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ONE
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JUST BEFORE THE MOON ROSE to full glory over the city of Bordeaux in that June of 1137, a young man who had been moving swiftly and secretively through the deserted streets came to the end of his journey at the foot of a tall round tower. There he stood for a moment in the shadow and then, emerging cautiously, moved away a little, took in his right hand one of three small stones which he carried in his left palm, and aimed it at the narrow, unglazed arrow-slit near the tower’s top. His aim was accurate and the stone disappeared into the opening. He stepped back into the shadow and waited while a man might have counted, with deliberation, to fifty. He was fingering a second stone when a door close beside him opened silently and a voice whispered,

“Richard?”

In his excitement he momentarily forgot to be cautious and said, “Eleanor . . . ” in a loud, normal voice. The girl who had been waiting for him said,

“Sh! Danger everywhere!” She drew him into the complete black darkness of the tower and guided his hand to the wall. “Keep to this side,” she whispered. “There are eighty-four steps; be careful.” She closed the door, which swung silently on its well-oiled hinges, but she did not replace its heavy iron bar.

The eighty-four steps were worn hollow and smooth and dangerous, for they were part of the original castle and in the fardistant times of the Roman occupation of Aquitaine had formed the main approach to the lookout turret at the top of the tower; for the past two hundred and fifty years they had been used only by those on secret errands, by lovers and assassins, by grave men on worthy but unadvertised business, by hurried men carrying secret messages from popes and kings and sultans to successive Dukes of Aquitaine. The staircase ended at a doorway, always locked and concealed by a hanging tapestry within arm’s reach of the bed in the Duke’s own sleeping chamber. Tonight this door stood open and, as young Richard de Vaux rounded the last curve of the spiral staircase, he could see the glimmer of light ahead. Moving more swiftly, he gained the room and stood aside as Eleanor, who had been hard on his heels, entered and half closed the door behind her.

“It might be necessary for you to leave quickly,” she said, “so I will leave it ajar. If anyone should come to that door”—she nodded towards the door on the other side of the room, a heavy, bolted door—“waste no time. Run. For once you know the secret, your life will be in real danger!”

“What secret?” he asked. “Oh, Eleanor, what is all this? Why did you send for me so secretly? And it’s been so long . . . ” He took her hand and brushed it with his lips as he realized that, after so long a separation, they had hardly greeted one another, that her first words to him had been a warning of danger. “What has happened?” he asked again.

“So many things,” she said heavily. “Terrible things, Richard. Perhaps it was wrong of me to send for you . . .  but I couldn’t bear for you to hear it all from the lips of a casual gossip. And I’ve been virtually a prisoner ever since . . .  ever since . . . ” Her voice broke and Richard reached out a comforting arm which she ignored. “Sit down, dear heart, and I’ll try to tell you everything. You would do well to drink some wine . . .  pour for me, too. Richard, the first thing is . . .  my father is dead. He died six weeks or more ago, in Compostella.”

Richard set back the flagon he had lifted.

“My sweet!” he said and, taking both her hands, began to blurt out some muddled words of sympathy. Words never came easily to him, and now shock and bewilderment made him less than usually vocal. Eleanor listened for a moment and then drew away.

“Yes, you were fond of him, too; and he of you, Richard. And I’ve hardly had time to realize or grieve for him properly . . . ” She steadied herself. “I didn’t send for you to tell you that only, there is so much more to say, and perhaps not much time.” She looked at the barred door, and as Richard began to speak she went on hurriedly, “Let me tell you first about how the news came and then you’ll understand why I am frightened for you. You know that, when my father left to go to Spain on this pilgrimage, he put Sir Godfroi of Blaye in charge here. Sir Godfroi behaved, as usual, very kindly to me and we enjoyed one another’s company; we had actually been out hawking together one morning six weeks ago when a man on a half-dead horse arrived at the gate just as we were entering. He gasped out that he had news from Spain, and Sir Godfroi immediately dismounted and dragged him into the guardhouse and turned the guards out. I stayed outside and I was worried; I knew that my father had set out a very sick man and I was afraid that he was worse. Presently Sir Godfroi came out and took my arm and said there was news which he would tell me later. Something made me suspicious and I asked to speak to the man. Sir Godfroi said that was impossible, the man was dead. That I didn’t believe. I’d seen the fellow on his feet only five minutes before, so I pulled myself free and pushed into the guardhouse. There the man was, very blue and swollen in the face, and dead. No, don’t interrupt me . . .  Sir Godfroi had choked him, I am sure of that, but he gave out that the man had died of plague and, within the day, he had men posted on every road that leads to Spain, with orders to turn back, or if necessary kill, anyone who attempted to enter Aquitaine. He said it was to prevent the plague being brought in again. Very reasonable and very clever.”

“To hide the fact that our Duke is dead? Our dear liege lord dead in a distant land and we, who should be saying Masses for his soul, kept in ignorance, what is clever about that?”

