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For my daughter, Emma MacKellar,
with all my love.When you were born I glimpsed the meaning of existence. I am so lucky to be part of your life.


THE
UNCROWNED
QUEEN



PROLOGUE


[image: images] There were eagles in the sky over London. Sea eagles, a pair of them. They rode the smoky air slowly, spiraling upward on the heat from the early cooking fires—he with her, she above him. The king of birds, the queen of birds.

Beneath their wings the city nested tight behind its walls as, one by one, houses woke to the day. The eagles saw the people, tiny figures far below, as they issued from their doors—specks of restless color channeled into streams by the dark streets.

The eagles called out to each other. Enough, said that cry. No food for us here. And they flew away toward the coast, toward the empty, clean sea without another glance.

But the people of London had no wings. Left behind, the dirty streets heaved and rippled with speculation. At first it was a whisper, neighbor to frightened neighbor, but terror spoke at last and named the thing out loud for what it was. War. War was coming.

None would speak her name though, for saying it, actually naming her, might bring the curse, bring her, to their doors. That fearful knowledge hollowed out the day. The old queen, Margaret of Anjou, and the earl of Warwick had become allies where, before, the deaths of many men had forged and sealed their enmity.

Dread of that strange pairing flowed over the walls of London and drifted through the gates like gray fog, chilling the unwary. And rumors spread as sweating sickness does, mouth to mouth. Troops were massed on the other side of the water; all the horses in Normandy had been requisitioned by her knights; the masts of her fleet were thick as forest trees. This, and more, was proof that she was backed by the power of the mad and terrible French king, Louis.

It was certain, people whispered. Margaret had sworn to take the kingdom back for her lack-wit husband and her loose-born son, and God help them all when she came. She would not pity them when her troops entered their city. London, and Londoners, had betrayed her before and all the prayers in the world, all the pleas for intercession, would be as nothing, for the old queen’s memory was long. She’d been driven from this city and her kingdom years ago. Exiled now, she waited for revenge. She was Edward Plantagenet’s nemesis and at last, at last, her hour had come.

The citizens of London shivered as they whispered, and terrified the children who heard them talking. And they mourned as they prayed without hope.

They mourned for their king, their summer king, and for his queen, Elizabeth, as lovely as the empress of Heaven descended down to Earth. The Yorks had had their brief summer, a summer of hope, of optimism, and soon this young king and his silver-gilt queen would be gone, swept away with their little princesses on the tide of history, never to return. None doubted it.

Least of all Sir Mathew Cuttifer, mercer of the city of London. Stoically, hour after hour, he knelt as if on knives while the silence of his working room in Blessing House—his London base—grew thick as dust. Mathew, too, prayed for deliverance. First, his prayers were for the kingdom of England; next for his king, Edward Plantagenet, and all his family. Then he prayed for his city and its frightened people. He asked intercession for his wife and their grandson, his household, his business, and for his own personal survival, if that were God’s will.

Lastly, he prayed for the safety and well-being of Anne de Bohun, the girl he called his ward, over the seas in Brugge. The girl whose destiny had come to be so bound up with that of his family, his house and, truly, the kingdom of England, that her very existence seemed an omen. Whether good or bad, it was impossible to tell. It had always been impossible to tell.

And though Anne was safe where she was, soon, very soon, the dark fingers of the turmoil in England would reach out over the water and touch her with their taint. Of that, Mathew Cuttifer had no doubt.

“Master?” The voice was muffled by the door, four inches of ancient oak bound by iron.

Mathew frowned. He was praying; the household knew that. On his clear instructions, the sacred was never to be interrupted by the profane concerns of everyday life. He muttered an Ave and ignored his knees; he would not recognize the pain. And he would not respond to the man outside the door. The servant would go away. If he was sensible.

There was silence once more. Motes danced in the cold slant of light from the single high window. Then it came again: a rapid knocking.

“Master? Can you hear me?”

Mathew crossed himself and breathed deeply. “This is not the time. Go away.”

“There is bad news, master.”

Mathew knew himself to be a rational man, a calm man. His friends, his trading colleagues all agreed. Mathew Cuttifer was always staunch in a crisis, they said; always good for wise, detached advice and clear analysis of a problem.

Not today.

“What news?”

The door was wrenched wide so fast the hinges yelped. Leif Molnar, chief captain of the burgeoning Cuttifer fleet of trading vessels, stood outside. Anxiety had made his seaman’s cap a shapeless mass in giant hands. “Warwick and Clarence have landed in the west, master. Jasper Tudor is with them. They’re being supported by the people. Some of the lords, as well. Too many.”

Mathew Cuttifer’s face was plaster-white. He gestured for the man to enter, waved him to the high stool in front of his working desk. “So, it’s finally come. Does the king know?”

Leif lifted massive shoulders in a shrug. “It’s said he’s still in the north. York, perhaps. They’re rioting in Kent already. News travels faster than men do.”

Mathew crossed himself. “God defend us, then.”

Kent was troublesome no matter which king sat on the throne. Always opportunistic, the men of Kent; they’d looted London on a rumor of trouble before.

“We’ll need to shore up defenses here. Those who are not friends of the king will think they’ve been given a license to sack the city.” Mathew gathered his old-fashioned houppelande around his shanks as he hobbled from the room. Sudden energy freed up his joints remarkably—the operation of fear. “Come with me, Leif. There is much to be done.”

Leif was an oaklike presence in that low-ceilinged room. “Master?”

“What?” The word was flung back over Mathew’s shoulder.

“The Lady de Bohun?”

Mathew slowed his pace and allowed Leif to catch up with him. “She’s safest out of this. Best she stays where she is.”

“But her connections might be useful to the king and his cause.” Captain Molnar did not add, “And to you, master,” but that’s what he meant.

Mathew turned so quickly the Dane cannoned into him, treading heavily on his master’s gouty toes. Instant, breathless pain, and the merchant’s face collapsed around his missing teeth.

“Connections? What do you mean?” Hissing the words, Mathew moved his mind away from the agony, though his eyes watered.

Leif was embarrassed. Only on the deck of his ship was he graceful. Or in a fight. “The sister to the king, the duchess of Burgundy, she is Lady Anne’s friend because of the affection they both share for…” He swallowed defensively as Mathew glared at him. “It is common knowledge, master, that Lady Anne and the king have a… connection.”

Mathew snorted. “Common knowledge! Gossip, you mean. You disappoint me, Leif.” He hurried away, leaving his captain wallowing, discomforted, in his righteous wake.

But later that night, after a lengthy conversation with his wife, Lady Margaret, whose judgment Mathew Cuttifer deeply respected, as well as much searching prayer on the matter, Mathew came to a decision that surprised and frightened both husband and wife. He would send Leif Molnar to Brugge.

The Dane would survey and secure the trading operation of the House of Cuttifer in Brugge, and report back. Mathew didn’t doubt the worth of his steward there, Maxim, and Meinheer Boter, who controlled his accounting-house, but with war beckoning, chaos would shortly follow, and a prudent man did what he could to protect what God had so graciously given.

Leif would also visit Anne de Bohun. Mathew’s ward did have links to the Burgundian court at the very highest level, and she would be asked to obtain information regarding the intentions of Charles, duke of Burgundy, in the coming war. Such intelligence would be of great worth to the future of London, and of England. And to the Yorkist cause. Both ends against the middle—that was the game Mathew Cuttifer played now. And Holy Mary help them all, for he’d been in this place before with Anne de Bohun and her terrifyingly high “connections.” Once, Anne’s links to the court of England, to the king himself, had almost cost Mathew his family, his business, and his life.

And in sending Leif Molnar to Anne at this time, and on such a mission, Mathew Cuttifer placed them all in danger once more. In the end, though, what else could he do?

His prayers had told him the truth in this matter.

It was the will of God.



Part One
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THE
SHADOW



CHAPTER ONE


[image: images] Snow was falling again. Soft, lazy flakes. She tasted them. Held up her hands to catch them. They touched her like a kiss.

