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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.


1

Westminster Abbey, London, December 1154

At the precise moment Theobald, Archbishop of Canterbury, placed the golden weight of a crown on Alienor’s brow, the child in her womb gave a vigorous kick that resonated throughout her body. Clear winter light rayed from the abbey’s Romanesque windows to illuminate the Confessor’s tomb in the sacrarium and cast pale radiance upon the dais where Alienor sat beside her husband, the newly anointed King Henry II of England.

Henry gripped the jewelled orb and the sword of sovereignty with confident possession. His mouth was a firm, straight line and his grey gaze purposeful. In the mingling of gloom and light, his beard glinted copper-red and he exuded all the glow and vigour of his twenty-one years. He was already Duke of Normandy, Count of Anjou and consort Duke of Aquitaine, and had been a force to be reckoned with ever since leading his first battle campaign at the age of fourteen.

The Archbishop stepped to one side and Alienor felt the full focus of the congregation strike her with the intensity of a fixed beam of light. Every bishop, magnate and English baron was gathered here to bear witness, to pay homage and to usher in an era of peace and prosperity during which the wounds suffered by decades of civil war might be healed by the young King and his fertile queen. An air of anxious optimism filled the air. Everyone was eager to seek favour and advantage from their new sovereign. In the months to come she and Henry would have to pluck the jewels from the piles of common stones and discard the dross.

This was the second time Alienor had worn a crown. For more than fifteen years she had been Queen of France until her marriage to Louis had been annulled on grounds of consanguinity. The latter had been a convenient box in which to conceal the true reasons for parting; not least that she had only borne Louis two daughters of their union and not the all-important sons. That she was more closely related to Henry than to Louis gave Alienor cause for sardonic amusement. Money, influence and human imperatives always spoke more loudly than conscience and God. In two years of marriage with Henry, she had produced one healthy son and expected another child before winter’s end.

Henry rose from King Edward’s carved throne and all knelt to him and bowed their heads. He extended his hand to Alienor, who sank in a curtsey, her silk skirts a flood of gold around her feet. Henry raised her up by their clasped fingers, and they exchanged glances bright with exultation and a mutual awareness of how significant this moment was.

Cloaked in ermine, hand in hand, they paced down the abbey’s great nave, following the Archbishop’s jewelled processional cross. Frankincense-perfumed smoke and the vapour of icy breath swirled heavenwards. Alienor held her head high, and walked with a stately tread and straight spine in order to balance the weight of the jewelled crown and the swollen curve of her womb. Her gown shone and flared with each step, and the choir sang triumphant praise, their voices soaring to twine with the smoke and carry all to God. Within her the child tumbled joyously, flexing and testing his limbs. It would be another boy; all the signs were auspicious. Their firstborn son, sixteen months old, was being cared for at the Tower with his nurse, but one day, God willing, he too would be anointed king in this cathedral.

Outside the abbey, crowds had gathered in the sharp December cold to watch the spectacle and to fête England’s new king and queen. Ushers and marshals held the throng at a distance, but the mood was cheerful, the more so when servants of the royal household showered the gathering with fistfuls of silver pennies and small loaves of bread. Alienor watched the scramble, heard the cries of blessing and approbation and although she barely understood a word of English, the sentiments were clear and made her smile.

‘We have made an auspicious beginning,’ she said to Henry.

‘Given what has gone before, it would be impossible not to do so.’ His own smile was wide, but Alienor saw his glance flick across from the abbey to the palace of Westminster and harden for an instant. Once a grand residence, it had become ruinous during the later years of King Stephen’s reign and needed urgent repairs to make it habitable. For now he had set up his administration at the Tower and his domestic quarters across the river at the manor of Bermondsey.

‘But you are right,’ he said, ‘we have made a favourable start. Long may it flourish.’ He placed his hand on her rounded womb, deliberately displayed to their subjects through the parting in her cloak. Being fruitful was a vital part of queenship and never more than now at the start of their reign. He gave a delighted chuckle to feel the baby’s firm kick against his palm. ‘This is our time. We should make the most of every moment.’ Taking a handful of coins from an attendant, he flipped them into the crowd. A young woman standing near the front with a small child caught one in mid-air and sent him a dazzling smile.

Alienor was tired but still bright with excitement as the barge bumped against the jetty on the river entrance to the Tower. A crewman cast a rope around a mooring stake and hauled the vessel closer in to the steps. Attendants hastened with lanterns to illuminate the winter night and escort the royal party from landing stage to apartment. Splintered gold reflections spilled across the dark waters of the Thames, heavy with the salt-scent of the estuary. Alienor’s teeth chattered despite her fur-lined cloak. She had to step carefully on the frost-rimed paths, wary of slipping in her thin kidskin shoes.

Talking animatedly to a group of courtiers, including his half-brother, Hamelin, Vicomte de Touraine, Henry strode ahead, his voice ringing out in the clear night. He had risen long before dawn and Alienor knew he would not retire until the small hours. Their domestic use of candles and lamps was a major item of expenditure in winter; no one could keep up with him.

Entering the Tower keep, she slowly climbed more stairs to their chambers, pausing for a moment to rest her hand on her womb. A swift peek into a partitioned alcove reassured her that the heir to the new throne was sound asleep in his crib tucked under soft fleeces and blankets, his hair a burnished gold flicker in the light of a single lamp. The nurse smiled at her with an expression that said all was well, and Alienor turned to the main chamber where she and Henry would spend the night before crossing the river to Bermondsey next day.

The shutters were secured against the bitter winter’s night and a fine red fire blazed in the hearth. Alienor went to stand within the arc of heat and let the comforting warmth envelop her and banish the chill left by the icy gusts from the river. The reflection of the flames danced hypnotically on the surface of her gown, inscribing stories in the silk.

Her senior maid, Marchisa, came to disrobe her but Alienor shook her head. ‘No,’ she said, smiling. ‘I want to savour the day for a little longer; there will never be another like it.’

Henry’s half-sister Emma handed Alienor a cup of wine, her hazel eyes shining. ‘I shall remember this all my life.’

Until Alienor’s marriage to Henry two years ago, Emma had dwelt at the abbey of Fontevraud in the hall for lay women. She and her brother Hamelin were Henry’s illegitimate half-siblings, and both had places in the household.

‘We all shall,’ Alienor said, and kissed her. She was fond of Emma, valuing both her gentle company and her embroidery skills.

Henry arrived, his energy still bubbling like a cauldron over a hot fire. He had exchanged his coronation robes for a tunic of everyday wool and donned a favourite pair of boots that were worn to the shape of his feet.

‘You look as if you are ready to spit on your hands and begin work.’ Giving him a knowing look, Alienor eased carefully down in a chair before the hearth and arranged her gown in a full sweep around her feet.

‘I am.’ Henry went to fiddle with an ivory chess set arranged ready for play on a small bench near the window. ‘Unfortunately I am constrained by the sleeping habits of others. If I don’t let them rest they become as dull as blunt knives.’ He shifted the pieces about to create a scenario of checkmate.

‘Perhaps you should take the opportunity to sleep for a few hours too.’

‘What use is there in being dead to the world?’ Abandoning the board he sat on the bench facing her and purloined her goblet for a swallow of wine. ‘The Archbishop of Canterbury will attend me at first light. He has a candidate to put forward for the position of chancellor.’

Alienor raised her brows. The business of bargaining for favour and position was hard apace. She had already deduced from their brief exchanges before the coronation that Theobald of Canterbury was a wily one. His benign, myopic expression concealed the fact that the man himself was as strong as sword steel. He had defied King Stephen and prevented Stephen’s eldest son Eustace from being acknowledged heir to England, for which he had been exiled for a time. His stand had kept Henry’s cause afloat and favours were owed. Theobald’s reputation for gathering around him men of rare and keen intellect was renowned.

‘Thomas Becket, his archdeacon and protégé,’ Henry said. ‘London born, but educated in Paris and eager to demonstrate his skills as a fiscal genius.’

‘How old is he?’

‘Thirties, so not in his dotage like half of them. I have spoken to him in passing but have not garnered any particular impression yet.’

‘Theobald must have a reason for putting him forward.’ She retrieved her wine from him.

‘Naturally he does. He wants one of his own in my household because he thinks to influence the way I govern and promote the interests of the Church. And the man will have a keen brain, I am certain.’ He gave a taut smile. ‘But if I choose this Thomas Becket, he will have to change allegiance. I do not mind men in my service seeking advancement, but never at my expense.’

Hearing the edge in his voice, she gave him a searching look.

He stood up, restless as a dog in a strange place. ‘Loyalty is a virtue rarer than hens’ teeth. My mother told me to trust no one and she is right.’

‘Ah, but you trust her, do you not?’

He sent her an evaluating glance. ‘I trust her with my life, and I trust that she always has my best interests at heart, but I do not always trust her judgement.’

There was a small, difficult silence. Alienor did not ask if he trusted his wife’s judgement, because she suspected his reply would disappoint her.

The child kicked again and she stroked her womb. ‘Quiet, little one,’ she murmured and gave Henry a rueful smile. ‘He is like you – barely sleeps and is always restless, especially in church. I think he was running a race during the coronation!’

