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To Julie McCaskey Wolff


Author’s Note

2013

I was a college student when I stumbled onto the story of Richard III, and the more I learned, the more convinced I became that he’d been the victim of a great injustice, transformed by the Tudors into a soulless monster in order to justify Henry Tudor’s dubious claim to the throne. While I’d always realized that history is rewritten by the victors, I was taken aback by how successful this particular rewrite had been, and I began telling my friends how unfairly Richard had been maligned. I soon discovered that they did not share my indignation about the wrongs done this long-dead medieval king. I got a uniform reaction, a “Richard who?” before their eyes glazed over and they’d start to edge away.

So I decided I needed another outlet for my outrage, and it occurred to me that I ought to write a novel about Richard. I had no idea how that casual decision would transform my life, setting me upon a twelve year journey that would eventually end in the publication of The Sunne in Splendour. It took twelve years because the manuscript was stolen from my car during my second year of law school. It represented nearly five years of labor—and it was the only copy. The loss was so traumatic that I could not write again for almost six years. And then one rainy California weekend, the log-jam suddenly broke and the words began to flow again. I ended up moving to England to research the book, and three years later, I was lucky enough to find an editor, Marian Wood, willing to take on a novice writer and a thousand page manuscript about that “long-dead medieval king,” and able to convince her publisher, Henry Holt and Company, that this was a good idea.

I am very grateful to Richard, for he launched my writing career and saved me from a lifetime practicing tax law. I am very grateful, too, to Macmillan, my British publisher, for deciding to re-issue Sunne in a hardcover edition. Few books ever get a rebirth like this, one that has enabled me to correct the typographical errors that infiltrated the original British hardcover edition of Sunne and to rectify my own mistakes that came to light after Sunne’s publication, the most infamous being a time-traveling little grey squirrel. In this new edition, I have also made some changes to the dialogue. Sunne was my first novel and was therefore a learning experience. In subsequent novels, I came to see that in attempting to portray medieval speech, less is more.

It does not seem possible that thirty years could have passed since Sunne’s publication in the United Kingdom. And because history is not static, ebbing and flowing like the tides, there have been new discoveries in those thirty years, information surfacing that was not known during those twelve years that I was researching Richard’s world. For example, I state in Sunne that Richard and Anne wed without a papal dispensation, but there is some evidence that this is incorrect. The Earl of Warwick sought papal dispensations when he was planning to wed his daughters to George and Richard, and since he received one for George and Isabel, there is no reason to suppose he’d not have been granted one for Richard and Anne; Richard also sought and received a papal dispensation in April, 1472 because of the affinity created by Anne’s marriage to Edward of Lancaster, who was Richard’s second cousin once removed. We still do not know the exact date of Richard and Anne’s marriage, nor do we know when their son was born, but it seems more likely it was in 1476.

We also know more about the life of Edward’s daughter Cecily, for since Sunne’s publication, it has been established that she wed Ralph Scrope in late 1484. He was the son of Thomas, Lord Scrope, but we know little about this brief marriage. Henry Tudor had it annulled upon becoming king so that he could marry her to his uncle, John, Viscount Welles. He was in his forties and Cecily only eighteen, but what little evidence there is suggests the marriage was a happy one. They had two daughters, both of whom died before the viscount’s death in 1499. Cecily had often been in attendance to her sister the queen, but in 1502, she made what had to be a love match with a man of much lesser status, a mere esquire, William Kyme. Tudor was furious, banishing her from court and confiscating her estates. But she had an unlikely champion in Tudor’s mother, Margaret Beaufort, who’d apparently become fond of Cecily, and she interceded with her son on Cecily’s behalf. After the death of her beloved sister, Elizabeth, in 1503, Cecily and her husband retired from the court and settled on the Isle of Wight. She and William had a son, Richard, born in 1505 and a daughter, Margaret, born in 1507. Since Cecily died on August 24, 1507, she may have died from the complications of childbirth. This marriage, too, appears to have been a happy one. I would like to think so, for this daughter of York, said by Sir Thomas More to have been “not so fortunate as fair,” had suffered more than her share of sorrow in her thirty-eight years.

And in my Afterword, I said that Francis Lovell was not seen alive after the battle of Stoke Field and probably drowned trying to cross the River Trent. Well, now we know he actually reached safety in Scotland, for he was granted a safe-conduct by the Scots king in June, 1488. Sadly, he then disappears from history’s notice, leaving us to determine for ourselves whether he died soon afterward or perhaps chose to fly under the Tudor radar for the remainder of his days.

While these are undeniably interesting discoveries, none of them would be classified as dramatic or a game changer. We still have not solved the central mystery of Richard’s reign—the fate of his nephews. That argument goes on, unabated, with many still claiming they died at Richard’s command, others sure they were put to death by Tudor, still others confident that the younger boy survived, surfacing as Perkin Warbeck, and some agreeing with me that the Duke of Buckingham was the most likely culprit. So my views on that have not changed in the intervening thirty years.

There has been, however, a truly amazing development in the fascinating, improbable story of the last Plantagenet king. In September of 2012, DNA results confirmed that Richard’s lost grave had been found, in a Leicester car park of all places. I confess I’d been dubious when the expedition was first announced, never imaging they’d find their royal needle in that Leicester haystack. But once they described their find, I had no doubts whatsoever that this was indeed Richard. The skull had been smashed in and his bones bore the evidence of a violent, bloody death that tallied with descriptions of Richard’s last moments at Bosworth. Even more convincing to me was that this man had suffered from scoliosis, which would explain the disparity between Richard’s shoulders, noted during his lifetime; in Sunne, I had him injured in a childhood fall. I have scoliosis myself and my heart went out to Richard, living in an age without chiropractors. I’d always known he did not have the deformities claimed by the Tudor historians, for he’d earned himself a reputation as a superb soldier at an early age, and at Bosworth, he fought like a man possessed, coming within yards of reaching Henry Tudor before being overwhelmed by sheer numbers. I still like to think that memories of Richard’s last, desperate charge gave Tudor nightmares for the rest of his life.

What else did we learn from the discovery of Richard’s remains? While we always knew he’d died violently, we now know he suffered no fewer than ten wounds after being surrounded and unhorsed. We know he was five feet, eight inches tall. And, most amazing of all, we now know what he looked like, thanks to the reconstruction of his face. There are no contemporary portraits and the best-known one in London’s National Portrait Gallery was tampered with to make him appear as sinister as the stories then circulating about him. For those who have not seen Richard’s reconstruction, it is accessible on the Internet, and will be included in some of the many books sure to be written about this remarkable archaeological find. What struck me was how young he looks. It is almost like watching a film about England before World War I; the characters always seem so vulnerable, living their lives with such heartrending innocence, not knowing what horrors lay ahead for them. Eden before the Fall. Or Eden while Edward IV still reigned and Richard was the loyal younger brother, Lord of the North, never imagining what fate held in store for him and his doomed House.

S.K.P.
March 1, 2013


Author’s Note

Original 1982

While imagination is the heart of any novel, historical fiction needs a strong factual foundation, especially a novel revolving around a man as controversial as Richard III. Therefore, I tried to be as accurate as possible, not placing a scene at Windsor unless my characters were known to be at Windsor on that day, making sure that a Wednesday actually was a Wednesday, that details of medieval life were corroborated by more than one source. I sought first to draw upon those facts not in dispute, to rely upon contemporary chroniclers wherever I could and, when dealing with conflicting accounts, to choose the one most in accord with what we know of the people involved.

It’s never easy to piece together the past. That’s even more true when history was rewritten by the victor. In attempting to distinguish between Tudor ‘tradition’ and the truth, I gave greatest weight to those chronicles written during Richard’s lifetime or immediately thereafter, relying as little as possible upon purely Tudor sources, for obvious reasons.

I don’t mean to imply, however, that all Tudor historians were paid ‘hacks’, deliberately falsifying the facts to please their Tudor patrons. It is true that those chroniclers writing in the early years of Henry Tudor’s reign must have known when they crossed over into the realm of creative fiction, as when Tudor’s official historian, Polydore Vergil, flatly denied that Richard ever alleged his nephews to be illegitimate, contending that Richard based his claim to the crown upon his brother Edward’s illegitimacy. This was, of course, an out-and-out lie. So, too, was Sir Thomas More’s contention that Richard claimed the plight-troth was with Elizabeth Lucy, one of Edward’s more publicized mistresses. More then proceeded to prove Elizabeth Lucy was never plight-trothed to Edward; of course no one except More had ever said she was. But as time faded memories of Richard’s reign, subsequent historians had only these biased accounts to draw upon and such chroniclers as Hall and Holinshed, the major sources for Shakespeare’s play, knew no more than what they culled from the Vergils and the Mores.

Complicating matters, historians of the Middle Ages shared one singular trait, a tendency to embellish and to exaggerate. Nowhere is their penchant for embroidering the truth better illustrated than in the development of the myth of Richard’s deformity, which to be fully understood, must be considered in light of medieval ignorance and superstition, their belief in deformity as the outward manifestation of inner evil, as physical proof of moral depravity. None of the chroniclers contemporary with Richard—the Croyland Chronicle, the ‘Arrivall’, Warkworth, Mancini—make mention of a deformity. Nor does Philippe de Commynes who knew Richard personally. And a physical description of Richard, given by a German nobleman who met him in 1484, does not speak of any deformity. The first seeds were not sown until after Richard’s death; it was John Rous who contended that Richard’s right shoulder was higher than the left. (But then, he also claimed that Richard was two years in his mother’s womb.) The next major contribution to the myth came from Thomas More. He mentioned the unequal shoulders, but he reversed Rous and made the left shoulder the higher; he also gave Richard a withered arm which would have been a remarkable handicap for Richard to overcome given his proven prowess on the battlefield. Hall picked up the refrain in 1548, declaiming that Richard was ‘of body greatly deformed’. And Shakespeare rounded out the myth by providing his Richard with a hunch back, a withered arm and a limp.

I once came upon a definition of history as ‘the process by which complex truths are transformed into simplified falsehoods’. That is particularly true in the case of Richard III, where the normal medieval proclivity for moralizing and partisanship was further complicated by deliberate distortion to serve Tudor political needs. In researching this book, I had to bear in mind the individual bias of each writer, bias that could strengthen as well as diminish a chronicler’s credibility; for example, the fact that a Lancastrian historian reported that Edouard of Lancaster died on the field at Tewkesbury is more persuasive than the fact that a Yorkist chronicler commissioned by Edward said likewise.

In writing of people five hundred years dead, I had to exercise a certain amount of imagination. But I did not knowingly tamper with basic truths, though I occasionally had to stray from the facts. For example, my confrontation scene between Edward and Warwick in Chapter 10 of Book I is set at Middleham, whereas Edward had actually been moved from Middleham to Pontefract Castle sometime in September; here I can only plead dramatic licence. And from time to time, I needed to ‘fill in the blanks’. Medieval historians could be thoroughly indifferent to the needs of twentieth-century novelists, not bothering to note where Elizabeth Woodville lived after departing sanctuary, or not thinking to jot down the precise date of birth for Richard and Anne’s son. When confronted with these sins of omission, I had to come up with the answers they’d neglected to provide.

I took the liberty of creating only one fictional character of importance, Véronique de Crécy. Richard did find Anne disguised as a serving maid and conveyed her to sanctuary at St Martin le Grand. But we know nothing of the details of her disappearance, and I conjured up the Brownells to fill this void. With these exceptions, all other major characters in the book actually lived. So, too, did the various abbots, sheriffs, mayors, servants, et cetera, named in the novel.

Wherever possible, I tried to portray my characters in accordance with their historical counterparts. This was relatively easy for Richard, Edward, and so forth. But other characters, especially women, were not captured by any medieval pen; we know nothing about them beyond the stark outline of their lives and I had to rely upon my imagination to give them dimension. With the women who bore Richard’s two illegitimate children, Kathryn and Johnny, I had to fill in virtually all the blanks; nothing whatsoever is known of these women, not even their names.

One disadvantage in writing of people who really existed is that the blueprints of their lives are already laid out. As a result, I occasionally found it necessary to ‘interpret’ behaviour that only a man or woman long since dead could properly explain; for instance why Edward tolerated George’s tantrums and treacheries and allowed George to block Richard and Anne’s marriage plans. And, now and then, I had to deal with an occurrence so unlikely as to transcend fiction. What novelist would dare invent an eclipse of the sun on the day of Anne’s death? And yet it happened and was, to Londoners, divine proof that Richard had sinned in taking the crown.

As to the central mystery of Richard’s life, the fate of his brother’s sons, we do not know what became of the boys. Tudor historians contended that they were murdered at Richard’s command. A prominent Victorian historian made a deceptively persuasive case for Henry Tudor’s guilt. And there have always been those who saw that the Duke of Buckingham was the most logical and likely suspect, that if Richard had opportunity but no motive and Tudor had motive but no opportunity, Buckingham had both. My case against Buckingham is founded upon fact but there is no evidence that would stand up today in a court of law; we cannot even conclusively prove that the boys were murdered. Lacking hard legal evidence, we can only fall back upon circumstance and common sense. To me, the most convincing evidence that the boys died in Richard’s reign is that no one seems to have seen them alive after 1483. And while Buckingham’s guilt can never be proven, so many of the puzzle pieces fall into place if we assume the crime to be his. Lastly, no one has ever been able to explain why, if Richard were guilty, he would have chosen to commit the murders so as to do himself the greatest possible harm. Nor has it ever been explained why Elizabeth would then have been willing to give her daughters over to the man responsible for her sons’ death, why Thomas Grey would gamble his life on Richard’s word, or why Henry Tudor, who did all he could to discredit Richard’s memory, refrained from making the most damning accusation, never formally charged Richard with the murder of his nephews. These are questions historians have rarely bothered to address. And yet they go to the heart of the matter … and the mystery.

S.K.P.
February, 1982
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Dramatis personae

in the year 1459, as this book opens, the main characters stood in relation to each other as the table below shows:

HOUSE OF YORK

Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York

Cecily Neville, Duchess of York, his wife

Edward, Earl of March, their eldest son

Edmund, Earl of Rutland, their second son

George, their third son

Richard, their last-born

Anne, Duchess of Exeter, their eldest daughter

Eliza, Duchess of Suffolk, their second daughter

Margaret, their youngest daughter

HOUSE OF LANCASTER

Henry VI, King of England

Marguerite d’Anjou, his French-born Queen

Edouard, Prince of Wales, their son and heir

HOUSE OF NEVILLE

Richard Neville, Earl of Salisbury, brother to Cecily Neville

Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, his eldest son

Anne Beauchamp, Countess of Warwick, his wife

Isabel Neville, Warwick’s elder daughter

Anne Neville, Warwick’s younger daughter

John Neville, Warwick’s brother

Isabella Inglethorpe, his wife

George Neville, Bishop of Exeter, Warwick’s brother

Thomas Neville, Warwick’s brother

HOUSE OF TUDOR

Jasper Tudor, half-brother to Henry VI

Margaret Beaufort, wife to Henry VI’s half-brother Edmund Tudor, mother of Henry Tudor

Henry Tudor, son of Margaret Beaufort and Edmund Tudor

Harry Stafford, Duke of Buckingham, cousin to Edward and Richard

Plantagenet

Harry Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, cousin to Henry VI

Edmund Beaufort, his younger brother

HOUSE OF WOODVILLE

Richard Woodville

Jacquetta Woodville, his wife

Elizabeth Woodville Grey, their eldest daughter

Anthony Woodville, Elizabeth’s favourite brother

Katherine Woodville, Elizabeth’s younger sister

Lionel and Edward and Richard and John, Elizabeth’s younger brothers

Thomas Grey, Elizabeth’s eldest son by Sir John Grey

Dick Grey, her second son by Sir John Grey


BOOK ONE

Edward


1

Ludlow

September 1459

Richard did not become frightened until darkness began to settle over the woods. In the fading light, the trees began to take on unfamiliar and menacing shapes. There was movement in the shadows. Low-hanging branches barred his path; rain-sodden leaves trailed wetly across his cheek. He could hear sounds behind him and kept quickening his pace, until he tripped over the exposed roots of a massive oak and sprawled headlong into the dark. Unknown horrors reached for him, pinning him to the ground. He felt something burn across his neck; his face was pressed into the dampness of the earth. He lay very still but he heard only the unsteady echoes of his own breathing. Opening his eyes, he saw that he had fallen into a thicket, was held captive by nothing more sinister than brambles and branches broken off by the weight of his body.

He was no longer drowning in fear; the wave was receding. In its wake, he felt shame burn his face and was grateful that none had been there to witness his flight. He thought himself to be too old to yield so easily to panic for, in just eight days’ time, he would be seven years old. He rolled clear of the bushes and sat up. After a moment’s deliberation, he retreated to the shelter of a lightning-scarred beech. Bracing himself against the trunk, he settled down to wait for Ned to find him.

That Ned would come, he did not doubt. He only hoped that Ned would come soon and, while he waited, he tried to keep his mind on daylight thoughts, tried not to think at all about what might be lurking in the dark beyond the beech tree.

He found it hard to understand how so perfect a day would so suddenly sour. The morning had dawned with infinite promise and, when Joan yielded to his coaxing and agreed to take him riding along the wooded trails around Whitcliffe, his spirits had soared skyward. His excitement proved contagious and his pony had responded with unaccustomed élan to his urgings, breaking into a gallop even before they’d passed through the gateway that led from the outer castle bailey.

With Joan trailing him like an indulgent, sedate shadow, he raced the little animal through the village at an exhilarating pace. Circling the market cross twice, he jumped the pony neatly over the ancient dog dozing in the street by Broad Gate and then drew rein just before the small chapel of St Catherine, which stood on Ludford Bridge. As Joan was not yet in sight, he leaned recklessly over the stone arch and tossed a groat down into the currents swirling below. One of the village youths had once assured him that he would gain great good fortune by so doing, and the superstition now became engraved in Richard’s faith as Scripture even before the coin sank from sight.

Riders were coming up the road that led south toward Leominster. The leading stallion was white, marked with a queer dark star; the favourite mount of Richard’s favourite brother. Richard sent his pony towards them at a breakneck run.

Ned wore no armour and the wind was whipping his sun-streaked tawny hair about like straw. He towered above his companions, as always; Richard had seen few men as tall as Ned, who stood three full fingers above six feet. He was Earl of March, Lord of Wigmore and Clare, eldest of the four sons of the Duke of York. At seventeen, Ned was, in Richard’s eyes, a man grown. On this summerlike September morning there was no one he would rather have encountered. Had Ned permitted it, Richard would happily have trailed after him from dawn till dusk.

Richard thought Joan was pleased to see Ned, too. Her face was suddenly the colour of rose petals and she was looking at Ned sideways, filtering laughter through her lashes in the way Richard had seen other girls do with Ned. Richard was glad; he wanted Joan to like his brother. What Joan thought mattered a great deal to him. The nurses he’d had in the past, before he’d come this spring to live at Ludlow Castle, had not been at all like Joan; they’d been dour, thin-lipped, without laps or humour. Joan smelled of sunflowers and had burnished bright hair, as soft and red as fox fur. She laughed at his riddles and had enthralling tales to tell of unicorns and knights and crusades into the Holy Land.

Seeing now how she was smiling at Ned, Richard felt first a warm contentment and then incredulous delight, unable to believe Ned was truly going to come with them. But Ned was dismissing their escort, waving his own companions on, and with the prospect dawning of an entire day in the company of these two people he loved, Richard wondered why he had never thought to throw a coin over the bridge before.

The day seemed likely to surpass all his expectations. Ned was in high spirits; he laughed a great deal and told Richard stories of his own boyhood at Ludlow with their brother Edmund. He offered to show Richard how he had fished for eels in the swift-running waters of the Teme and he promised to take Richard to the faire to be held in Ludlow just four days hence. He coaxed Joan into putting aside the head-dress that covered her hair and, with nimble fingers, he adroitly loosened the upswept braids that gleamed like red-gold rope.

Richard was caught up in wonder, captivated by this sudden cascade of bright hot colour; he knew, of course, that red hair was said to be unlucky but he found it difficult to understand why. Joan had smiled and borrowed Ned’s dagger to cut a lock, wrapping it in her own handkerchief and tucking it inside Richard’s tunic. Ned claimed a lock, too, but Joan seemed strangely reluctant to give it to him. Richard rooted about in Joan’s basket while Ned and Joan debated his demand, a murmured exchange that soon gave way to whispers and laughter. When he turned back to them, Richard saw that Ned had a lock of her hair and Joan was the colour of rose petals again.

When the sun was directly overhead, they unpacked the food in Joan’s basket, using Ned’s dagger to slice the manchet loaf and cut thick pieces of cheese. Ned ate most of the food, and then shared an apple with Joan, passing the fruit back and forth between them and trading bites until only the core remained.

After that, they lay on Joan’s blanket and searched the grass about them for lucky clovers. Richard won and was awarded the last of the sugared comfits as his prize. The sun was warm, the air fragrant with the last flowering of September. Richard rolled over onto his stomach to escape Ned who was bent upon tickling his nose with a strand of Joan’s hair. After a while, he fell asleep. When he awoke, the blanket had been tucked around him and he was alone. Sitting up abruptly, he saw his pony and Joan’s mare still hitched across the clearing. Ned’s white stallion, however, was gone.

Richard was more hurt than alarmed. He didn’t think it was quite fair for them to go off and leave him while he slept, but adults were often less than fair with children and there was little to be done about it. He settled down on the blanket to wait for them to come back for him; it never for a moment occurred to him that they wouldn’t. He rummaged in the basket, finished what was left of the manchet bread and, lying on his back, watched clouds forming over his head.

Soon, however, he grew bored and decided it was permissible to explore the clearing while he awaited their return. Much to his delight, he discovered a shallow stream, a narrow ribbon of water that wound its way through the grass and off into the surrounding trees. Lying flat on his stomach by the bank, he thought he could detect silvery shadows darting about in the icy ripples but, try as he might, he was unable to capture even one of the ghostly little fish.

It was as he was lying there that he saw the fox; on the other side of the stream, watching him with unblinking golden eyes, so still it might have been a carven image of a fox rather than one of flesh and blood. Richard froze, too. Less than a fortnight ago, he’d found a young fox cub abandoned in the meadows around the village. For more than a week, he’d tried to gentle the wild creature with limited success and, when he’d carelessly let his mother see the teeth marks in the palm of his hand, she’d given him the choice of freeing it or drowning it. Now he felt a throb of excitement, an absolute certainty that this was his former pet. With infinite care he sat up, searched for stepping-stones to cross the stream. The fox faded back into the woods but without apparent alarm. Encouraged, Richard followed after it.

An hour later, he was forced to concede that he’d lost both fox and his way. He’d wandered far from the clearing where the horses were hitched. When he shouted for Ned, he heard only the startled rustling of woodland creatures responding to a human voice. As the afternoon ebbed away, the clouds continued to gather; at last all blue was smothered in grey and, soon after, a light warming rain began to fall. Richard had been attempting to chart his path by the sun, knowing that Ludlow lay to the east. Now he was completely at a loss and felt the first stirrings of fear, until, with the coming of dark, he gave way to panic.

He wasn’t sure how long he huddled under the beech. Time seemed to have lost its familiar properties, minutes to have lengthened into unrecognizable proportions. He tried counting backwards from one hundred, but there were queer gaps in his memory, and he found himself fumbling for numbers he should have known without hesitation.

