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Praise for This Son of York


"Anne Easter Smith has brought to life like no one else the most fascinating figures of the York dynasty of England, and now, in this long-awaited novel, she writes the definitive story of Richard Ill. Deeply researched, the book bursts with action but even more importantly we are given passages of real feeling between human beings we think we may know but perhaps never completely understood until this book. It is a moving, insightful, and engrossing depiction of the controversial king." 
— Nancy Bilyeau, best-selling author of The Blue


"A wonderfully realized life of tragic, doomed Richard. The author uses the latest discoveries and old texts to fully explore the complicated 'crouch-back', and give us a fine portrait of the lover and the warrior, a noble, flawed and heroic king and man."

— C. C. Humphreys, author of Vlad: The Last Confession


"Anne Easter Smith has written five well-regarded novels set in the Wars of the Roses, but the one she has been preparing to write, both in her imagination and after fifty years of research, is this novel about Richard Ill. Her mission was to bring Richard Plantagenet the man to life and let him speak directly to us in this meticulously rendered novel."

— Margaret George, International best-selling author of The Confessions of Young Nero and Elizabeth I

“I can't tell you how good it feels to have my nose in an Anne Easter Smith book again!  ….If you want to read about Richard III or the War of the Roses you need to check out the master at work and pick up one of Anne's books. You will learn a lot and be entertained all at the same time!”
— Amy Bruno (Goodreads)                     

“The final chapter of the book was among the most amazing chapters I have ever read, EVER. The battle scene and the details of King Richard III’s last moments were simply short of being an amazing piece of literature. …” 
— NursieBook (Goodreads)

“The author’s written prose flows, creating a wonderful novel that is both treasurable as it is knowledgeable. Smith delivers a compelling, intriguing, and well-written read here with absolutely fantastic characters that totally captivated and fascinated me. The strength of this novel hands down is the author’s fabulous characterizations. “ 
— Gwendalyn Books, York UK (Goodreads)

"This Son of York is a momentous work of historical fiction sure to garner praise, questions and avid commentary. It deserves high praise for its excellent writing, characterization, depiction of setting and presentation of complex mysteries and challenges regarding 15th Century English history.”  
— Viviane Crystal (Goodreads)

Relished every page of the drama, held on to every single written word of the narrative. It’s a story I know so well, has been written in my heart. Yet it was like a discovery all over again of the story of the Yorks…I had thoroughly enjoyed the author’s Queen by Right, and this This Son of York is also among the best I have read of historical novels, particularly of these exciting years of English history. 
— Francesca Seyer, Amazon

This book was captivating, difficult to put down. I now see King Richard III in a different light, and am happy to know that he was not an entirely evil person. 
— Maureen Fox, Amazon
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	Richard Plantagenet, duke of York
	Cecily Neville, duchess of York, his wife
	Edward (Ned), earl of March, later Edward IV, their oldest son
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	Edward of Middleham (Ned), Richard III and Anne’s son
	Young Edward, Edward IV’s heir
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	John (Jack) Howard, later duke of Norfolk, councilor
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	Thomas Howard, later earl of Surrey, Howard’s son
	Francis, Lord Lovell, Richard’s friend
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Prologue

Bosworth, August 21, 1485


Now is the winter of our discontent, made glorious summer by this son of York…  
—Richard the Third, William Shakespeare

The night before a battle affected men in various ways. Some spent it drinking and carousing with the camp followers; some spent it hiding in the woods and nervously emptying their bowels; others passed the time playing dice; others in prayer; and still more, like Richard, in contemplating the insignificance of their earthly lives. “No matter what the priests tell you about each of us being important to God,” Richard had once said to his wife, “How can one life mean any more than another among so many throughout the history of mankind? As an anointed king, I must be more important than the beggar in the street, but in truth, I know I am not. When we die and molder in our graves, who will remember us then, one any more than another?”
“God will,” Anne had said simply, “you must believe He will. And because you are a king, your grave will be marked by a fine tomb announcing to the world who you were.” She had laughed then. “If I am lucky, I will lie with you and be remembered, too.” Dearest Anne, he thought guiltily as he lay on his elaborate camp bed, I must see to it that you are remembered.
The night was warm, and his tent was open to any welcome breeze that might waft by. In the past on the eve of battle, Richard had recited his prayers, had a cup of wine with fellow commanders, and slept well. Tonight, he knew, was different. Tomorrow he must fight for his crown as well as his life. He could not quite believe it had come down to this moment. He had acted honorably all his days, he thought, done his duty to his family, England and, lately reluctantly, to God. 
A remark of the earl of Warwick’s occurred to him: “Scheming is a virtue if kings are to survive.” Is that what I have done—schemed? Nay, it is not, he reassured himself, it is not. The other part of his mentor’s homily had warned: “To be a great leader, you must learn the skills to be flexible in wooing allies to your side.” It was a skill that had come easily to Edward, but Richard’s reticence to trust had not charmed those he should have sought as allies. Was that where he had gone wrong? Instead of winning with words, friendship, and diplomacy, he had tried to buy men’s trust with land and offices. How many of his men understood him, he wondered.
Richard gave up examining his flaws, failures, and missteps, knowing he must concentrate on the morrow. He tried to close his eyes to the pricks of light from the hundreds of campfires and his ears to the drunken shouts, laughter and singing of the soldiers, the stamping and snickering of a thousand horses, and the clinking of the armorers and smiths making last-minute adjustments or repairs to harnesses. Everyone faced death in his own way, and Richard had no illusions that this might not be his time. He had a fifty-fifty chance, because in the end it would come down to him or Henry. Only one of them would wear the crown after battle, because the other would be dead—either in the field or later by the axe. 
Part of him wished the two of them could fight it out alone and let all others return to their homes. He had no doubt he would run the Tudor through. Richard had trained hard since boyhood and fought in many battles to become the experienced soldier he was now; Henry of Richmond, wrongly claiming the crown, would be seeing battle for the first time, and, as Richard had heard, had not enjoyed the rigors of knightly training while languishing at Brittany’s court. Another part of him relished the thought of a glorious military victory and of extinguishing Lancastrian hopes forever.
He was suddenly jolted back to the other time he and Edward believed Lancaster had been vanquished, and, as was their wont, his thoughts returned to King Henry’s demise. Son of the great victor of Agincourt and Edward’s predecessor, Lancastrian Henry VI had played a part in Richard’s life since he’d been in swaddling bands, Richard mused. He sat up, pushing black thoughts back into hell, and reached for his book of hours—the very one given him as a gift by Henry when Richard was but a lad. How I wish I had listened to your advice, Your Grace, and never agreed to wear a crown. He groaned. Sweet Jesu, how has it come to this, he asked himself yet again. Paging idly through the prayer book, the gold and silver of the illuminations glinting in the candlelight, he indulged in pondering his life and began to wish he could return to the days when the worst of his troubles was being called the runt of York’s litter. 
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Part One

Dickon - York’s Youngest


Leicester, August 25, 2012 

I arrive at the car park just as the 360-degree excavator is ripping into Trench One, and the first piece of the tarmac is removed. The machine will very shortly be going right over the painted letter ‘R’, close to where my instinct told me Richard’s remains lay when I first came here. I still believe it. Nothing has changed my mind….
I can’t take my eyes off the excavator and have to pinch myself as I watch….
The scoop arm drops down and begins to lift out giant clods of earth, debris and rubble, swinging them on to the spoil heaps. I check my watch. It’s 2:15 p.m….
Suddenly Mathew Morris’s hand shoots into the air. The excavator stops and Morris jumps into the trench. He looks up at me.
There’s a bone.
—Philippa Langley, The King’s Grave
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Chapter One

Summer 1459


Runt. 
When was the first time Richard became aware the unsavory word was being used to describe him? Possibly as early as age seven, and it was then he began to understand he would have to fight for his place in his illustrious family and indeed the world. Far too young, in truth.
It did not help to dispel the cruel moniker often given to a last-born that Richard, nicknamed Dickon to avoid confusion with his father, the duke of York, had a short, skeletal stature and had succumbed to frequent childhood illnesses. However, not long after Richard’s birth, when King Henry had happened by Fotheringhay, principal residence of the house of York, the king had raised the infant Richard high and proclaimed him, “A perfect prince! 
“He shall be king some day,” the king had declared. Duchess Cecily’s smile had frozen on her beautiful face as attendants gasped their horror. Not that the statement was untrue, but no one present could possibly have guessed Richard’s destiny. He was the fourth son of a duke—of royal blood, it needs to be said—but he was no king’s heir. Certainly there was mounting conflict between Henry’s house of Lancaster and the house of York as to which had the better claim to the Plantagenet crown, but war between these cousins was far from anyone’s mind. No, poor befuddled Henry had simply and sadly mistaken this child for his own, as yet, unborn son—although the queen was indeed pregnant. The king had had lapses of sanity of late, it was true, but he appeared perfectly well, and thus the York courtiers could be excused for believing the king’s words, which they thought tantamount to treason. But how could a king speak treason against himself? Or, more intriguing, was the king’s gaffe an omen? Being superstitious, many of them crossed themselves.
But Cecily knew better; she recognized the blank stare with which Henry gazed on her son and knew the king’s fragile mind had drifted. She realized he had no inkling of his lapse, and she felt sorry for him. Despite their quarrels, she and Henry had always liked each other—Cecily’s feelings more of concern, to tell the truth—and now to silence the murmurings around the room, she swiftly came to the king’s rescue. 
“Your Grace, this is my son Richard,” she had declared brightly. “Let me take him from you before he pulls off that pearl button. We cannot have him swallowing such a treasure! I see he already has good taste,” and she chuckled. “Your son will be born soon, I hear,” she had run on smoothly. “Such happy news!” Turning to her steward she asked that he escort the king to his chamber. “I can see you are weary, Your Grace. I pray you allow Sir Henry to make you comfortable.” And with her gracious and quick-witted intervention, the duchess dispelled what had been an embarrassing but prophetic slip of Henry’s tongue. Looking down at her child, gurgling in his cradle, she could not possibly have dreamed what Fortune had in store for him.
Dickon was told this story years later by his nurse, Anne of Caux, when he was old enough to understand it, and it became their little joke whenever Dickon broke a nursery rule. She would click her tongue and reprimand him: “Not such a perfect prince now, are you?” 
However, Nurse Anne was his champion whenever he came running to her for sympathy during his first half dozen years of trying to learn his place. His brother George, three years older, and his playmates had used the delicate child for target practice during “who-can-kick-the-ball-and-hit-Dickon first” game they had invented, as Dickon scampered around the inner bailey avoiding the inflated pig’s bladder. George would leave Dickon far behind while the bigger boys streaked on longer legs through boggy fens around Fotheringhay to hunt for tadpoles and frogs on fine spring mornings. George callously dubbed the lad “babykins” when Dickon ran to hide from the taunting or cried when George wrestled him easily to the ground. How he hated that name.
Then one day, a day four-year-old Dickon would never forget, George lost his temper with his young brother over a missing toy knight. Nurse Anne was out of the room when George, his face white with rage, plucked a pillow from the bed and, holding Dickon down, pushed it over the terrified little boy’s face.
“Where is it, you thief? You stole my soldier. Give it to me or else!” he hissed.
“I can’t breathe!” Dickon’s muffled voice was desperate. “Please George, I can’t breathe.” He flailed his little arms and kicked at George while trying to take in air. Panic set in and he saw lights behind his eyes and heard his own heart thumping unnaturally. When he thought his lungs would burst through his chest, George came to his senses. He released the now-limp Dickon and threw the pillow back on the bed.
“Serves you right, you little monster,” he muttered and then threatened his sobbing brother further: “Stop blubbering. You say one word to anyone about this, and I’ll do worse to you.” Then as though nothing had happened, he went back to his miniature army. Dickon, crawled beneath the bed and curled up into a ball. Puzzled, Nurse Anne found him there later, fast asleep. George lied and feigned ignorance.

