



[image: cover]







  [image: ]






To Jill Davies








CAST OF CHARACTERS


As of 1189






ROYAL HOUSE OF ENGLAND


HENRY FITZ EMPRESS (1133–1189), King of England, Duke of Normandy, Count of Anjou


ELEANOR (b. 1124), Duchess of Aquitaine in her own right, Henry’s queen and former consort of the French king, Louis VII


Their children:


WILLIAM (1153–1156)


HENRY (Hal in the novel) (1155–1182)


RICHARD (b. September 1157), Duke of Aquitaine, Count of Poitou, crowned King of England in September 1189


GEOFFREY (1158–1186), Duke of Brittany upon his marriage to Constance


JOHN (b. December 1166), Count of Mortain, also known as John Lackland


MATILDA (Tilda) (1156–1189), Duchess of Saxony and Bavaria, mother of Richenza


ELEANOR (Leonora) (b. 1161), Queen of Castile


JOANNA (b. October 1165), Queen of Sicily


ENGLISH ROYAL COURT


GEOFFREY (Geoff), Henry’s illegitimate son, Archbishop of York


WILLIAM MARSHAL, one of Richard’s justiciars, wed to Isabel de Clare, Countess of Pembroke


GUILLAUME LONGCHAMP, Bishop of Ely, Richard’s chancellor


ROYAL HOUSE OF FRANCE


PHILIPPE II (b. 1165), King of France


ISABELLE, his queen, daughter of the Count of Hainaut


LOUIS CAPET, Philippe’s father, former husband of Eleanor, deceased


ALYS CAPET, Philippe’s half-sister, betrothed to Richard in childhood


AGNES CAPET, Philippe’s sister, wed in childhood to the heir to the Greek Empire, today known as Byzantium


MARIE, Countess of Champagne, half-sister to Philippe and to Richard, daughter of Eleanor and Louis, mother of Henri


BRITTANY


CONSTANCE, Duchess of Brittany, widow of Geoffrey, now wed to the Earl of Chester


Her children by Geoffrey:


ARTHUR and ELEANOR (Aenor)


NAVARRE


SANCHO VI, King of Navarre


SANCHO, his eldest son and heir


BERENGARIA, his daughter (b. c. 1170)


SICILY


WILLIAM II DE HAUTEVILLE, King of Sicily


JOANNA, his queen, Richard’s sister


WILLIAM I, William’s father, deceased


MARGARITA OF NAVARRE, William’s mother, deceased


CONSTANCE DE HAUTEVILLE, William’s aunt and heir, wed to Heinrich von Hohenstaufen, King of Germany and heir of Frederick Barbarossa, Holy Roman Emperor


TANCRED, Count of Lecce, illegitimate cousin of William


SYBILLA, Tancred’s wife


ROGER, Tancred’s son


CYPRUS


ISAAC COMNENUS, self-proclaimed emperor


SOPHIA DE HAUTEVILLE, his empress, illegitimate daughter of the late king, William I of Sicily


ANNA COMNENA, Isaac’s daughter


SARACENS


AL-MALIK AL-NASIR SALAH AL-DĪN, ABU’ AL-MUZAFFAR YUSUF IBN AYYUB, Sultan of Egypt, known to crusaders and history as Saladin


AL-MALIK AL-’ĀDIL, SAIF AL-DĪN ABŪ-BAKR AHMAD IBN AYYUB, Saladin’s brother


BAHĀ’ AL-DĪN IBN SHADDĀD, a member of Saladin’s inner circle and author of The Rare and Excellent History of Saladin


OUTREMER


BALDWIN IV, the “Leper King,” deceased


SYBILLA, his sister, Queen of Jerusalem


GUY DE LUSIGNAN, King of Jerusalem, her husband


ISABELLA, Sybilla’s half-sister


HUMPHREY DE TORON, her husband


BALIAN D’IBELIN, Lord of Nablus, wed to Maria Comnena, former Queen of Jerusalem and mother of Isabella


CONRAD OF MONTFERRAT, Italian-born Lord of Tyre, cousin of the French king, Philippe


AMAURY and JOFFROI DE LUSIGNAN, Guy’s older brothers and vassals of King Richard


GARNIER DE NABLUS, Grand Master of the Knights Hospitaller


ROBERT DE SABLÉ, Grand Master of the Knights Templar


JOSCIUS, Archbishop of Tyre


CRUSADERS WITH RICHARD


HENRI, Count of Champagne, nephew to both Richard and Philippe


ANDRÉ DE CHAUVIGNY, Richard’s cousin


ROBERT BEAUMONT, Earl of Leicester


HUBERT WALTER, Bishop of Salisbury


PRÉAUX BROTHERS, Guilhem, Jean, and Pierre, Norman knights


JACQUES D’AVESNES, Flemish lord


CRUSADERS WITH PHILIPPE


HUGH, Duke of Burgundy, cousin to Philippe


PHILIP, Bishop of Beauvais, cousin to Philippe


ROBERT, Count of Dreux, brother to Beauvais


MATHIEU DE MONTMORENCY, young French lord


GUILLAUME DES BARRES, renowned French knight


JAUFRE, son of the Count of Perche, wed to Richard’s niece Richenza, a. k. a. Matilda


LEOPOLD VON BABENBERG, Duke of Austria








[image: image]







[image: image]







PROLOGUE
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[image: ]heirs was a story that would rival the legend of King Arthur and Guinevere, his faithless queen. He was Henry, firstborn son of the Count of Anjou and the Empress Maude, and from an early age, he’d seemed to be one of Fortune’s favorites. Whilst still Duke of Normandy, he’d dared to steal a queen, and by the time he was twenty-one, he’d claimed the crown that had eluded the Empress Maude. She was Eleanor, Duchess of Aquitaine, a great heiress and a great beauty who trailed scandal in her wake, her tragedy that she was a woman born in an age in which power was the preserve of men. The French king Louis had rejected Eleanor for her failure to give him a male heir. She gave Henry five, four of whom survived to manhood. They ruled over an empire that stretched from Scotland to the Mediterranean Sea, and for a time, their union seemed blessed.


Henry loved his sons, but not enough to share power with them. Nor would he give Eleanor a say in the governance of her beloved Aquitaine. The result would be the Great Rebellion of 1173, in which Henry’s three eldest sons rose up against him, urged on by their mother, his own queen, an act of betrayal unheard of in their world. Henry won the war, but at great cost. His sons he could forgive; Eleanor he could not, for she’d inflicted a wound that would never fully heal.


Henry sought to make peace with his sons, but they were bitter that he continued to hold their mother prisoner and resentful that he kept them under a tight rein. Because he felt he could no longer trust them, he tried to bribe or coerce them into staying loyal. A great king, he would prove to be a failure as a father, for he was unable to learn from his mistakes.


His eldest and best-loved son, Hal—beguiling and handsome and utterly irresponsible—died in another rebellion against his sire, repenting when he was on his deathbed, when it was too late.


Upon Hal’s death, the heir apparent was his brother Richard, who’d been raised in Eleanor’s Aquitaine, meant from birth to rule over her duchy. Geoffrey, the third brother, had been wed to a great heiress of his own, Constance, the Duchess of Brittany. And then there was John, called John Lackland by his father in jest, for by the time he was born, there was little left for a younger fourth son. Henry was bound and determined to provide for John, too, and he unwittingly unleashed the furies that would bring about his ruin.


Henry demanded that Richard yield up Aquitaine to John, reasoning that Richard no longer needed the duchy now that he was to inherit an empire. But Richard loved Aquitaine, as he loved his imprisoned mother, and he would never forgive Henry for trying to take the duchy from him.


Henry made the same mistake with Geoffrey, withholding a large portion of his wife’s Breton inheritance to ensure Geoffrey’s good behavior. He only succeeded in driving Geoffrey into rebellion, too, and he’d allied himself with Philippe, the young French king, when he was killed in a tournament outside Paris.


The king who’d once jested about his surfeit of sons now had only two. When he stubbornly refused to recognize Richard as his heir, his son began to suspect that he meant to disinherit him in favor of John. Following in the footsteps of his brothers Hal and Geoffrey, Richard turned to the French king for aid, and it eventually came to war. By then, Henry was ailing and did not want to fight his own son. Richard no longer trusted him, though, and Henry was forced to make a humiliating surrender. But the worst was still to come. As Henry lay feverish and wretched at Chinon Castle, he learned that John, the son for whom he’d sacrificed so much, had betrayed him, making a private peace with Richard and King Philippe. Henry died two days later, crying, “Shame upon a conquered king.” Few mourned. As was the way of their world, eyes were already turning from the sunset to the rising sun, to the man acclaimed as one of the best battle commanders in all of Christendom, Richard, first of that name to rule England since the Conquest.








CHAPTER 1
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JULY 1189


Aboard the Galley San Niccolò


[image: ]licia had been fearful long before she faced death in the Straits of Messina. She’d been afraid since the spring, when she’d lost her father and the only home she’d ever known. Even the arrival of her brother Arnaud did not ease her anxiety, for he was ill equipped to assume responsibility for a little sister. Arnaud was a warrior monk, one of that famed brotherhood-in-arms known as the Knights Templar, returning to Outremer to join the struggle to free the Holy City of Jerusalem from the infidels known as Saracens or Turks. Unable either to provide for Alicia’s future or to abandon her, he’d felt compelled to take her with him. Alicia was grateful, but bewildered, too, for she did not know what awaited her in the Holy Land, and she suspected that her brother did not know, either. As he was her only lifeline, she had no choice but to trust in Arnaud and God as they left France behind.


The overland journey had been hard upon a young girl unaccustomed to travel. Arnaud had been kind in a distracted sort of way, though, and his fellow Templars had done their best to shield her from the rigors of the road, so some of her anxiety had begun to subside by the time they reached Genoa. But her fear came rushing back as soon as she set foot upon the wet, quaking deck of the San Niccolò.


Arnaud was pleased that he’d been able to book passage on a galley, explaining to Alicia that it would not be becalmed like naves and busses that relied solely upon sails, showing her the two banks of oars on each side of the ship. Alicia saw only how low it rode in the water, and she no longer worried about her uncertain prospects in Outremer, sure that she’d never survive the sea voyage.


She’d become seasick even before the Genoese lighthouse had receded into the distance. During the day, she huddled miserably in her small allotted space on the deck, obeying Arnaud’s orders not to mingle with the other passengers, trying to settle her queasy stomach by nibbling on the twice-baked ship’s biscuits. While some of the passengers had brought their own food, Arnaud had not, for he took seriously his Templar vows of poverty, obedience, and abstinence. The nights were by far the worst, and Alicia dreaded to see the sun sink into the sea behind them. She slept poorly, kept awake by the creaking and groaning of the ship’s timbers, the relentless pounding of waves against the hull, the snoring of their neighbors, and the skittering sounds made by rats and mice unseen in the darkness. Each passenger was provided with a terracotta chamber pot and, with every breath she took, she inhaled the rank smells of urine and vomit and sweat. Lying awake as the hours dragged by until dawn, scratching flea bites and blinking back tears as she remembered the peaceful and familiar life that had once been hers, she yearned for the comfort of her brother’s embrace, but Templars were forbidden to show physical affection to women, even their own mothers and sisters.


While most of the passengers were males, merchants and pilgrims and swaggering youths who’d taken the cross and boasted endlessly about the great deeds they’d perform in the Holy Land, there were several women returning to Tyre with their husbands after visiting family back in France, and even a few female pilgrims determined to fulfill their vows in the midst of war. One kindly matron would have taken Alicia under her wing, touched by the girl’s youth, but Alicia was too shy to respond, not wanting to displease Arnaud.


She did listen to the other woman’s cheerful conversation, though, marveling that she seemed so blithe about coming back to a land under siege. The port of Tyre and a few scattered castles were all that was left to the Christians in the Holy Land. Acre, Jaffa, and the sacred city of Jerusalem had all fallen to the infidels. On their journey, Alicia had heard her brother rant about the wickedness of the Saracens, bitterly cursing the man who led them, the Sultan of Egypt and Syria, Salah al-Dīn, known to the Christians as Saladin. Every time Alicia heard the name of Arnaud’s godless nemesis, she shivered. Arnaud’s courage was beyond question. He didn’t even seem afraid of the perilous, hungry sea. If he died fighting the infidels, his entry into Paradise would be assured. But what would happen to her?


Arnaud had told her that their voyage to Tyre would take about thirty-five days, explaining that the prevailing winds blew from the west and they’d make faster time with the wind at their back. Voyages from the Holy Land took much longer, he said, since ships were sailing into the wind. When he added casually that it mattered naught to them since they’d not be returning to France, Alicia felt a pang of dismay, for she did not know if she wanted to live out her life in the alien, war-torn kingdom known as Outremer—the Land beyond the Sea. She’d overheard Arnaud talking about her to one of his Templar companions, saying that he knew the abbess of Our Lady of Tyre and she might be willing to take his sister in as a boarder and later as a novice. Alicia realized she could not stay with Arnaud in Tyre, for women were banned from their temples and commanderies, even orphaned little sisters. But she was not sure she wanted to be a nun. Shouldn’t that be a free choice, not a last resort? Wouldn’t it please the Lord Christ more if His brides came to Him willingly, not because they had nowhere else to go?


The weather had remained clear for the first week, but as they approached the isle of Sicily, they could see smoke rising up into the sky. Alicia’s brother told her this was Sicily’s famous Mountain of Fire, which many claimed to be one of the portals of Hell, for it belched smoke and noxious fumes and even liquid flames that spilled over the slope and burned a path of destruction down to the sea. Arnaud and his companions had already alarmed her by relating the ancient legend of Scylla, a six-headed sea monster who lurked in a cave facing the Straits of Messina. Directly opposite her was Charybdis, a whirlpool waiting to suck ships into its maw. If ships trying to avoid Charybdis ventured too close to Scylla’s cave, she seized these unlucky vessels and feasted upon the captured sailors. Realizing belatedly that this was no story for his young sister’s ears, Arnaud had hastened to reassure her that the tale was merely folklore. She wanted to believe him, but a land that harbored fiery mountains might easily shelter sea monsters, too, and each time she eyed the distant Sicilian coastline, she surreptitiously made the sign of the cross.


The other passengers were increasingly uneasy as they drew closer to the Faro, the straits separating Sicily from the mainland. Even the sailors seemed on edge, for at its narrowest point, it was only two miles wide and the currents were notoriously turbulent, seething like a “boiling cauldron” one merchant said grimly. Like Charybdis, Alicia thought, wondering which was worse, to be drowned or devoured, and wondering, too, what other trials lay ahead.


She was not long in finding out. A darkening sky warned of a coming storm, and the ship’s master ordered that the sails be lowered as the wind rose and black, ominous clouds clustered overhead. The rain held off, but the sea soon pitched and rolled wildly, their ship sinking into troughs so deep that they were walled in by water. As the galley floundered, they were drenched by the waves breaking over the gunwales, bruised and battered against the heaving deck, tossed about like so many rag dolls. Sure that death was imminent, passengers and sailors alike offered up desperate prayers, but by now the wind was so loud they could not even hear their own words. Alicia was so petrified that her throat had closed up, and she could neither pray nor weep, waiting mutely for Scylla or Charybdis to claim the San Niccolò and end their suffering.


When the ship suddenly shuddered and stopped dead in the water, she was sure that they had been seized by Scylla’s bloody talons. But the sailors were yelling and scrambling across the deck, and after a time, she could comprehend what Arnaud was shouting into her ear. “We’ve run aground!”


Grappling for boat hooks and oars, the crew sought to push off from the shoal. But as the galley fought for its life, one of its two masts snapped in half and plunged into the sea. The ship’s master lurched toward Arnaud and the other Templars. Knowing he could not compete with the howling wind, he relied upon gestures, pointing toward the longboat tethered in the stern and then toward the knights’ scabbards. Arnaud was quick to understand. They were going to launch the longboat and try to reach the shore, less than half a mile away, and the master wanted them to maintain order, to keep the panicked passengers from mobbing the boat. Grasping Alicia by her shoulders, he pulled her to her feet, holding her tightly as they headed for the stern.


