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Note for Readers


I have called Eleanor ‘Alienor’ in the body of the novel, rather than Eleanor, because Alienor is what she would have called herself and it is how her name appears in her charters and in the Anglo-Norman texts where she is mentioned. I felt it was fitting to give her that recognition.
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Palace of Sarum, Wiltshire, April 1176
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Alienor, Duchess of Aquitaine and Normandy, Countess of Anjou, Queen to King Henry the second of England, gazed around the bare, cold chamber that had been her prison for almost two years. Pale spring sunlight splashed through the window arches, and pooled in tepid gold on the floor boards. The hearth had been swept clean of ashes, and her few portable furnishings were loaded on the baggage cart waiting in the courtyard.


A chill breeze brushed her face. All winter the wind had swept across the Downs, howling around the white-washed palace buildings like a hungry wolf. Her joints had grown stiff, and her thoughts had become as turbid as the mud at the bottom of a frozen pond. It was difficult to stir, to awaken and face the world. A cramped limb returning to life always caused an agonising tingle. Holding out her hands she noticed the soft fawn age-mottles, but they bothered her less than the way they shook.


Her wedding ring glinted. Despite all she had suffered at Henry’s behest she still wore it, for while it adorned her finger, she was his queen and duchess. Even incarcerated on this wind-scoured hill top, her titles retained their potency. Henry in his usual ruthless way had isolated her here. The world moved and she had been banished from moving with it, her sin that of defying his will in rebellion and interfering with his policies. He accused her of betraying him, but the greatest betrayals had always been his.


What news she received was filtered through her gaolers, who were disposed to tell her little, and then only details that brought her low while exalting her husband. Now, however, he had summoned her to attend his Easter court at Winchester, and she was suspicious of the reason. Forgiveness in the season of Christ’s rising? She doubted it. Further punishment? He must want something from her, even if only to parade her before his nobles and prove he had not had her murdered. He could ill afford to have another such accusation on his hands – not after his Archbishop of Canterbury had been hacked to death before the altar of his own cathedral by four knights of the royal household.


Hearing footsteps in the chamber beyond, she faced the door, concealing her anxiety behind regal hauteur. Much as she desired to leave this place, the notion of stepping into the world made her anxious because she did not know what she would find, or how long this reprieve from isolation would last.


She was expecting her gaoler Robert Maudit, and was astonished when the door opened and her eldest son stood on the threshold, dazzled in spring sunlight from the squint window on the stairs. His fair-brown hair was wind-tousled, and a magnificent white gyrfalcon rode on his gloved right wrist.


‘Look Mama,’ he greeted her with a broad smile. ‘Is she not a beauty?’


Alienor’s heart clenched and she felt as if all the breath had been snatched from her body. ‘Harry,’ she gasped as her knees started to buckle.


Immediately he was at her side, his grip firm beneath her arm as he escorted her to the window seat. ‘I thought they would have told you.’ His gaze was full of tender concern. ‘Shall I summon your women?’


‘No …’ She shook her head and retrieved her stolen breath. ‘They tell me nothing.’ Her voice fractured. ‘I am blind and this is too much.’ She covered her eyes with a trembling hand.


He set his arm around her shoulders and she pressed into him, inhaling the scent of his healthy male body; feeling his strength and vitality – qualities sapped from her own store by years of strife and then imprisonment.


The gyrfalcon bated her wings, jingling the silver bells on her jesses and uttering a series of harsh, piercing cries. ‘Gently.’ Her son’s soft tone might have been either for her or the bird. ‘Go gently.’


By the time Alienor had recovered sufficiently to look up, the falcon had settled down too and was diligently preening her flight feathers.


‘My father sent me to bring you to Winchester.’


She gazed at the gyrfalcon, trapped on his glove. She could not fly until he released her, no matter the power in her wings. ‘What does he want of me – other than to prove to the court that I am not dead?’


Harry’s smile diminished. ‘He says he wishes to speak with you – and make peace.’


‘Is that so?’ Bleak laughter lodged in Alienor’s throat. ‘And what will that entail?’


He avoided her gaze. ‘He did not tell me.’


She looked round the empty room. What would she give to be free? More importantly, what would she not give? ‘No, I do not suppose he would.’ She struggled to contain her emotion as she thought of what might have been had Harry succeeded in overthrowing his father three years ago. ‘I have so many regrets, none of them about reconciliation. Most of all I am sorry about being caught. I should have made better plans.’


‘Mama …’


‘I have had little to do here but think on what happened and my cup is full of remorse that I hesitated for too long and therefore lost the impetus.’ She surged to her feet causing the gyrfalcon to dance on Harry’s wrist. ‘If your father has sent you to bring me to Winchester, it is because you are reconciled and we must go on from this. Truly, I am overjoyed to see you.’ A grown man in his twenty-first year, the age at which his father had become England’s king. ‘Who else is at Winchester?’


‘Everyone.’ Harry stroked the bird until she resettled. ‘Richard, Geoffrey, John, Joanna.’ His smile was flippant and did not reach his eyes. ‘Wives, bastards, kith and kin, all living cheek by jowl; you know how it is. No fights as yet, but plenty of opportunity.’


It would be like going from starvation to glut in a single step without time for adjustment. Her body was strung with tension as she faced leaving this chamber that was both her cage and her sanctuary. ‘Well then’ – her light tone was a shield – ‘let us go and make the most of opportunity.’


Life’s luxuries at Sarum were few and it required but a single cart to bear her belongings the twenty miles to Winchester. Harry had arrived to fetch her with a full complement of knights – mostly of his father’s household, but with a few of his own retinue among them including his tutor in arms William Marshal, who awaited her at the bridle of a docile dappled-grey palfrey.


‘My liege lady.’ The instant he saw her, he knelt and bowed his head.


The sight of him, steadfast and strong, and his gesture of homage made Alienor tearful. ‘William!’ She touched his shoulder, signalling him to rise, and as he did so his dark eyes met hers in acknowledgement. Eight years ago as a young hearth knight he had saved her from ambush but had been captured himself while fighting off her attackers. She had purchased his liberty and entrusted him with protecting her eldest son while training him to knighthood. They were allies through thick and thin.


‘You look well, madam.’


She gave him a reproving look. ‘I find you guilty of flattery, messire. I know what I must look like after two years walled up in this place.’


‘Never less than a queen,’ he replied with gallantry, and she had to blink hard to clear her vision as he assisted her to mount the grey. The saddle faced sideways, with a padded back support and footrest, a genteel style she had always eschewed in favour of riding astride. Chair seats slowed the pace and made her feel vulnerable and less in control. Typical of Henry that he would send one of these, thus putting her in her place before all.


‘Madam, at court they say you are in fragile health and have been resting at Sarum,’ William said with tactful neutrality.


She gathered the reins, her mouth twisting with contempt. ‘I suppose such an excuse serves as a bandage of concealment.’


He said nothing, but his look was expressive before he turned to his horse.


Harry joined her, his chestnut palfrey dancing and arching its neck. ‘Papa thought it best that you travelled like this because it is a long time since you have ridden.’


‘And because it suits his purpose, Harry. I have not lost my wits or my ability to ride, only my freedom.’


Harry had the grace to look chagrined but swiftly brightened and fixed her with his disarming smile. ‘Even so the sun is shining, and it is a fine day for riding – whether aside or astride.’


Alienor bit back the retort that it would be finer still to have a choice. Harry had the ability to live on the surface which she did not – to be a butterfly and enjoy a fine moment for as long as it lasted.


With a few adroit movements he transferred his hawking gauntlet and the white gyrfalcon to her wrist. ‘Take her, Mama.’


She felt the balanced weight of the bird, the grip of the sword-grey talons on the padded glove, and gazed into its fierce ink-drop eyes.


He gave an approving nod. ‘Now you are a great queen and duchess going about her business.’


Tears pricked her eyes once more. Until her incarceration at Sarum she had always kept a white gyrfalcon in her chamber and had taken fierce joy in flying her to hunt. The females were larger and stronger than the males. She had given Henry one at their marriage and every day she wished that gift undone.


‘What is her name?’ she asked.


‘Alienor,’ Harry said.


She bit her lip and strove not to weep. ‘I will think of her soaring high and free,’ she said when eventually she could speak.


As the cavalcade rode out from Sarum, the wind herded fresh white clouds across a sky of pale April-blue. Skylarks sang high above the Downs, the wind hissed through the new grass, and the pain in Alienor’s heart was exquisite.


By the time they reached Winchester, at nightfall, Alienor was reeling with exhaustion and pain. Henry’s doubts concerning her riding abilities had been borne out with a vengeance. Confined at Sarum for two years, deprived of exercise and company, she was both physically and mentally overwhelmed.


The gyrfalcon had been returned to her carrying cage several miles back and the symbolism of being shut away had not escaped Alienor. More worrisome to her was the fact that she almost envied the bird’s enclosed security.


Summoning her last reserves, she projected a façade of regal detachment as they rode under archways and through sentried gateways, eventually drawing rein in a dark courtyard. Servants hastened out with lanterns that swayed in the gloom creating dances of ragged gold light. William Marshal was swiftly at her side, helping her to dismount and steadying her while she found her feet. Briefly she clung to his solid strength before pushing herself upright. To onlookers it must appear that she was indeed in fragile health and her arrival at night would only serve to compound that impression. No fanfares, no colourful parade through the street to celebrate the entry of a great and vibrant queen, but instead something subdued and nocturnal to greet a weary shadow-woman.


