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Note for Readers

I have called Eleanor ‘Alienor’ in the body of the novel, rather than Eleanor, because Alienor is what she would have called herself and it is how her name appears in her charters and in the Anglo-Norman texts where she is mentioned. I felt it was fitting to give her that recognition.


1

Palace of Poitiers, January 1137

Alienor woke at dawn. The tall candle that had been left to burn all night was almost a stub, and even through the closed shutters she could hear the cockerels on roosts, walls and dung heaps, crowing the city of Poitiers awake. Mounded under the bedclothes, Petronella slumbered, dark hair spread on the pillow. Alienor crept from the bed, careful not to wake her little sister who was always grumpy when disturbed too early. Besides, Alienor wanted these moments to herself. This was no ordinary day, and once the noise and bustle began, it would not cease.

She donned the gown folded over her coffer, pushed her feet into soft kidskin shoes and unlatched a small door in the shutters to lean out and inhale the new morning. A mild, moist breeze carried up to her the familiar scents of smoke, musty stone and freshly baked bread. Braiding her hair with nimble fingers, she admired the alternating ribbons of charcoal, oyster and gold striating the eastern skyline before drawing back with a pensive sigh.

Stealthily she lifted her cloak from its peg and tiptoed from the chamber. In the adjoining room, yawning, bleary-eyed maids were stirring from sleep. Alienor slipped past them like a sleek young vixen and, on light and silent feet, wound her way down the stairs of the great Maubergeonne Tower that housed the domestic quarters of the ducal palace.

A drowsy youth was setting out baskets of bread and jugs of wine on a trestle in the great hall. Alienor purloined a small loaf, warm from the oven, and went outside. Lanterns still shone in some huts and outbuildings. She heard the clatter of pots from the kitchens and a cook berating someone for spilling the milk. Familiar sounds that said all was well with the world, even on the cusp of change.

At the stables the grooms were preparing the horses for the journey. Ginnet, her dappled palfrey, and Morello, her sister’s glossy black pony, still waited in their stalls, but the packhorses were harnessed and carts stood ready in the yard to carry the baggage the 150 miles south from Poitiers to Bordeaux where she and Petronella were to spend the spring and summer at the Ombrière Palace overlooking the River Garonne.

Alienor offered Ginnet a piece of new bread on the flat of her hand, and rubbed the mare’s warm grey neck. ‘Papa doesn’t have to go all the way to Compostela,’ she told the horse. ‘Why can’t he stay at home with us and pray? I hate it when he goes away.’

‘Alienor.’

She jumped and, hot with guilt, faced her father, seeing immediately from his expression that he had overheard her.

He was tall and long-limbed, his brown hair patched with grey at ears and temples. Deep creases fanned from his eye corners and gaunt hollows shadowed his well-defined cheekbones. ‘A pilgrimage is a serious commitment to God,’ he said gravely. ‘This is no foolish jaunt made on a whim.’

‘Yes, Papa.’ She knew the pilgrimage was important to him, indeed necessary for the good of his soul, but she still did not want him to go. He had been different of late; reserved and more obviously burdened, and she did not understand why.

He tilted her chin on his forefinger. ‘You are my heir, Alienor; you must behave as befits the daughter of the Duke of Aquitaine, not a sulky child.’

Feeling indignant, she pulled away. She was thirteen, a year past the age of consent, and considered herself grown up, even while she still craved the security of her father’s love and presence.

‘I see you understand me.’ His brow creased. ‘While I am gone, you are the ruler of Aquitaine. Our vassals have sworn to uphold you as my successor and you must honour their faith.’

Alienor bit her lip. ‘I am afraid you will not come back …’ Her voice shook. ‘That I shall not see you again.’

‘Oh, child! If God wills it, of course I shall come back.’ He kissed her forehead tenderly. ‘You have me for a little while yet. Where is Petronella?’

‘Still abed, Papa. I left her to sleep.’

A groom arrived to see to Ginnet and Morello. Alienor’s father drew her into the courtyard where the pale grey of first light was yielding to warmer tints and colours. He gently tugged her thick braid of honey-gold hair. ‘Go now and wake her then. It will be a fine thing to say you have walked part of the way along the pilgrim route of Saint James.’

‘Yes, Papa.’ She gave him a long, steady look before walking away, her back straight and her step measured.

William sighed. His eldest daughter was swiftly becoming a woman. She had grown tall in the past year, and developed light curves at breast and hip. She was exquisite; just looking at her intensified his pain. She was too young for what was coming. God help them all.

Petronella was awake when Alienor returned to their chamber and was busily putting her favourite trinkets into a soft cloth bag ready for the journey. Floreta, their nurse and chaperone, had braided Petronella’s lustrous brown hair with blue ribbons and tied it back from her face, revealing the downy curve of her cheek in profile.

‘Where did you go?’ Petronella demanded.

‘Nowhere – just a walk. You were still asleep.’

Petronella closed the drawstring on the bag and waggled the tassels at the ends of the ties. ‘Papa says he will bring us blessed crosses from the shrine of Saint James.’

As if blessed crosses were any sort of compensation for their father’s forthcoming absence, Alienor thought, but held her tongue. Petronella was eleven, but still so much the child. Despite their closeness, the two years between them was often a gulf. Alienor fulfilled the role of their deceased mother to Petronella as often as she did that of sister.

‘And when he comes back after Easter, we’ll have a big celebration, won’t we?’ Petronella’s wide brown gaze sought reassurance. ‘Won’t we?’

‘Of course we will,’ Alienor said and hugged Petronella, taking comfort in their mutual embrace.

It was mid-morning by the time the ducal party set out for Bordeaux following a mass celebrated in the pilgrim church of Saint-Hilaire, its walls blazoned with the eagle device of the lords of Aquitaine.

Ragged scraps of pale blue patched the clouds and sudden swift spangles of sunlight flashed on horse harnesses and belt fittings. The entourage unravelled along the road like a fine thread, rainbow-woven with the silver of armour, the rich hues of expensive gowns, crimson, violet and gold, and the contrasting muted blends of tawny and grey belonging to servants and carters. Everyone set out on foot, not just Duke William. This first day, all would walk the twenty miles to the overnight stop at Saint-Sauvant.

Alienor paced out, holding Petronella’s hand one side, and lifting her gown the other so that it would not trail in the dirt. Now and again, Petronella gave a hop and a skip. A jongleur started to sing to the accompaniment of a small harp and Alienor recognised the words of her grandfather, William the ninth Duke of Aquitaine, who had revelled in a notorious reputation. Many of his songs were sexual in content, unsettling in their rawness and unfit for the bower, but this particular one was plangent and haunting, and sent a shiver down Alienor’s spine.


‘I know not when I am asleep or awake

Unless someone tells me.

My heart is nearly bursting with a deep sorrow,

But I care not a fig about it,

By Saint Martial!’



Her father kept company with her and Petronella for a while, but his stride was longer than theirs, and gradually he drew ahead, leaving them in the company of the household women. Alienor watched him walk away, and fixed her gaze on his hand where it gripped his pilgrim staff. The sapphire ring of his ducal authority glittered at her like a dark blue eye. She willed him to turn and look at her, but his focus remained on the road ahead. She felt as if he were deliberately distancing himself, and that in a while he would be gone completely, leaving only the dusty imprint of his footsteps in which to set her own.

She was not even cheered when her father’s seneschal Geoffrey de Rancon, lord of Gençay and Taillebourg, joined her and Petronella. He was in his late twenties with rich brown hair, deep-set eyes of dark hazel and a ready smile that made her feel bright inside. She had known him since her birth because he was one of her father’s chief vassals and military commanders. His wife had died two years ago, but as yet he had not remarried. Two daughters and a son from the match meant that his need for heirs was not pressing. ‘Why so glum?’ He peered round into her face. ‘You will darken the clouds scowling like that.’

Petronella giggled and Geoffrey winked at her.

‘Don’t be foolish.’ Alienor lifted her chin and strode out.

Geoffrey matched her pace. ‘Then tell me what is wrong.’

‘Nothing,’ she said. ‘Nothing is wrong. Why should there be?’

He gave her a considering look. ‘Perhaps because your father is going to Compostela and leaving you in Bordeaux?’

Alienor’s throat tightened. ‘Of course not,’ she snapped.

He shook his head. ‘You are right, I am foolish, but will you forgive me and let me walk with you a while?’

Alienor shrugged but eventually gave a grudging nod. Geoffrey clasped her hand in his and took Petronella’s on his other side.

After a while and almost without her knowing, Alienor ceased frowning. Geoffrey was no substitute for her father, but his presence lifted her mood and she was able to go forward with renewed spirit.
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Bordeaux, February 1137

Sitting before the fire in his chamber high up in the Ombrière Palace, William the tenth Duke of Aquitaine gazed at the documents awaiting his seal, and rubbed his side.

‘Sire, you are still set on this journey?’

He glanced across the hearth at the Archbishop of Bordeaux, who was warming himself before the fire, his tall spare body bulked out by fur-lined robes. Although their opinions sometimes clashed, he and Gofrid de Louroux were friends of long standing and William had appointed him tutor to his two daughters. ‘I am,’ he replied. ‘I want to make my peace with God while I still have time, and Compostela is close enough to reach, I think.’

