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About the Book


England, 1399. A treacherous plot has been hatched to depose King Richard and install Henry Bolingbroke on the English throne.


With the aid of his powerful friend Hotspur, Henry is victorious. But, crowned Henry IV, he rules a kingdom in crisis. In Wales, rebellion threatens. Henry’s heir, Hal, is named Prince of Wales but the Welsh have a prince of their own blood and he is calling them to arms. 


More dangerous still, a rift is opening between Henry, Hotspur and Hal. As tension mounts, the three men are inexorably drawn into a bloody collision on which the fate of the realm will hang …


   

PROLOGUE


SEPTEMBER, 1399


TO


MARCH, 1400
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September to October, 1399


The boy was not yet two months past his twelfth birthday, but tall and well-grown for his age, with long, slender bones, a lofty carriage, and the light, gawky, mettlesome gait of a high-bred colt. The burnished hair that curved in a close-fitting cap about his head was a rich chestnut, and the eyes that stared guardedly out of his solemn oval face were hazel, coloured like sunlit water over variegated pebbles, and like running water, inscrutable and inapprehensible. His chin was firm, and strongly cleft, a chin to be reckoned with, even while he walked unsteadily on English earth after his long adjustment to the vagaries of the Irish sea, and looked about him like one lost and uncertain of his ground, thus abruptly restored to the arms of a father he knew but very imperfectly, and released from the durance of a king he had known intimately and affectionately, and without whom he was lame and at a loss.


They had sent a ship from Chester to fetch him out of his captivity – for they insisted that he had been a captive – along with his fellow-hostage, sickly-cousin Humphrey of Gloucester, and the trappings of King Richard’s chapel, left behind with the boys when the tocsin sounded. He remembered the voyage now as one remembers the last dream before waking, the turmoil of his own mind, the uncertainty that lay before him, the fury of the seas, which by contrast hardly troubled his long agile legs, and never his stomach, the dogged advances that were beaten back for so many days, as though the elements willed to fulfil his own suppressed half-longing to be back in Ireland on the old terms. But there was no going back; he knew already that there is never any going back.


Humphrey had died on the crossing, and it had meant almost nothing to him, the withdrawal of so pale a presence that he hardly noted its extinction. They had never had anything in common. He had been sorry about it, as one should be sorry when a relative dies; a formal acknowledgement, like the sign of the cross. But then they had limped successfully into Chester at last, and only when he had stepped ashore into a world of ceremony had he felt the sea turning his head into a weathercock and his legs to willow wands.


He had everything to learn again in a new way. For he had seen at once, by the deference paid him, by the adulation that surrounded him, that he was now, whether they dared yet utter it or not, the king’s son. And he learned quickly, for all the look of blank incomprehension that kept his face stony and mute so many days and weeks, for all the custody he kept of his tongue, speaking dutifully and low, and of his eyes, veiled and lonely. He could not choose but learn quickly what seduced him so irresistibly. For he had within him a deep, insatiable appetite for glory.


So he embraced his father, kissed the hand that fondled him, answered all questions with circumspection, and so far as he could truthfully, walled up within him all the doubts no one had time to answer, took his place with determination a pace ahead of his brother Thomas, who was little more than a year his junior but still a child, and lived from day to day and hour to hour, looking no further ahead than nightfall.


He made only one mistake, and that came late, after he had lowered his guard. Throughout that strange parliament of September 30th – if it was a parliament, for the king who had issued the writs for it had resigned his throne, so they were told, the day before it assembled, and every official and every magnate scrupulously avoided the use of the committed, the legal word, and spoke rather of a gathering of the estates of the realm – throughout that extraordinary meeting, whatever its true title, he had stepped delicately, looked austerely, and held his peace, never setting a foot astray. Though the sight of the empty throne, draped with its cloth of gold, had caused his heart to turn within him, and his eyes to sketch in there involuntarily the familiar slight figure that was missing, with its fair hair and fair face, cleanshaven, sensitive and melancholy in repose. But Richard was in the Tower. A commission of the estates had visited him there the previous day, and he had declared himself willing and ready to resign the crown, and yielded up his signet ring to Henry of Bolingbroke. ‘For if it rest with me,’ so they had reported him, ‘I could wish that my cousin should be my successor.’


The record of his renunciation had been read aloud in Latin and in English by Archbishop Scrope, and then, to better the legality of the occasion, they had added a long catalogue of the articles charged against Richard’s mismanagement of the kingdom, thirty-two items in all. And by acclamation the estates had accepted his abdication, and set up instantly a commission to carry out the formal deposition, which they had done in all solemnity, standing before the vacant throne and declaring it as empty of majesty as the boy’s practical eyes had already seen it to be. He had been afraid that he would have to enter into Richard’s presence. He should have been afraid rather, if he had had more experience, of this glaring absence and loud silence. He should have been afraid of what he felt now in his bones, that he would never see Richard again. His charm was too well known, his following still too great, his eloquence too persuasive; neither then nor at any future time would Richard be allowed to walk into Westminster Hall and speak in his own defence.


And then Henry of Bolingbroke, duke of Lancaster, had risen in his place, and laid claim in good English to the realm and crown of England, by his direct descent from King Henry the Third, by the grace of God which had plainly stood by him and approved him in giving England into his hand, and by the need the country had of right governance by a strong man. And the estates had declared their acceptance of him as king, witnessed the testimony of Richard’s signet ring, and set him on the throne.


The boy had been unable to suppress the glow of excitement within him as he saw his father seated in state; but this, too, he had contained, keeping a magisterial face and a still tongue, a magnate among magnates, grave when they consulted him, saying little but when he had an inner certainty what to say. All through the conferences of state that followed, while the offices of power were prudently filled with trusted Lancaster retainers, while Northumberland and Westmorland, those inveterate allies and rivals, were wisely invested with equal honours as constable and marshal of England respectively, and silly little Thomas was set up exultantly as steward of England, and put to work allotting rights and roles in the coronation ceremonies, with the earl of Worcester to hold his hand when he got frightened, the boy carried himself royally and unobtrusively, knowing well in his burning dreams that there was something greater in reserve for him.


And then, after all his care, he had to make his one mistake; for by nature and inclination he was open, impulsive and warm, quick in affection and direct in speech, and it was only by early and wincing experience that he had learned circumspection. So when King Henry declared his intention of knighting all his sons at the Tower on the eve of his coronation, the boy looked with tolerant disdain on the jubilant excitement of his three younger brothers, and said at once: ‘I am a knight already.’


‘Are you so!’ said the king, sharply but softly. ‘And where did this befall, and who knighted you?’


‘The king,’ said the boy without a thought, ‘in Ireland.’


