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Chapter One

Late August 773, King Charles's assembly in
Geneva

Alda wished she did not loathe the man her
brother wanted her to marry.

She glanced at Count Ganelon of Dormagen,
sitting to her left at dinner. When she had met him two months
before at Drachenhaus, her home many leagues to the north, she had
thought him the handsomest man in Francia. Muscular, with broad
shoulders and well-formed legs, he had a face that could have been
chiseled from marble, topped by a cap of pale blond hair. In the
castle's great hall, his silver medallions gleamed in the light
from the walnut-oil lamps and midday sun.

A movement caught Alda's eye. A cupbearer,
head down and shoulders hunched, shuffled toward Ganelon. No older
than ten winters, the boy was stick thin and clothed in rags.

How can anyone so mistreat his
servants? She winced.

His face a mosaic of bruises, the boy sipped
from the cup and placed it in front of Ganelon. Alda looked away,
disgusted with Ganelon and still seething over this morning's
argument with her brother, Count Alfihar of Drachenhaus. Alfihar
had ignored her protests, insisting that she did not need to like
Ganelon to marry him. No, she didn't, she admitted to herself, but
she wanted to be able to suffer her husband's company.

She turned her head toward the roasted
venison, steaming in front of her on the slab of stale bread that
served as a plate. Enticed by the aroma, she tore into the meat
with her eating knife.

Ganelon sneered. "I never would have guessed
a frail-looking girl like you would have such an appetite."

Alda flushed. She wished she could think of a
cutting reply. Any mention of her weight vexed her. She had tried
to make herself plump, but no matter how much she ate, she could
not add to her hips or breasts. Finally, her words came out in a
grumble. "Obviously, I am not frail."

"You are lucky anyone would wish to marry
you. You are so thin you look like a peasant in disguise. Even that
servant beside you has more flesh than you."

The heat of a blush spread over Alda's face
and down her neck. Veronica, her servant and companion, had a
fuller figure, but no man with manners would point it out. Why
would Ganelon insult her? Baring her teeth, Alda stabbed the meat,
wishing it could be Ganelon's face.

To her right, Veronica nudged Alda. "A pity
God blessed Count Ganelon with good looks instead of a good brain,"
she whispered. "Most men flatter women they want to marry."

Alda covered her mouth to suppress a
giggle.

"Why do you allow your servants to eat with
you?" Ganelon asked contemptuously.

"Her name is Veronica." Alda's forest green
eyes flashed. "She is my foster sister and my dearest friend."

Laying aside her knife, Alda squeezed
Veronica's hand under the table. How could Ganelon say such a thing
about the young woman whose mother had nursed both of them?

"My servants stay away from the table,"
Ganelon said. "I cannot bear to watch them eat like beasts."

"Perhaps you should give them more food,"
Alda snapped. Her gaze fell to the jeweled hilt of his eating
knife. "My brother says you can afford it."

"That is not your concern," he retorted.

Alda's nostrils flared. She did not know how
she was going to endure Ganelon through dinner, let alone the rest
of her life. She gazed to her right. Alfihar was dining five paces
away with their uncles and the man she wanted, Prince Hruodland,
heir to the March of Brittany and King Charles's kinsman.

Hruodland's features were plainer than
Ganelon's but still pleasing. At perhaps twenty-one winters,
slightly older than Alfihar, Hruodland was a tall man with the
warrior's build that came from wearing armor and wielding a sword.
He had dark brown, almost black, piercing eyes, a long nose, a
square jaw, and dark hair that fell to his shoulders. She smiled as
she remembered meeting him in the castle's courtyard yesterday
morning and later talking with him long into the night.

Veronica's whisper broke into her thoughts.
"Stop gawking at Hruodland! It will provoke Count Ganelon."

Alda's lips drew into a thin line, but she
followed Veronica's advice and turned her head. This meal was
difficult enough without Ganelon's jealousy. Glancing at Ganelon,
she shuddered. His icy blue eyes were full of malice.

Other guests chatted and laughed, while the
musicians played and sang. But dinner continued in silence between
Alda and Ganelon. Alda was glad when the meal was finished and
guests started to rise from the benches. As Alda got up and stepped
over the bench, she saw Alfihar and their uncles from Bonn, Bishop
Leonhard and Count Beringar, stand. In animated conversation, they
walked to the stone hearth and sat on a bench, their backs to her.
Watching Hruodland leave the table, Alda heard a cough and looked
down.

Ganelon's scrawny servant was staring at the
slab of bread upon which her meat and vegetables had rested. Now it
was empty save for the gristle and bone. The child gazed up at
Alda. He had the look of a dog begging for food.

"Poor child," Alda murmured. She reached
toward the table and handed the servant the bread.

A meaty hand grabbed her right arm and yanked
her a half turn, causing her to stumble. Ganelon was standing over
her. Alda struggled to pull away, but his grip was like a hunter's
snare.

"That is my servant!" he shouted, his breath
a hot blast reeking of wine. "You have no right to defy me."

"Release me!" Alda cried.

Ganelon raised his right hand, preparing
already to claim his marital right to beat her.

Mother of God, save me. Alda clutched
her dragon amulet with her free hand.

A shadow fell across Ganelon. Hruodland
rushed forward, seized Ganelon's raised arm and shoved him away.
Ganelon let go of Alda's arm and staggered back a few steps.
Hruodland placed his tall frame between them.

"Who do you think you are?" Ganelon snarled
at Hruodland. "You have no right to interfere."

He is the answer to my prayer. Alda's
pulse pounded in her dry throat. Standing on her toes, she watched
Ganelon over Hruodland's shoulder. She rubbed her arm, too shocked
to speak.

"Alda is my friend." Hruodland's baritone was
on the edge of fury. "I will protect my friends."

"God gives a man the right, no, the duty, to
discipline his wife," Ganelon yelled.

Anger gave Alda her voice. "I am not your
wife."

From the corner of her eye, Alda saw Alfihar,
Leonhard, and Beringar hurry toward them.

"Why are you quarrelling?" Leonhard calmly
asked.

"This viper, he stuck himself into a matter
of discipline between me and Alda," Ganelon spat.

"Discipline?" Alda blurted. "You were about
to beat me for giving bread to a starving child. I hate you,
Ganelon! You have no rights or duties over me. God has not joined
us, and He never will!"

