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PROLOGUE

Hattin, The Holy Land

July 1187






From where he stood
on the high horn of Hattin, it seemed certain to Al-Afdal
ibn Salah al-Din Yusuf that the battle was all but done. The heat
was incandescent, mingled with the smoke of a thousand fires, and
the clamour was deafening. The Nasrani army had had all routes of
escape cut off, were falling like flies under the constant
bombardment of arrows, and were utterly spent of water or strength.
A force of some twenty thousand had been brought to bear against
thirty thousand of the Prophet’s men, and well under half of that
remained.

The Nasrani were making some
attempt at a cavalry charge. Al-Afdal watched, heart racing, as
they met a breaking wave of righteous spears and swords. The
infidels were simply too decimated to withstand it. Disorganised,
slashed, torn, bleeding, the flanks of the army fell into ruin and
rout, and the sultan’s men galloped gleefully after them, in
pursuit.

‘We have beaten them!’ Al-Afdal
cried, pumping both fists. ‘Praise Allah!’

‘Be quiet!’ At last the
man beside him, mounted astride a beautiful blood-bay mare, turned
from where he had been observing, with utter, hawklike intensity.
‘Do you not recall how they gathered themselves and charged again,
only moments ago? These are brave men, and will not yield. We will
only have victory if we are able to kill them all.’

To Al-Afdal, who had heard a
multitude of stories attesting the Nasrani king’s incompetence and
fecklessness, this did not appear a very difficult proposition. Guy
de Lusignan’s worst mistake was hard to anoint, as there were so
many candidates for the title, but whether it was depleting the
garrisons of key cities across the Holy Land – Acre, Jaffa,
Ascalon, Toron, Sidon, Tyre, and many more – or relying on
faithless miscreants like Reynald de Châtillion, or blatantly
pissing on the truce agreed to just two short years ago, Guy was
merely keeping up a distinguished record. If he hadn’t
ill-advisedly attacked the sultan’s forces at Tiberias, moving his
army away from their only water supply, he would not now be reaping
the fruit of his folly.

Most crucially of all,
however, Guy had left only his wife, Queen Sibylla, and a Nasrani
cleric, Patriarch Heraclius, to defend the revered Holy City of
Jerusalem. Every other lord of even modest provenance was here,
fighting, dying. This day had been long
in coming, but despite himself, Al-Afdal felt a brief admiration
for these lunatic Franks and their fool of a king. No matter that
the plain below was heaped with corpses and the sand ran red with
blood, still they refused to countenance surrender.
We shall have to kill them all,
then.

Glancing sidelong at his father,
Al-Afdal saw that the sultan was pale and tense, craning over the
neck of his mount. Saladin had one fist gripping his beard, and was
using the other to shade his eyes against the brilliance. ‘Give the
lie to the Devil!’ he cried. ‘For the glory of Allah!’

‘Great father, look!’ Al-Afdal’s
finger shook with excitement as he pointed. The noose around the
last few Nasrani had closed tight as a trap, and their brave
soldiers were pulling it still tighter. Again he cried, ‘We have
beaten them!’

‘Be quiet!’ Saladin
snarled. ‘We have not beaten them until that – ’ he indicated Guy
de Lusignan’s royal pavilion, the centre of the enemy camp – ‘has
fallen. Not until then, do you – ’

‘Father!’ Al-Afdal
screamed. ‘Look!’

The sultan wheeled about. Both
father and son stared. At almost the precise moment Saladin had
spoken, the Nasrani standard went down. It was followed almost
instantaneously with nothing short of a miracle: so did the
tent.

For a moment, Saladin, Al-Afdal,
and all the watching commanders were speechless. Then Saladin,
tears in his eyes, reverently dismounted. He knelt in the dust, the
screams of dying men still drifting in the white heat, and
prostrated himself south, in the direction of the Holy City of
Mecca. And then, as his son and his generals hurried to emulate
him, the great champion of the faith, Salah al-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub,
prayed and wept for joy.

The sultan’s pavilion was
pitched among the carnage. It was there that the staggering,
exhausted prisoners were brought. Al-Afdal recognised some by name
or reputation: the bearish, grizzled William de Montferrat, the
father of Queen Sibylla’s late first husband and also of Conrad, a
swaggering, gallant soldier whom the Moslems had learned to regard
with wariness and respect. Humphrey de Toron, the dashing consort
of Isabella, Sibylla’s younger sister. The Grand Master of the
Knights Templar, Gerald de Ridefort. But the truly priceless ones
were at the rear. Amalric de Lusignan, the brother of the king.
Humphrey’s stepfather: Reynald de Châtillon, the bane of the True
Faith. And then
Guy de Lusignan, the defeated king
himself.

Al-Afdal, observing his father,
could see that Saladin was very pleased, as well he might be. The
sultan considered his captives with dark, liquid eyes. Then he
asked, ‘Where is Raymond of Tiberias? Joscelin of Edessa? Reginald
of Sidon? Balian de Ibelin?’

‘We found them not, radiance,’
said Kahadin, the captain. ‘It is likely they fled the field. In
great haste, I am told,’ he added with a snort.

‘So long as they are at
liberty, our work remains undone. Find them.’ With that, Saladin
turned to the prisoners again. It was Humphrey he greeted first;
they knew each other from previous escapades. ‘Sayyid de
Toron.’

Humphrey, reeling and filthy and
bloodied – he was a poet and diplomat, no soldier – nonetheless
answered, in the Arabic he spoke fluently. ‘Radiance.’

Saladin gave him a nod,
then his gaze flicked to Guy de Lusignan. The Nasrani lord stood as
if drunk or dazed, gasping heavily, eyes glazed and
uncomprehending. His face was blank, a mask of terror. Al-Afdal
scorned him. A king should
have no fear.

‘Sayyid.’ Saladin beckoned him.
‘Come closer.’

Still Guy remained unmoving,
until Humphrey edged alongside him and in a low voice rendered what
the sultan had said. The king stumbled to the dais.

‘You are thirsty.’ Saladin
accepted a goblet from a slave girl, and held it out. ‘Drink.’

Guy hesitated again. Mayhaps he
suspected everyone of being as duplicitous as he was himself;
Al-Afdal had heard the gossip of how Guy had contrived to become
king in the face of opposition from nearly every Nasara in the Holy
Land. But to hold back longer would give insult, and the man was
clearly parched. He accepted the cup and gratefully gulped the cold
water.

Al-Afdal thought he had drunk it
all, but Guy had not. He had left a good few swallows in the
bottom. And then, as the Moslems watched in astonishment and
disbelief, Guy held the cup out to Reynald de Châtillon.

The older man took it and
busily quenched his thirst, for all the world as if he had the
right, and Saladin’s eyes grew narrower and narrower as he watched
his nemesis. From ambushing unarmed Moslem supply caravans, to
attempting to molest Saladin’s sister as she returned from her
holy hajj to Mecca, to trampling upon every oath or treaty he had
ever sworn, Reynald was perhaps the only man in the Holy Land with
a longer catalogue of misdeeds than Guy. At least most of Guy’s
misadventures could be chalked up to stupidity; Reynald’s were
actively malicious.

The silence in the tent
was absolute. Then Saladin said softly, ‘I did not offer you the
cup, Sayyid
Reynald.’

In an undertone, Humphrey
conveyed to his stepfather what had been said. Al-Afdal found it
odd that the young de Toron, one of the Nasrani who had
consistently proven himself friendly and ready to engage in
commerce with the Moslems, should be related even tangentially to
such a singular malfeasance, but that was his misfortune.

