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        For my grandfather, William John Warr (1905–1968), who went deaf working as an artist in a printing works, and who was my childhood inspiration for becoming an avid reader and writer.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ‘Such others go around talking and talking big of love,

        But we have a morsel of its bread, and a knife.’

        

        —Guillaume IX of Aquitaine, the trobador duke, ‘Ab la dolchor del temps novel’, early twelfth century
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      Occitan spellings are used for personal names and place names (e.g., Tolosa for Toulouse) within Occitania. Occitan was the language of troubadour poetry. See the Historical Note for more on Occitania and the Occitan culture.

      
        	Aquamanile - water jug for washing hands

        	Garrigue - low scrubland on southern French limestone soils, often composed of kermes oak, lavender, thyme, white cistus and a few isolated trees

        	Hypocras - medieval spiced wine, considered an aphrodisiac

        	Jograresa - female performer of song, dance, juggling, acrobatics

        	Oud - short-necked, lute-type, pear-shaped, fretless stringed instrument, like a guitar

        	Portarius - gatekeeper

        	Razo - introduction to a trobador’s song

        	Trobar - to find and invent poetry

        	Trobador - composer of poetry and song in the Occitan language

        	Trobairitz  - female trobador

        	Vectuari - merchant

        	Vicar - nobleman or woman acting as the chief administrator for the count (a secular role)

        	Vida - the life of a trobador, often told in performance as an introduction to songs

        	Vielle - stringed instrument similar to a violin
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        Around Midnight, Easter Monday 1093, Chateau Narbonnais, Tolosa

      

      

      

      The undercroft swam woozily back into view. His head was pounding. Huge, dark barrels stacked on their sides loomed around and above him. He was propped askew against a barrel, with his legs splayed in front of him. Another cask to his right dripped wine from its spigot. On the edge of his vision, he could just see a dark red, misshapen stain from the drips pooling on the earth floor, but… Pain. Terrible pain on the right side of his neck. He groaned aloud.

      Something was lodged above his collarbone. If he turned his head even slightly, it set off a searing pain. He swivelled his eyes back to straight ahead and held his head still, desperate to reduce the agony. His vision began to focus in the gloom. How did he come here?

      Not a heavy drinking session. A struggle. Someone hit him on the head and rammed this knife into his neck that he was feeling now like a lump of hard bread stuck in his gullet, a solid, unyielding intrusion in his flesh, agonising his every breath. His head was angled slightly downwards and he could see a long, dark stain spilled down the front of his tunic. His blood, not wine. He breathed out on the pain.

      With his left hand, he tried to reach for the thing jammed in his neck, but his arm dropped back weakly onto the floor beside his hip, palm splayed upwards, jarring the injury. Even if he could pull the blade from the wound, would his life’s blood gush out?

      He tensed the muscles in his left thigh to see if he could stand but could barely lift his leg at all before it collapsed back down, enfeebled. He was pinned. Could not move any part. He panted with the heavy ache of the knife, trying to regather himself. Had to keep his eyes from closing. ‘He-lp!’ he croaked. A rat in a dim corner ahead of him froze on its hindquarters, two paws held together in front of its chest.

      There was rustling to his left. Too noisy, too big for a rat. He was still here! Someone was riffling through the parchments in his satchel. Someone who had stuck this dagger into him. Panic rose to meet the pain.

      Legs came into view in front of him. Yellow hose. Muscled legs. He could just see the edge of a green tunic, but couldn’t lift his head to see who stood there. The legs came closer, green shoes stepping delicately between and over his calves, moving to his right. His throbbing neck was immobile, but his eyes swivelled, straining to see what the legs were doing.

