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  1454


  No one believed I was destined for greatness.


  I came into the world in the Castilian township of Madrigal de las Altas Torres, the first child of my father, Juan IIs marriage to his second wife, Isabel of Portugal, after whom I was
  namedan infanta, healthy and unusually quiet, whose arrival was heralded by bells and perfunctory congratulations but no fanfare. My father had already sired an heir by his first marriage,
  my half brother, Enrique; and when my mother bore my brother, Alfonso, two years after me, shoring up the male Trastmara bloodline, everyone believed Id be relegated to the cloister
  and distaff, an advantageous marriage pawn for Castile.


  As often happens, God had other plans.


  I CAN STILL recall the hour when everything changed.


  I was not yet four years old. My father had been ill for weeks with a terrible fever, shut behind the closed doors of his apartments in the alcazar of Valladolid. I did not know him well, this
  forty-nine-year-old king whom his subjects had dubbed El Intil, the Useless, for the manner in which hed ruled. To this day, all I remember is a tall, lean man with sad eyes and a
  watery smile, who once summoned me to his private rooms and gave me a jeweled comb, enameled in the Moorish style. A short, swarthy lord stood behind my fathers throne the entire time I was
  there, his stubby-fingered hand resting possessively on its back as he watched me with keen eyes.


  A few months after that meeting, I overheard women in my mothers household whisper that the short lord had been beheaded and that his death had plunged my father into inconsolable
  grief.


  Lo mat esa loba portuguesa, the women said. The Portuguese she-wolf had Constable Luna killed because he was the kings favorite. Then one of
  them hissed, Hush! The child, shes listening! They froze in unison, like figures woven in a tapestry, seeing me seated in the alcove right next to them, all eyes and ears.


  Only days after overhearing the ladies, I was hastily awakened, swathed in a cloak, and trotted through the alcazars corridors to the royal apartments, only this time I was led into a
  stifling chamber where braziers burned and the muffled psalms of kneeling monks drifted through the room beneath a wreath of incense smoke. Copper lamps dangled overhead on gilt chains, the oily
  glow wavering across grim-faced grandees in somber finery.


  On the large bed before me, the curtains were drawn back.


  I paused on the threshold, instinctively looking about for the short lord, though I knew he was dead. Then I espied my fathers favorite peregrine perched in the alcove, chained to its
  silver post. Its enlarged pupils swiveled to me, opaque and flame-lit.


  I went still. I sensed something awful that I did not want to see. My child, go, my aya, Doa Clara, urged. His Majesty your father is asking for
  you.


  I refused to move, turning to cling to her skirts, hiding my face in their dusty folds. I heard heavy footsteps come up behind me; a deep voice said, Is this our little Infanta Isabella?
  Come, let me see you, child.


  Something in that voice tugged at me, making me look up.


  A man loomed over me, large and barrel-chested, dressed in the dark garb of a grandee. His goateed face was plump, his light brown eyes piercing. He was not handsome; he looked like a pampered
  palace cat, but the slight tilt to his rosy mouth entranced me, for it seemed he smiled only for me, with a single-minded attentiveness that made me feel I was the only person he cared to see.


  He held out a surprisingly delicate hand for a man of his size. I am Archbishop Carrillo of Toledo, he said. Come with me, Your Highness. There is nothing to
  fear.


  I tentatively took his hand; his fingers were strong and warm. I felt safe as his hand closed over mine and he led me past the monks and dark-clad courtiers, their anonymous eyes seeming to
  glint with dispassionate interest like those of the falcon in the alcove.


  The archbishop hoisted me onto a footstool by the bed, so I could stand near my father. I heard the kings breath making a noisy rasp in his lungs; his skin was pasted on his bones,
  already a strange waxen hue. His eyes were closed, his thin-fingered hands crossed over his chest as if he were an effigy on one of the elaborate tombs that littered our cathedrals.


  I must have made a sound of dismay, for Carrillo murmured in my ear, You must kiss him, Isabella. Give your father your blessing so he can leave this vale of tears in peace.


  Though it was the last thing I wanted to do, I held my breath, bent over, and quickly pecked my fathers cheek. I felt the chill of fever on his skin. I recoiled, my gaze lifting to the
  other side of the bed.


  There, I saw a silhouette. For a horrifying moment, I thought it was the ghost of the dead constable, whom my ladies claimed haunted the castle, restless for revenge. But then an errant flicker
  from the lamps sliced across his face and I recognized my older half brother, Prince Enrique. The sight of him startled me; he usually stayed far from court, preferring his beloved casa real
  in Segovia, where it was said he kept an infidel guard around him and a menagerie of exotic beasts he fed with his own hands. Yet now he was here, in our fathers death chamber, enveloped in
  a black cloak, the scarlet turban on his head hiding his mop of shaggy fair hair and enhancing his odd, flattened nose and small, close-set eyes, which gave him the appearance of an unkempt
  lion.


  The knowing smile he gave me sent a chill down my spine.


  The archbishop gathered me in his arms, marching from the room as though there was nothing of any importance left there for us. Over his thick shoulder, I saw the courtiers and grandees converge
  around the bed; I heard the monks chants grow louder and saw Enrique incline intently, almost eagerly, over the moribund king.


  In that moment, our father, Juan II, breathed his last.


  WE DID NOT return to my rooms. Held tight against the archbishops powerful chest, I watched in a daze as he brusquely motioned to my aya, waiting outside
  the apartment doors, and brought us down the spiral back staircase into the keep. An anemic moon in the night sky barely pierced the veil of cloud and mist.


  As we emerged from the castles protective shadow, the archbishop peered toward the postern gate, a darker square inset in the far curtain wall.


  Where are they? he said in a taut voice.


