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      1507

      
      Wressle Castle, Yorkshire

      
      IT WAS UNSEASONABLY HOT for May. The late-morning sun blazed down from a perfect sky, casting parts of the crenellated battlements into deep shade
         whilst illuminating others with its brilliant rays. The air was still and heavy and sound carried clearly: the drone of bees
         in the blossoms on the fruit trees in the orchards beyond the courtyard wall; the scrape of a shovel against stone as a boy
         mucked out in the stable block; and the faint, mournful lowing of cattle in the distant water meadows beside the River Derwent.
         Muted by the thickness of the castle walls, the voices of servants could be heard as the hour for dinner approached.
      

      
      Sir William Percy swatted away the flies that, attracted by the steaming pile of dung from his horse and the beads of sweat
         that stood out on his brow, were annoying him. He leaned forward in the saddle, his gaze fixed on the figure of his young
         nephew some yards away in the centre of the tilt yard. The boy was clad in a short dark blue tunic bordered with gold thread.
         Around his waist he wore a belt of Spanish leather and his hands were tightly clasped around the hilt of a sword, the blade
         of which was equal to his height. A slight, pale child with short brown hair covered by a hood of mail, he fixed his eyes
         on his opponent, a lad not much older than himself.
      

      
      ‘Again, Henry! Again! Feign to the left this time and put more of your weight behind the thrust.’ Sir William shouted the
         instructions with a note of impatience in his voice.
      

      
      The child struggled to raise the weapon but with an effort managed to do so; he doggedly swung it in an arc towards his opponent,
         who parried the blow easily, causing the child to lose his balance. He staggered and then fell heavily, dropping the sword.
         A cloud of dust rose to sting his eyes and cling to his lips. Spitting the dirt from his mouth he drew the sleeve of his tunic
         across his face, trying to ignore the pain that was searing his cheek and blinking rapidly to stem the tears of humiliation
         and frustration that filled his brown eyes. The sword was too heavy, too large and unwieldy. His arms were arching and he
         could feel the sweat trickling down his neck beneath the tight hood of metal links. He lacked neither the courage nor the
         will for combat, just the strength and the skill.
      

      
      Sir William leaned back, shook his head and sighed heavily before turning to his older brother, Henry Algernon Percy, Fifth
         Earl of Northumberland, who was seated beside him on a fine chestnut gelding, its saddlecloth and trappings also of blue and
         gold damask. ‘There are times when I think his heart is just not in it, Henry. He makes little improvement despite my tutoring
         and the hours spent in practice.’
      

      
      
      His brother frowned, shifting his position slightly and adjusting his dark blue velvet bonnet which was growing increasingly
         uncomfortable in the heat. ‘He will learn, William. In time he will improve. He is five years old.’
      

      
      ‘And Harry “Hotspur” was eight when he accompanied his father to France as a page in the campaign against du Guesclin,’ his
         brother reminded him succinctly.
      

      
      Irritated by the comparison of his eldest son and heir to their illustrious ancestor, Henry Algernon flicked the rein and
         turned the gelding’s head towards the stable block. ‘There are other ways of gaining esteem and favour, William. Am I not
         assembling the greatest collection of literature and learning in the North? Have I not advanced our position at court; does
         the King not look with affection upon our loyalty? Did our sovereign lord not choose me to escort the Princess Margaret to
         her wedding with King James of Scotland?’
      

      
      Sir William urged his horse forward, his lips set in a line of disapproval. He did not agree with his brother. The Earl’s
         ways were not the ways of the Border. In his view his brother had spent too much time and money in London, courting the favour
         of a suspicious and watchful King. He well remembered how much money it had cost to escort King Henry’s daughter, Princess
         Margaret Tudor, to her wedding, for his brother had spared no expense. Accompanied by a dozen knights, the Northumberland
         Herald, the Percy Herald and four hundred mounted gentlemen all clad in velvet and damask bearing the Percy arms of the crescent
         and manacles, the Earl had led the procession wearing a surcoat of crimson velvet, the collar and sleeves of which had been
         thickly encrusted with precious stones and pearls set in goldsmith’s work. His black velvet boots bore his stirrups of gold, his horse’s crimson velvet saddlecloth had been bordered with gilt and reached to the ground.
         He’d heard it said the Earl had looked more like a prince than a subject and that was a comment that had reached the ears
         of the rapacious Henry VII, who abhorred such displays of wealth and power by a subject. In consequence – under the guise
         of a wardship dispute – that display had cost the Earl a fine of ten thousand pounds. No, he did not approve of Henry Algernon’s
         ways or his wasteful extravagance. And what use were fine clothes, books, manuscripts and illuminated texts in fighting the
         Scots or marauding moss troopers?
      

      
      ‘He will have to learn, for what use is a Percy – a Warden of the Scottish Marches – if he cannot fight? Would you have the
         Scots mock us? Would you have them reiving the Marches at will?’
      

      
      The Earl dismounted and passed the reins to a groom. ‘I say he will learn and when the time comes he will not dishonour the name of Percy,’ he snapped. ‘Now, let us eat.’
      

      
      Sir William remained silent as he followed his brother into the castle. He was a veteran of numerous violent and bloody border
         campaigns and he grudgingly admitted that his brother’s courage and fighting skills could not be lightly dismissed either.
         Ten years ago the Earl had led the Northern Horse in the royalist army’s victorious assault on the pretender Perkin Warbeck’s
         army of rebellious Cornishmen at Blackheath, capturing the causeway at Deptford Strand. Sir William hoped that when the time
         did indeed come, his young nephew would not be found wanting in courage, skill or leadership.
      

      
      
      Blickling Hall, Norfolk

      
      The chamber was uncomfortably hot and stuffy. Outside the sun bathed the courtyard and gardens in a golden light and sparkled
         on the small diamond-shaped panes of the windows of the old manor house. The new green leaves on the trees that surrounded
         the rear of the building rustled in the soft warm breeze. The scent of flowers – violets, gilly flowers and early roses –
         filled the air but their perfume did not drift in through the window for no window in the chamber had been opened for days.
         No sunlight penetrated the room; heavy curtains covered the windows. The tapestries and painted cloths that hung from the
         walls increased the oppressive, stifling atmosphere and not even the sweet herbs that had been strewn on the rushes on the
         floor could dispel the cloying odours of sweat and blood.
      

      
      Her nightgown and the sheet on which she lay were soaked with perspiration; her light brown hair was plastered to her skull.
         Her skin was clammy with sweat and her throat felt raw and dry. Her lips were sore and bloody for she’d bitten them as she’d
         fought to stifle her cries of agony. The palms of her hands bore the deep indentations of her fingernails. As the pain diminished
         she fell back on the pillows, gasping for breath.
      

      
      ‘Sweet Virgin! How much longer must I bear this?’ she begged.

      
      ‘Be of good cheer, my lady. It will soon be over and you can rest. Take a few sips of wine, it will help.’ Mistress Tyndall,
         the midwife, held the goblet to her mouth but she shook her head, turning away.
      

      
      ‘I cannot. Take it away, it sickens me. It was the same when I laboured with George.’

      
      
      ‘I remember now, my lady. Maybe it is an omen – a good omen. Maybe the child will be another boy.’

      
      She tried to smile but the pain tore through her again and she writhed, sinking her teeth again into her ragged bottom lip.
         She was a Howard, a daughter of the Earl of Surrey, and she would not scream out in her agony . . . but it had gone on for so long now and she was close to exhaustion. Surely, surely the child
         must come soon.
      

      
      The pain became unbearable, as was the urge to bear down. She was being consumed by this agony, it was tearing her apart and
         yet she knew she would not die from it. With a rush of blood and mucus that stained the damp sheet the child was thrust out
         and she felt waves of dizziness, relief and exhaustion wash over her.
      

      
      ‘My lady, it is a fine healthy girl,’ Mistress Tyndall cried, lifting the baby and giving it a slap on the tiny buttocks.
         The child immediately wailed loudly and fretfully. The woman laughed. ‘See how strong and lusty she is.’ The midwife tied
         and cut the cord and wrapped the baby in a clean linen sheet.
      