“Wait,” she said. “That is what I have to tell you. Drink some wine, Richard.” She lifted her own cup and drank. “That same day Sir Godfroi took me aside and told me what I already knew—that I am now my father’s heir, Duchess of Aquitaine, Countess of Poitou. He said also what I did not know, but which I see might well be true, that the moment the news was out there would be at least six ambitious, ruthless nobles ready to take and marry me—by force if needs be.”

The young man’s face hardened and his eyes narrowed as, without speaking, he nodded his head in understanding and agreement. Heiresses, the world over, were regarded as fair game, prizes to be won by trickery or by violence. Even when the women themselves were old, or ugly, or of known ill temper, men would squabble and fight to marry them and rule their lands . . .  even small estates. And Eleanor . . . 

As though answering his thought she went on, in a deliberately steady voice, “This heritage of mine is very tempting, Richard; so wide: even I hardly realized, until Sir Godfroi showed me the map of its bounds, how wide it is. From east to west it runs from Auvergne to the sea, north and south it stretches from the Loire to the Pyrenees, and its cornfields and vineyards and orchards are the richest in the world, as is well known. A prize indeed for any man . . . ” Her voice changed, became brisker. “I pointed out to Sir Godfroi that in the marriage ceremony the bride is asked for her consent and if any man used force to me I should scream and protest up to the very altar; but he laughed and said that I was not the first to think of that device. With such a prize to gain, any man, he said, could find a priest who, for a bribe, would go on with the ceremony even with the bride screaming.

“He gave me instances where such a thing had happened. Once the news was out, it would be merely a question of who could get here first with a strong force; and, once that one had married me, there would be no lack of others, wildly jealous, to set about him and start bloody civil war in Aquitaine. You know as well as I, Richard, how turbulent our nobles are, how ready to seize on an excuse for war. In the end he convinced me and I agreed to his plan—which was to stay in my own apartments, pleading a slight indisposition, to conceal my grief, and to keep the news secret until he had decided what was best to do and had made a plan which would settle my future peaceably, in seemly fashion and with dignity.”

She checked the headlong rush of her story and looked half shyly at the young man’s face, and then away. He did not speak, but she knew that they were both remembering the same thing. Richard’s father had been killed in one of the Duke’s minor wars, and the boy had come, years ago, into the castle, to be trained in the arts of knighthood. He had been first her chosen playfellow and then her tutor in all the unfeminine pursuits which appealed to her and which her indulgent father allowed. The affection between them had ripened, had been on the point of change, when, a year ago, Richard had returned to his own estate at Paullac. There had been then a half-understanding that when she was sixteen; when Richard had won his spurs, when her father had returned, in restored health, from his pilgrimage to Compostella, a formal betrothal between the pair was not unlikely. The Duke, as well as Sir Godfroi, had realized that whoever married her would become extremely powerful, and he had decided it might be better to take as his son-in-law a simple, well-bred knight of small estate than a great lord who might become too great and whose luck would lead to jealousy among the others. Nor had he, as a kind father, been blind to Eleanor’s liking for the boy.

Now all was altered . . .  the half-promise, the unspoken understanding, was all part of a past which suddenly seemed very far away; her father was dead in distant Spain; she was alone, doomed to pick a careful path through a quagmire of shifting policies, threatening schemes, dark intrigues.

And time was short; she must say what had to be said, and Richard must go.

“I made a grave mistake, Richard,” she said, beginning to speak more rapidly. “I told Sir Godfroi that, although no fuss had been made because of my father’s illness, you and I were betrothed, with my father’s consent, before he left for Spain. It was nearly true! And I said, ‘If I marry Richard de Vaux, I shall be safe from other suitors, however ambitious; and there will be no cause for jealousy between the great nobles, since he is not of their number.’ I urged him to send for you and to let us be married immediately.”

Still Richard said nothing. The secret message, the furtive way he had been admitted by the secret stair, was proof enough that this plan had found no favor in Sir Godfroi’s eyes.

“All that I did by that speech, Richard, was to put you in danger—such danger that it is wrong of me to have you here tonight. But I wanted so much to see you again, and to tell you myself. And I have been careful. I asked Sir Godfroi’s permission to make a little vigil and say my prayers in this, my father’s own room. That door is locked and no one but I knows about the secret stair. We are safe enough, I think, for a little time. But we must be quick.”

He reached out and took one of her hands in his. Her long slim fingers, icily cold, closed over his warm ones with a force and strength which reminded him of how often in the past he had been astonished by the vigor and vitality concealed in her apparently delicate frame, and how those hands, which looked fit only for handling a needle or a lily, had proved themselves so apt and skillful at archery and horsemanship.

“Go on,” he said, “tell me what has been decided.”

