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Dramatis Personae




York family

see genealogy chart


and

Grace Plantagenet, illegitimate daughter of Edward IV

John of Gloucester, illegitimate son of Richard III



Lancaster family

see genealogy chart



Miscellaneous (asterisk indicates fictional character)

In Yorkshire


Sir John Gower of Stittenham, constable of Sheriff Hutton castle

Lady Agnes Gower, his wife and attendant of Elizabeth of York

Sir Robert Willoughby, steward in Henry VIIs household

*Hugh Jones, his squire


*Alice Gower, wife of George Gower of Westow

*Edmund Gower, her older son; Rowena, his wife

*Tom Gower, Alice and George Gowers younger son

*Cat Gower, their daughter



In London


Elizabeth Woodville, Edward IVs queen

Lady Katherine Hastings, widow of Lord William Hastings

*Edgar, a groom

John Marlow, prior of Bermondsey Abbey

*Brother Damien, monk at Bermondsey

*Brother Oswald, overseer of gardens at Bermondsey

*Brother Gregory, overseer of stables at Bermondsey

*Wat, head groom at Bermondsey

Sir Edward Brampton, Anglo-Portuguese courtier, entrepreneur, Perkins employer

William Caxton, printer

*Judith Croppe, sister to his son-in-law

*Matty, Graces first maid from Lincoln

*Enid, Graces Welsh maid

John, Viscount Welles, Cecily Plantagenets husband and stepuncle to King Henry

Anne and Elizabeth Welles, their daughters

Thomas Grey, earl of Dorset, oldest son of dowager Queen Elizabeth

John Morton, archbishop of Canterbury and later cardinal, King Henrys chief adviser

Robert Cleymond, the earl of Warwicks servant/guardian at the Tower

Thomas Astwood, Perkin Warbecks servant/guardian at the Tower

Doctor Rodrigo de Puebla, Spanish ambassador to England

John Skelton, King Henrys poet laureate

William Parron, King Henrys astrologer



In Burgundy


Jehan LeSage, Margarets ward or secret boy

*Pieter Gerards, Sir Edward Bramptons agent

Henriette de la Baume, Duchess Margarets chief attendant


Guillaume de la Baume, her husband and Duchess Margarets chevalier

Henri de Berghes, bishop of Cambrai, Duchess Margarets confessor

Philip, duke of Burgundy, Duchess Margarets step-grandson

William Warham, King Henrys envoy to the court of Burgundy















[image: image]










PROLOGUE


The lamb that belonged to the sheep whose skin the wolf was wearing began to follow the wolf in the sheeps clothing.

AESOPS FABLE














Burgundy

SEPTEMBER 1485



Acrows incessant caw outside the palace window magnified the boys misery as each raucous note only served to punctuate the pronouncements made by the woman seated in front of him. Kneeling before her upon the sweet-smelling rushes, Jehan raised hurt blue eyes to the duchesss impassive face and, young as he was, failed to read the sadness in hers.

You must leave me, Jehan, Margaret of York said in English, the language in which she always addressed him. Her tightly clasped hands were aching to caress his golden head and ease his fear, but she did not trust herself. You are too young to know why, my child, but one day I promise on His Holy Cross, you will know.

Am I never to see you again, aunt? Jehan said, his lower lip trembling. For seven happy years he had been cocooned in the warmth of the dowager duchess of Burgundys kindness, at her palace of Binche. His first five years in the Carfours section of Tournai had faded into vague memories as he played, studied, sang and prayed in the isolation of the duchesss most remote dower property. He had been lonely at first, but he came to look on his chaplain and tutor Sire de Montigny as a father, and, when the duchess was able to return for a visit, on Margaret as a mother. She had encouraged him to call her Aunt Margaret in private once he became accustomed to her, but he addressed her as Madame La Grande, your grace or madame when they were not alone. He had never dared ask her why he had been chosen to come and live like a young prince, and she had never told him. It was a secret; he was her secret boy.

One day, when the time is right, Jehan, you will understand everything. But now, fetch that stool, pour us some of that new cider and sit by me. I will tell you what I have arranged for you.

As he obeyed, Margaret of Yorks thoughts turned once again to the terrible events of the last two years that resulted in the continuation of the civil war in her homeland between the two rival branches of the royal Plantagenet familythe houses of Lancaster and York. Her brother, King Edward, who had won the throne in 1461 from Henry of Lancaster, had died suddenly aged only forty and left what he thought was a secure Yorkist throne to his young son, also named Edward. Not a month later, a bishop admitted witnessing a contract Edward had made with a woman prior to his marriage with Elizabeth Woodville, the queen. Suddenly, on the eve of his coronation, young Edward, together with his sisters and younger brother Richard, were declared illegitimate and thus unable to inherit the crown. During the turmoil the two boys were placed in the royal apartments at the Tower of London, for their safety, and they had not been seen since that summer of 1483.

Margarets youngest brother, also named Richard, was proclaimed king as next in line to the throne, and she thought her familys York dynasty was guaranteed. Who could have guessed that Richards son, Edward of Middleham, would die unexpectedly a year later and put Yorkist England in a precarious position? Margaret knew all too well about leaving an insecure dynasty: her husband, Duke Charles, was killed in battle eight years ago, leaving Margarets unmarried stepdaughter as his heir. Without a strong male leader, Burgundy was left vulnerable in those first few months until Margaret succeeded in marrying Mary to Maximilian, the heir of the Holy Roman Empire.


Then last month, in England, the unthinkable happenedHenry Tudor, earl of Richmond and the exiled Lancastrian heir, returned to England, challenging Richards right to wear the crown. He conquered Richards army at Market Bosworth and was proclaimed king. Margaret had flinched as she read how Henry had treated her brother following his death on the battlefield: Naked, he was tied on a horse like a downed stag, his body riddled with wounds from the many sword thrusts that cut him down before he almost single-handedly reached Tudor so the Burgundian ambassador had written. Poor Richard, she thought; he did not deserve that.

