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PART ONE

A Plantagenet Princess
1461–1468
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1

1461

The Micklegate towered above her, seeming to touch the lowering sky, as she knelt in the mud and stared at the gruesome objects decorating the battlement. Rudely thrust on spikes, several human heads kept watch from the crenellations, wisps of hair stirring in the breeze. A paper crown sat askew on one of the bloodied skulls and drooped over a socket now empty of the owner’s dark gray eye. The flesh on the cheeks had been picked clean by birds, and there was no nose. Yet still Margaret recognized her father. She could not tear her eyes from him even as his lifeless lips began to stretch over his teeth into a hideous smile.

It was then Margaret screamed.

“Margaret! Wake up! ’Tis but a dream, my child.” Cecily shook her daughter awake. She watched anxiously as Margaret’s eyes flew open and looked around her with relief.

“Oh, Mother, dear Mother, I dreamed of Micklegate again! A terrible, ghastly dream. Why does it not go away? I cannot bear to imagine Father and Edmund like that!” Margaret sat up, threw her arms around her mother’s neck and sobbed. “Oh, why did they have to die?”

Cecily held her daughter close and was silent for a moment. Why, indeed, she thought, fighting back her own tears. It was surely a mistake, a horrible mistake! If only she had stopped them venturing out that fateful New Year’s eve. Christmas was supposed to be sacrosanct no matter how great the hatred between enemies—all retiring to hearths and homes to celebrate the birth of Jesus. The great hall at Sandal Castle had been decorated with boughs of holly and pine, the rafters ringing with the noise of men feasting and drinking. The Christmas fortnight was half spent, and thoughts of death had been put aside for the holy season. Cecily sat close to her beloved husband, Richard, duke of York, and their second son, Edmund, earl of Rutland, aware of the uneasy peace that lay around them, for the enemy army of Lancaster lay not ten miles hence at the royal castle of Pontefract. Then came the knocking at the great oak door and the unexpected entrance of more soldiers—but these were armed, disheveled, bloody. Richard upset a goblet of wine as he rose in alarm.

“Ambush!” cried the leader of the stragglers. “Trollope ambushed us as we foraged!”

The duke and seventeen-year-old Edmund called for their arms, and the cry was taken up by the rest of the company: “Aux armes! A York, à York!” Pandemonium broke out as servants ran to fetch weapons and armor, men donned breastplates, helmets and shields and ran out to the castle courtyard.

“My lord, my dearest lord, this is Christmas!” Cecily cried, taking Richard’s face between her hands. “Surely Somerset would not break a Christmas truce! These men must have come upon a band of brigands, not an army of the king!”

“Perhaps you are right. Trust me, mon amour, we shall be home again in a little while. Keep faith, Cecily. I must go and avenge my comrades.” Richard bent, kissed her hard on the mouth and grinned. “Just a little while, have no fear!”

“I beg of you, wait for Edward, my love! We know he is coming with his own army. Wait, for the love of God!” But she spoke to an empty hall. Her husband was gone, impetuously—and arrogantly—believing he could defeat any Lancastrian force. She had broken down and cried.

The scene faded, and Cecily stifled a sob in her daughter’s blond hair. That had been exactly a month ago, but it seemed to her a lifetime of lone-liness. Richard and Edmund had been killed that day at Wakefield alongside the great Yorkist lord, Richard, earl of Salisbury, who was Cecily’s beloved brother. Two thousand men fell in the York ranks, trapped as they were by a far superior Lancastrian force, which lost a mere two hundred, so the messengers said. In an unwonted act of spite, the Lancastrian victors had taken the heads of the defeated Yorkist leaders and stuck them on the city of York’s Micklegate, adorning Richard’s brow with a paper crown. “See,” they laughed, “he wanted to be king, this duke of York, and now he’s king of his namesake city!”

“Richard, my Richard, why were you always so hasty—so rash?” Cecily muttered to herself unintelligibly. “If only you had been patient that day—waited for Edward—listened to me—you might be with me still.” Her voice rose, “Oh, my dearest love …”

Margaret heard her mother’s soft moan and immediately wiped her eyes. The girl was astonished by this uncharacteristic display of emotion from her mother. Cecily came from strong northern stock. Her family were Nevilles—after the royal princes, the most powerful nobles in England. Her father had been earl of Westmoreland, and she was a granddaughter of John of Gaunt on her mother’s side. A noble line indeed—and one used to the vagaries of political fortune and the terrifying consequences of battle.

“Mother! I am so sorry. How you must be grieving, too! All this time you have allowed me to think … made me wonder …” She hesitated, embarrassed by such an intimate conversation with her usually imperturbable parent. Aloof, proud and stoic were words Margaret had heard whispered behind Cecily’s back, and for the most part she agreed with them. But she had also been witness to Cecily’s deep devotion for her husband and the recipient of a motherly protection as fierce as any lioness’s. Margaret had known, as had her seven siblings, a mother’s love from the day she was born.

Cecily allowed her tears to fall. “Aye, sweeting. You thought I had a heart of stone. Is that what you would say?” She attempted a wan smile. “Nay! My loss is so great I feel my heart is shattered in so many shards that they pierce my skin here,” she tapped her breast, “and make me want to scream in agony!” And she sobbed again.

This time, it was Margaret who put her arms around Cecily and soothed her with gentle sounds. How glad she was to see a softer side of her mother. At fifteen, she had already formed her own shell and learned to hide inside to protect herself from hurt, but there were times when she ran into the garden and found a solitary place where she could cry or stamp her foot in anger—emotions that were frowned upon in Cecily’s strict household.

“Hush, Mother. God has Father and Edmund in his care now. Let us pray together for their souls,” Margaret cajoled, gentling the older woman away. She knew her mother would respond to a call for prayer; Cecily’s piety was well known. The two women knelt by the bed, crossed themselves and intoned the ritual, “In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost …” and then disappeared into silent memories of their lost dear ones.

Margaret shut her eyes tight, hoping the darkness behind them would erase the grisly dream. When that didn’t work, she forced herself to think of her father as alive and well and dandling her on his knee when she was a child. She knew she was his favorite—the boys told her so constantly. Richard of York had not been a big man, but his body was sinewy and carried not an ounce of fat. He used to allow Margaret to test the solid muscle in his upper arm and try to wrap her hands around it. He’d laugh at her wide eyes and loudly kiss her fair head. All his children except the eldest, Anne, and the youngest, Richard, had inherited their mother’s fair hair. Margaret and Richard, however, had their father’s slate gray eyes. He had worn his thick, dark hair in the old-fashioned short cut—Margaret told him it looked as though his squire had stuck a bowl on his head and simply chopped off the hair that hung below. That would make him throw back his head and neigh with laughter. Margaret loved it when her father laughed. His whole body shook, and he would make little snorting sounds between the laughs. It would make everyone else laugh—even Cecily, who never found life very amusing.

Remembering his laughter now, Margaret found herself smiling and thanked the Virgin Mary for giving her a happy memory of her father to replace the nightmare.

DICKON AND GEORGE were fighting again. Margaret found the antics of her two brothers as tiresome as any elder sister would. She was too grown up now to jump into the fray—something she would have relished a few years ago.

There were three years between each of them, and nine-year-old Richard—nicknamed Dickon to distinguish him from his father—was the runt of York’s litter. Small for his age, he had been sickly as a little boy but had survived those first five precarious years when so many children died and now was not loath to tackle his bigger brother, George, when the occasion arose. The three siblings were, in fact, firm friends. During these most tumultuous years, they had endured being dragged around the countryside with their parents or left in the care of others while Cecily followed her beloved husband wherever she could on his quest for the crown—very often into danger. The children frequently squabbled like dogs over a scrap, but woe betide anyone else who picked on one of them. The other two would rush to their sibling’s aid and staunchly defend the victim, fists clenched. Cecily and duke Richard encouraged this behavior in their brood.

“Never forget your blood kin, children,” their father would say. “The most important people in your world are right here in this house—the house of York.”

Now, whenever someone referred to the proud lineage of her family name, Margaret would hold her head high, puff out her chest and brim with confidence.

As she idly watched her brothers laughing and tumbling—taller George with his fair hair and good looks and Richard, who was a miniature of their father—she wondered what would become of them. Would they, like Edmund, end up on a pike on top of a city gate? She shuddered.

And what of Edward, her godlike eldest brother? Where was he this cold February day? She turned to look out of the window and onto the courtyard of Baynard’s Castle, the York family residence in London on the banks of the Thames. Mercifully, Edward—titled the earl of March—had been in Wales gathering forces for his father and not at Wakefield that fateful Christmas season. Margaret knew her mother was worried. Edward should have been marching to London with an army to head off King Henry and Queen Margaret’s force. Whoever owned London owned the kingdom, she said. Fear akin to panic had greeted Cecily in every village when she rode posthaste to London after the loss on New Year’s eve. The people knew Queen Margaret was allowing her troops to loot and pillage the towns and villages as they marched south, intent on making London their own. London merchants shut up their shops in anticipation of her arrival; they had no love for the French woman.

Mother and daughter had taken a few minutes to rest one day following a rigorous session with the steward regarding the day’s castle business. Margaret had begun to accompany the duchess on her errands around the castle—meeting with the steward, visiting ailing attendants, dispensing justice in petty disputes among the staff—and she sank gratefully into some cushions in a window embrasure overlooking the busy river. Cecily closed her eyes for a moment and fussed with the rosary at her belt.

“Pray tell me why our house,” and Margaret involuntarily swelled with pride, “is fighting the king, Mother. Is that not treason?”

Cecily’s eyes flew open. She frowned and glanced about her. “Enough talk of treason, Margaret. Come close and I will explain all. It all began more than three score years ago and involved my grandsire, John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster.”

Margaret’s eyes widened and mouthed the hated “Lancaster” back to her mother. Cecily nodded and proceeded to regale Margaret with the beginnings of the civil strife between York and Lancaster. When she told how Gaunt’s son had usurped the crown, Margaret could not but help blurt out, “Usurped? Mother, he was the grandsire of our present king. Oh, for sure that must be a treasonable thought. Have a care!”

“Do not dare to speak to me thus, daughter!” Cecily scolded her. “We are safe here, and besides I speak the truth. And the king knows it also, for he agreed to make Father his heir, denying his own son the crown. But ’tis Queen Margaret who holds King Henry’s leading strings, for the poor man has bouts of madness and delusion, and she hates your father—and indeed all of us—for disinheriting her son. Understand this, Margaret, and understand it well. Your father had the right to the throne through his grandsire on his mother’s side, the earl of March,” she stated sternly. “He was descended from King Edward’s second son.”

Margaret had lowered her eyes at the reprimand and absorbed the information for a moment before her quick intelligence found a missing thread. “Then why was Father the duke of York and not the earl of March?”

Cecily was pleased. “You show much wit, my dear, which will help you greatly when you take your place as wife of some lord. ’Twas from his father’s line, which descends from great Edward’s fourth son, the duke of York, also named Edward. You see, Father had double the royal blood of any of Gaunt’s descendants!” She finished triumphantly. “A pox on them!”

“But you just said you are one of his descendants, ma mère.” Margaret could not resist and once again paid the price for a willful tongue.

“Enough of your cheek! Leave us now,” Cecily ordered, and Margaret meekly obeyed until she closed the heavy door behind her, when she ran giggling to her apartments.

“York and Mortimer, Gaunt and March, Lancaster and Bolingbroke—oh, a pox on them all,” she cried, imitating Cecily beautifully and making her old nurse, Anne, chuckle indulgently.

Margaret smiled now as she remembered the scene that day, vaguely aware that the din behind her had quietened as George and Richard seemed to have come to a truce and were back at their Latin books. Her smile soon vanished as she saw a company of horsemen at the castle gate on Thames Street calling loudly for the portcullis to be raised.

“Boys, come and see what is happening below,” Margaret called. “There are some soldiers riding into the courtyard with a herald.”

The magic word “soldiers” had the boys scrambling to take a perch at the window. They opened it and leaned out dangerously far to hear what news the men brought. Margaret hauled Richard back by his jerkin, and he glared at her.

“You will not be any good to Edward dead, you idiot!” Margaret told him. “Have a care!”

“You’re not my warden! You aren’t even my nursemaid! Leave me be, you … you … whey-faced wench!” Richard sputtered at her and instantly regretted it. Cecily had entered the room at exactly the wrong moment, and she was shocked by his speech.

“Richard! Where have you learned such talk? Apologize to your sister at once and then you may go to bed without your supper. I am ashamed of you. To think your father has only been dead these five weeks! You children have lost all discipline.” It was a common theme of Cecily’s, and Margaret rolled her eyes at George behind Richard’s back. Characteristically, George jumped to Richard’s defense by attempting to distract her. “But, Mother, something is happening in the courtyard. Come, see for yourself.”

“’Tis true, Mother, look!” Margaret chimed in. Cecily waited in silence until Richard had slipped out of the room to obey her, and then she peered from the casement.

“What did you hear, George?”

