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​Chapter 1—News and Decisions
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In her solar, Queen Katherine sewed.  An innocent amusement, it kept her harmlessly, even usefully, occupied.

When King Walter had appointed her regent while he judged the dispute between Lord Peter and Lord Magnus, he had astounded her.  The law permitted it, she knew, but in her native land, a new and foreign queen would not receive such a post.

Her ladies-in-waiting chattered.  One laughed.  The sound only trapped her further into her thoughts.  King Walter had explained that it would be a gross breach of custom, for the queen not to serve as regent.  He had not explained how she could safely receive the position, because it meant nothing.  She stabbed the cloth with her needle.

Her ladies-in-waiting fell silent.  She looked up to see to the cause.

In the doorway, the gray-haired Lord Osgar bowed.  He looked over the ladies, in all their brilliant gowns, and his gaze tracked across the room to her, wearing dark green. 

Katherine lowered her sewing.  She had hoped once, that wearing more sober colors would make her seem more fit for the regency.  Now, she would not surrender them, because the ministers would know why and jeer at her.  At least, they reminded her of what dignity the post should hold.

Lord Osgar gestured at the women.

As if his words would mean something, she told them to leave the room.  

The ladies-in-waiting left.  In the hallway, out of his presence, they giggled over young men among the courtiers.  She wished she could follow them.

Lord Osgar gave her a letter.  She marked the seal:  King Walter's.  Before, he had sent news to his councilors, who might or might not tell her of it.  He had never sent her a letter.

"Is this about the matter of Lord Peter and Lord Magnus?"

Lord Osgar bowed again.

Hoping, she broke the seal and opened the letter.  Words leapt out at her:  Lord Magnus, treason, arrest.  She shook her head and tried again, from the start.  She could not manage it, the words would not stay in place, but she mastered the gist.  King Walter had ordered Lord Magnus of Owlscourt to take the disputed land, Lord Magnus had raised men from his vassals to do so, and King Walter had arrested all of them for treason.

Katherine stared at the paper.  The messenger must have been fast.  Once this news reached the court, it would buzz like a bee hive—and a bee hive struck by sticks.

It held something about preparing for trial, and the men's imprisonment.  She could not read that part.

Lord Osgar cleared his throat.  From his expression, he already knew the news.

Katherine stiffened.  "The King's Grace put forth this—insanity?"

Lord Osgar bowed once again.  "Madame, the orders have been given.  If you have reason to countermand them—"  He paused an insolent moment.  "—I will convey your new orders."

If she had no reason, he would destroy the orders.  That she knew.

As an unimportant princess, she had dreamed of becoming a queen, and no longer negligible.  Her fingers tightened on the letter.  She wished King Walter had declared her too young, too inexperienced—too womanly!—to serve as regent rather exert this web of control over her.

"You may leave, sir."

His fourth bow was insolent.  "The King's Grace sent more.  When you collect yourself, I will bring the proclamations for your signature."  He left.

She walked to the window.  The garden spread in the sunlight, in incongruous good cheer.  Flowers in bloom sported butterflies and bees.

She closed her eyes.  The air was warm and flowery.  She wondered what had inspired King Walter to this.  He had not acted so capriciously before.  Ambassadors might hide such faults from the mere bride, but her father had chosen him for politic reasons.

She looked at her sewing.  She could finish her gown—the only thing she could be certain of doing today, besides pray that someone would give her a means to act.  She sat again, and hauled the cloth into her lap.

* * *
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In the solar, Madeleine embroidered a tunic for her husband—golden trumpet flowers on blue—and tried not to think on why she had chosen the pattern.  Lords had summoned their men for generations, and John was as bound to obey as any of them.

Outside, Gilliane's voice rose in complaints about how Donald had abandoned her for the circuit.  Madeleine's mouth twitched.  Settling peasants' disputes about chickens was no reason to leave Summerfield, but it was more important than Lord Magnus's summons.  She followed the reasoning entirely.

She took another stitch.  John would obey the summons for no more reason than his oath, but there were other reasons for obedience.  It still baffled her:  Donald and Andrew thought they could defy Lord Magnus.  Refusing the summons gave him the right to throw them from their lands.  Once, not realizing that she was in earshot, Nichola had spoken of a lord who told Andrew—but no lord could order Magnus to desist.  The king himself had ordered the summons.

Gilliane flounced into the room.  Like a little mouse, Nichola skittered after her, snatched her sewing, and sat to work.  Three sisters in the hall, thought Madeleine merrily—well, sisters by marriage.

She picked up some thread.  Gilliane, her mouth set, stared at her rather than sewing.  Nichola bent over her work, so intent that she must be deliberately ignoring her.  Madeleine threaded her needle.  With the study Gilliane was giving her face, she wondered if Gilliane would complain about her looks again, as if she had deliberately had broad cheekbones and a pointed chin to make her face unusual, in order to spite Gilliane—when John had never complained.

"Donald sent a messenger," said Gilliane.  "He won't return tonight."

Your husband was here two nights ago, thought Madeleine. Mine has left over a fortnight ago.  She started another flower.

"There's plenty of work about the estates," said Gilliane.  "Bad enough when three do it.  With only two. . . ."

There ought to be none, thought Madeleine.

"What are you making?" said Nichola.  "You hadn't started to embroider it last time."  She looked imploringly at Madeleine.  Madeleine glanced at her, wondering what was so dreadful that Nichola was willing to intervene—but she spread out the tunic, showing the yellow trumpet flowers on the blue.

"Lord Magnus's badge," said Gilliane with a sneer.  "A tribute to John's—loyalty."

