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    Product Description


    A historical eBook about Blanche, the White Queen of France, the manipulative mother-in-law of Marguerite in Sherry Jones’s Four Sisters, All Queens.


    A woman's power lies in her beauty. For years, Blanche de Castille, the White Queen of France, has lived by this maxim—passed on by her grandmother, ElÉonore d'Aquitaine, as she took the girl to marry King Louis VIII. When her husband dies unexpectedly, however, Blanche finds that beauty is not enough to hold, and command, a kingdom against usurpers eager to wrest the Crown from her woman's grasp. Faced with an English invasion, barons' uprisings, and slanderous rumors, Blanche must look within herself for the strength she needs to guard the throne for her young son. Her bold response shocks the kingdom and shapes her into the formidable, seemingly heartless mother-in-law to Marguerite of Provence, wife of King Louis IX (Saint Louis) and the eldest of the "Four Sisters, All Queens" in Sherry Jones's forthcoming novel.


    Includes an excerpt to the upcoming Four Sisters, All Queens, to be published by Gallery Books, May 8, 2012.
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  She sweeps into the hall clad in spotless white, the color of angels and mourning queens. Pierre Mauclerc’s eyes gleam at her, lurid with imagined sin, but he has seen nothing as yet. He sits on his bench with his lips to the ear of Hugh de Lusignan, whispering lies while forty other barons of the realm mill and chatter, their exclamations and barks of laughter bouncing about the stone walls as Blanche begins to remove her clothes.


  She stands in their midst, her head high, her white-gloved hand lifted to the white cord tying her ermine-lined mantle across her chest. Down it falls into the waiting hand of Mincia, her maid. Pierre’s mouth ceases to move. Heads turn her way; eyes pop at the sight of her face, made up in the shape of a startling and, she hopes, poignant, heart. Her lips are white, her eyebrows. They used to call her “white in heart” and they will again, by God.


  She slides her white velvet surcoat over her arms and drops it into Mincia’s care. The hall falls hush as if words were birds settling in the rafters, rustling their wings. Mincia draws a knife from the sheath on her hip and, with a flash of the blade, cuts the threads tying the sleeves of Blanche’s gown to her outstretched arms. For this occasion she has donned her tunic of white silk embroidered with white fleurde-lis, the emblem of France. Five pearl necklaces drape across her chest, hiding her flush but not her breasts, which must be fully revealed.


  Mincia dips to the floor to grasp the hem of her dress. Slowly she lifts it as the barons watch, jaws dropping (a frisson of pleasure runs through Blanche’s veins. Let them gossip about her now!), revealing her white calfskin boots and white silk leggings—a queen must not cry, blow her nose, or bare her feet and legs in public.


  “My lady!” Robert de Gâteblé, Pierre’s elder brother, leaps to his feet. “Please stop.” He looks as if he might weep, the poor man. He fears she might debase herself—but it is too late for that. Her enemies have already degraded her, and gleefully so. To what lengths will they go to wrest the Crown of France from her? No matter: To keep it, she will always go further.


  A woman’s power lies in her beauty. So said her grandmother, Eléonore d’Aquitaine, who ought to know. Today, beauty feels more like her undoing. But no. Were she as ugly as Medusa, these men would murmur against her, for she possesses what they most desire: power.


  Continue, she whispers to Mincia, who has halted with Blanche’s gown in her hands, waiting to see if she will change her mind. Hoping. Do not give them the satisfaction, my lady, she begged just moments ago as Blanche looked down over the hall, waiting for the room to fill. She is doing the opposite, can’t Mincia see that? They will not be satisfied until she is ruined—which will be very soon, unless she puts an end to these lies.


  Mincia lifts the heavy garment up, up, blocking Blanche’s white-hearted face from view, exposing the rest of her. Someone sucks in his breath. She hears a curse. Good! The room’s chill air grips her torso with icy hands. Gooseflesh ripples her skin. She bends her knees; Mincia pulls the tunic over her head without even knocking her crown askew. Exclamations fill the hall.


  Blanche never drops her glance. She knows how she appears, her nipples pushing darkly against the thin chemise of fine white linen, her belly not only flat but concave, her hipbones jutting, the sheer fabric clinging to the hair between her legs.


  “Monsieurs, we have heard rumors,” she says. Her voice does not quaver, although her bare arms shiver. The barons’ eyes slide down her body; jerk back up to her face, their cheeks reddening; then slide downward again. She might as well be naked before them, which is her intention. Isn’t this how they have imagined her?


  “Look upon us, yes! Fill your eyes.” Pierre Mauclerc—“Bad Clerk,” his name means, and although no one knows how he acquired it, Blanche can easily guess—glares at her. He has lost this game, and he knows it. But did he really expect to triumph over Blanche de Castille?


  “White in heart as in head,” people used to say of her twenty-seven years ago, when she arrived in France to marry the prince Louis. Perhaps her grand-mère had this sentiment in mind when she chose Blanche over her older sister to become France’s next queen. “Blanche will be an easier name for the French to pronounce” was her excuse. Its connotation of whiteness may help her now, please God.


  “We have heard it said that we are with child.” She turns her body this way and that, giving all the room a full view of her stomach sunken, like the rest of her, by grief; her smallish, unswollen breasts. “Is this the body of a pregnant woman?”


  Thibaut is licking his lips, damn him to hell. Were it not for him, she would not be in this predicament.


  “Have you seen enough?” She lowers her gaze to them, meets Pierre’s whip-like glare, the as-yet-beseeching eyes of Robert de Gâteblé. One by one they look away like bashful children caught in some wicked deed. “Does anyone still believe we’re carrying the child of Romano, the cardinal of Sant’Angelo?”


  Her voice snags on his name. She looks down her nose at them, daring them to notice. Romano. Gone this morning with a final kiss, his fringe of hair curling darkly over his soft Italian eyes, his soft hands like warm milk on her skin. The taste of him lingers on her tongue.


  Thibaut stands. “We have seen all we need to see.” He rushes over to her, his chins jiggling. His breath comes in labored pants. He snatches the gown from Mincia’s hands and holds it high over Blanche’s head. “May I?”


  She lifts her arms. He slips the gown gently over her head, then over her shivering body.


  “It is evident to me, monsieurs, and it should be to you, as well, that our queen is innocent,” he says as Mincia and Eudeline finish dressing her.


  “Perhaps now,” Robert says, “these terrible rumors will cease.”


  “Cease they must, monsieurs, for I have now proved them to be lies.” She gives Pierre a pointed look. She imagines him swinging from a noose, and a smile tugs at her lips. His face turns as pale as her own. “You all know the penalty for treason,” she says and sweeps around to ascend the stairs, the taps of her booted feet on the stone the only sound audible in the great, stunned hall.


  One year earlier
 Paris, November 1226


  At first, I thought he mocked me with that twisting mouth, forming words I couldn’t hear. But I could read his lips. The king is dead.


  My shriek skittered horses, rolling their eyes. I slumped to the ground, crushed by God’s own hand. Louis. My only love, taken so soon. Dear Lord, take me, too.


  Brother Guérin tried to help me up. “My lady.” His voice trembled with sorrow and something else: alarm. It is not seemly for a queen to cry. Who said that to me? Hugh, the bishop of Lincoln, when he found me sobbing at the Cité Palace, newly arrived in Paris and sick for Castille. A mother’s tears are her children’s worry and woe. He had a pinched nose, like the beak of the swan he kept as his pet, and his brown eyes looked tired. As queen, you are mother to your people. You must hide your woman’s frailty from them and show only strength.


  I was strong, but my knees were weak. Guérin pulled me up ever so gently, but I could not walk. I leaned against him, staring at the road spooling out before me, as desolate as my heart’s terrain. A hawk circled overhead. Louis, dead? I pressed my fist into my mouth, stifling my sob.


  A hand squeezed mine. I looked down into the solemn gaze of my son, also named Louis, the sweetest boy in all the world and now the King of France. How proudly he had led this procession, a surprise greeting for his father, Louis the Lion, on his way home after seven months in the south and now—dead? I tried to speak the word, but it weighted my tongue like a stone. My stifled tears began to leak from my pores.


  “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” I moaned.


  “Mama,” Louis said, “I am here.”


  I looked into his eyes, bluer than sky—his father’s eyes, never to be seen again—and tried to smile. I tried to be brave for him, my eldest and best boy, although not the firstborn, dear God. Two daughters dropped like unripe fruit from my immature body before Philip came screaming into the world, only to leave it again at nine. Two more boys stillborn left Louis as heir to the throne. One might think me accustomed to death, but no. To this day I hear the scrape of poor Philip’s final breaths, like fingernails clawing for purchase on a sheer cliff.


  The king is dead. Louis! My knees buckled again and I fell, or rather, I flung myself down, letting my son go, letting myself go, folding over myself, burying my face in my lap, my hands over my eyes—crying, yes, the Queen of France, in a sobbing heap in the middle of the world, or at the end of the world.


  I longed for darkness, but found it only within. Bereft of my husband and abandoned by my God in a single sweep of death’s scythe? A queen must not cry. Mama, help me! Eleanor of England never cried, not even when she heard that Papa had been killed. “We are most aggrieved,” she said. That was all. In a quiet voice she ordered baths for the messengers and a feast for the knights returning from the field, then rode out to view his body. Thanks be to God that it was not Papa who lay under that velvet wrap. Another knight had donned the king’s mantle to fool the Saracen generals, and the trick had worked. A poet wrote of the “moistness” in Mama’s eyes when she found my father alive—wounded in the neck and faint with thirst—but that was all. Another woman might have cried from relief, but not my mother. Her sorrows pooled within her heart until, at last, it burst, killing her. Was that strength?


  I pressed my hands to my face, but the flow would not stop. Grief was a river rushing from my eyes and dripping through my fingers. “May I help you to your feet, my lady?” Mincia’s whisper threaded through my sobs. It is unseemly for a queen to cry, even more so for her to grovel in the dirt. I wanted only to sink farther down, to bury myself. How would I live without him?


  A hand pressed my shoulder. Guérin stood beside me, his tears falling like rain onto my head. Glancing up at him I spied the handle of his dagger in the sheath on his belt, glinting in the incongruous sunlight. I leapt up and snatched the blade, thinking to plunge it into my breast—but Guérin clasped my wrist and would not allow it. “I beg you to remember your children, my lady,” he wept. In the carriage, my children, Robert, Jean Tristan, Alphonse, and Phillippe, shouted my name. Louis led me by the hand back to them.


  “Do not you leave me, too, Mama,” he said, so sweet and earnest. “You must help me to be king.”


  Inside the carriage, my boys clambered atop me, shielding me or perhaps seeking shelter. A mother’s tears are her children’s worry and woe. My prostrate grief had frightened them. I felt sorry, especially for Louis, who depended on my strength. France had become a mighty force under his grandfather Philip Augustus, its rule too demanding for even the most capable of twelve-year-old kings. As ardently as I yearned for death, I rose, in that moment, to the tasks left for me: to go on ruling France as I had done these past seven months, and to prepare my son to meet his fate.


  Indeed, I had reigned since the day my husband and I were crowned, three years earlier on the Feast of the Transfiguration. An auspicious date it was, for I, like the Lord, entered heaven on that day, now joined with Louis more completely than in all our years of marriage. We ruled not as a body with two heads but as one head with two bodies. He consulted me on all matters, included me in every meeting, every counsel, every petition, every hearing—and why shouldn’t he? He loved the battlefield, while the court was my milieu. I could spy a liar from the moment he entered the great hall. My grasp of justice rivaled King Solomon’s. I saw, as in a vision, both the immediate and future effects of every decision. Louis, on the other hand, lived only to fight.


  It was the perfect partnership. When Louis headed south to quell revolts against his vassal barons, he left me in command. I thank God for my most excellent queen, to whom I may entrust my kingdom and my very life, he said before kissing me good-bye. He rode off to battle on a high-stepping horse, beaming as though he were off to hunt fox instead of heretics and traitors. Now the kingdom he had entrusted to me was mine alone. I looked down the empty road, saw the misery I would cause my people if I abandoned them now, and wiped my tears.


  I gathered my children into my lap. Young Louis sat beside me, his hand ever in mine. The carriage wheels rucked and clattered over the hardscrabble earth, bouncing on ruts and rocks, jarring me back to sober life. How could I have thought, even for a moment, of killing myself? If I were to die, my children would die also. That hawk still wheeled overhead—no, not a hawk but a vulture, circling like the English king, coveting our lands, or even the French Crown.