Thus, certainly, Dickon was no stranger to tears by the time he left the nursery, but he learned to hide them and his hurt in the sanctuary of his favorite place at the castle, the kennels. There, the dogs yelped a welcome and, some of them twice his size, slathered him in sloppy kisses. In the kennels, “runt” was reserved for the dogs, and Dickon was accorded the respect due a duke’s son from their handlers. It was no wonder he preferred their company to his brother’s bullying playmates.
He remembered at age five when, following a tussle in the nursery with George, Nurse Anne had soothed his wounded pride one day as she rubbed salve into an ugly blue-green bruise on his arm. “You must sometimes endure pain to grow strong, mon petit,” she told him then in her soft Norman tongue. “You have la peine of being the youngest. Often it is the hardest place in the family, tu comprends?”
He had understood only too well: he would never match up to his three brothers. There was extrovert Edward, then fifteen and by now a warrior of a prince standing more than six feet; gentler Edmund, Edward’s junior by only a year but equally strapping; and eight-year-old George, a head taller than his youngest sibling and already well aware of his good looks and charm. Even more aggravating to Dickon, because she was a girl, his sister Margaret had inherited the Neville height. Was it any wonder Dickon spent his time at Mass praying that he would grow big and tall, too? As the fourth boy with no particular charm or good looks, what chance did he have to be noticed by his powerful father and beautiful mother? He thought his mother loved him well enough, but with seven living children with whom to share her love, he felt sure his portion was the smallest—and yet he yearned to be her favorite. As for his noble father: aye, he would tousle Dickon’s mop of darkening hair and occasionally bring him a gift, but he rarely visited the nursery and, it seemed to Dickon, would heap praise on George for no good reason while believing his brother’s tattle-telling. Pleasing his father was all young Dickon craved.
Ned and Edmund had protected Dickon for those first few years, but now they were gone, and, as was the custom for noblemen’s sons, they were living with their own households in far away Ludlow on the Welsh borders, learning to be leaders of men. Dickon hardly remembered anything about them except for a large presence when they had visited the nursery. And he was certain they now did not give him a thought.
Why, there were those dark days when the little boy wished he had not been born at all! 
Now, at thirteen, ten and seven, Margaret, George and Richard were the only siblings left at home. They played, squabbled and attended to their lessons, sheltered in the confines of massive Fotheringhay Castle and unaware of the dangerous times in the lawless land they lived in. Ruled by a weak king, his ruthless wife and ambitious advisors, England was but a shadow of the kingdom left by Henry the Fifth not forty years before. Even more humiliating, Harry’s feeble son had since lost all the Norman lands his hero father had given his life to reclaim. A hundred years of war with France had all but crippled England, leaving its people disgruntled and beggared. It was no wonder the woods were as crowded with outlaws as the birds perched in the branches above them.

Cocooned as he was at Fotheringhay, Dickon had always felt safe and loved when he was wrapped in his elegant mother’s arms at the end of the day as she recited their nightly prayers. Cecily taught him to talk to God, and soon the boy found himself taking comfort from Him in those trying times when George teased him. When he was old enough to be told stories from the Bible, the angels of Dickon’s imagination took on his mother’s face and cloud of golden hair. The duchess of York would not admit that this small boy tugged at her heart, not only for his resemblance to his father, but for his innocent piety. At least one of her children understood the magic of a heavenly Father. She was aware of his childish adoration of her, but it did not occur to her to demonstrate her love. These were Plantagenet children, and strong backbones, morals, and a sense of duty were needed to perpetuate the dynasty, not coddling and indulgence. Proud Cis did not dare allow herself to show favor, although her husband often teased her about her special attachment to Edmund. “Pish!” she would retort.
But even those precious times Dickon spent with her were few and far between. Cecily insisted on being with her husband as often as she could, leaving the youngest siblings in Nurse Anne’s capable, plump hands, which had caressed or disciplined all of the Yorks’ twelve offspring.
“God bless your father, your brothers and sisters, dear Nurse Anne, and all Christian souls,” Cecily of York whispered to the thin little boy on her lap on one of those rare nights.
“And God bless you, Maman,” Dickon replied softly as he buried his dark-blond head into her long neck and hoped jealous George could not hear. “God bless you most of all.” He often added a prayer that God would give him another brother or sister, so George could no longer call him runt. 
A pity Cecily did not see the bully in the older boy. It was hard to look beyond the unruly fair curls, brilliant blue eyes, angelic smile and ready charm George reserved for those from whom he required attention. Cecily did not know the George who only felt strong and important when he was crowing his triumph after a wrestling match, or who would sulk unattractively when Nurse Anne chastised him for tormenting his smaller sibling. No one so far, except Dickon, had witnessed how swiftly rage could overtake him. It was a trait both he and Dickon inherited from their father, it was observed later in their lives.
Had Edward and Edmund been present to witness George’s unkind behavior, they might have influenced George to pick on someone his own size. Cecily’s older daughters Anne and Elizabeth were married and long gone. Only the last of her living daughters, Margaret, or Meg, who often bemoaned the fact that she towered above her older sisters, remained. “I have a neck like a giraffe,” she would complain. When George was born, Meg was fascinated by her baby brother, and a deep bond had formed between the two. When Dickon arrived, after Cecily had lost two other babes, Meg was out of the nursery, and George was old enough to feel an intense jealousy for the newcomer. And it had festered.
Who would have blamed Dickon for resenting his treatment at the hands of George—especially after the suffocating incident, but instead an observer would have been startled by the devotion of the young brother. Dickon trailed George closely like a wayward thread on the hem of a gown, and when George deigned to allow Dickon into a game or to practice at the butts with him, the small boy’s wheatish complexion would glow almost rosy with pleasure, and he momentarily forgot his hurt.

On an idyllic English summer day, when the bells in the new tower of Fotheringhay’s church rang across the meadow to remind those going about their daily business in the castle and the village that it was time to pray, Dickon’s small universe changed forever.
Two riders in the York livery of murrey and blue cantered over the drawbridge of the double moat and into the castle yard. A flurry of grooms and servants ran to assist them, and as Dickon watched from his lofty window perch in the keep, the messengers disappeared below him into the great hall.
“Messengers, Meggie,” he called across the solar to his sister, her nose in a book. “Two of them, and they are in a hurry.”
George scrambled up from a game of fox and geese he was playing with his page, and jerked his head towards Dickon. “Let us go and see what their business is.” Exultant to be included, Dickon hurried to keep up as George was already through the door. They ran down the steep spiral staircase with the sure-footedness of familiarity and stopped where they could peer through a squint into the hall. They watched as the messengers were greeted by Richard of York’s steward, left in charge of Fotheringhay while his master moved around the country ensuring the strength of his other great castles in this time of anarchy and unrest in England.
“Their graces, the duke and duchess, are two days from Ludlow,” Roger Ree, the duke’s usher, announced. “They charge you to ready the household within the week to join them, and that the duke’s children be given a sufficient, armed guard. The queen is on the move south, and my lord of York fears Fotheringhay is vulnerable to attack.”
“That’s Queen Margaret,” George hissed in Dickon’s ear. “The She-wolf, Mother calls her. She rules the king and thus the country. She is Father’s enemy.”
The smaller boy shivered. He did not like the word enemy; it conjured the evil-eyed, black-clad, misshapen monsters of his nightmares. But at seven, he was beginning to understand that his father and King Henry were not on the same side, despite the king’s famous visit some years ago. The man did not sound like a monster to the boy. Hadn’t his mother used the words “gentle and amiable” when Dickon had asked if the “Perfect Prince” story were true? Dickon could not imagine why his beloved father and the king would be enemies. And so now he shrugged off his fear. 
However, the conflict between his father and the king confused the child, not surprising given the complexity of the Plantagenet succession. As far back as he could remember and understand what he was told, his mother and father had instilled in all their children the sanctity of loyalty to one’s sovereign. “Except in the case of evil or incompetent governance should a man turn against his king,” Richard of York had insisted. “When you are older, boys, you will swear fealty to King Henry. ’Tis an oath you will never want to break. Loyalty, above all virtues, should be your watchword. Certes, loyalty to your family should never waver, and do not forget that Cousin Henry is both our kin and our king.”
So how can anyone in our family be an enemy, the boy wondered, but as none of his siblings had questioned their father’s lesson, the youngest had not dared speak up.
Now considering George’s whispered comment, young Dickon recalled a spring day at Fotheringhay when he had watched a contingent of mounted knights, their chainmail and sword hilts glinting, ride across the drawbridge and disappear into the fenlands. “They are going to join your father, Dickon,” Cecily had explained, her smile belying her anxiety, “because he has been betrayed by the queen, and she has forced him to march against his king. Henry is now our enemy, and ’tis a sad day for our house.” York had met the king’s army at St. Alban’s a few days later and, against his better judgment, he had fought and defeated Henry. Only those who knew Richard of York’s conflicted loyalty understood why he had not pressed on to London right then to assert his claim to the throne. It was an ill-judged decision and led the Yorkists to retreat to their stronghold in Ludlow.
The boy refocused his attention on the conversation in the great hall, and tugging on George’s sleeve, Dickon asked: “What is happening?”
“Ssh! I am trying to hear, you idiot,” George snapped, edging his brother aside. “It would seem we must go to Ludlow.”
Dickon brightened. “That’s where Ned and Edmund are, is it not?”
George nodded. “We have to go in haste, they are saying. Come, let us find Meg.”

