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 For Reini and Mitchell -
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Prologue



Isabella:

Boulogne, France – January,
1308





THE FIRST TIME I saw Edward
II of England was on our wedding day in the cathedral of Our Lady
of Boulogne. He was twenty-three, a king newly come to his throne.
I was not yet thirteen—a girl on the lip of womanhood: nervous, excited, and
awestricken by my tall and slender groom. Far too curious to
pretend coyness, I stole quick glances at him as we stood before
the altar. Faint winter sunlight penetrated the vaulted expanse
from high lancet windows and fell about him in a silver haze. The
ivory satin of his tunic reflected the smoothness of his complexion
and the jewels on his cloak glittered like the bright blue of his
Plantagenet eyes.

I was the only daughter of
Philip IV of France and, of all the kings in Christendom, Edward
had been chosen for me. For years, I had waited for this day,
dreamed of it, planned for it.

All morning my damsels had
fussed over me, like bees humming about freshly bloomed clover:
arranging my pale, silken hair beneath my gold caul with delicate
care, plucking my brows into precise arches and rubbing my skin
with rose-scented oil until it glistened. They dressed me in a gown
of gold and brightest blue, to match my hair and eyes. Next, they
hung a mantle of red lined with yellow sindon over my shoulders and
secured it with a brooch encircled with sapphires and rubies. Then,
with tears of joy, they hugged me and told me I was the fairest
woman in all of France and any man who was not struck dumb by my
beauty was certainly blind.

Not once during the ceremony
did Edward look at me.

I stared intently at him,
certain he would sense my tacit plea for attention and glimpse my
way, but he kept his eyes fixed on the bishop, a look of sleepy
boredom dulling his countenance. As the hour wore on, a chill
seeped beneath my skin and gripped my bones. Frigid sweat dampened
my chemise. I clasped the edges of my mantle and drew it closer to
my shivering body. One of the pins that held the tightly wound
plaits of my hair in place dug into my scalp. The beautiful coronet
studded with amethysts, emeralds and pearls that I had donned so
gleefully that morning began to feel like a jagged band of iron
clamped across my forehead. I wiggled numb toes. My shoes were
pinching my feet and my back ached from standing so dreadfully
long.

Edward gazed up at the web
of vaulting ribs that sprung from the fluted columns. He shifted on
his feet. Yawned. And sighed.

When the bishop gave his
final blessing, Edward’s cold kiss barely grazed my lips. He stuck
his elbow out stiffly, flinching as I curled my fingers around his
arm. We started forward down the central aisle of the nave, our
steps mismatched. His stride was long and hurried, mine hindered by
the long train of my gown. While a thousand eyes appraised us, I
forced myself to match his pace and pressed the corners of my mouth
into a false smile.

At our wedding feast, he
leaned close and whispered, “You needn’t wear your dread so
plainly. You are . . . how should I
say this—not yet
ripe for the picking. There will be time, later, for that.” He
attempted a half-smile of apology, but it looked to me more like a
sneer of disdain.

We spoke no more that day. I
fell asleep alone in my bed that night, thankful that he had kept
his word and not come, but bewildered as to why he had paid so
little attention to me, his new bride. Had I been thrust upon him
against his wishes? Did he love another? Did the sight of me so
repulse him that he could not bear my presence? Whatever the
matter, I vowed to learn how to become a good wife and queen to
him. It was my duty.

I was still young
then . . .
and naïve. I had so much to learn.





*****





Thirteen days later,
beneath a lowering sky, we disembarked at Dover, England. There, I
discovered the cause for my husband’s distraction. Piers de
Gaveston stood on the dock swathed in velvets and furs, waving a
kerchief high in the air. Edward sprang across the plank, took
Gaveston into his arms and showered him with kisses. Then, he
showed him a trunk filled with gifts—gifts which only the week
before had been given to Edward by my father. With a flourish of
praise for serving as Keeper of the Realm in his absence, Edward
draped a gilt chain around Gaveston’s neck, from which hung a lion
of gold, each foot balanced on a shimmering pearl and its eyes set
with two fiery rubies. If my father were to hear of this, it would
be cause enough for war.

“That was meant for you,” I
reminded him meekly as I approached. The weathered boards creaked
beneath my feet and a cold sea wind nudged me toward the edge of
the dock. My damsels were still aboard ship to oversee the
unloading of my trousseau, but my brother, Charles, who had
followed close behind, came abreast of me. I stood firm and pulled
the hood of my favorite red, ermine-lined mantle up over my
head.

Edward’s laughter broke off.
The hint of a scowl twisted his mouth. “What did you
say?”

I moved closer and raised my
chin, trying to sound more confident than I actually was. I thought
it only fair to warn him. “Those gifts—the jewels, the brooches and
chains—they were
given to you by my father. You cannot give them away like that. He
would not approve.”

He scoffed and shook his
head dismissively at me. “They’re mine now. I’ll do with them as I
please.” Then, he threw an arm about Gaveston’s shoulder and
together they walked away, laughing at jokes only they understood.
Like an impertinent child, I had been dismissed. My chest burned
with indignation.

Charles clasped my hand and
said lowly, “If you ever need my help, Isabeau, you only need
ask.”

I squeezed his fingers and
tried to smile, but could not. Was it because my cheeks were too
stiff from the cold, or because some dread had seeped into my heart
and begun to blacken it like a frost that withers still green
leaves?

Although only a year older,
Charles had always been protective of me; however, the time for
that would soon end. I had a husband now, a new home, new life.
“But Charles, my coronation is in less than a fortnight and after
that you’ll be gone. Who knows when we will ever see each other
again? What help could you possibly be, so far away?”

“Come now, our father is
King of France—and
you ask what I can do?” He touched my face, his thumb stroking my
cheek lightly. “Remember, I’m only as far as a letter. Already he
neglects you, dear sister. I will not have it so.”

Neglect? That seemed too
harsh a word. But had I not just done worse? In speaking my mind, I
had made a poor start of our marriage. If there was ever to be some
measure of affinity between us clearly it would have to begin with
me. “Perhaps, perhaps I have made too much of too small a
thing?”

With a sigh, Charles kissed
me on the forehead and offered his elbow. “Oh, Isabeau, are you
truly such an innocent?”

A sharp voice cut above the
roar of the sea wind. At the door of the aftcastle on the ship, my
damsel Juliana clucked at a pair of pages as they carelessly
hoisted a trunk filled with my gowns onto their meager shoulders.
Beside her, Marie shivered within her cloak, her wide eyes darting
shyly from one pale English face to another. I lowered my voice as
I tucked my arm into my brother’s. “You mock me, Charles. Please
don’t. It’s only that  . . . well, that there is so
much Edward and I have yet to learn about each other. This Gaveston
is an old friend, I hear. They were overjoyed to see each other.
Surely, that is all?”

A bemused grin tilted the
corners of his too delicate mouth. “You think you can change him,
do you? That your marriage will get nothing but better? I wish you
luck, then. Luck and a long streak of tolerance.”

We turned and walked toward
the carriage that would carry me first to Dover Castle to refresh
overnight, and then off to the Palace of Westminster for my
crowning. Tufts of white drifted across my vision and I blinked.
Snow tumbled down, melting as it touched the earth. I looked out
over the somber, glassy surface of the harbor to one side and then
far up at the imposing castle of Dover, its stout, gray walls
shouldering a joyless sky. With Charles’ help, I climbed inside the
carriage. Draping a fur across my lap, I peered out the back as my
trousseau was loaded onto wagons to the rear.

Luck, as it turned out, I
did not have. Tolerance? Too much for my own good, I dare
admit.

Some things, some
people—as I was to
learn—they do not
change, no matter how much we wish them to. We are foolish to even
hope they might.

And to hope in vain is to
live in despair.

 


 


*****





Part I:

 


You know the King is so
suspicious

As, if he hear I have but
talked with you,

Mine honor will be called
in question;

And therefore, gentle
Mortimer, be gone.



Isabella

from Christopher
Marlowe’s Edward
II
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Isabella:

Tower of London –
September, 1312





I HEAVED MY UNWIELDY bulk
upward, my legs cramping with fire. Pressure constricted my ribs,
as though someone had clamped a set of irons around my middle and
meant to squeeze the life from me. A surge of bile splashed at the
back of my throat. I gritted my teeth, swallowing it back, and
leaned against the cool, stone wall of the staircase. After a few
strained breaths, my knees wobbling, I forced myself up the last
few steps. When I reached the landing, I pressed a hand to my gown
to blot away the sweat pouring down my breastbone.

The staircase of St.
Thomas’s Tower was not any steeper than it had been just a few
months before. I had simply grown fatter. Fat with
child.

At just past seventeen
years, I was vainly conscious of my size. Two months yet to go and
my belly was as broad as a merchant’s ship. If set out to sea, I
would most assuredly sink to the bottom however, not float. This
morning, I could not put on my own slippers without Juliana’s help.
And my seamstress had yet to stitch together a gown that flattered
my bloated figure in any way, no matter how ornate or colorful. If
this—this
discomfort—was
what it meant to be a woman and bring babes into the world, I would
gladly have returned to my own childhood and dallied there
interminably, giddy in my irresponsible innocence.

Within the first month of
Edward’s visits to my bed earlier this year, I had awoken violently
ill, unable to hold down my morning bread and wine. The episodes of
vomiting were a fair exchange for the reprieve they brought, for
Edward had carried out the act of bedding me with no more
tenderness than a yearling ram would give a ewe in season. It was a
marvel he ever got around to the business at all. For a time, I was
convinced I would die not only childless, but a virgin as
well.

Standing before the door to
the king’s apartments, I nodded to the lone guard, his mouth carved
in the lines of a permanent scowl. With a jerking bow, he swung it
open. I squinted in expectation of a flood of sunlight, but the
shutters were drawn. Instead, a thin haze veiled my vision. Wood
smoke stung my eyes. Blinking, I focused on the limp figure some
ten paces away. Edward, chin to chest, sat slumped in a chair by
the hearth, his hands dangling down and his knuckles nearly
scraping the floor. The rough shadows of unshaven whiskers darkened
his cheeks. Blotches of spilled wine dappled his pale blue
tunic.

He had been this way since
that odious day in June: heavyhearted and listless. Not even the
prospect of an heir had served to uplift his spirits in that
time.

“Come closer,” he uttered
thinly, his only movement a quick shifting of his
pupils.

My footsteps echoed in the
desolate expanse. The walls were bare of coverings. Even the tables
and other furnishings had been removed—all but the carved oaken throne upon
which Edward had not sat for three months—as if to discourage visitors or
activity of any kind.

“Into the light,” he
drawled.

There was little light to be
found in that musty, suffocating room. The fire in the hearth had
faded to sputtering embers and an early autumn draft fanned the
smoke into every corner, tainting the air with the smell of ashes.
I walked closer, into a knife of light where the sun stabbed
through a crack in the shutters. He flipped a hand up to stay
me.

“Turn around.”

Slowly, so as not to lose my
balance, I turned in a circle, holding my breath while he studied
me like a prize cow in calf.

“You need to eat more,” he
said. “You’ll starve the child.”

Letting out a burst of air,
I faced him. “Of course, my lord. I shall. The morning sickness has
finally abated.” A lie. It had not passed at all. But there was no
purpose in arguing with him. He only wanted a healthy child, an
heir . . . as any man would.

With a sound that was half
whimper, half groan, Edward leaned forward to rest his elbows on
his knees. As he drew forward the hand furthest from me, a glint of
gold caught my eye. In his palm he clutched the jeweled lion
pendant, the chain swinging freely from the open end of his fist. A
sheen of sweat glistened on his blanched cheeks as he tilted his
head to look at my belly from a different angle—like a robin would cock its head at
a worm. “I pray this one is not a girl.”

“Daughters can bring strong
alliances,” I countered defensively.

He scoffed. “Like you? I
suppose, but little good that has done me lately. Where was France
when they mur—”
The thought died on his tongue with a shudder. Slouching back
against his chair again, he turned his face toward the dying flames
and brought the lion pendant to his chest, laying it over his
heart.

Even now, months later, he
still could not say his name aloud. Not anymore. He had only spoken
it one time since then—on the day he learned of Piers de Gaveston’s death.

For too many years, Gaveston
had mocked authority. Twice, he was banished from the realm. Twice,
Edward wooed his barons and proffered promises until they relented
and Gaveston was recalled. Then a third time, Gaveston was sent
into exile, warned never to return. But return he did. This time,
however, the barons were implacable. Edward and Gaveston had fled
from London, only to be pursued and besieged by the king’s own
cousin Thomas, Earl of Lancaster. In the end, Gaveston gave himself
up, sure he would receive a fair trial and reunite with Edward once
more.

One month later, in the dark
of night and stripped of his clothing, Gaveston was executed on
Blacklow Hill with a blunt axe. It was said that he was wearing the
lion pendant and chain and that Edward demanded its return when
told of the murder. Now he clove to it like a starving man to his
last loaf of bread.

“Lancaster should be brought
to account for his crime,” I said, attempting to offer some
compassion. But I stopped short of saying Lancaster should die for
it. The question still stood of just how involved he had been in
the cursory execution. Besides, bloodshed never ended bloodshed. It
only perpetuated more of it.

Edward sniffed. “When our
son is born, England will rejoice. And I will hold the upper hand.
Because the more boys you can give me, my queen, the further from
the throne my murdering cousin Lancaster will be.” Eyes clamped
shut, he threw the back of his head against the chair. The veins in
his neck throbbed blue against the scarlet rising along his throat.
He slammed a fist against his thigh. “Red-handed, perfidious,
donkey-swiving miscreant! May his testicles shrivel and turn to
stone. He gave his word to Pembroke.” His eyes flew open and he
jabbed a finger at me, punctuating each vitriolic syllable.
“Gave . . . his . . .
word!”

There would be retaliation.
I had no doubt of that. But now was not the time. Better to let him
simmer in despondency until his head had cooled. At least let him
wait until our child was born. Already it was becoming clear that
my duty would go far beyond bearing royal English progeny; my
duty—unspoken
though it may be—would be to bear influence upon my inconstant husband, upon
whose unfit head the crown had fallen.

As if cued by my thoughts,
the ache in my back fanned upward. The floor tipped beneath me. I
spread my arms to steady myself and looked about the room for
another chair, but there was only a low foot stool next to a rolled
up tapestry at the far end of the room. The murals spanning the
walls were obscured in smoky darkness, the figures adorning them
now taking on the ghastly shapes of the eternally condemned
struggling to escape the torments of hell. A chill rippled from my
tailbone up my spine and I braced my shoulders against it to stop
my whole body from trembling.

I could not remain in this
dank, comfortless room for much longer without crumpling into a
weary heap. With stiff fingers, I kneaded at my lower back to
emphasize my condition. “My lord, I leave for Windsor in two days.
If you will allow me to take my leave now, I need to oversee the
packing of my things. Otherwise, Juliana and Patrice will want to
take my whole wardrobe, most of which will do me no good. As you
know, I will not be back in London for some time—not until my churching at
Westminster.”

Rigid now, he molded himself
to the chair frame. His fingernails clawed the length of his thigh,
snagging the cloth of his hose. The pendant was still clutched in
his other hand. His lips went taut, then began to twitch, as though
he fought back tears.

I ran my hands down my
sides, from breasts to hips, to remind him not only of the future,
but to distract him from past horrors.

“Edward,” he muttered. “We
will call him Edward.”

