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PROLOGUE


Sometimes, when she closes her eyes, Mathilda can feel it still – the driving pulse of the whirling, beating dance that first taught her the power of a man. She’d thought dancing so fine until then, so elegant, so magical, but that night she discovered its darker side – and she liked it. She thrilled to the insistent thud of heart against heart, the light turn of the reel lifting her high onto her richly slippered toes, the sweeping assurance of strong arms.


‘You are too good for me, my lady.’


His words had whispered across her cheek like butterflies, trailing blushes.


‘I am,’ she’d agreed, because it was true.


He was Lord Brihtric, Saxon ambassador to the court of Bruges; she was Lady Mathilda, eldest daughter of the great Count Baldwin. He was a quiet landholder in some green corner of southern England; she was the niece of King Henri of France. He should marry minor gentry; she was destined for a great match linking Flanders with an advantageous land. And yet he carried himself like a powerful man and, more than that, when she was in his arms he made her a powerful woman.


‘No one, surely,’ she said, ‘is too good to dance?’


He smiled at that and lifted her closer to his broad chest and then, with a low laugh that laced deliciously through the feast-smoked air, he spun her until her royal blood pulsed against her skin as if trying to escape and laughter burst from her lips in heady joy.


The rush of the reel was a potion stronger than any wine and the music seemed alive around her – the merry melody of the fiddle the trill of a tiny flute and the pulse of the drum beneath. The air was ripe with the exotic perfume of the ladies – cinnamon and allspice, bought in the vivid markets of Bruges and now mixing with the meaty smoke of the fire and the warm musk of men. And his eyes were Saxon blue, like summertime skies as they bore into her own, all laughter gone and in its place a rich, deep intent.


Had it been a kiss? Not truly. Not in the way kisses were giggled over in the bower, all frenzy and moisture. No, it had been more as if his words had run along the curve of her mouth and disappeared again into the press of other dancers jostling and turning and chattering as if this were just another night at court.


‘You are too good for me, my lady.’


Words or a kiss? Still she cannot tell, cannot separate the two, for they were lost almost before they began and then, in a crash of cymbals, her father ordered the dance ended and Brihtric was gone and trouble came tumbling down upon her poor romantic head.




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE


Bruges, June 1049


‘I will not marry that man.’


Mathilda put her hands on her hips. Her whole body was quivering with anger but she forced herself to stay calm for she knew from long experience that her father did not take kindly to rages. Already the skin was tightening around Count Baldwin’s usually genial lips and his fingers were clenching on his wide leather belt. Mathilda took a hasty step forward, being sure to keep her copper-haired head demurely low.


‘That’s to say . . .’ She fought for words. ‘I thought that you were looking for a “great match” for me, your eldest daughter?’


Baldwin’s eyes narrowed.


‘This is a great match, Mathilda.’


Her head snapped up, stunned.


‘But Father, how can it be? He’s a bastard.’


Mathilda felt the warm air of the family bower settle uneasily around her father’s silence. She looked to the arched window opening, longing to escape into the pretty city of Bruges just beyond the palace yard, but the glass her mother had had fitted last year made the roofs and spires warp and mist. She forced her eyes back to Count Baldwin.


‘It’s true, Father, is it not? Surely we can talk about this reasonably? Is that not what you have brought us up to do? Question everything, you’ve always told me.’


‘Everything but me,’ Baldwin snapped back. ‘I must see you wed, Daughter, before you recklessly try and do so yourself – again. Duke William is as good a prospect as any, bastard or no. Perhaps he will be able to tame you as I clearly have not.’


Mathilda felt treacherous tears spring to her eyes and fought frantically to keep them inside.


‘This, then, is because of . . . of Lord Brihtric?’


‘Not because of him, Mathilda, no. This match is a carefully considered one, of great political and personal advantage to Flanders and to you. The timing, however, is good, as your unseemly outburst has proven. You are grown too wild and I cannot have you making fools of us all again.’


‘I did not . . .’


‘Silence!’


Mathilda ground at the rushes on the oak floor, furiously crushing a sprig of rosemary beneath her toe. She had not ‘grown wild’. It had just been a letter, just a suggestion that if Lord Brihtric were to pay another visit to Flanders she would be pleased to welcome him. She hadn’t actually said that she’d marry him; her father’s thick-headed spies had misinterpreted the language, that was all. She still didn’t know whether to be angrier with them or with Brihtric for letting them see the damned letter. And now it seemed that his weakness would have her shackled to some rough-edged upstart of a Norman duke. She crushed another sprig of rosemary then forced herself to look up again.


‘I do not question you, Father, merely ask for a little more detail. You have always told me that I have royal blood and must not let it be joined to a man with any less and yet . . .’


‘And yet, Mathilda, royalty can be won as well as inherited.’


‘No, it cannot,’ Mathilda countered. ‘A crown can be won, perhaps, but blood cannot be changed.’


Count Baldwin looked to the elegantly painted rafters and sighed.


‘Whose idea was it to educate these girls?’ he demanded, his sharp eyes suddenly fixing on his wife, Adela, who had been watching the exchange with the same quiet, dignified interest with which she approached everything.


‘It was mine, Husband,’ she said, unflinching, ‘as I was educated before them in the French royal court. Education gives women finesse and makes them useful helpmeets to their husbands.’


‘And defiant daughters to their fathers,’ Baldwin countered. ‘I’ve never heard the like of it – refusing a husband who has been carefully and lovingly chosen. Speak to her, Adela.’


Mathilda turned deliberately to her mother. This would be interesting for Adela was fiercely proud of her French royal blood and had brought her girls up to believe in breeding and lineage.


‘You would see me, Mother, wed to a bastard duke of a province barely one hundred years old?’


‘Mathilda,’ Baldwin growled but Mathilda kept her eyes fixed on Adela who had turned an entertaining shade of plum.


‘Duke William,’ she said carefully, ‘cannot help on which side of the sheets he was born.’


‘Ha!’ Baldwin crowed delightedly, eliciting a nervous squeak from the third woman in the room.


Mathilda looked scornfully back at the young woman she called her cousin, huddled against the stone wall as if she might gladly blend into the rich tapestry hanging upon it. Judith was two years younger than eighteen-year-old Mathilda, but sometimes seemed half her age. She was intent on art and liked nothing better than to bury her nose in fusty manuscripts or spend hours in heavily painted churches, both of which bored Mathilda no end.


Judith was actually her aunt – born to Count Baldwin’s father by his second wife – but after the elder Baldwin had died her mother, Eleanor of Normandy, had gone scuttling home to a nunnery without her. And now, it seemed, Mathilda was destined to follow her over the wretched border. Unless . . .


‘Why not Judith?’ she suggested eagerly. ‘She’s half-Norman already. She can marry Duke William.’


‘I don’t think that’s what Duke William wants,’ Judith said primly.


Mathilda tutted.


‘Normandy would suit you, Judi. And you could see your mother again.’


Judith’s blue eyes clouded.


‘My mother made it perfectly clear she had no interest in seeing me when she took the veil, Mathilda – why should that change now?’


Mathilda heard the hurt in her cousin’s voice and felt bad but it didn’t mean the idea was wrong.


