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      I stand on the precipice wrapped in bulky grey and silver furs. My eyes are trained, like a hawk at hunt, on the steep road snaking up the mountain toward me. I feel the bitter cold of the granite ledge through the thin leather of my shoes, and I slide my feet forward inch by inch toward the edge, to get a better view.

      I turn my head to the faint sound of men’s voices wafting up through the clear air and the sudden shift in my balance makes my foot begin to slip on ice. Fumbling desperately for a hold on the rock, I wrench my wrist as I pull myself back from the drop. I take two fast breaths and unclench my teeth. Fear and adrenaline taste of metal in my mouth. My hot breath billows in a white cloud around my frozen cheeks and nose.

      Perhaps I imagined the voices. I can still see nothing on the road. I am waiting for the arrival of the man who will be my husband. I am looking out for the arrival of my independence.

      Winter has come so fast this year. Only a few weeks ago I was swimming in the river with my sister and a lukewarm autumn sun touched our goosebumps. The sunlight danced between the surface of the water and the trees’ fabulous display of orange, red, brown, green, gold. The harvest doesn’t seem long ago, when the peasants gave me the honour of being the maiden who would cut the last stand of corn.

      Now, over to my left, I see sunlight sparking on vast sheets of ice where the water trickles down the mountainside for most of the year. In places it is frozen in enormous stalactite shafts, poised over the sheer drop like giant glass lances waiting to fall on the heads of any travellers risking the road. I shiver and wrap my furs around myself more tightly.

      Holding my hands inside my cloak, I touch my bruised wrist and grazed fingertips, run my index finger up and down between the knuckles of my left hand, feeling the slight bumps of three old star-shaped scars. I trace the gold and garnets of the betrothal ring on my little finger and twist the ring around and around.

      The female troubadour’s song that I heard in Toulouse last Easter runs through my head:

       

      
        
        
        Now we are come to the cold time

        when the ice and the snow and the mud

        and the birds’ beaks are mute

        (for not one inclines to sing);

        and the hedge-branches are dry –

        no leaf nor bud sprouts up,

        nor cries the nightingale

        whose song awakens me in May.

         

        My heart is so disordered

        That I’m rude to everyone …

      

      

      

       

      ‘Almodis! Come away from that edge! Why did you come out without me?’ My twin sister’s voice is close behind me.

      I step back from the precipice and turn to take Raingarde’s hands affectionately in my own. I look into my sister’s face, the same face that I see myself in the smooth surface of the summer river. The same long tumble of dark gold hair. The same dark green eyes.

      

      The aged female troubadour, Dia, breaks off her story momentarily, sets her harp down across her knees, and takes a sip of wine. She looks to her patron, Lady Melisende, who is the chatelaine of this castle of Parthenay. It is the last night of the old century, December 1099, and Dia has finally agreed to tell the whole story.

      ‘I can see your mother, Almodis, and your father, Hugh, in your face,’ Dia says. ‘This part of the story that I have just told you …’

      Melisende nods.

      ‘… when your father came to claim his bride. That took place in the blood month of November, and in the year 1037, after the Great Famine, at the castle of Roccamolten, in the county of La Marche in northern Occitania, not so far from here. The troubadours, or trobairitz, as we female storytellers are rightly called, we are both historians and poets. We find and make our songs and stories.’

      Melisende nods again.

      Dia picks up her harp and positions her fingers on the strings. ‘But where to begin,’ she says, ‘since we are always in the middle apart from when we are at the beginning and the end and even then we may be in the middle?’
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            ALMODIS: EASTER 1026

          

        

      

    

    
      If I try to cast my mind back to my earliest memories, I am always caught screaming silently at the burning when I was six years old. There must be other memories before that, memories of my family in Bellacum and Roccamolten, memories of my sister, before I became a child hostage at my grandfather’s court in Aquitaine. But every time I try to remember, I am always thrust there – to the execution ground of Lady Elisabeth and I cannot think back beyond that one raw memory. Before the burning, there is only blankness. So I don’t like to remember at all, but I must begin and that day at the Easter Assembly, at the castle of Montreuil-Bonnin, is the beginning for me.

      My eyes are screwed tightly shut and my small hand is being crushed in Geoffrey’s grip, but I can still see, branded onto my eyeballs, his mother’s terrified and agonised face as the flames leap around her and the charring tatters of her wedding dress. The awful, inhuman screeching has stopped now, and my heart is starting to slow down, but I think I will hear the echo of her screams resonating in my ears forever. How can birds still sing now?

      Hot tears squeeze out and filter through my eyelashes, running coldly down my cheeks. I open one eye slightly, enough so that I know how far to turn my head to avoid a peripheral view of Elisabeth’s charred remains hanging off the stake. I look instead up at Geoffrey. His eyes are wide open, staring at his mother’s grisly corpse. His jaw muscles clenching and unclenching are the only mobile feature on his whole face and body. That, and the hand that seems to be systematically crunching the bones of my hand. His nostrils are flared, and I realise the air smells and tastes like burnt pig. Geoffrey looks down at me with dark, blank eyes, and I glance in supplication at his fist. He lets go of my hand abruptly, as if it were burning him. A black plume of smoke dirties the pale blue of the spring sky. How can the blossom trees still wave pink in the breeze?

      I want to turn my back on the execution site and fall to the ground, weeping. I want to drag Geoffrey away and comfort him as he comforts me when I skin my knee or graze the palms of my hands falling in the courtyard. Instead, we stand rooted here, he staring ahead, unflinching, and I staring at my view of the ground and my feet, which is swimming in tears, my nose running.

      ‘Come with me now, Geoffrey, Almodis.’ My grandfather’s voice is gentle and low, and I feel a wave of merciful relief as he turns Geoffrey around by the shoulders and I happily turn with him. Geoffrey staggers a little, as if unable to bend his knees. I put my uncrushed hand into Grandfather’s, and we walk away, passing Geoffrey’s father, Fulk the Black, count of Anjou, who still stands, consuming the sight of his adulterous wife’s charred body.

      We reach the door to Geoffrey’s chamber and Grandfather tells him that he can have time off from his studies today. Geoffrey nods mutely and closes the chamber door quietly behind him. What tempests might occur behind that door? If I were Geoffrey, would I be most furious with my mother, for her adultery, if it is true. Or would I be most furious with my father, and his pretty mistress, Hildegarde, who might now become the new countess?