The men stared, speechless, at Alda. She
covered her mouth, unable to believe her own outburst.

Leonhard rushed to Alda and put his arm
around her shoulders. "Come with me, Alda. You have had too much
wine and need to rest."

As Leonhard led Alda through the great hall,
she looked over her shoulder.

"Hruodland, Ganelon," Alfihar said, raking
his fingers through his light brown hair, "this must be a
misunderstanding. Let us have some wine."

Hruodland and Ganelon glared at each other,
like two dogs raising the fur behind their necks, growling and
baring their teeth.

"I am well, Uncle," Alda murmured, turning
her head toward him. "I had only a few sips from the cup."

"I know," he muttered. "I am trying to
protect you. You surely were not in earnest."

"I meant every word. If you wish to protect
me, persuade Alfihar to negotiate with another suitor. My brother
will not listen to me."

She drew her sleeve past her elbow. Ganelon's
grasp had left bruises on her pale skin.

"No one has ever touched me that way," she
told Leonhard. She felt hot. Her face was flushed. "My father would
never allow it. My father would end negotiations with a man like
Ganelon."

Leonhard and Alda both looked back.

"Alfihar, forbid your sister from speaking
with Hruodland," Ganelon bellowed. "He is trying to steal what is
rightfully mine."

"She is not yours yet," Hruodland growled,
his dark eyes narrowing, "and if you hurt her, I swear by God and
all His saints that you will taste my sword."

Alda gasped. "I must go back. I can't let
Hruodland risk himself in a fight."

"You will do no such thing," Leonhard said
quietly and firmly, pulling her closer. "Your presence will only
make matters worse. It's only words, my dearling."

Something in Hruodland's voice told Alda he
was not speaking idly. Joy and worry washed through her. He would
challenge Ganelon to protect her! She tried to twist and go to
Hruodland, but Leonhard's hold on her was strong.

"Niece, I said no," he muttered.

Alda looked back again.

Ganelon drew his muscular frame closer to
Hruodland. "Alda belongs to me, not you!"

"You have no right to touch her!" Hruodland's
spine was arrow straight.

"Uncle," Alda whispered, "it is not mere
talk."

But broad-shouldered Beringar clapped his
massive hands on Ganelon's and Hruodland's shoulders and slowly
pushed the two men apart. "We should not fight among ourselves. His
Holiness will need all of us to fight the enemy." His deep voice
matched his hulking build and boomed throughout the hall.

"I will gladly use my sword to send the
Lombards to hell." Ganelon's icy eyes bored into Hruodland.

"We are crossing the Alps to save Rome,"
Hruodland retorted, "not forever condemn the Lombards."

"We should be fighting the Saxons instead,"
Alfihar grumbled. "The moment they learn we're far away, those oath
breakers will start burning churches again."

"But we have no choice," Hruodland replied.
"Not even gold will lure Desiderius away from Rome."

See, Alfihar? Alda thought. I told
you the Lombard king is mad.

"Son of a whore's filthy sow!" Alfihar said.
"Still bitter that King Charles divorced his worthless
daughter."

Ganelon chuckled.

Scowling, Hruodland looked about. "Don't let
Grandmother Bertrada hear that. She hoped the marriage would bring
peace."

Ganelon snorted in derision.

Beringar glowered at Alfihar and Ganelon.
"The queen mother is not alone. She did everything she could, but
peace with the Lombards is difficult, almost as difficult as peace
between King Charles and his brother, God rest his soul."

"I'm surprised the peace between Uncle
Charles and Uncle Carloman lasted as long as it did," Hruodland
said. "Uncle Carloman was petty and jealous and not a good
king."

Alda looked forward, glad they were no longer
talking about her. "Alfihar is going to rebuke me for causing this
quarrel," she said in a low voice.

Leonhard turned away from the group of men
and led Alda toward the door that opened to the garden. Lingering
at the doorway, she listened to the men again. Calling Desiderius
all sorts of vile names, they were rehashing how the Lombard king
tried to divide Francia and force Pope Hadrian to anoint Carloman's
toddling sons, giving his young widow, Gerberga, the power to rule
as regent.

"One might think ..." Leonhard's voice
trailed off, then he shook his head.

"One might think what?" Alda asked

"Nothing," Leonhard said. "Hruodland seems
fond of you."

"He is a good friend. If it were not for him,
Ganelon would have struck me. He has no right to do that, not yet,
has he?"

"No, Niece, Ganelon has no right.
Negotiations have barely started."

"How long will they take?"

"Weeks at least, probably months, maybe even
years. Or, God willing, they fail altogether." He frowned. "I told
Alfihar not to choose Ganelon. But you know how pig-headed your
brother is, and with Beringar, it is doubly so. Neither admits to
mistakes. When will you see fifteen years?"

Alda thought for a moment. "Next summer."

"Church law will be on your side then. The
nuptials will require your consent."

Alda shivered despite the warmth of the day,
praying it wouldn't come to that. Although Alfihar had never hit
her before, her refusal to marry Ganelon might anger him enough to
beat her, a punishment for her willfulness and the embarrassment
she would cause the family. Or he could disown her and leave her
without an inheritance, despite their late father's wishes. Then
what would she do?

For a moment, Alda and Leonhard walked in
silence through the garden just past its summer peak. The thyme and
sage released their scents as Alda's skirts brushed past them.

Leonhard relaxed his hold on Alda's
shoulders. "Promise me you will not seek Hruodland out."

"I enjoy Hruodland's company," she protested.
"I have no reason to stay away from him."

"Do you not have eyes to see what happened in
the hall?"

"Ganelon was going to beat me for an act of
charity. Is that the man you want to be my husband?"

"You know I don't," Leonhard said
impatiently, "but Alfihar and Beringar do. I will do my best to
dissuade them, but if I fail, you must not inspire Ganelon's
jealousy."

"I will not marry Ganelon," Alda said, a
tremor in her voice. "I will join the convent on Nonnenwerth
first!"

"With that crazed abbess?" Leonhard
whispered. "That would be worse than marrying Ganelon."

"It can't be."

Alda heard someone approaching them from
behind. Gritting her teeth, she wondered if it was Alfihar coming
out to scold her. The tread was solid and heavy like a man's, but
no, it was not Alfihar's footsteps. Her eyes widened. Was it
Ganelon? Was that rat going to finish what he had started?

Her throat constricting, Alda looked up to
Leonhard.

