
		
			[image: The_Book_of_Alys_Cover.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			First published by Romaunce Books in 2023

			Suite 2, Top Floor, 7 Dyer Street, Cirencester, Gloucestershire, GL7 2PF

			© Alan Gold, Sydney Australia, November 2022

			Alan Gold has asserted his right under the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988 to be identified as the author of this work.

			All rights reserved.

			No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in a form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

			A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

			[image: ]

			Cover design and content by Ray Lipscombe

			Printed and bound in Great Britain

			 Romaunce Books™ is a registered trademark

		

	
		
			Part the FIRST

			In which King Henry II of England kicks an officious envoy of the pope down a flight of steps, and Princess Alys tells the King’s mistress why she hates her fiancé, Prince Richard.

			Windsor Castle to the West of London, by a day’s horse ride - 20th August 1171

			Queen Eleanor of England and Aquitaine gripped the arms of her seat in fear for her safety, waiting for the coming onslaught. Although she was seated on the periphery of the dais, she knew from painful experience that when her husband’s temper was roused, anybody within range of his fists or feet or sword could suffer imminent death.

			Accustomed to his explosive temper, and known to give as good as she received, even the Queen was shocked by his sudden violent outburst against the cardinal. The fat pompous cleric, looking more like a throbbing red pustule about to erupt than a Prince of the Church, was acting as though he, rather than King Henry, had been anointed by God as ruler of the nation.

			The ridiculous narcissistic little man stood and pontificated before the front of the throne, preaching with imperial authority, invoking the judgement of God and Jesus, pointing his finger at the King’s chest, denouncing him and threatening the monarch of all England and half of France with the wrath of all the angels in heaven. 

			Yet to the Cardinal’s surprise, as well as that of the entire court, everything changed in an instant. One moment, the Cardinal was standing on his feet, held fast by the authority of the Catholic Church; the next moment, the silly cleric was flying backwards through the air like a fat fish leaping rearward out of a stream. 

			Without any warning, King Henry screamed an abuse and planted his boot in the man’s belly. With the strength of a bucking stallion, Henry kicked the Cardinal off the dais. The Papal Legate launched into the air like a rock from a ballista, flew in silent amazement through the air, and landed on his back with a sickening thud three steps below the throne. 

			Only then did the Cardinal utter a shriek of fear. The King sprang up from his throne and stormed down to where the shocked cleric had just landed, and with each step, screamed an ungodly series of filthy curses at him invoking all the devils in Hell.

			King Henry’s wild eyes and puce face presaged the death of the Papal Legate at any moment, or failing that, the death of anybody within the range of the King’s fists. The entire court stood stock still, too shocked and terrified to move. When the tall and muscular monarch paced from his throne and thundered down the three steps of the dais, drawing his sword and thrusting it at the neck of the terrified priest, the entire court knew that anybody who spoke or even moved could be next to meet their maker.

			Eleanor looked on in concern. If Henry killed the Pope’s emissary, as he was certainly about to, then it would mean war between France and England. And from the look on the King’s face, the hapless priest lying on the ground, arms and legs flailing like a gigantic red cockroach, was within moments of being butchered, breathing his last, sliced open like a pig from neck to gizzard. Eleanor was tempted to jump up and restrain her husband, but after all these years, she knew that she’d be the one against whom he’d turn in his uncontrollable fury. So she forced herself to remain seated and allow fate to determine whether or not death would soon visit this Cardinal, a diminutive self-righteous minion whom Pope Alexander III had sent from the Vatican, a little functionary who’d dared to stand before King Henry and order him to obey the Holy See’s command.

			Queen Eleanor considered herself lucky that on this occasion, the king’s vicious temper was aimed not at her or their children, but at the wretched priest who remained sprawled on the floor in front of the throne’s dais, staring up in wide-eyed horror at his nemesis. The Cardinal’s once florid and offensively confident face had suddenly blanched white with shock, pain and horror.