      
      The maids had gently lifted her up and slipped more pillows behind her. They stripped off her stained nightgown, bathing her
         face, neck and shoulders with rose water. Then they changed the soiled bedding and dressed her in a clean, sweet-smelling
         robe and Mistress Tyndall handed the baby to her. She smiled down at the little scrap of humanity in her arms. The child waved
         tiny fists and briefly opened her eyes. They were dark brown and her head was covered with soft, downy hair that looked almost
         black in the flickering candlelight.
      

      
      ‘You will send word to my lord husband?’

      
      
      Mistress Tyndall nodded. ‘I have already sent a girl to find Sir Thomas and inform him of the news.’

      
      Lady Elizabeth Boleyn nodded slowly. ‘He will perhaps be disappointed it is not another son.’

      
      Mistress Tyndall frowned. ‘We should all praise God that the child is healthy.’

      
      Elizabeth sighed, feeling wearied almost to death now the ordeal was over. ‘But girls are of little use to an ambitious father
         and a dowry will cost him dear.’
      

      
      Mistress Tyndall nodded as she went about overseeing the tidying and sweetening of the chamber. ‘There will be a goodly time
         before Sir Thomas needs contemplate that, my lady. Have you a name for her?’
      

      
      Lady Boleyn nodded. ‘She will be christened Anne.’

      




      
      Chapter One
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      1513

      
      Alnwick Castle, Northumberland

      
      WINTER SEEMED TO COME very early to the northern counties of England and particularly to Northumberland, Henry thought as he sat shivering on his
         horse in the inner courtyard of the castle. At eleven he was still a slender boy with a pale, often wan, complexion, and he
         would have preferred to have stayed at Wressle, his father’s castle further south beyond the city of York. It was far more
         comfortable than Alnwick, whose sandstone walls towered above and around him, glittering in the frosty November morning.
      

      
      Alnwick was an impregnable fortress built on a natural bluff above the River Aln and the small town that bore the same name.
         The curtain wall was ten feet thick in parts and rose to forty feet in height. The turrets of its many towers were adorned
         with heraldic shields and medieval figures of knights and men-at-arms carved from stone which, from a distance, looked lifelike and were intended to deter potential raiders, be
         they marauding Scots or the thieves and brigands that infested the valleys of Redesdale and Tynedale to the north-west. Alnwick
         was impressive, Henry thought, but it was far from comfortable.
      

      
      He pulled the collar of his heavy, fur-lined cloak up around his ears and then reached out to pat the neck of Curtall, who
         was becoming restless, pawing the ground with an iron-shod forefoot. He glanced around at the two dozen men who waited with
         him. Their horses also becoming restive; metal bits and curb chains clinked as heads were tossed and their breath rose like
         steam from a cauldron into the cold air. The riders were all his father’s men, their weather-beaten faces grim beneath thick
         cloth hats and hoods of chain mail. Born and bred in Northumberland, they were marcher men all. Beneath their heavy felt cloaks
         they wore padded tunics and steel breastplates. They were armed with swords and short battle-axes; heavy leather gauntlets
         protected their hands and high leather boots their feet. They waited impassively and in silence and he felt safe within their
         company.
      

      
      Frowning, he tried to sit taller in the saddle and control the shivering, which was compounded of both cold and apprehension.
         He hadn’t wanted to be part of this expedition – he was content to sit with his books in the comparative warmth and comfort
         of his chamber above the gatehouse – but his father had insisted.
      

      
      ‘By God’s blood! Is it a weakling I’ve bred?’ the Earl had demanded angrily when he’d tried to excuse himself. ‘When I am
         dead the Wardenship of the Marches will be yours. As Earl of Northumberland it will be your duty to administer justice on behalf of King Henry. Since William of Normandy came to this
         land we have protected the King’s realm against the Scots. It’s time you looked to your duty and responsibilities! You are
         eleven years of age, Harry Hotspur was of that age when he was knighted by King Richard and at twelve his father granted him
         the honour of leading the victorious assault on the castle at Berwick.’
      

      
      Henry had ceased to protest but he still felt ill at ease and apprehensive. He was fully aware that he did not have the warlike
         temperament of his illustrious ancestor, who had fought the Scots at Otterburn two hundred years ago and become the most acclaimed
         knight in the realm. His younger brothers Thomas and Ingram did. Arrogant and strutting, they both would have relished this
         opportunity; instead they were inside the castle sulking and posturing because they were not accompanying their father this
         time. Now a hard day’s ride lay ahead, followed by what would be a very cold and cheerless night spent in Ros Castle, which
         was little more than a fortified tower house near Chillingham, before their return to Alnwick.
      

      
      The looting, burning and murdering by the brigands of Redesdale, behaviour known throughout the Borders as ‘reiving’, had
         increased of late and the Earl was determined to show by force of arms that the House of Percy would no longer stand for such
         flagrant disregard of the law. In the minds of the inhabitants of this wild and inhospitable part of the country London was
         far away and King Henry VIII but a vague, distant figurehead. It was the Earl they feared rather than the King.
      

      
      
      The comparative quiet of the crisp November morning was disrupted by the sudden clattering of hooves on the cobbles as a groom
         led out the Earl’s destrier. Seventeen hands in height at the shoulder and as black as the night, it looked gigantic beside
         Curtall and the mounts of the marcher men. It was truly a magnificent beast, young Henry thought. His father strode out behind,
         preparing to mount, and the familiar mixture of respect and fear filled him at the sight: ‘Henry the Magnificent’ inspired
         awe; a tall, strong man on whose features were etched grim determination and pride. His clothes were the most fashionable
         and expensive to be seen outside of London. He was dressed for hard riding in a dark green doublet, slashed to show the white
         shirt he wore beneath, and padded breeches. Italian leather boots encased his muscular legs and over his fine clothes he wore
         a cape of soft russet leather lined with sable fur. His hat was of black velvet – a flat bonnet adorned with a black feather
         – which would be covered by the furred hood of his cape when the journey commenced. At his side hung his two-handed sword
         of tempered steel and upon the horse’s saddle was strapped a battle-axe.
      

      
      The Earl acknowledged Branxton, his sergeant, with a brief nod and then stared down at his eldest son. Henry tried hard not
         to quail beneath that hard, speculative gaze.
      

      
      ‘Ride close to Branxton,’ his father instructed him sharply before urging his horse forward. ‘Come, we have delayed too long,’
         he commanded.
      

      
      They moved off under the iron-studded portcullis, the horses’ hooves clattering upon the wooden drawbridge, and rode quickly
         through the parkland that surrounded the castle. Riding next to Branxton Henry realised they were heading in a north-westerly direction towards the Cheviot Hills and the border with Scotland. A border where an almost constant state of
         war had existed for hundreds of years.
      

      
      He felt the warmth begin to creep slowly back into his limbs as eventually the moorland stretched out before them, deep purple
         in places where the heather grew thickest but grey and stark in the distance where the hills rose, etched against a pale duck-egg-blue
         sky.
      

      
      Although he rode well it was far from easy going for frost had turned the ground iron hard. By mid-morning a wind had sprung
         up and the watery sun was hidden behind sullen, lowering clouds the colour of gunmetal. The first icy drops of rain stung
         his cheeks and the biting wind made his eyes water. Thomas would be welcome to this, he thought miserably as the rain became
         heavier and began to soak into his cape. He would be chilled to the bone and aching all over before this day was out and then
         no doubt he would be laid low with an ague to which he was prone. Ahead of him rode his father, his back erect, his head unbent
         in the face of the elements, as though disdainful of them. The soldiers, familiar with both the terrain and the harsh climate,
         kept up with the Earl’s relentless pace, hunched and silent in their saddles.
      

      
      At noon, to Henry’s relief, they reached the village of Hepburn and the Earl halted. It wasn’t a very prepossessing place,
         he thought, peering through the curtain of rain; it was poor and miserable, a huddle of daub and wattle cottages, their thatched
         roofs held down securely against the winter gales by boulders and ropes. A road that was little more than a muddy track led
         to a barn of sorts and the ubiquitous midden heap, but a few yards beyond that there did appear to be an inn.
      

      
      
      ‘Branxton, ale and such food as they can furnish and water and fodder for the horses,’ the Earl instructed curtly as he dismounted
         a little stiffly.
      

      
      ‘And a good fire, my lord. Lord Henry’s face is the colour of parchment,’ the sergeant informed his master in a low voice.