Reynald glanced up, only now
sensing his danger. ‘What?’

‘I did not offer you the
water,’ Saladin repeated. ‘Only to Melec Guy. Therefore, you are not
protected by our laws of hospitality. You are anathema.’

The silence persisted. The
captives exchanged terrified looks. Saladin rose from his chair,
and with measured strides, crossed the sand to Reynald. Then with
one serpent-quick blow, he smote the cup from Reynald’s hand. It
fell with a clatter.

‘How many oaths have you
broken?’ Saladin asked. ‘How many men have you betrayed? How many
truces have you violated? How many widows have you made?’

Voice scarce more than a
whisper, Humphrey translated. But Reynald de Châtillon stood
unrepentant, his pale eyes gazing into the black ones of the
sultan’s. He answered.

‘My lord stepfather says that
kings have always acted thus. He did no more.’

‘He is no king. And does he
remember that I swore his life was forfeit if he fell into my
hands?’

Humphrey paused only a moment.
‘He remembers, radiance.’

Saladin’s eyes remained locked
on his adversary’s. ‘No man will have cause to call me oathbreaker,
at the least. Baha al-Din.’

His scribe and bodyguard rose to
his feet. ‘Radiance?’

Saladin held out his
hand. ‘Saif.’

There was an aghast murmur among
the prisoners. Guy de Lusignan took a convulsive step, and was
yanked back. Baha al-Din unsheathed his scimitar and gave it to the
sultan.

Saladin took it. He
regarded Reynald de Châtillon coldly a moment longer. And then,
with that same viper’s quickness, he struck. The blade flashed
through the air and lodged deep in Reynald’s neck, spurting
arterial crimson. Even as he was crumbling to his knees, Saladin
wrenched the sword out and swung it again. Reynald’s head rolled
away and came to rest at the feet of Al-Afdal’s younger brother,
Uthman. Uthman, the imbecile, grinned and kicked it.

Saladin handed the bloody sword
back to Baha al-Din. ‘Take that away,’ he ordered, indicating the
corpse. ‘It may feed the jackals with the rest.’

Guy de Lusignan choked. He fell
to his knees, cowering.

Saladin glanced at him. In
a more reassuring tone, he said, ‘Rise, Melec Guy. My grudge is not
with you or any of these others – this one alone was killed, for
his maleficence and perfidy.’

With remarkable composure,
Humphrey translated.

‘Then – then will the gracious
sultan permit – ’ Guy snivelled.

‘I mean not to kill you,
no,’ Saladin said. ‘But nor mean I to let you go. The Holy Land is
mine now, Melec
Guy. You emptied your castles, you made
ruin of your strength, the Templars and Hospitallers and common
soldiers alike lie dead in their thousands. This day will be long
remembered in both our faiths, and you have lost it.’

There was no disguising the
abject panic on Guy’s face. ‘My lord sultan, you can’t – my wife,
the queen, she will pay a goodly ransom for my release – ’

‘What will be, may yet be. But
it is not your ransom I desire.’ Saladin gestured, and his guards
moved forward. ‘Liberate Humphrey de Toron,’ he told them, ‘for he
is known to me well. Take the others away and bind them hand and
foot.’

This was obeyed. Outside, the
sun edged down the parchment sky. The vultures gathered in swarms,
descending on the heaps of dead Christians. The victorious Moslem
conquerors retired with Saladin to offer joyous prayers of thanks
and praise. And twilight fell over the killing fields between the
Horns of Hattin, and the only sound was the wind.






In the days and months after
Hattin, the cities of the Holy Land fell like ripe fruit into
Saladin’s hands, one after the other. The lone exception was Tyre,
where William de Montferrat’s son Conrad arrived in time to fortify
it and mount a more-than-mortal one-man defence. The lord Balian de
Ibelin, who had also escaped to Tyre, then sent a message to the
sultan begging leave to pass through the Moslem lines closing
around Jerusalem, enter the city and get out his wife, Maria
Comnena, and their children. He was also stepfather to Queen
Sibylla and her younger sister Isabella, Humphrey’s wife, but both
women still had confidence that Jerusalem would be held.

Saladin agreed, on the
condition that Balian leave straightaway with his family, and that
he swear an oath never to fight against Allah’s People again.
Uthman, however, declared that the word of a kafir should never be
trusted, and when word came – Balian, arriving in a desperate and
besieged Jerusalem, had given into the citizens’ pleas that duty to
his fellow Christians outweighed any considerations made to a
pagan, and began to muster it to arms – he indeed looked
unfortunately prophetic. Saladin, however, held no grudge, and even
arranged for an escort to take Maria and the children to safety in
Tripoli. Then he began the attack on Jerusalem.

It was now almost October, and
the threat of the foul winter weather was foremost in all minds.
Parts of the great wall were broken down by the relentless Moslem
salvos, but Balian, who had out of expediency dubbed every man in
the city a knight, held fast. Yet at last, out of provisions and
knowing that to hold out to the bitter end would condemn the
citizens to a massacre along the lines of the one in God’s Year
1099, he forwarded a request for parley.

Once more, Saladin agreed.
Riding out from the great gates, Balian informed him that the
defenders of Jerusalem would kill each other and torch the city
sooner than see it taken by force – an outcome which would, in
either case, completely reduce the holy place to dust and ashes.
They would, he added, soon have no choice.

At last, it was negotiated
between the two of them that Jerusalem should be surrendered –
handed over from Christian control to Moslem, effectively ending
the Crusader kingdom of Outremer that had endured for almost a
hundred years. Hostages were taken, payments made, oaths sworn,
captives released, fates sealed. Guy de Lusignan remained
languishing in chains, even as his devoted wife pleaded Saladin for
his freedom. And as the news travelled to Europe, Balian de Ibelin
was condemned as near onto the Antichrist himself, for letting the
infidels take the holy ground of Our Lord’s Crucifixion rather than
fighting to the last drop of blood. But the Knights Templar and
Knights Hospitaller, the two great Crusading orders, had in fact
elected for that option, and many of them were slaughtered
gruesomely during the sack.

Christendom, still reeling from
the slaughter at Hattin, was mortified beyond all measure. Pope
Urban, it was said, died of shock upon hearing the news. His very
brief successor, Gregory VIII, made the most of his fifty-eight
days on St Peter’s chair by calling at once for a Third Crusade,
deploring the sins of ordinary Christians that had led God Almighty
to such a punishment. And time and chance met blood and fire, and
all the world was changed.
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Absalom
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 CHAPTER
ONE

Peterborough, England

July 1189






‘Name of the accused?’ said the bailiff,
swatting at the horsefly lazily circling his head. ‘Charges?’ And
in the same breath to his clerk, ‘Walt, write faster, you dunce!
God’s breath, we don’t want to be here all day!’

Walt, a puny, nervous man
of indeterminate years and a face that made him look like a ferret,
muttered an acquiescence and began to write faster, pausing only to
dip his quill and mop his sweaty face with his sleeve. The soaking
heat oozed through the canvas canopy and must have weighed the heaviest upon the accused, a scrawny
stripling, whose arms were prisoned by a pair of burly reeves. In
complete defiance of the temperature, he was shaking like a
leaf.

‘Charges?’ the bailiff repeated,
missing the horsefly by a whisker.

‘Theft, m’lord,’ said one of the
reeves. ‘Nine shillings, fourpence, and a farthing. As for the
culprit, this ‘ere is Tom the blacksmith’s prentice. It were the
blacksmith that he swindled.’

‘Mmph,’ said the bailiff.
‘Shocking. How do you plead?’