She turned to Harry who had been dismissing his entourage with good-humoured jests and shoulder slaps. ‘It is late.’ Her voice wobbled. ‘I … I would retire immediately.’


‘Of course, Mama, I should have realised.’ Immediately he was attentive, issuing swift commands, and very soon a lantern bearer was escorting her to the apartments she had always kept as Queen when staying at Winchester.


She swallowed tears as she was greeted by the soft light from hanging lamps of thick green glass, walls clad in colourful hangings and a bed made up with a coverlet of silk and fur. Two books bound in leather and panelled in ivory lay on a bench with a hinged seat, and a chess set stood on a table beside a rock crystal flagon and cups. A delicate smell of incense threaded the air and braziers filled with hot coals gave off welcome heat. All the luxuries she had taken for granted before her imprisonment. After two years of privation, this unsubtle statement by Henry about what he could give and what he could take away juxtaposed feelings within her of rage and antipathy that were almost paralysing.


As she eased down on the bed, servants arrived with bread, cheese and wine. Others brought her baggage into the room, supervised by her chamber lady, Amiria. She was the widowed sister of a Shropshire baron. In her mid-thirties, she was efficient and quick about her duties, but quiet and religious, preferring to avoid the stratagems and politics of the world – precisely the kind of attendant Henry deemed suitable. No servant of Alienor’s was to have the remotest capacity for subterfuge unless they were reporting to him.


Amiria knelt at Alienor’s feet to remove the cowhide ankle boots her mistress had worn for riding and replace them with a pair of soft sheepskin slippers.


Harry sauntered into the room on the heels of the baggage and glanced round with a proprietorial air. ‘Does this suit you, Mama? Is there anything more you need tonight?’


She shook her head wearily. ‘Only that which I cannot have.’


‘I would give it if I could, you know I would.’


She drew in her feet as Amiria completed her task. ‘Yes, we are each constrained in our different ways.’


He poured wine into one of the cups and brought it to her. ‘It’s all right,’ he said when she hesitated. ‘It’s from my household, not Papa’s.’


Alienor took a cautious sip. The usual state of the wine at court was halfway to vinegar. However, this was smooth and rich, tasting of her Poitevan homeland and bittersweet because of it.


‘Shall I summon the others?’


‘Not tonight,’ she said with a jolt of trepidation. ‘Let me sleep first.’ She was desperate to embrace her other offspring, but they could not see her like this, tired, tearful and overwhelmed – especially Richard. Henry she could not bring herself to think about because her hatred for him curdled her stomach. ‘You should go too.’


His look of relief worried her, for it was one she had seen children bestow on ageing relatives to whom they owed a duty. ‘I will make sure you are not disturbed, Mama.’


‘I am sure the guards outside my door will do the same.’


When he had gone she lay down and bade Amiria draw the bed curtains. Curling in upon herself, she sought the oblivion of sleep, too exhausted to bother disrobing.
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Winchester Castle, April 1176
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The morning brought an initial moment of disorientation as Alienor woke and strove to remember where she was. She was stiff and sore, and the inside of her mouth tasted parched and stale. She gazed at the canopy above her head, painted with silver stars, while she drew herself together and sought the wherewithal to rise and face the world. Outside the curtains she could hear Amiria whispering to another maid and suspected that the hour was late. But why bother to rise at all? Why not just lie here and let time slide away?


Another woman addressed the maids, the voice gently enquiring, but firm with authority. An instant later the bed curtains rattled aside and Alienor’s sister by marriage, Isabel de Warenne, stood in the rectangle of light, a goblet in her hand.


‘I’ve sent away last night’s wine and brought you fresh spring water,’ Isabel announced. ‘There is new bread and honey and I have taken the liberty of sending for a bath.’


Bemused, Alienor took the goblet and drank. The water was clear, cold and refreshing and the sight of Isabel comforted her sore heart because here was a true and stalwart friend.


‘Harry told me last night you had arrived but insisted you were not to be disturbed, otherwise I would have come to you straight away.’


Alienor set her drink aside and opened her arms. Isabel fell into them and then burst into tears, which made Alienor cry too.


‘You foolish woman,’ she sniffed, wiping her eyes as she pulled away, ‘look what you have made me do.’


‘I cannot help it.’ Isabel dabbed her face daintily on her sleeve lining.


‘Your heart is too tender,’ Alienor scolded. ‘That is why I could not have borne to see you last night. I am not sure I can bear it even now.’ She picked up the goblet again. ‘Ah Isabel, it is so hard, to leave the grey and return to colour. You cannot begin to know what he has done to me.’


Several maids arrived bearing a tub and pails of steamy water.


‘Perhaps not, but I want to help you.’


Alienor concealed a grimace. Isabel had a penchant for doing good deeds to better the lives of the afflicted. She suspected she was one of them in her eyes. ‘Do not dare pity me,’ she warned.


Isabel’s hazel-brown eyes widened with hurt. ‘I would never do that! You malign me.’ She produced a vial of rose attar and, going to the tub, tipped some precious drops into the steaming water, causing a wonderful fragrance to billow into the room.


‘You cannot help yourself.’ Alienor softened the comment with a smile, although Isabel continued to look reproachful.


Once disrobed by Amiria, Alienor stepped into the tub and sank down into the blood-hot rose-scented water, uttering a soft gasp halfway between pain and pleasure.


Isabel refreshed Alienor’s cup. ‘John and Joanna were so excited to know you were coming,’ she said.


Alienor’s throat tightened. When Henry had shut her away from the world for rebelling against him, he had shut her away from her children too. Isabel, who was wed to Henry’s half-brother Hamelin, had temporarily taken them into her household to raise with her own children, which had been one small grace amid the devastation. ‘How are they faring?’


‘Well indeed – as you will see,’ Isabel said fondly. ‘Joanna is a fine young lady and John and my William have become close friends as well as cousins.’


‘It has been a great comfort to me knowing they are safe in your hands.’


Isabel waved away the acknowledgement but looked pleased. ‘It has been my privilege. They are both so clever. I have never seen anyone so adept at working an exchequer board as John, and Joanna reads aloud with never a stumble.’


Alienor glowed with pride at Isabel’s acclaim, but felt a guilty frisson of resentment. She should be the one praising such intelligence instead of hearing about it from the lips of another woman, even if Isabel was her sister by marriage and a good friend. Nevertheless, a new mood was clearing her path, like sun burning through fog. She had been shaken back to life and there was no turning back.


‘Do you know why Henry has brought me to Winchester?’ she asked as Amiria helped her to don a clean chemise, and a gown of scarlet wool. ‘Harry says he wants to make peace, but I fear his motives will not be to my advantage.’


Isabel shook her head. ‘Hamelin has said nothing.’


Alienor sent her a sharp look. ‘He does not know, or he will not tell you?’


Isabel dropped her gaze. ‘I do not know that either.’


And she would not venture to ask: Alienor knew Isabel’s propensity for refusing to see life’s harsher realities in their true light.


‘I hope you can make peace,’ Isabel said anxiously. ‘It is no life for you at Sarum.’


Alienor curled her lip. ‘I expect Henry will use life at Sarum as one of his levers. He imprisons me there for nigh on two years, denies me all contact with the world and my children and takes from me all things of grace and luxury. Now he brings me to Winchester and showers me with everything that I lack. But I tell you this: I will never yield him Aquitaine, if that is his price. I would rather return to Sarum. Indeed I would rather be dead.’


‘Alienor …’ Isabel extended an imploring hand.


‘Do not look at me like that!’ Alienor snapped, and then drew a long breath up through her body, filling herself with life and banking down her irritation. ‘I bless you for waking me up,’ she said in a gentler voice, and kissed Isabel’s cheek. ‘I may not be ready to speak to Henry, but I am desperate to see my children.’


Alienor had just finished breaking her fast on bread and honey when John and Joanna arrived with their nurses and Isabel’s four offspring, their cousins. Alienor’s heart turned over, for she barely recognised the son and daughter whom she had bidden farewell at Sarum’s gates two years ago. Aged nine and ten they were still children, but standing on the final stepping stone before the perilous leap into adulthood.


John was first to come forward, smoothly bending one knee. ‘My lady mother,’ he said. Joanna curtseyed and murmured the same. Her hair was plaited in a gleaming braid, the light brown shot with distinct glints of her father’s auburn.


The constraints binding the situation were like taut ropes at full strain. In a sudden flurry, Alienor slashed through the formality and gathered her youngest children to her heart. ‘How you have grown!’ She fought tears. ‘Ah it has been too long but I have thought about you every day and prayed to see you again!’


‘We prayed too, Mama,’ John said, his expression innocent and open.


‘Yes, they did,’ Isabel confirmed. ‘I never had to remind them.’


Wiping her eyes on her cuff, Alienor took John and Joanna to sit in the embrasure with her, while she recovered. Eventually she was able to greet Isabel’s son and three daughters with composure and was astonished at how they too were no longer tender little infants but thriving youngsters on the swift path to maturity. Isabel’s son William was the same age as John and the pair had formed the sort of young male bond that involved continually testing the boundaries and each other in cub-play while being united against the world. Isabel’s eldest daughter, Belle, was a similar age to Joanna and possessed the alabaster skin and striking green-blue eyes of her grandsire Geoffrey, Count of Anjou, who had been famed for his beauty. ‘I can tell this one is going to strew the road with broken hearts.’ Alienor smiled. ‘Have you betrothed her yet?’


Belle preened at the compliment, but kept her lids modestly lowered.