  The premonition made me shudder. I wrapped my arm around my son’s slender shoulders, so fragile and delicate. A child on the throne would tempt usurpers. King John’s blood hadn’t even cooled before the English barons tried to topple his young heir. They would have snatched the crown from him and given it to Louis if they could. Only the great lord William Marshal kept the boy-king Henry from losing the kingdom. Who, I wondered, would protect my son? I trusted no one except myself.


  In the great hall that evening, Guérin relayed the details of my husband’s death. Grief struck at my dry-eyed resolve like a battering ram as I listened, digging my fingernails into the heels of my hands.


  The siege of Avignon had lasted months. The city’s twin towers and mountainous stone wall proved impenetrable. Louis vowed to stay until the city surrendered, but he did not reckon on paying so dear a price. Dozens of his men died in the stultifying heat. Louis grew pale and weak, yet refused to give up. At last, starving, the people of Avignon threw open their gates in submission. Louis the Lion had conquered again—but the bells tolled in mourning, not in celebration. So many fine men dead. Then, five days after starting for home, Louis died at Montpensier, surrounded by the men he loved.


  “He struggled in vain to reach you, my lady. He wished only to rest his eyes upon your face again.” If only it could have been so! But—it did not please God to save his life.


  On his deathbed, my husband required every man present to swear allegiance to our son. But where were Pierre de Dreux, Count of Brittany (and, as Earl of Richmond, vassal to the English king) and Hugh de Lusignan, Count of La Marche (married to Henry’s mother)? Sending messengers to the English court, no doubt, telling King Henry that Louis the Lion was dead, and that a weak and feeble woman now held the throne in France.


  “Of course Henry will invade,” I said loudly, feigning a contemptuous snort—for, as I knew, the very walls had ears in my court. “Let him come, I say. He and his friends will soon discover who is weak.”


  Our meeting ended, I all but ran to my chambers, racing a cresting tide of tears. Louis, gone. How could God be so cruel, when I had served him so faithfully? Hadn’t I always given generously to the poor? Hadn’t I supported the Church? Hadn’t I fended off every lord in the kingdom—including that pock-faced Pierre de Dreux—as well as handsome clerics and rogue poets, all vying to warm my bed during Louis’s long and frequent absences? “Frank in frankness, white in heart as in head,” the minstrels sang of me. I lived up to my name. How did the Lord repay me? By taking my husband’s life and leaving me to rule over an unruly kingdom alone, surrounded by plotters aiming to topple me and my son, too.


  The hair on my neck bristled. Let them try! I’d make them wish they’d never even dreamed of fighting Blanche de Castille. Lord, help me, I murmured, then cast the prayer aside. God had given me nothing but misery. I would help myself.


  I had hoped to find my room dark, like my godless soul, but the servants had laid a cheering fire and the gentle notes of a lute floated from a corner. I snatched the instrument from the man’s hand and hurled it into the flames, sending him ducking from the room. Then, at last, I fell into my bed. Alas, the tears I had resisted these past hours would not come—but the memories did, one after the other, like a procession with no end.


  Louis, gone! How my pulse had quickened at the first sight of him, twenty-six years ago, waiting outside the palace gates to greet me: his smooth skin, his golden hair, his blue eyes brimming with mirth. My grandmother’s training on the long journey, the eloquent speech (It is my honor and joy to meet the fleur-de-lis of France), the enticing glance directly into his eyes and then modestly away, the many questions I was to ask (Men love to talk about themselves), the secrets—heirloom relics—Eléonore d’Aquitaine had handed to me dissolved from my mind like fog in the afternoon sun as I stood before him, dazzled. He offered his arm and escorted me inside, where he presented me to his father, a great, shaggy red-beard with a voice like thunder. King Philip Augustus should have intimidated me even more than his son, but Grand-mère had prepared me for him. Hold up your head and meet his gaze if you want his respect, she told me. Speak your mind, or he will assume that you don’t have one.


  When he learned that the famous Eléonore d’Aquitaine had not accompanied me to Paris, his face drooped—and I grinned.


  “I forbade her to come,” I said. “She is so beautiful, even at eighty years, that I feared she might steal your son from me.”


  The mighty Philip Augustus laughed—at me! In the garden with his twinkly-eyed son, however, I could only mumble and sigh. Then, to my delight, Louis called for a lute and began to play. How did he know of my love for music? I sang with him, my tongue untangled, my fears forgotten. Louis played the songs I knew and loved, the songs of the troubadours who frequented my father’s court, including one composed for my mother by Guiraut de Bornelh:


  


  Lithe and quick her body flows,


  With lovely colors it is completed;


  Never was such fresh bloom exceeded


  By rose or any other bough.


  Nor has Bordeaux


  Possessed a lord so lively ever


  As I would be if, apart or together,


  She were mine and I were hers.


  Lying on my bed, remembering, I could almost hear the melody—but no. The music was gone, Guiraut departed from this world when I was yet a girl, and Louis inexplicably and suddenly taken, to play for me nevermore. My bedchambers forever silent. I would never sing again.


  I closed my eyes and squeezed out a single tear—and felt a hand touch my hair. In an instant I sprang upright with a cry, my elbow hitting against something hard, ready to scream for the guard—but a hand clamped around my mouth. I struggled until I heard Thibaut’s voice in my ear.


  “By God’s head, Blanche, it is only me.” He released me to massage his face where I’d hit him. “A little more to the left and you might have broken my nose! You ought to come and train my soldiers in the art of hand-to-hand combat.”


  “What are you doing here?” I hissed. “In my bedchambers—in my bed?”


  “I came to comfort you, my dear.” In the glow of the dying fire I could see the love on his face, no different than always—and yet today I took neither pleasure nor comfort from it. I stood and walked toward the fire, away from him. Let him write songs about me from now until the end of time. Of what use were they to me? A woman’s power lies in her beauty. Thibaut’s poetry kept alive the legend of my beauty even as I had begun to fade, at thirty-eight nearly an old woman. Yet all the beauty in the world would not save me from an English invasion.


  “How do you fare, my lovely? I heard that you collapsed.” From behind, his arms slid around my waist. “I hope you did not injure yourself.”


  “My body is intact. My heart has suffered the wound.” My voice cracked; I swallowed, fearing it would break open and spill my sorrow at his feet.


  “Very poetic, my dear. May I use that in a song? But you must take care not to grieve overly much. People will suspect you of pretense.”


  “Pretense over what? The loss of my life’s love?” I turned around to rest my cheek on his chest. Thibaut was my friend—so I thought. In his arms, I could cry without worry. And yet, before I could finally release my grief, Thibaut did the unthinkable. He slipped his fingers into my hair. I reached up to move his hand and he pulled me so close I could barely breathe. He pressed his pelvis against mine. He mashed his wet mouth all over my neck. He moaned.


  And I? I smashed my left knee into his testicles.


  “How dare you?” I snarled.


  He wheezed for a moment or two, doubled over. I watched with my haughtiest glare, one eyebrow cocked, as he struggled to regain his composure. “Darling, forgive me,” he said, gasping. “I know it is too soon—”


  “Too soon? Thibaut, your audacity never ceases to amaze me.” The poor idiot looked positively crestfallen, as if he had expected me to writhe in ecstasy at his touch. His soft mouth trembled like a girl’s.


  “Blanche.” Still gasping for breath, he stepped toward me again, his arms outstretched.


  “Touch me again, and I will scream.”


  He stared at me as though I had grown a third eye, or a second nose. What in heaven’s name was wrong with him? Thibaut was no philosopher, but I had never thought of him as obtuse.


  “Your ladies are taking their supper. The nurses are putting your children to bed. You may thank me properly without fear of being discovered.”


  Had he lost his mind? I laughed without mirth. “Thank you? For treating me like a whore?”


  “This is the moment of which we have dreamed!” He beamed at me but, seeing my stunned expression, his face bunched like a babe’s on the verge of a squall. “By God’s head, Blanche, haven’t I endured enough? Do you think I haven’t suffered every moment of every day and night since leaving the king at Avignon?”


  “So you do possess a conscience, after all.”


  “Of course. I am tormented by guilt.”


  “Well, that is a mark in your favor. Some whisper that you and your knights abandoned Louis.”


  “We had completed our forty days’ service.”


  “You departed in the midst of his campaign. You left him only a small force with which to lay that siege.”


  “We were no match for the southern heat. The sun beat down more of my men every day, and Louis’s, too.”


  “And so you left him to die.”


  “No, Blanche.” His voice took on a wheedling tone. “I did not simply leave, hoping he might die. Of course, I did hope for that—”


  “You hoped for his death?”


  “You know I did, my love. But I did not leave it in the hands of fate. Three of my men stayed behind. For your protection, I won’t say whom.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper. “I supplied them with arsenic to do the deed.”


  “Arsenic!” I barked the word.


  “Shhh, my dear. We don’t want to be heard.” He glanced nervously about the room. “Yes, arsenic,” he murmured. “Colorless, flavorless—no one will ever suspect poison. With so many fallen from dysentery, everyone assumes he died from it, too.”


  I grasped the windowsill to keep from falling. “You p-p-poisoned Louis?”


  “Yes, my darling. Now he is gone, and we can be together at last.”


  “Oh, my God.” Sweat broke out all over my body. “You murdered him.” The urge to run seized me—but to where?


  “Murder is a harsh word.” He shook his head. His eyes rebuked me. I wanted to scratch them out.


  “Murder is the word I will use against you in court.”


  “But—you wanted him dead, didn’t you? Yes, you did.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pouch and mopped his brow. “You remember our talk. You said you might love me except for being married to the king. You said he would kill you if we were discovered. You said you would give your very soul for things to be different.” He fumbled for my hands, trying to clasp them; I slapped them away. “Well, things are different now. My beloved.” He leaned forward for a kiss. I took a big step backward and slapped his face with all my might. The feel of my hand on his skin sent ripples of pleasure up my arm.


  “Stay away from me! Keep your bloodstained hands off my person, or I will call the guards and have them throw you in the jail, which is where you belong.” He poisoned Louis. I pressed my hand to my throat.


  “You don’t want to do that, Blanche. You are an accomplice to my crime—”


  “No!” Now I seized him around the throat, wanting to choke the words—indeed, his very life—out of him. How dare he blame me for his awful crime? He pulled my hands away and held my wrists.


  “Oh, God.” I glared at him through eyes filled with hot tears. “You ought to hang for this.” Only there isn’t a rope strong enough in France to hold your fat carcass. Had he released my wrists, I’d have scratched out his eyes.


  “If I hang, then so must you.”


  I stifled a cry.


  “You encouraged my affection, Blanche!” he rasped. “Only the king, you said, stood in our way. And so I did what you wanted: I removed him.”


  “I never wanted that. I loved Louis.” I struggled to free myself from his grasp. “I loved him with all my heart.” A tear slid down my face. “You should have known that. Everyone could see it except you, you fool.” Oh, for a private place in which to rage! I’d have descended into hell itself for it.


  His jaw dropped. “Fool? Would you turn against me now, after all I have done for you?”


  “For me?” My blood surged and I tried again to fling him away. “You’ve done nothing for me.”


  “I did it all for you,” he hissed. “France is yours, Blanche! You, a woman, now reign over a mighty kingdom. Without me, you would never have held such power.” He pulled me close again, still holding my wrists. “I would have given you the world, if I could,” he said, and lowered his wet lips to my shuddering throat. My stomach twisted and I thought for a moment that I might be sick—but I was not to have that satisfaction, for, at that moment, my guard at last came running in, his sword drawn.


  “I heard a shout, my lady. Are you in danger?” Thibaut released his hold. I quickly wiped my tear.


  “I cried out aeons ago,” I snapped. “Have you been napping at your post, or are your legs made of lead?”


  “Neither, my lady, but keeping visitors from your chambers as you requested.”


  “And a fine job you have been doing.” His gaze met Thibaut’s, then slid away. I wondered how much my cousin had paid him to gain access to my bed—and my blood rose again. How dare Thibaut risk my reputation! The palace walls fairly hummed with gossip, as surely he knew. Soon everyone in France would know that Blanche de Castille had entertained the Count of Champagne in her chambers, alone, on this day. Had anyone heard our tête-à-tête? If so, not only my virtue but also my life might be in danger. I must be rid of Thibaut—immediately.


  “Escort the count from my chambers, and from this palace,” I said, drawing myself up. “This is the traitor who deserted my husband the king at Avignon. Thibaut of Champagne is banished from this court until further notice. Inform the other guards.”