‘Even so, there are many churches in Normandy with lots of pretty paintings. You’d like that and . . .’


‘No.’ Baldwin cut through her, his voice like ice. Mathilda swallowed and looked slowly back at him. ‘There will be no marriage for Judith, not in Normandy at least, for she is Duke William’s cousin and too closely related to marry him.’


‘And I am not?’


Baldwin shifted and she felt a flare of hope.


‘You are related, but only distantly. It would take a petty churchman indeed to consider it an impediment. It is a good match, Mathilda.’ His voice brooked no further argument.


‘What manner of man, then, is this William?’ she asked nervously.


‘Manner of man?’ Baldwin spluttered. ‘He is a duke, Maud.’


‘But what is he like?’


Baldwin wrinkled his nose.


‘I don’t know. He’s tall, I suppose, and dark. His hair is cut very short – I did notice that – and he has no beard. A bare chin. Totally bare. He must be at it with a knife every damned morning. He has a clipped, efficient way of speaking. I like that – no frilly chit-chat. He doesn’t waste time, Duke William, and he’s strong. They say he can bend a bow further than any other man.’


‘Bend a bow? What use is that to a duke?’


Baldwin shrugged.


‘I’m not sure but I hear tell that William is innovative. He fights with cunning.’


‘But how does he dance, Father?’


She asked the question lightly but Baldwin tensed.


‘I know not, Mathilda, and I hope very much that he dances not at all. Dancing is trouble, especially . . .’ he jabbed a finger in her face, making her flinch back ‘ . . . where you are concerned.’


‘But . . .’


‘Cease, Mathilda. Drop these foolish notions. I will not have this nonsense all over again, do you hear me?’


Mathilda’s skin needled and she had to put out a hand to the wall to stay upright. Rogue tears pricked again at the bittersweet recollection of those magical dances with Brihtric. She’d thought herself so happy but it had all been an illusion.


‘Would you not like to be a duchess, Mathilda?’


The quiet question came from Adela. Mathilda’s eyes locked with her mother’s and she tried to give it proper consideration. Adela had always taught her to think things through. ‘Men are stronger in arm but women can hone themselves the stronger mind,’ she’d always said, adding, ‘believe me, a sharp wit cuts deeper than the finest sword.’ Mathilda had to think now – and fast.


‘Duchess is an honour, Mother,’ she agreed carefully, ‘but you raised me to be a queen.’


Adela’s sharp intake of breath rattled around the rich bower but she recovered swiftly.


‘As your father said, Mathilda, crowns can be won.’


Mathilda laughed bitterly.


‘Oh, and where is Duke William going to win a crown? France? Is that the plan? Because I think your royal brother King Henri might not be best pleased, Mother. Or the empire perhaps? Will Duke William give you swords to fight Emperor Heinrich for Germany, Father?’


‘Mathilda, you are going too far.’


‘But if my intended husband is to win a crown, surely I deserve to know which one?’


‘Hush, Mathilda,’ Judith protested from behind her. ‘This is treasonous talk. It is . . .’


‘England.’


Baldwin spoke the word so low that Mathilda thought she’d dreamed it. She framed her lips to repeat it but dared not. England was an ancient land, rich in both treasure and tradition, and coveted throughout Europe. Lord Brihtric had owned vast lands there; that had been part of his attraction. She blinked furiously and when her vision cleared again Baldwin was upon her, his big frame looming over her tiny one.


‘I did not say that,’ he told her urgently.


‘But . . .’


‘There is talk, that is all. They are saying that King Edward is favouring the advisors he took with him from Normandy when he claimed the Saxon throne and that he might be persuaded to nominate his cousin, William, in the absence of another heir. But it is mere rumour, Mathilda, and you are being crass to push these matters. We are talking of the future – of dreams, possibilities, intangibles. These are things to keep in the richer wells of your mind but it is the present that counts and for you that present will be Normandy.’


‘And a bastard as a husband?’


Baldwin’s smile vanished again and Mathilda felt his angry shadow engulf her.


‘This defiance, Daughter, does not suit you, any more than your foolhardiness suited you last year. You have had your dalliance, Maud. You have had your taste of “romance” but it is an empty dish. Love is not something that can simply be allowed to sweep over you. Love must be earned – earned with years of partnership, with mutual goals and considered plans.


‘Did I love your mother when I married her? Did I hell!’ Adela shifted awkwardly and Judith gave a stifled sob but Baldwin did not even notice. ‘Politic, that’s what she was. We have built our “love”, if we must use such a word, as I have built Bruges, and it is the better for it, is it not, Adela?’


Adela nodded mutely but Baldwin’s eyes were still on Mathilda.


‘Duke William is a fine man, Daughter. He is a great warrior and an astute and ambitious ruler. He may dance, I know not, but I doubt it and I like him the more for it. You have danced enough, my girl – it is time for the music to stop. Duke William will arrive at my court next week and you will welcome him. Is that clear?’


‘Very clear, Father.’


‘You will welcome him?’


‘With all politeness.’


‘With an open heart?’


Mathilda bit her lip.


‘With an open mind.’


Baldwin nodded curtly.


‘That will do.’


He patted her awkwardly on the head and strode away, leaving her feeling as bruised inside as if he had rained her with punches. So this was to be her fate – her punishment. One moment of foolishness, one little dance, would saddle her to a bastard duke for life.


‘A sharp wit cuts deeper than the finest sword,’ she reminded herself and, pushing Judith’s proffered kerchief away, she left the bower in her father’s wake, running from the yard to find time and space to think. The bastard Duke William was coming in a week and she must be ready.




CHAPTER TWO


Bruges, July 1049


‘I’ve said I won’t marry him,’ Mathilda said, pulling away from her ladies’ ministrations, ‘so what’s the point in all this fuss?’


Emeline tutted and held tight to Mathilda’s copper hair so that it pinched her scalp. Mathilda winced. She was in a bad mood already and this wasn’t helping. Duke William was due at any moment and Adela had ordered her to be ‘beautified’, a task that her ladies were taking very seriously. She felt as if she’d been trapped in her chamber for hours.


‘Why bother trying to attract the bastard duke if I’m going to reject him?’ she demanded but Emeline just laughed.


‘Ah, ma cherie, it is when you are going to reject them that you must look at your most attractive.’


She leaned over to wink at her mistress and, despite her black mood, Mathilda had to smile. Emeline was the daughter of a French nobleman who had died young, leaving his widow to enjoy many and varied bedmates, a habit her daughter had learned well. Dark-haired with a comely figure and inviting eyes, Emeline was never short of admirers and made shameless use of them. She had come into Adela’s service when her mother had finally succumbed to a second marriage but had proved far too high-spirited for the countess, who had gladly handed her to her daughter. They had been firm friends ever since.


‘So who are you rejecting this time, then, Em?’ Mathilda asked, taking in her artfully tight dress, carefully arranged hair and lightly rouged lips and cheeks.


Emeline pursed her lips in teasing silence and it was left to Cecelia, Mathilda’s other attendant and as like to Emeline as warp to weft, to reply.


‘It is poor Bruno.’