      Grandfather and I stand on the threshold of his Great Library. This collection of books and manuscripts is one of the splendours of all Europe. Even the monks in Cluny are sitting envious, dreaming of our books here, my grandfather says. Not long after I had arrived in Montreuil-Bonnin, he had shown me to the library. ‘Might I live here, Grandfather?’ I asked him earnestly, in love with the promise of the books and hopeful that I might escape his wife Agnes’ unkind surveillance. ‘I could place my bed under this desk here.’ Grandfather roared with laughter at me, but he pointed out the books that were my own, that Grandmother Adalmode had left to me in her testament.

      Today, as I step into the room with its high ceiling and see the shelves of parchments and scrolls rising up around me and the glint of sunlight on the polished wood of the reading table and on the golden and jewelled covers of the books, I do not feel my usual excitement as if I have stepped into a magical world. I just feel sick and sad and angry.

      ‘I don’t think I can do any reading today, Grandfather,’ I whisper.

      ‘Then I will read to you and heal your heart, darling,’ he says, tipping my chin up toward his face. I focus my eyes on the soft white curls of his beard. I don’t want to look into his eyes. After all, he, the duke of Aquitaine, could have stopped it if he wanted to.

      ‘This is a very hard thing that you have seen today, Almodis. Men go into battle, but this can be a dangerous world for princesses, too.’

      I already know that. Duke Guillaume isn’t, after all, my real grandfather. He is my step-grandfather, since he married my grandmother by force after killing her first husband, Count Audebert of La Marche, who was my real grandfather. But I love the duke, nevertheless. And I know it is a dangerous world for women. Haven’t I just seen the duke’s third wife, Agnes, screaming in labour as she gave birth to their new daughter, and I ran in and out of the room with clean water and cloths?

      My stomach lurches at the idea that I might myself one day face what Elisabeth of Vendome has just suffered. My mind races for defences. Elisabeth left herself open to the charge of adultery even if it was not true. She was openly fond of a man who has also died a grisly death. She was not adequately protected by her kin against Fulk. I would ask my father or my brother for help if I were ever threatened so, and they would rescue me. Perhaps. I think again of Geoffrey’s feelings now about his mother and his father, but it is hard for me to imagine that. I can barely remember the faces of my own parents, or of my two brothers, Audebert and Eudes. Only my twin sister Raingarde’s face can remain clear in my head, far away, but growing day by day the same as my own. I look up at my grandfather to show him what I think about his story of battles and princesses.

      ‘Do not accuse me so with those big green eyes, Almodis. I know you are thinking I should have prevented this. Could have. But Fulk must do what he will with his own wife. I am his overlord, yes. He gives me fealty and must do my bidding, but sometimes a lord has to judge what he must not ask for, else his closest ally may become his bitterest enemy.’

      It is a pretty speech and, of course, Fulk would be an enemy to fear, but I am not distracted from my accusation. Alas, for the first time, I see something I do not like in my beloved grandfather. For the first time, I see that I am ranged on another side, separate from him, on the side of women.

      ‘Come and look at this, Sweetheart.’ Duke Guillaume is sitting at the reading table with Bede’s history of Saint Cuthbert open before him. He beckons me and I climb up onto his knees, but I cannot look with my usual delight at the tumble of blue and yellow flowers and the green tendrils travelling down the margins of the page. I wind a tendril of my tumbling gold hair around and around my finger, let it spring out of its tight knot, and then begin the twirling again.

      Grandfather turns the pages slowly and I give a little of my attention to him and the book, but everything is changed. Our shared delight in the stories and word-hoard of the library, our game that they wait patiently ranged on the shelves for us to choose them today and voice them together, seems crumbled to dust. I can still taste ash and smoke in my mouth and smell it in my hair. I look quickly and fearfully at Grandfather’s precious parchments, in case they should crumble or burn, because I am imagining that in my anger.

      My grandfather loves me undoubtedly. I lean back against the warmth of his chest and roll my head back and forth against the soft blue velvet of his tunic, as my pony snuggles against me when I have an apple for him. I imagine the duke’s smile at my gesture. He would never burn me at a stake, no matter what I did. His wife, Agnes, however, my foster-mother, yes, she would like to throw me on the kitchen fire anytime. She hates me because I am the granddaughter of Duke Guillaume’s first wife, Adalmode. Adalmode’s son, my uncle, is the heir to Aquitaine, standing in the way of Agnes’ own children.

      The duke makes no secret that Adalmode was his great love and that he sees his two subsequent wives as mere heir breeders. He says so often, in front of Agnes, keeping her in her place. A man can’t have enough sons, he always says. Agnes passes her fury onto me, treating me as if I am a servant girl rather than the daughter of a count and an honoured hostage at the court, the granddaughter of the duke’s only love, the niece of the heir.

      Next time my betrothed husband, Hugh of Lusignan, comes to court I will take a good look at him and see if he is the kind of man, like Fulk, who might take a mistress and burn his wife. I shudder, and Guillaume pats my hand, turning the pages on Bede’s words. I stare at the dust suspended in a shaft of sunlight, unable, today, to give my attention to the worlds conjured by the books.
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            EASTER 1032

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning I caught sight of myself in the large mirror in Agnes’ room and thought at first it was Raingarde standing in a doorway, and I gestured to her with joy to come into my embrace. Agnes laughed long and loud at me when I confessed my mistake. There Raingarde was (in fact me), standing in a blue gown with a gold tasselled belt at her waist, a gold border at the hem and gold lining showing on voluminous, turned-back sleeves. A short red silk cloak around her shoulders was held in place with the saucer brooches that Father gave me when I left home. (That is when I realised it was my image instead.) My loose hair fell to my waist in thick gold kinks. The outline of my knee was visible in the sculpted folds and creases of my skirts and my breasts were just beginning to fill out my bodice and give me a shapely defined waist and hip. I held a thick book in my hand.

      ‘Did my husband give you permission to run around with that in your grubby paw?’ Agnes asked.

      ‘It’s mine,’ I said. ‘My grandmother left it to me.’

      ‘Everything here belongs to my lord and to me.’

      I walked out quickly before she could snatch it from me and went to find Bernadette, my new maid, to dress my hair. I found her screeching in the solar at sight of a perfectly harmless garden spider that has spun its web in our window.

