

[image: Cover: Royal Witch by Philippa Gregory.]




Royal Witch

Philippa Gregory

[image: ]

[image: HarperCollinsPublishers Logo.]




Copyright

HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

Copyright © Philippa Gregory 2026

Cover design by Sean Garrehy/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Cover images: © Yuliya Maya/Trevillion Images (woman), Trifonov_Evgeniy/Getty Images (ancient symbols)

Philippa Gregory asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008745035

eBook Edition © September 2026 ISBN: 9780008745059

Version: 2026-09-01




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:

Change of font size and line height

Change of background and font colours

Change of font

Change justification

Text to speech

Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008745035

Certain portions of text this ebook are set in a specific font type to make it easier to distinguish between the different types of content in the book. It may not be possible to change the font for these pieces of text.




Epigraph

… a myrmayde 
Ressemblyng vn-to a chaunteresse, 
Of face lyke a soreceresse, 
Vppon a toure with a gret route 
Of wychches …

—‘A Complaint for my Lady of Gloucester and Holland’, attributed to John Lydgate




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Epigraph

Sterborough Castle, Surrey, Winter

Westminster Palace, Spring

On Progress, Spring

Pontefract Castle, Spring

Westminster Palace, Spring

Dover Castle, Summer

Windsor Castle, Winter

Windsor Castle, Spring

Sterborough Castle, Surrey, Spring

Windsor Castle, Spring

Windsor Castle, St George’s Day

Westminster Palace, Spring

Windsor Castle, Summer

Westminster Palace, Autumn

Windsor Castle, Winter

Windsor Castle, Spring

Hadleigh Castle, Essex, Spring

Windsor Castle, Autumn

Westminster Palace, Autumn

St Albans Priory, Winter

Dover, Autumn

Calais, Autumn

Calais, Winter

On The March, Winter

Mons, Hainault, Winter

Mons, Hainault, Christmas

Mons, Hainault, Spring

Saint-Ghislain, Hainault, Spring

Baynard’s Castle, London, Spring

Westminster Palace, Spring

Windsor Castle, Summer

Eltham Palace, Autumn

Eltham Palace, Winter

Baynard’s Castle, London, Winter

Leicester Castle, Spring

Leicester Castle, Summer

Baynard’s Castle, London, Spring

Baynard’s Castle, London, Spring

Westminster Palace, Spring

Hertford Castle, Summer

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

St Albans Priory, Christmas

Westminster Palace, Spring

Baynard’s Castle, London, Summer

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

Windsor Castle, Summer

Baynard’s Castle, London, Winter

Canterbury Castle, Spring

Much Hadham, Hertfordshire, Summer

Hertford Castle, Summer

Westminster Palace, Winter

Baynard’s Castle, London, Spring

Westminster Palace, Winter

Westminster Palace, Spring

Westminster Palace, Summer

Baynard’s Castle, London, Summer

Westminster Palace, Summer

Westminster Palace, Spring

Westminster Palace, Summer

Westminster Palace, Autumn

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

Westminster Palace, Summer

Bella Court, Greenwich, Winter

Bella Court, Greenwich, Spring

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

Kennington Palace, London, Summer

Gloucester Castle, Winter

Baynard’s Castle, Spring

Barking Abbey, Essex, Spring

Bella Court, Greenwich, Spring

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

Bella Court, Greenwich, Summer

Westminster Palace, Autumn

Windsor Castle, Winter

Windsor Castle, Winter

Westminster Palace, Winter

Bella Court, Greenwich, Spring

Westminster Palace, Spring

Westminster Palace, Summer

Westminster Abbey, Summer

Leeds Castle, Kent, Summer

Leeds Castle, Kent, Autumn

Westminster Palace, Autumn

Westminster Palace, Winter

Westminster Palace, Spring

Liverpool, Summer

Castle Rushen, Isle Of Man, Summer

Peel Castle, Isle of Man, Summer

Peel Castle, Isle of Man, Autumn

Peel Castle, Isle of Man, Winter

Peel Castle, Isle of Man, Spring

Author’s Note

Bibliography

Also by Philippa Gregory

About the Publisher




STERBOROUGH CASTLE, SURREY, WINTER

1420

I kneel beside my mother’s bed, her cold hand in mine. My father and my brother are speechless with grief at the foot. The priest goes round and around, anointing my mother’s body with holy oil, reciting the office for the dying in a low throbbing monotone like a spell.

‘Lady Mother,’ I say, my voice trembling a little. ‘Don’t leave me!’

The eye nearest to me opens a slit for one last critical scrutiny of my face and then closes, as if she has seen more than enough.

‘What will I do without you?’ I whisper. A tear rolls down my cheek, and I blot it with my sleeve. ‘Is it your wish that I go to court?’ I quaver, gambling that she is too far gone to sit up and declare that I should be bundled into a nunnery rather than waste my precious brother’s inheritance.

My mother opens her gummy mouth, struggling to speak.

‘I obey!’ I interrupt her. ‘Of course! A deathbed request: I obey you – I am bound to obey you.’ I break down in sobs loud enough to muffle any croaked last-minute contradiction. Her eyes widen as she struggles to deny my freedom; my older sister raises her head to protest as I grasp my mother’s hand and crush it. ‘I will go,’ I promise. ‘You will be proud of me. You will look down from Heaven and see me, as happy as a girl in a fairy tale.’

She is struggling to refuse, but my loud sobs drown her out. Even now, on her deathbed, she is trying to confine me to a nunnery; but no one can hear any word of hers over my sobbing promises, and with one last effort, she pulls her hand from mine, turns her head away and dies.

Dies, just like that! The priest starts a low-voiced chant; the wise women step forward and cross her limp hands across her wasted body, put pennies on her closed eyelids. My older brother – her favourite, Reynold – bursts into racking sobs as I bury my face in my hands to hide my triumph.