“It all sounds so complicated, and so far removed from us, standing here hand in hand, with so many things to remember. Capet and Plantagenet, France and England, what have they to do with us? But Sir Godfroi made it clear to me; alas, very clear. Stephen is King of England now, but many men think that the Empress Matilda should, of right, be Queen, and it seems likely that when Stephen dies, Matilda’s son, Henry, is to have the throne. Henry will then be King of England as well as Duke of Normandy, Duke of Anjou, and Count of Brittany; he’ll be far more rich and powerful than the King of France . . .  unless the King of France can add to his domains. The rivalry between the two houses is very strong and the King of France would stop at nothing, Sir Godfroi says, that would strengthen his position. Aquitaine would do that and, unless it goes to the French by means of a peaceful marriage, France will attempt to take it by force. I would hate to be the cause of a war, Richard.” She released his hand and turned away, making a great show of snuffing one of the guttering candles and though, when she turned back to him, she kept at a distance, he could see that tears had brimmed her eyes and were only kept from falling by a supreme effort of will.

“I can’t marry you —Sir Godfroi would have no hesitation in killing you to prevent it; and, if he failed in that, the Capets, hungry for Aquitaine, would never rest until they had persuaded the Pope to grant an annulment . . .  and they would have grounds; my father never publicly acknowledged our betrothal and the King of France could claim his rights as overlord. I have thought and thought about it all and I can see that Sir Godfroi’s plan is the only way out of the muddle which can be followed with peace and dignity. So it is done. He sent a secret message to the King of France, and Prince Louis set out, as though on a hunting trip, and has moved quietly southward. Yesterday he reached Larmont. As soon as he arrives we shall be married and, before any Aquitainian noble or Plantagenet duke knows that I am for sale, I shall be sold to a bidder whose claim cannot lightly be disputed.”

She spoke the last words bitterly, but Richard hardly noticed. He was thinking how rapidly, how thoroughly, she had mastered all the facts, the rules of the political game. It seemed only yesterday that they had played together and he, by virtue of two years or so seniority and his superior sex, had been her mentor, devoted but patronizing. And now . . . 

But it was not only for his good looks, his gaiety, and his skill with weapons and horses that she had chosen him long ago from the rabble of youngsters in her father’s castle. Faced now with all this talk of kings and princes and power politics, he hooked his thumbs into his belt and said diffidently but with spirit and firmness:

“There is an alternative. A strange alternative to being Queen of France, my sweeting . . .  you could come away with me, now. My horse could carry us both back to Paullac, where I could get fresh ones and what money I could lay hands on; then we could ride to La Rochelle and take ship. The world would be open to us. King Stephen in England could find use for a good swordsman, so could the Emperor of Germany, or the Emperor of Byzantium. We’d find a place and I would see to it that you did not want. It’d be a life without luxuries; but if you come with me and leave them to hammer out who shall have Aquitaine, we’d be together and I’d . . .  I’d hack you out a place with my sword and serve you with my whole heart as long as I lived.”

Color came to her face; her eyes sparkled as she cried:

“How like we are. It was my first thought! I remembered my uncle Raymond in Antioch; he’d welcome a good swordsman, and he’d stand by an action that was bold and free. Oh, I would do it with such a glad heart. The whole world . . .  wide open. I thought of that . . .  but it is impossible.” She swung away from him as she spoke the last word and began to pace up and down the long room. “And don’t think, never, never think, that my decision has been influenced by the prospect of being Queen of France. I am Duchess of Aquitaine and that is enough for me; and if I could leave Aquitaine safe and sound behind me I would dispense with all titles. But how should I leave it? We would go secretly and, until we were safe in some far-distant place, no one would know what had happened to me; think of the accusations that one would bring against the other; think of the Prince of France arriving and finding the bride promised him gone. That would mean war, the towns burning, the villages robbed, the vineyards ravaged. Compare that with what is in my power to do. This union of Aquitaine and France will mean such peace as this land has not known for six hundred years . . .  no one would dare to challenge so strong an alliance. And if I have a son, he will be, by right that none could question, king of the widest realm in Christendom. I have no choice.”

He stared at her gravely, offering neither protest nor persuasion. He knew that he would love her and remember her all his life, but he knew also that, even if events had not taken this turn, any number of other obstacles might have prevented their marriage. The troubadours might sing songs of love and how it conquered everything, but marriages were still made for other reasons—convenience, policy, greed. Having made his offer, he accepted her rejection of it just as he would have accepted it if the Duke had returned from Spain with some other plan for his daughter’s future. The dream had been too wonderful to be realized.

It was Eleanor who, with an abrupt change of mood, cried:

“God’s fingers! What a state to be born to! The lowest little stinking goose-girl has freer rein for her fancy. We could have been so happy, Richard. Now I must say good-bye to you, and to all our play and our plans. They were childish, I see now, but sweet nonetheless. And wherever I go and whatever happens to me, I shall remember you. Always.”