Henry chuckled. ‘Doubtless he was excited at the notion of being born the son of a king. What children we shall make between us.’ He came to crouch at her side and took her smooth hands in his calloused ones, bridging the gap that had briefly opened between them. He strengthened the repair by sitting on the floor at her feet like a squire, while he shared her wine and asked her opinion upon matters pertaining to the appointment of other court officials. It was mostly him talking while she listened, because these were English affairs, and concerned men she barely knew, but she was pleased to be asked and ventured opinions here and there. They agreed that Nigel, Bishop of Ely, a former royal treasurer, should be persuaded out of retirement and his expertise used to set the exchequer to rights and start revenues flowing again. Richard de Lucy, a former official of King Stephen, would take up a senior administrative role together with Robert Beaumont, Earl of Leicester.

‘It does not matter to me where men have sided in the past,’ Henry said. ‘It is their abilities I seek and their good service now. I said I trust no one, but I am willing to give men of backbone and intelligence a chance to prove their loyalty. Both de Lucy and Beaumont know where their best interests lie.’

Alienor gently ruffled his hair with her fingertips, loving the way firelight played over the red-gold waves. She must cultivate these men too. When Henry was absent from England, she would have to deal with them, and better as allies than enemies.

‘Stephen’s son I shall keep where I can see him,’ Henry continued. ‘Even though he has rescinded his claim to the crown, he may still prove a rallying point for dissent.’

Alienor cast her mind over the courtiers she had met in recent weeks. King Stephen’s surviving son, William de Boulogne, was a pleasant, unremarkable young man a couple of years younger than Henry. He walked with a limp from a broken leg and was hardly the stuff of which great leaders were made. The only threat, as Henry said, was from those who might use him as a spear on which to nail their banners. ‘That seems prudent,’ she agreed, her words ending on a stifled yawn. The long day was catching up with her; the fire was warm and the wine had gone pleasantly to her head.

Henry rose to his feet. ‘Time to bid you goodnight, my love.’

‘Are you not coming to bed for a while?’ she asked with a note of entreaty. She wanted to end this glorious day wrapped in his arms.

‘Later. I still have business to attend to.’ He kissed her tenderly on the mouth and briefly laid his palm over her womb. ‘You are everything a queen should be. I have never seen a woman look as beautiful and regal as you did today.’

His words softened her disappointment and filled her with a warm glow. She watched him go to the door, his tread still as buoyant as it had been that morning. On the threshold he turned and gave her a melting smile, and then he was gone in a draught of cold air.

After a moment Alienor summoned her ladies and prepared to retire for the night, regretful to be alone, but still with a deep contentment in her heart.

Henry’s squire tapped softly on the door of the rented house in Eastcheap, a short walk from the Tower. The bolt slid back and a maidservant quietly admitted the young man and his royal master before closing the door and kneeling.

Henry ignored her and fixed his gaze on the young woman who had dropped in a curtsey as he entered the room. Her head was bowed and all he could see was the heavy ripple of her ash-brown hair against the pale linen of her chemise. He went to her and lifted her chin on his forefinger so that he could look into her face.

‘My king,’ she said, and her full lips parted in a smile that stole his heart. ‘Henry.’

He raised her to her feet, crushed her against him, and kissed her passionately. She circled her arms about his neck and made a soft kitten sound. Feeling all the warm points of her body against his, he buried his face in her abundant hair, inhaling scents of new grass and sage. ‘Ah, Aelburgh.’ His voice caught. ‘You’re sweet as a meadow.’

She nuzzled his throat. ‘I did not think you would come to me tonight. I thought you would be too busy.’

‘Hah, I am busy, but I have time for this.’

‘Are you hungry? I have bread and wine.’

He shook his head and cupped her breast. ‘I have eaten a surfeit today. There is only one appetite I need to sate just now.’

Aelburgh gave a soft laugh and eased from his embrace. Taking a lamp from a trestle, she led Henry up the steep stairs to the sleeping loft.

The lamp was guttering by the time Henry reached for his clothes and prepared to leave.

‘You could stay.’ Aelburgh stroked his naked back with languid fingers.

He gave a regretful sigh. ‘I have too much business to attend to, my love. The Archbishop of Canterbury is visiting me in a few hours’ time, and it would not be fitting to greet him still warm from the bed of my mistress, no matter how enticing that bed may be.’ He raised her hand to his lips. ‘I will come again soon, I promise.’

‘The Queen looked very beautiful today,’ she said quietly.

‘She did indeed – but she is not you.’

Aelburgh sat up a little straighter and preened.

‘My love, you are a different part of my life.’ He tucked a tress of her hair behind her ear. ‘There are duties … and then there are pleasures, and you are surely of the second sort.’ Especially while Alienor was great with child and he could not bed her.

From a small curtained-off section beyond the bed came the soft wail of a child waking from slumber. Aelburgh donned her shift and disappeared behind the hanging, returning a moment later with a red-haired infant boy cuddled in her arms. ‘Hush, little man, hush now,’ she crooned. ‘See your papa is here.’

The child stared at Henry and his chin wobbled, but when Henry made a face at him he giggled and hid his face against his mother’s soft white neck, before turning to peep at Henry again out of round blue eyes. Henry was amused and delighted. There was nothing worse than a screaming child that kept on screaming.

‘I will provide for him,’ he said. ‘He is the son of a king and he will have everything he needs to make his way in the world.’

Fear flashed in Aelburgh’s eyes. ‘You will not take him from me? I could not bear that.’

‘Don’t be a foolish wench.’ Henry ducked around their son to kiss her again. ‘A child belongs with its mother in the early years.’ Of course, once intellect, reason and physical strength had progressed sufficiently for his son to be educated, then the maternal ties would be severed, but he was not going to say that now. ‘I must go.’ He tugged a strand of her hair, kissed his son and, on his way out, deposited a fat pouch of silver pennies on the table in the main room to join the silver piece she had caught outside the cathedral earlier.

The dark winter morning was nowhere near dawn and he thought he might doze in a chair for a couple of hours, and then prepare for the Archbishop’s visit. As he set out for the Tower, his thoughts were all on the business of government and Aelburgh was already pushed to the back of his mind.


2

Manor of Bermondsey, near London, December 1154

Alienor considered the man whom Henry had just appointed Chancellor of England. Thomas Becket was tall and thin with a lantern jaw, strong nose, and keen grey eyes that even when focused on a particular matter missed nothing on the periphery.

‘You are to be congratulated, Master Thomas,’ she said.

He bowed with a small flourish. ‘I am grateful for the opportunity the King has given me, m-madam. I shall do my best to serve you both to the best of m-my ability.’ He spoke slowly, measuring the words. When she had first heard him, Alienor had thought it was a ploy to increase his gravitas, but now realised it was his way of controlling a speech impediment. Certainly his diplomatic skills must be sound, for the Archbishop credited him with a large part in persuading Rome not to acknowledge King Stephen’s son Eustace as heir to England.

‘Then we shall hope for great things, Master Thomas.’

‘Tell me what you require, and I shall do everything I can to bring it to fruition.’ He tucked his hands inside his furred sleeves, which were fuller than normal, serving to increase the space he occupied. She had taken note of the ornate brooch pinning his cloak and the gold rings adorning his manicured fingers. Master Becket had the eye and the taste for luxury but so did many at court. A man of station had to support his dignity by his external appearance – unless he was all-powerful like Henry and could do as he pleased. Nevertheless, it was an appetite to be watched.

‘I am sure we shall work well together. It will be an advantage to have someone in the household who is familiar with the diplomatic business of the realm.’

Becket dipped his head. ‘Indeed, m-madam. But there are always new skills to learn and I look forward to doing so.’ As he spoke, his voice deepened its cadence. He was hungry for this, she thought; eager to serve, but keen to exercise his new powers.

Henry arrived, bright-eyed and ebullient. ‘Are you ready for the hunt, my lord chancellor?’ He clapped an affable hand on Becket’s shoulder. ‘My grooms have found you a fast horse and you can borrow one of my hawks until you have time to fill your own mews.’

Becket bowed. ‘Sire, I am yours to command.’

‘Hah, come then, time to go!’ Henry swept his chancellor off, as enthusiastic as a child with a new playmate. The other men finished their drinks, swallowed last morsels of bread and were off too, eager for the chase, keen to make an impression on their new king. Alienor watched them leave, feeling envious of their masculine freedoms. Entering the later stages of pregnancy she was confined to narrow indoor pursuits. The men would talk the politics of the court interspersed with enthusiastic discussions about the sport. They would cement alliances, brag, show off, and vent their excess energy in vigorous exercise. Henry would learn more about Becket and the other lords upon whom his rule depended, and they would learn more about him – or as much as he wanted to show them.

Alienor’s duty while the men went hunting was to talk with their wives, daughters and wards, and establish her own network. Feminine wiles were often more effective than male bluster, and there were subtle ways of attaining one’s will that did not involve boasting contests and riding horses into the ground.

Among the gathering of ladies, Alienor took an instant liking to Isabel, Countess de Warenne, who was wife to Stephen’s son William de Boulogne. She was an attractive young woman with glossy brunette hair dressed in two thick braids that showed beneath the hem of her veil. Her eyes, warm brown flecked with gold, sparkled with humour and intelligence. She took Alienor’s small son under her wing and told him a simple story about a rabbit, which involved finger play and gentle tickles. Will squealed with laughter. ‘More!’ he demanded, bouncing. ‘More … Now!’

