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       Prologue
      
     

     
      SEATON DELAVAL
APRIL 1471
     

    

    
     
      
       “MY LADY.”
      
     

     The familiar voice startled me. Unexpected and too gentle, it seemed to prepare the listener for ill tidings. I glanced up, the fear at my heart stopping my breath. Tom Gower, my husband’s squire, stood at the threshold of the small chamber, and the expression on his face did nothing to ease the cold that had begun to spread through my body. The cloak I darned slipped from my fingers, and I rose from my chair with difficulty, a hand on the armrest to steady my legs. Then he stepped forward, and I saw that he held a missive. Relief flooded me. I wanted to cry out with joy! God be praised, he had not come to give me dread tidings of battle, but to deliver the missive my beloved lord had sent! The smile I gave him as he approached to do his obeisance was so broad, I felt my cheeks would surely crack.

     “Tom, dear Tom…rise, I pray you. For a moment, I thought—No, pay no heed to what I thought—” Still smiling, I took John’s letter from him greedily and held it close to my heart. Then I realized that Tom had not returned my smile and that his face remained as pale and grave as that cold moment when I had first heard his voice. “Tom…how goes the war for the Lancastrians?”

     He hesitated before he replied. “I know not, my lady. I dressed my lord the marquess in his armor, then he bade me leave him ere the battle started. To bring you this missive…and this ring.” He reached inside his doublet. As I watched him fumble for the ring, I saw that his fingers were stiff, as if he moved them with difficulty. When I looked at his face, I knew that he kept something from me.

     I took the velvet pouch he offered, and removed the ring, feeling as I did so that I stood outside myself, looking down on the scene from high above. In the fading light of day, the stone, dark blue like my husband’s eyes, twinkled with the same light I had seen in John’s. The world suddenly went very quiet, and there rose before me the vision of a fifteen-year-old girl seated at a window, watching the sun set over the world, her heart breaking with loneliness. She had bartered with the Fates that day for her destiny, and the Fates had listened and granted what she had asked.

     That girl was me. Seeking a gift, I had offered a promise, and the time had come to fulfill that promise. However dark the shadows now, I have never forgotten that I am the most fortunate of women. Of storms and sorrow I have known my share, but I have also been blessed with a love such as few are given, a love that dazzled my life with its radiant light as the sun warms and bedazzles the earth. The glory of that love will dry the tears, as it always has, for love transcends all things, even time…even death. I regret nothing.

     Regaining my composure, I raised my head and looked at Gower. “You have had a long journey,” I managed, thankful my voice did not waver. “Tell the cook to prepare you the best meal we can offer, and get rest….” In spite of myself, tears stung my eyes and my lips trembled. I turned away and heard Gower’s footsteps echo down the hall as he left.

    

   


    
     
      LANCASTRIAN ENGLAND
     

     
      
       1456–1461
      
     

    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

   


      
       
        
         One
        
       

       
        JUNE 1456
       

      

      
       
        
         AMID LIGHTNING, THUNDER, AND THE PELTING
         rain of a summer storm, a castle appeared in the distance, as if in answer to my prayers. “There!” I cried, unable to restrain my great relief. “We can take refuge there, can’t we, Sœur Madeleine?”

       With the wind whipping her cloak around her, Sœur Madeleine turned her small, plump bulk in her saddle and, ignoring the young man-at-arms, Guy, directed herself to the squire accompanying us on our journey. “Master Giles, you know this place that is so curious?” she inquired. Her English was so heavily laden with the accent of her native Anjou that if I didn’t listen carefully, she seemed to be speaking French. But she was right about the castle. Set in an open emerald field instead of high on a hill, and more like a magnificent country mansion inviting to guests than a fortress designed to repel enemies, it made a strange sight with its hexagonal redbrick towers, large windows, and tall, narrow frame.

       “I believe it belongs to Lord Ralph Cromwell, Sister,” replied Master Giles, his horse’s hooves sucking in and out of the sticky, mud-mired road. “I heard he built a castle of red brick in Lincolnshire called Tattershall.”

       “And this lord…which is his allegiance, the Red Rose or the White?”

       Master Giles threw Sœur Madeleine a small, sardonic laugh. “No man can be sure, Sister—’tis said Lord Cromwell changes color with the wind. He was King Henry’s lord chancellor back in the thirties, but a few years ago he quarreled with the Lancastrians and wed his niece to a Yorkist lord. After the Battle of St. Albans, I heard he quarreled with the Yorkists and now considers himself a loyal Lancastrian adherent of the queen’s.”

       Sœur Madeleine gave a horrified gasp. “Such a man is a traitor! In France we would know what to do with him.”

       From what I could see of Master Giles’s face, hidden between his collar and his sodden wool hat, I could tell his thoughts: This was England, and a good thing too. Even the French queen who had wed our King Henry couldn’t change that.

       “Perhaps we should not stop,” Sœur Madeleine said suddenly, pulling up so sharply her horse almost lost its footing in a muddy puddle and snorted in protest. “Mon dieu, he may have changed back to York, and I will not take ’ospitality from a traitor!”

       Master Giles and Guy rested their gazes on me, and their expressions told me I was the only one who could avert this setback. If we passed up this castle, we had no assurance of finding a hamlet with lodging for the night, and might well find ourselves sleeping under a tree. Wet and shivering with cold in the stinging rain, I too had been excited at the thought of a hot meal and a change of clothes. Now all stood in jeopardy. Fond as I was of Sœur Madeleine, she could be quite impractical. Fortunately, thanks to the kindly, almost maternal interest she had taken in me during the few weeks we had known one another, I had been able to use my influence with her for the benefit of our entire little party on the long journey from Marrick Priory in Yorkshire down to London. I took a breath before I spoke.

       “Sœur Madeleine, Lord Jesus said that sinners who find the true way are saved, so if this Yorkist lord who strayed from the Red Rose has now returned to the righteous fold of Lancaster, then God will forgive him—and surely we should, too?”