  Now bristling with the importance of his task, the guard escorted Thibaut out the door. On his way, my cousin sent me a pleading look, so pitiful that I almost felt sorry for him. But no. Thibaut, I now realized, was a man to be feared rather than pitied.


  Exhausted, I longed to lie on my bed again—but instead, I called Mincia and dictated a letter summoning Cardinal Romano Bonaventura, the wily papal legate who had accompanied Louis to the southern provinces. I needed to hear his account of how Louis had died, and what my enemies were saying. Did anyone suspect foul play?


  I also sent a note to Thibaut: You loved King Louis well, as you have said, but I cannot let your defection at Avignon go unpunished. You must not return to this court until I have called for you. That, I hoped, would satisfy the gossips, who would certainly read the message. Practically all the world knew of Thibaut’s love for me—a love I had encouraged, yes, for the sake of his songs of praise, performed by minstrels in courts from Castille to Constantinople. A woman’s power lies in her beauty, does it not? What my grand-mère did not say was this: Power can destroy as well as build.


  I have destroyed my husband with my vanity. A sob crested from my chest, but I swallowed it. This was no time for self-pity. Pierre Mauclerc and Hugh de Lusignan might be plotting with the English king even now, touting the crown of France as easily plucked from a woman’s hand. Admired as I was for beauty and piety—a woman’s most highly lauded virtues—few knew of my abilities. Indeed, it was assumed that, being a woman, I had none. In the case of an English invasion, who would fight for me? No one. France was a kingdom—and it must have, as soon as possible, a king.


  Unease scuttled like a spider in my clothes. Something was amiss. But what? I walked about the crowded cathedral, listening for treason in the mindless chatter of the nobles and their empty-headed wives, seeking improprieties on the gilded altar where the bishops lay the royal vestments—the purple hose embroidered with gold fleur-de-lis, the golden spurs, the scepter—and searching for adders in the folds of purple silk draping the throne. Everything appeared as it should, all ready and in place. So why the fluttering in my chest? Why the shaky feeling in my bones, as if the very earth were unstable?


  “My lady, the young king approaches.” Romano Bonaventura appeared, beaming, his teeth impossibly white. How could he smile? I felt as if my face would crack if I tried. “He cuts an exceptionally fine figure. You must be proud.”


  Proud? Of the fact that Louis was dead, bitterly poisoned by my cousin? If not for me and my terrible pride—my vanity—we would not have been in Rheims on that day, crowning his heir. Young Louis and his brothers would be running wild through the palace, up and down the stairs, bumping into servants, knocking table linens from their arms, screeching like children. That’s what my boy was, by God’s head: a child.


  Yet as I beheld him from the cathedral entrance, I felt my heart swell with just that: pride. He had never resembled his father more as he sat astride that great, dark destrier—my husband’s favorite. Indeed, Louis was exactly his age when first we met.


  The gold-and-blue irises—fleur-de-lis—my new husband presented to me. The appreciation in his sidelong glance. Saffron, Castille’s most precious export? I think not, my lady. How he made me blush! My grandmother had urged me to flatter him, falsely, if necessary. No one needs adoration more than princes and kings, she had said, who hear from their first breath that they are extraordinary. But I never needed to contrive with Louis. Adoration perfumed every word I ever spoke to him—and to our son, the product of our love, extraordinary indeed in his royal robes on his coronation day. Through my tear-filled gaze his image blurred, and for a moment I thought he was Louis himself, not the son but the Lion. His silken hair, shining in the sun. His proud bearing; his grave demeanor. He was a boy, yes, but I had instructed him in the art of kingly bearing—essential to gaining his people’s confidence, and to keeping the throne.


  My heart seemed to stop, then, at the sight of a man and horse racing toward the procession at full gallop, intent, it appeared, on crashing into my son. Alerted by the pounding hooves, Guérin wheeled his horse around. His guards drew their swords. No harm could come to Louis—and yet I held my breath, paralyzed in fear. Since my husband’s death, dread had infused my every waking thought, horror my every dream, for I knew to what lengths a man might go for power. King John slit his own nephew’s throat over control of Normandy. Pierre Mauclerc, while perhaps not as evil as John, was every bit as ambitious. And yet I could not believe my ears when, just the week before, Pierre had requested my hand in marriage.


  I am sure my jaw dropped open. “I am descended from queens, and kings,” I said. “Would I lower myself by marrying the likes of you?”


  “You could do worse than marriage to a member of the House of Dreux.” His voice, deceptively calm, oozed menace.


  “A minor son, born to a minor son.”


  “I was born the grandson of King Louis VII’s older brother. My grandfather should have been the king. But Louis the Fat chose the wrong son.”


  I regarded him with interest. “Why would he have done so?”


  “My grandfather,” he said, “was too dull to be king.”


  I snorted. “Dullness, it seems, is a heritable trait.”


  “Marry me, and your troubles will end.”


  “Troubles? Can you bring back my dead husband?”


  “I can soothe the barons, who fear you’ll take a husband from a foreign land—from Castille, perhaps.”


  I frowned. Take a husband? I had not considered it. In that instant, however, I saw the dangers of doing so—to myself, my son, and my people.


  “I don’t intend to marry anyone,” I said, “least of all, you.”


  Now he was the confused one. “Not marry? But you must.”


  “Why, pray tell?”


  “The prince won’t come of age for seven years. Who will rule France until then?”


  “My husband willed the kingdom to me, and I intend to keep it.”


  “A woman, rule France? The barons will never agree to that. Believe me, it is far better for you to marry. Besides”—his leer displayed long, yellowed teeth—“you will become lonely without a man in your bed. A beautiful woman like you will attract many suitors, and you’ll surely be tempted by one of them.”


  “Perhaps, monsieur, but not by a man with a borrowed title and no lands of his own.” He flinched, making me want to laugh in his face.


  “Besides,” I added, “I have vowed to join the Fontevrault convent when Louis comes of age.”


  The genius of this notion occurred to me as I spoke. In pledging to take the veil, I might avoid having this unpleasant talk with future suitors—for, as Pierre pointed out, others certainly would follow. I had no desire to marry, and give up my authority. Besides, a new spouse might want to keep the crown for himself, and for his own heirs. Jealousy had killed my husband, at Thibaut’s hand. It would not be the reason for my son’s death, too, not if I could help it.


  And it was Thibaut who, I then saw, spurred his horse toward, then around, Louis. Not attacking him, no, but late for the ceremony, as usual, and racing to reach the cathedral before Louis did. I laughed, relieved—but then I remembered that he was banned, and why.


  “Thibaut! Would he defy me?” I turned to Romano. “I forbade him to appear in my court for abandoning Louis at Avignon.” Who knew what damaging songs, what oblique confessions, what public pleas for my forgiveness he might present today? He would reveal too much, and cause both our arrests.


  Romano’s beautiful dark eyes smoldered. “I will take care of him, my lady.” He left my side to speak with the bishop, and soon a phalanx of armored knights was riding toward my cousin. I watched with, yes, satisfaction as they snatched up his banner and tossed it to the ground. Brandishing lances and swords, they sent the poor fool riding off as hurriedly as he had approached. The crowds cheered at this humiliation of their own count, having heard by now how he had deserted the French king. I wanted to cheer, too: not only had I shamed that traitor before his own people but, worse for him, he would miss the feast.


  Thibaut swatted away, Louis resumed his slow approach to the cathedral. I smiled at last to see my handsome boy waving so somberly to the people who lined the street, shouting his name and tossing flowers. Not yet a king, not yet a man, and yet he had already won the people’s hearts. They loved him because he was his father’s son, yes, but also for his beauty.


  “Behold the King of France, as soft and delicate as a girl. Does he inspire your confidence?”


  My head snapped around at the sound of that murmured comment. And who did I see but Philip Hurepel, my husband’s bastard brother, smirking with the glint-eyed Count of Coucy? I glanced away quickly, not wanting him to know I had heard.


  I should have known I couldn’t trust him. Ambition coated Philip’s tongue, greasing his words as though he dined on it at every meal. He’d flattered and coaxed Louis, asking for Boulogne until it was given to him—but, apparently, it was not enough. Ambition, especially for the undeserving, is a hunger that can never be sated.


  Whom, exactly, could I trust? The question had plagued me since Thibaut’s confession. I’d thought myself an astute judge of character—but no. I’d trusted Thibaut. I’d sighed to him during Louis’s long absence, yearning for my husband, fearing for his safety. Thibaut had patted my hand in consolation even though he knew that Louis would never return. He had deceived me utterly. It would never happen again. I now sought the demon behind every smile, the treacherous notes in every song of praise. Philip Hurepel had held Louis’s hand as he lay dying and pledged to support our son as king. He bore witness to Louis’s will, which left France in my care. Now, in his mocking words, I discerned his true intentions. As Philip Augustus’s son, he would press his own claim to the kingdom. In this world of treachery and lies, where might I find even one true soul?


  I ground my teeth, chewing on unease. What was amiss? Not Thibaut’s sudden appearance, no: that had surprised me, although perhaps it shouldn’t have, given my cousin’s fondness for attention. Not Philip’s disloyal words, for I had long sensed his envy of Louis. No, something else was afoot—not something unknown but something known. Something forgotten, or overlooked.


  At the cathedral doors, Louis dismounted from his too-big horse with Guérin’s help. Romano returned to my side, and my unease vanished. We stepped aside to let my son pass. As he walked by, he gazed up at me, searching, questioning, seeking my approval. Disturbed by my thoughts, I could only muster a thin grimace. Dear God, forgive me for my boy’s loss.


  Incense cloyed the air, sweet and thick. Candle flames dappled the room with light. The choir sang Gaude Felix Francia, a conductus written for the ceremony in Pérotin’s inimitable style: the traditional chant, familiar to all, over which added melodies rose and fell, weaving a musical tapestry from numerous threads. Rejoice, happy France! O Constance, blessed with new joys. How could Pérotin have written these cheerful words so soon after his king’s death? Even the monks singing them wiped tears from their eyes—but not I. My people needed manly strength from me, not womanish frailty.


  The abbot of Saint-Rémy stepped down the center aisle, cupping the holy ampulla under a white silk canopy held aloft on golden staffs by four monks. Some said an angel had brought the ampulla to Rheims seven hundred years ago for the baptism of King Clovis. I stretched my neck for a view of it. If I touched the chrism, would it dissolve my sins? But no—the holy oil and its blessing were reserved for men, who were made in God’s likeness.


  Not that any man in the room could compare to me—except, yes, Romano, who had answered my question of trust. Without his letter of support, I might not have gained the pope’s blessing to rule until my son’s majority. Without his aid, I could not have arranged this magnificent ceremony—the music, the thousands of candles, the banners hung along the streets, the incense from Outremer, the invitations delivered throughout the realm and beyond, the feast to follow with its thirty courses. I never asked for Romano’s help; he simply performed whatever task might be at hand. I’d even come to rely on his insights in the administering of the kingdom. How often he seemed to guess my thoughts before I discerned them!


  His eyes met mine then, as if I had spoken aloud, causing me for a moment to wonder if I had. What might I have said? I would give anything, my dear cardinal, for a mere drop of that blessed oil. He could obtain it for me, and be trusted never to tell another soul.


  And yet I could not confide my greatest secret even to Romano. I could tell no one, not even my confessor. Such a relief it might have been to unburden my soul! But I dreaded being blamed for Thibaut’s crime. Everyone at court had seen me caress him with my gaze, not out of love, dear God, but out of vanity. I was guilty, yes—but not of treason. My competitors would seize me, lock me away or even hang me, then fight among themselves for the throne. War would tear the kingdom apart, leaving France an easy mark for an English invasion. I would rather live with my terrible guilt than be remembered as the queen who brought down a 239-year-old dynasty.


  But—what was amiss? Why did dread fall like a cold rain about my head today? I lifted my nose, sniffing for danger as, on the platform, the bishop touched the oil to Louis’s forehead and chest. Then the choir sang again:


  


  May it please God, hanged on the cross above


  To keep you, gentle king, and those you love;


  And grant you, Sire, all virtue and all might


  To guard your throne and manifest your right.


  What is it about ceremonies? I have always found the familiar rituals, the majesty, and the music as comforting as a mother’s arms. As I watched my son’s coronation—the chamberlain Bartolomeu le Roie pulling on his hose, the young Duke of Burgundy affixing his knights’ spurs to his boots, the bishop handing him his sword—my frayed nerves settled. When the nobles placed the crown on his head, I sighed with relief. It was done. Louis was now the indisputable King of France, consecrated by the Church and ready to accept the homage of his peers.