			As Eleanor looked around the court, dozens of men and women stood on the periphery of the Throne Room viewing in amazement the Cardinal’s sudden and inelegant backwards flight through the air and prostration on the floor below. This would be the talk of Windsor for days to come. Not only had King Henry kicked Cardinal Peter of Saint Chrysogonus, Pope Alexander’s Legate, off the platform to land on his back like a gigantic dying insect, but the king was about to ensure that war would come to the nation when his sword pierced the priest’s flesh and only stopped when it hit the stone floor of the Hall.

			Drawing blood from the scratch to the man’s neck, the King sprayed the Cardinal’s face with spittle as he screamed, “Tell that spawn of Satan in Rome, your Pope, that the King of England will not be doing his bidding a second time. Tell him this, you eminent Papal bumboy, that Henry of England may have been humbled once in order to bring peace to his nation by apologising to the Canterbury monks, but if the Pontiff dares to threaten or order me again, my armies will join with those of Spain, Portugal and Germany and unseat the filthy usurper. Then I’ll ensure that he is afforded the same death as that suffered by the saints Peter and Paul! Tell Alexander that I will come to Rome in person and crucify him upside down on the banks of the Tiber. And if he dares to utter an Interdict against the people of this land, then I’ll personally crucify each and every cardinal who is a member of this new College created by his predecessor, the Englishman Adrian. Tell him that, you arse-licking bed-bugging Priest, and see if your master is still brave enough to order me to accede to his demands.”

			Leaving him still sprawled on his back, waving his arms and legs, the Cardinal shouted, “Majesty … please … wait! England will not be placed under an Interdict, but unless you accede, then your continental lands and possessions, and all of the people therein, will be; they will be cast aside from the love and mercy of God and His Son Jesus.”

			Perhaps Henry didn’t hear what the flailing Cardinal had just threatened, for his back was turned and he continued up to his throne. But Queen Eleanor, and the rest of the court, certainly heard. And in her heart, she breathed with relief that the king didn’t turn and slice off the man’s head for darling to utter such a threat. An impetuous thing to do, especially for one lying prone on his back.

			So the king retreated up the three steps of the dais to return to his throne. Nobody minded that a cleric lost his dignity before a monarch, but the death of one so close to the Papal throne couldn’t be excused.

			Now they could see he’d been saved from his execution, two of the Cardinal’s acolyte priests rushed to grip him by the arms and haul him back to his feet. One was tempted to brush the dust from the back of his chasuble, but quickly realised that it would only add to the Cardinal’s indignity. Suddenly upright, the Cardinal was wary of climbing back up the stairs to stand as equal before the King and within reach of his fists and boots. Instead, he shook off the helping hands and stepped before the dais, looking up at the ruler of all England and half of France.

			Wiping the blood off his neck with the sleeve of his cape, the Cardinal struggled to recapture the dignity of his office as well as the authority of his mission by sounding calm and authoritative, and not as he truly was, still shocked and nervous. Clearing his throat, he said, “Your Majesty, my embassy here today has nothing to do with the previous understanding between yourself and His Holiness concerning the late and beloved Archbishop Thomas a ’Becket. You and His Holiness have already agreed that in the fullness of time, you will journey in homage pilgrimage to the Holy Cathedral at Canterbury to abase yourself and beg forgiveness of the monks while they whip and bodily scourge you for your part in the murder of the saintly Archbishop, and that while being whipped you will recite a Te Deum and intone aloud the apologia His Holiness wrote especially for …”

			Suddenly furious at the libel from the mouth of this cleric, Henry shouted, “I played no part in Becket’s death. He was murdered by four of the magnates in my court who overheard and misconstrued my utterances of anger against the Archbishop, and tried to ingratiate themselves in my favour. He used to be my friend, a man I loved. Yet the moment Becket returned from exile in France and landed on these shores, he continued to vomit poison against me. I warned him not to when we met in France, and I’d hoped he would have learned to remain silent. It was in anger that I spoke those words. 

