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PROLOGUE

Two and a half years after leaving for Jerusalem, in the winter of 
1149, the humiliated remnants of the army of the second crusade 
traipsed home to the Île de France. A leaden December sky made 
spirits sink into deeper gloom. The vanguard was ten leagues from 
Paris but dusk was already upon them, so the coming night would 
be spent in the only available accommodation, a monastery. The 
infantry would pitch tents in fi elds nearby. The cavalry would 
sleep in monks’ cells, the monarchs in the apartments set aside for 
the use of bishops.

‘It’s freezing, Princess,’ the Queen complained. She addressed 
the falcon she carried on her gauntlet. Through the weeks of 
miserable homeward travel, she’d cast the bird many times each 
day, whooping with excitement when it brought down a young 
crane or a duck. She’d schooled her favourite, a maid from 
Byzantium, in how to swing the lure to call Princess from the 
sky. But this day there had been no prey, and no excitement. 
Just dreary plodding through a grey winter forest. ‘Absolutely 
freezing,’ she muttered.

One of her knights offered to return to the sumpter wagon, 
about an hour in the rear, to fetch her miniver cloak. As he 
wheeled his horse, a rider slightly to the right of the Queen and her 
knights spurred his mount towards her. Approaching, he dropped 
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the reins, controlling his horse with his knees as he swept from his 
shoulders a cloak of green wool lined with soft grey badger fur.

‘Your Highness, please take it,’ he called. Her knights, men of 
Aquitaine and Poitou, gave him hard looks, but let him through.

The Queen passed her falcon to the maid, ripped off her 
gauntlet and fastened the cloak at her neck. The fur was warm 
from the man’s body and smelled pleasant.

‘You won’t be cold?’ she asked. Her tone indicated she did not 
care if he were.

‘I’m never cold, Your Highness.’ He gave her a bold, white smile 
and doffed his velvet hat. She noticed a sprig of broom decorated 
its brim. Amusing, she thought.

The knights jerked their chins at him, letting him know the 
audience was over and that he and his manservant, carrying his 
pennant of yellow leopards on a blue ground, were to fall back. 
Away from the Queen.

‘Find out who he is,’ Eleanor said to her maid. She had noticed 
him two weeks earlier, when he had fi rst ridden over from the west 
to welcome home the army and the King. Many vassals were doing 
the same. Louis had received most of them in his tent, but there were 
a few he had refused an audience. Eleanor suspected her cloak-giver 
to be among the latter: he was vaguely familiar, for some scandal.

Xena, the maid, cantered back to the main body of the army, 
excited to have something to do. They were all so bored and 
miserable any diversion was welcome. She returned in less than an 
hour, her face alight with gossip.

‘He’s Geoffrey Foulques,’ she announced.
Eleanor said, ‘Ha! The Wicked Duke! I thought I recognised 

those leopards. He captured Normandy from the English and 
the Vexin from us. When he came to court to do homage for 
Normandy, Louis wanted to kick his head.’ She gave a delicate 
snort. ‘Not that my husband would be so undignifi ed.’
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Glancing at Xena, she added, ‘You’re wearing your enigmatic 
face, Beauty. There’s something else, isn’t there?’

Xena had skills as a beautician and she could write – unusual 
for a woman, even among the nobility. Observing her talents 
(and imagining secret notes), Eleanor had pressed the Empress of 
Byzantium to give her the girl.

‘I paid a fortune for that little Greek,’ the Empress had declared. 
She didn’t want to part with her orphan slave’s nimble wit and 
fi ngers. ‘Her writing …’

Eleanor cut her off. ‘My dearest, as Christian women we 
must allow this poor child to follow her dream to reach northern 
Europe and visit the shrine of St Ursula.’ The Empress knew 
French courtiers asserted their Queen had the persuasive skills 
of a bishop and the guile of cardinals. She had no idea where St 
Ursula’s shrine was. Neither did Eleanor: she had just invented 
it. ‘The gold you spent buying her you’ll receive in heaven 
multiplied a thousand-fold,’ she’d added. She kissed the Empress 
tenderly.

When she told Xena how she’d freed her, tears of laughter ran 
down the girl’s cheeks. ‘Saint who?’ she’d squealed.

In the winter forest now, the Queen gave her a playfully fi erce 
look. ‘Tell me what else about the Duke!’

The girl, aged almost sixteen, had a beautiful broad face, large 
brown eyes and skin that in the hotter months in Outremer turned 
the colour of dark honey. Her hair was a mass of black ringlets she 
kept beneath a tight veil. She knew both Latin and Greek to speak, 
read and write and had already learned French.

Xena hesitated. ‘You won’t be angry?’
‘I’ll have you whipped, you wicked child!’ They laughed.
Over the course of the journey home the Queen’s ladies had 

spread stories about Xena: she was a spy; she reported to the 
Turks. ‘She’s bewitched Her Highness.’ When these whispers 
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reached Eleanor she gave her ladies a tongue-lashing that left 
them white-faced. 

‘I asked one of the milking maids who lay with him,’ said Xena.
Eleanor fl ared her small, fi ne nostrils. The royal physician, 

also a Greek from Outremer, had prescribed these special female 
servants to keep the King’s humours in balance. 

Xena continued: ‘She said he gave her such pleasure she lost her 
mind and bit his shoulders so hard the marks of her teeth will stay 
for a month.’

The Queen’s expression was both contemptuous and avid. 
His Majesty’s Masturbators, as Eleanor called them, were 

another cause for argument between Louis and his wife. Louis had 
assured her, ‘I fi nd no pleasure in what they do.’

‘How strange, sire, the physician does not prescribe a similarly 
unpleasant physic to keep me strong and healthy,’ she’d replied.

‘You are deliberately unreasonable, lady. You know men and 
women differ in their bodily needs.’

