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August 1525


Star of Hartlake sensed my troubled spirit. He turned his massive head toward me and nickered close to my ear as I curried his long, thin mane with a hedgehog skin brush. It was all I could do not to bury my face against his warm neck and weep.


“Do you know?” I asked him. “Do horses sense it when their owners have died?”


Star had been my father’s favorite, the mount he invariably chose, even when we were only riding out for pleasure. My brother used to chide Father for that, saying that Star of Hartlake was too valuable an animal for everyday use. He was a courser, bred for warfare. He had the stately appearance of his breed, all black except for the star-shaped blaze on his forehead, with a broad breast, a long, arched neck, small upright ears, and large black eyes.


Father’s answer to Stephen had always been the same. He’d laugh and ask what sense it made to own such a marvelous beast and not enjoy him.


They were both gone now, Father and Stephen, and I missed them more each day.


My father was Sir Arthur Lodge. It still seemed impossible to me that he could be dead. He had always been a strong and vigorous man. But three months ago, he fell ill of a fever. The most learned physicians in Bristol and Glastonbury were consulted, but none of them could do anything for him. After two weeks of suffering, he died.


My older brother, Stephen, inherited everything but the widow’s third that went to my stepmother, Blanche, and my marriage portion of four hundred marks. As we three grieved together, Stephen assured Blanche that he intended to make no drastic changes. She did not need to move into her dower house unless she wished to. I was to have the run of all the properties that now belonged to Stephen. It had not occurred to me until he told me this that matters might have been otherwise.


I was thirteen years old when Father died and not yet betrothed to anyone. That made arranging my future marriage Stephen’s responsibility. He said he was in no hurry to find me a husband, nor was he in any rush to be one himself. Stephen was only ten years my senior and had inherited our father’s zest for life. He soon resumed his normal round of activities. A few weeks after Father died, Stephen lost his own life in a hunting accident. Of a sudden, I found myself sole heir to the wealth amassed by three generations of the Lodge family.


I sighed deeply and resumed my steady, rhythmic stroking of Star of Hartlake’s mane. I should not have been in the stable at all, let alone performing such a menial task, but it soothed me to be with the horses. Father had taught me to ride when I was barely old enough to walk. We’d gone out together on horseback at every opportunity, sometimes to visit tenants, other times simply to explore. I knew the rugged Mendip Hills north of Glastonbury almost as well as the cottagers who lived there.


Both a love of hearth and home and a yen for new experiences ran in my blood. My grandfather and great-grandfather had been among the most successful merchant adventurers of Bristol. As a young man, Grandfather had sailed all the way to the New World across the Western Sea and brought back captive savages to present to the king. My father, on the other hand, had been the first in his family to acquire land instead of trade goods. He bought estates in Somersetshire and Gloucestershire and a town house in Glastonbury. All those properties, as well as his chattel, were mine now. I’d have relinquished every one of them—even Star of Hartlake—to have my father and brother back again.


At the sound of footfalls on the planked floor behind me, I turned. I expected to see one of the grooms, although I’d given them permission to retire to their room above the stable and had imagined them passing their time gaming with dice or cards.


Instead of Peter or Barnaby, it was Blanche who appeared. She looked as ill at ease as I’d ever seen her. I hurriedly put away my brush and my wisp and returned Star to his stall. My stepmother had always been uncomfortable around horses. Born and bred in a town, she’d had little to do with large animals and had never learned to ride.


Blanche wrinkled her nose at the smell of soiled hay. The scent did not bother me, but I took her arm and led her out into the cobbled courtyard. It was there, in the brightness of full sunlight, that I finally saw why she had braved the stable to seek me out. In one plump hand, she held a letter. She was clutching it so tightly that she’d cracked the seal.


Father had, on occasion, received written communications, but I could think of no reason why anyone would correspond with his widow. She never exchanged missives with friends. Like most women, she had never been taught to read or write.


“Who sent it?” I asked as we continued across the courtyard toward the house.


“That is what you must tell me, Tamsin. The boy who brought it from Glastonbury said it was delivered to the town house, but he knew no more than that.” She thrust the letter at me and put her hands behind her back the moment I took it, as if she feared I’d try to return it to her.


Curious, I looked first at the mangled seal. It was a blob of plain red wax. No signet ring had been pressed into it to tell me the sender’s identity.


