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1191 and the Third Crusade is underway . . .

It is 1191 and King Richard the Lionheart is on crusade to pitch battle against Saladin and liberate the city of Jerusalem and her lands. His mother, the formidable Eleanor of Aquitaine and his promised bride, Princess Berengaria of Navarre, make a perilous journey over the Alps in midwinter. They are to rendezvous with Richard in the Sicilian port of Messina.

There are hazards along the way – vicious assassins, marauding pirates, violent storms and a shipwreck. Berengaria is as feisty as her foes and, surviving it all, she and Richard marry in Cyprus and continue to the Holy Land. England needs an heir. But first, Richard and his Queen must return home . . .




For Rowan, the Lionheart
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Cold Coming

November 1190–May 1191

During Advent and the Christmas season, into the Feasts of Epiphany and Candlemas, Berengaria of Navarre crosses the Alps.

She is accompanied by her mother-in-law to be: iron-jawed Eleanor of Aquitaine. Berengaria is noble, no falseness or deceit.

Eleanor is over seventy years old. Wolves prowl in blizzard-blown pines but even they are cowed by Queen Eleanor.

They arrive in Sicily months later. Marriage to Richard must be postponed: it is Lent and intercourse is forbidden.

Galleys and skiffs set sail for Cyprus laden with heavy siege equipment for the Crusades. A Good Friday storm scatters the fleet.

Berengaria arrives under a limed sky marries Richard the Lionheart at Limassol in the chapel of St George.

Beside the green corundum sea her story will be forgotten. She will never remarry. Berengaria, a silver cobweb lost to time.

By Edwin Stockdale






Part One

The Journey to Outremer




Chapter One

September 1190

Middleton, Hampshire

Avelina

The midnight Angelus bells were ringing. I must make haste. Sprinkling fine sand over the words I had just written, I leaned back in my chair, my instructions completed.

Was my husband alive or dead? We had been married for less than a year when he had travelled to Outremer to lay claim to his father’s estate, promising to return for me. Three long years had passed, and he was presumed dead in the Holy Land. But I felt that if my William no longer walked the earth, I would be sure of it, deep in my heart.

During his absence, I was left managing our estate and there was pressure on me to remarry. His half-brother, Walter of Winchester, was my suitor. He insisted that William had died at the Battle of Hattin three years ago, when Saladin defeated the Christian army close to the port of Acre. Walter pointed out that no ransom demand had been made, as was the custom for captured knights, but I countered that there was no firm proof my husband was dead. When an opportunity presented itself, I determined to discover the truth of it and follow him to Outremer. I believed Walter had lied to me about my husband. He desired this estate.

A group of nuns from nearby Romsey Abbey were to join King Richard’s new Crusade. I decided to travel with them, and once they agreed, I scribed my will, in case . . . In case of what? In case William had indeed died and I might not return safely home either. I stared down at the stylus lying on the desk. My heart skipped a beat, and drawing in my breath, I hesitated. It was not too late to change my mind. Who knew what terrors I would meet on the journey?

I stiffened my spine. My plan was to journey east disguised as a widowed lay nun, travelling on a pilgrimage to pray at the Holy Sepulchre for my husband’s departed soul. With a third Crusade under way, we Christians assumed that the kings of France and England would wrestle Jerusalem back from the enemy, that God was on our side and He would avenge the cruelty we felt had been committed by Saladin after he had captured Jerusalem and the Holy Sepulchre. When the Christian army recovered Outremer’s cities, Jerusalem would be safe for our pilgrims once again.

I glanced at the two anxious faces watching me, those of my steward and my priest. My elbows planted firmly upon the desk, I lifted the document and began to read aloud.


I, Avelina FitzWilliam, give my steward, Robert de Herbert, control over my estate at Middleton until my return from God’s Kingdom of Jerusalem.

If I fail to return within five years, I grant my dower estate of Middleton into the custody of the Abbey of Romsey. This grant includes my husband William FitzWilliam’s lands beyond the sea in Outremer.



I paused and looked up. ‘This is, of course, assuming William truly is dead and not lingering in a Saracen dungeon.’

I glanced from my steward to my cleric, the sharp-faced but kindly Father Ignatius, who, like the nuns of Romsey Abbey, I had known for most of my life. I dipped my pen into the ink horn before proffering it to the priest and saying quietly, ‘Put your signature there, good Father.’