She stretched out both hands to him and he took them; and thus, drawing her toward him, he saw all the color drain out of her face, her eyes fly wide open with dismay. He whirled round and saw what she had seen over his shoulder—the massive, ominous figure of Sir Godfroi, filling the doorway that led to the secret stair. His right hand was on his sword hilt, his left fingered the dagger at his belt.

Before either Eleanor or Richard could speak, he stepped into the room and said in a mocking, jovial voice,

“So this, my lady, is how you keep vigil! It cuts me to think that my handling of your affairs should lead you to believe me so easily fooled.”

“It is not what you think,” said Eleanor, moving swiftly between them.

“And how do you know what I think?” Sir Godfroi asked, still amiably. His eyes, brown and opaque, but glistening like wet pebbles, traveled over Richard’s face and figure in a long calculating stare. “I think that so handsome a young knight may well cherish high . . .  aspirations.”

“If to act as my falconer and kennel-hind is an honor—yes, he does,” Eleanor said. “That is why I sent for him, Sir Godfroi; my birds and my hounds know him and he will tend them while I go on my . . .  journey and handle them so that they are workable when I return.”

“A very sensible arrangement,” Sir Godfroi agreed. “And rightly contrived in secret, since such a commission from you, my lady, is a favor and likely to raise jealousy amongst the many other knights.” His voice changed. “Spare us the mummery, madam. I am not yet blind or senile. I know why he is here and what you have been telling him. I grant you, it was not easy hearing for him.” He looked directly at Richard. “If I greeted you churlishly, young sir, it was because I do not care to be deceived; and because I have much on my mind, as you—knowing what you do—will understand. I must ask you to swear on your honor that no word of what you have heard tonight will be repeated.”

“I swear, on my honor.”

“Then take your leave and go, as you came, secretly,” said Sir Godfroi, not unkindly; then, as they stretched out their hands to one another again, he ostentatiously turned his back upon them and stared about the bedchamber, which was for its period unusually comfortably and luxuriously furnished. Several of Eleanor’s ancestors had visited the East, either on crusades or for their private purposes, and they had brought back smooth silky rugs for their floors, cushions for their benches, curiously carved chests, and even rare looking glasses. Sir Godfroi found plenty to look at while Eleanor said briefly,

“There is no more to say, Richard, save that I wish with all my heart that things had been otherwise; and I shall always remember you.”

“Remember most of all that, if at any time I can be of service to you, my heart and my sword are yours to command.” He lifted her hands to his lips.

“This green-sickliness strikes us all in youth, and we all survive to laugh at ourselves,” said Sir Godfroi; and the hearty words, for all their tactlessness, seemed to indicate a desire to comfort. “I will see you down and bar the door behind you,” he went on.

“I will light you down,” Eleanor said and stepped to the table by the bed where a five-branched silver candlestick stood. As she did so, Richard passed through the door and set his foot on the stairs; Sir Godfroi followed and Eleanor, moving forward bearing the light, was in time to see him whip out his sword and, with the calm deliberation of a man spearing a gobbet of meat from a dish, run the blade through Richard’s body. There was a choking cry from the stairway, a shrill wild scream from the door. The spitted body sagged, hung for a second from the sword, and then fell forward into the darkness. Sir Godfroi turned back and, with the bloody blade dripping from his right hand, took the candlestick as it dropped from Eleanor’s nerveless fingers. He stood it safely aside, then closed the door and let the tapestry fall into place over it.

“The outer door I barred when I entered,” he said. “And I hope, my lady, that all your intrigues will be handled as discreetly.” Then, as she swayed forward, he caught and laid her on the great bed.

Three weeks later, when the whole vast plot had been brought to a successful conclusion, when Eleanor, Duchess of Aquitaine, had been safely married to the Prince of France and all the unruly nobles of her domain had knelt to the young Prince, laid their hands in his, and promised to be his liege men, old Sir Godfroi, well pleased with himself, well pleased with the rich manor which had been given him by King Louis as his reward for the handling of a very tricky and dangerous business, sat himself down and engaged in the—for him—unfamiliar and difficult business of letter writing. The letter, when at last completed to his satisfaction, he confided to a monk by the name of Odo who had accompanied the Prince from Paris, and whom his shrewd old eye had picked out as being a man both cunning and discreet.

“This,” he said, “is for the King’s hand alone. On no account must the Prince or the Lady Eleanor know of its existence.”

Odo, fully as cunning and discreet as Sir Godfroi had judged him, placed the letter in his pouch, and guarded it well. To deliver it to the King of France was beyond his power, however, for while the cavalcade with the Prince of France, and his new Princess, the nobles of his train, and a few Aquitainian knights who were following their lady to Paris, was still traveling the hot, dusty summer roads of Touraine, Louis the Sixth of France, for long a sick man, died and was buried.