  I . . . I dont know, quavered Doa Clara. I sent word just as you bade me, telling Her Highness to meet us here. I hope something hasnt happened
  to


  He held up a hand. I think I see them. He stepped forward; I felt him stiffen as the hasty sound of slippers on cobblestones reached us. He let out a sharp exhalation when he saw
  the figures moving toward us, led by my mother. She was pale, the hood of her cloak bunched about her slim shoulders, sweat-drenched auburn hair escaping her coif. Behind her were her wide-eyed
  Portuguese ladies and Don Gonzalo Chacn, governor of my one-year-old brother, whom he cradled in his burly arms. I wondered why we were all here, outside in the dead of night. My brother
  was so young, and it was cold.


  Is he . . . ? said my mother breathlessly.


  Carrillo nodded. A sob cracked my mothers voice, her startling blue-green eyes fixed on me in the archbishops arms. She held out her hands. Isabella, hija
  ma.


  Carrillo let me down. Unexpectedly, I did not want to leave him. But I shifted forth, my oversized cloak draping me in a shapeless cocoon. I curtsied as Id been taught to do whenever I
  was presented to my beautiful mother, as Id always done on the rare times I was brought to her before the court. She cast back my hood, her wide-set blue-green eyes meeting mine. Everyone
  said I had my mothers eyes, only mine were a darker hue.


  My child, she whispered, and I detected a quivering desperation in her tone. My dearest daughter, all we have now is each other.


  Your Highness must concentrate on what is important, I heard Carrillo say. Your children must be kept safe. With your husband the kings demise, they
  are


  I know what my children are, interrupted my mother. What I want to know is how much longer do we have, Carrillo? How much time before we must abandon everything weve
  known for a forgotten refuge in the middle of nowhere?


  A few hours at best was the archbishops flat reply. The bells have not yet rung because such an announcement takes time to prepare. He paused. But it
  will come soon enough, by the morning at the latest. You must place your trust in me. I promise you, Ill see to it that you and the infantes are kept from harm.


  My mother turned her gaze to him, pressed a hand to her mouth as if to stifle her laughter. How will you do that? Enrique of Trastmara is about to become king. If my eyes
  havent deceived me these many years, hell prove as susceptible to his favorites as Juan ever was. What safety can you possibly provide us, save a company of your guards and sanctuary
  in a convent? Yes, why not? A nunnery is no doubt best suited for the hated foreign widow and her brood.


  Children cannot be raised in a convent, Carrillo said. Nor should they be separated at such a tender age from their mother. Your son, Alfonso, is now Enriques heir by
  law until his wife bears him a child. I assure you, the Council will not see the infantes rights impugned. In fact, theyve agreed to let you raise the prince and his sister in the
  castle of Arvalo in vila, which shall be given to you as part of your widows dower.


  Silence fell. I stood quiet, observing the glazed look that came over my mothers face as she echoed, Arvalo, as if she had heard wrong.


  Carrillo went on, His Majestys testament leaves ample provision for the infantes, with separate towns to be granted to each of them upon their thirteenth year. I promise you shall
  not want for anything.


  My mothers gaze narrowed. Juan barely saw our children. He never cared about them. He never cared about anyone except that awful man, Constable Luna. Yet now you say he left
  provision for them. How can you possibly know this?


  I was his confessor, remember? He heeded my advice because he feared the fires of everlasting Hell if he did not. The sudden intensity in Carrillos tone made me glance at
  him. But I cannot protect you if you do not place your trust in me. In Castile, it is customary for a widowed queen to retire from the court, but she doesnt usually get to keep her
  children, especially when the new king lacks an heir. That is why you must leave tonight. Take only the infantes and what you can carry. Ill send the rest of your possessions as soon as
  Im able. Once youre in Arvalo and the kings testament is proclaimed, no one will dare touch you, not even Enrique.


  I see. But you and I were never friends, Carrillo. Why risk yourself for my sake?


  Let us say I offer you a favor, he said, in exchange for a favor.


  This time, my mother couldnt suppress her bitter laughter. What favor can I grant you, the wealthiest prelate in Castile? Im a widow on a pension, with two small children
  and a household to feed.


  You will know when the time comes. Rest assured, it will not be to your disadvantage. With these words, Carrillo turned to instruct her servants, who had overheard everything and
  stood staring at us with wide, fearful eyes.


  I slowly reached up to take my mothers hand. I had never dared touch her before without leave. To me, shed always been a beautiful but distant figure in glittering gowns, laughter
  spilling from her lips, surrounded by fawning admirersa mother to be loved from afar. Now she looked as if she had walked miles across a stony landscape, her expression so anguished it made
  me wish I was older, bigger; that somehow I could be strong enough to protect her from the cruel fate that had taken my father from her.


  Its not your fault, Mama, I said. Papa went to Heaven. Thats why we must leave.


  She nodded, tears filling her eyes as she gazed into some unseen distance.


  And were going to vila, I added. Its not far, is it, Mama?


  No, she said softly, not far, hija ma; not far at all. . . .


  But I could tell that for her, it was already a lifetime away.
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  Hold the reins firmly, Isabella. Dont let him sense your fear. If he does, hell think hes in control and hell try to
  throw you.


  Perched atop the elegant black stallion, I nodded, gripping the reins. I could feel the taut leather through the weather-worn tips of my gloves. Belatedly I thought I should have let
  Beatrizs father, Don Pedro de Bobadilla, buy me the new gloves he had offered for my recent thirteenth birthday. Instead, pridea sin I tried hard, but usually failed, to
  overcomehad refused to let me admit our penury by accepting the gift, though he lived with us and surely knew quite well how impoverished we were. Just as pride hadnt let me refuse my
  brothers challenge that it was time I learned to ride a proper horse.


  So, here I sat, with old leather gloves that felt thin as silk to protect my hands, atop a magnificent animal. Though it was not a large horse it was still frightening; the creature shifted and
  pawed the ground as though it were ready to bolt at any moment, regardless of whether I could stay on or not.


  Alfonso shook his head, leaning from his roan to pry my fingers further apart, so that the reins draped through them.


  Like that, he said. Firm, but not so firm that youll injure his mouth. And remember to sit straight when you canter and lean forward at a gallop. Canela isnt
  one of those stupid mules you and Beatriz ride. Hes a purebred Arabian jennet, worthy of a caliph. He needs to know his rider is in charge at all times.


