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Note on the Twelfth Century

France was still a small kingdom, even at the end of the twelfth century when this story opens. The French kings controlled the Île de France and some surrounding areas. Powerful Burgundy lay to the east, the broad lands of Aquitaine to the southwest, and Brittany and Normandy to the north and northwest, independent dukedoms or counties all.

An attempt had been made in 1137 to broaden the French kingdom when the French king, Louis VI (le Gros), and William, the ninth Duke of Aquitaine, agreed to the marriage of their children—just before each of the rulers conveniently died. Louis VII, called le Jeune, was seventeen at the time, and Eleanor, Duchess of Aquitaine, was only fifteen years old. The royal couple eventually had two daughters, but no sons. This remained a sore point with Louis’s advisers and counselors, who feared for the succession.

The other power on the continent at that time was Normandy. It was from Normandy two generations earlier that Duke William (later called the Conqueror) had sailed to defeat King Harold at Hastings and to assume lordship of England. William I’s granddaughter, Mathilda, vied with her cousin Stephen for the crown of England following the death of William’s son, Henry I. Stephen was the victor. After a stormy civil war, and the death of Stephen’s only son, Eustace, Stephen agreed to accept Mathilda’s son, young Henry of Anjou, as heir to the English throne.

Meanwhile, the marriage of Eleanor and the pious Louis fared badly. In 1152 Eleanor and Louis divorced and she immediately married Henry of Anjou, who was about to become king of England.

Eleanor brought with her to her new marriage a dowry of the broad and fertile lands of Aquitaine. Henry and Eleanor thus formed a formidable alliance against Louis. This caused years of intermittent wars, notably over land in Normandy and the Vexin, although periodic attempts were also made on both sides to reach some kind of peace.

Louis married again, and again, until he had the son he so desired. From his second marriage to Constance of Spain, Louis produced two more daughters, Marguerite and Alaïs. In one of the rare moments of détente, Thomas à Becket arranged for the marriage of these two daughters to Eleanor and Henry’s eldest sons. Marguerite married young Henry, called “the Young King” to distinguish him from his father, and Alaïs was betrothed to Richard, who came to be known as “the Lion Heart.”

The marriage of Alaïs and Richard never took place. Eventually, much of the land of the northern continent and all of Aquitaine, Normandy, and Brittany became part of France. England went its own way, ruled for several centuries by descendants of the Plantagenet family of Anjou.

But for one century politics and power were dominated by a score of interesting, determined, and dramatic people, whose destinies seemed interwoven as if by divine design. Eleanor of Aquitaine, Henry of England, Louis of France, Richard the Lion Heart, John of England, Philippe of France, and Thomas à Becket were unforgettable characters. And so, if you believe this story, was Alaïs, forgotten princess of France.


Prologue

A.D. 1200

My last feelings, just before the hands seized me, were of my cold limbs. My last memory before darkness was of a trivial nature. I recall noticing the torches lining the cathedral walls and the leaping shadows that sprang from their fire to perform a macabre dance as if for my entertainment. They reminded me of a traveling dance troupe from Venice I once saw, tall, thin figures garbed in black cloaks and doublets, rising and falling like shafts of dark water in rhythm. The cold gusts of air feeding the torches seemed to increase as I watched, as if doors had opened somewhere. I should have been warned, but instead I paid no attention.

I was kneeling on the steps of the side altar, the very altar where Thomas à Becket had fallen under the swords of Henry’s knights nearly thirty years earlier. I was not lost in prayer, as it might have appeared to an onlooker, should any such be passing through the church at this late hour. Rather I was focused on how to make my knees obey my mind and rise, so that I could carry out the purpose for which I had come, the task that forced me to spend a lonely hour on this dark, drafty April night in Canterbury Cathedral.

For although I was ostensibly on a pilgrimage to the tomb of the martyr to pray for my sins (and God knows there were plenty of those strung out like dark pearls in the years behind me), I had another reason altogether for keeping a vigil this night: I had been sent to recover Eleanor’s letters.

The map stuffed into my pocket was no longer necessary. I had committed its contents to memory. All I had to do was persuade my stiff knees to disengage from the hard marble and straighten, so I could move around the altar to the masonry in back. Then it would be a simple matter to find the rosy-colored stone in the third row from the bottom and retrieve the packet of letters stored behind it. I could return to my warm guesthouse here at the abbey, and tomorrow I would be on my way back to France. Within the fortnight the letters would be delivered to Fontrevault Abbey. Then Eleanor would be happy, and I would finally get the information she had promised.