“I heard Ned’s name, but then Meg pulled Dickon in and they quarreled, so I couldn’t hear any more.” He scowled at his sister.

How unattractive he is when he does that, Margaret thought fleet-ingly, although no one had ever heard Margaret say an unkind word about George. That she preferred this good-looking boy to Richard was no secret to those close to the children. He was nearer in age, as willful as she, loved to dance and recite poetry, and they both enjoyed the luxuries and limelight that went along with being a duke’s child. Richard was more serious and secretive, rarely putting a foot wrong, so needful he was of his parents’ approval. You never knew what he was thinking, Margaret told George one day. And he preferred the outdoors to indoor pursuits, unlike her and George. But Dickon was fiercely loyal, she’d give him that.

“George, stay here. Margaret, come with me.”

The scowl persisted. “But Mother—I am the man—I am the head of the family in Ned’s absence. I should be by your side.”

“When you look at me like that, George, all you show me is that you are still naught but a babe. Now, do as you are told!” Cecily took Margaret’s arm and swept out of the room, followed by her ladies, who had been tittering in a corner at the family scene. Margaret turned at the last moment and gave George a helpless look.

“Bah!” sputtered George at the closing door.

By the time the ladies entered the great hall, the messenger was being attended to by a squire and had rid himself of his dirty cloak and tabard. He knelt as Cecily swept in.

“What news, master herald? Come you from my son?” Cecily went straight to the point.

“Aye, my lady. And I have to report a victory for Lord Edward seven days since!” A cheer rose from the assembled company. “At a place near Ludlow called Mortimer’s Cross.”

“I know that place,” Cecily said eagerly, gripping Margaret’s arm. “A victory you say. There was a battle? Who was there? How many were slain?”

“My lady, I would tell you all but I am in sore need of some refreshment … if it please you.”

Cecily clapped her hands for some wine and bade her steward arrange refreshment in the armory for the rest of the troop. Margaret noted how her mother took charge of the situation, giving commands with an authority that was tempered with benevolence. The young woman was beginning to understand how to earn loyalty from the retainers and staff. Cecily treated each servant fairly, her nursemaid had told her young charge once. “’Tis why they would die for her, Margaret. She knows the name of every man, woman and child who serves the house of York here at Baynard’s. Watch and learn,” Anne of Caux advised.

The herald followed the duchess to her chair on the dais, where she sat flanked by Margaret on one side and her ladies on the other. She bade him to sit on a stool at her feet. He was a handsome young man with a twinkle in his hazel eyes, and he cast a few admiring glances Margaret’s way that made her blush. She stood beside her mother and waited for his tale. After a long draught from a goblet, he began.

“My lord Edward was marching to meet with the earl of Warwick to stop the king’s army from reaching London from the north when he heard that a large force was moving from Wales under Jasper Tudor to join the king. Lord Edward turned his army and chose to face this force in battle.”

“His first as head of our house,” Cecily reminded the company proudly.

“Aye, your grace,” the messenger agreed. “He comported himself brilliantly! He knew the country well and chose Mortimer’s Cross for its strategic benefits. There were those who doubted his choice of day, however. ’Twas the feast of Candlemas—a most holy day—and some were loath to fight upon it. But just before the battle began, a strange happening took place that convinced our troops Edward would be victorious.”

Margaret was imagining her handsome giant of a brother in his armor rallying his men to battle. She leaned forward to hear more. The herald paused for effect and took another draught.

Cecily impatiently waved him on. “What strange happening? No riddles, sirrah, I pray you.”

“’Twas close to ten of the clock, and we were chafing at the bit waiting for the enemy to approach when we noticed three suns in the sky—”

“Three? Do not babble nonsense, man,” Cecily snapped. “How can there be three suns?”

Others in the room crossed themselves in wonder and awe. It did seem a portent, an omen, and yet their lord was victorious. After the weeks of depression following the loss of their leader, York’s supporters were in need of such good news.

“I know not how, lady. But I saw them with my own eyes. A hush came over the army, and then my lord Edward turned his horse to us and cried, ‘ ’Tis the symbol of the Trinity, God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Ghost! It means God is on our side! ’Tis a sign.’ And we believed him then. He was so sure and so brave, and the light from the three suns shone bright on his gold-brown head, making him look like … like a young god,” he flattered the duchess, and Cecily nodded proudly. “We routed the Welsh rabble ’tis true, but in all three thousand were slain that day. Their leaders were executed, including that Welshman Tudor.”

“Good riddance!” Cecily sneered. “I hope they put his head on a pike, like my husband’s.”

Margaret cringed, her dream remembered. Men are barbarous creatures, she thought.

“Aye, my lady, they did. ’Tis said a mad woman combed his hair and washed his face as it sat high upon the market cross.”

“And now, herald? Where is my son now?” Cecily demanded.

“He gathers men from every village, field and manor to meet with my lord Neville, earl of Warwick, and defend London from the royal army. I know not where he is, in truth, for he sent me from Gloucester to bring these tidings to your grace.”

“Warwick is still in London—at The Erber,” Cecily frowned. “Does he know where to meet Edward?”

“Indeed, I was just now at that place afore I came here, your grace, and saw his lordship. My lord Edward has charged him to march his forces out of London, as the king’s—or I should say, the queen’s—army is still plundering what they will on the road south.” He shook his head. “’Twas folly for her not to have marched direct on London after Wakefield. But we are all the stronger for it.”

“Aye, ’tis true, London would have fallen had she moved swiftly. And with the poor demented king housed safely at the Tower, she would have held all the power here. Herald, I thank you for your news. Gather your men and get you gone to The Erber, where you can help my lord of Warwick best. We are safe here for the time being.”

The herald finished his wine and took his leave with a graceful bow, giving Margaret a brilliant smile.

Cecily turned to Margaret and frowned. “I hope you did not encourage that smile, daughter?”

“Certes, no!” Margaret said innocently, but secretly she knew she had. That night she went to bed and imagined herself being led out for a basse danse by the handsome herald. She reached out her hand under the covers and, pretending the other one was his, she squeezed her own fingers and murmured, “With pleasure, master herald.” She frowned. She didn’t even know his name. Before she could make one up, however, she drifted off to sleep.

MARGARET WAS BORED. Baynard’s had been under a self-imposed curfew since the earl of Warwick had marched out of London from his residence on the twelfth day of February five days ago. Only those charged with provisioning the castle and its vast stables were permitted to venture into the streets. Cecily was taking no chances. The children were allowed to walk around the ramparts or in the extensive walled garden and exercise their horses by trotting round and round the courtyard. The boys, Margaret noted enviously, never tired of competing with each other at archery in the butts, tilting or with wooden weapons in swordplay, cheered on by idle squires and stable lads.

She had toiled over a tapestry for more than an hour that morning, attended Mass, and followed Cecily around dutifully as her mother over-saw the smooth running of the castle. She listened to the usual conversation with the steward, who told Cecily about everything from the birth of a child to a beating of an errant page. Then Cecily checked the account books with the comptroller and signed orders for provisions for the entire castle. Margaret did not have an aptitude for figures, but she knew that when she had her own household, she would be expected to oversee not only her own expenses but also those of her husband, should he be gone. But Cecily seemed to enjoy the responsibility, and Margaret marveled at how quickly it was all resolved every day.

Then she had played her lute until her fingertips were sore and practiced French with old Anne, the Norman nursemaid who had begun service with the York family at Edward’s birth. Even her beloved books could not keep her mind occupied today. She longed to escape the confinement of her chamber and the castle walls. Cecily had even forbidden the daily outing along the river in the ducal barge—too dangerous in these times of uncertainty, she told the children. We cannot afford to lose any more York family members, she said. Not while your brother is staking his claim to the throne. Margaret’s attendants Ann and Jane had tried to persuade her to play a game of hide and go seek that would include several of the pimply pages they flirted with incessantly, but Margaret found those two girls’ company less than stimulating. They had been assigned to her by Cecily, who recognized her daughter needed companionship of her own age, but their simpering and obsession with clothes and jewels bored her.

And so that afternoon she escaped her own chambers and wandered through the maze of rooms in the vast castle, avoiding her mother’s apartment, where she knew she would be immediately put to work on an embroidery Cecily had designed to honor Edward’s victory at Mortimer’s Cross. She found her way to the bridge room, a tiny space directly over the castle gate that had a window onto the world outside the castle. She had come here to cry those first few days after the news of Wakefield reached Baynard’s. Although she still found herself close to tears many times a day, she was learning to hide them—like her mother. Cecily did not tolerate displays of emotion in public. “Those of our station must always be in control of our feelings, do you understand, Margaret? ’Tis a sign of weakness to be seen crying,” she had told Margaret after another of Margaret’s nightmares. “How will we deserve loyalty from our servants if we appear weak?”

Today, her visit to the bridge room was more to alleviate her boredom than to grieve. Perhaps she could watch ordinary townsfolk in their ordinary lives, something that intrigued the privileged young woman. The door was unlatched, so she pushed it open. Unaware of her presence, a young squire and a servant maid were enjoying a passionate embrace. Margaret stared fascinated at the sight. The young man’s bare buttocks were thrusting back and forth at the young woman, who was standing spreadeagled against the wall, her skirt and shift lifted to her neck. “Harder, harder,” moaned the girl, writhing in what seemed to Margaret to be pain. The squire obliged, and in a very few seconds, both lovers climaxed with a cry. As quietly as she had entered, Margaret left the room, her mind in a whirl.

At the onset of her courses not a year ago, Cecily had given Margaret a perfunctory explanation of the begetting of children, which had terrified her. But this scene did not seem so terrifying; in fact, it had made her pulse race, and she had experienced a strange physical yearning. She touched her breast and was surprised at the warm sensation she felt all the way to her thighs. At once she was ashamed and mumbled an Ave, feeling for the rosary she kept at her waist. Certes, I shall have to confess this when the priest hears me tomorrow, she thought, for if this feels so pleasurable, it cannot be good for the soul. Cecily’s training had been well digested. She wished she had someone to talk to about the experience other than immature Ann and Jane, and she was sure old Anne would not ever have felt as she was now. Not for the first time, Margaret wished she had been born a boy. They have all the fun, she lamented.

The rattling noise of the portcullis being raised and the shouts of men interrupted her thoughts. She ran down the stairs, taking the narrow steps two at a time and stopping at the open balcony at the foot. Others were beginning to appear at windows and balconies all over the castle, watching as more and more bloodied men limped, hobbled or were borne by others into the courtyard. Cecily’s steward, an imperious man with white hair and bright blue eyes, stood on the top step leading into the great hall, waiting for the herald to extricate himself from the melee and climb the steps. Margaret recognized the smiling man who had brought them news of Mortimer’s Cross. He was not smiling now.

“I bring bad news to her grace, the duchess, sir,” he addressed Sir Henry Heydon, the steward, loudly enough for all to hear. “My lord of Warwick has suffered a bitter defeat this day at the hands of the queen at St. Albans field. These few of us escaped to bring the news to London, so you can prepare for the advancing army.”

Cecily appeared from the hall, and the messenger went down on one knee and doffed his bonnet.

“God keep you, sir herald. At St. Albans you say?” she asked, a tremor in her voice. “And what of my cousin of Warwick? God forbid he is not slain.”

“Nay, your grace. The earl and the rest of our force who escaped the slaughter have fled west to find your son, Lord Edward.”

“Praise be to the Virgin for that!” Cecily exclaimed.

“My lord of Warwick had taken the king with him to the battlefield, I know not why,” the herald continued. “He is back with his queen now, as mad as ever. Some said they saw him at the edge of the battlefield sitting under a tree, laughing at his enemies.”

“Sweet Jesu, he is indeed mad,” whispered Cecily, crossing herself. Aloud to the company she cried, “Hear this, loyal friends of York. We are in danger here, and I would command all those who can walk and fight to join this herald and leave London as soon as they have had nourishment. Follow Warwick’s trail and join with my son. Those too wounded to be moved will be looked after here. I do not believe the queen will harm me or those who cannot fight, so we must remain to defend Baynard’s from her looting army. God help us! And may God bless the lord Edward!”

“God bless Lord Edward!” Margaret cheered along with the rest, and a thrill of pride went through her at the deafening sound of loyal voices echoing Cecily’s prayer.

A few minutes later, Margaret joined her mother in the great hall. The duchess was in full command of the servants, who gathered around her, receiving orders. The deference they gave the proud, beautiful woman was not lost on Margaret. She longed to emulate her dignified mother—but not until I am much older, she thought timidly.

“Ah, Margaret, my dear, come here and help me. I want you to go up to your apartments and tell Nurse Anne to ready George and Richard for a journey. Tell her to pack their warmest clothes and one good doublet and bonnet each. I will be there anon.”

“Where will they go, Mother?” Margaret asked, unfortunately.

“’Tis not your place to question me, Margaret,” Cecily retorted. “Pray do as I tell you at once!” A few sympathetic eyes turned to Margaret upon hearing Cecily’s sharp chiding.