WESTMINSTER PALACE, SPRING

1421

Three months later and I am free from mourning, free from my home, enriched with the spoils from my mother’s treasure box, which my brother did not have the wit to lock, finding my way through the jumble of courts, offices, pantries, chapels, houses, and gardens that is the sprawling village of Westminster Palace, the greatest royal court in England. Every courtyard is springing green; every tree is in bud; there are daffodils blowing all along the banks of the River Thames. My childhood, as the middle child of a not-very important family at Sterborough Castle, is far behind me: my life – my real life – is about to start. I was born a poor girl with everything to win: the poor beautiful girl of all the stories, hidden in my home like a goose-girl at the palace gates, waiting in Surrey through long dull years to enter this world of wealth and royalty.

Of course, I have to begin in service. I would have preferred to serve the newly arrived, newly crowned Queen of England herself: Queen Catherine. But her court is run by the king’s sister-in-law, and she does not know that I am destined for greatness. Instead of the queen I will have a countess: not even a countess of England but of Hainault, which is somewhere between northern France and the Netherlands. It does not matter where; I shall be married to a wealthy nobleman before my first year is out.

‘I can introduce you to Her Grace now,’ says Lord Mountfalcon, the head of the queen’s household, gesturing towards the royal rooms. He steals a glance at me, taking in my blonde hair, modestly plaited under my headdress, and my clear grey eyes. We walk together; I have to stop myself from dancing at his heels like a puppy. ‘You will have your bouche at court, two gowns a year, a salary and a maid and a horse, as long as Her Grace stays in the kingdom.’

‘No, wait! Stays in the kingdom?’ I forget to keep my eyes modestly lowered and my voice sweet. ‘I thought she’d come here for refuge? I thought she was here forever?’

‘She’s not here to stay,’ he says. ‘She’s come for help to get her lands back. The poor lady has been betrayed by the very men who should guard her.’ He looks quite indignant on her behalf. ‘Betrayed by her own husband in league with her own cousin! Have you ever heard of such a thing?’

I widen my eyes and look up at him. ‘Oh my Lord! I’ve just come to court, I know nothing about anything.’

‘I’ll tell you. Her own husband has taken her lands – vast lands, northern France and all the Lowlands – with the support of her cousin the Duke of Burgundy. No wonder she’s come to our king. Philip of Burgundy is our ally in the war against France. We will intercede for the poor lady.’

I nod as if I am listening, but now I see how my father got me this place – nobody else wanted it. My countess is not a great woman at the queen’s court; she is their pensioner. Chances are they’ll get bored of her, and then she’ll turn me off, and I’ll have to start all over again or end up back at Sterborough.

‘This way then, Mistress Eleanor.’ He smiles kindly and leads the way through the great presence chamber, where a few unimportant people stare as I sail past them, my new gown swishing and my veil streaming. The double doors are thrown open by the guard of honour, and there before me, in colours as bright as a newly woven tapestry, are Queen Catherine of Valois, her guest Jacqueline of Hainault, and a court of women.

A pair of ladies are marking out dance steps in a half-hearted rehearsal; two are seated beside Queen Catherine, stitching priceless French lace on vestments. Another woman, big with child, is opening a book on a lectern, preparing for pious reading. They are all dressed in gowns so brightly embroidered that they look like enamelled flowers on a silver cup. They all wear ornate headdresses; I feel dowdy in my own, my very best – newly made and worn for the first time today. My gaze goes to their feet. They all have exquisite leather slippers, dyed in bright colours, some with embroidery in gold thread. I smooth down my gown to hide my ordinary boots.

I make a deep curtsey to the queen, who is unmistakable, her blonde hair showing under her high headdress, fair-skinned, and blue-eyed. She is about the same age as me – around twenty – with a little doll’s face of perfect features.

Her blonde prettiness makes me glad not to be her maid-of-honour. I will look better beside Jacqueline of Hainault, who is brown-haired and dark-eyed, her skin as tanned as a woman who works in the fields. She’s no older than me – but she has lost any soft girlishness she ever had. Her jaw is square, as if she is gritting her teeth, and her mouth is a hard straight line. She looks grim, almost manly, standing out among these ladies amusing themselves with nothings. She looks at me with a direct stare, raking me with her brown gaze as if she is measuring my worth.

She rises to greet me as if I am an equal, not her inferior, and I curtsey gracefully and kiss her hand.

‘Mistress Eleanor Cobham,’ the chamberlain introduces me.

‘I’m glad you have come to keep me company,’ she says in French. ‘You can teach me English.’

‘I shall be delighted,’ I say. ‘I can write letters too.’

‘And can you read aloud?’

‘Oh yes, in English and French,’ I say confidently. ‘But I have no Latin – I am sorry, my lady.’

‘We all speak French here.’ She smiles at the French-born queen. ‘What else? But why are you not married at your age?’

I maintain my polite smile though I think her rude. ‘Alas, my betrothed was killed,’ I lie easily. ‘These terrible wars, you know …’ No one here will know that I was promised to a nunnery from my cradle and that I have only escaped because my mother died before she could make me go.

Countess Jacqueline shrugs. ‘Some marriages are lost by wars, and some end them!’ she smiles at the queen. ‘Her Grace’s marriage will bring peace.’

Everyone murmurs how wonderful this is, as if the queen’s father, the King of France, is not quite mad and her brother is not waging the war that she was supposed to end. She is no peacemaker; we must hope she does not think herself made of glass like her father and demand that no one touch her for fear of shattering.

‘And as for me,’ Jacqueline continues, ‘I don’t want peace; I want victory.’

I try not to look as appalled as I feel. ‘I’m so glad that you have found safety,’ I flounder, and offer a pretty little extra bob to the queen.

‘Safety doesn’t interest me,’ the terrible woman insists. ‘I’ll go to war to get my lands back from my false husband. The king will help me.’

I allow myself a quick glance at Queen Catherine, who must think her husband the king has done enough fighting and should come home to England and make a son and heir on his new bride; but she is admiring her friend.

‘I’ll show you to our rooms myself.’ Jacqueline takes me by the hand, curtseys to the queen, and leads me from the privy chamber through the presence chamber and along a gallery, into her grand suite.

