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To me it seems that man has the fortune

of gods, whoever sits beside you

and close, who listens to you

sweetly speaking

and laughing temptingly. My heart

flutters in my breast whenever

I quickly glance at you–

I can say nothing,

my tongue is broken. A delicate fire

runs under my skin, my eyes

see nothing, my ears roar,

cold sweat

rushes down me, trembling seizes me,

I am greener than grass.

To myself I seem

needing but little to die.

Yet all can be dared, since …

SAPPHO

(TRANS. DIANE J. RAYOR)
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Prologue

My Jo,

You must stop apologising in your letters. I do not find them dull. I find them very interesting, in fact, because they are from you.

I miss you very much. I know it has not been so long since you were last with us, but it seems as if an age has passed. The blackberries growing near the lakes are so close to ripeness: if you were here, we could walk to the water’s edge and pick them. Perhaps there may still be some berries left after your brother’s tournament.

I must once again ask you to pass on my displeasure to your steward at his refusal to invite my family. Does he fear that we will cause even more scandal? Have we Bardens given ourselves such a fearsome reputation in the South?

The tournament would have given us an opportunity to fix that. Ash is passable at the joust and very good with a sword, although no doubt he would have caught the eye of some southern beauty and then caused even more scandal when he inevitably cursed at her to leave him alone. Raff was fair with the sword, but with his arm as it is I am quite sure he will never duel again. He refuses to take better care of himself, and is always off wandering up mountains or through forests with Penn. I am often forced to remind him that if he does not do as the physician says then his arm will fall clean off.

I told him that when this happens and it is eaten by wild dogs I shall laugh at him. I do not think he found it amusing.

I could ride in his stead. I have always wished to take part in a tournament, ever since I was small. It sounds thrilling. And I would not have cursed at any southern beauties. Quite the opposite, in fact.

I wish I had more exciting news for you; although nothing rivals the excitement of a tourney, I am sure. I eagerly await your next letter, and even more eagerly await your return to Dunlyn Castle.

Yours,

Lily Barden

*

Dearest Cecily,

Thank you a hundred times for your latest letter. I, too, wish that I could visit Dunlyn Castle once more. I would love to return to the lakes and pick berries and enjoy the sunshine. I cannot imagine anything I would like to do more.

But I cannot, even after the tournament is over. I have discovered at last why the steward, Edmund, has been behaving so peculiarly. He took me yesterday morning to my father’s brother’s solar to inform me that they intend to find me a worthy husband amongst the tournament’s attendees.

I suspect Edmund feared that I would react strongly, but in truth I felt very little. I know that I cannot remain in the keep forever, and now the time has come when I must leave.

I should not allow myself to slip into doubt or worry. Certainly, I do not have time to do so. It is not as if I am being married today.

I do not wish to burden you with these thoughts. It should be a time to celebrate Ellis’s new title. This is what I remind myself every day: that all my pains are for him. When he is a man grown, I hope he will remember, and be a better earl than our father was, God save his soul.

Please send my love to Penn, and tell him I miss him every day. Please also send my regards to your brothers, and inform Raff that I quite agree with you on the matter of his arm, and that if he loses use of it (I do not agree with you that it will fall off and be eaten by wild dogs), then that is his own fault for not taking better care of himself.

I hope I will see you again soon.

All my thoughts and regards,

Johanna de Foucart








Chapter 1

Oxfordshire – 1362

Long strands of vibrant red hair caught on the brambles of the blackberry bush, snagging in the thorns and twisting in vivid dashes across the plump berries. A few were picked up on the breeze, dancing over the dark green leaves and away, scattering into the air.

Lily lowered her knife and shook her head, sending yet more strands flying. They floated up and over the bramble she’d camped behind, spinning upwards like the folks of the seelie court in their woodland groves. Beside her, shoved haphazardly beneath her pack and unravelling swiftly, were two long red plaits.

She tugged her remaining hair over her shoulder and set to hacking at it again with the knife. It was horribly uneven, but better to be uneven than long enough to raise suspicion. No knight sported waist-length hair, and certainly not a knight in attendance at a tournament. It was also far too risky: too easily grabbed in a fight.

When she was finally done, she placed the blade atop her pack then combed through her hair with her fingertips. From the other side of the clearing, her dun palfrey peered up at her where she was drinking from the stream, her ears twitching as hair floated past.

‘Do not look at me like that, Broga,’ Lily said, standing and stretching out her arms. ‘It is better than being recognised as a woman or tumbling during a tilt after getting entangled.’

The horse did not respond, simply ducked her head once more. Lily dropped to the bank beside her and cupped her hands in the cool, clear water. She splashed it messily over her face, slicking back her hair. Cutting it was a small sacrifice, and she was already enjoying the feeling of the breeze on her now-bare neck. She had never been overly attached to her hair, and had often envied her eldest brother’s short, messy crop.

As a child, she had been subject to her nursemaid’s daily hairbrushing, and while she had enjoyed the tingling feeling it elicited, she had resented how long the process had taken. When Lily had demanded her hair be cut short like her brothers’, the nursemaid had lectured her about beauty and glory, and she had not asked again.

When she had taken the first of her thick plaits in hand and sliced through it with her knife, her only regret had been that she hadn’t sharpened the blade beforehand. She had expected to grieve as her long hair, grown since she could walk, tumbled to the ground and slipped away on the breeze. But instead she felt relief – like releasing a breath held for too long.