Her eyes wide, Nichola glanced at Gilliane.  When she looked back at Madeleine, her face took on a contemptuous look.  Madeleine glared at them.  Gilliane had complained of the convolutions of the estate so often, but Lord Magnus now had reason to settle them, by giving all the lands to John.

Childish laughter rose from the garden.  Madeleine smiled.  Then, Summerfield held more pleasant things than her sisters by marriage.  She rose to her feet.

"You could still hire Bethia," said Gilliane.  "She's raised children—you would not need to hover over her."

"I find Rosie suitable," said Madeleine.

"Andrew's mother didn't hover over him," said Nichola.

Or John or Donald, thought Madeleine—and so, though she and their father had died less than a month before she had met John, John had worn black and shown no other signs of grief.  She left.

Nichola's voice came after her.  "Half a witch—did you know she told me that she knows a way through the Misty Hills in one day?  It must take weeks."

Only by some routes, thought Madeleine, and you asked how John and I had reached Summerfield so quickly.

She hurried down the stairs and tried to calm herself.  She wondered if Gilliane ever grew weary of her grievances.

She emerged into the sunlight, which smelled of John's grandmother's roses.  Flowers of pink and pale red brushed against her.  She drew a deep breath.  Her son played in the grass, and his nursemaid knelt by him.

Rosie scrambled to her feet to curtsey.  Sandy looked from his wooden knight only long enough to smile.  Madeleine gestured Rosie back to her charge and sat on a bench, where she and John had spent hours.  She sewed another yellow flower.  Sandy's knight clattered against stone.

Hoof beats sounded in the courtyard.  She looked up.  Gilliane's complaints held that much truth:  Andrew and Donald were unlikely to return this day.  John was unlikely to return without news arriving first, of how Lord Magnus's private war had fared.  She lowered her sewing.

"Something wrong, my lady?" said Rosie.

"I'll see," said Madeleine.  She walked through the roses.  In the courtyard, a messenger dismounted.

Gilliane and Nichola left the house.  As a groom took his horse, the messenger bowed.  Madeleine, still half hidden by the roses, walked toward the gate.  He mentioned Lord Magnus of Owlscourt.  Gilliane disclaimed any need to summon Madeleine for the message, he could tell them without delay.

"Lady Elspeth sent me."

Madeleine scowled.  Why would Lord Magnus's wife send a message?  What could have—she listened as the messenger said that the king had proclaimed Lord Magnus a traitor for the men he had gathered—that that large a force could only have one purpose.  She slowed with every word; she reached the gate but had not the strength to open it.

Her breath came fast and shallow, and she could not master it.  King Walter had ordered Lord Magnus to gather men.  John had fulminated about it, how the king should have enforced justice himself.

She forced herself to listen.  "Taking the men captive—many of them didn't survive."

Madeleine's hand went to her face.

"I believe Lord John to be alive, but injured. . . ."

Madeleine could not hear him anymore.  Taken alive, but for how long?  Injured or not, traitors faced only execution.  She walked forward.

The click of the gate's latch drew their attention.  Gilliane smiled at her.  Madeleine was glad she had not faced her when she heard the news.

"My lady?" said the messenger.  Madeleine nodded.  He repeated the message:  Lord Magnus of Owlscourt and many of his men had been taken as traitors, for assembling as an armed force in excess of the law and for resisting the king.  "Lord John was alive afterwards, and among the prisoners taken with Lord Magnus to the Lindon Tower."

Cold as she felt, she could remember it:  half way across the kingdom, on the other side of the Misty Hills.  The king wanted neither an escape nor a rescue.

"A trial?"  Her voice was a croak.

His sure tone slipped.  "Not—at once, my lady.  The King's Grace is summoning the nobles to attend court.  For the trial, and executions."

Madeleine saw only John, wounded and imprisoned, awaiting certain execution.  She felt helpless.  Then she remembered an execution she had once seen, and envisioned John on the block.

Gilliane said not a word, certainly none of sympathy.  After a glance at her, neither did Nichola.  Madeleine thanked the messenger, not knowing how she found the words, and wandered back into the garden.  Behind her, Gilliane dismissed the messenger to the kitchens.  He thanked her but said that within an hour, he would leave.  He had other messages.

Madeleine shivered.  For other wives—widows—"So Lord Peter got what he was after," she whispered.  She wrapped her arms about herself against the chill.

A voice floated in, saying that someone had been right, but Madeleine could not even make out who had spoken.  She walked on.  A bee bumbled by her, from one rose to the next.

Sandy crowed over his knight, and then stopped, looking at her.  Madeleine crouched and held out her arms.  Sandy threw himself across the garden, and she snuggled him close.  He almost warmed her.  Her free hand stroked his blond curls—the hair he had inherited from his father.

Sandy was easier to comfort than she was.  He did not know  of his father's danger.  She felt cold again.  Or, for that of matter, of his own and his mother's.

She swallowed.  Her dowry had been small and might be all she could claim.  The king could seize John's lands as well as execute him, and Andrew and Donald would give her nothing that they did not have to.  She stared at the garden wall.  If the king acted as unjustly to her as to Lord Magnus, he might even deny her dowry.  Indeed, considering how King Walter had treated Lord Magnus, Donald and Andrew might lose their lands, as well.

A breeze stirred the branches, sending petals flying from roses past their prime.

She already thought of John as dead.  Her stomach felt like a cold weight.  John whom she had held warm and living in her bed, not a fortnight ago—who had laughed and kissed her the next morning and tossed a laughing Sandy into the air. . . .

Sandy wriggled, and she forced her breath out.  John would want Sandy safe, she told herself.

"Mama?" said Sandy.  Madeleine looked back at the garden.  Rosie, her face pale, curtseyed.

Sandy would be all she had left of John. "Go with Rosie," she said.  "Mama has to plan."