Alienor noted the wistful expression on Isabel de Warenne’s face. She had been wed to King Stephen’s youngest son for six years, but the couple remained barren, which Alienor thought a good thing in political terms. William de Boulogne had abjured his right to the crown, but seeds of rebellion might still be sown in a new generation and Henry was prudently keeping the young man under close watch.

Observing the rapport between her son and Isabel, Alienor decided to take the Countess into her own household and cultivate her friendship. She would have invaluable knowledge about the English barons, particularly those who had supported Stephen. The more she could draw Isabel into her affinity, the better.

‘You have some skill there, my lady,’ Alienor said warmly.

Isabel laughed. ‘It is not so difficult, madam. All children love these games.’ She put her arm round Will and made a rabbit shape out of the kerchief in her hand. ‘And men too,’ she added impishly.

Alienor chuckled, acknowledging the truth of the statement and thought that Isabel de Warenne would do very well indeed.

‘The Queen has asked me to join her household,’ Isabel told her husband that evening as they prepared for bed in their lodging house near the Tower. She had thoroughly enjoyed her day. She had not had the opportunity to socialise at court with women of her own rank for many years but now there was peace it would be different and she had even begun to feel optimistic. Playing with the new Queen’s beautiful little boy and seeing Alienor’s well-advanced pregnancy had given her a moment’s sadness, but she had made the most of the moment and not allowed herself to dwell on her own situation.

Her husband lay on the bed, his back supported by bolsters and pillows while she rubbed his lower right leg with a warming unguent. He had broken his shin the previous year in an ‘accident’ at court about which he refused to talk. The circumstances were murky and Isabel had never unravelled them to her satisfaction. She suspected it had either been a warning to William to step aside from claims to his father’s crown, or else a failed attempt at murder. Having no desire to pursue kingship, William had willingly yielded his entitlement, and the danger seemed to have faded, even though she knew he was still closely watched.

‘I am not surprised,’ he said. ‘The King intends keeping me at court, and it is only logical that you should attend the Queen.’ He looked wry. ‘One side of the coin is favour and friendship, and the other is polite house arrest. Henry does not trust us out of his sight.’

‘But that will ease in time?’ Isabel said with her need to have all right with the world.

‘I hope so.’ He puffed out his cheeks. ‘I have never known anyone with so much energy. He hunted up hill and down dale today, and if his horse hadn’t flagged he would have carried on until nightfall and damn the rest of us. Only that half-brother of his, Hamelin, and the new Chancellor could keep up and that was by sheer force of will and because they had the best horses. I have no doubt he will be off again tomorrow at the crack of dawn.’ He changed position, grimacing. ‘He plans to go to Oxford next week, and then on to Northampton.’

She gave him a sharp look. ‘Just the King’s entourage or all the court?’

‘Just the King; he did not mention the Queen’s household – be thankful!’

Isabel rubbed and pressed. ‘I shall miss you.’

‘I won’t be gone long, don’t worry.’

She concentrated on her work. The unguent was all rubbed in. Where the break had been there was a thick scar like a knot in a branch.

‘Isabel.’

He spoke her name in that gentle, melancholy way that made her want to weep.

‘Come,’ he said. ‘Unbind your hair for me. It is so beautiful when it’s loose.’

She reached hesitantly to her luxuriant braids. Her fingers, moist with the remnants of unguent, clung to the heavy, elastic strands. She loved him deeply, but in the protective way an older sister might love a little stepbrother, and moments of intimacy were awkward. They had married at the decree of his father the King when she was sixteen and he was just eleven, and their physical relationship, as he came to maturity, had never truly blossomed. They lay together because they had a duty to provide heirs for the lands of Boulogne and Warenne, but thus far she had not conceived. She told herself there was time, and surely it would happen, but as each occasion proved unsuccessful her doubts grew, as did her guilt at failure.

He set his hands in her hair and drew her close, but their embrace came to no more than strokes and gentle kisses, which, instead of intensifying, faded away as he fell asleep. Isabel lay at his side, trapped by his hand in her hair, which he gripped like a child with a comfort cloth. She listened to his slow, steady breathing and her heart ached.

At the end of February a late snow fell, covering the land overnight in a thick white quilt. At Bermondsey the hearth in the birthing chamber was kept well stoked and although Alienor’s lower body was naked during this later stage of labour, the covers around her shoulders were of insulating fur.

‘Think,’ said Emma as she gave Alienor a drink of wine fortified with honey, ‘this child will be born in the ermine in more ways than one!’

Alienor was between contractions and so managed a faint smile. Her eldest son had been born to a duke and duchess whereas this new baby would be the offspring of the King and Queen of England. ‘Indeed, and his father will be here to see him this time.’ Henry had recently returned from his lightning travels round England. The deep snow had prevented him from hunting, so he would be closeted in his chamber with Becket and de Lucy busy with matters of state. She sipped the drink, welcoming the sweetness of the honey. ‘When Will was born, Henry was away on campaign, and by the time he did set eyes on him, he was seven months old!’

The next contraction surged, stronger than the last, and with a gasp of pain Alienor returned the cup to Emma.

The senior midwife performed a swift examination. ‘Very soon now, madam,’ she said with cheerful encouragement.

Alienor’s face contorted. ‘Not soon enough!’ she panted. ‘I tell you, men have the better part of the bargain in every way!’

It was almost noon before a baby’s wail filled the birthing chamber, and Alienor slumped against the bolsters, gasping and exhausted.

‘Madam, you have a fine, lusty boy!’ Beaming, the midwife lifted the child from between Alienor’s bloody thighs and placed him, all damp and squirming, on her belly.

Alienor laughed triumphantly despite her weariness. With two sons vouchsafed to the succession, she had more than accomplished her duty.

The midwife cut the cord and dealt with the afterbirth, tending to Alienor while her assistant bathed the baby in a brass bowl by the fireside. Once dried and wrapped in warm linen and furs, he was returned to his mother. Alienor cradled him in her arms, stroked his birth-crumpled little face and counted and kissed his fingers. A glance towards the pale light shining through the window leads showed her silent feathers of green-tinted snow whispering past the glass, and she knew she would always remember this moment. The stillness after bloody struggle; the warmth of fire and pelts protecting her and her new son from the cold; the sense of hushed, enclosed peace that was almost holy.

Alienor awoke from slumber to the sound of London’s church bells and the closer peal from Saint Saviour’s ringing out the joyous news that a prince was born. The window showed quenched afternoon light fading towards dusk and the snow had ceased. Henry was standing at the bedside looking down into the cradle with a beatific smile on his cold-reddened face.

Alienor pushed herself upright against the pillows, wishing that her women had woken her before his arrival and given her a moment to prepare.

He turned at her movement and she saw the shine of tears in his eyes. ‘He is beautiful,’ he said, and his throat worked.

Alienor seldom saw this vulnerable side of her husband. His expression, the way he spoke, filled her with aching tenderness, as if her maternal instincts were flowing out over him too. He lifted the swaddled baby from his cradle and sat down with him on the side of the bed. ‘You have given me everything,’ he said. ‘You have fulfilled every part of the bargain. I do not give my trust lightly, but I give it to you here. You are my dearest heart.’

There was complete candour in his stare, and Alienor’s own eyes filled because she knew how much courage it took for him to lower the shield and admit so much. Clearly the sight of his newborn son had had a profound effect on him. Yet she was wary, because she knew from hard experience that with Henry something meant sincerely now was open to change at a later moment. She said nothing and looked demure while the bells rang and rang.

Eventually he rose to leave, and with reluctance handed the baby to one of her women. ‘I will arrange for his baptism – Henry as we agreed. The Bishop of London will perform it in the morning. I’ll leave you to your rest. You need to recover and grow strong again ready for the next one.’

He kissed her and departed in his usual flurry. Alienor smiled, but she was exasperated. A moment ago everything had been enough and ‘perfect’ for him, yet already he was anticipating the next one, and it was not what a sore, bruised wife wanted to hear just hours after giving birth. The notion of growing strong in order just to produce another baby for him caused her eyes to narrow. She had warned him at the outset of their marriage that she was more than a brood mare, and she would not be treated as one.
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Winchester, September 1155

‘The Archbishop is pushing me to organise an expedition to Ireland,’ Henry said, pacing the floor with vigour and irritation. ‘The old fox wants to bring the Irish Church to heel under Canterbury’s influence. He suggests I should make my brother king there, but if he thinks to use me and Geoffrey to work his will, he is mistaken.’

Alienor sat by the window dandling seven-month-old Henry in her lap and watching his older brother gallop his wooden hobby around the trestle, shaking its red leather reins. ‘What does Geoffrey say?’

Henry wrapped his hands around his belt. ‘He likes the idea of a kingdom for himself, but not as distant as Ireland. I certainly do not want him left to his own devices on my seaward flank.’