			“And it was they, my magnates, not me, who misunderstood my private bequest to the Lord God to relieve me of the burden of this Archbishop. It was they, not I, who took themselves to Canterbury where they killed him. When I heard what these evil men had done, I donned sackcloth and ashes and fasted for three days.

			“In penance of their crime, I commanded them to travel to Rome to beg forgiveness before the Pope, and he sent them on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, where hopefully they’ll die along the way. Yet despite this, your lord and master the Pope says that I, the king of all England and my terrain beyond these shores, must bear both responsibility and punishment.”

			“That matter is in the past,” the Cardinal said quickly. “It is an accord agreed upon between the Kingdom of England and the Holy See and is beyond our discussion. But through me, this day, his Holiness seeks merely to warn you …”

			The king glared at him. Fearing that he’d again leap from his throne and do him damage, the Cardinal quickly corrected himself, and said, “ … to advise you of the dangers you face by your continued delay in signing the contract of marriage between your most beloved son Richard, and his intended bride, Alys of France, daughter of the King, Countess of Ponthieu and of the Vexin. The dangers of a Papal Interdict are very real, Highness. This child has been living here for two years, and her father, his Majesty, Louis, King of France, is complaining bitterly that no contract has been signed. He is concerned for the child’s safety and her happiness. The Princess is but ten years old. She has lived in your court for two years, yet without the security of a contract …”

			Sitting back on his throne, King Henry screamed, “Louis? Concerned for the child’s safety? He hasn’t looked at her since the day she was born. And God damn your contracts, Priest! Young Princess Alys has greater protection in our court here in England than she does in France where King Louis surrounds himself with mumblecrusts and muckspouts and other ne’er-do-wells. And my beloved wife, Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine, has taken it upon herself to ensure the child’s safety, comfort and happiness, her education and training so that she will become the right and royal wife of a Prince of the Crown.”

			A wave of approval sounded from the dozens of barons, earls, lords and knights, who, with their ladies, stood around the walls of the Throne Room in the castle, listening carefully to every nuance of the conversation. There was so much happening which would be discussed at great length as the most important men and women of the kingdom gathered on the steps and in the corridors of the castle to review the day’s events and how they might use them to benefit their personal fortunes.

			As the Cardinal straightened his robes of office, wondering what to say next, a warm morning wind blew in through the high casements which gently rustled the tapestries hung around the stone walls. King Henry reached over and picked up the goblet of wine his servant had placed on a small nearby table earlier. Refreshed, he picked up a cube of funnel cake and ate it, brushing some crumbs from the gold and blue doublet he was wearing beneath his great Chain and Seal of England. Calming down, King Henry picked up his crown and placed it on his head. A servant started to walk over to correct its position, but the king brushed the man away with a wave of the hand.

			 Slowly recovering from the discomfort and indignity he’d just suffered, the Cardinal determined that he wouldn’t be deflected from the task given to him by the Pope. His life might end at any moment, but at least he’d be elevated to sainthood and spend eternity in the sight and protection of God and Jesus Christ. The contract would be signed during his visit, or the wrath of God would be brought down on King Henry’s head, and the Pope would invoke an Interdict over the French territories of the King, separating every man, woman and child in those realms from Christ’s eternal love and fatherly forgiveness. For the cardinal knew in the very depths of his soul that while Henry might be the king of his earthly domain, the Cardinal spoke for the Pope, and His Holiness spoke for God Almighty Himself in His Heavens.