       Sœur Madeleine turned her face up to Heaven, as if to weigh the strength of both God’s forgiveness and the storm. “Alors, mon enfant, you ’ave much wisdom for your fifteen years—there can be no other reason why God has put this place into our path in weather so formidable. He must intend us to stay here for the night, chère Isabelle.” As if to seal her approval, she gave my name an extra flourish so that it sounded French.

       Losing no time, Master Giles spurred his horse and sped in the direction of the castle. I knew he had rushed off so that Sœur Madeleine couldn’t change her mind again, and I galloped my palfrey after him as best I could on the muddy highway. Guy, the young man-at-arms whose horse pulled my coffer, followed too, but, slowed by the small cart he dragged, his horse kept floundering in the deep puddles and he was the last to reach the castle gate.

       As I drew alongside Master Giles, someone peered from the watchtower and the cry came down, “Who goes there?”

       “The queen’s ward, Lady Isobel Ingoldesthorpe, and her guardian, Sister Madeleine of Marrick Priory. We seek refuge for the night,” Master Giles said, his face dripping with rain as he looked up.

       The portcullis creaked open. I cantered my palfrey into the shelter of the castle gateway and dismounted with Master Giles’s help. The porter came out of the guardhouse, and I smiled my thanks.

       “You’re fortunate, my good people,” he said. “You’ll find safe haven here with my lord Cromwell, whether ye be Lancastrian or Yorkist.”

       “You have Yorkists sheltering here this night?” Sœur Madeleine exclaimed.

       A crash of thunder drowned out the man’s reply to this dangerous question, and I seized the chance to distract everyone by pretending to faint. Sœur Madeleine and the porter rushed to my aid.

       “Breathe deeply, my dear,” advised Sœur Madeleine. I did as she suggested.

       “Good that you came when you did,” said the porter. “The young lady is in need of rest, and the storm is worsening.”

       As if Heaven decided to help us, the rumbling grew louder and the driving rain poured faster as he spoke. But Sœur Madeleine returned to the subject of Lord Cromwell.

       “Is your lord the same Lord Cromwell who served King Henry and our gracious queen Marguerite d’Anjou as chancellor?” asked Sœur Madeleine, her tone less demanding now. I held my breath.

       “The same,” he replied. “So, where are you headed?” he asked pleasantly, handing the horses over to two young, damp boy helpers.

       “To court, sir,” Sœur Madeleine said with a haughty look. “I am Sœur Madeleine of the Benedictine Order of the Abbey Notre-Dame de Wisques, and my charge here is Lady Isobel Ingoldesthorpe, ward of Queen Marguerite d’Anjou. Her father was the loyal Lancastrian knight Sir Edmund Ingoldesthorpe of Newmarket, Cambridgeshire, and her mother was the true Lancastrian Lady Joan Tiptoft of Cambridgeshire, both deceased, God rest their souls.” She made the sign of the cross, pursed her lips, and lifted her chin in challenge.

       I gave the porter a quick smile to melt the coldness of Sœur Madeleine’s reply and bowed my head to hide my thoughts. Contrary to what Sister had just said, my father was no dyed-in-the-wool Lancastrian. In order to avoid fighting for the Lancastrians, he had spent most of his adult life not answering the king’s many summonses, then explaining his actions and paying for expensive pardons. “A corrupt lot!” was how he’d described the French queen and her favorites, who ruled the land during King Henry’s frequent illnesses. But such talk was treasonous, and he had been careful not to let anyone suspect his Yorkist sympathies. I forced back the memory and, throwing off my wet hood, shook out my hair. I noticed that the porter’s gaze went to my face and lingered there. Sœur Madeleine noticed too. “You are bold, sir,” she snapped. “I hope your lord has better manners than you.”

       The man flushed in apology. “Aye, Sister, have no fear. He is a true knight and well he knows how to treat a lady. Pray, follow me.”

        

       
        
         LORD CROMWELL, A GENIAL MAN WITH HAIR THE
         color of frost, came to greet us as soon as we were announced in the great hall, where he had been in conversation with the chamberlain while servants rushed around busily preparing for a grand feast. Some covered the long tables with white cloths; arranged fruit bowls and dishes for salt; and laid out pewter bowls, steel knives, silver spoons, and cups. Others positioned iron candelabras, replaced burned-out candles, and secured torches into the wall brackets, while still others swept up refuse, bone fragments, dog excrement, and stale rushes. Wooden barrels brimming with fragrant rose petals, hyssop, and sweet fennel had been carted up from the cellar and waited nearby, ready to be scattered over the clean floor. Clearly, Lord Cromwell had spared no expense.

       “Gracious sister—my dear young lady—we bid thee both a hearty welcome!” he boomed as he kissed my hand and bowed to Sœur Madeleine. “You have timed your visit well, not only to shelter from the inclement weather—aye, not only for that!—but for the banquet planned for the evening, a very special banquet, I might add. My niece Lady Maude Neville is arriving shortly with her husband and an entourage of young friends who shall be delighted to meet you, dear Lady Isobel. No doubt you will have much to discuss together—you know, those matters that absorb maidens so completely—young men!” He gave me a wink that brought a smile to my face and a frown to Sœur Madeleine’s. “There will be music, and dancing, and a troubadour to entertain us, and flame throwers—you must get rest and refresh yourselves so you can enjoy the merriment!”

       We were ushered to our chamber, a pleasant room high on the third floor, overlooking the inner court, where my coffer had already been set. In spite of the rain, the room greeted us as cheerfully as its owner had. At one end, the redbrick wall provided a bright backdrop for the gold bed curtains and coverlet, and at the other a large window threw light over a colorful tapestry that covered nearly all the brick. Two servants entered, bearing a jug of wine, a platter of cheese, tall goblets, and a silver basin of water for washing, which they set on a high chest. One lit the candelabra while another took our wet, mud-splashed cloaks and hung them to dry in the garderobe before he left. As I watched the door shut behind him, excitement overwhelmed me and I rushed to my coffer to retrieve my most beautiful dress, as yet unworn.