Margaret blushed, ashamed that she had been reprimanded in front of so many people. Cecily relented and said less severely, “You will know in a little while. I simply do not have time to explain now.”

Margaret, still smarting, curtseyed and hurried upstairs to the boys’ chambers. Her brothers were appalled that they were to leave for parts unknown without her, for her mother had not told Margaret to prepare herself for a journey with them. It would be one of the rare times in their young lives that the siblings would be parted. Margaret gave the boys the news, and Anne began packing.

Richard was still crying when Cecily joined them half an hour later.

“Where is your York backbone, Richard?” she admonished him. “You are near ten years old and here you are crying like a baby. ’Tis not the first time you have been without me.”

“But … but … Meg has always been with us. Why can’t she come, too?” Richard tried to stop his lip quivering and tears from flowing, but he did not succeed.

It was Margaret who gathered him into her arms and cajoled him out of his fear. “’Twill be an adventure, Dickon! George will be with you, and Nurse Anne, I expect.”

“Aye, Anne will go with you. Although I expect George will not care for that! And your favorite squire, John Skelton, will also keep you company.” Cecily knelt in front of her youngest and took him from Margaret, holding him close. “Hush, child. It will not be for long, I promise, for Edward will come and take London and all will be well.”

At Edward’s name, Richard brightened. “You think he will really come, Mother. I would dearly love to see Ned again!” He blinked back his tears and attempted a smile.

“That’s better, child.” Cecily stood up and drew George to her as well. “Now, would you like to know where you are going?”

“Aye, Mother,” chorused the boys. “And why,” added George.

“’Tis for your own safety, George. If something should happen to Edward—pray God it does not”—they all crossed themselves—“then you and Richard are York’s heirs. And therefore heirs to the crown.”

Both boys looked nonplussed, and Cecily decided not to explain but fussed with the clothes Anne had laid on the bed. “I am sending you to our friend the duke of Burgundy, so you must remember your manners. Aye,” she said, nodding, as the boys’ eyes widened, “you will have your first voyage on a ship!”

“A ship, Georgie!” Richard cried ecstatically, his tears forgotten. “We are going to sea, like the game we played yesterday!”

George was less enthusiastic, old enough to understand that he was to miss events at home that might carve out his future. But he put his arm about Richard’s shoulders protectively, giving his mother’s back a resentful stare. “Aye, Dickon. And I will protect you, never fear.”

“I am not afraid, George!” Richard exclaimed. “I am a York. And us Yorks are never afraid!”

“There’s a brave boy, Richard.” Cecily turned, beaming. “Only it should be we Yorks, but no mind. Now, both of you say good-bye to Margaret and come with me.”

Margaret watched, stunned, as the trio left the room, followed by Anne and a servant carrying the clothes chest. How could her life change so quickly? Only a few weeks ago, she had a father and another brother. Now they were gone. Then Edward had triumphed at Mortimer’s Cross, giving Yorkists hope of winning the crown of England, and now the disastrous news of St. Albans had turned their world upside down again. She shook her head in disbelief. A mere hour ago, she had been relatively carefree and experiencing her first sensual thrill of womanhood. Now her world was falling apart, and as if the news weren’t bad enough, her brothers were to be taken from her.

“George! Dickon!” she cried, “Wait for me!”

She picked up her skirts and ran down to the castle quay, where she was just in time to give both boys a last kiss. The boatmen dipped their heavy oars into the water and pulled away from the pier towards the scores of ships moored in the Pool on the other side of London Bridge. Cecily sat with her black fur-trimmed cloak wrapped around her frightened children as they huddled together for warmth against the damp February evening.

“I will be back with the tide, Margaret,” Cecily called. “You must take care of everything until I return. You know what to do. You have learned well!”

Margaret nodded and waved, her eyes brimming with tears, as she watched the boat and the small figures of her brothers recede into the diminishing light. “God go with you, boys. Until we meet again!” she cried. Then she turned, held her head high and walked sedately up the stone steps and back into the castle. For the next few hours, she was in charge of the York household, giving orders—a little timorously, but still with enough authority—and presiding over the evening prayers. She prayed to St. Margaret to help her during Cecily’s absence. She looked around at the expectant faces all waiting for her to dismiss them after the chaplain had intoned the blessing, and she realized in that moment that her childhood was over.
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Queen Margaret had missed her chance again. Instead of marching her victorious army the twenty miles into London immediately following the battle at St. Albans, she hesitated. For the next ten days she parlayed with the mayor and aldermen, attempting to negotiate an entry. The city elders were loath to resist the queen—fearing reprisals for having lent the preferred Yorkists vast sums to equip their army—and agreed to meet her to suggest that four of her deputies negotiate with the London magistrates, acting on behalf of its citizens, to allow only the royalist leaders into the city. The London elders, however, had reckoned without their fellow citizens. Londoners shut up their shops, hid their jewels and money and turned on the mayor, taking the keys of the city gates for themselves and refusing to let anyone in or out.

At Baynard’s Castle, the York household held its breath and waited. Surely the lord Edward could not be far now. Cecily attempted to continue the daily routine of the castle, and she and Margaret spent time plying their needles, walking about the orchard and terraces, visiting the wounded and attending Mass. Margaret was relieved to know George and Richard had been taken on board a vessel bound for Burgundy, and Cecily assured her that Duke Philip would treat them kindly. Cecily had had to negotiate personally with the captains of two or three ships lying in the harbor before one going to the Low Countries agreed to her price. Her mother’s bravery and resolve to protect her family even in the face of danger left an indelible mark on Margaret, and she hoped that when her turn came, she too would be as fearless.

She missed her brothers, even their squabbling, and kept expecting to see them as she went through the days. She had escaped a few times to the bridge room window—empty each time, although she did once see the servant girl hurrying down the corridor near the duchess’s apartments. Over the thatched roofs across Thames Street, Margaret could see the lofty tower of St. Paul’s Cathedral, a mere stone’s throw from Baynard’s and reputedly the tallest in all Europe. Thames Street had been seething with people the first day following the St. Albans battle: citizens scurrying in and out of houses, closing their shutters and their shops, fetching buckets of water from the conduit, carrying baskets of food from the market, calling to their children to go inside in anticipation of the queen’s pillaging soldiers. Then came the calm, when the city gates were locked and people slowed to their usual gait, the shutters were unbolted and the children went out to play. Margaret never tired of watching life in the street and envied the commoners their freedom. She could not leave the castle yard without at least one lady companion and two retainers, and she was never permitted to talk to people or inspect the colorful offerings on market stalls. It did not occur to her that the townsfolk might envy her luxurious life behind the castle walls.

Today, as she watched, there seemed to be an excitement in the air. People nodded and smiled or stopped to talk to one another, pointing to the west. She looked towards the western wall of the city and thought she saw a metallic glint in the far distance. Then a little boy hared around the corner shouting, “Soldiers! Soldiers approaching the Ludgate!”

“At last!” cried a stout man in the boy’s path. “’Tis Edward of York you see, boy, ain’t it?”

“Aye, sir! And the earl of Warwick with him, they say! They are opening the gates!”

Margaret turned on her heel and ran to her mother’s solar, bursting in unceremoniously and earning a frown from Cecily. “Walk, don’t run, Margaret. ’Tis undignified.”

“But Mother, Ned is come! I was watching from the bridge room, and I can see the army approaching from the west. May we go to the Ludgate and watch his entry?”

“Certes, you may not! We shall wait here until Edward calls for us,” Cecily said, continuing to ply her needle as though Margaret had merely announced it was another cold day. Her mother’s calm amazed Margaret, who was hopping from one foot to the other. But then she saw her mother wince and a drop of blood fall on her dress. Aha! she thought happily, Mother is as excited as I am!

Her mother caught her watching and said haughtily, “Go to your chamber and wait. I must make arrangements for Edward’s arrival.” She sucked on her pricked finger.

Margaret curtseyed and remembered to walk out of the room. “Go to my room and wait?” she muttered. “I shall not!”

She took off running down the corridor and up a short flight of stairs to what was known as the children’s apartments. Her two young ladies-in-waiting were gossiping by the window of the solar that overlooked the river. They were unaware of events unfolding on the other side of the castle. They broke off their conversation and curtseyed as Margaret came in.

“Jane,” she addressed the taller of the two, “help me off with my gown. And take off your own so that we can exchange clothes.”

The women gawped at her. Margaret waved her hands impatiently. “Do not stare at me like beetle-headed clack-dishes! Jane, do as I say, and Ann, stand by the door and see that no one enters.” She wasted no time unbelting her gown and backed towards Jane, who helped her with the heavy garment. Then Jane took off her plain woolen gown, and Margaret slipped it over her own head. Margaret was tall, like her mother, and she had small breasts that showed off the current high-waisted fashion to advantage. Jane’s gown was a little short, she noted, but it would do. Jane, on the other hand, would be tripping over the hem of Margaret’s dress, and she sent up a prayer that the duchess would not choose to visit the apartments any time soon.

“But what if someone comes? What if they notice I am wearing your dress? Oh, ’tis unfair, Lady Margaret,” Jane whined, fluttering her hands and close to tears. Margaret scoffed at her dismay.

“Don’t be such a goose! Ann, lock the door behind me, and if someone comes, say you are indisposed.” Ann nodded conspiratorially, pleased that Margaret was entrusting her with the more important task of protecting her mistress. “Besides,” Margaret continued happily. “Mother is far too busy to pay attention to us this afternoon. Ned is come!”

The news made the girls forget their concerns for a moment as they clapped their hands and squealed with excitement, causing Margaret to scold them for making so much noise. She went to the armoire built into the wall and selected as drab a cloak as she could find. Winding it around her and pulling the hood down over her face, she would pass muster as a merchant’s daughter, she thought.

“If anyone asks, you do not know where I am. Do you understand?”

“But we do not know where you are going, Lady Margaret,” Jane said, her face a picture of woe again.

“Then you will not have to lie, will you?” retorted Margaret and swept out as Jane collapsed on the bed sobbing and Ann ran to her to commiserate. “Ninnies!” Margaret muttered as she closed the door.

The news of Edward’s coming had streamed through the castle like a welcome shaft of sunlight, and jubilant servants, squires, stable lads and pages were milling around the courtyard, some of them getting permission to run to the Ludgate to watch the entry. The main body of the army would camp outside the city, but Edward was coming home to Baynard’s and would choose to enter at the Ludgate, she knew.

She slipped out unnoticed in a group and ran up Athelyng Street, past Knightridder Street and Carter Lane and into St. Paul’s square. There she was lost among a throng of hundreds awaiting the White Rose of Rouen, as she heard men call her brother—after his birthplace, she assumed. She had never been this close to so many people before, and it frightened yet thrilled her. However, she had to admit that the smell of all these townsfolk was enough to curl her toes, and she regretted not having her bag of sweet lavender on her belt. Even her drabbest cloak received admiring looks from her neighbors, and she noticed most of theirs were of rough wool and patched. Many had none at all, and those unfortunates shivered, huddling close to one another for warmth. But the cold did not dampen their enthusiasm for the occasion, and several shouts of “Long live March! Long live York!” were taken up by others with such volume that Margaret could hardly hear herself think. Her chest again rose proudly at her family’s name.

Something about her bearing made the crowd part for her as she edged her way to the front. She had no idea how conspicuous she was, but no one recognized the tall, attractive young woman with her hood clutched tightly around her face to keep out the wind. Finally, she saw Edward as he passed under the massive, fortified gate in the city’s wall. Hundreds of exuberant Londoners thronged the short distance to St. Paul’s, throwing their hats in the air and chanting his name. Edward wisely entered the city surrounded only by his closest advisers, including his mentor, Warwick. He rode his magnificent gray courser down Bower Row to towering St. Paul’s, waving and grinning at the tumultuous welcome.

As he scanned the crowd, Edward’s eye fell upon a familiar face radiantly smiling up at him from the throng, and he reined in his mount in astonishment. “Margaret!” he mouthed in disbelief and laughed out loud. “Does Proud Cis know you are here?” he shouted, but Margaret could not hear his words above the din.

Nudging his horse into a walk, he continued to the steps of the cathedral, where the bells had begun pealing. Margaret watched, her eyes shining with tears of happiness. How handsome he was, she thought. His six-foot-three-inch frame sat as if he had been born in the saddle, and he towered over the nobles riding beside him. His bare head was crowned by chin-length, red-gold hair, neatly turned under in the latest fashion, and his features were as beautiful in a masculine way as his mother’s. Margaret fancied every woman in London must be in love with her eighteen-year-old brother, and she hugged herself with excitement, knowing she, as a York family member, was part of this demonstration of affection.

After Edward and the nobles in his train disappeared into the cathedral to give thanks, Margaret wended her way back through the crowd, exhilarated by her foray into London’s everyday life. She ran down the hill to Baynard’s, barely avoiding the contents of a piss pot that was being dumped out of an upstairs window.

“Bah!” she muttered, giving the waste a wide berth. Maybe she was better off at the castle, after all.