He could have bitten out his tongue the moment it was said. He held his breath, but there was no outburst and no protest, only a frozen stillness that arrested the very stirring of the blood in his father’s florid cheeks, and the motion of his long hand in the folds of his gown. The full brown eyes, which had been fixed upon the boy’s face, lengthened their focus upon something far beyond, piercing through his flesh like needles so fine that he felt no pain. And then the youngest boy, Humphrey, began to clamour gaily about Sunday’s great ceremony, and the stillness warmed and moved again, and they two moved with it, each with infinite caution and gentleness, not to startle and confound the other. And strangely this impulse of ruth, of mutual consideration and regret, drew them closer together for a moment, so that there was no bitterness in it when the king said: ‘Then you need no ministrations of mine!’ even though his smile was wry.


‘Sir,’ said the boy, low-voiced and with aching care, ‘I need always your example and your grace.’


Nevertheless, he took good heed that there should be no second such slip on his part.


They gave him the sword of justice, the unsheathed Curtana, to carry at his father’s coronation. Long before the ceremony in the abbey was over he had learned one of the basic lessons of his life, that justice is a burden heavy to bear.


His wrists ached maintaining the Curtana upright and unmoving all through the long processional walk and throughout the consecration. His head swam a little with the smoke of torches and cressets, and the dazzle of so much gold and scarlet and silk and miniver and jewellery, and the scent of incense and oil, and the chanting, and the monotone of the archbishop’s voice. Now that his hands were free, and the sword girded about his father’s loins, he could stand back, his duty done, and marvel at what he saw, the royal head crowned and anointed, the royal hand gripping the sceptre, with an assertion of possession that expected now no challenge.


That is England he is holding, the boy thought. It is his now. And I am his firstborn son, and what is his will some day be mine. And all the while he could not shake out from his heart the conviction that it was still Richard’s.


Richard had done impermissible things, they said, things which undid the good governance of the state, and made him unfit to rule. As the powers of life and death must be kept out of the hands of children and madmen, so they had had no choice but to take them out of Richard’s hands, for the saving of his realm and his people, and give them to a responsible man of the blood royal, capable of restoring order, peace and justice. The word recurred wherever he turned his mind, like the sword at the gate of the garden closing every way.


He could not quarrel with their condemnation of Richard, for who had known him better? There had been impositions never sanctioned by law, extortions, extravagances, he knew all that. He knew how his own father had been exiled without cause – a year ago this very day he had left England, the day of St Edward the Confessor. Was that why he had chosen this same day for his triumph? And when Grandfather of Lancaster had died, last February, Richard had revoked the license of his heir’s attorneys to receive the inheritance, and declared him perpetually banished, and all the possessions of the house of Lancaster forfeit to the crown. Which was rankest robbery, not to be borne by any nobleman of spirit, not to be tolerated by any of his peers. The crime was gross and open; he had known it for what it was even then, hedged about as he was from the worst buffetings of fortune by the indulgence and luxury of his place at court. For no sooner had his father quitted England than Richard had taken the son into his own household, and used him as a son, and a favourite son at that. Richard had no children. And he had loved his first queen out of all measure, and for any child of hers would have laid down his life and his kingdom and all, without a qualm. He had kept the borrowed boy always about him, lavished gifts on him, ridden with him, played with him – when had his real father ever found time or inclination to play? – and prophesied great things of him, taking such delight in his wisdom and his prowess that the boy grew like a nursed sapling during the year Richard had charge of him. A whole year! When had he ever had so much of his own father’s time and interest? He peered back through the mist of smoke and gold into his infancy, and what he saw of his father was an eternal departing, once for a year of crusading in the north of Europe with the Teutonic Knights, often for some diplomatic mission into France, once on a whole year’s pilgrimage to the Holy Land. Always busy, always abstracted, always grave, his father had been a distant and revered figure, almost without features for him. After his mother’s death – of her he remembered warm arms and a silken lap, but a wan, worn face at once childlike and old – he had been brought up by a series of careful tutors in the houses of noble kinswomen, and surely his father had always made his arrangements for his children with the most loving care – but distantly. Richard had been always near, always accessible, always playful and attentive. The boy had no illusions; he had seen that comely face distorted with anger and hatred, but never towards him, had heard that mellifluous voice raised in vituperation, but never against him. More, he well remembered the year when Richard’s Anne had died in June, and his own mother in July. He had been only six years old, but he remembered the dry, formal mourning in his father’s household, the mild sadness and the marshalling of life into its new shape without her. And he remembered Richard’s appalling grief as a cataclysm like the end of the world. He had climbed into his lap to hug and comfort him, when none but the children dared go near, and he had not been repulsed even then, but gentled and reassured, and Richard’s tears had been stemmed to put away his tears.


Now they told him – and he did not argue the issue – that he had been taken into the king’s household, and borne away with him to Ireland when he sailed to quell the rebellion there, as a useful hostage to compel his father’s quiescence. Yet if that was truth, why had not Richard ever made use of him as a bargaining counter? They said he had been left behind in Trim for the same reason, when Richard got word of his cousin’s landing in England to claim his inheritance – a prisoner and a hostage. But still no ill use had ever been made of him. Richard could have threatened and bargained with his protégé’s life had he been so minded, but he had never done so. Nor, looking back now, could the boy feel that he had ever experienced imprisonment, or felt himself to be in any danger at Richard’s hands. What he remembered was riding and hunting in the king’s company, and being praised and made much of, and dubbed a knight. And above all, one perilous interview, after the news had reached Ireland that his father had landed at Ravenspur in arms, in defiance of the king’s order of perpetual banishment. In dread and confusion the boy had begged his way to Richard’s side, to plead his own innocence and helplessness in whatever enterprise his father was undertaking against the Crown. And even then Richard had embraced him gently, and reassured him that he knew him guiltless and would hold him immune against all reproach, eternally his cherished cousin. Was he to forget so soon the voice that had cajoled and coaxed him, and the kind arm flung about his shoulders in the hour of his bewilderment and fear?


He forced his drooping eyelids wide, and the light glistened on the oil that gilded his father’s temples. It was no common oil, this, but the miraculous phial of oil which was said to have been presented by the Blessed Virgin to St Thomas a’Becket, and afterwards secreted in the Tower, where Richard had rediscovered it too late for his own anointing. Had God, perhaps, covered it with his divine hand to preserve it for this day, in token of his approval of the Lancastrian accession? The boy clung to the hope with a desperation which was its own betrayal. And yet what choice was there left? What could his father do but step into the vacant place? And what could England do but hale him in, and be grateful? Someone had to carry the burden. Justice without vindictiveness – that was the significance of the load he had carried for more than three hours this day. Richard’s justice had often been vindictive enough, but so had the justice used against him when his star was low in the sky.