       
        “Isabelle,” Sœur Madeleine announced sternly.

       I knew what that tone meant. I turned slowly, my heart sinking in my breast.

       “We are not attending the banquet. You have no need to change.”

       “May I ask why, Sœur Madeleine?” I inquired in a small voice.

       “Did you not hear his niece’s name? She is a Neville.”

       “Not all branches of the Neville family support the Duke of York. Many are Lancastrian.”

       “Peut-être, but I take no chances with you, Isabelle. We will ’ave supper in our room and go to bed early so we can be ready for tomorrow’s voyage. Now ’elp me out of my gown before I die of the cold.”

       Her resolute expression left no room for hope and I knew entreaty was useless. I swallowed my disappointment and slowly closed my coffer. “Aye, Sœur Madeleine.”

       Untying the cloth belt that secured her gown, Sister removed her rosary from around her waist and pressed it to her lips before setting it down on the chest. I unfastened the brooch that secured her veil; took off her white crown band, wimple, coif, and the soft white cotton cloth underneath; folded everything; laid them neatly aside; and helped her out of her pleated white habit, which made up the outer garb of the Benedictine Order. I hung it to dry on a peg in the garderobe. After aiding her into the high bed, I brought her a goblet filled with wine, which she quickly emptied, and some cheese, which she waved away. In her simple cotton shift, with her thin gray hair exposed and the blanket drawn up to her shoulders, she no longer seemed plump and robust, but old and frail. Seized with compassion, I refilled her goblet and mopped her brow with a towel dipped in the perfumed water from the silver basin. I ran my brush of boar bristles gently over her pink scalp and wispy hair. “Is this better, Sœur Madeleine?” I asked.

       She sighed with pleasure. “Oui, mon enfant,” she said softly, and closed her eyes.

       I crossed to the window. Guests had begun arriving, and their laughter drifted up to me in my bower, piercing my heart. I’d been in a nunnery for the past eight months, and I longed for the company of young people, and for laughter, and music, and dance—all that I’d missed since my father’s death.

       “Isabelle, sing for me,” said Sœur Madeleine abruptly.

       I went to the coffer and removed my small wooden lyre. It had served me well at the convent, since it was not loud, and even at night I had been able to drown my loneliness in its sweet notes. I carried it to the window seat and opened the window. The air, cool and damp, brushed my cheek. The violent storm had lifted, and the wind had chased away the clouds and ushered in what promised to be a lovely July sunset. A pale purple hue stained the east now, and in the west the few clouds that remained had turned to peach, casting a glow over the village, where a few lights already twinkled. But in the months since my father’s death, I had found that nature’s beauty, far from soothing the ache of my spirit, summoned an inexplicable sadness from within my depths.

       I missed my mother and my father, and I had no sisters or brothers. I was on my way to court to be married, but while my heart yearned for the kind of love that troubadours sang about and wordsmiths described in their lovely manuscripts—the kind of love my mother and father must have had for one another, since he never wed again after her death—I knew love would likely not be my portion. Marriages were made for lands and wealth, not love, and few young women with lands to offer a husband could hope that fortune would bestow on them a love match. Even royalty married for alliances and trade agreements, and my future lay in the hands of the Lancastrian Queen Marguerite d’Anjou, wed at fifteen to a mad king. What pity would she have for me? Her interest lay only in my wardship and marriage, because the wardship paid her a fair annual income, and my marriage would fetch a goodly profit for her purse.

       I didn’t know why the world was made so bitterly, but in this it played favorites, and I—foolishly, I suppose—dared to hope I’d be one of the rare and fortunate few who would find Fortune’s favor. In the meanwhile I longed for small joys, like the banquet that I might have attended tonight, where I could laugh and be with young men my own age, and feel the lightness of life.

       I bowed my head with an acute sense of loss and plucked the chords of the latest lament to sweep the land. Raising my voice in song, I poured my heart into the words, and the haunting melody so encompassed me that I heard my own tears in the music….

        

       
        Will I never feel the sun before clouds gather?
       

       
        Will my heart never dance before it dies?
       

       
        Will I never know your love, beloved?
       

       
        You are lost to me, lost to me….
       

        

       I lifted my gaze to Heaven. The sky was awash with color. As I sang, the clouds turned to gold and deepened into rose. A lone bird soared high above, free to roam where it willed. I followed it with my eyes and my words until it faded from my sight. The sky changed again, and now, like fire, the rose glow caught the earth, bathing all the world in tender beauty. I don’t know what came over me, but of a sudden I was swept with an indescribable yearning I could neither define nor understand. Yet I knew instinctively that the only potion that could banish the emptiness, that could break the loneliness, was that elusive thing the wordsmiths called love. I brought the song to a close, bent my head, and closed my eyes. Silent words fell from my heart, and, bartering with the Fates, I sought a gift and made a promise.

       “Isabelle.”

       I blinked. It took me a moment to reorient myself. “Aye, Sœur Madeleine?”

       “We can go to the banquet, if you wish it.”

       Disbelief left me speechless, incredulous. My mind spun with bewilderment, and when at last her words registered, I laughed in sheer joy. I laughed at the sky, at the clouds, at the servants taking the horses from the guests arriving in the courtyard below. I threw my arms up and laughed, and I twirled from the window seat, laughing. I clasped my hands together to my lips in prayer, and I murmured thank you to Heaven, half laughing, half crying, and twirled again. Then I looked at Sœur Madeleine. A tender smile hovered on her face as she watched me.

       I rushed to her side, and, taking her hand to my lips, I kissed the wrinkled skin. “Thank you, dear Sœur Madeleine.”

       She blushed. “C’est rien,” she murmured. “’Tis nothing. But if we are to go, I daresay we had better hurry, ma petite.”

       I ran to my coffer and rummaged for my new gown: a rich lavender silk and silver-tissue sarcenet, embroidered with tiny silver leaves, which I had never had occasion to wear before. The high-waisted gown, with its low neckline trimmed with miniver, fell in voluminous folds into a train at the back, and it shimmered like moonlight as I took it out of the coffer.