The day before they set out for Ludlow, the three noble children were sent out into the fresh air by an impatient Nurse Anne as she readied their baggage for the journey. As they walked in the inner bailey, the duke’s master of the hunt approached. 
John Hood bowed. “My lords, Lady Margaret, I have a surprise for you, if you will follow me to the kennels.” He grinned at Dickon and winked. “Aye, young master, Damosel had a fine litter while you were kept inside last week with your grippe.” He put out his hand for the boy to grasp. “Would you like to see the pups?”
Dickon didn’t hesitate. He took the huntsman’s hand, unaware as yet of the jealous nature of his handsome big brother. He had no idea that George had resented him from the first day their mother had brought the squirming bundle into the nursery and introduced him as their baby brother, Richard. George wanted no rival for his mother’s affection, and, what was more galling, the puling brat had been given their noble father’s name. As far as he could surmise, George, the only child born during the duke of York’s governorship of Ireland, had been given the inauspicious name of one of Cecily’s many brothers. Meg had once upbraided her favorite brother about his petty jealousy. “Dickon will never eclipse you in stature, charm or good looks, George, and you will surely exceed him in any honors bestowed by the crown because you are older, so do not waste your time in making him feel any smaller than he is, poor child.”
Dickon skipped along with John Hood to the kennel compound, a high wooden fence enclosing a sturdy two-level shed and an outside run. Dickon often spent time in the company of the young pages of the hunt, supervised by the huntsman and learning the dozens of dogs’ names, the breeds and their function, and the language of the hunt. It had all fascinated the small boy from the time he could walk, and thus it was no wonder that Hood would seek out Dickon to give him the good news about a litter from the prized wolfhound Damosel. 
Among the hounds, lymers, lurchers, spaniels and terriers, Dickon felt more at ease than with George and the other nobles’ sons who lived within the castle walls. Often excluded from that group, Dickon turned to the children of the lower classes who peopled the great castle—potters, bowyers, smiths, chandlers, carpenters, armorers, joiners, washerwomen, and stablehands. He played their games of hot cockles, spit the cherrystone, and follow-my-leader. He enjoyed the exuberance of these boys and girls and ran in and out of their simple huts nestled along the castle wall, not realizing yet the deep divide between lord and vassal. The warmth inside those cold abodes came from the close-knit families and cheerful acceptance of their lot in life. Simple folk with strong values, they gave Dickon an early yet unrecognized lesson in the divide between rich and poor. There was time enough for him to learn how to be a great lord, Anne of Caux thought, and she was glad those yeomen, whom Dickon knew by name, had warmed to the little boy who didn’t put on airs. This youthful ability to mingle with commoners taught him to listen and to care for others, qualities that would accompany him throughout his life.
But the yeomen’s respectful affection for Dickon was nothing compared to that which he found at the kennels.
As the little group entered the compound, Dickon was greeted by sharp, affectionate yelps, slavering tongues and thumping tails. The boy laughed happily. “Down Driver, Maulkin, and Merry-boy!” he called to three lurchers, and much to his siblings’ amazement, the dogs obeyed. 
Bending to go through the opening of the shelter, the huntsman straightened up inside and beckoned for the children to follow. There, lying prone on the straw, Damosel was giving suck to seven chubby, sightless bundles, hungrily kneading their mother’s teats. The children giggled delightedly, watching as one by one the satiated pups dropped off a pap and slipped to the ground. Soon all were tripping over each other, unable to do much more than squeal and snuffle in the straw.
The huntsman crouched down and stroked the bitch’s shaggy head, and as she raised weary eyes to him, she managed to wag her tail. Reaching into the squirming bunch of pups, he plucked one from their midst, watching as it tried to wriggle free and mewl in protest. “This is the pick of the litter, Master Dickon,” he said. “And he is a parting gift for all your hard work in the kennels. When you return, which shall be soon I am certain, he will be yours. What say you?”
George roughly pushed Dickon aside. “I should have the pick of the litter,” he declared. “I am older and entitled to the best dog.”
John Hood was taken aback, but bowed low. “To be sure, my lord, you have the right by birth, but, by your leave, your brother has earned it.”
George was about to chastise the man, when Dickon took the puppy and promptly offered it to George. “It is true, Master Hood, George should have the pick. I don’t mind; there are six more. I pray you, brother, take him.” 
“Well played, Dickon,” Meg murmured from the shadows. “Crisis averted.”
Grinning at his brother, George took the wiggling pup and nuzzled its velvet nose. “My thanks, Dickon,” he said. “He’s a fine fellow. I think I shall call him Captain.”
Another pup had escaped from the pack and, even though it could not see, was bravely exploring a corner of the pen when the kennel master swooped it up and handed it to Dickon. “This one has pluck,” he observed, “he’ll suit you, young lord.” The boy might lack for strength, the man thought, but he does not lack for backbone.
Dickon held the dog aloft as it struggled and mewed to be put down. “What do you think, pup, shall you and I suit?” An indignant yip made the boy smile and release the animal onto the straw, where it promptly resumed its explorations. “Aye, I believe Master Hood is right, you are a brave one.” He admired the adventurous spirit of the pup as it wandered from its mother, and he turned to the huntsman, his blue-gray eyes shining his thanks. “I shall call him Traveller. May he come to Ludlow with me?”
Master Hood shook his head. “They are too young to leave their dam, my young lord.”
Dickon was indignant. “But I know how to feed a pup with milk on a cloth. You taught me how. And I can carry him inside my jacket so he stays warm.” 
“And he’ll widdle on you all day long,” George pointed out. “Certes, we must leave them, Dickon, you milksop.”
“Do not call me that,” Dickon protested, balling his fists,or…. or…”
“Or what, babykins?” George taunted, discarding his puppy. “Try and reach my chin?”
Meg intervened, taking George’s arm and pulling him out of the kennel. “Leave him alone,” she hissed. “He gave you the prime pup. Don’t start a fight.”
As usual Meg mollified him, and George sighed. “I know, I know, I should be more patient, but he is just so annoying.” 
John Hood patted Dickon’s head and assured him Traveller would still be there on his return. “Why don’t you keep watch here with Will tonight, if Mistress Anne will allow. Damosel will be happy to have you for company, and you can get to know your pup better.”
Still smarting from George’s slight, Dickon nodded politely, thinking for the thousandth time of one day getting even with his bully of a brother.

For the next two days as the attendants of the York children readied their young charges to travel, Dickon frequented the kennel to play with Traveller, who began to recognize its master’s young voice and scramble towards Richard, its hairy tail waving its pleasure. Dickon fondled the velvet ears, examined the leonine paws and rubbed his cheek against the irresistible softness of the coat, communing with his new friend. Here was a living creature that looked on him as a gentle giant, someone in control, and it gave the boy confidence. 
He was determined to take the dog to Ludlow, and use the milk-soaked cloth drip along the way. He had already found a suitable corked vessel to fill with milk from the dairy and would hide it in his chest of clothes. He had not yet thought how he would extract the bottle once the luggage was piled high on a cart—nor that the milk would spoil.
As soon as the cock crowed on the appointed day of departure, Nurse Anne roused Dickon and helped him to dress. “I trust you will be a good boy and not cause any trouble on the road, mon petit,” she counseled him. “I am to sit up with the driver, but not to forget I have les yeux in the back side of my head.”
Dickon was wide-eyed in his innocence. Had Nurse Anne guessed his secret? “Trouble? What sort of trouble?”
The faithful old nursemaid chuckled, put her arms about the fidgeting Dickon and held him close. For nearly twenty years she had nurtured the duke and duchess’s many children. She had sat with the duchess while they listened to the feeble cries of two of the babes who did not live to see their second sunrise, and had taken little Brigid from her mother’s arms when Cecily refused to believe the infant was dead; she had cried when her first charge, Anne, had been sent away to be married so young; and she had been as proud as any mother at the blossoming of the heir, Edward, into a giant of a young man, yet had thought nothing of upbraiding him for his wandering eye. Whether she was getting soft in her dotage, she did not know, but she had never felt as protective of a child as she did this youngest of the Yorks.
An hour later, Dickon, holding his cloak tightly around him, climbed nimbly into the carriage behind his siblings and huddled on a seat in the corner. The vehicle was nothing more than a brightly painted cart with a wooden roof holding leather curtains that could be rolled up and down according to the weather, but it proudly flew the pennants of the house of York, the white roses mingling with the falcon and fetterlock.
The little cavalcade was already halfway through the outer bailey when an angry shout came from the carriage.
“Stop, I say! Stop!” It was George’s voice. What now? Anne thought crossly. Only a nursemaid can truly know her charges, and, sadly for her, this boy, with his shallow, self-centered nature, had lost his charm.
As she turned to see that a squabble between George and Dickon had turned into a fully fledged fight, she smacked the driver’s hand to make him stop. Meg was attempting to pull the boys apart while the armed escort reined in their mounts and stared openmouthed. The captain of the guard was clearly amused, but Roger Ree rode up to the carriage and demanded an end to the fracas.
George glared at his father’s emissary and pointed at Richard. “It is his fault, Master Ree,” he cried, imperiously. “Dickon has smuggled his dog aboard. Look! ’Tis not permitted. Master Hood said they were too young to leave.” 
“Is this true, Lord Richard?” Ree lowered his brow at the shamefaced Dickon. Before the boy could reply, George delved under his brother’s cloak and held aloft the wriggling Traveller. 
Humiliated, tears ran down Dickon’s cheeks. He could hardly believe it. George had betrayed him. Dickon was mortified as the escort laughed at the scene; oh, how he hated being mocked. And, at this moment he detested his brother.
The chuckling Ree turned his mount towards Fotheringhay’s open gate and deposited the dog into the groom’s hands for return to the kennel. Even Meg’s comforting arm offered no ease for this deeply hurt and confused little boy. He was struggling with a valuable lesson: if he could not trust his family, whom could he trust?
It was Richard’s first experience of betrayal—and at the hands of his own brother. Was it as early as this that the seed of the boy’s later hatred of George was sown?
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Chapter Two

