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PART ONE
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Go, heart, hurt with adversity,

And let my lover thy wounds see;

And then say this, as I say thee:

Farewell my joy, and welcome pain,

’Til I see my love again.




CHAPTER ONE

On that rare and jeweled day, the great adventure of her life began. The lush blossoms and tender crops of fertile Kent gilded the May morning breeze with their mingled aromas, and nightingale songs floated from the nearby forest depths unutterably sweet. Her beloved home, the large, stone-walled house known in the English shire of Kent as Liddell Manor, reflected its gray stones and windows, beams, and brick chimneys in the encircling moat, but beyond the gardens and orchards, the great Kent Road to London beckoned eternally outward. At first in early dawn it seemed no one stirred, but soon enough the slender, blond girl knew, they would all be upon her: then she would go away to whatever lay out there and this gentle haven of peace and freedom would be hers no more.

It was not that she was afraid, she told herself determinedly as she stood barefooted at the window in a favorite short linen chemise she had long ago outgrown but still stubbornly slept in no matter how her maid railed at her about it. Joan of Kent, as the shire folk called her, had never been afraid of anything—not yet, at least. Besides, since she was granddaughter to the past King Edward I of all England, she had always known deep inside she should never be meek or afraid of anything, even if she were a woman. There had not been one thing yet, in all of her life here at Liddell, she had wanted to possess or to do that she had not had or done. That is, not until a fortnight ago when her eldest brother Edmund, lord of Liddell Manor ever since their father had died so long ago, had come riding home from king’s service and told her she was leaving Liddell to be reared at court with the king’s family.

Though the sun did not touch her recessed window yet, she pushed the casement open farther and leaned out on her elbows. Her flat stomach scraped a bit on the thick stone ledge and her bare feet swung free of the thin braided carpet on the floor of her little chamber, but this position gave her the full view of the fish pond and walled herb gardens below as she wanted.

Aye, the servants had just finished gathering breakfast from the well-stocked fish pond, and speckled bream or spike-nosed pike would soon enough fill the bellies of the travelers before they all set out for London.

“Poor silly fish,” Joan murmured aloud as she wriggled back inside and her feet touched the floor. “Saints, you do not have one bit more say in where you are headed than I do! It is out of a quiet pool and into a seething pot for all of us, I warrant.”

The scolding voice behind her was crisp and shrill, but so familiar in its rich Scottish burr that Joan did not even flinch. “Lady Joan! My own dear lassie, skittering about barelegged and mutterin’ rebellions. Aye, I caught yer tone and know yer wayward heart about this honor that’s befallen ye!”

Joan just rolled her eyes at the wiry, lively old woman, Marta, who had been so many things to her for as long as she could remember—nursemaid, companion, taleteller, playfriend, almost a mother even, since her own lady mother so seldom came out of her room. Joan gave her luxuriant, nearly hip-length hair a wild toss off her shoulder with one hand and shot Marta a sweet and tolerant smile as she sat down hard on the edge of her plump feather bed.

“Now, do not scold, Marta, please. It is our last day here together—my last day—and I could not sleep.”

“Stuff and nonsense, lambie. Ye ha’ slept like a soldier fresh out a battle sin’ ye were a wee lass. The lord be right, ye know. A young woman grown and ye such a beauty to still be here in this moated hermitage hidden out in the great Weald a green England—well. Lord willin’, there be blessings and love out there at th’ great royal court just yers fer th’ askin’. My lambie, she’ll have the whole royal court in whirls afore she be done there, this Marta knows for a truth!”

The warm smile faded from Joan’s pouting lips as her eyes locked with Marta’s. The old woman’s taut-skinned face must have once been beautiful and she must have known firsthand about things like love and the ways of the high folk of the realm during the years she had been with Mother, of course, Joan reasoned. Marta had served Mother in Scotland at the time of her first marriage to the clan lord John Comyn and had stayed faithfully with her when he died, even during her lofty second marriage to Edmund, Earl of Kent, brother of King Edward II, the uncle of the present Plantagenet sovereign Edward III to whose court she was now banished.

A pox on it all, Joan cursed silently, and her high, clear forehead furrowed over her lavender eyes. People usually said banished from court, but she considered it exile to be sent to that far-off place! What if Queen Philippa were not pleased with her? What if they thought it improper that she loved to play her lute and sing? What if they expected her to sit and embroider all day when she wanted to be out free in the woods or gardens somewhere!

Marta’s slender fingers touched her shoulder and Joan saw all the scolding was gone from the sharp eyes. “Lassie, Marta be missin’ ye like her own wee bairn, but the time ha’ come for ye. Yer blood be rich with that a kings, th’ same blood and as good as that a the king’s own children, and yer life is ready for a good turn a Lady Fortune’s wheel. An’ some fine, young lad will be lost forever when he sees th’ bonny sort a maid an old Scot woman can rear in the green woods a Kent.”

Joan’s bare arms darted around Marta’s thin body to give her a quick hug and then she pulled back. She had no intention of crying, not today, maybe not ever. Marta stroked the wayward blond locks where they tumbled in natural curls across the girl’s shoulders and then the tender moment was gone.

“I have no intention of wedding for years and years yet, Marta. And fine lads bore me, though I would not mind some marvelous knight to be in love with me if I did not have to love him back—and if he would not be such a stern lord and master to me as Edmund is to his lady wife, Anne, now he is home.”

Marta flipped a corner of coverlet over Joan’s bare knees before she perched on the edge of the bed and began to comb out the night’s snarls from her tresses. “I truly doan’ think ye’ll be seein’ too many knights who’d wed wi’ a lady to give her free rein like some willful palfrey, lassie. Mayhap afore ye wed, ye’ll get your way, but Scottish clan lords or king’s knights, they be all a the same cut a cloth, I warrant. Doan’ ye go believin’ all those fancy lover’s songs that Roger Wakeley taught ye—no, nor those clouds-in-the-sky romances you like to read of King Charlemagne an’ such.”

“But, some of it must be true as true, Marta, or there would not be so many to sing or read! Edmund says courtly love and chivalry are in high style at court.”

Marta yanked at a tangle and Joan grimaced. “Style an’ love. By the rood, it be just a game they play and doan’ ye forget it. A wise marriage, a landed lord to gi’ ye sons, that be what ye need. Ye keep your mind straight on that, my lass, and I doan’ want to hear sometime that my Lady Joan I reared from a wee bairn been swept off her two solid feet by some Lancelot ye’re always prattlin’ about!”

“Saints, Marta. It is not prattling. I just think all that heartache over love in those Camelot romances is immensely amusing, and besides, I love to set it to my lute and sing it. Do not fear I shall ever be all fond and silly like Guinevere to moan and pine for a knight I cannot have. I shall be well enough content to marry—in several years after I have had my fun—and if my lord agrees to my freedom.”

Joan whirled her back to Marta so the woman could begin the task of plaiting her hair into two long braids to be coiled over each ear. Edmund said it was more in style to gather the hair in two huge netted cauls without braids, but her hair was so bountiful it would all bounce loose after one jog in the saddle and what would watchdog Edmund say then?

Marta bit back her tart reply at Joan’s last flippant words. Aye, Edmund, Earl of Kent was right, much as it hurt Marta to admit it. The lass had been badly spoiled, allowed mayhap to run the grounds too freely since he was off to king’s service and Joan’s other older brother was being reared in the powerful Lord Salisbury’s household far to the north. Only in the last year had Edmund married the Lady Anne and settled her at Liddell Manor, but Joan paid scant heed to Anne’s meek pronouncement of proper demeanor for a lady.

And, then there was the dark shadow of Joan’s mother, the long-widowed Lady Margaret. The tragic loss of two husbands had taken a grim toll on the once lovely, laughing, and strong-willed woman Marta remembered so vividly from her wedding day to the great Scottish Lord John Comyn whose family had always been full loyal to England in the terrible war between the last English king and the Scottish king, Robert the Bruce. The uniting of Margaret, English daughter of Lord Wake, to the Comyn clan was one political marriage that had been happy, and Marta fervently prayed at night on her bony knees that her Joan might have the same good fortune. Even when Lord Comyn died, the newly somber Margaret had found happiness a second time and it was only at her second husband’s disgraceful and tragic death that the Lady Margaret had broken.

Marta surveyed her handiwork, the two huge coils of wheat-colored hair she had arranged at the sides of Joan’s head. The old woman smiled fondly and her eyes misted. Surely, despite the polish and sophistication the lass lacked, here was a Plantagenet beauty indeed, one to rival King Edward’s own fair daughters. It would be years before Joan’s rose-and-cream skin would need any touch of court cosmetics like pomades or lead paste, or the eye colors Marta had heard Edmund speak of to his wife Anne. Joan was fair of skin, with glowing cheeks and the full pouting lips men found desirable no matter what feminine look was supposed to be in style. Joan’s head was a lovely oval shape, her cheekbones high, her brows beautifully arched with no need for plucking; her nose was straight and elegant with a slightly pert turn at the end, her lashes darkly fringed for such a fair blonde; and her eyes, the most haunting color of spring violets or of highland heather, seemed to darken when she was angered, which was a bit too often this last month since her lord brother had made clear his plans for her.

