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This is a factual novel about the two women in the life of King Richard I, Princess Alys of France, who was betrothed to him at the age of eight and Princess Berengaria, whom he eventually married.

This book is fictionalised fact, and adheres to the facts as far as the facts are known. It is not about Richard, it is about the princesses who were, or should have been, the loves of the Lionheart.
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CHAPTER ONE

Childhood’s End
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LITTLE PRINCESS ALYS was listening at the huge oak door. She had been there for hours and was getting weary and stiff, had even had to sink down and sit on the cold, stone floor with her knees tucked up to her chest. But she was determined to know what the King of England was telling her father on the other side of this door.

England and France had been at war for years, with intermittent bouts of peace. Even a child like Alys knew that, so it seemed odd to her that they would be having what sounded like a peaceful discussion.

The two kings believed the door to be firmly closed, but the catch was ancient and worn and a gentle push with Alys’s foot had loosened it just enough for her to hear. When first she took up her position here, the discussion seemed very uninteresting and she wondered if it were worth her time to listen any longer. She could have been practicing the intricate embroidery stitches Lady Michelle had shown her only yesterday, with an assurance that such skills would be needed in the future.

Alys could not understand why that might be, but she knew all high born ladies embroidered and played an instrument. Now she wondered if her time would be better spent improving her skills at either of those accomplishments.

So far, all she had heard was talk of lands, castles, and money. She assumed they were discussing some settlement to do with her elder sister, Marguerite, who was already betrothed to Prince Henry, the eldest son of the King of England and heir to the English throne as well as most of the Angevin Empire. 

She had been sent to live in England with him so long ago that Alys had no memory of her. Marguerite was little more than a baby, only two years old. That was the year that Alys was born, the year when her poor mother died giving her life. And her father had no love for her mother, did not mourn her loss. Alys knew that because he took a new wife just five weeks later, a wife who gave him a long desired son.

Alys did not want that sort of marriage for herself. She read the romances and hoped to have a husband who would love her. 

Dragging her thoughts away from such melancholy thoughts, she tried to think about something else. She always blamed herself when she understood how her mother had died, although everybody told her it was not her doing.

The cold from the stone floor was seeping through her gown and into her bones, making her even stiffer. It must be almost evening and soon someone would miss her and come looking for her.

Alys was trying very hard not to fall asleep. What would happen if her father came out of that chamber and found her asleep outside? She was thinking she had better get up, thinking she had better leave and find something more useful to do with her time, when she heard her own name spoken. Suddenly the conversation between the two kings was not so boring anymore.

It was another hour before she fled weeping when she heard the two men getting ready to leave the chamber. Lady Michelle had told her on more than one occasion that people who listened at doors would never hear anything good about themselves; she wished she had paid her more heed.

They were sending her away! Her father, the King of France, was going to send her to England to join the sister she had never met and to live in the household of the Witch Queen, Eleanor of Aquitaine.

Of course, there was no evidence at all that Queen Eleanor was a witch, but her reputation for being harsh and ruthless had reached French ears. And she was once married to Alys’s father herself, was once Queen of France. King Louis had been heard to refer to his former wife as a whore and a harlot; Alys thought they were just different words for witch and that was how she thought of her. The idea of her frightened Alys, frightened her very much.

She was also the mother of Alys’s half sisters, Princesses Alix and Marie. She had managed to be granted a divorce from their father and had abandoned her children to marry this English King who would now arrange Alys’s life, as he had arranged Marguerite’s. 

Alix once told her that her mother was desperately in love with Henry, the English King, despite him being a lot younger than her. But their father insisted it was lust that drove her, one of the seven deadly sins.

King Louis was deeply religious. Alys had heard that he even wore a hair shirt beneath his royal robes, just like the monks did, and as such he saw sin in almost everything. Food at the palace was sparse and plain, never anything one could really enjoy, and clothing was to keep one warm, not to make a person look nice. That was even more true for women, because if they dressed up they must be trying to attract a man, especially if they showed their hair. And then they were back to lust again.

Alys was not certain what lust was, but if it was indeed one of the sins, she thought it wise not to ask. It was the love part she was interested in.

Alys had been educated and from her reading she had learned that men and women would do almost anything for love. Yet Alys had discovered this day that she was now betrothed and would be sent to England very soon to be raised by the family of her betrothed, Prince Richard, brother of that Prince Henry who was to wed her sister, Marguerite.

But she was confused. Richard was also Count of Poitiers and she had heard him referred to as Count Richard. Did that mean she would be a princess or a countess? Marguerite was already a countess, Countess of Vexin in her own right, but apparently things were different in England and women never had titles like that unless it was from their husbands.

It was all very vexing and now she wondered if she would have to give up her own title of Princess when she lived in England, but she had no one to ask because she was not supposed to know.

Marguerite would be married to Richard’s brother. Alys thought that might be incestuous, but apparently not. She would have the chance to get to know that sister at any rate, and she had seen Prince Henry when he visited once with his father. He was a handsome boy and Alys hoped his brother would resemble him. Perhaps she would fall in love with him; perhaps he would fall in love with her. She would certainly do her best to make that happen.

These thoughts raced around her young mind as she sat in the bedchamber she shared with her sisters and dried her eyes. She was thankful to be alone here, that none of the others were here when she raced into the room, tears streaming down her face. 

Marguerite had been sent away when she was only two, so Alys should not think it so strange that she was now being sent away as well. They shared a mother, that mother who had given up her life for Alys. She wanted to know if she would be able to take Lady Michelle with her, for she had been her constant companion since Alys was born. She was her nurse, her governess, her devoted lady and Alys could not bear to be without her.

Later that day, she waited in the great hall for her meal and wondered how long it would be before her father told her of the future he had planned for her. She would have to pretend to be surprised, even a little excited. She could not allow him to know she had been listening, that she knew already. But then, it was quite possible that he wouldn’t bother to tell her at all.

She might just be packed off to England and had she not listened to the private conversation of two kings, she would be left wondering what she had done wrong to be sent away.

*** 
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KING HENRY WAS UNUSUALLY delighted with himself. The orders he was giving for the betrothal banquet for his son to the Princess Alys were extravagant and expensive and young Prince Richard watched with a cynical amusement at the activities of the servants.

She was due to arrive this afternoon; the banquet would begin in the morning and continue for two or three days. 

“Why such extravagance, Father?” He asked the King. “It is not the first time you have betrothed me to a foreign princess and that progressed to nothing. I don’t recall any such expense on that occasion.”

“Richard, Richard,” the King said jovially. “She was a minor royal, but this is a much greater opportunity. With your brother already betrothed to her sister, this union will cement our relationship with France as nothing else ever could.” He paused and rubbed his hands together in glee. “She comes with many castles, much of the land in France which adjoins my own.”

Richard shook his head, that amused grin still on his lips.

“It might not be so difficult for England to be friends with France, had you not stolen away King Louis’ wife,” he said.

Henry scowled angrily.

“I’ll not have that sort of talk,” he snapped. “It is disrespectful to your mother.”

Since when did you care about disrespecting my mother?

He thought the question but dared not speak it and for once, he agreed with his father. He should not have said that, should never have referred to his mother’s former marriage to the King of France. Whatever indiscretions she had made in her past, he was sure she had good reason. Eleanor of Aquitaine never did anything without good reason.

She had gone to her own estate in Poitier since King Henry seemed incapable of being a faithful husband, but she would be here soon to celebrate the betrothal. He did not believe for one moment that his father cared whether he was disrespectful to her or not, only that he came out looking best himself.

A maidservant interrupted them.

“Your Majesty,” she said with a curtsey to them both. “Your Highness. Her Highness the Princess Alys has arrived.”

“Wonderful!” Said Henry. “Show her in. Bring refreshments. She must be weary from her journey.”

It was but a few moments before the nine year old Princess Alys was escorted into the great hall by Lady Michelle. She looked very frightened, a fact Richard noticed straight away and he felt it his duty to comfort her, to allay her fears. He glanced at his father and saw him gazing at the Princess with admiration in his eyes.

Yes, she was a comely maid. Certainly as comely as the Princess of Barcelona, to whom his father had betrothed him two years ago. She had thick auburn hair and velvety brown eyes, eyes that at that moment were filled with terror.

Prince Richard stepped forward, bowed over her hand and lifted it to his lips.

“Welcome, My Lady,” he said. “Come, rest awhile. The servants will bring refreshments.”

She looked about the hall at the tables laden with silver and horn bowls, at the bone knives all set out ready for a great feast. Her eyes met those of the young Prince.

She was exhausted after the journey and would let everyone down if she had to be on her best behaviour this very evening. All she wanted to do was sleep.

“It is all right, My Lady,” Richard said. “My father has arranged a feast to celebrate our betrothal, but it will not begin until tomorrow. You must go with your ladies and the servants to find your bedchamber. Food and drink will be sent to you there. I will see you on the morrow.”

Once more he kissed her hand, then turned away and left the hall with a hasty glance at his father, to be sure the admiration he had seen was only fleeting.

***
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THE BEDCHAMBER ALYS was given was sumptuous and when compared to the furnishings at her father’s court, she could not quite believe there was such luxury in the world. Her father kept the sparsest of furnishings and she had never seen anything like this. Feather mattresses piled high on the bedframe, embroidered velvet curtains hung from the canopy above them and, after the journey she had endured, that bed looked very tempting. 

There were some more beds, smaller but just as comfortable looking, designed for her ladies and a trundle which would pull out from beneath the main bed for the servants. It seemed that someone had gone to a lot of trouble to be sure she would feel welcome and Alys wondered who that was. She hoped it was the handsome young prince whose kiss on her hand she could still feel.

She raised that hand to her face and breathed in his aroma. He did look like his brother, which is what she had hoped for, and now she wondered how long it would be before she met with Marguerite. She was almost more nervous about that meeting than she had been about meeting her betrothed. 

Marguerite had been so young when she was sent away to be brought up in the English court and Alys had been told very little about her. Perhaps if her own mother had not died in childbirth, she might have objected to her elder daughter being sent so far away at such a young age. But their stepmother cared nothing for that.

Alys was exhausted from the long sea voyage and subsequent land journey and lay down on the bed, for just a moment, yet she was soon sleeping soundly. Her dreams were silent, the sort of dreams a person does not know they have had, and she awoke in the morning, wondering where she was. She had expected to see her bedchamber when she awoke, and it took her a few seconds to realise she was no longer in France. Today she was to begin her new life.

But something was wrong. She slipped out of the bed, using the small set of steps which had been placed beside it to enable her to climb onto the high mattresses. She looked about at the empty beds, noticed that the trundle had been pushed back beneath her own bed, and she moved quickly to the window.

Outside, it was misty, with a fine rain spreading itself across the estate, the meadows and the adjoining forest. The grey outline of the cathedral was barely visible through the mist and she tried to find the sun, to determine what time of day it might be. She must have slept later than normal, if all her ladies had already risen and started their day. But she could not find the sun; it seemed that England had no sun.

Now what was she supposed to do? She was very thirsty, but there seemed to be nothing to drink. She opened the chest at the end of her bed and pulled out a kirtle and headdress, but she was not sure she could dress herself. It was not something she had ever had to do before and these garments were awkward. She held up the clothes, shook them out and tried to understand the complicated lacings. She was relieved when the door opened and a maidservant entered, curtseyed and handed Alys a small tankard of ale. She almost snatched it out of the girl’s hand, her mouth was so parched, then thought she ought to apologise, then decided that princesses did not apologise to servants. Without Lady Michelle’s guidance, she was really not sure of the proper etiquette in such a situation.

She sank down on a chair and drank thirstily, taking great gulps until the tankard was half empty.

“I will help you to dress, Your Highness,” the girl said. “There is food in the great hall, when you are ready.”

Alys gazed back at her uncertainly, then she drained the tankard and handed it back. She did not want to go anywhere with this stranger, or any stranger.

“I will wait for Lady Michelle,” she said.

The maid curtseyed, took the tankard, then stood still, looking uncertain.

“Well,” said Alys. “What is it?”

“Your ladies have gone, Your Highness,” she answered nervously. 

“Gone? Gone where?”

“Her Majesty, the Queen, sent them away early this morning. I know nothing more.”

Alys tried to stop the tears which rushed to her eyes, tried to swallow the lump that formed in her throat, but it was impossible. She glanced at the window, at the dull gloomy sky outside, and longed for the sunshine of home.

She had no one here. All her life she had been told that she was an important princess and that one day she would leave her father’s court and travel to another land, would marry a handsome duke or count, perhaps even a prince. It sounded very exciting, like one of those fairy tales she had sometimes read or heard of. Those tales went back centuries and they had to be based on the truth. Where else had they come from?

She found it all rather exciting, the prospect of being the heroine in one of those stories. But now she was here and her ladies had gone; she was all alone and not even big enough to reach the heavy door knobs. Supposing they forgot about her? Supposing someone left her alone in the chamber and forgot to leave the door open? She might even starve to death before anyone remembered her, remembered that she was there.

She wanted Lady Michelle. She had depended on her to help her through this and now she was gone. Queen Eleanor had sent her away, along with all her other ladies. She had been right all along; she was a witch.
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CHAPTER TWO

First Love
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THE MAIDSERVANT HELPED Alys to dress then escorted her down the winding, stone staircase of the castle. Alys followed towards the great hall and as she went, she tried her hardest not to feel sorry for herself. She fought against those tears, as well as the anger she felt for this witch queen who had sent away the only friends Alys had in this place. 

But she must not cry, not in front of this unknown servant and certain not in front of Prince Richard. She had no wish for him to think her a baby, too young and immature for him. He was only twelve himself, but in two years he would be of an age to marry and Alys wanted him to think of her as a woman, not a little girl.

This castle seemed vast, although it was likely no bigger than her father’s chateaux where she had grown up. Alys was certain she would never find her way around it and she only wondered who there might be here who actually cared. 

“Here we are, Your Highness,” said the cheerful maidservant. 

Alys’ eyes wandered to the high table and saw them sitting there, eating, breaking their fast. Her new family, the King of England and three of his sons. Alys bit her lip. She didn’t want them to see her showing such weakness, but she didn’t belong here. She thought it unlikely she would ever belong here. 

She lifted her eyes to Richard, who smiled a warm and welcoming smile as he gestured her to sit beside him. Immediately she felt better, and she moved toward the bench where he sat, but the witch queen beckoned her to sit beside her, at the far end of the table from Richard. 

Alys didn’t want to sit there. She was already afraid of this woman; she had been hearing all her life what an evil whore she was, heard it from her father and from her half-sisters who were the witch queen’s own daughters, Alix and Marie. They had never forgiven her for abandoning them and they hadn’t seen her since she divorced their father.

“Come over here, child,” Eleanor demanded. “Let me have a look at you, see if you look at all like a royal princess, like my daughters.”

Richard pulled a face, a sign of resignation and Alys had no choice other than to sit beside Queen Eleanor and try her best to eat, although eating was the very last thing she wanted to do.

“Your Majesty,” she said as she sat down, before her courage escaped her. “Might I ask why Lady Michelle and my other ladies have been sent back to France?”

Queen Eleanor glared at her, her eyes widening in disapproval. Alys watched as that disapproval gradually turned to contempt.

“You have no need of a nurse,” she replied at last.

“She is more than a nurse,” Alys protested. “She is my friend.”

“She is a nurse for a child. You are no longer a child.”

Was that true? She was only nine years old; she had been a child only a few days ago when she left France and she certainly felt like a child. If she was not a child, if she was indeed a grown up woman, she should be able to choose for herself who she had for her companions.

But only a few minutes ago, she was wanting to appear to be older. She was so confused. Still, she had begun to question this formidable woman, so she may as well continue.

“I may not need a nurse, Your Majesty,” she said, “but I do need a friend.”

“Is that all? You will soon make friends.” Eleanor waved her arm at her three sons and their sister, Joanna, who looked too young to be seated at table with the adults. “Here is Richard, who will one day be your husband. There is Geoffrey, his brother, and Henry who will one day be King of England. Then Joanna, my favourite daughter.”

What a thing to say to her, to Alys, whose half sisters were also daughters of this Queen. She seemed a cold woman, even colder than Alys had expected, and no doubt, Princess Joanna would also one day be sent away to wed some foreign prince.

Eleanor made no mention of the other maiden who sat sewing away from the table and beside the huge stone fireplace. She looked up at Alys and smiled and for some reason she looked somewhat familiar.

“And then there is your sister, of course,” young Henry spoke at last. 

He got up from the table and took the hand of the young lady who was sewing, pulled her to her feet and led her to the table where Alys finally realised who she was.

She wore wonderful clothes, a kirtle of brocade and sleeves of silk, the same silk as covered her hair. The square neckline of the bodice was meant to display a full bosom, but Marguerite had no such female charm, not even a hint of such a thing yet showing and Alys could not quite believe that this maid would soon be old enough to wed.

She looked nothing like the girl Alys had been expecting. She was only eleven years old, but in just a year she would marry and she would marry this handsome young prince whose hand she clutched so possessively.

“You are Marguerite,” Alys said. “You are my own sister.”

Marguerite released the hand of her betrothed and pulled Alys into her arms, her warm smile the most welcome she had received since landing in this cold realm. Suddenly, she felt a little less lonely.

“Come, you must walk with me in the grounds,” Marguerite said. She turned to a maidservant. “Fetch Princess Alys’s cloak,” she said. “And mine.”

So the two girls began what was to be an intermittent relationship, as others decided their activities and their residence.

“I am so pleased,” Alys said. “I was afraid you had been sent away somewhere and I would never get to meet you.”

“Henry and I live here most of the time. I fear that might soon change though.”

“How so?”

“I am not supposed to say, but the King has plans to crown his son while he still lives.”

Alys had heard of that before, but she still thought it odd.

“Why would he do that?” She said. “Surely the country cannot have two kings, can it?”

“Well, it is very unusual. It has never been done in England before, but the King has vast lands all over Europe and he needs to be sure of the succession if anything should happen to him. That is all I know, that is all Henry has told me. It promises to be a great ceremony, though.”

Alys was not very interested in great ceremonies. She wanted to know more about her sister’s life and whether she was content with her lot.

“Are you happy?” She asked. 

“Oh, yes,” Marguerite replied. “I have been very fortunate. Henry is a wonderful boy and promises to grow into a wonderful man. He is kind and generous and thoughtful. He will make a great king.”

“And you will be his queen.”

“I will, yes. I am not sure how I will manage that, with Henry’s mother overseeing everything. I doubt she will want to give up any of her own power to me, but I shall have to make the best of it. Once I have given Henry an heir, he will no doubt put me above her.”

“And Richard?” Alys said. “He is Count of Poitiers and I will be his Countess. What is he like? Is he also a wonderful boy; is he likely to grow into a wonderful man?”

“I think so. I cannot pretend to know him well, not as well as Henry of course, but I will say he is very charming.” 

She stopped talking as a shadow appeared before them and she looked up at her prince with adoration in her eyes. 

“Come, My Lady,” said young Henry. “I am engaged to joust with my brothers this day and you must come and watch.”

He took her hand and led her away, leaving Alys once more alone and looking around for any face that might seem in the least familiar. She found none. A sudden sense of gloom washed over her and she tried to steer her thoughts to a possible happier future, but without much success.

A movement beside the bench caught her attention and she found herself looking at a little brown bird with a bright red chest. He was perched on the arm of her seat, very close, as though he was accustomed to the company of humans.

She wanted to touch him, but she was afraid she might frighten him away, and as she turned to look closer he flew up into the sky and she could only watch. Her lip trembled.

“Don’t go,” she called after the little bird.

She wiped at her eyes again but it made no difference. She could not stop weeping; sobs began to rack her body until she felt she would fall apart. What on earth was she to do? She could not go home. No one there would welcome her, even if she could get there. She had to stay here in this desolate place, where even her own sister had no time for her.

She had no idea that anyone was near until she felt a hand on her shoulder, gently brushing the top of her arm and she was so grateful, she did not even look to see who it was who comforted her in her misery. She knew it was a man; she could smell the leather and horse and she hoped it was Richard. It would have meant such a lot to her to know that he cared enough to offer her solace.

She wiped at her eyes then sat up, a smile half formed on her still creased lips, and her eyes met those of her companion. She gasped and slid a little way along the bench and away from him.

“Your Majesty!” She cried out, her cheeks burning with embarrassment. 

The last person she expected to be here offering his shoulder for her to cry on was the King himself.

*** 
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IT TOOK ALYS A FEW more weeks before she began to grow accustomed to the castle and the people in it. Nobody spoke much to her, only Joanna and Geoffrey, Richard and Henry’s younger brother. The youngest brother was as yet a baby and still in the nursery, so she knew nothing of little John. 

She divided her time between her lessons in the schoolroom, which she shared with Joanna and Geoffrey, and watching her betrothed as he practiced his fencing skills. As the months went by, those skills developed with him. He seemed to grow taller every time Alys saw him, and his prowess at sports saw his muscles budding along with his strength. Her eyes would follow him as his red gold hair glowed in the sunlight, her heart would race when something amused him and she heard the wonderful sound of his laughter. And when he directed his smile at her, she felt a little flutter that she had never known in her life before.

On many evenings, there would be singing and dancing. Minstrels would play their lutes and Richard would accompany them and sing some of the songs he had written himself. He had a wonderful voice, deep and strong, yet smooth like velvet and she could listen to him for hours. And he would dance with her; he danced beautifully and she began to feel herself very fortunate indeed.

Her only hope was that the King would stay friends with her own father so that nothing would interfere with the future they had mapped out for her and her Prince.

She learned how to speak Latin and Greek, she learned about the mythology of those countries and she learned about the life of the Lord Jesus. Nobody ever suggested learning to speak English, though. English was for the peasants, for the lower classes and the natives of this nation, not for their Norman overlords.

In June the whole household were to go to Westminster for the coronation of the young Prince Henry as King of England. Alys wondered where her sister fitted into it all.

“I will be crowned Queen when we are wed, I expect,” Marguerite told her. “But I am not important. The thrilling thing is that the King trusts his son to be called King as well as him, at the same time as him. Henry is ecstatic.”

During her many months of solitude, when nobody in the household had time for her, she had spent that time reading and learning. Now she was certain she knew a great deal about the way things were run in England, but she was still too young to be taken seriously. 

Because of all she had learned, she had an objection, but being so young she did not want to make herself look foolish if she was wrong. Still, Marguerite was her sister; surely she could say anything to her. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas a Becket, had been living in exile for some years, since he had quarrelled with the King, yet he was the only one authorised to crown a king. 

“I am wondering,” she said timidly. “How Henry can be crowned King without the Archbishop of Canterbury being present?”

Marguerite gave her a puzzled frown. She was a little annoyed that, in all the excitement, she hadn’t thought of it herself, yet this child had. She could not be right, though, could she?

“I think the King can name whoever he wants to crown the young King,” she answered doubtfully. “Either way, I am sure he knows what he is doing. Certainly more than you or I.”

Alys decided not to mention it again, but she still thought she was right.

All her life, Alys had been told she was special, that she was a royal princess, but she had never felt special. In fact, she sometimes saw the young serving girls about her father’s court, and even the peasants when she passed them in her carriage, and wondered if anyone was telling them who they could marry and who they could love.

But now, as she sat in the procession beside Marguerite and Joanna in an open carriage, for the first time in her life she really felt special. The roads along which they passed were lined with people from all walks of life. Some of the wealthier and more important sat on horseback, whilst others just stood watching, but all were cheering.

Flowers were thrown at the people in the procession and petals caught in the gowns of the ladies, some even dropping into their bodices.

As Alys’ coach moved towards Westminster, she heard her own name called. She actually heard someone shout out ‘God bless the Princess Alys!’ Oh, so she was important after all. People knew who she was, they actually knew who she was.

There were calls for Princess Joanna as well and for Marguerite, but the glow of these people knowing her, Alys, would stay with her for the rest of the day, possibly even for the rest of her life. She sat back against her seat and smiled contentedly, possibly for the first time since she had arrived in England, and began to daydream about the day they would cheer her when she rode in the procession to her wedding to Prince Richard, Count of Poitiers.  

She watched him now, riding that fine black stallion beside his brother’s open carriage, and noticed with a shock that he had a shadow of red gold beard growing through on his otherwise smooth cheek. Two more years, that was how long she had to wait before she would be old enough to marry him; she wondered if he ever thought the same. She wondered if he felt as drawn to her as she was beginning to be drawn to him.

But she had nothing which would attract a virile young man.

*** 
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IT WAS SAID THAT THOMAS Becket was furious that he had no part in the coronation of the young King Henry, that the ceremony was carried out whilst he was in exile. The young King was crowned by the Archbishop of York, against all tradition, and Becket threatened England with an interdict in retaliation.

Alys knew all this the same way she had discovered her own fate, by listening at doors and that was just what she was doing now, leaning against the stone wall, her ear close to the hinge of the great door where there was an ancient crack.

“Becket has done nothing wrong,” young Henry was saying. “He should not be in exile simply because he does not agree with our father, because he will not allow the King to rule the church.”

“Have a care, Henry,” Richard replied. “You have only now got that junior crown on your head; you do not want to lose it already.”

“But, Richard, do you realise what this means? I will not be able to marry Marguerite if he places the country under an interdict.”

“And that is important?”

“Of course it is important,” Henry said. “I love Marguerite. I do not want to lose her, but if her father takes the side of Becket in this dispute, that could well happen. And you will also not be able to marry the Princess Alys.”

“I do not expect to marry her, whatever happens,” said Richard. 

Alys clapped her hand over her mouth to halt an escaping gasp. What on earth did he mean by that? They were betrothed; it was settled. 

“Why not?” Henry was saying. “You have something against her?”

“Not at all. But she is not the first and I doubt she will be the last. When Father decides it is more important to make an alliance with some other kingdom, or decides he wants more lands from somewhere else, I will no doubt find myself betrothed to another.”

Alys caught her breath, an ache crept into her throat, but she was too late to suppress the sound. Chairs scraped across the stone floor on the other side of the door, hurried footfalls approached her and she tripped over her skirts in an attempt to flee. She cried out as she grazed her arm on the stone floor, her ankle twisting painfully.

Then she felt a grip on her upper arm, felt herself lifted to her feet where she swayed a little, then felt strong arms holding her upright.

She looked up into the handsome face of her betrothed. She had never been this close to him before, never felt his arms around her, never felt his heart beating against hers and she wanted to stay there, but it was not to be. 

Her glance moved to his brother, who scowled angrily at her.

“What are you doing here, My Lady?” He demanded. “Should you not be sleeping by now?”

“I lost my way,” she lied.

“I do not believe that. You wanted to listen, to know what my brother and I were discussing. Am I not right?”

She saw no point in denying it.

“You seem to know the truth of it,” she answered in an insolent tone which seemed to anger Henry even more.

“Why? What did you hope to discover? The sort of discussions we have are not something a woman would understand, much less a young maid such as you.”

Her eyes met Richard’s, silently pleading for some sort of support, but he only released his grip on her and allowed her to stand alone. The weight on her injured ankle hurt and she lifted it off the ground to stand on one foot. Her eyes met Henry’s.

“Now that you are also King,” she said quietly, “I hoped to hear some news of my own future.”

Henry nodded. Apparently her explanation seemed logical to him.

“There is no news that you do not already know,” he answered. “Is that not right, Richard?”

“Of course.”

“That is not what you said just now,” Alys argued, feeling her heart begin to hammer against her ribs. She never would have thought herself brave enough to argue with him. “You said you expected to be betrothed to another. If that is the case, you may as well persuade your father to send me home now.”

Henry shook his head and retreated back into his chamber, while his brother took the hand of the Princess and placed it in the crook of his arm. He began to walk with her towards the chamber she now shared with the Princess Joanna and with her sister, Marguerite. He did not notice that she was limping.

“Alys,” he said gently. “What I said was a mixture of truth and bravado. The King will not want to return you and your dowry with you, and more than that, he will not want to offend your father. But you need to remember that you and I are merely pawns in the game of politics. You are not betrothed to me; France is betrothed to England. Twice as it happens and when my brother weds your sister, France will be married to England.”

“He said he loves her.”

“He did,” said Richard with a smile. “That surprises me somewhat, but it is good. I hope the marriage takes place quickly, before our fathers have a chance to change their minds.”

“She is old enough now, so she told me.”

“She is, in years, but I think your father wants to wait a little longer and so does my brother. She is still very childlike.”

“Oh,” said Alys. “What do you mean by that? Childlike?”

They had arrived at the door to the maidens’ dormitory and he turned to look at her with a thoughtful twist to his lips. 

“I’ll not lie to you,” he said. “She is not yet ripe for marriage.”

Alys flushed and wished she had never asked the question.

“She will be disappointed.”

“Perhaps, but not for long. My father is anxious to get his hands on her lands; he will not wait any longer than he has to for decency’s sake.”

She curtsied quickly before turning towards the door.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said.

His hand came down on her shoulder and he turned her to look at him.

“I did not intend for you to hear what I said to my brother, but since you did, it is as well you realise that nothing is settled, nor will it be until the marriage takes place. And that cannot happen until your sister weds Henry. I only want to warn you not to take things for granted, for your own sake.”

She nodded briefly, her face flushed, before disappearing inside the dormitory and slipping silently into her bed.

*** 
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BY YULETIDE, ALYS FINALLY felt at home in King Henry’s court. She could look back on those first days when she was alone and so homesick she thought she would die of it. She never thought she would fit in here, but Richard and his brothers had been kind to her and the King had been more than kind. Joanna had become a good friend, although she would one day have to leave for her own marriage so Alys knew she would lose her.

Yes, most of them had been kind. Alys could not say the same for Queen Eleanor, but she had formed the opinion that she was incapable of kindness. The only person she seemed to treat with respect was Richard; he was definitely her favourite child and Alys told herself that when she had children, she would be sure to treat them all the same, no matter how she felt about them.

Earlier that year, the King had invited Thomas a Becket to return to England and take up his rightful position as Archbishop of Canterbury. The two men had still not rekindled the friendship they had once known, but at least things were easier. Well, that was what Alys had been told, grudgingly, when she asked. 

Some of the adults refused to answer her questions, telling her that such things were not the business of women. Others thought her questions amusing, but these were the ones who were more likely to answer. Richard would explain if he were here, but that was not often. He was always out hunting or jousting with his brothers, or even wrestling. Alys had tried to take an interest, but it seemed that females were not supposed to be concerned with those things either, at least not in the practice of them. 