The gold and the glitter danced before his eyes. He looked from face to face along the ranks of the king’s new officers, and he saw the old Lancaster household raised to a higher power with its master. John Scarle, chancellor of England, John Norbury, treasurer – who would have thought to see mere squires, not even clerks, raised to such eminence? The king knew where to place his trust. Sir Thomas Erpyngham, chamberlain of the royal household, Sir Thomas Rempston, steward – all old names associated long since with the house of Lancaster, and placing there all their loyalty, lifelong. And able men, too. Why should not the qualities that held up the duchy of Lancaster hold up the kingdom just as securely?


On one side of the throne, bearing Lancaster sword, the sword the king had worn at Ravenspur, stood the earl of Northumberland, constable of England, tall and leathery and lean, with a hawk’s face and a short black beard, very splendid in his dress; on the other Ralph Neville, earl of Westmorland and marshal of England, younger, shorter, a burly figure and a chill, watchful face. They were kinsmen, and rivals. Between them they ruled the north, and each of them had always a hand spread protectively over his own share, in case the other took one step too many and infringed his border.


He turned his head a little to shake the dazzle out of his eyes, and looked into another face. The likeness to Northumberland was faint, but it was there, in the bold, arched nose, the jutting cheekbones, the line in which the crisp dark hair curved on the broad brow. But this was a wider face, with more generous features; and beardless, shaven clean from high brown temples to broad brown jaw. The dark eyes, large and very wide-set, gazed intently and candidly at the king, memorising every detail of the mystical descent of royalty, with more of detached curiosity than of envy or adulation. He stood easily, relaxed and at peace, his long mouth critically curved, watching the archbishops do their part, as he had already done his. And what filled the boy with a sudden ease and confidence, he looked upon his work as a man looks who has no doubts at all.


He was by no means the most elaborately splendid of the lords assembled close about the throne, rather sober and plain in his attire under his ceremonial scarlet and miniver; yet he wore his brown and gold with an elegance that came all from his indifference to it, and set him apart from his fellows. There would always be something to set him apart. He was not the tallest, yet any who scanned the line of heads must halt, if only momentarily, at his. He was not the handsomest, and yet the eyes that once lit on him must turn back to look at him again, and more attentively.


The boy thought, with a small shock of realisation: He looks years younger than my father, and he is nearly two years older! For he knew him well; there were none who frequented Richard’s court who did not know him, and few, surely, in England north of the Humber. One of the first to ride to the support of King Henry, haring hotly down out of Northumberland to offer his sword, with his father the earl, and his uncle the earl of Worcester, drawn along irresistibly on his heels, and the blue lion of the Percies flying at his back over a formidable array of cavalry and archers. The Lord Henry Percy, knight of the Garter, warden of the east march towards Scotland, sometime governor of Bordeaux, the man the Scots raiders had named Hotspur, by reason of the ardour and impetuosity with which he hunted them back over their border as often as they ventured south. The name was in common use now, even the Londoners knew it and called him by it, so well did it fit him. And here he stood aloof and thoughtful in repose, watching the consummation of his own labours, and not angling for a leading role in the play, nor eyeing those who had managed to secure some ceremonial morsel for themselves. He had no need to call himself to the king’s notice; the king could not choose but notice him.


The boy knew by this time what his own future was to be. Tomorrow parliament would reconvene, a constitutional parliament this time, called and attended by a crowned and anointed king, and one day later the king’s firstborn son was to be installed as prince of Wales, duke of Cornwall, earl of Chester, and heir to the throne. It was not merely a king they were creating, but a dynasty. The nominal command in his principality would be his from then on, but he knew his father’s situation too well to suppose that as yet it would be anything but nominal. There would be a governor placed at his back to guide him and preside over his council until he came to years of discretion; and the only thing he did not know as yet, because as yet it was not even decided, was whose was to be the hand on his shoulder and the voice in his ear.


He watched Hotspur, and his heart fixed upon him and coveted him. He was mistrustful of the obsequious, the thrusting, the ambitious, he did not want to be courted and protected and flattered, hedged about with ceremony. The king owed much to the Percies. Hotspur was his friend and contemporary, knighted on the same day by old King Edward, with Richard to make the third in the illustrious company. It might well be possible to turn the king’s mind towards so close and congenial an ally as the guardian of his heir. Only he must refrain from any open asking, for what he begged for would surely be suspect, and probably denied him. It was for him to conduct himself in such a way that it should end by his having Hotspur imposed upon him, and dutifully but without open gladness accepting his father’s fiat. He did not even understand or question how he knew so much; it came to him as inevitable knowledge that princes, especially heirs apparent, must get their way of kings only by roundabout means, and by seeming not to get it.


To have learned that was half his battle already won. The rest, he knew, was not past his powers.


At the great banquet that followed the coronation the constable and the marshal of England rode into the hall on horseback, and the king’s champion, Sir Thomas Dymock, paced in after them in full harness, according to custom, and offered to do battle with anyone who challenged the king’s right and title.


The king raised his voice and his head, gazing down the full length of the room. ‘I thank you, Sir Thomas,’ he said, ‘but if the need ever arise, you shall find I can and will defend my crown in my own person.’


In the clamour and gaiety of the feasting there was one brief instant of silence, soon bridged and soon forgotten, in which every man present suffered the momentary, and of course absurd, delusion that the words had been addressed directly to him, and with intent.


On the 21st of October Lord Henry Percy’s appointment as warden of the east march towards Scotland was renewed, with the grants of the castles of Berwick and Roxburgh; and some days later he was appointed justiciar of North Wales and Chester, sheriff of Northumberland and Flintshire, constable of the castles of Chester, Flint, Conway and Carnarvon, with the grant for life of the Isle of Anglesey and castle of Beaumaris, and the castle and lordship of Bamburgh. The Welsh appointment made him also guardian and head-of-council to the prince of Wales.


As for the prince of Wales himself, already securely installed in his special seat in parliament, and invested with the rod and ring of his principality, he sat with an impassive face to hear the name of his governor, and showed no emotion but that of a dutiful son acquiescing in the declared wish of his lord and father.


There was one more notable incident to record, before this parliament ended, though few recognised it at the time as worthy of note. Among the various petitioners to the assembly came a tall, black-bearded gentleman of considerable address and presence, bringing a plea for judgment of a dispute with Reginald, Lord Grey of Ruthyn, over land which the appellant claimed as part of his inheritance, but which he alleged Grey was forcibly occupying in defiance of his right. The plaintiff was himself skilled in pleading, being a scholar and a graduate of the Inns of Court, an education only the well-to-do could afford; but he had the misfortune to be Welsh. He might hold direct from the crown lands in Wales which his forefathers had ruled as native princes, and he might be married to the daughter of a judge of the King’s Bench, and be a man of substance in his own country, but in the balance against a notable supporter of the king and a pillar of English power in Denbigh and Flint he was too light to be taken seriously. The assembly declined to receive his petition.