‘Dickon! Shout if you can hear me!’

Relief rose in Richard’s throat with the intensity of pain. ‘Here, Edmund, I’m here!’ he cried and, within moments, he was being lifted up onto his brother’s horse.

With one arm holding Richard securely in the saddle, Edmund skilfully turned his mount, gave the animal its head to find its way through the thick tangle of underbrush. Once they emerged into a splash of moonlight, he subjected Richard to a critical appraisal.

‘Well, you’re bedraggled enough, in truth! But are you hurt, Dickon?’

‘No, just hungry.’ Richard smiled, somewhat shyly. Edmund, who was sixteen, was not as approachable as Ned, was much more apt to react with impatience or, when provoked, with a quick cuff around the ears.

‘You owe me for this, little brother. I assure you I’ve more pleasant ways to pass my nights than prowling the woods for you! The next time you take it into your head to run away, I rather think I’ll wait and let the wolves find you first.’

Richard could not always tell when Edmund was serious. This time, however, he caught a telltale glint, knew Edmund was teasing, and laughed.

‘There are no wolves…’ he began, and then the import of Edmund’s words struck him.

‘I didn’t run away, Edmund. I got lost following my fox.… You remember, the one I tamed.… Whilst I was waiting for Ned to come back…’ His words trailed off; he looked sharply at Edmund, chewing his lip.

‘I should have guessed,’ Edmund said softly, and then, ‘That damned fool. When he knows how our father feels about taking our pleasures with the women of the household!’ He broke off, looked down at Richard with a fleeting smile.

‘You do not have any idea what I’m talking about, do you? Just as well, I daresay.’

He shook his head. Richard heard him repeating, ‘The damned fool,’ under his breath and, after a while, Edmund laughed aloud.

They rode in silence for a time. Richard had understood more than Edmund realized, knew that Ned had somehow done something that would much displease their father.

‘Where is he, Edmund?’ he asked, sounding so forlorn that Edmund ruffled his hair in a careless gesture of consolation.

‘Looking for you, where else? He sent your Joan back to the castle for help when dark came and they still could not find you. We’ve had half the household scouring the woods for you since dusk.’

Silence fell between them again. When Richard was beginning to recognize landmarks, knew they would soon be in sight of Ludford Bridge, he heard Edmund say thoughtfully, ‘No one knows yet what happened this afternoon, Dickon. No one has talked to Ned yet, and the girl was so distraught it was hard to get anything sensible from her. We just assumed you took off on a lark of your own.’ He hesitated and then continued, still in the unfamiliar yet intriguing confidential tones of one adult to another.

‘You know, Dickon, if our lord father were to think that Ned had left you alone in the meadows, he’d be none too happy about it. He’d be most wroth with Ned, of course. But he’d blame your Joan, too, I fear. He might even send her away.’

‘No!’ Richard twisted in the saddle to look up at his brother. ‘Ned did not leave me alone,’ he said breathlessly. ‘He did not, Edmund! I ran after the fox, that’s all!’

‘Well then, if that be true, you need not worry about Ned or Joan. After all, if the fault was yours, none could blame Ned, could they? But you do understand, Dickon, that if the fault was yours, you’ll be the one to be punished?’

Richard nodded. ‘I know,’ he whispered, and turned to gaze into the river currents flowing beneath the bridge, where he’d sacrificed a coin so many eventful hours ago, for luck.

‘You know, Dickon, I’ve been meaning to ask you.… Would you like me to make you a wooden sword like the one George has? I cannot promise you when I’ll get around to it, mind you, but.…’

‘You do not have to do that, Edmund. I’d not tell on Ned!’ Richard interrupted, sounding somewhat offended, and hunched his shoulders forward involuntarily as the walls of the castle materialized from the darkness ahead.

Edmund was distinctly taken aback and then bit back a grin. ‘My mistake, sorry!’ he said, looking at his brother with the bemused expression of an adult suddenly discovering that children could be more than nuisances to be tolerated until they were old enough to behave as rational beings, could even be distinct individuals in their own right.

As they approached the drawbridge that spanned the moat of lethal pointed stakes, torches flared to signal Richard’s safe return, and by the time Edmund passed through the gatehouse that gave entry into the inner bailey, their mother was awaiting them upon the ramp leading up into the great hall. Reining in before her, Edmund swung Richard down and into her upraised arms. As he did, he flashed Richard a grin and Richard was able to derive a flicker of comfort from that, the awareness that he, for once, had won Edmund’s unqualified approval.

*   *   *

Richard was sitting on a table in the solar, so close to the east-wall fireplace that the heat from its flames gave his face a sunburnt flush. He winced as his mother swabbed with wine-saturated linen at the scratches upon his face and throat, but submitted without complaint to her ministrations. He was rather pleased, in fact, to command her attention so thoroughly; he could remember few occasions when she had treated his bruises with her own hand. Generally this would have been for Joan to do. But Joan was too shaken to be of assistance. Eyes reddened and swollen, she hovered in the background, from time to time reaching out to touch Richard’s hair, as tentatively as if she were daring a liberty that was of a sudden forbidden.

Richard smiled at her with his eyes, quite flattered that she should have been crying so on his behalf, but she seemed little consoled by his sympathy and when he’d explained, rather haltingly, to his mother that he’d become separated from Ned and Joan in pursuit of his fox cub, Joan inexplicably began to cry again.

‘I heard you’re to be locked in the cellar under the great hall as your punishment … in the dark with the rats!’

His brother George had sidled nearer, awaiting the chance to speak as soon as their mother moved away from the table. He was watching Richard now with intent blue-green eyes, and Richard tried to conceal his involuntary shudder. He had no intention of letting George know he had a morbid horror of rats, aware that if he did, he was all too likely to find one in his bed.

Edmund came to his rescue, leaning over George to offer Richard a sip from his own cup of mulled wine.

‘Mind your mouth, George,’ he said softly. ‘Or you might find yourself taking a tour of the cellar some night.’

George glared at Edmund but did not venture a response, for he was not all that certain Edmund wouldn’t, if sufficiently provoked, follow through with his threat. Playing it safe, he held his tongue; although still a month shy of his tenth birthday, George had already developed a sophisticated sense of self-preservation.

Setting Edmund’s cup down so abruptly that wine sloshed over onto the table, Richard slid hastily to the floor. He had at last heard the one voice he’d been waiting for.

Edward was dismounting before the round Norman nave that housed the chapel named for St Mary Magdalene. He saw Richard as the boy bolted through the doorway of the solar and in three strides he covered the ground between them, catching Richard to him in a tight, bone-bruising embrace and then laughing and swinging the youngster up into the air, high over his head.

‘Jesú, but you did give me some bad moments, lad! Are you all right?’

‘He’s fine.’ Edmund had come through the doorway behind Richard, and now stood looking down at them as Edward knelt beside Richard in the dust. His eyes raked Edward with ironic amusement and a message flashed between them that passed, figuratively and literally, over Richard’s head.

‘He’s fine,’ Edmund repeated, ‘but I daresay he’ll be taken severely to task for running off as he did. It seems he became lost chasing after that damned pet fox of his. But then I need not tell you that, need I, Ned? After all, you were there.’

‘That’s right,’ Edward said coolly. ‘I was.’ His mouth twitched and then, as if on cue, he and Edmund were laughing. Coming lightly to his feet, Edward kept his arm warm around Richard’s shoulders as they moved across the bailey, murmuring, ‘Fox hunting, were you?’

His voice was noncommittal and Richard nodded shyly, keeping his eyes upon Edward’s face.

‘Well … you might not be too good at keeping put, Dickon, but you’re very good indeed at keeping faith!’ Edward said softly and, meeting Richard’s eyes, he winked and then grinned, and Richard discovered the joyful difference between being a sacrificial lamb and a trusted conspirator.

Much to Richard’s surprise, Joan fled the solar as soon as Edward came through the doorway. But he had no time to dwell on her peculiar behaviour, for Edward was lifting him up and depositing him back upon the table, saying, ‘Let me have a look at you.’ Shaking his head in mock disbelief, he said wryly, ‘You look like you’ve been jousting with a bramble-bush,’ and Richard laughed.

‘I was,’ he confided, and then looked up as his mother laid a hand lightly on his shoulder.

She was studying her eldest son, her eyes speculative. He met her gaze levelly, with a faintly quizzical smile, and at length she said only, ‘You were lucky, Edward. Very lucky, indeed.’

‘Somehow, he always is, ma mère,’ Edmund observed laconically.

‘I am, aren’t I?’ Edward agreed complacently and, stepping back, brought his elbow up, as if by chance, to jostle Edmund’s arm and spill his drink. Edmund, just as quick, tilted the cup so that it splashed upon the sleeve of Edward’s doublet.

‘Edward! Edmund! This is no time to play the fool, tonight of all nights!’

There was such unaccustomed asperity in the rebuke that they stared at her.

‘But that is what we do best, ma mère,’ Edmund demurred, feeling it advisable to placate his irate parent with charm.

Edward, a shade more perceptive, was frowning. ‘Why do you say “tonight of all nights”, ma mère? It cannot be Dickon; he came to no harm. What has your nerves so on the raw?’

She didn’t respond at once, shifting her gaze between their faces. ‘You read people well, Edward,’ she said at last. ‘I hadn’t meant to tell you till the morrow.… While you both were out searching for Richard, word reached us from my brother.’

The two boys exchanged glances. Their uncle, the Earl of Salisbury, was expected to reach Ludlow that week, leading an armed force from the North to join with their father’s men and those soon to come from Calais under command of their cousin, Salisbury’s son, the Earl of Warwick.

‘He was ambushed at a place called Blore Heath, to the north of Shrewsbury, by the Queen’s army. Your cousins, Thomas and John, were taken captive but my brother and others were able to fight their way free. He sent word ahead to warn us, should reach Ludlow by tomorrow night.’

There was silence, broken at last by Edward, who said matter-of-factly, ‘If the Queen is set upon war, she’ll not long keep the royal army at Coventry. She’ll march on Ludlow, ma mère, and soon.’

The Duchess of York nodded. ‘Yes, Edward, you are quite right,’ she said slowly. ‘She’ll move on Ludlow. I very much fear we can count on it.’
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Death waited in the dark. Richard could feel its presence, knew it was there. Death was no stranger to him, for all that he was just ten days past his seventh birthday. Death had always been very much a part of his world, had claimed a baby sister in her cradle, had taken cousins and playmates, and more than once in his earliest years of life, had threatened to take him, too. Now it was back and, like him, awaiting the coming of day. He shivered and pulled the fox-fur coverlet up toward his chin, retreated still further into the refuge of the bed. Beside him, his brother stirred sleepily and jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow.

‘Stop squirming, Dickon,’ he mumbled and reached over to claim Richard’s pillow.

Richard made a halfhearted attempt to regain his stolen property, but once again George’s three-year advantage proved to be a telling one and the older boy was soon asleep, both pillows enfolded securely against his chest. Richard cushioned his head on his arm, watching with envy as his brother slept. In all of his seven years, he had never been awake at such an hour. But in all of his seven years, he had never been so afraid.

He thought of the dawning day with dread. On the morrow there was to be a battle. Men were to die for reasons he did not fully understand. But he did understand, with chilling clarity, that when the day was done, his father and Ned and Edmund might be numbered among the dead.

His brother’s pillow covering had slipped; he could see the tip of a protruding feather. He edged closer and fished it out, eyeing George with caution. But George was snoring softly and soon there was a downy pile between them on the bed. He began to separate them into two camps which he mentally identified as ‘York’ and ‘Lancaster’. The feathery forces of York were led, of course, by his father, the Duke of York, and those of Lancaster by the King, Harry of Lancaster, and the Frenchwoman who was his Queen.

He continued methodically plucking feathers from George’s pillow and aligning them in opposing camps, but it didn’t help. He was unable to forget his fear. What if his father were to die? Or Ned? Ned and Edmund were men grown. Old enough to ride into battle tomorrow. Old enough to die.

He began to build up the army of York until it vastly outnumbered Lancaster. He knew his father did not want to fight the King and he did not think the King truly wanted to fight his father. Again and again he’d heard it said that the King shrank from shedding blood.

But the Queen had no such qualms. Richard knew she hated his father with all the passion the King lacked. She wanted his father dead; Richard had heard his cousin Warwick say so that very day. He wasn’t all that sure just why the Queen should hate his father so but he had heard men say that his father had a better claim to the English crown than the King and he suspected this might have something to do with the Queen’s unrelenting hostility. It was confusing to Richard, though, for his father repeatedly vowed that the King was his sovereign and liege lord. He didn’t understand why his father could not just assure the Queen of his loyalty to King Harry. If she understood that, perhaps she would not hate his father so much then. Perhaps there need be no battle.…

He stiffened suddenly and then jerked upright in the bed, jarring George into wakeful wrath. He emerged from the coverlets with an oath pirated from Edward, irritation giving way to outrage as he inhaled a mouthful of feathers.

‘Damn you, Dickon,’ he spluttered, grabbing for the younger boy. Richard was generally adroit at evading George’s vengeance but now he made no attempt to escape and George soon pinned him down against the mattress, somewhat surprised at the ease of his victory.

‘George, listen! Can you not hear? Listen!’

Buffeting him with the pillow, with more exuberance now than anger, George at last heeded Richard’s muffled protests and cocked his head, listening.

‘Men are shouting,’ he said uneasily.

*   *   *

Dressing hastily in the dark, they crept from their bedchamber in the Pendower Tower. All of Ludlow was suddenly deep in unfriendly shadows, had become a sinister refuge for every malignant spirit that could be conjured up by the feverish imaginings of two fearful small boys. By the time they reached the east door of the great hall, they were stumbling over each other in their urgency to gain the security of torchlight and known voices.

The great hall was sixty feet in length, thirty feet in width, and crowded with men, men rudely roused from sleep, men who were fastening hastily donned garments, buckling scabbards at hip and thigh, kicking impatiently at the castle dogs that were circling about in frenzied excitement. At first, Richard saw only the swords, what seemed to him to be a forest of naked blades, each nearly as long as a man’s height and capable of shearing a head from its body with one stroke. Gradually he began to pick out familiar faces. His mother’s brother, Richard Neville, Earl of Salisbury. Salisbury’s grown son and namesake, Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick. William Hastings, a youthful friend of his father’s. And by the open stone hearth, Ned and Edmund.

It was some moments, however, before he was able to find his parents. The Duke of York and his Duchess were standing apart from the others in the hall. As Richard watched, his mother reached up and touched her fingers lightly to her husband’s lips. He enfolded her hand within his own. Richard caught his breath. He had never seen his mother other than immaculate, never less than perfect in her person and her poise. This white-faced woman with masses of unbound hair enveloping her in bright disarray was a stranger to him.

‘Take care, Dickon, lest we be seen,’ George was hissing in his ear, but Richard shook off his brother’s restraining hand and slipped around the dais into the hall. As desperate as he was for reassurance, he dared not approach his parents. He chose, instead, to wend his way cautiously through the press toward his brothers.

‘But why should you go with our uncle Salisbury and cousin Warwick rather than with our lord father and me, Ned?’

As Edward started to answer Edmund, a small shadow materialized unexpectedly at his elbow, so silently and suddenly that his taut nerves betrayed him and he snapped, ‘For Christ’s sake, Dickon, how came you to be here? Why are you not abed?’

But as he looked into the boy’s stricken dark eyes, he relented. Reaching down, he swung Richard up easily into his arms and, with Edmund trailing behind, shoved his way across the hall, toward the screen that extended across the south-west end of the chamber.

As he set Richard back on his feet, footsteps sounded behind them and George dived breathlessly behind the screen. For a long moment nothing was said, and then Richard whispered, ‘Tell us, Ned … please.’

Edward glanced at Edmund, who shrugged. His eyes flicked back to Richard and George. ‘Aye, it’s best that you know. We’ve been betrayed. Look around the hall. There’s one face you’ll not see here, one we were foolish enough to trust. Andrew Trollope has gone over to Lancaster, and with him, the whole of his Calais garrison. Moreover, he has full knowledge of what our battle captains planned to do on the morrow.’

‘What will you do?’

Edward shrugged. ‘What can we do, George? We do not have the men to fight, not with Trollope’s defection. And Ludlow could not withstand a siege. We can only order our army to disperse, to scatter. And then ride like the devil were on our tails.’

They were both staring at him, stunned. George, recovering first, blurted out, ‘You mean … run away?’ And then shrank back before their rage.

‘What would you have us do?’ Edward flared. ‘Keep our pride and lose our heads? Need I tell you what will befall us if we’re in Ludlow come the morrow? Every man in this hall would be dead by sunset.’

‘No!’ Richard gasped. ‘No, you must not stay!’

Edmund, no less angry than Edward, was glaring at George. ‘Send them back to bed, Ned,’ he said curtly.

Edward, though, was belatedly remembering that a ten-year-old boy could not, in justice, be held accountable for all that he said. He felt a pressure against his arm, saw that Richard had moved closer. Until this moment he’d not given much thought to Richard and George beyond assuring himself that none would harm a child, not even Lancaster’s vengeful Queen. Thinking now of what the little boy would face on the morrow, he realized, somewhat to his surprise, that he’d have given a great deal to be able to spare Richard what lay ahead when Ludlow fell to the forces of Lancaster.

As if sensitive to his thoughts, Richard asked uncertainly, ‘Do we go with you, Ned?’ And his heartbeat seemed to speed up, to fill his ears with the sound as Edward shook his head.

‘That’s not possible, Dickon. Not the way we must ride.’

‘You’re leaving us to Lancaster?’ George demanded incredulously, sounding so horrified that Edward was at once upon the defensive.

‘You need not make it sound as if you’re being given over to infidels for ritual slaughter, George!’ he said, rather more sharply than he intended. He caught himself, marvelling how George had so unerring an instinct for irritating him, and then said, more gently, ‘You need not fear, George. Lancaster does not take vengeance upon children. You’ll be safe enough; far safer, I warrant, than if we tried to take you with us.’

Edmund had been shifting impatiently, too tense not to begrudge this time being squandered upon children when time was their only lifeline.

‘Ned, our cousin Warwick beckons to us.’ Edward nodded but continued to linger, reaching out to ruffle first George’s fair head and then Richard’s dark one. Never had they looked so young to him, so utterly defenceless, as now when they were to be left to face an enemy army. Forcing a smile, he gave George a playful blow on the arm.

‘Do not look so woebegone,’ he said lightly. ‘In truth, there’s no need to fear. You’ll not be ill-treated by Lancaster.’

‘I’m not afraid,’ George said quickly and, when Edward said nothing in response, he fancied he could read scepticism in Edward’s silence and repeated insistently, ‘I’m not afraid, not at all!’

Edward straightened up, said dryly, ‘I’m gratified to hear it, George.’

He started to follow after Edmund and then, on impulse, turned back to Richard. Kneeling by the boy, he looked intently into his face, said softly, ‘What of you, Dickon? Are you afraid?’

Richard opened his mouth to deny it and then slowly nodded his head. ‘Yes,’ he confessed, almost inaudibly, flushing as if he’d made the most shameful of admissions.

‘I’ll share a secret with you, Dickon.… So am I,’ Edward said, and then laughed outright at the astonished look on the boy’s face.

‘Truly?’ he said dubiously, and Edward nodded.

‘Truly. There’s not a man alive who does not know fear, Dickon. The brave man is the one who has learned to hide it, that’s all. You remember that tomorrow, lad.’

Edmund was back. ‘Name of God, Ned, are you going to tarry all night?’

Edward came to his feet. Looking down at Richard, he grinned.

‘And think of the tales you’ll have to tell me when next I do see you! After all, you’ll have been the one to witness the surrender of Ludlow, not I.’

And then he was gone, hastening to join Edmund, leaving the two boys alone behind the screen, trying to come to terms with the incredible reality that, with the coming of dawn, would come, too, the Lancastrian army into the village of Ludlow.

*   *   *

Edmund read his brother without difficulty, had been able to do so since they were small boys, and now he wasn’t surprised to find that Edward was no longer following him. Retracing his steps, he located his brother by the dais, deep in discussion with their mother. He hastened toward them, arrived in time to hear the Duchess of York say, ‘Edward, I do believe you’re mad! To even consider so reckless a scheme.… It is out of the question.’

‘Wait, ma mère, hear me out. I admit it does sound risky at first hearing, but it has merit. It would work, I know it would.’

Edmund didn’t much like the sound of that; it had been his experience that what Edward was apt to consider feasible others would consider the height of imprudence. ‘What would work, Ned?’

‘I want to take ma mère and the boys from here tonight.’

Edmund so forgot himself as to swear in front of his mother. ‘I hope to Christ you’re not serious.’

‘But I am. I know we did agree that it were best for them to remain in Ludlow, and I know ma mère is convinced no harm will come to them. But I’m not so sure, Edmund. I’m just not that sure.’

‘None of us are happy with it, Ned,’ Edmund said reasonably. ‘But we cannot take them with us. A woman and two small boys … The way we must ride? It’d be safer by far for them in Ludlow. Women and children are not abused. It’s not done, even by Lancaster. They’ll be taken to the King and, most likely, a steep fine will be levied upon Ludlow. There may be some looting, too, I grant you. But Jesú, Ned, this is no French village for the plundering. Ludlow is still English.’

‘Yes, but…’

‘Besides,’ Edmund demanded, ‘where could you hope to take them?’ He saw that he’d blundered for Edward grinned.

‘Wigmore,’ he said triumphantly. ‘The Augustine abbey close by the castle. I know I could get them safely there in a few hours. It would not be that difficult. No, do not talk, just listen. We could leave now, take back roads. There’s not a path in Shropshire I do not know. You’d not deny that, surely?’ he challenged, and Edmund shook his head.

‘No, I’d not deny that. But once you get them to Wigmore … assuming you do … what then? Does that not leave you stranded alone out in the Shropshire countryside? In the midst of the Lancastrian army?’

Edward shrugged impatiently. ‘Have you forgotten I grew up here in Ludlow? I know this area. I’d not be taken. Once I got them safe to Wigmore, I’d catch up with you and our lord father without difficulty.’ He grinned again, said persuasively, ‘You do see it could work, do you not? Admit it, Edmund, the plan is a sound one.’

‘I think it is madness. On your own whilst the Lancastrians cast a net over the entire countryside? You’d not have a chance, Ned. Not a chance.’ Edmund paused, saw the stubborn set of Edward’s mouth, and concluded grimly, ‘But I see you are bound and determined to follow through with this madness. So we might as well get the horses saddled, fetch the boys. We have not much time.’

Edward laughed softly, showed no surprise. ‘I knew I could count on you,’ he said approvingly and then shook his head. ‘But this is one time when I’ll have to forego your company. I think it best I take them myself.’

‘Very noble,’ Edmund said caustically, ‘but not very bright. Do not be stupid, Ned. You know you need me to…’

The Duchess of York, who had been listening to her sons in disbelief, now said sharply, ‘I cannot credit what I’m hearing! Did you not hear me say I had no intention of leaving Ludlow? What, pray, had you in mind, Edward? Throwing me across your stallion as if I were a saddle blanket?’

