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CHAPTER 1: THE FRENCH BRIDE
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Portsmouth, England – April 1445

The salt spray stung Margaret's eyes as she stood at the ship's rail, scanning the English shoreline that grew ever larger before her. She had imagined this moment for months—her arrival in a kingdom she would soon rule as queen. In her dreams, the sun had always shone upon gleaming white cliffs, with banners snapping in a gentle breeze. Instead, a sullen gray sky loomed overhead, and a bitter wind cut through her fur-lined cloak, sending a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the chill.

"A poor welcome from English skies, Your Highness," remarked the Countess of Vendôme, her chief lady-in-waiting, pulling her own cloak tighter. "Perhaps not an auspicious beginning."

Margaret straightened her shoulders. At fifteen, she was small for her age, but she had been schooled since childhood to present a regal bearing no matter the circumstances. "The sun hides behind English clouds, just as it sometimes does in France, Madame. I shall not search for omens where there are none."

Yet privately, Margaret could not help but note how the leaden skies matched the heaviness in her heart. France was behind her now—France, with its familiar chateaus, her mother's gardens at Angers, her father's voice echoing through stone halls. Ahead lay England, a land whose language she barely spoke, whose customs were foreign, whose people had been enemies of her family for generations.

And waiting on that shore was a husband she had never met, a man fifteen years her senior, King Henry VI of England, whose representatives had negotiated for her hand as the price of peace between their warring nations. The same Henry who, according to whispers at the French court, was a monk in king's clothing, more interested in prayer books than in matters of state—or women.

"They approach, Your Highness," said the Earl of Suffolk, breaking into her thoughts.

William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk, had been the chief English negotiator for her marriage and had traveled to France to serve as her proxy husband in the first ceremony. A tall man with a hawkish face gentled somewhat by intelligent eyes, Suffolk had shown her kindness during their journey, explaining English customs with more patience than she might have expected from a man of his rank. Still, he was English, and his interests were England's, not hers.

Margaret turned to see a small flotilla of boats pushing away from the harbor, colorful banners trailing in the wind.

"Your official escort," Suffolk explained. "The welcoming party will accompany you to shore, where you'll be greeted by the Duke of Gloucester and other nobles representing His Majesty."

"Not the king himself?" Margaret asked before she could stop herself.

A flicker of something—discomfort, perhaps—crossed Suffolk's face. "His Majesty awaits you at the cathedral in Portsmouth, where your marriage will be confirmed on English soil before your journey to London."

Margaret nodded, swallowing her disappointment. She knew that in royal marriages, love was the exception rather than the rule, yet some small, foolish part of her had hoped for a moment from a minstrel's tale—a king so eager to meet his bride that he would break with protocol.

As the boats drew alongside their vessel, Margaret took a deep breath. This was the moment when she must transform from Margaret of Anjou, daughter of René, into England's queen. She was no longer just a girl, but a living symbol of the peace treaty her marriage had sealed—the treaty that had seen her uncle Charles VII of France surrender claims to Maine and Anjou in exchange for this alliance.

"Remember, Your Highness," Suffolk murmured as servants prepared the ropes and plank for her transfer to the royal barge, "smile as though England is the only place you've ever wished to be."

Margaret gave him a sharp look. "I am my father's daughter, my lord Suffolk. I know how to wear a mask when diplomacy requires it."

The Duke's mouth twitched with what might have been admiration. "Indeed. That skill will serve you well in the English court."

The warning in his tone wasn't lost on her.



The Cathedral of St. Thomas in Portsmouth smelled of incense and damp stone. Margaret stood at its entrance, breathing deeply to steady herself as the enormous doors swung open to reveal the packed interior. Hundreds of candles cast a golden glow over the assembled nobles and churchmen, their rich fabrics and jewels winking in the flickering light. A drift of choral voices rose to the vaulted ceiling, and at the far end of the long aisle, barely visible through the press of bodies and the haze of incense, waited a solitary figure.

Her husband. The King of England.

Suffolk appeared at her side. "Ready, Your Highness?"

Margaret nodded, not trusting her voice. She had spent the brief hours since her landing being hastily prepared by English ladies assigned to her service, stripped of her French traveling clothes and redressed in an English gown of crimson and gold, her dark hair unbraided and flowing loose beneath a delicate gold circlet. She looked every inch a queen, they had assured her—but she felt like a child playing at masquerade.