‘Bruno?’ Mathilda looked at Emeline in astonishment. ‘My father’s chamberlain? But Em, he’s old.’


‘Forty-three. It’s not so old. And besides I wanted to see what it would be like.’


‘And?’


Mathilda knew she should not ask. ‘Ladies of royal blood should not gossip,’ Adela always insisted, though, Lord knows, she was often enough forehead to forehead with her own friends. Mathilda had challenged her on that once and Adela had insisted haughtily that they weren’t gossiping but ‘sharing information’. It had been one of the more useful lessons of Mathilda’s whole education and now she looked expectantly up at Emeline.


‘It was good at first,’ she admitted with a coy smile that fooled no one. ‘He was very attentive and very . . . grateful.’


‘At first?’


Emeline sighed dramatically.


‘He lacked . . .’


‘Energy?’ Cecelia suggested.


Born of a solid Flanders family, Cecelia had already been in Mathilda’s service when Emeline came along and had at first resented her. As square as Emeline was curvy and as quiet as she was loquacious, she had struggled to understand the French girl but Emeline had persisted in drawing her into her confidence and Cecelia had swiftly grown fond of her. These days she, like Mathilda, lived vicariously on Emeline’s adventures.


‘No, not that – stamina!’ Emeline giggled. ‘I need a younger man again. But perhaps this duke will bring some nice Normans with him.’


Mathilda grunted, her bad mood instantly recalled.


‘Normans are not “nice”, Emeline. You, of all people, should know that.’


Emeline’s mother’s eventual second husband had been a Norman count and it was because Emeline had hated Normandy so much that her mother had offered her to Adela. Now, though, she just shrugged.


‘I don’t want them nice any more.’


Mathilda groaned and looked to Cecelia.


‘You’ll be on the pallet bed again tonight, I fear.’


Cecelia nodded, unperturbed. Mathilda’s two ladies were meant to sleep in a small chamber adjoining Mathilda’s but frequently Emeline had someone more entertaining with her and Cecelia retreated to the pallet at the end of Mathilda’s big bed. If Adela ever came in they had to claim Mathilda had been restless in the night and Mathilda feared her mother had very misplaced concerns for her sleep.


‘At least marriage will tire you out,’ she had pronounced the other day, making Mathilda curl away in embarrassment.


It was all very well discussing the bedroom with Emeline, who treated such matters as lightly as if they were hunting or dancing, but not with her mother.


‘What if I don’t like him?’ she’d snapped, to which Adela had offered a wry smile that hadn’t suited her.


‘You will learn to put up with it. You must produce heirs after all.’


‘Yes, but . . .’


Adela’s eyebrows had risen painfully and Mathilda had gratefully abandoned the conversation.


‘Are you done yet?’ she asked now, putting a hand up to her hair.


‘Nearly,’ Emeline said, slapping it gently away. ‘You will look beautiful, Mathilda. See how the bronzes in your hair glow like ancient mysteries. See how the dress trim brings out the blues and greens in your sea-eyes?’


‘Sea-eyes, Emeline!’ Mathilda scoffed but Emeline just gave a pretty shrug and held out the little hand mirror.


‘Just so, ma cherie. The duke will be dazzled by you.’


‘Oh, good,’ Mathilda said dully, though glancing in the glass she had to admit that her two ladies had done a fine job.


Her long plaits were strung through with threads of gold and tiny rosebud jewels and shimmered in the sunlight spilling in through the window opening, drawing out the bronze and copper shades in her hair.


‘This will be a fine rejection,’ she said bravely but as she rose she felt her wretched knees quake and had to put out a hand to her carved oak dressing table to steady herself.


The truth was that though she had striven to hone her wit in these last days, Mathilda could find no clever way to talk her father out of this match and could only pray negotiations would go poorly. Every time she thought of being sent out of Bruges, with its elegant buildings, exotic markets and vibrant court, and into Normandy where, from all she’d heard, everyone hid in gloomy, high-walled castles and considered killing each other prime entertainment, she felt her very heart hesitate to beat.


She couldn’t understand it. All her life her father had shown her such favour. He’d lavished money on her gowns and horses, funded her extensive education and encouraged her to come into society from an early age, so why would he now shut her away in Normandy with a duke who’d inherited his title aged seven and had apparently been fighting off rebellions ever since? There must be a high chance her new groom would be killed before the marriage was weeks old.


A little cheered at the prospect of a swift widowhood, she smoothed down her wine-red dress just as the door flew open and Judith tumbled inside.


‘He’s here.’


All Mathilda’s new courage seemed to run down her limbs and away in an instant and she moved nervously to the window, cursing her lack of height for it was hard to see those immediately below. Even so, she could tell that the whole court was gathered outside, stood in desultory groups, chatting in low voices and fanning themselves in their finery as the sun burned mercilessly down. The gates on the far side of the large yard stood welcomingly open, guards alert on either side, but no one yet approached over the myriad bridges that led travellers over Bruges’ many canals to the comital palace at the heart of the city.


‘There’s no one here, Judi.’


‘Not here here,’ Judith corrected herself, ‘but at the outskirts of the city. A rider just came in. The count says you are to go down immediately. We must all be before the palace to welcome the duke.’


‘I see.’


Mathilda peered at the carved oak fencing surrounding the elegant palace yard. Whenever Adela gave birth to another ducal child Baldwin would order a panel replaced with one bearing the name of the new prince or princess. Mathilda loved them and if she was ever feeling lost or unsure of herself she would stroll out to look at her elegant oaken name marking her place in the busy Flanders court. She searched for it now but it was obscured by crowds.


Judith tugged on her arm.


‘Now, Maud, please, or the count will be angry.’


‘And the duke?’ Mathilda asked, resisting stubbornly. ‘Will the duke be angry?’


‘I imagine so. They say he is very fierce. Oh. That is . . . I’m sure he won’t be with you, Mathilda.’


‘You’re sure of nothing, Judi, none of us is. If he is angry, though, he may not wish to marry me. Tell Father I am not ready yet.’


‘Mathilda, no!’ Beyond the palace came a faint sound of cheering. ‘You must come.’


Judith tugged again but, despite her cousin being almost a head taller than petite Mathilda, and stronger with it, Mathilda resisted still. Finally, Emeline placed a hand in the small of her back and gave her a firm push.


‘You cannot reject him from up here, my lady,’ she whispered.


Mathilda forced herself to smile. Fleetingly – and not for the first time – she wished she might be Emeline, free to do as she chose, but instantly she remonstrated with herself. She was a lady of Flanders; it was a privilege and a joy, even now.


‘Come then,’ she said crisply and, with Judith panting gratefully in her wake, she strode from her chamber to greet the man she would do her utmost not to marry.


Mathilda took her place at her father’s side on the marble platform before the palace as the rising cheers in the streets beyond heralded Duke William’s imminent arrival. Baldwin had had this magnificent block of stone imported from Byzantium several years ago for just such parades and occasions. It stood in front of the palace, elegant in its stark white simplicity, and set them half a man’s height above the rest of the crowds. In honour of today’s proceedings Mathilda had been granted precedence over her smug older brother Baldwin and she could not resist a teasing smile at him as she took her place. He was not, however, easily cowed.