      Had he gone? ‘Help!’ he croaked tentatively. Nothing happened. ‘Help! Help!’ he tried again, a little louder. Suddenly, the man was behind him, wedging a leg between his back and the barrel, a knee pushing him forward to bend at the waist. He screamed at the torment of his neck. Taken into an embrace, a filament flashing past his eyes, a necklace dropping round his damaged throat. He should try to slip his fingers between the desperate pulse of his artery and the cruel garrotte, but he had no power. He clung feebly to the man’s arm and watched his feet scrabble in the dirt in front of him, raising dust.
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        18 January 1093, Chateau Narbonnais, Tolosa

      

      

      

      Beatriz woke to the sound of heavy rain on the roof tiles immediately above her bedchamber, although ‘bedchamber’ was an exaggeration for this tiny, cold sliver of attic in the Galliarde Tower. Still, it was private, and nobody knew she was here. The tower room was preferable to sleeping with the snoring soldiers and visitors in the Great Hall, even though she was missing the warmth of the hearth. It was also preferable to sleeping on a mattress in Imbert’s chamber.

      She sat up. Her breath came in small, white clouds around her face. Imbert and Count Raimon would be away in Dijon for a few more weeks. She had taken the opportunity of Imbert’s absence to bring her few possessions up the ladder into this forgotten space. She looked with longing at the sleek curves of her vielle where it leant against the wall. The room was cold but dry, which the vielle appreciated. She had been up for several hours in the night, starting to compose the new song, and she was impatient to get on with it, but Lady Philippa insisted Beatriz come to her first thing. The bells of Saint Etienne Cathedral had woken her some time ago calling the monks to Prime, but she had fallen back to sleep. Light was slipping around the edges of the heavy green cloth slung across the window.

      Braving the chill for a moment, she stood and pulled her night shift over her head. After the nest-warmth of her bed, the January air was like a shard of ice held against her naked skin. She wrestled on a brown undertunic and green overtunic and bent to lace her boots. Wrapping her cloak around herself, she nestled her chin into its high fur collar. It was only rabbit fur, not the ermine on Lady Philippa’s cloak, but it kept her throat warm. She could not afford to take ill and risk her voice. She lifted her long black curls free from the collar. Anna would comb the sleep tangles out for her later.

      Perhaps there would be a few moments to snatch to herself for composition. She picked up the vielle and bow and fitted them into the sling Anna had stitched for her with a band across her shoulder and chest so that her instrument could sit safely on her back. She made her way down the three short ladders that joined her attic to the fourth, third and second floors. An arched doorway on the second floor let out onto the arcaded walkway above the massive Narbonnais Gate, the main southern portal to the city of Tolosa, built into its Roman wall. She threaded her way along the stone passage, with its windows overlooking the circular courtyard on her left and the countryside, ditch and palisade protecting the gate on her right. Lady Philippa’s chambers were in the east tower, the Tour de Sire Claude. The two towers – the Galliarde and the Sire Claude – stood either side of the gateway, forming the Chateau Narbonnais, the fortified palace of the count of Tolosa.

      Roger and his tattoos stood guard just inside Philippa’s door. Roger was Lady Philippa’s huge Norman bodyguard who had come from Sicily. The snaking tattoos on his neck and lower face made him look permanently ferocious. He nodded a greeting to Beatriz as she entered. Lady Philippa’s accommodation consisted of four rooms on the second floor. In the first ante-chamber, Beatriz saw Philippa and Anna sitting at a table with a pile of parchments and inkpots before them. Their uncovered blonde heads were bowed close together – the rich gold of Anna’s hair contrasting with Philippa’s silvery yellow. Anna’s mother had been Philippa’s wetnurse, and they were inseparable. They and Beatriz were of an age, in their seventeenth years.

      The ante-chamber was lavishly decorated with textiles, cushions, tapestries, finely carved chests, shelves holding books and parchments, great vases of flowers. Beatriz luxuriated in the colours – blues, purples, yellow, green – and the sweet scents of the bouquets. This was where Lady Philippa received her guests and carried on her business as the daughter of the count of Tolosa. She owned several properties and had tenants, stewards, merchants and clerics to correspond with, accounts to look over. A fire was burning well in the large hearth. Beyond this room was the smaller bedroom with a fine canopied bed and a chest holding Philippa’s tunics. There were two small rooms off the bedchamber: on the window-side, a garde de robe with a chute emptying directly into the ditch around the chateau, and on the other side of the chamber, a tiny room where Anna slept.