Father Ignatius inclined his head and sighed, but signed the document. When he lifted his eyes, I saw concern. ‘Do not do this, Avelina,’ he said. ‘The road to Jerusalem is fraught with dangers. It is a long way for a young woman to travel with a group of nuns and only God’s protection to ease the way.’

‘Tut,’ I said. ‘Father, I have a widow’s right to the King’s protection if any new marriage is forced upon me.’ My voice hardened. I stared from the good priest to my lawyer. ‘And it is to the King, wherever he is, that I go to fight for my estates. Note this well, I shall discover the truth of my husband’s alleged death.’

The priest said slowly, ‘Indeed, my lady. Your cause is just.’ He lowered his voice. ‘But it is dangerous.’

‘It is more dangerous to remain here, Father, to have my dower taken from me and my widow’s rights violated by my husband’s half-brother – if indeed William is dead and I am widowed. I will not wed Master Walter of Winchester, cloth merchant.’ I found myself spitting out Walter’s name at the good father.

My husband’s brother was a weaselling, mean and cruel-faced man. I had never forgotten his attempt to trap me in the screens passage on my wedding day, when, as I made my escape from his groping hands, his attack caused me to rip the hem of my rose-pink damask gown. Nor could I forgive him for kicking my beloved greyhound, Racer, away from my side when he came to Middleton, intent on our betrothal.

‘I understand, Lady Avelina,’ Father Ignatius said. I suspected he did not understand at all. Like most of the clergy, he believed a young widow was best wed again, for her own protection, or perhaps because she might tempt innocent men into her bed if left wealthy.

‘And please sign your name too, Robert.’ I passed my steward the pen.

He signed without complaint. Like the nuns, loyal Robert knew I was of a determined nature.

I rolled the manuscript into a scroll and tied it with a length of fine gold string, then lit a taper from the table candle and dripped wax onto the ribbon fastening it. When I pressed my seal ring into the puddle of soft wax, my will was securely bound with the seal’s impression, a complicated twisting of the initials A and W within an encompassing vine.

Father Ignatius took up the document, and Robert bowed to me. ‘My lady, I swear to serve you as I have your good lord, Sir William, before you, and before him, his father. Be assured, we shall do all we can to guard this manor during your absence.’

I prayed he would be able to keep Middleton safe and thanked him. With King Richard away, there were rumours that his brother, Prince John, might cause mischief. I was not entirely sure that Robert could protect Middleton, since Walter had Prince John’s patronage; he provided the King’s younger brother with expensive scarlet cloth. I hoped Walter would be distracted elsewhere with his cloth business, however, and that Prince John would remain on his estates in Anjou, where the King had sent him before his departure on crusade.

Robert’s gentle wife, Meg, had been silent throughout. Now she began to wring her hands. ‘Oh, my dear lady, I would rather you did not go.’ She touched a string of wooden prayer beads hanging from her belt. ‘We shall pray for your safety every day you are away from us.’

I smiled, for I dreaded and welcomed this journey in equal measure. I feared not just for my own safety, but for that of my little maid, Mahelt, who was waiting for me in the stable with our palfreys already saddled up. I feared, too, for the four nuns of Romsey, setting out on their own quest to bring back the withered foot of St James from a chapel in Jerusalem. His hand, decades ago carried to England from the Holy Roman Empire by our King’s grandmother, Empress Maud, was a precious relic held in Reading Abbey. Romsey’s abbess hoped that his foot would attract pilgrims to her abbey and with them coin for the abbey’s coffers.

Father Ignatius placed my will within an oaken casket and locked it with a small brass key, then tucked the casket under his arm and slipped out through a side door into the night. I knew he would keep it safely in the priest’s house, hidden away in a secret place until my brother-in-law came looking for me, or worse, set up a pursuit. By then, I would be far away. My own people were sworn to secrecy. Even so, I worried that Walter would soon enough know that a band of Romsey nuns had departed for the Holy Land and suspect my presence amongst them.

I embraced Meg. ‘Do not weep for me. If he is alive, I’ll bring Sir William home.’

Accompanied by Robert, who would escort us the five miles to Romsey Abbey, I followed the priest down the outer staircase to the courtyard. We waved Father Ignatius farewell, then, silent as the black cat that stalked through the orchard by night, made our way along the shadowy wall of the manor house to the stables.