Jehan returned, offering a cup. She took it and shook off the vision of her brothers bloodied body to focus on the youths handsome face. She was proud of her boyhe learned his lessons well. He spoke fluent French and English now; his Flemish was passable, but she had directed the tutor to teach him history and literature in French. He had even surprised her on one visit by reciting an ode by Horace in Latin.

Margaret knew who Jehans real father was. She had let him believe the boatman who worked along the Schedlt in Tournai had sired him, although it had broken her heart to hear how many times this man, when in his cups, had beaten the boy. She chose not to tell him that his mother had died not long after little Jehan had come to Binche, but to simplify matters said that the boatmans new wife, Nicaise, was his mother. Oncenot long agoshe had asked him what he remembered of his early childhood in Tournai. He had screwed up his eyes, thinking hard. I remember going to bed hungry. I remember my fathers face when he was angry, and the stick in the corner by the fire that he beat me with. He shuddered. Then his face brightened. And I remember a little lady with a monkey, he said, and Margaret smiled. Aye, Fortunatamy servantand Cappi, she had explained. She could not erase everything bad from his mind, but she was satisfied. Some of the painful memories would never go away, she knew, but most of the happier ones were of Binche.

She had always planned to tell him one day who he really was, but now it was too dangerous. It was better to send him away while he still believed that his parents were the Werbecques of Tournaiuntil the day when she might need him to know more.

Now that you are older, you must learn the ways of the world. You cannot remain here forever, Jehan, she told him gently. As we have discussed many times, you are not my childI chose to care for you and try to do my Christian duty by you, tis all. The boy nodded sullenly. I cannot give you titles and a household, so now that you are almost a man, you must make your own way. Soon you will be taken to Antwerp by a respectable merchant, and then you will become page to Lady Brampton, who is English. Her husband, Sir Edward, was in the service of my brothers, but because of the new king he must stay away from England. Lady Brampton is kind enough to employ you for my sake, and I know you will be in safe hands. She knows you are well tutored but she thinks you are from the choir school at Tournai. Jehan frowned, trying to take in all this information. I am afraid I told that little white lie, child, to protect you. For the next little while, you will learn how to be a page. One day, you may rise to become a knight, Margaret said, smiling at the incredulous boy. Aye, I can see you would like that. Sir Edward is an important merchant who lives part of the year in Burgundy and part of the year in Lisbon. Would you not like to see the world, Jehan?

Where is Lisbon, Aunt Margaret? Is it far away from here? Jehan was still afraid, but he was curious, too. He loved the stories he and de Montigny had read about Greek heroes and King Arthurs knights, and many a night he had gone to sleep dreaming about finding the Golden Fleece or the Holy Grail and sailing away on his own adventure. The thought of becoming a knight was titillating.

Certes, I would have thought you had learned that Lisbon is in Portugal, Jehan. Tis where all the famous navigators sail from when they go to Africa or in search of the western way to the Indies. You do know that my mother-in-law, Duchess Isabella, was a princess of Portugal, do you not? Aye, I see that you do. Perhaps Sire de Montigny should have shown you where Portugal is on a map when he gave you that history lesson. She paused, frowning. Now where was I?

Jehan gazed at her, committing to memory every line on her thirty-nine-year-old face, her graying fair hair visible around her elaborate jeweled headdress, and those slate gray eyes that softened every time she looked at him. How he loved her! How beautiful she was, he thought. How kind. Certes, she was every boys dream for a mother. And then an overwhelming sadness crumpled his face as he remembered that he must go away.

Sweet Jesu, I beg of you do not weep, or I shall leave the room! Margaret exclaimed, hoping she sounded suitably fierce, while inside she wept, too. He could not possibly know what happiness he had brought into her childless marriage. Not a day went by that she did not thank God for sending the boy to her. You are almost a man, Jehan, and men do not cry.

Seeing Jehan swiftly wipe his nose on the back of his hand and sit up straight, Margaret nodded and continued. That is better. You must be brave, Jehan. We do not know what life may bring you, but I always want you to remember that I taught you to be strong. Do you remember when you broke your leg? You were only six, but very brave. Now you must believe I am doing what is best for you, even though you may question why your life may not be as comfortable as this, she told him, indicating their rich surroundings.

It would not be good to boast of being my ward, she continued, and in truth it will be better if you do not speak of it at all. Remember instead your humble beginningsor what you can of them. All men are jealous by nature, and you will not make friends if you put yourself above others. They may think you are lying, because to them you will be only a page, and thus it may put you in danger. She gave in to her longing and stroked the immaculately curled fair hair, regretting she might never again have the pleasure of combing it.

And in all circumstances, do not dissemble, do not shy away from duty, do not believe everything anyone tells you and do not forget to pray every day. Listen to your heart, my child, for it is good and pure.

How much should she tell the boy, she wondered? Looking into that innocent face, she knew the answer in a trice: nothing. I will follow you every step of the way because you will write to me of your adventures. We shall have a special code so no one else shall read what we say to each other. She saw the glint of excitement in his eyes at hearing of the secret pact. Margaret understood what interested boys, having spent most of her childhood in close contact with her two younger brothers, George and Richard, during her early years in England. There may come a time when I have need of you. I would like to know that you would come to me at such a time, if I asked. She saw him nod vigorously and smiled. Nay, do not be so hasty. In truth, you owe me nothing, Jehan. Jehan opened his mouth to disagree, but she stopped him. Nay, tis I who owe you a debt so deep you could not begin to understand. The joy you have given me these seven years is immeasurable. But I do ask that you consider my request in the future, and I hope you would assent because of the love we have shared, tis all.

I would lay down my life for you, Aunt Margaret, the boy whispered hoarsely, going down on his knees and crossing himself. Cross my heart and hope to die.

Margaret took his hands in hers and chuckled. Certes, that will not be necessary, my dear. But I am touched all the same. Now come, give me a kiss, for I must go and greet the visitors from England. They will have news of my familywhat there is left of it, she murmured. She raised him up and accepted his kiss.