  I straightened my spine, settling my buttocks on the embossed saddle. I felt light as a thistle. Though I was of an age when most girls begin to develop, I remained so flat and thin that my
  friend and lady-in-waiting Beatriz, Don Bobadillas daughter, was constantly cajoling me to eat more. She eyed me now with concern, her significantly more curvaceous figure so gracefully
  erect upon her dappled gelding that it seemed shed been riding one her entire life, her thick black hair coiled above her aquiline features under a fillet and veil.


  She said to Alfonso, I assume Your Highness has ensured this princely jennet of yours is properly broken. We wouldnt want anything untoward to happen to your sister.


  Of course hes broken. Don Chacn and I broke him ourselves. Isabella will be fine. Wont you, hermana?


  Even as I nodded, near-paralyzing doubt overcame me. How could I possibly be expected to show this beast that I was in charge? As if he sensed my thoughts, Canela pranced sideways. I let
  out a gasp, yanking at the reins. He came to a snorting halt, ears flattened, clearly displeased at the effort Id exerted on his bit.


  Alfonso winked at me. See? She can handle him. He looked at Beatriz. Do you need any assistance, my lady? he asked, in a jocular tone that hinted at his years of
  verbal sparring with our castle custodians headstrong only daughter.


  I can manage fine, thank you, said Beatriz tartly. Indeed, Her Highness and I will both be fine as soon as we get a feel for these Moorish steeds of yours. Lest you forget,
  we have ridden before, even if our mounts were, as you say, only stupid mules.


  Alfonso chuckled, pivoting on his roan with practiced ease for his mere ten years. His brilliant blue eyes glistened; his thick fair hair, shorn bluntly at his shoulders, enhanced his full,
  handsome face. And lest you forget, he said, Ive been riding every day since I was five. It is experience that makes for good horsemanship.


  True, rumbled Alfonsos governor, Don Chacn, from his own massive horse. The Infante Alfonso is already an accomplished equestrian. Riding is second nature to
  him.


  We dont doubt it, I interjected before Beatriz could respond. I forced out a smile. I believe were ready, brother. But, pray, not too fast.


  Alfonso nudged his roan forward, leading the way out of Arvalos enclosed inner courtyard, under the portcullis and through the main gates.


  I shot a disapproving look at Beatriz.


  Of course, this was all her doing. Bored by our daily regimen of lessons, prayer, and needlework, she had announced this morning that we must get some exercise, or we would turn into crones
  before our time. Wed been cooped up indoors too long, she said, which was true enough, winter having been particularly harsh this year. And when she asked our governess, Doa Clara,
  for permission, my aya had agreed because riding for us invariably consisted of taking the castles elderly mules on a leisurely jaunt around the curtain wall surrounding the castle
  and its adjoining township for an hour before supper.


  But after I changed into my riding clothes and went with Beatriz into the courtyard, I found Alfonso standing there with Don Chacn and two impressive stallionsgifts sent by our
  half brother, King Enrique. The black horse was for me, Alfonso said. His name was Canela.


  I had suppressed my alarm as I mounted the stallion with the aid of a footstool. I was even more alarmed, however, when it became clear I was expected to ride astride, a la jineta, the
  way the Moors did, perched on the narrow leather saddle with the stirrups drawn up highan unfamiliar and unsettling sensation.


  An odd name for a horse, Id remarked, to disguise my apprehension. Cinnamon is a light color, while this creature is black as night.


  Canela tossed his mane and swiveled his exquisitely shaped head about to nip my leg. I did not think it a good augury for the afternoon.


  Beatriz, I now hissed as we rode out onto the plain, why didnt you tell me? You know I dislike surprises.


  Thats exactly why I didnt tell you, she hissed back. If I had, you wouldnt have come. Youd have said we should read or sew or recite novenas. Say
  what you will, we have to have fun sometime.


  I hardly see how being thrown from a horse can be deemed fun.


  Bah. Just think of him as an overgrown dog. Hes big, yes, but quite harmless.


  And how, pray, would you know?


  Because Alfonso would never have let you ride Canela otherwise, said Beatriz, with a truculent toss of her head that revealed the immutable self-confidence that had made her my
  closest companion and confidantethough, as ever, I found myself caught between amusement and discomfort when confronted with her irreverent character.


  We were three years apart, and antithetical in temperament. Beatriz acted as though the realm outside our gates was a vast unexplored place filled with potential adventure. Doa Clara
  said her reckless attitude was due to the fact that Beatrizs mother had died shortly after her birth; her father had raised her alone in Arvalo, without feminine supervision. Dark as
  I was fair, voluptuous as I was angular, Beatriz was also rebellious, unpredictable, and too outspoken for her own good. She even challenged the nuns at the Convento de las Agustinas where we went
  to take our lessons, driving poor Sor Mara to distraction with her endless questions. She was a loyal friend, and amusing as well, always quick to find mirth in what others did not; but she
  was also a constant headache for her elders and for Doa Clara, whod tried in vain to teach Beatriz that well-bred ladies did not give in to random impulse whenever the urge overcame
  them.


  We should have told Doa Clara the truth, I said, glancing at my hands. I was clenching the reins again and forced myself to loosen my grip. I hardly think
  shell find our gallivanting about on horses appropriate.


  Beatriz pointed ahead. Who cares about appropriate? Look around you!


  I did as she instructed, reluctantly.


  The sun dipped toward the horizon, shedding a vibrant saffron glow over the bleached-bone sky. To our left Arvalo sat on its low hill, a dun-colored citadel with six towers and a
  crenellated keep, abutting the provincial market town bearing the same name. To our right wound the main road that led to Madrid, while all around us, stretching as far as my eyes could see, lay
  the open expanse of Castilean endless land dotted with fields of barley and wheat, vegetable patches, and clusters of wind-twisted pine. The air was still, heady with the fragrance of resin
  and a whiff of melting snow that I always associated with the advent of spring.