      ‘Seeing a spider in the morning brings bad luck, lady,’ she says.

      ‘How can you say that, Bernadette? Look at how beautiful the dew is on its perfectly made web and how its round body has spun its round web.’

      I write letters regularly to Raingarde and never send them. After all, she cannot read and if they fell into the wrong hands or she had to ask a dishonest cleric to read them for her, then my inner thoughts might be exposed. They pile up inside my locked chest as the years of our separation pass, but I think that sometimes she must know a little of what I write to her.

      Today I wrote:

      

      
        
        My new maid, Bernadette, has arrived from Paris and unfortunately, she is a northern dolt. She is about ten, has wiry black hair and is short and podgy. Agnes, of course, chose her unkindly for me. She speaks no Langue d’Oc and knows nothing of southern ways. She knows her job well enough with my clothes, my jewellery, my person, and she loves to run errands to the kitchen. I am tired to death of hearing how her mamma in Paris sets about marinating a leg of lamb and how she is such a good brewster…

      

      

      

      As she brushes my hair, Bernadette asks me about my betrothed husband and I explain to her that my real grandfather, Audebert, ruled both the counties of La Marche and Perigord, having inherited the one from his father and the other from his mother, and then he gained a stake too in the rich city of Limoges through his wife, Adalmode. I picture the jigsaw of fought-over territory in my mind’s eye, trying to explain it all to Bernadette. ‘As Adhémar of Chabannes tells in his book,’ I say, ‘Audebert, in league with Fulk of Anjou, successfully invaded Poitiers and this castle belonging to my step-grandfather, the duke of Aquitaine. But Audebert’s successes were halted by an assassin’s arrow in the forest and then Step-Grandfather worked hard to break up what Audebert had put together. First, he married my grandmother, taking her Limoges wealth for himself and gaining guardianship of my father, who was a small child. When my father came of age, my step-grandfather allowed him only La Marche and not his full rights to Perigord and half of Limoges. My step-grandfather was a hopeless soldier by all accounts, but he lacks nothing in strategy. And his final masterstroke was me.’

      ‘How so, lady?’ asks Bernadette, yawning.

      I am getting quite tired myself having to speak in Langue d’Oil to her all the time. I frown at her open maw, and she shuts it up. ‘My grandmother had thought to circumvent some of her second husband’s destruction of the La Marche fortunes by confirming me as her heir, to her Limoges wealth at least.’

      Bernadette perks up at that. ‘So you’re rich?’ she says, brush in hand, her eyes wide.

      ‘In theory,’ I say, ‘but my step-grandfather took me as a hostage here when I was five, as guarantee of my father’s good behaviour.’

      ‘And Piers, too,’ she interrupts.

      ‘And Piers too,’ I say, cross that she is already flirting with my other servant. ‘When I was five, Duke Guillaume betrothed me to Hugh of Lusignan, who owns good lands but is a minor lord. It’s a way of controlling the La Marches you see?’

      She shrugs her ungainly shoulders and says, ‘Women don’t rule on their own or own property where I come from. We leave that to men. Much safer that way.’

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling in despair.

      When she leaves me, I continue my unsent letter to Raingarde:

      
        
        So you see what a hopeless confidante this Bernadette will make.

      

      

      She was more interested in hearing about Piers than me, her mistress. ‘He come with you as a hostage too when he was a little-un, did he?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And he’s your father’s son?’

      I was about to shout at her angrily at that but what is the point in denying it? ‘All noble houses are swarming with bastards,’ I said instead, which silenced her. I suppose that Piers has told her my father is his father, wanting to impress the foolish chit.

      Now we are all waiting outside the entrance to the great hall for the party of riders sighted from the tower. The Aquitaine family is ranged across the top of the steps, preparing to formally greet the visitors, but it is taking a long time for them to reach us, and I am getting bored. I try out the skipping steps of the dance that the jongleur performed in the hall last night.

      Agnes buffets my head, knocking the careful concoction of my plaits. ‘Stand still! Do you want your mother-in-law to think you are a capering idiot?’

      I stand still and try to push my wound plaits back into place under my head veil, but they won’t be perfect now. This is the first time that I have worn a woman’s head veil – a couvrechef – and I am mortified that Agnes has ruined its appearance. I plunge my hand into the deep pocket of my gown, where two of my ivory alphabet tiles click softly against each other. I feel their letters: A for Almodis (and unfortunately, Agnes), H for Hugh. Across the courtyard, there is still no sign of the riders at the castle gate. Grandfather gave me the tiles. They were his when he was a child. He told me I am quicker at my letters than everyone, quicker than his eldest son, Guill (my uncle), who is a tall fat man, standing next to Grandfather; quicker than Eudes, who is seventeen and the son of grandfather’s second wife, Sancha. We all learnt to read and write together at the cathedral school, with Geoffrey too, using a psalter and a book of grammar called The Back Sparer, but I had no need of back sparing. I loved my lessons and learnt fast. It was the best part of my day.

      Eudes stands on the other side of Agnes, trying to keep her seven-year-old twins, Pierre and Guy, from falling down the steps. A maid stands behind Agnes holding her baby daughter. I glance up at the dark red coils of Agnes’ hair under her fine head veil, edged with gold stitching. She made me brush her hair last night, and that is a servant’s job. The thick, dark red mane crackled and sparked under the hard strokes of the brush like a wild animal, like a fox. It is the only thing about Agnes that I like.

      Agnes looks down, turning her reddish-brown eyes on me. ‘Well, here comes your lordling.’

      I grit my teeth against her insult. Grandfather likes to tell me that I, the daughter of a count, am to marry a mere lord, because I am ‘the peacemaker’, settling years of bitter disputes between the three families of Aquitaine, La Marche and Lusignan. I try to find excuses for Agnes’ meanness. It must be hard for her, a young girl, married to an old man, more than thirty years older and anyone can see that the duke loves me a great deal more than Agnes who just serves him in bed. She is unkind, jealous, gleeful in her power. I have to stop my thoughts in their tracks. It is not Christian or dignified of me to think like that about my foster-mother.

      ‘Hugh owns the largest castle in Aquitaine,’ I say sullenly, ‘and rich lands.’

      Agnes opens her mouth to respond with another mocking comment.