And the lass’s body showed every promise of lush temptation that would attract many a man, Marta thought, as Joan helped her carefully settle a clean linen chemise, wool kirtle, and squirrel-lined surcote over her newly coiffed head. The kirtle, dark blue for riding, was made of perse, a fine light wool suited to this early May day named for the Feasts of St. Philip and St. James in the year of 1344. The kirtle was long-sleeved to ward off road dust; it buttoned from elbow to wrist with tiny, metal studs forged in the shape of rosebuds. As was the current Plantagenet style, the gown draped itself closely to Joan’s slender form, accentuating the swell of her high, firm breasts. The oval collar was scalloped and embroidered with tendrils of entwined ivy leaves much like those which covered the outer walls of Liddell Manor and graced the family coat of arms, behind a white, antlered hart.

Low on Joan’s waist, Marta helped her settle a narrow leather belt tooled in intricate designs and studded with metal ivy leaves. From the belt hung a lady’s dagger. The lass was tall for a maid, long-waisted and leggy, and she wore the four new kirtles and surcotes Edmund had ordered for her well, Marta thought proudly. The sorts of garments Joan had been pleased to romp around the grounds in these last fourteen years, like this sort of chemise she insisted on sleeping in—well, all of that was over now, too.

“Marta, what are you doing with my sleeping chemise? Give it to me.”

“Foolish lass. Sit ye carefully on the bench an’ we’ll get on yer new riding boots.”

“I will put the boots on. I will not have you kneeling on this floor, but give me my chemise, Marta!”

Joan made a grab for it, and the material ripped at the hem as she pulled it from the woman’s grasp. “I am taking it, Marta! Oh, now look at it, and I hate to mend. Saints, just go finish the packing, and I shall put this in last. Dear brother Edmund hates for me to be late at midmorning meal and just to think I used to skip it entirely when I had half a notion to!”

Marta bent over the remaining open wood and leather coffer which would go by packhorse with the traveling party carrying Joan’s worldly goods to court. “’Tis said at great Edward’s court the fashion for bed be naught but bare skin, my lassie, an’ I believe Lord Edmund told ye that clearly enough the other eve.”

“I care not. This is what I sleep in. It is comfortable and warmer. There will probably be dreadful drafts in Windsor Castle or Westminster or Sheen or wherever they all live. I know I shan’t have my own room and bed anymore—Edmund says three or four queen’s ladies to one room—but I do not care a whit. I shall set my own styles, you will see, Marta.”

Marta kept her eyes on her packing and her mouth shut as she heard Joan flop down on the bench at the end of her bed and struggle with her stiff new boots of imported Spanish leather. Aye, Edmund has spent a pretty penny on the new wardrobe for the lass; yet all his preaching, his veiled threats even, had not put a halt to the maid’s willfulness. And if she ever caught wind of the scandal surrounding her father’s death and the part the king and queen and even the handsome Edward, their beloved Prince of Wales, had played in it, there would be Satan’s fee to pay then, and sure of it! If Joan of Kent, young though she be, were head of this family rather than her two elder brothers, the restful white hart on the family crest might well be a white, raging whirlwind.

Marta finished the packing and followed Joan downstairs, careful to carry the child’s cloak which would cover her surcote if it were rainy or chill on the way to London. The trip today would be short, commencing at late morn, Marta reflected, since they would only go as far as the great abbey at Rochester, seat of the shire, before sunset. With the nervous, reclusive Lady Margaret carried in a special covered litter Edmund had had built by carpenters here at Liddell, traveling farther in one day would be foolhardy.

Much to Marta’s chagrin, she did not see Joan in the great hall where the meal was nearly spread. Glenda, who was watchmaid and servant to the Lady Margaret, had arranged a small wooden tray to take upstairs to her seclusive ward, and Morcar, the family’s soothsayer, stood near a window apparently gazing out at nothing in particular. Marta’s quick eyes scanned the large, lofty room again. No Joan. At least, praise St. Andrew, the lord and his seven retainers, who would guide the party to London and beyond to Windsor, were not down yet to slap their riding gloves impatiently on their palms or click their spurs or frown when they saw neither of the two ladies they would escort were ready.

Joan’s brown traveling cape still over her arm, Marta hurried to the thin, old man who had been Joan’s dead father’s astrologer before Lord Edmund was caught in the dreadful mire of political upheaval that led to his bloody death. The practical Marta always thought that long white hair, pale skin, ice-blue eyes, and a slightly bowed back made Morcar appear to know much more than he could possibly foresee even with his charts and maps and stars.

“Morcar, ha’ ye seen th’ Lady Joan? She came down but a moment ahead a me.”

The old man did not turn his head, but only lifted one blue-veined hand to the high window ledge. “Down in the walled gardens. Walking, Marta, just holding her lute.”

Marta made a cluck-cluck with her tongue and whirled to move away. But Morcar’s other hand darted out to stay her as his pale blue eyes held Marta’s troubled brown ones.

“Losing your chick is hard, I know, but leave her be. She needs some calm before the storm.”

“What she needs, sir stargazer, be a firm hand to get her in here at her place—without her lute—so that her brother an’ his comrades will not be out a sorts when he comes down all champin’ at th’ bit to be off and neither Joan nor her lady mother are about the hall.”

“The Lady Margaret will be out only at the last minute, Glenda says, and we must hope there will be no pitiful scene. All those long years in that room—ah, she is a mere ghost of the lady we all remember. She is eaten by thoughts of revenge still, though she drifts in a fantasy world of her own making sometimes. This desire to take the vows of the Poor Clares of St. Francis and live cloistered in London for her last years—I pray it is for the best.”

“But ye read th’ stars, Morcar,” Marta could not resist the gibe. “Can ye not truly read whether or not it be for th’ best?”

He looked away, back out the window, and a wan smile lifted his thin lips and the white mustache that covered his mouth. “Ah, aye, of course. And that is my own special agony. It has been and will yet be.”

Marta moved a step closer to the old man and lowered her voice. “Ye read th’ planets for Lady Margaret last week, did ye not? And she asked if her taking th’ vows a th’ St. Clares would give her final peace?” Marta pursued.

“She asked that, aye.”

“And Lord Edmund said ye assured her she’d be finding final peace there with the St. Clares in London.”

“Aye, Mistress Marta, true enough.”

“Then why do ye not show a little joy for them? Lady Margaret to the peace she ha’ never found sin’ her lord ha’ been murdered and my Lady Joan to better things. Aye?”

Morcar nodded at the window but his eyes seemed to glaze over again. “But at the moment, she is so untouched, so free, so peaceful, Marta.”

“Joan?” Marta’s birdlike hand darted out from under the cloak to grasp Morcar’s wrist. “My Lady Joan? Did ye read her signs, too? She said naught of it. What is it? What did ye see? She will come to no harm at th’ court that slew her father?”

“Calm your feathers, Marta.” Morcar’s papery thin voice came to her ears. “I am old, I have seen much, the wheel revolves from fortune to fall to fortune again for all of us.”

“Aye, but for Joan—”

With an amazing amount of strength for his frail appearance, the old man disengaged Marta’s hand. “Leave off, Marta. I hear the lord’s men on the stairs. I have given the Lady Margaret my word and I will not tell Joan what I have read until she is married.”

“Married? When?”

“Leave off, I said. I am weary and the great journey has not even begun. I have no wish to leave Liddell, but like the Lady Joan, I am sent for. Remember, maids of Joan’s age are marriageable at great Edward’s court, as well you know, Marta. And surely, Joan will have time at court before she is wed.”

Marta’s eyes narrowed at Morcar’s suddenly stern profile, and her heart beat very fast. “Wed high or low? The lass be so willful as ye know, Morcar, so passionate—to have things her way.”

“Aye, but I will say no more.” He turned to face the direction of the door through which issued the rumble of male conversation and laughter. “And, Marta, be not so foolish as to try to question the Lady Margaret herself. She is beset this day with fears for her journey out of her safe sanctuary in that room upstairs. And to tell true, I told her little of the Lady Joan’s charts. What will be will be.”

He moved away from the window, but ignoring propriety in front of the lord’s men, Marta scurried after him.

“Please, Lord Morcar, by St. Andrew, the lass be all I ha’ had to love these last long years sin’ Lady Margaret turned against th’ child.”

He looked calmly at Marta, and his austere features softened as he gazed down on the wiry, petite Scotswoman. “Be calm in your heart, little Marta. Tell me truly, who would need the stars to read the Lady Joan’s future? Will not she be well loved? Admired? And set her own ways and styles? Do you not remember the first chart we did for the Lord Edmund and Lady Margaret when the little Joan was born in the middle of July the summer her father died? Born under Cancer, eager for action, ruled by the moon, a romantic, moody, curious—an alluring woman. Hold to that, little Marta. I am sorry you shall not be with her there for she could have need of your sharp tongue and practical Scots brain, eh? I had hoped to live out my days here in quiet, green Kent, not back at the court of a Plantagenet king whose family had some part in my Lord Edmund’s death. But the king has suddenly remembered my service to his dear uncle. The king speaks and we all—almost all—obey.”

