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Foreword





   




  The Burning Candle is a fictionalized account of the life of Isabel de Vermandois. There is little verifiable information about her life. To construct the best portrayal of Isabel, her possible experiences and the men who shaped events around her, I relied on a variety of sources.




   




  Jeffrey L. Singman’s Daily Life in Medieval Europe offered a general understanding of medieval society and traditions and the prevailing influence of the Roman Catholic Church. Jonathan Riley-Smith’s The Crusades – A History revealed the plans and exploits of Isabel’s father Hugh de Vermandois after he undertook his journeys to the Holy Land. Medieval Costume and Fashion by Herbert Norris aided in describing the appropriate attire for the characters. Trevor Rowley’s Norman England, while very short, provided a concise overview of how the arrival of the Normans altered the country. The World of Orderic Vitalis: Norman Monks and Norman Knights by Marjorie Chignall gave general knowledge of the lives of monks within and outside monastery walls.




   




  For an understanding of the court of King Henry I of England and the sovereign’s interactions with his nobles, the account of his life in C. Warren Hollister’s Henry I, part of the Yale English Monarchs series, was invaluable. Hollister’s book provided incredible detail about the movement of Henry’s court and information on one of Henry’s illegitimate daughters, unmentioned in other sources. The Royal Bastards of Medieval England by Chris Given-Wilson and Alice Curteis imparted vital information on the number of Henry’s illegitimate children and the roles several of them played in their father’s life and the history of England.




   




  Sally N. Vaughn’s Anselm of Bec and Robert of Meulan: The Innocence of the Dove and the Wisdom of the Serpent provided an in-depth analysis of the life of Isabel’s husband and his conflict with the Church, in particular his and King Henry’s erstwhile nemesis, the archbishop of Canterbury, Anselm of Bec. The Beaumont Twins: The Roots and Branches of Power in the Twelfth Century by David Crouch informed about the lives of Robert and Isabel’s children, as well as their interactions with William de Warenne and his eventual heirs. It also offered a wealth of information about household officers and retainers who would have served during Robert’s lifetime, men whom Isabel would have known or encountered during her marriage.




  





  
Act I: Sparks





   




  (February – September 1096)




  





  
Chapter One – Blood Moon





  Crépy-en-Valois, France: February 1096




   




  A billowing shadow, the color of dried blood, crept across the face of the full moon and devoured it. Isabel eyed the astonishing spectacle from a frost-covered castle courtyard and clutched her blue mantle around her. Still, frigid evening air plucked at her body beneath folds of ermine and wool. Even the soles of her leather shoes offered little protection.




  After Vespers, a brilliant moon had dispelled the gloom of dusk and bathed the snowbound landscape of Crépy-en-Valois in its golden glow. Then the light faded before the ominous darkness shrouded the sky.




  The blood moon captivated rather than frightened Isabel. Her father’s guards and men-at-arms stood in circles and ignored her presence. They whispered and gestured toward the strange display in the sky. Fear whitened their features and subdued their voices to bare whispers. Why should such a sight have terrified men hardened by years of service to her father?




  Isabel dismissed their cravenness and glared at the blood moon. “I am not afraid. I do not fear anything of the mortal world.” The lie would never ring true. She said it all the same with the fervent hope that someday fear would not rule her.




  From behind her, a tremulous voice beckoned. “Come out of the night air! You should be sleeping. Your parents shall be furious if they discover you’re out of bed, child.”




  Isabel squared her shoulders, despite the warning at her back. “I am no child. You told me there have been eleven summers since my birth.”




  “Must you always be so disagreeable?”




  Isabel said nothing.




  “Do you hear me, milady?”




  “I have ears to hear you, Claremond.”




  “By the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, you would try the patience of all His saints.”




  Isabel turned and stared at her nurse. Claremond shuffled her ponderous bulk across granular deposits of ice, which cracked with each of her footfalls. A green mantle trailed in her wake. She held a rushlight aloft in its iron holder. The dim flame illuminated the sagging jowls of her pallid face. Deep folds carved around her opaque eyes and the fleshy wattle under her chin betrayed her advanced years.




  Isabel pointed at the rust-colored moon. “Tell me what it means.”




  The older woman made the sign of the cross and averted her gaze from the spectacle. “First, there were the fires in the sky last April and now this, another sign of God’s displeasure and judgment.”




  Isabel bridled at the thought of righteous anger raining down brimstone and fire on the heads of the wicked people of France, as her father’s chaplain often preached would happen. If God truly punished evil, how had men such as her father lived so long and found favor with Him each day? When would God chastise those persons who truly deserved it?  




  Her nurse draped an arm across her shoulders. Isabel pulled away and listened for an exasperated groan. When none followed, she glanced at Claremond, who offered her a smile that softened her wizened countenance. Isabel’s gaze narrowed in anticipation.




  As she expected, Claremond began, “Dear child, you would not want your parents to grow angry with me?”




  Isabel turned her back on her nurse. “When I do not submit from the first, you always try to make me feel guilty. I do not care what my father does to you or me.”




  Claremond clucked her tongue. “You are a perverse liar, not the least among your childish sins. Another is your disregard for your parents’ will. They would want you inside, for no good could ever come from any occurrence this night. I am fearful for you, my Isabel.”




  “You’re afraid for me? Do you have reason to be?”




  Claremond did not answer, even when Isabel groaned. Though she bristled inside, she tried a new approach. “Are my parents with the priest who arrived earlier today?”




  “Brother Thorold is not a priest.”




  “He cannot be a monk living outside the walls of his order. He wears the habit of the Benedictines.”




  “Despite his habit and cowl, milady, he does not live in a monastery. Brother Thorold serves as a clerk—”




  “My father has his own clerks. Why then is he meeting with the Benedictine?”




  “Patience, milady, you must learn patience. You must never appear too eager for anything, including knowledge.”




  Isabel rolled her eyes, exasperated and glanced at the blood-red moon again. “How am I ever to learn anything? You, my father and my mother keep everything secret from me, even matters of little import. I am not an ignorant child.”




  Her nurse patted Isabel’s lean shoulder. “Milady, Brother Thorold is the clerk and a devoted friend to Robert de Beaumont, the Comte de Meulan. He is one of the richest men on both sides of the Channel and a comte of the Vexin.”




  “For all his titles and land, the man is likely no more than a Viking savage.”




  “Comte Robert hails from Normandy. His ancestors have long surrendered their pagan faith and held lands in the duchy for several generations. He is a great warrior and a powerful magnate who has served the interests of the ducal court and English kings faithfully. I do not doubt he is an honorable man, despite his heritage.”




  “Can it compare with mine? I bear the blood of Capetian kings.”




  Claremond’s touch fell away. “Milady, you are overly proud. I have oft said pride shall be your undoing. It makes you unpleasant.”




  “Your opinions tire me. Why has this Norman comte sent his clerk here?”




  “I believe Brother Thorold shall finalize plans for your marriage, milady.”




  Isabel’s heart leapt. All her concern about the portent in the sky vanished with her nurse’s pronouncement. Finally, a chance for possible freedom loomed as alluring as the strange moon.




  “My marriage? Oh, I cannot wait to be wed and escape this place forever!”




  Isabel picked up the trailing edge of her mantle and dashed toward the fortress.




  “Wait, milady! Milady, please. French ladies do not run!”