The letter troubled Odo and, as soon as they arrived in Paris, he went straight to his Abbé, Bernard of Clairvaux—since the King’s death, the most powerful man in France. Odo explained the situation, saying, “The old knight was very explicit in his instructions, my father. ‘Not to the Prince,’ he said. But now that the Prince is King . . . ”

“An interesting problem,” said the Abbé. “Give me the letter!”

Without hesitation he broke the seal and read the words so badly, painfully, and yet so clearly penned. The letter began by referring to the plot, now happily brought to fruition; then it went on:

The Lady Eleanor, behind a courteous manner, conceals a deep and devious disposition that will bear watching. I tell you this for your guidance, the more so as my lord the Prince, her husband, has been taken with her charms beyond what might have been expected in a match so hasty and so contrived. I have of late had excellent proof of her cunning and willfulness and of her desire to manage all things in her own way.

“You did well,” said Abbé Bernard. “The letter is purely personal, mainly in praise of the Prince, and the words addressed to his father, the King, now in the tomb, would only hurt his tender feelings. Put it in the fire, Odo.”

But Sir Godfroi had judged Odo well. Something went into the fire, something crackled and flamed; something else went into hiding in Odo’s sleeve. There were now two men in Paris who had been warned that, behind a courteous manner, their new Queen concealed a cunning disposition and a desire to manage. And since that description applied exactly to themselves and they wanted no competition, they watched her as closely and as coldly and as distrustfully as even Sir Godfroi could have wished.



TWO
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BY MIDWINTER OF ELEANOR’S FIRST YEAR in Paris, most of the nobles and knights and ladies who had followed her thither had, on one excuse or another, gone home. Whatever reasons they gave for leaving, she knew, because she passionately shared, the feelings which led to their departure. Paris, both as a town and as the center of a court, had been a most dismal disappointment to her, to her friends, to anyone who had known the gaiety, the warmth, the stir and movement and color of her father’s castles in Bordeaux, in Tours, and in Poitiers.

The city, which in later ages was to become a byword for frivolity and to be known as “Gay Paris,” was at that time a collection of ancient grey buildings and dark narrow streets huddled together on an island in the Seine. The castle to which Louis the Seventh conducted his young Queen had been built as a fortress in the troubled times of the Merovingian kings and, since nothing had been done to alter or improve it, it was crumbling in decay. The northern sun—so pale, so fleeting to eyes accustomed to the long hot summers in the South—could never reach the small apartments set deep in the thick walls behind the narrow slit windows; and all that winter when the Queen, sick for home, hungry for some distraction, pressed close to the windows and stared out, all that met her gaze was the grey water of the Seine running below the grey buildings under the grey sky. And when at last spring came, slowly and late, there was nowhere to walk except in the crowded, narrow, and dirty streets, or in the palace garden, none too spacious and planted with discouraged fig trees and cypresses, least cheerful of trees. There was no room in the narrow city for open gardens or orchards—they, like the woods which Eleanor loved, were on the riverbank across the water and only to be reached by crossing the bridge which linked the island with the mainland.

But it was not in a physical way only that Paris was dull. The city, even the dingy palace, would have been bearable if the life that went on in them had been lively and cheerful; if the young Queen had been able to introduce some of the customs of her homeland. At the Duke’s court, anyone with a good song to sing, a good story to tell, or a good trick to display had always been welcome, so entertainment was never lacking; moreover the young men and women about the court, not to be outdone, vied with the professional musicians and poets and thus became skillful in amusing themselves and one another. At the King’s court, only two kinds of people were welcome—grave churchmen and serious soldiers. Only once a year—during the Twelve Days of Christmas—was anything like gaiety encouraged, and even then Eleanor knew that Louis heaved a sigh of relief when the carols were finished, the evergreen wreaths taken down, and the Lord of Misrule, who had governed the revels, put aside his wand for another year.

It was not a court to attract gay, lively people, so it was that, one by one, the Aquitainians who had accompanied their Duchess to Paris seized upon, or invented, excuses to go home. Eleanor bore them no grudge, though their going left the dull palace a little more dull. She thought herself fortunate that one particular favorite remained, a young woman of her own age, gently born, intelligent, and not without wit. Her name was Amaria and her father had been gravely injured in that same war in which Richard de Vaux’s father had lost his life. Useless for fighting, too demented to govern his estate properly, and given to terrible rages, the knight had lived on, growing poorer each year and using his children very ill. In the end, the Duke, hearing of his plight, had granted him a small pension and taken on the responsibility of the knight’s family: setting one son up as a wine merchant in Bordeaux and another in the silk trade; marrying off, with adequate dowries, the two daughters of marriageable age; and taking the youngest, Amaria, into his household. Her nerves had been ruined by her father’s rages and the bustling gay court terrified her until one day Eleanor noticed her and decided to befriend her. The lonely child responded wholeheartedly to the first kindness she had ever known. She repaid it with devotion, exerting herself to become not only a skillful waiting woman but a companion upon whom Eleanor came to rely more and more. Amaria was invaluable in the lonely days, the dull days which followed the Christmas of 1137, when the court settled down to its usual routine, which, for Eleanor and her ladies, meant rising, eating, going to church, reading a few books over and over again, and tapestry work or embroidery, a little gossip, a little music with lute or harp, or sleep.