"Oh."  Sandy considered that.  "Papa come soon?"

* * *
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In the courtyard, Fergus scowled at the crowds.  He had to manage; with Annette arriving soon, he needed to arrange the chambers—but what inspired this?  The day was sunny and pleasant, but court had not held such throngs since King Walter had left.  But here they stood, brilliantly clad, glittering with jewelry, and every one of them talking.

"Have you heard the news, Lord Fergus?" said Lord Gavin of Hawkehill.  His face was grim.

Fergus bowed.  Lord Gavin was no petty gossip—and even if he had been, he could not offend a great noble.  Annette would be furious about the danger to her prospects.  His mouth twitched.  "I have not, my lord."

"About the king and Lord Magnus?" said another man.

Fergus could not think what to say to that:  the stable boys—the beggars on the streets—knew the king had gone to judge between Lord Magnus and Lord Peter.

He must have looked blank.  The story poured from many mouths.

"Whatever business we have on our lands," said Lord Gavin, "however urgently that business requires us, we must abide the king, and this trial."

He sounded poisonous.  Justly, thought Fergus, but neither Lord Gavin nor any other lord would defy the king.  His mouth tightened.  Besides their duty, King Walter could punish them.

"How many lords must suffer because of this!"

Summerfield lay in Lord Magnus's domains.  He forgot Lady Madeleine's match for weeks at a time, but not after such news.  He hoped his voice sounded idle.  "Is it known which nobles are held?"

"The clerks can tell you," said a lady, carelessly.  "They are preparing for the trial."

Fergus thanked her and left, inching his way through the gossip.

He had thought of Madeleine only as showing how court could bring poor matches as well as good.  Now, he could caution Annette the more about choosing wisely—if Madeleine's poor match did not utterly foul Annette's chances.

He barely managed to return a greeting; he did not stop.

Though, if Madeleine had married with her father's blessing, she might still face this.  He would never have warned her that marrying John of Summerfield brought her into danger with the king, because he would never have dreamed that it would.  He shook his head, still surprised by the decision.

He stepped inside, to darker corridors.  Clerks and servants bustled.

"Sir," said a young clerk, pale, but speaking firmly, "what business do you have—"

"I heard that you have the names of the nobles captured with Lord Magnus," said Fergus.

The clerk hesitated.  Another, grizzled clerk said, "See him," and pointed.

Fergus thanked him.  Minutes later, he studied the list where it read, "John of Summerfield."

He thought John had brothers.  The list did not show them; perhaps Madeleine's plight might be better that it seemed.  He handed back the list.  Still, her plight was evil enough.

He heard horses outside.  More people came to court.  He handed back the list.  Even with his goddaughter's husband in prison, he had to receive Annette.

* * *
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The servants flitted about like ghosts; they scurried by the garden gates and talked among themselves.  Then, Madeleine conceded, she only picked at her sewing herself.

It seemed a long time had passed when horses thundered into the courtyard.  She rose and found herself moving stiffly; perhaps a long time had passed.  The shadows had shifted.

She walked toward the gate.  If the king had not reached Harthill, the trial, and executions, could not have happened.  Stray branches caught at her clothing, and she freed her veil from a bold rose bush.  John might have died of his injuries, or the rider could have come some other business.  She swallowed.

"Where is Lady Gilliane?" Donald called.  He handed his horse to a surprised stable boy as Andrew dismounted.  Nichola and Gilliane hurried outside.  "We heard the news."

In her bewilderment, Nichola received Andrew's kiss without much attention.  "But, what could any of us do?"

Donald looked across the courtyard at Madeleine.  "There are the marriage articles.  Very confused, those articles were."

Madeleine's eyes narrowed.

"You're Lord Fergus's goddaughter, aren't you?" said Donald.

"Yes."  Drearily, Madeleine thought that she could appeal to Lord Fergus for help.  His high birth meant he could protect her, but then, marrying John might have alienated him.  Her father, having gotten such a nobleman for her godfather, had expected her to marry as well, and John had met her under Lord Fergus's care, at court, in search of a husband.  Lord Fergus might never have forgiven her that.

"Pity," said Andrew.  "Seeing Lord Fergus at court might remind the king of you."  

Madeleine felt chilled.  She had been right about a want of generosity.

Andrew innocently met her gaze.  "The last thing we want to do is remind the king of Summerfield."

"But this news has greatly distressed you, dear sister," said Donald.  "You will not wish to trouble yourself about money after such news."

Madeleine's voice was soft.  "John would wish me to know the affairs concerning Sandy."

"Why then," purred Gilliane, "we shall tell you.  I know that John complained of them.  Hopelessly convoluted, he said, even when they ordered that some of the rents be paid to him."

"Aping their betters," said Madeleine.  Great nobles had land enough to order rents paid to the younger children; a couple with an estate as small as Summerfield should have let their younger sons seek service.  "He also complained of the impossibility of change."

Gilliane smiled.  "We shall see."

Despising herself for weakness, Madeleine still could not look at Gilliane.  Nichola could not meet her gaze, and Andrew almost looked abashed, but neither one would stand up to Donald and Gilliane.  She could not stalk them and prevent them from meeting without her.  She inclined her head.  They might even be protecting themselves from the king's rage—which the king had shown, was to be feared.

She watched as they went into the house, and walked into the garden, looking for a suitable window.  Knowing what her foes intended might give her some way to plan.  Someone had to provide for John's widow and fatherless son—if it had to be the widow herself.  In a shadowed corner of the garden, Madeleine sat and waited.

"A dowry-less woman from the Misty Hills."  Gilliane's voice rang as if everyone else in the house were deaf.