Mahelt was waiting for us with the stable lad and our horses, both sturdy palfreys. I whispered a greeting and patted my swollen leather saddlebags. They contained the bare necessities for our journey: my inks and pens and a sheaf of parchments cut to a manageable size; hard biscuits and cheese wrapped in linen cloth, wineskins, a dozen wax candles and a tinderbox, a comb and changes of shifts, as well as a supply of monthly rags. We intended wearing outer garments that would disguise us as nuns. I checked the pack containing my bedroll, which was wrapped around a pair of stout shoes. I had insisted on a second pair for each of us.

‘All there, Mahelt. You’ve forgotten nothing, not even my best knife.’ I thrust the silver dagger, sharp as one owned by any crusader, through my belt.

She nodded and smiled her deceptively gentle smile. Mahelt could be very fierce, but tonight her eyes were laughing as she touched her own belt with a dagger attached to it and said, ‘Who will question the knives that we use at table?’

I returned her smile.

Silent as stable mice, we mounted our palfreys. Robert led us to the gate and Racer sped alongside us, his ears pinned back as if we were setting out on a hunt. We rode from my home under a gibbous moon, the night’s dim blanket folding itself about us. I breathed in the scent of September bonfires lingering on the air and wondered how long it would be before we again saw England’s ploughed fields, apple orchards and blackberry-laden hedgerows. How many seasons would pass before we would feel gentle springtime rains once more and know anew the harsh winter snows coating cottages with January white? Racer snuffled the verges, but other than the clip-clopping of our palfreys’ hooves through the lanes, the only sound was the rustle of night creatures within the hedges scurrying away from my hound’s attentions.

The abbey loomed up through hovering marsh mists. I dismounted at the gatehouse, and Sister Martha’s coal-black eyes peered out at us as she slid back the peephole slats. ‘I heard you approach, Lady Avelina,’ she said. ‘We are all ready and waiting.’

As she spoke, a tall, thin man dressed in a Templar’s tunic blazoned with a red cross on a white background opened the abbey gate for us. Holding my palfrey’s reins tightly, I guided her through. A wagon headed by two strong nags waited beside the gatehouse.

Mahelt, nimble as a young hart, slid from her horse as Sister Martha stepped forward to greet us.

‘The knight travelling with us is Sir John de Courtney,’ she said, gesturing towards the man who had opened the gate. The Templar nodded. ‘Sir John is returning to God’s Kingdom. He will guard us. Is the hound coming too?’ she added in a somewhat disapproving tone.

‘Yes, Racer will be added protection,’ I said.

‘I hope we have enough food to feed a dog as well as ourselves.’ Sister Martha gave Racer a steely glance, but she reached into the folds of her cloak for a little cake, which he gobbled up before cocking his ears as if to say, you will need me.

‘He’s a good catcher of rats,’ I said, and noted a glimmer of a smile play on the Templar’s mouth. He must like animals too, I decided when he stooped to scratch Racer’s ears. He didn’t speak, but glanced up at me with eyes that revealed no emotion at all, although that twitch of his mouth suggested he was capable of humour.

Sister Martha handed me a basket, then pointed to the open door that led into a chamber within the gatehouse. ‘You can change your clothing in the hall.’

We returned disguised as Lady Barbara, a lay sister, accompanied by a young novice called Mary, leaving our own names behind. Our adventure was about to begin. I waved farewell to Robert, who turned his mount back towards Middleton with his hand raised as he called softly, ‘Godspeed.’

The four nuns climbed into their wagon, wearing their leather scrips across their mantles and carrying linen bundles. Led by the tall Templar, the wagon slowly moved forward on well-greased wheels. Racer had perched contentedly amongst the sisters, his head resting upon Sister Martha’s lap. Mahelt and I, awkwardly trying to manage our new voluminous garb, took up the rear.

A rosy dawn had broken with streaks of pink and grey. By midday we would be in Southampton, and this evening we would board St Christopher the Traveller, the clinker-built vessel that was to carry us to the port of Wissant in Flanders, a journey of a night and a day, depending on sea winds. Indeed, we arrived in Southampton just as the sun reached its zenith. The hustle and bustle of the port, a calm sea and the noise of sailors calling to each other added to a feeling of anticipation. We broke our fast at a harbour inn. Everyone we spoke to seemed to know the vessel we sought. Later that afternoon our wagon and horses were loaded onto St Christopher the Traveller and we made our way along the gangplank, our dark habits flapping in the breeze. On a lead, kept close by my side, Racer momentarily barked a sharp protest. I reached down, patted his silken head and gentled him. Our adventure was about to begin.
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