Eleanor waited. She told herself that Louis was newly come to kingship; there was much to do, many people to consult on serious business; and he had not yet moved out of the shadow of the cloister in which he was raised. Later things would be different. And the spring would come.

Spring came that year to Paris with a shout, with a blustering warm wind, with a race of white clouds across a blue sky, on a day in April. Eleanor and Amaria, up before the other ladies, walked in the palace garden before going to church. The solemn fig trees, the funereal cypresses, hardly recognized the change of season, but across the river, which surely ran less greyly this morning, the orchards and woodlands on the far bank held up their shining buds to the sun and seemed to float in a pinkish-purple haze, freckled here and there with clear pure green where some branch, ahead of the others, had shaken free a few fresh leaves.

Suddenly Amaria said, “Oh, listen! The cuckoo!” It came again, the gay yet wistful call that is the very voice of spring.

Amaria’s mind slipped back to the time when she had first known happiness. Incautiously she said, “Oh, my lady, do you remember how on such a morning we would ride out . . . ”

“All too well,” Eleanor said shortly, thinking of the gay cavalcade setting off to greet the sun, the dew-jeweled grass, the laughter, the jokes, and the songs . . .  and the way Richard could imitate the cuckoo’s cry so that the lonely elusive bird would answer him. Amaria thought, Ah, she is homesick and small wonder!

“Come,” Eleanor said briskly, “we shall be late for Mass.” They breakfasted with the other ladies as usual, and afterwards Amaria said resignedly, “At least we might carry our work into the garden.”

“Not I,” cried the Lady Ursula, the elderly chief lady-in-waiting. “It is well known these spring days are treacherous, blowing hot and cold like a fickle lover. Do you sit in the garden if you wish to court the rheum; I stay here.”

One or two others echoed her. But Amaria and another, Sybille, looked at the Queen, their young eyes shining and pleading.

“Not I,” she said—thinking that they looked like puppies begging to be let free—“I have a better thought. Wait for me and leave the work where it is.”

She set out briskly for the King’s apartment. Ordinarily she never saw him until the midday dinner hour, for Louis still kept his monastery hours; he rose at first light, attended the first Mass, ate his frugal breakfast, and was at work before the Queen was awake. Already, early as it was, the corridors and anterooms on his side of the palace were humming with activity, messengers coming and going, men with appointments waiting patiently, rubbing the sleep from their eyes, and clerks, with three hours’ work behind them, beginning to yawn as they scribbled. They all looked at her curiously as she made her way to the plainly furnished, north-facing chamber which lay behind the high, vaulted room where Louis gave his public audiences. The guard on the door, with respect, and some confusion, answered her question, “Is His Grace within?” with,

“Within, my lady, but engaged.”

“Nevertheless, I wish to speak with him.”

He threw open the door and announced her.

A diffidence, which she had not foreseen, came over her as she stepped into the room, where the very air seemed grey and heavy with concentration. She had been here only once before—soon after her arrival in Paris. It was evening then and Louis was showing her, not without pride, all over the palace.

“This is where I shall work and do all my business,” he had said. “My father—God rest him—was for a long time a sick man. He conducted his business from his bedchamber and even an emissary from the Emperor was apt to be jostled by a physician or a leech bearing a plaster. As a consequence, everything grew very slack and informal. But I shall have it otherwise. Only those with business shall penetrate this room.” He had given her a warning glance as he spoke, and she had heeded the warning—until now.

In Aquitaine it had all been very different. Her father had taken his executive duties very lightly before he had become ill and belatedly aware of his many sins, planned a penitential pilgrimage to Compostella. He had been capable of deciding weighty matters in the instant it took him to mount his horse, would stand with one foot on the ground and one in the stirrup and say, “I’ve made up my mind . . . ” And from her earliest childhood she had been accustomed to run to him when she would; even in the manor court he would greet her when she appeared, lift her onto his knee, and say, “Now sweetheart, sit still, listen and watch. This is as good as a play . . . ”

This room of Louis’ held three tables; two small ones near the door where the most trusted scribes sat working, a longer one at the far end, occupied at the moment by Louis and Odo. Near the end of the table was a tall rack laden with rolled maps. A row of shelves under the window held parchments, supplies of ink, and sand and seals and candles. On account of its situation, the room was always chill, so a fire burned on the hearth, and a very young page sat on a stool with no other occupation in the world than to put—as silently as possible—a fresh log on the fire when it was needed.