Madeleine grimaced.  Gilliane had wanted John's bride to be as meek as Nichola, leaving her mistress of the household, down to her nephew's nursemaid—but her dowry had been small.

"Plain, brown-haired—she will not marry again and take herself off her hands—as if we would miss her dowry. . . ."

Madeleine's eyes closed.  At court, a sharp-tongued Lady Lettice had said that no one could find anything pleasing in her face.  Gallantly, John had said that her pointed chin and broad cheekbones made her face heart-shaped.  He had inveigled an introduction out of Lord Fergus soon after and found half a dozen ways to praise her nut-brown hair.

She remembered the execution, the way the blood had spouted, and put a hand to her mouth.

"Nice figure, though," said Andrew, slyly.

Madeleine glanced at the rose bushes around, to confirm that they hid her.  Andrew would have been too afraid of John to say that even in his absence, without being sure of his death.  Sickened, she wondered what the noble had told them—the noble that Nichola had spoken of before the news.  They had known of John's danger, and they had let him go.

"It will draw the king's attention," said Donald.  "Having a traitor's wife at Summerfield."

"Then there is Sandy," said Gilliane.  "Without another heir, Sandy will hold the lands."

A reasonable, a truthful statement—but why did it remind Madeleine that many children died young?  That if she took Sandy to her father's house, John's brothers might demand his return, so that their heir would be raised in their house.

Madeleine fled the garden.  This was a fine terror to build up out of nothing.  John's brothers had never been fond of her.  Now, they worried that the king's caprices could harm them—a prudent fear—and noted that Sandy was their heir.  What reason had she act as if they plotted her death and Sandy's as well?  That would be as unreasonable as the king's acts.

But the king had given her no reason to believe him unreasonable, before the arrests.  Indeed, less than Donald's bland refusal to let her hear his plans.  

She pressed her hands together.  Whatever the marriage articles said, Donald held the lands, and Gilliane was mistress in the hall.  And—he had evaded Lord Magnus's summons.  He could deal with her more easily than with his overlord.

After some minutes, she climbed the stairs.  The breeze carried the scent of roses, and Nichola's voice, asking the gardener whether they could be rid of the roses.

Madeleine stopped in her tracks.  The bushes were their grandmother's roses, and John loved them. . . .  Madeleine's hand went to the wall.  That certainty, of John's death, had been obvious, but to destroy the roses—

She looked out the window.  The bush there blossomed pale pink, the flowers so profuse that she could barely see any leaves.  John had carried an armload of them to their chamber, one night when she was far gone with Sandy.  Madeleine swallowed.  The night they had first arrived at Summerfield, John had crowned her with blood-red roses, and visions of John, laughing, warm, alive, gave way to a flood of red.

She turned from the window, gagging.  What cause had she to complain of Nichola?  This was no fairy tale where the good king would set aside injustice.  The only thing that could save John was a pardon, which the king would not grant.

She climbed toward her chambers.  Her godfather—Lord Fergus's rank had impressed her father but would not win a traitor's life from the king.  He did not even attend the king; he stayed at Harthill, where the court awaited the king, where the queen remained.

As she lifted the latch, that thought stayed put.  Where Queen Katherine was.  In the king's absence, the queen—even a new and foreign queen—was regent.  

A regent could do much.  She could grant pardons, for John, for Lord Magnus, for all his men.

For a moment, she seized the door, not to open it, but to keep from falling.  She thought of John's arms, warm about her, and leaned against the doorframe.  Not even envisioning his death had weakened her like this burst of hope—and that thought did not calm her, either.

She took a deep breath.  It did not steady her.  She tried to think sternly.  First, she had to reach court.  Then she had to get an audience.  Then she had to persuade the queen.

Nothing of this kept her hands from shaking.

Inside, she went to the nursery and kissed the sleeping Sandy.
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​Chapter 2—Plans and Disappointments
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The next day, the morning light was gray and chilly.  Lying in bed, Madeleine looked out the window and contemplated the mists.  The night had held perfervid dreams of John, enough to make her blush, but now was time for waking thought.  John's family would not aid her.  She shifted her head on the pillows.  If they, in fear of the king, imprisoned her, they would be safe; she could appeal to neither Lord Magnus nor King Walter for help, and not only because she had no way to send a message.

She had to leave without their knowledge.  She thought of the mare in the stable, but the servants were theirs and not hers.  To ride off like a great lady without servants would invite robbery—or an accusation of theft.

Madeleine rolled onto her side.  The blankets caught, and she pulled them free.

She and John had made their way from the Misty Hills to here without much money, and afoot.  A widow might do that, rather less merrily than she and John had fared, but she could say that she had quarreled with her husband's family.

She pushed back the blanket and went to the window to say her prayers.

Sandy's voice rose next door.  Madeleine remembered Andrew's words and shivered.  She did not want to leave Sandy here.

She contemplated the road to the palace with a two-year-old.  Her teeth worried her lower lip.  Still, it was not impossible.  To pass themselves off as a widow and child of lower rank, they needed clothing.  She looked in her wardrobe.  Courtiers might sneer at it, but the wearer of such fine wool was a lady, however lacking in grandness.  She picked a dress for today, where they knew she was a lady, and dressed, and thought.  There was the clothing to be given to the poor, if nothing else.  Perhaps she could get to the strongbox for money.

Sandy laughed as Rosie brought him downstairs.

Madeleine shook out her veil.  And Rosie.  It would be indecent for a knight's daughter to unattended, but Gilliane had inspired little loyalty in the nursemaid.

* * *
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Voices rose from the kitchen.  One was Rosie's.  The air smelled of baking bread.  Sandy sat on the hearth, eating bread and half the honey on it, the other half being smeared over his face; it almost matched his curls in color.  The cook Rhona shifted bread in the oven, flooding the room with heat.  Rosie leaned over a table and talked the laundry maid's young man.