There were footprints in the fallen snow. Large. Not hers. Marks made by a man. But they were old, the edges of the outlines rounded, blurred. The man was long gone. She looked down at her own red shoes. Would she fit her feet within the marks the man had made? They led away across the white field toward the fence of trees that was the edge of the forest. Stark black trunks, limbs burdened, clotted with snow. Yes.

Suddenly convinced, she hurried forward, the deep, soft powder creaking beneath her Spanish slippers. But she was hot, not cold, as she stepped into the hollows of the footprints in the snow. She had to stretch to match his stride—he’d been tall, this man—and she could feel it in her thighs, her knees.

And then she was among the trees, breathless, starting to hurry, trying to run, trying not to flounder, stumbling on though her skirts were wet and heavy. Her mantle was a burden. Throw it away, that was best, she would not be so hot. Impatiently she dragged at the cloak pin, a gold dragon with milk-white eyes of pearl. It ripped the heavy velvet as she tugged, but she didn’t care. She threw the precious garment down beside a naked hawthorn tree, the last blood-dark berries shriveled on the twigs, some caught into icicles, the fingers of winter. Perhaps she would come back and find the blue cloak later. Only perhaps.

She was strong, she knew that, but every part of her was in pain as she struggled to be faithful to the marks in the snow, her chest heaving with the effort of moving forward, plowing forward. The footprints led her on. She allowed herself to feel hope now, to believe that she was close. That soon, if only she ignored the agony in her knees, her side, her throat, she would find him, the man who’d made them. She was clear on that—she wanted that. She must find him, ask him why he had… what? Gone on this weary journey, of course, when all the world was deep asleep, locked in the depths of rigid winter.

And it made her happy, knowing she would find him, so happy that nothing else mattered. She would see this man, touch him, hold his face between her hands. She would feel the sharp day-old stubble on his skin, she would taste his mouth softly, and he would hold her. Not concentrating, Anne stumbled, falling suddenly into the cold, soft snow. She laughed. She liked snow, liked the feel of it, only it was important to brush it off quickly so the cold did not travel to the skin. First she would sit up, then she would stand, and then…

She saw the wolf. Smelled her. This white world had no smell, but the wolf did—a rank, dog-slobber stench. The creature was yellow-eyed, all sinew, no fat this deep in winter. Ravenous, and pregnant. Anne was fresh meat, a happy bonus in the frozen world of the wolf.

Anne heard herself scream, the sound given up from deep in her chest, as the wolf sprang. The animal’s weight hit her and teeth, hard yellow teeth, ripped and connected within her throat; blood, blood was everywhere. White pain, white snow and blood, a sea of blood, soft red blood. How could blood be so soft?

The wolf was shaking her now, shaking Anne’s shoulder. Addressing her, while ripping at her tender flesh.

“Anne? Anne, all is well. Anne?”

Yes, perhaps all would be well. Dying was easy; she’d always known that. Anne sighed. These were the last things she would ever feel; she allowed her hands to pat the soft red snow as her body flopped this way and that, shaken by the wolf as the creature went about her work.

“Anne? Wake now, sweetheart. Wake!”

It was the counterpane—red silk and goose down, that was all. Her hand was white against it and there was no blood.

“No blood?”

Deborah, Anne’s foster mother, swallowed acid fear as she held the girl tight against her own body. “No blood. All’s well now.”

The dream had gone but the forest had not quite left Anne de Bohun. She still saw the footprints leading her on. Old footprints, lost in the snow. The girl closed her eyes against tears as Deborah kissed her brow, soothed damp, tangled hair back from her face.

Anne knew who the man was now. Edward Plantagenet.

“Will you pray before the break-fast?” Deborah’s tone was carefully brisk, formal, as she tidied the bed. Anne was glad, suddenly, that her foster mother—her housekeeper in the eyes of the world—was practical. She was right. It was time to begin the day, time to leave the night world, and there was much to be done as autumn approached winter. They must also think about protecting the farm from brigands, in these uncertain times. For that they would need money.

Anne sat up, huddling the bedclothes around her bare shoulders. It was dark still but the branch of candles on the shelf beside the fire made a show of challenging the gloom, as did the fire on its newly built hearth.

“Yes, I should like to pray with the household. But I’ve slept late. Perhaps I’m the last down and they’re all about their work already?”

Deborah, splashing hot water from an ewer into the washing bowl by the fire, smiled at the girl in the great bed.

“Do not distress yourself. We’ve all been working hard these weeks with the harvest. You most of all, and—” She’d been about to say, “You needed a good sleep,” but stopped herself. There’d been far too many nightmares recently, as this last night showed.

Anne was determined the wolf’s shadow would not enter her daylight world. Slipping down from the high mattress, she groped on the boards beneath the bed for her felt house slippers. “And little Edward?” Anne shivered, naked, toward the fire and the comfort of the dressing mantle—an extravagance from her former life.

“In the kitchen. A matter of new bread, I think. He could smell it when he woke.”

Both women laughed and the dark air moved and shifted with the sound. Anne’s son, the boy she called her nephew, was three, though tall for his age, quick, and speaking well. She was proud that many people, on first meeting him, thought him at least five. She would laugh and say, “Ah, yes. It’s the good food he gets here. He grows like a weed outside the town. Boys need space.”

There was always comfort in the ritual of washing and dressing for Anne and Deborah. It was almost the only time during the day that they could expect to be alone together; that was, if the noisy boy they both so deeply loved was not bouncing around on the great bed, demanding that they both hurry, hurry, down to the kitchen and break-fast.

“House dress, or fine?”

“House dress, Deborah. We’ve much to do today.”

Anne avoided her foster mother’s glance. Their current situation was her responsibility and it weighed on her. Hoping for greater freedom outside the narrow life of the city, she’d brought them all to this little farm beyond the walls of Brugge. Yet now that war, rumored and actual, was spreading through Europe, she could not avoid the uncertainty of their situation. There were hard questions to be asked. And there were no easy answers.

Preoccupied, Anne washed herself quickly in the warming air. Light from candles and the fire touched her body like a loving hand. She was gracefully made, with curving hips; a straight, well-muscled back; high, delicate breasts with tawny rose nipples—larger for having had a child—and strong, slender arms and legs from all the work she did.

Deborah sighed and turned away to find the girl a house dress. There were so many things they did not speak of anymore. Marriage, that was what Anne needed. A real flesh-and-blood marriage, not an insubstantial, passionate dream that receded, day by day, into enchanted mist. Marriage was an alliance, a contract designed for mutual aid and support between a man and a woman; such a contract would protect Anne and the boy and her household as the constant dangerous wrangling between Burgundy and France escalated. It was a shame, and a waste, that nearly two years since their last meeting, her foster daughter still yearned for the one man she could not have. Edward, the English king; Edward Plantagenet, her son’s father. A thousand miles away over the sea, but closer than thought to Anne—always closer than thought.

But things changed when they needed to and there was an unexpected cause for new hope in their lives. Last night, very late, Leif Molnar had arrived from Sluys—too late to talk, except to say he’d come from Sir Mathew. Perhaps Leif brought Anne a solution? Perhaps they would all go back to London, to Sir Mathew’s house, until the wrangling between France and Burgundy resolved itself? Yet England, too, was in turmoil. There was even talk that Edward Plantagenet might lose his throne. Perhaps nowhere was safe anymore?

Deborah took a house dress down from its peg and shook it vigorously. Concentrate on the moment, banish gloom with hard work. “The worsted? It’s clean still. Which sleeves would you like?”

“You choose, Deborah. I don’t mind.”

The kirtle was designed for work and not for show, but it was still a pretty thing. Dark red, it had several pairs of sleeves that could be swapped depending on mood. Deborah, thinking the day would be sullen, chose a set in cheerful crocus yellow, piped with blue to match the blue lacings of the dress. She knew that Anne liked color, particularly as the days drew in. The older woman also found a linen chemise for her daughter. Anne appreciated the warmth and durability of her own good woolen cloth, but was sensitive to its itch against her skin. She always had been, even as a little girl.

Footed hose, a practical luxury, were laid up in a fruitwood coffer. These would be tied beneath the knee with ribbon. Lastly, there was an apron of forest-green serge and a thick shawl, its warp bright blue wool with a startling weft of yellow silk.

