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            Who'll be the lady, who will be the lord
When we are ruled by the love of one another?
Who'll be the lady, who will be the lord
In the light that is coming in the morning?
So, sing, John Ball and tell it to them all
And long live the day that is dawning
I'll crow like a cock, I'll carol like a lark
In the light that is coming in the morning
-"John Ball" by Sydney Carter
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CHAPTER 1
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Nottinghamshire, 1383

Elizabeth was halfway up the path to Gisla’s cottage before she faltered. It wasn’t the heat that stopped her (although the day was very warm, and the setting sun had done nothing to abate it) nor was it the ever-present nausea that churned in her stomach. She simply didn’t want to go any further. All her instincts told her to turn around, go home, and never speak of the visit again.

Of course, that wasn’t an option. 

She took a deep breath, clenching her hands in the fabric of her kirtle for lack of anything else to hold onto. It wouldn’t be so bad. Gisla had been looking after women in the village like her for years; before Elizabeth was even born. And Elizabeth had never yet heard of a woman who died of it. She would go in, do - whatever it was that needed doing (Elizabeth was hazy on the details, as no one she knew had ever spoken of it openly) and then Elizabeth would go home and pretend it had never happened. All of her jangling nerves were a distraction that she couldn’t afford to take heed of. She took a deep breath and proceeded the rest of the way up the dirt path. 

Gisla was standing out in front of the cottage as Elizabeth approached, scattering feed among the half-dozen chickens that scratched in the dirt at her feet. She was an older woman, of an age with Elizabeth’s mother, but with a face far less lined and a mouth less severe. Elizabeth supposed that a life free of family obligations was bound to produce a woman whose age didn’t show in her face. A cat lay stretched across the ground a few feet away from its mistress apparently uninterested in the birds. Gisla straightened as Elizabeth approached, shading her eyes with one hand. “Who’s there?”

“Only me,” Elizabeth said, holding her hands out in front of her. It occurred to her that Gisla, who had no reason to be expecting her, might have taken her for a beggar. “I’m called -”

“Elizabeth.” Gisla dropped the rest of the chicken feed and brushed her hands against her apron, giving Elizabeth a brief and unsentimental once-over. “The older Faintree girl. I know who you are.”

Elizabeth clenched her fingers in her skirts again. She hadn’t intended to give her full name, or even her true name - by and large, Gisla shunned village festivities, so she was on speaking terms with few of the villagers. Elizabeth hadn’t expected to be recognized. On the other hand Gisla’s business demanded discretion, and she was unlikely to spread tales of Elizabeth’s visit amongst her neighbours. “I’ve come -” Elizabeth pulled herself up to full height - “seeking advice and assistance.”

“I know what you’re seeking.” Gisla’s laugh was ironic, but not quite unkind. “The same as every other woman who comes to my door. Oh, don’t bother looking about like that, there’s no one near to see you. Come inside.”

Elizabeth - who had been attempting to covertly glance over her shoulder - felt herself flush, and followed Gisla in as directed. Her cottage couldn’t be any larger than the one Elizabeth and her family shared, but it still somehow felt larger. Perhaps it was only because the space was inhabited by one person instead of five. There was a bed against one wall, a fireplace against the other, and not much in the middle. Bunches of herbs were hung from the ceiling, casting a dusty, itchy smell over the whole room. Gisla closed the bottom half of the door behind them, but left the top one open, allowing the last few rays of daylight into the room. The cat, which had come trotting in just before Gisla closed the door, settled itself in front of the unlit fireplace and began to wash its face.

“Sit there,” Gisla said, indicating the bed. Elizabeth did as she was told. Gisla pulled up a stool that had been sitting by the fireplace, and seated herself between Elizabeth’s knees. “Further back. Lie down, knees up. Tell me what it is you want.”

Elizabeth laid back, but lifted her head to look at Gisla as she spoke. “I thought you knew already.” Her tone was, perhaps, more sour than the situation called for, but she was already feeling unsteady on her feet, and had hoped to get the whole visit over with without any questions asked. The fact that she had little choice but to answer didn’t help matters.

“I still need it on your words, love.” There was no real sentiment attached to the endearment, just a well-worn briskness. “If your husband comes for me -”

“I haven’t got one.”