       “You must be very careful, Isabelle,” Sœur Madeleine said as she helped me into the magnificent dress and arranged my long hair loosely around me.

       “Why?” I replied, half-drunk in my joy.

       “You are too beautiful, with your swan neck and so big eyes, and I fear there are Yorkists at the banquet. Rapists and murderers, all of them.”

       “Not all, surely?” I said, teasing in my delirium. I wondered if Sœur Madeleine had drunk too much wine. She had never complimented me before, and why should she, when my eyes were not blue, but brown, and my hair not gold, but dark as chestnuts? If only I had a mirror! But mirrors were forbidden at the priory, for, as the nuns kept reminding us, the only eyes that mattered were the eyes of God. “I saw some Yorkists once,” I said gaily, “and they didn’t look like rapists or murderers.”

       Sœur Madeleine gave a shocked cry, and for a moment I feared I had made a disastrous mistake that would cost me the banquet. But she said only, “Mon dieu, what is the world coming to?”

       “I found them attractive, as a matter of fact,” I giggled. I was drunk, surely, or I would never have dared to make such an admission.

       She gaped at me. “I should report you to the queen!”

       I bent down and kissed her forehead with a smile. Bending came naturally to me, for though I was a head shorter than most men, I was taller than most women. “But you won’t, will you?” I laughed, not comprehending what made me so bold.

       “Mon enfant, you are impossible. I don’t know why I let you ’ave your way with me, but to tell you true, I love you like my own. Maybe because your dark hair and eyes, they remind me of—” She broke off, seemed to catch herself, and added, “Of Anjou.” She fell silent, in reverie.

       I, too, returned to reverie. But the scene that came to me made me giggle aloud.

       “What do you find so amusing?”

       “Nothing,” I lied, wiping the grin from my face with effort. I had never confided my secret memory to anyone, and certainly I had no intention of sharing it with Sœur Madeleine, no matter how drunk on joy I might be. In the previous spring, I had gone north to Yorkshire to visit friends, and we had been returning to Wensleydale after a day’s outing picnicking in a meadow filled with wildflowers. Singing and laughing, we rolled along in our cart, the sun shining brightly on the pear orchards shedding their blossoms over us. At a turn of the River Ure some distance yet from the manor, the woods parted, and two young men suddenly emerged from the river. Caught by surprise, they stood naked as babes for a moment before they quickly covered themselves as we passed—but one covered his face instead of his manly parts. My friends and I burst into sidesplitting laughter and strained to see more as our two bodyguards cursed and the driver whipped the horses and barreled past. That sight, our first ever of a naked man, kept us in merriment for weeks.

       But in these months I hadn’t forgotten the one who had covered his face, and sometimes I even saw him in my dreams, though only fleetingly, as I had in life.

       “Listen to me, mon enfant,” Sœur Madeleine said, taking me by my shoulders. She seemed suddenly grave, and I grew fearful. “You are young, romantic, but you must be realist. Love has little place in life. A young girl who is Lancastrian must wed with a Lancastrian. If she has no wealth, she must wed for wealth, old, ugly, and toothless though he be; and if she has some land like you, she must wed for more. To love is to open oneself to pain, and in this world filled with troubles, there is trouble enough without love to worsen matters. ’Tis best to see all Yorkists as rapists and murderers. Do you understand, Isabelle? Do you?”

       It suddenly occurred to me that old people were filled with empty warnings about life, and I felt a rush of relief. I could dismiss her words like a faint rumble of thunder that had moved far away and no longer touched us. “Aye, Sœur Madeleine, I understand,” I said to please her, my mood as bright as ever.

      

     


      
       
        
         Two
        
       

       
        THE DANCE, 1456
       

      

      
       
        
         AT THE FIRST CALL OF THE SUPPER HORN, I CROSSED
         the castle courtyard with Sœur Madeleine beneath a violet sky set with a solitary star, and wound my way up the stairwell to the great hall, trailed by my fellow guests. The hum of conversation grew louder the higher we went, until a raucous din told us we had reached the passageway to the chamber. Crowds thronged the entry, some engaging in conversation, others of low rank waiting to be seated. Heads turned as I passed, and I couldn’t help but take pleasure in my gorgeous gown and the bows and admiring glances that followed me.

       Though privy to the banquet preparations earlier, I was taken aback by the splendor of the hall. A heavy scent of roses wafted up from the scattered petals on the floor, and the room danced with light from the many flaring torches and the candles flickering on the tables and in the deep recesses of the windows. Behind the dais where Lord Cromwell would sit, a fire blazed in the enormous stone hearth bearing his coat of arms. Silver, pewter, and the panes of glass in the windows reflected the flames so that even the banners and tapestries decorating the paneled room twinkled with jeweled lights.

       Across the hall, a few knights and ladies were already at the tables below the windows, and the chamberlain led us to them. We passed Master Giles and Guy, seated with other heralds, squires, clerks, scriveners, and their wives at a lower table below the salt, reserved for commoners, bare of fruit and silver, and set with wooden bowls and cups instead of pewter and horn. They gave us a bow as we passed, and the admiration in their eyes lightened my step. Arriving at our table, I noted with delight that we had been seated next to the dais. With a crosscurrent of greeting, and a nod from Sœur Madeleine, I slipped in first, next to a burly knight with a florid complexion who stood to give a courtly bow. Sœur Madeleine took the end of the bench, and her lips remained pursed as she inclined her head to the knight in greeting, so I gave him a little smile, which I was soon to regret.

       Other knights and ladies, clergy, and those of rank came to join us at our table, and with each placement, the ruddy knight edged closer to me, forcing me to slide toward Sister until all space was exhausted and any further movement in that direction would have either pushed Sister off the end of the bench or alerted her to the knight’s antics and guaranteed a scene. Faced with this choice, I suffered in silence and tried to ignore his thigh and shoulders pressing into mine, and his bold glances that raked my bodice.