‘Make the most of it, Sister – you’ll soon be under the bastard duke after all.’


Mathilda itched to push him away but an unseemly family tumble would not please the count so she contented herself with words: ‘At least someone wants to marry me, Baldwin. You’re too ugly for a bride.’


Baldwin grinned easily.


‘But I’m heir to Flanders, Maud dear. I could be ugly as sin – which I’m not – and still take my pick of the ladies.’


Mathilda ground her teeth at the truth of it and glanced over at her other siblings, gathered around their mother and chattering away as if this were just a normal state occasion. She patted self-consciously at her gold-studded hair and steadied her stance on the raised wooden heels designed to give her just a little more height. She was used to joining her father on display but never before had she felt so exposed. Everyone knew why Duke William was here. Every finely clad member of the court, every servant scuttling to prepare the feast and every dark-skinned market trader knew and she felt all eyes looking at her as if assessing her worth for this honour.


‘He’s just a bastard duke,’ she wanted to tell them, but whatever had previously been whispered about William, the occasion was now gathering its own momentum and the crowds were in a mood as festive as if King Henri of France himself were riding in.


‘He’s here!’


It was Judith again, squeaking excitedly from her lowly position at the rear of the family pedestal. Mathilda felt her heart quicken and forced her weight down into the smooth marble to keep her legs steady as the Norman delegation turned in through the gates. Duke William had asked for her, she reminded herself. She did not have to impress him in any way, save to make him sorry for what he would miss out on. Glancing to the window of her chamber high above, she saw Emeline and Cecelia leaning eagerly out and wished they were at her shoulder but the guests were approaching and she must stand tall and do this alone.


The crowds were thick and the new arrivals, mounted on huge horses, were moving carefully round the edge of the yard, giving Mathilda time to take them in. They were a sombre group, dressed in mail as if afraid of being set upon by Flemish peasants. The only colour was in their cloaks, which were all a uniform red, the same red, she was horrified to note, as her dress.


‘You will fit right in, Maud,’ her brother whispered in her ear.


She did not flinch but stepped carefully back, grinding the raised heel of her shoe into his toe. Hearing him muffle a cry of pain she felt better – though not much. How on earth was she meant to know which of these matching men was the duke? They all looked the same, their dark hair close-cropped beneath stern helmets, their chins as bare as boys’. They had told her this duke was a soldier first and foremost but she had thought he would at least stand out as a leader. And then, as they turned the bend of the pathway round the yard and drew towards the comital family, the front riders parted and she saw him – unmistakeably him.


Duke William was riding on a jet-black stallion several hands higher than his fellows’. The beast’s saddle was scarlet and it wore a ceremonial hood of the same that drew your eyes into its dark gaze, though only for a moment for the rider was even more mesmerising than the horse. Duke William wore armour like his men but his was silver and gleamed as if he were the sun. His cloak was scarlet too but embroidered all over with golden crosses and around his helmet was a simple but shining diadem studded with rubies. He sat rigid in the saddle as he reined in his magnificent horse several paces back from the marble block, his eyes sweeping over the family and settling with fierce certainty upon Mathilda.


‘Greetings, Duke William,’ Count Baldwin called, raising his arms wide. ‘You are most welcome to my humble palace.’


‘It is magnificent, Count, and does you great credit – as does your daughter.’


Mathilda jumped. Already he spoke of her. Had he no manners?


‘I thank you,’ Baldwin said easily.


‘I look forward to a fruitful alliance between us,’ Duke William went on loudly.


The noble ladies of Flanders giggled as if they were closeted in the bower and Mathilda glanced to Adela who looked, she was pleased to see, as uncomfortable as Mathilda felt. Count Baldwin, however, was taking it all very genially.


‘May I, Lord Duke, present the Lady Mathilda.’ He took Mathilda’s arm and pulled her to the front of the platform like some slave girl on sale. Mathilda resisted furiously and felt her father’s hand tighten. ‘My daughter,’ he said quickly to the duke who was watching without a word, ‘is a little nervous.’


Nervous! Mathilda opened her mouth to protest but before she could even draw breath, Duke William had spurred his great stallion forward. It pounded across the short space towards her, its nostrils flaring and its dark eyes intent beneath its dark red hood. Mathilda felt locked into the advance, like a mouse beneath a falcon’s dive. She heard the gasps of the crowd, felt her father fall back, half-saw her mother gather the younger ones against her skirts, and then a mailed hand shot out and clasped her waist, catching clumsily at the fabric of her dress to yank her like a poppet onto the horse.


It was still moving at pace and for a moment she dangled, her little body bumping against the stallion’s powerful flank, her legs dangerously close to its flying hooves, before William hefted her, like so much straw, into an ungainly embrace before him. Her golden diadem flew off and bounced across the cobbles in a spin of light, and her plaits caught in his silver mail, bringing tears of pain to her eyes.


‘What on earth!’ she finally gasped out as they gained the far side of the yard.


She could feel all eyes upon them as people dived out of their way and she scrabbled to sit more decently for her ankles were showing and there was a tear in the waist of her beautiful dress. She twisted in the saddle to glare at her captor.


‘How dare you?’


He looked taken aback. He was handsome, close up. Unnervingly so. His shaven face was lean, the strong line of jaw starkly evident with no beard to hide it, and his surprisingly full lips prominent. His eyes were as dark as his horse’s but they were flecked with a silver that, this close, brought them to life. She forced herself to keep glaring. She ached from his unceremonious grab and one of her plaits was still caught in the rings of his mail so she dared not try to jump free, even had the horse not been so very tall or the arm at her waist so very determined.


‘I am a lady of Flanders,’ she spluttered, ‘not some common wench to seize at will.’


He frowned.


‘I’m sorry you see it that way.’


Mathilda blinked.


‘What other way is there?’


He shrugged and suddenly seemed, for all his imposing looks, very young.


‘I meant,’ he told her, his voice low, ‘to impress you with my strength. I take it I did not achieve my aim?’


‘I feel more bruised than impressed,’ she admitted.


‘I’m sorry. My mother told me to sweep you off your feet.’


Mathilda tensed at the mention of Herleva, the beautiful concubine who had captivated Duke Robert and given him the bastard who now held her against him in front of the whole of her father’s glamorous court.


‘You certainly did that,’ she said and to her surprise he smiled.


‘I will endeavour to do better next time. I want you as my wife, Mathilda of Flanders.’


‘Why?’


‘I have scoured the noble houses of Europe for someone strong enough to match me. I am told you are the one and from what I see now I believe that to be correct. We will work well together, Mathilda.’


Mathilda blinked. What he said was almost ridiculously blunt but she could not deny a strange flattery within it. William was not what she had expected at all but it was clear he was a man of purpose and determination and that she had to admire.


‘My father says the church may forbid our match,’ she said cautiously.


‘Not with good reason. My best men have studied every chart and see no just cause for prohibition.’


‘Nor unjust one neither?’


He smiled grimly.


‘I cannot speak for that but we must trust to God to see that the truth prevails. And to our own ability to ensure that men see it also.’ He looked intently into her eyes, fixing her in his dark stare. ‘So now you know what I look for, Lady Mathilda, I must beg the same question of you – what do you wish for in the man you will spend your life with?’