Without a mirror to see herself in and with the water too fast to reflect her face, she would have to hope that her work was acceptable. Truthfully, it was unlikely anyone would question her dishevelment, but she needed to be seen as a travelling knight or squire, not a runaway noblewoman.

As she stood, rolling up the sleeves of her stolen tunic, she wondered if her family in Dunlyn Castle had realised she had vanished yet. The younger of her two brothers, Raff, was beyond the Scottish border with his companion, Penn. They were visiting the family of the Barden siblings’ late mother before carrying on north and would likely be gone for months. No doubt they were halfway up some blasted mountain, entirely unaware that she had gone.

She was less certain about her father, Earl Griffin Barden, and her eldest brother, Ash. After finally embracing the role of heir that he had managed to shirk so effectively for so many years, Ash was travelling across Barden lands with their father, visiting neighbouring vassals and allies. Where Raff had headed north, they had headed east, and with any luck would be away for several more weeks.

She had even seen to the steward and servants, telling them that she wished to visit the local convent to pay her respects to the women who lived there. The steward had found this perfectly acceptable. It had been assumed that Lily would one day enter the convent herself, a common fate for any woman deemed unmarriable. This was no great hardship: she could certainly think of a worse fate than living amongst only women. She had no desire at all to be married, and being publicly jilted the morning of her own wedding had granted her a freedom she had grasped with both hands. Nobody wanted a forsaken bride whose first failed betrothal had brought so much scandal with it.

Perhaps her brothers would not even return to an empty keep and a well-placed lie. With any luck she could see out the tourney and be back home before anyone else. She had certainly made good time: by her estimations, she would arrive at the de Foucart keep before midday, and the tournament would begin the day after.

She reached mindlessly towards the brambles, pulling off a plump blackberry and popping it into her mouth. It exploded on her tongue, rich and flavourful. As she grabbed for another, her fingers caught on the tiny thorns and with a curse she snatched her hand back, squeezing the berry too hard. It burst beneath her fingertips, staining them a vibrant, bloody red.

She stared at her fingers. The sunshine turned cold. She wiped her hand on her stolen breeches, staining them, too, the marks clinging to the wool and to the pads of her fingers.

Forcing the unsettled feeling away, she reached for her pack and pulled out Jo’s letter. She’d read it dozens of times – hundreds – since the messenger had handed it to her at the gates of Dunlyn Castle. She was sure, now more than ever, that Jo’s measured, polite words hid terror beneath.

I hope I will see you again soon.

It was a cry for help which Lily was determined to answer.

While she had met Jo several times, much of their friendship had been built on these letters. Lily herself had written the first: a sincere message that expressed her sorrow that they would not be made sisters. Penn – the man with whom her brother was stomping around Scotland – was Jo’s brother, and Lily’s once-intended. After their betrothal had fallen apart, she assumed she would never see Jo again.

But she had seen her again, even if it was not as often as she would have liked, thanks to the unexpected union of their brothers.

Lily carefully folded the letter, now smudged with pink fingerprints, put it away, then swung the pack onto her shoulders. At her feet the pair of plaits tangled on the dry earth like an accusation. Before she could move on, she would need to hide the evidence of her transgression. She certainly couldn’t leave them where they lay, easy for anyone to find, but there was scant room in her pack as it was, and anyone who looked inside would surely question why a lone knight carried such trophies with him.

She could burn them, but while she had been lucky thus far to meet very few people on the road, the stink of burning hair would be sure to rouse the suspicion of anyone who did pass. She reached down, picked up the plaits without bothering to shake the dirt from them, and looked around.

Beside the stream, Broga snorted at her, apparently just as keen to move on as she was.

And then an idea struck her.

The breeze blew against Lily’s neck, ruffling the oversized collar of her tunic, kissing her nape. Broga tossed her head as they picked their way back towards the path through the brambles, still adorned with strands of long hair, floating upwards in a slow, twisting dance.

Tossed on the surface of the turbulent water behind them, rushing downstream and picking up speed, were two vivid red plaits. They drifted for only a moment, before vanishing silently beneath the deep, dark water.

*

Johanna stood with her arms folded in the middle of the armourer’s yard and regarded her tiny half-brother.

Earl Ellis de Foucart was seven years old, painfully stubborn, and gripping a shining sword nearly taller than he was in both hands.

‘But it’s my sword,’ he whined.

Marshal Brice lingered nervously beside him with the young earl’s nursemaid. Both were frozen with indecision: the earl was still the earl, even if he was only a child.

Jo had to concede that Ellis was correct. The sword had been forged for their father – taken to war with him in service of the king – and had been but one of several heirlooms Ellis had inherited along with the title when Earl Marcus de Foucart had died. It was an enormous, two-handed broadsword, the steel glinting dangerously in the sunlight.

Ellis had accepted the role of Earl with excitement, if only because he had no true notion of what the title entailed beyond the ability to tell others what to do. Despite Jo’s best efforts to teach him, Ellis had shown very little enthusiasm in the running of the keep. This was fair: he was still young, and far more interested in the spider he’d somehow captured in the stables than he was in politics.

Jo had heard stories about young sons who had inherited titles far too early making outrageous demands which their new courtiers were obliged to see out. Ellis’s most extravagant demand since becoming Earl had been that they allow him to keep the spider.

‘Ellis.’ Jo resisted the urge to kneel in front of him, partly to avoid patronising him, and partly because she had no desire to bring her face so close to the blade. ‘We understand that this is your sword. But as the Earl, you must be sensible when you choose your weapon, yes?’