September 1459


Hampered by the cumbersome carts, the journey to Ludlow took the Fotheringhay party a week through mostly friendly Neville country. Had Queen Margaret of Anjou been aware of the movements of these important children, she might have sent a troop to intercept them. It was always valuable to have a hostage or two to barter with—as Warwick had hoped to have with the captive king after Northampton, until he clumsily lost his prize at St. Alban’s. Happily, however, fortune smiled on the youthful travelers until they reached their destination on the edge of the Welsh Marches—the borderlands between England and Wales. 
“Ned favors you, you know, George,” Meg had said idly as they passed by a village named Market Bosworth during one of the boring stretches of the Midlands’ rolling road, the carriage’s curtains tied up on all sides. 
“And you are Father’s favorite,” George had shot back resentfully. “He never notices me.”
“Or me,” Dickon joined in. “I’m not sure Maman does either. I think she loves Edmund the best. I don’t remember much about Ned and Edmund, but I’m sure they wouldn’t favor me.”
“Don’t say that, Dickon,” Meg said, kindly. “I’m sure someone loves you best.”
George laughed. “Aye, every peasant at the castle—and don’t forget the dogs.”
All of a sudden, Anne swiveled around on her perch. She could not bear to listen to one more of George’s taunts. “It is better to have the honest love of the common folk than the loyaulte faux des nobles,” she pontificated, “the false love, vous comprennez? Et bien, do not ever forget it.” 
The children were speechless. Like all sensible indentured servants of her time, Anne was not prone to voicing her opinions. Of common Norman stock, she was grateful for her position in the powerful York household, and thus she limited her platitudes to issues surrounding her charges’ safety and good health. She knew she had overstepped her bounds, but when she quickly turned back, the carter patted her hand.
Dutiful Dickon mulled over what she had said and kept it in his heart.

A thrill of pride warmed Dickon as he looked up at the sturdy walls around Ludlow, the town strategically perched on a hill above the River Teme. The castle within was another residence owned by his family, and he was beginning to realize what a great landowner his father was. Rumbling under the Broad Gate and up the cobbled street to the Market Square, its market cross standing sentinel, his several disappointments vanished as he anticipated the reunion with his older brothers.
Dickon stared up at the two giants grinning down at him. Could these be the same brothers he vaguely remembered as rough-and-tumble boys? He sidled close to George, who shook him off, puffed out his chest and extended his hand to Edward and Edmund. “Ned, Edmund, ’tis good to see you again,” George drawled, blocking Richard from their line of sight. 
Edward stepped forward to grasp George’s wrist in an affectionate greeting. Dickon noticed with dismay he was eye level with Ambergris, his oldest brother’s wolfhound, who lapped Dickon’s face in greeting. Pray God Ned doesn’t call me runt, he thought, finding the dog’s ears. In truth, I pray he doesn’t notice me at all. A shadow fell on him as Edmund approached. With the ease of an athlete, the fourteen-year-old Edmund sank down on his haunches to a level with his youngest sibling. “Remember me, Dickon?” he asked gently. He had observed the boy’s reticence and was anxious to reassure him. “It seems you have grown since I last saw you. How old are you now?”
A grateful grin lit the small boy’s face, and Edmund noticed the striking likeness to their father. “I’m nearly seven, and I know how to let an arrow fly now,” Dickon said proudly, his fear banished. “Piers Taggett showed me.”
“A good man, Piers,” Edmund replied.

During those long September days, Dickon, George and Margaret were wide-eyed observers upon the high ramparts above their apartments on the western wall of Ludlow’s impressive fortifications as they puzzled over the hurly-burly below them in the inner bailey. Meg was able to glean from Edmund some news of the many meetings held in the ducal audience chamber, while he enjoyed getting to know his quick-witted sister. 
“Edmund says our father is summoning more men to support his petition for the king to recognize his rank as royal duke and to acknowledge his loyalty,” she explained to her younger brothers. “He says Father does not want to fight, but he has to protect his rightful claim to the throne. ’Tis complicated, in truth.”
Dickon was staring out at the Welsh hills and idly fingering a tiny dagger at his waist given to him by Ned. He did not understand all this talk of petitions and rightful claims; he just wanted this wonderful time with his family to go on forever. He had told his mother all about Traveller, whom he sorely missed. He had not noticed her secret smile when he owned up to trying to smuggle him out of Fotheringhay; she delighted in his boyish attempt at guile and his honesty in owning it. Dickon had not, however, revealed George’s betrayal, which lay buried and festering somewhere inside. 
“So, he did not tell you that George informed on him?” York asked Cecily later when she regaled her husband with the story. “Aye, Roger Ree told me the whole tale. Not betraying George—that’s the part I will remember, Cis, not the act of rebellion. Our son learns quickly, and he learns well. He has promise.”

The tension in the castle was mounting daily as messengers cantered in from the town and out again with alarming regularity. The children were forbidden to leave the castle’s inner yard, the women were discouraged from riding out to hawk, and lookouts were stationed night and day on the ramparts. Cartloads of armor and armaments trundled over the Teme and up the cobbled streets of Ludlow Town along with mounted soldiers and yeomen on foot carrying pikes, halberds and makeshift weapons. That York was mustering a force must surely have reached the king, who was heard to be advancing from Coventry, with his queen’s army north at Chester.
When George was not tied to the schoolroom with Dickon, he escaped to join his older brothers at the butts, supervising the forging of their new suits of armor, or exercising their horses in the yard.
It was during these tedious afternoons, when he had been left alone to study his Latin or complete a mathematical problem, that Dickon discovered men were not the only creatures who supervised life in the castle. He was learning the importance of organization and that life in a castle did not happen without order. And Dickon liked order. He followed his mother and Meg to the kitchen one day and watched as Cecily instructed her daughter how to inventory what was in the pantry, to assess how many mouths there were to feed and with what, and when the pantler showed the duchess his accounting, she made Meg add it all up to make sure it was correct. Candles needed to be counted, laundry supervised, and complaints heard from staff. Dickon was astonished that his mother had so much to do, and that the servants, who were all male but for a few, listened to and obeyed a woman. 
“Do you like being a girl?” he had asked Meg once and had been struck by her vehemence when she replied. “No, I do not. You are always ruled by a man your whole life: first your father, then your husband. And some men are perfectly stupid, and it could be I will be made to marry a fool.”
“Why?”
“You and your questions, Dickon. Families like ours need to make contracts with other noble families so we carry on the noble names.” Margaret shrugged, irritated by a subject she loathed. “We cannot marry beneath us, you see.”
Dickon’s eyes were wide. “Beneath us? What does that mean?”
“It means you cannot mix the peasantry with the nobility or the natural order will be undone, Mother told me.”
“Will I be made to marry someone even if I don’t want to?” Dickon’s worried frown made Margaret laugh.
“Boys are different. But yes, you will have to do your duty and marry well. Our two sisters were married when they were younger than I,” Meg told him. “It was arranged by Father and Mother. Lizzie cried when she had to go to marry Suffolk, and he didn’t know her either. It’s just the way of the world.” And she had hurried off, unsure she knew the answers to the rest of the boy’s interminable questions. But Dickon was impressed with how much Meg knew. Why, she was much cleverer than George, he decided, and she was a girl.
His admiration of Meg, his mother and women rose considerably not only on that day but upon straying into his mother’s physician and confidante’s sanctuary on another. It was not usual for a woman to become a doctor, but Constance LeMaitre had grown up a physician’s daughter in Rouen, where Cecily had first offered her a place in the York household and where she had lived for almost thirty years. A progressive man, Doctor LeMaitre had sent his bright young daughter to Salerno to attend medical school and she had come to Cecily’s attention when the Yorks had spent time in Normandy.
“Why are you not married, Constance?” Dickon wanted to know. “You are pretty and very clever.”
Constance laughed. “You must learn not to ask such difficult questions, Master Dickon. I have no need of a husband, because your mother lets me do what I love to do best—and she pays me,” she explained. She put her finger to her lips. “Don’t tell anyone, but I would dearly like to know what love is—like the love your mother and father show each other. ’Tis very precious and very rare.” She sighed. “But I am more useful as a doctor than as a wife, I fear. So I love my work instead of a husband.”
Dickon blinked a few times, for in truth he had not understood some of this conversation, but he enjoyed the feeling of being a confidante, and it warmed him that Constance trusted him. Perhaps she could be his friend, he mused; he sorely needed one. Or, and he suddenly asked:
“Do you want to marry me, Constance? Are you allowed to choose?”
Constance’s laugh rang merrily around the infirmary. She curtsied. “Merci beaucoup, milord, but I cannot marry you, because I am not born noble like you.”
Dickon nodded sagely. “You are beneath me. Now I think I understand.” He beckoned to her to bend down to him and whispered, “We may not marry, but I would tell you that I love you.”
“Then let this be our secret, Dickon,” Constance said earnestly, and kissed him tenderly on the cheek. 
Embarrassed, Dickon stared up at the dried lizards, newts and frogs hanging above him. “What did you want to show me, Doctor?” he said hurriedly. Soon he was enthralled by the bottles, jars, vials, liquids bubbling over a flame, scales, dried herbs, colorful powders, collections of dead insects and small bones, and the overpowering scents the preparations gave off. He watched, fascinated, as Constance ground substances in her mortar and added liquids that changed color in oddly shaped glass tubes.
Dickon left the dispensary not only warmed by her special attention, but in awe of Constance’s knowledge, and again he marveled at a woman’s capabilities. He came to the conclusion moreover, that it was not merely his mother’s rank that made her so capable. Constance was every bit as clever. He told himself there and then it would be the last time he would underestimate any female—even good old Nurse Anne. 
It was a wise decision, because in his life, Dickon was to face a few formidable women and even fall in love with one who was quite beneath him.