Her uncle glanced behind them. "We should
talk to him," he said. "He will follow us if we walk away."

"I've had more than my fill of Ganelon
today."

"It isn't Ganelon. It's Hruodland."

"Hruodland?" Alda beamed. She turned
suddenly, her long ash blond hair flaring.

It was Hruodland! He quickened his pace when
Alda faced him, and she lifted her skirts slightly so she could
rush to meet him.

"Alda!" Leonhard's voice carried a warning,
one she dared not disobey, not if he was to speak on her behalf
against Ganelon.

She let her skirts fall and waited for
Hruodland to come to her.

"Alda," Hruodland said anxiously, "did that
cur hurt you?"

Alda's long sleeves now covered the bruises.
How she wanted to show them to Hruodland and have him fight Ganelon
and disfigure that hateful face. But Leonhard shook his head almost
imperceptibly, telling her what she already knew. It would be wrong
to draw Hruodland into a fight that was not his. She clasped her
hands in front of her.

"I am well." She opened her mouth, but for a
moment, no words came out. "I don't know how to thank you."

"It was nothing," Hruodland said. "I only
wish I had stopped him earlier."

Leonhard cleared his throat. "Did Count
Ganelon see you come out here, Prince Hruodland?"

"Why should I care what he sees? He was going
to the assembly with Alfihar."

"Because I don't want your presence to send
Count Ganelon into a jealous rage," Leonhard said. "It would be
Lady Alda who suffers for it."

"I don't care how jealous that monster is,"
Alda snapped. "I refuse to marry him!"

"Alda," Leonhard said evenly, "this is no
time to be willful."

Alda frowned, but she held her tongue, afraid
Leonhard would change his mind if she contradicted him again in
public.

"Now that you have seen my niece is well,
Prince Hruodland, I must ask that you refrain from seeking her out
again."

"Bishop Leonhard, why would your family
negotiate with a man who would hurt Alda? Your family can do better
than Ganelon of Dormagen."

"My brother, my nephew, and I will determine
whom Lady Alda marries," Leonhard said coldly.

Alda looked down, her lower lip trembling.
Although the marriage negotiations were not Hruodland's concern,
she hated the way Leonhard was speaking to Hruodland, but she felt
helpless.

She looked up when Hruodland touched her
shoulder. "We are still friends," he said gently. "If you need my
aid, send a message to the March of Brittany."

Alda nodded. This was his farewell, and there
was nothing he or she could do about it. She feared if she spoke
now she would burst into tears.



Chapter Two

Soft footsteps interrupted the conversation.
Recognizing the rhythm of Veronica's walk, Alda felt her heart
lighten slightly. She, Hruodland, and Leonhard turned toward the
sound.

Veronica bowed, her dark braids almost
sweeping the ground. "Prince Hruodland, Bishop Leonhard," she said,
"my master, Count Alfihar of Drachenhaus, sent me to tell you that
the assembly will start soon."

"Prince Hruodland and I must go inside,"
Leonhard said. "Alda, as long as you are quiet, you can listen to
the discussion."

"I need air," Alda mumbled.

Before her confrontation with Ganelon, she
had wanted to listen to the men making plans for war, but now she
dreaded facing Alfihar again. She had no desire to hear him scold
her for what she had said to Ganelon. Nor did she wish to see the
ice-eyed, pale-haired count of Dormagen.

Choking back her frustration, Alda watched
Hruodland and Leonhard return to the hall. Hruodland hesitated at
the door and then turned toward her. The pain in his dark eyes
pierced her. No longer able to hold back the tears, Alda whirled
around and fled farther into the garden. Veronica ran after
her.

In the shade of a yew hedge, Alda leaned
over, hands on her knees, bracing herself against the sobs that
racked her body. She would never run to him when he came home from
war and throw her arms around his neck. She would never know the
feel of his embrace or the taste of his lips. He was lost to her,
and all she could have was an occasional rumor from a passing
merchant.

"I wish I knew some words to comfort you,"
Veronica said, stroking Alda's back.

"Hruodland wants me. I know he does. Why
can't Alfihar see that?"

"Affection has nothing to do with marriage,
especially marriage of the royal family. And the rumor is that
Hruodland's father wants him to marry the daughter of the Breton
duke. No count's sister can compete with that, even if the Breton
were as ugly as a toad and you were as fair as the sun."

"But why must Alfihar insist on marrying me
to a man I despise?"

"I hear Count Ganelon is wealthy."

"Oh, he drips with wealth and spares no
expense on himself. A pity he won't use his treasure to care for
his household. Why can't Alfihar see the obvious?" Alda wiped the
tears from her cheeks.

"Your brother is a good man but blinded by
pride."

 


As the afternoon wore on, Alda grew more
resentful of Ganelon. He had won. On the journey to Geneva with
their soldiers, he had jeered at her interest in warfare, and now
she was in the courtyard near the women's quarters, embroidering a
skirt with Veronica.

"God curse Ganelon," Alda said between
clenched teeth. "Because of him, we are here instead of listening
to the plans for war."

"Why not go inside, then?" Veronica asked.
"You cannot avoid Alfihar forever."

"I am in no hurry for his tirade. I did
nothing wrong."

Veronica quickly looked down as if she were
concentrating on a complicated stitch.

Again, Alda's curiosity about the plans for
war gnawed at her. Laying down her embroidery, Alda gazed at the
mountains, most of them steel gray and austere, some snow-capped,
all cutting into the sky, more formidable than any fortress. How
will they ever cross them?

"If only Father were here," Alda mused,
picking up the needle again. "He would find me a lord who knows how
to respect a lady, at least a man who knows it's rude to tell a
woman she's too thin, even if it is true."

"I've been thinking about what he said at
dinner," Veronica said. "It's like when your mother points out the
defects in a merchant's wares to make him lower the price."

"God's wounds, you're right! I expected
haggling over the bride price and dowry but not insults. What is
Ganelon thinking? That I will run to my brother and beg him to
lower the bride price because I'm too ugly for any man to want
me?"

"I told you God did not bless Ganelon with a
good brain." Veronica giggled.

"Or a good heart." Alda twisted a thread.
"What if Uncle Leonhard cannot sway Alfihar? If I marry Ganelon,
could I send a message to the Church or anyone else? I would be at
Ganelon's mercy, and he has no mercy. I fear him, Veronica."

"I know," Veronica said softly.