      
      When they reached the inn, Henry slid slowly down from Curtall’s saddle, his knees buckling with the numbness of fatigue.
         The man nearest him held out his arm and the boy clutched it tightly to steady himself.
      

      
      ‘A pot of spiced ale will soon warm you, Lord Henry,’ he said, not unkindly, for he thought the boy looked ill and wondered
         if the rigours of this expedition would be too much for him. The young lord was reputed to be of a sickly disposition, unlike
         both his brothers Thomas and Ingram.
      

      
      The inn comprised one long, dark, low-ceilinged room, the roughly hewn beams black with smoke from the fire that burned at
         the far end, the floor hard packed earth. The furnishings consisted of a few crude benches and stools; empty upturned barrels
         served as tables. Upon being informed of the identity of his illustrious guests the landlord hastily beat his wife and daughter
         into a flurry of activity to prepare the small room beside their kitchen for the Earl and the young lord.
      

      
      As the landlord ushered them in, grovelling before them, the Earl looked askance at the old and rancid rushes on the floor,
         which were probably alive with vermin and lice, the hastily cleared table devoid of any covering and the two battered stools.
         Henry, despite his wretchedness, wrinkled his nose in distaste at the smell of sour ale, stale food and sweat, animal fat
         and dung that seemed to permeate the room, the latter wafting in from the midden heap behind the building. With the dubious benefits of a pot of hot spiced ale and the warmth from the fire, however, he began to feel a little better.
         The landlord’s daughter, an unkempt slattern overcome with awe to the point of dumbness, served them with flat, coarse trencher
         loaves and thick wedges of strong-smelling cheese. This, her father explained with abject humility, was all a poor but God-fearing
         man such as himself could provide. Had his lordship sent word ahead he would have killed some chickens and his wife would
         have cooked them.
      

      
      ‘Plain fare will suffice. You will be paid for your hospitality,’ the Earl informed him, before slicing up the bread with
         the jewelled knife he had drawn from his belt.
      

      
      It was a brief respite but when they departed an hour later Henry felt stronger. The rain had ceased and the entire population
         of the village had turned out. Many had never seen the Earl before and were staring in open astonishment at the richness of
         his clothes and the magnificence of the horse’s saddle and trappings. Men doffed shapeless hats; women bobbed curtsies while
         small, grubby children clung wide-eyed to their stained skirts. A ragged cheer, instigated by the landlord of the inn went
         up as the Earl and his men prepared to depart. Henry was still cold and stiff but his teeth had ceased to chatter, he wasn’t
         shivering so hard and his belly was full.
      

      
      They resumed their journey, which took them with each passing mile ever closer to the notorious valley of Redesdale. The landscape
         grew more desolate. The few trees that had survived were stunted and twisted by the prevailing winds. Steep hills strewn with
         huge boulders slowed them down and a chill numbness again penetrated Henry’s bones. His head had begun to ache.
      

      
      
      ‘My lord! Look! Smoke! Over to the left!’ Branxton cried.

      
      The Earl reined in his horse and peered in the direction of the sergeant-at-arms’s outstretched finger. Many miles away on
         the distant horizon, thick black smoke rose in a column and then appeared to be absorbed by the heavy cinereous clouds.
      

      
      ‘The work of those murdering bastards of Redesdale, I’ll warrant!’ Branxton muttered grimly. He had only contempt for the
         thieves and cowards who skulked in these remote valleys and terrorised the poor peasants.
      

      
      The Earl did not reply but his mouth was set in a hard line and his eyes were the colour of flint as he turned his horse’s
         head in the direction of the steep, gravel-strewn path that led towards the column of smoke.
      

      
      Henry’s throat felt dry and his heart lurched. He just wanted to go home; to crawl into a soft bed, pull the thick warm blankets
         around him, lay his aching head on a soft pillow of goose down and have his mother soothe and fuss over him. With an effort
         he straightened his back and swallowed hard. He was not a mewling child. He must put aside all the discomforts. He must not
         shame his father or his ancestors. He was a Percy of Northumberland, the great border lords who upheld the law and kept the
         King’s peace. He must remember that above all else – whatever lay ahead.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Two
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      Redesdale, Northumberland

      
      ‘WILL, LAD, TAKE IN that bundle of kindling to your mother. I’ll chop up this blackthorn trunk; it will burn well when seasoned. It’s not often
         such a stroke of luck falls to us.’
      

      
      Will Chatton grinned at his father, squinting up through the unkempt fringe of brown hair that was always falling into his
         hazel eyes. His rough homespun tunic, tied around the waist with twine, and the dun-coloured leggings, also bound with twine
         around his calves and ankles, did little to keep out the cold blasts of wind that blew down the valley. His feet were encased
         in badly fitting, patched old boots and his hands were rough, chapped and ingrained with dirt. He was a hardy if rather skinny
         lad of eleven and had never in his life known the comfort of warm, serviceable clothes, good boots or a full belly. He worked
         hard helping his father to wrest a meagre living from the poor patch of land that surrounded the cottage and barn, which nestled in a hollow at the base of a rocky outcrop.
         ‘I’ll help you drag it into the barn out of the weather,’ he offered.
      

      
      ‘After you’ve done as you are bid. Your mother will need that kindling for the fire if we’re to have any hot food inside us
         today,’ Jed Chatton reminded him. ‘Get off with you, lad.’ Then he picked up the axe and turned his attention to the fallen
         blackthorn. The stunted old tree had come down in the wind two nights ago and he’d thanked the Blessed Virgin for such good
         fortune. It was hard, back-breaking work scratching a living in this barren country. Times had been better some years ago
         when they’d had a cow, a sow and her litter and some sheep and goats but they’d all been taken from them. All that was left
         now were a few scrawny chickens, he thought bitterly.
      

      
      ‘Here’s the kindling, Ma. What be there for the dinner?’ Will asked as he hauled the bundle of twigs into the single room
         where his mother sat at a bench scraping and chopping the few vegetables she’d pulled from the stony garden patch beside the
         barn earlier. The smoke from the fire had blackened the squat stone walls; the floor was strewn with reeds gathered from the
         edge of one of the many burns that coursed down the valley. The one small, unglazed window let in little light and the air
         was dank and chilly. A pile of dried bracken in one corner served as a bed for them all, with a few sacks as bedding. Rushes
         dipped in animal fat gave them scant light at night for even cheap tallow candles were beyond their means.
      

      
      Will grinned at the antics of the two young bairns squabbling beside the open hearth, over which was suspended a small black pot of steaming water. John, his brother, was seven and Margaret, or ‘Meggie’ as he called her, was five.
      

      
      ‘Vegetable broth and I’ve a few handfuls of barley to thicken it, but it’s the last of it,’ his mother informed him. She sighed
         heavily. It wasn’t much for the only hot meal of the day, barely enough to keep body and soul together, and no coarse bread
         to go with it. ‘Would you go out and try to snare a coney, Will?’
      

      
      He nodded. ‘I will, Ma, after I’ve helped Da to drag the trunk into the barn.’ He grinned at her, pushing his hair out of
         his eyes. ‘You hear that, Meggie? We’ll have a great fire this Christmas.’
      

      
      Mary Chatton smiled tiredly at him. He was a good lad, he worked hard and seldom complained. But her smile faded and a worried
         frown creased her brow as she heard shouts coming from outside. ‘Go and see who that be, Will!’ she urged, getting to her
         feet and pulling her coarse wool shawl tightly around her thin shoulders.
      

      
      Will felt a shiver of fear run through him as he ran to the door for travellers were few and not always welcome. Then he cried
         out as he saw the band of mounted men emerging from the track and heading rapidly toward the cottage. ‘Da! Da! What be they
         coming here for now?’ He ran to where his father stood beside the tree trunk, gripping the axe tightly. Jed Chatton’s thin,
         sallow face was flushed with anger but there was fear, too, in his eyes.
      

      
      ‘We’ll find out soon enough, lad,’ he said grimly as the group grew closer. There were six men mounted on small, sturdy, shaggy
         ponies. He knew them well enough. They were all villainous-looking individuals, their hair and beards long and matted. They wore jerkins of leather over rough woollen shirts. Three of them wore cloaks of a green and brown woven tartan
         over their jerkins and all were armed with knives and swords. They drew to a halt a few paces away and two of them dismounted.
         The bigger and more thickset of the pair grinned at Jed, revealing blackened teeth. A jagged scar ran from the corner of his
         mouth to his ear.
      