       A sudden flourish of trumpets stilled the buzz of conversation. Like everyone else, I hastened to rise, adding to the rustle of silk that rippled through the hall.

       Gazing around at his guests with a broad smile of welcome on his rosy face, and followed by an entourage of lords and ladies, Lord Cromwell entered, a pleasant-looking, fair-haired young lady on his arm whom I took to be his niece, Lady Maude. Though I had been to banquets now and again with my father, I had become accustomed to the stark regimen and drabness of the nunnery, and I couldn’t help but stare spellbound at the colorful group entering the hall, their gorgeous velvets and gold cloths aglitter with gems. Then I noticed the hound at the rear of the procession. It pranced with an air of hauteur and bore such a lordly expression that I almost laughed aloud. I glanced at its owner, and a wave of recognition flowed through me. But how did I know this knight? And if I had once seen him, how could I have forgotten such a face?

       Save for the hound at his heels, he walked alone at the end of the group, lean, broad-shouldered, and taller than the others, his tawny head brilliant in the candlelight, his eyes scanning the crowd as if he searched for someone. Somehow I knew it was a maiden, and a strange pain twisted my heart. For one so tall, he bore himself with grace, and there was about him an unmistakable air of knightly nobility, from the fine straight nose and square jaw down to the high boots he wore in lieu of the courtier’s pointed-toe shoes. Despite his fashionable attire of green velvet embroidered with rich gold thread, his sun-bronzed complexion and muscular thighs spoke of a man who spent more time riding in the sun than drinking at feasts. A voice spoke in my head: Ah, yes, it said. Whoever she is that he searches for, surely she is the most fortunate of women. At that moment he turned his head and caught my stare. The hint of a smile touched his generous mouth, and his cheeks creased, flashing dimples. My breath caught in my throat. I knew his smile was not intended for me, yet I blushed furiously and hastily dropped my lids.

       Lord Cromwell took his place at the center of the dais and gave a speech of welcome. As he spoke, I thought I felt the green knight’s gaze on me, but I made a resolute effort not to let my glance stray to the dais, where he sat. Instead I occupied myself by counting the beauties present in the hall…at least four, and their heads shone like spun gold at the tables. I stole a glance down at my own hair. Though it was thick, shiny, and long almost to my waist, it fell straight as a Roman road behind me and in the candlelight seemed as dark as raven’s feathers. A sense of my own inadequacy swept me. If I had been given to envy, it would have engulfed me now, but as I sat admiring the fair ones, there was only acceptance tinged with regret that I couldn’t count myself a beauty like them, for beauty would have drawn his eye to me. No, the young knight couldn’t have noticed me; it was just me, wishing it were so. Wishing…

       My father’s oft-repeated words echoed in my mind: Be content, and remember, there are always those who have more than you, and always those who have less. I decided to count my blessings: I had asked to come to the feast, and here I was, and I would enjoy myself to the hilt.

       After grace, servants poured rose water into the small basins set out for hand washing. I dipped my fingers into mine and held them out to a passing servant to be dried with a linen cloth. When everyone had washed, the basins were removed, and the pantler distributed bread, butter, and pig fat while the butler and his boy helpers poured jugs of wine and beer. Sister quickly downed her cup and accepted a refill.

       “Bah!” said the knight at my elbow, startling me. Setting down his wine cup, he spat on the floor and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Wine’s sour and smacks of pitch! Can our lord not afford better?”

       “Where have you had better?” came the reply from someone down the table. “Tell us, and we’ll go there!” A chorus of laughter met this remark.

       “You are quite mistaken, monsieur—this wine is excellent. Very fine indeed,” announced Sœur Madeleine, tipping her cup for a longer draught. “As it comes from Bordeaux, there can be no question about that.”

       I took a sip. The wine did taste of pitch, but at the priory it had been worse: so greasy, flat, and muddy with sediment that I always closed my eyes and filtered it with my clenched teeth when I drank. Sister was truthful: Compared to that wine, this was very fine.

       The knight acknowledged Sister’s remark with a “humph” that left no doubt where he stood on the matter, and turned his attention to the fresh herring pie that had just been placed on his trencher, seasoned with ginger, pepper, and cinnamon. I caught his garlic breath as he reached across me to dip into the salt, and lost my appetite.

       “What, you don’t eat?” he asked with his mouth full, tearing a piece of bread for himself and spreading it with a thick layer of the pig fat. “A young lady like you should not lack appetite for life!” He gave me a wink and dug his thigh into mine again. I felt myself redden to the roots of my hair.

       “Oui, mon enfant, eat,” Sister chimed in. “You are too slender as it is. Mange, ma petite.” Then she tapped me on the knee and said, “You are causing some interest across the hall. Do not encourage them, Isabelle.”

       I glanced in the direction she indicated. A table of young men were indeed eyeing me, and when they found my gaze on them, a curly-haired young fellow picked up his goblet and toasted me with a drink. In no way did he resemble the young lord on the dais, and I glanced down. “Aye, Sœur Madeleine,” I said, and realized my voice was tinged with melancholy.

       Obediently I ignored the young men and nibbled my bread while the ruddy knight beside me gave a belch and picked his teeth with a dirty fingernail. The thought came to me that he was probably married, and at that moment I made a vow never to give my consent to a match by the queen, unless I felt some affection for her choice, no matter how much pressure she brought to bear. A nunnery would be preferable…. My eyes stole wistfully to the knight at the dais. How splendid he was! He was laughing at a joke someone had made, and it made no sense to me that my heart should twist again with the yearning I had felt when I’d watched the beauty of the sunset.

       Having no one else to turn to, I decided to make the best of the evening. “Do you know who they are that sit at the High Table?” I asked the ruddy old knight, prepared to view the food he chewed in exchange for information.

       “Indeed I do!” he replied, munching. “The lady next to Lord Cromwell is his niece, Lady Maude, and she’s wed to the dark-haired knight seated on her right. His name is Sir Thomas Neville. And see there…that’s his younger brother Sir John Neville, sitting on Lord Cromwell’s left.”