I have a small bedchamber looking towards the river, with shutters to keep out the draughts from the leaded windows. The gildings on the beams and the paintings on the wooden panels are old and faded. Someone has scratched their name above the wainscotting, as if they were a prisoner carving into a sandstone wall, and this gives me an odd, superstitious shiver. It is far smaller than my bedroom at home but better than a nun’s cell. That is what I have to keep in mind: that I have escaped a nunnery, and now my future can find me. He could be walking through the gardens even now.

‘I’ll leave you here,’ the countess says. ‘You know how to find your way back to the privy chamber? This place is like a coney warren. We eat supper at about six o’clock, after Vespers. You’ll attend me to church.’ She gives me a warm, easy smile. ‘You won’t find me hard to serve; I don’t like fuss.’

‘Oh, I do!’ I say, which makes her laugh.

‘Don’t fuss over me,’ she commands.




ON PROGRESS, SPRING

1421

My lady may not like fuss, but the newly married queen has to be lavished with attention. The court, organised for her comfort and entertainment, is now turned upside-down to make a short journey north-west. The king is riding through the middle lands of England, raising money from the merchants and townsmen for his next campaign in France. Apparently, the queen can only journey to meet him with a train of wagons carrying tapestries, tables, beds, and bedding, clothes, jewels, musical instruments, and works of art, as if we were going to a desert instead of Coventry. She is a treasure that must be moved with the rest. She must sleep on her own sheets in her own bed and greet her new husband dripping with his family jewels.

At Coventry, everything changes: we are no longer a court of idle ladies, waiting for the men to arrive; now they are here, snatching a respite in a long war. The queen and her ladies are as alert as hunting dogs for the coming and going of the soldier king and his handsome warrior-brothers. The beautiful rooms even smell different: no longer scented by perfume and strewn rushes but by a rush of fresh air that blows in the acrid scent of black powder and the clean smell of horses and saddle leather.

The queen wears her best gowns every day; the ladies-in-waiting and the maids-of-honour chatter in high voices, laugh loudly at nothing, volunteer to sing, and dance their very best – there are no more languid rehearsals. I shine among them, one of the best singers and by far the best dancer. I know that everyone is watching me and I manage to charmingly yield my place to better-born ladies – yet still appear at the head of the chain or the centre of the circle.

When the king comes in I have to stand behind Countess Jacqueline, quite hidden by her enormous headdress. He is striking. He stands head and shoulders over his court, a tall man with a thick mop of dark hair, cropped short like a soldier. He would be handsome, but one side of his face is torn with a great scar – quite monstrous. On a king, the old wound is oddly enticing: he looks like a fallen angel. I wonder what it would be like to be loved by a man who looks like a demon and comes from war like a devil from hell? Would I be frightened – as a good maid should be frightened? Or would my heart leap up to meet a being half-man, half-monster, with a desire and determination to match my own?

The king is followed by his riding court – tough men who have been to war with him. All of them have the same alert walk; they all wear leather jackets padded against a blade, as he does, and they all carry daggers or swords at their belts. This man and his brothers have been at war almost all their lives: the young prince was fighting Owen Glendower at the age of thirteen, facing Harry Hotspur at sixteen. He beat the French army at Agincourt before he was thirty. Of course, he is England’s darling. His progress with his handsome brothers from the west to the Midlands has been to show himself to his adoring people and persuade them to pay new taxes for this unending war.

He kisses his wife on the mouth, and then turns to greet the court of ladies, with his hand resting on the queen’s slender waist. Jacqueline steps forward first, perfectly composed, and she curtseys to a carefully measured depth: a royal countess to a king.

He raises her at once, taking her hand, speaking simply and quietly to her in a quick exchange of questions and answers. He does not flirt with her, and she is not coquettish. He asks questions, just as he would to a man, and she does not simper. I see that I was wrong to think that this warlike king would see another woman at court as a burden – he is talking to her as if he values her thoughts.

Behind the king is his uncle – forty-five-year-old Henry Beaufort Bishop of Winchester, missing nothing – and beside him are two of his three royal brothers, great dukes, John of Bedford and Humphrey of Gloucester; the third brother, Thomas of Clarence, is guarding our lands in France. John looks older than thirty, more serious, while Humphrey has a bright intelligent face and a peacock style of dressing: bright in rich silks, pointed leather shoes, and coloured hose. He bows to my lady in the style of the Burgundian court – twirling one hand, with the other hand on his heart.

We process formally into dinner. The king leads his wife, and Duke John offers his hand to my lady; Duke Humphrey takes in one of the queen’s ladies. I come far behind the other ladies-in-waiting and I am seated below the silver and gilt salter, a clear marker between the great ladies and their lesser companions. There is only one advantage to being so far down the table: I can watch the king, unnoticed. He is the key to my lady’s future; she has to please him. I look at his companions; they are the key to mine. One of them – though I don’t yet know which one – will be my husband, unless an unknown great lord springs up like a devil out of nowhere and sweeps me away.




PONTEFRACT CASTLE, SPRING

1421

The king never stops preparing for his next campaign, even in his own country, at peace. At every halt from Leicester to Pontefract, the men-at-arms train every morning: running forward with their pikes ready, falling back on command, standing to fight at the blast of a trumpet. He won the Battle of Agincourt by hammering great pointed stakes in the ground before his bowmen, so they would never stop firing. Again and again, they practise this move.

My lady widens her attention from the king to his advisors, and her straight brown gaze falls on his uncle Bishop Beaufort. I can see she’ll get no help from him. His life is supposed to be dedicated to God, but he spends all his time favouring his family: the bastard wing of the royal house. He is fabulously wealthy from his inherited lands and his church see, and, as a bishop whose only ambition is to be a cardinal, he cannot be tempted either by my lady’s boyish good looks, nor her rich lands.

The king’s brother, Duke John, is too wise a politician to help my lady; he only cares for his brother’s interests in France. He is a big-built dour man, very unlike his more volatile brothers. Duke Humphrey would be a better choice if my lady persists in her plan to go to war. He has been at King Henry’s side through every victory, and he can certainly plan and win a battle. Unmarried, in his early thirties, he must be looking for a wealthy, well-connected wife, and I drop her a hint as we are sewing in the queen’s privy chamber at Pontefract Castle.

