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Dedication
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For my stepdaughter, Suzanne Thomas.

Characters

ALL ARE HISTORIC PERSONAGES unless otherwise noted.

Charles, king of the Franks

Himiltrude, his first wife, divorced

Lombard princess, his second wife, divorced, daughter of the Lombard king deposed by Charles*

Hildegard, his third wife from the important Agilolfing family, died

Fastrada, his fourth wife, from east of the Rhine

Charles’s children (in order of age)

By Himiltrude

Pepin

By Hildegard

Karl

Hruodtrude

Little Pippin (originally named Carloman)

Louis

Bertha 

Gisela

By Kunigunde (concubine)*

Hruodhaid

By Fastrada

Theodrada

Chiltrude

Gomeric, Himiltrude’s brother and Pepin’s uncle**

Radolf, Fastrada’s father

Sigibert, Fastrada’s brother**

Nantlind, Fastrada’s maid**

Irma, wet nurse to Fastrada’s children**

Wilberga, midwife in the royal household**

Fardulf, a Lombard deacon, poet, and courtier

Pepin, Charles’s late father

Bertrada, Charles’s late mother

Carloman, Charles’s late brother, and his widow and sons

Tassilo, Charles’s cousin and duke of Bavaria

Luitperga, Tassilo’s wife and Charles’s former sister-by-marriage

Their sons and daughters

Gerold, Hildegard’s brother 

Severinus, Frankish aristocrat who owns land near Bavaria**

Richilde, Severinus’s daughter**

Meginfrid, Charles’s chamberlain

Hardrad, a Thuringian aristocrat

Amalwin, Charles’s legate

Widukind, ruler of the pagan Saxons 

His wife and children

Lucas, steward of Oppenheim**

Offa, king of Mercia

Alcuin, a Northumbrian scholar and teacher in the Palace School

Angilram, royal archchaplain and archbishop of Metz

Adalgis, Charles’s former brother-by-marriage and son of the deposed Lombard king

*Historic personage but name is unknown

**Fictitious
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Chapter One
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OCTOBER 783, WORMS

Fastrada forced a smile to hide her unease with the short fourteen-winter-old youth King Charles had introduced as his eldest son. The cause wasn’t his stooped shoulders—she had long known about that deformity. In fact, he was better looking than she had expected. His dark blond hair framed a handsome face with her betrothed’s long nose. But something seethed beneath the surface of his large, dark blue eyes.

“A pleasure to meet you, Lady Fastrada,” Pepin said politely.

Fastrada shivered in the chill of the morning air and drew her marten-fur-lined cloak close with gloved hands. A breeze scattered red and gold leaves on the palace’s courtyard, which was framed by a colonnade and three large rectangular stone buildings with many windows. The royal manor and the curved-end chapel flanked the barracks. Guards in the manor’s tower could see past the city walls but not much farther. This land was so flat, unlike her hilltop fortress at Büraburg. Of course, she reminded herself, this palace sat in the middle of a guarded city, and the Saxons were across the vast Rhine and leagues to the north and east. Yet she doubted she would ever shake her fear of those heathens no matter how far away they were.

Shoving aside her worry about the Saxons, Fastrada focused on her immediate concern: her place in the royal family. She wanted to be a good mother to Charles’s children. Would they accept an Easterner who spoke and dressed differently, especially one who had seen only two more winters than the eldest child? Did they pine for Queen Hildegard, dead only a few months?

“And this is my son Karl,” Charles said to Fastrada and her father, Count Radolf. 

About to see eleven winters, the boy was large for his age, close to surpassing his older brother. If he did grow to be as tall and brawny as his father, Fastrada wondered, would he obey her when Charles was away? 

“We must get you a new wooden sword,” Charles told his son in a tenor Fastrada was still getting used to. “The hilt on this one is worn.”

Karl frowned. “I want a real one.”

Charles chuckled. “When you’re old enough.”

Pepin scowled, and Fastrada’s brow creased. Why did he seem envious of his brother? Her gaze fell to his belt, where he had only an eating knife and a dagger. She hadn’t expected to see a sword, not for the youth destined to rule the archbishopric of Metz. Why would Pepin want a costly weapon that would sit unused at his hip? For vanity? One look at him revealed he was from a noble family—he wore a fine wool tunic fringed with silk and had plenty of gold and silver around his neck and on his fingers. Why was he unhappy, when Charles had been so generous? Fastrada had heard about a mother selling her misshapen baby into slavery to forget the sin that had brought God’s curse upon the child. Instead, Charles had his stoop-shouldered bastard at court with his siblings. No one would accept a hunchback on the throne, but someday, Pepin would control the riches of the see of Metz and wield all the influence that went with it. 

As the king presented his daughters, Fastrada turned her attention to the girls. All three were staring at her. Charles’s features softened, and his voice took on a tender note as he uttered their names.

“My lord king,” cried a high-pitched voice.

Both Fastrada and Charles turned. A young woman about Fastrada’s age, her gem-studded girdle tied above a swollen belly, hurried toward them from inside the royal residence. Charles glanced at his bride, then at the noblewoman, and stood a little straighter, like a soldier bracing for a punch. 

The noblewoman gazed up at Charles, her eyes pleading. “Is it true, my lord king? Are you going to marry this woman from east of the Rhine?”

Fastrada bristled but held her tongue. How could this woman not know? Oh, was she the concubine the merchants had gossiped about?

“Kunigunde,” Charles said calmly, “Lady Fastrada will be my queen tomorrow.”

With a gasp that sounded like a sob, Kunigunde laid her hand on her heart and hunched over as if she had been hit with a stone. 

“Don’t get overwrought,” Charles said. “I will acknowledge the child just as I acknowledged Pepin.” 

Fastrada’s throat tightened, and she pressed her lips together. Don’t cry. Not with her watching. Not with Father watching.

“You told me you were not going to remarry,” Kunigunde said, her voice choked. “You didn’t want any more heirs.”

I heard the same thing. Obviously, he changed his mind. Fastrada clenched her fists, trying to cage the jealousy roaring within her. She dared not speak and release a torrent of tears.

“After this summer’s battles,” Charles said, “I realized I must marry again for the good of our people.”

“But what will happen to me?” Kunigunde asked.