‘For me mum! It was for me mum!’
Tom shrieked. ‘On my hope of heaven, m’lord bailiff, she’s not
well, she isn’t, it were me only chance – ’

‘What’s this gabble?’ said the
bailiff, addressing himself to the reeves. ‘How did he plead?’

‘Guilty,’ said the first reeve.
‘Guilty as Judas.’

‘Something about his mum,’ said
the second one. He added to Tom, in very bad English, ‘She the
tasty mite I fucked in the stews last night?’

‘No one cares about a
‘prentice-lad’s mother.’ The bailiff missed the horsefly a third
time, thus increasing his aggravation. ‘For the theft of such a
sum, I should be required to put him speedily to death, but for
this display of tender filial affection, I’ll settle for having his
right hand off. Done this day, July the Fourteenth, in the
thirty-fifth year of the reign of our good King Henry, eleven
hundred and eighty-nine Anno Domini, in the city of Peterborough,
the Kingdom of England, etc etc. Walt, do you have all that?’

‘Certainly do, m’lord.’

‘Good, take him away. Next.’

Emitting piercing howls, the
unfortunate Tom was hauled off to meet the long arm of the law.
There was a flash of metal, a sickening chunk, and a redoubling of
the pig-butchered shrieks that the bailiff had to raise his voice
considerably in order to be heard over. ‘Name and charges?’

The accuser this time was
a portly priest. His tonsured pate had turned bright red in the
sun, a colour only exceeded by that of his face, and he had by the
wrist an old man who hardly resembled the world’s most feared
outlaw, being possessed of more vermin than valour. Certainly
nothing, it seemed, to merit the priest’s unbridled outrage, but
that was evidently the case. ‘My lords!’ he shouted, over Tom’s
continued shrieks. ‘What you see before you is a blasphemer of the
highest order! He is guilty of the mortal sin of posthumous
murder!’

‘Your pardon, but I was
under the impression that the victim had to be alive for it to
qualify as murder!’ the bailiff bellowed back. ‘And do you
churchmen not have your own courts for such matters – what else did
Thomas Becket fight our King so long for?’

‘Saint
Thomas Becket, let us be quite clear!’ the
priest rejoined promptly. ‘And the right of trial by clergy is only
applicable when it is a member of the clergy that has committed
such despicable acts – which I thank our sweet lord Christ we have
not! This infidel was caught burning his wife’s body! Such an
affront will not be tolerated!

‘Pardon me, but – ’ The
bailiff had to abruptly stop shouting mid-sentence as Tom’s shrieks
finally died to whimpers. ‘I fear I am not as learned in theology
as you, good priest. What exactly is the problem? He burned his
wife’s body? The wench was dead beforehand, I
collect?’

‘What is the
problem?’ The priest inflated. ‘This fool has destroyed her
salvation! How on earth shall her body rise at the Judgment, if her
dolt of a husband burnt it? Cage him up and send him to London,
have the king make an example of him!’

‘Our liege King Henry is in
France,’ said the bailiff coolly. As a matter of fact, the king’s
protracted absence had thrown the justice of the realm into severe
disarray, as every dungeon in England was packed with prisoners who
could not be tried until the sovereign deigned to return. Crippling
overcrowding in their own town of Peterborough had at last forced
the bailiff to conclude that His Grace would not be unduly slighted
if they cleaned out a few thieves, rapists, and counterfeiters
beforehand. ‘More trouble with Richard and that turd Philip. And do
you not think that you have this rather wrong-headed? I was under
the impression that it is only God who is the arbiter of a man’s
salvation. If He could fashion Adam from dust, a filthy peasant’s
wife should not concern Him much. Let the poor wretch go, he’s
suffered enough.’

The priest drew himself
up. Both parties were fully aware that this show of apparent mercy
on the bailiff’s part owed itself to a furious, long-simmering
grudge between himself and the abbot of Peterborough Abbey, running
all the way back to the tumultuous days of the Constitutions of
Clarendon and Saint
Thomas Becket’s rebellion against his former
closest friend. Back when church and crown were pitted against each
other in a clash for the very soul of England, when the personal
rivalry of two men had played out on the greatest stage imaginable.
It was playing out again at the moment, the poisoned echoes
lingering well after Becket’s defiance had ended before the altar
of his own cathedral, on a frigid December night. No matter how
many public acts of penance Henry had undertaken since, memories
were longer.

‘I shall take him to the
cardinals’ court!’ the priest declared hotly. ‘They will understand
what an insult has been done to God!’

‘You said it yourself, my
lord priest. The man is one of the laity, and has no call to be
tried by a clerical jury – and we all know you insist on your right
only because you fear a less biased assemblage would convict you.
But peasants who cannot afford to bury their wife before she begins
to rot. . . that, surely, you mongrels can leave to the
Crown?’

The priest was livid. ‘How dare
you speak to a man of God in that – ’

The bailiff’s hand shot out and
squashed the horsefly, leaving a juicy red stain on Walt’s
beleaguered parchment. ‘The accused is pardoned. Done this day,
July the Fourteenth, in the thirty-fifth year of the reign of our
good King Henry – ’

‘God will judge you,’ the priest
hissed.

‘I expect He will,’ said the
bailiff, with a pleasant smile. ‘But at least no one’s burning my
body, aye? Let him go, or you’ll wish you did. Next.’

Seething, the priest flounced
off. The freed peasant hied in the opposite direction, shoving
through the onlookers who had been attending the assize for hours,
hoping for a hanging. A few of them chucked rotten vegetables after
the escapee, but the rest turned their attention to the next guilty
party, who looked a deal more likely to fulfil their desires. This
one was in full irons, and what was more, he seemed to understand
the French that the legal proceedings were being conducted in. Not
your average pickpocket.

‘Charges?’ said the
bailiff. If this one was guilty of
anything worse than larceny, they might need to wait until the king
returned, but only God in Heaven knew when that would be. Surely
Henry Plantagenet, who regarded any moment sitting on one’s arse as
a moment irretrievably wasted, would not be pleased that his realm
had been paralysed in his absence.

‘Espionage, conspiracy, and
treason,’ the reeve growled. ‘Caught with a letter on him, trying
to get north.’

‘A letter meant for who?’

‘William of Scotland, my lord.
It outlined plans for Scottish insurrectionists to rise up and take
back the castles of Berwick and Roxburgh. Two of the five which
William was justly forced to yield to our own lord Henry.’

‘They’re Scots, they wouldn’t
have bloody won,’ the bailiff remarked flippantly, but his eyes
were on the rebel. ‘What’s your name?’ he demanded.

A pause. The rebel attempted to
shake his dark red hair out of his eyes, failed, and coughed
painfully, as if he’d been kicked in the ribs. ‘Adam fitz
Robert.’

‘And how do you plead, Adam fitz
Robert?’

‘I was carrying a message to
William of Scotland, aye. But no treason. It was a request for him
to travel south and renew his oath of fealty to the King of
England, as is required yearly by the Treaty of Falaise.’ Adam fitz
Robert was good at hiding the emotions on his face, but could not
keep a distinct edge of scorn out of his voice.

The bailiff laughed. ‘A fair
try, lad, but no. King Henry is in France, not London. A pity you
didn’t hear me before, it may have helped your story. Evidence?

‘Here.’ The reeve thrust a hand
into his tunic and came up with a crumpled letter, which he took
the liberty of unfolding for the jury. ‘A plot to storm Berwick and
Roxburgh, slaughter the king’s garrisons, and otherwise be most
seditious, see if it isn’t!’