Wrestling was the best. She had slipped out early one morning, wanting to go for a walk on her own and think, speculate on her future, when she heard shouts and laughter. Wondering if the servants were wasting time when they should be working, she walked toward the sound and what she saw made her leap behind a bush where she could not be seen.

Henry, the young King, was there laughing as he watched his two brothers, their arms wrapped around each other as they wrestled each other to the ground. All three boys wore only their thin breeches, which hung a little below their waists and their muscles rippled as they moved.

Alys knew a little flutter deep within herself that she could never have imagined. The naked chests of all three boys was a handsome sight, but the urge to touch Richard’s was so great, she had to turn away lest she give in to it. This was what she had to look forward to when they were married and she made a wish that Marguerite would soon be ripe for her bridegroom, so that Alys did not have to wait too much longer.

Recalling how she had been discovered listening outside the Princes’ door and how angry Henry had been, she took more care this time and sneaked away without being detected.

It was just a week into the springtime when Alys attended her first tourney. There was a pavilion with seats, all decked out with ribbons and rosettes, where the ladies could sit and watch. The King himself was to take part and the young men looked glorious in their armour. They had chain mail which clung to their thighs and arms, and steel plates over their chests, helmets with visors to protect their faces.

The sun glinted off the steel, causing Alys to shade her eyes from the glow, and from beneath that hand she saw the young King Henry ride close to them and hold out his arm for Marguerite to tie her kerchief around it over his armour. Alys gasped. It was expected; they were betrothed and their marriage would take place within the week, but Alys thought it very romantic.

Sensing someone close to her, she turned to see Richard, sitting upon his horse and holding out his arm to her, bearing that arm for her to tie her own favour.  Her eyes opened wide in surprise and she searched her gown for some token to give him, but she had nothing. She had not expected this; nobody had told her.

At last she found the scarf which rested on her shoulders and she pulled it off, leaned forward and tied it securely on Richard’s arm. He gave her that warm smile before he turned to ride away and she felt that same little flutter again.

By asking for her favour and wearing it so proudly, he was telling everyone that he was hers and she was his. 

From then on, the tournament was filled with tension for Alys as her heart hammered with fear that Richard might be injured, or even killed. Every time his lance met another, her heart jumped and she gasped. 

But she was so proud as she watched her brave knight. He was very well built and was already a skilful warrior who would one day win battles and glory. But for now, she could think only that he wore her favour and that despite all the doubts that had gone before, their future was settled.

Soon her sister would be married to the young King Henry and once that was done, she could begin to plan her own wedding to her handsome Prince.

*** 
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CHRISTMAS OF 1170 WAS exciting in many ways. Alys felt at home here, she had been here for over a year and she was half in love with her Prince, although he did have a fragile and violent temper which scared her more than a little. Already her sister’s betrothed had been crowned King. He was known as the young King, because his father still lived, but so far he had been given no real authority, no real power.

The Archbishop of Canterbury was back where he belonged. Alys was not alone in thinking it wrong that the head of the English church should be exiled from England, but he had continued to cause trouble and everyone feared he might find himself exiled once more. And it was Alys’ father, King Louis, who had been helping Becket in his exile.

That made it personal. If her father caused friction between France and England, she would lose her betrothal and so would her sister. No matter what Richard had said about his father not wanting to give up her dowry, or Marguerite’s, their futures and their lives could be changed on a whim. Once more, she began to feel unsettled at this foreign court.

The Christmas celebrations were held at Winchester and were supposed to continue, as was the custom, through to twelfth night, but not this Yule. This Christmas celebration had been overshadowed by the King’s anger about the continuing dispute with his Archbishop. It seemed there was some new rule to which the King needed Becket’s agreement and he was refusing to give it.

There was a lot of shouting that Alys could not decipher, then a few days later the celebrations were cut short by news of the murder of the saintly Thomas a Becket on the very steps of Canterbury Cathedral.

Alys overheard the Queen screaming about it.

“What the hell have you done now?”

“Me?” Replied the voice of the King. “Why are you blaming me?”

“Word is you gave the order,” she answered angrily. “They say you asked for someone to rid you of the priest. Are you saying they lie?”

That was all she heard before the King and Queen retreated to their chamber and closed the door. Alys shuddered. Blood spilled in the house of God? And the blood of a high priest at that. This could only mean the worst fortune for England, for the King and for everyone in his household. But no one was going to tell Alys the details. 
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CHAPTER THREE

An Awakening
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BY THE TIME ALYS WAS twelve, she had accepted that her future was sealed, that her betrothal to Prince Richard would not be torn apart by feuds between their two fathers and that now she was old enough to wed, all that stood in her way was the marriage of her sister.

Despite the King’s persistence, her father was still reluctant to allow that final step to be taken. Nobody really knew why, but Henry was desperate to take control of the castles and territories Marguerite brought with her and she was equally desperate to marry the young King.

She wrote to her father, begging that he allow the marriage to proceed. She felt insecure, she told him, with the delay. She did not understand why they must wait. She had been betrothed to Henry since she was but two years old; she knew no other life, no other expectation. If anything were to tear her away from him now, she was sure she would die of a broken heart.

Something worked. King Henry believed it was his own threats and blustering that secured King Louis’ consent, but Alys wanted to believe it was her sister’s heartfelt plea. If she believed that, she could also believe that the King actually cared for his daughter’s happiness. If that were true, he might also care for the happiness of his younger daughter, of Alys, and then she could tell him that she, too, was in love.

She was unsure what that was, but she was certainly looking forward to her marriage to her handsome young prince with the kindly smile.

Now that Marguerite had been moved to her own bower, the private chamber she was now entitled to as she awaited her marriage, and Joanna was with her mother, Queen Eleanor, helping to plan the wedding, Alys had the dormitory to herself.

There would be a maidservant coming in later to sleep on the trundle, but for these few hours she had a privacy she had never known in her life before. Even when she bathed, there would be someone with her, either the other princesses just going about their usual pursuits, or a maidservant to wash her hair and soap her, rinse her off and dry her. At night, even beneath her bedcovers she had little privacy, with a servant on the trundle and the other maidens reading by candlelight.

Alys had never had a chance to discover her developing body, to look at herself and decide whether she was happy with what she saw. Sometimes she wondered if she had something wrong with her, to want to inspect herself like this, but the thought did not deter her.

Two years ago, Richard had explained to her why her sister’s marriage could not yet be celebrated and now his words returned to her. She had never forgotten them really, because she was so grateful that he had thought her important enough to take the time to explain. He had said Marguerite was not yet ripe for marriage and now she was afraid that he might think the same of her.

She made sure the door was firmly closed, then she slipped her kirtle from her shoulders, letting it settle on her hips, and stood gazing at her own reflection. The mirror was old and marked, covered in black splotches where the damp had penetrated its various resting places. Nobody thought that maids in this dormitory would have much need of such a thing, but there was enough surface still showing for Alys’ purposes.

She put her hands beneath the tiny buds that would soon be breasts and pushed them up. Yes, they were definitely larger than Marguerite’s had been at this age, but still not full enough to be called ripe. She thought perhaps she could find some sort of wrapping to draw tight about herself, something that would make her bosom lift and appear larger.

She pushed down the rest of her kirtle and let it fall about her feet, so that she stood naked before her reflection. Her hips were flared, but they still had a long way to go. She closed her eyes and Richard’s image formed in her mind, that warm smile lighting his face. She remembered that first tourney when he had offered his arm for her to tie her favour and by so doing, claimed her as his own.

She imagined him entering this chamber quietly and standing behind her, thought about him slipping his arms around her naked body, taking her breasts in his warm hands, his lips touching her neck as he stroked her hips and moved his fingers over the lower part of her stomach.

She moved her legs so as to stand with them slightly apart and she closed her eyes. She could almost feel the warmth of his hands on her, imagined his breath on her neck as she leaned back against him. And she felt his flesh against hers, because in this fantasy, he wore no shirt, just as she had seen him wrestling with his brothers. Firm muscles held her tightly against his broad chest and she sighed ecstatically.

She could almost hear him telling her she was ripe enough for him, that he could not wait for the marriage bed. She felt that unfamiliar throbbing again in that lower part of herself and her eyes snapped open. She was suddenly terrified that she was being watched, that somewhere there might be a place where prying eyes could observe the maidens in this dormitory.

And if there were such a thing, what would Richard think about her behaviour here this night? Her cheeks burned as she ran to her bed and slipped beneath the covers, pulling them up over her head.

But the feelings refused to go away. Curling herself into a ball, she closed her eyes again and saw him beside her, his beautiful head on the pillow next to hers. He moved his hands over her body, bent his head and took her breast into his mouth, slipped his hand inside her thighs and stroked her gently.

Once more, her eyes snapped open. She had never felt like this before. These were not feelings a lady should have, were they? Or yet a child? But she was no longer a child; she was ripe for marriage, Richard had said so. But no, he hadn’t. That had been in her imagination, that was between her and God. And now she feared she would have to confess to her priest. She must confess her sins, but she was not sure if thoughts could be a sin.

Once more her cheeks burned. Her confessions in the past had been sins of greed, of covetousness. She confessed that she wanted that beautiful emerald brooch the Queen had given to Joanna. She confessed that she was envious of her sister’s wedding being so close, when she had to wait longer for her own.

She could almost hear the gasp of shock which would come from the priest in his confessional if she told him about these thoughts. She sank beneath the covers and talked herself out of believing her recent thoughts had been a sin that needed confessing.

*** 
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THE KING SPARED NO expense in giving his eldest son the most sumptuous wedding and banquet he could, and after the marriage, young Henry was once again crowned as King of England, this time with his new wife at his side. She was crowned as well, but Queen Eleanor could not spare a smile for her. 

Young Henry’s eldest sister had come from Saxony to stay, to attend the wedding, and since the castle was full of guests, she was to share the maids’ bedchamber with Alys. She was about fourteen years of age, but had been sent off and married to the Duke of Saxony three years ago.

Alys was still in awe of the Queen, still afraid of her, still believed she was a witch with powers of the Devil. It was the King’s bloodline that was thought to be that of the Devil, but that was merely a legend. If she believed that, she would have to believe that her Richard was also from Satan’s lineage and that she would never accept.

She had heard someone saying that after the marriage ceremony, Eleanor would be leaving England and she would not want to miss the marriage of her favourite son, which meant that it might be soon as she was anxious to return to Poitiers. Now Henry had been crowned the young King twice, his father would be bound to give him more authority and his brothers with him. Then peace would prevail and she and Richard could be wed. Only then would she feel really secure; only then could she plan her future.

Whilst she stood through the ceremony, listened to the vows her sister made, she found it impossible to concentrate. There was but one thought in her mind: that now Marguerite was wed to Henry, it would not be long before she would be joined to his brother and find out if those tempting thoughts she had experienced had any basis in fact.

She squeezed her eyes shut and pushed the memories away. The monks were chanting, the choir boys were singing and the Archbishop was reading from his Bible in Latin. This was not the place to be having these erotic thoughts.

Instead she concentrated her gaze on Marguerite’s wonderful attire, her satin kirtle, her surcoat of cloth of gold, her veil of the finest silk. She looked absolutely enchanting and Alys was so proud of her. She had shown great patience in waiting all this time for her wedding, especially when she had told her sister that she loved young Henry.

There were so many dishes at the feast, Alys could scarcely name them all. There were exotic birds, carefully plucked, cleaned and cooked, then put back together so that they looked as they had in life. There were whole fish, there were the heads of pigs and there were sweetmeats such as she had never seen before.

All the ladies were dressed in the most expensive cloth, the nobility and royal families dressed in silks from the far east. And Marguerite looked so happy; Alys was enchanted for her.

At the end of the evening, the newly married couple were followed to their bedchamber by all the guests, with the King and Queen leading the procession. Everyone crowded into the chamber and the guests began to undress the bride and groom. Men stepped forward to remove the young King’s clothing and women did the same to Marguerite.

She blushed crimson and her new husband smiled encouragingly at her. But when they stood naked, the guests did not leave. The priest came and sprinkled holy water over the bed, two maidservants rolled down the covers and the couple climbed beneath them. Then someone drew the velvet bedcurtains together and while most of the guests left, the king and queen, along with Count Richard and Count Geoffrey, took seats a little way from the bed and waited.

Alys turned to leave the bedchamber, but there was Matilda, leading her to a seat on the other side of the huge bed. Surely this could not be normal, could it? She recalled her strange thoughts and as the sound of short, gasping breaths came from the bed, followed by quiet laughter and murmurs, she felt that odd throbbing once again.

She was horrified, afraid to give herself away and thankful she could not be seen by anyone except Matilda.

She began to fidget, wondering if perhaps they would have to sit here all night, but then the Queen got to her feet and approached the bed. Alys’ eyes opened in horror as she wondered if she would now pull back the bed curtains and expose the newlyweds to prying eyes. But she only looked inside, then, apparently satisfied, she turned to the King and they led the way out of the chamber. 

Alys was delighted to be back in her dormitory with Matilda, who collapsed on her bed and pulled off the hood which covered her hair.

“You look embarrassed, little Alys,” she said. “You were not expecting that, were you?”

Alys shook her head.

“No. I thought my sister and your brother would be allowed some privacy to consummate their marriage.”

“It has always been the way.”

“Why?”

“To be certain the marriage is consummated and that nothing can be hidden. In the morning, my parents will inspect the bed sheets.”

“What?” Alys cried. She had been pulling off her kirtle and she stopped in shock. “Now I know you are teasing me.”

“No, I’m not. They need to be sure the consummation was a success and that your sister was a virgin before the act.”

“How will they know that? Only Henry would know that.”

She was uncertain how he would know, but it seemed likely. Matilda smiled kindly.

“Oh dear, now I’ve frightened you and I really didn’t intend to. Virgins bleed the first time.”

“Oh.”

“Did you not know that?”

Alys shook her head, wanting to end this conversation and climb into bed where she could hide her blushes, but now her curiosity was aroused.

“What if they find she was no maid?”

Matilda shrugged.

“I’m not sure really, but they would not be best pleased. I think they would likely send for a physician to examine her, be sure she was not with child when she went to my brother. After all, they have to be sure any child she has is fathered by him, do they not?”

“I see,” said Alys. “That makes sense, I suppose.”

“Do you have a reason to think perhaps she was not a maid?”

“No. Oh, no. She is devoted to Henry.”

“Good,” Matilda said. “Now we must pray that my brother’s seed will bear fruit.”

Again, Alys blushed. She had been looking forward to her own marriage, but now she did not think she would be able to tolerate it. She remembered how excited she was when she imagined Richard touching her. What she had not imagined was an audience.

*** 
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EVERYTHING SHOULD HAVE been wonderful after Marguerite’s marriage to Henry and the coronation of them both. They settled down together in their own apartments and Alys waited impatiently for someone to mention a date for her own wedding to Richard, but she waited in vain.

She listened at many doors, in the hope of hearing something about it, something that might tell her how much longer she had to wait, but all she heard were the increasingly hateful arguments between the brothers and their father.

It was this habit of listening at doors which allowed Alys to learn of Rosamund, whom the Queen declared was King Henry’s mistress. Alys had found an alcove beneath the stone staircase beside the great hall and had found it to be an excellent place to hear what was going on. If she tucked her feet up and drew her knees close to her chin, she could not be seen by anyone unless they were actually seeking her out.

All she wanted was to learn about plans for her own future, but what she heard that day made her roll herself into a little ball in her alcove, terrified that she might be discovered by the witch Queen who was screaming at her husband.

“If you do not break off this sordid relationship,” she shouted, “I will seek her out and kill her myself.”

“You will never find her.”

“Do not be so sure,” Eleanor replied. 

“You harm one hair on her head and I will kill you with my bare hands. I love her, Eleanor. I love her as I once loved you.”

There was a gasp and a silence, then once more she heard the Queen’s angry voice.

“I’ll not be made a fool of, Henry. I have tolerated your whores for all the years I’ve known you, but I’ll not tolerate this one. Not when you tell the world you love her.”

That was all Alys heard that time before she watched Eleanor’s feet as they raced passed her hiding place and out of sight. This was all very interesting but told Alys nothing of what she wanted to hear.

Another time she heard what sounded like treason, young King Henry planning to take up arms against his own father. She did not really understand it at all, and she was just wondering if she should tell someone, perhaps her sister who could talk him out of it, when she recognised Richard’s voice, and he seemed to be agreeing with him.

Her eyes filled with those unwelcome tears. If he went to war with the King, they would never be married. And if he lost that war, he could be charged with treason.

After hours of sitting alone and thinking, trying to decide what would be the best way to handle the situation or if she should keep quiet, that night she decided to seek out her Prince and ask him herself. She was unsure if she would find him alone; since Henry’s marriage, he no longer had a place in the bedchamber, but Geoffrey might be there. She saw little of Geoffrey and was never sure if he even still lived in the castle.

She waited to hear the steady breathing of her maidservant, the sound which would tell Alys the girl was asleep and unlikely to miss her. She slipped from her bed and pushed her feet into her soft leather slippers, grabbed her velvet cloak from the bed and swung it around her shoulders. She picked up the candle from the table beside her bed, gave a quick glance at the maidservant where she lay on the trundle, and made her way to the door.

It was very late and the whole castle was sleeping, all except the guards on the battlements. Alys had never known it so quiet before and she looked about nervously, wondering if there were any ghosts watching her. But that was blasphemous; the spirit moved on to purgatory then to the Kingdom of God. It did not haunt the places where it lived. The priests had assured people of that and they should know.

She moved quickly, but carefully, across the stone floors and eventually she came to a huge, oak door which she was sure was that of the Prince’s bedchamber. She had never been inside, but she had walked passed it and had seen Richard coming out one morning, with his brothers. Now she hoped he would be alone and she could talk to him.

It would be more seemly to talk to him during the day, where there were other people, but she could never find him alone and there was always someone listening. If she tried to get him by himself, somebody would interfere, wanting to know what they were doing, if they were doing anything improper. She wanted no one else to know what was on her mind. And she would likely be in trouble for speaking out, for being so candid and forthright. That was not seemly, not ladylike and not how a princess should behave.

She was supposed to wait, not knowing if she would be married or no, have children or no, be sent back to France or passed on to marry someone else. But she could not do that; it was her life, no matter what anyone else thought, and that life was in the hands of Richard and his powerful parents.

She turned the heavy, iron handle as quietly as she could and leaned her shoulder against the door to push it open, using the full strength of her slight weight. She stepped inside, her heart hammering rapidly, clashing against her ribs until she thought it might burst through.

It was dark, the only light coming from the full moon whose glow shone through the window opening and onto the three beds within. She moved farther into the room, glanced down to see that the trundle bed was still in its place beneath the largest of the beds. No servants. A further glance round the chamber told her that only one bed was occupied and she moved toward it, placed the candle on the little table beside the bed and leaned over to be sure of the occupant.

Now she was here, she was not sure what to do. She should not be here, she knew that and now she wondered if he would be angry. She had seen him angry before and it was not a mood she wanted to see again.

It was hard to be sure this was Richard. His hair colour was the same as that of his brothers and his features similar. A low rumbling sound drifted from his lips but lying here asleep and almost snoring, she needed a better view to be sure.

She pulled the cover gently away from his shoulders, just to be certain, and he leapt up, a dagger in his hand, making her jump back with a shriek. She thought she might startle him, but she never expected him to sleep with a blade beneath his pillow.

Before she could move away, he had a firm grip on her, was holding her from behind and bringing the knife close to her throat until it rested on her skin, its icy touch sending a shiver of fear through her body.

“No!” She screamed. “Please.”

He stared at her for a moment, then pulled the knife away and pushed it back under his pillow. He turned her to face him.

“Alys?” He said. “What the hell are you doing here? I nearly killed you.”

“Forgive me. I needed to talk to you and the last thing I expected was that you might sleep with a weapon.”

He breathed a sigh and sat back against the headboard.

“What do you want?” He asked. “Tis the middle of the night.”

He was completely naked beneath the covers and she stared for a few moments, still trembling. He had frightened her so much, she was shaking uncontrollably, thinking how close she had come to having her throat slit, when all she was trying to do was make sure it was him and if it was, to wake him gently. Her lip trembled, her heart felt that it might hammer out of her chest and her teeth chattered so she found it difficult to form the words.

“I needed to ask you something. I cannot sleep till I have your answer.”

“You have had all day to talk to me. Why wait until now?”

“I needed to speak to you alone and there is never a chance with everyone about. There is always someone watching me.”

He sighed heavily and pulled the covers up to his waist.

“Very well,” he said resignedly. “What is it?”

He still seemed angry and she was unsure if he was angry with her or if he was just angry because he had been startled out of sleep. Or perhaps because he had very nearly killed her.

“I have been wondering,” she managed to say, “now that my sister is married to your brother, now that I am of age, when our own nuptials will be.”

“That’s it?” He asked her with a look of astonishment. “You woke me in the middle of the night, nearly got yourself killed, to ask me that?”

She nodded, feeling suddenly foolish.

“Obviously it is of no importance to you.”

He made no reply for a few minutes and when at last he spoke, it was not what she wanted to hear.

“Alys, I have to tell you that I am not certain there will be a wedding for us.”

“What? Why not? We have been betrothed these three years, almost four.”

He reached up to gently cup her face in the palm of his hand.

“I cannot tell you everything,” he said. “Suffice it to say that your father and mine have quarrelled again. They can do nothing to keep my brother away from his wife, but with you and I it is different.”

“And you are also on bad terms with your father,” she said.

“How do you know that?”

“I have ears,” she said. “I know that you are planning to go to France, with Henry and Geoffrey, and raise arms against the King. I mean nothing to you, I see that.”

“I am fond of you, Alys, but I did try to warn you, remember? I tried to tell you not to get too attached, as we neither of us know what our futures hold. It is not for us to make those decisions.” He leaned forward and gently kissed her lips. “Can I rely on you to keep this to yourself? Or will you want revenge?”

“Revenge for what? Besides, I have no one to tell,” she said. “Who would I tell?”

“My father.”

“Why would I do that. If I am to take sides in this, I will take yours, yours and my sister’s. Your secret is safe with me.”

He smiled then, that warm and tender smile which often appeared in her dreams, but rarely out of them.

“Dear Alys,” he said. “As long as our betrothal stands, we can assume we will one day be wed. But that day will not be soon. I am sorry.”

She left him and made her way back to her own bed, wondering if he had kissed her because he wanted to know how her lips would taste, or if he wanted to be sure of her loyalty. She doubted she would ever know.
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CHAPTER FOUR

The Love of a King
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THAT YEAR THE CASTLE went from a bustling home with lots of people, young and old, to a quiet, almost desolate place. Young Henry had gone, taken his wife, Marguerite, with him. Geoffrey had gone and more importantly, so had Richard. And even the Queen herself. It seemed she wanted revenge for her husband’s infidelity; young Henry wanted the authority his title should have given him, the authority and power the King had denied him and his brothers wanted the same.

There was enough land to satisfy everyone, but King Henry wanted to control everything himself. 

It seemed the whole family had gone to France, to raise an army against their father. Joanna was the only friend Alys had at this court and she was still very young. Still, Alys tried not to get too attached to her as she would be leaving soon enough. She was promised to the King of Sicily, a man twice her age and whom she had never before laid eyes on. She was to stay in that country until the marriage could take place. It seemed that the daughter of the King of England had no more say in her own future than did the daughter of the King of France.

Now Alys was alone, with no real idea of what her own future might hold. For a son to take up arms against his own father was a terrible sin and as time went on, she could not help being angry with Richard as well as his brothers. Now she might never see her sister again and she might never see Richard either.

Do not get too attached. That is what he told her and now she realised that was exactly what she had been doing. He was to be her husband and she wanted to love him, but he obviously did not feel the same. She was not as important to him as seeking revenge on his father, with siding with his brothers and making war.

The rebellion was quickly suppressed. None of the princes could stand firm against King Henry, not for long, and they had been forced to beg forgiveness. Richard had gone to Aquitaine to suppress a rebellion there, brought about by his own rebellion against his father. But Alys knew none of this until the King returned to his castle. 

Richard had always enjoyed making war. He told Alys once that as soon as he was old enough, he planned to join the crusaders in the Holy Land, those who were trying to reclaim the Holy city of Jerusalem from the infidel. All Alys had hoped for at the time was that they might be wed before that happened.

The night it began, she had been studying her reflection, remembering that other time and comparing herself now with the half grown girl she had then been. Once more, she ran her hands over herself, once more she recalled those feelings. If Richard saw her now he would not be telling her not to get too attached, she thought stubbornly.

That is when she realised she was not alone.

“Forgive me, My Lady,” said the King.

She quickly dropped a curtsey and grabbed a cloak to cover her shift. 

“Your Majesty,” she said. “I did not realise you were back.”

“I sent no notice.”

The fact that he was here told her the battle was over and that the King had either won or escaped. And what did that mean for Richard? All she cared about then was that her future husband was safe. She desperately wanted to know, but was afraid to ask. It was unlikely King Henry would tell her anyway, would think a young woman had no business asking about such things. But he was married to Eleanor of Aquitaine and nobody ever thought her a simple woman.

Alys often wished she was more like the witch Queen, but she had not the strength nor the wealth if truth be told. And in all honesty, all she really wanted was a marriage and children and it did not seem now as though she was likely to have either.

She studied the King’s face and was stunned to see the sorrow in his countenance. He seemed to have aged since last she saw him and it was easy to forget who he was, that he was the King of England and the Angevin Empire, the father of her betrothed.

His leather jerkin was stiff with dried mud and his beard was brittle and out of control. His hair was greasy and dirt emphasised the lines in his face, beneath his eyes and around his mouth. 

She took a few steps toward him and lifted a soothing hand to his lined face. His own hand covered hers and he turned his head and kissed her palm.

“Dear Alys,” he said. “You offer me comfort when no one else will, when everyone whose love I thought was mine has left me.”

“The Queen?” She asked hesitantly.

“She is the worst of them all. To take the side of my treacherous sons against her own husband.” He pulled her closer to him as he spoke, while she tried not to screw up her nose against the stench of stale sweat that wafted from him. “She loved me once, you know. She left your father, dissolved her marriage to him, to be with me. And now she would betray me.”

Alys’ heart was racing. She was afraid to speak, afraid of saying the wrong thing. He did not seem to think there was any fault to be laid at his door, that his affair with the fair Rosamund among others had turned his Queen against him.

“It is all right, Your Majesty,” she said softly. “Families quarrel. The Queen will forgive you.”

“Forgive me?” He yelled, pushing her away. “It is I who should forgive her. But she is safely locked away by now and I shall never have to lay eyes on her again.”

Alys was suddenly afraid. She moved toward him again, put her arms around his waist in an attempt to soothe his mood. If he had the witch Queen as his prisoner, what of Richard? She was afraid to ask, afraid to rouse his anger again.

He looked sad, though. He looked defeated and in despair.

“They prostrated themselves before me, you know,” he said. “They begged my forgiveness, even Richard, he who would do his mother’s bidding no matter what. I did not believe he meant it, but it was good to see nonetheless.”

“Why did you not believe him?”

“He did it only so that I would relent and free his mother. That I will never do.”

She was silent for a little while, afraid of his mood and his tale. If he had imprisoned his Queen, if he truly would never free her, what would happen to the family? They would never be at peace while Eleanor was locked away, while she was treated like a common criminal.

“What now, Your Majesty?” Alys asked timidly.

She was longing to know what was happening, longing to know if Richard was coming home, if her marriage to him would take place after all.

Looking up at the King, she saw in him her betrothed, she saw that once, long ago, Henry had been as handsome, as tall and appealing as his son.

Then he kissed her. He bent his head and his lips met hers and she only briefly wondered why she did not shudder away from him. She wanted Richard, not him. He was an old man compared to her but he was not hideous, he was not repulsive. He still had the charm of his sons, but he should not be using it on her.

She pulled away from him. 

“Is it vengeance you want?” She asked.

“What? What do you mean?”

“Your son has risen against you, and now you want revenge so you will defile his bride. Is that what this is about?”

He hesitated before replying, just a little too long.

“No,” he said. “I have admired you since you arrived here. As to my son, he has proven himself unworthy of you.”

She felt his fingers beneath her cloak, felt them brushing over her breast and once more she pushed him away.

“No,” she said. “This is not right. I will not be your mistress. I am a Princess of the blood royal; you cannot treat me this way.” She drew a deep breath, pulled the two halves of her cloak close about her. “Where is Richard?” She demanded. “When will he be home?”

She stepped back then, hoping he would leave. Her emotions were in turmoil; she wanted to be loved as a woman, but not by him. This was not right.

“I will annul my marriage to Eleanor and make you my Queen,” he said.

“Why would you say that? I am here for your son; I am promised to him.”

“I have loved you for years,” he said. “You are not for Richard. You deserve better than a traitor who would make war against his own father.”

Alys did not want this. She had never expected this and now she was confused and worried that her life was about to change once more. If this King decided he wanted to steal her away from his son, what defence would she have? She wanted him to go, to leave her alone with her thoughts and her memories of a young prince who held out his arm for her favour.

Her eyes filled with tears.

“Please leave,” she said. 

He nodded, turned away and flinched in pain. He stopped, put his hand to his back and straightened, his eyes closing as he did so.

“You are injured, Your Majesty?” Alys said hesitantly.

She wanted to comfort him, but was afraid. He might well take such a gesture as an invitation to intimacy and that she did not want.

“Nothing that will kill me,” he answered.

She summoned her courage and stepped in front of him, began to unfasten the laces on his shirt. The fabric was a soft moleskin and as she slipped it away from his body, it stuck fast to the open wounds on his back.

She wanted to see what his injury was, if it was something that needed attention. He made no objection as she gently pulled the shirt from his shoulders and allowed it to drop to the floor. 

She stepped behind him and gasped in shock. Lash marks covered his back, some open and weeping, and Alys recalled the rumour she had heard and dismissed, that the King of England had prostrated himself at the tomb of St Thomas a Becket, had done penance for his part in that saint’s death, that he had asked the monks of Canterbury to scourge him with rods to relieve him of that sin.