  I would be the first to honor him. I ascended to the altar as the choir sang a lively Te Deum, my spirits soaring on the high notes, my step brisk with anticipation, yes, for a future in which my son and I would reign together. And yet, when I’d kissed my son’s signet ring, I saw uncertainty in his eyes.


  “Your Grace,” I murmured to him. “You are splendid.” I moved to stand beside him and view the barons as they followed suit. Their pledges of fealty would be crucial to France’s future. If only King Henry were among them.


  Not that I had expected the English king to be here today. He’d sent regrets, saying he could not travel from London in time for this ceremony, but I knew he would avoid bending his knee to us. He was Duke of Normandy—which belonged, now, to France—but he coveted that wealthy land for his own. Indeed, he had vowed to reclaim it for England, as his father had not been able to do.


  To take Normandy or any other lands from us, however, Henry would need the help of barons on this side of the channel—barons who, in a few moments, would be pledging their fealty to my son. I looked out into the crowd, expectant—and nearly gasped aloud.


  Where were the barons?


  I squinted in the dim light, searching every face. I saw the lank Robert de Gâteblé, Count of Dreux and Braine. There were Philip Hurepel and Coucy, with their bored wives. I also noted Ramon Berenger, the dashing Count of Provence, and his wife, the great beauty Beatrice of Savoy; Amaury de Montfort, and various other minor nobles. But none of the greatest landholding lords had come—not Pierre de Dreux, or Hugh de Lusignan; neither the Viscount of Rochechouart, nor the Count of Auvergne, nor the Viscount of Thouars. Also missing was my cousin Raimond de Toulouse, shirking, it seemed, on his debt to me. If not for my intercession, he would have been branded a heretic years ago, and burned at the stake.


  Philip Hurepel met my gaze, his pursed mouth twitching as though he might burst into laughter. I looked away from him and searched the crowd again, in vain. Where were the great lords? Meeting with the English king, perhaps, and hatching plots against my son?


  Louis, too, noticed the snub. “What does it mean, Mama?” he asked after the ceremony had ended and the great ceremonial crown had been replaced by one that fit his head. Even so, he looked small and frightened. “Will there be a war?”


  “I’m afraid so,” I said.


  “Do not be afraid.” His smile was tremulous. “The Lord will protect us.”


  As he protected your father? I wanted to say.


  “Afraid of Pierre Mauclerc? Not I,” I said, all bravado. “He and Hugh of Lusignan are like small biting flies, annoying but easily squashed.”


  “I agree,” Romano joined us. “These men will only test your powers, nothing more. Think of it, Blanche!” As we watched Louis distribute alms to the poor folk outdoors, the cardinal gave my arm an excited squeeze. He stood so close I could feel his body’s heat.


  “I do enjoy a challenge,” I said, ignoring my racing pulse. “Especially when the prize is such a juicy one. I long to see Pierre de Dreux on his knees, begging me for mercy.”


  “Which you, of course, will grant.”


  “Must I? Romano, you only want to spoil my pleasure. What good is a monarch’s power if I cannot use it to destroy my foes?”


  “A sovereign’s true power, my lady, comes not from the sword but from the heart. Why do you think Christ admonished us to love our enemies? You may win the battle by killing your opponents, but you secure your kingdom—in this life, and the next—by winning their devotion.”


  I laughed when I heard the news. Did Pierre and Hugh really think to surprise Blanche de Castille? I knew the spies my father-in-law and husband had planted in their midst, servants in their employ whose salaries I increased after my son’s coronation. Two months later, those spies reported that my enemies were amassing an army in Thouars. They planned to join forces with King Henry in April, seize Normandy, and march on Paris.


  “We need do nothing, then, until the spring thaw,” Brother Guérin advised, thinking of his comfort as old men are wont to do.


  “Unless, of course, you wish to surprise them,” Romano said.


  “If Pierre and that cuckold Hugh expect me to warm my feet by the fire while they increase their numbers, then they will be greatly surprised.”


  Romano looked into my eyes. “Blanche de Castille is full of surprises.” Not the least of which was my body’s response to him.


  Would kissing the handsome cardinal be a sin? Not a mortal one, no, and possibly not even a venial one. I, a widow, might kiss as I desired. Would God be displeased with me? Not that I cared, then, about pleasing God. What good had it done me thus far? I had lived chastely and purely—“white in heart as in head.” I’d become renowned—even criticized—for my generosity to the poor. I’d lived a pious life, and for what reward? My husband killed, my bed cold; and now my throne in danger. God, it seemed, had little interest in pleasing me.


  And besides, I would have a lifetime to atone for my sins once I took the veil. These are the stories I told myself.


  Unlike God, the cardinal of Sant’Angelo cared a great deal about pleasing me. Soon he had recruited 125 knights and soldiers to our cause. Robert de Gâteblé, Philip Hurepel, even Enguerrand de Coucy marched with us first to Tours, where Louis and I visited the monastery of Saint-Martin, the patron saint of soldiers—perhaps he would help us—and then to our castle at Loudun. In my first message to the rebels, I threatened to annihilate their camp, hang all the nobles, and dispossess their heirs unless they surrendered immediately. Their response: I must abdicate the throne and let one of them serve as Louis’s regent, or they would summon the English to take the kingdom by force. They would not, they said, submit to the rule of a woman and a child.


  “He claims to have an army of three hundred, my lady, all the finest swordsmen and archers in the land,” the messenger said.


  My resolve wavered. Three hundred men, mustered in so short a time—and in the cold of winter? And yet I could not back down. If I gave up the regency, Pierre would take the crown for himself and pass it to one of his heirs, depriving Louis—perhaps, knowing his ruthless nature, even killing him. So I sent message after message repeating my demand for surrender and, as Romano suggested, sent my troops to the river Dive under Louis’s command to await my order to attack.


  Although, as I now knew, their so-called army numbered only about thirty, Pierre stubbornly refused to give in. When he heard of all our knights and foot soldiers spread on the Dive’s opposite bank, however, he sent a special messenger to me. Imagine my astonishment to see Thibaut walk into the great hall.


  He did not look well. His eyes were bloodshot and his complexion was pale, and he had lost weight—which, believe it or not, detracted from his appearance. I studied him closely, wondering why he had come. Had he told Pierre of his wicked deed, and of the part I had unwittingly played? Thibaut was hardly a shrewd negotiator. Why would Pierre send him on so important a mission unless it were to unnerve me?


  I greeted him with a disingenuous kiss, which he answered with a clutch and a groan. “My beautiful lady! I had thought I might never embrace you again.”


  “Dear Thibaut, you know I can never stay away from you for long,” I lied. And lied. And lied. Already skilled in the art of deceiving Thibaut—a simple task with such a simple subject—I regained his loyalty as easily as if my words were table scraps and he a starving dog.


  “But I thought—after my deed—”


  “Shhh!” I placed a gloved finger gently on his lips. “Promise me that you will never speak of that again. I would not see one hair on your head harmed because of me.”


  “So you do admit—”


  “Shhh! Yes, cousin, I accept the blame for everything. I should not have plied you with promises and flattered you with falsehoods.”


  “Falsehoods?” he squeaked.


  “Dear Thibaut, can you ever forgive me? As much as I wanted to return your love, I could not—not in the same measure.” I summoned tears to my eyes. “How often have I thought that, could I only do so, I should be the happiest woman in the world. For there is no finer man anywhere.”


  “Of course I forgive you!” His face pinkened with sympathy. “And of course, you need not apologize about that”—my finger to my own lips now—“misunderstanding.”


  “I blame myself entirely for it,” I said. Then, in a whisper, “I beg you never to speak of it again, not even to me, not even to yourself— unless you wish to see your Blanche dangling with a broken neck on the gibbet of Montfaucon.”


  “Hanged at Montfaucon? No, lady, never!” He pulled a handkerchief from his sleeve and mopped the beads of sweat popping on his brow. And then, Thibaut’s affections—and his large, well-equipped army—restored to me, I summoned Romano. What a great error that nearly turned out to be! My cousin poked out his lower lip like a giant baby and glowered at the legate, his arms folded over his chest, until Romano at last invented a headache and left us alone. Then, after I’d ordered wine and roast pigeons for Thibaut, we began negotiations, if they can be called that. Having boasted to Pierre that I would do his bidding—the reason, no doubt, Pierre had sent him—my cousin betrayed him utterly by agreeing to every one of my conditions.


  He returned to Mauclerc the next morning with a contrived report that hundreds of additional troops had joined my camp. We were preparing, he said, to sweep like a tornado across Thouars unless he capitulated—which Pierre did. Never had a battle been so bloodlessly fought, or so easily won, the chroniclers proclaimed. Easily won, yes, if you think it is easy to disguise revulsion and hatred with sweet words and kisses. Oh, the things I have done for France.


  Such pleasure it gave me to see Pierre de Dreux and Hugh de Lusignan kneel at the feet of my son! I had to resist the urge to kick the soft dirt into their faces as they bent their heads to kiss his ring. It would have been a far kinder act than throwing them into the jail, which was what I really wanted to do. Admonished by Romano’s cautionary gaze, however, I feigned forgiveness. Romano had already shown me the power of mercy. At his suggestion I had released the treasonous Count of Flanders after ten years’ imprisonment—and he, in return, had sent troops to Loudun in my support. His wife, Johanna, who had hated me when we were girls, embraced me as though we were loving sisters and declared herself mistaken for thinking me “insufferably vain and self-centered.” As tall as a man and horse-faced, she had always been, understandably, jealous of my graceful good looks.


  Now my task was to win the devotion of the rebels. As they knelt to kiss Louis’s ring, I beamed every speck of warmth that I could muster while Hugh’s scheming wife, Isabella, King Henry’s mother, stood nearby tossing me haughty sneers. No doubt she’d plotted this entire coup, craving my throne for herself. Otherwise why would she refuse to pay homage to Louis? “I am a queen, and bend my knee to no one,” she said. We would see about that.


  We rode home in high spirits, tossing coins to the folk who came out to cheer our success. The way our faces shone with pride, one might have thought we’d conquered Jerusalem for the pope, but privately I worried. I’d seen Pierre exchange devious glances with Isabella after he kissed Louis’s ring. Forced allegiance makes for an inconstant friend. He would try again to oust me, I knew.


  Yet my heart felt as light as a song. Let Pierre and his malcontents plot and scheme and attack all they wished! We were invincible. After the news spread of our success at Loudun, the grateful merchants and mayors of Melun, Sens, Bourge, and Orléans fêted us as we passed through each town. For Pierre to control France would be disaster for them, they said. Everyone knew he’d taxed Brittany’s bishops so severely that the pope of Rome excommunicated him. Then, undaunted, he’d refused to grant a self-governance charter to the town of Rennes, saying that the land was Brittany’s and that, as their “duke” (the title of count, apparently, not being prestigious enough) he had the right to make villeins of them all.


  “We are traders, not knights or foot soldiers, and would be loath to leave our shops for battles we are ill-prepared to fight,” the mayor of Orléans told me. “We hope, my lady, that you will honor the agreements made by King Philip Augustus, and grant us the freedom to govern ourselves. In exchange, we offer you our loyalty and love as well as a portion of our profits.”


  At the Cité Palace, Romano and I discussed the townsmen’s concerns with Guérin. “Many a villein and not a few knights have balked when pressed to fight, not wanting to leave the comforts of home,” the old monk said. “Why should these merchants be allowed to escape their duty?”


  “Villeins are good for little else besides tilling the soil and manning the battlefield,” Romano said. “And fighting is a knight’s sole task. As our towns prosper, however, so does our kingdom. If their merchants wish to devote their energies to trade, why resist, especially if they are offering fees in lieu of military service?”


  I agreed with Romano, but wondered if a compromise could be found between the two positions. “What if England invades? The townspeople would lose as much as the barons, if not more. If they won’t fight for us when we need them, should they expect our protection?”


  Louis came into the chancellery then, a wax tablet in his hand and a stricken expression on his face. “Read this, Mama,” he said, thrusting the tablet at me.


  What kind of king clings to his mother’s apron strings? the message etched on the tablet read. It bore no signature, but I knew the work of Pierre Mauclerc.