      ‘Silence, ladies,’ the duke commands, as the horses enter the bailey and come rapidly to the bottom of the steps.

      I watch Hugh dismount, help his mother, Lady Audearde, from her horse and then kneel to my grandfather. This muscular, black-haired man bears no resemblance to my vague memories of a lanky boy holding my hand in the betrothal ceremony seven years ago. While my grandfather and Agnes welcome the guests, and Lusignan and his mother make the customary responses, I study him and feel glad at what I see. He is tall, six feet perhaps, which is good because I am already tall. I wrote in a letter last night to Raingarde, how foolish we would look if our husbands were shorter than we are.

      Hugh’s hair is truly black, not just dark brown, but a thick, shiny black with a tufted texture. I imagine how pleasant it might feel to run my fingers over his head. His beard is the same black and cut short to his face. I am glad to find that my betrothed husband is strong and handsome. I am startled from my reverie as his eyes alight suddenly on me: gentle black eyes. He soon turns back to my grandfather, and I become conscious that my mouth is open, and I had been holding my breath as he looked at me. What does he think of me?

      His mother, Lady Audearde, is very thin, and her hair is dark grey under her veil. After the recent death of his father, Hugh is now the fifth lord of Lusignan. He is here to give his fealty to the duke and to pay his respects to me, his bride-to-be. He is of age now, twenty, but at twelve, I am still too young to marry. Perhaps it would be good to escape soon from Agnes’ household and command my own.

      Hugh turns smiling toward me and I smile shyly back and then look up at my grandfather, who is also pleased and squeezes my hand. Suddenly, I feel a terrible pain slash at the side of my leg. I scream and fall, clutching my leg, wailing. Anxious faces crowd above me, blotting out the sun.

      ‘What is it darling! What’s the matter?’ Grandfather cries.

      I feel nothing but the pain. Raingarde. When I am conscious again to what is happening around me, I find that Hugh is lifting me from the ground and carrying me into the great hall. He perches me on my grandfather’s throne and calls for a doctor to examine me. Everyone is offering suggestions. Has she been stung by a hornet? Is it the onset of a sickness? Now that the pain and my gasping have subsided, I can look at them all again. Hugh’s mother, Audearde, is standing back from the anxious crowd of people with a look of great disapproval on her face.

      ‘Nothing wrong there,’ the doctor finally announces.

      ‘Nothing?’ echoes the duke, looking with puzzlement at me.

      ‘She is seeking attention as usual,’ Agnes pronounces, and I watch with dismay as Audearde nods her head, her lips grimly set in a line.

      ‘I feel fine now,’ I say. ‘It must have been Raingarde. Something bad has happened to her leg. May I send a messenger to ask if she is alright, Grandfather?’

      ‘What is the child babbling about?’ Audearde asks. ‘Does she have a fever?’

      The doctor shakes his head.

      ‘Raingarde is her twin,’ Duke Guillaume offers the explanation in the direction of Hugh. ‘It is said that twins do feel each other’s pain at a distance.’

      Hugh’s black eyebrows arch.

      ‘What blasphemous nonsense!’ Audearde exclaims. Agnes smiles smugly and pointedly at me. ‘Some say that twins are the seed of two men – of adultery,’ Audearde continues, ‘and others that they are the offspring of the Devil.’

      I look with dismay at the frown forming on Hugh’s face. Is he frowning at his mother’s words or at me?

      ‘It is those sayings, Lady Audearde, that are nonsense!’ my grandfather says swiftly. ‘Do I not have twin sons myself?’ he asks and the smirk on Agnes’ face disappears as she is anxious not to be implicated in my contagion. ‘Almodis is a good girl, the apple of my eye,’ Grandfather tells Hugh.

      I want to explain how I can sometimes feel Raingarde, though I have not seen her for seven years. ‘It…’ but the duke has clamped a big hand over my mouth and is staring into my eyes meaningfully. When he removes his hand, I stay silent.

      What did they know? They know nothing. I hope ardently that Raingarde’s leg was something simple – like a bee-sting – nothing serious. Hugh smiles at me again, but now his smile is lop-sided, uncertain. I leap to my feet to show that I am fully recovered and curtsey to him. ‘I am recovered, my lord. I thank you for your care of me.’ They laugh at my womanly gestures as I intend.

      That night I lie in my curtained feather bed thinking of my husband-to-be. He has given me an exquisite, white-enamelled swan on a golden chain. He seems kind,a and he is beautiful. During the feast, Agnes whispered mockery in my ear at every opportunity, pointing out how Hugh still demurs to his mother’s lead ‘as if she were still regent of his large castle’ and how ‘the old harridan’ would rule both Hugh and his little wife. No, I thought, she certainly won’t. Probably, she will be dead by the time I marry and go to Lusignan, and if not, well, I will better that old lady. I mean to be an excellent wife. I am learning the duties of a chatelaine avidly and I carry my girdle with its jangling keys with pride, even though they are only the keys to my own casket at present. I will attach the swan there to sway against my hip.
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      Dramatic changes in the weather began three years ago with torrential rain, and the ground has been waterlogged all this time, impossible to plough or sow. A terrible famine began, and the people were compelled to eat grass and acorns. Weeds covered the fields at harvest time. Men, women and children died in thousands. Many dead lie out in the open because no one in the villages had the strength left to bury them, and the corpses were eaten by wolves. Survivors left their homes and migrated west in search of food. We heard that Odilo, the abbot of Cluny, had buried ten poor children dead of cold and hunger in his own cloak.

      Mass pilgrimages set off to the Holy Land from Limoges and many other cities, desperately seeking God’s mercy in these dark days. My grandfather became a little crazed with the bad news we heard day after day. He came back from a visit to his coastal holdings saying he had seen the sea and the rain turn to blood. Agnes looked on his increasing age and feebleness with a smug smile that she directed at Geoffrey too often for my liking. We all began to think about the succession when my grandfather might no longer be able to rule his duchy.

      Not long after Hugh and his mother visited us, my grandfather went away to the monastery at Maillezais, and my uncle Guill become the new duke. I sobbed loudly when Grandfather prepared to leave.

      ‘I am tired and old, little one,’ he remonstrated as I clung passionately to him. ‘My son needs to take control of Aquitaine and grow into his command. It is time. He is a full-grown man, and I am a sick old man.’