She had refused to believe it when the news was spread, yet everyone was talking about it. She thought the King would be much too proud to do such a thing and he had always claimed he had no part in Becket’s death, that the words he spoke were not intended as a command to assassinate the Archbishop.

But it seemed she was wrong and Henry had done what they said he had.

“I will fetch water and cloths,” she said and she turned to go, but he reached out and gripped her wrist.

“Do not go,” he said.

“Your wounds need attention, Sire,” she said. “They will become infected and poison your blood. Please, let me do this.”

He released her and she hurried down the spiral stone stairs of the castle, hoping nobody was awake to learn that the King was alone with her in her bedchamber. She thought about the sadness in his eyes, thought of the slope of his shoulders, thought of the broad and muscular chest which showed when she removed his shirt. That little flutter was there again, that little flutter she had first felt when she thought about being married to Richard.

She waited for the water to heat, then looked about the kitchens for the salt cellar. It was locked, just as she expected, and no sign of the key. Nevertheless, she picked up the pewter container and held it above the water, turned it upside down and shook it, hard. Only a little of the precious substance escaped, but it might be enough. At any rate, it was better than nothing.

She could have woken the steward and told him the King needed salt for his wounds, but that would mean also telling him that she, Alys, intended to administer that comfort to the King. She could not risk that; such an admission could lead to a war.

She found clean cloths and took them, along with the bowl of water up the spiral staircase and opened the door to her bedchamber. He was lying on her bed, face down and naked, his wounded back and buttocks on display.

Alys caught her breath. She hoped he stayed there, on his stomach, hoped he did not turn over and lie on his back. She had never seen a man before, not like this, and she was not sure she wanted to see one now.

She wondered why he had removed his breeches. Recalling his earlier, amorous behaviour, she was afraid he thought to renew those advances, but as she took a step toward the bed, she realised the lash marks extended down across his buttocks and those marks were sore and bleeding.

He had ridden on horseback like this; no wonder the injuries were open and weeping. 

She sat on the bed beside him, dipped the cloth into the warm water and squeezed out the surplus, then began to bathe the King’s wounds. He flinched, turned his head sharply to look at her. He must have been asleep and she had startled him. A good thing he had no dagger beneath his pillow like his son on the night she had startled him.

“It is only me, Your Majesty,” she said softly. “Alys.”

He sighed and laid his head down on the pillow once more, his face turned away, while she continued to bathe his wounds. She had no idea if she was doing any good, but it was the best she could think to do.

The water quickly stained red with his blood and she put the bowl on the table beside the bed, then she leaned over to see that his eyes were closed and his breathing was even and contented.

She lay down beside him and pulled her cloak about herself to sleep the rest of the night.

*** 
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PRINCE RICHARD AND his brothers had lost the war they started with their father. Now his brother, Henry, had returned to England with his mother, which proved to be a huge mistake, perhaps the worst mistake any of them had yet made.

It was a rash move, a stupid move. Did the Queen really believe that her husband would forgive her for siding with her sons against him? If she did, she was not the intelligent woman Richard had always taken her for. Eleanor had landed at Southampton to be met with the King’s soldiers, escorted to Winchester and there imprisoned. Richard thought it unlikely his father would ever release her, and the longer he kept her shut away, the longer the rift between him and his second son would prevail.

When Richard thought about that vibrant and courageous woman, locked up with only embroidery for company, he could almost have killed his father himself. But nobody would have let him get away with that and he was of no use to his mother without his head, so he had thought his best option was to stay away from England until he had some plan in place which might succeed. 

His father had sent him to Aquitaine with orders to punish the barons there who had sided with Richard against him. How that was going to work out, Richard could not imagine. How was he supposed to punish men for supporting him? He had agreed only in the hope that his mother might be released, but since that was not going to happen, he would lay low for a while until things calmed down.

His brother would likely return to France, to his wife and his father-in-law, King Louis.  Thinking of that brought to mind that that same King should also be his, Richard’s father-in-law, and he knew his marriage to Princess Alys would have to take place soon. They had been betrothed for a long time and King Louis would not wait much longer.

Richard would not go to France just yet though. He wanted to take the opportunity to forge alliances with some of the other kingdoms of Europe. 

Richard had struck up a deep friendship with the French Prince Philip; they got on well together, they fenced together, they practiced their archery together and Philip even enjoyed Richard’s own favourite pastime of writing songs. 

Those songs were written by Richard with the aid of one of his minstrels, a lute player who was devoted to him, and now his beloved mother had been taken back to England and incarcerated by his father, he dedicated some of those songs to her.

After the battles, when all Henry’s sons had proven was that they could never defeat their father, Richard once more needed allies. He also needed sunshine and respite from the hatred and bloodshed.

His decision to visit King Sancho of Navarre was a spur of the moment one, a decision that involved placating that King in the hope of future good relations, as his land bordered that of Aquitaine, Eleanor’s own province which Richard was to protect in her absence. He also wanted to rest and bask in that country’s sun and harmony. It was also a court of music, which Richard appreciated, but it turned out to be a fateful visit.

When he took his seat beside King Sancho at the feast that evening, he sensed a female presence beside him but he took little notice. Whoever she was, she must have been someone important to be seated beside their honoured guest at the table, and he knew by her perfume that his neighbour at dinner was a female, and that was all the impression she made until the King presented her.

Berengaria was the eldest of King Sancho’s daughters and although still very young, Richard found his heart beating a little faster when he saw her. And when she smiled, he thought his heart would stop altogether.

Her smile enchanted him as she meekly cast down her eyes and greeted him in a soft, musical voice.

“Your Grace,” she said. “I am honoured.”

He took her hand and brushed his lips over it, as it seemed to be expected, but he really wanted to do more.

She sat beside him throughout the meal, listened to his tales of the recent battles and the reasons he and his brothers had for rising up against their father, listened to him play and sing and joined in. He was almost bewitched.

“You should make peace with your father, Your Highness,” she said softly, then quickly glanced down at her hands, her cheeks flushing. “Forgive me. It is not my place to advise a great warrior.”

“Perhaps not, but I am still listening.”

“Imagine how you would feel if all your children were to turn against you,” she said. 

She did not mention Queen Eleanor. Perhaps she had heard tell of Richard’s closeness to his mother and thought it best to lay no blame at her feet.

“He brought it on himself,” Richard replied. “But we have made friends. My brothers and I begged his forgiveness and have received it. Perhaps things will be better in the future, but only if he agrees to release my mother.”

Berengaria said no more on the subject. She did not want to say the wrong thing and alienate this handsome prince. 

The following day, in honour of Prince Richard, King Sancho organised a tournament. Richard donned his armour and his helmet and picked up his lance, lifted his visor and gazed across at the pavilion where sat all the ladies of the palace. He could not help it; he had eyes only for the princess and he rode over to her and offered his arm for her to attach her scarf, her favour.

The smile she offered him as she leaned forward and tied her scarf around his arm made him yearn to taste those lips, but his conscience was reminding him of the day he had offered his arm to Alys, accepted her favour for the joust.

Berengaria’s pride swelled as he rode off with her scarf tied around his arm, over his chain mail. Her heart beat faster, her stomach fluttered. 

But he could never be hers; he was not the heir to the English throne and would never be a King of anywhere. He would not be good enough for her father and he was betrothed to the Princess of France. She had no right to want him.

She had no idea that Richard was thinking along similar lines. He was very taken with this young maid, and were he not already committed to Princess Alys, he might have petitioned King Sancho for her hand, despite her young age. But he recalled the night Alys had crept into his chamber and woken him, begged to know when they would be wed. She had sounded so desperate then, not desperate for him, he did not think that, but desperate to know where her future lay.

He could not betray her by choosing another as his bride. That would be dishonourable and now the quarrel with his father was over, the honourable thing to do would be to return to England and marry her as she expected, as everyone expected.

Once more his glance fell on the lovely young Princess of Navarre and he began to wish he had never come here.

*** 
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THE MORNING SUNLIGHT found Henry leaning up on one elbow and gazing down at Alys, wondering what had happened, if anything had happened. But no, he had not been intoxicated. He had been wounded and in pain and this gentle maiden had bathed his wounds and allowed him to rest beside her.

He watched her for a long time, listened to her gentle breathing and felt himself stir for her as he had not stirred since his fair Rosamund had retired to Godstow Abbey. He missed her, he missed her terribly. Rosamund had been a woman gentle and coy, as a woman should be, not brash and domineering as was his Queen.

But what he said last night was not entirely a fantasy; the idea that he might annul his marriage to Eleanor and make this Princess of France his Queen was not so very bizarre, not when one considered that Eleanor had annulled her own marriage to the French King in order to marry him.

But that was all in the past and now his fingers itched to rest on the soft bosom of the lovely young maid who lay beside him. The cloak she had slept in had fallen away from her body and now only a thin linen shift covered her. That word ‘maid’ was the one which stopped him. She was not only pure and untouched by man, the man who would be entitled to that precious maidenhead was his own son.

Richard was unworthy; Henry had said so only last night and he still believed it. Alys was too good for a son who would raise up arms against his own father.

He leaned over carefully and gently touched her lips with his own. She stirred in her sleep and reached out to hold him in her arms, then her eyes fluttered open and she gazed up at him, allowed a little smile to form on her lips, then swiftly forced it away. She sat up and grabbed her cloak to cover herself.

“Your Majesty,” she said. “Have you recovered? How are your wounds this morning?”

She slid across to slip out of the bed, but he caught her arm and pulled her back towards him. He took her into his arms, pulled her body closer to his own and kissed her again, but this time not so gently. It had been a long time since he had shared such a kiss with a woman and she was a woman. She was not the little girl who had come here to seal a treaty of peace between two kings, she was a real woman, ripe for love.

“You were very kind to me last night,” he whispered. “I am sorry if I frightened you.”

“I was not frightened, Sire, only concerned for your health.”

“Still, it was good of you.” 

Once more he pulled her into his arms and kissed her. She pushed him away.

“Sire, please. This is wrong. I belong to your son.”

“Is he hurrying to complete the match? Where is he? He has not returned to England with me; is he eager to make you his wife?”

Her eyes filled with tears as the realisation of what he was trying to tell her penetrated her muddled thoughts. He felt her pain, but it was as well. Now she would be in need of his comfort and he would not let her down.

She bit her lips to keep them from creasing up and heard again what Richard had told her before he went away. 

“He does not want me, does he?” She asked.

“He is a fool,” answered the King.

He kissed her again and this time, she kissed him back.
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CHAPTER FIVE

A Promise to a Friend
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RICHARD WAS STILL IN Aquitaine when he received a request from his close friend, Philip of France. Philip asked if he could visit him there. Richard was delighted. He was closer to Philip than he had ever been to a man before, or a woman either for that matter. They had so many things in common, so many mutual interests and wishes, it was impossible not to want to spend time with him.

He greeted him with open hand, ready to clasp his, but Philip took a step closer and held him in his arms.

“I am so glad to see you, my friend,” Richard said. “You will stay a few days?”

“I will. I would like to spend time with you before you return to England.”

Richard frowned.

“I am not planning a return to England just yet,” he replied. “Come, have some wine. Or mead. I have a wonderful honey mead delivered to me only this morning from the monks at St Antony’s.”

Philip followed him to the table where he poured two small silver goblets of the thick nectar-like drink and handed one to him. 

“Please, sit,” Richard said. 

He did so, but looked concerned. It was obvious he had something on his mind.

“You have rested from your battle with your father,” Philip said hesitantly. “Your brother has been languishing at the French court, practicing his jousting and getting his wife with child.”

Richard smiled.

“Yes, I heard that. A son for Henry will put me even farther away from the throne.”

“Do you want it?”

“The throne? I’ve not really thought about it. Whilst Henry lives there is little point and I would not wish my brother dead for the sake of it. I have other lands. My mother will leave me the duchy; Aquitaine is her special love and it is mine too. Geoffrey will have Brittany and Henry will have England.”

“And Normandy?”

“That will go with England, I should think. Anyway, my plan is to gather enough funds to mount a crusade to the Holy Land. I would like you to join me, Philip. We could achieve great things together; we could conquer the infidel and win Jerusalem.” He paused and looked thoughtfully at his friend, hoping for some sign of acquiescence. “What do you think?”

“That sounds good, my friend,” said Philip. “I remember that your mother accompanied my father on crusade, when she was married to him. Perhaps you will also take your wife on crusade with you.”

Richard began to feel uneasy with the direction this conversation was taking. It had been a long time since he saw Alys, a long time since he thought about Alys if truth be told. He should have sent for her, had her here with him in Aquitaine, married her here, but he was enjoying the life of a wealthy duke and he had many invitations from beautiful women. He did not really want to be encumbered with a wife, but that was not his choice and never would be.

“So,” he said at last, “this visit is not out of friendship for me, then.”

“Of course it is, Richard. What else?”

Richard lifted his eyebrows and gave his friend a cynical smile.

“When you take the earliest opportunity to mention your sister, I have to suppose she was your only motive for this visit.”

Philip sighed and put down his goblet.

“Very well,” he said. “Let us be honest. It is long past time for you to make her your wife. She has been waiting for you since before the quarrel with your father; she has been languishing in Winchester and now your sister is leaving to marry the King of Sicily, she has no company to speak of.”

“So I am to wed her out of sympathy? Because she has no one else?”

“You are to wed her because it is your duty. A woman left alone and bored is likely to find mischief for herself.”

Richard laughed.

“What are you suggesting, Philip?” He said. “Your sweet little sister would never dream of doing anything immoral.”

“How would you know what she is likely to do, Richard? You have seen nothing of her for, what, four years? She is a woman, a woman in need of a man.”

“Alys will always be faithful; it is in her nature.”

“You cannot expect her to wait patiently while you play with every comely female you find. She has needs too, you know. If you do not want her, tell my father so. At least then he will be free to find her another husband. Although that may be difficult. Who will want a princess who has been rejected by another man?”

An image of Alys crept into Richard’s mind. He clearly saw her beautiful dark auburn hair, her figure not yet come to bloom when last he saw her. And when was that? Before he left to fight his brother’s battle with his father, when she had crept into his bedchamber in the dead of night and nearly got herself killed for her trouble.

She was a child, a little girl then, but he heard what her brother was saying. She was a little girl no longer; she was a woman in need of a man and it was up to him to claim her. He knew that, had known it all along, and he could delay no longer.

Yet whenever he thought of Alys, her image was pushed aside in his mind by that Navarrese Princess who had smiled so enchantingly. He released a heavy sigh.

“There is something else,” Philip said.

“Which is?”

“The Pope has sent Cardinal Peter of Saint Chrysogonus to England. He has commanded King Henry to proceed with the marriage on pain of an interdict on his continental lands.”

Richard could only stare for a moment. This was it then; he was out of options. But hell, he hated to be coerced. He wanted to make up his own mind when to wed the French Princess, not be told by the Pope.

“Why have they sent you?” He asked. “Why have I not heard from my father about this?”

“He has refused,” Philip replied.

“Refused? Refused the Pope’s command? I do not believe that. The last thing he wants is a repeat of the Becket affair. Why would he refuse?”

Philip’s mouth twisted thoughtfully for a few moments.

“You have heard nothing then?” He said.

“About what?”

“There is talk, Richard.”

“Talk? There is always talk. Talk about what?”

Philip drew a deep, decisive breath then drained his goblet and got to his feet.

“I mean that you need to make haste for England and claim your bride. I can tell you no more.”

“I hear what you are saying, Philip,” Richard said at last. “I will return to England and do my duty by your sister.”

Philip stood and put his hands on his friend’s shoulders, pulled his forehead to touch his in a gesture of true friendship.

“Thank you, my friend,” he said. “My father will be pleased. He was beginning to doubt you, but I told him you would never betray his daughter.”

“No, of course not,” said Richard. “It was only that time rushed by too quickly.”

He turned away to pour more of the delicious honey mead and as he did so, he closed his eyes and tried to recapture the image of Alys, but all he could see was the lovely visage of the Princess of Navarre.

*** 
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RICHARD HAD ALMOST forgotten how gloomy England could be. It was a rough journey; the channel was storm ridden, the ship rocked around so much he thought he would be tossed over the side. 

There was just one night to spend in an inn on the coast before he travelled on to Winchester. He wanted no fuss, so made a point of not revealing his identity to anyone there. He had a couple of men with him, no more. It would be best if no one knew he was in the country; he wanted to arrive by stealth and, if Philip was to be believed, his sister would be glad of the surprise. He was not certain his father would be just as glad, but it had to be done.

He still could not understand why he had not had word from the King about this threat from the Pope, though. Perhaps his despatch had failed to arrive; perhaps Philip had got there first or perhaps the King had more important things to do. He must have had many tasks more urgent than his son’s future. One of those things was to make a spectacle of himself in Canterbury Cathedral.

Richard knew why he had done it, allowed himself to be publicly flogged like some criminal. It had nothing to do with remorse or wanting to be unburdened of his sin; it was to impress his subjects who had begun to resent him after Becket’s death. It seemed to have worked as well and Richard could not help but admire the cunning behind such a scheme.

Now he rode across the drawbridge, his men riding behind him, and made his presence known to the guards before dismounting and passing his reins over to a stable hand. He stood for a moment, staring up at the grey, wet stone of the castle and trying to summon the courage for the task ahead.

He was a warrior, had been a warrior for as long as he could remember. He had led his own army at the age of only sixteen, in the days before he quarrelled with his father and wanted to help defend him and his lands. He had never feared a battle, no matter the odds. He had always known he would emerge the victor; he always did.

But this task was different. He was about to go to the maid to whom he had been betrothed these eight years past and tell her they must set a date for their nuptials. The business of wedding and bedding the Princess Alys had arrived at last, the business of getting an heir to the many titles and lands over which he ruled could be delayed no longer. But he was still angry that it was the Pope who was ordering this, that the decision had been snatched away from him. Of course, it was still his father’s decision, not his, and it was only now that he stopped to ask himself why Henry had done nothing about it without the Pope’s interference.

It was likely the rebellion he had taken part in, the rising of his brothers and his mother against the King. Resentment still lingered between the two men, ready to rise up at the slightest provocation, and time had done nothing to dispel that resentment.

Yet Philip said there was talk. What kind of talk? Richard could not even guess, but he was about to find out.

He began to make his way inside the castle. It was getting late, would soon be night and he wanted to be fed and settled in his chamber before darkness fell. This was not a conversation he wanted to have by candlelight.

Entering the great hall unannounced and just as supper was starting, he stood watching for a few moments before anyone noticed him, stood watching his father enjoying a juicy leg of chicken and laughing over some remark or other he had made to his lovely companion. Richard frowned, wondering for a fleeting moment who this companion was, and the realisation jolted him.

“Alys?” He said.

Henry lifted his head quickly and Alys turned to look at Richard with fear in her eyes. It was definitely fear, there could be no other interpretation of it. But why should she be afraid of him? They had parted on good terms, certainly, although he had needed to be firm with her, tell her the truth of the situation then. But that was no reason for fear.

Henry got to his feet, moved swiftly round the table and strode toward his son, his arms out in greeting.

“Richard,” he said. “I had no idea you were coming. Why did you not send word?”

“I thought to surprise my bride,” he answered.

“You have certainly done that,” said Henry, then he turned to Alys. “What say you? A great surprise indeed.”

She got up from the table, pulling the two halves of her voluminous cloak closer together. She came to stand before Richard, dropped a curtsey but got no closer. She made no reply.

“Come,” said Henry. “Sit. Eat.”

Richard removed his mantle and slid into the bench before the table, the sight and smell of the food making him realise how hungry he was. He reached for some of the chicken and tore off a chunk of the bread.

He ate in silence for a while, until the food had gone, but felt the eyes of both his companions on him as he washed the food down with ale before he spoke.

“I had a visit from Philip,” Richard began. “He told me of the Pope’s command.”

“Ah.”

“Why did you not tell me yourself?”

“I have had no opportunity,” Henry replied quickly. 

Ignoring the servants, he poured more ale for his son, poured it himself. Richard’s eyes moved from his father to his betrothed, saw that her eyes were firmly fixed on her plate although she ate nothing. Something was not right here; he knew it, he sensed it, but he could not quite fathom what that might be.

Was Henry embarrassed that the Pope had been forced to interfere in what should be a private matter for him and his son? It seemed unlikely and what was causing Alys to turn that charming pink colour?

“Well, I am here now,” said Richard. He looked at Alys. “I promised your brother there would be an early date for our wedding.”

“There is no rush,” Henry muttered.

“No rush? The Pope threatens an interdict on all our lands abroad; do you want more trouble with the church? It is unnecessary. What say you, Alys?”

Her eyes met his, for the briefest of moments, then she concentrated her gaze once more on her plate.

“As you wish, Your Grace,” she said, so softly he could barely hear.

“You do not seem very enthusiastic,” he said. “The last time we met, you were so anxious for our marriage you even crept into my bed in the dead of night.”

Alys gasped, her eyes darted from him to Henry and back again.

“What’s this?” The King demanded.

“Richard is jesting, Your Majesty,” she said quickly.

“Nothing of the sort,” Richard said. “Did I dream that I woke to find you sitting beside me, demanding to know when we would be wed? Did I dream that I nearly sank my knife into your throat?”

“That is not fair,” Alys protested. “Your father will think there was something not right about it.”

“There was something not right about it,” Richard argued. “But it was a long time ago and things are different now. I came back to fulfil my duty to you. We will be married at the first opportunity. It is settled. Now, I am tired and I shall retire to my bed.”

He pushed back the bench, drained his tankard and stood up. As he made his way to the door, he turned his head and raised a playful eyebrow at Alys.

“Try not to find your way to my bed this night,” he said with a grin.

Then he was gone, leaving Alys to stare after him with quivering lips and tearful eyes. Henry took her hand and squeezed it.

“Do not fret, my love,” he said. 

“Do not fret?” She repeated. “What else is there to do? Your son wants his bride. Are you going to refuse him, risk an interdict, start a quarrel with Rome?”

“I shan’t let him have you.” His warm hand stroked her cheek, his fingers caressed that cheek and he turned her lips to meet his, kissed them gently. “I told you once that I would annul my marriage to Eleanor and make you my Queen. It is not too late.”

“Why does he want me now?” Alys demanded, pulling her face away. She jumped to her feet and backed away from him. “You told me he did not want me. Had you not told me that, I would never have allowed it to happen.”

His mouth turned down in a sardonic tilt.

“Actually, I don’t think I did,” he said. “I said he was a fool. That was all the answer I gave you when you asked.”

She stared at him in horror, her thoughts racing as she tried to recapture the exact words he had spoken that night, but she could not. She shook off the royal hand which tried to stop her and fled to her bedchamber. She felt dirty, sullied and worthless. Had she thought for one moment that her prince would come for her one day, she would never have allowed his father to sleep beside her, to take what was his.

Now what would become of her when Richard learned the truth? She lay on her bed and fought back the self pity which threatened to swell up and consume her. She remembered well that night, before he had left to fight a war against his own father, how she had crept into his chamber and woken him to ask about her future.

Had he wanted her he had only to say so. Now it was too late. Now she had enjoyed his father, the King, almost every night and this was not a thing that could be kept hidden. Her one chance to love Richard had been snatched away from her. Had he returned but a few months earlier, she might have deceived him into marrying her, but not now. It was too late for that now. She had taken his father in his place and that could never be rectified.

Terror clutched at her heart. During the past years many rumours had come to her ears about the man she should have married and she did not like what she heard. He was a cruel man, a man who massacred his enemies without mercy, guilty and innocent alike, and congratulated himself over their graves.

Despite the King’s blustering that he would marry her, she did not really believe it. She had crept into Richard’s chamber that night to ask what her future would be. Now she knew she had no future.

Her own sobs shut out the sound of footsteps at the threshold of her chamber, shut out the sound of the door creaking slowly open. She lay on her back, her eyes tightly closed and a kerchief pressed against them in an effort to quench the salty tears that fell and settled on the pillow beneath her ears.

She was hot, despite the cold weather, and had pushed the bed covers down. All that covered her was a linen shift and the mound of her stomach was clear to any man with eyes to see.

Richard felt his fingers bunch into fists as he stood and watched his betrothed, trying to assure himself that he was wrong. Perhaps it was the way she was lying that gave this illusion or perhaps she had merely put on weight. But he had seen enough female bodies to know the difference and he knew that if he did not retreat to his own chamber now, he might well do something he would regret.

He was a warrior, a skilled military leader; he had never struck a woman and he had no wish to do so now. Tomorrow would be time enough to discover the facts of the matter, tomorrow would be time enough to return to France and break his promise to Philip.

*** 
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THE MORNING SUN FOUND Alys heavy headed and swollen eyed. Snow was beginning to fall in heavy flakes outside the windows and she wrapped her fur mantle about her shoulders and sat at the table on the seat closest to the newly lit fire.

She recalled the day she had arrived in this cold land, how afraid she had been as a small child, but that fear was nothing compared to the terror which squeezed her heart now. She held no illusions that Richard loved her, or was even fond of her, but she belonged to him and he would not take losing a possession calmly. 

He could be violent. She knew that, knew from his reputation and from the gossip of the servants and people who knew him. Her heart quivered as she wondered what he would do; her status as Princess of France, as daughter of that nation’s King, would not save her.

His expression was grim when he appeared at the table. Her eyes moved passed him to the doorway, hoping to see his father. At least if Henry were there, she would be saved from his son’s wrath.

Richard sat at the table, poured himself ale and pulled a chunk of bread from the loaf. Taking a sharp knife, he sliced through the cheese in one angry stroke, as though it had offended him and must die for it.

He nodded briefly to Alys but said nothing, though his eyes were cold and full of fury. He was enraged, she could feel it emanating from him like the heat from the fire. Immediately she knew he must have discovered her secret, for there seemed nothing else to make him so angry.

She wasn’t hungry, did not think she would ever be able to eat again. She sipped a little of the ale she had already poured and tried to sit quiet, but the need to be away from this man, the need to be out of his presence and out of his reach was overwhelming.

She pushed back the bench and stood, began to make her way to the doorway, but his voice stopped her.

“You have eaten nothing,” he said. 

“I am not hungry, My Lord,” she answered.

“A woman in your condition needs to eat.”

She spun around so fast she almost slipped on the rushes which covered the stone floor. He knew! How? How could he possibly know? Pulling the front of her mantle closer, she took a step away from him, her eyes wide and terrified, as he turned in his seat and stared back at her. He held out his hand, but she was too afraid to take it. It could not be a gesture made in friendship. There was but one reason he would hold out a hand for her to take and that was so that he could pull her closer, make it easier to chastise her. She took another step away.

Still, his hand reached out to take hers.

“Come,” he said. “Have no fear. I will not hurt you.”

She only stared at him, her heart pounding fast and loud, hammering against her ribs. She turned her head and looked behind, still hoping the King would appear, but it was yet early for him to be about.

“We must speak of this, Alys,” Richard said. “I’ll not say what I have to say to you once my father appears, so do not think to wait for him. We have much to discuss.”

She took one faltering step, then stopped.

“Come, please,” he repeated, his voice rising a little. “I have said I’ll not hurt you. What more do you want?”

“You promise?”

“I swear on the holy cross.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes and walked quickly toward him, before she had time to think and run away. She had heard many horrifying tales about this man, but she had never heard that he was a liar.

“Sit,” he said.

She slipped onto the bench beside him, watched him pour more ale and pass it to her.

“Thank you, My Lord,” she muttered in a quivering voice, fingering the tankard for comfort.

“Now, you have something to tell me I believe. But let us begin with where to place the blame, shall we? Did he force himself on you? Were you raped?”

She wanted to say she had been; that might quell his fury, but she hadn’t objected, not really. She had been desperate for affection, had thought that the man to whom she had been promised had rejected her, no longer wanted her, and she had just begun to feel the cravings of a woman. 

But none of that was reason enough to betray this man.

“Do you not want to know who?” She asked.

“I know who,” Richard replied. “A beautiful princess, young and ripe, alone in this godforsaken castle with the most lecherous man in Christendom. I do not need to be told who.”

Somehow his condemnation of his father made her feel better, less to blame. She drew a deep breath to aid her reply.

“No, My Lord,” she answered at last. “I was not forced. I betrayed your trust and I do not expect you to forgive me.”

“Twas not you who betrayed my trust,” Richard replied quietly. “That was the King. He was the one who betrayed the trust of us both. He should have been caring for you, protecting you, keeping you chaste and away from harm. Instead he has stolen that which was mine and that can never be undone.”

Alys’ eyes met his and her lip turned down. She did not expect him to be so understanding; she expected him to blame her, because the woman was always to blame for tempting the poor helpless man. Richard was the very last man she had expected to place the blame where it belonged.

And now she had lost him.

“This is why he did not send me word of the Pope’s command; he didn’t want me to come back and discover his sin.” He paused to drink a little of his ale, glanced at her with a look of contempt. “Did he think perhaps he could pretend none of it had ever happened, wait until after the birth, then pass you off to me as a virgin?”

His words made her angry and she clung onto that anger to give her courage. She had woken this morning afraid to face this man; now she wanted to slap him.

“You talk as though I was nothing but a possession,” she said. “But I suppose that’s just what I am, is it not? The King has taken what he wanted of his possession. He lied to me, Richard. He told me you no longer wanted me. Had I known you would return for me, things might have been different.”

The silence that followed her words hung heavily in the air. He would not tell her that she had not been lied to, that he really did not want her. There was no need for her to know that.

“Whatever his scheme, I now know about it and he needs to be told. You had best tell him this morning, before I return to France. If you don’t, I will have to tell him myself and I would rather not be the one to do that. It will take all my strength not to kill him as it is.”

Her lip tremored again and this time Richard’s patience had run out. He pushed himself away from the table and stood up.

“Please,” he said. “Do not start weeping again. It is over between you and I. You do realise that, I suppose? You can never be my wife now.”

“It would be incestuous.”

“Possibly. I expect the church would see it that way, but that is not my reason.”

“What then?”

The anger was back in his eyes and something else with it; hatred.

“You are sullied, unclean. I cannot go where he has been.”

His words cut as though he had taken his sword to her and she had no power over the wail of despair which erupted from her throat as she leapt to her feet. Not quite straightened up, she wondered if he had, indeed, sliced his sword through her for the pain was just as great. But this was a physical pain, a pain that made her clutch at her stomach and double over, a puddle of red pooling around her feet as she collapsed among the rushes.
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CHAPTER SIX

Son of the Lionheart
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ALYS COULD DO LITTLE after the loss of her child other than comply to King Henry’s wishes. Her promised marriage to Prince Richard now lost in the past, she could do nothing but hope for Henry to keep his promise to annul his marriage and make Alys his Queen. 