‘But it’s mine,’ he repeated, pouting.

‘Very well,’ Jo said. ‘Demonstrate it to us. Take a swing.’

Ellis narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Truly?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘You are the Earl, and it is your sword. If we are beset with invaders then I wish to know that you will keep us safe. Go: swing the sword. Marshal Brice will observe and assess your form.’

She took a step back, praying that Ellis would not injure himself – or one of his audience. The nursemaid went to speak – ‘Ellis, are you quite …’ – when the tiny Earl heaved the sword up, swung it as high as he could, stumbled, and embedded the tip several inches into the soft earth at his feet.

All three adults leapt back.

Ellis stared at the place where the sword was lodged in the ground.

Jo took a moment to steady her breathing, then finally bent down so she was eye level with him.

‘What must you know, if you are the Earl?’ she asked.

Ellis tugged at the sword. It didn’t move.

‘You must know your own strengths and limitations,’ she continued calmly. ‘Your sword is very impressive, but what would have happened if you attempted that swing in a tourney?’

Ellis considered this. ‘I …’ he started, working it out. ‘If my sword were stuck, I would have been hit.’

‘Exactly. If your sword had not been so heavy, you would have been able to right it and defend yourself against an opponent’s blow. But now—’ she gestured to the ground, ‘you cannot.’

Ellis tugged harder at the sword. Still it did not move.

‘Come,’ Jo said, doing her best to appear put-upon. ‘We need to make the final preparations for your guests. Marshal Brice needs to ensure the armoury is ready for use, which includes your sword. It must be sharpened and polished so it can be displayed.’ Ellis made a face, so she continued. ‘And someone must head to the kitchens to see if the cook has found a solution for their beetle infestation …’

That caught Ellis’s attention. He paused in his efforts to remove the sword from the ground. ‘Beetles?’

‘Yes,’ Jo said, distractedly. ‘One of the kitchen girls moved a basket of vegetables to find a whole nest of them beneath.’

Ellis’s eyes sparkled. ‘Are they very large?’

‘Huge, to hear the kitchen girl speak of them,’ said Jo. ‘Although I have never seen beetles of the size she described in these parts. The cook is furious, of course, for they’ve ruined all those vegetables, and her staff have been set to clearing out the awful things instead of preparing for the tournament.’

She pretended to think for a moment, then looked back down towards Ellis.

‘Perhaps your nursemaid could take you to speak to the cook?’ she asked him. ‘As the Earl, it is important that you know of all threats to our keep. They can be the first invaders you vanquish.’

‘Do you suppose there are many left?’

‘I am sure there must be some,’ Jo said, ‘given how many there were earlier.’

The sword was immediately forgotten as Jo directed Ellis towards the nursemaid with a smile.

‘Ensure you tell the cook that I sent you,’ she said to him. ‘She will be pleased that you have seen fit to deal with the matter yourself, my Lord.’

Ellis gave her a wide grin, grabbed the hand of the long-suffering nursemaid, and dragged her across the yard.

Jo let out a long breath as she watched his departing figure. His little adventure had pulled her from the laundry, where she had been instructing the maids on where to take fresh linens for those arriving for the tournament. She would have to hope that they had managed without her.

The upcoming event was supposed to be a celebration of Ellis’s new title, but it felt more like one for the death of her father. For many, it would be: they cared little for Ellis but had loathed the late Earl. Now he was gone.

Her father’s death should have been a loss. Dressed in mourning clothes, she had lingered beside his casket in silence, watching the flickering light of the torches against the rough stone wall. She had felt very little. She still did.

She had completed the requisite mourning period. The keep had been unnervingly silent. And then – like clouds lifting, like the first light of spring – a change came over the castle. It was not happiness, not quite, but the air felt fresh and hopeful.

Without her father, they all lived less in dread, although it often seemed as if the anxiety they had all felt was built into the stones of the castle itself; the mortar saturated with blood and fear. But it was growing less every day, the eerie sense of unease washing away like grime in the rain.

They hoped that the tournament would finally expel that sense entirely, even if it was a celebration in name alone. The council that had gathered to rule before Ellis came of age saw it as a keen way to display the family’s status without making themselves – or the young, vulnerable earl – look like a threat. Jo’s father had kept power through force and the promise of violence. But like this, they could rely on good faith and familiarity while still ensuring that any who saw fit to push against the new earl would be treated to the sight of their wealth, power, and sizeable army.

It wasn’t just their father who had tarnished the family’s reputation. Her brothers’ behaviour, too, needed to be atoned for. Henry, the eldest and most dutiful son, had died years ago, leaving the family with two unsuitable heirs. Leo, the next in line, had been dismissed and removed from the keep when Jo was only fifteen after becoming attached to one of their servants. Jo had never been privy to all the details of the affair, but the arguments between Leo and their father had rung through the castle. Leo’s disavowal and removal had been swift and merciless.

Even now, when she closed her eyes, she could still hear the sound of the dogs.

It had been a dark time for the remaining de Foucart children – still reeling from the sudden death of their eldest brother only to lose another sibling. It had been worse for Penn, her remaining brother. Younger than Jo and struggling under the weight of a title far too heavy for him, he had snapped.

He had fled the keep, ruining the betrothal which would have granted their father the ancestral power he craved, as well as destroying the reputation of Penn’s once-intended.