A strange smile lit his mouth again as he moved stiffly away. By St. Andrew, Marta thought, it was fortunate that the Lady Margaret in her litter would force their slow travel pace, because that frail, old man would never live to see London otherwise.

Lord Edmund, who looked as little like his father as Joan strongly resembled their sire, entered and stopped stock-still across the room. His eyes were violet, like poor Lady Margaret’s, but other than that trait he shared with Joan, the twenty-three-year-old Edmund, Earl of Kent, and the Lady Joan looked nothing alike. Brown-haired and round-faced, Edmund resembled his mother’s Wake family lineage; while, but for the eyes, Joan was as blond and fair a Plantagenet as her executed father.

“Marta? Joan is ready to eat with us, is she not?” Lord Edmund’s clear voice interrupted the tumbling flow of her thoughts.

“Aye, milord. I shall fetch her direct. She but stepped out in th’ garden for a wee breath a air.”

He shook his head once and raised his hand as if to ward her off. “No, Marta. I shall see to her. The Lady Anne will be down soon. You may help Glenda and the servants. They have orders to bring my lady mother down at the last minute before we set out.”

He spun sharply on his heel and Marta’s eyes followed his black- and red-garbed figure as he disappeared from the great hall into the corridor. “Aye, for th’ love a St. Andrew,” Marta murmured under her breath, feeling much better as she always did whenever she invoked the patron saint of Scotland. “No one ever said anyone with blue Plantagenet blood in their veins does not know how to give orders or insist their own will be done!”

[image: image]

Outside in the midmorning sun, Joan stood at the edge of a fish pond staring at the reflection of the manorhouse and sky. She cradled her precious lute against her like a child and let the sun on her back chase the chill of pending departure from her veins. On a whim, she bent to pick a little handful of violets, purple trilliums, and forget-me-nots at her feet.

“Take a care not to fall in, Joan. We hardly have time to fish you out and you are wetting the hems of that lovely new kirtle on the dew.”

“Oh, my Lord Edmund. I did not hear you. But it cannot be time to go already.”

Her brother gave her that quick, half-mouthed smile of his, and his eyes went approvingly over her appearance. At least he did not seem to be out of sorts this morning, Joan thought, much relieved. It just would not do to be arguing with him on this last morning here in who knew how long. Little butterflies of apprehension fluttered in her stomach, but she beat the feeling down.

Edmund looked ready for riding and very grand in his black tunic which had red piping over his powerful chest and shoulders. He sported a smart black beaver hat with a narrow brim jauntily turned up in back, and a short fur-lined travel cape swung from his shoulders. His gilt spurs clinked slightly as he approached.

“This is a lovely day, a special and great day for you, Joan. I want to be certain you understand that. Mother and I have decided this is best for you.”

“As you say, my lord.”

There was a moment’s awkward silence between them while birds twittered from the cherry tree behind and the green earth, damp after last night’s gentle rain, seemed to breathe out a heady freshness. She wished with a sudden stab of longing she knew Edmund better—knew and trusted him fully. He was some years older than she and had been reared, until his majority, at Lord Salisbury’s grand household at Wark Castle far to the north, where her brother John, five years older than she, was now. She loved Edmund, of course, deep down, but they had never been a family, not since Mother did not seem to love her anymore.

“The lute, Joan. You asked if you might take it, and I agreed despite the fact few court ladies play their own instruments. That is only a new trend and there are plenty of trained court musicians you will enjoy. It should be wrapped and packed if you are as worried about its safety today as you were last week.”

“Aye, brother, I am. I told you it means a great deal to me.”

“Aye, and your sweet voice with it is charming, I admit that.” Edmund put an index finger on her arm as if to reassure her, but immediately moved two steps back toward the house. Then, as if to deliberately shatter the tenuous moment between them, he took up an old subject they had argued much over these past weeks.

“But I still do not approve of that glib-tongued French beggar, Roger Wakeley, wandering in like that when I was off to king’s service and living here for over a year without my permission.”

He held out both hands as if to ward off her protest. “Aye, you have told me, lady, he was a talented singer and musician, and I suppose it is quaint you learned so well, but you ought to have been busy enough with your tutor studying French, Latin, and numbers. It is an excellent lady’s education without all the other fripperies you insist on, Joan. Your stubborn penchant for love songs and full-blown romances when your first responsibility is to learn chatelaine household duties is quite beyond me. You shall not be out riding free as the wind or playing lute songs in some forest glade at court, I assure you.”

She ignored the slight to her own abilities to manage a household, but her pulse beat faster at his slurs on the poor, banished Roger Wakeley who had arrived with a fever and a broken leg and had stayed to have both mended by the manor leech. That she’d caught the fever he had and nearly died until the ugly swelling under her arm burst and drained, and that two servants caught the malady and died hardly mattered later. For Roger, in the year before he was asked to leave by a young Edmund, had taught her to play and sing and memorize a hundred chansons and troubadour and jongleur melodies—a whole world of beauty and joy to help fill the hours dear Marta and the servants could not. And now Roger Wakeley had been gone two long years anyway, so how dare Edmund bring it all up again now!

“I do not wish us to have this argument repeatedly, my lord,” she said with a steady voice. “I shall try to please you, but you have no right to slander my dear friend and music teacher. You were gone, gone a whole year, and then you made him leave, and there was no one left but Marta since Mother even hates the sight of me—”

She stopped the rush of words, shocked that she had voiced the unspeakable thought. Tears crowded her thick lashes, threatening to spill down her cheeks. Her full lower lip pouted, then trembled. Edmund looked as surprised as she.

“My dear little sister—chérie—do not say so of our lady mother. Do not think so.” He moved nearer, barely touching her elbows with his big hands. “She has been ill, ill and so unhappy since our dear father died. This, of course, you know.”

She nodded mutely, her eyes as purple as the flowers crushed in her hand against the neck of the lute she held before her as if it could be a buffer against her brother’s coldness.

Edmund’s mind raced. Of course, she knew that much, but what else had she been told or had she guessed? She seemed so young and naïve to him still; yet she was very clever, and after all, she was the one who had been living here in this house with a half-demented, grief-crazed woman all these years.

“Joan, let me explain, and then we must go in for a quick meal before we set out. See, through the gate. I can hear the horses being brought around already.”

“I am not the slightest bit hungry, my lord.”

“I do not care. By the saints’ precious blood, lady, you need some sustenance before you ride six hours to Rochester. Now, mark my words well. Our lady mother—it is not that she detests the sight of you, not at all. Rather, she loves your face too much and it hurts her.”

Joan’s voice sounded strangled in her throat. “Loves my face? It hurts—her!”

His hands reached to steady her at the elbows. “Our father. You did not know him, I know, chérie, as you were not yet born, but you resemble him greatly and you were the last child. You do see what I am trying to say, do you not? They were very, very much in love, our parents, and quite simply, you bring back all the agony of her departed happiness and the tragedy of losing him.”

“But that is all wrong, Edmund! If that is what she feels, it is so wrong. If that were me, I would cherish that child, hold her close, a gift and memorial of the lost love,” she protested, her voice quivering.

“Hush, Joan. We cannot judge other people, nor be other people. I am telling you she loves you, but it is just too hard for her.”

“Let me go, my lord. That is fine, just fine. I understand, really; it is all right. She has always tolerated a short visit from me on saints’ days, several times during Yule. I am the one who could not bear it after a while with her, and I would make excuses to leave that little inviolate sanctuary she keeps up there.” She gestured wildly toward the small window above, from which the Lady Margaret could view the vast beauty of Kent if she were so moved. Was there a face, a wan, sad face, pressed to the glazed panes of glass and lead even now? No, of course not. This whole nightmare of Mother, this whole day she was leaving home, was one hideous dream.

Joan skirted the frustrated Edmund and strode headlong for the house before he caught her and swung her around to face him again.

“Look, Joan, I know it cannot have been easy, but she has been ill and more and more terrified to go out of that little room as the years have passed. She is almost fifty-two now, she senses death over the horizon, and she wants to make amends. She has been sick and hateful and she knows it.”

“Now! There, you have said it. She has hated me!”

“No, no, that is not it. Hates that she lost one husband, then a second. Hates what life has done to her and hates those who murdered our father.”

Joan’s sharp mind halted, then spun back through all the whispers and half-bits of knowledge about her father’s death, things she had heard over the years and buried in her mind: beheaded for treason; an innocent, gentle man beheaded for treason against the crown when all he had tried to do was inquire into the murder of the present king’s father, a foul murder committed by an inhuman demon usurper named Roger Mortimer.

