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  Harri
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  At sea off South Wales, September 1471




  TOSSING SPRAY FROM HER bow, the little cog swooped into another deep trough then ploughed her way up to the next luminous white crest. The wind folded the night around us with sighs and groans, turning the black ocean into a fearsome monster. We were sailing into a nameless void over waves as high as castle walls; leaving behind everything I had ever known, with faint hope of return.




  The helmsman hauled on the whipstaff, swiping salt water from his beard with the other hand. ‘The Marie Gwyn may be a small ship, my lord, but she is sturdy. She swims like a porpoise.’




  ‘Only while on the surface,’ grunted my uncle, lending his arm to steady the jerking rudder. Visibility was restricted to the narrow beam of one horn lantern and the scant reflected light of a sickle moon, which frequently disappeared behind racing clouds. Stars too appeared and disappeared like guttering candles, making navigation well nigh impossible. Clearly our safety could not be guaranteed in these conditions. After countless crossings of the English Channel Jasper Tudor, Earl of Pembroke, could read the weather signs as well as any sailor and I detected his uneasiness about what lay ahead. But it had been essential to leave harbour under cover of darkness in order to escape our Yorkist enemies.




  I was clinging to a cleat on the windward bulwark of the aftcastle, feeling the swell and spill beneath me as the small ship danced from crest to crest. It was the first time I had been to sea and I was filled with a mixture of fear and exhilaration.




  Despite everything we managed to sail clear of the islands off South Wales and into the deep ocean, heading for the Cornish coast.




  ‘On this wind we should reach Land’s End by sunrise,’ said the mariner cheerfully, ‘giving us enough light to tack safely up the English Channel and across to France.’




  ‘And enough for Edward’s spies to spot us.’ Lord Jasper was not reassured. My uncle’s mood had been consistently gloomy ever since the dire news had reached us of King Henry’s death in the Tower of London. When he cursed the Yorkists and derided their official announcement that his half-brother had ‘succumbed from melancholy and displeasure’ on being told of the battlefield death of his seventeen-year-old son and heir, I had echoed his contempt. I knew the old king had been somewhat weak in the head, but I too had no doubt whatsoever that Henry the Sixth of England had been murdered. It mattered not which of the three York brothers had ordered or executed the dreadful deed – Edward who now called himself King, or George, Duke of Clarence, or Richard, Duke of Gloucester – a quagmire of unlawful deaths fouled their footprints. In the fourteen years since my birth they or their adherents had scythed through the Lancastrian leadership like the grim reaper: first the Dukes of Suffolk and Somerset, then my father, Lord Jasper’s brother Edmund Tudor, then my grandfather, their father Sir Owen Tudor, then Prince Edward of Lancaster, and now his father, the true anointed monarch of England; to say nothing of an unfortunate cohort of less-exalted followers.




  ‘Only we are left to recover the throne of our forefathers, Harri,’ Lord Jasper had lamented as a Yorkist army laid siege to us in his castle at Pembroke. ‘But to do it we must stay alive and for that, regrettably, we must flee the kingdom.’ And so on that blustery September night, the plucky Marie Gwyn was surfing the waves towards France, her helmsman riding the high poop-deck of the aftcastle and guiding the rudder through the connecting whipstaff one-handed, like a knight steering his charger. My uncle tried to distract himself by giving me a verbal guide to some of the nautical terms for our surroundings, pointing out the companionway or steep ladder-stair that led up from the main deck, the bulwark that stopped us tipping over the side and gave us some protection from the waves and the scuppers, or drains, which took away the seawater the ocean was hurling at us.




  There were two trusty sailors on board, Bran and Dylan, fishermen from the port of Tenby who had agreed, no doubt for a good purse of silver, to ferry the outlawed Earl of Pembroke and his family across the English Channel. There we hoped to find refuge at the court of our cousin Louis the Eleventh, King of France. None of us gave voice to our fears out on the open ocean, but I think even the fishermen were anxious. They spent their lives plying the unpredictable waters around the British coast but never before had to consider the dire consequences of assisting the flight of outlaws. My own murmured prayers to the Virgin of the Sea were as much for delivery from King Edward’s agents as from the power of the waves.




  The rest of our company huddled beneath us in the shelter of the aftcastle cabin, most of them puking and praying for the journey to end. The unpredictable motion of the ship had felled them: my young cousin Sian and her mother Jane, Jane’s brother Evan, the earl’s loyal squire, who was seen to hang frequently and perilously over the ship’s side, and Lord Jasper’s half-brother Davy, whose habitual cheer was quite extinguished. Lord Jasper and I were fortunate not to suffer seasickness, but I had begged to be allowed to stay up on the open deck to escape the stench of vomit in the cabin. I had not needed Lord Jasper’s barked warning to keep well below the bulwark, ‘Because no one will be able to save you, Harri, if you go over the side.’ Despite the cold wind I was warm in my fleece-lined oiled leather jacket and gradually my instinctive fear subsided, to be replaced by an illogical optimism that whatever the sea threw at us we would survive. After an hour or so observing the two men at work steering the ship, my eyes grew heavy and I curled up on the deck, wrapped my arms around a bollard and fell asleep.




  I was woken by a monstrous roaring sound and, just audible through it, my name, yelled at high pitch, along with our Lord’s: ‘Jesu, Harri – wake up!’




  The wind screamed in the rigging and the ship was bucking like a frightened horse. My uncle was alone at the helm, wrestling the whipstaff with all his might. I staggered to my feet, grabbing at a stay to stop myself crashing into the bulwark, then flung my full weight to his aid, wedged beside him, pushing as hard as I could.




  The bucking eased. ‘Thank God and all His Saints, Harri!’ Lord Jasper gasped. ‘I feared we might capsize. Bran went to help Dylan reef the sail. He sensed there was a squall coming – and he was right!’




  I peered through the spray into the dim distance. Dawn was breaking and in the silvery light on the swaying horizon I could see a ragged black outline closing ominously in. ‘Is that Cornwall, uncle?’ I yelled.




  ‘Land’s End!’ he bawled back. ‘Push harder, Harri, I must haul the rudder over or we will be on the rocks.’




  I set my back to the heavy wooden staff and shoved. It shifted suddenly and I nearly fell but managed to get my feet back under me, push again and the ship’s bow veered noticeably away from the direction of the cliffs. The sail above flapped as it spilled wind and the boom tried to throw Bran and Dylan off their perilous perch where they were still trying to lace up the reef. They yelled with alarm.




  ‘Keep pushing!’ Fear spiked my uncle’s voice. ‘Saint Elmo save us! Where is Evan when he is needed?’




  As if he had heard his name, the squire’s dark head appeared at the top of the companionway. ‘The wind is up,’ he said unnecessarily, stepping over the top and clinging to the aftcastle rail. ‘I thought you might need help, my lord.’




  ‘Harri has done well,’ Jasper told him. ‘But there is an emergency, Evan. Can you haul in the starboard sheet there, to stop the sail flapping?’




  ‘Aye, aye sir!’ Evan quickly hauled on the rope controlling the slant of the boom, to which the two fishermen still clung. Then with three of us on the rudder the Marie Gwyn became more biddable and we succeeded in trimming the ship sufficiently to allow the sailors to complete their dangerous task. The crisis over, Evan and I were able to relish keeping the sail filled and the bowsprit pointing in the right direction, laughing with relief as spray washed our faces, and the little ship once more plunged from wave to wave like a dolphin. Lord Jasper gave our laughter a puzzled shake of his head, before climbing down the ladder to seek comfort and much-needed sustenance below.




  The very thought of food made me hungry. ‘Did Mistress Jane say she had packed a pigeon pie?’ I asked Evan. ‘I could wolf down a large slice.’ I was forgetting the squire’s delicate stomach. His face blanched and he spewed bile. ‘Holy Marie, do not mention food, Harri!’ he spluttered grimly. ‘You will send me to the rail again.’




  I chuckled, hoping the sound would be lost in the rattling of the rigging. It was not.




  ‘For that smirk you can polish Lord Jasper’s armour when we get to France,’ the squire muttered. ‘If we ever get to France.’ Nausea had sobered his mood. ‘More likely it’ll be the Tower of London.’ He jerked a thumb at the looming cliffs, now towering over our port side. ‘There could be a Yorkist lookout posted anywhere up there. Or there could be a sharp rock right beneath our keel. The bottom of the sea, that’s where we’ll probably end up.’