  Isabel ignored Claremond, who gasped and panted, her bulk slowing her.




  In the midst of two wooded valleys, the stone-built fortress of the comtes de Vermandois rose above the snowbound landscape. Eleven years before, Isabel’s maternal uncle, Eudes, had completed a square tower of gray stone that served as the residence of Isabel’s family and their retainers. Her gaze swept up the height of its walls. She clenched her fists and her jaw tightened. Myriad emotions roiled in her gut as she stared at the place. It had never been her true home, but more so a prison. Now the prospect of marriage offered her a chance at independence.




  “Milady, wait for me! Where do you think you’re going?” Claremond clamped her hand on Isabel’s shoulder.




  She struggled against the nurse’s hold. “Let me go! I must see my parents. I want to learn when I may marry.”




  “You dare not ask! You should be resting at your parents’ command. What would they say if you appeared in the hall at this hour?”




  “Why haven’t they told me anything before now? Am I to marry one of Comte Robert’s sons? Is it a grandson of his instead? I suppose, since he fought the English years ago, he must have children and grandchildren of a suitable age to wed. Whom have my parents chosen from among them?”




  “You misunderstand the matter, milady. Your parents made the arrangement with Comte Robert years ago—”




  “If I misunderstand, it’s because you’re wasting my time with concerns about my parents. They can’t do more to hurt me, not if I know for certain I shall leave this place forever.”




  Isabel dashed toward the entryway.




  Claremond called out, “Milady! Do not interrupt your noble father and his guest!”




  The guardsmen opened the carved, wooden door, which creaked on its hinges. Inside, iron wall brackets supported beeswax candles colored a dull brown. Isabel pressed a hand to her pulsing heart and inhaled a deep breath. A sweet, familiar fragrance like honey wafted through the air, as if welcoming entrants to the tower. How deceptive.




  She plodded a few steps into the hall. Every breath from her lips escaped in a thin stream of white smoke. Cold dampened the innermost sanctum of the walls, despite numerous tapestries. The chill seized her heart, made the breath hitch inside her throat. She willed courage into her very soul and steeled herself for the encounter to come. Her parents would be furious with her for not being abed. Yet, she had to know their plans for her, even at the risk of their irritation.




  Her parents sat in massive chairs on a raised, wooden dais, opposite the entrance. Isabel crossed the hall in rapid strides. Beyond the central hearth in the midst of the room, stood the black-robed, tonsured Brother Thorold, who spoke to her father and mother in low tones she could not overhear.




  She darted past the thin, sallow-faced monk. His gasp echoed through the cavernous chamber. She ignored him and dipped into deep curtsy, greeting her parents.




  Comte Hugh de Vermandois gripped the gilded arm of his chair and leaned forward. He appeared larger than usual, draped in an ankle-length blue tunic embroidered with gold at the hem and neckline. A gold-studded belt encircled his thick waist. Beside him, Comtesse Adelaide appeared bored as she fingered several of her rings. An array of topaz, sapphire, cornelian, beryl and sardonyx set in gold shimmered on her long, delicate hands.




  Adelaide noticed Isabel first. Isabel flinched and shrank away under her mother’s narrowed gaze as though already struck. Adelaide regarded her husband in silence before she returned her attention to the jewelry.




  Isabel straightened and averted her stare. Stillness suffused the room, broken then by Claremond’s footfalls. With a slight wheeze, the nurse also curtsied and stood beside Isabel, who avoided her stern gaze with an intent study of the rush-strewn floor.




  “Why are you here, Isabel? Has willfulness tempted you from sleep and lured you here, against your parents’ wishes?” Hugh’s baritone rumbled through the hall.




  “Forgive her, milord—” Claremond began.




  An impatient wave of the comte’s burly hand silenced her. “I addressed my daughter, crone. Not you!”




  Isabel flushed and dared a glance at her father. His moon-shaped face had flushed red. Black brows knitted and framed his deep-set eyes, gray as a storm cloud. His stare often revealed the nature of his moods. Hard and cold like steel when he was merciless, murky and dark when he was angry, or like a tempest when cruel thoughts ruled him. The color was the only trait he shared with Isabel. Otherwise, she was nothing like him.




  Her mother ceased her inspection of her bejeweled fingers. Her long nails tapped against the chair arm. “Answer your father, Isabel.”




  The childlike whisper of Adelaide’s voice belied the strength of her steely gaze. Isabel cowered, wondering at the madness that had driven her to this precipice of danger. Her father’s frown deepened. She froze in place and forced a response for him, while knowing it would only earn his further disapproval.




  “The moon is a strange color tonight. I wanted to see it.”




  “It warns of great evil. I wonder why it should have attracted the interest of a child of God.”




  Isabel turned toward the sonorous rumble of Brother Thorold’s voice. Torchlight gleamed off his baldpate. His blue eyes, set beneath a fringe of golden hair, met her stare before he frowned. “Why was the child out of bed at this hour?”




  Hugh’s gaze hardened and filled with condemnation before he glowered at Claremond.




  Isabel stepped between them, partially blocking her nurse from his view. “She did not know I was outdoors. Do not punish her for my sake.”




  Thorold mused, “The child is willful, hardly a desirable attribute in a female. When the will governs the soul, the path of sin is clear. I would suggest if her nurse is too old to supervise her, the woman should not travel with us to Paris.”




  “Paris? Why am I going there? Claremond must be with me. Please, you can’t mean to have me leave her behind?” The inquiry slipped out before Isabel could refrain from it. She received stares of rebuke from both her parents.




  Adelaide rose from her seat. Her russet-colored, woolen robe, draped in loose folds around her trim figure, swept across the floor. She descended from the dais and stood beside her daughter. She studied Isabel with slate-colored eyes. “The child knows nothing of these circumstances. We expected Isabel would have had more time to ready herself.”




  “She is eleven years old, is she not? A suitable age at which most Norman girls prepare for marriage,” Brother Thorold pronounced.




  Isabel asked, “Am I truly to be married? When? Where?”




  Adelaide raised her auburn-colored eyebrows and peered down her aquiline nose at her daughter. Isabel closed her mouth and her head drooped again. Inside, she chafed. She also knew better than to persist. Disobedience and questioning her parents had likely just earned her the usual chastisement. As if on cue, a dull ache suffused her shoulders. She ignored the sensation and concentrated on her surroundings.




  Her mother sniffed and continued, “My daughter is no mere girl, Brother Thorold. She bears the blood of kings of France from Charlemagne onward. Her father is a prince of France. Her uncle is king of the French people. Your Comte Robert aims high in this match.”




  Hugh rose and nodded to Brother Thorold. “Forgive the Comtesse de Vermandois. She forgets your lord Robert bears the blood of an ancient and noble line. He is a descendant of the comtes of the Vexin, Amiens and Valois, as is my wife.”




  He glared at Adelaide briefly before he took his seat again.




  “I forget nothing, Hugh!” His wife's shrill cry rang around the hall. “The blood ties between our daughter and the Comte de Meulan remain a matter of concern for me.”




  Thorold said, “When Bishop Ivo of Chartres prohibited the union because of such blood ties, Comte Robert directed his envoys to Rome. We may expect the Holy Father will issue a papal decree regarding the matter of consanguinity.”




  Hugh scratched at his thick beard. “His Holiness the Pope may also look with favor upon the request when he hears I have undertaken the Holy War against the Saracens. I shall fulfill my pledge and brave the travail of many months at sea, on horseback and across burning desert sands. I shall never stop until I have rid Jerusalem of the Saracens.”