      In the long winter nights, I had stroked his hair when he fell asleep by lamplight among the books, his white head resting on the gold letters of a manuscript that was a gift from Cnut, the Norse king of England.

      ‘But you’re not sick or old, Grandpapa,’ I wailed, ‘you’re just middle-aged. And you’ll look really silly with a bald patch shaved on your head.’

      He laughed at my carefully thought-out objections with tears in his eyes and then left me with Agnes. I knew I would never see him again.

      I like my uncle Guill, now duke of Aquitaine. His wife Eustachie is young and has been kind to me, but now I watch as she wrings her hands in despair at the scroll I have just read to her.

      ‘Three million kroners!’ exclaims Eustachie again, looking in bewilderment to me. Even the rich lands of Aquitaine cannot muster such a high ransom for my uncle, who has been captured and imprisoned by my childhood friend Geoffrey of Anjou. The Geoffrey I had known disappeared after his mother’s burning and never came back. He seemed deadened and stiff all the time. He turned his attention to developing new fighting games that he called ‘tournaments’ and, worst of all, he began to flirt with horrible Agnes, a widow after my grandfather died in the monastery, and hungry for a new young husband.

      There was something between them even before Grandfather died. I caught Agnes one morning kissing Geoffrey in the stone passageway. I looked away quickly, but I had seen that his hand was up her skirts and hers was in his clothing. She called me to her room later, but before she could speak, I said, ‘You don’t need to worry. I would never betray Geoffrey and I would never betray a woman’ (even you, I thought) ‘to the anger of a man.’ She considered me gravely, wondering if she should threaten or cajole me; but eventually she nodded, decided to hold her tongue, and dismissed me. She treated me more kindly of course, after that.

      When Agnes married Geoffrey last year, my first reaction was a desperate jealousy that she should have my friend, but then my jealousy turned to anxiety when I thought of Agnes’ ruthless ambition combined with Geoffrey’s famed prowess on the battlefield. Agnes never made a secret of the fact that she wanted her own son to rule Aquitaine, even though my grandfather had left two other heirs, Guill and Eudes. Now Geoffrey and Agnes had captured my uncle Guill and set a ransom so high it was impossible to meet. Duchess Eustachie handed out justice at the assemblies with assurance in the first months of her husband’s absence and her regency, but if Agnes and Geoffrey took this opportunity to invade, I doubted Eustachie would prove much of an adversary for them.

      ‘Should I send to my father and brother for support?’ I ask.

      ‘What! Do you think Geoffrey and Agnes will bring an army here?’ Eustachie looks terribly alarmed.

      ‘It’s possible,’ I say slowly, not wanting to send her into more panic. We are surrounded on all sides by Anjou allies. If Geoffrey rose against Eustachie and tried to take the throne of Aquitaine for Agnes’ young son, we are not in a good situation. ‘I should write and inform my father how things stand and ask for his advice. We should ensure the outlaying garrisons have full musters and that we have spies out to tell us if Geoffrey is preparing an army.’

      ‘Yes, yes, will you give those orders?’ she says. ‘Where would I be without your good sense?’

      I nod and go to seek out the steward.

      

      But Geoffrey and Agnes did not come that summer. Geoffrey had other military business in the north, where he was intent on extending his power toward Saintonge. My uncle Guillaume mouldered somewhere in a black dungeon behind the towering Roman walls of Angers. That was if they hadn’t already murdered him. I thought of him often and sadly. He would not manage captivity well, and I doubted he was being kept in good conditions. While Geoffrey had been brought up by Fulk in the harsh Roman way: seriousness, modesty, plainness; Guillaume was a man who had luxuriated in rich food and beautiful things. In truth, I was not certain which way the wind would blow with my father and brother. The La Marches had been allies with the Anjou family, successfully waging war against the Aquitaines, until my step-grandfather had murdered my real grandfather. It was possible that my father would side with Anjou, but on the other hand, he would not be happy to see Aquitaine in the hands of Agnes and Geoffrey, who had such strong inclinations and connections with the northern Capetian king.

      For three summers, Eustachie ruled in her husband’s stead, No news came of Uncle Guillaume, and I grew taller and taller and thought of Raingarde doing the same. The time of famine has passed and the harvests these last few years have been especially celebrated when the people remember their deliverance from that earlier devastation. Last year, Geoffrey’s father, Fulk, went on pilgrimage to the Holy Land, perhaps, I thought, seeking forgiveness for what he had done to poor Elisabeth, and, I added tartly in my head, I hope he doesn’t get it. Fulk had left Anjou in his son’s command, giving us all more reason for disquiet at what Agnes might push Geoffrey to do about Aquitaine. But again, Geoffrey’s military exploits were focused in the north, toward Normandy and not toward us in the south. Perhaps he refuses to comply with his horrid wife’s wishes, but I knew this was just a delay, that sooner or later, Geoffrey and Agnes would come for Aquitaine.

      

      A messenger is hurrying into the hall, running down the aisle toward us, scattering the jongleurs unceremoniously to either side. Eustachie holds up her hand for a halt in the music. Clearly, the messenger brings important news and I recognise him as one of the spies that Roland, our steward, had sent to keep watch on Geoffrey. The messenger kneels, and Eustachie waves him, Roland and me back into the curtained chamber to hear the news in private. I can already see from the messenger’s face this is good rather than bad news.

      ‘Is my husband released?’ Eustachie asks.

      ‘No, lady, but Count Fulk has returned from pilgrimage and was mightily displeased with his son’s rule,’ the messenger says, his gasping breaths evidence of his hurry to get here. Eustachie nods and the messenger continues.

      ‘He required Lord Geoffrey to relinquish rule back to him, and Geoffrey refused and revolted against his father.’

      We all gasp at that. Geoffrey’s nickname is ‘the hammer’ because he is undefeated on the battlefield, but his father is also an unrelenting warrior, basing his tactics on the Romans, brandishing Flavius Vegetius Renatus’ manual of war, De Re Militari. To rise against his father was a rash move on Geoffrey’s part, and I frown, longing to ask if he is dead. I don’t want him to be dead, even though he is our enemy now.

      ‘Count Fulk has prevailed and defeated his son,’ the messenger announces, and we see, from the glee on the messenger’s face, that there is more news to come. ‘Count Fulk subjected his son to the Roman ritual of trampling the defeated!’