I had expected nothing else.
Of course he would name the child after himself. “You will attend
the birth, I trust?”

The last log in the fire
cracked, then crumbled into a pile of flickering ashes. “If it is
safe for me to leave London . . .” He brushed his
fingers toward the door. “Go. I shall provide you with a sizeable
armed escort. To keep you safe.”

In our more than four years
together, it was the closest thing to genuine concern that had ever
graced his lips. I uttered a perfunctory word of thanks, gathered
up the ponderous weight of my skirts and dipped at the knee. As I
took my first steps to leave, a knock rattled the door in its
frame. I halted partway across the room, braving a look back.
Edward peered at me through tearful, slit eyes.

“Were you expecting someone,
my lord? I can send them away, if—”

“People come and go at all
hours,” he sniveled. “The sooner they state their business, the
sooner I can be rid of them.”

With a nod, I went to the
door and opened it. The musky scent of horse hide and leather
wafted in. Behind the guard stood a nobleman, hands clasped behind
him. His clothes had the wrinkled and smudged look of one who has
ridden long and with purpose. At his right shoulder, a circular
silver brooch secured his hooded riding cloak. On his left side,
the scabbard of his sword dangled beneath the cloak’s embroidered
hem. Black hanks of hair, knotted by the wind, hid his downcast
eyes.

“Sir Roger Mortimer, my
lady,” the guard said lowly, as if he were reluctant to disturb
Edward yet again, “to seek an audience with the king.”

Slowly, Mortimer looked up,
his dark eyes lingering for a moment on the mound of my pregnancy.
My fingers groped the air for a mantle to cover myself, but with a
flush of embarrassment I remembered I had none. I retreated behind
the door—as if I
could hide there, suddenly invisible.

“What? Is Death at my door,
come for me now?”
Edward jested. “Who is it?”

“Sir Roger
Mortimer.”

“So soon from Ireland? The
devil indeed has wings, eh? Send him in. I have rotten work to be
done in Gascony.”

“Gascony?” I echoed, my hand
upon the door, stalling. “But I thought Ireland and
Scotland—”

“Ireland,
Scotland . . . the whole mad world is against me. Why not Gascony,
too? Even the pope chides me. Anyway, it’s Mortimer’s kin who are
quarreling now—and
they’re costing me in fines levied by your father. So I’ll set
Mortimer to task. Now please.” He waved a hand in the air
expansively.

Tugging the door fully open,
I took a step back.

“My lady.” Mortimer bowed,
his mouth spreading into a broad smile as he met my eyes again.
“Your condition, if I may say, suits you exceedingly well. My own
wife, Joan, is at Ludlow this very moment, due our eighth
child.”

Eighth? He was barely in his
mid twenties and his wife the same age. The poor woman. I could
hardly imagine bearing a child of Edward’s every year for the next
eight years. But then, Roger Mortimer was not at all like
Edward.

“If it is a girl,” he said,
“I will ask that she name her Isabella, in hopes she will grow to
be as beautiful as you.”

Heat ignited in my breast
and flared upward from my neck to my face. Unable to hold his gaze,
I spoke at my shoes in a voice no bigger than a small child’s. “I-I
have no objection. It is a common enough name.”

I scurried down the stairs,
too quickly for good sense. When I reached the bottom, dizzy and
breathless, I sank down to rest on the last stair. The chill of the
stones seeped through the cloth of my gown and into my hips. I drew
my knees in close and curled both arms around my extended belly,
aware of an odd sensation. Not pain, but a stirring. Movement.
Slight perhaps, but certain.

If it is a boy, let him
become a greater man than his father.

I
prayed:



“Hail Mary, full of
grace,

God is with thee.

Of all women, thou art most
blessed

And blessed be the fruit of
thy womb . . .”



This time the babe kicked
hard, just beneath my ribs. I pressed a hand there, overcome with
wonder as I felt his strong limbs push against my
palm.



 


*****





The day that Young
Edward—or so I
would come to call him—was born at Windsor, the nursemaid, Ida, swore she saw a lone
golden eagle soaring above the Round Tower, as if it were heralding
some extraordinary event. My damsel Patrice argued it was merely a
buzzard eyeing the bloated corpse of an old stable cat that had
strayed onto the roof to die. But superstitious Ida could not be
convinced otherwise. She believed it was an omen that there would
be a great war in the young prince’s lifetime. But when is the
world ever without some terrible strife between or within
kingdoms?

I did not see the
eagle—only the
strange, blue-veined protrusion of my stomach, looking to my vain,
seventeen-year old self like a tumor that did not belong there. For
me, the birthing was easier than it was for most women. It did not
go on long. I had awoken in the night with a sense of urgency, my
middle contracting. While Ida fetched the midwife, I paced the
floor, chatting with Patrice to pass the time and stopping
occasionally as a shiver rippled through me. When the midwife came,
she made me lie down, spread my legs apart in a rather vulgar pose
and exclaimed that the baby’s head was already crowning. It was
almost as though I were watching someone else give birth to him.
Afterwards, my astonishment gave way to a wave of exhaustion, but I
do not remember any pain. I remember more the tickling of pride,
like I had indeed done something out of the ordinary. The midwife
placed the small, wailing babe in the crook of my elbow.
Immediately, he looked at me and quieted, as if he knew my face
already and that sanctuary would always be within my
arms.

 


 


*****
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Roger Mortimer:

Berwick – June,
1314





THE DUTIES OF A king’s
liegeman are too often unwanted, unending and thankless.

For years in Ireland
I, Roger Mortimer, had fought against small
chiefs who called themselves ‘kings’ and brought them all down.
Then, just as a lull had settled there, King Edward sent me to play
peacemaker among my petty kin in Gascony. I had barely set foot in
Ireland again when another summons was flung at me—to join the king
on campaign in Scotland to relieve Stirling Castle.
Did he not think for a moment to better prepare
himself against the Bruce?

Bannockburn. Thousands upon
thousands of Englishmen lay dead there now. Yet I had
survived.

For this.

Two carrion crows eyed us
from the distant parapets of the towers that flanked Berwick’s
gate. My gaze drifted to the walls surrounding the city. How many
batterings had those walls seen? The scars were still there from
Longshanks’ assault, almost twenty years ago. Inside now huddled
his successor: Edward II, King of England.

This Edward was nothing like
his father.

I pulled in a breath and
held it. My lungs burned. The air was still hot with the scent of
blood, even though the battlefield was many days and miles behind
us.

“Come, Maltravers,” I said
to my companion beside me. His horse flicked its ears, reluctant to
go on. Eight years ago on Whitsunday, Sir John Maltravers and I had
taken our vows of knighthood at Westminster. He was now less half
of the last two fingers of his left hand. His reminder of
Bannockburn. Not yet healed, he kept them wrapped in strips of
cloth that were brown and stiff with dried blood.

I shifted in my saddle, my
arms and legs flaming sore. The ride to Berwick had been long and
hard. The sun so searing hot it felt as though my flesh might melt
from my bones. Sweat pooled in the creases of my clothing. I licked
at dry lips, making them sting.

With his good hand,
Maltravers yanked at the reins of the extra horse we had been
given. Flies swarmed around the canvas-wrapped lump draped over its
back. The corpse was beginning to stink. Perhaps it would have been
better had I not survived the battle. Or been ransomed instead.
Anything but this.

Bloody Christ, I had not
asked to do this. It would earn me no favors.

I pricked my horse’s flanks
with my spurs and we rode up to Berwick’s gate.

To bring the king a token of
his defeat.





*****





An hour passed before
Maltravers and I were given entrance to the town. Another hour
before we were taken to the castle. All the while, flies assaulted
us in great swarms of agitation. We paused on the steps to the main
door of the great hall. There, an old woman gave us water from a
ladle dipped in a leaky bucket. I guzzled it down, doubled over as
a pain ripped through my belly and turned my head aside to vomit.
My insides cleansed, I dragged my hand across my mouth and
straightened. I fought the urge to turn and go back the way I had
come, but I had a duty to complete. I owed my life to it, however
disagreeable.

Like a lion’s yawning jaws,
the doors opened. Maltravers and I were led inside. I probed the
sack I carried for a lump. Still there. Several knights, scowls
visible even across the distance, leered at us from the dais at the
hall’s end. In his high-backed chair in the middle, the king
slumped. I forced myself forward. I still felt the aches of battle,
sharp as knives, especially the sword blow I had taken to my left
shoulder. My mail had saved me. The Scotsman who struck me had lost
his arm for the offense. I had not bothered to finish killing him,
merciful as that might have been. There was too much going on
around me and he was going to die anyway.

Maltravers staggered like a
drunk under the weight slung over his shoulder. His knee banged
against the leg of an overturned bench and he spit out a curse
under his breath. The tables and benches that lined either side of
the hall were in disarray. Toppled cups lay atop the tables;
puddles of spilt ale beneath. Rotting fruit littered the floor. My
eyes lingered on a half eaten chicken. When had I last eaten? I
could not recall. I reached out my hand, thinking to sample the
meat, but the fetid smell wafting from beside me made me
retch.

“I thought you were dead,
Sir Roger,” King Edward drawled.

Before the dais, I halted
Maltravers with my hand and set the sack down at my feet, eager to
be rid of it. “Is that how you would prefer me, sire?”

“Not at all,” he muttered
absently, his gaze fixed on Maltraver’s burden. “Too many are dead
already.” Tears rushed to his eyes. He clenched both fists and
threw his head back so hard it thunked against the back of his
chair. Then he gulped air and spoke again, his voice cracking with
sorrow. “You were with the Earl of Pembroke at . . .
at Bannockburn, were you not? He is in Carlisle, I was told. Why,
then, are you here?”

“We were followed by the
Scots, my lord. I turned and fought, so that Pembroke could escape.
My horse, a good one, was piked. I lost my sword as I went down. I
had no choice but to give myself up. When they learned who I was,
they took me to their king, the Bruce. He was at the little church
of St. Ninian’s, praying over the body of this his fallen
kinsman—and yours.
He released me so that I might bring the body to you. That, sire,
is why I am here.” I motioned Maltravers forward.

As he neared the king,
Maltravers dragged his feet. In relief, he exhaled heavily and
lowered the great weight from his shoulder. He laid it out full
length on the step below the king’s chair and backed away, his head
down so that he would not meet the king’s eyes and his maimed hand
hidden behind his leg.

“Robert the Bruce,” I began,
“said to tell you, my king, that he grieves, as well, and that your
nephew was a good and courageous man.” I peeled away the cloth
covering the face. Despite a cursory embalming by the monks of
Cambus Kenneth Abbey, the sweet odor of decay invaded the air. I
held my breath and looked down at the bloodless, wizened face. He
had died young. And foolishly—thinking he could take the Bruce
single-handedly. “Gilbert de Clare, Earl of Gloucester.”

The group of men who stood
to the side of the dais murmured. I recognized only a few of them.
With so many great lords dead or captured there were bound to be
new faces surrounding the king, all plying for their
fortunes.

Edward took one glance,
shivered and clamped his eyes shut. “Cover his face, Hugh. Cover
it!” The Scottish monks had taken great pains to sew up the skin
over the cleft in his skull near Gilbert’s left temple. That was
where the Bruce’s axe head had been imbedded. But it was Gilbert’s
body being dragged across open ground by his frightened horse that
had torn a hunk of flesh from that side of his head. The mending
had left his features ghoulishly distorted, his mouth stretched
taut to one side. Edward sniveled. “That
grotesque . . . thing . . . is
not my beloved Gilbert.”
His voice dissipated like mist scattered by the wind. “He always
wore a smile. Always.”

The younger man beside him
obliged. He paused to study the face before carefully laying the
cloth back over it. “It is him, my lord king,” he said in a
detached, languorous voice.

I recognized him then as
Hugh Despenser the Younger. He had been with the king at Stirling’s
gate. His wife was Eleanor de Clare, Gilbert’s sister. I had seen
him at court only a handful of times, as he dangled expectantly on
the fringes like a hound waiting for scraps to fall from the table.
It appeared he had found the abandoned foxhole and burrowed himself
under the king’s armpit recently.

With a shudder, Edward
opened his eyes, wept red and dry, and gave Despenser a doleful
look.

Despenser moved up the steps
of the dais and knelt before the king. He touched a hand lightly to
his knee. “He was a loyal kinsman, a kind friend to you. His loss
is a heavy blow to many. Eleanor will shed many tears when she
hears of it.”

His words were too
contrived, his tone too hollow to have been in earnest.

Edward laid his hand on top
of Hugh’s. He shook his head for a long time until his lower lip
began to quiver. “Was it not enough, what happened? This, too? He
was so dear to me. So very, very dear. My brother, I often called
him.”

“A pity he never had
children, my lord.”

No heirs. And Hugh Despenser
married to one of his sisters, who would undoubtedly inherit
Gilbert’s numerous holdings, including an earldom. What a
convenience that Despenser now stood close enough to mop the king’s
tears away.

Edward nodded and then
cocked his head to one side. “Bruce—he expects something for
this . . . morbid gesture?” He scoffed into his
hand. “I’ll not call that bastard ‘king’, ever.”

“He did not ask that, not
yet.” I reached inside the sack at my feet and revealed its
contents. “But he sends this: The Great Seal.”

Edward’s eyes bulged. The
Great Seal bore his likeness and without its imprint in wax no
royal document was valid. He gestured at Despenser to retrieve it.
Once in his hands he turned it over, inspecting it carefully to
confirm its authenticity. Then he clenched it so hard his knuckles
went white. “What does he want for it?”

“His wife, sisters and
daughter back, my lord. And Bishop Wishart of Glasgow.”

“Wishart? The shriveled old
turd is blind and deaf.”

“Then it will do little harm
to release him. He says, also, once you send them back to Scotland,
he will free the Earl of Hereford and other lords.”

“So why did he let
you go?”

He would have doubted me had
I been his own brother. “To bring you this message.”

“Phhh . . .”
Listless, Edward wilted into his chair again. “I need time to
think. To seek counsel.”

“As you wish, my lord king.
In the meanwhile, shall I carry the Earl of Gloucester’s remains
back to one of his sisters, so he may be properly buried?”
Inwardly, I revolted against the prospect of traveling so far south
with a putrid corpse in the blazing height of summer, but it seemed
the proper thing to do. Besides, I did not want to stay here and
watch King Edward wallow in self-pity. I would return to court when
he had regained his senses, or else I would go back to Ireland and
earn his regard there. Meanwhile, I had a wife to get home
to.

Edward traced his jawline
with a fingertip. “Yes, do that.”

“Which sister, my
lord?”

He waved a hand in the air.
“Eleanor. Take him to Lady Eleanor in . . .
in . . .”

“Gloucester,” Despenser
answered for him. “Do you wish me to go along as well, my king? To
settle his estates?”

“No.” Edward clasped
Despenser’s hand fiercely, as if the thought of him leaving was too
much to bear. “No, Hugh, stay. I will need your guidance on these
ludicrous demands. But first, we shall go on to London. Oh,
London . . . dear God, I do not want to go there at
all. But we cannot stay here. Not in Berwick. Even York is too
close. If we are pursued one more step with a pack of Scottish dogs
on our heels . . .” He stopped himself and flipped a
hand toward the door. “Go, Sir Roger. At once. Have a Mass said in
Gilbert’s name for me.”

I bent to retrieve the empty
sack at my feet, but before I could turn to go, the king said,
“Gilbert’s father-in-law, Ralph de Monthermer. What became of
him?”