"It's more than that. Either this marriage
will cost me my life, or I will become a murderer."

Veronica dropped her needle. "Alda, you don't
mean that. He cannot ..." She shook her head. "You don't have a
murderous heart."

"I do mean it. He could make my heart as
black as his."

Alda managed five more stitches before
letting her needlework fall to her lap. Staring at the door to the
great hall, she fidgeted. She could almost see Alfihar's flushed
face, could almost feel his hands shaking her shoulders.

She glanced at the mountains, then the door.
Setting her embroidery aside, she started to pace. She stopped and
gazed at the door, tapping her finger to her lips. She could almost
hear the noblemen arguing about Lombardy.

She narrowed her eyes. Veronica was right.
Alfihar was going to scold her anyway. She might as well listen to
the debate. "Maybe I can sneak in without anyone noticing me," she
muttered.

"Do you want me to put away our embroidery?"
Veronica asked, already gathering needles and threads.

Nodding, Alda strode to the door and peeked
inside. Bright with the light from the windows, lamps, and fire,
the hall was spacious, especially now that the planks of the
trestle tables and benches had been stacked against the walls. The
nobles had gathered twenty-five paces to her right. Their voices
echoed, forming a jumble of words.

Slipping inside, she crept toward the crowd.
At the front of the room was a dais, where the king and queen sat
on thrones. Even without his crown, Charles, the hero who had
united Francia, would look like a king. A towering man in his
mid-twenties, his torso and neck were massive with muscle.
Round-faced, he had a long nose and large, bright eyes.

Charles's queen, Hildegard, a Swabian from
the powerful Agilolfing clan, was magnificent next to her husband.
A year older than Alda, she was great with her second child and
wore a vermillion gown that flattered her figure. Embroidered with
gold thread, the gown lay over a purple fine linen tunic and
matched her silk veil, secured with gold pins and topped by a
crown, glittering with the rest of her finery.

See those jewels, Alfihar? Alda
thought. See those clothes? King Charles treats his wife like
the high-born lady she is. Choose a man like that for me.

When she reached the back of the crowd, Alda
stood on her toes and craned her neck. Just off the dais and to the
king's right, Queen Mother Bertrada, grim-faced, sat stiffly in an
ornate chair. Tall and well past forty winters, she covered her
hair with a black silk widow's veil secured by a silver and
sapphire circlet. Beside her, a nurse sat on a stool and held the
sleeping baby Prince Karl, the son of Charles and Hildegard. Prince
Pepin, Charles's four-winter-old slightly stoop-shouldered son by
his first wife, a Frankish noblewoman, played with silver warriors
at his nurse's feet. Near the children, two clerks with wax tablets
and styluses listened intently to the conversation.

Hruodland and the king's uncle Bernard, a
rugged warrior who had seen forty winters, stood just behind
Bertrada, facing the king. Alda's gaze lingered on Hruodland. His
sky blue tunic fit snugly on his torso and fell to his knees,
showing off powerful calves in red silk leggings secured with dark
blue bands of cloth. How she wished she could be closer! She
scanned the crowd. Ganelon's pale head was in the front row near
her brother and uncles.

Alda glanced over her shoulder. The door to
the outside, her escape from Ganelon, was twenty paces away. At the
sound of Hruodland's voice, she turned toward the dais.

"We should split the army in two," he said.
"We can move faster through the mountains."

"If we move as one," Ganelon argued, a sneer
in his voice, "we would overwhelm the Lombards."

"We can't overwhelm them if we're stuck in
the Alps," Hruodland retorted.

"Lord Bernard," King Charles said in a tenor
voice, "what say you?"

"We could more easily move our men if we do
as Hruodland says," Bernard said, his voice raspy. "And we can
confound Desiderius if we invade by two routes. I can take my men
through the Great Saint Bernard Pass, you lead your followers
through Mount Cenis, and we reunite where the paths meet in a
valley."

"And what say you, my lady mother?"

"Split the army," Bertrada answered, her chin
jutting. "With this foe, you will need every advantage. The
Lombards are strong sons of whores in fortified cities. They will
not surrender easily."

"My lady queen mother," Hildegard said
smoothly, "if God wills it, we cannot fail. The Lombards closed the
roads to keep the pope's envoy from us, but the Good Lord delivered
him to us by sea. Surely, He will protect our men."

Charles laid his hand over his wife's and
smiled at her.

You see, Alfihar? Alda thought.
That is what I am talking about, a man who not only respects his
wife but is fond of her.

"Then we will hold Masses and litanies asking
the Good Lord for His favor," Bertrada said. "I will see to it
personally."

"My lady queen and my lady queen mother are
wise," Charles said. "Let us do as Lord Bernard says. We will leave
tomorrow after prime. We have no time to waste."

Even as the crowd dispersed and men filed
past her, Alda stayed rooted to the mosaic floor, feeling as if she
had been punched in the chest. She clutched her iron dragon amulet,
hoping to draw strength from its oval stone, a fragment of
Drachenfels Mountain near her home. Tomorrow! They are leaving
tomorrow!

Her need to speak to Alfihar shoved aside her
fear of his scolding. She approached her brother, weaving her way
through the crowd. After she took a few steps, Alfihar turned and
saw her. The annoyance on his face softened. He nodded to his
uncles and said something to Ganelon, then made his way toward
her.

"What troubles you?" he asked.

"The war in Lombardy." She grabbed Alfihar's
hand.

"You are always this way before I go to war.
Do not worry. I will be home in a few months." He patted her
hand.

Alda gave him a tremulous smile. That's
what Father said the spring before he was killed. "Promise me
you will keep your dragon amulet with you at all times."

"I promise. And you wear yours as well."

"Yes, Alfihar. I will pray for you."

"I know." Alfihar kissed her forehead. "Tell
the servants to pack for both of us. You must leave for home
tomorrow."

"Very well," Alda murmured.

For a moment, neither spoke. Then Alfihar
frowned and his features hardened. Alda's eyes widened. Not only
was he about to scold her: he was going to humiliate her in
public!

"I do not wish for us to part in anger," he
said in a low, stern voice, "but I must say this. I am your
brother, and it is your duty to obey me."

Alda nodded. She refused to allow Ganelon to
turn what might be her last conversation with Alfihar into harsh
words. She would not quarrel with her brother this time, but their
argument was far from over.