“Ah.” That word, at least, carried no tone at all; it was carefully neutral, as if Gisla had practised. Probably she had. As she’d pointed out, many women came to her under similar circumstances. “And no intended?”

“No.”

“No father?” 

Now Elizabeth lifted herself up on her elbows and glared at her. “If you know my family name, you already know I’ve no father.”

“Hmm, yes. I suppose I did know that.” As Gisla spoke, she’d pushed Elizabeth’s kirtle up past her hips, and was prodding her about her stomach. Elizabeth tried not to wince. “There are families aplenty in the village with no father, or one who’s worse than useless. I’d forgotten which you were.” Elizabeth bit the inside of her cheek to keep from snapping at that. “Nevertheless. Tell me what it is you want.”

There was nothing for it; flat on her back with her knees in the air, it wasn’t as if Elizabeth was in any position to argue. She put her head back down rather than look Gisla in the eye. “I’m with child,” she said to the rafters. “I can’t keep it. I need you to - to end it.”

Gisla, still prodding away, gave a little click of her tongue. “How far along?”

Elizabeth shrugged, then realized the motion wouldn’t be visible to Gisla. “I don’t know.”

“Well, when was your last blood?”

“Just before Midsummer.” She’d taken no notice of it at the time; in the lean seasons, she often went months at a time without bleeding. It rarely went that way in the summer, but she’d assumed her body was still recovering from an unusually harsh winter. Then there’d been no blood in July, and she’d told herself she must have miscounted. Now it was midway through August, and still nothing. Her ability to deny the obvious - which had never been one of her great talents to begin with - had failed her entirely.

Gisla was now feeling around Elizabeth’s breasts, which was more painful by far than being prodded in the belly. They’d been aching intermittently for weeks. Elizabeth bit the inside of her cheek again. “And the child’s father? Has he no interest?”

Elizabeth said nothing. 

Gisla prodded her hard, making her hiss. “You must tell me all I need to know,” she said sharply, “or I can do nothing to help you.”

She was now almost level with Elizabeth’s face, which made it easy for Elizabeth to glare at her without moving. “And what need have you of this? What does the child’s father have to do with - with anything?”

“A great deal, if you’ve acted without his knowledge,” Gisla said. “I told you, I’ve had enough men come barging in insisting that I led their sweethearts astray. I can’t protect against it entirely, but I can do my best to ensure I’m not caught flat-footed again. Answer the question.”

Elizabeth let out a long sigh. Much as she hated to admit it, Gisla’s explanation made sense. And she spoke the truth - two years earlier, Elizabeth recalled when William the carpenter had discovered his wife’s visit to Gisla, rounded up a half-dozen of his friends, and rushed down to her cottage to “sort her out.” He’d spent a day in the pillory for it, but her injuries had been far worse than his. Elizabeth was hardly in the same situation as poor Linet Carpenter, but Gisla wasn’t to know that.

“The father has no desire for a child.” At least, not by me. “He would be best pleased if it was done quietly.”

Gisla made a derisive noise in the back of her throat. “Of course,” she said, and Elizabeth could offer no argument to the assumption in her tone. Whether her opprobrium was intended for Elizabeth or for the child’s nameless father, it hardly mattered. Elizabeth deserved all the scorn she was subject to. And the father - well, he hardly needed Elizabeth to defend him. He would be fine.

She wished she could feel angrier about it. All she felt was embarrassment at her own stupidity.

Gisla sat back, and indicated with a gesture that Elizabeth could sit up again. She did so quickly, shoving her kirtle back down over her knees. “Well, you’ve a child in you,” she said, “and no mistake. I would estimate you closer to four months than three, but I suppose you know best. You say you want to be rid of it?”

“I need to be.” Want had nothing to do with it. She’d already done what she wanted, and now look at the mess she was in. “Will you use a - a stick?” When she’d come in, she’d cast her eyes around the room for an instrument that Gisla might use on her, but seen nothing. Maybe it was too small to be seen in the evening gloom; maybe Gisla kept it in her apron pocket.

