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      Prologue

      
      
      He would be remembered long after his death, one of those rare men recognized as great even by those who hated him. He was
         a king at twenty-one, wed to a woman as legendary as Helen of Troy, ruler of an empire that stretched from the Scots border
         to the Mediterranean Sea, King of England, Lord of Ireland and Wales, Duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, Count of Anjou, Touraine,
         and Maine, liege lord of Brittany. But in God’s Year 1171, Henry Fitz Empress, second of that name to rule England since the
         Conquest, was more concerned with the judgement of the Church than History’s verdict.
      

      
      When the Archbishop of Canterbury was slain in his own cathedral by men who believed they were acting on the king’s behalf,
         their bloodied swords might well have dealt Henry a mortal blow, too. All of Christendom was enraged by Thomas Becket’s murder
         and few were willing to heed Henry’s impassioned denials of blame. His continental lands were laid under Interdict and his
         multitude of enemies were emboldened, like wolves on the trail of wounded prey. The beleaguered king chose to make a strategic
         retreat, and in October, he sailed for Ireland. There he soon established his lordship over the feuding Irish kings and secured
         oaths of fealty from the Irish bishops. The winter was so stormy that Ireland truly seemed to be at the western edge of the
         world, the turbulent Irish Sea insulating Henry from the continuing outcry over the archbishop’s death.
      

      
      But in the spring, the winds abated and contact was established once more with the outside world. Henry learned that papal
         legates had arrived in Normandy. And he was warned that his restless eldest son was once more chafing at the bit. In accordance
         with continental custom, he had been crowned in his father’s lifetime. But the young king was dissatisfied with his lot in
         life, having the trappings of shared kingship but none of the power, and Henry’s agents were reporting that Hal was brooding
         about his plight, listening to the wrong men. Henry Fitz Empress decided it was time to go home.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Chapter One

      
      April 1172
Dyved, South Wales

      
      
      Soon after leaving Haverford, they were ambushed by the fog. Ranulf had long ago learned that Welsh weather gave no fair warning,
         honoured no flags of truce, and scorned all rules of warfare. But even he was taken aback by the suddenness of the assault.
         Rounding a bend in the road, they found themselves riding into oblivion. The sky was blotted out, the earth disappearing under
         their horses’ hooves, all sound muffled in this opaque, smothering mist, as blinding as wood-smoke and pungent with the raw
         salt-tang of the sea.
      

      
      Drawing rein, Ranulf’s brother Rainald hastily called for a halt. ‘Mother of God, it is the Devil’s doing!’

      
      Ranulf had a healthy respect for Lucifer’s malevolence, but he was far more familiar than Rainald with the vagaries of the
         Welsh climate. ‘It is just an early-morning fog, Rainald,’ he said soothingly.
      

      
      ‘I can smell the brimstone on his breath,’ Rainald insisted, ‘can hear his cackling on the wind. Listen and you’ll hear it,
         too.’
      

      
      Ranulf cocked his head, hearing only the slapping of waves against the rocks below them. Rainald was already shifting in the
         saddle, telling their men that they were turning back. Before Ranulf could protest, he discovered he had an ally in Gerald
         de Barri, the young clerk and scholar who’d joined their party after a stopover at Llawhaden Castle. Kicking his mule forward,
         Gerald assured Rainald that such sudden patches of fog were quite common along the coast. They’d soon be out of it, he promised,
         and offered to lead them, for this was a road he well knew.
      

      
      Pressed, too, by Ranulf, Rainald reluctantly agreed and they ventured on, slowly and very warily. ‘Now I know what it’s like
         for your wife,’ Rainald grumbled, glancing over his shoulder at his brother. ‘Poor lass, cursed to live all her days bat-blind
         and helpless as a newborn babe.’
      

      
      
      Ranulf’s wife, Rhiannon, was indeed blind, but far from helpless. Ranulf took no offence, though; Rainald’s tactlessness was
         legendary in their family. Slowing his mount, he dropped back to ride beside Rainald’s young son. The boy’s dark colouring
         had earned him his nickname, Rico, for upon viewing him for the first time, Rainald had joked that he was more an Enrico than
         a Henry, swarthy as a Sicilian. Rico’s olive skin was now a ghostly shade of grey, and Ranulf reached over to pat him reassuringly
         upon the arm. ‘Horses do not fancy going over cliffs any more than men do, and Welsh ponies are as sure-footed as mountain
         goats.’
      

      
      Rico did not seem comforted. ‘Yes, but Whirlwind is Cornish, not Welsh!’

      
      Ranulf camouflaged a smile, for the placid hackney hardly merited such a spirited name. ‘They breed sure-footed horses in
         Cornwall, too, lad.’ To take his nephew’s mind off their precarious path, he began to tell Rico of some mischief-making by
         his youngest son, Morgan, and soon had Rico laughing.
      

      
      He missed Morgan, missed his elder son, Bleddyn, and daughter, Mallt, above all missed Rhiannon. But he’d agreed to accompany
         Rainald to the holy well of St Non, even knowing that he’d be away for weeks, for he knew the real reason for Rainald’s pilgrimage.
         Rainald had claimed he wanted to pray for his wife’s soul. But Beatrice had been ailing for many years, hers a malady of the
         mind that only death had healed. Rainald’s true concern was for his other son, Nicholas, who had not been blessed with Rico’s
         robust good health. Frail and sickly, Nicholas was not likely to live long enough to succeed to his father’s earldom, as evidenced
         by Rainald’s desperate decision to seek aid from saints, not doctors.
      

      
      Rainald’s pain was all the greater because Nicholas was his only male heir. Rico was born out of wedlock, and thus barred
         by Church law from inheriting any of his father’s estates – even though Rainald himself was bastard-born. The irony of that
         was lost upon Rainald, who was the least introspective of men. It was not lost upon Ranulf, who shared Rainald’s tainted birth,
         both of them natural sons of the old King Henry. Neither of them had suffered from the stigma of illegitimacy, though. As
         a king’s son, Rainald had been judged worthy to wed the heiress of the earldom of Cornwall, and Ranulf had long been the favourite uncle of the current king, Henry Fitz Empress. Henry would gladly have bestowed an earldom upon him, too,
         but Ranulf, who was half Welsh, had chosen to settle in Wales where he’d wed his Welsh cousin and raised his family – until
         forced into English exile by a Welsh prince’s enmity.
      

      
      His Welsh lands were forfeit and his English manors were meagre in comparison to Rainald’s vast holdings in Cornwall, but
         Ranulf had no regrets about turning down a title. He was at peace with his yesterdays, and he’d lived long enough to understand
         how few men could say that. For certes, Rainald could not. Nor could the king, his nephew, absent these many months in Ireland,
         where he’d gone to evade Holy Church’s fury over the slaying of Thomas Becket.
      

      
      Gerald de Barri’s voice floated back upon the damp morning air. A natural-born talker, he was not going to let a bit of fog
         muzzle him, and he continued to engage Rainald in conversation, not at all discouraged by the earl’s taciturn, distracted
         responses. Ranulf listened, amused, for Gerald was an entertaining travelling companion, if somewhat self-serving. The nephew
         of the Bishop of St David’s, he was returning to England after years of study in Paris, and he reminded Ranulf of Thomas Becket,
         another worldly clerk blessed with great talents and even greater ambitions.
      

      
      Becket had been a superb chancellor, wielding enormous influence because of his close friendship with the king. What a pity
         it was, Ranulf thought, that Harry had taken it into his head to elevate Becket to the archbishopric. But who could ever have
         expected the man to undergo such a dramatic transformation? He wasn’t even a priest, had hastily to take holy vows just days
         before his investiture. But once he was Canterbury’s archbishop, he’d devoted himself to God with all of the zeal he’d once
         shown on behalf of England’s king. Henry hadn’t been the only one discomfited by Becket’s newfound fervour. His fellow bishops
         had often been exasperated by his provocations, his refusal to compromise, his self-righteous piety. Even His Holiness the
         Pope had been confounded at times by Becket’s intransigence.
      

      
      All that had changed, of course, as he bled to death on the floor of his own cathedral, and when the monks had discovered
         their slain archbishop’s vermin-infested hair-shirt under his blood-soaked garments, none had doubted they were in the presence
         of sainthood. Acclaimed as a holy martyr in death, even by those who’d considered him to be a vexation and an enigma in life, Thomas Becket
         was sure to be anointed as the Church’s next saint. Already people flocked to his tomb at Canterbury, seeking healing cures
         and buying little vials of his blood as precious relics. More than fifteen months after Becket’s death, Ranulf still marvelled
         at it all. Was Becket truly a saint?
      

      
      He smiled wryly, then, remembering his last meeting with his nephew the king, just before Henry’s departure for Ireland. Over
         a late-night flagon of wine, Henry had challenged him, wanting to know if he believed Becket was a saint. He still recalled
         his reply. ‘I cannot answer your question, Harry, doubt that anyone can. I do know, though, that saints are not judged like
         ordinary men. That is, after all, what makes them saints.’ Henry had reflected upon that in silence, then said, sounding both
         sceptical and regretful, ‘Saint or not, Thomas got the last word for certes.’
      

      
      Menevia was the name given to the small settlement that had sprung up around the cathedral of St David. Its houses were outnumbered
         by shabby inns, stables, taverns, and a few cook-shops, for the shrine of the Welsh saint was a popular choice for pilgrimages.
         Because of its remoteness and the difficulty of travel in Wales, the Holy See had decreed that two pilgrimages to St David’s
         were the equivalent of one to St Peter’s in Rome. The cathedral itself was situated just west of the village in a secluded
         hollow, out of sight of the sea raiders and Norsemen who had pillaged the coast in bygone times.
      

      
      The men expected to be accosted by villagers proclaiming the comforts of their inns, the superiority of their wines and mead,
         the bargain prices of their pilgrim badges. To their surprise, the streets appeared deserted. Advancing uneasily, they finally
         encountered an elderly man in a doorway, leaning heavily upon a wooden crutch.
      

      
      ‘Where have all the folk gone?’ Rainald called out, and when he got only a blank stare in response, Ranulf repeated the question
         in Welsh, to better effect.
      

      
      ‘To the harbour,’ the ancient replied, hobbling forward a few steps. ‘Sails were spied and when word spread, people went to
         see. Most pilgrims come on foot, but we do get some who sail from Normandy and Flanders, even a few Frenchmen who lack the
         ballocks to brave Welsh roads.’ He grinned, showing a surprising mouthful of teeth for one so old, but Ranulf knew the Welsh were particular about
         tooth care, cleaning them with green hazel shoots and polishing them with woollen cloth.
      

      
      Flipping him a coin for his trouble, Ranulf interpreted for the others, translating the old man’s ‘Frenchmen’ into ‘English’
         to avoid confusion. It was not always easy to live in lands with so many spoken tongues. To many of the Welsh, the invaders
         from England were French, for that was the language they spoke. To the French, those who dwelled on the rain-swept island
         were English. But those descendants of the men who’d followed William the Bastard to victory in God’s Year 1066 thought of
         themselves as Norman, and his nephew Henry was Angevin to the core.
      