It was a good question – too good. She looked down.


‘Right now, my lord, to free my hair from his mail.’


‘His mail? You will marry me then?’


Mathilda glanced up at him. They were coming back round to the platform so she had but a moment before they were engulfed in ceremony. She owed him an answer – she owed herself an answer. She looked straight into his dark eyes. She had always thought that what she wanted in a husband was charm, impetuousness, joy – romance. That is what she had known with Brihtric, but she had been young then and foolish. She was not just any girl, free to dally with whoever had the prettiest words, but a princess with a duty to rule. And this man, she felt sure, would rule well.


‘Yes, Duke William of Normandy,’ she agreed. ‘I will marry you.’




CHAPTER THREE


Bruges, November 1050


Judith glanced anxiously to the window opening and, I seeing the first tell-tale scraps of pink in the sky, groaned quietly to herself. Already the sun had sunk to the level of the Bruges townhouses and its light seemed to run as if molten along the elegant lines of the slated roofs, pouring off in golden streaks and streaming along the crisscross canals in between. It was a glorious sight but an infuriating one too. She’d only had the chance to sit down a little time ago and already the wretched light was fading.


All day she’d been longing to get to her art and all day – as most days – she’d been prevented. She daren’t work on her illumination when Baldwin was in the palace for he didn’t approve of her doing ‘monk’s labour’ so she had to snatch time where she could. She looked longingly at her half-formed picture of the Virgin and wished she were brave enough to paint it in public, but she wasn’t made to cut a new path and it was easier just to keep it to herself. With a resigned sigh she rolled it up, stored it away in her oak casket, and headed to choose a dress for dinner.


She made for the guardrobe on the other side of the central antechamber. Adela had commissioned this several years back, complaining to Baldwin that her gowns were getting crushed in their tight chests. Baldwin, intrigued, had allowed the innovation and now he proudly showed it to all his finest guests. It was a simple room, hung on all four sides with rails as tall as a man, studded with hooks from which gowns could be hung to keep as loose as if they were being worn. Adela’s gowns ran along the longest wall, Mathilda’s down one side, the younger girls’ down the other and Judith’s tucked behind the door.


She moved inside but seeing Mathilda she hesitated, for her cousin had been in a hideous temper ever since Count Baldwin had returned from the Council of Rheims a month back, choked with rage.


‘Prohibited,’ he’d spat at Mathilda, almost as if it were her fault. ‘The damned match is “prohibited”.’


‘But why, Father?’ Mathilda had demanded, clearly dismayed.


‘They’re insisting on consanguinity. The Pope has some up-his-own-arse churchman with a fancy chart that “proves” – his word, not mine – that you and Duke William are too closely related to wed. All it proves, I can tell you, is that the Pope is as bitter and politically twisted as the rest of us. It’s a den of iniquity, Rome. His “Holiness” is doing this entirely because Emperor Heinrich secured him his office and Heinrich hates me and fears Normandy. Consanguinity be damned, it’s a finger up at me and at William, that’s what it is.’


Judith’s heart had quailed at such blasphemous talk but Mathilda’s response had been more practical.


‘So what now, Father?’


‘I don’t know, Maud. We must bide our time. Popes die regularly so let’s hope this one does so soon.’


‘Father!’


‘What? He’s no more God’s representative on this earth than I am. He’s just a prince protecting his lands and I’d respect him for it if he did it with sword in hand like a decent man, but this underhand manufacture of false prohibitions curdles my blood. Ah well, William has sent a delegation to appeal, so we’ll just have to hope it is persuasive. And it’s not as if you liked him that much anyway, did you, Maud?’


But the prohibition had, to everyone’s surprise, sharpened Mathilda’s appetite for a Norman husband far more than any blessing might have done. She had been stomping around with more curses than her father for weeks and it was therefore with some trepidation that Judith slid in next to her now.


‘Trouble choosing?’ she said lightly.


‘I just don’t see the point of going to any effort,’ came the grumbled reply.


Judith hid a smile.


‘But Maud, you have such beautiful gowns. What about this one – the lilac is so pretty. Or this – the yellow. You look stunning in the yellow.’


‘I look like a flower in the yellow.’


‘A beautiful rose, perhaps?’


Mathilda rolled her eyes.


‘Fine, I’ll wear the yellow but if there are bees all over me I’ll blame you.’


‘Perhaps the honey will sweeten you up,’ Judith retorted and Mathilda, after a shocked glare, gave a rough laugh.


‘Perhaps it will, Judi. Something has to.’


Judith laid a hand on her arm.


‘Duke William has a great reputation for achieving his goals, Maud.’


‘He does,’ Mathilda agreed stiffly, but then, to Judith’s astonishment, her composed little cousin seemed almost to crumple against her. ‘But how?’


Judith pulled her close.


‘With diplomacy, I suppose.’


‘Diplomacy has failed.’


‘With might then.’


‘We can hardly take up swords against the Pope, Judi.’


‘Cunning?’


‘Cunning?’ Mathilda cocked her head. ‘Perhaps. I suppose I must trust William’s delegation will be successful, yes?’


‘Yes.’ Judith squeezed Mathilda tight, feeling her small and unusually frail in her arms. ‘You must trust to that and keep content so that you stay beautiful for him.’


‘How, if he is not here to see it?’


‘Word carries.’ Judith struck a pose and adopted a rough attempt at a man’s voice: ‘Oh, my lord duke, I was at the court of Flanders the other day and the Lady Mathilda shone in her yellow gown. I swear she is the prettiest flower in all the rose gardens of Europe.’


Mathilda let out a laugh, a reluctant one perhaps, but a laugh all the same.


‘Nay, Judi, you jest.’


‘A little,’ Judith allowed, ‘but there is truth in it too. You are William’s prize, Mathilda, and must remain so for him. You are a lady of Flanders after all.’


‘As are you. What will you wear, sweet one?’


Judith looked at her own more limited choice of gowns.


‘The blue perhaps.’


‘Good idea. It matches your eyes.’


Judith blinked at this unexpected compliment.


‘Will I be a flower too, then?’ she asked.


‘Of course – a beautiful cornflower.’


Judith smiled ruefully. That would be right – she was a cornflower to Mathilda’s rose. She was pretty enough, she knew, but with her sky-blue eyes, pale blonde hair and soft, peachy cheeks, she was so obviously so as to be almost unremarkable. Not like Mathilda. Mathilda’s hair was shot through with shades of copper and bronze that made it glow mysteriously in even the lowest light. Her eyes were part blue, part green, like a shifting sea, and despite being nearly a hand’s breadth shorter than Judith she walked into any room as if she were the tallest one there. No wonder all eyes followed her; no wonder Duke William wanted to fight for her.


‘The blue one,’ Judith agreed determinedly but a cough in the doorway stopped her and she spun round to see her brother’s chamberlain shuffling in the antechamber. She looked the balding little man up and down, trying to imagine him with Emeline and gratefully failing, before remembering her manners. ‘Lord Bruno, can we help you?’


‘Beg pardon, my lady, but the Count asks you to attend him in his chamber before dinner.’