      Anna looked up at Beatriz’s entry.

      ‘How did you know I was approaching?’ Beatriz asked, enunciating the words clearly, looking Anna squarely in the face, since Anna was deaf.

      ‘I felt the vibrations of your steps through my feet.’ She pointed at her bare feet on the floorboards. Anna’s voice was thick. Her phrases came in short bursts. Beatriz tried and failed to imagine the experience of a silent world.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Beatriz looked at the papers on the table, frustrated as always that she could not read them herself.

      ‘Preparing the menu for the Saint Valentine’s day feast,’ Anna said.

      ‘And looking over my correspondence,’ Philippa added. ‘Still nothing from my mother. I should have received a reply by now, surely!’ Philippa tapped Anna on the arm as she said it. Anna could read the words on your lips by watching your mouth, seeing the formation of the words. She had not always been deaf. It had come on her suddenly in childhood, after an illness. Philippa repeated her question. ‘I should have received a reply from my mother, don’t you think?’

      ‘Perhaps, lady,’ Anna answered hesitantly, looking around the chamber at Beatriz and Roger for support. Philippa’s cat, Tibers, had squeezed herself in alongside Anna’s thigh, taking what warmth she could find there. Anna fended her curious claws away from her quill.

      ‘How long has it been?’ Beatriz asked, to help Anna out. Lady Philippa’s demands could be difficult to manage sometimes.

      ‘Near a month,’ Philippa said. ‘I sent the letter just before Christmas.’

      ‘That’s less than a month, Lady Philippa. You have to be patient,’ Beatriz said impatiently. She was keen to get back to her song and having to humour Philippa’s girlish anxieties today was wasting precious time. Philippa’s mother, Countess Emma, was at the court of Jaca in Aragon, where she was negotiating a marriage for Philippa to the ageing king, Sancho Ramírez. Philippa’s letter had argued against the marriage, even though it would make her a queen. She had informed her mother that she needed a young husband from the local Occitan nobility, or perhaps from her mother’s Norman kin to the north or in Sicily. Philippa had read the letter to Beatriz and Anna before sending it. Beatriz judged Philippa’s address to her mother to be a rather high-handed harangue, but she had kept her opinion to herself.

      ‘There must be a reason for your mother’s silence,’ Beatriz said. ‘Perhaps she is away and hasn’t read the letter yet.’

      ‘At least we have a respite, Beatriz. My uncle Raimon and Imbert will be absent a while yet at the court of Burgundy. Although that journey is just another of the prison bars hemming me in,’ Philippa declared dramatically.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Beatriz asked, as she was meant to.

      ‘My uncle is negotiating a marriage for my cousin Bertrand with the duke of Burgundy’s daughter.’ With both her mother and father away, Lady Philippa was in the guardianship of her uncle, Count Raimon of Saint-Gilles. Philippa’s father was on pilgrimage to Jerusalem, hoping for a cure for a festering war wound he had taken and begging God to let his last remaining son live. Her father had been gone for over a year already.

      ‘How does Bertrand’s proposed marriage hem you in?’

      ‘It is just another confirmation that I am discarded, sent far away and my cousin regards himself as the heir to Tolosa in my place.’

      Beatriz held her tongue. She had been an audience for Philippa’s complaining for long enough this morning.

      ‘Try Saint Agatha,’ Roger said abruptly. The three young women turned to stare at him in surprise. Roger rarely spoke. Despite his silence, you could never forget, however, that he was in the room.

      ‘What do you mean, Roger, try Saint Agatha?’ Beatriz asked testily.

      Roger sighed, reluctant to have to say more. ‘Divination,’ he conceded.

      Beatriz rolled her eyes. With Roger’s usual locution of one-word answers, gaining his meaning was going to be a slow process.

      ‘Do you know what he means?’ Philippa asked Beatriz. She often spoke about Roger in front of him.

