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To my sons, Bruce and Ted




Contents


Cover

Other Books by This Author

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Map



In Carcerem: 1174

France: 1137

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Via Crucis: 1147

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

England: 1152

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Rebellion: 1173

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31


Afterword

Glossary

List of Characters

About this Guide

About the Author





[image: ]

[image: ]





In Carcerem
1174
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We departed London on the Winchester Royal Road riding ten abreast, a royal guard in smart scarlet, helmets and swords glittering in the low winter sun, and my spirits suddenly burst with happiness. I’m not called “Joy” for nothing, eh? I loved being in open air again, loved the jingle of harnesses and clop of hooves, even loved the bright crimson standard with its three lions bobbing ahead of me; most of all, I was happy that it was necessary to move me. We must be winning—otherwise, why whisk me out of the White Tower without the other women? Why send me to the great palace at Winchester? For where else did this road lead?

We stopped about an hour short of Winchester at the river ford.

“Perhaps they’re worried about the ice,” I said to my handmaid.

Amaria’s green eyes slid toward the wood. “Or those men?”

At first the branches looked bare, but gradually I saw men as alike as mushrooms crouched silently on the limbs, men with shaved pates and legs, white tunics with green sashes, toes curled around icy bark.

“Welshmen! God’s feet, what are they doing here?”

I spurred my steed to the front of the line where Ranulf de Glanvill was talking to a dour middle-aged Welshman with a scarlet cape over his white tunic.

“Why have we stopped, my lord?” I demanded.

Glanvill’s darting black eyes avoided me. “Queen Eleanor, may I present Lord Ciarron ap Dwyddyn?” He raised his arm abruptly and shouted, “Reverse direction!”

The lines of ten abreast turned smartly around and began trotting back to London with their jingling harnesses and standard. Instantly, I roiled my horse to join them, but Glanvill and Ciarron crowded my mount on either side and I found myself splashing across a shallow ditch directly into the forest with Amaria beside me. I was too shocked to be afraid, but I certainly recognized the danger.

“Stop at once!” I jerked my reins. “I’ll not leave the road!”

Ciarron grabbed my bridle.

“Lord Glanvill!” I cried.

He stared straight ahead, and I knew my fate. Who hasn’t heard of the forest executions of political prisoners? We rode deeper and deeper into the bare trees in the company of the ghostly Welshmen, until the tangle became so thick that we were forced into the river, riding in icy water to our hips, with our longcarts floating behind us. Amaria reached for my gloved hand.

Then the ring of an ax. Again I looked at Glanvill’s profile. Malevolent he might be, but I could hardly believe that such an important officer would do the bloody deed, a job fit only for an anonymous brute. The sound of ax blows came closer.

Suddenly we entered a small clearing where woodmen were felling trees, some chopping limbs off trunks to make palings for a wall almost fifteen feet high, looming before us. Above us on the guard platform, Welshmen sat dangling filthy feet. The gate swung open.

We entered a broad compound covered with a light fall of snow. Ice-crusted sheep cast long shadows across the yard. Workmen rested on their tools to stare with open-mouthed curiosity. In the distance, over the tops of brown trees, I spotted Clarendon Lodge. I’d gazed down on this clearing many times from above and so knew exactly where I was: Old Sarum, an ancient Saxon tower, a square, squat donjon constructed of crumbling dry wall atop a steep motte encircled by a wide weed-choked moat. It had been uninhabitable for centuries, but now the new huts and fences told another tale.

I was so angry that I could hardly speak. “Lord Glanvill, is this a joke?”

“King’s orders. Dismount, if you please.”

“I’ll not spend ten heartbeats in that windy ruin. Depend on it!”

His eyes ceased darting. “Must I force you?”

I reared my horse and crashed down on the nearest guards.

A hundred men fell on me. From the icy ground, I bit every dirty ankle I could reach, fought my way to my feet, scratched bare scalps, stamped on Welsh toes with my golden boots. One churl put his hand across my mouth, and I bit his thumb. Blood spurted everywhere. I clung to my horse’s neck.

“Help me!” I cried. “Someone help! I’ll reward—”

At least twenty men dragged me to the moat bridge. I reached out my foot and tripped a guard, who fell backward through the thin scum of ice. I went limp, made them carry me up the motte, through the tower door into pitch-blackness, up a dark stair, where I banged my head on low beams, then up again to the middle room, up a third stair to the uppermost level of this bat-filled eyrie.

Glanvill stood on the top step, panting. “With the Devil as my witness, I’m enjoying this.”

“Even the infidel doesn’t enjoy killing women!”

He bared his teeth. “No one’s killed you.”

“No, nor given me a trial! How dare you, a man of the law, treat me like a common criminal! You think I don’t know the purpose of Old Sarum? First Saxons, then Normans incarcerated ruffians here to die a cruel death, but no one—I repeat, no one—ever tortured a woman thus! Certainly not a queen!”

“You will have a trial.”

“You take me for a fool? After a year? Capture me, hide me, and maybe I’ll cooperate by expiring ‘naturally’ because your king lost his balls after the Becket scandal. Aye, and he’ll weep over my grave as he did over Thomas’s! Hypocrite!”

“The king wants to be lenient.”

“Ha!”

“He offers you a fine position: You may become abbess of Fontevrault, with all the perquisites of your station, a worthy end to your life.”

“If I what?”

He came closer. “Recant your orders to your sons.”

“So that he can punish them?”

“The king is prepared to be lenient there as well. He loves his princes.” He came closer still. I could smell his sour stomach. “Recant, Queen Eleanor.”

“I’m tempted …” I groped, as if for my kerchief, and found my quoit.

In a flash I whipped him across his eyes. Again! Again! He stumbled backward. Down the stairs: Thump! Thump! Thump! I ran down after him, hitting his face, his ears, his throat. “Are you dead, Lord Glanvill?”

He groaned.

“Still alive? Pity.” I kicked him in the ribs.

He rolled to his stomach, then to his knees. I followed as he stumbled to the bottom of the tower and out the door.

“Lord Glanvill!”

He paused.

“I will make your king the Pope—a fitting end to his life!”

I returned to the top floor, where Amaria crouched by a stone latrine carved in the wall.

“He means us to die, Am.”

“I know.” Her teeth chattered.

“Stay here while I examine our great hall.”

The tower was built of large uneven stones without mortar and would have fallen long ago except for a tough woody vine snaking around it as support. I could put my fist through the spaces between stones; wind whistled through in strange harmonies, and snow was fast piling at the base. The roof and flooring had once been of wood; since the roof was long gone, I could only surmise that the floors had been replaced, though they were far from secure. One space between stones was larger than the others, possibly an arrow slit. I gazed down on the moat we’d just crossed and saw a suspicious mound beyond it, which might be a mass grave. Then, as I turned, a skull rolled at my feet.

I went back to Amaria.

“Follow me.”

I led her down the stairs, where they bisected the middle floor, down to the bottom in the dark. There we huddled on bare ground under the steps, the warmest place in the tower. I hastily felt with my hands for more gruesome souvenirs of the past so that my handmaid might be spared. Then I wrapped her in my sables. Our soaked tunics were fast turning to ice.

We heard Glanvill’s fanfare and horses.