‘I know no such thing. I know you and the physician assert it.’
He had stalked away, muttering the ‘Ave Maria’ to calm himself.
But there had been no arguments about the maids or anything 

else in the past several weeks because the King and Queen were 
not speaking to one another. Since the Pope had forbidden divorce 
when Eleanor in person had petitioned him in Tusculum, they had 
not exchanged a word – not since that night when the Holy Father 
had tricked them into sleeping in the same bed.

Eleanor wrote to her sister, ‘The Bishop of Rome imagines that 
one night together for a man and woman can undo twelve years of 
ill-starred union.’

When they had departed Tusculum she had sent Xena to listen 
for gossip.

‘They say that under the Pope’s roof you refused to lie with 
your husband and you threw a slipper at him. And His Highness 
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wept, saying France would never have an heir. Then you tore his 
silken sleeping robe with your teeth,’ Xena reported.

The Queen nodded.
‘They say your blood is too close to King Louis’, therefore God 

has closed your womb to an heir.’
It was on the ground of consanguinity that Eleanor had 

requested divorce: one daughter in twelve years could not be 
considered a blessed union. If Louis were to die there was no heir 
to inherit France. Wolves from every quarter – from Burgundy, 
Germany, Flanders and Normandy; perhaps even from England – 
would tear it to pieces.

‘They’re wrong in one respect,’ Eleanor had replied. ‘I did lie 
with my husband that night. I made my body as stiff as a plank and 
glared at him. He became incompetent. And then he wept and 
said France would never have an heir.’

Now she asked, ‘Which of the masturbators lay with 
Normandy?’ 

Xena’s broad face dimpled at her cheeks. ‘I spoke to Alys, Your 
Highness, but …’

‘So more than one?’
Xena reddened. ‘All, Your Highness.’
How bold, Eleanor thought. Her grandmother had a 

favourite saying: ‘Fortune favours the bold.’ La Dangereuse, as 
her grandmother was known to the whole world, was painted 
naked on her grandfather’s shield. ‘She’s won me more castles 
than a hundred knights!’ he liked to boast. In warm and fragrant 
Aquitaine, where Eleanor was born, and which she owned, people 
were not so stuffy, nor so in awe of Mother Church, as in the 
north.

Louis and about twenty cavalry rode up fast behind them. The 
Queen, Xena and the men from Aquitaine and Poitou pulled their 
horses off the roadway beneath the bare branches of the oak forest. 
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The King went by at a canter. As he passed his wife, Louis gestured 
with a gloved hand for her to join him so they could arrive at their 
destination side by side. When her grey Arab drew alongside the 
King’s mighty and beloved black stallion, he whinnied softly. He 
was bred in Outremer, a gift from the Emperor of Byzantium. 
His eyes radiated waves of gentle light towards the mare, tempting 
Eleanor to say, your stallion wants to seduce my mare, but that 
could lead to another argument, and there was not time for one. 
The monastery’s white stone walls were already in view.

‘You have your miniver cloak,’ she said.
‘What’s that rag you’re wearing?’ her husband replied.
‘I had to borrow something.’
Louis knew that already, and from whom she had borrowed it. 

His men had been watching the Duke of Normandy since he fi rst 
arrived.

Emerging from the forest, the King and Queen saw lined up 
in front of the monastery, an assembly of monks, black gowns 
fl apping in the cold, all chanting ‘Laudamus Deus! ’ Foremost among 
them, dressed in white and gold, an ermine cape about his stooped 
shoulders, stood Abbot Suger, Regent of France while Louis was 
abroad and the cleverest man in Europe. He alternately clasped his 
hands and fl ung them apart in welcome to his earthly ruler.

Four young monks swung incense burners in the wintry 
air. Perfumed smoke seeped through the brass fretwork in lazy, 
fragrant coils, its scent evoking for the Queen the glories of 
Constantinople – here, on this cold, grey plain outside a city she 
loathed.

‘Not like the day we left,’ she said to Louis as they ambled to a 
halt before their welcome party.

He turned to her to smile, grateful she was pretending they 
were on speaking terms. He wondered if, when they dismounted, 
she would fl inch from his touch.
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‘We have experienced many challenges,’ he replied.
Challenges, Eleanor thought. Catastrophes was the word for 

what had happened since that glorious summer day in ’47 when 
thousands upon thousands of knights, infantrymen and ordinary 
pilgrims had gathered on the plain at Vézelay, red crosses on their 
white tunics, the nobles’ scarlet-caparisoned destriers snorting and 
prancing. Pennants fl uttered on a warm breeze. The Queen’s retinue 
of noble ladies, gold-booted ‘Amazons’ as they called themselves, 
cantered around her; some, laughing, even revealed for a moment a 
naked breast. How thrilling an adventure it had seemed back then!

Now the blood and treasure were spent. The might and morale 
of the Army of the Cross were broken. Companions were dead 
of fevers; warhorses of thirst, of hunger, of heat. The pride of 
Christendom had blown away on the gritty wind of Outremer.

Eleanor thought: And here am I, the caged Queen, thanks to 
the Pope. 

She glanced around and smiled to herself. The Cluny monks – 
Our Pious Sodomites, as she called them – had the miraculous 
power of being unable to see women. Even the Abbot, as he 
advanced towards her, appeared to be greeting some person who 
stood just behind her left shoulder. Weeks earlier he had heard 
of the bedchamber events in Tusculum. Every cathedral, every 
abbey, every monastery, every priory and church had men who 
reported to him. Earlier there had been stories of her disgraceful 
behaviour in Tripoli. But the King, still love-smitten, rushed to 
her rescue from shipwreck, her adultery and incest with an uncle 
in Tripoli forgotten.

‘Your Highness is even more glorious, if that be possible,’ the 
Regent said.

‘No satin is as smooth as your tongue, Father,’ she replied.
For a moment they looked straight at each other. He was the 

most intelligent diplomat and strategist alive. But observing his 

YoungLion_4pp.indd   7YoungLion_4pp.indd   7 25/06/13   10:15 AM25/06/13   10:15 AM



8

bent back and the shortness of his breath, Eleanor thought, not for 
much longer. Yet she needed him to live – for Abbot Suger, unlike 
the Pope, would weigh her marriage against Louis’s need for an 
heir. And such was the Abbot’s stature he could sway a college 
of bishops. Once the bishops of France gave way, so would the 
Bishop of Rome. ‘Father,’ she said, ‘we fear for the health of your 
body. Please do not stand in the cold.’

