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Author’s Note



To Towse,
For her friendship and support.

And in memory of my Grandma Turner – Emma –
Who had the courage to do as this Emma did at Robin
Hood’s Bay,
Yorkshire.
I wish I had known her better; she was a remarkable
woman.
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For God’s Sake let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of the death of kings:
How some have been depos’d, some slain in war,
Some haunted by the ghosts they have depos’d.
Some poison’d by their wives, some sleeping kill’d.
All murdered – for within the hollow crown
That rounds the mortal temples of a king,
Keeps Death his court . . .
William Shakespeare, Richard II, Act 3 Scene 2



PART ONE

Æthelred
Anno Domini 1002–1013
That spring, Richard’s daughter, the Lady
Emma, came to this land.

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
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April 1002 – Canterbury
Emma was uncertain whether it was a growing need to visit
the privy, or the remaining queasiness of mal de mer,
seasickness, that was making her feel so utterly dreadful.
Or was it the man waiting at the top of the steps? The way
he was looking at her, with the intensity of a hunting hawk,
that was so unsettling? A man she had never seen until this
moment, who was four and thirty years to her thirteen,
spoke a language she barely understood and who, from the
morrow, was to be her wedded husband.

Spring. Three days after the celebration of the Easter
Mass, in the year of Christ 1002. Her brother had agreed
this marriage of alliance between England and his Duchy of
Normandy for reasons of his own gain. Richard ruled
Normandy, and his brood of sisters, with an iron will that
imaged their father’s ruthless determination. Their father,
Richard’s namesake, Emma had adored. Her brother, who
thought only of his self-advancement, and little else, she did
not.

Her long fingers, with their bitten, uneven nails, rested
with a slight tremble on Richard’s left hand. Unlike her, he
appeared calm and unperturbed as they ascended the flight
of stone steps leading up to the great open-swung doors of
the Cathedral of Canterbury. But why would Richard not be
at ease? It was not he, after all, who was to wed with a
stranger and be crowned as England’s Queen.

With unbound, unveiled fair hair and her large shining
eyes, Emma was passably pretty, but she was aware that
Æthelred, surveying her from the top of the steps, was



assessing that her legs were too long, her nose too large,
her chin too pointed. Her breasts and hips not full and
rounded. Her eldest sister had laughed when Emma had
confided that she feared this Æthelred, King of England,
would be disappointed with her.

‘Please him in bed, ma chérie, and no husband will ever
be disappointed with a young bride!’

Emma had not been convinced.
The drizzling rain had eased as the Norman entourage

had ridden through Canterbury’s gates, the swaths of mist,
hanging across the Kent countryside like ill-fitted
curtaining, not deterring the common folk from running out
of their hovels to inspect her. England and the English
might not hold much liking for the Normans and their sea-
roving Viking cousins, but still they had laughed and
applauded as she rode by; had strewn blossom and spring-
green, new-budded branches in her path. They wanted
peace, an end to the incessant í-víking raiding and pirating,
to the killing and bloodshed. If a union between England
and Normandy was the way to achieve it, then God’s good
blessings be upon the happy couple.

Whether this marriage would be of lasting benefit and
achieve that ultimate aim, no one yet knew. The Northmen,
with their lust for plunder and going í-víking, were not easy
to dissuade and the substantial wealth of England had
been, for many years, a potent lure. For a while, though,
when the Duke, in consequence of this wedding, denied
them winter access to his Norman harbours the raiders
would search elsewhere for their ill-gotten gain or stay at
home. Unless, of course, they elected to offer Richard a
higher incentive than the one King Æthelred of England
had paid.

If Emma minded being so blatantly used for political
gain, it was of no consequence to anyone. Except to Emma



herself.
Æthelred was stepping forward, reaching out to take her

hand, a smile on his face, crow’s-foot lines wrinkling at his
eyes. She took in his sun-weathered, leathery face and fair,
curling hair that tumbled to his shoulders, a moustache
trailing down each side of his mouth to run into a trimmed
beard with flecks of grey hair grizzling through it. She sank
into a deep reverence, bending her head to hide the heat of
crimson that was suddenly flushing into her cheeks. At her
side, Richard snorted, disgruntled that she should be
greeted before himself. He had not wanted to escort her to
England, had vociferously balked at meeting face to face
with this English King.

‘I would not trust a man involved in the murder of his
own brother to gain the wearing of a crown, any further
than I could spew him.’ How often had Richard proclaimed
that opinion on the dreadful sea crossing? If they were his
thoughts about this King, then why, in the name of sweet
Jesu, had he arranged for Emma to wed him? Why was she
here, feeling awkward and uncertain, fearing to look up at
the man who would soon be bedding her and taking her
innocence of maidenhood?