The bailiff squinted at it.
‘It’s in English, I can’t read it,’ he complained. ‘Walt!’

The clerk jumped several
feet, and very nearly upset his
inkwell.

‘Does this or does this not
constitute treason?’ the bailiff asked, foisting the letter on
him.

Walt accepted it gingerly.
‘Er. . . yes, yes it does say something about castles. . .
’

‘Treason!’ a voice rumbled, near
at hand. ‘Hang the bastard! Hang him! Hang him!’

The chant spread through the
crowd quick as plague. They were hot, and they’d seen nothing more
exciting than a blacksmith’s prentice getting a hand chopped off,
and they did not like the way Adam fitz Robert refused to plead and
shiver. ‘Hang him! Hang him! Hang him!’

‘I don’t think William the
Pussy-cat has any place to – ’ the bailiff began loudly –

‘MY LORDS!’ the accused boomed,
startling everyone. ‘I have done no wrong! But if any man says I
have, let him come forth with a sword in his hand! I demand my
trial by battle!’

The crowd, which had been
waiting all day for something just this exciting, went off into
spasms. Coins began to change hands, wagers laid, choices put forth
as to which champion might be suitable to knock the insolent
bastard down a peg or ten. The bailiff jumped up and was about to
issue a stern decree for order when a second commotion became
audible at the back. ‘Make way! Make way for the king’s
man!’

The crowd, now thoroughly
overexcited, was more of a hindrance than a help, and it was only
with extreme difficulty that the newcomer was able to win through.
He was just a young man in a sweat-drenched tabard, but the device
on his chest was royal, the two lions in blazing crimson and gold.
He dismounted in a fluster, turned in a circle thrice, then knelt
before the jury and pulled his hood off. Slowly, badly, and
piecemeal, silence fell as they realised how grim his face was.

‘Good sir,’ said the bailiff.
‘Your name and errand?’

‘Roger of London, my lord. I
bring most grievous news. From France.’

The bailiff frowned. ‘Surely
nothing has befallen the king – ’

‘My lord. . . I fear it
has. Henry fitz Empress, by the Grace of God King of England, Lord
of Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, Duke of Normandy, Brittany,
Gascony, and Aquitaine, Count of Anjou, Poitou, and Maine – he is
dead, my lord. Nearly this past fortnight. He died the sixth of
July near Chinon, alone and forsaken, after he had been forced to
surrender to his son Richard and Philip Augustus of France. He was
taken to Fontevraud Abbey for his burial, in his patrimony of
Anjou. He was fifty-six years old. May his soul rest in
peace.’

There was a thundering silence,
which lingered and lingered and would not end. It was only broken
by a muttered comment from a certain priest, that such a fate was
inevitable for a king who had persecuted God’s Church so
vigorously.

‘Is that – is that so?’
said the bailiff at last. ‘But for a fortnight, then, we have been
doing justice in the name of a dead king. . . Who has claimed the
crown?’

‘Richard, my lord. Queen Eleanor
helped see to it.’

One of the constables made
a scathing noise. ‘Small wonder His Grace was hounded into his
grave so untimely, with all his sons and his wife at his throat. Even
worse, there’s no way Richard will keep her locked up as she
deserves.’

‘Absalom and the Scarlet Whore
of Babylon curled up on the throne? God help us all,’ said the
bailiff. ‘What shall Richard do first, peddle off half of England
to Philip?’

The messenger had no good answer
for this, but attempted to manufacture one nonetheless. He was
interrupted by an ear-splitting screech, followed by shouts of
outrage and alarm. ‘What – there he goes – catch the bugger! Catch
him!’

Caught with trou dropped, the
jurists’ heads swivelled madly in assorted directions. All they saw
was a set of empty irons. With absolutely impeccable cunning, Adam
fitz Robert had taken the opportunity not only to filch the key to
his fetters from the drowsing gaoler, but to get them undone and
subside into the crowd while everyone was thinking up new
imprecations to heap on Richard. His escape would have been clean
had he not stepped on the foot of the baker’s wife, who was
renowned for her highly unbiblical temperament. While the goodwife
was haranguing everyone within earshot, a pair of forward-thinking
goodmen broke off and began to sprint.

‘After him! After him!’
the bailiff bawled, looking to see if anyone had a bow. By happy
coincidence, one was strapped to the saddle of Roger’s tired horse,
so the bailiff ripped it off, nocked an arrow, and loosed much too
hastily. Other horses were rearing, a pig got free and blundered
about, and everyone began to push and shove, shouting. In all the
botherment, racket, dust, and confusion, the fugitive vanished like
smoke.

At last, order was restored with
much difficulty, somebody slapped the goodwife, and the other
prisoners were informed that they would all be hanged without delay
if they did not cease cheering. A few chickens, too hysterical to
be helped, were chased down and had their necks wrung, leaving the
bailiff glaring venomously at the empty irons.

‘My lord?’ a constable ventured
at last. ‘Is it possible that all the judgments we did in the name
of King Henry were invalid, if he has been dead this fortnight? We
may have to send a letter to the chancery in London, to be certain
– ’

‘Tell that to the
‘prentice-lad,’ said another, with a dry chuckle. ‘Having Richard’s
arse on the throne won’t put his hand back on.’

‘The skinny bugger earned it, no
matter whose name was on the warrant,’ the bailiff interjected
angrily. ‘If there’s to be a coronation, we might have to go to
London and bow and scrape at Richard’s feet anyway.’

There was another discontented
murmur from his fellows, as they stood looking at the shambles of
the town square. An anvil of thunderheads had obscured the sun, and
the threat of rain lingered in the air. It was no cooler, only
ominously silent. In the near distance, the bells of the abbey
began to sound, a doleful requiem for the dead king.

‘Richard,’ said one of the
justices finally. ‘It’s bad, all right, but it could have been
worse. Thank Christ it wasn’t John.’
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Freedom. Eleanor never took it for
granted any more. She kept a candle burning by her bedside, always
fearing to wake and find it extinguished, or worse, to feel the
walls closing in on her like a trap. Salisbury had been one great
nightmare from which she could never escape. Whether it was the
bars on her window, the soldiers posted in the corner, or the fact
that all her letters were opened and read, the years of confinement
had rasped excruciatingly on her, forced to watch as her sons and
her husband did their level best to destroy each other. A conflict
which she had, of course, had a considerable hand in provoking. And
now, shut up like a hound in a kennel. Henry had known her too
well.

Freedom. How often she’d dreamed
of it, tempted more than once to seduce a guard just for the
sensation of the wind on her face and her destiny in her hands. She
could have done it, too. At sixty-seven, she remained a singularly
striking woman, her dark copper hair frosted with a lovely mellow
white, her hazel-gold eyes still able to set a man’s pulse racing
with a glance. She had been the greatest beauty in Christendom, in
her day, and Henry had been her prince, no title or ambition or
aspiration out of their reach.

And part of me
hoped – just for once – that it would hurt him. To know that it was
possible. Eleanor thought she had stood
it with otherworldly fortitude, all Henry’s cavorting with his
countless paramours. Fair
Rosamund. She wished she
had poisoned the wench, as was widely rumoured; if she was to
be accused of it, it stood to reason that she should be able to
take credit for it. Rosamund Clifford. Henry’s gentle, sweet lady
who never said nay to him, never incited his sons to rebel against
him, never clashed with him over which of her lands he was
permitted to give away. No wonder Henry had loved her, so much as
he loved any of his mistresses. He had installed her at the royal
manor of Woodstock, as if he had the right, so Eleanor – then
pregnant with her last child, and ironically the one Henry had
loved the most – had gone to Beaumont Palace instead, refusing to
give birth under the same roof. John Lackland.