  Silence fell between us as we contemplated both of these outcomes. Pretty soon Lord Jasper re-appeared, a wooden bowl filled with tempting-looking pastries in his hand. Reaching over the top of the companionway ladder to set it down, he said, ‘Mistress Jane sent up some food.’




  Suddenly the ship heeled violently. I reached out to grab the bowl but it was sent spinning wildly across the deck to disappear through the scupper drain-hole. I groaned in dismay, as the sail sheets snapped and strained under the onslaught of another roaring gust of wind and the canvas creaked, complaining at the drag on its seams. Evan and I had to hug the whipstaff to maintain our hold and Lord Jasper clutched at the poop-rail to avoid hurtling over it.




  Bran and Dylan pushed past him, their bare feet appearing to suck the wet and slippery deck. ‘Humble apologies my lords,’ said Bran, grabbing the steering stick with a brawny arm and shoving it hard over so that the sail stopped creaking. His relief was obvious. ‘Treacherous waters these are and there is a gale brewing in the Channel. I advise you all to go below.’




  Lord Jasper had to shout to make his voice heard above the wind’s howl: ‘Get below, Harri. You too, Evan. I will remain up here.’




  I thought it had been blowing fiercely before but another gust threatened to fling us off the ladder and when we reached the main deck, Evan and I had to clamber along, clinging to every handhold to reach the door of the cabin, which together we were able to open. Inside we found mother and child, Jane and Sian, sitting together in a cupboard bed, their chalk-white faces stark against the stained planking.




  As I stumbled into the room I inadvertently kicked a pail of vomit, sending its contents slopping over the side. The stench was so appalling it made me retch and I threw myself across to the one open porthole with its shutters fastened back for light and ventilation, gulping the fresh air. Spray flew in, wetting my face and making the swinging lantern fizzle and flicker.




  Jane’s voice rasped from a throat raw with retching. ‘Where is Lord Jasper?’




  Turning, I had to grab at anything that might lend support.




  ‘He stayed up with the mariners,’ I said. ‘They expect the gale to increase.’




  She crossed herself and muttered an Ave. It was no secret that Jane was Lord Jasper’s long-term mistress and Sian was their daughter. Jane had also been nurse and governess to me since my birth and even in extreme distress her motherly instincts did not desert her. ‘Have you eaten anything, Harri?’ she asked.




  I shook my head ruefully. ‘Thank you for sending up the food but a gust blew the bowl overboard.’




  With a sigh she waved at a basket wedged under the bed-slats. ‘If you can eat, there is more pie. And some ale in the bottle.’




  I located a mug and the leather bottle, pulled out the stopper and offered it first to Mistress Jane. ‘It might soothe your stomach,’ I coaxed, looking into her wan features.




  ‘I doubt if anything will do that, Harri, but you are right, we should try to drink.’ She gripped the beaker and I aimed the bottle with both hands. When she had taken a few sips she offered the mug to her daughter but Sian just shook her head and turned her face to the wall.




  ‘Shall I try?’ I whispered. Mistress Jane handed me the ale.




  ‘Your father would want you to drink, Sian,’ I said. ‘Lord Jasper always says a knight can do without meat but he cannot do without drink.’




  ‘I am not a knight,’ she snapped, but took the beaker and put it to her lips.




  As she did so the ship seemed to rear up on her stern and twist dramatically and I was tossed like a leaf in the air, flung into the cupboard bed, the ale spraying everywhere. I was sprawled on top of Jane and Sian, the three of us all tangled up together, shocked and damp. When we and the ship had somehow righted ourselves we found Evan was lying in a crumpled heap in the corner and Davy was trying to extricate himself from a pile of lobster traps that had once been neatly stacked. The cabin floor was running with seawater which had rushed in through the open porthole. Miraculously the lantern was still alight, swinging wildly on its hook.




  Mistress Jane tried to heave herself off the cabin bed. ‘Jasper!’ she cried.




  I pulled at her arm to help her, meanwhile pointing out, ‘You cannot go out there, Mistress Jane! Truly, it is too rough. You will not even make it to the ladder.’




  ‘Evan – Evan can go.’ She peered around in the dim light and saw Evan’s huddled form. ‘Oh no. Is he hurt?’




  At that moment the squire raised his head, looking dazedly around. ‘What happened?’ he asked.




  ‘The ship almost capsized but we still seem to be afloat,’ I told him. ‘Are you all right?’




  Evan rubbed at his head and his hand came away covered in blood. ‘Well, I am still alive,’ he said.




  ‘Do not move,’ said Jane, reaching for the basket. ‘I have napkins here.’




  But there was a hammering on the door and a shout, ‘Open up!’ It was Lord Jasper. Jane threw a napkin at Evan while Davy and I fought our way across the jerking floor to haul off a heavy chest, which had slid across the entrance. With a grunt Lord Jasper managed to push the door open enough to slide in.




  Jane struggled to his side, as the floor bucked and dived, ‘My lord – dear God, you are soaking wet! But are you hurt?’




  ‘Only bruised,’ he said, still clinging to the door. ‘Bran had tied us all to the rail or we would have gone overboard. A freak wave broke as we broached it – nearly washed us away. I came to check you were all right down here.’




  He stared at Evan, at the bloody napkin. ‘Battered but not broken,’ the squire said hurriedly, in a shaky voice.




  Jane asked, ‘Can we take shelter?’




  Lord Jasper shook his head. ‘The gale is taking us further and further out into the ocean and the sailors can do nothing but keep the ship afloat by running with the wind.’




  ‘Are we not going to France then, my lord?’ asked his dazed squire.




  ‘France is now behind us and we cannot turn into a wind like this.’ Lord Jasper stumbled across the flooded floor to join Sian on the bed. ‘We can only keep our back to it and pray that it eases soon. Come, let us keep our feet above the water meanwhile. What shall we pray, Sian?’




  In her small treble voice Sian began to chant softly, hands clasped and head bowed, repeating over and over the prayer that every child knew by heart.




  ‘Ave Maria, gratia plena,




  Dominus tecum,




  Benedictus tu in mulieribus,




  Et benedictus fructus ventris tui, Jesus.




  Sancta Maria, Mater Dei,




  Ora pronobis peccatoribus, nunc et in hora mortis nostrae.’




  We all crossed ourselves in mortal fear and clutched at anything we could reach to stop ourselves sliding across the flooded floor.




  ‘Holy Mary will save us,’ Sian said simply. ‘She knows we cannot swim.’




  2




  Margaret




  [image: Image Missing]




  Coldharbour Inn, London, England, September 1471




  AS SIR HENRY’S WIFE, it was my duty to pray for his soul and I knelt beside his bed in the gloom of a shuttered chamber. Crimson drapes on the bedstead shrouded him in deep shadow, his upper body supported on heaped pillows beneath embroidered sheets and covers. The monotonous rasp of his laboured breathing cut through air that was thickly laden with the heady aroma of burning incense. He was unconscious. For several months he had been slowly dying from wounds received on a battlefield and now the end was near. Even incense could not disguise the stench of putrid flesh.




  Six months it was since Edward of York had returned from exile in Flanders bent on reclaiming the English throne captured from him by his erstwhile ally, the Earl of Warwick. My husband rallied his tenants and retainers and led them off to war, to my surprise. I had thought his chronic skin condition would exclude him from military duties. I had also believed he was marching to join the Lancastrian army, to defend King Henry the Sixth.




  After the battle, which took the life of the turncoat Warwick, news of Sir Henry’s serious wounds had been bad enough but the fact that he had been among the Yorkist casualties had stunned me. My servants brought home a man I no longer recognised and not due to his disfiguring wounds; it was his treacherous change of allegiance that prompted my aversion.




  Nevertheless I spent my days at his bedside, trying to halt the steady creep of rot through his flesh and praying for news of my son Henry and his uncle, Jasper Tudor, both declared traitors with a price on their heads.




  Meanwhile Edward of York had reinstated himself on the throne of England and confined the true king, my cousin Henry the Sixth, in the Tower of London, then marched off to confront a second Lancastrian army on a bloody battlefield beside the River Severn at Tewkesbury.