•   •   •

MARGARET DID NOT see much of Edward for the next few days. He was consumed by a whirlwind of activity from the moment he arrived. Meetings Edward held with his mother and with the earl of Warwick went far into the night. When he had first seen Margaret at supper the evening of the entry, Edward crushed his baby sister to him in a long embrace, almost knocking off her headdress, and told her, “You are receiving three hugs in one, for I do not have George and Richard here!” Then he whispered, “Your secret is safe with me, little Meg. But you are headstrong.”

Margaret stood on tiptoe and kissed his freshly pumiced face. “Thank you, Ned!” she whispered back.

That had been two days ago, and during that time, Edward and his councilors decided on a resolution to the extraordinary dilemma that England could have two kings. It had been arranged that an “election by procedure” would take place, a custom that was used before William, called the Conqueror, had changed the ancient system of arranging the succession. Margaret joined her mother and brother in Cecily’s comfortable solar and was told they were awaiting the result of this election. Edward was hoping the people would prefer him as king to Henry, Cecily said, but he wanted it to be legal.

“There is not enough time to call Parliament or a representative council,” Edward explained to a puzzled Margaret. “It’s those in command at hand in the city and others who give financial and moral support who can vote.”

Chancellor George Neville, younger brother to the earl of Warwick, was addressing an assembly consisting of all peers currently in the city, the mayor, aldermen, merchants and anyone else wishing to participate in the election of the next king—Edward.

Margaret was not sure this was very fair, as, in the current climate in London, King Henry would not have a chance of being elected, but she nodded and held her tongue.

A few hours later, it was all over. George Neville had addressed the crowd as his brother had instructed: “Is King Henry fit to rule over us, as feeble as he is?”

The cry had been “Nay!”

“In his feebleness, the queen has all the power. Do you want to be ruled by her?”

“Nay!” was the emphatic reply.

“Will you take Edward, heir of Richard of York and rightful heir to the crown, as your king?”

“Yea!” was the overwhelming response from the people.

And so it was decided. Edward would be king. When Edward and his friend William Hastings arrived, Cecily rose and faced her son. “Your grace,” she said, and sank into a deep reverence. Margaret quickly followed suit. Edward laughed, hauled his long body out of the chair and strode from the room, followed by Cecily and Will. Margaret stared after them, dumbfounded. Sweet Jesu, she thought incredulously, I will be a princess.

WHERE, IN ALL of this, was King Henry and his queen? Margaret wanted to know. Cecily was proud of Margaret’s keen perception and the intelligent curiosity that had prompted the question. They both looked at Edward. He was relaxing for a few hours in front of the fire in his mother’s solar with his favorite wolfhound lying on the tiled floor beside him, using Edward’s foot as a pillow.

“The She-Wolf is on her way north, Meg. Turned on her tail, with Henry tied tightly to it, and went back north. Word has reached me of more devastation in her army’s path as they retreat. I can never forgive her for her disregard for our people. In truth, what can you expect from a French woman! God’s nails, but I hate her!” He hissed the last comment and drew a frown and a “Hush, Edward” from his mother.

“What happens now, Ned? Does England have two kings?” Margaret asked, innocently.

Edward grinned at her. “’Twould appear so, my dear sister.” Then he turned serious. “Nay, the business is not finished until one or other of us kings is defeated completely. The queen is not finished, I can promise you that. And,” he paused, shifting his weight so the dog had to move, “neither am I!”

“More fighting then?” Margaret lamented. Edward nodded and reached for his wine.

IN THREE WEEKS, Edward’s call to arms had brought thousands of new followers to London, who were eager to rid the realm of the hated Margaret of Anjou. Almost immediately after Edward’s victory, Warwick had taken his force to the Midlands, intending to gather more men along the way. Messengers to Baynard’s regularly came and went, keeping Edward informed of Warwick’s progress and the whereabouts of Henry and his queen. Edward learned that the Lancastrians had now amassed a greater army in Yorkshire than the one they had taken to the gates of London, bolstered by the duke of Somerset rallying new troops to the cause.

On the thirteenth of March, Cecily and Margaret watched grimly as Edward led his personal meinie out of Baynard’s courtyard. The tabors beat a slow march and the shawms alerted the citizens that York was on the move. Londoners gathered to cheer him out of the city as loudly as they had cheered him in. He twisted round in the saddle and waved to his mother and sister, looking every inch the young warrior on a crusade. He had ordered a new badge for his men, a blazing sun in splendor chosen because of the three suns phenomenon at Mortimer’s Cross. All of them wore the badge proudly on their tunics.

“God speed, my son! And may He hold you safe!” Cecily called, drawing her sable cloak close to shield herself from the biting wind. “I pray, dear Mother of God, that he is safe,” she whispered, her lip trembling.

“Have no fear, Mother,” Margaret tried to sound cheerful. “How can Edward lose? Look at him!”

Cecily gave her a grateful look and turned back into the hall. How many times would they, as women, have to watch their men march off to do battle? Certes, she sighed, there must be another way!

Margaret left her mother’s side and, under the pretext of using the garderobe, hurried to the bridge room, where she could catch a last glimpse of the cavalcade as it disappeared from view. She waited until she could no longer hear the shawms and tabors and then went back to her own apartments.

EDWARD MARCHED NORTH towards York, joining with Warwick’s force along the way, and on Palm Sunday on a plateau known as Towton Field, the two armies finally faced each other. It was said that fifty thousand men were arrayed that day in the snow, with Edward’s force two-thirds the size of Henry’s.

•   •   •

“NEAR TWENTY THOUSAND slain? ’Tis pitiable!” Cecily exclaimed, when she heard the news. “God rest their poor souls.”

“Aye, God rest their souls,” the messenger echoed, crossing himself, after Cecily had read the letter from Edward.

But even the dreadful toll could not dampen her joy at Edward’s stunning victory. “You say the snow helped Edward in the fight, sir. How, pray?”

“’Twas the wind, your grace. When the Lancastrians let fly their arrows, the blizzard was in their faces and the arrows fell short. Our side picked them out of the ground and with the wind behind us shot them back with far more success.”

Margaret’s hand flew to her mouth. “Killed with their own arrows? ’Tis horrible.”

“Nay, lady, when you are fighting, you do not think on such things. Why, in the snow, ’twas difficult to tell who was with who. Many of us may have slain those of our own side, I know not! Somerset was on the higher ground, but when the archers failed to breach York’s ranks, they charged downhill to fight hand to hand. Arms and legs were hacked off, if you were fortunate. Heads, if you were not. When you thought you had broken through a line, another one was there. My lord Edward was our rallying point, never losing ground, always pressing forward and encouraging us loudly until his voice was hoarse. What was begun in the morning did not end until evening, when my lord of Norfolk arrived to reinforce us with his East Anglian force, God be praised. That is when things turned black for King Henry, for his weary men turned and ran, leaving pink snow in their wake. The pity of it was, the only place to run was down the steep sides of the other hill to the Cock Beck stream, full to bursting its banks. Many drowned in their heavy mail, and I saw others using the dead bodies to form a bridge over which they attempted to flee. The water ran red that day, your grace, red with the blood of good Englishmen. Their only fault was fighting for the wrong cause.”

Margaret and Cecily sat in silence, transfixed by the scenes of carnage so vividly described by the messenger. Cecily, still clutching the letter, gripped the arms of her chair, her thoughts all of her late husband and how he, too, must have died thus. Margaret shuddered as she tried to imagine losing an arm or a leg—although growing up she had seen several of Baynard’s soldiers with limbs, hands or feet missing.

“What happens to all those dead men?” she suddenly asked. “How do their families know if they are safe or killed? They cannot send messengers to every village.”

“The wounded are cared for by the field surgeons, although butchers might be a better word, my lady,” the man said, holding up his hand and showing the stumps of two fingers, still black with the tar used to cauterize the amputation. Margaret winced, and the man grinned. “But we have to dig pits for the dead. This time, it took nigh on two days before all were buried. ’Tis presumed if a man does not return to his home that he perished,” the messenger said softly.

Everyone in the hall crossed themselves, and Cecily fingered her rosary. Then she asked, “Where are King Henry and Queen Margaret?”

“The king, queen and their son, the prince of Wales, are fled to Scotland, your grace, and their troops scattered. Many of the lords of Lancaster were slain that day, and those who are not dead or fled have asked pardon of the lord Edward and joined our ranks. ’Tis truly a victory for the house of York!”

“Aye, a great victory for York,” Cecily pronounced proudly and called for wine for the assembled company.

“I charge you all to drink to”—she hesitated, savoring the thought—“to King Edward!”

“God save King Edward!” shouted the triumphant household as one.

Margaret felt the swell of pride again.
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The palace of Shene was situated far from the city on a beautiful bend of the Thames, where islands thick with hazelnut and oak trees floated in the river. It was early June, and the field on the opposite bank was carpeted with buttercups. Yellow water lilies floated below Margaret’s vantage point above the water, and she watched a pair of swans glide along, regally ignoring a family of coots chugging upstream. The blue wing of a kingfisher flashed from a willow as it neatly dived and speared a fish. Then a gray heron lifted out of the rushes as effortlessly as down and obligingly flew across the scene, making her smile with pleasure. How she loved it here!

Cecily had been instructed by Edward to leave Baynard’s and make royal Shene their own. He would join her there. Built by Henry the Fifth, it was not a fortress but an elegant palace with high, timbered roofs and intricate spires. Overlooking the river and flanked by orchards and herb gardens, it afforded the king a haven from the heat and sickness of London in the summertime. One of the royal hunting parks, teeming with deer and other game for the king’s pleasure, bordered the orchards.

One early morning the royal barge, hastily redecorated with the white rose of York, had conveyed Cecily, Margaret, and their attendants up the river, past Westminster and the villages of Chelsea and Kew and to the great bend that hid the palace from view. As the oarsmen pulled the boat to starboard and the three-story, gleaming white structure shimmered through the light mist rising from the water, the women gasped with delight. Only in a fairy tale could a palace be so beautiful, Margaret thought, staring at the many octagonal and round towers capped with pepperpot domes and turrets, which were graced by ornamental weather-vanes and carvings.

Once inside, she ran from room to room, admiring the fluted ceilings, carved columns and colorful, tiled floors. Servants, who had accompanied the household baggage overland on huge carts, carried in furniture, chests and wall hangings brought from Baynard’s. Cecily assigned Margaret the chamber overlooking the river where she now sat, and after a week she still had not tired of watching the wildlife teeming below her.

Today, however, was special. Edward was coming. She had chosen to stay out of the way all morning while her mother commanded the preparations for a royal welcome. Not long after Prime, boats had begun to arrive filled with barrels and sacks, boxes of animal carcasses, fowl and fish of all kinds, fruits and spices, and great hogsheads of wine. Neverending relays of servants carried the food from the dock into the kitchens behind the palace.

Now, later in the afternoon, Margaret heard music wafting softly on the wind. Ned must be coming, she thought, and checked her appearance in the polished silver mirror. She tucked a stray lock of hair under her short hennin, pulled her pointed sleeve cuffs over the backs of her hands and smoothed her gray mourning gown. Like her mother, who was known to outspend even Queen Margaret on her wardrobe, Margaret took great pains with her dress and made sure her seamstress kept her in the latest fashions. She lightly bit her lips to give them some color, checked that her eyebrows were exactly the right thinness and wished her cheeks weren’t so plump.

The music was louder now; Margaret could distinguish viols, lutes and gemshorns. She heard voices, laughter and Ned booming, “Ho, there! Mother, Margaret, where are you?” Hurrying Ann and Jane along, she went down to the great hall to greet the king. Cecily had told her to curtsey low, which she did, making a graceful picture as Edward strode in.

“As is befitting my status, Lady Margaret,” he teased. “Nay, Meggie, rise and give your brother a kiss!” He gave her an appraising look as she stood back from their embrace. “That gown becomes you right well. You are all grown up, in truth! What do you think, friends? My little sister is growing into quite a beauty.” He whispered, “But I would halt the growing part, Meg, or I shall have to find you a giant for a husband.”

Margaret was stunned by this reception. Her mother had instructed her that etiquette at a royal court was very different from the more informal way in their ducal household, and she had expected Edward to pay little attention to her in public. She found her tongue and managed, “I thank you,” despite the hurt of his last comment, for she was sensitive about her inches. She put it from her and gave him her warm smile. “You are right welcome home, Ned.”

“Ah, there you are, ma mère. Well met!” Edward greeted Cecily, who had not been waiting by the window for her son’s arrival, as Margaret had, and thus was caught napping, literally. She hurried into the hall. Her widow’s wimple was askew, and she had obviously slept in her overdress. Edward grinned and, picking her up as if she were a child, kissed her openmouthed astonishment.

“Really, Edward!” she admonished him as he set her down again, before she remembered his rank and sank to her knees. “I mean, your grace.”

He raised her up. “Edward suits me well, Mother. It always has. I am not used to this new state, and until I am, I shall not expect my family to treat me any differently from before. Besides,” he said, as he set her down and appraised her, “how can I take your lecture seriously when you come before your king in such disarray?”