So engaged was I in that arduous task of rising that I failed to hear the slight sound behind me that would have signaled my fate. Instead I was taken completely by surprise. The only thing I felt was a strong hand around my neck, another around my waist, and—before I could cry out—I smelled the thick, sweet scent of a mandrake-soaked cloth. Unforgiving hands clapped it against my face, and all went dark.

When next I was aware, I was lying on my side in a litter of some kind, jolting along in a rough carriage enclosed by heavy velvet curtains. They smelled of mildew, and I was reminded of a damp stone tunnel under the castle at Chinon we royal children used for our play. I was covered with a rough wool blanket that scratched when I twisted. It stank distinctly of pigs.

I raised my head as far as I was able and saw that I was alone. My head felt weighty as a miller’s sack of flour, and my tongue was covered in the same velvet that surrounded me. My hands were bound, but it was no matter: I couldn’t have stirred a limb at that moment if they had been free. The very effort to hold my head up became too much, and I fell back on the makeshift pillow of cloaks someone had placed under me.

For a long period I could not move at all. My head felt alternately light and then leaden, and dreams wafted in and out like wisps of smoke. The shapes were familiar, but I couldn’t catch hold of anything. The shoulder under me ached, probably from being tossed into this cart, but I was unable to relieve my position since my hands were pinned behind my back. I kept hearing the music of a lute, probably Marcel’s lute, playing a familiar madrigal, but I could capture no more than a few notes at a time before it faded. And anyway, if it was Marcel, why didn’t he stop playing and come to my aid?

An odd thought intervened: Minuit, my small black cat. I should have brought her with me on this journey. They would never remember to bring her indoors when it rained in Paris. Unbidden, tears began to spring up behind my eyes, and, like a rusty fountain finally producing, I allowed them to spill out. I had not cried in years. I was surprised I had not lost the knack.

To get better control, I tried to put my mind on some other topic. As was my practice when distressed, I set myself a problem to solve. The choice was obvious: my own situation. How was it that a princess of the royal house of France, at one time betrothed to the king of England himself, should come to find herself dragged through a cold Kent night by unknown ruffians, bound and stuffed like a wild boar in a lout’s carriage? But even in my befuddled state, I knew the answer. It was the very same cause of all the difficulties that had plagued me through my entire life: It was all Eleanor’s doing.


BOOK I

 

The
Journey
Out


.1.

The Courier

Lady Eleanor was my stepmother, and the dearest friend of my childhood. To everyone else she was Queen Eleanor of England, or the Duchess of Aquitaine, or “Your Highness.” To me she was simply the Lady Eleanor.

Our long and complicated history had many bends in the road, and our early intimacy had long since disappeared from view. Even so, it was hard to imagine that she meant me bodily harm. But there was no doubt in my mind that my current situation could be traced directly to the letter Queen Eleanor had sent to my brother’s Paris court not a fortnight earlier.

Philippe and I were closeted together when her letter arrived. We were in his private chambers in our drafty palace on the Île de la Cité, perched on the edge of the wind-whipped Seine, when the courier found us. We were alone, without guards or servants, as was usual when he wished to badger me about some inadequacy of my performance as princess royal.

“Alaïs,” I recall him saying, “I have hesitated to speak to you about this, but your behavior is becoming more and more a daily topic of discussion for the court.”

With hands clasped behind his back, he paced away from me as he talked, so that his words at the end became muffled as if flung against the wind. I sighed.

The chamber suited Philippe. His passion was war, always had been. The tapestries that lined the high stone walls and provided some measure of warmth were laced with hunting scenes—men with spears, boars in flight, hounds leaping. Hunting is, after all, a form of war; at least I would think so if I were an animal. The doors that guarded the privacy of the chamber were of oak and carved with scenes from the ancient battle of Troy. Encircling the hearth was another remarkable piece of oak carved by highly skilled artisans. They had used their art to design miniature weapons—bows, arrows, knives, swords—all intertwined like a chain of malicious grapes winding around the gentle hearth fire.

“Well, what do you have to say, sister?” He turned unexpectedly and headed back in my direction. I forced my attention to the issue.