  Adelaide snorted. “All by yourself, hmm? Your valor is boundless.”




  Her husband scowled at her. “Do not mock me, woman. Pray, instead, for my pledge to satisfy the Church.”




  News of her father’s departure startled Isabel. Would he leave Crépy-en-Valois before or after her marriage? She could not imagine the place without his domineering presence within it. Nor could she fathom why he would journey to the Holy Land for her benefit. He did not care for her. Why did the Holy Land and the Saracens concern the Church? In the previous autumn, Pope Urban II had proclaimed the mandate for true Christians to liberate the Holy Land from the Saracens. If Jerusalem was as far away from France, across burning sands as her father had described, matters there could not be of real concern to the Church or Hugh de Vermandois.




  She eyed him from beneath lowered lids. Her father always yawned and fell asleep while leaning on a column during Mass. He never had any use for the Church before now. Why was her union with Comte Robert’s family so important for her father to undertake the journey? Why should he care so much about the union of their royal blood with that of the Normans?




  “Does the Comte de Meulan understand her value, what he gains by this union?” Her mother’s voice banished her speculation.




  Thorold nodded. “With the wealth of milord’s French and English estates, the match is worthy and a blessing to your daughter. If you can subdue her inclinations toward vanity and pride, I do not doubt her betrothed shall be satisfied.”




  Adelaide sneered. “Comte Robert likes his females docile, does he?”




  Thorold inclined his head. “It is the natural state, for some women.”




  Adelaide turned her back on him.




  Isabel grasped her nurse’s hand. “You shall be with me wherever I go. You must be.”




  “Claremond shall not go with you,” Hugh interjected. “More suitable arrangements must be made for your companionship.”




  Isabel willed the useless tears away. “I want Claremond.”




  “What you want is irrelevant.” Her father glared at his wife again. “I swear each and every day, she grows more like you.”




  “Good.” Adelaide regarded Isabel once more. “Then she has my fortitude and none of your weaknesses.” She ignored her husband’s snort of disgust.




  Isabel stared up at her, openmouthed. Once, she had marveled at her parents. Comte Hugh was large and bovine compared to her mother, who stood tall and slim as a reed. They seemed ill suited for each other. However, she had learned over time how callous indifference to the feelings of others bound them in a perfect match.




  “My daughter, three years ago on the occasion of your eighth birthday, your father decreed your betrothal. You are to join the household of the Comte de Meulan, an advisor and friend to an English king. He has great estates.”




  “Must I live in England, milady?”




  “I should hope not, child. It seems an incredibly dull place. There is lingering resentment among the displaced English people for their Norman oppressors.”




  Isabel glanced at Hugh. So far, both he and her mother had practically indulged her presence and questions without dire consequences. Did she dare press further?




  “May I ask if you have ever met my betrothed, milord?”




  Hugh grunted. “I did, a few years ago. He came to do homage to your uncle, King Philip of France. The man attended the assembly of nobles at Poissy.”




  Isabel nodded as a sense of relief flooded her. The evening had proceeded in a better manner than she could ever have hoped. If she could escape the hall without any punishment for having disobeyed her parents, she would consider herself fortunate. Indeed, she felt doubly blessed to know her father had seen her betrothed. The man had also rendered homage on behalf of the Comte de Meulan to the king for his family’s French lands. Acceptance within the cultured French court implied certain favor. Would Philip of France have shown inclination toward an unworthy young man?




  “Please, tell me more about my betrothed, milord. How shall I know my future husband? Tell me of his appearance and his manner.”




  Her father frowned at her demands. “He is tall with yellow hair. I do not remember much else of him. Why does his appearance or demeanor matter? His wealth shall keep you in comfort.”




  Isabel persisted. “Is he an elder son of Comte Robert?”




  When Adelaide frowned and her husband guffawed, Isabel realized her horrid mistake at last.




  Claremond shuffled beside her. “It shall be a great honor, milady, to be the wife of the Comte de Meulan. Your parents have made a fine provision for your future. I am certain your betrothed husband shall be mindful of your tender years and treat you with care, despite the difference in your ages.”




  Isabel looked at her parents, horrified. A tremor shuddered deep inside her. She held back the scream of denial. She had been so wrong to assume she would wed one of Comte Robert’s relatives. Instead, her parents intended for her to marry an old man who would have no patience with her youthful years and ensure her continued suffering under brutal hands. Her legs quivered and threatened to give out from under her. She remained on her feet by some unknown strength. Her gaze drifted to Claremond, who hovered beside her, face ashen and drawn in mute pity. Then Isabel eyed her parents again.




  Hugh’s lips tugged upward at the corners. He met her confusion and horror with a malicious leer. Her mother observed her with a stark gaze, her countenance unchanged. Did neither of them truly care about the hell they had consigned her to, as the wife of a decrepit relic of the conquest in England?




  Isabel whispered, “You can’t! You cannot mean it.”




  Hugh turned another sneer on his wife. “What does she say? Is her mind addled?”




  Adelaide gave her daughter a pitying nod. “You understand her shock perfectly, milord. You have delighted in her confusion for long enough. Clearly, Isabel shares my sentiments. Comte Robert has lived for over fifty years. The man is even older than you are, Hugh. Far too old for our daughter.”




  “Why should his age matter?”




  “It may when everyone blames her for not bearing his children. Do you hear me, Hugh? The man may not be capable of siring an heir. Then people shall accuse our daughter of failing him. How do you believe her fate would reflect upon us?”




  “She comes from good breeding stock. You have borne me several children. How could anyone think Isabel is barren? With God’s mercy, she shall give him a son or two before his end.”




  “I won’t marry some old man!” Isabel’s voice echoed through the hall before deathly silence fell.




  Her parents glowered at her. She could not believe her own daring.




  Until now, she had avoided punishment. She would not retire from the hall tonight without chastisement. Claremond patted her shoulder. Isabel resisted the temptation to bury her face in her nurse’s skirts. Futile gestures would not avail her now.




  The harsh glint in Adelaide’s gaze turned on Claremond. “The child has not bled yet?”




  Isabel kept silent. She had bled enough under their cruel whippings for minor infractions in the past. Now she sensed a different meaning behind Comtesse Adelaide’s question. Now, she leaned against her nurse and glanced at her in hope of understanding.




  “Well? Has the girl bled or not, crone?” Hugh demanded.




  Claremond pressed Isabel closer to her. “Her courses have not begun.”




  If they had been alone, Isabel would have demanded more information. What were courses? Why did her father and mother deem them so important and why was there blood involved?




  Then Thorold took two steps toward Hugh. Isabel had almost forgotten the monk still stood at her back. A red flush had colored his cheeks. He had no reason for appearing so ill at ease, not when she faced the uncertain future alone with a husband older than her own father.




  The Benedictine said, “Milord Robert expects he must make some allowances for his bride’s youth. He has no reason to bed a child. However, milord shall never accept such a wayward nature in the mother of his future heirs. If you do not take the trouble to check her pride and temperament now, I do not doubt the Comte de Meulan shall attend to the task himself.”




  Isabel’s tiny fists shook as she held them against her hips. All her life, she had bowed to the will of her parents, endured their cold cruelty and harsh punishment. At least here within her home, she knew the terrors awaiting her. What promise of gentleness or kindness could a stranger offer as her husband, when she had never gained the love of the mother who bore her or the father who sired her?




