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Part One

Henry

‘… a heart of gold,

A lad of life, an imp of fame:

Of parents good, of fist most valiant:

I kiss his dirty shoe, and from my heart-string

I love the lovely bully …’

William Shakespeare,

King Henry the Fifth

Act IV, Scene 1


Chapter One

France, September 1418

Leaning heavily on her stick, Sister Supplice shivered as she hobbled along the cold flagstones of the passageway to the dormitory, the flame from her candle guttering in a sudden draught. She dreaded the coming winter: the convent at Poissy was a chill, unforgiving place when the weather turned bad and the old nun knew that her painful joints would be almost unbearable by December. Of course, she was grateful that her Father in Heaven had kept a roof over her head and food on her trencher in exchange for her obedience, which was more than could be said for her father on earth. The Marquis had been only too pleased that his plain, unmarriageable plum pudding of a daughter had resigned herself to taking the veil: not that she’d been given any choice in the matter.

Now, she pushed all those old resentments to the back of her mind because the only important thing was that the grey light of dawn heralded the day she had dreaded for so long. She had always known it would have to come and now it was here. Pushing open the door of the narrow cell where Catherine slept, she looked down at the girl’s face, untroubled in a dreamless sleep. If only this last moment of innocence could be preserved for all time.

Sister Supplice felt as fiercely protective towards Catherine now as she had always felt, ever since she first set eyes on her. It must have been fifteen years ago, she realised with surprise, that two piteously thin, fair-haired little girls had been brought without ceremony to the convent, bewildered and hungry, their eyes brimming with tears. The Princess Marie de Valois, ten years old, was holding the hand of her three-year-old sister, Catherine, and once the men of the royal guard had delivered them into the safe keeping of the nuns, they were left almost entirely alone, attended by only one servant, a slovenly woman with a dirty face and several missing teeth.

‘They’re stinking!’ Sister Marie-Thérèse had hissed, wrinkling her nose in disgust. ‘They’re absolutely filthy and their heads are jumping with lice. I don’t think they’ve been given clean clothes since May Day!’

‘Please try to contain your disapproval, Sister,’ Mother Superior had admonished her. ‘The convent is hardly in a position to turn down a request from the King to care for two of his children.’

‘But the King is …’

‘Yes, thank you, Sister, we are all aware of the King’s malady.’

The nuns knew as well as anyone that the King was quite, quite mad, poor soul, but that was the Lord’s will and it was not their place to judge His Highness. So there had been nothing for it but to look after the King’s daughters as best they could. At least they were to be paid quite reasonably for doing so, which was just as well since they were expected to be responsible for both the welfare and the education of the royal princesses.

Sister Consolata, who loved nothing better than a juicy secret, blamed the Queen. ‘They say she’s taken the King’s brother into her confidence. And into her bed!’ she whispered to Sister Supplice, elbowing her in the ribs.

Mother Superior silenced them with a frown. ‘That will be all, Sisters. Indulgence in tittle-tattle is unbecoming in a bride of Christ. It is my sincere hope that the King’s faith in the convent of Poissy is not misplaced and I trust you will treat His Highness’s daughters with dignity and Christian charity while they remain in our charge.’

The nuns had been genuinely aghast at the children’s plight and when they weren’t preoccupied with their daily tasks and devotions, they seized every opportunity to gossip. In horrified whispers, they told each other that the little princesses had been sent to the convent for their own safety. It was well known, they said, that Queen Isabeau was no better than she should be, what with her poor, mad husband locked up in St Pol. Why, she wouldn’t even pay for servants to look after him! Squandered the money, probably, on gowns and fripperies. Disgusting! Then there was the King’s cousin, the Duke of Burgundy, ‘John the Fearless’ as people called him. In the nuns’ opinion, he was just as bad as the rest of the family, squabbling with the Queen over the guardianship of the royal children while the poor King was under lock and key.

Worst of all, they’d heard that the Queen’s own brother had tried to abduct them, just a few weeks before the two youngest girls had arrived at the convent. No wonder they were dirty, neglected, and frightened. Sister Supplice remembered that they smelled like little animals and that once they had been stripped and washed, Mother Superior had ordered that their flea-infested clothes be burned.

Since then, however agonising the pain in her knees, Sister Supplice had always knelt during Lauds and prayed fervently that this would not be the day when the dreaded royal warrant would arrive and Catherine would be snatched away from her, to be taken back to court, where her future would be decided. If only they would send for Marie instead, she thought uncharitably; after all she was the older of the two, the more marriageable. But Marie had taken easily to convent life; she was already a postulant and would soon be starting her novitiate. There would be no question of Marie returning to court.

On the other hand Catherine, though outwardly pious enough, had shown no interest at all in taking the veil. She had learned to read and write and showed an aptitude for languages, becoming quite fluent in Latin and even managing to learn a few words of English. Her neat stitches in the altar cloth she was helping to make were testament to her skills as a needlewoman and she chanted the responses to the litany in a pleasant, tuneful voice. There was nothing more the nuns could teach her.

Still soundly asleep, the girl turned on her side and muttered something. Sister Supplice touched her shoulder.

‘What is it, my little one? Another nightmare?’

She worried when Catherine cried in her sleep as she sometimes did, waking up distressed, without ever being able to describe what she had been dreaming, sobbing about lots of people shouting and horses going too fast. And, the oddest thing of all, she always said she had the sweet taste of marchpane in her mouth.

Gently, Sister Supplice shook her shoulder. How could young girls possibly sleep so heavily? Perhaps it was because they were growing so fast at this age. It worried her that the shapeless grey woollen convent dress Catherine wore each day could no longer disguise the fact that she had become a young woman; attractive, even beautiful. But great beauty, to Sister Supplice’s way of thinking, was as much of a disadvantage to a woman as great ugliness. People would rarely look beyond either to see what lay beneath.

What worried the old nun most of all was the rumour she’d heard last week from Sister Madeleine, who kept the postern gate and dealt with the tradesmen. She’d said a pedlar had told her that the Queen was trying to bring about a marriage between her daughter, Catherine, and the English King Henry V.

The selfish, dissolute woman! It was nothing short of a sacrifice to offer the little one’s hand in marriage to the great arrogant brute of a foreigner whose avowed intention was to conquer the whole of France. Sister Supplice crossed herself at the thought of Agincourt, the bloodiest of battles. The very name struck loathing, terror, and shame into French hearts.

‘Catherine, wake up,’ she whispered, more urgently now, shaking her harder. ‘Oh, come, you must wake. It is very important.’

Catherine turned again, yawned and stretched her arms, then sat upright with a jolt, her eyes wide open.