But it, at last, was over.
Rosamund was dead. Henry was dead. John, after his utterly
ham-fisted attempts at ruling Ireland, had been turned out on his
ear. And her Richard had come out as the last one standing, meant
to take the crown of England in a month’s time. Yet enough of a
ghost remained to trouble her. At least when she woke, the candle
was still burning.

Eleanor rolled over, reaching
out to the very edges of the bed. The pale dawn laid a molten track
on the flagstones, and the day was beginning outside her chamber.
The instant Richard had become king, he had sent to release her
from prison – not Salisbury this time, but Winchester – and she had
ridden for London in great pomp and splendour. Set up as the
undisputed regent of England while Richard extricated himself from
his confusions on the Continent, she had only weeks in which to
make the bishops and barons forget the constant upheaval of the
past few years, as Henry furiously attempted to clobber his son
into submission.

Eleanor sat up. She was no
longer sleepy; there were a full slate of tasks to accomplish on
the day. Finalising the details of William Marshal’s marriage to
the heiress of Pembroke, for a start. Fighting for Henry, Marshal
had unseated Richard just a few months past, and killed his horse
instead of killing the prince, but over Henry’s corpse at
Fontevraud, they had made various elaborate obsequies of
forgiveness. Richard could not afford a knight of Marshal’s calibre
in the service of anyone apart from himself, and so had expedited
the arrangements for his marriage. There was also the papal legate
to keep an eye on, as well as getting rid of Henry’s countless
horses, which cost through the nose for their maintenance. As well,
she had ordered the overstuffed dungeons to be emptied, provided
the prisoners were not guilty of anything too egregious; there was
such a backlog that trying and convicting the lot of them would
occupy the rest of Richard’s reign. And she still had the plans for
his coronation to work out.

No further delaying it.
Eleanor swung her legs over the bed, called for her chambermaid,
had her hair dressed with jewels, and selected her favourite gown.
She especially appreciated that as she swept down the corridor and
into the audience-chamber, everyone who saw her was at great pains
to bow to her.

‘Your Grace.’ William Marshal
lifted her hand to his lips. ‘It is a boon to see you looking so
well this morning.’

‘And you, my lord.’
Eleanor studied the knight appraisingly. At forty-three, he was in
the prime of vigorous manhood, strong-shouldered and bluff, his
hair just acquiring its first grey. But then, he had lived an
adventurous life. At the tender age of five, he had been captured
by King Stephen, as his father was holding a castle for Empress
Maude. When Stephen’s camp sent word to the formidable John Marshal
that they were prepared to hang the child unless he surrendered,
John Marshal retorted that they should feel free to do so; he had
the hammer and anvil with which to forge more and better sons.
Luckily for them all, the soft-hearted Stephen had been unable to
murder a young boy, and William Marshal lived to grow up. A feat,
in those days.

‘I’m sorry?’ said Eleanor,
having managed to miss Marshal’s last remark.

‘I was saying, Your Grace, that
we’ve found another convict for you to pardon, as part of the
festivities to welcome the King to England. This one was attempting
to escape from Peterborough, was caught again near the Wash, and
brought south to the dungeons in London.’

‘I must have pardoned several
hundred by now,’ Eleanor said dryly. ‘I assume I am meant to do
this one for the visibility? I understand we are entertaining a
whole legion of bishops today.’

‘Indeed. The Crown must restore
its moral authority, and swiftly. Likewise, it will be your task,
for Richard still intends to leave on Crusade as soon as
possible.’

‘Even with John sniffing
about?’

‘Richard has never been very
fond of England, you know that. He was most dismayed when he was
named heir, if it would require him to yield Aquitaine to
John.’

That particular confrontation
was in fact burned vividly into Eleanor’s memory. ‘Richard is mine.
He loves Aquitaine, he’d never give it away.’

‘Well, he is starting at a
disadvantage, with the sore legacy of his rebellions against his
father and then leaving again at once. At least Philip is going
with him.’

‘I am unsure whether to
qualify that a blessing.’ Eleanor had heard a number of fascinating
rumours regarding her son’s association with the young French king,
but then, Richard was a man of war, and they were known to have
their peculiarities. Strange, if she’d just given Louis a son,
neither of them would exist. But it was not until the third of
Louis’ marriages that he had finally succeeded in producing
Philip.

To further complicate the
incestuous interrelations, Richard was supposed to wed Philip’s
elder half-sister Alys, but Henry would pop out of the tomb and
dance a jig before that took place. Aside from the fact that they
had been betrothed for twenty years and showed no symptoms of ever
reaching the altar, there were also rampant whispers that Henry
himself had decided that since his son wasn’t taking advantage of
Alys’ charms, there was nothing to stop him from doing so. The only
reason Richard had not formally dissolved the betrothal was because
Alys came packaged with a handsome dowry: the Vexin, a rich sliver
of land between Normandy and France, whose castles controlled the
Seine all the way to Paris. Said county had been squabbled over
since time immemorial, but there was no way Richard was going to
give it back. Unfortunately, to keep it required marrying
Alys. Fetch the gravediggers
and the minstrels.

That reminded Eleanor,
however, of the other kin she’d recently lost: her eldest daughter,
Matilda, only weeks before. Matilda, the Duchess of Saxony, had
been barely past thirty, and her death had come as a terrible
shock. Eleanor hadn’t seen Matilda in years, ever since her
daughter had returned to Germany in 1185, and the wound sat
gaping. Another gift of
Salisbury.

‘What was that, my lady?’
Marshal asked.

‘Nothing. Merely musing on the
vagaries of fate.’ Eleanor took his arm. ‘Well, we ought not keep
the bishops waiting. There can be nobody quite as crotchety as
churchmen.’

Indeed upon their
entrance, their guests all looked very out of sorts – well, what
with Bernard of Clairvaux, she’d written the book on tangling with
bad-tempered ecclesiasts. They hadn’t had a chance to break their
fast, they were missing a chance to dispense God’s holy
judgment, and
they had to kiss hands with her. It was enough
to make a saint costive. Such as Bernard, incidentally, and Eleanor
flashed her brightest smile. ‘My lords! Such a fine morning,
no?’

They eyed her dourly, as if
thinking she scarcely looked the part of a grieving widow, but
bobbed over her hand, murmuring courtesies. Then they drew aside to
reveal the prisoner. He was a tall lad, shoulders too broad and
legs bedecked with scratches, but he had a whippet’s rangy grace.
He appeared to have been deloused, at least, and his long hair was
dark red, his jaw furred with a patchy new beard. She smiled at
him, and he smiled readily back. ‘My lady.’

Eleanor inclined her head,
waiting until all eyes were on her. Then she said, ‘Your name?’

‘Adam fitz Robert, my lady.’

‘And what crime were you
detained for, Adam fitz Robert?’

His eyes kept hers slightly too
long. ‘Freedom.’

A peculiar jolt went through
Eleanor. ‘Doubtless so it seemed to you.’

William Marshal cleared his
throat. ‘Happens it was actually sedition, my lady.’

‘Come now, William. It is every
man’s instinct to pour sugar on his porridge.’ To the prisoner,
Eleanor said, ‘I heard you escaped the King’s lawful justice at
Peterborough?’

‘I did, my lady,’ he said
promptly.

‘Well, you’re no liar, nor
coward either. Yet we could always hang you, you
know?’

‘Aye, I do. But it wouldn’t bode
well for the new king.’ He grinned.