Alicia could never clearly recall her final moments upon the San Niccolò. She had only snatches of memory—the men kept at bay by the drawn swords of the Templars, the most important of the passengers scrambling into the longboat, the eerie calm of the ship’s master and the ashen-faced sailors. Once the affluent merchants, the women, an archdeacon, and several priests had climbed aboard, the master gestured for the Templars to join them. They were men who’d tested their courage against Saracen steel, and they did not hesitate now, sheathing their swords and clambering into the longboat. Alicia was too frozen with fear to move. Arnaud picked her up as if she were a feather, telling her to close her eyes as the longboat was lowered into the heaving sea.


Her memory went blank at that point, and the next thing she remembered, the current had thrust their little craft onto the Sicilian shoreline. The oarsmen leaped out into the water and began to drag the boat up onto the beach, and soon the passengers were jumping to safety, falling to their knees and thanking the Almighty for their deliverance. People seemed to have appeared from nowhere, helping the shipwreck survivors away from the crashing waves. An elderly man speaking a tongue that was utterly incomprehensible to Alicia jerked off his own mantle and wrapped her in it. She tried to thank him, but her teeth were chattering too much for speech. Someone else was offering a wineskin and she obeyed unthinkingly, gasping as the liquid burned its way down her throat. But where was Arnaud?


When she saw her brother standing by the beached longboat, she stumbled toward him, crying out in horror as she realized what was happening. Several of the sailors had balked, but the others were going back for the doomed passengers and their shipmates, and the Templars were going with them.


Arnaud turned as she screamed his name. He was saying that they were needed to help man the oars, saying there were Christian pilgrims still on the ship and it was his duty to rescue them, that it would shame him to stay on shore whilst the sailors braved the sea again. Alicia didn’t understand, didn’t even hear his words. Sobbing, she clung to him with all her feeble strength, begging him not to go, and he finally had to tear himself away, kissing her upon the forehead before he shoved her back onto the sand. “God will protect me,” he insisted, with a grimace that he meant as a smile, and then scrambled into the longboat as they launched it out onto the churning waves.


By the time Alicia got to her feet, her brother was gone. Others had joined her at the water’s edge, watching as the longboat fought the storm. It had almost reached the trapped ship when it was slammed by a monster wave. Alicia began to scream even before the longboat disappeared into its roiling depths. Hands were gripping her now, pulling her away, but she paid them no heed. Her eyes frantically searching the raging sea, she continued to scream for her brother.
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THE MALE SURVIVORS of the San Niccolò wreck were given shelter at the monastery of San Salvatore dei Greci overlooking the harbor, and the injured women had been taken to the convent of Santa Maria della Valle, just west of Messina. Having strangers in their midst was always disruptive for the nuns, but it was the arrival of William de Hauteville and his entourage that created the real excitement, especially among the novices, for not even nuns were immune to his potent appeal of beauty, high birth, and gallant good manners.


“We were expecting a visit from you, my lord,” the mother abbess said with a fond smile, for she’d known William for most of his thirty-six years. “You’ve always been very generous to those poor souls shipwrecked in your domains, and I was sure you’d be no less openhanded with the survivors of the San Niccolò.”


“I do but follow the teachings of Our Lord Christ,” William said, with becoming modesty and a dazzling smile. “ ‘Be ye therefore merciful, as Your Father also is merciful.’ ” They were walking in the gardens, lush with summer blooms, for Sicily had been blessed with a mild climate. William paused to pluck a fragrant flower and presented it to the elderly abbess with a flourish. “Have your hosteller speak with my steward, my lady abbess, and he will reimburse your abbey for the expenses you’ve incurred in caring for these castaways. I’ve given orders that men should search the beaches for the dead, but I doubt that their bodies will be recovered. It is a sad fate to be denied a Christian burial, especially for the Knights of God. They deserved better than that.”


Abbess Blanche was in full agreement; she shared William’s admiration for the Templars. Their deaths seemed all the more tragic because their sacrifice had been needless. The galley had not gone down as quickly as all feared, and once the storm passed, the local people rowed out in small boats and ferried the stranded survivors to shore, charging exorbitant fees for that service. Only then did the San Niccolò break up and sink quietly beneath the waves.


“Our costs have been minimal, my lord, for only three of the women passengers were injured. One broke her arm when she was flung against the tiller, and the second sprained her ankle when she jumped out of the longboat. But the third . . .” The abbess shook her head and sighed. “We know very little about her, for the other passengers say she kept to herself. They could tell me only her name—Alicia de Sezanne—and that she is the sister of one of the drowned Templars. She is just a child and I fear that she is all alone in the world now, may Our Blessed Mother pity her plight.”


“She has no family?” William frowned. “Poor little lass. If her brother was a Templar, she must be gently born. Surely she has kin somewhere? What did she tell you?”


“Nothing, my lord. She has not spoken a word for a fortnight. Indeed, I am not even sure if she hears what we say to her, and if the passengers had not told me otherwise, I’d think she was a deaf-mute. It has been a struggle to get her to eat even a few swallows of soup. She just lies there. . . . I do not know what will become of the child, truly I do not. What if her grief has driven her mad?”


She paused then, hoping that William would come up with a solution, and he did not disappoint her. “Suppose I ask my wife to come and see the lass?” he said thoughtfully. “She may be able to break through the girl’s shell. She is very good at that, you know.”


“What a wonderful idea, my lord! Do you think the Lady Joanna would be willing?”


His smile was both indulgent and affectionate. “My wife has never been able to resist a bird with a broken wing.”
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JOANNA PAUSED in the doorway of the infirmary, beset by sudden doubts. What was she to say to the child? What comfort could she offer? “How old did you say she was, Sister Heloise?”


“We cannot be sure, Madame, but we think she looks to be about ten years or so, mayhap eleven.”


Too young to understand why God had taken her brother, Joanna thought, and then smiled, without any humor. She was nigh on twenty-four, and she did not understand, either. “Take me to her,” she said, and followed the young nun across the chamber toward a corner bed. She was touched by her first sight of that small, forlorn figure, lying so still that it was a relief to see the faint rise and fall of her chest. The girl seemed pathetically fragile and frail, her face turned toward the wall, and when Joanna spoke her name, she did not respond. Signaling for Sister Heloise to bring a chair over, Joanna sat beside the bed and pondered what to say.


“I am so very sorry for your brother’s death, Alicia. You can be proud of his courage, and . . . and it must be some comfort to know that he is in the Almighty’s Embrace. My confessor assured me that one of God’s Knights would be spared Purgatory, that Heaven’s Gates would be opened wide to him. . . .” There was no indication that Alicia had even heard her, and Joanna’s words trailed off. How could she expect the lass to find consolation in theology? All Alicia knew was that her brother was dead and she was abandoned and alone.


“I would not presume to say I know what you are feeling, Alicia. I can tell you this, though, that I know what it is like to lose a brother. I have grieved for three of mine, and for a sister, too. . . .” Despite herself, her voice wavered at the last, for the death of her sister was still a raw wound. “I wish I could tell you that the pain will eventually heal. But that would be a lie. This is a sorrow you will take to your grave. In time, though, you’ll learn to live with it, and that is all we can hope for.”


She waited then, to no avail. Trying a new tack, she said quietly, “The world must be a very frightening place to you now. I cannot begin to imagine how alone you must feel. But you are not as alone as you think, Alicia. I promise you that.”


Again her words were swallowed up in silence. She was usually good with children. Of course she’d never dealt with one so damaged before. “We share something else in common, lass. I was your age when I first came to Sicily, just eleven years old. I remember the journey all too well, for I had never been so wretched.” She was following her instincts now, speaking in the soothing tones she’d have used to calm a nervous filly. “I was so sick, Alicia, feeding the fish day and night. Were you seasick, too? It got so bad for me that we had to put into port at Naples and continue our journey on land. For years I had dreadful dreams about that trip and my husband had great difficulty in coaxing me to set foot on a ship again. I remember arguing with him that the Almighty had not intended man to fly, or else he’d have given us wings, and since we did not have gills like fish, clearly we were not meant to venture out onto the sea, either. He just laughed, but then he’s never been seasick a day in his life. . . .”


She continued on in that vein for a while, speaking lightly of inconsequential matters in the hope of forging a connection, however tenuous, with this mute, motionless little girl. At last she had to concede defeat, and after exchanging regretful looks with Sister Heloise, she started to rise from the chair. It was then that Alicia spoke. Her words were mumbled, inaudible, but they were words, the first anyone had heard her utter since her brother drowned.


Trying to hide her excitement, Joanna said as calmly as she could, “I am sorry, Alicia. I could not hear you. Can you repeat yourself?”


“I am twelve,” Alicia said, softly but distinctly, “not eleven.”


Joanna almost laughed, remembering how affronted she’d been to be taken for younger than she was, a mortal insult for most children. “Mea culpa,” she said. “But in my defense, it is not easy to tell how old you are when you will not look at me.” She waited, then, holding her breath, until the bed creaked and Alicia slowly turned away from the wall. Joanna could see why the nuns had mistaken her age. She had round cheeks, a rosebud mouth, and freckles sprinkled over an upturned nose, a child’s face, innocent and open to hurt. Joanna doubted that she’d begun her flux yet, for her lean and angular little body showed no signs of approaching womanhood.


“I am Joanna,” she said, for she’d found that with children, the simplest approach was often the best. “I am here to help you.”


Alicia had to squint, for she’d not looked into direct light for days and sun was flooding into the chamber, enveloping Joanna in a golden glow. She was the most beautiful woman Alicia had ever seen, and the most glamorous, with flawless, fair skin, copper-color hair covered by an embroidered silk veil, emerald-green eyes, and graceful white fingers adorned with jewels. Alicia was dumbfounded, not sure if this glorious vision was a figment of her fevered imagination. “Are you real?” she blurted out, and the vision laughed, revealing a deep dimple that flashed like a shooting star, and assured her she was very much a flesh-and-blood woman.


The flesh-and-blood women in Alicia’s world did not look like this one. “May I . . . may I ask you a question? Did you truly lose three brothers?”


“I spoke the truth, Alicia. My eldest brother died ere I was even born, but my other brothers had reached manhood when death claimed them. Hal was stricken with the bloody flux, and Geoffrey was killed in a French tournament. And this summer my elder sister Tilda died of a fever. Indeed, I only learned of her death a few weeks ago.” Joanna bit her lip, for the shock of Tilda’s death had yet to abate; her sister had been just thirty-three.


Alicia regarded her solemnly. “You said the hurt never goes away. Will I grieve for Arnaud to the end of my days?” She was reassured when Joanna gave her the same straightforward answer, telling her the truth rather than what she wanted to hear. “Did you love your brothers?”


“Very much, Alicia. They were all older than me, except for my brother Johnny, and they spoiled me outrageously, as I imagine Arnaud did with you.”


“No . . .” Alicia hesitated, but with gentle encouragement, she continued and eventually Joanna learned the history of this woebegone orphan. She came from Champagne, where her father had served as steward for one of the count’s vassals. He’d died that past spring, leaving Alicia and two older brothers, Odo, his eldest and heir, and Arnaud, who’d been long gone from their lives, serving God in distant lands. Odo had not wanted to be burdened with her, she confided to Joanna, and he and his wife had arranged to marry her off to a neighbor, a widower who was willing to overlook her lack of a marriage portion. She had not wanted to wed him, for his breath reeked and he was very old, “even older than my papa! And I did not think I was ready to be a wife. Odo and Yvette paid me no heed, though, and were making ready to post the banns when Arnaud arrived from Paris.”


Arnaud had been outraged by the match, and he quarreled bitterly with Odo, demanding that he provide a marriage portion so they could find her a suitable husband when she was of a proper age to wed. But Odo had turned a deaf ear. Arnaud knew Odo would wed her to the neighbor as soon as he was gone, and so he took her with him. “I think he had a nunnery in mind. He promised, though, to look after me, to make sure that I was always safe. . . .”


Tears had begun to well in Alicia’s eyes, the first she’d shed since that awful day on the beach. Joanna gathered the child into her arms and held Alicia as she wept. But she had a practical streak, too, and glancing over Alicia’s heaving shoulder, she caught the nun’s eye and mouthed a silent command to fetch food from the abbey kitchen. Sister Heloise gladly obeyed, first hastening to find the abbess and give her the good news that the Lady Joanna had succeeded where everyone else had failed. She’d coaxed this unhappy child from the shadows back into the light.
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AFTER A FORTNIGHT in bed, Alicia was surprised by how weak she felt when she first ventured outside. Tiring quickly, she sank down on a bench in the cloisters, taking pleasure in the warmth of the Sicilian sun upon her face. Brightly colored birds flitted from bush to bush and she tracked their passage with interest. It helped, she had discovered, to focus only upon the moment, and she resolutely refused to let herself dwell upon her fears, to think of the future she so dreaded. For now, the kindness of the nuns and her beautiful benefactor was enough.


Growing drowsy, she stretched out on the bench and soon fell asleep. When she awoke, she got hastily to her feet and greeted the abbess in the deferential manner that she’d copied from the nuns. Smiling, Blanche bade her sit back down again, saying she needed to regain her strength for the journey, and Alicia went suddenly cold. “A journey?” she whispered. “I am leaving here?”


“In two days’ time. I do not suppose you can ride a mule? No matter, I am sure Lady Joanna can provide a horse litter for you. Her lord husband has already returned to Palermo, but she remained behind, waiting till you were well enough to travel.”


Alicia didn’t understand. “Why is she taking me to Palermo?”


“Well, that is where she and Lord William live, child. They have a palace here in Messina, too, but their favorite home is in Palermo.”


“Am I . . . am I to live with her?” That seemed too much to hope for, though. “Why would she want me?”


That was a question some of Blanche’s nuns had been asking, too. But not the abbess. She had no doubt that this bedraggled, pitiful kitten had stirred Joanna’s thwarted maternal instincts. “Why not? There is always room for young women in the royal household, and taking you in would be a way to honor your brother, too. He died a martyr’s death, for he was on his way to the Holy Land and he sacrificed himself to save his fellow Christians.”


By now Alicia was thoroughly confused. “Does the Lady Joanna live in the royal household, then?”


The abbess looked at her in surprise. “You do not know who she is?”


Alicia flushed, taking those incredulous words as an implied rebuke. “I thought of her as my guardian angel,” she said, staring down at the ground.


“Well, she is indeed that,” the older woman acknowledged. “But your angel wears a crown, not a halo. Lady Joanna is the daughter of the English king, Henry Fitz Empress, and the queen of William de Hauteville, the King of Sicily.”








CHAPTER 2
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Palermo, Sicily


[image: ]licia had no memories of her mother, who’d died when she was three. It took no time at all for Joanna to fill that empty place in the girl’s heart, for no one had ever shown her such kindness. She was so completely under Joanna’s spell that she was even able to overcome her panic when Joanna revealed that they’d have to travel to Palermo by ship, explaining that it was only about one hundred and forty miles, but the roads were so bad that the journey could take up to four weeks by land. They’d stay within sight of the shoreline, she promised, and although it took more courage than Alicia thought she had, she followed the young Sicilian queen onto the royal galley, for drowning was no longer her greatest fear.


She felt at times as if she’d lost touch with reality, for there was a dream-like quality to the weeks after the sinking of the San Niccolò. She’d never met a man as charming as Joanna’s husband, had never seen a city as beautiful as Palermo, had never imagined that people could live in such comfort and luxury, and at first Sicily seemed truly like the biblical land of milk and honey.


On the voyage to Palermo, Joanna had enjoyed telling Alicia about the history of her island home. Sicily was a jewel set in a turquoise sea, she’d said poetically, but its beauty and riches had been both a blessing and a curse, for it had been captured in turn by the Carthaginians, the ancient Greeks, the Romans, Germanic tribes, the Greek empire of Constantinople, and then the Saracens. In God’s Year 1061, a Norman-French adventurer named Roger de Hauteville had been the one to launch an invasion from the mainland. It was so successful that in 1130, his son and namesake had himself crowned as Sicily’s first king, whose domains would soon encompass all of southern Italy, too.