“A stick?” Gisla barked out a laugh. “Lord preserve us, child, who’s been filling your head with such tales? I’ll do no such thing. I’ll brew a tisane for you to drink, and a few days’ bleeding will be an end of it.” She turned to examine the herbs dangling just above her head. “It’ll cost you two groats. Do you have the money now?”

Elizabeth, who had gotten up off the bed and was in the process of straightening her skirts, froze. “Do I have what?”

“The money.” Gisla plucked a bundle of dried yellow flowers, and turned back to Elizabeth. “Did you think I offered my services for free? I need to eat as much as you do.”

“But two groats?” The roiling nausea in her gut, which had subsided somewhat while she spoke to Gisla, was returning with a vengeance. “I haven’t got two groats!” She hadn’t any money at all, in truth: she gave her wages to her mother, who used them to buy food for the little ones. Even that barely kept them all fed; Elizabeth went hungry more often than not, trying to ensure her brothers and sister went to bed with their bellies full. She may have been able to keep twopence back for herself - although the guilt would have kept her up all night - but not a groat, and certainly not two of them.

Gisla’s look was not unkind, but her voice was firm. “That may be so, but I give no alms. We’ve seen a cold spring and dry summer, and my plants have grown sparsely as a result. I don’t have enough to be able to give any away for free.”

“I’ll work for it,” Elizabeth said. She could feel her gorge rising, and was afraid she might be sick. “I’ll do whatever you require - cook or clean or run and fetch things for you. I’m a hard worker, and I swear to you I’ll do whatever you require, just please - “ Her throat closed up; she really was going to be sick now.

“Bucket’s over there,” Gisla said with a gesture towards the fireplace. Elizabeth seized it just in time to start retching. Gisla waited until she had finished before saying, “I’m truly sorry for it, but I can’t give you what you ask for. If I did, I’d have a dozen girls here begging for more than I can give.”

Elizabeth sat down hard on Gisla’s stool and put her face in her hands. She wanted to cry, but the prickling in her eyes refused to manifest into more. She wanted to scream, but she was too old to behave like her little sister when she was thwarted. What she wanted most of all was a way out - but she didn’t have one. She would have to pay the piper, and her family would pay alongside her, though it was her own bad judgement that had brought them all to this state. What would she tell her mother?

“What shall I do?” she whispered.

Her ultimatum having been delivered, Gisla’s voice now grew gentler. “If you speak true and your man has no intention of looking after you, then I would seek out another. You’re young and pretty; there surely must be men aplenty in this village who’d seek you out for a wife. And you would be protected.”

“Oh yes, protected.” Elizabeth leaned over the bucket to spit out the acid that still burned her mouth. “Until such time as he discovered I had brought a cuckoo into his nest. Certainly he would be eager to protect me then.” It was hardly uncommon for young couples to anticipate their marriage vows, but her prospective husband would surely be able to count; if she was brought to bed of a child only five months after he first lay with her, there would be no possibility of her hiding the truth. And what might a man do in such circumstances, tricked and humiliated by his pretty young wife? It didn’t bear thinking about.

“You must do as you see fit,” Gisla said. “I can give you no better advice than that, and I’ll offer no useless platitudes. This is what it is to be a woman, and you and I both know it.”

“A foolish woman, perhaps,” Elizabeth said. She got unsteadily to her feet. “One who has authored her own destruction.” Gisla looked as if she might say something more, but Elizabeth stopped her with a look. “Thank you for your - help.” As raw as she felt just then, she could hardly blame Gisla for refusing her. Everyone needed to eat.

She waited until she was down the path and out of sight of the cottage before permitting herself to sag to the ground, arms wrapped tight around her midsection, her chest rattling with bone-deep gasps. Still, she didn’t cry. She was too frightened to cry. The voice that had been whispering at the back of her mind for the past several weeks now became a clamour, drowning out everything else: what will I do? What will I do?

Gisla had all but sneered when Elizabeth said “her man” (hardly an accurate description of the matter, but there were many things Gisla didn’t know) had no intention of looking after her. If the man in question had been a fellow villager, Elizabeth would have agreed. But Sir Nicholas, Lord Ferrers - lord of the manor and all its demesnes, shepherd of its villeins, chosen by God to lead their little corner of England - had greater concerns and responsibilities than the by-blow he’d gotten off a girl too foolish to think ahead and realize that their dalliance would have far greater consequences for her than for him. It should have been obvious to begin with – she knew how babies were made - but she’d been so blinkered, so giddy at his attentions, that she’d never thought twice about it. And now she had ruined herself.