      
      ‘Good day to you, Farmer Chatton! It’s time for the dues to be paid to us,’ he announced.

      
      ‘What dues be they?’ Jed asked sullenly.

      
      ‘For our protection should the Scots come raiding across the border.’

      
      ‘We’ve seen no Scots in these parts for two years and more,’ Will retorted, stepping closer to his father and wishing he had
         some sort of weapon, if only a stout stave. He hated these men, as did every poor farmer and labourer for miles around. Because
         of them there was never enough food or money. Because of them they all went cold and hungry and had to break their backs working
         just to exist. They were thieves and brigands and did nothing to protect anyone from the Scots when they came killing and
         burning and driving all the livestock before them back across the border.
      

      
      The man uttered a harsh laugh. ‘The whelp has guts! There’re no Scots reivers, lad, for they know the men of Redesdale protect
         you.’
      

      
      Jed Chatton gripped the axe harder. ‘We cannot pay. We have nothing.’

      
      The man took a step forward, his pretence of good humour vanishing. ‘Do not play me for a fool, man! The harvest is gathered.’

      
      
      ‘And what little we had that wasn’t spoiled by the rains went to pay the tithes on the land. You took all the sheep and goats
         the last time you came this way. We have nothing to tide us through the winter. The bairns will go hungry.’
      

      
      ‘It’s the truth he be telling you. We have nothing left!’ Will added, glaring at the man, who, he’d noted, wore two rings,
         one of gold and one of silver, on his fat, dirty fingers.
      

      
      The other men had now dismounted and with a jerk of his head their leader dispatched them in the direction of the house and
         the barn.
      

      
      ‘Take whatever is in the barn and the chickens and then search the house! Dig up the floor, pull down the thatch! That’s where
         coins will be hidden.’
      

      
      ‘No! I tell you we have nothing!’ Despite his fear Jed started to raise the axe. He couldn’t let them take what little they had, but the thickset man was
         quicker. He grabbed Will and held a dagger to his throat.
      

      
      ‘I’ll slit his throat and he’ll die like a pig if you don’t drop that axe!’

      
      Jed let the axe fall to the ground and Will struggled free and ran to him. They would take their precious few sacks of corn
         and oats that were stored in the barn. Crops they’d laboured hard to grow and harvest and save. They would be left to starve
         through the winter. Blind fury swept over him and he lunged for the axe and lashed out at their tormentors. ‘You are worse
         thieves and brigands than the Scots! You’re cowards! Filthy low cowards!’ he yelled. He caught the man on the shin, an ineffectual
         blow delivered with little strength and deflected by the thick leather boots, and then he cried out as his head seemed to
         explode in pain and he was sent sprawling to the ground. He tried to sit up but a heavy boot slammed into his side and he pitched forward groaning.
      

      
      As he lay trying to gather his wits he could hear the shouts of the brigands as they ransacked the cottage and then, finding
         nothing of value, began to tear down the roof thatch. He could hear his mother screaming and the bairns howling in terror.
         Despite the dizziness he dragged himself to his knees. He had to do something to help them. He heard their leader bellow at
         his father, ‘You’re a liar, Chatton! The dues will be paid!’
      

      
      ‘There’s nothing left to give you. Have pity – don’t destroy the house. We’ll die without shelter!’ Jed begged.

      
      The thickset man struck him hard across the head with the flat of the sword blade and Jed staggered and fell to his knees.
         ‘Liar! You think to defraud me of my dues?’
      

      
      Through a haze of pain and fear Will saw his father try to rise and grapple with the two men. His efforts were hopeless for
         both were much stronger and heavier than Jed but his attempt at resistance goaded them to fury. Will hauled himself to his
         feet, swaying as waves of nausea washed over him. He tried to run towards his father, who was being savagely beaten to the
         ground; if he could just get to the axe which lay forgotten a few feet away . . . Then he was knocked flat on his back again
         by a fist smashing into his belly as a third thief came running to join his compatriots, having deduced the lad’s intentions.
         He rolled over, fighting for breath. The blow had winded him but he could make out the figure of his mother beside the door
         of the cottage, bending over the two sobbing children, but then she uttered a shriek of terror as the three men seized his
         father and began to drag him towards the barn.
      

      
      
      ‘Hang the lying bastard! It will be a lesson to others who might think to cheat us!’

      
      Still screaming, his mother ran towards his father. ‘No! No! Don’t harm him. For the love of Almighty God, have pity. Have
         pity!’ she begged, trying to cling to Jed’s arm. One of them lashed out and caught her a vicious blow across the side of her
         face, sending her sprawling in the dirt, the blood spurting from her nose and lip.
      

      
      With a supreme effort Will was on his feet. His brother and sister were on their knees beside his mother, wailing hysterically.
         He stumbled across the rough ground to the doorway of the barn. He heard his father’s desperate pleading and saw his face,
         bloody and bruised, one eye already swollen and half closed.
      

      
      With every ounce of strength he could muster he hurled himself at the men, kicking, clawing and scratching, but he was already
         weakened. Two massive blows felled him. Lights danced before his eyes and he could taste the blood in his mouth. There was
         nothing more he could do except lie in agony and watch.
      

      
      They bound Jed Chatton’s arms behind him. His feet were tied and one of them put a rope around his neck and threw the end
         over a roof beam. They were all shouting and swearing and laughing and slowly Will dragged himself away. When he reached the
         doorway again he pulled himself up and sat clutching the doorpost, his bleeding, broken fingernails digging into the wood.
         His chest heaved painfully as sobs convulsed him and he was blinded by tears. He was powerless to do anything at all to save
         his father and mingled with the horror and grief was impotent fury at his own helplessness.
      

      
      
      He didn’t know how long he crouched there, dazed and crying, but eventually his mother’s voice, shrill with hysteria, penetrated
         his numbed mind. He looked up. Her eyes were wild, her face contorted, tears were coursing down her cheeks mingling with the
         blood from her nose and mouth.
      

      
      ‘Will? Will! Help me. Help me to . . . cut him . . . down, lad. Please, you’ve got to help me. Oh, God help us! They’ve set
         the house and barn alight.’ She pulled frantically at his arm.
      

      
      He struggled to his feet, drawing the sleeve of his tunic across his streaming nose and eyes. Between them they managed to
         get Jed’s lifeless body down and Will knew he would never forget the sight of his father’s bloated and battered face. They
         dragged him outside for flames were licking at the dry timber of the roof beams and dense smoke was filling the barn.
      

      
      In what had been the vegetable patch, now trampled and rutted by hooves, Mary Chatton sank to her knees, clasping the body
         of her husband to her, rocking to and fro, keening in her terrible anguish. Will staggered towards the cottage but it was
         engulfed in flames, and he sank on to his haunches in the dirt. They would all perish now for there was no shelter and no
         food and no Father to work their land.
      

      
      He didn’t hear the riders approach. It was the shrill cries of his brother and sister that finally made him aware that they
         were no longer alone. Had they come back to finish their work? Had they come back to murder them all? A wave of fury surged
         through him. He’d kill them with his bare hands or die trying! They were going to die anyway, so what had he to lose now?
      

      
      
      ‘There be nothing left, damn you to hell! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!’ he screamed as he staggered towards them. Tears made
         clean furrows down his blood and snot-stained cheeks.
      

      
      Branxton dismounted and ran forward to catch him. ‘We’re not Redesdale men, lad! Is this their doing?’ he asked, taking in
         the scene before them. The cottage, now a smouldering ruin; the small barn still burning fiercely, although the roof had collapsed;
         the woman half sitting, half lying on the ground, cradling the lifeless form of a man, her face covered in dried blood; two
         young dirty, terrified bairns clinging to each other; and the young lad, also bruised and bloody and half demented with grief
         and terror.
      

      
      The Earl beckoned and Branxton led Will towards him. ‘Have courage, lad. It is the Lord Percy himself,’ the sergeant urged.

      
      The Earl’s furious expression softened a little as he took in the boy’s appearance. ‘Is this the doing of the thieves and
         murderers of Redesdale?’
      