      ‘Princess chest,’ said Roger cryptically, pointing at the marriage chest of Princess Mafalda, which he had carried himself, hefting it on and off his muscled shoulder, on Mafalda’s long voyage from Sicily to marry Philippa’s uncle Raimon. The oak chest had short legs and spiralling patterns carved into its front side. It had iron hinges and silver latches decorated with roses. When Count Raimon had repudiated the princess and banished her to a convent, Roger had, without being asked, transferred his services to Lady Philippa. She had inherited the chest along with Roger himself.

      ‘Ah!’ said Beatriz. She crossed the room and lifted the lid to peer down at the carefully packed contents of the chest. Whenever Philippa riffled through the various clothes and objects in the chest, Roger would refold, reorganise, and repack them in their original state. Beatriz supposed it was an homage to his lost mistress. Roger stood alongside Beatriz (the top of her head was on a level with his armpit) and they looked down into the chest together. He pointed to a large cloth pouch. Beatriz fished it out.

      Philippa and Anna had followed them across the room and were peering over Beatriz’s shoulders, curious to know what Roger had indicated. With their blonde heads and if they were seated together, Philippa and Anna could be taken for sisters, but when they stood alongside each other, the contrast between them was pronounced. Where Philippa was tall and slender, her body almost without curves, flat and narrow in all directions, Anna was short and plump. Philippa’s eyes were almond-shaped and a vivid green, set in a long, thin face, while Anna’s face was small and round and her dark grey eyes within it were like two currants. Beatriz glanced with envy at Philippa’s blue dress with its silver edgings. It hugged her angular figure and bloomed into enormous sleeve-cuffs in the new fashion. Anna, like Beatriz, was dressed in the plainer, old-fashioned style, in a brown tunic showing the tight red sleeves of her undertunic.

      Beatriz took the pouch to the table, and the girls resumed their seats. They were always careful to position themselves so that Anna could see their mouths when they spoke. Anna pushed the inkpots to one side, and Beatriz untied the ribboned neck of the pouch. The objects she drew out of the pouch were a candle with a picture of a female saint pasted to its side, three bone dice, and a small, old book bound in dark green leather. On the cover, the words Sortes Sanctorum were inscribed in gold leaf. ‘Holy Lots,’ said Anna, translating the Latin and looking up at Roger. He nodded blithely, his mute expression suggesting he had provided them with the meaning of life, and that was all they were going to get out of him.

      ‘Well, how does it work?’ Philippa demanded, turning the dice over curiously in her hand.

      ‘I know,’ Anna said. ‘The feast of Saint Agatha is especially effective for divination.’ She picked up the candle and studied the picture. ‘See, this is the saint with her breasts in a dish. Saint Agatha is a Sicilian saint.’ She looked to Roger, who made no acknowledgement of his homeland. She turned the candle so that Philippa and Beatriz could study the picture.

      Beatriz grimaced at the depiction of a young woman carrying her own breasts, severed in the Roman torture of a Christian. ‘Hideous,’ she said.

      ‘Beatriz!’ Philippa exclaimed. ‘Saint Agatha suffered for her faith and should be venerated by us for that.’

      Beatriz cocked an eyebrow by way of disagreement. She frequently found herself at odds with Philippa’s extreme piety. Anna glanced at Beatriz, amused, and returned to studying the book. Beatriz listened to its old parchment pages whispering and creaking as Anna carefully turned them.

      ‘You ask a question,’ Anna announced, ‘throw the dice, and use the numbers to find the answer in this book.’

      Roger nodded.

      ‘Lady Mafalda used this, did she?’ asked Philippa, but Roger clearly felt he had completed his exposition and had nothing more to say.

      ‘Saint Agatha’s feast is in three days’ time,’ said Anna. ‘Time enough to fast in preparation for the divination.’

      Beatriz rolled her eyes to the ceiling beams again. Not another fast! As she rushed along the passage to Philippa’s chamber this morning, she had glimpsed the cook’s boy in the courtyard below. He had been carrying a succulent-looking chicken towards the kitchen.

