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David/Dafydd – King of England

Lili – Queen of England

Meg/Marged – Queen of Wales

Llywelyn – King of Wales

Gwenllian – Princess of Wales

Elen – Meg’s niece

Christopher – Meg’s nephew; Elen’s brother

Humphrey de Bohun – Earl of Hereford

William de Bohun – Humphrey’s son

Goronwy – Llywelyn’s friend

Tudur – Welsh lord; Llywelyn’s steward

Dilys – Meg’s steward

Edmund of Almain – Earl of Cornwall

Gilbert de Clare – Earl of Gloucester (deceased 1293)

Bogo de Clare – Gilbert’s brother

Margaret de Clare – Gilbert’s sister; Almain’s wife
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Edward and Eleanor’s Family

Edward – King of England (deceased 1285)

Eleanor – Queen of England (deceased 1285)

Eleanor – Dowager Queen of England (deceased 1291)

Edmund – Earl of Lancaster, Edward’s younger brother (deceased 1285)
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Daughter b. 1255 – deceased 1255

Katherine b. 1264 – deceased 1264

Joanna b. 1265 – deceased 1265

John b. 1266 – deceased 1271

Henry b. 1268 – deceased 1274

Eleanor b. 1269 – deceased 1288

Juliana b. 1271 – deceased 1271

Joan b. 1272

Alfonso b. 1273 – deceased 1284

Margaret b. 1275

Berengaria b. 1276 – deceased 1278

Daughter b. 1277 – deceased 1278

Mary b. 1278

Son b. 1280 – deceased

Elizabeth b. 1282

Edward II b. 1284 – deceased 1288
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25 September 1295

St. Margaret’s Convent

Day One

Lizzie

––––––––
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“This way, my lords.” Abbess Helen’s commanding voice sounded in the corridor outside the dormitory. The smooth wood of the floor was cool on Lizzie’s cheek as she held herself still and breathless, listening. “All is well with the girls, I assure you. We’ve taken good care of them.”

“We will need to see for ourselves.” A man’s voice answered in French, low and harsh. 

“Are you sure they are who you say they are? I find it hard to believe they could have been here all this time, and we didn’t know it.” The abbess sounded more put out than worried. If these men had told her the sisters’ real identities, she would feel affronted that she’d been lied to all this time.

“We are sure.”

The vindictive part of Lizzie hoped the abbess was going over in her mind all the times she’d striped Lizzie’s palm, deprived her of meals, or locked her in a closet. To be fair, Lizzie had sometimes deserved her punishments. Even more, that the abbess had been fooled wasn’t her fault. While the old abbess had known the truth, she had died within a year of the girls’ arrival at St. Margaret’s. 

With her demise, the only people who could attest that three princesses lived at St. Margaret’s were Gilbert de Clare, the man who’d hidden them there, and the three princesses themselves.

Or so they had all thought until tonight. 

Lizzie remembered well the urgency with which Earl Gilbert had spirited them away from their old convent of Amesbury after their grandmother’s death. He had indelibly impressed upon each of the sisters the need for secrecy—a secrecy they’d maintained without exception all this time, even after Earl Gilbert had died too. 

Maybe especially after.

Up until a few moments earlier, Lizzie had been curled up at the foot of her sister’s bed. At the sound of the men’s heavy footsteps coming up the stairs, she’d been startled upright, moving in an instant from almost asleep to wide awake. “That sounds—” 

“—like men.” Daisy had sat up too, pushing out of her face stray strands of light brown hair that had come loose from her long braid. “Go, Lizzie.” Then she’d squeezed Lizzie’s hand once, shooing her off the bed and onto the floor beneath it. “Hide.”

“For once, do as you’re told.” This had come from Molly, Lizzie’s other sister, who was almost exactly three years younger than Daisy, as they were both born in March. That made her seventeen, Daisy twenty, and Lizzie thirteen. Unlike Daisy and Lizzie, Molly had entered the convent with some degree of willingness, having been promised to it from the age of six. All these years later, she barely remembered anything else.

In truth, Lizzie herself barely remembered anything of that former life, beyond a few vague memories. Her mother’s scent, perhaps, though that could have come from another woman who cared for her. She didn’t remember the funeral of her brother, Alfonso, when she was two years old. She did remember her parents’ deaths in Lancaster the next year. She’d been three when they died, and her grandmother, the dowager queen Eleanor, had moved all the girls to the convent at Amesbury, to which she herself retired, in order to keep an eye on them.

Until someone finally explained to Lizzie where Lancaster was, she had thought it some far off, unreachable place, like France. Though Lizzie hadn’t known anything about where her parents had died, her grandmother had made sure she’d known, from the moment she could listen and understand, how they’d died: Queen Marged had poisoned Lizzie’s parents so David could take the throne from Lizzie’s father without opposition. 