Why should he care about a slut? Fastrada’s throat grew tighter. Her eyes stung.

“My lord king,” Radolf said, seizing Fastrada’s elbow and dragging her away, “my daughter is not well and needs air.”

“Of course,” Charles said. Was that relief Fastrada heard in his voice?

Still holding Fastrada’s arm, Radolf pushed his way through the crowd, and soon, people moved aside on their own. Although age had stolen most of his hair and lined his face, Radolf was still strong enough to wear armor and command soldiers. As Fastrada fought back tears, she and her father rounded a corner of the manor, passed its south wall to their right and apple trees to the left, and turned again. A garden still vibrant with radishes, cabbages, and other fall vegetables greeted them. Several cart lengths away, she spied servants coming in and out of the kitchen.

“She’s trying to steal him from me!” Fastrada bawled.

“Stop that!” Radolf said in a low growl. “How many times have I told you never to cry in front of anyone? They’ll think you’re weak.”

“But ... but she claims to be carrying his child!”

“He believes her.” Radolf shrugged. 

“Why won’t you defend me?” During negotiations for the betrothal, her father had refused to insist Charles send the concubine away—to even discuss the matter—and it still irked her.

“She’s nothing to you.”

Fastrada had let herself believe that until she saw Kunigunde’s round belly. “The baby will tie Charles more closely to her.”

“No one cares about a bastard. You need to make sure Charles is fair to the sons you’ll have with him. We need a man with our blood ruling our lands and Saxony.”

“And he will.” 

Her father smiled. “That’s my girl.”

“I don’t want to be only a duty to Charles!” 

“You will be queen of the Franks, and your sons will be kings. Most women would be happy with that, even if her husband swived every maid in the palace.”

Fastrada envied Kunigunde’s curves, so unlike her own tall, willowy figure. Did Charles and Kunigunde share only lust or was there something more? And if there was something more, she might face a more difficult battle on her own sons’ behalf, especially if Charles wished to strengthen his bond with Hildegard’s brother, Gerold, by favoring his late wife’s boys.

“He could heed Kunigunde and ignore me,” Fastrada said softly. “She could turn her son against me and mine. How do you know Charles won’t do to me what he did to his first wife? She bore him a son, and Charles threw her away like a threadbare rag.” 

“You’re confused,” her father said with an eerie calm. “The Lombard princess bore him no children, and she got what she deserved.”

Fastrada glared at him. That was only half-true. Her father had told her just a few weeks ago that Himiltrude, Pepin’s mother, was Charles’s first wife, not a concubine, and Charles had divorced her to wed the Lombard. In fact, Radolf pointed out that Himiltrude’s appointment as abbess of the royal double monastery at Nivelles was the price for peace with her family. Why would he attempt to deceive her now by repeating what Charles wanted people to believe? 

Oh. Her father wasn’t trying to trick her. He was warning her: she had better act like someone was always seeking an opportunity to use her own words against her, even if no one was within earshot. It was never this way at home.

She swallowed, loathing the lie she had to accept. “Your pardon, Father.”

“You were a little girl at that time,” he said, “much too young to remember.”

That much was true. And that was what she would say if anyone brought up Charles’s early marriages. She would not talk about the tension between Charles and his late brother. Or the Lombard princess Charles had set aside to marry Hildegard or the war that resulted between Charles and his enraged former father-by-marriage. But she would never forget that first war in Lombardy taking her father away for almost a year and the vengeful Saxons’ attack on Büraburg while he was gone. 

Our people paid the price. Again, she was seven winters old in a chapel crowded with monks from the Abbey of Fritzlar and refugees from neighboring villages, all praying before the stone box with the relics of Saint Wigbert. Boulders from Saxon catapults thundered into the fortress walls and rattled the floor, even the air. The smoke from burning houses and the fields filled her throat.

Her father’s voice brought her back to the present. “The king stayed true to Hildegard.”

“She was an Agilolfing.” To seize his late brother’s lands, Charles had needed an alliance with one of the realm’s most powerful families, which included the duke of Bavaria.

“We’re just as important,” her father replied. “We have allies right where the king needs them.”

“But I will never capture Charles’s heart. It still belongs to Hildegard. Or Kunigunde.” Fastrada looked down.

“Marriage is about the head, not the heart. Charles is fond of you, and that is enough for most brides.”

“It wasn’t this way for you and Mother,” she mumbled.

“At first, it was. We married to bind our families and barely knew each other when we made our vows.” He sighed. “She was a good wife.”  

With those words, the ground felt more solid under Fastrada’s feet. Maybe there was hope to win Charles’s affection. She raised her chin.

“And, Daughter, don’t lose your temper with the concubine or anyone else. I won’t be there to rescue you.”

Fastrada nodded slowly. Her father loosened his grip. 

While she was growing up, Charles had been the hero who fought the Aquitainian rebels, the Lombards who threatened the Church, the Saracen tyrant in Hispania, the Saxons burning their way through East Francia—the man who avenged last year’s disastrous battles against the Saxons in the Süntel Mountains. She had wanted her father to promise her to a handsome, young count as brave and intelligent as Charles.

Over the past few months, she had wavered between dread of marrying a man old enough to have sired her and pleasant surprise at how her charming suitor showed as much vigor as a warrior ten winters younger. Her father’s announcement that she would marry Charles had been like a draught of the strongest wine, but now that wine had become vinegar, sour in her mouth.
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Chapter Two
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A MEATY HAND CLAPPED Pepin’s shoulder, and he turned away from where his father’s bronze-haired bride had gone. 

“Uncle Gomeric!” Pepin embraced his mother’s brother, a stocky man of thirty years, one of the few people not to look at him as if he were carrion. 

“Pepin, your voice changed. You no longer sound like a little boy.”

Pepin grinned, glad his uncle had noticed. Pulling back, Pepin beheld a bend in Gomeric’s hawk-beak nose and pointed. “Did that come from a Saxon?”

“One that tried to kill me with a cudgel. You should have seen how I finished him off—one swift stroke.” Gomeric moved his hand as if he were hacking into the Saxon’s neck.

“I would have witnessed it,” Pepin grumbled, “if Father had taken me to war with him. He refuses me a sword. Not fair that my little brothers have kingdoms and I get a bishopric.” 