Margaret gasped and expected Cecily to upbraid him again, but Cecily pretended not to have heard his last remark.

“Then I shall school you in the way things should be at court,” Cecily retorted, rearranging the folds of her wimple. “You now are king of En—gland, and I shall expect you to behave like one!”

“Oui, ma mère,” Edward said meekly, winking at Margaret. “But first, I have a gift for both of you.”

“You are incorrigible, my son,” Cecily replied, hiding a smile. Margaret made a note to ask her mother what the word meant; she liked the sound of it.

Edward whispered to his chamberlain, Will Hastings, who in turn sent a page running back outside. Everyone waited as Edward stood between his mother and sister, a sly grin on his face. Those closest to the door began to cheer as two small figures clothed in velvet doublets and bonnets entered the hall.

“George! Dickon!” squeaked Margaret, forgetting where she was and running the length of the hall to embrace them. Highly embarrassed, the boys forestalled the dreaded kissing that was sure to follow and both bowed low.

“Lady Margaret,” George said, hoping to avert the inevitable. “Greetings.”

But to no avail. In a trice, they were both bowled over by their sibling’s exuberance, and Richard ended up on his backside. Tears streamed down Margaret’s cheeks as she hugged George to her. She knew she had missed them, but until she had seen them again she had not realized how much. George extricated himself from her and straightened his bonnet, while Richard scrambled to his feet and ran past Margaret headlong into his mother’s waiting arms. Edward stood by quietly, pleased his surprise had been so successful. George bowed to his mother and gravely kissed her hand.

Cecily smiled. “I see you have learned some nice manners with Duke Philip, George. Was he kind to you?”

“Aye, Mother,” George said enthusiastically. “The court at Bruges was so magnificent and everyone was very kind. Madame la duchesse gave us these clothes when we left. She said she could not have the brothers of the king of England looking shabby upon their arrival home.”

Edward laughed. “Aye, I fear we now owe Burgundy a favor for this kindness. Let me see, what can we send him? His son already has a wife or I’d offer him our Meg!” He chucked Margaret under the chin, and she was furious with herself for blushing.

“I shall stay in England, Ned. This is where I belong!” she told him firmly. “Anyway, I am much too young to be wed yet.” She sent a prayer to the Virgin to delay the dreaded arranged marriage she knew was her lot in life and let her stay at home for many more years.

“Oh, no, you are not, my beauty! But I have other things on my mind at present”—he paused and grinned down at her—“like hunting in the park! Tell me, Anthony, have you hunted here?”

A hush came over Edward’s companions, and all eyes turned to a newcomer about the same age as Edward. Margaret looked at the man curiously as he stepped forward. Sir Anthony Woodville and his father, Lord Rivers, had fought for the Lancastrians until not long after the battle of Towton, when, knowing their cause lost, they swore allegiance to Edward. Edward had not yet officially granted them pardons, but he felt safer having the two men in his train rather than at liberty to rejoin any Lancastrian faction still at large, should they decide to change their allegiance yet again. For his part, Anthony was understandably anxious in the new king’s presence, and to be singled out like this because he must have known Shene under the old regime was unsettling.

“Well, Woodville, is the hunting good?” Edward repeated the question, but his tone was warm, and Anthony breathed more easily.

“Certes, your grace. There is a red deer for every man in London! I know there are wild boars, though none taken in my sight.” Anthony turned in a circle as he spoke, including all in his view. “And as many hares”—he paused and looked at Edward, smiling—“as you have on your head, sire!”

Margaret involuntarily clapped her hands and laughed, the first to understand the joke. Anthony looked at her with interest but was interrupted by Edward’s merry laughter, and he turned to acknowledge the compliment. Edward put his arm about Anthony’s shoulders, and they moved towards the door. “Then let us to the hunt, my friends!” he cried, “and see what we can find for tomorrow’s dinner.”

Anthony looked back over his shoulder at the king’s sister; his lively blue eyes met her equally intelligent gray ones. They both smiled, and Margaret’s heart skipped a beat.

“WELL MET, MY lady,” a young man murmured in Margaret’s ear a few days later. “Have you placed a wager on anyone as yet?”

Margaret swung round and found herself eye to eye with the herald-messenger who had brought them news of Towton and Mortimer’s Cross. He bowed over her hand. “John Harper, if it please you, madam. And these ladies?”

“Well met, sir.” She nodded at Ann and Jane, who curtseyed quickly. “Mistress Herbert and Mistress Percy.” John Harper gave them a cursory glance and bowed.

Margaret was nervous. She was intrigued that he should seek her out, but she was taken aback by his audacity. It was not usual for one of his lower rank to thus address her. Although she knew she ought to rebuff him, she decided to answer his first question after checking to see her mother was nowhere in sight. Ann and Jane’s presence provided her safety and a measure of courage. “I do not wager, Master Harper, but if I did, I would pick my brother to win the day.”

He was standing very close to her, and she could smell a mix of sweat, horses and rosewater. Her pulse raced, and she found her palms were clammy. She held on tightly to the chaplet of flowers she and her ladies had woven earlier as a crown for the victor and tried to appear nonchalant. Calm down, Meg, she told herself, ’tis a man of no import and a bold one at that. But her senses were aroused, although she tried to concentrate on the sport taking place on the river. Tell him to leave, she admonished herself, he has no right to unnerve you thus! Go away, herald, oh, please go away! It did not help that Jane was fluttering her eyelashes at him. Margaret felt like slapping her.

As if he had sensed Margaret’s plea, he said pleasantly, “Aye, the king has a fair chance, Lady Margaret, but my money is on Sir Anthony. I shall bother you no further. Farewell, ladies.” And he bowed and walked away. Margaret experienced first disappointment and then the familiar twinge of shame about her height, putting the blame for his sudden departure squarely on her lack of desirability.

Ann and Jane twittered as they watched him go. “’Tis a pity he left so quickly, my lady,” Jane whispered. “A handsome young man indeed!” agreed Ann.

“Jane!” Margaret retorted. “He was out of bounds, in truth. And I should not have answered him. But I grant you, he is handsome,” she murmured, looking after him wistfully.

A fanfare of trumpets, shawms and sackbuts drew their attention from the herald to the impending competition. Edward had declared that a water tournament would be the sport of the day, and several contestants had stepped up to participate. A boat was anchored in the middle of the river with a wooden quintain target attached, and one by one the tilters would try their luck at hitting the target with their lances—long, dry sticks for this occasion. Margaret and her ladies found seats on a bench close to the riverbank and watched as the first tilter stepped into the small boat equipped with four oars. The boatmen were given the signal, and William Hastings, standing in the center of the boat, was propelled toward the target, lance poised. The crowd began to cheer and the tilter readied himself for the impact, making the boat wobble precariously. Loud laughter accompanied his failed attempt to hit the quintain. He gave a mock bow to the spectators and was rowed back to shore.

Next in line was Anthony Woodville. Edward encouraged the cheering for his new friend, and Anthony was helped into the boat by his father, a striking figure in green silk who gave him a few last-minute pointers. Margaret could see from whom the younger Woodville had his looks, and although not present to prove it, Anthony’s mother, Jacquetta, was reputed to have been the most beautiful woman at court in her day. Anthony’s chestnut hair gleamed in the sun, and, clothed only in hose and shirt, his physique was admired by all the ladies present, including Margaret. Ann nudged Jane. “Sweet Jesu, I have not seen so fair a man this many a month!” she exclaimed, and then remembered her place. “Excepting our lord Edward, of course.” And she gave a nervous laugh.

Margaret patted her hand. Why do I feel so much older than these two? she asked herself for the hundredth time, and for the hundredth time she wished she had a sister. “No need to flatter me, Mistress Herbert. Sir Anthony is far fairer than my brother, in truth. Tut, tut, but you are fickle, Ann. Two minutes ago you were expounding on Master Harper’s good looks. But we should not prattle on thus! Mother would not approve.” They all laughed happily. After the winter of uncertainty, death and despair, it seemed the summer of that year would be a warm and carefree one indeed.

The signal was given, and Anthony’s oarsmen pulled hard while he kept his balance in the middle of the boat. This time, the lance hit the quintain squarely in the middle, and the wooden stick crumpled in his hand. He weaved back and forth for a few seconds before recovering his stance, and the crowd threw flowers into the water and roared their approval. He waved his bonnet and blew kisses to the ladies. Margaret found herself clapping enthusiastically, raising an eyebrow from Ann. “My lady, surely you are for our lord, the king.”

“Oh, aye, Ann. But ’twas nicely done, nonetheless!” Margaret tossed off.

Now it was Edward’s turn. The musicians piped him on board his boat, and he shouted, “Sir Anthony, now you shall see some real tilting!” and the crowd cheered him on. Again the oarsmen rowed their erect passenger forward, and Edward stood like a sturdy oak, not wavering one inch. He approached the quintain and lifted his lance, thrusting it at the target. This time, the green branch did not break. The force of the hit threw Edward off balance, and he fell ungracefully into the river. A gasp of horror went up. The crowd was on its feet as he disappeared under the dark surface. A few seconds went by, and everyone held their breath while the oarsmen sat rigid, their oars up. One peered anxiously into the water where the king had fallen, and a moment later, the grinning Edward popped up on the other side of the boat, waving a handful of weeds. Margaret started the laughter that erupted after seeing their sovereign safe. She ran to the bank to where Edward was swimming and placed the chaplet of flowers on his dripping golden hair.

“You are naught but king of the water sprites today, Ned,” she teased him. “And here is your scepter!” She plucked a bulrush from the bank and gave it to him, curtseying mockingly. The spectators applauded and bowed as well.

Edward was amused. This was a new side to his little sister. She had indeed matured in the two years he had been busy helping his family win the crown. “I have a good mind to pull you in with me, Meg!” he murmured, as she offered her hand and helped him gain his footing on the slippery slope.

“Ned! You would not dare!” she retorted, and promptly let go of him. Surprised, Edward slid back into the water. The onlookers gasped, expecting a torrent of fury from their soldier king, but Edward just laughed. “Touché, ma soeur! But see if I don’t repay your courtesy,” he said, winking at her.

By this time, George and Richard had run forward to help Edward, and the crowd looked on with admiration at the handsome family group.

“These Yorks stick together,” one man told his neighbor. “It seems the family ties bind strongly.”

“Aye, ’twould seem they have turned the disaster of six months ago into a triumph of courage. Certes, King Edward will serve us better than the addle-pated Henry and the French bitch, God save his simple soul.”

EDWARD SPENT THE next two weeks planning his coronation and setting up his household. For one so young, he had assumed the mantle of kingship with an ease ascribed to men twice his age. He enjoyed having his family around him, and so Margaret found herself taking a keen interest in meetings she witnessed. She would sit quietly with her needlework and listen while Edward and his chief councilors discussed the merits of one man over another for a certain position at court. He asked Cecily’s opinion on several occasions, and Margaret learned that a woman could wield quiet power from behind a veiled hennin.

When she grew bored with the details, she would excuse herself and take her book to sit by the water’s edge. Kept clean in a velvet bag, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight was her constant companion. She loved the feel of the vellum under her fingers and would pore over the beautiful illuminations of the Arthurian story and marvel at the meticulous lettering. Mistress Nose-in-a-Book was what George often called her when he would come upon her reading. “Look, Dickon,” he said once, “Meg’s eyes are crossed and her nose is black from the hours she spends in books!” And he would laugh at her. Little Dickon, however, wasn’t listening. He was busy turning the pages and gazing in wonder at the colorful illuminations.

Camelot must have looked just like this, Margaret mused, twiddling a grass stalk between her fingers and observing the scene around her. She was sorry to think that Edward could not compare to King Arthur. She had noticed in the last few days that Edward flirted with any passably pretty young woman he encountered. She had heard a rumor that he had a bastard daughter, and she hoped her mother hadn’t heard it, too. King Arthur had been modest and chaste—so claimed all the stories about him—and had been betrayed by his beautiful queen Guinevere. No one had mentioned a bride for Edward as far as she knew, but Margaret pitied the poor woman, for she would have to keep a tight rein on her handsome bridegroom, she knew.

Her thoughts turned to her own burgeoning emotions. John Harper had danced with her one night, and she found his nearness tantalizing. When he had approached her after gaining Edward’s permission, she had been sure he would change his mind once he got closer. She was, she estimated, two inches taller. But he had smiled into her eyes and asked for the honor of a dance. Her feet hardly touched the floor when she stepped out with him. Almost like her waking dream, he had kissed her fingers afterwards and run his thumb along her palm at the same time. She felt a warmth between her thighs, and she was sure the whole room knew her for a wanton.

“Good day, Lady Margaret,” a pleasant voice interrupted her thoughts. “I hope I am not disturbing you?”

Margaret looked up into Anthony Woodville’s smiling face and smiled back unconsciously. “Why, Sir Anthony, I am delighted to have company,” she said, patting the grass. “I pray you sit down.”