Fear a tangible knot in her throat, Lizzie scooted away along the floor, under the adjacent beds and towards the far wall and a better hiding place. Even if these men were friends of Earl Gilbert instead of sent by the king, making Lizzie entirely wrong about what was happening, she didn’t want to be punished (again) for being outside her own dormitory chamber at night. Her backside still hurt from the beating she’d received earlier that day for being late to the holy office.

Until the move to St. Margaret’s, the sisters had always been known as Margaret, Mary, and Elizabeth. But the old abbess, within moments of their introduction, had dubbed them Daisy, Molly, and Lizzie respectively. This was partly because their given names belonged to nuns already living at the convent, but also to make the girls appear more common. Their years at Amesbury had taught them enough English to understand what she was saying to them and, with Gilbert de Clare nodding from the doorway, they’d acquiesced to their new identities. 

Besides, it was only a confirmation of what Earl Gilbert had already told them in the carriage ride from Amesbury: from now on, nobody could know they were princesses. If that meant English pet names, so be it. 

All this time, thanks to Earl Gilbert’s foresight, the sisters had stayed safe from the king’s men.

But somehow, after all these years, they’d been found.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two

[image: ]




Day One

Daisy

––––––––
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In the few moments of respite between when the abbess had spoken and when she’d flung wide the door so the men could peer into the dormitory, Lizzie had lifted herself into her favorite hiding place: the narrow window seat set in the far wall against which the door opened. A curtain hid her from view, but she would be able to see into the room through a narrow crack between the two halves of fabric. 

Daisy let out a sigh of relief. She had feared someone looking under the beds and wanted her sister as far away from her and Molly as possible. 

“Even if they are who you say they are, I’m sure I don’t know why you need to move them in the middle of the night.” As was often the case, Abbess Helen sounded impatient. She didn’t like anything that disrupted the smooth running of her convent.

But Daisy knew why. It was on a night like this that Earl Gilbert had moved the sisters from Amesbury to St. Margaret’s, fulfilling their grandmother’s dying wish that he protect them from King David’s wrath. Nighttime was for secrecy and clandestine action.

The rest of the world thought they’d been taken instead to a remote convent near Gloucester, one also under Earl Gilbert’s protection. After the earl’s death, the abbess there had put out that Daisy herself had been married to a foreign duke, Lizzie was in care somewhere in the north of England, and Molly had taken her final vows as a nun. Even from the grave, Earl Gilbert’s concern had been to keep them safe.

“My lord Tudur has news of a threat against them.” 

The man’s assurance had the opposite effect on Daisy than it had on Abbess Helen. Very likely, Lord Tudur had suddenly discovered their existence, perhaps in Earl Gilbert’s papers, and was now determined to put an end to the three sisters once and for all. While Lord Tudur ruled at Chepstow, more than a hundred miles away in Wales, he had recently been appointed castellan of Kings Langley, a royal manor some seven miles from St. Margaret’s. That proximity was the main reason Tudur had also taken over sponsorship of the abbey, the position having remained vacant since Earl Gilbert’s death. With King David himself in France, they understood Kings Langley was currently occupied also by King Llywelyn, Queen Marged, and their children.

That connection practically stopped Daisy’s heart: if Lord Tudur had sent men for them, it would be at the direct request of the king and queen.

Abbess Helen gave a tsk. “They’re just girls.”

By now, at least some of the other girls in the dormitory, a dozen in all, had to be awake and listening, though none were so bold as to sit up. Several pulled their blankets up over their heads. French was a second language for all of them, poorly spoken by most, so they might not understand what was being said. But to have men in the dormitory was so rare as to be unprecedented, and that they would know for certain.

“We don’t understand it ourselves. We are just following orders.” The speaker lifted the lantern he held, allowing Daisy to see his face more clearly. He was tall and broad, with a black beard and a piercing gaze, even from across the room. The combination was intimidating to Daisy, and she could understand why Abbess Helen had given way to him. Thankfully, neither man moved forward into the room, which would have been a greater violation of propriety, even had Abbess Helen let them.

She carried a lantern too, held low to the ground, so it gave out a narrow circle of light near her feet. The girls were allowed a single candle, which they carefully husbanded each evening and the stub of which Molly now lit, ensuring all eyes would turn towards it, rather than to Lizzie’s dark corner. Molly had always been clever that way. Her hands weren’t even shaking. Daisy was quite sure she wouldn’t have been able to coax a flame.

While the men stayed by the door, the abbess processed across the room to reach the foot of Daisy’s bed, ultimately looking down at the exact spot where Lizzie had been lying moments before. By now, even Mabel, who could sleep through anything and had the bed closest to the door for that reason, was awake. And while everyone knew better than to babble, some of the other girls were whispering amongst themselves.

Molly was already wrapping herself in her habit, which she put on directly over her nightdress, and coiling her long dark hair into a bun at the base of her neck. She was plain of face, more so than Lizzy or Daisy, but her brown eyes were penetrating. And such was her standing at the convent that she ventured a question, which was a relief to Daisy because it meant she didn’t have to. “Is something the matter, Mother?”