‘Have they have sent for me, Sister?’

‘Yes, child, it is what we have been expecting.’ Sister Supplice’s throat tightened. ‘You must get up and make yourself ready to leave for the castle at Meulan. The warrant from Her Highness the Queen arrived late last night with twenty men of the royal guard sent to escort you, but Reverend Mother wouldn’t allow their captain to see you.’ She had thoroughly approved of Mother Superior’s indignant refusal to comply with the man’s peremptory demands. Her Royal Highness the Princess Catherine had retired for the night, he was told, and that was that. He would have to wait until morning to see her and, no, the convent could not possibly accommodate twenty men, not without prior warning. They would have to make their own arrangements. There were plenty of barns to provide shelter and there was a perfectly good inn less than a mile away.

Sister Supplice hadn’t slept at all. She spent the night on her knees, ignoring the pain, praying for something, anything that would mean Catherine having to remain in Poissy. Life without her was unimaginable.

But Catherine was already on her feet, dragging her coffer out from under her bed and starting to gather together her few belongings.

‘You don’t have to go, Catherine!’ Sister Supplice sat heavily on the edge of the narrow bed, anxiously twisting her fingers in the skirts of her habit. ‘You can refuse to leave. Wouldn’t you like to stay here and become a postulant like Marie? If you take the veil you will always be safe. The Lord watches over His handmaidens.’

Catherine paused for a moment and gave Sister Supplice a fond smile and an almost imperceptible shake of her head. Then she continued her packing.

‘Think, Catherine! Think! If you go to court, you might have to marry King Henry and go to live in England! My dear, you’re young, you don’t understand what will be expected of you. The indignity of it! If you are made to marry the King, you will be forced to share his bed and … and … submit to him. And he is a brute. A beast! Everybody says so. He … he probably has a tail!’

Startled, Catherine hesitated before wrapping her Book of Hours carefully in her spare shift and putting it in the coffer. Live in England? Marry King Henry? No, surely not! A marriage would be arranged for her, of course, that was only to be expected, but not with the King of England, not after the way he had inflicted such devastation and suffering on France and her people. Impulsively, she bent and kissed the old nun’s cheek.

‘Oh, Sister Supplice, my dear father the King would never dream of making me do such a thing. So please, don’t worry. No, really, you mustn’t. But I will have to leave very soon. The Queen commands my presence. I am duty bound to obey.’

Catherine was relieved that there could be no argument with that. She had begun to feel more and more like a prisoner in the convent over the last few months, prey to a strange feeling of restlessness. She had tried talking to Marie about how she felt but her sister didn’t understand what she meant. For Marie, a woman’s greatest privilege was to serve God. Catherine’s ambitions were a great deal less lofty and less well-defined but she did know that she wanted to be outside the convent walls, where she might enjoy music other than plainsong, where she might meet other young people of her own age, where she might even learn to dance. She had no idea how all this would come about but it would certainly not happen within the confines of the convent at Poissy.

Within the hour the captain of the guard, a sullen-looking man dressed in the livery of King Charles VI of France, had his men assembled in the quadrangle, adjusting their saddles and making ready for the journey. Horses tossed their heads and snorted, harnesses jingling, clouds of their warm breath white on the cold air of early morning. In the north cloister, Catherine was taking her leave of the nuns who had been her family for so long when Mother Superior came to a sudden decision. Striding out into the quadrangle, she began to berate the captain. Why had a chaperone not been sent to accompany the Princess Catherine? Surely she was not expected to travel with an entirely male escort party!

Catherine held her breath in a moment of pure panic. What if Mother Superior refused to let her go? She would be as trapped as a hen in a coop. She watched as the captain produced the royal warrant yet again, waving it imperiously under Mother Superior’s nose, jabbing his finger at it to make his point. Illiterate, he could not read Queen Isabeau’s signature, though he swaggered with the authority vested in him by the royal seal.

Mother Superior knew when she was beaten. Her shoulders slumped, she walked back to the cloister and made Catherine give her solemn word that, during the course of the journey, she would remember everything she had been taught about seemly behaviour. On tenterhooks to get away, Catherine would have promised anything.

Then she caught a glimpse of Marie in her postulant’s robe, standing next to Sister Supplice, her fist bunched up hard against her mouth in an effort to control her feelings. Her sister’s anxious face made Catherine suddenly aware that this parting could be for a very long time.

‘God go with you,’ Marie whispered, embracing her, ‘and kiss dear Papa for me. Oh, and kiss Maman, too, of course.’ Catherine bit her lip to control its trembling while Sister Supplice wept like a mother bereaved.

As the journey began, mounted on a sturdy, docile little palfrey and with her heart very full, Catherine turned and looked back over her shoulder. A lone, bent figure stood at the convent gate, leaning on a stick and waving farewell.

Their route to Meulan took them north-west along the banks of the Seine and the pleasure of riding beside the sparkling waters of the river did much to lift Catherine’s spirits. Freed from the constraints of convent behaviour, she occasionally leaned over in the saddle and stretched out her hand to pick some late berries from the hedgerows, savouring their sweetness as they burst in her mouth, relishing the liberty of being able to do so without fear of being chastised or corrected. The captain of the guard addressed her deferentially as ‘Your Highness’ and she straightened up and held her head erect as she remembered that, of course, he was a servant. He was riding alongside to defend her, not to tell her how to behave.

At mid-morning, the captain chose a sunny spot on the river bank where they could stop and rest. Slaking their thirst with small beer, they made a modest meal of the bread and cheese which the nuns had packed into their saddle bags. The horses, tethered in the shade of the willow trees at the water’s edge, cropped the sweet, damp grass and swished their tails at the flies. After finishing her meal, Catherine made a decorous excuse and retreated behind a thicket of young hawthorn to relieve herself. Mother Superior would have approved of her seemly behaviour, she thought wryly, smoothing down her skirt before rejoining her protective entourage.

There was no one to meet the travellers or bid them welcome to Meulan at journey’s end in the afternoon. The captain of the guard escorted Catherine into the great hall of the castle, its high stone walls hung with dusty tapestries. Smoke drifted up from a great pile of apple wood logs in the hearth where a young boy was trying to get a fire going with a pair of leather bellows nearly as big as himself. From the minstrels’ gallery came the sound of a rebec as a musician repeated a rhythmic phrase over and over again in an effort to master it. Since there appeared to be nowhere to sit, Catherine hung back and stood near the door as servants scurried in and out, carrying benches and setting up trestle tables. The captain stopped a passing footman, commandeered a bench for Catherine, and had it placed against the wall. Then he sent the man off to inform the Queen that her daughter had arrived. Catherine eased herself gingerly down onto the seat, the muscles in her buttocks and her back stiff and painful after the long, unaccustomed ride from Poissy. Fascinated, she watched the controlled activity going on around her.