‘Me?’ Judith looked at him, astonished. ‘Not Mathilda?’


Mathilda looked surprised too but Bruno nodded firmly.


‘He asked specifically for his sister, the Lady Judith.’


His sister! Baldwin rarely called her that, despite the truth of it, for she had always been brought up more as a daughter, or, at least, a sort of favoured niece. She sat awkwardly with him, she knew, just as she sat awkwardly with Mathilda – half aunt, half sister.


‘But Mathilda must come too?’


‘If she wishes, I suppose.’


‘She wishes,’ Mathilda said firmly, curiosity burning in her green eyes.


‘Then you should hurry. The count seemed very keen to see you.’


He was looking pointedly at Judith again and she blushed under this unusual attention.


‘Oh! Oh, yes, of course. Thank you.’


In as short a time as possible, they were at Count Baldwin’s door. Judith was glad of Mathilda’s company for she had never been entirely at ease with her half-brother, but as she entered the chamber she was surprised by the count leaping from his elegant chair and rushing towards her.


‘Judith, come in, come in.’ Judith let him lead her forward, looking warily to Adela, sat on her own chair with her hands primly in her lap. ‘Take a seat, my dear. Drink?’


Baldwin clicked for his servant who rushed forward with a jug of wine. Judith accepted but did not take a sip for fear that her throat might close up. She was aware of Mathilda behind her but for once Baldwin gave his favourite daughter little more than a cursory glance.


‘Is all well, my lord?’ she asked nervously.


‘Well? Oh, yes, indeed, all is very well, Judith.’


‘Has Duke William succeeded in securing the Pope’s blessing?’ she hazarded, looking again for Mathilda.


‘Duke William? Oh, him! No, no, nothing like that. This is about you, Judith.’


‘Me?’


Judith decided maybe she would take a little of her wine after all. The count was looking at her very intently. Oh please, God, don’t say he was going to take her illumination away from her. Was he cross? He didn’t seem cross.


‘You, my dear sister, have received a proposal.’


Judith nearly fell off her stool. Wine sloshed onto her dress and she put the cup down abruptly on the side table. Baldwin chuckled.


‘Don’t be so surprised. It is well deserved.’


Judith still couldn’t find her voice but Mathilda had no such trouble.


‘A proposal for Judi? From whom?’


Baldwin steepled his fingers together and looked to Adela who sat up a little straighter. Judith drew in several deep breaths and tried to compose herself as her brother rose and spoke straight to her.


‘From England, Judith.’


Judith heard Mathilda gasp and, remembering her cousin’s heartbreak over the Lord Brihtric’s departure, prayed her brother was not cruel enough to have come to an arrangement with her lost love.


‘With whom?’ she squeaked, feeling Mathilda leaning over her shoulder like a dark angel.


‘Lord Tostig Godwinson,’ Baldwin announced delightedly, not even noticing both girls shaking in relief. ‘His father, Earl Godwin, has sent envoys asking for you.’


‘For me?’


Baldwin shifted.


‘He may,’ he allowed, with only the slightest of backward glances, ‘have spoken of Mathilda at first but I told him she is betrothed already and he is content to take you in her stead.’


Judith’s heart sank a little; who would be content to take her instead of Mathilda?


‘Mathilda is not truly betrothed though. The Pope . . .’


‘The Pope will come round. William is most certain his delegation will arrange matters, is he not, Mathilda?’


‘Well yes,’ she heard her cousin stutter. ‘That is . . .’


But Baldwin was not to be put off.


‘I know he is. This is an excellent match for you, Judith. Lord Tostig is a fine man, very handsome they say. That will be nice for you, will it not?’


‘Er, yes, Brother. Thank you. But you have truly asked him if he is happy to have me?’


‘Of course. You are a lady of Flanders, are you not?


‘I am and Flanders is of course worth much, Brother, but you said King Edward has Norman advisors. What if they are set against the Godwinsons? What if Mathilda and I find ourselves with husbands who are opposed to each other?’


‘Why, then,’ Baldwin shot straight back, unblinking, ‘it will pay to have one of you on each side.’


‘But would that not mean Mathilda and I would have to stand against each other?’


‘That would be up to you. Come now, women are more subtle than men so you two can surely manage any minor conflicts?’


Judith looked at Mathilda as Baldwin began nudging them towards the door. They had had their little disagreements over the years – mainly when Judith dared to challenge Mathilda – but they had always sorted it out. They had not before, however, had whole nations at their backs.


‘Come, Judi,’ Mathilda said with a laugh, taking her arm. ‘What dispute can Normandy and England possibly have with each other? They are divided by a whole sea.’


‘A narrow sea,’ Judith pointed out but no one seemed to be listening.



CHAPTER FOUR


‘It’s not that I begrudge Judith her happiness,’ Mathilda said, stepping thankfully out of her gown and diving for her bed at the end of an excruciating night of drinking her cousin’s health.


‘Of course not,’ Emeline agreed archly, shaking the creases from the gown and examining it for marks.


‘I don’t. I love Judi. She’s all but my sister and I want to see her happy.’


‘Of course you do.’


‘I do. Why must you question me so?’


Emeline handed the gown to Cecelia.


‘I do not question you, my lady. I think, perhaps, it is more that you question yourself.’


Mathilda sighed and pulled the covers up to her chin.


‘Maybe you’re right, Em. I admit, I am a little jealous. I should be marrying, not Judith.’


Cecelia busied herself with hanging the gown but Emeline sat down on the end of the bed.


‘You will, my lady.’


‘When?’


‘When God wills it.’


‘And the Pope – what is his will? Because that’s what this is all about.’


‘Perhaps,’ Cecelia suggested from across the little chamber, ‘he fears an alliance between Flanders and Normandy, especially with Judith marrying into England. If you went to Normandy your father might have control of the Narrow Sea.’


Mathilda looked over at her.


‘So Judith’s marriage is costing me mine?’


‘No, Mathilda!’ Emeline chided. ‘Don’t be churlish.’


Mathilda bit her lip. She longed to remonstrate with her attendant, but Emeline was right – she was being churlish. It was just so frustrating. It was over a year since William had ridden into Flanders and convinced her to become his duchess and yet here she still was, stuck in Bruges, unwed and unable, it seemed, to do anything about it.


Everyone was busy but her. Even Baldwin had new plans for the future. There had been German architects at court tonight and they had demonstrated how some neat little baked-clay blocks they called bricks could be made into a wall in no time at all – had built it right there between the dining tables. Baldwin had been nearly as full of it as he had of Judith’s damned engagement and was already ordering huge supplies. Everyone was moving forward – everyone except her. She flung back the covers and leaped out of bed again, sending Emeline sprawling on the floor.


‘I’m going to write to William,’ she said, pacing to the window as Cecelia rushed to help Emeline up. ‘I’m going to say that we are fools to bow to a council who plot against us. If politics are our only obstacle, we should proceed anyway and trust in God’s mercy to ratify our marriage once peace is established.’ Her ladies gaped at her. ‘What? Can you fault my logic?’


‘Not your logic,’ Cecelia said, ‘but perhaps your wisdom. Marrying in direct defiance of a papal edict could mean excommunication from the whole church.’