She was speaking in English, the only language the sisters dared speak with each other in their guise of not being princesses. From the frustration in the men’s faces, they didn’t understand enough to follow what she’d said. Based upon their stillness and silence, the other girls in the room, however, were riveted.

“You both must rise and come with me.”

Molly looked towards the door where the two men waited. “Who are those men?”

“They have been sent by Lord Tudur.”

“What do they want?”

The abbess’s face held a look that indicated she didn’t want to answer, but this was Molly, her favorite. Thus, after a pause, she said, “To speak with you.”

Molly nodded her acceptance, but Daisy found herself unsatisfied. “Why?” 

“Daisy.” The word came out clipped. “Do as you’re told.” 

This was typical of the abbess. They were all to do as they were told, at every moment, and never ask why.

“Yes, Mother.” Molly sent a hard look at her sister. “Daisy didn’t mean to question your judgment.”

But that was exactly what Daisy was wanting to do right now, and somehow, she didn’t feel the need to stop herself from doing it. “It’s just odd for strange men to want to speak to us in the middle of the night. You can’t expect us not to wonder what they want.” 

“Daisy!” As the abbess had done a moment earlier, Molly admonished Daisy, trying to stop her from talking more. Cleverer than Daisy, and far more scholarly, Molly was a stickler for the rules and the least likely of the three sisters to break them. She was also often the one to enforce them—though, come to think on it, she’d never once tattled on Lizzie for sleeping at the foot of Daisy’s bed. 

“They are not strange, and it is not for you to wonder,” the abbess said. “As I told you, they are here for your benefit, to keep you safe.”

“Are you sure they were sent by Lord Tudur?” Daisy could feel the shock in the room, emanating not only from her sister, but also from the other girls. And maybe from the abbess too. Since the men had appeared in that corridor, and Daisy had sent Lizzie into hiding, she had felt almost lightheaded. And somehow, the questions just kept coming.

“Of course he sent them. Why would you think otherwise?”

“Then what about Lizzie?” 

“She wasn’t in her room. I assumed she was here.” The abbess’s tone deepened. “I know she sometimes sneaks about in the night. Have you seen her?”

“No, Mother.” Daisy lied boldly. 

Amazingly, not only did Molly not contradict Daisy, an astounding breach of her usual superior moral attitude, but neither did any other girl in the room, even those who’d seen Lizzie pull herself into the window seat. The closest girls could probably hear her breathing behind the curtain.

“Don’t worry,” Abbess Helen said. “We’ll find her. She never goes far.” 

“We are just worried about her, Mother.” Molly stepped in front of Daisy, trying to divert the abbess’s wrath. “We wouldn’t want to be separated.” 

And, because of Molly’s intercession, all of a sudden Abbess Helen became conciliatory. This was still Molly after all, and even if Daisy had been uncharacteristically assertive, being awakened in the middle of the night meant allowances needed to be made. Particularly for newly discovered princesses. “Get dressed as quickly as you can and join us in my study.”

“Yes, Mother.” Together, Daisy and Molly bowed their heads, yet again the perfect exemplars of meekness and submissiveness. 

Nodding to see their usual compliant attitude return, the abbess moved back towards the door. As she reached it, she motioned for the two men to precede her. “You shouldn’t really be up here at all.”

“We mean no disrespect.” The black-bearded man spoke again, in French as before. “But we had to see for ourselves that they were here, especially with the youngest girl not where she was supposed to be.” He loomed over the abbess, and his manner told Daisy he was glowering.

“As I said, she can’t have gone far. We will find her.” Abbess Helen pulled the door closed behind her, taking the lantern with her.

The moment they were gone, one of the other girls said, “What’s going on? Is everything all right?” 

“It’s fine. Everything is fine,” Daisy said, continuing to lie.

“What about Liz—”

Molly broke in before the girl could finish. “It seems these men are friends we didn’t know we had. We’ll clear everything up and return in no time. You should all go back to sleep.” That she had cut off the girl’s query indicated the depth of her concern that one of the men might still be in the corridor, listening, whether or not he understood English.

Daisy then lifted her chin so her voice would carry to the whole of the room, including Lizzie in her window seat. “If you see Lizzie, tell her we love her, and we’ll see her soon. She knows what to do. I’m sure it will be the right thing.”
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Day One

Lizzie

––––––––
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Lizzie had almost fallen out of the window seat to hear Daisy speak to Abbess Helen in such a fashion. Without a doubt, this was the first time in Lizzie’s hearing that Daisy hadn’t acquiesced immediately to everything Abbess Helen said. She’d asked questions. Maybe not enough and had settled for poor answers, but she’d asked.

With Daisy’s last words, however, Lizzie pulled back, confused. 

The right thing? 

It was a message, a code meant for Lizzie, and exactly the kind of puzzle she normally liked. But in this case, she had no immediate idea of what Daisy meant for her to do.

Then Daisy and Molly left, leaving the dormitory door open behind them. Normally, doors were always kept closed to keep in the warmth generated by a dozen girls sleeping together. It was a small change, but one Lizzie interpreted as meaningful. They wanted her to follow them.