“I cannot understand, brother, why the court should gossip about me in this way. Unless it is that your courtiers are envious of my serenity in the midst of the tremendous chaos that reigns over this impending wedding.”

“They say not that you are serene.” Philippe’s toe stubbed on a corner of one of the Smyrna carpets of which he was so proud. He cursed softly as he caught himself. At such vulnerable moments, he was not the king of France to me. I saw him only as my younger brother.

“The reports are the reverse, that your feeling about this wedding runs high. The charge is that you refuse to take part in the preparations, or even give advice when it is sought, but instead become angry when Agnès or her ladies try to involve you in their plans.” He began to rub his brow, always a sign that his headaches were returning, then covered the gesture by running his fingers through his dark, cropped hair. “Alaïs, this is becoming an issue between Agnès and my royal self. She feels you are not supportive of this coming wedding between our son and the house of the Plantagenet.”

I held back yet another sigh. Philippe felt caught; I could see it in his face. I knew he did not want to have this conversation with me, that Agnès had forced it on him. We cared for each other, and he mostly left me alone to brood in my own way or withdraw if it suited me. For all his faults, he was my brother. I sometimes saw in his face the broader outlines of my own as it played back to me from the metal mirror he himself had brought me from the south. We had different mothers, but the lines and shapes of our faces, long and thin, were of the father we shared, and we had the same slightly almond-shaped eyes, those eyes of the Capet house of France. His were dark, while I had been told mine were as green as the eyes of my black cat.

“Philippe, try to understand my position.” I shifted on the cushions to lean forward and made a gesture of appeal with my good hand. “I don’t like weddings. I don’t want any part of them. I am delighted that you have arranged this marriage between little Louis and Eleanor’s granddaughter.” I smiled but then spoiled it by muttering, “Although why Eleanor of Castile would want to send the child Blanche from sunny Spain north to the damp fog of Paris is beyond me.”

Philippe stopped in front of the small couch on which I had draped myself. “That is exactly the kind of comment that—”

“—that gets me in trouble in this court of yours,” I finished for him. It was so easy to finish his remarks, because, on some subjects, they were so predictable.

“It’s your court as well, Alaïs,” he said, sounding wounded.

“No, it’s not, Philippe. Let’s not—at least between us when we are alone—keep up that fiction. I am here at your sufferance. I was sent back here like an unwanted package when my betrothal to Richard ended and Queen Eleanor found me an embarrassment. You are kind, but I am of an age where I should have my own home and county, and a husband of my own. I don’t, and so I find myself your guest.” I tried to speak in a matter-of-fact manner but found my voice oddly giving way to some kind of shakiness as I finished. So I stopped talking until I had more possession of myself.

“And so,” I continued, speaking slowly, as if these thoughts were occurring to me for the first time, “perhaps because I never had my own wedding, it is difficult for me to enter with joy into planning this one. As I said at dinner this eve, it has occurred to me that I would be better in these days away from court. I would like your permission to withdraw for some time. Perhaps to stay with our sister Marie in Troyes until summer. She has always been willing to welcome me.” I paused. “If I am away, out of sight of those who criticize me, it would not be necessary then for you to have to defend me, as you do now.”

“Alaïs…,” he began. I was horrified to hear sympathy creeping into his voice. Who knows what emotional nonsense he would have uttered had we not—fortunately—been interrupted by the messenger, preceded by one of Philippe’s marginally competent personal guards.

“Your Majesty.” The short, burly figure of Philippe’s head guard flung open the heavy oak door as the hinges protested. “This man insists … presenting…”

And before he could complete the announcement, the guard was gently edged aside by a remarkable-looking stranger who towered above him. The newcomer was no longer young, but he appeared still vigorous. He was dressed in traveler’s garb, an ordinary tunic with no mail overshirt, leggings, a wet Lincoln green cloak, and boots spattered with mud. One keen eye sparkled with intelligence, while the other was sewn entirely shut, giving his craggy face a kind of unintended rakishness. But he held himself regally, and I saw the scarlet and white emblem of Eleanor of Aquitaine interwoven with the lions of England dressing his breast. My heart mounted into my throat, and I suddenly sat straight upright. It was Sir Owain of Caedwyd, King Harry’s lieutenant and trusted knight, whom we had always called by the affectionate English name Tom.