      
      Will nodded, gazing up through his tears at the big man on the enormous black horse. ‘They . . . they came this morning and
         said we had not paid the dues for protection against the Scots, but they had already taken the sheep and the goats. Da . . .’ He drew his sleeve across his eyes, fighting down the sobs. ‘Da told them there was nothing left. They . . . they said
         he lied, but it were true. We had nothing. They . . . beat him. I . . . I tried to help him but I could do nothing to stop
         them! They . . . they . . . hanged him and they . . . they laughed!’ He choked, tears now streaming down his cheeks. ‘If I
         could have got to the axe . . . If I had had a sword, I would have killed them!’
      

      
      
      The Earl nodded and Branxton patted Will on the shoulder. ‘They would have killed you too, lad. Leave justice and retribution
         to his lordship.’
      

      
      The Earl dismounted and walked over to the boy’s mother. Cold fury at the arrogant flouting of the law and the wanton destruction
         and murder filled him. ‘Mistress, have you kinfolk hereabouts?’
      

      
      At his voice she raised her battered and swollen face and nodded. ‘At Holystone. A hamlet some miles distant.’

      
      ‘Then pack what little there is left. We will bury your man and two of the soldiers will escort you safely to them.’ He dropped
         a small bag into her lap. ‘This will tide you through the winter.’ He turned to Will. ‘What is your name, boy?’
      

      
      ‘Will. Will Chatton, your lordship.’

      
      ‘How old are you, Will Chatton?’

      
      ‘I seen eleven summers, sir.’

      
      ‘And you would have your father avenged?’

      
      Will nodded, finding a spark of courage. ‘Give me a sword, sir?’ he begged. ‘And let me ride with you?’

      
      ‘You haven’t the strength to lift a sword, boy, but you may ride with us. Branxton, take him up behind you. If we hasten we
         shall catch up with them.’ He was impressed with the boy’s courage and spirit, qualities not often found in the poor peasant
         classes, who for the most part were bovine and subservient. The boy had already proved himself fearless and determined; a
         place would be found for him at Alnwick.
      

      
      Mary Chatton struggled to her feet. ‘Sir! Your lordship, he be only a child! He is all that’s left to me, for the bairns can
         do nothing for themselves!’
      

      
      Branxton turned towards her. ‘Fear not, mistress, no harm will come to him while he is in the service of his lordship – for that is what I suspect Lord Percy has in his mind – nor
         to yourself or the bairns.’
      

      
      ‘You have my oath on it, mistress. A place will be found for him at Alnwick and you will not be left destitute by his absence.
         The brigands of Redesdale will pay for their crimes. You will have justice, mistress. You have the word of a Percy.’ The Earl
         turned to his men. ‘Mount up, there’s little time to spare!’
      

      
      Almost before he realised what was happening to him Will Chatton was hoisted into the saddle and for the first time in his
         life he was astride a horse. It was an experience that in other circumstances would have amazed and delighted him, as would
         the unheard-of good fortune of having a place at Alnwick, but all he felt was a sense of utter relief as he clung tightly
         to Branxton and rested his bruised and aching head against the man’s heavy riding cloak. Relief and infinite trust in his
         benefactor: Henry Algernon Percy, Earl of Northumberland.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Three
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      Redesdale

      
      WHEN THEY HAD RIDDEN into the small, smoky clearing young Henry had stared around him, shocked at the destruction the brigands of Redesdale had
         left behind. He was sickened by the needless violence. The family was desperately poor, that much was obvious. His father’s
         horses were better housed than this woman and her children. As he learned of the evil perpetrated that day, he felt pity for
         the young boy who had been so badly beaten trying to defend his family. Sitting a few paces behind his father listening to
         Will’s words, he’d tried to imagine how he would feel if his father had been dragged away and hanged and his lady mother beaten
         until her face was bloody but he’d failed, for such a thing could never happen. There was no one, except the King, who had
         the power to harm his family. However, he had begun to understand why his father had insisted he accompany him on this expedition.
         The lives of these poor, ignorant, helpless people would one day be his responsibility. It would be his duty to protect them from
         the murderers of Redesdale and Tynedale and from the Scots.
      

      
      As they rode off, leaving two men to bury the murdered farmer and escort his widow and children to their kinfolk, Henry glanced
         across to where the boy, Will Chatton, rode behind Branxton: an uneducated peasant, his clothes dirty and torn. He was the
         same age as himself, he thought, and yet he’d had the courage to pit himself against evil, violent men without thought for
         his own safety. He was glad that his father intended to find a place for him at Alnwick for as well as pity he felt admiration
         for the lad. He realised that the boy was staring back at him.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry for what has happened. At least you did try to stop them. You must take comfort . . . from that,’ he said haltingly.
         He was unused to uttering condolences.
      

      
      Will nodded. ‘If I had had a sword . . .’

      
      ‘But you have no training in the use of arms.’ Henry replied, thinking of the hours he and his brothers spent with their Uncle
         William, who instructed them daily in the art of warfare.
      

      
      ‘It wouldn’t have mattered,’ Will said vehemently. ‘I would have killed one or two of them. That would have been enough.’

      
      Henry’s estimation of the boy rose further. He would almost certainly have been killed himself yet he would have taken that
         risk.
      

      
      Henry began to shiver: the raw dampness was making his bones ache again. Then he frowned. He should not complain of such things;
         he had warm clothes and a fur-lined cape, leather boots and gauntlets. Will Chatton had only a thin homespun tunic and breeches, which offered no protection at all against the cold.
      

      
      They rode on in silence and as the light of the November afternoon began to fade Henry realised that they couldn’t be far
         behind the brigands. His apprehension began to increase as the craggy outline of the hills surrounding the valley came into
         view and his father signalled that they should stop.
      

      
      ‘From here we will go stealthily. They will not be expecting us but there is no sense in making our presence known,’ the Earl
         said quietly.
      

      
      ‘My lord, there is a pass which leads down the western side and into the valley. Only a few know of it,’ Branxton informed
         him.
      

      
      ‘Then lead us on,’ his lordship instructed.

      
      Henry rode beside his father as they followed Branxton, with Will Chatton still riding pillion behind him, to the narrow pass.
         They progressed slowly and cautiously down and when they reached its foot and entered the valley the Earl ordered half of
         his men to work their way silently on foot to the further end of the gulley that lay ahead. He watched as the soldiers disappeared
         into the gathering dusk and then the Earl urged his horse on. Henry glanced across at Will Chatton. The cold and the rigours
         of their journey seemed not to have affected him and he was disconcerted to see that the boy’s face was now a cold mask of
         fury. He felt the sweat break out on his forehead and the trembling in his limbs increased, knowing more violence lay ahead
         and praying he could find the courage to face it without flinching. Will Chatton would; the boy’s face told him that.
      

      
      They had ventured a few hundred yards into the gulley when the Earl again halted them. Ahead Henry could see the orange glow of flames that came from a camp fire. Shadowy figures were grouped about it.
      

      
      ‘Stay a dozen paces behind me. Keep the boy with you and keep him silent,’ the Earl instructed Branxton before riding on.

      
      Sound carried clearly on the cold air and the clatter of the war horse’s hooves on the stony valley floor caused the outlaws
         to get to their feet, snatching up their weapons and peering into the gloom.
      

      
      ‘We have a visitor and a fine bird with fine feathers,’ the thickset man with the scarred face muttered to his companions,
         grinning wolfishly.
      

      
      ‘Alone too. Easy pickings,’ his closest companion replied as he prepared to move forward.

      
      The Earl was much closer now and the leader of the group hesitated. ‘Hold back. What fool would come here alone after dark?
         For what reason be he here?’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps he’s lost his way,’ someone muttered.

      
      ‘Halt, stranger! What brings you to these parts? Have you strayed from the path?’ the man shouted.

      
      The Earl did not draw rein but carried on towards them steadily and in silence.

      
      The thickset brigand felt even more apprehensive as he began to realise that this was no ordinary wealthy traveller as he’d
         first assumed. The saddle and trappings of the horse – a horse such as he’d only ever seen in woodcuts and carvings of knights
         – and the man’s clothes were of a magnificence he’d never seen before and denoted someone of more importance than a wealthy
         merchant.
      