“He was my lord husband’s grandfather,” Joanna said, smiling at Alicia’s wonderment. But it was not Sicily’s turbulent past that amazed the girl; it was that the Kingdom of Sicily was younger than her own father, who’d died the day after his sixty-fourth birthday. How could such a magical realm have been in existence for less than six decades?


She was captivated by Palermo, set in a fertile plain of olive groves and date palms, its size beyond her wildest imaginings; her brother had told her that Paris had fifty thousand citizens, but Joanna said Palermo’s population was more than twice that number. Alicia was impressed by the limestone houses that gleamed in the sun like white doves, by the number of public baths, the orchards of exotic fruit that she’d never tasted: oranges, lemons, limes, and pomegranates. But it was the royal palaces that utterly dazzled her, ringing the city like a necklace of opulent, shining pearls.


Joanna and William’s primary residence was set in a precinct known as the Galca, which held palaces, churches, chapels, gardens, fountains, a menagerie of exotic animals, and the ruins of an ancient Roman amphitheater. The royal apartments were situated in a section of the main palace called the Joharia, flanked by two sturdy towers. A red marble staircase led to the first floor, with an entrance to the king’s chapel, where Alicia came often to pray for her brother’s soul and to marvel at its magnificence. The nave was covered with brilliant mosaic stones dramatizing scenes from the Old and New Testaments, the floor inlaid with circles of green serpentine and red porphyry encased in white marble, and the ceiling honeycombed; one of the walls even contained a water clock, a device quite unknown in France.


The palace itself was splendidly decorated with vivid mosaic depictions of hunters, leopards, lions, centaurs, and peacocks. Alicia’s father had once taken her to the Troyes residence of the Count of Champagne, and she’d come away convinced that no one in Christendom lived as well as Lord Henri. She now knew better. Joanna’s coffers were filled with the finest silks, her chambers lit by lamps of brass and crystal and scented by silver incense burners, her jewelry kept in ivory boxes as well crafted as the treasures they held. She bathed in a copper bathtub, read books whose covers were studded with gemstones, played with her dogs in gardens fragrant with late-blooming flowers, shaded by citrus trees, and adorned with elegant marble fountains. She even had a table of solid gold, set with silver plate and delicacies like sugar-coated almonds, dates, hazelnuts, melons, figs, pomegranates, oranges, shrimp, and marzipan tortes. Alicia could not envision a more luxurious world than the one Joanna had married into; nor could she imagine a woman more deserving of it than the Sicilian queen, her “angel with a crown.”


But if she embraced Joanna and her handsome husband wholeheartedly, some of her initial enthusiasm for their lush, green kingdom soon dimmed. While there was much to admire, there were aspects of Sicilian life that she found startling and others that profoundly shocked her. Palermo seemed like the biblical Babel, for not only were there three official languages—Latin, Greek, and Arabic—people also spoke Norman-French and the Italian dialect of Lombardy. Even the realm’s religious life was complex and confusing, for the Latin Catholic Church vied with the Greek Orthodox Church for supremacy, and Palermo was home, too, to mosques and synagogues.


There had been Jews in Champagne, of course, but they were only allowed to earn their living as moneylenders. The Jewish community in Palermo was numerous, prosperous, and engaged in occupations forbidden to them in France; they were craftsmen, doctors, merchants, and dominated the textile industry. Alicia found it disconcerting to see them mingling so freely with the other citizens of the city, for her brother had told her that the French king, Philippe, had banished the Jews from Paris and he’d spoken of their exile with obvious approval.


She was uncomfortable in the city markets, for while they offered a vast variety of enticing goods, they offered slaves for sale, too. They were Saracens, not Christians, and Alicia took comfort in that. But she still found the sight of those manacled men and women to be unsettling, for slavery was not known in France.


There was so much in Sicily that was foreign to her. It was easy to appreciate the island’s beauty and affluence, the mild climate, the prosperity of its people. Although its diversity was like nothing she’d ever experienced, she did not feel threatened by it. But she did not think that she could ever accept the presence of Saracen infidels living so freely in a Christian country, even allowed to be judged by Islamic law.


Every time she saw a turbaned Arab sauntering the city streets, she shrank back in alarm. When she heard the cries of the muezzin summoning Muslims to their prayers, she hastily crossed herself, as if to ward off the evil eye. She was baffled that there should be Arabic phrases on the gold tari, the coinage of the realm. She did not understand why young Sicilian women adopted Saracen fashions, often wearing face veils in public and decorating their fingers with henna. She was stunned when she learned that Muslims served in King William’s army and navy, and some were actively involved in his government. They were known as the Palace Saracens, men of odd appearance, uncommonly tall, with high-pitched voices and smooth skin, lacking any facial hair. She’d heard them called eunuchs; when one of Joanna’s ladies had explained the meaning of that foreign word, she’d been horrified, and for the first time she wondered if she’d ever feel truly at home in this alien land.


Her brother had said Saracens were the enemies of God, telling her how they’d desecrated Christian churches after capturing Jerusalem, exposing the precious fragment of the True Cross to jeering crowds in the streets of Damascus. The abbess had assured her that Arnaud died a martyr to his faith. So how could King William find so much to admire in Saracen culture? Why was he fluent in the tongue of the infidels and a patron of Arab poets? How could he entrust his very life to unbelievers? For he not only had a personal bodyguard of black Muslim slaves, his palace cooks, his physicians, and his astrologers were all Saracens, too.


Bewildered and deeply troubled, Alicia yearned to confide her fears to Joanna. She dared not do so, though, because of the Lady Mariam, with slanting eyes, hair like polished jet, and the blood of Saracens running through her veins. She spoke French as well as Arabic, and accompanied Joanna to church. But she was one of them, a godless infidel. And yet it was painfully obvious to Alicia that Joanna loved her. Of Joanna’s ladies, only two were truly her intimates—Dame Beatrix, a tart-tongued Angevin in her middle years who’d been with Joanna since childhood, and the Lady Mariam. The Saracen.


As the weeks passed, Alicia found herself becoming obsessed with the Lady Mariam, a flesh-and-blood symbol of all that she could not understand about Sicilian society. She studied the young woman covertly, watching suspiciously as Mariam dutifully attended Mass and prayed to the God of the Christians. She thought her scrutiny was unobtrusive, until the day Mariam glanced over at her during the priest’s invocation and winked. Alicia was so flustered that she fled the church, feigning illness to explain her abrupt departure. But after that, she had to know Mariam’s secrets, had to know how she’d embedded herself in the very heart of a Christian queen’s household.


While Joanna continued to treat her with affection, her other ladies had paid Alicia little heed, either jealous of Joanna’s favor or considering her too young to be of any interest. Alicia had been observing them for weeks, though, so she knew which ones to approach: Emma d’Aleramici and Bethlem de Greci. They’d shown Alicia only the most grudging courtesy. But they loved to gossip and she hoped that would matter more to them than her relative insignificance.


She was right. Emma and Bethlem were more than willing to tell her of Mariam’s scandalous history. Mariam was King William’s half-sister, they confided gleefully, born to a slave girl in his late father’s harim. William’s widowed mother had shown little interest in her son’s young, homesick bride, and so he’d turned Joanna’s care over to his aunt Constance, who was only twenty-four years old herself. It was Constance who’d chosen Mariam as a companion for Joanna, Bethlem revealed. Apparently she’d thought the fact that they were the same age was more important than her dubious background and tainted blood, Emma added, and that was how Mariam had insinuated herself into the queen’s favor.


Emma and Bethlem’s spitefulness awakened in Alicia an unexpected emotion, a flicker of sympathy for Mariam. She was impressed, too, to find out that Mariam had royal blood. But what was a harim? They were happy to enlighten her, explaining that all of the Sicilian kings had adopted the shameful custom of the Arab emirs, keeping Saracen slave girls for their pleasure. Mariam’s mother was one of these debased women, and Mariam the fruit of the first King William’s lust. And when Alicia cried out that surely Queen Joanna’s lord husband did not keep a harim, too, they laughed at her naïveté. Of course he did, they told her, and why not? What man would not want a bedmate who was subject to his every whim? A bedmate who could never say no, whose very existence depended upon pleasing him, upon fulfilling all of his secret desires, no matter how depraved.


Alicia did not know what they meant. What a man and woman did in bed was a mystery to her, something that happened once they were married. She knew that not all men were faithful to their wives, had heard her eldest brother Odo’s servants gossiping about his roving eye. But her brother’s wife was skeletal thin and sharp-tongued and Alicia could not remember ever hearing her laugh. Whereas Joanna was beautiful and lively and loving. How could William want any woman but the one he’d wed?
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AS IT HAPPENED, Joanna was pondering that very question on a mild November night, lying awake and restless beside her sleeping husband. She had no basis for comparison, but she wondered sometimes if their love-making was lacking something. It was pleasant enough, but never fully satisfying; she was always left wanting more, even if she was not sure what that was. She did not let herself dwell upon these thoughts, though, choosing to laugh at herself instead. What did she expect? That flesh-and-blood men and women burned with the grand passion of the lovers in troubadour songs?


But on this particular night, she had more on her mind than the carnal pleasures which the Church said were sinful if not undertaken for the purpose of procreation. She was resentful that William had not come to her bed last week, when she’d been at her most fertile. It was every wife’s duty to provide her husband with heirs, a duty all the more urgent when a kingdom was at stake. Joanna’s yearning for a baby was much more than a marital obligation, though. It was an ache that never went away, hers the pained hunger of a mother who’d buried a child.


She still grieved for the beautiful little boy whose life had been measured in days, and did not understand why she’d not conceived again in the eight years since Bohemund’s death. She’d been worried enough to consult the female doctors at the famed medical school in Salerno, and had been told that a woman’s womb was most receptive to her husband’s seed immediately after her monthly flux ended. Joanna had relayed that information to William, but he did not always come to her at these critical times, and when that happened, she could only fret and fume in silence, angry and frustrated.


It seemed unfair that he should have complete control over conduct that mattered so much to them both. But she could not come to him unbidden. The few times that she’d done so, he’d obviously been displeased by her boldness. Although this passive role did not come easily to her, she’d done her best to play by his rules, for it would have been humiliating to go to his private chamber and find him in bed with one of his Saracen concubines. The Church might preach that husbands and wives owed a “marital debt” to each other, but how was a wife to collect it when her husband had a harim of seductive slaves at his beck and call?


She still remembered how shocked she’d been to learn of his harim, a year or so after her arrival in Sicily. As young as she was, she already knew that fidelity was thought to be a mandate for women, not men; her father’s affair with Rosamund Clifford had been an open secret for years. But this was different. How could a Christian king embrace such a debauched, infidel practice? Why would he want to live like an Arab emir?


When she’d confronted William with her newfound knowledge, he’d been amused by her forthrightness, explaining nonchalantly that he was merely following in the ways of his father and grandfather. Sicily had its own customs, its own traditions, and his harim had nothing to do with her or their marriage, which he was sure she’d understand once she was older. Even at age twelve, Joanna had known she was being patronized. She’d consoled herself that surely he’d put these women aside after she was old enough to share his bed.


But he hadn’t. They’d consummated their marriage once she turned fourteen, yet nothing changed. By then Joanna fancied herself in love with him, and that had been a painful time for her. Looking back now, she felt a wry sympathy for that young girl, so innocent and starry-eyed. How could she not have been bedazzled by William, who’d seemed like one of the heroes in those troubadour tales she so enjoyed? He was tall and graceful, with long fair hair, compelling dark eyes, and an easy, engaging smile; he was also courteous, good-natured, and well educated. She’d felt herself so blessed, so fortunate that it seemed churlish to object to a few snakes in her Eden, even if they were alluring, dusky-skinned temptresses who were sleeping with her husband.


Joanna was not sure when she’d fallen out of love with William, assuming it had been love and not youthful infatuation. It may have begun after they’d lost their son, for they were both devastated by his death and yet they grieved alone. She’d turned to him for comfort, but he’d withdrawn into his own sorrow, and instead of coming closer together, they’d drifted further apart.


But a good marriage did not need love to flourish, and people did not enter into matrimony with expectations of finding their romantic soul mates. Joanna had many reasons to be thankful that she was William’s wife, and she knew she was much luckier than the vast majority of women, including those secluded slave girls in her husband’s harim.


It was true that as she matured, she began to have misgivings about William’s prudence and his political judgments. He pursued a very aggressive foreign policy, one motivated as much by revenge as ambition, for he bore a bitter grudge against the emperor of the Greek Empire, who’d betrothed his daughter to William and then changed his mind, leaving William waiting in vain for her arrival at Taranto. William never forgot that public humiliation, and never forgave. He’d bided his time and saw his chance midst the chaos that followed the emperor’s sudden death. He dispatched the Sicilian fleet and a large army to capture Constantinople, but the result was a costly, embarrassing defeat.


Joanna had been troubled by his determination to conquer the Greek Empire, for it did not seem likely to succeed. In that, she was her father’s daughter, a pragmatist at heart. She was even more troubled by the marriage that William made to pave the way for his war. There had long been great enmity between the Kingdom of Sicily and the Holy Roman Empire, but when Emperor Frederick Barbarossa had unexpectedly offered a marital alliance, William accepted, for that would free him to devote all his efforts to the conquest of the Greek Empire. And so he’d wed his aunt Constance to Heinrich von Hohenstaufen, the King of Germany and the emperor’s eldest son and heir. The marriage created an uproar in Sicily, for it raised a frightening specter. If William were to die without a son or daughter to succeed him, Constance would be the heiress to the Sicilian throne, and the Sicilians would rather have the Devil himself rule over them than Constance’s hated German husband.


Joanna had shared the public distaste for this alliance, for the Holy Roman Emperor had long been a foe of her family’s House. Moreover, she hated to see Constance, whom she’d grown to love, sent off to exile in Germany, a cold, harsh land to a woman accustomed to the sun-splashed warmth of Palermo. Heinrich was only twenty at the time of the marriage, eleven years younger than Constance, but he’d already earned a reputation for brutality, and Joanna doubted whether even an empress’s crown would compensate Constance for the life she’d lead with Heinrich. William had brushed aside her misgivings, though, just as he ignored the impassioned, panicky objections of his subjects. He was young and healthy, after all, and Joanna had proven herself capable of bearing a son, so he was confident that Heinrich would never be able to claim Sicily on Constance’s behalf, and it irked him that others remained so adamantly opposed to their union.


Joanna had kept her qualms to herself after Constance’s marriage, for what was done was done. Nor did she blame William for not heeding her advice. Unlike her mother, who’d ruled Aquitaine in her own right, she was merely William’s consort and the power was his, not hers. She’d done her best to comfort him after his army’s devastating defeat by the Greeks, for that was a wife’s duty, but to her dismay, he vowed to continue the war at a later date. She was greatly relieved when he had to put his Greek ambitions aside, even if the cause was the disastrous news out of Outremer. The King of Jerusalem’s army had been destroyed by the forces of Salah al-Dīn, and before the year was out, he’d taken the Holy City itself. William was horrified, and he’d immediately dispatched the Sicilian fleet to the aid of Tyre, the last bastion of Christian control, while offering his harbors, riches, and armed forces to the kings who’d taken the cross and sworn to recapture Jerusalem from the Saracens.


Joanna felt some guilt that the catastrophic loss of Jerusalem should be the cause of joy, but the crusade would mean that she’d get to see her father and her brother Richard, for they’d both taken the cross. It had been thirteen years since she’d left her home and family, and she was elated at the prospect of their reunion. When word trickled across the Alps and into Italy of fresh discord between Henry and Richard, she’d refused to let it discourage her. Her father and Richard were often at odds, for they were both stubborn, strong-willed men and Richard remained embittered by the continuing confinement of their mother. She had no trouble convincing herself that they’d patch up this latest squabble, too, as they’d done in the past, and she continued to lay plans for their arrival, for she wanted their welcome to be truly spectacular. She wanted to show them that they’d made the right decision in wedding her to William.