  I burst into laughter. “By God’s head, did we ever fear these petulant little boys?” I handed the tablet to Romano. He laughed, too, and told Louis to reply that the mighty Blanche de Castille wears an “apron” of chain mail with strings long enough to hang a man. Guérin shook his head. “We should not treat these taunts lightly,” he said.


  “Disregarding their slander will only embolden them,” he said. “You ought to arrest Pierre de Dreux for treason, my lady.”


  I was loath to do so. The House of Dreux’s influence reached throughout the realm and into the Holy Roman Empire—to the Emperor Frederick II himself. Only a few barons supported me now, and that number would further decline if I dealt harshly with Pierre. Even Robert Gâteblé might abandon me.


  “If ridicule is the worst Pierre can do, then I am far from worried,” I said airily. How could I fail, with Romano by my side? When Louis and Guérin had gone, leaving us to ourselves, I said as much to him.


  “Then you will not mind my letter to our new pope, asking for permanent assignment to France,” he said. “I told him that, as a weak woman, you must have my help or the kingdom might be torn apart.” His wink—as if his words were untrue—made me laugh. Romano, in Paris for good! Was it any wonder that, at the sound of the pipe, I danced him around the room?


  A week later, Hugh of Lusignan sent his own message to Louis. The lady Blanche, your mother, ought not to rule so great a thing as the realm of France, for it is not meet that a woman do such things. Unlike the first missive, this was no prank: It bore the signatures of Pierre and six other barons. And now they called me “Queen” no longer, but merely “lady.” The rebels had not abandoned their plan to oust me but had merely shifted strategies. Guérin was right: the time had come for action.


  “The only way to counter this ridicule is to present the king as his own man, in spite of his young age,” he said.


  The time to do so was at hand. We were even now planning to tour the castles of the realm, during which many of our subjects would see Louis for the first time. “We shall let Louis lead the tour, to show all the world that he is in command,” I said.


  “Even better, my lady, would be to let him go alone,” Guérin said. “Without his mother, I mean.”


  I hesitated. Send my boy into the hostile world unguarded? Guérin took offense. “Have I earned your mistrust? I protected him well, I thought, on the journey home from Loudun. Do you think I wouldn’t do so now?”


  He had a point. After our victory, Louis had preferred to lead his army directly home to Paris rather than linger in the towns with Romano and me. I had worried then, too, that rebels disappointed with our peace treaty might try to attack Louis—but Guérin had convinced me that my son would be safe. Perhaps I needed to release the strings binding me to him, and not the other way around.


  I bid him farewell with a lump in my throat—how very like his father he appeared now, taller and self-assured—but he avoided my kiss, clearly affected by the rebels’ chiding. I felt an ache in my breast, as if he had walked out through a door in my heart and left it open to the cold winds—but I quickly dismissed it. Louis was as much a part of me as my own soul. He would return soon enough.


  Imagine my distress a few weeks later, then, to hear that he was in danger. Two messengers burst into the great hall with the news: Louis and his knights and servants had fled the previous evening to the castle at Montlhéry, fearing for their lives. Pierre and Hugh, somehow hearing of his tour—had they planted spies in my court as well?—had gathered a large army at Corbeil to entrap him.


  How I refrained from tearing the hair from my head I will never know. “Thanks be to God for protecting the king, and to you for your haste in bringing us this news,” I said in a voice as still as a stopped heart. I ordered baths and a meal for the messengers, then walked to my chambers as if in a dream, suppressing the urge to run to him, go now, hurry before it is too late. My people needed strength from their queen, not womanly weakness. In that moment, I forgave my mother everything.


  Romano. But he was not here. Instead, I walked into my chambers to find Mincia laying out a new gown of gray-blue silk for the fête planned that evening in Louis’s honor. I had ordered the dress a week ago especially for this occasion. I snatched it up, crumpling the delicate fabric, and pressed it to my weeping eyes. The last time I’d planned a surprise welcome for someone, he’d never returned home.


  “My lady!” Mincia, the dear soul, my companion of nearly thirty years, pulled the tunic gently from my hands and handed it to Eudeline, then wrapped her arms around me. Together we sat on the bed’s edge as I told her the news.


  “Thank you, Holy Mother!” she cried. Her eyes shone. “The Virgin has answered my prayers. Since the king departed I have begged her daily to watch over him, and now behold: she has alerted him to this trap. Fear not, my lady. She will keep King Louis safe.”


  “Or, more likely, Montlhéry will do so.” Its five towers made it the most fortified castle in France. Mincia said nothing, but I could discern her thoughts behind her frown. You used to be pious. What has happened?


  “So many trials, and all undeserved,” I said with a sigh.


  “Remember Job, my lady. His trials strengthened his faith, as ours may do for us.”


  “Indeed, Mincia, I now have more faith than ever before—in my own abilities.”


  As much as I longed to do so, I could not cancel the fête. Already guests were arriving from as far away as Flanders and Toulouse. To raise an alarm would only lend credence to the rebels’ claims that I was weak and emotional, being female, and therefore unfit to rule. Maintaining calm in the face of this crisis was my best course of action. I could send no aid to Louis, anyway, until I mustered an army large enough to beat back the stubborn rebels. I hoped some of our guests—the provost of Paris, for instance, and Robert Gâteblé—might provide ideas and intelligence for doing so.


  Romano, too, would be here tonight, returned from his meeting with Pope Gregory in Rome. I was eager to learn what, if anything, had transpired. Had the pope granted his request? Please, God, give me Romano, at least. I’d come to depend on my cardinal. Without him now, I felt as if my every decision were a guess, and every happy result mere good fortune.


  That night, the musicians played cheerful tunes, as I had requested. News of Louis’s endangerment would have spread by now, and I wanted to convey confidence that we would prevail. Banners and ribbons trailed gold and blue, the colors of France, from the rafters. Irises gathered wild from the banks of the Seine filled the hall with fragrance. The meal was served en confusion, all courses presented at once: spring green salad with mustard dressing, roasted eel, tourtes parmeriennes—Louis’s favorite, a gold-leaf-covered pastry castle with turrets of chicken legs—thirty dishes in all, wafting mouthwatering aromas that kept my 150 guests so occupied that no one noticed the paleness of my cheek—or the brittleness of my laugh as I waited for Romano, who should have arrived by now.


  Where is he? A minstrel sang Thibaut’s latest chanson—of unrequited love and heartbreak, a new theme—as, from his seat at my table, my cousin gazed at me with the eyes of a kicked puppy. I forbade myself to stare at Romano’s empty place beside him. Where could he be? I could not even send anyone out in search of him, for the highways on this moonless night teemed with robbers and cutthroats.


  Had he been captured by the rebels? My heart seemed to turn over at the thought. Everyone knew, by now, how I depended on his counsel. But no. Were he attacked, I would be the first to hear of it. The journey from Rome was long and difficult. A lame horse, a violent storm, an unexpected problem at one of the abbeys he had visited—any number of surprises might cause his delay. And yet I found my eyes darting again and again to the palace door, as if by willing his appearance I might make it so. If only I possessed such powers! Hurry, Romano—I need you more now than ever before.


  Without him, I could only muddle through the evening, feigning ease as I fought back images of my son being thrown into some dark jail, then being burned with candle flames or bitten by rats, or subject to another of Pierre’s imaginative and cruel tortures until he renounced his allegiance to me.


  I needed to raise an army, and quickly. Whom, though, could I call? Thibaut, yes; Flanders, yes; Toulouse, possibly. But they were far away, and their vassals would not eagerly rush to our aid at the start of the planting season.


  “What of these rumors, my lady, that the young king is held hostage at Montlhéry?” The Parisian provost, sitting on my left, had leaned close to murmur his question—discreetly, thank God, so that no one could guess why I began to fan myself.


  “Hostage? By God’s head, sir, I had not heard that tale.” I gave a little laugh. “Yes, King Louis is at Montlhéry, but as a precaution only. I assure you, he is safe—for now.” In a low voice I told him of my son’s predicament, and my worries over gathering an army. Montlhéry was strong, but Pierre, who had spent much time there with my late husband, would know better than even I how its defenses might be breached.


  The provost’s eyebrows flew upward, nearly touching his receding hairline. “This is unconscionable! Our beloved king, threatened by the likes of Pierre Mauclerc? Paris will never support that scoundrel, I assure you.”


  “I know, monsieur. The Parisians’ loyalty has never wavered.” An idea glimmered in my mind then, like a gold ring in the bottom of a clear pool. I sighed. “If only they were accomplished fighters, too. Pierre’s army is said to be quite large. And merchants, it seems, are not warriors.”


  “Not warriors! Whoever gave you that idea, madame?” He thrust out his chest. “The merchants of Paris have swords, and they wield them deftly. How else would we guard our profits against swindlers and thieves?”


  “Swindlers and thieves.” I sent him a sly glance. “What a clever way to describe these rebels. No wonder the men of Paris chose you as their provost.” I dropped my gaze, and sighed again. “But already we have been told that merchants do not wish to leave their shops to fight, even for their king.”


  “Ah, but we are men, my lady, with men’s hearts. Who among us would not rush to your side if asked?”


  “They would lose income—”


  “Pffff.” He waved a hand as if clearing away a bad smell. “We must earn our livings, but the loss would be small compared to the loss of our king.”


  “Perhaps I could reimburse you.”


  “Do not even think of it! Of course—that is my assessment. The members of the Paris commune may not agree, but even so, the amount needed would be small.”


  “No amount would be great enough to convey my gratitude.” I placed my hand on his, and noticed a blush creeping up his neck. “Especially to you, monsieur, for gathering a force in so short a time. But—do you think it is possible to do so? Will we have enough to defeat Pierre Mauclerc and Hugh de La Marche and all their men?”


  “Leave it to me, my lady. The men of Paris all swoon for you and your beautiful ‘eyes of vair’”—from one of Thibaut’s songs—“and the plight of a mother in fear for her son will be the pièce de résistance to convince any doubters.” He tore a drumstick from his tourte parmerienne and chomped down on it so ferociously that he bit his own mouth. I pretended not to notice his exclamation or the blood beading on his lip—but I did wonder whether such a nervous man would plead my cause effectively.


  “What a brilliant idea! Monsieur, you astonish me. My God, why didn’t I think of it?”


  “Thank you, my lady.”


  “Where should I appear, then, and at what time in the morning?”


  “For what, my lady?”


  I laughed. “I can see that your attention has shifted to the delicious flavors of the meal. But if I am to address the burghers of Paris in the morning, I must know when and where your meeting will occur.”


  “Y-you will address us?” He gulped. “Queen Blanche de Castille, coming to our meeting?”


  “Are you having second thoughts? It is a most excellent idea. I thought so as soon as you suggested it.”


  “No! No, my lady. Of course you must come, as my special guest.”


  “I would be delighted.” I smiled at him. “And honored.”


  “No—the honor is all mine!” And he leapt up from his seat and ran out the door—to alert the city, I hoped, to the morning’s special appearance by his close friend the queen.


  But where was Romano? Later that night, as the others in the palace settled into slumber, I paced the floor of my chambers, more distraught than ever. Why hadn’t he arrived? I should have sent someone to look for him hours ago, but I’d feared the gossip that might ensue. Why does the queen’s cheek grow pale at the cardinal’s absence? Have you noticed how she blushes when he is near?


  Where is he? Why hadn’t he sent a messenger, at least, informing me of his delay? He’d known of tonight’s feast. He had even suggested that I invite the provost. If you cannot trust the barons, then you must find support elsewhere. Paris was the natural place to turn. In my years there, I had grown to love the city, with its grand cathedrals, its great river, its colorful markets, its musicians and poets, its university attracting young scholars from all over the world. Paris was my home in a way that Castille had never been. Its people, I felt, were my people. So why did the very idea of speaking before them make my mouth feel dry?


  “Oh, God,” I moaned, slumping to my bed, “what have I done?”


  “Something magnificent, I wager.”


  I turned my head at the sound of his voice. “Romano!” I rose and, without a thought, crossed the room and slid my arms around him, pressing my cheek to his. He smelled of camphor and rosewater. His arms wound about my waist. For a long time, neither of us spoke, just embraced so closely that I could feel his pulse knocking against both our chests.


  “Thank God you are safe.”


  “Safe?” He loosened his hold to give me a quizzical look.


  “You were supposed to be here hours ago! The feast we planned for Louis, remember?”


  “Oh, yes. I am sorry I missed it, dear lady. I returned to the palace late in the afternoon after an exhausting journey. We lost a wheel on our wagon and had to unload everything to repair it, and then, a short time later, it broke again. I was so impatient that I insisted on fixing it myself the second time, which was much more difficult than I had imagined.”