Gomeric lowered his rough voice. “Your father cannot force you to take holy orders.”

“Your father didn’t try to force the priesthood on you.”

Gomeric smiled. “Actually, he did. He wanted me to be a bishop so that all the land could pass intact to my brother. He sent me to an abbey school, and I liked it not one whit.”

Pepin raised his dark blond brows. That explained why his kinsman spoke and read Latin as well as a bishop. He looked nothing like a priest now. No longer young, Gomeric was still strong; the only signs of decline were a few strands of gray in his thick, light brown hair and a couple of blackened teeth. 

“What did you do?” Pepin asked.

“I kept saying I needed more time to deliberate before I took the vows, and prayed for a miracle. Suddenly, my brother had pains in his belly and died.” Gomeric shrugged. “Must have been God’s will.”

This was not the first time Pepin had seen a lack of grief over a brother’s passing. His nurse had told him no one mourned for his father’s brother and he was not to mention his name.  

Pepin had heard Gomeric mention his own late brother from time to time, always with an undertone of bitterness, but had known little else. All Gomeric had wanted was what Pepin wanted now: his share of the inheritance, something Hildegard had stolen. Two years ago in Rome, she’d made sure two of her sons, barely out of swaddling, were anointed monarchs. Seeing Carloman emerge naked from the baptismal font with their grandfather’s name, Pepin knew he would never be a king. In name, Louis ruled Aquitaine, while Little Pippin reigned over Italy. Cursed shrew! Deserves to be dead.

He dared not voice his thoughts. Everyone but his uncle and his real mother thought the late queen was so pious, founding abbeys, befriending abbesses, teaching Psalms to her children. And God had blessed her with three healthy sons and three healthy daughters. No one mentioned the three babies who had died. Even his nurse—God rest her soul—thought the queen charitable to have Pepin educated with his siblings despite God’s curse for his mother’s sin. His nurse guessed God was angry that Pepin was conceived on a Sunday. Or maybe Himiltrude had seen a deformed man during her churching. Whatever she did caused a curse that could not be removed by Charles’s prayers or Pepin’s own, and she took the veil to repent. In Pepin’s memory, she had always lived at Nivelles. He had seen her only a few times but had many letters. Was she moved by affection or guilt? 

Gomeric’s voice broke into his thoughts. “When do I get that puppy?”

Pepin made an obscene gesture. Gomeric laughed. They had wagered the offspring of their favorite hunting dogs over whether Charles would marry again. 

“Why can’t Father just have concubines like Kunigunde?” Pepin groused. “Three challengers for the throne is enough.”

“And have a king be distracted with the royal household and the treasury? You jest.”

“Kunigunde was doing that for him after Grandmother died. Why would Father want to marry an Easterner? His letters said we slaughtered the Saxons.”

“We did, thanks to Radolf and his allies. We need them.”

“Our house doesn’t need a weakling given to humors,” Pepin said.

“That was an aberration. In Büraburg, I saw a strong-willed woman ruling her father’s household. So don’t be a fool and underestimate her. The king is fond of her, and she may very well bend him to her will.”

“He would listen to someone who probably says her Latin like a peasant, all gabble?”

Gomeric grinned. “That’s one weakness we can exploit. We need more. You have stayed friends with Kunigunde, haven’t you?”

“I did as you told me. She wept when the clerk read that my father was marrying.” He rolled his eyes. “She kept whining about how she thought he loved her. Stupid girl.”

“You did not call her that, did you?”

“I’m not an idiot.”

“Poor Kunigunde, so tenderhearted,” Gomeric said. “Perhaps, if you went to comfort her, she would be grateful and let us know what she has heard about Lady Fastrada.”

Pepin gave his uncle a puzzled look.

“We need a spy among the women,” Gomeric said in a low voice, “and she’s perfect.”

“I’ll talk to her.”

***
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Pepin entered the royal residence and searched for the concubine. He found her in the great hall, where servants had already assembled trestle tables. The vast room smelled of wood smoke and the thyme and mint strewn on the floor. Clerestory square windows covered with parchment let in light, adding to the firelight from the hearth. Frescoes of past kings, heroes, and other scenes covered the plaster-coated walls. 

With slumped shoulders, Kunigunde sat near the hearth, holding a cup of wine and staring at her knees. When Pepin took a seat beside her on the bench, she did not look up.

“What did Father say?” he asked.

“He is fond of me, but he needs allies on the east side of the realm,” she replied, her face half-hidden by her dandelion-yellow tresses. “And he will acknowledge the babe and raise him with the rest of the royal children.”

“And you?”

“I will get an abbey.” 

A nice prize for a steward’s daughter.

Kunigunde wiped her face with her sleeve. “I don’t want an abbey. I want to stay here.”

“But you will have land and influence, as my mother does, and she is happy with that. Besides, Father will be married tomorrow. Why would you want to stay and see him with her all the time?”

“A small price if I could be with my babe and not leave him to that shrew’s mercy. I am willing to be Charles’s concubine. But ... but he ...” Her words were lost in sobs.

“He what?”

“He refused. Said he has enough battles to contend with already and cannot have a war within his own household. She must have allowed him no peace unless he consented to send me away.”

He can face Saxons charging him with spears but is afraid of two women? Pepin suppressed the urge to smirk. Regarding Kunigunde’s red-rimmed eyes, Pepin wondered if his mother had wept when she had left him as a baby. A couple of years ago, Gomeric had told him she had been so heartsick that she neither ate nor slept for days. Aloud, he said, “What have you heard about my father’s bride?” 

“Very little about her. I mostly heard about Count Radolf and what a great warrior he is and how many allies he has,” she said bitterly.

“It’s the only reason my father would marry Fastrada. If Father’s heart could choose, you would be his wife.”

“You think so?” Turning toward him, Kunigunde brightened a little.

“Yes.” He did not know if his words were true, but they had the desired effect. Uncle Gomeric would be proud.

“We should see what we can find out about Fastrada,” Pepin continued, “perhaps something that will make Father turn away from her.” 

“My servants will no doubt gossip with hers.” 

“Let us speak after dinner.” Pepin smiled, pleased with how easy it was to get Kunigunde to spy on the soon-to-be queen.