  Isnt it spectacular? breathed Beatriz, her eyes shining. I nodded, gazing upon the countryside that had been my home for almost as long as I could remember. Id seen
  it many times before, of course, from Arvalos keep and during our annual trips with Doa Clara to the neighboring town of Medina del Campo, where the biggest animal fair in
  Castile was held. But for a reason I could not have explained, today it looked different, like when one suddenly notices that time has transformed an oft-looked-at painting, darkening the colors to
  a new luster and deepening the contrast between light and shadow.


  My practical nature assured me this was because I was seeing the land from higher up, perched on the back of Canela rather than on the mule I was used to. Still, tears pricked my eyes and,
  without warning, I had a sudden memory of an imposing sala filled with people in velvets and silks. The image faded as soon as it came, a phantom from the past, and when Alfonso waved to me
  from where he rode ahead with Don Chacn, I promptly forgot I sat upon an unfamiliar, potentially treacherous animal and jabbed my heels into its ribs.


  Canela leapt forth, throwing me forward against his arched neck. I instinctively grabbed hold of his mane, lifting myself off the saddle and tensing my thighs. Canela responded with a satisfied
  snort. He quickened his pace, galloping past Alfonso, raising a whirlwind of ochre dust.


  Dios mo! I heard Alfonso gasp as I tore past him. From the corner of my eye I saw Beatriz fast behind me, shouting to my brother and an astonished Don Chacn:
  Years of experience, eh?


  I burst into laughter.


  IT FELT MARVELOUS, just what I imagined flying must be: to leave behind the cares of the classroom and studies, the chill flagstone of the castle and
  baskets of endless darning, the constant muttered worry over money and my mothers erratic health; to be free and revel in the sensation of the horse moving beneath me and the landscape of
  Castile.


  When I came to a panting halt on a ridge overlooking the plain, my riding hood hung on its ribbons down my back, my light auburn hair tumbling loose from its braids. Sliding off Canela, I patted
  his lathered neck. He nuzzled my palm before he set himself to munching on brittle thornbushes sprouting between the rocks. I settled on a nearby pile of stones and watched Beatriz come plunging up
  the ridge. As she came to a stop, flushed from her exertions, I remarked, You were right, after all. We did need the exercise.


  Exercise! she gasped, slipping off her horse. Are you aware that we just left His Highness and Chacn behind in a cloud of dust?


  I smiled. Beatriz de Bobadilla, must everything be a contest with you?


  She put her hands on her hips. When it comes to proving our worthiness, yes. If we dont take it upon ourselves, who will?


  So its our strength you wish to prove, I said. Hmm. Explain this to me. Beatriz flopped beside me, gazing toward the ebbing sun. The sun fell slowly at this
  time of year in Castile, affording us a breathtaking vision of gold-rimmed clouds and violet-and-scarlet skies. The incipient evening wind caught at Beatrizs tangled black hair; her
  expressive eyes, so quick to show her every thought, turned wistful. I want to prove were as accomplished as any man and should therefore enjoy the same privileges.


  I frowned. Why would we ever want to do that?


  So we can live as we see fit and not have to apologize for it, just as His Highness does.


  Alfonso doesnt live as he sees fit. I righted my hood, tucking its ribbons into my bodice. In fact, he has considerably less freedom than you think. Save for today, I
  hardly see him anymore, so busy is he with his rounds of swordplay, archery, and jousting, not to mention his studies. He is a prince. He has many demands on his time.


  She scowled. Yes, important demands, not just learning to sew and churn butter and corral the sheep. If we could live as men, then wed be free to roam the world undertaking noble
  quests, like a knight errant or the Maid of Orlans.


  I concealed the unbidden excitement her words roused in me. Id schooled myself to hide my feelings ever since my mother, Alfonso, and I had fled Valladolid that terrible night ten years
  earlier, for since then I had come to understand far better what had occurred. We were not so isolated in Arvalo that I failed to glean the occasional news that filtered over the
  meseta from the royal residences in Madrid, Segovia, and Valladolid; the subjects were gossiped about by our servants, easy to hear if one seemed not to listen. I knew that with
  Enriques accession, the court had become a dangerous place for us, ruled by his favorites and his avaricious queen. I had never forgotten the palpable fear Id felt that night of my
  fathers death; the long ride across dark fields and forests, avoiding the main roads in case Enrique sent guards in our pursuit. The memory was branded in me, an indelible lesson that
  lifes changes would occur whether or not we were prepared for them, and we must do our best to adapt, with a minimum of fuss.


  The Maid of Orlans was burned at the stake, I finally said. Is that the grand end youd have us aspire to, my friend?


  Beatriz sighed. Of course not, its a horrible death. But Id like to think that, given the chance, we could lead armies in defense of our country as she did. As it stands,
  were doomed before weve ever lived. She flung her arms wide. Its the same thing day after day, week after week, month after dreary month! Is this how all
  gentlewomen are raised, I wonder? Are we so unintelligent our sole pleasures must be to entertain guests and please our future husbands, to learn how to smile between dinner courses without ever
  expressing an opinion? If so, we might as well forgo the marriage and childbearing parts altogether and proceed directly to old age and sainthood.


  I regarded her. Beatriz always asked questions for which there were no easy answers, seeking to change that which had been ordained before we were born. It disconcerted me that lately I too had
  found myself asking similar questions, plagued by a similar restlessness, though I would never admit to it. I didnt like the impatience that overcame me when I looked to the future, because
  I knew that even I, a princess of Castile, must one day wed where I was told and settle for whatever life my husband saw fit to give me.


  It is neither tedious nor demeaning to marry, and care for a husband and children, I said. Such has been a womans lot since time began.


  You only recite what youve been told, she retorted.  Women breed and men provide. What I ask is: Why? Why must we have only one path? Who said a woman
  cant take up the sword and cross, and march on Granada to vanquish the Moors? Who said we cant make our own decisions or manage our own affairs as well as any man?


  It is not a question of who said it. It simply is.