‘No, we want her to be older, and to have a say in her choice.’


Alienor raised her brows. ‘What if she sets her heart on a kitchen boy or a minstrel with pretty words in his mouth and nothing in his purse?’


Isabel waved her hand. ‘Obviously there are limits, but within them she shall have a choice – as shall all my girls.’


‘What does Hamelin say?’


‘He agrees with me. There is plenty of time, and no one has yet made an offer we are unable to refuse.’


Alienor said nothing. For a conventional woman, Isabel could be stubborn and wayward in matters of the heart and home. Some might call her brave and truthful, others indulgent and foolish. She could see why Hamelin would agree with her. Henry’s half-brother ruled his domestic household with benign but absolute authority and would be reluctant to change that state of affairs by giving his daughters in marriage at a young age and exposing them to the influences of other men. Alienor’s own daughters had made matches before puberty in order to secure binding political alliances, but there were fewer onuses on Isabel and Hamelin.


She heard the sound of approaching male voices raised in jovial banter and an instant later her older sons surged into the chamber with their father, bringing with them the fresh scent of outdoors and stirring the atmosphere with vibrant energy. All four were laughing uproariously because Henry’s favourite terrier had absconded with the Bishop of Ely’s jewelled fur hat and had proceeded to murder it round the back of the stables.


Alienor’s gaze went straight to Richard, the heir to her duchy. Her heart was open for all of her sons but Richard was its light. Count of Poitou, future Duke of Aquitaine. His red-gold hair gleamed with vitality, his eyes were the rich summer blue of cornflowers, and he was the tallest among them.


Abandoning the joke, he came to kneel at her feet in formal greeting and receive the kiss of peace. Alienor used the ritual to maintain her dignity, although her emotions were spiralling like a whirlwind. Their eyes met, filled with a multitude of things they dared not say in front of Henry and the others.


Richard rose and yielded his place to his brother Geoffrey, a year younger, brown-haired and slighter of build. He was being groomed to rule Brittany and was betrothed to Constance, its heiress duchess. Still waters in Geoffrey ran deep and the open expression on his face was not necessarily indicative of the complex thoughts flowing beneath. ‘My lady mother.’ Taking her hand, he pressed it to his brow. His manner was pleasant but his eyes were guarded and inscrutable.


Harry kissed her warmly and squeezed her hand in reassurance. ‘Are you feeling better now, Mama?’


‘I have donned my armour,’ she answered with bleak humour. Was she feeling better? Different perhaps; ready to do battle.


‘These are for you.’ He poured half a dozen gaudy jewels into her palm, including a large amethyst drilled with two holes, from one of which dangled a thread with scraps of squirrel fur attached. ‘Spoils from the kill; don’t tell the Bishop of Ely.’ His eyes gleamed with laughter.


Alienor clasped the stones in her fist for a moment, knowing their value and how they might be put to good use. Henry would not confiscate them when there were so many witnesses and it was all part of the jest. Having locked the gems in her jewel casket, she turned, her body taut with resistance, to face her husband who had deliberately let his sons go first so that he could observe her interaction with them. She did not curtsey and he did not bow.


‘Madam, I trust your sojourn in peace and solitude has been of benefit?’ His eyes were as hard as chips of flint.


‘Indeed, sire. I have had time to think on many matters and to see them more clearly than I did before.’


‘I am pleased to hear it. As you see I have come to an understanding with our sons and there is no reason why we cannot all dwell in peace together.’


There were many reasons for the opposite but Alienor bit her tongue.


He held out his arm. ‘The court awaits us in the hall, if it please you.’


‘Would it matter if it did not?’


‘I think we both know the answer to that,’ he said pleasantly, although his gaze remained cold.


She did not want to touch him, but she made herself place her hand on his sleeve and walk with him, knowing he had no desire for this contact either, except as a means of exerting his power. She had perforce to play this game until she found out what he was up to, and then they would see.
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Winchester Castle, Easter Court, April 1176
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Alienor sat in a window embrasure with Isabel, embroidering the sleeve on Joanna’s new gown. It was intricate work but her stitches were swift because her reprieve might end at any moment. At Sarum her sewing consisted of plain linen shirts and chemises for the poor and the sick – deemed part of her penance for encouraging her sons to rebel against their father – and it was a joy to work with silk and beauty again.


Yesterday had been one of family gathering and reunion, as bright on the surface as sunlit water concealing turbid undercurrents. Everyone had smiled, and at times the laughter had been genuine, but darker emotions lurked beneath the surface and no one had spoken of the matters that had caused the rifts. Instead there had been jesting and tales of the hunt. The demise of the Bishop of Ely’s fur hat had been reprised several times, and the Bishop himself had taken the incident in good part, graciously conceding the gems to Alienor’s custody. No mention was made of the strife that had turned son against father and resulted in Alienor’s imprisoned isolation at Sarum, yet it was an episode of such enormity that there was no room in the chamber for anything else, and every breath and word was tainted with its presence.


This morning Henry had gone hunting with their sons, at pains to show her the hearty masculine rapport that existed between them. See, they are mine. You tried to take them from me and you did not succeed. That was the version he was vigorously promoting, but while it hurt like a ripped fingernail, she did not believe him.


Joanna and her de Warenne cousins were occupied with small embroidery projects of their own, as were Harry’s young wife Marguerite and her mousy-haired sister Alais who was betrothed to Richard. Constance of Brittany, Geoffrey’s future wife, was reading to the women from a bestiary, and had just informed them, grimacing, that camels would rather drink dirty water than clean, stirring it up with their feet to create slime.


‘Did you see camels when you went to the Holy Land, Mama?’ Joanna asked. ‘Did they do that?’


‘Not that I noticed,’ Alienor replied. ‘You must remember that not everything learned men write is the truth. I rode a camel once in Jerusalem. Louis was horrified at the impropriety, but that did not stop me.’


Joanna’s eyes widened. ‘What was it like?’


‘Sore.’ Alienor made a face. ‘And I felt sea-sick. They are taller than horses so you can see further, but they are not as sure-footed, nor do they respond as swiftly to commands. A fast Arabian courser though – ah, now that is different.’ Her eyes lit up at the memory. ‘Louis disapproved of that too. He hated to see his wife racing about the desert on a horse as fast as the wind. I suspect he thought I might run away from him – hah, and he was probably right! I wish I had an Arabian horse now, or even a camel; but then if wishes were horses, I would have been in Poitiers, in my own hall, long ago.’


Isabel gently touched Alienor’s hand and gave her a sympathetic look that nevertheless held a warning.


‘Concerning the eagle,’ Constance’s light voice continued, ‘it is known that when the eagle is old, it becomes young again in a strange manner. When its eyes are darkened and its wings are heavy with age, it seeks out a fountain, crystal and pure, where the water bubbles up and shines in the clear sunlight. Above this fountain it rises high up into the air, and fixes its eyes upon the light of the sun and gazes upon it until the heat thereof sets on fire its eyes and wings. Then it descends into the fountain where the water is clearest and brightest, and plunges and bathes three times, until it is fresh and renewed and healed of its old age.’


Alienor’s eyes stung with tears. If only it were as simple as that.


The reading was rudely interrupted by Henry who swept into the chamber from his morning hunt, all fiery with the energy of the chase. Mud stained his boots; there was a tear in his cloak and twigs in his hat. Alienor could smell his sweat. There was no sign of their sons, and Henry was minus attendants. Her heart started to pound. So now they came to it, the moment of barter.


He tossed his hat and cloak to a duty squire, dismissing the youth at the same time, and approached the embrasure. ‘Leave, all of you,’ he commanded with a brusque wave of his hand. ‘I wish to speak with the Queen in private.’


‘I want to stay.’ Pouting, Joanna leaned against Alienor.


‘Want all you wish, but do as I say,’ Henry said shortly. ‘This conversation is not for you.’


‘Come, Joanna,’ Isabel cajoled, ‘I need to sort through my jewel casket and you and Belle can help me.’


Joanna gave her father a swift look that was almost a glare but, unable to resist the lure of her aunt’s jewels, flounced him a curtsey and departed with Isabel.


Henry hissed through his teeth. ‘Daughters,’ he muttered as he sat in the place Isabel had vacated.


Alienor picked up her sewing. ‘It is to be expected. She is reaching an age when she understands a great deal.’


‘She is also reaching an age when she needs to behave with dignity and decorum,’ he said irritably, ‘and to obey her father.’ He pinched a strand of gold embroidery thread between forefinger and thumb and examined it in the light from the window. ‘Envoys are on their way from Sicily to finalise a marriage proposal on behalf of King William, and I am of a mind to accept if the terms are advantageous.’


Alienor made a couple of intricate stitches. An alliance with Sicily had been mooted several years ago, and put to one side, but not as a rejection. Another daughter given to far-flung lands, probably never to be seen again. And yet in its climate and culture, Sicily was not unlike Aquitaine, and might suit Joanna well. William of Sicily was perhaps ten years older than their daughter – an age gap that could be either a short step or a gulf. ‘Does Joanna know?’


‘No, but I will tell her soon. If the negotiations are straightforward, she will leave before autumn.’


Alienor looked down at her work. Hating to ask, but swallowing her pride, she said, ‘Will you let me stay and spend some time with her?’


‘I might see my way to it.’ He heaved an exaggerated sigh. ‘I have always done what is necessary for the unity of our realms. My sons understand that now, and I hope your time to reflect has brought you to a better sense of reason. How are we meant to inspire kingship and loyalty if people do not see us as united?’