			“Majesty, His Holiness is aware of Queen Eleanor’s relationship with the French Court; his Holiness is also aware that when King Louis of France repudiated Her Majesty, now your Queen, and annulled their marriage nineteen years ago, it is likely that animosity exists still between the House of a former husband and a present House of his former wife, which may encompass his successor’s daughter, and …”

			“Nonsense, priest!” said the King. “There is no animosity between the King of France and me. We are brother kings, and he wishes his daughter to marry my son. We will be joined as kingdoms through the love of our children. And my Queen, Eleanor, was repudiated because of lies the French king was told by Eleanor’s bastard enemies, which he was so stupid that he believed. Brothers we may be as kings, but he doesn’t have the wit to wipe his own arse. There was no affair which his Queen was supposed to have had with her uncle Raymond while she was on Crusade in the Holy Land. Lies, Cardinal, which were unfounded and scurrilous,” Henry shouted, becoming increasingly agitated by the Papal Legate’s presumption.

			Silently, Eleanor thought, “And don’t forget that mine was a loveless marriage which produced only girls, and no male heirs, through no failing of mine, despite giving this horse of an English king more sons than is good for him. I was always there to provide my holy French husband with womanly comforts. But rarely did he rise to my expectations, because my French king and husband was more of a monk than a man. A real man would have given me a farmyard of children. I’ve had eight with my English stallion, four of whom are sturdy lads. And God only knows how many more children he’s spawned who grew in the bellies of other women.”

			Though cautious of the English King’s growing irritation, the Cardinal continued, “Lies, perhaps, your Majesty, but the King of France believed them, and after her Majesty Eleanor was expelled from the French court, she married you, Henry of England. His Holiness has concerns about the responsibilities which Eleanor has placed upon her own shoulders as a noble woman in the position of a mother to the Princess. But greater concerns have recently arisen, which have come to the attention of the Holy See. Reports have reached His Holiness’s ears about the growing rifts in your majesty’s relationship with Queen Eleanor, and there is talk in the courts of other nearby and brotherly nations about Her Majesty moving her court elsewhere to separate herself from your Majesty. What then for the treaty you of England and His Majesty of France signed at Montmirail, the terms of which, may I remind you, included the marriage of Alys to Richard, for which you are to receive the county of Berry between the borders of Touraine and Aquitaine.

			“But if your marriage fractures and your wife establishes her own court elsewhere, Henry, then what security does the King of France have in a future marriage between his beloved daughter Alys and your young beloved son Richard. And if there is a severing of this household, where will the Princess Alys reside? In Windsor? Or London? Or Poitiers? Or Chinon? Or Fontevrault? What then of the contract? What then of Alys? Will there be a rift in England between yourself, King Henry, and your queen, Eleanor?”

			Sitting nearby, Queen Eleanor quietly mumbled to herself, “Deus Vult.” Shaking her head silently, she prayed, “God wills it.”

			But the Cardinal was edging closer to death with every word he uttered. Eleanor could see it in Henry’s eyes. He was about to lose control again, and Eleanor knew that she had to intervene, not physically for that was too dangerous, like taunting a wounded boar, but intellectually which she knew would make her husband smile.

			“Cardinal,” she called out loudly. The entire court fell silent in surprise, and turned to listen to what Queen Eleanor would say. The little man turned to look at her. In flawless Latin, the Queen said, “My former husband, Louis of France, is the man about whom you and your master the Pope should have concerns. Not over this court of my much-beloved husband, Henry of England. This kingdom, under His Majesty, Henry of England, is a land which sings with joy each and every day. We are a prosperous God-loving people. But across the waves, Louis of France rules a land where discontent and hatreds flourish anew each morning with the rising of sun. May I remind you of what the Roman lawmaker Cicero wrote in his treatise de Legibus …salus populi suprema lex esto … let the good of the people be the supreme law. In my husband’s heart, Cardinal, the good of his people, England, will always reign supreme over the demands of the Roman Pope. Ask the men and women of France if their lives under their King Louis are as good, and then ask the same question of the yeomen of England. That is your answer as to Princess Alys’s safety.”