       At the name “Neville” I threw Sister a nervous glance. Fortunately the crowd in the hall had grown rowdy, and Sister was so engrossed in her capon and wine that this information failed to reach her. Although she drank heavily, her cup remained filled; I realized suddenly that a varlet hovered nearby, constantly pouring as though she were born royal. I gave this no more thought, rejoicing instead that I could feast on information without her reprimand, despite my rapidly declining spirits.

       Though I had an uncle who had been created an earl, the Nevilles were of the blood royal and counted many a lord, earl, and duchess among their number. Their climb to power had begun in the twelfth century through the marriage bed, when Robert Fitzmaldred wed the heiress of Henry de Neville from Neuville in Calvados and their children took the mother’s name.

       Family feuds in successive generations made bitter foes of the two branches of Nevilles, driving one to champion the White Rose of York, and the other the Red Rose of Lancaster. The successes of the Yorkist Nevilles also brought them into clashes with yet another powerful clan—the Percies. Long a law unto themselves in Northumberland, the Percies resented the steady erosion of power and wealth to these Nevilles, whom they viewed as upstarts. Yet through all the troubles, Fortune kept her smile fixed firmly on the Yorkist Nevilles, and the marriage bed, where they had made their richest conquests, continued to bless them. Through his wife, Nan Beauchamp, whom he had wed at the age of eight, Richard Neville, the eldest of the four sons of the Earl of Salisbury, had recently been created Earl of Warwick, the premier earl of the land.

       “You are very knowledgeable,” I said, warming a little to the knight. His uncouth manners and sideways glances into my bosom no longer offended me, since he had proved so helpful. “Can you tell me more?” I leaned close so that the raucous bursts of laughter from our companions along the table as they exchanged court gossip would not deprive me of a word.

       “That young man beside Lady Maude is quite a knight, pardieu! Now there’s a tale—”

       I glanced at Sir John Neville. He had tilted his chair back and was engaged in conversation with Lady Maude behind Lord Cromwell’s back. I looked away before he could notice me. A question was throbbing for an answer.

       “These Nevilles, are they from the Yorkist or the Lancastrian branch?” I asked as casually as I could manage. So that the ruddy knight would not see in my eyes what the answer meant to me, I occupied myself by picking up a piece of the grilled hare now on my plate and making a show of swirling it around the spicy mustard sauce. But he surprised me by laughing; an uproarious, belly-shaking laugh that occupied him for quite a spell. I watched him curiously.

       “You are an innocent one, aren’t you?” Still laughing, he turned to the others down the table. “She wants to know whether these Nevilles are Yorkist or Lancastrian!”

       “I’ve been in a nunnery, sir.” I felt myself blush as I tried to explain my ignorance.

       “Then you do have a good deal to learn, and lucky the man to teach you!” he guffawed.

       The ladies smiled, and a few of the men snorted with laughter. One, who turned out to be Lord Cromwell’s seneschal, took pity on me and said, “They are the Yorkists, my lady.”

       I turned back to the ruddy knight, and he picked up where he had left off. “Indeed, each time King Henry slips into madness—excuse me, illness—the queen and Richard, Duke of York, vie to rule the land as Protector of the Realm. Sometimes York has the upper hand, sometimes the queen. But no matter—these Nevilles have stood staunchly by York through thick and thin since the very start of the troubles…. Aye, I see you’re beginning to understand. They are sons of the Earl of Salisbury and brothers to the Earl of Warwick.”

       I felt as though someone had struck me a reeling blow, and I must have blanched, because faintly, as if through a wall, I heard him say, “Are you all right, Lady Isobel?”

       I nodded. “’Tis merely…the hare is tough.” I laid the morsel down on my trencher and swallowed on my tight throat. “Pray continue.”

       “Well, here’s a tale for you…. There are the Nevilles, and there are the Percies, and the two clans hate one another, right—you know that much, eh? Good. Now, see Lady Maude there…she’s the heiress to the Cromwell lands and estates, which include several former Percy estates confiscated from them by Henry IV for treason back in early 1400. So when she married Sir Thomas Neville right here in this castle two years ago, that meant the Nevilles would one day lay claim to several strongholds that had once belonged to the Percies. Seems that Lord Egremont, a hot-tempered younger son of the Earl of Northumberland who’s landless himself—and such a rowdy fellow that no heiress will marry him!—didn’t take too kindly to the idea of Percy lands falling into Neville hands, no matter that the properties in question had been confiscated more than fifty years ago. So Egremont lay in wait for the bridal party at Stamford Bridge. They say that it was thanks to the younger son, Sir John—who’s as valiant a soldier as you’ll find anywhere—that the Nevilles—taken by surprise, mind you, and with a much smaller army—routed the Percies! Though he’s a third son and but twenty-five years of age, his father, the Earl of Salisbury, puts great store in his counsel. Aye, lady, I’d fight with Sir John Neville any day…that is, if Lord Cromwell gives the word. I’m in his service.”

       “I see.” A vegetable course of peas and onions in saffron had been cleared away untouched, and now I stared down at the figs on my dessert plate, beautifully served with almonds and rose petals, and decorated with powdered sugar. I picked one up and tried to swallow. I couldn’t understand what was wrong with me. The banquet I’d wept to miss had ended in sorry disappointment, and I found myself wishing the evening over.

       But Sister was not ready to leave. Turning to me, she gave a clap and said as gaily as any child, “The flame throwers are here, Isabelle!” She pointed to two bare-chested young men, with beads around their necks, entering the hall amidst a fanfare of trumpets from the minstrels’ gallery. They juggled the fire with a display of rare skill and ended their performance by devouring the flames. Raising their extinguished torches high in victory, they turned to receive the hearty applause and silver coins that rained down on them. Next came a troubadour with his gittern to sing a lewd tale about a fishmonger’s cheating wife, full of ribaldry, followed by a lament of Elaine’s doomed love for Sir Lancelot, brimming with sad sighs, tears, and desire. All I could think of was the lord with the creases around his smile. Now I was glad of the ruddy knight’s company, and I tried to focus on him so that I would not look at the one who sat high to my left on the dais, so far above me.