Helping the girl dress, Deborah worked, crabwise, toward her design for the future. “So, what do you think our neighbors will ask for the plow land?”

As Deborah laced the kirtle, Anne stared out toward the first faint light in the east.

“I’m not certain. Perhaps I’ll not offer much coin at all. An annuity might be better for them and for us.”

Deborah tied the blue laces into a serviceable double bow where the bodice joined the skirt. “Do you think mother and son will agree? It’s her dower land, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know what Meinheer Landers’s mother expects. He’d be more interested in money paid now, of course. But if I can bring them to accept an annuity, she’ll have an income against her expenses now that she lives in his house. That will help them both and we will not have to give so much when we sign the contract. I have plans for that land—it will return the value of an annuity tenfold when it’s used properly. River land is always good soil.”

Deborah finished dressing her daughter and returned to pummeling the goose-down pillows energetically. She was determined to be positive. Perhaps speaking of the future of the farm would open a way to talk more broadly about other things. “What will you grow there?”

Anne looked up from tying the ribbons on her stockings. “Crocus. Saffron crocus. I believe it will do very well: good soil, water close by. There’s always a ready market for saffron and the flowers are so pretty. Perhaps we can increase your physic garden too? Comfrey, and the plants that like rich soil. Angelica? That would sell well if we candied it in honey. We can use the knowledge you’ve given me.”

Anxiety flashed in Deborah’s eyes.

Anne laughed. “I mean the plant lore. I’ve already talked to the potter in the village. I want him to make me little bottles with stoppers. And little pots. We can make face washes and creams for the ladies of the court here, such as I made for the queen, and sell them.” Briefly she paused, thinking of Elizabeth Wydeville, the queen of England. Her enemy. A flicker of compassion touched her. It would not be easy being queen in England now. Anne shrugged, moving on with an effort, smiling brightly. “Beauty will come from beauty, you’ll see.”

Deborah nodded as she finished smoothing the coverlet on the bed. Anne made the most unlikely farmer. She’d bought her farmstead last spring, after some months of haggling. The River Zwijn formed one of its boundaries, but the farm buildings and the home orchard had been shamefully neglected. Anne saw the value of the access to Brugge that the river would give her and had walked every chain of the land, carefully noting the deep soil, the dense woods—good foraging for pigs in autumn—and the south-facing meadows. The previous owner, a wealthy peasant, had bought individual strips of this good land long ago from his own impoverished lord and combined them into substantial fields—a forward-thinking departure from usual practice. But age and sickness meant the old man had lost interest and the farm slid into neglect and debt, both of which his son had inherited with the land when his father died. Yet Anne had seen that cows did well on these meadows and where cows were happy, wealth came from the earth. But Deborah knew none of this would have been enough for her foster daughter if the place had not been beautiful also.

“Well, it is a good plan if you can bring Meinheer Landers to accept it on behalf of his mother. Now, there is another matter of which we should speak—”

A loud crash came from below, followed by a woman screaming, then the terrified howl of a child.

“Edward!”

Anne ran from the room and down the wooden stairs to the kitchen, where she found her son hiding among the skirts of the cook, Lisotte. He was sobbing but unharmed. It was another matter for the stranger lying on the flagged floor, blood a veil for his face.

“He came through the door so quickly, with a sword, and there was the boy…” The cook was wavering on her feet from shock. “And I had this, so…”

Lisotte saw the moment again, all too vividly. She’d been using the long poker to stoke the fire under the three-legged pot when the stranger entered from the dark with a drawn sword. Her first thought had been to protect the child. The result lay before them.

Edward ran to Anne. She scooped him up and he hid his face in her neck. She felt his heart pound in the fragile chest though he’d stopped crying. “There now, my darling. I have you, I have you.” She kissed her son and held him tight, wrapping his small body in her arms and using her own body to shield him from the sight of the man on the floor.

“Now, Edward, you must go with Deborah. I need to speak to Lisotte. Sit, Lisotte. Come, here on the settle.”

Edward patted Anne’s face, concerned. “You all right? You frightened?” Anne’s heart lurched with love. He was terrified of the man and what had happened, but he was more worried for her. Please, never let him lose that kindness. Let him grow to be a kind man. It was a silent, passionate prayer as Anne carried the boy to her foster mother.

“Take him. And find Leif Molnar. Quickly!”

“I am here, lady.” Three strides from the open door and the Dane was kneeling beside the intruder. The man’s sword lay where it had fallen. Leif Molnar removed it and glanced toward Deborah. “Take the child, woman. Go!” Deborah did not think to contradict him. Scooping the boy up, she hurried away.

Leif looked at Anne. “Lady, this man cannot die before we know more.”

Lisotte gave a horrified sigh and slumped off the settle in a faint. Anne caught her before her head hit the flags. She nodded at Leif. “Do it. I agree.” There could be no pity in these war-plagued times.

Outside the kitchen door, a butt collected water from the red-tiled roof. Leif removed the plank cover quickly, smashed the first thin ice of autumn, and filled a leather bucket. He was back beside the unconscious man in a moment and threw the freezing water full into his face and open mouth. The effect was instant and violent. The intruder vomited red water and jerked on the floor like a fish in a boat.

Anne turned away, close to retching herself, but when she looked back the stranger’s eyes were open, though he was groaning.

“Who are you? What do you want?” Leif spoke quietly, but he’d hauled the man to a sitting position, his knife against the stranger’s Adam’s apple.

The man swallowed and coughed, straining away from the blade as he tried to speak. “I come from the king for Lady Anne de Bohun. Urgent. No time. Must speak, must…” His eyelids flickered and his eyes rolled upward. Anne leapt to her feet, pulling Leif’s knife away from the man’s throat. There was only one king in Anne’s life.

Edward Plantagenet.

“Sweet Christ, he’s a messenger! Ah God, no, he must not die. Leif, more water. Quickly!” As the Dane ran to the door, Anne knelt beside the man. He was a soldier; she could see ringmail beneath his surcoat. Unwittingly, Lisotte had struck at the only place a woman could have damaged him: his unprotected face and head. Light from the fire showed an open gaping crescent above the man’s right temple; through the blood, it was possible to see the broken white bone of his skull.

Anne searched the man’s body, looking for a written message. There was nothing. The realization was a bitter one: this man carried information for her, certainly, but it was in his head. The head that Lisotte had broken like a nutshell.

“Oh, please wake. Do not die. Tell me what he said to you. Tell me, tell me…”

She rocked the man’s big body as she knelt beside him, as if he’d been her own child, and pressed one corner of her apron hard against his wound to stop the blood. Light from the fire touched the edge of a small medal on a chain around his throat. A crucifix?

“Thor’s hammer, lady.”

Anne looked up. “Thor? Who is Thor?”

“One of the old gods. My people worship him still, though the church thinks otherwise.” For a moment Leif grinned, though it was a mere flash of white teeth and did not reach his eyes. “This man is Thor’s servant.”

Surprise replaced fear. To worship other gods than the Christian one, to be a pagan in these times, was not only remarkable, it was very dangerous. Anne and Deborah lived with that knowledge each waking day of their lives.

“But he is English. He’s wearing York colors.” The seaman shrugged as he inspected the filthy tunic, murrey-red quartered with blue. “Lady, it is the truth. English or not, this man belongs to Thor. He would not wear the hammer, otherwise.”

Anne looked more closely at the medal. It was crudely made, but yes, it was a hammer, not a cross, though the shapes, quickly seen, were similar. The fire sparked and belched smoke; she coughed and turned her head away. And, in that moment, something glittered beneath Leif’s half-opened shirt.

“You have this sign as well?”

Leif smiled at her amazement. “It was how I was raised. I am his servant also.”

The man in Anne’s arms stirred and spoke, though his eyes were closed. It was as if a corpse had spoken. “As are we all his servants when war comes. But, lady, you must help the king.”

“How? How can I help the king?” Anne pleaded. “What does he want from me?”

“Truth, from those who deal in lies.”

One breath more and the man was still.