‘What do you know of this, Captain?’ she asked.

He shrugged. ‘It seems that a banquet is being prepared, Your Highness, and my guess is that it will have something to do with the English King.’

‘King Henry?’

‘Aye, he spends much of his time in France these days. No doubt he’s come to pick over our bones.’

‘He’s not expected to come here tonight, is he?’

‘No, my Lady, probably not, or we’d have heard about it in the guard room. But he does spend a deal too much time hereabouts. Him or his damned lackeys.’

He spat out the words and Catherine, taken slightly aback, felt a worm of apprehension begin to gnaw at her stomach. Why had she been brought here? The Queen would hardly have summoned her to court for the pleasure of her company. After all, she had done without that pleasure for fifteen years, apart from a few fleeting visits to the convent. Catherine remembered the upheaval those rare royal visits would cause, with Mother Superior seeming to relinquish all her authority as she fawned over the Queen. The nuns would be tripping over each other in their excitement, even Sister Supplice, who was usually so calm except when anyone mentioned the English invaders. And now the captain, too, was clearly agitated by the mention of the enemy.

‘Did you fight at Agincourt, Captain?’

‘I did, Your Highness, and lost three good fingers to an English hatchet on the battlefield.’ He pulled the leather mitten off his mutilated left hand and Catherine recoiled at the sight of it. ‘Still, I got out alive which is more than most men did. Six thousand French dead and many more maimed, nobles and commoners alike.’

‘Was it really as bad as everyone says?’

‘Oh, yes, and a good deal worse. It was as if the gates of Hell itself had opened, men and animals drowning in pools of blood and filth, screaming in pain.’ He warmed to his subject. ‘And King Henry takes no prisoners: the poor bastards were herded up in the mud and killed where they stood. He is a brute, a beast, the very spawn of the Devil. Begging your pardon, Your Highness,’ he added. He had gone too far but, by God’s bones, he’d been honest.

Catherine’s eyes were wide with dismay at the captain’s account of the battle and she felt real revulsion at the sight of his hand.

‘Excuse me, Your Highness.’

She turned at the sound of a voice, glad of an interruption. A dark-haired young woman of about her own age was curtseying deeply to her.

‘Yes, what is it?’

The young woman straightened up. ‘The Queen wishes to see you immediately, my Lady. I am to take you to her.’

Catherine had been summoned to her mother’s presence. She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders.

‘Very well, er … what is your name?’

‘Guillemote, my Lady. I am to be your personal maid.’

A personal maid! How different her life was about to become. She rose from the bench and inclined her head in dignified dismissal of the captain. Then she followed the girl called Guillemote towards a heavy oak door behind the dais at the far end of the great hall. A liveried footman held open the door and a small brown dog scampered around them, yapping noisily as they crossed the threshold.

‘Catherine! There you are, child! Why are you so late arriving? Did that nincompoop of a captain lose his way?’

Catherine was caught up in the whirlwind which was her mother, Her Highness Queen Isabeau of France. She had forgotten how things happened around the Queen, how servants rushed hither and thither to do her bidding, how she barked commands and demanded immediate obedience. She was wearing a tall, conical headdress of intricate design which made her appear to tower above everyone around her, and her high forehead and plucked eyebrows gave her a look of haughty superiority.

‘Come,’ the Queen fussed, slapping at the dust on Catherine’s cloak, ‘we must clean you up before our visitor arrives.’ She seized Catherine’s arm and began propelling her towards the stone staircase which led to the upper floor.

‘Visitor?’ Alarmed, Catherine tried to pull back. ‘Is King Henry coming here tonight?’

‘King Henry? Good heavens, child, no. What on earth made you think that?’

‘But the captain of the guard said …’

The Queen tightened her grip on Catherine’s arm. ‘Don’t listen to servants’ idle tittle-tattle, Catherine, they never get anything right. No, the King is not expected but his special envoy is. Sir Robert Waterton. Come along. We need to impress him.’

Still Catherine hung back. ‘But why? Why, my Lady?’

‘Because it is our business to make the English realise that France and the French are not just here for the taking. We must put a price on ourselves.’

Catherine felt a sense of relief. What her mother had said made perfect sense. ‘Oh, I see. Yes, of course, I understand. The King of England is a monster, isn’t he? Everyone says so. The captain said he killed all his prisoners at Agincourt in cold blood. And … and … Sister Supplice says he probably has a tail!’

‘Oh, for pity’s sake! Don’t be so naïve, Catherine. And take no notice of the insane prattling of nuns. A tail? What nonsense! As it happens, I have met King Henry and he is very charming.’ Queen Isabeau, who had been carrying another small, yapping dog under her arm, threw the poor creature to the floor and turned to look critically at her daughter.

‘Look at you!’ she said, ‘covered in dust and smelling like a horse. Come, we have work to do.’

Queen Isabeau was as imperious as ever. It would have been pleasant, Catherine reflected as she climbed the spiral staircase behind her mother, to have been greeted with affection, perhaps even kissed. She was sure her father would have kissed her.

‘How is my dear Papa?’ she asked. ‘Will I see him tonight?’

‘No,’ the Queen paused on the stair for a moment and turned to look down at her daughter, her forehead creased in a frown. ‘Your father will not be joining us. He is not well. And for his own safety, I have ordered that he be kept at St Pol until this latest bout of illness passes. He has servants there to look after him.’

‘So his old malady still troubles him?’

‘Grievously,’ said the Queen. ‘When I saw him last month, he kept saying he was made of glass.’

‘Glass?’

‘Yes, glass. He insisted on having iron rods sewn into his clothes to protect him and he wouldn’t let anyone near him, for fear they’d break him.’

‘Not even you, Maman?’

‘Least of all me,’ said the Queen, tightening her grip on the handrail before turning to climb the last few stairs to the upper solar.

Catherine had few clear memories of her early childhood before she and Marie were sent to the convent at Poissy but she retained a strong impression of her father as a big, affectionate bear of a man. She remembered laughter, warmth, and security within the safe circle of his arms while she sat on his knee and he told her stories, taught her nursery rhymes, and played little games which involved much counting of her fingers and toes. But other memories always intruded: memories of being awakened at night and clinging in terror to her sister, their hearts hammering with fear, pulling the bedclothes up over their ears to muffle the sounds of wailing and shouting from the King’s room and the running footsteps of servants in the corridor outside. In her later years in the convent, her sleep sometimes disturbed by a hooting owl or a snoring nun, she had thought about those far-off, frightening nights in the nursery at St Pol and realised that her dear father lived more and more in his own dark world of madness. It saddened her to think of him so sorely troubled.