He applied for an audience of the king. The king frowned over the request, hesitated, weighed the value to him of Reginald de Grey, and shook his head.


‘The man was formerly in your Grace’s service,’ said John Norbury fairly. ‘There is some small merit in his case, on the face of it.’


‘Grey assures me there is none. I have spoken with him. He has already had trouble with this turbulent neighbour. No, I cannot let the matter be opened. Lord Grey’s lands are vital to us on that border. I will not see him.’


The prince and Hotspur were entering the king’s antechamber as the petitioner left it. They saw the normally expectant but muted assembly within suddenly cleft and turned aside on either hand, like soil before the ploughshare, or the Red Sea riven to give passage to the host of Israel, before the striding withdrawal of a tall personage in dark, rich clothing, who gripped with both hands a tight roll of parchments, much as the marshal of the lists grips a truncheon before the onset. They saw the glitter of fixed black eyes in a gauntly handsome face, and even the short, pointed black beard could not conceal the bitter set of the long mouth, clamped tight with rage and offence. He swept by them, the wind of his passage fluttering their hair, and the skirts of his gown swirled through the doorway like a breaking wave, and vanished. And all in controlled and formidable silence.


‘Who was that?’ Hotspur demanded with raised brows. ‘The fellow who went out in a fury?’


‘Some Welsh kern with a grievance against Lord Grey. There’s a plot of ground in dispute between them, somewhere in Glyndyfrdwy. The king would not see him.’


‘Welsh?’ the prince echoed, and jerked his chin over his shoulder to stare after the vanished appellant.


‘It seems we shall have interesting neighbours in Chester,’ Hotspur remarked, and his smile was still a little astonished, and more than a little thoughtful. ‘Take good note of the face, Hal, for if he keeps his present mind we may well be seeing more of it. How is he called, this Welsh kern with a grievance?’


‘Oh, he’s more than that, I grant you. He’s a gentleman of coat-armour, and married to Sir David Hanmer’s daughter, his master in the Inns,’ said Sir Thomas Rempston the steward. ‘They call him Owen of Glendower.’




2


January to March, 1400


Before the new year and the new century were two weeks old, the king was shown all too clearly that the Virgin’s miraculous oil and his own direct descent from Henry the Third had not yet convinced the entire world of his title to the throne. By a matter of hours he escaped falling into the hands of an alliance of earls and churchmen bent on the restoration of Richard. With London’s help he raised an army to defend his throne and his life; he was at his active best when he was forced, as he himself had prophesied, to be his own champion and stand to arms for his own title. By the fourteenth of January the conspiracy was shattered and the danger over. All the chief conspirators were dead: the earls of Kent and Salisbury, Lord Lumley, Sir Thomas Blount, Sir Bernard Brocas, Sir Thomas Shelley – the list was long, and only the clerics escaped it. It was grievous that there were so many of them. The king revered the church, and felt the sting of its apparent singular want of reverence for him; but he kept his hands, as yet, from killing its priests.


It was the first reaction against the usurpation, and he knew it could not be the last. It had happened round about Christmas time, the season barely ending, and all the northern earls who were his main military strength were away keeping the feast in their own estates. The conspirators had counted on that. But they had been absurdly inefficient and disorganised, and their only achievement had been to show that Richard’s influence and cause, like Richard himself, were very much alive, that tenure of his throne by another was threatened every moment while he, and they, continued alive. Parliament had agreed in October that he should be kept in close ward, and none of his former associates allowed access to him. He had been removed quietly by night from the Tower to Leeds castle, in Kent, and thence to the king’s own castle of Pontefract, remote from the centre of emotion and seat of government. Yet still he was ever-present, and the silence was full of his voice.


Full also of rumours concerning him, each one as dangerous as his very presence. He had escaped, it was whispered, and taken refuge in Scotland, where King Robert had sheltered him and was planning to help him recover his own. And indeed the Scottish border was causing the king great anxiety. How better to assert the effectiveness of his tenure than by mounting a punitive expedition against Scotland? And how better to discourage the belligerence of France? Let his own subjects see the power of his hand, and let the kings of Europe take his measure, and debate carefully before they denied his claim.


He did not wish to call a second parliament so soon, or so soon to be asking them for money which they had already shown they were reluctant to grant. But money he needed if he was to raise and equip an army. For such a purpose the lords spiritual and temporal might consent to make private loans, and there need be no publicity and no unseemly haggling. So it was a great council that he called at Westminster on February the 9th; the two archbishops, eleven bishops, five earls and fourteen other lords, besides the usual officials and clerks. The prince of Wales was away at his post in Chester, and Hotspur was with him; what passed at this council passed without their participation.


Whatever other business was transacted that day in Westminster, the strangest items, in their wording if not in their content, related to the safekeeping of the king and the kingdom, after the recent alarm. For the council laid down the principle that if Richard were still alive (‘as they supposed’) he should be securely guarded for the safety of the realm. And in the next breath they recommended that ‘if he were no longer alive’ his body should be shown publicly to as many people as possible, to quash the rumours of his escape to Scotland.


Council had spoken with the tongues of prophecy or of fore-knowledge. For in Pontefract castle Richard already lay dead.


The bent of the prince’s mind was intuitively aristocratic. He acknowledged the eminence of his position, and his heart embraced with fervour the role assigned him, and with it all its possibilities of glory and all its heavy responsibilities. The first few weeks of close association with another creature of the same make had confirmed him in all the courses his nature dictated, and encouraged him to prodigies of flattering imitation. His ambition and passion for excellence would not let him remit one scruple of the obligations he felt incumbent upon him. Innocent arrogance drove him to be unflagging in service, unsparing in consideration, always accessible, passionately just. It was not enough for him to be assured by his accountant that his bills were paid, or by his quartermaster that his castles were adequately provisioned; he wanted to be shown the books, and taught to understand and check them for himself, to go over the list of stores and ponder whether something of importance had not been omitted. He was not satisfied with reports on armaments, or assurances that his garrisons were well-housed and content with their conditions; he would visit both the armouries and the guardrooms, and see and enquire for himself. More, through judicious study of his model he learned to do as much without affronting the lieutenants on whose efficiency he was passing judgment, so long as they had done their work properly, and were not afraid to have it inspected. He learned to compliment, but did so sparingly; to criticise, and that he did boldly, but without malice or offence; and sometimes to condemn, which he did with absolute candour and indignation, sure of his own mind. But that was rare, for he had a warm and eager heart, willing to love and approve, and childishly hopeful of inflaming others with its own incandescent enthusiasm.