I hesitated to answer. He
would not like the truth. Sooner or later, though, he would hear
it. “Taken by the Scots, my lord.”

“For ransom? Part of the
exchange for the Seal?”

“No, my lord. The Bruce gave
him his freedom. Some sort of repayment for a past favor, as I
understood. I do not know the story behind it, but Monthermer chose
to stay as his guest . . . for now.”

Edward jerked his face away
and snarled. “Traitors, everywhere.”

He narrowed his eyes at me,
as if he were still suspicious as to why I had been spared by the
Scots. I hardly knew. Nothing more than luck, I supposed. Bad luck,
at this point.

He skimmed the Great Seal
upwards over his throat and the whiskers of his chin, until it came
to rest on his lips. He kissed it before he
returned it to his lap. “Then I thank you, Sir Roger, for your
loyalty. And your service. You have done well by me in Ireland. I
do not forget such things.”

I bowed to him and went from
his presence. Maltravers hoisted the reeking bundle back onto his
shoulder and followed.

To have a king’s gratitude
was a good thing. But kings were fickle creatures. Especially this
one. I did not want to offend him, although that was a hard thing
not to do.

To offend a king is to court
death.



 


*****





Wigmore – July,
1314





In Gloucester, I gave
Gilbert de Clare’s body over to his sister. She fell to her knees
and wept while she clung to my shins. I hardly knew the earl well
enough to share in her grief, or Lady Eleanor enough to comfort
her.

On the road north of
Hereford, I paid Sir John Maltravers with the money that Lady
Eleanor had given me for my labors and dismissed him. He wanted to
go home, he said. So I let him, but I told him also when the time
came for me to go to Ireland, I would need him.

It was well past nightfall
when I arrived at Wigmore. Not wanting to be assailed by an
exuberant flock of children, for I was too spent to endure their
attentions, I hushed the porter and crept up the stairs. I turned
the latch to our chamber door and nudged it open.

Joan stood by the open
window, vigilant. Moonlight outlined the pleasing roundness of her
hips through the edges of a white nightshift. My weariness was
swept away in a rush of longing for her.

She glanced over her
shoulder at me, nothing more than passing irritation in her voice.
“So, did you come home merely to dispel rumors of your
death—or is there
some other reason?”

“I’ve come home to be with
my wife.” I barred the door behind me.

“For longer this time, I
hope.”

“How else,” I said, “is a
man to advance himself at court when it is his sword that is his
strength? It has won me the king’s gratitude several times
over.”

“And the king’s gratitude is
more important to you than your wife’s company?”

I let the matter go. Too
often our reunions had been callous ones, tainted with
misunderstanding. This first night, at least, I wanted to be
pleasurable for us both.

As she turned sideways to
fetch me a cup of wine, I noticed the slight fullness of her belly
in the haze of the moon’s silvery glow. How long since I had lain
with her? Four months? No, five. And only eight since our last
child was born.

I walked past her, took the
cup she held out for me, and eased onto the bed. While I gulped
down the wine, Joan knelt at my feet and tugged off my boots. I
must have stunk like a cow shut up in the byre too long. Despite my
rankness, she kneaded at the arches of my feet, my calves, my
thighs.

“Your uncle is here from
Chirk,” she said. “He heard of the king’s defeat at Bannockburn and
hoped . . . knew you would be home soon. Although,
we heard nothing until the Earl of Pembroke passed through. Shall I
fetch your uncle now?”

“In the morning.”

“How was your journey home?”
Her question was a courtesy, the same one she posed every time upon
my return.

I leaned back, caught her by
the wrists and pulled her hard against my chest. Her breath caught.
“Let us not talk of it. I would rather have you.” I rolled her over
beside me and ran my calloused palm over the curving mound of her
middle. “Is it safe?”

“Has that ever stopped you
before?” She looked up at the ceiling.

It was not an answer, but it
was not denial, either. Beyond our bed, sometimes even in it, we
were strangers to one another. Even after so many years.

I tried to lighten her mood,
teasing, “Have we room here at Wigmore for an eighth? Do I need to
build another wing?”

“It will be our ninth,
Roger.” She wriggled free of my hold and slipped from the
bed.

I propped myself up on an
elbow to gaze at her. “Will it? Well then, tomorrow I shall have to
reacquaint myself with them all. They forget their father so
quickly.”

“It is not the children who
forget.”

In invitation, I pushed the
corner of the bedcovers away. “After this one, let us work on the
tenth, and the eleventh, and the . . .”

As she lifted her nightshift
from one shoulder and then the other to let her breasts spill out,
I forgot what I was saying. I went to her, peeled her shift
downward so it rested on her hips, and kissed her neck.
Instinctively, I pressed against her body, the growing heat in my
loins seeking to be quenched within her. She turned her head aside
and a thin sigh escaped her throat.

Had I cared to listen, I
might have heard it for what it was—a sigh of
indifference.


 


*****





The next morning I awoke
late. Joan’s side of the bed was long since cold, the indent of her
body smoothed over by fastidious hands. She was probably with the
children somewhere already or going over records with the steward.
I had not told her I could be sent back to Ireland at any time,
should the Scots cause trouble there. When the time came for me to
go, I would insist that she come with me, even though I expected
her to protest profusely over the conditions there. At least she
would not be able to complain of my absence.

Wearing only my breeches, I
rose, stretched my arms and went to the washbasin Joan had left out
for me. I dipped the washcloth in and began to scrub. Every time I
wrung the cloth the water turned browner and cloudier, until I
could not see the bottom of the blessed bowl. Indolent servants. Or
had Joan shooed them all away to let me sleep?

“Gladys? Clementina?” I
grabbed a dry shirt and buried my face in it. There was a faint
knock on the door and a long creak as it swung open. “Fetch me more
water.”

“Fetch your own.”

I turned to see my uncle,
Lord Roger Mortimer of Chirk, in the doorway, propped up by a
carved walking staff. He hobbled across the room and tapped me on
the knee with his stick.

“I waited up half the night,
do you know? Going to tell me about it? The whole thing?” He leaned
into the gnarled staff, rotated his weight on it and gimped over to
a chair, where he plopped down in anticipation of a story. He
pounded the staff on the floor to punctuate each sentence. “I want
details. Who fought well. Who died. Who lived. Who’s being held for
ransom. All that.”

“Tales of battle are better
told over a cask of wine and late at night.”

He grumbled in
disappointment. “What took you so long to find your way home?
Pembroke came this way over a week ago. Said he lost you after the
battle and had not heard from you. For shame, you should have seen
your poor wife. She assumed you were dead. We all did.”

“How unfaithful of you all.”
I gave up on getting clean water and put on the shirt I had dried
my face on. Next, I went in search of a fresh pair of hose. As she
always did, Joan had lain everything out for me on top of the chest
at the end of our bed. “The king has another sycophant,
Uncle.”

His white feathered eyebrows
leapt upward. “Who?”

“Hugh Despenser the Younger.
His brother-in-law, Gilbert de Clare, was killed at Bannockburn. I
think he covets his earldom.”

“Gloucester dead? That will
set things on end.” He hunched forward, scenting scandal. “Is
Despenser anything like Piers de Gaveston?”

The king had pandered to the
impertinent Gaveston, a man of humble Gascon origins, by granting
him the earldom of Cornwall. Rumors about the king and Gaveston had
abounded, until the Gascon’s murder ended speculation. “No, this is
no roistering boyhood friend of the king’s, to be spoiled with
sparkling jewels and fancy clothes. No, he is . . .
different.”

“Hah, I don’t doubt, given
his stock. Watch him carefully, but from a distance.”

I hitched my shoulders in a
half-shrug. “What do you mean? Do you know something of this Hugh
the Younger?”

“Him? Barely anything. But I
know his family. I know the oath his father once made to your
father.”

“Tell. What oath?” I
fastened the cord on my hose.

“That he would kill
him.”

“Come now. I have never
heard such a story. Did father slight the elder Despenser somehow?
Steal his cows? Hunt on his lands? Sleep with his
mistress?”

“You take it too lightly. I
warn you not to. This Hugh the Younger—your grandfather killed his
grandfather at the Battle of Evesham.”

“Evesham?” I scoffed.
“Evesham was fifty years ago, Uncle. My grandfather fought for
Longshanks then. Saved his life—it was you who told me so. Surely
King Edward will know of that?”

“Hmph, a Plantagenet’s
memory is not that long. But Despensers . . . they
do not forget.” He slammed his stick down hard once, emphatic.
“Watch him.”

I belted my tunic and sat
down on the chest. “I am more concerned for the king than for
myself.”

He replied with a visceral
grunt.

“Despenser and I are on the
same side—unlike
our grandfathers.”

“For now. But be careful. If
you offend the king’s favorite, you offend the king. Edward has
hardly forgotten what they did to Gaveston.” He drew a kerchief
from his sleeve and wiped his nose. “Now, tell me about
Bannockburn.”

“Later, I told you.” I
slipped my shoes on and went to the door. “I’m going to go find my
wife. Have a look at my children.” And count them again.
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Isabella:

Tower of London – August,
1321





ONCE, LONG AGO, I dreamt
of a happy marriage. But how quickly that dream had been quashed.
First, Gaveston had owned Edward’s attentions. Now it was Hugh
Despenser upon whom he lavished titles and treasures. Whenever I
spoke up, I was chided by Edward, spurned even—as if he resented my
presence altogether. Yet time after time, when things were at their
worst and there was nowhere else to turn, it was me Edward called
upon. Me, who salvaged the shattered bits of his life and pieced
them together like shards of pottery into a mosaic. My one reward
for enduring such perpetual misery had been my children, four of
them. Four joyful blessings that gave some purpose to this misery
of a marriage.

Beyond the Salt Tower,
dawn’s first blush showed against a brightening sky. Armed sentries
peered sleepily down at us from their posts along the walls of the
outer ward. To the west, a pair of guards clutching poleaxes
glanced through the open gate behind them. The groan of a winch
rumbled in the morning silence. Iron scraped stone in a drawn-out
screech as the portcullis of the Middle Tower went up.

Puffy-eyed and yawning, my
nursemaid Ida cradled a tiny bundle in the crescent of her plump
arms. I peeled back the edge of the blanket to gaze upon my little
Joanna’s pink face. She wriggled a hand free to grasp my thumb, a
bubble of spittle forming around her tiny mouth. When I smiled down
at her, she cooed, bursting the bubble, and laughed. If only I
could know such happiness, too.

“My lady?” Aymer de
Valence, the Earl of Pembroke, cleared his throat in a signal of
impatience and swept a hand toward the waiting carriage, which was
surrounded by a mounted guard of three dozen fully armed men.
Impatient hooves tapped on the cobbles. Bits jangled. Pembroke had
returned from Paris only a week ago, having just wed my cousin
Marie, a daughter of the Count of Saint Pol. Although he was nearly
two decades my senior, I regarded Pembroke as a dear friend, but I
sorely regretted that he was being tossed into the lion’s den of
disorder that was Edward’s court so soon upon his return. By
evening, we would arrive in Westminster. Worse than leaving my
youngest child behind, who was barely now a month old, I dreaded
the purpose of this journey.

Reluctantly, I tugged my
thumb free of my daughter’s grasp. Her forehead puckered like a
grape that has shriveled under the sun’s rays. Red fists flailing,
she stretched her lips taut across toothless gums. An ear-splitting
wail emanated from bottomless lungs.

“You’ll come back soon, my
lady?” Ida rocked her arms gently to soothe the babe. When that did
not seem to work, she bounced on her heels, making her too heavy
bosom jiggle inside her unbelted gown. There was a fleeting moment
of peace as Joanna inhaled, but too soon another demonic howl
ensued.

“Take the babe outside for
fresh air as often as you can,”—I stepped back, guilt weighing down
my heart like a sack of stones—“but shield her face from the sun so
that her cheeks do not blister. When you’re walking in the garden
with Ella, watch that there are no bees about. She likes to sniff
the roses before looking. It was most traumatic when she was stung
inside her nose last month. She could not breathe properly for two
days because of the swelling. Take care, too, that she does not
prick a finger. She’d sooner smear the blood on her clean skirts as
she would complain of a throbbing finger. As for John, do
not allow him within
sight of Young Edward’s new pony. That, if nothing else, is
imperative. He wants to do everything exactly as his brother does,
but he cannot understand that he’s more likely to get trampled than
anything. He’ll sulk and wield his temper, but do not be swayed,
Ida. Do not. Let him cry himself to sleep, if you must. I’ll not
come back to find my second oldest lying broken in bed.”

Ida harrumphed at me. “My
lady, you know I do not let them fool with danger. Never. Or say
cross words, or eat with dirty hands or forget their prayers. None
of that. I’ll see that Young Edward is awake for his lessons, too,
and does not pester his tutor with requests for stories about
battles.” She cocked her chin out, her pride evident.

“My lady, please.” Pembroke
came up behind me and hooked an arm about my waist to shepherd me
toward the carriage.

I stole one last glance
over my shoulder at Ida and my daughter, then climbed inside and
scooted along the cushioned bench seat. On the opposite bench, my
damsels Patrice and Marie leaned against one another, already
dozing.

Pembroke appeared at the
rear of the carriage and undid the ties of the curtains. Before he
let them fall, he held them aside for a moment, concern furrowed
between his Spaniard-black brows.

“Thank you, my queen, for
obliging my request. I know you are not long out of childbed, but
this is dire. The Marcher lords have surrounded London and will not
scatter until their demands are met. The king must come to his senses. The past,
unfortunately, seems to be repeating itself and if
so . . .” He shook his head of close-shorn dark hair and let out a
long sigh. “If so, there will be bloody days ahead. Worse, I fear,
than before.”

He disappeared then,
leaving me in near darkness to contemplate his warning. The
carriage jolted forward and soon we were rumbling along over the
cobbles as London stirred sluggishly to life around us. I groped
for the stray cushion at my feet and wedged it behind my back to
ease the jarring.

If I could not convince
Edward to exile Hugh Despenser and make amends with his barons,
blood would rain down upon England until we were all bathed in
it.

Already it was worse than
before.
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Westminster – August,
1321





Edward marched the length
of the King’s Chamber of Westminster Palace. The long toes of his
leather soles slapped the tiles like the rhythmic threshing of a
flail. Twenty-five paces. Head down, hands clasped behind him. He
halted beside the vast canopied state bed, gazed up at the metal
bosses studding the panels of the ceiling, then spun around to face
me.

I stood moored in the
doorway, Pembroke behind me. It would be dangerous to approach the
king or speak before judging his mood—that much I knew. Too far
from me to see his countenance clearly, I dipped my head in a bow
and waited.

A warm breeze stirred the
hairs that had pulled loose from beneath the brim of my coif,
tickling my cheeks. Tall windows lined the long wall across from me
where Robert Winchelsey, the Archbishop of Canterbury, stood.
Jewels, a hand-width apart, trimmed his brocaded red chasuble.
Piled in folds around his neck, his amice was adorned with
quatrefoils formed from gold braids. He smiled serenely at me and
tipped his head so far I thought his miter would topple from
it.

When I looked again, Edward
had grabbed at one of the dense green curtains hanging down from
the canopy above the throne. He buried his face in the heavy cloth
for a moment, then yanked hard before letting go. The frame of the
canopy rattled, but held. Hands outstretched, he rushed toward us.
“Have you any idea how they have betrayed me?”