Suger loathed the Queen. ‘Her one virtue,’ he would say to 
friends, ‘is her extraordinary beauty.’ More exquisite than an 
Egyptian cat, he thought. A collector of antiquities, Suger liked to 
run his hand along the curves of a gleaming onyx statue of Bastet, 
goddess of felines, but would sometimes pause and slap her face. 
‘That’s for you! Harlot Pussy,’ he’d exclaim. It became a drollery 
among the brothers to call each other ‘Harlot Pussy’.

The Abbot had hoped that in the two and a half years she was 
away, the privations of the journey would have diminished the 
Queen’s loveliness: she had been shipwrecked, captured by pirates, 
exposed to strange customs and food … He was disappointed. Her 
Highness was as spirited and vital as before and, if anything, more 
beautiful, more confi dent, more sophisticated. And, impossibly, 
more imperious.

He noted that while the Queen looked better than ever, the 
King’s long, elegant face was etched with two deep lines that had 
not been there when he took the cross. They ran down his cheeks, 
from under his dark eyes to the crisp black beard that outlined 
his jaw. A deep wound of soul showed in every movement of 
Louis’s presence. Had he been allowed to enter holy orders as 
he had wished, he could even, Suger believed, have become a 
saint. ‘But such are God’s mysteries,’ he’d said the day the Crown 
Prince died after tripping over a hog, leaving no one from the 
House of Capet but a shy novice monk named Louis to take the 
throne of France.
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The tall monarch and the short Regent walked side by side 
towards the monastery chapel. Trailing them, the Queen allowed 
herself to fall further behind, until she could signal Xena to her side.

‘I notice that among many others who did not take the cross, the 
Duke of Normandy is now with you,’ Suger remarked to the King.

‘I refused to receive him. He’s been harassing my servants for 
the past two weeks.’

‘Harassing?’
‘Perhaps that’s the wrong term,’ Louis muttered.
‘He’s taking a fortune in levies on our river trade. And he has 

a dangerous son. In fact, he has a number of them.’ He glanced at 
the monarch, anxious, suddenly, that he had hurt Louis’s feelings 
by mentioning sons.

They entered the chapel in silence. Close to the altar Suger 
turned and made a fl icking gesture with his fi ngers at the throng 
that followed. The crowd halted. The monarch and the Regent 
knelt; and like a heavy curtain lowered behind them, the crowd 
dropped to its knees. The monks began chanting plainsong. As 
their voices rose, Suger leant to Louis’s ear.

‘We cannot allow the son to become Duke of Normandy,’ he 
said.

Louis slanted his glance down to the Regent’s face. They could 
both mumble prayers and talk at the same time. ‘It is I who make 
dukes,’ he said. His voice was terse.

‘Quite so, sire’. The boy needs to die. ‘The sooner we attack 
and overthrow the family, the better. If the son has Normandy 
he’ll gather the strength to take England: his claim to the English 
throne is legitimate. King Stephen asks for our help to defend 
himself. The Crown Prince pesters me relentlessly. We can’t afford 
another Lion as our neighbour.’

Louis sighed. He did not much like his brother-in-law, Crown 
Prince Eustace. He was, however, obliged to fi ght for him although 
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presently he felt he lacked the energy for a day hunting geese, let 
alone a war against the Duke of Normandy, much as it would be 
to the detriment of France if Normandy re-conquered England.

Suger feared his homecoming news had been too burdensome 
for the King. He wanted to cheer him. ‘However, the second son 
of Normandy is … shall I say … a friend to France.’

‘A good friend?’
‘That is to be tested.’ To date, young Geoffrey Foulques was 

simply a boy who had provided no information the Regent had 
not already gathered from other sources. It was possible he did not 
yet realise his conversations with the Bishop of Sens were reported 
to Paris.

The Abbot cast his eyes to heaven. ‘Thanks be to God!’ he 
quavered.

Louis helped Suger to his feet. When he turned to look at his 
wife he thought he saw a man step quickly away from her, but it 
may have been a shadow, or one of her knights. She had removed 
the Duke’s cloak and was now properly attired in miniver. He 
placed her bare hand over his. It was unusually warm, Louis 
noticed, almost hot, and her cheeks were fl ushed. The throng 
parted for them, and together they progressed from the darkness 
inside to the darker air without. The Queen was smiling to herself 
again.

‘What amuses you?’ he asked.
‘Our journey has been more diffi cult than ever we could have 

imagined. I’m happy it’s almost at an end, sire.’ She turned up her 
small, exquisite face to look into his. ‘I’ve vowed to be a better 
wife when we reach Paris.’ Louis felt his heart turn over.

‘Would you like to … ?’
‘Not tonight, sweet King. Our accommodation is too 

disagreeable. But, perhaps … tomorrow? When installed in our 
own quarters in Paris?’
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He risked it. He leant over and kissed her cheek. She didn’t 
fl inch – in fact, her eyes lingered on him softly.

That night the commander of royal guards brought the King a 
milking maid, as he had every night for months. Louis told her to 
leave. ‘Where does the Queen sleep?’ he asked.

‘Her Highness’s quarters are in the western wing, on the ground 
fl oor. She has braziers to warm her chamber.’

‘That southern blood of hers will empty the treasury,’ Louis said 
in a tone that was almost jovial. He had spent a fortune installing 
an invention Eleanor had discovered, called a chimney, in every 
room in every palace and hunting lodge she used. Beneath each 
chimney was a fi replace, eating up wood. ‘Who sleeps with her?’ 
he asked.

‘The Greek maid.’
‘What of Normandy?’
‘Back to Rouen. I handed him his cloak and he left with his 

manservant.’
‘Did he gather much intelligence from our men?’
‘Hard to say. They’re all curious about his chivalry with ladies, 

so maybe he traded information with some. The maids may 
have …’

Louis gave a grunt of disgust.