One last thing, my child. Twill be easier for you if, when you leave here, we give you back the name you were known by when I found you. You were Pierre, do you remember?

Aye, aunt, I do remember, he said, his dull left eye under its oddly creased brow catching the lightthe eye was the only flaw in an otherwise beautiful face. They called me Pierrequin, didnt they? he asked, now thoroughly mystified.

Quite right, sweeting, Margaret concurred. And so, from today, you shall be Pierrequin again. She glided towards the door, ending the conversation and leaving unspoken the one-word question he would have asked had he dared:

Why?










PART ONE


the first night that ye shall lie by Igraine ye shall get a child on her, and when that is born, that it shall be delivered to me

SIR THOMAS MALORY, MORTE DARTHUR
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Sheriff Hutton

SUMMER 1485



Grace wondered if she would ever get used to the wind in Yorkshire as she leaned into it, feeling it loosen the hair pinned beneath two cauls on either side of her head. It had begun long before they approached the city of York on their journey from Westminster in June, and it seemed to her that it had blown steadily from then until now. Granted, she was standing unsheltered on the southern rampart of Sheriff Hutton castle, one of King Richards strongholds, perched high on a hill. On a clear day, like today, she could just see the towers of the mighty York Minster a dozen miles over the treetops of the Forest of Galtres. She often came up here to contemplate her change of fortune, and to thank God for her blessings.

A little more than a year ago she had been an eleven-year-old orphan living on the good sisters charity at the abbey of Delapre outside Northampton; she was astonished when she was told she was to have a new home. A young man, dressed more richly than she could ever have imagined, stood waiting as she bade farewell to the nunsmany of them weepingand then took her up in front of him on his horse. Escorted by a body of four horsemen, Grace and her knight cantered out of the convent gate and onto the road for Grafton.

It seems you are not any orphan bastard, Grace, the abbess had told her sternly that fateful day. Your father was King Edward, may God rest his souladulterer though he was. God has smiled on you, my child, for his saintly widow has sent for you and will do her duty by you. Mother Hawise turned away. Tis more than can be said for the father, she muttered. She chose not to enlighten Grace that her royal father had more than adequately compensated for the childs keep through the years; she was peeved the abbey would now lose the pension. Grace hardly had time to ponder the astounding news as she quickly packed her few belongings in a cloth bundle and hurried out to the waiting escort. She turned and waved once more at the blue-garbed group in the abbey courtyard, and then never looked back.

Grace had been tongue-tied for weeks after arriving at Grafton, the country estate of the once dowager Queen Elizabeth, wife to Graces dead father. At first Grace had not dared ask why her mentor was now addressed as Dame Grey, but she bided her time, knowing full well her curiosity would get the better of her one day. Staring about her at the rich hangings, silver plates and enormous beds, Grace had been overwhelmed in those first anxious days. Delapre Abbey had not been a well-endowed community, and thus she had never known such opulence as this existed. She was given a new gown and shoes in place of her faded blue habit and clogs, and she now slept in a soft tester bed made up with sheets as white as snow, shared with one of her new half sisters instead of squeezing herself between two other novices on a pallet of straw in a dormitory that slept sixteen. She kept pinching herself to make sure it was not all a dream, and it was weeks before she would open her mouth except in prayer or to answer Elizabeths questions. Her sisters ignored her at first, uncertain how to treat this newcomer suddenly brought into their midst. But the respectand fearthat they had for their lady mother meant that they came to accept her, especially as she did not put on airs or, indeed, say much of anything.

When she was informed that she would now be known as Lady Grace Plantagenet, she had shaken in her shoes. But in due time Grace learned how to curtsy and address each member of the household correctly and recognize her new title. At first the only people she felt comfortable with, because they did not speak to her directly, were the servants, although Grace observed them whispering behind their hands and, as insecure children do, thought they were gossiping about her and making fun of her bastardy. Although by then she had learned the astonishing fact that all her half siblings were also bastards. One day while working in the herb garden, Grace had plucked up her courage and asked an attendant how that could be.

The woman had looked about her quickly before confiding in the girl the story of Edwards first betrothal contract with another. I remember my mistresss terrible anger when a messenger came to tell her one cold January day in sanctuary that Parliament had declared her marriage with the king illegal, and that from now on she would no longer be addressed as queen dowager but plain Dame Greyher name from her first marriage, you understand, she told Grace. She broke down and wept when the man left, screaming at the children: Certes, now you are all bastards! And may Edward rot in hell! The worst news of all for my poor mistress was that her two sons were still held in the Tower by that usurper, Richard. We watched her fall down on her knees, begging God to restore them to her. Twas pitiful to see; she suffered mightily, my lady. Grace had been taken aback by this tale. And though she was unsure what usurper meant, it comforted her that she was not the only one with the shame of bastardy weighing on her. And she had more and more sympathy for the woman who had shown her such charity by taking her in.

Still, Graces shyness often left her tongue-tied and made her wish a large hole would open in the ground and swallow her. One day Elizabeth snapped at her: Child, come out from behind that arras. No one will bite you. You must learn to be proud of your royal name, not pretend you are part of the wall. Grace was doubly mortified and shrank behind an expressionless mask and further into her shell. She cried herself to sleep that night, awed by her new surroundings and bewildered by her new position.

Then, when she had turned twelve at the feast of the Epiphany, Elizabeth had deemed it right and proper that Grace should join her older siblings at court. By then Grace had learned the ways of the house, to whom she must speak and to whom she should curtsy. She had become friends with her three half sisters, Catherine, Anne and Bridget, and the idea of starting all over again in even grander circles terrified her. Long since, she had decided she was too old to cry into her pillow, but she did send up several prayers to her favorite saints that Elizabeth might change her mind about her leaving Grafton. However, the next day she had quietly prepared for her departure, bundling up her few belongings and taking pleasure in the new gown Elizabeth had ordered for her. Her younger siblings were sad to see her go, because while Elizabeths attention was diverted by Grace, they enjoyed a modicum of freedom from their mothers eagle eye. Mostly Grace kept her thoughts to herself and used her keen powers of observation to watch and learn everything she could so that she would eventually fit in. If the convent had taught her anything, it was that keeping herself to herself shielded her from hurt.

