
Read & Download (PDF Kindle) 
Wars of the Roses: Stormbird

 Conn Iggulden

http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/PBoYl/Wars-of-the-Roses-Stormbird
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/PBoYl/Wars-of-the-Roses-Stormbird
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/PBoYl/Wars-of-the-Roses-Stormbird
http://dl.neutronbyte.com/pdf-file/18oYWaTP/e/GERQ/KqPw/PBoYl/Wars-of-the-Roses-Stormbird


“Capturing the violence and romance of medieval life, Iggulden makes real those grand
characters who live in the collective memory. A page-turner sure to have readers eager for the
next in the series." —KirkusThe first book in #1 New York Times-bestselling author Conn
Iggulden’s brilliant new historical series about two families who plunged England into a
devastating, decades-long civil war.In 1437, the Lancaster king Henry VI ascends the throne of
England after years of semi-peaceful regency. Named “The Lamb,” Henry is famed more for his
gentle and pious nature than his father’s famous battlefield exploits; already, his dependence on
his closest men has stirred whispers of weakness at court. A secret truce negotiated with
France to trade British territories for a royal bride—Margaret of Anjou—sparks revolts across
English territory. The rival royal line, the House of York, sees the chaos brought on by Henry’s
weakness and with it not only opportunity in the monarch, but also their patriotic duty in ousting
an ineffectual king. As storm clouds gather over England, King Henry and his supporters find
themselves besieged abroad and at home. Who or what can save the kingdom before it is too
late?

About the AuthorRobert T. Kiyosaki es un inversionista multimillonario, emprendedor, educador,
conferencista y autor bestseller de la serie Padre rico, Padre pobre. Después de retirarse, a los
47 años, fundó CHASFLOW Technologies y creó la Compañía de Rich Dad, que hoy en día
ofrece a millones de personas en el mundo consejospara ser financieramente independientes.
Robert ha escrito 16 libros que han vendido más de 27 millones de ejemplares en todo el
mundo. En su serie Padre rico, Padre pobre Robert T. Kiyosaki transformó radicalmente la forma
en la que millones de personas perciben el concepto del dinero. Con perspectivas que
contradicen el conocimiento convencional, Kiyosaki se ha ganado una gran reputación por su
irreverencia y claridad para expresar susideas. Es reconocido alrededor del mundo como un
defensor apasionado de la educación financiera. Entre sus obras se encuentran Niño rico, niño
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BeaufortPROLOGUEAnno Domini 1377Bowls of dark royal blood lay beneath the bed, forgotten
by the physician. Alice Perrers rested on a chair, panting from the effort of wrestling the King of
England into his armor. The air in the room was sour with sweat and death, and Edward lay like
his own effigy, pale and white-bearded.There were tears in Alice’s eyes as she looked on him.
The blow that had struck Edward down had come from a clear spring sky, unseen and terrible on
a warm wind. Gently, she leaned forward and wiped spittle from the side of his drooping mouth.
He had been so strong once, a man among men who could fight from dawn till dusk. His armor
gleamed, yet it was marked and scarred like the flesh it covered. Underneath it, muscle and
bone had wasted away.She waited for him to open his eyes, unsure how much he still
understood. His awareness came and went, moments of fading life that grew fewer and shorter
as the days progressed. At dawn, he’d woken and whispered for his armor to be put on. The
doctor had jumped up from his chair, fetching another of his filthy drafts for the king to drink.
Weak as a child, Edward had waved away the stinking mixture, beginning to choke when the
man continued to press the bowl against his mouth. Alice had felt her resolve firm when she saw
that. Over the doctor’s furious protests, she’d shooed him out of the king’s rooms, snapping her
apron at him and ignoring his threats until she was able to close the door on his back.Edward
had watched her lift his chain mail from the armor tree. He’d smiled for a moment, then his blue
eyes had closed and he’d sagged back into the pillows. For the next hour, she’d grown pink at
the labor, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand as she struggled with leather ties and
metal, heaving the old man back and forth without his aid. Yet her brother was a knight, and it
was not the first time she’d dressed a man for war.By the time she pulled the metal gauntlets
over his hands and sat back, he was barely aware, groaning softly as he drifted. His fingers
twitched on the crumpled blankets until she gasped and stood, realizing what he wanted. Alice
reached out to the great sword standing against the wall of the room, having to use both arms to
place it where his hand could take the hilt. There had been a time when Edward had wielded that
blade as if it had no weight at all. She wiped hot tears as his hand closed on it in a spasm, the
gauntlet creaking in the silence.He looked like a king once more. It was done. She nodded to
herself, pleased that when the time came, he would be seen as he had lived. Reaching for a
comb from her pocket, she began to smooth out the white beard and hair where they had
become matted and tangled. It would not be long. His face drooped on one side, as if warm wax
had melted, and his breath came in crackling gasps.At twenty-eight, she was almost forty years
younger than the king, but until his illness, Edward had been vigorous and strong, as if he might
live forever. He had ruled all her life, and no one she knew could remember his father, nor the
great Hammer of the Scots who had ruled before him. The Plantagenet family had left a mark on
England and torn France apart in battles no one thought they could win.Her comb snagged in
his beard. Blue eyes opened at her touch and, from that ravaged body, her king looked up at her.
Alice shuddered under the fierce gaze that had brought its own form of weakness in her for so
long.“I am here, Edward,” she said, almost in a whisper. “I am here. You are not alone.”Part of his
face pulled into a grimace, and he raised his good left arm to grip her hand and lower it, with its



comb held tight. Each breath was drawn roughly in, and his skin flushed with the effort of trying
to speak. Alice leaned close to hear the mush of words.“Where are my sons?” he said, raising
his head so that it left the pillow, then falling back. His right hand trembled on the sword hilt,
taking comfort from it.“They are coming, Edward. I’ve sent runners for John, to bring him back
from the hunt. Edmund and Thomas are in the far wing. They are all coming.”As she spoke, she
could hear a clatter of footsteps and the rumble of men’s voices. She knew his sons well, and
she prepared herself, knowing her moments of intimacy were at an end.“They will send me
away, my love, but I will not go far.”She reached down and kissed him on the lips, feeling the
unnatural heat on his bitter breath.As she sat back, she could make out the braying voice of
Edmund, telling the other two of some wager he had made. She only wished the oldest brother
could have been among them, but the Black Prince had died just a year before, never to inherit
his father’s kingdom. She thought the loss of the heir to the throne had been the first blow that
led to all the rest. A father should not lose sons before him, she thought. It was a cruel thing to
bear, for man or king.The door came open with a crash that made Alice start. The three men
who entered all resembled their father in different ways. With the blood of old Longshanks
running in them, they were some of the tallest men she had ever seen, filling the room and
crowding her even before they spoke.Edmund of York was slim and black-haired, glowering as
he saw the woman sitting with his father. He had never approved of his father’s mistresses and,
as Alice rose and stood meekly, his brows came down in a sour expression. At his side, John of
Gaunt wore the same beard as his father, though it was still rich and black and cut to a sharp
point that hid his throat from sight. The brothers loomed over their father, looking down on him as
his eyes drifted closed once more.Alice trembled. The king had been her protector while she
amassed a fortune. She had grown wealthy from her association, but she was well aware that
any one of the men in the room could order her taken on a whim, her possessions and lands
forfeited on nothing more than their word. The title of duke was still so new that no one had
tested their authority. They stood over earls and barons almost as kings in their own right, finding
their peers and equals only in that room, on that day.Two heads of the five great houses were
absent. Lionel, Duke of Clarence, had died eight years before, leaving only a baby daughter. The
son of the Black Prince was a ten-year-old boy. Richard had inherited his father’s Duchy of
Cornwall, just as he would inherit the kingdom itself. Alice had met both children, and she only
hoped Richard would survive his powerful uncles long enough to become king. In her private
thoughts, she wouldn’t have wagered a penny on his chances.The youngest of the three was
Thomas, Duke of Gloucester. Perhaps because he was closest to her in age, he had always
treated Alice kindly. He was the only one to acknowledge her as she stood and trembled.“I know
you have been a comfort to my father, Lady Perrers,” Thomas said. “But this is a time for his
family.”Alice blinked through tears, grateful for the kindness. Edmund of York spoke before she
could respond.“He means you should get out, girl,” he said. He didn’t look at her, his gaze held
by the figure of his father lying in his armor on the pale sheets. “Off with you.”Alice left quickly at
that, dabbing at her eyes. The door stood open and she looked back at the three sons standing



over the dying king. She closed the door gently and sobbed as she walked away into the Palace
of Sheen.Alone, the brothers were silent for a long time. Their father had been the anchor on
their lives, the one constant in a turbulent world. He had ruled for fifty years and the country had
grown strong and rich under his hand. None of them could imagine a future without him.“Should
there not be a priest?” Edmund demanded suddenly. “It’s an ill thing to have our father attended
by a whore in his last moments.” He didn’t see his brother John scowl at the loudness of his
voice. Edmund barked at the world with every word, unable to speak quietly, or at least
unwilling.“He can be called yet for the last rites,” John replied, deliberately gentling his tone. “We
passed him in prayer in the little room outside. He’ll wait a while longer, for us.”The silence fell
again, but Edmund shifted and sighed. He looked down at the still figure, seeing the chest rise
and fall, the breaths audible with a deep crackle in the lungs.“I don’t see—” he began.“Peace,
brother,” John said softly, interrupting. “Just . . . peace. He called for his armor and his sword. It
won’t be long now.”John closed his eyes in irritation for a moment as his younger brother looked
round and found a chair to suit him, dragging it close to the bed with a screeching
sound.“There’s no need to stand, is there?” Edmund said smugly. “I can at least be comfortable.”
He rested his hands on his knees, looking across at his father before turning his head. When he
spoke again, his voice had lost its usual stridency. “I can hardly believe it. He was always so
strong.”John of Gaunt rested his hand on Edmund’s shoulder.“I know, brother. I love him,
too.”Thomas frowned at both of them.“Will you have him die with your empty chatter ringing in
his ears?” he said sternly. “Give him silence or prayer, either one.”John gripped Edmund’s
shoulder more strongly, as he sensed his brother would reply. To his relief, Edmund subsided
with ill grace. John let his hand fall and Edmund looked up, irritated by the touch even as it
ended. He glared at his older brother.“Have you thought, John, that there is just a boy now
between you and the crown? If it weren’t for dear little Richard, you would be king tomorrow.”The
other two spoke at once in anger, telling Edmund to shut his mouth. He shrugged at them.“God
knows the houses of York and Gloucester won’t see the throne come to them, but you, John?
You are just a hair’s breadth from being royal and touched by God. If it were me, I’d be thinking of
that.”“It should have been Edward,” Thomas snapped. “Or Lionel, if he’d lived. Edward’s son
Richard is the only male line and that’s all there is, Edmund. God, I don’t know how you have the
gall to say such a thing while our father lies on his deathbed. And I don’t know how you can call
the true royal line a ‘hair’s breadth,’ either. Hold your wind, brother. I’m sick of hearing you. There
is only one line. There is only one king.”The old man on the bed opened his eyes and turned his
head. They all saw the movement, and Edmund’s tart reply died on his lips. As one, they leaned
in close to hear as their father smiled weakly, the expression twisting the good half of his face
into a rictus that revealed dark yellow teeth.“Come to watch me die?” King Edward asked.They
smiled at the gleam of life and John felt his eyes fill with unwanted tears, so that his vision
swam.“I was dreaming, lads. I was dreaming of a green field and riding across it.” The king’s
voice was thin and reedy, so high and weak that they could barely hear. Yet in his eyes they saw
the man they had known before. He was still there, watching them.“Where is Edward?” the king



said. “Why isn’t he here?”John rubbed fiercely at his tears.“He’s gone, Father. Last year. His son
Richard will be king.”“Ah. I miss him. I saw him fight in France, did you know?”“I know, Father,”
John replied. “I know.”“The French knights overran where he stood, yelling and smashing
through. Edward stood alone, with just a few of his men. My barons asked me if I wanted to send
knights to help him, to help my firstborn son. He was sixteen years old then. Do you know what I
said to them?”“You said no, Father,” John whispered.The old man laughed in short breaths, his
face darkening.“I said no. I said he had to win his spurs.” His eyes turned up to the ceiling, lost in
the memory. “And he did! He fought his way clear and returned to my side. I knew he would be
king then. I knew it. Is he coming?”“He’s not coming, Father. He’s gone and his son will be
king.”“Yes, I’m sorry. I knew. I loved him, that boy, that brave boy. I loved him.”The king breathed
out and out and out, until all breath was gone. The brothers waited in terrible silence, and John
sobbed, putting his arm over his eyes. King Edward the Third was dead, and the stillness was
like a weight on them all.“Fetch the priest for the last rites,” John said. He reached down to close
his father’s eyes, already lacking the spark of will.One by one, the three brothers bowed to kiss
their father’s forehead, to touch his flesh for the last time. They left him there as the priest bustled
in, and they walked out into the June sunshine and the rest of their lives.PART ONEANNO
DOMINI 1443Sixty-six years after the death of Edward III• • •Woe to thee, O land, when thy
king is a child.ECCLESIASTES 10:16CHAPTER 1England was cold that month. The frost made
the paths shine whitely in the darkness, clinging to the trees in drooping webs of ice. Guardsmen
hunched and shivered as they kept watch over the battlements. In the highest rooms, the wind
sobbed and whistled as it creased around the stones. The fire in the chamber might as well have
been a painting for all the warmth it brought.“I remember Prince Hal, William! I remember the
lion! Just ten more years and he’d have had the rest of France at his feet. Henry of Monmouth
was my king, no other. God knows I would follow his son, but this boy is not his father. You know
it. Instead of a lion of England, we have a dear white lamb to lead us in prayer. Christ, it makes
me want to weep.”“Derry, please! Your voice carries. And I won’t listen to blasphemy. I don’t allow
it in my men, and I expect better from you.”The younger man stopped his pacing and looked up,
a hard light in his eyes. He took two quick steps and stood very close, his arms slightly bent as
they hung at his sides. He was half a head shorter than Lord Suffolk, but he was powerfully built
and fit. Anger and strength simmered in him, always close to the surface.“I swear I’ve never been
closer to knocking you out, William,” he said. “The listeners are my men. Do you think I’m trying
to trap you? Is that it? Let them hear. They know what I’ll do if they repeat a single word.” With
one heavy fist, he thumped Suffolk lightly on the shoulder, turning away the man’s frown with a
laugh.“Blasphemy? You’ve been a soldier all your life, William, but you talk like a soft-faced
priest. I could still put you on your backside, William. That’s the difference between you and me.
You’ll fight well enough when you’re told, but I fight because I like it. That’s why this falls to me,
William. That’s why I’ll be the one who finds the right spot for the knife and sticks it in. We don’t
need pious gentlemen, William, not for this. We need a man like me, a man who can see
weakness and isn’t afraid to thumb its eyes out.”Lord Suffolk glowered, taking a deep breath.



When the king’s spymaster was in full flow, he could mix insults and compliments in a great flood
of bitter vitriol. If a man took offense, Suffolk told himself, he’d never get anything done. He
suspected Derihew Brewer knew the limits of his temper very well.“We may not need a
gentleman, Derry, but we do need a lord to deal with the French. You wrote to me, remember? I
crossed the sea and left my responsibilities in Orléans to listen to you. So I would appreciate it if
you’d share your plans, or I’ll go back to the coast.”“That’s it, isn’t it? I come up with the answers
and I’m to give them to my fine noble friend so he can reap all the glory? So they can say, ‘That
William Pole, that Earl Suffolk, he’s a right sharp one,’ while Derry Brewer is forgotten.”“William
de la Pole, Derry, as you know very well.”Derry replied through clenched teeth, his voice close to
a snarl.“Oh, yes? You think this is the time to have a nice French-sounding name, do you? I
thought you had more wits, I really did. Thing is, William, I’ll do it anyway, because I care what
happens to that little lamb who rules us. And I don’t want to see my country ripped apart by fools
and cocky bastards. I do have an idea, though you won’t like it. I just need to know you
understand the stakes.”“I understand them,” Suffolk said, his gray eyes hard and cold.Derry
grinned at him without a trace of humor, revealing the whitest teeth Suffolk could remember
seeing on a grown man.“No, you don’t,” he said with a sneer. “The whole country is waiting for
young Henry to be half the man his dad was, to finish the glorious work that took half of France
and made their precious Dauphin prince run like a little girl. They’re waiting, William. The king is
twenty-two and his father was a proper fighter at that age. Remember? Old Henry would have
torn their lungs out and worn ’em as gloves, just to keep his hands warm. Not the lamb, though.
Not his boy. The lamb can’t lead and the lamb can’t fight. He can’t even grow a beard, William!
When they realize he ain’t never coming, we’re all done, understand? When the French stop
trembling in terror about King Harry, the lion of bloody England, coming back, it’s all finished.
Maybe in a year or two, there’ll be a French army clustering like wasps to come for a day out in
London. A nice bit of rape and slaughter and we’ll be taking off our caps and bowing whenever
we hear a French voice. You want that for your daughters, William? For your sons? Those are
your stakes, William English Pole.”“Then tell me how we can bring them to truce,” Suffolk said
slowly and with force.At forty-six, he was a large man, with a mass of iron-gray hair that spread
out from his wide head and fell almost to his shoulders. He’d put on bulk in the previous few
years, and next to Derry he felt old. His right shoulder ached on most days and one of his legs
had been badly gashed years before so that the muscle never healed properly. He limped in
winter and he could feel it sending fingers of pain up his leg as he stood in the cold room. His
temper was growing short.“That’s what the boy said to me,” Derry replied. “‘Bring me a truce,
Derry,’ he says. ‘Bring me peace.’ Peace when we could take it all with one good season of
fighting. It turned my stomach—and his poor old dad must be turning in his grave. I’ve spent
more time in the archives than any man with red blood should ever be asked to do. But I found it,
William Pole. I found something the French won’t turn down. You’ll take it to them and they’ll fret
and worry, but they won’t be able to resist. He’ll get his truce.”“And will you share this revelation?”
Suffolk asked, holding his temper with difficulty. The man was infuriating, but Derry would not be



rushed and there was still the suspicion that the spymaster enjoyed having an earl wait on his
word. Suffolk resolved not to give Derry the satisfaction of showing impatience. He crossed the
room to pour himself a cup of water from a jug, draining it in quick swallows.“Our Henry wants a
wife,” Derry replied. “They’d see hell freeze before they give him a royal princess like they did
with his father. No, the French king will keep his daughters close by for Frenchmen, so I won’t
even give him the pleasure of turning us down. But there is one other house, William—Anjou.
The duke there has paper claims to Naples, Sicily, and Jerusalem. Old René calls himself a king
and he’s ruined his family trying to claim his rights for ten years now. He’s paid ransoms greater
than you or I will ever see, William. And he has two daughters, one of them unpromised and
thirteen.”Suffolk shook his head, refilling the cup. He had sworn off wine and beer, but this was
one time when he truly missed the stuff.“I know Duke René of Anjou,” he said. “He hates the
English. His mother was a great friend of that girl, Joan of Arc—and you’ll recall, Derry, that we
burned her.”“No more than right,” Derry snapped. “You were there, you saw her. That little bitch
was in league with someone, even if it wasn’t the Devil himself. No, you’re not seeing it, William.
René has the ear of his king. That French peacock owes René of Anjou his crown, everything.
Didn’t René’s mother give him sanctuary when he tucked up his skirts and ran? Didn’t she send
little Joan of Arc to Orléans to shame them into attacking? That family kept France in French
hands, or at least the arse end of it. Anjou is the key to the whole lock, William. The French king
married René’s sister, for Christ’s sake! That’s the family that can put pressure on their little royal
—and they’re the ones with an unmarried daughter. They are the way in, I’m telling you. I’ve
looked at them all, William, every French ‘lord’ with three pigs and two servants. Margaret of
Anjou is a princess; her father beggared himself to prove it.”Suffolk sighed. It was late and he
was weary.“Derry, it’s no good, even if you’re right. I’ve met the duke more than once. I remember
him complaining to me that English soldiers laughed at his order of chivalry. He was most
offended, I recall.”“He should not have called it the Order of the Croissant, then, should he?”“It’s
no stranger than the Order of the Garter, is it? Either way, Derry, he won’t give us a daughter,
certainly not in exchange for a truce. He might take a fortune for her, if things are as bad as you
say, but a truce? They aren’t all fools, Derry. We haven’t had a campaign for a decade and every
year it gets just a little harder to hold the land we have. They have an ambassador here and I’m
sure he tells them everything he sees.”“He tells them what I let him see; don’t you worry about
that. I have that perfumed boy sewn up tight. But I haven’t told you what we’ll offer to make old
René sweat and pull on his king’s sleeve, just begging his monarch to accept our terms. He’s
poor as a blind archer without the rents from his ancestral lands. And why is that? Because we
own them. He has a couple of derelict old castles that look out on the best farmland in France,
with good Englishmen and soldiers enjoying it for him. Maine and Anjou entire, William. That will
bring him to the table fast enough. That will win us our truce. Ten years? We’ll demand twenty
and a bloody princess. And René of Anjou has the king’s ear. The snail-eaters will fall over
themselves to say yes.”Suffolk rubbed his eyes in frustration. He could feel the taste of wine in
his mouth, though he had not touched a drop for more than a year.“This is madness. You’d have