      
      Having no interest in incoming ships, they continued on towards the cathedral, where they received the welcome worthy of an
         earl, although Gerald de Barri was disappointed to learn that the bishop, his uncle, was away. They were escorted to the guest
         hall and were washing off the grime of the road when they heard shouting out in the close. Ranulf and Rainald hastened to
         the window, looking down at a man sprinting towards the bishop’s palace. As several canons hurried to meet him, he sank to
         his knees, chest heaving.
      

      
      ‘The king…’ He gasped, struggling for breath. ‘The king is coming! His ships have dropped anchor in the harbour!’

      
      By the time their party reached the beach, Henry and his companions had come ashore and were surrounded by a large crowd:
         villagers, pilgrims, and the local Welsh. It always amazed Ranulf to watch his nephew with his subjects, for he had not enough
         patience to fill a thimble and yet he showed remarkable forbearance when mobbed by supplicants, even those of low birth. Ranulf
         had seen many people undone by the lure of power, so many that he’d long ago concluded it was a sickness in and of itself,
         one as dangerous in its way as the spotted pox or consumption. Harry, he thought, had come the closest to the mastery of it…
         so far.
      

      
      ‘Your Grace!’ Rainald bellowed, loudly enough to hurt nearby eardrums. Henry turned towards the sound, for at thirty-nine,
         he still had the keen hearing of a fox. He beckoned them forward and they made the public obeisance due his rank and then were enfolded into welcoming embraces, for Henry had never been one for ceremony.
      

      
      Henry showed no surprise at their appearance upon this remote, rocky shore. ‘My fleet anchored safely at Pembroke,’ he said
         with satisfaction. ‘But how did you guess that I’d be landing at St David’s?’
      

      
      Rainald looked puzzled, but Ranulf joked, ‘All know I have second sight,’ before admitting that they’d not passed through
         Pembroke, knew nothing of the landing of the king’s fleet, and their meeting upon this westernmost tip of Wales was pure happenchance.
      

      
      ‘Well, it is an auspicious omen, nonetheless,’ Henry declared, ‘getting my homecoming off to a good start.’ Several canons
         from the cathedral had arrived by now and Henry allowed them to lead the way from the beach, explaining piously that he’d
         sent his fleet on ahead yesterday, but had refrained from travelling himself on the holy day of the Lord Christ’s Resurrection.
         The canons murmured approvingly at such proof of their sovereign’s reverence. Ranulf and Rainald, who knew their nephew far
         better than these credulous clerics, exchanged amused grins. Henry’s campaign to placate the Church had already begun.
      

      
      St David’s was only a mile distant, but their progress was slow because of the crowds pressing in upon them. Henry did not
         seem to mind; leaning upon a pilgrim’s staff, he turned their trek into a procession, good-naturedly acknowledging the greetings
         of the villagers, even bantering with a few of the bolder ones. But the friendly, relaxed atmosphere changed abruptly when
         they reached the cathedral close.
      

      
      More of the canons were clustered at the gate, making ready to welcome the king. A muddy stream grandiosely known as the River
         Alun bordered the northern side of the churchyard, bridged by a large marble stone, its surface polished and worn by the tread
         of countless pilgrim feet. As Henry approached, an elderly woman stepped forward and cried out in a hoarse, strident voice.
      

      
      Henry had a good ear for languages, but Welsh had always eluded him, and he turned to the canons for enlightenment. Obviously
         flustered, they sought to ignore the woman’s ranting, insisting she was babbling nonsense and not to be heeded. Henry knew
         better; one glance at the spectators told him that. Some looked horrified, others embarrassed, and a few – those with the
         dark colouring of the Welsh – eagerly expectant.
      

      
      
      ‘What did she say, Ranulf?’ he demanded of the one man he could trust to give him an honest answer.

      
      Ranulf answered reluctantly, yet truthfully. ‘She called upon Lechlaver to revenge the Welsh upon you.’

      
      Henry scowled. ‘Who the Devil is Lechlaver? Some heathen Welsh god?’

      
      ‘No… it is the name of yonder rock.’ Realizing how bizarre that sounded, Ranulf had no choice but to tell Henry the rest.
         ‘Local legend has it that Merlin made a prophecy about Lechlaver. He foretold that a ruddy-faced English king, the conqueror
         of Ireland, would die upon that rock.’
      

      
      It was suddenly very still. The crowd scarcely seemed to be breathing, and more than a few surreptitiously made the sign of
         the cross. Some of Henry’s own companions cautiously edged away, in case Merlin’s prophecy involved a celestial thunderbolt.
         Rainald reached out as if to keep Henry from advancing any farther. Ranulf did not consider himself to be particularly superstitious,
         but even he did not want his nephew to set foot on that slick marble stone.
      

      
      Henry looked from one tense face to another and then, slowly and very deliberately, strode forward. Leaping nimbly on to the
         rock, he crossed without a misstep. Turning back to face the spectators, he said in a voice pitched loudly for all to hear,
         ‘Who will believe that liar Merlin now?’
      

      
      There was a collective sigh as breathing resumed and the world of shadows receded before Henry’s scorn and certainty. Beaming,
         Rainald made haste to follow, as did the others. People trooped over Lechlaver, the depths of their unease revealed now by
         the intensity of their relief. Only the Welsh bystanders stayed on the other side of the shallow river, their disappointment
         etched in the down-turned mouths, the averted eyes. One youth could not endure to see Merlin shamed before these arrogant
         foreigners and called out in heavily accented French:
      

      
      ‘You are not the king in Merlin’s prophecy, for you are not the conqueror of Ireland!’

      
      Henry swung around to confront the young Welshman, and for a suspenseful moment, his audience wondered if they were to see
         his notorious Angevin temper take fire. But then Henry laughed. ‘If your Merlin thought anyone could truly conquer Ireland,
         lad, he was a poor prophet, indeed!’ Adding under his breath to Ranulf as they resumed their progress towards the cathedral, ‘How do you defeat
         a people who lack the common sense to know when they’re beaten?’
      

      
      Ranulf smiled, knowing that Henry was speaking, too, of the Welsh and his disastrous campaign of six years past. His ambitious
         plans to bring the rebellious Welsh lords to heel had come to naught, thwarted by the erratic weather, the rugged mountainous
         terrain, and phantom foes who refused to take the field, preferring hit-and-run raids, evasive manoeuvres, and nightfall forays
         that recognized their weaknesses and played to their strengths. Faced with a rare military defeat, Henry had withdrawn his
         army back across the border and changed his tactics, forging an alliance with Rhys ap Gruffydd, the most powerful of the Welsh
         princes. So far this stratagem had proven successful; Wales was more peaceful than it had been in years.
      

      
      Glancing over at Henry, Ranulf hoped that his nephew would apply the lessons he’d learned from the Welsh in his current battle
         with His Holiness the Pope and the mighty Roman Church. But it was just that – a hope – for he of all men knew how dangerously
         stubborn Henry Fitz Empress could be. There were faint bloodstains upon the tiles in Canterbury Cathedral testifying to that.
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Chapter Two

      
      May 1172
Savigny Abbey, Normandy

      
      
      It was dusk when the Bishop of Worcester rode through the gatehouse of the Cistercian abbey of Our Lady. Although a prince
         of the Church, Roger travelled without an entourage – only a servant, his clerk, and four men-at-arms, their presence required
         on the outlaw-infested roads. He did not think an ostentatious display was appropriate, for he was living in exile, having
         left England in protest over the English king’s contest of wills with Thomas Becket. Few had emerged unscathed from that cataclysmic
         conflict between Church and Crown, but Roger’s loyalties had been shredded to the bone. Becket was more than a fellow prelate
         and the head of the English Church; he was also a close friend. And Henry Fitz Empress was more than Roger’s sovereign; the
         two men were first cousins and companions since childhood.
      

      
      Roger had been one of the few men who’d dared to tell the king the truth in the turbulent aftermath of Becket’s murder: that
         Henry might not be guilty of the actual deed, but neither was he innocent. But he had also been one of the bishops sent to
         Rome to plead Henry’s case before the Pope, denying that the archbishop had died at his order. Now he was once more thrust
         into the role of peacemaker, riding to Savigny’s great abbey to bear witness to this meeting between two papal legates and
         his cousin the king, knowing full well how high the stakes were for all concerned.
      

      
      In addition to the two cardinals, a number of Norman and Breton bishops would also be present. By Roger’s reckoning, at least
         eight were men who could be expected to support the king. In truth, many of Becket’s fellow bishops had been less than enthusiastic
         soldiers in the Archbishop of Canterbury’s crusade to vanquish the English king, feeling that he’d been needlessly provocative
         and acrimonious, always scorning compromise in favour of confrontation. Until his ungodly murder had transformed him from
         often-irksome zealot to blessed holy martyr, Becket had found his strongest advocates among the bishops of France, his warmest welcome at the court of Louis Capet,
         the French king. Two of his most steadfast allies had been the Bishop of Rheims, Louis’s brother, and the Archbishop of Sens,
         who’d laid Henry’s continental lands under Interdict, and whose sister was Louis’s queen.
      

      
      It did not surprise Roger that neither of these prelates would be present at the Savigny council, for he knew Pope Alexander
         wanted – nay, needed – to mend this dangerous rift with the most powerful monarch in Christendom, just as Henry needed to
         make peace with the Holy See. It would be a great pity, he thought, if Harry’s foolhardy pride thwarted that rapprochement.
      

      
      Roger was surprised, though, by the absence of John aux Bellesmains, the Bishop of Poitiers. He would have expected John to be there,
         come what may, for his friendship with Thomas Becket had gone back many years, begun in their youth as clerks in the household
         of the Archbishop Theobald. But Poitiers was the capital of Poitou, the domains of the Lady Eleanor, Henry’s controversial
         queen and Duchess of Aquitaine in her own right. Roger wondered now if Eleanor had deliberately kept Bishop John away from
         Savigny, knowing his sympathies lay firmly with the slain archbishop. If she had, then mayhap the rumours of her estrangement
         from Harry were not true.
      

      
      But with Eleanor, there could be other reasons, other motives as yet undiscovered. Even though his sister Maud, the Countess
         of Chester, was one of Eleanor’s intimates, Roger had always been rather wary of his cousin’s queen, a woman who dared to
         meddle in those matters of state best left to men. And if Harry spun webs to make a spider proud, Eleanor could entangle archangels
         in her snares. Roger suspected that she intrigued even in her sleep.
      

      
      The hosteller was waiting to welcome Roger, and grooms had materialized to lead their horses to the stables. After an exchange
         of courtesies, Roger was turning to follow the monk towards the abbey guest hall when his attention was drawn by a flash of
         colour. Unlike the unbleached white habits worn by the Cistercian monks moving about the abbey garth, this man was garbed
         in a cope of bright blue silk, decorated with wide embroidered borders, and a matching blue mitre, the points ornamented with
         scarlet thread. The processional cope and mitre proclaimed him to be a prelate of Holy Church, and the fleshy, ruddy face was vaguely familiar to Roger, but to his embarrassment, the name eluded him.
      

      
      Fortunately, his gaze then fell upon the bishop’s companion, a slightly built man, no longer young, starkly clad in the black
         cowl and habit of the Benedictines, abbot of one of Christendom’s great jewels, the island monastery of Mont St Michel, and
         a friend of long standing, both to Roger and his cousin the king. And as he warmly returned Abbot Robert de Torigny’s greeting,
         Roger recalled the identity of the mystery bishop: the abbot’s neighbour, prelate of the city across the bay, Richard of Avranches.
      