“We’re alone with all those savages,” Amaria whimpered. “What will we do?”

“We’ll survive.” My voice shook with rage. “My sons will rescue us.” I hugged her close.

The door opened; a shaft of icy air blew inward. “Queen Eleanor!”

“Here!”

Lord Ciarron carried a lantern in one hand, a smoking pot in the other. “I’ve brought your food.” At least the churl spoke French, albeit with a goatish Welsh tongue.

Stiffly, Amaria and I became two people again. Lord Ciarron placed the lantern on a step while he unwrapped his packet. Instead of bread, we had thin pancakes to dip into a hot gruel, and the wine had likewise been heated. We gulped eagerly. I didn’t recognize the mess, though it certainly contained a little lamb gristle. Never mind, it was hot.

Ciarron’s lean wolf face watched us without expression, yet even curs respond to gratitude, eh?

“This is delicious,” I lied. “Is it Welsh fare?”

“Lagana,” he said, pointing to the pancakes.

Amaria was more direct. “Do you plan for us to freeze tonight, my lord?”

He shifted his weight. “You have furs.”

“But no roof, no walls.” She pointed to snow falling through the open space above, to small drifts piling along the dry walls. “We’re not bears, my lord.”

I said bluntly, “We’ll be dead by morning.”

“Help us!” Amaria pleaded. “I’ve heard that the Welsh are the most hospitable people on earth.”

Wordlessly, he took his lantern to leave, when the beam suddenly fell directly on Amaria’s face. My handmaid has never been beautiful, even when she was young, with her red hair and freckles, but in this pale glow, her delicate features with their green eyes had a poignant appeal, enough to make him hesitate. I held my breath, but he turned and we were plunged into darkness.

“You know, Am, that the Welsh are last in hospitality, not first.”

“He seemed a little more civilized than the others.”

We wrapped ourselves against the snow.

“Listen!” Amaria stirred.

Steps, then two lanterns. Between them, Ciarron and another Welshman carried eight sheepskins, smelling like glue and crawling with maggots, but welcome as fine down. Weighting two pelts with rocks, they formed walls against the steps, then piled the rest inside.

Again the lantern caught Amaria’s face—deliberately?

“Thank you, Lord Ciarron,” I said.

After they’d left, we squirmed onto our rough hides, snug as wood lice.

I had never been so cold. An icy gale howled unimpeded across Salisbury Plain, past the flapping sheepskins, to bite the very bone. The dark was a feral presence, enhancing the cold. My jaw ached in an effort to control my chattering teeth; I tried to warm my hands with my breath; I couldn’t feel my feet. Eeeeeoooo! Eeeeoooo!

“Was that a wolf?” Am cried.

“The wind, dear.”

“I don’t want to be eaten!”

Nor did I.

“Come closer. We must warm each other.” We rearranged my sables so we could slip our hands under each other’s tunics.

The low mournful tone resumed. Elegiac. Tomorrow never comes, a voice from my past. Was this my last night on earth? Would Ciarron discover Amaria and me in a deathly embrace? Then, to be flung into a common grave, perhaps with victims of the Black Death when the spring thaw came. Stay awake, I ordered myself; don’t succumb.
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I woke with a start. Disoriented. Where was I? What was that peculiar glow on the beam above? Heart tripping, I slipped out from my sables. The glow had a shape—a naked man’s shape! Long pale hair, eyes like blue lances, an apparition to be sure, but familiar. I chilled in a different manner.

“Grandfather, is that you?”

He mocked gently. “Joy, is that you?”

I licked my cold lips. “I’m not going with you, Grandfather. I’m not going to die!”

“Of course you are! We all die, eh?” He somersaulted through the air to a lower beam. “Oc, the same azure eyes, cherry lips, cheeks round as peaches, golden hair—the wintry wind makes merit grow—come while you’re still young, dear. Five is a delicious age.”

“I was five when you died; I’m fifty-two now.”

“And still delectable! You take after me—you know they called me ‘Junior.’ Did anyone ever tell you why?”

Had he really been so vain? “Junior for Juvenile, eh?”

He leapt again; something brushed my cheek. “And Joy for passion! Aren’t we a pair?”

“No, Grandfather, we’re not! I won’t die!”

He reached a delicate hand. “You have no choice, Milord.”

“You couldn’t take me before—remember?”

“In laudes Innocentium! Sallat chorus infantium!” he chanted.

“Please, Grandfather, I’m determined to live. Survival will be my revenge for this slow execution! Tell me how—you’re the wisest man I ever knew!”

“Am I truly?” His hair rose in a cloud. “Well, perhaps I am, though the competition was dull.” He covered his eyes, laughing silently. Then he became serious. “Life is love, my dear, my song and my wisdom. You learned my lesson the best.”

“But the world prevailed against us, eh?” A wave of deep despair clutched my vital spirits. “If life is love, Grandfather, than I am truly dead.”

“You don’t yet know the meaning of death, Milord. You breathe, you experience time, and therefore you yet have hope of love.”

“Hope in this windy spike? Of love?”

“You’re asleep on your horse, not yet asleep. Carpe diem! Make a tryst, darling!”

“Would you have me seduce a sheep in its pen?”

“Many a man wears a sheepskin as disguise!” He pulled his lower eyelid. “Use your furry flower—you know the tricks!”

“Grandfather! I’m an old lady!”

“Still young enough to be a trickster! However, I grant that your opportunities are limited.” His cloudy hair drooped, then rose again. “But not your memories, eh? If you insist upon living, let your gaudy flowers bloom on your vellum! Remember how I scribbled my verses well into my dotage? Love is in your heart—now make it your art!”

With an eerie laugh, he shot straight up and disappeared.

“Levis insurgit, William,” I whispered.
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I lay under the sable again, colder than ever from my mesclatz conversation with a ghost. I closed my eyes; something struck me on the nose! Grandfather being playful? I was struck again—on the forehead this time. Cold, wet. Ice! I sat upright. Heaven help us, the snow had changed to hard pellets. Hail? No, this ice cut; it was sleet! Huge shards, like glass tinkling and banging noisily. I pulled the fur over Amaria’s head, which left me exposed.

Surely the rattle and banging would wake her. The cacophony rose to a friendly racket: Tic! Tac! Hic! Hac! Tiket! Taket! Tic! Tac! Down the stone steps marched the pellets, like horses dancing across cobbles, while on the rotting beams tee, tee, tee echoed the beat of the clappers, of the tambors, and a lusty voice rang out:


Time may come and turn and go

through days and years, sun and snow

[tic, tac, tee, tee, ton]

While I am dumb

With desire, ever new;

My senses numb.

I so want you!

[Ticket, tacket, tic, tic, tic]

Yet the season goes apace

Will nothing halt my heart’s mad race!



Aquitaine! Hugh and Guy and Aimar and Achilles cantering down the summer paths, ready for war and love, Cercamon strumming his lyre, Marcabru!

“Did you feel that, Joy?”

“It’s only sleet. Try to sleep.”

“You sleep! I’ll place the fur over your head.”

“I dozed a bit; I’m awake now.”