***
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Along with the maids and nurses, Fastrada, Kunigunde, and the princesses entered the bathhouse, a large, square, wooden building forty paces away from the manor. A fire burned brightly in the warming room, closed off by a curtain. The last thing Fastrada wanted to do was share space with the concubine, but she would not refuse a bath, especially after days of travel. She could not find supporters if she stank. Nor would she allow Kunigunde to claim a victory, no matter how small.

Fastrada’s maid, Nantlind, was the only familiar face, the only one she could trust. The petite servant with dimpled cheeks and plump fingers had been with her three years, and at nineteen winters, her figure was in the full bloom of womanhood.

“Life here will be different from Büraburg, my lady,” Nantlind said. She unfastened the brooch that secured Fastrada’s cloak below her throat.  

“God’s wounds, yes.” As the maid untied her girdle, Fastrada scanned the women around her and added: “But this palace is beautiful. Did you see the frescos in the great hall? With Siegfried slaying the dragon?”

Fastrada removed her bangles, the diamond betrothal ring Charles had given her, and her glass-bead necklace. She stole glimpses at Kunigunde. No matter what her father said, the shapely concubine was her rival, especially if she bore Charles a son. 

“Lady Hruodtrude, what dress will you wear after the bath?” Kunigunde asked.

Charles’s eldest daughter, a pretty, fair-haired, eight-winter-old girl, held up a vermillion gown.

“How pretty,” Kunigunde said. “The color flatters you.”

Hruodtrude smiled, and Fastrada looked away. Not only must she compete for Charles but for his children as well.

Nantlind undid Fastrada’s braids, letting her bronze-colored hair fall to her waist. The maid tugged off her lady’s boots and untied the garters that held her stockings at the knees. Fastrada stood and doffed her dusty green gown, then her yellow underskirt and white shift. 

Letting the maids put the clothes and jewelry into baskets, the noblewomen ventured beyond the curtain. Fastrada’s jaw dropped. Although she had seen other baths at other castles, the pools in the palaces still amazed her. In a room flooded with the scent of lavender, two pools—one hot, one cold—awaited the bathers in the flickering light of the candles. Through the wooden wall, Fastrada could hear splashing and murmurs from the men’s side of the structure and could distinguish Charles’s voice.

Hruodtrude and her four-winter-old sister, Bertha, ran to the hot pool and leapt in, shrieking and laughing, and splashed at each other. Their nurses climbed in after them and ushered the princesses to a corner. A nurse took Gisela, Charles’s toddling daughter, to a nearby tub.

“I want swim,” Gisela whined, pointing to her sisters.

“Not yet, child,” the nurse said gently. “You are still too little.”

Fastrada slid into the hot pool, followed by Kunigunde. The servants, now undressed, entered the room and the pools to attend to their ladies.

A small, high voice pierced the chatting and the splashing.

“Where Mother?” asked Gisela.

The room fell silent.

“She is in heaven,” answered Bertha, who had her father’s large eyes, his mouth, and even his bearing.

“And she would not want us to cry,” Hruodtrude added. Her maid nodded.

Fastrada gave the girls a sad smile. Having lost her own mother two years ago, her heart ached for them, yet their loss made her queenship possible. Leaning forward to let Nantlind wash her hair, Fastrada wondered how she was going to teach Gisela and Bertha to be proper ladies. Hruodtrude had a greater challenge: she was promised to the young Byzantine emperor. 

Kunigunde’s voice drew her from her thoughts. “I hear you come from East Francia, Lady Fastrada.”

Fastrada blinked back her surprise. After what had happened in the courtyard, she expected the concubine to be coldly polite at best. Instead, Kunigunde sounded like they were two noblewomen meeting for the first time. As much as she disliked the woman, Fastrada remembered her father’s advice. “Büraburg in Hesse. And where are you from?”

“My father is the steward of the royal villa in Thionville.”

A steward’s daughter. Charles would never marry her. Still, she needed to be careful with this woman. No telling what word would get to Charles.

“I’ve heard of Büraburg,” Kunigunde continued. “Is it close to Saxony?”

“Across the River Eder. What is Thionville like?”

The conversation continued in this manner, pleasant but awkward. Gisela’s nurse was the first to leave for the warming room with the toddler in tow, and it did not take long for the other women and girls to quickly finish their baths in the cool pool and head through the curtains for the warming room.

Already dressed, Nantlind handed Fastrada her drying cloth. When Fastrada rubbed the wet from her skin, her maid gave her a clay bottle. Lifting the stopper, she paused for a moment, lingering over the aroma of violets, her favorite. She slathered the perfume under her arms and on her neck. The room was filling with the smells of imported sandalwood, roses, and other fragrances.

After donning a fresh shift, Fastrada sat on a stool and handed the bottle to Nantlind. She again smelled violets as Nantlind drizzled the scent on her lady’s hair and combed it. Three arms’ lengths away, Kunigunde was seated on a stool while her maid pulled a comb through her wavy tresses, a contrast to Fastrada’s straight-as-a-pin locks. Hruodtrude sat still as her maid attended her, but her sisters’ nurses pleaded with their charges. Gisela’s nurse gave Fastrada a beseeching look.

Fastrada’s eyes widened. This was happening too soon. “Bertha, Gisela, let your nurse comb your hair,” Fastrada said.

“No!” Gisela cried, stamping her feet. “I want swim! I want swim!”

Wailing, she threw herself on the floor.

Fastrada mouthed a vulgarity. She would know what to do with a servant who was that defiant. A good slap across the face and the threat of the whip. But she was not about to hit any of Charles’s daughters; he just might beat her. In the men’s side of the bathhouse, what was Charles thinking of his daughter’s screams, which drowned out all other sounds in this room? Fastrada pressed her fingers to her temples.

“Nurse,” Kunigunde ordered, “take Gisela to her bedchamber.”

A flush seared Fastrada’s face. I will not let you steal my rightful place, concubine.

“Want swim! Want swim!” Gisela shrieked.

The nurse looked to Fastrada. Fastrada had to assert her authority. “Nurse, take her to the bedchamber,” Fastrada barked as if Kunigunde had said nothing. “Gisela is not to come out until she looks and acts like a lady.”

With a nod, the nurse picked up the child and headed toward the door. “No!” Gisela howled, flailing her arms and legs.