‘It would bode excellently, if
His Grace was seen to exact swift justice upon public nuisances,’
the Bishop of Worcester muttered.

‘Hush, Northall. Adam fitz
Robert, kneel, if you please.’

He did, and Eleanor placed
her hands on the young man’s head. ‘In the name of King Richard of
England, I absolve you and grant mercy and forgiveness for your
misdeeds. May no man under my warrant persecute you again, save
that you should earn it.’

She felt a subterranean ripple
of laughter pass through the prisoner. But his voice was solemn. ‘I
thank you most kindly for this gift, my lady, and shall do my best
not to squander it.’

Below, the masses packed into
the hall began to cheer, particularly when Eleanor nodded Marshal
to the railing. In resonant tones, he proclaimed, ‘King Richard and
Queen Eleanor, for the assoilment of our late King Henry’s soul,
wish to give succour to their beloved people. Such as they have
shown the Crown’s compassion, they crave too to show its
generosity.’

With that, he motioned
forward a pair of squires carrying sacks. The crowd, wising to what
was about to take place, jostled closer, then began to dive, grab,
and scramble as the squires unloaded fistfuls of alms over the
balcony. As the free-for-all continued below, the Lord Chancellor
sidled up beside the queen. ‘Your generosity is certainly being
well received, my lady,’ he murmured. ‘But with the treasury in the
state it is, do you think it entirely wise. . . ?’

Eleanor cast him a cool
look. This particular statesman was at a considerable disadvantage
with her – his name was Geoffrey fitz Roy, the eldest of Henry’s
bastards, having grown up in more or less close company with her
own children. She knew that Henry had been a philanderer well
before he married her, and that leopards did not, as the axiom
went, change their spots. But part of her still resented it. She
suspected as well that Geoffrey wanted some reward, as he had been
the only son of Henry’s to remain loyal amongst the firestorms of
rebellion. Thus, it was crucial that Richard make a public
reconciliation with him to boot, and Geoffrey always had cards to
play. Him and William Longchamp, the other party certain to have
his fingers in the pie.

Well, she’d never thought it
would be easy. More than anything, she relished a challenge.

The young heiress of Pembroke,
Isabella de Clare, arrived that afternoon, and Eleanor was
requisitioned to approve plans for a wedding and coronation
simultaneously – ensuring that the banquets would not serve the
same dishes, that the barons would attend, and the minstrels would
only play the songs specially written for the occasion. Certainly
nothing with any references to the fresco in Winchester Palace,
with all the eaglets attacking their bewildered and pained eagle
sire; commissioning it might have been Henry’s only true moment of
foresight. Then it was off to her chamber to change her dress,
freshen her hair, and depart for the ladychapel, where Marshal and
Isabella were married at twilight. It was a lovely, intimate
ceremony, candles burning in the warm dusk, and as such things did,
it made her think of her own.

First, there had been
Louis. Pale, meek, mild Louis, who would have been far happier as a
monk than as a king. How a woman like her ever married a man like
him was one of the universe’s private jests, but as always, it
turned on power. At the age of fifteen, she had been the sole
heiress to Aquitaine, the most eligible bride in Europe, and old
Louis the Fat, her guardian, wasted no time matching her off to his
son and heir. But for the next fifteen years, no matter the riches
she was afforded as Queen of France, she used to pray she would
expire in the night. Louis adored her, was bedazzled by her wit and
charm, and indulged her every whim, but even his affection was
patronising and childish: he made a pet of her, admired her beauty
the way he would an objet
d’arte, something to wall up for its own
good. Whenever he looked to her for advice, his sour old clique of
churchmen (Bernard of Clairvaux chief among them) sonorously
intoned Scriptural admonishments against being led by women. Their
infrequent and unsatisfying lovemaking only resulted in two
daughters, Marie and Alix, and the Pope tricked them into the
second one. Then the scandal with Eleanor’s sister Petronilla and
the Count of Vermandois, and the disaster of the Second Crusade,
and then. . .

And then, Henry. When she met
him, when he and his father visited Paris, she and Louis were
mortally estranged already. Divorce was expedited. She had to avoid
ambushes as she rode home to Aquitaine, by various enterprising
noblemen seeking to claim her themselves, and was wed to Henry
inside of two months. She was thirty, but so lightly used by Louis
that she felt a maiden, and Henry, eleven years her junior, was
demonstrably both fertile and lusty. They’d barely endured their
nuptial feast before ripping the clothes off each other, and had
loved with a frantic desperation, gasping and clawing and moaning,
two firebrands burning too hot to bear.

It had further enraged the
French, moreover, that after nothing but girls and barrenness in
Louis’ dusty bed, Eleanor had provisioned her new husband with four
sons – William, Young Henry, Richard, and Geoffrey – in six years,
losing only William to the perils of infancy. There had been three
daughters – Matilda, Leonora, and Joanna – as well, and while Henry
rattled about his capacious fiefdoms, she ruled in his name. God
knew whose bed he slept in at night, but he’d always been diligent
at concealing it, and she hadn’t grudged him. Not then.

For a time, she had been truly
happy. But their tempestuous temperaments took ill to being
overshadowed, their strong wills clashed rather than compromised,
and both of them always had to get the last word. Then there had
been the whole saga with Thomas thrice-damned Becket, and then with
Rosamund Clifford. Small wonder that in 1173, Young Henry decided
that he had an intolerable lack of real power and thus rebelled,
and she had egged him on.

Young Henry, or Hal as he was
called by the family, had been crowned co-king at the age of
fifteen, always a dangerous age for a lad to think he was entitled
to a great deal of anything, and though he was generous,
high-spirited, cheerful, and kind, he was also spoilt, selfish,
callow, and careless. The years had blurred into one uprising after
the other, after she’d talked Richard and Geoffrey into joining in.
She sometimes wondered why it was their family’s quarrels that had
been writ so large across an empire, left in the scarred legacy of
blood and gold and crowns.

If we were a peasant family,
nobody would have noticed. My sons would have pulled ploughs all
day, and I would have been glad to have my daughters marry
blacksmiths, and should Henry’s eye stray to the pretty milkmaid, I
would be at liberty to beat him about the head with a spoon. We
would have loved and quarrelled and lived and died in one cottage,
spreading no further, content with those horizons. Yet we were not.
And that is our blessing. And our curse.






‘My lady,’ Geoffrey fitz Roy
announced. ‘Your son sends word that he has sailed from Barfleur.
He trusts you have seen to everything he has asked.’

‘Indeed I have, my lord
chancellor,’ Eleanor answered sweetly, edging sideways when he
attempted to fall into step with her. Geoffrey had the Angevin
hair, a thick red-gold mop, but his face was narrow, his eyes
slightly slanted, giving him the look of a clever cat always
whisker-deep in a dish of cream. That must have come from his
mother, some no-account slattern in a Southwark stew.
You’d think a literal whoreson would
be cannier about how he comports himself, but this one knows he is
also the son of a king, and the only one fighting for him in his
last days.

Geoffrey, not seeing or
choosing to ignore the expression on her face, smiled. ‘The city is
greatly anticipating the king’s arrival. Surely your efforts have not been in vain.’

‘It cheers my heart,
Chancellor.’

‘Indeed. The pain of your
husband’s death must still be wearing on you.’

Eleanor stopped in her tracks.
‘Was that mockery I heard, Fitz Whore?’

Geoffrey’s cheeks turned red. ‘I
grieve my father,’ he said abruptly. ‘Mayhaps I am the only one in
this devil’s brood to do so, and I must pretend that Richard played
no part at all in chasing him into the crypt. But though you may
piss in a cup and please to call it wine, my lady, it does not mean
that I shall drink deep and ask another. You’ve won. Is that not
enough?’