      
      Bishop Richard wasted no time in breaking the bad news. ‘I fear your journey has been for naught, my lord bishop,’ he declared
         dolefully, his sorrowful visage almost but not quite disguising the relish that people invariably take in being the bearer
         of evil tidings. ‘The king met this afternoon with the Holy Father’s legates, but it did not go well. King Henry balked at
         renouncing his Constitutions of Clarendon, and when no progress could be made on this contentious issue, he stalked out in
         a rage, saying he had matters to attend to back in Ireland.’
      

      
      By now others had gathered around them. Roger recognized the abbot of Savigny, utterly dismayed that this disaster should
         occur on his watch. He was flanked by the equally flustered Bishops of Bayeux, Sées, and Le Mans, theirs the doomed expressions
         of men trapped between Scylla and Charybdis, owing their allegiance to Henry, and their obedience to Pope Alexander. Bishop
         William of Le Mans felt a flicker of hope, though, with Roger’s arrival, and at once entreated him to seek out his cousin
         the king.
      

      
      ‘His Grace will heed you, my lord, for he has great respect for your good judgement. Surely you can convince him of the folly
         of abandoning the talks with the Holy Father’s legates?’
      

      
      Roger was past the first flush of youth, and a day in the saddle had taken its toll; his back ached and his muscles were sore
         and cramped. He’d been looking forward to a bath and a nap before he changed his travel-stained clothing and presented himself
         to the cardinals and the king. Suppressing a sigh, he looked at the circle of expectant faces and agreed to do all in his
         power to keep his cousin from returning to Ireland.
      

      
      Savigny’s abbot had turned his own quarters over to his royal guest, and Abbot Robert offered to show Roger the way. Observing the older man’s sedate pace and calm demeanour, Roger realized that
         he did not seem nearly as disquieted as the bishops. ‘I’d almost forgotten,’ he said, ‘how well you know the king,’ and Abbot
         Robert’s mouth hinted at a smile.
      

      
      ‘I know this much,’ he said amiably. ‘The king does not like to make war. But when he does, he does it very well, and sometimes
         the wisest tactic is a strategic withdrawal.’
      

      
      ‘Indeed,’ Roger agreed, and they entered the abbot’s great hall, over-flowing with the king’s servants, household knights,
         barons, and clerics. Roger was running the gauntlet of greetings, had just reached the Bishop of Evreux, when the bedchamber
         door opened and Henry strode into the hall.
      

      
      As usual, he did nothing to call attention to himself and his clothing would have been remarkably plain and unadorned for
         a minor border lord, much less the man who ruled the greatest empire since Charlemagne. But Henry had no interest in the trappings
         of power, only in the exercise of it. Nor did he need to strut and preen as Roger had seen other men of rank do, as Thomas
         Becket had done during his years as the king’s elegant, worldly chancellor. Yet Henry was always the focus of all eyes, even
         upon those rare occasions when his identity was not known. Even as a youth, he’d had it, the force that gave him the mastery
         of other men. It was as if he were a lodestone, a magnet that attracted light and luck, not metal.
      

      
      That was so fanciful a thought that Roger laughed softly to himself as he moved towards his cousin the king. Henry was delighted
         to see him, reaching out to clasp Roger’s hand in both of his, forestalling a formal obeisance. ‘At last! I’d begun to fear
         you’d been waylaid by bandits or Breton demons!’ Adding with a gleam of mischief, ‘Not that one so virtuous and worthy would
         have anything to fear from the forces of darkness. What evil spirit would dare to defy a bishop?’
      

      
      ‘Your Grace’s faith in my sanctity is most heartening,’ Roger said dryly, ‘given that some claim your lineage can be traced
         to the Devil.’
      

      
      Henry’s grey eyes flashed, but with amusement, not anger. ‘Ah, yes, the righteous Abbot Bernard once declared that my lord
         father was the Devil’s spawn, or words to that effect. As I recall, my father laughed at him, much to the sainted Bernard’s
         indignation.’
      

      
      
      Roger knew that story well; it was legendary in their family. The man Henry sardonically called ‘the sainted Bernard’ was
         likely to become a genuine saint, as the Holy See had begun the canonization process. But impending sainthood had not tempered
         Henry’s disdain, for Abbot Bernard had been a bitter enemy of the counts of Anjou, claiming that the Angevins sprang from
         a depraved stock, doomed and damned. Roger did not doubt that Abbot Bernard was a holy man, blessed by the Hand of the Almighty,
         but neither did he deny that Bernard’s earthly behaviour had not always been saintly. God’s Lambs were not always meek, mild,
         and forgiving, and for a moment, he thought sadly of his friend and martyr, Thomas Becket.
      

      
      Shaking off the memory, he reminded himself that today’s needs must take precedence over yesterday’s regrets. Meeting Henry’s
         gaze evenly, he said, ‘I hear, my lord king, that you’ve a sudden yearning to see the Irish isle again.’
      

      
      Henry’s expression was not easy to read, for he had the irritating ability to appear utterly inscrutable when it served his
         purposes. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘you’ve heard right. Come on in,’ jerking his head towards the open bedchamber door, ‘and I’ll tell
         you of my travel plans.’
      

      
      Several men were gathered in the bedchamber, only one of whom Roger was pleased to see, his uncle Rainald, Earl of Cornwall.
         The others – Arnulf, Bishop of Lisieux, Geoffrey Ridel, Henry’s acting chancellor, and Richard of Ilchester, Archdeacon of
         Poitiers – were trusted royal councillors, but they had also been avowed enemies of Thomas Becket. Fending off his uncle’s
         bearhug of a greeting, Roger acknowledged the bishop and archdeacons with cool civility, and then turned to face Henry.
      

      
      ‘You are not truly ending the talks ere they begin, Harry?’

      
      ‘Of course not.’ Henry accepted a wine cup from Rainald, gesturing for Roger to help himself. ‘On the morrow, Arnulf will
         seek out the legates and offer to mediate our differences.’
      

      
      ‘And what are those differences?’

      
      ‘They demanded that I repudiate the Constitutions of Clarendon.’ Henry’s smile was without humour. ‘And you know how likely
         I am to agree to that, Cousin.’
      

      
      Roger did. Henry had attempted to define and clarify the ancient customs of the realm by putting them down in writing, a radical
         proposal to his conservative bishops, who had been accustomed to vague, ambiguous terms that could be accepted or repudiated as circumstances
         warranted. But they were practical men for the most part, well aware that there must be accommodation between Church and Crown;
         if the king refused to unsheathe his secular sword to enforce spiritual penalties, how effective would those penalties be?
      

      
      Compromise was anathema, though, to the Archbishop of Canterbury. Thomas Becket had refused to accept the Constitutions in
         any form whatsoever, arguing that the Church, not the king, was the giver of laws. But Henry had forced the issue, for accommodation
         was possible only if there was trust on both sides, and Henry no longer believed he could trust his former friend and chancellor.
         Becket had eventually given in and ordered the bishops to accept the Constitutions, only then to repent and recant his sworn
         oath. Within less than a year, Becket had fled into French exile, and the Pope, reluctantly dragged into this dangerous dispute,
         had backed Becket’s position and came out in opposition to the Constitutions of Clarendon. The stalemate had endured for the
         remainder of Becket’s life, looming ahead of them now like an uncharted rock, threatening to sink all hopes of a peaceful
         settlement.
      

      
      That would not happen, though, as long as Roger drew breath. He was going to steer this ship into a safe harbour if it was
         the last thing he ever did. ‘When I was in Rome last year to plead your case at the Holy See, I spoke at some length with
         several of the cardinals. I gathered that the Church’s objections to the Constitutions were not so much based upon the contents;
         they accepted your argument that the customs set down were indeed the traditional practices of the realm, more or less. Their
         concerns were with the oaths that you demanded of all the bishops. Never had such oaths been required by any of your predecessors.
         We balked at taking vows that might conflict with canon law, as you well remember, Harry. It was only when Thomas’s resolve
         briefly weakened, that we had to agree –’
      

      
      ‘His resolve “briefly weakened”, did it?’ Henry echoed sarcastically. ‘That is a very kind way to phrase it, Cousin. I believe
         his exact words to you and the other bishops were, “If the king would have me perjure myself, so be it. I will take the oath
         he demands and hope to purge the sin by future penance.”’
      

      
      
      Roger winced, sorry but not surprised that someone had broken the confidentiality of the bishops’ conclave; informants clustered
         around kings like bees at a hive. ‘I admit that was not Thomas’s finest hour and his behaviour at Clarendon is not easily
         defended. But I need not remind you, Cousin, that your behaviour has not always been defensible either. What matters is how
         we settle this issue now. Would you be willing to agree not to demand such an oath of your prelates in the future?’
      

      
      When Henry nodded, Roger glanced towards the Bishop of Lisieux. He had no liking for the other man, but he did not deny that
         Arnulf was highly intelligent, well educated, and an accomplished diplomat. ‘That would be a beginning, my lord bishop.’
      

      
      Arnulf’s smile was both confident and complacent. ‘Indeed, it would,’ he said and gestured towards a parchment sheet filled
         with scribbles, scratched-out words, and ink splatters. ‘My lord king and I were discussing this very matter ere you arrived.
         There must be a way to satisfy the cardinals without making an explicit renunciation of the Constitutions. How does this sound?
         “The King of the English vows to abolish any new customs which have been introduced into his realm to the prejudice of the
         Church.”’
      

      
      Roger considered the wording. ‘Yes, that might do it.’ Shooting his cousin a sharp look, he said, ‘This vow is acceptable
         to you, Harry?’
      

      
      ‘Of course. I do not see this as a controversial issue, for I am confident I have not introduced customs detrimental to the
         Church, for certes not knowingly,’ Henry said blandly, and Roger sighed, for he’d expected as much. Fortunately, the papal
         legates would expect as much, too. They’d not be going into this blind. Remembering that he held a cup of claret, he took
         a swallow, warmed as much by a surge of optimism as by the wine. It was beginning to look as if both sides might win this
         war.
      

      
      Setting his cup down on the table next to Arnulf’s draft, he asked to be excused so that he could wash away the dust of the
         road. Henry let him reach the door before he asked the question Roger had hoped to avoid.
      

      
      ‘Do you not want to know what the cardinals told me about Becket’s killers?’

      
      Roger already knew the answer to that deceptively innocuous query. ‘It is my understanding that the killers are on their way to Rome to do penance for Thomas’s murder.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ Henry said, ‘and what penance do you expect the Pope to impose?’

      
      ‘I would not know,’ Roger said untruthfully, a lie that Henry pounced upon with zest.

      
      ‘What penance can he impose, Roger? To take the cross and journey to the Holy Land. Does that seem sufficient punishment to you for the murder
         of an archbishop?’
      

      
      Roger frowned, for Henry had just demonstrated the logical absurdity of the Church’s insistence upon disciplining their own.
         The Constitutions of Clarendon had been the result, not the cause, of the conflict between Henry and Becket. It had begun
         with Henry’s desire to make clerics subject to secular law. The Church had long claimed sole authority to judge the offences
         of men in holy orders or the crimes committed against them. Even men who’d merely taken religious vows must be tried in ecclesiastical
         court, not the king’s court. No matter how heinous his transgression, a clerk was beyond the reach of royal justice, and the
         harshest penalty the Church could impose was degrading, depriving him of his orders.
      