Gofrid gave him a troubled look. ‘It is getting worse, isn’t it?’

William heaved an exhausted sigh. ‘I tell myself that many miracles are wrought at the shrine of Saint James and I shall pray for one, but in truth I am making this pilgrimage for the sake of my soul, not in expectation of a cure.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Alienor is angry with me because she thinks I can just as easily save my soul in Bordeaux, but she does not understand that I would not be cleansed if I took that course. Here, I would be treated with leniency because I am the seigneur. On the road, on foot with my satchel and staff, I am but another pilgrim. We are all naked when we go before God, whatever our standing on earth, and that is what I must do.’

‘But what of your lands during your absence, sire?’ Gofrid asked with concern. ‘Who will rule in your stead? Alienor is now of marriageable age and although you have made men swear to uphold her, there will be a scramble by every baron in the land to have her to wife or else marry her to his son. Already they circle with intent, as you must have noticed. De Rancon for one. He has mourned his wife sincerely, I admit, but I suspect he has political reasons for not yet remarrying.’

‘I am not blind.’ William winced as pain stabbed his side. He poured a cup of spring water from the flagon at his elbow. He dared not drink wine these days; all he could keep down was dry bread and bland foods, when once he had been a man of voracious appetite. ‘This is my will.’ He pushed the sheaves of vellum over to de Louroux. ‘I well understand the danger to my girls and how easily the situation could spill into war, and I have done my best to remedy it.’

He watched de Louroux read what was written and, as he had expected, saw him lift his brows.

‘You are entrusting your daughters to the French,’ Gofrid said. ‘Is that not just as dangerous? Instead of wild dogs prowling outside the fold, you invite the lions inside?’

‘Alienor too is a lioness,’ William replied. ‘It is in her blood to rise to the challenge. She has been educated to that end, and she has great ability, as you well know.’ He waved his hand. ‘The plan has its flaws, but it is safer than others that might seem promising at first glance. You have contacts with the French through the Church – and you are a wise man and eloquent. You have taught my daughters well; they trust you and are fond of you. In the event of my death, I commend their safety and welfare into your keeping. I know you will do what is best for them.’

William waited while Gofrid read the will again, frowning. ‘There is no better solution. I have racked my brains until they have almost poured out of my skull. I am entrusting my daughters, and therefore Aquitaine, to Louis of France because I must. If I wed Alienor to de Rancon, honourable though he is, I will be condemning my lands to bloody civil war. It is one thing for men to obey my seneschal acting under my instruction, another to see him set above them as Duke Consort of Aquitaine.’

‘Indeed, sire,’ Gofrid conceded.

William’s mouth twisted. ‘There is also Geoffrey of Anjou to consider. He would dearly love to unite his house with mine by betrothing his infant son to Alienor. He broached the subject last year when we were on campaign in Normandy, and I put him off by saying I would consider the matter when the boy was older. If I die, he may well attempt to seize the moment, and that too would be disastrous. In this life, we have to make sacrifices for the common good; Alienor understands that.’ He made a feeble attempt at a jest: ‘If grapes are to be trodden underfoot, then in Bordeaux we have always known how to make wine,’ but neither man smiled. The pain was making William feel sick. The long walk from Poitiers had taken its toll on his dwindling strength. Dear God, he was exhausted and there was still so much to do.

Gofrid continued to look troubled. ‘It may prevent your people from fighting among themselves, but I fear instead they will turn on the French as the common enemy.’

‘Not if their duchess is also a queen. I expect unrest from the usual areas, and there are always petty squabbles, but I do not believe there will be outright rebellion. I trust to your skills as a diplomat to hold the ship steady.’

Gofrid plucked at his beard. ‘Is anyone else to see this?’

‘No. I will send a trusted messenger to King Louis with a copy, but others need not know just yet. If the worst happens you must inform the French immediately and guard my girls until they arrive. For now I entrust you to keep these documents safe.’

‘It shall be done as you wish, sire.’ He gave William a worried look. ‘Shall I have your physician bring you a sleeping draught?’

‘No.’ William’s expression grew taut. ‘There will be time enough for sleep all too soon.’

Gofrid left the chamber with a heavy heart. William was dying and probably did not have long. He might succeed in hiding the truth from others, but Gofrid knew him too well to be fooled. There was so much still to be accomplished and it grieved him that their business would now be like a half-finished embroidery. Whatever was woven in the other half would never match the work already completed and might even cause the former to unravel.

Gofrid’s thoughts turned with compassion to Alienor and Petronella. Seven years ago they had lost their mother and their little brother to a deadly marsh fever. Now they stood to lose their beloved father too. They were so vulnerable. William had made their future certain in his will, and probably glorious, but Gofrid wished the girls were older and more tempered by experience. He did not want to see their bright natures become corrupted and tarnished by the grime of the world, but knew it was bound to happen.

Alienor removed her cloak and draped it over her father’s chair. His scent and presence lingered in his chamber because he had left everything behind when he set out from the cathedral, clad in his penitent’s robe of undyed wool, plain sandals on his feet and coarse bread in his satchel. She and Petronella had walked a few miles with him in procession, before returning to Bordeaux with the Archbishop. Petronella had chattered all the way, filling the void with her animated voice and swift gestures, but Alienor had ridden in silence and on arriving home had slipped away to be alone.

She moved around the room, touching this and that. The eagle motif carved into the back of his chair, the ivory box containing strips of parchment, and the little horn and silver pot holding his quill pens and styli. She paused beside his soft blue cloak with the squirrel lining. A single strand of hair glinted on the shoulder. She lifted a fold of the garment and pressed it to her face, taking it into herself as she had not taken in his final, scratchy embrace on the road because she had been so angry with him. She had ridden away on Ginnet and not looked back. Petronella had hugged him hard in her stead, and departed with bright farewells enough for them both.

Alienor’s eyes grew sore and hot and she blotted her tears on the cloak. It was only until Easter and then he would be home. He had been away many times before – only last year on battle campaign in Normandy with Geoffrey le Bel, Count of Anjou, and there had been far more danger in that than walking a pilgrim road.

She sat on the chair and, resting her hands on the arms, put herself in the position of lady of Aquitaine, dispensing judgement and wisdom. From early childhood she had been educated to think and to rule. The spinning and weaving lessons, the gentler feminine pursuits, had only been the background to the serious matter of learning and ideas. Her father loved to see her dressed in fine clothes and jewels, he approved of womanly pursuits, and femininity; but he had also treated her as his surrogate son. She had ridden with him on progress through the wide lands of Aquitaine, from the foothills of the Pyrenees to the flat coastlands in the west, with their lucrative salt pans between Bordeaux and the bustling port of Niort. From the vines of Cognac and the forests of Poitou, to the hills, lush river valleys and fine riding country of the Limousin. She had been at his side when he took the homage of his vassals, many of whom were turbulent, quarrelsome men, eager for their own gain, but acknowledging her father’s suzerainty. She had absorbed her lessons by watching how he dealt with them. The language of power was exercised in more than just words. It was presence and thought; it was gesture and timing. He had illuminated her way and taught her to stand in her own light, but today she felt as if she had entered a land of shadows.

The door opened and the Archbishop walked into the room. He had exchanged his elaborate mitre for a plain felt cap and his magnificent outer garments for an ordinary brown habit girded with a simple knotted belt. Tucked under his arm was a carved ivory box. ‘I thought I would find you here, daughter,’ he said.

Alienor felt a little resentful, but said nothing. She could hardly tell the Archbishop of Bordeaux to go away, and a small, forlorn part of her wanted to cling to him, even as she had wanted to cling to her father.

He set the box down on a table beside her chair and lifted the lid. ‘Your father asked me to give you this,’ he said. ‘Perhaps you remember it from when you were small.’ From a lining of soft white fleece, he produced a pear-shaped vase fashioned of clear rock crystal, the surface intricately worked in a honeycomb effect. ‘He said it was like you – precious and unique. When it gives off its light, it enhances all things that surround it.’

Alienor swallowed. ‘I do remember it,’ she said, ‘but I have not seen it since I was small.’

Unspoken between them lay the detail that this beautiful thing had been a gift from her father to her mother at their marriage, and at her death it had been put away in the cathedral treasury at Bordeaux and seldom brought out.

She cupped the vase in her hands and put it down gently on the trestle. The light from the window struck through the crystal, scattering rainbow-coloured lozenges across the white cloth. Alienor gasped at the unexpected, shimmering display. Her eyes blurred on a prism of tears, and she choked back a sob.

‘Ah, daughter, hush now.’ Gofrid came round the table to embrace her. ‘All will be well, I promise you. I am here; I will care for you.’

They were the same words she always used to Petronella, whatever the truth of the matter; they were like a bandage on a wound. It might not heal the injury, but it made it easier to bear. She laid her head on his breast and allowed herself to cry, but eventually drew away, and lifted her chin. The sun still dazzled on the vase and she put her hand in the light to see the colours dance on her wrist: vermilion, cerulean and royal purple.