  All my prayers proved in vain and the Lancastrians were again defeated, the Prince of Wales was killed and a devastated Queen Marguerite was captured, humiliated, and taken to the Tower where her husband was already confined. Incredibly, the old king was found dead that same night, said to have succumbed to ‘grief and displeasure’ after hearing that his only son and heir had been cut down. Many, like me, believed both father and son had been murdered.




  My husband lived on for four more pointless, agonising months.




  Still I knelt by his bed and prayed, as duty demanded, but the words stuck in my throat. Instead I sought divine protection for my only son, Henry Tudor, who was fourteen years old. He had spent weeks under siege in his uncle’s castle at Pembroke and then a scrawled note came saying that he and Jasper had escaped and were fleeing for France, outlawed and stripped of lands and titles, driven from their native country. There had been no news of him since.




  ‘Holy Mary, Mother of God, and blessed St Christopher, patron of travellers, shield my son Henry from storm and tempest and guide his uncle Jasper, and the sailors who steer their ship, to bring them safely to land and protect them from their enemies of York …’




  A sudden commotion broke into my prayers. The door of the chamber was thrown open to admit a woman arrayed in royal blue satin and accessorised with jewels so plentiful and brilliant they caught the candlelight and illuminated the gloom. ‘Her Grace Elizabeth the Queen!’ announced the duty chamberlain, his voice squeaking with nerves.




  The consort’s crown was Elizabeth Woodville’s once more. She had found sanctuary at Westminster Abbey during King Edward’s five months of exile, a confinement that had proved both strategic and fruitful. After suffering three daughters, she had borne the male heir for which she and Edward had both prayed so hard and upon her husband’s return to London, she and her baby son had emerged from their refuge as triumphant as he. The new Prince of Wales was now thriving in his own household at Westminster Palace.




  I rose from my knees in alarm. I had not attended the royal court since the change of kings. ‘Madam – your grace – an unexpected honour.’ My deep curtsy was unbalanced and clumsy.




  Queen Elizabeth gestured for me to rise, saying, ‘Stand up, Margaret, before you fall over! I hear that Sir Henry is like to die and have come to pray for a hero of York.’ She moved nearer to the bed, a perfumed kerchief held to her nose against the reek of decaying flesh. ‘How does he fare?’




  ‘Not well, Madam. Doctor Caerleon says it cannot be long now.’ Despite my desire to remain composed, I could feel tears slipping down my cheeks. ‘But he is not at peace.’ My final words emerged on a croak.




  Elizabeth placed a gentle hand on my arm. ‘He will be, when we tell him you are to be reconciled with the king.’




  I stared at her in disbelief. ‘How is that possible? Only a year ago I and my son pledged allegiance to his royal uncle in the Throne Room at Westminster.’




  King Henry and my first husband, Edmund Tudor, Earl of Richmond, were half-brothers, sharing the same mother, Queen Catherine of Valois. My beloved Lord Edmund died as a prisoner of the Yorkists, leaving me a widow and six months pregnant, aged only thirteen. By God’s grace, though it nearly killed us both, we had survived the birth, my son and I, and now Henry Tudor, or Harri as his Uncle Jasper insisted on calling him, was the focus of my unswerving loyalty to Lancaster.




  The queen made a dismissive sound. ‘Pah! We would have no court at all if every noble who once bent the knee to Lancaster was banned. Of course you will be required to take a new oath of allegiance to the crown.’ Even in the dim light she caught the flicker of doubt in my eyes and her own expression hardened. ‘Should that be so difficult, Margaret? Others have not thought it so.’




  I could not stop my trembling chin jutting defiantly. ‘“Others” do not find their only son condemned to exile, your grace; perhaps even at this very moment at risk of drowning at sea.’




  Elizabeth shook her head impatiently. ‘Your Henry is fourteen is he not? A very suitable age to join the king’s household and learn the manners and procedures of royal service. It is not my lord who is to blame for his exile; it is Jasper Tudor. He should have left him here in England. Perhaps the king will get him back for you.’ She paused. ‘If you were to ask him nicely.’




  At that moment there was a groan from the bed. Against protocol I turned my back on the queen. ‘Henry? Husband, have you pain?’ I ran to a table and selected a bottle from an array of remedies. An hourglass stood nearby, its sands only three-quarters run. ‘It is too soon for more poppy syrup; but no matter – Doctor Caerleon said we must keep the pain at bay.’




  ‘Who is this Doctor Caerleon?’ Elizabeth watched me pour a generous measure of the potion into a silver cup. ‘I seek a new physician. Is he skilled at the trade?’




  ‘Indeed he is, your grace, and as well as being a physician, he is also an astronomer. He studied in Cambridge and Paris.’ I lifted my husband’s head from the pillows and offered the cup. He sucked greedily at the viscous liquid while the queen turned from the sight and went to kneel at a Prie Dieu set before a crucifix that hung on the chamber wall. I had placed a painted triptych of Christ’s Passion on the portable altar below it.




  I let Sir Henry’s head fall back and he took several long breaths, waiting for the drug to bring relief. Then his lips moved and I bent close to listen but his words emerged loudly in the quiet room. ‘I heard what she said, Margaret. You must take the oath. You should be at court – for Henry’s sake.’




  I whispered in his ear, ‘Is that why you fought for Edward and gained his pardon?’




  He was gasping for breath, temporarily speechless, but his eyes said ‘Yes’. The fiery St Anthony’s rash burned red through his beard and on his neck and cheeks, edging into the white skin of his brow, a metaphor for the black evil that was creeping inexorably up his thigh towards his vital organs.




  Sir Henry regained control of his voice. ‘Edward is a strong king but a fair one. He will restore your son’s lands and title. I had his word.’




  I set down the cup and took his hand. I shot a worried glance at the kneeling queen and bent close to his ear, murmuring my treason. ‘You may trust him, husband, but I cannot. King Henry died in the Tower of London. Of what cause or by whose hand we do not know but Edward is responsible. Besides, his allies murdered my son’s father.’




  The dying knight shook his head and drew another rasping breath. ‘You are still young, Margaret. You must look ahead, not back. Work with the queen. To secure Henry’s future you will need people of power on your side. I beg you – pray for my soul and take the oath.’ Sir Henry’s eyes closed and he turned his head away, his chest heaving.




  I dropped my forehead to his hand. Up to that moment he had not spoken for days. Now he was telling me to feign allegiance to York for my son’s sake. I felt the weight of hypocrisy settling on my heart.




  ‘He is right, you know.’ The queen was at my shoulder. ‘Take the oath, Margaret. Sir Henry can die in peace and you can come back to court. You should consult your doctor-astrologer. He will tell you that the sun of York now warms the realm once more and a time of reconciliation lies ahead.’




  I drew a kerchief from my sleeve, wiped my tears and rose to my feet, silent. I refrained from mentioning that Dr Caerleon was an astronomer, not a caster of horoscopes.




  Elizabeth said, ‘I heard Sir Henry’s words and they were wise.’ She gazed at me intently. ‘You look exhausted, Margaret, let us seek refreshment and talk some more. Sir Henry is sleeping again now. Surely wine and sweetmeats are to be had in your well-run household.’




  I beckoned a serving woman from the shadows to take my watch beside the bed. Before following the queen from the room I genuflected to the crucifix and made the sign of the cross, silently thanking the Almighty that Elizabeth had only heard my husband’s words to me, not mine to him.




  3
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  At sea, September 1471




  MY NAIVE OPTIMISM THAT we would survive to make landfall vanished when Dylan, trying to catch the sail sheet which had broken loose once more, disappeared with a horrific scream over the side of the ship at the height of the gale. We were all stunned by a feeling of helplessness, which turned rapidly to grief as we clung together, bucking and rolling with the ship and joining in prayers for the lost mariner as the gale swept us on into the night, into the mountainous swell of the open ocean. We were at the mercy of the waves until Bran, taking the precaution of tying himself to the rail, managed to regain possession of the sheet-rope and return the ship to the control of the rudder.