“Sir Owain of Caedwyd with urgent messages for the king”—the guard raced through to the finish—“and the Lady Alaïs.”

“Courier?” Philippe had turned at the interruption, and his voice was sharp. “What is your business with the king?” My brother disliked interruptions in the extreme, especially if he was experiencing some emotional state. Something to do with manhood, I believe.

“As your own man stated,” Tom said, with the barest hint of irony, “I have letters for Your Majesty and Your Grace.” He bowed low to each of us. “They are to be delivered personally and in confidence.”

Tom’s rumpled dress, which marked him as a servant-courier, deceived Philippe. He did not know—as I did—that Tom was an experienced courtier. Tom had been like a brother to King Henry in his younger years. Henry had even knighted him for his service. He went everywhere with us as a family, and I always felt he observed us carefully. His own manners were impeccable. Philippe was in for a surprise. I did not have to feign delight at the familiar face.

“Sir Owain,” I said, extending my right hand. “Welcome to the court of Paris, dear Tom.”

Tom smiled, as canny a smile as I had ever seen, and came toward me.

“You know this man?” Philippe swung his head between us with his nearsighted blink.

“Brother, permit me to present properly Sir Owain of Caedwyd, former lifelong friend and knight of King Harry of England himself”—I nodded to Tom—“and once a lieutenant in the king’s own army. He is also a friend to France. His name is Owain, but the king always called him Tom, swearing to make an Englishman of him someday. Tom, may I present to you my brother Philippe, King of France.”

I had known Tom well when I was a child at the English court. I should have recognized the thick Celtic inflection behind his labored Norman French,, even if I had not seen his beaked nose mapped with veins, the broad cheekbones, the wild thatch of red hair graying now. He had grown a red-gray beard in the fifteen years since I had last seen him, and it covered his square Welsh jaw.

But it was the sight of his hooded left eye that made me certain of his identity. I myself had seen the accident that caused his blindness when I was still a child and Tom was so young a man he hardly had a beard growing. King Harry’s newest falcon had gone wild as they tried to sew its eyes shut for training, and the great bird had clawed Tom’s own eye in its rage. Then both man and bird had had their eyes sewn shut. I never forgot the man’s screams of pain mounting over the cawing of the great wounded bird as the barber-surgeon labored on Tom right there in the open field. I was on my own palfrey, which was pawing the ground impatiently as the shouts rent the air. The other children watched intently, the boys’ faces betraying nothing. But I couldn’t look. I closed my eyes and smelled the sweet field heather, wishing the echoes would end.

“Indeed,” said Tom, making a low bow no courtier could fault, “you may count me always a friend of the country of Princess Alaïs.”

“Well … well, then, what do you bring us, fellow? You come from our cousin King John?” At last Philippe was acknowledging the lions of England emblazoned on Tom’s tunic.

“No, Your Majesty. My letters are from Queen Eleanor at Fontrevault.”

“Queen Eleanor? What could she want?” The king moved to the hearth, edged out his mastiff, who was warming his bones there, and kicked the cinders back into the fire. “Unless it’s further business about the wedding. She’s been unusually silent on the topic for some time. I thought she was leaving all the preparations to our court here in Paris.”

“Thanks to you, Tom, for your good service.” I held out my right hand for the letter, and immediately Tom opened his leather pouch and transferred the scroll with its familiar blue-wax seal to me. I made no move to break the seal. Instead I stuffed the small parchment into my left pocket.

“But why is she writing to you?” Philippe muttered absently as he took his own letter and broke the seal, still standing by the hearth. “No doubt further directives on the wedding,” he grumbled. “She cannot resist managing things.” He shook the scroll open and scanned the script. We waited.

“God’s good bones, sister, do you know what she’s doing?” After a moment Philippe burst into a rip of laughter, causing the hound to look up yet again. “Old Eleanor. What a queen! She’ll put us all to shame in our own old age. This almost makes me like her!” And he flapped the scroll in my general direction.

“What piques your interest, brother?” I gathered myself to rise from my comfortable cushions, much more curious to read my own letter than hear about my brother’s. A feeling was creeping over me, that kind of knowing I occasionally experience just before a shift occurs in my world. I could sense Eleanor’s letter, palpable against my leg.

“She is on the way to Castile to fetch her granddaughter for the wedding with little Louis.” He crowed. “Oh, to have her spirit at her age!”