One glorious afternoon, when Dickon had slipped away from Anne’s care and was on his favorite perch high above the Teme on the south side of the castle, he was surprised to see his mother, accompanied by Piers Taggett and three others, ride over the Dinham Bridge and up the grassy banks of Whitcliff Hill. Dickon had yet to understand that whatever his mother wanted, his father was loathe to deny. An avid hawker, Cecily had obviously prevailed upon the duke to relax his no-riding rule for her. Dickon was learning fast that the world was not strictly run by men. 
Today, Dickon’s focus was on the falconer, Piers, who carried the duchess’s hawk expertly on his wrist. Dickon had known Piers all his life, and he would demand the solid Piers tell him the story over and over again of how he came to be the York’s falconer. As Dickon grew into a thoughtful little boy, he probed deeper into Piers’s boyhood and why he had attacked Duchess Cecily in a forest one day and made off with her horse and betrothal ring. 
“My father was killed fighting under the Salisbury banner when I was two,” Piers had told him, “and as soon as I was old enough, I had to work hard to help put food on the table for my mother and sisters. Your mother’s horse and ring would have fed my family for a year. Times were hard,” he had explained. Piers did not like to tell a duke’s son that times were still hard for the yeomanry, and that many of them, like him at that earlier time, had been forced into the woods as outlaws. “Your mother was alone and I was desperate,” Piers had confessed.
The more Dickon heard the story, the more he thought about it, contemplating the criminal act of the man who seemed the most trustworthy of all their servants. “And you would have hanged had it not been for my Mother, you say. How clever she is! She understood that you were only trying to stop your family from starving, in truth. But why did you not go to your lord, my uncle Salisbury, and ask for food?”
Piers had laughed. “A peasant does not have the right, young master.”
“It doesn’t seem fair that you should be punished for something that was not your fault.”
This statement astonished the falconer. The boy had grasped the heart of the matter, but the conversation had made Piers uneasy.
“I would do anything for her grace, your mother,” he assured the young lord, hoping the boy would not relay the dangerous conversation to anyone else. “She took a chance on a poor country boy. In truth, I should not be talking to you like this—you a duke’s son. We all have our place.”
“Place?”
“I am a servant, young master. Some would call me a peasant. You are a lord, and you make the rules—the laws.” 
Dickon was learning his own place, although he had not felt different playing with the boys at Fotheringhay. What made one boy noble and another a peasant? It was not a philosophical question a boy of seven might usually pose, but Dickon was unusual. His lack of physical prowess had made him rely on his mind, which was expanding daily.
“Then perhaps the laws should be changed,” Dickon said almost to himself.
Piers winked at him. “Only the king can change the laws, Dickon. Are you going to be king?”
Dickon grinned then, his pensive mood relieved by Piers’s good-natured jesting. “Nay, Master Falconer, I have no wish to be a king. Besides, King Henry has a son who will be king after him, Mother says. That is the way of the world,” he said, borrowing Margaret’s grown-up phrase and making Piers chuckle. “I shall never be king.”

Still unaccustomed to his surroundings and never tiring of exploring the castle ramparts so high on Ludlow’s strategic hill, Dickon turned and ran along the wall walk to the Northwest Tower looking towards the darkly wooded Welsh hills. A glint of metal in the distance caught his eye—lots of metal, he saw now. Then he was aware of a peculiar thrumming. Unused to hearing the sound of men on the march, he tried to imagine what it might be. As the noise grew louder, and he could now see the snake of men, he knew. “It must be the king,” he gulped and raced along the precarious walkway to the closest watchman, who called: “I see ‘em, young lord.” 
Grabbing his shawm, the sentry puffed out his cheeks and pushed his breath through the long, wooden instrument, deafening Dickon with its sharp wail of alarm. 
Fascinated but fearful, Dickon watched the army of mounted men and foot soldiers slide like a moving carpet of gleaming silver over the landscape. Then wasting no more time, he scampered down the stairs to tell George that an army was at the gates. He should have waited to recognize the standard in the green and yellow colors of his uncle, the earl of Salisbury. The castle was not under attack after all. Even so, the boy would not soon forget his first sight of an army on the move. What he had also not waited long enough to see was that this army, which had recently seen battle, was a bedraggled and wounded horde of men straggling through Ludlow’s streets towards the castle.
When he joined his family in the courtyard, Dickon stared horrified as his uncle Richard Neville, earl of Salisbury, and his immediate entourage were helped from their mounts, blood and muck streaking their tabards and their beards. The colorful trappings on their horses were cut to tatters and dark blood caked the animals’ sides; one man’s head was wrapped in bandages, most of his jaw missing; dozens of foot soldiers supported others hobbling through the gateway on broken limbs or carried on makeshift litters; and the sounds of human suffering chilled Dickon to the marrow. He wanted to be sick, but he was a son of York and forced down his bile.
Many of the wounded had dropped where they stood once inside the safety of the curtain wall. Cecily picked up her skirts and began to move from one man to another offering prayers and words of encouragement. The common soldiers stared in awe at the beautiful duchess, clad in crimson damask and silk, who tore strips off her petticoat to wipe a bloodied brow here or staunch a wound there. Dickon stood in George’s shadow and observed his mother with pride. 
Not long after her mistress jumped into the fray, Constance arrived with her bag of supplies and went from one victim to the other, ascertaining their condition and giving instructions to rush the badly wounded into her makeshift infirmary in the lodgings adjacent to the kitchen house. After years of caring for routine ailments of the household, she finally felt useful and was dispensing orders to the duke’s servants with the confidence of a battlefield commander. Then Dickon saw Meg run forward with a ewer of water and hold the vessel to the parched lips of as many as called for it. The women seemed fearless, and he could not stand idly by. As soon as he saw Meg’s pitcher was dry, Dickon picked up a pail and hurried to the well hard by the kitchen to fetch her more water. It felt good to him to be of use. 
“There’s a good boy,” Richard of York called, seeing his youngest heaving the bucket back to Meg. “These men have given their blood for our house. Help as many as you can. George!” he cried, striding towards the great-hall steps with Salisbury and his oldest sons, looking to his brother-in-law for a full report. “Make yourself useful, like your young brother.”
Dickon waited his turn to fill his wooden bucket and then tentatively moved towards a figure lying awkwardly on his side. A battered tin cup lay abandoned on the ground, and picking it up, Dickon dipped it in the water, hoping to slake the billman’s thirst. He gently shifted the man onto his back and then jumped back in horror. The boy—for certes, he was no more than Meg’s age—had only half a face. His lips clung to where his mouth once met his cheeks, exposing his teeth and gums in a bloody, gaping hole. His remaining eye was fixed on Dickon, and he cried out something unintelligible so desperately that Dickon, overcoming his disgust, knelt down beside him and took the lad’s out-stretched hand. It was then he saw the young soldier’s other arm was missing below the elbow and a wad of blood-blackened linen had helped to stem the flow of blood. Constance had told him how every living creature only had so much blood running through its veins, and when it ran out unheeded as this poor lad’s had, even Dickon, young as he was, understood the lad must be dying. 
He searched the melee for Constance or any adult who might better save the boy than he, but, seeing everyone was already occupied, he reluctantly turned back and resorted to prayer. “Pater noster, qui es in coelis,” he recited, trying to comfort the billman with the familiar words that always helped him when he felt sad and alone. “Hallowed be thy name….” All at once he faltered as he felt a lifelessness in the fingers he held, and he knew instinctively the man’s soul had flown. “Requiescat in pace,” he whispered, crossing himself and carefully released the cold hand. Staring at the inert form, he suddenly imagined himself lying on a bloody field, his own life seeping into the soil, and he wept—as much for himself as for the unknown yeoman.
Playing at soldier with George, Dickon had often feigned dying, but witnessing real death this day would forever change the boy’s understanding of the seriousness of war.
Sobbing in Nurse Anne’s arms later, he wondered whether he wanted to be a knight at all. He doubted his courage to face awful maiming and death. He could not erase the image of the billman’s gray face and glassy eye, which would haunt his dreams.
“And I did not even know his name,” he moaned, as Anne rocked the trembling boy in her arms.