Anthony murmured his thanks and carefully eased his long limbs onto the ground. Margaret had not been this close to him before, and she appraised him at her leisure. Aye, he was possibly the handsomest man she had ever seen, but what she liked more was the openness of his expression. She saw no guile in the wide eyes and upward-turned mouth, simply confidence and a modicum of arrogance. She was also intrigued by the dimple that appeared in his left cheek as he smiled. Thank you, dear Mother of God, for letting me be seated, she thought. Perhaps he will not notice my height.

“I saw you with a book, my lady, and as books are my passion, I could not resist coming to see what you were so earnestly reading.”

Margaret wondered vaguely if he was flattering her, but his tone was sincere, and so she offered the book to him.

“Ah, so you, too, are enthralled by Arthur and his knights,” he said, turning the pages reverently. “Tell me, who is your preferred knight?”

“Galahad, sir. Certes, who could not favor a man who searches so long and valiantly for the Grail? And you, Sir Anthony?”

“I commend your choice, Lady Margaret. Mine is Lancelot du Lac for his gentleness, courtesy and courage. If I may be so forward as to tell you, my aim is to model myself upon him. You do know he was also the greatest fighter of all Arthur’s knights, do you not?”

Margaret scrutinized his face for signs of falseness, but she was rewarded with a direct look and serious expression. “Aye, my lord,” she answered him with equal directness, “although I cannot fathom why men have to prove themselves by fighting each other. But your goal is honorable and long may it continue. But”—she paused, and a small smile changed the tone of her response—“you must guard against falling in love with the queen—when my brother chooses one!”

“Ah, yes. Guinevere. But you see, I am married, and that is where Lancelot and I differ.”

At the mention of his wife, Margaret was brought back to earth. How stupid she was not to have remembered! She lowered her eyes. “Aye, so I have heard. We have not yet had the pleasure of your lady wife’s company at court. Will she be joining you here, sir?”

“Eliza’s health has not been strong of late. She has been keeping to our estates in Norfolk much of the time,” was all he would say. Baroness Scales was the only daughter of Thomas, Seventh Baron Scales, and had inherited the title when her Lancastrian father was murdered by boatmen on the Thames in the year of her marriage to Anthony in 1460. By rights and by marriage Anthony should have been granted the title of baron, but King Henry had more on his mind at that precarious juncture with the Yorkists than to spend time on granting this right to such an insignificant young man. He sighed and looked down at the book, running one immaculately manicured finger over the gold leaf of one of the illustrations. “This is beautiful, Lady Margaret. I can see why it is a favorite.” Then he closed it and handed it to her. “Now I must go.” He could see questions in Margaret’s eyes and had no desire to go into details about his lack of title for fear of reminding Edward’s sister of his recent Lancastrian leanings. He winced as he rose to leave.

Concerned, Margaret said, “Edward tells me you were wounded at Towton field, sir. I see it pains you still.”

“’Tis nothing, in truth. A flesh wound to the leg, and it heals gradually.” He grinned. “I am unused to sitting on the ground, ’tis all. You thought I was looking for sympathy from a lady, perhaps? I am a poet, ’tis true, but I have not tried my hand at mummery yet!”

Margaret laughed up at him. “Good day, my lord. I should like to read some of your verses.” She added shyly, “Certes, if you share them.”

“I would have to know you a good deal better before inflicting them on you, Lady Margaret,” he murmured, bowing over her outstretched hand. “Good day to you.”

Margaret was unprepared for the fire that ran up her arm to her heart as he kissed her fingers. She drew in a sharp breath but covered it with a cough. Anthony turned and walked away, his short cote swinging rhythmically around his knees and his head held high.

“LEAVE US!” EDWARD’S shouted command was heard clearly in Margaret’s chamber three doors away. It was not the first time she and her ladies had heard angry outbursts from the new king. Cecily informed her that the king of France had made good on a promise to aid Queen Margaret and had laid siege to one of the Channel Islands, and the news had reached Edward not long after his arrival at Shene. It was feared that an invasion of England would be France’s next move. A few Lancastrian lords were thought to be inciting the West Country to insurrection against Edward, so Edward had sent troops to the area to resist the French—who never came.

Today, the messengers had brought news of an even more alarming nature. Queen Margaret and her son, Edouard, had led an army of Scots over the border to Carlisle, and after laying waste to the land, they threatened the city. Powerful Lancastrians in the north had rallied to her banner and were preparing to march south and reclaim the throne for Henry, left out of harm’s way over the border in Scotland.

“Christ’s nails! When will I be rid of that she-wolf,” Edward growled later, when the family ate supper in the royal apartments. The atmosphere was tense, and Edward’s attendants kept a respectful distance, talking with Cecily’s ladies. “Where is Warwick when I need him?”

“Hush, my son,” Cecily soothed. “My lord of Warwick gives you good service. You would not be where you are now without him. You know he is loyally serving you from Middleham. I warrant he is on the march now to rout the queen.”

Edward grunted. “Oui, ma mère, you are probably right. But I cannot sit idly by while the bitch is snapping at our heels. I have given orders for my coronation to be brought forward, and we will postpone the parliament until November so I may join Warwick in the north.”

Cecily raised an almost invisible eyebrow. “How soon do you propose to be crowned, Edward? I thought the Relic Sunday date was set. You will stretch the poor lord marshal to his breaking point, if you do not give him sufficient time to crown you with all due ceremony!”

“May he rot in hell!” Edward swore, and then apologized to his horrified mother. “Mowbray is a stalwart; he will be ready on the twenty-eighth.”

“The twenty-eighth? Have you taken leave of your senses? That is no more than a sennight hence. How can we be ready so soon?”

“When have you cared how you look, mother?” Edward grinned at her. “You are the most beautiful woman at court, and you do not know it.”

“Pah! Flatterer,” Cecily retorted and then caught George twisting Richard’s arm painfully over a sweetmeat. Richard’s face was grim as he silently bore the torture, not wanting Edward to see him weak.

“Let Dickon be, George!” Cecily cried. “You deserve a whipping for that!”

“Nay, mother,” piped up Richard, rubbing his arm. “It did not hurt, I promise you. And I will pay him back one, you see if I don’t.” He stuck his tongue out at George, snatched the sweetmeat and turned away. George put his thumb on his nose and waggled his fingers at Richard.

Edward frowned. “Do they squabble like this often?”

“All the time,” Margaret said, looking up from her book. “It is tiresome, and I wish they would grow up!”

“Mistress Nose-in-a-Book, Nose-in-a-Book,” the two boys chorused. Margaret flung a red damask cushion at them.

“Enough!” roared Edward, rising suddenly out of his chair. His siblings cringed, and the conversation at the back of the room stopped. “If we fight among ourselves like this, how do you think others will serve us? We must be united. Our father taught us to love and respect one another, and I will see his wishes carried out. ’Tis difficult enough to hold on to what we have earned through fighting others. We do not need to fight each other. Dickon and George, shake hands immediately! And Margaret, you are the eldest; you must set an example.”

The boys meekly shook hands, and Margaret turned the color of the cushion.

Cecily rose, curtseyed to her son and stood on tiptoe to kiss him. “Bonne nuit, Edward, I will take these baggages away to bed and leave you in peace.”

“A fair night to you, too, ma chère mère. Margaret, I pray you stay awhile. I would talk to you.”

An usher opened the door for Cecily, and she shooed the boys out before her and was followed by her ladies. Margaret sat straight and still, wondering if she was to be punished for her cushion-throwing. Edward waved his attendants away after filling two cups with wine.

“Have them prepare the all-night, Jack,” Edward called after Sir John Howard, the last to leave the room. “I shall not be long. And tell them to make sure the bread is fresher than last evening’s!”

“Aye, your grace,” Howard assented, bowing.

Edward handed Margaret one of the cups and sprawled his six-foot-three-inch body on a velvet settle, twirling his own cup between his big hands, causing a sapphire to flash in the candlelight. Edward’s expression softened as he surveyed her, and Margaret relaxed a little.

“Do you like being a royal princess, Meggie?” he asked.

“I do not feel any different, Edward. How am I supposed to feel?”

“Proud! Proud our family has finally achieved what was rightfully ours all these years,” he insisted. “But you are right to be modest, little sister.”

“Not so little,” retorted Margaret. “I am as tall as Mother, as you love to point out.”

“Aye, you are, you are,” chuckled Edward. “And though no one will ever hold a candle to her, you have your own beauty, Meg. ’Tis in your eyes and your spirit. I believe you are as intelligent as a woman can be!”

“Ned! Do you really believe men are always more intelligent than women? What of King Henry and his queen? From everything I have heard, I know which one is more boil-brained!” Margaret’s ire was roused. “Besides, who has been talking to you about my intelligence?”

“Anthony Woodville, my dear.” Edward let that sink in while he watched, amused, as Margaret colored. “Aye, he spoke highly of you the other day. I hope you have not been flirting with him, Meg. He’s a married man, you know. Although,” he muttered as an aside, “Eliza Scales sounds as dull as ditchwater and a sickly hag.”

“I have no interest in Sir Anthony, Ned! We had a pleasant conversation about King Arthur, that was all,” Margaret protested.

“Ho, ho! No interest, eh? Then why the blush, ma soeur!” He leaned forward conspiratorially. “Listen, Margaret, I have learned to take my pleasures as they are presented. I may die in battle or be murdered in my bed tomorrow. I love women and women love me. If you choose to dally with Sir Anthony and are discreet, you will not be rebuked by me!”

Margaret was shocked into dropping her jaw. Edward had obviously escaped Cecily’s lectures about chastity and morality that she, George and Richard had been subjected to time and time again. Why, he must be in peril of his mortal soul! But he didn’t look very worried about it, she admitted. She chose to say nothing but smiled back at him, hoping to elicit more confidences. She was awed and fascinated by the assured ease with which her big brother grasped life by the horns. She wanted so much to be like him, and yet …

“Just be careful, Meg. In truth, I will be needing you for some future marriage negotiations, and a virginal bride is usually part of the bargain.”

“Ned!” was all Margaret could manage. She felt the familiar icy fingers of fear brush her heart with the mention of marriage. Why must I be used as a pawn, she wondered miserably. Surely it would not be so if I were a commoner.

She was startled from her thoughts by Edward’s next statement. “I see you looking at men, Meg. I know you have carnal feelings like me. We are alike, you and I, so I am just asking you to be careful.” He smiled at her embarrassment. “And I have a favor to ask of you.”

Relieved that he was not asking her to admit to those carnal feelings, she nodded readily. “What favor, my lord? You have only to ask.”

“Although Mother will still rule the roost”—the siblings grinned in unison—“she has no desire to act as my hostess until I take a wife. As soon as she feels you are ready to take her place, you will serve me in that capacity, and she will keep her court at Baynard’s. You will have your own household when the time comes. We shall miss her, but she says she has lost interest in being my helpmate since Father died. Unless she knows I have need of her, she prefers to keep her own company.”

Margaret was stunned. She had not envisioned life without Cecily at her elbow, showing her the way. “Certes, ’tis hard to believe, Ned,” she exclaimed. “George, Dickon and I still need her. You cannot let her go. Edward, please!”

“Me, stop as stubborn a woman as Proud Cis? I may be able to win battles, Meg, but those are simple skirmishes compared with battling our lady mother! Nay, her mind is made up. With your sisters Anne and Elizabeth having ducal households of their own to manage, Mother and I believe you will, with their help, serve the court well—until I find myself a suitable bride, that is.” He grimaced at the thought.

As Ann and Jane prepared her for bed a little while later, Margaret’s mind was in a whirl. First lady at court! She would be a queen of sorts. Holy Mother of God, she panicked, and I told him aye! At her prayers that night, she begged the sweet Virgin to keep her mother from retiring until Edward found a queen. Then she allowed thoughts of Anthony Woodville to flit through her head as she snuggled into her feather pillow and breathed the scent of sweet herbs tucked into it. Anthony’s face became confused with John Harper’s, and a smile curled her mouth as she drifted into slumber.

THE SUN SHONE on Edward’s triumphant entry into London on the last Friday of June. He started at Lambeth Palace, then rode across London Bridge and along Eastcheap and Tower Street to his royal apartments in the Tower of London. Then on Saturday afternoon, like every king of England before him, Edward, mounted on a richly caparisoned horse, wended his way from William the Conqueror’s palace through the city streets to Westminster, accompanied by the newly dubbed knights of the Bath. Among the knights, clothed in blue gowns with white silk hoods, were the small figures of George and Richard. George strutted purposefully behind Edward, nodding graciously from left to right at the cheering crowds. Cecily, Margaret and her sisters watched from the canopied dais set up in Westminster Palace’s courtyard in front of the great hall.

“I am assuming Edward has told George he is to be duke of Clarence,” Cecily said. “Look at him, as proud as a peacock!” The description could have fitted his mother as her eyes followed George.

Margaret, too, had been watching George with affection. She thought he had never looked so handsome. He should always wear blue, she decided.