Fastrada turned toward Bertha, who was on her feet and watching the scene intently. “Child, you have a choice: let the nurse comb your hair or join your sister.”

Bertha sat down on her stool and held the edges, submitting to her nurse. Hruodtrude raised her eyebrows. Gisela’s screams faded as the nurse struggled to carry her away.

Kunigunde sighed. “I wonder if the children will ever stop missing Queen Hildegard.”

“Did you know her?”

“Of course. The royal family spent last winter in Thionville.”

Fastrada wanted to sink through the cracks in the wooden floor. She should have remembered that. Aloud, she asked, “What was the late queen like?”

“A true lady, so kind, so faithful to Our Lord and our people even in the end. As she lay dying in childbed, she said I was doing my duty to Francia as Charles’s concubine.”

“How so?” Fastrada asked, ignoring that Kunigunde spoke of her betrothed in such a familiar way.

“She was protecting her sons’ rights. She didn’t want Charles to ...” She covered her mouth.

“Remarry and bear him more heirs,” Fastrada said coldly.

Kunigunde looked down. 

Fastrada fumed. She had grown up admiring Hildegard as Charles’s beautiful, pious queen. Fastrada did not doubt Kunigunde had spoken the truth: Hildegard would have disapproved of the pending marriage. Would Kunigunde use that knowledge to poison Fastrada’s nascent relationship with the children? Was everyone comparing her to Hildegard and noting where she fell short? Was Charles? How could she equal a wife who had borne three princes? One living rival was difficult enough. 

“My lady,” Nantlind said softly, “the king has had much to grieve him this year. He lost his baby daughter and his aged mother as well as the queen. But remember how he said you cheered him?”

“He told me that, too,” Kunigunde said with a tremulous voice.

Fastrada turned away. Had all of Charles’s kind words at Büraburg and the journey to Worms been empty? Her father would tell her all that mattered was that she would carry the keys to the treasury. She wished she could believe it. Perhaps then her heart would not ache.
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Chapter Three
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AT THE HEAD OF THE high table in the great hall, Charles sat on an ornate chair, one built for his husky frame, and had Fastrada occupy a chair to his right. On the dais, she had a good view of the people Charles had introduced her to earlier: the castle steward and his wife, courtiers, and clerics in the Palace School. How would she recall all their names—and the servants’? She was still trying to remember the counts and holy men who had traveled with her and the army from Büraburg—Pepin’s uncle, Count Gomeric; Fardulf, a deacon from Lombardy; Angilram, the archchaplain and current archbishop of Metz, among others. The vast room hummed with the conversations of the men and women crowded at the lower tables, and it was warm with the heat of bodies and the fire. 

On the bench beside her were Pepin, then Karl, the princesses, and the nurses of the youngest two. Other nobles and clerics filled out the table. After wary glances Fastrada’s way, Bertha and Gisela turned their attention to their dolls. As musicians played their flutes and lyres and cupbearers rushed to bring wine to the table, servants scurried with bowls of water for hand washing.

Dipping her hands in the water, Fastrada regarded her betrothed. When she had explained why Gisela had been screaming, Charles chuckled and said something about Hildegard ignoring a toddling Karl, howling because he couldn’t hunt. 

“We have surely pacified the Saxons after this last war,” Karl said, drawing Fastrada from her thoughts. “We’ve taken much booty and hostages.”

“I wish it were so,” Fastrada said, drying her hands with the cloth the servant handed her, “but nothing has pacified them yet. Not slaughter. Not oaths.”

“You think they will rebel again?” Charles asked. 

That’s why you want me as a wife. “As long as Widukind rules them, yes.”

“What would a woman know?” Pepin said.

Fastrada glowered. 

Before she could respond, Charles cut in. “Pepin! Show respect. Lady Fastrada will soon be your queen and your mother. A woman who lives on the frontier with the Saxons knows plenty.”

For a moment, Fastrada was too astounded to speak. Charles was defending her.

“A woman has not been on the battlefield,” Pepin retorted, washing his hands vigorously.

“And you, Lord Pepin, have not been inside a fortress while Saxons tried to smash the walls with their catapults. I have,” Fastrada said. She did not raise her voice, but it carried an undercurrent of fury. The high table became quiet. “I was seven winters old when the Saxons attacked Büraburg. I will never forget the sound of crashing stones or the smell of smoke from the crops they burned. Do you know what it’s like to see an entire village starve in winter and stuff themselves with leaves and dead grass?”

Pepin scowled. Her father stared at her. Fastrada gave him a slight nod. She would not speak of his rage at the war in Lombardy leaving Büraburg vulnerable or her nightmares, but she would press her point. “In Hesse, we hate the Saxons more than you ever could. I have listened to every word from my father’s spies, every merchant’s tale, every warrior’s story. And I tell you: Widukind has rallied the Saxons as no one else has. If he tells them to fight, they will fight without question.”

Fastrada looked toward Charles, wondering if she should have been so blunt. No matter what the priests said at Mass, no matter how much she desired him, she could not pretend to be meek. A loyal wife told her husband the truth, even if he didn’t want to hear it. She would not be a helpmate and queen to Charles if she didn’t. Her betrothed laid his beefy hand on hers. His touch was surprisingly gentle.

“My dear, we will be ready for them,” he said. 

Pepin glared. 

Fastrada heard clattering and footsteps from the door closest to the kitchen. Cooks and maidservants carried platters laden with sliced pork and roasted ducks and chickens, bowls of stews and vegetables, and many loaves of white bread—too many dishes to count. The huntsmen followed with hunks of venison on spits. And this was the first course.

The aromas of meat and spices washed through the hall. Brandishing his eating knife, Charles cut into the venison, his eyes gleaming. He laid some on the stale round of bread that served as a plate and gave a few slices to Fastrada.

“Lady Fastrada,” Pepin asked, “what have you studied in De Civitate Deo?”

“Pepin,” Hruodtrude said, “you know it’s De Civitate Dei.” 

“What I have studied in ...” Fastrada frowned, trying to understand what Pepin had just said.

“De Civitate Dei. It’s one of my father’s favorite books.”

To her left, Charles sat up a little straighter. Fastrada’s blush heated her face and ran down her neck.

“I have not read that book,” Fastrada mumbled, staring at the tablecloth. 