And then they sent him word that Richard was dead. Suddenly, the circumstances unexplained, or barely explained, the fact gross, obstructive, cutting off the sun. And here was this prince, a public person, exposed at the age of twelve, and compelled to maintain, in shadow as in sunlight, his impassive and impartial face towards the world that relied on him. And so he did. He had not, after all, been completely unprepared; innocence was some way behind him.


The only craven thing he did – and he never quite forgave himself for it – was to suffer from a fancied fever that exempted him from riding south with Hotspur to the funeral rites of the dead king. But while he waited for his mentor to return he did not hide himself, or spare any effort of his, or let the measure of the day escape him. He had learned very much in a few months, and most of it from one man.


And when he heard the hoof-beats clash into the courtyard of his lodging in Chester, on a frost-filmed afternoon of early March, and recognised from the window of his chamber the arms and livery of Percy, he dismissed his tutor at once, and with the proud courtesy he had learned from his idol, ran down into the court to welcome him in person, holding his stirrup like a well-trained page. Princes alone may condescend to be pages for their guests; the lesser nobility have no such grace, and no such compulsion. The penalty and privilege of pre-eminence is that no detail is too trivial, no desert too low, to be taken into account and held in respect.


Hotspur had kicked his feet free of the stirrups, in his usual vehement fashion, to vault down unaided, but he slid his toes gently back in a token pressure into the iron, just touching the attentive fingers, and descended decorously. The hem of his cloak fell free, and encircled the prince’s braced shoulder. A face as grave as the encroaching frost stared up at him, unblinking.


‘You’re welcome back, my lord,’ said the boy with ceremony, for the grooms and pages hovered, ready to take the horse from his hand, and the Percy retinue was pacing in on its lord’s heels. ‘Lay your hand on my shoulder, and come in.’


He was aware of being studied with sharp attention, though unobtrusively. ‘I trust I see your Grace in better health,’ said Hotspur.


‘I am quite well, I thank you, my lord. Had you good travelling?’


‘The road was well enough. The errand was not so happy. You’ve had quiet days here?’


‘No trouble. I’m very well provided, you have seen to that. Shall we go in? I should be glad to hear your news, when you are rested after your ride.’


The groom recognised the moment to take the bridle from the prince’s hand, and lead the horse away. The stir and flurry of knights and squires dismounting filled the courtyard. Hotspur stooped and touched his lips lightly to the boy’s fingers, and walked with him into the house. His spurred boots rang on the stone stairway.


‘I had rather give it now. I need no rest, and you, as I conceive, will rest the better when we have talked.’ They were out of the general eye now, and in private they observed much respect but no ceremony. ‘God knows, Hal,’ he said, as he closed the door of the prince’s study and drew the heavy curtain over it, ‘I have good reason to understand the measure of your sadness. The king asked most kindly and solicitously after you.’


He dropped the cloak from about him, and stretched out his booted legs under the short, furred riding-coat, with a long sigh. Sometimes, when the matter was too heavy, or charged with feeling, speech came haltingly from him, even with a slight impediment that blocked utterance until he drove at it as at a quick-set hedge, and sheared his way through with words as impetuous as swords. But the boy already mattered to him so much that restraint was vital. Almost as vital as truth, which between these two was a matter of life and death.


He looked up at length, and fixed his eyes on the hazel eyes that gazed back no less earnestly at him, out of the long oval of that solemn face. ‘I never thought that it could end so, but so it ends! He is out of his pains, Hal. Whether all was done well or much done ill, only God knows, but what is done is done, and we have work still to do. I know nothing that can assoil us but doing it better than aforetime.’


‘He was good to me,’ said the prince, slowly and carefully. ‘There may be many have the right to say he was not good to them, but I cannot say so. Even when the event made me his enemy, he did not so use me, and when he might have made profit of me, he did not so abuse me, either.’


‘I grew up very close to him,’ said Hotspur gently, ‘and there was a time when I knew him well. I tell you, this Richard was as good and feeling a creature as walks in England, could he have been no more than a man. That he was born to the crown was a disaster for him and for England, and they have both suffered for it.’


The fixed and guarded face quivered, like a sudden wind over still waters. ‘Did you see him?’


‘I saw him. They brought the coffin from Pontefract by daily stages, and let him be seen wherever they halted for the night. Then he lay in Paul’s for two days before the funeral service. They uncovered him for all to see. It is needful,’ he said gently, marking the sudden brief convulsion of the set lips, and the flutter of the large eyelids resentfully blinking back tears. ‘Rumour would have him already escaped and in Scotland, and Scotland is sore enough irritation without the ghost of Richard. Believe me, you would not have been shocked at what was shown us. He was not even greatly changed. Except that never until then had I seen him at peace. He was a man greatly tossed by every wind, as you yourself well know.’


And the boy did know it, perhaps better than any, for the very reason that those contrary winds had never blown cold or rough upon him. He gazed earnestly at his companion, trying to penetrate where he was accustomed to entering freely; for Hotspur had never yet told him anything but truth, even when the truth was short and stinging, provoked by some negligence or levity or mistaken stubbornness on the pupil’s part. They spoke out to each other, in private, and bore no grudges. No, of all people on earth, Hotspur would not lie to him.


And yet he could not give utterance to what lay heavy and certain in his mind. He needed the answers bitterly, but the questions were too terrible to be posed. He could not do it without exposing himself, and that was more than he could bear. This position he held was a fortress which, once surrendered, he would never be able to recover.


‘There was no mark nor blemish on him,’ said Hotspur, aware of a crying need, but not yet clear how to supply it. ‘Only the mark of the choice he himself made. He was emaciated – so lean, so light, I could have lifted him in my arms like a child.’


The prince asked, in his clear, girlish voice, and never turning away his eyes: ‘What have they done with him?’


‘Given him every possible funeral honour. There was a great service at Paul’s – the king himself was a pallbearer.’


Yes, thought the boy, coldly and critically within his own closed mind, he could well afford to take some part in the charade; it would be a relief to his feelings, and more decorous than dancing on Richard’s grave.


‘And where have they laid him? Not in the abbey with his queen?’


‘At King’s Langley. The Black Friars there took his coffin in charge, and the bishop of Lichfield buried him.’


Not deep enough, thought the prince. He will be out of his grave and over the border before ever my father raises these loans to fit out his force for Scotland. No matter how he hurries, Richard will still be ahead of him. And he thought of his own strange situation, prince here of a principality he desired with all his heart, heir to a kingdom he knew he could rule, bound to a people for whom he felt as his own close kin: and with what title, what morsel of right? And from the moment his fingers had closed upon the prize, he knew he could not for his life leave go.