I wish I could say that I felt a deep sense of foreboding as I unfolded that piece of paper, but I had no warning of what was to come as I stood there on that warm summer afternoon, a light breeze riffling my long brown hair, loosely held back from my face in a net, the air redolent with the smell of new-mown hay from the surrounding fields. All unsuspecting, I began to read.


“It is from someone called Sir Lionel Daggett,” I announced.


I was proud of my ability to read. I had been taught by the nuns of Minchin Barrow. Another of our manor houses lay close enough to the priory at Barrow Gurney for me to have been sent there for lessons. For more than a year, I had gone every day to be taught by Sister Maud and Sister Berengaria. The sisters were, in fact, my father’s aunts.


“I do not know the name.” Rather than go inside, where the servants could overhear our conversation, Blanche seated herself on the stone bench beside the door. She arranged her voluminous black skirts with great care before she patted the seat beside her in invitation for me to join her.


I barely noticed the gesture. I had come upon my own name—Mistress Thomasine Lodge—in the letter from the mysterious Sir Lionel. I felt my brow furrow and heard my breath hitch as I continued to read. Then I blinked and focused again on the astonishing words on the page before me. They did not change.


“I do not understand,” I said aloud, at last sinking down onto the bench at my stepmother’s side. “Sir Lionel claims that I am his ward. He writes that he is coming to Glastonbury to take up his duties as my legal guardian.”


Beside me, Blanche went very still. “That cannot be. Your father entrusted your care to me.” But worry creased her face, leaving my confidence shaken.


My stepmother was a gentle soul. She had been born Blanche Good, the youngest daughter of a Bristol clothier. “Good her name and good her nature,” my father had been wont to say of her. She was plump, sweet-faced, and even-tempered, with thick golden hair—hidden now beneath the gable headdress she wore—and dark blue eyes that were very nearly the color of violets. As she’d been Father’s second wife, they’d married for love.


“If this man is a fraud,” I said, “we will have him seized by the constable and whipped for his effrontery.” I spoke with the brashness of youth and ignorance and my bold words did little to reassure my stepmother.


“We must consult with someone wiser than we are. A man of law, perhaps, or one of the learned scholars who visit the abbey. We will go to Glastonbury.”


“But that is where Sir Lionel will be,” I objected. “He writes that he will meet with us at the town house in four days’ time.” The demand that we present ourselves there at his convenience displayed an alarming arrogance. Even more disturbing was his apparent confidence that we would obey.


“Then we must leave here tomorrow at first light,” Blanche said, rising.


“Send for Master Wynn,” I suggested as I followed her inside. “Perhaps he can make sense of the letter.” As steward, Hugo Wynn managed the lands that were now mine, just as he had for my brother before me and our father before him.


Blanche went straight to the solar, where several large embroidery frames were always set up to hold works in progress. For once, however, she made no move to pick up a needle. I did not understand why she was so upset, but her distress was even more palpable indoors than it had been in the courtyard.


“Do you know more of this matter than you have said?” I asked, dreading her answer.


“I do not, and it is that which alarms me.”


I called for Edyth, one of the maidservants, and ordered her to dispatch a kitchen boy to fetch Master Wynn with all speed and then prepare a reviving posset for my stepmother. Edyth Mells was a big-boned, moonfaced country-bred girl with freckles and a toothy smile. She goggled at Blanche, who appeared to be on the verge of tears, and had to be told twice before she followed my orders.


After Edyth brought the drink, Blanche and I sat side by side on the window seat, close enough that our skirts were touching. One of the dogs sprawled across our feet, as if she knew we were in need of reassurance.


“Hugo will know what to do.” I tried to sound confident but I do not believe I succeeded.


“Will he? I wonder.” Blanche’s features hardened into a grim expression. “I do wonder. I wonder if perhaps Hugo knows more about this matter than he should.”


Before she could explain what she meant by this enigmatic statement, Hugo presented himself. I stared at him, searching for anything suspicious in his manner, but he looked the same as he always had. He was short for a man, with a wiry build, and slightly bow-legged. This gave him a rolling gait when he walked. His long, thin face was unremarkable, save for a bump on the bridge of his nose to show where it had once been broken. I had known him all my life. He and my father, who’d been close in years, had been friends . . . as much as servant and master can be. Hugo had taken it hard when Father died and had been even more distraught over Stephen’s demise.


As soon as Blanche told him about the letter, he asked to read it for himself. A deep frown marred his features even before he reached Sir Lionel’s boldly inscribed signature. Hugo’s naturally florid complexion darkened to an unhealthy red.


“What do you know of this fellow Daggett?” he demanded.