The lavish life at court had terrified her at first; it was far more imposing than Grafton, she realized, and she longed for a return to that accustomed routine. Her other half sisters Bess and Cecily, who were several years her senior, tolerated her, but her timidity was always an impediment, and she was relieved to find herself ignored by them most of the time. Queen Anne had been kind, but soon after Graces arrival Richards beloved wife had succumbed to the wasting sickness and the court was plunged into mourning. Then, with the imminent threat of an invasion by Henry of Richmond from his exile in Brittany, the Yorkist royal children were sent to the safety of the northern stronghold of Sheriff Hutton.

Now Grace stared over its ramparts to the vast expanse of forest, vaguely aware of the bustle in the inner bailey beneath her. She had only just begun to understand how many people kept the castle thrumming: masons, carpenters, alewives, armorers, chandlers, launderers, wheelwrights, joiners, potters, blacksmiths, cooks, grooms and the ale connor, who tested the ale for too much sugar, were all housed inside the castle walls, as were the armed guards, squires and knights and the royal party and their attendants. Only when darkness came did the daily work grind to a halt, and then a screeching owl, a wolfs mournful howl, the screams of a woman in labor or the lilting sounds of lutes and rebecs would break the silence.

Daydreaming again, Grace? The young mans voice startled her and caused her to blush. What fanciful creatures are you looking for today?


You mock me, sir, Grace answered softly. Why must you always treat me like a child? I am only three years younger than you.

John of Gloucester laughed at her chagrin and put his arm around her. Have you not heard, little Grace, that only those who are most cherished are teased? Tis well known you are the quietest, most charming person at Sheriff Hutton, and so I tease you. It does not mean I take you for a child or that I dislike you, cousin. I wish I knew more of what went on in that mysterious mind of yours.

It was the longest conversation she had ever had with John, and Grace wished they could stand there all day. She was acutely aware of his arm about her shoulders and his fingers affectionately pulling at a wisp of dark hair that had finally escaped its cage.

I was thinking about the wind, John, she said. Do you think it ever stops blowing? I have lived all my life in the south, and there only on stormy days is it like this. Last night I was certain a dragon was outside my window, it did roar so. I have heard the wolves howl in the forest, and I pray they never venture near the castle, but this was an unearthly sound. Was it simply the wind?

She raised her brown eyes to his and cocked her head in a way that called to mind an inquisitive bird. He squeezed her shoulders lightly and then let her go. Aye, twas the wind. I have lived in the north since I was six, and I do not even notice it anymore. But see how it puts the roses in your cheeks, Grace. And he pinched one, making her smile. He picked up a stone, leaned over the parapet and dropped it into the moat far below.

What news of your father, John? Grace asked, joining him. Has Henry of Richmond landed yet?

The bastard son of King Richard straightened, an angry scowl crossing his face. We do not have news of the weasel yet, he growled. But Father is at Nottingham, ready for himyou may be certain of that. Henry will wish he had never decided to leave Brittany by the time Father has finished with him. The king is the best soldier in the world; even my uncle Edwardyour fathersaid so. But to answer your question, little one, when I am called to join my master, Lord Lovell, we will know that Henry has landed. He brushed the dust from his leather jerkin. Until then, sweet cousin, why not go and see what your half sisters are about. Those two are as thick as thieves, and I often see they leave you to your own devices. Besides, you are in danger of an accident up here by yourself.

Grace looked down at her feet, not wanting John to see the truth of his words in her expression. At nineteen and fifteen, Bess and Cecily were not inclined to give the new young member of the family much attention.

You and I have something in common, John was saying. We are both royal bastards. We have to stick together. I am used to it, and my father never made me feel different from my little half brother. You are not so fortunate, because you have no parent to support you. Tis odd that the queen dowagerI mean Dame Grey. I keep forgetting, he corrected himself. Tis odd that she took you in. She has enough children of her own, and she is not easy with them, so my cousins tell me. I hope she is dealing kindly with you, even though you are her husbands bastard. Grace bit her lip. She was used to the fact now, but hearing the moniker out loud still troubled her. The nuns had impressed upon her that it was a bad word and that bastard children were born of sin. They had nightly prayed for her salvation and for her mothers sinful soul.

At least you know your father, she whispered. At least your father wanted you.

John was immediately contrite. It was true, his father adored him and had, earlier that year, appointed him Captain of Calais, a singular honorespecially for a bastard. He gave Grace an apologetic smile; her doll-like fragility always inspired a brotherly protectiveness in him. Pray forgive me, cousin. I did not mean to upset you. If it helps, I must tell you that my father abhorred your fathers behavior. He told me his brother did not deserve to have as sweet a child as you.

King Richard said that? Why, I did not think he even knew my name. Graces spirits lifted. Did he really say that?

He did, you silly girl. Besides, he added, a hint of amusement in his voice, dont forget, Bess and Cecily are now also bastardsthough theirs is a different story, as all the world thought Edward and Elizabeth were married. We now know twas not the case. Young Ned was thus a bastard and could not wear the crown. That is why Father was asked to be king.

Grace recalled the conversation with the attendant in the herb garden at Grafton and was relieved she did not have to appear ignorant in front of Johnshe wanted so desperately to impress him. Before moving off that day, the woman had also told her: Young Edward was twelve and his brother, RichardDickon, we all called himnine when your Uncle Richardshe spat his namedecided to keep them safe in the Tower. Tis certain King Richard had them done away with! Grace had been horrified by the accusation, but after she met the king at Westminster, she had difficulty believing he was capable of such a heinous act.

They say tis all lies, John, Grace said, nervously looking up and down the rampart walkway. They say Uncle Richard made up the pre-contract story so he could take the crown.