  “You arrived this afternoon?” I let him go. “But—where have you been all this time?”


  He chuckled. “Sleeping. Like a babe, in my chambers. Or, given how fitfully babies sleep, let me change that. I slept like the dead, my dear.”


  “Sleeping! While I’ve been through the fires of hell.” I hugged myself now.


  “What do you mean, Blanche? What has happened?”


  I told him everything—of the threat to Louis and his flight to Montlhéry, of the feast in his honor at which I’d had to hide my mounting panic, of my impetuous promise to speak to the members of the Paris commune in the morning.


  “I have never spoken to a group, not in that way,” I said. “The very thought of it makes my stomach churn. Mother Mary, why didn’t I think before proposing such a thing? Now all of Paris will see me as a weak and foolish woman.”


  Romano laughed. Laughed! “How dare you mock me, when you are the cause of my distress?” I snapped.


  “The cause?” Concern seeped into his eyes. “How is that, Blanche?”


  “I needed you today, but you weren’t here. Or, rather, you were here, but you were busy. Sleeping.” I spat the last word, bitter as it tasted.


  “My dear, I am sorry I wasn’t here. Truly I am. But—am I the cause of your distress? Because it seems to me that you haven’t needed me at all.”


  “My son is in danger.”


  “He is at Montlhéry, the safest castle in all of France.”


  “Pierre and Hugh will certainly attack, and I have no army.”


  “But you are going to recruit one tomorrow with your brilliant speech.”


  “But what if it isn’t brilliant? What if my tongue trips over itself and I cannot speak at all? What if I bore everyone, or if they laugh at me? I would rather die. How could I bear their mockery?”


  “You are overwrought,” Romano said. “Sit down, my lady.”


  I did as he asked. Standing behind me, he laid his hands on my shoulders. I gave a slight gasp but did not protest, for in the next instant he was massaging them, kneading away my fears, untangling my knots. As he did so, he murmured questions about the speech I would give in the morning, asking what I hoped to accomplish, prompting me as to what I might say and how I might say it, warming me with his palms and his fingertips until, relaxed at last, I melted into my bed. I never even thought to argue when he lay beside me.


  “You should have seen the fear in your eyes,” he said. “You, the most remarkable woman in all the world, should never feel afraid—not of the mere mortals who people this earth, at least. You have done everything right, even without my help. You don’t need me, Blanche. You don’t need anyone.”


  He kissed my forehead, as chastely as if we were brother and sister, and started to rise—but I held on to his hand, pulling him back to me. “I am afraid, especially tonight,” I whispered. “My son’s life hangs in the balance, and it is up to me to save him. What if I fail? Don’t leave me alone with these terrible thoughts.”


  “If we are discovered—”


  “By whom? Mincia? She would never tell a soul. Romano. I do need you tonight, more than you could ever imagine. Come and hold me. I will feel safe in your arms.”


  My speech rolled like thunder from my tongue, striking awe. I came to France alone, leaving my family and friends in Castille, bringing no one with me except my handmaid. Now you are my family. You are my friends. Having twisted the rebels’ complaints against me—I was a “foreign” queen, yes, as they so scornfully said, and also a lonely one—I then appealed to their manly instincts. Louis was still a child, and needed our protection. Unless we rescued him, the plotters would seize him, and the Crown, for their own plunder. So much more is at stake than the life of one boy. The future of France depends on Paris. It depends on you.


  At the palace, knights in hauberks and mail suits strutted and laughed among horses being saddled and fed by servants. I frowned: These were Romano’s men, their horses sporting the red and gold colors of Rome. Would he leave me again so soon?


  I found him in the great hall, sending a messenger out the door with an admonition to hurry: “The king’s life depends upon your haste.”


  “He’s going to Flanders,” he told me. “The Count of Champagne has already agreed to send men, without even hearing your speech today. Blanche, what a triumph it was! You astound me daily.” The look in his eyes made me want to weep with joy.


  “I see your horses and knights preparing to travel,” I said, hating my own breathlessness. “Are you going somewhere?”


  “Not I, but you, my lady.” Together we walked to my chambers, where Mincia had laid out Romano’s clothes: a flowing white tunic, a blue velvet robe, a broad-brimmed hat. “These are for you,” he said. “To disguise yourself.”


  After leaving my bed the night before—as I’d slept—Romano had gone to work, calling together his own knights to escort me to Montlhéry, and petitioning everyone he could think of, even the pope, to defend me and my son. “After your rousing plea today, I have no doubt that the Parisians will respond. And now, you must go.”


  “I cannot leave now. The Parisians—”


  “I will take care of everything. Your son needs you, and you must go to him.”


  “In your clothes?” I fingered the soft fabric, imagined it against my skin, this tunic that he had worn.


  “Not even a common robber would dare attack the papal legate.” I, however, would be in greater danger than Louis were I discovered on the Orléans road. I alone stood between the rebels and the throne.


  Mincia dressed me in a hurry. I would need to ride immediately if I wanted to make it to Montlhéry today. At Corbeil, said my spies, confusion reigned. When the rebels heard of Louis’s taking refuge in the castle, they’d cursed, their plans for a surprise attack foiled. Pierre and Philip Hurepel, both hoping for the crown, were quarreling. Philip wanted to storm the castle, while Pierre, knowing how heavily fortified were its walls, wanted to wait until Louis ventured out and then swoop down like a hand to snatch him up. They aimed, as I’d suspected, to separate him from me and take the throne for themselves. But they hadn’t reckoned on me.


  Romano’s kiss on my forehead. His mint-scented breath. The look in his eyes—what was it?


  I wondered, settling into the saddle on his white palfrey, how I would endure the long hours that reaching my son would require. I wished that I could fly, and indeed as I whipped my horse to go faster, faster, the countryside passing in a blur, its hooves seemed never to touch the ground. The rebel barons were well versed in the art of siege warfare. Many of them had taken the cross, and learned from the Saracens terrible new acts of devastation. Please, O Lord, do not let them harm a hair on his head. I remembered Romano’s admonition the night before, that if I were afraid I might pray for God’s comfort. You are the answer to my prayers, Romano. Indeed, he was the prayer itself.


  We reached the castle before dusk, our horses lathered, my legs weak from the long ride, my hair straying from under my cardinal’s hat. The rebel army had not arrived yet, praise God. The castle guards stared as if I were a wraith, astonished to see a woman in a man’s attire—especially the cardinal’s holy vestments—but they lowered the gate to me without delay and I hurried into the great hall to see my beautiful, marvelous, regal—sullen—son.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked. “Who is running our kingdom?”


  “Romano,” I said, forgetting to call him “the cardinal” or some other, less intimate term.


  “You should have sent him here”—he stared at the floor—“instead of coming yourself.”


  “Why, mon petit chou? Afraid for my safety?” I smiled and reached out for his hand, which he yanked away.


  “Already I am mocked as a little boy who needs his mama’s help. Now my detractors will have an even bigger laugh, seeing how you rushed to my side at the first sign of trouble.”


  I gasped. “I have come to help you!” I wanted to slap the pout off his face. “You should be grateful.”


  “I asked for reinforcements, not for you,” he said.


  Shouts arose from outside, and running footsteps. Brother Guérin burst into the hall, his eyes wild. “The rebel army approaches,” he said.


  We hurried to the donjon tower to see. A vast army moved like a swarm of locusts over ground, pulling wagons filled with supplies as well as trebuchets and platforms. I touched my hand to the cool stone wall, yet perspiration dampened my brow. We had only forty men, including the twenty-five I’d brought with me, and only enough food for a few more days.


  “We must leave now,” I said. “I have brought you a monk’s robes as a disguise. Hurry, Louis, before we are surrounded!”


  “Turn tail and run from my enemies?” He snorted. “Am I King of France, or queen?” He turned to Guérin. “Send a messenger to the Cité Palace informing them again”—he shot me a dark look—“of our predicament. Did you bring any food with you, Mama? No, I did not think so.” His haughty tone made me feel as if I had been slapped.


  “I have brought knights with me, direct from Rome,” I said.


  “And archers? We need archers,” Louis said. He and Guérin descended the steps together, forgetting me—or so Louis might have hoped. But I was never one to sit idly by, mending stockings, while men took charge of affairs.


  “Only a few knights are available at the palace,” I said, going down after them. “Send your message to the provost of Paris, Louis. He was recruiting an army for us when I left this morning.”


  “A band of soft-handed, soft-bellied merchants is our defense?” he said, sending Guérin an amused look. “Good work, Mama. That ought to frighten the rebels.”


  No one slept that night—not even, it seemed, the rebel army, whose fires illuminated the meadows and fields around the castle as though it were daylight. Louis should have sent his men to raze the nearby trees, or at least to collect all the firewood and large stones in the area for his own defensive use, but he’d spent his precious hours praying for God’s deliverance instead.


  “God gave you a mind and a mother,” I grumbled. “He would expect you to use both, rather than relying on him for miracles.”


  Louis narrowed his eyes. “One might think that, given all your time spent with cardinals of late, your devotion to our Lord would have increased, not diminished.”


  My skin might have burned his hand had he touched me then. My devotion to God diminished? That might have been true until recently, angry as I was over my husband’s death. But I’d spent at least part of the previous night in the arms of the one the Lord had sent to comfort and aid me. Thibaut, not God, had taken my husband’s life, I’d realized. The Lord had not forsaken me, in spite of my own sin. And now, with Romano’s assignment to Paris—for the pope would surely allow it—I had even more cause to thank our Lord for his goodness. Yet I had not spent those last crucial hours in Paris on my knees. If I had, Louis would be lost now, and so would I.


  “‘Honor your father and your mother,’” I quoted, then headed to the chapel to light a candle and pray for, yes, a miracle. Though I pass through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil. For you are with me. Your rod and your staff, they comfort me. How I would like to use a rod on my son! His mocking tone, his look of disgust reminded me more of his uncle Philip Hurepel than of the lad I cherished. Indeed, if the rebels had managed to turn him against me, I cared not whether they gained the kingdom. Unless his haughty manner changed, they had already won.


  I heard a shattering of glass then, and saw a ball of fire burst through a stained-glass window overhead, landing on the altar where I had, the moment before, knelt in prayer. The wood ignited immediately; as smoke filled the room I yanked off my mantle and beat down the flames. The siege had begun.


  I ran into the great hall to find Louis, and told him what had happened. “Pierre fought with your grandfather here, and may know of weaknesses in the walls or fortifications,” I said.


  “Guérin sealed them last night,” Louis said, “while you slept.”


  His accusatory tone struck me like a blow. Yes, I had slept, it was true, having learned from Philip Augustus the value of a clear and rested mind. Now, faced with my son’s surliness, I retreated to the donjon, where I might watch our attackers’ attempts to bring down our walls by hurling stones, digging tunnels, and throwing fire.


  Louis, I must say, proved a calm and capable commander despite our dearth of supplies. When the rebels dug tunnels under the wall, he sent men with bellows to blow smoke into them, choking the diggers out. Lacking archers, he found bows and arrows somewhere and stationed several knights in the towers to fire them, admonishing the men not to worry about hitting any mark.


  “We have plenty of arrows, so let them fly. We’ll make them think we have every man in the kingdom on our side! Their uncertainty will be our best defense.”


  Yet the rebels appeared far from uncertain as they built a platform beside the main gate, then began to hoist a number of long-nosed contraptions up the ladder. Guérin called them hand siphons—used in Constantinople, he said, for sending out flames of liquid fire. Our “archers” tried to hit the men as they climbed, but their want of skill showed as the arrows pierced only the air around them. When the rebels started shooting flames against the gate, burning its wooden doors, even Louis turned pale.


  “This, truly, is a time for prayer,” Guérin said. “We can do nothing to stop them now.”


  And then, in the distance, I saw a torrent of men in chain mail rushing our way like a turgid river, swords reflecting the sun, banners bearing the fleurde-lis of France. The men of Paris had arrived, not just one thousand, as I had urged in my speech, but many more.


  “Behold!” I cried. “Our rescue is at hand.” Tears sprang to my eyes.


  A smile filled my son’s golden face like the sun moving from behind a cloud. But he looked at Guérin, not at me. “Praise be to God,” he said, “for answering my prayers.”