She bent double, resting her forehead against the dry grass. Four months, Gisla had said; that meant she had five months left to find a solution. Less, even, considering how soon her condition would make itself known; on a slender frame, a growing belly would be obvious. She could always attempt to end the pregnancy herself, but that way lay only danger - women could and did die in the attempt. Then again, given what a disgrace she’d made of herself, perhaps her death would be the best outcome for all involved. It would at least free her family from the need to maintain her.

Owing to the season, the sun had not yet finished setting, and the village green was cast in a soft half-light. Up ahead, she could see the row of cottages where she had grown up, lit with the faint glow of candles in their windows. Her own family never had the money for candles, and so there was no light in their cottage window, but she knew they were still there, waiting for her. She was coming home late; her mother would be angry, and the children anxious. With a sigh she heaved herself up off the ground and set to walking home.

As she approached the cottage, a small figure came tearing up the path towards her - her little brother Ned, face aglow. “Elizabeth! Come see! Come see!” He collided with her knees and tumbled backwards, but scrambled back up without missing a beat. Ned was like that; untroubled, no matter what bumps or scrapes he incurred. “Matthew’s come to see us!”

For the first time that day, Elizabeth felt her heart lift. Finally, some good news. Ned, having delivered his announcement, went tearing back along the pathway to the cottage, and Elizabeth broke into a jog trying to keep up with him. As she drew level with the cottage, she saw her other brother, John, and her sister, Agnes running up and down the well-trodden grass in front of the cottage. John had a pointed stick in his hand, and was waving it in front of him as he ran. She thought it was a toy sword until John turned and ran back towards her, Agnes stumbling in his wake, and she saw the hoop he was pushing in front of him. Behind him, leaning against the cottage wall, sat Matthew.

Elizabeth felt a smile break out across her face as she drew level with her home. Ned had already joined John and Agnes in chasing the hoop, and both her siblings were too engrossed in their game to take any notice of her. She dropped to the ground beside Matthew, resisting the urge to lean on his shoulder as she might have when they were younger. “I thought you were kept in town until Sunday,” she said. Living in town, Matthew could move with far more freedom than Elizabeth could - he had no lord to dictate his comings and goings - but he had also recently graduated from his apprenticeship and been given charge of the blacksmith’s shop, which kept him busy. 

“Hail and well met to you too,” he returned, but he was smiling as he said it. Matthew’s smile always seemed to come so easily, and it took up half his face when it did. “The day was slow, and no one seemed much interested in buying nails, so I closed the smithy early. Besides, I had a gift to bring for the children.”

“Matthew!” She hadn’t realized before that the hoop and stick had come from him, although she should have; it wasn’t as though the boys had the means to obtain one themselves. “You oughtn’t have. You’re too generous with us already, and you’ve better things to buy -”

“Like what?” He shrugged. “The only other child of my acquaintance is my sister’s son, and he’s too small to make use of any toys that aren’t rattles or dolls. Let me indulge them while I can.” He rolled his shoulders, letting his head tip over so he was looking at her properly. “It’s not as though they’ve a great many chances to make merry.”

The children were shrieking with delight as the hoop bumped across the ground in front of them. Ned was in the lead, having managed to snatch the stick from John at some point, though his brother was hot on his heels. Agnes was doing her best to keep up, but her wobbling, bowlegged gait slowed her down. It happened in an instant, as these things usually did: her feet tangled in her skirts, and she went toppling head over heels into the dirt. She was already screaming by the time Elizabeth had jumped up and gone to fetch her.

“Hush, hush,” she said, sitting back down and rocking her sister on her knee. Agnes whined, batting away Elizabeth’s hands as she tried to put her sister’s cap and hair to rights. Her hair had come unbraided at some point during the day - if their mother had bothered to braid it at all, which Elizabeth doubted - and she’d somehow managed to get burrs stuck in the loose strands. She made an attempt at pulling them loose, but Agnes screamed and tried to jerk away, and Elizabeth gave up. “How did you make such a mess of yourself?” she asked, not expecting an answer; for all she was five years old, Agnes had mastered only the barest rudiments of speech. Either that, or she chose not to speak. Elizabeth could never be certain, and could hardly blame her if her silence was by choice – speaking out of turn in their household was a good way to earn a cuff on the ear from their mother.