Johns face turned dark with anger, his slate gray eyes, so like his fathers, flashing dangerously. Grace was again struck by the resemblance between John and King Richard, although John was more handsome and of sturdier build.

How dare they! John cried, but seeing Graces fear, he gentled his tone. Tis the truth, cousin. Your father was contracted to another in secret before he wed Aunt Elizabeth. Bishop Stillington was witness, and so that is that. Tis natural Beth and Cecily rail against their new position. In truth, I do not blame them. But they should be careful of what they say while under my fathers protection. We are all fortunate to be under his protectionespecially Ned and Dickon. And, he said, brightening, think how fortunate you are that Aunt Elizabeth sought you out and took you away from those awful nuns. You would have hated being a nun, Grace, I know you would. You are much too cleverand too pretty.

He tucked her arm in his and helped her down some of the steeper steps inside the tower until they reached the courtyard. I have archery practice, but you must go and find your sisters and stand up for yourself, my littlewren. At that moment, John finally realized that this brown-haired, brown-eyed, unfussy girl reminded him of the smallest, most unprepossessing of English birds.

He grinned. You and I will be friends, wont we? Know that you have a brother here whenever you need one. And without thinking, he tipped up her chin, gave her a quick kiss on the mouth and walked away, leaving her dumbfounded.

He kissed me, she thought rapturously; John kissed me. She touched her lips reverently, watching him walk confidently through the other henchmen waiting by the dog kennels for the captain of archery to supervise their practice that afternoon. With a backslap here, a laugh and a greeting there, Grace could see John was very sure of his position among the other nobles sons who were in training for knighthood.

Tom! Tom Gower, I pray you keep me company, he called, and a lanky youth with a shock of corn-colored hair ran lightly to Johns side, his bow slung over his shoulder and a lurcher dogging his heels.

Grace drew in a breath, brushed the sandstone dust from her plain kersey gown and, determined to take Johns advice to heart, walked confidently back to the apartments she shared with her half sisters. Would she ever get used to this? A kings daughterhow could that be? She had trouble remembering her pretty mother, who never recovered from being abandoned by her family and had withered and died at the convent when Grace was five.

Grace grimaced to herself now as she climbed the spiral steps to her chamber on the third floor of the castle. Aye, I am a kings bastard, but I would rather have been born a commoner and known my father. John is blessed to be close to his father, she thought, which brought her to their present situation and her half sisters constant question: How long would King Richard keep them all in the north?

A few minutes later, seated on a stool near the formidable Lady Gower and sorting through her embroidery thread, Grace surprised her siblings by asking the older woman about the danger to them should Henry Tudor invade. Will we go to the Tower?

Agnes Gower chuckled and patted Graces hand. King Richard is the gradeliest soldier king we have had since the fifth Henry, she declared in her broad Yorkshire burr, and the other ladies nodded in agreement. This Tudor has been threatening to come for nigh on two years, child. No one believes he will really invade, and certes, no one will defeat our Richard in his own country. Tis almost laughable. Now stop fretting and ply your needle; tis unthinkable for one so young to concern herself with such matters.

Grace recognized yet again the affection with which these northerners spoke about her uncle, and found it difficult to believe he might have had something to do with the disappearanceor even deathof her half brothers. She was satisfied with Lady Gowers response and let the matter rest, although she did spend several minutes more on her knees that night begging St. George to be on Uncle Richards side should Henry Tudor invade.


WHETHER GRACES NEWLY found confidence had impressed her sisters, she knew not, but the very next evening, when the light supper of rabbit pie and slices of pheasant had been cleared away and two of the attendant ladies took up a lute and a recorder and began to play, they chose the moment to teach her to dance. Their cousin, Margaret of Salisbury, orphaned daughter of George of Clarence, refused to join them and instead pulled a book from her sleeve and stuck her nose in it.

Tapping her foot lightly to the music, Bess waited for the beat, and then, taking Graces hand, she bowed stiffly. You must curtsy at the same time. Aye, thats right. I will play the gentleman, she said in a mock tenor. You must never look at your partner, Grace, but at the floor. The gentleman will lead you and not allow you to bump into anyone.

Cecily stood on the other side of Grace and told her to watch the steps carefully. Grace felt herself move to the music of a basse danza, rising and falling on the balls of her feet, and her spirits lifted. Learning the steps seemed to come naturally to her.

Tis no wonder you were named Grace, Cecily cried when the lesson was over. I think you have found your true calling.

She speaks the truth, Grace, John agreed, surprising the three dancers as he stepped into the room with several other henchmen. One of them was the ten-year-old Edward, earl of Warwick, who immediately ran to his sister Margarets side. Forgive us for intruding, but when we heard the music, we could not deny ourselves, John explained. He came forward and took Graces hand. And you should all have gentleman partners. Come, lads, let us show these fair ladies how it should be.

Bess beckoned to young Edward, who looked terrified and hid behind his sister. Shrugging her shoulders, Bess turned and fixed her eye upon Tom Gower, who bowed low over his extended leg and led her to their place behind John and Grace. Cecily pouted. Tom was her domain, her glare told Bess, but with her inbred courtesy she accepted the hand of another young squire and began the intricate steps of a country dance.

What have you learned, young Grace? John asked, noting with surprise that her fingers were clammy with perspiration. Ah, I see your teachers have told you not to look at me. Tis the custom, I know, but I find it tedious. How can one have discourse withhe eyed her tall headdress with contempta hennin? Grace giggled and raised her eyes to his. God have mercy, but you are bold, Lady Grace. But I am glad you have heeded our conversation of yesterday. Good girl.

Grace thought she would faint with pleasure. From the moment she had set eyes on the handsome John of Gloucester at Westminster earlier that year, she had given him her young, impressionable heart. Why could he not see how much she loved him? She noticed that many other young ladies at Sheriff Hutton also favored him, and she had seen him kiss one behind the buttery. Why wasnt she older, she railed in her daydreams. Why wasnt she prettier?

If that is how you like me, cousin, then I shall be bold, she countered, blushing at her own audacity.