  Never was such a procession seen in the history of France: thousands of the men of Paris swept around the castle, smashing the empty platform and the abandoned trebuchets, shouting Vive la France! Vive le roi et la reine! to the now-distant rebels running in fear for their lives. We threw open the gates and ran outside to them: the Parisian provost beaming at me like a proud suitor; the burghers all but leaping with joy, pleased by their easy victory; the soldiers hugging and kissing the women and children of the nearby farms and towns who’d lined the Orléans road to cheer them, and their wagons filled with provisions, with which our cooks prepared a feast for all. I longed to join in the revelry but contented myself with standing by, there being no one for me to embrace once Louis turned away, scowling, at the sight of my open arms. In that moment, I cared not about winning, or about kingdoms, or even about living. Of what use is life without love?


  We set out for Paris amid the beauty of springtime: the crocuses blooming purple against pockets of snow, the trees tipped with shoots so vivid they hurt my eyes. The tender breezes kissed my skin, reminding me of Romano, making me wonder if we would ever kiss. His arms around me, holding me close. Romano in Paris, for the rest of our days.


  I wore my queenly raiments for the journey home yet rode on horseback, there being no carriage, thank God, to jostle and jerk me over the pocked and rubbled road. On Romano’s palfrey I could see, and be seen by, our people who lined the road all the way to the palace, twenty miles of cheering crowds, smiling and shouting wishes of long life for Louis and, yes, for me. Love filled me like waters swelling a skin. I wanted to cry but could not, being a queen, so I put the emotion aside to share with Romano—again tonight, perhaps, in my bed.


  I had been gone for more than a week. My frantic ride to the castle had taken one day. The siege ended, we tarried for three to repair the Montlhéry walls and add fortifications, then took three more days to return to Paris. With so many walking, and so many more by the roadside tossing flowers and gifts and bestowing kisses, it seemed we might never arrive at the palace. Louis rode in front, reminding me of a peacock in his bejeweled crown and mantles of blue and gold, but causing me also to remember my husband. The likeness astonished me, as it did all the world, but their resemblance was only physical. My husband had placed me beside him in every public display, while my son had scowled when I’d ridden up to join him.


  “A king needs a queen,” I reminded him.


  “A man,” he said, “needs not his mama.” He spurred his horse, which sprinted to the front of the procession.


  “Vanity is to be expected in a lad his age,” Guérin said to me. “Pray that it will pass.”


  I cringed, thinking of the horrors my own vanity had brought about. “What, besides prayer, would Francis of Assisi have advised?”


  “Brother Francis had himself flogged daily, as a reminder of Christ’s pain. As St. Bartolomeu de Farne said: ‘We must inflict our body with all kinds of adversity if we want to deliver it to perfect purity of soul.’”


  I glanced ahead to Louis, who was smiling, waving, taking flowers from girls and blowing kisses in return, glorying in the adoration he had scorned to accept from me. What are you doing here? he had said when I’d arrived. I cringed to recall the surly greeting. Did he think I’d placed my life in jeopardy out of pleasure? A highwayman, it was said, lurked behind every tree along the Orléans road. Did he realize what might have happened to me?


  And yet, I hadn’t thought at all about my safety. I’d whipped the horse’s flanks and ridden as hard as I could make it go, and prayed to God for the first time since my husband’s death to keep him safe, dear Lord, don’t let my boy be harmed, you’ve taken the father but leave me the son, O Lord, remember how your own mother suffered when you died at thirty-three, while my sweet Louis is barely thirteen. God had kept my son’s body safe, for which I would ever be thankful, but now it was my task to guard his soul.


  He met my gaze, then glanced quickly away as if he had not seen me. I wanted to cry out. What had I done to deserve this abuse? I would flog him myself, by God!


  At last we made our way through the clotted streets of Paris, past all the revelers welcoming their king and queen home to safety. Let Pierre and his thugs try again to unseat us. The provost had said more troops had planned to join us from Orléans and Melun and a number of other towns. Never again would we have to fear for our lives, not even if every baron in the kingdom turned against us. We had the love of the people.


  And yet I thought only of one man’s love as I dismounted my horse with deliberate slowness, taking care not to let my eagerness for Romano show. On the ground, I turned, and there he was, bowing before me, kissing my ring, sending shivers racing up my arm.


  “All those men, sent for us from Paris!” I said. “You saved us, my dear cardinal. And you saved our kingdom.”


  He looked down into my face. A lock of hair curled rakishly on his brow. His dark eyes crinkled and I saw, yes, there it was. Love.


  “Not I, but you, my lady. I did nothing. Your speech roused them, Blanche. Your passion stirred theirs—delivered as it was from your pure, white heart.”


  And then, suddenly, he was gone.


  I should have recognized the portents: the whispers falling like snowflakes from the palace ceiling; the twisted grins on my chamber guards’ faces; the bawdy song performed during the Christmas feast about a lady and a priest—and, afterward, Thibaut’s pouting refusal to present any of his chansons. The palace reeked of scandal, and the only ones who didn’t smell it were Romano and me.


  He came to me in the morning, weeping, before I arose. Pope Gregory had called him back to Rome—permanently. “Vicious rumors have reached his ears, my lady, about the two of us.” Apparently our one, innocent night in my bed had become, on the lips of the rumormongers, numerous wild nights of unrestrained ecstasy resulting, now, in my pregnancy. I would have laughed at the absurdity—how I wished to be guilty of the crime!—if I were not fighting back tears.


  “But—our love is chaste! We’ve done nothing wrong. For what, then, would he punish you?”


  “Punishment is not his intention,” Romano said. “By removing me, he aims to stanch the gossip. It is deleterious not only to the Church but to you also, and to the king.”


  “Of course it is harmful to me,” I snapped. “Else why would my enemies invent these tales?” An affair with the papal legate was an especially juicy scenario, one that cast me as immoral in more ways than one. “Let me travel with you to Rome. I’ll tell Pope Gregory the truth about us, and make him see how much I need you.”


  “No, my sweet.” A tear fell from his eye and landed on my hand. “His Grace will not be swayed. He demands my immediate return.”


  I pulled aside my bedcovers, inviting him. He slid in beside me, placed his arms around me, and kissed me tenderly for an hour. Who cared, then, about scandal? We had done nothing but, given the penalty we faced, we might as well have done it all.


  He left then, sending Mincia back to comfort me, but I turned her away, telling her I was sick and needed to convalesce in peace. She offered to call the healer, but I waved the suggestion aside, saying I wanted only quiet.


  When she had gone, leaving me utterly alone, I was able, at long last, to cry.


  It is unseemly for a queen to cry. Who said so? A man, that was who, with no inkling of the ways of a woman’s heart—or the sufferings in a woman’s life. Is not a queen human, with frailties and passions? Hugh of Lincoln had denied me my tears; now, Pierre Mauclerc and the pope of Rome—an unlikely pairing—had denied me love. Was anger the only emotion a queen was allowed to feel?


  “Are you ill?” At the sound of Louis’s voice, breaking like an egg on the sharp cusp of manhood, I looked up and thought I saw his father’s ghost. But no.


  “I am sick at heart,” I said. “And with no one to hold me.” I turned away from him, ashamed of my swollen eyes, my tear-blown face, knowing that a mother’s tears are her children’s worry and woe— and then I felt his arms around me, and his young, slender body curling against mine. I turned around and buried my face in his neck and sobbed and sobbed and sobbed.


  “My boy. I thought I had lost you,” I said when I’d caught my breath.


  “I am here, Mama. You are the one leaving, to join the Fontevrault convent.” Tears welled in his eyes. “Pierre de Dreux wrote it to me from Corbeil, before you arrived in Montlhéry.”


  “Is that why you have been angry?”


  “I have already lost my father.”


  “Mon chèr! I never meant it.” I stroked his hair, touched his cheek. “I only said it to Pierre because he was pressuring me to marry him.”


  “But—wouldn’t you like to marry? Your life would be less lonely.”


  “Marry, and risk losing your inheritance? Even the most honorable man, having the Crown at his fingertips, might be tempted to seize it for himself. Oh, Louis—don’t you know, my love? I would do anything for you.” I pulled him close and held him against me as if to meld our bodies into one. “No sacrifice is too great. And indeed, I already have given everything—including my only chance at love—for your sake. The Virgin Mother didn’t love her son more than I love you!”


  I cried again, holding my son, the only man to see me cry since that day, a little more than a year before, when I’d heard about his father’s death. God knew that I had avoided showing my weakness to Louis. But I needed him now. Romano taken from me, where else would I find love if not here, with the flesh of my flesh and blood of my blood? No one else was allowed to me except him.


  Years later, when Louis left for Outremer, he would see me cry a third time, anguished in my certainty that I would never see him again. And indeed, I have not, for he lingers there in pursuit of Jerusalem, leaving me in command of France again. How I long to speak with him once more! I would tell him this: I lied, to him and to myself, when I said I’d given up everything for his sake. I gave up nothing for him. I did it all, I realize now, for myself. I sacrificed love in exchange for the Crown of France—for this is not a queendom but a kingdom, reserved for men to rule.


  “Stay with me, Mama,” he said now. “Don’t go to Fontevrault. I need you here.”


  “Stay with me,” I whispered back. “Here, tonight, holding me in your arms.”


  “Every night, Mama,” he said, “if that is what you need.”


  “I need your love,” I said. “Nothing else will keep the bad dreams away.”


  I never slept that night. Instead, I wept and prayed, with my little man beside me, snoring lightly, as his father used to do. Pierre, with his mocking messages, had tried to turn him against me, but my mother’s love had prevailed. Now that liar strove to turn my people—my children—against me by accusing me of giving to others the prize he had coveted for himself: my virtue. He portrayed me as Eve, the evil one, the temptress. But I knew a better woman to emulate.


  When I’d first come to Paris, the trouvères had praised me for my purity. “White in heart as in head,” they’d sung, playing on my name, which means “white” in French.


  To regain the love of my people—my children—I must claim my name again. As queen, you are mother to your people. Not Eve, no. I would be as the Virgin Mother, as chaste and sexless in my people’s eyes as if I had indeed taken the veil. And Louis, yes, must be as spotless as the Christ if we were to win, and keep, the love of France.


  You must hide your woman’s frailty and show only strength. Today was the meeting of the barons’ council. The time had come, once and for all, to disprove the ugly rumors and shame the rebels’ tongues into submission. I sent Louis to his room and called for Mincia. With a brush and some dark powder she drew a heart around my face, then filled it in with a white paste. Doing so made me unbeautiful, which was my intention.


  A woman’s power lies in her beauty.


  Grand-mère was wrong. My power lay not in my beauty but—yes, as Romano had said—in my pure, white woman’s heart.
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  Prologue


  


  I, Beatrice of Savoy, am mother to four queens. What other woman in the history of the world could make this claim? None, I warrant, and none ever will.


  Yes, I am boasting. Why shouldn’t I? Do you think my daughters rose to such heights by happenstance? A woman achieves nothing in this man’s world without careful plotting. I began scheming for my girls before I even held my eldest, Marguerite, in my arms.


  Margi was no ordinary child. She spoke in sentences before her first birthday. But then, she is a Savoy, and we are no ordinary family. If we were, we would not have become guardians of the Alpine passes and rulers of an expanding domain, as well as friends of kings, emperors, and popes. How did we achieve such feats? Not by brutish battles and conquests, but with shrewd alliances and strategic marriages. My children, too, would marry well, I determined, and increase our family’s influence as never before.


  Here is how I fulfilled this vow: I raised my daughters as if they were sons.


  Oh ho! I see shock on your face. Are you surprised also, then, to learn that I called them “boys”? Having taken my schooling alongside five of my eight brothers—in philosophy, Latin, astronomy, mathematics, logic, diplomacy, debate, hunting, archery, even swordplay—I recognized this: knowledge is the key to power. Why do you think men reserve it for themselves, leaving only fluff and nonsense for girls? What good to a girl are needlework, curtseying, drawing pictures, and feigning interest while a man prattles on and on about himself? These endeavors—the essence of feminine schooling—serve only to enhance men, and to diminish women. Wanting success for my girls, I taught them as though they were boys, endowing them with true power—the kind that comes from within.


  When Margi was nearly of age, I enlisted my brothers to find a king for her to marry. Being Savoyards, we plotted. Amadeus, Guillaume, and Thomas praised her beauty, intelligence, and piety in courts near and far, and before every guest they entertained. Meanwhile, I charmed Sordel, the troubadour, to write a song in her honor, then paid him handsomely—with gold and, yes, kisses, but not the prize he preferred—to perform it before the French King Louis IX. Thusly captivated, the king sought Margi’s hand—and before long, my four daughters were queens of the world.