me give away a quarter of our land in France?”“You think I like it, William?” Derry demanded
angrily. “You think I haven’t sweated for months looking for a better path? The king said, ‘Bring
me a truce, Derry’—well, this is it. This is the only thing that will do it, and, believe me, if there
was another way, I’d have found it by now. If he could use his father’s sword—Christ, if he could
even lift it—I wouldn’t be having this conversation with you. You and I would be out once more,
with the horns blowing and the French on the run. If he can’t do that—and he can’t, William,
you’ve seen him—then this is the only way to peace. We’ll find him a wife as well, to conceal the
rest.”“Have you told the king?” Suffolk asked, already knowing the answer.“If I had, he’d agree,
wouldn’t he?” Derry replied bitterly. “‘You know best, Derry,’ ‘If you think so, Derry.’ You know how
he talks. I could get him to say yes to anything. Trouble is, so can anyone else. He’s weak like
that, William. All we can do is get him a wife, bide our time, and wait for a strong son.” He saw
Suffolk’s dubious expression and he snorted. “It worked for Edward, didn’t it? The hammer of the
bloody Scots had a weak son, but his grandson? I wish I’d known a king like that. No, I did know
a king like that. I knew Harry. I knew the lion of bloody Agincourt, and maybe that’s all a man can
hope for in one lifetime. But while we wait for a proper monarch, we have to have a truce. The
beardless boy isn’t up to anything else.”“Have you even seen a picture of this princess?” Suffolk
asked, staring off into the distance.Derry laughed scornfully.“Margaret? You like them young, do
you? And you a married man, William Pole! What does it matter what she looks like? She’s
almost fourteen and a virgin; that’s all that matters. She could be covered in warts and moles and
our Henry would say, ‘If you think I should, Derry,’ and that’s the truth of it.”Derry came to stand at
Suffolk’s shoulder, noting to himself how the older man seemed more bowed down than he had
when he’d entered.“They know you in France, William. They knew your father and your brother—
and they know your family has paid its dues. They’ll listen to you, if you take this to them. We’ll
still have the north and all the coast. We’ll still have Calais and Normandy, Picardy, Brittany—all
the way to Paris. If we could hold all that and Maine and Anjou as well, I’d be raising the flags
and marching with you. But we can’t.”“I’ll need to hear this from the king before I go back,” Suffolk
said, his eyes bleak.Derry looked away uncomfortably.“All right, William. I understand. But you
know . . . No, all right. You’ll find him in the chapel. Maybe you can interrupt his prayers, I don’t
know. He’ll agree with me, William. He always bloody agrees.”• • •ACROSS A SWATH of
frozen, crunching grass, the two men walked in darkness to the Windsor chapel, dedicated to
the Blessed Virgin, Edward the Confessor, and St. George. In starlight, with his breath misting
before him, Derry nodded to the guards at the outer door as they passed through into a candlelit
interior that was almost as cold as the night outside.The chapel seemed empty at first, though
Suffolk sensed and then caught glimpses of men standing among the statues. In dark robes,
they were almost invisible until they moved. Footsteps on stone echoed in the silence as the
watchers walked toward the two men, faces hard with their responsibility. Twice, Derry had to
wait until he was recognized before he could make his way along the nave toward the lone figure
at prayer.The monarch’s seat was almost enclosed in carved and gilded wood, lit by dim lamps
hanging far above. Henry knelt there with his hands out in front of him, tight-clenched and rigid.



His eyes were closed, and Derry sighed softly to himself. For a time, he and Suffolk just stood
and waited, gazing on the upraised face of a boy, lit gold in the darkness. The king looked
angelic, but it broke both their hearts to see how young he seemed, how frail. It was said his birth
had been a trial for his French mother. She had been lucky to survive, and the boy had been
born blue and choking. Nine months later and his father, Henry V, was dead, torn from life by
simple sickness after surviving a lifetime of war. There were some who said it was a blessing that
the battle king had not lived to see his son become a man.In the gloom, Derry and Suffolk
looked at each other in silence, sharing the same sense of loss. Derry leaned close.“It could be
hours yet,” he whispered into Suffolk’s ear. “You’ll have to interrupt or we’ll be here till morning.”In
response, Suffolk cleared his throat, the sound louder than he had intended in the echoing
silence. The king’s eyes fluttered open, as if he was returning from very far away. Slowly, Henry
turned his head, taking in the two men standing there. He blinked, then smiled at them both,
crossing himself and muttering a final prayer before rising on legs made stiff from hours of
stillness.Suffolk watched his king fumble with the latch of the monarch’s seat before stepping
down and approaching him. Henry left the pool of light behind so that they could not see his face
as he came close.Both men knelt, Suffolk’s knees protesting. Henry chuckled over their bowed
heads.“My heart is full to see you, Lord Suffolk. Come, now, stand up. The floor is too cold for old
men. I’m sure that’s right. I hear my chambermaid complaining, though she doesn’t know I’m
there. She’s younger than you, I think. Up, both of you, before you catch a chill.”As Derry stood,
he opened the lamp he carried, spreading light across the chapel. The king was dressed in the
simplest of clothes, just plain dark wool and blunt leather shoes like any townsman. He wore no
gold and, with the look of a boy, he might have been an apprentice in some trade that did not
require too much strength.Suffolk searched the young man’s face for some trace of the father,
but the eyes were guileless and the frame was slender, showing no sign of the massive strength
of his bloodline. Suffolk almost missed the bandages on Henry’s hands. His gaze snagged on
them and Henry held them up into the light, his face flushing.“Sword practice, Lord Suffolk. Old
Marsden says they’ll harden, but they just bleed and bleed. I thought for a while . . .” He caught
himself, raising one bound finger to tap lightly at his mouth. “No, you have not come from France
to see my hands. Have you?”“No, Your Grace,” Suffolk answered gently. “Can you grant me a
moment? I have been talking to Master Brewer about the future.”“No beer from Derry!” Henry
said. “The only Master Brewer with no beer!”It was an old jest, but both the older men chuckled
dutifully. Henry beamed at them.“In truth, I cannot go from this place. I am allowed to take a
break each hour, for water or to fill a pot, but then I must return to my prayers. Cardinal Beaufort
told me the secret and the burden is not too great.”“The secret, Your Grace?”“That the French
can’t come while a king prays, Lord Suffolk! With my hands, even bandaged as they are, I hold
them back. Isn’t that a wonderful thing?”Suffolk breathed slowly in and out, silently cursing the
young man’s great-uncle for his foolishness. There was no purpose in having Henry waste his
nights in such a way, though Suffolk imagined it made it easier for those around him. Somewhere
nearby, Cardinal Beaufort would be sleeping. Suffolk resolved to wake him up and have him join



the boy in prayers. A king’s prayers could only be gilded by those of a cardinal, after all.Derry
had been listening closely, waiting to speak.“I’ll clear the men away, my lord Suffolk. Your Grace,
with your permission? This is a private matter, best not overheard.”Henry gestured for him to
carry on while Suffolk smiled at the formal tone. For all Derry’s bitterness and scorn, he was
cautious in the presence of the king. There would be no blasphemy in that chapel, not from
him.The king seemed not to notice the half-dozen men Derry ushered out of the chapel into the
frozen night. Suffolk was cynical enough to suspect one or two remained in the darkest alcoves,
but Derry knew his own men and Henry’s patience was already wearing thin, his gaze drifting
back to his place of prayer.Suffolk felt a surge of affection for the young king. He had watched
Henry grow with the hopes of an entire country on his shoulders. Suffolk had seen those hopes
falter and then crumble into disappointment. He could only guess how hard it had been for the
boy himself. Henry was not stupid, for all his strangeness. He would have heard every barbed
comment made about him over the years.“Your Grace, Master Brewer has vouchsafed a plan to
bargain for a wife and a truce together, in exchange for two great provinces of France. He
believes the French will deliver a truce in exchange for Maine and Anjou.”“A wife?” Henry said,
blinking.“Yes, Your Grace, as the family in question has a suitable daughter. I wanted . . .” Suffolk
hesitated. He could not ask whether the king understood what he was saying. “Your Grace, there
are English subjects living in both Maine and Anjou. They would be evicted if we give them up. I
wanted to ask if it isn’t too high a price to pay for a truce.”“We must have a truce, Lord Suffolk.
We must. My uncle the cardinal says so. Master Brewer agrees with him—though he has no
beer! Tell me of the wife. Is there a picture?”Suffolk closed his eyes for an instant before opening
them.“I will have one made, Your Grace. The truce, though. Maine and Anjou are the southern
quarter of our lands in France. Together, they are as great as Wales, Your Grace. If we give such
a tract of land away . . .”“What is her name, this girl? I cannot call her ‘girl’ or even ‘wife,’ now, can
I, Lord Suffolk?”“No, Your Grace. Her name is Margaret. Margaret of Anjou.”“You will go to
France, Lord Suffolk, and you will see her for me. When you return, I shall want to hear every
detail.”Suffolk hid his frustration.“Your Grace, do I have it right that you are willing to lose lands in
France for peace?”To his surprise, the king leaned in close to reply, his pale blue eyes
gleaming.“As you say, Lord Suffolk. We must have a truce. I depend on you to carry out my
wishes. Bring me a picture of her.”Derry had returned while the conversation went on, his face
carefully blank.“I’m sure His Royal Highness would like to return to his prayers now, Lord
Suffolk.”“I would, yes,” Henry replied, holding up one bandaged hand in farewell. Suffolk could
see a dark red stain at the center of the palm.They bowed deeply to the young King of England
as he walked back to his place and knelt, his eyes closing slowly, his fingers lacing together like
a lock.CHAPTER 2Margaret let out a gasp as a hurrying figure thumped into her and they both
went sprawling. She had a blurred sense of tight-drawn brown hair and a smell of healthy sweat
and then she went down with a yelp. A copper pot crashed to the courtyard stones with a noise
so great it hurt her ears. As Margaret fell, the maid flailed to catch the pot but only sent it
spinning.The maid looked up angrily, her mouth opening on a curse. As she saw Margaret’s fine



red dress and billowing white sleeves, the blood drained from her face, stealing away the flush
from the kitchens. For an instant, her eyes flickered to the path, considering whether she could
run. With so many strange faces in the castle, there was at least a chance the girl wouldn’t
recognize her again.With a sigh, the maid wiped her hands on an apron. The kitchen mistress
had warned her about the brothers and the father, but she’d said the youngest girl was a sweet
little thing. She reached down to help Margaret to her feet.“I’m sorry about that, dear. I shouldn’t
have been running, but it’s all a rush today. Are you hurt?”“No, I don’t think so,” Margaret replied
dubiously. Her side ached and she thought she had scraped an elbow, but the woman was
already shifting from foot to foot, wanting to be off. Back on her feet, Margaret smiled at her,
seeing the gleam of sweat on the young woman’s face.“My name is Margaret,” she said,
remembering her lessons. “May I know your name?”“Simone, my lady. But I must get back to the
kitchens. There’s a thousand things to do still, with the king coming.”Margaret saw the handle of
the pot sticking out of the trimmed hedge by her foot and picked it up. To her pleasure, the
woman curtsied as she took it back. They shared a smile before the maid vanished at only a
fraction less than her original speed. Margaret was left alone to stare after her. Saumur Castle
had not been this busy for years, and she could hear her father’s deep voice raised somewhere
nearby. If he saw her, he would put her to work, she was certain, so she headed in the opposite
direction.Her father’s sudden return to Saumur had brought Margaret to bitter, furious tears more
than once. She resented him as she would have resented any stranger who arrived with such
airs, assuming all his rights as lord and master of her home. Over the decade of his absence, her
mother had spoken often of his great bravery and honor, but Margaret had seen the blank
spaces on yellowing plaster as paintings and statues were quietly taken and sold. The collection
of jewelry had been the last to go, and she’d observed her mother’s pain as men from Paris
arrived to appraise the best pieces, staring through their little tubes and counting out coins.
Every year had brought fewer luxuries and comforts, until Saumur was stripped of anything
beautiful, revealed in cold stones. Margaret had grown to hate her father by then, without
knowing him at all. Even the servants had been dismissed one by one, with whole sections of
the castle closed and left to grow blue with mildew.She looked up at the thought, wondering if
she could get up to the east wing without being spotted and put to a task. There were mice
running freely in one of the tower rooms, making their little nests in old couches and chairs. She
had a pocket full of crumbs to entice them out, and she could spend the afternoon there. It had
become her refuge, a hiding place that no one knew about, not even her sister Yolande.When
Margaret had seen the men from Paris counting the books in her father’s beautiful library, she’d
crept in at night and taken as many as she could carry, stealing them away to the tower room
before they could vanish. She felt no guilt about it, even when her father returned and his
booming orders echoed around her home. Margaret didn’t really understand what a ransom
was, or why they’d had to pay one to get him back, but she cherished the books she’d saved,
even the one the mice had found and nibbled.Saumur was a maze of back stairs and passages,
the legacy of four centuries of building and expansion that meant some corridors came to a stop



for no clear reason, while certain rooms could only be reached by passing through half a dozen
others. Yet it had been her world for as long as she could remember. Margaret knew every route
and, after rubbing her elbow, she went quickly, crossing a corridor and clattering through a wide,
empty room paneled in oak. If her mother saw her running, there would be harsh words.
Margaret caught herself dreading the footsteps of her governess as well, before she
remembered that terror of her youth had been dismissed with all the others.Two flights of
wooden stairs brought her up to a landing that led straight across to the east tower. The ancient
floorboards were bowed and twisted there, rising away from the joists below. Margaret had lost
entire afternoons stepping on them in complicated patterns, making them speak in their creaking
voices. She called it the Crow Room for the sound they made.Panting lightly, she paused under
the eaves to look out across the upper hall, as she always did. There was something special in
being able to lean over the vast space, up at the level of the chandeliers, with their fat yellow
candles. She wondered who would light them for the king’s visit now that the tallowmen no
longer called, but she supposed her father would have thought of it. He’d found the gold
somewhere to hire all the new servants. The castle teemed with them like the mice in the tower,
rushing hither and yon on unknown errands and all strangers to her.Onward through the library,
which made her shiver now that it was bare and cold. Yolande said some great houses had
libraries on the ground floor, but even when they had been rich, her father had cared little for
books. The shelves were thick with dust as she passed, idly drawing a face with a finger before
hurrying on. At the library window, she looked down on a courtyard and scowled at the sight of
her brothers practicing sword drills. John was battering little Louis to his knees and laughing at
the same time. Nicholas was standing to one side, his sword tip trailing in the dust as he yelled
encouragement to them both. With a glance around to make sure no one was watching,
Margaret pointed her finger at her oldest brother and cursed him, calling on God to give John a
rash in his private region. It didn’t seem to affect his cheerful blows, but he deserved it for the
pinch he’d given her that morning.To her horror, John suddenly looked up, his gaze fastening on
hers. He gave a great shout that she could hear even through the diamonds of glass. Margaret
froze. Her brothers liked to chase her, imitating hunting horns with their mouths and hands while
they ran her down through the rooms and corridors of the castle. Surely they would be too busy
with the king coming? Her heart sank as she saw John break off and point, then all three went
charging from sight below. Margaret gave up on the idea of going to her secret room. They had
not discovered it yet, but if they came to the library, they would hunt all around that part of the
castle. It would be better to lead them far away.She ran, holding her skirt high and cursing them
all with rashes and spots. The last time, they’d forced her into one of the great kitchen cauldrons
and threatened to light the fire.“Maman!” Margaret yelled. “Mamaaan!”At full speed, she barely
seemed to touch the steps, using her arms to guide her as she hurtled down a floor and cut
across a corridor to her mother’s suite of rooms. A startled maid jumped back with a mop and
bucket as Margaret shot past. She could hear her brothers hallooing somewhere on the floor
below, but she didn’t pause, jumping down three steps that appeared in the floor in front of her,



then up another three, some ancient facet of the castle’s construction that had no clear purpose.
Gasping for breath, she darted into her mother’s dressing rooms, looking wildly around for
sanctuary. She saw a huge and heavy wardrobe and, quick as winking, opened the door and
shoved herself into the back, comforted by the odor of her mother’s perfume and the thick
furs.Silence came, though she could still hear John calling her name in the distance. Margaret
fought not to cough in the dust she had raised. She heard footsteps enter the room and held
herself as still as any statue. It was not beyond John to send Nicholas or little Louis out in
another direction, while John crashed around and gulled her into a feeling of safety. Margaret
held her breath and closed her eyes. The wardrobe was at least warm and they surely wouldn’t
dare search for her in their mother’s rooms.The footsteps came closer and, with no warning, the
door of the wardrobe creaked open. Margaret blinked at her father in the light.“What are you
doing in here, girl?” he demanded. “Do you not know the king is coming? If you have time for
games, by God, you have too much time.”“Yes, sir, I’m sorry. John was chasing me and—”“Your
hands are filthy! Just look at the marks you have made! Look at them, Margaret! Running around
like a street urchin with the king on his way!”Margaret dipped her head, clambering out of the
wardrobe and closing the door carefully behind her. It was true that her palms were black with
grime, picked up in her wild scramble through the upper rooms. Resentment grew in her. Lord
René may have been her father, but she had no memories of him, none at all. He was just a
great white slug of a man who had come into her home and ordered her mother about like a
servant. His face was unnaturally pale, perhaps from his years languishing in prison. His eyes
were gray and cold, half hidden by heavy, unwrinkled lower lids, so that he always seemed to be
peering over them. He had clearly not starved in the prison, she thought. That much was
obvious. He’d complained to his wife about the tailor’s fees for letting out his clothing, leaving her
in tears.“If I had a moment to spare, I’d have you whipped, Margaret! Those dresses will all have
to be cleaned.”He shouted and gestured angrily for some time, while Margaret stood with her
head bowed, trying to look suitably ashamed. There had been maids and house servants once,
to scrub every stone and polish all the fine French oak. If dust lay thick now, whose fault was
that, if not the man who had ruined Saumur for his vanity? Margaret had listened to him
complaining to her mother about the state of the castle, but without an army of servants, Saumur
was just too big to keep clean.Margaret remembered to nod as her father raged. He called
himself the King of Jerusalem, Naples, and Sicily, places she had never seen. She supposed it
made her a princess, but she couldn’t be certain. After all, he’d failed to win any of them, and a
paper claim was worthless when he could only froth and strut and write furious letters. She hated
him. As she stood there, she flushed at the memory of a conversation with her mother. Margaret
had demanded to know why he couldn’t just leave again. In response, her mother’s mouth had
pinched tight like a drawstring purse and she had spoken more harshly than Margaret could
remember before.Margaret sensed the slug was coming to the end of his tirade.“Yes, sir,” she
said humbly.“What?” he demanded, his voice rising. “What do you mean, ‘Yes, sir’? Have you
even been listening?” Spots of color bloomed on his white cheeks as his temper flared. “Just get