* * *

There were two large chambers in the Queen’s apartment, a closet 
for vestments, a privy and a bathing house.

The main sleeping chamber was richly furnished, with a wide 
and comfortable bed fi t for an archbishop, a velvet-covered prayer-
stool and a looking glass from Lombardy. The smaller chamber 
was suitable for an archdeacon – or a maid. Xena had made its 
sleeping platform comfortable with pillows and some extra furs.
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This more modest chamber opened onto a garden where some 
evergreen shrubs screened it from an open fi eld and, beyond the 
fi eld, the oak forest they had traversed that day. There were two 
guards outside the door to the Queen’s sleeping quarters but no 
one guarded the small garden or the maid’s chamber behind it. It 
was into this garden that the Duke of Normandy stepped while 
supper was served in the monastery dining hall. 

Xena opened the door to him and fl ed back to Eleanor’s bed.
The only light was from two charcoal braziers and a votive 

candle she had lit and left burning near the doorway to the garden.
Geoffrey’s heart pounded: not long ago, and not far from here, 

Peter Abelard had been castrated for sexual impropriety. If this is 
an ambush set by Suger, I’m dead, he thought. Henry, my son, if 
I’m to die, don’t judge me as the world will judge: as a lecherous 
knave. Know that what I’m doing is for our cause. 

He calmed himself by softly humming the refrain: ‘A brave 
death, not a coward’s life.’

Momentarily, a shadow crossed the light of the braziers, but 
whether it was a woman’s or a man’s, it moved too quickly for him 
to tell.

* * *

Neither spoke. Neither could see the other’s face, although 
occasionally the candlelight struck a gleam from fl axen hair. Hers 
was too dark for light to catch it.

Soft tears of happiness seeped from her eyes as he departed 
through the door by which he had entered – an hour? two hours? – 
earlier.

The Duke’s shadow moved swiftly through the garden. Then 
there was the dash across the fi eld to the forest where his horse was 
waiting in the care of his servant, Hamelin.
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Once mounted, Geoffrey Foulques did not ride off but bent to 
rest his forearms along the animal’s neck. ‘Be still,’ he told himself. 
He tried to listen for a pursuer’s footsteps, but his mind swam with 
images of the woman he had just left. Her frame was light; she was 
delicate and soft, like a cat. Even a bird. 

A falcon! 
The family name of the Counts of Anjou, translated to French, 

was ‘Falcon’. ‘Destiny,’ he murmured.
For a moment he traced on his forehead the arch of her dark 

brows.
He took a long draught from the leather wine fl ask in his 

saddlebag and considered more calmly the situation they were in. 
First, if they were discovered, both could be executed. He’d be 
burned; she’d have the greater dignity of beheading. At the best, 
her dowry would be stripped from her and she’d be forced into a 
nunnery.

Second, he was besotted, enthralled, infatuated. In love. 
Friendship takes time. ‘Love is instant,’ he said to himself.

He felt exactly as he had when he was a youth of thirteen, on 
pilgrimage to Compostella, and had fallen madly in love with a 
local beauty called Isabella, whom he’d persuaded to run away 
with him. Holding Eleanor in his arms he’d felt the same awed 
joy of youth – that he was stretching towards heaven through a 
woman. People said, ‘Love’s an experienced thief: she steals the 
heart.’ He thought, she’s stolen more than my heart. She may steal 
everything I’ve worked for. Or she may be the key to our triumph.

Two hundred yards away, Eleanor tiptoed back to the 
archbishop’s chamber and lay beside Xena. ‘Thank you, my Ruth,’ 
she whispered.

‘My Queen Naomi,’ Xena answered. She stroked Eleanor’s 
forehead. ‘Are you in love?’

‘I don’t know. How can I know!’ 
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‘Maybe an angel will tell you while you sleep.’ 
Xena returned to the archdeacon’s sleeping platform, still 

redolent of the lovers’ bodies. For a moment she recoiled when her 
hand touched a patch of slime.
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CHAPTER ONE

Perhaps it was the fever of the times. Two and a half years earlier, 
in the high summer of 1147, the very moment when the Christian 
army in France set out with fervent hopes for Jerusalem, a strange 
event occurred in England. The English had eschewed joining the 
second crusade because they had troubles enough of their own, 
especially the King and senior members of the baronage. In the old 
palace of Winchester that fateful summer morning, King Stephen 
and his heir, Prince Eustace, answered an urgent warning from a 
royal guard. The monarch and his son stationed themselves behind 
two arrow-slit windows to peer down into the palace courtyard. 
From their positions they could observe, while remaining invisible 
themselves, two young strangers who had arrived a short time 
before and were waiting to be invited inside. 

They were a well-mounted but travel-soiled pair. One, it 
appeared, was the master; the other his squire. Both were tall, 
slim and, despite their youth, already elegantly muscular. The 
squire was dark-haired while the master had a red-gold mane that 
fl ashed like metal in the sunshine. The King felt a chill: he knew 
that hair. Centuries pass, but Viking blood announces itself like 
the blast of a trumpet.

Although Prince Eustace was only twenty, his lips had a curl of 
cynicism. He suspected he knew who these strangers were. Both 
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were so plainly dressed they could be taken for merchants, even 
artisans. Except for their fi ne boots and their horses, no one would 
believe they were men of rank. 

A servant dashed along the stone corridor with a note for the 
King. Eustace glimpsed the name ‘FitzEmpress’ at the foot of the 
page and knew his suspicion was correct: their visitors were the 
terrible brothers, the one with fl aming hair, claiming through his 
mother the ‘Empress’, his right to the throne of England. 

Just months earlier he had invaded the south of the country 
leading a group of young barons and counts, none above the age 
of eighteen, and two hundred Flemish mercenaries. His second-in-
command, ‘the squire’ in the courtyard, was his bastard half-brother, 
Guillaume, another son of the execrable Duke of Normandy. 