Her brothers’ disastrous legacies had set a precedent for her own behaviour. She had to make up for their crimes. She had to be good, be a dutiful daughter like her elder sister Rosalind and buff out the stains that Leo and Penn had left.

Her upcoming marriage would do that. It would make it clear that the family’s reputation was not entirely in tatters, and besides: the tie to another noble family would secure them even more allies.

It wasn’t a surprising development: Jo had been training for marriage for twenty-seven years. But now the expectations were greater than ever. She was more valuable as a bride than a sister.

She was approaching the matter practically. Her mother had been so young when she wed, forced to marry a tyrant against her will, and Jo had been terrified that her future would mirror the late Countess Eleanor’s. It was what had, in part, encouraged her to learn all she could about the running of keep: a pleased husband would be less likely to treat her cruelly.

But with the support of her stepmother, Isabelle, and Ellis’s council, she hoped that she would not be tied to a cruel man at all. As the second wife of Jo’s father, Isabelle especially was aware of the pain of that sort of marriage, and Jo trusted that she would do her best to prevent it.

Jo was not unhappy to wed: a good match would free her from the de Foucart keep. Even without her father, the castle was full of ghosts. It would be good to move on and move away, just as her siblings had, in one way or another. She was clever and capable, as she so often tried to remind herself. She would flourish away from the keep, if she was granted the chance to do so. She was not walking into a prison, but escaping one.

It was what she had been born to do, after all. What one did, as a noblewoman. And she would do it well.

Incredibly, the tournament really was mending the divide. Most of the invitations they had sent directly had been accepted, and as word spread they had received news every day of more people who were attending. People loved entertainment, and it was clear that many were willing to forget, if not forgive, the actions of her father in exchange for a week of jousting and fighting and good, strong ale.

And all of it was to celebrate a boy not even eight years old with a sword too large for him to swing. She would miss her little brother when she left the keep, and had hoped that he really had taken on at least some of her lessons. She could not bear for him to grow up into the shape of their father.

Giving brief thanks to Marshal Brice, who was now inspecting the tip of the sword for damage, she smoothed her skirts and headed towards the gatehouse where she had promised to meet Countess Isabelle.

Jo had fallen into an easy rapport with her late father’s wife. When Isabelle had married Earl Marcus de Foucart, Jo had felt uneasy at best and cautiously hostile at worst towards the woman who was replacing her mother. After he had died not six months ago, Isabelle had relaxed into the role of widow with an ease that Jo hadn’t expected of her, and she had realised, belatedly, that her father’s temper and cruel nature had been a spectre over Isabelle’s life, too. Closer in age to her new children than her husband, Isabelle’s lot had been the same as most noblewomen – the same as Jo’s was now – a marriage bartered for profit and power and little else.

Isabelle was determined, stronger than she appeared, and fiercely protective towards her own children, Ellis and Ingrid. Without de Foucart, Isabelle and Jo were now closer to sisters than mother and daughter, and Jo had found surprising security in her. But as Jo approached the gatehouse, Isabelle was nowhere to be seen. Instead, lingering beneath the open portcullis was a rider on a horse.

He greeted her as she approached. They had become close over the past year or so – this was the messenger who carried letters to and from the keep. Often, he brought letters from Cecily.

Jo had been re-reading Cecily’s latest missive that morning, within which Cecily had expressed her desire for Jo to return to Dunlyn Castle. She spoke of lakeside walks and summer sunshine and blackberry picking, long days with no end, full of sweetness and laughter. Jo had read the letter with her chest squeezing. She wanted it so much it hurt.

The northern keep felt farther away than it had ever been. It was a two-week ride between the two castles when travelling with a retinue – a long but manageable journey. Now it seemed an impossible distance.

The first trip to Dunlyn Castle had been an act of diplomacy. Penn was by law the family’s hostage – a prisoner for peace, as part of negotiations made after de Foucart’s temper and violence had nearly ruined them all. But Penn was a prisoner in name alone. It was a ruse, allowing him to stay with Raff: Penn’s lover, and Cecily’s elder brother. Jo had journeyed to Dunlyn to confirm he was being treated well, thus ensuring the terms of the agreement still stood.

He was well, as she had known he would be. The Barden family had embraced him as one of their own, and they embraced her, too, for the short time she was there.

Away from her father’s iron rule and explosive temper for the first time in her life, she was happy. She could breathe. Cecily had declared her a friend, and by the time she was packing the carts for the journey home she had spent more time with Cecily than she had Penn.

Her trips since then had been diplomatic in name alone. She longed for that lightness and laughter, and had never found companionship like she had in Cecily. She was so free, so entirely wild and confident, and that wildness had been near-intoxicating. Cecily had taken her on grand walks of her father’s grounds and lands, visiting villages and beautiful scenic lakes. Jo’s time with Penn often amounted to little more than shared meals or long evenings gathered beside the fire. Once, she had arrived to find that Penn and Raff had taken themselves off on an excursion to Cumberland, and he had only arrived home the day she had left for Oxford.

She longed to go back, but now she was to be married. Another visit north may not happen for months – perhaps years – if her husband even allowed it. She had spent weeks grieving the fact that she would not return north before the tournament was upon them. She had told Cecily of her upcoming marriage in her last letter, and had still yet to receive a reply.

A letter from Cecily would go some way to buoying her spirits. She was not unhappy to be married, and far too busy to be miserable, but she was desperate to hear from her again anyway. It felt like a fragile friendship – one which Jo had never had before, and one which she was keen not to lose.