  She drew apart from Claremond, eluding the nurse’s furtive grasping. “If you wish me to marry this old man, you must force me. I do not want him, cannot take him willingly for a husband.”




  Her nurse sobbed beside her. As one, Adelaide and Hugh met her defiant gaze. Her father hefted his burly bulk from the chair. Her mother’s hand swung wide and delivered a stinging, backhanded slap across Isabel’s face.




  Tears sprang to Isabel’s eyes and her lips quivered. She clutched at her right cheek, where something warm and wet trickled. She observed the thin streak of blood on her palm from a watery gaze. One of Adelaide’s rings had scraped her skin.




  Her father pronounced, “You have no choice, child. You shall do as you’re told.”




  Even as Isabel shook her head in denial, her mother’s hands entwined in the auburn-colored plaits trailing to Isabel’s waist. Adelaide grabbed them and set Isabel’s scalp aflame.




  “Do not quarrel with me! Do not challenge your father! Disobedient, ungrateful child!” With each word, Adelaide smacked both of Isabel’s cheeks until the girl sobbed.




  Claremond’s cries vied with those of her charge. “Please, milady, I beg you! Mercy, milady, mercy for your child.”




  Adelaide’s scowl twisted her features. “I should have you flayed to the bone for your neglect. You have permitted, even encouraged this willfulness in her. You have never chastised her, as I demanded. This is as much your fault and hers. Fetch the hazel rods!”




  The nurse covered her mouth with a trembling hand. “Milady.”




  “There is no need to send the servant.” Hugh joined his wife, holding a bundle of slender hazel switches, tied together with sinew and soaked in water.




  As Isabel stared at the wood, the flesh on her back quivered with echoes of past hurts. She bit the inside of her jaw before a plea escaped her. She knew, as Claremond must have also determined, her parents would not offer clemency now. She had pushed them too far. She had never expected mercy in the past and saw no reason to hope for it now.




  Her mother’s fist tightened and tore hair from the roots. Isabel stifled her whimpers.




  “Even now the spark of defiance is in your eyes. By the help of God, I shall drive this obstinacy from you. You will learn submission. On your knees, now.”




  Adelaide shoved Isabel forward. The powerful grip of Hugh’s fingers on the hazel twigs tightened until his knuckles turned white. Isabel shuddered at the expectation of the blows delivered by his massive forearms. She extended her fingers, as her palms and knees hit the stone floor covered with dirty bull rushes. Resigned, she hung her head. Both of her plaits fell on either side of her face.




  A shadow fell over her. She peeked at the hem of Thorold’s Benedictine robe. He intoned a murmured prayer, “Hearken. We beseech thee, O Lord, to bless thy servants Comte Hugh and Comtesse Adelaide de Vermandois.”




  Deep in her mind, Isabel cursed the monk. Her heart warned against such blasphemy. Thorold entreated Almighty God on behalf of those who sought to wrong her, who had abused her with frequent beatings for the smallest and greatest infractions and neglected the barest display of a parent’s love and affection for her. Was there truly a God? If so, why had He ignored Isabel’s prayers all of her life?




  Claremond’s harsh sobs nearly drowned out Thorold’s voice. Isabel did not dare look up and comfort her nurse, who had witnessed the same scene countless times by now. She must learn to accept it, as Isabel had done. Afterward, she would be at Isabel’s side, with a poultice of herbs for the fat, red welts on her back. Isabel relied on her nurse’s care, no matter how poorly she treated Claremond.




  Despite all her fear and the memories of prior beatings, nothing prepared her for the first heavy wallop from the hazel rods across her shoulders. Her back dipped before her mother’s nails clawed at her scalp again. Isabel bit her lower lip and held herself rigid, despite the sudden pressure of her mother’s knee at the center of her back.




  “Give me the rods, Hugh,” Adelaide ordered. “I shall teach this wayward girl of ours respect for her parents and her new husband. Lift her skirts.”




  Isabel quaked anew as a cool current drifted over her bared buttocks. Usually, her parents lashed her with the switches on her back. Before she could steel herself for this new form of punishment, the hazel rods sliced across her tender skin. Her screams and sobs vied with Claremond’s own.




   




  Isabel remained abed for two days before Brother Thorold came to the nursery with a summons from Hugh and Adelaide. Her nurse’s loud gasp stirred Isabel, who slept on her stomach. She cradled her head on the thick pallet stuffed with goose feathers and eyed the monk in the doorway. He held her stare.




  Claremond withdrew the hand she had clasped over her mouth. “They cannot truly think Isabel is being lazy and unrepentant. She is not ready to kneel and pray for hours in the chapel.”




  “It need not be hours if the willful child would comply with her parents’ wishes.”




  “She can barely move! Are you a servant of God? Have pity upon her.”




  “This is the command of her parents. Shall I tell them the child’s nurse has refused to comply?”




  Claremond protested, “Isabel needs more time to recover her strength!”




  The monk stared down his hooked nose at her. “She shall have it when she submits to her parents’ commands. I await you both outside your door.”




  He pulled it shut on Claremond’s astonished face. The nurse turned to the pallet. “Ready yourself, child.”




  Isabel washed her face and pulled on a clean robe over her chemise. Every movement drew a groan or wince. With shoes on her feet and a mantle covering her, she stepped out of the nursery and found Brother Thorold awaiting her.




  He looked beyond her at Claremond. “You may wait outside the chapel for the girl. I am to speak with her alone.”




  They went to the private chapel reserved for the family. Isabel hugged her arms beneath the mantle, grateful for the wool that warded of the chill, even if the cloth fibers raked at her back through the linen robe and thin chemise of chainsil. Brother Thorold shut the door and blocked Claremond’s frown from view. Isabel stood in the center of the chapel.




  “You will kneel, child.” Thorold commanded.




  Her knees hit the bare, cold floor of roughhewn stone. Pain shot through her thighs, but she kept her back ramrod straight. Thorold circled her, while she remained stalwart under his inspection.




  He finally stopped and demanded. “Prideful, even when you bend your knees. Why have you set your will against that of God and your parents?”




  “God wants me to marry your master the Comte de Meulan?”




  His frown and grunt of impatience answered her. He resumed circling her before he said, “It is the duty of children to submit to their parents.”




  “Is there no duty of parents to be kind and loving to their children?”




  “Such sentiments are reserved for obedient children.”




  “Love and kindness for the obedient only? Did not Jesus himself take pity on wayward sinners and love them as much as his disciples? My father’s chaplain told us Jesus loved Mary Magdalene most of all, even though she had sinned.”




  “The Magdalene sinned and repented. You have not done so before your father.”




  “Would he show me the same love Jesus blessed Mary Magdalene with, if I submitted and married the Comte de Meulan?”




  “Your father is not Jesus. You cannot have the same expectations of him as of the Savior.”




  “Jesus is the example by which the chaplain teaches us of the duties of a father to his children and of a lord to his people. My father has forsaken the lessons.”




  “We are not here to discuss your father! We speak of your failures as a child.” The clerk halted, his baleful stare fixed on her. “I see you may require further inducement to change your wicked ways.”




  Sharp tingles spread in waves across her lower back, flaring into a slow burn. She sucked in a harsh breath and regretted it instantly when he smiled. How could he relish the possibility of her pain? “My parents cannot hurt me any further than they already have.”