They turned startled faces toward her, dismayed and flustered by her fury when they’d have taken their father’s more familiar wrath in their stride. At that moment, suddenly looking so young to her, her anger ebbed and a surge of protective pride caught at her heart, threaded through with fear for them. She hesitated, searching for the right words, for that patience peculiar to the mothers of teenage sons, reminding herself that they were citizens now of two countries, passing back and forth across the unmarked borders between manhood and boyhood with such frequency that she never knew with certainty where they’d be found at any given time.

‘Your concern does you credit, Edward, does you both credit. Do you think I’m not proud that you’re willing to risk your lives for my sake, for your little brothers? But the risk would be taken for no good cause. To spare us discomfort, you might well bring about your own deaths. Do you think I could permit that?’

‘The risk would not be that great, ma mère,’ Edward began, and she shook her head, reaching up and touching him lightly on the cheek in what was, for her, a surprisingly public gesture of affection.

‘I do not agree. I think the risk would be of the greatest magnitude imaginable. And for nothing, Edward, for nothing! We’re in no danger here. Do you truly think I’d ever keep George and Richard in Ludlow if I thought any harm might come to them?’

She saw she’d scored a telling point, saw Edward concede it with a grimace.

‘No, ma mère, of course you would not. But.…’

‘And if I were truly to face danger from Lancaster, Edward, it would be no less at Wigmore. The castle there belongs to York. It would not be hard to guess our whereabouts. No, I do mean to stay in Ludlow. I have no fears for myself or your brothers, but I will confess to you that I do fear for the villagers. They are our people; I should be here to speak for them.’

‘As you will, ma mère,’ Edward said at last. ‘I daresay you are right.’ But he was still young enough to add in a troubled undertone, ‘I do hope to God that you are.’

*   *   *

Deserted streets, shops tightly shuttered, market stalls empty; even Ludlow’s dogs were strangely silent. Only the lowing of cattle penned in the market bullring broke the eerie unnatural stillness that enclosed the village as the advance guard of the Lancastrian army rode across Ludford Bridge and into Ludlow.

They’d encountered no resistance; the Yorkist earthworks that had blocked the road to Leominster were unmanned. Advancing up Broad Street, they passed through Broad Gate unchallenged. In unnerving silence they moved north toward High Street. There they drew rein abruptly for a woman and two small boys were awaiting them upon the steps of the high market cross.

*   *   *

The Lancastrian army was surging into Ludlow. The narrow streets were jammed with jubilant soldiers. The Swan and Rose banners of Lancaster caught the wind, fluttered aloft over the heads of the Duchess of York and her two youngest sons.

When the mounted knight first came into view, sunlight striking with blinding brilliance upon polished plate armour, Richard wondered if he might be King Harry. But the face half-shadowed by the upraised vizor was far too young; this man was not all that much older than his brother Ned. Richard risked a whispered query to George and was much impressed by the latter’s boldness when George whispered back, ‘You’re not likely to see Harry here, Dickon. They say he’s daft, not able to tell a goose from a gander in the dark.’

Richard had, from time to time, overheard puzzling and cryptic references to the King’s health said with such sardonic significance that he comprehended, however imperfectly, that there was something ‘not quite right’ with the King. But the hints were so clearly not meant for his hearing, were given so guardedly and grudgingly, that he instinctively shrank back from the subject even with Edward. He had never heard the truth put so baldly as now, in the midst of the soldiers of that self-same King, and he looked at George with mingled apprehension and admiration.

George was staring at the young knight, by now approaching the steps of the market cross. Tugging at his mother’s sleeve, he murmured, ‘Ma mère? Who is he? The man who betrayed us … Trollope?’

‘No … my lord Somerset,’ she said quietly, and none could have guessed from the even, matter-of-fact tones that she had just named a man who had more reason than most to hate the House of York, a man whose father had died the loser on a battlefield her husband had won. And, with that, she moved down the steps to meet him.

Henry Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, was just twenty-three years of age, but to him had been entrusted the command of the King’s army. Marguerite d’Anjou, Lancaster’s French-born Queen, might defy convention by riding with her troops, but there were certain constraints even she was forced to recognize, not the least of which was that there was no Joan of Arc in English folklore.

Somerset had not dismounted. Curbing his restive stallion with a practised hand, he listened impatiently as the Duchess of York made an impassioned and persuasive appeal on behalf of the villagers of Ludlow.

Cecily Neville was, at forty-four, still a strikingly handsome woman, with the lithe slimness of early youth and direct dark grey eyes. Somerset was not altogether indifferent to the attractive image she presented standing alone on the market cross, flanked by her young sons. He suspected, however, that her posture was one carefully calculated to appeal to chivalric susceptibilities. He had no liking for this proud woman who was wife to his sworn enemy, and he noted, with gratified if rather grim amusement, that the role of supplicant did not come easily to her.

While he felt compelled to accord her the courtesy due her rank and sex, to let her speak for Ludlow, he had no intention of heeding her plea. Ludlow had long been a Yorkist stronghold; a day of reckoning would have a salutary effect upon other towns wavering in their loyalty to Lancaster.

He interrupted to demand what he already knew. York’s Duchess answered readily enough. Her husband? He was gone from Ludlow, as was her brother, the Earl of Salisbury and her nephew, the Earl of Warwick. Her sons, Edward, Earl of March and Edmund, Earl of Rutland? Gone, too, she said coolly.

Somerset rose in his stirrups, gazing down High Street toward the rising stone walls of the outer castle bailey. He knew she spoke the truth; her very presence here was all the proof he needed that the Yorkists had fled. He was remembering, moreover, that there was a bridge behind the castle, spanning the River Teme and linking with the road leading west into Wales.

He gestured abruptly and soldiers moved onto the steps of the cross. The children shrank back and he had the satisfaction of seeing sudden fear upon Cecily Neville’s haughty handsome face. She gathered her sons to her and demanded to know if my lord Somerset meant to take vengeance upon innocent children.

‘My men are here to see to your safety, Madame.’ Her defiance had rankled; she was, after all, only a woman, and York’s woman at that. He saw no reason not to remind her of the realities of their respective positions, said bluntly that he’d wager she’d be thankful for the presence of an armed guard before the day was done.

She whitened, hearing in his words the death knell of Ludlow; knowing now that there was only one man who could avert the coming carnage, that strange gentle soul who yearned only for peace of spirit and was wed to the woman the Yorkists saw as Messalina.

‘I wish to see His Grace the King,’ she said steadily. ‘He has no subjects more loyal than the people of Ludlow.’

Her request was impossible, but it could not be acknowledged as such. He swallowed a bitter retort, said tersely, ‘It suited the King’s Grace to remain at Leominster.’

Cecily, however, was no longer watching Somerset. Richard, who was standing so close to her that he was treading upon the hem of her gown, now felt her body stiffen, in a small indecisive movement, quickly stilled. And then she was sinking down upon the steps in a curtsy, a very precise and controlled gesture that was totally lacking in her customary grace. Richard hastily followed her example, and it was kneeling upon the steps of the market cross that he had his first glimpse of the Lancastrian Queen.

His first impression, quite simply, was one of awe. Marguerite d’Anjou was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, as beautiful as the queens of Joan’s bedtime tales. All in gold and black, like the swallowtail butterflies he’d chased all summer in such futile fascination. Her eyes were huge and black, blacker even than the rosaries of Whitby jet so favoured by his mother. Her mouth was scarlet, her skin like snow, her dark hair covered by a head-dress of golden gauze, her face framed in floating folds of a glittery shimmering material that seemed to be made from sunlight; he’d never seen anything like it, couldn’t keep his eyes from it, or from her.

‘Where is your husband, Madame? Surely he’d not abandon you to pay the price for his treason?’

Richard loved the sound of his mother’s voice, clear and low-pitched, as musical to him as chapel chimes. The Queen’s voice was a disappointment, shrill and sharply edged with mockery, so strongly flavoured with the accent of her native Anjou that he distinguished her words with some difficulty.

‘My husband swore an oath of allegiance to His Grace the King and has held true to that oath.’

The Queen laughed. Richard didn’t like the sound of it any more than he had her voice. He unobtrusively edged closer to his mother’s side, slipped his hand into the sleeve of her gown.

With a sudden shock, he realized those glittering black eyes had come to rest upon him. Frozen under her gaze, he stared up at the Lancastrian Queen, unable to free his eyes from hers. He was accustomed to having adults look at him without seeing, accepted that as a peculiarity of adult vision, that children were so little visible to them. He saw now that this was not true of the Queen, that she saw him very clearly. There was something very cold and queerly measuring in her look; he was frightened by it without exactly knowing why.

The Queen was now looking at his mother. ‘Since your husband and your sons, March and Rutland, have so courageously fled the consequences of their treachery, it remains for you, Madame, to stand witness in their stead. Mark you well what price we exact from those disloyal to the Crown.’

Cecily’s response was both immediate and unexpected. She stepped in front of Marguerite’s glossy ebony mare.

‘These people are good people, God-fearing people, loyal to their King. They owe Your Grace no debt of disloyalty, I do assure you.’

‘Madame, you bar my path,’ Marguerite said softly.

Richard saw her leather riding crop cut the air above his head. The mare lunged forward and, for a moment of heartstopping horror, he thought his mother would fall beneath the animal’s hooves. She’d seen enough of Marguerite’s face to be forewarned, however, and sprang clear in time, kept on her feet by the most alert of Somerset’s soldiers.

Richard brushed past the soldier, pressed against his mother; George had already reached her. She was trembling and for a moment leaned against George as if he were a man grown.

‘Send my sons from the village,’ she said huskily. ‘I do implore Your Grace.… You, too, are a mother.’

Marguerite had turned in the saddle. Now she jerked at the reins, guiding the mare back toward the cross. ‘Yes, I am a mother. My son was born six years ago today … and almost from the day of his birth, there have been those who would deny his birthright, those who dared say that my Edouard is not the true son of my husband, the King. And you know as well as I, Madame, the man most responsible for such vile slanders … Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick. Warwick … your nephew, Madame! Your nephew!’

This last came out in a hiss, in a surge of scalding fury, followed by a burst of French, too fast and furious to be decipherable. Pausing for breath, she looked down in silence at the ashen woman and fear-frozen children. Very slowly and deliberately, she removed one of her riding gloves, finely stitched Spanish leather furred with sable. She saw Cecily Neville raise her chin, saw Somerset grin, knew they both expected her to strike Cecily across the face with it. She flung it, instead, in the dust at Cecily’s feet.

‘I want this town to learn what befalls those who give support to traitors. See to it, my lord Somerset,’ she said shortly, and not waiting for his response, brought her riding crop down again upon her mare’s flanks, wheeling it about in an eye-catching display of showy horsemanship and then swinging back down Broad Street at a pace to send soldiers scattering from her path.

*   *   *

A girl was screaming. The sound washed over Richard in chilling waves, set him to trembling. There was so much terror in her cries that he felt a sick relief when the screams became muffled, more indistinct and, at last, ceased altogether. He swallowed, kept his eyes averted from the direction of the churchyard where the girl’s screams came from.

The wind shifted suddenly, brought to him the acrid odour of burning flesh. More and more houses were being put to the torch, and the flames had spread to an adjoining pigsty, trapping several of the unfortunate animals within. Mercifully, the cries of the dying pigs could no longer be heard, for the agonized squealing of the doomed creatures had sickened him. He’d seen animals butchered for beef, had once even been taken by Edward and Edmund on a September stag hunt. But this was different; this was a world gone mad.

A world in which men were prodded up the streets like cattle, hemp ropes dangling about their necks. A world in which soldiers stripped looted shops for timber to erect a gallows before the guild hall. A world in which the younger son of the town clerk had been clubbed and left for dead in the middle of Broad Street. From the cross Richard could still see the body. He tried not to look at it; the clerk’s son had helped him to trap the fox cub he’d discovered that memorable summer morning in Dinham meadow.

Turning his eyes resolutely from the body of the boy he’d known and liked, Richard found himself staring at a queer reddish stain that was spreading into the dust at the base of the cross, rivulets of red seeping off into the gutters. He watched for several moments, and then realization struck him and he recoiled abruptly.

‘George, look!’ Pointing in fascinated horror. ‘Blood!’

George stared and then squatted down and stirred up ripples with an experimental finger.

‘No,’ he pronounced finally. ‘Wine … from over there, see?’ Gesturing toward the corner, where several huge hogsheads of wine had been dragged from a plundered tavern and spilled open into the centre gutter.

George and Richard turned to watch as a bull galloped past, cheered on by the bored soldiers Somerset had charged to guard them. Richard was ill at ease with his guards; while they had so far acted to keep the Duchess of York and her sons from being molested by the soldiers reeling about the cross, it was apparent that they were none too happy with this duty. They’d been watching glumly as their comrades shared the plunder of the looted town, and Richard felt sure most would have been quite willing to heed his mother’s insistent urgings that they be taken to the King’s camp. One man remained adamant, however, that they could not act without orders from His Grace the Duke of Somerset and, as the authority was his, none could leave the precarious sanctuary of the cross, neither captives nor their reluctant captors.

The Duchess of York suddenly cried out. A man was limping down High Street, moving slowly, without direction or purpose. Foundering like a ship without a rudder, he seemed oblivious of the soldiers who jostled against him, arms full of booty from the castle, by now stripped to the walls, and rising above the hapless village like the exposed skeletal remains of some past, predatory kill. Now, as he trod upon the heels of a plunderladen soldier, he was roundly cursed, elbowed aside. Other hands, however, reached out to break his fall, even acted to clear his way; men fresh from rape and the makeshift gallows who, nonetheless, scrupled to do violence to a priest.

His habit and cowl proclaimed him to be one of the Carmelite brothers of St Mary White Friars, but the once immaculate white was liberally streaked with soot, even a splattering of blood. As he drew nearer, they saw he wore but one sandal, yet plunged unheedingly into the mud churned up in the street, into the murky wine that now stood ankle-deep in the gutters around the cross. At the sound of his name, he paused, blinking about him blindly. The Duchess of York called out again to him and this time he saw her.

The guards made no attempt to stop him as he clambered up the steps of the cross, looking on indifferently as Cecily moved to grasp his outstretched hand between her own. Her eyes flickered over the stained habit, back to the blanched, begrimed face.

‘Are you hurt?’

He shook his head dully. ‘No.… They slaughtered our livestock. The milk cows, the ewes.… The stables are befouled with blood.…’

His voice trailed off, his eyes seemed to cloud over, and only when she repeated his name did he rouse himself, focus once more upon her and the two children staring at him in wonderment. He looked like no friar they had ever seen, as bedraggled and unkempt as the poorest beggar, with the glazed eyes and slack mouth of one deep in his cups.

‘Madame.… They sacked the friary. They took all, Madame, all. Then they burned the buildings. The buttery, the brewhouse, even the infirmary and the almshouse. They stripped the church.… Even the pyx and chalices, Madame, the chalices.…’

‘Listen to me,’ she demanded. ‘Listen, for God’s sake!’

At last her urgency communicated itself to him and he fell silent, staring at her.

‘You must go to the castle. Find the Duke of Somerset. Tell him he must give orders to take my sons to the King’s camp.’ She glanced down at the children, dropped her voice still lower, said fiercely, ‘Before it is too late. Do you understand? Go now, and go quickly! The soldiers will not harm a priest; they’ll let you pass. If Somerset is not at the castle, seek him at the guild hall. They are making use of it as a prison and he may be there. But find him.…’ Her voice was no more now than a whisper. ‘For the love of Jesus, the Only-begotten Son, find him.’

The friar nodded, seared by her intensity. ‘I will, Madame,’ he vowed. ‘I’ll not fail you.’

George had understood enough of this exchange to feel a thrill of fear, and now he moved closer to his mother as she watched the friar hasten back up High Street, the once white habit soon swallowed up amongst the looting soldiers.

‘Do you not trust our guards, ma mère?’ he whispered.

She turned toward him. He was the fairest of all her children, as blond as Richard was dark, and now she let her hand linger on the soft sunlit hair that fell across his forehead. After hesitating, she temporized with a half-truth.

‘Yes, George, I trust them. But there are evils happening here neither you nor Richard should see. That is why I want you taken to the King at Leominster. You must … Richard!’

With a cry, she grabbed for her youngest son, caught him just in time to prevent him from plunging down the steps of the cross. Kneeling, she pulled him to her, to berate him in a voice made rough by fright. He endured her rebuke in silence and, when she released him, slumped down on the steps and locked his arms around his drawn-up knees in a futile attempt to check the tremors that shook the thin little body. Cecily did not know what he had seen to give him such grief, nor did she wait to find out. She spun about, turning upon her guards with such fury that the men recoiled.

‘I’ll not have my sons kept here to watch Ludlow’s death throes! You send a man to Somerset! Now, damn you, now!’

The men wilted under her wrath, shifted about in instinctive unease; she was still of the class they’d been indoctrinated since birth to obey. But George saw at once that she raged in vain; she’d not be heeded. He watched awhile and then lowered himself onto the steps beside Richard.

‘Dickon? What did you see?’

Richard raised his head. His eyes were blind, were queerly dark, all blue eclipsed by the shock-dilated pupils.

‘Well?’ George demanded. ‘Tell me what you did see! What could be as bad as all that?’

‘I saw the girl,’ Richard said at last. ‘The girl the soldiers dragged into the churchyard.’

Even now, George could not resist an opportunity to display his worldly understanding. ‘The one the soldiers had their way with?’ he said knowingly.

His words meant nothing to Richard. He scarcely heard them.

‘It was Joan!… She was over there.…’ He gestured off to his right. ‘In Butcher’s Row. She kept stumbling and then fell down in the street and lay there. Her gown was all torn and there was blood…’ He shuddered convulsively and continued only under George’s insistent prodding.

‘A soldier came from the church. He … he knotted his hand in her hair and pulled her to her feet. Then he took her back inside.’ And with that, he drew a strangled breath that threatened to become a sob, but somehow he fought it back, stared at George.

‘George … it was Joan!’ he repeated, almost as if he expected George to contradict him, to assure him he was wrong, that the girl he’d seen could not possibly have been Joan.

He held his breath, awaiting George’s response. He soon saw George was not going to reassure him, not going to make any consoling denials. He had never seen George at a loss for words before, nor had George ever looked at him as he did now. There was unmistakable pity in the older boy’s eyes and Richard knew suddenly that whatever had befallen Joan was far worse than the ugliness he’d just witnessed in Butcher’s Row.

A soldier ran by, yelling and brandishing a wine flask. It was uncorked and wine was spraying out in his wake, dousing all who came within range. Richard had leaned forward, dropping his head back into his arms. He looked up abruptly, though, as the man passed, hearing enough for alarm.

‘George? Are men being hanged?’

George nodded. ‘Be thankful, Dickon, that our father is safe away from Ludlow,’ he said soberly. ‘Had he or our brothers fallen into the Queen’s hands, she’d have struck their heads above the town gates and, as likely as not, forced us to watch as it was done.’

Richard looked at him with horror and then jumped to his feet as a woman’s scream echoed across the market square. George was on his feet, too, catching Richard roughly by the shoulders.

‘It was not Joan, Dickon,’ he said hastily. ‘That scream did not come from the church. It was not Joan.’

Richard stopped struggling, stared at him. ‘Are you sure?’ he whispered, but as George nodded, the woman screamed again. That was too much for Richard. He jerked from George’s grasp with such violence that he lost his balance and fell forward down the steps of the market cross, into the path of a horse and rider just turning the corner of Broad Street.

Richard wasn’t hurt; the ground was too soft for that. But the impact of his fall had driven all the air from his lungs and, suddenly, the sky above his head was filled with flying forelegs and down-plunging hooves. When he dared open his eyes again, his mother was kneeling in the mud by his side and the stallion had been reined in scant feet from where he lay.

Cecily’s hands were shaking so badly that she was forced to lace her fingers together to steady herself. Leaning forward, she began to wipe the mud from her child’s face with the sleeve of her gown.

‘For the love of Jesus! Madame, why are you still here?’

She raised her head sharply, to look up into a face that was young and frowning and vaguely familiar. She fumbled for recognition and then it came. The knight who’d come so close to trampling her son beneath his stallion was Edmund Beaufort, younger brother of the Duke of Somerset.

‘In the name of God,’ she said desperately, ‘see my sons safe from here!’

He stared down at her and then swung from the saddle to stand beside her in the street.

‘Why were you not taken at once to the camp of the King at Leominster?’ He sounded angry and incredulous. ‘My brother will have someone flayed alive for this. Lancaster does not make war on women and children.’

Cecily said nothing, merely looked at him and saw colour burn across his cheekbones. He turned away abruptly and began to give directives to the men who’d ridden into Ludlow under his command. With deep-felt relief, she saw that they all were sober.

‘My men will escort you to the royal encampment, Madame.’

She nodded and watched tensely while he dismissed her guards, found horses for them and, with a disgusted oath, swung with the flat of his sword at the more drunken of the soldiers squabbling over spoils of victory. Even now, with deliverance seemingly at hand, she breathed no easier, would not until she saw her sons safely on the road that led from Ludlow. And then, as she led the boys forward to their waiting mounts, Richard suddenly balked. At that, she gave way at last to the strains of the past twenty-four hours and slapped him across the face. He gasped but accepted the punishment without outcry or protest. The objection came from George who moved swiftly to his brother’s side.

‘Do not blame Dickon, ma mère,’ he entreated. ‘He saw her, you see. He saw Joan.’ Seeing her lack of comprehension, he pointed toward the parish church. ‘The girl in the churchyard. It was Joan.’

Cecily looked down at her youngest son and then knelt and drew him gently to her. She saw the tears on his lashes and the imprint of her slap on his cheek.

‘Oh, Richard,’ she whispered, ‘why did you not say so?’

As they’d awaited the coming of the Lancastrian army that morning, she’d taken pains to impress both boys with the urgency of their need for control. Now, however, she no longer cared about pride or honour or any thing but the pain in her child’s eyes, pain that should have been forever alien to childhood.

It was then that Edmund Beaufort performed the act of kindness she would never forget, would not have dared expect. As she gazed up at him, framing an appeal she thought to be futile, he said before she could speak, ‘I’ll send some of my men into the churchyard to see to the girl. I’ll have her taken to you at Leominster. Unless she…’ He hesitated, looking down at the little boy she was cradling, and concluded neutrally, ‘Whatever must be done will be, Madame. Now, I would suggest that we not tarry here any longer.’

She nodded numbly. He was holding out his hand. She reached up, let him raise her to her feet. He was, she now saw, very young, no more than four or five years older than her own Edmund. Very young and none too happy about what he’d found in Ludlow, and perceptive enough to realize that she did not want Richard to be present when Joan was found.

‘I shall not forget your kindness, my lord,’ she said softly and with far more warmth than she would ever have expected to feel for a member of the Beaufort family.

‘In war, Madame, there are always … excesses,’ he said, very low, and then the strange flicker of empathy that had passed between them was gone. He stepped back, issued a few terse commands. Men moved across the square toward the churchyard. Others waited to escort the Duchess of York and her sons to the royal camp at Leominster. Edmund Beaufort nodded, gave the order to move out. Cecily reined her mount in before him.

‘Thank you, my lord.’

His eyes were guarded, shadowed by the uneasy suspicions of a man who’d surprised himself by his own candour and now wondered if he’d compromised himself by that candour.

‘Do not mistake me, Madame. I have full faith in my brother’s judgement. He did what he had to do. It was necessary that a lesson be learned here this day, one not to be soon forgotten.’