‘Good morning, Lady Johanna.’ The rider smiled down at her. ‘All is well?’

‘Very well,’ she said, with a short curtsey. ‘You had no trouble in the grounds?’

He laughed, looking over his shoulder. ‘It’s furiously busy out there,’ he said, ‘but I got through unharmed.’

He passed her a bundle of parchment tied with twine. She tugged the tie away and quickly skimmed through the letters, but realised with a leaden feeling that none were for her. She would have recognised Cecily’s messy handwriting anywhere, and today – as it had for over a fortnight – it was not to be found amongst the missives.

The rider noticed her disappointment. ‘Everything all right, m’Lady?’

Jo set herself, fixing her face back into a smile. ‘Quite all right,’ she said, quickly. ‘I was expecting a letter. Perhaps it has become waylaid.’

The messenger gave her a sympathetic look.

‘Perhaps tomorrow, then,’ he said. ‘I hope the tournament goes well, m’Lady.’

Jo thanked him, and watched as he turned the horse around and made his way back through the gatehouse, weaving around people. She gripped the bundle of letters in her hands, rubbing the rough parchment between her fingers.

It was unusual to go so long without hearing from Cecily. It was very likely that a letter had been waylaid or lost on the long journey between their homes, but a dark little voice at the back of her head told her that this was not the case.

You are too dull, it said. She has grown bored of you.

Jo wasn’t sure why it hurt so much. Perhaps it was for the simple fact that Jo had never had a friend like Cecily before. She had never even met someone like Cecily, and none of the dozens of women who flitted in and out of her life could hold a candle to her flame.

Even during their first meeting Cecily had been bolder than Jo had expected. She couldn’t tell if Cecily didn’t realise how strict de Foucart was, and so had not known the need to rein herself in, or if it was simply in her nature to be bold, no matter what.

The more they spoke – both in person and in letters – the more Jo suspected that it was her nature. She feared that she was boring in comparison.

‘Johanna?’

Jo turned. Isabelle stood behind her, wearing a dazzling lightblue gown and a curious expression. When she spotted Jo’s face, the expression slipped into concern.

‘Are you all right?’

‘Oh— Yes, I am quite well.’ Jo handed her the pile of letters.

‘I was lost in thought.’

Isabelle regarded her with a pointed look. ‘Nothing from the north?’ she asked. ‘Or Cecily?’

Jo swallowed. There was an odd lilt to the way Isabelle had said Cecily’s name that she couldn’t quite understand. Did Isabelle find their continued friendship inappropriate? Her expression, though, was teasing – eyebrows raised, lip quirked.

‘No,’ Jo admitted. ‘Nothing.’

Isabelle gave her a soft, slightly sad smile. ‘I am sure you will hear again soon enough,’ she said. ‘Did you inform … her of the tournament?’

‘Of course.’

‘And of the arrangements we are making for you?’

It took Jo a moment to realise what she meant. ‘Of my marriage?’ she asked, brow furrowing. ‘Yes, I mentioned it in my last letter.’

‘Oh.’ Isabelle looked surprised. ‘I had not expected— Well, that may go some way to explaining it, I suppose.’

Jo was lost. ‘I … am not sure I understand.’

Isabelle chose her words very carefully. ‘It may no longer be … appropriate,’ she said at last, ‘to continue the friendship? Considering that you will soon be wed …’

This was even more confusing. Only a cruel man would forbid his wife from having female friends beyond the confine of their keep, and Jo knew that Isabelle was keen not to tie her to a man like that. Isabelle read the confusion on her face, then to Jo’s shock, ducked closer, lowering her voice.

‘I understand that you found happiness in the north, Johanna, but he must—’

‘Countess Isabelle!’

Isabelle cut herself off with a sigh then swept forwards to greet the man who had shouted to them from the other side of the gatehouse.

‘It is wonderful to see you again, Lord Thomas,’ Isabelle called. ‘I am so glad you could attend …’

Jo watched as she welcomed Lord Thomas and his wife. It had been a strange conversation. Isabelle had been treating her oddly since Jo’s first visit to Dunlyn Castle, and she could not place why. It had not been the first time she had spoken about Cecily with raised eyebrows and an exaggerated expression.

‘But he must …’ It appeared that Isabelle hadn’t been talking about Cecily at all, or had misspoken. Jo sighed to herself. She would have to unpick the matter later: right now, Lord Thomas’s wife, Lady Ava, was approaching. Jo pulled her face into what she hoped was a welcoming smile and embraced her.

‘My Lady,’ she said, with a curtsey. ‘I hope the journey was fair?’

‘Very fair,’ Lady Ava said. She shot a look over her shoulder to where Lord Thomas and Isabelle were still talking, then took Jo’s arm and led her away from them. ‘I have been quite desperate to ask,’ she said, voice lowered. ‘Have you had any luck with your search?’

Jo knew at once what she was talking about. Leo.

After Penn had vanished and Jo assumed him dead, she had decided that she would not lose anyone else and had set out to find their elder brother. Leo had always been strong – stronger than Jo – and he would not have simply given up.

She sent letters to the courts of those who were familiar with the family, begging for old allies to inform her should they hear word of him. Lady Ava had been one of the many noblewomen she had asked; once a close friend of their mother’s and sympathetic to her plight. Jo had trusted her to ensure word of the hunt never reached Jo’s father.