‘Without the light the beauty remains hidden,’ Gofrid said. ‘But it is always there. Just like God’s love, or a father’s, or mother’s. Remember that, Alienor. You are loved, whether you see it or not.’

In the third week following Easter Sunday the weather was bright and warm, and as the sun climbed in the soft spring morning, Alienor and Petronella took their sewing into the palace gardens with the ladies of the household. Musicians played softly in the background on harp and citole, singing of spring and renewal and unrequited longing. The water splashed in the marble fountains, making a drowsy sound in the fine golden warmth.

The ladies, emboldened because Floreta was absent about other duties, chattered to themselves, emulating the sparrows that bustled in the mulberry trees. Their foolish banter irritated Alienor. She did not want to become involved in gossip about who was making eyes at whom, and whether the baby the under-steward’s wife was expecting was her husband’s or the result of an affair with a young hearth knight. When Alienor was a child, her maternal grandmother’s household in Poitiers had seethed with such trivial but damaging rumours and she hated to hear them passed around like tawdry currency. Dangereuse de Châtellerault had been her grandfather’s mistress, not his wife; he had lived openly with her, flouting all opinion save his own, and there had been frequent accusations of moral laxity. Once gossip began, there was no stopping it; a reputation could be destroyed in moments by a few malicious whispers.

‘Enough,’ she snapped, exerting her authority. ‘I would listen to the music in peace.’

The women exchanged glances but fell silent. Alienor took a piece of candied pear from a platter at her side and bit into the sugary flesh. They were her favourite confection and she had taken to gorging on them. Their intense sweetness was a consolation, while knowing she could have them any time she chose gave her a sense of control. Yet there was discontent too, for what use was it to have command over the petty gossip of maids and the ordering of sweetmeats? Such things were no more than gaudy flourishes and there was no satisfaction in such empty power.

A woman began showing Petronella how to make dainty daisy flowers using a particular embroidery stitch. Alienor abandoned her own sewing and went to stroll around the garden. A dull headache banded her temples, not helped by the circlet at her brow. Her monthly flux was due, and her stomach ached. She had not been sleeping well, her dreams haunted by nightmares that she could not remember on waking, but the feeling was always of being trapped.

She paused beside a young cherry tree and lightly brushed the green orbs of developing fruit with her hand. By the time her father returned, the fruit would be dark red, verging on black. Full and sweet and ripe.

‘Daughter.’

Only two people called her that. She turned to face Archbishop Gofrid and even before he spoke, she knew what he was going to say, because the look on his face, full of trouble and compassion, told it all.

‘I have some bad news,’ he said.

‘It is about my father, isn’t it?’

‘Child, you should sit down.’

She faced him squarely. ‘He is not coming back, is he?’

He looked taken aback, but swiftly recovered his balance. ‘Child, I am sorry to say that he died on Good Friday within sight of Compostela and was buried there at the feet of Saint James.’ His voice had a hoarse catch. ‘He is with God now and free from his pain. He had been unwell for some time.’

Grief shuddered through her like the surges of an underground tide. She had known from the outset that something was wrong, but no one had seen fit to tell her, least of all her father.

Gofrid gave her the sapphire ring he had been holding in his hand. ‘He sent you this, so you would know, and he bade you do your best as you have always done and to heed the advice of your guardians.’

She looked at the ring and remembered it shining on her father’s finger as he set out on his journey. She felt as if the bottom had dropped out of her world and everything that was stable had lurched downwards in one piece. Raising her head, she gazed across the garden towards her sister who was laughing at something a maid had said. In a moment that laughter would cease and in its place would come grief and tears as Petronella’s world shattered too, and that was almost harder to bear than her own shock and grief.

‘What will happen to us?’ She tried to sound pragmatic and mature, even though she could not control the wobble in her voice.

Gofrid closed her fist over the ring. ‘You will be looked after, do not worry. Your father left sound provision for you in his will.’ He moved to embrace her with compassion, but she stepped away and set her jaw.

‘I am not a child.’

Gofrid let his hands fall to his sides. ‘But you are still so very young,’ he replied. ‘Your sister …’ He looked towards the group of women.

‘I will tell Petronella,’ she said firmly. ‘No one else.’

He made a gesture of acknowledgement, although his expression was creased with concern. ‘As you wish, daughter.’

Alienor returned to the women, Gofrid walking at her side. After the maids had curtseyed to him, Alienor dismissed them and sat down beside her sister.

‘Look what I have sewn!’ Petronella held up the kerchief on which she had been working. One corner was carpeted with white daisies, golden knots at their centres. Petronella’s brown eyes were alight. ‘I’m going to give this to Papa when he comes home!’

Alienor bit her lip. ‘Petra,’ she said, putting her arm around her. ‘Listen. I have something to tell you.’
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Castle of Béthizy, France, May 1137

Fetched from his prayers, Louis entered his father’s sickroom in the top chamber of the castle. The wide-open shutters admitted a light breeze and revealed twin arches of blue spring sky. Bowls of incense burned on various tables around the room, but did little to dissipate the stench from his father’s decaying, swollen body. Louis swallowed a retch as he knelt at the bedside and made his obeisance. He almost shuddered as his father’s hand touched the top of his head in benediction.

‘Stand up.’ Louis senior’s voice was gravelly with secretions. ‘Let me look at you.’

Louis strove to control his anxiety. His father’s body might be a bloated ruin, but the ice-blue eyes still showed the mind and will of the keen hunter, soldier and king trapped within the dying flesh. Louis always felt defensive in his father’s presence. He was the second son, intended for a career in the Church, but when his older brother had died in a riding accident, Louis had been brought from his studies at Saint-Denis and made heir to the kingdom. It was God’s decision and Louis knew he must serve in whatever way God wanted, but it had not been his choice – and certainly not his parents’.

His mother stood by the curtains at the right of the bedside, her hands clasped in front of her and her lips pursed in the habitual expression that said she knew best and he knew nothing. To her left stood several of his father’s closest advisers, including his mother’s brothers William and Amadée. Also Theobald, Count of Blois. Louis’s apprehension increased.

His father made a sound down his nose, like a horse-trader not entirely satisfied with the beast on offer but knowing it would have to do. ‘I have a task that will make a man of you,’ he said.

‘Sire?’ Louis’s throat was tight, and his voice emerged on a rising note that betrayed his tension.

‘A matter of marriage vows. Suger will tell you; he has the breath in his lungs to do so, and he is fond of the sound of his own voice.’ His father beckoned, and the small, squirrel-eyed Abbot of Saint-Denis stepped forward from among the group, a scroll held in his thin fingers, and a reproachful look on his face for the King’s jibe.

Louis blinked. Marriage vows?

‘Sire, we have great and important news for you.’ Suger’s voice was mellifluous and his expression was open and candid. As well as being one of his father’s closest confidants, Suger was Louis’s tutor and mentor. Louis loved him as he did not love his father because Suger helped him to make sense of the world and understood his needs. ‘William of Aquitaine has died during a pilgrimage to Compostela, may God assoil him.’ Suger signed his breast. ‘Before he left, he sent his will to France, asking your father to care for his daughters in the event of his death. The eldest is thirteen and of marriageable age, and the younger one eleven.’

Louis’s father heaved himself into an approximation of upright against the mass of pillows and bolsters supporting his distended torso. ‘We must seize the opportunity,’ he wheezed. ‘Aquitaine and Poitou will increase our lands and prestige a hundredfold. We cannot allow them to fall into the hands of others. Geoffrey of Anjou for one would gladly snatch the duchy with a marriage between his son and the eldest girl, and that must not happen.’ The effort expended on speech left him purple in the face and fighting for breath and he waved at Suger to continue.

Suger cleared his throat. ‘Your father wishes you to take an army down to Bordeaux to secure the region, and to marry the eldest girl. She is currently under guard at the Ombrière Palace and the Archbishop awaits your arrival.’

Louis reeled, feeling as if he had been punched in the stomach. He knew one day he would have to marry and beget heirs, but he had always viewed it as a vaguely unpleasant duty in the distant future. Now he was being told he must wed a girl he had never met who came from lands where the people were known to be pleasure-seekers, lax in their moral habits.

‘I will see to the girls’ education in our ways,’ his mother said, securing her own authority in the proceedings. ‘They have been without maternal care for many years, and they will benefit from proper guidance and instruction.’

His father’s constable, Raoul de Vermandois, stepped forward. ‘Sire, I will begin preparations to leave immediately.’ He was another close adviser, and Louis’s first cousin once removed into the bargain. A leather patch concealed the empty socket where he had lost an eye during a siege eight years ago. He was a reliable warhorse on the battlefield, and an elegant and charismatic courtier, much appreciated by the ladies. The eye patch only added to his cachet where women were concerned.

‘Make haste, Raoul,’ said the King. ‘Time is of the essence.’ He raised a warning forefinger. ‘It is to be an escort of honour and largesse; the Poitevans value such things and we must keep their goodwill at all costs. Fly banners from your spears and wear ribbons round your helms. Make sure that for now you go bearing gifts, not blades.’

‘Sire, leave it to me.’ De Vermandois bowed from the room, his magnificent cloak sweeping behind him like a sail.