My father should kill them both, Eustace thought. ‘That 
destrier’s worth a fortune,’ he remarked, his eye fi xed on a bay 
stallion the FitzEmpress rode. ‘I wonder from whom he stole it?’

‘Eustace,’ King Stephen tutted. 
His father was too compassionate for monarchy, Eustace thought. 

It was God’s will that he’d been crowned King of the English when 
the old Lion died. The Empress Matilda was the only surviving 
legitimate child of King Henry the Lion – and the old tyrant had 
forced his barons to swear fealty to her. The thought of a female 
king made Eustace’s stomach heave. What were they? Druids? 
True Christians would never countenance such a perversion of the 
natural order, created by Almighty God. Unfortunately, many did 
pay homage to her and the disputed crown had led to years of civil 
war between the ‘Stephen faction’ and the ‘Matilda faction’.

The King did not dare show the letter in his hand to Eustace. 
The son of the Empress had the gall to ask Stephen, as his kinsman, 
for money to pay his mercenaries and sail home. ‘He wishes to call 
on me, to apologise,’ he told his son. ‘Who’s the mother of the 
other youth, I wonder?’
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The Crown Prince snorted. ‘A laundry maid? A countess? One 
of his own nieces?’

Geoffrey the Handsome, as Matilda’s husband was known, was 
now thirty-three years old and said to have already sired as many 
bastards as the Lion. He was known for wearing a sprig of yellow 
broom in his hat. Stephen thought fl aunting a roadside weed as if 
it were a peacock feather sheer effrontery. 

Prince Eustace beckoned a guard and murmured an order. 
‘Watch this,’ he told his father.

The guard sauntered out to the glare of the courtyard below, 
where Henry and Guillaume had dismounted and were now 
sitting on the horse trough, which like the gateway to the palace 
and the lintel of its doorway, was inscribed with the initials HR, 
Henricus Rex. Beside the initials, masons had carved a lion, its 
body in profi le, its huge head turned, eyes glaring. Young Henry 
took a deep breath. Etched on a wall beside the doorway was a 
list of his grandfather’s successful battles. He felt naked as he read 
them, ashamed of his folly in attacking southern England without 
a proper plan of battle. Failure was inevitable, he now understood. 

His ancestors had built most of the palaces that were still in good 
repair in England, as he had observed when he passed through the 
countryside, and his grandfather, the Lion, was the greatest builder 
of them all. ‘I shall build something greater,’ he promised himself.

The thought calmed him a little. He had felt strong and bold as 
he and Guillaume rode up the hill from the town that morning, 
its houses still blackened from the fi re six years earlier when his 
mother had captured the Usurper, now King, Stephen. She had 
walked three leagues through snow with her shoes on backwards 
to escape Stephen’s men, reigned as ‘Domina of the English’ for a 
few months and almost succeeded in having herself crowned.

The guard Prince Eustace had summoned carried a pitcher of 
light ale into the courtyard. ‘It’s a hot day. Have a drink, Anjevin 
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dog,’ he said and fl ung the pitcher at Henry’s face. As the boy’s 
eyes closed to avoid the ale, the guard threw a punch at his nose. 
But Henry was agile and the blow caught only his left eyebrow. A 
rivulet of blood mixed with ale ran down his cheek.

Henry turned his back on the guard and Guillaume did the 
same.

In the dark of the palace King Stephen turned in embarrassment 
to his son. ‘My dear,’ he said, ‘he’s only a boy.’

Eustace was enraged. He had wanted Henry – as honour 
demanded he should – to strike the guard back. Members of the 
regiment would then have had an excuse to beat him properly, 
there in the courtyard, where everyone could watch. ‘A boy who 
wants my throne,’ the Prince replied. ‘Your throne, father,’ he 
corrected himself.

The banners of noble houses hung from the ceiling of the 
tall, dim audience chamber, the Winchester Palace keep, one 
fl oor below. Built of stone, it had resisted Matilda’s fi re that had 
destroyed wooden buildings and it remained cool even in the 
height of summer. Courtiers and princes of the Church fi led 
in to take their places, according to rank, for the midsummer 
court. The bishops and a few of the older earls and barons sat on 
benches, but mostly the court stood. A layer of rushes softened 
the fl oor. All the laity were dressed in bright summer colours: 
greens and pinks, blues and yellows, lavenders and whites. The 
women covered their hair with veils that matched or contrasted 
with their gowns. Only the clergy wore sombre garments, 
although some of the deacons were as gaily dressed as the rest 
of the court. Young pages stood around, alert for a beckoning 
fi nger.

As they entered the palace, riding on horseback or in coaches, 
many courtiers had noted the youths sitting on the horse trough 
in the courtyard and a few had guessed their identity. A wave of 
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speculation and gossip reared and crashed against the stone walls. 
Could it be? Was it really? How dare he! What did he want? What 
a nerve!

Maybe it’s not him.
Guards preceded the entrance of the King and Prince Eustace 

down the royal stairway. When they were enthroned, a page, a 
child of seven, on bent knee offered the Prince a cup of wine. As 
Count of Boulogne as well as Prince of England, Eustace affected a 
preference for wine rather than ale. The King waited for a reading 
plank to be placed across his knees. Then he rolled out Henry’s 
letter and silently studied it. Morning light from uncovered 
windows behind the throne fell on the document. The chamber 
hushed to respectful silence, except for the prelates who fi ngered 
rosaries and gossiped quietly among themselves. Courtiers fi dgeted 
and stared at the King, or summoned pages to bring them a fan 
or refreshment. Someone trod on a little dog belonging to one 
of the ladies. It gave a howl and rushed between people’s legs, 
whimpering. Prince Eustace glared at the woman and whispered 
something to his page. The child left his side and a few minutes 
later carried the squirming puppy outdoors where it howled for 
minutes from the kicking he gave it. The King persisted, although 
he had now read the letter four times. He sighed and his small 
pink lips moved as if forming a prayer. The hush evaporated as 
courtiers, one after another, commented to each other that His 
Highness seemed worried. At last he looked up.

