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 “I am a good man,” Harold told himself. “At least I try to be.” Yet he was about to 

commit murder and treason. 

 He smiled for the rain-sodden crowds and put on a brave face, though his soul was 

greatly troubled. His actions could very well plunge all of England into bloody civil war. He 

stood on the quay, surrounded by his best housecarls, watching the black ship make its way up 

the Thames; the ship which brought the kingdom’s only hope for a peaceful succession. 

 The only hope for England’s future, and he was about to destroy it. 

Harold cast a rueful glance at the glowering sky and the rain which continued to fall; 

wiped a handful of water from his beard and tried to hold his smile in place. The Exile had not 

only chosen to return on a day of miserable weather, he had waited until dusk to do so. 

 “Everything is in order, milord,” Ulfer said at his side. The big warrior wore a bronze-

trimmed helm and a coat of polished mail beneath his green cloak. Harold, as the greeting 

dignitary could not afford to give the wrong impression by wearing his own war gear. and so was 
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grateful for the presence of his best swordsman and the rest of his armored retainers. “Hereward 

has the escort ready.” 

 “Good.” Harold watched the ship draw steadily on. “What about the brothers, the king’s 

men?” Eadgar and Cerdic were members of King Edward’s household guard, but they also 

belonged to the Order, and therefore were acting upon the same set of instructions Harold had 

received from Stigand, the Archbishop of Canterbury. 

 “They seem to be trustworthy … enough, milord,” Ulfer replied. Harold did not begrudge 

the man his doubts. Just five years before Eadgar and Cerdic had stood in the shield-wall facing 

Harold and his family on this very river. Thankfully, the wise men of the Witan had ended the 

feud between the King’s Norman allies and Harold’s father, Earl Godwin, before England could 

descend into open war. Since Godwin’s death the following year, Harold had worked hard not 

only to regain King Edward’s trust but also to maintain stability in the realm. He had learned to 

rely upon the archbishop and the other members of the Order of Christ the King’s Peace in this 

never-ending struggle. 

 “Well then, Ulfer, let us make ready to throw England into chaos in the name of God.” 

As the ship closed on the pier the last rays of the August sun failed against the downpour 

and a dozen sizzling torches struggled to life along the gangway. Harold watched as men hurried 

to secure the hawsers and make the ship fast. He could see a crowd of cloaked figures aboard the 

craft preparing to disembark. A sudden cheer announced that the rain-soaked mass of Londoners 

had also caught sight of their would-be next king. 

The cheer gnawed at his growing guilt. 

 Ever since the chaos of the near civil war between King Edward and Earl Godwin, a 

worrying fear had taken root in the heart of every Englishman: who would claim the throne when 
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the blessed Edward passed away? The pious king was the first Saxon to rule since the mighty 

Canute had established a short-lived but powerful Danish dynasty in England a generation 

before. However, Edward had produced no offspring and had in fact proved to be more favorable 

to Normans than to many Saxon lords. Now, with Edward drawing toward the end of his own 

life and showing no inclination toward siring progeny despite having a young and lovely queen 

in the person of Harold’s own sister, all of England feared that the king’s eventual death would 

result in a bloody war of succession. 

Harold, having replaced his father as Earl of Wessex, East Anglia, and Hereford was 

easily the first choice of the pro-Saxon faction despite having no claim to the royal bloodline. 

But King Edward still had a small but powerful coterie of Normans in his court, and it was no 

secret that they favored the king’s maternal cousin, the Duke of Normandy, to reinvigorate their 

control over England. It was even rumored that while Harold’s family had been banished six 

years ago, Edward had intimated to the visiting duke that he would name him his successor when 

the time came. In addition to these two factions, much of the north - the old Danelaw - still 

looked to Scandinavia for their next king. 

 Harold’s smile tightened as he watched the man who promised to free England from this 

uncertainty step onto the pier, knowing that within a day’s time he would be dead. “Welcome to 

England, Edward Ætheling, son of King Edmund Ironside,” Harold declared in a strong, clear 

voice. “Welcome home to the king’s chosen heir.” 

 Thunderous cheers erupted from the gathered crowd. 

 The Ætheling stood flanked by four men in long black-hooded robes and an aging but 

dangerous-looking Dane in mail and golden arm rings. Edward the Exile himself was tall and 

leanly built with a handsome face, clean-shaven in the continental fashion. However, unlike the 
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short hair favored by the French and Germans, the Exile wore his black locks long and swept 

back from his high forehead to fall in oiled ringlets about his shoulders. His eyes, Harold noted, 

were a piercing blue which changed to green or grey depending on the light. The Ætheling, 

though born in England over forty years ago, showed no outward kinship to his Saxon heritage; 

his clothes and jewelry were ornate and finely made but were a mingling of Norse and Hungarian 

fashion. 