‘Duke Humphrey might help you for chivalry, where the king is too careful. They say he loves chivalry and the stories of distressed maidens in the old Romances. He could be your knight errant; he could rescue you.’

Really, it is not the task of a maid-of-honour to tell a twice-married woman how to seduce a man. But both her marriages were arranged by her parents – she has never had to learn the pretty gestures of enticement which come naturally to me.

‘I’m nothing like a distressed maiden,’ she says bluntly. ‘I don’t want someone else to fight my battles. I just want someone to lend me an army; I can defend my own rights.’

I make a pretty little pout. ‘What rights? Only fathers and husbands and sons have rights.’

‘Maybe in England,’ she corrects me. ‘In Hainault, a woman can inherit.’

‘But then her husband should protect her inheritance! If you had pleased him …’

‘Whore’s counsel,’ she says flatly. And then she says: ‘You can come back at noon.’

I sink into a low curtsey. ‘I didn’t mean to offend you, my lady,’ I say quickly. ‘I spoke only because I thought your situation desperate …’

‘It’d have to be a lot worse before I play the weeping widow.’

‘Distressed maiden,’ I cannot stop myself whispering, and then I go out of the room without another word.

She never bears a grudge, which is more than can be said for most ladies; when I return at midday to escort her to dinner, she is as pleasant as if she had never snapped at me. The king has ridden to the nearby town of Beverley with his brother, Duke John, to raise funds for his campaign in France. The youngest brother, Duke Humphrey, sits beside the queen at dinner and then comes to the ladies’ table to invite us to ride with the stag hounds.

‘I shall ride,’ the countess says, and some other ladies say they will come too. Her glance falls on me.

‘I’d like to come, but I’m afraid my horse would be too strong for me.’ I peep up at the handsome duke from under my eyelashes. ‘I’d be afraid.’

‘You can ride the queen’s palfrey,’ he says. ‘He needs exercise, and he’s used to carrying a lady.’

‘I couldn’t presume!’ I protest, my heart leaping at the thought of being seen on the queen’s horse.

He shrugs. ‘A groom will take him if you don’t.’ He turns back to the queen at the high table. ‘May Mistress Cobham ride your horse, Your Grace?’

‘Certainly,’ she says indifferently. She smiles secretly at one of her ladies. ‘Perhaps I won’t be riding out for some time.’

Of course, I am a competent rider, and the docile palfrey in the stable-yard looks like a fat slug, but it’s best to seem fragile, to inspire men to chivalry. I pretend to be so nervous that one groom has to hold the horse while another helps me into the saddle, and my maid pulls down my wide-skirted gown on both sides.

Jacqueline, high on her hunter, looks down at the lazy palfrey. ‘Do you feel quite safe, little Nell?’ she teases me. ‘Or can we find you something steadier? Maybe a donkey?’

‘The Duke of Gloucester borrowed the queen’s horse for me,’ I point out. ‘That’s worth more than leading the hunt.’

‘Oh aye, if you don’t want a gallop.’

The master leads the hunt out of the stable-yard, and the hounds pour out of their kennels by the west gate, with the huntsmen whipping them in and calling them by name. There are about a dozen of us, riding between green banks waving with golden Lenten lilies, the birds singing and flying out of the whitethorn hedges before us. My lady Jacqueline on a big rangy bay, looks around, her stern face bright with pleasure at being outside. She looks striking in a dark-green jacket and a wide green skirt and a matching green hat on her coiled silky brown hair.

I bring my fat palfrey up beside Duke Humphrey as we clatter through the stone gateway and say: ‘What a sweet-tempered creature he is! I feel quite safe.’

He nods and turns from me to the master of the hunt. ‘D’you know the country hereabouts?’

‘Yes, Your Grace. We’ll go along the water-meadows and through the woods ahead. We might get a good run – we might get up to the moors.’

‘My lady is such a confident rider,’ I remark. ‘She has no fear at all; she rode a warhorse on the field of battle when she was only seventeen!’

‘She was in a battle?’ he asks, surprised.

‘She led her own troops as a girl, as brave as any man,’ I tell him. ‘No wonder she can’t bear marriage to such a man as John of Brabant. She should only be yoked to a man of greatness.’

‘You admire her,’ he remarks without interest.

‘Anyone would,’ I say. ‘When she gets her lands back, she’ll be the greatest lady in Christendom: Countess of Holland and Zeeland and Hainault.’

‘Not without the help of England,’ he points out.

‘Oh yes,’ I agree sweetly. ‘She wanted the greatest warrior in Christendom on her side. Who better than your brother the king?’

I see him shift uneasily in his saddle, as if he wants to say that he too is a proven warrior, quite as good as his brother.

One of the deerhounds suddenly bays, loud and deep, and the huntsmen blow their horns. The pack streams out in a line following the leading hound; the riders start to canter behind them. We have one long run after another, until we pull up at a stream, where the hounds lose the scent and cast about in green marshy ground.

‘It’s a check,’ the master says. ‘Shall we get out of this valley and try another cast, Sire?’

‘No,’ Duke Humphrey replies. ‘We’ll call it a day.’

We are in the stable-yard, dismounting, when I hear a clatter on the road, and the royal outriders come up the hill at a gallop, the king and his closest guards behind them. They pull up only when they are upon us. Everyone sees at once that something terrible must have happened, but nobody knows what it is. I throw my reins to the groom and go quickly to my lady, who is dismounting at the block.

‘My lady! Something’s happened.’

She looks across the yard, the king is jumping down from his horse, his face as grave as if he is wounded to the heart. ‘It must be bad news from France?’

‘I’ll bribe one of the grooms to tell me.’

But she shakes her head. ‘No, I’ll just ask.’

She picks up the long skirts of her riding gown and strides across the cobbled yard to where the king is folding his brothers into his arms. She does not step back as a lady should; she steps forward, and they turn and open their arms to her, so four of them are head-to-head, speaking low-voiced and urgently. Then they break apart, the king goes swiftly into the castle, with his brothers, as Jacqueline beckons me to follow her through the little arched doorway that leads to the queen’s side.

‘I must prepare the queen for bad news,’ she says over her shoulder, taking the stone stairs two at a time like a boy.