The procession began, and Margaret walked with measured steps, her gaze fixed ahead. Protocol demanded she look neither left nor right, but she was acutely aware of the scrutiny of hundreds of eyes. These people knew nothing of her beyond her lineage—daughter of the penniless René of Anjou, niece to the King of France. To them, she was the living embodiment of a treaty many opposed, a French interloper in an English court.

With each step, she forced herself to remember her mother's words: You are descended from Charlemagne himself. Never forget that you carry the blood of emperors, whatever they may whisper.

As she drew nearer to the altar, she could finally make out the features of the man who would be her husband. King Henry VI stood tall and slender in cloth of gold, his face pale and finely boned beneath his crown. Margaret had been told he was handsome in a scholarly way, and she could see the truth in that assessment. There was a gentleness in his expression that surprised her, a softness around his mouth that suggested kindness rather than the stern authority she had expected.

Their eyes met across the remaining distance, and to her surprise, Henry smiled—a hesitant, almost shy gesture that transformed his solemn face. Something tight in Margaret's chest eased slightly. At least he did not look at her with disdain.

Finally, she reached the altar steps and sank into a deep curtsey before her king and husband. As she rose, she found herself face to face with Henry, close enough now to see the clear gray of his eyes, rimmed with long, dark lashes that gave him an almost feminine beauty.

"Welcome to England, my lady," he said, his voice soft but clear. "I pray you will find happiness in your new home."

Before she could respond, a harsh voice cut through the momentary intimacy of their greeting. "The ceremony awaits, Your Majesty. The tide will turn if we delay overlong."

Margaret turned to see a powerfully built man of middle years, his face set in lines of barely concealed impatience. This, she knew without introduction, must be Humphrey, Duke of Gloucester—the king's uncle and, according to Suffolk's carefully worded explanations, a man who had opposed her marriage from the beginning.

"Of course, Uncle," Henry replied, the gentle smile fading from his face. "We must observe all proprieties."

The confirmation ceremony that followed passed in a blur for Margaret. She made her responses in carefully rehearsed English, aware of the murmurs that rippled through the cathedral at her accent. The Archbishop of Canterbury presided with ponderous dignity, emphasizing in his prayers the peace this union would bring between "two Christian realms too long divided by war."

When a gold ring was slipped onto her finger—the second such ring, after the proxy ceremony in Nancy—Margaret felt the finality of the moment settle over her. For better or worse, she was now Queen of England.



The wedding feast was held in a great hall hung with tapestries depicting English victories over the French—a choice of decoration that Margaret could only assume was deliberate. She sat beside Henry on a dais overlooking the crowded tables, picking at unfamiliar English dishes and sipping watered wine. The journey and ceremonies had exhausted her, but protocol demanded she show nothing but pleasure and gratitude.

"Is the food not to your liking, my lady?" Henry asked, noticing her barely touched plate.

Margaret turned to him with a practiced smile. "It is different from what I am accustomed to, Your Majesty, but I am certain I shall develop a taste for English cuisine in time."

"Please, when we are not in formal settings, I would have you call me Henry," he said, his voice lowered for her ears alone. "And I shall call you Margaret, if that pleases you."

The simple courtesy—so unexpected amid the coldness she had felt from most of the court—brought a flush of warmth to Margaret's cheeks. "It would please me very much... Henry."

For a moment, they shared another smile, and Margaret felt a flutter of hope. Perhaps this arranged marriage might not be the prison she had feared.

The moment was broken by a commotion at one of the lower tables, where a red-faced nobleman had risen to his feet, goblet in hand.

"A toast!" he called, his voice slurred with wine. "To our new French queen, who brings us peace with one hand while her uncle takes Maine and Anjou with the other!"

A shocked silence fell over the hall. Margaret felt the blood drain from her face.

Before anyone else could react, Suffolk was on his feet. "Lord Stafford, you forget yourself," he said, his tone deadly quiet. "You address your queen."

The Duke of Gloucester, seated nearby, made no move to intervene, his expression unreadable as he watched the scene unfold.

It was Henry who surprised them all. Rising from his seat with calm dignity, he fixed the offending lord with a steady gaze. "You dishonor yourself, your king, and England with such words, my lord. Apologize to Her Majesty at once, or remove yourself from our presence."