  As morning approached the wind dropped at last then veered southwest, allowing us to turn our bow towards a fiery sunrise. Davy Owen found his sea legs and became a useful member of the crew, running nimbly about the decks, barefoot, obeying Bran’s instructions. The sailor would not allow any of us up the rigging, however; he made the hazardous climb himself to loosen the reef on the sail. When, in late afternoon, a dark irregular line appeared on the distant horizon we greeted the sight with a collective cheer. Land Ho!




  Bran guessed it must be the French coast but had no idea what part of France. In any case he did not want to get there in the dark and so decided to set a parallel course until dawn. None of us got much sleep, relieving each other on watch every two hours; I snatched a few hours’ rest, making myself a nest of ropes in the lee of the foredeck, lulled by the creak of the sail above and the wash of the waves past the bow. When Evan woke me to take my turn at steering, the sun was rising over soaring cliffs, now all too clearly visible as we began a cautious approach.




  Up on the poop-deck once more I heard Bran announce: ‘I am going to beach her, my lord!’ His voice, sharp and grim, cut through the blast of the wind and the weird singing in the stays. ‘It is either that or being driven onto the rocks.’




  I could see nothing but high, fearsome cliffs stretching ahead but the seaman’s words gave hope of avoiding what seemed like inevitable shipwreck.




  ‘Do what you must,’ responded Lord Jasper. ‘We do not want to lose another life.’




  ‘If we can find a good shelving bay, the swell and tide are high enough to carry us up the strand and leave us there. The cog is almost flat bottomed and should come to no harm,’ he added. ‘I will drop you off with your baggage and launch her again at the next high water.’




  ‘Can you sail her back to Wales alone, Bran?’




  The grizzled sailor crossed himself and spat vigorously onto the decking. ‘The Marie Gwyn and I are twin souls. If she goes to the bottom, so do I.’




  It was not a straight answer but we all knew what he meant. The ship was his life and his livelihood. He might have lost his mate but he could not live without his ship. Nevertheless I wondered if it was truly feasible to strand the heavy cog without the kind of harm to her timbers that would make re-launching impossible. It all depended on choosing the right beach.




  However, we had not escaped the vicissitudes of the weather yet. As the sky lightened the wind strengthened, the waves grew higher and the coast came closer and closer. Then I saw a gap in the cliffs ahead. Sharp rocks framed a small inlet, which narrowed to a patch of sand at its apex. Wherever it was and whatever its name, it was the only place we were going.




  I just had time to scramble down the aftcastle ladder to warn Jane and Sian to stay in the cupboard bed, hold tight and douse the lantern flame in the cabin before we heard Bran’s cry of ‘Land Ho’ once more and there was a long grating sound, which I took to be the keel making contact with the sand. Waves surged and retreated, the ship moved forward and then came the grating sound again, for what seemed an agonisingly long time. I held my breath, anticipating the crack of splintering timber. But none came and eventually the Marie Gwyn ceased to advance and settled at a shallow angle from the vertical. Side-stepping along the newly sloping cabin floor, I opened the door and peered out to discover that the ship’s bow had come to rest only a few yards from the cliff wall, and the hull had narrowly avoided a large boulder, half sunk in a crescent of golden sand. Jane and Sian found their way outside and a jubilant cheer floated down from the aftcastle deck. We all joined in.




  Davy appeared beside us, crying, ‘We are here Mother! We have landed!’, wrapping his arms around Jane’s neck and then transferring his joy to Sian with a similar hug. Davy was always free with his feelings and affection. Mistress Jane was not his true dam but because she had reared him from a baby, along with Sian and me, he had quite naturally come to call her Mother. I did not do so, because I had been kept very aware, through regular correspondence from the lady herself, that my true mother was Margaret Beaufort, Countess of Richmond. And, as was Lord Jasper, my father had been half-brother to King Henry of England. My mother never let me forget my royal heritage, nor my father, Edmund Tudor, Earl of Richmond, who was dead before I was born.




  Lord Jasper sidestepped down the companionway to join us and shook the spray from his hat and his hair. ‘We have no idea where we are but at least we are not at the bottom of the sea,’ he said. As he hugged Jane and Sian and clapped Davy and me on the back, I saw that relief had smoothed some of the deep lines of anxiety from his face.




  Evan slouched in the cabin doorway, glancing up at the sky. ‘The air is fresh out here but it looks as if it might rain,’ he remarked.




  Bran, dropping down from the aftcastle, was businesslike, as always, despite the tragedy of yesterday and the perils he would face, alone, today. He said, ‘From further out, my lord, I caught sight of a spire, away up on the cliff – so it seems we have not landed in a heathen wilderness.’




  Within an hour we had managed to remove our belongings and supplies from the ship and stow them in a cave, handily situated above the high-water mark. The view from its elevation showed exactly how lucky Bran had been to avoid crashing the Marie Gwyn into the rock-face; had he tried to beach her before the turn of the tide, a wreck would have been inevitable. But there she was, whole: she reclined gently like a stranded whale, displaying a few rows of barnacle-encrusted timbers, her mast angled towards the top of the cliffs. Ladders leaned against her lowered side and the sea had retreated a good distance from her stern, breaking waves foaming away out on the shelving sand.




  The rain Evan had predicted now began to fall. Heedless of it, Bran prowled the beach assessing the best way to float his ship off when the tide returned. The rest of us took shelter in the cave, but it was cold, wet and our stomachs rumbled. Then a group of brown-habited monks suddenly appeared at the entrance, smiling in a benign way. Their leader spoke to us in a language I thought vaguely familiar and which Jane and Evan both appeared to get the gist of.




  ‘We must be in Brittany, my lord,’ said Evan. ‘The Breton tongue is quite like Welsh. They are offering help if we need it.’




  Lord Jasper bowed courteously to the lead monk and asked Evan to thank him and find out exactly where we were. After a further exchange we learned that we were in Finis Terre in the far west of Brittany. Quite literally, the storm had taken us to ‘the end of the earth’.




  ‘His name is Brother Hervé,’ Evan added. ‘The monastery up on the cliffs – the Abbey of Saint Mathieu – apparently guards the apostle’s skull, a relic which attracts pilgrims from far and wide.’




  ‘Brittany is a proud independent dukedom,’ observed the earl, speaking his thoughts aloud. ‘It refuses to bow the knee to France and declares itself a sovereign state. I think we can expect a welcome from its duke. We are cousins of some sort and I have been to his court on business for the King of France. Ask the brother if we may take shelter at the abbey until a message can be got to Duke Francis that the Earl of Pembroke and his family are here.’




  There followed a lengthy exchange between Evan and Brother Hervé, during which it became obvious that the squire was not happy. Hearing of Lord Jasper’s rank, the monk had bowed obsequiously and his eyes had begun to glitter as he started speaking so quickly that the squire was clearly finding it hard to follow. In the midst of this he sent his companions further down the cliff to the beach. Evan eventually broke away from the monk to speak confidentially to the earl.




  ‘I think he is saying that the monastery has salvage rights on this coast. Would that mean they intend to impound Bran’s ship?’




  Lord Jasper’s face darkened. ‘I hope not but I suppose it is possible. We had better go and investigate.’




  By the time Lord Jasper, Evan and I reached the beach, closely followed by the lead monk, an argument had developed between Bran and the rest of the hooded brethren, who had him surrounded. The fisherman looked mutinous but, outnumbered, he was relieved to see the earl arrive.




  ‘They are calling the Marie Gwyn jetsam, my lord!’ His voice crackled with indignation. ‘I told them I only beached her in order for you and your family to disembark and I am leaving on the next tide. They pretend not to understand what I say but if I understand them they must understand me – is that not so?’




  Meanwhile Brother Hervé jabbered away to his companions who gradually fell back from their position of confrontation. He then spoke slowly and deliberately to Evan, who translated. ‘He says the abbey has a right to ten per cent value of everything that the sea washes up in this part of Brittany. There is a harbour a few miles up the coast where we should have docked and the harbour charges there are the same. Basically he is saying pay up or they will take their ten per cent in sail and rigging and then the Marie Gwyn will not be able to go anywhere.’




  Lord Jasper fingered the hilt of the shortsword he wore at his hip. ‘It is blatant extortion,’ he said, frowning. ‘I suppose we could threaten them in return but they are monks and that would be sacrilege. So tell them I will pay the ten per cent if they will help Bran re-float his ship. Under this threat he will probably want to leave as soon as possible.’