‘Bring him in,’ he ordered.
The court stared in wonderment. The boy who entered could 

have been the Lion from fi fty years ago, clad once more in the 
garment of fl esh. For some, a frisson of excitement shook them; in 
others, bowels turned cold.

‘Not even a beard yet!’ men muttered.
‘But a scoundrel, same as his father.’
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‘From the Devil, like all the Anjevins.’
Much as they wanted to think of him as a mere lout from 

Anjou who had failed in his fi rst military adventure, they could 
not help admiring the confi dence with which he strode towards 
the King. He had bright hair, a copper abundance that fell to 
his shoulders. In dirty clothes, his face bleeding and ruddy from 
the heat, he looked more of a prince than pale Eustace, whose 
robe was edged with ermine, whose shoes tinkled with jewellery. 
The courtiers saw the FitzEmpress’s hard jaw and straight blue 
stare; only his brother saw a heart as awed as an altar boy’s on 
fi rst entering the gloom of a great cathedral. All Henry’s life 
his mother had told him about the palace of Winchester where, 
briefl y, she had captured Stephen the Usurper, and had herself 
been hailed as Domina.

Guillaume murmured in Catalan, a tongue the youths had 
learned from Guillaume’s mother and were confi dent none of these 
courtiers would understand: ‘Don’t make eye contact with them.’

A deacon whispered to his archbishop, ‘He’s actually very 
nervous.’

‘You read people well, Tom,’ the prelate murmured.
‘And I see Eustace has fi xed on that large blue sapphire set in 

gold on the FitzEmpress’s middle fi nger,’ he continued.
A few of the older earls knew whose ring it had been, although 

none had seen it on the hand of its original owner. Prince Eustace 
stared in disbelief. William the Conqueror, the fi rst Norman King 
of England, was his ancestor too. ‘How dare you wear stolen goods 
in my presence?’ he demanded.

Henry smiled slightly. ‘Stolen, cousin?’ He turned away.
He had a straight nose, the audience could see, and straight 

brows bleached fair by the sun; but he remained standing in 
front of the King, so mostly they saw his back. Guillaume stood 
slightly behind him but Eustace pointed to a wall, ordering him 
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away. As he stepped back, women and some clerks remarked on 
Guillaume’s modesty and beauty. ‘An exemplar of knighthood,’ 
they whispered.

Stephen smoothed his silver hair. ‘You wrote this yourself?’ he 
asked Henry.

‘I did.’
‘Your Highness,’ Eustace hissed. ‘I wrote it, Your Highness.’
Henry ignored him.
Stephen felt his son’s rage as a rising tide of panic within himself. 

How do they see me, these wild young men, he wondered. Do 
they regard me as weak?

‘You’ve studied well.’
‘Thank you, uncle.’
‘Uncle!’ The Prince leapt to his feet. ‘How dare you address my 

father as “uncle” in the presence of his court!’ For a moment his 
eyes fastened on Henry’s hard blue stare, then he rushed from the 
audience chamber, his page dashing after him.

Courtiers stopped breathing. Even the bishops were disconcerted. 
Their fi ngers hovered motionless over their rosaries.

Henry glanced after Eustace as if at a curiosity one might see 
at a fair. His cool look was deceptive: he seethed with excitement. 
At last he had seen the face, and begun to take the measure of the 
man he must defeat to win the throne.

Now that Eustace had left, Stephen felt more at ease. ‘How old 
are you now?’ the King asked in French. They had been speaking 
formally, in Latin.

‘Fourteen, sire.’
Guffaws echoed around the hall. Fourteen. This was the invader 

who had emptied castles and households from Christchurch to 
Canterbury as citizens fl ed before him.

‘And you have the audacity to ask me to give you gold so you 
can pay off your mercenaries and buy your fare home?’
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Henry gave the King a broad white grin. He has the grandfather, 
but he also has the father in him, Stephen thought. A solution to 
his embarrassing situation occurred to the King: he would ask the 
courtiers to decide. Like himself, almost all had owned estates in 
Normandy before this boy’s father, the Count of Anjou, had seized 
them for himself three years earlier. 

‘My noble lords and ladies,’ he said. ‘Is this not the most brazen, 
audacious youth any of us has ever seen? He asks me for gold. And 
why? Because he has spent all his while attacking our kingdom 
in the south! His grandfather, the Great Henry, would weep for 
shame, would he not?’

‘Yes!’ the chamber cried.
Henry felt a surge of murderous anger to hear his hero’s name 

invoked against him.
‘He’s a monster!’ a voice shouted. It was Eustace. I strike fear into 

the heart of the Crown Prince, Henry thought. Abruptly an antic 
mood swept through him. He turned to the courtiers with a broad 
smile and wiggled his fi ngers above his head. The hall erupted 
in laughter. Even bishops smiled; the attentive deacon had a fi t of 
giggles. Half turning from them, Henry said, ‘Your Highness, it 
seems I’ve won my wager.’

‘Your wager, boy?’
‘I wagered with my commander of mercenaries that if I came 

here this morning I’d bring the joy of laughter to the court of King 
Stephen Blois.’ He waited for the yells and cat-calls to fade. A few 
of the older heads thought: this is the mark of a prince; he lives not 
in service to our expectations, but to a power within him. 

‘So, lord King. I’ve given you laughter. Do you give me gold?’
From the corner of his eye Stephen caught the quick movement 

of Eustace’s page in the doorway. Dissembling is the art of kings, 
and even those who are uncomfortable with it must practise it 
sometimes. Stephen practised it frequently, and effectively. He 
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answered calmly, ‘I know who you are, Henry, for we, indeed, 
are kinsmen. But there are many in this hall today who know 
only rumours about you. Perhaps you would be so gracious as to 
explain to the court?’

‘Certainly,’ Henry replied. He turned to the courtiers and 
addressed them loudly and clearly in Latin, a tongue he spoke 
perfectly. ‘On my mother’s side I have no title but FitzEmpress 
and, as such, am the son of the legitimate heir to this throne,’ he 
began. 