out!” he snapped. “I don’t want to see your face unless I call for you, do you understand? I have
better things to do today than teach you the manners you obviously lack. Running wild! When
the king is gone, I will consider some punishment you won’t forget so easily. Go! Get
out!”Margaret fled, red-faced and trembling. She passed her brother Louis in the corridor
outside, and for once he looked sympathetic.“John’s looking for you in the banqueting hall,” he
murmured. “If you want to avoid him, I’d go round by the kitchen.”Margaret shrugged. Louis
thought he was clever, but she knew him too well. John would be in the kitchen, or close by, that
much was obvious. They would not be able to put her in a cauldron, not with so many staff
preparing a king’s feast, but no doubt her brother would have thought of something equally
unpleasant. With dignity, Margaret walked rather than ran, struggling with tears she could hardly
understand. It didn’t matter to her that the slug was angry; why would it? She resolved to find her
mother, somewhere at the center of the bustle and noise that had been quiet just a few days
before. Where had all the servants come from? There was no money for them and nothing left to
sell.• • •BY SUNSET, her brothers had given up their hunt in order to dress for the feast. The
population of Saumur Castle had increased even more as King Charles sent his own staff
ahead. As well as the cooks hired from noble houses and the local village, there were now
master chefs checking every stage of the preparation and half a dozen men in black cloth
examining every room for spies or assassins. For once, her father said nothing as his guards
were questioned and organized by the king’s men. The local villages all knew by then that there
would be a royal visit. As darkness fell, with swallows wheeling and darting through the sky, the
farmers had come in from their crofts and fields with their families. They stood on the verges of
the road to Saumur, craning their necks to catch the first glimpse of royalty. The men removed
their hats as the king passed, waving them in the air and cheering.King Charles’s arrival had not
been as impressive as Margaret thought it would be. She’d watched from the tower window as a
small group of horsemen came riding along the road from the south. There had been no more
than twenty of them, clustered around a slender, dark-haired figure wearing a pale blue cloak.
The king did not stop to acknowledge the peasants, as far as she could see. Margaret wondered
if he thought the world was filled with cheering people, as if they were part of the landscape, like
trees or rivers.As the royal group rode through the main gate, Margaret had leaned out of the
open window to watch. The king had seemed rather ordinary to her as he dismounted in the
courtyard and handed his reins to a servant. His men were hard-faced and serious, more than
one looking around with an expression of distaste. Margaret resented them immediately. She
had watched her father come out and bow to the king before they went inside. René’s voice
carried up to the windows, loud and coarse. He tried too hard, Margaret thought. A man like the
king would surely be weary of flattery.The feast was a misery, with Margaret and Yolande
banished to the far end of a long table, wearing stiff dresses that smelled of camphor and
cedarwood and were far too precious to stain. Her brothers sat farther up the table, turning their
heads to the king like travelers facing a good inn fire. As the oldest, John even attempted
conversation, though his efforts were so stilted and formal that they made Margaret want to



giggle. The atmosphere was unbearably stuffy, and of course her sister Yolande pinched her
under the table to make her cry out and shame herself. Margaret poked her with a fork from a set
of dining silver she had never seen before.She knew she was not allowed to speak; her mother,
Isabelle, had been quite clear about that. So she sat in silence as the wine flowed and the king
favored her father or John with an occasional smile between courses.Margaret thought King
Charles was too thin and long-nosed to be handsome. His eyes were small black beads, and his
eyebrows were thin lines, almost as if they had been plucked. She’d hoped he would be a man of
panache and charisma, or at least wearing a crown of some kind. Instead, the king fiddled
nervously with food that obviously didn’t please him and merely raised the corners of his lips
when he attempted to smile.Her father filled the silences with stories and reminiscences of
court, keeping up a stream of inane chatter that made Margaret embarrassed for him. The only
excitement had come when her father’s waving hands had knocked over a cup of wine, but the
servants moved in swiftly and made it all vanish. Margaret could read the king’s boredom, even if
Lord René couldn’t. She picked at each course, wondering at the cost of it all. The hall was lit
with expensive fresh tapers and even white candles, which were usually only brought out at
Christmas. She supposed the costs would mean months of hardship to come, when the king
had gone. She tried to enjoy it all, but the sight of her father’s long head bobbing in laughter just
made her angry. Margaret sipped her cider, hoping they would become aware of her disapproval
and perhaps even abashed. It was a fine thought, that they would look up and see the stern girl,
then glance at plates heaped with food they would scarcely touch before the next course came.
She knew that King Charles had met Joan of Arc, and she longed to ask the man about her.At
the king’s side, her aunt Marie listened to René with a disapproving expression much like
Margaret’s own. Again and again, Margaret saw her aunt’s gaze drift to her mother’s throat,
where no jewels lay. That was one thing René had not been able to borrow for the dinner. Her
mother’s jewels had all gone to finance his failed campaigns. As the king’s wife, Aunt Marie wore
a splendid set of rubies that dripped right down between her bosoms. Margaret tried not to stare,
but they were meant to attract attention, weren’t they? She would have thought a married woman
would not want men to stare at her bosoms in such a way, but apparently she did. Marie and
René had grown up in Saumur, and Margaret saw her aunt’s assessing eye flicker from the bare
ears and throat of her mother to the enormous tapestries hanging along the walls. Margaret
wondered if she would recognize any of them. Like the servants, they were borrowed or leased
for a few days only. She could almost hear her aunt’s thoughts clicking away like a little abacus.
Her mother always said Marie had a hard heart, but she had won a king with it and all the luxury
of his life.Not for the first time, Margaret wondered what could have brought King Charles to
Saumur Castle. She knew there would be no serious talk during the dinner, perhaps not even
until the king had rested or hunted the following day. Margaret resolved to visit the balcony
above the upper hall when she was allowed to go to bed. Her father took honored guests in there
to enjoy the great fire and a selection of his better wines. At the thought, she leaned closer to
Yolande, just as the girl was trying to tweak her bare arm in pure mischief.“I’ll twist your ear and



make you shriek if you do, Yolande,” she muttered.Her sister pulled her hand back sharply from
where it had been creeping over the table. At fifteen, Yolande was perhaps her closest
companion, though of late she had taken on the airs and graces of a young woman, telling
Margaret pompously that she couldn’t play childish games anymore. Yolande had even given her
a beautiful painted doll, spoiling the gift with a dismissive comment on baby things she no longer
needed.“Will you come up the back stairs with me after the feast, to listen at the balcony? By the
Crow Room.”Yolande considered, tilting her head slightly as she weighed her exciting new sense
of adulthood against her desire to see the king speak to their father in private.“For a little while,
perhaps. I know you get frightened in the dark.”“That’s you, Yolande, and you know it. I’m not
afraid of spiders, either, even the big ones. You’ll come, then?”Margaret could sense her
mother’s disapproving stare turned on her, and she applied herself to some cut fruit on a bed of
ice. The slender pieces were half frozen and delicious, and she could hardly remember when a
meal had finished with such fine things.“I’ll come,” Yolande whispered.Margaret reached out and
rested her hand on her sister’s, knowing better than to risk her mother’s wrath with another word.
Her father was telling some tedious story about one of his tenant farmers, and the king chuckled,
sending a ripple of laughter down the table. The meal had surely been a success, but Margaret
knew he hadn’t come to Saumur for wine and food. With her head low, she looked up the table at
the King of France. He looked so very ordinary, but John, Louis, and Nicholas were apparently
fascinated by him, ignoring their food at the slightest comment from his royal lips. Margaret
smiled to herself, knowing she would mock them for it in the morning. It would pay them back for
hunting her like a little fox.CHAPTER 3The Crow Room was silent as Margaret moved across it
in bare feet. She’d spent part of the previous summer sketching the floor in charcoal on the back
of an old map, marking each groaning joint or board with tiny crosses. The light from the fire in
the upper hall spilled up over the balcony, and she crossed it like a dancer, taking exaggerated
steps in a pattern that matched the one she saw in her memory. The crows remained silent, and
she reached the balcony in triumph, turning back to gesture to Yolande.Lit by flickering gold and
shadow, her sister fluttered her hands in frustration, but she had caught the same illicit
excitement and crept out across the polished boards, wincing with Margaret as they groaned
under her. The two girls froze at every sound, but their father and the king were oblivious. The
fire huffed and crackled, and an old house always moved and shifted in the night. René of Anjou
didn’t look up as Yolande settled herself beside her sister and peered down through the upright
wooden balusters on to the scene below.The upper hall had survived the stripping of Saumur
almost intact. Perhaps because it remained the heart and center of the family seat, its tapestries
and oak furniture had been safe from the men of Paris. The fireplace was big enough for a grown
man to walk into without dipping his head. A log the size of a small couch burned merrily there,
heating black iron pokers laid across it until the tips glowed gold. King Charles sat in a huge
padded chair drawn close to the flames, while her father stood and fussed with cups and bottles.
Margaret watched in fascination as René plunged one of the pokers into a goblet of wine for his
king, sending up a hiss of steam and sweetening the air. She could smell cloves and cinnamon,



and her mouth quirked as she imagined the taste of it. The heat did not reach as far as her hiding
place, unfortunately. The stones of the castle sucked warmth away, especially at night. Margaret
shivered as she sat there with her legs curled up to one side, ready to dart away from the light if
her father looked up.Both men had changed their clothes, she saw. Her father wore a quilted
sleeping robe over loose trousers and felt shoes. In the flickering light she thought it made him
look like a sorcerer, gesturing with steam and fire over the cups. The king wore a heavy garment
of some shimmering material, belted at his waist. The fanciful idea pleased her, that she was
witness to some arcane rite between magic workers. Her father’s unctuous tones shattered the
illusion.“You have brought them to this position, Your Majesty, no other. If you had not secured
Orléans and strengthened the army into the force it has become, they would not be pleading for
a truce now. This is a sign of our strength and their weakness. They have come to us, Your
Majesty, as supplicants. It is all to your glory and the glory of France.”“Perhaps, René. Perhaps
you are right. Yet they are cunning and clever—like Jews, almost. If I were dying of thirst and an
Englishman offered me a cup of water, I would hesitate and look for the advantage it brought
him. My father was more trusting, and they repaid his goodwill with deceit.”“Your Majesty, I agree
with you. I hope I am never so trusting as to shake the hand of an English lord without checking
my pockets afterward! Yet we have the report of your ambassador. He said their king hardly
spoke to him at all and he was rushed in and out of the royal presence as if the room was on fire.
This Henry is not the man his father was, or he would have renewed their wanton destruction
years ago. I believe this is an offer made from weakness—and in that weakness, we can regain
lands lost to us. For Anjou, Your Majesty, but also for France. Can we afford to ignore such an
opportunity?”“That is exactly why I suspect a trap,” King Charles said sourly, sipping his hot wine
and breathing in the steam. “Oh, I can well believe they want a French princess to improve their
polluted line further, to bless it with better blood. I have seen two sisters given over to English
hands, René. My father was . . . inconstant in his final years. I am certain he did not fully
understand the danger of giving Isabelle to their King Richard, or my beloved Catherine to the
English butcher. Is it so surprising that they now claim my own throne, my own inheritance? The
impudence, René! The boy Henry is a man of two halves: one angel, one devil. To think I have an
English king as my nephew! The saints must laugh, or weep—I don’t know.”The king drained his
cup, his long nose dipping into the vessel. He made a face as he reached the dregs and wiped a
purple line from his lips with his sleeve. He gestured idly, lost in thought, as Margaret’s father
refilled the cup and brought another poker out of the rack in the fire.“I do not want to strengthen
their claim with one more drop of French blood, Lord Anjou. Will you have me disinherit my own
children for a foreign king? And for what? Little Anjou? Maine? A truce? I would rather gather my
army and kick them black and blue until they fall into the sea. That is the answer I want to give,
not a truce. Where is the honor in that? Where is the dignity while they sell wheat and salt peas
in Calais and polish their boots on French tables? It is not to be borne, René.”Above, Margaret
watched her father’s expression change, unseen by the gloomy king. René was thinking hard,
choosing his words with great care. She knew her mother had been feeding him oil and senna



pods for his constipation, one legacy of his imprisonment he seemed to have brought home with
him. The heavy white face was flushed with wine or the heat from the fire, and he did look
congested, she thought, a man stuffed full of something unpleasant. Her dislike only deepened,
and, against reason, she hoped he would be disappointed, whatever it was he wanted.“Your
Majesty, I am at your command in all things. If you say it is to be war, I will have the army march
against the English in spring. Perhaps we will have the luck of Orléans once again.”“Or perhaps
the luck of Agincourt,” King Charles replied, his voice sour. For a moment, his arm jerked, as if he
was considering throwing his cup into the fire. He controlled himself with a visible effort. “If I
could be certain of victory, I would raise the flags tomorrow, I swear it.” He brooded for a time,
staring into the flames as they shifted and flickered. “Yet I have seen them fight, the English. I
remember those red-faced, shouting animals roaring in triumph. They have no culture, but their
men are savage. You know, René. You have seen them, those ham hocks with their swords and
bows, those great fat blunderers who know nothing but slaughter.” He waved a hand in irritation
at dark memories, but Margaret’s father dared to interrupt before the king could ruin all his hopes
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1377Bowls of dark royal blood lay beneath the bed, forgotten by the physician. Alice Perrers
rested on a chair, panting from the effort of wrestling the King of England into his armor. The air
in the room was sour with sweat and death, and Edward lay like his own effigy, pale and white-
bearded.There were tears in Alice’s eyes as she looked on him. The blow that had struck
Edward down had come from a clear spring sky, unseen and terrible on a warm wind. Gently,
she leaned forward and wiped spittle from the side of his drooping mouth. He had been so
strong once, a man among men who could fight from dawn till dusk. His armor gleamed, yet it
was marked and scarred like the flesh it covered. Underneath it, muscle and bone had wasted
away.She waited for him to open his eyes, unsure how much he still understood. His awareness
came and went, moments of fading life that grew fewer and shorter as the days progressed. At
dawn, he’d woken and whispered for his armor to be put on. The doctor had jumped up from his
chair, fetching another of his filthy drafts for the king to drink. Weak as a child, Edward had
waved away the stinking mixture, beginning to choke when the man continued to press the bowl
against his mouth. Alice had felt her resolve firm when she saw that. Over the doctor’s furious
protests, she’d shooed him out of the king’s rooms, snapping her apron at him and ignoring his
threats until she was able to close the door on his back.Edward had watched her lift his chain
mail from the armor tree. He’d smiled for a moment, then his blue eyes had closed and he’d
sagged back into the pillows. For the next hour, she’d grown pink at the labor, wiping her
forehead with the back of her hand as she struggled with leather ties and metal, heaving the old
man back and forth without his aid. Yet her brother was a knight, and it was not the first time
she’d dressed a man for war.By the time she pulled the metal gauntlets over his hands and sat
back, he was barely aware, groaning softly as he drifted. His fingers twitched on the crumpled
blankets until she gasped and stood, realizing what he wanted. Alice reached out to the great
sword standing against the wall of the room, having to use both arms to place it where his hand
could take the hilt. There had been a time when Edward had wielded that blade as if it had no
weight at all. She wiped hot tears as his hand closed on it in a spasm, the gauntlet creaking in
the silence.He looked like a king once more. It was done. She nodded to herself, pleased that
when the time came, he would be seen as he had lived. Reaching for a comb from her pocket,
she began to smooth out the white beard and hair where they had become matted and tangled.



It would not be long. His face drooped on one side, as if warm wax had melted, and his breath
came in crackling gasps.At twenty-eight, she was almost forty years younger than the king, but
until his illness, Edward had been vigorous and strong, as if he might live forever. He had ruled
all her life, and no one she knew could remember his father, nor the great Hammer of the Scots
who had ruled before him. The Plantagenet family had left a mark on England and torn France
apart in battles no one thought they could win.Her comb snagged in his beard. Blue eyes
opened at her touch and, from that ravaged body, her king looked up at her. Alice shuddered
under the fierce gaze that had brought its own form of weakness in her for so long.“I am here,
Edward,” she said, almost in a whisper. “I am here. You are not alone.”Part of his face pulled into
a grimace, and he raised his good left arm to grip her hand and lower it, with its comb held tight.
Each breath was drawn roughly in, and his skin flushed with the effort of trying to speak. Alice
leaned close to hear the mush of words.“Where are my sons?” he said, raising his head so that it
left the pillow, then falling back. His right hand trembled on the sword hilt, taking comfort from
it.“They are coming, Edward. I’ve sent runners for John, to bring him back from the hunt.
Edmund and Thomas are in the far wing. They are all coming.”As she spoke, she could hear a
clatter of footsteps and the rumble of men’s voices. She knew his sons well, and she prepared
herself, knowing her moments of intimacy were at an end.“They will send me away, my love, but I
will not go far.”She reached down and kissed him on the lips, feeling the unnatural heat on his
bitter breath.As she sat back, she could make out the braying voice of Edmund, telling the other
two of some wager he had made. She only wished the oldest brother could have been among
them, but the Black Prince had died just a year before, never to inherit his father’s kingdom. She
thought the loss of the heir to the throne had been the first blow that led to all the rest. A father
should not lose sons before him, she thought. It was a cruel thing to bear, for man or king.The
door came open with a crash that made Alice start. The three men who entered all resembled
their father in different ways. With the blood of old Longshanks running in them, they were some
of the tallest men she had ever seen, filling the room and crowding her even before they
spoke.Edmund of York was slim and black-haired, glowering as he saw the woman sitting with
his father. He had never approved of his father’s mistresses and, as Alice rose and stood meekly,
his brows came down in a sour expression. At his side, John of Gaunt wore the same beard as
his father, though it was still rich and black and cut to a sharp point that hid his throat from sight.
The brothers loomed over their father, looking down on him as his eyes drifted closed once
more.Alice trembled. The king had been her protector while she amassed a fortune. She had
grown wealthy from her association, but she was well aware that any one of the men in the room
could order her taken on a whim, her possessions and lands forfeited on nothing more than their
word. The title of duke was still so new that no one had tested their authority. They stood over
earls and barons almost as kings in their own right, finding their peers and equals only in that
room, on that day.Two heads of the five great houses were absent. Lionel, Duke of Clarence, had
died eight years before, leaving only a baby daughter. The son of the Black Prince was a ten-
year-old boy. Richard had inherited his father’s Duchy of Cornwall, just as he would inherit the



kingdom itself. Alice had met both children, and she only hoped Richard would survive his
powerful uncles long enough to become king. In her private thoughts, she wouldn’t have
wagered a penny on his chances.The youngest of the three was Thomas, Duke of Gloucester.
Perhaps because he was closest to her in age, he had always treated Alice kindly. He was the
only one to acknowledge her as she stood and trembled.“I know you have been a comfort to my
father, Lady Perrers,” Thomas said. “But this is a time for his family.”Alice blinked through tears,
grateful for the kindness. Edmund of York spoke before she could respond.“He means you
should get out, girl,” he said. He didn’t look at her, his gaze held by the figure of his father lying in
his armor on the pale sheets. “Off with you.”Alice left quickly at that, dabbing at her eyes. The
door stood open and she looked back at the three sons standing over the dying king. She closed
the door gently and sobbed as she walked away into the Palace of Sheen.Alone, the brothers
were silent for a long time. Their father had been the anchor on their lives, the one constant in a
turbulent world. He had ruled for fifty years and the country had grown strong and rich under his
hand. None of them could imagine a future without him.“Should there not be a priest?” Edmund
demanded suddenly. “It’s an ill thing to have our father attended by a whore in his last moments.”
He didn’t see his brother John scowl at the loudness of his voice. Edmund barked at the world
with every word, unable to speak quietly, or at least unwilling.“He can be called yet for the last
rites,” John replied, deliberately gentling his tone. “We passed him in prayer in the little room
outside. He’ll wait a while longer, for us.”The silence fell again, but Edmund shifted and sighed.
He looked down at the still figure, seeing the chest rise and fall, the breaths audible with a deep
crackle in the lungs.“I don’t see—” he began.“Peace, brother,” John said softly, interrupting.
“Just . . . peace. He called for his armor and his sword. It won’t be long now.”John closed his eyes
in irritation for a moment as his younger brother looked round and found a chair to suit him,
dragging it close to the bed with a screeching sound.“There’s no need to stand, is there?”
Edmund said smugly. “I can at least be comfortable.” He rested his hands on his knees, looking
across at his father before turning his head. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its usual
stridency. “I can hardly believe it. He was always so strong.”John of Gaunt rested his hand on
Edmund’s shoulder.“I know, brother. I love him, too.”Thomas frowned at both of them.“Will you
have him die with your empty chatter ringing in his ears?” he said sternly. “Give him silence or
prayer, either one.”John gripped Edmund’s shoulder more strongly, as he sensed his brother
would reply. To his relief, Edmund subsided with ill grace. John let his hand fall and Edmund
looked up, irritated by the touch even as it ended. He glared at his older brother.“Have you
thought, John, that there is just a boy now between you and the crown? If it weren’t for dear little
Richard, you would be king tomorrow.”The other two spoke at once in anger, telling Edmund to
shut his mouth. He shrugged at them.“God knows the houses of York and Gloucester won’t see
the throne come to them, but you, John? You are just a hair’s breadth from being royal and
touched by God. If it were me, I’d be thinking of that.”“It should have been Edward,” Thomas
snapped. “Or Lionel, if he’d lived. Edward’s son Richard is the only male line and that’s all there
is, Edmund. God, I don’t know how you have the gall to say such a thing while our father lies on