  Evan grinned. ‘I will be glad to relay your offer, my lord. I hope they are wise enough to accept.’




  The deal was agreed and we all climbed back up the cliff to the cave where Lord Jasper told the monks to wait outside while he fetched what he considered sufficient coin from the heavy treasure chest we had struggled to unload and drag up the cliff. ‘Tell them this is half their demand,’ he said to his squire. ‘I will hand over the other half when I see our friend sailing out of the bay. Meanwhile we would be grateful if they brought us some food and drink when they return to fulfil their part of the bargain. Then they may take us and our baggage to their abbot.’




  I smiled as Evan borrowed Lord Jasper’s air of authority to relay his instructions and handed over the money. A somewhat chastened Brother Hervé bowed acquiescence to the earl and led his troop of monks back the way they had come. Bran offered Lord Jasper his effusive thanks and disappeared to prepare his beloved vessel for the re-launch, which occurred several hours later when we had filled our bellies and monks and men assembled on the sand to put shoulders to the Marie Gwyn’s hull as the tide advanced past her stern. The wind had dropped to a steady breeze. We stood and watched her escape, and cheers went up as she at last cleared the encircling cliffs. Bran then set her prow to the north, waving from his lonely stance at the tiller. We could only pray that he might successfully reach his home port in Wales.




  Our own thoughts now turned towards seeking asylum in Brittany.




  4




  Margaret
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  Coldharbour Inn, London, October 1471




  NEVER HAD THE TORCHES burning on the gates of Coldharbour looked so welcoming as they did on that freezing October evening when I returned from my husband’s funeral, which took place a week after his death. Sir Henry had specified in his will that he was to be interred with his Stafford ancestors, in their chapel crypt in Essex. Pleshey Castle had been a sumptuous palace in the days of Humphrey de Bohun, Earl of Hereford and Essex, Sir Henry’s illustrious forefather. No longer. After a hundred years of neglect, its walls were starting to crumble, hangings and furnishings, once glorious, were damp and mouldy and the hall and chambers lacked the smallest hint of comfort.




  I had been determined not to spend more than one night under its leaking roof and fortunately my own trusty steward, Master Bray, had ensured that the funeral obsequies were completed as early as possible so that we might make the return journey to London in daylight. After greeting the scant congregation and consuming some of the very ordinary funeral meats, we had set off for London but even my fur-lined cloak and gloves had been insufficient protection against the chill of the dense October fog, which seemed quickly to penetrate through to my bones. It had been a long, cold, arduous ride back to the city.




  ‘I believe there is a saying that one funeral begets the next and the doom-mongers know what they are talking about,’ I complained as I allowed the steward to assist me to dismount and shook the clinging moisture from my cloak’s folds. ‘I am frozen to the core. I only hope the kitchen has a restorative repast for us, Master Bray.’




  ‘I am sure Mistress Hubbard will have a cup or two of gruel left to warm our bellies,’ Bray replied with a wry smile.




  I frowned at his weak attempt at humour from utter weariness and irritated by his presumption that I would enjoy a pleasantry so soon after my husband’s funeral. ‘Gruel, like pottage, is for peasants, Master Bray. I prefer to fast rather than partake of either.’




  He looked suitably chastened. ‘Perhaps a blazing fire would be of more consolation to my lady,’ he murmured and bowed me through the open door of the mansion. Candles and torches burned within, their light flickering off polished lime-wood panelling. Despite its name, Coldharbour Inn offered warmth and welcome.




  To my delight my friend Katherine Vaux was waiting in the great hall with two servants, ready to remove my wet outer garments and wrap my shivering frame in a warm fur-lined gown. Seeing my wretchedness, she remained calm and quiet until I was seated close to the glowing fire with a cup of hot, spiced wine at my side. I rewarded her with a wan smile. ‘Now that we are both widows, Kate, we can comfort each other.’ There we were, both of us dressed head to foot in black, full mourning for the departed. Kate had lost her own husband five months before, slain on the battlefield at Tewkesbury. But at least Sir William had remained faithful to the Lancastrian cause, was not a turncoat as my husband had been. My thoughts dwelt on this, but I did not need to say it. Kate and I had known each other for many years. She was the only one who truly understood my deep-seated despair about this betrayal.




  She drew up a stool and settled beside me, taking my hands in hers. ‘I have news to bring you good cheer, Margaret. Your son is safe.’




  Her words set my heart racing. ‘Henry is safe?’ I echoed, clutching tightly at her fingers until I noticed her wince. ‘Oh forgive me; I am so delighted and relieved. Tell me everything you know!’




  She nodded. ‘I will – and there is no bad news – but first you must have some warm food. I sent servants to the kitchen as soon as I heard your cavalcade arriving. I will have a trestle brought; you can remain by the fire while you eat and I will tell you every detail.’




  I sighed, sat back, released my now gentle grip on her hand and watched as she was as good as her word, trestle table, linen and dishes appeared, warm water was poured into a bowl for hand-washing and beside the bowl a towel to dry my hands. Then I crossed myself and gave thanks for the food I was about to eat, and for the news I was about to receive – news I suddenly, urgently needed to hear.




  ‘Henry and Lord Pembroke are not in France but in Brittany,’ Kate began. ‘There was a storm and their ship was blown far off course but, God be thanked, they were not shipwrecked.’




  I crossed myself again, fervently. I too thanked God for that!




  Kate went on, ‘They landed on the west coast of Brittany; it has taken many days for the news to reach our shores.’




  I sighed. ‘Such anxious days these have been. But they are all safe you say? No one is lost?’




  Kate bowed her black-veiled head. ‘One of the crew was washed overboard, God rest his soul. But there were no other casualties. They are lodged at present in the monastery of Saint Mathieu, near a harbour town called Le Conquet. An application has been made to the duke for asylum.’




  ‘Lord Jasper is related to Duke Francis of Brittany,’ I remarked. ‘I remember him saying he was very well received at his court a few years ago so they should be welcome there. But to be so far away among strangers …’




  I paused to consume a few mouthfuls of deliciously soft and fragrant blanc mange, which my temperamental cook knew was one of my favourite dishes. He had catered for my bereaved state, which pleased me.




  Kate refreshed my cup. ‘Was the burial very distressing? I thought you might find it so, which is why I made sure to be here when you returned.’




  I lifted the cup, reflecting, but spoke before I drank. ‘I have had time to grow accustomed to the idea of losing my husband and so the burial itself was not distressing, but the lack of attendance was. None of the Staffords made the effort to come. I think he made a mistake in choosing to be buried at Pleshey, so far from family and friends.’ I sipped again at the sweet strong wine. ‘Tell me, did you visit the children before I arrived? How are they?’




  ‘They are all well and happy and should be in their beds by now. They asked when you were coming back but I did not tell them it would be today in case you were delayed.’ A wide smile suddenly lit Kate’s dark features. ‘Little Mary FitzLewis is a sweetheart, is she not? She follows Meg Woodville around like a shadow and asks questions all the time. “What are you doing?” “Where are you going?” “May I come too?”’ Her voice imitated that of a small child. ‘I cannot decide if Meg likes it or finds it annoying.’




  ‘She does not chide Mary does she?’ I asked. At fourteen, Meg could be unpredictable, by turns all smiles and then all frowns for no apparent reason. I did not want her upsetting four-year-old Mary, the newest arrival among the group of children I had taken as my wards. I called them my ‘nestlings’ – orphaned or motherless offspring of noble or gentle birth.




  ‘No, no,’ Kate assured me, ‘Mary would not be such a limpet if Meg ever pushed her away. I think she secretly likes having a young admirer.’




  At present I had five nestlings, and they included Kate’s son and daughter, who needed a home because their mother was permanently engaged on a mission of mercy, a mission that had become the story of her life.




  Kate had come to England as a girl in the train of Marguerite of Anjou, who became queen consort on her marriage to Henry the Sixth, and she had remained at the queen’s court, marrying the courtier Sir William Vaux before the first change of kings. Recently, she had agreed to remain as companion to the now bereaved and dethroned Marguerite, who was still confined in the Tower of London, where her royal husband had been so recently murdered – not that anyone dared to voice this as fact.