The quiet authority in his voice silenced the hall more effectively than a shout might have done. Lord Stafford, suddenly aware of his precarious position, dropped into a clumsy bow.

"Forgive me, Your Majesties. The wine spoke, not I."

Henry nodded once, his face grave. "See that it does not happen again."

As they resumed their seats, Margaret shot her husband a grateful glance. "Thank you," she murmured.

Henry's hand briefly covered hers on the table—a fleeting touch, gone almost before she registered it. "You are England's queen now. None shall speak ill of you in my presence."

She wondered, with a chill, how many would speak ill of her when he was not present.



After the feast came the bedding ceremony, that most dreaded ritual where bride and groom would be escorted to their chamber by raucous guests, undressed by their attendants, and left alone to consummate their union—with witnesses waiting outside to verify the deed was done. Margaret had been prepared for this humiliation by her mother and ladies, told to endure it with dignity as all royal brides must.

But as the hour approached, Suffolk appeared at her side with unexpected news.

"His Majesty has dispensed with the traditional bedding ceremony," he informed her in a low voice. "You will be escorted to your chambers privately by your ladies, and the king will join you after evening prayers."

Relief flooded through Margaret. "His Majesty is most considerate."

Suffolk's expression was difficult to read. "The king is a... pious man, my lady. He believes such bawdy customs offend the dignity of holy matrimony."

Something in his tone gave Margaret pause. "Is there something more I should know, my lord Suffolk?"

The Duke hesitated, choosing his words with evident care. "His Majesty is unlike other men in many ways. His devotion to God and the church surpasses that of most laymen. You would do well to... proceed with patience tonight."

Before she could press him further, her new English ladies surrounded her, ready to escort her to the royal bedchamber.

The room they brought her to was sumptuous, hung with rich blue and gold embroidered hangings and centered around an enormous canopied bed. A fire roared in the hearth, taking the chill from the spring air, and candles illuminated every corner.

Her ladies helped her disrobe and dress in a nightgown of fine white linen, embroidered at neck and sleeves with golden fleur-de-lis—a French touch that suddenly seemed like a provocation in this English room. They brushed out her long dark hair until it shone, dabbed rose water at her throat and wrists, and then, with meaningful glances and a few whispered words of advice, left her alone to await her husband.

Margaret sat on the edge of the vast bed, hands folded in her lap, and waited. And waited.

An hour passed, then another. The fire burned lower. Outside, she could hear the sounds of the wedding celebrations continuing without bride or groom. Occasionally, footsteps would pass her door, but none stopped or entered.

Had she misunderstood? Was Henry expected elsewhere? Or was this some strange English custom no one had thought to explain to her?

Just as she was considering ringing for an attendant, the door finally opened. Henry entered alone, still fully dressed in his formal robes, though he had removed his crown. He stopped short when he saw her sitting there, a flicker of what looked almost like alarm crossing his features.

"My lady," he said with a slight bow. "I thought you would be asleep by now."

Margaret rose and curtseyed. "I was awaiting Your Majesty."

"Ah." A flush crept up Henry's pale cheeks. "Most considerate."

He stood awkwardly just inside the doorway, making no move to approach the bed or to disrobe. Margaret felt a knot of anxiety tighten in her stomach. This was not how her ladies had described a wedding night.

"Would Your Majesty like wine?" she asked, gesturing to the flagon that had been left for them. "Or I could call for food if you are hungry."

"No, no," Henry said quickly. "I require nothing." He paused, then added, "Except perhaps... your understanding, my lady."

Margaret tilted her head questioningly.

Henry moved further into the room but stopped well short of the bed, his hands clasped before him as though in prayer. "I have spent the evening in my private chapel, praying for guidance. I believe God has placed you in my life for a great purpose—to bring peace to our realms, to be my helpmate and companion."

"I hope to be all of those things, Your Majesty," Margaret said carefully.

"Henry," he corrected gently. "And I hope... I hope you will not think less of me if I confess that I have taken certain vows of personal devotion that make... that is to say..." He faltered, his face now crimson with embarrassment.

Understanding dawned on Margaret with a mixture of shock and, surprisingly, relief. Suffolk's cryptic warnings, Henry's absence, his current discomfort—all pointed to one conclusion.

"You wish to preserve your chastity," she said quietly.