But Alys was no fool. She had been used by two royal families for their own ends, for as long as she could remember, and while she might pretend to accept Henry’s promises, she never really believed them.

One thing she did believe was that now Rosamund Clifford was finally dead, she, Alys, was Henry’s only mistress. She still felt the shame of the position in which she found herself and always would. It seemed unlikely she would ever marry now, unless Queen Eleanor were to meet with a fatal accident or contract some terminal illness. Then Henry might marry her, but only then. 

After Richard returned to Aquitaine, Alys waited for some letter of condemnation from her father as well as her brother, but none came. She could only suppose that Richard had decided to keep the affair to himself, perhaps out of shame for her betrayal. It hardly showed him in the best light, that his betrothed had chosen his aging father over him.

What she did not know and could never know, was that although Richard had been angry when he learned the truth, a huge part of him was relieved. He would have reluctantly gone through with the marriage, but her affair with his father had given him the ideal excuse to reject her.

Young Henry arrived shortly after his brother left to escort his sister, Joanna, part of the way to Sicily for her marriage to the King of that country. He looked well and King Henry was happy to see him, but he also seemed melancholy. Marguerite had lost the child she had been expecting. It seemed it was a son who had lived but a few hours.

He was to escort Joanna as far as Aquitaine, where he would hand her over to Richard to guide her the rest of the way. 

Alys hugged Joanna as she said goodbye, kissed her cheek and wished her happiness. She was but eleven years old, not much older than Alys when she came here, but her marriage would take place almost at once and the man she was to wed was no young boy, but a king of more than twice her age who had been married twice before.

Alys worried for her. Her own first intimate encounter with a man had been as a more mature woman. She was older than Joanna, so they had not been very close, but nonetheless Alys regretted that she would likely never see her again.

Eleanor was still locked away at Henry’s pleasure, moved around from draughty castle to draughty castle and never allowed to see the sunshine of her beloved Aquitaine. Alys thought that too cruel and her courage had grown since Henry took her to his bed.

She sometimes thought that he, too, felt the shame of it and she was not above using that for her own ends.

“Would it be too much, Your Majesty,” she asked him, “to allow the Queen to return to her own lands of Aquitaine?”

He had been sitting quietly, reading from a book, and now he glanced up and smiled.

“You are kind, Alys,” he said, “but you do not know Eleanor. She would use the privilege to mount a new campaign against me, she would rally my sons to her cause. They need little excuse as it is. No, she is better where she is.”

“But, Sire, if you released their mother, the princes might well look favourably upon you. It could be the start of a new peace between you.”

“Peace, you say? My sons don’t know the meaning of the word. Even now they are waging war against each other.”

“Because of Richard’s vicious rule in Aquitaine. If you were to send his mother back there, things would change without bloodshed.”

He smiled, a condescending smile which made her shudder. He was looking old and not for the first time, she wondered what would become of her when he finally died. If Eleanor outlived him, Alys could expect no mercy from her.

“You do not understand the ways of men, my love,” Henry said. “You should leave these things to better brains than yours.”

Better brains? Left alone, she might have been the Duchess of Aquitaine by now, she might have been ruling that land at Richard’s side instead of living out uncertain days as the King’s whore.

There were no tears left in her. If there had been she might have shed them, but they had done her no good so far in her life. She expected no better from them now.

“I have a letter from my sister, Sire,” Alys said. 

She had been holding the parchment close, between her breasts, ever since it arrived yesterday, unsure whether to tell the King the news Marguerite had sent her.

“Is she well?” Henry asked.

“She is. It seems there is no sign of another child.”

“That is a shame,” Henry replied. “What will happen to the succession? She must have another child and it must be a son. Tell her.”

Tell her? Did he think perhaps she had not thought of it for herself? 

She wondered how a great king and warrior, such as Henry Plantagenet, could also be so clueless. If a woman could simply wish herself into motherhood, there would be a lot less heartache in the world.

“Do you think it that simple, Sire?” She answered. “You command her to give birth to a healthy son. I will tell her that. She has likely not thought of it herself.”

He closed his book and gave her a weary look.

“Sarcasm does not become you, Alys,” he said. “What I meant was that she should make a pilgrimage, pray at a shrine. There is more to getting a son than merely bedding with a man.”

Alys resisted the urge to shake her head in disgust.

“Marguerite also tells me my father has died.”

The words were said in the same tone as she might have reported on the weather. King Louis the Monk, whose piety had made for a dull court and driven away his first Queen, never showed Alys one iota of concern. Nor that of her sister. She had no reason to mourn him, neither did she feel the need to do so. His death meant nothing to her, nothing except that her brother would now be King of France and if Henry refused to send her back to him, there could be a war.

“Did you know?” She asked Henry.

“No, my dear, I did not know,” he replied. “Do you think I would have kept such news to myself?”

She made no reply. Was it likely that the death of the King of France would not have been relayed all over Christendom at the first opportunity? She would never know.

Once more, she wondered if Philip was aware of her current position, wondered if Richard had yet told him. They were great friends, after all, but that very friendship could well be a reason for Richard to keep the knowledge to himself. It couldn’t stay hidden now, though.

Henry had made excuses to King Louis; he would not succeed in making those same excuses to Philip. He would not be prepared to spend his reign in prayer and austerity and if he chose to take the Cross and go on crusade, he would do so for the glory of war, not for any holy quest like his father.

Richard would do the same. Her eyes skimmed once more over the part of the letter which had jolted her when first she read it. It had hurt to read the words, to know that while she was discarded by her betrothed, he was not without a companion with whom to sate his appetites.

She swallowed hard. She had no wish to let Henry see the tears which bunched in her throat when she spoke the words aloud.

“Marguerite also writes me that Prince Richard’s mistress has given birth to a healthy son. That should please you.”

He dropped his book and stared at her angrily.

“Please me?” He yelled. “Why should it please me that he can have a bastard son, but not even a wife on which to get a legitimate one?”

She could scarcely believe she was hearing such words from him. That he would criticise his son for failing to take a wife, he who had taken for himself the one who should have been that wife.

“And whose fault is that?” She snapped, jumping to her feet.

“Mine? Is that what you say? Well, Alys, I don’t remember you resisting too much.”

She clutched the precious letter in her hand and fled from the room, went to her chamber and threw herself down onto the bed. It had been more than two years since Richard came here to claim her, since the Pope had made his threats which had come to nothing, and during that time she had been sharing the King’s bed and the King’s lust, but not the King’s love. She would never share any man’s love.

She was not even certain a man was capable of such an emotion, certainly not any of the men she had known. Her father used her and her sisters, her brother would no doubt do the same. If Henry had loved any woman, it had been Rosamund Clifford, not Eleanor and not Alys. It was all too late now.

Never in all the time she had been here had she thought for one moment that the knowledge contained in this letter could hurt so much. Richard had a mistress. Of course he did; he was a handsome, virile man. He couldn’t be expected to stay celibate; that was the purview of women, not lusty men. But this mistress had given him a son. That son, according to Marguerite’s letter, he had named Philip after their brother and who would be showered with all the honours and titles due to the son of a Prince.

That son should belong to her, not some French whore who had taken his fancy. She wondered if he loved her, this mother of his son. Did he whisper endearments to her? Did he bed her with tenderness as Alys had once imagined he might do with her? It hardly mattered. 

The woman’s name might never be known. If she were anyone of worth, he might have married her, but even though he would never wed the mother of his son, she had known what it was to have his love.

***
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PHILIP WAS FURIOUS. The first thing he did after his crowning as King of France was to write to Henry demanding that he proceed with the marriage between his son and Philip’s sister. It had been years since the Pope demanded the same, since Richard went to England to claim her, but for some reason nothing came of it.

Even if Richard had taken against her for some reason, decided he did not like her, even thought it would be hard to summon any desire for her, he should still honour the match. Philip could scarce believe he had taken against Alys; she was a comely maid, clean and presentable, certainly nothing to turn a man away. At least, she was the last time he saw her.

He could not understand the delay. There had been rumours about Alys and King Henry, but Richard had since been there and had said nothing so Philip could only assume they were just that, rumours. Alys was living almost alone in the same castle as the King, unchaperoned; of course there would be talk.

Richard could sense a battle from hundreds of miles away and was always sure to be in the thick of it, but he had to be made to spare some time to wed his betrothed.

The birth of an illegitimate son had made the whole situation even more scandalous. Both of them were long past the age when a royal couple should marry and what does he do? Does he hurry home to England to wed Alys and take her to his bed? No, he finds himself a French whore on which to sate his lust and bear his son.

It was an insult to his sister and Philip would ignore it no longer. The marriage had to be celebrated or there would be consequences. He had no wish to go to war with Henry and even less desire to go to war with Richard. Apart from the fact that he knew he had no hope of winning such a battle, he was Philip’s best friend. He really wanted nothing to spoil that friendship, but such was the way of the world.

When no reply arrived to his letter, Philip was even more enraged. It would be a last resort to confront Richard with it, but it seemed that’s what was to happen. He had even written to Alys about it, but had received a few feeble lines in reply to the effect that it was the concern of King Henry and Prince Richard and that he must ask them.

He invited Richard to the French court as his guest. Last time this topic had come to the fore, he had taken the trouble to go to him, but not this time. This time he was the King of France and Richard would pay homage to him as overlord of his lands in France. It would be unseemly for the King to go to him, but something needed to be settled, and settled soon.

He welcomed his friend himself, came out into the courtyard of his chateaux to help him down from his horse and take him in his arms.

“My friend,” he said. “Thank you for coming. It has been too long.”

Yes, Richard thought; far too long since Philip had demanded he marry his sister. He had a good idea of the reason for this invitation.

Inside, he pulled off his boots and took the wine he was poured. The journey was tiring, the weather warm and now he pulled off his leather jerkin and loosened his belt.

He held up his goblet to his host.

“This is welcome, Philip. Or should I say, ‘Your Majesty’?”

“Philip will do for you, my friend.”

“You have my condolences on the death of your father, but I am sure you will make a great king.”

Philip’s eyes met his and he sipped his wine.

“You have been busy yourself, I hear,” he said. “A son, no less.”

Richard kept his eyes fixed on the red liquid which swirled about in his goblet. He was secretly thrilled to be a father; the way things had been going he didn’t think it would ever happen. His son would have all the honours he could give him, the best education, the best of everything and he would keep him by his side, make him a friend.

He would care for the boy’s mother, too, would be certain she led a comfortable life and was not condemned for bearing a bastard child, like so many others.

But it would not be right to be too obviously pleased about his son, not in the presence of the brother of his betrothed.

“I named him for you, my friend,” Richard replied at last.

“I heard and I am honoured. But what of his mother?”

“She wishes to remain anonymous. It is best.”

“And what of my sister?”

The two men eyed each other warily. This moment had to come; there was no help for it. It had been coming for years and there was no escaping it.

“Your sister is in England, with my father,” Richard replied.

“I know where she is,” Philip replied, his voice rising. “I also know where she should be. With you. I don’t know what happened, Richard, but it seems you despise her now. Is that the case? If so, what has she done to make it so?”

“I hoped my father might have had the decency to write to yours, but I suppose that was hoping for too much. A man who would keep his wife, the mother of his many children, locked away in damp castles, while he beds his son’s betrothed, cannot be trusted to do the honourable thing.”

Philip gasped, stared in disbelief. His fingers went limp, spilling some of the wine from his goblet over them.

“What did you say?” He said in a hoarse whisper.

“I do not despise your sister, Philip,” said Richard. “But she can never be my wife. My father has known her and last I saw, she had miscarried of his child.”

*** 
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ALYS HAD EXPECTED A letter from Philip but when it finally arrived, she wished she had never read such words. It was filled with fury such as Alys had never felt before. The language he used was obscene, the names he called her such as she never thought to hear from her own brother.

“It seems my brother thinks me a whore,” she said. 

“I, too, have word from him,” Henry answered, waving a similar parchment in his fingers. “He demands that I return you and your dowry to him immediately.”

“And what is your answer?”

Alys wished she could sink into the stone floor of the castle and disappear from sight for ever more. That first night, when she had bathed the King’s wounds, showed clearly in her memory and if there was one miracle she could be granted, it would be to go back to that time. If that were possible, she would slink off somewhere else to sleep and when he assured her that Richard had no use for her, she should have written and demanded to know it from him.

But what use were regrets now? She was shamed, disgraced before the whole of Europe and could never go back and change that.

Henry moved to stand before her, to pull her into his arms, to kiss her forehead, her cheek, to hold her close. 

“He shall not have you,” he said. “If it means war, he shall not have you. I will protect you; I will keep you safe.”

Alys rested her face against his chest and bit her lip.

“When you talk like this, Henry, I can love you. I can be glad of what we did together, glad Richard has rejected me.”

“But not other times?”

“You might well love me, Henry, and I love you. But that changes nothing. I am outcast, shamed, disgraced. I can never be your wife, nor any man’s wife. Those are not things you should want for a woman you say you love.”

He breathed deeply, held her closer.

“Then I will arrange the annulment.”

“You have said that so many times, I almost think you believe it.”

“I do believe it; it can happen.”

“Have you done anything about it?” She demanded. “In all these years, since the first time you gave me your assurance, have you once approached the Archbishop or the Pope?”

He made no reply, only moved to kiss her. She pulled away.

“I thought not,” she said. “You have condemned me to an impossible position, Henry. I could be content as your wife, but it will never happen and now even my own brother despises me.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The Death of a King
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NOTHING WAS DONE, NOTHING changed. Eleanor still languished in her castle gaol, but Alys could summon little sympathy for her. She had always been afraid of Eleanor, but that fear did not diminish her admiration for the woman. 

Alys’ father and Eleanor’s first husband, King Louis, never shirked from telling his children what a whore his first wife was. The tales he told about her sent shivers down the spines of all the girls, including Eleanor’s own two daughters. 

They could hardly blame him. Eleanor was unfaithful to him on many occasions, most notably during the second crusade on which she accompanied him. Rumours abounded in the Holy Land that she was bedding her own uncle, almost in the presence of her husband. 

It was all rumour, but rumour had to start somewhere, did it not? It was not rumour that she had abandoned her children to run away with Henry Plantagenet. Having lost her only child, Alys was certain that if she should ever be blessed with another, nothing would tempt her to leave that child.

But although she felt little pity for Henry’s wife, neither did she feel herself entitled to condemn her. After all, was she any more of a whore than Alys herself? Yes, she was, she assured herself. She had given herself to only one man, not dozens, as King Louis would have everyone believe of Eleanor. And she had raised up arms against her husband and that husband was the King of England. She was imprisoned for treason; she was fortunate not to have lost her head.

But if Henry did decide to sentence her to death, he would at least be free to marry Alys, to do the honourable thing by her.

No more children were conceived and for that, she was thankful. She had both loved and hated this man for many years, but she had no wish to give her life for his lust.

Now there was further unrest, further quarrels between Prince Richard and his brother, Henry. Geoffrey was married to Constance of Brittany and now had control of that province, but young Henry had joined the barons of Aquitaine against his brother.

It seemed so far away, but the King announced his intention to go to France, to join Richard against Henry. Alys thought that the strangest thing, for him to take Richard’s part against his eldest son and heir. She had her suspicions as to his reason, but was she being vain to think it was about her?

“Why?” She asked. “Why would you side with Richard. You dislike him. I would even go so far as to suggest that you despise him.”

She could see months, perhaps years, of loneliness if Henry went away now and perhaps he would never return. More battles, more wars with his own children. John was the only one with whom he had no quarrel but Alys was not convinced that had anything to do with loyalty. It was more likely that John cared about no one but himself and by flattering his father, when his relationship with his brothers was so unpredictable, he was more likely to be given something. As it is, he was known as John Lackland because, of all the lands the King owned, John was the only one who had none.

“I owe it to him,” Henry answered her. 

“You owe it to him? You give him your support as compensation for stealing his bride, is that what you are saying?”

Henry looked somewhat sheepish and she knew she had touched on the truth of it. But it mattered not at all, not now. Perhaps the time alone here would give her some respite. Or perhaps she would return to her brother’s court. How would Henry take that?

“Perhaps I shall visit Philip,” she said.

“No,” he said quickly. “You will stay here.”

“Why, Henry? What is there for me here? If I go home, Philip might well still be able to find me a suitable match. Do you not want me to be happy?”

“You are happy,” he replied tersely. 

“I have no future here, Henry,” she said, her voice rising. “Do you not see? You could go to fight with your son and never return. Then what will become of me? Philip will find me a husband, a man who will care for me, give me children.”

“You are barren,” he answered. “You have not conceived since that first one.”

“And how do you know that is not your failure?”

He glowered, his complexion darkened, his fists clenched.

“My seed still flows,” he answered. 

Then he turned and left her, began his journey to Aquitaine. It was the following day before Alys discovered the King had left her closely guarded. 

***
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SHE SPENT HER TIME in riding, with her guards, in sewing and making music. She even tried writing songs, as Richard had once told her he did, but she feared she had not the talent for it. The months dragged by and she heard little of what was going on in Europe; she received not a single letter from Henry, this man who pretended to love her, who made her promises he had no intention of keeping.

Henry had squandered her youth for his own selfish desires. She was in her twenty third year and would soon be unmarriageable. Yet, officially, she was still betrothed to Richard. That betrothal had never been broken, despite everyone concerned knowing it would lead nowhere. She could marry no one else while that promise still held, but neither could he. 

She wondered why he had done nothing about dissolving the union; perhaps because he had found no one else he wished to wed. Or more likely because he needed her brother to help him mount his crusade and had no wish to quarrel with him, certainly not over Alys. She was not that important; that had been made clear to her in more ways that she could count.

Once upon a time, Alys had told herself that Richard would love her and it would be easy now, as she daydreamed alone, to believe he stayed single because he still loved her. But common sense told her it was not true and never could be. She was the King’s whore, a position to which she had never aspired, but a position which had been thrust upon her anyway.

The messenger arrived on a day when the sun shone hot and sticky. He rode into the courtyard and slid from his horse, called the stable hand to take the animal and see to his needs, then he told the steward he had an urgent message for the Princess Alys. 

She made her way outside, saw at once that the seal on the parchment was that of her sister, Marguerite. She took the scroll from the grimy hands of the messenger and sent him off to the kitchen for refreshments, while she began to break through the wax. But she sensed that she was being observed and she glanced up to see the steward, standing too close and watching her.

Quickly, she clutched the scroll tightly and hurried inside to her chamber, her heart beginning to pound in her chest. Marguerite did not write often, but when she did she usually had something important to impart. King Henry was fighting Marguerite’s husband, the young King, yet Marguerite had found the time to write. That in itself was terrifying.

Alys’ hands shook as she read the last words. Henry, the young King, was dead of dysentry at twenty years of age. He had caught the gut rotting disease while fighting his father and brother on a mud clogged field.

Marguerite wrote that King Henry refused his son’s final request to see him and forgive him, because he feared it was a trick. She declared that she would never forgive him for that. On hearing of his son’s death, King Henry’s words were: He cost me much, but I wish he had lived to cost me more.

Alys scoffed in contempt when she read that. Young Henry had been crowned in his father’s lifetime with the promise of power over some of the King’s territories, but King Henry could never bear to part with any authority, not even to his son.

Marguerite went on to offer her dower lands to her sister, in return for an annual pension. 

While I am in possession of such a wealthy dower, she wrote, King Philip will force me into a marriage with someone else. I do not want another husband; I loved Henry and I always will. Please, do this for me, Alys. You will be Countess of Vexin and have all the castles and territories that go with that title. Such a dowry will help you more than me.

Alys sent word at once, agreeing to her sister’s proposal. This was one decision which was hers to make and she wanted no interference from anyone. 

Marguerite suggested with that last line that a suitable match might still be available to Alys, if she had enough to offer. Perhaps she was right. Nothing had turned out as Alys had expected when she came here as a child, so who knew what could happen with time?

And now Richard was the heir to the English throne, as well as all the other territories and lands of the Angevin Empire. One day, if he lived, he would be King of England and Alys should have been his Queen.

The death of the young King spread an atmosphere of gloom over the castle as they awaited the return of King Henry. Alys missed her lover, although he had angered her many times before he left. She missed his company, she missed his lovemaking at which he was skilled and she missed his conversation.

When he finally arrived, it was with Richard at his side. On seeing the tall, red headed prince riding into the courtyard alongside his father, Alys wanted to run away and hide. After their last encounter, she had hoped never to see him again. But now he was here and the humiliation almost consumed her. 

Pretend, that was what she needed to do. She must pretend that she had chosen Henry over him, that she was content with the relationship, that she had no regrets. Had he been a more attentive suitor, it would never have happened. She must stop blaming herself, stop blaming the King. She must convince herself that the fault was Richard’s; only then would she be able to face him.

“Alys!” Henry’s voice called out from the great hall.

She was standing at the top of the iron spiral staircase, where she could see down into the hall and watch both men throw their cloaks aside, pull off their boots and pour ale. She swallowed hard to give herself courage, then she drew a deep breath and hurried down the rickety structure. On reaching the bottom, she ran forward and threw herself into the arms of the King, ignoring Richard as though he were not there.

“I have missed you so much,” she said. 

She lifted her lips to his and he kissed her with a sort of reluctant passion. He wanted her, she could feel it, but not with his son so close.

“What can I say, Henry?” She went on. “Marguerite wrote me. I’m so sorry. How tragic that you have lost your eldest son.”

She turned, glanced at Richard as though she had only then noticed his presence. She moved away from Henry and dropped a quick curtsey.

“Your Highness,” she said softly, her eyes cast down. “My condolences on the loss of your brother.”

Richard merely nodded, his expression impassive, but it was that impassivity which sent a shiver through Alys. Henry was watching her, Richard was watching her and she felt sure she could not stay in the presence of these two together for a moment longer.

“I will leave you to talk,” she said demurely, then hurried to her bedchamber.

She wondered why Richard was here, what had brought him all this way. His brother’s funeral was done; he had no reason to come back to England, unless of course the King had plans to crown him as the young King whilst he still lived, as he had done with young Henry.

She was dozing when she felt the bed move. Her eyes squinted against the light of the moon, then the warmth of the King’s flesh settled against her. The sensation of her shift sliding upwards jolted her fully awake and she stared up at him as he pulled the garment over her head.

“Was it very awful?” She asked.

“It was. I have fought with my sons before, many times, but to lose one like this was too much.”

“Marguerite said he died of the gut rot.”

“So he did, but he would not have contracted it were it not for the war. Why do my boys have to fight with me, with each other?”

“They are their father’s sons,” she said. “Richard will make a fine King.”

Henry moved away, lay on his back.

“I haven’t decided yet whether to make him my heir. Well, not to England at least.”

“What? Who else?”

“England is insignificant, a tiny little island, primitive in a lot of ways. I thought I might give it to John.”

Alys could not help but laugh; she laughed so hard she had to turn on her side so as to double up with it. 

“What is so funny?” Henry demanded.

“Do you not know these sons of yours at all?” She asked him. “Richard is your heir. England might well be but a tiny island, but its ruler is a King. He is not a Duke or a Count; he is a King.”

“Tis only a word.”

“Is that what you think? If you leave England to John, Richard will take it from him in a heartbeat. If you don’t know that, you are living in a fool’s heaven.”

“You could be right,” he said.

He pulled her close to him. He had not had the comfort of a woman for months and he had not crept into her bed to talk politics.

*** 
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ALYS WOKE TO THE SOUND of men shouting, of steel clashing on steel followed by many hooves galloping away. She dressed and went downstairs. There was no sign of Richard.

Henry sat at the table, drinking ale, his eyes piercing fury at the pewter tankard. 

“Richard has gone?” She asked.

Recalling their conversation of the night before, she wondered if the King had been foolish enough to make his proposal to his son.

“He is to have England,” Henry said. “He is to have England, Normandy, and all my other territories in France. Was it really too much to expect him to spare something for his brother?”

“John?” Alys slipped into the bench beside him and reached for some bread. 

“It was fair, was it not? I asked him to hand Aquitaine over to John. Why was that too much when he would have everything else?”

Once more, Alys wanted to laugh, but she sensed he would not take it as well as he did last night, when she lay naked beside him.

“Aquitaine is his mother’s pride and joy. You cannot expect Richard to part with it, especially not to that little weasel.”

She clamped her hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The words already floated in the air. Henry moved a little away from her, bit his lip and shoved his hands under his thighs to keep from lashing out.

“You talk of my son like that?” He demanded. “What has he ever done to you? He is the only one who is loyal.”

It had to be said, whether Henry liked it or not. She could see through Prince John’s sycophancy, even if his father could not.

“John is not loyal, Sire,” she said. “He knows how to flatter and simper to get his own way.”

“You are wrong.”

“No, I am not wrong. He leers at me like a dog at a bitch on heat, he makes suggestive remarks. He even touches me when he thinks no one is there to see.”

“He is affectionate.”

“He is a cretin and a lecher. He would murder all of you if he thought he could get away with it. Even little Arthur.”

“His own nephew? Alys, you are dreaming.”

“I heard him, when we got word of young Henry’s death. I heard him saying that if Richard did not get himself a legitimate heir, he wouldn’t let the throne go to Arthur.”

“Enough of this talk,” Henry said, his voice rising. “I’ll not have you slander my son.”

“It is only slander if it is a lie,” she muttered.

An uncomfortable silence drifted in the air for a few moments, then Henry spoke again, as though he had a new thought.

“Richard might hand it over to Eleanor, though,” he muttered. “Then, once she has it, I can lock her up again and give it to John.”

Alys stared at him in horror, not certain whether he had spoken to her or to himself. This really was the silliest scheme of all and her objection would still stand. Richard would soon take it away from him. She was the last person to have any compassion for Queen Eleanor, but the idea of releasing her from confinement in prison, after so many years, on the promise of a return to the land of her birth, only to snatch it away and send her back to gaol, was a wicked, cruel thing to do.

“If you do that, Henry,” she said, “I will never forgive you.”

“It will not be your place to forgive me,” he snapped angrily.

“Perhaps not, but you will never be welcome in my bed again.”

“What is this?” Henry asked, his frown dark and threatening. “Since when did you have any fondness for Eleanor?”

“Fondness? No. I have no fondness or even liking for her, but you loved her once and she loved you. She is the mother of your children and that has to count for something. What you propose could only be done by a man without a drop of kindness in him.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The End of an Era
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AFTER HER WORDS ON behalf of Queen Eleanor, Henry changed towards Alys and if truth be told, she was not sorry.

At the end of the previous year, her brother once more demanded that Henry proceed with Alys’ marriage to Richard, despite knowing what he had been to her. Philip’s great friendship with Richard was shattered by his refusal to marry Alys and she learned from Henry that Philip had decided not to believe the shocking tale of her adultery with the King.

That was his way of dealing with the situation and forcing the marriage, but Alys was sure Richard would never comply, not now. His refusal could well cause a war, but she most certainly did not want a husband who had been forced into marriage and who thought of her with contempt.

The passion had gone out of her affair with the King. They no longer shared a bed and Alys was quite sure that Henry had found a new woman and a new bed in which to find comfort.

Alys’s life was in tatters and the blame for that lay with the aging King of England, who was once more preparing to go to war with his heir.

“I must go, little Alys,” Henry told her. He reached out a hand to cup her chin, his lips gently touched hers and he stepped away. “Your brother demands a marriage. Richard will have none of it but I have offered him John instead.”

Alys gasped audibly. She thought for a moment she was dreaming, that this was some sordid nightmare from which she would soon awake, and she wanted to pinch herself to be sure it was real.

“John?” She said through the anger which threatened to choke her. “I cannot marry John. I despise him. He is a hateful, cruel boy without an iota of compassion in his entire body. I would not trust him with the stable cats, yet you would cast me off and throw me at him. God, how I hate you.”

“Don’t make so much fuss, Alys. He is of good birth, he is presentable, he will do his duty by you. You are obviously barren, but we need not tell him that.”

“No! No, I will not marry John. I will leap from the battlements before I comply with this.”

He shook his head slowly.

“Don’t exaggerate,” he said. “You must have known our affair could not last forever.”

“You once said you would make me your Queen.”

“And you can blame the Pope for that. He refused to annul my marriage and all it did was to stir up his memory and set him off demanding I marry you to Richard. Besides, it is over. We have had some good years together, we have loved. Now it is time for you to look to your future.”

“What future?” She demanded, her voice rising almost to a shriek. “You stole my future. I should have been the honoured and respected wife of your son and when he becomes King, I should have been Queen of England by his side. I would have made him a good wife, too. I tried to love him; I even did love him a little, until you told me he no longer wanted me.”

Henry turned away, found his way to the door then turned to study her. 

“Goodbye, Alys,” he said.

“I will take the veil, enter a convent. That is where worn out queens go, is it not?”

“You are not a queen. You never were.”

“I would have been, but for your interference.”

He kept walking, showing her his back. He spoke over his shoulder, could not take the time to face her one last time.

“That was not what was promised, so you should not miss it now.”

“You’ll not find me here when you return,” she said. “Your guards might stop me leaving the castle, but they cannot stop me jumping from the battlements.”

Henry shook his head again and left the hall, leaving the echo of his heavy boots in his wake.

“Henry!” She screamed after him, but he was gone and her future with him. She was never to see him again.

*** 
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ALYS CLIMBED TOWARD the castle roof, to where soldiers had, in the past, shot their arrows at invaders from their hiding places behind those walls. She had no one who would miss her; all she needed to do was to put her affairs in order, pass her dowry lands on to someone else as Marguerite had for her. But who? They could go to her brother and he would likely steal them anyway, but what difference did it make? She would not be here to care. If there was such a place as purgatory, that is where she would be. The idea did not frighten her nearly so much as staying here and being passed around Christendom like some tarnished trophy that nobody really wanted.

Only once had she been up to the very top of the stone steps. That was when she had first arrived here as a nine year old child. Richard’s sister, Eleanor, had brought her here, to show her how far she could see from this height, all the way to the sea.