			Henry burst out laughing. “There you have it, priest! From the lips of the woman who has replaced Alys’s long-dead mother. Since the moment she was born, the darling child has had no mother. Constance of Castile may have given her life, but she was never a mother to Alys because she died within days of the child’s birth. This is the first true home that Princess Alys has known, with a loving mother and father, sisters and brothers. So return to Rome, Priest, and tell your master the Pope that the contract of marriage will be signed at a time and a place of my choosing. My choosing, priest! Not at the behest of that ninnycock who’s arse sits astride the throne of the blessed Peter.”

			The court burst into applause and laughter. But not everybody was laughing. 

			Listening intently to every word from an upper balcony, hidden by one of the vast stone columns, was the ten-year-old Princess Alys, who held her breath so that her presence wouldn’t be exposed, and so that she could hear what might become of her fate.

			Since she’d arrived two years earlier from Poiteau Castle in January, cast out of her home by her father Louis in order to marry Richard, a younger son of King Henry and Queen Eleanor, she had barely seen the lad. As she left the warmth and security of France, she was in floods of tears for the entire journey to England; and since then, she had been frightened, lonely, and desperate for the love and comforts of her companions. Nor did she understand why her father the King had told her that it was her duty to join France and England in order to bring prosperity to his lands, and even to avoid war. What did she care of politics or matters of state. Never having known her mother, and with a father who rarely looked at her, all she wanted were her playmates.

			When she’d arrived in England in January of that year, she was desperately cold, and the coldness had stayed in her body for months. The weather was atrocious, the castle freezing, and the only warmth came being near to the fires in her apartment. And neither was there warmth from the King of England, his sons or daughters, the court, and little enough from Queen Eleanor who was too busy fighting with King Henry, or conspiring with her sons, to pay her any heed to Alys’s needs. His Majesty had lied when he told the Cardinal that she was happy and secure in the bosom of her new family. Only Rosamund made her happy. Dearest Rosamund.

			Demeaning words and actions were the only things she’d come to expect from the boy she was destined to marry, Henry and Eleanor’s second living son, Richard. Despite her many attempts to befriend him, Prince Richard, the nasty and silly lad with whom she was ordered by her father to spend the rest of her life, was more concerned with war than friendship. He spent every moment of his days pointedly ignoring Alys, and instead playing with his companions when he wasn’t practicing with his weapons and learning the arts of sword and battle axe, lance and horse. The young Prince had recently become intensely enamoured of his new toy, a huge trebuchet given to him by the Worshipful Guild of Royal Armorers, and he would spend hour upon hour launching huge stones and sacks of turnips into the air. He was happier doing that than he was in developing a friendship with the girl who would become his bride.

			Richard was only two years older than Alys, but she’d hoped that they could be companions in a world of adults; yet he’d done everything in his power to avoid her since she’d come to live in England. On the occasions when he and his entourage met her and her Ladies in Waiting in a corridor or passageway, he would invariably turn his head so he didn’t have to look at her, and on occasion spit out some nasty and cutting remark, telling his giggling companions how tall and thin she was, how ugly were girls from France, how thin and spindly were her legs, or how funny was the way in which she spoke. So she spent her days alone in her apartments, continuing her education, learning the Anglo-Saxon language of the common people, and trying to determine how she could become one of the Royal family.

			Sometimes Prince Richard was present when she was invited to dine in the Banqueting Hall with the court. She would be seated next to him, but as she sat, he would find an excuse to stand and go to talk with another at the table. Sometimes one of his crude and nasty friends would fill his seat and spend the entire meal either pointedly ignoring her or saying things which were deliberately hurtful. Often, she would stand, walk before the King and Queen, bow her head and curtsey politely, then leave the banquet early to retire to her apartments to spend the entire night crying inconsolably.

			Because of the nature of Henry’s banqueting hall, which was a mixture of jousting yard and bawdyhouse both in the day and at night, Queen Eleanor had instructed that Princess Alys should eat her meals in her apartments, accompanied by two ladies in waiting and two maidservants. Indeed, the only time she left her apartments to eat was when Eleanor ordered her appearance for an official function. 