I shook my head, feigning
ignorance. During the time that I had been awaiting Joanna’s birth
at the Tower, I had insisted on hearing the news from across
England. Patrice had fed me every detail. Edward’s unbounded
patronage of the younger Hugh Despenser had fostered widespread
dissent among the Marcher Lords. Rebellion loomed. Had he heeded
the signs—any of dozens—it could have all been averted. But Edward
was beyond obstinate. He was blind with devotion to Despenser, just
as he had been with Gaveston—and that had ended
miserably.

Edward stomped to a halt
before me, his face contorted, as if he were wracked with anguish.
“Not only have they burned and ravaged Hugh’s lands, but they’ve
taken up with Lancaster. God in Heaven—Lancaster!”

Eyes downcast, the
archbishop’s shoulders sagged, as though he had long since given up
trying to persuade the king to hear reason.

Pembroke stepped past me
into a slanted beam of reddish sunlight. “It was said that the
Mortimers sent Lord Badlesmere to meet with Lancaster in
Pontefract. If Lancaster joins them, their might and power will be
far beyond anything we can muster. I beg of you, sire, this is not
the time to resist. Remember your coronation oath. Hear the barons
out. Grant their request to banish Despenser. Then promise pardons
in full. If you shut your ears to their pleas, you stand to lose
more than your kingdom.”

“I know what I stand to lose, Aymer,”
Edward snapped. “I will lose him either way, it seems. Already I
have lost the power my birthright has afforded me.”

“Then you understand that
you must put your own preservation above all others? To ignore that
is to perish, sire. Where is Lord Despenser now?”

Edward’s eyes flew wide,
like those of a rabbit caught in the snare, knowing there is no
escape—no sense left in struggling, else the string will tighten.
His hands, now hanging limp at his sides, began to tremble
violently. “Leave us.”

“Sire?” Pembroke’s feathery
black brows twitched.

Edward’s voice bore the
ragged edge of strain. “I trust you brought my queen here for a
purpose?” He straightened his spine, although his mask of authority
fooled no one. “Both of you—leave us. Now. I wish to speak with the
queen. Alone.”

“As you wish, my lord.”
Pembroke inclined his head toward the door. Archbishop Winchelsey
took his cue and followed him from the room.

The moment the door banged
shut behind them, Edward dashed to the middle window and clambered
over the window seat. The buttons of his tight-fitting sleeves
clacked against the window pane as he pressed his face to it to
survey outside. A muffled voice hailed him from below. He scrambled
backward. Then, darting a suspicious glance around the chamber, he
went to stand in the very center. He beckoned me with a curled
finger.

“Trust no one,” he
whispered as I neared him. “Not the nobles, not the
servants . . .
Not even the clerics.”

“Do you at least trust me?”
I laced my fingers together beneath the slight bulge of my still
overstretched belly. The creation of four children between us, I
hoped, had at least forged some measure of confidence.

Blue eyes narrowed, he
cocked his head. “Who do you think asked for you? Did you think it
was all Pembroke’s doing? The archbishop’s? Fie!” He spun away to
face the window, arms crossed. “I recalled Mortimer from Ireland
again, thinking he would defend me. After all I have done for him,
making him Lord Lieutenant there. And what did he do when I asked
his help? He joined the wolves in their hunt. I am like the
orphaned lamb bleating in their midst, as they circle around me,
fangs gnashing.”

Shaking his head slowly, he
drifted toward the end of the chamber. His voice grew not more
distant, but louder with vehemence. “They all want to tell me what
to do. To control me. Me. Who is king, I say? Oh, so many
of them think they ought to be. That they could do better. I trust
none of that writhing pile of worms who call themselves ‘lords’.
Nor the crows closest, who squawk in my ears and try to scatter the
rest whilst they pick at my very eyes to blind me. Who, I ask you,
was meant to sit here?” With a deft twirl, he landed on the cushioned throne,
sitting tall and defiant. “Who
was born to rule England?”

“You were,” I said,
approaching him, “Edward of Caernarvon. And your son after you.” I
knelt beside him, my skirts bunching around me in a sea of pale
green satin. Gentle and soothing, I laid my hand over his forearm.
Again, I must turn his mind to lighter things, away from the anger
and the darkness. “Only yesterday Young Edward asked when you might
take him hawking. He has tired of his peregrine and fancies the
gyrfalcon you keep at King’s Langley. Do you remember the
one?”

He blinked, as if in
momentary confusion. “The one I had brought from
Norway?”

“That one, yes.”

“The best birds are from
Norway.”

“He knows, which is why I
think he covets it so much.”

“It is a tercel, not a hen,
and far too much for him yet.”

“Perhaps, but he is always
dreaming of bigger things. He pretends his new pony is a great
warhorse, a Flemish one, and goes about all day with a wooden sword
tucked in his belt.”

The barest hint of a smile
crept over his mouth. His sight drifted to the mural high up on the
wall above the nearest door—the one which the earl and archbishop
had departed through. There, the slight figure of David hurled a
stone from his sling at the raging Goliath. “One day, my son will
fight my battles for me.”

My husband was no warrior.
Certainly no general of battles. Bannockburn had been testament to
that. To speculate that his oldest son would be a more apt leader
than him was no strain to the imagination. That prospect, however,
was many years ahead and of no use to him now. Thus, it was my duty
to serve as his peacemaker—to calm the waters that he had stirred.
I stroked my husband’s arm until he met my gaze. “First, you must
make peace, so you can keep your crown. Then, when it is your son’s
time to wear it, he will not have to fight for it.”

He squirmed with
uncertainty. “It is always a fight for power. Always.”

“You know what you must
do?”

His jaw twitched. A tear
slid down his cheek, then dripped onto his silk tunic. Dully, he
nodded. “Have I any choice? I must send my dear Hugh away.” Then,
he gripped the arms of the throne until his knuckles turned white.
“Tell Pembroke to gather the barons in the morning again. I will
present the soft of my belly—give them the banishment they clamor
for.”

In truth, I had expected
more resistance from him. Perhaps his willfulness had already been
spent. Or perhaps he had indeed learned from the past. Whatever the
reason, I embraced the result. Finally, Edward was learning the art
of compromise, as well as the consequences of his
selfishness.

He rubbed a sleeve across
his face. “Our daughter, Joanna—how is she?”

“Bright, beautiful,
spirited. She favors you.” I told him that because it pleased him,
not because it was true.

“A pilgrimage to Canterbury
is in order, to give thanks. Once things are settled.”

I stood, my legs tingling
from knees to toes as the blood returned to them, and rearranged my
wrinkled skirts. “Gladly will I go. We have much to be thankful
for.”

“Perhaps for you, ‘tis so.”
He folded his hands in his lap and sighed in defeat.

As I made my way across the
floor, I overheard Edward mumble above the rustle of my skirt’s
fabric: “I am no man’s chattel. I swear on my
life . . .
there will be requital.”

With that utterance, any
hope I might have held—for lasting peace, for my children’s
future—crumbled into a dust so fine that even the slightest whisper
of civil war would blow it away without a
trace.



 


*****





Leeds Castle – October,
1321





Two swans, wing to wing,
their bills tucked to their downy breasts, floated across the lake
encircling Leeds Castle. The ripples of their wake broke the
mirrored surface in a broadening fan. A bank of white rolled across
my view, obscuring the limewashed walls beyond and the helmeted
figures that watched us from the crenels of the uppermost towers.
Even the sun, climbing toward its pinnacle now, had not chased away
the morning mist.

While I had gone to
Canterbury and knelt before the shrine of Thomas Becket a week
past, Edward had ridden out to the Isle of Thanet—where he met Hugh
Despenser. I know this not because he admitted it, but because he
went with such haste and purpose that it left me no doubt. While he
made to return to London, he ordered me to come here to Leeds
Castle, “To befriend and forgive,” he had written. And so I came,
even though the pretense of my visit was as flaccid as a wet rope.
I considered it a diplomatic gesture, if nothing more. This
morning, however, I had awoken with my bowels churning. The day, I
feared, would not end well. My breath hung trapped in a cloud
before me in the damp air. Draping the reins of my gray palfrey
across the horn of my saddle, I called my newest squire to me.
Arnaud de Mone parted from the rest of my guard, some thirty armed
men, and came to stand before me.

“You sent word ahead as
soon as we left Canterbury, requesting lodging for us?”

He nodded. Pearlescent
beads of moisture shimmered among the golden ringlets of his hair.
Although young—and temptingly beautiful—he had, in a very short
span, proven himself devoted. “I did, my lady.”

“And just now—you asked
that we be permitted entrance?”

“I did.”

“And what was Lord
Badlesmere’s reply? They have had ample time to prepare for our
arrival. Why have they kept us waiting?”

“Lord Badlesmere is not
inside, my queen.”

“Then who refuses
us?”

“Lady Badlesmere. She says
that her husband gave the fortress into her care with firm orders
that no one, for any reason, was to be permitted
entrance.”

“But I am not
no one!” I protested
impulsively. How dare she? Indeed, I traveled with armed guards,
but that was only a precaution. I had not come here to take
possession of the fortress, but to engender harmony. That had been
clear in my message. Why must even the simplest of good intentions
be suspect? Edward had given in to strict demands. Pardons had been
issued. The peace may have yet been a fragile one, but it was
peace. Trust first had to be a matter of practice before it could
become belief. This . . . this
disobedience threatened that very premise to the core. If she would
not do it willingly, then Lady Badlesmere would need to be forced
to open up her home. “Go back to the gate. Tell her that her
queen demands entrance and lodging.”

Arnaud moved a foot,
hesitating. “If . . .
if she refuses?”



My mare twitched her ears,
as if she, too, awaited my response. “We go back to London. This
will be dealt with later.” By Edward—who would not likely find it
in him to be lenient this time.

He dipped his head in a nod
and trotted away. With a detachment of two dozen soldiers, he rode
across the narrow bridge of land connecting the mainland to the
island on which Leeds Castle sat and up to the gate. A guard
appeared at a crenel atop the gatehouse. Arnaud shouted my orders.
I could not make out the guard’s reply, but it had the terse ring
of a warning. Arnaud stood his ground and repeated my demands. The
guard disappeared.

A moment later, one of my
mounted soldiers behind him snapped back in his saddle, an arrow
protruding from his chest. Clutching at the shaft, he uprighted
himself. Blood poured between his fingers. He swayed, then slumped
to the side, his other hand still entwined in the reins. As the
wounded man tumbled to the ground, his horse wheeled around,
feeling the sudden yank of its bit. Unable to scramble free, the
man threw an arm over his head. But too late. An iron-shod hoof
circled through the air and cracked squarely against his skull,
shattering it like an eggshell beneath the blow of a
hammer.

I gaped in horror, barely
able to comprehend what I had just seen.

Then, the air hissed.
Arrows sailed above the breaking mist, arced downward and plunged
into flesh. Two horses went down, pinning their riders. Another man
fell from his mount, eyes wide in death. His party trapped on the
narrow tongue of land, Arnaud flailed an arm, signaling retreat.
But even as they turned to go without ever having put up a fight,
another volley of arrows sang their requiem. The causeway was too
narrow to allow them to all flee at once. Corpses clogged the
way.

I could not move or speak.
A dozen dead or wounded lay scattered before the gate and along the
land bridge. One man staggered to his feet and took two steps
before he was struck through the neck. Another behind him, his way
blocked, leapt into the water, desperate to escape. His head bobbed
above the surface, then flew back as an arrow pierced his cheek.
Blood sprayed around him. With a drawn-out gurgle, he slipped
below, crimson bubbles marking the spot where he had last drawn
air.

Trumpeting in alarm, the
swans beat their wings and arose in a cloud of white above the
silver-dark water. Sleek necks stretched out before them, they
ascended, going higher, higher. Above the pandemonium unfolding in
the mist. Away from the massacre.

The remaining men cleared
the causeway and rounded the lake with a rumble of shouts. When
Arnaud came to me, he said nothing, but grabbed my reins and led me
away.

My heart thudded in my
throat. Hooves clattered around me. Taunts rang out from the
castle.

The moans of the dying fell
away behind me. But I could not look back.

It had begun.

 


 


*****
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Roger Mortimer:

Kingston-upon-Thames –
October, 1321





THE RIVER THAMES FLOWED by
in ageless indolence. A young boy, adrift on the current in a
battered old rowing boat, rested his oars in his lap. In
open-mouthed awe, he stared up at the long column of eight thousand
fighting men moving along the road. My men. Many had fought with me
in Ireland. Others lived on my lands or those of neighboring
Marcher lords. They had all seen the consequences of Edward’s
indulgences on Despenser. With every footfall and plodding hoof
they stirred up swirls of dust. Several men stared back menacingly
at the boy. He flipped his oars down into the water and pulled away
as fast as he could.

We had not yet crossed to
Kingston-upon-Thames on our way from Oxford to Leeds Castle when
the banner of Aymer Valence, the Earl of Pembroke, appeared at the
bridge over the river. I reined my horse and signaled the column
behind me to stop.

“Who is it?” My uncle,
Roger of Chirk, squinted into the angled morning rays of a late
October sun. The creases around his eyes deepened with shadows.
Beside him, Lord Bartholomew de Badlesmere stiffened and readjusted
his dented helmet with a finger to his noseguard. He was Edward’s
Royal Steward and the reason we had been plunged into this latest
mire. He was also my kinsman by marriage. My eldest son, Edmund,
had been married to his daughter, Elizabeth, for some years now,
although at eight the girl was not yet old enough to join my son’s
household. Of late, Bartholomew likely regretted the union, for it
placed him squarely at odds with the king.

I shaded my eyes with a
bare hand. Plates of armor caught the sun’s reflection in scattered
bursts. Pennons fluttered atop lances in the cool breeze. The
earl’s small contingent clattered over the stone bridge. “Pembroke,
but he hasn’t more than fifty men with him.”

My uncle snorted. “So, the
king sends Pembroke to do his talking for him. At least he picked
the right man.”

Bartholomew touched the
hilt of his sword. His jaw quivered. “Is there hope yet, d’you
think?”

“I’ll not grasp at hope
until I hear what the earl has to say.” I spurred my horse forward
and my personal guard fell in behind me. My uncle let out a sharp
curse as he struggled to catch up before I reached the earl, who
was now across the bridge and coming up the road.

My uncle huffed as he came
abreast of me and strained to stay in his saddle. “Do you believe
me—what I said about Despenser long ago?”

I gave him a sidelong
glance. He jounced hard in his saddle, but rather than a grimace he
threw me a smug smile. I leered back at him. “Your gloating is of
no help at the moment. But yes, I do. I should have believed you
when you first warned me about Despenser. And I should have
believed what you said about the king. But what good would that
have done, Uncle?” I lowered my voice as the earl slowed his horse
and prepared to dismount beneath a grove of oaks on the north side
of the road. “In the end, we’re all forced to choose sides anyway.
And if we don’t, the king will somehow make us, won’t he?” I leaned
back and jerked so hard on the reins that my horse arched his neck
and spun in a half circle before coming to a stop.

I dropped to the ground and
felt the weight of my armor with the impact.

“Good day, Earl Pembroke!”
I called with feigned enthusiasm. I swept my mail coif from my
head, tossed it to a squire behind me and reached a hand toward the
earl in greeting.

He clasped my hand firmly
and drew me to him in an embrace. His head barely came to my
shoulder, but he was broad of girth. Each of his thighs was as
stout as a Yule log. As reputation had it, he was not a man one
wanted to face in the jousts. “A good morning it is, my
lords.”