“Ah, but Dickon is more humbled by his knightly honor. See, he stares straight ahead with his hands in prayer. He’s a solemn little boy, in truth, but I like him.” Elizabeth, duchess of Suffolk, looked fondly at her youngest sibling. “He does not demand attention as George does. And he is kind-hearted.”

A fanfare of trumpets caused Edward’s horse to shy, but its master’s hands expertly calmed it. The whole household was lined up to greet Edward, and the great bells of the abbey pealed over the acres of palace buildings and grounds and over the river beyond the walls. The noise was deafening, and Margaret shivered with excitement. Edward rode up to the steps of the dais, dismounted and bowed low to his mother, sweeping off his purple velvet bonnet. Cecily inclined her head, descended the stairs and took his arm to be led into the great hall.

The palace was abuzz with activity the morning of the coronation a day later, and those at Prime thanked God for another fair day. Margaret was given several responsibilities before she was finally able to dress for the ceremony. Edward had given her permission to come out of mourning for her father after six months, and she had chosen a shimmering blue cloth of silver for her gown, trimmed at hem and neckline with marten, the train of which trailed several feet behind her. Her butterfly hennin was sewn with pearls and draped with a silver veil. Edward had given each of his sisters a necklace for the occasion, and hers was graceful loops of sapphires and pearls that draped delicately at the nape of her neck. She decorated each finger with rings and stood back to study herself in the full-length polished copper mirror.

“Today you will rival even the beautiful Elizabeth Lucy, my lady!” Ann gushed, citing an acknowledged beauty at court and one of Edward’s mistresses. Jane murmured agreement, but Margaret could see the girl was really admiring her own reflection over Margaret’s shoulder. Margaret sighed. These two were respectful but silly, and she knew they were there only because they were the daughters of loyal friends of her father’s, William Herbert and Robert Percy. I would so love to find a true friend to confide in, she thought yet again. Old Anne had been a gentle influence in her childhood, and she had had fun with George on many occasions, but in all the turmoil of her parents’ lives during the past five years, Margaret’s circle of friends had been limited to her mother’s ladies and these two simpering girls. Let us hope they find husbands soon, she mused, but she smiled her thanks at them for their compliments.

Cecily bustled in, looking every inch a dowager queen in violet silk and ermine. She had refused to come out of mourning for her husband, but to humor Edward she had ordered a gown of violet, the other acceptable color for bereaved widows. Her wimple was crowned with a small diadem, and she looked so imposing that even Margaret sank into a deep reverence.

“Get up, child, and let me look at you,” Cecily said impatiently. She walked slowly round her daughter, tweaking a sleeve, rearranging the long gossamer veil and removing one of the larger rings. “Too ostentatious, my dear. ’Tis quality, not quantity, that defines taste.”

Margaret stoically subjected herself to the scrutiny of her imperious parent, which made her feel like a dowdy mouse. Finally Cecily was satisfied. “Very nice, my dear. You will do. Mayhap we can find a suitable bridegroom for you before long. You will be a credit to the York name, I have no doubt.”

More talk of bridegrooms. Margaret inwardly groaned but smiled sweetly and said, “Aye, Mother. Thank you, Mother.”

THE CORONATION WAS long and, depending where one sat, thrilling or tedious. Edward was imperious in royal purple and godlike when he removed all but a loincloth for his anointing. His muscular arms, livid with recent scars, his smooth, broad chest and shoulders and ringing responses to his vows gave those able to see him confidence that he had the strength of body and mind to rule them. Following the anointing with the holy chrism, Edward was garbed in cloth of gold and knelt at the high altar. Margaret held her breath as the Archbishop of Canterbury dramatically raised the crown from its proffered cushion and held it high. When he finally placed it on Edward’s head, the organ and choir thundered an anthem, praising the Trinity and all the saints. George and Richard were kneeling across the aisle from her, and she tried to catch George’s eye. He was too busy wiggling his hand to make the gemstone sparkle on the ring Edward had given him, and Margaret despaired of him. She glanced at Richard by his side and she was astonished to see tears of joy coursing down his face as he watched his brother rise as king. Margaret unexpectedly found herself also moved to tears by this expression of devotion.

After the king and his court had processed along the red carpet running between the abbey and the palace, Cecily tried to keep a close eye on her youngest during the ensuing feast. However, she was pulled in so many directions that she finally gave up.

“Watch those boys for me, Margaret, there’s a good girl,” she said, on her way to avert yet another crisis with the steward.

Margaret seethed. I’m nothing but a nursemaid, she pouted, knowing that trying to keep an eye on two boys amidst the hundreds of gorgeously arrayed guests who milled about in the great hall and rooms beyond would be a nightmare. She finally spotted them entering one of the antechambers and began to thread her way through the throng. She heard music coming from the room. A young, sweet voice rose over the onlookers around the door, and standing on tiptoe, she saw a small girl, no more than a dozen years, she guessed, entertaining the guests with her harp. She listened for a minute and then squeezed past a large woman with foul breath and tugged at Richard’s sleeve.

“Richard!” she hissed. But Richard ignored her, gazing in awe at the girl with the harp on the stool, who seemingly had no fear of playing on her own. She was surprised to see he was with a strange boy, not George.

“You baggage!” she said in Richard’s ear as the music ended. “Come with me at once! And where is George?” She glowered at the other boy, who shrank from the scowl and hid behind Richard.

“Rob, this is my sister Margaret,” Richard said sulkily and added under his breath, “She likes to lord it over George and me. Take no notice.”

“You come with me this instant, Dickon, or—” Margaret was cut off by a loud fanfare calling the guests to the feast, and Richard was spared telling tales on George. Fortunately George appeared at his seat and no one questioned his truancy.

While the ewerers solemnly tendered their silver basins of water in which the diners rinsed their fingers and trenchermen ran up and down the tables serving food, the royal party sat in silence on their platform, ministered to by the highest peers of the realm. Margaret had never seen such food. Peacocks in full feathers, whole suckling pigs, lambs, haunches of beef, herons, quails, cranes and capons were presented to Edward during the feast, along with eels, haddock, salmon and sardines. Pies, pasties, tarts and fritters followed by dessert, wafers and fruit were all washed down with wines from France and Spain. Each course was ended with a subtlety of spun sugar or marchpane fashioned to represent characters from the Bible or mythology.

She was beginning to feel a little sick when George Neville, Edward’s chancellor and brother of the earl of Warwick, stood to greet the company. The powerful earl was not at the coronation, an odd happenstance as it was he who had virtually helped Edward up the steps to the throne.

“He is keeping the north strong for Edward,” her mother had told her earlier that week. “He and his brother, Sir John Neville, are Edward’s finest generals. Warwick can never be king, and, in truth, I fear he may be a little envious of your brother’s crowning. ’Tis well he remains where he is most needed.”

Margaret now studied the youngest Neville, who appeared to have an intelligent face but none of the swagger of his brother about him. A plain man, she decided.

“My lords, ladies, pray silence for his grace, King Edward,” he cried. As chancellor, the Great Seal of England was in his care, and he wore his office with honor, as befitted his noble family.

All eyes turned to the table on the dais. Edward pushed his chair back and stood towering over his chancellor. On his chin-length hair was a simple gold crown set with a huge amethyst. His fingers were covered with rings of every precious stone, and he wore an elaborate gold collar that hung from his broad shoulders. The guests rose as one and bowed from their benches. Edward waved them down.

“My loyal subjects, my friends! I greet you well and you are right welcome at our table. Tonight I honor my family: my mother, her grace, the duchess of York, to whom I give all obeisance and devotion!” He bowed low to Cecily.

“My dearest sisters, Anne, Elizabeth and Margaret, God be with you all!” He toasted them, grinning over his goblet. “I warrant Margaret will expect me to find a royal bed for her now I am king!” he said behind his hand, and the company roared, thumping the tables.

Margaret didn’t hear what he said next, for her blood was boiling. She stared at her plate as Edward droned on, thanking this person and that, and when she finally raised her head, she looked straight into the sympathetic eyes of Anthony Woodville, seated at the next table. Her heart leaped into her throat, and, feeling herself blush, she cast her eyes down again.

Edward sat down amidst cheering. The chancellor stepped forward and raised his goblet. “God save the king!” he cried over the din. Benches scraped back as the company rose, cups were held high and the shout was taken up on all sides: “À York! God save the king! God save King Edward!”

It was done. Edward was crowned, and England now had two anointed kings.
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“Scotland? I don’t want to go to Scotland!” Margaret cried. “There are savages in Scotland. I have heard you say so yourself. How could you promise me to King James, Ned? ’Tis not fair!”

Edward sat in his favorite chair, made especially for his large frame, and fixed his hooded blue eyes on his sister’s distraught face. He let her rant. She was right, there were savages in Scotland, he agreed, but her marriage to James might tame them, he suggested. That really riled her, and she stamped her foot, unaware of the attention she had drawn to herself from the courtiers and foreign dignitaries at the other end of the long antechamber.

“Taisez-vous, ma chère soeur,” Edward commanded her with quiet authority. “We do not need the whole court to hear our business.”

The French emissary was looking particularly interested, and a flicker of a smile flitted over Edward’s face as he noticed. More loudly he called, “Lord Hastings, I pray you allow me some private time with my sister.”

Hastings, Edward’s chamberlain, bowed and herded everyone out of the audience chamber. Margaret plucked at her skirt nervously as she watched the courtiers give Edward reverence and leave. For two years she had enjoyed the life of a royal princess with no real responsibilities except to be the gracious hostess at Edward’s table and court festivities. She had flirted with young courtiers, danced her feet off, availed herself of Edward’s growing library and had almost forgotten that one day she would hear Edward’s plan for her; and perhaps that day was come. For all that time, however, she had never put Anthony Woodville far from her thoughts, although the man had not often been at court. When he had, he had been solicitous, but they had never enjoyed another private conversation such as they had that summer day at Shene.

Will Hastings closed the door on the last two retainers, turned and grinned at Edward. “’Twas well done, your grace. The Frenchman most certainly took note. King Louis will hear of this within the week, I warrant.”

Margaret frowned. “Hear of what, pray? My outburst? Why should he care?” She turned back to Edward. “I beg of you, Ned, do not make me go to Scotland! I promise never to shout at you again. I will pray for your eternal soul daily if you will not send me to Scotland. Besides,” she begged, “you need me here. I’ve been a good sister-consort—or whatever it is I am—have I not these past two years? Please, please, listen to me, Ned.”

Edward threw back his head and laughed. “Will, I pray you take note of the day and the time. My sister penitent is a rarity indeed, and I should remember it always!” He was rewarded by a reluctant smile from Margaret. “Aye, see, she knows ’tis unusual. Think, my dear, dutiful sister, you could become the second St. Margaret of Scotland!” At the mention of that queen’s name, Margaret scowled and crossed herself. “Do not blaspheme, Ned. I am no saint, although ’tis no wonder the poor woman became one after having to live in that godforsaken land. I shall not follow suit. I’d rather cast myself from London Bridge!” Margaret was spluttering so vehemently that she failed to see Edward wink at Hastings.

Then Edward leaned forward and his tone became serious. “Meggie, I fear I have played a diabolical trick on you. You are right, I was jesting. But ’tis necessary for King Louis to think I have King James in my pocket so the frog cannot aid that she-wolf Margaret of Anjou again.” He held up his hand to stop her interrupting. “By pretending to have made a marriage between you and James, we may avert more bloodshed on our northern borders. Queen Margaret is bound to ask her kinsman Louis for help, but he may be reluctant if he thinks she may not be welcome in Scotland.”

Margaret stared in disbelief. “Diabolical trick? Pretend to marry me off? By the sweet Virgin, I am speechless, brother. What have I ever done to deserve such a trick, pray? You allowed me to make a spectacle of myself in front of everyone!” she cried.

“I told you I would think of something the day of the water tournament at Shene, remember?” he said, pleased with himself. “That day, you made me the spectacle! I had not forgotten, little Meg.”

Margaret’s jaw dropped, Hastings chuckled, and Edward rose to take the stupefied girl into his embrace. “Forgive me for discomfiting you, Meg. I suppose you will now not be praying for my eternal soul.”

“Eternal damnation, more like!” came the muffled reply from the folds of his magnificent brocade doublet.

“I promise you, you will not hear of any marriage I make for you in such a public place. Will that make you feel better?” He felt her nod and set her from him. “That’s better,” he said as he saw her smile. “’Tis what I like best about you, Meg. You are never sour-faced for long. Now, I must not keep my subjects outside waiting for the droppings from my royal mouth any longer.”

Margaret gave him a deep reverence and stood aside to watch Hastings open the door. Edward settled back into his throne and for the next hour listened patiently while those who had bought or wormed their way into his presence petitioned him on one matter or another. Edward’s hooded eyes never gave away his boredom or distaste, and he dispensed decisions with an ease that astonished Margaret.