Hugo’s voice was unexpectedly deep for a man of his stature, a rich, rumbling bass. I was accustomed to it, but the barely contained rage beneath the words had me sitting up straighter and staring at him in consternation.


“I know nothing at all,” Blanche replied. “I have never heard his name before today. That being so, how is it possible that he has any right to interfere in Tamsin’s inheritance?”


She had set her goblet aside, the herbal brew it contained untouched. Her hands, clasped tightly together in her lap, betrayed how tense she was. I realized then that she feared to hear what Hugo would say. She suspected that the claim in the letter was true, even if she did not understand how that could be possible.


“If he has the legal papers to back up his claim, then he may have every right.” Hugo snapped out his answer, the words striking like angry lashes of a whip.


“But who could grant him Tamsin’s guardianship?” Blanche asked. “I am certain her father never did.”


“Daggett must have purchased her wardship from the king.”


The ferocious scowl on Hugo’s face would have warned most people not to ask any further questions. I was too astonished to be wary. “The king?” King Henry, eighth of that name, lived far away from Hartlake Manor. He’d never even visited Glastonbury or Bristol. All the great royal palaces were nearer to London, a journey of many days to our part of England. “Why should the king take an interest in me?”


“Because you are a considerable heiress, too young as yet to manage your inheritance on your own and lacking a husband to do it for you.” Calmer now, Hugh’s wrath was tempered with bitterness.


“What business is that of the king’s?” I demanded, building up to a fine rage of my own.


“He makes it his business because there is profit in it. Once his high and mighty grace has declared that someone is a royal ward, he can then sell that wardship to line his own pockets. This Sir Lionel Daggett, Mistress Thomasine, has bought the right to manage your estate until you come of age.”


“But I have no need of such a person,” I protested. I had Blanche. And Hugo himself.


“You have no say in the matter, mistress.” He still looked as if he wanted to kick something across the room. Before he could give in to the urge, he abruptly excused himself and left us.


I turned to my stepmother, who had finally availed herself of the posset. The faint scent of ginger and herbs calmed me a little, too. I waited until she had drained the goblet.


“There must be some mistake,” I said in as steady a voice as I could manage. “How could I have been made a royal ward and know nothing of it?”


“If Hugo’s rage is any guide, such a thing is very possible, but we will not take his word for it. We will go to Glastonbury. I will consult Sir Jasper.”


Sir Jasper Atwell was Blanche’s favorite priest. Her choice made sense. But something else still puzzled me. “Why do you no longer trust Master Wynn?” I asked. “Father never complained of his stewardship.”


“Your father had a blind spot where Hugo Wynn was concerned. He relied on him far too much.”


She rubbed at her temples, as if her head ached, and then, as we were alone, she removed her hood and the pleated barbe she wore beneath it to signify her widowhood. The late afternoon sun turned her hair the color of spun gold.


“If there is something I should know about Hugo, you must tell me,” I insisted.


“You are so very young,” she whispered.


“I am old enough to marry,” I reminded her.


Blanche sighed. “Ah, well. My suspicions will bear fruit soon enough, and then there will be no hiding their deceitful scheme.” She began to pull pins from her hair, which had been braided and wound tight around her head. “That you have noticed nothing speaks well of your maidenly innocence, Tamsin, but you cannot remain in ignorance much longer. I believe Hugo’s daughter is with child.”


My eyes widened at this news. “Griselda? But she is not married!”


Blanche gave a short bark of laughter. “No indeed. All her hopes in that direction were dashed when your brother died so unexpectedly. Griselda Wynn will bear Stephen’s bastard, not his heir.”


I had seen them together, I realized, my brother and the daughter of our steward. Griselda kept house for her father, living with him in separate lodgings on the grounds of Hartlake Manor.


I could understand what had drawn Stephen to her. Big brown eyes dominated Griselda’s fine-boned face. Although it was usually covered, she had lovely long dark hair, almost black in color. She was a tiny woman, soft-spoken and delicate in appearance. Only the way she pursed her lips when she was displeased, so that they formed a hard, thin line, gave away her true nature. She’d never troubled to hide that side of herself from me.


“Hugo pushed his daughter into Stephen’s path after your father’s death,” Blanche said. “He hoped by their marriage to advance himself and his posterity. When Stephen died, he lost his chance, but he still had charge of the estate. Now he fears he will lose even that. If Sir Lionel Daggett truly has control of your inheritance, he has the authority to replace Hugo with a steward of his own choosing.”