‘What’s happened?’ I race after her, but she will not speak until we are inside the queen’s privy chamber, the door closed behind us.

She grabs me and puts her lips to my ear. ‘The king won’t speak of this to the court till tomorrow. I’ll tell you, but you must keep it completely between us.’ She rears back to look at me. ‘No gossip. You must be honourable, Eleanor – not a babbling girl.’

I nod.

‘There’s been a battle at a town called Baugé, in France, near Tours. The king’s brother Thomas has been killed; it’s a terrible defeat for the English. I’ve got to tell the queen privately. We can’t start a panic. This is a terrible set-back for the king and for England.’

‘God take his soul into ever-loving peace.’ I cross myself. ‘What’ll the king do?’

‘He’ll have to go back to France – at once. To avenge his brother’s death.’

This is a disaster for her cause and worse for me. ‘At once?’

She shrugs. ‘They must strike back against the French. My cause will have to wait. If they win – they’ll be so much the stronger to help me.’

‘But if they lose?’ I demand fearfully.

‘Henry doesn’t lose,’ she says with fierce pride. ‘That’s why I chose him.’
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Back in London, the court is the headquarters of an army preparing for an invasion. All women are superfluous but Jacqueline – she knows the countryside of northern France. The king, grim-faced, meets with his privy council every morning and orders the muster of men from all around the country, transport ships to the port of Dover, forging and casting of cannon and cannonballs, and the training of longbowmen – the famous English longbowmen who won us France only six years ago and will win us France again.

He forgets nothing, not the smallest details. The royal exchequer is commanded to pay Countess Jacqueline a fortune of one hundred pounds a month, and she will stay at court as his guest. He will keep her in England, and I will have to stay with her, while all the marriageable men ride off to invade France and leave only women and old men at court.

I can foresee spinsterhood as clearly as if I were saying my prayers backwards and throwing apple peel over my shoulder, but I would like to have someone read my fortune from the dregs of my cup or in the cards. There is a wise woman who comes to advise the ladies of Westminster, and I think it worth a silver farthing to see what she says.

I wait beside the garden door of Dog Court – named for the dog’s face carved on the arch of the gateway. The porter’s room beside the door is known as Mistress Jourdemayne’s room, as if she were a court official with a handle to her name and her own office. The scholars from the universities come to her for the dark-blue ink she makes for them: the common ink from woad or the expensive one of lapis lazuli. They buy her black raven quills and pay her for Seeings and Readings. London physicians come to buy her dried herbs folded in silk, the little flasks of oils that clink in her leather satchel, and ask her to read the patient’s health from the dregs of his urine. She is skilled in natural lore learned from her mother – a wise woman from generations of countrywomen. Her mother was a seventh daughter, and Mistress Jourdemayne is said to have six older sisters.

The physicians and apothecaries are not the only customers for her drenches and drinks: the court noblemen come to her for salves when they have a pox; the swordsmen come for powders to make their blades sharper and more deadly; the ladies consult her for fortune-telling and secrets, for love potions to create desire and herbs to bring on bleeding. Ladies giving birth send for her; she is a midwife famous for preventing pain, and she knows the stars that will bring good luck to a baby and how to time a birth for the best portents.

Wise woman to a court that has been at war for more than eighty years, she is skilled with healing wounds; she can set a bone and stitch a wound so tight that it leaves no scar. Nobody makes a will without visiting Mistress Jourdemayne to ask her to look at the lifeline on the palm of their hand and tell them if they will come safely home again. She is respected as if she were a lady in the stillroom of her castle or a scholar-nun in her library at her books of horoscopes.

She is well known for staying on the right side of the Church laws which ban demons and fallen angels, but if I were her, and I knew how to do it, I would call up a power greater than myself to fulfil wild wishes and worldly ambitions. I would be thrilled to be a handmaid to a dark power: imagine commanding a fallen angel that could change the world! But Mistress Jourdemayne’s reputation is based on her daylight skills in the natural world, and her safety depends upon her staying within the law, inside godly limits.

She has had her own room at court for the last four years, and on saints’ days and holy days, the ogive-arch door is propped open with a block of stone shaped like a huge snail shell, and anyone happening to pass by can slide it out of the way with their foot, close the door behind them, and tell her a secret or ask her advice.

I stroll past on the day of St John of Beverley – the king’s favourite saint – and the door is open, the guardian stone snail in place. I stand on the threshold and look in.

I was half-expecting a blind seer and a room smelling of burning tallow, but the woman behind the table is no old hag. She is young and plain, cheeks rosy like a country girl, brown hair tucked under a linen cap, a blue gown like a yeoman’s wife: the sort of woman you might see at a market stall in any country fair, selling butter or cheeses. But here she is, in the greatest palace in England, with her charts and herbal books and receipts on a shelf behind her head and a lump of crystal and some phials of liquids on the table before her.

‘Mistress Cobham.’ She knows me, though this is the first time we have met, so I guess that she is a spy as well as a foreseer and that she watches the present as clearly as she foresees the future. ‘Come in. Push the doorstop aside and close the door if you wish to speak without being overheard.’

‘What is it?’ I ask curiously, pushing the stone aside. ‘Is it a carving of a great snail?’

‘Nobody knows what it is,’ she replies. ‘But I have seen a cliff that is embedded with monsters and snails of stone, just like that one – great creatures that must have walked on the beach where I walked and were made into stone for their sins by the God who spared me.’

‘Why d’you keep it here?’

‘To warn everyone who comes through the door that a woman can turn to stone, just as a bird can turn into air, just as dragonflies from water. We are all creatures of change. We all become our true selves at our end. And a woman who hardens her heart will be as cold as her headstone at her end.’

I close the door and sit opposite her, on the stool. The room is warm, smelling pleasantly of the strewing herbs on the floor and a little fire of pine cones in a brazier. This is a woman so welcome at court that someone orders pine cones and lights a fire for her.

‘Is it about your lady?’ she asks quietly.

‘How did you know? How extraordinary that you know!’ I exclaim.