Cecily stared down at him. ‘You need not fear, my lord,’ she said bitterly. ‘Ludlow will not be forgotten.’
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Sandal Castle Yorkshire

December 1460

The Duke of York’s second son was sitting cross-legged in the oriel window seat of the West Tower, watching with disbelief as his cousin, Thomas Neville, devoured a heaped plateful of cold roast capon and pompron buried in butter. As Thomas signalled to a page for a third refill of his ale tankard, Edmund could restrain himself no longer.

‘Don’t stint yourself, Cousin. After all, it’s been two full hours since our noonday dinner … with four hours yet to go till supper.’

Thomas glanced up with a grin, proving himself once again to be totally impervious to sarcasm, and speared a large piece of capon meat. Edmund suppressed a sigh, yearning for the cut-and-thrust parries that had spiced his conversations with Edward. The problem, as he saw it, was that Thomas was too good-hearted to dislike, yet after ten days with him in the solitude of Sandal Castle, his unfailing cheer and relentless optimism were rubbing raw against Edmund’s nerves.

Watching Thomas eat and acknowledging glumly that his boredom would drag him down to new depths if he could think of no better way to pass the time, Edmund found himself marvelling anew how four brothers could be as unlike as his four Neville cousins.

His cousin Warwick was assured, arrogant, audacious, and yet with an undeniable charm about him, withal. Edmund was nowhere near as taken with Warwick as Edward was but even he was not immune to the force of his flamboyant cousin’s personality. He had a deeper fondness, however, for Warwick’s younger brother Johnny, reserved and gravely deliberate, possessed of a wry Yorkshire wit and a sense of duty that was as unwavering as it was instinctive. He had no liking at all, though, for the third Neville brother named George like Edmund’s own eleven-year-old brother. George Neville was a priest but only because it was traditional for one son of a great family to enter the Church. He was the most worldly man Edmund had ever encountered and one of the most ambitious, already Bishop of Exeter although still only in his twenties.

And then there was Thomas, the youngest. Thomas who might have been a changeling, so little did he resemble his siblings. Fair where they were dark, as tall even as Edward, though easily twenty-five pounds the heavier, with milk-blue eyes so serene that Edmund was given to sardonic speculation whether Thomas shared the same world as they did; a stranger to spite and, seemingly, to stress; as utterly courageous as the enormous mastiffs bred for bear-baiting and, in Edmund’s considered judgement, with a good deal less imagination.

‘Tell me about when you and Johnny were taken captive by Lancaster last year, after the battle of Blore Heath, Tom. Were you ill-treated?’

Thomas broke off a chunk of bread, shook his head. ‘No … it’s too common to take prisoners to risk abusing them. After all, you never know when you might yourself be taken.’

‘But surely you must have felt some unease … at least at first?’ Edmund persisted, and Thomas halted his knife in midair, looked at him in mild surprise.

‘No,’ he said at last, as if he’d had to give the matter some thought. ‘No … I do not recall that I did.’ He completed his knife’s journey to his mouth, and then grinned again, saying with a ponderous playfulness that was as jovial as it was lacking in malice, ‘What is the matter, Edmund? Are you fretting about the Lancastrian hordes at our gates?’

Edmund gazed coolly at him. ‘Greensick with fear,’ he snapped, with heavy sarcasm so that none would doubt he spoke only in jest.

As Thomas turned back to the capon, Edmund shifted his own gaze toward the window behind him, staring out into the bailey of the castle, deep in snow. He didn’t doubt that Ned would have answered Thomas quite differently, would have laughed and conceded cheerfully that, Jesus, yes, he was unnerved. Ned never seemed to concern himself with what others thought and generally disarmed even as he surprised with his careless candour. Edmund wished he could do the same and knew it was quite impossible. He cared too much what others thought of him, even those he could not take all that seriously like Thomas. To Ned alone could he have confessed his fears. And Ned was far to the south, back at Ludlow to raise troops for the Yorkist banner. He’d not be coming north to Sandal Castle for days yet.

It was queer, he thought, that he still minded Ned’s absence so much. After all, he should be used to it by now; in the fourteen months since their flight from Ludlow, he and Ned had been apart for fully a year’s time. They’d been reunited only that past October 10th, when Edmund and his father at last reached London where Ned and their uncle Salisbury awaited them. And then they’d lingered in London two scant months, Ned leaving for Ludlow and the Welsh borders on December 9, the same day that Edmund, his father and uncle Salisbury headed north into Yorkshire.

Edmund was glad there was but one day remaining in this year of grace, 1460. It had been an eventful year for the House of York, but not a happy year for him. For him, it had been a year of waiting, chafing at the isolation and inactivity of his Irish exile. Ned had drawn much the best of the bargain, in Edmund’s view, for Ned had been in Calais with Salisbury and Warwick.

When they fled Ludlow into Wales, Edmund would have liked to have gone with his Neville kin, too. The freewheeling port of Calais held far greater allure for him than the staid seclusion of Dublin. But he’d felt honour-bound to accompany his father while envying Ned his freedom to elect otherwise. It was an election that had not pleased their father in the least. Politely reluctant to offend the Nevilles by implying they’d give Ned less than satisfactory supervision, he’d nonetheless managed to make his views known to Ned, who’d listened respectfully and then proceeded to do as he pleased, which was to accompany his Neville kin to Calais.

That was generally the case, Edmund conceded. Ned never argued with their father, he was unfailingly polite and then nonchalantly went his own way; whereas, he, Edmund, deferred dutifully to his father’s authority and then found himself resenting both his parent’s austere discipline and his own reluctance to rebel.

Edmund had envisioned all too well how Ned was amusing himself in Calais, and his discontent festered into a lingering depression when word reached Dublin in July that Ned and the Nevilles had landed upon English soil. They’d been welcomed into London and acted swiftly to consolidate their position. Eight days later they’d marched north from London to confront the King’s forces at the town of Northampton. The Queen was some thirty miles distant at Coventry but the hapless person of the King had fallen into the hands of the victorious Yorkists after the battle. Edmund had yet to ride into battle and it was with ambivalent emotions that he learned Ned had been entrusted with command of one of the Yorkist wings by his cousin Warwick. The day his father would do the same for him, Edmund was convinced, would never come. The King had been conveyed back to London after the battle and, with all due respect, installed in the royal residence at the Tower. For it was the Queen, not His Grace, good King Harry, whom they opposed, Warwick took pains to assure one and all as London awaited the return of the Duke of York from Ireland.

York came in October and stunned Warwick, Salisbury and his son Edward when he strode into Westminster Hall and laid his hand upon the vacant throne. During his months of Irish exile, he had at last concluded that he must either claim the crown in his own right or be doomed to fight an unending series of bloody and bitter skirmishes with the Queen and her cohorts.

Edmund concurred heartily in his father’s decision. To him a puppet King was even more dangerous than a boy King, and Scriptures spoke clearly enough on that subject: ‘Woe unto thee, O Land, when thy King is a child!’ Harry of Lancaster was no more than a pale icon of authority, a shadow manipulated to give substance to the acts of sovereignty done in his name, first by Marguerite and now by Warwick.

The Duke of York, moreover, had a superior claim to the throne. Sixty years ago the royal succession of England had been torn asunder, brutally disrupted when Harry of Lancaster’s grandfather deposed and murdered the man who held rightful title to the English throne. Six decades later the echoes of that violent upheaval were still reverberating. The murdered King was childless; the crown should, under English law, have passed to the heirs of his uncle, Lionel of Clarence, the third son of Edward III. The man who’d seized the crown was the son of John of Gaunt, the fourth son of the same Edward III, but he showed no inclination to adhere to the finer points of English inheritance law, and so began the Lancastrian dynasty.

Had Harry of Lancaster not been so unmitigated a disaster as a monarch, it was likely that few would have chosen to challenge the consequences of a coup legitimized, if not legalized, by the passage of sixty years. But Harry was weak and well-meaning and wed to Marguerite d’Anjou, and seven years ago he had, at last, gone quite mad. Suddenly people remembered the dire injustice done the heirs of the long-dead Lionel of Clarence, and Marguerite showed herself willing to go to any lengths to destroy the man who might one day lay claim to the Crown, the Duke of York, who traced his lineage from that same Lionel of Clarence.

Edmund saw this complex dynastic conflict as a very simple issue indeed. In his eyes, it was right and just and pure commonsense self-preservation that his father should act to claim the crown that was his by rights. He soon discovered, however, that right and just though it might be, it was a political blunder. While few disputed the validity of York’s claim, all were unexpectedly reluctant to strip the crown from a man who’d been born a King’s son, had been acknowledged as England’s King since his tenth month of life.

It had taken Marguerite nearly ten years of unrelenting hostility to transform York from a loyal peer of the realm into the royal rival she’d always perceived him to be. But now he’d crossed the Rubicon as he crossed the Irish Sea and he was stubbornly and single-mindedly convinced that he had no choice but to claim the crown; was not to be dissuaded, even when faced with a conspicuous lack of enthusiasm for his claims by his Neville kindred and his own eldest son. It was not that they had any sentimental attachment to the man they referred to among themselves as ‘Holy Harry’. But they’d read the mood of the Commons and the country more accurately than York. Mad though Harry might be, he was the man anointed by God to reign, and the fact that he was utterly incompetent to rule seemed suddenly to be of little consequence when it had become a question of dethroning him.

In the end, a compromise of sorts was reached, one that satisfied no one and outraged most. Under the Act of Accord passed on October 24, Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York, was formally recognized as the heir to the English throne but he was compelled to defer his claims during the course of Harry’s lifetime. Only upon Harry’s death would he ascend the throne as the third Richard to rule England since the Conquest.

As Harry was then thirty-nine years of age, a full ten years younger than the Duke of York, and enjoyed the robust health of one unburdened by the worldly concerns that so aged and encumbered other men, York and his supporters were, not surprisingly, less than thrilled by this Solomonlike solution. And as, under the Act of Accord, Marguerite’s seven-year-old son was summarily disinherited, an action of expediency many saw to be confirmation of the suspicions so prevalent as to the boy’s paternity, there was never any possibility that Marguerite and her adherents would give consent except at swordpoint. The only one professing satisfaction with the Accord was Harry himself who, in his beclouded eccentric way, clung tenaciously to his crown, yet strangely evidenced little concern that his son was thus rudely uprooted from the line of succession.

After the July battle that had delivered the King into Warwick’s power, Marguerite had retreated into Wales and then into Yorkshire, long an enclave of Lancastrian loyalties. There she’d been reunited with the Duke of Somerset and Andrew Trollope, who’d spent several frustrating months attempting to dislodge Warwick and Edward from Calais.

These Lancastrian lords were now securely ensconced in the massive stronghold of Pontefract Castle, just eight miles from York’s own Sandal Castle, and they’d recently been joined by two men who’d long nurtured a bitter hatred for the House of York, Lord Clifford and the Earl of Northumberland. Their fathers had died with Somerset’s at the battle of St Albans, won by York and Warwick five years past, and they’d neither forgotten nor forgiven. Marguerite herself had ventured up into Scotland in hopes of forging an alliance with the Scots; the bait she dangled was a proposed marriage between her small son and the daughter of the Queen of Scotland.

And so Edmund found himself spending the Christmas season in a region he little liked, finding Yorkshire stark and bleak and unfriendly to the House of York, with the grim prospect ahead of a battle soon to come in the new year, a battle that would decide whether England should be Yorkist or Lancastrian, at a cost of lives too high to contemplate.

It had been one of the bleakest Christmas seasons within his memory. His father and uncle were too preoccupied with the coming confrontation with Lancaster to have either the time or the inclination for holiday cheer. Edmund, acutely sensitive to the disadvantages of being a seventeen-year-old novice to warfare midst seasoned soldiers, had forced himself to shrug off the lack of holiday festivities with what he fancied to be adult indifference. But secretly he’d grieved for the Christmas celebrations of years past, thought with longing of the seasonal merrymaking he was missing in London.

His cousin Warwick had remained in the capital to safeguard custody of the Lancastrian King, and Edmund knew Warwick would keep a princely Christmas at the Herber, his palatial London manor house. From Warwick Castle would come his Countess and Isabel and Anne, his young daughters. Edmund knew his own mother would be sure to join them there, too, with his little brothers, George and Dickon, and Meg, who, at fourteen, was the only one of Edmund’s sisters still unmarried. There’d be eggnog and evergreen and the minstrel gallery above the great hall would be echoing from dawn till dusk with music and mirth.

Edmund sighed, staring out at the drifting snow. For ten endless days now they’d been sequestered at Sandal Castle with only one brief excursion into the little village of Wakefield, two miles to the north, to break the monotony. He sighed again, hearing Thomas call for still more bread. The traditional Christmas truce was drawing to an end; by the time it expired, Ned should have ridden up from the Welsh Marches with enough men to give the Yorkists unchallenged military supremacy. Edmund would be very glad to see his brother for any number of reasons, not the least of which was that he could talk to Ned as he could not talk to Thomas. He decided he’d write to Ned tonight. He felt better at that, swung off the window seat.

‘I’ve some dice in my chamber, Tom. If I have them fetched, will you forsake your capon for a game of “hazard”?’

Thomas was predictably and pleasantly agreeable, and Edmund’s spirits lifted. He turned, intending to send a servant for the dice, when the door was flung open and Sir Robert Apsall, the young knight who was both his friend and his tutor, entered the chamber. It was a large room, half the size of the great hall, was filled with bored young men, but it was to Edmund and Thomas that he hastened.

Stamping snow from his boots, he said without preamble, ‘I’ve been sent to summon you both to the great hall.’

‘What is it, Rob?’ Edmund queried, suddenly tense and, as usual, anticipating disaster while Thomas shoved his chair back from the trestle table, came unhurriedly to his feet.

‘Trouble, I fear. That foraging party we sent out at dawn is long overdue. They should’ve reported back hours ago. His Grace the Duke fears Lancaster may have broken the truce, that they may have been ambushed.’

‘Why do we tarry, then?’ Edmund demanded and had reached the door before the other two could respond.

‘Wait, Edmund, get your cloak.’ Thomas was reaching for the garment crumpled on the window seat, saw that Edmund was already out the door and, with a shrug, followed his young cousin from the chamber without it.

*   *   *

The Duke of York’s suspicions soon proved to have been justified. Ambushed at Wakefield Bridge by a large Lancastrian force, the foraging party had died almost to a man. A few survivors fought their way free, however, and with the Lancastrians in close pursuit, raced for the refuge of Sandal Castle. Between the castle and the banks of the River Calder stretched a wide expanse of marshland, known locally as Wakefield Green. This was the only open ground between Sandal Castle and the village of Wakefield and the fleeing Yorkists knew their one chance of escape lay across this meadow, knew that to enter the thick wooded areas to their left and right would be to mire their mounts down in belly-deep snowdrifts, to flounder helplessly until caught and killed.

Across Wakefield Green they galloped, scant yards before their pursuers. Just when it seemed that capture was inevitable, arrows pierced the sky over their heads. The Lancastrians fell back under this aerial onslaught and the outer drawbridge was hastily lowered onto the stone platform that jutted out into the moat. As the drawbridge linked with the platform, the surviving soldiers raced across the moat, through the gatehouse, and on into the castle bailey. Behind them, the drawbridge was rapidly rising again and, even as they dismounted, they could hear the reassuring sounds of the iron-barred portcullis sliding into place across the gatehouse entranceway.

Sleet had been falling intermittently all day, but the clouds over the castle were, for the moment, no longer spilling icy flakes into the sky. Visibility was such that the Yorkists on the castle battlements could see the enemy gathering in the meadow below. They seemed to be in a state of some confusion, even at a distance, as if uncertain whether to withdraw or to lay siege to the castle itself.

Within the great hall, a heated argument raged among the Yorkist lords. A sharp and irreconcilable split had developed, between those who favoured engaging the Lancastrians in combat and those who considered it folly to leave the safety of the castle. The spokesman for the latter position was a friend of long standing of the Duke of York, Sir David Hall. He argued with force and conviction that common sense dictated but one course of action, to hold their men within the castle walls and await the coming of His Grace’s eldest son, Edward of March, with the men he was gathering along the Welsh Marches.

Others, however, scorned such restraint as if it reflected upon their courage and contended, with equal passion, that the only honourable action open to them was to accept the challenge thrown down by Lancaster.

For a brief time, the decision seemed to hang in the balance but two factors tipped it in favour of assault. The Duke of York himself was most sympathetic to this argument, and the Lancastrians on Wakefield Green had now swelled their ranks. With reinforcements, they were growing progressively bolder and had ventured within provocation distance of the castle, although prudently just beyond arrow range.

Edmund stood in the shadows, listening in silence. Unlike most of his family, he had dark eyes, a striking shade of blue-grey that faithfully mirrored his mercurial shifts of mood. They showed only grey now, moving from face to face in the most searching of appraisals. Even at seventeen, he was not, had never been, a romantic. Common sense was what swayed him, not abstract concepts like ‘honour’ and ‘gallantry’. It seemed stupid to him to risk so much merely for the dubious satisfaction of avenging their foraging party. It was true the risk did not appear to be excessive; they commanded a clear numerical superiority over the Lancastrians. But it did appear to him to be unnecessary, to be a self-indulgent exercise in chivalry.

He wondered now if his father was motivated by a desire to seek vengeance for Ludlow. But then he found himself wondering if his own reluctance to engage the Lancastrians was really rooted in common sense. What if it were cowardice? He had, after all, never been in battle, could feel his stomach knotting up even now at the prospect. Ned had always insisted that fear was as common to men as fleas were to dogs and inns, but Edmund had his doubts. He felt sure his father and uncle Salisbury could not possibly know the lurch of a heart suddenly beating up in the vicinity of the throat, could not possibly share the icy sweat that traced a frozen path from armpit to knee. They were old, after all; his father was nigh on fifty, his uncle even older. Edmund could not imagine death holding the same fear for them as it did for him, any more than he could imagine that they were driven by the same sexual hungers.

No, he’d never been able to agree with Ned; Ned, who would speak quite candidly of having been scared pissless and yet seemed to thrive on danger, to deliberately seek out risks Edmund would much rather have bypassed. He’d grimly matched Ned, risk for risk, all during their boyhood, riding along the crumbling edge of cliffs and swimming their mounts through rain-swollen rivers spanned by perfectly adequate bridges. But he could never quite convince himself that Ned ever knew the fear he did, and when others praised him for his daring, he felt a secret shame, as if he’d somehow perpetrated a gigantic hoax upon the world, a hoax that would one day inevitably be unmasked.

Doubting his courage, he now doubted his judgement as well; could no longer be sure why he viewed the planned assault with such disfavour. Yet even had he been sure, it would have been impossible for him to have given any answer other than the one he gave when his father at last turned to him and said, ‘Well, Edmund, what say you? Shall we show Lancaster the price to be paid for breaking the truce?’

‘I think we’ve no choice, sir,’ he said soberly.

*   *   *

Where the River Calder suddenly snaked into a horseshoe curve toward the west, the ground rose somewhat and afforded a clear view of Sandal Castle and the sloping expanse of Wakefield Green. A small group of horsemen now waited within the trees of this snow-covered hillock. As they watched, the drawbridge of the castle began to lower, slowly settled over the moat. The favoured banners of York, a Falcon within a Fetterlock and a White Rose, took the wind, flared to full length through the swirl of falling snow.

Henry Beaufort, Duke of Somerset, leaned forward intently, permitted himself a small tight smile.

‘There they come,’ he announced, needlessly, for his companions were watching the castle with equal absorption. It was unlikely York had a more bitter trinity of enemies than these three men: Somerset, Lord Clifford and Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland. Only Marguerite herself nursed a greater grudge against the man now leading his army against the Lancastrians on Wakefield Green.

The Lancastrians were not standing their ground, were retreating before the Yorkist advance. It was clear to the three watching men that the Lancastrian forces seemed on the verge of catastrophe, on the verge of being trapped between the banks of the River Calder and the oncoming Yorkist army. Yet none of the three evidenced alarm; on the contrary, they watched with grim satisfaction as their own men gave way and the Yorkists bore down upon them in an exultant sweep toward easy victory.

The Lancastrians at last seemed to be making a stand. Men came together with shuddering impact. Steel gleamed, blood spurted over the snow. Horses reared, lost their balance on the ice and plunged backward, crushing their riders beneath them.

Beside Somerset, Lord Clifford forced his breath through clenched teeth. ‘Now, God damn you, now!’

Almost as if his imprecation had been heard, from the woods on both sides of Wakefield Green came the hidden left and right wings of the Lancastrian army. Under the Earl of Wiltshire, the cavalry was sweeping around and behind the Yorkists, between them and the distant snow-shadowed walls of Sandal Castle. The foot soldiers of the right wing continued to surge from the woods until all of Wakefield Green seemed to have been engulfed in a sea of struggling humanity. Even to an untrained eye, it was evident that the trapped Yorkists were hopelessly outnumbered. To the practised eyes of Somerset and Clifford, the Yorkists numbered no more than five thousand; facing an army of fifteen thousand.

Clifford had been searching in vain for York’s personal standard. Now he abandoned the effort and spurred his stallion down the hill into what was no longer a battle, what was now a slaughter. Somerset and Northumberland also urged their mounts forward, followed after him.

*   *   *

Edmund swung his sword as the man grabbed for the reins of his horse. The blade crashed against the upraised shield, sent the soldier reeling to his knees. But Edmund did not follow through on his advantage; his sword thrust had been an instinctive gesture of defence, perfected through years of practice in the tiltyard at Ludlow Castle. Edmund was in a state of shock; he’d just seen his cousin Thomas killed, dragged from his stallion into the bloody snow, held down as his armour was hacked through by a score of blades.

The snow was falling fast and thick now; through the slits of his visor, Edmund saw only a blur of wind-whipped whiteness. All around him, men were running, screaming, dying. He’d long since lost sight of his father and uncle. He now looked around desperately for Rob Apsall, saw only the soldiers of Lancaster and the dead of York.

Someone was reaching again for his reins; there was someone else at his stirrup. He dug his rowels deep into his stallion’s side. The animal reared, throwing off the hands at its head, and then plunged forward. There was a startled cry; the stallion stumbled, hooves hitting flesh, and then Edmund had broken away from the encircling men, was free. He gave the horse its head, found himself caught up in the midst of fleeing soldiers floundering awkwardly through the snow, casting aside weapons and shields as they ran, panic-stricken prey for the pursuing Lancastrians.

His stallion shied suddenly to the right, veered off so abruptly that Edmund was nearly unseated. Only then did he see the river looming ahead, see the fate his stallion had spared him. Drowning men clutched with frozen fingers at the floating bodies of Yorkist comrades while, on the bank above them, soldiers of Lancaster probed with lance and pole axe as Edmund had once seen a man at a faire spearing fish in a barrel.

The sight sent Edmund even deeper into shock. He tugged at the reins, an irrational resolve compelling him back toward the battlefield to find his father. As he did, a Lancastrian soldier blocked his way, wielding a chained mace in a wide arc toward Edmund’s head. Edmund lashed out with his sword and the man fell back, sought easier quarry.

His attention thus distracted, Edmund did not see the second soldier, not until the man thrust upward with a bloodied blade, gutting Edmund’s horse. The stallion screamed, thrashed about wildly in the snow. Edmund had time only to kick his feet free of the stirrups, to fling himself sideways as the animal went down. He hit the ground hard; pain seared up his spine, exploded in his head in a burst of feverish colour. Opening his eyes, he saw queer white light, saw an armoured figure swimming above him. From another world, another lifetime, he remembered his sword, groped for it, found only snow.