Dangerous,
indeed. It occurred to Eleanor that as
Chancellor, Geoffrey may just have outstripped his usefulness. He
worked closely with the exchequer, and had access to the royal
spies, messages, advisors, and the Great Seal of England. Not to
mention, he would have a strong claim to the regency during
Richard’s forthcoming absence. So there was a serpent in Eden
already.

Eleanor and her stepson eyed
each other suspiciously for several moments. Geoffrey was the first
to glance away. ‘I was with my father,’ he said. ‘As he died. Heard
his final words.’

‘Aye? And well we know it. What
did he say, then?’

‘He said he cared for
nothing in the world. He called shame upon himself. He cursed his
sons, and the day of his own birth. He gave me his ring, asked that
I be raised to the bishopric of Winchester or York, and then at
last looked to me – grasped my hand – and said that it was his
trueborn children who were the real bastards.’

Eleanor’s momentary flash of
weakness evaporated. ‘How fortunate that you shall not express this
opinion to our King. It would, to be sure, constitute the most
grievous treason.’

And with that – unable to stop,
for the briefest moment, from wondering if she had missed the point
after all – she turned and swept regally away.






‘Do I want to be Lord
Chancellor, my lady?’ William Longchamp burst out laughing,
spraying roast fowl everywhere. ‘I had not heard that the office in
question was available.’

‘It’s not,’ Eleanor said
bluntly. ‘For the moment. But it may be in future.’

‘Can I interest you in a bite,
my lady?’ Longchamp asked belatedly. Lacking Geoffrey’s slender,
feline grace, he had several extra inches of stomach and dark hair
that waved to a widow’s peak, with one hank that had a habit of
falling in his eyes. On another man it would have been comely, but
Longchamp had not been blessed in beauty. Short, swarthy, lame, and
beetle-browed, he was not far off from the homeliest individual
Eleanor had ever seen, but he made up for it with an intellect
sharp enough to put most swords to shame and a consuming devotion
to Richard. He had already served as her son’s chancellor in
Aquitaine, and doubtless had his eye on a promotion concomitant
with Richard’s. She would bet her life on it, in fact.

Eleanor waved aside the
dish of candied beets he was endeavouring to impress on her. ‘My
son speaks very highly of you, my lord. He will be glad to see you.
. . and more so if he should be able to place his complete trust in
you.’

Longchamp blinked, nettled. ‘My
loyalty need not be in question, my lady.’

‘Any number of men say that
without meaning it,’ Eleanor said, as if in fear that one of the
insincere specimens would burst out from behind a tapestry and run
her through with a dinner knife. ‘But His Grace will soon be absent
on crusade. England shall require firm leadership.’

She paused. She didn’t
want to be too obvious. Longchamp – for a humble knight’s son who’d
been born in a small village in Normandy, and crafted his rise to a
king’s familiar with a potent blend of persistence, pander, luck,
guile, and treachery – had an astonishing estimation of his own
worth. If he thought anyone needed him to do it, he’d
undoubtedly charge for it.

‘England is an attractive
prospect, aye,’ Longchamp allowed. ‘And the English are quite
simple. But it is best if the sheep don’t think for themselves,
aye?’

‘Brave words for a crofter’s
whelp.’ Eleanor casually threw the slander in his teeth to see how
he’d react. ‘Likely the sheep-sty seemed a luxury, when you first
came here.’

‘That was then. This is now.’
Longchamp shrugged. Like most of the ruling class, he spoke no
English and took a dim view of the conquered Saxon peasantry –
uneasily wedded to the jurisdiction of the Duchy of Normandy ever
since, a hundred and twenty-three years previously, Henry’s
indomitable great-grandsire had buggered across the Channel and won
the country by force of arms at Hastings. The man known in his own
time as William the Bastard, son of a tanner’s daughter, he had
writ a more lasting epitaph. The Conqueror, they called him
now.

‘Well,’ she said. ‘Indeed,
Geoffrey may be too much for you. But as it happens, it is possible
you will not need to fight him. The chance may be there. If you can
seize it.’

Longchamp looked like an
unjustly reprimanded pupil. ‘I told you, I can beat him.’ By which
he meant, of course, that anyone who challenged him would have to
go through Richard first. Specifically, Richard’s sword.

‘Oh, but it’s not swords we need
at the nonce,’ Eleanor said. ‘It’s money.’

‘But Geoffrey won’t be removed
solely by – ’

Seeing that the seeds had been
adequately planted, Eleanor decided it was time to let them
germinate. If she’d done her job properly, the conclusion would
fall on him in a few hours’ time, and he’d feel very proud of
himself indeed for coming up with it. ‘Well. I should not longer
disrupt your supper. It’s past time an old woman like me was
abed.’

And with that, leaving him to
peer suspiciously at her, she departed.

Eleanor did not sleep as well as she’d expected. Was this not
victory? It was. She must remember that. And yet – to her extreme
aggravation – there was a part of her that hurt. She reminded
herself that Henry had not been the light, only a longer shadow. He
might have freed her from Louis, but ultimately he had oppressed
her with far more vigour than Louis – kindled the bonfire that
consumed them, their children, their marriage, and their kingdom.
It made no sense to remember him nostalgically, place a glamour on
the dead man. But still, she hurt.

The candle on her sideboard
flickered but did not go out, burning steadily. She rolled over to
look at it. She saw only herself. For once, she wondered if that
was enough.

The Queen, along with all the
great men of the kingdom, left for Winchester the next morning. She
had just been there, imprisoned, and so, although she had often
sworn to go to the Devil before seeing it again, she took great
delight in knowing it as the place where she would welcome her son
back to England, and laud his victory. That, for now, would have to
do.







CHAPTER THREE

Winchester, England

August 1189


‘The King’s arrival is nigh, my lady,’
said the messenger. ‘And we have news on the whereabouts of John.
He is at Marlborough Castle, in Wiltshire, where he intends to wed
the Countess of Gloucester within the week. Do you think he’ll stay
there?’

‘Oh no. We haven’t heard the
last of him by any lights,’ Eleanor said grimly. John had already
acquired a considerable reputation for treachery and
double-crossing, and though for the moment he was lying low, having
lost the game of thrones to Richard, she knew her youngest son well
enough to be certain that this would not be permanent. Still, she
cared more for the rest of the messenger’s news. ‘Richard is here?
Where did he land? How has his welcome been?’

‘In Portsmouth, my lady. And
most warm.’

‘Good,’ said Eleanor, and went
to join the welcome party arrayed on the pavilion. ‘Make everything
ready,’ she ordered the servants. ‘Turn out the city, spread the
news, give more alms in his name. For the King is come home.’

She spotted him at once, even
from a distance. Richard had always been half a foot taller than
the tallest of his fellows, and set off by the cordon of mounted
knights, the capering lions overhead, and the blaze of his red-gold
hair, he was very easy to pick out. The sunlight glinted off the
circlet that banded his brow; it was unmercifully hot, but Richard
evinced no sign of discomfort. He sat his black stallion with a
stiff, self-conscious air, not his usual careless grace.

Eleanor felt as if she was
watching him approach forever, the kingly vision likely to shimmer
away, all the pomp and cheering crowds and blatting trumpets gone
with it. Even when the smell of horse and unwashed men filled her
nose, the procession passed below, and Richard’s magnificent
stallion lifted its tail and unloaded a payload of dung onto the
shoes of an unlucky groom, it still did not feel real. Not until
Richard tossed his reins and a silver piece to the shat-upon
underling, swung off, then looked around, looked up, and spotted
her. He opened his mouth to shout, caught himself, and raised a
hand instead. Eleanor did likewise. Then she wheeled around,
stampeded down the steps, and leapt across the courtyard, managing
to keep her dress out of the mud. The next moment she was in his
arms.