“No! No, come back to me. What do you mean? Come back!”

Leif bent and lifted the messenger out of Anne’s arms. Big as the soldier was, Leif looked like a man carrying his sleeping son.

“No use, lady. He spoke from the fields of death. Now he has gone farther and we cannot call him back.”

Anne clasped her hands together to stop them shaking. “How can I answer this riddle?”

Leif turned back to her, the soldier in his arms. She could not see his face because he was silhouetted in the open doorway.

“We all seek truth, lady. I will help you find it.” Then he was gone.

Anne’s knees shook when she tried to stand. What now? What should she do?

And how could she help the king of England?



CHAPTER TWO


[image: images] It was close, too close, and it happened in sight of land. The freezing wind locked Edward Plantagenet’s jaw so tight it was difficult to speak, but he tried to look defiant for his men—the way a king should look going into battle. Of course he didn’t know if he was, technically, a king at the current moment. Were you a monarch still if you fled your kingdom?

During the last mad days it had seemed the right thing to do. At the end of a week of crazy riding, little food, and less sleep, he and his youngest brother, Richard of Gloucester, had commandeered a cog, the Norwich Lass, in Kings Lynn. They’d fought their way across the country to the coast and the sea beckoned as a way of escape. What choice did they have with Warwick at their backs?

And here and now, right or wrong, they were about to fight again: on sea this time, not land. And none of them could swim. Was this the last, fatal mistake after a campaign filled with mistakes? The one that would kill them all?

The Norwich Lass was sturdy, but a cog is no seabird and she was wallowing now, trying hard to put about as the mighty Hanseatic carrack bore down upon them, having won the tacking duel in sight of the Dutch coast. How could he have forgotten that the ships of the Hanseatic League patrolled this northern sea so vigorously, seeing off English and French ships alike—or taking them as prizes? What was done was done. Gutted from their days-long flight—running from Warwick and his other, turncoat brother, George of Clarence—Edward Plantagenet summoned a last reserve of energy as he flexed stiffened shoulders, bracing his back and thighs for what would come. Then he found the words he needed and the means to say them. “Richard, form them up! Archers, here, before me—fire only on command. Hastings and Rivers, the rear, if you please. Gentlemen, swords. And now… Captain, we are ready.” His voice was loud and clear and the hand that held his father’s sword against the sky did not shake. A miracle.

Will Conyers, captain of the Norwich Lass, was exasperated. It was all very well for the king to say he and his tiny band of followers were ready to fight the appallingly obvious might of the Hanseatic League, but that wouldn’t help much when the vessels came together. This contest was idiotically unequal. They were doomed.

The king, however, was apparently indifferent to their impending fate, as were his men. Obediently they shuffled themselves into a compact group on the slimy deck—a party of twenty or so, including no more than ten archers. None of them found it easy to catch the rhythm of the bucking ship but they drew their swords anyway and nocked their arrows, the archers praying the strings had not been slackened by the flying sea.

Will shook his head and turned away from their folly. He could only muster a hasty “My thanks, sire” before roaring for his men to haul on the yards harder, harder, and abusing the tillerman: “Bring her round, round, you nun’s bastard. I said bring her round!” Made furious by terrified ineptitude, Will grasped the tiller himself and began to haul with all his considerable strength.

Slowly, so laboriously, the Norwich Lass finally answered, began to turn as she caught the wind. Sail suddenly taut, she leapt as if alive and bit down into the running sea, more nimble than Will Conyers had ever seen her. Perhaps she knew what faced them all and was trying to escape in her own way. But the captain had no time for gratitude. “Guns! They’ve opened the ports!” came the cry.

Indeed they had. The Danneborg, immediately to starboard and four times the cog’s size, had bronze bombards poking out in a line along her mighty flank.

“Down, all. Down!” Will roared.

Edward ignored the captain. “Archers?” The men stood straighter, trying to brace themselves against the lurching deck. “On my mark, high and fast and… loose!”

A good archer fires fifteen arrows in the space of one minute, and these were good. The last of Edward’s own Welsh guard, they’d made the mad dash from Nottingham across Lincolnshire beside him, in company with his most loyal friends and supporters: his brother, Richard of Gloucester; William, Lord Hastings, high chamberlain of England; and his brother-in-law, Lord Rivers. Now here they were, facing death once more, even so close to the coast of the Low Countries and safety. The English arrows hit the deckmen of the Hanseatic carrack with a sighing, lethal whine, proving what Edward already knew: his archers themselves were the true weapons, not their bows. At one with the yew as it bent and sang, they fired as regularly, as rhythmically, as the workings of one of his mechanical clocks. And they did enough damage for their opponents to falter, for some of the cannon crew to misfire. And then, when the helmsman was hit on the castellated deck and the captain winged where he stood bellowing orders, the carrack lurched and lost the wind.

It was enough, just enough, and not a moment too soon, for the archers had loosed nearly all their arrows.

Will Conyers crossed himself, astonished, and for a moment thought of his wife waiting at home back in Lynn. She’d be none too pleased by this adventure. Even as he bellowed at the crew to trim the sail again and swung the tiller hard to port, he made himself a promise. He’d sell the Lass, go in with Nan’s dad on the alehouse. He’d had enough of the sea. Yes, there was a message in this mad adventure with Edward Plantagenet. Be damned if he’d lose his ship or his life for a man who’d gambled his throne in this gathering disaster of his own making!

All the while, as Will hauled the Lass about and more surely into the wind, he talked to her as if she were a horse or a woman. She was a tricky thing and might be offended by his traitorous thoughts. “Come up, my girl, that’s the way. Now bite down, bite down harder and… take the wind!”

And as she did, the men on board cheered and stomped, hoarse with relief as the little cog left the carrack wallowing in her modest wake, their shouts drowned in the slap of the sea, the howl of rushing air in the belly of the sail. There, less than a league away, was the little Dutch port of Alkmaar, and never was a sight more welcome. Edward cheered with the rest of them and felt the fear leach away as his heartbeat slowed. Their luck would turn now, please God. Charles of Burgundy, his brother-in-law, held the Low Countries as part of his dukedom. Soon they would be among friends and have time to think their way through the puzzle that England had become now that Edward had fled the country. He would need money, men, and arms to restore his patrimony, restore his throne.

And for all of these, he needed help. Someone to intercede with Charles on his behalf, to make his case for assistance. A messenger had been dispatched from York more than ten nights since. Had he found her? Dear Lady in Heaven, had the man found Anne de Bohun?



CHAPTER THREE


[image: images] “I will not go. No! Not until I know where the king is and if he is safe.”

The scene in the queen’s rooms at Westminster Palace was chaotic. Elizabeth Wydeville’s chamber women and her lady companions stumbled over each other, cursing, as they shoved clothes, veils, linen, and jewels into coffers and boxes, terror making fingers clumsy and tempers short. The queen herself sat immovable on her chair of state, her straight back rigid with defiance.

“But, Your Majesty, we have word that the army is outside the wall. The Londoners and the city will not hold them for long. Earl Warwick and—” The queen’s personal chamberlain, John Ascot, gulped and, swallowing air, choked into a fit of coughing. It was the stress of this terrible day—and the fact that he must tell the queen the truth.

“Clarence? Go on, man, say his name. My husband’s brother, that traitor, Clarence, is with him, isn’t he? Isn’t he?”

John Ascot was pale with the effort of persuading his pregnant mistress to leave the palace. For her sake, and his, one of them had to stay calm, though it was hard.

“Your Majesty, I understand that the duke does accompany the earl. This may be a good thing—”

“A good thing, Master Chamberlain? A good thing!”

The chamberlain winced at the queen’s tone but forced himself to meet her frigid glance. He bowed as deeply as he could and spoke the shocking truth; there was no time for niceties now.

“The duke is popular with the London commons, Your Majesty. That may buy us a little time. But you must come with me immediately. For the sake and safety of the prince still to be born. And his father.”

Elizabeth Wydeville closed her eyes so the chamberlain would not see the sudden tears. Unconsciously, her hands clenched around her greatly swollen belly. The child kicked vigorously beneath her fingers. “There is no other place?”