“What have you read?” Pepin asked.

“A little of the Psalter.” Very little.

“That is all?” Pepin laughed. “Why, I’ve read all of the Psalter, De Civitate Dei, and ...” The rest of his words disappeared into Latin.

“As you can see,” Charles said, patting Fastrada’s shoulder, “my children are eager students. Pepin, what did you study in De Civitate Dei while I was away?”

“Where Saint Augustine says ...” Then he quoted the Latin. Charles listened intently.

The conversation shifted between Latin and Frankish. Unable to follow it, Fastrada picked at her meat. She had wondered what the Latin prayers at Mass meant, but her lack of understanding never bothered her. No one comprehended the words, save Büraburg’s clerk and a handful of learned monks at Fritzlar, less than an hour away from the fortress on a slow-moving horse. Nor had she worried that her mother had taught her only two Psalms. They were two more than most people knew. 

But in Charles’s family, it did matter. Fastrada stifled a groan. Hildegard must have studied these books, and Kunigunde was smiling and nodding. Even Hruodtrude comprehended it. 

Hoping for support, she looked toward her father. He was turned toward Severinus, a count with lands near Bavaria. Judging from her father’s gestures, he was bragging about a stag he had hunted when she was ten winters old, a story she had heard countless times, but at least she understood it. 

Her father, having never learned to read more than the letters to make his mark, could not help her here. She was alone in this struggle, out-armed and out-armored. But if she admitted defeat, Charles would think her a fool, and no man wanted a fool for a wife, let alone a queen. She needed allies. Straightening her posture, she eyed the clerics at the high table. Could she persuade one of them to teach her? She noticed Deacon Fardulf was watching her and the royal family.
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Pepin was right! Fastrada was nothing but an ignorant Easterner, and he was exposing her true self. His father would know not to heed her now. The more Fastrada squirmed at the table, the merrier Pepin became. Of course, Karl had to ruin it.

“When can we go hunting, Father?” he asked. “I want to try my new bow.”

Fastrada’s bright blue eyes glowed. “Could we have a hunt the day after the wedding feast, my lord?” The words seemed to rush from her mouth. Did she thirst for blood?

Karl, Hruodtrude, and Bertha gave Charles pleading looks, while Gisela prattled with her doll. Pepin watched his father.

Charles chuckled. “When would I refuse a hunt?”

“Thank you, my lord.” Fastrada beamed. “What have you caught on these hunting grounds?”

“Stags, boars, aurochs, bears—we had one bear that was a giant even among its kind,” Charles said. “I should have the musicians make this battle into a song one day.” 

As soon as his father spoke those words, Pepin rolled his eyes. He had heard this story so many times he could repeat it word for word. How could his siblings stand to listen to it again? He glanced at Fastrada. She was leaning toward her betrothed, nodding eagerly.

Charles launched into his tale about the beast, determined to bite, claw, and crush its way past the army of dogs, huntsmen, and nobles. Anything to make yourself look like a hero, Father. 

Fastrada was giggling, her cheeks and lips rosy. Talk of a hunt revived her. How could this pretty young woman be attracted to his father? He was almost old enough to be a grandsire. No girl looked at Pepin like that when he told his stories. The only thing he saw was pity or revulsion, except for Fastrada’s maid, sitting at one of the low tables. He admired the curves on Nantlind’s petite figure and wondered what she looked like without the brown wool dress.

Dinner went as it usually did. Three more courses, laughter, discussion, stories, songs from the musicians. As the meal ended, a woman tapped a lively rhythm on a tambourine. The murmur of conversation paused. Merry notes from the flutes, lyre, and zither soon joined the beat. Rising from the bench, Pepin watched his father and the soon-to-be queen. Charles helped Fastrada to her feet and patted her hand when she took his arm. Scowling, Pepin moved away from the high table. Servants hurried to clear the plates and tablecloths. His uncle approached him.

“Nephew,” Gomeric muttered in his ear, “who pissed in your wine?”

“Look at my father. An Easterner as stupid as a peasant is leading him by his rod.”

“How do you think the king should act in the presence of his father-by-marriage, especially when he has a concubine with child? If you were king, would you not want him to think his daughter will be treated with the respect due a queen?” Gomeric clapped his hand on Pepin’s shoulder. “Now smile. This is a joyous occasion, and Kunigunde needs a dance partner.”

The servants made short work of the tables, stacking the planks against the wall and making the vast hall seem larger in the midafternoon light. Soon, men and women started to join a circle of dancing pairs. When Pepin approached Kunigunde and asked her to dance, she accompanied him but did not take his arm.

“What have you heard?” Pepin said, his voice just above the musicians’ melody and the stomping of feet against the wooden floor. He and Kunigunde took their places, joined hands, and advanced three steps. 

“I pieced together what she told me with my maid’s gossip. She is bringing a fat dowry, but her much younger brother—named Sigibert, I think—will inherit all of their father’s lands,” Kunigunde said while they danced three steps back then three forward. “She does not know what to do with your sisters.” 

After a turn, Kunigunde described Gisela’s tantrum in the bathhouse. 

“Clever Kunigunde,” Pepin said. “You have done well.”
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Chapter Four
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FASTRADA AWOKE TO A slight draft the next morning; a maid had opened the bed curtains. The scents of the lemon balm and thyme on the guest bedchamber floor wafted to her nose, along with wood smoke from the hearth. Her eyes still closed, Fastrada smiled at the memory of yesterday afternoon and evening. She could almost hear the flutes and zither from the dances.

“My lady,” Nantlind whispered, “your father sent me. It’s time. He awaits you in the hall.”

Making the sign of the cross, Fastrada opened her eyes. Through the part in the curtains, she saw that a maidservant had dragged a chamber pot from under the bed and was stoking the hearth. The night candle on a nearby table was the only other source of light in the still-dark room. Although tempted to sink farther beneath the covers, Fastrada thrust her blankets aside despite the chill on her bare skin. After relieving herself, Fastrada quickly donned the shift Nantlind held for her. As she hurried to a basin near the hearth, she heard a maidservant rushing to take the chamber pot away. 