Madeleine stopped in the doorway.  Once she had told Rosie about the Twelfth Night gift she made for John. Every servant in Summerfield knew it before the day was out.

Rhona laughed and put aside the wooden peel.  "You're a fine one to talk, with Finlay in your past."

Rosie turned pink.

"My lady!" called Rhona.  Rosie blinked.  Madeleine came forward before the servants could wonder why she eavesdropped.

"Honey!" said Sandy, through a mouthful.  Madeleine kissed his forehead, where the honey had not reached.  Rhona sliced the loaf with the great bread knife and reached for the honey pot.

Madeleine looked at Rosie.  Finlay had sneaked into Rosie's bedchamber in the night.  Her shrieks and blows had roused the house.  Madeleine fought to keep her face impassive.  She could not wake Rosie in the night and hustle her off on a journey.

Rhona held the bread out and shook her head.  "Sad thing, about Lord John."

Madeleine bowed her head as she murmured her thanks for the bread and the condolence.  She could barely taste the honey.

Clothing and money first.

* * *
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"Shall I tell them that you are not ready to receive them?" said Lady Beatrix.  The lady-in-waiting stood by the door, her hand on the doorframe, awaiting the order.

"Tell that I am ready," said Queen Katherine, deciding even as she spoke.  "Within the great chamber."

Lady Beatrix curtseyed and looked baffled—as if she thought that waiting would sweeten the drink.  Katherine knew better.  Even when she sat in the great chamber, with the servant announcing, "The Queen's Grace will see you," and the nobles being ushered in, that knowledge was not shaken.

"Your Grace."  The nobles' clothes were travel-stained; they had not paused to change.  They bowed to her, but stiffly.  She inclined her head and braced herself.

"Your Grace," said a lord.  "We received a summons to court, from your lord husband."

"Your prompt response," said Katherine, "honors the king."

His nostrils flared.  She wondered if she should learn his name, or whether the number of nobles that she must placate meant that she should not even try.

"We could not believe its contents."

"What did it say that you wish to have denied—or confirmed?" she said.

Faces hardened before her.

"It can not be true," said a white-haired lord, "that the king ordered Lord Magnus's arrest."  His lined face was set in such despair that she wished she could wipe it away.

"The king," she said, "has given his orders."

"This is folly!" said the first lord.

For once, Katherine longed for the sewing in her inner chamber.  Some things she could do as regent, if she evaded the ministers, but not this.

* * *
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The sole window let in only dim light.  By it, Madeleine looked over the clothing.  She pulled out a rusty brown dress and threw it over the blue shawl.  She could wear her own chemise.  Even for a knight's daughter, the clothing was none too fine.

Father Parlan hovered, his disappointment on his face.

"We must not be profligate," said Madeleine.  "I do not think Lady Gilliane realized I needed the cloth."

"You should trust in Divine Providence more, my lady."  His voice was thin.  "Consider the lilies of the field, they toil not, neither do they spin—yet Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these."

John might have died of his wounds already, Madeleine thought bleakly; I am trusting that this will not be in vain.  "Providence has provided that you have not given the clothing away already."  Providence, she prayed, would bring her safely to court.

The chaplain muttered about miserliness.

"Why, did not Lady Gilliane give you the money for the poor?" said Madeleine.  Her heart beat faster.  Gilliane had left for the village and could not gainsay her about the strongbox, but she could hear rumors.

"No, my lady," said Father Parlan.

"I will have to see to that."

And now she had a reason to open the strongbox.  She resolved to get him the alms before she left.

"You should trust in God more," said Father Parlan.

Madeleine considered a moment.  "Perhaps I should go on a pilgrimage.  Implore divine aid for John."

Father Parlan blanched.  "Robbers, my lady, and bandits—and insolent nobles—the way holds too many perils, in these troubled times."

"I would bring a guard."  Her heart pattered faster.  "Surely you could convince my brothers to support my holy purpose."

Father Parlan drew himself up.  "Your good brothers by marriage could not spare the men. They must protect the good folk of this estate from evildoers."

* * *
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By candlelight, coins glittered.  The yellow of the candlelight tinted their colors, but Madeleine could name them, still.  Coppery pennies.  Silver regals.  And golden angels.  Far more than a few, or even a dozen; they had a hoard with several scores of them.

"With this much gold," she whispered, "why is Gilliane complaining so much of money?"  Her words echoed strangely, and she bent over the money again.  The pennies and regals she gathered by the handful.  Her hand hesitated over the angels.  A woman with gold could afford servants.  She bit her lip.  On the way, she could buy little with it, for fear of questions, but at court, she might need to bribe.

The coins glittered in the candlelight.

Andrew and Donald owed Lord Magnus scutage, for not obeying his summons.

Before she could lose her nerve, Madeleine snatched up a third of the angels.  She would have to hide the coins well, so that Father Parlan did not guess—she locked the strongbox before she could frighten herself and put the coins back.

* * *
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Madeleine climbed to her room.  Sandy napped; she could speak with Rosie in secret, and then keep her too busy to gossip, until sundown.

In the nursery, Sandy lay on his stomach, his face turned to one side.  Rosie stood next to the bed.

"Been a lot of rumors about you, my lady," Rosie said.  "Said you would go back to the Misty Hills."  She shook her head.  "I could not stand such—glad I never have to."

Madeleine wondered—she had had no time to eavesdrop, and Father Parlan disapproved of gossip—but she still had no time for anything but what lay before her.  "You could not leave Summerfield for good?"
"Never leave Summerfield at all.  Never will."  Rosie looked at the door.  "All the dangers of bandits."
"You can avoid them," said Madeleine, walking closer, eyeing the nursemaid.