      
      Henry had been outraged by these mild punishments, and he demanded that clerks convicted of serious crimes in an ecclesiastical
         court should then be stripped of the Church’s protection and handed over to his courts for sentencing. Roger still remembered
         the litany of horrific crimes Henry had assembled to bolster his argument: more than one hundred murders committed by clerics
         in the eight years since he’d become king, including the scandalous case in which an archdeacon poisoned the Archbishop of
         York and, as punishment, was deprived of his archdeaconry.
      

      
      Roger remembered, too, the case that sometimes troubled his dreams even now. A clerk in Worcestershire had raped a young girl
         and slain her father. When Henry insisted that the man be turned over to a royal court, Becket had ordered Roger, as Bishop-elect
         of Worcester, to imprison the man so he could not be seized by the king’s justices. Roger believed in the principle defended
         so passionately by Thomas Becket, that the clergy had Christ alone as their king and were not subject to royal jurisdiction.
         It was easier to argue, though, when the consequences of that principle – the abused daughter and widow of the murder victim – were not kneeling at his feet pleading for justice.
      

      
      ‘A pity,’ Henry said coolly, ‘that Thomas was so adamant, so scornful of compromise on the issue of jurisdiction. Had he been
         more reasonable, his murderers would not have gone free. Ironic, is it not, Cousin?’
      

      
      Roger could have pointed out that Becket would not have been murdered if Henry had not lost his temper and spoke those fatal
         words that sent four men to Canterbury Cathedral, thinking they were fulfilling the king’s wishes: What miserable drones and traitors I have nourished and promoted in my household, who let their lord be mocked so shamefully
            by a lowborn clerk! But he did not, for what purpose would it serve? It would change nothing. He looked at Henry, hearing an echo of his cousin’s
         hoarse, desperate denial. As God is my witness, those men did not murder him at my bidding. The real pity, he thought, was that Harry’s remorse had faded so fast.
      

      
      With the mediation of Archbishop Rotrou of Rouen, Bishop Arnulf of Lisieux, and the Archdeacon of Poitiers, peace was made
         between the English king and the Roman Church. It was agreed that Henry and the papal legates and bishops would ride south
         to Avranches and Henry would there do public penance for his part in the murder of the Archbishop of Canterbury and receive
         absolution of his sins.
      

      
      From the castle battlements, Henry had a superb view of the bay and, in the distance, the celebrated abbey of Mont St Michel.
         It was one of the marvels of Christendom, built upon a small, rocky island that was entirely cut off from the mainland at
         high tide. It had a dreamlike appearance, seeming to rise out of the sand and sea foam like a lost vision of God’s Kingdom,
         its high, precarious perch above the waves so spectacular and dramatic that, at first glimpse, pilgrims did not see how it
         could have been the work of mortal men.
      

      
      It was low tide now and the dangerous, shifting sands had been laid bare. Henry could see a few tiny figures trudging across
         those sands towards the abbey, but not as many as would be expected. He knew why, of course. Many of the pilgrims had delayed
         their crossing upon hearing that the King of England would be doing penance upon the morrow at Avranches’s cathedral of St Andrew the Apostle. That would be a sight to behold, a rare tale to bring back to their
         towns and villages upon completion of their pilgrimages.
      

      
      Henry narrowed his eyes, as much at that unwelcome thought as at the unrelenting gusts of seaborne wind, belying spring’s
         calendar with its chill. Glancing at his closest companion, he said, ‘It has been far too long since I visited your abbey.
         Mayhap we can make time ere I must depart for Caen. When was I there last – when I came with Louis?’
      

      
      Abbot Robert pretended to ponder the question; as if he did not have every one of the king’s stays seared into his memory
         like a brand! A royal visit was the greatest honour imaginable, but it was also a great expense and a great strain, for the
         striving after perfection on such an occasion was both exhausting and utterly elusive. Thinking of Henry’s sojourn with the
         French king, he smiled at the memory, for it had always amazed him that Henry should have been able to win over the man who’d
         been Eleanor’s first husband. Of course that unlikely peace had not lasted, but it had endured long enough for Henry to arrange
         an even more unlikely marriage between his eldest son, Hal, and Louis’s daughter, Marguerite, child of the woman he’d wed
         after divorcing Eleanor.
      

      
      ‘I believe that was indeed your last visit, my liege,’ he confirmed, all the while marvelling at the vagaries of fate. He
         had devoted much of his life to a history of his abbey and his times, and he wondered what future historians would make of
         the improbable story of Henry Fitz Empress and Eleanor of Aquitaine.
      

      
      A great heiress and a great beauty, she’d wed the young French king at thirteen, easily winning his heart, for he’d been pledged
         to the Church at an early age, would have happily served the Almighty if his elder brother had not died in a fall from his
         horse, and he retained a guileless innocence, a monkish simplicity that was ill suited to the worldly sophistry of the royal
         court. Their marriage had been neither happy nor fruitful, for they were as unlike as fire and milk. In fourteen years of
         wedlock, Eleanor had given birth to only two children, both daughters, and when their union was finally dissolved on the grounds
         of consanguinity, the true reason was her inability to give him a male heir.
      

      
      Barely three months later, she had shocked their world by wedding Henry, then Duke of Normandy, who was nine years her junior.
         Louis the king was horrified that so dangerous an adversary as Henry should have access to the riches of Eleanor’s Aquitaine, and Louis the man was mortified and hurt that Eleanor should have defied
         him by choosing such an unsuitable husband, one ambitious, bold, clever, and lusty. Their swift, secret marriage had led to
         war with France, and Louis’s humiliation was complete when Henry needed but six short weeks to send his army reeling back
         across the border, and but two years to claim the English crown. Eleanor then proceeded to salt Louis’s wounds by giving Henry
         five sons and three daughters, losing only William to the deadly perils of childhood.
      

      
      At least Louis had the consolation of envisioning his daughter as Queen of England. But even that had not gone as planned.
         Two years ago, Henry had mortally insulted Thomas Becket by allowing the Archbishop of York to crown his fifteen-year-old
         son, a coronation that Becket had futilely forbidden. But in the chaos and confusion, Marguerite had not been crowned with
         her young husband, giving Louis yet another grievance against his Angevin rival.
      

      
      A sudden clamour turned Henry’s attention from the abbey to the town below them. The streets were winding and narrow, accommodating
         the hilly terrain, and he could only catch glimpses of riders and horses. But then the wind found a fluttering banner of red
         and gold and he smiled. ‘My son is riding into Avranches,’ he announced. ‘I should have known from the cheers.’ He glanced
         towards the abbot, wanting to share his pride and pleasure with his friend. ‘You’ve not seen the lad for years, have you,
         Rob? Wait till you see how he’s grown – already taller than me and he’s just three months past his seventeenth birthday!’
      

      
      Others had followed Henry on to the battlements: his uncle Rainald, his cousin Roger, his justiciar, Richard de Lucy, and
         Hamelin de Warenne, his half brother. Hamelin was the illegitimate son of Henry’s father, Geoffrey, Count of Anjou, taken
         under Henry’s wing after Geoffrey’s untimely death. Hamelin had flaming red hair, an open, freckled face that made him seem
         much younger than his thirty years, an impulsive nature and, thanks to Henry, a very wealthy wife who’d brought him the earldom
         of Surrey. His affection for Henry was equalled only by his awe, and he beamed now to see his elder brother in such good spirits.
      

      
      ‘Does Hal know why you summoned him to Avranches?’

      
      
      Henry shook his head. ‘He thinks he is here just to swear to those agreements I am making with the Church.’ Seeing Abbot Robert’s
         puzzled look, he explained, ‘I have a surprise in store for the lad.’
      

      
      Below them, men were riding into the castle’s inner bailey. There was no need to point out the young king. Everything about
         him – the spirited grey stallion and ornamented saddle, the costly mantle of fine scarlet wool, the white calfskin gloves
         studded with pearls, the stylish pointed cap with a turned-up brim embroidered in gold thread, the gilded spurs attached to
         his boots with red leather straps – proclaimed him to be of high birth and one of God’s favourites. He’d been blessed, too,
         with uncommonly good looks, tall and well formed, with vivid blue eyes and gleaming golden hair, cut short around his ears,
         one lock allowed to curl fashionably on to his forehead. Catching sight of his father up on the battlements, he doffed his
         cap in a gesture both graceful and dramatic, and Henry grinned.
      

      
      Staring down at this handsome youth, Abbot Robert blurted out, ‘If he is not the very image of Count Geoffrey!’

      
      ‘He has my father’s colouring for certes,’ Henry agreed, ‘and his sense of style. He has my father’s ready wit, too. Did you
         hear, Rob, what he said at his coronation feast? To honour him, I myself carried the great boar’s head dish to his table.
         The Archbishop of York commented that it was not every prince who was served by a king. And Hal said, quick as a flash, “Yes,
         but it can be no condescension for the son of a count to serve the son of a king.”’
      

      
      Abbot Robert did not see the humour in that flippant remark, but he laughed dutifully because Henry was laughing. As he had
         been no admirer of Count Geoffrey of Anjou, though, he hoped that Hal had inherited nothing from his grandsire but his striking
         good looks.
      

      
      Swinging easily from the saddle, Hal soon joined his father up on the battlements, choosing to climb a wooden ladder rather
         than gaining access to the ramparts by entering the keep. Spotting William Marshal, the head of Hal’s household knights, Henry
         beckoned for him to come up, too, and then gathered his son into a welcoming embrace. After exchanging hugs with his kinsmen,
         Hal courteously greeted the justiciar and Abbot Robert, who gave him credit for having much better manners than Count Geoffrey.
      

      
      
      ‘Tell him, Brother,’ Hamelin prompted, nudging Henry in the ribs, and Hal was instantly alert.

      
      ‘Tell me what?’

      
      Henry feigned a scowl at Hamelin’s impatience, but he was not one for waiting, either. ‘I have a surprise for you, lad.’

      
      Hal had retained a child’s love of surprises, but some of his father’s surprises had seemed more like ambushes. Moreover,
         he did not like to be called ‘lad’ now that he was a man grown and an anointed king. ‘What?’ he asked, with more wariness
         than anticipation.
      

      
      ‘Marguerite is here.’

      
      Hal blinked in disappointment. He’d known Marguerite for most of his life; they’d been wed when he was five and she was two
         and a half. He tended to think of her as a little sister, when he thought of her at all. ‘Oh?’ he said politely, wondering
         what he was supposed to say.
      

      
      ‘Well, her presence is but half of the surprise. It is my intention to have her crowned this summer at Winchester. Archbishop
         Rotrou will preside and your cousin Roger has agreed to take part, too,’ Henry said, with a playful smile at Roger. ‘And because
         of the furore that Becket caused about your coronation, I have decided that you will be crowned again – a gesture of good
         will towards the Church.’
      

      
      Hal’s interest was now fully engaged; he loved pageantry and rituals and revelries. His first thought was that they could
         hold a tournament afterwards, but he decided not to share that idea with his father, knowing that Henry disapproved of tourneys
         as frivolous, wasteful, and a threat to the public order. His next thought was even better: the realization that his coronation
         would be the ideal opportunity to achieve a long-delayed desire.
      