When he stepped away, his
eyes, dark as a Moor’s, were grim with foreboding. His gaze swept
toward Bartholomew. The strained smile that crossed his mouth was
not one of goodwill, I guessed.

“King Edward is still
besieging Leeds?” I said.

My uncle sidled up to me,
his breathing still ragged. He acknowledged the earl with a stiff
bow.

Pembroke nodded at each of
us in turn. “He is. Lady Badlesmere will not surrender the
fortress.”

Bartholomew clambered down
from his saddle and stretched his hands forward, imploring. “M-my
wife,” he sputtered, unable to hide the desperation in his voice,
“she did not understand my orders. She did not know the queen was
merely returning from a pilgrimage. Please, she meant no
harm.”

“Perhaps,” Pembroke
impugned dryly, “she should have advised her archers not to aim so
accurately.”

I silenced Bartholomew with
a glare. “Earl Pembroke, let us not waste breath arguing over what
is already done. We come, at the lady’s request, to relieve the
siege. However,”—I summoned a smile as diplomatic and genial as I
could, given the circumstances—“this can be easily resolved with
words alone. There need be no more blood shed.”

“You would do well, Sir
Roger, to go back to Wigmore and stay there awhile.”

I glanced over my shoulder
at the sizable army my uncle and I had brought with us. “There are
more coming.”

Pembroke was too
levelheaded, and well-informed, to be swayed by my threat. “Who?
Lancaster? Forgive me, but whatever promises he may have made to
any of you, he won’t hold.”

It was true. Lancaster had
proven unreliable more than once. What’s more, he detested
Badlesmere and made no secret of it.

My uncle shook his finger
in the air and limped intrusively close to Pembroke. Without his
stick to lean on, he was noticeably lame. “Aymer, we’re old
friends, are we not? Fought together in Scotland how many times?
You were there when I tumbled from my horse and shattered my hip.
It has never been good since.” He clamped a hand lightly on
Pembroke’s upper arm and gave him a stern look. “We know each other
too well to dance around this. So, let us leap to the truth, shall
we? It was well out of Queen Isabella’s way to stop at Leeds
Castle. And she approached, not with a mere retinue of damsels, but
an armed force. All this less than two weeks after Edward and
Despenser met at the Isle of Thanet?” My uncle had his sources,
too. “Oh yes, we heard of that. How bloody coincidental. I say the
queen was an instrument of their devices, not a passing pilgrim who
became the victim of the Lord or Lady Badlesmere’s mistrust. We
both know that.”

Pembroke’s lips tightened
beneath his coarse, black mustache. He was not a man to betray his
own emotions, but there were subtle signs he was not at ease
representing the king in this. He looked away for a moment and
selected his words with care. “I did not come to hear complaints
and speculations, Lord Roger. Do you think any of us want
this?”

“I think King Edward takes
cruel delight in it,” my uncle retorted. “My son’s daughter-in-law
Elizabeth is in there. Other children, as well. Surely the king has
not resorted to holding women and children as captives in their own
homes?”

Bartholomew blanched. This
encounter, undoubtedly, was doing nothing to lift his
hopes.

“Go back, all of you,”
Pembroke urged with a trace of kindness. “Understand what I say.
For the mercy of God, I’m trying to spare your lives. If you march
on Leeds, you’ll be outnumbered, you’ll be defeated, and your
little Elizabeth won’t have a father-in-law or a father, let alone
a home. Norfolk and Kent have joined the siege. Even the Earl of
Surrey. They number some twenty-five thousand. By now maybe more,
with Arundel’s men. I do not exaggerate, my lords. If you believe
me a liar, come count them yourself.”

The words fell heavy and
foreboding in my ears. Many of those he spoke of had stood with us
only weeks ago. Now they flocked around the king like birds during
a lean winter to peck at crumbs. My uncle and I exchanged a swift
glance.

“A moment, my lord,” I said
to the earl. I drew my uncle across the road where we could not be
overheard. I put my lips close to his ear. “We must
negotiate.”

“No.”

I gripped his arm. “We
cannot argue in front of Pembroke. He knows we are fewer in
numbers. I beg you, let me handle this.”

His wrinkled lips contorted
in a sneer. “I want full pardons, for all of us. Nothing
less.”

I nodded and we rejoined
the earl. “My lord,” I began, “we shall withdraw our army, disband
it and return to our lands.” At that, my uncle glared at me so
murderously I thought he might silence me with the butt of his
sword across my jaw. But he clamped his yellowed teeth shut and
allowed me to go on. “In return, the king shall break the siege and
grant the inhabitants of Leeds their freedom in exchange for
possession of the fortress.”

Bartholomew did not raise
his eyes from the ground.

“Furthermore,” I continued,
“our grievances shall be heard out in parliament and no actions
taken against us beforehand.”

Pembroke turned toward his
horse. “I will do what I can to convince the king.”

“No, you
will convince the king.
It will be done. You are the only one, my lord, who
can.”

He stifled a smirk and
paused with one hand resting against his saddle. “As I said, I will
do what I can.”

We all clasped hands in
agreement and mounted our horses. Pembroke sped off with devilish
purpose. Badlesmere galloped back to our ranks for safety. But my
uncle and I lingered on the riverbank.

Uncle Roger shook his head
in disbelief. “Return to our lands? Disband? What sort of swine
manure was that? Have you lost your wits?”

“Hardly. We will collect
our allies and go north—to meet with Lancaster in Pontefract. As
for Leeds, we can do nothing there. We’ll have to trust that
Pembroke can work his miracles on the king. By the time King Edward
learns where we are and who we are with, Badlesmere will be back
with his children.”

But I held little faith in
that.


 


*****





Bridgnorth – December,
1321





Leeds surrendered to the
king. Mercy, however, was not forthcoming. They hung twelve of the
garrison from its walls as a warning. Lady Badlesmere and her
children, including Elizabeth, went to the Tower. As prisoners of
the king.

In Pontefract, we secured
Lancaster’s promise to join us, then swiftly returned to the
Marches to secure our holdings. Edward, bloated with confidence,
advanced up the Thames from Leeds. He halted in Gloucester long
enough to gorge himself at Christmas supper and take wicked
amusement in a few more hangings.

In haste, we withdrew west
of the Severn, secured the bridge at Worcester against the royal
army and pressed north to wait for Lancaster.

How easily Lancaster had
sworn to stand with us. How easily he soon forgot.

Rain turned to sleet. Sleet
to snow. The hills gleamed like polished marble beneath an iron
sky. The valleys lay eerily still and the towns barren as folk fled
before us. All the while Edward’s army stalked us like the specter
of death from the other side of the Severn.

We had no time to stop and
warm our bodies before a fire. Our bellies roared with hunger. Yet
every day we pushed on, our fingers stiff and frozen, our feet
swinging like dead stumps from the ends of our legs. My horse began
to lag and soon he developed a rattle in his chest. I left him tied
to a post at the gate of a farmer’s pen and hoped he might live to
serve another, but knew he probably would not. Men went off to piss
and never came back or disappeared into the darkness while others
fought for sleep beneath tattered cloaks. Each day we waited for
word of Lancaster. Each day none came. Just as the winter sun
became veiled behind high clouds, our hopes grew ever
dimmer.

I looked southward into a
coal black sky smeared with amber flames. Smoke rose in twisting
spires from the town of Bridgnorth and drifted on a brisk, cold
wind to sting my nostrils. Earlier that night, we had launched a
surprise attack across the bridge. Edward, unfortunately, recovered
quickly enough to prevent a complete routing. Before my men fled
back west across the bridge, they touched torch to thatch. The damp
thatch was slow to spark, but once it did, billows of thick smoke
poured into the streets, creating confusion amongst the king’s
ranks.

A growl of contempt rumbled
deep in my uncle’s throat. “So what did this buy us? One more day?
A few hours?” A streak of soot ran from the right side of his
forehead to the edge of his mail coif, making him look like some
old beggar who had been digging in the ashes for bones. “What do
you suppose the king was thinking,” he mused, rubbing at his
sagging jowls, “when he told me to secure Wales against
you?”

“That it would come to
something like this. He gambled, his luck against ours. And if
Lancaster does not arrive on the morrow, the king will
win.”

My uncle gulped down ale
and handed me the flask. “If Thomas of Lancaster could keep his
blessed word, we’d be warm and dry right now. Spineless
bastard”

I had no desire to banter
over the obvious. Lancaster should have arrived days ago. He had
broken his promise. It was not the first time. Even Pembroke had
warned us that the earl was all bombast and bluster. I emptied the
flask and let it drop to the ground. Had I a dozen casks, I would
have drained them dry, too.

“To think,” my uncle
lamented, “our bliss lasted all of two months before King Edward
lashed out like a teased and tethered dog. Longshanks was a horrid
tyrant, but he honored loyalty and let no one rule him. His son is
a limp kitten who wants to be stroked and suckle himself to
sleep.”

I said nothing. Once, I had
been high in the king’s favor; now, I was a hunted rebel. I sank to
my haunches and cradled my throbbing head in my hands.

“What now, nephew? We can’t
go west. The Welsh will slaughter us like lame cattle before they
allow the king that pleasure.”

The taunts of Edward’s
archers carried from across the bridge. Arrows hissed back and
forth in the darkness, some landing astray, some piercing flesh. I
pressed my fingers over my ears to deaden the screams of a dying
man and spoke at the ground. “We must keep going north,
then.”

“Humph. Lancaster’s not so
stupid as to rush his own death.”

I raised my eyes. “Joan is
pregnant again. She may have had the child by now, for all I
know.”

“An even dozen, will it
be?” He gave me his hand to pull me up. “How many years is your
Edmund now? Nineteen?”

I nodded dully, feeling the
faint buzz of ale, and stood. Together we began the walk back to
camp. Ice crackled beneath our boots. “We quarreled the last time I
saw her—bitterly.”

“Over what?”

“Everything. She complains
incessantly—whether I come or go, whose side I take, what I have
done or not done. Nothing I do pleases her.”

“It is you who complains.
You’re ungrateful if you don’t realize what she’s given you and I’m
not talking of inheritances. Your daughters will build you more
alliances by whom they wed than any other bargains you might
strike. And your sons will sire Mortimers by the score to carry on
your name.”

I almost told him after
what happened to the young Elizabeth Badlesmere, no man would marry
his daughter to a Mortimer traitor. Instead, I held my tongue and
told a passing squire to spread the order to break camp. We would
leave enough men to hold the bridge and march again, through the
night. Our numbers were compromised, but it gained nothing to stay
and we could not leave our backs unprotected.

“To Shrewsbury?” my uncle
asked.

“Yes.” Beyond Shrewsbury,
the Severn snaked back westward and if we did not cross the river
and race north to find Lancaster, then we would be trapped
interminably between the Welsh and the royal army.

“What there?”

“Either we are met with a
miracle when Lancaster arrives as our savior . . . or we throw
ourselves at Edward’s fickle mercy.”

In horror of the thought,
he sucked his chin to his neck. “No. How can we?”

“What else can we do?
Fight? It would be suicide. I want to see my children again, Uncle.
I want to go home someday. It is the only way. The
only way.”

“And what of Lancaster? Why
should we grovel at Edward’s feet while he roams free? The king
will take our lands. Put us in chains.”

“Better that, Uncle, than
hang with him.”

The corners of his mouth
plunged and he rattled his hoary head at me. “This year I turned
sixty, Roger. And this is what is to become of me? I am too old to
be shut up. Too damn old.” He turned his face from me and walked
away.

In the darkness, I heard the
short, indrawn breaths of a man weeping to himself, hopeless and
exhausted. A man who had no more years of his life to waste on
pursuits as futile as trying to correct a lawless king.
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Roger Mortimer:

Shrewsbury – January,
1322





TRODDEN IN SPIRIT AND
road-weary, we did not make it to Shrewsbury ahead of the king.
Like fish in a net being hauled into the boat, we were trapped,
bounded on three sides by the River Severn. It was only a brief
matter of time before a royal detachment would cross the river
somewhere behind us or a band of screaming Welshmen would fly down
at us from the mountains.

Across the river, the
king’s army, insouciant, warm and well fed, sprawled around
Shrewsbury. The smoke from their fires, infused with the aroma of
cooked meat, drifted to us on an icy January wind, reminding us
constantly that starvation was only ever a few days away.
Provisions were running short. Already rations had been halved. We
had ceased to forage. The local farms had been wrung stone-dry. We
had butchered every cow, pig and chicken within two days’ ride. The
abbeys had bolted their doors against us, shouting the message that
if we wanted any more from them we would have to burn them out. I
considered it, but my uncle was a more reverent man than I. Each
day I cinched my belt a little tighter, as I succumbed to the same,
irritable languor that was slowly devouring my men and turning them
against one another like starving dogs in a pit.

When we left Bridgnorth,
skulking away in the darkness, I thought we would gain enough lead
to get across the bridge at Shrewsbury before Edward ever took
sight of us. But illness struck too many of my men along the way.
Already they were weak from hunger and exhaustion. We did not march
to Shrewsbury; we crawled. There, we came upon our dread—the king’s
army not only holding the bridge to Shrewsbury, but encamped along
the near bank. Had Edward wanted to, he could have sprung on us
like a cat pounces on a cornered mouse.

Why kill the prey, though,
when he could play with it a while? Supplied with provisions from
Shrewsbury, the king was more than willing, and able, to starve us
into submission. I could either send my men to a quick and bloody
end or condemn them to a long, slow death at winter’s cruel whim.
If, however, my uncle and I gave ourselves up, our men could all go
home.

Edward demanded our
complete submission. We were not in a position to bargain. Edward
knew it. I knew it. My uncle, however, did not. He again requested
full pardons. Edward refused.

For a long, wearisome week,
I argued with my uncle, but he would not give in to the king. He
was all stubbornness and no sense, even as he grew weaker day by
day. The winter cold had gripped him hard. His skin was as white as
the snow capping the mountains. The circles around his eyes were
the deep blue of an evening sky. His lungs and throat were choked
with phlegm. In the mornings he coughed so hard it sounded as
though he might expel his innards. Between spells, he wheezed like
a sickly child. I feared that if I did not deliver him to
rudimentary comfort, he would die from his own
obstinacy.

My uncle’s tent next to
mine, I lay awake, unable to sleep. A dozen arguments swirled in my
mind: why I should still hold my ground against the king, why I
should give in, why I should fight . . . and above the
muddle of questions, my uncle’s bellowed protests echoed in my
head. I heard then his hacking cough, followed by hoarse retching
through the canvas walls. Defeated, I sat up, hunched forward, and
tugged the blanket up around my aching shoulders. My elbows on my
knees, I buried my head in my hands.

Edmund stirred beneath his
covers. “Uncle Roger—how is he?”

I looked toward my son
through the veil of night, his face only a vague outline of black
against a field of darkest gray. “He will not last, I
fear.”

There was a long silence.
Edmund sniffed and I heard him rub his nose with a sleeve. “Perhaps
he doesn’t want to.” He flopped over and within minutes his chest
rose and fell in the steady rhythm of peaceful slumber.

Half the night or more I
stared at my son, wrapped tight in his thin cocoon. I did not
ponder on what he might think of me. I did not want to know. Hours
went by before I came back to Edmund’s simple observation about his
great-uncle. If my uncle died before he was forced to give himself
up, then he would have won one small victory. He would die never
having given in to a tyrant.