And curiously excited. We might be lying in a grave, the sleet might be our final shroud, Grandfather might yet have his way, but I felt alive. My vital spirits leapt to the hot Aquitanian rhythms. And Grandfather was right—I did remember!

“Listen, Am! Did you bring vellum in your longcart?”

“Of course.” Her voice was concerned. “Do you think this is the time to write a lai?”

“That’s for you to decide, dear. I have my own project. May I borrow a few pages?”

“If I can reach the cart, of course.” Now her voice was worried. “To write troubadour songs?”

As if talent ran in the blood. As if this setting could inspire licentious verse!

“Oh no, something more mundane. I must send letters abroad.”

“Of course.” Her tone filled with pity.

My brain grew more fevered; my heart raced to the drumming around me. While I drew breath, while memory was still alive, let me record my tale. Oc, let the winds taunt, the sleet cut, but let me not slide mutely into my pauper’s grave. Let my words live on; let the record relate how he so doted on me that he must have me dead. No doubt he, too, would take up his stylus—or hire some fawning prelate to echo his lies—but somewhere in the crevices of this ancient tomb would lie another story, one of a king’s hypocrisy, duplicity, murderous cruelty. He would accomplish my death, no doubt, but never avoid his own guilt, testa me ipso. I laughed aloud—and felt Amaria start.

“What amuses you, Joy?” She thought me mad with fear.

“I was trying to recall that verse from Edras, something about victory.”

“Edras one, three: ten: ‘Truth beareth away victory.’ ”

“That’s the one—thank you.”

Tic, tac, tee, tee …

And my tract must also record the secret heart that beat under my royal vestments. What mattered a scandal after my death? The royal scribes would deflate my worldly accomplishments, no doubt, but no one could challenge my private feelings. Not for nothing was I born granddaughter of the first and most famous troubadour of them all, Duke William IX, infamous for his own scandalous life. Not that my passion ever became the stuff of common gossip, nor were the manufactured rumors ever close to the truth.

Amusing.

Yes, I would tell my dual stories, both the public and the private, with a dual purpose, as Grandfather suggested. “He who writes of his life of passion lives two lives.” There, I’d made myself smile, for the true maxim is: “He who writes of his life of virtue lives two lives.”

My life of virtue would make a short book.

Shall I begin with my birth in Aquitaine? The misery of my parents? The internecine warfare between my aunts and my mother? My father’s dour fate? So much, so much. All poignant to me, the rich soil in which I was nurtured, but it was their story, not mine. My childhood was paradise, as I remember it—did the adults shield me from their misery and resentments? I doubt it. I think rather that they all loved me, whatever their other allegiances and resentments toward one another, for love is what makes a child happy, eh? I hoped my own children would remember that. No, my own tale began when I was fifteen, the night when I stepped center stage in the world’s drama.

The north wind soughed again, and now it sounded friendly, like the autun wind of the south blowing when I became duchess. Oooo, oooo, the sigh carried me back, and I slipped into the skin of the earlier Eleanor.
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Eleanor, run to the tower!”

Who? What? A clatter of hooves on the moat bridge, men’s shouts, pounding at the gate.

“Quick!” Aunt Mahaut screamed.

I groped in the dark across snoring bodies.

“Watch where you’re stepping!” Petra pushed my leg angrily.

I streaked across the sharp cobbles to Crossbowman Tower.

“Who are they?” Petra sobbed behind me.

“Someone trying to abduct me. Oh!” I stubbed my toe.

Up and up the twisted stair, onto the platform with its crenelated wall, the autun wind whipping my braids and tunic. A dust-blurred gibbous moon hung at half-mast.

“Pull down the gate!”

“Wait for your aunts!” Amaria cried.

My aunts and grandmother crowded to the top.

“Everybody, take hold!”

We hung suspended, until gradually the sharp spikes creaked to the stone. I ran to the outer wall to look down.

Aunt Audiart screamed, “Come back! You’ll fall!”

Aunt Mahaut pulled my braids. “Pray, Eleanor, pray. Ask God for help!”

“Oh, my heart, I’m too old for such excitement. I can’t breathe.” My grandmother Dangereuse clutched her chest.

“Father’s back! I see Sir Lucain.” I shouted. “Father’s back from Compostela!”

The rusty gate was harder to push up than it had been to get down.

“Father!” I ran down the treacherous stairs. “Father, I’m here!”

Two hissing pine torches revealed knights in various stages of collapse. A page offered flagons of wine.

“Father? Where’s Father?”

Sir Lucain placed his drink on the ground. “Lady Eleanor, greeting.”

“Sir Lucain. How did you get back from Compostela so quickly? I didn’t expect you until … Where’s Father? Can you believe, we thought you were knights come to abduct me!”

His head drooped. His voice, raw with wind and dust, was hard to hear. “Lady Eleanor, call Archbishop Geoffrey, if you please.”

“I’ll go for him.” Amaria scuttled into the palace.

“Where’s Duke William?” Aunt Mahaut demanded. “Why are you riding in the middle of the night?”

“Yes, why?” I grew chill. “Is something wrong?”

Sir Lucain, eyes black hollows in the flickering orange light, didn’t answer.

Archbishop Geoffrey, struggling into his cassock, entered the courtyard.

“Greeting, Sir Lucain. You gave us quite a turn.”

Sir Lucain knelt on one knee. “Your Excellency, the duke of Aquitaine is dead these three days. His last words were to protect Eleanor, his daughter and heiress; he said you had instructions.”

Amaria swiftly put her arm around me: my aunts pulled Petra to their circle.

“God be merciful,” the archbishop murmured. “Dead, did you say? I’m utterly … How did it happen?”

“From a polluted stream, just inside Spain.”

“No!” Coming out of my trance, I beat on Sir Lucain. “No, it can’t be! He couldn’t have! I don’t believe it!”

Then I became quiet. Of course I believed it, had grown accustomed to the idea since last autumn in Parthenay, when he’d been struck down by a Templar. Abbot Bernard of Clairvaux had met with Father about a bishop’s appointment, and before Father could even present his argument, he’d been attacked like a common criminal. They’d carried him unconscious into the sanctuary, where he’d hovered between life and death for three days. Though I’d nursed him all last winter, he’d never fully recovered from the blow; this pilgrimage had been a futile effort to reclaim his life.

As my aunts gasped and wept, I gazed upward at huge fuzzy stars, white as spots on a peacock’s tail, a pulsing red moon, and between Castor and Pollux I beheld a wide silver band, and on that heavenly path, my father trotted slowly on his white destrier. For one poignant moment, he smiled down on me.

“The duke wanted his death kept secret until Lady Eleanor can be invested as duchess,” Sir Lucain rasped.

“Yes, of course. Otherwise …” The archbishop agreed, horrifled.

“She’ll be abducted and raped for her lands and title!” Dangereuse screamed.

“She’s quite safe here,” the archbishop assured her. “Duke William himself noted that the walls of Ombrière Palace are six feet thick.”

“Abduction and rape are the ambitious man’s way to seize power,” I said, echoing my father’s warnings. “He wanted me to marry when he returned from Compostela. We discussed it shortly before he left.”

“Did he have someone in mind?” Archbishop Geoffrey asked.