She’d even entertained the notion of accompanying them to the Holy Land. Her mother had done so while wed to the French king Louis, had risked her life and reputation by taking part in a crusade that was an abysmal failure, one that eventually led to the end of her marriage to Louis and remarriage to Joanna’s father. Joanna would gladly have followed in her mother’s footsteps, for it would be the experience of a lifetime. But she could not be sure that William meant to join the crusaders. He’d been very generous in the help he offered. Would he actually leave Sicily, though? He never had done so in the past. He’d launched military expeditions to Egypt, North Africa, Greece, and Spain, but not once had he taken a personal role in one of his campaigns. And this was Joanna’s secret fear, one she could not even acknowledge to herself, that William would again stay safely at home while he sent men out to die in his name.


His harim and faulty political judgment were minor matters compared to this dark shadow. Theirs was a world in which a king was expected to lead his men into war. Her father had done so since the age of sixteen. So had all her brothers and her mother’s male relatives. Even Philippe Capet, the French king, who had a known distaste for war, still commanded his own armies. So had William’s grandfather and his father. Joanna could think of no other ruler in Christendom who’d never bloodied his sword in combat. Only William.


Joanna had not allowed herself to venture any farther along this dangerous road. She was by nature both an optimist and a realist, believed in making the best of what she had rather than yearning for what might have been. She could be happy with William even if she did not love him. But she did not think she could find contentment in marriage to a man she did not respect, and so she kept that door tightly shut and barred. Of course William would accompany her father and brother to the Holy Land. He’d been deeply grieved by Jerusalem’s fall, had withdrawn for days to mourn its loss, even donning sackcloth. It was true he’d not yet taken the cross himself, but surely he would do so when the time came. She firmly believed that. She had to believe that.


She finally fell asleep, but her rest was not a peaceful one, for she was awakened several times by her husband’s tossing and turning. They both slept later than usual in consequence, and when Joanna opened her eyes, the chamber was filled with light. William was stirring, too. His hair had tumbled onto his forehead, giving him a youthful, disheveled look that she found very appealing. He still retained his summer tan, his skin bronzed wherever it had been exposed to the hot Sicilian sun, and as he started to sit up, she found herself watching the play of muscles across his chest. She could feel her body warming to desire, thinking that she was indeed lucky compared to those countless wives who shared their beds with men potbellied, balding, and foul-smelling. William had an eastern appreciation for bathing and she enjoyed breathing in the clean, seductive smell of male sweat.


“God’s Blessings upon you, O Musta’z,” she murmured throatily, playfully using one of his Arabic titles, which they’d turned into a private joke, for it meant “The Glorious One.” Sliding over, she nestled against his body, trailing her hand across his stomach to let him know her intentions were erotic, not merely affectionate.


His response stunned her. “Do not do that!” he snapped, pushing her hand away. Sitting up, he grimaced and then glanced over, saw the stricken look on her face. “Ah, Joanna . . . I am sorry, darling,” he said quickly. “I did not mean to growl at you like that. But that ache in my belly has gotten much worse since yesterday and even your light touch caused pain.”


Joanna had never known anyone as concerned with his health as her husband. He insisted that his physicians live in the palace and when he heard of the new arrival of a doctor of renown, he would make it worth the man’s while to remain in Sicily and enter his service. Because he rarely seemed sick, Joanna had learned to view his preoccupation as an endearing quirk. She remembered now that he had been complaining last night of soreness in his abdomen, and when he revealed that he’d slept poorly and the pain had moved down into the lower right side of his belly, she showed the proper wifely sympathy, feeling his forehead for fever and asking if he wanted her to summon one of his physicians straightaway.


“No . . . I think not,” he decided. “I’ll see Jamal al-Dīn later if I do not feel better.” He offered amends then for his earlier rudeness with a lingering kiss and, peace made between them, they rose to begin their day.
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JOANNA HAD PROMISED to take Alicia to see Zisa, their nearby summer palace in the vast park called the Genoard, and after making sure that her husband had consulted his chief physician, Jamal al-Dīn, she saw no reason not to keep her promise. Accompanied by several of her younger attendants and household knights, they made a leisurely progress down the Via Marmorea, acknowledging the cheers of the market crowds and throwing handfuls of copper follari to the shrieking children who sprinted alongside their horses.


Joanna’s obvious popularity with her subjects was a source of great pleasure to Alicia. She was already in high spirits, for Joanna’s favorite Sicilian hound had whelped and she’d been promised one of the puppies for her own. She’d spent the morning with a tutor, for Joanna was determined that she learn to read and write, and feeling like a bird freed from its cage, she was talking nonstop, pointing out sights that caught her eye and blushing happily when the queen complimented her riding style, for that was another of her lessons.


Joanna was gratified to see the difference that the past few months had made; this cheerful chatterbox could not have been more unlike that mute, terrified child she’d first encountered in the abbey infirmary. Upon their arrival at Zisa, she enjoyed taking Alicia on a tour of the palace’s remarkable hall, where a marble fountain cascaded water into a channel that flowed across the hall and then outside into a small reflecting pool. Alicia was awestruck, kneeling to study the mosaic fish that seemed to be swimming in the ripples generated by a hidden pump, and giggling in polite disbelief when Joanna told her that during special feasts, tiny amphorae of wine were borne along by the water to the waiting guests.


As fascinated as Alicia was with the indoor fountain, she was even more interested in the royal menagerie, home to lions, leopards, peacocks, a giraffe, and elegant cheetahs which Joanna swore could be trained to walk on leashes. Afterward, they took advantage of the warm spell known as St Martin’s summer and had a light meal by the large artificial lake, sitting on blankets and rooting in the wicker baskets packed by palace cooks with savory wafers, cheese, sugar plums, and oranges. Joanna would later look back upon this sunlit November afternoon as a final gift from the Almighty, one last treasured memory of the privileged life that had been hers in the island kingdom of Sicily. But at the time, it seemed only a pleasant interlude, a favor to an orphaned child in need of days like this.


Joanna’s knights were flirting with her ladies, her dogs chasing unseen prey in the orchards behind them. Finding herself briefly alone with the queen, Alicia seized her chance and bravely broached the subject that had been haunting her for weeks. “May I ask you a question, Madame? The Lady Mariam . . .” She hesitated and then asked bluntly, “Is she truly a Christian?”


“Yes, she is, Alicia. Her mother died when Mariam was very young, just as your mother did. Mariam was brought up in the palace and naturally she was raised in the Truth Faith, for it would have been cruel indeed to deny her salvation.” Joanna finished peeling an orange before saying, “I know why you are confused. You’ve heard the talk, the gossip that the Saracens who’ve converted are not true Christians, that they continue to practice their infidel faith in secret . . . have you not?”


When Alicia nodded shyly, Joanna handed a section of fruit to the girl. “That is most likely true,” she admitted composedly. “The Palace Saracens take Christian names and attend Mass, but I am sure many of them do cling to the old ways. My husband and his father and grandfather before him believed that this is a matter between a man and his God. People ought not to be converted by force, for that renders their conversion meaningless. I’ve heard men accuse us of turning a blind eye, and I suppose we do, but it is for the best. Judge the results for yourself, child. Where else in Christendom do members of differing faiths live in relative peace?”


“But . . . but my brother said that nothing was more important than recovering the Holy City from the infidels,” Alicia whispered, relieved when Joanna nodded vigorously.


“Your brother was right. The Saracens in Outremer are our enemies. But that does not mean the Saracens in Sicily must be our enemies, too. Think of old Hamid, who tends to the royal kennels. Remember how patiently he talks to you about the dogs, promising to help you teach your puppy. Do you think of him as an enemy?”


“No,” Alicia said slowly, after a long pause. “I suppose I do not. . . .”


“Exactly,” Joanna said, pleased that Alicia was such a quick study. “Let me tell you a story, lass, one that was told to me by my husband. Twenty years ago, a dreadful earthquake struck our island. Thousands died at Catania, but Palermo was luckier and the damage was less here. The people were still very fearful and William heard nothing but cries and prayers to Allah and His Prophet from those who had supposedly embraced the Christian faith. He did not rebuke them, though, instead told them that each one should invoke the God he worships, for those who have faith would be comforted.”


Alicia was still bewildered, but if Joanna and William did not believe all Saracens were the spawn of the Devil, she would try to believe it, too, she decided. “And Lady Mariam . . . she is a true Christian, not a pretend one?”


Joanna laughed, assured her that Mariam was indeed a “worshipper of the Cross,” as the Muslims called those of the Christian faith, and then rose to her feet, brushing off her skirts, for she saw one of the palace servants hastening up the pathway toward them.


“Madame.” He prostrated himself at her feet in the eastern fashion, waiting for her permission to rise. When he did, she caught her breath, for his eyes were filled with fear. “You must return to the palace, my lady. It is most urgent. Your lord husband the king has been stricken with great pain and is asking for you.”


“Of course. Alicia, fetch the others.” Joanna studied the man’s face intently. “What do his doctors say, Pietro?”


He looked down, veiling his eyes. “They say that you must hurry, my lady.”








CHAPTER 3
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NOVEMBER 1189


Palermo, Sicily


[image: ]s the Lady Mariam approached the king’s private quarters in the Joharia, she saw the vice chancellor, Matthew of Ajello, hobbling toward her. For more than thirty years, he’d been a powerful force in Sicilian politics. Ambitious, ruthless, shrewd, and farseeing, he’d been an effective ally and a dangerous foe, but he was now in the winter of his life, suffering from the relentless ailments of age, and some of his enemies believed his influence was waning. Mariam thought they were fools, for those heavy-lidded dark eyes still blazed with intelligence and vitality. She smiled at the sight of that stooped, wizened figure, for she had a fondness for the old man, rogue though he may be.


He greeted her with a courtly flourish, but when she asked if there had been any change in the king’s condition, he slowly shook his head. “My poor William,” he said sadly, “my poor Sicily . . .”


Mariam felt a chill, for he seemed to be offering an epitaph both for her brother and his kingdom. Seeing how his words had affected her, Matthew sought to sound more cheerful, saying with a surprisingly youthful grin, “A pity you were not here at noon, my dear, for that pompous ass, the Archbishop of Palermo, made a ridiculous spectacle of himself—again. He actually began to argue with the Archbishop of Monreale about where the king ought to be buried, insisting that his cathedral was the proper site even though we all know the king founded Monreale as his family’s mausoleum. The Archbishop of Monreale was understandably horrified that he’d bring up such a subject at such a time and tried to silence him ere the queen overheard. But Archbishop Walter plunged ahead unheedingly and ran straight into a royal tempest.”


“Joanna heard?” Mariam said and winced when he nodded.


“I met her mother once . . . did I ever tell you, my dear? The incomparable Eleanor of Aquitaine. It was more than forty years ago, but the memory is still green. She and her husband—it was the French king then—were on their way home from the Holy Land when their ships were set upon by pirates in the pay of the Greek emperor. Fortunately, our King Roger’s fleet was in the area and came to the rescue. But the queen’s ship was blown off course and by the time it dropped anchor in Palermo’s harbor, she was quite ill. Once she’d recovered, I was given the honor of escorting her to Potenza, where her husband and King Roger were awaiting her. She was a remarkable woman, very beautiful, of course,” he said, with a nostalgic sigh. “But she did have a temper. I saw today that she passed it on to her daughter. Our bombastic archbishop wilted before the Lady Joanna’s fury, shed his dignity like a snake shedding its skin, and bolted, his robes flapping in the breeze.”


Mariam could not share his satisfaction, even though she did share his dislike of Archbishop Walter. What must it have been like for Joanna, keeping vigil by her husband’s sickbed and hearing the prelates squabble over where he was to be buried? Bidding the vice chancellor farewell, she continued on her way. When she glanced back, she saw Matthew was almost out of sight, moving with surprising speed for a man so crippled by gout. He would never be as inept as the archbishop, but he’d been bitterly opposed to Constance’s German marriage, and she was sure he was already plotting how best to thwart Heinrich should William die.


Mariam was no more eager than the vast majority of William’s subjects to see Sicily swallowed up by the Holy Roman Empire. She loved Constance as much as Joanna did, but she loved her Sicilian homeland, too, and had no doubts that the kingdom would suffer under Heinrich’s iron yoke. Damn William’s stubbornness for refusing to see what a great risk he was taking! This spurt of anger shamed her. How could she be wrathful with her brother when he could well be dying?


Two of William’s African bodyguards moved aside respectfully as she approached the door to his bedchamber. It was then that she saw the reddish-brown creature huddled on the floor. Recognizing Ahmer, her brother’s favorite Sicilian hound, she frowned. But her disapproval was directed at William’s Saracen doctors, not Ahmer. Muslims looked upon dogs as dirty animals, and she knew they were responsible for banishing Ahmer from his master’s bedside. The hound whimpered as she scratched his head, and she found herself smiling as a memory surfaced, one of William debating his chief physician, Jamal al-Dīn, about the status of dogs. Jamal had insisted that they were ritually unclean and were to be shunned by Believers, and William, whose Arabic was fluent enough to allow him to read their holy book, had pounced gleefully, pointing out that there was only one reference to dogs in the Qur’an and it was a positive one, citing the Companion in the Cave sura as proof. Her smile faded then, for she could not help wondering if they’d ever be able to engage in such good-natured arguments again. Each time she saw William, he seemed to be losing more ground.


Opening the door, she let Ahmer squeeze in ahead of her. She had a moment of concern, fretting that he’d jump onto the bed, but he seemed to sense the gravity of the situation and sat down sedately at Joanna’s feet, his almond-shaped eyes never straying from William’s motionless form. Joanna’s drawn face and slumping shoulders bespoke her utter exhaustion, but she mustered up a smile, saying, “Your sister is here, my love.”


Mariam sat in a chair by the bed, reaching for William’s hand as she tried to conceal her dismay at the deterioration in his appearance. Her handsome brother looked like an ashen, spectral version of himself, his eyes sunken and his cheeks gaunt. He’d lost an alarming amount of weight in so brief a time, and his skin felt cold and clammy to her touch. “Zahrah,” he said hoarsely, bringing tears to Mariam’s eyes with the use of this Arabic childhood endearment. He was obviously in great pain. He seemed pleased, though, when she told him she’d sneaked his dog in, and dangled his fingers over the edge of the bed for Ahmer to lick.


The physicians had been conferring in a corner, studying a vial of liquid that Mariam assumed was William’s urine. Glancing over, Jamal al-Dīn noticed the dog and glared at Mariam, who favored him with an innocent smile. When he approached the bed to take his patient’s pulse, Mariam took advantage of the distraction to implore Joanna to get some sleep, but the other woman stubbornly shook her head.


“He is calmer when I am here,” she said before lowering her voice still further to whisper an indignant account of the Archbishop of Palermo’s gaffe. “That wretched old man still bears a grudge against William for establishing an archbishopric at Monreale. But I never imagined that his rancor would impel him to contemplate burying William whilst he is still alive!”


Mariam concurred, but all the while she was regarding Joanna with sympathy so sharp it felt like a dagger’s edge. Joanna seemed to be the only one blind to the truth, that William’s labored breaths were measurable and finite. Barring a miracle, he was dying, and all knew it but his wife. While Jamal al-Dīn spoon-fed his patient an herbal remedy for intestinal pain, Mariam continued to urge Joanna to take a brief nap. When William added his voice to Mariam’s, she finally agreed, promising to be back before the bells rang for Vespers.


As soon as she was gone, William beckoned his sister to the bed. “Send for a scribe,” he murmured. “I want to list all that I bequeath to the English king for his campaign to recover Jerusalem. Joanna became distraught whenever I mentioned it. . . .” And as their eyes met, Mariam realized that there had been an odd role reversal between her brother and his wife. Joanna had always been the practical partner, William the dreamer, given to impulse and whims. Yet now she was the one in denial and he was looking reality in the face without blinking.


It took William a long time to dictate his letter, for his strength was ebbing and he had to pause frequently to rest. Mariam sat by the bed, holding his hand, half listening as he offered up the riches of Sicily for a crusade he would never see. “A hundred galleys . . . sixty thousand seams of wheat, the same number of barley and wine . . . twenty-four dishes and cups of silver or gold . . .” When he was finally done, she tried to get him to eat some of the soup sent up by the palace cooks in hopes of tempting his fading appetite, but he turned his head aside on the pillow and she put the bowl down on the floor for Ahmer, which earned her a weak smile from William and a look of genuine horror from Jamal al-Dīn.