 


At the evening meal, Alda sat beside Alfihar.
Beringar's deep laugh drew her attention. His receding hairline of
sandy locks was one of the few signs he was past his prime. But two
decades of wearing armor had made Beringar's shoulders and chest as
broad as the trunk of an old tree and his arms like thick branches.
Beside Beringar was his younger, thinner brother, Leonhard. In
white robes, Leonhard had the look of a scholar: pale skin,
clerical tonsure, bright gray eyes, and hands like those a
woodcarver would create for Jesu—long, clean fingers, square at the
tips. Her gaze then fell on Ganelon. He was looking her up and down
as if he were appraising a horse. Alda, unnerved, shifted in her
seat.

Heaven forbid that I be destined to be his
wife. Maybe the war will claim him, she thought with a twinge
of shame at wishing for a countryman's death. Then, she felt a
flush of anger. Already his evil was preying on her!

She looked toward Hruodland, now seated five
paces away with his younger brother, Gerard, who was preparing for
the priesthood. Alda's melancholy deepened. After the war in
Lombardy, he would return to the March of Brittany, many leagues
west of her home. She would pray for Hruodland to survive the
battles, even though she had one certainty: I shall never see
him again.



Chapter Three

Late September 773, Drachenhaus on the Rhine, south
of Bonn

During the evening meal in the great hall,
Alda's gaze fell on the tapestries recounting Siegfried's deeds in
reds, greens, and yellows, brilliant even by firelight. She
realized how much she had missed Drachenhaus, built with stone from
Drachenfels Mountain across the Rhine, where Siegfried had slain
the dragon centuries ago and bathed in its blood for
invulnerability. The mountain's rock carried that magic, and Alda
felt it envelop her.

When servants brought in stews, soups,
roasted pork, and bread, the aromas from the food blended with the
wood smoke from the fire, lemon balm rubbed on the wooden tables
and benches, and the fresh mint and thyme strewn on the stone
floor. Alda stared at Alfihar's empty chair at the head of the
table. Where was her brother tonight? Was he shivering near a fire
with their uncles and Hruodland? Were they exhausted from their
trek up peaks so high and sharp they cut into the sky, dwarfing the
mountain on which her home sat? She shuddered. After the warriors'
struggle with the Alps' steep paths and trackless ridges, a
well-armed and well-armored enemy awaited them.

Her mother's voice interrupted her thoughts.
"I am getting old," Theodelinda said.

Alda gazed quizzically at her mother.
Theodelinda had seen almost forty winters, and care had etched
lines around her mouth and gray eyes. Yet her mother possessed a
strength belying her short stature, slenderness, and age.

Theodelinda rubbed the small of her back. "I
no longer have the vigor to watch over both the house and the
affairs of the count. I need you to watch over the house while I
oversee the farms and settle quarrels among the peasants. You will
have a household of your own soon."

Alda exchanged a glance with Veronica sitting
a few paces away. Veronica raised her eyebrows.

"Thank you, Mother," Alda replied. "I promise
to care for this house. I shall be worthy of holding the keys."

"It heartens me to hear it," her mother
said.

Theodelinda loosened her girdle and slid off
the ring with the keys. She gave them one last look before handing
them to Alda. Alda cupped the keys in her hand. At this moment,
they were more precious than the rings on her fingers.

Over the next few days, Alda found running a
household more difficult than she had expected. The servants
readily obeyed all her mother's commands, but when Alda gave an
order, they stopped working as soon as she left the room.

How does Mother rule them? Alda
wondered.

She had to prove that she was a grown woman
and could run a household by herself. Alda refused to seek help
from her mother, who would again tell her she was only a child, but
she suspected the servants knew that as well.

"This is the third time I have told you to
clean the hearth," Alda scolded a maidservant in the hall.

The maid gave Alda a defiant look.

"Have her whipped," Alda heard her mother say
behind her. "Alda, if you do not discipline them, they will take
advantage of you."

Alda stood still.

"Alda!"

Alda marched toward the servant and delivered
a slap that carried all of her frustration. The maid froze and
stared at Alda. Alda raised her hand again. Flinching, the maid
immediately grabbed the broom and swept in quick strokes. Alda
turned to go to the kitchen and plan dinner.

"Alda, you need to watch over that servant,"
her mother said. "She has already proven her laziness."

Alda faced the servant. "I am going to the
kitchen." She pointed to the hearth. "That had better be spotless
when I return, or you will receive more than a slap across the
face. Understood?"

Her cheek still red, the servant nodded.

Alda turned to her mother. "If you want me to
watch over this house, you must let me do so. You need not hover
over me."

"The servant refused to do her work,"
Theodelinda replied. "She did it only when you disciplined
her."

"The lesson is learned." Alda threw up her
hands. "I must get to the kitchen or else you will ask why dinner
has not been made." She added only half to herself, "I shall be
eager for my own house."

"How can you be so ungrateful? When I came
here, I was younger than you are now, and no one had taught me
anything about caring for a house. I was completely lost. I am
trying to teach you to be mistress of Ganelon's house."

"Mother," Alda said in a tone that sounded
like a rebuke. "Please." Her tone then softened. "Please tell
Alfihar to negotiate a betrothal with another man. Perhaps he will
heed you."

"Daughter," Theodelinda said, exasperated,
"Alfihar warned me of this in his letter. I had the clerk read it
to me several times. Ganelon has much wealth. He has much to offer
to the clan."

"Listen to me," Alda pleaded. "There must be
another suitor who can make a good offer to our family. Like
Hruodland of the March of Brittany."

"Hruodland of the March of Brittany?"
Theodelinda blinked back her surprise. "You truly expect a match
with the king's kinsman?"

"A generous dowry could lure him to us."

"The river has brought us riches, but
Hruodland's family will want him to marry a princess or the
daughter of a duke, not the sister of a count."

Alda frowned. Her mother was right, but she
was not about to admit it. "Alfihar should choose someone other
than Ganelon."

"I understand why you would be uneasy about
marriage," Theodelinda said gently. "I was anxious when I married
your father. I had known him only a few days. But once we were
better acquainted, we became quite fond of each other."

"Ganelon bears no semblance to Father." Alda
clenched her fists.

"No man, not even Prince Hruodland, is ever
going to spoil you as your father did."

The room had become too quiet. Alda turned
toward the servant, who had stopped sweeping and was eavesdropping
on the conversation.