Of course he did, and so did I, if only the intention had been formalized. “Yes, except that …” My throat tightened. “I understand that I must wed … one of our own, a baron here in Aquitaine. Someone—”

“But first the investiture,” the archbishop cautioned, “at once, before the barons learn about the death. Somehow we must get her to Poitiers for the ceremony.”

“You’ll need a strong guard.” Sir Lucain ran his hands through his stubbled hair. “Duke William said to ask your overlord, the king of France, to protect her until her husband can do so. Of course, he must approve her choice.”

“A formality,” the archbishop said stiffly. “As her guardian, I believe I have some say as well.”

Their voices bounced in my head as if we were in a hollow well, echoing and repeating.

“Nevertheless, we ride to Paris yet tonight.” Sir Lucain refused our hospitality. “I’ll return as soon as I have the king’s word. My lady Eleanor.” He bowed.

Again the gate opened, fresh hooves pounded on the narrow bridge, and we were alone.

Within a few hours, I noticed that everyone had become suspiciously deferential. Because of my grief? Even Petra let me win at parchisi. “Will I continue to live with you?” she asked casually.

“Of course.” I smiled at her pinched face. She was a sweet thirteen-year-old, except when she was worried. “You’re still my sister.”

“Your father was most generous to my convent at Maillezais,” Aunt Agnes injected stiffly from behind me.

“I’ll continue to support Maillezais, Aunt, provided you cease beating your novices with chains.”

She flushed. “They flagellate themselves as they wish; I certainly make no such demands.”

“Of course, Maillezais is hardly more than a grain mill,” Aunt Mahaut noted, “while my abbey at Fontevrault attracts the greatest ladies of Europe.”

Provided them sanctuary when their husbands discarded them was what she meant. Aunt Mahaut was the abbess of that well-endowed abbey.

“I suppose I’ll continue to live in Maubergeonne Tower?” Dangereuse asked.

“Where else would you live?”

Surely she couldn’t go back to her real husband after all these years. She’d been my grandfather’s concubine.

Then suddenly I comprehended: I was the sole caretaker of these ladies, all of them unmarried, unlike my five other aunts; even my friend Amaria had asked me this very morning if she could be my handmaid.

I’d hardly understood her. “You mean you want to be my marriage prize?”

Amaria’s father was poor and he had six older daughters. I would happily give her a dowry.

“No!” She’d spoken intensely. “I want to stay with you always; that way, I can write verse.”

“What kind of verse? Troubadour songs? Romances like Tristan?”

We’d both been thrilled when Béroul had sung his famous tale of tragic lovers in Poitiers last summer.

Her flush had deepened. “I’d like that, of course, but I thought at first shorter romances, what they call lais.”

I’d touched her braid. “And I’ll be your sponsor. I’d be honored to take you as my handmaid, Amaria.”

Now my female entourage became quiet, secure in their new overlord. Together, we huddled against the fierce wind; together, we watched the moon wane, the stars shift ever so slightly in their dusty field, and on the fifth day, Sir Lucain returned.

This time, he arrived in midday, more dead than alive. His horse stumbled across the half-empty moat, where a mule’s carcass had become visible. Again he slumped in the courtyard, and again we gave him wine.

He raised bloodshot eyes. “You’re going to be married.”

“But first the investiture,” Archbishop Geoffrey said. “We’ve been working on the ceremony.”

Sir Lucain held his cup for more wine. “Married at once. Then the investiture.”

The archbishop raised his brows. “Should I send for Baron Hugh of Lusignan? He’s a competent administrator, and marriage might cool his rebellion.”

“He’s fat!” Petra scoffed.

“No,” Sir Lucain answered, “you’re marrying the prince of France, Lady Eleanor. Louis, prince of France.”

I was too dumbfounded to speak.

“He’s on his way at this moment,” Sir Lucain continued, “with a huge army. France will take Aquitaine under her protection. That’s King Louis the Fat’s decision.”

“No!” I shrieked. “I won’t marry anyone but a baron of Aquitaine—my father wanted it!”

And I fainted dead away, thereby gashing my head badly. No one thought to catch me; I’d never swooned before and was not given to vapors. And perhaps this wasn’t a real faint, for I continued to hear their voices.

“It’s a belated reaction to her father’s death.”

“Oc, that must be it. They were so devoted, so close. After Anor and young Aigret died—oh dear.”

“Someone fetch water!”

Their voices became faint, then faded altogether. The dull gray sky brightened and began to flutter. Round-winged white butterflies filled the heavens in a nervous search, and gradually they parted, revealing a vale of deep, furry green. My breath caught—I knew where I was—on that last chevauchée with Father, when we’d visited the castle at Taillebourg.

“Oh look!” I’d cried. “On that scarp—could it be a castle?”

“Taillebourg, the strongest fortress in all Aquitaine, owned by my captain, Baron Richard of Rancon. He’s expecting us.”

The valley had rung with the clash of stags’ horns, the splash of hooves in olive green water, and the scent of lavender had filled the air. Baron Richard of Rancon had ridden forth to greet us, tall and sinewy in his short brown tunic emblazoned with the studded lion of Taillebourg. His unruly hair had fallen across eyes glittering like black diamonds.

“Greeting.” He’d taken my hand, and my heart had stopped.

In single file, we’d followed him up the tortuous path, now dark as death, now a blinding gold against the setting sun. Later, high in the small great hall, with windows open to a cerise sky and the blue curve of the Atlantic in the distance, he’d taken his lute. I could no longer meet those hot eyes; my gaze lowered to his blunt, calloused fingers, then to his boots, laced to his knees.


Joy hurls daggers at my heart—

Blood flows freely from each chamber—

While I breathe I use my art

And hurl my song to claim her!



He’s singing to me! My heart had thundered in my ears.

Then those calloused fingers had again taken my hand; he’d wanted to present me with a special gift and, with my father’s permission, he led me higher still, to a tiny stable with only three stalls.

“I bred this filly just for you,” he’d whispered.

“An Andalusian?”

“Crossed with an Arab. I call her Iseult—remember?”

How could I forget that magic night when we’d listened, side by side, to Béroul strum his famous romance?

“She’s beautiful,” I’d murmured, “only she deserves a more honest name.”

“You don’t believe that love is honest?”

I couldn’t meet his eyes. “Oc, only in the romance, Iseult must drink the magic potion before she knows she loves Tristan, whereas—”

“True love needs no potion,” he’d agreed ardently.

And he’d kissed me, again and again, branded me with his lion studs forever.

“Don’t look at me,” he’d groaned. “Your eyes impale me.”

Then the gloom had enclosed us; no image had remained but our fiery lips and our whispers to love forever, to be together for all time, fated lovers.

When he’d ridden out with us upon our leaving, he’d held my hand brazenly. After he’d left, Father had smiled.

“Is it Rancon, Joy?”

“Yes!” I’d looked on him fearfully. “I hope you agree! Ever since he came to train with you, since we were children …”

He’d stroked my cheek. “I’m glad, my best knight. It’s what I always wanted.”

Water struck my face. A hand stroked my brow.

“Joy, dear, are you all right?”

Aunt Mahaut wiped blood from my wound.

I struggled upward. “I’m fine, thank you, only …”

Sir Lucain’s voice resumed its argument. “Forget Hugh of Lusignan or anyone else. You can’t deny an army of five hundred. They’ll be here within days.”