She spoke so low, John Ascot had to lean forward to hear her words. His mistress was a difficult woman, little loved by those who served her, but unexpectedly he was touched by more than duty. There was despair in that whisper.

He shook his head. “I dearly wish I could offer you another refuge, but you and the prince to come will be safe there. The holy abbot, Dr. Milling, has offered his own personal quarters to Your Majesty and”—he looked around at the women in the chamber, all of whom were now listening breathlessly—“some of your women.”

Elizabeth opened her eyes at that and skewered him with her glance. “How many?”

“Five, Your Majesty.”

There was an instant of stricken silence, then a low agitated tide of noise rose higher, and higher.

“Five? That is impossible!” The queen was implacable.

John Ascot turned to face the queen’s women. “It must be so. There is no room for more.” He caught the eye of the queen’s mother, Jacquetta of Luxembourg, with a pleading glance. Help me!

The duchess, who had been supervising the queen’s women as they packed, was not the daughter of a great nobleman for nothing. She clapped her hands for silence, and was rewarded. Her, they respected. “Very well. You, you, and you. And you—and you, there, holding the green veil.” Jacquetta pointed around the room at individual women. “You five will accompany the queen and myself.” A bright glance stopped John Ascot, who had been about to protest. Jacquetta made six. “Hurry now, we must finish packing for the queen and leave immediately for sanctuary in the abbey.”

The train of the duchess’s black velvet gown was encrusted with silver embroidery and very heavy; normally at least two ladies were required to hold it up as she walked. Now, she swept the material up in one hand, as if it had been silk sarcenet, and held out the other to the queen.

“Come, my daughter. It is time. Let me help you; lean on my arm.”

The queen exhaled a deep breath; the sigh became a sob between clenched teeth. “I can’t. I can’t stand.”

“Chamberlain?”

One on each side of her, Elizabeth Wydeville’s bulky body was levered out of her Presence chair by her mother and John Ascot. As they helped her walk slowly from the bed chamber, past rows of kneeling, crying women, Elizabeth cast a glance back toward the massively carved chair. Who would sit in it next?

And would she ever see the king, her husband, again?



CHAPTER FOUR


[image: images] “Master Conyers, I thank you for the service you have given. But I am embarrassed. We left Lynn so quickly that I have no coin.”

Edward looked at the small band of men clustered around him on the sturdy wharf at Alkmaar. The land still tipped and swung; it made no difference that the earth lay quietly beneath their feet. The king didn’t want to beg money from his friends; they’d need every groat, penny, and angel in the next little while.

“Which would you rather have? This?” Edward pulled a ring from his right hand, a heavy gold band set with a beveled jasper in which had been carved his crest, a rayed sun in splendor. “Or this?” The king swung his riding cloak from his shoulders. Cut from expensive broadcloth dyed a rare, lively blue, the garment was lined with winter marten, with the same fur forming a deep band at the hem. It was joined at the throat by a chain of silver gilt studded with emeralds.

Will Conyers hadn’t wanted to come on this voyage, but what did a man say to a bunch of lords who stepped onto his boat one blustery autumn morning, slung around with weapons, and demanded, “Take us to the Low Countries”? Nothing, unless he was a fool.

And now here they were and they couldn’t pay him; not properly. Yet gold was gold—that seal ring would be worth some sort of price to the Jews—and the king’s cloak was a very fine thing also. Certainly he could sell it, if he chose. And if he didn’t, what a fine sight he’d make at home on market day. If Nan, his wife, allowed him to keep it.

He laughed suddenly and Edward, trying not to shiver in the brisk wind from the sea, laughed with him. “Well, master, which is it to be?” The captain of the Norwich Lass found himself bowing and was surprised. He’d never felt any real allegiance to this king in faraway London, even though the queen’s family had connections in Lynn. Maybe, in the end, that slender thread of affinity counted for something.

“I’ll take the cloak, liege. I’ve a mind to dress like a king when I get home.”

There was a moment’s shocked silence and then they found themselves laughing, the whole of Edward’s party, at the man’s audacity. Laughing, almost sobbing, after the tension, the fear, the fury of the last weeks. It was good to laugh, for now the future must be faced. A future as exiles.

“I count it a fair bargain since you have brought us to this place. Alkmaar, you called it?”

The captain bowed. Then, as the king dumped the cloak into his hands, the man nearly dropped it with sudden knowledge of his own temerity.

“And what do the people of Alkmaar do?”

The king was determined to sound cheerful as he cast his eyes around the little town. It was set among dunes that stretched away north and south.

Master Conyers spoke cautiously as he measured the weight of the cloak. “I believe they make cheese, sire.”

The king glimmered a brief smile. “Ah, well then, that would explain the smell. And I had thought it was rotting fish!”

His men laughed again, giddily. Their ribs ached. Edward, too, guffawed and clapped a few on the shoulders as if he’d made the best joke in the world.

A girl, a servant out early to collect bread for her family, also giggled as she passed the group. They looked so odd: filthy, and yet well dressed at the same time. But their weapons made her nervous.

Her laughter triggered the image of another girl’s face for Edward Plantagenet. Anne. It was a sigh that found a name before the king could prevent it. Could she see him now, if he sent his thoughts to her?

“Did you say something, Your Majesty?” William Hastings, lord high chamberlain of England, suppressed a grimace. Already it sounded false, calling Edward a king.

His master, alert to the quickly disguised uncertainty, smiled brightly. “I must be tired, William, when thoughts speak aloud.” Edward inspected his sword and wiped the blade against his surcoat; he could not allow seawater to linger on the steel and damage its edge. “Form them up, William. But first, has anyone a spare cloak? This wind is cutting.”

“A cloak for the king?”

The party of men rummaged among their few remaining possessions. Richard of Gloucester, Edward’s youngest brother, hauled out a spare riding cloak. He’d managed to hang on to his saddlebags when they’d boarded the cog in Lynn; the whole party would be grateful for their contents in the days to come.

“Have this, brother. It’s sadly creased, of course, but serviceable. Not up to your usual standards, though.”

The brothers shared a look and a laugh. Edward was famous for loving clothes.

“Oh, I don’t know, Richard. Green has always suited me, so I’m told.” As Edward swirled the heavy garment around his shoulders, the softness of the cloth, the waxed silk of its lining and, most of all, the deep forest green brought more pictures into his mind—Anne dressed in green. Anne reaching out to him. Anne kissing him. Anne lying with him as he…

“The party is ready, sire.” Ready for the future, said Richard of Gloucester’s confident tone. Ready for you to lead us, brother.

Edward smiled just as confidently and turned to face his companions. “Well now, here’s a pass.”

Men raised their heads to catch the king’s words and those who’d been sitting on the dock scrambled to their feet.

“And I’m very annoyed.”

One or two laughed at the ironic sally.

“Yes, very annoyed. Mortally annoyed.”

The king’s tone was savage and his sword hissed out of its scabbard in a flashing wheel of light, startling the seabirds, crying, into the bright air.

“We will take our country back, hand over hand.”

Less than twenty men to regain England? Edward’s spell was strong; not one of his companions looked around in doubt.

“We have friends, good friends. And we have been driven here by traitors. Traitors do not prosper. But in the future, you who are here with me today will want for nothing; neither shall your families.”

The king turned back to Will Conyers. “Captain, I thank you for your help and for your courage. And for your fine crew.” Edward raised his voice so the men on the Norwich Lass could hear what he said. “You too, all of you, will have cause to be thankful for this voyage. Return home. And spread the news of our imminent return.”

Edward slid the sword back into its sheath and stalked off toward the town, his men falling in behind him, a compact and purposeful group. Will Conyers shrugged as he watched Edward Plantagenet stride away. Lynn, where he came from, was a quiet place and the people of the small, prosperous town were unused to the tide of politics, but it was lapping high now, right to their very doors.

The captain crossed himself and turned back to face the sea. Perhaps he’d let folks know where he’d been, perhaps not, though it would be harder to stop the crew talking. He was troubled. Would the new masters of England let him and his men lie safe in their beds if they heard he’d helped the former king?