“But what Hugo told us cannot be right. The king of England is no kin of mine. How can he decide what is to become of me and mine?”


Weary of questions she could not answer, Blanche closed her eyes and rested her head against the window behind her. “I do not know what to tell you, Tamsin. I understand no more of the workings of king and court than you do. I can only pray that we will hear better news tomorrow in Glastonbury.”
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The church of St. John the Baptist in Glastonbury does not have a vicar. It is staffed with a parochial chaplain and four stipendiary chaplains. One of the latter, Jasper Atwell, called Sir Jasper for courtesy’s sake, had held his post for many years. Blanche trusted him as she did not trust Hugo Wynn. As soon as we arrived at the Glastonbury house, she sent for him. He came within the hour.


In contrast to our steward, Sir Jasper was tall. He was also bald as an egg and thin as a beanpole, with a long, narrow nose, a negligible chin, and a splotchy complexion that was the result of a long-ago bout with the swine pox. He listened to Blanche’s account of events without interrupting and then squinted at Sir Lionel’s letter—he was extremely shortsighted—while Blanche and I once again sat side by side, this time with my right hand clasped tightly in her left.


“Well,” he said, after he handed the letter back to me. “Well.”


“Does Hugo have the right of it?” I demanded. “Must I accept this stranger as my guardian?”


“I fear you are obliged to, Tamsin.” Sir Jasper had a soothing tenor voice, but his words had me springing to my feet in agitation.


“It is not fair! My father’s widow should be my guardian!”


Surely that was what he and Stephen had intended.


“My dear child, you will discover that life is rarely fair.”


Sir Jasper reached out to me but I avoided his touch. I could not meet his eyes, either. I did not want to confirm what I already knew—that he felt sorry for me.


“It is a great pity,” he added, “that you had not yet attained your fourteenth year before your father and brother died.”


“What difference would that make?” Blanche asked.


“All the difference in the world. Under the law, a girl who is fourteen or older when she inherits, so long as she is not yet betrothed, is granted control of her own lands and chattel. She needs no guardian.”


I calculated quickly. I knew the date of my birth. I could remember my mother, who had died when I was eight, telling me that I had been born on St. Valentine’s Day, when birds traditionally choose their mates and all true lovers rejoice. “Then, in six months’ time,” I said, “I will be free of the odious Sir Lionel!”


Even before he spoke, the sadness in Sir Jasper’s expression told me it was not to be that simple. “As matters have fallen out, you must now remain under your guardian’s control until you are of full age to inherit. During that time, he will have complete authority over both your inheritance and your person. Most guardians take their wards to live in their own households. If Sir Lionel has sons, he no doubt intends to marry you to one of them, for by purchasing your wardship from the king’s Court of Wards, he has also acquired the right to choose your husband.”


I stared at him in disbelief, but his solemn countenance and the tears that sprang into my stepmother’s violet eyes confirmed that he was not likely to be mistaken in what he told us. A sense of utter helplessness gripped me, hard as a fist squeezing my heart. Appalled, I realized that I had more in common with Star of Hartlake than I’d realized. We had both suffered loss and neither of us had any control over what happened to us next.
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I disliked Sir Lionel Daggett intensely from the moment I first saw him striding arrogantly toward us through the garden of the town house in Glastonbury. No, I will use a stronger word—I despised my guardian. At that early stage in our acquaintance, I could not have said why. As yet, he had not even announced that he intended to separate me from my stepmother and remove me from all that was familiar to me. For a few more minutes, that was only a possibility, not a fact. And yet, there was something about him that immediately set my teeth on edge.


“You must be pleasant to Sir Lionel, Thomasine,” Blanche warned me in a low voice as we watched him approach. “A smile is more likely to be rewarded with kindness than a frown.”


Seated on one of the two wooden benches beneath the rose arbor, she appeared calm, her hands steady as she embroidered flowers on a sleeve. She never missed a stitch in the intricate design. No lines of worry or care marred the cream-colored smoothness of her brow.


I strove to keep my expression equally impassive as I studied my guardian. At first glance, he was not unattractive. He was lean rather than burly and not at all threatening in any physical way. He had rich blue-black hair that surrounded a deeply tanned face dominated by dark brown eyes.


Very properly, he bowed first to my stepmother and then turned slightly to show me the same courtesy. My bench and the one Blanche occupied were arranged at an angle to each other, so that he had to step back to see both of us at once. The placing was deliberate. We wanted to keep him at a distance.