‘You are right to stand your ground.’ Alienor was unable to warm to either of Henry’s brothers. Geoffrey the second-born was full of petulant bluster and resentful of Henry’s primary position. Alienor did not trust him near her or her sons and avoided him when possible. She felt a similar but less strong antipathy towards Henry’s youngest brother, William. He was less forthright in his sense of prerogative, but sought to intimidate others as a way of bolstering his station. Henry’s only decent brother was Hamelin, who was bastard-born and had to sustain his position at court through loyal service.

‘I refuse to let the Church dictate to me,’ Henry growled. ‘Theobald may invoke Rome all he wants and play on how important he was in the past as a mediator. He can hint at how many favours I owe him, but it makes no difference. I shall deal with Ireland in my own good time, not his.’

‘Have you told him that?’

‘Not as such.’ A sly look crossed his face. ‘I said that since it concerned my brother, it was a family matter, and I must consult our mother. I know for certain she will not agree. Like me she will see it as a waste of time and resources – and dangerous. Theobald will pursue it for a while, but I can outlast him.’

‘Clever,’ Alienor said. Henry’s mother was his deputy in Normandy and ruled her roost from the abbey at Bec. She knew the Archbishop well and would be a sympathetic intermediary, while still ensuring Henry’s will was done.

‘I think so,’ he said with a grin.

‘Look, Papa, my horse can gallop fast!’ chirruped Will, who had just begun to talk in sentences.

Henry’s expression softened. ‘A man always needs a fast horse to be ahead of the game and outride his opponents.’ He caught and embraced his son, and their heads pressed together, Henry’s fox-red mingling with William’s brighter, ruddy gold, but both of the same coin.

‘What does your chancellor say, being as he was once Theobald’s man?’ Alienor asked. ‘Has he sought to persuade you?’

‘Thomas does as I command him.’ Henry flashed her a sharp grey glance. ‘He takes his instructions from me now, and his task is to raise revenues, which he is doing remarkably well. It must be his merchant blood.’ He set his son back down on the floor. ‘My mother will deal with Theobald, and that will keep the pair of them occupied and leave me free to attend to other matters.’

Alienor handed the baby to his nurse. ‘You mean us. The matters are mine as well as yours.’

A wary look entered his eyes. ‘That goes without saying.’

‘And yet I always feel I need to say it.’

Irritation sparked in his eyes. ‘When I cross the sea to deal with matters in Normandy and Anjou, you will be my regent here; you are my proxy as I am yours. Rest assured I will always involve you.’

Alienor had no intention of ‘resting assured’, because she did not believe him. If he involved her, it was for his own ends. ‘But the business of Aquitaine is mine first,’ she said firmly. ‘And it is my choice to involve you, not yours to involve me.’

Henry made an impatient sound. ‘Why are you arguing over words? You need the strength of my sword to keep your barons in check, and it is my sweat and striving that sees to the defence and protection of Aquitaine. Our son will one day inherit your duchy and it behoves us both to do our best for him. I do not know why you fret about this.’

‘Because it matters to me. Do not take me for granted, Henry.’

He made an exasperated sound before pulling her against him and kissing her forcefully. She gripped his arms, their embrace a battlefield, sparking with tension and pent-up sexual energy demanding release. ‘As if I would.’

‘I tell you it is more than your life is worth.’ She spoke close enough for her words to be part of the next breath he drew.

He laughed. ‘And yours, my love. Since it seems we are perfectly matched we should call a truce…’ He kissed her again, and led her to the bed, drawing the curtains around the canopy, shutting out the world. And as they undressed each other, short-breathed with lust, she had the thought that only opponents made truces, not allies.

Alienor stood beside Henry in the great hall of Westminster Palace and studied the transformation with pleasure. The smell of fresh plaster and timber had replaced that of cold, damp stone and neglect. Craftsmen were still busy about their tasks, but they were cosmetic now rather than of structure. The final smoothing, the last touches of paint and varnish were falling into place. The hangings commissioned from Canterbury had recently arrived and were being suspended from poles beneath friezes of red and green acanthus scrolls that added detail and colour. English embroidery was the best in Christendom.

‘All will be ready for the council in three days’ time, sire,’ said Thomas Becket with a sweep of his fur-lined sleeve. ‘The furniture will be here before dusk and the napery is arriving tomorrow.’ One of his briefs had been to see to the refurbishing of the palace of Westminster ready for the great council and court gathering at Christmas before Henry’s departure to Normandy.

Henry nodded his approval. ‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘A year ago this was an uninhabitable shell with water running down the walls and half the lead stolen from the roof. Now it is fit for the purpose intended.’

Becket dipped his head and sent a glance of acknowledgement to Alienor. ‘With the Queen’s advice, I have done my best, sire.’

‘I am pleased to see my chancellor and my wife working together in harmony,’ Henry said with satisfaction. ‘I could not ask for a better result.’

Becket bowed again, and Alienor reciprocated. She was still uncertain of Becket and found him an enigma. He was unfailingly polite to her, never familiar. They could talk easily on many subjects and understand each other – he was cultured, observant and sharp-witted – but there was no great warmth in their communication; she could never tell for certain what he was thinking, and that unsettled her. His goal seemed to be to provide whatever she and Henry desired of him, especially when it came to raising revenue, and that in its turn added to his lustre.

Alienor had enjoyed working with Becket at Westminster, advising, designing and selecting, but while her involvement was one of routine pleasure, he had been like a starving man let loose at a banquet; there had been moments when she had had to curtail his rampant enthusiasm. The subtle, textured hangings from the workshops at Canterbury were of her choosing, but the pink marble high table with its arched columns was Becket’s contribution, as were the matching benches and the ornate fountain. She had not visited the Chancellor’s home yet, but had heard it was sumptuous enough for the Greek Emperor. It was ironic that Henry could as happily sleep on a straw pallet as a feather bed, whereas his chancellor had the tastes and inclinations of a potentate – or of a man striving to forget his common origins in a display of overblown grandeur.

From the great hall, Becket led them along a covered pathway. A bitter wind swept off the river, which was tipped with whitecaps as the incoming tide battled up the estuary. Alienor wrapped her cloak firmly around her body, sheltering her womb, where the child conceived in September was starting to thicken her figure. They came to a smaller hall that had been derelict the previous year, and now stood proud in a coat of fresh limewash, roofed in oak shingles gleaming like dull silk.

The warmth inside the smaller dwelling was like an embrace and Alienor went to enjoy the heat glowing from the fire in the central hearth. Here too the walls had received new plaster and limewash. An insulating layer of fragrant straw covered the floor topped by reed matting. Ceramic lamps hung from the ceiling on brass chains and the exotic perfume of scented oil filled the chamber. On a sturdy chest under the window stood an exquisite little ivory box with ornate hinges. Henry pounced on it. ‘I remember this!’ he cried. ‘My mother brought it with her when she came to fight for her crown. I haven’t seen it since I was a child. She used to keep her rings in it.’ His face was animated as he raised the lid to reveal many small irregular lumps of opaque grey and gold resin resembling beach shingle.

‘Frankincense!’ Alienor looked over his shoulder and smiled.

‘The Bishop of Winchester left it behind when he fled,’ Becket said. ‘I am sorry there were no jewels inside, but the frankincense is worth its weight in gold.’

‘I am surprised it does not hold thirty pieces of silver,’ Henry muttered. He placed three lumps on a small skillet at the side of the hearth and held it over the fire until pale, fragrant smoke started to twist from the resin.

Henry, Bishop of Winchester, was King Stephen’s brother. Unwilling to raze the castles he had built during the Anarchy, he had offered bribes and wriggled all ways to try and unhook himself, and when he saw that he was going to be brought down whatever he did, he had quickly and quietly arranged to send his purloined, amassed treasure to France, to the abbey at Cluny. He had followed, slipping out of the country on the ebb tide of a dark November night.

Henry wafted his hand through the smoke. Closing her eyes, Alienor inhaled the scent of royal power, and of God. Memories coiled around her, many of them powerful and glorious even if not altogether happy.

When she opened her eyes again, Henry’s half-brother Hamelin had joined them. His grim expression and wooden posture were an immediate warning.

‘It’s Aelburgh,’ he said to Henry. ‘There has been an accident.’

Henry rose from the hearth and swiftly drew Hamelin to one side. Alienor watched the latter stoop to murmur in Henry’s ear and saw Henry stiffen. The English name meant nothing to her, she did not even know if it was male or female, but it clearly meant a great deal to Henry. Without a word to her or Becket he strode from the room, dragging Hamelin with him.

Alienor stared after them in astonishment and disquiet. She was accustomed to Henry’s volatile flurries of energy, but not like this. ‘Who is Aelburgh?’ She looked round at her ladies, who shook their heads. She turned to Becket, who was picking up the box of frankincense from the side of the hearth. ‘My lord chancellor?’

He cleared his throat. ‘I have no personal acquaintance, madam.’

‘But you do know who it is?’

‘I think it best for the King to tell you when he returns, madam.’

Anger flashed. She felt at a disadvantage – undermined. ‘You may “think” what you like, my lord chancellor, but you will tell me if you know.’

He looked down at the little box and secured the lid. ‘I believe the King has known the lady for many years,’ he said. ‘More than that I cannot say.’