But as her sisters’ footsteps faded down the passage, Lizzie remained frozen in position behind the curtain. Her legs simply wouldn’t work properly, and the longer she stayed where she was, the faster she breathed. 

And yet, any moment now, Abbess Helen was going to give Daisy and Molly to these men. Lizzie didn’t know if she could do anything about it, but she had to try. Daisy was clearly counting on her to try. 

The silence in the dormitory was so thick Lizzie could have cut it with a knife. The other girls were waiting for her, just as breathless perhaps as Lizzie herself. Then the light in the corridor dimmed and was gone, indicating one of the men had waited for Daisy and Molly to reach him and then led them away. 

The knowledge that her sisters had known he was waiting, and even Molly had gone out of her way to ensure Lizzie wasn’t ensnared too, had Lizzie swallowing hard. She’d been within a heartbeat of pulling aside the curtain and throwing herself at Daisy as she was on her way out the door. Even when Lizzie had been at her unhappiest, she had never doubted that Daisy loved her. It was Daisy who always knew how to make Lizzie feel better; Daisy whose bed she had slept on so many nights; Daisy who had quietly put herself between Lizzie and the abbess, as Molly had just done for Daisy, more times than Lizzie could count. But somehow, this time Daisy was counting on Lizzie. 

To do what?

Lizzie hadn’t the remotest idea, but whatever it was, it wouldn’t happen if she stayed in the window seat. The longer she waited to move, the farther away Daisy and Molly would get, depending upon how quickly they sorted things out with Abbess Helen.

Bracing herself for the journey, as if leaving the window seat was the same as stepping off the top of a tower and falling—except unlike Queen Marged, she wouldn’t be traveling to Avalon—Lizzie slipped from her hiding place and tiptoed across the floor, her bare feet making almost no noise. She knew the way well enough, even in the dark, to avoid the creaky floorboard directly in front of the door. Each of their visitors had stepped on it in turn when they’d entered the room, as had Daisy and Molly when they’d left it.

Again, Lizzie thought that had been deliberate, since they both knew how loud the sound would be. They wanted to remind Lizzie it was there, in case she could possibly have forgotten. 

Lizzie peered around the frame of the door into the corridor. It was just as dark as she’d expected, which truly didn’t fill her with confidence. Everything about tonight had been unprecedented, such that if Queen Marged herself had suddenly appeared in the corridor, like the tales said she could do when she returned from Avalon, Lizzie wouldn’t have been surprised.

Then a whisper came from Mabel, the girl whose bed was closest to the door. “We don’t like those men, Lizzie. Abbess Helen says they are here to take care of you, but something didn’t feel right about them. We won’t tell anyone, even her, that you were here.”

In her years at St. Margaret’s, Lizzie had been accused of exhibiting an abundance of unsavory character traits: she was lazy; she was stubborn; she was disrespectful and disobedient; she was impulsive. Even Daisy had never understood that, beneath it all, what Lizzie really felt was anger. 

She was angry her parents were dead. She was angry Earl Gilbert had died. She was angry to be forced all the time to behave as if she didn’t have a thought in her head that was her own. And she wasn’t good at swallowing down her feelings. It was a wonder she hadn’t been evicted from the convent long ago. Maybe she would have been if she’d had anywhere to go—and if she hadn’t had two perfect sisters the abbess would prefer not to lose. 

Molly had once asked Lizzie if she was exhausted by never doing as she was told. Lizzie had replied that it was quite the opposite. Doing as she was told, always fulfilling someone else’s vision of her life, left Lizzie in inner turmoil, full of questions and thoughts she was unable to articulate. To not do so left her almost physically in pain at the effort of keeping her true self hidden. At the convent, everything she wanted to do or say was forbidden.

All that meant Lizzie had never felt like she had a place with these other girls. Now, however, Lizzie reached out, as earlier Daisy had done to her, and grasped Mabel’s hand. “Thank you. You have always been kind to me. I know I haven’t made it easy.”

She sensed, more than heard, laughter in Mabel’s voice as she replied: “We’ll be praying for you, Lizzie. Take care of your sisters. Even when you think you’re completely alone, never forget that God is with you. As are we.”
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Day One

Daisy

––––––––
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While Daisy had been inside the convent, she had kept her many additional questions to herself. It had become clear to her, back in the dormitory, that the abbess had given all she could. That Daisy had been rebuffed without a slap to the face was something of a miracle. 

Outside on the walk was a different matter. “Where are you taking us?”

The black-bearded man seemed to be in charge. “Some place safe. I already told your abbess that Lord Tudur is simply concerned for your well-being. We need to move you before someone else does.” 

Daisy found herself staring at his beard rather than into his eyes, which were an unreadable dark brown. She was quite sure icy blue wouldn’t have been any better. Right then and there, she decided she was not content to be put off and halted abruptly just outside the convent’s main gate. These men had the answers she wanted, if answers were to be had. “Our abbess has entrusted us to you, and we have come willingly, so you might as well tell us what place, exactly, is safe.” 