There was a discreet knock at the door.

‘Ah, Guillemote, there you are,’ said the Queen, as it opened. ‘Now, go and heat up some water to wash the Princess Catherine’s hair. And make sure you use good soap of Marseilles. Then rinse it in a solution of lemon juice to lighten it, braid it when it’s dry, then dress her in one of my gowns. The new red one, I think, with that lovely fair hair. No, wait! Not the red, it will make her look too brazen. The green is more subtle. Yes, the green might well complement the colour of those eyes. And no, on second thoughts, don’t braid her hair. There’s no need to, she is not married: not yet. Besides, it has an attractive wave to it. We can take advantage of that. Get on with it, girl! We haven’t got all night.’

Bobbing a hasty curtsey, Guillemote hurried away to do her bidding while the Queen pushed her daughter down on to a chair in front of a small dressing table and turned her towards a looking-glass, propped up by its handle in a holder. Meeting Catherine’s startled gaze was the oval face of a fair-haired young woman with large, blue-grey eyes, fringed with dark lashes. High cheekbones counterbalanced a slightly elongated nose and the pale, translucent skin was flushed with embarrassment. For the first time in her life, she was seeing the reflection of herself as an adult. Bending forward, she examined the mirror image more closely and heartily disliked what she saw.

‘My nose is very big,’ she said, pushing the mirror away.

The Queen turned her daughter’s head from side to side, studying her from every angle. ‘Hmmm. Yes, you are inclined to have the Valois nose, I’m afraid, and there’s not much we can do about that. But it’s a long nose, not a big one. Elegant. Aristocratic. And at least there’s no mistaking your blood line; the whole royal family on your father’s side has the Valois nose.’ Isabeau continued her minute inspection of her daughter’s face. ‘Your skin is good, quite flawless, and you’re lucky you have my eyes. Let me see your teeth.’ Catherine winced as the Queen prised open her mouth; she might have been assessing the age of a sheep. ‘Ah, good! You still have all your teeth so your breath will be sweet and a little tincture of myrrh will sweeten it even further. That’s excellent.’

‘Isn’t this sinful, Maman?’

‘Sinful? Why should it be sinful?’

‘Well, the mirror. We had no mirrors at Poissy …’

The Queen snorted her derision. ‘God’s knees, child! Mirrors are not sinful, though nuns will have you believe that if you look into one you’ll see the devil’s backside. No, it is not sinful to make the most of every advantage you have in this life. Surely those old hens taught you the Gospel according to St Matthew?’

‘Yes, yes, of course.’ Catherine was shocked at her mother’s blasphemy.

‘Then remember the parable of the talents, Catherine. “To him that hath shall be given.” So let’s see what talents you have. Well, your hair is pretty enough but it will certainly benefit from a good wash. Did you ever comb it in that convent? It doesn’t look like it. And this dress! Dear God! It’s no wonder that women who wear clothes like this end up as virgins.’

‘They’re nuns, Maman.’

Queen Isabeau grimaced. ‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘And to think that your sister Marie has chosen to become one. Poor misguided child! Thank God I still have you.’

The tuneful little musical phrase went round and round in Catherine’s head. She’d first heard the rebec player practising it to perfection in the great hall during the afternoon and, joined now by the shawm and the rhythm of the tambour, it had proved the most popular dance of the evening. Catherine watched from the royal dais as some thirty men and women wove colourful patterns around the big room to the rhythms of popular dance tunes which she was hearing for the first time. She was enchanted by the music and elated at the changes which the expert ministrations of her mother and the maid, Guillemote, had wrought in her own appearance. Her gleaming hair tumbled to her shoulders under a delicate veil held in place by a circlet of gold. She had been laced into her mother’s gown of green watered silk and loved the way it shimmered in the candlelight when she moved. Fifteen years of convent-bred inhibitions were beginning to drop away from Catherine like a discarded cloak.

Of course, she had not danced at all; that was certainly not something she had been taught by the nuns and her mother’s restraining hand on her left arm ensured that she was not tempted to exhibit her lack of dancing skills in front of the English King’s envoy. Sitting to her right on the royal dais, Sir Robert Waterton, too, seemed keen to touch Catherine’s arm at any excuse. A square-jawed man with a slight cast in his eye, he leaned towards her conspiratorially, his foetid breath hot in her ear.

‘You are even more beautiful than the miniature portrait which my sovereign lord, King Henry, has of you,’ he whispered. ‘He gazes upon it often and says he thinks you must be very lovely.’

‘King Henry has a portrait of me?’ Catherine’s eyes opened wide in disbelief.

‘Yes, of course he has,’ said Queen Isabeau. ‘I sent him that miniature I commissioned last year. The artist came to the convent. Surely you remember?’

Catherine did remember but had assumed that the portrait was for her parents. Apparently not. And now that she thought about it, no portrait had been painted of her sister Marie, though that hadn’t struck her as particularly odd at the time. She began listening to the conversation on either side of her in mounting concern.

‘Of course, Catherine’s beauty is the envy of every maiden in France,’ Queen Isabeau was pointing out. ‘She takes after me.’ That was certainly true. Catherine had, indeed, inherited her mother’s high forehead and fine cheekbones. Thankfully, she had not inherited her mother’s imperious attitude and fiery temper. ‘In fact,’ the Queen went on, ‘it is generally accepted that she is the most comely princess in the whole of Europe. Her hand in marriage would be a great prize for any man.’

‘Indeed, my Lady,’ Sir Robert replied. ‘There can be few men on God’s earth who could resist your daughter’s charms. Of course, I am not acquainted with all the princesses in Europe but I have met several of them. The Princess Catherine is certainly a great deal lovelier than the Princess Marie of Anjou, whom I met some time ago.’

‘And what was so displeasing about her? You must admit that her bloodline is impeccable.’

‘Indeed, yes. But there was nothing much to be gained from it. Besides, she was too dark, too swarthy-looking.’

Queen Isabeau nodded. ‘And have you met the Countess Jacqueline of Holland, my Lord?’

‘Oh, indeed. She is one of the more attractive ones. There was once some suggestion that she might make a suitable wife for the King’s younger brother, the Duke of Bedford.’

‘Ah, but she was already betrothed to my son, John. They would still be married if he had lived. God rest his soul,’ Isabeau said, crossing herself briefly. ‘But yes, you’re right, she is quite attractive. Of course, she is our kinswoman,’ she said, to prove her point.