“What?” My efforts were momentarily arrested. “How could she? She has more than eighty summers.” I pushed myself upward using my right hand on the firm oak of the chair’s arm.

He was still reading, shaking his head as he moved to the long cypress table at the side of the room. He tossed the scroll down and picked up the large silver pitcher that displayed his personal royal insignia. Dark Bordeaux splashed as he filled two goblets, and then he paused. After the space of a breath, he poured a third.

“Who knows? Probably she’ll be carried in a litter, at least over the mountains.” He handed me a goblet, still chortling. I had no choice but to accept, impatient as I was to be gone. “But I wouldn’t put it past her to ride partway herself, keeping up with her knights, no doubt.” He gave Tom the other silver goblet.

“The wonder is that she’s doing it at all.” He raised his glass high. “Here, Tom of Caedwyd, drink a toast with the Capet family to the fortitude of your mistress, Queen Eleanor, and to the wedding soon to come that will unite both our houses, the English and the French.” He paused, then added softly, “And end this endless war.”

Tom, who had been standing to the side with a grave expression and folded arms since delivering his letters, raised his cup as graciously as if he drank toasts daily with the king of France. What he made of my brother’s levity, one could not say. His long, honest face was impassive and pleasant, as I always remembered it except for the day of the accident with the falcon.

“What will Jean Pierre and his men make of this? You sent them to escort the Princess Blanche to Paris. They must be in Castile by now.” I had toasted the queen with a swallow of wine before setting my goblet on the table.

“That’s the wonderful part.” Philippe was nearly dancing with delight. He picked up the scroll again and waved it around his head. “Jean Pierre will be so put out. He’ll have to wait, of course, once the Spanish court hears Eleanor is coming. A royal escort. Her own grandmother. He could hardly leave before she arrives.” Philippe tossed the scroll into the air and laughed like a boy when it bounced off the head of his hunting hound. “He’s become so pompous since his father died and he inherited the family title. Cooling his heels in Castile while he waits for Queen Eleanor will be the perfect lesson.”

I had to struggle to keep my composure. If Eleanor only knew that she was assisting my brother in a small revenge on his childhood rival, she would have pulled her thin, well-shaped lips back in that ironic smile that came so easily to her. Pleasing Philippe, her first husband’s son and the bane of her own young princes in war, was not anything she had ever mentioned to me as a priority.

“Brother, I have enjoyed our conversation. Let me think more on what you have said. Perhaps we can talk on the morrow.” I moved toward the door, but Philippe moved even more quickly, blocking my way.

“Princess,” he said, bending over my right hand with courtly grace, an odd, formal gesture to make to one’s sister, but so typical of him in his better moments. “A good even to you. We will speak further of your desire to visit our sister in Troyes. And, Alaïs,”—he hesitated for just a fraction of a moment, almost embarrassed—“do not take too much to heart the gossip of the court. They mean you no harm.”

I nodded, oddly touched, and again made ready to leave. Then I remembered Tom, but before I could speak, Philippe was already issuing instructions to his guard to find a bed and dinner for “our welcome guest.”

I did not look at Tom, but he stopped me by speaking low as I passed. “My lady, will there be an answer to the queen?”

“Certes,” I said. “Come to my chambers tomorrow, before the noon hour. You will have your answer then.”


.2.

The Letter

I moved slowly down the broad, damp stone hall toward my own chambers, careful not to excite the interest of the few courtiers and ladies who passed, bowing. Philippe was wrong, as usual, when he said the court wished me no harm. I was the target of words that came like arrows from every side. The French court resented my outspoken ways and my influence with my brother, the king. And some, because of my deformed left hand, saw me as no more than a witch, with powers they did not understand. I overheard one short, fat, overdressed little toad say once that I made interpretations of dreams and foretold the future. Which was nonsense—well, for the most part.

Turning a corner, I collided with the queen’s newest maiden, the raven-haired daughter of the Duc de Berry. I couldn’t recall her name, but her wild, uncontrollable bush of dark, curly hair made her stand out among the other young women-in-waiting. She was carrying a bolt of new pale samite, which was so tall in her arms that it completely shielded her face. As a consequence, when she rounded the corner like a young colt, she galloped into me. I nearly toppled backward, only catching myself against the wall at the last minute. The girl dropped her burden.