  She rolled her eyes. Well, the Maid of Orlans didnt marry. She didnt scrub and sew and plan dowries. She donned a suit of armor and went to war for her
  dauphin.


  Who betrayed her to the English, I reminded her and paused. Beatriz, the Maid was called upon to perform Gods work. You cannot compare her destiny to ours. She was a
  holy vessel; she sacrificed herself for her country.


  Beatriz made a rude snorting sound but I knew Id scored an inarguable point in this argument wed been engaged in since childhood. I remained outwardly unperturbed, as I invariably
  did when Beatriz pontificated, but as I imagined my vivacious friend clad in rusty armor, urging a company of lords to war for la patria, a sudden giggle escaped me.


  Now you laugh at me! she cried.


  No, no. I choked back my mirth as best I could. I was not. I was only thinking that had the Maid come your way, youd have joined her without a moments
  hesitation.


  Indeed, I would have. She leapt to her feet. Id have thrown my books and embroidery out the window and jumped on the first horse available. How wonderful it must be
  to do as you please, to fight for your country, to live with only the sky as your roof and the earth as your bed.


  You exaggerate, Beatriz. Crusades involve more hardship than history tells us.


  Perhaps, but at least wed be doing something!


  I looked at her hands, clasped as if she were brandishing a weapon. You could certainly wield a sword with those big paws of yours, I teased.


  She stuck out her chin. Youre the princess, not me. You would wield the sword.


  As if day had slipped without warning into night, cold overcame me. I shivered. I dont think I could ever lead an army, I said, in a low voice. It must be terrible to
  watch your countrymen cut down by your foes and to know your own death can happen at any moment. NorI held up my hand, preempting Beatrizs protestdo I think you
  should exalt the Maid of Orlans as an example for us to emulate. She fought for her prince only to suffer a cruel death. Id not wish such a fate on anyone. Certainly, I do not wish
  it for myself. Boring as it may be to you, Id rather wed and bear children, as is my duty.


  Beatriz gave me a penetrating look. Duty is for weaklings. Dont tell me you havent questioned as well. You devoured that tale of the crusader kings in our library as if it
  were marzipan.


  I forced out a laugh. You truly are incorrigible.


  At that moment, Alfonso and Don Chacn rode up, the governor looking most chagrined. Your Highness, my lady de Bobadilla, you shouldnt have galloped off like that. You could
  have been hurt, or worse. Who knows what lies in wait on these lands at dusk?


  I heard the fear in his voice. Though King Enrique had seen fit to leave us be in Arvalo, isolated from court, his shadow was never far from our lives. The threat of abduction was a
  peril Id long grown accustomed to, had in fact come to ignore. But Chacn was devoted to our protection and viewed any possibility of a threat as a serious matter.


  Forgive me, I told him. I am at fault. I dont know what came over me.


  Whatever it was, Im impressed, said Alfonso. Who would have thought youd be such an Amazon, sweet sister?


  I, an Amazon? Surely not. I merely tested Canelas prowess. He did well, dont you think? Hes much faster than his size would indicate.


  Alfonso grinned. He is. And yes, you did very well, indeed.


  And now we must be getting back, said Chacn. Night is almost upon us. Come, well take the main road. And no galloping ahead this time, do I make myself
  clear?


  Back on our horses, Beatriz and I followed my brother and Chacn into the twilight. Beatriz opted not to act up, I noted with relief, riding demurely at my side. Yet as we neared
  Arvalo, streaks of coral inking the sky, I couldnt help but recall our conversation, and wonder, despite all efforts to the contrary, what it must feel like to be a man.


  



  CHAPTER TWO
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  The keep was deserted, an anomaly given the hour, and the moment we entered the great hall and saw that the long, scarred central table was not yet
  set for the evening meal, I sensed that something was wrong. Alfonso and Chacn were in the stables unsaddling and brushing the horses; as Beatriz removed my cloak, I looked at the hearth.
  The fire had not even been lit. The only light came from the sputtering torches on the wall.


  I wonder where everyone is? I said, rubbing my rein-chafed hands together. I tried to sound nonchalant. I expected to find Doa Clara in the keep with her switch and
  reprimands.


  Me, too. Beatriz frowned. Its far too quiet.


  I wondered if my mother had fallen ill again while wed been out riding. Guilt stabbed me. I should have stayed inside. I shouldnt have gone out so precipitously, without leaving
  word.


  My governess entered the hall, bustling straight toward us.


  Here she comes, whispered Beatriz, but I perceived at once that the concern etched on my ayas face was not for us. If Doa Clara had initially been angered by
  our escapade, something more important had now taken precedence.


  Finally, said Doa Clara, in a tone that lacked its habitual bite. Where on earth have you been? Her Highness your mother has been asking for you.


  My mother had been asking for me. My heart started to pound; as if from far away I heard Beatriz say, We were with His Highness, Doa Clara. Remember? We said we
  were


  I know who you were with, interrupted my aya, impertinent child. What I asked was where you have been. Youve been gone over three hours, in case you
  hadnt noticed.


  Three hours? I stared at her. But it hardly felt more than . . . My voice faded as I met her grimstare. Is something wrong? Has Mama . . . ?


  Doa Clara nodded. A letter arrived while you were out. It distressed her greatly.


  My stomach knotted. I reached for Beatrizs hand as Doa Clara said, The letter was from court. I took it myself from the messenger, so I saw the seal. The messenger did not
  wait for a reply; he said it wasnt necessary. When my lady read the letter, she grew so upset we had to brew a draft of marigold and rhubarb. Doa Elvira tried to get her to drink it
  but she would not let anyone attend her. She went into her rooms and slammed the door.


  Beatriz squeezed my hand. She didnt have to say what we both were thinking. If a letter had come from court, whatever news it brought could not be good.