  His chuckle brought the scent of wild onions to her nostrils. “We shall see. Bow your head and pray for the forgiveness of God and the mercy of your parents. You are a disgrace to them. This stubbornness of yours will not avail you for long.”




   




  Her knees pressed to her chest, silent tears trailed along the bridge of Isabel’s nose and pooled in the rushes beneath her cheek. The Benedictine’s sallow-faced visage taunted her gaze. Pain blinded her to little else except his blue eyes, filled with familiar reproach. She blinked hard, her hatred focused upon him. During Mass, she often offered penance for her murderous thoughts about Thorold and every evening, she cursed him under her breath before she went to sleep. For three weeks, she had endured a cycle of beatings and lectures. When her mother and father were not wielding the hazel or birch rods, the clerk Thorold scolded her for her non-compliance.




  Footfalls shuffled near her head before two fat, watery droplets smacked her forehead, followed by a heavy grunt. “Leave her there. Let her think upon the error of her stubborn ways for another night. Do you hear me, Claremond?”




  Hugh’s gruff voice preceded his stiff departure. He could barely lift the massive hand that gripped the hazel rods. Wisps of cloth and crimson stains clung to the wood. Still, Hugh attempted a dismissive wave again and ordered everyone out, even Isabel’s mother. Beads of perspiration trickled down his temple. Adelaide snorted, as if she rebelled against her husband’s command. She retired all the same. Her parting glance held a final sneer for Isabel. Thorold trod beside Hugh, who looked over his shoulder at Claremond. Her hands clasped in supplication, a soft sob escaped her before she followed her master. Even the few men-at-arms who had remained during the beating withdrew with stone-like gazes fixed on the ground, shuttered against Isabel’s pain.




  Claremond returned to her at some hour of the night, when the torches gave scant light. Isabel must have fallen asleep in the rushes. The nurse touched her arm and heaved a sob.




  “Poor, foolish girl. How much more of this do you think you can bear? Don’t you see? You have no other choice. You must submit.” She set a bowl of congealed fish soup and a hunk of bread on the floor. “Come, child, you must rouse yourself and eat. You have had nothing for two days since your mother forbade me from bringing food to you, until you repented. I had to lie to the cook and ask for an extra portion from dinner for myself. No one must know I brought it for you.”




  “Take it away,” Isabel whispered.




  “Obstinate child! Do you think your mother will care if you starved to death? She would offer another of your sisters to the Comte de Meulan. You must eat and gain strength for the trials ahead. They will not cease until your parents achieve their aim—your compliance. You could have spared yourself this abuse if only you had not set your will against your parents’ own.”




  Isabel stifled a pain-filled gasp and glared at the woman. “What would you have had me do? Accept this union and hope my future husband is more tolerant than my parents could ever be? What reason would I have to pray for such? Why should I cling to foolish hope?”




  “It is not foolish! My Isabel, there is always hope. There are other means to achieve your goal. You may find the path lies in acceptance of this marriage.”




  “How can you ask me to submit to my parents and this stranger?”




  “It is likely any man you wed would be a stranger. Who is to say he would treat you more poorly than your parents?”




  “If he does, I gain nothing by marrying him. What if my mother is right and the old man chastises me for not giving him sons? At least I know what to expect from my parents when they are disappointed. I have survived their beatings before. Always the same punishment, no matter how grave or small my actions might have seemed.”




  “If the chastisements continue, you will not live much longer, girl. Your father forbade me from taking you out of the hall. He never said I could not tend to you. He has broken the skin this time. You cannot leave the hall lest your parents learn of it. Await my return here.”




  “Hurry, Claremond!” Isabel shuddered, her spine bent. Her limbs were heavy. She could not have moved even if she tried. The torches slowly died down. Wisps of cold air nettled her back. She held the cries back until her throat throbbed.




  Claremond returned, faster than she might have ever come to her side before. The woman set a brass candelabrum at her feet, a scant distance from Isabel’s head. She sucked in her breath.




  “Oh, what have they done to you?”




  The pity in her nurse’s voice stirred fresh tears. Isabel squeezed her eyes tight and held them back. Her cries had not granted her a moment’s pity from her parents and if they heard them now from above stairs, her father might return with the hazel rods.




  A cool cloth probed one of her cuts. Isabel could not contain the scream deep inside her throat. She jerked away from Claremond and fought for control over her uneven breathing. Waves of heat flared across battered muscles beneath her tender flesh. The pain rippled from her nape to the waist. Claremond soothed and hushed her, her touch lighter than goose feathers upon the tortured flesh. Isabel whimpered and pressed her lips together while she bore Claremond’s attention. When even the faintest touch seemed unbearable, she would have sobbed anew, if not for the familiar feel of the cooling poultice and strips of linen that often soothed her ravaged back.




  Isabel whispered, “My father may have broken flesh. He cannot break me so easily.”




  Claremond kissed her forehead. “Oh, he can, my dearest girl. He can and he will. He holds the power of life and death over you. Your father will not stop until you give your consent. Do you want to survive his brutality?”




  When Isabel heaved a long, low sigh, Claremond bent close to her ear. “To live for another day, to escape this torture, you must surrender. Give your parents what they want. Marry this Robert de Beaumont so you may be free of their control forever.”




  “I shall have to submit to my husband’s control.”




  “The lot of every woman. Whatever his faults, he cannot be as cruel as your parents.”




  Isabel raised her head. “Tell me what I must do.”




  “First, you must eat. It’s cold, but it will nourish you.” Claremond pushed the bowl toward her.




   




  Morning arrived faster than Isabel would have hoped. Her father’s chief steward entered the hall with two servants and ordered the fire lit at the hearth. The men attended their duties and ignored her. Dizziness almost overwhelmed her. Claremond snored against a stout pillar. The candelabrum at her feet held stubs of tallow. Faint wisps of white smoke spiraled from the blackened wicks. Claremond must have carried the food bowl back to the kitchen in the night.




  Isabel groaned while she rested on her forearms and elbows. A dull throb weaved a dizzying path of pain down her back. Tears flooded her eyes and she lacked the strength to wipe them away. A fat one rolled down her cheek. Movement hurt as much as breathing.




  She had to try. “Please God, if you are there, if you have pity on me, please help me!”




  She pressed her palms flat on the ground and pushed herself almost into a sitting position before she froze. A creak in the wooden door gave scant warning. Then, her tormentors entered. Her father led them, resplendent in garments dyed with indigo and a black mantle trimmed with glossy sable fur on his shoulders. No sign of his exertions on the previous evening slowed his surefooted steps. His eyes gleamed once his gaze fell on her. Comtesse Adelaide wore a scarlet robe, the color much like the flecks of Isabel’s blood dotting her garments and cheek the week before. Thin fingers glittered with her favorite rings, including the one that had scraped her daughter’s cheek. Brother Thorold followed them, his tonsured head bowed. He lifted his gaze to Isabel’s own and made the sign of the cross, as if he intended to ward off evil. If Isabel had the strength, she might have done the same, if only for protection against him.




  Claremond snorted and opened her eyes. She blinked harshly at the intrusion of sunlight. Until she realized she and Isabel were not alone. She took a hesitant step toward her charge before pausing in midstride. Her cheeks reddened under Comte Hugh’s unrepentant stare. Cowed, the old nurse stood with slumped shoulders against the marble pillar. Likewise, the steward and servants scurried like rats.