“She was outdoors when I got here,” Matthew said. “John said your mother had turned her out this morning while the boys were berry-picking, and she got lost in the woods trying to find them. I suppose she must have tumbled into one of the burdock bushes.” He reached out and attempted to tug one of the burrs loose, but Agnes shrieked and flailed at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t notice her hair when I arrived.” 

“I’d hardly expect you to,” Elizabeth said with a sigh. She could feel her spirits begin to sink again. Agnes really couldn’t be left to her own devices outside - she had a great curiosity and little sense, and the two were a disastrous combination - but their mother, who had no love for her youngest daughter, couldn’t be moved to watch her. She’d grown hard in the years since her husband’s death, and she had had little patience for the follies of small children to begin with. Elizabeth could not recall a time when she had erred or fallen or otherwise been in need of comfort and received anything but a stern word and a slap to the back of her head. Her father had been just the opposite, jolly and loving, but not of much use beyond his good temper. The two of them had kept the household in balance, more or less: but his loss, five years past now, had been the ruin of her mother, and consequently the ruin of them all.

Agnes settled a little when Elizabeth began to bounce her on her knees; something about the movement always seemed to soothe her. She put her head down next to her sister’s and sang quietly, “Oh where are you going, said Miller to Moulder? Oh we may not tell you, said Festel to Fose . . .”

“We’ll shoot the cutty wren, said John the Red Nose,” Matthew finished for her. He was smiling again. “I thought you’d forbidden the children from singing that.”

“I would never,” Elizabeth said. “I cautioned them against singing it before an audience, but they and I may sing to our hearts’ content at home.” Two years prior, men and women had marched on London demanding the ending of the poll tax and of the serfdom they lived under, singing “Cutty Wren” all the while; the bird had stood in for King Richard. It had ended in blood, none of it royal, but the song remained. Elizabeth still sang it to herself when no one else was near, thinking wistfully of the days when it had seemed a new world was about to be born.

“I’m pleased to hear it,” Matthew said, “for it means the spirit has not died entirely, no matter how many men the King puts to the sword.”

“The sword and the gallows,” Elizabeth reminded him. Traitors to the crown always met the most brutal ends that the King could devise. The rebellion had not come to their part of Nottinghamshire, but that did not mean that singing a rebel’s song could not get them into trouble with the authorities. Especially when Elizabeth worked in the manor, and therefore was well-placed to slip something into Sir Nicholas’s food. “I would not wish to see them risk it, but I am happy to hear them sing nonetheless.” John and Ned - only five and seven when the rebellion had been crushed - had been too young, really, to understand what people spoke of in the streets, but Elizabeth had put them to bed at night with whispered tales of Wat Tyler and John Ball, and even now, they had not forgotten. As for Agnes, she hardly knew what her sister did or did not understand, but at least she might absorb the spirit of the rebellion from her sister’s singing. 

“And who might not risk such, with the promise of freedom on the horizon,” Matthew said. He caught Elizabeth’s look then, and held both his hands up in mock surrender. “I’m only speaking theoretically. I’ve too many responsibilities to go tearing off to London to kill a king. Still, the song inspires.”

“Well, I’m glad it doesn’t inspire you too much,” Elizabeth said. “I would miss you sorely if you lost your head.” She missed him already, and she still saw him at least once a week. They had spent their early years together - even lived together briefly, when his parents had died and Elizabeth’s family had taken in Matthew and his sister - but then he’d gone off to the town to find an apprenticeship, and Elizabeth’s father had died, and their respective responsibilities had come to occupy most of their time. Well, that was life; and at least she still got these short snatches of time with him. It could be far worse.

“I’m flattered to hear it,” he said, still smiling, but there was an odd look in his eyes. He pushed himself to his feet, brushing loose bits of grass from his tunic. “I had better head back before they close the gates for the night.”