Archbishop Geoffrey strongly protested that the French prince would bring political disaster to Aquitaine.

“Frenchmen are papists at heart, and therefore against female rule,” he warned, “which means that Lady Eleanor may be deprived of her sovereignty.”

Sir Lucain remained silent.

“Louis the Fat kept the rightful heiress of England from taking the throne,” the archbishop reminded us.

“Matilda of Normandy,” I concurred. “The French, the duke of Champagne, all the northerners were against her.”

“Perhaps the prince is more tolerant,” Sir Lucain finally muttered.

“And perhaps not! In any case, the government is in the hands of Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis. The king and surely the prince are his pawns,” Archbishop Geoffrey warned.

I shuddered. Another abbot.

“Suger, like his name, sugar-coated! Beneath, he’s a nougat of pure poison! Don’t let him beguile you, my lady.”

He went on in the direst terms about how this ambitious little abbot had risen from a dung heap to the topmost position in France, and how he’d long coveted Aquitaine, the richest duchy under France’s rule.

Arguments were bootless; an army was on its way.
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“As we are seen, so are we esteemed!” Grandmother Dangereuse held a diaphanous green tunic to her face. “Does it bring out my eyes?”

As if she were the one going to the hanging tree.

“Not at all. Your eyes are blue, Grandmother.”

“Like yours, only not so dark. Nevertheless, place it to your face and look in Junior’s mirror.”

I picked up my grandfather’s silver-backed mirror, brought back from his Crusade.

“The image is blurred.”

“The silver’s worn, I grant you. Tilt it so you see the upper-right corner.”

A single eye, what my father had described as deep and blue as the Atlantic in August and what Petra said was the shape of a scarab. I held the glass lower: a round polished cheek, rosy as an apple, but the green managed to make my skin appear sallow, not that I cared. A pox on being “esteemed.” In any case, Grandmother was a better guide to my appearance than a dull glass, since everyone said we looked exactly alike. I hoped so. She’d been the most beautiful woman in the duchy, maybe in the world, with vivid coloring, high cheekbones, pursed red lips always turned in a faint smile, which some thought enticing, others lascivious.

“Try another, Grandmother, and I’ll look. We’re the same height and coloring.”

She held a creamy sendal tunic with an orofois band at the pointed neckline and rose brocade inserts to the waist.

“No wonder Grandfather stole you from your husband. I would, too!” I said.

She laughed. “He stole you, as well—he thought of you as our daughter. How he doted on you!” She held a triple strand of pearls against the tunic “Too bad he died before you developed your voice.”

“What voice? I don’t sing.”

“When you speak, my dear, I hear the rich string of a viol. The voice runs in your family, all of you descendants of Orpheus. Yes, this is better, and an eagle brooch at your shoulder to represent Aquitaine, and to fasten this drapery from Rome. Hold it to your eyes!”

[image: ]

Midmorning, and I sat stiffly on the cushioned bench in our great hall, surrounded by my five aunts, my sister, my new handmaid Amaria, my grandmother Dangereuse, Archbishop Geoffrey of Bordeaux, and assorted functionaries from Poitiers. I pressed my pounding temples.

“Careful, dear!” Dangereuse rearranged my lace mantilla. “Turn your face this way.” She smoothed my brows with a bit of spittle. “You would be the most beguiling young lady in the universe with just one pretty smile. Try?”

I withered her with a scowl. Archbishop Geoffrey gave way to a fit of coughing. Soon everyone in the great hall was hacking in chorus.

Aye, well may they choke, I thought, to see Aquitaine sucked into the greedy French maw, not to mention my own bleeding person.

Suddenly, the coughing stopped, as did breathing. In the distance, French fanfare sounded, then the wooden horns of Aquitaine, the slow creak of gates, the mumble of foreign voices, the hiss of dragging trains, the soft thud of velvet boots. Dangereuse quickly knelt before me to spread my skirt. I cast my eyes downward to a crack in the tiles, where a small lizard flicked his tongue.

The French party entered the hall in a cloud of rancid armpits, bad breath, and mildewed silk. One sword rattled in a scabbard redolent of oil and rust. Then a line of velvet boots obscured the crack.

Everyone bowed and muttered fawning greetings; my family and counselors answered in kind, but I remained silent. The shoes to my left, actually rope sandals, stepped forward. By the gray linen tunic, I knew it must be the infamous Abbot Suger of Saint-Denis, seneschal to Louis the Fat and the true ruler of France. I looked upward, and for a long moment we appraised each other. He gasped, no doubt surprised at my reputed beauty, then frowned at my expression. No fool, this abbot; I clapped my eyelids together like the covers of a book. But not before I’d noted his face—a heart-shaped triangle with a broad forehead, pointed chin, luminous eyes, round pink cheeks, and a benevolent smile. Though not young, he had no wrinkles and his brows were dark.

He began to speak over my head. “My dear Eleanor …” And I looked upward again; he was addressing Archbishop Geoffrey, clearly doubting that I could follow his Vulgar Latin.

“… soon to be duchess and princess of the fairest land in all the world, and to all her learned counselors and family, greeting from King Louis the Fat of France, who regrets he cannot be here in person. He sends condolences for your recent loss, which was our loss as well, for Duke William of Aquitaine was ever a valued vassal of France.”

The man at the opposite end of the line cleared his throat—ahem—in obvious disagreement. Now who would that be?

Suger hastily continued: “We have prayed for him daily at Matins and Vespers as we rushed with all due haste through these perilous lands to claim the lily of Aquitaine.…”

Long-winded hypocrite. Vain little popinjay. Look at the fit of that tunic, tailored by the best, I trowe, and the jewel in that sand-colored turban. A real topaz?

“Braving the broiling sun and the equally broilsome Aquitanian barons, we have traveled only at night and hidden like fugitives during the daytime hours, but at last we have arrived, exhausted perhaps, but even more exhilarated by the momentous event before us, the uniting of your duchy with the glorious dynasty of France, which traces its lineage to the great Charlemagne himself.”

I bristled. Wasn’t my family also descended from Charlemagne? Suger instantly amended his words.

“Two equally great houses made one.”

He turned to his neighbor; his sloping forehead and chin created a profile sharp as a chisel.

“I present Raoul, count of Vermandois, the prince’s cousin and political seneschal of France.”

Dressed in watered sendal shaded in orange and gold, Raoul of Vermandois radiated youth, charm, and sophistication; black waves fell across his forehead, and he had a dimple in his chin.

“My lady Eleanor,” he said in honeyed northern French, “may I add my personal regrets for your irreparable loss; I can only hope that, in the days and weeks to come, a new happiness may gradually erase the corroding effects of grief. My own daughter Leonore is marrying this summer, and I often advise her that marriage is the balm of life, for a wedding gives you a new family to sustain you. I promise you, my dear duchess, that we of France will do all we can to make you welcome and happy within our embrace.”

I was mildly surprised that he had a daughter old enough to wed, and some overemphasis made me wonder if his marriage was the balm of his life.

Next to Count Raoul stood my future husband, but Suger blessedly didn’t introduce him yet, and I was able to pass over his inert figure with glazed eyes.