He stroked the precious cloak. Perhaps he could sell the knowledge he had? Then he discarded the thought. Dangerous to play both sides. Best lie low.

Will shaded his eyes against the sun rising in the east and turned for one last glimpse of Edward Plantagenet. The king and his party had almost reached the town square, where they were attracting astonished glances from the townsfolk for their fine clothing and their grim looks.

Where would they go? And who would aid them? Brave words were all very well, but this king would need his friends, and plenty of them. Twenty men couldn’t take back a kingdom. Could they?



CHAPTER FIVE


[image: images] Duchess Margaret of Burgundy was missing her husband, away on campaign again against the French, always the French. She was doing her very best to appear calm and happy, which was hard. Her flowers had appeared again this morning.

Married for more than two years and still no pregnancy. This month she’d been so hopeful, for she’d been nearly three weeks late, but bloody sheets this morning had withered those hopes. It must be that she was barren. Charles had already proved himself capable of children, with a daughter, Mary, from one of his previous marriages. Swallowing hard to prevent self-pitying tears, the duchess tried to concentrate on what her friend, Lady Anne de Bohun, was saying.

“…he died. There was nothing we could do. But he had a message for me from the king, your brother, Duchess. Have you heard anything more?”

Margaret shook her head and signaled for her ladies to retreat a little so that she and Anne could speak privately.

“All I know is that England is in chaos. We had word from our ambassador in Westminster some weeks back that things were increasingly bad. Warwick is expected to land with his forces at any time.”

Why was it that Edward had never appreciated the extent to which he’d alienated Earl Warwick when he married Elizabeth Wydeville in secret? Margaret wondered. It had all begun then, and the animosity had only deepened with the descent of the queen’s enormous and rapacious family onto the court. Edward had been a fool, led by lust, and now Margaret feared her brother would lose his kingdom for that mortal sin committed all those years ago.

“Ah, Lady Anne, I’ve felt so powerless at this distance. I had a letter from my brother a month ago, and even then he was quite certain he would engage with the earl and win. Duke Charles is away campaigning, as you know. Perhaps he will have more recent news when he returns.” Margaret shook her head sadly. One of Edward’s greatest qualities, and greatest weaknesses, was unfettered optimism: he believed everything would right itself in the end. Some called him unwilling to act because of it, but Margaret and Anne de Bohun both knew the king better. They knew he had faith that he could negotiate his way out of most problems. Often he was right. Now his sister prayed every night, most deeply and faithfully, that he was safe and his luck still held.

Margaret smiled at her guest. “You look weary, Lady Anne. Are you well?”

Anne shook her head. “I have bad dreams so often these nights, Duchess.”

A thread of soft, cool air sighed through the cheerful room and the duchess felt its chill. She took a shaky breath and turned to look out over the gardens of the Prinsenhof, the fanciful, elegant castle in the center of Brugge that housed Charles of Burgundy’s court when he or his duchess was in residence. Then glanced at her friend. “Do you see my brother in your… dreams?”

Friendship over several years had brought the duchess knowledge of Anne’s unique gifts. It was dangerous knowledge for them both.

Anne nodded and spoke very quietly. “Yes, Your Grace. I do.” She gazed down at her hands clasped gently in her lap, trying not to twist her fingers with fear. The strain shadowed her face.

“What do you see?” Margaret’s tone was urgent. “Anne, tell me. Please!”

Anne released a long breath, her eyes far away. The hairs on Margaret’s arms stood up. “I am fearful of what I see, Duchess. Danger, all around him. Blood. Every night lately and…”

The duchess spoke quickly. “Is it just dreams, Anne? Or do you see him at…other times?”

“Sorcery.” The word hovered unsaid, with the power to ruin both their lives.

“I do not ask for this, Duchess. It comes unbidden.”

Margaret, duchess of Burgundy, was well liked by her subjects, but she had been one of the “Ladies of England.” Command, when she chose to use it, came effortlessly.

“Therefore, Lady Anne, it must come to advance God’s purpose for us all. Tell me what you see. Is he alive?”

Anne shivered. “Yes, he lives. But he was hurt. I think he nearly died…” How to describe the moment? She had been standing in her farmyard, stirring cloth in a vat of mordant, when it happened. Instant darkness, sand and salt water in her mouth—and his. Choking, vision failing, she’d tried to suck air into lungs collapsing beneath the weight of the sea. Men’s distant screams as everything, all sight, all sound, was absorbed by the violent water. Then… agony! Hauled upward by the arms, the limbs nearly jerked from their sockets against the strength of the tide that held her—his—legs and feet with the strength of death.

“Where? What happened?” The duchess’s tone was sharp and the soft hum of voices around them paused. Margaret looked up quickly and laughed. “Come, ladies. I’ll tell you all Lady Anne’s delicious gossip in a moment.” An answering tinkle of laughter ran around the room as heads bent back to embroidery. Margaret turned her strained and brilliant smile toward her friend, murmuring, “And so?”

“Men were riding very fast down a beach as the tide came in. The king was with them. They tried to race the sea but the king’s horse floundered and he fell. There was quicksand and—”

Anne could not stop the tears of terror and anguish. She turned her face away to hide distress while Margaret, sensitive as always, said loudly, “Yes, a very early autumn, I fear. Who would have thought it after the great heat of the summer? The first frost has turned all the roses quite black.”

Anne stared into the sun outside the casements, hoping the light would burn back her tears. Why did she feel like crying all the time? Fear’s bony fingers gripped her. Perhaps she was denying knowledge of Edward’s death? Was that what the tears truly meant?

“We must send to him,” Margaret whispered. “Find him. Find out what has happened.”

Somewhere from the distance, a tide of sound washed toward the duchess’s private quarters. Shouts and running feet. A moment later there was a thump on the solar door and a voice outside announced the last man on earth the duchess expected to see.

“Your Grace!” Margaret jumped to her feet. Only years of training suppressed the passionate need she felt to run to her husband and leap into his arms.

Brown as good leather, bright-eyed and filthy from the long ride, Charles of Burgundy smiled at his wife, a glancing, complicit look that said, “I understand.” He advanced into the room, bowing charmingly left and right. “Ladies, sweet ladies, I must ask you to leave the duchess and me alone.” Then he noticed Anne. “Ah, Lady de Bohun. Perhaps you might stay?”

Charles of Burgundy herded his wife’s laughing women through the solar’s double doors before closing them himself. The brightness in his face ebbed and he now looked like the man he was—exhausted, stretched beyond bearing. “I wanted to tell you myself. I did not trust a messenger.”

Margaret sat suddenly. Outside, in the garden, a gentle wind was nudging leaves from the trees. The last bees of summer lent an air of false, busy contentment as they robbed pollen from the fading flowers.

“Is he dead?” Anne spoke Margaret’s thought, unbidden.

Charles shook his head and strode over to a table where a silver flask of wine and goblets were arranged. “No. But he’s lost the country. He fled England more than a week ago. I’ve had word that he’s landed and is marching south toward the Binnenhof at s’Gravenhague. I’ve sent people to find him and escort him so that soon he will be safe with our governor there, Louis de Gruuthuse. No doubt Edward means to rest his men at the Binnenhof before continuing his journey to us. We shall see…” He swung back to face his wife, a brilliantly polished beaker glinting in his hand. The room was silent as he swallowed the wine to the lees and belched discreetly.

“And?”

Margaret was white with strain and Anne forgot to breathe as both women waited to hear what the duke would say.

Charles of Burgundy closed his eyes. He had been riding for most of the night. He wanted his wife’s counsel, and her body, but first, perhaps, food and sleep might restore his judgment. He sighed deeply. “Ah, wife. I know what you want me to say. And you, Lady Anne.” Charles knew Anne still loved Edward, though he had no idea if the king reciprocated her passion after all this time.

“Edward has always been good to Burgundy, husband.”

“Indeed he has. That is certain.”