his deathbed. And I don’t know how you can call the true royal line a ‘hair’s breadth,’ either. Hold
your wind, brother. I’m sick of hearing you. There is only one line. There is only one king.”The old
man on the bed opened his eyes and turned his head. They all saw the movement, and
Edmund’s tart reply died on his lips. As one, they leaned in close to hear as their father smiled
weakly, the expression twisting the good half of his face into a rictus that revealed dark yellow
teeth.“Come to watch me die?” King Edward asked.They smiled at the gleam of life and John felt
his eyes fill with unwanted tears, so that his vision swam.“I was dreaming, lads. I was dreaming
of a green field and riding across it.” The king’s voice was thin and reedy, so high and weak that
they could barely hear. Yet in his eyes they saw the man they had known before. He was still
there, watching them.“Where is Edward?” the king said. “Why isn’t he here?”John rubbed
fiercely at his tears.“He’s gone, Father. Last year. His son Richard will be king.”“Ah. I miss him. I
saw him fight in France, did you know?”“I know, Father,” John replied. “I know.”“The French
knights overran where he stood, yelling and smashing through. Edward stood alone, with just a
few of his men. My barons asked me if I wanted to send knights to help him, to help my firstborn
son. He was sixteen years old then. Do you know what I said to them?”“You said no, Father,”
John whispered.The old man laughed in short breaths, his face darkening.“I said no. I said he
had to win his spurs.” His eyes turned up to the ceiling, lost in the memory. “And he did! He
fought his way clear and returned to my side. I knew he would be king then. I knew it. Is he
coming?”“He’s not coming, Father. He’s gone and his son will be king.”“Yes, I’m sorry. I knew. I
loved him, that boy, that brave boy. I loved him.”The king breathed out and out and out, until all
breath was gone. The brothers waited in terrible silence, and John sobbed, putting his arm over
his eyes. King Edward the Third was dead, and the stillness was like a weight on them all.“Fetch
the priest for the last rites,” John said. He reached down to close his father’s eyes, already
lacking the spark of will.One by one, the three brothers bowed to kiss their father’s forehead, to
touch his flesh for the last time. They left him there as the priest bustled in, and they walked out
into the June sunshine and the rest of their lives.PROLOGUEAnno Domini 1377Bowls of dark
royal blood lay beneath the bed, forgotten by the physician. Alice Perrers rested on a chair,
panting from the effort of wrestling the King of England into his armor. The air in the room was
sour with sweat and death, and Edward lay like his own effigy, pale and white-bearded.There
were tears in Alice’s eyes as she looked on him. The blow that had struck Edward down had
come from a clear spring sky, unseen and terrible on a warm wind. Gently, she leaned forward
and wiped spittle from the side of his drooping mouth. He had been so strong once, a man
among men who could fight from dawn till dusk. His armor gleamed, yet it was marked and
scarred like the flesh it covered. Underneath it, muscle and bone had wasted away.She waited
for him to open his eyes, unsure how much he still understood. His awareness came and went,
moments of fading life that grew fewer and shorter as the days progressed. At dawn, he’d woken
and whispered for his armor to be put on. The doctor had jumped up from his chair, fetching
another of his filthy drafts for the king to drink. Weak as a child, Edward had waved away the
stinking mixture, beginning to choke when the man continued to press the bowl against his



mouth. Alice had felt her resolve firm when she saw that. Over the doctor’s furious protests,
she’d shooed him out of the king’s rooms, snapping her apron at him and ignoring his threats
until she was able to close the door on his back.Edward had watched her lift his chain mail from
the armor tree. He’d smiled for a moment, then his blue eyes had closed and he’d sagged back
into the pillows. For the next hour, she’d grown pink at the labor, wiping her forehead with the
back of her hand as she struggled with leather ties and metal, heaving the old man back and
forth without his aid. Yet her brother was a knight, and it was not the first time she’d dressed a
man for war.By the time she pulled the metal gauntlets over his hands and sat back, he was
barely aware, groaning softly as he drifted. His fingers twitched on the crumpled blankets until
she gasped and stood, realizing what he wanted. Alice reached out to the great sword standing
against the wall of the room, having to use both arms to place it where his hand could take the
hilt. There had been a time when Edward had wielded that blade as if it had no weight at all. She
wiped hot tears as his hand closed on it in a spasm, the gauntlet creaking in the silence.He
looked like a king once more. It was done. She nodded to herself, pleased that when the time
came, he would be seen as he had lived. Reaching for a comb from her pocket, she began to
smooth out the white beard and hair where they had become matted and tangled. It would not
be long. His face drooped on one side, as if warm wax had melted, and his breath came in
crackling gasps.At twenty-eight, she was almost forty years younger than the king, but until his
illness, Edward had been vigorous and strong, as if he might live forever. He had ruled all her life,
and no one she knew could remember his father, nor the great Hammer of the Scots who had
ruled before him. The Plantagenet family had left a mark on England and torn France apart in
battles no one thought they could win.Her comb snagged in his beard. Blue eyes opened at her
touch and, from that ravaged body, her king looked up at her. Alice shuddered under the fierce
gaze that had brought its own form of weakness in her for so long.“I am here, Edward,” she said,
almost in a whisper. “I am here. You are not alone.”Part of his face pulled into a grimace, and he
raised his good left arm to grip her hand and lower it, with its comb held tight. Each breath was
drawn roughly in, and his skin flushed with the effort of trying to speak. Alice leaned close to
hear the mush of words.“Where are my sons?” he said, raising his head so that it left the pillow,
then falling back. His right hand trembled on the sword hilt, taking comfort from it.“They are
coming, Edward. I’ve sent runners for John, to bring him back from the hunt. Edmund and
Thomas are in the far wing. They are all coming.”As she spoke, she could hear a clatter of
footsteps and the rumble of men’s voices. She knew his sons well, and she prepared herself,
knowing her moments of intimacy were at an end.“They will send me away, my love, but I will not
go far.”She reached down and kissed him on the lips, feeling the unnatural heat on his bitter
breath.As she sat back, she could make out the braying voice of Edmund, telling the other two of
some wager he had made. She only wished the oldest brother could have been among them,
but the Black Prince had died just a year before, never to inherit his father’s kingdom. She
thought the loss of the heir to the throne had been the first blow that led to all the rest. A father
should not lose sons before him, she thought. It was a cruel thing to bear, for man or king.The



door came open with a crash that made Alice start. The three men who entered all resembled
their father in different ways. With the blood of old Longshanks running in them, they were some
of the tallest men she had ever seen, filling the room and crowding her even before they
spoke.Edmund of York was slim and black-haired, glowering as he saw the woman sitting with
his father. He had never approved of his father’s mistresses and, as Alice rose and stood meekly,
his brows came down in a sour expression. At his side, John of Gaunt wore the same beard as
his father, though it was still rich and black and cut to a sharp point that hid his throat from sight.
The brothers loomed over their father, looking down on him as his eyes drifted closed once
more.Alice trembled. The king had been her protector while she amassed a fortune. She had
grown wealthy from her association, but she was well aware that any one of the men in the room
could order her taken on a whim, her possessions and lands forfeited on nothing more than their
word. The title of duke was still so new that no one had tested their authority. They stood over
earls and barons almost as kings in their own right, finding their peers and equals only in that
room, on that day.Two heads of the five great houses were absent. Lionel, Duke of Clarence, had
died eight years before, leaving only a baby daughter. The son of the Black Prince was a ten-
year-old boy. Richard had inherited his father’s Duchy of Cornwall, just as he would inherit the
kingdom itself. Alice had met both children, and she only hoped Richard would survive his
powerful uncles long enough to become king. In her private thoughts, she wouldn’t have
wagered a penny on his chances.The youngest of the three was Thomas, Duke of Gloucester.
Perhaps because he was closest to her in age, he had always treated Alice kindly. He was the
only one to acknowledge her as she stood and trembled.“I know you have been a comfort to my
father, Lady Perrers,” Thomas said. “But this is a time for his family.”Alice blinked through tears,
grateful for the kindness. Edmund of York spoke before she could respond.“He means you
should get out, girl,” he said. He didn’t look at her, his gaze held by the figure of his father lying in
his armor on the pale sheets. “Off with you.”Alice left quickly at that, dabbing at her eyes. The
door stood open and she looked back at the three sons standing over the dying king. She closed
the door gently and sobbed as she walked away into the Palace of Sheen.Alone, the brothers
were silent for a long time. Their father had been the anchor on their lives, the one constant in a
turbulent world. He had ruled for fifty years and the country had grown strong and rich under his
hand. None of them could imagine a future without him.“Should there not be a priest?” Edmund
demanded suddenly. “It’s an ill thing to have our father attended by a whore in his last moments.”
He didn’t see his brother John scowl at the loudness of his voice. Edmund barked at the world
with every word, unable to speak quietly, or at least unwilling.“He can be called yet for the last
rites,” John replied, deliberately gentling his tone. “We passed him in prayer in the little room
outside. He’ll wait a while longer, for us.”The silence fell again, but Edmund shifted and sighed.
He looked down at the still figure, seeing the chest rise and fall, the breaths audible with a deep
crackle in the lungs.“I don’t see—” he began.“Peace, brother,” John said softly, interrupting.
“Just . . . peace. He called for his armor and his sword. It won’t be long now.”John closed his eyes
in irritation for a moment as his younger brother looked round and found a chair to suit him,



dragging it close to the bed with a screeching sound.“There’s no need to stand, is there?”
Edmund said smugly. “I can at least be comfortable.” He rested his hands on his knees, looking
across at his father before turning his head. When he spoke again, his voice had lost its usual
stridency. “I can hardly believe it. He was always so strong.”John of Gaunt rested his hand on
Edmund’s shoulder.“I know, brother. I love him, too.”Thomas frowned at both of them.“Will you
have him die with your empty chatter ringing in his ears?” he said sternly. “Give him silence or
prayer, either one.”John gripped Edmund’s shoulder more strongly, as he sensed his brother
would reply. To his relief, Edmund subsided with ill grace. John let his hand fall and Edmund
looked up, irritated by the touch even as it ended. He glared at his older brother.“Have you
thought, John, that there is just a boy now between you and the crown? If it weren’t for dear little
Richard, you would be king tomorrow.”The other two spoke at once in anger, telling Edmund to
shut his mouth. He shrugged at them.“God knows the houses of York and Gloucester won’t see
the throne come to them, but you, John? You are just a hair’s breadth from being royal and
touched by God. If it were me, I’d be thinking of that.”“It should have been Edward,” Thomas
snapped. “Or Lionel, if he’d lived. Edward’s son Richard is the only male line and that’s all there
is, Edmund. God, I don’t know how you have the gall to say such a thing while our father lies on
his deathbed. And I don’t know how you can call the true royal line a ‘hair’s breadth,’ either. Hold
your wind, brother. I’m sick of hearing you. There is only one line. There is only one king.”The old
man on the bed opened his eyes and turned his head. They all saw the movement, and
Edmund’s tart reply died on his lips. As one, they leaned in close to hear as their father smiled
weakly, the expression twisting the good half of his face into a rictus that revealed dark yellow
teeth.“Come to watch me die?” King Edward asked.They smiled at the gleam of life and John felt
his eyes fill with unwanted tears, so that his vision swam.“I was dreaming, lads. I was dreaming
of a green field and riding across it.” The king’s voice was thin and reedy, so high and weak that
they could barely hear. Yet in his eyes they saw the man they had known before. He was still
there, watching them.“Where is Edward?” the king said. “Why isn’t he here?”John rubbed
fiercely at his tears.“He’s gone, Father. Last year. His son Richard will be king.”“Ah. I miss him. I
saw him fight in France, did you know?”“I know, Father,” John replied. “I know.”“The French
knights overran where he stood, yelling and smashing through. Edward stood alone, with just a
few of his men. My barons asked me if I wanted to send knights to help him, to help my firstborn
son. He was sixteen years old then. Do you know what I said to them?”“You said no, Father,”
John whispered.The old man laughed in short breaths, his face darkening.“I said no. I said he
had to win his spurs.” His eyes turned up to the ceiling, lost in the memory. “And he did! He
fought his way clear and returned to my side. I knew he would be king then. I knew it. Is he
coming?”“He’s not coming, Father. He’s gone and his son will be king.”“Yes, I’m sorry. I knew. I
loved him, that boy, that brave boy. I loved him.”The king breathed out and out and out, until all
breath was gone. The brothers waited in terrible silence, and John sobbed, putting his arm over
his eyes. King Edward the Third was dead, and the stillness was like a weight on them all.“Fetch
the priest for the last rites,” John said. He reached down to close his father’s eyes, already



lacking the spark of will.One by one, the three brothers bowed to kiss their father’s forehead, to
touch his flesh for the last time. They left him there as the priest bustled in, and they walked out
into the June sunshine and the rest of their lives.PART ONEANNO DOMINI 1443Sixty-six years
after the death of Edward III• • •Woe to thee, O land, when thy king is a child.ECCLESIASTES
10:16PART ONEANNO DOMINI 1443Sixty-six years after the death of Edward III• • •Woe to
thee, O land, when thy king is a child.ECCLESIASTES 10:16CHAPTER 1England was cold that
month. The frost made the paths shine whitely in the darkness, clinging to the trees in drooping
webs of ice. Guardsmen hunched and shivered as they kept watch over the battlements. In the
highest rooms, the wind sobbed and whistled as it creased around the stones. The fire in the
chamber might as well have been a painting for all the warmth it brought.“I remember Prince Hal,
William! I remember the lion! Just ten more years and he’d have had the rest of France at his
feet. Henry of Monmouth was my king, no other. God knows I would follow his son, but this boy is
not his father. You know it. Instead of a lion of England, we have a dear white lamb to lead us in
prayer. Christ, it makes me want to weep.”“Derry, please! Your voice carries. And I won’t listen to
blasphemy. I don’t allow it in my men, and I expect better from you.”The younger man stopped
his pacing and looked up, a hard light in his eyes. He took two quick steps and stood very close,
his arms slightly bent as they hung at his sides. He was half a head shorter than Lord Suffolk, but
he was powerfully built and fit. Anger and strength simmered in him, always close to the
surface.“I swear I’ve never been closer to knocking you out, William,” he said. “The listeners are
my men. Do you think I’m trying to trap you? Is that it? Let them hear. They know what I’ll do if
they repeat a single word.” With one heavy fist, he thumped Suffolk lightly on the shoulder,
turning away the man’s frown with a laugh.“Blasphemy? You’ve been a soldier all your life,
William, but you talk like a soft-faced priest. I could still put you on your backside, William. That’s
the difference between you and me. You’ll fight well enough when you’re told, but I fight because
I like it. That’s why this falls to me, William. That’s why I’ll be the one who finds the right spot for
the knife and sticks it in. We don’t need pious gentlemen, William, not for this. We need a man
like me, a man who can see weakness and isn’t afraid to thumb its eyes out.”Lord Suffolk
glowered, taking a deep breath. When the king’s spymaster was in full flow, he could mix insults
and compliments in a great flood of bitter vitriol. If a man took offense, Suffolk told himself, he’d
never get anything done. He suspected Derihew Brewer knew the limits of his temper very
well.“We may not need a gentleman, Derry, but we do need a lord to deal with the French. You
wrote to me, remember? I crossed the sea and left my responsibilities in Orléans to listen to you.
So I would appreciate it if you’d share your plans, or I’ll go back to the coast.”“That’s it, isn’t it? I
come up with the answers and I’m to give them to my fine noble friend so he can reap all the
glory? So they can say, ‘That William Pole, that Earl Suffolk, he’s a right sharp one,’ while Derry
Brewer is forgotten.”“William de la Pole, Derry, as you know very well.”Derry replied through
clenched teeth, his voice close to a snarl.“Oh, yes? You think this is the time to have a nice
French-sounding name, do you? I thought you had more wits, I really did. Thing is, William, I’ll do
it anyway, because I care what happens to that little lamb who rules us. And I don’t want to see



my country ripped apart by fools and cocky bastards. I do have an idea, though you won’t like it. I
just need to know you understand the stakes.”“I understand them,” Suffolk said, his gray eyes
hard and cold.Derry grinned at him without a trace of humor, revealing the whitest teeth Suffolk
could remember seeing on a grown man.“No, you don’t,” he said with a sneer. “The whole
country is waiting for young Henry to be half the man his dad was, to finish the glorious work that
took half of France and made their precious Dauphin prince run like a little girl. They’re waiting,
William. The king is twenty-two and his father was a proper fighter at that age. Remember? Old
Henry would have torn their lungs out and worn ’em as gloves, just to keep his hands warm. Not
the lamb, though. Not his boy. The lamb can’t lead and the lamb can’t fight. He can’t even grow a
beard, William! When they realize he ain’t never coming, we’re all done, understand? When the
French stop trembling in terror about King Harry, the lion of bloody England, coming back, it’s all
finished. Maybe in a year or two, there’ll be a French army clustering like wasps to come for a
day out in London. A nice bit of rape and slaughter and we’ll be taking off our caps and bowing
whenever we hear a French voice. You want that for your daughters, William? For your sons?
Those are your stakes, William English Pole.”“Then tell me how we can bring them to truce,”
Suffolk said slowly and with force.At forty-six, he was a large man, with a mass of iron-gray hair
that spread out from his wide head and fell almost to his shoulders. He’d put on bulk in the
previous few years, and next to Derry he felt old. His right shoulder ached on most days and one
of his legs had been badly gashed years before so that the muscle never healed properly. He
limped in winter and he could feel it sending fingers of pain up his leg as he stood in the cold
room. His temper was growing short.“That’s what the boy said to me,” Derry replied. “‘Bring me a
truce, Derry,’ he says. ‘Bring me peace.’ Peace when we could take it all with one good season of
fighting. It turned my stomach—and his poor old dad must be turning in his grave. I’ve spent
more time in the archives than any man with red blood should ever be asked to do. But I found it,
William Pole. I found something the French won’t turn down. You’ll take it to them and they’ll fret
and worry, but they won’t be able to resist. He’ll get his truce.”“And will you share this revelation?”
Suffolk asked, holding his temper with difficulty. The man was infuriating, but Derry would not be
rushed and there was still the suspicion that the spymaster enjoyed having an earl wait on his
word. Suffolk resolved not to give Derry the satisfaction of showing impatience. He crossed the
room to pour himself a cup of water from a jug, draining it in quick swallows.“Our Henry wants a
wife,” Derry replied. “They’d see hell freeze before they give him a royal princess like they did
with his father. No, the French king will keep his daughters close by for Frenchmen, so I won’t
even give him the pleasure of turning us down. But there is one other house, William—Anjou.
The duke there has paper claims to Naples, Sicily, and Jerusalem. Old René calls himself a king
and he’s ruined his family trying to claim his rights for ten years now. He’s paid ransoms greater
than you or I will ever see, William. And he has two daughters, one of them unpromised and
thirteen.”Suffolk shook his head, refilling the cup. He had sworn off wine and beer, but this was
one time when he truly missed the stuff.“I know Duke René of Anjou,” he said. “He hates the
English. His mother was a great friend of that girl, Joan of Arc—and you’ll recall, Derry, that we