So it was a woman and of long acquaintance. Henry’s sexual appetite was as intense as the rest of him, and Alienor accepted that he made arrangements to slake his lust when she was heavy with child or not by his side. There were nights when he did not come to her chamber. Much of that time he was working on matters of government, but she was not naive. Any court whore would leap at the chance to oblige him, and his position of power meant he would never be refused. But a woman he had known for many years was more than a passing fancy, and his behaviour just now spoke of deep concern.

Everyone was avoiding her gaze. Standing tall, she gathered her dignity. ‘Thank you, my lord chancellor,’ she said with regal command. ‘The King has business to attend to, but you may show me what else has been accomplished here.’

Becket bowed and took his response from hers. ‘Madam, I think you will like what has been done with the smaller hall.’ He gestured with an open hand.

Alienor followed him, and as he showed her the renovations with comments and flourishes, she replied as if she was interested, but when the tour was finished, she recalled not a word of what he had said.

Henry gazed at the body of his mistress. With the sheet drawn up to her chin and her eyes closed, she might have been deeply asleep were it not for the waxen appearance of her skin, which lacked any warmth of colour. Her beautiful hair still rippled with all the vibrant life that had left its owner.

‘A cart in the street laden with barrels overturned and crushed her,’ Hamelin said. ‘By the time they pulled her out, she was dead. I am sorry.’ Words were inadequate; he almost felt foolish for saying them, but there had to be something to fill the void.

Henry grasped a hank of Aelburgh’s hair and rubbed its softness between his finger and thumb, then leaned over and kissed her icy brow. ‘I was a youth of fourteen when we met.’ His voice caught in his throat, and he had to clear it with a cough. ‘She was a girl fresh from the country and sweeter than apple blossom. There will never be another one like her for me.’

‘I am sorry,’ Hamelin muttered again. ‘I knew what she was to you.’ He squeezed Henry’s shoulder in sympathy and stood for a moment in silence. Then he said: ‘What about the child?’

Henry drew a shuddering breath. ‘I will bring him to Westminster to join the nursery. It was my intention to do so anyway at some point.’ He turned away from Aelburgh’s broken body, leaving it to be made ready for church.

In the room below, his small son, Jeoffrey, sat on his nurse’s lap fingering a scrap of blanket, his blue eyes big with wonder and anxiety. ‘Is Mama still asleep?’ he asked.

Henry plucked him out of the woman’s arms. ‘Your mama is sending you to live with me, because she cannot care for you any more,’ he said. ‘You will have brothers to play with and people to look after you. Here, would you like to ride on my big horse?’

The child sucked his bottom lip, but nodded gamely. Henry threw a look over his shoulder at Hamelin filled with a raw mingling of grief and anger.

Hamelin recognised dangerous ground. Henry never coped well when matters took away his control and made of him a straw in the flood. And he hated exposing his vulnerability to others. ‘I never knew my mother’, he said. ‘She died at my birth – but I do remember our father’s care and how he made me his son even though I had no rights of inheritance. I loved him for that, and honoured him all of his days, as you know.’

Henry swallowed. ‘Yes, I do,’ he said, and then looked at the little boy in his arms. ‘He is all I have of his mother.’ Abruptly he pushed his way outside. It had started to snow and he protected his son within the thick fur folds of his cloak. Hamelin followed him out, closed the door and directed their attendant guard to disperse the curious crowd that had gathered.

As dusk advanced, Alienor set down her sewing to rest her eyes. The winter light was not conducive to fine work, but the repetitive act of pushing the needle in and out of the fabric, creating the design, always helped her to think.

‘Madam, is there anything I may do for you?’ asked Isabel de Warenne, who had been keeping her company throughout the afternoon. Heavy-eyed, little Will snuggled against Isabel’s side, tucked in a fold of her cloak. He had been running round the room with his toy weapons earlier, but had paused for respite and the comfort of a cuddle. His baby brother slept in his cradle, watched over by his nurse.

‘No,’ Alienor said. ‘Other than bid the steward put bread and cheese under a cloth for when the King returns. He will be hungry. And summon Madoc. If I cannot sew, I will listen to music.’

‘Madam.’ Isabel tidied her sewing away with graceful, unhurried movements that soothed Alienor to watch and filled her with a glow of gratitude.

‘Thank you,’ she said, lightly touching Isabel’s sleeve.

‘For what, madam?’

‘For companionship without words.’

Isabel’s face turned pink. ‘I could see you were troubled, but wished to keep your own thoughts. There is nothing I could say that would have been wisdom.’

‘And that is what makes you wise. If you had chattered, I would have sent you away.’

‘I learned discretion when I was at court before,’ Isabel replied with a small grimace. ‘Sometimes the silences have more substance than words.’ She started to rise, gently disturbing the little boy. ‘Come, my prince,’ she said. ‘Shall we find you some bread and honey?’

Will rubbed his eyes and grizzled, but Isabel cajoled him until he brightened and put his hand in hers, the other clutching his toy sword.

A sudden flurry at the hall doors and a blast of icy air heralded Henry’s return. With mingled relief and exasperation, Alienor glimpsed his ruddy hair and the swirl of his short green cloak.

‘Papa!’ yelled Will and dashed from Isabel’s side towards his father, brandishing his sword. He skidded to a halt in front of him, a look of surprise and consternation on his face at the sight of the other little boy standing at Henry’s side. He was older than Will and taller, but the resemblance between the children was clear for all to see.

‘This is Jeoffrey,’ Henry announced to Will, and crouched with his arm around the newcomer. ‘He has come to live with us and to be your companion and playmate.’

There was a sick taste at the back of Alienor’s throat as she saw this cuckoo child standing in the curve of Henry’s arm, while her own son stood outside of it.

The children eyed each other warily, and Isabel stepped into the gap. ‘Sire, I was just going to give my lord William some bread and honey; perhaps Jeoffrey would like some too.’ She smiled and held out her hand, her movement flowing and natural.

Henry sent her a look filled with relief and gratitude. ‘That is kind of you, madam, thank you.’

Isabel curtseyed and led the children off, one either side.

Henry stood up and his gaze followed Isabel and the boys for a moment before he advanced to warm himself at the fire.

Alienor felt raw, her pain exacerbated because she was containing words and emotions that could not be expressed before all these people who had seen him enter with the boy.

Henry’s mouth was a set, thin line. He rubbed his hands together, and although his knuckles were red with cold, the action was tense rather than an attempt to warm his hands.

A servant set down a glazed jug on a table near the hearth, and platters of bread and cheese. Henry waved the man away and dismissed everyone from earshot, before gesturing Alienor to sit down with him.

Alienor took the cup of wine he poured for her, sipped, and almost retched because the drink was sour and her stomach queasy. ‘Why did you not tell me you had a son?’

Henry shrugged. ‘It was none of your concern until today, but now I must make provision for him in the household.’ He swilled his mouth with wine and swallowed.

Alienor struggled for composure. ‘You say it is none of my concern, but for the security of our line, I must know these things.’ She felt like a lioness protecting her young. ‘You have kept this a secret from me for some time, to look at him.’

‘He was three years old in March,’ Henry said.

‘And his mother?’

‘She is dead.’ His voice was flat. ‘I have just been making arrangements for her funeral.’

Alienor looked away. She would not let him put her in the wrong or make her feel small and mean by his words. ‘I know you seek elsewhere to slake your lust,’ she said. ‘I know you are not chaste when you are apart from me or when I am great with child. I would be a fool to believe you did not go rutting elsewhere, but you have dishonoured me nevertheless by keeping a mistress and child under my nose without telling me.’

‘It was a separate part of my life.’ His face reddened with anger. ‘I did not keep her at court. There was never any insult or threat to you or our offspring. My grandsire had twenty bastard children in his household by numerous different mothers and his queens accepted every one of them.’ He gestured out into the hall at his half-brother. ‘My father raised Hamelin in his court, and Jeoffrey will be raised in mine. I acknowledge him; his welfare is my obligation and it is your duty, madam, to welcome him.’

Alienor tossed her head. ‘I would have done so without your command because a child is innocent no matter the sins of his parents, but I will not be kept in ignorance, Henry; that is my complaint.’

He gave an irritable shrug. ‘And I would have told you, but I saw no need at this stage.’

Alienor was tempted to dash her wine into his face. She could not believe he saw the matter as of no consequence.

‘You must admit he is a fine little chap,’ he cajoled.

‘I can see no wrong in him,’ she said stiffly, and rose from the trestle. ‘Forgive me, I am not well; I need to retire.’

Henry gave her a sharp look. ‘You are not going off to sulk, I hope.’

‘No, sire, I am not. But I am going to think long and hard … and so should you.’

Without waiting his leave, she left the hall with all its fine new furniture and embellishments, and went to her own adjoining chamber where she dismissed her ladies, sat on her bed with the curtains closed and shut herself away. Once alone, she pounded the coverlet with her fists, and let the tears and the anger surge through her body. It was betrayal of the worst sort. Even while she had been carrying and bearing little William, believing him Henry’s firstborn son, he already had a male child out of this woman, and now the shine of her memories was forever tarnished. She did not blame the child, and yet she could not prevent feelings of terrible jealousy. She would have to see him every day in the nursery, his features a blending of Henry’s and this unknown woman’s. Having the advantage of age he was already bigger and stronger than her legitimate sons and would be in a position to compete with them.

Eventually she gathered herself together and wiped her eyes. Done was done and could not be changed, but the future was a different matter.