Briefly, wolfishly, the duke smiled as he looked at his wife—his gift from the kingdom of England. She was beautiful, and he enjoyed her body and her company, but that was a bonus. She had brought Flanders as a dowry when they married; even more important, she was the living symbol of his duchy’s alliance with England through her brother, the king. Now that alliance was gone. Finished. The pieces on the chessboard of Europe would rearrange themselves once more and it might be beyond his power to control the direction of the play.

Earl Warwick had driven Edward Plantagenet out of England, which gave France the power to interfere with English politics through Louis XI’s manipulation of the vain and insecure earl. A very dangerous situation indeed. England and France banded together in a new alliance would pose a truly powerful threat to Burgundy, a threat Charles might not be able to counter. So would he help his brother-in-law regain the English throne? Would he? Or was it already too late?

“Therefore, will you assist King Edward, Your Grace?”

Charles laughed, an unexpectedly happy sound. “Ah, Lady Anne, why am I not surprised by your candor?” He shook his head, avoiding an answer, instead addressing Margaret almost casually as he yawned. “Louis must be enjoying all this, wife. He’s got what he wanted.”

Louis XI, king of France, was Burgundy’s and the duke’s own very personal enemy. For it was Louis who stood between Burgundy as a duchy and Burgundy as a kingdom, with Charles its king. King Charles I of Burgundy. It had a good ring to it. But without the help of England as his ally while he waged a slow war in the Lowlands against France, would it ever happen?

Charles must choose his next move very carefully. How strong was Warwick, now that he had caused Edward to flee with Louis’s help? And would the magnates and the baronage of England support the earl if he put that fool, George of Clarence, Edward’s turncoat younger brother, on the throne? Warwick had at last succeeded in marrying his daughter Isabel to the young duke, hadn’t he? That was a throw of the dice toward creating another royal family for the country to follow. Yet what about Margaret of Anjou and this new alliance with her old enemy, the earl? She had borne a son to the former king, Henry VI, and now that boy would be reinstated into the succession of England as prince of Wales, most assuredly. Where would that leave Edward’s brother Clarence, married to Isabel or not? Charles closed his eyes for one weary moment but the automatic speculation did not stop.

Would it advantage him, and Burgundy, to support Edward or should he desert his brother-in-law and try to make peace with Warwick, Margaret of Anjou, and Clarence? Would that be the wisest course for Burgundy in the long run? Would it keep Louis at bay a little longer?

The duke yawned deeply and blinked, the image of a man exhausted past all knowing. Margaret hurried to his side. “Ah, husband, what you need most now is your bed.” She did not say sleep; she was hoping for more than that.

Anne de Bohun watched as the duchess put her arm around her husband’s shoulders. Perhaps it was the concern of a wife, or perhaps it was because Margaret yearned to touch Charles, touch any part of him, since she’d hungered so long in his absence. Anne understood that. She picked up the skirt of her gown and walked behind the duke and duchess toward the solar’s doors. The question had not been answered, though it hovered in the air like phantom thunder. They would have to wait to learn more of the duke’s intentions.

Anne tried to be glad for her friend as she paced behind her and the duke. Margaret’s husband had returned to her unharmed and that was a joyful thing. Why then did she, herself, feel such sadness—indeed, envy—as she saw the duke slip his arm around his wife’s graceful waist? In truth, she knew the answer.

Some years ago, she had chosen to leave England, to go into exile. She had left Edward Plantagenet behind and, gods knew, though it had been a wrenching choice, she’d believed it was the right one. But seeing lovers together again after a long absence was hard. She was young and she yearned for her man, just as her friend the duchess did.

And then Anne remembered what Charles had said. Edward was now within the duke’s domains.

Hope bloomed in her heart. Dizzy, fluttery hope. She would see him again. Soon. If she allowed that to happen. And if she did, she would meet once more the three companions who walked beside her when she was with Edward Plantagenet. Fear and joy. And love. Which would be strongest this time?



CHAPTER SIX


[image: images] “Where are we, Hastings? This is charming countryside, but I’ve had enough of it.” Edward was cold and hungry, as they all were, but he kept his tone light. William Hastings, swaddled to the eyes in a stained hunting cloak, turned back and grinned at the king, his white teeth bright in the gloom.

“There is good news, my liege. We’re close. Only five leagues or so south down the coast to the walls of the Binnenhof and a warm welcome from the sieur de Gruuthuse. This man says there’s a good track all the way, with only a few fishing villages on the dunes. We can avoid them easily.”

The weary party of men had just reached an intersection of the farm track they were following with another. The light was fading rapidly and Hastings had been pleased to see a farmer trudging home from working his strips of land. It had been an odd conversation, an exchange composed of the few crumbs of Dutch possessed by the Englishman plus scraps of old high German and the farmer’s one or two French phrases, but it had told William what he needed to know. By the grace of God, they were close enough to s’Graven-hague and the Binnenhof, the erstwhile seat of the Counts of Holland, to reach it tonight. William crossed himself gratefully. It had been a risk to ask for directions, but their case was urgent enough to gamble on information of their presence spreading, even from this most isolated place. If they could just get to the Binnenhof ahead of the news of their arrival, it would be worth it.

He’d had little to trade for this welcome information, however, and that worried him. He’d given his last piece of coin to the man, an English threepenny bit, but it might not have been enough to buy a night’s discretion. The coin had been good silver, though, that was something. Truly God did move in enigmatic ways. In his previous life as England’s chamberlain—such a short time ago—William had reformed the English currency against the abuse of corrupt coin dealers, who “clipped” the edges of legitimate coins, mixing the stolen metal with lead or tin and issuing false coin. Such activities had caused confidence in the currency to plummet, with disastrous results for England, and for trade. But Hastings’s work had put a stop to the practice, and the Dutch farmer, after biting the coin to test it for hardness, seemed to approve. William had almost laughed. Perhaps God had guided him to improve the metal weight of English coins just so they could command one night of silence from this Dutch farmer.

Amused by the thought, William moved through the party of men, taking stock of their resources. There were only five horses among them all and that meant slow progress, even though the end of this weary journey was now so close. By their looks, and their silence as they waited for orders, the men were dangerously tired. After weeks of cold and dangerous fighting in England, they’d endured the hardships of a sea voyage and then walked south for two days with little food. Mostly they’d traveled at night, the nobles, including the king, taking turns to ride while the rest walked. During daylight hours they’d slept under their cloaks among the dunes, huddling together like dogs for warmth, not daring to light fires. By this morning what food they’d had was gone and the king had taken the decision to travel by daylight as well to make all speed. Perhaps the boldness had paid off. William fervently hoped so, but only the last leagues ahead would tell the case truly.

“So, my liege, if you would give the order?”

Edward slid down from the bony gelding he’d been jolting along on for some hours. “Your turn, William. Up you get.”

Hastings protested. “No, Your Majesty. I will not ride while you walk.”

“My legs could do with a stretch.” Edward smiled. “Here, let me help you up.” He cupped his hands so William could mount more easily. What he did not say, as he swung back to face his weary bunch of companions, was that he was more than grateful to ease his aching arse as well. The gelding’s gait was particularly trying at a slow trot, which was all that could be managed if the men were to keep pace with the horses. “Not long to go. My good friend the sieur de Gruuthuse will make us a noble welcoming feast in his hall tonight.”

It was the slithering hiss that alerted them—the sound of steel being drawn from a metal scabbard—but too late. Edward’s hand flew to the pommel of his own sword but he knew it was pointless.

“Drop your sword, messire.”

Edward’s heart hammered painfully as he made out the number of men surrounding his own small band. How could they have been so careless, and so stupid? The crossroads was ringed by trees, many still in last leaf. It was a perfect hiding place for armed men, and now they were caught.

His assailant repeated the request. “Your sword, sir, if you please.” Edward nodded reluctantly and carefully extended his sword arm, his mind racing. The man had spoken in courteous French, presuming he was understood, and Edward was suddenly hopeful. Perhaps their captors did not know whom they had bailed up.

The Frenchman leaned down from his horse and twitched the blade from the king’s fingers. His eyes glittered in the gloom when he saw what he had.

“But this is a very good sword, messire. Where did you get it?” The Frenchman spoke quietly; perhaps he did not want his men to hear. Suddenly it made sense. These men were outlaws, wolvesheads. Perversely, that gave Edward confidence.