  Hugh approached Isabel. He stood with his massive legs spread apart. She said nothing, could not have spoken for the dryness inside her mouth. Her hands curled into tight fists, the knuckles pressed hard against the dirtied floor. A whimper died inside her and she lowered her head.




  His finger fastened on her chin. “Has this night’s unpleasantness taught you to obey me, child?”




  She closed her eyes in a futile attempt to shut out his presence. She felt rather than saw Claremond’s gaze hard on her tortured back. Her sobs remained trapped in her throat.




  “Look at me! Insolent girl, you will look upon my face when I speak to you.”




  When she glanced at him again, her father bared his teeth in a feral snarl. “Answer, damn you! Do you yield at last? Will you marry Robert de Beaumont?”




  He had bedeviled her with the same question after each chastisement. Always, she had maintained her stubborn silence and vowed she would never accept the match. Even as her parents took turns beating her until she lacked strength for little more than curling on the floor into a shuddering heap. She knew powerlessness in those moments. Perhaps as Claremond had said, if she submitted, she might gain come measure of control over her fate with her future husband.




  She whispered. “I yield.”




  His jaw slackened before he grimaced. “Louder, so everyone can hear you.”




  “I yield. I will marry Robert de Beaumont.” The dull monotone sounded like another girl’s voice from faraway.




  Hugh released her and directed a satisfied smile at her mother. “I told you she would give in if I wielded the hazel rods.”




  Adelaide glared at her husband from beneath a puckered brow.




  Thorold came forward, his narrowed gaze squinting at Isabel. “Can you be so certain, milord?”




  Hugh sneered. “Would you have me beat her to death to ensure she’ll submit to your lord? A dead wife would do him little good for her dower would remain in my control.”




  Isabel’s breath quickened and her heart thumped. The clerk continued. “You should not rush to trust her word so soon, milord. Let the girl prove herself by devotion and prayer each day and night in your chapel. Then you may be certain she has repented of her wickedness.”




  When her father, mother and the monk left, Isabel sagged. Claremond nodded. “Do as you must, milady, if only to be free of this place.”




  





  
Chapter Two – The King’s Court





  Paris, France: August 1096




   




  Isabel endured the confines of a horse litter with Claremond and Petronilla, a young maidservant aged three years older than Isabel. The trio journeyed to the court of Philip of France in the ensuing summer. Beneath a canopy of leather, with tassels tied to the wooden sides of the litter, Isabel jounced and sweltered in the cramped conveyance.




  A jarring turn on the road slammed her against the side of the timbers. She moaned as slivers of wood tore through her robe and raked at the reddened skin beneath. Her chastisement under the unrelenting cruelty of her parents had worn her resolve as thin as the remnants of cloth clinging to her back after each beating. Nearly five months after she had learned of her betrothal, she set off for Paris where her father would convey her to Robert de Beaumont, who attended the French court at the behest of his king.




  She had survived the brutal whippings and Brother Thorold’s censure. Now an uncertain future awaited her. Whatever lay ahead, she took some comfort in the attendance of familiar servants on the journey. With a few lies, she had earned her freedom from her parents’ oppression and secured Claremond’s company. She did not intend to let her nurse return home, despite her mother’s wishes to the contrary. Her future husband might not make such allowances for her. She had to risk the possibility.




  Her soul had paid a heavy price even after the beatings had stopped. She bore the burden of signs of false devotion, pleas for God’s forgiveness that nearly choked her before she uttered them and murmured blessings upon her parents. If God existed, He would pardon her lies, spoken only for the benefit of release from her beleaguered existence at Crépy-en-Valois.




  “We should be happy your father ordered the horse litter for our comfort,” Claremond murmured, lifting her gaze from the embroidered lace on her lap. “I am grateful Comte Hugh considered my aged state before settling on it. Our retinue left Crépy-en-Valois four days ago. We must be at the outskirts of Paris by now. Be content the journey was not overlong.”




  Isabel pressed her lips tightly together. She would be damned to hellfire before she ever expressed gratitude for anything her father did again. A few moments passed in silence. Then she snatched off the blue linen covering her head. Auburn hair cascaded around her. The sight drew a long groan from Claremond.




  Isabel muttered, “The cloth makes me hot.”




  Her nurse’s steadfast stare offered only rebuke.




  Isabel wrenched the fine linen back on her head. Petronilla’s stifled giggle warned her she had not accomplished the task well.




  Claremond cast a baleful glare at the girl beside Isabel. “The little lady has forgotten the importance of appearances. Attend your mistress.” The maidservant sprang from her position. She fetched a boar’s bristle brush and a small silver gilt mirror from a satchel. Isabel grasped the mirror.




  Petronilla pulled the rough bristles through Isabel’s tresses. “The color is the same as Comtesse Adelaide’s own.”




  Claremond hushed her. “Be quiet, fool girl! You do not know what you are saying. Isabel has the Russian’s hair. Anne of Kiev wed His Grace, King Henry of France, God rest his soul, when I was a girl. My mother often spoke of Queen Anne’s beauteous crowning glory, fire and spun gold. Mark me—Isabel has her grandmother’s hair.”




  “You wished I had her humility also.” Isabel nodded toward Claremond.




  “Milady has the impudence of childhood and shall learn to control it. Marriage to the Comte de Meulan shall teach you this.”




  “If it means I must be his servant, I’ll never learn humility.”




  Claremond’s features reddened in dismay. “Milady has little choice. Such is marriage for women—casting off a father’s yoke for your husband’s own. Do not forget what Brother Thorold has told you of your betrothed these past months. You shall submit to your husband because you have no other choice.”




  Isabel clamped her mouth closed and refused any reply. Claremond’s gnarled hands continued their toil. The brush strokes Petronilla applied to Isabel’s hair whistled through the otherwise silent space.




  She thought of her future husband. What did he look like? Even if his age disgusted her, she must bear her husband’s attentions and his children with pride, despite her mother’s somewhat bewildering attempts at explanation of what awaited Isabel in the marriage bed. Adelaide had only taken further delight in frightening her. If Isabel could endure and bear her lord a son, he might be kind to her.




  Isabel remained daunted by the tasks ahead of her. Not only would she have to endear herself to the stranger she must call husband, she would have to influence him to treat her with care, in and out of the marital bed. She understood the purpose of the courses she had yet to experience. She also knew from her mother how a man and woman created their children. She remained less certain of her future husband’s expectations. Her mother had told her to lie still and if she did not fight the man, he would take his pleasure and leave her. He would come to her bed each night except for when her monthly bleeding occurred.




  “If you are fortunate to escape him even then. Lord knows your father has never spared me his attentions,” Adelaide had added. However, Isabel’s new husband might once she quickened with his child, preferably a son. Her mother also promised birth would be difficult and painful. At his great age, Comte Robert might be satisfied with one son and Isabel would not have to endure him often.