Thinking about young Eleanor now, she wondered if she was happy. She had been a good friend to Alys, during the brief time she remained here. She was her only friend when she arrived in this damp land, but she never wrote any more. She had not written to Alys since King Henry’s request for an annulment from Queen Eleanor had been rejected by the Pope. That was when word escaped into court circles that he wanted to be free to marry Alys. She could only imagine that the whole Plantagenet family blamed her.

Her steps never faltered on her way to the top, the torch clutched firmly in her hand. She wanted to get there before she rested, before she had time to change her mind. But now she reached that dark place, where the stone curled round the stairs, where a wooden door stood in her way, its iron handle barely visible in the feeble light from the torch. She found a sconce in the wall and slipped her torch into it, then took the handle in both hands and turned it. 

It firmly resisted her efforts to open it. Turning it again, she pushed the door with the full weight of her slender body, but nothing changed. She let out a sob so loud it echoed about the darkness and bounced back to haunt her. The door was locked.

So, Henry had been listening to her threat of suicide. She thought he had simply dismissed it as female hysterics, but he had arranged to have these doors locked to stop her from carrying out her threat. Or could it be she was crediting herself with too much importance? It was more likely that these doors were always locked.

Should some invaders breach the battlements with ladders and find these doors unlocked, they could enter the castle and ravage the women, murder the men and children and steal everything of value.

Her mind was wandering again. That had never happened, but it could and it might well find something of interest, something better than the continual boredom and uncertainty.

She took her torch from the sconce and turned to make her way back down the stairs. There would be no escape this way.

It was but a month later that she had a visit from Prince John. When first he appeared in the solar where she was repairing a gown, she hardly recognised him. She had only seen him a few times and the last time, he was little more than an overgrown boy. Now he had matured somewhat, his hair that same red gold as his brothers and his father, but unkempt, scraggy and he wore a scraggy beard to match. 

Recalling the King’s last suggestion that she could marry his youngest son, she shuddered. No one would believe this creature was a royal prince; he looked as though he had not bathed in a year and he had most certainly taken no extra care of his person before he presented himself to Alys. But she expected nothing more of him.

He stood staring at her for some moments, an unpleasant and mocking smirk twisting his mouth beneath his moustache and Alys was certain that if she stood up, she would be taller than him. This prince had none of his brothers’ height or stature; perhaps that was his reason for resenting them, for being so unpleasant.

“Your Highness,” she said in greeting.

She didn’t discard her sewing nor did she get up from her chair. She didn’t feel that he deserved any such respect; indeed, she had got to a point where she felt she owed no one any respect. She would not rise for any one of them, not even the King when he finally decided to return. If he decided to return. His last words seemed to indicate that he had tired of her, that he had used her up and now had no use for her.

“My Lady,” Prince John replied. “I have heard a rumour that my father and your brother want you and I to wed.”

Her eyes met his and she hoped the contempt in her heart showed clearly in hers. 

“Is that what you have heard, Your Highness?”

“It is. What think you of such a scheme?”

“It matters not at all what I think,” she replied. “I doubt it matters much what you think either. The whole of Christendom knows I was your father’s mistress. The Pope would not allow a marriage between us for that reason.”

He laughed, then strode toward the table and sat down beside her.

“It is as well. I baulked at being offered Richard’s leftovers; now you tell me it is even worse. I’ll not take my father’s leftovers to wife either.”

She could see in his countenance that he meant his rejection to give offence, that he meant to hurt her with his words. She would not allow him to suffer such an illusion.

“Good,” she said. “Then we are agreed.”

The fury which crossed his face was clear to anyone with eyes to see. He expected her to want him, expected her to be grateful no doubt; what a fool. But she saw his fists bunching, his knuckles white as he glared at her and she got quickly to her feet, clutching her needle in her fingers. It was an inadequate weapon, but the only one she had.

He stood, took a step toward her and raised his hand to strike her. But before his calloused palm connected with her cheek, she had stabbed her needle into the gap between his jerkin and his belt, the only piece of flesh covered by nothing but thin linen.

He screamed and leapt back, taking the needle with him.

“What have you done?” He yelled. “You have stabbed me.”

“Don’t be such a baby,” she said. “Tis but a needle. I would like it back when it has been cleaned.”

Then she hurried from the solarium and fled up the staircase to her bedchamber, bolting the door behind her.

She had her meals sent up until she was certain the Prince had gone, but his words pounded in her brain like a hammer. She already knew the King thought it a good thing for her to marry John, but Philip? Surely Philip would not want that, would he? She hardly knew him; in fact, she knew him not at all, only by the letters she had received from him since he became King of France. They were all letters giving her instructions on what she should do and what she should say, and how she should behave.

He had condemned her for bedding King Henry. It had never occurred to him, as it had to Richard, to consider she might have been forced, or coerced or even persuaded. 

Weeks later, as summer flowers coloured the hedgerows that Alys could only see from the topmost chamber in the castle, a visitor arrived who was to both fill her with dread and change her monotony for a new, brief hope.

Eleanor of Aquitaine, the Witch Queen, the hated consort of Alys’ lover, arrived by coach surrounded by an escort of soldiers. Alys saw her arrive. She was free? Henry had softened toward his estranged Queen after sixteen years and freed her. Alys wondered why, wondered what scheme he had dreamed up that required Eleanor’s release. 

No doubt, her freedom would be brief, as it was before when he wanted only for her to reclaim Aquitaine, so that he could steal it from Richard.

But she was here, in Winchester, and Alys watched her alight from her coach, her hand in that of one of the soldiers. Those men were not behaving like guards to keep her imprisoned, more like guards in her service. 

Alys waited for her heart to leap in fear, but it seemed she had no fear left in her. There was nothing Eleanor could do to her that she would not welcome and she expected no mercy from the Witch Queen. Alys’ own brother had no pity for her plight; she could scarcely expect more from her lover’s wife. And this wife was not of the obedient and compliant kind; this wife was a monster who would have her revenge at any cost.

Alys gathered her courage about her and stood to greet the Queen. She would not allow Eleanor to frighten her and if she decided to do away with her, it was no different from her earlier plan to do away with herself. Such a fate would be infinitely preferable to being forced into a marriage with Prince John.

She stood before her, a woman much taller than any other Alys had ever seen. She was thin, almost skeletally thin, her brown hair piled on top of her head beneath her veil, her face lined with age and a grim line of distaste on her lips.

Alys dropped a quick curtsey.

“Your Majesty,” she said.

There was nothing else to be said. She could hardly ask the Queen of England why she was here, she could hardly demand to know her business. Eleanor swept past her and into the great hall, calling to the servants for food and wine as she went. She wore no cloak, no mantle or boots; the weather was warm and such outer garments were unnecessary. She merely sat at the table and waited for the servants to comply with her orders.

Not until they had laid the table with cold meats, bread and cheese, wine and mead, did she speak and when she did, Alys was taken aback.

“Come,” she said. “Sit beside me. Eat. We have much to discuss.”

Alys hurried to slide onto the bench beside her, still at a loss for words.

“The King, my husband, is dead,” Eleanor said abruptly.

Alys gasped, caught at her breath, wondering why she had not thought of this. Of course Henry had not freed his Queen after all these years, that would have been Richard. It would no doubt have been the first thing he did when told he was King of England, to give his beloved mother her freedom and send her here, for what? 

“You have my condolences, Your Majesty,” Alys muttered.

“Keep them. My son is King now, which means a lot of changes for us all.”

Still, Alys could find no words.

“He will make a great King, I have no doubt,” she said at last.

“He will. Certainly a better one than his father.”

“Oh, but...”

Alys wanted to argue, but she did not quite dare. Even Eleanor must know that King Henry was a great king, if a bad husband and father.

Eleanor eyed her suspiciously, making her squirm in her seat. Alys pulled at a piece of chicken and tried to eat it, but such scrutiny was depriving her of her appetite. She wondered if Eleanor knew of the King’s wish for Alys to marry John. She would not mention it. Who knew but she might decide it to be a good idea?

“Have no fear, little Alys,” Eleanor said as she drank her wine. “I know of your affair with my husband. The whole of Christendom knows of it, so there is no point pretending otherwise. Richard bade me come straight here to collect you and take you to him in Normandy.”

Take her to him? He could not want her after all, could he? He had made it quite clear that he would not go where his father had been. Alys was still smarting from those words and she had no reason to suppose that anything had changed. Unless Eleanor wanted the marriage. He might go through with it if his mother wanted it, but there was surely no reason why she would want her husband’s mistress to marry her favourite son.

Perhaps it was for Philip. Richard had ever been close to Alys’s brother, until he informed Philip of the relationship between his sister and the King. He might be prepared to do anything to get back into Philip’s good graces, but not this, surely not. 

Alys should be Queen of England now, had Henry left her alone. Richard’s words pounded once more in her brain: I cannot go where he has been.

Those words had singed into her heart and mind and filled her with shame. She could not think that the man who spoke them could ever change his mind.

“What does he want with me?” She asked at last.

“He is going to be in France until the coronation. He wants to be sure you are comfortable and well guarded there.”

“Guarded? Again, guarded?” Alys shouted. “I have been locked up like a criminal since I came to this dismal land, despite being guilty of nothing. You have your freedom, My Lady; why can I not have mine?”

“Guilty of nothing?” Eleanor answered bitterly. “Nothing but adultery.”

Alys thought she had no more tears in her until this haughty and imperious woman arrived that morning. Now she knew she was wrong.

“Don’t weep, my child,” Eleanor said surprisingly. “I do not blame you and I will do my best for you. But Richard wants you near to him. For what reason I do not know, perhaps to keep you close for his own ends.”

“Something to do with my brother, no doubt.”

“You could be right. Richard is to return to England for the coronation and relations between him and your brother are at their lowest point. I imagine Richard wants you as a hostage to Philip’s good behaviour whilst he is here.” 

Alys swung her legs over the bench and away from the table. She got to her feet, dropped a quick curtsy to the Queen and turned to leave the hall. Once more she was to be held hostage to someone or something, once more her life was not to be her own.

*** 
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THEY ARRIVED IN NORMANDY to bright sunshine, the flowers the colours of a glorious rainbow.  It had been twenty years since Alys set foot in this land, since she had smelled the wonderful blooms, heard the enchanting music, and just being here brought more of those treacherous tears.

She wanted to stay, but knew that was unlikely to be her fate. Her destiny had always been in the hands of kings and nothing had changed; now it was in the hands of a new king, King Richard, who had his own reasons for keeping her confined.

The castle was not far from the coast. She would be able to look out of its windows and see the ships on the sea, could even smell the salt air and the fresh cut grass.

“Why does he want me, My Lady?” She asked of Eleanor. “Am I to see him? Talk with him?”

Eleanor shook her head as she led her inside the great hall to where a sumptuous meal was laid out ready. 

“Richard has ordered that you have every comfort whilst you are here. He has sent for ladies from your brother’s court, a concession which you should appreciate. It was not easy for him to arrange this.” She paused as though waiting for a sign of gratitude, but Alys privately thought it far more likely that Philip had sent these ladies to serve his sister. She did not believe for one moment that it had been Richard’s idea. “As well as the ladies,” Eleanor went on, “you are to have dressmakers when you need them and horses.”

“Horses? I can ride out?”

“Of course, but not alone naturally. That would not be safe.”

Alys sat beside the table and poured herself some ale. She would not wait for the Queen to seat herself; she had gone far beyond such niceties.

“So, I am a prisoner still,” she said. “Why does he not send me to a convent and be done with it? At least there I would have a certain future.”

“You are still betrothed to my son,” Eleanor replied. Alys’ eyes opened wide in surprise. “You did not realise that, did you?”

“I thought he might have dissolved the betrothal before this. How can I still be promised to him when he refuses to marry me, when I have betrayed him with his own father? How is that possible?”

“Nothing has yet been done to dissolve the union,” Eleanor said. “Philip still demands that you wed, the betrothal is still binding. While that is the case, Richard is still responsible for you. He takes that responsibility very seriously; that is why he has brought you here.”

“I do not believe that, My Lady,” Alys said. “He has brought me here for his own ends, likely more to do with my dowry lands and not wanting to part with them than any sense of duty. Also, he may well be returning to Winchester after the coronation and he’ll not want to stay under the same roof as me.”
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CHAPTER NINE

Berengaria
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BERENGARIA STOOD CLOSE to the mirror, her fingertips stroking her face to see if any lines had appeared. She was well into her twenties now and since her father was growing old and uninterested in politics, her brother had taken a stronger role in the royal court of Navarre.

She straightened her skirt and left her chamber to answer her brother’s summons. He had something about which to discuss, his note had said, and she had an idea what that something might be. She had an inkling that their father would abdicate in favour of his son, and if that were the case, Sancho would want to talk to his sister about it. They were a close family, one who shared their secrets and their wishes.

She should have been married a long time ago, but politics changed so quickly, a royal princess never knew where her future lay. There was a time when only a King would do for her, but she was uncertain if that was still the case.

“You wished to see me,” she said as she entered the chamber. 

The windows were open to the scents of the flowers and plants outside, the smell of the orange groves stronger than any other. It was a comforting smell, a smell of home.

Sancho stood and stepped toward her, kissed her cheek affectionately then gestured her to sit.

“Do you remember,” he said, “when you were very young, we had a tournament here in Pamplona?”

She smiled affectionately.

“We had many tournaments, Sancho. I remember them all.”

“You might remember this one more than the others. That was the one attended by an English prince.”

She could hardly forget that tournament, not when that handsome prince had looked at her with those kind eyes and smiled such a warm smile. Sancho did not need to know that she had thought of that prince a lot since then.

“Yes, of course I remember Prince Richard. He is now King of England and still not married to his betrothed.”

“You have taken an interest.”

“I have indeed. He was a handsome young man and since then he has built a reputation as a brave and skilful warrior.”

“He has indeed. They call him The Lionheart for his bravery. That should make him even more tempting to a young, female heart.”

For the first time, she wondered where this topic was leading.

“What are you saying, Sancho?” She said.

“He has asked for your hand in marriage,” he said with a smile. “How do you feel about that?”

Her heart leapt.

“How should I feel?” She said. “He is betrothed to the Princess of France so how can he make such an offer to me?”

“It was a factor about which I enquired. It seems Princess Alys lost his regard many years ago.”

“For what reason?”

Sancho smiled mischievously.

“I believe it was after he met you,” he said.

Berengaria’s eyes widened, her cheeks flushed crimson. She had harboured an infatuation for Richard since the first time she saw him, and she could not help but be pleased that he had chosen her instead of Princess Alys. But that did not alter the fact that he was still tied to her.

“He would have to dissolve the union before I can consider it,” she said regretfully. 

Although knowing she was duty bound to state the objection, she was afraid it might change his mind. And she did not want him to change his mind. In her years of life as a royal maiden, there had only ever been one man who had found his way into her dreams at night and now it seemed likely those dreams might well have a chance of coming true.

“He knows that,” Sancho replied. “It would be a great alliance for Navarre. We border Aquitaine, so we need each other as mutual allies against an invasion from France.”

“Such an invasion will be even more likely when King Philip learns that Richard rejects his sister and asks for me in her stead.”

“It will. But it’s not just Aquitaine; it is an alliance with Normandy, with Brittany and with England itself. It will raise our little country in the eyes of the world as nothing else can, but I want you to know that if you object to this man, we will think further.”

“Throughout time, princesses have been used to form alliances. Why should I be any different?”

“Perhaps because I love you and your father loves you. Yes, it is your fate to marry where it would best serve the country, but not if it will make you unhappy. We would not want that for you.”

“Sancho, my dear,” she said, her hand covering his, “I was beginning to wonder if perhaps you had run out of territories with which to bond. What other reason could there be for my reaching this age without a purpose?”

“Father always said only a King would do.”

“And now he has found one. I wonder why, though. I know I am to give him a strong border for Aquitaine, but even so, he could have chosen a princess from a more important realm. Yet he has no sooner gained the English throne and he comes asking for me.”

“Does that mean something to you?”

The one thing she remembered most about that tournament was Prince Richard wearing her favour around his arm.

“I would like to think it does,” she answered bashfully. “Perhaps he remembers me from that tournament, although I can scarcely think it. I was but a child.”

“You forget, my dear, that he wasn’t much older himself.”

“That is true. He led his own army at the age of only sixteen, so they say. He always seemed older to me.”

“So, you are happy with the arrangement then?”

Berengaria’s eyes met those of her brother and she smiled. Her heart fluttered a little and she wondered if perhaps she would wake from this dream and learn that was all it was, a dream. She recaptured the image of this English Prince well, remembered his muscular chest and thighs, his chiselled features and his red gold hair, thick and glossy. Even then she had longed to run her fingers through that hair, to hold his face between her hands and kiss those sensuous lips.

She had felt like a precocious child then, knowing those thoughts and feelings to be far too mature for a maid of her age. But now? Now she could have those thoughts, now she would have the right to taste those lips, feel that body close to her own.

But not until he had dissolved his betrothal to Princess Alys. To do otherwise would be too dishonourable.

“I am very happy with the arrangement,” she answered him at last.

“That is a relief. Queen Eleanor is on her way here to take you to him.”

The disappointment was almost palpable.

“He is not coming himself?”

“He is busy gathering forces and raising funds for a crusade. You are to go to him, to meet him in Sicily. Queen Eleanor will escort you, make sure you arrive safely, then you will travel with him to the Holy Land. It is a great honour.”

“I suppose so,” she said.

Her romantic ideas of a few minutes ago were suddenly deflated. If Richard had been anxious to secure her hand in marriage because of a single meeting, years ago, he would surely have come himself, not sent his mother. But he had taken the Cross; the crusade, wresting the holy city from the Infidel was of far more importance than their private affairs.

It would mean that she would be married in the land where Christ once walked, where He taught his followers and preached his sermons. That was certainly something to be thrilled about.

“Queen Eleanor is coming here to take me to King Richard,” Berengaria said. “But he is still betrothed to Princess Alys. I cannot go with her until that matter is settled. It would be shameful, Sancho, you must realise that.”

“I do and I am sure it will be settled by the time she arrives. I certainly don’t relish telling the indomitable Eleanor of Aquitaine that you don’t approve of her methods.”

*** 
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THE QUEEN MOTHER ARRIVED with an escort of English nobles, all richly dressed and adorned with jewels. Berengaria watched her brother greet them in the courtyard, but she was too far away to hear that greeting. She did not hear him suggest that Eleanor keep the situation with Princess Alys to herself. 

He was eager for the marriage to proceed, as it was the best thing for his sister politically and emotionally. He had known for years that she had an infatuation for the young King of England and he wanted only her happiness.

But he knew she had spoken in earnest when she declared that she would not leave Pamplona with the Queen Mother until the business of Richard’s betrothal to Princess Alys was settled. Sancho wanted nothing to get in the way of his sister’s future, even if it was that sister’s own honour.

After only a few hours in the company of Eleanor of Aquitaine, Berengaria found it hard to imagine that any man could have confined her to a long and tedious imprisonment for sixteen years. For that was what King Henry had done; he had captured her and kept her like some wild animal. 

Berengaria knew it was because she had waged war against him, turned his sons against him, so she supposed she could not blame him, but she was such a formidable woman, so arrogant and domineering, the idea was bizarre.

Eleanor was very tall, a head taller than most men. Her lined face was still beautiful, her demeanour that of someone who was accustomed to being obeyed without question. Berengaria would do her best to appease her, but she obeyed no one except those who were entitled to that privilege, her father, her brother, her husband when she had one.

Knowing that she should make subtle enquiries of her guest with regard to Princess Alys, Berengaria could not quite find the right words. It was not out of fear of Eleanor, for she had no such fear. It was more out of fear of the answers she might receive.

It was delightful to find that Eleanor shared her love of music and between negotiations for settlements between her, on behalf of her son, and King Sancho, they were able to play and sing some of the songs they had written.

A banquet was prepared for the eve of their departure, a sumptuous feast of meats and delicacies, where wine flowed and music filled the air. Minstrels played outside Berengaria’s window that night, to bid farewell to their beloved princess. It was touching that she was so well loved, but it made her sad.

Sadder still was her departure from the narrow streets that had been her home for twenty six years. It would be a long journey and an arduous one and Berengaria wondered if she would ever see her dear family again.

She kept her face turned to look out of the coach window as they drove away; she had no desire for the Queen Mother to see the tears over which she had no control. Eleanor might not understand her sadness, might think it an affront to her son, that his beloved shed tears as she began her journey to be with him.

It would take some four months to travel to Sicily, provided there were no delays, a journey which would take them across mountains and through countryside so different from her beloved Navarre, Berengaria would never have believed there were such places.

She insisted on stopping and giving alms to the poor who begged along the sides of the roads, despite Eleanor’s objections.

“It is the responsibility of the fortunate to care for the less fortunate,” she argued. “It has ever been my way and it is a way I trust my new husband will allow me to continue.”

She phrased it that way to appease Richard’s mother, but in truth no one, man or woman, was going to keep her from helping the poor. She firmly believed that was the reason God had given her so much, so as to put her in a position to carry out such good works.

Eleanor made no reply, but she was not displeased. She thought it likely that Richard, too, would be happy with the sentiment of his bride.

Berengaria had known no hardship in her life before this journey, but now she was forced to ride on the backs of mules because their feet were steadier than those of a horse, she was forced to sleep in tents or in travellers’ hostelries which offered only the very basic of needs.

Still she had no regrets about taking this journey, for every step, every hardship brought her closer to her new life, closer to Richard. They managed to cover some twenty miles each day of the journey, despite slowing to greet some of the spectators who came out to see their colourful entourage.

Eleanor was impatient with these delays, slight though they were. She was eager to arrive in Sicily before Richard left there with Philip Augustus, the King of France. But it seemed he was going nowhere just yet.

They arrived in Sicily to discover that its new King, Tancred, had captured and imprisoned the widow of his predecessor and stolen the valuable gold plate that the late King had left to Richard. That widow was the sister of King Richard the Lionheart and he was not about to leave the situation as it was.

So, he was still on the island when they arrived, having released his sister, Joanna and secured her safely with him to await the arrival of his mother and his bride.

Despite the rift that now existed between King Philip and his former friend, when Philip first set eyes on Richard’s sister, the newly widowed Queen Joanna, he thought it expedient to try to mend the hostility between them. It was inevitable that she would be beautiful, being the sister of such a handsome man as King Richard, but he had given it little thought before.

After the feast of that evening, during which Richard had seen the admiration in his friend’s eyes, he took him aside and spoke softly.

“Please do not make any plans about my sister, Philip,” he said. “She has suffered enough. I would not allow her to suffer more at your hands.”

“What does that mean?” Philip replied. “You don’t think I would hurt her, do you?”

“Remind me, please, of the Danish princess who arrived here as your bride. Remind me of her fate when you decided, for some reason I have never fathomed, that you were repulsed by her.”

“What has she to do with anything?”

“When the Pope refused to annul the marriage and send her back to Denmark, you imprisoned her in a cold and damp castle without the basic necessities of life, without even enough food. Did I hear the tale wrong?”

Philip could only stare at him, saying nothing. Richard nodded slowly.

“Her only crime was in not pleasing you and what is more, she is still your wife; you are still married to her. If you think I would ever entrust my dearest sister to a man who would behave so to an innocent woman, then you have never known me at all.”

“I found her repulsive, yes, but she lied to the Pope. She insisted that I had consummated the marriage so that I couldn’t get my annulment.” His jaw clenched in anger as talk of marriage reminded him once again of his own sister. “And what is your excuse for the interminable delay in marrying my sister? You promised me years ago you would get on with it, yet still she lingers unwed and I hear now you have moved her to Normandy. Is that in preparation for the marriage?”

Richard frowned, wishing this conversation had never begun. He had told Philip years ago that he would never marry Alys and he had told him why, but he chose to ignore it. It was likely Richard’s own fault for doing nothing to dissolve the betrothal. He was still betrothed to Alys, but Princess Berengaria was on her way to him. He wanted nothing to come between him and Philip which would mean disaster for the coming crusade before it had even begun. A lie was in order.

“I will marry her, on my return from the crusade,” he lied. “You must be on your way with the fleet, while I wait here for my mother.”

“Why do you need to wait?”

“My sister would be in danger still were I to leave her now. Even you must realise that. You must leave at dawn.”

Before Berengaria arrives.

But the following morning brought an angry Philip into Richard’s tent, demanding to know if the tale he had been told was the true one, or merely idle gossip to which he should give no credence.

“I have been told that Queen Eleanor is on her way here, as you said, but not alone. I have been told she brings with her the Navarrese Princess, and that she brings her to you for your bride.” He paused and scowled, giving Richard time to slide from his bed and get to his feet. He was very much taller than Philip and the very action of standing gave him the advantage. “Well?” Philip demanded. “I know it must be a vicious rumour, because how can you be preparing to marry this Princess Berengaria when you are yet betrothed to my sister?”

“Philip, I decided a long time ago that I could not marry Alys. You know that; I told you at the time and I told you my reasons. They have not changed.”

“You lied to my face last night! You told me, assured me you would wed her when you returned, while all the time you were plotting to take another for your bride. What is this insult to my sister? To my whole royal house? What harm has she done you that you should despise her so?”

Richard took a deep breath.

“I do not despise your sister, Philip,” he said. “But she can never be my wife because my father knew her and she bore him a child. This you know. This is known by the whole of Christendom.”

Philip’s eyes grew wide, his cheeks flamed, his jaw clenched along with his fists.

“I do not believe you!”

“It is true. You know it is true and pretending you don’t will not help matters.”

“Where is this child?”

“Dead. She was born prematurely and lived only a few hours after birth.”

“Why did you lie to me?” Philip shouted. “Why did you tell me you would marry her after the crusade? Why did you bring her to Normandy?”

“I wanted nothing to come between us,” Richard replied. “I wanted nothing to interfere with the crusade.”

“And you brought her to Normandy, no doubt to keep hold of her dower lands.”

Richard could not deny that was his motive and now the honourable thing to do would be to hand them, and Alys, over to Philip.

“You can have them,” he said. “I will release her into your care or into the care of your representative. You can, perhaps, find her a suitable husband.”

“I can find her a husband, but it will hardly be a man suitable for a royal princess. And she is likely past childbearing age, or soon will be.”

Richard doubted that. His own mother had borne children much later in life than this, but it was true that Alys had carried on an affair with King Henry for years and produced no more children than the one who died. But that was not his concern. The truth was known now and all he felt was relief. 

“What is she worth?” Philip asked him gruffly.

“Sorry?”

“Alys, what is she worth? You cannot expect me to release you from your promise with no compensation at all.”

“10,000 marks,” Richard said. “It is worth it to have the whole business out of my mind.”

And now he could look forward to marriage with the most beautiful princess in Christendom and no fear of his father stealing her away.

*** 
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THE FLEET WAS MAGNIFICENT, one of the largest ever seen and the best equipped, largely due to Richard having rescued his sister and her dowry, together with all the gold plate her late husband, King William of Sicily, had left. He intended to use the gold at his wedding feast, then sell it on to equip more fighting men.

The church allowed no marriages during Lent and Richard was eager to continue the journey to Acre. But nothing had yet been decided about the venue for the wedding and, although now free of any obligation to Princess Alys, he did not want her brother to be present at his marriage to the Navarrese princess.

And as he waited for that princess, he could not help but recall his one and only meeting with her at a tourney in her home city of Pamplona. She was very young then, far too young for a man to even think about taking her as his bride, but he had been enchanted just the same. His thoughts then were to visualise how she would look in a few years time, when she had passed through adolescence to womanhood and now, as he anxiously awaited her arrival, he wondered if she had developed into the beauty he had expected her to be.

He was anxious for the crusade to begin, but he was almost as anxious for his bride to arrive. They could not stay in Sicily until the end of Lent; that would be too much of a delay. He wanted to journey on to Acre at the earliest opportunity and meet with his fellow crusade leaders, so it seemed that city would be the most likely in which to hold his wedding.

He had captured most of Sicily, laid siege to the castle where the usurper King Tancred had held his sister and taken him prisoner. He had also arranged a marriage treaty between his young nephew, Arthur, and Tancred’s daughter, although neither were yet of an age to wed. 

He was well aware that by entering into such an agreement, he was tacitly declaring Arthur as his heir, should he die without sons. Since his brother, Geoffrey, had died some five years ago, Arthur was the nearest male relative, but he was a child still. By making this gesture which would confirm him as Richard’s heir, he also knew he would enrage his youngest brother, John.

It hardly mattered. John was unfit to rule an army of toy soldiers, much less an empire the size of this one. Richard had never had any love for England, had spent only enough time there to get himself crowned and raise money for his crusade, but despite that, he would not wish Prince John on them.

He heard the horses arrival from his tent and he hurried to meet them. He had not see his mother for many years, thanks to his father keeping her a prisoner and allowing no visitors, and he was looking forward to seeing her again. He only hoped that her suffering had not affected her too much. Eleanor was a strong woman and Richard wanted nothing to diminish that strength; it was part of who she was.

But as he lifted the tent flap his eyes moved past her to the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on, seated on an elaborate saddle on a regal Arab pony. She was dressed in the finest silk of pale yellow, her head was covered in a veil of similar fabric and draped with precious stones and beads that fell about her ears and over her shoulders on their way to her full breasts.

Richard caught his breath, seeing a shadow of the little girl she had been, just as he had seen this woman in the child she once was. He knew he had done the right thing by asking for her hand, he knew that of all the women he had ever known, of all the princesses he could have chosen for his wife, this was the one he could love.

*** 
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BERENGARIA COULD NOT help but notice the admiration in King Richard’s eyes as he looked at her and she was thrilled. She could hardly wait to join him at the altar, to become his bride. But it was Lent, so she would have to be patient.

However, Richard was not prepared to wait in Sicily until the period of Lent was over. His priority was to reach Palestine and establish himself as crusade leader, before one of the other leaders started giving orders. This crusade had been his idea and he had organised it, so he was too anxious to start it to even think about his marriage, no matter how lovely was his bride.

Not knowing when he and his men would enjoy a decent meal again, he arranged a farewell banquet the night before their departure, and during that banquet, Eleanor came to Richard’s tent to finalise the settlement for his marriage. She was prepared to part with some of her own territories to make up that settlement and she authorised him to bestow on his bride the region of Gastony. She also wanted to arrange for him to take Berengaria and Joanna with him to Acre.

“No,” he argued. “Women cannot sail with crusaders. I think you know that, Mother. They can stay with you.”