Louis knelt to receive his father’s blessing again, and somehow managed to leave the fetid chamber before doubling over to be violently sick. He did not want to take a wife. He knew nothing of girls except that their soft curves, their giggles and twittery voices repulsed him. His mother was not like that; she was a rod of iron, but she had never given him love. The only affection in his world had come from God, but God now seemed to be saying he should be married. Perhaps it was a punishment for his sins that he should have to do this thing, and therefore he should accept it gladly and give praise.

As servants rushed to clear up the mess he had made, Suger emerged from the chamber and was swiftly at his side. ‘Ah, Louis, Louis.’ The Abbé put a comforting arm across the youth’s shoulders. ‘I know this is a shock, but it is God’s will and you must surrender to it. He offers you magnificent opportunities, and a girl near to your own age to be your wife and helpmate. This is truly a moment to rejoice.’

Louis composed himself under Suger’s calming influence. If this was truly the will of God, then he must submit and do his best. ‘I do not even know her name,’ he said.

‘I believe it is Alienor, sire.’

Louis silently formed the syllables on his lips. Her name was like a foreign fruit he had never tasted before. He still felt like heaving.
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Bordeaux, June 1137

Alienor felt Ginnet pulling on the rein as she rode beside Archbishop Gofrid. Like her mare, she was eager to race the wind. It was several days since she had been out, and always under heavy guard because she was such a valuable prize. This morning the Archbishop had taken responsibility for her welfare. His knights, although vigilant, stayed slightly off the pace, so that he and Alienor had a private space in which to talk.

In the two months since her father’s death, the warm southern spring had turned to blazing summer and the cherries had ripened to glossy black on the trees in the palace garden. Her father lay severed from life in his tomb at Compostela, and she dwelt in limbo, an heiress with the power to change destinies because of who she was, yet wielding no authority of her own beyond the bower, because what influence did a girl-child of thirteen have over the men brokering her future?

They reached open ground and Alienor heeled Ginnet’s flanks, giving her free rein. Gofrid increased pace with her and dust rose like white smoke from the burn of hooves over the baked earth. She felt the warm wind in her face and inhaled the pungent scent of wild thyme as it was crushed under the mare’s speed. Harsh summer light dazzled her eyes and, for an instant, her cares dissipated in the euphoria of the race, of being alive, her blood singing in her veins. Everything within her that had felt tight and constricted opened wide and filled her with vigorous emotion as hot and strong as the sun.

At last she swirled to a halt before a weathered Roman statue standing by the wayside, and leaned over to pat Ginnet’s sweat-darkened neck. Her father had taught her about the Romans. A thousand years ago they had been conquerors and settlers in Aquitaine, speakers of the Latin tongue which scholars used now, and which she had learned together with the French spoken in Poitou and the north, so different from the lenga romana of Bordeaux.

The statue’s right arm was raised as if in oratory and his white open stare considered the horizon. Stars of golden lichen embroidered his breastplate and the fringes of his cingulum. ‘No one knows who he is,’ Gofrid said. ‘His inscription is lost. Many have left their mark on this land but in their turn have been marked. The people here do not take kindly to being harnessed and ridden.’

Alienor straightened in the saddle. The realisation that she was Duchess of Aquitaine was stirring within her, like a sleeping dragon awakening and stretching sleek, sinuous muscles. ‘I do not fear them,’ she said.

The sharp sunlight deepened the frown between the Archbishop’s eyes. ‘You should be cautious nevertheless. Better that than be taken unawares.’ He hesitated and then said: ‘Daughter, I have news for you, and I want you to listen carefully.’

Alienor was suddenly alert. She should have known there was more to this ride out than the pleasure of exercise. ‘What sort of news?’

‘Out of his love and concern for you and for his lands, your father left great plans for you in his will.’

‘What do you mean, “great plans”? Why have you not spoken of this before?’ Fear and anger began to churn inside her. ‘Why did my father not tell me?’

‘Because everything has to grow before it comes to fruition,’ Gofrid replied gravely. ‘If your father had returned from Compostela, he would have told you himself. It was unwise to mention this until everything was in place, but now is the moment.’ He leaned across his horse to put his hand over hers. ‘Your father desired a match for you that would honour you and Aquitaine and lead you to greatness. He also wished to keep you safe and your lands peaceful. Before he left, he asked the King of France to safeguard your welfare, and he arranged a match for you with his eldest son, Louis. One day you will be Queen of France and, if God is good, mother to a line of kings whose empire will stretch from Paris to the Pyrenees.’

The words fell on Alienor like a blow from a poleaxe and she could only stare at her tutor in shock.

‘This is a great opportunity,’ Gofrid said, watching her closely. ‘You will fulfil the potential your father saw in you and your reward will be a crown. An alliance between France and Aquitaine will make both countries much stronger than they are alone.’

‘My father would never have done this without telling me.’ Underneath Alienor’s numbness, a terrible sense of betrayal was blossoming.

‘He was dying, child,’ Gofrid said sadly. ‘He had to make the best provision for you he could and it had to be kept secret until the time was ripe.’

She lifted her chin. ‘I do not want to be married to a French prince. I want to marry a man of Aquitaine.’

He squeezed her hand and she felt his episcopal ring bite her flesh. ‘You must trust me and your father. We have done what is best. If you married a man of your own lands, it would lead to rivalry and a war that would tear Aquitaine apart. Louis will arrive within the next few weeks, and you will wed him in the cathedral. It will be done with every dignity and accolade, as your father wished, and your vassals will come to you and swear their allegiance. You cannot travel to Paris, because you are a great marriage prize and until you are wed men will attempt to seize you for their own ends.’

Alienor shuddered. His words were burying her in a deep dark hole. Her lips formed words of refusal even though she did not speak.

‘Daughter, did you not hear me? You will be a great queen.’

‘But no one has asked me. It has all been decided behind my back.’ Her throat tightened. ‘What if I do not choose to marry Louis of France? What if I … what if I want someone else?’

His gaze was compassionate but stern. ‘Such a thing cannot be. Put it from your mind. It is meet and fitting that a father decides with whom his daughter should match. Do you not trust his decision? Do you not trust me? This is right for you, and right for Aquitaine and Poitou. Louis is young, handsome and educated. It will be an illustrious marriage, and it is your duty.’

Alienor felt as if she was being forced into a box and the lid nailed down, shutting out light and life. No one had cared to tell her, as if she was no more than a valuable parcel to be passed from hand to hand. How was it going to benefit her to be lady of all she surveyed if it was going to be handed on a platter to the French? She felt hurt and betrayed that her tutor had known all this time and said nothing, and that her father had been harbouring this intent even as he bade her farewell forever. She might as well indeed spend her life eating sugared fruits and listening to foolish gossip.

Reining Ginnet around, she dug in her heels and for a moment lost herself in the mare’s furious burst of speed, but as the palfrey started to flag, she eased her down again, knowing that no matter how hard she raced, she could not outrun the fate sealed upon her by the deception of those she had trusted most of all.

Gofrid had not ridden after her, and she drew rein alone on the dusty road and stared into the distance like the anonymous Roman on his lichen-covered plinth. The Archbishop had spoken as if this match was the pinnacle of good fortune, but she could not see it in the same light. She had never envisaged being Queen of France; to be Duchess of Aquitaine was her sacred duty and all that mattered. When she had dreamed of marriage in her private moments, the man standing at her side had been Geoffrey de Rancon, lord of Taillebourg and Gençay, and she thought that Geoffrey had perhaps thought about her in a similar way, although he had never said so.

With an aching heart, she reined about again and returned to her tutor, and it seemed to her that as she rode the last spangles of childhood fell in the dust behind her, glittered, and were gone.

On returning to the palace, Alienor went directly to the chamber she and Petronella shared to change her gown and make herself presentable for the main meal of the day, although she was not hungry and her stomach felt as if it were clamped to her spine. She leaned over the brass wash bowl and splashed her face with cool, scented water, feeling it ease the tightness caused by the fierce heat of the sun.

Petronella sat on the bed, plucking the petals from a daisy and humming tunelessly under her breath. The death of their father had hit her hard. At first she had refused to accept he was not coming back and Alienor had borne the brunt of her anger and grief because there was no one else on whom Petronella could vent her misery. She was a little better now, but still prone to teary moments and dark moods more petulant than usual.

Alienor drew the bed curtains to shut out the chamber ladies. They would know soon enough – perhaps already did in the way of court gossip – but she wanted to tell Petronella in private. Sitting down beside her, she brushed away the scattered petals. ‘I have news for you,’ she said.

Immediately Petronella tensed; last time Alienor had brought her news, it had been calamitous.

Keeping her voice low, Alienor said, ‘The Archbishop says I am to marry Louis, heir to France. He said Papa arranged it before he … before he went away.’

Petronella gave her a blank stare and then flicked away the daisy stalk. ‘When?’ she asked stonily.

‘Soon.’ Alienor’s mouth twisted on the word. ‘He is on his way here now.’

Petronella said nothing and turned to one side, fussing with the knotted laces on her gown.

‘Here, let me …’ Alienor stretched out her hand, but Petronella struck her away.

