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​Chapter 1

Blood and Borders 
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The house of Flanders was a land of fog and stone, stretching between the kingdom of France and the windswept shores of the North Sea. It was a country where the salty air mingled with the scent of the earth, and its people, hardy and fierce, were shaped by the uncertain tides of politics and war. For generations, the noble line of Flanders had been key players in the endless struggle for power, their banners often raised high on battlefields far from their ancestral lands.

At the turn of the 14th century, tensions in Europe were escalating. Kingdoms were on the cusp of clashing, their ambitions held at bay only by fragile alliances and shifting loyalties. The noble houses were pawns in this dangerous game, their fates sealed by marriages, treaties, and the threat of war. And in the heart of it all, standing at the crossroads of fate, was Joanna’s family.

Joanna's father, Louis I, Count of Nevers, was a man molded by duty. A skilled diplomat and fierce protector of his lands, Louis was forced to navigate the treacherous waters of French and English politics. He had pledged loyalty to the King of France, Philip IV, but in the volatile world of medieval Europe, alliances were only as strong as the hands that forged them. Louis, like many of his peers, was aware of the shifting currents. His marriage to Margaret of France, daughter of the king, had sealed his ties to the royal house, but it also bound him to an uncertain future.

Margaret of France, Joanna's mother, was a woman of royal blood, yet she had lived her life in the shadows of men who wielded more power than she could ever hope to claim. She understood the world that her daughter would be born into, a world where women were seen as little more than instruments of political gain. But Margaret was more than just a passive player in this game. Though she wore the crown of her station lightly, she possessed a keen mind and a quiet strength that set her apart.

Joanna was born into this world of dynastic tension and political intrigue around the year 1295. The exact date of her birth is lost to history, as is often the case for women in her time, but the significance of her arrival was undeniable. She was the child of two great houses, the product of a union meant to secure power and influence. Yet, unbeknownst to her family, Joanna would grow to defy the very roles set for her.

From the start, her world was one of constant motion. Flanders was a borderland, a patchwork of territories constantly in dispute. It was a land where the clash of swords and the thunder of hooves echoed through the valleys, and where the ambitions of kings and dukes played out in brutal campaigns. It was a harsh, unforgiving place, but it was also a land of opportunity for those who had the will to seize it.

As Joanna grew, so too did her awareness of the world around her. Her father’s dealings with the King of France, her mother’s quiet strength, the endless conversations of alliances and threats — these were the daily rhythms of her early years. She was not raised to lead men into battle or command fleets of ships, but rather to marry well and serve the political ambitions of her family. Yet something in her rebelled against this passive fate.

Joanna’s early years were spent in the shadow of her elder brother, Robert, who was expected to inherit the family’s titles and lands. She watched as Robert was trained in the arts of war, his education filled with the clash of steel and the strategy of siegecraft. Joanna, like the other girls of noble birth, was taught the graces of court: needlework, music, and the subtle art of diplomacy. But there was always a restlessness in her, a desire for more than what her gender and station allowed.

The world was on fire during Joanna’s childhood. The Hundred Years’ War was in its infancy, the flames of conflict licking at the borders of every kingdom. England and France, two great powers, were locked in a bitter struggle for dominance, and Flanders, ever the strategic prize, was caught in the middle. Joanna could not have known that the turmoil she witnessed in her youth would one day shape her destiny.

By the time she reached her teenage years, Joanna had seen more than most young noblewomen of her time. She had witnessed the aftermath of sieges, had walked among the wounded and dying, had listened to the hushed conversations of war and treachery. Her family’s position at the heart of the conflict meant that no day passed without news of battles won and lost, and it was in this crucible of chaos that Joanna’s spirit was forged.

It was a world of men, of warriors and kings, but even as a girl, Joanna knew she was different. There was fire in her veins, a fierce determination that she kept hidden beneath the trappings of her station. She had learned to wield the tools of courtly life — grace, wit, charm — but there was a part of her that yearned for the freedom of battle, for the thrill of the open sea, where no courtier’s scheming could touch her.

Her father, ever the pragmatist, arranged for her marriage when she was barely out of childhood. At the age of fourteen, Joanna was wed to John of Montfort, a man whose ambitions would forever alter her fate. Montfort, like Joanna, was caught in the intricate web of European politics, and his claim to the Duchy of Brittany would soon ignite one of the fiercest conflicts of the age — the Breton War of Succession.