“Tiens, tiens,” I scolded, recovering my balance.

“Excusez-moi, my lady Alaïs,” she said, making a neat curtsy, as if that made up for nearly knocking me over. “But it is the cloth for my new gown. The queen says we must begin the dresses now or they will never be finished in time for the wedding.” She retrieved her burden, flashed a brilliant smile, and darted off, her vision once again obscured. The wedding, the wedding! Always this wedding.

I was happy to obtain the refuge of my room, where no young women besotted with wedding gowns could career into me at leisure. Mimi and Justine were there, sitting on the floor before the fire. They were so deep in their game of cards they had not noticed that the fire was no longer drawing, and I nearly choked on the musky smell of trapped smoke. They scurried to help, but I waved them out and tended to the draft myself. Then I flung myself into a chair and pulled off my veil. Loosing my braids, I ran my fingers through my hair and allowed currents of rest to flow through me.

My room was the smallest of the royal apartments, but I treasured it. I had surrounded myself with things I loved. Tapestries woven in Toulouse, images of fruits and strange animals worked in burgundy and gold, covered my walls and floors. Manuscripts rolled and bound, some crisp with age, some sent from monasteries as far away as Iona, filled one whole oak table, and on another—and for this I did love Philippe—lay as much parchment for drawing and as much charcoal as I desired. I could flee into my drawing whenever I chose.

Now the fire danced in the open draft, and the flames cast light and shadows on the walls. The oil torches set in the recesses near the chair combined with the firelight and candles to give me enough light for reading. Awkwardly I used my good hand to pull Queen Eleanor’s letter from my left side pocket.

At my request all my gowns had pockets sewn into the left side. My left hand had been withered from birth. I kept it hidden as often as I could. And yet it was part of me, so I must accept it, accept a part of me that had no feeling. I had learned to live with it, if not to love it. And, anyway, the pocket had other uses. It could conceal various small items that came to me while in the public rooms: items that were, like Eleanor’s letter, private.

I shook open the scroll after I slid my thumbnail under the wax seal. As I did so, a little piece of paper fluttered to the ground. It seemed at first glance to be a diagram of some sort. I retrieved it and set it aside. Then I proceeded to examine the careful writing before me.

Queen Eleanor had not written to me in the seven years I had been back at my brother’s court. But the elongated, spidery hand in front of me, the hand I had learned to read as a child at her knee, was unmistakably hers. Even the uncertain night’s light did not interfere with my understanding as I carefully made my way through the several heart-stopping pages.

As I read, my fingers out of old habit toyed with the jeweled pendant that hung on a thin silk cord around my neck. Richard’s betrothal gift to me. It had once been Eleanor’s.

To Alaïs, daughter of my own heart

From Eleanor, by the Grace of God Duchess of the Aquitaine and once Queen of England and Lady of All the British Isles:

We have not corresponded for some time. I will be direct with you now and not waste our time on recriminations for past events.

I write to ask you to favor me with an errand, one which will not take much of your time but is of the utmost importance. There are certain letters that are hidden at Canterbury Abbey, in the cathedral. These are my letters, written to Archbishop Becket many decades ago, in the days when he and the king were estranged. They are my property.

I put the letter down. It was a curious opening. And I was amused remembering Eleanor’s habit of always referring to Henry of England, her second husband, as “the king,” as if there were only one king. But whenever she referred to her first husband, my father, she would call him by his full name and title: King Louis of France, as if he—unlike Henry—needed further identification. Then I read on, and all amusement faded.

I want you to retrieve these letters for me. A friend hid them years ago, so they would not fall into the wrong hands. They rest behind the altar where Becket was slain. I enclose a diagram to show you exactly the place. Retrieving them will be a simple matter.

You are the only one who can do this. You can travel to England without exciting suspicion, especially under the guise of making a pilgrimage to the martyr’s tomb. You are of French royal blood, formerly of the English king’s household. Even with a small escort, you would not be harmed by the English nor held back by the Normans. You can traverse both sides of the Channel safely.

I am certain that you still love England, for the sake of our family, if for no other reason. For the sake of Henry, and Richard, if not for my own. Upon these few letters hangs the fate of that kingdom. The Knights Templar are intriguing against John’s throne. They claim he has unfairly pressed the abbeys to help him pay his debts.