My sons, she noted, not our sons. ‘I have had little else to do but ponder the matter,’ she said, and turned the fabric to look at the back of her stitches. ‘Since you have slackened my chain and brought me to Winchester, you clearly have something in mind. Harry said you wanted to make peace?’


He wound the glittering filament of thread round his forefinger. ‘Do you remember when we visited Fontevraud together?’


An interesting gambit. ‘That was a long time ago.’


He gave a twisted smile. ‘Yes, in the good years.’


Her mind filled with an image of strolling with Henry through dew-damp grass, hand in hand, the abbey’s walls pearled in early morning mist, a nurse following with their firstborn carried high in her arms. A future of endless opportunity stretched before them and her heart had brimmed with certainty and exultation. But Will had been tomb-dust for more than twenty years, and the memory was but a swift sun-flash on perilous water. She had visited Fontevraud many times since, but never with Henry. ‘What of it?’


‘You have always found balm for your soul there. I do not believe you have the same connection with Sarum?’


Alienor stopped sewing and gave him a narrow look. ‘Your point being?’


He rose and went to the window. The movement released the acrid smell of the hunt from his body and garments. ‘The abbey at Amesbury is to come under the rule of Fontevraud and will require an abbess. It would be a worthy project for you without stigma. You would be honoured.’


Abbess! So that was his plan. Pack her off to a nunnery and expect her to spend her time in prayer and charitable works and perhaps a little socialising sufficient unto the dignity and standing of a noble lady of the Church. A small and pretty death – and presumably a hard and cold one at Sarum if she resisted.


‘I would not put pressure on you once you were there,’ he said smoothly. ‘You could do as you pleased – go out riding, entertain visitors of rank and be an asset to our dynasty, not a liability.’


Alienor eyed the back of his head. His hair was thinning and the once ruddy gold was the hue of dusty sand. ‘I think I would prefer to spend time in Poitiers,’ she said in a conversational tone. ‘In another two months the cherries will be ripening and early summer is always beautiful there. That would truly be balm to my soul.’


He turned round. ‘That would not be appropriate. After what has happened, you can never return there.’ His stare was as hard as the stone against which he had been leaning. ‘I have been talking to various Churchmen and they tell me it can be arranged that we are no longer married.’


Alienor was neither shocked nor surprised, for she had been down this dusty path before. ‘You are speaking of an annulment?’


He shrugged. ‘Of that kind, yes.’


‘Let us be clear and not mince words. You do mean an annulment. What else of “that kind” is there?’


He looked down at the twist of gold thread between his fingers. ‘Yes, if you will have it baldly stated. An annulment.’


‘You wish to make me nothing.’ Her voice was low-pitched with angry contempt. ‘You wish for me to just disappear, to not exist.’ A sensation filled her stomach like heavy stones dropping, one on top of the other. She would not let him do this to her. ‘I ask myself what benefit there is to you from such an offer?’


He shrugged. ‘I do not see why you should object. It means we can go our own ways and cease this acrimony.’


If there was acrimony it was because he had belittled her at every turn and was still doing so. Hiving her off to a convent and denying her the right to visit her own duchy. Perhaps he was looking to take another wife – a threat she could not ignore because if a new queen bore him children, her own offspring might be endangered. She would stand in front of a sword to protect them.


Alienor set her sewing to one side and rose to face him. ‘I have no intention of seeing our marriage annulled, not for what you offer in exchange. The prospect of a fairer prison will not sway my intent.’


‘You will find you have little choice, madam. I can obtain documentation to prove our marriage was consanguineous and unlawful from the start.’


She gave a contemptuous laugh. ‘I am sure there are many reasons for us not to be married, Henry, but they were all overcome and dealt with when we were first wed. Whatever evidence you provide, I can show equal that will give yours the lie. I may not have armies at my disposal, but that matters not in this arena. After what happened to Thomas Becket, there are many in Rome who will be delighted to uphold my case. Moreover, you have to keep me alive, because after Becket, it would be too easy for men to believe you capable of murdering your queen as well as your archbishop.’


Henry flushed scarlet, the broken veins a purple script across his cheeks. He raised his fist. ‘By God, madam, you go too far!’


‘Then strike me,’ she challenged with a proud toss of her head. ‘Send me back to Sarum and then explain why to “your” sons and see just how they answer you.’


They stood within the embrasure, heaving for breath, glaring hatred at each other.


‘By God, you shall give me what I want,’ he snarled.


‘I care not what you do,’ Alienor retorted with bravado. ‘You have already brought me low; whatever you do, makes no difference.’


‘Oh, but it does. Think on it well, madam. I will ask you again before this Easter gathering is over, and by then I expect you to have come to your senses. You know the outcome if you do not.’ He shouldered her out of the way, making her stagger, and stormed from the room.


Alienor’s knees gave way. She fumbled behind her until she felt the cushion on the window seat, and sank down, trembling. Dear Christ; he wanted an annulment so he could shove her into a convent and forget her. She had very few weapons to hand, but refusal was one of them and she would fight him all the way.


Isabel tip-toed into the chamber and approached Alienor where she sat in numb silence. On seeing her condition, she waved the other women away and brought her a cup of wine herself.


‘He wants an annulment,’ Alienor said stiffly. ‘He wants me to go to Amesbury and take the veil.’


Isabel gasped. ‘Oh my dear!’


‘He wants to make a nun of me and take away Aquitaine.’ She trembled with her hatred and revulsion of him. ‘He says it will be honourable; he says I will have peace and freedom from strife, but people say that about death, do they not?’ She looked at the wine, its surface shimmering in her unsteady hand. ‘One day I may embrace the cloister, but not yet. My child-bearing years are behind me, but I shall not be treated like a used-up old nag put out to grass for her last days.’ She shot Isabel a fierce look. ‘I will never consent, never!’


Isabel sat down beside her, and after a moment said hesitantly, ‘I know it must be difficult to consider, but is it not better than returning to Sarum or being kept under lock and key at Winchester?’


Alienor tightened her lips and looked away towards the light from the window. The strand of gold thread Henry had been winding around his finger sparkled on the floor. ‘No,’ she said, ‘it is not.’


‘But you will have the company of other gentlewomen, and books to read and all manner of matters to keep you occupied.’ Isabel touched Alienor’s knee, her tone coaxing and sympathetic. ‘You will have fresh air and daily comforts, and you will be honoured. When you think about it, is it really so bad what he is asking?’


Isabel’s determination to see the good in every situation even if it meant taking the path of least resistance had always exasperated Alienor and now, because of what had just happened, it spilled over into fury. ‘You do not understand, you never do!’ she lashed out. ‘I am a queen and this thing he asks of me is not my role. It sweeps me out of his way like dust.’


Isabel made a gesture of appeasement. ‘I did not mean to offend you; I mean it for the best.’


‘The best? Hah! He would make me nothing and you condone it because you refuse to see the world as it is.’


‘Alienor—’


‘Oh go away,’ she spat. ‘I do not need your kind of advice.’


Isabel bit her lip. ‘I want to help you, that is all.’


‘You cannot help me,’ Alienor snapped with miserable anger. ‘I mean it, leave me; I do not want you here.’


Isabel rose to her feet, her chin dimpling. ‘As you wish, madam.’ She formally curtsied and fled the room.


Alienor closed her eyes and covered her face with her hands. She almost called Isabel back, but pride and anger fettered her to her seat.


No one approached her, for who would risk the lioness’s den? She was alone. After a while she lowered her hands to her lap and raised her chin, her expression taut and regal. In a strange way she felt expanded and filled with purpose. She would deal with whatever came her way on her own. She was a queen, and by the very nature of the role she was set apart from other women, even those she thought to call friend. This incident with Isabel had proved to her yet again that the only person she could rely on was herself.
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Hamelin de Warenne, Earl of Surrey, was relaxing before the fire enjoying the ministrations of his three daughters. They fussed around him, voices bright as songbirds as they combed his hair and bathed his sore feet. He had been on them all day, attending to the demands of his energetic royal half-brother, and this respite was a blessed relief.


He thought with complacence how fortunate he was in his family. His son was a clever lad with a quick mind and robust strength that boded well for the future of the earldom, while his daughters enriched his life with a warm glow of family and fulfilment. One day they would marry, and their husbands would be fortune-favoured to receive such wonderful wives – and would know it from him constantly. But not yet; he and Isabel could take pleasure in the girls for a little longer. Belle, although beginning the journey into womanhood, was not yet twelve, Adela was seven and Matilda five. Unlike Henry’s daughters, there was no rush to tie them into grand dynastic unions.


He glanced at his wife who was busy sorting through a clothing chest, her back turned and her movements erratic as she tugged and pulled, but he thought little of it, other than to note she was engaged as usual in some mysterious female domestic business.


‘Belle, play for me,’ he said.


His eldest daughter fetched her harp and perched on a footstool at his feet. Her plait of rich brown hair swung forward and she flicked it back with a graceful movement of her wrist and a smile for her father. She was an accomplished musician, her fingers pliant as ribbons, weaving the tune through the strings. Matilda clambered into his lap for a cuddle and he curved his arm around her lithe, small body in tender protection. Having been closeted with Henry for most of the day he was in desperate need of this family moment to cleanse himself of the murk of the court. He constantly praised God that he had such joy at the heart of his family when others lacked all sustenance.


Later, after the girls had kissed him and retired to bed, overseen by their nurses, and his son had similarly departed, he turned to Isabel and patted the bench.