‘I can do it myself!’ she spat. ‘I don’t need you!’

‘Petra—’

‘You’re only going to go away and leave me, like everyone else. You don’t care about me. No one does!’

Alienor felt as if Petronella had driven a knife into her body. ‘That’s not true! I love you dearly. Do you think I would have chosen this for myself?’ She met her sister’s furious, frightened stare with one of her own. ‘Do you think I am not heartsick and scared? The one thing we have in this is each other. I will always care for you.’

Petronella hesitated, and in one of her volatile changes of mood, flung herself into Alienor’s arms, hugging her with ferocity and weeping. ‘I don’t want you to go away.’

‘I won’t.’ Alienor stroked Petronella’s hair, tears spilling down her face.

‘Swear it.’

Alienor crossed herself. ‘I swear it on my soul. I won’t let anything part us. Come now.’ Sniffing, wet-faced, she helped Petronella unpick the knot.

‘What … what does Louis of France look like?’

Alienor shrugged and wiped her eyes. ‘I do not know. He was destined for the Church until his older brother died, so at least he will have some learning.’ She also knew that his father was called Louis the Fat and her vision kept filling with the sickening image of an overweight pasty youth. She heaved a pensive sigh. ‘It was Papa’s wish and he must have had his reasons. We must do our duty and obey his will. We have no other choice.’
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Bordeaux, July 1137

In the stultifying heat of early July the arrangements for the arrival of the French bridegroom and his army continued apace. News came to Bordeaux that Louis had reached Limoges in time to celebrate the feast of Saint Martial on 30 June. He had taken the homage of the Count of Toulouse and those barons of the Limousin who had come to tender their fealty as news of the impending wedding spread across Alienor’s lands. Now, accompanied by Alienor’s vassals, the French cavalcade had set out on the final stage of its journey.

From cellar to turret, Bordeaux prepared for Louis’s arrival. Hostels were swept out and decorated with banners and garlands. Cartloads of supplies rolled into the city from the surrounding countryside, together with herds and flocks for the slaughter. Seamstresses toiled over yards of pale gold cloth of scarlet, sewing a wedding gown fit for their new duchess and a future queen of France. The train was hemmed with hundreds of pearls and the sleeves swept from wrist to ankle with decorative golden hooks to loop them back should they get in the way.

In the dawn of a baking July morning, Alienor attended church to confess and be shriven. On her return, her women robed her in a gown of ivory damask, the gold laces pulled tight to emphasise her slender waist. A jewelled cap covered the top of her head, but her burnished hair remained exposed, the thick strands woven with metallic ribbons. Her nails were pink with madder stain and had been buffed until they gleamed. Alienor felt as if she had been polished to a shine just like the silver-gilt cups intended for the marriage feast.

Through the open shutters the sky was a pure summer blue. Doves circled the red tiled roof of the palace cote and the river sparkled like a treasure chest in the morning heat. Alienor gazed at the French tents on the far bank, arrayed like clusters of exotic mushrooms. Louis and his army had arrived shortly before dusk yesterday, and had made camp as the sun sank over the limpid waters of the Garonne. The pale canvases of the ordinary troops marked the French periphery, while the centre blazed with the bright silks and golden finials of the high nobility and the Church. She fixed her eyes on the largest pavilion of them all: lapis blue and powdered gold with the red oriflamme banner fluttering in the hot breeze outside its open flaps. She could see men coming and going but had no idea if one of them was her prospective husband.

All along the riverbank, small boats and barges plied their trade, rowing supplies of food and drink to the host on the far bank. A deputation of vessels sculled out towards the French encampment, the oars making white dashes in the water. Banners decorated the lead barge, which was draped with a canvas awning to shade its occupants from the sun, and she could see the figure of Archbishop Gofrid standing near the prow. They were on their way to greet the French delegation and bring Louis and his courtiers to the city for a formal first meeting of bride and groom.

Louis wouldn’t be fat, she told herself, trying to be positive. This was all happening for the greater good. But her stomach was hollow because it did not feel as if it was for the greater good, and she was moving ever further away from familiar shores.

Petronella joined her, jostling at the window. She was dancing on her tiptoes and the liveliest Alienor had seen her since their father’s death. Her initial upset at the news of the wedding had been subsumed by the excitement of the preparations. She adored fine clothes, distractions and entertainments, and this was satisfying all those appetites.

The Archbishop and her uncle disembarked on the opposite bank of the river and a servant hurried to the great blue and gold tent. Moments later a gathering of brightly clad courtiers emerged.

‘Which one do you think is Louis? Which one?’ Petronella craned her neck.

Alienor shook her head. ‘I do not know.’

‘That one – there in the blue!’ Petronella stretched her arm and pointed.

Alienor could see various churchmen in glittering regalia, and many nobles, but several were wearing blue and they were too far away for her to make a guess.

The awning shaded the party as the crew began to pull back across the water, but unlike her sister, Alienor felt as if she was watching an invasion rather than the joyful approach of a bridegroom and his retinue.

Louis felt sick with apprehension as the barge moored beneath the great walls of the Ombrière Palace. Envoys kept telling him how beautiful, gracious and demure his bride-to-be was, but envoys often told lies. He was keeping a tight rein on himself and hoping his fear did not show on his face for others to see. His father had entrusted this responsibility to him and he had to deal with it like a man.

The intense heat made it difficult to breathe. He could almost taste the sun-warmed canvas of the awning and feel it sticking at the back of his throat. Archbishop Gofrid of Bordeaux looked as if he were melting, sweat dribbling down his red face from the soaked brow-band of his embroidery-crusted mitre. He had greeted Louis with gravity and deference, and had added a smile for Abbot Suger who was an old friend and ally.

Louis’s seneschal, Raoul of Vermandois, wiped the back of his neck with a chequered silk cloth. ‘I have never known a summer so hot,’ he said, mopping carefully around the leather patch over his left eye.

‘You will find the palace cool and pleasant, my lords,’ the Archbishop said. ‘It was built long ago as a refuge from the summer heat.’

Louis glanced at the towering walls. The palace of Shade; the palace of Shadows. There was more than one meaning here. ‘We will welcome it, Archbishop,’ he said. ‘We often travelled after dusk and by moonlight to avoid the heat on the way here.’

‘Indeed,’ Gofrid replied, ‘and we are glad for your haste in this matter.’

Louis inclined his head. ‘My father understood the necessity.’

‘The Duchess looks forward to welcoming you.’

‘As I look forward to greeting her,’ Louis answered woodenly.

Raoul of Vermandois tossed a flash of silver coins into the water and they watched as youths dived for them, brown bodies glistening. ‘Your father said we should treat these people with courtesy and largesse,’ he said, grinning at Louis’s raised brows.

Louis was not certain that his father had meant quite so low down the pecking order, but Raoul was a man of cheerful and spontaneous gestures, and it could do no harm to throw money for the city youths to dive after, even if it was frivolous and less dignified than giving alms at the church door.

Once disembarked, they were greeted by various clergy and nobles before being escorted in slow procession under a shaded palanquin to the cathedral of Saint-André where Louis was to wed his young bride on the following day.

He entered under the decorated arch of the portico and stood in the holy presence of God. The cathedral interior was a cool and blessed haven from the burn of the midsummer sun. Drawing in the mingled scents of incense and candle wax, Louis sighed with relief. This was familiar territory. He walked down the nave with its decorated pillars and when he reached the altar steps, he signed his breast and prostrated himself.

‘Dear God, I am your servant. Grant me the strength to do Your will and not fail. Grant me Your grace and lead me along the paths of righteousness.’

This was where he and Alienor would celebrate their wedding. He still found it difficult to say her name, much less imagine her person. They said she was beautiful, but beauty was in the eye of the beholder. He wished he was home in Paris and safe behind the solid walls of Notre-Dame or Saint-Denis.

At the sound of a fanfare, he turned his gaze down the nave. The columns made a tunnel of golden arches, leading his eye to the brightness of the open doorway. A girl came walking through the light towards him, accompanied by attendants, and for an instant his eyes were so dazzled that the entire group seemed to have a radiance not of this world. She was tall and slender; her deep-golden hair shimmered to her waist but the top of her head was decently covered by a virgin’s jewelled cap. Her face was a pale, pure oval, not overtly feminine, but wrought with a blend of precise strength and delicacy that made Louis think of an angel.

She knelt to kiss the Archbishop’s ring, and once he had raised her to her feet, she set her hand upon his arm and continued down the nave to Louis. ‘Sire,’ she said, kneeling again, and from that position lifted her eyes to his. They were the mutable colour of the ocean, full of truth and intelligence, and Louis felt as if his heart had been set upon an anvil and struck into a different shape with a single blow.

‘Demoiselle,’ he said. ‘I am pleased to meet you and to offer you the honour of marriage so that our great lands may be united.’ The words emerged by rote, because he had been rehearsing them with Suger in his tent for most of the previous evening, sweating in the canvas-intensified heat, the whine of mosquitoes in his ears. Saying them now, he regained a little of his equilibrium, although his heart was still bounding like a deer at full leap.