By the time Henry arrived, Alienor was composed, and sitting in bed clad in a fresh white chemise, her hair a golden ripple around her shoulders. Resting a wax tablet on her upraised knees, she tapped the end of her stylus against her lips as she pondered.

‘To whom do you write?’ Henry demanded suspiciously.

‘To your mother,’ she replied. ‘To tell her she has another grandson – unless of course she already knows.’

Henry shook his head. ‘It was none of her concern either.’ He wandered about the chamber, picking up a casket to examine the carving on it, putting it down and picking it up again. Eventually, rubbing the back of his neck, he turned to her. ‘I thought you did not want to know, otherwise you would have asked.’

She noted with weary inevitability how he had turned the blame around. ‘Well then, I will ask you now: are there any others I should know about?’

‘None whose mothers have chosen to come forward. The child will be an asset to the household, and a good companion to our boys; you will see.’

Alienor’s heart clenched. ‘I have no interest in the other women you bed; indeed, I do not wish to know about them, but if children are born of your rutting, that is different because they affect our affinities. I must know about them.’

He shrugged. ‘As you wish.’ His eyes had the flat glitter in them that told her he was calculating how much he could keep to himself and how little he could give her.

‘I do wish. I warned you once; I am not just your brood mare.’

‘So you keep saying, and so I well know, but I will not be dictated to or ruled by a woman’s womb. Within two weeks I shall be in Normandy, and you will be regent here – I hardly call that treating you as a brood mare.’ He paced the room again, heeled around sharply and then plumped down on the bed, uttering a hard sigh. ‘Let us be done with all this. I need your cooperation, and when measured against the governing of our lands, the fact that I have a son by another woman, and born before I wed you, is a trifling matter.’

Alienor tightened her lips, still feeling resentful and insecure, but acknowledging the logic of what he said. He would never change his ways; there would always be other women, and the business of government mattered more than an argument over a mistress. It was the betrayal of trust that hurt. ‘Very well,’ she said shortly, ‘let us be done.’

Henry leaned over and gave her a kiss to which she responded with lukewarm enthusiasm before drawing away. ‘What do you intend for the child?’

He gave her a questioning look.

‘You say he will be raised in our household, but what role do you intend for him later?’

He opened his hands. ‘That will all come in good time. I shall watch him and decide later what best suits him, be it the pen or the sword.’

Alienor said nothing. It would be the priesthood if she had anything to do with it. That way, he would serve the family cause without being a threat to her own sons.

Henry began undressing. ‘There is no need to write to my mother about this. I will tell her when I arrive in Normandy.’

Alienor set her writing aside and moved so that he could join her in bed. Usually on the eve of a great council he would have kept late hours with Becket, Robert of Leicester and Richard de Lucy, and then for all she knew gone elsewhere to slake his sexual energy. But tonight was for conciliation and mending broken bridges so that, although damaged, with care they might still be crossed.
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Windsor Castle, May 1156

Alienor paused in reading Henry’s letter to press her hand to her womb as she felt it tighten around the child. By her reckoning she was not due for several weeks, but her body was making preparations. She had moved from Westminster as the spring advanced and settled in at the stronghold of Windsor for her lying-in. It was peaceful here but only twenty-five miles from London and within easy riding distance for messengers arriving from the south-coast ports.

A pleasant breeze ruffled the fresh green leaves on the apple trees, and the sun dappled the garden in coins of warm pale gold. Will and his half-brother Jeoffrey were playing a game in the orchard, galloping around on their wooden hobby horses, waving their toy swords and uttering blood-curdling yells.

‘Are you well, madam?’ Isabel gently touched her arm.

‘It is just a twinge,’ Alienor reassured her. ‘There is no need to summon the midwives yet, although I shall be glad to be free of the burden.’ She heaved a regretful sigh. ‘Henry will not be here for the birth unless circumstances change, which I doubt.’ She looked at the letter. They were still besieging Mirebeau and not expected home this side of summer. ‘I knew Henry’s brother would foment rebellion the moment they crossed the sea. He was biding his time and paying lip service to loyalty while he was in England.’ She had never warmed to Geoffrey FitzEmpress. The fact that he had tried to abduct her just days after the annulment of her first marriage had coloured her opinion of him, but independent of that he was a boor, not stupid by a long way but lacking the wit and charisma that made Henry shine. He claimed that their father had bequeathed him Anjou as his inheritance portion and had already incited one uprising in an effort to overthrow Henry’s rule there. This was his second attempt and Henry was about the business of putting down the challenge once and for all.

She lowered the letter to her lap. ‘I shall go to Henry immediately I have recovered from the birth. England is at peace and my mother-by-marriage has grandchildren she has not yet seen.’ Her gaze followed little Jeoffrey FitzRoy. Over the past several months she had come to terms with his presence in the household and had achieved a state of detachment. She was still determined that his path would lead to the Church, but for the moment he was just a small boy. She had deliberately not sought to know more about his mother and what she had been to Henry. It was easier that way. ‘I must also go to my own duchy.’ She smiled at Isabel. ‘You have never seen Aquitaine, have you?’

‘No, madam,’ Isabel said, ‘but I would like to.’

Alienor glanced round the garden. ‘Today bears a resemblance, but the light is different there – brighter. Here the fruit is sharp and the wine is sour from lack of sun on the grapes. In Aquitaine, both are as sweet as honey – or perhaps I have just been absent for too long.’ She made a rueful gesture. ‘It is time I visited my people again and showed them their heir.’ She cast a fond look at Will who had flopped down in the shade to rest, his face pink from all the running about, and her heart flooded over with ocean-deep love.

That evening, Will was quieter than usual. Heavy-eyed, he toyed with his supper of bread sops in milk. Jeoffrey devoured all of his and a second helping and then was ready to dash off and play again with the other castle children.

Alienor brought Will to sit with her and had her harpist play a soothing ripple of notes while Isabel told him a story from the fables of Aesop about a fox and a crow. Leaning against Alienor, he listened quietly and sucked his thumb, while she stroked his hair.

Once the story was finished, Alienor beckoned to Pavia his nurse. ‘Bed for you, little one,’ she said tenderly.

Hands and face washed, prayers said, Will clambered into the small bed arranged beside his little brother’s crib. Alienor came to check on the sleeping baby and to kiss her children goodnight. Will’s clean chemise, which she had finished stitching yesterday, was as white as a bellbind flower in the gloom. Once again she stroked his bright hair. ‘Goodnight, God bless you,’ she murmured.

‘Mama.’ He yawned, turned on his side and in an instant was sound asleep.

Alienor and Isabel sat down to a game of chess and the harpist continued to play softly for them, the notes as gentle as rain. Jeoffrey’s nurse brought him in from his game and put him to bed, ignoring his protests that he was not in the least sleepy.

Alienor moved one of her knights and stifled a yawn. ‘I should retire too,’ she said, ‘I have no stamina these days.’

‘Even so your wits are still sharp,’ Isabel replied, screwing up her face. ‘I do not know how I am going to escape from this trap you have set.’

Alienor flashed a smile. ‘I am practising so I will be ready for Henry. He’s always so determined to win, and I like to prove him wrong and keep him on his mettle.’

The women played for a while longer, drank wine and listened to music while the candle burned down on its pricket. Alienor grimaced because her back was aching. Even sitting down with cushions against her spine there was no respite.

‘Shall I rub your back for y—’ Isabel’s question was interrupted by piercing screams from Will.

‘Mama! Mama!’

With one accord Alienor and Isabel shot to their feet and dashed to investigate. Will’s nurse Pavia was already leaning over him. ‘I fear he has a fever, madam.’

Alienor pressed her hand to Will’s brow. He had been a little warm earlier, but no more than might be attributed to sun-flush; now he was scalding and his eyes were glittery and half-closed against the lantern light. ‘My head hurts,’ he whined.

‘Hush, hush, all’s well, Mama’s here,’ Alienor soothed, her voice calm, although she was sick with fear. ‘Fetch Marchisa,’ she said to the nurse and lifted Will out of the bed. He wrapped his arms around her and she felt his shudders ripple through her own body. There was a sudden gush of heat against the front of her gown as he spilled his bladder, and his wails increased, high-pitched with pain. The noise woke baby Henry who began to howl in tandem, and Isabel hastened to soothe him.

Pavia returned from her errand. ‘Madam, let me clean and change my little lord. I have fresh linens here.’ She held up a folded pile of cloth.

Alienor gave him to his nurse. Will’s urine had left a gleaming dark stain on her gown that soaked through her chemise to her skin. The moisture was clammy on her body below her heart and over the swollen mound of her womb and she felt a terrible sense of foreboding.

Pavia removed Will’s shirt and then stepped back, stifling a scream against the back of her hand.

Alienor stared, and her breath caught in her throat as she saw the dark red pin-pricks blotching her son’s torso and arms. ‘No!’ She shook her head. ‘No!’

Marchisa put her head around the curtain. ‘Madam?’ And then she saw Will, and her look of worried enquiry turned to shock. ‘I will fetch the physician,’ she said and was gone.

Alienor took Will from Pavia and brought him into the main room to examine him in better light. The blotches did not resemble the blisters of pox or la rougeole, both of which could be killers, but that was no cause for comfort. The contagion was burning through her son’s tender body like wildfire.