“A delight, Mistress Thomasine.” His voice was raspy, like one suffering from a catarrh, but the absence of any coughing suggested that this was the way it always sounded, so rough that it flayed the ear.


Because I was seeking flaws, I soon found another. He had a calculating look in his eyes. He answered my bold stare with a slight lift of soot-colored eyebrows.


When he turned again to my stepmother, I saw that, from the side, his face was far less pleasing than in the front view. His features in profile put me in mind of a rat.


“Have you traveled far to reach us?” Blanche asked, in part to be polite and in part because we knew nothing about Sir Lionel, not even where he lived.


“From London,” he answered, which told us nothing. He cut short any further inquisition with a blunt announcement: “I leave Glastonbury at dawn tomorrow. Mistress Thomasine will accompany me. She may bring with her one maidservant.”


Blanche’s needle faltered. Although Sir Jasper had warned us that Sir Lionel might take me away, my stepmother had spent the night on her knees in prayer and come away from her devotions convinced that she could persuade my guardian to let me remain in her custody. “She is too young to leave home.”


His eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “She is thirteen, is she not? Some girls are wed and mothers by that age.”


“Not Thomasine, Sir Lionel. It is well known that too-early breeding produces sickly children and unhealthy mothers.”


His gaze shifted to me, giving me a long, assessing look. “Perhaps you are right. As it happens, I am not taking her to be wed, but I am taking her. The decision has been made.”


With a visible effort, Blanche rallied. “Then I will accompany my stepdaughter, wherever she may be going.”


“No, Lady Lodge, you will not.”


“I do not understand why it is necessary to take Tamsin away.” There was a quiver in her voice. “A girl’s place is with her family.”


Sir Lionel continued to stand while we sat, his back stiff and his mien arrogant. His lips curled into a sneer. “I beg to differ, Lady Lodge, and the girl is my responsibility now.” Once again, his tone brooked no argument.


Blanche’s eyes filled with tears. “You cannot mean it,” she whispered.


“Oh, but I do.”


The distaste in his expression made it clear he did not care for weeping women and would not be swayed by any such display of emotion. But then, to my surprise, he suddenly dropped to one knee between the benches. Showing me his back, he touched his gloved fingers to the underside of Blanche’s chin. He lifted her tear-stained face until she was obliged to meet his eyes.


“Dear lady, you have no cause for sorrow. I only wish to help Mistress Thomasine advance in the world. Surely you know that most girls of her years have already entered some gentle or noble household, there to learn the social graces and meet others of like station.”


Say rather to fetch and carry for higher-ranking ladies, I thought. I had no desire to become someone’s unpaid servant, even if it was under the title “waiting gentlewoman” or “lady-in-waiting.”


Blanche drew in a deep breath. She held his gaze. “Given Tamsin’s wealth, perhaps she should stay at home with me and invite other young women to enter her household.”


My heart swelled with pride. My stepmother might have been reduced to tears by Sir Lionel’s reluctance to compromise, but she was neither weak nor witless. For a moment, I thought this last game attempt to change his mind might even succeed.


He rose slowly. His voice almost sounded regretful. “Forgive me, Lady Lodge, but your stepdaughter has not the age and you have not the consequence to make such an arrangement feasible.”


This blatantly offensive remark stunned me. I wanted to protest that it was not my stepmother’s fault that she had not been born a gentlewoman. She was a knight’s lady by marriage. Surely that was all that should matter.


Before I could speak, Blanche bowed her head, silently acknowledging the truth of Sir Lionel’s words. Satisfied, my guardian returned his attention to me. This time his study of my appearance was so intent that I wanted to run away and hide. I remained on my bench, motionless, glaring at him in defiance. I went weak with relief when his gaze once more shifted to my stepmother.


“They did not lie when they told me Mistress Thomasine was beautiful,” he said, “but I had not realized her stepmother would rival her in looks.”


To my astonishment and dismay, Blanche colored prettily at his compliment.


I could not understand why she should feel flattered. The praise had come hard on the heels of an insult. Besides, it could hardly be a surprise to her that men found her attractive. My father had been accustomed to tease her about her power over such poor, smitten creatures, knowing full well that she had no interest in anyone but him.


I considered Sir Lionel’s praise of my appearance to be arrant nonsense. My looking glass assured me, morning and night, that I had only middling beauty, especially when I compared myself to my stepmother, with her thick golden hair and her violet-blue eyes. I had my father’s coloring—very ordinary light brown tresses and eyes of a plain pale blue, and if my current height was anything to go by, it seemed likely I would end up being as tall and gaunt as my two great-aunts who were nuns.