William’s fever was rising and Mariam took a basin from the doctors and put a cool compress upon his hot forehead. “At least . . .” William swallowed with difficulty. “At least I need not worry about Joanna . . . Monte St Angelo is a rich county . . .”


“Indeed it is,” Mariam said, her voice muffled. Joanna had been provided with a very generous dowry at the time of her marriage. It was to William’s credit that even in the midst of his suffering, he was concerned for his wife’s future welfare. Did he spare a thought, too, for his kingdom? Did he regret that foolhardy alliance now that it was too late? Gazing into William’s eyes, Mariam could not tell. She found herself hoping that he was not tormented with such regrets. He had been a careless king, but he’d been a kind and loving brother, and she did not want him to bear such a burden in his last hours. What good would it do, after all?
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JOANNA JERKED UPRIGHT in the chair, ashamed to have dozed off. Her eyes flew to the bed, but William seemed to be sleeping. He had not looked so peaceful in days and her faltering hopes rekindled. Taking care not to awaken him, she smiled at his doctor. “He appears to be resting comfortably. Surely that is a good sign?”


Jamal al-Dīn regarded her somberly. “I gave him a potion made from the juice of the opium poppy. It eased his pain and helped him to sleep. Alas, it will not cure his ailment, Madame.”


Joanna bit her lip. “But he may still recover?”


“Inshallah,” he said softly, “Inshallah.”


Physicians were the same, no matter their religion. Joanna knew that when they said “God willing,” there was little hope. Leaning over the bed, she kissed her husband gently upon his forehead, his eyelids, and his mouth.
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JOANNA PAUSED in the doorway of the palatine chapel, waiting until her eyes adjusted to the shadows. When a priest appeared, she waved him away. Approaching the altar, she sank to her knees on the marble floor, and began to pray to the Almighty and the Blessed Martyr, St Thomas of Canterbury, entreating Them to spare her husband’s life, not for her sake or even for William’s, but for his island kingdom and all who dwelled there in such peace. Never had she offered up prayers that were so heartfelt, so desperate, or so utterly without hope.
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FEW MONARCHS were as mourned as William de Hauteville. His death was greeted with genuine and widespread sorrow by his subjects, for his reign had been a time of prosperity and security, in dramatic contrast to the troubled years when his father had ruled. For three days, they filled the streets of Palermo, lamenting in the Sicilian manner. Women wore black, dressed their servants in sackcloth, their hair unbound and disheveled, wailing to the beat of drums and tambours, their grieving magnified by their fear, for none knew what the future now held.
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TAKING ADVANTAGE of her privileged position as Joanna’s childhood nurse, Dame Beatrix was reproaching Joanna for “not eating enough to keep a nightingale alive. I know you’ve no appetite, but you must force yourself lest you fall ill. Indeed, you are much too pale. Should I summon a doctor?”


“There is no need,” Joanna said hastily. “I am not ailing, Beatrix. I have not been sleeping well.”


Beatrix’s brisk, no-nonsense demeanor crumbled. “I know, my lamb, I know. . . .”


“None of it seems real,” Joanna confessed. “I cannot count how many times I have awakened in the morning, thinking I’d had a truly dreadful dream. It is almost like reliving that moment of William’s death, over and over again. When am I going to accept it? When am I going to be able to weep for him, Beatrix? I feel . . . feel as if there is ice enclosing my heart, freezing my tears . . .”


Beatrix sat beside Joanna on the bed, putting her arm around the younger woman. “I remember my late husband, may God assoil him, telling me about battlefield injuries. He said that sometimes when a man was severely wounded, he did not feel the pain straightaway. He thought it was the body’s way of protecting itself.”


Joanna leaned into the older woman’s embrace even as she said with a rueful smile, “So you are saying I should be patient? That the pain is lurking close at hand, waiting to pounce?”


Beatrix would have sacrificed ten years of her life if by doing so she could spare Joanna sorrow. But she had never lied to Joanna, not to the homesick little girl or the grieving young mother or the bewildered new widow. “Scriptures say for everything there is a season. Your tears will come, child. In time, this will seem all too real to you.”


Joanna did not reply and after a few moments she rose, crossing the chamber toward the window. The blue Sicilian sky was smudged with smoke to the west, and she thought reality was to be found out in the streets of Palermo. “The rioting continues,” she said bleakly, “with men taking advantage of William’s death to pillage the Saracen quarters. Barely a fortnight after his death and his people are already turning upon one another, putting the peace of the kingdom at risk. How he’d have hated that, Beatrix. He was always so proud that there had been no rebellions or plots after he came of age and that Christians, Muslims, and Jews lived in harmony under his rule . . .”


“Saracens make good scapegoats in times of trouble.” This new voice came from the doorway, and Joanna turned toward the speaker, nodding in unhappy agreement as Mariam entered the chamber. “The palace seneschal is waiting outside, Joanna. He says the Archbishop of Palermo is here, seeking to speak with you.”


Joanna’s mouth tightened. Her first impulse was to send him away. She was not sure she trusted herself to be civil to the man who’d defied William’s express wish to be buried at Monreale, ordering the royal sarcophagus to be taken to his own cathedral in the city. Faced with the outraged opposition of Joanna, the Archbishop of Monreale, and Matthew of Ajello, Archbishop Walter had eventually backed down and William was interred at Monreale, but he’d spitefully refused to surrender the magnificent porphyry tomb William had commissioned for his final resting place.


Joanna spat out an imprecation that would have done her profane father proud. But then she said, “Tell the seneschal to escort him to William’s audience chamber.” Seeing their surprise, she said, grimacing, “He is the only one who supports Constance’s claim to the crown. I owe it to her to hear what he has to say.”
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THE AUDIENCE CHAMBER had always been Joanna’s favorite room, an elegant vision of gold and green and blue artistry. Now, though, the colors seemed subdued, the designs static and flat. It was as if the archbishop’s very presence leeched all the vibrancy and life from the mosaics. Interrupting his diatribe against the other members of the royal inner council, Joanna said impatiently, “So you are saying the council is split over the succession?”


“That vile miscreant and his accursed puppet are up to their necks in the muck, Madame. They began intriguing as soon as the king was stricken, plotting to put Tancred of Lecce on the throne, and they paid us no heed when my brother and I reminded them that all of the kingdom’s nobility had sworn their fidelity to the Lady Constance ere she departed the realm to wed Lord Heinrich.”


Joanna had no difficulty interpreting his intemperate language; the “vile miscreant” was the vice chancellor, Matthew of Ajello, and the “accursed puppet” the Archbishop of Monreale. She thought it was a sad irony that Constance’s adversaries were men far more capable and trustworthy than her advocates, the archbishop and his weak-willed brother, whose service as Bishop of Agrigento had been utterly undistinguished so far. With men of their caliber in her camp, Constance was bound to lose. It was so unfair. Constance was the legal heiress of the House of Hauteville, King Roger’s daughter, while Tancred of Lecce was merely an illegitimate son of Roger’s eldest son. What greater proof could there be of their desperation that Matthew and the archbishop were willing to embrace a man bastard-born rather than see the crown go to Heinrich? Why had William been so shortsighted? If only he’d chosen another husband for Constance, anyone but a hated German prince! By marrying her off to Heinrich, he’d robbed her of her rightful inheritance.


Joanna did her best to suppress her anger, for there was no undoing William’s mistake. “What of the other lords? Do all the noble families support Tancred, too?”


“I regret to say most do, my lady. Naturally I am not privy to their conspiracy, but I have my own ears and eyes. The Count of Andria has advanced a claim, too, but many feel his blood ties to the Royal House are tenuous, and they have settled upon Tancred as their choice, overlooking his base birth, may God forgive them. My informants say they wasted no time in sending Matthew’s son to Rome to argue Tancred’s case with the Holy Father. So our only hope is that Pope Clement will recoil at the thought of crowning a man not lawfully begotten.”


“If that is Constance’s only hope, then she is well and truly doomed. Nothing frightens the papacy more than the prospect of seeing the Kingdom of Sicily united with the Holy Roman Empire.” Not for the first time, Joanna marveled that she must point out something so obvious. “The Pope will gladly overlook Tancred’s tainted birth if that will prevent Heinrich from claiming the Sicilian crown. He’ll keep his support covert, not daring to openly antagonize the emperor and Heinrich, but covert support will be enough to carry the day for Tancred.”


Joanna had begun to pace, wondering if there was any chance England might intercede on Constance’s behalf. No, that hawk would not fly. Her father would no more aid the son of the Holy Roman Emperor than he would ally with the Sultan of Egypt. Turning, she saw that Archbishop Walter was looking at her in befuddlement. He seemed surprised that a woman could have any understanding of political matters. Did he think she’d never discussed statecraft with William? She was the daughter of the greatest king in Christendom and Eleanor of Aquitaine, not one of William’s secluded harim slave girls, and she longed to remind the archbishop of that. No longer able to endure his odious presence, she was about to end the audience when the door burst open and the Archbishop of Monreale strode into the chamber, flanked by her seneschal, Mariam, Beatrix, and a monk clad in the black habit of the Benedictine order.


Joanna was startled by this blatant breach of protocol, but Archbishop Walter was incensed. “How dare you come into the queen’s presence unbidden and unannounced! You’ve the manners of a lowborn churl, a great irony given how often you’ve maligned my family origins!”


Archbishop Guglielmo responded with the most lethal weapon in his arsenal; he ignored the other prelate entirely, not even deigning to glance in his direction. “My lady queen, I seek your pardon for my abrupt entrance; I mean no disrespect. But it was urgent that I speak with you at once. I bear a message of great import from the English king. I regret to be—”


It had been months since Joanna had heard from either of her parents, and she interrupted eagerly. “A letter from my lord father? Where is it?”


The archbishop hesitated. “No, Madame,” he said at last, “a letter from your brother.”


“But you said the king . . .” Joanna’s words trailed off. “My father . . . he is dead?”


“Yes, Madame. He died at Chinon Castle in July, and your brother Richard was crowned in September.”


“July? And we are getting word in December?” Archbishop Walter was incredulous. “What sort of scheme are you and the vice chancellor hatching now?”


The Archbishop of Monreale swung around to confront him. “How could I possibly benefit by lying to the queen so cruelly? King Richard sent a messenger several months ago. But the man fell ill on the journey, got no farther than the abbey at Monte Cassino. He was stricken with a raging fever and the monks did not expect him to live. But after some weeks, he regained his senses and confided his mission to the abbot. Since he was too weak to resume his travels, the abbot dispatched Brother Benedict with the letters, one from King Richard and one from Queen Eleanor. He took the overland route, loath to sail during winter storms, and just reached my abbey this morn—”


“Your abbey?” Archbishop Walter was sputtering, so great was his fury. “And why should the letters—assuming they are even genuine—be sent to you? What greater proof of a plot—”


“He sent the letters to me because Monreale is a Benedictine abbey like Monte Cassino and he knew I could be trusted to deliver these letters to the queen!”


By now they were both shouting at each other, but Joanna was no longer listening. William had often told her about the great earthquake that had struck Sicily twenty years ago, describing the sensations in vivid detail, and she felt like that now, as if the very ground were quaking under her feet. Turning aside, she clung gratefully to Beatrix for support as she sought to accept the fact that her world had turned upside down yet again.
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WORD HAD SPREAD swiftly through the palace and Joanna’s chaplain was awaiting her by the door of the palatine chapel. He’d been in her service since her arrival as a child-bride, and after one look at her face, he knew she did not want his comfort, not yet. “I would have a Requiem Mass for my lord father on the morrow,” she said, her voice sounding like a stranger’s to him, faint and far away. When he would have followed her into the chapel, she asked to be alone and he positioned himself in the entrance, ready to repel an army if need be to give her privacy to pray and to grieve.


Joanna felt as if she were in a waking dream; nothing seemed familiar or real. How could her father be dead? He had dominated his world like the Colossus of Rhodes, towering above mortal men, stirring awe and fear in his wake for more than thirty years. To imagine him dead was like imagining the sun blotted out. Stumbling slightly, she knelt before the high altar and began to recite the Pater Noster. “Fiat voluntas tua, sicut in caelo et in terra.” She still clutched the letters, not yet ready to read them. She found herself struggling to remember the rest of the prayer, one she’d known by heart since childhood, and then she crumpled to the ground, overwhelmed by a torrent of scalding tears, her body wracked with sobs as she wept for her father, for her husband, and for Sicily, the land she’d come to love.
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WILLIAM’S DEATH had destroyed the sense of security that Alicia had gained in the months since the sinking of the San Niccolò. Suddenly Sicily had become an alien place again, a dangerous place. She grieved for the young king and for Joanna, who seemed like a lost soul, pallid and frail-looking in her stark black mourning gowns and veils. She was frightened by the outbreaks of street violence and she could tell that the palace’s Saracen servants were frightened, too. Almost overnight, everything had changed.


Alicia had seen little of Joanna in the weeks after William’s death, and when she did, the queen seemed distant and preoccupied. The royal household was in a state of turmoil. Two of Joanna’s ladies-in-waiting had already departed her service, for they were kin to the Countess Sybilla, the wife of Tancred of Lecce. But Alicia knew that several others were talking of leaving, too, hoping that Sybilla might take them on. A reigning queen was a far more attractive mistress than a widowed one.


After finding Alicia crying, Beatrix had reassured the girl that Joanna’s future was secure. She held the Honour of Monte St Angelo, with the revenues from all its cities and towns, Beatrix explained, thinking it best not to mention that Monte St Angelo was on the mainland, far from Palermo. Alicia took comfort from that, for her trust in Joanna was absolute and she felt sure that Joanna would take her along when she moved to her dower lands. But then they got word of the English king’s death and everything changed yet again.


After the Requiem Mass for her father, Joanna had withdrawn into her bedchamber, and Alicia sought out Emma d’Aleramici and Bethlem de Greci for answers. The news of the English king’s passing seemed to have alarmed everyone and she wanted to know why.


She found them in the process of packing their belongings, obviously planning to leave Joanna’s service. Last week she’d overheard them discussing their chances of entering Sybilla’s household once she was crowned, reluctantly concluding that she was not likely to accept them and it was better to remain with Joanna than to return to the tedium of their own homes. So what had changed their minds?


They were quite willing to tell her, always welcoming an opportunity to gossip. Joanna’s influence had died with William, they said bluntly. It would have been different if she’d given William a son, for then she’d have been regent until he came of age. She had still been more fortunate than most barren, widowed queens, though, for she was the daughter of a great and powerful king, a man known to be very protective of his children, at least the females in the family. All knew how he’d come to the aid of his daughter Matilda when her husband, the Duke of Saxony and Bavaria, had been driven into exile by the Holy Roman Emperor, giving them refuge at his court whilst he maneuvered to get their banishment edict revoked.


But once he died, Joanna was vulnerable, fair game for those who might want to abduct her and force her into marriage. She was a valuable prize, they told the horrified Alicia, for she was beautiful and her dower lands were rich enough to tempt any man. So they were looking after their own interests whilst they still could.


“But . . . but Lady Joanna still has a royal protector,” Alicia stammered. “Her brother is the English king now. Surely he’d come to her aid if—” She broke off in bewilderment, for they’d begun to laugh at her.


“You are such a child, know nothing of the ways of the world. Brothers rarely show much concern for sisters sent off to distant lands. That is especially true when the needed alliance died with a sister’s foreign husband. If you want proof of that, consider the sad history of Agnes Capet, the French king’s little sister.”


Alicia sensed that she did not want to know Agnes’s story, but she made herself ask, not wanting to display timidity before these women she disliked. “What happened to her?”


Bethlem hesitated, suddenly realizing that Alicia was too young to hear of these horrors. Emma had no such qualms, however. “Agnes was betrothed to Alexius, the son of the Emperor of the Greeks, sent off to Constantinople at age eight and wed to the boy the following year when she was only nine. That was well below the canonical age for marriage, of course, but the Greeks are barbarians and care little for such niceties. That same year the emperor died and Agnes and Alexius, who was ten, ascended the throne. But two years later a cousin named Andronicus Comnenus seized control of the government. Shall I tell you what happened next?”


By now Alicia was positive she did not want to know, already feeling great pity for the little French princess sent to live amongst barbarians. She shook her head mutely, but Emma was enjoying herself and forged ahead.