  ‘And you had no problem leaving the queen, or getting away from the Tower?’ I almost whispered this. I was aware that Yorkist spies lurked among my servants and any reference to poor Marguerite as queen might be construed as treason.




  Kate was equally careful, lowering her voice and leaning closer. ‘Not from the guards, their palms are well greased; but the look on her grace’s face as I left nearly made me turn back. She is so desolate and despairing it breaks my heart.’




  I took a deep breath and straightened my back, forcing myself to smile brightly. ‘And now you come to bring comfort to another downhearted lady, when you must often wish you could simply attend to your own grief. Will you not join me in some of this spiced wine, Kate? I think we need its consolation.’




  She poured herself a cup and we raised them to each other. ‘It is never a hardship to visit you, Margaret. It is a pleasure,’ she said, her simple candour shining from her large, dark eyes as she added, ‘and on top of that, you are caring for my children!’




  ‘And am pleased to do so,’ I responded. ‘The door of my house is always open to you and your children.’




  ‘My Joan declared today that she loves it here and never wishes to leave,’ Kate revealed. ‘It is such a relief to me to know that she is happy and fulfilled while I serve Queen Marguerite.’




  Kate came from Anjou, but her father had been a refugee from the Italian wars and she had the dark colouring of those from south of the Alps. Both her children were bright and intelligent and had their mother’s ebony hair and olive complexion. At eleven her son Nicholas showed all the potential of a future knight and his sister Joan already showed great academic prowess, although only eight, devouring books faster than I could provide them. She was a special favourite of mine. ‘Your daughter impresses me more every time I visit the schoolroom,’ I enthused. ‘The tutors tell me regularly how quick she is to learn. We shall have to find a truly bright husband for her if she is to be a happy wife.’




  Kate made a face. ‘It is a little early to be thinking of her marriage yet, is it not? But I will rely on your impeccable connections to find both my children perfect matches when the time comes.’




  I set down my cup, sighed, my thoughts stirred. ‘I wish I could even begin to consider such matters for my own son,’ I confessed. ‘But first I have to persuade King Edward to have the attainder reversed on the Richmond estates, and then to permit Henry to return and claim them. Surely he cannot be held responsible for his father’s opposition to York nor his Uncle Jasper’s perceived treason? He is only fourteen.’




  Kate leaned closer and again lowered her voice. ‘But before that you need to establish your own position with King Edward, do you not? How will you do that?’




  I shrugged. ‘His queen tells me that if I swear another oath of allegiance I will receive his pardon and shortly before he died Sir Henry urged me to do just that. But – oh Kate – it is totally against my inclination!’




  ‘And mine,’ she agreed. ‘But now that the Yorks have an heir, Edward’s seat on the throne is more secure than ever. To oppose them may be unwise. We all have to think of our children’s future. Yet I cannot forget that they deprived Marguerite of her son’s …’




  She broke off because I had suddenly laid my finger on my lips. Behind her back I had seen the privy door open at the back of the hall. Through it stepped Master Bray with the eldest of my wards, Meg Woodville, the illegitimate daughter of Anthony Woodville, Queen Elizabeth’s brother, born as the result of a youthful indiscretion. I had no idea who her mother was but she must have been a pretty girl because her daughter was a beauty. She must also have been persuasive because her father had acknowledged their daughter from birth, given her his name and supported her both socially and financially, at least until his marriage. Then six years ago Queen Elizabeth had asked me to take her niece as my ward because her brother’s childless wife did not wish to play mother to his ‘by-blow’, as she called her.




  Elizabeth had explained: ‘His wife has brought him rich estates and he does not want to offend her but Anthony is very fond of his little girl and it seems her mother has died.’ She added, apparently heedless of causing me offence, ‘Meg is the same age as your son, Lady Margaret. Her presence in your household might fill a gap in your life.’




  A gap caused by King Edward giving custody of my Henry to his favourite, Lord Herbert, and not to me. My anger at this heartless deed persisted but it was not advisable to refuse the queen and ironically she had been proved right. Meg Woodville had come like a bright spark into a household too centred on the woes of its lord and lady, mine the result of my son’s absence and the lack of further children and Sir Henry’s a consequence of his fluctuating health. I had filled my barren days with worship, pleading with God and his saints to right perceived wrongs, while Sir Henry consulted doctor after doctor, fearful that a recurring rash was due to the dreaded disease of leprosy. Responsibility for a bright young soul had very soon taught me, at least, the aridness of this existence.




  When she arrived aged nine, Meg had been a mass of contradictions, intensely aware of her illegitimacy but defying anyone to hold her inferior because of it. When his sister married King Edward, Anthony, like his father, had abruptly changed his allegiance from Lancaster to York, but for little Meg split affinities did not matter; she was a girl who loved on instinct alone. It must have been a disappointment to Anthony Woodville, especially after the death of his father, when he inherited the title Earl Rivers, that his wealthy wife had not produced the son every nobleman craved but he was careful not to speak of this to Meg, and she preferred to pretend that her father was not married at all.




  Entering the hall, she ran to my chair and made a graceful curtsy. She was definitely a Woodville, already tall, an elegant creature in a bright-blue kirtle and lace-trimmed coif, with her burnished bronze hair tumbling down her back. I held out my arms for her eager embrace.




  ‘Master Bray told me you were back, my lady,’ she said. ‘I begged him to let me come and greet you.’




  I raised one eyebrow at the steward. ‘And Master Bray could not deny you it would seem,’ I remarked, noting colour creep into his cheeks before returning my attention to my ward. ‘Have you had a good day at your studies, Meg?’




  Her lips pursed into a pout. ‘How could I, when I was thinking of you and hoping you were not feeling too sad?’ She pulled up a stool and settled on it. ‘Was the funeral very terrible, my lady? Are you glad to be home?’




  Her genuine concern was gratifying. ‘Yes Meg,’ I said. ‘It was an ordeal and I am very glad to be home. But I think you should be in your bed.’




  She shook her head. ‘Please do not send me away. I cannot go to bed until all the little ones are asleep. They chatter away to each other and interrupt my prayers.’ She clasped her hands beseechingly. ‘Please my lady, may I not have a chamber of my own?’




  Kate and I exchanged negative glances. In busy noble houses where numerous servants fetched and carried at all hours of day and night, it was a general rule that children never slept alone, for their own protection. Girls shared beds and chambers with their sisters or schoolmates and also with a nurse or female servant until they were married; even young widows kept a female companion in their chamber until such time as they remarried. ‘No Meg, you may not, but before you go to bed you may come with me to my oratory and say your prayers.’ I stood up and looked enquiringly at the steward, who still hovered behind my chair. ‘Unless Master Bray has urgent business he wishes to discuss with me first.’




  He shook his head, albeit with apparent reluctance. ‘Nothing that will not keep, my lady.’




  ‘Good, then come to my solar after Compline. The chaplain will be waiting for us now. Kate, I hope you will also join us?’




  After the evening Office I kissed Meg goodnight in the girls’ dorter, where the young ones now slept peacefully under the watchful eye of a nurse, whose waiting pallet lay beside the door. A page lit Kate to her guest chamber and another accompanied me to the door of my solar. Inside, candles were already lit and Master Bray was waiting, his expression troubled as he took the seat I offered him.




  ‘I think you may need to watch young Meg Woodville, my lady, if you do not want her to end like her mother,’ he began, shifting his feet a little awkwardly.




  Reginald Bray was not one to hold back what was bothering him, even though he knew there was a good chance I would say something to put him in his place.




  ‘I most certainly do not!’ I could imagine being sent to languish in the Tower if I failed to protect the virtue of the beloved only daughter of Earl Rivers, baseborn or not. ‘What evidence do you have that she needs watching?’




  ‘When I was in the stables on our return from Pleshey I saw a groom slip her a letter. She did not know I was there and she pushed the note into her sleeve. You might find it if you look.’




  ‘I will ask the governess to do so but it could simply be a letter from her father,’ I suggested.




  The steward looked doubtful. ‘His letters come quite openly with his couriers, my lady. Why should he need to send one surreptitiously?’




  I gave this some thought before replying. ‘Perhaps because he has something to tell her that he does not wish me to know. We must accept that the senior Woodvilles do not entirely trust me, Reginald. But I thank you for informing me of this. I will make sure we find the note. I would hate to think that they might be using such a young girl as a spy in my house.’