‘Come, you have been very quiet tonight. Bring me a cup of wine and sit a while.’


She did as he asked, but he marked her preoccupation. Something was gnawing on her bones, but she would tell him in her own time and he was not the kind to seek trouble unnecessarily. He took the wine and stretched out his legs towards the fire. ‘I suppose you have heard about Henry’s plan to annul his marriage to Alienor?’ he asked.


When she did not answer he looked up and was in time to see her face crumple as she burst into tears. Astonished and dismayed, Hamelin took her hand. ‘What is it?’ he asked. ‘What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing,’ she choked. ‘I will be all right by and by.’


‘Come now, is it what I have just said?’ He wondered if she believed her own position was threatened by the news. ‘It is not as though I am going to ask for annulment from you. Why are you so upset?’


‘I … I’m not upset,’ Isabel sobbed, mortified that she could not hold herself together in her own household which was supposed to be Hamelin’s haven of peace and tranquillity.


‘To the contrary I can see that you are. Tell me.’


‘It’s Alienor,’ she wept. ‘She … she turned on me when I suggested that an annulment was for the best. Told me to go away and that I did not understand. It was as if I was her enemy, and all I have ever done for her is as nothing!’


Hamelin grimaced. Much as he loved his wife, her sensitivity sometimes made matters awkward, and he had no intention of becoming embroiled in a woman’s spat. Whatever Henry’s foibles, schemes and rages, they were far more easily dealt with than issues involving women. ‘Calm yourself, my love,’ he soothed. ‘I have lost count of the occasions Henry has ordered me from his presence because he has disagreed with something I have said, or just because he is angry with everyone. He needs me when it comes to the crux – as Alienor needs you, whatever she says to the contrary.’ He made a wry face. ‘We are their props even when they spurn us. Have some wine and dry your eyes. It will pass.’


‘So,’ he said when eventually her tears had turned to occasional snuffles and he had refreshed her cup. ‘Alienor is not disposed towards an annulment then?’


Isabel gave a small shake of her head. ‘No. She was like a lioness when I said it might be for the best.’ She twisted the damp square of linen she had used to mop her eyes. ‘Even if Henry sends her back to Sarum or puts her in a dungeon, she will still refuse him.’


A pained expression crossed Hamelin’s face. Henry and Alienor’s marital difficulties were a cause of friction far beyond their personal arena. He wasn’t at all surprised at Alienor’s contrary response to Henry’s suggestion.


‘Has Henry told you why he wants an annulment?’ she asked.


‘He says he desires a clean cut to sever himself from Alienor. She will be honourably occupied with duties at Amesbury and he will be free to continue with his own life.’


‘Alienor thinks Henry is belittling her.’ Isabel gave him a searching look. ‘The rumours have not gone away that he is planning a marriage to Alais of France or to Rosamund de Clifford.’


Hamelin shrugged. ‘The gossips will always create fire from sparks. Knowing my brother he will do neither because of the upheaval it would cause. One is betrothed to his son and the other is a mere baron’s daughter. He is not that foolish.’ He pulled her to him and gave her a kiss. ‘You must distance yourself. That is the only way to stay safe and survive.’


‘Yes, you are right.’ Isabel leaned into him, seeking comfort.


‘I have some other news that might be more to your taste,’ he announced after a moment. ‘Henry tells me Sicilian envoys will be arriving with a marriage offer from their king to our niece Joanna. If their terms are acceptable, Henry is going to agree.’


‘I knew it had been mooted, but I had not realised … it is far away for the child.’


‘It is Joanna’s destiny to make a great marriage and foster good relations between the countries. She knows that, and you have prepared her well. By all accounts the bridegroom is handsome and well disposed, and the Sicilian court is one of the most prestigious in Christendom.’


‘It is a good match and I am pleased for the great future she will have, but I shall miss her. So will Belle.’


‘It is her duty,’ Hamelin said firmly. ‘It is what she was born to.’


‘I was born to it too. I might have been England’s queen.’ Isabel thought of her first husband who had been heir to the throne and had stepped aside for Henry. If fate had been different, Alienor’s crown would have been hers. ‘I am glad I am not; it would have broken my heart to let our daughters go at so young an age. How soon must Joanna leave if it is agreed?’


‘By the autumn.’


Hamelin’s white gazehound leaped up on the other side of the bench, circled several times and then settled, resting her muzzle on Hamelin’s thigh.


‘Henry wants me to escort her there and see her safely bestowed.’ A smile lit in his eyes. ‘You are to come too, so the time for parting is not quite at hand. What do you say to that?’


Isabel pulled back from him and then she laughed in surprised pleasure. ‘I do not know what to say! It is a prestigious undertaking, and there will be much to do.’ She thought of all the items for a bride’s wedding chest, and the new garments and trousseau that would have to be assembled, not to mention the organising of a new household for Joanna. Henry would not allow Alienor to do it, that was for certain. She hastily stopped thinking about Alienor before she began crying again.


‘Indeed there will, but say nothing for now,’ he warned. ‘Do not go making a great display of packing the baggage.’


‘Of course not!’ She gave him an indignant look. ‘I can keep secrets!’


‘I know you can,’ he mollified her, and then grinned. ‘It will be a fine opportunity to bring home silks from the Sicilian workshops for gowns, and wall hangings, hmm?’


Isabel gave a mock flounce. ‘I might just suspect you of offering sweetmeats to comfort me.’


‘What is wrong with that? What pleases you pleases me because it brings harmony to my household – and I value that above all things.’


‘I value it too.’ She bit her lip in contrition. ‘I am sorry.’


‘For what? Having a gentle heart?’ Tilting her face to his, he kissed her. ‘I treasure that in you too.’


Isabel responded warmly before drawing back again. ‘You say it will pass, but words are easier than deeds. What should I do about Alienor?’


He gave a pragmatic shrug. ‘Do nothing. Let the dust settle. Alienor has few enough allies that she can afford to spurn your friendship and counsel. Let her come to you, but do not expect an apology. Neither she nor Henry has it in them.’


Isabel shooed the dog away, and perching in Hamelin’s lap, curled her arms around his neck. ‘I never want that to happen between us,’ she said with vehemence, ‘that we should come to a divide in the path and go our separate ways in anger.’


Hamelin wrapped his arm around her waist. ‘We must all sleep alone in the tomb, my love, but in life we are joined as one flesh – as our children attest. I am not Henry, you are not Alienor – God forbid.’


They went to bed and made love thoroughly and tenderly, something they had not done in a while, because the routines of life and the court had left no time or energy for such expression. When they fell asleep, they were spooned against each other like a complete chirograph, two halves of one whole.
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Alienor sat across a chess board from Richard. A damp spring dusk was darkening into nightfall; the shutters had been closed and lamps and candles cast the chamber in grainy amber light, deep with shadows. Henry was absent, as was the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Bishop of London, which was ominous, but not in a way that gave Alienor cause for fear. Rather she was sourly amused, for she knew perfectly well what was taking place.


Between moves on the board, she pressed on with her sewing despite the poor light, determined to finish the embroidered piece before she and Joanna parted company – which might be imminent if Henry sent her back to Sarum in punishment for her obstinacy.


Richard rubbed his chin, considering his next move. His red-gold hair tumbled over his brow and she suppressed a maternal urge to push it away from his eyes. He was very much the man now and any soft gesture from her would be interpreted as fussing.


He had more pieces than her, but although she seemed to be at a disadvantage in terms of what she had left, she continued to hold him off. She was making him work hard, and a deep frown made two vertical lines between his eyebrows as he moved his knight.


Alienor deliberately responded with a ploy that loosened the situation and allowed him through. In part it was a sacrifice, but it was also a trap, because depending on his judgement he could either win or be destroyed. He reached out strong, slender fingers, but then hesitated. A slow smile curved his lips as he changed his mind, and made a different move that avoided her trap. He looked at her, acknowledging her ruse, and exulting that he had seen through it.


‘I am proud of you,’ Alienor praised. ‘In the old days you would have moved first and cursed yourself afterwards.’


He gave a narrow smile. ‘I would be a fool not to have learned from past mistakes.’ His frown returned with increased intensity. ‘Mama, I wish there was something I could do about … about your situation.’


She reached across the board and took his hand. Although smooth across the back with youth, it belonged to an active man, and his palms were callused. ‘As do I, but we must be practical. For the moment your father controls the board and you must decide how best to serve your future. If it means cooperating with him do so, but never lose sight of your own goals.’


His mouth twisted to the right, a mannerism from young boyhood when confronted with something distasteful. ‘He has set me the task of keeping order in Poitou, and I need more resources to quell the unrest. Aimery de Thouars is up in arms because Papa has denied him his wife’s inheritance rights and has used them instead to enrich my little brother.’


Alienor grimaced too. ‘The only matter in which your father can be trusted is to make life difficult. He will employ you in Poitou but he will still control the finances and keep you beholden to him. Be on your guard.’


‘That goes without saying, Mama.’


They finished their game, Richard winning because she had deliberately given him the chance in order to see how he would react. As he leaned back from the game and took a drink from his goblet, she said, ‘Your father has asked for an annulment to our marriage, and I have refused. I have told him that hell will freeze over first, and that is why he is currently shut away with his bishops. He desires to send me into retirement as the new abbess at Amesbury.’


Richard almost choked on his wine and anger flashed in his eyes. ‘Dear God, Mama, is this what he calls making peace?’