Henry's eyes widened with surprise at her directness, then softened with gratitude. "Not forever," he hastened to add. "I understand my duty to the realm, the need for an heir. But I had hoped... that is, I wondered if we might come to know one another first. As friends, as companions in rule. And then, when the time is right..."

He trailed off, watching her face anxiously for her reaction.

Margaret had prepared herself for many possibilities on this wedding night—for pain, for awkwardness, for a stranger's hands upon her body. She had not prepared for this. Yet as the initial shock faded, she found herself not disappointed but intrigued. This gentle, pious man was nothing like she had expected a king to be.

"I think," she said carefully, "that friendship is an excellent foundation for any marriage, royal or otherwise." She offered him a small smile. "And I find myself in need of a friend in this strange new country."

The relief on Henry's face was palpable. "You are most gracious, my lady—Margaret. I feared you would be angry, that you would feel slighted."

She shook her head. "We have many years ahead of us. There is no need to rush what will come in its own time."

It was not entirely a lie. At fifteen, the prospect of postponing the physical aspects of marriage did not greatly trouble her. And there was wisdom in coming to know this strange, gentle king before sharing his bed.

Yet a small voice whispered warnings in the back of her mind. A marriage unconsummated was a marriage that could be annulled. And an heir was the surest way to secure her position in this hostile court.

Henry moved to a cushioned chair near the fire. "May I sit with you awhile? I would know more about you—your life in Anjou, your interests, your thoughts."

Margaret nodded, unexpected warmth blooming in her chest at his genuine interest. "I would like that... Henry."

As they talked quietly into the night—of books they had read, of music they enjoyed, of the gardens at Angers that Margaret already missed—she began to think that perhaps there were worse fates than being married to this thoughtful, awkward king. He listened when she spoke, asked questions that showed he valued her opinions, and shared his own dreams for England with an earnestness that was endearing.

It was only much later, when Henry had retired to his own chambers and Margaret lay alone in the great royal bed, that the full complexity of her situation struck her. She was queen of a country that viewed her with suspicion. Her husband, while kind, was clearly not like other men. And around them circled wolves like the Duke of Gloucester, waiting for any sign of weakness.

Margaret pulled the rich covers around her shoulders and stared into the dying embers of the fire. She had entered England expecting to fight for her husband's affection. Instead, it seemed she would be fighting for much more—for respect, for influence, perhaps even for survival.

I am a daughter of Anjou, she reminded herself fiercely. Descended from emperors. I will not be merely a shadow behind a throne.

In the darkness of her first night as Queen of England, Margaret of Anjou made a silent vow: she would learn this country, master its ways, and make it hers. Whatever it took.

QUEEN OF SHADOWS
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CHAPTER 2: LESSONS IN POWER
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Westminster Palace, London – July 1445

The afternoon sun slanted through the high windows of the queen's solar, gilding the rushes strewn across the floor and warming the tapestried walls. Margaret sat at her writing desk, quill poised over parchment, struggling to compose a letter to her mother in fluent English rather than her native French. After three months in England, she was determined to master the language of her new country, despite the way its harsh consonants seemed to catch in her throat.

"Your Grace might find it easier to dictate to your secretary in French and have him translate," suggested Lady Jacquetta Woodville, watching Margaret's frustration with sympathetic eyes. "There would be no shame in it."

Jacquetta, the Duchess of Bedford, had become Margaret's most trusted lady-in-waiting since her arrival in England. Born to the noble house of Luxembourg, Jacquetta had once been in Margaret's position—a foreign bride navigating the treacherous English court. But whereas Margaret had married a king, Jacquetta had caused scandal by choosing love for her second marriage, wedding a mere knight after her first husband's death.

"If I am to rule alongside the king, I must speak as the English speak," Margaret replied, setting down her quill with a sigh. "My accent already marks me as foreign. I will not compound it by needing translators for every communication."

Jacquetta smiled, her elegant features softening. "You learn quickly, Your Grace. Already your English surpasses what mine was after a full year."

"Necessity is a stern teacher." Margaret rose and moved to the window, gazing out at the Thames flowing past the palace walls. Barges and small boats dotted the water, carrying goods and people through the heart of London. Such a different view from the Loire Valley of her childhood.

"Speaking of lessons," Jacquetta said, joining her at the window, "Lord Suffolk sent word that he wishes to meet with you before the council session this afternoon."