“I will give it to you, and more besides, if you will help us.”

The leader of the wolfpack laughed heartily. “‘If you will help us’? Us, help you! Now, that is the strangest thing I have heard in all the days of my life.”

Suddenly the man’s sword was at Edward’s throat. English hands went to English swords in a dangerous breath.

“I do not think it is for us to help you, messire. On the contrary.” Confident he was backed by his men, the Frenchman leaned from his horse again and ripped Edward’s expensive sword belt and scabbard from his body. Richard’s riding cloak was about to follow when Edward whispered, “Do not be a fool, my friend. You’ll get more money in letting us live. Draw!”

Edward’s bellow rang through the gloom and in an instant the English were clamped around their king, knee to knee in a dense mass. The overconfident outlaw leader was suddenly in their midst, on his increasingly panicked horse. He was ringed by drawn blades, English blades, and the air was dizzy with the promise of blood.

The Frenchman sat back in his saddle and removed his sword from Edward’s throat. “Ah. Touché. Clever. And well disciplined.”

Edward held out his hand. “My sword.”

After a moment, the Frenchman gave it to him, though his men protested loudly. He had no other choice.

“But this will not save you, sir, because, as you see, my condition as your… guest… can only be temporary.”

The outlaw had courage and Edward liked that, especially since he now had his own sword point at his former assailant’s neck.

“Get down.” The king said it mildly, but when the Frenchman appeared not to understand, he repeated it in a frigid tone. “I said, get down.”

The Frenchman shrugged and slid from his horse’s back. “And so, what now, Englishman?”

Edward smiled as he mounted the outlaw’s horse. Though thin, it was a much better animal than he’d been riding for the last few days. “You depress me. I thought I spoke your language without accent.”

“Speak French like a Frenchman? Bah! English arrogance.” Even off his horse, the little man was cocky, a bantam with formidable spurs. That, too, made Edward smile.

“Tell me your name, Frenchman. I should like to know it.”

“Before you die, Englishman?”

They were bantering now, quite enjoying themselves, while the men from both sides waited tensely to see what would develop.

“Hold him a little tighter, if you please, Richard.” The king gathered up the reins of the outlaw’s rangy bay and settled himself comfortably into the saddle, adjusting the short stirrups to accommodate his own long legs. “I repeat, messire, what is your name?”

“Julian de Plassy.” It was said with pride and the small Frenchman held himself straighter, puffing out his thin chest.

“Well now, Julian de Plassy, you bear an honorable name but you are engaged in a dishonorable occupation. Would you like me to help you change that?”

The Frenchman raised his head, surprised, and the sallet he was wearing caught the light from the rising moon. His men pressed forward a pace, uncertain.

“No! Back,” he commanded, and his followers paused.

“They obey you. You lead them well, it seems.”

The Frenchman nodded, his confidence undimmed. “Englishman, how can you help me?”

Edward laughed. “Oh, I might know someone, who might know someone else. You know how it goes. But first, you must be our escort to s’Gravenhague tonight.”

The outlaw’s eyes narrowed. “And what would our reward be if we agreed to protect you?” He said “protect” with the most subtle of sneers. The English pressed tighter, the points of their swords nudging the Frenchman in a way that was distinctly unfriendly.

“Your life will be your reward, Julian de Plassy. And the freedom of you and yours. I shall have the attainder against you lifted. I’m sure there is one.”

Julian de Plassy bowed ironically, in recognition. “My lord is wise beyond all telling.”

The king grimaced. “Not so wise as you might think. Yet I can tell you what the future holds, on this occasion. If God decides to call you home to his loving embrace, I can arrange that as his instrument on earth. However, a long life is better than a short one and God is merciful, even to you. You have this choice. Which is it to be, Julian de Plassy? Choose now.”



CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: images] Anne shivered. It was cold and dark in the still hour before dawn. She was on her knees at her prie-dieu, praying for help and guidance.

Almost every silver penny, every English Angel she possessed from her trading days in Brugge had been sunk into her small farm and its rebuilding. There were some precious furnishings in her house, including her bed and the great devotional portrait she’d commissioned from the German painter Hans Memlinc, but much else had been sold to buy the plow horses, the seed, the expensive wheeled plow, and the labor she needed to work her land. She’d had plans, big plans, to make her farm prosper and to live a good and quiet life raising her son. All that seemed pointless now.

Last evening she’d had word from Duchess Margaret confirming that Edward was alive but that Charles of Burgundy had declined permission for him to come to Brugge. Worse, he’d forbidden his wife from going to her brother or aiding him in any way.

Anne opened her eyes into the candle-wavering darkness. Why? Why had Charles turned against Edward, his brother-in-law and friend? And what should she do—what could she do—to help Edward? With the king deposed, perhaps she and her son would be safer in London. Elizabeth Wydeville was no longer queen and so perhaps, now, she would not hover in the dark of Anne’s dreams, an ever-present threat to the child she called her nephew.

But if Margaret of Anjou came back to England and Anne’s own father, Henry VI, was restored, would his daughter be welcome in her native country? Her half-brother, another Edward, would reign, but would Margaret acknowledge her husband’s baseborn child, the granddaughter of Henry V, in her restored kingdom? Anne knew it was Margaret who had tried to kill her own mother, Alyce, all those years ago when she’d heard Alyce was pregnant with her husband’s child. And now Anne herself had a son with a king.

It was all so tangled. Anne closed her aching eyes. What should she do? What could she do?

“The timing is wrong.” Anne jerked and spun toward the voice. Deborah was standing in the open doorway, a lantern held high.

“What makes you say that?”

Deborah looked back over her shoulder before she closed the door. She went to the fireplace and knelt to arrange kindling over the straw. “Politics. And the news about the king last night. You must wait to hear more. Now is not the time for decisions.” She struck flint to the laid fire.

“But I need advice, Deborah. Badly. It’s all so very complicated.”

Deborah smiled. “Well then, here is my advice. First we dress. Then we eat. These things are simple. And after that? Then, we think.”

Anne’s tiny workroom was the only truly private space in her busy home. Now, as a pale sun struggled to bring light to the world, Deborah arranged their breakfast on a low table in front of the sputtering fire there. The table was just large enough to support a deep bowl of fresh goat’s-milk curd, a piece of hard cheese, a stone jar of pickled walnuts from Anne’s own trees, and fresh-baked flat-bread from the brick oven Leif Molnar had built in the kitchen yard.

Anne drew up a joint stool and held her hands to the flames; each morning now was a little colder than the last. She was glad for the warmth. “I think of Edward all the time, Deborah. He needs troops and money. And if the duke will not help him, I must.”

They were words that would seem scandalous if overheard. An unmarried woman yearning for her lover. Her married lover. For Edward was very married, to Elizabeth Wydeville, the queen of England, who had tried to murder Anne some years ago. It was something of a tradition for the queens of England where their husbands’ lovers were concerned. Deborah held out her hand to her foster daughter. At last Anne’s silence had broken. “Troops and money? These things cannot be my concern, or yours. Love is another matter.”

“But, Deborah, Edward needs money most of all, and soon, if he’s to strike back at Warwick. He sent the messenger to me, remember? I feel so responsible that the man died before he could tell me what the king wanted. Whatever it is, Edward is relying on me. I have to think through this puzzle. I will not let him down.” Anne turned to her foster mother. “I must sell the farm.”

Deborah, concentrating on filling horn beakers with their own ale, heated, spiced, and brewed with honey from the hives in the old orchard, only half registered the words. “What did you say?”

Anne spooned curd into Deborah’s bowl and handed it to her, avoiding her eyes. “I said, I must sell this farm.” Deborah was deeply upset. What difference could the price of one small farmstead make in helping Edward’s cause? “But what about all your hard work? And the boy? What will become of little Edward—or, indeed, you—if you sell this place?”

“Deborah, the king will succeed and we shall receive the price back, and more, when he takes back his throne. It must be done. We must get the money to him.”

“Mistress?” A gentle cough outside the workroom door was followed by a discreet tap.
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