The man hesitated, and then his eyes flicked up and down, as if assessing the merits of throwing her over his shoulder and forcibly inserting her into the carriage. Daisy almost hoped he would. The abbess was watching them from the porch in front of the main door, and at that point even she might start to have second thoughts about releasing her girls to these men. Honestly, Daisy was shocked their abbess had allowed her and Molly to leave with these strangers at all, without even a chaperone or other woman to keep an eye on them. 

The man’s hesitation emboldened Daisy. Now was the only moment she had any leverage at all. Once she entered the carriage, she would be entirely at the men’s mercy. 

Instead, the man merely opened the carriage door and indicated they should get inside. Maddeningly, Molly obeyed his unspoken order, taking a seat on the bench that faced backwards. It wasn’t Daisy’s favorite way to ride, since the motion sometimes made her ill, but she certainly wasn’t going to sit next to this man nor allow Molly to do so. Daisy wished as usual that she knew more about what was really going on inside her sister’s head. Getting Molly to tell her what she was feeling was often like pulling teeth: painful and sometimes left a root behind. 

In truth, she shouldn’t have expected Molly not to do as the man said. Like Daisy, she had spent her life, long before the death of their parents, doing as others bid. Life at the convent was merely more of the same. Molly could be quite assertive within the range of things she knew. But, as earlier in the dormitory, she always remained carefully within the bounds her superiors set for her. Up until now, Daisy knew herself to have been even more compliant, which was saying something when she was comparing herself to Molly. 

Thus was the fate of princesses and always had been. Sometimes Daisy found herself envying the girls from the village who came to the convent to learn to read and write. She didn’t necessarily think they had any more choice about their lives than she did, but at least they could dance and sing and shout at the sky if they wanted to. Poor Lizzie spent half her life in that storage closet for doing exactly what everyone else viewed as normal. None at the convent had ever seen her misbehavior as a love of life. All they ever wanted to do was rein her in.

Daisy had learned how to rein herself in long ago. If she was being honest, their current predicament could be traced to the fact that she’d learned it too well. Born a middle sister, her tendency to acquiesce and deny she had any opinion had been a way to keep the peace among those born before and after her. Over the years, Daisy had carefully built walls around her own thoughts, stone by stone, until only she knew what was inside her own head. Thoughts were the one thing nobody else could ever control or take away from her. It was, of course, ironic that she had just lamented to herself about the way Molly had done the same thing.

Tonight wasn’t about being a princess, however. It was about protecting herself and her sisters. In the walk from the dormitory, it was as if everything she knew and understood about the world had reached the same point. “Sir, you may have fooled the abbess, but you don’t fool me. Lord Tudur didn’t send you.” 

At these words, Molly let out a gasp of dismay. Daisy ignored her. She could even forgive her sister for making it. The light-headedness Daisy had felt before was gone, replaced by a cold certainty of what lay before her. If Molly was going to sit there and say nothing, and Lizzie was to be kept safe, that left only Daisy to do what must be done. Leaving the convent, though terrifying, was at the same time freeing, as if she had become a boat let loose from its moorings. The calm of this warm night was an illusion. They were really in the middle of a winter storm at sea, with wind and rain lashing her face. All of a sudden, she found herself saying the things that were piling up in her mind instead of keeping them inside as she usually did.

In truth, as she always did.

Daisy had hoped to elicit a genuine response by being provocative, but the man didn’t even bother to come up with a more comprehensive lie. “Of course he did.”

Molly leaned forward, looking out the carriage door. “Get in, Daisy.”

Daisy ignored her again. They’d been waiting for men to find them since Earl Gilbert had put them here. Now, someone had not only found them, but had gone so far as to send men to fetch them. That they weren’t dead meant that person wanted something from them. Lord Tudur was already married, so it couldn’t be that he needed a royal bride like Earl Gilbert had wanted. “If he had been the one to send you, you would be Welsh. He wouldn’t trust something this important to Normans.”

Even as the man’s eyes narrowed and he dismissed her concerns with a sweep of his arm, she knew she had guessed right. Wales was a separate country, but it shared a long border with England and, unlike in the immediate aftermath of Llywelyn being crowned King of Wales when the border had been closed to easy traffic, these days it was entirely uncontrolled. Welshmen had infiltrated every aspect of English life, every one of them singing David’s praises and grateful he had elevated them from a conquered people to a member of the Confederated States of Britain. 

With the death of her father, England (in many ways like Daisy herself), had been demoted to an equal participant, with the same rights and authority as every other member of the coalition. According to Daisy’s grandmother, this was a humiliating comedown, and Daisy’s father would be rolling over in his grave if he knew. 

But at long last, Daisy had cracked the man’s mask of courtesy, which had only ever been a façade. “You will get in the carriage now, or I will put you in it.”