      
      ‘And I could be knighted, too!’

      
      Henry was already shaking his head. ‘No, lad, not yet. You know I think Louis ought to be the one to knight you. That would
         mean a great deal to him and go far towards mending the breach between us.’
      

      
      ‘But I do not care who knights me! All that truly matters is that it is done. I am already seventeen; how much longer must
         I wait?’
      

      
      ‘Some events are worth waiting for,’ Henry said, giving his son a reassuring pat on the arm. ‘You are still young for such
         an accolade. How old were you, Will, when you were knighted?’
      

      
      Caught off balance, William Marshal stiffened; the last thing he wanted was to be pulled into this ongoing squabble between father and son. ‘Twenty and one,’ he said reluctantly, feeling
         that he’d somehow let Hal down by speaking the truth.
      

      
      Hal was not easily discouraged, though. ‘And how old were you?’ he demanded of Henry, providing the answer himself, a triumphant
         ‘Sixteen!’
      

      
      Not for the first time, Henry wondered how he could have sired such obstinate offspring, for Hal’s brother Richard was even
         more headstrong and mulish, and thirteen-year-old Geoffrey was already showing signs of the same wilfulness. Only little John
         and his Joanna were biddable and easily pleased. But a man wanted his sons to show pluck and spirit, and so he did not deny
         Hal outright, promising vaguely to give his request serious consideration.
      

      
      Hal had heard this before, for they’d been having this same argument since Henry’s return from Ireland last month. He was
         coming to the conclusion that his father’s promises were counterfeit coin; they looked genuine, but they could not be spent.
         He was opening his mouth to protest further when Roger intervened.
      

      
      ‘Hal,’ he said quietly, ‘I believe that is Marguerite coming out of the hall. You’d best go down and greet her, lad, ere she
         feels slighted. You know how sensitive lasses can be.’
      

      
      Hal almost asked Roger how he knew that, what with him becoming a priest at such a young age. But he was angry with his father,
         not his cousin, and his sense of fairness stifled the gibe. Nor did he want to hurt Marguerite, and he nodded grudgingly.
         Turning towards the ladder, his gaze came to rest upon the girl below in the bailey and he came to an abrupt halt.
      

      
      ‘That cannot be Marguerite!’

      
      At the sound of her name, she glanced upwards. Hal had not seen her in more than a year; she’d left England in April of 1171
         and had spent most of her time since then at her father’s court. He’d remembered to send her gifts for New Year’s and her
         saint’s day, but she’d always been on the periphery of his life, the child-wife who’d eventually share his throne and bear
         his children – one day far in the future. Until then, he would not lack for female company; girls had been chasing after him
         since he was thirteen and he usually let them catch him. Now he gazed down at the heart-shaped face framed in a linen barbette,
         the chin-strap made newly fashionable by his mother, her fair hair covered by a gauzy veil of saffron silk, and he was stunned
         by the changes in her. She was so stylish of a sudden, slim and curvy where she’d been skinny and flat, so… so womanly.
      

      
      He sketched a bow, she responded with a graceful curtsey, and he pantomimed that he’d be down straightaway. When he looked
         back at the men, they were all grinning. He was too amazed to take offence. ‘She is lovely,’ he marvelled, counting surreptitiously
         on his fingers.
      

      
      Henry spared him the trouble. ‘She is fourteen now, lad, and as you say, very lovely, indeed.’

      
      Hal hesitated. ‘Um… is she old enough to –?’ He flushed slightly, but grinned, too, and his father laughed.

      
      ‘Um… I would say so. But if you have doubts, you can always ask her.’

      
      Hal usually did not mind being teased, could give as good as he got. ‘I will,’ he said, winked, and headed for the ladder,
         descending to the bailey so rapidly that they half-expected him to land in a heap at Marguerite’s feet. Instead, he sprang
         lightly to the ground and was soon gallantly kissing his wife’s hand as she blushed prettily and cast him adoring looks through
         fluttering lashes.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ Henry said, ‘I do believe the lass is answering him without even being asked,’ and they shared smiles, remembering
         what it was like to be young and bedazzled by a come-hither look, a neatly turned ankle. For Henry, memory took him back to
         a rain-spangled garden in Paris, an afternoon encounter with Louis’s queen that would change lives and history. He could still
         remember how breathtakingly beautiful Eleanor was that day. He’d have been content to gaze into her eyes for hours, trying
         to decide if they were green with gold flecks or gold with green flecks. She had high, finely sculpted cheekbones, soft, flawless
         skin he’d burned to touch, and lustrous dark braids entwined with gold-thread ribbons he yearned to unfasten; he’d have bartered
         his chances of salvation to bury his face in that glossy, perfumed hair, to wind it around his throat and see it spread out
         on his pillow. He’d watched, mesmerized, as a crystal raindrop trickled towards the sultry curve of her mouth and wanted nothing
         in his life so much, before or since, as he wanted her.
      

      
      She’d known that Louis was heeding his council’s advice, planning to divorce her, and then compel her to wed a man of their choosing, a pliable puppet who’d keep her domains under the control
         of the French Crown. In that soaked summer garden she’d taken her destiny into her own hands, offering him Aquitaine and herself,
         and he was so besotted that he could not say which mattered more to him, the richest duchy in Europe or the woman in his arms.
      

      
      They’d agreed to wait, though, for she shared his pragmatism as well as his passion, and they both knew even a glimmer of
         suspicion and Louis would never set her free. Nine months later, they were wed in her capital city of Poitiers. Never had
         he been happier, not even on the day he became England’s king. Lying entangled in the sheets on their wedding night, she’d
         confided that their lovemaking had been like falling into a fire and somehow emerging unscathed, laughing huskily when he
         showed he was not yet sated and murmuring, ‘My lord duke, tonight all of Aquitaine is yours for the taking.’
      

      
      Henry returned to reality with a start, staring blankly at Roger as he realized he’d not heard a word of his cousin’s question.
         Eleanor’s alluring ghost receded into the past, leaving him with a sense of wonder that twenty years could have passed since
         that torrid May night. He also felt an odd sense of loss, although he wasn’t sure why.
      

      
      ‘I want to talk with you, Will,’ he said abruptly, and the young knight, who’d been sidling towards the ladder, straightened
         his shoulders and braced himself for what he knew was coming. ‘I’ve been warned,’ Henry continued, ‘that my son has been consorting
         with the wrong company. I cannot do much about his association with Raoul de Faye as he is the queen’s uncle. But Hal has
         gathered around him a band of youths who are rakehells and idlers, light-minded, callow malcontents. Several of them accompanied
         him to Avranches: Juhel de Mayenne, Simon de Marisco, Adam d’Yquebeuf, and Hasculf de St Hilaire. You know them for what they
         are, Will, know that barnacles clinging to a ship’s hull can slow it down, even render it unseaworthy. Why did you not alert
         me that he was being led astray?’
      

      
      ‘My lord king…’ Will was miserable, knowing that whatever he said, he was sure to be in the wrong, either with his young lord
         or his sovereign.
      

      
      ‘Why do you think I chose you to tutor my son in the arts of war and chivalry? Because you sit a horse well and can wield
         a sword? There is no shortage of knights with those skills. I chose you because you are steadfast and honest, because you have more mother-wit
         than most men, because I thought I could rely upon you to watch over my son, to keep him safe.’
      

      
      ‘I would give my life for the young king,’ Will said simply, with such sincerity that none of those listening could doubt
         him. ‘I do watch over him, my liege. I’ve done my best to teach him what he must know, and I am proud of his prowess, for
         he is an expert rider and has mastered both sword and lance with admirable ease. But I cannot spy on him, not even for you,
         my lord king. I am his sworn man, and my first loyalty must be to him. To do less would be a betrayal he would not forgive.
         Nor could I forgive myself.’
      

      
      The silence that followed was stifling. Girding himself to bear the king’s wrath, Will raised his head and met Henry’s gaze.
         The king’s eyes were the colour of smoke, his mouth tightly drawn, as if to stop angry words from escaping. ‘Keep him from
         harm, Will,’ he said at last. ‘Do not let me down.’
      

      
      Will swallowed, knelt hastily, and then retreated just as hastily, vastly relieved by his reprieve but not fully understanding
         it. Rainald did not understand, either. ‘The impudence of the man! Why were you so forbearing with him? Had he dared talk
         to me like that, I’d have dismissed him straightaway.’
      

      
      ‘If I did that,’ Henry said, ‘Hal would lose the one trustworthy and honourable man in his service, the one man who’d be loyal
         to his last breath. How would that benefit my son, Rainald? Do you not know how rare such men are? Men who put loyalty above
         ambition and greed and royal favour?’ And even Rainald realized that Henry was speaking not only of William Marshal, but of
         Thomas Becket, the false friend who’d betrayed him for reasons he could never comprehend.
      

      
      People had begun to gather at dawn before the Cathedral church of St Andrew the Apostle, not wanting to miss the spectacle
         of a king brought low, forced to do penance like all mortal men. They were to be disappointed. Henry arrived with the papal
         legates and barons and bishops beyond counting. They’d all gone into the cathedral, where Henry swore upon the Holy Gospels
         that he’d neither commanded nor desired that the Archbishop of Canterbury be slain, and that when he was told of the crime, he was horrified and truly grieved for the death of Thomas of blessed memory. He admitted, though,
         that the killing was the result of his heedless, angry words, and he pledged to honour the commitments made to the Holy Church
         on this, the last Sunday before Ascension in God’s Year 1172, the eighteenth year of his reign. His son the young king then
         took an oath to honour all those commitments that did not relate only to Henry. But all of this was done out of sight and
         sound of the waiting crowds.
      

      
      When Henry finally emerged from the church, the spectators were disappointed anew, for he was not bareheaded and barefoot
         and clad only in his shirt. A few men explained knowingly that he was spared the usual mortification because he’d not been
         excommunicated, but most of the bystanders took a more cynical view, that kings were always accorded special treatment, even
         by the Almighty. Henry knelt upon the paving stones, only then removing his cap, and received public absolution by the Cardinals
         Albert and Theodwin. When he rose, the cardinals and the Bishop of Avranches led him back into the cathedral, a symbolic act
         of reconciliation with the Church and the Almighty.
      

      
      The dissatisfied onlookers dispersed when they realized the show was over. Roger, Bishop of Worcester, stood alone for a moment
         before slowly re-entering the church, for he had been close enough to Henry to hear him say softly after the absolution: ‘Check,
         Thomas, and mate.’
      

      
   
      
      
      
      Chapter Three

      
      June 1172
Poitiers, Poitou

      
      
      From an open window of the queen’s solar in the Maubergeonne Tower, Maud, Countess of Chester, looked down upon a garden vibrant
         with summer flowers and echoing with youthful high spirits. Eleanor’s son Geoffrey was playing quoits with two friends, a
         game that was by its very nature boisterous and somewhat hazardous. When the players were youngsters of thirteen and fourteen,
         it was guaranteed that the horseshoes would be flung about with abandon, missing the targeted hob more often than not, scarring
         the grassy mead and scaring songbirds from budding fruit trees and overhanging willows. The shouts of the boys and the barking
         of their dogs had drawn an audience of giggling girls, all of them highborn and destined for the marriage beds of princes.
      