       At last the troubadour gave a bow and said, “Thus ends my tale. God save all this fair company—amen!” The minstrels in the gallery broke into loud chords, and the floor cleared for dancing. The passionate Celtic rhythm they played on their harp, rebec, pipes, and lutes spoke of love in every note, but I sat stiffly on my bench, determined not to feel the music. Lords and ladies rose to dance, and the ruddy knight slapped the table.

       “Ho, my dear lady! ’Tis time for some revelry—let us—”

       He broke off in midspeech. I turned in the direction in which he gazed, to find myself staring straight into Sir John Neville’s dark blue eyes. The breath went out of me.

       “Lady Isobel, may I have the honor of this dance?” he said, his voice resonant, touched with the accent of the North.

       
        He knew my name! My lips parted in search of air. I rose mutely. He bowed to Sœur Madeleine, and she stood to let me out, though reluctantly, weaving slightly. She was clearly displeased, but I ignored her frown and gave him my hand. With a touch that was light yet commanding, he led me to the center of the hall. We took our positions along with other dancers on the rose-petaled floor, and in time to the exotic beat that evoked something of the wild moors, we moved together: a small step to the side, forward three steps, back two, and a hop. I barely knew what I was doing. His eyes scorched mine, and I could not look away. We reversed the sequence, parted from one another with a step, and drew back together again. I felt the movement of his breath, and with it the candles blurred, the walls of the room receded, and the other dancers faded into oblivion. There was only him and me in all the world, and music, and a fiery wind beneath my feet sweeping me forward, sweeping me back. He knelt, and slowly I circled him, feeling as if I moved in a dream, my hand never leaving his, his eyes never leaving mine. He came to his feet, took his turn. Time hung suspended, and I stood helplessly as he passed around me, igniting my burning heart into flame.

       We moved forward a double step, back one, gave a hop, and took another small step to the side. We danced palm to palm, face-to-face, in slow and perfect harmony, first in one direction, then the other, and we were two halves of a circle spinning together in eternity, spinning, spinning…. The melody filled all the air, leaving none for me to breathe, and I could not draw my eyes away from his; I could not move my hand from his. I never, ever wanted to leave, never wanted the dance to end, never wanted to return to the barren world I had known.

       But end it did. Suddenly and with a clash of cymbals, we were paused in place, locked in one another’s gaze, breathing in unison as the notes quivered into silence. The song was over; the world had stopped spinning. All my strength was focused on recovery, but my heart pounded so violently against my ribs that I knew my heaving bosom betrayed my emotion. A sick giddiness born of shame, heat, and excitement made me falter, and I raised a hand to my brow.

       “My lady,” he said, steadying me by the elbow. “It seems we must seek some air. The warmth in here is suffocating.”

       I nodded, the corners of my mouth lifting. And then I remembered Sister. She would never permit me to leave the room with anyone, especially not a knight. Especially not a Neville.

       “But—” I said, turning to the front of the room where Sister sat.

       “We shall request permission, as is seemly,” he said, but his tone held a smile.

       When we reached Sœur Madeleine, I realized why. She no longer sat on the bench but in a tapestried chair set off to the corner, and her head lolled to one side as she slept, snoring loudly. A wineglass lay lightly in one hand, engulfed in the folds of her skirts. Having spilled its last drops on her knees, it bobbed up and down with each heavy breath, like a ship at sea.

       I suppressed my laughter and glanced at him.

       “It seems Sœur Madeleine is in no condition to deny us permission, my lady,” he said, his eyes twinkling and a grin revealing his irresistible dimples. He put out his hand to me. I seized it most undecorously. The fact that I remembered the hovering varlet and realized that unholy temptation had deliberately been set into Sister’s path made not a berry’s worth of difference to me.

       The air was fresh, the night beautiful, and the small walled garden profuse with blooms that sparkled with raindrops. Music drifted from the open windows of the great hall as we passed a server with a tray of oranges, and a group of courtiers and maidens around a smooth stone fountain, laughing amidst the roses.

       “They tell me you are Lancastrian,” he said.

       “They tell me you are Yorkist. And that all Yorkists are rapists and murderers,” I replied, stealing a wry look at him from beneath my lashes as we strolled.

       He laughed, a hearty, wonderful laugh that creased his cheeks and flashed his dimples to my delight. A light twinkled in his dark blue eyes. “Don’t believe everything you hear. There are a few exceptions.”

       I glanced down at the hound that strutted happily at his heels. “And what is he, Yorkist or Lancastrian, do you know?”

       “Yorkist. But sometimes he forgets and licks a Lancastrian.” He mocked a grave countenance but a corner of his mouth twitched.

       I smiled, suffused with happiness as we talked. “Is he always with you?”

       “Always, except when there is danger, as in a battle…or at a dance. Then he watches from the tent—or from under the table…. He has more sense than I do, you see.” He looked into my eyes, and even in the starlight I felt the fire that had singed me when we danced together.

       I tore my eyes from his.

       “Northumbria is very beautiful. I was there once,” I said, dropping my gaze.

       “Cambridgeshire is even lovelier. I should like to visit more frequently.”

       I shot him a glance. His mouth had curved, as though he knew I had caught his meaning. I blushed again, feeling my cheeks as red as poppies, and I was grateful for the night that shielded me with its darkness.

       We strolled deep into the garden. Here, no torches blazed to light the way, and there were no prying eyes, except those of the silver stars that sparkled over us. The music faded, and only the chirping of crickets broke the silence of the night. I was acutely aware of his nearness, and a burning tension flooded me, making me ache for his touch.

       He said, “I never had the honor of meeting your father—God rest his soul—but I know your uncle. The Earl of Worcester is a devout and scholarly man.”

       I relaxed a little at the turn of the conversation. “Aye, that he is. He has a great love of learning, and taught me the pleasure of manuscripts at a young age.”

       “What have you read?”