A deep, almost religious hush held the whole place in thrall. The noise her heels made on the stone floor as she moved towards the far table sounded like sacrilege.

She looked at Louis, and, as suddenly as it had come, her feeling of diffidence, of being an intruder, left her. As she entered, Odo reached out, took a map from the rack, and unrolled it before the King; in the instant before he looked up to recognize and greet his Queen, the King of France had borne a remarkable resemblance to some rather bullied little schoolboy who had been set a task just beyond his powers. He was only eighteen, slightly built and fair; the life he had led since his coronation had done nothing to lift the cloister pallor from his face. A pang of affection and pity went through Eleanor’s heart as she looked at him. It’s time he was disturbed, and who should do it but I? she thought, and advanced to the table boldly.

Louis rose and kissed her, his gravity broken by a smile which was both sweet and diffident. Odo, unsmiling, rose too, kissed her hand, and said, “I trust you are in good health, Your Grace.”

“She is, thanks be to God,” Louis said. “She shines in this dull chamber like a ray of sunshine on a dull morning.”

Odo shot him a sharp, suspicious glance and spread the map which had begun to reroll itself as soon as they took their hands from it.

“But it isn’t a dull morning, my lord,” Eleanor said. “It is a lovely morning, and spring is in the air. It is because of that that I have dared to disturb you. I have a favor to ask.”

The King’s expression became ambiguous. His lips smiled, his whole face softened. He was very fond of his beautiful wife; at times, indeed, he was as nearly completely in love with her as a man of his cold, monkish nature could be with any woman. He was prepared to do her any favor which did not bring him into conflict with the old men who ruled him and whose good opinion he valued next to that of God. It was this thought which brought a wary, watchful glint into his eyes, even as his lips smiled.

“I thought,” Eleanor said, “it being such a lovely morning, we might ride abroad. We could go to the woods and let our falcons free. We would carry our dinner—food tastes so much better in the sunshine. Please Louis . . .  in all these months we have not taken a ride together.”

He looked relieved.

“Indeed,” he said, “I think that might be arranged.”

Then, lest she should think that, being so easily arranged, it was a thing which he might himself have suggested, he added,

“It is true we have not ridden together. There has been much to do.”

“And much remains,” said Odo. “Your Grace promised a decision upon this Meridon problem today.”

Louis turned almost peevishly and said, “Yes, I did! A place you cannot even find on a map. Perhaps while I am taking the air you would set half a dozen clerks to search for it, Sir Chaplain.”

“I know Meridon,” said Eleanor. “It is one of my manors, it lies midway between Poitiers and Lusignan.” She moved round the table and bent over the map. “Here it is.” She placed a pointed fingertip on a name.

“And why?” asked Odo sourly, “should Meridon be writ St. Marine?”

“Because your map is old and out-of-date. My grandfather, the old Duke, had a mighty falling out with the Church, you may remember, and some of his most loyal vassals, to show which side they were on, made the gesture of renaming their manors with worldly names. Gervase One-Eye—he’d lost an eye on crusade with my grandfather—was one of the most loyal, and he changed the name of his manor from St. Marine to Meridon.”

“There’s a Gervase of Meridon mentioned in this dispute,” Louis said eagerly.

“You should have asked me,” said Eleanor with equal eagerness. “I know them all. This Gervase would be old One-Eye’s grandson. . . .  The dispute, what is that about? Has William the Hammer renewed his claim?”

“That is so,” Louis said uncomfortably. To cover his discomfiture he turned to Odo and said, “Change the name on the map with your quill, Odo—though there should be a newer map somewhere. It should be found.”

Odo muttered something about not having his quill to hand, and slipped away from the table. Neither Louis nor Eleanor noticed that he did not come back, for Eleanor, delighted to be of use at last and pleased even to be talking about her own dear Aquitaine, had launched out upon the tale of Meridon: how the rival claims had arisen, how this neighboring lord supported one claimant because of marriage ties, and that neighboring lord favored the other because of an ancient feud with his rival. She talked vigorously, pointing to the map as she talked and making quite a romantic tale of it, especially when she told how One-Eye’s son had come back from the wars in Castile with a Moorish wife and was disinherited by his angry father, then excommunicated for refusing to have her baptized against her will.

“And which of the claimants would you favor?” Louis asked, so carried away by her story that he forgot his caution, and his instructions.

“They’re both good knights and they both have good claims, good faulty claims of about equal right,” said Eleanor judiciously. “But William the Hammer is old—he must have been over thirty when he formerly made his claim, and unless I am mistaken, he has no son to do knight’s duty and inherit. I should give verdict in favor of Gervase. Though that, my lord, may be a little difficult for you to do as that family is very unpopular with . . . ”

She broke off as the door opened and the Abbé Bernard of Clairvaux entered. Odo had rushed to find him to report that the Queen was in the King’s private room, talking as though she were one of the Council.