‘Mother!’ said Richard,
half-laughing, half-crying, as he crushed her to his chest.
Eleanor, herself a tall woman, could fit neatly beneath his chin.
‘God’s wrath, Mother!’

Eleanor grasped his face
in both hands, his unshaven red stubble rasping against her
fingers, and kissed him, then kissed him once more for luck. ‘Your
Grace. I hope you will find all in order for your – arrival.’ She
had been going to say homecoming, but England was home
for neither of them. That would be Aquitaine, in the verdant South
of France, far away from this soggy little island. But it
was Richard’s
soggy little island now, and that made all the
difference.

‘Indeed,’ said Richard. ‘And you
even managed a sunny day – did that require your left arm, Mother,
or your right? I was fully expecting it to be raining. It’s always
bloody raining here.’

‘Even the sun could not bear to
hide its face instead of gazing upon such splendour,’ said a voice
from behind them. ‘Good morrow, Your Grace.’

‘Longchamp!’ said Richard with a
smile. ‘Not dwindled away in the fog yet, I see.’

‘Oh, England does have its
modest pleasures. Nothing to compare to the radiance of your
presence, of course. Speaking of which, your loyal lords are
gathered inside, waiting opportunity to pay their homage. They much
wish to – ’

‘In a moment,’ Richard
interrupted. ‘I have to get out of this wool, before I broil alive.
I’ll see you within, Longchamp. You too, Mother. Go.’

And with that, her first
audience with her son in over two years was at an end.

There was, to be sure, another
one to follow. Eleanor took her place in the great hall of
Winchester Palace with the English baronage, spared from having to
pack in with them by virtue of her rank, and stood primly on the
dais until the doors swung open. The herald called, ‘Richard son of
Henry, King of England!’ and the throngs hastened to attention.

Richard strode down the aisle,
alone. He had changed into a light linen tunic, calfskin leggings,
and cross-gartered boots. His sword was buckled around his waist,
his forearms sheathed in leather vambraces, and his hair was loose
beneath the golden circlet. He looked roguish, road-worn – he had
scarcely bothered to wash the dust off – and dashing. So dashing,
in fact, that he appeared set to dash straight back out, hop up on
his horse, and belt off for the Holy Land, clearly an impression he
had fashioned to a nicety. Eleanor approved; it meant he was
acquiring subtlety, useful for a king. He was oft accused of having
only one skill, warfare, which she considered unjustified. He was
also quite adept at writing poetry about warfare, in any of three
languages.

‘At your ease, messires,’
Richard said, ascending the dais. ‘It is my honour to address you
today as King, my father’s unquestioned heir. You are all, I am
sure, prepared to swear me your fealty in person, inasmuch as you
first swore it to my mother the Queen. You will know as well that I
do not mean to be in England for long. As you are all aware, the
Holy City fell into the hands of Saracen infidels two years ago,
and it is my duty to retrieve it for Christendom, along with King
Philip Augustus of France. I shall begin making arrangements at
once.’

And with that, the grey-blue
eyes sketched precisely sideways, lingering on his bastard
half-brother Geoffrey. Geoffrey, far from ignorant of that look and
what it meant, narrowed his own eyes right back. It made him look
more catlike and devious than ever.

I am pleased
that we are in
concord. Eleanor noticed Longchamp
regarding Richard speculatively, and gave him a smile and
wink. Wait and see, my lord.
Wait and see.


‘Your Grace,’ said William
Marshal. ‘It is my great honour to greet you.’

‘And mine to receive it.’ The
king and the knight grasped each other’s arms rather more tightly
than strictly necessary. Eleanor had no doubt that they’d put a
good-faith effort into upholding the accord hammered out at
Fontevraud, but they were both extremely proud men who took ill to
slights and even worse to being bested. Richard, moreover, had been
very fond of the horse Marshal cut out from beneath his arse, and
had assuredly not forgotten that at the same time, Marshal had also
told him that the Devil should be left the pleasure of killing
him.

‘What may I do for you, my
lord?’ Marshal asked now.

‘I need your opinion on how
stands the Crown’s finances.’

‘Very poorly, I fear.’

This answer did not deter
Richard; he could not have realistically expected another. The
Saladin tithe – one-tenth percentile on all revenues and portable
assets, levied after the fall of Jerusalem to pay for a new crusade
– had already bled the land dry, and left a number of hard feelings
in its wake. Especially after it was alleged that Henry had used it
not for holy war, but to fund his own conflict against his son and
Philip Augustus.

‘Very well, then,’ Richard said.
‘I need you and Hugh de Puiset to compile me a list of anything in
the kingdom I can possibly sell. Goods, castles, lands, titles.
Everything.’

Marshal blinked. ‘I must
misunderstand, Your Grace. Surely you would not allow just any
merchant with means to purchase himself a lordship?’

‘You understand perfectly.’
Richard whirled on his heel. ‘It’s their coin I need, not their
bloodline. God’s bones, I’d sell the city of London, could I but
find a buyer!’

‘Does it make a difference if
these lordships are already occupied, Your Grace?’

Richard looked irritated.
‘No. They can ransom their titles back. This bloody bog. . . half
the bishoprics vacant, no money, and a lot of gabbling, filthy
geese – they were shouting at me in the streets, I couldn’t
understand a word of it. Calling me kinslayer to my face, I
imagine.’

‘No, my lord. They were most
pleased to see you.’

‘If you say so.’ Richard turned
to Eleanor. ‘You’ve done well, Mother, but there’s a great deal
more remaining. You said the dungeons were crowded to bursting with
prisoners, did you – ’

‘I pardoned them in your name,
aye. No serious crimes, most of them were in contravention of the
forest laws.’

Richard shrugged. ‘Well, see to
it that there were no traitors or murderers loosed, get me an
accounting from each shire, and have Hugh de Puiset or William de
Mandeville notarize it.’

‘There was one, as it happened,’
said Marshal. ‘From Peterborough – one Adam fitz Robert by name. I
did voice my reservations at the time.’

Richard’s gaze grew sharp. ‘A
traitor? Or a murderer?’

‘The former, if I recall.’

‘I did grant him his
pardon already,’ Eleanor put in. Freedom, the young man had
said.

‘The last thing I need is a
traitor on the loose. Send a constable to London to find him and
bring him back, I wish to judge him myself.’

‘Aye, Your Grace,’ said
Marshal. ‘One more thing. I will order the accountings from the
shires as you wish, but it is the Chancellor of the Realm’s task to
notarize them.’

Richard smiled. ‘Remind me
again, William, who the Chancellor is?’

‘Why, Geoffrey fitz Roy, Your
Grace.’

‘Who clearly has no stake
whatsoever in proving himself a better son, and a better heir, than
me.’ Richard spun off. ‘Mother, what is your judgment of our
vaunted chancellor?’

‘Dangerous, my lord. He has far
more pride than is healthy for a bastard.’

Richard snorted. ‘Whoreson,’ he
remarked, and turned back to Marshal. ‘When you and Hugh compile
your list of honours for sale, be so kind as to include the office
of Chancellor.’

‘Your Grace.
Geoffrey was
the only one of your royal father’s sons to stay
loyal, and so as your half-brother – ’

‘Geoffrey is my half-brother
only due to the fact that
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