‘I do not think the religious life would suit me, it is true.’


A red flush crawled up his face. ‘He cannot do this. I shall—’


‘You shall do nothing,’ she interrupted firmly. ‘Let me deal with it.’


Richard’s flush darkened. Even if he had managed to control his impetuousness, the lesson was not yet ingrained. ‘But he disparages you, and he sets us all at naught. I will not let him do this!’


‘What did I say about learning to look before you leap? It behoves you not to become involved because you need his resources to manage Poitou. While you have that military control, you have power of a kind, even if you still owe it to him. Do not worry; he shall not have his annulment.’


Richard breathed out hard. ‘Have you told my brothers?’


‘Not yet; I have not had an opportunity to speak with them. But I want all of you to behave with restraint.’


Still fulminating, Richard flicked at one of the chess pieces, revulsion plain on his face. ‘You must have heard the rumours about him plotting to marry Alais. Everyone treats it as an outrageous jest but I am not so sure.’


‘Who knows what your father would and would not do,’ Alienor said with contempt, ‘although taking Alais to wife would not seem like wisdom.’


Richard’s expression was edged with defiance. ‘I certainly have no intention of wedding her. There are heiresses who would better suit my needs. Rather a wife from lands bordering Aquitaine than a French mouse.’


‘I agree. It was never my desire to see any of my sons betrothed or wedded to France,’ Alienor said with distaste. ‘For Harry it is too late, and Marguerite may suit his needs if we are being practical, but I vowed when your father forced you to make your pledge to Alais, you would never be bound by that oath if I could help it.’


‘It will not happen.’ Richard’s jaw was set with determination. ‘For now my father will procrastinate because it keeps the power in his own hands.’ He sent her a look from under his brows in which she read anxiety, even though he was trying to be hard-headed. ‘There is the de Clifford girl too. You do not think he would take her to wife?’


Her smile was caustic. ‘It is a moot point since he is bound to me until one of us dies, but again, I doubt such a thing of him. Taking a girl of the lower nobility for a mistress is one thing, but making her his wife quite another. No, he wants this annulment in order to cut off the roots of my power, and remove me from all areas of influence. Retiring me to Amesbury is more convenient for him than keeping me locked up at Sarum – more civilised he would say. What use am I when he has loyal sons to do his bidding?’


Richard scowled. ‘He should not treat you like this.’


‘That has never stopped him. It is the way things are – for now.’ She tapped the chess board with her forefinger. ‘Strategy.’ She made sure he took her point. ‘Do not waste your time, but bide it.’


Clad in a simple shift of filmy Cambray linen, Rosamund de Clifford sat in Henry’s bed, plaiting her silky hair into a single long braid. A ring of pearl and gold that had once belonged to Henry’s mother gleamed on her heart finger and she was humming softly to herself as she worked.


The braid ended in a thick tassel at her waistline and she placed her hand just below it and smiled, thinking of the new life growing inside her. Henry’s child, a prince of royal blood, conceived at the Christmas gathering, on the very anniversary of Jesus’s birth. She had been Henry’s mistress for almost ten years, but this was only the second time she had conceived. The first had ended in a miscarriage before she had quickened, but this time she had reached her fourth month and her belly was showing the first gentle swell of fruitfulness. Come the autumn, she would present Henry with his new heir and by then, hopefully, she would be his queen.


He said she was his wife in all but name, and had given her his mother’s ring in token of that bond. When she was younger she had been satisfied, but now she wanted more. It was not enough to be at Henry’s side at court and in his chamber at night because without the sanction of the Church she was just another concubine; it wasn’t the same as being a wife. His queen had that title and privilege, although she did not deserve it for what she had done to him, urging his sons to rebel and dishonouring his name. Alienor was barren now too, dried up with years and redundant, whereas she was ripe with child and could give Henry everything he needed. It would be best for everyone if Alienor agreed to an annulment and ended her days as a nun.


She heard voices outside – Henry bidding his squires goodnight – and she quickly tidied away her toilet items and straightened the covers. Henry entered the room and immediately her heart sank, for his lips were set in a tight line, and he was limping, favouring the foot with the sore toenail.


She hurried to take his cloak and bring him a drink. ‘You look troubled, sire,’ she said softly. ‘Come, let me rub your feet.’


Henry grunted and sat down heavily before the fire while she pulled off his boots and socks. His right big toe was puffy red around the nail bed.


‘You should summon the physician, sire.’


‘Tomorrow will suffice.’ He took a single swallow of wine before setting it aside. ‘Tonight I do not care to be examined and prodded and made sorer than I am already.’


Rosamund took his good foot in her hand and began to gently massage it. ‘Have you spoken to the Queen?’


‘For what good it did,’ he growled. ‘She refuses to consider an annulment. I knew she would.’


Rosamund swallowed disappointment. She had thought so too because refusal was all Alienor had left, but she had hoped. ‘I am sorry, sire.’


Henry rubbed his brow. ‘I did not expect her to consent on the first asking, but a few more months at Sarum might make her see matters more clearly.’


Glancing up, Rosamund saw the flinty look in his eyes, the one he always got when Alienor was the subject of their conversations. She wanted to ask him how long it would be before the annulment was achieved, but knew better than to press him while he was impatient and in pain. However, she did not have ‘a few more months’ if this child was to be born legitimate.


‘As you say, sire,’ she said softly. ‘I will pray for a successful outcome.’ She looked at him with loving anxiety. ‘I want to give you what she cannot and openly in the sight of God. I want to help you and have the lawful right to be at your side. I hate to see you tired and sore like this.’


He slanted her an enigmatic look that she could not read, even though she studied hard to know his soul. ‘You are queen of my heart.’ He pulled her into his lap. ‘No one cares for me as you do. Do not fret, all will be well.’


He did not say he would marry her; he did not say she would wear a crown.


He loosened the ties round the neck of her chemise and pulled it down so that he could bury his face in her warm, white cleavage. Rosamund put her arms around him, pressed her cheek against his thinning hair, and sent up a fervent plea for God to answer her prayers.
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Alienor watched Joanna at play with Marguerite’s fluffy dog, her gown swirling about her legs and her face alight with laughter as she threw a leather ball for him to chase. She was tall and well grown but not yet showing the physical changes of womanhood; however she possessed the self-assurance of a young lady who knew her worth.


Isabel entered the chamber and after a hesitation crossed to Alienor’s side and curtseyed. ‘You asked for me, madam?’ she said stiffly.


‘Indeed I did.’ Alienor gestured Isabel to sit beside her on the cushioned bench.


It was three days since the women had parted company in strained circumstances. Alienor was not sorry for what she had said, but in hindsight, she had let her irritation overrule her diplomacy. She had so few people she could turn to, and Isabel was a true friend, even if she was infuriating. Isabel wanted everything to be perfect. If there was a crack in the table, she would cover it with a decorative napkin or candlestick and pretend it wasn’t there; but it was her nature, as was her kindness and staunch devotion.


‘We misunderstood each other a few days ago,’ Alienor said. ‘I want to tell you that I do sincerely value your friendship, and your counsel.’


Isabel smoothed her gown over her knees and did not reply, although her chin trembled.


Alienor handed her a knotted skein of embroidery wools. ‘See if you can unpick this for me. You have a delicate touch and my patience is exhausted – as you well know.’


Isabel took the wool and began to pluck at it with delicate movements. Alienor hoped she had snarled up the thread sufficiently to keep Isabel occupied while the atmosphere settled.


‘Has Hamelin told you about the envoys from Sicily arriving to discuss Joanna’s marriage?’


‘Yes, he has.’ Isabel’s careful teasing found an end on the thread.


‘You are to accompany her there if the negotiations go well, I hear.’


Isabel gave her a wary glance.


‘I am glad about it … truly. Joanna loves and trusts you, and I know you will ease her journey into a new life.’


Isabel’s taut expression softened and ready tears glinted in her eyes. ‘I promise to hoard every memory like a jewel and tell you everything when I return. I will bring you silks from the workshops in Palermo. Henry will not dare confiscate a gift from me and Hamelin.’


Alienor gave a rueful smile, recognising that Isabel too was mending broken bridges, and probably feeling guilty that she was adventuring to Sicily whereas Alienor’s horizons were little more than prison walls. Even had Alienor been free, she would still have had to wave farewell to Joanna from a quayside. A queen bore daughters and lost them before they were properly women. ‘I would like that.’


Isabel picked carefully at the tangle in the middle of the skein. ‘Does Joanna know yet?’


Alienor shook her head. ‘Only what is in the air. Henry is going to speak to her today.’ And then her life would change. She gazed at her daughter in the last hours of her childhood.


‘She is a lovely young lady,’ Isabel murmured. ‘She laughs and is giddy like all girls at times, but she has a noble heart and the will to do the right thing.’


Alienor forbore to comment. Isabel was talking in platitudes again. All that she said was true, but Joanna would need steel to survive, although not so much that it broke her will.


Isabel returned the knotted threads to her. ‘I have done what I can, but that section in the middle will never come free unless you cut it out.’


‘Like a heart,’ Alienor said, and looked round as Henry arrived on his way to the hunt, his tread swift and business-like. Ignoring Alienor, save for a single hard glance, he sat down before the fire and commanded Joanna to come before him.


She did so with lowered eyes, her earlier high spirits subdued into wariness because her father was the King and unpredictable.


‘Sire.’ She spread her skirts in a curtsey.