  A letter now, went on Doa Clara, can you imagine it? After ten years of silence! Of course shes upset. Weve lived here for all this time with nary a
  summons or invitation, as if we were poor relations, an embarrassment to be kept hidden away. Only Carrillo has seen fit to send the payments promised for our upkeep, and even he, a prince of the
  Church, cant squeeze gold from an unwilling treasury. Why, if it werent for our own livestock and harvest, wed have starved to death by now. And look about you: We need new
  tapestries, carpets for the floors, not to mention clothes. His Grace the king knows this. He knows we cannot raise two children on air and hope alone.


  Her vehemence was not unusual; in fact, her complaints of our penurious situation were so commonplace I hardly paid them heed most of the time. Yet as if shed suddenly ripped a veil from
  my eyes, I saw the walls of the hall around me as they truly were, stained with mildew and draped in colorless hangings; the warped floorboards and decrepit furnishings, all of which belonged to an
  impoverished rural home and not the abode of the dowager queen of Castile and her royal children.


  Still, it was my home, the only one I remembered. A jolt went through me when I abruptly recalled that fleeting vision Id had on the ridge, of velvet-clad figures in a hall. It seemed I
  had not forgotten that distant court where my family once lived. . . .


  I wished I could go to the chapel to be alone for a while, to think. Though chill and austere, the castle chapel always brought me solace when I faced difficulty; the mere act of going to my
  knees and clasping my hands gave me consolation and focus, even if I failed to quiet my mind enough to actually pray.


  You must go to her, Doa Clara said to me. With an inward sigh, I nodded, crossing the hall to the staircase leading to the second floor with Beatriz at my side. At the
  landing, we came upon my mothers head matron, Doa Elvira, seated on a stool. She stood quickly.


  Oh, Isabella, my child! She pressed a brown-spotted hand to her mouth, choking back ready tears. Poor Doa Elvira was always close to tears; Id never met any woman
  who wept as copiously or as often as she did.


  I touched her thin shoulder in reassurance. She was a devoted servant whod come from Portugal with my mother and stayed by her side throughout all our trials. She had a nervous
  constitution; she couldnt help the fact that she didnt know how to contend with my mothers spells. In truth, no one in the castle did, except me.


  You mustnt worry, I said softly.


  Elvira wiped tears from her wrinkled cheeks. When that letter arrivedBlessed Virgin, you should have seen her. She went wild, screaming and railing. Oh, it was terrible to see! And
  then sheshe slammed that door and refused to let anyone near, not even me. I begged her to drink the draft, to rest and calm herself until you came home, but she ordered me out. She told me
  no one save God could help her now.


  Ill take care of her, I said. Go, prepare another draft. Only give me some time first, before you bring it in. I gave her another reassuring smile and watched
  her shuffle away before I turned to the bedchamber door. I didnt want to go in. I wanted to run away.


  Ill wait here, Beatriz said, in case you have need of me.


  I drew a calming breath and reached for the latch. The inner lock had been dismantled some time ago, after my mother had bolted herself inside during one of her spells. She had remained
  sequestered for over two days. Finally, Don Chacn had been forced to break the door in.


  I saw the evidence of her outburst the moment I stepped into the room. Strewn across the floor were broken vials, papers, overturned objects from flung coffers. I blinked, adjusting my eyes to
  the gloom before I took a resolute step forward. My foot hit something; it clattered as it rolled away, glinting dully, leaving a wet residue.


  The goblet of Doa Elviras draft.


  Mama? I said. Mama, its me, Isabella.


  The vague smell of moldconstant in the old castle because of the river that ran beneath itreached me. In the darkness, familiar objects began to materialize. I discerned her
  sagging tester bed, the brocade curtains grazing the rushes on the floor; her loom, her spindle of yarn on a distaff in front of the shuttered window, the unlit brazier, and in the alcove, her
  upholstered throne, a forlorn relic under its cloth of estate bearing the impaled arms of Castile and her native Portugal.


  Mama? My voice quivered. I clenched my fists at my side. There was nothing to be afraid of, I told myself. I had done this before. I alone had brought my mother back from the
  precipice time and time again. Of everyone in this household, only I had the ability to soothe her, to instill reason when her spells overcame her. Not once had she harmed me.


  I heard rustling fabric. Peering at the shadows by the bed, I discerned her figure. I had a terrible recollection of the night my father died, when I thought Id seen the constables
  ghost.


  Mama, Im here. Come out. Tell me what has frightened you so.


  She warily moved forth. Her disheveled hair framed her pallid face, her long white hands kneading her gown. Hija ma, he is here. Hes come again to torment
  me.


  No, Mama. Its only the wind. I moved to the sideboard; as I struck flint to the candle there, she cried, No, no light! Hell see me!
  Hell


  Her cry was cut short when I turned with the lit candle cupped between my hands. The wavering circle of light threw the shadows higher upon the walls. See, Mama? Theres no one here
  but you and me.


  Her greenish-blue eyes distended, searching the chamber as if she expected to find her tormentor lurking in the corners. I was about to take a wary step back when all of a sudden she went limp.
  Letting out a sigh of relief under my breath, I set the candle in a sconce and went to guide her to a chair. I pulled a stool beside her, took her icy hands in mine.


  I know you dont believe me, she said, her voice still holding a frantic echo of fear. But he was here. I saw him by the window, staring at me, just as he used to do
  when he was alive and wanted to prove how much power he had over your father.


  Mama, Constable Luna is dead. No one is here to harm you, I promise.


  She pulled her hand from me. How can you promise such a thing? You do not know; you dont understand. No one can. But he does. He knows a debt of blood must be
  paid.


  My skin crawled. Mama, what are you talking about? What debt?


  She didnt seem to hear me. I had no choice, she said. He took your father from me. He was an abomination, a demon: He seduced my own husband away from me. Yet they
  blamed me for it. The grandees, the people, your own fatherthey said it was my fault. Juan told me he wished he too had died that day, so he could be with his beloved friend. And so it
  happened: he died. He did not even try to live, not for me, not for his own children. He preferred that . . . that unnatural man.


  I did not want to hear this. It was not meant for my ears; I was not her confessor. But there was no one else; and I had to soothe her enough so that shed at least let herself be
  attended. And there was the letter, the reason shed fallen into this state in the first place. I had to find out what it said.