  Somehow, she doubted men and women shared a bed and did the things her mother had described for the sole purpose of children. There had been a certain malicious delight in Adelaide’s tone whenever she spoke of such matters with Isabel, her eyes glistening as though she relished her daughter’s tears and horrified gasps. The advice, if Isabel could call it such, could not be true. Otherwise, the nightly sighs of passion and delight she had often overheard drifting from her parents’ marital bed would seem odd. Why would any woman accept her husband’s attentions knowing the pain and difficulty of childbirth awaited her? She might ask Claremond, who had been married to the Comte de Vermandois’ seneschal. He had died fifteen years ago during a skirmish at the walls of the fortress. Claremond must remember some details of her marriage, Isabel mused as she shifted her sullen gaze to the nurse at her embroidery.




  After some consideration, Isabel reasoned Claremond would not wish to speak of the marital bed. The nurse and the seneschal had not suited each other, for they had only produced one living son, who had perished beside his father.




  Isabel lifted her chin. Her marriage would be different from any other she had known. Her husband would find contentment in her devotion and treat her with the respect all wives deserved. He would never be a brutish man like her father.




  Petronilla’s quizzical stare preceded a question. “What do you brood over so, milady?”




  “Girl, do not question your mistress!” Claremond’s sharp rebuke and smack across Petronilla’s knee drew a sharp cry from the attendant.




  Isabel said, “I was thinking of my husband-to-be.”




  Claremond smiled at her. “You should, milady. If you are mindful of his needs, not your own, he shall be pleased with you in the end.”




  “Brother Thorold does not think so. Each day, he condemns me with his sneers and mutters. He believes I am nothing more than an impudent child.”




  “He is not so far from the mark, milady.”




  At Claremond’s voice, Petronilla halted her brushstrokes in midair. She could not stifle a giggle, even though Claremond threatened another slap. Isabel looked at both their faces and wondered, not for the first time, why her nurse always seemed bothered by anything Petronilla did or said.




  The horse litter jerked to a halt. Loud commands issued from beyond the canopy.




  “We must be here!” Isabel peeked through the leather folds. As she swiped unruly hair from around her face, her nostrils wrinkled at the smell of the black Percherons glistening with perspiration. The rank odor of the horses mingled with a musty whiff of river water.




  Behind two stone-built walls, the bailey of Paris’ fortress-fort thronged with people, including Comte Hugh’s mounted retainers and men-at-arms on foot. They waited below a rectangular gate tower at the north. A square-shaped great hall towered above their heads. Mid-afternoon sunlight glinted off the lime wash. She wondered whether the layers of lime wash hid deep golden-colored stone, flecked with creamy white and brown tufa as at Crépy-en-Valois. Small, shuttered windows pierced the second floor. Wooden structures extended in a haphazard semicircle from the outskirts of the hall. Grotesque stone effigies lined the inner wall at intervals, water seeping from the carved mouths.




  Between the buildings, masses of people lingered, women and children interspersed among the men. From the poorest infantryman to mounted knights, each man bore a red cross, sewn on his tunic or mantle at the right shoulder. Some of the warriors brandished their weapons in mock battles or ate their dinners and argued with each other beneath the shelter of poplar and willow trees. Many of the women encircled a disheveled man and gazed at him in rapt attention. His bare head glistened in the sun. Dirty feet peeked beneath his coarse robe. He held the people enthralled with his wild gesticulations and speech.




  He was no different from the other holy men who had often appeared at Crépy-en-Valois, preaching of damnation and hellfire. Such men believed they spoke the Word of God. If He existed, why had He chosen disheveled, crazed men as heralds?




  Isabel’s father dismounted with a grunt and shook dust from his black mantle. He rounded the horses. His frosty glare met Isabel’s wide stare. She ducked inside and snapped the leather canopy closed. She could not escape her father. He extended his jeweled hand between the curtains of the litter. He grabbed and crushed her fingers in a powerful grip. She winced and slid from her confinement. The trailing edge of her green mantle caught at the wood before she tugged it loose. She fell into step beside her father. He dragged her to the hall.




  “Let us make homage to King Philip of France.” Hugh’s rough baritone rumbled over her bowed head. “Remember the courtesy owed to him. Do not speak unless he addresses you. Do you understand me, girl?”




  She tamped down her natural inclination to withdraw from his vile touch. She would have to endure it a little longer before she could be free of him forever. “I understand, milord.”




  She looked behind her. Brother Thorold’s resolute stare met hers. He had joined those who accompanied her father to Paris. He remained mounted on his mule. Even as she walked away, a tingling sensation warned her how his gaze followed her every movement. She wished he would leave.




  Beside her, Hugh said, “Many of those who have taken up the cross gather here to receive the blessing of Bishop William of Paris. Some shall never see the Holy Land. It is a journey of many months over mountains and through treacherous waters. From here, I am bound for Italy, the Balkan passes and then the waters of the Bosporus. Then I am to travel by boat to Constantinople.”




  Shocked that her father offered any information about his journey, much less spoke with her in a civil tone, Isabel hesitated before she asked, “Does the king of France also journey to the Holy Land?”




  He halted and glared like a stone sentinel at her. His mercurial temper kept her uncertain as always. She edged away from him until his grip on her tightened. “His Grace cannot partake in the expedition. Pope Urban excommunicated him last year.”




  Concern for the king’s immortal soul occupied Isabel’s thoughts. The Holy Father’s censure barred a person from receiving the sacrament of Communion and condemned the spirit. How had he earned Rome’s wrath? Why had he refused repentance and shunned God’s divine grace? Did such a thing even exist?




  Her father urged her inside and toward a cavernous, smoke-filled room, from which shouts echoed. Guardsmen lined the walls outside.




  A woman with flushed cheeks exited the chamber. A dark blue robe peeked from beneath the folds of her mantle, trimmed with ermine. Six attendants and a page followed.




  Hugh halted and Isabel fell into a deep curtsy. He said, “Your Grace. I did not expect to see you so soon.”




  “Rather, you hoped you would see little of me, Hugh. There is no need to dissemble. Your brother has eagerly awaited your arrival, if only for the sake of the daughter you have brought with you. I see she bears her mother’s loveliness. How unfortunate for you, but a blessing to her betrothed. Is your daughter cursed with Adelaide’s vile temperament, or have her years at Crépy-en-Valois subdued her?”




  Isabel’s heart thudded, her gaze on the floor. She shivered when sharp nails grasped her chin. Carnelian, red jasper and sapphire set in gold filigree shimmered before her gaze. The woman tipped Isabel’s face up for her inspection. Light green eyes met Isabel’s own. Thin lips curved into a smile.




  “At least the eyes are yours, Hugh. Welcome to Paris, Isabel.” Queen Bertrade de Montfort’s smooth voice washed over her. “Come with me, my dear. We have much to discuss before this proposed union between you and the Comte de Meulan takes place.”




  Isabel followed the royal retinue down the long corridor in silence, watched by guardsmen who leered at her. Queen Bertrade paid no attention. Isabel ascended stone steps just behind her, entering a long corridor without windows. The pageboy preceded them, holding a rush light aloft. A cool draft pervaded the hall. Isabel shivered beneath the woolen mantle and expelled a harsh breath in a puff of curling tendrils. Tapestries hung on the walls and in recessed niches, now illuminated by the passing light. Isabel looked behind her. The queen’s attendants trod the long passageway in two pairs of three, their faces in shadow. Isabel wondered why they appeared so grim.




  An arched, double door loomed, with crosses carved around the knockers. The leaf-shaped iron hinges groaned when the page opened the portal. Queen Bertrade ushered in her entourage, who fanned out along the timber floor. They unfurled the wooden shutters of the rectangular windows. Sunlight bathed the chamber in gold. Semicircular lunettes rose above each window, brightly painted in indigo, green and vermillion. The light revealed chests along the edges of the room, wooden pegs hung with cloaks, two low stools and the benches beneath each window.