			For the rest of her days, she was tutored in Latin, Greek, Grammar, Mathematics and Rhetoric by some learned priest from the University of Oxford. Since King Henry had forbidden English students from travelling to Paris as a result of the quarrel he had had with the exiled Archbishop Thomas a’Becket, the number of learned teachers had expanded in Oxford, and one who was old and wise and uninterested in women, had been appointed to her. 

			When she wasn’t learning, she did her embroidery. On occasion, when granted permission by the Queen, she would ride with her companions through the English countryside.

			But there were moments in her life which were brightened by Rosamund. As she left the balcony overlooking the Throne Room, she hoped that the beautiful Rosamund wouldn’t be engaged in satisfying His Majesty, but instead would be in her apartments when she returned. Now that the interview with the Cardinal was over, and as he walked slowly backwards, refusing to bow to the King, Alys too decided that this was the right time for her to make herself invisible and return to her apartments. Her two ladies in waiting, standing in an outer corridor, asked her about the interchange with the Cardinal. They hadn’t seen the Prelate being kicked down the stairs of the throne’s dais, but knew something untoward was happening because of the raised voices.

			Princess Alys told them briefly what had transpired, but instead of laughing, they were saddened that still no date had been set for the finalisation of the contract of marriage. But in her heart, Alys was actually pleased. In the two years that she’d been in the English court, she’d formed a very bad opinion of her future husband, the Prince Richard. As the daughter of a King, she knew that love was inevitably absent from a political marriage, but what she’d hoped for was respect, for harmony, perhaps even for admiration - if not for herself, then for her position. 

			She’d brought a dowry to the marriage which not only included a valuable parcel of land, but troubadours had written songs about her saying that she was beautiful, clever, bright and well-educated. Yet Richard cared not an iota for any of these qualities and had ensured that she felt a constant state of belittlement in his presence. The more she ignored his arrows of venomous words against her, the angrier and more frustrated he became, which led to his acts and insults becoming crueller and cruder.

			But Rosamund understood the problems the young Princess was suffering, and hers was the shoulder on which Alys rested her head when the weight of the world became too heavy.

			As they entered her apartments, Alys beamed a smile when she saw Rosamund sitting and working on some embroidery she’d left in the hoops that morning. When she heard their return, Rosamund turned, beamed a smile, and stood. She curtsied deeply, a continuous joke between them because of Rosamund’s status as King Henry’s mistress, and Alys’s status as daughter of a King, and the future bride of a prince. Then Alys walked over, and the two hugged like older and younger sisters. Though Rosamund was nearly twenty years older than Alys, since the Princesses’ arrival in the English Court, she had taken on the roles of counsellor, friend, mentor, mother and father.

			“So, tell me everything, my darling. Don’t dare miss out a single detail. What happened? Did the Cardinal prevail? Is the contract signed?” Rosamund asked.

			Alys smiled. She loved hearing Rosamund speak the language of Northern France in her Welsh accent. And when she spoke Latin to King Henry, it was especially musical and funny.

			“Well, His Majesty treated the Cardinal with all the respect that the man deserved,” Alys told her.

			Instantly understanding, Rosamund began to say, “Oh dear! Oh dear, dear! I suppose that meant …”.

			“… it meant that Henry kicked the ridiculous little Cardinal in his belly and sent him flying half-way down the Throne Room to land on his back.”

			Rosamund burst out laughing. “Dear God Almighty in heaven,” she said, calming herself. “Did a bolt of lightning come down from Heaven? Did the Archangel Michael suddenly appear high in the transom? So, is the contract going to be signed? Will you marry Richard?”

			“Not if I can avoid it,” said Alys. “He’s cruel and silly and horrible. I hate him, Rosamund. I don’t want to marry him. He’ll treat me like a … a …” She struggled to think of a description of the way life would be with the Prince when he and she were old enough to marry.