The fire warded off the chill in the air while Fastrada washed her face and hands. She took the drying cloth from Nantlind. When Fastrada was finished, Nantlind handed her a clay bottle of lavender water. Stroking the fragrance on her throat and behind her ears, Fastrada hoped the scent would increase Charles’s ardor and make her more desirable than Kunigunde.

“Are you certain Kunigunde was not in Charles’s bed last night?” Fastrada asked, sitting on a stool near the fire. She crossed her arms over her chest, trying to keep warm.

“I overheard her maid say she was angry about being moved to the princesses’ room.” Nantlind set the bottle and drying cloth on a small table, picked up a comb, and drew it through Fastrada’s hair. “What’s more important, my lady, is that you will be in the king’s bed tonight.”

The thought of seeing Charles naked, his brawny chest and powerful shoulders bare, made Fastrada’s heart flutter. Desire kindled in her breasts and between her legs as it had for a guard at Büraburg. She and Nantlind had whispered about the young man while watching him spar and admiring how the sweat made his tunic cling to his muscles. She didn’t breathe even a hint of her attraction for him to anyone else—it would have meant a beating for her and death for him. But her lust attracted an incubus who took his shape in her dreams. The Paternosters and Ave Marias she said could not keep the demon away. Maybe leaving the young man behind in Büraburg would. Her desire was for her betrothed now, and the Church would not frown on that.

She felt a twinge in her belly. “I wish Charles and I didn’t have to undress in front of everyone.”

“All nobles do it. It’s for your own protection.”

“True.” If Charles approved of her in front of witnesses, he could not claim she concealed a diseased body and repudiate her. She frowned. “But he set two other women aside, and he surely had accepted them.”

“An alliance with your father is too important. The king would probably take you if you were covered with warts.”

Fastrada grimaced and stuck out her tongue.

“I’m sorry, my lady,” Nantlind said. “Try to think of something more pleasant. Like what will happen when they leave you two alone.”

Fastrada smiled. Finally, she could press Charles’s skin to hers, kiss him, and ... Her eyes widened. “Will it hurt, Nantlind?”

“I’ve heard it hurts some the first time, but if he is a good lover, you will not feel much pain.”

“What if he calls out Hildegard’s or Kunigunde’s name?”

“You must stop fretting! You will be his queen. That’s all that matters.”

“You sound like Father.”

“You should heed him.”

From a chest against the wall, Nantlind retrieved a vermillion underdress and Fastrada’s favorite gown, which matched her eyes. Dyed with woad, the cloth was embroidered with dark blue thread and sewn with blue and crimson glass beads. She sighed.

“Is there a loose thread, my lady?”

“I used to think my clothes were pretty.” She pulled the vermillion garment over her head.

Nantlind knelt to straighten the skirt. “They are. What’s wrong with them now?”

“Hildegard probably had sapphires and rubies sewn into her skirts, not glass. I look like a beggar next to her.”

“My lady, please, stop comparing yourself to her. Just be the best wife and queen you can be.” 

As Nantlind held open the neck of the dress, Fastrada plunged her arms into the long sleeves and drew it over her head. Her maid pulled it over her torso and hips.

“What would I do without you, Nantlind?”

Smiling, the maid ran to a small table and brought back a casket, from which Fastrada picked out her bronze cross along with bangles, the diamond betrothal ring Charles had given her, and the enameled brooch of Saint Wigbert. Nantlind wrapped a beaded girdle around Fastrada’s waist, then placed a dark blue woolen cloak lined with marten fur on her lady’s shoulders and fastened it at the throat with a bronze brooch. Fastrada slipped her feet into beaded leather shoes and left the bedchamber. She crossed the reception room for the guest apartment and hurried to the palace’s great hall, where her father paced amid waiting guards and servants setting up tables for the feast and cleaning the hearth.

Hearing her light footsteps, Radolf turned. He was dressed in his best tunic and marten-fur-lined cloak fastened at the shoulder with a bronze brooch. In his left hand, he held a rolled parchment listing her dowry. For a moment, his lower lip trembled. Surprised by her father’s affection, Fastrada blinked back her tears.

“Daughter,” he murmured, offering his free arm, “be a good wife like your mother.”

“Am I not like Mother?”

“You very much are.”

They stepped into the entryway, where one of the guards opened the door to the outside. In the pink light of the sunrise, Fastrada, her father, and their escort traversed the courtyard and passed through the colonnade. They turned and strode toward the gate in the walls surrounding the cathedral, about three hundred paces away. To their left, people crowded the street, watching her and her father. Her pulse beat in her throat. Stay calm. Stay dignified.

To their right, the sandstone structure, with a round tower in the front and a taller square tower in the back, loomed over the walls. Fastrada and her father entered the cathedral’s courtyard, so crowded the people gave off heat despite the cool fall air. Charles and the bishop awaited them on the porch atop the steps. When she met Charles’s eyes, he smiled, and that reassurance beckoned her.

“Make way for Count Radolf and Lady Fastrada,” one of the guards shouted.

The crowd parted. As she and her father approached Charles, she heard murmurs and whispers. Were they saying how she would never be as good as the late queen?

Joining her betrothed, she scanned the crowd. The royal children were in front with their tutors and nurses. Karl and Hruodtrude watched intently. A nurse squatted beside Bertha and Gisela and whispered to them. Arms crossed, Pepin sulked, regarding her through narrow eyes. Standing with the courtiers, Kunigunde had her girdle pulled tight above her waist. Showing off the child in her belly.

She knew why her rival wanted to remind Charles of the baby, but Pepin’s expression puzzled her. Why was he vexed that his father was marrying her? The boy had met her but one day ago, and she had done nothing unkind. She was not as educated as Hildegard or Kunigunde, but she came from a good family and knew how to look after a household. Although they were too close in age for him to see her as a mother, she had no intention of shirking her duty to him. She would see that he had the clothes, servants, and guards befitting a prince. If anyone had cause for annoyance, it was Karl, who would inherit less of the realm if Fastrada bore a son. But the younger brother seemed merely curious.

Just be the best wife and queen you can be. Fastrada silently praised the Blessed Mother for such a good servant. Refusing to let a sullen boy and jealous concubine mar her day, Fastrada turned her attention to Charles. Her betrothed handed Radolf a rolled parchment that listed the bride price, then Radolf gave Charles the parchment with the dowry. Excitement surged up her spine as she and Charles clasped right hands. The bishop nodded to Charles.