Daisy tried to stare him down, but with Molly making anxious noises from her seat inside the carriage, she knew she’d lost the battle. She thought about putting her nose in the air and behaving as if it had been her wish all along to do as he’d asked, but that would have been even more humiliating and likely would have amused the man.

As she settled herself on the seat beside her sister, Daisy’s thoughts moved on to the next puzzle, which was the true identity of the person who’d sent for them and how he could have learned where they were. Lord Tudur—or the King and Queen of Wales—could be the ones to have discovered she and her sisters were at St. Margaret’s instead of where they were supposed to be. But King David was surrounded by a host of ambitious and powerful men. It was perfectly possible one of them might have decided to curry favor by parading them before the king, one last triumph over a long-vanquished enemy. It would be petty, but in keeping with what she knew of the royal court.

Still, if true, Daisy was confused about the timing of this move. King David was in Normandy. Aquitaine had already voted to join the CSB, and now Normandy had petitioned to do so as well, in direct defiance of the wishes of the King of France. If the petition was approved, David would have to change the name of his coalition of states, because it wouldn’t just be about Britain anymore. With Aquitaine, it already wasn’t. She’d heard that Ireland, which had never wanted to be associated with Britain in the first place, had been pushing for a name change for some time. 

She nudged Molly. “Maybe these men were sent by the King of France.”

Molly swiveled to look at her. “Why on earth would he care about us? How would he even know where we were?”

“Earl Gilbert was allied with the brother of the French king.”

Molly frowned. “I can’t imagine what use we would be to him. We aren’t leverage.”

“Maybe we’ve been wrong about that, Molly. It isn’t as if the world thinks we’re dead.”

Molly scoffed under her breath. “But has a single soul bothered to check to see if I’m really where I’m supposed to be? Or that you were really married to that duke? Nobody cares what happens to us. Likely, few gave any of us another thought once David was crowned king. With the possible exception of our prayers, we have no value whatsoever to anyone anymore.”

“Then why are we in this carriage?” 

For once, Molly didn’t snort at her and instead gave Daisy a truth of a kind she rarely shared: “I am equally concerned about the answer to that question. In retrospect, I shouldn’t have stopped you from asking about it just now, and we were right not to give Lizzie away. The more I think about it, the more I see that only Grandmother and Earl Gilbert ever gave a thought to our personal safety—though, considering the matter with current eyes, he likely didn’t care about us at all either. We were pawns in his game against the king, a game he lost, just like everybody else who seeks to challenge David.”

Daisy reached out a hand and placed it on top of Molly’s. “Though I’m no less afraid of what happens next, I can be grateful you’re here with me.”

By way of reply, Molly clasped her hand around Daisy’s.

Then the black-bearded man entered the carriage. As he settled himself in the seat opposite, the two girls held on to each other. With Molly’s defense of Daisy back in the dormitory, her refusal to betray Lizzie, and now this, Daisy felt closer to her sister than she had in a very long time. 
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Chapter Five
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Day One

Lizzie

––––––––
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Her sisters were gone in a manner so much like a lamb to the slaughter, to take a phrase from Isaiah, as to make no difference. Because of it, however, Lizzie put aside her own fear and entered the corridor. Her first steps started her heart racing again, and she forced herself to tiptoe along the wall, stopping every few feet to make sure nobody was in front of her, waiting for her to reveal herself. Thankfully, all was empty and in darkness. 

As Lizzie passed the stairwell, she could see a hint of light below her, indicating a lantern had been lit on the lower floor where the abbess had her quarters. Unlike at Amesbury, St. Margaret’s was not wealthy enough for the abbess to merit her own suite of buildings.

Lizzie continued to creep along the darkened corridor, keeping her back to the wall and ready to run if anyone appeared. Given that it was past midnight, she had hours before the bell for morning prayers. Now that the excitement of her sisters’ departure was over, everyone would be getting as much sleep as possible while they could.

At one time, St. Margaret’s convent had been one of the poorest in Hertfordshire. Earl Gilbert had changed all that in the years before he’d moved the sisters to it, during which time the structure of the entire abbey had been reworked to include new buildings and a new wall around the abbey as a whole, while the old buildings had been refurbished. 

Some of the latter work had been completed in something of an irregular fashion, perhaps in an attempt to avoid tearing down the old buildings entirely. Daisy had suggested too many minds had influenced the project. One of the results was what Lizzie affectionately called doors to nowhere. 

In some places in the abbey, the remodeling had blocked these former doorways with stone, but it was still possible to make them out by the archways that had once formed the upper frame of the door. Even multiple layers of plaster or whitewash didn’t hide them completely. There was one additional doorway Lizzie had discovered when she’d been shut in a storage closet as punishment for talking during dinner, when only prayers and readings were allowed. Not only had the doorway been left extant in the back wall, complete with the original wooden door and hinges, but it was a single story above the ground. The door had once opened onto a set of stairs that led towards the chapter house, but with Earl Gilbert’s renovations, the chapter house was now a much larger building located on the other side of the newly created central cloister.