I stopped again, anger rising within me. John had always gouged his subjects, especially the abbeys. Everyone at court knew he was in great need of silver, and to him the abbeys sat across the land like fat little pigeons, ready for the plucking. He needed money for the mounting costs of recovering Eire. If only he had behaved in the first place, when Henry sent him there years ago, Ireland might still be linked to Britain. Now his mother wanted me to provide his bail. I returned to her words, shaking my head.

If John’s enemies find these letters, they will use them to destroy the king’s—and my own—reputation with the good people of England.

If there is a rebellion against John, a civil war would most likely follow, and once again we’ll see suffering and destruction in England. I cannot allow civil war if it is in my power to prevent it. Aide-moi maintenant.

I know you may be tempted to disregard my request. But if you help me, your reward will be great. I have certain information in my possession, information about a child born many years ago. This child disappeared and was supposed dead. I think you were interested in the welfare of this boy. If you want the information I have, I will most willingly give it to you. But first you must help me in this crucial business of the letters.

I have been told that your anger with me over the past continues. That you blame me for preventing your marriage to Richard. I swear to you on the tears of Christ that I had no part in those events that occurred after Henry separated us and imprisoned me. Please believe me when I tell you that it was not myself who prevented your marriage to our son, Richard.

I call you now to your responsibilities as my daughter. I will reward you well if you help me. If you choose not to help, your punishment will be your own unquiet conscience.

Eleanor R.

I reread the letter, my hand trembling as if with the palsy. I was torn between anger and shock, like a rag shaken in the teeth of a lion. Gone was my cool head. The lines blurred fiercely as I reread the script. How long had she known about the child? Why had she never told me? And how dare she of all people use my child’s fate as a carrot to lure me to her witless task?

I picked up the silver wine goblet next to my chair and hurled it against the wall, watching the red liquid run down the tapestried wall like blood, feeling my wrath ooze from me. And then I rested my head on the back of the chair, giving up my spirit to whatever feelings came.

I slept poorly that night. My dreams were all of the Plantagenet family. They were on a tournament field. Eleanor, tall, regal, straight-backed and porcelain-skinned as when she was young. Richard, her favored son, tall, auburn-haired like his mother, and beautifully formed, with burgeoning shoulders on his slender, adolescent figure. And of course there was Henry, large, broad-shouldered, gruff, in rough, stained clothes and smelling of horses and the outdoors. In the sheer mass of his figure and his blunt, aggressive features, his power overshadowed the others. They faded from my presence, one by one. All except Henry.

The sun, already high in the sky, sent a ray across my face. I stirred. Returning to this world, my thoughts flew immediately to the child. What was it that Eleanor could tell me that I did not already know? What gem of information could she offer that would change the past? Or the future? The child was dead.

I sat up suddenly. What if, by some incredible chance, the child had survived? If there was any possibility at all … if Eleanor had such news, it was my right to have it. And have it I would!

I moved now with purpose but also with a heavy head, albeit one cooler than was the case the night before. My two timid maids, after tentatively peeking inward to the chamber, advanced slowly toward my bed and helped me rise and dress. They chattered as they brought me cheese and bread and wine for my morning meal. I answered pleasantly enough, but all the while I was considering Eleanor’s strange request. While I waited for Tom of Caedwyd to appear, I riffled absently through a few of the new manuscripts that had come in from Córdoba. It was from Eleanor that I had learned to love the poetry of the Arabs in Hispania.

Then I began walking, restlessly, my fingers searching the golden jeweled pendant I wore. I felt the cool cut of the ruby set deep within it and the gold filigree of the setting. I could make out, too, the fine engraving on the back. Duke William had brought the jewel back from his captivity in Córdoba. It found its way to his granddaughter Eleanor, then to Richard, and then to me. The engraving was one line of Arabic poetry from the great poet Ibn al-Faridh: DEATH THROUGH LOVE IS LIFE. In a way the intensity of the sentiment, its many-layered meaning, reminded me more of Eleanor than of Richard.

A scratch at the door interrupted my reverie and alerted my maids to the arrival of the courier. They scurried to admit him. Tom had to bend his frame to enter, and I could see that Mimi and Justine were impressed by his height and by the mysterious shuttered eye unadorned by any patch.

After I dismissed my maids, I gave Tom my hand to kiss. Then I walked over to the table that contained my beloved manuscripts and, half sitting against it, folded my arms and regarded him well. Tom remained where I had left him, waiting.