Much later, Dickon’s curiosity—and a good dose of Anne’s wisdom and chamomile infusion—took him down to the hall to join his mother, where her brother had been enthralling his audience by reporting on the battle with the queen’s army near Market Drayton. Dickon’s eyes were still red from crying, but Cecily was too engrossed in Salisbury’s tale to notice.
“Praise God, we routed them,” Salisbury told York. “I will take credit for two ruses—one that feigned flight—which not only won the day but allowed us to make our way here without pursuit. As well, many of the queen’s men joined our side. It seems there are Englishmen who believe in your cause, Your Grace,” he told the surprised York. “’Tis a brave man who risks treason to join you.”
York nodded, his gray eyes thoughtful. “How many slain?”
The company gasped when they were told: “Our side lost a thousand good men, and our adversaries lost twice as many, but after the rout, when many of my soldiers followed the fleeing enemy and cut them down, ’twas hard to tell.”
Dickon shrank back. One death from battle wounds had been terrible enough, his young imagination could hardly contemplate thousands.
“Do you want to hear my ruse?” Salisbury said, and Dickon was startled to hear his uncle laugh. How can there be anything to laugh at? he wanted to ask. However, he listened as Salisbury told a preposterous story about paying a priest to man a canon all night, who let fly a ball or two to pretend his army was still there. Dickon stared around at the amused courtiers and tried to comprehend how grown-ups could bemoan thousands of deaths in one breath and make a joke in the next. Still numbed and close to tears, he forced himself to join in the laughter, but whether his was from amusement, grief or relief, Dickon did not know.
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Chapter Three

October 1459


By the time Salisbury’s son, Richard, earl of Warwick, arrived from Calais to swell the Yorkist ranks, Dickon had grown accustomed to the sight of so many knights and foot soldiers milling around the castle yards. The adults were far too intent on plotting strategy, sending messengers back and forth to the king with new pledges of fealty, strengthening defenses, and seeing to the wounded to worry about the daily routine of the youngest members of the household, although George and Dickon were expected to adhere to their studies. Meg, at thirteen, was made to shadow her energetic mother around the castle, helping dispense medicine, food, and prayer—in that order—to the wounded, keeping York’s steward informed of dining and housing requirements for the castle’s growing occupancy, and supervising the duties of the duchess’s ladies and tiring women.  
It was unusual for a nobleman not to have contracted any of his three older children in marriage by now. York’s long absences from home, in an effort to rid the king of the influence of power-hungry dilettantes along with other worries, had left no time to plan any of his children’s futures. Dickon and George should already have been learning the chivalric arts from a relative or other patron, and Richard and Cecily had preferred to set up the older two boys with their own households at Ludlow under the supervision of a guardian until they came of age.
With strict instructions to keep within Nurse Anne’s earshot, George and Dickon roamed the ramparts, watched the knights at practice, learned the art of wood whittling from idle soldiers, fished from the stew pond, or had their turn with the bow at the archery butts. George was a fine shot, Ned remarked one day when he had tired of the endless parleys of his father, uncle, and cousin of Warwick and had wandered out to coach his young siblings: “But do not discount young Dickon; for all his lack of height and heft, his skill will match yours soon, George.” George had accepted Ned’s compliment gracefully and even nodded an acknowledgment at Dickon for his; it was no hardship when he knew he could always best Dickon at wrestling.
There was something about having so many of their family about them that invigorated the duke and duchess and made this Yorkist stronghold a castle of confidence, despite the threat of attainder hanging over each lord. No one could have imagined the main protagonists being accused of treason for refusing to attend a Great Council in June, for they were some of the most powerful men in England. The truth was the queen had made sure the Yorkists had not been invited. Her influence and that of her closest adherents was creating a weakling of the king. It was to York’s credit that he still believed in Henry’s goodwill and reluctance to fight. And so he persisted in petitioning his sovereign to refute the allegations made by the queen that he, York, was a traitor. Yet, still he was refused an audience as the royal army moved ever closer to Ludlow.
York had taken this opportunity of having all his sons together to instill in them the ideals of chivalry that so governed his own behavior. He had explained patiently to Dickon what the awful word “attainder” inferred. “It means being branded as a traitor. It takes away all your lordly rights. A good man never wants it uttered about himself,” he said at the end of another evening of a father-to-sons’ lecture (at least that was what Ned had disrespectfully dubbed them). “It is a hated word in our family and one I have spent my life trying to live down.”
Dickon’s eyes widened. “Why, Father? What did you do wrong?”
“’Twas not I, boy, but your grandfather, also named Richard, God rest his traitorous soul.” He pulled Dickon close to his chair, gripping the lad’s arm a little too tightly. “I shall tell you now, Dickon, as I have told your brothers before you, but we shall not mention it again.” His sharp eyes roved from one son to another for their assent. “My father was accused of plotting to kill King Harry— of Agincourt fame, you remember.” He paused, seeing Dickon nod vigorously. “He was tried, attainted and executed when I was only four. His head was stuck on a pike for all to see.” Finally letting go of Dickon’s arm, he uttered ominously, “such an ignominious way to die.” 
Dickon’s look of horror aroused York’s paternal concern, and he pulled the boy into an embrace. “My father was a traitor, you understand, and now there are those who whisper I am following in his footsteps. Never fear,” he added hastily, “’tis not true.”
“Is that what the king thinks, too?” Dickon asked. “Why don’t you tell him you are not like your father?”
York smiled. “So full of questions, young one. I know this is confusing, Dickon, but trust I have my reasons for standing up to my king and I intend no treason. King Henry has allowed dishonorable men to govern his subjects. The kingdom is suffering, and I have a duty to my country as well as to my king to set things right.” He sighed and held the boy at arm’s length.
“Whatever happens in life, Dickon, never forget your loyalty to family, king and country. Loyalty must always come first, no matter how hard. ’Tis your God-given duty. And now it is especially hard for me. I have never been disloyal to the king, I swear, but the king has been disloyal to his subjects for a long time. I only want to make him see how that is weakening England. The counselors, and the queen, think I seek the crown. But by Christ’s nails,” he cried suddenly, raising his fist as though addressing those same accusers, “I do not.” Then seeing his sons’ startled expressions at his outburst, he softened his voice again. “As a royal prince, ’tis my duty to my country to keep trying to make the king see reason and dismiss the rats around him. Do you understand—all of you?”
“We do, my lord Father,” Ned solemnly answered for them all, moved by his father’s vehemence. “And we support you to a man.” He smiled at Dickon, who was too engrossed in his thoughts to notice the gesture.
“Is betraying someone the same as being disloyal, Father?” Dickon blurted, thinking now of his brother George.
“Absolutely, my lad. You have the measure of it,” York answered, pleased. “I hope it never happens to you, Dickon, but in everyone’s life there comes a time when you may make a choice for the right reason but another will see it differently and accuse you of disloyalty.” He drew the boy once again into his arms and murmured, “Keep all of this close, my son, and remember, whatever happens, your father is not a traitor.”
But Dickon’s worried eyes were fixed on George.

And so this loyal house of England, this peaceful house of York, reluctantly prepared for war.
Thirty-year-old Richard, earl of Warwick, walked among his troops dispensing a good word here, a laugh there and making sure his sergeants were keeping his army fit and ready for a fight. Soldiers polished their weapons; bowers replenished the invaluable long-bowmen’s sheaths with new arrows; farriers checked horses’ hoofs for damaged shoes; smiths forged news ones; grooms curried the nobles’ destriers; and Dickon found himself captivated by these fighting men and their daily routine. As well, his recent experience had made him less squeamish at the sight of blood. 
“What happens if a horse loses a shoe in battle?” 
“Suppose your bowstring breaks?” 
“I pray you, can I try and make an arrow?” 
“What’s the difference between a horse’s noseband and a cavesson?” 
The men obliged this multitude of questions with good-humored answers and lessons, impressed the boy had sought them out and wanted to learn. Warwick did not discourage his young cousin from dogging his footsteps when he went on his rounds, and in fact admired Dickon’s quiet, respectful way with the grizzled soldiers from his Calais garrison.
“When you are older, perhaps we can arrange for you to come to Middleham and learn your knightly skills with my master-at-arms. What say you, young Dickon?” Warwick asked.
“I should like that very much,” the boy replied eagerly. “When will that be?” 
“In a year or so, I expect.” 
“Will George come, too?”
Warwick shrugged. Perceptive, he had already determined during his few days in their company that George and Richard ought to be separated, and the sooner the better. He was surprised his uncle and aunt had not disciplined George about bullying his brother, but being a man of his time Warwick recognized that leaders of men were not made from soft childhoods. He turned to one of his Calais commanders and veteran of the French wars, Andrew Trollope, and asked: “Don’t you think this lad might make a soldier one day?”
Dickon looked from one man to the other. He liked the burly Trollope with the ostrich feather in his cap, his ruddy cheeks, white whiskers and merry brown eyes. 
“Aye,” the knight nodded, smiling at the expectant face staring up at him. “I warrant the master-at-arms will knock the boy out of you right enough. You’ll need to build some muscle and put on some flesh before you wield a sword, though.”
“I should like to learn to fight like you,” Dickon said. Still not far from his thoughts, however, he quickly added, “but I don’t want to be a billman. It’s too dangerous. I want to be a knight on a horse.”
Warwick grunted, growing tired of the boy. “Certes, you will be a knight.”
“Will you ask Father soon, my lord?” 
Warwick nodded absentmindedly as he walked back over the bridge from the outer bailey towards the great hall in the western curtain wall. Trollope bent down and told Dickon, “Fighting is not so bad, when you are properly trained, young ‘un.” He winked. “I’ll remind his lordship, never fear.” 
“You will?” Dickon wasn’t sure if he could trust this man yet. “Do you promise?”
Trollope chuckled and drew a cross over his heart. “And hope to die,” he agreed. “Now run along.” Dickon thanked him solemnly, feeling reassured, and ran off to tell his friend Piers Taggett.
Trollope straightened and his smile faded as his eyes followed Warwick’s walk across the bailey. Aye, he was under the earl’s captaincy of Calais and would be expected to obey the earl, but Trollope had taken an oath to obey King Henry long before the upstart Warwick had set foot in the Calais garrison. He harrumphed. Loyalty was a matter of convenience to this old soldier, but he decided it was too early to see which way the wind might blow in the matter of York versus Lancaster.