Lizzie guessed the masons had been told not to block the door because, in a fever of optimism, the abbess had speculated that someday they might want to expand further and build an addition onto the dormitory. If so, they would need a doorway into the older section, and leaving this doorway as it was would save them having to knock down a wall. Regardless, the thick oak door had been left in position, and a wardrobe placed in front of it to hide it. 

A few hours of boredom in the closet had been more than enough time for Lizzie to explore every nook and cranny. Repeated visits had given her the opportunity to place squares of cloth under each corner of the wardrobe to allow it to slide nicely along the wooden floor without scratching it. She might even have chosen to do certain activities warranting punishment to make sure she had sufficient time and space to prepare the room as she pleased.

Many a night she’d lain in bed, hating her life, and been comforted by the fact of the door’s existence. If there came a day when she couldn’t stand another moment in the convent, she had a way out, even if it meant leaving her sisters behind.

She’d never considered the possibility that they would leave her behind first.

Even with the knowledge of the door’s existence and how much she wanted to leave the convent, she hadn’t used it often, just enough to familiarize herself with being outside alone after dark. It wasn’t so much a fear of getting caught and punished that had prevented her from running wild at night. Rather, it was the fear of getting caught and not having the door as an outlet when it counted. 

And always, in the back of her mind, had been the possibility of exactly what had happened tonight. Earl Gilbert had been quite clear that the sisters were in danger from King David and his men, who feared to leave any member of Lizzie’s family alive to garner support from the people of England. According to Lizzie’s grandmother, her son had been so beloved that it was only a matter of time before someone rose up—and the people of England with him—to challenge David. 

That said, her grandmother had reserved her special ire for Queen Marged, whose arrival from Avalon had incited King Llywelyn to fight for the independence of Wales long after he should have given it up. To add insult to injury, she’d given him a son to ensure his line would continue, a son who’d then taken the throne from her son after Marged had murdered him. The dowager queen had been quite sure as well that David had murdered Lizzie’s youngest brother, Edward. Maybe he'd murdered Alfonso too. It would be well in keeping with his character.

Earl Gilbert had promised to change all that, the living embodiment of what her grandmother had said was true. “Never mind the past, Elizabeth,” he had told her when she’d asked him about those days. “What’s done is done. Soon, we will all be back in Westminster where we belong, and Margaret will be Queen of England.”

“Why don’t you marry her now?”

“I will take the throne on my own merits first, because the people chose me to be their king.” 

Even if at the time she hadn’t understood the distinction he was making, this plan had sounded lovely to Lizzie from start to finish. Queens and princesses didn’t have to scrub pots until their hands were red and chapped. Her parents were dead, but that didn’t mean she had to be miserable all the time ... did it? She didn’t see why she should be punished because the king hated her family. The unfairness of it made her chafe all the more at her cloistered life. Daily, hourly, sometimes with every heartbeat, she longed for something beyond these walls, even if she didn’t know exactly what that something might be. She knew only that there had to be more in her future than an endless round of work and prayer.

Unfortunately, David had killed Earl Gilbert too, despite the Earl having been chosen (as he’d wanted) by the barons to be the next King of England. When Lizzie’s parents had died, she’d been too young to know what it meant. The day the news of Earl Gilbert’s death had come to St. Margaret’s, her grief had been profound, and she had known the convent would be her home forever.

Once the hidden door was open, Lizzie stood on the threshold, breathing in the fresh evening air and telling herself she was ready. She’d spent the last few years wanting more than anything to leave the convent, but now the moment had come, she was terrified.

Pulling in a deep breath through her nose, she eyed the distance to the old oak tree that had survived the remodeling of the dormitory block. Beyond was the exterior wall of the convent. By leaping the few feet to the tree, Lizzie would be able to scramble along a branch and drop over the wall to the other side. It wasn’t a high wall anyway, since its purpose was merely to demarcate the borders of the convent and keep out unwanted animals—as well as (Lizzie secretly thought) men. Clearly, it had failed in the latter regard. 

But still she hesitated, now with second and third thoughts. She was well aware that much of the time she acted hastily, without fully thinking through her actions. Certainly, she’d been told about this failing many times. Back in the dormitory, cautious voices in her head had told her to stay still, to trust Daisy, and they’d been right. This time, they were telling her she wasn’t quite ready to go.

Up until that moment, as the breeze blew into her face and through her thin nightdress, she’d been entirely oblivious to what she was wearing. It was one thing to sneak into her sister’s dormitory in the middle of the night without cloak or slippers. It was quite another to follow those same sisters into the night wearing nothing but what she’d worn to bed. 

Turning back to the wardrobe, she opened it and found the same attire present as the last time she’d looked: mostly spare habits, but in the bottom at the very back was a small pile of clothing from when the last girl had joined the convent three months ago. Usually dresses worn into the convent by novices were given away to the indigent, since these were no longer needed by their original owners. But this particular dress must have been too worn. Or simply forgotten. 