  Papa died of an illness, I said haltingly. It was not on purpose. He was sick. He had a fever and


  No! She rose to her feet. He wanted to die! He chose death so he could escape me. Sweet Virgin, this is why I cannot rest, why I live day after day in endless torment. Had I
  not done it, Juan might have lived. Id still be queen. Wed still be in our rightful estate!


  As if they were in the room, I heard the womens words, whispered so long ago: That she-wolf did it. . . . She killed Luna.


  My mother had destroyed my fathers friend. This was why she believed his ghost haunted her; why she kept falling prey to these terrible spells. She believed in this debt of blood she had
  brought upon herself.


  I forced myself to stand. Its cold in here. Let me light the brazier.


  Yes! Why not? Light the fire. Or better yet, bring in torches and set the castle ablaze. It will be a taste of what awaits me in Hell. She took to pacing the chamber again.
  God in Heaven, what can I do? How can I protect you? She whirled about. I froze, bracing myself. She did not scream, though; she did not rant or claw at herself as she had in the
  past. Instead she reached into the pocket of her gown and flung a crumpled parchment at me. Picking it up from the floor, I turned toward the candle. I found I was holding my breath. Silence fell
  as I read, broken only by the keening of the wind outside. The letter was from King Enrique. His wife, Queen Juana, had given birth to a daughter. They had christened the child Joanna, after her
  mother.


  My mother spoke: Enrique has achieved the impossible. He has an heir.


  I looked up, bewildered. Surely its cause for celebration.


  She laughed. Oh, yes, therell be celebration! Theyll celebrate my demise. Everything I fought for is lost; I have no crown, no court; your brother Alfonso will be
  disinherited. And they will come. Theyll take you and Alfonso away. Theyll leave me here alone to rot, forgotten by the world.


  Mama, thats not true. This letter, it merely announces the childs birth. It says nothing about us going anywhere. Come, you are overwrought. Let us seek solace
  together.


  I slipped the letter into my pocket and moved to her prayer bench. It was a comfort shed instilled in me as a child, a ritual we had come to cherish; every evening we said our prayers
  together.


  I was reaching for the mother-of-pearl box where she kept her rosary when I heard her say, No, no more prayer. God does not listen to me anymore.


  I went still. That . . . that is blasphemy. God always listens. But in that moment my words sounded devoid of conviction and it terrified me. I felt the weight of things I barely
  understood bearing down, creating a chasm between us; I almost gasped aloud when a tentative knock came at the door. I found Elvira standing there with goblet in hand; she gave me a questioning
  look as I took it from her. When I turned around, my mother stood by her bed again, watching me. Ah, she said, my oblivion has come.


  Its a draft to help you sleep. Mama, you must rest now. I moved to her; she did not resist. She drank the draft and lay down on the tangled sheets. She looked so old, her
  eyes far too large for her gaunt face, lines engraving her once-supple mouth. She was only thirty-three, a young woman still, and it was as if shed dwelled in this lonely fortress for a
  thousand years.


  Rest now, I said. I am here; I will not leave you. Rest and all will be well.


  Her eyelids fluttered. I started to sing under my breath, a nursery rhyme that all children learn: Duerme, pequea ma; duerme feliz. Los lobos allan fuera pero
  aqu me tienes a m. Sleep, little one, sleep contentedly. The wolves howl outside but inside I am here.


  Her eyes closed. She twitched once as the spell dissipated. She murmured. I leaned close to hear her words.


  I did it for you, she said, for you and Alfonso. I killed Luna to save you.


  I sat motionless at her side, plunged back to that night so long ago when we fled Valladolid. I had never pondered the events that led to our exile but now I understood the terrible secret that
  tore apart my mothers soul.


  I watched her sleep. I wanted to pray for her; she was wrong, she had to be. God heeded us always, especially in our darkest hours. But all I could do was wonder if there might come a time when
  I too would be driven tothis, forced tocommit the unthinkable and then be haunted by my actions for eternity.


  Beatriz was waiting outside. She stood as I emerged; my brother had joined her.


  I heard Mama is not well, he said. Is it . . . ?


  I nodded. It was bad. We must entertain her, stay close to her. She needs us now.


  Of course. Anything you say, he said. But I knew hed prefer to stay away, to go lose himself in his weaponry and riding. Alfonso had never understood why our mother acted as
  she did, why her fervent embraces and gaiety could suddenly turn violent as the winter storms that howled across the plains. I had always sensed his fear of her and had done everything I could to
  shelter him from her fits. As he kissed my cheek awkwardly and went back down the stairs, I met Beatrizs gaze. The crumpled letter sat like stone in my pocket.


  They will come. They will take you and Alfonso away.


  Though everything inside me wanted to deny it, I knew it could be true.


  We had to prepare.


  



  CHAPTER THREE
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  The following days passed without incident, belying my tumult. I stashed the kings letter in a coffer in my room; Beatriz asked ceaselessly
  about it, naturally, until I could bear no more and let her read it. She looked at me in astonishment, speechless for perhaps the first time in her life. I didnt encourage her opinion; I was
  too preoccupied with my own troubled presentiment that we stood on the verge of irrevocable change.


  I devoted myself to my mother. There were no more spells, no more outbursts; though she remained too thin and pale, pecking at her food like a bird, she welcomed the visits Alfonso and I paid
  every afternoon.


  I was touched to discover that my brother had taken pains to learn a Portuguese song for her, which he performed with gusto even if his voice warbled. My brother was not musically inclined, yet
  as he sang out the native lyrics of my mothers land, I saw her face soften, recapture its faded beauty. Dressed in her outdated court gown, her fingers laden with tarnished rings, she tapped
  the music out on the arms of her chair, her feet silently moving under her hem as she followed the steps of the intricate dance shed once excelled in, flaunting her skill under the painted
  eaves of the great salas where shed been the most powerful and sought-after woman at court.