       “Ovid, Christine de Pisan, Euripides, Socrates, Homer, and Plato…and—”

       “Whoa!” he laughed. “That is a mouthful, but no less than I would expect from the niece of such a man. I’m afraid I have not had the pleasure of reading at any great length, unless you count De Rei Militari.”

       His reference to the great manual of military strategy saddened me, for it revealed something I would not have guessed from his demeanor. The troubles of the present weighed heavily on this knight despite his light banter, and I sensed that his carefree exterior masked the deep and thoughtful nature of a man given to reflection. My heart took a perilous leap toward him.

       “Did you know we are related, Lady Isobel? Your uncle, the Earl of Worcester, was once wed to my sister Cecily—God rest her soul.”

       I looked at him with disbelief. I had no knowledge of this.

       “Indeed, it was many years ago, when he was Lord Tiptoft and not yet Earl of Worcester. My sister was his first wife. They were married but a few months before she died.”

       I mumbled my regrets, still startled by the revelation. “No one ever told me,” I explained. “I only remember my aunt Elizabeth. She died when I was young.”

       He gave me a small smile. “Elizabeth Greyndour was his second wife. You were but a babe when he was wed to my sister, and I daresay that being related to a Yorkist is not something to boast about these days.”

       I did not reply, as that could not be denied, and in any case I still struggled with this bond of marriage between our families—and the hope it had sparked in my breast.

       “Your uncle is deputy in Ireland now, so I understand. How is he doing, have you heard?” he asked.

       “Aye, well,” I said, more brightly than I had expected. My heart had assimilated the knowledge he’d given me, and joy was coursing through me now. “He has written that he plans to make a pilgrimage to Jerusalem when he gets back from Ireland, and perhaps spend time in Padua, studying Scripture, Latin, and Greek.”

       “Indeed, he expressed that to me before he left last year…. I believe he has an interest in translating Ovid from the Latin.” Abruptly, he demanded, “How old are you?”

       When I hesitated, he grinned. “If you’re concerned about Rufus here, I can assure you he won’t tell anyone.”

       I couldn’t help myself; my spirits were so light that I pealed with laughter. “Fifteen,” I said finally.

       “Is it true you’re a ward of Marguerite d’Anjou?”

       I could not have foreseen the effect this question would have on me. In one swift blow it reminded me that Nevilles were not welcome at court and ripped from me the cocoon of fantasy I had woven around myself. I came to my senses suddenly and violently. Maybe the fresh air had cleared my head; maybe it was the shock of my feelings, which had been as wanton as any tavern girl’s; maybe just the rest of my father’s words coming back to me again: Aim not too high; ask not too much. The greatest griefs are those we cause ourselves…. But all at once I recognized how rash and foolish I had been. The marriage that once bound our families had passed into history and was a thread long since severed. Times had changed, and hatred had solidified. The marriage meant nothing, changed nothing. The divide between us remained as wide as a stormy sea. This knight belonged to one of the most powerful families in Christendom and was a foe to the queen who owned me. How could I be sure that he didn’t toy with me for his own amusement, thinking in some way to humiliate the queen he loathed? Even if that were not so, why should his attributes matter when he remained as unattainable to me as the stars above my head? I had forgotten my place, and reached too high, and asked for the impossible, and the gods had answered by sending me fire. I had to get out while there was still hope of recovery. My nurse was right. I was reckless, foolish, and wild. When would I ever learn?

       “My lord, ’tis true that I am a ward of the queen. We should not be here, and well you know it. I ask that you return me to my guardian, and that we forget we ever met.” My words fell like stones from my lips.

       A strange, bewildered expression came into his eyes, and for a moment he didn’t move. Then he drew himself up to his full height and said in a stranger’s voice that sent an arrow straight to my heart, “Indeed, you are right, my lady. Pray, accept my apologies. I shall take you back forthwith.” He put out his elbow stiffly, and I rested my hand on his sleeve as lightly as if I were touching a hot iron, and we turned and went back through the damp garden to the hall that we should never have left.

       I didn’t sleep that night but lay awake in the long darkness, weeping silently into my pillow, listening to Sister’s snores and counting the church bells that tolled at the end of every hour. Never would I forget the exquisite, piercing sweetness of the dance we had together, but time would heal this woe, and life would continue. I knew that because the books had told me so.

       Morning broke sunny and beautiful, but the bright song of the lark wounded me anew and wrapped me in a cocoon of anguish. He didn’t break fast with us, and I heard that he had ridden off before cock’s crow. I had no stomach for food, and I wouldn’t have nibbled at the slice of bread if Sœur Madeleine hadn’t forced me. We stood in the courtyard watching the groomsmen saddle our horses, and I heard the barking of the hounds with a wretchedness of mind I’d never known before. As bells rang for Prime, we set out on our way and the castle gate clanged shut behind us. The redbrick castle grew smaller the farther we rode, and our fellow travelers fewer. The cluster of timber houses around the castle gave way to a straggle of cottages, fields, and barns, and finally opened out into the lonely moors. As I gazed at the tall grasses and flowers basking in the sun, the quiet of this world after the bustle and noise of the castle sent anguish pouring through me, and I felt as bereft as if I rode in a wasteland. My palfrey’s hooves rang out on the road, clippity-clop, clippity-clop, and their steady pounding rose to a thunder in my ears. Unable to help myself, I slowed my pace and, dropping behind the others, gazed back past the summer heather to where Tattershall Castle lay.

       “Last night you couldn’t stop laughing and dancing, and now you are as silent as a mouse with a cat near,” Sœur Madeleine said, turning in her saddle. “What is the matter, ma chérie?”

       I couldn’t reply. I felt as though I would never speak again. Tears lay on my heart and blinded my eyes. My palfrey caught up with hers, and I bowed my head so that she wouldn’t see my face.

       Sœur Madeleine reached out and pressed my hand. “You are young, my little one,” she said quietly. “Someday another will come and make you forget.”

       I raised my head and looked at her then, feeling that it was the first time I had ever truly seen her.
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