Non, Richard had not wanted to come to England, but he
had wanted to ensure that the agreed terms were fully
honoured. Dieu! To collect and count the dowry! He needed
the financial gain and the respectability this absurd
marriage would bring. Needed the prestige of having his
youngest sister wed to one of the wealthiest kings in all
Europe.

What if Æthelred was ugly? What if his breath and body
stank worse than a six-month uncleaned pigpen? What if he
does not like me? The questions had tumbled round and
round in Emma’s mind these three months since being told
of the arrangement; had haunted her by night and day. She
knew she had to be wed, Richard had been insistent on



good marriages for all his sisters and it was a woman’s duty
to be a wife, to bear sons for her lord. Either that or drown
in the monotonous daily misery of the nunnery. There
would be no abbess’s veil for Richard’s sisters, though, he
needed the alliances, the silver and the land. Normandy
was a new young Duchy with no family honour or pride to
fall back upon, only the hope of a future, which Richard
was too impatient to wait for. This Emma understood on the
very day that their father had died and Richard had set the
Duke’s golden circlet to the short-cropped hair on his head.
Richard wanted all he could get and he wanted it not
tomorrow or next year, but now. One by one her sisters had
been paired to noble marriages, but they were all so much
older than Emma. She had not expected to be bargained
away so soon.

From somewhere she had to gather the courage and
dignity to look up, to smile at Æthelred . . . she clung to the
talisman of her mother’s last parting words, as if they were
a cask of holy relics: ‘No matter how ill, how frightened or
how angry you might be, child, censure your feelings.
Smile. Hold your chin high, show only pride, nothing else.
Fear and tears are to be kept private. You are to be
crowned and anointed as Queen of England. The wife and
mother of kings. Remember that.’

She took a breath, swallowed. Looked up at the man
standing before her. Looked at Æthelred, who was to be her
husband, and knew, instantly, that she disliked him.
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Dismay gripped her with such force that she found she
could not move. Her throat was dry, her heart jolted
beneath her ribs; she felt as if the very air that she was
breathing had been stolen away, that she was being
suffocated, stifled. How could she go through with this
thing? She could not! Suddenly she wanted to hitch up her
gown, run back down the steps and flee from all these
people staring at her, to be anywhere, anywhere but here
with this old man who was bending forward to brush her
cheek with his lips. He had a smile to his face that reached
no further than the slight curve of his mouth, that certainly
did not touch the empty coldness of his grey eyes. She
wanted to go home . . . wanted her mother’s arms, the
security of places and people she knew.

Not that Gunnor had ever been the sort of mother to
comfort her children. Emma could not remember the last
time Mama had cuddled or kissed her. If she had ever done
so, it must have been when she was a small child, before
memories of such things lingered and took root. Not even
when she had boarded that wretched ship had Gunnor
shown any outward sign of affection. No farewell embrace,
no wishing of good fortune, she had not even waited to
watch the sail unfurl and the tide take her daughter away.
Gunnor had merely ridden off without a backward glance
once the plank was raised and the mooring ropes let go.
Her son would be returning to her soon, but not Emma. She
would quite probably never see her youngest daughter
again.



Swallowing, Emma stretched her mouth into a tentative
smile. To a girl of thirteen years, four and thirty seemed as
ancient and worn as the hills. But at least he only smelt of
male sweat and ale, not the stench of the common folk that
had assaulted them as they rode through the narrow,
sludge and detritus-strewn Canterbury streets. His beard
had scratched at her delicate skin and his teeth, she
noticed, were yellowing. Two were missing. His hand,
holding hers, was large and clammy, the pads of skin at the
base of his fingers calloused and feeling like unyielding,
poorly oiled leather. The hands of a man used to wielding a
sword or axe, or long hours in the saddle.

‘Wel cume in Engla-lond,’ he said, his voice low, gruff. ‘I
have arranged for you to stay at the nunnery this night, my
dear. On the morrow, the good Abbess shall escort you here
to the cathedral for our exchange of vows. From then, of
course, you shall reside within the queen’s quarters of my
palaces, what is mine is yours.’ Æthelred flapped his hand
vaguely in the direction of the town’s walls, to where a
large timber-built Hall dominated the squat, reed-thatched
commoners’ cottages and workshops of Canterbury.

Emma took another steadying breath, retained her
smile. She guessed the meaning of the first few words, but
the rest? For all she knew, the King could have been
insulting her beyond redemption. Some of the English
tongue sounded similar to Danish, but the grammar and the
lilt of speech was not what she had expected – she had
believed them to be closely alike. Danish was her mother’s
tongue, but oh, this English was so different! She was on
the verge of panic. Sainte Marie, mère de Dieu – Holy
Mother of God, what was she to do? Was she to wed and
bed with this man, give him children, be his Queen, and not
fully understand the words that spilt from his mouth?

Richard, not noticing her silence, or her increased,
terrified grip on his arm, proudly addressed Æthelred,