Come morning, I would bend
to my uncle, sense or no, and let him keep his pride. We would go
back south, find somewhere to make our stand, and pray to God
winter did not kill us before the king’s army did. If we could hold
out until spring, perhaps old allies would return to defend us.
Perhaps angels would swoop from the sky and strike the king dead
with bolts of lightning. A man could dream . . .

Restless, I rose at first
light, even though I heard nothing but the rumbling snores of my
uncle. I trudged out into the camp and wandered along the narrow
rows between the tents. It was so quiet it looked as though the
plague had struck. Had the king attacked early that morning, he
would have butchered us beneath our blankets. Frost shimmered on
the cloaks of soldiers as they lay on the ground. Even in their
sleep, some shivered. I pounded my gloved palms together to bring
the blood to my stiff fingers. With care, I picked my way between
dozing men and poked at a dying fire with my sword. A charred pot
lay overturned beside the fire, traces of burnt bean pottage
crusted along the rim. Beside it was an empty cask, still smelling
of ale. I jabbed at the logs, turning them over in the white ash,
until I found the glowing embers. But when I looked about for more
firewood, there was none to be had. I sank down, my sword resting
in my lap, and stretched my hands toward the faltering
flames.

Across from me, a man
writhed beneath layers of muddied wool, rolled to his knees and
stood. My companion Sir John Maltravers. Eyes still shut, he swayed
from side to side and scratched at his crotch, yawning. He opened
one eye just wide enough to locate the struggling little fire and
fumbled beneath his tunic to slide a hand into his
breeches.

My sword blade hovered
above the dying flames. I raised it to his widening eyes. “Piss on
my fire, Maltravers, and I’ll make a eunuch of you.”

At the sound of my voice,
Maltravers blinked to clear the sleep from his eyes. Muttering an
apology, he yanked his hand free, retreated backward, and stumbled
over the cask. He fell with a thunderous thud. In lighter times I
would have mocked him for his clumsiness, but I was still in a bad
temper from my sleepless night. He gave a rough moan and rolled to
his side, clutching the back of his head. I started toward him to
offer a hand, but something, a sound in the distance, made me turn
around.

Hooves pounded against
frozen earth. A mounted messenger came down the row at an easy
canter, searching left and right. He slowed as he saw me and
brought his horse to a halt. “Where can I find Sir Roger of Wigmore
or Lord Roger of Chirk?” he said.

I shoved the end of my
sword blade into the rock hard ground and rested both hands on the
crossguard. “That depends. Who are you?”

His fair eyebrows lifted.
“Simon de Beresford.”

“And whose man are you,
Simon de Beresford?”

He gave me a skeptical
look. His pale blue eyes had the cold, hard look of steel. “I am
Lord Pembroke’s squire.”

“Then I am Sir
Roger.”

He tipped his chin up as a
sly grin flickered across his mouth. “Ah then, I have, at times,
had my purse filled by your uncle when he had need of information.
My Lord Pembroke sends me to tell you that he has news of the Earl
of Lancaster that should interest you.”

“Go on.”

“He has proof that the earl
is in league with the Scots.”

That should have come as no
surprise to anyone, least of all a man as well-informed as
Pembroke. “And the king knows of this?

Simon nodded his head of
silver-fair hair.

“What proof?”

“If you answer this, Earl
Pembroke will tell you himself.” From beneath his padded tunic, he
produced a letter and extended it to me.

As soon as the letter left
his hands, he turned his horse and started away.

“Stop!” I called. “Were you
not told to wait for a reply?”

“You are to be the reply,
my lord!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Or not.”

He kicked his mount hard in
the flanks and galloped away. I skimmed the letter once. Then, I
read it more slowly. I snatched up my sword and slammed it back
into its scabbard. “Christ’s blood,” I mumbled to myself, but
Maltravers heard me.

He got up on one knee,
still rubbing at his skull. “What? The king on his way? Is there to
be a fight?”

“Not today, no. But if I’m
not returned by this time tomorrow, put yourselves as far from the
king as you can.”

I raced to my uncle’s tent,
thrust the flap aside and found him still snoring like a bear under
his heap of furs. I nudged him in the small of his back with my
boot.

“Unless you’ve got food or
drink,” he grumbled, “go the hell away.”

I smacked the top of his
white head with the letter. He thrashed an arm at me in refusal.
Unwilling to abandon the warmth of his little cave, he clutched his
covers tighter.

“Sit up, old toad,” I
ordered firmly. “You’ll want to hear this:


“My Lords,

 


King Edward waits at
Shrewsbury to hear you out. Twice he granted you time to consider
his offer and extended you his grace. Twice you gave no reply.
There can be no more delays. King Edward was prepared to march
against you this very day. I convinced him to forego spilling the
blood of Englishmen and to seek a peaceful end, as our Lord Christ
would wish of him. If you submit willingly to him, in person and
before nightfall, he will grant you your lives and your freedom. I
shall wait at the bridge until you come and I will escort you both
personally to an audience with the king. You have this on my solemn
word.



Aymer de Valence, Earl of
Pembroke,

Given at Shrewsbury,
22nd of January,
1322”



My uncle propped himself up on an elbow and blew a thick stream of
snot from his nose. “What of it?”

“Pembroke kept his word. He
did as he said he would. I trust him more than any man.”

“Trust him all you like. I
don’t trust the king. And Pembroke is the king’s man. That puts him
in bad company.”

“Simon de Beresford. Do you
know the name?”

The muscles in his jaw
tensed. He looked at me with narrowed eyes. “If I do?”

“He was the messenger who
brought the letter. How is it he can be in Pembroke’s ranks and
your pay at the same time?”

With a groan, he struggled
to his feet. He kept his furs wrapped about him so the chill would
not invade his bones. “What else did he tell you?”

“Tell me first—is Beresford
your spy?”

He nodded. “What did he
say?”

“He told me Lancaster has
allied himself with the Scots. Pembroke has proof of it. The king
knows. Do you know what that means for us? Lancaster will not leave
the north, because he knows there is an axe waiting for his neck
here. He will never come to our aid. Never.”

Almost meekly, he proposed,
“What of Adam Orleton, the Bishop of Hereford? He promised
men . . .
and money.”

“And sent both, but it was
not enough. We are on our own now, Uncle. Alone. We cannot win in
battle and we cannot run. So we can die on this
ground . . .
or we can go to Shrewsbury and take our chances.
I’ll wager my life on Pembroke’s honesty over dying slowly of
hunger.”

He shook his head and spoke
softly into his beard. “You say these things because you are
desperate.”

“And you are
not?”

Instead of the quarreling I
had grown so accustomed to, he shed his furs, summoned his squire
and told him to saddle his horse for him and bring him some ale, if
any could be found. He did not want to meet the king, he said,
without having one last drink while he was still a free
man.

“You believe Pembroke,
then?” I asked.

“Not in these
circumstances, no.”

“Then why are you
going?”

He rounded on me, his face
crimson with fury. “Because I know Simon speaks the truth!” As if
he had to restrain from striking me, he clenched his fists before
him. He gathered several deep breaths to calm himself before he
went on. Finally, he stepped close and raised a crooked finger to
poke me in the breastbone. His breath reeked of staleness. “We must
denounce Lancaster. Turn our backs on him, as he did
us.”

So, he believed a spy and
not me. Well enough, I thought. We would go to Shrewsbury, each for
our own reasons.

While I paced, my uncle
bustled about madly. He called for a pot of scalding water,
although what he got was melted snow, and washed his face clean.
With a frayed twig, he scrubbed at his teeth until his gums bled.
All the while, he carped at his young page for being slack and
getting in his way. When he had finished grooming, his body squire
helped to dress him in full mail. Next, the squire fastened on his
poleyns, greaves and arm plates and then belted on his sword. When
my uncle’s ale was poured, the squire went out to see to the
saddling of his horse. Only then did my uncle pause in his frenzy
to rest. I had not seen him so vigorous in months. But as he held
his cup, I could see his hands trembling with weakness and the fear
stark in his sunken eyes.

As much as he sometimes
aggravated me, his recalcitrance had always been a part of his very
sinew. To see it gone from him . . . I found it hard
to look upon him thus. I needed to leave. There were matters that
required attention and not enough hours to do them all. “You wish
to go later—in the afternoon?”

“I wish—” A cough tore
through his words. He let the cup fall from his grasp with a
clatter and braced his hands on his knees until the fit had passed.
Before he straightened, he spat at his feet and drew a shaking hand
across his mouth. His words were raspy, his tone wistful. “I wish
to get it bloody over with. After this, I’m going to go back to
Chirk—that is if the king keeps his word. That is where I’ll stay,
until I die.” He laughed dryly. “If I make it so far.”

I nodded, understanding
that he had at last abandoned his stubborn pride and yielded to
reason. Hastily, I backed out through the flap. A pair of light
hands grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. Edmund. I passed him
the letter.

He did not take even a
moment to think it over. “I’m coming with you.”

“You’re to stay here,” I
told him flatly.

Word had spread rapidly.
The camp buzzed with preparations: the honing of blades, the
packing of supplies, the strapping of armor and the fitting of
bowstrings on their staves.

“Why?” He threw a sweeping
glance around him at our diminishing army of rebels. We both knew
that they were as much preparing for a fight, as they were
preparing to run. “Lord Badlesmere is my father-in-law. I’ve as
many marks against me as you, if not more. I’d rather go to the
king and pray for mercy than have him come after me. If he’s in a
forgiving mood, as Pembroke says, it’s best we all take advantage
of it, don’t you think?”

“Go to Picardy. Find your
brother Geoffrey there.”

“Run and leave Elizabeth to
languish in the Tower? What would that say of me?”

The gnawing feeling in my
gut told me not to let him come, but there was a raw truth to his
argument. I pushed past him to find
Maltravers.



 


*****





Snow was falling in huge,
wet chunks when we went to meet Pembroke at the south end of the
bridge. On the floodplain of the Severn, the king’s soldiers
flanked us on both sides. I knew as we rode between them toward the
earl there was no turning back. My bones jarred with every stride
of my mount and the stiffness of my muscles plagued me. Even so, my
blood coursed with alertness, as if I were marching to battle to
fight for my life. In a way, I was. Only it would be words, not
weapons, I would fight with.

I held a flat palm up to
Pembroke as we halted our horses. “You said you had proof against
Lancaster.”

“I do,” he said.

“What proof?”

“A letter intercepted near
Pontefract. Written to the Bruce. Lancaster signed it as ‘King
Arthur’.”

My uncle spat and planted a
fist on his hip. “I could call myself ‘Merlin’ if I wanted to. What
sort of proof is that?”

“Proof enough,” Pembroke
said.

“And where is this proof?”
I asked. “Do you have it with you now?”

“I do not.” Pembroke’s left
eyebrow crept upward. He tilted his head back. “The king
does.”

My uncle had nothing to say
to that. True or not—and in likelihood, it was—if Edward believed
it, he would be bent on getting his revenge on Lancaster for
betraying him with the Scots. With the king’s anger focused on
Thomas of Lancaster, we were the lesser of two evils.

Pembroke swore on his honor
the king would grant us pardons, although they would not come
without cost: heavy fines, the loss of lands, and the stripping of
high titles. It was a sore point with my uncle that almost sent him
back to our camp, but I convinced him that in time Edward could be
reminded of Mortimer loyalty and our influence among Marcher lords.
I do not think he believed me. He simply had no more will to
argue.

I rode beside the Earl of
Pembroke, with Edmund and Uncle Roger behind us, over the bridge
and into Shrewsbury. Twenty of the king’s soldiers escorted us
through the slushy streets of the town, up the icy hill and to the
castle gates. There, only after we gave up our weapons, were we led
beneath the portcullis onto the castle grounds. King Edward stood
waiting in the outer bailey for us. Next to him were many of those
who had lately abandoned us: Arundel and Surrey among them, as well
as the king’s brother, Thomas, Earl of Norfolk.

My uncle, Edmund and I
tumbled down from our mounts and sank to our knees without taking a
step. In a casual manner, Pembroke also dismounted and went forward
to bow before the king.

“Well done, Lord Pembroke,”
Edward trilled. A gleeful smile lit his face. “Well done.” An
ermine-lined cloak swung from his shoulders and dragged the snowy
ground as he circled us in triumph.

His head still bowed,
Pembroke announced, “Lord Roger of Chirk, Sir Roger of Wigmore and
his son, Edmund Mortimer come to offer their—”

“I know why you went to
fetch them,” Edward snapped. “They wouldn’t be here
otherwise.”

Pembroke raised his chin, a
slight look of bafflement clouding his brow. “Perhaps you wish to
hear it from them, my lord king?”

“They can say whatever they
want. They can sacrifice themselves to the Virgin Mary, for all I
care. It doesn’t change what they have done. It is treasonous. And
treason is unpardonable.”

Deep in the pit of my
stomach, a knot drew tighter by the moment. I felt my uncle’s hot
gaze turn on me.

“You promised you would
procure our pardons,” I said aside to Pembroke.

“He tried,” Edward said,
his lips curving into a sardonic smile as he stepped before me
tauntingly, “valiantly. But I am not of a humor to grant any of
late. Besides, you said you would go home, lay down your arms, and send your men
away. That is not at all what you did. Instead, you continued to
plot rebellion against me with the Earl of Lancaster.”

I chose not to argue with
him over what constituted ‘rebellion’. Instead, I remembered my
uncle’s words and played our acquiescence against Lancaster’s
intractability. “Sire, Lancaster is not here. We are. And we
disavow him and humbly submit to you. My uncle and I admit our
wrong. We will do as you bid. Surely that begs some leniency?” It
took every bit of my will to speak such terrible untruths, but if
outright supplication was not enough for King Edward, nothing
was.

With a gloved hand he
brushed the snow from the red Plantagenet lions adorning the front
of his surcoat. “A trifle, perhaps. Only a trifle. Pembroke was not
altogether wrong in what he told you, although he took tremendous
liberties with it. I was merely musing aloud when I spoke it. I
will let you live—today. But you’re to be put away until it is
decided what to do with you. I cannot run the risk of your cohorts
clumping around you and whispering of insurrection again. Treason
is a poison to kings, and a king is the beating heart of a kingdom.
So I will keep you where it is safest. For me. For England.” He
paused and cut Pembroke a cunning glance. “In the
Tower.”

Pembroke’s countenance
hardened. His arms stiffened and his fingers, slowly, curled into
fists of stone. He understood the implication as well as I did. The
Tower of London was where traitors awaited their deaths. I knew by
his look that he had not known of this. The king had conceded to
him merely to lure us into giving up. He had betrayed Pembroke as
well as us.

With a flick of the king’s
fingers, a swarm of guards rushed forward and began to strip us of
our armor and mail. My uncle flailed his arms and cursed Edward,
but the king walked away without a backward glance. His retinue of
new bloods trailed after him up the steps to the great hall. There
they would raise their wine goblets, exhilarated by their conquest
of the rebels, and sing honeyed phrases to the glory of King Edward
while they drank themselves beneath the tables.

We never saw the inside of
Shrewsbury Castle, never stepped within its warmth or were offered
a meal to silence our rumbling bellies. Our hands were tied with
rope that smelled of damp hay and manure. Like livestock loaded up
for market, we were shoved onto the bed of a wagon and taken
away.

A single falsehood had
robbed us of our freedom. Meanwhile, Edward was free to do as he
pleased. Not a lord was left in England who would dare defy
him.