Her breath caught in her throat at her next words. “But, my lord, our dear King Edward had the murderer of both our father and his own arrested and executed as soon as he could seize his right to rule back from Mortimer. Was Mortimer not hanged, drawn, and quartered? Who then is there left for Mother to hate all these years?”

Edmund hesitated. By the rood, this wisp of a girl argued like a cleric from the Inns of Court in London. He had decided long ago she must never know the entire story; indeed, he knew he was taking a gamble with life’s dice to take her to court where she might hear the whispers someday, but Queen Philippa had asked for Joan, to rear, and it did the family no good for her to be a cloistered nun here at moated Liddell. It was true, it was pertinent, and it would obscure the more devastating truth it cloaked.

“No, Joan, there is one other left, an accomplice to Mortimer, who carried out his orders to kill the king and no doubt helped to arrange for our father’s death.”

“Who? Will not the king execute him now?”

“No. You see, he escaped to Flanders and still lives there. Only, there are occasional rumors he may try to come back. Maltravers, Sir John de Maltravers, is his name—from a rich Dorsetshire family.”

“Not so rich anymore, I warrant, now the king surely holds his lands,” Joan said, and the trembling against his hands ceased.

He had indeed played that move well, Edmund thought, suddenly proud of himself for outwitting this shrewd, little hoyden when he had to. Just so she never learned the rest of it, the rumors that de Maltravers might return with full pardon and restitution to England—and that it was King Edward and Queen Philippa themselves who might pardon the man. It was even claimed by some that de Maltravers’s fine position in Flanders was due to the good will of the king. At least Joan’s quick mind was on de Maltravers now, a villain she could hate without ever meeting. And in the process, she had, perhaps, believed that their mother’s insane bitterness was focused on the faceless de Maltravers and not herself. He certainly had no plans to tell Joan that de Maltravers’s wife still lived on a farm in Dorsetshire which the Plantagenets held in his name.

“You will eat with me, Joan, and then we shall be on our way, fair maid,” he ventured boldly. “Anne and I will want you back for visits when it is allowed, of course. Come on in now.”

She followed him through the arched doorway crested with the white, antlered hart, the coat of arms of their dead father that was Edmund’s heritage now with the house and title. “Of course,” Joan repeated low, “when it is allowed.” She held the wilted purple flowers on her lap while she ate and kept her lute by her side, too.
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An hour later as the bell in the little chapel across the cobbled inner courtyard tolled its monotonous farewell, Edmund’s men mounted fifteen strong to accompany them to Rochester, and tomorrow beyond. Joan’s lute was wrapped in linen strips and, with a down pillow on either side of it, stuffed in the hemp sack on her palfrey’s sleek brown flank. Although Edmund tried to insist she wait, mounted, with the others until the servants and he brought Lady Margaret down from her haven above, Joan refused and stood instead clutching a tiny bunch of blue forget-me-nots from the walled garden. All of them stared at the covered litter—with its four poles, canopy, and curtain—awaiting the Lady Margaret.

Joan stood on one foot, then the other trying not to panic or to weep. The vast gray, stone walls, covered by their tapestry of ivy, suddenly never looked more foreboding. A horse snorted; someone’s spurs clinked while the bell tolled on.

Then, for the first time in these sad, slow revolving years, Margaret of Liddell stood on the front steps of her dead husband’s ancestral home. Edmund held her by one gray-swathed arm, and her faithful Glenda by the other while Marta appeared behind. Everything seemed to stop, to totter for one instant on that threshold. The Lady Margaret, her head covered with a pleated veil, her neck hidden by a vast wimple that flowed over her shoulders, paused, and her violet eyes blinked wildly in the sun. Her gaze jumped across the courtyard to the waiting men and horses and then fastened on Joan. It seemed as if she might speak, but Edmund nodded to Glenda and they hurried her down the few broad stairs. Then Edmund loosed her arm to bend and lift her into the litter. Before she could stop herself, Joan moved toward the little clustered trio.

“My lady Mother, I am so glad you are here and it is such a beautiful day for you. Here, from the gardens, flowers—forget-me-nots, Mother.”

The desperate violet eyes darted, focused, widened. Her mother’s voice sounded strange, for Joan could never recall it however hard she tried. “Oh, aye, dear Joan and going to be reared at their court. I am so sorry, Joan.”

Sorry for my going away, that I have to be brought up at court, or that you never really loved me, Joan wanted to ask.

“Aye. Thank you, Mother. Here.” She pried apart her mother’s fingers tightly balled into a fist. Lady Margaret took the bunch of flowers. Joan had meant to give them to Marta when she came down, but Marta would understand.

Violet eyes met violet eyes. “Forget-me-nots,” her mother said, but her eyes closed and she never looked at the flowers.

“Joan, get back now,” Edmund whispered. “You can talk tonight. It will be dark before we see the walls and spires of Rochester if we do not set out.” He lifted his mother, and his shoulders and head hid her slight, gray-cloaked form from view as he bent to place her in the litter and drew the curtains closed. It was immediately silent inside.

Fighting back tears, Joan hugged Marta good-bye again and let Edmund give her a boost onto her favorite fine black palfrey, Sable, which he was letting her keep at court. They clattered out across the cobbled courtyard and past the walled flower and herb gardens. They rode under the rusty, spike-teethed portcullis and funneled across the wooden drawbridge down the lane between the white-blossomed cherry, pear, and apple orchards. The gray, ivy-clad walls and Norman-built towers seemed to collapse slowly behind them under the clear cup of blue porcelain sky; then Liddell Manor was swallowed by the thickening forest beyond the little hamlet where their thirty tenant farmers and serfs in the lord’s demesne resided. When they turned northwest toward Rochester, the noon sun beat warm on their heads and hands.

The pace was ploddingly slow because of Lady Margaret’s litter, but Joan did not mind. The day was precious and Mother had taken the flowers. Maybe if it were allowed, as Edmund said, she could leave the court for a little while when they were at Westminster Palace to visit Mother at the Poor Clares down the Thames a way. It would be a little while, no doubt, before a novice took her final vows, and after all, Mother being cloistered was nothing new.

As the motion of Sable’s bouncing back became hypnotic, Joan began to daydream. She would meet the wonderful Plantagenets and, despite whatever Edmund would say, play a French song for the queen and king. After all, they were claiming half of France through the king’s French mother and there were rumors of war between the English and French over that, Edmund had said. Perhaps all the knights at court would rush off to war as Edmund always had, and she would have free rein over whatever vast royal forests or wildernesses were out there somewhere. If only the Plantagenet princes and princesses would like her, maybe they could be like the friends or family she had never had. And then, Morcar was along, though she knew he loathed leaving Liddell only a little less than she. But it was all a great adventure and on such a lovely day. She would look back on this journey as the beginning of her new life, she decided, and without realizing it, she began to hum, then sing low in her sweet, clear voice.

Several of Edmund’s men turned to grin at her or winked and whispered to each other, and one who had carefully flirted with her all week, Lyle Wingfield, dropped back to eye her thoroughly as he always did. He was charming enough, she supposed, as she felt his gaze and blushed to see him stare, but she defiantly went on with one of the first songs her dear, lost friend Roger Wakeley had ever taught her:

                  

“When the nightingale singeth,

The woods wax green;

Leaf and grass and blossoms

Spring in May, I have seen.”

                  

Her voice trailed off, and she sent Lyle Wingfield her coldest glance, but he was not to be put off so easily.

“I know the words to that French chanson, demoiselle,” he said and grinned broadly to melt the frost of her stare. “You will be very welcome at court, I assure you, chérie, for your brother will not always be so close about, eh?”

To her dismay, he proceeded to taunt her with the next two lines of the stanza which she knew all too well but had just decided not to sing:

                  

“And love is to my heart

Gone with a spear so keen,

Night and day my blood it drinketh

My heart in suffering.”

                  

She surprised herself by laughing in delight at the tease. “Not I, sir. Speak and sing for yourself. I will have none of foolish love’s entanglements on me.”

Why, it is easy and such fun to set a man back on his heels like this, she thought. Her laughter danced again on the forest breeze as she darted one quick glance through her thick-fringed lashes at the young man’s beaming face before she looked back to the road ahead.



CHAPTER TWO

At the great Priory of the St. Clares in bustling London town, the party of Liddell travelers spent the second night away from home. The prestigious sister house of the sprawling Abbey of the Holy Order of St. Francis just north of St. Paul’s Cathedral, the St. Clares’ was the frequent last refuge of pious noble ladies who, hearing the approach of death’s steady footfalls, took their vows and donned coarse gray habits to escape any possibility of hell’s fires. With full reliance that the purity of the holy, long-dead St. Francis, and their huge monetary contributions to the already wealthy abbey would assure them entrance into heaven, they remained within the gray walls cloistered with their memories and their continual prayers.