      
      The oldest of the girls was Maud’s daughter-in-law, Bertrada, who’d wed her son Hugh three years ago, becoming at thirteen
         countess of one of England’s richest earldoms, the Honour of Chester. The prettiest was Geoffrey’s sister Joanna, only in
         her seventh year but already showing signs that she’d inherited her mother’s fabled beauty. Eleven-year-old Constance, dark-haired
         and whip-thin, was a great heiress in her own right; betrothed to Geoffrey in early childhood, she would bring to him the
         Duchy of Brittany. And Alys, also eleven, was a daughter of the French king, plight-trothed to Geoffrey’s older brother Richard,
         one day to rule with him over the vast, lush domains of Eleanor’s Aquitaine.
      

      
      Eleanor and Aquitaine. Maud always thought of her friend in those terms, for it was Aquitaine that had defined Eleanor, that
         had conferred upon her the queenships of France and then England. Few brides had ever brought such a dowry as Aquitaine to
         their husbands. Eleanor’s duchy comprised the counties of Poitou, Berry, Saintonge, Angoulême, Périgord, the Limousin, La
         Marche, the Auvergne, the Agenais, and Gascony. Stretching from the Atlantic Ocean to the Massif Central and the Rhone Valley, from the Pyrenees to the River Loire, it encompassed much of southwestern France, dwarfing the
         lands controlled by the French king, and it had been blessed by nature and God with a mild climate, fertile soil, deep river
         valleys, ancient oak forests, and some of the best vineyards in Christendom. By taking Eleanor as his queen, Louis had gained
         greatly in stature and the French coffers had overflowed with the riches of Aquitaine. Maud thought that her cousin Harry
         might not even have won his crown had he not wed Eleanor as soon as she was free. Aquitaine had been his stepping-stone to
         the English throne.
      

      
      Maud’s friendship with Eleanor had endured for almost twenty years, but she’d never spent that much time in the other woman’s
         domains, for neither had Eleanor. For much of her married life, she’d been travelling with Henry or acting on his behalf in
         Normandy and England or occupied with her many pregnancies. It was only four years ago that she’d taken up residence again
         in Aquitaine, holding her own court at Poitiers and gathering the reins of government into her own hands.
      

      
      Turning away from the window, Maud wandered restlessly about the chamber. Eleanor had excused herself to confer with Saldebreuil
         de Sanzay, her constable in Poitou, and Maud was growing bored with her own company. Several charters were spread across a
         trestle table and she scanned the top one briefly. It was a routine act of patronage, remitting taxes for a citizen of La
         Rochelle in exchange for his agreement to pay rent to the abbey of Fontevrault. What caught Maud’s attention was the change
         in the form of address. Instead of the usual Fidelibus Regis et suis, it read: Fidelibus suis.

      
      Maud gazed down thoughtfully at the parchment. Eleanor’s charters had always begun ‘To the king’s faithful followers and hers.’
         This one was addressed simply to ‘her faithful followers’. Did it matter? A careless mistake by her scribe? Or another feather
         in the wind, a subtle but significant indication that Eleanor was asserting her independence and her authority? Her right
         to govern in her own name?
      

      
      A sudden spate of cursing drew her back to the window. Geoffrey’s friends had begun to quarrel over a throw and, before long,
         they were rolling around in the grass as Geoffrey and the girls cheered them on. Maud watched serenely; with two sons of her
         own, she knew how little such youthful squabbles meant.
      

      
      
      She didn’t hear the opening door, did not realize she was no longer alone until Eleanor joined her at the window. Eleanor,
         the mother of four sons, paid even less heed than Maud to the garden brawl. ‘Petronilla’s daughter has just ridden in,’ she
         said, hazel eyes luminous with pleasure. ‘I was hoping she’d arrive in time to witness Richard’s investiture.’
      

      
      Maud jogged her memory. Isabelle was the elder of Petronilla’s two daughters, wed as a child to the Count of Flanders; Alienor,
         who’d wed Isabelle’s brother-in-law, the Count of Boulogne, a few years ago, was already here. As far as Maud knew, Eleanor
         had not spent much time with her sister’s children. That she had taken the trouble to make sure both girls were present in
         Poitiers showed Maud how much her friend missed Petronilla, whose death that past year had robbed Eleanor of her last living
         link to a sun-drenched, blissful childhood, to a time when she’d been indulged and pampered and cherished as her father’s
         favourite in this exotic land she so loved.
      

      
      Below in the garden, Joanna had decided the tussling had gone on long enough and, with an authority that would have done credit
         to a girl twice her age, she demanded that the boys stop fighting. They did, probably glad of an excuse to end their pummelling,
         but Maud was amused by the little girl’s aplomb, thinking that the young Eleanor must have been just as self-assured and poised.
         Smiling at Joanna’s mother, she said, ‘Are the rumours true about Joanna? That she may soon be plight-trothed to the King
         of Sicily?’
      

      
      ‘There have been talks,’ Eleanor confirmed. ‘But we’re still in the preliminary stages of negotiation, so it is too soon to
         tell how it will go. There is no hurry, after all, for Joanna will only be seven in October. I see no reason for her to grow
         up in a foreign court,’ she said, so emphatically that Maud thought of Joanna’s older sisters. Tilda had been the first to
         go, wed two years ago in far-off Saxony at the age of twelve. Then it was the turn of Eleanor’s namesake, known as Leonora,
         wed to the young King of Castile at the age of nine.
      

      
      The two women looked at each other, the same thought in both their minds. In their world, princesses were born to be bartered
         for foreign alliances, and although the Church officially disapproved of child marriages, it was a common occurrence. Henry’s
         mother had been sent to Germany at the age of eight. Marguerite had been wed to Hal before she was three. Eleanor had been
         thirteen when her father’s unexpected death set in motion the events that would give her the crown of France and a life in exile. Maud had been older
         than Eleanor, but not by much, when she’d been married to the Earl of Chester, a man utterly lacking in either honour or mercy,
         but one of the great lords of the realm. Because she was quick-witted and resilient and pragmatic, Maud had learned to live
         in relative peace with her savage, unstable husband, to take solace and joy in her children, and, eventually, to revel in
         the freedom of widowhood. But she had made sure that her daughter would be no child bride; Beatrix had not wed Ralph de Malpas
         until after she’d celebrated her nineteenth birthday.
      

      
      As the only daughter in a family of sons, Maud had often longed for a sister, and as she gazed at Eleanor now, it occurred
         to her that this woman was as close as any blood-sister could be. They had much in common, both beautiful in their youth,
         both strong-willed, proud, and confident in their powers to charm, both now within hailing distance of their fifth decade,
         for they would celebrate their forty-eighth birthdays that summer.
      

      
      ‘I had an interesting conversation this morn with your niece Alienor,’ Maud commented, with a wry smile. ‘She wanted to know
         why I had never remarried after Randolph’s death.’
      

      
      ‘I hope you did not shatter all her illusions about marriage,’ Eleanor said, no less wryly. ‘You must remember that her parents
         were that rarity, a couple who’d wed for love… or lust. And Alienor seems content enough with her own husband… so far.’
      

      
      ‘No, I was circumspect… for me. I said merely that my memories of Randolph were too vivid for me to contemplate taking another
         husband.’
      

      
      Eleanor laughed approvingly. ‘It is no easy feat for a wealthy widow to escape her legion of suitors. You must have been very
         fleet of foot, indeed, dearest.’
      

      
      ‘I made sure,’ Maud acknowledged, ‘never to leave my lands without a sizable escort, one large enough to discourage any ambitious
         young lordlings with ambush and marriage on their minds.’ Knowing that Eleanor had fended off two such attempts to force her
         into matrimony as she’d journeyed back to Aquitaine after her marriage to the French king had been annulled, she indulged
         her curiosity to ask: ‘If you could have been certain, Eleanor, that you need not fear being remarried against your will,
         would you have remained unwed?’
      

      
      
      Eleanor’s mouth tightened, almost imperceptibly. ‘You do not truly think that the French court would have permitted that?
         No sooner was the ink dry upon the annulment decree than Louis’s advisers were arguing amongst themselves, deciding which
         French puppet to place in my bed. Had they even suspected I’d so hastily wed a man of my own choosing, they’d never have allowed
         me to return to my own domains. But yours was a conjectural question, was it not? So in that spirit: “Be not entangled again
         in the yoke of bondage.”’
      

      
      Maud blinked, for Eleanor rarely let her bitterness show so nakedly. ‘Your interpretation of Scriptures is somewhat uncanonical,’
         she said dryly. ‘That is from St Paul, is it not? If my memory serves, he also said it was better to marry than to burn, hardly
         a rousing endorsement of wedlock.’
      

      
      ‘I have never understood,’ Eleanor confessed, ‘why the Church sees lust as so great a sin. Why would the Almighty have made
         coupling so pleasurable if it were so wrong? But when I tried to argue that point with Louis, he was horrified that I dared
         to question the teachings of the Holy Fathers, and it convinced him that we were a depraved and wanton lot, we southerners.
         He could never forgive himself for the carnal pleasures he found in my bed. He was not much of a husband, or a king, either,
         for that matter, but by God, he’d have made a superb monk.’
      

      
      Eleanor’s face shadowed, for even now, memories of her marriage to the French king were not welcome ones. ‘He may well have
         been right, though, about the people of the south. We view lust as we do wine and food and laughter, as essential ingredients
         for a joyful life. My grandfather… ah, how he loved to vex his priests and distress his confessor! He wrote troubadour poetry,
         you know, and some of it would have made a harlot blush. He liked to joke that one day he’d establish his own nunnery and
         fill it with ladies of easy virtue. On our wedding night, I told Harry some of the more scandalous stories about my grandfather,
         and he laughed until he nearly choked, gasping that, between us, we had a family tree rooted in Hell.’
      

      
      This last memory was both more pleasant and more painful than those from her marriage to Louis, and Eleanor fell silent for
         several moments. ‘I think,’ she said at last, ‘that I would have wed Harry even if I were not threatened with a husband of
         the French court’s choosing. I wanted children, for I knew Louis would never let me see our two daughters, and indeed, he did not. I needed an heir for Aquitaine and I wanted to give Harry sons, to prove wrong those who’d
         dared to call me a barren queen. I always knew it was Louis’s failing, not mine. How could I conceive if I so often slept
         alone?’
      

      
      ‘And I am assuming that you had no trouble getting Harry into your bed?’ Maud queried, so blandly that Eleanor could not help
         smiling.
      

      
      ‘You could safely say that,’ she conceded, and Maud felt a surge of sadness that things had gone so wrong between her cousin
         and his queen. She remembered how it had once been, remembered the early years of their marriage, when they’d been so sure
         that the world, like the English crown, was theirs for the taking, lusting after empires and each other, striking such sparks
         with their quarrelling and their love-making that the air around them always seemed charged, as if a storm were about to break.
      

      
      Eleanor’s attention was focused again upon the gardens. She was still a very handsome woman, but even queens were vulnerable
         to the passage of time. Now, though, her smile was dazzling, chasing away the years, cares, even regrets. Maud glanced over
         to see what she found so interesting.
      