Sir Robert Waterton leered again at Catherine. ‘Sadly, the beauty of the bride is not the only thing to be taken into consideration in negotiating a royal marriage. There is the matter of the marriage settlement. His Highness King Henry would not agree to any dowry which does not include Normandy and Aquitaine. And eight hundred thousand crowns,’ he added, as an afterthought.

Catherine’s cheeks blazed. She was being bartered. Her mother and this deeply unpleasant man were haggling over her bride price like farmers at market, both hoping to turn a profit on the mating of a highly prized animal. And the chosen stud was to be the Beast of Agincourt.

Sister Supplice had been right after all.

That first night at Meulan, Catherine’s bedchamber seemed awash with weeping. Hot tears of betrayal and bewilderment coursed down her cheeks and shuddering sobs shook her whole body. Queen Isabeau, turning with an impatient swish of her skirts before sweeping out of the room, had told her to pull herself together and be grateful that she had the prospect of a glittering future as Queen of England.

Full of compassion, Guillemote made her mistress a posset of hot milk laced with wine and spices and sat beside her while she drank it, holding a cloth under her trembling chin, stroking her shoulder and making little crooning, soothing sounds to comfort her in her obvious distress.

To her new maid Catherine seemed very young, yet they were probably around the same age. But surely, Guillemote thought, a princess must know how things are done: for all her convent upbringing, the concept of an advantageous marriage arranged by her parents can’t have been anything new to her. Still, being forced to marry the Beast of Agincourt was asking a great deal of her, the poor thing.

Guillemote, born and brought up in the service of the Valois family, was well aware of the Queen’s dynastic scheming for all her children. But now, still with her arm around the sobbing Catherine, she saw the pain and confusion these tactical transactions could cause; she also knew that they did not always work out for the best. Many years ago, Catherine’s oldest sister, the Princess Isabelle, had returned home to France, a widow at the age of eleven after an unconsummated marriage to the English King Richard II. Then, nine years ago, the Princess Michelle had been married to her cousin Philip of Burgundy but these days, having failed to produce an heir to the Burgundian title, she wore a face that could curdle milk.

The Valois sons were two sickly boys and both dead before the age of twenty. This meant that the next in line to the throne of France was now Catherine’s younger brother Charles, a sly fifteen-year-old with a bulbous nose and pustular skin, the Queen’s last child and the runt of her litter. Guillemote had loathed the Dauphin Charles ever since the day, six months ago, when he pushed her roughly against a wall outside the palace kitchens, fastened his slobbering mouth over hers, pulled up her skirts, and tried to shove his hand between her legs. After a desperate struggle, she had managed to fight him off but the sound of his crowing, high-pitched laughter still rang in her ears.

One day, Charles would become king of France. Recalling her revulsion at the sensation of his tongue probing her mouth, Guillemote thought him entirely unsuited for the highest office in the land – but she was only a servant so how could she possibly judge? That sort of thing was for others to decide. All she could do was try to bring some comfort to her poor young mistress.


Chapter Two

France, May 1419

It felt chilly on the river despite the spring sunshine and Catherine pulled her woollen cloak closer about her shoulders. The sumptuous barge which her mother had insisted upon hiring for this important occasion was making slow, stately progress north-west from Paris along the River Oise. Queen Isabeau was determined to create an impression at the meeting which had finally been arranged between the French and English kings with their advisers. They were to meet at Pontoise at three o’clock, to discuss the terms of a possible treaty which, if agreed upon, would include a marriage between the French Princess Catherine de Valois and the English King Henry V. Over the last few months, the reluctant prospective bride had finally been persuaded of the desirability of the union and had been made very aware that she represented the last hope of a royal marriage as the foundation of a strong alliance between the two countries. It had been drummed into her that the alliance would be of great benefit to France: but she was still filled with trepidation at the thought of what was to come.

On the river bank, an unnecessarily large contingent of men-at-arms rode alongside the barge as it continued majestically on its way. On board, His Royal Highness King Charles VI of France, his crown slightly askew, lay slumped against opulent cushions of crimson velvet. He was snoring open-mouthed after two glasses of the excellent red wine which had been a gift from his cousin, John the Fearless, the Duke of Burgundy, who accompanied them. Sitting between her parents, Catherine watched as the barge rounded a bend in the River Oise and the landing stage came into view. She felt a twinge of nervousness and wondered yet again what the afternoon held in store for her. Her mother had spoken highly of King Henry and described him in glowing terms; but she found it difficult to imagine him.

‘What does King Henry look like, my Lady? Did you think him handsome when you met him?’

‘I have told you, Catherine, more than once. He is a fine-looking man, a man’s man, a warrior king. I’ll wager he can make a woman feel like a woman in every sense of the word …’ She threw a scornful look at her husband and added, ‘which is more than can be said for some.’

Queen Isabeau was clearly nervous about the meeting. Now and then she would get up from her seat to pace up and down the deck, from prow to stern and then back again. She was at her most elegant today, her forehead smooth and high with finely plucked eyebrows emphasising the shape of her large, blue-grey eyes. A delicate veil in the palest shade of lilac drifted down from the tip of her pointed headdress and heavily jewelled sleeves protruded from slits in the seams of her purple, ermine-lined cloak. A small lap dog with ridiculously short legs and a sharp, shrill bark did its best to keep up with her pacing but succeeded only in waking the King.

‘Dear God!’ he squealed, ‘keep that animal away from me!’

Catherine put an arm around his shoulders, soothing him. ‘Hush, Papa. It is only Maman’s little dog, Cherie. She won’t harm you.’

‘Where are we? Where are we going? What are we doing in the middle of this river? We’ll drown! We’ll surely drown! Who will save us?’ The King of France was rocking to and fro like a child.

‘We are going, my Lord,’ Queen Isabeau silenced him, ‘to meet King Henry of England with a view to negotiating a marriage contract between him and our daughter Catherine. She will become Queen of England as soon as a reasonable dowry can be arranged.’

‘Two hundred thousand crowns!’ quavered the King, jabbing the air with his forefinger. ‘That’s what I said last time and I’m not going to offer any more than that. Two hundred thousand crowns. He’s very lucky to have her! Two hundred thousand. That’s my last offer …’

‘Oh, do be quiet, Charles,’ said Queen Isabeau irritably as she sat down next to him, ‘you’re not at a cattle market. Besides, he is demanding eight hundred thousand. God only knows where we will find such a sum of money.’

‘It is unreasonably high,’ agreed the Duke of Burgundy, ‘but it will be interesting to see whether, having met the Princess Catherine, King Henry will lower his price.’

The Queen stood up again, suddenly tense, her fists clenched at her sides. ‘I can’t go on with this. Not under these circumstances.’

‘What, Maman? What do you mean?’