Joan and her mother were housed by the nuns in their dormer while the men stayed next door at the huge abbey. Yet Joan saw little of her mother until she was ready to set out for the rest of the journey with Edmund and his men the next morn. Deep inside, Joan had expected no less; she had only hoped for some last night of trust; of conversation, acceptance, or revelation—of what, she did not know. Joan slept little and her pounding thoughts reverberated within her like the steady clanging of the distant chapel bell at compline: London, London. She was in London, and tomorrow, Windsor, the court. My new life. The royal court.

At dawn she and Edmund bid Lady Margaret farewell in a small Gothic chapel lit by wavering candlelight. Already the St. Clares’ newest novice had clad herself in the order’s gray, shapeless robe with its small, attached hood, a cord belt around her slender form. Her feet, despite the chill of the smooth flagstones underfoot, were bare.

Edmund and Joan both knelt briefly, awkwardly, as if to receive her blessing.

“Do not worry ever for John or Joan, Mother,” Edmund whispered as he rose, his round face suddenly gaunt and drawn. “I will see that John gets on with the Salisburys and Joan, of course, will be fine at court.”

Lady Margaret’s eyes darted to Joan’s bent head before the girl stood.

“Aye, Joan,” her voice came, a wavering wisp of a sound in the wan candle glow. “Joan, at court with them. I will send for you when it is time, my dear Joan. When it is my time.”

The words echoed in Joan’s jumbled mind: dear Joan . . . when it is my time, she had said. She called me her dear Joan.

“My lady Mother, you must not speak of your time,” Joan heard herself say. “You will be fine, too. You shall see, but I—I will come if you wish.”

“Aye. And then we shall speak of everything.” Her mother faltered, but just as Joan raised her head to ask what things she meant, Edmund took Joan’s arm and pulled her to her feet.

“We shall be off then. The court is yet twenty miles away, you know, Joan.”

His firm grip on her arm tugged his sister a step back, and the girl nearly tripped over her skirts as she rose.

“Aye, so far away,” Lady Margaret echoed. She raised one pale palm. “God bless you, my children.”

“God bless, dear Mother.”

“The saints keep you safe.”

Joan and Edmund backed away from the unreal, stilted little scene, then turned through the low arched door of the small chapel.

“She seems quite good this morn, more steady,” Edmund said, without turning his head as he hurried Joan down the corridor.

“You did not need to make our farewell so sudden,” Joan shot back, not breaking her long strides to keep up. “She seemed to want to say something, and I do not like the way she spoke of ‘her time coming.’ She will live a long time yet. She must, Edmund.”

A Poor Clare nun accompanied them now, scurrying along, evidently to bid them farewell in the courtyard, so Edmund lowered his voice.

“Nonsense. It is only she is relieved to be here and safe, but I will feel better when we get you safely into the queen’s charge at Windsor. Yesterday you chattered all the way about the excitement of busy London. Just wait until you catch sight of beautiful, vast Windsor. It will lift your spirits from this silent place.”

The petite nun bobbed her head as if to agree with Edmund’s judgment of the cloisters and swung open the narrow oaken door into the cobbled courtyard where their men and horses awaited. Joan and Edmund blinked in the blatant shaft of early morning sunlight.

“I am excited about London, Edmund, Windsor too, the court. But Mother seems to fear it so. She always calls the king and queen ‘them,’ and looks so odd when she says it.”

“Nonsense,” he repeated more sharply and gave her arm a quick shake as if she were a linen doll. He boosted her up on Sable’s waiting back and Joan fell belligerently silent while the little nun at the door waved and trilled, “Benedicite!” over and over.

The avid-eyed Lyle Wingfield grinned to bid Joan a good morrow. And soon, though she meant it not to be so easy, her heart did lift again as their party departed the stony embrace of the sequestered priory in the middle of the busy city. Excitedly, Joan fingered the new little brass St. Christopher medal depicting the infant Jesus carried on the shoulder of the patron saint of travelers. The prioress had given it to her after vespers last night. They turned west on crowded Fleet Street amidst the screams of hawkers and vendors who sold from pushcarts or open shops guarded by huge hanging signs that advertised their trade.

“There are over fifty goldsmiths’ shops on the next street, the Strand,” Lyle Wingfield called to her, and she shot him a smile. After all, Edmund had turned silent and sullen late yesterday as they got closer to leaving Mother at the St. Clares, and she needed someone to pump for answers to her myriad questions.

“Are we nearly to the king’s palace at Westminster yet?” she shouted back to Lyle. “I wish to see it even though the court is elsewhere now.”

“Wait until we clear this street, my Lady Joan. When you see the fair sight of any of great Edward’s palaces, you will know it for a fact!”

And Lyle was right. When their little entourage cleared the press of narrow daub and wooden houses leaning inward above them, each succeeding story overhead shouldering out the sky, the vista of the western suburbs along the Strand opened up before their view: the beautiful stone homes of the rich swept down immaculate lawns to the sparkling Thames dotted by marble piers at which floated tethered, painted barges. Then Joan’s eyes lifted higher to the distant spires of the great abbey and palace of Westminster that lay ahead.

Even Edmund roused himself from his brooding at the sight of the Gothic arches, carved statues, and turreted rooftops of Westminster. His horse nosed Lyle Wingfield’s big chestnut roan away from Sable’s glistening black flanks. With an eager finger Edmund pointed out the wings of the palace which nearly touched the church, erected in the form of a huge cross, wherein were laid to rest the past Plantagenet kings and queens including their own grandfather, King Edward I.

“I shall visit there as soon as I can,” Joan assured Edmund. “I wish Father were buried there, too.”

“So do I, Joan, but we have spoken quite enough of that tragedy already today,” he returned grimly, and she wondered how he could think they had spoken of that when their talk had been only of their farewell to Mother.

The palace and the city dropped behind them as they followed the Old Richmond Road toward Windsor. It led through open meadows and forests, providing an occasional glint of river on their left. Only old Morcar remained stonily silent as the travelers chatted and bantered despite gathering rain clouds. At midday they halted to water the horses and devour the cheese, wine, and cold partridge pies the nuns had given them; then they pushed on again under a newly leaden-hued sky.

Traffic on the road around them swelled as they passed the palace at Richmond and pushed on: litters, drovers’ carts, painted ladies’ chairs, and important-looking men on sleek horses jostled, crowded, and cursed in French or English. Joan wanted to ask Edmund or Lyle the questions which had crowded to her lips in the last two days—the entire last fortnight since she had known she would come here to live with them, as Mother said. What were they really like, these distant, lofty, glowing, royal Plantagenets to whom she was related and somehow linked? Like stars, like the glistening crown diamonds set in the fathomless velvet heavens, she thought, answering her own question. But something, some feeling held her back from the inquiry, as if in asking, she would know too much to still be safe and in control of her life as she had always been before this last month.

“Look there, on that hill above the timbered valley,” she bubbled to Lyle the instant a new horizon rose to view. “Is not that Windsor, my lord?”

Lyle Wingfield grinned from ear to ear and dared to wink at her even as Edmund watched. “Aye, demoiselle. I told you that you would know her on sight. Only a blind, old fool could miss Windsor flaunting herself like a blowsy hussy upon the hill for all to see.”

She thought the knave’s choice of words despicable, but she was too excited to break the moment to tell him so. Above the wooded Thames Valley, like an imposing queen, rose huge, gray Windsor in rugged, solid grandeur: a massive protective wall studded with watchtowers encircled a lofty, round tower anchored in the central keep with a little town huddled at its stony skirts. But even as they rode down into the valley, raindrops from the bulging clouds overhead splattered them, and Joan quickly pulled up her hooded cloak to keep her head and shoulders dry.

The rain seemed to do little to dampen the brash market crowd in the narrow streets of Windsor town. The brief cloudburst merely settled the drifting dust which Joan had come to ignore despite the fact that they were thoroughly coated with it, but it wet everyone’s hair including her own heavy, side plaits, which had managed to pull loose since she was hardly as good at braiding them as dear Marta had been. She would die, simply die, if anyone who ever knew Queen Philippa would glimpse her like this, so dirty and wet and road-worn. But then Edmund would surely never allow that. Why, she could even smell the woolen dampness of her once-clean and pressed deep blue perse dress.

Amidst cries and shouts for hot pies or fresh strawberries, they clattered down to the very foot of tall Windsor Castle, wending their way carefully, and passed through the portcullis gate into the Lower Ward. Everywhere above them, suddenly, in the freshening breeze and dwindling raindrops, flew the gold and azure flags and pennants of the Plantagenet kings.

Joan’s wide eyes darted to and fro as Edmund stepped forward to head off Lyle Wingfield’s quick move to help her down. Her legs and backside ached, her stomach rumbled with hunger, she felt muddy and wet and bedraggled, but the hubbub in the vast stretch of cobbled courtyard and the grassy Lower Ward was wonderful! In the glazed cobbles, now that the shower had ended, there were bumpy mirror images of every fine horse and hurrying person. Pages in liveries of various colors dashed by; important-looking church people and messengers strode here and there in no apparent pattern; and drovers with carts of animals, vegetables, and fruits lumbered past to two large entryways beyond.