She snorts on a little laugh. ‘No need for you to act the country maiden with me, Mistress Cobham, and I won’t with you. Stands to reason that you wouldn’t come for a love potion – I’ve seen you walk past the young men at court, and you’re sure-footed as a goat but not as randy. What fear does a girl like you have of the future? Someone’s bound to marry you. But your lady’s come a long way and made no headway – not with the king nor with his council.’

‘Can you really foresee?’

‘Sometimes,’ she says simply. ‘Sometimes, I have dreams; sometimes, I can see a darkness around someone or a shadow at their heels. Sometimes, I can smell an illness on their breath or see it in their face. And sometimes – like anyone with eyes and ears – I hear or see what people are saying or doing, and it’s obvious what will happen, because they always do the same thing, over and over, even when it didn’t work before. That’s the strongest foretelling of all – knowing someone’s pattern and watching them repeat it.’

‘D’you use secret arts?’

‘Only what’s given by God,’ she says promptly. ‘Our Lady Herself heard an angel’s foretelling. And I pray to Saint Cyprian of Antioch who protects and guides all good wizards, as he was a wizard and a saint himself. All things have their properties – herbs, stones, and metals. I know them, and I release their natural good, as the Church allows. I do nothing outside the law: magic but not necromancy, white magic not black. But anyway, I don’t need arts to tell you what your lady should do.’

I lean forward a little. ‘You said someone’s sure to marry me?’

‘D’you want nothing more?’

‘Nothing more,’ I breathe.

She smiles. ‘You’re supposed to cross my palm with silver you know.’

‘Silver?’

‘It’s a golden fortune – it’s worth a little silver.’

I feel in my pocket for the smallest silver coin I have. It is a silver farthing, a cross on one side, the pattern on the back blurred by use. It’s been shaved and clipped all around the rim: this one is worth even less than a quarter of a penny. She takes it without comment and slides it into a purse at her belt.

‘The countess can stay here and be honoured,’ she observes. ‘When her bad marriage is declared void by the Holy Father, she could marry well and be an English noblewoman. And if she was married and fixed here, she might get some of her rent from her lands for goodwill?’

‘That’s not a foretelling. It’s obvious. And it’s not worth a farthing.’

‘You didn’t give me a farthing,’ she observes.

‘It was a farthing once.’

‘She was a countess once.’

This makes me laugh, and she smiles at me, her eyes merry. ‘You see?’ she says. ‘Half of foreseeing is just knowing.’

‘So tell me the other half – the foreseeing I don’t know. Will she be a countess again? Will someone marry me?’

‘Yes,’ she says simply.

I lean back a little and take a breath. If true, this is worth a coin of gold: a noble. ‘Really? She will regain her title and rule her own lands, as she wants? And what about me?’

‘I can tell you this: one of the king’s men will win back her lands,’ she says casually, as if it were not an enormous prediction. ‘Not even she can do it alone. The king won’t do it for her. It will be one of his brothers: Duke John or Duke Humphrey.’

This is just what I have hoped. ‘For love of her?’

She shrugs. ‘Call it love, if you want to think of it like a story. But it’s more like calculation. Duke John will help her only if it serves him and his brother the king. He’s not a man to leap up for a forlorn hope. Besides, he’s heir to the throne now; nobody will let him go into danger. But Duke Humphrey …’ She smiles at me. ‘He’s a man looking for a cause. You watch him. You look for his pattern. He’s satisfied now, playing soldiers with the king, but if they ever win peace, he’ll need a new game. If the king gets a son and heir, both dukes drop down another step from the throne – Humphrey becomes fourth in line. He’s a young man, used to being important. He wants something to do – something showy.’

‘Just as I tell her,’ I exclaim.

‘She won’t entrance him as you would,’ she warns me. ‘She’ll never be anything but herself: strong as a man, brave as a lion.’

‘Men don’t like that. A woman should be a clinging vine not a …’

She laughs at me. ‘Ah, you’re wrong. A man might like a clinging vine for the flowering season, but for life, he needs a staff.’

I nod; this is well worth a farthing.

‘It’s not her you need to work on; but the duke,’ she tells me. ‘You can’t change her – she’s her own governor. She’s found her own shape: a woman of fire. But him, you can guide. You can make him see her as a cause, as a quest. He likes Romance and chivalry; you can tell him a story. He likes a story as much as you do.’

‘I knew it! I entrance him for her.’

‘Try to keep yourself out of it.’ She smiles at me as if she sees me in the hard light that my mother always shone on my childish selfishness. ‘You’ll ruin everything if you can’t resist being first,’ she says. ‘That’s a foreseeing for you! Let your lady outshine you. Be the maid not the mistress. Can you do that?’

‘I’ve done it every day of my life,’ I say crossly. ‘I step back for everyone. At home, I was one of five and not even the son and heir. And here, almost every woman in the court goes before me. I’m the last one that anyone thinks of.’

‘An older sister before you,’ she guesses. ‘And a younger one after you. And you the cleverest and the prettiest but the least loved.’

She puts it so coldly that I look up to the high window and blink back tears. ‘I don’t see why I shouldn’t want more …’

‘There are many women like us,’ she observes gently. ‘We need more than the ordinary – more than the obvious. We want to know more; we want to live more; we want more than one little life in one dull little place.’

‘I only want what I deserve. I want my just rewards.’

She laughs. ‘There’s no such thing as just rewards in this world,’ she says. ‘What you want is fame and fortune without working for it. That’s a devil’s temptation. You don’t want to call up a devil, do you?’




DOVER CASTLE, SUMMER

1421

Whatever the wise woman says, some women are rewarded far beyond their deserts. In June, when the court travels to Dover to watch the king and his army set sail for France, the queen rests in her litter as the rest of us ride down Watling Street. When we get to Dover Castle, after the bishop says Grace at dinner, the king raises his glass in a silent toast, and she blushes and looks down in a compelling performance of maidenly modesty. At Vespers that evening, there is a special prayer of safety for the king as he goes to war and then a thanksgiving for his beloved wife Catherine. Everyone knows by this, that she has the luck of the devil and has conceived a child in four months flat. Married without lifting a finger, crowned without effort, she will be mother to the next King of England and France for doing nothing but lying down on her expensive bed when the king could finally spare the time for her.