‘Edmund! Christ, Edmund, it’s me!’

The voice was known to him. He blinked, fought his way back to reality, whispered, ‘Rob?’

The knight nodded vigorously. ‘Thank God Jesus! I feared you were dead!’

Rob was tugging at him. Somehow he willed his body to move but, when he put his weight on his left leg, it doubled up under him and only Rob’s supporting arm kept him on his feet.

‘My knee…’ he gasped. ‘Rob, I … I doubt I can walk. Go on, save yourself.…’

‘Do not talk like a fool! Do you think it was by chance that I found you? I’ve been scouring the field for you. I swore oath to your lord father that I’d see to your safety.’

There was an Edmund who’d once have been mortally offended by such embarrassing parental solicitude. That was long ago, part of the lifetime lived before he’d ridden into the horror that was Wakefield Green.

The body of his stallion lay off to his left. Closer at hand was the body of a man, skull battered into a grisly pulp of bone and brain. Edmund looked down at the bloodied battle-axe Rob had dropped on the snow beside them, back up at the face of his friend, grey and haggard in the circle of upraised visor. He opened his mouth to thank Rob for saving his life, but the youthful tutor was in no mood to tarry, was saying urgently, ‘Make haste, Edmund!’

‘My father…’

‘If he’s alive, he’s fled the field by now. If he’s not, there’s nothing you can do for him here,’ Rob said bluntly and pushed Edmund toward his waiting horse.

‘We’ll have to share my mount. Lean on me, that’s it.… Hold on, now.…’

As he spurred the stallion forward, sending two scavenging Lancastrians diving from his path, Edmund cried out, ‘My sword! Rob, wait!’

The wind carried his cry away. Rob turned the horse toward the village of Wakefield.

*   *   *

Pain was savaging Edmund. With each step he took, it flamed through his leg, burned through to bone and marrow, convulsed his lungs in queasy, suffocating spasms. They’d lost Rob’s horse; the double burden of two armoured men proved too much for the animal to bear. It had stumbled once too often, laming itself and pitching both youths into a snowbank too glazed with ice to cushion the impact of their fall. Rob had been shaken but Edmund’s injured knee struck solid rock and he spiralled down into the dark. He came to consciousness moments later to find Rob desperately rubbing his face with snow.

Discarding what armour they could, they staggered on. Rob was panting, his heart beating in sickening starts and fits. Edmund’s arm was leaden about his shoulders; he knew the boy was nearly out on his feet, had long since exhausted all reserves of endurance. Yet each time Edmund swayed, sagged against him, each time Rob felt a fearful certainty that the boy was blacking out again, Edmund somehow found the strength to cling to consciousness, to take another step into the snow that lay knee-deep before them.

Rob at last glimpsed the outlines of Wakefield Bridge. Half dragging and half carrying Edmund, he strained toward it. Beyond the bridge lay the village of Wakefield. Edmund could not go much farther. Each time Rob looked at the boy, he found new cause for concern; saw the blood matting Edmund’s hair, saw the glazed sheen that clouded Edmund’s eyes. Knowing the castle was ringed by Lancaster, Rob had instinctively headed for the village. Now he dared hope they might be able to reach the parish church at the end of Kirkgate, might be able to claim right of sanctuary. He was grasping at straws, knew it, could do nothing else. He stumbled forward, blinded by snow, and propelled Edmund onto the bridge.

They were in the middle of the bridge when Rob saw the Lancastrians come from the shadows, move without haste onto the far end of the bridge. Rob whirled about, so abruptly that Edmund staggered, grabbed at the stone railing for support. Soldiers now barred their retreat, watched with hard-eyed triumphant grins. Rob closed his eyes for a moment, whispered, ‘God forgive me, Edmund. I’ve taken you into a trap.’

*   *   *

Dusk was still an hour away, but light was already fading from the sky. Edmund had slumped against the bridge railing, staring down into the dark waters below. He’d long since stripped off his gauntlets, and his fingers were now so numb that he spilled most of the snow he meant to bring up to his mouth. Sucking at the snow until his thirst was slaked, he rubbed the rest against his forehead, saw with incurious eyes that it came away red. He’d not realized until then that his head had been gashed open when he was thrown from his horse. He had never been so cold, never been so exhausted, and his mind was beginning to play terrifying tricks upon him. He could no longer trust his senses; voices seemed to come at him from all sides, uncommonly loud and strangely garbled, and then, as suddenly, would fade away to muffled oblivion, into the thinnest, weakest of echoes.

Becoming aware that yet another of his Lancastrian captors was bending over him, he looked up numbly, jerking back in involuntary protest as the man reached for his wrists. Ignoring Edmund’s recoil, the soldier swiftly bound his hands tightly together at the wrists and then stepped back to inspect his handiwork.

‘This one’s no more than a lad,’ he remarked idly, looking down at Edmund with a notable lack of antagonism.

‘And wearing armour that’d please even the most high-handed of lords.… We’ll do right well with that one. I warrant you he has kinfolk who’ll pay, and pay dear, to see him safe home.’

The soldiers were now turning to watch approaching riders. Edmund listened with indifference to the argument that developed, heard a sharp command given to clear the bridge, the sullen response of the soldiers. Men were grudgingly giving way to let these new arrivals pass. They rode across the bridge in a spray of snow to the muttered curses of the men they’d splashed. Edmund was attempting awkwardly to bring his bound hands up to wipe snow from his eyes when a stallion was reined in directly before him. From a great distance, he heard a voice echoing, ‘That boy there! Let me see him!’

Edmund raised his head. The face within the visor was swarthy, almost familiar, but recognition eluded him.

‘I thought so … Rutland!’

At sound of his own name, Edmund suddenly knew the speaker. Andrew Trollope, York’s onetime ally, the man who’d betrayed them at Ludlow. Trollope’s treachery had been a bitter initiation into adulthood for Edmund; he’d rather liked Trollope. Now, however, he found himself strangely bereft of rage, even of resentment. He felt nothing, nothing at all.

Pandemonium reigned briefly on the bridge; Edmund’s captors could scarcely credit their good luck. The Earl of Rutland! A prince of the blood! No ransom would be too high for such a prize; they suddenly saw themselves to be made men.

‘Somerset will want to know of this,’ one of Trollope’s companions was saying, and the voice triggered a buried memory in Edmund’s numbed brain; the man was Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland. These men were his father’s avowed enemies. What, then, was he doing here in their midst, bound and cold and sick and totally at their mercy? And then he heard Northumberland say, ‘That leaves only Salisbury unaccounted for.’

Edmund tried to rise, found his knee no longer took commands from his brain. The words were out of his mouth before he even realized he meant to speak. ‘Trollope! What of my father?’

Both men had turned in the saddle. ‘Dead,’ Trollope answered.

They rode on, Northumberland’s voice drifting back across the bridge as he regaled his companions with details of their enemy’s death. ‘… under those three willow trees east of the castle. Yes, that be the place … body stripped of armour … hailed as “King without a kingdom”! Or a head, if Clifford does have his way! Of course it’s not common to behead the dead after battle, but tell that to Clifford!’

The voices faded from earshot. On the other side of the bridge, Rob Apsall tried to cross to Edmund, was roughly shoved back.

‘Edmund.… Edmund, I’m sorry.’

Edmund said nothing. He’d turned his head away, toward the expanse of water beyond the bridge; Rob could see only a tangle of dark brown hair.

Other riders were now coming from the direction of the battlefield. Looting of the bodies had begun. There was a commotion at the end of the bridge. A soldier hadn’t moved aside with enough alacrity to suit one of the horsemen, and he’d turned his stallion into the offending soldier. Pinioned against the bridge railing, the man yelled in fear and strained futilely against the animal’s heaving flanks.

Rob’s captors hastily cleared a path, lined up along the railing. Rob did likewise. He was suddenly rigid, felt as if the air had been forcibly squeezed from his lungs. With foreboding, he watched the horseman riding across the bridge toward them. Lord Clifford of Skipton-Craven. Clifford, one of the guiding hands behind the ambush on Wakefield Green. Clifford, whose savage temper had long been a byword, even among his own men; who was known to harbour a remorseless hatred for the Duke of York.

Edmund gradually became conscious of the sudden silence. Turning his head, he saw a mounted knight staring down at him, staring with an unblinking intensity that reminded Edmund, inexplicably, of the eyes of his favourite falcon as it first sighted prey. He returned the stare, swallowed with difficulty; it was queer, but his tongue no longer felt as if it belonged in his mouth. Why he should so suddenly feel such purely physical fear, he didn’t know; it was as if his body were reacting to an awareness that had yet to reach his brain.

‘Who is he?’ The knight had addressed the nearest soldier, without taking his eyes from Edmund. When an answer wasn’t forthcoming, he snarled, ‘Did you not hear me, you stupid son of a whore? His name, and now! I’d hear it spoken aloud.’

The man looked frightened, mumbled ‘Rutland,’ as Edmund found his voice, said unsteadily,

‘I am Edmund Plantagenet, Earl of Rutland.’

Clifford had known. There was no surprise in his voice as he said, much too softly, ‘York’s cub.’

He swung from the saddle, let his reins drop to the bridge to anchor his mount. All eyes were upon him. Edmund suddenly recognized him as Clifford, recognized him with a surge of fear that was no longer instinctive, was well grounded in reality. He reached up for the railing, but his bonds were too restrictive, kept him from getting a handhold.

‘Help me up.’

A soldier stretched out his hand and then recoiled, eyes cutting quickly to Clifford, who nodded, said, ‘Get him on his feet.’

Fear made the man clumsy and Edmund was no help to him at all; his muscles cramped with cold, constricted with pain and fright. The soldier managed to help him rise but, in so doing, knocked them both into the railing. Pain radiated upward from Edmund’s torn knee, racked his body with agony. The darkness was shot through with a blood-red haze, swirling colours of hot, hurtful brightness that faded then into blackness.

When he came back to the bridge, he was assailed by sound, rushing at him in waves and then retreating. The soldiers were shouting. Rob was shouting. He heard words but they meant nothing to him. He reeled back against the railing, and the soldier who’d been holding him upright hastily withdrew, so that he stood alone. There was something wrong with his eyesight; the men seemed to be wavering, out of focus. He saw contorted faces, twisted mouths, saw Clifford and then saw the dagger drawn, held in Clifford’s hand.

‘No,’ he said, with the calm of utter disbelief. This wasn’t real. This couldn’t possibly be happening. Not to him. Prisoners were not put to death. Hadn’t Tom said so? Tom, who’d been taken prisoner, too. Tom, who was dead. He began to tremble. This was madness, a delusion of his pain-clouded mind. Less than one hour ago, he’d been standing beside his father in the great hall of Sandal Castle. That was real, but not this. Not this.

‘Jesus, my lord, his hands are bound!’ a soldier was crying, as if this had somehow escaped Clifford and needed only be called to his notice. Held immobile by men who looked scarcely less horror-struck than he did, Rob jerked wildly at his ropes, shouted at Clifford, ‘Think, man, think! He’s a prince’s son, will do you more good alive than dead!’

Clifford’s eyes flicked briefly to Rob. ‘He’s York’s son, and by God, I’ll have vengeance!’

With that, he swung around upon the stunned boy. Rob wrenched free, flung himself forward. Someone grabbed for him, missed; other hands caught his leg, jerked with such force that he sprawled heavily upon the ground. Spitting out his own blood, he struggled to rise, and now no one hindered him. He was permitted to crawl the few feet that lay between him and Edmund.

Kneeling by the dying boy, he tried to cradle Edmund against him, tried to staunch Edmund’s blood with his own hands, kept on trying long after he knew Edmund was dead.

His anguished sobbing was all that echoed upon the bridge. Clifford was being watched in absolute silence, watched with revulsion. He sensed it, saw it on the faces of the men; soldiers who, nonetheless, made certain distinctions between killings. In their eyes, this had been no battlefield death, had been cold-blooded murder. One, moreover, that had deprived them of a goodly ransom.

‘York bore the blame for the death of my father,’ Clifford said loudly. ‘I had the right to kill the son!’

No one spoke. Rob held Edmund and wept. He looked up at last, to turn upon Clifford so burning a stare that one of the Lancastrian soldiers was moved to lay a restraining hand upon his shoulder.

‘Easy, man,’ he cautioned softly. ‘It was a bloody piece of work, I grant you. But it’s done, and you’ll not be changing that by throwing your own life away.’

‘Done?’ Rob echoed, his voice raw, incredulous. ‘Done, you say? Jesus God! After today, it is just beginning.’

*   *   *

As Marguerite d’Anjou rode through the Yorkshire countryside toward the city of York, snow-blanketed fields glistened with a crystalline brilliance that blinded the eye and the sky over her head was the deep vivid blue more common to July than January.

Her journey up into the rugged terrain of western Scotland had proven to be a fruitful one. At Lincluden Abbey just north of Dumfries, she’d met with the Scottish Queen-regent and a bargain had been struck, sealed with the intended marriage of their respective children. In return for Marguerite’s promise to surrender to Scotland the border fortress of Berwick-upon-Tweed, Marguerite was to be provided with a Scottish army with which to march upon London. She was at Carlisle when word reached her of the slaughter at Sandal Castle and, as she neared the town of Ripon on her way south toward York, she was met by the Duke of Somerset and the Earl of Northumberland, and there given the full and gratifying details of her enemy’s destruction.

Ahead rose the white limestone city walls of York. The massive twin-turreted towers and barbican of Micklegate Bar marked the chief gateway into York, guarding the Ermine Way, which led south, led to London. As Marguerite was approaching from the northwest, however, she thought to enter the city by way of Bootham Bar. Somewhat to her surprise, Somerset insisted they bypass Bootham, take the longer route through Micklegate.

She now saw why, saw that a crowd had gathered before the city gate, ready to welcome her into York. The Lord Mayor was clad in his best blue, as were the city aldermen, while the sheriffs wore red. There were certain conspicuous absences, for there were some in the city who’d come under the magnetic influence of the Earl of Warwick whose favourite residence lay some forty-five miles northwest of the city at Middleham. But, all in all, it was an impressive turnout, gave proof once again that the city of York held fast for the House of Lancaster.

The honour of greeting the Queen had been conceded to Lord Clifford who was not a man to be denied much. Marguerite smiled down at him as he knelt before her, smiled again as she gave him her hand to kiss. He was smiling, too, in admiring tribute both to her beauty and her Scots triumph.

‘My lord Clifford, I shall not forget the service you’ve done me and my son. I shall never forget Sandal Castle.’

‘Madame, your war is done.’ He stepped back, and then gestured upward, toward the city gates high above their heads. ‘Here I bring you your King’s ransom.’

Marguerite followed the direction of his outflung arm, stared up at Micklegate Bar and saw for the first time that it was crowned with a grisly cluster of human heads set upon pikes.

‘York?’ she said at last. When Clifford nodded grimly, she looked upward in silence for some moments and then said, ‘A pity you didn’t face his head cityward, my lord Clifford. Then York could look out over York,’ and all within earshot laughed.

‘Maman?’ The beautiful child who rode his pony at Marguerite’s stirrup now drew closer, staring like the adults up at Micklegate Bar. Marguerite turned at once, gazed down fondly at her son and waved a graceful hand in the air.

‘They are our enemies, bien-aimé, and now no more. For which we may thank the lords of Somerset and Clifford.’

‘All our enemies?’ the child asked, already losing interest in the unsightly trophies so far above his own eye level.

‘All save one, Edouard,’ Marguerite said softly. ‘All save Warwick.’

‘Edward of March, too, Madame,’ Somerset reminded her. ‘York’s eldest son was not at Sandal Castle, was off at Ludlow.’

‘A pity,’ she said succinctly and then shrugged. ‘But he’s no threat in his own right, only eighteen or thereabouts as I recall. Warwick … Warwick is the enemy.’ The dark eyes glittered. ‘I’d give fully half of all I own to see his head, too, on Micklegate Bar.’

‘Madame, I left space for two more heads.’ Clifford gestured upward again. ‘Between York and Rutland … for Warwick and York’s other son.’

At mention of the name of Edmund of Rutland, a derisive smile twisted Somerset’s mouth. ‘I was surprised, my lord Clifford, that you chose to mount Rutland’s head here in York. I thought, perhaps, you’d want to see it above the gateway of your own Skipton Castle … to remind you of a valiant deed well done.’

Clifford flushed a dark, dangerous shade of red and the nervous rustle of laughter that had swept the bystanders was abruptly stilled.

‘What of Salisbury?’ His voice was thick, roughened with the embittered outrage of a man who feels himself unjustly accused but can find few to champion his cause. ‘When he was taken captive hours after the battle, you and Northumberland debated all night whether to accept the extravagant sum he offered up for his life and then sent him to the block the next morning after Northumberland decided he’d rather have his head than his gold. How is Salisbury’s death any different from Rutland’s, I do ask you?’

‘If I need explain it to you, my lord, it is beyond your understanding,’ Somerset said with a sneer, and Clifford’s hand dropped to the hilt of his sword.

Marguerite spurred her mount forward, between them. ‘My lords, that will do! I need you both; I’ll not have you falling out amongst yourselves, not whilst Warwick still draws breath. As for this stupid squabbling over Rutland, what matters is that he is dead, not how he happened to die.’

Her son reached up at that, snatched at the reins of her horse, so abruptly that her startled mare shied, careered into Somerset’s stallion.

‘Maman, can we not go into the city now? I’m hungry.’

Marguerite had some difficulty in soothing her mount, but if she was irritated by her child’s inopportune interruption, it showed neither in her face nor her voice.

‘Mais oui, Edouard. We shall go at once.’ She tilted her head up, took one final look at the heads upon Micklegate Bar.

‘York sought a crown; I would see that he has it. Have one made of straw, my lord Clifford, and crown him with it.’
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London

February 1461

Kneeling alone before the candlelit altar in the Lady Chapel of St Paul’s Cathedral, Cecily Neville made the sign of the cross and then she dropped her face into her hands and wept.

Her attendants waited without in the choir to escort her safely back to Baynard’s Castle, the Yorkist place just southwest of the cathedral, on the River Thames. She had come to St Paul’s from the wharves, where she’d seen her two youngest sons safely aboard a ship bound for the realm of Burgundy. The boys had been bewildered, fresh from their bed at Baynard’s Castle, but voiced no protests; in the seven weeks since Sandal Castle the fear had never ceased to haunt both children that one day the Lancastrians would come for them, too. Now, it had happened. They did not need to be told their mother feared for their lives, knew no lesser fear could have compelled her to send them from England.

Cecily had been driven to so desperate a measure by the news that the city council had voted that afternoon to open the city gates to the approaching army of Lancaster. But, in truth, she’d known for four days that it would come to this, to the little boys and a trusted squire sailing with the tide for refuge in Burgundy. She’d known there was no other course of action open to her ever since word reached London of Warwick’s defeat at the battle of St Albans just twenty miles north of the city.

The city of London had been plunged into panic. All knew the tales of the brutal deeds done by Marguerite’s marauding army of border mercenaries and Scots. She’d promised plunder in lieu of pay and once south of the River Trent, her men had taken her at her word, with a resulting savagery not known within living memory of the English. As her troops advanced southward, they left a trail of devastation fully thirty miles wide and the sacking of Ludlow paled before the fall of Grantham, Stamford, Peterborough, Huntingdon, Royston.

The list of towns taken seemed endless, and always farther south, closer still to London. To the terrified people in the Lancastrian army’s path it seemed as if half of England was in flames and all had atrocity stories to share of villages burned, churches looted, women raped and men murdered, stories that were enhanced and embellished upon with each telling until Londoners were convinced they faced a fate not to be equalled in horror since Rome had been threatened by the Huns.

London had not thought Warwick would lose. He’d always commanded a large following in the city and he was, at thirty-two, a soldier of renown, friend to foreign Kings, a man surrounded by splendour even a monarch might envy. The city had sighed with relief as he marched north with an army of nine thousand and the puppet King, Harry of Lancaster.

And then, four days ago, Yorkish fugitives fled back into the city with a garbled tale of a battle fought at St Albans, that unlucky village that had been the site of a Yorkish–Lancastrian clash just five years ago. Warwick, it seemed, had been taken by surprise, had fallen victim to an extraordinary night march and flank attack by Marguerite’s army.

From all accounts, Warwick himself had managed to escape, although his present whereabouts were unknown, were cause for the utmost conjecture. His brother, John Neville, had been taken, however, and, given the gory example set at Sandal Castle, few would lay odds on his long surviving the battle.

Harry of Lancaster was now a recovered pawn, had been found sitting under a tree near the battlefield. A chilling story began to be circulated, that the Yorkish knights who’d stayed to safe-guard the King upon his promise of a pardon were then taken to Marguerite and beheaded before the eyes of her seven-year-old son. None could say with certainty if this was true or not but the mood of the city was such that it was widely credited.

With Warwick’s defeat, only Edward, Earl of March, and now titled Duke of York, was free to offer a last challenge to Lancaster. Edward was thought to be in Wales; in mid-February, reports had reached London of a battle fought to the west, between the Lancastrian Jasper Tudor, a half brother of King Harry, and the youthful Duke of York. Accounts were still sketchy, but it seemed the victory had gone to Edward. Nothing else was known, however, and all else was then eclipsed by the devastating news of the Shrove Tuesday battle of St Albans.

Now the fear-stricken city awaited the coming of Marguerite d’Anjou and Cecily dared delay no longer. She’d awakened Richard and George, conveyed them to the wharves and now she wept with a desolation she’d not known since that January day when her nephew, the Earl of Warwick, had come to her with word of the battle fought at Sandal Castle, the battle that had taken from her a husband, a son, a brother and a nephew.

In those first stunned days she’d turned to Warwick for support, as her only adult male kinsman, and, for a time, tried to forget the opinion she’d long ago formed of her celebrated nephew, that he reminded her of the trick ebony wood boxes she’d seen sold at faires, glossy and eye-catching boxes painted in dazzling patterns of gold and vermilion, which, upon closer inspection, were found to be sealed shut, never meant to be opened at all.

As great as her need was, she could not long deceive herself. Her nephew gave off all the glittering brilliance of a sky full of stars, and as much warmth and heat. There was no true surprise then, the day she’d stood in the great hall of the Herber, his London manor, and heard him dictate a letter to the Vatican, a letter in praise of the services of a papal legate who’d since become a convert to the Yorkish cause, a letter in which he referred to the destruction of some of his kinsmen at Sandal Castle ten days past. Cecily had stared at him. ‘… the destruction of some of my kinsmen.’ His father, brother, uncle and cousin! And then she’d called for her cloak, forgotten her gloves and returned through the snow to Baynard’s Castle.

By a twist of irony, that was the day she heard from Edward. That afternoon, in the gathering dusk that foretold still more snow, the letters came. Dispatched by special courier from the city of Gloucester, from Edward. Cecily had, until then, permitted herself the balm of tears only in the privacy of her chamber, alone at night. But as she read her eldest son’s letter, she broke down at last and wept without restraint, while Warwick’s flustered wife fluttered about her like a moth maimed and yet unable to alight.