“Oh, it is marvelous—so busy, just like a day at the shire fair. Do you see anyone—you know—important?” she asked, but Edmund merely motioned her over to the left as if she had not spoken. Old Morcar had been helped from his horse, and he fell into a slow, weaving step behind them as they entered through a small, low door in the foot of what Edmund said was Curfew Tower.

“Sit here, Joan. Morcar, over here. The men will probably scatter with the horses, but just rest a few minutes, and I shall be back directly to tell you where you are both to go.”

“But, my Lord Edmund,” Joan interrupted, “I thought surely you would know where we are to stay. You said I would be with two or three other ladies in the queen’s wing.”

“Just hush, Joan. I am as wet and tired as you are. I cannot merely drag you in all unannounced and wander through the queen’s apartments looking for Euphemia de Heselaston to find where you are to bed, you know. Sit here with Morcar, I said, and I shall inquire about both of you.”

She sank uncertainly down by the weary-looking old man in the little entry room where others were waiting, and a fat, oily man who appeared to be some sort of gatekeeper eyed her now and again. She and Morcar sat quietly, exhausted, on the hard bench for a quarter of an hour while Joan boldly stared down the impolite eyes. Her awe at being in such a wonderful place ebbed, and impatience flooded in.

Morcar shifted next to her on the bench, and before she realized he was asleep, she spoke. “I need to stretch a bit, Morcar. I am sure Edmund will not mind. Oh, I did not mean to startle you. However can you sleep and we just arrived?”

The old soothsayer’s long, damp hair looked stringy, and she wondered why he had not covered it with the hood of his black cape in the shower. Strange, but she had hardly given poor, decrepit Morcar a thought, and he had been there at the back of the traveling party all the time, silent and watchful like this.

“Not sleeping, Lady Joan, not really sleeping. Too tired to sleep, but not you, eh? You are here, and now it begins.”

“A new life, you mean?”

“Aye, lady. All of it. And you are too excited to just sit here in this dim little tower room when all that life awaits out there, eh?”

“It is taking Edmund a terribly long time, I think.”

“It is all vast, Lady Joan, vast and busy out there. Step out a moment if you wish. All will be as it will be, one way or the other, whatever you do.”

Joan turned to him to deny those words even though she knew the old man always talked in riddles about the stars and the future. Someday, though she hardly believed in all those readings of the heavens like Edmund and Mother did, she might ask him to tell her own future.

He seemed to doze again, and despite the continual stares of those who came and went in the tower room, Joan stood and shook out her damp cloak. She folded it, placed it next to the motionless Morcar on the bench and went to the door. Stepping out, she moved a little way along the stone wall to more inconspicuously survey the scene. The rain had completely ended and a fresh May breeze caressed her face and heavy, damp hair. The plait over her left ear hung so bedraggled that she loosed it and shook it free, then the other. Her damp, wheat-hued hair cascaded freely down her back.

Keeping an eye on the Curfew Tower door in case Edmund should come stalking back from wherever he had gone so abruptly, she skirted a cluster of horses several hooded pages held and stepped back into a little, recessed wooden doorway in the stone wall. Despite her fascination with the continually shifting courtyard scene, she heard and felt a distant clattering and clanging through the door behind her. Intrigued, she turned and pressed her ear to it. As her shoulder leaned into the door, it creaked slowly open.

Down a little flight of stone steps, a narrow courtyard met her startled eyes. A lone horseman on a huge, ebony destrier charged at a post attached to a rotating wooden arm which was mounted with a shield. He charged and wheeled and charged again madly slashing a big, two-sided sword at the swinging post and shield. The warrior was all in black, even his partial armor; a gauntlet on his sword arm, greaves on his shins, and a narrow-visored helmet on his head. His relentless path had churned the damp earth to mud; under his horse’s hoofs was a deepening black mire.

Without thinking, Joan stepped inside the door and closed it on the busy courtyard behind her. Here, within these narrow, private walls, the knight wheeled and clattered to the post again. It was only the sort of quintain practice all knights like to use to prepare for battle, Joan realized, only somehow this was different. The rider seemed in deadly earnest as though a whole battlefield of war lay before his horse’s charging hoofs. The quintain spun wildly, and when the knight rode away to turn again, Joan moved farther down the steps.

The man, even in proportion to the massive size of the black war-horse he rode, looked huge. As he bent forward for the next charge, Joan noted how his muscular chest, shoulders, and arms stretched his black, leather gambeson taut under the fine hauberk of dark chain mail molded to his body. The dull silver glint of armor over his brawny shins and left forearm and the conical helmet with narrow eyeslit echoed the slickness of his garments and the lathered gleam of the horse’s flanks. Only then did she note the rider’s right arm was tied closely to his broad chest in a sort of makeshift sling.

Intrigued and certain the rider would not see her, as he never turned his head to glance her way through the narrow slit of his visor, she edged along the narrow stretch of wall to watch his next mad charge. She bit back a giggle; the scene was ludicrous as he rushed, hellbent on the metal swinging shield in a path of new-churned mud. But as the quintain clanged and swung and scraped to a stop again, the knight changed his violent tactic. A blurred black wall of horse and glint of furious rider came directly at her. She squealed and darted, slipping in the mud and hitting her head hard against the stone wall as they thundered past only inches away.

When she glanced up, they had turned again and towered over her. She could feel the horse’s snorting breath, see each single link of chain mail as it shaped itself to the man’s powerful muscles.

“By St. George, woman! No one is allowed here now! Damn you! You might have been killed!”

Joan pressed her back and shoulders against the wall so close behind her and bravely flounced out her muddy, damp skirts.

“The door to the Upper Ward above was unlocked, sir, and it is hardly my doing that both of you beasts changed your blood-crazed, muddy path all of a sudden. You should get a better helmet and watch where you are riding, I dare say.”

She could feel the eyes within the visor lock with her defiant gaze though she could not see them. There stretched between these two a tottering pause charged with some sort of unspoken astonishment. Just when she thought she had set him prettily back on his spurred heels, he leaned the elbow of his good arm casually across the pommel of his huge saddle built to hold a man in full armor. His long legs held so stiffly in the big stirrups seemed to relax, and he held his dented, two-handed sword more easily. He flexed his legs, and his greaves and foot armor clinked.

“You know, demoiselle charmante, your tongue is as sharp as my long, belt dagger here, and I have a good mind to take you on as an opponent in this foul temper I am in. Shall we say ten passes each at the quintain? You do have a war-horse somewhere about, do you not? ’Twould be a fair enough contest as this bloody, damn broken sword arm of mine does as much good as a maid’s. You can ride?”

“Aye, of course, but I resent your making a jest at my expense. Saints, no woman is trained as a fighter.”

“Ah,” the man said, his voice low and shadowy within the helmet he had made no effort to remove. “Somehow, with those lavender velvet eyes and that shrill tone, I thought otherwise.”

He wedged his sword under his injured arm and, with his good hand, reached up and unlatched the leather straps which loosed his visored helmet. The square-jawed face, the tawny lionlike mane that shook itself free and emerged was—was magnificent. Joan sucked in her breath so hard he glanced down to see if he had accidentally kicked her.

Crystalline blue eyes set under full brows ringed by damp, tawny curls bored into hers. His nose was long, but slightly bowed as though it had been broken once; his cheekbones high, almost prominent; the mouth firm with a propensity to pride or maybe even cruelty in the set of the elegant lips. In Joan a sweet, warm, pulling tide mingled with the distinct feeling that she was balancing on the edge of a windy cliff and she nearly toppled into the mud at his feet. He seemed young, almost as young as she, but his gaze was so direct, so devouring, he seemed also very wise and very much in charge. It made her suddenly annoyed at how terrible she must look—all wet, muddy, and road-stained, her damp hair loose in a riot of curls and tangles.

“I believe you are no true and gentle knight, sir,” she finally managed, remembering such an insult from a romance she had heard somewhere. “You must needs climb down off that mountain of a horse and not put me at such a disadvantage!”

He relaxed again, visibly, and grinned down at her with a flash of white teeth for one brief instant before his handsome, if arrogant, face went mock serious again. “I really cannot picture, ma chérie, anyone having you at a disadvantage under any conditions. That blown and windswept, damp look—quite entrancing.”

“Saints!” she sputtered while her quick mind darted about for an insult that would do. Did he dare think she always went about like this and at the king’s court? Could not the stupid simpleton tell she had just arrived and suffered untimely drenching in the rain?

“You dare to speak of how I look? Look at you, sir. Do they dub you ‘Sir Mud and Mire’ here about?”

Her voice ended in a near shriek and, horrified, she watched him throw back his big head on his strong neck and roar with laughter. She started away, edging carefully sideways past the patiently standing horse, but the man easily lifted one half-armored leg over his pommel and dropped just behind her. A metal-encased hand held her arm above the elbow before she had gone four steps.