Margaret nodded. In the months since her marriage, Suffolk had continued as her most steadfast ally at court, guiding her through the labyrinth of English politics. It was Suffolk who had arranged for Jacquetta to join her household, recognizing that the duchess's experience would be invaluable to the young queen.

"Did he say what matter requires discussion?"

"Only that it concerns the appointment of your chamberlain, and that discretion is advised."

Margaret's lips tightened. The matter of her household had become yet another battlefield in the war of influence being waged around her. Every position, from her chamberlain down to her most junior lady, was coveted not for the honor of serving the queen but for the access such service provided to the king.

"Then we shall be discreet," Margaret said, turning back to her desk. "But first, I shall finish this letter. My mother worries for me, and I would ease her mind with news of my own hand, however imperfect the script."



The king's privy garden was empty save for Suffolk, who waited beneath the shade of a gnarled apple tree. At Margaret's approach, accompanied only by Jacquetta, he bowed deeply.

"Your Grace honors me with your prompt attention."

"You said the matter was urgent, my lord," Margaret replied, gesturing for him to walk alongside her down a graveled path bordered by herbs and summer roses. "I assume it concerns Lord Sudeley's petition to be named my chamberlain?"

"Indeed. Gloucester means to force Sudeley upon you as a way to place his own eyes and ears in your household."

Margaret had suspected as much. Since her arrival, the Duke of Gloucester—the king's uncle and once-regent during Henry's minority—had made little attempt to mask his resentment of her influence with the king. Though Henry remained as devoted to his uncle as a son, even he had begun to notice Gloucester's efforts to isolate Margaret.

"The king has given me leave to appoint my own household," Margaret said. "Can he not simply deny Gloucester's request?"

Suffolk's hawkish features settled into a grimace. "His Majesty dislikes conflict, especially with his uncle. He will bend to pressure unless you provide him an alternative that allows him to avoid confrontation."

This, too, Margaret had come to understand about her husband. Henry's gentleness, which had at first seemed such a blessing after her fears of a harsh English husband, revealed itself in time as a form of weakness. He would go to great lengths to avoid disputes, seeking compromise even when firmness was required.

"What alternative do you suggest, my lord Suffolk?"

"Appoint someone so unimpeachable that even Gloucester cannot reasonably object. I had thought perhaps Lord Rivers."

"Jacquetta's husband?" Margaret glanced at her lady-in-waiting in surprise.

Jacquetta herself looked equally startled by the suggestion. "My husband is not of sufficient rank for such an appointment, Your Grace. He is but a knight, however well-regarded."

Suffolk nodded. "Which is precisely what makes him perfect. He has no strong political alignments that might frighten the council, yet his marriage to the Duchess of Bedford gives him standing enough for the role. Moreover, your trust in him, Lady Jacquetta, suggests the queen might find him loyal."

Margaret considered this. She had met Richard Woodville, Lord Rivers, only a handful of times, but had found him courteous and intelligent. More importantly, his lack of powerful family connections meant he would owe any advancement entirely to her favor—a circumstance likely to ensure his loyalty.

"There is wisdom in your suggestion, my lord," Margaret said. "But will the king support such an appointment against his uncle's wishes?"

"His Majesty need not oppose his uncle directly. If you make the appointment as is your right, presenting it as already decided, the king need only refrain from countermanding it. Gloucester may rage, but he cannot gainsay the queen without the king's support."

It was a delicate strategy, requiring finesse and timing. Margaret glanced at Jacquetta, who gave an almost imperceptible nod of encouragement.

"Very well. I shall speak with Lord Rivers today, and if he is willing, make the appointment before tomorrow's council meeting."

"A wise decision, Your Grace," Suffolk said with evident relief. "Now, there is another matter we must discuss regarding the situation in Maine."

Margaret tensed. Maine—her childhood home and the territory her uncle, Charles VII of France, demanded as part of her marriage treaty. Its surrender had been promised yet repeatedly delayed, becoming a festering wound in Anglo-French relations.

"What of it?"

"Letters have arrived from King Charles, growing more insistent. He threatens to resume hostilities if the promised territories are not surrendered soon."

"The treaty terms were clear," Margaret said, careful to keep her voice neutral despite the conflict of loyalties she felt. "England agreed to cede Maine as part of the marriage alliance."

Suffolk's expression grew troubled. "Yes, but many in the council now claim they never approved such terms, that I exceeded my authority in negotiating them."