It had been a huge risk. Jo had felt her father’s eyes bearing down on her, positive that he knew, somehow, every time she sent a letter or whispered a word into the ear of a woman she could trust. She waited for weeks – months – for discovery and punishment.

But discovery never came. Nor did she hear anything back. Leo – and the girl he had left with – had vanished. The steely sense of certainty that had made her seek him out had been blunted. Now, she had all but given up.

‘I have not,’ she said, matching Ava’s whispered tone. ‘I fear it has been a futile search.’

Ava gripped her arm. ‘I am so sorry to hear that,’ she said. ‘You may hear yet.’

Jo didn’t have the heart to tell her she was wrong. ‘Perhaps. Have you many men in the tourney?’ she asked instead, keen to move the conversation on.

‘Ohyes.’ Ava’s eyes sparkled. ‘We’ve several of the younger boys keen to enter, you know how they are, and of course Thomas has decided he simply must enter the joust and nothing I say will dissuade him …’

Jo slipped into easy conversation with Lady Ava before directing the party inside. She had no time to speak plainly to Isabelle about their aborted conversation: more guests were arriving, all of such rank that it would be improper for at least one of them not to greet them personally.

Many of their guests had brought sons whom she was introduced to with raised eyebrows and knowing looks, or were unmarried men of rank seeking a bride themselves. The hairs on her nape prickled unpleasantly as another man old enough to be her grandfather placed a damp kiss to the back of her hand, his eyes lingering on her for far too long as Jo gave him a dutiful, forced smile.

She needed a suitable reason to remove herself. Looking through the still-open gates, she could see the tourney grounds beyond, alive with people far too unimportant to be allowed entry to the keep itself. She made her way over to where Isabelle was talking animatedly to an older woman and her tall, slender daughter.

She edged forwards as soon as the conversation appeared to be over. ‘My Lady, if I could?’

‘Yes?’

‘There are quite a number of lower-ranking men attending,’ Jo said. ‘More than I had anticipated. Would you give me leave to head into the grounds and greet them? It would do to welcome even the wandering knights.’

Jo had ensured that such men had suitable places to sleep, choosing the patch of land for rows of empty tents herself, and so it would be fair to welcome them, too. She did not want anyone in attendance to feel as if they were lesser. A tournament was supposed to be a leveller, after all.

‘A keen idea,’ Isabelle said. ‘It will let our guests know that we welcome all of them, not just the nobility. But please, do find Brice or Edmund to accompany you. We’ve no idea what kind of men have seen fit to attend.’

Jo paused. Yes: there were more likely to be rogues or bandits amongst travellers, but she was well aware that noblemen were just as likely to be cruel or violent. Moreso, given their birth right and power. Perhaps beyond the walls of the keep, away from money and influence, was a better kind of man.

She gave her stepmother a dutiful curtsey.

‘Of course, my Lady.’








Chapter 2

Lily stood in the shade of Hartswood Forest, staring at the castle that loomed ahead and the neat rows of tents that flanked its walls.

This was the third time she had found herself on the edge of the de Foucart keep, and each time had brought with it a greater sense of fear than the last. The first had been for her own wedding. The second, weeks later, had been to retrieve her brother, so horribly wounded that no one even knew if he was alive. And now, here she was again, wearing stolen clothes with stolen armour strapped to her horse, ready to enter once more in search of someone she—

Someone she cared for.

She set her shoulders, pulled her cap low, then walked forwards, tugging Broga beside her. As she picked across the tourney grounds, a thrill coursed through her body. This would be where she would make her mark, where her plan would come to fruition.

She was going to enter the tournament disguised as a man, embarrass the other competitors, and save Jo from a life of shackles. She was going to pull her from the keep and the arms of a husband and gift her the most precious thing Lily could: her own freedom.

Lily was not so bold to assume that she could beat all of the well-practised lords and knights in attendance – men who had ridden into battle as much as they had ridden at each other in these mock-wars. But her years training at her yielding brothers’ sides had given her skill enough to be confident that she could hold her own against them.

Besides, she didn’t need to win outright. Jo’s letter had not mentioned that the winner of the whole affair would be granted her hand – just someone who was worthy. And who was more worthy than a nameless travelling knight with no familial ties who defeated a host of rich noblemen and their lackeys? There was no one worth more than that: it was the stuff of courtly romances.

She would best the competition and embarrass the other attendants. She would knock her opponent from his horse, swing from Broga’s saddle, and kneel at Jo’s feet as a man with no name and no titles. There would be negotiations, of course, and no doubt there would be scandal. And in the chaos, Lily would reveal herself to Jo, take her hand, and whisk her away to a future that was entirely her own. Lily would stand by her side each step of the way, guiding her, and letting Jo guide her in turn.

And perhaps Jo would even stay. Perhaps she would not only take Lily’s hand, but accept it, too.

Beside her, Broga whinnied. Lily realised she’d been tugging too hard on the reins. She loosened her grip with an apologetic pat. She’d drifted into fantasy; unachievable and deadly in its inevitable ending.

‘My apologies,’ she murmured to the stamping horse. ‘I fear you are the wiser of us, today, Broga.’

Broga sniffed in reply, nudging Lily with her nose. Lily sighed and peered around, trying to find a suitable spot to make camp. At the far end of the grounds were a sparse number of empty tents which had been set up for travellers like herself: knights-errant and wanderers, men who had no one to journey with and nowhere to go.