In another wordy speech, Suger was extolling the great French dukes, and there followed a catalogue of reasons that none but Thibault of Champagne had been able to attend.

Thibault of Champagne was the man who had cleared his throat at the mention of my father’s name. Now he bowed slightly, swinging his heavy jeweled cape, which matched the jeweled hat hugging his head like a glove. He wore a large cross sparkling with rare rubies. An impressive figure, if his expression had not been so dour, his eyes so unforgiving.

“I had the honor to fight against your father,” he said dryly.

I stiffened; surely he meant with my father.

“In Normandy,” he continued, “when he followed the misguided policy of aiding Geoffrey of Anjou in his bootless quest for power for his son Henry.”

“Bootless,” because the claim had been based on a woman, Matilda of Normandy. I listened to his tone, not his words, the cold mettle of the man.

“However, such issues were before your time,” Thibault ended with a poor attempt at a smile. “We are delighted to enfold the daughter of our former adversary, for we understand that no woman can be held responsible.”

Meaning women were not fit to reign, not in England, not in Aquitaine. Poor Thibault, he would have to make a volte-face when I took over.

Suger’s voice brought me back to the drooping plant in the middle of their group.

“And this, of course, is Louis of France, one day to be King Louis the Seventh, with you as his queen.”

It took all my training and a clear sense of protocol to refrain from bolting at once. God’s feet, what a disaster, worse than I could possibly have imagined. Quickly, I tried to find arguments in his favor, for this mooncalf was my future husband! He wasn’t fat, though he was stooped and hollow-chested as an old man; he wasn’t bald, though his hair was dank as seaweed; his eyes seemed sincere, though red-rimmed and bleary; his glistening pale skin was blotched—no doubt the sun; his tunic was a rich blue silk, though with a stain in front shaped like the state of Denmark and an unraveled hem; he had teeth in his loose mouth, though they were uneven and slightly brown. Then, breathing hard, he began a constipated mumble through a clenched jaw.

“Because my father is ill with the flux which might have been brought on by eels which he eats in quantity though the doctors have told him not to because, you see, his stomach has been delicate ever since his stepmother tried to murder him with poison when he was a boy …”

Dangereuse gasped in astonishment.

“So because of the flux he can’t sit on a horse, you see, but he sent you these.”

The French made way for a page to place an open casket of uncut jewels before me; the lizard, I noted, scuttled toward a potted hibiscus.

There was a long, awkward pause as I waited to see if Louis was finished. He was.

“We thank you and your lord father the king. I shall treasure them always,” I said in bell-clear classical Latin.

I saw Suger start.

I gestured to the palace. “You must want to see your quarters after such an arduous journey.”

Suger shook his head. “Not at all. We can wait a little longer, I assure you; we couldn’t rest properly until we settle the time and terms of the coming nuptials. If you please.”

A French page produced a scroll, which Suger gave to Archbishop Geoffrey. “That is our wedding contract, which we trust you will find acceptable.”

I gestured to Bishop Peter of Poitiers, who likewise produced a scroll. “And these are our terms, Abbot Suger,” I said sweetly.

Suger smiled. “I have no doubt that the two papers are identical.” He glanced at Louis, who was swaying with fatigue. “All we need to settle is the date. When are we to be joined?”

As if we were oxen. “Two weeks hence. When we spied your campfires across the Garonne last night, we sent runners to my barons—everything is in readiness.” I, too, stared at Louis.

“Perhaps we should discuss the contract now,” I added. Deliberately, I unrolled the French document, leaving him no alternative but to look at ours. The hour rang once, then again, before I raised my eyes. The weary French guests shuffled from one foot to the other, leaned on one another, half-asleep.

“Very few differences,” Suger said again.

I disagreed. “Though I am political vassal to King Louis the Fat, my possessions and wealth far outstrip those of France. Therefore, I cannot accept the prince as duke of Aquitaine. I am the duchess, he my duke consort, and I will control my duchy absolutely.”

“But when you’re in Paris …”

“My uncle Ralph of Châtellerault will be my seneschal.”

“I was not aware that you had an uncle.”

Liar.

“I have two uncles; Ralph is the son of my grandmother and brother to my dead mother; my father’s brother is Raymond, prince of Antioch.”

“Antioch?”

“In the Holy Land,” I said dryly.

“Nevertheless, Louis must rule your duchy.” Suger drew himself up. “I myself have trained the prince.…”

“As my father trained me. I signed my first legal paper when I was eight.”

“But to lead an army …”

“I have my own captain, Richard of Rancon, baron of Taillebourg. Furthermore, I shall control tallages, rentals, water rights, shipping, agriculture, as well as the appointment of bishops, plus absolute control of my treasuries here in Bordeaux and in Melle. Is that clear?”

He fanned himself with my contract. “Splendidly. Oh dear, I’m not as green-tailed as I once was; I must concede to your youth. At least you’ll indulge me on the religious portion, which is my special domain. You will be wed at Saint-André’s Cathedral, I presume?”

“No.”

“It’s a hideous old pile, I agree, nothing like my new chapel at Saint-Denis, but …”

“Not in any church at all, Abbot Suger. Marriage is a civil ceremony.”

His little mouth fell open. “Then Aquitaine is far behind France in this matter, for marriage is a sacrament recognized by Rome. Your marriage will be sanctified, I assure you, or I shall see that the king assigns you to someone else.”

A threat—this slippery elf would happily send me to some remote northern stretch with a rough oaf wearing bearskins. Well, what did it matter? The ceremony would be over in a moment, while the civil portion would last forever.

I conceded. “Very well.”

He glanced at his company. “I like your spirit, I truly do, and I know you’ll make France a great queen. Now, however, if we might retire …”

“Your chambers are prepared.” I summoned a page, then rose. The French gasped as I expected them to. I wore the creamy sendal, but it was my Roman scarf that took their breath. A silken fall, it was embroidered with the lily of France, but in the center a huge fierce seed-pearl eagle of Aquitaine clutched the lilies in his talons. I turned slowly on floating steps and faced Prince Louis of France.

I paused in dismay.

His eyes, on a level with mine, pooled with water, while his blotches deepened to a dangerous magenta. His shallow breath rattled, his head drooped forward and his knees gave way. Count Raoul barely prevented him from falling, while Abbot Suger propped him from the rear.

“He’s tired!” the Abbot gasped.

“He’s never done this before,” Raoul apologized, “except under certain trees, such as the helm oak, where he usually has his visions.”

Visions? Under helm oaks? As if they were the helms of ships? What did he mean? My groom gasped like a fish, his lips round and bubbled; mucus dripped from his nose. And I had my own vision of a succubus. Quickly, I turned away.

Oh Father, I thought, help me! With all our lessons, you never taught me how I could bear what lies ahead. Palaver and jousting, contracts and armies, kings and dukes—what does all that matter when we are naked in the bedchamber? Who will instruct me how to bear the carnal act with this damp scallion?
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“I won’t marry him!” I screamed. “I’ll kill myself before I let him touch me!”

“Marriage is the balm of life,” Aunt Isabelle crooned, forgetting how she’d been beaten by her harridan of a mother-in-law.