He declares war on Prince Eustace. The whisper slid from mouths 
like vipers slithering from holes. The chamber felt tight. 

‘On my father’s side, I am son of the Count of Anjou and Maine 
and Duke of Normandy. My father has dispossessed many of you of 
your estates. You broke your sacred oath of fealty to the great King 
Henry. You vowed to him not once, but three times, to accept my 
mother as his heir.’ He stared at them, unfl inching. Suddenly his 
face fl ared with anger and he burst into French, a language all of 
them understood. ‘Faithless vassals! Oath breakers!’ he shouted. 
‘Dishonour on you! Nothing is sacred if vows to the King are 
overturned! You invite chaos. You’ve brought the disaster of civil 
war on your own heads!’

The uproar was so loud bishops and some elderly earls had to 
cover their ears. Stephen signalled to the palace guards who stood 
around the hall. They crashed halberds against their shields to call 
for silence.

‘So, my nobles: how do you vote on the request from this 
creature who brings such disgrace upon his ancestral house? Do 
we give him gold?’ the King asked.

‘Get him out of England!’ people shouted.
‘He’s from the devils of Anjou! It was prophesied!’
From the door Eustace called, ‘Ransom him! Make his parents 

pay to get him out of irons.’
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Stephen beckoned to the prelates. Canterbury and Winchester 
rose and although they loathed each other, walked in a measured, 
brotherly pace towards the throne. ‘Your advice?’ Stephen 
murmured. The Bishop of Winchester was the King’s brother and 
the second-richest man in England. He had once supported his 
cousin Matilda – for despite her sex, she was the true heir and 
in some earlier times sex had been no bar to the throne. But 
he had turned against her when her domineering temperament 
revealed itself: she’d set up in Winchester a German court, with 
German formality. The Archbishop of Canterbury, however, was 
still fi rmly of the Matilda faction. Political differences aside, these 
princes of the Church were of one mind diplomatically.

‘He’s too young to punish or ransom without bringing dishonour 
on yourself, Highness,’ Winchester said. ‘I’m sure he calculated his 
risk in coming here today on that basis. He’s shrewd, it seems.’

‘Give him the gold,’ Canterbury urged. ‘You’ll appear 
magnanimous.’

‘My Crown Prince sees this as our opportunity for a fi nal 
victory over Matilda. If we put the FitzEmpress in irons we can 
make the condition of his release surrender of her claim to the 
throne,’ Stephen whispered.

‘Harming the boy does not guarantee an end to the war, sire. 
Until now his father has declined to join Matilda in her struggle 
for England. But he may fi ght for his son,’ Canterbury said. ‘As we 
saw when he took Normandy, Geoffrey of Anjou is ruthless and 
skilled in the arts of war. And he is now very rich.’

Winchester noticed that the sceptre trembled in his brother’s 
hand. How heavy a stolen sceptre weighs, he mused. Stephen 
Blois was not even a count at his birth and virtually penniless, but 
he was a nephew of the Lion. King Henry had treated him with 
majestic generosity, given him an education and vast tracts of land. 
‘I shall explain to Prince Eustace our reasoning,’ Winchester said.
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They returned to their seats and stared at the rushes on the 
fl oor; their deacons followed their example. Henry noticed one 
elegant young man look at him with a slight smile, a courageous 
act, given the hostility of the court.

‘Approach me,’ Stephen said.
As Henry stepped up to the throne, the King grasped the 

front of his dirty tunic and in a voice that only the two of 
them could hear said, ‘You’ll get your gold, Anjevin. But if you 
ever set foot in my realm again you’ll get more than a bloody 
eyebrow.’

Henry replied in the same quiet voice, ‘And if you think, 
Usurper, that Eustace will inherit your crown, think again.’ He 
gave a small, formal bow. ‘Thank you for the gold.’ He turned to 
the courtiers and lifted his voice. ‘Your monarch is both gracious 
and merciful,’ he said. ‘May God bless you all.’ He crossed himself, 
obliging everyone in the chamber to do the same.

‘The disingenuousness!’ Winchester hissed to a deacon. The 
whole world knew that Anjevins would as soon rob a cathedral as 
attend mass in one.

A hubbub of jeering ushered the young men from the audience 
chamber. Courtiers jostled them. Henry felt an unseen hand slip 
something inside his belt. He looked around but so many pairs of 
eyes were fi xed on him – bishops, deacons, knights, ladies – it was 
impossible to know from whom the something came. In the hot 
sunshine of the courtyard he fi shed inside his belt for whatever was 
there. It was a small, scented rectangle of parchment that said, ‘For 
love is strong as death; jealousy is cruel as the grave.’ He sniffed it and 
handed it to Guillaume.

‘I’ve read this before,’ his brother said.
‘Catullus? Ovid?’
Guillaume shook his black curls.
‘Martial?’
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They laughed. ‘Remember how we had to bribe that hypocrite 
of a Latin master we had for a few weeks? I gave him a white 
goshawk,’ Henry said.

‘I gave him a bitch hound in pup … Anyway, Martial’s bawdy 
and this is …’

Henry punched him on the shoulder. ‘Ha! It’s romantic. I’ve 
won a lady’s heart.’

Guillaume looked at him from the edge of his dark brown 
eyes and smiled. When it came to girls there was no competition 
between the brothers: Guillaume always won. He was two years 
older, taller, of unblemished beauty, and his singing was like an 
angel’s. At home he wore luxurious fabrics and fi ne jewels. He had 
no title but everyone addressed him as ‘lord’. Henry went about in 
a sheepskin cut so short it scarcely covered his backside. Sometimes 
strangers took him for a servant.

On Eustace’s orders, the guards had confi scated Henry’s destrier 
and put his saddle and bridle on a lop-eared palfrey mare. Henry 
checked the saddlebags. The gold was there.