‘He wouldn’t dare.’


‘He dared pass the edict in the first place.’


Mathilda tossed her head angrily.


‘Tell her, Em,’ Cecelia urged. ‘Tell her it’s madness to suggest such a thing.’


Emeline considered.


‘It is madness,’ she agreed. ‘But not because of the Pope for he is just a man, and a fallible one too if Count Baldwin is to be believed. No, the madness is in writing such a forward letter after what happened with Lord Brihtric.’


Mathilda flinched.


‘Brihtric was a fool. He preferred to court my father rather than me. Duke William is not such a man; he agrees with what I say.’


‘Then why has he not come to claim you already?’


Mathilda’s heart bumped. She had wondered that herself, many a time. Had he maybe found a better bride? There was only one way to find out.


‘I will send to him,’ she said again, more firmly. ‘Emeline – you are still courting your Norman beau, are you not?’


Emeline had, true to form, found herself a new lover from amongst William’s entourage and the man was forever riding into Flanders to see her. All too often it had made Mathilda guiltily bitter to see her attendant with a Norman at her beck and call when her own suitor was kept from her, but at last it might be useful.


‘Lord Everard remains attentive,’ Emeline agreed coyly.


‘Good. Then you can write to him and I can conceal my letter within yours.’


‘Write?’ Emeline said, horrified. ‘I cannot write and anyway, what on earth would I say?’


‘I don’t know. Whatever you say to the man when you are together.’


Emeline laughed dirtily.


‘I can just picture the poor scribe who had to write that down.’


‘We don’t need a scribe,’ Mathilda pointed out, determined now. She was sick of waiting, sick of being stuck in limbo before a misty altar. ‘Cecelia can write.’


Emeline looked over at her friend.


‘So she can. Well, that will spare the scribe’s blushes.’


‘I don’t want to transcribe her filthy thoughts, my lady,’ Cecelia protested. ‘They’re not worth wasting ink on.’


‘Oh, come on, Cee,’ Emeline said. ‘I’ll make it sweet, I promise. And I’m not filthy, men are just my weakness. It could be worse – I might have fallen for pastries instead and then I’d be all fat and wobbly and you’d have precious little room in our bed.’


‘I’m hardly ever in “our” bed,’ Cecelia grumbled but now Emeline was leaping forward again.


‘All is well, my lady. I’ve just remembered that Cecelia need not write down my “filthy thoughts”, for Everard said he would be visiting soon. He can take William’s letter to him in person.’


‘Perfect!’ Mathilda said. ‘Is that not perfect, Cee? We will write my letter and Everard will carry it.’


‘And William will show it to your father and we will all be confined to the bower for months like last time.’


‘No,’ Mathilda said. ‘This is not like last time. Brihtric was weak.’


Her heart prickled with the treachery of criticising her Saxon love but it was true. He had written her beautiful poetry but what use was being the ‘only star in his velvet night’ if he ran away at the first hint of trouble?


‘Brihtric saw sense,’ Cecelia corrected briskly. ‘Your father would never have sanctioned such a match. You were bred to be a queen, Mathilda.’


‘And now I am struggling to even secure a duchy. We must do something, whatever the risk. Cecelia, fetch a quill. Emeline, sharpen your wit. This must be good.’


It took long into the night to compose the letter and by the end, Mathilda was still unsure. She’d considered every possible approach – arcane allusion, courtly flattery, hidden meaning – and, in the end, remembering William’s own direct style, settled on three short sentences:




I, Lady Mathilda of Flanders, greet you, Duke William of Normandy, and assure you of my continued commitment to our betrothal. I see no valid opposition to our marriage and wish you to know that if you see fit to proceed to the altar, I will gladly meet you there. I believe my father agrees.




She signed it with the Jerusalem cross that she had practised under Judith’s keen guidance as an original mark. The signature looked fine but the letter felt stilted and formal and frighteningly to the point. There was no doubting its intentions and she could only pray it was well received.


For days she paced. Everard arrived, spent three days in Bruges with Emeline and left looking a little dazed but carrying the precious message. Almost the moment he had carried it away and its path was set, Mathilda regretted it. She went over and over the blank words, hearing them as forward and shameless. She paced again, Judith following anxiously after her, muttering of physicians.


‘I’m not ill, Judith,’ Mathilda assured her, ‘just impatient to hear from Duke William.’


‘Lovesick,’ Judith pronounced wryly. ‘Ah, poor Maud.’


Mathilda laughed. This was not love. She’d only met William once and was sure already that he was too hard a man for anything as frivolous as love, but she did want to marry him. And now he knew that. She paced again.


‘Perhaps he’s off at war,’ Emeline suggested.


‘Or at the far side of his duchy,’ Cecelia said.


‘Or,’ Mathilda snapped, ‘disgusted at my forwardness and even now sending an envoy to my father to call off our betrothal.’


Why had she written the dammed letter? Why was she so wretchedly impatient? William would tell Count Baldwin and he’d hit the roof and she’d be married off to some obscure lord from Hungary or Poland and sent into the darkness. And it would serve her right.


And then, days later, Mathilda returned to the palace from market to see a magnificent black stallion tethered in the yard. She clutched dizzily at Emeline’s arm, the sweet chestnuts she’d bought churning wickedly in her stomach.


‘He’s here, Em.’


‘As you wanted.’


‘I don’t want it now. To the bower, quick.’


But it was too late, for one of her father’s guards was rushing towards them.


‘Lady Mathilda, your father wishes to see you in his chambers.’


‘No,’ Mathilda gasped. ‘I can’t. I’m ill.’


‘You are not,’ Emeline said. ‘You must go, my lady.’


She was right, of course, but still Mathilda’s heart quailed. What if William was angry?


‘You knew this would happen when you wrote the letter,’ Cecelia pointed out reasonably but Mathilda did not feel reasonable.


She ground her teeth and looked over to the stallion, standing tall and proud, its dark eyes seeming to bore straight into her. Suddenly it stamped one black hoof down on the cobbles. The sound echoed round the palace yard like a command and Mathilda thrust her head up and made for her father’s rooms before her legs gave way.


Count Baldwin was sat in his great chair, Adela on one side and on the other, Duke William. It was the first time Mathilda had seen him in over a year and she had forgotten quite how handsome he was – and how imposing. The Norman was perched on the edge of his seat and as soon as he saw Mathilda he leaped up and bowed low before her. She offered her hand and as he took it he glanced up, his dark eyes gleaming. Her nerves steadied a little.


‘What a pleasant surprise, my lord,’ she said politely.


Again the look and now he straightened, close enough to touch had she so dared, but he did not speak and it was left to Baldwin to break the silence: ‘The duke is impatient to marry you, Mathilda.’


‘He is?’


She looked questioningly at William.


‘I am, for I see no valid opposition to our marriage, my lady.’ She gasped at the sound of her own words and he smiled. ‘None, that is, save the earthly machinations of a misguided prince.’


‘Several misguided princes,’ Baldwin put in heartily. ‘They are conspiring against us, Maud, and we must cement this alliance between Flanders and Normandy. Northern France is a cockpit. William feels we will stand stronger within it if we stand together, and I must say, I agree. It is time, my dear, to act.’