“You fall in love after marriage,” Aunt Beatrice concurred. “And the blessing of children, oh my dear.”

“My children can share their father’s chamber, where they can all wet the bed together!”

“Leave her to me,” Dangereuse ordered. “I’ll bring her around.”

My aunts shuffled out.

“Now, Joy,” my grandmother said sternly, “who is he?”

“You saw—the prince of France. I wager he’ll become fat, on top of everything else!”

“Don’t pretend you don’t understand. You love someone—his name, please.”

“Oh, Grandmother, you’re the only one who understands love, the only one in the whole family. I can’t give him up! I won’t!”

“Give up whom, dear?”

But something in her voice warned me. “Never mind his name. A baron.”

“A baron? When you have a future king in your palm? How far has it gone?”

Slowly, with many tears, I confessed my poor truncated affair, though I omitted how it had begun even in childhood. I’d always loved Rancon; he was like the famous mote in the eye, never to be removed.

“Like troubadour love, the way Grandfather felt when he abducted you from your castle.”

“Note that you speak of how Junior felt about me, not how I felt about him.” Her still-luscious lips curled.

For a moment, I was startled out of myself. “You loved him, didn’t you? Why else would you …”

“Certainly I loved him, but I tell you truly, my dear, that I wouldn’t have left a count if William hadn’t been a duke. No woman can afford to be careless.”

“Grandmother!”

She shrugged. “Oh, I know he wrote poems of troubadour love, always adulterous, but you note that he wrote from a man’s point of view. A woman who is rapt by a married man must be vigilant on her own behalf.”

She then recounted how she’d applied the same lesson to her daughter Anor, whom she’d forced to marry the duke’s son, my father, so her own position couldn’t be challenged by the duke’s jealous children. I’d heard the tale from my mother, who was that same Anor, of course, but never in this context.

“And now you’re my security,” she finished. “The powerful future queen of France.”

I pulled away, sorry I’d confessed as much as I had.

“Don’t despair, sweets,” she comforted me. “You’ll learn to love Louis and forget your silly childish affair; the bed is a great persuader.”

Dully, I realized that my fate was sealed. There would be no grand rescue from anyone, no help from my own family. Yet I knew I was right: Love existed, and the emotion couldn’t be denied. Arranged marriages were uniformly disastrous, witness my father and mother. Yet if infidelity was the answer for men, why was it not the same for women?
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Within days after the French had arrived, my vassals began to ride into Bordeaux. The townspeople were deliriously happy at the celebration which would make them rich. A succulent pall of smoke hung over the streets as pigs, chickens, and ducks turned on the spits, pastry hawkers put up booths, and houses hung newly painted signs offering hospitality; hundreds of people would press through the streets for gaiety and profit.

Three days before the wedding, my uncle Ralph of Châtellerault galloped at breakneck speed across the moat.

“Eleanor, the Lusignan brothers are planning to abduct you!” he shouted.

To rape me in order to force a marriage and seize Aquitaine. Even Louis was preferable.

“They plan to attack the wedding party when you leave the nuptial feast. Your marriage will never be consummated.”

“Call Suger,” I ordered a page.

The small abbot listened attentively. “How long is the feast intended to last?”

“All night for the guests. I had thought our party would ride away shortly after None.”

“How much time would we gain if you left directly from the church?”

“Perhaps five hours.”

“And is there a fortress nearby where you could be housed? We mustn’t stay in open camp.”

“Richard of Rancon would give us hospitality, I’m sure,” my uncle said quickly. “Taillebourg Castle could hold off a large army.”

Suger was watching me. “Didn’t you say he was your captain?”

I could barely speak. “Of course, you’re right.” His frown deepened. “It’s just that … the last time I was in Taillebourg, I was with my father.”

“Then I advise that you arrange it. Call Raoul of Vermandois.”

Raoul arrived, was introduced to my handsome uncle, and we all sat to take our instructions from Abbot Suger: No one but present company was to know of our scheme, except my sister Petronilla. The wedding feast would be arranged here in Bordeaux as planned, but the bride and groom would not attend. Raoul of Vermandois and Petronilla would stand in for us while Louis and I rode straight to Taillebourg, where another feast would be waiting, and where I would spend my wedding night.
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Petra was extremely excited about her share in the plot. “Is there anything you want me to say to your guests, Joy?”

“Ask them to pray for me, that’s all.”

“Maybe Louis won’t be so bad.”

“So bad as what, dear? Vipers are better than cobras, I believe; they take less time to chew their victims.”

“I grant you that he speaks strangely, but he’s somewhat handsome.”

“We must test your eyes.”

“Joy, since Father died, am I your marriage prize?”

I pushed her golden braids, a shade lighter than mine. “Why yes, I suppose you are. And a very desirable one, too, since he left you rich Burgundian estates.” She was also an exceedingly pretty damsel, a creamy rose, if you could avoid her prickly thorns.

“Promise you won’t make me marry against my will.”

“Never! You know I won’t, on our mother’s soul. You’ll tell me when you’re ready.”

“And I can choose my own groom?”

“Didn’t I just say so?”

“Thank you, Joy. I feel better.”

Better than I did, certainly, and I would find her someone better than Louis, drier anyway.
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My wedding day, when I would turn from a maid to a wife, second only in importance to the day I turned from a wife to a mother. I hardly recognized myself in my grandfather’s crusader’s mirror. Grandmother Dangereuse had matched my bruised eyes exactly with a light brush of heliotrope on my lids—though these eyes would never follow the sun—and the rose of the mallow faintly flushed my high round cheeks and lips. Oc, a transplanted garden, concealing the wormwood within.

Below in the courtyard stood a gilded longcart with wheels covered in flowers and sides draped with white satin fringed with pearls. On the back, the same fierce eagle that I wore on my headpiece spread his golden wings protectively. Pages hoisted me upward, where I held carved ivory lilies for balance. Before me, four white horses were richly caparisoned with swan feathers, as if they might soar over the city.

When the gates opened, a vast roar of voices drowned the bells and panicked the horses. Guards struggled to hold the animals, and I calmly studied the outline of the low buildings above me, which, by a curious trick of light, appeared blood-red and throbbed in the same rhythm as my own heart. Incredibly, as the sound grew and the cart moved, the red turned to sea green; I rose and fell in waves, sucked out to sea. From all sides, my name swished in my ears, but I kept my eyes forward, as befits a lady going to her own execution.

In the church square, the crowd threatened to become a mob in its enthusiasm. Everywhere I heard “Joy! I love you, Joy! I pray for you!” For a few giddy moments, I thought I was back on a chevauchée with my father and I was happy. Surely his spirit hovered somewhere in the angel gauze above me. Then an aisle was created by my guard, a stairs was brought forth, and I descended to the long velvet carpet leading to the church doors.

I paused under the tympanum, then plunged into chill air and darkness.

Gradually, my eyes adjusted. The crowd inside the sanctuary almost rivaled that in the square, and I was aware of familiar faces, the Faidit brothers, Lord Aimar from Limoges, the lords of Angoulême, all of them either related or seeming to be related, for the men had been boys in our palace, under the tutelage of my father, and my brothers; my own vast family, my childhood female friends—none of them yet wed—the good people of Poitiers, Baron Lézay from Talmont, the natives of Melle, of Parthenay, everyone it seemed I’d ever known in my entire life, except Hugh, Guy, and Geoffrey, the Lusignan brothers.