Marchisa returned, Master Radulf at her side. He was dishevelled from his bed, his hair sticking up in tufts around his skewed cap. His satchel of nostrums was slung over his shoulder.

Alienor berated him for his tardiness while weeping with relief. ‘Do something!’ she cried. ‘In God’s name help him!’

The physician took Will in his arms and called for more light to examine him. Will wailed and tried to hide his eyes from the blossom of fresh candle flame. Master Radulf’s lips compressed as he saw the rash.

Alienor gripped her hands together. ‘You can do something, can’t you?’

He gave her an impassive look. ‘My best,’ he said. ‘I can do no more. I will not lie to you; this is a serious condition. We are in the hands of God and we must pray for His divine mercy.’

Throughout the night Alienor sat at Will’s side, powerless to do anything as his condition worsened despite everything Master Radulf tried. He vomited up the potions administered to ease his pain; he was bled to cool his raging blood, but to no avail. At first he kept up a constant high-pitched wail like a citole bow sawing across a string that was about to snap. But towards dawn that stopped, and instead he flopped in her arms as unresponsive as a hot rag doll. The blotches melded together, becoming a livid purple patchwork covering his arms and torso.

Alienor prayed in desperation, asking God’s mercy and knowing that, as her son deteriorated further with each frail breath, God was not listening. For whatever reason, He was choosing to punish her and Henry by taking their child.

Every single member of her household from knight to slop boy knelt in prayer, and the chamberlain’s lad flung the shutters wide to admit a bright May morning, the fresh air bursting with the scent of growing life.

Alienor’s chaplain, Father Peter, administered the last rites to the limp, barely breathing scrap in Alienor’s arms. She held him to her and watched the erratic rise and fall of his chest. A day since he had hurtled from his bed, his toy sword in his hand, ready to seize life with every particle of his being.

Hearing snuffling and sobs, she rounded on her women. ‘Cease your noise!’ she hissed. ‘If he can hear us, I will not have him subject to such sounds!’

Emma detached herself from Alienor’s ladies and, choking, fled the room, her hand pressed to her mouth. Alienor pushed the matted hair away from Will’s brow. ‘Come, little one, my brave one,’ she said. ‘Mama is here. Hush, don’t fret, all is well, all is well.’

The little boy’s chest rose and fell, rose again, shuddered and was still. Alienor stared, willing him to take another breath, but the moment drew out, stretching into eternity. His eyes were almost closed, just a faint glitter under the lowered eyelids. The dreadful patches of fever had not touched his face, which was pure and perfect, but the rest of his body looked as if it had been ravaged by a demon.

‘Madam.’ Her chaplain gently touched her shoulder. ‘He has gone to join his Father in heaven. God will care for him in His mercy.’

Alienor was numb. Somewhere within her, grief was gathering, waiting to rend her apart, but this moment was the space between the slice of the knife and the realisation of a mortal wound. ‘Why could he not stay with his mother on earth? Why take him?’ Anger sparked through the numbness. Why not take the other child, who was the fruit of fornication? It was a dark and terrible thought, a sin, but she could not prevent it.

‘It is not ours to question,’ the chaplain said gently. ‘We cannot know God’s plan.’

Alienor pressed her lips together before she uttered blasphemy. Her child’s soul was on its journey and she dared not hinder his path by railing against God. She continued to hold him against her, folding him into her body. Even though she knew it was over, she kept waiting for him to draw another breath. He had been hers to care for and protect, and it was all her fault that his bright little life had been snuffed out. But what more could she have done? What would Henry say? He had left the children in her care as her responsibility and she had proven unequal to the task. She gave a low moan and would have doubled over, save that the child in her womb made it impossible. The new life kicked within her, even while she gazed on death.

‘Madam…’ She felt the gentle pressure of Father Peter’s hand on her shoulder. ‘Come, I will send for someone to wash and prepare him.’

‘No!’ Alienor thrust him off. ‘It is my duty and my right. No one else shall have this task and do what must be done. I am well enough for this.’

The following hours lasted for an eternity to Alienor, and at the same time the passage of light to dark seemed as swift as the blink of an eye. There was so much to do to arrange the funeral rites and decide on the burial. To dictate letters so that messages could go out to those who had to know of the tragedy. All the practical details setting the seal on the brutal fact of Will’s death. The letter to Henry was the hardest. She was too shattered to find the words and the letter she sent was that of a queen to a king, not of one grieving parent to another.

Washing her son’s lifeless, blotched body with rose water, she remembered the joy and triumph of his birth on an August morning in Poitiers. All the joy, all the hope and expectation. Cradling him in her arms, and later presenting him to Henry as a wonderful gift when he returned from campaign. A golden child bouncing on her knee, vibrant as the sun with life, arms around her neck in a tight squeeze. All now to become corruption and dust. She whispered under her breath as she worked, telling him she was here, that everything was safe and all right, even though it wasn’t.

Isabel and Emma took the baby and Jeoffrey elsewhere lest whatever ill vapours had invaded Will’s body affected them too. Father Peter and Alienor’s advisers tried to make her leave, but she refused, growing angry when they persisted. Let the room be fumigated with incense and let the shutters remain open to allow the spring day to flood the chamber, because she wanted to remember her son as a being of light, far removed from the suffocating night hours and the terrible fever that had burned him up before her eyes. Alienor’s numbness intensified as the hours passed until it was like a heavy iron lid covering a cauldron simmering with grief and guilt and fear. She dared not lift the lid because she knew the resultant burst of emotion would kill her too.

By the time evening came round again, Will had been stitched in a shroud of the finest linen, double-wrapped and then enfolded in a length of red silk, but with his face exposed. A small coffin had been swiftly prepared and he was placed in it with rose petals and his favourite toy sword that only a day since had been killing imaginary foes in the garden, while death waited its moment in the shadows.

Will lay in state in Windsor’s chapel surrounded by a blaze of candles and lamps, in order to hold the light as the sun went down. Alienor insisted on kneeling in all that hot shimmer to keep vigil throughout the night. Isabel and Emma stayed at her side throughout, and neither woman spoke out to try and dissuade her because they loved her and they knew the strength of her will.

At dawn, following a requiem mass, Will’s coffin was borne from the chapel and placed in a cart decked with royal shields and rich cloth to be taken the seventeen miles to Reading Abbey where he was to be buried at the feet of his great-grandsire, the revered King Henry I.

Father Peter tried to dissuade Alienor from accompanying the cortège, saying she had already endured too much, and for the sake of her unborn child she should remain at Windsor and let others attend to the burial, but Alienor was adamant. ‘I will be with him when he is buried,’ she said. ‘I am his mother, and he remains my responsibility, even if he breathes no more. You will not sway me from this course, so do not try.’

Heavily pregnant, unable to ride a horse, she travelled in a litter. The road between Windsor and Reading was sound and they made steady progress. With the litter curtains drawn shut, Alienor tried to rest and gather herself for what had to be done. Her womb continued to contract and relax at regular intervals, although without pain. The journey was a risk, but she could not have let her little boy go alone into the dark. It would have been different had Henry been here, but he wasn’t and the responsibility was hers – all of it. She had to see it through, on this bright spring morning, to its bitter end.

The weather changed for the return to Windsor next day. Clouds covered the sky from horizon to horizon and heavy rain turned the road into a patchwork of sludgy puddles. The going was slow and behind the litter curtains Alienor counted her prayer beads through her fingers and saw images of the candles ranked around the tomb of King Henry I, and the darkness of the hole into which they had lowered her son. Not three years in the world and already finished with it. The chanting of monks; the scrape of a shovel tip on slate and soil; the weeping of her women. Alienor had not cried. That response was buried under a slab of numb disbelief.

Two days ago people had run to line the road to watch the funeral cavalcade pass by in brilliant sunshine, expectant of receiving alms, curious, but respectful. On the return only a few hardy or desperate souls braved the waysides, bundled in hoods and cloaks, hands outstretched. Alienor did not part the hangings to investigate, but she heard their voices raised in supplication. The rain thudded on the roof of her litter and a few cold droplets splashed in her lap, almost like proxy tears for the ones she could not shed.

By the time they arrived at Windsor, the sporadic contractions of her womb had become regular cramps and she knew that she was in the early stages of labour. Marchisa took one look at her as she stepped from the litter and summoned the midwives.

The pangs of full labour crashed over Alienor and she clenched her fists, certain she was going to burst. The midwife bathed her forehead with cool herbal water. ‘Madam, all is progressing as it should,’ she said in an encouraging voice. ‘Soon you will hold your new babe in your arms, and he will take away the pain and ease your loss.’

The seal over Alienor’s numbness weakened and cracked, allowing rage to boil through. ‘How dare you say that to me?’ she panted. ‘No child will ever take my son’s place! He was everything!’

The woman curtseyed and dropped her gaze. ‘I only sought to comfort you, madam, forgive me.’

Alienor was incapable of reply as the next pain surged through her and with it the tears in gut-wrenching spasms. The baby slithered from her body in a welter of blood and fluid, and as it drew its first breaths and began to bawl Alienor convulsed and howled her own grief to the rafters. She didn’t want this child; she wanted Will.