Hamelin, who had come to stand at Henry’s right-hand side, gave her a reassuring smile and the twitch of an eyelid that might just have been a wink. Noting the gesture, Alienor felt grateful to Hamelin for that support.


‘Daughter,’ Henry said after a heavy silence and rubbed his fingertips back and forth across his whiskers. ‘I want to talk to you about a matter of alliance.’


Joanna eyed him warily. ‘Yes, Papa.’


He beckoned her closer and took her hand, clasping it between his hard weathered ones. ‘You are to wed William, King of Sicily, should negotiations with his envoys prove satisfactory. He is my ally and good friend, and you will be well settled with him.’


Joanna visibly swallowed. ‘Thank you, sire,’ she whispered. Alienor could see the wide, almost fearful look in her eyes, and was utterly proud of her daughter when she pulled the right answer from somewhere deep within. ‘I am honoured.’


‘Good.’ Henry squeezed her hand, released it, and stood up. ‘Your mother and the Countess de Warenne will tell you what you need to know.’ Satisfied that he had fulfilled his part of the business as far as informing her went, he left the chamber, already talking to his attendants about which spears they should bring with them on the hunt. Hamelin followed him with a brief glance over his shoulder for the women.


Joanna looked at Alienor and Isabel, still clearly stunned by the speed and enormity of what had just happened.


‘Sicily is beautiful,’ Alienor said. ‘A little like Aquitaine. I shall be sorry to part from you, but your father is right, it is a good match.’


‘You will have fine gowns and clothes,’ Isabel said in a kindly voice, ‘and a court and ladies all of your own. It will seem strange at first, but we will help you prepare, and I shall be accompanying you – that is already decided.’


Joanna nodded, and some of the light returned to her eyes.


Alienor sent Isabel a grateful look that helped to further mend the bond between them. In this at least they were united. ‘You have a while yet. You will not go to Sicily before the summer’s end. As your aunt Isabel says, there is much to do. Come.’ Alienor drew her daughter to the window seat and sat her down. ‘I will tell you what I know of Sicily and what I remember, and you can ask me anything you want. I do not know your husband-to-be, but his father welcomed me when I was on my way home from Jerusalem, and I believe you will settle there well.’


Joanna nodded and straightened her spine, sitting erect as if testing the weight of a crown and new responsibilities. ‘Yes, Mama,’ she said dutifully.


‘Even if distance parts us there will still be letters and messengers; and you shall have your own household and people you know.’ She squeezed Joanna’s hand more gently than Henry had done. ‘You are bound on this course and you must do your duty to the best of your ability. That is part of being a queen. I know you understand this in your heart.’


‘Yes, Mama,’ Joanna said again, biting her lip.


Alienor kissed her with compassion but did not draw out the moment because maintaining regal dignity in difficult circumstances was another part of being a queen and something Joanna had to learn.


*  *  *


Alienor walked in Winchester Castle’s garden, enjoying the fresh spring morning. Bees trundled industriously from flower to flower on trees laden with apple blossom thick as snow and the air was scented with delicate perfume. At least Henry had not denied her the pleasure of this place even if he was watching her closely and giving her no opportunity to speak to anyone of influence. He continued to press home the detail that he controlled the chess board and her only way out was to agree to the annulment. Yesterday at dinner he had disparaged her by seating her down the table away from him while he conducted a conversation with a Winchester gold merchant. The times she was not invisible, he was marking her as of no consequence, and it would only worsen.


‘Mama …’


Turning, she saw Harry walking down the path towards her. He was wearing his travelling cloak and a feathered cap. Here, in part, was the reason matters would deteriorate. Her sons were leaving for their duties one by one and there would soon be no support from that quarter. Richard had already departed for Poitou armed with fresh funds for his war against his rebellious vassals. Now Harry was going to join him via a visit to his father-in-law in France. Only Geoffrey remained, but he would soon go to Brittany.


‘Are you ready?’ Her smile was strained. She had been hiding in the garden, trying to gain the serenity to bid him farewell. He wore a guilty expression because he was leaving her, but she could also see the gleam of anticipation. He was impatient to be gone. Henry had given him funds too and the money would run through his fingers like water because he had no responsibilities to anchor him to reality. The coin would be squandered on clothes, on parades, on fine horses and days spent hunting and tourneying.


‘Yes, will you come and bid me farewell?’


You are a queen, she reminded herself. That is what keeps you strong. That is what you tell your daughter. ‘Of course. I wish you were not leaving, but I know you must.’


She set her arm on Harry’s sleeve and walked with him from the garden to the stable yard where everyone was gathered, either to ride out or bid Godspeed to those on their way. Some farewells would be longer than others. Her glance flicked to Joanna who had just embraced Harry’s wife Marguerite and was crouching to bid farewell to Marguerite’s fluffy little dog. Alienor suspected the latter was the greater sorrow of the parting, although when her youngest daughter became Queen of Sicily she could have as many lap dogs as she desired.


Harry gave Joanna a pretty intaglio ring with a carving of a small lion. ‘I will escort you part of your way to Sicily after you have crossed the Narrow Sea and I promise to visit you when you are queen,’ he said, hugged her again, and then turned to Alienor.


‘Travel safely, my son,’ she said. ‘I may not hear word of you because of my circumstances, but know you are always in my heart.’


He bestowed his brightest smile on her, the one he could turn on anyone and make them believe they were the most important person in the world. And then he grew serious. ‘I will not forget, Mama, on my soul, I won’t.’ He squeezed her hands. ‘He is my father, but I am also my mother’s son.’


‘And that is why you are taller than he is.’


He laughed aloud, kissed her cheek, and turned to mount his horse.


‘Look after him,’ she said fiercely to William Marshal who was making final checks on the harness and equipment and giving orders to the squires. ‘I trust you.’


‘Madam, that is my life’s task and my honour,’ William responded with a bow. ‘I shall do everything I can to keep him safe.’


They exchanged a meaningful look. To protect him from himself as much as from others was the awareness that went unspoken. William tugged a small jewelled cross from inside his shirt and kissed it; a cross she had given him in the days when she had such largesse to bestow on those whose service she valued. Tucking it away again, he turned to his horse.


Henry arrived at the last moment to bid his son farewell and gestured Harry to remain mounted. ‘Godspeed you,’ he said gruffly. ‘And try to keep your purse strings closed for once.’


Harry gave his father an ironic salute, and turned his rein.


Alienor watched them ride out, a handsome cavalcade with hawks and hounds, their harnesses jingling with silver bells. Silk banners fluttered in their midst and her throat swelled with emotion at the sight of such pride and beauty, and at the knowledge that she could not ride with them.


‘Well.’ Henry turned to her as the guards closed the gate. ‘You have had your time to think about Amesbury. Do you have an answer for me?’


Alienor faced him. ‘Indeed I do, and it has not changed. Amesbury is out of the question. You may have your annulment if you set me free to go to Aquitaine.’


His face contorted with a mingling of anger and exasperation. ‘Then you condemn yourself to a life of confinement. You leave for Sarum today – immediately.’


‘So you punish Joanna too?’


‘You think she cares about a mother such as you?’ he scoffed. ‘All the value you are to her is as an example of how not to be a queen.’


Alienor set her jaw. ‘Do as you will, but you will not break me.’


‘You think not? Watch me.’ He walked away, flexing his shoulders like a fighter.


An instant later, Alienor was surrounded by guards who gripped her arms and escorted her from the courtyard in front of everyone who had gathered to bid farewell to Harry, including John and Joanna.


She held her head high because contrary to what Henry said, she would show her daughter how to be a queen, especially under duress.


Without ceremony, Alienor was bundled into a travelling cart with a plain canvas cover. No horse for her this time, no bright escort, just grim-faced soldiers intent on obeying their lord’s bidding. She had been permitted three weeks in a gilded cage among all the finches and eagles of the court. Now it was back to the windswept coop and solitary confinement. Gazing across the wain to the grimy linen canvas on the other side, she made her mind blank in order to endure. Either she would die or Henry would, and then it would be over.
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Once again Alienor settled into the stultifying routine of life at Sarum. The endless sewing of plain seams, the days confined to her chamber save for rare moments when she was permitted to walk the castle’s precincts or attend services in the cathedral, under strict supervision. Once more news of the outside world was cut off. She made a pet of a white dove and fed it crumbs on her sill, taking pleasure in watching it pirouette and coo, until the day one of the knights hunted it down with a peregrine from the mews. She ceased feeding the doves after that.


Occasionally she would pick up pieces of information but they were like the discarded ends of linen thread on the seat where she sat to sew the interminable pile of shirts and chemises. Henry had gone to his hunting lodge at Clarendon and Richard had won a victory against the Poitevan rebels at Butteville, but the details were scant and passed down through so many hands that they had little value when they came to her ear. Once or twice her days were enlivened by visiting clergy, but always they came on Henry’s behalf, saying if she would only consider becoming the Abbess of Amesbury all this would end and be beneficial for everyone. In a perverse way Alienor looked forward to such approaches because they gave her an opportunity to exercise her wiles on the men, leaving them discomfited and aware in no uncertain terms that her stance on the matter remained firm.


One parched afternoon in mid-August, Alienor emerged from prayer in the cathedral. The sun struck the stonework like a hammer on a white anvil and the still air was as hot as a forge. Raising her hand to shade her eyes, she started to walk towards the castle, Amiria at her side, guards following at a discreet distance. And then she stopped because Isabel was standing in the courtyard shaking out her skirts, and with her were John and Joanna, and their cousins Belle and William.