burned her.”“No more than right,” Derry snapped. “You were there, you saw her. That little bitch
was in league with someone, even if it wasn’t the Devil himself. No, you’re not seeing it, William.
René has the ear of his king. That French peacock owes René of Anjou his crown, everything.
Didn’t René’s mother give him sanctuary when he tucked up his skirts and ran? Didn’t she send
little Joan of Arc to Orléans to shame them into attacking? That family kept France in French
hands, or at least the arse end of it. Anjou is the key to the whole lock, William. The French king
married René’s sister, for Christ’s sake! That’s the family that can put pressure on their little royal
—and they’re the ones with an unmarried daughter. They are the way in, I’m telling you. I’ve
looked at them all, William, every French ‘lord’ with three pigs and two servants. Margaret of
Anjou is a princess; her father beggared himself to prove it.”Suffolk sighed. It was late and he
was weary.“Derry, it’s no good, even if you’re right. I’ve met the duke more than once. I remember
him complaining to me that English soldiers laughed at his order of chivalry. He was most
offended, I recall.”“He should not have called it the Order of the Croissant, then, should he?”“It’s
no stranger than the Order of the Garter, is it? Either way, Derry, he won’t give us a daughter,
certainly not in exchange for a truce. He might take a fortune for her, if things are as bad as you
say, but a truce? They aren’t all fools, Derry. We haven’t had a campaign for a decade and every
year it gets just a little harder to hold the land we have. They have an ambassador here and I’m
sure he tells them everything he sees.”“He tells them what I let him see; don’t you worry about
that. I have that perfumed boy sewn up tight. But I haven’t told you what we’ll offer to make old
René sweat and pull on his king’s sleeve, just begging his monarch to accept our terms. He’s
poor as a blind archer without the rents from his ancestral lands. And why is that? Because we
own them. He has a couple of derelict old castles that look out on the best farmland in France,
with good Englishmen and soldiers enjoying it for him. Maine and Anjou entire, William. That will
bring him to the table fast enough. That will win us our truce. Ten years? We’ll demand twenty
and a bloody princess. And René of Anjou has the king’s ear. The snail-eaters will fall over
themselves to say yes.”Suffolk rubbed his eyes in frustration. He could feel the taste of wine in
his mouth, though he had not touched a drop for more than a year.“This is madness. You’d have
me give away a quarter of our land in France?”“You think I like it, William?” Derry demanded
angrily. “You think I haven’t sweated for months looking for a better path? The king said, ‘Bring
me a truce, Derry’—well, this is it. This is the only thing that will do it, and, believe me, if there
was another way, I’d have found it by now. If he could use his father’s sword—Christ, if he could
even lift it—I wouldn’t be having this conversation with you. You and I would be out once more,
with the horns blowing and the French on the run. If he can’t do that—and he can’t, William,
you’ve seen him—then this is the only way to peace. We’ll find him a wife as well, to conceal the
rest.”“Have you told the king?” Suffolk asked, already knowing the answer.“If I had, he’d agree,
wouldn’t he?” Derry replied bitterly. “‘You know best, Derry,’ ‘If you think so, Derry.’ You know how
he talks. I could get him to say yes to anything. Trouble is, so can anyone else. He’s weak like
that, William. All we can do is get him a wife, bide our time, and wait for a strong son.” He saw
Suffolk’s dubious expression and he snorted. “It worked for Edward, didn’t it? The hammer of the



bloody Scots had a weak son, but his grandson? I wish I’d known a king like that. No, I did know
a king like that. I knew Harry. I knew the lion of bloody Agincourt, and maybe that’s all a man can
hope for in one lifetime. But while we wait for a proper monarch, we have to have a truce. The
beardless boy isn’t up to anything else.”“Have you even seen a picture of this princess?” Suffolk
asked, staring off into the distance.Derry laughed scornfully.“Margaret? You like them young, do
you? And you a married man, William Pole! What does it matter what she looks like? She’s
almost fourteen and a virgin; that’s all that matters. She could be covered in warts and moles and
our Henry would say, ‘If you think I should, Derry,’ and that’s the truth of it.”Derry came to stand at
Suffolk’s shoulder, noting to himself how the older man seemed more bowed down than he had
when he’d entered.“They know you in France, William. They knew your father and your brother—
and they know your family has paid its dues. They’ll listen to you, if you take this to them. We’ll
still have the north and all the coast. We’ll still have Calais and Normandy, Picardy, Brittany—all
the way to Paris. If we could hold all that and Maine and Anjou as well, I’d be raising the flags
and marching with you. But we can’t.”“I’ll need to hear this from the king before I go back,” Suffolk
said, his eyes bleak.Derry looked away uncomfortably.“All right, William. I understand. But you
know . . . No, all right. You’ll find him in the chapel. Maybe you can interrupt his prayers, I don’t
know. He’ll agree with me, William. He always bloody agrees.”• • •ACROSS A SWATH of
frozen, crunching grass, the two men walked in darkness to the Windsor chapel, dedicated to
the Blessed Virgin, Edward the Confessor, and St. George. In starlight, with his breath misting
before him, Derry nodded to the guards at the outer door as they passed through into a candlelit
interior that was almost as cold as the night outside.The chapel seemed empty at first, though
Suffolk sensed and then caught glimpses of men standing among the statues. In dark robes,
they were almost invisible until they moved. Footsteps on stone echoed in the silence as the
watchers walked toward the two men, faces hard with their responsibility. Twice, Derry had to
wait until he was recognized before he could make his way along the nave toward the lone figure
at prayer.The monarch’s seat was almost enclosed in carved and gilded wood, lit by dim lamps
hanging far above. Henry knelt there with his hands out in front of him, tight-clenched and rigid.
His eyes were closed, and Derry sighed softly to himself. For a time, he and Suffolk just stood
and waited, gazing on the upraised face of a boy, lit gold in the darkness. The king looked
angelic, but it broke both their hearts to see how young he seemed, how frail. It was said his birth
had been a trial for his French mother. She had been lucky to survive, and the boy had been
born blue and choking. Nine months later and his father, Henry V, was dead, torn from life by
simple sickness after surviving a lifetime of war. There were some who said it was a blessing that
the battle king had not lived to see his son become a man.In the gloom, Derry and Suffolk
looked at each other in silence, sharing the same sense of loss. Derry leaned close.“It could be
hours yet,” he whispered into Suffolk’s ear. “You’ll have to interrupt or we’ll be here till morning.”In
response, Suffolk cleared his throat, the sound louder than he had intended in the echoing
silence. The king’s eyes fluttered open, as if he was returning from very far away. Slowly, Henry
turned his head, taking in the two men standing there. He blinked, then smiled at them both,



crossing himself and muttering a final prayer before rising on legs made stiff from hours of
stillness.Suffolk watched his king fumble with the latch of the monarch’s seat before stepping
down and approaching him. Henry left the pool of light behind so that they could not see his face
as he came close.Both men knelt, Suffolk’s knees protesting. Henry chuckled over their bowed
heads.“My heart is full to see you, Lord Suffolk. Come, now, stand up. The floor is too cold for old
men. I’m sure that’s right. I hear my chambermaid complaining, though she doesn’t know I’m
there. She’s younger than you, I think. Up, both of you, before you catch a chill.”As Derry stood,
he opened the lamp he carried, spreading light across the chapel. The king was dressed in the
simplest of clothes, just plain dark wool and blunt leather shoes like any townsman. He wore no
gold and, with the look of a boy, he might have been an apprentice in some trade that did not
require too much strength.Suffolk searched the young man’s face for some trace of the father,
but the eyes were guileless and the frame was slender, showing no sign of the massive strength
of his bloodline. Suffolk almost missed the bandages on Henry’s hands. His gaze snagged on
them and Henry held them up into the light, his face flushing.“Sword practice, Lord Suffolk. Old
Marsden says they’ll harden, but they just bleed and bleed. I thought for a while . . .” He caught
himself, raising one bound finger to tap lightly at his mouth. “No, you have not come from France
to see my hands. Have you?”“No, Your Grace,” Suffolk answered gently. “Can you grant me a
moment? I have been talking to Master Brewer about the future.”“No beer from Derry!” Henry
said. “The only Master Brewer with no beer!”It was an old jest, but both the older men chuckled
dutifully. Henry beamed at them.“In truth, I cannot go from this place. I am allowed to take a
break each hour, for water or to fill a pot, but then I must return to my prayers. Cardinal Beaufort
told me the secret and the burden is not too great.”“The secret, Your Grace?”“That the French
can’t come while a king prays, Lord Suffolk! With my hands, even bandaged as they are, I hold
them back. Isn’t that a wonderful thing?”Suffolk breathed slowly in and out, silently cursing the
young man’s great-uncle for his foolishness. There was no purpose in having Henry waste his
nights in such a way, though Suffolk imagined it made it easier for those around him. Somewhere
nearby, Cardinal Beaufort would be sleeping. Suffolk resolved to wake him up and have him join
the boy in prayers. A king’s prayers could only be gilded by those of a cardinal, after all.Derry
had been listening closely, waiting to speak.“I’ll clear the men away, my lord Suffolk. Your Grace,
with your permission? This is a private matter, best not overheard.”Henry gestured for him to
carry on while Suffolk smiled at the formal tone. For all Derry’s bitterness and scorn, he was
cautious in the presence of the king. There would be no blasphemy in that chapel, not from
him.The king seemed not to notice the half-dozen men Derry ushered out of the chapel into the
frozen night. Suffolk was cynical enough to suspect one or two remained in the darkest alcoves,
but Derry knew his own men and Henry’s patience was already wearing thin, his gaze drifting
back to his place of prayer.Suffolk felt a surge of affection for the young king. He had watched
Henry grow with the hopes of an entire country on his shoulders. Suffolk had seen those hopes
falter and then crumble into disappointment. He could only guess how hard it had been for the
boy himself. Henry was not stupid, for all his strangeness. He would have heard every barbed



comment made about him over the years.“Your Grace, Master Brewer has vouchsafed a plan to
bargain for a wife and a truce together, in exchange for two great provinces of France. He
believes the French will deliver a truce in exchange for Maine and Anjou.”“A wife?” Henry said,
blinking.“Yes, Your Grace, as the family in question has a suitable daughter. I wanted . . .” Suffolk
hesitated. He could not ask whether the king understood what he was saying. “Your Grace, there
are English subjects living in both Maine and Anjou. They would be evicted if we give them up. I
wanted to ask if it isn’t too high a price to pay for a truce.”“We must have a truce, Lord Suffolk.
We must. My uncle the cardinal says so. Master Brewer agrees with him—though he has no
beer! Tell me of the wife. Is there a picture?”Suffolk closed his eyes for an instant before opening
them.“I will have one made, Your Grace. The truce, though. Maine and Anjou are the southern
quarter of our lands in France. Together, they are as great as Wales, Your Grace. If we give such
a tract of land away . . .”“What is her name, this girl? I cannot call her ‘girl’ or even ‘wife,’ now, can
I, Lord Suffolk?”“No, Your Grace. Her name is Margaret. Margaret of Anjou.”“You will go to
France, Lord Suffolk, and you will see her for me. When you return, I shall want to hear every
detail.”Suffolk hid his frustration.“Your Grace, do I have it right that you are willing to lose lands in
France for peace?”To his surprise, the king leaned in close to reply, his pale blue eyes
gleaming.“As you say, Lord Suffolk. We must have a truce. I depend on you to carry out my
wishes. Bring me a picture of her.”Derry had returned while the conversation went on, his face
carefully blank.“I’m sure His Royal Highness would like to return to his prayers now, Lord
Suffolk.”“I would, yes,” Henry replied, holding up one bandaged hand in farewell. Suffolk could
see a dark red stain at the center of the palm.They bowed deeply to the young King of England
as he walked back to his place and knelt, his eyes closing slowly, his fingers lacing together like
a lock.CHAPTER 1England was cold that month. The frost made the paths shine whitely in the
darkness, clinging to the trees in drooping webs of ice. Guardsmen hunched and shivered as
they kept watch over the battlements. In the highest rooms, the wind sobbed and whistled as it
creased around the stones. The fire in the chamber might as well have been a painting for all the
warmth it brought.“I remember Prince Hal, William! I remember the lion! Just ten more years and
he’d have had the rest of France at his feet. Henry of Monmouth was my king, no other. God
knows I would follow his son, but this boy is not his father. You know it. Instead of a lion of
England, we have a dear white lamb to lead us in prayer. Christ, it makes me want to
weep.”“Derry, please! Your voice carries. And I won’t listen to blasphemy. I don’t allow it in my
men, and I expect better from you.”The younger man stopped his pacing and looked up, a hard
light in his eyes. He took two quick steps and stood very close, his arms slightly bent as they
hung at his sides. He was half a head shorter than Lord Suffolk, but he was powerfully built and
fit. Anger and strength simmered in him, always close to the surface.“I swear I’ve never been
closer to knocking you out, William,” he said. “The listeners are my men. Do you think I’m trying
to trap you? Is that it? Let them hear. They know what I’ll do if they repeat a single word.” With
one heavy fist, he thumped Suffolk lightly on the shoulder, turning away the man’s frown with a
laugh.“Blasphemy? You’ve been a soldier all your life, William, but you talk like a soft-faced



priest. I could still put you on your backside, William. That’s the difference between you and me.
You’ll fight well enough when you’re told, but I fight because I like it. That’s why this falls to me,
William. That’s why I’ll be the one who finds the right spot for the knife and sticks it in. We don’t
need pious gentlemen, William, not for this. We need a man like me, a man who can see
weakness and isn’t afraid to thumb its eyes out.”Lord Suffolk glowered, taking a deep breath.
When the king’s spymaster was in full flow, he could mix insults and compliments in a great flood
of bitter vitriol. If a man took offense, Suffolk told himself, he’d never get anything done. He
suspected Derihew Brewer knew the limits of his temper very well.“We may not need a
gentleman, Derry, but we do need a lord to deal with the French. You wrote to me, remember? I
crossed the sea and left my responsibilities in Orléans to listen to you. So I would appreciate it if
you’d share your plans, or I’ll go back to the coast.”“That’s it, isn’t it? I come up with the answers
and I’m to give them to my fine noble friend so he can reap all the glory? So they can say, ‘That
William Pole, that Earl Suffolk, he’s a right sharp one,’ while Derry Brewer is forgotten.”“William
de la Pole, Derry, as you know very well.”Derry replied through clenched teeth, his voice close to
a snarl.“Oh, yes? You think this is the time to have a nice French-sounding name, do you? I
thought you had more wits, I really did. Thing is, William, I’ll do it anyway, because I care what
happens to that little lamb who rules us. And I don’t want to see my country ripped apart by fools
and cocky bastards. I do have an idea, though you won’t like it. I just need to know you
understand the stakes.”“I understand them,” Suffolk said, his gray eyes hard and cold.Derry
grinned at him without a trace of humor, revealing the whitest teeth Suffolk could remember
seeing on a grown man.“No, you don’t,” he said with a sneer. “The whole country is waiting for
young Henry to be half the man his dad was, to finish the glorious work that took half of France
and made their precious Dauphin prince run like a little girl. They’re waiting, William. The king is
twenty-two and his father was a proper fighter at that age. Remember? Old Henry would have
torn their lungs out and worn ’em as gloves, just to keep his hands warm. Not the lamb, though.
Not his boy. The lamb can’t lead and the lamb can’t fight. He can’t even grow a beard, William!
When they realize he ain’t never coming, we’re all done, understand? When the French stop
trembling in terror about King Harry, the lion of bloody England, coming back, it’s all finished.
Maybe in a year or two, there’ll be a French army clustering like wasps to come for a day out in
London. A nice bit of rape and slaughter and we’ll be taking off our caps and bowing whenever
we hear a French voice. You want that for your daughters, William? For your sons? Those are
your stakes, William English Pole.”“Then tell me how we can bring them to truce,” Suffolk said
slowly and with force.At forty-six, he was a large man, with a mass of iron-gray hair that spread
out from his wide head and fell almost to his shoulders. He’d put on bulk in the previous few
years, and next to Derry he felt old. His right shoulder ached on most days and one of his legs
had been badly gashed years before so that the muscle never healed properly. He limped in
winter and he could feel it sending fingers of pain up his leg as he stood in the cold room. His
temper was growing short.“That’s what the boy said to me,” Derry replied. “‘Bring me a truce,
Derry,’ he says. ‘Bring me peace.’ Peace when we could take it all with one good season of



fighting. It turned my stomach—and his poor old dad must be turning in his grave. I’ve spent
more time in the archives than any man with red blood should ever be asked to do. But I found it,
William Pole. I found something the French won’t turn down. You’ll take it to them and they’ll fret
and worry, but they won’t be able to resist. He’ll get his truce.”“And will you share this revelation?”
Suffolk asked, holding his temper with difficulty. The man was infuriating, but Derry would not be
rushed and there was still the suspicion that the spymaster enjoyed having an earl wait on his
word. Suffolk resolved not to give Derry the satisfaction of showing impatience. He crossed the
room to pour himself a cup of water from a jug, draining it in quick swallows.“Our Henry wants a
wife,” Derry replied. “They’d see hell freeze before they give him a royal princess like they did
with his father. No, the French king will keep his daughters close by for Frenchmen, so I won’t
even give him the pleasure of turning us down. But there is one other house, William—Anjou.
The duke there has paper claims to Naples, Sicily, and Jerusalem. Old René calls himself a king
and he’s ruined his family trying to claim his rights for ten years now. He’s paid ransoms greater
than you or I will ever see, William. And he has two daughters, one of them unpromised and
thirteen.”Suffolk shook his head, refilling the cup. He had sworn off wine and beer, but this was
one time when he truly missed the stuff.“I know Duke René of Anjou,” he said. “He hates the
English. His mother was a great friend of that girl, Joan of Arc—and you’ll recall, Derry, that we
burned her.”“No more than right,” Derry snapped. “You were there, you saw her. That little bitch
was in league with someone, even if it wasn’t the Devil himself. No, you’re not seeing it, William.
René has the ear of his king. That French peacock owes René of Anjou his crown, everything.
Didn’t René’s mother give him sanctuary when he tucked up his skirts and ran? Didn’t she send
little Joan of Arc to Orléans to shame them into attacking? That family kept France in French
hands, or at least the arse end of it. Anjou is the key to the whole lock, William. The French king
married René’s sister, for Christ’s sake! That’s the family that can put pressure on their little royal
—and they’re the ones with an unmarried daughter. They are the way in, I’m telling you. I’ve
looked at them all, William, every French ‘lord’ with three pigs and two servants. Margaret of
Anjou is a princess; her father beggared himself to prove it.”Suffolk sighed. It was late and he
was weary.“Derry, it’s no good, even if you’re right. I’ve met the duke more than once. I remember
him complaining to me that English soldiers laughed at his order of chivalry. He was most
offended, I recall.”“He should not have called it the Order of the Croissant, then, should he?”“It’s
no stranger than the Order of the Garter, is it? Either way, Derry, he won’t give us a daughter,
certainly not in exchange for a truce. He might take a fortune for her, if things are as bad as you
say, but a truce? They aren’t all fools, Derry. We haven’t had a campaign for a decade and every
year it gets just a little harder to hold the land we have. They have an ambassador here and I’m
sure he tells them everything he sees.”“He tells them what I let him see; don’t you worry about
that. I have that perfumed boy sewn up tight. But I haven’t told you what we’ll offer to make old
René sweat and pull on his king’s sleeve, just begging his monarch to accept our terms. He’s
poor as a blind archer without the rents from his ancestral lands. And why is that? Because we
own them. He has a couple of derelict old castles that look out on the best farmland in France,