      ‘Yes,’ said Philippa, pleased to have found a solution to her marriage dilemma. ‘We will fast – no meat or cheese – for the next three days, and you and I, Beatriz, will ask the book our questions on Saint Agatha’s day.’

      ‘I don’t need to ask it anything,’ Beatriz objected.

      ‘Yes, you do,’ asserted Philippa. ‘I have to ask if I will marry a young, handsome lord and you have to ask if you will have to marry Imbert.’

      Beatriz frowned. ‘I would rather not be reminded of that.’

      ‘Perhaps you should ask if you will marry Lluis,’ Anna said, laughing.

      Beatriz frowned some more. ‘I don’t need to ask a dusty old book anything.’

      ‘We will do it,’ said Philippa with a snap of finality.

      Beatriz looked at her sourly, but Philippa’s gaze was fixed on the pages of the Sortes Sanctorum book, while Anna returned to her sewing. Beatriz shivered at a sudden cold draught in the room. Two large tapestries clad the walls to either side of the chamber, and their edges lifted slightly here and there. The tapestries depicted the four seasons – spring and summer with greens and blooms to one side, and autumn and winter with glimmering leaf colours and the white of snow and ice to the other. Beatriz longed for the light and heat of summer, still far off. ‘May I leave you now, my lady? I need to complete my songs for the return of your uncle.’

      ‘And the return of Imbert,’ Philippa reminded her unhelpfully.
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        21 January 1093, Chateau Narbonnais

      

      

      
      Beatriz opened her eyes again on the vielle, where it waited patiently for her. Her stomach growled. Thank goodness the Saint Agatha’s fast ended today. She was sick of beans and vegetables. She rose and threw her cape around her nightdress.

      She pulled herself up onto the stone sill of the long window of her eyrie, pushing aside the curtain. Gingerly, holding fast to the bevelled edge, she inched as far forward as she dared to take a view of the city of Tolosa with the morning mist and rain just clearing. The opening was designed for an archer, but was fairly wide, as it was so high up. She liked to look out from her perch in Chateau Narbonnais to watch the city waking and setting about its daily business.

      Directly below her was the old Roman road that led out from the courtyard into the city. Looking right, she could see the tall bell tower of Saint Etienne Cathedral and beyond was the Saracen Wall, separating the old city of Tolosa from the new bourg where she could just glimpse Saint-Sernin. The new basilica was rising rapidly in a chaos of scaffolding and stone dust. The distant chink of hammers and shouts were perceptible on the cold air. Work had already started this morning and Lluis would be labouring in the sculptors’ workshop.

      Movement on the road coming from the bridge on the left caught her eye. A large group of pilgrims were heading for Saint-Sernin. Even though the basilica was only part-built, it was already holding masses, when the hammering would fall silent and the Augustinian canons in their white cassocks for holy days would brave the dust with bells and incense. Saint-Sernin was a draw for the pilgrims on their road to the shrine of Saint James in distant Compostela. Below her, to the left, were the red roof tiles of the Mint, which was striking silver coins showing the likeness of Philippa’s father, but those coins were all destined for the coffers of Philippa’s uncle Raimon now.

      Was this finally home, she wondered. This wealthy court of Tolosa at the crossroads of the trade routes from the Mediterranean Sea to the east to the Atlantic Ocean to the west, from the Iberian kingdoms in the south to the cities of Poitiers, Dijon and Paris to the north? She had travelled widely with Imbert in the last four years, performing at many courts – earning their crust, as Imbert said – although he gambled away most of what they earned as soon as they earned it.

      Lady Philippa intended to ask Count Raimon if she could take Beatriz into her household as her official trobairitz. If that failed to thwart Imbert’s marriage plans, Beatriz would have to run away again. She would lose the comfort and stimulation of this court. She would lose everything she had built here: the patronage of Philippa, the friendship of Anna and Lluis. If Philippa’s plan succeeded, Beatriz might find herself on the road to Aragon, where Philippa would become the new queen. Saint Etienne’s bell rang for Terce, reminding Beatriz she was late again. Hastily, she stepped down from the windowsill.