 “Well met,” the Exile said, his English thickly flavored with an odd accent. “You must be 

Harold Godwinson, the earl of half of England and the man some call Dux Anglorum and 

Subregulus. The Duke of the English and the Under-king.” 

 Harold flushed as he bowed. “At your service, my lord. Those are flattering but unkind 

titles; I merely serve your uncle with love and loyalty as I hope to one day serve you.” The lie 

was bitter on his tongue. 

“Now, if you will permit me, it would be my pleasure to escort you and your family out 

of this dreadful weather.” 

 The Exile flashed a white smile as he glanced up at the rain falling from the darkened 

sky. “Yes, I had heard about the delightful nature of English weather,” he said as he waved at the 

still-cheering townsfolk. “The rest of the pleasantries can wait until we are indoors, I think. 

Please lead the way.” 

 Several minutes later the Exile’s entourage and Harold’s band of armed retainers had 

mounted and begun the circuitous trek to the royal palace King Edward had constructed on 

Thorn Island. Edward Ætheling’s wife, children, and household servants were crowded into one 

covered wagon while their belongings filled another. The Exile himself chose to mount a horse 
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and ride at the head of the procession with Harold, Ulfer, and Hereward. They were joined by the 

aging Danish warrior while the four robed and hooded men walked solemnly behind. 

 “Jarl Walgar has been my guardian since I was still in swaddling clothes,” the Exile said 

to Harold, waving and smiling at the cheering commoners crowding the narrow streets. “It was 

he who brought my brother and me to Sweden and then guided us to Kiev and safety during the 

reign of Canute.” 

 Harold nodded, casting a wary glance at the scarred veteran who had just flanked him. 

“Yes, I was sorry to hear of your brother’s death; all of England was.” 

 Edward Ætheling lowered his hooded head for a moment, then turned that white smile 

toward Harold and said, “Yes, Edmund died far too young. But he lived a full life of good 

friends, brave battles, and true love. In the end, he married well and his son may someday sit on 

the throne of Hungary.” 

 “It would seem that you have also married well, and have a son of your own, my lord.” 

 “It is so,” the Exile said. “Agatha is a niece of Henry, the Holy Roman Emperor. Edgar is 

just a babe, but his two sisters will force him to become a strong warrior and a cunning king. I’ve 

watched my daughters long enough to know that any boy growing up with them has his work cut 

out for him.” 

 Harold smiled in spite of himself, thinking of his own sisters in childhood and of his two-

year-old daughter, Gunhild, whose older brothers spoiled her in every way. Harold began to like 

this man - this husband and father - and wondered if the archbishop’s boy prophet had not made 

a terrible mistake. “The men in robes,” he said; “they are priests?” 

 The Exile’s hooded head again drifted into shadow. “I have lived much of my life under 

the sway of Constantinople and not of Rome, my friend. Despite the schism which has occurred 
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between the two Churches, I hope that my family’s ways and traditions will be welcomed here in 

England.” 

 Harold nodded, realizing that Edward’s answer hinted at yet another un-Saxon trait and 

his unease returned. If the Exile were to become king, would he force the Greek Church’s 

doctrines upon the people of England? Stigand’s disfavor in Rome would make such a transition 

all the easier. “Please forgive me for even asking this, my lord,” Harold said, “but I was 

wondering if you would mind taking a short detour on our way to the palace? I am sure you are 

very tired from your long journey, but the archbishop asked if I might persuade you to stop by St. 

Paul’s Minster to meet with him. 

 “We could send your household on ahead, of course,” he quickly added. “I would never 

dream of exposing women and children to this weather for longer than absolutely necessary.” 

 “The archbishop?” the Exile asked from the depths of his hood. “What could he possibly 

have to say to me that cannot wait until morning?” 

 Harold sensed a sudden wariness on the part of the Ætheling. “I’m sure he simply wants 

to give you his blessing, my lord. He may also want to give you some advice on how to impress 

the members of the Witan and win them to your favor.” 

 “Ah yes,” Edward the Exile said, making an unpleasant hissing noise, “the Witan; I had 

almost forgotten about them. In the rest of the civilized world a royal decision is as good as a 

divine one; only in England is a king’s word to be questioned or even challenged by mortal 

men.” 

 “In England, my lord,” Harold said with as much restraint as he could muster, “even a 

king is not above the law. Your uncle had to overcome his Norman upbringing to finally 

understand this.” Harold feared that his thinly-veiled reference to the showdown between his 
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father and the King six years ago might put Edward on his guard, but he could not stomach any 

more threats to English tradition from this man that, as far as he could tell, was as foreign as any 

of the Norman troublemakers he and his family had bested to secure Saxon primacy in England. 

 The Exile surprised Harold by laughing at the rebuke; a loud, sharp, and sudden laugh 

that caused the horses to start. “Wise words, my friend,” he said. “It would seem that I am in 

need of such council after all. Please pass the word: I will accompany you to see the archbishop 

while Jarl Walgar and your men convey my family to the palace.” 