Edward’s letter was the first flare of light in the dark that had descended upon Cecily with word of the killings at Sandal Castle. It was a beautiful letter, not one she’d have expected to receive from a boy of his years, and Cecily, who was almost totally without sentimentality, found herself performing the most unlikely of acts, folding the letter into a small square and tucking it into the bodice of her gown; keeping it there in the days to come, in a film of thin silk against her skin, counteracting the more familiar chill of her crucifix chain.

She was moved, but not surprised, to find Edward had thought to write to the children as well. Edmund had been the more responsible of the two boys, but it was Edward who’d always found the time for his little brothers and sisters. In that she’d never faulted him, knew how deep his family loyalties ran.

Now, in the anguished aftermath of Sandal Castle, she had only Edward. A boy not yet nineteen confronted with burdens few grown men could have shouldered.

Her fear was not only for Edward, though. She was frantic with fear for her younger sons, when once she’d been serenely sure that none would harm a child. Gone were the comforting certainties of constraints dictated by decency, of limits imposed by honour. She no longer believed what had, until Sandal Castle, been a tenet of absolute faith, that there were acts men would not do. The murder of a dazed and defenceless seventeen-year-old boy. The mutilation of the bodies of men who’d died honourably in battle. She knew now the nature of her enemy, knew she could count on neither rank nor innocence to spare her children, and she was frightened for them as she’d never before been frightened in her life.

She was frightened not only for their physical safety but for their emotional well-being, too. Cecily was haunted at night by the image of her children’s stricken eyes. Even her irrepressible George seemed to have been rendered mute. As for her youngest, Richard was beyond reach, retreating into a silence that bore no relationship to childhood. In despair, Cecily found herself almost wishing that Richard could suffer the same terrifying nightmares that had begun to tear George’s sleep asunder.

Several times a week now, she found herself sitting on the edge of George’s bed, pressing a wet cloth to his sweat-drenched temples and listening to the halting voice speak of bloody snow and headless bodies and horrors beyond imagining. Perhaps, if Richard had been racked with such nightmares, too, she could then have given him the comfort, the solace she was able to give to George. But Richard guarded even his sleep, made no comments upon his brother’s nightmares, voiced no complaints at having his own sleep so rudely disrupted night after night, and watched her in silence as she sat on the bed and stroked George’s matted blond hair, watched with opaque blue-grey eyes that never failed to tear at her heart, Edmund’s eyes.

Day after day, she watched her son withdraw further and further from the world around him, and she didn’t know how to help him. She knew only too well the morbid horrors that can inhabit the mind of a child, knew Richard had always been a child with an uncommonly rich imagination. She bitterly regretted that she had not spent more time with her youngest son when he was still young enough for her to have won his confidence, bitterly regretted that he did not seem able to share his grief with her.

If only he were as easy to reach as George! George had always come to her, always ready to confide, to carry tales and, infrequently, to confess. Strange, how very different her sons were in that respect. Richard suffered in silence, Edward didn’t appear to suffer at all, George told her more than she truly cared to know, and Edmund …

At that, she stumbled to her feet, fled to the prie-dieu in her bedchamber, to drop down on her knees and try to seek respite from pain in prayer. She spent hours praying for her husband and son in those numbing January days. It was all she knew to do. But, for the first time in her life, prayer availed her little.

It was not as if she were unfamiliar with death. She’d borne twelve children, seen five die swaddled in baby linens, stood dry-eyed and grieving as the tiny coffins were lowered into the ground by pitifully sparse tombstones that gave only the dates of their meagre lifespans and their names; names she repeated each day as she repeated her rosary; Henry, William, John, Thomas, Ursula.

No past grief, however, had prepared her for the loss she’d suffered at Sandal Castle. Nothing would ever be the same for her again, not from the moment she stood on the stairway at Baynard’s Castle, staring down at her nephew and knowing, even before he spoke, that he brought death into her household. She sought refuge in hate and then in prayer and, at last, recognized that her grief was not going to heal, that it would be an open, gaping wound she’d take to her grave. Once she came to terms with that, she found she could once more take up the burdens of daily living, the numbing duties of motherhood. But she’d lost forever the ability to sympathize with the weaknesses of others, would never again find patience for those who broke under pressure.

If at night she allowed herself those bitter hours till dawn to grieve for her husband and her murdered son, her days now were given over to the living, to the children whose needs must come first. With the arrival of her eldest son’s letter, she felt the first flicker of hope. Edward was, for the moment, beyond the reach of Lancaster. He was young, so very young. But, unlike her husband, Cecily had never been deceived by Edward’s wildness into underestimating his ability; she knew he had a shrewd, discerning mind, a will of granite and a jaunty confidence in his own destiny that she never completely appreciated but recognized as the strength it was. And his conduct since Sandal Castle had given her only pride, fierce and intense and maternal.

He’d continued to gather troops to his banner with a coolness that the most experienced battle commander might have envied, and rumour had it that he’d already claimed his first victory. Most heartening of all for Cecily, he had somehow raised the money to ransom Rob Apsall, the young knight who’d been with Edmund on Wakefield Bridge. She could not stifle her dismay that she’d not thought to do this herself; she saw her failure as an inexcusable dereliction of duty, a lapse not much mitigated in her own mind by the magnitude of her loss. But Edward hadn’t been as remiss as she; he’d recognized their obligation to one who’d loyally served the House of York, served Edmund. Cecily saw more than generosity in her son’s actions, saw it as the responsible and honourable gesture of a man grown. She so desperately needed him to prove that now. But, for her, the most meaningful action he took in the wake of the slaughter at Sandal Castle was to write to his little brothers and younger sister. To Cecily the letters came as a godsend, a lifeline thrown to her troubled children at a time when her own efforts seemed to fall short. She understood, comprehended that only a man could stand between them and the unspeakable horrors now bound up for them in the name Lancaster, and Edward seemed instinctively to know what they needed to hear.

Each of her children had responded in characteristic fashion to these letters addressed to their personal pain, their private fears. George read his letter aloud to all who wanted to hear it and to those who didn’t, as well, explaining proudly that this, the first letter he’d ever received, was written by his brother, the Earl of March, who was now Duke of York, too. Margaret had come into Cecily’s bedchamber that evening to share selected passages with her mother, tears freely streaking her face as she read aloud in a clear unfaltering voice. But what Edward had written to Richard, Cecily was never to know.

The little boy had retreated with it up into the stable loft, to emerge hours later with swollen eyes and set pale face. He made no mention of the letter and Cecily, acting intuitively, forbore to question him about it. But the next day, while attending a Requiem Mass for the dead of Sandal Castle at St Paul’s Cathedral, Richard had become violently ill. Cecily had not known of her son’s distress until the completion of the Mass when she suddenly realized that both her sons had disappeared and Warwick’s wife leaned across her own little girls to murmur that Richard and George had slipped out midway through the Mass. That was so flagrant an offence that Cecily felt a throb of alarm, sure that only dire necessity could have occasioned such a breach of conduct. She’d hastened down the length of the nave and, on impulse, crossed through the small doorway in the south aisle that led out into the cloisters.

She’d found them there on the lower walk of the cloisters, almost directly across from the towering octagonal Chapter House. Richard was as white as the snow that lay just beyond in the inner garth of the cloisters, slumped against an arched pillar as George searched in vain for a handkerchief inside his doublet. Richard was too sick and George too intent to notice her approach; as she drew near, she heard George give an exasperated cry.

‘Jesú, Dickon, if you’re going to puke, don’t do it in here! Lean over, out into the garth!’ And with surprising skill, George, who could be both the bane of Richard’s existence and the most steadfast of allies, supported the younger boy until the spasm passed. By then Cecily had reached them.

Richard suddenly realized that the soft cushion for his head was his mother’s lap and he started to sit up, unable to believe his elegant, immaculate mother was actually sitting upon the ground of the walkway, heedless of her velvet skirts bordered in sable.

‘Lie still,’ she said firmly, and he was too weak to resist, lay back gratefully.

‘I’m sorry I was sick, ma mère.’

‘I do feel sick, too, Richard, when I think of what befell your father and brother.’ She saw his face twitch, said softly, ‘That was it, was it not? During the Mass, you were … remembering.’

‘Yes,’ he whispered. ‘I cannot stop thinking about … about what happened at Sandal Castle. I think about it all the time, ma mère. I do not want to, but I cannot help myself.’

‘Are you afraid, Richard?’ she asked carefully, scarcely daring to believe she’d broken through his barriers at last.

‘Yes…’

‘You feared it might happen, too, to you and George?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. And to Ned.… To Ned, most of all.’ His face was hot against her fingers; she could see tears escape the tangled wet lashes, streak unevenly across his cheek.

‘But it will not now,’ he added, and opened those heartbreaking dark eyes to regard her confidently.

‘Ned promised me,’ he said.

*   *   *

Now Cecily’s youngest were gone to Burgundy. It was very late when Cecily at last walked from the Lady Chapel at St Paul’s, was taken by litter the short distance to Baynard’s Castle through city streets bereft of all signs of life. Already London resembled a city under siege.

On her way to her bedchamber she found herself faltering, stood for a time alone on the narrow darkened stairway that led to the upper chambers. And then she turned right rather than left, passed through the door-way that led to the small bedchamber shared by her sons.

The door was ajar; a candle burned, low and sputtering, on the coffer chest by the bed. The bed-curtans were open, the blankets rumpled and, as she leaned over, it seemed as if she could still feel the body warmth of the boys in the indented hollows where they’d lain but hours before. Almost without volition, she sank down on the edge of the bed, staring into the dark.

The sound came from the garde-robe in the far corner of the room. She raised her head abruptly, suddenly alert. It came, again. She didn’t pause to reflect, snatched up the candle and swept aside the heavy curtain that blocked the garde-robe doorway.

Far above the garde-robe seat a narrow window glinted, an arrow slit enlarged during the last century, acting as a filter now for the faintest glimmer of moonlight. The walls were hung with russet and amber tapestries to combat the pervasive chill of stone and mortar; it seemed to her that in the darkest corner the material was billowing out from the wall, bunching queerly near the floor. As she watched, it rippled again, as no draught could have done. She reached for the tapestry, jerked it back.

‘Anne!’

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected to find but not this little face upturned to hers, a delicate little heart as pale and exquisitely drawn as white Spanish lace, the most fragile of frames for the enormous dark smudges that seemed too grave and too fearful, by far, for the eyes of a child still more than three months from her fifth birthday.

‘Anne,’ she repeated, more gently, and reached down, drew the child from her hiding place. She seemed lighter than air to Cecily, no more substantial than the cobwebs catching the candlelight above their heads.

‘Do not scold me,’ the little girl whispered, and buried her face in Cecily’s neck. ‘Please, Aunt Cecily … please.’

The frail little arms clung with surprising tenacity, and after a moment, Cecily no longer tried to disengage her hold, sat down instead on the bed with Anne on her lap.

Cecily was very fond of Anne, the younger of Warwick’s two daughters and so loving, so sweet-tempered a child that there was not an adult heart within the household of York that had long withstood Anne’s artless siege. Even Edmund, who’d not been particularly comfortable with children, nonetheless found time to show Anne how to cast shadows on the wall, to help her search for her strayed pets. The memory sent scalding tears to burn Cecily’s eyes. Resolutely, she repressed both and rocked the silky head against her breast, wondering what could have driven Anne from her bed and into the silent darkened chambers of the castle at such an hour, for Anne was, she knew, a rather timid child, the least likely candidate for such a rash escapade.

‘Whatever were you doing here, Anne, and at such an hour?’

‘I was scared.…’

Cecily, who had so little patience with adults, could, when the need arose, have all the patience imaginable with very young children, and now she waited without prompting for Anne to speak.

‘Bella … my sister,’ Anne added conscientiously, as if her great-aunt might otherwise confuse the nine-year-old Isabel Neville with any other like-named children possibly residing in Baynard’s Castle, and Cecily hid a smile, said encouragingly, ‘What of Bella, Anne?’

‘She told me … she told me Papa was dead. The Queen had taken him … had taken him and cut off his head like she did with our grandpapa and Cousin Edmund and Uncle Tom! She told me…’

‘Your father is not dead, Anne,’ Cecily said swiftly, with so much conviction that Anne gulped, swallowed a sob, and stared up at her with mouth open and improbably long wet lashes fringed with tears.

‘Truly?’

‘Truly. We do not know where your father is right just now but we’ve no reason to think him dead. Your father, child, is a man who knows how to see to his own welfare. Moreover, had harm come to him, we’d have heard by now. Here … take my handkerchief and tell me how you came to be here, in my sons’ bedchamber.’

‘I wanted to see mama, to ask if Bella spoke true. But her ladies said she was in bed, that her head hurt, and said, crossly, that I was to go back to bed. But I know why her head hurts, Aunt Cecily. She was weeping. All day, she was weeping! Why was she weeping…’cept that papa was dead, like Bella said.…’

Anne’s voice, muffled against Cecily’s breast, now grew more certain. ‘So I came to wake up Dickon. But he was gone, Aunt Cecily, he and George were gone! I waited for him to come back and then I heard you and got scared and hid in the garde-robe and, please, Aunt Cecily, do not scold me but why is Dickon not here and why did Bella say papa was dead?’

‘Bella is fearful, Anne, and when people are afraid, they often confuse what they dread with what they know to be true. As for your cousins … Richard and George have had to go away from here for a while. They did not know they were leaving, had no chance to say farewell to you and Bella. It was sudden, you see.…’

‘Away? Away where?’

‘Far away, Anne. Very far.…’ She sighed, shaping a simple explanation to enable Anne to understand where Burgundy was, when the little girl made a soft choking sound and then wailed,

‘Dead! He’s dead, isn’t he? Dead like grandpapa!’

Cecily stared at her, appalled. ‘Oh, Anne, my dearest child, no! No, Anne, no.’

Anne had begun to squirm; Cecily had unconsciously tightened her embrace. Now she brushed her lips to the child’s forehead, said with quiet and compelling force, ‘Anne, listen to me. People do go away without dying. You must believe that, dearest. Your cousin Richard is not dead. He will come back … as will your father. I promise you.’

With that, she pulled the coverlets back. ‘Would you like to sleep here in Richard’s room tonight?’ And was both touched and faintly amused when Anne at once brightened at the prospect.

The little girl had proven, that autumn, to be a source of considerable embarrassment to Cecily’s youngest son; easily the most sensitive of her children, he was genuinely reluctant to cause hurt to the adoring little cousin who was, from the superior vantage point of his eight years, a mere baby. Cecily suspected, moreover, that Richard was secretly flattered by Anne’s unabashed admiration and she’d noticed that he was willing enough to play with Anne if there were no boys available as playmates or if George was elsewhere. But he clearly had no liking for the amused glances of the adults as Anne trailed him in loving pursuit and still less did he care for the merciless teasing he was subjected to by George, who’d infuriated and discomfited Richard only that week by announcing loudly at supper that he meant to name his pet turtle-doves Dickon and Anne.

While memories could comfort, they could also rend without pity. This was not the night to dwell upon past remembrances; Cecily knew herself to be too vulnerable. She reached down to pull the blankets over Anne and stopped in midmovement, staring down at a threadbare woollen blanket that looked strangely out of place among the other bedclothes piled upon the bed.

The blanket, once a vivid sun-yellow and now a drab mustard colour, belonged to Richard. In one of his few overt concessions to childhood frailties, Richard insisted upon having that particular blanket on his bed, would not go to sleep without it. How and why it had come to mean so much to him, Cecily did not know, somehow had never found the time to ask, merely trying to see that it was laundered occasionally. Even George, who was too quick, for Cecily’s liking, to jeer at the weaknesses of others, no longer baited his brother about that blanket, having once provoked Richard into a wild and uncharacteristic rage when he theatened to cut it up into mock battle standards for his endless games of warfare. Cecily plucked now at the faded gold wool with nerveless fingers, thinking of her youngest alone out in the dark upon the treacherous English Channel without the talisman he seemed so desperately to need.

She was so immobile that Anne became uneasy, slipped a small hand into the sleeve of Cecily’s gown in a gesture of uncertain consolation. Cecily smiled at her great-niece and tucked the blanket securely around her, saying steadily, ‘There.… This is Richard’s blanket. He left it for you. Sleep now, Anne.’

With the frayed familiar wool drawn up to her chin Anne was content and, all at once, very sleepy. ‘Can I keep it till Dickon comes home?’

‘Yes, dearest … till he comes home.’ As if she were sure that one day her sons would, indeed, be able to come home.

*   *   *

Cecily softly closed the door of Anne’s bedchamber, stood irresolute for the space of several deep breaths. Within, Anne’s elder sister Isabel slept, curled up in a tangle of bedclothes at the foot of the bed. Cecily’s flaring candle had tracked the trail of tears on the girl’s face; shone upon the swollen puffy eyelids, upon the thumb, long since freed from its nightly bondage to Isabel’s mouth and now suddenly pressed back into its former servitude. Cecily had backed out stealthily, now struggled to control her rage, rage directed at Nan Neville, her niece.

Warwick’s wife had never been a favourite of hers. When word reached London of Warwick’s rout at St Albans, she’d done her best to console his stricken wife, insisted that Nan and her daughters leave the Herber for Baynard’s Castle, but her sympathies were strained through a finely veiled contempt. Nan had no reason to think her husband dead. Yet, for three days now, she’d scarcely ventured from her bed and, when Cecily had ushered her frightened little girls into the chamber, she’d outraged Cecily by drawing her daughters tearfully to her and sobbing so incoherently that both Anne and Isabel at once became hysterical.

Now Cecily thought of Nan sequestered in her bedchamber while Isabel cried herself to sleep and Anne was compelled to seek comfort from her eight-year-old cousin, and she felt a terrible anger. Nan was very much in love with Warwick, she knew that. But she herself had been in love with Richard Plantagenet, the man who’d been her playmate in childhood, then friend, lover, companion and husband during an enduring and eventful marriage, and she had not permitted his children to see her weep for him.

The urge was overwhelming in its intensity to confront her niece in her tear-sodden bed, to accuse her of an unforgivable indifference to the daughters who needed her more than Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, ever would, to vent upon Nan all of the anguish and rage and frustration of the past seven weeks. She was not a woman, however, to give in to urges. She’d speak to Nan, but tomorrow … tomorrow, when the anger had frozen into ice.

She found her daughter Margaret in the solar, wrapped in a fur cover before the fire, blonde head bent over a book. Cecily stood unobserved in the doorway, watching the girl. Margaret was nearly fifteen. Too pretty, by far. It was a thought alien to the world as Cecily had known it before Sandal Castle, a fear she’d never have expected to feel for a daughter of hers.

‘Ma mère?’ Margaret had looked up at last. ‘Did you see George and Dickon safe on board?’

Cecily nodded. Her daughter’s eyes were suspiciously circled, her eyelids reddened; it was Margaret who had acted as a surrogate mother to her younger brothers during Cecily’s frequent absences.

‘Were you weeping, Meg?’ she asked softly, and Margaret gave her a startled look, for her mother alone of all the family preferred to address her children by their Christian names. She dropped the book by the hearth, went to Cecily. They were, by temperament and training, a restrained and undemonstrative family; only Margaret and her brother Edward were naturally given to physical expressions of affection. Now she hesitated and then slipped her arm around her mother in a tentative embrace.

‘Ma mère, what is to happen to us?’

Cecily was too exhausted to lie, too heartsick to speak the truth as she feared it to be.

‘I do not know,’ she said and sat down wearily upon the closest seat, an uncomfortable coffer-chest. ‘I believe that was the hardest thing I’ve ever done in my life … putting those children on that ship. So young they looked … so fearful … and trying so hard to hide it.…’

She’d startled herself as much as she had Margaret. She’d never been one to share griefs. Least of all, to confide in her own children … in a fearful fourteen-year-old girl who wanted so desperately to offer comfort and didn’t know how. A measure of the scorn she’d felt for Nan Neville she now spared for herself.

‘I’m tired, child. Bone-tired. You must not pay any mind to what I say tonight. It is very late; we’d best be up to bed.’

Margaret was kneeling by the coffer-seat; she was still inclined to fling herself about with coltlike abandon, to sprawl in poses Cecily thought quite unbecoming for her age.

‘Ma mère … is it wrong to pray to God to punish the Frenchwoman?’

Margaret was very much in earnest and Cecily even more tired than she’d realized, for she almost laughed, caught herself in time.

‘Wrong, no … presumptuous, mayhap.’

‘Oh, ma mère, I am serious!’ Margaret’s face had hardened, the soft mouth suddenly rigid, and, in the grey eyes that now stared at Cecily, she glimpsed the woman her daughter would one day become; and then the mirror blurred, blurred in the tears that were swelling in the girl’s eyes, spilling down her face.

‘Ma mère, I do hate her so much,’ she whispered. ‘When I think of father and Edmund—’

‘Do not!’ Cecily said sharply. She fought a brief bitter battle of control, won, and repeated, ‘Do not, Meg.’

In the silence that followed, there came a familiar reassuring sound. The Gabriel Bell of St Paul’s was chiming its nightly salute to the Blessed Mother of God. The echoes had not yet been borne away upon the wind from the river when word came to them in the solar that a boat had just tied up at the dock that gave river entry to the castle. A man with an urgent message for the Duchess of York. A message from her son.

Cecily stared at the man kneeling before her. She prided herself upon her memory; nor did it fail her now. William Hastings of Leicestershire. Eldest son of Sir Leonard Hastings, a trusted friend of her husband. At Ludlow with them last year. Pardoned by Lancaster soon after, only to then offer his services to Edward at Gloucester. After Sandal Castle, when the Yorkist cause could hold little allure for men of ambition. Cecily was not easily impressed, yet she found herself warming toward this man who’d been willing to stand by her son when Edward most needed such support. She was somewhat surprised, too, by his presence here. It was almost unprecedented for a man of his rank to act in the capacity of courier; Edward’s message must be urgent.

‘We heard there’d been a battle fought south of Ludlow, that my son did prevail. But no other word has reached us till now. Did the reports speak true?’

‘Better than true, Madame. Your son did far more than prevail. He had an overwhelming victory.’ He grinned. ‘I can scarcely credit the fact that he’s still some two months shy of his nineteenth birthday, for I’ve seen no better battle commander, Madame. It may be that he has no equal on the field in all England.’

Cecily heard Margaret give a soft cry, midway between a laugh and a sob. ‘Tell us,’ she said and they listened in rapt silence as he recounted for them the battle fought on Candlemas, at Mortimer’s Cross, four miles to the south of Wigmore, where Edward once thought to find sanctuary for his mother and little brothers.

‘His intent was to march east, to join with my lord of Warwick. Word did reach us, however, that Jasper Tudor, the King’s Welsh half brother, and the Earl of Wiltshire were gathering a large force in Wales. Your son thought it best to swing back toward Wales, to check their advance. We took them by surprise, Madame. They’d not expected His Grace of York to take the offensive or to move with such speed. We laid our lines not far from Ludlow and awaited their coming and, when the battle was done, the field was ours.’ He paused and then added, with an enigmatic smile, ‘It was a victory such as my lord of Warwick could not gain at St Albans.’

‘You know, then, such of St Albans! Has Edward had word from Warwick?’

‘Yes, Madame. He sent a courier to your son with word of his less than spectacular showing at St Albans.’ The malice now was unmistakable. As if in afterthought, he said, ‘We do expect to meet with the Earl in the Cotswolds within a day’s time.’

‘Should we not tell Cousin Nan, ma mère?’ Margaret interjected breathlessly, and Cecily shook her head.