‘I really don’t think that your father can contribute anything at all to this dialogue. He’ll loll around in a chair, babbling and farting like a big baby. His behaviour is hardly likely to impress the King of England!’

She clapped her hands loudly. ‘Take him away,’ she said through clenched teeth as two of the King’s body servants moved swiftly into position on either side of him. They took most of his weight between them and manoeuvred him towards the rear of the barge. Docile as a lamb, he smiled affably at them both. ‘And make damned sure,’ added the Queen, ‘that nobody sees him!’

Catherine watched as her father was taken away. She had spent a great deal of time with him in the eight months since they had both returned to court, she from the convent at Poissy and he from his enforced confinement in St Pol. His behaviour often swung between elation and depression but, on the days when he was at his best, she took great delight in his company; she fretted about him on the days when he was locked in his room.

On his good days, they would walk in the palace garden together, talking at length. The King would confide in her his hopes for the future and for the marriage which would unite France and England, bringing an end to decades of battle and bloodshed between the two countries. Partly out of affection for her father, Catherine had slowly begun to accept the idea of marriage to the King of England.

This was not one of her father’s good days and she knew that her mother was right in not allowing him to attend the meeting. In fact, he seemed particularly bad today, querulous and nervous, inclined to shy away from everyone, holding his arms over his head as though to protect himself. In his youth, her father had been known as ‘Charles the Well-Beloved’. Now they called him ‘Charles the Mad’.

The barge was pulled into line with the landing stage and, standing behind her mother as they both waited to be helped ashore, Catherine felt the steadying hand of her uncle, John the Fearless, under her elbow. The moment had come; she was about to meet the man her parents wanted her to marry. Would he be a brute, as Sister Supplice had warned her? A bully? Or would he be charming and difficult to resist, as her mother had described him? She would soon find out.

Meticulous preparations had been made for the meeting. Two pavilions had been erected in a field near the landing stage, matching exactly in size and design, one for the French delegation and one for the English. Guards were stationed along the deep ditch which surrounded three sides of the enclosure and the fourth side, equally well guarded, was bounded by the River Oise. The pavilions were linked by a covered walkway to a marquee in the very centre of the compound, the neutral territory where negotiations would take place. The blue and gold royal flag of France, fluttering slightly in the breeze off the water, was being raised high above the nearest pavilion as Queen Isabeau approached it on the arm of the Duke of Burgundy. Catherine followed, a few steps behind.

Once inside, Guillemote helped Catherine remove her heavy cloak to reveal a loose, sleeveless mantle over a close-fitting gown of pale green, buttoned up modestly to her throat. Her hair was neatly braided under an arched crown and she looked both virginal and regal.

Queen Isabeau peered into her daughter’s face, scrutinising her appearance, then pinched her cheeks in an attempt to bring some colour to them.

‘You’re a bit pale,’ she said, pushing a stray curl back into place under the crown, ‘but we’ve done well with you. And it was certainly worth spending the extra money on that gown. The colour is so lovely, the pale grey-green of young sage leaves: it complements your eyes beautifully. We must remember how flattering it is. You look for all the world like a queen, Catherine.’ She paused. ‘Queen Catherine! How easily the title trips off the tongue!’

‘My Lady,’ said Catherine, ‘you are sure, aren’t you, that this marriage is really the best thing for France?’

The Queen gripped her daughter’s wrist. ‘Oh, for heaven’s sake, Catherine, how many times must I tell you? It is the only thing for France,’ she said in an urgent whisper, ‘the only thing that will bring about some measure of peace. Henry wants Normandy and Aquitaine and he is not going to give up easily. He’s ruthless. What land we don’t relinquish, he will take by force, as he took Rouen. That siege lasted so long, the wretched townsfolk were reduced to eating rats to stay alive.’

‘Ugh! He doesn’t sound very pleasant.’

‘Believe me, Catherine, strong kingship has nothing to do with being pleasant! But at least he’s tolerably handsome. You can’t have everything. And France will have a strong ruler in Henry, even if he is a foreigner. Your poor father hasn’t been much of a figurehead for his people. No, I believe that Henry will be good for France.’

At the sound of a bugle-call outside the pavilion, the Queen jumped anxiously to her feet. ‘What’s that?’ she demanded. ‘Are they here yet? How many are there? Dear God, I wish I wasn’t so damned nervous about this meeting!’

The Duke of Burgundy peered past the guard. ‘It’s … yes, my Lady, it’s the English. King Henry has arrived.’

‘Is he alone?’ demanded the Queen. ‘How many men-at-arms does he have with him? Are his brothers there?’

‘How should I know? But he’s certainly got plenty of men-at-arms. At least, oh … five hundred, I’d say, at a rough guess.’

‘One or two of his brothers are sure to be with him,’ said the Queen, ‘they say all three of them are very supportive: the Duke of Clarence, the Duke of Bedford and the Duke of er … of er … Gloucestershire.’ She hesitated over the name, then mispronounced it.

‘Then perhaps Catherine can work her magic on the Dukes,’ said John the Fearless, smiling at his niece. ‘Perhaps she can persuade them to convince their brother to drop his unreasonable demands for money.’

Averting her gaze as King Henry approached, Catherine noticed for the first time that the buckle on her left shoe was crooked. Keeping her head bent, she listened avidly to what was going on around her. Above the muted buzz of voices from the assembled crowd of French and English dignitaries, she heard the English King greet her mother.

‘Queen Isabeau! Such a pleasure to see you again and I am sad to hear that His Highness the King is indisposed.’ The low voice continued in fluent, impeccable French with a slight accent. ‘But, my dear lady, I cannot tell you how delighted I am that the Princess Catherine is here with you. And if it please you, Ma’am, I should like to be presented to your daughter. That is if she truly is your daughter.’

‘What can you mean, Your Grace?’ The Queen seemed startled.

‘I mean that she could be a heavenly creature who has strayed here from the Elysian Fields, the paradise where heroes are granted everything they ever wished for. Can it be that my wishes are granted, even before I reach Paradise? Can it be that the Princess Catherine is as beautiful as her portrait?’

Blushing furiously, Catherine kept her eyes firmly fixed on her crooked shoe buckle. She heard the relief in her mother’s nervous laugh. The Queen, back on the familiar ground of courtly compliments, had recovered her composure. She could play this game with the best of them.

‘Come, Sire, I assure you she is my daughter. She has my eyes, or so they say.’

‘Then she is indeed blessed with beauty,’ said King Henry, bending to kiss Isabeau’s hand. She still seemed flustered, not at all herself.

‘Come, Catherine,’ she said. ‘Raise your head, child. King Henry would look on your face.’