  After Alfonso finished, his chin lifted high and arms flung wide, she clapped frenetically, as if she wished to impregnate the room with the rare sound of her joy. Then she motioned to me.
  Dance, Isabella! Dance with your brother! And as Beatriz picked out the song on the small, stringed cavaquinho, I joined hands with Alfonso, moving with studied steps, even
  when my brother treaded on my toes and grinned sheepishly, his face flushed with exertion.


  Its much easier to joust with caas, he whispered to me, and I smiled, for in no other way did he betray his masculine pride than at times like these,
  preferring to flaunt his agility on horseback with the sharp stakes used for hunting rather than risk embarrassment by tripping over his own feet in front of his family. I, on the other hand, loved
  to dance; it was one of the few pleasures I had in life, and I had to blink back my tears of joy when my mother spontaneously leapt from her chair to take us both by the hand and whirl us around in
  a dizzying display.


  There, she exclaimed, as we caught our breath. That is how it is done! You must learn to dance well, children. You carry the blood of Portugal, Castile, and Len in
  your veins; you must never let Enriques mincing courtiers put you to shame.


  The mention of courtiers hovered in the air like a wisp of acrid smoke, but my mother didnt seem to notice her slip. She stood beaming as Doa Clara, Elvira, and Beatriz broke into
  applause, and Alfonso then regaled us with a show of his mastery of the sword, enacting feints and thrusts in the middle of the room while my mother laughed and Doa Clara cried out for him
  to be careful, lest he skewer one of our cowering dogs.


  Later that night, when I kissed my mother good night after our evening devotionsfor wed returned to our daily prayers, much to my reliefshe whispered, This was a good
  day, Isabella. If I can only remember this day I think Ill be able to bear anything.


  It was the first allusion shed made to our shared secret since her spell. As she held me close I vowed to myself that I would do everything possible to stave off the darkness that
  threatened my family.


  A few days later, she announced her decision to pay a visit to the Cistercian Convent of Santa Ana in vila. We had gone there before, several times, in fact; Id even attended
  lessons with the nuns there after my mother completed my preliminary instruction in letters. It was one of my favorite places; the tranquil cloisters, the indoor patio with its fountain, the
  fragrant herb patches in the garden, the soughing of the nuns robes against the flagstones, always filled me with peace. The devout sisters excelled in needlework; their splendid altar
  cloths adorned the most famous cathedrals in the realm. Many an hour Id spent in their company, learning the art of embroidery while listening to the murmur of their voices.


  Doa Elvira fretted that it would be too much exertion for my mother, but Doa Clara pronounced it an excellent idea and helped us pack for the journey.


  Its exactly what your mother needs, my aya said. The sisters will make her feel better and getting away from this old place will prove a far more efficacious
  remedy than those foul potions of Elviras.


  We set out before dawn with Don Bobadilla and four retainers. Alfonso was left behind at the last minute, sulking, under the supervision of Doa Clara and Don Chacn, with strict
  instructions to dedicate himself to his studies, as hed grown quite indolent. I rode Canela, who was overjoyed to see me, whickering and greedily devouring the bits of sour apple I had
  brought. My mother sat upon an older, more docile mare. Her veil framed her face, its creamy gossamer adding luster to her complexion and highlighting the blue in her eyes. Doa Elvira
  grumbled beside her on a mule, having refused to even consider riding in a litter, and Beatriz looked equally morose on her steed, scowling generally at the landscape.


  I thought you wanted adventure, I said to her, hiding a smile when she retorted, Adventure! I hardly see what kind of adventure well find at Santa Ana. I rather think
  therell be more poor linens and lentil soup.


  Despite the fact that she was probably right, the thought of going to vila pleased me. While Beatriz had no doubt expected momentous change as a result of the letter, with every day that
  went by I felt nothing but relief that change seemed less and less likely. I knew, however, that the monotony was intolerable for my friend. As she outgrew her adolescence, transforming entirely
  against her will into a beautiful young woman, Beatriz became more restless than ever, though none of us dared to mention it. Id heard Doa Clara mutter to Doa Elvira that
  girls like Beatriz needed early marriage to cool their overheated blood, but Beatriz seemed oblivious to any male attention, ignoring the whistling retainers who gawked at her as we passed them
  during our chores. At night in our rooms, she regarded the growth of her breasts and widening of her hips with visible dismay; they were manifestations of the fact that soon shed no longer
  be able to pretend she was not susceptible to all that full-blown womanhood entailed.


  You could ask Don Bobadilla to take you into town, I suggested, reaching into my side-basket for the bundle of cloth containing the bread and cheese Doa Clara had packed
  for us. I think Doa Elvira has some things she wants to buy. She mentioned cloth for new dresses and cloaks yesterday.


  Yes, and then Papa can take us on an insufferably slow ride around vilas walls, she said. As if I havent seen it all a hundred times
  already.


  I handed her a piece of the soft bread, freshly baked in our ovens. Come, dont be so disagreeable. Your face will pucker up like a sour apple. At the mention of the word,
  Canela pricked his ears. I patted his neck. Alfonso was right: Although mules were considered the best mounts for unwed virgins, my days of riding one were definitely over.


  Beatriz grimaced as she ate her bread and cheese. Then she leaned to me and said, You can pretend all you like, but I know youre as curious as I am about what that letter from
  court means. Ive seen you open the coffer and look at it at night when you think Im asleep. You must have read it about as many times as Ive seen the walls of
  vila.


  I lowered my gaze, wondering what Beatriz might say if I told her just how curious, and anxious, I had truly been.


  Of course Im interested, I said, keeping my voice low so that my mother, who rode ahead with Don Bobadilla, would not overhear. But perhaps all the king wished was to
  tell us that the queen had given birth.


  I suppose so. But dont forget, Alfonso was his heir first and many claim Enrique is impotent. Perhaps that child is not his.


  Beatriz! I exclaimed, louder than I intended. My mother glanced over her shoulder at us. I smiled. Shes eating all the bread, I said quickly, and my mother
  gave Beatriz a reproving look. As soon as she turned away, I hissed, How can you
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