The tide of his own outrage and grief and frustration rose in him and swept his guard away, like a straw bale poised against a flood. In a harsh cry of pain he demanded: ‘And you have no doubts at all?’


He was appalled by the sound of his own voice as soon as it was out, and jerked his head aside to stare blindly out at the grey sky above the gatehouse roof, aware of the magnitude of his self-betrayal, and shaken into as deep a desperation as that royal despair of Richard’s in which he did not believe. He waited with held breath for the inevitable parrying denial; and what he heard was Hotspur’s voice, roused and turbulent, saying:


‘Doubts? Ay, have I, and many and grievous, too! Do you think there’s one of us that is not looking back now in torment of mind, questioning at every move what we did well, and what was ill-done? Death makes a man turn his head and re-examine his conscience. Do you think any man of us all ever dreamed of driving him to his end this way, or any other way? Yet we have done it – taken away from him everything that held him back from a despair like a mortal sickness. He was fallen so low, Hal, that he turned his face to the wall and refused food, and there was not one creature there with the wit to sound an alarm before it was too late. When they brought the physicians to him, and persuaded him to take food, he was too weak even to stomach it. He starved himself to death for want of a hope of some future fit to be lived. And that was our work, whether we ever intended it or no. I tell you, Hal, I am not proud!’


The prince had turned to stare again at his friend and counsellor, his face pale and blank and bright, only his eyes shining greenly. The wide-set eyes that stared hotly back at him were clear and shadowless, open like deep shafts into the mind and heart behind them. Hotspur had understood him astray, but answered him to the point. Dazed, the boy thought: He means it! He believes it! When did he ever tell me anything less than truth? And he drew back very gently and gingerly within his miraculously restored defences, to examine the gift he had been offered.


‘But neither dare I be ashamed,’ said Hotspur in a softer voice, breaking suddenly into the warm smile that belonged particularly to the boy. ‘God knows I may have enough on my conscience, Hal, and only he knows what penance may be exacted for it in the judgment. But had I this to do again, I could not do it differently. Richard could not rule, and there was neither justice nor order left in this realm. We have done what had to be done, and put in his place a strong and able and good man who can and will rule. And on the fruits of what we have done we will be judged, not upon one most grievous and unlooked-for death along the way. Do I know when my own end may come?’


There was nothing in his voice, nothing in his eyes, to dim the dazzling fact of his sincerity. Against his judgment and almost against his will the boy felt his heart lift and lighten. He drew back in awe from such lofty innocence, examined it feverishly by the light of the spark of hope it had kindled in him, and could not bring himself to utter one word that would cast a shadow upon it. For his own sake, as well as for Hotspur’s, he had to nurse it and guard it and warm himself at it until, by God’s grace, he might even come to believe it justified. There was something in him that longed to probe more deeply, to say: ‘You know, don’t you, what our enemies will say?’ And even then, perhaps, since indeed he could not choose but know what many must be saying already, Hotspur would curl his disdainful lip, and shrug off what the malicious and disaffected always say when kings die suddenly and strangely, leaving the field clear for other kings.


But he did not tempt God by speaking; and it was a second and marvellous gift to him that Hotspur should answer what had not even been asked.


‘I got my knighthood on the same day as your father,’ he said. ‘We’ve known each other many years. I’ve ridden with him, and jousted with him, and campaigned with him. I need not ask any man what I should think of Henry of Lancaster, I know him of my own knowledge. Whatever we have destroyed in the doing, we have put a good king on the throne of England in place of a sorry one, and I do not go back on that for my own life or another’s. I may grieve for Richard, but I cannot wish the thing undone. And for you, Hal, though there may be grief, there can be no blame. You had no part in his fall. You were ever a good cousin to him, and he loved you.’


No, he had no doubts at all. He knew his Henry, and that was enough for him. The possibility of murder he must have seen from the moment the news reached him, since he was no man’s fool; but for him, simply, it was not a possibility.


And how if he was right, after all? The prince thought, silently and ardently behind his still face: If I could believe as he believes! Why can I not, when I believe so wholly in him? How if he is right to have faith, and I am wrong to have none? But the doubt within him, that was so close to certainty, would not be moved.


If it had been any other man, he thought, thus praising the father before the son’s face, I should believe he was courting my favour by saying what he reasons will win my ear. But I have never known this man court any. And it seemed to him rather that Hotspur’s intent was to make certain that the son valued the father as he should, that the favour he was wooing was for King Henry, not for himself. The thought disconcerted him, for how had he ever left room for suspicion? He searched his memory hurriedly, but could recall no failure in filial reverence on his part, nothing done or left undone that could bring his devotion into doubt. But this was not a man who reasoned and observed like other men. He sensed by touch and by affection, illogically and too often accurately; and there could have been some secret coldness that had chilled him, and made demands upon his warmth to set it right, lest father and son alike should freeze. I must be more careful, thought the prince, even with him, even against the grain. To break through the uneasiness that had fallen upon him in this long silence, he rose and went to liven up the dull-burning logs in the broad fireplace, and throw on more wood. The flickering light and the sparks made a fiery painting of his face, as good as a mask.


‘If there is guilt,’ he said carefully, to the fire, not to his friend, ‘I cannot be absolved. I set my name to the declaration making him perpetual prisoner, and cutting him off from all his old servants and companions.’


‘And so did I,’ said Hotspur.


‘Yes – we stand together. Whatever fears and scruples I might have,’ he said, ‘I could not wish for better than that. If you are at fault, then with all my heart I will own myself at fault in the best of company, and take the half your penance upon me.’ The light, girlish voice – when would it break, and behave itself seemly in accordance with his dignity? – sounded solemn and strange in this avowal. ‘And the task allotted to me,’ he said, ‘be assured I shall fulfil. Having your help, I may so promise.’


He turned and smiled, his cheeks still flushed from the heat of the fire. ‘You can stay with me here a while longer? I don’t yet know my father’s plans for this Scottish enterprise, and I know you must look to the eastern march.’


‘Oh, Scotland can spare me to Wales a while yet, I hope. The money comes in but slowly, there’ll be no move this side May, and my father has all well in hand along the border. But by the summer the king must stir, or the year is lost. He means to bring King Robert to acknowledge him as overlord and do homage for Scotland, as the kings of Scots have done before, as late as King Edward’s time. They’re toying too openly with this French alliance, we have no choice but to cudgel them out of it if they persist. If Robert were more of a king, and had not given over his power so abjectly to his brother Albany, we should not have so turbulent a border, or such frequent raids. But now Robert’s heir is lieutenant for his father, the boy that was made duke of Rothesay not so long ago, and no one yet knows his mettle, or what we may expect from him. If he can hold off Albany until we get there,’ added Hotspur with a wry smile. ‘That’s still to prove!’