with good Englishmen and soldiers enjoying it for him. Maine and Anjou entire, William. That will
bring him to the table fast enough. That will win us our truce. Ten years? We’ll demand twenty
and a bloody princess. And René of Anjou has the king’s ear. The snail-eaters will fall over
themselves to say yes.”Suffolk rubbed his eyes in frustration. He could feel the taste of wine in
his mouth, though he had not touched a drop for more than a year.“This is madness. You’d have
me give away a quarter of our land in France?”“You think I like it, William?” Derry demanded
angrily. “You think I haven’t sweated for months looking for a better path? The king said, ‘Bring
me a truce, Derry’—well, this is it. This is the only thing that will do it, and, believe me, if there
was another way, I’d have found it by now. If he could use his father’s sword—Christ, if he could
even lift it—I wouldn’t be having this conversation with you. You and I would be out once more,
with the horns blowing and the French on the run. If he can’t do that—and he can’t, William,
you’ve seen him—then this is the only way to peace. We’ll find him a wife as well, to conceal the
rest.”“Have you told the king?” Suffolk asked, already knowing the answer.“If I had, he’d agree,
wouldn’t he?” Derry replied bitterly. “‘You know best, Derry,’ ‘If you think so, Derry.’ You know how
he talks. I could get him to say yes to anything. Trouble is, so can anyone else. He’s weak like
that, William. All we can do is get him a wife, bide our time, and wait for a strong son.” He saw
Suffolk’s dubious expression and he snorted. “It worked for Edward, didn’t it? The hammer of the
bloody Scots had a weak son, but his grandson? I wish I’d known a king like that. No, I did know
a king like that. I knew Harry. I knew the lion of bloody Agincourt, and maybe that’s all a man can
hope for in one lifetime. But while we wait for a proper monarch, we have to have a truce. The
beardless boy isn’t up to anything else.”“Have you even seen a picture of this princess?” Suffolk
asked, staring off into the distance.Derry laughed scornfully.“Margaret? You like them young, do
you? And you a married man, William Pole! What does it matter what she looks like? She’s
almost fourteen and a virgin; that’s all that matters. She could be covered in warts and moles and
our Henry would say, ‘If you think I should, Derry,’ and that’s the truth of it.”Derry came to stand at
Suffolk’s shoulder, noting to himself how the older man seemed more bowed down than he had
when he’d entered.“They know you in France, William. They knew your father and your brother—
and they know your family has paid its dues. They’ll listen to you, if you take this to them. We’ll
still have the north and all the coast. We’ll still have Calais and Normandy, Picardy, Brittany—all
the way to Paris. If we could hold all that and Maine and Anjou as well, I’d be raising the flags
and marching with you. But we can’t.”“I’ll need to hear this from the king before I go back,” Suffolk
said, his eyes bleak.Derry looked away uncomfortably.“All right, William. I understand. But you
know . . . No, all right. You’ll find him in the chapel. Maybe you can interrupt his prayers, I don’t
know. He’ll agree with me, William. He always bloody agrees.”• • •ACROSS A SWATH of
frozen, crunching grass, the two men walked in darkness to the Windsor chapel, dedicated to
the Blessed Virgin, Edward the Confessor, and St. George. In starlight, with his breath misting
before him, Derry nodded to the guards at the outer door as they passed through into a candlelit
interior that was almost as cold as the night outside.The chapel seemed empty at first, though
Suffolk sensed and then caught glimpses of men standing among the statues. In dark robes,



they were almost invisible until they moved. Footsteps on stone echoed in the silence as the
watchers walked toward the two men, faces hard with their responsibility. Twice, Derry had to
wait until he was recognized before he could make his way along the nave toward the lone figure
at prayer.The monarch’s seat was almost enclosed in carved and gilded wood, lit by dim lamps
hanging far above. Henry knelt there with his hands out in front of him, tight-clenched and rigid.
His eyes were closed, and Derry sighed softly to himself. For a time, he and Suffolk just stood
and waited, gazing on the upraised face of a boy, lit gold in the darkness. The king looked
angelic, but it broke both their hearts to see how young he seemed, how frail. It was said his birth
had been a trial for his French mother. She had been lucky to survive, and the boy had been
born blue and choking. Nine months later and his father, Henry V, was dead, torn from life by
simple sickness after surviving a lifetime of war. There were some who said it was a blessing that
the battle king had not lived to see his son become a man.In the gloom, Derry and Suffolk
looked at each other in silence, sharing the same sense of loss. Derry leaned close.“It could be
hours yet,” he whispered into Suffolk’s ear. “You’ll have to interrupt or we’ll be here till morning.”In
response, Suffolk cleared his throat, the sound louder than he had intended in the echoing
silence. The king’s eyes fluttered open, as if he was returning from very far away. Slowly, Henry
turned his head, taking in the two men standing there. He blinked, then smiled at them both,
crossing himself and muttering a final prayer before rising on legs made stiff from hours of
stillness.Suffolk watched his king fumble with the latch of the monarch’s seat before stepping
down and approaching him. Henry left the pool of light behind so that they could not see his face
as he came close.Both men knelt, Suffolk’s knees protesting. Henry chuckled over their bowed
heads.“My heart is full to see you, Lord Suffolk. Come, now, stand up. The floor is too cold for old
men. I’m sure that’s right. I hear my chambermaid complaining, though she doesn’t know I’m
there. She’s younger than you, I think. Up, both of you, before you catch a chill.”As Derry stood,
he opened the lamp he carried, spreading light across the chapel. The king was dressed in the
simplest of clothes, just plain dark wool and blunt leather shoes like any townsman. He wore no
gold and, with the look of a boy, he might have been an apprentice in some trade that did not
require too much strength.Suffolk searched the young man’s face for some trace of the father,
but the eyes were guileless and the frame was slender, showing no sign of the massive strength
of his bloodline. Suffolk almost missed the bandages on Henry’s hands. His gaze snagged on
them and Henry held them up into the light, his face flushing.“Sword practice, Lord Suffolk. Old
Marsden says they’ll harden, but they just bleed and bleed. I thought for a while . . .” He caught
himself, raising one bound finger to tap lightly at his mouth. “No, you have not come from France
to see my hands. Have you?”“No, Your Grace,” Suffolk answered gently. “Can you grant me a
moment? I have been talking to Master Brewer about the future.”“No beer from Derry!” Henry
said. “The only Master Brewer with no beer!”It was an old jest, but both the older men chuckled
dutifully. Henry beamed at them.“In truth, I cannot go from this place. I am allowed to take a
break each hour, for water or to fill a pot, but then I must return to my prayers. Cardinal Beaufort
told me the secret and the burden is not too great.”“The secret, Your Grace?”“That the French



can’t come while a king prays, Lord Suffolk! With my hands, even bandaged as they are, I hold
them back. Isn’t that a wonderful thing?”Suffolk breathed slowly in and out, silently cursing the
young man’s great-uncle for his foolishness. There was no purpose in having Henry waste his
nights in such a way, though Suffolk imagined it made it easier for those around him. Somewhere
nearby, Cardinal Beaufort would be sleeping. Suffolk resolved to wake him up and have him join
the boy in prayers. A king’s prayers could only be gilded by those of a cardinal, after all.Derry
had been listening closely, waiting to speak.“I’ll clear the men away, my lord Suffolk. Your Grace,
with your permission? This is a private matter, best not overheard.”Henry gestured for him to
carry on while Suffolk smiled at the formal tone. For all Derry’s bitterness and scorn, he was
cautious in the presence of the king. There would be no blasphemy in that chapel, not from
him.The king seemed not to notice the half-dozen men Derry ushered out of the chapel into the
frozen night. Suffolk was cynical enough to suspect one or two remained in the darkest alcoves,
but Derry knew his own men and Henry’s patience was already wearing thin, his gaze drifting
back to his place of prayer.Suffolk felt a surge of affection for the young king. He had watched
Henry grow with the hopes of an entire country on his shoulders. Suffolk had seen those hopes
falter and then crumble into disappointment. He could only guess how hard it had been for the
boy himself. Henry was not stupid, for all his strangeness. He would have heard every barbed
comment made about him over the years.“Your Grace, Master Brewer has vouchsafed a plan to
bargain for a wife and a truce together, in exchange for two great provinces of France. He
believes the French will deliver a truce in exchange for Maine and Anjou.”“A wife?” Henry said,
blinking.“Yes, Your Grace, as the family in question has a suitable daughter. I wanted . . .” Suffolk
hesitated. He could not ask whether the king understood what he was saying. “Your Grace, there
are English subjects living in both Maine and Anjou. They would be evicted if we give them up. I
wanted to ask if it isn’t too high a price to pay for a truce.”“We must have a truce, Lord Suffolk.
We must. My uncle the cardinal says so. Master Brewer agrees with him—though he has no
beer! Tell me of the wife. Is there a picture?”Suffolk closed his eyes for an instant before opening
them.“I will have one made, Your Grace. The truce, though. Maine and Anjou are the southern
quarter of our lands in France. Together, they are as great as Wales, Your Grace. If we give such
a tract of land away . . .”“What is her name, this girl? I cannot call her ‘girl’ or even ‘wife,’ now, can
I, Lord Suffolk?”“No, Your Grace. Her name is Margaret. Margaret of Anjou.”“You will go to
France, Lord Suffolk, and you will see her for me. When you return, I shall want to hear every
detail.”Suffolk hid his frustration.“Your Grace, do I have it right that you are willing to lose lands in
France for peace?”To his surprise, the king leaned in close to reply, his pale blue eyes
gleaming.“As you say, Lord Suffolk. We must have a truce. I depend on you to carry out my
wishes. Bring me a picture of her.”Derry had returned while the conversation went on, his face
carefully blank.“I’m sure His Royal Highness would like to return to his prayers now, Lord
Suffolk.”“I would, yes,” Henry replied, holding up one bandaged hand in farewell. Suffolk could
see a dark red stain at the center of the palm.They bowed deeply to the young King of England
as he walked back to his place and knelt, his eyes closing slowly, his fingers lacing together like



a lock.CHAPTER 2Margaret let out a gasp as a hurrying figure thumped into her and they both
went sprawling. She had a blurred sense of tight-drawn brown hair and a smell of healthy sweat
and then she went down with a yelp. A copper pot crashed to the courtyard stones with a noise
so great it hurt her ears. As Margaret fell, the maid flailed to catch the pot but only sent it
spinning.The maid looked up angrily, her mouth opening on a curse. As she saw Margaret’s fine
red dress and billowing white sleeves, the blood drained from her face, stealing away the flush
from the kitchens. For an instant, her eyes flickered to the path, considering whether she could
run. With so many strange faces in the castle, there was at least a chance the girl wouldn’t
recognize her again.With a sigh, the maid wiped her hands on an apron. The kitchen mistress
had warned her about the brothers and the father, but she’d said the youngest girl was a sweet
little thing. She reached down to help Margaret to her feet.“I’m sorry about that, dear. I shouldn’t
have been running, but it’s all a rush today. Are you hurt?”“No, I don’t think so,” Margaret replied
dubiously. Her side ached and she thought she had scraped an elbow, but the woman was
already shifting from foot to foot, wanting to be off. Back on her feet, Margaret smiled at her,
seeing the gleam of sweat on the young woman’s face.“My name is Margaret,” she said,
remembering her lessons. “May I know your name?”“Simone, my lady. But I must get back to the
kitchens. There’s a thousand things to do still, with the king coming.”Margaret saw the handle of
the pot sticking out of the trimmed hedge by her foot and picked it up. To her pleasure, the
woman curtsied as she took it back. They shared a smile before the maid vanished at only a
fraction less than her original speed. Margaret was left alone to stare after her. Saumur Castle
had not been this busy for years, and she could hear her father’s deep voice raised somewhere
nearby. If he saw her, he would put her to work, she was certain, so she headed in the opposite
direction.Her father’s sudden return to Saumur had brought Margaret to bitter, furious tears more
than once. She resented him as she would have resented any stranger who arrived with such
airs, assuming all his rights as lord and master of her home. Over the decade of his absence, her
mother had spoken often of his great bravery and honor, but Margaret had seen the blank
spaces on yellowing plaster as paintings and statues were quietly taken and sold. The collection
of jewelry had been the last to go, and she’d observed her mother’s pain as men from Paris
arrived to appraise the best pieces, staring through their little tubes and counting out coins.
Every year had brought fewer luxuries and comforts, until Saumur was stripped of anything
beautiful, revealed in cold stones. Margaret had grown to hate her father by then, without
knowing him at all. Even the servants had been dismissed one by one, with whole sections of
the castle closed and left to grow blue with mildew.She looked up at the thought, wondering if
she could get up to the east wing without being spotted and put to a task. There were mice
running freely in one of the tower rooms, making their little nests in old couches and chairs. She
had a pocket full of crumbs to entice them out, and she could spend the afternoon there. It had
become her refuge, a hiding place that no one knew about, not even her sister Yolande.When
Margaret had seen the men from Paris counting the books in her father’s beautiful library, she’d
crept in at night and taken as many as she could carry, stealing them away to the tower room



before they could vanish. She felt no guilt about it, even when her father returned and his
booming orders echoed around her home. Margaret didn’t really understand what a ransom
was, or why they’d had to pay one to get him back, but she cherished the books she’d saved,
even the one the mice had found and nibbled.Saumur was a maze of back stairs and passages,
the legacy of four centuries of building and expansion that meant some corridors came to a stop
for no clear reason, while certain rooms could only be reached by passing through half a dozen
others. Yet it had been her world for as long as she could remember. Margaret knew every route
and, after rubbing her elbow, she went quickly, crossing a corridor and clattering through a wide,
empty room paneled in oak. If her mother saw her running, there would be harsh words.
Margaret caught herself dreading the footsteps of her governess as well, before she
remembered that terror of her youth had been dismissed with all the others.Two flights of
wooden stairs brought her up to a landing that led straight across to the east tower. The ancient
floorboards were bowed and twisted there, rising away from the joists below. Margaret had lost
entire afternoons stepping on them in complicated patterns, making them speak in their creaking
voices. She called it the Crow Room for the sound they made.Panting lightly, she paused under
the eaves to look out across the upper hall, as she always did. There was something special in
being able to lean over the vast space, up at the level of the chandeliers, with their fat yellow
candles. She wondered who would light them for the king’s visit now that the tallowmen no
longer called, but she supposed her father would have thought of it. He’d found the gold
somewhere to hire all the new servants. The castle teemed with them like the mice in the tower,
rushing hither and yon on unknown errands and all strangers to her.Onward through the library,
which made her shiver now that it was bare and cold. Yolande said some great houses had
libraries on the ground floor, but even when they had been rich, her father had cared little for
books. The shelves were thick with dust as she passed, idly drawing a face with a finger before
hurrying on. At the library window, she looked down on a courtyard and scowled at the sight of
her brothers practicing sword drills. John was battering little Louis to his knees and laughing at
the same time. Nicholas was standing to one side, his sword tip trailing in the dust as he yelled
encouragement to them both. With a glance around to make sure no one was watching,
Margaret pointed her finger at her oldest brother and cursed him, calling on God to give John a
rash in his private region. It didn’t seem to affect his cheerful blows, but he deserved it for the
pinch he’d given her that morning.To her horror, John suddenly looked up, his gaze fastening on
hers. He gave a great shout that she could hear even through the diamonds of glass. Margaret
froze. Her brothers liked to chase her, imitating hunting horns with their mouths and hands while
they ran her down through the rooms and corridors of the castle. Surely they would be too busy
with the king coming? Her heart sank as she saw John break off and point, then all three went
charging from sight below. Margaret gave up on the idea of going to her secret room. They had
not discovered it yet, but if they came to the library, they would hunt all around that part of the
castle. It would be better to lead them far away.She ran, holding her skirt high and cursing them
all with rashes and spots. The last time, they’d forced her into one of the great kitchen cauldrons



and threatened to light the fire.“Maman!” Margaret yelled. “Mamaaan!”At full speed, she barely
seemed to touch the steps, using her arms to guide her as she hurtled down a floor and cut
across a corridor to her mother’s suite of rooms. A startled maid jumped back with a mop and
bucket as Margaret shot past. She could hear her brothers hallooing somewhere on the floor
below, but she didn’t pause, jumping down three steps that appeared in the floor in front of her,
then up another three, some ancient facet of the castle’s construction that had no clear purpose.
Gasping for breath, she darted into her mother’s dressing rooms, looking wildly around for
sanctuary. She saw a huge and heavy wardrobe and, quick as winking, opened the door and
shoved herself into the back, comforted by the odor of her mother’s perfume and the thick
furs.Silence came, though she could still hear John calling her name in the distance. Margaret
fought not to cough in the dust she had raised. She heard footsteps enter the room and held
herself as still as any statue. It was not beyond John to send Nicholas or little Louis out in
another direction, while John crashed around and gulled her into a feeling of safety. Margaret
held her breath and closed her eyes. The wardrobe was at least warm and they surely wouldn’t
dare search for her in their mother’s rooms.The footsteps came closer and, with no warning, the
door of the wardrobe creaked open. Margaret blinked at her father in the light.“What are you
doing in here, girl?” he demanded. “Do you not know the king is coming? If you have time for
games, by God, you have too much time.”“Yes, sir, I’m sorry. John was chasing me and—”“Your
hands are filthy! Just look at the marks you have made! Look at them, Margaret! Running around
like a street urchin with the king on his way!”Margaret dipped her head, clambering out of the
wardrobe and closing the door carefully behind her. It was true that her palms were black with
grime, picked up in her wild scramble through the upper rooms. Resentment grew in her. Lord
René may have been her father, but she had no memories of him, none at all. He was just a
great white slug of a man who had come into her home and ordered her mother about like a
servant. His face was unnaturally pale, perhaps from his years languishing in prison. His eyes
were gray and cold, half hidden by heavy, unwrinkled lower lids, so that he always seemed to be
peering over them. He had clearly not starved in the prison, she thought. That much was
obvious. He’d complained to his wife about the tailor’s fees for letting out his clothing, leaving her
in tears.“If I had a moment to spare, I’d have you whipped, Margaret! Those dresses will all have
to be cleaned.”He shouted and gestured angrily for some time, while Margaret stood with her
head bowed, trying to look suitably ashamed. There had been maids and house servants once,
to scrub every stone and polish all the fine French oak. If dust lay thick now, whose fault was
that, if not the man who had ruined Saumur for his vanity? Margaret had listened to him
complaining to her mother about the state of the castle, but without an army of servants, Saumur
was just too big to keep clean.Margaret remembered to nod as her father raged. He called
himself the King of Jerusalem, Naples, and Sicily, places she had never seen. She supposed it
made her a princess, but she couldn’t be certain. After all, he’d failed to win any of them, and a
paper claim was worthless when he could only froth and strut and write furious letters. She hated
him. As she stood there, she flushed at the memory of a conversation with her mother. Margaret



had demanded to know why he couldn’t just leave again. In response, her mother’s mouth had
pinched tight like a drawstring purse and she had spoken more harshly than Margaret could
remember before.Margaret sensed the slug was coming to the end of his tirade.“Yes, sir,” she
said humbly.“What?” he demanded, his voice rising. “What do you mean, ‘Yes, sir’? Have you
even been listening?” Spots of color bloomed on his white cheeks as his temper flared. “Just get
out!” he snapped. “I don’t want to see your face unless I call for you, do you understand? I have
better things to do today than teach you the manners you obviously lack. Running wild! When
the king is gone, I will consider some punishment you won’t forget so easily. Go! Get
out!”Margaret fled, red-faced and trembling. She passed her brother Louis in the corridor
outside, and for once he looked sympathetic.“John’s looking for you in the banqueting hall,” he
murmured. “If you want to avoid him, I’d go round by the kitchen.”Margaret shrugged. Louis
thought he was clever, but she knew him too well. John would be in the kitchen, or close by, that
much was obvious. They would not be able to put her in a cauldron, not with so many staff
preparing a king’s feast, but no doubt her brother would have thought of something equally
unpleasant. With dignity, Margaret walked rather than ran, struggling with tears she could hardly
understand. It didn’t matter to her that the slug was angry; why would it? She resolved to find her
mother, somewhere at the center of the bustle and noise that had been quiet just a few days
before. Where had all the servants come from? There was no money for them and nothing left to
sell.• • •BY SUNSET, her brothers had given up their hunt in order to dress for the feast. The
population of Saumur Castle had increased even more as King Charles sent his own staff
ahead. As well as the cooks hired from noble houses and the local village, there were now
master chefs checking every stage of the preparation and half a dozen men in black cloth
examining every room for spies or assassins. For once, her father said nothing as his guards
were questioned and organized by the king’s men. The local villages all knew by then that there
would be a royal visit. As darkness fell, with swallows wheeling and darting through the sky, the
farmers had come in from their crofts and fields with their families. They stood on the verges of
the road to Saumur, craning their necks to catch the first glimpse of royalty. The men removed
their hats as the king passed, waving them in the air and cheering.King Charles’s arrival had not
been as impressive as Margaret thought it would be. She’d watched from the tower window as a
small group of horsemen came riding along the road from the south. There had been no more
than twenty of them, clustered around a slender, dark-haired figure wearing a pale blue cloak.
The king did not stop to acknowledge the peasants, as far as she could see. Margaret wondered
if he thought the world was filled with cheering people, as if they were part of the landscape, like
trees or rivers.As the royal group rode through the main gate, Margaret had leaned out of the
open window to watch. The king had seemed rather ordinary to her as he dismounted in the
courtyard and handed his reins to a servant. His men were hard-faced and serious, more than
one looking around with an expression of distaste. Margaret resented them immediately. She
had watched her father come out and bow to the king before they went inside. René’s voice
carried up to the windows, loud and coarse. He tried too hard, Margaret thought. A man like the