      She picked up her vielle. It was a simple design, an oval with two capital Bs cut into the sounding box, back-to-back, either side of the four strings. The strings were raised up on the bridge positioned between the two Bs. Imbert had given the instrument to her last year as a Christmas gift. If Philippa were officially her patron, perhaps she could buy a more elaborate instrument with the kind of beautiful, wood inlay that Imbert had on his oud but, for now, she loved the simple lines of the vielle. She had already composed five of her own songs on it.

      Beatriz positioned the wide bottom of the vielle under her chin, against her collarbone, and the body and neck rested along her arm. She drew the bow across the four strings experimentally, tightening the pegs at the neck until she was happy with the tone of each string. One she set to drone. She listened to the tones amplified by the hollow box. That was another advantage of her attic room. No one could hear her practising unless they advanced a long way up the ladders from floor to floor. The rooms below were used for storage and nobody slept there. Finding protected, hidden places was a skill she had learnt when she had lived on the streets as a beggar, before Imbert found her.

      She was struggling with the melody for the last stanza of this new song, which she would perform at the Easter feast. A text without music is a mill without water, Imbert had told her. Pushing the worry of Imbert from her mind, she tried to focus on sound instead. She used the ridged frets on the vielle’s neck to help her fix the position of her fingers and ran through the song as far as she had got it. The sound soared in the room and she closed her eyes, hearing it fill the space, ripple in the four corners, tug at her heartstrings, shiver the hairs on the back of her neck.

      Beatriz stopped and held the instrument at her side, trying to ignore the guilt buzzing at her head like a mosquito. She did not feel compunction about her resolve to refuse Imbert as a husband. She had to do it. But she felt a little guilty that she would take the fruits of Imbert’s labours in tutoring her and turn them against him, to free herself from him.

      She looked at her battered travelling chest, which she had set up as a portable desk. It held Lluis’ small sketch of her home village of Farrera in the Catalan Pyrenees. The sketch was propped against the wall and showed Beatriz’s father at work in his forge. Beatriz had described her memory of Farrera, and Lluis had magically captured it on the parchment. Her five songs with their melodies were stored in a leather pouch on the chest. Beatriz had to rely on Anna for her scribing. If Anna did not have needlework in her lap, you could be sure to find a parchment there instead. Anna was trying to teach Beatriz to write words and musical notation, but she was still a beginner and sometimes felt she would never master it.

      Beatriz moved to the desk, bending her neck carefully to avoid braining herself on the sloping beams of the attic. She slid the five parchments out of the pouch and looked them over. Anna had shown her how to write her name at the bottom, and Beatriz had gazed intently at Anna’s long fingers as they worked to paint a beautiful illustration of Beatriz playing the vielle to one side of the signature. She placed the parchments carefully back in the pouch and positioned it with satisfaction on her desk, weighting it down with a shiny brown stone she had found on the riverbank. A strong gust of wind might penetrate the unglazed window of the high tower room.

      Philippa was Beatriz’s best hope and defence against Imbert, so she could not afford to displease the lady and must hurry now. Inside Lady Philippa’s chamber, Beatriz nodded to Roger. Her stomach rumbled again at the sight of a tray of cakes on a side table. They were bell shaped, decorated with white icing and topped with a cherry. ‘They are for afterwards,’ Philippa told her. Beatriz realised with a rush of revulsion that the cakes signified Saint Agatha’s severed breasts.

      ‘Now our destinies are waiting for us,’ Philippa declared.

      Anna cleared away the writing materials on the table and set out the Saint Agatha candle, the Sortes Sanctorum book and the three dice.

      ‘Sit here, Beatriz,’ Philippa instructed. ‘We are ready to begin.’