Alienor thought for an instant that the blazing heat had created a mirage, but the scarlet-faced soldiers tending to the horses were far too solid to be ephemera. And Isabel, although neatly dressed as always, had the look of a butterfly newly emerged from the chrysalis wings all crumpled.


It took all Alienor’s will not to run to her visitors and to approach them at a measured walk. ‘What a surprise, but it gladdens my heart to see you!’ she said in a voice that was close to cracking. What was Henry up to now?


‘We’re visiting before we leave for Sicily,’ Isabel replied as they embraced. ‘I have permission.’ She showed Alienor a folded piece of parchment in her hand with a seal attached. ‘I have Henry’s safe conduct. Hamelin persuaded him. I know you think I bow to my husband’s every whim, but I asked him at the right time and in the right way and he agreed to intercede. Sometimes it pays to conciliate.’


Alienor was amused and a little irritated. Clearly their earlier disagreement remained a tender subject with Isabel. ‘It depends what you have to lose by doing so, but I am grateful. I had resigned myself to never seeing any of you again.’ She hugged John and Joanna, and wondered at Henry’s motives for allowing the visit. Perhaps he was hoping that several more months spent in isolation at Sarum had pressed home his point and would make her more willing to reconsider. If so he was sadly mistaken; the experience had just made her more determined to defy him.


She brought her guests to her chamber in the north tower of the complex. Isabel made no comment as she gazed at the spartan surroundings, but Alienor saw shock in her eyes. And pity. ‘My penitent’s cell,’ she said. ‘At least it is cool in this heat.’


Joanna sat down in the window seat, her expression and posture making it plain that she had not expected to find her mother dwelling in such reduced circumstances.


Isabel’s maid was hefting a large willow basket and Isabel removed the folded tablecloth covering the contents and bade Amiria spread it upon the room’s bare trestle table. ‘I have good wine,’ she declared with determined gaiety as she produced a stone costrel from the depths of the basket. ‘And roast fowl and white bread. The guards dared not refuse the King’s own sister by marriage arriving under safe conduct.’


Alienor raised her brows. ‘Does that not constitute an act of defiance?’


‘Not at all.’ Isabel tossed her head. ‘I am merely exerting my rightful authority.’ She presented Alienor with a cone of parchment filled with sticky brown squares. ‘Hamelin knows how much you like gingerbread and wanted me to give you this.’


The warm scent of exotic spices blended with honey filled Alienor’s nose as she took her next breath. She and Hamelin did not always see eye to eye. As Henry’s brother he always supported him; at times he could be a self-righteous pedant; but he had a thoughtful side and he was not vindictive.


‘You must thank him and tell him I appreciate his gift,’ she said, feeling almost tearful. ‘It is kind of him and I am not accustomed to kindness these days.’


Isabel turned pink at the praise. ‘Indeed I shall. And this is from me.’


She gave Alienor a small rock crystal bottle wrapped in a square of purple silk. The bottle was carved with a swirling labyrinth pattern and when Alienor removed the stopper, a wonderful perfume of roses, nutmeg and woody balsams from the oil within transported her to the gardens in Poitiers with the summer roses and honeysuckle trellising the wall.


‘I will treasure this,’ she said when she was able to speak. ‘You have brought comfort to my day; indeed to all my days here.’ She hugged Isabel and wiped away a few treacherous tears on the back of her hand.


Once the table was ready, they sat down to eat.


‘I am to be betrothed,’ John announced as he broke a piece off the loaf.


Alienor turned to her youngest son in surprise, although not shock. He had once been betrothed to little Adelaide of Maurienne but the child had died soon after Alienor’s imprisonment. It stood to reason that Henry would find someone else for him – and that he would not see fit to tell her.


‘Indeed? To whom?’


‘Hawise of Gloucester.’ He curled his lip. ‘She’s my second cousin but Papa says he can arrange a dispensation.’


Alienor frowned. ‘Hawise of Gloucester?’


‘She was born not long before you first came to Sarum,’ Isabel said.


‘Ah, yes.’ Not that she had known about the child, but she had seen her father around the court at Winchester.


‘She’s only three.’ John sprinkled his bread with salt. ‘Of course she might die before I marry her like the last one, but if that happens Papa says he’ll give me Isabelle de Clare. That means Chepstow and Pembroke and Ireland. She’s older; she’s four.’ He bit into the bread. ‘And Normandy too,’ he added indistinctly.


‘And when is this betrothal to take place?’


‘In a few weeks in London.’ He chewed and swallowed. ‘It’s the land that matters. The Gloucester ones are better than the Chepstow ones though.’


He spoke in a knowing way that suggested he had checked for himself rather than repeating what someone had told him. His eyes were a quenched green-grey and it was difficult to tell the expression in them, or to see past the half-mocking smile to what lay beyond. Even as an infant he had always seemed more like an adult – a scheming, manipulating one at times. If he was angry, the recipient of that anger would only find out when they discovered one of their possessions damaged or else sat on the nail that had mysteriously appeared on their chair. Yet he could also be devastatingly sweet and amusing.


‘You seem to have considered it thoroughly,’ Alienor said.


‘I wanted to know.’ He laid down his knife. ‘I also know why Papa wants an annulment.’


Alienor lifted her cup. ‘Is that so?’


‘Rosamund de Clifford is with child.’ His eyes glinted. ‘The baby’s due in the autumn and he wants to marry her and make her queen.’


Alienor sipped her wine while she assimilated the news and composed her expression. ‘And that is worth sending envoys all the way to Rome? I somehow doubt that is your father’s intention.’


‘She is with him all the time,’ John said, with narrow eyes and a fixed look. ‘She is always in his chamber touching him and petting him.’


‘That does not mean he will marry her even if she is with child. You need not worry on that score.’


‘I’m not worried.’ He shrugged but she could see he was unsettled – or perhaps jealous. ‘She’s nothing,’ he said with a curled lip. ‘My father’s stupid whore.’


Isabel made a small sound of protest because it was inappropriate talk at the table, and the way he spoke possessed an undercurrent of violence.


‘Yes she is,’ Alienor replied, ‘and therefore beneath your notice. It only matters if you let it matter because then you make it more than it is.’


John continued to scowl but finished his meal in silence and then went with his cousin William to poke about the palace.


Alienor changed the subject and asked Isabel how the preparations for Sicily were progressing.


‘Well indeed.’ Isabel was as eager as Alienor to sail the conversation into less fraught waters. ‘Joanna has four new gowns, haven’t you, my love?’


Joanna joined the conversation, her expression alight with pleasure. ‘King William sent merchants with bolts of silk damask cloth,’ she enthused, and went on to tell Alienor of the painted chests that had been constructed to hold her trousseau – sheets and coverlets, bed hangings, candle holders, napery and silver dishes. Her excitement at going as a bride to the King of Sicily far outweighed her fear of her new situation now she had had time to grow accustomed.


Alienor was pleased for her, but sad too because beyond the clothes and jewels, beyond all the appurtenances of royalty, she knew what it meant to be the wife of a king. ‘You must write to me often. I shall help you if I can, and I will always be your mother. I want you to remember that.’ Her heart filled with pain because locked up here what influence did she have and what kind of an example could she set?


She gave Joanna two jewelled combs she had managed to secrete in her baggage from Winchester, carved with acanthus scrolls pin-pointed with tiny sapphires and rubies. ‘Remember me whenever you use these, and pray for me as I shall pray for you,’ she said, and embraced Joanna who reciprocated, but with an air of reserve as if shielding herself from the difficulty of imminent parting.


‘Belle is not coming with us,’ Isabel said with a gesture to her own daughter. ‘As our eldest, she must look after the others and wisdom says we keep her at home.’


Belle said nothing, her eyes downcast.


‘She is disappointed of course,’ Isabel said. ‘She will miss Joanna’s company and friendship, as I know Joanna will miss hers, but it is part of becoming a woman learning responsibility. She shall have an important role at home as chatelaine of the household.’ She sent her daughter a proud look and Belle responded with a modest half smile.


After the children had retired, Alienor and Isabel talked long into the night over more wine.


‘Did you know about Rosamund?’ Alienor asked.


Isabel turned one of her rings. ‘Yes, but not until recently. I swear to you I did not know at Easter and neither did Hamelin.’


‘Henry did not tell him?’


Isabel rubbed her finger over the gem in the ring. ‘Hamelin keeps out of Henry’s amours. He focuses on his brother, not the girl in the bed behind him.’


Alienor almost laughed for Isabel’s comment conjured up a vivid image of Hamelin attempting to have a conversation with Henry while trying to ignore the mistress in her chemise. ‘Even if Rosamund desperately wants to be queen it will not happen,’ she said with weary contempt. ‘Knowing Henry, even if he does care for her, his eye is already on pastures new and untrodden. He would see marriage to her as just another trap. Ah, enough of this talk. What of other news?’


Isabel began telling her about the castle Hamelin was building on their land at Conisbrough in Yorkshire. ‘It is his retreat from the court and a secure fortress facing north to pass on to Will.’ She cast a glance heavenwards. ‘In truth, he has discovered such a delight in the building that at times I think I might as well have married a mason. You should hear him enthuse over the fireplaces.’


Alienor laughed. ‘I do believe that listening to Hamelin wax lyrical upon stone and mortar is a pleasure I can forgo, even if I do love him dearly for sending me gingerbread.’


In the morning they attended mass in the cathedral, and then with the clouds rolling in over the Downs, the visitors mounted their horses and prepared to return to Winchester.
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