Clearly Sir Lionel preferred looking at my stepmother. After a moment, he even presumed to settle himself beside her on her bench. Blanche did not object. I was the one who squirmed uncomfortably, watching them, although I could not say why seeing them sit so close together both disturbed and alarmed me. Sir Lionel took no further liberties and all their conversation seemed to center on me.


Although I could not catch every word they exchanged in low voices, I could tell that Blanche had not yet given up hope of persuading Sir Lionel to change his mind. She seemed to be trying to charm him into seeing things her way.


“Is Mistress Thomasine trained in the domestic arts?” Sir Lionel asked.


“Every gentlewoman learns those skills—to manage the still house, the bake house, and the brew house,” Blanche replied. “Tamsin is most adept in all that a wife needs to know to run a household.”


She exaggerated. I was adequate.


“And is she proficient in music and dance?”


“She has been taught the social graces, as any gentlewoman should be.”


I waited for Blanche to mention that I could read, but she did not. It was a somewhat rare ability for a gentlewoman and not all gentlemen were schooled in it, either. I could not write, of course. That required separate instruction and was a skill even more rare among young gentlewomen than reading. Few of my acquaintance, male or female, were able to do more than sign their own names. What need had they of an ability to write when clerks and secretaries were plentiful?


An occasional nod of Sir Lionel’s sleek black head seemed to indicate that he was satisfied with the answers Blanche gave him. When he cast a speculative look my way, I thought he was about to ask me to demonstrate my talent by singing or strumming my lute, but the moment passed. I was relieved that he accepted my stepmother’s word for it that I had sufficient talent not to embarrass myself when I performed in public. My music master had deemed my skills acceptable but said they lacked heart.


As the interrogation continued, it became ever clear to me that Sir Lionel was not about to change his mind. I would be leaving Glastonbury with him. But where would we go? It was all I could do to remain seated on my separate bench. My embroidery abandoned, I twisted my hands together in my lap. When I could wait not another moment to learn my fate, I blurted out a question.


“Where is it that you propose to take me?”


Sir Lionel found my outburst amusing. My stepmother blanched. She glanced from my guardian to me and back again, all the while worrying her lower lip with her teeth.


Now that I had Sir Lionel’s full attention, he stood and closed the distance between us, ending up uncomfortably close to me, near enough that I could smell the cloves he’d chewed to sweeten his breath. As he had with my stepmother, he lifted my chin on his gloved fingertips and stared into my face. I glared back at him, defiant. His eyes narrowed and he closed his fingers in a pinch. It hurt, but I did not cry out. I would not give him the satisfaction.


His lips twisted into a parody of a smile and he gave a curt nod. “You’ll do.”


“I beg your pardon, Sir Lionel,” Blanche said in an anxious voice. “She’ll do for what purpose?”


He drew back a little and once again bowed, first to me and then to my stepmother. “My apologies, Lady Lodge, and to Mistress Thomasine, for keeping you in suspense. I had to be certain, you see, that she would suit.”


“And have I passed inspection?” I did not trouble to hide my irritation. I felt he’d been playing games with us, teasing us the way a cat toys with a mouse before it pounces on it for the kill.


“You have. On the morrow, I will escort you to Thornbury Castle.”


Blanche frowned. “Thornbury? Why there? No one has lived in the castle for four years or more. Not since the Duke of Buckingham, who built it, was beheaded for treason.” She crossed herself.


Intrigued, I leaned a little forward on my bench. Thornbury was said to be haunted. Everyone knew that the late duke had consulted seers and asked them to predict the death of King Henry. Had the castle been granted to Sir Lionel by the king? I could think of no other reason why he would take me there.


“All that Buckingham owned became the property of the Crown when he was attainted,” Sir Lionel said, “and now Thornbury is to house the court of the Princess of Wales.”


This news took a moment to sink in.


“Do you mean King Henry’s little daughter?” Blanche asked.


Sir Lionel beamed at her, as if she had just said something clever. “Indeed I do, Lady Lodge. Princess Mary now has her own household and her court will take up residence first at Thornbury, then at other locations in the Marches of Wales. As for your stepdaughter, Mistress Thomasine has been appointed, through my influence, as one of the princess’s maids of honor.”