He greeted the young King and Queen courteously, but his eyes rested coldly upon Eleanor’s animated face and his expression hardened as Louis said, “In one moment, my lord Abbé, I shall be all attention,” and then to Eleanor, “Unpopular with whom?”

“With the Church,” Eleanor said, a little ill at ease. “And now, shall I order the horses and the food while you talk to my lord Abbé, and be ready to ride in half an hour? You will not be wasting your time, Louis; this talk has called so many things to my mind which I can tell you as we ride—things you could not learn by study of that outmoded map!”

Bernard watched her as she walked to the door. He derived no pleasure from the sight of the slim, upright figure, the proud carriage of the head, the lithe, vigorous step; to him they, like her fairness of face and ready wit, were mere possible dangers. She threatened something which he must have in order to perfect his life’s work—the complete control of the young King. Bernard, unlike many great churchmen of his day, cherished no personal ambition; he was a saint; he intended that Louis should be a saintly king and France a saintly country. There was no place in his plan for a gay, worldly, beautiful young Queen who exercised influence on her husband. Moreover, both Eleanor’s father and grandfather had often been at odds with the Church, and a faint flavor of their defiance clung about Eleanor, though she was herself devout enough.

Seating himself at the table, he now said, “You have been discussing matters of grave importance with the Queen?” His tone was gentle, conversational, even perhaps a little amused.

Dragging up the other chair, Louis said boyishly,

“Indeed yes! Perhaps we should have done so before. At least in this matter of Meridon—which concerns her own domain—she is wonderfully well informed. It seems that the Duke, her father, was accustomed to discussing things with her and encouraged her to take interest in affairs. Which is not strange . . . ” Louis went on thoughtfully, “his son being dead. It was wise of him to rear her to the position she was to occupy.”

“And that was?” Bernard asked.

“To be Duchess of Aquitaine,” said Louis, throwing the Abbé a puzzled look.

“Exactly. But now, you see, she is Queen of France, a very different thing. It is now for us to be wise. And I assure you, my son, it would be very unwise to allow her to meddle in affairs of state now. Had it been possible for her to stay and rule in Aquitaine alone, I should have been the last man on earth to question either her policy or her activities—so long as they conformed to God’s laws of course. But she did not stay there; she married you and, by that act, made you Duke of Aquitaine. You will remember Christ’s words, ‘No man can serve two masters’ . . .  how much less can any country? God called you to rule in France, and in His wisdom added Aquitaine to your domains. You bear the responsibility and you must have the authority, for the two can never, in this world, be divided.”

“But to make use of her special knowledge, as in this case . . . ”

“Let us consider this case,” said Bernard, cutting short the attempt at argument, but noting it against Eleanor as he did so, for Louis seldom argued. “Did she say which claimant should have Meridon?”

“Yes . . .  but only when I asked her directly; that is surely permissible.”

Bernard could see clearly that, in one half hour, the Queen had made great headway; here was the King sticking up for her against him already.

“And what did she answer?”

Louis told him what Eleanor had said, and why.

“That is precisely what I mean,” Bernard said and proceeded to explain at great length, very gently, very firmly, why William the Hammer must be allowed his claim.

Eleanor, hurrying to order the horses and a hamper of food and to invite Amaria and Sybille and two lively young knights to join the outing, was conscious of a great lightening of spirit. She would get to know Louis after all, despite all the barriers which formality and court etiquette and the dull old men around him reared between them. They would learn to work—and to play—together.

She knew that she was not ill fitted to help Louis; she had always taken an interest in affairs and, under her father’s tuition, had learned a good deal about politics and about men. She remembered how he had once leaned towards her when two men were arguing their case in court, both apparently honest but with contradictory stories. “Which is the liar, my pretty?” he asked, and, when she said that she was not sure, he replied, “I am. See how the one with the black beard tucks his thumbs into his fists. He feels the need of something to hold on to. You must mark these things. It is what a man doesn’t know he is doing that gives him away.”

Once or twice since her arrival in Paris she had made an attempt to talk to Louis about state affairs but he had always put her off, saying, “I couldn’t explain; it would take too long,” saying, “This is a purely French affair,” saying, “Don’t bother your pretty head about such dull matters.” As though anything in the world could be so dull as tapestry work! Still, this morning marked a milestone; she had known what she was talking about, and Louis had really listened.

The horses, gaily caparisoned, were ready in the courtyard, tossing their heads against the hold of the grooms. The falconers with their hooded charges leaned against the sun-warmed wall. Eleanor and her little party waited . . .  and waited. A full hour had passed when the little page who tended the fire in the King’s room came hurrying out with a note.

“My sweet,” it said, “to my infinite regret I cannot ride today. The Abbé brought business which will detain me till supper. The sun should have reached the garden by now; take your ease there.”
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