The harvest feast of Michaelmas was celebrated in Ludlow with its usual fanfare, despite the influx of so many soldiers billeted in and around the castle. York told the parish priest to preach a gospel of peace and harmony, letting his tenants know that the Yorkist force in their midst was merely insurance against any attack by the unpredictable queen, but that he, York, was in negotiation with the king.
The Michaelmas festivities in the castle were extended to fete Dickon’s seventh birthday, and the duke and duchess stood by watching their youngest in the place of honor shyly accept the servants’ good wishes. York whispered, “You may say he is the quietest of our brood, but he is certainly not lacking in courage. And the questions! The never-ending questions.”
Cecily nodded, chuckling. As well as carrying his name, Cecily loved the way her youngest son resembled his father, not least in the way their prominent, determined chins would jut forward while contemplating a problem. “Aye, he has spirit, but I worry for his future. What are the prospects of a fourth son?” she said. 
The duke smiled indulgently at his beloved wife and stroked his tuft of a beard. “Perhaps he will surprise you, my love. He is a good listener, and I have noticed how he bristles at any injustice.” He chuckled as he remembered an example. “I chastised a boy for bringing me the wrong bow at the butts yesterday, and Dickon stood between us and reminded me that it was Tom Archer from whom I had requested the bow and surely the boy was only obeying his master. That took courage: I could have boxed his ears for gainsaying me, but I was too impressed to reprimand him.”
Dickon sat proudly as York proposed the toast to his “right beloved son,” and every one of the most important members of the Yorkist party rose and raised their cups. It was not for Edward, nor for Edmund, not even for George, but for him—for Richard Plantagenet, and he thrilled to it. The hairs stood up on the back of his neck as the rafters rang with the sound of his name, and for the first time in his life, Dickon now understood what it meant to be the duke of York’s son. He looked around at his family all smiling at him, and he swore solemnly to himself then that he would never betray any of them.

York liked his boys with him when he made forays across the Teme to ride up Whitcliff. It amused Salisbury how all four of his nephews would vie for their father’s attention. Privately, he thought York was both an indulgent father and inattentive. Ned was already a man, for Christ’s sake, and yet no mention of a bride had yet been made. He watched while Ned raced his brothers to the top of the hill. Here was surely every nobleman’s dream of a son: more than six feet tall, strong, athletic, handsome, and charismatic, Edward was always the center of attention even at seventeen. But there was an indolence that crept occasionally into Ned’s behavior, and Salisbury had noticed how the young man could not resist a pretty girl. “You should keep an eye on his philandering,” the earl had advised his sister in an intimate moment recently, but Cecily had dismissed the remark with a “Pish! He’s just a healthy boy.”
Dickon watched his two brothers enviously. George was growing into manhood, his voice changing and his lankiness filling out into athleticism. He also handled his horse superbly. Was it any wonder Dickon despaired of ever equalling his brothers in their father’s eyes. He sat sadly on his horse, unnoticed as always—or so he thought.
The early October evening was drawing in before the duke’s party cantered into the castle yard and relinquished their mounts to the grooms’ willing hands. 
“Your Grace,” Roger Ree cried, exiting the keep where he had been watching for York. An over-exuberant Ambergris, waiting for his master, flung his huge body at Ned. “The king has sent his answer to your last petition, and ‘tis not good news. The messenger awaits in the great hall.” 
All York’s good humor following the invigorating gallop down to Ludford Bridge vanished in a scowl. Impatiently, he shouted to Ned, “Keep that dog of yours under control,” as he walked over the drawbridge followed by Salisbury, Warwick and the others. “Let us hear the king’s response.”
Dickon hurried to catch up with George and Edmund. “What does this mean?” He was almost afraid to ask. “Will Father have to go to war?”
“How should I know?” George snapped, hiding his own anxiety.
But Edmund seeing the fear in his little brother’s eyes, reassured him, “The king is a merciful man, Dickon, and he knows Father is his loyal subject. Perhaps it will not come to war.”

It became obvious to Dickon, however, that his father doubted the king’s mercy now. For the next two days, the castle and town were abuzz with the news that the royal army was approaching. From the top of the keep Dickon and George watched the completion of the extensive barricade York had ordered built on the opposite side of the river. Darkness was falling when they turned to descend the stairs, and they could see the hundreds of men lighting their camp fires and munching on their meagre rations.
Dickon shivered in the cool evening air, and George, guessing his brother was afraid and not merely cold, put his arm around him. “I hope there is a fire in the hall,” he said, cheerfully, “we’ll be warm there.” Unused to the kind gesture and certain he would be called “babykins” if he accepted the offered corner of George’s cloak, Dickon hesitated. It was enough to irritate George, who snapped, “Suit yourself,” and walked off.

George’s mercurial temper was roused again the very next day when he argued with Meg over a chess move she had made. Dickon, with Ambergris at his feet, looked up from his whittling of what he hoped would be a fair facsimile of Traveller, and was glad it was Meggie for once who was the victim of George’s outburst. “You cheated!” George accused her, leaping to his feet. “I was looking out of the window, and you moved your bishop before you moved that pawn.” Dickon cast his eyes back to his carving and waited: he knew one did not accuse Margaret of York of cheating. 
“Take back that slander this instant,” Meg demanded, standing up to emphasize her height. “You are a poor loser, George Plantagenet, and you always have been. I do not have to cheat to beat you, you stupid boy. I could do it blindfolded!”
George never had a good answer to Meg’s sharp retorts, and he did not have one now. Instead he upended the entire board, and the brightly colored figures flew in all directions, startling Ambergris, who began to bark. Meg’s attendant Beatrice got to her feet “tut-tutting” and commanded George to pick everything up and apologize. George simply stormed off, pushing his sister aside. 
“Holy Mother of God,” Meg swore. “I do not like George sometimes.”
“Sometimes?” Dickon muttered to his block of wood, but he put it down and went to help Beatrice pick up the chess pieces. As he righted the board, he glanced past Meg to the window and gasped.
“S…soldiers!” he stammered. “Look! They are coming over the hill.”
Beatrice shrieked and got up from her knees so quickly she knocked her high hennin askew. “Dear Lord have mercy, it must be the royal army. Quick Dickon run and alert your mother. Meg come with me.”
Dickon obeyed as fast as he could, dashing through the castle passages that ran inside the curtain wall to the solar in the Northwest Tower. But his mother wasn’t there. “She went up on the ramparts with Edmund,” Cecily’s chief attendant, Gresilde, told the boy, her face pale when she heard Dickon’s news. “She must have seen them, too.”
Not waiting for further instructions, Dickon scampered up the circular stairs to the roof of the tower. There he saw his mother and brother staring horrified at the thousands of troops massing across the Whitcliff hill, the royal pennants and banners as thick as any forest.
The shrill alarm from a shawm was real this time, and soon the air was filled with pealing bells, loud trumpets, and most frightening of all for those inside a castle, the grinding sound of the portcullis being lowered and the drawbridge raised against attack. Dickon ran to his mother’s side, terrified. Edmund swept him up in his arms, and Dickon was surprised to see fear in his brother’s eyes, too. It made him feel better that he was not alone.
“Come boys, we must prepare for our royal visitors,” their mother said airily, as though the king was here merely to dine with them. Despite himself—and the threatening horde at the gates—Edmund managed a smile.
Dickon stared at his mother’s retreating figure in astonishment. Prepare for the visitors? Is she serious? Doesn’t she know fear? he wondered. If the duchess was not afraid, then perhaps he could pretend he wasn’t either.

“You will fight the king?” Dickon whispered, daring to question his father, who had come to wish his boys goodnight. “What about the attainting thing?”
“Dickon!” George hissed, making York smile wanly.
“’Tis his right to ask, George. It is in God’s hands now, Richard. But I must save England,” he said and drew the boy to him. “It would be Englishman against Englishman,” he told them both, “and nobody wants that. So I suspect the king will relent. Pray for me and your brothers. Pray very hard, and perhaps the king will see reason and go away.”
But Dickon could not let it rest. “If you do fight the king and win, Father, who will be king then? Will it be you?”
Was this the right time to wend his way through the Yorkist claim to the throne, Richard wondered. Nay, he would wait to explain the vagaries of the Plantagenet family tree that had led King Henry VI to sit on the throne. Some day, he would have to explain how, when the fourth Henry, called Bolingbroke, deposed his cousin Richard II at the end of the previous century, he had skipped over one of his uncles, Lionel, second son of Edward III, whose sole progeny, and thus insignificant, was a daughter. But Richard of York was descended from that daughter as well as from Edward III’s fourth son, Edmund of York. No one had questioned—or challenged—the Lancastrian line to the throne until now, and it was only because of this Henry’s inability to govern that York was asserting his claim. All this passed through York’s mind as quickly as he chose instead to say: “Edouard, prince of Wales is heir to the throne as you well know, Dickon, should the king die….” he paused, “…let us leave it at that for now. God give you both a good night. We can talk more on the morrow.” 
“But…but, do you want to be king, Father?” The question was innocently asked but that night it exasperated York.
“Have I not told you a thousand times nay, I do not desire to wear the crown. Now, enough of your questions, my lad. Say your prayers and go to sleep. The men are waiting.”
He kissed both boys and left the room to return to the great hall. He had sent many of the troops to camp at the foot of the hill across the river from the king’s huge force. He had also ordered several volleys from cannons on the walls to be fired during the day to warn the royal army to come no closer. Now as twilight closed out the day, it was time to prepare for battle.
Dickon dutifully said his prayers and climbed into the soft tester bed. His father may have answered his questions of kingship, but there had been another hanging on the boy’s lips that he had not dared voice: “What happens if you die, Father?”
How could he sleep, worried so about such a calamity?