“You’ve come for my answer.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Tom was a perfect king’s man. Neither obsequious nor lacking in respect, he simply stood, tall as a lance and just as quiet. He spoke now in the king’s English, no trace of his Celtic origins.

“Do you know what this letter contains?” I asked.

“As to its general contents, yes. As to its particulars, I have not read it.” Tom had the kind of face and demeanor that led one to believe he truly had not broken that royal seal to satisfy his curiosity. But then he had no need to do so if Eleanor had explained the contents to him.

“I understand that your mistress Queen Eleanor is on her way to Hispania right now, to fetch the Princess Blanche for the wedding here in Paris.”

“That is true.”

“Since she is gone, who will receive my answer to this request?” I prodded him, partly in jest.

A ghost of a smile flickered across his lower face.

“If you agree to the task that the queen has set for you, there is no need for a reply. I am instructed to accompany you to England.”

“And if I choose not to undertake this unusual and”—I lifted my brows—“somewhat dangerous task? Who gets that report?”

“In that case I return to Fontrevault Abbey and report to the Abbess Charlotte.”

“My aunt Charlotte? Is she a party to this?” I had no need to pretend surprise.

“I do not know. I only know that Queen Eleanor said if you refused her request, I should inform the abbess.” He coughed here, hesitating. “My lady, as you know, Queen Eleanor has been a guest at Fontrevault Abbey for nearly five winters. During that time the queen and your aunt have become … quite close.”

“I see.” I paced to the window and opened the shutters, looking down on the Seine below. Boatmen, ordinary people bundled in dark cloaks and red scarves, were polling their barges toward the palace docks and calling to one another. Across the river on the right bank, groups gathered on corners near the food stalls as the noon hour approached. The sight of Paris on a common day, going about its business, centered me. In a way it reduced the agitation that had been building since I’d read Eleanor’s letter the night before. I found then the courage to ask my next question.

“I suspect that you do not know the nature of the information your mistress has promised me when I finish her task.” I tried to sound casual, but I could feel my face flush. “Therefore I suppose there is no purpose in asking you for some … that is, … any indication … of what the queen knows?” I stumbled through it, but it had to be asked.

I knew I was presuming on our old friendship. I was taking a risk, but I felt beyond humiliation. If he had given the slightest indication of yielding, of telling me the fate of the child, the fate that Eleanor already knew, I would have thrown myself at his feet to beg.

“Your Grace.” Tom stared at the rushes on the floor, his voice grave, his own cheeks reddening. Then he raised his eyes to mine. “I know only that the queen seems quite beside herself over this situation that threatens the throne of her son. She desperately wants to retrieve her letters before they can be used to wreak further mischief in this wrangle. And because I serve her”—here he paused as if his script required elaboration—“as I serve you”—his look was unwavering—“I have pledged myself to assist in any way I can.”

His candor made me ashamed. I suddenly saw myself in the reflection of his eyes and glanced away.

He paused, and for a long time we said nothing. Then he added, “No one knows better than I how painful that … event … many years ago was for you. If I had answers I could give you, I would have done so then.”

“So if I go to Canterbury, you go with me?” I shifted slightly and began sorting the manuscripts on the table, to hide my emotion from his unbearably sympathetic eyes.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Well, then.” I turned back to him. “Prepare yourself, good Tom, for we leave for Canterbury at dawn on the morrow.”

His broad face broke into a smile so honest and relieved that I had to smile back. Truly, I was amused to see he had expected me to refuse. He clasped his hands behind his back, and his shoulders seemed to lift.

“I’ll have to tell my brother, and I expect he will press a few knights on us for safekeeping.”

He nodded crisply, still grinning. Then, without further ado, he asked leave to go. I gave it to him gladly, for I had much to think about.

In truth, I had surprised myself. When the interview began, I was by no means certain that I would give an assent to this bizarre scheme. I did not react well to the coercion Eleanor was using. And yet if she did have information about the child, I must have it. If the price was doing her bidding and—worse—opening those old wounds that had been long closed, so be it.

I rang for my servants. By the time they appeared, I had already begun the note that would be taken to my brother, requesting permission for the journey. I had to call upon all my diplomatic skills to give a convincing explanation of what I was about to do, and why. And of course I did not, exactly, tell the full story.
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