king would surely be weary of flattery.The feast was a misery, with Margaret and Yolande
banished to the far end of a long table, wearing stiff dresses that smelled of camphor and
cedarwood and were far too precious to stain. Her brothers sat farther up the table, turning their
heads to the king like travelers facing a good inn fire. As the oldest, John even attempted
conversation, though his efforts were so stilted and formal that they made Margaret want to
giggle. The atmosphere was unbearably stuffy, and of course her sister Yolande pinched her
under the table to make her cry out and shame herself. Margaret poked her with a fork from a set
of dining silver she had never seen before.She knew she was not allowed to speak; her mother,
Isabelle, had been quite clear about that. So she sat in silence as the wine flowed and the king
favored her father or John with an occasional smile between courses.Margaret thought King
Charles was too thin and long-nosed to be handsome. His eyes were small black beads, and his
eyebrows were thin lines, almost as if they had been plucked. She’d hoped he would be a man of
panache and charisma, or at least wearing a crown of some kind. Instead, the king fiddled
nervously with food that obviously didn’t please him and merely raised the corners of his lips
when he attempted to smile.Her father filled the silences with stories and reminiscences of
court, keeping up a stream of inane chatter that made Margaret embarrassed for him. The only
excitement had come when her father’s waving hands had knocked over a cup of wine, but the
servants moved in swiftly and made it all vanish. Margaret could read the king’s boredom, even if
Lord René couldn’t. She picked at each course, wondering at the cost of it all. The hall was lit
with expensive fresh tapers and even white candles, which were usually only brought out at
Christmas. She supposed the costs would mean months of hardship to come, when the king
had gone. She tried to enjoy it all, but the sight of her father’s long head bobbing in laughter just
made her angry. Margaret sipped her cider, hoping they would become aware of her disapproval
and perhaps even abashed. It was a fine thought, that they would look up and see the stern girl,
then glance at plates heaped with food they would scarcely touch before the next course came.
She knew that King Charles had met Joan of Arc, and she longed to ask the man about her.At
the king’s side, her aunt Marie listened to René with a disapproving expression much like
Margaret’s own. Again and again, Margaret saw her aunt’s gaze drift to her mother’s throat,
where no jewels lay. That was one thing René had not been able to borrow for the dinner. Her
mother’s jewels had all gone to finance his failed campaigns. As the king’s wife, Aunt Marie wore
a splendid set of rubies that dripped right down between her bosoms. Margaret tried not to stare,
but they were meant to attract attention, weren’t they? She would have thought a married woman
would not want men to stare at her bosoms in such a way, but apparently she did. Marie and
René had grown up in Saumur, and Margaret saw her aunt’s assessing eye flicker from the bare
ears and throat of her mother to the enormous tapestries hanging along the walls. Margaret
wondered if she would recognize any of them. Like the servants, they were borrowed or leased
for a few days only. She could almost hear her aunt’s thoughts clicking away like a little abacus.
Her mother always said Marie had a hard heart, but she had won a king with it and all the luxury
of his life.Not for the first time, Margaret wondered what could have brought King Charles to



Saumur Castle. She knew there would be no serious talk during the dinner, perhaps not even
until the king had rested or hunted the following day. Margaret resolved to visit the balcony
above the upper hall when she was allowed to go to bed. Her father took honored guests in there
to enjoy the great fire and a selection of his better wines. At the thought, she leaned closer to
Yolande, just as the girl was trying to tweak her bare arm in pure mischief.“I’ll twist your ear and
make you shriek if you do, Yolande,” she muttered.Her sister pulled her hand back sharply from
where it had been creeping over the table. At fifteen, Yolande was perhaps her closest
companion, though of late she had taken on the airs and graces of a young woman, telling
Margaret pompously that she couldn’t play childish games anymore. Yolande had even given her
a beautiful painted doll, spoiling the gift with a dismissive comment on baby things she no longer
needed.“Will you come up the back stairs with me after the feast, to listen at the balcony? By the
Crow Room.”Yolande considered, tilting her head slightly as she weighed her exciting new sense
of adulthood against her desire to see the king speak to their father in private.“For a little while,
perhaps. I know you get frightened in the dark.”“That’s you, Yolande, and you know it. I’m not
afraid of spiders, either, even the big ones. You’ll come, then?”Margaret could sense her
mother’s disapproving stare turned on her, and she applied herself to some cut fruit on a bed of
ice. The slender pieces were half frozen and delicious, and she could hardly remember when a
meal had finished with such fine things.“I’ll come,” Yolande whispered.Margaret reached out and
rested her hand on her sister’s, knowing better than to risk her mother’s wrath with another word.
Her father was telling some tedious story about one of his tenant farmers, and the king chuckled,
sending a ripple of laughter down the table. The meal had surely been a success, but Margaret
knew he hadn’t come to Saumur for wine and food. With her head low, she looked up the table at
the King of France. He looked so very ordinary, but John, Louis, and Nicholas were apparently
fascinated by him, ignoring their food at the slightest comment from his royal lips. Margaret
smiled to herself, knowing she would mock them for it in the morning. It would pay them back for
hunting her like a little fox.CHAPTER 2Margaret let out a gasp as a hurrying figure thumped into
her and they both went sprawling. She had a blurred sense of tight-drawn brown hair and a smell
of healthy sweat and then she went down with a yelp. A copper pot crashed to the courtyard
stones with a noise so great it hurt her ears. As Margaret fell, the maid flailed to catch the pot but
only sent it spinning.The maid looked up angrily, her mouth opening on a curse. As she saw
Margaret’s fine red dress and billowing white sleeves, the blood drained from her face, stealing
away the flush from the kitchens. For an instant, her eyes flickered to the path, considering
whether she could run. With so many strange faces in the castle, there was at least a chance the
girl wouldn’t recognize her again.With a sigh, the maid wiped her hands on an apron. The
kitchen mistress had warned her about the brothers and the father, but she’d said the youngest
girl was a sweet little thing. She reached down to help Margaret to her feet.“I’m sorry about that,
dear. I shouldn’t have been running, but it’s all a rush today. Are you hurt?”“No, I don’t think so,”
Margaret replied dubiously. Her side ached and she thought she had scraped an elbow, but the
woman was already shifting from foot to foot, wanting to be off. Back on her feet, Margaret



smiled at her, seeing the gleam of sweat on the young woman’s face.“My name is Margaret,” she
said, remembering her lessons. “May I know your name?”“Simone, my lady. But I must get back
to the kitchens. There’s a thousand things to do still, with the king coming.”Margaret saw the
handle of the pot sticking out of the trimmed hedge by her foot and picked it up. To her pleasure,
the woman curtsied as she took it back. They shared a smile before the maid vanished at only a
fraction less than her original speed. Margaret was left alone to stare after her. Saumur Castle
had not been this busy for years, and she could hear her father’s deep voice raised somewhere
nearby. If he saw her, he would put her to work, she was certain, so she headed in the opposite
direction.Her father’s sudden return to Saumur had brought Margaret to bitter, furious tears more
than once. She resented him as she would have resented any stranger who arrived with such
airs, assuming all his rights as lord and master of her home. Over the decade of his absence, her
mother had spoken often of his great bravery and honor, but Margaret had seen the blank
spaces on yellowing plaster as paintings and statues were quietly taken and sold. The collection
of jewelry had been the last to go, and she’d observed her mother’s pain as men from Paris
arrived to appraise the best pieces, staring through their little tubes and counting out coins.
Every year had brought fewer luxuries and comforts, until Saumur was stripped of anything
beautiful, revealed in cold stones. Margaret had grown to hate her father by then, without
knowing him at all. Even the servants had been dismissed one by one, with whole sections of
the castle closed and left to grow blue with mildew.She looked up at the thought, wondering if
she could get up to the east wing without being spotted and put to a task. There were mice
running freely in one of the tower rooms, making their little nests in old couches and chairs. She
had a pocket full of crumbs to entice them out, and she could spend the afternoon there. It had
become her refuge, a hiding place that no one knew about, not even her sister Yolande.When
Margaret had seen the men from Paris counting the books in her father’s beautiful library, she’d
crept in at night and taken as many as she could carry, stealing them away to the tower room
before they could vanish. She felt no guilt about it, even when her father returned and his
booming orders echoed around her home. Margaret didn’t really understand what a ransom
was, or why they’d had to pay one to get him back, but she cherished the books she’d saved,
even the one the mice had found and nibbled.Saumur was a maze of back stairs and passages,
the legacy of four centuries of building and expansion that meant some corridors came to a stop
for no clear reason, while certain rooms could only be reached by passing through half a dozen
others. Yet it had been her world for as long as she could remember. Margaret knew every route
and, after rubbing her elbow, she went quickly, crossing a corridor and clattering through a wide,
empty room paneled in oak. If her mother saw her running, there would be harsh words.
Margaret caught herself dreading the footsteps of her governess as well, before she
remembered that terror of her youth had been dismissed with all the others.Two flights of
wooden stairs brought her up to a landing that led straight across to the east tower. The ancient
floorboards were bowed and twisted there, rising away from the joists below. Margaret had lost
entire afternoons stepping on them in complicated patterns, making them speak in their creaking



voices. She called it the Crow Room for the sound they made.Panting lightly, she paused under
the eaves to look out across the upper hall, as she always did. There was something special in
being able to lean over the vast space, up at the level of the chandeliers, with their fat yellow
candles. She wondered who would light them for the king’s visit now that the tallowmen no
longer called, but she supposed her father would have thought of it. He’d found the gold
somewhere to hire all the new servants. The castle teemed with them like the mice in the tower,
rushing hither and yon on unknown errands and all strangers to her.Onward through the library,
which made her shiver now that it was bare and cold. Yolande said some great houses had
libraries on the ground floor, but even when they had been rich, her father had cared little for
books. The shelves were thick with dust as she passed, idly drawing a face with a finger before
hurrying on. At the library window, she looked down on a courtyard and scowled at the sight of
her brothers practicing sword drills. John was battering little Louis to his knees and laughing at
the same time. Nicholas was standing to one side, his sword tip trailing in the dust as he yelled
encouragement to them both. With a glance around to make sure no one was watching,
Margaret pointed her finger at her oldest brother and cursed him, calling on God to give John a
rash in his private region. It didn’t seem to affect his cheerful blows, but he deserved it for the
pinch he’d given her that morning.To her horror, John suddenly looked up, his gaze fastening on
hers. He gave a great shout that she could hear even through the diamonds of glass. Margaret
froze. Her brothers liked to chase her, imitating hunting horns with their mouths and hands while
they ran her down through the rooms and corridors of the castle. Surely they would be too busy
with the king coming? Her heart sank as she saw John break off and point, then all three went
charging from sight below. Margaret gave up on the idea of going to her secret room. They had
not discovered it yet, but if they came to the library, they would hunt all around that part of the
castle. It would be better to lead them far away.She ran, holding her skirt high and cursing them
all with rashes and spots. The last time, they’d forced her into one of the great kitchen cauldrons
and threatened to light the fire.“Maman!” Margaret yelled. “Mamaaan!”At full speed, she barely
seemed to touch the steps, using her arms to guide her as she hurtled down a floor and cut
across a corridor to her mother’s suite of rooms. A startled maid jumped back with a mop and
bucket as Margaret shot past. She could hear her brothers hallooing somewhere on the floor
below, but she didn’t pause, jumping down three steps that appeared in the floor in front of her,
then up another three, some ancient facet of the castle’s construction that had no clear purpose.
Gasping for breath, she darted into her mother’s dressing rooms, looking wildly around for
sanctuary. She saw a huge and heavy wardrobe and, quick as winking, opened the door and
shoved herself into the back, comforted by the odor of her mother’s perfume and the thick
furs.Silence came, though she could still hear John calling her name in the distance. Margaret
fought not to cough in the dust she had raised. She heard footsteps enter the room and held
herself as still as any statue. It was not beyond John to send Nicholas or little Louis out in
another direction, while John crashed around and gulled her into a feeling of safety. Margaret
held her breath and closed her eyes. The wardrobe was at least warm and they surely wouldn’t



dare search for her in their mother’s rooms.The footsteps came closer and, with no warning, the
door of the wardrobe creaked open. Margaret blinked at her father in the light.“What are you
doing in here, girl?” he demanded. “Do you not know the king is coming? If you have time for
games, by God, you have too much time.”“Yes, sir, I’m sorry. John was chasing me and—”“Your
hands are filthy! Just look at the marks you have made! Look at them, Margaret! Running around
like a street urchin with the king on his way!”Margaret dipped her head, clambering out of the
wardrobe and closing the door carefully behind her. It was true that her palms were black with
grime, picked up in her wild scramble through the upper rooms. Resentment grew in her. Lord
René may have been her father, but she had no memories of him, none at all. He was just a
great white slug of a man who had come into her home and ordered her mother about like a
servant. His face was unnaturally pale, perhaps from his years languishing in prison. His eyes
were gray and cold, half hidden by heavy, unwrinkled lower lids, so that he always seemed to be
peering over them. He had clearly not starved in the prison, she thought. That much was
obvious. He’d complained to his wife about the tailor’s fees for letting out his clothing, leaving her
in tears.“If I had a moment to spare, I’d have you whipped, Margaret! Those dresses will all have
to be cleaned.”He shouted and gestured angrily for some time, while Margaret stood with her
head bowed, trying to look suitably ashamed. There had been maids and house servants once,
to scrub every stone and polish all the fine French oak. If dust lay thick now, whose fault was
that, if not the man who had ruined Saumur for his vanity? Margaret had listened to him
complaining to her mother about the state of the castle, but without an army of servants, Saumur
was just too big to keep clean.Margaret remembered to nod as her father raged. He called
himself the King of Jerusalem, Naples, and Sicily, places she had never seen. She supposed it
made her a princess, but she couldn’t be certain. After all, he’d failed to win any of them, and a
paper claim was worthless when he could only froth and strut and write furious letters. She hated
him. As she stood there, she flushed at the memory of a conversation with her mother. Margaret
had demanded to know why he couldn’t just leave again. In response, her mother’s mouth had
pinched tight like a drawstring purse and she had spoken more harshly than Margaret could
remember before.Margaret sensed the slug was coming to the end of his tirade.“Yes, sir,” she
said humbly.“What?” he demanded, his voice rising. “What do you mean, ‘Yes, sir’? Have you
even been listening?” Spots of color bloomed on his white cheeks as his temper flared. “Just get
out!” he snapped. “I don’t want to see your face unless I call for you, do you understand? I have
better things to do today than teach you the manners you obviously lack. Running wild! When
the king is gone, I will consider some punishment you won’t forget so easily. Go! Get
out!”Margaret fled, red-faced and trembling. She passed her brother Louis in the corridor
outside, and for once he looked sympathetic.“John’s looking for you in the banqueting hall,” he
murmured. “If you want to avoid him, I’d go round by the kitchen.”Margaret shrugged. Louis
thought he was clever, but she knew him too well. John would be in the kitchen, or close by, that
much was obvious. They would not be able to put her in a cauldron, not with so many staff
preparing a king’s feast, but no doubt her brother would have thought of something equally



unpleasant. With dignity, Margaret walked rather than ran, struggling with tears she could hardly
understand. It didn’t matter to her that the slug was angry; why would it? She resolved to find her
mother, somewhere at the center of the bustle and noise that had been quiet just a few days
before. Where had all the servants come from? There was no money for them and nothing left to
sell.• • •BY SUNSET, her brothers had given up their hunt in order to dress for the feast. The
population of Saumur Castle had increased even more as King Charles sent his own staff
ahead. As well as the cooks hired from noble houses and the local village, there were now
master chefs checking every stage of the preparation and half a dozen men in black cloth
examining every room for spies or assassins. For once, her father said nothing as his guards
were questioned and organized by the king’s men. The local villages all knew by then that there
would be a royal visit. As darkness fell, with swallows wheeling and darting through the sky, the
farmers had come in from their crofts and fields with their families. They stood on the verges of
the road to Saumur, craning their necks to catch the first glimpse of royalty. The men removed
their hats as the king passed, waving them in the air and cheering.King Charles’s arrival had not
been as impressive as Margaret thought it would be. She’d watched from the tower window as a
small group of horsemen came riding along the road from the south. There had been no more
than twenty of them, clustered around a slender, dark-haired figure wearing a pale blue cloak.
The king did not stop to acknowledge the peasants, as far as she could see. Margaret wondered
if he thought the world was filled with cheering people, as if they were part of the landscape, like
trees or rivers.As the royal group rode through the main gate, Margaret had leaned out of the
open window to watch. The king had seemed rather ordinary to her as he dismounted in the
courtyard and handed his reins to a servant. His men were hard-faced and serious, more than
one looking around with an expression of distaste. Margaret resented them immediately. She
had watched her father come out and bow to the king before they went inside. René’s voice
carried up to the windows, loud and coarse. He tried too hard, Margaret thought. A man like the
king would surely be weary of flattery.The feast was a misery, with Margaret and Yolande
banished to the far end of a long table, wearing stiff dresses that smelled of camphor and
cedarwood and were far too precious to stain. Her brothers sat farther up the table, turning their
heads to the king like travelers facing a good inn fire. As the oldest, John even attempted
conversation, though his efforts were so stilted and formal that they made Margaret want to
giggle. The atmosphere was unbearably stuffy, and of course her sister Yolande pinched her
under the table to make her cry out and shame herself. Margaret poked her with a fork from a set
of dining silver she had never seen before.She knew she was not allowed to speak; her mother,
Isabelle, had been quite clear about that. So she sat in silence as the wine flowed and the king
favored her father or John with an occasional smile between courses.Margaret thought King
Charles was too thin and long-nosed to be handsome. His eyes were small black beads, and his
eyebrows were thin lines, almost as if they had been plucked. She’d hoped he would be a man of
panache and charisma, or at least wearing a crown of some kind. Instead, the king fiddled
nervously with food that obviously didn’t please him and merely raised the corners of his lips