 


 


*****
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Roger Mortimer:

Tower of London – February,
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THE ROPE THAT BOUND my
hands together burned raw into my flesh. My wrists had been chafed
bloody on the first day, the cords drawn so tight that my fingers
went numb. I dared not turn or stretch my hands even slightly to
try to relieve the discomfort. If I developed an infection, they
would gladly let me rot to death.

The slumbering countryside
rolled by in a blur; the dull gray of a winter sky blending with
the mud-brown of earth. A dense mantle of smoke lay still and
suffocating above the rooftops of the towns. Deep, bone-biting cold
enveloped the land, sinking its teeth into exposed flesh. Every
tree limb and grass stem was covered in a pearly frost. Small
rivers had frozen into ribbons of ice. Had I been a free man,
instead of a prisoner mired in gloom, I might have seen some beauty
in it.

I wedged my fingers between
my knees to warm them. The wagon that my uncle, Edmund and I were
being transported in rattled incessantly. I drifted between
half-sleep and hazy wakefulness. In my more lucid hours, I searched
the faces of passing strangers. I hoped beyond hope that some old
ally would come to our rescue. But no one afforded us more than a
glance of mockery. Most dared not look at all with the king’s
livery surrounding us.

I hungered. Hurt. Slept
hardly at all. Lost count of the number of days we were on the
road, even though it must have been no more than a week. Always,
day slipped into night without distinction.

Suddenly, the right front
wheel plummeted into a hole. My head banged against the back plank
of the driver’s seat and my teeth came down sharply on my tongue.
Before I could recover from the jolt, the wagon bounced upward. My
chin snapped forward onto my chest. A blow of pain hammered through
the back of my head and down my neck. I thought the axel might
break and we would be tumbled into the roadway to be crushed by the
hooves of the guards’ horses, but the wagon wobbled unstoppably
on.

I looked around only to
discover it was night again. Somehow, I had slept. To my left,
still as a dog lazing by the hearth, my son Edmund lay flat on his
back. Blankly, he gazed up at the stars through a rare break in the
clouds. Since leaving Shrewsbury he had not spoken at all. Rather
than flee to Picardy, where his younger brother Geoffrey served in
the household of Joan’s relatives, the de Fiennes, Edmund had
chosen to stay and fight beside me. But it had not been much of a
fight for him thus far. At Bridgnorth I would not even allow him to
take part in the assault across the bridge. I had wanted to keep
him safe. At Shrewsbury, I had delivered him straight into Edward’s
hands. Now this. A bleak end to a life barely begun.

Except for Edmund and
Geoffrey, the rest of my children were at Wigmore with Joan. King
Edward would have sent a small army there by now. I might never
know what had become of them, or the child Joan was expecting. I
would not be there to give it a name.

“There are things,” I
whispered to Edmund, “that I never had a chance to tell you, to
teach you.”

He turned his face toward
me, his lips drawn tight with dread, only long enough so I could
glimpse the quenched hope behind his eyes.

“Fight only when forced
to,” I went on, “and when you do, let others take the advance.
Never lower your shield until the one you are fighting has spent
himself. A knight must not waste himself with rash—”

The wagon driver threw a
look at me over his shoulder and growled a warning. I went quiet,
the oppressive silence tightening like a rope around my throat.
Soon, the monotonous rumble of the wheels lulled the driver into a
stupor, but by then Edmund had closed his eyes. Whether he truly
slept or was merely shutting me out, I did not know.

On my right, my uncle lay
curled on his side away from me, his face averted so that he, too,
would not meet my eyes. He blamed me. Still. He would rather have
rushed to his own slaughter at Shrewsbury than bend his knee to the
king and be dragged away like a common thief to meet an ignominious
end on the Tower Green.

“It was not Pembroke who
failed us,” I muttered at the back of Uncle Roger’s head, risking a
beating from our guards. “He tried to influence the—”

“You’re a fool!” he
spat.

I looked down at my lap.
“If Lancaster had—”

“Fool!” he repeated. He
drew his head deep into his shoulders like a badger retreating into
its burrow. His entire body was coiled so tight with anger one
touch more might have unraveled him altogether.

The driver and closest
mounted guard laughed. Probably, they figured my uncle’s shunning
of me was punishment enough.

In my uncle’s eyes, I
deserved no forgiveness.

I gazed at Edmund’s face,
ashen as a funeral effigy. So young. And I, although not old,
already had much to look back on. But, what more did I have to live
for? Children I rarely saw? A wife who did not love me? Not those
things, no. I had been a rich and powerful man, thousands at my
command, heady with my victories in battle. Efficient in office as
the King’s Lieutenant of Ireland. A man on the verge of an
earldom. If not for the all-encompassing
greed of Hugh Despenser. Had I died in
battle at Shrewsbury fighting for all I had gained, then it was
Despenser who would have won, without even being there. With the
resistance to Edward’s tyranny dissolved, it was only a matter of
time before he beckoned Despenser back to England. I could not stop
that from happening now. Not bound and bleeding in the back of a
wagon. Not locked up in the Tower as the king’s prisoner. Not
swinging dead from a traitor’s rope.

But if I lived—and lived
long enough—one day, I could have my revenge.





*****





I could tell we had
arrived at the city’s edge simply by the power of its nauseating
stench. Our wagon rumbled into London at the darkest hour of night.
The timing of our arrival was well planned. The streets were hushed
and vacant. Only the occasional yowling of a cat in season or the
alert yap of a dog sliced through the dead air.

When we entered the city at
Ludgate, a surly guard dismounted, clambered into the wagon bed and
one by one covered each of us with a moth-eaten, mildewed blanket.
Out of habit, for I had always hated London and avoided it at all
costs, I muttered about the odor and swiftly felt the toe of his
boot to my gut.

“Quiet, bastard
traitor!”

I was not spoken to again
until we reached the inner bailey of the Tower of London. There,
they snatched the blanket away and pitched me sideways from the
wagon. My elbow and chest slammed against the cobbles. Air was
sucked from my lungs. Before I could draw breath, Edmund landed
across my legs, tumbled over, and banged his head on the stones. He
gritted his teeth to keep from crying out, but a long hiss of pain
escaped his mouth. I choked and sputtered as I fought to breathe.
Then I saw another shadow wobbling above me. There was an irascible
grunt, followed by a spit and a curse.

They hurled my uncle from
the wagon. My torso broke his fall; only he did not land with the
lithe reactions of my son, but the dead weight of an old man stiff
in the joints. I tried to inhale, but his weight crushed me. My
lungs would not expand. Down low my ribs burned with pain, as
though someone had plunged a flaming poker into me.

“Get . . . off,” I
gasped.

They hoisted him to his
feet and began to drag him away.

I tucked my right elbow
beneath me to roll over, but the pain burst through me again. With
my hands still bound, I could not push myself up with either of
them. The scrape of fading footsteps urged me to try again. I
lifted my other shoulder and turned my head enough to see, in the
silver etchings of a winter night, my uncle being escorted toward
one of the tower doors. A virulent sneer tore from his
lips.

“May you rot in hell!” he
shouted at me. His crackling voice echoed off the high walls like
the shattering of glass. They shoved him headlong through the
doorway. He cursed again. The door slammed shut.
Then . . .
the sound of a beating. His profane oaths were
muffled by fist blows, until at last they faded to heavy sobs and
drawn-out whimpers.

On his knees, Edmund shook
his head. Slowly, he turned his face toward me. A trickle of blood
traced its way from the indent of his temple to the ridge of his
cheekbone. “He did not mean it,” he said barely above a
whisper.

At that, one of the guards
seized him by the back of his shirt, yanked him to his feet and
slammed a fist into his belly. “Keep your mouth shut, you
hear?”

Edmund crumpled against the
wagon, his eyes squeezed tight in pain. Before he could recover,
they hooked their hands beneath each of his arms and were taking
him away, too. Had I any breath to spare, I would have called after
him. With stoic courage, Edmund lifted his head, picked up his
feet, and kept silent so they would not give him the same pummeling
they had given his great uncle. He was escorted to the same door,
but when it was opened there was neither sight nor sound of my
uncle. Edmund dodged to the side to avoid being slammed into the
doorway as they jostled him through.

Vaguely, I was aware of the
clop of hooves, the wagon rattling away over the stones, a barking
of orders, the groaning of a gate, and the slow murmur of deep
voices from behind me.

“—the Lanthorn Tower. There
is a room for him there. Mind you, no one is to speak to
him.”

Measured footsteps
approached me from behind. I felt a pair of hands lift me carefully
up until I was sitting. I winced involuntarily.

A man in full mail and
wearing the king’s red and gold stepped around me and sank to his
haunches. His balding head, bare of coif or helmet, was fringed
with close shorn chestnut locks and streaked with the first white
hairs of middle age. “A bit bruised, aren’t you?” He began to probe
about my head with lightly jabbing fingers and worked his way down
my neck and shoulders. When he came to my last two ribs on the
right, I clenched my jaw, but there was a little groan deep inside
my throat he must have heard, for he drew his hands away and stood.
“Take him away. And see to his injuries. ‘Tis the king who says
whether he lives or dies, and when, not us.”

Silently, I thanked him for
that grace, however morbid.





*****





A shaft of white daylight
broke through the single window of my room. I stretched my arms
outward, only to feel the pain clamp around my ribcage. It had
worsened through the night, but I had been so grateful for a
mattress and a blanket, despites the lumps and fleas, that I went
dead with sleep minutes after lying down. Besides a real bed, I had
been given a room with a chair, although its cushion was flat and
its red cloth frayed, and a cracked chamber pot. Slowly, I pushed
my blanket away and eased my feet onto the floor. I curled my
fingers into loose fists and unrolled them one by one. The scabs on
my wrists were puckering. I turned my arms over. No fresh blood. No
sign of infection. I draped the blanket over my cramped shoulders
and hobbled across the room in six small pain-riddled strides.
Winter wind leaked around the leaded panes of the recessed window.
My view was of the waterfront and the Thames itself. I guessed from
my height above the river that I was housed on the uppermost
floor.

I heard a scraping sound
and looked over my shoulder. But it was only a mouse, scurrying
from under the bed into a tiny hole between the stones at floor
level. I leaned back against the cold, rough wall and gazed out at
the world beyond. A world to which I no longer belonged. Below,
fishing boats slipped downriver on their way out to open sea.
Merchants’ barges slogged past them against the current. One
maneuvered into a wharf to unload sacks of grain. The sun beamed
bright over London, alive with activity, but I felt only the icy
fingers of winter slip beneath my tunic to steal the warmth from my
flesh and the pain sharp in every rattled bone and bruised
muscle.

At intervals, I heard
dampened voices through the thickness of the door. Mostly, there
was only silence and the faint clack of boot heels from the
sentries along the walls connecting the towers. Finally, the latch
turned. Hinges squeaked. The door opened. A guard shuffled in,
flashed me a look of contempt, and flung a hunk of bread and a cup
of drink on the floor next to the door. Had I remarked on how he
had spilt half the drink in his carelessness, I would have gotten a
rude welcome from him. He backed out. Two others behind him parted,
but instead of one of them reaching to close the door, another
stepped between them and entered. It was the man who had given the
orders to send me here last night. He gestured for the guards to
close the door.

“I take it you know who I
am?” I grinned facetiously. “Sir Roger Mortimer, England’s greatest
traitor, did they tell you? Some might argue that. Myself for one.
But I wager you’re an important man in these ranks to have been
granted the honor of looking after me. What is your name, good
sir?”

He crossed his arms. The
lines of his face were firmly set to show he afforded me no
sympathy. “Gerard d’Alspaye, Sub-lieutenant of the Tower. I came to
see if you needed a physician?”

“I am to live after all,
then?” But even as I asked it, I feared the only purpose in keeping
me alive was to put me on trial. A trial with the sentence already
written. When he gave no reply, I plied him further. “How many
years have you been in the king’s service?”

“All of it. And ten years
under his father before that.”

“Well then, you deserve the
honor. Although it may not be for long. If Edward has his way I’ll
be headless ere springtime.” I went to the chair and eased my
aching body onto it. If I stood any longer, my legs would give way.
“So, where have you put my uncle and son?”

Impervious to my attempts
to learn more, he repeated himself. “Do you need a
physician?”

“Do I look broken?” I
answered peevishly. I looked toward the window, quite sure I would
be spending many days, months perhaps, alone like this as I awaited
my fate. “Send your physician to my uncle. He is old and
ill.”

D’Alspaye nodded and turned
to go.

“Lieutenant,” I called,
still not looking at him, “is there anything you
can tell me?”

“Only that it is a pity to
see you here . . .
my lord.”

Then I heard his knock on
the door, the sliding of the outer bar, and his footsteps fading
away. I sighed and regarded my meager meal. The mouse froze
momentarily, a morsel of bread clenched between its tiny claws. Its
whiskers twitched in frantic indecision. We studied each other
closely. At length, it scampered away.

I rose, kicked the cup
against the door and lay down in my cold, hard bed.





*****





Never again did I see the
guards that had escorted us from Shrewsbury to London. Those that
kept watch over me daily were less violent men, but more
impressionable. They had heard of my exploits in Ireland. I told
them how I tamed the Irish and brought law to the land. I told them
of Bannockburn, a tale that needed no embellishment. Shortly after
that, Gerard d’Alspaye came and asked me to tell it again. He
poured us both cups of ale and sat down on my decrepit chair,
listening with the rapt attention of a young boy who sits at his
father’s knee and dreams of being a knight. When I was done telling
my story, he gave me news of the outside world: Lancaster had been
brought to battle by Andrew Harclay, the Earl of Carlisle, at
Boroughbridge. He was captured the next day and taken to
Pontefract. His end came as quickly as Edward—and the recently returned Hugh
Despenser—could
get there.

Had I known that they would
lop off Thomas of Lancaster’s red-faced head in a fit of revenge
for trying to make peace with the Scots . . . I
would have swum to Ireland before laying down my arms. Great lords
by the dozens were sent to their deaths, including the meek
Bartholomew de Badlesmere, who was taken to Canterbury and hanged.
Every day, I expected them to come and escort me to the
scaffolding. Yet days stretched miserably into weeks with no word
of what was to become of me.

While I languished, Edward
marched into Scotland. I wondered how he would fare there, failure
that he always was at war.

I might have gone mad, shut
up in the Tower with the rodents, muttering to myself. A likely
outcome. No doubt many a man had, as he picked at putrid scabs and
retched his guts dry from hunger. Had I more faith in God’s plan
than my own, I would have turned monkish and welcomed my death. But
I was not so certain that heaven awaited me. Souls bound for heaven
ought to be pure and repentant and full of forgiveness.

I was not.

For every night that I lay
my head down on my pillow crawling with lice, I dreamed of revenge.
It was the only joy I had.

 


 


*****
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Isabella:

Tynemouth Priory – October,
1322





EDWARD SAID HE WOULD come.
He told me to wait for him and when he did not come I thought
surely he would send someone to bring me to his side. Yet the days
crawled by like years and there I waited, praying to the dusty
bones of a trifling saint, far from the places I had come to know
as home, far from my beloved children.

Once, he had abandoned me in
York. He would again, I feared—this time in a remote, holy place,
as if God and His saints would guard me.

I raised my face to the new
light. Three silver-yellow fingers reached through the tall, lancet
windows on the eastern wall of Tynemouth Priory. They crept
silently across the length of the nave, stretching moment by
moment, illuminating the dusky tiles of the floor and the spindly
columns that aspired heavenward, until at last they brushed my
face. I blinked at the intrusion and shifted on the velvet cushions
beneath my knees until the prickling sensation in my feet lessened
and the steady pulse of blood returned.