 “I will keep four men with us as a guard,” Harold replied, signaling Ulfer with a wave of 

his hand. “The rest will protect your family if you would feel more comfortable with the Jarl 

remaining by your side, my lord.” 

 The Exile waved the notion away. “Walgar will go with my family, but I will bring my 

priests along. I imagine they will have much to discuss with Archbishop Stigand.” 

 They rode in silence for a time after the majority of the cavalcade continued on toward 

the royal palace. Harold and Edward were flanked by Ulfer, Hereward, and the brothers Eadgar 

and Cerdic while the four robed priests walked behind the mounted warriors. Harold studied the 

Exile in the guttering torchlight as they pressed through the deluge. Edward Ætheling, he 

decided, was many things but chief among them was a warrior; he wore no armor but his sword 

and seax hung from his belt as if they were a part of him, and the grace of his movements 

denoted a man of action. 

 “As I think on it,” the Exile said, breaking the silence, “I am glad for this opportunity to 

meet with Stigand. If half of what Jarl Walgar has told me is true, then the archbishop is not only 

the man responsible for recalling me to England and my birthright, but also the man responsible 
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for saving mine and Edmund’s lives when we were children. It would seem that I owe him a 

great deal.” 

 Harold’s lips tightened as Archbishop Stigand’s words echoed through his mind: “The 

Exile is a monster; a demon sent from Hell itself, intent on the destruction of Christ’s Holy 

Church in England and the subjugation of its people. The blessed saints have told this to 

Wymond, the child prophet, and he has passed their warning on to me. Therefore it is our 

responsibility as the Keepers of Christ the King’s Peace to insure that Edward Aetheling never 

ascends to the throne.” 

 Distant thunder rumbled as they reached the minster. The sprawling building was a 

glorious composite of Saxon and Roman architecture with a low central structure of stone and 

mortar with shingled roofs and two three-story bell towers of timber and limewashed wattle-and-

daub. Half a dozen hooded monks rushed out to take the horses as soon as the party trotted into 

the stone-paved courtyard while a torch-bearing acolyte hurried them past the colonnaded porch 

and into the warmth of the brazier-lit vestibule. 

 After giving their wet cloaks to a pair of servants, Harold and Edward followed the 

acolyte through a side door and down a narrow hallway into an older part of the building. The 

four housecarls and the four priests followed behind in silence. They found Stigand sitting by a 

lit hearth in an empty parlor lined with lavish tapestries; fresh rushes covered the stone floor 

while six marble columns supported the center of the expansive chamber. 

The archbishop stood as they entered. The middle-aged man wore his greying blond locks 

and beard long and full over his black and red robes which sparkled in the firelight with golden 

threadwork and inlaid garnets and pearls. A heavy golden cross hung from a silver chain about 

his neck. 
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 “Archbishop,” Edward said, a smile on his face. 

 “Now,” Stigand said, filling the room with armored men and spears; the warriors of the 

Order emerged from behind the tapestries to spring their trap. Harold and his four men drew their 

swords. 

 “What treachery is this?” the Exile asked, more amused than alarmed. “You summon me 

from the far side of Europe only to kill me like some common thief?” 

 “When I bade the king to summon you,” Stigand said, sadness in his voice, “it was my 

fervent hope that you would return to England as a savior. Instead you have come bearing the 

Curse of Cain.” The archbishop raised a vial of holy oil from his table and uncorked it. “You are 

anathema in the sight of Almighty God and all that is holy in this world.” 

 “I had thought to make an ally of you, Stigand,” the Ætheling said, still nonplussed. He 

glanced at Harold with a shrug, “As for you, Earl Harold; I knew I would have to kill you 

eventually, but I had hoped that could wait until the transfer of power was complete. 

 “Ah, well….” 

 Harold blinked as the archbishop splashed the holy oil toward Edward. In that instant the 

Exile vanished and the room was filled with screams and the sounds of violence. 

 Harold turned to see that the four hooded men had attacked the armored spearmen with 

their bare hands and their elongated teeth. Three of the soldiers were already dead, their throats 

torn open and necks broken. 

 “Their hearts!” he heard Cerdic shout. “The boy said to pierce their hearts!” 

 Just as the first spear found its mark and one of the hooded monsters collapsed shrieking 

and snarling like a dying wolf, Harold turned to see Ulfer fly across the room. The huge man hit 

the tapestried wall so hard that Harold could hear bones shatter. 
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Suddenly the Exile stood before him, though he was transformed. Edward’s skin was 

corpse-pale and taught over the bones of his skull; the whites of his eyes had turned to black and 

the irises glowed like embers of green hellfire. Most horrifying of all, his distended mouth pulled 

back in a demonic grin to reveal a row of pearlescent razor-sharp fangs. Ulfer’s lifeblood stained 

that maw and ran down the Ætheling’s chin. 