Rosie's eyes were wide.  "Oh, they won't let you!  They find travelers anywhere they go."

"If it were that dangerous," said Madeleine, "I wouldn't be here.  I went from Candlewood to court half a dozen times, and Lord John and I traveled from Candlewood to here."

Rosie hesitated.  "I couldn't—"  Suddenly, her voice strengthened. "Besides, I could not leave my mother."

"Leaving?"  Gilliane stood in the doorway.

"Oh no, my lady."  Rosie looked horror-struck.  "I assured my lady that I couldn't."

"True enough," said Gilliane.  "Rosie is bound to the estate.  She could not leave to look after a child."

"Oh no, never," said Rosie.  "Besides—the Misty Hills."  She shuddered.

"And there is no need.  Sandy being heir to Summerfield, he will not leave for his father's—misfortune."

Madeleine felt very alone.  With Rosie or without her, she had to leave before Gilliane guessed the truth.  But no knight's daughter would travel alone, and for a lone woman—were not the dangers as great as Rosie feared?

She gave Gilliane a sidelong glance.  Her sister by marriage had guessed something, to come here.

"Come, Rosie," said Madeleine.  "We don't want to wake Sandy."

* * *
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Gilliane knew she had her.

The chapel was dark, the sanctuary candle a red glow behind the glass.  The crucifix was only dimly illuminated, with shadows cast across its face.  Madeleine knelt and tried to pray.

The clothing she had chosen was not good.  A baseborn servant might receive her mistress's leavings, and no one would wonder at such a servant traveling alone.

Her hand trembled as she lit a candle.  The tiny glow shook and took long to blossom into a yellow flame.  Madeleine stared at it.  She could pass herself off as a peasant woman, whom no one had to heed.  Her mouth trembled.  It would increase the dangers.  If she were assaulted, robbed, and murdered, it would help no one, least of all John.

The head on the crucifix hung, weary, burdened, in pain.  Words came to her:  God has chosen the weak of the world to confound the strong. . . .  She turned her face away.  Was she too good to dress like a peasant, even to save her husband's life—and perhaps her own, and her son's?

She rose heavily to her feet.

* * *
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The crescent moon hung over the sunset.  It gave little light, but the sunset was enough.  In the garden, Sandy chased a butterfly while Madeleine spoke with Rosie.  "Go see your mother tonight, see that all is well with her."  She was pleased at how steady her voice remained.  "Stay the night to ensure it."

Rosie's mouth opened and shut like a fish's.

"Your mother should have someone to watch over her.  Within an hour, I will take charge of Sandy."

Looking uneasy, Rosie nodded.

With a sad smile, Madeleine walked through the garden in the gloom, and through the courtyard, to the chapel.  She thought of lighting a candle as well as praying, but it would take a miracle to hide one before the St. Christopher statue.  She had need enough for miracles without adding to it.
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​Chapter 3—Travels and Encounters
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The moon set not long after the sun, but she had walked by starlight before.

In her chamber, Madeleine lit the candle.  She dropped her sewing beside it.  If anyone saw her, she could claim that a bad dream had woken her, and being unable to get back to sleep, she sewed.

She wondered if there was a patron saint of people who sneaked about in the night.

She dressed.  The shawl felt odd; heavier than the veil she was used to, it swathed her hair instead of letting the loose ends hang below.

When she had married, she had grown used to the veil.  She would grow used to the shawl, too.

The money pouch she fastened to the belt.  She took up the satchel with its blankets and food, slung it over her shoulder, and carried the candle to Sandy's nursery.  Rosie had not been so bewildered that she had returned from her mother's.  Candlelight glinted from Sandy's blond hair.

She could leave him asleep, return to her bed, smuggle the clothes back to Father Parlan, sneak the money back into the chest—and all more easily than she could win her way to court.  No one would blame her.  No one would even know that she dreamed of saving John, and Lord Magnus, and all the captives.

Madeleine closed her eyes.  O God, Who led the children of Israel through the Red Sea and guided the wise men by a star to the Savior, grant us, we beseech You, safe journey and favorable weather, so that, under the guidance of Your holy angels, we may reach our destination and, in due time, the gate of eternal salvation.  She opened her eyes.  Sandy had not moved.  Through Christ our Lord.

"St. Christopher, patron of travelers," she whispered, "pray for us, and protect us from evil."

She put the candle down and bent over her son.  Sandy stirred.  She wrapped him in a blanket and took him in her arms.  He slept on, his head tucked against her shoulder.  Madeleine ducked to blow out the candle.  The air filled with the brief scent of smoke.  For a minute, she let her eyes adjust.  It would be brighter outside, where the walls did not block out the starlight.

Nothing sounded except the crickets.  Feeling foolish, Madeleine put her hand on the wall to guide the way.  She walked out and down the stairs.  Sandy seemed to weigh more heavily by the minute, but she could not wake him.

In the starlight, the village slept.  She could not go through it.  Sheep might stir in their pens, a dog might bark, a baby might wail—someone might rouse in the night.  She shifted Sandy's weight, to rest more securely across her body.

A woodcutter's hut stood an hour from the village.  She could rest there.  At dawn, she could dress Sandy and be off before anyone noted that neither she nor Sandy had risen from their beds to eat.

But they would, in due course.

She walked through the fields.  The road inched into the woods, where leaves hid stars from her.  She walked on.

* * *
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Branches sheltered the road.  In the gray morning light, Sandy rubbed his eyes and stared.  Madeleine, feeling stiff in every limb, hefted him against her shoulder.  She had been so tired that, in the hut, she slept without dreams, and though she had not had any difficulty waking early, in the morning cold, she was still yawning.