The sun was now well below the horizon, though the rising moon meant that there was still enough light to see by. “Best go,” Elizabeth agreed, sliding Agnes off her lap - she was calm by now - and standing along with him. “Shall you come again on Sunday, as we planned before?”

“Of course.” He hesitated a moment, and she wondered what was in his heart to say. But he only smiled again and nodded. “We’ll go walking after Mass, as we always do.”

“May I as well?” John asked. Elizabeth started; she’d assumed he was still playing with the hoop, but he’ crept up on them quietly while she’d been speaking with Matthew. Now he was looking up at them both with wide, hopeful eyes.

“Not this time,” Matthew said, sparing her the need of denying him herself. “Our conversation would bore you dreadfully.” He reached out and tweaked John’s ear. “I’ll visit the lot of you again soon, I promise.”

“With more toys?” Ned said, coming up with the hoop in his hand. Elizabeth reached out to swat him, but it didn’t stop the cheeky grin on his face. 

“Your sister would never let me,” Matthew said, with a wink in Elizabeth’s direction, “so I’m afraid not. But never fear - “ He lowered his voice to a mock-whisper. “I’ll get around her somehow.”

“Oh - “ Now it was Matthew who Elizabeth moved to swat, but he dodged her easily, laughing. “Away with you before I have a passel of small rebels on my hands.”

He put one arm around her shoulders and gave a gentle squeeze before setting off down the pathway. John and Ned both waved to him, while Agnes simply leaned against Elizabeth’s side and watched him go. Elizabeth stroked her sister’s hair and watched as well, until the night had swallowed him up.

“Come on,” John said, pulling at her skirt, “Mother will have supper ready.”

When Elizabeth opened the cottage door, she was met with the smell of cooking bean pottage. Her mother, who had been sitting on a stool before the fire, rose to her feet with a scowl. “And what’s kept her ladyship so long that she couldn’t attend to her duties? I had these three on my hands and no time to get my mending done.”

“I was kept late at the manor,” Elizabeth said. There was no point apologizing; her mother would seize on anything she said and worry at it like a dog with a bone. Nor was there any use in saying that the mending could have been done while the children played outdoors, for a challenge like that would be met with shouts and curses. Better to let things lie. Instead, she only said, “supper smells good.”

Her mother only grunted in response, but she made no objection when Elizabeth filled four bowls with pottage - as much as she could, given there wasn’t a great deal to go around - and handed it around to the children, then sat down next to Agnes and set about helping her eat without spilling anything. The boys, who required no assistance, fell happily onto their food.

“Don’t know what might have kept you late, anyhow,” her mother muttered. “Hardly as if you’re clever enough to be necessary.”

Elizabeth said nothing to this either, but felt her supper turning into a hard lump in her stomach. She had been briefly distracted from her situation by Matthew’s visit, but now, in the gloom of the cottage, it all came rushing back. Her mother was going to find out sooner or later, and so was everyone else - and then what was she going to do? 

If Father had still been alive, she thought – not for the first time - everything would be so much different. Mother’s grief would not have curdled into bitterness, and even if she did not receive the news of her daughter’s pregnancy with good grace (a response Elizabeth could hardly blame her for) the event itself would not have been so disastrous as it was now. Father’s income from tilling the fields would have kept them all fed and clothed with or without Elizabeth’s wages from the manor, and his high spirits would have tempered Mother’s anger until it cooled naturally with time. The fine she would pay for fornication would have been a burden, but not an unmanageable one, and the household could have survived. Now, though, they had nothing: no barrier stood between them and the abyss, and Elizabeth and the children did not even have the meagre comfort of a loving parent to soften the blow. It had been her responsibility to step in and take on her father’s duties, and she had failed. How many people would suffer for what she’d done?

Agnes, evidently finished with her supper, leaned against Elizabeth with a heavy sigh. Elizabeth put an arm around her and rested her chin on Agnes’s head. The cottage was growing darker by the minute, and so was her mood - she could see her future closing in, inexorable and inescapable, and all she could do was sit and watch it happen. 
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​CHAPTER 2
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Matthew felt the shadow fall across him, but he didn’t look up until he’d finished hammering the scythe he was working on. When he had, he looked up and saw his sister framed in the doorway, her cloak drawn tightly around her neck for all it was mid-July and sweltering hot in the workshop.