Catherine raised her head and looked into the face of the man who would rule her destiny and the first thing she noticed about him was his long neck. She realised that she had never asked her mother how old Henry was and she was surprised to see plentiful strands of grey in his brown hair. He must be quite old, she thought, at least thirty. Perhaps even older than that! Then she noticed the scar on his right cheek, white and puckered, running parallel with his aquiline nose and stopping just short of his eye. It was the one thing which marked him out as a warrior. Otherwise, for some strange reason, his face reminded her of a priest she had once known in her convent days at Poissy, lean but somehow gentle, with understanding in the mild brown eyes. Despite what the captain of the guard had said, the King didn’t look like the spawn of the Devil. In fact, Catherine rather liked the look of him.

The two parties faced each other across the negotiating table. Henry, sitting almost directly opposite Catherine, seemed reluctant to take his eyes off her. She looked down at her lap whenever she caught his glance, feeling confused, aware that she was blushing again.

Then the negotiations began in earnest. Objections were raised to every suggestion from the French and, though he agreed that Catherine was in many ways very suitable to be Queen of England, Henry was adamant that he had every right to expect a handsome dowry from her parents, though that was only one of many points at issue. Back and forth, back and forth went the arguments. Catherine’s attention wandered as the voices droned on and she tried to stay alert in the warmth of the tent by identifying members of the King’s entourage. They had all been presented to her but she was confused by their unfamiliar English names. There appeared to be several dukes and earls present. She had heard the names of Exeter, Warwick, and Huntingdon, though she wasn’t at all sure which was which. And her mother had been right in guessing that some of the King’s younger brothers would be with him. She had been introduced to the Duke of Bedford, a tall man with a round face, slightly pointed nose, and twinkling eyes. The one with the longer, more handsome face who was now sitting on the other side of the King was his youngest brother Humphrey, the Duke of Gloucester. As he had bent to kiss her hand in greeting, she had been surprised to hear how his title was pronounced, as though it had only two syllables instead of three. She had also felt rather disconcerted by the way he stared at her when he straightened up again, seeming reluctant to let go her hand.

Henry was, without doubt, the most charismatic of the three English royal brothers. She stole a glance at him while he was pressing home an argument. The eyes which she had thought mild and priestly at first, now burned with concentration as he met argument with counter-argument. She felt frustrated at having to sit there listening to the political bickering which was going on all around her, particularly since she didn’t understand most of it. Her sole interest was the King. How could she possibly know how he would be as a husband if she was only able to listen to him arguing? She wanted to get to the man, the real man who had made the charming assumption that she had strayed into his life from the Elysian Fields, the heroes’ paradise. She quite liked the idea of a hero as a husband, though she would never have admitted as much.

She laid her hand on her mother’s jewelled sleeve. ‘My Lady,’ she said, with half-closed eyes, ‘my Lady, I feel faint.’

‘Do you, Catherine?’ The Queen gave her a shrewd look. ‘Yes, I see. It is rather warm in here. Perhaps you had better leave the room for a little while.’

Catherine pushed back her chair, rose, and began to make her way out of the negotiating tent with the attentive Guillemote close behind her. King Henry raised his head at the disturbance. ‘Is the Princess Catherine unwell?’ he asked.

‘She feels a little faint, my Lord,’ said Queen Isabeau. ‘It is very warm in here.’

‘Then please, she must make use of the amenities which have been placed at my disposal. They are next to the river and very cool. She must sit there and rest awhile. In fact,’ said the King, pushing back his own chair, ‘I shall make it my responsibility to ensure that she is comfortable.’

This was more like it, thought Catherine, straightening her back as the King came towards her. She curtseyed and smiled at him as he took her hand and drew her arm through his, steering her away towards the English pavilion. John the Fearless made as though to follow them but Queen Isabeau grasped his arm.

‘Let them go. Catherine doesn’t need a chaperone. She is not stupid. She will come to no harm.’

Muttering under his breath and rubbing his elbow where Isabeau’s fingers had gripped it like a vice, John resumed his seat and watched as the Princess Catherine left the negotiating tent with the King of England.

‘Come, my Lady, would you like some refreshment?’ Henry asked, smiling as he pulled out a chair for her to sit at a small table in his private quarter of the English pavilion. They were alone, save for the presence of two guards. ‘Sweetmeats, perhaps? A little marchpane? A goblet of wine?’

‘Thank you, Your Highness, but no,’ said Catherine, smoothing down the skirt of the sage green gown. She didn’t trust herself to relax; she hated the sickly-sweet taste of marchpane and wine would surely go straight to her head. The King took the other chair and held out his hand across the table towards her, palm upward.

‘Give me your hand, Catherine.’ It was not a command, nor yet a plea. Catherine hesitated, then put her small hand in his: big and calloused, it was a soldier’s hand but warm and dry to the touch.

‘That feels good, Catherine. Your hand is so very small and soft. My hand wants to curl around it and look after it. Do you think you would like that? Do you like me just a little, perhaps, though I’m a soldier with a soldier’s ways, rough and ready?’

‘Your Highness … Sire, I … so many questions. I … I cannot answer them all.’

She felt his hand closing around hers. ‘Catherine, I have gazed for many an hour at the miniature painting I have of you and tried to imagine how it would feel to touch the real princess. Now I know and the sensation pleases me greatly. I would find it very easy to cherish you and to rule over France and England, justly and wisely, to the greater glory of God.’

Though she had been the one to contrive this meeting, Catherine felt a little dizzy with the speed at which events were proceeding. ‘But, Your Highness,’ she protested, ‘it will take me a great deal of time to learn the English tongue. I know only a few words, which I learned at the convent from Sister Supplice.’

The King laughed and his grip on her hand relaxed a little. ‘It’s not so difficult. But I’ll wager that Sister whatever-her-name-was didn’t teach you the kind of words I want to hear you say, Catherine!’

‘My Lord!’ This time Catherine succeeded in snatching her hand away from his.

‘I’m sorry, Catherine. I jest. But, I assure you, you really must not worry about the English language. French is still the language of the English court, as it has been these many years, though I would wish that English was more widely spoken. I do my best to encourage it. Perhaps, as you begin to learn the English tongue, you will inspire others to do the same.’

Catherine was not at all sure about that. She was only too pleased not to have to worry about learning to speak English. ‘Do you speak any other languages, my Lord?’ she asked, making conversation.

‘Oh, indeed. As it happens, I have more than a little Welsh. I was born in the town of Monmouth, you see, and spent much of my childhood there. My nurse made sure I had quite a repertoire of Welsh nursery rhymes.’