“When Andronicus took power, he began to get rid of anyone he saw as a threat. He poisoned Alexius’s sister Maria and her husband, the very same Maria who was to wed our King William until the emperor changed his mind. He then forced Alexius to sign his own mother’s death warrant and had her strangled. The next year he had himself crowned co-emperor with Alexius. You can guess what he did then. He murdered Alexius and had the boy’s body thrown into the River Bosphorus. Poor Agnes found herself widowed at age twelve, but the worst was still to come. Andronicus forced her to marry him. Can you imagine wedding your husband’s murderer?


“He was more than fifty years older than Agnes, too,” Emma said with a fastidious shudder. “The thought of bedding a man so aged is enough to make me want to take a vow of chastity! Andronicus soon revealed himself to be a monster, began a reign of terror, and within two years, the people of Constantinople rose up against him. He fled with Agnes and his favorite concubine, but they were captured and brought back to the city, where he was subjected to torture and then turned over to the mob. He was doused with boiling water, had his eyes gouged out, his hand cut off—”


“Stop!” Alicia cried in a strangled voice, fighting back nausea.


Emma cocked a finely plucked brow. “I hope Agnes is not as squeamish as you, Alicia, given all she has had to endure. Surely you want to know what became of her? Sadly, we do not know. That was four years ago and her fate remains a mystery. I assume she is still alive, still dwelling in Constantinople, unless her ordeal drove her mad. But the point of my story is that Agnes is the full sister of Philippe Capet, the powerful King of France, and he did nothing whatsoever on her behalf. Brothers cannot be relied upon, Alicia, and that is why Bethlem and I are leaving your beloved queen’s service. A woman’s lot is not an easy one, and once she has no husband or father to protect her—”


“That is enough!” They all spun around as Mariam stalked toward them. Alicia shrank back, but then realized that she was not the target of Mariam’s wrath. “The two of you ought to be ashamed,” she said scathingly, “scaring the child with such ghastly tales. What do you plan to do next, torture Alicia’s new puppy or poison the garden songbirds?”


“It was not me!” Bethlem protested, her voice rising in a squeak. Emma attempted to stand her ground, but she was soon squirming under the heat in Mariam’s blazing brown eyes, and when Mariam told them to get out, neither woman argued. Once they’d fled the chamber, Mariam took Alicia’s hand and led the trembling child over to the window-seat.


“You must not pay any heed to those spiteful cats, Alicia. They have not a single brain between the two of them, just more malice than the law ought to allow.”


“Was . . . was it true, though?”


“Alas, what she said about Agnes was true. But her tragedy has naught to do with Joanna, who is in no peril. This is Palermo, not Constantinople. Ours is a more civilized society. And Joanna is far from friendless. Have you forgotten that her brother rules the greatest empire in Christendom?”


“Yes, but . . . but the French king—”


“Philippe and Richard are as unlike as chalk and cheese. I know Joanna has told you stories of her brother. He is a brilliant battle commander, utterly without fear, so courageous that men call him the Lionheart. No one would ever call Philippe that, trust me. Mayhap Rabbitheart,” Mariam added, and succeeded in coaxing a smile. “Now do you feel better?”


Alicia nodded, realizing to her surprise that she did indeed trust Mariam. “But what will happen when this Tancred becomes king? Emma and Bethlem said he is bastard-born, that he rebelled against King William’s father and spent years in gaol, that he is so ugly men call him the ‘monkey,’ that—”


“Alicia, by now you ought to know better than to believe anything Emma or Bethlem says. Yes, Tancred was born out of wedlock, but he is of good blood; his mother was the daughter of a lord. And yes, he did rebel against William’s father. But he was pardoned by Queen Margarita and served William loyally during his minority and afterward. He is a brave soldier and a capable administrator and I believe he truly cares about Sicily. He is not a man to maltreat a woman, least of all Joanna, his cousin’s widow.”


“Thank you, Lady Mariam,” Alicia said gratefully. “But . . . but you did not deny that Tancred looks like a monkey?”


“Well, there you have me,” Mariam admitted, “for poor Tancred has been cursed with a face that would scare a gargoyle,” and they both laughed, a moment that would mark a turning point for Alicia. From then on, she viewed the Lady Mariam as an ally, and she jettisoned the last of her brother Arnaud’s values, adopting the beliefs of Joanna’s Sicily as her own.
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THE RAINY SEASON began in the autumn and when Tancred of Lecce’s ship dropped anchor in Palermo’s harbor at dawn on December 11, a steady, chill rain had been falling for days. Undaunted by the winter weather, he hastened to a council meeting with Matthew of Ajello, the Archbishop of Monreale, and the highborn lords of the realm. Despite the dynastic nature of the Sicilian kingship, Tancred was elected king by unanimous consent, for those who disapproved, such as the Archbishop of Palermo and his brother, had not been invited. That evening Tancred, his fourteen-year-old son Roger, and a military escort rode to the royal palace for a task that was both necessary and unpleasant. Tancred was not looking forward to it, but he refused to delegate it to others, for honor demanded that he be the one to tell the queen; he owed her that much.


As they approached the Joharia, Tancred noticed that Roger’s steps were lagging, and he found himself torn between amusement and impatience, for he understood Roger’s reluctance. The boy was totally besotted with Joanna, could not speak to her without blushing, squirming, and stammering.


“Roger,” Tancred said, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder. When Roger met his eyes, he felt a surge of parental pride, for his son was all that he was not: tall and well formed. “Would you rather wait here whilst I speak with the queen?” He thought it was only fair to offer Roger that choice, for Matthew of Ajello had also begged off from accompanying them, using his gout as an excuse to avoid facing Joanna, whom he’d always liked.


Roger was silent for a few moments and then shook his head resolutely. “No, Papa, I will come with you.” Tancred smiled and they continued on.
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JOANNA WAS AWAITING THEM in the royal audience chamber, accompanied by her seneschal, her chaplain, several of her household knights, and her ladies Beatrix and Mariam. She had already heard of the day’s events, and while she was not happy that Tancred should claim the crown that belonged to Constance, she knew there was nothing she could do about it. She did not know Tancred very well, but what she did know was to his credit: He’d served William loyally and had distinguished himself in William’s disastrous military campaign against the Greeks. She could only pray that he was up to the challenge and would be able to restore peace to their island kingdom.


Refusing Joanna’s polite offer of wine and fruit, Tancred wasted no time in getting to the heart of the matter. “Madame, I have come to tell you that I have been chosen by the lords of this realm to rule as king. The election was held this afternoon, and the coronation will take place after Epiphany, at which time I shall name my son the Duke of Apulia.”


Although Joanna liked Roger, it still hurt to think of him bearing the title that had so briefly belonged to her infant son. “My congratulations, Roger,” she said with a smile before turning back to his father. Tancred’s cool formality was a change from past occasions when he’d affably chatted with “Cousin William” and his “lovely lady.” She wondered if he felt as uncomfortable as she did. Taking her cue from him, she addressed him now as “My lord,” saying that she wished him well. To say more would be hypocrisy and they both knew it.


“You say the coronation is set for January? I will be sure to vacate the palace by then,” she assured him. “I may choose to rent a house in Palermo until the spring, as I would rather not make the long journey to Monte St Angelo during the winter months.” Her smile this time was not as warm as the one she’d bestowed upon Roger, for it was not easy to ask when it had always been hers to command. “I assume that meets with your approval, my Lord Tancred?”


She’d made the request as a mere courtesy, and she was shocked when he said, “I am sorry, Madame. That will not be possible.”


Was he so eager to get her out of Palermo? “As you wish,” she said coolly. “I will depart as soon as the arrangements can be made.”


“I am afraid you do not understand, Madame. Whilst Monte St Angelo is a wealthy province, its greatest importance is strategic. It controls the roads from the Alpine passes, the route that Heinrich von Hohenstaufen will take when he leads an army into Italy. It is imperative that Monte St Angelo remains under royal control. I regret, therefore, that I cannot permit it to be given over to you.”


Joanna had never expected this. “I am sure I need not remind you that my dowry is guaranteed both by my marriage contract and the inheritance laws of the realm. So what do you propose to offer in exchange for Monte St Angelo, my lord?”


“I do not deny the truth of what you say, my lady. But I am facing a rebellion. Many Saracens have fled to the hills after the unrest in Palermo and have begun to fortify villages, whilst some of the mainland lords continue to support the Count of Andria’s false claim to the crown. An even greater threat is posed by the Germans, for we know Heinrich will wage war on his wife’s behalf, with all the resources of his father’s empire to draw upon.”


Joanna’s mouth had gone dry. “Just what are you saying, my lord?”


“I am saying that I cannot afford to compensate you for the loss of your dowry lands,” he said bluntly, and Joanna’s knights began to mutter among themselves, their anger all the greater for their sense of helplessness. Roger was no longer looking at Joanna, and Tancred wished he were elsewhere, too. He’d known it would not be easy, and was hoping she’d not burst into tears, for he felt awkward and ill at ease with weeping women. He saw now that he needn’t have worried, for she’d raised her chin and was staring at him defiantly.


“So you plan to turn me out penniless? Or do you have some other surprises in store for me, my lord?”


Tancred did not try to sweeten the brew; it was bound to go down hard. “I will speak candidly with you, Madame. You and your lord husband were well loved by the people, and I am sure there will be much sympathy for your . . . situation. Your own sympathy for the Lady Constance is well known, too. Should you fall into Heinrich’s hands, either by choice or by chance, he would make good use of you to advance his wife’s cause. I think it best, therefore, that you remain here in Palermo.”


By now there were outraged protests by Joanna’s knights and gasps from her women. She was stunned, too. But she’d not give this man the satisfaction of seeing how shaken she was. She knew how her mother would have reacted to such a threat and she responded accordingly. “So I am under arrest? Is it to be the palace dungeon, or have you someplace else in mind?”


Tancred had dreaded female hysteria. Now, though, he found himself irked by her icy composure. “Of course not!” he snapped. “You will be lodged in comfortable quarters and will be treated with courtesy and respect; upon that, you have my word. And once I am secure upon my throne, I hope to be able to review your circumstances. But for now, you may consider yourself a guest of the Crown.”


“I consider myself a hostage, my lord,” Joanna snapped back. “It is obvious that there is no point in arguing with you. But this I will say, and I hope you heed it. You think I am utterly defenseless now that my lord husband and my father the English king are dead. That is a great mistake, and you will answer dearly for it.”


“I believe the Almighty will understand, my lady.”


Joanna’s lips curved in an angry, mocking smile. “The Almighty may, but my brother, the Lionheart, will not.”


Tancred was not a vindictive winner and was willing to concede her the last word. He bowed stiffly and withdrew, leaving her standing in the wreckage of the life that just a month ago had seemed well-nigh perfect.








CHAPTER 4
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MARCH 1190


Nonancourt Castle, Normandy


[image: ]fter William Marshal’s young wife had been presented to the Queen of England, Will guided Isabel toward the relative privacy of a window-seat, for he knew she’d be eager to discuss it with him. And, indeed, as soon as they were seated, she turned toward him, cheeks flushed with excitement.


“She is not as beautiful as I’d heard, Will. I suppose that is because she is so old now. You said she was nigh on sixty-and-six.” Isabel paused to marvel at that vast age, for both of her parents had died in their forties. “Are you sure the king is not here yet?” She sat up straight, her eyes sweeping the crowded hall. “What does he look like?”


“Richard is taller than most men, two fingers above six feet, with curly hair betwixt red and gold. Trust me, lass, he is not one to pass unnoticed. If he were here, you’d need none to point him out to you.”


“Well, I hope he comes soon, for I must be the only one at court who has not even laid eyes upon the king.” Isabel looked around, then, for Richard’s brother, but could find no one who matched the king’s description. “Count John is not here, either?”


“John is over there, the one talking to the Lady Alys, in the green gown.” Will started to identify Alys as the French king’s sister, Richard’s neglected, long-suffering betrothed, then remembered that Isabel knew Alys better than he did, for prior to their marriage she’d resided at the Tower of London with Alys and another rich heiress, Denise de Deols.


“John does not look at all like Richard, does he? He is as dark as a Spaniard, and nowhere near as tall as you, Will.” Isabel gave her husband a fond glance from the corner of her eye. “He is handsome, though, I must admit. In fact, I’ve never seen so many comely men gathered in one place. Look at that youth with the fair hair and sky-blue eyes, just like a Norse raider! And there is another beautiful lad—can you use the word ‘beautiful’ for men? The one laughing, with chestnut-colored hair.”


Will took her teasing in stride, for he was amused by her lively, playful personality and was too sure of his manhood to deny his young bride the fun of flirting. He’d never hoped to be given such a prize—a great heiress like Isabel—for he was just a younger son of a minor baron, a man whose worth had been measured by the strength and accuracy of his sword arm. He still remembered his astonishment when the old king had promised Isabel de Clare to him, a deathbed reward for years of steadfast loyalty. He’d been sure that his bright future was lost when King Henry's life ebbed away at Chinon Castle. But the new king, Richard, had confirmed Henry’s dying promise and, at that moment, Will had begun to believe in miracles.


“You truly are a king’s granddaughter,” he said, “for you’ve singled out men with royal blood flowing in their veins. Your ‘Norse raider’ is Henri of the House of Blois, the Count of Champagne, nephew to two kings—Richard and Philippe of France. And your ‘beautiful lad’ is Richard’s Welsh kinsman, Morgan ap Ranulf. His father was the old king’s favorite uncle, and Morgan served Richard’s brother Geoffrey until his death, then joined Henry’s household.”


“Life at court is going to be rather dull with so many gallant young lords off to fight the Saracens,” Isabel said with a mock sigh, still bent upon mischief. It was a safe game, for Will wasn’t tiresomely jealous like so many husbands. Her friend and Tower companion, Denise de Deols, had recently been wed to King Richard’s cousin, André de Chauvigny, and he was so possessive she had to conduct herself as circumspectly as a nun.


“They have not all taken the cross. John is not going to the Holy Land.”


Isabel’s pert, vivacious demeanor sometimes led others to underestimate her; she had a quick brain and was a surprisingly good judge of character for a girl of eighteen. She caught the unspoken undertones in her husband’s voice, and eyed him curiously. “You do not like Count John, do you, Will?”


“No,” he said tersely, “I do not.”


Seeing that he did not want to discuss the king’s brother, she obligingly steered the conversation in a more agreeable direction, asking the identity of the woman talking with Morgan ap Ranulf. When Will told her that was Constance, the Duchess of Brittany, Isabel studied the older woman with heightened interest. She knew Constance had been betrothed to Richard’s brother Geoffrey in childhood, wed to him at twenty, widowed five years later. Will had told her King Henry had then compelled Constance to marry his cousin, the Earl of Chester, wanting to be sure her husband would be loyal to the English Crown. She’d reluctantly agreed to the marriage in order to retain wardship of her two young children, but one of Richard’s first acts after his coronation had been to demand that she turn her daughter over to his custody.


Gazing at the Breton duchess, Isabel felt a pang of sympathy, and moved her hand protectively to her abdomen. She knew, of course, that children of the highborn were usually sent off to other noble households for their education. Constance’s daughter had been just five, though, taken against her mother’s will. Isabel had been taught that a wife’s first duty was to her husband, not her children, but she’d often wondered if a woman’s maternal instincts could be stifled so easily. She was only in the early months of her first pregnancy and already she felt that she’d defend the tiny entity in her womb with her last breath.


“Will you introduce me to the duchess, Will?” Receiving an affirmation, she continued her scrutiny of the hall. “Is that the Archbishop of York? And my heavens, who is that man?”


“Yes, that is the Archbishop of York, Richard’s half-brother,” William said, then followed her gaze to see who had provoked her outburst. “Ah . . . that is Guillaume Longchamp, the Bishop of Ely, the king’s chancellor and most trusted adviser. At first sight, he seems a pitiful figure, small and ugly and crippled in the bargain. But do not be misled by his paltry size or his lameness, for his intelligence is exceeded only by his arrogance.”


“No, not him. That man over there, the one who looks like he escaped from Hell!”