“Isabel,” he greeted her, wiping his hands off on a rag. “How fare you? And Walter and Geoffrey?”

“I’m well enough,” she said. She made no move towards an embrace, and neither did he; she wasn’t that kind of sister. “And so is Walter. But Geoffrey’s bedridden with pleurisy again. He’s not been up and about for weeks, and the girl who cares for Walter while I tend to his father is sick as well.”

None of this came as a surprise; his sister’s husband, older than she by nearly thirty years, had been in precarious health for as long as Matthew had known him. It didn’t seem to matter the season; there was always something afflicting his lungs and keeping him close to home. He’d been a prosperous merchant when Isabel married him, and family money kept them afloat, but his sister never ceased her worrying about their coffers.

“I’m sorry to hear it,” he said. “Might you not send Walter to one of his brothers’ households? Surely they would take him on a few days while his nursemaid recovers.”

Isabel shook her head. “My stepsons hate me, you know that.”

Matthew did. Geoffrey’s family had been less than pleased when Geoffrey took an orphaned peasant’s daughter to wife, and they had felt no compunction about saying so. Geoffrey himself had done nothing to protect his wife, and Matthew had always hated him for it. He avoided his in-laws for precisely that reason; if he spent any more time than necessary around his sister’s stepsons, he chanced offending them with some blunt truths they’d prefer not to hear. His temper wasn’t even enough to avoid it. It was fortunate, then, that Isabel saw so little of them, for they were both grown and established in their own households.

“I would offer to take him,” he said, “but you know a smithy’s no place for a little one unsupervised, and I can’t watch him while I work.”

“I know.” Isabel was casting sidelong glances at the stool sitting next to the entrance. Matthew thought briefly about suggesting she sit down, but knew she wouldn’t risk dirtying her clothes with the black slag that coated every surface of the smithy. “I didn’t come to ask. I came to tell you, I’ve found a wife for you.”

The change in topic was so unexpected, Matthew almost dropped his hammer. “You’ve found a what?”

“Her name is Richardis,” Isabel said, ignoring his consternation. “She’s the daughter of one of Geoffrey’s friends, and just newly settled here in Linden while her father does business with Lord Ferrers. If her father succeeds, they’ll have steady work providing the new lady of the manor with fine clothes and furs. It would be a prosperous match.”

“I - hold on,” he said. He could see Isabel wringing her hands under her cloak, and wondered how much she’d invested in this plan of hers, and how long it had been in the making. “If her father is so well-to-do, why would he have her wed a blacksmith?” He paused. “Has he agreed that she wed a blacksmith? Have you spoken to her of this at all?”

“I’ve told her I have a brother, kind and handsome and hardworking,” she said. Matthew restrained himself from pulling a face, barely. “She is six and twenty and yet unwed, and she is anxious to have a family of her own. And think - if you had a wife well-connected to the manor, you might be asked to create armour and weapons for Lord Ferrers. It would be a step up in the world for you.”

“Isabel . . .” He raked one hand through his hair, which was damp with sweat from working over the fire all day. “I’ve no need of you to arrange my matrimonial prospects, I assure you. I know you act out of kindness, but truly, it is not necessary.”

Isabel’s nostrils flared. “It is necessary, and hardly a burden on you. What man would not wish a wealthy wife?”

“A man with no need of a wife at all!” He dropped the hammer; it landed on the packed dirt floor with a resounding thump. “I am not a wealthy man now, but I have a trade and will do so until I die or am too infirm to pursue it. I’ve no interest in rising in society, much less in working for Lord Ferrers. I certainly have no interest in wedding a woman who turns to me only out of desperation. And if my patron died, or was lamed, and needed no more weapons and armour - then what? I would be no better than I am now - worse, even, as I’d have no clients remaining in town. If all you wish is to see me rise in the world - “

“I wish to see us both safe!” she burst out. Matthew stopped and stared at her, astonished to see tears standing out in her eyes. He hadn’t known Isabel to cry since they were children. “Have you forgotten so easily what it is to be poor? Do you think all that we have earned might not be swept out from under us at a chance misfortune? Mother and Father were certain no harm would come to us, until - “

“Isabel.” Matthew stepped across the floor and took his sister by the shoulders. She flinched, and he dropped his hands with a sigh. “We are not children anymore. Whatever befalls us, we have the means to survive it. I have a trade, and you have a household and a family of your own. What do you fear so?”