‘It is a girl, madam; you have a daughter.’ The midwife’s tone was subdued as she held the squalling infant aloft, still attached to Alienor by the umbilical cord. ‘A lovely baby girl.’

Alienor’s body convulsed in a fresh paroxysm of grief. Looking worried the midwife cut the cord and quickly gave the baby to an assistant. ‘The Queen’s womb has displaced itself; she is in grave danger,’ she said. ‘We must return it to its rightful place immediately, or there is no hope.’ She rummaged among her nostrums, emerged with an eagle feather and thrust it into the flame of the nearest candle until it began to smoulder. Swiftly she turned and wafted the acrid smoke under Alienor’s nose.

The powerful, bitter stench made Alienor choke and recoil. The terrible spasms became a fit of coughing interspersed by retches, and when finally she was able to breathe properly again, she lay gasping like the mauled survivor of a shipwreck washed to shore. Her tears became a softer weeping and Isabel de Warenne folded her in a firm, sympathetic embrace and rocked her like a child.

The labour pangs began again and the afterbirth slithered into the midwife’s waiting bowl. Alienor was no longer numb, but wretched and sodden with grief. Even as she bled from the birth, it seemed to her that she was bleeding for her lost son too.

The baby, freshly bathed and wrapped in a clean towel, was presented to her. A daughter. In a way it was a blessing because no one would ever see her as a replacement for Will. Even with the marks of her birth still upon her, she was beautiful with a heart-shaped face and a quiff of soft, dark hair that reminded Alienor of her sister Petronella, who was in fragile health and being cared for at the convent of Saintes in Poitou.

‘How is she to be named?’ Emma asked.

‘Matilda for her grandmother the Empress,’ Alienor replied in a fractured voice. ‘That was the King’s wish should it be a girl.’ If a boy he had told her she could have the naming, but it was a moot point. The messengers would bring him the news of his daughter’s birth, following on the heels of that of Will’s death.

A sense of failure swept through her. There would be no bells rung in joy for this child, for they were all occupied in tolling the demise of the heir – and it was all her fault.
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Chinon, June 1156

At Chinon on the Loire, Henry was in a good mood. He had finally brought his brother Geoffrey to heel and seized the castles of Mirebeau, Chinon and Loudon that had been in rebellion against him. Chinon had capitulated at dawn that morning and Geoffrey had bowed his head and accepted the inevitable, if not with good grace, then with dour resignation. It was the second time he had rebelled against Henry. The three castles were a bone of contention between the brothers that was not going to go away. Geoffrey insisted their father had willed them to him, but in using them as centres of rebellion, he had made it impossible for Henry to let him keep them.

‘Sire, if I may make a suggestion?’

Henry turned round from the embrasure and eyed his chancellor. Thomas had proven invaluable during the weeks on campaign, dealing with routine matters and keeping the coffers full. He was also a convivial and cultured companion with a shrewd eye for an advantage. ‘By all means.’

‘It seems to me that your b-brother will continue to be a thorn in your side for the foreseeable future. The moment you turn your back, he will be fomenting rebellion.’

‘I do not intend turning my back,’ Henry said, ‘but go on.’

‘Perhaps if he were to have lands of his own – something he can carve out of another estate that might benefit you also?’

Henry rubbed his forefinger across his beard. ‘You had in mind?’

‘Brittany, sire. They have recently rebelled against their count and with a little persuasion might be prevailed upon to consider your b-brother to replace him? He would be occupied keeping the Bretons in check and at the same time he would bring B-Brittany into your sphere of influence. It would also fulfil his desire for a title and elevate his standing.’

Henry’s eyes gleamed. ‘An interesting notion. On the margins, but not Ireland.’

Becket made an elegant gesture of agreement that emphasised the garnets and pearls jewelling the cuff on his sleeve.

‘It needs some thought, but I can see the possibilities.’ Henry clapped his shoulder. ‘You are to be commended, Thomas.’

‘I do my best to fulfil my duty, sire.’

‘Ah no, it is more than just duty, you enjoy this,’ Henry said with a knowing smile. He glanced towards the door where a messenger had just been admitted. With Chinon newly taken the bustle of envoys in and out of the keep was at full tide, but he recognised the man as one of Alienor’s. His immediate thought was that the child had been born and he beckoned the man to come forward. As he approached, however, following the usher, Henry realised something was wrong. There was no smile on the messenger’s face, no anticipation of a reward for joyful news.

‘Sire.’ The man knelt and from his satchel produced a single thin package to which was attached Alienor’s seal. And then he bowed his head and looked at the ground. Henry took the letter and broke the seal, not wanting to open the thing, but knowing he must, and immediately, lest he needed to act.

The words were Alienor’s, but written in the formal tone she used as queen, and what she wrote was so immense and devastating that he could not take it in. It was like being presented with a rock to swallow. Everything seemed to stop inside him. He lifted his gaze and stared around the room. At the stones in the wall, the hangings, at the texture of his chancellor’s jewelled cuff, the glitter of light on the chips of rock crystal. They were all real because he could see them and reach out and touch them; but this letter spoke of something he had not seen, something so terrible that it couldn’t be true; yet the fact that it might be took him to silence.

Becket was eyeing him in consternation. ‘Sire?’

Henry handed him the letter; he would not read it again because the words were indelibly branded on his brain. He left the hall and almost ran to his chamber, where he ordered everyone to leave before slamming and barring the door. Turning, he leaned against it with his eyes closed, shutting everything out, so it would not be real. Other men’s children died, not his: his were strong and blessed. This one would follow him to the English throne. He could see him dashing about, full of vigour, waving his small sword and shouting, could remember the wet baby kiss on his cheek, and the trusting soft hand gripped in his as they crossed the icy yard at Westminster, with all the candles shining for the Christ child’s birth.

Henry put his face in his spread right hand, and rare tears welled. Many times he had been ill himself as an infant, sometimes seriously, but he had survived. Why hadn’t William lived? Why hadn’t he possessed the constitution to win through? Wiping his face on his cuff he cursed, and wept some more, while anger burned in his belly.

Surely something could have been done to save him if his protectors had been more vigilant? Why had Alienor allowed it to happen? She should have kept him in a place where the air was cleaner. Now there was no air in his son’s lungs, only dust. The thought of Will, a fresh little child, surrounded by corpses and decay made him sick. He had left Alienor to guard and care for their son and she had failed in her duty. Probably too busy meddling in politics and matters best left to men, as was her wont. When he thought that he had not been there to rescue his son, the dark feelings became unbearable, and he locked them away because he knew, if he gave them the opportunity to grow, they would break him. He knuckled his eyes and swallowed his tears because all the grief in the world would not restore his son to life. Will was gone. He should go and pray that his soul had found its way swiftly to heaven, but he was not sure he could enter a church just now.

A hand rapped on the door. ‘Henry, let me in.’

He palmed away his tears and went to draw the bar. Hamelin stood on the threshold, his brow wrinkled with sorrowful concern. He cleared his throat. ‘I grieve to hear the tragic news from England – Becket told me. I came to see if there was anything I could do, if there was anything you needed.’

‘No one can give me what I want or need,’ Henry said hoarsely, but stood aside to let Hamelin enter the room. ‘Nothing will bring him back.’ He closed the door and leaned against it again. His chest heaved convulsively.

‘Do you want me to say anything to the court?’

‘No. I am my own spokesman.’ Henry swallowed. ‘I will not have the business of the court interrupted for this. Let masses be said for my son, and let us all pray for his soul, and then let us move on with business that applies to the living. I refuse to make a meal of my grief, and I will not let others make a meal of it for me, do you understand?’

Hamelin frowned. ‘I am not sure I do, but if that is your wish, then let it be so. I am truly sorry; he was a fine little man.’

‘Yes,’ Henry said grimly, ‘and now he is no more, so I must needs beget more sons to ensure the succession.’ That was the way to deal with the matter. To be hard and pragmatic until the shell toughened and nothing could ever pierce it.

‘Will you write to Alienor? She must be distraught.’

Henry’s mouth thinned. ‘We shall speak soon enough. For now I have nothing to say to her that I want to commit to a scribe or bleed on to parchment.’
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Bec-Hellouin, Rouen, Summer 1156

Henry’s mother, Empress Matilda, held her swaddled namesake in the crook of her arm. A half-smile deepened the lines surrounding her mouth. She had already greeted her grandson of sixteen months before hastily handing him over to his nurse to have his wet clouts changed. ‘I never bore daughters,’ she said to Alienor. ‘Perhaps it was no bad thing, for, strive as we may, it is men who rule the world, and they do not have to face the trials we do.’

‘No,’ Alienor agreed, ‘they do not.’ She had been churched two days ago, almost seven weeks since Will had died. The pain remained raw and desperate, but she dealt with it moment by moment, hour by hour, and day by day. Each mark of time took her further away from his death, but also distanced her from the time when he was alive, and she clung to his memory and painted it in her mind anew each day, knowing it would fade in slow increments until his bright presence dwindled to a shadow on her soul.

The Empress had greeted her with a tender embrace and tears in her eyes – and this from a woman who never wept. Alienor had feared that Henry’s mother would blame her for Will’s death, but Matilda had been compassionate and concerned for her welfare.
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