Each time she was with Edward in public, her eyes would scan the groups of courtiers for Anthony Woodville. He was occasionally in attendance on Edward, but other than exchanging smiles or, on the rare occasion, when he was obliged to kiss her hand, she had only spoken to him in her dreams. She had tried to put him from her mind in the two years since Edward was crowned. When he was absent, Margaret hated the thought that he was probably in his wife’s arms and unaware of her existence, but then she fancied a warmth in his touch or in his smile when he was present at court that buoyed her hopes until the next time. She had yet to set eyes on Eliza Scales, and she hoped she never would. Margaret sighed. No, Anthony was not here today, she realized disconsolately.

An hour into the audiences, she saw Edward sit up and the blue eyes snap open wide as a comely young woman stepped before him. Hastings announced, “The Lady Eleanor Butler, if it please you, your grace.”

“It does, it does,” Edward muttered, bestowing his most dazzling smile on Eleanor’s bowed head. “Lady Eleanor, I pray you, rise and tell me what I can do for you.”

What she can do for you, is more to the point, Margaret thought, suppressing a smile. She had become used to watching Edward seduce women young and old, and although she derided his morals in conversation with her ladies, she rather enjoyed watching her brother ensnare his prey and move in for the kill. If these women were so silly as to allow themselves to be toyed with, well, then, who could blame Edward? Men are so fortunate, she thought again. I hope I never make a fool of myself like one of Ned’s conquests.

“Your grace, I thank you for hearing my plea,” Eleanor said sweetly, her voice as light and airy as a dandelion seed blown on the wind. “I am the widow of Sir Thomas Butler and am come to beg your support in a matter of two manors that my father-in-law, Lord Sudeley, is attempting to wrest from me.”

“Ah, yes,” murmured Edward, who wasn’t listening and had eyes only for the lovely face. “The widow’s wimple, I should have noticed.”

“My lord?” Eleanor leaned forward to hear him better and tripped on the hem of her gown, stumbling. Edward was out of his chair in a flash, steadying her.

“Have a care, lady, I pray you.” Under his breath, he said, “But see, you have your king to support you, and he is at your service.”

Eleanor dimpled prettily and attempted to pull her hand from his, but he held on fast, stroking her palm with his thumb. The ever watchful Hastings, seeing the way of things, began to talk loudly to a few of the courtiers and distract their attention from the seduction scene in front of them.

“So you will uphold my honor, your grace?” Eleanor tried again and this time succeeded in removing her hand.

“Certes, I will!” Edward pronounced to one and all, not having the faintest notion to what she was referring. “And gladly.”

He will uphold far more than your honor, Lady Eleanor, Margaret wanted to tell her. Beware! But it seemed the Lady Eleanor was used to being flirted with. She looked Edward straight in the eye and said with more dandelion root than seed in her voice, “Then these kind ladies and gentlemen are my witnesses that your grace has agreed to restore my manors to me!”

Edward was taken aback. He had mistaken this lady’s dainty appearance and was now faced with fait accompli without her having to shed as much as her hennin. He seemed gracious in defeat, Margaret noted, but his eyes were hungry as they followed Eleanor gliding to the door.

MARGARET SPENT MUCH of the year at Greenwich now. The royal palace had been a favorite of Margaret of Anjou, who had spent her honeymoon with young King Henry there. He had named it La Pleasaunce for its gentle architecture and charming setting on the Thames, with the wooded park rising high behind it to Blackheath. Unlike the fortress palaces of Windsor and the Tower, Greenwich had no battlements, fortified gate or curtain wall. It was as though the inhabitants never expected an enemy to dare disturb its bucolic peace. Margaret was content there, loving the millions of painted marguerites that decorated pillars and arches in honor of the former queen, but she still longed for the magical turrets of Shene.

She was lodged in the apartments behind the inner court, as were George and Richard, but whenever the river beckoned, she made her way through the royal private rooms along the inner court and to the king’s apartments, where she could sit and watch the ships sail slowly up the Thames to London. Fine cloth from Burgundy, spices from Spain, wine from France, pomegranates from Italy, gems and perfumes from the east and ambergris from the Baltic all plied their way past the palace. She could only imagine the ports and cities the vessels had traveled from. Occasionally a ship would dock at the palace quay, and weather-beaten seamen swarmed up the masts to lower the sails. She recognized French, Italian and Spanish words, but Dutch sounded guttural to her ear and unintelligible. Richard and George had told her tales of the dazzling Burgundian court at Bruges, but she could not imagine anything as grand as Edward’s. He was generous with his siblings’ household expenditures, and Margaret had a wardrobe fit for a queen.

Today, as sleet pitter-pattered on the window panes, she and George played chess while Richard watched quietly, occasionally digging George in the ribs if he thought his elder brother was making a bad move.

“’Tis unfair of you, Dickon,” Margaret complained. “As soon as I have beaten George, I will take a turn with you. So let George make his own mistakes.”

“George always makes his own mistakes,” Richard remarked, getting up and wandering to the window. “And everybody just thinks he is charming and special. No one thinks I am. I don’t understand it.”

“I think you’re special, Dickon.” They hadn’t heard Edward come into the room and now they jumped at the sound of his voice. Richard ran to him.

“You do, Ned, really?” His earnest little face was flushed as he gazed adoringly up at his brother.

George harrumphed loudly, moved his queen to a dangerous spot and fixed Margaret with a look of triumph. “Check!”

Margaret shook her head. “Oh, George, why don’t you look ahead? You must always be at least two steps ahead of your adversary. Father taught us that.”

Edward laughed. “Well said, Meggie. I always know I can count on you to remember what Father told us. George, you should learn from Meg. She is as sharp as the Devil’s dagger. Now, let us see why Meg looks so smug. Ah, ’tis plain as the nose on your face, George. Your queen will die and Meg will take your bishop for checkmate!”

“God’s bones, everyone is cleverer than me!” George shouted as he swept the pieces from the board. “One day I will show you. I’ll show you all who’s cleverer!”

Margaret and Richard held their breath as they watched Edward’s face.

“Pick those pieces up—now!” Edward’s anger was cold and menacing. “And apologize to your sister for your blasphemy. You have succeeded in irritating me, George.”

George cowered before his king. He scurried around gathering the ornate pieces and glowered at Dickon, who came over to help. “I can do it,” he growled, keeping one eye on Edward, who watched for a moment and then turned to go.

“Meg, follow me,” Edward said, his tone more moderate. “I have something to discuss with you.”

On their way to his privy chamber, Margaret begged him to be kinder to George. “He is jealous of you, Ned. He wants to be like you, but he is too young. And he misses Edmund.” She knew mention of their lost brother would soften Edward, and it did.

“Aye, I suppose you are right. But the lad is shallow, Meg, and I know not why you cannot see it. He is charming and handsome, I grant you, but he needs to be charming and handsome inside as well as out. Young Dickon has more moral fiber in his little finger than George has in his whole body. But for your sake, Meg, I will always look after him, have no fear. But now I have a favor to ask,” he said conspiratorially. “Anthony Woodville has paid us a visit unexpectedly, and I had something else in mind for this afternoon. You remember him, don’t you? He spends too much time in Norfolk caring for his wife, and in truth I like his company, but”—he grinned at his sister—“not this afternoon. I hope you will not mind distracting him for me, Meggie.” He glanced down at her and saw her telltale red cheeks. His eyes widened for a moment, and then he chuckled. “Ah, little sis, I see the task may not be as dull for you as I thought. I always love it when you blush!”

“I am not blushing, Ned!” Margaret muttered. “Let me be, I beg of you.”

They arrived at the privy chamber, where two guards saluted the king and opened the studded oak door for him. Margaret followed Edward in, trying to compose herself and pressing her cool hands to her cheeks. Anthony Woodville was standing by the fire, deep in conversation with Hastings.

“Scales!” Edward was pleased recently to have granted Anthony full use of his wife’s title in view of the man’s loyalty. “I insist you entertain my sister while Will and I go over a tedious business matter,” Edward said. Anthony and Will had bowed as Edward entered, and only now did Anthony see Margaret behind him. He bowed again in her direction.

“As you wish, your grace. Lady Margaret, I am right glad to see you,” he said pleasantly, and he came forward to kiss her hand. He turned to Edward. “What do you propose we do?”

“Well, Margaret has recently made a fool of Clarence in a chess game, Anthony, so unless you wish to be made one too, I suggest you think of something else—something innocent, mind you!” He laughed, as did Will, but Margaret and Anthony were not amused.

“Perhaps you would like to read to me, my lady. What have you been reading lately?” Anthony offered Margaret his arm and they left the room. She heard Edward ask Will, “Where is Eleanor? Those two may do something innocent, but I am in the mood for a conquest.”

For the next hour, Margaret and Anthony sat together on a high-backed settle in a small, cozy room overlooking the inner court, where Edward kept his small collection of books. Ann and Jane sat by themselves on two stools on the far side of the room with their needlework. The settle ensconced Margaret and Anthony in its soft cushions, and they lost themselves in the fantasy world that lay between the pages of the book. Anthony selected Ipomedon, and Margaret nodded her assent. She had not read this poem of courtly love and so begged Anthony to read the French masterpiece for her.

“A marriage was proposed between young Prince Ipomedon and the queen of Calabria, even though neither had set eyes on the other,” he began, his rich voice filling the little room as the story unfolded. Ipomedon decides to woo and win the queen on his own merits. He appears at a tournament as an unknown knight and impresses her with his prowess in manly exploits, intriguing the young queen. Having piqued her interest, he leaves her court for no reason. Later he returns when he learns the queen is to be the prize in a tournament. He loudly derides jousting and announces his intention of hunting—considered a far less manly sport—all the days of the tournament. In fact, he goes to a hermitage, where he has all the accoutrements for jousting. Each day he competes anonymously in armor of a different color and wins every joust, leaving at the end without his prize.

Anthony closed the book at this point, and Margaret sighed. “I cannot believe the queen did not force him to reveal himself any of the days. And why would a man not claim his prize, especially such a beautiful one?”

“When you read the rest of the story, my lady, you will know. If I were a woman, I would be proud to know my intended would act so honorably. He wanted to be sure he was accepted for his own sake and not because he was forced upon her.” He allowed a grimace to flit across his face and then he was all smiles. “Do you think his grace, the king, has finished his … ah … business with William Hastings? This has been a pleasant hour, Lady Margaret, but I fear I am keeping you from your duties.”

Margaret laughed. “Aye, my lord, my embroidery calls me, and I must go!”

Anthony chuckled, and he nonchalantly placed his hand over hers. “I do enjoy your humor.”

Margaret stared at his hand as she felt the familiar crimson tide flood her face. She rose quickly and taking the book, placed it back on the shelf. “Thank you, sir,” she murmured. “I enjoy your company equally. Ann, Jane, ’tis time to return to our own rooms. I give you a good day, Lord Anthony.”

He bowed as she turned away, and he was aware of a loss of warmth in the room when she was gone.

TRAVELING IN FEBRUARY was a muddy ordeal. Despite the fur blankets, soft cushions and covered sides of their chariot, Margaret and Cecily shivered. The cumbersome vehicle lurched over the rutted road, jolting the women out of daydreaming about their soft beds in London. Every now and then, a wheel would stick in the mud, and their escort would need to heave their shoulders into it to free it, leaving them with mire up to their knees.

The royal cavalcade had left London two days before on their way to meet Edward at Fotheringhay Castle, the York family’s chief seat, where the long overdue obit for the late duke and his son Edmund would be held. George and Richard had their own escort and had left London on horseback a few days earlier to learn their part in the ceremonies. Margaret watched them ride off enviously. She knew their journey would be far swifter than hers and that riding would keep them warmer than sitting still for hours in a draughty carriage, fur coverings or no fur coverings.

The women stayed the first night at Duke Richard’s favorite country residence, Hunsdon House. “Your birthplace, Margaret,” Cecily told her, before they rumbled into the tiny village of Hunsdon, where all twenty villagers turned out to wave and cheer the duchess and the princess Margaret.

“Mother, tell me the story again,” Margaret begged.

“There is not much to tell, my child. Your father tried to take me home to Fotheringhay to birth you, which now seems foolish since I was so close to my time. We stopped first at the abbey at Waltham, where the brothers were all smiles and welcome. I rested well that night, I remember, but once we were on the road again, you must have objected to all the bumping and jolting, for we had only gone seven or eight miles before I knew I should have stayed at the abbey. I prayed to St. Anthony to keep me and my baby safe, and my ladies called to Richard to halt.” She laughed. “When he saw the way of things, he did not hesitate. He picked me up and held me before him on his horse and galloped the three miles to Hunsdon. I was screaming by this time very regularly and then laughing at his ashen face. The children playing in the village scattered like chickens when he rode through calling for a midwife or anyone who could help. Poor old Tom, our caretaker steward, was not expecting us, of course, and he did his best to make me comfortable. And Richard, my dearest love”—her eyes sparkled and a tender smile lit up her face as she said the words, and Margaret knew then why Edward thought his mother the most beautiful woman in the world—“carried me to our chamber himself.”
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