If I were Duke Humphrey, I would be sick with envy at my brother getting an heir; but when the men rise from their prayers, I see Humphrey clap his brother on the back, his handsome face alight with joy, and Duke John hugs them both.

The king is so confident of his brothers’ love and loyalty that when the fleet sails for France, he leaves Duke John in England as regent, to guard the queen, and takes Duke Humphrey as second-in-command, acknowledged as the greatest soldier in England after his brother the king.




WINDSOR CASTLE, WINTER

1421

Queen Catherine goes into her confinement in November with a cartload of treasures and trappings and holy relics, including Our Lord’s circumcised foreskin, encased in a silver jewel. My lady visits her every day, so I have to go into the darkened rooms with her – though, as an unmarried woman and a mere baron’s daughter, I must wait at the door while the better-born married women sit in the shadowy room, whispering hopes and muttering blessings. The queen is not to be disturbed by any displeasing sights or sounds; she is to doze in a perfect womb herself, at peace, in silence, in darkened stillness. All she is allowed to do is eat, and the castle kitchens send up every sort of dainty feast to tempt her.

For weeks, she idles in stuffy darkness, until one morning I am startled awake by the pealing of the chapel bells, and I realise she has finally had her baby. The boom of twenty-one cannon tells me it is a boy, and my first thought is that at last, my lady can leave the queen’s rooms and muster support for her campaign, and I can emerge from this women’s world and be seen.

The baby is christened almost at once, in the royal chapel, but neither the king, nor his brother Humphrey, nor any men come home from France for the ceremony. The baby takes the name of Henry, and his two godfathers are the king’s uncle, Bishop Beaufort, and the king’s brother, Duke John. The only godmother is my lady, Jacqueline – a great honour.

My lady carries the baby to the font, holds him tenderly, and rocks him when he cries at the splash of holy water and holy oil on his tiny bared breast. They put salt in his mouth and blow in his ears; the priest dabs his spit on eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. I am quite disgusted by the little creature, naked like a pale-skinned rabbit. I cannot believe that this little figure, pale as a wax doll, could ever be a king – surely he will never grow to greatness. He looks as if he will not last the year.

Duke John takes him into his arms, holding him awkwardly, bachelor that he is. His big dark face is tender as he looks at his nephew; even though this child is displacing him as first heir to the throne, he looks at him with love. The baby howls, flushing scarlet in the face, and the rocker takes him and pats his back until, mercifully, the noise stops and he goes to sleep. We take him to the confinement room, and his mother holds out her arms, calling him her little angel – his soul saved by baptism.

He should be suckled by a wet nurse, rocked by a team of rockers, and governed by a head nurse with two assistants; but with the king far away in France and the queen’s mother in Paris, nobody has the authority to take the baby from his mother and bind up her breasts to stop the milk. Secretly, they defy the male traditions of separating mother and baby. The wet nurse leaves the queen to suckle her son and sleep with him in her great bed, as contented as a fat yellow cat in a basket with a solitary precious kitten, and Jacqueline writes to the king that mother and baby are doing well, and all is as it should be.




WINDSOR CASTLE, SPRING

1422

The spring is as dull as the autumn. There are no young noblemen in England – they are all setting siege to the city of Meaux with the king, and if they were here, they would hardly look at me as the queen rises up from childbed, doubly beautiful in her pride and happiness – a queen of proven fertility: dancing with her ladies and riding out in the frosty water-meadows by the river, or hunting in the park as the days get longer and the birds start to sing in the early dawns.

Jacqueline has been bombarding the Holy Father the pope with long learned letters, citing her unlawful affinity with her false husband, John of Brabant. Her mother – his own godmother – wrongly advised them to marry, and Jacqueline says that she separated from him as soon as she realised it was a false marriage between too close kin. She has confessed and done penance for the sin. She writes like a lawyer, fierce and clever, one logical step rising to another in a staircase of argument that reaches to the dizzy height of her conclusion: that she is not married now and never was.

It is a convincing argument, and I am not surprised that the pope replies from his palace in Avignon and agrees with her. Even though she is a runaway, a disobedient wife who has taken up arms against her husband, the pope declares her marriage was invalid, and she is free to make war against her false husband and even free to marry another man.

This would be a complete triumph but for the bad luck that there is a false pope in Rome, and he is supported by Jacqueline’s enemy, her cousin, Philip of Burgundy. Of course, he says nothing in her favour.

‘But the true pope says you can marry again?’

‘I just got rid of one bad husband,’ she says. ‘Why would I marry another?’

‘You got rid of a bad husband who took your lands,’ I remind her. ‘Now you should choose a good one to win them back for you.’

She laughs at me. ‘Ah, Nell,’ she says with affection. ‘Will you never see that I can win by myself, without a man?’

‘Ah, Jacqueline.’ I dare to use her given name, since she is smiling at me. ‘Will you never see that every woman has to have a husband to fight for her?’

‘A woman can hold her own lands and her own noble title,’ Jacqueline points out. ‘A woman can raise her own army and lead it into battle. A woman need not depend on a man. I’m not the only woman in the world who prefers to make my own future. I will never again put myself into the service of a husband.’

‘Everyone has to serve someone,’ I point out. ‘I serve you.’

‘I pay you, and you can leave me,’ she says. ‘Anything else is slavery.’

‘Marriage is not slavery!’ I exclaim. ‘It’s my only escape from my home at Sterborough.’

‘Why escape one servitude to go into another?’ she demands.

I do not need Jacqueline’s careless words to make me doubt my plan to win a noble husband with nothing more than my smile. I am disappointed in court life. It is nothing like the Romances. No one is going to catch sight of me, singing in a rose garden like Nicolette in the poem. There is more to getting a husband than simply being pretty. Someone must speak for me.

I ask for permission to visit my father.

‘Are you missing your home?’ Jacqueline asks me kindly. ‘I miss Le Quesnoy so much that even now, I dream of it, and I wake and don’t know where I am.’

‘Not really,’ I confess, ‘but I should visit my father, if you can spare me.’