Blanche’s relief was so obvious that I stared at her in puzzlement, wondering what she had thought Sir Lionel intended. I had no time to contemplate that small mystery. Sir Lionel began to lay out his plans for the journey, waxing eloquent about the great advantages I was to have as one of Princess Mary’s attendants. I would be issued clothing made of luxurious fabrics, be waited on by my own tiring maid, and, should I desire it, keep a lapdog as a pet. My duties would be negligible. The primary purpose of a maid of honor, according to Sir Lionel, was to look decorative.


“The princess is a child of nine, Mistress Thomasine,” he told me. “When she is not at her lessons, she will have need of companionship. Those who win her trust and affection will then be in a position to influence her when she visits her father’s court.”


“It is a great honor to serve royalty,” Blanche said hastily, trying to fill the gap left by my silence.


“I do not want to leave you,” I whispered. During the three years Blanche had been married to my father, she had become my friend as well as my stepmother. In a rush, I crossed from my bench to hers. Her arms came around me and held me tight.


To serve royalty was a great honor. I knew that. And yet I would still be going to live among strangers. And I would be at the beck and call of a mistress. That Princess Mary was younger than I was made that prospect even less appealing.


Sir Lionel snapped out a command. “Enough of this nonsense, Mistress Thomasine. You will do as you are told.”


“Perhaps, Sir Lionel,” Blanche said in her mildest voice, “you might leave us alone so we can make preparations for the journey. And we must decide which maidservant Tamsin will take with her.”


“Edyth,” I mumbled into the fabric of her gown. “I want Edyth.” Of all our servants, I had known Edyth Mells the longest. Her mother had once been tiring maid to mine. If Edyth came with me, I would not feel so alone.


Sir Lionel, having succeeded in winning our cooperation, left us to our packing. He had taken a room at the George, the commodious inn that had been purpose-built to house those making pilgrimages to Glastonbury Abbey. It also catered to those on secular errands.
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At dawn, wrapped in a heavy cloak against the morning chill, I stepped out into the courtyard. Edyth was right behind me, so close that I felt her shiver of fear at the sight of all the mounted men waiting for us. A luggage cart containing my possessions had already been hitched to a nag.


“Where is my palfrey?” I asked Sir Lionel.


I had resigned myself to the fact that I must be decorous on this journey to Thornbury and a palfrey’s gait never approaches a trot or a gallop. They amble. I’d expected to find Amfilicia waiting. The dapple gray mare had been a gift from my father to Blanche, purchased before she convinced him that she preferred to travel in a litter.


“You will ride on a pillion behind one of my men,” Sir Lionel said. “You have no need of your own horse.”


I opened my mouth to protest, but Blanche caught my arm and pulled me into a final farewell embrace. “You need not obey him forever,” she reminded me in a whisper. “Bide your time until you are free of his control.”


Now that the moment of parting had come, I felt tears well up in my eyes. I let them fall, as did my stepmother, and we clung to each other, weeping, until Sir Lionel lost patience and ordered that I be lifted onto the pillion at once. Edyth was already mounted behind another of Sir Lionel’s men. She clung tightly to his waist, fearful of falling, and looking even more unhappy than I was.


I scrubbed at my eyes, dashing away the moisture, and twisted my head as far around as it would go as we rode away. I watched my stepmother, a brave smile in place and waving, until we passed through the gate.


I’d ridden on a pillion before, but not since I was a child. In the country, my favorite mount was Bella, a swift horse of a golden dun color. Father had put me on her back, astride, as soon as he deemed me old enough not to fall off. With my skirts kilted up, I’d enjoyed as much freedom as a boy throughout my girlhood. It had only been during the last year of his life that my father had insisted I learn to ride like a lady.


I did not much care for the sidesaddle, but I preferred it to a pillion. I owned a particularly nice one, high in the back for support and with a hollow to support one knee. The pillion, by contrast, was naught but a hard wooden frame padded with a leather cushion scarcely softer than the wood. It was strapped to the back of the horse behind the saddle. My feet rested on a footboard hung from the offside instead of in the velvet sling that was part of my sidesaddle.


My grief at being separated from hearth, home, and family was thus made worse by acute physical discomfort. Riding on a pillion meant that I had to turn my upper body at an awkward angle in order to grasp the waist of the man in front of me. I had no choice but to do so. If I did not hold on, I would tumble off. I had to cling ever more tightly to him as we descended the little hill just outside of Glastonbury.


He was a burly fellow wearing a leather jerkin. He turned his head to look at me when we started across the quarter mile of low-lying ground beyond. He seemed curious and not unkind and I forced myself to smile at him. I consoled myself with the fact that he did not stink of anything worse than leather, sweat, and horse.