‘Later,’ she said coolly, kept her eyes on Hastings.

He smiled again, said, ‘Your son bade me tell you to take heart, that he has ten thousand men at his command and is now less than a week’s march from London. He said to tell you, Madame, that by Thursday next he should be at the city gates.’

‘Deo gratias,’ Cecily murmured. She closed her eyes; her lips moved. Margaret laughed, seemed on the verge of flinging herself into Hastings’s arms and then, thinking better of it, threw her arms around her mother instead.

‘Ned has always been lucky, ma mère! We should have remembered that!’

Hastings laughed, too, and shook his head. ‘Men do make their luck, Lady Margaret, and never have I seen that better proven than at Mortimer’s Cross. For ere the battle, there appeared a most fearsome and strange sight in the sky.’ He paused. ‘Three suns1 did we see over us, shining full clear.’

Margaret gasped and crossed herself. Cecily’s eyes widened perceptibly; she, too, crossed herself and then said slowly, ‘I did hear of such a happening once before, in my girlhood at Raby Castle. It was said men wept in the streets, sure it did foretell the end of the world. Were not Edward’s men fearful?’

Hastings nodded. ‘In truth! I do not know what would have happened, for many were ready to flee the field, had not your son the wit to shout out that it was a sign of Divine Providence, that the three suns did betoken the Holy Trinity and meant the victory would go to York.’

Cecily caught her breath and then she laughed for the first time in many weeks, as she’d thought she’d never be able to laugh again.

‘How like Edward that is!’ She smiled at Hastings, and he was struck by the sudden beauty that illuminated her face. ‘He never thinks so fast as when he has the most to lose!’

‘You’d not credit the stories he could spin on the spur of the moment to explain away sins our father found out!’ Margaret confided with the giddiness of hope come so sudden upon the heels of utter despair, and Cecily passed over, with a smile, the indiscretion that would normally have earned her daughter an astringent rebuke.

‘My daughter does exaggerate in that. But Edward ever has had a way with words. His brother Edmund did swear he must think with his tongue, so persuasively could he…’

Suddenly hearing her own words, she stopped, stricken in midsentence. It was the first time in seven weeks that Edmund’s name had slipped so naturally and easily into her speech; the first step in the healing process, but one that now seared to the heart with unbearable pain. She turned away abruptly, blindly moved to the hearth.

‘What of Jasper Tudor?’ Margaret fumbled for words, any words, to cast into the suffocating silence that filled the room. ‘Was he taken?’

‘I regret not. Both he and Wiltshire were able to flee the field. We did, however, take a fair number of prisoners, including Tudor’s father, Owen Tudor, the Welshman who wed secretly with King Harry’s mother after she’d been widowed. Not that we held him for long.’ A grim smile shadowed his mouth. He said with remembered satisfaction, ‘We took him to Hereford and there His Grace of York ordered him beheaded in the marketplace, with nine others he judged to be deserving of death.…’

His voice dropped suddenly, the last word from his mouth tumbling down a verbal cliff into uncertain oblivion; a perceptive man, he’d registered the abrupt change in atmosphere, saw they both were staring at him.

‘Edward did that?’ Cecily said wonderingly.

Hastings nodded. ‘Yes, Madame, he did,’ he said, in a voice that was now devoid of all expression, was carefully neutral.

‘I’m glad,’ Margaret said suddenly. The grey eyes so like Cecily’s own were defiant, bright with tears. ‘I do not fault Ned … not at all! He had the right, ma mère. He had the right!’

‘You need not defend your brother to me, child,’ Cecily said at last, said with an effort. ‘I was taken aback, I admit. But I should not have been. I should have expected it.’

She was staring beyond them, into the fire. ‘You see,’ she said, and her voice was little more than a whisper, low and throbbing, and yet very distinct, ‘he did love his brother very much.’

*   *   *

When word spread throughout London that Edward of York was less than fifty miles distant and coming to the aid of the beleaguered city, the citizens overrode their fearful council, rioted in the streets and burned the food carts being loaded to send to the Queen’s camp at Barnet, some ten miles north of the city. It was now known what Marguerite’s troops had done to the village at St Albans in the wake of Warwick’s defeat and the Lord Mayor of London yielded to the turbulent crowds urging defiance, sent word to Marguerite that the city gates would be barred to her.

By now, even Marguerite was becoming alarmed by the excesses of her army, most of whom seemed more intent upon plunder than upon confrontation with the approaching army of York. After consultation with her commanders, Marguerite chose to withdraw her forces northward. She had no way of knowing how long London might hold out under siege and Edward of York was suddenly a military force to be reckoned with; his army was said to be swelling daily and word of his victory at Mortimer’s Cross now seemed to be on every tongue. Marguerite elected to make a strategic retreat back into Yorkshire, to celebrate two months of triumph, to regroup and reassert discipline over an army more than twice the number under Edward’s command.

As Marguerite’s army pulled back, once more sacking those helpless villages and towns that lay along the road north, the reprieved city of London went quite wild with joy and relief. People swarmed into the streets again, this time to give fervent thanks to God and York, to embrace strangers as sudden friends, to spill rivers of wine into the gutters, and to overflow both alehouses and churches.

On Thursday, February 26th, the city gates swung open wide to admit the army led by Richard Neville, Earl of Warwick, and Edward Plantagenet, Duke of York and Earl of March, and the men rode into a welcome such as had not been seen in London within memory of any Londoner then living.

Cecily Neville stood with her daughter, Margaret, and the family of the Earl of Warwick by the north door of St Paul’s Cathedral, surrounded by retainers clad in the blue and murrey of York. The churchyard was so crowded with people that she felt as if she were looking out upon an unending sea of faces. The sight made her slightly dizzy; never had she seen so many gathered in one place and she marvelled that, midst the shoving and pushing, none had yet been trampled underfoot. The White Rose of York was everywhere, adorning hats and the flowing hair of little girls, pinned to cloaks and jerkins, as if every hand in London had been turned to fashioning paper flowers to defy the powdering of snow that still clung to the ground. Many, she saw, also flaunted streaming sun emblems to denote her son’s triumph under the triple suns at Mortimer’s Cross.

Her nephew, George Neville, Bishop of Exeter, turned toward her, smiled; she saw his lips move, could not hear his words. It seemed as if every church bell in London were pealing. Seeing the smoke spiralling into the sky from a dozen different directions, knowing that meant the jubilant Londoners were burning bonfires in the streets as if this were the June Feast Day of St John the Baptist, Cecily breathed a brief prayer that God might mercifully spare the city from fire this noon, for there was no way the fire bells could ever be heard or heeded.

The volume of noise was increasing; she’d not have thought it possible. The shouts were audible now, shouts of ‘York’ and ‘Warwick’. But, overriding all, one name again and again, a hoarse chant that sent shivers of emotion up Cecily’s spine … Edward! Edward! Until the entire city echoed with the sound, with the name of her son.

Cecily swallowed, saw her daughter was brushing the back of her hand against her cheek. Impulsively, she reached out, squeezed the girl’s hand, and Margaret turned a radiant face toward her, leaned up to shout against Cecily’s ear, ‘They’ve passed through Newgate by now! Soon, ma mère, soon!’

Incredibly, the noise of the crowd intensified. A wave of cheering broke over the churchyard, sweeping in from the street in a roar so deafening that Cecily knew it could have but one meaning, that Edward and Warwick had reached the cathedral grounds. There was a sudden swirl of movement across the yard; people were grudgingly giving way, retreating in the direction of Paul’s Cross. Slowly a path was being cleared before Little Gate, the entrance onto Cheapside; riders were coming through. Soldiers who laughed and bantered with the crowd yielding so reluctantly before them, their faces flushed with this extraordinary acclaim, the manes of their skittish mounts incongruously bedecked with bright hair ribbons given in tribute by giggling girls. People were reaching up to share swallows from flasks of ale, to make extravagant offers of meals and lodgings as if they were welcoming blood kin home from the wars, and now, much to the delight of the crowd, one young soldier leaned recklessly from the saddle, claimed a kiss from a girl with Yorkist paper roses festooned in masses of bright blonde hair.

Cecily couldn’t believe it, had never seen anything like this, ever. She watched in disbelief and then Margaret cried out, gestured eagerly, and she saw the Earl of Warwick.

He was at once engulfed by well-wishers. Attempting to manoeuvre his mount through the crush, laughing, shrugging off the hands that reached upward to him, keeping a tight rein under the sudden flurry of scarves waving the Neville red. Cecily swiftly bent down, lifted Anne up so that the child could see. As she did, another outburst of cheering rocked the chuchyard, eclipsing all that had gone before, and she knew even as she straightened up that her son had ridden through the gateway.

He was astride a magnificent white stallion with a silvery tail that trailed almost to the ground and he seemed to be enveloped in light, with the sun directly over his head gilding his armour and tawny hair.

‘Oh, ma mère!’ Margaret gasped, in a voice that was strangely uncertain, unexpectedly awed. ‘He does look like a king!’

‘Yes, he does,’ Cecily said softly, forgetting that she had to shout to make herself heard. ‘He does, indeed.’

He held his helmet in the crook of his arm and, as she watched, he reached into it and scattered a handful of coins into the crowd. In the scramble that ensued, a young girl darted forward and thrust an object upward. From the corner of his eye, Edward saw and reached down. For an instant their fingers touched and then he held her gift aloft, a scarf of bright bold colours upon which had been stitched, with incredible patience and perseverance, a blazing sun on a field of white roses. Edward now brandished the scarf for all to see and, then, to the wild cheering of the crowd, he knotted it about his throat so that it caught the breeze, fluttered out jauntily behind him.

‘That was nicely done,’ a voice murmured at Cecily’s ear and she gave a start; so intent had she been upon Edward’s approach that she’d not realized Warwick now stood at her side. Greetings exchanged, he nodded again toward her son who was making little headway through the crowd.

‘A pretty gesture, that,’ he remarked complacently. ‘The sort of thing sure to win favour with the people.’ There was in his voice the satisfaction of a master for an apt pupil and Cecily turned thoughtful eyes upon him, said nothing.

Unable to extricate his mount from the press of bodies that walled him in on all sides, Edward now rose in his saddle, raised his voice in a command for silence that, rather remarkably, was obeyed.

‘Good people, I’m most eager to greet my lady mother and sister! If you’ll but clear the way for me?’ he queried with a grin, and suddenly, magically, a path had opened before him.

Cecily came forward as he dismounted. She held out her hand and he brought it to his mouth, said, ‘Madame’, with flawless formality. And then he laughed, and she found herself enfolded within a boyish, exuberant embrace, from which she emerged bruised and breathless. He turned then to Margaret, catching her as she flung her arms around his neck and swinging her up off the ground in a swirl of silk. As an exercise in crowd satisfaction, it was masterful; the level of noise now reached painful proportions.

Cecily clutched at her composure, smiled at her son. ‘Never have I seen such a welcome, Edward … never in my lifetime!’

‘Welcome, ma mère?’ he echoed and kissed her lightly on both cheeks so that his voice reached her ear alone. ‘I rather thought it to be a coronation.’

For a moment their eyes held, smoke-grey met the most vivid of blues. And then Cecily nodded slowly and Edward turned back to face the crowds thronging the churchyard, raising his hand in careless salute of the continuing cheers. She watched, the faintest of smiles curving the corners of her mouth.
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Marguerite d’Anjou tilted her candle at an angle so that no wax might splatter upon her son. Her strained nerves eased somewhat, as always, at sight of the sleep-smudged little profile, feathery golden lashes alighting upon skin as soft to the touch as it was flawless to the eye. She leaned forward, intending to brush her lips to his hair too lightly to disturb the delicate fabric of his sleep. But the lashes stirred, seemed about to take flight, and she reluctantly abandoned the caress. Once awakened, he’d be up and eager to leave the bed; so fiercely did he resist bedtime that, more than once, Marguerite found herself countermanding his nurse, making him a gift of the hours in dispute.

He was strong-willed, her son. Let others whisper of the boy’s lack of discipline, she didn’t care. The fools, they did not understand. How could they?

She was thirty-one years old and never in her life had she met a more patient, pious soul than the man asleep in the adjoining bedchamber. Even in his worst fits of madness, her husband still clung to remembered vestiges of bygone courtesies. Nothing disturbed him more than what he felt to be unseemly displays of lewdness or public nudity; and yet, when once he’d been mortally offended by the scanty costumes of a troupe of dancers performing at their Christmas court, he fled the scene himself rather than order the women from his presence. That was many years ago but Marguerite had not forgotten.

Another memory came to her now, one far more recent but no more pleasant to recall. Upon their triumphant return to York, the citizenry had turned out again in heartening welcome. A welcome that had been marred for Marguerite by her husband’s bizarre behaviour at Micklegate Bar. He’d taken great pains not to glance up, kept his eyes averted from the sight of the Yorkist heads high above him, and in his haste to enter through the barbican gate, he’d dropped first his reins and then his hat.

There’d been some snickering among the spectators at that, and Marguerite had burned with the familiar frustration, the impotent anger that always seemed to accompany her husband’s public appearances. Henri was, after all, an anointed King; to mock him was to mock God. But, in her seventeen years in England, she’d come to expect little better from the English. They were not her people, would never be her people. But they were her subjects, hers and Henri’s, and she’d never yield them up to that wretched boy, that swaggering youth who dared now to proclaim himself as His Sovereign Grace, King Edward, fourth of that name since the Conquest.

She reached down, smoothed the coverlets over her son. There was a scattering of crumbs about his mouth and she smiled at the sight, knowing that, if she touched him, her fingers would find his cheek sticky with the marzipan he’d insisted upon taking to bed with him. He knew what he wanted, did her Edouard and, even at seven years of age, he understood, as Henri never had, that he must reach out for what he did want. Nothing came to the weak. Not in this world. Let others be content to wait for the rewards of the hereafter. She was not one of them. And, by the grace of God and her own resolve, Edouard would not be one either.

In the bedchamber yielded up to them by Abbot Cottingham, her husband slept. She could hear the gentle, rhythmic snore. As if there were not a battle taking place just twelve miles to the south of York, a battle that meant everything.

Just three months since Sandal Castle. How had York managed to turn fortune’s wheel in so brief a time? The day she’d reined in her mare before Micklegate Bar, she’d truly believed that she had, in Clifford’s words, won her war. Yet not two months later, Edward of York had contrived to have the crown offered to him by a rebellious London mob and a handful of disloyal nobles, and he was now challenging her army at Towton in what Somerset had called the final throw of the dice. It was not a phrase Marguerite relished; she had never liked to gamble.

She knew now that she’d blundered in yielding London so easily to Edward of York. Her face grew warm every time she thought of the tumultuous welcome he’d been given, for all the world as if he’d just liberated Jerusalem from the infidels. Only Londoners would confuse the entry into London of a nineteen-year-old rake-hell with the Second Coming of the Lord Christ. London canaille! There were times when she thought all her troubles with her English subjects were London-bred.

It was said more than four thousand people gathered in the cold of St John’s Field that Sunday. Warwick’s glib-tongued brother, the Bishop of Exeter, had incited the crowd with the ease of an accomplished orator; he’d soon had them screaming assent that Lancaster had broken the Act of Accord by the violence done at Sandal Castle, that no man had a better right to the crown than Edward of York, England’s true King and the man who’d delivered London from the perils of fire and sword. Marguerite marvelled that he’d overlooked flood and famine, wondered cynically how many Warwick retainers had been strategically positioned throughout the crowd to stir up the audience’s enthusiasm.

Two days later, Warwick led a delegation of nobles and clergy to Baynard’s Castle to formally entreat Edward of York to accept the crown of England. Within hours, he was being acclaimed in Westminster Hall where, not five months before, his father had stood and advanced a like claim to embarrassing silence.

And that was the dangerous difference between them, Marguerite thought grimly. The reason why the son was proving to be a greater threat than ever the father had. The Duke of York had not been a man to strike passion in his followers, to evoke any emotion more intense than admiration. However upright his nature, or perhaps because of it, he had not the force of personality to captivate a city as his son Edward had captivated London.

How ironic it was that the very factor she’d weighed so heavily against Edward, his youth, should have been turned by him to such telling advantage. She’d seen him, at first, as an appendage of Warwick’s body, an arm to be lopped off before it could strike a lucky blow; sure that, if Warwick fell, so too would Edward, no more able to survive independently of Warwick than the arm could exist without the body.

Yet the victory at Mortimer’s Cross had gone to Edward, not to Warwick. Theirs was an age in which all men of their class studied the arts of war from early boyhood; it was to be expected that some men would prove to be more apt pupils than others. It was her accursed ill luck that Edward of York had now shown himself to be such a man, one with a natural affinity for command and the ways of war.

But what disturbed Marguerite the most about the young Yorkist Duke now calling himself King was that he was seducer as well as soldier. He’d won London with his smile as much as with his sword, as his father could never have done.

Somerset conceded that Edward would be a dangerous foe to face across a battlefield. But he remained convinced that, in political matters, Edward was Warwick’s dupe and content to be so, the pleasure-seeking puppet of his power-seeking cousin. As he reminded Marguerite more than once, Warwick himself had few peers in the game of crowd seduction. The Nevilles were all infuriatingly adroit at playing upon the emotions of the simple and the trusting, and this Edward of York was half Neville, after all. Why then, should Madame be surprised that he now showed himself to be as skilled as they in the dubious manoeuvres of rabble-rousing?

Recollection of Somerset’s scorn brought a smile to Marguerite’s mouth; it hovered but did not linger. She was trying to remember the last time she’d met Edward of York face to face. It was, she decided, upon that notorious farce called the ‘Love-Day’, three years ago, when, at the urging of Henri and the Commons, the Yorkists and Lancastrians had gathered to hear a solemn Mass of reconciliation at St Paul’s. Edward had then been – she calculated rapidly – sixteen, already taller than most men grown and very conscious of his own charm. A handsome boy.

Marguerite bit her lip, chewed away the last of her ochre lip rouge. Yes, put him astride a white stallion, in plate armour that shone like polished pier glass and the far more potent armour of youth and health, and she could well understand how he must have dazzled the London multitudes. They were accustomed, after all, to her Henri.

Henri, who insisted upon wearing shapeless long gowns, eschewed the fashionable pointed-toe shoes, wore his hair clipped short like a peasant. What a bitter jest of God, she thought, that the only time in his life when Henri looked like a king had been during those terrifying months, eighteen in all, when he’d lapsed into a trance like one bewitched, unable to speak or feed himself and, therefore, unable, too, to select his own clothing!

Henri who was so poor a horseman he must be provided with mild-tempered geldings and never seemed to feel the humiliation in having such unmanly mounts. Henri who wore hair shirts and forbade profanity in his hearing and once had ridden all the way from the Tower to Westminster with an empty scabbard at his hip because he’d forgotten his sword and none of his attendants had thought to remind him of it.

It had not happened again; Marguerite had seen to that. But she could not blot from mind or memory the laughter of the London rabble, the sly innuendoes of the Yorkist sympathizers, and Jesú knew there were plenty such in London; the jests, that she knew to be swapped in alehouse and tavern, about the King’s lack of a sword and whether he did feel the lack most on the battlefield or in the bedchamber.

But there was no need to dwell upon Henri’s failings. Somerset had more than forty thousand men under his command; numerical superiority lay decidedly with Lancaster. Somerset also had seasoned battle captains in Clifford, Northumberland and Trollope. By this time tomorrow, there’d be new Yorkist heads for Micklegate Bar, and one of the first would be John Neville, she vowed silently.

Warwick’s brother was being held within York Castle where he’d been incarcerated since their arrival in York. That Neville still lived, that he had not gone to the block immediately upon his capture at St Albans last month was due entirely to Somerset and the misfortunes of Somerset’s younger brother. Edmund Beaufort had recently fallen into Yorkist hands at Calais, a city that had always been staunchly Neville in its loyalties. Somerset feared, quite understandably, that, if he executed John Neville, his own brother Edmund would then be the one to feel the edge of Neville’s vengeance. Marguerite had reluctantly agreed with him. The common sense of it could hardly be denied; moreover, she was rather fond of Edmund Beaufort. So John Neville still lived, but she promised herself that, once Warwick’s power was broken, the reprieve would come to the most abrupt end possible.

No, she had reason and more for optimism. She had what must surely be the largest army ever gathered in England. She’d made Edward and Warwick come to her, to fight in territory traditionally hostile to the House of York. She had faith in Somerset, in Clifford and in Northumberland. Only … only why had she not heard by now? The battle was expected to have been joined at dawn and it was now well past dark. The battle should have been over hours ago. Why had she not heard?

Marguerite did not even try to sleep. She sat, instead, with a book of hours open on her lap, not registering any of the prayers engraved upon the page she was turning with fingers increasingly and infuriatingly clumsy, unable to perform the most simple of tasks. After splashing hot wax upon her hand and wine upon the sleeve of her gown, she swore, first in French and then in English, and, calling for her cloak, escaped the Abbot’s lodging, for the abbey garth.

The snow had stopped at last but all about her was evidence of a storm of unseasonal savagery, even for Yorkshire; it was, after all, Palm Sunday, with April but two days hence. An eerie stillness enveloped the monastery, intensified by the heavy drifts of snow that lay between her and the distant gatehouse. She could barely discern the shape of the abbey walls. Although St Mary’s was not within the city walls, she had no qualms for her safety for the monastery walls were no less formidable, securely sealing off the religious community from the rest of the world. Jesus et Marie, how dark it was! She could almost believe herself alone in the world, a world suddenly bereft of all other people. No sounds of life. No light. No movement beyond the ghostly swirling of the shadows which had always harboured a multitude of demons for her as a fanciful child. Until she’d learned that demons were to be confronted.

To her left lay the great abbey church and some yards beyond, the gatehouse, made invisible by dark and distance. It was the only entrance into the abbey grounds and she briefly considered waiting there to intercept Somerset’s messenger. But, to reach it, she’d have to struggle through knee-deep snow. And it was bitterly cold; patches of ice glinted ominously where the light of her torch struck. By morning, a thick crust of ice would have glazed over all open ground within the monastery, would have transformed it into a glacial hell for the sandal-shod monks.

And what sights would morning bring to the fields beyond the village of Towton? Bodies upon bodies in the rigid ungainly sprawl of death, limbs twisted grotesquely in postures no living man could emulate, blood frozen solid beneath layers of discoloured dark ice, to soak the ground with ghastly flow of gore at the first thaw. Marguerite knew what she could expect to find; she’d seen battlefields before. But whose bodies? Whose blood?

She saw that some of the monks had been busy with salt and shovel; a narrow path beckoned through the drifts. Perhaps if she went up into Marygate Tower, she might be able to keep watch.

She was in sight of the abbey walls bordering onto Bootham when she first heard the shout. Stopping so precipitately that she had to grab her servant for support, she listened. The shout came again, seemed to come from the north – from the gatehouse.

Marguerite’s heart skipped, took up an uneven rapid rhythm. Panting, cursing herself for attempting this fool’s trek into the dark, she hastened to retrace her steps. At last her eyes caught movement, flickering light. Figures were emerging from the Abbot’s lodging.

‘Signal with your torch,’ she told her servant. ‘Yes … they see us now.’

As they came nearer, she recognized the Abbot. He held a lantern aloft, and had the look of one bringing word of sudden death to unsuspecting kin.

‘Madame,’ he said.