“Hold, demoiselle, s’il vous plaît! Stop the fussing. I am very weary of women’s fuming and fussing. But you are not usually such a scold, I think. Stay but a moment. I meant not to tease. I find your wet and windy look entirely to my liking, and I can tell you must be new-come to court.”

She paused and turned back to him, struck nearly mute again by the crystalline blue of his eyes, lighter than a pond on a clear day, more like those precious forget-me-nots she had picked for Mother when they had gone away.

“Aye. You could tell from my traveling garb and that I came down from the courtyard above?”

“No—well, aye. That, too. I meant not to seem angry but I thought I was alone here.”

“You are angry, my lord, angry at more than that poor chopped-up quintain on this rainy day, I wager. Must you take it all out on this hot, lathered horse and that dented shield?”

He bit his lower lip looking suddenly like a scolded boy, and his eyes seemed to ice over, glinting blue for one moment. “Aye, demoiselle. ’Tis this damn, bloody broken wrist on my sword arm. I lose my temper at myself because I cannot handle the sword and lance so well with my left.”

“But no one could do that, sir.”

“By the rood, I shall! I shall do it if I will it so!”

She faced him faintly amazed at the outburst and intrigued by the vein that throbbed at the base of his bronze throat now so close to her.

“I see, my lord. I—I too have had things I have wanted every whit as badly as that.”

His mouth and brow softened. “Have you, chérie? Aye, I wager you have—and shall. You must go back now, and we shall meet again without all this mud and anger, oui?”

His intimate tone, his use of gentle French, his clear eyes seemed to mesmerize her. She was close enough to him to see each separate gold eyelash that fringed the piercing eyes, and she went quite weak from her all-day ride on Sable’s bouncing saddle.

“Oui, certainement. If you do not mind my asking, my lord, do you know the king and his family very well? I am to be Queen Philippa’s ward as—as soon as my brother comes back to the Curfew Tower to fetch me.”

“The queen? Fine. She will like you immediately, if you do not let her hear that quick tongue of yours.”

“Oh—no, I would not to the queen, of course. If you had not been so rude—”

“And the king, charmante, will like you very, very much also.”

“You really think so? I mean to prosper here.”

“I promise you, sweet lady, you will prosper famously.” He motioned her up the narrow steps which it seemed she had descended ages ago—before she had met him.

She hesitated two stairs up where she was at eye level with him. The impact of his nearness nearly overwhelmed her. Desperate not to show her feelings, she said, “And shall we part without introduction, sir? What if we do not even recognize each other without all this mud and damp hair and rain-drenched garments?”

He gave a low, short laugh deep in his throat and his eyes skimmed her face before returning to her eyes. How at ease he seemed to her again, how sure and worldly-wise. Suddenly she could not bear to let him go though he made her feel so very little even eye to eye like this, and she had never liked that helpless feeling before now.

“Fear not—ever—my lady. Just flash those deep violet eyes and wish for your Sir Mud and Mire, and he shall be there.”

With his armored arm, he dared to touch her hip through her full skirts to send her up the steps. She went as gracefully as she could without deigning to look back. She heard the clink of metal and the stomp and snort of his great beast as he mounted from the steps. At the wooden door when she dared to cast a glimpse back, he had spun the quintain crazily and trotted off down the narrow enclosure. Dreamy-eyed, she pulled open the door to the courtyard and nearly hit the furious, red-faced Edmund who had just put his hand to the metal latch to seek her from the other side.

[image: image]

It was late morning on the morrow when Joan finally met one of the royal Plantagenets. Rested, bathed, and garbed in a gold-linked girdle and a willow green kirtle of the finest, shiny sendal which whispered when she walked, Joan followed her new guardian, the Lady Euphemia de Heselaston, a close friend of the queen and watch guard of her fifty ladies, down the long, oak-lined corridor. Torches in wall sconces set at intervals lit their way, for this inner hall was dim despite the clear day outside.

Lady Euphemia appeared to be at least thirty years of age, and quite strict, though pleasant-faced when she did not frown. A heavy set of keys, scissors, a pomander, and thimble dangled and clinked from her engraved leather girdle. The lady’s chestnut hair was nearly hidden by an embroidered and fashionably pleated wimple, but Joan had been pleased to see none of the maids her own age went about in such constricting things. It was bad enough to be expected to set these netted cauls to hold back her bounteous weight of hair without Marta’s skillful hands.

“I am so sorry, Demoiselle Joan, that our dear Queen Philippa is indisposed and unable to greet you herself for several days. Milk fever, now and again, from the eighth royal child, Princess Mary, you see, although the royal wet nurses and others rear the children after the relevailles where the child is first christened, of course.” Lady Euphemia was quite petite despite the fact that she seemed terribly imposing, and she tilted her pointed chin sideways to view Joan when she addressed her.

“I understand, my lady. I shall pray Her Gracious Majesty soon is well. But it is very kind of the Princess Isabella to see me now. We are cousins of sorts, you may know, as my father was her father’s—our king, I mean—he’s Father’s uncle.”

Lady Euphemia’s rich coppery-colored silk kirtle changed hues in the torchlight each time they passed a wall sconce, and the treasures on her girdle clinked rhythmically. “Aye, your father. Most everyone knows of that, demoiselle.”

Joan walked faster by the side of the bustling woman, her heart thudding harder, but the lady’s tone kept her from a spate of other comments concerning her dreams of actually finding a sort of family as well as hoped-for friendship with these wonderful Plantagenets. Of a certainty, she knew her place compared to their royal status. Surely, the Lady Euphemia, whose good will she coveted, too, would not think otherwise of her.

“Here, demoiselle, in here,” Lady Euphemia intoned and halted by a tall, carved oak door. From within came the intriguing sound of a deep male voice reading to the accompaniment of a single, fine lute. “Now, do not let Her Royal Highness Isabella and her butterfly mignonnes overwhelm you. They are all about your age and the princess herself quite favors having young and pretty maids like you about, my dear. Come, you shall see. Butterflies all.”

The scene within was breathtaking. A cluster of exquisitely gowned ladies in rainbow silks and sendals sat on stools, like floating lily flowers on a pond of sky-blue carpet in a large and airy room. Gold and green tapestries of unicorns and winged griffins graced the walls, and a massive bed, covered and canopied in glittering silver silk, sailed like a tall boat near the living, silken lilies. A long-robed man, black-haired and sharp-faced, read deep-voiced in French from a book as all the lovely ladies inclined their heads and listened politely while their embroidery and tapestry frames stood temporarily idle. A young lutenist in the brightest yellow-striped tunic played a muted chanson to match the serious tenor of the reader’s voice. Two deep-set windows with crystal panes flooded the scene with golden light.

“The princess,” Lady Euphemia whispered and elbowed Joan gently. “Over by the window, the fairest of them all.”

Her heart pounding, Joan’s eyes sought the princess, eldest of the three daughters of the English Edward and his Flemish Queen Philippa. The lady was indeed the fairest, light-skinned and blond as herself. Her kirtle and armless surcote were silvery sendal, almost like her bed, and were edged with the finest white- and black-spotted ermine. She alone did not seem intent on the instructive reading. Her eyes darted about and she twisted the silver tasseled cords of her pearl-studded girdle. Her blue eyes snagged on Joan and then jumped to Lady Euphemia as a quick smile lifted her pouting red lips to a grin.

“Master Robert, a pause, only a pause for a moment’s respite,” the princess chirped, her voice dancing like little bells on a winter sleigh. “Euphemia, mon amie. Look, mes belles! Euphemia has brought us my distant cousin Joan of Kent, a fair maid indeed to grace our bowers and our halls. Come, come, Joan. Come to meet your new friends.”

Joan’s uneasy heart flowed out in gratitude to the lovely, young princess at this effusive welcome, more wonderful and charming than she had dared to hope for. With Lady Euphemia pushing her ahead and clucking something about “butterflies” again, Joan self-consciously wended her way past the ladies who hastened to rise in a rustle of skirts when the princess did. Lady Euphemia went out and quietly closed the door.

Isabella’s dainty hands grasped her own and held them wide to look at her. Then she moved closer in a rush of crushing silver silk and jasmine scent for a hug so quick and light Joan had no time to return it. “My dearest, dearest Joan. How we shall all delight in having you with us, will we not, mes amies? Here, let me introduce you to everyone before we go back to the lesson for the day. Her dearest grace, the queen, insists my sister Joanna and I hear instruction from Master Robert every day, you know. Joanna is eleven and she has gone to visit the queen for a bit and escaped this reading today, it seems. You shall take her place then.”

She winked slyly at Joan as though there were some unspoken message there and tugged her hand so that Joan faced the curious circle of pretty faces. “Constantia Bourchier, Mary Boherne, Nichola de Veres,” the names began and rushed by as Joan nodded and smiled at each new face. Yet the fluttering eyes were more than merely polite or simply curious, Joan thought—nervous perhaps, resentful, even critical. She was much relieved when the petite and charming princess indicated a velvet-tufted stool near her own, and everyone rustled to her seat again so that the queen’s Master Robert and his lutenist might finish.