  Turning in a wide circle, Isabel admired the space until she realized King Philip’s wife studied her. Her Grace, the queen, stood in the center of the room, her bejeweled fingers clasped together. Isabel fell into a deep curtsy. Blue linen cascaded around her shoulders.




  “Come here.”




  Isabel rose. Wood scraped the timber floor as two of the attendants settled the stools beside the queen, who gestured to one seat for Isabel, while she took the other. Isabel settled beside her. The royal attendants returned with a pewter decanter and tankards.




  “Take some wine.”




  “Comtesse Adelaide would not approve, Your Grace. She never let me or my brothers and sisters drink wine, even when watered.”




  A thin smile curved Bertrade de Montfort’s lips upward. “Your mother is not here. Wine improves the humors. It is no small wonder your mother restricted its consumption. I do not believe she drank enough wine in her lifetime.” Isabel stared in puzzlement at the queen, who continued, “Still, you are here with me, not her. You shall do as I command. Drink the wine.”




  The queen’s tone indicated she would accept no refusal. Isabel accepted the tankard and brought it to her lips. The queen waved her attendants away with the canter. The wine’s warm sweetness lingered on Isabel’s tongue and coursed through her belly. “It’s lovely, Your Grace.”




  Isabel took another sip before she settled the tankard between her fingers on her lap. “You said my betrothed is here.”




  Queen Bertrade grinned and revealed crooked teeth. She tasted her wine before answering. “He has coin, men-at-arms, horses and armaments to make war on the Saracens. He refrains from the journey himself. He has fought in countless battles. A warrior’s courage must have abandoned him in his advanced years.”




  Isabel cleared her throat. “How old is the comte, exactly, Your Grace? He has lived more than fifty years. Is he so old he cannot fight? I asked Brother Thorold before we left Crépy-en-Valois. He considered my question impertinent and reproved me for it.”




  “Who is this Brother Thorold?”




  Isabel detailed the arrival of the Benedictine monk, who had arrived in the month of the blood moon. “He believes I am unworthy to wed the Comte de Meulan. I am determined to prove him wrong,” she finished.




  “I do not doubt it. Has this mere clerk informed you of his disapproval? Has he been so bold?”




  “His eyes told me, Your Grace.”




  When she fell silent, the queen made no comment. Silence stretched until one among the royal attendants spoke of the impending dinner hour. Isabel sipped her wine. Her hand started shaking and a little crimson stain dotted her skirts. The queen snapped her fingers for one of her attendants, who blotted the cloth.




  Queen Bertrade said, “You must not appear discomfited or nervous at your debut. The courtiers may want to observe you, the fair daughter of Comte Hugh de Vermandois.”




  “I am famed?”




  “For your beauty, dear child, as was your mother in her time. You must appear before the king, your uncle. He has not seen you since you were two years old. What has your father told you of the king?”




  “Father hardly speaks of His Grace, King Philip.”




  “It does not surprise me. There was always a little rivalry between Philip and his brother, or so my husband tells me. Philip said Hugh wished he might have been firstborn, destined to inherit his father’s legacy. Philip reviled his birthright for a time and once showed little interest in the duties of a king. His power has availed him little in these years.”




  Isabel drank the last of her wine. “Do you mean in his dealings with Rome?”




  Queen Bertrade proffered her tankard to one of her ladies, who poured the wine from its pewter canter. The woman also filled Isabel’s cup.




  “The wine has loosened your tongue too much, child. I suspect your lack of forethought is a sure sign of your mother’s influence.”




  Isabel clenched the tankard between her fingers. “Please, forgive me. Father always says I must think before I speak, yet I never do. He blames my mother. I do try very hard to be careful of what I say. I cannot pretend to be unaware of the king’s troubles with Rome, Your Grace”




  The queen fingered the tasseled ends of her indigo and gold girdle. “Pretense is wise, especially at court. When you are older, you shall learn to temper the thoughts that swirl in your mind and spill from your lips too easily. You require greater mastery of your passions and will, lest they lead to your downfall. A woman requires a strong mind for the fulfillment of her desires. I feared for your upbringing with a mother like Comtesse Adelaide, a woman governed by cold reasoning alone. No passion in her at all, except for beating her underlings into submission.” She paused and looked at Isabel, who sipped her wine. “You are not the same as her.”




  Queen Bertrade twisted her cup of drink in her hands. Her eyes were downcast and her lips drawn into a tight smile, bordering on a grimace. “I can foresee you shall be a woman of great beauty. Beware of men enthralled only by a woman’s visage, Isabel, for they turn on her when familiarity and old age lessen her charms. A woman must have more than her allurements to secure her place beside a man, if she wishes to rule his heart and mind.”




  Isabel stared, bewildered. Was that what she should desire, to rule her betrothed’s thoughts and feelings? The queen met her gaze. “Drink your wine and then you may have some more.”




   




  At the entrance of the smoke-filled hall, Isabel curtsied on wobbly legs before her father. He halted his steady pacing and bowed beside Queen Bertrade. Then he glowered at Isabel, his hands tightening into bulging fists at his sides.




  “I began to fear you would not come, child.”




  The queen laid her jeweled hand on Isabel’s shoulder. “You do not begrudge my time with your daughter. If so, your quarrel is with me, Hugh.”




  Isabel shuddered, certain the woman could feel the fear coursing through her. A tight knot coiled in her stomach, growing tauter each moment. She licked her dried lips, tasted the wine on her tongue again and wished she had some more to improve her humors in the manner the queen suggested.




  The comte’s face whitened. “I would never seek an argument with you, Your Grace.”




  She chuckled. “Your lies are still so discernible. Why do you trouble yourself with them, when you know I will never believe you? Escort your daughter into the hall.”




  With a nod, Queen Bertrade and her attendants preceded them. Comte Hugh grabbed Isabel’s arm. A tiny flinch escaped her. She hid it while desperately clearing her throat. When her father snapped his gaze toward her, she returned his stare. “It is the smoke from the hearth, milord.”




  “You shall grow accustomed to it. Philip is impatient.”




  Through a white haze and a cacophony of voices surrounding them, Isabel and her father tread between long lines of trestle tables. Pillars on either side of the cavernous hall supported the timber roof. The narrow slit at the center of the ceiling hardly eased the conditions in the room. It proved unbearably hot. Perspiration trickled from beneath Isabel’s head covering. She dared not remove it. She willed her feet forward in her father’s wake, aware how every step brought her closer to a moment she anticipated and dreaded. Together, they mounted the dais.




  “This is the beauteous daughter of the Comtesse de Vermandois?” A raspy chuckle issued from directly before her.




  Isabel sank into a deep curtsy and remained there. Her father’s voice boomed. “Your Grace, I present my daughter, Isabel.”




  All conversations ceased. Isabel quivered with the realization of how every gaze in the room lingered on her. Her heart hammered and pounded. She clenched her tiny fists and drew in a deep lungful of air.




  “Well, does the child speak?”




  Laughter unleashed in a rippling wave and Isabel cringed. Her father tugged her until she stood beside him.




  “Is she so modest she cannot speak? Let me see your face, girl. You are my cherished niece, after all.”
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