      ‘What is that?’ Eustachie turns to me. ‘Is he dead? Will my husband be freed?’

      I know the ritual. I read the Roman books of war with my grandfather, but before I can reply, the messenger continues cheerfully with his eyewitness account.

      ‘The count’s son had to carry his own saddle on his back for several miles, and then he had to kneel at his father’s feet and the count placed his foot on his son’s back and declared, “You are finally conquered”.’

      Eustachie puts her hand to her mouth. ‘Oh humiliating!’

      My first thought is for the humiliation of Agnes. How she would bridle and ache at that: her husband in the dust in defeat; but then I think of Geoffrey, first compelled to watch his father burn his mother, and now this. How would such things twist and turn a good man into a bad one?

      The messenger allowed Eustachie some moments of exclamation and then tells her the bad news. ‘The ransom for your husband still stands the same, my lady. Fulk is in agreement on that with his son, at least. And, lady, I urge you to release him soon. I could not get to see him, but there are rumours that he is very sick. I believe there is truth to the rumours.’

      Eustachie hangs her head in distress, and I put my arms around her shoulders. ‘We nearly have the ransom now, Aunt, and we will treat with Count Fulk for Uncle Guillaume’s release, and he will be more just with our negotiations than Geoffrey and Agnes have been.’ I try to sound as confident as my words, but in truth, we are a vulnerable woman and a girl. Fulk could easily take Aquitaine for his son and his wife now if he chooses.
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      I rein my horse at the top of the rise to wait for my companions and to look down on the walled city of Toulouse in the valley below. I bounce impatiently in my saddle, feeling I am on the brink of life as well as on the brink of the steep incline. It is a beautiful crystal-clear morning with tiny wisps of cloud high up in an azure sky. I look back at the rest of the party. We have been riding for many days to arrive in time for the Easter Assembly and most of the group look bedraggled and exhausted. My Aunt Eustachie was forced to hand over the massive ransom to get her husband back. He more than earns his nickname: Guillaume ‘The Fat’. His fine clothes strain over his stomach and thighs. Four years in a dungeon have ruined his health and now he lacks the arrogant confidence that a duke of Aquitaine needs.

      I regard my uncle with candour. Guillaume, the sixth duke of Aquitaine and third count of Poitou, looks like an overstuffed cushion. He is at home on a sumptuous bed, and not on his muscled and massive horse. His black hair stands up on top of his head in lush waves and one curl hangs down his forehead. His mouth and eyes look tiny in their bed of lavish flesh and hanging chins. Eustachie, riding next to him, is as thin as he is fat. Her eyes and mouth are edged with a network of deep lines. Since Guillaume had been kept so long in captivity by Agnes and Geoffrey, there has been no chance for Eustachie to conceive, and now perhaps with Guillaume ill and prematurely old, she never will. Guillaume’s half-brother, Eudes, is the heir to Aquitaine and likely to remain so.

      My gaze sweeps over the group of servants and focuses on my own two, Bernadette and Piers, riding side by side. Five years Bernadette has been with me, and she is still having difficulty adjusting to our different southern ways. As usual, she is looking cross and complaining about something. Piers has a semblance of attentiveness fixed on his face as he leans toward her. Now I am nearly of age, I must get a new, more contented, maid. Bernadette is good at her work, but I cannot abide her whining. Piers, my horse marshal and falconer, looks handsome with his brown hair and beard glinting in the early morning sunshine. He smiles, meeting my glance, sharing my pleasure in the ride.

      I turn to look down again on the walled city with its red-tiled roofs and smoke rising from countless chimneys. Most of the city is on the near side of the great blue bend of the Garonne River. I can see the white and yellow sails of boats and tiny figures moving across the city’s two bridges. To my left, the dark pink walls of the castle of Toulouse, the Chateau Narbonnais, rise up near one of the city gates, towering above the other buildings. Close to another of the city gates, I can see the oval of the old Roman amphitheatre with its tiered seating. I am so excited to be here, close to this city that was the hub of the Roman and Visigoth empires in the south. Somewhere down there is my family: my father, my brother and, oh, my sister. I have not seen them for twelve long years.

      I inhale the cold morning air. It smells of spring and wood smoke. I kick my horse and steer him with my knees toward the steep incline. We pick up speed and are soon travelling at breakneck pace down the hill. I hear startled shouts behind me and laugh aloud, relishing the rush of the cool breeze against my face.

      As I wait again for the group to catch up with me at the Saint Etienne Gate, I watch the traffic of peasants entering the city with their tallage, their tax payments in grain, chickens, cakes of beeswax, pigs. They file past the guards and occasionally make way for loud groups of noble visitors on horseback.

      My aunt and uncle finally arrive, and I listen with a fiction of a demure, penitent face as Eustachie admonishes me for the reckless ride down the hill. I fall into line behind them as they prepare to enter the city with dignity. My uncle will be the most important visitor to the assembly. A servant straightens my uncle’s fur-lined red cloak around him on the horse. He pulls a coronet studded with green jewels out of a leather bag and passes it up to the duke who nests it precariously in the bouncing crest of his hair. Guillaume carefully nods his head in command, and we all move forward toward the gate.

      Once inside the city, we pass the church of Saint Etienne and then ride straight down toward the river. Ahead, I can see boatmen unloading goods onto the crowded pier. Brightly painted pink, green and yellow houses line the opposite side of the river, with their lower levels in the water so that boats can pull directly into their basements. The upper storeys of the houses hang over, and are reflected in, the water’s surface. We turn left and follow the river toward the Narbonnais Gate. As we reach the huge, sculpted gateway, another group of nobles are approaching and at first attempt to force precedence. I exchange a horrified glance with Aunt Eustachie as I recognise Agnes of Macon and Geoffrey of Anjou. At the last moment, when I thought my uncle would have to exert his right to enter first, Geoffrey reins his horse and puts a holding hand out to Agnes. He bows sardonically to Guillaume as he passes, and then I feel his eyes on me.

      ‘Good morning, my beautiful Lady Almodis of La Marche. A glorious morning.’ Geoffrey’s voice is loaded with self-satisfied sarcasm.

      I merely nod my head without looking at him as I pass. I am not your beautiful lady I think furiously. Geoffrey is quickly forgotten, however, as I emerge into the cobbled courtyard of the bailey and my excitement rises at the thought of being reunited with my family. Inside there is a scene of vast confusion, as peasants queue with animals and visitors are directed to their quarters.