‘Will there be fighting?’ He did not know whether to hope for it or not. His father greatly needed a sharp demonstration of his ability to hold what he had gained, but a diplomatic victory might be as serviceable as a military one, and less expensive. There was France to be taken into consideration. The French king had been Richard’s father-in-law, and could not be expected to take kindly to his deposition and death. The complexity of all these considerations of state confounded him.


‘I doubt it,’ said Hotspur, ‘but there may well be some skirmishing before there’s any sensible talk. If Robert has his way, I think he’ll hold off and speak us fair, and compromise if he can, but Rothesay is young, and burns to make his name. Whether he’s a good general no doubt we shall learn. He’s no great hand at managing his peers, that’s certain. One of the most dangerous he’s as good as driven into our camp already.’ He caught the prince’s questioning look, and laughed. ‘The Duke was betrothed to Dunbar’s daughter, the earl of the Scottish March, but now Douglas has outbid March, and got the duke for his own girl, and Dunbar’s daughter is rejected and insulted. Her father’s renounced his allegiance in a fury, and written to King Henry for refuge and service, and I think he’ll get his safe-conduct, at least, to come to England and parley. I’ve fought against March on the border before now, I know his quality. Who knows, I may find myself fighting by his side yet!’


He had eased his heart; he could talk of other things, and look forward, which came always more congenially to him than looking back. The boy envied him. They had so much in common, and yet this curious purity and simplicity of mind was clean out of the prince’s scope. In whom did he repose so absolute a faith?


Yes, in one man, perhaps! Supposing someone should whisper of murder against Hotspur, supposing all the circumstances should conspire to lend colour to the calumny, what would his reaction be then? Now at last, putting this case to himself, he could comprehend Hotspur’s unshaken certainty. He would not even need to hesitate or question, he would know it for a lie, and one almost too trivial and derisory even to be resented.


Hotspur rose and gathered up his cloak, stretching stiffly, ‘I must go and wash off the stains of the road, Hal. There are letters – I’ll have Audley bring them to you at once. And the archbishop has sent you some new music for your chapel. I’ll bring that with me to supper.’


‘The archbishop is very kind,’ said the boy.


‘On my life, I’m glad to be back. When we’re clear of the frosts, with your leave, I’ll send for my wife and the children to be here with me a while, until your father hales me north again.’


He had thrust back the curtain, and had the heavy door-latch in his hand, when he turned and looked back, and for a moment, while he studied the prince’s face with a sombre and considering eye, he seemed to deliberate whether to speak or not. The boy sustained the testing regard, and waited in some wonder, and even a little trepidation.


The words came almost violently, as always after a momentary struggle with the knot that sometimes tied his tongue: ‘You love your father, do you not, Hal?’


Too quickly and too emphatically the boy said: ‘Yes!’ How else could that be answered, though his heart might lurch within him at the shock of being thus probed, and his carefully-mustered defences tremble and threaten to fall? There was no other possible answer.


‘Of course! Forgive me! And are proud of him – I know! So continue always, Hal, for well he deserves it, and as I know, like any man he needs it.’


The curtain swung, and the door closed after him. The boy turned back towards the fire, released from the tension that held him rigid by the sound of the latch falling into place. He was still quivering as he beheld in the dim light his own tall figure and startled, wary face, reflected in the silver mirror that hung between tapestries on the wall. There was something there already of his father, the set of the long head on the shoulders, the gait, the way the hair grew on the forehead: a slender, half-grown shadow of the king. The moment was like a foretaste of their next meeting. Clearly he saw the portcullis of reticence and watchfulness close down over his face, braced for that confrontation. And he did not even know whether his ‘Yes’ to Hotspur had been truth or a lie.


It would never again be easy; and he would have to face his father again and again, lifelong, never acknowledging by word or sign the sickness of his spirit, never admitting even to himself what he believed. Nor could he ever again deliver to the king the confidence and trust due between father and son; there must always be a reserve between them, since there could not be truth, and must not be lies.


He was glad that he had not besmirched with a fingermark of communicated doubt Hotspur’s single-minded purity, for it was his own best hope. While that endured, he could still be proved wrong, however little he hoped for a miracle. And with what joy he would acknowledge his own sin and do penance for it how ardently!


But the face he saw in the mirror remained mute, closed and wary, like a castle under siege, with not a soul to be seen about its walls, though it was full of armed and resolute defenders.
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The girl had chosen to take her seat in the one spot from which the opening of the inner door would afford her brief glimpses into the prince’s audience-chamber. She sat erect in her black, sombre and motionless on the bench against the tapestried wall.


Thomas Prestbury, abbot of Shrewsbury, had given over his entire lodging to the prince’s party, since there were ladies among them, and the castle, tightly-garrisoned and well-supplied as a vital base against the rebellious Welsh, had little comfort to offer the Lady Percy and her women. For his own part, the prince would cheerfully have bedded down in the cramped military quarters he normally used on his periodical visits, but he was punctilious in providing every amenity for his guests, and the greater space and grace of the abbot’s apartments made approach to his own person easier, and brought more petitioners in search of his favour, which at once satisfied his thirsty sense of duty, and wore him out into childish sleepiness by nightfall. He was fourteen years old, intelligent, forceful, capable of listening attentively to his ministers and then overruling them and going his own way, capable, even, or so they said, of arguing a case strenuously and sensibly against the king himself in Westminster, though he seldom won his way there; but he was still a boy, unpractised, with little experience yet of living.


The girl in black was nineteen, five years older than the boy to whom she was bringing her petition. She had watched others come and go, and seen the hall empty round her, until only she and her opponent remained; and she had felt no impatience, only a growing resolution. And all this while, from behind her mourning veil, she had fixed her eyes on the inner door, and watched for revelations from within. The narrow chink presented to her vision showed her the spot where the prince sat. She found him surprisingly ordinary, a solemn-faced boy in plain, clerkly brown clothes, long-legged and angular like everybody’s young brother, with a fierce, cleft chin and huge, attentive hazel eyes. But at least his concentration never flagged. She was encouraged, because it seemed she could rely absolutely on that devoted attention, but discouraged, too, because he looked and was so young, and what could he know of marriage and widowhood, and the things that happen to women? He might will well to her, and yet be too green to do her anything but harm.


She never moved or relaxed her watchfulness; but in her very stillness there was something of violence, as though a touch might cause her to spring into startling and daunting life. When the man who waited with her crept to her shoulder and whispered in her ear, as he did several times between his nervous pacings about the room, she made him no answer, and never seemed even to be aware of him, though her braced tension made it plain that nothing that passed in this apartment escaped her instant notice.