Lizzie grabbed the underdress and pulled it over her head, right over the top of her shift. The girl was larger than Lizzie, or had been, but once Lizzie put on the overdress too, she was able to wrap the accompanying belt around her waist in order to hold it all together. With the cloak, which she swung around her shoulders for good measure, she should be warm enough for traveling as far as she needed to go. Also available were stockings and boots, also too large for Lizzie, but not overly so. As a girl who’d spent many years wearing castoffs from other women, she was used to slopping about in too-big shoes.

Returning to the door, Lizzie could do nothing about the way the wardrobe remained skewed from its usual location, but she did manage to balance on the threshold in the doorway and at the last instant pull the door closed behind her. Unlike in the past, she wouldn’t be needing to get back into the convent that way. Then, with her heart in her mouth, Lizzie flung herself into the tree.

There was no turning back now.

She made her way along the branch to the other side of the wall and, once she dropped to the ground, ran as quickly and silently as she could along the exterior of the convent towards the road. By the male voices ahead of her, making no attempt whatsoever to be quiet, all her dithering hadn’t made her too late. 

Turning the corner, she was in time to see her sisters being loaded into a carriage. She tried not to snort at how meekly Abbess Helen had given up her sisters, and they had acquiesced to it. Then she upbraided herself for judging them. She wasn’t the one in captivity, and she was free because Daisy had done everything in her power to ensure it. The right thing. Lizzie still had no notion what that might be.

The original two men who’d come into the dormitory had been joined by two more. Creeping closer through the long grass that wet her skirts to her knees, Lizzie was able to overhear the tail end of a conversation two of them were having with each other. One had a black beard and the other barely a beard at all. 

“You still couldn’t find the other one?” Blackbeard said.

“I looked—”

Blackbeard made a cutting off motion, and his stare was so intense Lizzie imagined he could see right through his counterpart. She was thankful he wasn’t looking in her direction. “This is a convent full of useless women! How far could she have gone? What did the mistress of novices say?”

“She said she didn’t know.”

“She’s lying.” He was very sure.

No-beard shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Blackbeard scoffed. “Get back inside and search the place. The girl probably went to the latrine, and you missed her.”

“I didn’t miss her.” No-beard pushed back. “I searched the convent, and the girl isn’t here. Maybe she died, and they didn’t want to tell us?”

Now Blackbeard grunted, as if he hadn’t thought of that, and when he spoke next his tone was more conciliatory. “Find out, if you can.” Lizzie thought he grimaced. “We can’t wait for you. These two are restless enough, and the older one is asking too many questions.”

“How am I to get back?”

Blackbeard’s look could have been disbelieving. He definitely scoffed again. “It isn’t far. Walk. Borrow one of the abbey’s horses. I don’t care.”

“What if I have the girl with me?”

“She’s a girl. She’ll do as you say.”

No-beard nodded and returned to the convent, while Blackbeard swung himself into the carriage with Molly and Daisy. The other two men sat together on the driving bench. Then the carriage started rolling forward. Lizzie watched its progress for a few moments, making sure it was going the way she expected (south), and then she crossed the road to enter the field where the convent’s horses grazed, one of whom perhaps No-beard would soon be wanting to appropriate.

She hadn’t had a plan when she leapt from the doorway other than to find out who the men were and where they were taking her sisters. She hadn’t known how she was going to accomplish either task. However, by the time she crouched in the grass, heard the horses whickering in the field, and realized they were there for the taking, she began to feel as if God might actually be on her side tonight. From the men’s conversation, she already knew where they were taking her sisters wasn’t far.

Since the weather was so mild, the horses were spending the night in the pasture, and it was easy to find Herbert, her best friend in the world. She had learned to ride very young, as befitting her station as a princess. Her grandmother had made sure of that. Once at St. Margaret’s, any special lessons had stopped, but the convent did have horses, and she’d made a friend not only in Herbert but in one of the stable boys who’d cared for them for a time. He was gone now, called back to his family’s farm to manage it after the death of his father. His name was Tim, and he’d even kissed her once, at the time engendering delight and shame in Lizzie in equal measure. These days, when she was having a difficult day, she hugged the memory close. 

Herbert nudged her hand gently as she held it out to him. “I don’t have anything for you, I’m sorry to say, and you aren’t going to like roaming about in the middle of the night, but we have to go.” She’d already collected the rope left around the gatepost, to make it easier to catch him if he ever went astray (which he never had, in her experience). Fitting him with it, she led him back through the gate onto the road. He was too big for her to mount without assistance, but she knew where there was a rock that would give her a leg up. Soon, she was riding bareback after her sisters’ carriage.

This time, as she breathed in the night air, a joy rose up within her. The long days of summer had given her more stolen moments on her own than in previous years. She had thought it only her due, given what lay in store for her in a few weeks when she and her sisters had been finally supposed to make their vows to commit themselves fully to the convent. The very thought curdled Lizzie’s stomach and, for a moment, she was overcome with relief and gratitude, odd as that might seem, to the men who’d taken her sisters. 
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