And the morning air was still chilly.

"I'm tired, Mama," said Sandy.  "I don't wanna."

"Shush," said Madeleine, without much hope.  She was too tired to care.  A cranky child would draw no more attention than an easygoing one.

A little more, she conceded.  She stroked Sandy's hair with her free hand, pressing his hand to her shoulder.  He rested there and drowsed off; he had slept no better in the hut's cold, hard bed than she had.

She flinched at the thought of carrying him to Harthill, but she had nowhere to leave him.

She came around the last trees.  Ahead, the village at the crossroad stood among the fields and pasture.  Her shoulders slumped in relief.  The sun warmed the air some, outside the woods, and the village stirred.  She needed fellow travelers, because there might indeed be bandits along the way:  west through Lord Magnus's lands, then west through Lord Patrick's, around the Misty Hills; then south, still in Lord Patrick's lands.  She did not know who was overlord in the next lands.  It did not matter.  She need only look for travelers heading to Harthill.

The inn, which the village had grown up around, sat central to it—a better position than even the church's.  It had more people about it, too.  Then, perhaps mass had already been said for the early travelers.  Grooms saddled horses; the mounts were not good enough for a noblemen's, or even a knight's, but respectable nags such as a merchant or a priest might ride.  Madeleine kept her ears cocked.  The grooms complained that a troupe of players was leaving, with a few leers about a woman in the troupe.

"Goodmen!  Whose horses are these?"  

All three grooms looked at her.

"I wondered who else travels these roads, after I got lost last night."

"Lost," muttered one, glancing over her clothing.  She looked back.  He would find no grass stains.

Another groom said, "Merchants, heading toward Vinton."

Madeleine's teeth closed on her lower lip.  Vinton was south, toward Harthill, but a traveler needed to go west—or east—to get about the Misty Hills.  No one knew better than she that the hills' perils were not all outsiders' imagination.

"Players heading west," said the first groom.

Madeleine considered how things vanished in the players' presence, how the women whored, and how, in their company, she would be taken for a player.  Bad enough that she traveled without a maid.

A groom led out mules.  Other men, roughly clad for travel, came out with bales to load onto them.  Several of the men sported beards.  Sandy stirred.  "What's that, Mama?"

The drovers carried the bales easily.  Colors showed through the gaps in their wrapping.  The West Dales were known for their woolens and dyes, though their dyes were not quite as famed as the Misty Hills'.  In their northern reaches, men commonly went bearded.  "Cloth, dearling," she said.  She pulled closer to the wall, where she would not get in the way.  People, dressed as merchants, emerged from the inn.  Better still, two were women.  She approached.

Dame, she reminded herself.  Passing herself off as a peasant meant she could not call the merchants Goodwoman.  She twitched.  But it was too late to claim to be a knight's daughter, or even a merchant's.

"Who are you?" said the younger woman—though her hair was laced with white, it was not the pure white of her companion's.  The older woman appraised Madeleine and Sandy.  Neither looked taken with her.

She remembered to bob her head respectfully.  "Dame, I am seeking companions for the road.  I am a widow, returning to my father's house."

"A likely story," muttered the older woman.

"We are headed only to Vinton," said the younger woman.

"But the road there has more travelers, and I would have more choice. . . ."  She sounded plaintive, and she fought down her resentment.  She needed them to have pity on her.

Someone stumbled from the inn, in motley; though grimy, the outfit held hints of its original red, blue, and green.  The man leaned against the wall.  Madeleine flinched away, hoping he was not drunk already.  He staggered round the wall.  Sounds of nausea emerged.  She winced.

The younger woman said, "You may come."

Madeleine thanked her, earnestly.

Going south—she went toward the Misty Hills and her father's house, but Vinton did have more travelers, and the route might distract Donald and Andrew, to think she returned to her father's house.

Sandy twisted.  "Down, Mama."

Madeleine lowered him.  With all the hooves about, she would have to watch him, but better that Sandy should walk than she carry him all the way.  He sprinted after a marmalade cat.  Madeleine ran after him.  The two women gave her disapproving glances.  She did not doubt that if Sandy distracted her, they would leave her behind.

She snatched her son up.  Sandy squirmed.

"If you chase after everything," Madeleine said, "Mama will carry you everywhere."

Sandy pouted.  She wondered how long the rebuke would last.  But minutes later, the mules trudged off, with both of them walking alongside.

* * *
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"Madame."  The messenger dropped to one knee.  His head bent in blatant relief.

Queen Katherine inclined her head, trying not to show how much his appearance alarmed her.  He shook from weariness.

"Treachery and treason, Madame!  In Eastwyck—I alone escaped.  My companion perished at rebellious hands."

Katherine drew a deep breath.  How could this have happened so suddenly?  Without tales of gathering weapons, or armed bands, preceding it?  She would have thought her ministers had kept the news from her, but they looked as baffled as she.

The messenger swayed.

"Do you know—"  He looked as if he had not stopped for anything once he fled the murderers.  "Did you learn who led the traitors?"

"They spoke of Lord Ivo, but I do not know who he—I thought this news more—"

"Even so."  She hesitated.  He looked on the verge of collapse.

"They spoke of lords who claimed the king had wronged them, that their lands, like Lord Peter's, are unjustly held, and the king will not—"

The ministers shifted.

"Others said that lords took advantage of the king's—preoccupation."  He stumbled over the word.

Queen Katherine inclined her head.  "The news is more important than the names of the culprits.  You did well,—"

"Somerled, Madame," he said.

"My lord—"  Katherine glanced about the great chamber.  "Tavish.  Deliver this good man to a servant, and give orders for food and a bed.  I will see to his reward once he has eaten and slept."