      A servant tells my uncle: ‘I have lodging in the east wing for you and your household, my lord. I understand I am to take Lady Almodis to the count of La Marche’s lodgings?’

      ‘Yes,’ Guillaume answers, dismounting stiffly, puffing and groaning. The folds of his face are now an unhealthy and livid red, with streaks of white at the sides of his nose. The fashion for short tunics and hose gartered below the knee to show off a finely shaped leg, does not, I observe, suit my uncle much.

      Piers murmurs to me that he will take care of my horses and falcon. He disappears into the melee of people, moving in the direction of the stables with the reins of the horses in one hand and my treasured peregrine falcon balanced on his other gloved fist. I turn to Guillaume and Eustachie, trying to control the emotion tightening my throat. My eyes are welling with tears as I embrace them. Since I was five, my grandfather, and then they, have been as parents to me. I cannot remember what my own mother and father look like.

      ‘There, child. Wipe your face,’ Eustachie tells me. ‘Don’t spoil those fine eyes. Your father will be looking on you soon enough. Go settle into your lodging with Bernadette, and we will speak with you later in the company of your father.’

      I follow a servant into the hall, along narrow passageways and up winding stone staircases. This castle is like a maze. I cannot find my way back. I can only go forward now.

      
      I stand with Bernadette in the doorway to a small dormitory room on the upper floor. There is no one there, but clothes and travelling chests are dispersed around the room. Three curtained beds are crowded close together and there are straw pallets on the floor for the servants. I step into the room, looking for signs of my sister.

      An ivory tric-trac set on top of a large chest of dark embossed wood looks likely to belong to my father or brother. On the far side of the room, on the bed closest to the wall, I see a small gold casket. This must be Raingarde’s. I move over to it and run my fingertips across the gorgeous, blue-enamelled carvings. It is similar to my own casket, both of them made in the famous workshops of Limoges. The images on my sister’s casket tell the story of our great-aunt Emma, who was kidnapped by Viking raiders but returned safely after three years when a ransom was paid. I smile at the carving on the lid showing Emma stepping from the Viking long boat to her husband waiting on the shore. Two servants arrive in the doorway with my travelling chest, and I direct them to place it next to my sister’s. Seeing the two similar caskets side-by-side fills me with inarticulate emotion.

      Sunlight stripes into the empty room through the meurtrières, the narrow slits high up in the wall. Although they are not present, I can almost see the ghosts of my family, recently in this room, laying out the possessions they have brought with them from the eagle’s-nest castle of Roccamolten. I imagine them debating over who will take which bed. The one my sister has chosen, which I will share, is close to a window slit, giving a narrow view of the green countryside beyond. I am tempted to open Raingarde’s casket and look for clues about the twelve lost years of our lives apart.

      I sink suddenly onto the bed in despair. I don’t know these people: my father, Bernard, count of La Marche; my brother Audebert, who is twenty now; my twin, Raingarde. What will they think of me? Will they be disappointed? Under my fingers, I feel the thick brown fur of the bedcover. I know these furs come from Roccamolten. It is one of the few things I can remember: snuggling up with Raingarde on a freezing night, giggling as our frigid toes touch together and our warm breath caresses each other’s cold cheeks. My mother, Amelie, has not come to this assembly and is at home in La Marche. I strain with my eyes closed, trying to remember her. The vague, pale face with yellow hair that swims into my mind is probably an image from a painting or a tapestry, and not my mother’s face at all.

      ‘Why these tears, my lady,’ asks Bernadette, ‘on this happy day when you will greet your father again after such a while?’ She dabs at my face delicately with a handkerchief.

      I open my eyes and smile feebly at her. I take the handkerchief and blow my nose loudly. ‘Yes, you’re right.’ I spring up from the bed and wipe the last of my tears away. ‘I’ll go and see if I can find them while you unpack.’

      At the doorway, I hesitate. I have no idea of the layout of this castle, so different from the Aquitaine stronghold of Montreuil-Bonnin. I follow my instinct left, come to a narrow passageway cut into the cold, pale stone and slide into its slender darkness. It takes me to an open balcony where I can look down on the continuing confusion in the courtyard. I see with satisfaction that Geoffrey and Agnes are still waiting for the servants to show them to their accommodation. Geoffrey’s angry impatience is being transferred into the nervous and dangerous prancing of his warhorse in the crowded space.

      Safe in my unseen eerie, I observe Geoffrey. The last time I saw him, he was a young man. Now he is in his early thirties and powerfully built. His straight black hair is combed back from his pale face and cut short at the neck, soldier-fashion. His eyes are deeply set and an intense golden brown. They seem to bore into everything he looks at. His nose is large and curved. I have heard that he keeps three concubines besides Agnes. She must hate that. He is close friends with the northern French king, Henri. ‘Anjou,’ Uncle Guillaume declares, ‘is a treacherous man in every respect, inflicting assaults and intolerable pressures on his neighbours.’ His clothes are plain black and brown but made from fine cloth. His only ornament is a great saucer brooch of Viking design, holding his cloak at one shoulder. The tense and ready way that he carries himself speaks more of his blood line than any fine clothes might.

      Agnes, however, has tricked herself out like a queen. A coronet glints beneath her head veil. Jewels hang from her ears. Her fur-lined cloak is held in place at the shoulders with two huge black brooches in the shape of eagles, and a thick gold chain hangs between them. Agnes is a decade older than Geoffrey, but she is still a fine-looking woman with her dark red hair, yet her face looks well lived in. The worry over his philandering and her own ambition, perhaps.

      Donkeys laden with goods are being led across the cobbles of the courtyard or are stubbornly leaning backwards, holding their place, as their owners pull and pull on the reins. Soldiers in livery clatter with their large horses toward the stables. Maids run frantically from kitchen to hall with loaves of bread and flagons of wine. This is an important assembly with much business to be conducted. Apart from the usual paying of taxes and legal rulings, the new count of Toulouse will be crowned; since I am seventeen and nearly of age, I will be formally handed back to my father; and my sister will be betrothed to Pierre, heir to Carcassonne. The noble families from all across Occitania and Catalonia are gathering to witness these events.