      
      At last the Earl drew to a halt before them. ‘I seek the men who flout the laws of our sovereign lord, King Henry. Think you it’s your right to burn and pillage and murder at will?’
      

      
      ‘We be peaceful, honest men!’ the leader of the group protested warily.

      
      The Earl leaned forward in the saddle and the horse moved a pace closer, tossing its head and pawing the ground with its feathered
         forefoot. ‘And I say you are a liar! Is that not what you called the man Chatton, before you murdered him?’
      

      
      ‘No. No! We know no one who goes by that name. We be honest men!’ Again the thickset outlaw protested but his men were all
         afraid now, unconsciously drawing closer to each other.
      

      
      The Earl was becoming angry at their craven denials. ‘And I, the Lord Percy, say you are liars, thieves and murderers!’

      
      They could now see the soldiers advancing and at the stark horror at finding that they were confronted by the Earl of Northumberland
         himself they huddled together, their faces ashen, all pretence of bravado and innocence gone.
      

      
      ‘My lord, have pity. Have pity!’ one cried, falling to his knees.

      
      ‘You beg for pity? By God’s blood, you are little better than cringing dogs!’ the Earl shouted. ‘What pity did you show to
         the man Chatton and his family?’
      

      
      Two of them turned and tried to run, only to be caught and dragged back by the soldiers who had advanced unseen behind them.

      
      ‘A trial? A trial! It’s the law, my lord,’ their leader begged.

      
      ‘The law for which you have scant respect. But there is a witness to the murder and pillage you committed this day. You should
         have killed him too but in your arrogance and ignorance you did not think that I would hunt you down. Branxton, bring forward the boy.’
      

      
      The sergeant rode to his lordship’s side and the Earl turned to Will.

      
      ‘Are these the culprits, Will Chatton?’

      
      Will was shaking with anger and hatred burned in his eyes. ‘These be the ones, my lord. Those three hanged my father and it
         was him who beat me. See, he wears two rings on his right hand, I remember them well.’
      

      
      The Earl nodded. ‘That is proof enough. Hang them!’

      
      Henry braced himself as the three were seized, tied and dragged screaming and struggling towards a gnarled and misshapen hawthorn
         tree. His stomach heaved but he fought down the nausea. They did not die well, coughing and choking, their eyes bulging, their
         faces turning black.
      

      
      The Earl was not yet finished. ‘Bring forward the others.’

      
      The remaining three were dragged forward, crying with fear and terror.

      
      With an effort Henry held himself upright and forced himself to look straight ahead, keeping his eyes averted from the three
         lifeless bodies hanging from the boughs of the hawthorn. It wasn’t over yet.
      

      
      ‘You are but a few of the craven blackguards who infest this valley and that of Tynedale, but you will live to tell the rest
         that the Lord Percy metes out the King’s justice. Yet you shall not go unpunished for your crimes. Hold forth your right hands!’
      

      
      One man protested but the others were silent and trembling. None of them moved to obey the Earl’s command. The soldiers seized
         them roughly and forced them to the ground and at a nod from the Earl, Branxton severed the hand of each man in turn.
      

      
      Henry felt the sickly blackness creeping over him as their screams filled his ears and the blood poured from their wrists
         while the severed hands twitched on the ground beside them. It was what they deserved, he told himself. It was justice. Justice.
         Justice. Justice. Over and over he repeated the word until at last he felt the dizziness receding. He turned his head and
         looked for Will Chatton. The boy was sitting on the ground a few feet away, his arms wrapped around his head, his shoulders
         shaking. Slowly and stiffly Henry dismounted and went to him. The boy’s obvious misery had come as a surprise and he forgot
         his own feelings as he bent down and touched the boy’s shoulder.
      

      
      ‘It’s over. Does it not comfort you that justice has been done?’ he asked.

      
      Will looked up, his bruised face wet with tears, and shook his head. ‘I did think I would be glad to see them suffer but it
         doesn’t help and I don’t know why. It doesn’t take away the . . . feelings.’ He struggled to put his conflicting emotions
         into words. The death and mutilation of his family’s tormentors could not bring back his father, nor undo the vicious harm
         that had been done to his mother, himself and the bairns.
      

      
      Branxton stood beside the two boys. ‘It’s the grief, Lord Henry,’ he explained. ‘He will need time to accustom himself. Give
         me your hand, lad. We ride now to Chillingham. There is nothing left for us to do here.’ He helped Will to his feet and Henry
         walked beside them back to where the horses stood waiting. He kept his eyes averted from the still moaning figures on the
         ground. ‘Will they . . .?’
      

      
      
      ‘Aye, they’ll live,’ Branxton said grimly. If he’d had his way he’d have hanged them all, they deserved nothing less, but
         only in his heart would he disagree with his lordship’s decision. ‘You will both be better for a hot meal, a good fire and
         a night’s rest,’ he added, knowing that the wagons had set out yesterday for Ros Castle, carrying food, wine and ale, furniture
         and bedding and firewood.
      

      
      Henry nodded; he was in dire need of such comforts. And he had made a decision. ‘I shall ask my father if you can serve me
         as my squire, Will Chatton.’
      

      
      ‘What be a squire, my lord?’ Will asked, surprised.

      
      ‘A servant,’ Henry answered, looking to Branxton for confirmation.

      
      Will was confused and perturbed. ‘I be country born and bred. I be unused to the ways of gentlefolk.’

      
      ‘You can learn. It’s an honour for a lad such as you,’ Branxton said, although he wondered how the young lord’s suggestion
         would be received by his father.
      

      
      ‘Then I thank you, Lord Henry,’ Will replied. This day had brought about so much change in his life, he thought dazedly as
         Branxton hauled him up on to the horse and one of the soldiers helped Henry to mount.
      

      
      There was more than enough room for another servant in his father’s household, Henry thought. The boy had had so little and
         this day had seen him robbed of both his father and his home. He was a brave lad, he deserved a small chance in life.
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Four
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      Hotel de Bourgoyne, Malines, Netherlands

      
      SHE WASN’T IN THE least bit overawed now. Not by the rich, beautiful, brightly woven tapestries depicting biblical and classical scenes that
         hung on the walls, or the intricately carved cupboards with their displays of finely chased gold and silver-gilt plate studded
         with precious gems that lined the chamber, or the leather-bound books and illuminated manuscripts that were on display or
         the floor tiles of Italian marble. When she had first set eyes on such splendour she had been wide-eyed and incredulous. Her
         home had been large and comfortably furnished, she had always had good food and fine clothes, but it had been but a manor
         house and she was the daughter of a knight. She had never imagined that there could be such wealth, but she had grown accustomed
         to it.
      

      
      She did not hang back shyly now in the presence of the Regent of the Netherlands, Margaret, Dowager Duchess of Savoy and Archduchess of Austria, seated at the end of the chamber beneath the cloth of estate, as she had done six months
         ago when Claude Bouton, Captain of the Guard to the Prince of Castile who was betrothed to the Princess Mary of England, had
         brought her to Malines. She was familiar now with this lovely town with its wide, clean streets and many picturesque canals.
         She felt at ease in this pretty yet sumptuous palace on the Keyserhof, and she enjoyed her lessons in the schoolroom with
         Eleanor, Ysabeau and Mary, who were the granddaughters of the Holy Roman Emperor, Maximilian. Why should she not? It was a
         very great honour to be educated with the Archduchesses who would all one day be queens; her father had impressed this fact
         upon her.
      

      
      He had worked very hard to obtain such a position for her, he had said, even though she was only six years old, and she had
         replied that she was very grateful and would be an obedient daughter. He was a very clever man, her father, Sir Thomas Boleyn,
         she knew that, and the Regent held him in high esteem, as did King Henry. Young as she was she knew that both her father and
         mother were descendants of King Edward I and her mother, Elizabeth Howard, was daughter to the Earl of Surrey, raised after
         his victory at Flodden to Duke of Norfolk, and that it was her duty to learn as much as possible while she was here so that
         they would all be proud of her.
      

      
      Of course it had saddened her to leave her lady mother and Hever Castle in the Kent countryside where she had grown up with
         her younger sister Mary and George, her older brother, but both her parents had told her how fortunate she was and how she
         must work very hard so she would not be a disappointment to them. Mary had been jealous and had sulked but that had not upset her for Mary was often silly. George had teased her, saying she would become such a great lady that they would
         have to bow down before her when she returned home.
      