Somerled looked ready to weep in gratitude.  Lord Tavish looked as if he had bitten on something sour—as if he had ever done as much service for the crown as the messenger.

With Somerled gone, Katherine spoke again.  "It is a thousand pities that the King's Grace could not have put this treachery down as swiftly as he did Lord Magnus's.  We must act in haste.  The conflagration is not large.  Yet."

The ministers rumbled with agreement, one saying, "So we must."

"The men must be raised."

After a frozen moment, Lord Osgar said, "The lords do not wish to raise armies without the King's leave."

"Nevertheless," said Katherine, "the forces must be raised."

Lord Osgar brightened.  "A messenger shall go to the king!  On our swiftest horses, news can come and go quickly."

While Katherine still stared at him, Lord Osgar gave orders.  A clerk hurried toward the door.

"Since when has that authority been denied the regent?"

The frost in her voice stopped the clerk, but Lord Osgar did not twitch.  "If the King's Grace hears that we proposed sending a messenger and then forbore. . . ."  He shook his head.

The clerk darted out.  She knew that she could not keep a watch on Lord Osgar, to prevent his sending a messenger, and then the messenger would tell the king not only of the rebellion.

"Stop," she said.  In the hallway, the clerk looked banefully at her.  "Ensure that the slander the rebels spread of the king is in the letter."

She was not certain that it was slander, but it might stir King Walter.

As the door closed behind the clerk, she looked at the minister with narrowed eyes.  If they had known what message Somerled bore, they would have kept him from her.  "What other matters must be dealt with?"

One said, "Your Grace, that order about the Stoneriver bridge—"

Katherine suppressed a smile.  Sometimes, evading her ministers meant that she could act.  "Was there something wrong with it?"

After a moment, none of them had the courage to say that the bridge, on the king's land, should not be repaired from the tolls.  Some travelers would be glad of that.

* * *
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The mules plodded along the dusty road.  Winifred, the older merchant woman, muttered about tolls and imposts.  Pasture gave way to fields as she spoke of how the king wasted his time playing favorites among the nobles when he should protect the merchants from them.  She seemed oblivious to the sun's heat.

Then, thought Madeleine, Winifred must be used to this travel.  Sandy clung to her hand, too tired to cry out about sheep, or chase butterflies, or even to whine.  Though she had heard all Winifred's complaints before she was certain of the woman's name, Madeleine could not bring herself to draw away.  Fiona, the other merchant woman, argued with a mule driver, and they were the only women with the caravan.

"They didn't dare these fees in the old days, under the king's father," said Winifred.  "King Michael would not permit it."

"But aren't the lords about here prisoner?" said Madeleine.  She wondered what had happened to her sense, but not enough to stop speaking.  "They're Lord Magnus's men."

Winifred's mouth twisted.  "Some didn't bother."

Madeleine felt cold.  How many of Lord Magnus's men had proven to be as much rascals as Donald and Andrew?

Fiona returned.  She nodded at a hill ahead, where a castle stood.  "There's a place where they can complain about the king."  Winifred gave her a sour glance.  "Lady Nora's husband was Lord Magnus's man."

Madeleine's heart seemed to pause.  Fiona could not have guessed—"Captured with him?"

"Where there's life, there's hope," said Fiona, "and there's none."

Madeleine opened her mouth and shut it again.  Many men must have died.  Nothing she did would do anything for those widows, fatherless children, and mothers.

"No protection there," said Winifred.  "The heir can raise the toll.  Or the guardian, all pious about his duty to the fatherless—"

"I want to go home, Mama," shrieked Sandy.

Winifred and Fiona looked at Sandy with distaste.

"We are going home.  A new home. . . ."  Sandy wailed.  Madeleine picked him up.  In two more days, they would be at Vinton, and she would not need to fear revealing anything more to these travelers.

Sandy subsided.  Madeleine glanced at the castle.  Widows and children needed their rights upheld, and for that, they needed their overlord.  A pardon for the prisoners would free Lord Magnus to do that.  But for now. . . .

She closed her eyes.  "Oh God," she whispered, "Creator and Redeemer of us all, grant your servants departed this life full remission of all their offenses, that they may obtain your pardon and so enter into the fullness of eternal joy.  We ask this through Christ our Lord."

Her foot kicked a stone, and she opened her eyes again.

* * *
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The sky was rosy with evening, but the air still steamed.  Madeleine looked with longing at the ford before them.  The water had to cool the air.

"At least," said Winifred with relish, "at a ford, there is not a noble standing with outstretched hand for a fee."

The first mules splashed into the expanse.  The water rose only to their fetlocks.  Madeleine stopped by the bank, where a cool breeze touched her.  She pulled off her shoes and stockings, and Sandy pressed closer to her.  Madeleine tucked the clothing away and picked him up.

Abruptly, someone loomed behind her and lifted her off her feet.  She gave a startled shriek.  Sandy threw his arms about her neck.

A great, red-bearded man, a roughly clad drover, laughed.  After a second, Sandy grinned.  The man tromped into the waters.  "You and the tadpole shouldn't have to wade in the mud."

Her heart slowing toward normality, Madeleine cast her eyes down.  It would keep not only her shoes but her feet dry.  She thanked him demurely.

Another drover called over the waters:  "Pretty lass like you won't be a widow long!"

Madeleine froze.  That, she had not thought upon, and here, she had no help to call if a drover took insult at refusal.

Then, she had implied that she had not been widowed long.

She blinked, as if holding tears back, and felt tears actually welling.  She blinked again.  One trickled on her cheek.

"Don't cry, Mama!" said Sandy.

"I'm sorry," said Madeleine, sniffing.  "But it was
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