      
      Another youth had sauntered into the garden, accompanied by a huge wolfhound. Maud guessed him to be about sixteen, for he
         was already taller than many grown men, and he moved with the athletic grace of one utterly comfortable in his own body. Maud
         knew how unusual it was for one so young to have such physical presence; both of her sons had been as clumsy and gangling
         as colts when they were this boy’s age. He had curly red-gold hair and a scattering of freckles, and she would later marvel
         that she had not known his identity at once, but it was not until Joanna gave a delighted squeal and flung herself into his
         arms that she realized she was looking at Eleanor’s second son, Richard, who would on the morrow be invested as Duke of Aquitaine.
      

      
      ‘Jesu, that is Richard!’

      
      ‘Indeed it is.’ Eleanor glanced curiously at her friend. ‘Why do you sound so surprised?’

      
      ‘Because the last time I saw him, he was a boy, not a man. He looks older than his years, for he will not be fifteen until
         the autumn, no?’
      

      
      ‘September. He was born on the Nativity of Our Lady. The first and only time that Harry was present for one of my confinements.’

      
      
      Maud grinned at the memory, for she’d been present, too, at Richard’s birth. ‘I remember now. Harry’s brother Will later told
         me that they’d been hard put to keep him from bursting into the birthing chamber. Harry was never one for waiting.’
      

      
      Below in the garden, Richard was swinging Joanna in circles, making her shriek with laughter. The other girls had clustered
         around him, but Geoffrey and his friends did not seem as pleased by his arrival in their midst. Maud could not blame Geoffrey
         for his discomfort. Although only a twelvemonth separated the birthdays of the two boys, Geoffrey looked like a child next
         to his brother, his slightness of build and his lack of height cruelly accentuated by Richard’s adult appearance. Maud’s two
         sons had been allies from earliest childhood. She suspected that was not the case with Richard and Geoffrey.
      

      
      The sight of Eleanor’s sons reminded her that all of the royal brood was not accounted for. Hal and Marguerite were in Normandy
         with her brother Roger, making plans for their coronation at Winchester. But no mention had been made of Eleanor’s youngest
         nestling, John. The lastborn, the afterthought, the child jokingly dubbed John Lackland by his father.
      

      
      ‘Is John here, too?’ she asked, and Eleanor shook her head.

      
      ‘He is with the nuns at Fontevrault,’ she said, and while her words were matter-of-fact, her tone was dismissive.

      
      Maud was saddened but not surprised by the other woman’s indifference, for she had been there for John’s birth. She’d been
         summoned in haste by Eleanor’s sister; Petronilla had been panicked, fearing that Eleanor might die in childbirth. Her fears
         were understandable, for Eleanor was forty-two and the older a woman was, the greater the risks she faced in the birthing
         chamber. But the real reason for Petronilla’s alarm was guilt. She had made a grievous mistake. She had told Eleanor about
         Henry and Rosamund Clifford.
      

      
      Maud turned her head aside, not wanting Eleanor to read her thoughts. It was more than five years since Eleanor had suffered
         so to give John life, but to Maud, those grim memories would never fade. She knew Eleanor had not expected her husband to
         be faithful. She was worldly enough to know that a man with an itch would scratch it. But Rosamund Clifford had not been a
         passing fancy, a bedmate whose name he’d not remember come morning. The daughter of a Welsh Marcher lord, Rosamund had been favoured with a pretty face, golden hair, and a gentle, docile nature. And to the surprise
         of all but her ambitious, conniving father, she had stirred in Henry more than lust.
      

      
      Maud supposed she should not have been so surprised by his liaison with this biddable girl-woman. But she’d expected better
         of her cousin. A man worthy of Eleanor of Aquitaine ought not to be susceptible to fluttering lashes, flattery, and bedazzled
         adoration.
      

      
      Be that as it may, he had taken Rosamund to his bed, a pardonable sin. But he’d then grown careless and indiscreet, so much
         so that their trysts were soon an open secret. Heedless of Eleanor’s pride, he had installed Rosamund at Woodstock, a favourite
         royal manor. And soon afterwards, Petronilla had decided – for reasons known only to her and the Devil – to tell Eleanor,
         then in the seventh month of a difficult pregnancy, of her husband’s public infidelity. Eleanor had reacted as anyone but
         Petronilla could have predicted. Although it was the dead of winter, she took ship for England and headed straight to Woodstock.
      

      
      Maud had not been witness to the meeting between her cousin’s queen and his concubine. All she knew of it came from Petronilla,
         who had confided in baffled frustration that nothing had happened. Encountering the girl on the snow-covered path to the spring,
         Eleanor had spoken only four words. How old are you? And when Rosamund, as yet unaware of her identity, had said she was nineteen, Eleanor had said nothing else. She had, Petronilla
         reported indignantly, just turned and walked away!
      

      
      Maud had understood Eleanor’s response even if Petronilla had not. A woman heavy with child was at her most vulnerable, clumsy,
         and awkward in a stranger’s body. It would be adding insult to injury for an aggrieved wife to discover that her husband was
         smitten with a girl young enough to be her own daughter. Eleanor had refused to remain at Woodstock, retreating to her palace
         at Oxford, and it was there that she’d gone into labour weeks before the baby was due. The birth had been a hard one, and
         they had not been sure either mother or child would survive it. But eventually Eleanor’s last son was born, a small, dark
         creature who could not have been more unlike her other infants, so sun-kissed and robust and golden. John had been fretful
         from the first, almost as if he sensed his entry into the world had been unwelcome, and when the exhausted Eleanor had shown
         no interest, Maud had been the one to instruct the chaplain to baptize him for the saint whose day it was, St John the Evangelist. Maud had understood that John
         was a living reminder to Eleanor of pain and humiliation and betrayal. She had hoped that in time a mother’s instincts would
         prevail over a wronged wife’s resentment. She was no longer sure that would ever happen.
      

      
      In the years since John’s birth, Eleanor and Henry’s marriage had suffered. On the surface, all seemed well. But the telltale
         signs were there for those in the know. Eleanor had begun to pass most of her time in Aquitaine, ostensibly to soothe the
         rebellious inclinations of her restive, recalcitrant barons. Henry’s liaison with Rosamund Clifford continued, although he’d
         taken care to be much more discreet after his Woodstock blunder. Their separations stretched out for months at a time; it
         was no longer a certainty that they’d hold their Christmas and Easter Courts together. Most troubling for Maud, Eleanor had
         kept her distance in the aftermath of Thomas Becket’s murder, offering no comfort to Henry at a time when he desperately needed
         it. It was no surprise, therefore, that there was much gossip and speculation about their possible estrangement.
      

      
      When she’d learned from Eleanor that they had never discussed Rosamund or Woodstock, Maud feared that they had crossed their
         Rubicon. From what little Eleanor had confided and from all she’d left unsaid, Maud had concluded that there had been a communication
         breakdown of monumental proportions. Eleanor, proudest of the proud, had waited for her husband to broach the subject of Rosamund,
         to offer her an apology for flaunting his mistress so openly. But Henry had utterly misread her silence, vastly relieved that
         she had not given him an ultimatum, had not demanded that he banish Rosamund from his bed and life. Not understanding that
         she was unwilling to risk the humiliation of a refusal, he’d assumed that his worldly, pragmatic wife did not see his infidelity
         as so great a sin. Grateful that she’d chosen to deal with the problem of Rosamund Clifford by not even acknowledging there
         was a problem, he’d eagerly entered into their conspiracy of silence, never once detecting the scent of burning bridges in
         the air.
      

      
      If her cousin Henry had allotted Rosamund Clifford too little significance, Maud’s other male kin had given her too much.
         Her uncles Rainald and Ranulf and her brother Roger were well aware that Henry’s relationship with his queen had taken a turn
         for the worse, but they blamed Rosamund for every fissure, every crack in the foundation of the royal marriage. Maud knew better, for she understood
         that it was far more complicated than a king’s careless adultery. Eleanor’s greatest grievance was not a simpering lass with
         flaxen hair and smooth skin. It was Aquitaine, always Aquitaine.
      

      
      It puzzled Maud that her male relatives could not see this. Was it that men could not believe a woman might share their ambitions,
         their need for power? Eleanor saw herself as more than Henry’s queen, mother of his children. First and foremost, she was
         Duchess of Aquitaine, never doubting that she could have ruled as well as any man and better than most. She knew the importance
         of the dowry she’d brought to each of her marriages. But the expectations she’d brought to those marriages were very different.
         She’d been given no say in her marriage to Louis, but in daring to wed Henry, she’d taken her destiny into her own hands.
         She had no intention to be subservient to her new husband. What she’d had in mind was a partnership.
      

      
      It had not come to pass, of course. She’d underestimated Henry’s strong will and overestimated the influence she could wield
         over him. It was not that he believed, as most men did, that women were, by their very natures, incapable of exercising power
         or acting without male guidance. No son of the Empress Maude could ever look upon women as mere broodmares, and Eleanor had
         counted upon that. She had not realized, though, that Henry was, by his very nature, unable to share power. He had occasionally allowed her to act as regent in his absence, but he always kept a
         firm hand on the reins. Nor did he accord her opinions the respect she felt they deserved, utterly ignoring her warnings against
         elevating Thomas Becket to the archbishopric of Canterbury. Too often, she’d found herself relegated to the sidelines or the
         birthing chamber, more and more aware of the ultimate irony – that the husband she’d discarded had paid her more heed than
         the one she’d chosen for herself.
      

      
      But Henry had done more than circumscribe Eleanor’s role as his queen. He’d usurped her role as ruler of Aquitaine. Within
         two years of his coronation as England’s king, he’d demanded that her barons do homage to him, homage previously reserved
         for her alone. The riches of Aquitaine had gone into his coffers. The coins issued in her domains bore his name, not hers.
         When their daughter had wed the King of Castile two years ago, he had given the province of Gascony as her marriage portion, not consulting Eleanor as he disposed of lands she’d expected to go to her heir, to Richard. Even
         after he’d permitted her to return to Poitiers, he continued to control her financial and military resources, keeping the
         real power in his own hands.
      

      
      No, Rosamund Clifford was only one of Eleanor’s grudges. The girl may have ignited the fire, but the fuel was already stacked
         up, awaiting such a spark. The saddest aspect of it all to Maud was that she was sure her cousin was utterly unaware of the
         depths of his wife’s resentment. She thought that he was undoubtedly the most brilliant man she’d ever known, with one great
         failing. He seemed unable to view their world from any perspective but his own. Just as he’d been oblivious to Eleanor’s discontent,
         he could not comprehend why his eldest son was so unhappy to be a king in name only. Maud had seen the damage his blindness
         had done to his marriage. She could only hope that it would not prove as harmful with his sons.
      

      
      Another quarrel had broken out in the gardens below them, this one between Richard and Geoffrey. Richard had demanded a turn
         in their game of quoits, Geoffrey had refused, and now they were debating the issue in loud, belligerent voices. Glancing
         at Eleanor, Maud said diplomatically, ‘I imagine the lads are too near in years to get along with each other. I’d wager they
         both are closer to Hal.’
      

      
      ‘Not really,’ Eleanor admitted. ‘Hal and Geoffrey have their differences, though they usually patch them up. But Richard and
         Hal are like chalk and cheese, squabbling over the most minor matters. I keep hoping they’ll outgrow it,’ she added, not very
         convincingly.
      

      
      Maud was surprised, for Hal was very easygoing, with a flair for friendship. ‘It is only natural,’ she ventured, ‘that Richard
         would be jealous of Hal. It must be difficult for a youngster to understand why his older brother inherits the crown and the
         –’ She got no further, for Eleanor had begun to laugh.
      