when he attempted to smile.Her father filled the silences with stories and reminiscences of
court, keeping up a stream of inane chatter that made Margaret embarrassed for him. The only
excitement had come when her father’s waving hands had knocked over a cup of wine, but the
servants moved in swiftly and made it all vanish. Margaret could read the king’s boredom, even if
Lord René couldn’t. She picked at each course, wondering at the cost of it all. The hall was lit
with expensive fresh tapers and even white candles, which were usually only brought out at
Christmas. She supposed the costs would mean months of hardship to come, when the king
had gone. She tried to enjoy it all, but the sight of her father’s long head bobbing in laughter just
made her angry. Margaret sipped her cider, hoping they would become aware of her disapproval
and perhaps even abashed. It was a fine thought, that they would look up and see the stern girl,
then glance at plates heaped with food they would scarcely touch before the next course came.
She knew that King Charles had met Joan of Arc, and she longed to ask the man about her.At
the king’s side, her aunt Marie listened to René with a disapproving expression much like
Margaret’s own. Again and again, Margaret saw her aunt’s gaze drift to her mother’s throat,
where no jewels lay. That was one thing René had not been able to borrow for the dinner. Her
mother’s jewels had all gone to finance his failed campaigns. As the king’s wife, Aunt Marie wore
a splendid set of rubies that dripped right down between her bosoms. Margaret tried not to stare,
but they were meant to attract attention, weren’t they? She would have thought a married woman
would not want men to stare at her bosoms in such a way, but apparently she did. Marie and
René had grown up in Saumur, and Margaret saw her aunt’s assessing eye flicker from the bare
ears and throat of her mother to the enormous tapestries hanging along the walls. Margaret
wondered if she would recognize any of them. Like the servants, they were borrowed or leased
for a few days only. She could almost hear her aunt’s thoughts clicking away like a little abacus.
Her mother always said Marie had a hard heart, but she had won a king with it and all the luxury
of his life.Not for the first time, Margaret wondered what could have brought King Charles to
Saumur Castle. She knew there would be no serious talk during the dinner, perhaps not even
until the king had rested or hunted the following day. Margaret resolved to visit the balcony
above the upper hall when she was allowed to go to bed. Her father took honored guests in there
to enjoy the great fire and a selection of his better wines. At the thought, she leaned closer to
Yolande, just as the girl was trying to tweak her bare arm in pure mischief.“I’ll twist your ear and
make you shriek if you do, Yolande,” she muttered.Her sister pulled her hand back sharply from
where it had been creeping over the table. At fifteen, Yolande was perhaps her closest
companion, though of late she had taken on the airs and graces of a young woman, telling
Margaret pompously that she couldn’t play childish games anymore. Yolande had even given her
a beautiful painted doll, spoiling the gift with a dismissive comment on baby things she no longer
needed.“Will you come up the back stairs with me after the feast, to listen at the balcony? By the
Crow Room.”Yolande considered, tilting her head slightly as she weighed her exciting new sense
of adulthood against her desire to see the king speak to their father in private.“For a little while,
perhaps. I know you get frightened in the dark.”“That’s you, Yolande, and you know it. I’m not



afraid of spiders, either, even the big ones. You’ll come, then?”Margaret could sense her
mother’s disapproving stare turned on her, and she applied herself to some cut fruit on a bed of
ice. The slender pieces were half frozen and delicious, and she could hardly remember when a
meal had finished with such fine things.“I’ll come,” Yolande whispered.Margaret reached out and
rested her hand on her sister’s, knowing better than to risk her mother’s wrath with another word.
Her father was telling some tedious story about one of his tenant farmers, and the king chuckled,
sending a ripple of laughter down the table. The meal had surely been a success, but Margaret
knew he hadn’t come to Saumur for wine and food. With her head low, she looked up the table at
the King of France. He looked so very ordinary, but John, Louis, and Nicholas were apparently
fascinated by him, ignoring their food at the slightest comment from his royal lips. Margaret
smiled to herself, knowing she would mock them for it in the morning. It would pay them back for
hunting her like a little fox.CHAPTER 3The Crow Room was silent as Margaret moved across it
in bare feet. She’d spent part of the previous summer sketching the floor in charcoal on the back
of an old map, marking each groaning joint or board with tiny crosses. The light from the fire in
the upper hall spilled up over the balcony, and she crossed it like a dancer, taking exaggerated
steps in a pattern that matched the one she saw in her memory. The crows remained silent, and
she reached the balcony in triumph, turning back to gesture to Yolande.Lit by flickering gold and
shadow, her sister fluttered her hands in frustration, but she had caught the same illicit
excitement and crept out across the polished boards, wincing with Margaret as they groaned
under her. The two girls froze at every sound, but their father and the king were oblivious. The
fire huffed and crackled, and an old house always moved and shifted in the night. René of Anjou
didn’t look up as Yolande settled herself beside her sister and peered down through the upright
wooden balusters on to the scene below.The upper hall had survived the stripping of Saumur
almost intact. Perhaps because it remained the heart and center of the family seat, its tapestries
and oak furniture had been safe from the men of Paris. The fireplace was big enough for a grown
man to walk into without dipping his head. A log the size of a small couch burned merrily there,
heating black iron pokers laid across it until the tips glowed gold. King Charles sat in a huge
padded chair drawn close to the flames, while her father stood and fussed with cups and bottles.
Margaret watched in fascination as René plunged one of the pokers into a goblet of wine for his
king, sending up a hiss of steam and sweetening the air. She could smell cloves and cinnamon,
and her mouth quirked as she imagined the taste of it. The heat did not reach as far as her hiding
place, unfortunately. The stones of the castle sucked warmth away, especially at night. Margaret
shivered as she sat there with her legs curled up to one side, ready to dart away from the light if
her father looked up.Both men had changed their clothes, she saw. Her father wore a quilted
sleeping robe over loose trousers and felt shoes. In the flickering light she thought it made him
look like a sorcerer, gesturing with steam and fire over the cups. The king wore a heavy garment
of some shimmering material, belted at his waist. The fanciful idea pleased her, that she was
witness to some arcane rite between magic workers. Her father’s unctuous tones shattered the
illusion.“You have brought them to this position, Your Majesty, no other. If you had not secured



Orléans and strengthened the army into the force it has become, they would not be pleading for
a truce now. This is a sign of our strength and their weakness. They have come to us, Your
Majesty, as supplicants. It is all to your glory and the glory of France.”“Perhaps, René. Perhaps
you are right. Yet they are cunning and clever—like Jews, almost. If I were dying of thirst and an
Englishman offered me a cup of water, I would hesitate and look for the advantage it brought
him. My father was more trusting, and they repaid his goodwill with deceit.”“Your Majesty, I agree
with you. I hope I am never so trusting as to shake the hand of an English lord without checking
my pockets afterward! Yet we have the report of your ambassador. He said their king hardly
spoke to him at all and he was rushed in and out of the royal presence as if the room was on fire.
This Henry is not the man his father was, or he would have renewed their wanton destruction
years ago. I believe this is an offer made from weakness—and in that weakness, we can regain
lands lost to us. For Anjou, Your Majesty, but also for France. Can we afford to ignore such an
opportunity?”“That is exactly why I suspect a trap,” King Charles said sourly, sipping his hot wine
and breathing in the steam. “Oh, I can well believe they want a French princess to improve their
polluted line further, to bless it with better blood. I have seen two sisters given over to English
hands, René. My father was . . . inconstant in his final years. I am certain he did not fully
understand the danger of giving Isabelle to their King Richard, or my beloved Catherine to the
English butcher. Is it so surprising that they now claim my own throne, my own inheritance? The
impudence, René! The boy Henry is a man of two halves: one angel, one devil. To think I have an
English king as my nephew! The saints must laugh, or weep—I don’t know.”The king drained his
cup, his long nose dipping into the vessel. He made a face as he reached the dregs and wiped a
purple line from his lips with his sleeve. He gestured idly, lost in thought, as Margaret’s father
refilled the cup and brought another poker out of the rack in the fire.“I do not want to strengthen
their claim with one more drop of French blood, Lord Anjou. Will you have me disinherit my own
children for a foreign king? And for what? Little Anjou? Maine? A truce? I would rather gather my
army and kick them black and blue until they fall into the sea. That is the answer I want to give,
not a truce. Where is the honor in that? Where is the dignity while they sell wheat and salt peas
in Calais and polish their boots on French tables? It is not to be borne, René.”Above, Margaret
watched her father’s expression change, unseen by the gloomy king. René was thinking hard,
choosing his words with great care. She knew her mother had been feeding him oil and senna
pods for his constipation, one legacy of his imprisonment he seemed to have brought home with
him. The heavy white face was flushed with wine or the heat from the fire, and he did look
congested, she thought, a man stuffed full of something unpleasant. Her dislike only deepened,
and, against reason, she hoped he would be disappointed, whatever it was he wanted.“Your
Majesty, I am at your command in all things. If you say it is to be war, I will have the army march
against the English in spring. Perhaps we will have the luck of Orléans once again.”“Or perhaps
the luck of Agincourt,” King Charles replied, his voice sour. For a moment, his arm jerked, as if he
was considering throwing his cup into the fire. He controlled himself with a visible effort. “If I
could be certain of victory, I would raise the flags tomorrow, I swear it.” He brooded for a time,



staring into the flames as they shifted and flickered. “Yet I have seen them fight, the English. I
remember those red-faced, shouting animals roaring in triumph. They have no culture, but their
men are savage. You know, René. You have seen them, those ham hocks with their swords and
bows, those great fat blunderers who know nothing but slaughter.” He waved a hand in irritation
at dark memories, but Margaret’s father dared to interrupt before the king could ruin all his hopes
and plans.CHAPTER 3The Crow Room was silent as Margaret moved across it in bare feet.
She’d spent part of the previous summer sketching the floor in charcoal on the back of an old
map, marking each groaning joint or board with tiny crosses. The light from the fire in the upper
hall spilled up over the balcony, and she crossed it like a dancer, taking exaggerated steps in a
pattern that matched the one she saw in her memory. The crows remained silent, and she
reached the balcony in triumph, turning back to gesture to Yolande.Lit by flickering gold and
shadow, her sister fluttered her hands in frustration, but she had caught the same illicit
excitement and crept out across the polished boards, wincing with Margaret as they groaned
under her. The two girls froze at every sound, but their father and the king were oblivious. The
fire huffed and crackled, and an old house always moved and shifted in the night. René of Anjou
didn’t look up as Yolande settled herself beside her sister and peered down through the upright
wooden balusters on to the scene below.The upper hall had survived the stripping of Saumur
almost intact. Perhaps because it remained the heart and center of the family seat, its tapestries
and oak furniture had been safe from the men of Paris. The fireplace was big enough for a grown
man to walk into without dipping his head. A log the size of a small couch burned merrily there,
heating black iron pokers laid across it until the tips glowed gold. King Charles sat in a huge
padded chair drawn close to the flames, while her father stood and fussed with cups and bottles.
Margaret watched in fascination as René plunged one of the pokers into a goblet of wine for his
king, sending up a hiss of steam and sweetening the air. She could smell cloves and cinnamon,
and her mouth quirked as she imagined the taste of it. The heat did not reach as far as her hiding
place, unfortunately. The stones of the castle sucked warmth away, especially at night. Margaret
shivered as she sat there with her legs curled up to one side, ready to dart away from the light if
her father looked up.Both men had changed their clothes, she saw. Her father wore a quilted
sleeping robe over loose trousers and felt shoes. In the flickering light she thought it made him
look like a sorcerer, gesturing with steam and fire over the cups. The king wore a heavy garment
of some shimmering material, belted at his waist. The fanciful idea pleased her, that she was
witness to some arcane rite between magic workers. Her father’s unctuous tones shattered the
illusion.“You have brought them to this position, Your Majesty, no other. If you had not secured
Orléans and strengthened the army into the force it has become, they would not be pleading for
a truce now. This is a sign of our strength and their weakness. They have come to us, Your
Majesty, as supplicants. It is all to your glory and the glory of France.”“Perhaps, René. Perhaps
you are right. Yet they are cunning and clever—like Jews, almost. If I were dying of thirst and an
Englishman offered me a cup of water, I would hesitate and look for the advantage it brought
him. My father was more trusting, and they repaid his goodwill with deceit.”“Your Majesty, I agree



with you. I hope I am never so trusting as to shake the hand of an English lord without checking
my pockets afterward! Yet we have the report of your ambassador. He said their king hardly
spoke to him at all and he was rushed in and out of the royal presence as if the room was on fire.
This Henry is not the man his father was, or he would have renewed their wanton destruction
years ago. I believe this is an offer made from weakness—and in that weakness, we can regain
lands lost to us. For Anjou, Your Majesty, but also for France. Can we afford to ignore such an
opportunity?”“That is exactly why I suspect a trap,” King Charles said sourly, sipping his hot wine
and breathing in the steam. “Oh, I can well believe they want a French princess to improve their
polluted line further, to bless it with better blood. I have seen two sisters given over to English
hands, René. My father was . . . inconstant in his final years. I am certain he did not fully
understand the danger of giving Isabelle to their King Richard, or my beloved Catherine to the
English butcher. Is it so surprising that they now claim my own throne, my own inheritance? The
impudence, René! The boy Henry is a man of two halves: one angel, one devil. To think I have an
English king as my nephew! The saints must laugh, or weep—I don’t know.”The king drained his
cup, his long nose dipping into the vessel. He made a face as he reached the dregs and wiped a
purple line from his lips with his sleeve. He gestured idly, lost in thought, as Margaret’s father
refilled the cup and brought another poker out of the rack in the fire.“I do not want to strengthen
their claim with one more drop of French blood, Lord Anjou. Will you have me disinherit my own
children for a foreign king? And for what? Little Anjou? Maine? A truce? I would rather gather my
army and kick them black and blue until they fall into the sea. That is the answer I want to give,
not a truce. Where is the honor in that? Where is the dignity while they sell wheat and salt peas
in Calais and polish their boots on French tables? It is not to be borne, René.”Above, Margaret
watched her father’s expression change, unseen by the gloomy king. René was thinking hard,
choosing his words with great care. She knew her mother had been feeding him oil and senna
pods for his constipation, one legacy of his imprisonment he seemed to have brought home with
him. The heavy white face was flushed with wine or the heat from the fire, and he did look
congested, she thought, a man stuffed full of something unpleasant. Her dislike only deepened,
and, against reason, she hoped he would be disappointed, whatever it was he wanted.“Your
Majesty, I am at your command in all things. If you say it is to be war, I will have the army march
against the English in spring. Perhaps we will have the luck of Orléans once again.”“Or perhaps
the luck of Agincourt,” King Charles replied, his voice sour. For a moment, his arm jerked, as if he
was considering throwing his cup into the fire. He controlled himself with a visible effort. “If I
could be certain of victory, I would raise the flags tomorrow, I swear it.” He brooded for a time,
staring into the flames as they shifted and flickered. “Yet I have seen them fight, the English. I
remember those red-faced, shouting animals roaring in triumph. They have no culture, but their
men are savage. You know, René. You have seen them, those ham hocks with their swords and
bows, those great fat blunderers who know nothing but slaughter.” He waved a hand in irritation
at dark memories, but Margaret’s father dared to interrupt before the king could ruin all his hopes
and plans.
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les hart, “Les. Really good read and help me with teaching myself to read as l can't read really
good so the more l enjoy it the better”

Carpe Librum, “The Wars of the Roses Begin. This was one of my most anticipated books to
read this year, and it did not disappoint.I have never read a Wars of the Roses novel that was so
complete in its description of why battle actually broke out. Beginning with a prologue that
placed Edward III on his death bed, surrounded by his three remaining sons, Iggulden sets the
stage for family drama. Throughout the novel, as Richard of York makes his quiet play for power,
the words of Edmund of Langley to his brother John of Gaunt echo through the reader's mind.
"Have you thought, John, that there is just a boy now between you and the crown? If it weren't for
dear little Richard, you would be king tomorrow."Rather than taking the simplified approach that
strong, ambitious Richard of York wrested power from a weak, timid King Henry VI, the author
details the events leading up to Richard becoming Protector and Defender of the Realm.
Richard is not a central character, but he is always seen lurking around the edges, making sure
that things turn out the way that he has planned.The focus is split between Margaret of Anjou,
fictional Derry Brewer, and Thomas Woodchurch who eventually joins the Jack Cade rebellion.
The reader learns about the various aspects of Henry VI's downfall through each of these
characters.Margaret is written in a way that enabled me to feel some sympathy for her for the
first time. As a fourteen year old bride, she cares for and ambitiously defends her young, ill
husband. Though other authors have attempted to build her character as something other than a
she-wolf who tormented England with foreign troops, this is the first time I started believing that
history may have treated her too harshly.Derry Brewer is a creative invention of Iggulden's. This
character is developed as a mastermind behind Henry's plans but with no real power of his own.
How he came to be so devoted to the king or in such personal service is not really explained, but
he does his best to defend those York has marked as enemies, including William de la Pole,
Duke of Suffolk, and King Henry himself.Through Tom Woodchurch's character the reader is
shown the true effects of Henry and Margaret's marriage truce that allowed Anjou and Maine to
revert back to France. The complete devastation of the English living in these territories never
even seemed to be a consideration to those playing with lives as if they were pieces on a chess
board. Tom's path intersects with Jack Cade's, allowing another point of view to be told. How
was this unknown man able to rally thousands of troops to march on London?With so much
going wrong in England, Henry's months-long mental lapse was all the opening Richard of York
needed. With his own royal blood giving him just as much right to the throne as Henry, his ability
to rule made him the obvious choice to those looking for a leader. Still his success comes across
a little more like the rise of Darth Vader than a savior for the kingdom.I am looking forward to
reading more of Iggulden's detailed view of the Wars of the Roses in the sequel, Trinity.”



Nick Wisseman (author), “backstabbing complexity offers excellent source material for
storytellers up to the challenge of .... History rarely presents a neat narrative, and the Wars of the
Roses are about as messy as it gets. Multiple royal houses battling for the throne of England in
the 15th century; social unrest caused in part by the hardships imposed by the Hundred Years’
War; buckets of Richards and Henrys to keep track of—it’s a hell of a jumble.But the bloody,
backstabbing complexity offers excellent source material for storytellers up to the challenge of
sorting through it; George R. R. Martin mined the period for inspiration while planning his fantasy
series A Song of Ice and Fire (commonly known by the title of its first entry, A Game of Thrones).
Conn Iggulden sets himself a tougher task by attempting a historical-fiction version, which he
begins with Wars of the Roses: Stormbird.Stormbird starts slowly, largely because Iggulden sets
his prologue in 1377, 66 years before the main events of the story. We see Edward III on his
deathbed, and hear his attending sons drop hints about the coming succession crisis.
Historically speaking, this may well be the proper point to begin unraveling the threads, but it
makes for a choppy opening once Iggulden skips ahead to 1443 and leaves behind the
characters we just began to know.The story picks up as Iggulden portrays the machinations
behind a secret truce between Henry VI, the current King of England, and Charles VII, King of
France and Henry’s uncle. In exchange for peace and a bride, Henry quietly relinquishes his
claim to the provinces of Maine and Anjou, French territories captured by his predecessors
during earlier stages of the Hundred Years' War. The catch: English families living in Maine and
Anjou have to leave their homes. Many refuse, and bitter fighting in Maine eventually destroys
the peace.To explain how Henry, a mentally infirm ruler, brokered such a deal, Iggulden invents a
calculating spymaster, Derry Brewer. Iggulden also creates an archer, Thomas Woodchurch,
who leads the resistance in Maine before joining Jack Cade’s peasant rebellion in England.
Margaret of Anjou, Henry’s French bride, features as well, as do other scheming nobles, such as
Richard Plantagenet, Duke of York and aspirant to Henry’s throne.In other words, there’s a lot
going on.But Iggulden handles the chaos well, managing to make us root for several members of
the upper and lower classes rather than a single, central protagonist. I occasionally tripped over
Iggulden’s use of third-person omniscient, however—he mostly sticks with one point of view per
scene, but sometimes hops in and out of another character’s head; I would have preferred an
entirely fixed camera, or one that roamed more consistently. I also thought the torturing and
execution of a Jewish moneylender was an unnecessary tangent.Even so, I liked Stormbird on
balance, and I’m curious to see how Iggulden navigates the rest of the Wars of the Roses now
that he’s set them up so entertainingly.(For more reviews like this one, see [...])”

Louise Stanley, “Trigger warning but excellent book. Incredible book and very sharp eye for
detail. Even though Iggulden takes a few liberties with the actual story and admits as such, the
book is loving and intimate towards Margaret and the King and also treats the Cade rebellion
with respect as well.One thing that made me a little nervous however was a scene in which
Margaret basically sexually assaults Henry. While it's treated as her being frustrated with his



apathy and illness, it's still assault when done by a woman to a man. It disturbs me because it
wasn't really necessary, isn't portrayed as ambivalently as it should be and may be a trigger for
some people. It's whitewashing an act which shouldn't be portrayed as a good thing. Iggulden
portrays the doctors as well-meaning but ultimately abusive; he needs more insight into how to
write women not necessarily being in the right.That said, it's a good book and a fresh take on the
conflict. Looking forward to book 2.”

Nick, “Very good novel, well worth reading. I have enjoyed Conn Igguldens books but was
initially found this to be a slow starter. However, it quickly picked up the pace and a good novel
appeared. With a mix of historical and fictional characters he delivers an excellent story based
on Cade's Rebellion and the opening moves in what became the war of the roses. I thoroughly
enjoyed this book and am eager to start the next instalment. Well recommended.”

The book by Conn Iggulden has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 2,624 people have provided feedback.
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