‘As I am honoured to meet you, sire,’ she replied, lowering her lashes, and then added with a little catch in her voice, ‘and to accept your offer of marriage as my father desired.’

Louis realised she must have been practising too and like him was anxious. He felt relieved, then protective and superior. She was more perfect than he had dared hope. God had answered his doubts and shown him that this was truly meant to be. Having a wife was a natural progression of manhood and kingship, because a king needed a consort. He raised her to her feet and kissed her lightly and swiftly on both cheeks, and then drew back, his chest tight.

She demurely introduced the girl beside her as her sister Petronella. This one was still a child, smaller and brown-haired with a heart-shaped face and a sensuous rosebud mouth. She curtseyed to Louis and, after a single sharp look from bright brown eyes, lowered her gaze. Other than to think that she would make a fine reward for one of his French nobles, Louis dismissed her from his mind to attend to the matter in hand. Turning with Alienor to the altar, he pledged himself in formal betrothal, his hands trembling as he slipped a gold ring on to her right middle finger. And at that moment, he was certain that God had favoured him with such bounty that he was overwhelmed.

A celebration feast had been prepared at the Ombrière Palace. Tables spread with white napery had been arranged in the garden cloister so that guests could sit in the open air, well shaded from the sun, and listen to musicians while they dined.

Alienor smiled and answered when addressed, but she was preoccupied and finding conversation difficult. A huge weight had landed on her with Louis’s arrival and the knowledge that the changes in her life were now irrevocable. There were too many new people to weigh up, all so different in their speech and mannerisms to her own courtiers. They spoke the dialect of northern France, which she understood because it was the common language of Poitou, but the Parisian cadence was harsher on the ear. Their garments were of thicker, more sombre cloth, and they seemed to lack the vibrancy of her people. But then they had been travelling hard in the blistering summer heat, so perhaps she should give them the benefit of the doubt.

Her fears that Louis would be fat and loutish were ungrounded. He was tall and narrow through the hips like a good gazehound. He had glorious, shoulder-length, silver-blond hair and wide blue eyes. His mouth was thin but well formed. She found his manner stilted and rule-bound, but that could be caused by the pressures of the day. He did not smile much – unlike his seneschal, Raoul de Vermandois, who never seemed to stop. De Vermandois was showing Petronella his sleight of hand by hiding a small glass ball under one of three cups and getting her to guess where the ball was. She was giggling at his antics, her eyes shining. The rest of the French party were more watchful and reserved, as if they all had planks stuck down the backs of their tunics. Theobald, Count of Blois Champagne, was eyeing de Vermandois with irritation, a muscle ticking in his jaw. Alienor wondered at the tension between the men. There was so much she did not know, so much she had to take in and assimilate.

At least, even if he was reserved, Louis did not appear to be an ogre, and she could probably find ways of influencing him. It might be more difficult to circumvent the older men, especially Suger and Louis’s uncles Amadée de Maurienne and William de Montferrat, but she had been accustomed to getting her own way with her father, and there would be occasions when she would have Louis to herself with no one to interfere. She was of a similar age to him and that meant they had some common ground.

When everyone had eaten and drunk their fill, Louis formally presented Alienor with the wedding gifts he had brought from France. There were books with ivory cover panels, reliquaries, boxes of precious stones, silver chalices, glass cups from the workshops of Tyre, tapis rugs, bolts of fine fabric. Boxes and chests and sacks. Alienor’s eyes ached at the largesse. Louis presented her with a pectoral cross studded with rubies as red as small drops of blood. ‘This belonged to my grandmother,’ he said as he fastened it around her neck and then stepped back, breathing swiftly.

‘It is magnificent,’ Alienor replied, which was the truth, even if she did not particularly like the piece.

His expression had been anxious, but now he stood tall and proud. ‘You have given me the coronet of Aquitaine,’ he said. ‘It would be a poor thing indeed if I could not gift my bride with the wealth of France in return.’

Alienor felt a frisson of resentment. Although she owed him homage as a vassal of France, Aquitaine belonged to her and always would no matter that he was to be invested with the ducal coronet after their wedding. At least the marriage contract stipulated that her lands were not to be absorbed into France but were to remain a separate duchy. ‘I have something for you also.’ She beckoned, and a chamberlain stepped forward with a carved ivory box. Alienor carefully lifted her vase from its fleece lining. The dimpled rock crystal was cool against her fingers as she turned and presented it formally to Louis.

‘My grandfather brought this back with him from a holy war in Spain,’ she said. ‘It is of great antiquity.’

The vase looked austere and simple when set against the opulent gifts that Louis had given her, but the backdrop only added to its impact. Holding the piece in his hands, Louis kissed her brow. ‘It is like you,’ he said, ‘clear and fine and unique.’ He set it down gently on the table, and immediately a shower of coloured diamonds spangled the white cloth. Louis’s face filled with astonished delight. Alienor smiled to see his response and thought that while he had given her all these rich and heavy things, her gift to him of captured light surpassed them all.

‘May I?’ Without waiting for consent, Abbé Suger picked up the vase in eager hands, his gaze frankly acquisitive. ‘Exquisite,’ he said. ‘I have never seen such fine workmanship.’ He ran his fingers over the carving in tactile delight. ‘See how clear it is, and yet it reflects all the colours of a cathedral window. Truly this is God’s work.’

Alienor suppressed the urge to snatch it from him. Suger was a close friend of Archbishop Gofrid and she ought to be delighted by his admiration.

‘Abbé Suger is fascinated by such items,’ Louis said with a smile. ‘He has a fine collection at Saint-Denis, as you will see when we return to Paris.’

Suger carefully replaced the vase on the trestle. ‘I do not make the collection for me,’ he said with a hint of rebuke, ‘but for the glorification of God through beauty.’

‘Indeed, Father.’ Louis flushed like a scolded boy.

After one sharp glance, Alienor looked down. She had noticed how often Louis glanced at Suger, seeking approval and support. This man could be friend or foe and he had Louis at his beck and call. She would need to tread very carefully indeed.

Later in the afternoon, as the sun cooled on the river and the Ombrière Palace drew on a mantle of deeper, slumbrous shadows, Louis prepared to return to his camp across the river. He had become more relaxed as the day wore on, and he was smiling as he took his farewell of Alienor, setting his thumb over the ring he had given her and kissing her cheek. His lips were silky and warm, and his fledgling beard was soft against her skin. ‘I will visit again tomorrow,’ he said.

Something inside Alienor unclenched and opened. The notion of marrying him had begun to feel more solid – reality, rather than the cloudy haze of a dream. Louis seemed decent enough; he had been kind thus far and he was handsome. Matters could have been much worse.

Embarking to his camp across a sunset river of sheeted gold, Louis raised his hand in farewell and Alienor returned the gesture with a half-smile on her lips.

‘Well, daughter,’ said Archbishop Gofrid, coming to stand at her side, ‘have your fears been allayed?’

‘Yes, Father,’ she replied, knowing it was what he wanted to hear.

‘Louis is a fine, devout young man. I am much impressed by him. Abbé Suger has tutored him well.’

Alienor nodded again. She was still trying to decide whether Suger was ally or foe, no matter that he was Gofrid’s friend.

‘I am pleased you gave him the vase.’

‘Nothing else would match what he had brought to me,’ she said. She wondered if her tutor had brought out the vase from the depths of the treasury with that intention. She firmed her lips. ‘I am glad Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux was not among their number.’

Gofrid raised his brows.

Alienor grimaced. Twice the redoubtable Abbé Bernard had visited her father, on both occasions to harangue him about his support for the opposition during a papal schism. She had only been a small child on his first visit and vaguely remembered him patting her head. He had been as thin as a lance, and had smelled musty, like old wall hangings. The second time, when she was twelve, Bernard and her father had argued violently in the church at La Couldre. It had been at the start of her father’s illness, and Abbé Bernard, with his stabbing bony finger, blazing eyes and eloquent speech threatening the fires of hell, had brought her father to his knees at the altar, and claimed it was God’s judgement on a sinner. Alienor had feared that Abbé Bernard might be among the French ecclesiasts and had been mightily relieved when he wasn’t. ‘He humiliated my father,’ she said.

‘Bernard of Clairvaux is a very holy man,’ Gofrid admonished gently. ‘Above all he seeks the clear path to God and if sometimes he is critical or zealous, then it is for the common good and for God to judge, not us. If you encounter him in Paris, I trust you to act with good and proper judgement as befits your position.’

‘Yes, Father,’ Alienor said neutrally, although she felt mutinous.

Gofrid pressed a light kiss to her brow. ‘I am proud of you, as would your father be if he were here.’

Alienor swallowed, determined not to cry. If her father were here, she would not have to make this marriage. She would be cherished and safe and all would be well. If she thought too hard about it, she knew she would blame him for dying and leaving her this legacy in his will.

In Alienor’s absence the wedding presents from Louis had been moved to her chamber and placed on a trestle for her to examine at leisure. Many items were only in her custody for a brief time; she would be expected to make gifts of them to the Church, or bestow them upon families of importance and influence. There was a reliquary containing a sliver of bone from the leg of Saint James. The casing was of silver gilt, decorated with pearls and precious stones, and a little door of hinged rock crystal opened to reveal a gold box containing the precious fragment. There were two enamelled candlesticks, two silver censers and a box filled with tawny shards and lumps of aromatic frankincense.