‘You’d do well to think better of it, and come home. Do you think I won’t make it worth your while?’


She gave him no sign. He ranged about the room uneasily and leaned to her ear again: ‘Waste of time! He won’t receive you!’ But he knew and she knew that the prince denied access to no one who ventured to appeal to him. Those who had no case had no such courage, either.


‘Is it likely he’ll listen to you, against me and my house?’


The answer to that she did not yet know, but she had her own answer already sworn, and she would not go back on it.


‘Come, be reasonable! Listen to me, girl – I’ll make your fortune! I mean you nothing but good, why should we quarrel? Give over this fool plea, and be wise for yourself and your sire!’


The outer door was thrown open with haste and ceremony, to admit a cloaked and booted gentleman who swept through the anteroom on a gust of chill April air, shedding a knot of servants and gallants at the threshold, and hurling all doors open before him with an alacrity that spoke to her of royalty. She turned her head towards the servant who had just hurried to let him in to the audience-chamber, and put out an imperious hand to arrest his attention.


‘Who was that? He that just went in?’


She had seen little but the outline of him, and the walk, which was individual enough to be remembered, once seen; rapid and vehement, with a long stride that barely lit upon the earth before leaving it again as vigorously. And a passing glimpse of a profile clear as bronze, and at the moment of passing as aloof and serene.


The page was disdainful. ‘Do you not know the Lord Henry Percy, the prince’s governor? He’s just ridden in from London, and his lady’s here to meet him. He’s newly made the king’s lieutenant here in North Wales, now we’re as good as at war.’


‘Are we as good as at war?’ she asked, and there was no way of knowing whether she laughed or was alarmed behind the widow’s veil.


‘With this Glendower rampaging round Wales as free as a bird, and threatening Ruthyn every time Lord Grey turns his back? And urging on Ireland and Scotland to his help? Can you doubt it?’


Her face was quite still behind the shrouding veil, giving away nothing. She had said all she had to say. So that sudden presence was the great Hotspur, the most celebrated, the most gallant, perhaps the last, knight-errant of the age. A strange man – or perhaps a plain man lost in a world where most other men had grown strange – collecting superlatives to himself as Saint Sebastian collected arrows in the wall-paintings. Something had blown through the room with him, a gust of exhilarating air trapped in the folds of his garments, leaving a breath of his own vigour behind.


‘You can still withdraw,’ whispered the wheedling voice at her shoulder. ‘Come, be wise in time! You shan’t regret it.’


The door of the audience-chamber had opened. She saw the prince’s chamberlain lean out and speak to his waiting page. She felt the burden of their eyes upon her, and rose from her bench silently, waiting.


‘Mistress Hussey – His Grace will receive you now. Master Hussey, he begs you also be in attendance.’


She walked into the prince’s presence, her anxious enemy treading hard on her heels. And she thought as she crossed the threshold: He is still there. You have more audience, Julian, than a mere royal child, whatever his goodwill. You can address yourself to a man, and at least hope for a quick ear and an open heart!


‘There is still a lady without,’ the chamberlain had reminded them respectfully, ‘who has a petition to your Grace. And a gentleman who desires to speak in answer to it.’


They broke off their colloquy at once, postponing all that they had to ask and to answer.


‘I’m sorry!’ said Hotspur. ‘We have time, and indeed I did mark this lady waiting in your anteroom. Yes, surely have her in. If she has far to go, the evening will soon be setting in.’


‘You’ll stay with me? I should appreciate it. I have no notion what her case may be.’ He was quite without knowledge of women, but granite in the acceptance of his responsibility. ‘Admit the lady,’ he said, and sat down again in his chair of state; though it was but a rather uncomfortable chair, not raised by a brace of steps like the abbot’s own judgment seat.


She came in with a light, wary step, made a deep obeisance just within the doorway, and then advanced to the prince’s chair and sank at his feet, touching her lips to his proffered hand. The boy took her cold fingers in his, and raised her.


‘Madam, you have a petition to us. I pray you speak out, and we shall listen. You, sir, are a party to this lady’s plea?’


‘I desire to speak in answer to it, your Grace,’ said the man, stooping obsequiously to the extended hand. He was a handsome person in his florid, full-fed way, ruddy and brown-haired and aware of his consequence. The woman was a mystery, tall and slender in her black, straight and steely as a boy, and thus far silent. Silent women are always formidable, and always mysterious.


‘Madam, I see by your habit that you are in mourning, and for that I am sorry. How may I help you? And what is your name?’


The girl raised her hands to put back the veil from her face. Her youth blazed at them suddenly like a torch kindled, a thin, bright, deeply-moulded face all pearl-tinted skin over abrupt, burnished bone, with a wide, firm, full-lipped mouth, and dark eyes. On either side her head gleamed coiled braids of dark-gold hair, almost pale copper in the subdued light of the room. The intensity of that face turned her mourning and her stillness into the mere dark casing of a lantern.


‘Your Grace is kind.’ Her voice was guarded, mellow and low, a well-schooled boy’s voice. ‘My name is Julian Hussey. I was born Julian Parry, only daughter to Rhodri Parry, a merchant of this town, dealing in wool and woollen piece goods, and married by him a year and a half ago to Master Nicholas Hussey, who held lands here north of the town. My husband died two months ago, and we had no issue. By my husband’s will, and the custom of his house, all his manor and lands go to his nephew and heir, and I am without purpose in the household longer. For me there is no function left but to return to my father’s house, and care for his old age.’ She lifted eyes like gem-stones, ruby-bright in the light of the torches, black, surely, in full daylight. They looked at the prince, and passing by him, fastened with intent upon Hotspur’s watching face, as yet impassive. ‘Your Grace, my father is but a merchant, and to marry me into this noble family he gave me a noble dowry, eight hundred marks. Now he desires, as is but right, that my dowry should be returned with me. But my husband’s heir, my nephew by marriage, will not repay what is due. And if he receive not his right, my father will not receive his daughter. I ask justice of your Grace, for unless your Grace do me right, I am without redress.’


She spoke to the prince, she even looked at the prince, but what she said was addressed to the man who sat withdrawn at the prince’s elbow.


‘Your Grace,’ said Hussey, bent reverently double, and eyeing his widowed kinswoman from the corner of one eye, ‘if your Grace will but hear me …’


‘You may speak to the matter. You are the heir?’


‘Yes, your Grace. I am Edward Hussey.’


‘And what this lady says, is true? You have no quarrel with it?’ The prince leaned back in his chair, and waited, and wondered.
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