No one noticed the small, pale face peering down at the departing knights from the minstrels’ gallery. As soon as the tapers had been extinguished but for one night light, Dickon had slipped out of bed and run along the passageway to the gallery above the great hall. He had arrived in time to see his parents’ loving farewell directly below him, shielded from the others by the massive aumbry. It was not the first time he had witnessed his parents’ affection for each other, but he was troubled by his mother’s tears. Was she afraid after all? He had never seen her cry before, and he curled up against the balustrade wondering: Would his father die? Would Ned and Edmund? And he began imagining them lying on the bloodied ground with half their faces ripped away, and he could not stop trembling. 
Servants quietly extinguished the torches in the hall below, leaving only the flickering firelight to cast eerie shapes upon the walls. Dickon, in his fear, fancied he saw his father’s and brothers’ shadows walking there and hurriedly crossed himself in his dark hiding place, wishing he were back in bed. There was now no ambient light from the hall in the passageway, where grotesques or ghosts might be lurking that were far more real to the boy than the king and his army menacing the town across the Teme. He begged his favorite St. Anthony to protect him.
No help came for the devout little boy huddled half asleep and cold in the little minstrel gallery as an hour dragged by. Then suddenly Dickon was jolted awake by the flinging open of the massive door to the hall, and the boy heard his father’s urgent, angry voice. “Light! Give us light, I say!” Sleepy servants jumped up from their makeshift beds by the fire to obey the duke. The other lords, now fully harnessed, clanked in behind him. By now Dickon was wide awake. Had there been a battle and had he slept through it? But nay, none of the men looked bloody or even dirty. 
“That whoreson traitor Trollope!” York cried. “If I ever find him, I’ll string him up by his bollocks…”
Warwick sneered. “Nay, my lord, that will be my pleasure. Trollope is … was under my command.”
Captain Trollope? The nice man with the twinkly eyes? What had he done?
Dickon returned his attention to his father’s fury—or was it fear—and his mother’s clumsy attempts to calm the duke as she tried to unbuckle his sword. “What happened, my lord?” she asked her husband, but before York could answer, Warwick’s commanding voice bellowed.
“Those sons of bitches! My own men of Calais. Pah! Traitors and cowards all! May they be damned in hellfire!”
Dickon, whose heart was thumping, heard his father announce that Trollope had deserted the Yorkists and in the cover of dark had gone over to the king’s side, taking all of the Calais troops with him and more besides. “In the end, the turncoats claimed they could not bear arms against their king.”
Traitor? That word again! Dickon knew all about that word, remembering the story of his grandfather. But Trollope had promised to speak up for him with his father. He crossed his heart and promised, he remembered, feeling again the desolation of betrayal; trust would be harder to bestow after this. His heart constricted, and he felt cold.
Then Ned surprised Dickon. Magnificent in his breastplate and mail that made him look like a warrior god, he too cried: “God damn them! Traitors, all!” Dickon was transfixed as the hall resounded with the echoed words from others. “Traitors! Traitors!” 
So many traitors, Dickon thought, gazing sadly at his father. So much disloyalty. As he listened to his father bark orders and make arrangements, he resolved never to be a leader. The gravity of the decisions the duke of York was having to make for everyone in the room—nay, the whole army—may not have been understood by the youngster, but he took note of his father’s anguished face and felt the tension mounting in the men below. They had to trust their leader, didn’t they? He trusted in Father, but would these Yorkists? Would they stay loyal in the face of danger? He knew he would because he could not yet imagine turning his back on his family—right or wrong—but could they? He watched and shivered. 
“Dickon! What are you doing there, mon garçon?” Constance’s voice came from behind and startled the boy. He put his finger to his lips and, peering over the railing, she was astonished to see the hall filled with the same soldiers she had seen leave an hour before. Meg’s coughing had drawn her to the children’s quarters where she had noticed Dickon was missing, and hearing voices in the direction of the great hall, she guessed he must be there. She drew her bedrobe more tightly around her and looked down on her beloved mistress, who was obviously distressed.
“Captain Trollope is a traitor, Constance,” Dickon whispered, turning a distraught face up to hers. “He has betrayed Father. And I liked him very much. But now he has gone to join the king and taken a lot of men with him.”
“Sacre Vierge!” Constance mouthed, understanding the disaster at once. The Yorkist army would be hopelessly outnumbered and could not possibly hold the town against the king’s forces. She knew she ought to take Dickon to his bed, but instead she knelt down next to him and covered his shoulders with her shawl. “You should not be here, you know,” she admonished the boy, but she enveloped him warmly and let him stay to listen. It was his fate, too, she knew. 
As the leaders huddled making a plan, Cecily went to sit on the steps of the dais, and Constance saw her eyelids droop and her body sag with exhaustion and worry. Aching to support her mistress but loath to leave Dickon, she coaxed him to go with her down to the hall, where they slipped in and joined Cecily. The duchess was too tired and unnerved to chastise either Constance or the boy for being there.
“Take my hand, Mother,” Dickon whispered, looking up into Cecily’s tear-stained face. “Constance and I are here to comfort you.” Cecily’s wan smile cheered him as she took his hand, drew him close and gave him a squeeze. Mother is trembling, Dickon thought, an odd protective feeling surprising him.
Richard of York suddenly lifted his head from the small group gathered in close conference around a table and pounded the top of it with his fist, making Dickon jump. “So we are agreed. Our cause is lost if we fight with such diminished numbers, and if we surrender we will surely be executed to a man and our names attainted.” He looked around slowly before deciding. “I say we should allow our troops to slip away as best they may—or join the king, like Trollope, and seek a pardon. Tell me we are agreed.”
“Aye.” The response was reluctant—more obedient than committed. 
Dickon was aghast. Flight? Hadn’t he been told that was for cowards? Surely his father meant something else, or else York would be called traitor and coward. He had his answer soon enough when an indignant Edward shouted: “Flee, Father? Every knight disdains such cowardice. ’Twas not how I was trained to behave.” 
All eyes swiveled to York.
“How dare you!” he roared at his son. “Retreat now offers us our only chance of reorganizing. We go now or our cause is lost.” Dickon watched in awe as Ned tried to stare his father down in the silence that followed, glad he was not in Ned’s shoes. The defiance lasted a few seconds before Ned respectfully bowed his head. Lucky for Edward, York’s anger never lasted long—it could be fearsome but mercifully short, as all his sons knew. In a more moderate tone, the duke now addressed his brother-in-law. “My lord of Salisbury, you will return with Warwick to Calais and take Edward with you. Rutland will come with me. If we are split, perhaps we will confuse the queen. I fear most of us will be attainted anyway, but let us bide our time until the moment is ripe to return.” 
Dickon’s heart sank. Edmund was to flee, too. Where would he and his siblings go? In his desolation he jumped up and cried: “What about us? What about George and Meggie and me?” 
No one had noticed the boy slip in with Constance and thus all heads turned to look at him now. Cecily and Constance both grasped an arm and tried to pull him back down between them. At any other time he would have realized the rashness of his act, but he was desperate, and so he wrenched his arms free and stood his ground. “George and I can fight too, my lord. I am skilled with the bow, and George has his own shortsword …” his voice faltered when he saw Ned’s warning frown.
Richard of York, however, was filled with pride. He went to Dickon, led him by the shoulders and presented him to the commanders, who were clearly taken with the boy’s audacity. Had it been any other time, they would probably have been amused, but as all of their lives hung in the balance, they simply stared, and Salisbury shook his head at York’s parental indulgence. 
“Can we be serious, Your Grace,” he said. “We do not have much time.”
“He is my son, my lord, and has a right to know.” York held fast to Dickon and thrilled his son by whispering, “Well done, lad.”
Emboldened by his little brother’s courage, Edmund now spoke up. “I crave your pardon, Your Grace, but Dickon is right. What plans have you made for my mother, and my brothers and sister? Will they go with us to Ireland?”
Dickon nodded vigorously. That is what he wanted with all his heart. Take me with you, Father, he wanted to shout.
“My thanks to you, Edmund, but I do not need reminding of my duty to my wife.” York now turned to Cecily. “On the advice of your brother and some of my other counselors, my lady, I shall ask that you remain in the safety of the castle and put yourself at the mercy of the king.”
Edmund’s face turned white with anger. “Upon the mercy of the queen, you mean, Father!” he shouted, as all eyes turned back to him. “That woman hates us; I would not put it past her to murder mother and Meggie, George and Dickon in cold blood! I shall not go with you. I shall stay and defend them with my life.”
At that, Edward jumped to his feet. “And I shall stay with Edmund, my lord.”
Dickon ran to Cecily. “I, too, shall defend you from the queen…” he declared, faltering as the words “murder in cold blood” suddenly conjured visions of a woman in a crown, blood dripping from her hands, thrusting a dagger into his heart. He flung himself into his mother’s arms. 
“Take him back to bed,” Cecily instructed her physician. The child should not be listening to this disturbing talk, and besides she needed to voice her defense of Richard’s plan. Constance wrested Dickon gently from his mother and escorted him back upstairs. Dickon did not complain and allowed his dear Constance to tuck him into bed, where George stirred briefly but turned over and slept again. Dickon wished with all his might that he could too, but his sleep was fitful.

It was still dark and two hours before dawn, giving the Yorkist troops plenty of time to gather their belongings and steal away into the night. Below in the hall, the company made reverences to Cecily as they quietly exited, until none but her family was left.
Constance reappeared on the scene just in time to see Cecily take both her soldier sons in her outstretched arms and give them a mother’s blessing. As her boys closed the heavy door behind them, Cecily felt her confidante’s strong, capable arms encircle her and she let herself cry on Constance’s shoulder.
“What should I do without you,” Cecily wept.
Constance patted the trembling hands. “You shall never know, Your Grace, for I shall always be here with you.”
Upstairs, Dickon pulled the covers over his head to block the muffled sound of horses on the cobbled courtyard, their hooves bound with rags, as they carried away his father, two brothers and their army in flight.
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