      Beatriz suppressed a sigh and took her seat. That old book better have something palatable to say to her about Imbert. There was a knock on the door and Philippa looked to Roger. ‘Viscount Ademar requests entry, my lady,’ Roger told her from the doorway. Philippa nodded her assent. The viscount was a favourite with the three girls. He was an intelligent and kind man in his fifties. Bertrand’s scribe, Gauzlin, entered the room behind him.

      ‘Please, Viscount, will you take a seat? Roger, bring the wine jug.’

      The viscount bent his long, slender form to sit on the low chair opposite Philippa. Gauzlin took a stool that Roger set for him. Beatriz turned her eyes away from the sight of Gauzlin’s pale scalp protruding from his tonsure. One side of the monk’s scalp sported a large, discoloured lump. Roger offered Philippa’s ornate aquamanile with its fish mouth for the viscount and monk to wash their hands, set five beakers on the table for the three girls and the guests and poured the wine. Philippa reached for her beaker, but Roger held up a hand to stay her. He poured a small amount into a beaker for himself, tasted it, waited, and then nodded to Philippa. Beatriz rolled her eyes. Since Roger had himself decanted and poured this wine, it seemed rather overly dramatic to be tasting it for poison, but he insisted on his ritual every time something was due to pass Philippa’s lips. Gauzlin refused wine and Roger filled his beaker with water.

      ‘I have a few papers in need of your consent and signature, Lady Philippa,’ the viscount began. Philippa moved the Sortes Sanctorum book and Saint Agatha candle to one side to make room for two scrolls that Gauzlin set on the table. ‘Your cousin has drawn up a charter regarding the tolls associated with his new castle at Najac,’ the viscount said. He pushed one scroll towards Philippa, who read it over, nodded, and added her signature to the witness list at the bottom. Beatriz enviously watched the rolling shape and flourishes of the lady’s signature. Philippa Matilde de Tolosa, filha de comte Guilhem IV de Tolosa. With her father and uncle away, Philippa and her cousin Bertrand were acting for the counts in all matters of business for the moment. ‘There is a second document pertaining to the canons of Saint-Sernin.’ The viscount passed the second document to Lady Philippa.

      Gauzlin squirmed on his stool at the mention of Saint-Sernin. Until recently, he had been one of the Cluniac monks at Saint-Sernin and had looked likely to rise to prior, but Pope Urban had intervened in the dispute between the Augustinian canons of the basilica who had been ousted and the Cluniac monks who had taken it over. The basilica was a vital link on the pilgrim route and in receipt of many offerings. The pope had weighed the arguments and decided in favour of the canons. The monks, including Gauzlin, had been ejected from their comfortable berth at the great church. Instead of returning to the abbey of Moissac, Gauzlin had opted to work as clerk for Philippa’s cousin Bertrand.

      Philippa finished reading over the document, dipped her quill in the inkpot, and signed her name. Gauzlin fussed at the document, blotting the ink dry and carefully rolling and tying up both parchments.

      ‘Thank you, lady,’ the viscount said. ‘And there is the end of work. Now play!’ They smiled at each other. ‘I bring you this manuscript as a gift from my wife. We know you like poetry.’ He nodded at Beatriz. ‘It is a poem by Baudri of Bourgueil.’

      Philippa took the manuscript, beaming at Ademar. ‘Oh, how kind, how marvellous! I have read several of his poems before and love his work. I am very excited to read it. Would you like a cake, Viscount?’ She nodded to Roger, who held the tray to the viscount and then to the clerk.

      ‘Ah! Saint Agatha cakes!’ said Gauzlin. ‘Delightful! Your piety adorns you, Lady Philippa.’ Beatriz screwed up her nose as she watched him bite down on the severed breast cake.

      ‘Anna made the cakes,’ Philippa said.

      ‘Delicious,’ observed the viscount, nodding to Anna. ‘You don’t eat them yourselves?’

      ‘We will later,’ Philippa told him. ‘We three have been fasting for Saint Agatha’s day. We will break our fast in a while.’