For Alienor’s personal use, there was a circlet adorned with gems, as well as brooches, rings and pendants. Petronella had been given a chaplet fashioned from exquisite golden roses set with pearls and sapphires. She wore it now, pinned to her brown waves, while she played with some coloured glass balls Raoul of Vermandois had given to her.

Alienor looked round; there were yet more boxes to be examined and she felt like a diner at a banquet with an excess of courses. There was too much richness, too much gold enclosing and smothering her. In haste she changed her elaborate gown for one of plain, cool linen and replaced her dainty embroidered shoes with her riding boots. ‘I am going to the stables to see Ginnet,’ she said.

‘I’ll come with you.’ Petronella put the glass balls away in her coffer. When Alienor suggested she should remove the golden chaplet, Petronella shook her head and pouted. ‘I want to keep it on,’ she said stubbornly. ‘I won’t lose it.’

Alienor gave her an exasperated glance but held her peace. Arguing with Petronella over such a trifle was too much trouble on top of everything else.

In the stables, Ginnet greeted Alienor with a soft whicker and eagerly sought the crust of bread her mistress had brought as a treat. Alienor stroked her, taking comfort in the sweet smell of straw and horse. ‘You’re going to be all right,’ she whispered. ‘I’ll take you with me to Paris; I won’t leave you behind, I promise.’

Petronella leaned against the stable door watching Alienor intently as if the words were meant for her. Alienor closed her eyes and pressed her forehead against the mare’s smooth, warm neck. In a world where so much had changed so rapidly, she was taking what solace she could from the dear and non-judgemental familiar. She would rather bed down in the stable than return to her chamber and that glittering pile of wedding gifts.

As full dusk fell, Petronella plucked at Alienor’s sleeve. ‘I want to walk in the garden,’ she said. ‘I want to see the fireflies.’

Alienor allowed Petronella to lead her to the courtyard where they had feasted earlier. It was much cooler now, although the walls still gave off soft warmth. Servants had stacked the trestles against a wall and cleared away the white cloths and fine tableware. The fish in the courtyard pond made lazy splashes as they leaped for midges in the last reflection of light. The air was thick with an ancient smell of baked stone. Alienor’s heart was heavy. On top of losing her father and being pushed into a marriage not of her choosing, she now had to leave her home and go to Paris in the company of strangers, one of them her own bridegroom.

She remembered childhood play here: darting around the columns, playing tag with Petronella. Colours, images and echoes of laughter wove like a transparent ribbon through the reality of now and were gone.

Petronella gave her a sudden, fierce hug. ‘Do you think it will be all right?’ she asked, burying her head against Alienor’s shoulder. ‘You said it to Ginnet, but is it true? I’m scared.’

‘Of course it’s true!’ Alienor had to close her eyes as she hugged her sister, because this was unbearable. ‘Of course we are going to be all right!’ She drew Petronella to sit on the old stone bench by the pond where they had so often sat in childhood, and together they watched the fireflies twinkle in and out like hopes in the darkness.

Louis gazed at the vase. He had placed it on the small devotional table in his tent beside his crucifix and his ivory statue of the Virgin. The simplicity and value of the gift filled him with wonder, as did the girl who had presented it to him. She was so utterly different to everything he had expected. Her name, which so recently had seemed like a strange, unpleasant taste when he spoke it, was now honey on his tongue. She filled him up, and yet he still felt hollow, and did not know how this could be. When the light from the vase had spilled on to the tablecloth, he had taken it as a sign from God that the forthcoming marriage was divinely blessed. Their union was like this vessel, waiting to be filled with light, so that it could shine forth with God’s grace.

Kneeling before the table, he pressed his forehead against his clasped palms and thanked his maker with his heart and soul.
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Bordeaux, July 1137

Alienor felt a constriction throughout her body as once more she entered the cathedral of Saint-André. This time she was preceded by two rows of choristers and a chaplain, bearing a processional cross on high. Usually marriages were conducted at the church door, but hers to Louis was to be celebrated within the cathedral itself before the altar, to emphasise its rightness before God.

Alienor took a deep breath and set her feet upon the narrow carpet of fresh green reeds, strewn with herbs and pink roses. The trail of flowers led her down the long nave towards the altar steps. Acolytes swung silver censers on jingling chains, and the perfume of frankincense rose and curled in pale smoke around the vaulted ceiling, mingling with the voices of the choir. Petronella and three other young women bore the weight of her pearl-encrusted train, and her maternal uncle Raoul de Faye paced at her side to represent her male kinfolk. Her skirts flared out and swished back with each step. Occasionally she felt the soft pressure of a crushed rose underfoot, and it seemed almost like a portent.

The congregation standing either side of her pathway to the altar knelt and bowed their heads as she walked past in slow procession. With their faces hidden, she could not tell their thoughts and see neither smile nor frown. Were they glad for this union of Aquitaine and France, or were they already plotting rebellion? Were they joyful for her, or filled with misgiving? She looked and then looked away, and, lifting her chin, focused on the soft gleam of the altar, where Louis waited for her, flanked by Abbé Suger and the lords of his entourage. It was too late to do anything but go forward, or to think she had a choice.

Louis’s blue silk tunic was embroidered with fleurs-de-lis and his swift breathing caused the fabric to shimmer with light. A coronet set with pearls and sapphires banded his brow and as Alienor joined him at the altar steps, the sun rayed down through the cathedral windows, illuminating her and Louis in slanting swords of transparent gold. He held out his hand, slender and pale, and gave her the faintest curve of his lips in greeting. She hesitated, and then put her own right hand into his keeping, and together they knelt and bent their heads.

Gofrid de Louroux, resplendent in embroidered and gem-studded episcopal robes, conducted the wedding service and the mass, each gesture and movement imbued with gravitas. Alienor and Louis gave their responses in firm neutral voices, but their clasped hands were mutually clammy with anxiety. The communion wine glowed like a dark ruby within the belly of the rock-crystal vessel that Alienor had presented to Louis at their betrothal. It surprised and unsettled her to see the vessel being used today. She felt as if she was being tied into this marriage and even helping her captors to secure the knots as she took the blood of the Redeemer into herself and promised to obey Louis in all things.

With the metallic taste of the wine on her tongue, she heard Archbishop Gofrid speak the final words of binding, pronounce the marriage and seal her fate. One flesh. One blood. Louis kissed her on either cheek, and then on the mouth with closed dry lips. She accepted the gesture passively, feeling detached and a little numb, as if this moment belonged to someone else.

Married in the sight of God, they turned from the altar to walk back up the nave, and amid all the heads bowed in prayer and obeisance it was still impossible for Alienor to tell who was ally and who was foe.

The glorious singing of the choir accompanied her and Louis to the church doors in a swelling harmonious chant that was almost applause. At her side, she felt Louis stand taller and puff out his chest as if the music was filling him up and expanding him. A swift glance at his face showed her the tears glittering in his eyes and the beatific expression on his face. Alienor felt no such strength of emotion but by the time they reached the carved golden stone of the cathedral door, she had managed to hide behind a smile.

The air outside struck like a molten hammer after the cool interior of the church. Louis’s coronet dazzled her eyes until they hurt. ‘Wife,’ he said, his complexion flushed with triumph and possession in his voice. ‘Everything is as God wills.’

Alienor dropped her gaze to her new wedding ring, sparkling in the light, and said nothing because she did not trust herself to answer.

From Bordeaux the wedding party journeyed towards Poitiers via detours to fortresses and abbeys so that all could fête the young Duchess and her consort. On the third day they came to the great, reputedly impregnable castle of Taillebourg on the Charente River, belonging in heredity to the seneschals of Poitou. Taillebourg was the last crossing place before the river reached the ocean, and a steady stream of pilgrims passed through on their way to the shrine of Saint James at Compostela.

Their host was Geoffrey de Rancon, important vassal, family friend and the man Alienor would have chosen to wed had she been permitted a choice. He had not been present at the marriage in Bordeaux for he had been dealing with matters on his lands, but he was pleased to welcome the bride and groom, and to host their wedding night, which had been deferred until the third day, following long-held tradition.

Geoffrey knelt in welcome to Alienor and Louis in the castle courtyard and pledged his allegiance. Alienor gazed at the gleam of the sun on his rich brown hair. There was a dull ache in her heart, but her voice gave nothing away as she bade him rise. His own expression was courteous and neutral, his smile that of a courtier. Like her, this drastic change in circumstances had forced him to close the door on particular hopes and ambitions and seek a new focus.

Many lords who had been unable to attend the wedding in Bordeaux had come to Taillebourg to swear fealty to Alienor and Louis, and all had been arranged by Geoffrey to run as smoothly as oil from a jar. A formal feast had been prepared with Louis and Alienor as guests of honour and hosts to their subjects. Later, over an informal gathering, Louis was able to meet and talk with barons and members of the clergy whom he had not met before.