  His head shook vehemently. ‘I think it much more likely that she has an admirer at court,’ he insisted. ‘Did you know, while you were attending Sir Henry’s sickbed, the Earl her father took her to Westminster Palace several times? Numerous young Squires of the King’s Body cast eyes upon the prettiest damsels while waiting on his grace’s call …’




  ‘And Meg has become a very attractive young lady, something that has not escaped your notice.’ I gave him a meaningful look and the blush reappeared. Master Bray was thirty years old and unmarried, as susceptible to a flirtatious glance as any young man. ‘But it is true that my attention has of late been elsewhere. I will consult with Mistress Hubbard. She may have noticed something and has not wanted to worry me with it while I have had so much else on my mind.’




  ‘You certainly have, my lady, and if I may say so, you have faced it with admirable fortitude.’




  I smiled at him. I was lucky to have a man like Reginald Bray to rely on. He was not only Steward of my household but also Receiver-General of my Somerset estates. While Sir Henry had been my friend and equal, the husband I had believed shared my Lancastrian loyalties, Master Bray truly was the rock on which my life was founded, particularly now that I was a widow. ‘Thank you Master Bray,’ I said. ‘But the past is the past, and now that we know my son is safe I can begin to concentrate on the future.’




  He frowned. ‘Begging your pardon, my lady, but is it not a little early yet to be considering another marriage?’




  ‘Of course it is too early for that!’ I snapped. ‘I was thinking of my son’s future rather than my own, Master Bray.’




  He lowered his head apologetically. ‘Forgive me madam, but I submit that the two are very closely linked, however distant you find yourselves at present.’




  5
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  The Abbey of St Mathieu, Finis Terre, Brittany, October 1471




  BEING THUS STRANDED AT Finis Terre after the terrors of the sea I fell to brooding on our situation. Often a thick mist swarmed in to surround the abbey, reminding me of Wales. At night I dreamed of white mist hanging in the trees all around me, thunder rolling overhead; I crouched in thick undergrowth, fear shortening my breathing and clutching at my heart. It had been raining non-stop for days and the mighty floodwaters swept away bridges and fords over the River Severn, preventing us from crossing to join the army of Queen Marguerite and her son, the Prince of Wales. We waited at Chepstow Castle for the waters to recede; instead news came that we were too late. Our Lancastrian cause had floundered and died in the mud and blood of battle at Tewkesbury and Edward of York was back on the throne. The month was May but God had sent a spring deluge to favour the Yorkists, just as He had sent a snowstorm at the battle of Towton ten years before.




  There had been no point in staying at Chepstow and we set out on the quickest route to Pembroke Castle, while it still remained Lord Jasper’s seat of power. Evan and I were among a dozen knights and men at arms who headed there at high speed, barely slowing from a canter. As we rode across a wild common near Caerwent in the continuing rain, I was astonished when a man I knew, the Welsh bard Lewys Glyn Cothi, leaped out from behind a gorse bush, dripping and dishevelled, and cried, ‘Halt! Halt my lord!’, making my uncle’s courser shy and swerve. We halted behind him.




  Lord Jasper had drawn his sword but luckily he also recognised the bard, whom I had heard many times sing his poems to gathered company. Indeed I learned that Lewys was a staunch ally of my uncle’s cause, one of the secret couriers who had carried letters for him to his supporters all over South Wales.




  ‘Hear my warning, or you ride into a trap!’ The bard clutched at my uncle’s stirrup.




  Lord Jasper dismounted and drew him aside. I did not hear what trap it was the bard warned of but, judging by the weight of coin that fell into his open purse, it was well worth avoiding. Perched behind my uncle’s saddle, Lewys directed us on a less-trodden path towards the Black Mountains, though our new destination was not revealed to those of us in the retinue.




  Darkness was descending as we approached a moated castle set in a fertile valley. Lewys called it Tretower. We took advantage of the thick mist to conceal ourselves in a brake of alders clinging to the bank of the swollen river, and waited.




  My uncle told me not to move from my hiding place. I was to stay by the river. But for once I disobeyed him and it was the horror I witnessed then that now returned repeatedly in my dreams, shrouded in mist and drenched in blood.




  One morning, I woke with a start: someone was shaking me. I found Lord Jasper gazing anxiously into my face. He held a lighted candle and the flame was reflected in his eyes. ‘Harri. You were yelling in your sleep, my boy – crying out and thrashing about. Tell me what disturbs you so much?’




  I struggled to a sitting position, still trembling: ‘I keep seeing that beheading in the woods, uncle – that poor old man. I do not understand why he had to die.’




  In my dream, a bald head rolled in the dirt towards me, beard mired with fresh blood, the lips still moving in desperate prayer.




  My uncle put the candle on the nightstand and his free arm around my shoulders. We were sharing a bed in a small chamber in the guest dorter at the Abbey of St Mathieu, on the heights above the bay where our ship had beached. I rubbed my eyes to banish the scene still branded on my mind.




  A torch flaring in the mist, an old man on his knees, a sword slashing down, crimson spurts of blood coating the swordsman’s boots. I threw myself back into the bushes.




  I avoided my uncle’s gaze for fear I would see again the hatred I had perceived in his eyes that day. We had waited, hidden, and when six mounted men rode out of the castle called Tretower Lord Jasper and his knights had pounced from ambush, stormed out of the fog and dragged them all off their horses. Five of them had been lashed to trees and the sixth, their grey-bearded leader, had been trussed and thrown to his knees. With a furious roar and one blow of his sword my uncle had struck his head from his shoulders. I do not recall every word he yelled but the final cry had been ‘… a head for a head!’




  ‘Do you dream of this often?’ Lord Jasper tilted my chin so that our eyes met at last and I nodded mutely. ‘I did not realise that you saw it, Harri, so I did not explain it to you.’




  ‘I know he was a Yorkist and our enemy but surely it is they who murder our kind, not the other way around? He was your prisoner. Why did you not send him for trial if he had committed a crime? I do not understand.’




  My uncle took a deep breath and sighed. ‘In war, Harri, justice is the first thing to go. Sir Roger Vaughan was a Yorkist, you are right there. But he was not just any ally of York. He was Edward’s hit man and he was on the way to ambush and kill me. Those were his very orders from Edward’s own pen. I found the letter in his purse. But he was more than just a paid assassin. Roger Vaughan was the villain who led my father – your grandfather Sir Owen Tudor – to the block after capturing him fleeing from the battlefield at Mortimer’s Cross. By the rules of chivalry Sir Owen should have been ransomed but instead he was executed without trial, his head displayed like a traitor’s on the market cross at Hereford. When I learned this I made a sacred vow to find the man responsible and mete the same rough justice to him.’




  I hung my head. ‘I did not know,’ I whispered hoarsely.




  ‘I did not want you to,’ Lord Jasper said. ‘You saw things that you were not meant to see. You disobeyed orders, Harri …’




  Suddenly I blurted out, ‘I was at the battle of Banbury under the Herbert banner. When Lord Herbert was taken prisoner by Lancastrians, Walter Herbert drew his dagger on me in fury yelling that I must have betrayed the Herberts. I thought he would kill me!’ This was something I had never told anyone. I had been sold in ward to William Herbert at age four, when King Edward took the throne and uncle Jasper fled into exile. Walter was Herbert’s second son and had always resented my Lancastrian presence in his Yorkist family. We were both twelve-year-old greenhorns when, as part of our military training, we were to witness Lord Herbert’s superior army quash a minor Lancastrian rebellion. ‘Walter had crowed that the rebels would be annihilated,’ I told my uncle. ‘But it was not the rout he had anticipated, his father was taken and Walter believed my death would avenge him. Yet, when it came to the moment of strike, the dagger did not plunge into me; he just stood there staring, frozen, and then he dropped the blade.’




  ‘Thank Almighty God for that!’ Lord Jasper made the sign of the cross and placed his hand on my head in blessing. ‘You were both too young to be at a battle anyway.’




  ‘Yes, we were,’ I agreed. ‘But strangely, after the Earl of Warwick sent Lord Herbert to the scaffold, Walter learned what it was to be a hunted man and we became unlikely allies.’