But there were also the five hundred Frenchmen who’d taken the long journey, most of whom I’d not met. A large area had been cleared and blocked off by flowers for the wedding party, and here were Frenchmen I did know, among them, foremost in the center and turned to me, the man who was to be my husband.

I hardly recognized him. I still would not say he was handsome, but neither was he the freak I’d met in the great hall two weeks before. Standing straight and tall, he appeared the seventeen years he was, not an old man, and his blond hair was shiny, his face clear, his costume of white and blue pressed and clean. Only his eyes remained the same, filled with incredulous pleasure and panic.

Behind the altar stood Archbishop Geoffrey of Bordeaux in his white-and-gold surplice. He conveyed reassurance.

Scuffing on my jeweled slippers, I took my place beside Louis. A tiny silvery tinkle signaled that the ceremony had begun. Archbishop Geoffrey’s right eyelid twitched nervously, for he was as concerned about this strange ritual as I was. I’d told Suger the truth when I’d said that we didn’t consider marriage a sacrament here in Aquitaine, partly because the Church itself felt that the sexual joining of a man and a woman was an inappropriate event for holy blessing, partly because a marriage is obviously a dispensatio, a civil arrangement between two families.

In fact, I wasn’t sure that the tiny abbot had been so forthcoming in his claim to the contrary; the French priests accompanying the royal party knew of no marriage Mass, and Archbishop Geoffrey had been forced to create his own ritual from bits and pieces of other Masses. First, however, we would dispense with the civil portion, which by rights should have been performed at the church door. I’m creating precedent, I thought; my wedding will be the model for all to follow. I could not say the same for the married state—a chill pricked my arms.

“Bless you, my children.” The archbishop made the sign of the cross before my face, then Louis’s. He read from the redrawn contract: “By the grace of God above, His Son, Lord Jesus, His representative on earth, the Holy Father who resides in Rome”—I winced, for my family no longer recognized the Pope in Rome—“I hereby state that you are absolved of the sin of incest, and though you are cousins to the fourth degree and the Church prohibits the marriage of cousins to the seventh degree, I waive the prohibition; consanguinity can be no issue between you for so long as you both shall live.”

Thank God Louis was not my blood relation. I’m proud of my family, both those living and all my forebears.

“We hereby acknowledge Eleanor, duchess of Aquitaine, to be the sole sovereign in her duchy, to rule as she sees fit, with no interference from outside influences, howsoever they may be related to her by this marriage. Furthermore, her progeny shall be the sole heirs, or, if she should die without issue, her rights will revoke to her nearest of blood kin without challenge. Louis, prince of France, hereby waives all claim to Aquitaine.”

He glanced up; Louis murmured that he agreed.

“Furthermore, all incomes derived from the duchy’s enterprises remain solely in the hands of said duchess to dispose of as she sees fit.”

Louis once more agreed. Everything sounded correct. Why did I feel apprehension?

“The vassals of Aquitaine owe homage to the duchess, not to France; only she owes homage to the king of France.”

This ended the civil portion.

Again the bell rang, and Louis and I knelt at the altar for the Mass. A single male voice chanted as everyone prepared for the religious ceremony.

“Domine Jesu Christe, I give you my peace, I leave you my peace, and I pray instantly that Thou wilt unite these two in holy matrimony after Thy will.…” The archbishop kissed the chalice. “Teach them and show them through the holy passion of our Lord the peace given by God and all human lineage.”

Though I knew well that “passion” referred to the death of Jesus, I objected to the word in this setting.

“Will you each kiss the corporal, after each other, in a token of love and concord to the end that even as flesh joineth itself to flesh, and spirit to spirit, let you be united in the virtue of love.”

With another chill, I kissed the wafer.

The archbishop beat his breast. “Domine, non sum dignus et intre sub tectum meum.”

“Amen,” Louis and I repeated, which meant that we were not worthy to have the Lord enter our house. A strange statement—was this part of the archbishop’s improvised service?

The priest dipped his finger in wine and sprinkled it before us. “Peace be with you in love. Peace be with you in the glory and bliss of paradise.”

Which was an orison for the dead. I had an unholy impulse to laugh.

And so it went for an hour, more and more disjointed in meaning, and my attention wandered. I thought of my aching knees on the hard stone, listened to the pleasant coo of pigeons in the rafters, wondered at Petra’s strange radiance today, as if she were the bride herself, and tried not to envision the wedding feast at Rancon’s castle.

A Gregorian chant brought me back to the present. Louis rose, but I remained in my same position.

“As man is subject to God, so is woman subject to man. A submissive wife is the root of a happy household. To symbolize her willingness to follow God’s will, which is to say her husband’s will, the bride will herewith prostrate herself before her new lord and master.”

Petra and Amaria helped me stretch myself across the cold stone. A column of ants climbed over my eagle headpiece, carrying crumbs from Christ’s body. More Latin was intoned and Petra touched my shoulder. I rose as gracefully as I could.

“To signify the husband’s possession of his wife, he shall place a ring on her finger three times.”

With my eyes down, I held out my left hand. I could feel Louis’s cold sweat even through my glove.

“With this ring, I take thee as chattel and promise to govern and chastise thee as I see fit,” he said through tight jaws.

He slipped the ring on and off my forefinger.

“With this ring, I take thee as my conjugal partner, for the Lord has ordered us to wax and multiply.”

The same ring on and off my second finger.

“With this ring, I thee wed and promise to be a good and faithful husband until death do us part.”

This time, the ring remained on my third finger.

Next, the gold. Louis turned to receive a small sack from Suger, which he then offered to me.

“According to Salic law, I purchase you with thirteen dinari, the gold in this bag.”

I passed it to Bishop Peter to be distributed among the poor. Another movement from Suger, and Louis pressed a key into my palm. “Accept this as my wedding portion, a castle in the county of Berry.”

We were pronounced man and wife.

[image: ]

Outside, the skies had become overcast. Listening to the jubilant cries of the crowd, looking at the city now leached of all color, I wondered at the changes two short hours could bring about. Aquitaine, like my girlhood, seemed a receding port—I was on a blank sea.

We rode briskly toward Ombrière Palace, but at the last moment, the French—now including me—veered from the main party and crossed the bridge spanning the Garonne River. As Petra and Raoul of Vermandois took our place at the head of the guests, I caught the startled reaction among my vassals, but it happened too quickly for anyone to comment. On the far side of the river, we were joined by a large army of Aquitanian knights, some from Rancon’s fortress, others from Niort and Angoulême.

Then suddenly, Rancon pushed forward, the baron of Taillebourg in his rich brown tunic with its snarling golden lion. One glance at his tragic face told me I was not alone.

Beside me, the limp celery stalk clung desperately to the mane of his horse, letting flee strange gurgling pops like bubbles bursting in a moat.

I fought faintness and wondered if my humors had changed as a result of this odious marriage. We sped across the landscape, crossed the narrow Roman bridge spanning the Charente River, descended briefly into the verdant vale, where we faced the forbidding scarp of Taillebourg. Again
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