			Rosamund hugged the girl again, tighter this time. “Little sister,” she whispered into her ear. “It’s the lot of women like us to be treated in that way by the men to whom we’re given by our fathers and mothers. We are nothing more than chattels in the scheme of life. And you, especially, being the daughter of a king, are of great value to your nation because of what your marriage can bring to your country … wealth, peace, security, an end to war  …”

			“But I don’t want to be a chattel. I want to be loved, feel secure, respected,” Alys whispered. “I don’t want to be like Queen Eleanor who fights every day and night with His Majesty. I don’t want to be like …”

			Her sudden embarrassed silence was filled by Rosamund, who said, “… like me? The mistress of a King. Hated by Queen Eleanor and her ladies, hated by the jealous women of the court for my access to Henry? Hated by the Archbishops and the rest of the clergy who see me as preventing their being able to whisper into Henry’s ear? Hated by the Lords and Earls and Barons and knights? And yet here I am, as I have been for years, warming the King’s bed at night, staying out of sight from the rest of the court while awaiting his return from hunting, soothing his brow when his temper is inflamed. And here I will remain as the King’s whore until His Majesty tires of me, or another woman catches his eye. Then I’ll be cast off, sent out from here, and hope to find a man who will close his eyes to my past and want to marry me for who I am and not what I’ve been made.”

			“But it doesn’t have to be like that, Rosamund,” insisted Alys. “Your own beloved father, Lord Walter de Clifford of the Welsh Marches was in love with your mother Margaret. You told me so yourself. And when you first met King Henry, when your father served in his Majesty’s campaign in Wales, against the wishes of your family, he favoured you and took you away from your home. Your father denied his King, until he was threatened. So why couldn’t my father have done that for me? Why did he have to parcel me up like a haunch of pork and send me to this cold and horrible land?”

			“You poor child,” Rosamund said, stroking Alys’s long blond hair. “Don’t compare yourself to me, I beg you. You know what they say of me. They play with my name; one moment I’m Rosa Mundi …”

			“Rosa …? Forgive me, sister,” said Alys, “but my Latin is not yet as good as yours.”

			The older woman smiled, and kissed Alys on the forehead. “Rosa Mundi means the rose of the world. But when they speak behind my back in passageways where they don’t think I can hear them, the nature of the men and especially the ladies of the court changes. For then I am no longer Rosamund or even Rosa Mundi. The next moment, to their laughter and ridicule, I’m Rosa Immunda, which means the unclean rose. Sometimes, the clerics of the Court whisper another name under their smelly breath, I become Rosa Immundi, and that, dearest Alys, means they’re calling me the unchaste rose. A whore; a harlot; a fallen woman.

			“They think it’s funny, but it’s like a dagger in my heart. I was a virgin when Henry first saw me and he’s the only man I’ve ever known. I had no choice but allow him to have knowledge of my body. And now in their eyes, and those of the rest of the world, I’m a fallen woman. Yes, child, my parents loved me, but in the years since I was made Henry’s mistress, they have not once written or sent messages. Henry won’t allow me to send a messenger to my home in Wales, in case it causes my father to demand my return or a vast payment for his defiling of me; but his real fear is that my father will raise his army and march out of Wales to reclaim me. Yet still they remain silent since I left my home. In truth, dearest Alys, I think it’s because my father recognises my reduced value to him and looks towards my sisters for his future.”

			Alys shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

			Rosamund smiled and kissed the girl again on her forehead. “My value to my father comes from my chastity. It is the only thing of value a woman can possess. A woman no longer chaste is diminished in value, and can’t hope to attract a husband of worth, such as a Duke or an Earl. Now I am fallen, I’m certain that my father’s eyes are closed to me forever as I am no longer of any value to him. I keep reassuring Henry that he should have no fears concerning my father’s intentions to reclaim me. I’ve told him that in my father’s eyes, I am of less value than an old pair of boots. It’s as though I’ve died in my father’s heart.”