He laughed and, smiling, reached for her hand again, holding it upright this time. Then he began to recite, pointing first to her thumb then to her fingers one by one.

‘Modryb y fawd,

Bys yr uwd,

Pen y cogwr,

Dic y Peipar,

Joli cwt bach’

Catherine recognised one word in the jumble of unintelligible ones.

‘Ah, jolie!’ she said, laughing. ‘We have this word in French.’

Henry smiled at her, still holding her hand. ‘It’s not so difficult. They are just babies’ names for their fingers. This is Auntie Thumb, and here’s your porridge finger, the one you use to get at the last scrap of oats in your porringer.’ He held up her index finger and, teasing, made as though to lick it. Laughing again, she tried to pull away as he went on. ‘The long one in the middle is the trickster, then here’s Dic the Piper, and the little tail. You would find it easy to teach that to your children.’ He paused and gave her a quizzical look before going on. ‘To our children, perhaps?’

Catherine lowered her eyes, embarrassed, and his smile faded abruptly.

‘But then,’ he said letting go her hand, ‘why should you teach our children any of that nonsense? There are plenty of children’s rhymes in French and in English, come to that. Welsh will benefit them nothing. Damned country. My principality, my burden. So near to England and yet so very different.’

‘Indeed, my Lord? How so?’

Henry sighed. ‘In many, many ways,’ he replied. ‘Some years ago when I was younger, I was often in Wales for months at a time, campaigning long and hard against the rebel armies of Owain Glyndŵr, who called himself Prince of Wales, though he had no right to. That was my title, before I became king. The heir to the English throne is always known as the Prince of Wales; it’s a long-established tradition. Anyway, that was when I really picked up the language. And this scar,’ he added, fingering his right cheek. ‘I have a Welsh archer to thank for this disfigurement.’

‘Oh no, my Lord, it is barely noticeable!’ Catherine was pleased to take refuge in the sweet inaccuracies of courtly conversation. Queen Isabeau, she thought, would be proud of her.

‘Perhaps not. But, come, Catherine, you haven’t answered my question.’

‘My Lord, you have asked me so many!’ She was trying to keep a light tone in her voice, just as her mother would have wanted her to.

‘Only one question is important, Catherine. And that is – could you learn to love me, do you think?’

Faced with that one question, Catherine had to reply. And she found the reply unexpectedly easy. ‘Yes, Your Grace,’ she said, measuring her words with care. ‘Yes, I think I could.’

‘Thank you, Catherine.’ Henry reached for her hand again, raised it to his lips, and kissed it. ‘Thank you. Now that I know your heart, I feel I can continue to press my suit for you and to negotiate for the French lands which are rightfully mine. The prize is magnificent and well worth fighting for. And I am a fighter, a soldier, first and last.’

It was a grim-faced Queen Isabeau who led the way back to the barge, after the talks had broken up with no resolution. She was already working out her tactics for the next meeting with Henry.

‘Tell me, Catherine,’ she said, ‘exactly what did you and the King talk about?’

‘Nursery rhymes, Maman.’

‘Nursery rhymes?’

Catherine allowed herself a secret smile. ‘Yes, my Lady. And then he asked me if I could find it in my heart to love him.’

‘Oh, he did, did he? And what did you say in reply, child?’

‘I said I thought I could, my Lady.’

‘Good,’ said the Queen with a self-satisfied smirk. ‘That will give us something to work on.’


Chapter Three

Montereau, France, September 1419

John the Fearless pulled on his boots and stood up to adjust his belt. He was getting too old for this business of negotiation; his fiftieth birthday was on the horizon and he had long been of the opinion that life would be a lot easier if only the Burgundy branch of the House of Valois ruled France, rather than the Orléans branch, the mad ones.

He tugged at his tunic to make sure it lay straight under his belt. No use turning up at Montereau looking like a country bumpkin, not for a meeting with that little bastard Charles, anyway. At least the sixteen-year-old had grown an inch or two and seemed to have less pimples than he’d had a year ago, but the more he grew up, the more he began to look like his uncle, his father’s brother, the late Duke of Orléans. It might have been a family resemblance, of course, but John well knew what a slut Isabeau could be and he was quite certain that the rumours about an affair with her brother-in-law had been true.

Of course, that kind of behaviour would have been tolerated, even admired, in a man but never in a woman. Not that this would worry Isabeau, who had a very clever head on her shoulders and scant morals when it came to getting what she wanted. She would have made a good ruler, he thought, though she was a really dreadful mother. When she was younger, she had children every year or so with little more apparent effort than shelling peas, but she couldn’t be bothered to look after any of them. And yet she managed to produce several sons in her years of child-bearing.

His own wife had done just the opposite. Margaret had given birth to six daughters and only one son among the seven children who lived. But young Philip was a healthy lad and had shown promise from childhood. Now, at the age of twenty-three, he was a man in his prime and a son to be proud of. There had been wisdom in arranging a marriage between Philip and the King’s older daughter, Michelle, cementing a relationship between the two quarrelsome branches of the ruling House of Valois. With luck, perhaps the pair would soon manage to produce a son and then the Burgundian accession to the throne of France would be as good as assured. The Dauphin was the only obstacle to the Duke’s ambition and it shouldn’t be difficult to discredit that pimply little weasel in some way. John the Fearless had nothing but contempt for his nephew.

A valet brushed a few flecks of dust off the Duke’s shoulders then helped him buckle a scabbard onto his belt. With great care, John slid his sword into it, checking that he could reach the handle easily. The scabbard seemed a trifle long but that didn’t matter: he wasn’t planning a sword-fight. This was just another diplomatic meeting designed to bring about a reconciliation between the dissenting factions of the royal House of Valois. And, if he was to be on time, he had better set off. He opened the door and went out to join the group of advisers who awaited him.

The Dauphin Charles had stolen from his mother, Queen Isabeau, a long-handled Nuremberg mirror in an ornate ivory frame. He had no conscience at all about this, even though the mirror was very valuable. Now he took it from its hiding place at the back of a cupboard and propped it up on a table near the window, where the light was good. He picked up a comb and ran it through his lank hair then, moving his head from side to side, studied his profile, proud that he really had got the ‘Orléans nose’, as his mother always said he had. He bent closer to the mirror and squeezed the yellow pus from an angry-looking red spot in the crease of his nostril.

He was not looking forward to this meeting with his father’s cousin, John the Fearless. Fearless? Not according to what he’d heard. The Duke of Burgundy hadn’t even fought at Agincourt. John the Shameless was more like it, thought Charles, though John-the-Entirely-Without-Scruples would have suited him even better. It was well known that he had ordered the murder of Charles’s own uncle, the Duke
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