"What did I tell you?" Alda raised her hand.
"What is said between me and my mother is not your concern. If I
have to warn you one more time, you will be whipped."

The servant hurriedly resumed her
sweeping.

"You're learning, Daughter. Now listen to me,
you are fortunate to attract Ganelon. He is wealthy, and you
yourself have said he is a fine looking man."

"If I could judge him on his looks alone,
yes, I would be happy," Alda snapped. "Whole songs could be created
about his fine, blond hair, his pale blue eyes, and his muscled
legs, but I am not talking about his looks. I am talking about his
heart. His heart is black, black and shriveled as ..." She looked
around and pointed to a burned, twisted piece of wood. "... this
spent log in the hearth."

"Daughter, you have known him but a few
weeks. Perhaps you are mistaken."

"Mother," Alda said as if she were explaining
something to a slow child, "he was about to beat me for giving
bread to one of his servants. If I marry him, what is to stop him
from killing me?"

"It's your fancy," Theodelinda muttered,
shaking her head.

"Father would have believed me," Alda cried,
her face flushing. "Father would have never chosen him. Of that, I
am certain."

 


* * *

 


The autumn and winter passed with no word
from Alfihar, not even a message on the occasional merchant boat
that visited them. The empty chair at the head of the table seemed
emptier during the Feasts of the Nativity and the Resurrection.
When the time for spring planting approached, Alda and Theodelinda
climbed to the top of the tower. Swollen with spring rains, the
Rhine swirled through the mountains, blanketed in shades of green.
Peasants were leading livestock to the pastures, where shoots
emerged through last winter's dead grass. Yet many fields were
still brown, save for a few weeds.

Gazing upstream, Theodelinda sighed and wrung
her hands as if she could see past the Rhineland mountains, past
the Alps to the tents where her son and brothers had spent the
winter, huddled around fires amid the snow.

"They had provisions for only a few months,"
Theodelinda said.

"They are resourceful." Alda laid her hand on
her mother's shoulder. "They can hunt."

Neither spoke of her worry of the Saxons. The
merchants had told them the devil-worshiping brutes were burning
churches and advancing west, just as Alfihar had predicted. The
Saxons had not crossed the Rhine, but Drachenhaus's defenses were
in place. A wall higher than two men ringed the castle. Only one
guarded gate allowed visitors to enter.

Land beyond the castle was vulnerable: the
thatched, wooden houses in the village, the guarded mill by the
river, the fields where crops would be planted, the pasture with
its livestock, and the vineyards. This piece of civilization had
clawed out a space from the forest, which smothered both banks of
the river and the mountains. Alda's gaze wandered to Nonnenwerth,
the Rhine island where the Sisters of the Sacred Blood lived. Their
tenants were also taking animals out to graze.

If Leonhard failed to sway Alfihar to end
negotiations with Ganelon, could the abbey on this island be her
refuge? Alda sometimes envied the Sisters of the Sacred Blood—to
have a life where all a woman had to do was pray when the bell
rang.

"Damned Lombards," Theodelinda spat. "When
your father led freemen to war, they did not stay away this long.
Why did our king need one man from each free house?"

"We need a large army to save Rome," Alda
said.

"God curse those Lombards for keeping our men
away during spring planting!"

"What shall we do, Mother?"

"I am not going to let these people starve."
Theodelinda's eyes darkened to the color of storm clouds. "We will
use whatever means necessary."

They descended from the tower, and
Theodelinda sent for the village priest and what was left of
Alfihar's tribunal—old men whose sons had gone to Lombardy.

"Alda, you will join us," Theodelinda said.
"I hope this will never happen in Dormagen, but you should learn in
case it does."

Alda nodded. Feeding themselves was far more
important right now than arguing yet again about Ganelon as they
had all winter.



Chapter Four

After hours of discussion, Theodelinda, Alda,
the priest, and the peasants on the tribunal came up with a plan.
When the fields were dry enough for the hoe, Theodelinda suspended
all judgments and taxation. Every peasant and every castle servant
worked in the fields every day of the week, even the Sabbath.

"The Lord needs His fighting men in
Lombardy," the priest said in Frankish during his homily at each
sunrise Mass, "but we still must do His work here, and His work for
us is spring planting. Allowing our children to starve is a greater
sin than working on the Sabbath, and the dowager countess is giving
alms to the Church on behalf of all of us. God will show His
mercy."

Hearing their own words echoed, Theodelinda
and Alda nodded from the front row. Alda glanced over her shoulder
and saw relief on the peasants' faces.

 


* * *

 


A month later, Alda was at the top of the
tower admiring the fields, bright green with vegetables and shoots
of spring wheat, rye, and oats.

"My lady," asked the guard, a pockmarked
young man, "is all well?"

"Oh, yes, two cooks were squabbling over ..."
She rolled her eyes. "Not important. I just need a moment of
quiet."

"I see something that will please you more."
Grinning, he pointed to the river.

A merchant barge, its square sail unfurled,
was approaching them. Laden with barrels and chests, the wooden
craft was large enough to take up two-thirds of the great hall.
Alda gasped, then rushed down the stairs. The horn's call drowned
out her clattering footsteps.

Lifting her skirts, she raced to the great
hall, where Theodelinda was barking orders to guards and servants
to get packhorses and carts, invite the merchant to the castle, and
carry his wares. As servants rushed about, Alda quickly inspected
the room. A glance at the hearth assured her its glowing hot coals
would suffice in the warmth of the day. The thyme and mint strewn
on the floor would last a few more days.

Theodelinda sent the cupbearer for wine,
while Alda ordered a maidservant to fetch rolls and tarts. The two
ladies took their places in ornate chairs the servants had placed
near the hearth. "Remember," Theodelinda warned in a low voice,
"don't be too eager."

"I know," Alda replied. "If the merchant has
cloth, point out a loose thread. And argue if he says our potters'
bowls are flawed."

"Be pleasant, though. We need to buy
salt."

"I hope he has cinnamon and nutmeg."

Mother and daughter were still whispering
about what to trade when the merchant, a short, well-dressed young
man, entered the hall and bowed to them. Theodelinda invited him to
sit on a stool and refresh himself.

"Do you have tidings of my son, Count
Alfihar, or my brothers, Count Beringar and Bishop Leonhard of
Bonn?" It was the same question Theodelinda asked every merchant
who came to Drachenhaus.