 Harold struck at the monster but his blade cut only air where the Exile had been. The next 

instant an iron talon closed about his throat and his feet left the floor. His sword dropped from 

his fingers as his courage failed; the two orbs of hellfire poured hopelessness into his soul. 

 Frantically, he drew his seax and tried to plunge it into his attacker, but Edward closed 

his other hand around Harold’s wrist and forced the point of the blade into Harold’s own thigh. 

He would have screamed in pain but no air could pass through his throat. His vision darkened. 

 “In the name of Jesus Christ and all His saints,” Stigand roared as he finally caught the 

Exile in an arc of holy oil, “I abjure you, demon! You have no power in this sacred house!” 

 Harold fell gasping to the floor as Edward hissed in pain and leapt away. “You are 

wrong, Stigand!” the Exile snarled, wisps of smoke curling from the places where the holy oil 

had struck him. “You invited me here - to all of England! The king invited me; that invitation has 

given me all the power I require!” 

 Harold’s wits rushed back as Eadgar and Cerdic helped him to his feet while Hereward 

stood between him and the monster. Taking up his fallen sword, he saw that at least seven more 

housecarls lay dead in pools of gore on the flagstones but that all of the hooded creatures were 

transfixed to the floor, spear shafts protruding from their bloody chests. 

 The Exile’s hellish eyes scanned the room. “How do you hope to keep this conspiracy a 

secret? King Edward will not suffer this attempt on my life to go unpunished! I will see that you 
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all are hanged for this.” In the blink of an eye, he turned to shadow and flitted to the door 

through which they had entered. 

 “Do not let him escape!” Stigand shouted. “If it costs all of you your lives, do not let him 

loose!” 

 Harold limped after the two brothers and Hereward as another pair of spearmen exploded 

in a shower of gore in the monster’s wake. Eadgar and Cerdic tackled the Exile just as he 

reached the barred door, but before Harold and Hereward could get to them, the two brothers 

were flung through the air to slam into the surrounding men. At least a half dozen bones were 

broken in that impact as soldiers went down howling in pain. 

 Harold snatched a spear from one of the wounded men. “Please guide my hand, Dear 

Lord,” he whispered, hurling the weapon. 

 The door flew off its hinges in an explosion of shattered wood and sundered metal. The 

spear struck. The Exile made a hissing sound like a hundred thousand swarming cicadas. His 

body went limp and he collapsed to the body-strewn floor. 

 Harold and Stigand stepped to where the Exile lay while Hereward saw to the wounded. 

Edward Ætheling’s features had returned; there was no sign of the demon that had killed half a 

dozen men in a matter of seconds. The banished prince appeared to be sleeping save for the gory 

shaft passing through his body. 

 “What do we do now?” Harold whispered, rubbing the bruises on his throat and the 

bleeding wound in his thigh. 

 “Take the body and bury it far from London,” Stigand said as he splashed the corpse with 

more holy oil in the pattern of The Cross. “All of them; place them in an unmarked grave at a 
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crossroads. We’ll have to choose one of our own dead to take the Exile’s place and bury him 

here. 

“I’ll say that he chose to spend the night as my guest, and that in the morning he showed 

signs of illness,” the archbishop continued. “I’ll announce his death day after tomorrow and 

suggest that it was plague. That will cause the rest of his household to be isolated for at least a 

week to make sure they do not carry the contagion. By the time they are released, ‘Edward the 

Ætheling’ will have already been interred in royal fashion without them ever seeing the corpse.” 

Harold was chilled by Stigand’s detached shrewdness and crushed by his own sense of 

guilt. He gripped the painful knife-wound in his thigh as he quietly said, “I lied to him. I 

betrayed his trust and led him into a trap.” 

“Don’t be a fool,” Stigand said. “You saw what this thing was; what it could do.” He 

waved a hand at the carnage in the room; Ulfer and a dozen others were dead while Eadgar and 

Cerdic were among the severely wounded. “Is your honor so high a price to pay to keep this 

abomination from ruling all of England, Earl Harold? Is that honor or pride?” 

Harold swallowed and accepted the rebuke. “You are right, of course,” he said. However, 

he could not shake the feeling that this night’s unmanly deeds would haunt him for the remainder 

of his life. They had destroyed a monster, but in so doing they had left the matter of royal 

succession still hanging dangerously in the balance. 

“Where shall we take the fiends’ corpses, milords?” Hereward asked as the survivors saw 

to the wounded and the dead. 

“There is an empty field in Sussex,” the archbishop said, “at the crossroads of the Dover 

and the Lewes Roads just above the town of Hastings. Bury them there and pray God that 

nothing disturbs their rest ‘til Judgment Day.” 
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*END* 