      
      She had reached the foot of the dais and she curtsied to the Regent, holding the folds of her green damask skirts out daintily
         and bowing her head. She was a fashionably dressed lady in miniature with her green hood, edged with gold lace, covering her
         long, dark hair and the fine gold chain around her neck. The ladies of the Regent’s court smiled and looked at her kindly
         for she was a popular little figure.
      

      
      The older woman smiled at the child, her kind blue eyes full of approval and affection. ‘You may rise, la petite Boulain. I have some good news for you.’
      

      
      Anne smiled up at her, her own eyes bright with curiosity. ‘Some news of my father, your grace?’ Her father travelled a good
         deal as an envoy for King Henry and she wondered was he now coming to visit the Regent?
      

      
      Margaret shook her head, thinking what an attractive child she was. She had a natural grace, a pleasing demeanour and pretty
         manners. She worked diligently at her lessons and her French was improving rapidly, as was her self-confidence. In fact she
         was so delighted with the child that she had written to Sir Thomas Boleyn, for whom she had much respect, thanking him for
         sending his elder daughter to her. She glanced at the parchment which lay in her lap. ‘You are to have a companion, ma petite; she is of an age with yourself and from your country. Does that please you?’
      

      
      ‘Very well, your grace,’ Anne replied, bowing her head deferentially, a gesture that served to hide the quick flash of speculation
         which filled those expressive dark eyes. Who was this ‘companion’ to be and would she be happy to share her privileged position with her? She raised her head, her eyes wide
         and filled now only with interest. ‘May I ask her name, your grace?’
      

      
      ‘Anne Brandon, the daughter of Viscount Lisle. She is seven years old and, poor child, motherless.’

      
      Anne tried to look suitably sympathetic as she nodded. She had heard of Charles Brandon, Viscount Lisle, her father had spoken
         of him, but she did not know this other Anne, his daughter. So, she was seven, a year older than herself. She hoped she would
         not prove to be quarrelsome, but she must try to feel sorry for her for it must be a terrible thing for your mother to die.
      

      
      ‘She will join you next month, in time for the Christmas festivities. William Sidney, his lordship’s servant, is to accompany
         her here. She will be in the care of the Mistress of the Archduchesses’ Chamber, as you are. You must make her welcome.’
      

      
      Anne smiled. ‘I shall try very hard, your grace,’ she promised. ‘May I now return to Semmonet? I am copying a letter to my
         father which she has written out for me.’
      

      
      Margaret smiled, dismissing the child with a nod. ‘Soon, perhaps, you may be able to compose a letter to him yourself. That
         would give him great pleasure and pride in your accomplishment.’
      

      
      Anne curtsied. ‘I shall work diligently, I promise.’

      
      When she returned to the schoolroom, which overlooked the formal gardens at the back of the palace, it was to find Eleanor,
         Ysabeau and Mary all dutifully at their books. Semmonet, her French teacher, was in quiet conversation beside the fireplace with Marguerite de Poitiers and the Spanish gentleman, Louis de Vaca, both of whom were charged with
         the education of the Habsburg girls and herself.
      

      
      ‘I am to have a companion. Anne Brandon, she is seven years old. She is the daughter of Viscount Lisle and her mother is dead,’
         she informed them.
      

      
      Fifteen-year-old Eleanor nodded sympathetically. ‘It is a great sorrow to lose a parent, as we know well.’

      
      ‘We must pray she will not be too distressed at leaving her home,’ Ysabeau added kindly.

      
      The Frenchwoman raised a dark eyebrow and looked speculatively at her companions before setting down the quill, inkpot and
         two pieces of parchment before Anne.
      

      
      ‘Then let us hope she will soon become accustomed to us and apply herself diligently to her lessons. And we do not wish to
         hear you chattering to her in your English tongue, Mistress Anne. You are here to learn to converse and to read and to write
         in French,’ she commented a little sharply.
      

      
      The child was not perturbed by this remark. ‘And to learn to play well upon the lute and the clavichord and to sing. Master
         Bredemeres has told me I am making excellent progress.’
      

      
      Semmonet’s features relaxed into a smile; she had grown fond of her youngest pupil. ‘You have the gift of music, little Anna
         Boulain. The Regent herself thinks so too and she is the greatest patron of the arts in all Christendom. Master des Prez has
         told her you have a clear voice with a sweet pure tone and that if you continue to practise and to improve, you may be permitted
         to sing at the festivities at Christmas.’
      

      
      Anne’s face lit up with a smile of delight and her dark eyes sparkled with excitement and pride. This was praise indeed for
         Josquin des Prez was the greatest composer at this court. Would that not be wonderful? Perhaps she might have a new gown and
         hood too for such an event? She would certainly spend more time at her lessons with Master Bredemeres. Anne Brandon’s father
         might be a viscount but she was certain that she would not have a voice as sweet and clear as hers. As she settled down to
         complete the letter to her father she had been copying she determined that from then on all the time she could spare would
         be spent sitting in the chamber that served as a music room with the beribboned lute on which she accompanied herself. Master
         Bredemeres had selected a trio of songs for her to practise, her favourite being a poem composed by the Regent herself and
         set to music by des Prez. This she was certain would delight her benefactress.
      

      
      Christmas was drawing ever closer and on a dark afternoon in mid-December, with the candles burning in their sconces on the
         wall and the fire in the hearth making her small chamber glow, Anne was trying on her new scarlet and gold gown. She was delighted
         with it for it had a tight, laced brocade bodice with a square neckline and a full skirt over a plain gold underskirt. The
         long wide sleeves were also of brocade and cut in the French fashion. Her kirtle was of scarlet and gold cord. Carefully she
         placed the matching hood, edged with tiny pearls, over her hair which fell like a shiny dark curtain down her back, almost
         to her waist. She gazed at her reflection in the polished metal hand mirror and nodded with satisfaction. It was beautiful
         and made her feel very grown up. Her mother had sent her a pair of soft scarlet velvet slippers adorned with gold tissue rosettes
         on the front. They were her special gift for Christmas.
      

      
      
      ‘Do I look like a fine, grown-up lady, Semmonet?’ she asked, gazing up intently and seeking the assurance of her mentor.

      
      ‘You do, little Mistress Anne, and you look very pretty,’ came the reassuring reply, delivered with a fond smile.

      
      She touched the square neckline of the bodice and her dark eyes clouded a little. ‘I shall have to wear my gold chain. I had
         hoped that my father might send me something else, something . . . finer, as a Christmas gift.’
      

      
      The older woman shook her head and tutted impatiently. ‘You are too young for jewelled collars or necklaces. Your chain will
         be sufficient. Do not frown and pout, Mistress Anne. It does not become you.’
      

      
      The child did not have time to reply before Lady Anna de Beaumont entered the chamber holding by the hand a child still dressed
         in travel-stained clothes, her face pale, dark rings of fatigue beneath her eyes.
      

      
      Both Anne and Semmonet curtsied to her for Lady de Beaumont was of the royal house of Navarre and Mistress of the Archduchesses’
         Chamber, a position of great responsibility.
      

      
      ‘Little Mistress Brandon has just arrived. Come, Anne, greet her,’ Lady de Beaumont instructed.

      
      ‘You are most welcome,’ Anne answered pleasantly, scrutinising the girl who was to be her companion. She had heard that she
         was to come today but in the excitement of her new gown and hood she had forgotten. The girl was pale and tired, that was
         obvious. She had blue eyes and fair hair showed beneath her hood. In her plain dark blue travelling cloak and the heavy, awkward-looking
         gable hood she did not look very pretty, Anne thought. But I must be kind, she told herself. She herself had arrived here very tired, still feeling queasy from the sea journey and the jolting litter, confused
         and unhappy at being so far away from home. She reached out and took Anne Brandon’s hands and drew her towards the fire.
      

      
      ‘You will be cold and tired. Come, sit here close to the warmth. Was the journey over the sea rough? I was very sick, I thought
         I should die,’ she confided.
      

      
      Anne Brandon nodded. She had been terrified.