It was a thoughtful touch. Lily wondered if the decision had been Jo’s or the steward’s. Providing accommodation for the lowest competitors – even if that accommodation was no more than two dozen simple tents – was a conspicuous demonstration of the family’s hospitality.

And, of course, of their wealth. Lily was unsure just how wealthy the family remained, but clearly the expense of the tournament was worth it to mend the divides between the de Foucart family and their allies. The money would be recouped in the future, should the tourney be a success and their station restored.

It would also be aided by whichever man left with Jo as his prize should Lily fail. The cost of the grand event and even Jo’s dowry would pale in comparison to the significance of an important political and financial union with a wealthy lord.

She tried not to think too hard on the more painful realities of Jo’s marriage as she led Broga to one of the empty tents. She could not allow herself to linger on it, instead thinking ahead to the excitement of the tournament. Her plan to scupper Jo’s betrothal was an enormous risk, one which she could not let overwhelm her.

She had very few things with her, and she quickly unloaded the packs from Broga’s back and her own shoulders, tossing them haphazardly inside before seeking out the stables that had been set up on the edge of the grounds for competitors.

Keeping close to Broga, Lily observed the other attendees. Many of them were in groups, and spirits were high. Several men greeted her as she passed – some sincerely, some poorly disguising their mockery at one so young. Some attempted not to disguise it at all: as she walked past a huge tent with luridly coloured banners fluttering outside, the gaggle of lords lingering within stopped their conversation to stare at her.

They burst into laughter before she had even rounded the corner.

No matter. Better for them to think her a young, useless boy than a woman. Mockery she could stand. Discovery was far more dangerous.

And besides, she thought, setting her shoulders. Perhaps she would have a chance to best one of them in the field. Only she would be laughing, then.

The stables were well stocked, and the stablehand she passed Broga’s reins to seemed attentive enough. She returned to her tent, greeting the man who had occupied the one beside it in her absence, tightly knotted the flap shut to ensure no one would enter and, finally, peered around.

It was a simple space, with rushes on the floor and a straw mattress to one side. It was another reassuring touch, and she quickly saw to her things, few that they were. She pulled her stolen armour from the sack she’d slung it in, laying it out upon the rushes so she could better assess it.

She had been lucky to find it: a full set of armour, hidden away at the back of the armoury. It had belonged to her brothers when they were young; both of them, in fact, made for Ash then passed to Raff when he outgrew it, although it had never fit Raff particularly well.

She held the chest plate, the metal cool against her fingers. It must have been a sense of nostalgia that had made her father keep it all these years.

She placed the chest plate down and picked up the shield that she’d found in the same dusty back room. This she could remember very well: it had been one they had all shared while her brothers trained and she had forced herself into their games. At some point, it had been painted a vibrant blue with tiny white dots: a night sky speckled with stars.

It had been a fanciful scene, even then. Traditionally her shield should have borne the colours of her house, but as this had been for little more than training and play, they’d been given the choice to paint it however they deemed fit. She couldn’t even remember who had chosen the stars, now, although she was sure there had been an argument about it.

Spread out on the rushes, it all looked very passably like the garb of a knight-errant. She’d tried it all on a few nights before she had absconded, and found it fit fairly well, especially with the padding of a gambeson and tunic beneath. The shape of the chest plate and the hang of the tunic had the additional bonus of obscuring her silhouette, making her look less like a young woman and more like a youthful lad.

It was enough. It had to be enough, for what she intended to do.

There was nervous energy thrumming beneath her skin, making her fingers tingle. It was not even midday. If she were to spend the rest of the day and the long evening hidden away in this tent, she would go mad. She needed something to do.

She grabbed the armour and began to tug it on. She’d led Broga past a training yard on her way through the grounds, which had been teeming with squires. She could easily find someone willing to spar with her. Anything to channel the tumbling in her stomach and rushing in her blood: anything to stop her thinking of what she was about to do, and who she was doing it for.

She clasped the final buckle, strapped her sword to her hip, and strode back out into the teeming noise of the tourney.

*

The grounds outside the de Foucart castle were a hive of activity. Jo dodged servants with baskets of linens and food, pairs of boys carrying lances three times their size between them, an endless number of horses being urged towards the stables, and dozens of dogs bounding and barking as they wove through people’s legs. Marshal Brice had agreed to chaperone her, and together they were exploring the training ground, where Brice was keen to ensure that all was running smoothly before the tournament began the next day.

Jo recognised a handful of the colours on display around them – either hanging from horses, splashed across shields, or on the gambesons and tunics worn by those practising. Lower-ranking sons, squires, and green boys, all keen to make a show of what was for most of them their first tournament. Many of them recognised her as she approached, immediately removing their helms and bowing low in deference as she greeted them.

At least their deference was just that. None of these lads would be permitted the chance to take Jo as a bride – she was a prize for their elders and betters – and so without the barrier of fear and flirtation, conversation came far more easily. Excitement buzzed about the place like summer bees, and it was clear that all the men she spoke to were excited for the event and endlessly thankful for the chance to compete.

As she was speaking to one of Lord Thomas’s boys, they were interrupted by a cheer from the far end of the grounds. They both turned to see a man raising a practice lance triumphantly in the air with a wooden hoop spinning around the base. He was wearing finely made but old armour, rusted around the edges. Not cheap, but well used, and a little dated. From beneath his tarnished helm stuck strands of vibrantly red hair. He turned the horse, holding the lance higher, hoop rattling.