      
      ‘Jealous? Richard? Good Lord, no! Richard cares not a fig for England.’ Gazing down at her second son, she said, with absolute
         certainty and great satisfaction, ‘Richard does not begrudge Hal his crown or kingdom, not as long as he gets Aquitaine.’
      

      
      On the following day, the Sunday after Pentecost, as church bells pealed and the citizens thronged to watch, Richard was escorted
         through the city streets to the abbey of St Hilaire. There Archbishop Bertram of Bordeaux and Bishop John of Poitiers offered
         him the lance and banner that were the insignia of the duchy, and he was officially recognized as Count of Poitou and Duke
         of Aquitaine.
      

      
      Maud had attended many opulent feasts in her life: Christmas fêtes, weddings, a coronation. She soon decided that Eleanor’s
         revelries in her son’s honour would rank among the most memorable. The great hall was shimmering in light, sun streaming from
         the open windows, and ablaze with colour, the walls decorated with embroidered hangings in rich shades of gold and crimson.
         New rushes had been strewn about, fragrant with lavender, sweet woodruff, and balm. Because the hearth had not been lit, the
         guests were spared the aggravation of smoke spiralling up towards the rafters, and the air was sweet to breathe, perfumed
         with honeysuckle and violet, their seductive scents luring in from the gardens butterflies as blue as the summer sky.
      

      
      The tables were as splendid as their surroundings, draped in snowy-white linen cloths, set with silver wine cups and salt
         nefs and delicate finger bowls. Maud, her son Hugh, and daughter-in-law Bertrada were among the honoured guests seated at
         the high table, giving her an ideal vantage point to observe her fellow diners and the happenings in the hall. Clearly Eleanor
         had spared no expense to make Richard’s day as perfect as possible. A small fountain bubbled with wine, candelabras flared
         with candles of wax, not tallow, and Maud was impressed to see that every guest had been provided with a knife, for it was
         normally expected that people would bring their own utensils.
      

      
      The food and drink were equally praiseworthy. Eleanor had ordered rich red wines from Cahors and Gascony, costly sweet wine
         from Cyprus, and for the fortunate guests at the high table, the celebrated Saint Pourçain from her Auvergne, a wine so outrageously
         expensive that even Maud had rarely tasted it.
      

      
      A trumpet fanfare announced the arrival of each course, followed by ewers bearing lavers of warm, perfumed water so guests
         could wash their hands. The dishes were carried in on large platters and then ladled on to smaller plates called tailloirs
         at each table so that the diners could help themselves. It was common practice for three people to share a tailloir, but here,
         too, Eleanor had been lavish and each dish was meant for two guests, with those at the high table accorded an unheard-of honour, individual dishes for each one. Maud could not
         recall such a luxury at her cousin’s coronation, not even at the famously extravagant fêtes hosted by Thomas Becket in his
         days as Henry’s chancellor.
      

      
      She was so delighted by the quality of the food that she contemplated, half-seriously, bribing Eleanor’s cooks to join her
         household. The guests were offered goose stuffed with herbs, garlic, grapes, and sage. There were grilled oysters and a lamprey
         torte with walnuts, mint, cloves, and saffron. A delicate soup of almond milk and onions, with sops of bread. Pike in a white-wine
         galentyne sauce. A blancmange of venison meat, blanched almonds, rice, and sugar. The cooks had done themselves proud with
         the lighter dishes, too, providing an almond tart doucette and another of cream custard, and the sweet wafers known as angel’s
         bread. Eleanor had even imported oranges from Spain so that her cooks could prepare a confit with the candied rind, honey,
         and ginger.
      

      
      When the meal was finally done, Eleanor’s almoner collected the trenchers – stale bread used as plates – to be distributed
         to the poor, and the trestle tables were dismantled so there would be room for entertainment. Harpists and flautists had played
         while the guests were eating, but now livelier diversion was provided: tumblers and daredevils juggling torches and swords.
         Maud had been invited to join Eleanor and Richard upon the dais, so she had one of the best seats in the hall, but she found
         her fellow guests more interesting than the performers.
      

      
      Virtually all of the highborn of Aquitaine and the lands farther south were present. Eleanor’s own family was there, of course,
         to share Richard’s triumph. Raoul de Faye, her maternal uncle and seneschal. Her other uncle, Hugh, Viscount of Chatellerault,
         his new wife, Ella, and his son, William. Her two nieces, Petronilla’s daughters, Isabelle and Alienor. Her sister by marriage,
         the Lady Emma of Laval, Henry’s half sister, recently widowed, but so beautiful that it was unlikely she’d remain unmarried
         for long. If anyone but Maud thought it odd that Henry was absent, that opinion was not voiced. According to Eleanor, Henry
         had gone into Brittany to deal with yet another rebellion, but it was obvious to Maud that he was not missed.
      

      
      The lords of Poitou were well represented. Saldebreuil de Sanzay, constable of Poitou. The Count of La Marche. Count William
         of Angoulême and his son, Vulgrin. Geoffrey de Rançon, Lord of Taillebourg. Porteclie de Mauzé, a distant cousin of Eleanor’s, and Sir Hervé le Panetier, her steward. Aimar, Viscount of
         Limoges, and his wife, Sarah, a daughter of Maud’s uncle Rainald. Maud was particularly interested in the presence of the
         Counts of La Marche and Angoulême and the Viscount of Limoges, for they’d been the ringleaders in a rebellion against Henry
         just four years ago. She wondered if they were signalling by their attendance that they were hostile to Henry, not Eleanor
         and Richard. Or had they simply not wanted to miss such a celebrated fête? The Archbishop of Bordeaux and Bishop of Poitiers
         were present, as was the abbot of Tournay. And there was a large contingent from the lands to the south of Aquitaine.
      

      
      Just as Henry cast a long shadow, so, too, did the other conspicuous absentee: Raimon St Gilles, Count of Toulouse, the most
         powerful lord of the south and the most hated. Like his father before him, Raimon was ambitious, ruthless, and always dangerous.
         Count Raimon had long been a sworn enemy of the Dukes of Aquitaine, for Eleanor’s father had a claim to Toulouse. Maud thought
         the claim to be rather tenuous, arising out of a disputed inheritance involving Eleanor’s grandmother. Eleanor took it very
         seriously, though, enough to have convinced both of her husbands to assert her claim by force. Neither Louis nor Henry had
         succeeded in prying Toulouse from Count Raimon’s grip, but their failures had not discouraged Eleanor and she continued to
         consider Toulouse as rightfully part of her domains, part of Richard’s inheritance.
      

      
      The jugglers had completed their performance, and a troubadour had taken centre stage. The audience quieted, and he began
         to sing a lover’s plaint, imploring his lady that she could make of him a begger or richer than any king, so great was her
         power over him.
      

      
      Maud joined the other guests in applauding enthusiastically. ‘That was wonderful,’ she exclaimed. ‘Who is he?’

      
      ‘That is Levet, Raimbaut d’Aurenga’s joglar.’ Seeing Maud’s blank look, Eleanor leaned over to explain further. ‘A joglar
         is similar to a jongleur, a court performer. Most troubadours do not sing their own compositions, not those of high birth
         like Raimbaut or Countess Biatriz.’
      

      
      Maud had glanced curiously towards Raimbaut d’Aurenga, regretting that she was no longer young, for this southern lord was
         as handsome as he was talented. But her head swivelled back towards Eleanor at the mention of Countess Biatriz. ‘The Countess of Valentinois? She is a troubadour, too?’
      

      
      ‘She calls herself a trobairitz, but yes. She is very gifted and I hope that we’ll hear some of her songs tonight. Raimbaut’s
         sister the Lady Tibors, is a trobairitz, too, I believe.’
      

      
      Maud was fascinated, for it was very unusual in their world for women to compose poetry. The only female writer she knew was
         Henry’s half sister, the Abbess of Shaftesbury, who wrote skilful lais and fables under the name Marie de France. And here
         were two women poets as guests at Eleanor’s table. Why did women troubadours flourish here and not elsewhere?
      

      
      A slender, dark-eyed woman followed the joglar, and Maud’s interest sharpened, for surely she must be going to perform one
         of the compositions of the Countess Biatriz. Much to her disappointment, the song was in the lengua romana, the language of the south. ‘Is she not going to sing in French?’
      

      
      Eleanor shook her head. ‘I forgot that you do not know the lengua romana. In my grandfather’s youth, the dialect of Poitou was very similar to the lengua romana or lemozi, as they call it, but nowadays Poitevin is more like the French of the north. Most of those in my lands speak both tongues,
         and I made certain that Richard was tutored in the lengua romana. Slide your chair closer and I will translate for you.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve lately been in great distress over a knight who once was mine,’ she quoted. ‘She says she loved him to excess, but he
         betrayed her because she could not sleep with him. Night and day she suffers, lamenting her mistake.’
      

      
      Maud’s eyes widened. ‘Is it common for women of the south to be so blunt-spoken?’

      
      Eleanor grinned. ‘In one of the other verses of that song, she declares that she’d give almost anything to have her handsome
         knight in her husband’s place!’
      

      
      Maud shook her head in bemusement. ‘Life is truly different in these southern regions, especially for women!’

      
      ‘Women are more free to speak their minds,’ Eleanor agreed. ‘And men even listen to us at times, for power is not solely a
         male preserve. Here we do not follow the practice of primogeniture. The eldest son does not inherit his father’s estate; it
         is divided up amongst all the sons. And often it is bequeathed to a daughter. Take the Countess of Mauguio over there. She inherited Mauguio upon her father’s
         death and held it in her own right through two marriages. Last year her son dared to call himself Count of Mauguio and began
         to intrigue with the House of Montpellier, long an adversary of her family. She was outraged by what she saw as his betrayal.’
      

      
      ‘I do not blame her,’ Maud exclaimed. ‘I have so often heard sad stories like this, women swept aside like so much chaff by
         male kin unwilling to wait for their inheritance.’
      

      
      ‘Ah, but this is not France or England. The Countess of Mauguio struck back swiftly, disinheriting her impatient son in favour
         of her granddaughter.’
      

      
      Maud was amazed. ‘She could do that?’

      
      Eleanor’s eyes reflected the closest candle flame, taking on greenish glints in its flickering light. ‘This is not England
         or France,’ she repeated proudly, and Maud could only nod, thinking, Indeed not!
      

      
      Raimbaut d’Aurenga’s joglar had taken up a gittern again, making ready to sing another of his lord’s compositions. His earlier
         French rendition had been a courtesy for the Poitevin guests, but now he chose his own language, the lyrical lengua romana of the troubadour.
      

      
      
         
         Cars, douz e fenhz del bederesc

         
         M’es sos bas chanz, per cui m’aerc;

         
         C’ab joi s’espan viu e noire.

         
      

      
      Without Eleanor to translate for her, the words held no meaning for Maud. She discovered it was easy to be caught up in the
         flow of the language, though, for it held a melodic harmony that French or English lacked, putting her in mind of the softer
         sounds of Spanish or Italian. It was a beautiful tongue, this lengua romana, but an alien one. And as she listened, she fully comprehended for the first time that this was an alien world, too, Eleanor’s
         Aquitaine.
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