      
      ‘Your trunks and boxes will be brought up and I shall order water for you to wash and food and spiced wine to warm you. You
         will share this chamber with Mistress Anne Boleyn,’ Lady de Beaumont said kindly, smiling at both girls. ‘I am sure you will
         find Anne to be a kind and merry companion,’ she added before leaving, accompanied by Semmonet, to instruct the servants to
         bring the necessary comforts for her newly arrived charge.
      

      
      ‘You will feel much better soon and you will like being here, I do. It is a wonderful palace and the Regent is a kind and
         gracious lady,’ Anne informed her companion affably. ‘But we must speak French and not English and we must work hard at all
         our lessons.’
      

      
      Anne Brandon had unfastened her cloak, revealing a dark crimson gown embroidered around the neck and sleeves with white knots
         but which was as stained and dusty as the blue cloak. She was feeling warmer and Anne’s words had calmed her a little. She
         knew that Anne Boleyn was younger than herself and yet if she was happy here then why should she not be too? And her young
         companion was dressed in a very fine gown and hood. ‘After I have washed and changed my clothes, will you tell me about the
         Archduchesses and the ladies of the court and what is expected of us and what is planned for Christmas?’ she asked hesitantly.
      

      
      Anne nodded enthusiastically. ‘I shall tell you all that and while you are eating I shall sing for you. I have been practising
         very hard for I am to sing at the festivities,’ she announced, her dark eyes shining with pride.
      

      
      ‘You are? Even though you are only six? You must be very gifted.’ There was astonishment and a little envy in the older child’s
         voice.
      

      
      Anne looked serious. It would not be kind or courteous to repeat Master des Prez’s words. ‘My father will be pleased that
         I am being honoured so.’
      

      
      Anne Brandon looked perturbed. ‘Do you miss him and your lady mother?’

      
      Anne shrugged. ‘I do, although I did not see my father very often.’ She looked wistful. ‘I miss my sister Mary and George,
         my brother.’
      

      
      Anne Brandon’s lower lip trembled and her blue eyes misted with tears. ‘I miss my mother. She died.’

      
      Anne felt sorry for her and she reached out and took her hand. ‘I know, but I am sure you will be happy here and we will be
         friends, will we not?’
      

      
      For the first time her companion smiled. ‘I am sure we will.’

      
      Anne smiled brightly, all thoughts of sadness forgotten. ‘And when we grow up we will both be beautiful, accomplished ladies
         and so our fathers will be pleased and proud of us and will seek to find us good husbands, which is important. That is what
         my grandfather of Surrey says. It is important for our families.’ She laughed excitedly. ‘Maybe we will even go to court and
         see the King and Queen.’
      

      
      
      Her companion looked a little apprehensive. ‘Does that not make you a little afraid?’

      
      Anne shook her head. ‘No, why should it? Already we are here at the court of the Regent. We will be taught all the ways of
         great ladies. We will copy the Archduchesses. What is there to fear?’
      

   



      
      
      Chapter Five
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      1516

      
      Alnwick Castle, Northumberland

      
      WILL WAS LEADING HIS horse towards the blacksmith’s shop situated outside the barbican. The animal had cast a shoe and he would need to have it
         replaced before he could attend the morning’s practice at the quintain. With wholesome food plentiful he had grown taller
         and sturdier and he enjoyed the pursuits of armed combat, supervised by Sir William Percy. He could now wield a sword and
         battle-axe, shoot an arrow and tilt with a lance equally as well as Lord Henry’s younger brothers Thomas and Ingram. Lord
         Henry, however, preferred his books and his music, although he rode skilfully and enjoyed hunting, and hawking too, having
         patiently trained his own peregrine falcons.
      

      
      Will had come to know his young master in the time he’d been in his service and the respect and loyalty he felt for him had deepened into affection. Henry Percy was quiet, sensitive, honorable and considerate, whereas his brothers were arrogant
         and dismissive. He had soon become aware that Thomas in particular was jealous of his elder brother, who would one day succeed
         to his father’s title. He was also aware that both Lord Henry’s brothers resented the fact that he, a commoner, was allowed
         to join their instruction in the use of arms and that he was on such affable terms with their brother.
      

      
      He shivered a little in the chilly wind that was now blowing in from the coast. Spring was late in coming this year, he thought.
         It was now mid-April but when he had arisen at five that morning there had been a light frost covering the ground.
      

      
      ‘Master Newson, I have need of your services,’ he called as he tethered the horse outside the blacksmith’s. Upon entering
         the forge a fierce blast of heat hit him, momentarily taking his breath away.
      

      
      Alfred Newson turned towards him, the muscles of his arms and shoulders glistening with sweat, his heavy leather apron bearing
         the singe marks of the fire and the white-hot metal he worked with every day.
      

      
      ‘What be wrong now, young Chatton?’

      
      ‘My horse has cast a shoe, master, and I have only half an hour before practice,’ he replied respectfully, for he was aware
         that the man had more pressing work.
      

      
      Newsom nodded and grinned. He liked the boy; he’d adapted to life in the Earl’s household well and there was no malice or
         insolence in him.
      

      
      ‘Bring the animal in, lad, and I’ll see what I can do.’

      
      Will did as he was bid and as he stood watching the smith at work replacing the shoe, he deliberated on the good fortune that had come out of the loss of his father and his home. He was more than adequately clothed. He took his meals in the great
         hall, at one of the lower trestle tables, with servants of a similar standing to his own. The Earl’s household was large;
         he employed a Chamberlain of the Household, a Comptroller, a Treasurer, a Secretary, a Master of Horse and Clerks of the Kitchen
         and Signet who all ate at the Knights’ Table in the great hall. There was a Dean of the Chapel and ten priests, a Master of
         Grammar and a Riding Chaplain, who accompanied the Earl on journeys, plus seventeen choristers and – so it seemed to him –
         hundreds of domestic servants.
      

      
      He slept on a truckle bed in the same chamber as Lord Henry. Daily he rose at five, as did everyone, and attended six o’clock
         Mass with his master, but he had been truly astounded when he’d learned that he would be paid three pounds eleven shillings
         and sixpence a year to purchase his food and drink. He doubted his poor father had ever seen so much money in his life.
      

      
      Master Newson gave the last nail in the shoe a tap. ‘There now, good as new.’

      
      Will thanked him, taking the reins and leading the animal out. At last the watery sun had broken through the ragged grey clouds,
         he noticed as he approached the tilt yard.
      

      
      All three boys were already mounted and were talking to their uncle as Will hastened towards them.

      
      ‘Is there a reason for your tardiness this morning, Squire Chatton?’ Sir William asked, frowning, while Ingram Percy smirked
         behind his hand.
      

      
      ‘Sire, my horse cast a shoe and I am sorry for it,’ Will excused his lateness.

      
      
      Sir William nodded curtly and then instructed Thomas to take up his position.

      
      Will watched as the boy tested the weight of the long wooden lance and deftly found its balance, eyeing the quintain carefully.
         If the lance did not strike the dummy in the centre it would swing round and the rider would be struck by the heavy sandbag.
      

      
      Thomas spurred his horse forward and galloped down the lists, striking the dummy mid-centre. Sir William nodded his approval
         whilst eleven-year-old Ingram cheered his brother’s efforts. His horsemanship and balance were impressive.
      

      
      Will knew from experience he would be the last to attempt the feat. Ingram Percy rode next and he also struck mid-centre;
         then it was Lord Henry’s turn. Beside his brothers he appeared slight, for both Thomas and Ingram were strong, sturdy youths.
         Will thought that for Lord Henry the lance seemed heavier and far more awkward to handle.
      

      
      Sir William shouted for him to commence his ride and he dug his heels into the animal’s flanks. The lance seemed to waver
         and when he reached the dummy his thrust missed, the sandbag swung round and he was knocked sprawling from his horse.
      

      
      Will instantly ran to him to help him up. ‘Are you hurt, my lord?’ he asked anxiously.

      
      Henry shook his head ruefully, trying to get his breath. ‘There is naught broken, I think, just bruised.’

      
      ‘Lean on me, my lord,’ Will said for Henry had winced as he’d taken a step forward.

      
      Will glanced at Sir William and sighed inwardly, seeing the look of annoyance on the older man’s face. Both Thomas and Ingram were doubled up with laughter and he glared at them.
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