      ‘Won’t you play something for us, Beatriz?’ Viscount Ademar asked, nodding at her vielle where it leant against the princess chest.

      ‘Yes, do, Beatriz!’ Philippa said in a tone of command.

      ‘Well, I have been working on my vida and razo,’ Beatriz said. ‘I could sing that for you all?’

      ‘We would be very glad to hear it,’ Philippa said.

      Beatriz stood and positioned her vielle. She strummed a few notes as she declaimed, lilting her speech melodiously and projecting her voice,

      
        
        
        Ladies and lords, charge your goblets with hypocras as we play the game of trobar – composing and finding poetry, singing tales of beautiful lovers, such as yourselves, talking of joy and bliss and kisses.

      

      

      

      Beatriz glanced at her audience and saw they were smiling, apart from Gauzlin, who was frowning, and no doubt disapproved of lovers, kisses and trobar altogether. Even Roger was smiling.

      
        
        
        Born in the high mountains of Catalonia, the song of Beatriz de Farrera tripped the hillside with the jangling bells of the flocks, trickled with the slipping brooks, soared with the circling eagle. She wandered the world in search of a true friend for her wild poetry. Fortune found her, led her to the trobador Imbert of Uzès, whose renown sounds in the proud courts of Tolosa, Poitiers and Dijon, and even so far as Barcelona and Benevento.

      

        
      
        Imbert nurtured her song and, true to her name, Beatriz’s music brings joy to lords and ladies in the palaces of Narbonne, Montpellier, Orange and Carcassona. She knows well how to invent poetry, how to compose sirventes and planhs. She reproaches false clerics, sings of spring and birds, love and slander. She sings better than anyone else in the world.

      

        
      
        Courtly Beatriz is beloved by artists. Will she compose songs of happiness? Or, oh!, spurned, must she leave the court, wander more, live in pain and sadness, take ill aboard ship, be carried to the silence of a nunnery, die from the pangs of love? She composes many good melodies for this bold love. Oh, will her lover come to her bedside, take her in his strong arms and sustain her?

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Because of her wit and courtesy, Beatriz is esteemed, lavished with the gifts of a beautiful and generous lady. Wise Philippa of Tolosa, daughter of the count, bestows great honour upon her verse. In the game of trobar, I Beatriz, trobairitz, composed these poems and sing for you now, Toulousains!

      

      

      

      Her audience clapped with enthusiasm, apart from Gauzlin, who merely touched his fingertips together a few times. Beatriz savoured her phrase, ‘reproaches false clerics’, which no doubt had angered him.

      ‘Better than anyone else in the world? … well, it is wonderfully dramatic!’ Philippa declared.

      ‘Thank you. What do you think, Anna?’

      ‘I could not get all the words – you will tell me more slowly later?’

      Beatriz nodded.

      ‘Thank you, Beatriz. I’m looking forward to your new songs at Easter,’ the viscount declared, rising from his seat.

      Gauzlin followed suit, gathering up the signed documents. As he did so, he noticed the Sortes Sanctorum book at the side of Philippa’s table and the Saint Agatha’s candle. ‘What’s this?’ he asked.

      ‘Something we found in Princess Mafalda’s old wedding chest,’ Philippa said.

      ‘Sortes Sanctorum,’ Gauzlin said in a tone of great disapproval. ‘You are using the book for divination, lady?’

      ‘It’s a harmless tradition, Brother Gauzlin,’ the viscount told him, saving Philippa from having to defend herself. ‘We have work to do below.’ Taking Gauzlin’s shoulders, he turned him around towards the door, cocking an amused eyebrow to Philippa as he did so.

      ‘Thank you, Lord Ademar, and for the wonderful gift.’

      Roger closed the door behind the two men and returned to stand beside the girls. Philippa moved the candle, book and dice back to the centre of the table.

      ‘Who are these artists you are beloved by?’ Anna asked Beatriz. ‘Might Imbert take offence?’

      ‘Of course not. It’s just part of the convention and invention of trobar. I have
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