Once Will identified the object of her interest, he smiled grimly. “That is Mercadier. I assume he must have a given name, but I’ve never heard it. His past is a mystery, too. I know only that he entered Richard’s service about seven years ago as a routier—that is the term used for men like Mercadier, men who sell their swords to the highest bidder. He has been loyal to Richard, I’ll grant him that much, and he is as fearless in battle as Richard himself. But he knows no more of mercy than a starving wolf, and when he walks by, other men step back, instinctively making the sign of the cross.”


Isabel was staring openly at the routier captain, mesmerized by his sinister appearance—lanky black hair, cold pale eyes, and the worst facial scar she’d ever seen, slashing across his cheek to his chin like a diabolical brand, twisting the corner of his mouth into a mockery of a smile. “If ever there was a man who had a rendezvous with the hangman, that is the one,” she declared, suppressing a shiver. Suddenly the great hall lost some of its appeal. “I am tired, Will. May we retire to our chamber?”


“Of course, Isabel.” Will’s natural courtliness had been greatly enhanced by Isabel’s pregnancy, so much so that she had to remind herself not to take advantage of his solicitude. “We’ll have to bid the queen good night first,” he said, helping her to rise. As they headed toward the dais, he identified the woman who’d just joined Eleanor.


“That is the Lady Hawisa, the Countess of Aumale. She’d been wed to one of King Henry’s friends, the Earl of Essex, but he died in December and Richard ordered her to marry a Poitevin lord, William de Forz. The Lady Hawisa balked, though, actually dared to defy the king. You great heiresses tend to be a stubborn lot,” he murmured, showing that when it came to teasing, he could give as good as he got. “But Richard is a stubborn one, too, and he seized her estates until she yielded. She accompanied Queen Eleanor from England, and most likely will be wed once Lent is done.”


Isabel came to a sudden stop. Her eyes shifted from the Lady Hawisa, soon to marry a man not of her choosing, to the queen, held prisoner by her own husband for sixteen years, and then over to the Duchess of Brittany, another unwilling wife, in conversation now with a woman who asked only to be wed, the unfortunate French princess Alys, a bride-to-be who’d become a hostage instead. Isabel was too well bred to make a public display of affection, but she reached out, grasped her husband’s hand so tightly that he looked at her in surprise. “Oh, Will,” she whispered, “how lucky I am, how very lucky. . . .”
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AS THEY EMERGED into the castle bailey, darkness was falling and clouds hid the moon. Clinging to Will’s arm, Isabel raised her skirts so they’d not trail in the mud, wrinkling her nose at the rank odor of horse manure. Riders were coming in and she and Will paused to watch, for the new arrivals were creating a stir. Men were running along the battlements, dogs were barking, and torches flaring. Isabel found herself staring at the lead rider. He was mounted astride a splendid grey stallion, and although his travel cloak was splattered with mud, she could see the material was a fine wool, dyed a deep shade of blue; his saddle was ornamented with ivory plates, the pommel and cantle decorated with gemstones, and his spurs shone like silver even in the encroaching shadows. As she watched, he pulled back his hood, revealing a handsome head of bright coppery hair, piercing grey eyes, and the whitest, cockiest smile Isabel had ever seen. As he swung from the saddle into a circle of light cast by the flaming torches, Isabel squeezed her husband’s arm. “You were right, Will. Only a blind man would not know he was looking at a king.”
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ELEANOR’S CHAMBER was a cheerful scene. A harpist was playing for their pleasure as the women chatted and stitched, for even the highborn were not exempt from the needlework that was a woman’s lot. Denise de Deols was trading gossip with Isabel Marshal as they embroidered, and Eleanor’s attendants were occupied with an altar cloth intended as a gift for the castle chaplain. But not all of the women were engaged in such decorous activities. The Countess of Aumale was playing a tavern dice game with Eleanor’s granddaughter, Richenza, and Eleanor herself was flipping idly through a book on her lap, for sewing had always bored her. She was finding it difficult to concentrate, and finally set the book aside, getting to her feet. She was at once the focus of all eyes, and when she reached for her mantle, the other women started to rise, too.


She waved them back into their seats. She was in no mood for company, but she knew they’d consider it highly unseemly for a queen to venture out on her own. Eleanor had never given a fig for what other people thought. She’d learned many lessons, though, in those long years of confinement, one of which was that a wise woman picked her battles, and she relented at the last moment, allowing her granddaughter to accompany her.


She’d become quite fond of Richenza, who’d remained behind with her youngest brother when her father’s exile had ended and her parents returned to Germany. She was now eighteen, newly a bride, already displaying an independent streak that endeared her to Eleanor, who’d learned long ago that a woman without inner resources would not thrive in their world. Richenza’s name had been deemed too exotic for English or French ears and she’d been rechristened Matilda, but once her parents departed, she sought to reclaim her German name, clinging to it as a tangible remembrance of her former life. To most people, she was the Lady Matilda, future Countess of Perche, but to her indulgent family, she was once again Richenza. Even her husband proved willing to overlook the alien sound of her name, for while Richenza had not inherited her mother’s fair coloring—she had her father’s dark hair and eyes—she had been blessed in full measure with Tilda’s beauty.


Eleanor glanced at the girl from time to time as they crossed the bailey, drawing comfort from Richenza’s presence, for although she did not physically resemble her mother, she was still Tilda’s flesh-and-blood, evoking memories with the familiar tilt of her head, the sudden flash of dimples. She had Tilda’s tact, too, for she waited until they’d reached the castle gardens and were out of earshot of curious onlookers before voicing her concern.


“Grandame, forgive me if I am being intrusive. But you’ve seemed restless and out of sorts in these recent weeks. Would it help to talk about your worries?”


“No, child, but I bless you for your keen eye and your loving heart.”


Richenza revealed then how keen her eye really was. “Are you anxious about Uncle Richard’s safety in the Holy Land? I know I am.”


Eleanor regarded the girl in surprise. She hadn’t realized her granddaughter was so perceptive. “I have been melancholy of late,” she admitted, “but it will pass, Richenza. It always does.”


“God willing,” Richenza said softly. She wished that her grandmother was less guarded, for in sharing Eleanor’s sorrows, they could have shared hers, too. She still mourned her mother fiercely, and she suspected that Eleanor’s “melancholy” was a belated mourning for her own dead, all taken during last year’s fateful summer. A daughter dying in a foreign land. The woman who’d been her closest friend. And the husband who’d been partner, lover, enemy, and gaoler. Richenza had seen Henry and Eleanor together often enough to realize that theirs had been a complicated, volatile, and contradictory bond, one few others could understand. But to Richenza, it seemed quite natural that Eleanor could have rejoiced in the death that set her free while grieving for the man himself.


Eleanor reached out, stroking her granddaughter’s cheek. “You are very dear to me,” she said, adding briskly, “now I am going to speak with the castle chaplain about that altar cloth we’ve promised him. And you, my dearest, are going to bid your husband welcome.”


Following Eleanor’s gaze, Richenza saw that Jaufre had indeed ridden into the castle bailey, and a smile flitted across her lips, for she’d found marriage to her liking and when she offered up prayers for her uncle Richard, she prayed even more fervently that the Almighty would safeguard Jaufre, too, in that blood-soaked land where the Lord Christ had once walked. She waved to Jaufre before turning back to her grandmother. But Eleanor had gone.
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ELEANOR HAD MENTIONED the altar cloth as a pretext, not wanting to continue the conversation. She had never found it easy to open her heart, especially to those of her own sex. She’d only had two female confidantes—her sister Petronilla and Henry’s cousin Maud, Countess of Chester. Petronilla had been dead for a number of years, but Maud’s loss was still raw, as she’d died barely six months ago. Glancing over her shoulder, Eleanor saw that Richenza was hastening to greet her husband. Turning away, she headed toward the chapel.


It was deserted at that hour and she found the stillness soothing. Pausing to dip her fingers in a holy water font reserved for clerics and the highborn—for even in church class differences were recognized—she moved up the nave. Kneeling before the altar, she offered prayers for lost loved ones. William, the first of her children to die, the image of that heartbreakingly tiny coffin still burned into her brain. Hal, the golden son, a wasted life. Geoffrey, called to God too soon. Tilda, a gentle soul surely spared the rigors of Purgatory. Maud, missed as much as Eleanor’s blood sister. And Harry, whose name had so often been both a caress and a curse. “Requiescat in pace,” she murmured and rose stiffly to her feet.


It had taken her by surprise, this quiet despondency. It was not dramatic or despairing, more like a low fever, but it had lingered in the weeks following the Christmas festivities. And because Eleanor the prisoner had mastered one skill that had often eluded Eleanor the queen and duchess—the art of introspection—she’d been giving some thought to this change in mood. Could Richenza be correct? Was it a mother’s anxiety that was fueling her unease?


There was justification for such fears, God knows. How many of the men who took the cross ever saw their homes again? Outremer had become a burial ground for thousands of foreign-born crusaders. And since she’d regained her freedom, she’d made a startling discovery about her eldest surviving son. Richard had won battlefield laurels at an early age, earning himself a well-deserved reputation for what their world most admired—military prowess. But his health was not as robust as his appearance would indicate; she’d learned that he was subject to recurrent attacks of quartan fever, contracted during one of his campaigns in the Limousin. And more men were killed by the noxious diseases and hellish heat of the Holy Land than by Saracen swords.


Or was it memories of last summer? So much had happened, so fast. On the day her husband had drawn his last, tortured breath, she’d been a royal captive. By nightfall, she was the most powerful woman in Christendom, the one person who had the complete trust of England’s new king. The news of Maud’s death had reached her soon after Richard’s coronation; it had taken longer for word of Tilda’s death to come from Germany. But there’d been little time to mourn, for in those early weeks of Richard’s kingship, they’d been riding the whirlwind.


The more she thought about her flagging spirits, the more it made sense to her. She was grieving for the dead and fearing for the living, for the son who’d always been closest to her heart. And because she was a political being to the very marrow of her bones, she feared, too, for her duchy and their kingdom should evil befall Richard in the Holy Land. She’d have given a great deal if only she could have convinced him to abandon his quest, or at least delay it until he was firmly established upon his throne. But she knew that was a hope as easily extinguished as a candle’s flame. Richard would gladly sacrifice his life, if in so doing he could free Jerusalem from the infidels.


Eleanor leaned against the altar. “Ah, Harry,” she said softly, “if only Richard shared your sense of practicality. You were satisfied to be a king, not the savior of Christendom.”


“Madame.”


Eleanor spun around, her cheeks burning. She wasn’t easily flustered, but being caught talking to her dead husband was embarrassing. Her eyes narrowed as she recognized the intruder. Constance of Brittany was once her daughter by marriage, but Eleanor regarded her now without warmth. “Lady Constance,” she said coolly as the younger woman dropped a rather perfunctory curtsy.


“My lady queen, may I speak with you?” Taking Eleanor’s consent for granted, Constance approached the altar. “I have come to ask a favor,” she said, although there was nothing of the supplicant in either her voice or her posture; Constance had learned at an early age to use pride as a shield. “It is my hope that you will speak with the king on my behalf. He claimed the custody of my daughter last autumn and sent her off to England despite the agreement I’d struck with his lord father. King Henry promised that he’d permit me to keep Aenor with me if I agreed to wed the Earl of Chester. I held to my side of the bargain, but now my daughter is gone and I’ve not seen her in nigh on six months. Where is the fairness in that?”


“Your deal was with Henry, not Richard. Does it truly surprise you that Richard regards you with suspicion? How many times did you ally yourself with his enemies? How many times did Geoffrey lead a Breton army into Aquitaine?”


“I’ve sought only to protect Brittany, to safeguard my duchy. I would think that you of all women would understand that, for Aquitaine has been the lodestar of your life. You even sacrificed your marriage for it. So how can you judge me?”


“I am not judging you for your devotion to your duchy,” Eleanor said icily. “I am faulting you for your inability to learn from your mistakes. You have never made a secret of your antipathy—”


“Are you saying I had no reason for resentment? Have you forgotten that Henry forced my father to abdicate and sent him into exile? I was five years old when I was torn from the only home I’d ever known and betrothed to his son. Yes, I bore him a grudge. I was not a saint.”


“Or a good wife to my son!”


Constance gasped, for she’d not seen that coming. “I do not know what you mean, Madame.”


“I mean that you did all you could to estrange Geoffrey from his family. Again and again you urged him to make war upon Richard, and then you convinced him to disavow his father and ally himself with our greatest enemy, the French king.”


“That is not true! I never encouraged Geoffrey to do that. It was his decision to seek out Philippe in Paris.”


Eleanor did not bother to hide her disbelief. “I am not saying you bear all the blame. Geoffrey must bear some, too, as must my husband. But this I do know for certes. If Geoffrey had not gone over to the French king, he’d not have been taking part in that tournament, and he’d still be alive today.”


The manifest unfairness of that left Constance momentarily speechless. “How dare you blame me for his death? I loved Geoffrey!”


“Did you, indeed?” Eleanor said skeptically. “I will grant you this much, Constance. I do believe you love your children. But you are putting their future in peril by your stubborn hostility toward Richard. If you were half as clever as you think you are, you’d see that. Richard will be facing daily dangers in the Holy Land, and if he dies there, he leaves no heir of his body, only his brother and his nephew—your son, Arthur. Any other woman would be doing whatever she could to gain Richard’s goodwill, to convince him that he should name Arthur as his successor in case he dies without a son of his own. But just as your desire for vengeance was stronger than your so-called love for Geoffrey, it is stronger than your responsibilities as a mother and as a duchess, for you cannot be such a fool as to believe Brittany would fare better under French rule.”


When Constance would have protested, Eleanor raised her hand in an imperious gesture. “There is nothing more for you to say. I will not intercede with Richard on your behalf—not until you prove that you can be trusted.” Brushing past the Breton duchess, she walked swiftly toward the door. Her outward calm was deceiving, for the accusations she’d made against Constance had ripped open a wound that had never fully healed. She’d had to accept the fact that Hal had brought about his own doom. But Geoffrey . . . surely Geoffrey could have been saved. If only Harry had not been so stubborn, if only Geoffrey had not been so proud. If only his wife had not been so vengeful and filled with malice.


Constance had begun to shake, so great was her fury and her pain. She was almost as angry with herself as she was with Eleanor, for she realized how badly she’d botched things. She’d made an enemy of the only woman who could have helped her. She’d ruined her one chance of getting her daughter back. I loved Geoffrey! The irony of her outburst did not escape her—that she’d admitted to Geoffrey’s mother what she’d never said to him.


She sank down on the step leading into the choir, wrapping her arms around her drawn-up knees to stop her trembling. How dare Eleanor accuse her of being a bad mother? Geoffrey’s parents had failed their children in so many ways, above all in having favorites. For Henry, it had been Hal and then John, and for Eleanor, Richard. Geoffrey had been the forgotten son. He’d always sworn that he’d never make that mistake with his children, that he would be a better father than his own. But he’d had so little time with Aenor and had never even seen his son, for Arthur had been born seven months after his death.


Tears had begun to burn Constance’s eyes, but she blinked them back, for what good would crying do? She could fling herself onto the floor of this church and weep and wail until she had no more tears, until her cries would echo unto Heaven. But Geoffrey would still be dead. She’d still be yoked to a man she could not abide. Her son would still face a precarious future, her daughter would still be a hostage, and Brittany would remain trapped between England and France, a rabbit hunted by wolves.


Constance hadn’t heard the soft footsteps approaching and her head came up sharply at the sound of her name. Angrily swiping the back of her hand against her wet cheeks, she frowned at the sight of the woman coming toward her. Since her arrival at Nonancourt, Alys Capet had been seeking her out at every opportunity, eager to reminisce about their shared past. It was true that Constance and Alys and Joanna had passed several years at the queen’s court in Poitiers, but friendship needed more than proximity to flourish. The fact was that Joanna had been too young, and Constance and Alys, while the same age, had never liked each other. Constance remembered even if Alys apparently did not, and she’d been hard put to be civil, as Alys insisted upon making their time together sound like an idyllic childhood. Now before she could get to her feet, Alys sat beside her upon the altar step.


“Constance, you’ve been weeping! What is wrong? May I be of any help?”