‘I can survive a few days without you,’ she says cheerfully and takes me to her room and gives me a new gown with a new thick cape. She orders the royal guard to keep me safe from the injured soldiers on the highway and speeds me on my way with her blessing.




STERBOROUGH CASTLE, SURREY, SPRING

1422

My father comes out of the big doors to the central courtyard to welcome us as we lead the horses over the drawbridge of my home castle, as the sun is setting in the early dusk of an April evening. I curtsey to him then kneel for his blessing, and when I get up, he kisses me.

‘Everything all right?’ he asks nervously. ‘I didn’t expect to see you home, what with the queen’s new baby and everything.’

‘I’m not his nurse,’ I say sharply. ‘I’m not a servant.’

‘No, no,’ he says hastily. My brother appears at Father’s elbow and hesitates to kiss me in welcome.

‘You look very fine,’ he says tentatively. ‘New clothes?’

‘I get two gowns a year as part of my salary,’ I remind him. ‘This was a gift. I have no money to buy gowns, as you well know.’ I step forward and kiss him. He may be a nervous fool but one day this castle will be his, with all the rents from all the lands around; he will be head of my house.

‘You must be tired,’ my father says hopefully. ‘You must want to dine in your room?’

‘No, I’ll come to Vespers.’

‘Reynold will read the service,’ my father says, even more nervously than before. ‘And – you’ll be pleased – your sister Elizabeth is visiting us.’

I shoot a quick look at my brother. If his piety is leading him towards the priesthood, it will be a disaster for me. If Reynold disappears into some monastery, my little brother Thomas will inherit the title and the fortune, and he is a ten-year-old child that I hardly know, and it is too late to start now.

‘How lovely!’ I lie. ‘Are you turning priest, Reynold? How proud Mother would have been!’

He flushes and stammers that he reads the evening service when our family priest officiates at the hospital that they have set up in our abbey.

‘A hospital? Wonderful work,’ I say warmly, but I wonder how much it has cost them. ‘And is Elizabeth making a long stay?’ I ask pleasantly. ‘And is her husband here too?’

Elizabeth’s husband, Sir John Harpenden, an ugly old monster, was such a terror to my baby sister Anne that she took one glance at him and swore herself into Barking Abbey as a novice nun.

‘No, Elizabeth’s on her own for a short visit,’ my father says. ‘You’ll have your old room.’

I wave my maid to follow me to my room and brush the dust of the road from my gown and tidy my hair under a gold net.

Vespers is at five o’clock; the chapel bell chimes as I cross the courtyard and walk past the servants and the tenants to take my seat beside my sister. There is a little murmur as I walk through the congregation, the women examining my gown and the men admiring my looks. I don’t smile; I have learned to be indifferent, as the queen is, when people stare at her. It is better to seem proud than seek attention.

My brother reads the service and from the regular responses and quiet attention of the congregation, I can tell he has done this many times before, and they respect him. Of course, it might serve me well if he joined the Church and rose high as a bishop. The king’s uncle, Bishop Beaufort, has used the Church as his private treasury and as a step in his upward rise. Reynold in holy orders could help me at court, meeting lords and giving me a substantial dowry for marriage. But my feeble brother has no ambition; he’ll do neither me nor himself any good. He will want to renounce the world and pray with the pilgrims and the sick at the abbey, and young Thomas will take over and I will get nothing.

The service ended, we go to supper in the great hall, served in the noisy, dirty, old-fashioned way, with all the household sitting down to eat at the same time, the dogs snarling over bones under the tables, and all the bread trenchers coming in at once. My father and brother, my sister and I, sit on a dais looking glumly down on the household, and my brother says the prayers like a common chaplain. My father raises a glass, and everyone toasts my return. ‘Just for a short visit from her great place at court,’ my father tells the hall of servants, as if to reassure everyone that I am not back to stay.

He does not ask me why I have come home until supper is over and we are in the solar, wine and sweetmeats on the table, Elizabeth sewing some bit of stuff under expensive wax candles, my brother sitting before the fire and cracking hazelnuts in his teeth like a boy.

‘Oh! Use nutcrackers if you must eat nuts!’ I say irritably.

He jumps at my tone, but my father smiles. ‘Ah, we’re a sorry pair of men,’ he says. ‘Rough and ready. But we rub along. Let him eat his nuts Eleanor, and tell us why you’re visiting. Is all well at court?’

‘Well enough. My lady is a strange woman, but I like her. She’s high in the favour of the queen, and the king is paying her to stay in England. She’s determined to get back to her lands – she’ll need to raise an army.’

‘We’ve got no men here,’ my father interrupts hurriedly. ‘The king mustered every able-bodied man I had and sent half of them back with an arm hacked off or a leg blown off, and what am I to do with them?’

‘We founded the hospital at the abbey for them.’ My brother leans forward, his face lighting up. ‘So many wounded men coming through the parish needed our help.’

‘Beggars?’

‘Soldiers,’ he corrects me. ‘It’s a Christian duty to heal them and feed them and even house them.’

‘Anyway, I didn’t come here for Countess Jacqueline’s army. I came on my own account. What I need to know is: what becomes of me, when my lady goes back to her home in Hainault?’

‘Won’t you go with her?’ my father asks simply.

‘To a war?’

‘As her lady?’

I pause. ‘You wouldn’t want me to go into danger.’

There is an awkward silence. Clearly, no one has thought about this at all.

‘Better not go then?’ Elizabeth says, so tentatively that it is not an opinion but a question.

‘Of course you don’t want me to go,’ I tell them. ‘It would be far better if a nobleman married me before she ever sets sail for the Hollands. But since everyone is at war and no one has even seen me, you’ll have to make the arrangements Father. You’ll have to speak to someone about me.’

‘Who?’ he asks simply. ‘Who would I speak to?’

‘You must have many friends with sons of the right age,’ I encourage him. ‘Young men who are heirs to their fathers’ lands. Neighbours? Or look further afield – France or Ireland? When you go to London you must meet other landowners. Distant kinsmen? Mother’s family, the Culpepers?’

‘No great landowner would marry a girl with such a poor dowry,’ my father says simply. ‘I thought that
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