John was serious. Nay, Grace. I like you just the way you are. You must not change for me, little coz, nor for any man. I only meant you must not allow others to walk on you as though you were a Turkey carpetespecially not your sisters. Having spirit can get a person into trouble. I should know; I am the product of a most spirited lady.

Your mother, John? The music came to an end, as did the conversation.

Aye, my mother, he replied as a warm smile suffused his face. Remind me to tell you about her one day.

The grinding sound of the portcullis being raised on the other side of the bailey startled the dancers in the large solar. John and Tom climbed the steep steps up into the window embrasure to peer out.

A dozen horsemen, John reported, wearing the crescent argent of Percy, I think. If they come so late, it could be news from Nottingham. Sweet Jesu, can the Tudor have landed?

John sprang down from his perch and, without an apology to the girls, ran from the room followed by his friends. The door banged shut behind them, leaving the women stunned by the possibility John might be right.

Quiet, Jason! Bess snapped at Toms dog that was left whining on the wrong side of the door. The lurcher turned sad brown eyes on her and slunk off to lie down.

Your future husband is coming to claim you, Bess, Cecily teased, breaking the tension. I wonder how he is? Short, fat and ugly, I dare say, and her tinkling laugh put Grace in mind of Dame Elizabeth.

Lady Gower was too preoccupied with discussing the possible invasion with the older ladies to upbraid Cecily, but Grace saw the look of fear that crossed Besss beautiful face and sidled close to slip her hand in her sisters. Bess looked down at the girl and managed a grateful smile.

Sweet Jesu, Cecily sighed. Can you not see I was only jesting? John may have been mistaken about the visitors. Tis almost dark, and they may simply be travelers seeking shelter for the night. Grace felt Besss hand relax in hers and heard her murmured acquiescence.

But Cecily persisted with her original thread. You know well and good that we must all marry where we are told, so why not see the amusing side, sister dear.

Bess, Cecily, I beg of you, dont fight Graces attempts to interrupt fell on deaf ears and she knew she had been forgotten yet again.

Do not mock me, sister dear, Bess snapped, loosing Graces hand and taking a step towards Cecily. Uncle Richard found you a husband whom you abhor. Cecily tossed her head but did not disagree. And thats why you chose to come up here with me, instead of becoming a loving wife to Ralph Scrope, Bess declared. It was only because you begged me to ask for your company that our uncle let you come. You were fortunate, too; the contract was arranged during Lent, so you could not be married. But you cannot put it off forever. Your husband may come and claim you any day, she finished triumphantly. Therefore, pray cast your stones elsewhere, and not at me. Enjoying seeing her sisters mulish pout, she added: You are too addlepated to see that the only way Henry of Richmond will be my husband is ifI repeat ifhe wins the crown, for he is an upstart nobody. And if he does win, it could only meanshe lowered her dark blue eyes down to the rushes at her feetthat Uncle Richard was dead.

Cecily forbore her retort on Besss undue fondness for Uncle Richard, a dangerous infatuation Bess had formed in the months before the death of his queen that spring. Her innocent flirting had led his enemies to believe Richard had contemplated marriage with his niece. The scandal had caught Richard off-guard in the midst of grief for his wife, and ultimately his councilors had advised him to make a public denial. A few weeks later, under the pretext of keeping Edwards children safe, Richard sent Bess and the others to Sheriff Hutton. Out of sight, out of mind, those same councilors had advised him.

Lady Gower finally curtailed the tiff: Enough, ladies! she commanded. You are behaving like children. At that moment there was a knock on the door, and a servant entered to summon Bess and the other royal children to the great hall. Lady Gower led the girls out of the room, and with little Edward traipsing behind, they wound down the spiral stairs, through an archway and into the hall that hugged the west wall of the inner ward. It appeared John had been correct in identifying the visitors, for their oldest cousin and guardian, John de la Pole, earl of Lincoln, was surrounded by Percy men as well as the knights and henchmen of Sheriff Hutton.

The earl bade them welcome. Henry of Richmond has been sighted off the coast of Wales, cousins. My uncle, the king, has sent for us, and we are to join him in Leicester on the morrow. It cannot be long before Richmond finds safe haven, and I fear we must do battle. He looked around at his younger cousins, who were gazing at him expectantly. Until the outcome is known, you are the guardians of the York line and must remain here in the safe north. I am leaving Sir John in command with sufficient fighting men to protect you.

For the first time, a frisson of fear crept up Graces spine. Lincoln then addressed Bess and Cecily directly. I charge you, cousins, to take especial care of young Edward. As son of our late Uncle George, he is one of the heirs to the crown. Lincoln paused, reflecting on his own role as Richards heir, named such after the kings only legitimate son had died the year before.

With the summons to join Richard and as governor of the royal household in the north, Lincoln knew he must make safe the royal childrenespecially young Warwick. He guessed Henry might look upon the boy as a rallying point for Yorkist adherents should, Heaven forbid, disaster overtake both the king and himself.

He looked around at the anxious faces and a slow smile spread over his lean, tanned face: Bastards and traitors, all of you! he teased his cousins and was gratified when they all laughed in relief. Then he embraced the girls, paying particular attention to Bess, who clung to him, crying.

Soft, Bess, we shall return, never fear. We shall kick Tudors arse all the way back to Brittany, I swear to you. I have left enough of a garrison to defend you from the Scots should they decide to attack and defile youhe broke off and laughed again, seeing her dismay. Ever the jesterpay me no heed, cousin. He kissed her and repeated his directive more seriously: You must be the stalwart now and take care of the youngsters. We shall not be long, I promise.

Unable to contain his excitement, John of Gloucester cheered: For England! and unsheathed his short sword, thrusting it into the air. For Richard, rightful king of England! The rest of the company took up the cry, setting the rafters ringing with their shouts. Graces dark eyes glowed with pride for her family, and for the first time she truly felt a part of it.