This was a popular training method – catching hoops on the end of a lance to practise form and ensure one could land a precise blow. As they watched, he twisted his palfrey around, steadied it, then nodded towards a lad at the far end of the stretch of grass.

Jo only realised what he intended to do when there was a whistle, and suddenly there was another hoop spinning up into the air. With a shout, the man kicked his heels into the horse’s flank and dashed forwards, lance readied. He caught the hoop on the very tip of the lance and then – to the delight of both the gathered crowd and the boy Jo had been talking to – it slid down towards his hand.

It was clear that Jo would find no further conversation with the young squire, and even Brice’s attention had been caught by the performance, so she walked over to watch. A few of the crowd bowed or nodded towards her, but many were too enraptured by the knight on horseback to pay her any mind.

She wondered if the young man was unsettled by the growing crowd. It appeared not: he whirled the horse around again and called over the noise – ‘Again!’

Another wooden hoop was flung into the air. Again, the knight sped forwards, horse snorting, weapon raised—

And missed. The hoop bounced from the shaft of the lance and spun away across the grass. The excitable crowd burst into jeers and laughter. The knight didn’t appear to pay them any mind, merely shrugged, threw the lance down to a waiting boy, and swung himself from the horse.

He hitched the animal to the post at the far end of the field then stooped to grab a shield leaning against the fence. It was wooden and battered, painted to replicate the starry sky. He must have been a wandering knight, not attached to any single family.

He chatted for a moment to a handful of men who had watched his performance. Jo lingered, waiting for him to be free, before heading across the field to greet him.

‘That was well performed, sir.’

At her voice, he gave a jump, spinning to face her. Through the visor of his helm was pair of handsome blue-grey eyes. He was shorter than her, but when he spoke, laughing through his own shock, he did not sound young, just surprised.

‘My Lady – I had not realised you were watching.’

He gave her a low bow. That appeared to be where his formality ended: unlike the others she had spoken to, he did not remove his helm.

‘It was an impressive display,’ Jo said, smile fixed. He was a knight-errant, after all: she could forgive his lack of etiquette.

The man shrugged, tapping out a tattoo on his vambraces with his fingers. ‘I missed the final throw.’

‘To catch two is still very impressive,’ Jo said. ‘I assume you will be competing in the joust?’

‘Of course,’ the man said. ‘And single combat, too.’

‘I am pleased to hear it. What is your name, sir?’

It took him a moment to respond. ‘William, my Lady. William Dale.’

She did not recognise the name, but something about him seemed familiar: the flash of his eyes, the tone of his voice. He was from the north, that much was clear.

‘I wish you luck, then, Sir Dale.’

William gave a sharp, ringing laugh. ‘Not a sir,’ he said. As he laughed, sunlight glinted off his helm. ‘Not a knight. Not knighted, in any case. Just a wanderer, my Lady, keen to compete.’

Jo knew what that meant. Brice and Isabelle had ensured hefty prizes for the winners of certain competitions. Some were golden coins, some jewels and precious goods, a few simple wares or weapons. Any would be immensely valuable to a wandering knight.

‘And to take home a prize?’ she asked.

There was a flash of something in his eyes. A sudden shift in his tone.

‘Perhaps,’ he said. ‘I hope to rob someone less deserving of one, if I can.’

Jo blinked. That was bold. Very bold, for a man with no name and no retinue, speaking to one of the ladies of the house.

‘Less deserving?’

William gave a one-shouldered shrug, causing his armour to clang together. ‘I should not speak so plainly of my competitors. Yet …’

She shouldn’t be allowing this. She should be removing herself from the conversation, and this strangely familiar man.

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Yet?’

He shrugged again, and through the slit in his helm his eyes were sparkling, as if he was laughing beneath the metal. There was a squeeze in Jo’s stomach.

‘I would wager that few of the noblemen competing here deserve all that is on offer. Perhaps I can ensure those prizes go to ones who have truly earned them. There are some rewards here far too precious to be awarded to just anyone.’

The squeeze expanded, a hot pit. Everyone in attendance knew that someone at the tournament would leave with her hand: it was the grandest prize on offer. But why would a knight-errant have any opinions at all on the topic of her marriage? She blinked away the thought. He was no doubt bitter that one of their valuable trophies would likely go to an already wealthy man.

‘I—’ She swallowed, throat tight. ‘Indeed, sir.’ Behind her, she heard Marshal Brice bidding goodbye to the lads tidying away the lances. She snatched the opportunity. ‘It has been very interesting to speak with you, William Dale. I hope I will get to watch you compete.’

He gave her another bow, eyes crinkling.

‘As do I, my Lady.’

Jo was the centre of attention as they walked back towards the keep. She could feel eyes on her as she passed the stands, and was called to and greeted more times than she could count. She had memorised the names, faces, and stations of the men vying for her hand, hoping to ensure she was at least aware of the one who would eventually become her husband.

She felt calculative, assessing them all so thoroughly, examining them from afar. She hoped that anyone who caught her gaze would assume she was just staring – staring, she thought with an odd twist – in the way many of them were staring at her: in the way a lover might stare at the object of their desire.

Truly, she desired none of them. Many of them were handsome, many suitably aged, but none stirred anything more powerful in her than acceptance; than the notion that this potential suitor could be a better match than the previous.

All but one. She didn’t even know his face, yet still she thought of William Dale as she walked. All she’d seen of him was a pair of sharp, sparklingly intelligent blue-grey eyes. Beneath the shadow of his helm, he
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