‘Act?’ Mathilda asked, as lightly as she could.


William took her hand.


‘If, my lady,’ he said, still looking straight at her, ‘you could see fit to proceed to the altar, I would gladly meet you there.’ Her own words again; he was taking them as his and she had to admit that it sent her pulse, if not her heart, racing. ‘Your father, I believe,’ he went on, word-perfect, ‘agrees.’


‘But the Council of Rheims,’ she protested softly.


‘The Council of Rheims was so far up its pompous arse it couldn’t see anything clearly,’ Baldwin snapped. ‘Emperor Heinrich controls the Pope like a poppet and things are very unsettled in Rome. Nothing for you to worry about, my dear, save that neither William nor I believe a dispensation will be forthcoming for some time.’


‘You are suggesting, Father, that we risk being cut off from the whole church and marry without it?’


‘Before it, Daughter, that is all, is it not, William?’


‘Correct,’ William confirmed crisply. ‘The church will soon see the sense of it if we lead the way. So – dare you do it, Mathilda? Dare you marry me?’


His eyes were flashing secret signals to her. He knew she dared, knew, indeed, that she had instigated this, and he liked it. The risk had paid off. She lowered her eyes.


‘If you think that is best, my lord, then of course I will do as you and my father wish.’


Count Baldwin laughed out loud.


‘Do not be deceived, William, she is not, I’m afraid, as biddable as she sounds.’


‘Oh, I am not deceived,’ William said. ‘I know exactly what manner of wife I will marry.’


‘Good, good. Come then, let us drink.’


Baldwin turned to summon wine and William stepped a little closer to Mathilda, standing nearly a head taller than her and excitingly broad with it.


‘I know exactly what manner of wife I will marry,’ he repeated, pressing something into her hand, ‘and I welcome it.’ Mathilda looked down to see her letter. ‘I will let you burn it, Mathilda, but know this – we will do great things together, you and I, for you are a woman in my own mould.’


Then he was turning, accepting wine and pouring her a cup, and she could only stuff the letter into the dainty leather pocket at her belt and join the good cheer. She tried to concentrate as her parents talked dates and plans and the need for secrecy but William’s words ran round and round in her head. A woman in his own mould? She pictured him as she’d first seen him, a stiff-backed warrior in silver armour upon a darkeyed stallion. Was this her mould? Of course not, but if it suited William to believe so, so be it. Her wedding date was set, with or without the Pope’s blessing. She had achieved her goal and there was no time left for misgivings.




CHAPTER FIVE


Eu, March 1051


Mathilda stared up at the great castle and her hands twitched nervously on the reins, sending her horse skittering and the escort behind into total confusion. The procession came to a chaotic halt, hooves clattering on the rough road and horses whinnying indignantly, but Mathilda was fixed on the fortress before her. So this was Normandy. All she had heard, then, was true. Duke William’s handsome bearing, clipped courtesy and bold defiance of the church had convinced her that his duchy could not be as austere as was whispered but she’d been wrong. All day they had ridden along flat, low roads until at last a valley had dipped below them and the castle had appeared like a wart above.


‘My lady, is all well?’


‘Look at it, Em – look at the castle.’


‘It is a little forbidding.’


‘A little?!’


Mathilda’s eyes roamed over the harsh grey walls of the Castle of Eu, sitting atop the hill like a brutal extension of the scattered rocks. It cut off the horizon in a precise, stark line interrupted only by square turrets on which she could see guards pointing at her and calling down. She’d been seen; there was no escape.


‘It’s so dark,’ she murmured.


‘It is a border fortress, my lady, designed for defence not comfort.’


She was right. Mathilda drew in a deep breath and forced herself to sit taller in the saddle. Eu was an outpost, a martial station. And yet . . .


‘People do live here,’ she said. ‘Not just soldiers, Emeline, but a noble family. The Count of Eu is William’s cousin and an honoured member of his council. This castle is clearly considered a worthy dwelling so they must all be this way.’


She looked hopefully at Emeline, willing her to deny it. As she had been in Normandy for some time before she’d begged Adela to rescue her she was, in the absence of any other, Mathilda’s expert on the duchy.


‘Not in Rouen,’ was all Emeline could offer. ‘It’s very lively in Rouen and doubtless elsewhere too. It’s been years since I was here, remember?’


‘Years in which everyone has done little but fight each other and raise their walls higher as a result.’ Mathilda was struck by a sudden thought. ‘Is your mother still here, Emeline? We might find a friend to . . .’


‘She is not here, my lady. She went running back to France the moment she wore her poor husband into his grave.’


‘Oh. You did not wish to go with her?’


Emeline shrugged.


‘I could hardly leave you with just Cee, could I?’ She grinned as her friend yelped in protest, then added, ‘Besides, I liked it in Flanders. If I’d known where we were heading, however . . .’


She looked sardonically up to the stark walls and Cecelia nudged crossly at her.


‘Don’t be mean, Emeline. I am sure it is very comfortable within.’


‘Well, we’re about to find out,’ Mathilda said. ‘The gates are opening.’


Count Baldwin had noticed this too and rode forward, Adela in his wake.


‘Come, Mathilda, let us go to meet your betrothed.’


Mathilda nodded and took the reins firmly in her hands. She thought of her beautiful wedding gown, carefully packed in layers of linen. It was a glorious midnight blue, embroidered all over with silver stars, and when she had tried it on back in Bruges she had felt like a duchess indeed. Now it was time to prove she deserved that role and she would not show nerves, not even if the castle walls seemed to hang over her and the thick-set guards forming a sombre welcome either side of the road looked like angels of death.


‘Stop imagining things,’ she told herself sternly and moved forward to Eu as, with a fanfare, Duke William rode out of the gates. He looked magnificent. He was in his silver armour again, this time topped with a gold-trimmed cloak. He wore a helmet, making Mathilda wonder if they were like to be attacked, but a closer look revealed that it, too, was silver and was worked with intricate patterns that caught the weak sun in shimmers of light. He was clearly keen to impress again and this time it worked.


Mathilda’s breath caught and she put up a hand to smooth her hair, wishing that she’d thought to pause in the trees to arrange herself. She was in her finest travelling cloak of dark green wool but it was spattered with mud. What if her face was too? She looked around for Emeline but Count Baldwin had guided her forward and it was too late to do anything but smile and hope.


‘Welcome, my lady, to Normandy. My duchy has keenly awaited your arrival and is eager to embrace you as her duchess.’


His words, so loud that Mathilda had to force herself not to cover her ears, carried around the plain before the castle and bounced off the walls above: ‘duchess, duchess, duchess’. Mathilda felt the title shiver deliciously through her.


‘I thank you, my lord. I am delighted to be here and hope I will make Normandy proud.’


Their eyes met and Mathilda saw, to her relief, approval, even pleasure in his. Maybe she wasn’t muddy after all.


‘You will. Do come within. My family are gathered to greet you, my nobles also. You are not too tired?’


It was framed as a question but sounded more like an order.


‘No, my lord,’ Mathilda agreed, despite having been half the day in the saddle.
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