"Any news of Hruodland of the March of
Brittany?" Alda added.

"Daughter, you should be asking about Ganelon
of Dormagen."

Alda glared at her mother but held her tongue
about Ganelon. She did not want to be sent upstairs to the solar,
away from the bargaining and the gossip.

"I know nothing of any of the men you speak
of," the merchant said, tugging at his collar.

"Do you have news of the royal family?" Alda
asked. "We heard Queen Hildegard and the princes followed King
Charles into Italy, and that the queen mother went to Aachen. But
we've heard naught of the child Queen Hildegard was carrying."

"The queen bore a girl this past winter, but
the child lived only three months." The merchant's shoulders
sagged.

"God rest her soul," Alda murmured. Bowing
her head, she made the sign of the cross. Every family she knew had
lost babies, but the news never ceased to sadden her.

"It's God's will." Theodelinda laid her hand
over Alda's. "I will have our priest dedicate tomorrow's prime Mass
to the princess. The rest of the royal family, are they well?"

"Yes, Countess. Did you know Gerberga and her
sons surrendered in Verona?" he asked excitedly.

With wide eyes, Alda and Theodelinda shook
their heads. "I thought our army was holding siege at Pavia, where
Desiderius is hiding like the rat he is," Alda said.

"This is the first we've heard about the
king's sister-by-marriage," Theodelinda added, leaning forward.
"Please, have some more wine."

"Lady Alda, you are correct." The merchant
took a drink. "Our army has had an enormous camp outside Pavia's
walls since autumn, but Gerberga and her sons fled to Verona with
Desiderius's son. Our king and some of his men gave chase. The
Lombard prince escaped, but Gerberga did not resist."

"Where are they now?" Alda asked.

"I know not."

"And Desiderius is still in Pavia?"
Theodelinda asked.

"Yes. Our king even spent the Feast of the
Resurrection in Rome and prayed for the Lord's aid. Yet the siege
continues, and the Lombard king refuses to surrender."

"Damned Lombards!" Alda said. "The queen
mother was right. They are strong, stubborn sons of whores."

 


* * *

 


Spring days lengthened and became warmer, the
grain in the fields grew tall and rippled with the wind, and still
no word from Alfihar. It was the height of summer, with the hay cut
and drying in the fallow fields, when a messenger arrived at
Drachenhaus with a rolled parchment bearing Alfihar's seal.

He is alive, Alda thought. Until this
moment, she and her mother had not known.

"Saints be praised," Theodelinda murmured,
wiping her tears with her hand.

"Saints be praised," Alda echoed, leaning
against her mother's shoulder. Her throat fluttering, Alda watched
the clerk read the message.

His eyes scanning the text, the clerk smiled
and translated into Frankish, "Alfihar, count of Drachenhaus by the
grace of God and Charles, king of the Franks and Lombards and
patrician of Rome, to our beloved mother, Dowager Countess
Theodelinda: We send loving greetings in the name of our Lord to
you and through you, to our dearling sister. We and our uncles are
well. God has granted us victory in Lombardy. Rome is secure.
Desiderius has been sent to the cloister. We will return within a
week's time with Beringar, count of Bonn; Leonhard, bishop of Bonn;
Our Lord King Charles; and a company of many."

 


While the rest of the household rushed to
prepare the castle for guests a few days later, Alda and Veronica
were embroidering falconry gloves for Alfihar. Servants were
rubbing linseed oil and lemon balm into the castle's furniture and
the altar of the chapel attached to the manor, scrubbing the floors
and baths, and hauling water to the bathhouse. Theodelinda had
planned a feast and ordered servants to take inventory of flour,
honey, and spices; clean the stables; pull weeds in the garden; and
cut off spent blooms. Alda thought it was odd for everyone to be
scurrying about while she passed the time with needlework.

"Was I a good mistress of this house?" she
asked Veronica.

"Yes, the house ran smoothly, once you became
accustomed to giving orders."

"Why was my mother so hasty to take back the
keys? The clerk had barely finished reading Alfihar's message when
she held out her hand and said, 'Alda, you will not need those
anymore.'" Alda imitated the gesture and her mother's commanding
tone.

"She is the dowager countess, Alda," Veronica
said, not taking her eyes off her embroidery. "You knew you could
not keep the keys forever."

"But without so much as a 'thank you.'"

"You didn't need to throw them at her. You
almost spat when you said, 'Here are the keys, Mother.'" Veronica
looked up. "You were a good mistress of the house, and you will
soon be a good mistress of, uh ..."

Alda picked up the needle but then turned
toward the window. "I wonder what has become of Ganelon," she said
half to herself. "Alfihar's message made no mention of him."

"I assume the count of Dormagen will be with
your brother, if he survived the battles," Veronica replied, making
another stitch.

Alda lifted the needle, then laid her hand on
her lap. A cold, heavy fear sank into her chest. What if Alfihar
and Ganelon had negotiated dowry and bride price?

Again, Alda picked up Alfihar's glove. After
embroidering two stitches in the dragon's wing, she put the glove
down again and looked toward the window.

"Do you think Alfihar will marry Empty Head
soon?" Alda asked.

"Shh!" Veronica giggled. "Lady Gundrada might
find out you call her that."

"She cares nothing for affairs of the realm.
She told me so while we were in Koblenz. We will be suffering a
fool when she and Alfihar are ..."

Two notes from the horn at the tower vibrated
through the solar. For a moment, all noise seemed to stop. The
guards sounded two notes only when they saw an invasion or the
return of the men from the battlefront.

Alda caught her breath. "Veronica, was it
..."

Veronica nodded.

"Saints be praised!" Alda shouted, raising
both fists overhead.

Setting aside barely stitched embroidery,
Alda and Veronica left the solar, arm in arm, their heels striking
the oaken floor. They headed for the tower and ran up the
stairs.

 


Alda knew her questions would be answered
soon. Was Alfihar whole? What had happened to that beast who called
himself Ganelon?

A breeze from the Rhine played with her hair
as she stood at the top of the tower. She had expected these notes
from the horn. The host of men was traveling on the road near the
Rhine, the same road she and Alfihar had taken south almost a year
ago. The guard at the tower showed Alda what he saw. Soldiers, on
horseback, in horse, ox and mule carts, on foot, emerged from the
forest's thick, green canopy. Alda saw Nonnenwerth's sisters and
tenants, as small as ants from this height, empty the church, the
fields, and their homes to greet their men. A handful of the
abbey's tenants dragged boats to the bank of the river to ferry
their men home.