“I have no time to chaperone your bride. I have things to discuss with His Holiness which cannot wait, then I go to England to repair the damage your brother has done in your absence. He is ruining the country along with your reputation and must be stopped.”

“Take the women with you.”

“Are you not anxious to celebrate your marriage, Richard?” Eleanor asked him angrily. “You are long past the age when a man in your position should marry and produce heirs. You sent for the Navarrese princess, you asked me to go to Pamplona and fetch her to you. Now you are delaying the moment when you make her your Queen. Why?”

Richard sighed heavily. He had so many things racing around his mind and he had no time for any of them. Palestine was where he needed to be, the sooner the better, so if his mother would not agree to take his betrothed and his sister with her, he would have to wed the Princess in Acre. That would delay the start of the crusade even more, and give Saladin more time to gather his own forces. 

This was not what he wanted. He had planned to be wed in Sicily on his way to the Holy Land, but he had completely forgotten that it would be Lent when Berengaria arrived there. 

“No reason, Mother,” he replied. “I am eager for my marriage, but I am more eager to drive the Infidel from the Holy City. Is that not more important?”

“I think not. At this moment, your inheritance is more important.”

“I say again; women cannot travel with the crusaders.”

“True, but there is nothing to stop them taking their own ship and joining the fleet.”

Richard could hardly argue with that. He nodded his agreement. Once Philip was out of the way, he would be more than happy to celebrate his marriage and bed his bride, but it could not be before.

*** 
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JOANNA STARED AT THE great ship which was to take her and her brother’s betrothed to Acre, and her heart weighed heavy with dread. Pulling her cloak tightly around herself to keep out the wind from the sea, she closed her eyes and tried to summon up the courage needed to step aboard the vessel. It bobbed in the water, making her dizzy as her eyes followed its movement.

The last time she had been at sea, she was but eleven years old and on her way to Sicily for her wedding to King William. At that time, she had been so sick the captain had been forced to pull ashore and give her a day on solid land before she was able to continue.

She always knew that one day she would have to embark on a sea voyage again, but now the time had come, her stomach heaved merely from the sight of the swirling waves.

Somebody clasped her hand and she turned her head to see Berengaria, standing beside her, her hand tucked affectionately in hers.

“You seem concerned,” she said.

“I am. My experience of sea travel was not a pleasant one. Indeed, I was so ill, I didn’t think I would ever get to my destination alive.” She bit her lip, her mouth turned down. “I do not look forward to doing it again.”

“I will look after you,” Berengaria said. 

There was comfort in her voice, enough to make Joanna believe that she actually could make her feel better, that she really could cure her sea sickness.

“I understood this was the first time you had left Navarre.”

“I went to Bordeaux once,” Berengaria replied. “I quite enjoyed the short trip here by sea. Besides, you are no longer a child. You will have grown out of it by now, I am certain.”

From the moment Joanna met her brother’s bride, she had felt an instant liking for her. She was very lovely, which should make Richard happy, but apart from that she was very kind. And they had so much in common. They had both been accustomed to living amid Mediterranean colours and sunshine and both loved music and singing. They could talk for hours about their childhoods, about their experiences of life so far and Joanna was delighted to know she was to be Berengaria’s chaperone. 

Joanna wanted to hear all about her new sister’s upbringing amid a close and happy family, with brothers and sisters and parents who loved her. In turn, Berengaria was keen to know what it was like to be sent away as a child to marry a stranger twice her age in a foreign country. And although Queen Eleanor was Joanna’s own mother, whom she had not seen for many years, she did not seem to have any particular affection for her daughter. Berengaria had already decided she did not like Queen Eleanor, but Richard loved her, so she was determined to do the same.

They boarded the ship holding hands, like two children, but while Joanna was soothed by her friend’s comfort, Berengaria was wondering how long it would be before she had time to talk to her betrothed alone or if, indeed, she would have such a chance. His only thought seemed to be for the crusade and now she wondered why he had sent for her at all, why she had made this arduous journey over mountains and across strange terrain, just to wait for him to fight his battles. And if he did not survive? He was a great warrior and never lost a battle, but there was always a first time and if that should happen, she would have come all this way for nothing.

The only reason she and Joanna were not being sent off with Eleanor was because she had refused to take them. Instead, she had given her son’s bride into the care of his sister and they were to follow him and his soldiers to the Holy Land. It was exciting for a woman who had never left her homeland, except for one short trip to France, but it was also frightening.

All she wanted was time to be with King Richard, to show him she could be a good wife and queen. Surely he was bound to appreciate that. She had often wondered why he had delayed his marriage to Princess Alys all these years, and now she knew. Joanna had revealed to her that Alys had betrayed him, had bedded with his own father, and Berengaria was more than willing to soothe his wounded ego.

She really wanted to stay on deck and watch the waves, but Joanna did not stop, just made her way straight to the cabin below. She was already looking pale and they had not yet cast off from shore, but Berengaria had no intention of leaving her.

Joanna ate nothing during the journey, but she prayed a lot, prayed that the seas would remain calm. They sat together on a large bed built into the structure of the ship, and it was not long before a loud noise rumbled through the air, quickly followed by a flash of lightening. 

Joanna gripped her companion’s hand so tightly, her fingernails dug into the soft palm, leaving a small bubble of red. She desperately wanted to pull her hand away, to soothe the wound, but her friend was shivering in fear and her complexion was tinged with green.

The ship rocked about, worse than anything Joanna had suffered before. Both women expected any moment to be tossed on their heads, expected the vessel to sink beneath the crashing waves and drown them both.

They lay down on the bed, that being the only place where they were unlikely get thrown onto the floor. Finally, Berengaria managed to release her hand from Joanna’s grasp and pull her into her arms, smearing her gown with the blood from her wounded hand. She opened her eyes to see that Joanna’s were closed and her lips moved in silent prayer.

Berengaria peered over Joanna’s shoulder out of the porthole to see that the sea had calmed a little. She also saw land, which sight lifted her spirits. She could see that the helmsman was steering them towards the land, but then they heard men’s voices, loud and shouting. 

They were speaking a language that neither princess understood, but then a reply came in French from one of their own guards.

“You must allow us to land,” he shouted. “Our ships are damaged, and people injured.”

Joanna silently thanked the Lord that the guard hadn’t thought to tell them who their passengers were. More shouting in what sounded like Greek, then the ship stopped rocking, scraped along the seabed and the cabin tilted, throwing the two princesses onto the floor, bruising their backs. The handle turned then the door dropped down into the tilted cabin and a swarthy face appeared in the gap.

“We thought it was only the treasure,” a voice said in French. “But it seems we have a bonus.”

“Where are we?” Asked Joanna.

“You are on the island of Cyprus,” the man replied. “I did not expect to find women here. Who are you?”

“We are...” Berengaria began to speak, but Joanna’s fingers pinched her into silence. She thought they would be safer if these men had no idea who they were.

“Very well,” he said. “Come. You must leave the ship. My Emperor will want to meet you.”

Joanna felt so ill she almost agreed to go with him. To settle on dry land was more than tempting, but she dared not. Whoever this ‘emperor’ was, once he knew that he had captured the bride and sister of the King of England, they would not be safe.

“We are staying here,” Joanna said. “Where are our guards?”

She managed to climb to her feet and see outside to where their cargo ships were being boarded by more of the swarthy Greek sailors. 

The sound of fighting from the deck answered her question, the man at the cabin door disappeared and the clash of steel told the women their guards were still alive and doing their best to protect their charges.

Then one of their own guards appeared and fell into the cabin through the upturned door. He landed with a loud yelp on the floor and pulled himself up, rubbing his arm to soothe it. 

“You will be safer here, Highnesses,” he said. “Those men have stolen King Richard’s gold plate; they will have no compunction in holding you to ransom. While they believe you are of no importance, you are safe, but it cannot be long before they discover the truth.”

“Too late for that,” said a new voice. “The Emperor commands that you come ashore. He is expecting a hefty ransom for you two from the King of England.”

“What should we do?” Berengaria asked.

“When the King realises you are not with the rest of his fleet, he will turn back for you,” the guard replied. “All we need do is keep safe until he gets here. And when he does, woe betide Isaac Komnenus.” 

The ship rocked a little and the face which appeared now at the doorway was cleaner than the others, the man better dressed. “I am Emperor Komnenus,” he said. “Come, let me care for you. We are famed for our wine. I am sure you will enjoy it.”

“No,” Joanna said. “We will stay here.”

“You will get no wine unless you come ashore.”

“We don’t want your wine,” said Berengaria. “We need fresh water. Would you send us water, please.”

“No. You must come ashore.”

The ship was tilted in such a way as to make it impossible for anyone to get into the cabin safely, as was proved by the entry of their escort. It also made it impossible for the ship to leave the shore. They could do nothing but shut themselves in and wait, hope they did not die of thirst before the King arrived.

What little food they had in their cabin lasted no more than a few hours and they were beginning to weaken rapidly from lack of water. Dizziness overcame them both. Once more Joanna called out for water.

“Come ashore,” came the reply. “Then you can have water. We want to give our best hospitality to the sister and bride of the King of England.”

It sounded like the Emperor. It seemed that he was still waiting, holding them under a siege of sorts until they could stand the thirst no longer and agreed to go with him. They clung to each other, their tongues doing their feeble best to wet their dry mouths and praying that Richard would soon arrive. 

It seemed like days before the sounds of the massacre only thinly penetrated the semi-conscious state of the two women, so weak were they. It was Richard himself who jumped down into the cabin and gathered them both into his arms.

He called out for help from his men.

“Quickly. We need water. There is not a moment to lose.”

The water revived them enough to realise who it was who had come to their rescue. Joanna reached up and kissed her brother’s cheek, an act she had performed many times during her lifetime, but Berengaria waited. She had never been this close to him before and now here he was, his arm around her, his lips pressed against her temple.

“We must leave this vessel,” he said. “Hopefully, it can be salvaged and be fit to follow the fleet when it leaves Cyprus. You might want to cover your eyes as we go ashore.”

Both women expected a to be met with a ghastly sight, since this man who had come to their rescue was known for his savage temper and the tyrant who controlled this island had shown his disrespect. He had had the audacity to imprison two of the women most important in the life of the King of England and he would not escape without paying the price.

But even they were shocked by the blood which soaked into the sand of the beach, which coloured the edge of the sea where they passed in their little rowing boat. The heat here was dry and fierce, the flies that gathered on the sliced corpses thick and black.

Berengaria shuddered, buried her face beneath the arm of the King. She had heard tales of his savagery when crossed, but she wondered if such slaughter was really necessary. She would not question him and a small voice inside told her he had done it for her, that his fragile temper had taken him this far for her sake. It was a comforting thought, the only comfort she had then and while she was not yet his wife and should not question his actions, Joanna would have no such qualms. Yet she said nothing, which made Berengaria believe she approved wholeheartedly of her brother’s actions here this day.

He took possession of Komnenus’ palace and it was not long before he had taken control of the entire island and had little opposition from the natives, who were all weary of Komnenus’ tyranny.

Berengaria felt safe at last and now she was installed in lodgings far more suited to her royal status. She and Joanna salvaged what they could of their clothing but that was not very much. The beautiful bridal gown she had brought with her, designed to enchant Richard at their wedding, was lost along with most of her other clothes.

“Do you think there will be time, before we marry, to have a new gown made?” She asked her companion. “We Navaresse like to dress up for our wedding. I had my gown made with gold threading and a veil to match.”

She had shed no tears for all she had endured since leaving Pamplona, but now she shed them for a lost gown. She wiped them away with her fingers, feeling foolish.

Joanna came and put an arm around her.

“You would look beautiful in anything,” she said. “And I do not believe you could appear in any garment which would make my brother love you less.”

“Do you think so?” She answered quietly.

She wondered if this would be a good time to voice the worry that had been nagging away at her since Sicily. She loved this woman, but she was the King’s sister and as loyal to him as any sister could be. Was it possible she would get the truth from her? Was it even possible that she knew the truth?

“I know it,” Joanna replied. “Just between the two of us, I believe he was relieved when he learned of our father’s betrayal with the Princess Alys.”

“Relieved? How could that be?”

“Because he had already fallen in love with you and he was looking for a valid reason to reject her. Were it not for that, he would have felt duty bound to proceed with the marriage and two people would have spent their lives resenting each other.”

“So I should thank her for being a whore?”

“You should, but don’t be too harsh in your judgement of her. I spent some years of my childhood with her and she was just a pawn in everyone else’s game, just as I was, just as most of us royal women. She did not have a father like yours, nor a brother either, who would be certain of your happiness no matter what it cost them.” She paused, let out a small sigh. “I don’t know what lies my father told her to tempt her into his bed, but I can be sure they were plausible ones. He likely told her he loved her and she needed that. I doubt she had ever heard the words before.”

“You, too, were sent away to marry a stranger when you were but a child. It didn’t make you offer yourself to the first man who asked.”

“No, but I had a family who loved me. My mother was always good to me, and my elder brothers always protected me. Besides, William was kind to me.”

“I heard he was unfaithful.”

“He was, but it hardly mattered. They were slave girls who had little choice, and I did not love him. I wasn’t even fond of him, but I cannot complain of his treatment of me.”

Berengaria decided not to ask any more questions, at least not yet. She wanted nothing to interfere with her coming marriage. She loved this man, longed for his touch. How would he react should he learn that his bride had asked about the rumours, those ugly rumours to which she should give no credence? She had seen evidence of his anger; she had no wish to see more of it.

Her thoughts were interrupted when she glanced up to see the object of those thoughts standing in the doorway, reminding her of just why she loved him. He was freshly bathed, his suit of light brown suede, the laces on the jacket only coming as far as his breast which showed naked and hard. The breeches were also laced down the length of each leg at the sides, laced so tightly a small part of his flesh could be seen as he moved, which he now did to gather her into his arms.

He kissed her lightly, then turned to embrace his sister. He had held her with such great affection, those ugly rumours were immediately ejected from her mind.
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CHAPTER TEN

Humble Queen of England
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RICHARD TOOK THE HAND of Berengaria and pulled her to sit beside him, keeping hold of her hand. A glance at his sister told her he wanted this time alone with his betrothed and she was happy to comply.

“I’ll not risk your safety a second time,” he said. “You and Joanna must sail with me. I cannot protect you with miles of ocean between us.”

“But I cannot sail with you,” she objected. “You know that.”

“You can if we are wed,” he said. Her eyes met his, took in his warm smile. He lifted her hand to his lips and allowed them to rest there briefly. “We will marry here, in Limassol, then journey to Acre as husband and wife. You will also be crowned as Queen of England. How will that suit?”

“That will suit very well, Your Majesty,” she answered playfully.

On the other side of the open window, Joanna stood with a smile of pleasure lighting her lovely face.

*** 
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IT WAS OF SOME REGRET for Richard that his mother had returned to England and was unable to attend, to see the magnificent sight her son presented as he rode up to St George’s Chapel on the island of Cyprus on a magnificent Spanish horse, richly decorated with silver chasing and velvet. Richard himself looked no less exotic, in his rose coloured suit, his silk mantle and his scarlet hat.

Berengaria, having lost her wedding gown to the storm, was more simply dressed than she would have liked, in a gown borrowed from Joanna, a gown of silk with long, pointed sleeves falling to her knees. Her hair, as befitted a virgin, fell over her shoulders beneath her veil and she need only look into the eyes of her bridegroom to see that she had made no mistake.

He loved her, that was obvious to all and this night she would give herself to him completely and utterly. The wedding feast would go on for three days, but this first day was the one from which she could not lift her mind. He danced with her and with his sister, he played his lute and he sang to her love songs he had written himself, just for her. She could not have been happier.

It was late in the evening when he took her hand and turned to the gathered guests, his voice loud and grave.

“I know you are expecting to witness the most important part of this marriage. It has been thus for many years, but not here, not now. My wife and I wish privacy. Nay, I order privacy.”

And he led her to their bedchamber, where he allowed the priest to bless the marriage bed then closed and locked the door behind him. The couple undressed down to her shift and his shirt, then they knelt beside the bed, their hands clasped together in prayer, their eyes closed as they prayed to the Lord that this night would bear fruit and give them an heir to the Angevin Empire.

Secretly and silently, Berengaria also prayed that her new husband would love her forever and that those ugly rumours were all lies, put about by his enemies to diminish him in the eyes of the world.

They removed the last of their clothing then lay down in the bed, a thin sheet covering them for the sake of modesty. Richard’s order that they were to be left alone to consummate their marriage should have endeared him to his new wife, but it had the effect of reminding her of that nagging doubt.

“Why did you want to keep the guests away?” She asked.

“Because I find the custom of an audience to such a private moment to be barbaric. The animals of the wild procreate in public; I think human beings should be afforded a little more dignity. Do you not agree?”

“It is a nice sentiment, Richard,” she answered. “But now they will be saying we have something to hide.”

There, she had said it and now there was nothing to do to catch back the words. Now all she could do was wait to hear if he knew what she meant.

“They likely will,” he said. “But no matter what we do, there will be someone who finds something wrong in it, something sordid.” He slipped his arm around her and pulled her close against him, the warmth of her breast touching his and making him stir. “I have many enemies, my love, every one of whom would like to find evidence with which to discredit me.”

“You know what I am talking about?”

“Indeed I do. I didn’t get as far as I have by ignoring gossip. I am a womaniser, I am a rapist, I have an unnatural liking for little girls and for other men. Do you believe any of them?”

She turned her head to touch his chest with her lips, wrapped her arm around him and drew closer.

“One of them,” she said at last. “The first.”

He laughed, a sound which sent a thrill of joy through her body.

“You would not be wrong,” he said. “I have two bastard children. Philip you know of; he is at school in England.”

“The other?”

“A daughter. She is being educated by the nuns at Godstow.”

“Her mother could not keep her?”

She felt sudden pity for this woman whom he had bedded and discarded. His son was given titles and honours as soon as Richard became King, given the finest education and sent to be raised with the finest family. But his daughter? No one even knew her name.”

“She died in childbirth,” Richard replied. 

“Oh. I am sorry. Forgive me.”

“Speak nothing of it. She is cared for, my daughter, and always will be. I cannot give her the things I can give my son, but she will never go without.”

She snuggled closer to him, her mind set at rest by this brief conversation. He was right; people spoke ill of him wherever he went. Why should she take any of those ugly rumours and make it real?

“My ancestor, King William II of England, was homosexual and never tried to disguise the fact. He flaunted his lovers at court and refused to marry. Some of my enemies like to use him as proof that I am like him.”

She was silent, not knowing what answer to give.

“I am sorry I doubted you, but I needed to hear it from your own lips.”

He leaned in close and kissed her lips, his warm fingers resting gently on her cheek.

“Good,” he said. “Since we have that out of the way, what shall we do now?”

He smiled playfully, then his fingers stroked her body, from her neck down to her breasts and beyond, his lips met hers and kissed her in a way she had never imagined. She shivered with delight, kissed him back, wrapped her legs around him and felt him stir against her.

Celebrations were still going on in the palace and throughout the Angevin Empire. In England Eleanor had arranged a banquet, in Pamplona King Sancho was toasting the happiness of his eldest daughter as that daughter lay here in the arms of a man she had loved for years and would love for many more.

*** 
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PRINCESS ALYS WAS TOLD only last night that she was leaving Normandy and returning to Paris, to her brother’s royal court. After all this time, someone had finally remembered her, shut away in her castle gaol at the pleasure of the King of England. 

Now her brother wanted her back. For what? He must have some scheme in mind where she could play a part, be of use. There seemed no other reason for him to suddenly remember his sister and take her back to live in Paris.

She had heard that he was away on crusade in the Holy Land, so she would be spared a lecture from him at least. 

One of her ladies came into the chamber with a travelling box in which to pack her gowns and other garments, her face aglow with the prospect of returning to court.

“Why now, Anne?” Alys asked. “I have been in limbo, betrothed to the King of England and with no word from him. Am I now to know where my life is leading?”

Lady Anne took her hand and squeezed it. Alys’ face was showing fine lines now, her youth squandered to the lust of mighty men, and Anne would have given her own freedom to be able to tell her she was being given back her life. But she could not; she knew none of the answers herself.

“I am not sure if my answer will be welcome,” Lady Anne replied hesitantly. 

“Go on,” said Alys.

“This week,” said Anne, “on the island of Cyprus, King Richard was married to Princess Berengaria of Navarre.”

Why those words distressed Alys so, she could not have said. Richard meant nothing to her, not now. He had made it quite clear how he felt about her, with what disdain he regarded her. It was true he had treated her well during her captivity here in Normandy, had spared no expense in providing for her comfort. Certainly she had fared better than her brother’s poor wife, Ingeborg, when he discarded her. 

Why should it be that a pang of jealousy stabbed her heart to know that Richard loved another? She might take comfort from believing that he did not love her, that she was a bride of convenience just as Alys herself would have been, but somehow that mattered not at all.

He should have been hers. She should have been Queen of England, not some other princess, but after the jealousy had faded, she realised that it was of no importance. All she wanted was someone who would love her, someone who would really love her not just lust after her as Henry had and not someone who would use her for his own ambitions.

She thought it unlikely that she would ever be granted such a wish.

“I wish them every happiness,” she said at last. “I wonder if he loves her.”

“People say he does, My Lady. I hear he has taken her with him to the Holy Land.”

She made no reply, only watched as her clothes were folded and packed into the travelling boxes. A few more days would take her to Paris, to the French court and who knew what might be awaiting her?

Her brother’s letter arrived only yesterday, a letter he had written from Sicily when Richard told him why she would never be his wife. It was a letter she had been expecting to receive for many years, but like everything else with Philip, he refused to believe what it didn’t suit him to believe, even though the whole of Christendom had heard about Alys’ affair with King Henry. It was only now, when Richard was wed to another and the hope of a union had gone forever, that he was forced to believe what he had been told years ago.

The letter was written in anger, written in a blind rage in which Philip called her every evil name he could think of. She was a whore, a trollop, a prostitute and worse. She was a fornicator, an adulterer; she should be publicly flogged until her flesh bled and poured into a red puddle about her feet.

She shivered as she looked from the window and recalled his words. He would do it too. Was this why he wanted her back in Paris?

She could never forget how he had treated his Danish bride, who had committed no crime, who had come here full of hope to marry the King of France and make him a good wife, give him sons and learn to love him. The whole of Europe still reeled at the whole sorry episode, how he had first demanded that she be returned to Denmark and an annulment granted and when that did not happen, how he had locked her in a cold, damp castle without proper clothing nor adequate food.

Philip had applied to the Pope for an annulment, claiming non-consummation, and one thing Alys had never understood was Ingeborg’s insistence that the marriage had been consummated. Why would she do that? Why would she want to stay with a man who despised her so? Was this where pride had taken her, because she was too proud to admit the truth?

Thinking about her, Alys felt that her own life, miserable though it had been, was paradise compared to hers. She had at least known hope and she had known love for a few years. Now she knew a new hope, hope that her brother would get himself killed in the Holy Land and never return, for she very much feared a similar fate awaited her.

*** 
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DURING THE THREE DAYS of the wedding celebrations, Richard rarely left the side of his lovely new bride. He spent vast amounts of money on the celebration and was more than happy that he had reclaimed his stolen gold plate for the feast, the gold plate that was left to him by Joanna’s late husband and stolen by Komnenus during the shipwreck off the coast of Cyprus. 

He apparently wanted to show off, his golden plate and his golden Queen. She was so beautiful, dressed in the best finery he could find on the island for her, but to him she was even lovelier lying naked beside him.

Their lovemaking brought them to heights of ecstasy he had never known before and he secretly thanked his father for giving him an excuse to break his betrothal to Princess Alys. He had ordered her release when he paid her brother to free him from his promise and he wished her well. He did not blame her; it was partly his own fault for neglecting her for so long, for letting her know that he had no real desire for her. He was content; there was no reason why she should not also be content and he hoped Philip would get over his outrage and treat her kindly.

On the fourth day, Richard brought to their lodgings a little girl, hair as black as jet and eyes to match. She was no more than six or seven years old, if that, she spoke only Greek and she looked terrified.

“What is this?” Berengaria asked her husband. 

“This is the daughter of Komnenus, the man who calls himself Emperor of Cyprus. She is to stay with us, as hostage to his good behaviour.”

“With us, Richard?”

“Yes. I want her kept safe, and try to cheer her up. She will likely never see her father again.”

He laughed then, a joyous laugh as though he had heard some hilarious jest. She frowned at him, waiting to discover if he would share the joke with her.

“What is amusing you so, Richard?” Joanna’s voice came from behind her brother. 

She had appeared in the room, unnoticed, and hoping her brother had not inflicted some awful injury on the father of this child. It was the sort of thing he might well find amusing, given the right mood.

“The so-called Emperor begged me not to put him in iron chains,” he answered. “I have had silver ones made for him instead.”

He laughed even louder, Joanna sniggered, but Berengaria could find nothing to amuse her. She had little enough time to spend with her new husband as it was, and here he had presented her with a child to care for.

“What is to become of the child?” She asked.

“She will stay here with you and my sister.”

“Did you not think to ask if I wanted to raise a foreign child?” She said angrily. “What is her name?”

He shrugged. 

“Who knows? She speaks no French or Spanish, only Greek. We will give her a name; you and Joanna can think of something. Tomorrow, we leave for Acre. She will be practice for you, should you prove to be with child.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Caged Queens
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THE CRUSADERS’ ARRIVAL in Acre was met with celebration by all the Christian inhabitants of that town. Despite being night, every detail of the welcome could be seen from the ships. The town was lit up so brightly with candles strung across the beach, torches carried to the seashore and singing that could be heard out to sea. Cheering got louder as they drew closer and the two queens on board smiled. The little princess pointed and laughed, as any child would, and Berengaria was pleased that she did not seem to be missing her father in the least.

It was all so exciting, they could not help but feel the joy from the townsfolk. Richard waved at the people on the beach, then jumped into a little boat and rowed himself to the shore. His wife and his sister watched indulgently as he hugged these people to him, like a little boy at Christmas.

Once the women had been rowed to shore by one of the crew, they were guided to a large house and on the way there, Berengaria felt a heavy dread, a portent for the future as she watched her husband climb to take down the standard of the Emperor of Austria and replace it with his own. It was a premonition, that this action would come back to haunt them all. 

The house was large by middle eastern standards, made of sand bricks and designed for the hot weather. They were comfortable enough, but as they settled into their new dwelling, they looked in vain for Richard. There was no sign of him that night, which his wife understood. He would want to establish his command among the men and especially with the other crusade leaders, the Emperor of Austria, whom he had already offended, as well as Philip Augustus, the King of France who had not yet forgiven him for rejecting his sister.

The following day, Richard sent a note, informing his wife of only a few days that he would be staying in the tents with his men. He did not think it right, he wrote, that he should be in a comfortable dwelling with his wife, while his men had no such luxury.

He also wrote that his wife and sister, along with the Cypriot princess, were not to leave the surrounding grounds of their residence. It was too dangerous, he said, for two western women to be seen outside. They were too valuable as hostages to risk their safety and they were to stay where they were.

Berengaria stared out of the upstairs window at the desolate piece of land around the house, at the high walls which surrounded it and depression settled over her. There would be no riding, as there was no room for horses, there was little in the way of materials to paint or fabrics to embroider. They could not be allowed to practice their archery, because the local people guarding their safety might misinterpret that as them having weapons.

Berengaria already felt that she was in a cage, that someone would be watching her every movement and her joy at the King wanting her company on his crusade, faded rapidly.

“So, I am not to see my husband at all,” Berengaria protested. She flapped the letter in the air, then crunched it up and tossed it on the floor. “I have been his wife for but four days and that is all I am to have, just four days.”

“I am sure it is for the best,” Joanna replied. “He wants to be sure we are safe. That makes sense does it not?”

“Safety is one thing, but he neglects me. He prefers to sleep in the filthy tents with his soldiers, than in a soft bed with his wife.”

Joanna took her hand and held it gently.

“He will visit, I am sure,” she said soothingly. “But he is a warrior, one of the greatest military leaders of all time so they say. It is natural that, when he is preparing for battle, he would stay with his men, that he would want nothing to distract him from his strategies. And you cannot deny that you are a distraction.”

Berengaria forced a smile. She knew what her friend was trying to say, but she had thought herself fortunate to be marrying the man she loved. Now she was not so sure he loved her the same. Still, this was a holy war and she should, like Richard, put that first.

“Of course, you are right,” she said. “Once he has recaptured Jerusalem, he will have more time for me. It is simply a disappointment and I should be ashamed.”

The fighting could be heard from the house, every day the clash of steel, the shouts and screams of the injured and dying. But it was all in the distance, far away from where the Queens spent their days in discussion of their early lives. For they had little else to occupy them. 

They had known similar upbringings, except that Berengaria had been raised in a court of music and beauty, whereas Joanna had been raised to impress a future husband. She remembered little of her childhood, but even after her marriage to the King of Sicily, she learned about music and art. William was not a faithful husband, but he was a refined man who treated his Queen with kindness and respect.

Joanna was never comfortable with his paramours though, because they were slave girls who had no choice. She would have felt happier had he enticed some free woman to his bed, someone who had the power to refuse him should she so wish. That was a privilege even his wife did not have within her power.

But that was not how it was to be and, hearing how some wives of sovereigns had been treated, she felt herself fortunate. She married King William to form an alliance between the Angevin Empire and Sicily, to give them free trade and travel through each other’s territories. 

That was the purpose of princesses; she sometimes wondered if things would ever be any different.

Acre fell and the queens hoped they could move to a more liberal place, but they were to be disappointed. Richard promised freedom to the city’s defenders, provided the Christian hostages were returned and a large sum in gold was paid to the King, but Saladin, the Muslim leader, failed to fulfil any of his promises. Despite his victory, despite the walls of the city having fallen to his siege engines and his archers, the promises were never kept.

While they waited, a chilling silence fell over the town of Acre, a silence that told them all was not well. If demands were not met, the amicable treaty would not last.

Berengaria and Joanna heard only rumours that Richard’s rage was terrifying, until the screams of terror drew their attention. The little Cypriot Princess folded herself up beneath her bed in fear, until Joanna coaxed her out and comforted her.