Marguerite stared past him at the soldier. At the bloody brigandine, leather ripped away to show metal plate beneath. At the portcullis badge worn on his breast, the Beaufort cognizance. At the blood-caked welt that gaped open and ugly from temple to cheekbone. At the left eye, swollen to the merest of slits, surrounded by puffy discoloured tissue that contrasted queasily with the rest of his face, made raw by windburn and the first thawing of frostbite. His uninjured eye was what held her, however, was an uncommonly vivid shade of green, was utterly out of place in so young a face.

‘Your Grace…’ he began, and seemed about to kneel before her. Instead, he slid to the snow at her feet.

It was Marguerite who now knelt, grasping his hand between her own. ‘Tell me,’ she said harshly. ‘Hold nothing back.’

‘All is lost. The victory has gone to York.’

It was what she’d known he would say. And yet the impact was no less brutal. She gasped, drew icy air into lungs suddenly constricted, unable to function, and cried, ‘How? We had the greater army.… How?’

She was as skilled a strategist as any man, knew how to wage war as other women knew how to manage households. She knew battles were not decided by numbers alone. Yet now she found herself repeating numbly, ‘How could we lose? Ours was the larger force!’

‘That did favour us at first, madame. In the early stages of the battle, the Yorkists did give ground.… But York was all over the field, in the thick of the fighting and he held them, madame. All day we fought, hacked at each other like madmen, and the dead … Oh, my God, madame, the dead! So many bodies there were that we had to climb over our own dead to reach the Yorkists … only to find they too were walled in by the bodies of the dead and dying. Never have I seen—’

‘What of Somerset? Does he still live?’

He seemed unnerved by her interruption. ‘Yes,’ he said doubtfully. ‘That is, I do believe so, madame. We were able to escape the field at the last, when we saw all hope had gone … when the Yorkist reserves suddenly appeared upon our right flank. The Duke of Norfolk it was, madame; I saw his standard. We fought on, but the battle was lost with his arrival, all did know it. We were pushed back toward the Cocke, into the marsh … and then our line broke, then the slaughter truly began!’ He shuddered, not from cold, and then said bleakly, ‘My lord Somerset charged me to give you word of our defeat, to warn you away from here. My lord Somerset said … said you must flee into Scotland, madame. He said you must not let yourself or the King fall into the hands of the Yorkist usurper.’

‘What of the other lords? Northumberland? Trollope? Exeter and Clifford? Surely they cannot all be dead!’

‘We did hear the Earl of Northumberland was struck down in the fighting. Trollope, I do know to be dead. I know nothing of Exeter. It was a slaughter, madame. Thousands must be dead.… We gave the command before the battle that no quarter be shown and York was said to have done the same. For ten hours, madame, the battle did last … ten hours! With the wind coming from the south and blowing the snow back into our faces till men found their eyes sealed shut with ice and our arrows were falling short and they gathered them up and used them against us … and the river … Oh, Lord Jesus, the river! So many men drowned that a bridge of bodies formed for the living and it ran red for miles, like no water I’ve ever seen.…’

He was losing himself in his recital of horrors, reliving it in the retelling, and Marguerite dug her nails sharply into the palm of his hand to staunch the flow of words.

‘Enough!’ she cried fiercely. ‘There’s no time! Not now! What of Clifford? Is he dead, too?’

‘Clifford?’ The green eye widened; so close she was to him that she actually saw the pupil contract. ‘Jesú, madame, do you not know? Clifford died yesterday noon, at the Ferrybridge crossing for the River Aire, some nine or ten miles below Towton.’

Marguerite made a small sound. If Somerset was her rock, Clifford had been her sword. ‘How?’ she said, so stiffly that she was forced to repeat herself.

‘The Yorkists sent out a party to repair the Ferrybridge crossing, for we’d burned the bridge behind us. Lord Clifford knew they’d try to mend the bridge; he took them by surprise and many died. Warwick himself was there, madame. But Edward of York had sent a second party to ford the river further upstream. They crossed at Castleford and we knew it not until they hit hard at Lord Clifford’s right flank. In the retreat that followed, most of his men were killed; I think but three did escape. Clifford fell prey to a freak arrow shot. It somehow pierced his gorget, lodged in his throat.

‘He did choke to death on his own blood,’ he added, gratuitously and with so conspicuous a lack of regret that Marguerite stared at him, remembering the name Clifford had won for himself after word spread of the stabbing on Wakefield Bridge. He’d been nearly deranged with fury once he knew; he had gone to Marguerite, his only sympathetic ear, to blister the air with his oaths and his outrage that he, Lord Clifford of Skipton-Craven, should now be branded, even amongst his own men, as the ‘Butcher’.

Marguerite was suddenly conscious of the cold again; snow had seeped into her pattens until she could no longer feel her feet. Her skirt and underkirtle were damp, too, clung about her ankles and trapped her in clammy folds as she struggled to rise.

She was already up before the Abbot could offer assistance but, as he shifted the lantern, he inadvertently brought it up to her eyes. Night-blinded, she was caught in its glare, just long enough to step back onto a treacherous icy glaze. She had no hope of preventing her fall, landed with jarring impact upon the base of her spine. The Abbot cried out, dropped the lantern as he reached for her and, when his own balance went, almost tumbled down on top of her. The soldier wisely stayed where he was and coughed to cover the startled laugh that was as involuntary as a sneeze and as devoid of amusement.

Weighed down by her sodden skirt, unable to catch her breath, watching as the Abbot floundered beside her in the snow, while her servant struggled to maintain his own footing and gingerly extended his hand toward her, Marguerite suddenly began to laugh, jagged bursts of strangled mirth, the sound of which nightmares are made.

‘Madame, you must not give way!’ The Abbot, less timid than her servant at laying hands upon royalty, grabbed her shoulders, shook her vigorously.

‘But it is so very amusing; surely you see that? I’ve a little boy and a sweet helpless fool asleep in your lodging and no money and I’ve just been told I no longer have an army and look at us, my lord Abbot, sacré Dieu, look at us! If I do not laugh,’ she gasped, ‘I might believe all this were truly happening, and happening to me!’

‘Madame…’ The Abbot hesitated, and then plunged ahead courageously. ‘You need not flee, you know. York would not harm a woman, still less a child. Your lives would be safe with him, I do believe that. Stay here, Madame. Entreat York’s mercy, accept him as King. Even if you reach Scotland, what then? Ah, Madame, can you not let it lie?’

The lantern light no longer fell on her face; he could not discern her expression. But he heard her intake of breath, a sibilant hiss of feline intensity. Her hand jerked from his.

‘Oui, Monseigneur,’ she spat. ‘On my deathbed!’

Somehow she’d scrambled to her feet, so swiftly that he sat gaping up at her.

‘If I were you, my lord Abbot,’ she said venomously, ‘I’d be too concerned for my abbey to offer unwanted and unwise political counsel. St Mary’s is one of the richest houses of your very rich order, is it not? You’d be better advised to spend some hours on your knees, praying that Edward of York does leave you with two groats to call your own. What do you think will befall this city once he does turn it over to his men for their sport?’

‘Madame?’ The soldier had regained his feet. ‘In truth, I’ve little interest in what York does or does not do to this city. But I’ve an overriding interest in your safety and that of the King. I’m the Duke of Somerset’s sworn man; he himself did send me to you. It is my thinking that we’ve no time to tarry. My lord Abbot may be correct in his surmise that York would not do violence to a woman or child. That is not, however, a belief I’d care to put to the test.’

She stared at him and then nodded. ‘Come with me,’ she said, linking her arm through his before he could move. ‘You must lean on me should you feel weak. Do you think you can ride? Good. Now…’ She paused and then concluded, in tautly controlled tones, ‘Now I think it time to awaken my son.’ Another pause. ‘And Henri.’ She spoke so softly that he barely heard her, with an emotional inflection he could not identify. ‘Yes,’ she said, still softly. ‘We must not forget my husband, the King.’

He gave her a quick look, saw only the beautiful profile, the wealth of glossy dark hair freed from constraint by her tumble in the snow, saw only what she wanted him to see.

The abbot came painfully to his feet, brushing snow from his habit, shaking it from the folds of the cowled hood that lay across his shoulders, a stark solitary figure clad in the black of the Benedictines, surrounded by drifts of unrelenting white. His lips were moving. He’d taken Marguerite d’Anjou’s sardonic suggestion to heart, was praying for the city he loved and the magnificent Abbey of St Mary’s that was his life.

*   *   *

The citizens of York awoke to fear on Monday morning. Word swiftly spread throughout the city. Towton, the most savage battle ever fought on English soil; Towton was Edward of York’s bloody coronation. There were none now to challenge his sovereignty. England was his and the people of York had given him no reason to look with favour upon their city.

A pallid sun made hesitant advances and hasty retreats, and windswept snow and debris gave the city streets a look of utter desolation. Occasional apprentices appeared, scouring about for firewood with which to board up their masters’ shops. The over-hanging upper storeys of the timber frame houses were tightly shuttered. The major market sites of the city, Thursday Market and Pavement, were virtually deserted; stalls, that should have been heavily laden with Lenten fish, apple butter, and herbs, were barren or had not been set up at all. There were reports of crowds forming on the river quays just below Ouse Bridge where all seagoing ships docked upon arrival in York.

Generally, however, the city was quiet, the mood one of apprehension rather than panic. Mention might be made of flight but only by the very foolish and the very frightened. York was England’s second largest city with a population of fifteen thousand. Fifteen thousand people could not stream off into the frozen countryside leaving the elderly and infirm to their fate. Theirs was the cardinal sin of backing the wrong side in a civil war and now they braced themselves courageously for the consequences of their lapse in judgement. There was an unusually high turnout for Morrow Mass in the forty-one parish churches in and about the city. And then the waiting began.

William Stockton, the Lord Mayor of York, stood with John Kent and Richard Claybruke, sheriffs of York, before Micklegate Bar. Behind them were gathered the city chamberlains, aldermen, and most of the members of the common council. All wore their ceremonial robes of scarlet mantled with fur, to honour the Yorkist King. All looked markedly ill at ease.

A small crowd had collected as the morning wore on, those who’d always held for the House of York and those hoping to curry favour with their new sovereign, the intrepid, the young, the morbidly curious. Little was happening yet, though; they passed the time by fabricating outlandish rumours and staring at the man by the Lord Mayor’s side.

John Neville was thirty, looked much older with the weathered face of a soldier and deep-set brown eyes that missed little. Upon learning of the Lancastrian loss at Towton, the city leaders had hastened at once to York Castle to free the man who was brother to the powerful Earl of Warwick, cousin to the King. He’d listened impassively as they implored him to speak on the city’s behalf, gave them courtesy but little else, so that they had no solid clue as to either his emotions or his intentions.

Now John Kent, the younger of the sheriffs, edged closer to him, said politely, ‘My lord? Is it true that the King’s Grace forbade his men to commit robbery, rape or sacrilege, upon pain of death?’

This was the most comforting rumour circulating at the moment and had a certain plausibility in that it had existed before the Yorkist victory at Towton.

John Neville shrugged. ‘As to that, Master Kent, I’m not the one to ask. I’ve been a prisoner of Lancaster for these six weeks past. I fear I’m rather out of touch with the activities of the King’s Grace.’

‘Do you … do you think it likely he would?’ Kent persisted, but John Neville had raised his hand against the uneven glare of winter sunlight upon the surrounding sea of snow.

‘Riders approach,’ he said just as sentries up on the city walls shouted, turning all heads toward the road south.

At sight of his brother, the Earl of Warwick broke into a grin, reined in his stallion. John Neville’s sombre face was transformed; shedding years with his smile. He came forward as Warwick dismounted. Their hands clasped, held.

‘I never thought you could look so good to me, Johnny!’

‘I was lucky,’ John said simply, and Warwick laughed.

‘Ned and I hoped they’d fear to send you to the block but it was no hope to hold a man’s weight. Thank God Jesus that Somerset saw himself as his brother’s keeper!’

‘She’s gone, of course Dick. Sometime last night.’

Warwick nodded, said matter-of-factly, ‘We did expect as much.’

‘Was the win as great as that, then? What were our losses?’

‘Ah, yes, Johnny, it was as great as that! But the losses … were unbelievable, like nothing I’ve ever seen. We’ll be digging grave pits for days to come. I’d not be surprised if the dead do number twice ten thousand when all is said and done!’

‘My God!’

‘I’ve not seen you for fully six weeks and you’ve not seen Ned since last December, have you? There’s too much to tell, Johnny; I’d not know where to begin.’

‘I think it would be a kindness if you’d begin by greeting the Lord Mayor and those doleful-looking souls waiting like sheep for the slaughter,’ John suggested with a smile, and his brother laughed, moved forward to be welcomed into York by its troubled Mayor.

Warwick was more receptive than the Mayor dared hope, listened with encouraging attentiveness as they avowed their fealty to the King’s Grace, offered congratulations upon his splendid victory at Towton and expressed the heartfelt hope that His Grace the King would look with charity upon past loyalties pledged to Lancaster.

Warwick’s response was noncommital but so amiable that they took heart, and it was with renewed confidence that they turned now to watch the approach of their young King.

The Yorkists in the crowd set up a spontaneous cheer and it was prudently taken up by the others. Edward saw smiles upon every face, an impressive flurry of Yorkist white roses, and his own Sunne in Splendour badge, Neville scarlet and the blue and murrey of York. He also saw the Lord Mayor, the aldermen and, with a surge of pleasure, his cousin John. John was grinning, raised his hand in a singular salute. His palm cut the air sideways; it was a gesture from Edward’s boyhood, sign language he and Edmund had shared with their Neville cousins, expressing the approval they reserved for only the most audacious of exploits. Edward laughed, touched his spurs lightly to his mount’s flanks.

It was then that he saw the heads above him on Micklegate Bar.

He yanked upon his reins so savagely that his startled stallion reared up wildly and, to the appalled audience, it seemed likely that Edward would lose his seat and the stallion its balance. There were sudden screams. The crowd was small enough so that all could see what had happened. There wasn’t the usual shoving and pushing but several people moved into the road as if intending to grab for the plunging stallion. Cooler heads prevailed and several soldiers waved them back. Edward now had the horse under control but, as he soothed the frightened animal, it was evident to all that he was acting from instinct, that he had no awareness of what he did. He was still staring up at Micklegate Bar.

The crowd was silent. The Yorkist soldiers were no less silent. Even the horses seemed to have been frozen in place. The moment of petrified immobility did not shatter, seemed to drag on and on, seemed as if it would never end.

Warwick followed Edward’s upward gaze. He’d seen the heads, too, as he first drew rein before the gateway; had looked up and then away. The sight was hardly pleasant but recognition was an utter impossibility, not after three months’ exposure to the elements of a Yorkshire winter. He’d not expected this reaction. Edward was not easily rattled, from his mid-teens had shown a self-possession rather remarkable for his years. Warwick had occasionally been irked by the boy’s easy assurance but he realized now how much he’d come to rely upon it, upon the certainty that Edward could be counted upon to keep calm under pressure, to keep his emotions conveniently curbed. It made him an invaluable ally, an agreeable companion.

Warwick might have been staring at a stranger. Edward had gone very white; the blood had so suddenly drained from his face that he looked ill. He’d not taken his eyes from the grisly spectacle above his head but Warwick noticed that he’d knotted the reins, had wrapped a length around his fist, was methodically pulling it taut and then letting it go slack. Warwick knew Edward’s strength, found himself staring expectantly at those jerking reins, saw the leather give way under the pressure, snap off in his cousin’s hand.

The stallion shied. Edward seemed equally startled, stared down at his hands as if they’d been engaging in an activity independent of his control. The broken strip of leather flew through the air, landed at the feet of the nearest of the spectators. He flinched as if struck but a youngster darted forward, scooped it up, and then raised it high so others could see, bestowing upon Edward the admiring glance due to one able to manage so impressive a feat and with so little effort.

People could move again; no longer were they stricken dumb. There was stirring in the crowd and uneasy murmurs became audible. Until Edward turned upon the Lord Mayor and the aldermen, demanded to know why the heads of his father and brother had not been taken from Micklegate Bar in a voice raw with rage, unrecognizable as his own even to those who knew him best.

They were unable to speak, seeing York in flames, reduced to ashes and cinders and charred bodies. A few did look despairingly at Warwick but it was John Neville who moved, coming forward to stand at Edward’s stirrup.

‘There was not time, Ned,’ he said, very quietly. ‘The Frenchwoman fled the city only hours ago and nothing could be done while she held York. And then … Well, fear does not lend itself to clear thinking. In the little time left, I doubt if it occurred to them, so fearful were they that you might exact from York the price paid by Ludlow. And, in fairness, you could as well blame me. I could have given the order; I did not. I fear I have not been thinking all that clearly myself this morning.’ He smiled slightly. ‘I reckoned today would mark the end of my confinement, one way or the other. But it was that ‘other’ which gave me pause!’

Edward stared down at him. A muscle jerked in his cheek. He raised a hand to still it. None spoke. All waited.

‘I want them taken down now,’ Edward said at last, very low. ‘See to it for me, Johnny.’

John nodded. For a moment their eyes held, and then Edward turned in the saddle, gazed up at Micklegate Bar, before saying in a hard, carrying voice, ‘My lord of Warwick!’

‘Your Grace?’ Warwick had been mesmerized by this unexpected exposure of an unhealed grief, had been startled to see he did not know his Yorkist cousin as well as he thought he did. Moving toward Edward, he said composedly, ‘What is Your Grace’s pleasure?’

‘The prisoners taken…’ Edward turned fathomless blue eyes upon Warwick, eyes that now had a brilliant and frightening glitter. ‘I see no reason to delay the executions. Have them carried out. Now.’

Warwick nodded. ‘The Lord Mayor tells me the Earl of Devon did not flee with Marguerite. He was bed-ridden with fever, is being held now within the castle, awaiting your pleasure. Shall we,’ he jested grimly, ‘rid him of his fever?’

Warwick’s gallows humour did not sit well with his brother; John had too recently been a captive himself not to have a qualm or two at executing a sick prisoner. He opened his mouth to speak, saw that his young cousin was looking up again at the heads upon Micklegate Bar. There was little in Edward’s face of youth and nothing of mercy. All watching knew what he would say.

‘Take Devon to the marketplace. The one called Pavement. Have him beheaded before the pillory.’

‘It shall be done forthwith,’ Warwick said agreeably. ‘And then?’ he prompted, accurately anticipating Edward’s next command.

‘Then I would see his head where my brother and father now are.’

Warwick nodded again. ‘As Your Grace wills it, so shall it be,’ he said loudly, and then dropped his voice for Edward’s hearing alone.

‘Ned? Are you all right? You did look greensick for a moment there.…’

‘Did I?’ Edward said tonelessly and, at that moment, Warwick had no idea what the boy might be thinking; nothing showed on his face, nothing at all.

For an unexpectedly awkward moment nothing was said, and then Edward moved his stallion forward, said over his shoulder, ‘Tell me when it has been done. But no prisoners below the rank of knight. I’d not charge a man for a full loaf of bread if he’s had but crumbs. See to it, Cousin.’

He reined in his mount before Lord Mayor Stockton and the aldermen. The Mayor rallied, began a courageous if doomed appeal on behalf of his city, but Edward cut him off in midsentence.

‘My Lord Mayor, I’m bone-weary. I want nothing so much now as a hot bath, a soft bed and a strong drink. To be very candid, I’m in no mood to hear you explain away your allegiance to Lancaster. So, if I may spare us both a plea that need not be made … or heard?’

The Mayor nodded numbly, so bewildered by this unusual response that he found himself assenting as if Edward had actually posed a question that wanted answering.

Edward almost smiled at that and then said very deliberately, ‘I’ve no intention of sacking the city of York. Your fears are groundless, do me no credit. My quarrel is with the House of Lancaster, not the good people of York.’

He looked around at the intent faces upturned to him, saw the dawning joy, and found a smile for them, said, ‘You’ve shown you can give great loyalty to your sovereign. As your sovereign, that can scarcely displease me, can it?’

When he could make himself heard again, he set off another demonstration by suggesting that the Lord Mayor might like to escort them all into the city.

Watching as the crowd thronged forward, squeezing through the barbican, and as church bells began to peal throughout the city, sending men and women out into the streets to verify their reprieve, Warwick glanced at his brother, said softly, ‘Not the worst of beginnings, Johnny. There are more than enough Lancastrian malcontents to foment disorder here but there’ll be others now, as well, who’ll remember the prick of the sword at the throat and that we chose to withdraw it unbloodied.’

John nodded. ‘He did give me a bad moment there, though. He so desperately needed a target, needed someone to blame that I feared he might lash out at York. God knows, it was the most visible target.’

‘I admit the same thought crossed my mind,’ Warwick conceded, and then grinned. ‘I should have known better, though. He’s a good lad, Johnny. Keeps his head when it counts. His record was well nigh perfect until today! Passing strange … I’ve fought beside Ned on the field, shared exile, got drunk with him, claimed a crown together, and this was the first time I’ve ever seen him truly shaken. And after all he’s seen … queer!’

‘If you think you can endure two such shocks in one morn, Dick, I’ll tell you quite frankly that it was not one of my better days when I rode through that damned gate for the first time, either.’

Warwick gave John a quizzical look. ‘It’s merely a question of discipline, Johnny. You only see what you let yourself see; that’s the secret. Now, if you look up at that gate and imagine you see Tom, or Ned does the same and sees Edmund, Christ, man, of course it’ll turn your stomach! Now, I see only…’

‘I do not think I want to know, Dick,’ John said hastily, and managed a sour smile. ‘You’re most likely right, but if ever my head does end up on Micklegate Bar, I’d rather my loved ones were not quite so philosophical about it!’

Warwick laughed; of all his kin, he was fondest of this brother. ‘I’ll bear that in mind!’

Looking around, he signalled for his horse. ‘Well, I’d best see to those executions for our young cousin, the King. And I expect we’ll be going to St Peter’s to make an offering and hear Mass.…’

Within moments, he’d given the necessary orders and returned to his brother, confident they’d be carried out with dispatch and without mishap. All in Warwick’s service were disciplined, dependable, and most were, as well, personally devoted to him; he paid more lavishly than any lord in England and his badge of the Bear and Ragged Staff conferred an enviable social status upon its wearer. Now he resumed the broken threads of conversation, said, ‘Ned said he meant to stay with the Franciscans; we’ll find quarters for you there, too, Johnny. That was not where the French harlot stayed? I’d not put it past her to have poisoned the drinking well or worse, the wine kegs, as a parting gift to our cousin, the King!’

‘I think she was lodged at St Mary’s,’ John said absently, and then echoed, ‘Our cousin, the King.’

‘What?’

‘Our cousin, the King,’ John repeated. ‘Were you aware, Dick, that twice in our conversation you made use of that phrase?’

‘So?’

‘I’m not all that sure. But I think I’d feel more comfortable in my own mind had you said, “The King, our cousin.”’

Warwick stared at him and then he laughed. ‘Christ, I did miss you, Johnny, these six weeks past! Shall I tell you what I did miss the most about you? That cloud of gloom you drag around like a lap robe!’

Still laughing, he swung easily up into the saddle, sent his mount cantering through Micklegate Bar. He did not look up as he passed through, nor did he look back. John Neville watched, and then he smiled to himself and mounting his own stallion, followed after his brother.
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