The soldiers were in the clearing, just
beyond the wheat fields. The gate to the fortress ground open.
Peasants dropped their hoes in the fields and came up the mountain
to the chapel to meet their kinsmen.

Panting from her climb up the stairs,
Theodelinda joined Alda. When the guard showed the dowager countess
what he saw, Theodelinda let out a shriek and embraced Alda.

Theodelinda, Alda, and Veronica hurried down
the narrow stairways, their shoes scuffling on the steps. They ran
outside to the steps of the chapel, whose bell clanged overhead.
The villagers cheered to see Theodelinda and Alda. Crowding the
courtyard, they were murmuring and gossiping. Alda could feel the
excitement and worry of the families: They would see their sons or
husbands or brothers or fathers—if they lived.

"He is almost here," Theodelinda
squealed.

The villagers raised their voices when the
royal couple and their guards came through the gate on horseback,
hooves clattering against the hard ground. Alda was smiling,
cheering, clapping.

King Charles wore an iron crown and a gold
belt with a sword hilt to match. A bejeweled and plump Queen
Hildegard rode beside her husband. Five-winter-old Prince Pepin
rode a smaller horse while toddling Prince Karl was carried in a
horse-borne portable cradle.

Mounted noblemen, some of the king's
courtiers among them, entered the courtyard next. Alda scanned the
crowd and let out a breath when she beheld Alfihar. He looked the
same. He still had both eyes and both feet. Like the other horses,
his stallion was dirty and needed to be fed but easily carried his
master and the armor that had been rolled and secured behind the
saddle. The stubble on Alfihar's chin matched his light brown
hair.

Alda beamed to see her uncles, Beringar and
Leonhard. Her smile faded when her gaze rested on the man she hoped
not to see: Ganelon. There he is. The war did not claim
him.

Her eyes were then drawn to two noblemen who
were not from this part of the kingdom—actually, one nobleman, a
tall, dark-haired man on a black stallion. Alda felt a pang near
her heart. Hruodland!

"Veronica," Alda whispered, "yonder, near
Alfihar, do you see?"

Veronica gasped. "Yes."

"Could it be? Am I dreaming?" she said in a
daze.

"Not unless we are both asleep," Veronica
whispered back.

"I thought I would never see him again."

"What is he doing here? His home is leagues
and leagues away."

A wave of cheers drowned out conversation.
Servants and commoners were following the noblemen in horse and ox
carts and on foot. Alda instinctively moved closer to her mother.
Soldiers crowded the courtyard.

Splatters of dried blood, mud, and manure
stained their clothes, and on some men, bloodstains formed brown
circles on their leggings. Some of the men in the ox carts had
their arms or legs in splints. Others were missing fingers or
hands. Some of the horses had scars on their legs and necks.

Villagers pushed past each other to meet
their kinsmen in the army. The soldiers kissed their wives, hugged
their mothers and fathers, picked up their children. Most families
smiled and laughed and looked at each other in wonder. Some could
barely speak. Others were talking all at once. Some children cried
in the arms of the strange men who were their fathers. A couple of
mothers and wives wept for a lost eye or hand. A few mothers and
wives kept searching the crowd until a friend of their family shook
his head. They wailed, sobbed, and fainted as the friend held them.
Alfihar guided his horse toward Alda and Theodelinda. He raised his
hunting horn, carved from bone, to his lips and blew. The crowd
fell silent.

"We have arrived at the House of the Dragon,"
Alfihar called, "where we will have a great feast to celebrate our
triumph. Your hostesses are my mother, Countess Theodelinda, and my
sister, Lady Alda. Be merry!"

Alda had barely heard Alfihar. Her attention
was drawn to Hruodland. Their eyes met for a moment. Hruodland
smiled. Alda swallowed and smiled back. Veronica nudged Alda to
follow her mother's lead. With Theodelinda, she approached the king
and bowed.

"We are honored, my lord king, to have a
guest of such greatness," Theodelinda said.

The dowager countess described the baths and
the clean clothes that awaited them. She signaled the stable hands
to attend to the horses and ordered her servants to attend to the
noblemen's needs.

Alfihar dismounted and handed the reins to a
groom. He approached Theodelinda and Alda and embraced his mother,
then his sister.

"Oh, how I have yearned to see home!" he
roared.

Alda again watched Hruodland. He dismounted
from his stallion and gave the reins to his servant. He pushed his
hair away from his eyes. Like the other noblemen, he was dirty and
unshaven. As he spoke in Roman, that strange tongue from the
western part of Francia, she picked out the name of his brother,
Gerard, but nothing else.

Alfihar, his arms now around both his mother
and his sister, called to him. "Hruodland!"

"Hruodland," Alda whispered.



Chapter Five

"Mother, Alda, I have brought a friend,"
Alfihar said. "Prince Hruodland, this is my mother. Of course, you
remember my sister."

Hruodland's dark eyes pierced Alda. Her knees
weakened. Her heart pounded. Her mouth went dry.

"My greetings," he said in a baritone as
musical as any singer's. Hruodland bent to kiss Theodelinda's hand,
then Alda's.

Alda thought she would faint.

"Mother, I must talk to you," Alfihar said,
leading Theodelinda away, his arm around her shoulders.

Alda saw Ganelon halfway across the courtyard
making his way toward her. She held her dragon amulet, desperately
thinking for a way to avoid him without fleeing outright.

"Count Ganelon," Leonhard called
cordially.

Puzzled Leonhard did not tell Hruodland to
leave her, Alda watched Ganelon turn toward her uncle.

"My nephew has fine hounds for hunting,"
Leonhard said. He dismounted and handed the reins to a servant.
"Come, let me show you the kennels."

"What is she doing with my enemy?" Ganelon
snarled, pointing at Hruodland and Alda.

Alda's eyes widened as she noticed
Hruodland's hand clenching into a fist. Now, she had to get the two
of them away from each other, despite what Leonhard had said about
staying away from Hruodland. God had granted her fondest wish—to
see Hruodland again, and the last thing she wanted was for him to
be hurt in a fight.

"Our enemies are the Lombards and the
Saxons," Leonhard chided. He strolled toward Ganelon. "We have
conquered one and will subdue the other."
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