Amid the throng, Geoffrey paused to speak with Alienor. ‘I have arranged a hunt tomorrow,’ he said. ‘I hope the Prince will approve.’

‘He tells me he enjoys the chase providing it is not a holy day.’

‘You have made a very great match,’ he leaned forward to say softly. ‘One that any father would be proud to make for his daughter.’

She looked across the room at Geoffrey’s children, standing with their nurses. Burgundia was the eldest at seven, Geoffrey his namesake was six and Bertha the youngest was four. ‘Would you have made it for one of yours?’ she asked.

‘I would do the best I could for them and for the name of Rancon. It would be too great an opportunity to pass up.’

‘But in your heart?’

He raised his brows. ‘Are we still talking of my daughters?’

She flushed and looked away.

‘Whatever hopes I nurtured, I now see clearly were never going to come to fruition – even if your father had lived. He was a wiser man than me. It would not be beneficial for Aquitaine, and that is always our greatest duty … Alienor, look at me.’

She met his eyes, although it cost her to do so. She was horribly aware that they were under the gaze of the entire court and one beat too long, one moment of overheard conversation was all it would take to ignite a destructive scandal.

‘I wish you and your husband well,’ he said. ‘Whatever you ask of me in loyal service, I shall perform as a faithful vassal. You may trust me, always and without reserve.’ He bowed and moved smoothly on to engage in urbane conversation with Ralph de Vermandois.

Alienor continued on her own trajectory, speaking a word here, giving a smile there, and a gesture of the hand to emphasise the gold lining of her sleeve and the shine of a topaz ring that had been among Louis’s wedding gifts to her. She was the gracious and lovely young Duchess of Aquitaine and no one would ever see her wounds or know the turmoil she felt inside.

Alienor quietly entered the bridal chamber at the top of the tower. Night had fallen and the shutters were closed. Numerous candles and lamps had been lit and the room flickered with soft amber light and umber shadows. The escape she had made was brief. In a moment the women would arrive to prepare her for her wedding night.

Someone had hung her father’s shield on the wall – Geoffrey, she suspected – both as a reminder of her bloodline and as a symbol of paternal sanction. She swallowed as she remembered picking it up as a little girl and running behind her father, pretending to be his squire, making him laugh as she strove not to drag its tip in the dust.

The great bed, which had travelled with them in their baggage train, was layered with fresh linen sheets, soft woollen blankets and a silk coverlet embroidered with a design of eagles. Curtains of red wool formed deep swags, heavy with shadows. The bed had a long history reaching back beyond her parents and grandparents to earlier rulers of these lands, even to a son of Charlemagne who had been King of Aquitaine in the days when Aquitaine had kings. For centuries it had served its purpose as a platform for wedding nights, conceptions, births and deaths. Tonight it would be a stage for the consummation of the bond between France and Aquitaine begun in the cathedral three days ago.

Alienor knew what to expect. The matrons in the household had explained her duties to her, and she was neither blind nor unknowing. She had seen animals mating, and observed the intimate embraces of people in dark corners when bitter winter weather put outdoor trysting places beyond bounds. On more than one occasion she had heard her grandfather’s explicit poetry and that in itself had been an education. Her fluxes had come regularly for over a year now: a sign that her body was producing seed and ready to mate. But having such awareness was not the same as personal experience, and she was apprehensive. Would Louis know what to do, having been raised as a monk until his brother died? Had someone explained everything to him?

Petronella opened the door and peered round it. ‘There you are! Everyone’s looking for you!’

Alienor turned, feeling a flicker of resentment. ‘I wanted a moment just to be alone.’

‘Shall I tell them you’re not here?’

Alienor shook her head. ‘That would only lead to more trouble.’ She forced a smile. ‘It will be all right, Petra; I told you so, didn’t I?’

‘But you don’t look as if you think that. I wish you were still sleeping with me, not him.’

Alienor wished it too. ‘There will be time in the future. You will always be a part of my chamber – always.’ She put her arms around Petronella, seeking comfort for both of them.

Petronella returned her embrace fiercely, and the sisters only parted when the ladies from the wedding party arrived to prepare Alienor for her bridal bed, scolding her for disappearing. Alienor imagined fending them off with her father’s shield, and projected an air of pride and command to conceal how frightened and vulnerable she felt. Sipping from a cup of wine laced with spices, she let them remove her wedding clothes and dress her in a chemise of soft white linen, before combing her hair until it shimmered to her waist in golden ripples.

The sound of masculine voices lifted in praise to God heralded the arrival of the men. Alienor stood straight and faced the door like a warrior on a battlefield.

Archbishop Gofrid entered first, solemnly pacing, accompanied by Abbé Suger and twelve choristers, chanting a hymn of praise. Louis came next escorted by Theobald of Blois and Raoul of Vermandois, followed by the nobility of France and Aquitaine, bearing candles. There would be no bawdy revels tonight, but a dignified and solemn ceremony to witness the future King of France and the young Duchess placed side by side in the marriage bed.

Louis wore a long, white nightshirt similar to Alienor’s chemise. In the candlelight, his eyes were wide and dark and his expression apprehensive. Gofrid instructed Alienor and Louis to stand together and join hands while he prayed over them, asking God to bless the marriage with fruitfulness and prosperity. While he was doing this, Louis’s attendants set up a small portable altar at the bedside.

The bed itself was blessed with much sprinkling of holy water, and then Louis was guided to the left side of the bed and Alienor to the right, the better to ensure the conception of a son. The sheets were cool and crisp against her legs. She stared at the embroidered coverlet, her hair swinging forward to screen her face. She was aware of Geoffrey among the group of witnesses in the chamber, but she did not look at him and had no idea if he was looking at her. Only let this moment be over. Only let it be morning.

At last the chamberlains ushered everyone from the room, the bishops and the choir being the last to leave in stately procession, singing. The latch fell, the chanting voices receded, and Alienor was alone with Louis.

Turning towards her, he propped himself on one elbow, one hand cupped behind his head, and gazed at her with unsettling intensity. She adjusted the pillows at her back and remained sitting up. He smoothed the sheet with his other hand, tracing the outline of one of the eagles. His fingers were long and fine; beautiful, in fact. The thought of him touching her made her shiver with fear – and a stirring of desire.

‘I know what is expected of us,’ she said in a tight voice. ‘The women have explained to me my duty.’

He reached out and touched her hair. ‘My duty has been explained also.’ His fingers brushed her face. ‘But this does not feel like a duty. I thought it would, but it doesn’t.’ His brow furrowed. ‘Perhaps it should.’

Alienor tensed as Louis leaned over her. She had thought they would talk more, but it seemed he was intent on his business and she need not have worried that his early training as a monk had left him ignorant.

‘I won’t hurt you,’ he said. ‘I am not a beast; I am a prince of France.’ A note of pride crept into his voice. He kissed her cheek and temple with a butterfly gentleness that was almost reverential. His touch was eager, but he was not rough. ‘The Church has given us sanction to do this, and it is a holy thing.’

Alienor steadied herself. The marriage had to be consummated. Proof would be sought in the morning. The deed couldn’t be that terrible or else men and women would not return to it so often or write songs and poetry about it in vivid, carnal detail.

He kissed her on the mouth with his lips closed, and began tentatively to untie the laces at the throat of her chemise. His hand was trembling and his breath shook in his chest. Alienor realised that he too was out of his depth, and it gave her courage. She returned his kiss and put her hands in his hair. His skin was smooth and supple, and his breath smelled of wine and cardamom seeds. Amid clumsy, breathless kisses, they undressed each other. Louis pulled the sheets over them both, creating a barely lit tent within the confines of the bed curtains, and he lay on her. His body was damp with sweat and as smooth as her own. His fair hair was silky under her fingers. She could have stayed like this all night, kissing and touching, wrapped in this mutual, tender embrace with everything still to discover. But Louis was keen to progress the matter and, after a moment, Alienor parted her legs for him.

It was the secret channel. The place where children were conceived from a blending of male and female seed, and from which they were pushed into the world nine months later. A source of sin and shame, but also of pleasure. The work of God; the work of the Devil. Her grandfather had been excommunicated for falling prey to his lust for that place within his mistress’s body, and refusing to give her up even though she was another man’s wife. He had written paeans to the glories of fornication.

Louis fumbled and muttered something that sounded like an oath, but then she realised he was entreating God to be with him at this moment and help him do his duty. Alienor felt a sharp, stabbing pain as he pushed into her and she arched and gritted her teeth, striving not to cry out. He moved above her half a dozen times, and then with a gasp and a final lunge, shuddered and was still.

After a moment he heaved a deep sigh and withdrew from her. Alienor closed her legs as he lay down at her side. There was a long silence. Was that it? Was that all the deed consisted of? Was she supposed to speak? She had once come across a couple in an empty stable lazing in post-coital bliss and they had been talking and kissing in a warm and languorous way, but was that appropriate for her and Louis?

Eventually, he stroked her arm and, drawing away, donned his nightshirt. Leaving the bed, he knelt before the small altar and offered up a prayer of thanksgiving. Alienor was astonished at his action, but he looked so beautiful with the candlelight shining on his hair, and his features aglow with devotion, that she felt admiration too.
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