When we slowed to cross a small bridge, I addressed him. “We would both be more comfortable if I had my own horse.” I could already feel bruises coming up on my bottom. “Perhaps I can persuade Sir Lionel to stop at Hartlake Manor.” We would pass quite near the home farm on the main road from Glastonbury to Wells.


He hesitated before he spoke, then kept his voice low. “Best not to anger him, mistress.”


“Why? What would he do?” I whispered, too, keeping a watchful eye on Sir Lionel, who rode some distance ahead.


“Beat you, mayhap.”


“He would not dare!”


“Do not be so certain of that.” He shrugged. “And he could punish you in other ways—by selling that pretty little palfrey he made you leave behind, mayhap. He could sell all the other horses, too, if he had a mind to. He has that right.”


The thought of losing Amfilicia and Bella and Star of Hartlake weakened me. I fell into a brooding silence that lasted all the way to Wells, five miles from Glastonbury, where we stopped to dine. When we continued on our way afterward, we skirted the Mendip Hills. I knew the route we followed well, at least as far as Bristol, having been there many times. Thornbury, I’d been told, lay ten miles farther along the River Severn.


From my pillion, I did not have much of a view of the passing countryside, although I did occasionally catch a glimpse of a puddingstone cottage or a bank of white ramsons. Once I caught a whiff of wild garlic growing nearby. The journey was long and wearying and inescapably dull. From time to time, I dozed, in spite of the uneven gait of our mount and the roughness of the road, my head resting against the leather jerkin. The steady clop of hooves, the murmur of the many streams we had to cross, and the whisper of the wind stirring the leaves overhead lulled me into a sort of trance.


We spent the night in Axbridge. Edyth and I shared a bed.


She had been a mere girl when she first came to work at Hartlake Manor and was still no more than five and twenty. She sniffled far into the night, but I could not tell if she was weeping. Edyth sniffled a great deal of the time, especially when she was anywhere near a field of grain or a patch of wildflowers.


In the morning, as she helped me dress, she ventured to ask a question that made me wonder if she was as distraught as I’d believed her to be about leaving home. “Bean’t the princess a snicker?”


“A pretty girl? I suppose so. We will know soon enough, when we meet Her Grace.”


I glanced at Edyth over my shoulder—she was tightening my laces—and saw that her moon-shaped face was pink with excitement. Edyth was no beauty. In addition to her other physical flaws—the pale, watery eyes, the squadron of freckles that marred her nose and cheeks, and the large teeth—she had oversized ears, although those and her straw-colored hair were mostly hidden by her coif. I wondered if she thought she’d find a husband in the princess’s household.


“Aught to do with she be passing vine,” Edyth said. “Be we going to the king’s court do ’ee think?”


Her excitement at the “passing fine” prospect of meeting a princess, mayhap even a king, made me examine my own feelings more closely. I resented that I’d not been given a choice about my future but, now that we were on our way, I could not help but remember how much I had enjoyed my lessons with the nuns, and previous journeys from manor to manor, and my father’s tales of the traveling he’d done in his younger days. He had been to London more than once and had even crossed the Narrow Seas to France. He’d gone to fight the French, and been knighted after the Battle of the Spurs.


I continued to think about these things on that second long day of riding apillion and by the time we neared the end of our three-day journey and were riding through the final flat, tree-filled stretch of land, I was resigned to my fate.


No—I must be honest.


I was young—not yet fourteen years old—and adaptable. I had begun to imagine the pleasures inherent in my new life. As Edyth had said, it would be exciting to meet Princess Mary. I envisioned her household as a place filled with gaiety and laughter. There would be masques and tournaments, feasts and festivals. And as a maid of honor, I would be at the center of them all.
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We reached Thornbury Castle on the twenty-fifth of August, just one day after the princess’s entourage arrived there. As we rode across the last stretch of countryside, I gaped at the magnificent stone gatehouse rising ahead of us. It had some kind of inscription over the gateway, but I did not have time to make out what it said before we passed beneath to enter the huge outer courtyard.


I had heard that the late duke had meant to raise an army and make himself king. It was easy to imagine hundreds of men and horses gathering in this space. There was a fair amount of bustle and noise as it was. Princess Mary’s many baggage carts were still being unloaded. Servants in blue and green livery and carrying parcels and chests hurried to and fro, delivering their burdens to the royal wardrobe, the chapel, even the kitchens—everything from prayer stools to brass pots.
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