I folded my hands to pray,
the beads of my rosary bunched between my palms; but prayers did
not pass my lips or fill my mind. Instead, a thousand screaming
visions battled in my head. Terrible and haunting. Visions of
Scottish hobelars with their swords high above their heads; of
arrows hissing and twanging, leaving bodies sprawled in bloody
puddles; of people stumbling from burning homes, their crying
children clutched in their arms; of women being brutally raped.
Visions of war. Nightmares of the daylight hours.

I had seen the aftermath
with my own eyes. Heard the tales. I wished not to live
it.

Inside the priory church
there was no rote chanting of monks, no shifting of the
congregation on weary knees, nothing but the pregnant stillness of
dawn. The ominous silence—the nothingness of
it—only blew
breath into my grotesque visions.

Kneeling next to me, my
damsel Patrice drew her hand from the folds of her skirt and
touched me on the forearm. Her touch gave me solace, as only the
closeness of a friend could.

Sensing a shadow, I looked
again toward the windows. Outside, a cloud must have scuttled
across the sun, for its darkness fell upon me and I shivered deep
in my bones. Patrice fumbled with the clasp on her mantle to give
it to me, but I shook my head, foregoing the gesture.

“Shall I fetch your mantle,
then? With the fur lining?” Patrice kept her voice low, mindful of
the sanctity of our surroundings. “Tell me what you need, anything
at all, and I’ll bring it.”

I curled my fingers around
Patrice’s and squeezed. An
army—can you bring
me that? I wanted to say.

In search of further
guidance, I glanced toward the tomb where the bones of St. Oswin
were enshrined. “What I need . . . what
we need, Patrice, is a
swift miracle.”

Edward despised war, but
the events of the previous year—a rebellion led by the Mortimers
and soon afterwards the Earl of Lancaster’s furtive dealings with
the Scots—had driven him to invade Scotland in order to quell his
uneasy barons. He had made it unchallenged
this summer as far as Edinburgh, ravaging the abbey at Holyrood
before turning back. On his way southward, vexed by the elusive
Robert the Bruce, he had set fire to Melrose Abbey as a token of
his passing. When his soldiers soaked the ground with the blood of
monks he did nothing to intervene.

I had been awaiting his
return at Tynemouth Priory near Newcastle ever since then, as I had
been told to do. But Edward had not come yet. He was riding on
instead to Rievaulx, where he was to meet up with Hugh Despenser,
leaving the Earl of Richmond to cover his back.

As if her words were a
secret better left unspoken, Patrice leaned closer and whispered,
“The Scots won’t come this far into England . . .
will they?”

Patrice knew how to draw
men’s eyes to her with a modest glance or feed their arrogance by
feigning interest in all they said or did, but she did not
understand men’s entanglements in war or politics, or their
reluctance to do without either. I smiled nervously and drew my
childhood friend closer. “Robert the Bruce would be a fool to cross
the River Tyne while an entire English army stands before
him.”

But I had spoken the words
only to allay her fears. Many times, the Scots had raided this far
into England. That constant annoyance had been the crux of the Earl
Thomas of Lancaster’s argument with Edward. So rather than give his
cousin Lancaster what he needed—men and money, because in truth
Edward had none to spare, or a treaty of peace with the
Scots—Edward had
simply taken off his head out of spite, thus ending the
disagreement.

Skeptical, Patrice tilted
her head at me. “But after what the king did at Holyrood and
Melrose?”

Indeed I doubted the Bruce
would let it go unpunished. Edward was ignorant to even think he
might.

“If they come this way,” I
said, “if they do,
Tynemouth’s walls will keep them out.”

“But for how
long?”

Not long enough, I
feared.

“The king will send someone
to us,” I said, trying to convince myself. I could only pray that
the ‘someone’ would not be Hugh Despenser.

Far behind us, the main door
of the nave groaned. A sharp autumn draft blew across the distance,
chilling me to the bone. Patrice glanced over her shoulder and
immediately tucked her chin to her chest.

“Arnaud,” she breathed, the
blush rising from her breast to her neck and then flaming her
cheeks.

I dropped my arm from her
shoulder. “Perhaps he wishes to see you . . .
alone.”

“Not here,” she objected too
quickly.

I winked at her. “As you
choose, but I would advise you to find somewhere besides the
storeroom. You reeked of onions last evening. This,” I said,
looking around, “would seem a more suiting place to tempt your
lover into a proposal. You’re twenty-seven, Patrice. An old maid.
Put this one off and you’ll have no one calling but haggard old
widowers with curled toenails who want you to rub their yellow feet
at night and fetch them the chamber pot in the morning. You’re daft
if you don’t ensnare de Mone. Shall I speak to him of my concern
for your ‘honor’?” Sincere, I narrowed my eyes at her.

Arnaud’s steps rang closer,
slowing as he neared. Patrice hushed me with a glare and a clenched
jaw.

The toe of Arnaud’s boot
scraped the stone tiles as he halted and clicked his heels into
place. When that brought no reply, he cleared his throat
roughly.

I jabbed Patrice teasingly
with an elbow. “Will you see what it is my squire wants? I’m deep
in prayer and wish not to be disturbed.” My lips pressed together,
I stifled a laugh at her embarrassment and pretended to resume my
prayers. Between barely parted lashes, my chin tilted toward my
shoulder for a better view, I watched them, intrigued.

Slowly, Patrice rose,
turned, and met the clear blue eyes of Arnaud de Mone. So much was
shared in the fleeting look between them that the poignancy of it
struck a pang of jealousy in me. Even before Arnaud, men had always
desired her, pursued her and she had played with them like a sailor
plays at dice to pass the time. But unlike the others, she had not
grown bored with him. Rather, she had been the one doing the
pursuing. When he first arrived at court on the tail of his
knighted uncle, every female at court had learned his name, the
place of his birth and his family lineage by his first day’s end.
But it was only Patrice he saw. His eyes followed her everywhere,
even though for a whole month he could not summon the courage to
speak to her. Proving more of a challenge than she was accustomed
to, she threw herself wholeheartedly into the pursuit. Two more
months passed before he kissed her and two after that before he
could no longer deny himself of her.

Before his lips even parted
to speak, Patrice must have recalled clearly the sweet tenor of his
voice and the words he had spoken recently, for her fingers drifted
up to her ear and paused there. For a moment it was obvious that
she forgot me, forgot where she was and that only a day and a half
had passed since she had been in Arnaud’s arms.

“M’lady,” he uttered, his
gaze locked on Patrice’s form, both of them visibly flushed. Then
with a hard shake of his head, he bowed and thrust a letter into
Patrice’s hands. “For Queen Isabella. From my lord
king.”

The letter rustled in
Patrice’s outstretched hand. She stared at it as though he had
given her a poisoned dagger.

I willed myself to stand,
but my knees were locked, legs numb, the blood draining from my
head in a shockingly cold rush.

“Read it,” I
uttered.

Patrice shrank into her
shoulders. The tight, black ringlets at the back of her head
disappeared into her mantle. She could read, although not well, and
the king’s scrawling, she had once remarked, looked more like the
fingernail scratches of an angry child on frosty glass than the
letters of a learned man. After so many years of severity leveled
at him by the Lords Ordainers, King Edward was too suspicious to
entrust letters addressed to me to the scribing of a secretary. But
more than the awkwardness of having to decipher the king’s writing,
I knew Patrice was as reluctant to reveal the news that might be
there as I was to hear it. She retreated, shaking her
head.

Sensing her discomfort,
Arnaud stepped closer to her. “May I?”

The letter relinquished
gladly into his hands, Arnaud broke the seal. He squinted, twisted
his mouth up tight and read, fumbling along at intervals where the
words were crowded illegibly together:



“Our Dear
Consort,



At present, we are unable to
send aid to you, our beloved consort. My dearest and
most . . . most trusted cousin, the Earl of
Richmond, after a long and courageous battle, was taken at Byland
Moor by the wicked and traitorous Robert the Bruce. We are
deeply . . .
deeply concerned for our kinsman. As soon as
circumstances permit, we will demand his release and if need be
offer . . .
monies for his ransom. We fear, however, the price
will be impossible, if only to taunt us.

We have taken flight
from Rievaulx Abbey by way of Bridlington and at last found refuge
at York, where we await you. You are commanded to take ship
posthaste. My councilors advise that the . . . Scottish
traitors may be aware of your location and will ride on
Tynemouth—we pray
not before this letter reaches you.



May the Holy Spirit bless
and keep you.

Edwardus Rex

16th day of October, 1322”



I forced myself to my feet,
plucked the letter from Arnaud’s unsuspecting hands and reread it.
When I raised my eyes again, my voice began shakily, but with each
word it grew in volume and spite. “Take ship? I have no ships. He
provided me with none, saying I would not likely need them! How am
I to take ship to him if he is in York forty miles from shore?!”

“My lady, I believe he
means,” Arnaud began gently, trying to insert calm into the crisis,
“for you to make land to the east at—”

“I know what he means!” I stomped my
foot. White pain shot up from my heel through my calf, but it was
lost in the red fury that consumed me. I had
requested . . . begged for a sufficient escort to see
me safely back to London and for weeks I had been given nothing but
excuses. “What this means is the Scots are somewhere between here
and York—that we
are cut off from any relief force and left to fend for ourselves.
What this means is the Bruce has once more outwitted our king. The
Scots will plunder their merry way home until there is not a cow
left between York and Carlisle and—”

The Scots. We were doomed
indeed if we expected them to turn away or spare their arrows
because we claimed sanctuary here. I scooped up the hem of my gown
and took four quick steps toward the door, then whirled about.
“Arnaud, where were they last reported?”

“The Scots?
Richmond.”

“On the road to
Durham?”

“I don’t know. They could be
aiming for Cumberland.”

If such was true, it would
gain us precious time, however small. I breathed deeply, gathering
myself inwardly. Clearly, we could not rely on others. Certainly
not Edward. Our only surety was in
ourselves.



 


*****





That evening Patrice found
me seated on a pillow in the arched window seat of my apartments.
Loose strands of hair dangled down over my forehead. Even as I
glanced toward the door, I did not brush them away. I was too
fraught with worry to bother.

“Come,” I bid to Patrice,
scooting a pillow across to her. “Sit with me.”

Patrice sat down and took my
hand.

“So cold,” she remarked,
scrunching her eyebrows with concern.

“It was warmer yesterday.
The storm has brought a terrible chill with it. Winter is not far,
I fear. It always makes me feel as if my bones might snap.” I
returned my gaze to the window. Rain pattered steadily against it,
smearing the gray of the nearly night sky into the black of the
sea.

We had grown up together in
Paris, born only a month apart. That aside, we could not have been
more unalike. My hair, once as pale as yellow primroses, had
mellowed to a tawny hue. I was slight, despite having given birth
to four children—my prominent collarbone and angular elbows apparent even
beneath the thick layers of my brocaded gown. Patrice was
dark-haired, dark-eyed, and everything about her was invitingly
round: the swirling ringlets of coal black hair; the attentive
curve of her brow; the healthy plumpness of her cheeks; a bosom so
full and firm she looked the part of perpetual wet nurse. Had I not
loved her so much I would have envied her for her looks
alone.

I was the daughter of a
king: Philip IV of France. Both my father and mother were dead now,
along with my two oldest brothers, Louis and Philip, who had both
ruled in succession. My brother Charles, childless and only a year
older than myself, was now King of France.

For these past fourteen
years, I had been queen to Edward II of England and done more to
preserve this kingdom than any man shall ever know. Fourteen years,
mostly unhappy if not for my children to give me some purpose and
Patrice to absorb my sorrows.

Patrice began to get up.
“Let me tend the fire and bring you your furs.”

I held her hand firm. “In a
moment. Please, I need someone to . . . to talk
to.”

“You’ve been up since before
prime. You’re weary. In need of rest. When the ships are ready
you’ll—”

“It will be days, maybe,
before we can sail. Even when we do, in these rough seas we’ll be
crammed into the dark hull of some merchant ship like mice drowning
in a barrel of rainwater—nowhere to go, nothing to do but
tread water and pray it stops.”

“Oh, Isabeau, must you
always worry so?”

Isabeau. I smiled faintly at the childhood endearment. Even now, with
disaster looming dark like a thunderstorm on the horizon, it was a
sweet sound in my ears—one that I never heard come from English lips.

“Yes, I must,” I admitted.
“I cannot help it. Storms like this, this time of
year—they can last
for days. And while we wait for it to pass, the Scots have not
stopped to dry themselves beneath a roof somewhere. They are still
riding. Hard. Fast. If they know I am here . . .
well, we dare not ride from here without an army of our own, do we?
No, we have to wait. Wait for the sea to relent and the skies to
break. Wait and hope.”

Sometimes it seemed that had
been my whole life: waiting. Waiting for something to happen.
Waiting for Edward to come to his senses. Waiting for things to get
better by some miracle.

Patrice had been with me at
York barely three years ago when the Black Douglas, leader of the
Bruce’s lightly armed horsemen, the hobelars, had ripped through
Yorkshire, raiding town after town, burning farm after farm, to
divert the English army from their siege at Berwick. If not for the
rash bravery of Archbishop Melton of York, who clashed with Douglas
at Myton, though it amounted to a massacre of English monks and
burgesses, we might have fallen into Scottish hands then. The
selfless act bought us enough time to escape by horse. But on our
way south, we witnessed the terror that Scotsmen left in their
wake. The memory stirred the sharp taste of smoke in my throat and
visions of bloodied bodies piled three high in carts.

“I remember, too.” I brushed
my fingertips against Patrice’s cheek, and then laid my head upon
her shoulder. “I used to wonder what would have befallen us
if . . . if we had given ourselves up to the Scots
then.” I thought I felt a shudder run through Patrice’s body, but I
realized it was me. “They say that when the Bruce held Ralph de
Monthermer prisoner, the stepfather of Gilbert de Clare, after
Bannockburn that they went hawking together whenever the weather
was good and feasted together daily. His nephew, Thomas Randolph,
who betrayed him, was granted every comfort and kept in his
constant company until Randolph was won over by his charm. Can the
Bruce be so bad a man, then? Certainly there is kindness to him,
despite his reputation in battle.”

“I have heard he is fine to
look upon,” Patrice mused.

“And that he had a dozen
mistresses while his wife was being held captive in England.” I had
meant it to shock her, but I believe she thought it somewhat
alluring. “I know not, Patrice, how long we can hold here against
the Scots or how many lives I can give up trying to save my own. I
only know it should not have come to this. If we stay, if too many
die . . . I will have to surrender the fortress. But
they do not come to take a monastery. They come for a queen. And if
they ask a ransom for me, Edward will balk at it. He will stall in
negotiations. He cares not what happens here, to me. But I do. Not
for myself so much, though. I cannot be without my children,
Patrice. Cannot.”

We sat close for a while,
saying nothing, our fears absorbed by the sound of the rain as it
drummed against the window. Finally, the deep rumble of thunder
shook Patrice from her trance. She crossed the room to the hearth,
jabbed at the logs with a poker and busied herself sweeping ashes,
even though it was not her duty to clean. Then, she took my furs
from the bulging chest at the foot of the bed.

“You will see the children
again soon. You will,” she promised as she draped a deep pelt of
fox fur over my shoulders.

“I pray so. If not for them,
I would as soon wait here and give myself over to the Scots than
throw myself to the mercy of the sea.”
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