			“But why not tell King Henry of what the Lords and Ladies of the court do to you? Say about you? Why suffer this abuse when you are the love of his life. You should be revered, respected. You’re the King’s favourite,” said Alys plaintively.

			“If I tell the King what his courtiers are saying behind my back, he’ll draw his sword and hack a dozen men to death in his fury. And when he’s calm and has forgotten the insults against me, what will that mean for me? I’ll be the woman who caused the death of clerics and other men of God. If he kills a Duke or a Baron, I’ll be that family’s enemy for all eternity. They will ensure that my life becomes a living Hell on earth. But your life, dearest little sister, is destined to be different. Oh Alys, I envy you so greatly. As the future bride of a Prince of the realm, you will ride through towns and villages and hold your head high in pride. You’re to be a member of the Royal family. You’re to marry a Prince of England and Normandy, of Aquitaine and God only knows what other lands which Henry will conquer. And with every breath in your body, you will be a mere death or two away from succeeding to become Queen of England. Think of that, Alys, as the life which God Almighty has carved in rock for you because of your birth, and not of the misery your life is at this moment.”

			The young girl pulled away, reached up and kissed Rosamund on the cheek, and then crossed herself, praying to God that her beloved older sister was correct.

		

	
		
			Part the SECOND

			In which Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine gathers her children to her French court, in order to plan the overthrow of her husband, old King Henry, and install her children as rulers of their own lands.

			Poitiers Castle Aquitaine, central France Salle des Pas Perdu 20th April 1173 

			Tall, majestic, thirteen-year-old Princess Alys of France, Countess of Ponthieu, future wife of Prince Richard, trailed after Queen Eleanor, desperate to keep up with the fleet-footed forceful woman. Obligated to carry her own bags by an order to his servants from Prince Richard, she looked in anger and frustration at her future husband and his brother Prince Geoffrey, walking swiftly in their mother’s footsteps, hastening to reach the end of the Hall. It was easy for them, as they were unburdened by their baggage which was being carried in the rear by their servants. As they walked into the vast gallery, they chatted amiably with each other. It was another aspect of the cruelty which the sixteen-year-old Richard showed towards his future bride. Nor did his brother, Geoffrey, a year younger and even less mature, consider the young princesses’ plight.

			Alys was confident that if Eleanor had turned her back and seen what was happening, she would have berated the servants, snapped her fingers, and Alys would have been freed of her burdens. Though she and Queen Eleanor were growing increasingly distant because of the often-outrageous compliments which King Henry would often pay Alys, compliments she neither expected nor welcomed, none-the-less, Eleanor always behaved like a queen, and would insist that a young women, the daughter of a king, didn’t carry her own baggage.

			But at the moment, Eleanor was too concerned about returning to the Castle, and especially anxious to know what how the plans were developing for the young King Henry to overthrow his father, old King Henry. 

			As they walked deeper into the astoundingly cavernous hall known as the Salle des Pas Perdu, Alys quickly understood why it was known as the hall of lost footsteps. As they walked their footsteps didn’t echo back to them, but were lost in the vastness of the space. Nor did the huge fire blazing away in the carved fireplace at the distant end of the hall even come close to warming the chill in the April air.

			The others didn’t seem to notice the cold in the hall. Eleanor was intent on reaching the banquet table at the far end, closer to the fire, when it had been arranged that she’d be greeted by young King Henry. Though he was brother to Richard, at eighteen, he was two years older, and was the only one of Eleanor’s sons who treated her with something approaching warmth.

			For Alys, it continued to be a mystery that King Henry had elevated his oldest son young Henry to be co-equal regent. Understanding the tensions within royal families, she knew that a son ignored was like a fire brand dipped

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/The_Book_of_Alys_graphic_for.jpg
ALAN GOLD
“THE BOOK

ALYS

HENRY II, exhausted from everlasting war, finds solace,
passion, and tragedy falling for the youthful beauty of ALY'S
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