‘Take my horse,’ Guillaume said. ‘I’ll ride a mare.’
Henry shook his head, and they trotted down to the charred 

and wretched town where people laughed at the sight of a man 
not from the clergy riding a mare. Inside a tavern they each 
drank four cups of ale, grimacing at the taste. The commander of 
the mercenaries Henry had assembled sat watching from a bench. 
His weapons and fi ghting kit, along with theirs, were hidden 
inside carpenters’ sacks. He, Henry and Guillaume had passed 
themselves off as artisans come to England to look for work 
rebuilding the war-shattered towns. It was their explanation as to 
why they could barely speak English. 

When his thirst was quenched Henry strolled to the bench and 
took a seat beside the commander, who opened his sack for the 
bags of gold.
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‘M’lord, you’ve got more hide than a herd of cows,’ he said. 
‘We had a wager the King would put you in irons.’

‘You all wagered against me?’
‘Not me, of course, m’lord.’
Henry looked at him, nodding slowly, smiling. The commander 

had a lovely, fl axen-haired daughter. ‘So you owe me a share of 
your winnings?’

The mercenary grabbed him in a hug. ‘You’re a winner!’ 
He kissed Henry on both cheeks. ‘I’ll fi ght for you any day, 
FitzEmpress.’

‘Pay the men and let’s get drunk,’ Henry said.
That evening, after they had slept a few hours and sobered up, 

the brothers enticed two girls from the midsummer dance to come 
with them into a barn. As usual, the prettier one chose Guillaume. 
After a while Henry said in Catalan, ‘I want to swap. Tell yours 
I’m a famous French knight in disguise and I want her.’

‘You swine,’ Guillaume said.
‘I’ll show her the sapphire ring to prove it.’
Next morning they pulled straws from each other’s hair and 

slipped into the bright summer light. As they headed south for the 
coast, at length Henry asked, ‘Did you feel as humiliated as I did, 
begging Stephen for gold?’

‘Of course.’
‘The magnates and barons said terrible things about our family. 

Especially Papa.’
‘Where I was standing I heard even more than you. They spoke 

French, rather than English or Latin, to make sure they injured me.’
It had been an ignominious four months. For want of foresight 

and siege equipment, Henry’s army had not won a single battle. One 
by one his noble young companions had deserted him and sailed 
home until there was only he and Guillaume – and the mercenaries 
waiting for their pay. Henry lowered his forehead to the mare’s 
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coarse black mane and wept. ‘I can’t do it,’ he said to his brother. ‘I’ll 
never be the leader my grandfather was. I’ll never be King.’

‘Eustace is terrifi ed of you!’
‘But he’s Crown Prince, and he has the backing of France.’
And the backing of the people, it seemed. 
Reaching the coast, Henry and Guillaume discovered the truth 

of the old saying: ‘The monarch has a long hand.’ A hostile crowd 
of labourers waited for them with curses and bags of rotten eggs 
and fruit. Henry leapt to the ground and, sword in hand, hair 
fl ying, rushed at the crowd. Guillaume protected his back.

The crowd spat at the brothers while backing away from their 
swords. Villeins took quick jabs at them with fi ngers and elbows, 
but no artisan dared strike with a sickle, a fi st or a hammer: the 
young foreigners moved with the wild, wilful purpose of magnates 
determined to have their own way. Although not full-grown, they 
topped by half a head most of those harassing them. After a few 
minutes the villeins gave up.

Henry fi xed his eyes on the blue water beyond the seawall 
and strode towards the boat that would sail them home. An old 
woman plucked at his sleeve then ran in front of him. She had 
once been handsome but now the fl esh drooped on her bones. 
She thrust something bulky against his stomach, staring into his 
face. In perfect French she said, ‘In memory of the Beloved Lion,’ 
and darted back behind him, screeching in English. Whatever she 
said made the crowd hoot with derision. Fishermen waiting on the 
wharf stared down at their clogs. 

Over the din, Guillaume picked out the sound of a silver voice 
more beautiful than any he had heard before. It was a song, in 
English, that mocked them, sung by a barefoot urchin who bowed 
graciously to the clapping crowd. How odd for an urchin to bow 
like a page, Guillaume thought. He memorised the melody.

Intent upon the red cloth bundle he was holding, Henry had 
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not noticed the urchin or paid much attention to the song. He 
vaulted over the gunwale of the fi shing smack, still clutching the 
woman’s odd gift. The fi shermen, who spoke both English and 
French, turned their faces away. ‘What did she say?’ Henry asked.

‘I’d throw that rag away, sir,’ one answered. ‘Bad luck to have a 
fi lthy thing like that on the boat.’

Henry began to blush. He was at the point of tossing the thing 
overboard when he glanced up and saw the woman standing near 
the wharf staring after him. She had spoken of his grandfather with 
such respect he could not believe what the fi sherman inferred. A 
white corona of gulls keened above them. The sea was a bright 
sparkle of blue and the wind so fi ne their sail drooped. The oarsmen 
began a shanty to keep the rhythm of their stroke. Henry turned 
his back on England and slowly unfolded the cloth, a rectangle of 
linen, dyed scarlet. At its centre thousands of stitches had created 
a golden lion. The body was in profi le, the head turned to roar. 
Henry felt the tumult inside him rise to an unbearable pitch.

‘Stretch it out,’ he said to Guillaume.
His brother held it. At the distance of a yard, the creature’s 

fi erce eyes pierced Henry so deeply he felt he was fl ying to 
another world. The Lion spoke to him. But its words were like 
pearls of light that shimmer on water then vanish, and after a 
moment he didn’t know what they had said – but he knew he 
had sailed to England, risked his life, suffered defeat, disgrace and 
humiliation for this instant, for this moment when a zephyr lifted 
the veil from his senses and somehow changed his life. But for 
what purpose? The change was at such a depth he did not know.

Shame ruled him. He had shamed the Lion by his military 
failure and his stupidity.

‘You keep it,’ he said to Guillaume.
His brother refolded the standard and stowed it in silence in his 

kit-bag.
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