Unbeknownst to Joanna, the years ahead would see her rise from the shadows of her noble birth to become one of the most feared and respected women of her time. She would trade the silks of the court for the armor of a warrior, and the passive role of a noble bride for the active mantle of leadership. And in doing so, she would defy every expectation, carving her name into the annals of history as a woman of flame and fury.

For now, though, Joanna was simply the daughter of Flanders, a girl with fire in her heart and a world waiting to be set ablaze.
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​Chapter 2

The Stranger from Brittany
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The court of Flanders was alive with murmurs of alliances and futures when Joanna first met John of Montfort. She had been prepared for this moment since childhood, groomed by her mother to be the perfect political bride, yet the weight of it settled heavily on her as the day approached. A marriage, to a noblewoman, was rarely a union of love—it was a contract of power, forged by treaties and sealed by bloodlines. But as Joanna stood by her mother’s side, awaiting the arrival of her future husband, she could not shake the flutter of unease in her chest.

John of Montfort was no ordinary suitor. His family, the House of Montfort, had long sought to gain control of the Duchy of Brittany. The line of succession was contested, and with the death of Duke John III of Brittany in 1341, the region was plunged into a bitter struggle over who should rule. John of Montfort had a claim—though weaker than some might have liked—and his marriage to Joanna of Flanders would strengthen his hand considerably.

Joanna had been told little about the man before their meeting. She knew he was a soldier, not given to the flowery language of the court, and that his ambitions ran deep. There was talk of him being a hard man, forged in battle, but in a world where power and survival went hand in hand, what man wasn’t? What she had not expected was the quiet intensity that seemed to hang over him like a storm cloud, nor the way his eyes held hers as if trying to gauge the depth of her own resolve.

Their first meeting was brief, formal, and laced with the trappings of diplomacy. Montfort arrived in Flanders with a small retinue, a group of hardened men whose faces bore the scars of battle. His reputation preceded him—a warrior, a man used to getting what he wanted. When he finally stood before her, in the great hall of her father’s estate, Joanna could feel the weight of his ambition as surely as if it were a physical thing. There was no charm, no flirtation. Only a quiet, almost calculating gaze.

“You must be Joanna,” he said simply, his voice rough, like the scrape of steel against stone. He bowed, but the motion was stiff, as though he were unused to such formalities.

“And you must be John of Montfort,” she replied, her voice steady. She was surprised by how calm she felt in his presence. Perhaps it was the years of training, the endless lessons in how to comport herself in the presence of men who held her fate in their hands. Or perhaps, even then, there was something in Montfort she understood—a shared hunger for something greater than the roles they had been assigned.

Montfort’s lips quirked into what might have been a smile, though it never reached his eyes. “I suppose we are to be allies, then,” he said, his gaze flicking briefly to her father, Count Louis, who stood watching them with the practiced eye of a man who knew the stakes of the game. “Our families, at least.”

Joanna felt the weight of her father’s expectations settle over her like a mantle. She had been raised to understand the importance of her role in this moment. A marriage to Montfort would tie their fortunes together, forging a path for both houses to greater power. But as she looked at the man before her—this quiet, intense figure who spoke so little and revealed even less—she felt a flicker of something unexpected. Curiosity. Respect, perhaps. There was something in him that mirrored the restlessness she had always felt in herself, a desire to defy the passive roles expected of them both.

As the evening wore on, Montfort spoke more with her father than with her, discussing the terms of the marriage, the dowry, and the alliances that would follow. Joanna watched, quietly observing the way Montfort carried himself. He was not the courtly knight she had seen in other noblemen—no grand gestures, no false flattery. He was direct, his words sharp and efficient. A man of action, not words. And though he showed little warmth, there was no denying the strength that radiated from him.

Later that night, after the formalities had been concluded and the guests had begun to retire, Joanna found herself alone in the courtyard, staring up at the stars. She had known this day would come, had known for years that her fate would be tied to a man of her father’s choosing. But now that it was here, she felt the full weight of it. Marriage to Montfort was not merely a personal affair—it was a step onto the battlefield, a commitment to a man who would stop at nothing to claim his right to Brittany. It would mean war, in some form or another. And yet, in her heart, she felt a flicker of excitement at the prospect.

She heard footsteps behind her, and when she turned, there stood Montfort, his silhouette outlined by the pale light of the moon.

“You’re not like other women of the court,” he said, his voice low. It wasn’t a question.

Joanna raised an eyebrow. “And you’re not like other knights.”

He stepped closer, his gaze never leaving hers. “I didn’t come to Flanders for a wife who would sit in silence, doing embroidery by the fire,” he said. “I need someone strong, someone who understands what it means to fight for what’s theirs.”
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