WITH TOM GOWERS uncle, Sir John Gower of Stittenham, in charge, life at the castle returned to its daily routine. The girls spent their mornings in the shady garden plying their needles, reading aloud and practicing the lute under the watchful eye of Lady Gower. The nuns had taught Grace to read the scriptures, but now she thrilled to the stories of Master Chaucer and Thomas Malory. Cecily had a flair for drama, and she brought the tales of King Arthur and his knights to lurid life, causing their older attendants to chide the girls for their noisy laughter. After the midday dinner, they put on their wide-brimmed straw hats and wandered through the hamlet outside the castle gate, where villagers touched their foreheads or curtsied as they passed, and into the meadows in front of the woods. The ubiquitous Yorkshire sheep grazed unconcerned while the intruders gathered posies of cow parsley, ox-eyed daisies, heartsease and scentless mayweed.

Tom Gower was often their escort on these meanderings, a task he did not relish; he had felt demeaned enough at being left behind with the younger henchmen while his friend, John, and other squires and knights had ridden off to probable glory against the invading forces of Richmond. Aye, he thought each time, being given the duty of bodyguard to three girls was insulting beyond the pale. It did not help that his comrades teased him mercilessly, or that Cecily flirted incessantly with him. Certes, it was flattering that a Plantagenet princess had singled him out, but unlike John, Tom had not reached the age when a pretty face took precedence over improving his prowess with sword and dagger. He usually spent this tedious time throwing sticks for Jason or practicing his slingshot skills. When the girls begged, he taught them all how to fish, although there was not much to catch in the brook that ran in front of the castle.


One day at the end of August, however, Tom was rewarded for his mundane meadow duty. He was the first to see and hail the riders who emerged from the forest, riding hard for the shelter of the castle. The sisters, hearing his cries, picked up their skirts and ran back across the waving grass in the wake of the horsemen. Grace had immediately recognized John, and she ran as fast as her short legs could carry her to keep up with her sisters.

A victory! Bess shouted, her hair coming loose from her hat and streaming in a golden river behind her. I smell a victory!

Scattering hens and goats in their path through the village, the soldiers clattered into the castle yard and slithered from their sweat-flecked mounts. The guards housed in the tower next to the gate ran to help them, and grooms sprang to take hold of the horses reins. The John who stood swaying with fatigue on the uneven cobblestones was very different from the one who had ridden out to glory ten days earlier. Tom was already there to steady him and, looking at Johns ashen face, he knew the news was not good. A sudden pall settled over the castle as the onlookers waited for the young Captain of Calais to speak.

What is it, John? Bess cried, running through the archway under the gatehouse, past the well and to his side. Is Richmond beaten? Say he is beaten. I command you to say it! But she knew as soon as she had spoken that it was not so.

King Richard John faltered as he spoke his fathers name and then, seeing the expectant, loyal faces staring at him, rallied to continue with his awful report. King Richard is slain, the army is routed and Henry Tudor already wears the crown. We are lost His voice trailed off as gasps and groans echoed across the bailey. Villagers had crept through the gate, unmanned as it was, and stood stock-still when they heard the pronouncement. Grace overheard one say, He was a good lord to us, was Richard of Gloucester, God rest his soul. She crossed herself and muttered the rote response, Amen to that. Poor John, Grace thought, how he worshipped his father!

Bess gave a loud cry and fainted on the spot. Several burly men surged forward, and one had the honor of carrying the young woman who might be the next queen of England out of the hot sun and into the great hall. Cecily was distraught and began to wail, jogging John out of his misery enough to slap her face. She froze in horror, and then she was in his arms and he was consoling her.

Pray forgive me, Cis, Grace heard him say quietly, but we must be strong for our people here. We are the leaders now, and Grandmother Cecily would not want any of us to weep at this moment. I know not what has become of your Ralph, but from the disdain you show every time his name is mentioned, I shall assume you could not care less. Cecily had the grace to fall silent as John put her gently from him. Come, let us go inside and I will tell the sorry tale. He passed her to Tom, who escorted her to the hall to join Bess, and then turned to face the castle retainers who stood waiting for their orders.

Our sovereign lord, King Richard, died valiantly on a field named Redemore Plain near the village of Market Bosworth in Leicestershire, he cried. He was foully betrayed at the last by someone he called friend. With him in battle fell one of his most faithful lords, Jack Howard of Norfolk, may God rest his soul. He turned to Sir John Gower and went forward to take the older mans hand. Sad news, siryour cousin Thomas was also slain fighting for his king. I have no doubt his body will be returned anon to his home in Stittenham. Pray accept my condolences.

Gower signed himself and shook his head. Tis a black day for England, my lord. I will send Tom to break the news to my cousins wife. They are newly wed, you know. What of my lord of Lincoln? he asked tentatively.

I am not certain. There was a rumor he was slain, but others said he was taken prisoner. I pray Tudor has mercy on himand Howards son, Thomas of Surrey, who also survived. The rest of us will surely be attainted.

Attainted? For fighting for ones king? Gower spluttered. Surely you jest, my lord. Twas Richmond who was the traitor!

I would not discredit that cream-faced craven with any act of cowardice, John cried, his grimace spoiling his good looks. He never lifted his lily-livered sword arm to strike a blow at anyone on the field. Father should have killed him! His voice had risen to a cry of anguish, which left the group silent for a moment before Sir John began to shout orders for the gates to be closed and more guards placed upon the ramparts in case Henry Tudor took it in to his head to find and kill more of the York line than just its leader.


Amid the flurry of men running to obey their orders and fetch weapons from the armory, Grace stood unnoticed, watching John with sad eyes. With all of her passionate young heart, she wanted to take away his pain. His eyes were full of it, and as though he knew he was being observed, he turned them to her concerned young face. At once his expression softened and he unclenched his fists.

What, no tears, no swooning? You are braver than your sisters, little wren. Come, let us go inside. He put his hand on her shoulder and steered her towards the hall, and the men broke ranks to let them through. Grace could feel his fingers trembling, and she gently covered them with her own.