Her concern seemed genuine and, much to Constance’s dismay, she heard herself blurt out that she’d just sought Eleanor’s aid in recovering her daughter, to no avail. It was almost as if the words had escaped of their own will, for she’d never have chosen Alys as a confidante. But there was no calling them back, and Alys responded with such sympathy and indignation that Constance told her how Richard’s men had swooped down upon Brittany and carried Aenor off to England within a fortnight of his coronation. “They have been keeping her at Winchester,” she concluded bleakly, “and I have no idea when I’ll be able to see her again. . . .”


Alys had insisted upon putting a consoling arm around Constance’s shoulders, much to the latter’s discomfort. But at the mention of Winchester, Alys forgot about offering solace and looked at Constance in surprise. “Aenor is not at Winchester. She is in Normandy now. She traveled upon the queen’s own ship. Once we landed at Barfleur, the rest of us headed south toward Nonancourt to meet Richard whilst Aenor was sent to Rouen. You did not know?”


“Obviously not,” Constance snapped, her brain racing as she sought to process this new and startling bit of information. She was furious that no one had thought to inform her, but the mere fact that Aenor was no longer in England was surely a reason for rejoicing. At the least, visits would be much easier. Would Richard permit it, though? If she approached him in public, midst a hall filled with eyewitnesses, and asked for permission to see her daughter, how could he dare say no? He’d be shamed into agreeing. But she could not make the same mistake with him that she’d done with Eleanor. God help her, she must assume the role of a humble petitioner, swallow her pride even if she choked on it.


Alys had continued to talk, but Constance was so caught up in her own thoughts that she was no longer listening. It was only when she heard her mother’s name that she turned back to the other woman. “My mother?”


Alys nodded. “Yes, the Lady Margaret was permitted to visit Aenor at Winchester.” Doing her best to ease Constance’s worries, she said earnestly, “Aenor is being well treated, Constance, truly she is. At Winchester, she often played with the Lady Richenza’s little brother, and the queen made sure that well-bred palfreys were provided for her escort. She was sent off to Rouen in fine style, as befitting a child of her high birth.”


Constance had never doubted that Aenor would be comfortably housed or given solicitous servants, so she was not appeased to hear it confirmed. It was some comfort, though, that her mother had spent time with Aenor. Margaret had wed an English baron after the death of Constance’s father, and Constance had hoped she’d be able to keep an eye upon Aenor. Alys had a pleasant voice, but it was grating now on Constance’s nerves, for she needed time alone to marshal her thoughts and plan how best to approach Richard. She paid the other woman no heed until Alys said something so startling that she whipped her head around to stare at the French princess. “What did you say?”


By now they were both on their feet, brushing off their skirts. “I said that I can be of little assistance to you now, Constance. But once I am queen, I promise that I will do all in my power to have Aenor returned to you.”


Constance was dumbfounded. Did Alys truly believe that Richard was going to marry her? If so, she was more naïve than a novice nun and more forgiving than the Blessed Mother Mary. If she’d been treated as shabbily as Alys, Constance would have prayed every day for the demise of her tormentor. Where was Alys’s indignation, her spine?


But as she gazed into the other woman’s face, Constance was struck by Alys’s wide-eyed, girlish mien. Alys was the elder of the two by six months, would be thirty come October. At that age, she ought to have been in charge of her own household, presiding over her highborn husband’s domains in his absence, a mother and wife, mayhap even a queen. Instead, she’d spent these formative years in pampered, secluded confinement, with no duties or responsibilities, denied the chance to mature, denied her womanhood. And Constance suddenly understood why Alys had been so eager to claim a friendship that had existed only in her own imagination, why—despite all evidence to the contrary—she still clung to the romantic belief that she would marry the man to whom she’d been betrothed since the age of nine. Looked upon in that light, it was not even surprising. Who would expect a tame bird to fend for itself if it were set free after a lifetime of gilded captivity?


With this realization, Constance found herself faced with an uncomfortable dilemma. Should she be the one to shatter Alys’s illusions? Constance had little patience with fools, yet there was no cruelty in her nature. To tell Alys the truth was akin to pulling the wings off a butterfly. But someone had to tell her. Surely it would be less painful coming here and now. The alternative would be to hear it from Richard himself, and Constance did not trust him to be tactful as he trampled Alys’s dreams underfoot.


“Alys . . . there is something you must know, and better you hear it from me than from Richard. He has no intention of marrying you.”


Color flamed into Alys’s face and then ebbed, leaving her white and shaken. “That is not true! It was his father who kept delaying our marriage, not Richard.”


“Alys, you need to face the truth. Richard has been king for over six months. If he’d wanted to marry you, it would have happened by now. He has never had any interest in making you his wife, at first because your marriage portion was so meager and then because he no longer trusts your brother, the French king. None of this is your doing but you must—”


“No!” Alys shook her head vehemently, began to back away. “You have not changed at all, Constance, you are still as sharp-tongued and jealous as you always were!”


Constance blinked. “Jealous?”


“Yes, jealous! Joanna and I were raised to be queens, but you had to settle for less and you still resent me for it.”


Constance experienced the righteous resentment of a Good Samaritan not only rebuffed but accused of unworthy motives. She started to defend herself, but Alys had whirled and was halfway up the nave, making her escape in a swirl of silken skirts. Constance made no attempt to call her back. She’d done what she could. It was now up to Alys. She could accept the truth or continue to dwell in her fantasy world. Suddenly Constance felt very tired. Watching Alys retreat, she faced a bitter truth of her own—that she’d rather have been Geoffrey’s duchess than the queen of any kingdom under God’s sky.








CHAPTER 5
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MARCH 1190


Nonancourt Castle, Normandy


[image: ]n order to have a private conversation without fear of eavesdroppers, Eleanor had retreated to her bedchamber with her son. After dismissing her attendants, Richard joked that they ought to plug the keyhole with candle wax to thwart any French spies. Taking the wine cup he was holding out, Eleanor raised an eyebrow. “Is your news as incendiary as that?”


Richard had seated himself by the fire, stretching long legs toward its welcome warmth—for spring came later to Normandy than it did to their beloved Aquitaine—and regarded her enigmatically over the rim of his wine cup. “Let’s just say it is news that Philippe would pay dearly to have, news I do not intend to share with him when we meet at Dreux on Friday.”


“May I hope that you do intend to share it with me . . . eventually?” But Eleanor’s impatience was feigned, for she was accustomed to this sort of teasing. Henry had been a master of suspense, too. It struck her how alike her husband and son were, doubtless one of the main reasons why they’d so often been at odds.


“You know I was in Aquitaine last month. I spent several days in Gascony at La Réole, and during that time I had a very private meeting with trusted agents of the King of Navarre.”


“Did you now?” Eleanor sat back in her chair, a smile playing about the corners of her mouth. They’d talked about this before, the possibility of a marital alliance with the Navarrese king, and were in agreement as to its potential. “I know you’ve raised the matter with Sancho in the past. I take it he is still interested.”


“Why would he not be? We still do have some issues to agree upon. So when I’m back in the south later this spring, I will meet again with his envoys, mayhap his son. What do they say about marriage contracts, Maman—that the Devil is in the details? But I am confident that we have an understanding, for it will be a good deal for both sides. I gain a valuable alliance, and God knows I’ll need a reliable ally to safeguard my southern borders from that whoreson in Toulouse. It is not by chance that Count Raimon is the only lord of note who has not taken the cross. He thinks this will be a rare opportunity to wreak havoc whilst I am occupied in the Holy Land. I’d wager he is already laying plans to invade Quercy even as we speak. But between Sancho and Alfonso,” he said, referring to the King of Aragon, a friend since boyhood, “I think they can keep him in check until I return.”


“Yes, it would be an advantageous match,” Eleanor agreed. Neither bothered to mention what Navarre was gaining from it, for that was obvious. Sancho’s daughter would become Queen of England, a lofty elevation for a young woman from a small Spanish kingdom. Sipping her wine contentedly, she studied her son, thinking he was taking pleasure, too, in outwitting the French king, for their friendship had been one of expediency, and once Henry had been defeated, the erstwhile allies were soon regarding each other with suspicion and hostility.


“Does . . .” She paused, prodding her memory to recall the girl’s name. “Does Berengaria speak French? The native tongue of Navarre is Romance, is it not?”


“When I visited her father’s court six years ago, her grasp of French was somewhat tenuous, but Sancho assured me that she has studied it diligently since then.” Richard’s smile was complacent. “The chance of a crown proved to be a powerful inducement. And she knows our lenga romana quite well, for it is spoken in many parts of Navarre.” He was pleased by that, for like Eleanor, he was fluent in both French and the language of Aquitaine. “I write most of my poetry in lenga romana and I’d prefer not to have to translate it for her.”


Eleanor was pleased, too, that Berengaria spoke the lenga romana, for that indicated she was well educated and familiar with the troubadour culture of the south. While compatibility was not a consideration in royal marriages, it did make marital harmony more likely, and Eleanor, like any mother, wanted her son to be content with the bride he chose. “When we’ve discussed this in the past, Richard, we spoke of political concerns, not personal ones. But after the marriage contract has been signed and the vows said, you’ll be sharing your life with a flesh-and-blood woman. What are you seeking in a wife?”


“Fertility,” he quipped, but then, seeing that she really wanted to know, he paused to give it some thought. “I’d want her to be sensible, not flighty or needy. Not overly pious, for no man wants to bed a nun. What else? A queen must be educated and worldly, of course . . .”


He almost added “loyal” but caught himself in time, for his mother’s loyalty to his father had been neither unconditional nor enduring. In his eyes, she could do no wrong. But he preferred a more conventional wife for himself, just as he did not want the tempest that had been his parents’ marriage. Civility seemed a much safer foundation for a royal union than wanton lust or love that burned so fiercely it became indistinguishable from hatred.


Almost as if she’d read his mind, Eleanor startled him by saying dryly, “The best marriages are based upon benign indifference or detached goodwill. That was the advice Harry’s father gave him ere we wed. Looking back, I suspect he may have been right.” She knew she would not have given up the passion, though, for she had not been born for safe harbors. “It sounds as if you have a realistic grasp of matrimony, Richard, which bodes well for you and your bride, and you seem satisfied with the girl herself. But I can only marvel at your powers of persuasion, even with a crown in the offing. Not many fathers would agree to wed a daughter to a man already betrothed to another woman for more than twenty years. How did you get Sancho to overlook your plight-troth to Philippe’s sister?”


“Sancho knows that marriage will never take place.”


“But does Philippe?”


“Well, not yet,” he conceded. “I cannot very well renounce the betrothal now, for Philippe would seize upon that as an excuse to forswear his holy vow. He never wanted to take the cross, was shamed into doing so by the Archbishop of Tyre’s fiery public sermon. And if Philippe does not go to Outremer, I dare not go myself.” Richard’s mouth twisted, as if the French king’s very name tasted foul. “As soon as I was gone, he’d overrun Normandy, making war upon my subjects instead of the Saracens, damn his craven soul to Hell.”


“I am not arguing with you, Richard. I can see the logic in waiting until Philippe has committed himself too fully to back out. But whether you reject Alys now or when you reach the Holy Land, Philippe is going to take it very badly. Not that he cares a whit for Alys herself. He cares a great deal, though, about his pride, and he will try to hold you to the betrothal, claiming that you have no legal grounds for breaking it.”


“Ah, but that is the beauty of it, Maman,” Richard said, his eyes gleaming. “Philippe has given me the grounds. Two years ago, when he was desperate to turn me against my father, he sent the Count of Flanders to me with a story likely to do that. You remember the meeting we had at Bonsmoulins?”


“All too well.” It was then that Richard had given Henry one last chance to acknowledge him publicly as his heir. When Henry balked, he’d unwittingly confirmed Richard’s darkest suspicions—that he meant to crown John—and Richard had reacted with a dramatic renunciation, kneeling and doing homage to Philippe for Aquitaine and Normandy and his “other fiefs on this side of the sea.” Henry had been stunned, and when she heard, Eleanor had wept, knowing there would be no going back. The bitter struggle between father and son could end only in defeat or death for one of them.


“Well, ere we met him at Bonsmoulins, I had a secret conclave with Philippe at Mantes. Philippe had been claiming for some time that I was in danger of being disinherited. But to make sure I had grievances enough to hold firm, he sent the Count of Flanders to me with a rather remarkable tale—that my father was swiving my betrothed.”


“Jesu!” But once the shock ebbed, she shook her head emphatically. “I do not believe that. Harry had his flaws. God alone knows how many women he bedded over the years. He was accused of any number of sins, some true, some not. But no one ever called him a fool, and seducing his son’s betrothed, the sister of the King of France, no less, would have been more than foolhardy. It would have been utter madness.”


Richard grinned, for his mother had unknowingly used almost exactly the same words to refute the accusation as his chancellor, Guillaume Longchamp, had once done. “I know,” he said. “I never gave it any credence, either. Philippe’s weakness is that he tends to hold his foes too cheaply. I suppose he thought I’d be so outraged that I’d not see the great gaps in the story.”


“Well, many men would have reacted like that. But not anyone who knew Harry. He would never have jeopardized so much for so little.”


Richard was amused that they were defending Henry on grounds of pragmatism, not morality. He doubted that a priest would approve of such a cynical argument, but it rang more true to him than any claims of virtue. “So you see,” he said, “Philippe has given me the key to unlock the chains binding me to Alys. I will be appalled that he’d expect me to wed a woman who’d lain with my father, truly appalled.”


Eleanor began to laugh, for what could be more satisfying than turning an enemy’s own weapon against him? Neither she nor Richard gave much thought to Alys, the innocent pawn, for when kingdoms were at stake, it was easy to justify almost any action in the name of a greater good.


Rising, Richard held out his hand. “I just wish you could be there to see Philippe’s face when I tell him, Maman. Now I want you to accompany me to the castle solar. I have made some changes in my plans to safeguard the governance of my realm whilst I am away, will reveal them at the great council meeting tomorrow. Since not all will be pleased, I thought it only fair to warn several of them beforehand, giving them time to come to terms with these changes. They are awaiting me now in the solar.”


Eleanor rose and took his arm, gratified that he always included her in matters of state, that he truly valued her opinions and her political instincts. She wondered occasionally if things might have been different had her husband only showed her the same trust and respect that her son did. But she also knew that the intimate bond she had with Richard was what Henry had desperately wanted, too, not understanding why the sons he’d so loved had become his enemies—and that was a regret she’d take to her grave, her awareness of the part she’d played in their family’s tragic disintegration. As they moved toward the door, she asked whom they’d be meeting and stopped in her tracks when Richard told her.


“Is that a jest? You’ve put your brothers and the Bishop of Durham and Longchamp together in one chamber and left them alone? Good Lord, Richard, you’d be hard pressed to find four men who loathe one another more than that lot does! Geoff will never forgive John for abandoning Harry as he lay dying, and John cannot abide him, either. Durham was adamantly opposed to Geoff’s elevation to the archbishopric of York, and they all despise your chancellor. We’re likely to find the solar knee-deep in blood.”


“I know. It will be even better than a bearbaiting.”


She eyed him dubiously, thinking that she’d never fully understand the male sense of humor. “But who is the bear and who are the hounds?”


“We’ll soon find out,” he said and opened the door.


[image: ]


GEOFFREY FITZ ROY considered himself blessed to have been the son of Henry Fitz Empress. He’d not been so lucky in the circumstances of his birth, for his mother had been one of Henry’s passing fancies, and even a royal bastard began life at a distinct disadvantage. Henry had been determined that Geoff would not suffer from the stigma of illegitimacy, though, and had sought a career in the Church for his eldest son, ignoring the obvious—that Geoff was utterly unsuited for the priesthood. He’d named Geoff to the bishopric of Lincoln when he was only twenty-one, much to Geoff’s dismay. Because he was under the canonical age for such an elevated post, Geoff had persuaded Henry to delay his ordination and years later, when the Pope demanded that he either accept consecration or resign, Geoff had chosen the latter, for he was much more at home on the battlefield than at the altar. He’d become his father’s chancellor then, fiercely loyal to Henry and bitterly resentful of the half-brothers who’d caused his sire so much grief.
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