"They lie," Margaret said flatly. "The terms were read before the full council and the king himself gave his assent."

"Memory grows conveniently short when territory is at stake, Your Grace." Suffolk lowered his voice further. "There are those who would use this issue to destroy me—and through me, you. Gloucester chief among them."

Margaret understood the implications all too clearly. If Suffolk fell, she would lose her strongest ally at court. And if the treaty collapsed over Maine, she would be seen as having failed in the primary purpose of her marriage—securing peace between England and France.

"What would you have me do?"

"Speak privately with the king. Remind him of the oath he swore, of the benefits of peace with France. His Majesty values his honor and his word; he will not willingly break a promise once reminded of it."

Margaret nodded slowly. "I shall find an opportunity tonight. The king has requested I join him for private prayer in his chapel."

These evening prayers had become a ritual for them, one of the few times they spent alone together. In the quietude of Henry's private chapel, Margaret had discovered a different side to her husband—still devout, still unworldly, but also thoughtful and sometimes surprisingly perceptive. It was there, away from his councilors and courtiers, that Henry spoke most openly with her.

"Excellent," Suffolk said. "If the king stands firm on Maine, Gloucester's opposition will matter little."

As they turned back toward the palace, Margaret caught sight of a figure watching them from an upper window—a woman's face, framed by an elaborate headdress. Even at this distance, she recognized Eleanor, Duchess of Gloucester, her eyes hard as flint as she observed their conversation.

"We are watched," Margaret murmured.

Suffolk didn't turn or give any sign he had heard, but his voice dropped even lower. "Always, Your Grace. In this court, walls have ears and shadows have eyes. Trust few and confide fully in none."

"Not even you, my lord?" Margaret asked with a hint of wry humor.

Suffolk's mouth twitched in what might have been a smile. "Especially not me, Your Grace. I have my own ambitions, as all men do. Remember that, and we shall deal well together."

His frankness, oddly, reassured her more than protestations of undying loyalty might have done. In a world of facades and false flattery, Suffolk's occasional glimpses of honesty were a rare commodity.



The queen's outer chamber buzzed with activity as ladies-in-waiting, gentlewomen, and pages moved about their evening duties. Margaret sat before her mirror while a maid arranged her hair for her private audience with the king. Jacquetta had just returned from a discreet errand, her expression carefully composed.

"Lord Rivers will attend you at first light tomorrow, Your Grace," she said quietly, dismissing the maid with a gesture. "He is honored by your consideration."

"And did he understand the... delicacy of the appointment?"

"Fully. My husband is no stranger to court politics, despite his relatively modest standing." Jacquetta began to brush Margaret's dark hair herself, an intimacy that allowed them to speak without servants hovering nearby. "He knows he will make enemies by accepting, Gloucester chief among them."

"Yet he agrees nonetheless?"

"He does." A small smile played at Jacquetta's lips. "Richard has never lacked for courage, and he recognizes that the queen's favor may lead to greater things than the duke's enmity can prevent."

Margaret watched Jacquetta's reflection in the polished metal mirror. The duchess was several years her senior, her beauty matured into a serene elegance that Margaret sometimes envied. More than her beauty, though, Margaret envied the certainty with which Jacquetta had chosen her own path, defying convention to marry for love rather than advantage.

"Tell me truly, Lady Jacquetta," Margaret said impulsively, "do you ever regret choosing Lord Rivers over another advantageous match after your first husband's death? The scandal, the loss of status—was love worth such costs?"

Jacquetta's hands stilled in Margaret's hair, her expression thoughtful. "Love is rare enough in this world, Your Grace, and rarer still in the marriages of those of our station. When found, it is a treasure beyond price." She resumed brushing, her strokes gentle and rhythmic. "As for regrets—I have known both kinds of marriage now. One made for politics, with a man thirty years my senior who treated me with courtesy but little warmth. And one made for love, with its attendant joys and sorrows. I would choose the latter again without hesitation."

"Even knowing the price?"

"Especially knowing the price. For now I can measure it against the reward and find the scales balanced in my favor." Jacquetta met Margaret's eyes in the mirror. "But Your Grace must understand—I was widowed and had fulfilled my duty to my first husband's family. My choice was mine to make. A queen's choices are never entirely her own."