The reading, Joan soon realized, was from a manual of virtuous conduct for women by someone named Ménagier of Paris. She tried to focus her mind on the words but she was too excited to listen. Besides, it was obvious from the princess’ fidgeting that she scarcely took in the ominous warnings to ladies to always be obedient to their dear lords and on and on—that the man’s pleasure in all things must come before the lady’s. A lady must never nag whatever her lord’s follies—here to Joan’s surprise and dismay, the princess nudged her foot with her slippered one and surreptitiously rolled her light blue eyes—and again, Master Robert intoned, let your lord’s pleasure be before your own in all good things. At the shared innuendo of that repeated line from the serious, black-gowned Master Robert, Joan, too, bit her lip to keep from giggling. Her heart soared; this lovely, young princess was not at all grand and austere. Here, with her, mayhap there could be friends and fun and freedom!

Master Robert and the little canary-garbed lutenist were no sooner out the door than the room erupted in giggles and murmurs and darting females.

“Oh, I cannot believe what Her Grace chose for us to hear today,” the princess squealed, holding her sides. Tears of laughter streamed down Mary Boherne’s pretty face and the red-haired girl in green whose name had slipped by Joan was holding her sides in quivering laughter.

“The next reading tomorrow, demoiselles,” Princess Isabella went on, her girlish voice deepened ludicrously to imitate the stern tones of Master Robert, “will be about how all you young, sweet, and quiet little things must fall at your master’s feet if he but gazes on you with one grim glance, fall and kiss his muddy boots—”

“Aye, or kiss wherever he will have you,” Mary Boherne shrieked, and they all fell into gales of hysterical laughter again.

Joan laughed too, but the jest seemed hardly palpable. Did they hate Master Robert or such pious instruction so much they had to mock it so? All Mary Boherne’s words about kissing a lord’s muddy boots made Joan think of her “Sir Mud and Mire,” the man she had watched at the quintain yesterday, and how he had made her feel she wanted to kiss him—or maybe scream at him and so—

“Oh, Lady Joan, forgive us,” Princess Isabella got out between her attempts to catch her breath. “You see, we here have all taken a vow—and you, too, simply must join us, must she not?” the girl plunged on, not waiting for the assent which never came from her clustered ladies. “A vow to do all we can to seek our own pleasure and to have as many men in continual whirls as possible. If you will agree to keep it all secret, especially from all men, we shall tell you straightaway, will we not, mes chéries?”

“Aye, of course,” the red-haired Constantia Bourchier said, and several other voices chimed in.

“It is tremendous fun, of course, and we all pick out someone new at least twice a fortnight to—well, to entrance, to make our obedient and eternal slave in love forever. We tell each other all our secrets and even”—here the titters began again as if all sensed a marvelous jest was about to be reiterated—“well, we even entice the same gallant knights sometimes, compare our tactics and the men never know. Touché! We fight our own battles d’amour our own way.”

They all seemed to turn and stare at Joan. She hoped she did not register surprise—only, at most, interest and, hopefully, delight. “Oh, I see. A marvelous secret. Of course, no one would know, and I shall never tell. Only, I have never had a beau, you see, for there were no young men but a few pages and squires at Liddell until my brother Edmund came home with his retinue a fortnight ago to bring me here.”

The lovely, young maids looked taken aback, dismayed. “No swains, no beaux, no romance?” someone asked.

“Romance? Saints, I did not say that. I have read them all, Tristain and Isolt, Lancelot and Guinevere, and I can play romances on the lute and many French chansons about love.”

“But your home—your castle at Liddell,” Mary Boherne ventured. “Such a small household there were no galants?”

“Leave her be, all of you,” Princess Isabella swept to Joan’s rescue. “Just think, not a one of you plays the lute. Will that not be a novelty to attract the knights like little flies, oui? Why, even my pompous brothers shall be swept off their feet by that, and where will their rude teasings of our dear secret society be then, eh? Shoo, shoo, all of you now and let me talk with our chére amie Joan, and if anyone protests someone as lovely as Fair Joan of Kent being our new and dear friend, let not Joanna or me hear of it! Be off now. Oh, if only my eldest brother Edward had not gone off to his lodge at Berkhamstead now, I swear by St. Peter’s bones we would try your wiles out on him, dear Joan. He teases me unmercifully, though of course we adore each other. My dear Edward was never a quick catch like the other fools who snap at pretty bait and female cleverness.”

“The Prince Edward,” Joan asked, her mind reeling from the mere suggestion her dear new friend could mean she should tempt such a one as the next king of all England. “Our sovereign Prince Edward, the Prince of Wales?” Joan faltered.

Isabella tugged Joan back down to their stools as the remainder of the ladies trailed out the door with a mixture of fond or dart-eyed glances the princess seemed not to note. “Aye, the same. The stern, the grim, the most wonderful and terrible brother a maid ever had. And when you meet him upon his return, show him not the slightest trembling or deference like the silly ninnies all do, or he will chew you up and spit you out. I always speak up to him—when their graces are not about—and so we get on famously.”

“But, Princess Isabella, he is your brother. I could never—”

“Oh, a pox on it all—on him! He gets all the fun things to do, the wild days and nights. I wish I were a man. Would it not be wonderful?”

“Aye. I had thought on that more than once. Freedom—”

“But, dearest, that is just why we have our secret society. It is our way to freedom and a great deal of fun. Just wait and see. Let them preach fond obedience and meek compliance and marry us off to lords we have never seen and care not for!”

“Oh,” Joan sat up straight, her hands nervously smoothing the green, shimmery sendal over her knees. “Then you are to marry?”

“Of course. His Grace, my father, has eternal plans for me, for Joanna, probably for Mary, too, already, and she is but newborn. And your blood is blue Plantagenet, too, through our grandsire, of course. They will have you promised in marriage somewhere soon enough, so take your freedoms while you can, ma chérie.”

“But they could not possibly have plans for me. I have just arrived. I have met no one, that is, only one man, and I do not even know his name.”

“Indeed?” Isabella swung her petite foot jerkily and her silk slipper bounced and swayed where it clung tenaciously to her toes. “If you favor him, flirt with him. I tell you true, mistress, it is best to take your pleasures as you find them. We all do, though, of course, we are careful to never, never be caught at it. You must describe this one to me and mayhap I can guess who he is. And if he is someone else’s knight, oh, will that not be a delightful start for you?”

The description of the wonderful, angry, and muddy man crowded to Joan’s lips along with a hundred questions, but she read well by the princess’ fidgeting that her inquiries would have to wait. Surely, even if she joined the princess’s secret little clique, she could still keep her own heart intact and do things her own way. She had no intention of being forced to be sweet and charming to anyone she did not favor. Perhaps if her brother Edmund’s quick-eyed friend Lyle Wingfield were about, she could practice a bit on him to suit her new acquaintances. Certainly she had no plans of ever letting anyone know how the fascinating man on the big black horse yesterday had sent her heart fluttering clear down to the pit of her stomach!

“Joan. Joan! I said, ma chérie, do you promise? Will you keep it secret—the society and the motto?”

“Oh, aye, forgive me, Your Grace. Aye, of course. I would so much like to be your friend.”

“And the others?”

“Aye.”

“Then, here it is. We bend like this and whisper in the ear of any of our dearest friends, ‘Suis-je belle?’—Am I not fair?”

“‘Suis-je belle?’ Am I not fair?”

“Oui, Joan, for are we not all young and fair and in love with love? Is it not perfect? You especially are so fair—a perfect Plantagenet. Indeed, you favor my sister and me greatly, and wait until you see the rest of the Plantagenets. I tell you, dearest Joan, you could easily be one of us!”

Joan felt her cheeks flush at the astounding compliment, and a rush of affection for this sweet, charming girl flooded her. “Suis-je belle?” Indeed, why not? Fun, friends, freedom to help forget lost Liddell and Mother’s strange parting words. As long as Isabella’s predictions of some arranged marriage did not come true for a long time, surely she could be happy here. Mayhap she should just ask old Morcar about her future and settle Isabella’s foolish predictions that way.

“Your Grace, is—are you—betrothed to be wed?” Joan ventured and saw she had earned the maid’s immediate attention as well as a frown which furrowed her high, white brow above the pale blue eyes.

“Oh, aye, indeed. Eternally. When I was but three, they promised me to Pedro, son of the King of Castile, but that fell by the political wayside somehow. I did not even inquire how. Then to the Duke of Brabant and last year to the son of the Count of Flanders, Louis de Male. Flanders is where my dear mother came from, you know. I pay not the slightest heed to all their planning. Those men are all elsewhere and, remember, charmante, ‘Suis-je belle.’”

The young, lovely princess’s laughter echoed like brittle bells in the room and her clear blue eyes were strangely wild.

“Now I understand, Your Grace,” Joan said and entwined that laughter with her own. “What is there to fear then? ‘Suis-je belle?’”
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