I am so sorry, John. I cannot imagine your sorrow after seeing your father die. She felt his hand grip hers more tightly and heard the catch in his throat.

Tis like being in hell, Grace. And twas not my only loss, God help me.

She made a logical guess. Lord Lovell?

Nay, he escaped, God be praised, he said, quietly. Then he sighed. My sweet sister, Katherine, has been taken by the sweating sickness. My father and I learned this the day before we marched out to face Richmond. My mother braved the road from Suffolk to tell us herself. Father was consumed with grief, and twas then I fear he lost all reason. He did not admit that he had cried in his mothers arms when she broke the news. He shook his head, scarcely believing he had lost his father and his sister within one short month.

Tears pricked Graces eyes as she heard his words. She quickly brushed them aside as they mounted the few steps to the great halls doorway. A trestle table had been hurriedly set up to receive Besss inert form, and she was beginning to revive with the help of an attendant who held a singed feather under her nose.

I did not know you had a sister, John. Was she younger than you? Grace asked quickly, not wanting to let him go just yet.

Johns voice was dull as he answered Grace. Nay, I was the youngerby two years. She was the image of our mother. Leaving her to digest the information, he strode towards the group around the table just as Bess sat up and looked about her, puzzled.


Praise be to the Virgin, exclaimed the gap-toothed attendant with the feather, fussing with her mistresss coif. You swooned, my lady, tis all.

Ho, there! John called to a servant hovering at the kitchen end of the hall. Fetch us some ale and food. The servant bowed and scurried off, and Tom and others set up benches around the table.

Sit, sit, John said wearily. We have ridden hard for two days. I have no doubt that after we have refreshed ourselves, my comrades and I shall take to our beds.

Grace sat next to Tom and watched John pick at a frayed piece of Lovells snarling-dog badge on his tabard. Except for the scraping of the benches on the floor as the group settled, silence reigned, as all eyes were riveted on Johns tired young face. Slumped in his seat, he waited patiently until the servers had finished bringing ale, cold savory pies and wedges of sharp-smelling cheese, and the other retainers had silently filed into the hall.

What I know of the thick of the battle, I heard from those fleeing it, John began suddenly, making them all jump. To my everlasting regret, I was not present, having been forbidden to fight by my father, God rest his soul. His eyes focused on a knot in the wood on the tabletop. Grace heard Tom draw in a sympathetic breath; she guessed he would probably not have been permitted to fight, either.

We had the advantage, so I was told, John went on, still staring at the table. We outnumbered Richmonds rabble nearly two to one, and our position was on a hill overlooking a marsh on our left and plain in front, whereon the enemy was marshaled. Beyond the swamp to the south lay my Lord Stanleys divisions, protecting my fathers left flank, and to the west sat his brother, William, ready to support the right. With my fathers troops directly behind, Howards van fanned out upon the hill facing Oxfords ranks at the bottom of it. We, the squires and the armorers, were camped almost a league away near Sutton Cheney, behind Northumberlands rear guard. He sneered as he pronounced Henry Percys title and looked up at his audience. Aye, you notice my disdain? Tis not half the disgust and hatred I have for those whoreson Stanley brothers! he cried, leaning forward and slamming his fist on the table. Bess recoiled at the unexpected show of temper but was reminded so much of Johns father in that moment, she stretched out her hand and touched his arm gently. Soft, John, she said, full of pity. If tis too painful for you she broke off as John shook his head and continued grimly.

Richmond himself was nowhere to be seen. My father sent out scouts to report on his position and as they were returning to say that he was cowering far behind his forces, it seemed Oxford broke Howards line and Howard himself fell. Twas then the Stanleys showed their true colors by not moving a muscle to come to Howards aid. And Northumberland sat on his rear at the rearhe gave a grim smirk at his own choice of wordsand waited. He shrugged. I suppose I should give him his due: it could be he was unable to see.

John paused, looking at the stony faces around him. He knew the hardest part of the story was yet to be told. Aye, twas hard, but when he had first heard it he had never been prouder of his father. I know not what goes through a mans mind when he is on the verge of madnessor possible deathbut what my father did then will only be described as folly by some or extreme bravery by others, who knew him better. Now the stony faces became animated. Having been informed as to Henrys exact whereabouts, the king rose high in his stirrups and cried, We shall find Tudor for ourselves and slay the invader! Then he led a mounted charge of his squires and knights down the right side of Ambien Hill, across the plainand vile Will Stanleys frontand into the thick of Henrys guard.

The open mouths at the table told John he was doing the story justice. He took a deep breath. It seemed Henrys men could hardly believe their eyes, for they almost allowed Father to cut his way through to their lord. The banner of the Red Dragon was his goal, where he knew Henry would be lurking. He seemed not to notice he was surrounded by Tudors men on all sides. Wielding his battle-ax, tis said he hewed a path through them as though they were naught but waving wheat. At one point he was even confronted by a giant of a manHenrys champion Sir John Cheyneyand Father felled him in a single stroke, though he was half the mans size.

John paused again, watching as some crossed themselves and others whispered to their neighbors. He found that as he described his fathers valiant actions, the blood coursed through his veins and purged away some of the anger and bitterness he had experienced in the wake of the battle, when he had first heard of Richards sacrifice. It helped that it was not the first time he had been forced to describe his fathers death; he tried not to think of his beloved mothers anguish as he had broken the news to her in secret a few hours before he fled from Leicester.

Go on, John, Bess whispered. Although I almost cannot bear to hear it.

John shook his head in sorrow. Ah, Bess. If you only knew how close he came to putting an end to the whoreson Tudor. But he was betrayed. Betrayed by those Stanleys, who, perceiving their new lord was in danger, came rushing to his rescue. Father was fighting Henrys standard-bearer when they bore down on him, knocked him from his horse and closed in with a hedge of spears and swords. His men heard his cry of Treason! but there was nothing they could do. His voice lowered to a whisper, and Grace had to lean in to hear him say, I did not see his body, but tis said it
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