They had found a local woman to care for the child and she was there now, more afraid than any of them since she had no idea if her own family was safe. But she took the child away while the two queens went to the upper floor of the house, where they stood on benches and on tiptoe in an effort to see what all the noise was about.

“This is hopeless,” Berengaria said. “We’ll have to climb up to the roof.”

Joanna caught her arm to stop her, but she frowned and pulled herself away.

“We should stay here,” Joanna said. “It is best we do not see.”

“Why? Do you believe the rumours then, that Richard’s fury is out of control? How can you believe that?”

“Because, sister, I have seen his rage before. It is not pretty.”

“I need to see that for myself. I’ll not believe the man I love is the cause of those cries of terror and pain, not unless I see it with my own eyes.”

“And if you do see it, you will never feel the same about him again.”

But Berengaria would not be deterred and she hurried to the narrow door which opened onto a ladder leading up to the flat roof of the building. She stood mesmerised as Joanna came behind her and put her arm around her. The screams were far enough away to be but a dull, yet terrifying noise, but despite that, the sight which met the eyes of the two queens caused their stomachs to heave. 

They were a long way away, but still they could see the blood that splashed into the air like a red fountain. Nearly three thousand men, the defenders of Acre whose freedom was promised them, awaited their fate, waited and watched their colleagues as they were beheaded one by one in the gruelling heat, by the so-called holy warriors. The massacre went on for hours.

“Come away,” said Joanna.

Berengaria’s head shook slowly in denial.

“Who has ordered this?” She demanded, her eyes filling with tears. “When Richard learns of this his rage will know no bounds.”

“Come away, please,” Joanna repeated.

“No. Not until I know who is responsible. I must get word to the King; I must tell him what is happening here while there is still time to stop it.”

Joanna touched her friend’s arm gently. She was finding it hard to believe what she knew to be the truth; she wasn’t sure she had the strength to impart that truth to her brother’s wife.

*** 
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BERENGARIA WAS DESPERATE to see her husband, to speak to him and hear from his own lips that it was not he who had ordered the barbarous massacre at Acre, but her wish was not granted. She was still unable to leave the compound for fear of her safety, and Richard made no attempt to visit her or explain.

This hurt her more than anything, as he must have known the things she was hearing. Did he not think it mattered to her, what people were saying about him? And if such gossip was true, did he think she could still love him? Or perhaps that was of no importance to him.

Either way, she cried herself to sleep at night, quietly so as not to wake Joanna and the fact that Richard’s sister believed the tales so readily was another piece to the gathering heartache she was feeling.

A few days later, some soldiers arrived to escort the two queens to Arsuf where they were once again confined for their own safety. The tedium and lack of freedom was beginning to irritate them; this was not what either of them were accustomed to. Even Joanna, when she was the Queen of Sicily and her husband lived, had been free to go about as she pleased. The Cypriot princess was still with them. Perhaps Richard thought having a child to care for would give them occupation enough.

Christmas was fast approaching and they settled near Jaffa, in a ruined city that Saladin had himself destroyed to keep it from the Crusaders. There was still no word from Richard for his new wife, nor for his sister and Berengaria had come to the conclusion that he cared nothing for her, that he had achieved his goal in marrying her, an alliance with her brother and Navarre.

Christmas would be a very sad occasion for her and she now wondered what she would do when finally released from her confinement. She sometimes empathised with Princess Alys, thought she knew how that lady must have felt, if Richard neglected her in the same way, not knowing whether she had a betrothal or not. Berengaria wondered now if she really had a marriage. But she would not turn to another man, even should one present himself. She had sworn loyalty to her husband and she would keep that oath, no matter what.

On Christmas Eve he arrived, covered in dust and grime and stinking of unwashed man. He stood smiling at her, his eyes moving over her appreciatively. She wanted to run to him, to throw herself into those strong arms, but the memory of Acre held her back.

Joanna felt no such reluctance. She flung herself at him, pressed herself into his arms and kissed his filthy cheek, the dirt from his tabard staining her dress. She did not care; her dearest brother was back with the women who loved him and now all would be well.

“Now you’ve made me dirty,” she said, while trying to contain tears of joy. “I shall have to go and change.”

Berengaria watched her go, but still she made no move toward him.

“You look a mess,” she said. 

“I know. I could not wait to see you.”

“Really?”

She wondered if that were true, or just words to tempt her. At last he came to her, his steps halted before her and he took her arms, pulled her close to him and kissed her lips, while keeping a space between them. She had missed those kisses, and now all she wanted was to forget the memories which were standing like a thorny bush between them. 

“You could have stayed with us,” she said.

“No,” he answered with a shake of his head. “I needed to be with my men and with the other leaders. How would it be if I stayed in comfort with my wife, whilst they slept on hard earth without a woman? That is no way to gain their respect. I would not have been the crusade leader for long if that had happened.”

She made no reply to this explanation. She knew it made sense, but would it have been so terrible for him to spend a few minutes of his time with his wife?

“Without a woman, Richard?” She said. “That is not what I heard.”

He grinned sheepishly. 

“There are always camp whores who follow the soldiers. That is not what I meant and I think you know that.”

“I will have a bath filled for you,” she said. “Then we can eat. You will be staying?”

“There is little point in going on to Jerusalem in the winter; we would have no chance.”

“And that is your only reason for staying?” She said bitterly.

He reached out and stroked her cheek with his calloused fingers.

“You know it is not,” he answered. “Are you trying to start an argument?”

Was she? She was unsure about that. She was pleased to see him, but things were different now. He had shown how brutal he could be, even cruel, and he had shown her that she meant far less to him than his battles. But those battles were part of a holy crusade; was it very selfish of her to want to be more important than God?

“No,” she said at last. “Come, let’s get you bathed and fed. Then the night will be ours.”

*** 
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THEY LAY SIDE BY SIDE, hands entwined, just as they had that first time, on their wedding night, but something was different and they both knew it.

He reached over and stroked his hand over her stomach.

“You did not conceive?” He asked.

“No. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. My mother would have liked to hear that an heir was on the way.”

“If I should have a son, Richard, it will be for you, not your mother.”

Her voice had risen a little and she tried to control it. She had no wish to spoil this night; it could well be the only night.

He pulled her to him, held her close, felt her warm flesh against him and realised how much he had missed her. Many of the crusaders had made use of the prostitutes who followed the camp, but Richard had been far too busy planning each day’s strategy to even think of carnal pleasures. He would have liked to have told himself it was because he wanted no other woman but Berengaria, but he was not a man who could lie to himself. In truth, he had not given her a single thought since he left her in Acre, but there was no need for her to know that.

He could not lie to himself, but he had little difficulty in lying to others. He kissed her then, took her soft breast into his hand, moved his lips to her neck and felt her response.

If only she could recapture that first night, before the battles, before the massacre, before he brought mention of his mother into their marriage bed. She loved him still, but she felt the distance between them.

After, as they lay in each other’s arms, her head resting on his naked chest, try as she might, she could not keep her thoughts to herself.

“Richard,” she said. “Was it you who ordered the deaths of all those men at Acre?”

“Who else?”

“Why? Why did you do that? You promised them freedom.”

“I would have kept that promise had Saladin not reneged on his own promise.”

“Was that their fault?”

He moved away from her and sat up, turned to look down at her, his scowl fearsome.

“These decisions are mine alone, Berengaria. Please do not question me on military matters.”

“Are they military matters?” She asked.

“If you need to ask, then you are not qualified to argue the matter.”

Perhaps he was right. She had sworn to give him her loyalty and obedience. She intended to keep those vows, and he was the military leader, the great warrior, feared by all his enemies.

“Very well,” she agreed at last. “But tell me, please. I heard that Philip has returned to France, that your crusading army is depleted. Is that true? Or is that also a military matter I am forbidden to ask about?”

He lay back down, slipped his arm around her.

“Philip is a coward. A little heat, a little discomfort and he flees like a frightened rabbit. I cannot believe he was once a close friend. I have no patience with him.”

“But his departure puts you at a disadvantage and your brother is not a good ruler. I wonder if you, too, have thought of returning to England while you still have a kingdom to return to.”

“My mother will keep John in his place,” he said. “She will rule as my regent until I can get back there.”

“Your mother,” she said. “I have seen some of the letters she has written to Joanna. She still signs herself ‘Queen of England’. Did you know that? Do you allow that?”

“I hadn’t thought of it,” he replied. “She has been Queen of England for many years and you have not yet been crowned in England. When you are, she will no doubt be happy to defer that title to you.”

She said nothing, but she had her doubts. If Eleanor insisted on calling herself by a title which rightfully belonged to her son’s wife, that wife would have to find her own title in retaliation. From then on, she signed all her documents as ‘Humble Queen of England’ and hoped the sarcasm did not go unnoticed.

*** 
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AFTER CHRISTMAS, WHAT remained of the crusaders pushed on to Jerusalem but they were greatly outnumbered now. Having realised the futility of the battle, Richard knew he would have to make peace with Saladin, but he needed to save face. He could not have it thought that he suffered defeat.

His solution to that particular problem was not one which was likely to gain favour with anyone, much less the woman involved. 

He wrote to his wife to tell her she needed to prepare to leave the Holy Land and Berengaria hoped that at last, she would have her husband back and begin to build their future, perhaps even conceive that longed for child. She had no doubt that it was the worry of living almost on a battlefield and wondering if Richard might not return, that was preventing it.

She assumed they would be going to England, that the King would be crowned a second time and would have his Queen crowned with him. She had been crowned Queen in Cyprus, also crowned as Queen of that country, but she needed to have a coronation alongside the King for it to be properly recognised.

Berengaria could take up her rightful place as Queen of England and then they would see whether Eleanor was as willing to give up that title as her son believed.

“It seems we will be leaving here soon,” Berengaria told her friend. 

“That’s good,” Joanna replied. “It seems it was all for nothing after all. The Holy City is still in the hands of the Infidel. But it will be good to get back to a more civilised life.”

When Richard arrived, her joy turned to fury.

“I have made peace with Saladin,” he told them. He wore a satisfied grin, as though he expected congratulations. “I have found a solution that will suit us both and cannot be called a defeat.”

“What solution is that?” Joanna asked.

He turned to her with that satisfied smile, strode forward and took her hand, ignoring his wife who waited patiently for some sort of greeting.

“An alliance between our countries. You are to marry his brother,” he told her abruptly. “And you will rule Jerusalem together.”

Joanna wrenched her hand away from his and used it to slap his face, hard enough to leave an angry crimson patch that could well turn to a bruise later. She stepped away from him, ready to slap him again, but he caught her wrist.

“How dare you?” She screamed at him. “How dare you think you can marry me, your own sister, to a Muslim? How dare you think you can order me to marry a man who is not even a Christian, without even consulting me? How dare you?”

“Calm down,” he said, his hand reaching up to soothe his injured face. “Something can be arranged, I’m sure. Perhaps he can be persuaded to be baptised a Christian.”

“Or perhaps I can give up my faith and follow his?” She shouted back at him. “No. I refuse to marry him. Have you not just fought a war which cost thousands their lives, just to chase the Infidel out of the Holy Land and here you want to condemn your sister to marriage with one of them? I cannot believe what I am hearing.”

“Neither can I,” said Berengaria. “Richard, what on earth are you thinking? You cannot expect your sister to marry a follower of Islam. I am quite disgusted with you.”

As usual, Richard did not think of anyone else when it came to doing what he wanted. It had never occurred to him to consult his sister, never entered his head that she might refuse. He had given her not a single thought, just decided it would be an acceptable solution to save face.

But he had not given up the idea. If Al-Adil could be persuaded to be baptised as a Christian, he might still persuade his sister to give him his way.

Finally, he turned to his wife, gave her a quick kiss on the cheek, then left the house. 

“Now where is he going?” Berengaria asked. “He’s only just arrived.”

“I believe he has gone to ask the Infidel’s brother if he would be prepared to give up his faith. It will make no difference; I’ve always accepted that I would marry where I was told to marry, for the sake of my duty to the kingdom, but not this time.”

Richard’s scheme to save face was not to be.

“I will marry your sister, if she will have me,” was Al-Adil’s reply. “But I’ll not betray Islam for her.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

To Rome
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THE CRUSADERS HAD LEFT, the Templars were sworn to protect pilgrims visiting the Holy City and Saladin had promised not to interfere with them. It was the best they could hope for, but now Berengaria prepared to go to England with her husband and his sister, together with the little Cypriot princess, who had become something of a burden.

“What do you plan on doing with her, Richard?” She asked him. “She should be sent back to her people.”

“She should, but her father is still in prison and I have no reason to suppose there is anyone else who wants her. She will have to stay with us.”

“It is cold in England, is it not?” She asked, wanting to change the subject.

“It can be.” He paused, his lips twisted thoughtfully as though he had something to say but was not sure how it would be received. “I must return, if only to oust my brother from my throne and be sure everything is as it should be. But I would be grateful if you would go to Rome, represent me with the Pope there.”

Her eyes met his as she tried to read his thoughts. She was disappointed that he did not want her with him, but pleased that he thought her capable of representing him in such elevated company. She had begun to think he had no appreciation for her intelligence and education.

“I would be honoured to do so,” she said. “But the people of England will surely expect you to bring your Queen with you. We could go to Rome afterward.”

“I have another reason,” he answered. “Joanna doesn’t want to come to England. She is still angry with me for trying to arrange her marriage with Saladin’s brother. She says if she comes to England, as King I will likely marry her off to someone else without her consent.”

Berengaria laughed.

“Is she right?”

“Possibly. I have promised her it’ll not happen again, but I have a tendency to forget such promises when the occasion arises.”

“And what of your promises to me, Richard?” She said. “Will you forget those as quickly?”

“What does that mean, exactly?”

“I saw nothing of you for months during the crusade, while the men in your camp took advantage of the women who followed them. You insisted on sharing their camp; did you also share in their pleasures?”

He pulled her to him, held her tightly; she could feel the rapid beating of his heart and knew she was about to hear a lie.

“Of course not, my love,” he said. “I thought only of you.”

She bit back a retort and replied without looking at him.

“I will do as you command,” she said. “But when will we meet again?” 

“You will come to England when Joanna has recovered from her tantrum and when you have seen the Pope on my behalf. I think I angered him when I went to Rome on my way to Sicily, but made no effort to seek an audience with him.”

“Why did you do that? You must have known that would be unacceptable.”

“I was eager to get to Sicily and free my sister, retrieve her inheritance that Tancred stole from her. I was also anxious to meet up with the other leaders and begin the crusade. I had no time to fawn over him, but now I wonder if my neglect was a factor in the defeat.”

“It was hardly a defeat, Richard,” she said. “But I can see where you would need to make peace with His Holiness. I will go.”

He took her in his arms and kissed her, passionately, felt the warmth of her beauty against his body and stirred a little. He could have happily taken her to bed then, but in truth his mind was occupied with preparations to return to England. 

***
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THE TWO QUEENS, NO longer caged, were now free to enjoy not only their normal pastimes of riding, falconry and archery, but also each other’s company. They stayed in Rome for many months, making visits to the Pope, before moving on to other parts of the Angevin Empire.

After Richard’s blatant lie before their parting, Berengaria was in no hurry to meet with him again. And she was certain it was a lie. But it was during their travels that the letters from Queen Eleanor caught up with her and made her shiver with fear.

King Richard’s ship had been wrecked and he had been captured by the Emperor of Austria. He had feared something of the sort might happen; that was why he travelled disguised as a pilgrim.

Berengaria studied the letter with a heavy heart, recalling her dread when Richard had torn down the Emperor’s standard in Acre and replaced it with his own. She knew then it would bode ill for him and for her. 

Joanna was beside herself. Berengaria had never seen her so distraught, she was always such a strong woman.

“After what he did?” She asked her. “Trying to marry you to the Infidel, you can still shed tears for him?”

“He is my brother,” Joanna replied. “The only one who ever cared for me. Look what he did to rescue me in Sicily, to rescue us both in Cyprus. We must do something.”

“We will. We will gather everything we can to sell; that will be a start. Queen Eleanor is raising money for the ransom as well.”

“My mother will be devastated with this news. The people of England will give willingly to rescue their King.”

Yes, Berengaria thought. That is all the people of England ever were to him, a means of raising money.

“Sheep clippings,” Berengaria said.

“Sorry?”

“I will go to every farm and sheep shearer I can. I can beg for sheep clippings, the ones they don’t manage to catch, the ones that get thrown away. I can sell them to raise more money.”

“Berengaria,” Joanna replied. “You are the Queen of England.”

“Does that mean I cannot do everything within my power to save my husband?”

Joanna watched as she went to her bedchamber to find more things to sell and she knew, without a doubt, that if a Queen would lower herself to beg for sheep clippings for a man, that Queen must love that man more than she would ever care to admit.

The remainder of that year was spent travelling the Angevin Empire to raise money for Richard’s release. It was hard work, but they finally managed to gather a part of the demanded ransom. In the meantime, Richard’s captor had changed from the Emperor of Austria to the Holy Roman Emperor, Henry VI, so now they knew nothing of his whereabouts.

Berengaria heard nothing, neither did Joanna. But Eleanor heard from him the moment he was released. She wrote to her son’s wife that he was on his way home to England. Her letter contained no request that his Queen should join him, but it did end it with the title of ‘Queen of England’.

So, Eleanor still thought of herself as the Queen of England, and she likely always would. Berengaria could not erase from her memory the woman who had escorted her from her homeland of Navarre to Sicily, to meet her bridegroom. She gave all the orders on the hazardous journey, never once asked Berengaria what she might want and her constant nagging about the importance of giving Richard a son almost made her want to slap her. She would have, too, had she not had her prayers and her books in which to hide. It came as no surprise that now, having not yet conceived, Eleanor would have liked to dismiss her son’s wife from existence.

Each day, she watched for a messenger, for someone who would bring a letter from Richard to at least tell her that he remembered he had a wife. But once more she was disappointed.

Joanna had become friendly with their escort, Raymond, the Count of Toulouse, and she wrote to her brother asking his consent to a marriage between them. His reply held no mention of his wife.

“I am glad you are happy at last, my friend,” Berengaria told her friend. “I hope for better things than you have so far received.” 

Or that I have received at the hands of your brother. 

She did not voice her thoughts. She wanted nothing to come between them and she wanted nothing to spoil her friend’s happiness.

“It will be a strong strategic match as well,” Joanna replied. “Otherwise my brother would never have consented.”

“Perhaps he is trying to make up for Saladin’s brother,” Berengaria replied.

Joanna smiled wistfully.

“I doubt it. He will have forgotten that by now and will only be content that I have found someone I like and respect who also has land in a useful location.”

Navarre was very close now, and she would have loved to return home, to visit her brother, now King of that nation, but to return home without her husband would cause a scandal of great proportion. It was strange, that he could return to England without her and no such scandal came of it, yet she could not do the same.

But she could at least visit her sister, Blanche, who lived nearby. She was to be her strength during this difficult time, when she was neither wife nor Queen, for what is a queen without a country?
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Alys Again
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KING PHILIP SAW NOTHING of his sister once he arrived back in Paris from Palestine, nor did she expect or wish his presence. After the vitriolic words of his letter to her, she hoped never to have to face him again.

She had been in Paris sometime, quietly installed in one of Philip’s many palaces when she heard that he had returned, that he had given up the crusade and left Richard to fight on alone with just the Duke of Burgundy for support. She thought it likely that he had realised just how dirty and hot the country was, realised that no, God was not on their side and Saladin was not the inept coward the crusaders had supposed. But Richard had stayed; he had kept his word to the Almighty and she admired his courage, while knowing it was the appeal of the battle which kept him there, not the battle’s cause.

Philip had quarrelled bitterly with Richard after his revelation about Alys and he likely felt that he had been made a fool of. He would blame her for that and when he came home, he would be angry and frustrated and likely to punish her harshly for her conduct. She could never forget what he had done to his young queen, whose only crime had been in not being to his fancy.

But Philip made no attempt to see her and while she was still not free to do as she pleased, she was not as closely watched as she had been. She had her embroidery, her music, her riding and she saw her sister, Marguerite from time to time. Her half sisters were too far away to visit, but they wrote. She was thirty five now, far past the age where anyone was likely to petition for her hand, and for that she was not sorry.

She would grow old gracefully, perhaps gain the reputation of a wise old aunt to Philip’s children, should she ever be allowed to meet them.

Alys was startled when she looked up from her book to see her brother standing before her. He was just a boy when last she saw him, but she could still recognise the arrogance in his manner. His hands on his hips, his body and head adorned with beautiful colours and fabrics, he looked every inch the King, but just why he had appeared here after all this time, she could not imagine. She studied his features carefully, wondering if he had heard some new scandal which had caused his fury to erupt.

But he looked calm enough, even smiled briefly. She looked up at him, knowing she should get up, offer the civility of a curtsey, but somehow she did not feel like paying him that homage.

“Philip,” she said quietly. “How well you look.”

He held his hand out, palm down, obviously wanting her to kiss his ring and she did so. There was little point in antagonising him further.

“Alys,” he said. “You are well, sister?”

“I am, thank you Your Majesty.”

“I have news for you. I have arranged a marriage for you, with William, Count of Ponthieu. It will take place as soon as matters can be arranged.”

She stood at last, dropped her book on the floor and stared at her brother. She could not believe this, not after all this time. 

“Why?” She said. “What advantage is it to you?”

“I have my eye on Ponthieu. You are likely past child bearing age and when he dies, I will be his heir.”

She heard again the cruel words of King Henry, telling her she must be barren. So that state was of some use to someone, if not to her. And when she failed to provide an heir for the Count, would she be blamed for that too?

“Who is this man, Philip?” She demanded. “I know nothing of him.”

“He is the best I can do for you, since your disgrace disqualifies you from anything higher.”

“But who is he? What age is he?”

“He is young and presentable. I believe he is some seventeen years of age.”

“Seventeen?” She repeated, her voice rising angrily. “I am old enough to be his mother. What are you thinking?”

“I am thinking of Ponthieu and of gaining allies.”

“And me? You have given not a thought to me.”

“You hardly deserve any such consideration. The Count has agreed to the marriage. He can see that it will be to his advantage to join with the Capets, and you should be grateful.” His eyes swept over her and his mouth turned down in a grimace. “Try to make yourself presentable,” he said. “You could pass for a younger woman, with a bit of attention.”

“Am I to have no say in it? Once again, I am to have no choice in my own life.”

Philip sighed impatiently.

“It is not a woman’s place to have a choice in events. It is a woman’s place to acknowledge that her menfolk know what is best or her. I think you have proved that with the choices you have so far made.

“You think becoming King Henry’s mistress was my choice? You think I seduced him, lured him away from his rightful Queen, or perhaps Lady Rosamund, his favourite mistress?”

He only stared at her distastefully for a few moments before he spoke his final words.

“It is done. Make the most of it.”

Then he left, leaving her to ponder on her future now. She could not help but recall the first time she had met with Richard, when he had been so kind. She could hardly forget the joust where he wore her favour, announcing to the world that he belonged to her.

She had been happy that day, thinking she belonged somewhere, thinking someone wanted her for herself. Now she realised how wrong she had been.

Dressmakers arrived to start work on her bridal clothes, which was a pleasure she never thought to have for herself. There was satin and lace, silk and cloth of silver, all in wonderful colours. There were delicately embroidered shifts and fine veils to cover her hair.

She peered closely into the mirror on the morning of the wedding, hoping to find no grey amidst the auburn, nothing which would make this young bridegroom remember the age of his bride.

Looking closely at the fine lines around her eyes, she saw that they were few and the ones that were there were too fine to see. She had heard those lines referred to as ‘laughter lines’ so it made sense that they would be few. She had had little reason for laughter in her life.

“You look beautiful, Your Highness,” her lady’s voice drew her attention.

Alys studied her face to determine if her words were mere false flattery, but the woman’s smile told her they were not. She turned back to study her reflection; perhaps she did look beautiful. She certainly had once been beautiful, when the King of England abused his trust and took her for his own. She had certainly had no reason to smile since then.

Now she stood in the church porch, looking down the aisle at the finely dressed young man who waited for her. It had been many years since she imagined herself in this position, and now that it had come to pass, all she wanted was to turn and run away.

William stood waiting, his back to her and she wondered if he, too, wanted to run away. What would he think? Would he be repelled by her as her brother had been by Ingeborg, his second wife whom he had discarded? Or would he close his eyes and pretend she was someone else as he did his duty?

She had enjoyed bedding with Henry, of that there was no denial, but it was all so very long ago. And he had been a skilful lover.

At last she began to walk toward the altar, her arm loosely holding that of her brother, Philip Augustus, King of France, who kept his eyes firmly fixed on the bridegroom, his new acquisition. What would William, the Count, do when he learned she was barren? Would he reject her, try to annul the marriage? It hardly mattered. There was nothing she could do about it, whatever happened.

As she drew close beside William, she was relieved to find him pleasant to look upon. He was taller than her and his wavy hair was a golden brown, not quite red gold like Richard’s and Henry’s, but a warm colour and thick. His beard was neatly trimmed, his figure was that of a man who enjoyed sports and other physical pursuits.

She was afraid to meet his eyes, embarrassed to be marrying a young man half her age. She expected nothing from him but contempt, but when Philip released her and stepped back, William turned to her and smiled. It was a warm smile of welcome, the sort of smile she had seen on Richard’s lips when first they met. He took her hand, held it firmly in his own, lifted it to his lips and kissed it before releasing it for the ceremony.

There was little opportunity to talk during the celebrations which followed, celebrations which would continue for five days, while they danced, they drank from goblets held in intertwined hands but it was William’s smile which calmed her nerves and gave her a glimmer of hope for her future.

It was not the sort of smile a man shows when he is trying to impress the crowd; it was a smile for Alys, for his bride, and she noticed he hadn’t drunk as much as the other guests.

“I want to stay sober,” he said when she asked him about it. “I want a wedding night I can remember and savour in the years to come, not one which is a blur.”

His answer pleased her and as the night wore on a memory of that other wedding night began to surface, that night when she had sat with Matilda in a seat beside a curtained bed and listened to the noises of passion coming from her sister and the young King.

She also remembered the shock she had felt at having to be present for such an intimate occasion and as her eyes moved around the hall, she noticed some of the guests had their eyes on her. She could guess what they were thinking; they were going to enjoy this wedding night, they might even see the jest of this young boy and his aging bride.

She could not do it. She would have to escape somehow and she began to tremble, to shake with fear. When the young Henry had bedded Marguerite, the guests who sat around the bed were serious, they saw it as a sacred moment, a part of the ceremony which was just as sacred as the rest. This was different and Alys was convinced they would all be sniggering.

Then she felt the warmth of William’s hand closing over hers and her eyes met his.

“Do not fret, my wife,” he said. “We shall be private.”

“How do you know what I was thinking?”

He smiled, dropped his head closer to hers to whisper in her ear.

“Perhaps because I was thinking the same,” he said.

Count William had already given orders to his manservants to bar the doors, to keep the guests in the great hall and prevent them from going upstairs. In the bedchamber, they watched the priest sprinkle the bed with holy water and leave, then they removed their clothes, knelt side by side with their elbows resting on the bed and prayed for a fruitful union.

That was when Alys began to wonder just how much this new young husband of hers knew, wondered also why she had not thought of it before. She had had no opportunity before now to speak to him, to give him a chance to refuse the marriage, but now she knew she would have to, before it was too late. He had been kind; he deserved to make the decision for himself.

He got to his feet and sat on the bed, reached out and took her hand, then pulled her to sit beside him. His hand came to rest on her neck, warm and welcoming, and he leaned forward and kissed her gently.

She caught his hand where it rested on her neck.

“William, I have to tell you about my past.” Her voice shook a little. “I have no idea how much my brother told you.”

“Alys, Alys,” he said as he stroked her neck with that oh, so warm hand. “I do not expect to find you a virgin.”

“You don’t?”

“No. I have heard all about your affair with the late King of England. I have heard about your rejection by the present King of England because of it. I would have to be a hermit living in a cave not to have heard.”

“You don’t mind?”

“Yes, I mind,” he said. “I mind that someone else has loved you first, of course I do. But it makes no difference now. The past is the past and you loved him I think. He was the only one, was he not?”

“Yes.”

“Then we are agreed; we will put the past behind us and try to build a future. I want to be honest with you; I would never have been offered a daughter and sister of a King of France were you a young, untouched maiden.” He kissed her cheek, gave her that warm smile again. “We both know that to be the truth, so let’s not pretend. And while we are making confessions, let me make one of my own. When your brother made the suggestion of this marriage, I was reluctant to accept.”

“I cannot blame you for that.”

“I was reluctant not because of your past, because of the scandal, but because of your age. You are a lot older than me and I rather feared you would look like my mother.”

He smiled playfully and she laughed.

“How could I be expected to bed someone who looked like my mother?” He said. “And when I saw you in that cathedral, I was relieved and delighted.”

“Delighted?”

“Yes. Because you are still beautiful, Princess Alys, and you look nothing at all like my mother. I hope you can find me pleasing.”

In reply she clung to him, wrapped her arms around him and kissed his lips. She never thought to feel like this again and if he meant what he said, she was doubly blessed. The Lord had answered her prayers and forgiven her.

*** 
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HENRY PLANTAGENET HAD been wrong. Just a few weeks after her wedding night, Alys suspected that she was with child. She could scarcely believe it, but almost as satisfying as knowing she was not barren, was the knowledge that, if she gave birth to a healthy child who would grow to adulthood, her brother would not get his greedy hands on Ponthieu.

She had never told William about Philip’s scheme and she had no intention of doing so. They had been happy together, despite the massive age gap, and she wanted nothing to spoil that. But William was no fool and Alys thought it more than likely that he had already guessed her brother’s motive for offering his sister to him.

She spent a lot of time in the chapel, praying that this pregnancy would not end in the same, heartbreaking way as her last. She blamed the upset for that, the distress caused by Richard returning for her, only to find her expecting his father’s child. His words on that occasion were cruel in the extreme and she still heard them sometimes, when she was feeling sorry for herself. But those occasions were less frequent than they had once been since she married William.

She learned of her impending motherhood at the same time as she learned of King Richard’s incarceration by the Austrian Emperor. Despite all the odds against it, Alys had her good husband and she felt for Richard’s Queen, that hers was locked up out of her reach.