  ‘No doubt his anger turned from you to Warwick instead,’ said Lord Jasper. ‘Revenge is a mighty force but I have to warn you that it is not always sweet, as many would have us believe. But perhaps you will rest easier now that we have talked about it.’




  This proved to be the case. We stayed for another ten days in the abbey guest dorter, while a letter was carried to the Duke of Brittany asking for asylum, and I did not wake my uncle again in the night.




  Mistress Jane and Sian were lodged in the servants’ quarters outside the gates because women were not allowed in the abbey precinct. Each day, rain or shine, my uncle and Mistress Jane went walking on the cliffs beside the monastery. It was the only chance they had to speak together.




  Davy and I easily lured Sian out into the open also, and the three of us chased each other along the coastal path, playing tag and stalking games around the stunted bushes. On one occasion Sian brought apples in her apron pocket and she and I sat on a rock, eating them and gazing out to sea. Davy, who rarely remained still, built fortifications in the damp sand, which we had to admire, although what we both liked best was to watch the waves demolish them.




  ‘How can I cheer up my mother, Harri?’ Sian asked suddenly, while Davy still toiled. ‘She is so miserable, ever since she lost the baby.’




  I stared at her, astonished.




  ‘Oh. Had they not told you? She and my father were expecting another child, a blessing, they said, in a time of celebration for the restoration of King Henry to the throne.




  ‘But then just before Christmas, if you remember, when my father was away attending the Parliament in Westminster, she was taken ill. She was in pain but she would not tell me what was the matter … until it became obvious she needed help.’ Her little round face screwed up in anguish. ‘There was blood all over, Harri. It was awful.’




  ‘Oh yes, it must have been,’ I said awkwardly. Sian was only a child of eleven years; I was three years her senior but I knew little enough about bodily functions myself. She remained silent so I ploughed on, ‘My uncle has been sad too lately. I thought the murder of his brother the king and losing his earldom so soon after he had won it back were reason enough but if they lost a child as well then it is no wonder they are both wretched.’




  ‘Well, what can we do to make them happy again?’




  I crunched another bite out of my apple and chewed it, considering. ‘I do not think they will be happy until they have somewhere to live together once more. Perhaps it would help to pray that the Duke of Brittany takes us all into his favour.’




  ‘Do you think he will?’




  I shrugged. ‘Lord Jasper seems to think so, unless he just says that to reassure the rest of us.’




  Sian pursed her lips. ‘You can never tell with adults.’




  ‘Perhaps Mistress Jane also worries about your sister Elin?’ I suggested. ‘Had you thought of that?’ Elin had been staying at the home of her betrothed Will Gardiner, the son of a rich London merchant, when the Yorkists invaded, making it impossible for Lord Jasper to return to London to fetch her.




  ‘I think Mother misses her rather than worries,’ Sian said. ‘In her letters Elin sounds merry as a lark. She and Will are the best of friends.’




  I detected a wistful tone in her voice when she said this, as if she might be jealous. ‘You miss her too, I daresay.’




  ‘Yes but Mother more so. Elin always knew how to make her smile – or at least get some sort of reaction, even if it was only annoyance. I feel inadequate – not clever enough or even irritating enough to stir my mother’s spirits.’




  I shook my head. ‘You should not think like that, Sian. I believe your mother takes great comfort from your presence. Imagine how lonely she would be without you. It was very brave of you both to come into exile with us. You could have stayed in your house in Tenby and lived quietly like you did before my uncle came back.’




  She looked shocked. ‘Oh no, I wanted to come and mother would not have let father sail without us.’ She shot me a wry smile. ‘It was a horrible trip though, was it not? I was so sick. I never want to go to sea again.’




  I squeezed her hand. ‘But then you would never see England again. The voyage cannot always be that bad.’




  She said with a little laugh that made me glad, ‘Still, I hope the Breton duke does not send us straight back where we came from!’




  We had not noticed Lord Jasper and Mistress Jane returning from their walk: they stood with Davy beside his latest castle. Jane looked over at us and smiled, hearing her daughter’s laugh, then all three of them came to join Sian and me on the rocks. The tide was coming in fast; wavelets were already undermining Davy’s outer walls of sand.




  ‘There is a silver penny for you, Davy, if the donjon is the last structure to fall into the sea,’ said Uncle Jasper.




  We watched in suspense as the rising water lapped menacingly into the moat around the sand tower, which slumped on one side, but stood for some minutes after the walls were entirely washed away. Lord Jasper pulled a silver penny from the purse on his belt and handed it with a courtly bow to a delighted Davy.




  ‘Ah, yes, and for you, Harri,’ he said, retrieving a slightly crushed sprig of bright-yellow flowers from between the fastenings of his jacket. ‘Sometimes gorse produces flowers out of season and I found this.’




  With another courtly bow, he held it out to me. ‘It is yours, Harri, to wear in your hat – a flower of the Planta Genista flourishing in an unexpected time and place. I call it a good omen and, as the only one among us with Plantagenet blood, I think the portent is meant for you.’




  6
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  Westminster Palace, London, late October 1471




  I QUASHED MY LANCASTRIAN pride and thought of my son’s future; I would kneel at the enemy’s feet. I felt a lump in my throat when I saw the lofty frame of King Edward confidently filling the throne into which my shrunken cousin Henry had almost disappeared the last time I had been at court. There was no denying Edward displayed the better image of a king, with his broad shoulders and substantial length of leg. Perhaps more significantly, his crown sat straight and secure on his head, not perched precariously, as Henry’s always was.




  Arriving, I was conscious that all eyes were on me but I stepped proudly into the audience chamber, reminding myself that I was there because my husband had died from wounds received fighting for this very king. I hoped my black widow’s weeds were my passport to a pardon. The chamber was crammed with people and brilliant with jewels and chandeliers. It smelled of perspiration, candlewax and costly unguents.




  ‘My lady of Richmond.’ The king acknowledged my presence, using the title, which ten years ago, on his first assumption of the throne, he had permitted me to retain. From my restricted viewpoint, head bowed, I noticed him pull his feet back, so that he must have sat up straight to speak with me. Edward of York invariably addressed a lady with an air of gallantry, no matter how much he might question the worth of her loyalty. ‘Allow me to offer my condolences on the death of your husband,’ he said.




  ‘Thank you, sire,’ I murmured, keeping my gaze lowered. ‘He was your grace’s loyal servant.’




  ‘And died for my cause, a hero and a friend.’ There was a prolonged pause, which eventually prompted me to look up. Edward’s blue eyes instantly fixed on mine, as if seeking the true sentiment behind them. ‘And now you have come to renew your family’s constancy?’




  ‘I have, with your royal clemency.’ I caught the reliquary hanging around my neck between my finger and thumb. Edward was not to know that it was the gift of my first husband, half-brother to the king he had caused to be murdered in the Tower; or that it contained a phial of water from the river Jordan, where St John had baptised Christ. John the Baptist, patron saint of my great-grandfather the first Duke of Lancaster, might shield me from my ancestors’ wrath at the oath I was about to take.




  Edward extended his hand. His coronation ring gleamed on his well-fleshed middle finger, a great York rose of white diamonds set in gold. It flashed the light of a thousand candles into my eyes as I knelt to kiss it. Only a year ago I had kissed my cousin’s ring, which had hung on his bony knuckle like a shackle on a skeleton.




  I heard myself repeat the oath of fealty: ‘I humbly pledge my allegiance to your grace and to your son Edward, Prince of Wales …’ The very same words I had used before but in such different circumstances.




  When the oath was completed King Edward smiled and urged me to rise. ‘Welcome back to my court, Lady Richmond, the queen will be delighted to see you here again I am sure.’ He glanced in the direction of his wife’s throne a few yards away. It was a dismissal and I backed carefully off the dais steps, Meg Woodville handling my copious black train with commendable skill. The queen beckoned us to her dais, allowing the next petitioner to approach the king. At this stage of his return to power these pardoning courts were busy places.




  ‘I am glad you have brought my niece as your train-bearer, Lady Richmond,’ Queen Elizabeth said. ‘I do not see her often enough.’




  Meg and I both made our curtsies and the girl moved forward to kiss her aunt’s cheek. ‘I was here with my father recently, your grace, but sadly you were unwell and we did not meet. I hope you are recovered.’
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