“I, Charles, by God’s grace king of the Franks and the Lombards and patrician of Rome, will have you, Fastrada of Büraburg, as my wife to honor and protect, as a faithful husband should to his lady. This oath I swear by the king’s cross and shall keep for all my days, so help me God, creator of heaven and earth.” 

Fastrada hoped her voice sounded strong. “I, Fastrada of Büraburg, will take you Charles, king of the Franks and the Lombards by God’s grace, as my husband to obey and serve, as a faithful wife should to her lord. This oath I swear by the king’s cross and shall keep for all my days, so help me God, creator of heaven and earth.”

Charles drew her close and kissed her. She closed her eyes, savoring the tenderness of his lips, the strength of his hands. 

The bishop turned his attention to the crowd. “With these vows, God has joined Charles and Fastrada in marriage as man and wife. A good wife is important to all laymen, yet she is especially important for a king. Who more needs a helpmate to take the burden to keeping a household, looking after the treasury, finding worthy nurses and tutors for the children, preparing the home for honored guests, and managing his affairs while he protects us, his people, from heathens?

“In Fastrada, we have a pious woman from an important family. Count Radolf has defended our churches against the raiding Saxons and given generously to our Church. May God bless King Charles and Lady Fastrada.”

The bishop’s words gave her strength. As a priest handed the bishop a silk veil, she bowed her head and silently wished for God to bless the bishop as well. After laying the veil over Fastrada’s hair, the bishop said a prayer in Latin and finished by making the sign of the cross.

“And now, Bishop,” Charles said, “I present my queen for anointing.”

The double doors opened behind the bishop, who led the way toward the marble altar in the curved end of the center aisle, bright with sunlight from the large, square upper windows. In the aisle to her right, she caught a glimpse of the gold reliquary for Saint Sencia, one of the women martyred at Cologne with Saint Ursula. Hand in hand, she and Charles followed the cleric and waited while the church filled. Soon, the mass of people prevented her from seeing frescoes of saints on the walls of the low-ceilinged windowless aisles to her left and right, and still, the crowd overflowed through the doors, as if this were a Mass for the Feast of the Resurrection.

Fastrada’s breath quickened when the bishop started chanting in Latin and ascended to his chair. She knelt before the bishop and kissed his foot.

“In the name of Christ,” she vowed, folding her hands, “I, Fastrada, queen of the Franks and the Lombards and wife of the patrician of Rome, promise, undertake, and protest in the presence of God and His Merciful Mother, that I will be the handmaid of the Holy Church in all ways that I can be of help so far as I shall be supported by supernatural grace, according to my knowledge and ability.” 

Rising, the bishop held up a vial of sacred oil and said prayers in Latin, pausing for the response of “Kyrie Eleison,” dipped his hand in the oil and made the sign of the cross on Fastrada’s forehead, then her right hand, then between her shoulder blades. After more prayers, he took a diadem from a cushion held by a priest and placed it on her head. She trembled, unable to contain her joy.

“Rise, my daughter,” the bishop said.

Holding Charles’s hand, she listened to a priest sing the lauds in a soaring baritone. Now she was queen, and her people east of the Rhine were fully a part of the realm! If only she had Charles’s heart, this moment would be perfect.
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Dark had settled in the great hall when the moment Pepin hoped for and dreaded arrived. The wedding feast had gone on for hours, and he was gorged with food and wine. On the tables, the platters were covered with bones and crumbs. The laughter and shouting of boisterous men and women almost drowned out the musicians’ bawdy tunes and echoed throughout the hall, warm with bodies and the fire in the hearth. Pepin’s father rose and helped the bride to her feet. With the wedding guests and his siblings, Pepin followed the couple into their bedchamber within the royal apartment. Gomeric sidled up beside Pepin.

“Kunigunde has taken ill,” his uncle muttered.

Pepin snorted in derision but envied her. She had an excuse not to witness what happened next.

When Fastrada unfastened her brooch and handed her cloak to her maid, the room erupted in cheers. Both Charles and Fastrada continued to disrobe, but Pepin watched only the queen. She removed her gown and underdress. To his horror, the sight of her long, pale arms and legs was awakening his lust. He knew he should look away, perhaps sham a sickness as Kunigunde had, but his ardor blazed through him. He could not stop staring.

“Off! Off! Off!” the crowd chanted, Gomeric’s voice among them.

The women gasped when Charles removed his shirt, revealing a muscular chest scarred by hunts and battles. Fastrada gazed at him with wide eyes.

“Don’t worry, my queen,” a drunk shouted. “The king has never been so wounded that he can’t please his woman.”

Rolling his eyes, Charles took off his drawers. The women cheered and applauded. “Oh, he is eager,” a female voice said.

Fastrada’s bosom rose and fell as if she was taking a deep breath. Then she pulled off her shift, and the guests hooted and clapped. 

Aching with desire, Pepin wanted to sob. Her naked figure was like the white marble statues of pagan goddesses that he had seen in Rome, except they did not have bright red cheeks. She was his mother by Church law, but he wanted to squeeze those round breasts and enter her. 

The words of the theologian Tertullian whispered in his mind, Tu es ianua diaboli—you are the doorway of the Devil. He clenched his teeth, trying to fight her temptation, but his desire swelled even more. Scorched with lust, he hated her. She is damning me! 

“She will keep you up all night in more ways than one,” a guest shouted.

Fastrada’s blush deepened and spilled down her neck. Pepin’s throat tightened. He would never be where his father was, smiling as if he were about to savor a fine wine.

Amid more ribald comments, Charles nodded to the archchaplain, who held up his hand for silence.

“The bride and bridegroom have seen each other in front of witnesses. Do they accept each other?”

“Yes,” Fastrada said quickly and dove under the bed clothes. She looked pleadingly at her husband.

“Of course.” Charles eased in beside Fastrada and held her hand. 

The archchaplain blessed them. The guests and family filed out of the bedchamber, passed through the corridor and reception room, and left the royal apartment to return to their merrymaking in the great hall. As soon as Pepin passed the threshold, he grabbed Nantlind’s wrist and dragged her away from any firelight. 

“I need you,” he whispered.

“Need me? How?”

Not knowing what to say, he tightened
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