She had no doubt that his mother would raise the exorbitant ransom of 150,000 marks that would release him, but it would cause great hardship for the people of England. They had suffered enough, having to raise the funds for the failed crusade and in having Prince John as their ruler.

Alys remembered him, what a horrible little boy he had been and she could see no reason to suppose he had grown into a better man. Thank God no one had forced her into the suggested marriage with him.

Philip was furious when she gave birth to a daughter, Marie, and less than a year later, another daughter, Isabelle. William was delighted, which surprised her. Ponthieu could be inherited by a female should no male heir appear, but still most men in his position would want a son.

When the midwives had gone, she opened her weary eyes to see him leaning over the cradle, his fingers stroking the soft skin on the baby’s cheek.

“Next time, a boy,” she told him.

“Perhaps,” he said kindly. “But it is of no importance. Marie can inherit my territory; it’s not as if it is a throne.”

Her third child was a son, but like her first son, was dead before he drew breath. Perhaps God did not think her good enough to bear a healthy son, but there would be no more. The signs of aging that only a woman could know had begun to attack her body and she knew she was passed bearing any more children.

And she watched her mirror obsessively, always afraid when she looked at her handsome husband that he might see in her a maternal figure instead of a seductive one. As though he had read her thoughts, he appeared in the mirror behind her.

“I love you, Alys,” he said. “Have I ever told you that?”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Reconciliation
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IN MAINE, BERENGARIA did her best to keep busy, whilst selling everything she had of value to raise funds for the ransom. She was a Queen, but that high office did not prevent her from begging for sheep clippings from the shearers thereabouts. The most important thing was to bring Richard back to her.

The money she had raised was sent to Queen Eleanor, who had raised the remainder and paid it, Richard had been released and had returned to England for a short time. He was only there long enough to berate his brother and get himself crowned for a second time, in case his subjects were in any doubt which brother was their sovereign.

But he had not asked his wife to join him and now he was back in France, trying to regain his lands there that his brother had lost during his brief regency of England. Still he made no attempt to see his Queen.

The months dragged into years; she visited her sister, Blanche, a lot as well as Joanna, who had given birth to a child, an heir to Toulouse. Both seemed settled in happy marriages and all Berengaria wanted was a chance to build the same. She had loved Richard from the moment she first set eyes on him and despite her suspicion of his infidelity in Palestine, she loved him still.

The news brought to her of her husband by travellers did not bode well for a future. It seemed that when he was not looking for wars to fight, he was looking for women to bed. She even heard a rumour that he had been approached by a wise man, a hermit who berated him for his debauchery and told him to return to his lawful Queen.

Berengaria was a proud and reserved woman, and although hurt, she kept her heartache to herself. She did this so well, rumours began to spread that she was unconcerned about her husband’s behaviour, that she was even thankful that he had found other interests.

While she heard whispers of this gossip, she did nothing to correct it. It was none of anyone’s concern but hers and Richard’s. 

Joanna had yet another reason to be angry with her favourite brother, that he was betraying the woman whom she had come to love as a sister. She knew Berengaria was hurt, and she hated to see her unhappy.

“You should write to him, Berengaria,” she said. “You should demand that he return to you, to his marriage. How does he expect to get an heir if he is not with you?”

“I doubt it has even crossed his mind to wonder,” she replied.

“I don’t understand why my mother has not intervened. It is not as though she would have any qualms about interfering.”

“Odd,” Berengaria replied. “She seemed to like me when we met and we got on well enough during the journey to Sicily. I have to say I could barely tolerate her domineering manner, but I thought I had kept my feelings to myself. I must have done something to change her mind.”

“It is not what you did, my friend. It is what you did not do.”

“How so? I could not have done more to show your brother that I wanted to be a good wife to him.”

“You did not conceive a child,” Joanna replied. “She was sure you would give Richard an heir.”

“She reckoned without Richard’s disinterest then, didn’t she? He has spent little time with me.”

“His first love is war,” Joanna replied. “And he must try to reclaim the lands and titles my feckless brother, John, has lost. But if he is listening to the gossip, who knows what he is thinking? He may well believe that you are indifferent to him.”

“You could be right. I may write to him, but if I receive no reply, I’ll not try a second time.”

She wrote that evening, asking her husband when he will return to her, but with no real idea of where to send such a letter, she held out little hope. All she could do was to pray and after a little while, it seemed her prayers were answered.

She woke one morning to find her errant husband seated in a comfortable chair beside her bed. He looked much as he had that day in Palestine, when he returned from the battle to spend Christmas with her and his sister, grimy and dusty, his face covered in mud, his boots the same.

But still he was a welcome sight. She sat up in bed, smiled at him, her stomach fluttering, her heart racing, but he failed to smile back.

“You received my letter?” She asked.

He shook his head.

“No. Did you write?”

Her smile faded. So he had not returned at her request.

“I did. I wrote to ask when you planned to return to me.”

He stood and took one long stride across the room to stand beside her bed. He sat, took her hand and held it to his lips, but still he did not smile.

“Will you forgive me?” He asked.

“For what? For being a warrior King and trying to reclaim your lands instead of spending time with your wife? Or for debauching every female from Poitiers to London?”

Her tone had grown hard, much harder than she had intended. When she saw him, all she had wanted to do was fall into his arms, hold him close and love him. But pride and anger got in the way.

He pulled her into his arms, held her face against the rough surface of his chain mail and left a smear of dirt on her cheek. 

“It is true,” he said quietly. “I have not been faithful to you and I regret it more than I ever regretted anything in my life.”

“You loved me once. At least, I thought you did.”

“I did and I still do. I don’t know what demon possessed me to leave you, a most virtuous and loving wife, for easy release with a bunch of whores. When Bishop Hugh came to me, told me that the whole Christian world was disgusted with my treatment of you...”

“Bishop Hugh? Of Lincoln?” She pulled away from him, sat up straight. Her eyes met his and in them he saw blazing anger. “So, you have not come for my sake then, but for your own.”

“No, you are wrong. It is true the Pope sent him to me, to instruct me of the right way.”

“You needed to be ordered back to your wife? How touching.”

“Yes, I did. I needed to be told, to have my eyes opened to what I was losing. I have thrown away the most perfect love. Please forgive me, sweetheart. Give me a chance to show you that I can be constant to you.”

She stared at him for a few moments, her thoughts busy with the decision she must make. A few days ago, she was longing for a moment like this, but now to know that he returned because the Pope ordered it? It was insulting.

But she loved him. She wanted to keep him with her and if there was a chance that he would stay and love her, it was a chance she would have to take.

“Do you swear to me that you will be forever faithful to me?”

“I do. I swear it. I am a fool. I won the heart of the most virtuous woman in Christendom and I couldn’t see it. I cannot erase my sins, but I can be sure to commit no more. At least, not where you are concerned.”

She reached up and kissed him, once more that harsh surface of his chain mail rubbing against her shift.

“Then so be it. With God’s help, we will work together to a brighter future.”

***
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THE MONTHS THAT FOLLOWED his return, were the happiest of her marriage. She had not felt this content since the day she said goodbye to her beloved father and Navarre.

They built a house, despite the lands and properties he already owned. They built a small house in Maine, a house with some acres of land and a vineyard, a house where they could live as a family, should a family ever arrive. As to that, they tried their best. Almost every night he made love to her, just as she had always dreamed he would, and her love for him grew into a need which would consume her in the days to come.

Once again, her happiness was to be short lived. Had Berengaria known for one moment the devastation to her world the messenger brought, she would have rushed to stop him from ever handing his scroll to the King. But she did not know, could not know, and the sight of Richard, unrolling that parchment and reading it, was the sight which would stay with her for the rest of her life.

“Traitor!” Richard yelled as he marched into the house, clutching the unrolled scroll in his hand. 

The tone of his voice was well known to Berengaria and her heart sank. She knew well that it was the voice of a man who would be compelled to seek revenge in whatever form it presented itself.

“Who is a traitor?” She asked.

“The Viscount of Limoges has betrayed me. He has formed an alliance with my enemy, Philip Augustus. I must leave at once.”

“Oh, Richard,” she sighed. “Just as I thought we would have some peace at last.”

She made no attempt to change his mind, to keep him with her. She knew he had no choice other than to fight for what was his, the homage of this treacherous Viscount. If he did nothing, others would think it acceptable to betray him and he would lose what he had so recently regained. She wanted him to stay, but it could not be. Such was the duty of a Queen.

He stuffed his belongings into a travelling bag, donned the same armour and chain mail he had been wearing when he returned to his wife. His pages had cleaned it, removed all the mud and polished it till it shone in the sunlight and oh, he looked so appealing with his kingly crown over his hood of mail. It was a small, golden crown he wore in battle, so that all who saw him would know he was their King.

She held him close, kissed him with passion, felt him stir and breathed a soft, seductive sigh that almost made him change his mind.

“Come back to me,” she said. “Soon and in once piece.”

Alas, her wish was not to be granted.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Queen of Nowhere
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KING RICHARD’S SIEGE of the Viscount’s castle at Chalus lasted but three days, during which his army assaulted the walls with fire and arrows. The King set up camp with his men and, having won yet another battle, he was feeling pleased with himself. Another estate to add to his vast empire was always welcome and he decided to go on foot to inspect the castle walls.

For this battle, he brought with him his son, Philip of Cognac, a young man now in his early twenties. It was he who tried to persuade the King that showing himself so blatantly was not a wise move.

“You should not go alone, Father, and without armour,” Philip told him.

Richard turned and held his son in his arms. Hearing that word ‘Father’ cast a cloud of gloom hovering over him, because the only man who would ever call him that, was entitled to nothing. He could not make him his heir, he could not give him England nor any of the lands that went with it. The King had given up on the idea of a legitimate heir and this son was the only one who mattered.

Philip ruled Cognac only because Richard had acquired it for him in marriage. There was no denying he had done little to deserve a legitimate son. He had failed to win back the Holy City, he had drained England of every mark he could get from it, he had even declared that he would sell London if he could find a buyer. He suspected those were the words for which he would be forever remembered.

He had been unfaithful to his lovely wife, he had broken her heart when it would have been so easy to make her happy. No, he did not deserve to hear that word ‘Father’ from a legitimate son.

“The battle is over, Philip,” Richard finally replied. “I will be safe, but the walls may not. After such a battering, they could well be unstable and dangerous.”

“Then I will go with you.”

“No. There is no need; I shall be back shortly.”

And he was, but with an arrow embedded in his shoulder.

*** 
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IN APRIL, 1199, WHILE Berengaria awaited the return of her husband, a despatch arrived from Chalus in France from the Queen Mother, Eleanor of Aquitaine, informing her son’s wife, that Richard was no more.

Some of the ink had smudged and Berengaria had difficulty in reading words obscured by Eleanor’s tears and her own. He had laid siege to the castle and was shot in the shoulder with an arrow, which proved difficult to remove. An infection set in and his flesh rotted away, spreading throughout his body and killing him.

He had sent for his mother on his deathbed. His wife wondered if he had also sent for her and if Eleanor had decided she wanted the last few minutes of her son’s life to herself. She would never know, but what she did know was that once again Eleanor was usurping her place as the rightful Queen of England and the first lady in Richard’s life.

After the few months of harmony the royal couple had spent together in their little house in Maine, Berengaria was sure he would have sent for her, that if he was to die, he would want to die in the arms of his wife. It was what she would always believe, anyway.

Eleanor could say whatever she liked now that the King was dead, and she declared that with his last words he had named his brother, John, as his heir. After the mess he had so recently made as Richard’s regent, losing most of their lands in France, it seemed unlikely that he would have named Prince John as his heir.  And Berengaria knew of his earlier declaration, while in Sicily, when he named his nephew, Arthur.

That young man was the rightful heir, being the only son of Richard’s brother Geoffrey, but it was clear to Berengaria that Eleanor had lied and it was equally clear why. If John were King, she could keep control of England; if Arthur was King, it would be his mother, Constance who ruled and Eleanor would have no say in anything. She could not tolerate that, not being in control of everything, not being able to dominate. Those sixteen years Eleanor had spent imprisoned must have been torture for a woman of her temperament.

Berengaria decided to keep quiet about her suspicions. What did it matter to her, anyway? She had no love for Constance and without Richard, there was no point to anything. They had only just come together again and now they were torn apart forever.

She needed to see Joanna, needed to share her grief with her, but even that comfort was to be torn from her. 

*** 
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IN TOULOUSE, A HEAVILY pregnant Countess Joanna was becoming more and more concerned with the rumours of a rebellion in her husband’s absence. She decided she could wait no longer for him to return, that she must raise an army of her own to defend his territories or this child she carried, along with its brother and sister, would be orphans. 

She had no idea when Raymond was likely to return, but it was her duty to act on his behalf and that she intended to do. She was a Plantagenet after all, and Plantagenets did not sit idly by while their lands were stolen from them.

Since the rebels would think her a valuable hostage, she left her children in the care of their nurses and loyal guards and fled, gathering an army as she went. They made camp to wait overnight and plan their strategy.

Joanna would send word to her brother. She was well aware that her only chance to win against the rebel was to have his support, and she had written to him that very evening. She planned to send a messenger at first light.

It was almost impossible for her to find sleep on the hard floor and with her hefty bulk, but that insomnia was to save her life. In the early hours of morning, she gave up on the attempt and thought to plan a strategy instead. She was the sister of the Lionheart; she would not be defeated by a gang of rabble. 

Her thoughts were interrupted when she heard whispers and the sound of footfalls outside the tent. Then she smelled smoke, saw a bright flash through the canvas of the tent and got to her feet as fast as she could manage. But it was not fast enough, for as she made her way to the tent flap, the fabric burst into flame. 

Joanna screamed as the flames made their way through the flimsy walls, forcing her into a corner and following her there. She pulled out the knife she always carried for protection and stabbed it into the fabric of the tent just as the flames touched her gown and began to make their way up her legs. Terrified and in excruciating pain, she sliced through the tent and pushed her way outside, then lay down on the damp grass and rolled over to smother the flames.

The child within her kicked and punched at the wall of her womb, obviously as frightened as its mother. She studied her arms for a moment, saw the blisters that were starting to erupt from her flesh and pulled up her sleeves. She did not want them to stick. Her legs were also burning, but she had no time to soothe them. 

As she looked around, she saw the inferno all around her. The air was hot, the tents were ablaze and if she stayed here, she would soon be ablaze with them.

She ran through the hedge to where the horses were tied and released them all except her own, which she mounted and rode away, toward Chalus, where her brother was laying siege to the castle. He would leave that battle to come to her aid; of that she had not the slightest doubt.

*** 
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JOANNA, QUEEN OF SICILY and Countess of Toulouse, felt the relief wash over her as she arrived in Chalus. The castle looked deserted and she could only hope that Richard was still here, ready to return with her to Toulouse and quell the rebellion which she could not.

It was clear from the silence which hung over the whole town that the siege was over and she had no doubt at all that Richard would have prevailed. She was weary and in pain and very scared that her burnt limbs would become infected if they did not soon receive treatment. But finding Richard was more important if she was to save Toulouse for its Count and her children.

The sight which greeted her as she drew rein was not one she had either expected or wished to see. What was her mother doing here? There could be but one reason for Queen Eleanor to be here, where King Richard had so recently been fighting a battle.

He cannot have lost the battle, not Richard. He had never lost a battle in his life, not even Jerusalem. Even there, he had drawn a truce with Saladin, as neither leader knew they could win. Richard never lost.

She slipped off her horse, stumbling as her feet touched the ground where strong arms caught her and she looked up into the aging eyes of her mother.

“Where is he?” Joanna demanded. “Why are you here?”

Eleanor saw at once that her daughter was badly injured.

“He is dead, Joanna,” she said. “Richard is dead.”

Joanna shook her head.

“No. He cannot be dead. I need him.”

“He was hit by an arrow. The wound became infected.”

Joanna knew with whom she wanted to share this grief and it was not her mother.

“Berengaria?” She asked. “Is she here?”

Eleanor turned away, but Joanna clasped her arm.

“You didn’t send for her, did you? You wanted him all to yourself so you didn’t send for her.”

“There was no time.”

“I do not believe you. You have tried to shut her out of his life ever since you realised she was unlikely to conceive. And whose fault was that? Hers, or his for ignoring her most of the time.”

The tears that flooded into the burn on her neck stung and she gave a small scream, which drew her mother’s attention. 

“Come,” Eleanor said. “We must get you to the Abbey. They will treat your wounds and care for you.”

The drive to Fontevrault Abbey was not long, but it was rough and every bump in the road hurt. Joanna pushed the fabric of her clothing away from her burns, but the pain was getting worse and her injuries were not the only pain from which she suffered. By the time they reached the Abbey, she was deep into labour.

She clutched her mother’s hand and held her back as she was about to leave the carriage.

“Send for Berengaria,” she said. “I wish to see her. And send for the Abbess; I wish to take the veil.”

Eleanor could only stare at her.

“You are married and with child,” she said. “It will never be allowed.”

“Those are my dying wishes, Mother. Do not betray them as you did those of my brother.”

***
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BERENGARIA SET OUT, wearing her white widow’s garments as befitted a Queen. She could not help but wonder if Queen Eleanor would also feel entitled to wear white, since she had usurped the title of Queen of England throughout Berengaria’s marriage to the King of that nation. But she was not his widow, Berengaria was and she intended to be sure the whole of Christendom recognised that fact.

All she really wanted to do was curl up and die, join her husband in death as she was never permitted to join him in life. But Joanna was as a sister to her and if she should die as well, if Berengaria should lose her so soon after losing her husband, she thought she would likely spend the rest of her life in mourning white.

Her first glimpse of Joanna told her that she had arrived just in time. Her arms and legs were injured from the burns she had suffered, along with part of her face and neck, and she had just gone into premature labour. 

She rushed to her bedside, sat beside her and clasped her hand. She wanted desperately to take her in her arms, but there seemed to be so much damage to her body, she was afraid of hurting her.

Joanna’s eyes opened and she clutched weakly at her sister-in-law’s hand.

“You came,” she whispered hoarsely. “I was afraid she wouldn’t send for you.”

“Eleanor?”

“Yes. She didn’t send for you when Richard was dying.”

“Did he ask for me?” Berengaria’s heart leapt with a little hope she had no idea she possessed.

“I think he would have, but she wanted him to herself in those last moments.”

“You have taken the veil, Joanna. Is that really what you want?”

Fingernails dug painfully into Berengaria’s hand, reminding her of that long ago shipwreck.  But this time it was a vicious pain that shot through Joanna and she lifted her knees in an effort to ease the agony. Her complexion lost all colour and little beads of perspiration broke out on her forehead.

After a few moments, she straightened her legs and sighed heavily.

“I shall not live to see this child,” she said. “If it should be a son, he should be named for my brother; he should be named Richard. Will you make sure for me?”

“Of course I will.”

Berengaria wanted to assure her that she would survive, but she could not lie. Deep down, she knew that God had not yet finished giving her sorrow. Not happy with taking her husband, He was now about to take the dear friend and sister who had helped her through every ordeal she had suffered since her marriage to him.

She stood up, leaned over Joanna’s pillow and kissed her cheek. She fought against the tears which bunched in her throat, fought to speak, to say goodbye to this remarkable woman whom she had loved.

“Goodbye, my dear sister,” she whispered.

But Joanna’s eyes remained closed. Her breathing grew shallow, so shallow it could barely be heard, and her pulse was weak.

“Your Highness,” a voice close to Berengaria said softly. She glanced up to see a priest beside her. “I need to give Queen Joanna her Last Rites.”

She nodded and moved away, then left the chamber to give them privacy. Outside she came face to face with Queen Eleanor and she was doing something of which Berengaria never believed her capable. She was weeping.

She wanted to ask her if Joanna was right, if Richard had asked for her on his deathbed, but the sight of her tears stopped her. 

She sat outside the chamber, hoping Joanna would regain consciousness and ask for her, but the next thing she heard was the distinctive cry of a newborn babe. She jumped to her feet, took one step towards the chamber but Eleanor’s hand on her wrist stopped her.

“She has gone,” she said. “The physician has cut open her body to retrieve the child. It was what she asked for.”

*** 
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BERENGARIA RETURNED to Maine, bereft of two of the people she loved more than any other in her life. There was but one more, her sister Blanche and she thanked the Lord that He had at least left her to be her only comfort. 

She lived close enough for regular visits and she was to be thankful for her support over the following years. 

King Richard had left her a pension as well as lands in England, from which she was entitled to an income, but her efforts to persuade King John to give her that income, made her widowhood ever more desolate.

Her sister, Blanche, was quick to give her financial support, but when she heard that Berengaria had given away the house in Maine as well as a productive vineyard, she was not happy.

“You have nothing,” Blanche berated her. “You give everything you have to the poor as it is, why give away a house which could produce rental income as well as a vineyard?”

Berengaria’s eyes met hers and she smiled, just a little enigmatic half smile.

“I gave the house to the Hospitallers of St Joseph to continue their work in Richard’s name and the vineyard to the Abbey of La Couture in payment for their prayers. They are to pray for Richard every year on the anniversary of his death. He did not lead a sin free life or even a particularly good life; I believe he needs those prayers to find his place in Heaven and if he fails to find such a place, I will never see him again.”

Blanche was lost for words. Because her sister had never shown her grief in public, because she was not present at her husband’s deathbed and because they spent so much of their marriage apart, people believed she did not care for him. 

Berengaria was a proud woman, a woman who would never show her true feelings to the world.

“So you really did love him,” she said.

Berengaria nodded; a tear escaped from beneath her eyelid and found its way to the neck of her white mourning gown.

––––––––
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THE END
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HISTORICAL NOTES
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IT IS NOT EASY, FROM a distance of more than 800 years, to imagine what the lives of those forgotten princesses were really like. Little is known about Berengaria, the only Queen of England who never set foot in the country, and even less is known about Princess Alys. Whenever she is portrayed it seems to always be as the ‘other woman’ who tempted King Henry away from his wife.

This, I believe, is unlikely in the extreme. Although age means little when compared to our modern standards, and the age of consent for marriage for girls was 12 years, she was between 8 and 9 when she was sent to live with the English royal family. I think she was badly exploited and I truly believe that if Richard had married her when he should have done, instead of fighting a war against his own father, things would have been very different for Alys.

Her name is spelled in chronicles and history books as Alice, Alys or Alais, among others; I have chosen to use Alys in this novel. 

I think she was very badly used both by her own family and by that of her betrothed. King Henry betrayed his trust to care for her and seduced her instead. She is hardly to be blamed for that.

As to Richard, very much is known about his life but even more is speculated. There is very little evidence to support the belief that he was homosexual and a lot of evidence against it.

He had at least two illegitimate children, whose mothers are unknown; allegations of sodomy by various chroniclers of that time, which many cite in support of this view, fail to take into account the differences in language between then and now. 

Imagine a report written before 1967 describing someone as ‘gay’. Readers of that report in the future might assume the subject was homosexual when in fact, the report was describing the person as happy, merry, joyful, having a good time.

What happened in 1967? In the United Kingdom, the law against homosexuality was abolished and the gay community declared ‘now we are as good as you’ - those three initials, G.A.Y. were the origin of the word being used to describe homosexuality.

By the same token, sodomy is a word derived from the sinful cities of Sodom and Gomorrah named in the bible. In the twelfth century, sodomy was taken to mean any sexual activity outside of marriage. In fact, mention of ‘unnatural practices’ also referred to sex outside of marriage. Then there is the story of how he once shared a bed with Philip Augustus. So what? Up until early in the 20th century, people of the same sex shared beds; it was the normal thing to do, for convenience or for warmth. 

Acknowledged homosexual kings of England had a tendency to surround themselves with many handsome young men or at least had one particular male companion. Richard had neither of these. It is also true that his father, King Henry II, detested Richard (probably because he was his mother’s favourite) and thought of every means possible to deny him the throne. Had he suspected for one moment that the son he hated was homosexual, he would most certainly have used it against him. Homosexuality in the twelfth century was punishable by death, very often by being burned alive and while a King might escape this penalty, as did William Rufus, he would not have achieved the respect that King Richard I enjoyed, despite being a somewhat useless king.

That Richard was a womaniser like his father and certainly his brother John, I have no doubt, but his main passion was for battle and that was more important to Richard than anything else.

Historians have given conflicting reports about the harmony of his marriage to Berengaria, some saying that they were never happy together, others saying that she, at least, was very much in love with him. 

When it is considered that he had a vast empire to control in an age when there was always someone trying to prise it away, it is likely he would have spent a lot of time defending that empire and had little to spend with his wife. Chronicles of the time declare that the couple were very much in love and I can see no reason why he would have sent for her, taken her on crusade with him and risked alienating King Philip by marrying her whilst still engaged to Philip’s sister, if he was not at least fond of her. Of course, he could have simply been anxious for the alliance with Navarre, but these are things we will never know.

Chronicles of the time agree that Richard told Philip of Alys’ affair with King Henry, and therefore his reason for refusing to marry her, when they were on their way to the crusade. This may well be true, but I cannot believe it was the first Philip heard of it. It was some years before that Henry applied to the Pope for an annulment in order to marry Alys and it seems from other chronicles that the whole of Europe had heard the rumour. It is hardly likely that Philip would have been ignorant of it.

Certainly, Richard was unfaithful to Berengaria. There is the tale of the hermit who accosted Richard on the road and told him to give up his debauchery and return to his wife, while some chronicles say it was the Pope who sent the Bishop of Lincoln to him with the same message. Whoever it was, Richard did listen and did return to her, but for how long is something else we will never know.

It is a fact that Berengaria gave away a vineyard in return for prayers for Richard’s soul, at a time when she was destitute and having to borrow money from her sister. Why would she do that if she had no love for him in life?

Berengaria was not sent for when Richard was dying, but Eleanor was. I have often wondered about this ‘fact’, the only evidence for which is presumption. There are no reports that state definitively that he didn’t send for her; I like to believe he did and Eleanor had her own reasons for wanting to have him to herself for his last hours.

Berengaria is also criticised in some chronicles for her absence from his funeral. If, indeed, she wasn’t with him on his deathbed, she would not have got there in time for his funeral which would have been carried out very quickly. Bodies were not left lying around to rot in the twelfth century, in April when the weather might well have been warm in France.

Richard himself ordered that the archer who had shot him was to be pardoned and given one hundred shillings, but someone in Richard’s entourage ordered that he be flayed alive. It was probably Richard’s son, Philip of Cognac, who gave the order in revenge for the death of his beloved father.

Richard had previously made it clear that he wanted his nephew, Arthur, to succeed him. As the son of Richard’s brother, Geoffrey, who would have been next in line had he outlived Richard, Arthur was entitled. But he also had a domineering mother in the form of Constance of Brittany, and it is not beyond the realms of possibility that Eleanor wanted to keep what influence she had over the English throne. It must also be remembered that at the time of Richard’s death, Arthur was only twelve years old, so it is possible that the King changed his mind and decided John would be a better choice at that time. On the other hand, John had already proven himself incapable of ruling and had lost a lot of territories in France in the short time that Richard was held prisoner. Was it likely that such a powerful King as Richard would have left his empire, or what was left of it, to such an incompetent? 

After several attempts to regain the throne from John, Arthur was imprisoned in Rouen Castle in 1203 at the age of only sixteen and never seen again. It is generally believed that he was murdered on the orders of King John. Some sources state that he was castrated with the result that he bled to death. Like so much else, we will never know.

Queen Berengaria outlived her husband by some thirty years and spent most of that time trying to persuade King John to give her the dower lands and pension to which she was entitled. Always there was some excuse, always there were promises. The Pope threatened him with an interdict if he did not pay her what he owed, but as is well known, those sorts of threats meant little to King John. 

It was not until his son, Henry III, succeeded to the throne that Berengaria at last began to receive some of the moneys owing to her. Alas, she did not live long enough to enjoy more than the first payment.

Berengaria, the only Queen of England never to set foot in that country, spent the years of her widowhood doing charitable works and helping the poor of Le Mans, where she endowed a great abbey. She greatly elevated the living conditions of the Jewish community in that town by helping to reduce the heavy taxation imposed on them.

She never discarded her mourning white and her remains are interred in that abbey at Le Mans, not at Fontevrault with her husband. 

This is a work of fiction based on fact, what I like to call fictionalised fact. It is not about Richard I; he only plays a part where he needs to. This book is about the two princesses who were, or should have been, the Loves of the Lionheart. 
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THE END
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AUTHOR’S NOTE:

Thank you for reading The Loves of the Lionheart. I hope you have enjoyed it. 

This is the first book I have written where the main characters are real historical people, but there will be many more in the future. In the meantime, please consider my other books:

The Holy Poison Series - A six book series set amid the turbulent reign of Bloody Mary

The Judas Pledge

The Flawed Mistress

The Viscount’s Birthright

Betrayal

The Heretics

Consequences

The Elizabethans - Three brothers, three love stories set at the beginning of the reign of Elizabeth I

The Earl’s Jealousy

The Viscount’s Divorce

Lord John’s Folly

Pestilence - A three book series set during and after the Black Death of 1348

The Second Wife

The Scent of Roses

Once Loved - This book is the winner of the e festival of words Best Historical award

The Hartleighs of Somersham -  Regency series

A Match of Honour – winner of the Festival of Words historical romance 2017

Lady Penelope’s Frenchman - a novella

The Wronged Wife

To Catch a Demon

The Crusader’s Widow

The Gorston Widow

The Romany Princess

The Adulteress

Conquest

A Man in Mourning

The Minstrel’s Lady - This book is the winner of the 2017 e festival of words Best Romance award

For the Love of Anne – Anne Boleyn’s First Love

The Surrogate Bride - A historical fantasy

Old Fashioned Values - a thriller

Time Travel adventures – Ye Olde Antique Shoppe

The Edward V Coin

The Anne Boleyn Necklace

The Ripper Rings
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IF YOU WANT TO GRAB some free books and be notified of future books, sign up for my newsletter here. I will only contact you when I have a new release or a special offer.
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        In 1525, a young gentlewoman returned from France to take up a position as maid of honour to Queen Katherine of Aragon.
There she met a young page in the household of Cardinal Wolsey. His name was Lord Henry Percy, heir to the illustrious earldom of Northumberland.
The couple fell in love and planned to marry and for a little while they were happy, believing they could build a future together.
But one powerful man had other ideas.
The young gentlewoman was Anne Boleyn. This is her story.
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