  I would have made them kings, if I could. Instead, I made them mothers of kings. It was the best I could do for them, and for the House of Savoy—for my family—now and in the future.


  Family is everything. Nothing else matters. All other bonds may be broken—friendship, marriage, even queenship—except the ties that bind us to our relations. This is the second lesson I taught to my daughters: Family comes first. To my great sorrow, however, my words fell against their ears and bounced away, like seeds on a bed of stones.


  If only they would heed my admonishments now, and help one another. Instead, they seem intent on tearing one another, and our family, apart. And I? I cajole, and advise, and lecture—and avert my gaze from them lest I cry a weak woman’s tears. O, how it breaks my heart to see my girls suffer.


  


  Marguerite


  Four Sisters, All Queens


  Aix-en-Provence, 1233

  Twelve years old


  


  She turns slowly around.


  The great hall smolders, dimly aflame and smeared in an acrid haze. M. de Flagy holds a piece of white silk to his long nose and notes the cheap tallow candles, the stains on the tablecloth, the frayed cuffs of the countess’s gloves. Before him, Marguerite turns slowly, stifling a yawn. She has taken the monsieur hawking and horseback riding, has performed a country dance on her vielle, sung three chansons by Bernard de Ventadour, defeated monsieur at chess, recited from Aristotle’s new logic in the original Greek, and debated, in Latin, whether time has a beginning, she agreeing with The Philosopher that it does not, because God, the source of time, is eternal. M. de Flagy, seized by a fit of coughing, hurried from the hall and missed her father’s challenge: Does time, then, have no ending? Does it exist in the realm of the eternal, or is time an earthly function? If earthly, then how could it be without beginning, God having created the Earth?


  Now, for her final performance, Marguerite endures the stranger’s gaze on her face, her hips, her bosom straining indecently against the too-small gown. As Queen of France, her maire has said, she would never wear ill-fitting clothes again.


  His hand snakes out. “She appears to be perfect, but I have not inspected her teeth.”


  She steps back, out of his reach. “My teeth are strong, monsieur. And their bite is sharp.”


  Papa grins, but Mama is not laughing. Her eyes snap: All I have taught you, for naught! Marguerite’s skin dampens; the room is suddenly too warm.


  “She is but twelve years old,” Mama says. “Her tongue is not yet tamed.” The countess places a gloved hand on M. de Flagy’s arm, dazzles him with her practiced smile. Monsieur bares his own stained and crooked teeth.


  “Your daughter has spirit, non? Très formidable. If she marries King Louis, she will need it to contend with his mother.” He winks at Marguerite. “ Ma belle, you may need those sharp teeth, as well.”


  Music rises from the floor: rebec, guitarra morisca, pipes, small drums. A minstrel in bright clothing and a red beard sings the Kalenda Maya, meant to please the countess with its words of love for a different Beatrice—but, as she whispers to the visitor now, his grating voice only reminds her of another, more memorable, performance, when the composer Raimbaut de Vaqueiras sang it in this very hall. That was years ago, she does not add, before attacks and sieges depleted the treasury, when troubadours and trobairitz flocked to Provence for endless merrymaking, the wine flowed too abundantly to need mixing with water, and the hall glowed with the light of the finest beeswax candles.


  When the song has screeched to its end, Mama hastens her to the nursery, giving her arm excited squeezes. “You have charmed him! Well done, Margi. As queen, you can save Provence.”


  The nurse, Madeleine, tuts over the hole in Marguerite’s gown as she undresses her. Mama shrugs: Surely M. de Flagy did not notice such a tiny flaw. Yet her forehead wrinkles as her other daughters pile into a chair with her. She wants queenship for her daughter more than Marguerite wants it for herself.


  “Was he looking at Margi’s gown, or what was inside it?” Eléonore says. Too big for Mama’s lap, she sprawls there, anyway, forcing Sanchia to the floor, at their mother’s feet. Little Beatrice careens about on plump legs, snatching rushes from the floor and throwing them down, laughing each time as if she had done something clever.


  Madeleine plaits Marguerite’s hair while the countess tells her tales. “Your sister was as calm as the spring mist and as bold as Lancelot.” Absently she caresses Sanchia’s golden hair. “King Louis and his mother will hear only praise for Marguerite of Provence.” Why, oh why didn’t Marguerite bite the monsieur?


  “I would make a better queen,” Eléonore says. “I am stronger than Margi, and a faster runner. And I am a better huntsman.”


  And Eléonore wants to leave Provence. And she doesn’t despise the French, as Marguerite does.


  “Be patient, Elli!” Mama says. “You are only ten years old—too young for marriage.”


  Marguerite laughs. “Telling Elli to be patient is like commanding an ass to gallop.”


  “Mama! Did you hear her call me an ass?”


  “You’re as stubborn as one,” Marguerite says.


  “Why wouldn’t I be stubborn, when I know I am right?”


  “If you want to be a queen, Elli, you must learn to control yourself,” Mama says. “In that regard, your sister is far ahead of you.” She does not mention Marguerite’s rude remark to M. de Flagy.


  “Mama,” Sanchia says, turning on the floor to tug at their mother’s gown.


  “Except when a tart riposte lands on her tongue. Then she cannot wait to spit it out,” Eléonore says.


  “How would you know the flavor of riposte?” Marguerite says. “Nothing but boasts ever land on your tongue. Apparently, you find them every bit as difficult to swallow.”


  “Mama.” Sanchia tugs at the countess’s gown again. “Is Elli going to be a queen, too?”


  “Boys!” Mama’s admonishment rankles Marguerite. Why must she refer to them as boys? Does she wish they were sons instead of daughters? “The time for arguing—and for competing, Elli—has come to an end. Margi is poised to become a queen. And not just any queen, but Queen of France, the richest and most powerful of kingdoms. We must help her, not fight with her.” The smile she sends to Marguerite is like a sunbeam. “And she will help us, in turn.”


  “But I like to fight with Margi,” Eléonore says. “I always win.”


  “You wish that were so,” Marguerite says.


  “Your uncles and I used to fight, too,” Mama says. “Since I married your paire and became Countess of Provence, we have worked together. That is the Savoy way. Now, with Margi’s marriage to King Louis, the house of Savoy will rise like a shining star to the highest spot in the heavens. We shall rise with it, and all our family, and your children and grandchildren, if God is willing. If we help one another.”


  “Is Elli going to be a queen, too?” Sanchia says again.


  “I shall be queen of the world!” Eléonore wriggles out of Mama’s lap and lands on her feet. “I won’t be content with a kingdom as small as France. I’ll have an empire.” She folds her arms across her chest. “And, don’t worry, Mama, I’ll give castles and lordships to all my family.”


  Marguerite laughs. “And who will be your emperor? Will you join the harem of Stupor Mundi?” Astonishment of the World: It is a fitting title for Frederick II, whose blasphemous remarks—calling Christ a deceiver!—and worldly lifestyle have made the pope of Rome’s jaw drop in not only astonishment, but outrage.


  “Whichever king I marry will become great. I will make sure of it.”


  “Are you going to make Elli a queen, too, Mama?” Sanchia says.


  “Not I, but your uncle Guillaume,” Mama says. Eléonore gasps. Mama smiles. “He and Romeo foresee crowns on all your heads. They have sworn to make it so.”


  “Four sisters, all queens!” Eléonore dances about. “Who has ever heard of such a thing?”


  “Three sisters,” says Sanchia. Worry wizens her eight-year-old face. “I’m going to take my vows at Ganagobie.” Eléonore rolls her eyes: Sanchia has talked of nothing else since last month, when Mama’s cousin Garsende joined the Ganagobie cloister in a ceremony so moving, it made even Mama cry.


  “My pious little peapod, as gentle as a newborn lamb,” Mama says to Sanchia. “You would make a splendid nun, were you plain or deformed.” Sanchia has hair the color of spun starlight, eyes as black as the night sky, a dimple in her chin, and a mouth like ripe cherries. To hide such beauty would be a shame, Mama says, for it would certainly attract a fortuitous marriage.


  “Erase all selfish thoughts from your heads,” Mama says now. “Family comes first. As women—and as queens—your loyalties must lie with your sisters, your uncles, and your parents. We are your foundation. We are your strength.”


  She is speaking to Marguerite, who looks down at her hands. Does Mama know of the pain that stabs Marguerite’s chest when she thinks of leaving Provence? Most likely, she does not care. The Count of Toulouse lurks ever like a shadow over their door, ready to strike. He would take for himself the flowering fields, the shining mountains, the glittering shores of Provence—and the star of Savoy would drop lower in the sky than ever before.


  “In our world, fortunes are gained and lost in the blink of an eye.” Mama snaps her fingers. “As you’ve seen, to rule even a small county such as Provence brings peril. Think of the difficulties when you are a queen, and far from home! Danger lurks not only outside your domain, but also within, even in your own court. Women envy you, especially if you are beautiful. Men resent your power over them, especially if you come from a foreign land. This is why you need your family’s help.”


  “When I am queen, I won’t need anyone’s help,” Eléonore says.


  “Have you forgotten your lessons?” Lately, Mama has been teaching Marguerite and Eléonore about ancient queens. “Even Cleopatra needed help. Without Caesar, she would have lost the throne.”


  “Cleopatra.” Eléonore snorts. “She used her woman’s charms to get what she wanted. We wouldn’t need to do that. We have the ‘minds of men.’” It’s the phrase that Mama uses to brag about their rigorous schooling. Marguerite thinks of M. de Flagy staring with hungry eyes at her bosom, then disappearing as she discussed Aristotle.


  “You’re no Cleopatra, not with that flat chest,” she says to Eléonore. “But you could be Artemisia. The warrior queen, remember? She had a ‘brave spirit and manly daring.’”


  “That is our Eléonore, full of manly daring,” Mama says.


  Eléonore struts about like a proud knight, wielding an imaginary sword.


  “Which queen would I be?” Sanchia says, caught up in the game.


  “That’s easy: Helena of Constantinople,” Eléonore says. “She became a saint.”


  “I say Elen Luyddog,” Marguerite says. “A Welsh princess who became empress of Rome. She went home after her husband died and converted everyone to the Christian faith.”


  “I would not mind being a queen if I could use my powers for the Lord,” Sanchia says in her soft voice.


  “I’d use my powers to help my family.” Eléonore looks at Mama with shining eyes, having caught the beam of her approval for a moment, at least.


  “I would hope to rule wisely,” Marguerite says. “That is all that one can ask, I think.”


  “You are like the Queen of Sheba, then,” Mama says. “She told her people, ‘I am smitten with the love of wisdom . . . for wisdom is far better than treasure of gold and silver.’”


  Marguerite feels herself blush. If Mama knew her true feelings, would she still consider her wise?


  “‘I am only wise insofar as what I don’t know, I don’t think I know,’” she says, quoting Socrates.


  “Wisdom is a noble goal,” Mama says. “The pursuit of a lifetime.”


  “Margi will need a lifetime to attain it,” Eléonore teases.


  “What about Beatrice, Mama?” Sanchia says. “What queen is she most like?”


  “A queen bee, always buzzing about,” Mama says. Beatrice careens toward the doorway, as she does every night. Madeleine snatches her up, exclaiming—as she does every night—and Beatrice begins, predictably, to whine for Papa.


  “Bedtime must be at hand.” Papa walks in; Beatrice wriggles free from the nurse’s grip and runs to him. He scoops her up and kisses her cheeks as she protests. She does not want to go to bed. She wants, she says, to stay up with Papa.


  “I am going to play chess with Sordel. He likes to cheat, and I like to win. That is too much excitement for a little girl.”


  “I don’t care. I want to come.” She nestles her curly head against his shoulder.


  “Do you promise to be good, and sit in my lap and not move?” She nods. “Then you may come with me.” Madeleine plants her hands on her hips as he walks out with her; she has told her lord—how many times?—that baby Beatrice needs her sleep, that she will be tired tomorrow, and ornery. But there is no telling him anything when it comes to Beatrice.


  “Beatrice uses her charms to get what she wants,” Eléonore whispers later, as she and Marguerite lie in bed with the sleeping Sanchia. “She is like Cleopatra.”


  “I hope you are wrong,” Marguerite says. “Remember what happened to Cleopatra’s sisters.”


  Eléonore bares her teeth. Looking like a gargoyle in the moonlight, she lifts her index finger and draws it slowly across her throat.
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