      I turn from the scene in the bailey and continue out of the sunshine and into the chill gloom of the narrow stone corridor, impatient now to find my family. I take a staircase that leads down into darkness. The steps wind round and round, worn unevenly in the centre by the passage of many feet. With one hand, I hold up the hem of my dress and my other hand follows the cool contour of the spiralling wall. Then, with dismay, I see the top of a woman’s head below me. One of us must go all the way back up or down, as there is no room to pass. The lady below is looking down at her feet and has not heard my steps. As we come face to face, hand to hand, bathed in bright light from an arrow slit, she exclaims ‘Oh!’ at the unanticipated encounter, and, after a moment of staring into my face, ‘Oh!’ again. I am looking into the loved and longed-for face of my sister.

      ‘Raingarde!’

      She moves up another step, as close as possible in the narrow and precarious stairwell, and we hug each other tightly for a long time, as if we will never let go.

      ‘Almodis! I can hardly believe it’s really you, and not the fantasy you that I’ve hugged every night these many years!’

      Then we are silent and regard each other without blinking, holding hands, until I pivot suddenly and begin to go back up the stairs, pulling Raingarde behind me.

      ‘Slow down!’ she shouts. ‘I can’t keep up.’

      ‘Yes you can,’ I call back and our laughter and running steps ricochet off the walls in the cramped space.

      We are quickly back on the open balcony, pause briefly to look at the bustle below, then speed along the passage to our bedchamber where we can talk together for hours.

      ‘My lady,’ Bernadette begins, as we burst into the room, and then she stops with her mouth open. I am delighted to see the look of amazement on her face as she takes in the two ladies standing laughing before her, both apparently her Lady Almodis.

      
      The following morning, Raingarde and I are walking through the Toulouse market. I smell warm bread and apples, spices and perfumes.

      ‘Bernadette!’ I call behind me. ‘Keep up!’ The investiture begins in minutes and Father will be furious if we straggle in late.

      I am holding hands with Raingarde. People stop and stare at us as we pass and some cross themselves. We still look exactly the same and I see them having to force themselves to look away from our twoness. We are wearing new green gowns, gifts from our father, for this reunion. We are in heaven to be together again after so long and haven’t stopped talking since we found each other yesterday, even whispering behind the bed curtains last night until Father shouted at us to be silent for pity’s sake. We talked about all the things that happened to me at the Aquitaine Court and about Raingarde’s betrothal. Raingarde told me what has been going on in La Marche all the time that I have been away. ‘Father continues to hold the Occitan frontier against the greedy northern French,’ she said. Or, ‘Do you remember that old brown cow with the white star on its forehead that kicked Audebert when he tried to milk her? She died last winter.’

      The stalls we pass are crowded into the rectangle of the marketplace. They have colourful awnings –  red, green, blue, white –  protecting the stallholders’ stock from the spring sun. I poke herbs and spices laid out on one stall, seeing the promise of a gold sauce in the saffron, pink in the garlic, and luminous red in the dyer’s bugloss. I breathe in my favourite scents of cinnamon and vanilla. Another stall has fine woollen cloth, silks, embroidered bands and thin leather shoes dyed bright green and blue. And another has silver and gold bangles glinting temptingly in the sunlight. I stop at a display of long ropes of saucisson dusted with white flour, salamis cut in half and tied at one end with string. The patissier has a fine array of bread and gorgeous smelling pies. One is in the shape of a rabbit, and another has a picture of a castle moulded onto it. I am starving, but we don’t have time to pause and have to hurry on.

      Arriving at the imposing barbican of the Chateau Narbonnais, I say to Raingarde, ‘Look at the size of this entrance.’ I swing her hand backwards and forwards, staring up at the massive, decorated arch and the jagged teeth of the portcullis suspended above our heads.

      ‘Well, I would,’ Raingarde laughs good-naturedly, ‘if you’d left us any time to do so, but now we have to hurry past and get to the great hall.’

      It is my fault that we are late. I was too long exercising my horse and bird this morning, and Bernadette was grumbling and moaning about how impossible it was to get me presentable in time and get the twigs and tangles out of my hair.

      I push open the heavy door and find my place at Father’s side, ignoring the reproachful stares from the roomful of strangers as our entry disturbs the solemn ceremony. The bishop is young and nervous, and his arms are shaking with the weight of the crown raised over the head of the kneeling count. The frown on my father’s face soon disappears at the sight of me, his newly reacquired daughter.

      ‘By the power vested in me,’ the bishop says, ‘I confirm you, Pons, as count of Toulouse.’ The hovering crown comes down on the grey head. The new count of Toulouse rises in his heavy robes and turns to face us. He is not a pretty man. He has an enormous, hooked nose and his mouth is all hanging, wet, red flesh. My own face is scrunching up at the thought of that mouth slobbering near my neck. I feel sorry for the young woman standing there next to him.

      ‘Poor little Majora,’ I whisper to Raingarde. ‘She was only eight when she married him.’

      I look sadly at the small woman holding the hand of that awful man with a mouth like a whiskery old horse and teeth to match. She looks miserable. The door creaks behind me and I am surprised to see that someone else is even later than we were. It is a formidable-looking old woman with a face all angles and sharp edges and a tall boy with bright blond hair and a splendid blue tunic, as blue as his eyes.

      ‘Now he’ll make someone a good husband soon, don’t you think?’ I whisper again, but Raingarde frowns at me to be silent. He is a beautiful, confident-looking boy.

      I see my father nod formally at the pointy old lady. She must be someone very important then for the count of La Marche to give her a courtesy.

      ‘Who are they, Father?’

      He tells me, close to my ear, ‘Ramon Berenger, count of Barcelona, and his grandmother, Ermessende of Carcassonne, who stands regent for the boy.’

      
      There is a free hour before the coronation feast and my father sits in the bedchamber holding my hand, gazing into my face. My brother Audebert and Raingarde are sitting nearby, and the servants have been dismissed from the room.

      ‘I know the contours of your face, of course, darling. I’ve been looking at them every day despite your long absence,’ my father says, and we all smile at this. ‘And yet, you are a stranger to me, my dear daughter. I haven’t watched you grow from grubby imp to beautiful woman, as I did with your sister. I know nothing of what your life has been, the deepest desires and griefs of your heart, the business of your days.’

      I look back into my father’s face. Many strong men might flinch at such a view, but I gaze at him with fearless love. He has
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