The gentle reminder of her position was unnecessary. Margaret knew all too well the constraints of her royal role. Her marriage would never be a love match like Jacquetta's, even if Henry eventually overcame his reluctance to fulfill his marital duties. The best she could hope for was mutual respect and a shared purpose.

"The king is a good man," Margaret said, as much to herself as to Jacquetta. "Kind, pious, well-intentioned."

"All admirable qualities," Jacquetta agreed, setting down the brush and beginning to arrange Margaret's hair in the simple style Henry preferred. "Though perhaps not the qualities that make for a strong king in troubled times."

The observation, though treasonous if overheard, echoed Margaret's own private thoughts. England needed strength, not kindness, at its helm—especially with France regaining power and internal factions threatening stability at home.

"Then perhaps," Margaret said carefully, "a strong queen might complement where a gentle king lacks."

Jacquetta's hands paused momentarily, then continued their work. "A delicate balance to strike, Your Grace. History has not been kind to queens who appear to reach for their husbands' power."

"I would not reach for Henry's power," Margaret protested. "Only help him exercise it more effectively, for England's good and his own."

"The distinction will be lost on many, particularly men like Gloucester who believe a woman's only role in governance is to produce male heirs." Jacquetta secured the last pins in Margaret's hair and stepped back to survey her work. "Which brings us to a matter I have hesitated to broach, but as your friend and lady, I must ask—has the king yet visited your bed as a husband?"

Heat rushed to Margaret's cheeks. "He has not."

Three months married, and still Henry came no further than kissing her hand or cheek. Their evenings often ended with long conversations about theology, music, or the illuminated manuscripts Henry commissioned, but never progressed to the intimacy expected of royal spouses.

"This cannot continue indefinitely," Jacquetta said gently. "Without an heir, your position remains precarious."

"I know," Margaret replied, rising from her seat and smoothing the folds of her gown. "But I cannot force his affections. He speaks of waiting for divine guidance, of building our companionship first." She paused, vulnerability showing through her queenly composure. "Perhaps he simply finds me unappealing."

"Nonsense," Jacquetta said firmly. "You are young, beautiful, and intelligent—any man would consider himself fortunate. The king's reluctance stems from his own nature, not any lack in you." She hesitated, then added more delicately, "Some men require... encouragement in these matters. Particularly those of a devout temperament, who may view fleshly desires with suspicion."

"You suggest I... seduce the king?" The very idea seemed absurd to Margaret. Her knowledge of such matters was theoretical at best, gleaned from whispered conversations among her mother's ladies and a brief, clinical explanation of marital duties before her wedding.

"I suggest you help the king see that physical love between husband and wife is not contrary to spiritual devotion, but part of God's plan for marriage." Jacquetta adjusted the golden circlet on Margaret's hair. "The Song of Solomon speaks of love between man and woman in terms both passionate and sacred. Perhaps start there, in your discussions of scripture."

It was not bad advice, Margaret had to admit. Henry responded well to theological arguments, finding in them a framework for understanding the world.

"I shall consider it," she said, squaring her shoulders. "But tonight I must first secure his support on the matter of my chamberlain and remind him of his promise regarding Maine. Matters of state before matters of the bedchamber."

Jacquetta smiled approvingly. "A queen's priorities, indeed."



Henry's private chapel was a jewel box of devotion, its walls adorned with intricate carvings and paintings of saints, its altar gleaming with gold and silver. Margaret found her husband already kneeling in prayer, his slender form silhouetted against the glow of dozens of candles.

He rose when he heard her enter, turning with a smile that transformed his solemn features. "Margaret. You come at the perfect hour. I was just praying for wisdom in matters of governance."

"Then perhaps God has timed my arrival to provide some small measure of it," she replied, dropping into a curtsey before joining him at the prie-dieu.

They prayed together in comfortable silence for several minutes, Margaret's mind only half on her devotions as she considered how best to approach her requests. When Henry finally sat back on his heels with a contented sigh, she seized her opportunity.

"I've been thinking about the organization of my household," she began carefully. "As the matter of my chamberlain remains unsettled."

Henry's expression clouded slightly. "My uncle believes Lord Sudeley would serve you well."

"No doubt Lord Sudeley is capable," Margaret acknowledged, "but I had hoped to appoint someone with whom I've already established a rapport. Someone like Lord Rivers, perhaps."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
QUEEN OF
SHADOWS

NATHALIE COX





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