His sister brushed her hands over the places where Matthew had touched her, trying to wipe away the sweat from his handprints. “You don’t listen,” she said. “My husband will be dead soon, I know it. When he is gone, there will be no one to care for me. Walter will be reduced to what we once were, a little beggar. You may have no wish for riches on your own behalf, but at least think of how you will care for your sister if need be.” She looked up at him reproachfully. “As I cared for you.”

Matthew wanted to embrace her. He also wanted to shout at her. He did neither. Instead, he took several deep breaths before replying. “You will be cared for,” he said. “You and Walter. I will make sure of it. But this isn’t the way to do it, Isabel. I will work to keep you both fed and housed, but to marry a woman for her wealth - “

“I married a man for his,” Isabel said. It took Matthew by surprise; not the truth of it (that, he’d always known) but that she stated it so baldly. “I did not die of it, and neither - “ She stopped and swallowed hard. “It was no great hardship, I promise you. And it is different for men; you would suffer less as a bridegroom than I did as a bride.”

Matthew resisted the urge to bury his face in his hands. He knew well what he wished to tell his sister - that he would wed no woman who did not come to him willingly, and certainly none who would consider marriage a hardship; that the nobility may barter their daughters in exchange for a step up in the world, but he was no noble and he wanted no part of it; that if he had been old enough to voice his own opinion when she had wed, he would have told her to preserve her own happiness over what Geoffrey had to offer. If he was willing to be cruel, he would say that marrying a wealthy man had clearly not provided her with the stability she’d wished for, as she was just as fearful now as she had been then. Most of all, he would tell her he loved her - that he was grateful for all she’d done - that he didn’t, wouldn’t, believe that love required that his morals be sacrificed. But he said none of it. He knew she was in no state to hear it now, and perhaps not ever. He could see the line of tension running through her body, keeping her spine straight and her head upright; she was held together by force of will alone. The wrong word might shatter her.

“I will see that you and Walter are cared for,” he said. “I can promise you no more than that. And to this woman, Richardis, I will make no promises at all.”

Isabel’s face grew still and cold. She took a step back, as if she were fearful that Matthew might try to touch her again. “If you are set on this course,” she said, “I can do nothing to deter you. I see that now.” She turned away. “I wish you the comfort of your convictions.”

“Isabel - “ But it was no good; she was already walking away. Matthew sighed, raking a hand through his hair again. She would keep away, he knew. Her anger was as cold and implacable as a frozen pond, and she did not suffer to acquiesce when she and Matthew butted heads. He would have to go to her house in a few days, once their feelings had had time to settle, and beg her forgiveness. The trouble was, if he didn’t acquiesce - and he had no intention of doing so - he doubted very much that she would accept it.

He knew he was too unsettled in mind to work any more, so he put the scythe into the water bucket, threw sand on the fire, and went inside to his bedroom to brood.

The trouble, he thought as he sat down on the bed and kicked his boots off, was that Isabel was too used to being his elder. She was twenty-seven years old to his nineteen, and while he had been only seven when their parents died, she had been thirteen and acutely aware of the precarity of their position. They’d owned no land, their animals had been sold off to pay their debts, and they’d been left with nothing in the world to their name but the clothes on their backs. Elizabeth’s father - he had still been living, then - had taken them in for a time, but her mother had fussed at the cost of two extra mouths to feed, and she and Isabel had never gotten along. While Matthew and Elizabeth had grown thick as thieves, Isabel had been searching frantically for a means to support herself and her brother so that they’d no longer need to require on the goodwill of others. It had been she who’d made herself known to the blacksmith, and eventually convinced him to take Matthew on as an apprentice when he was only nine years old. It had been she who’d cultivated friendships with the wealthier girls in town and through them, ingratiated herself with their brothers and fathers. When she’d wed Geoffrey, she’d been all of sixteen, and Matthew still only ten. She’d had no interested in his perspective then, and she certainly didn’t now.

After all that, he understood why she felt she was owed his support. He would never argue otherwise. But he did not and would not believe that it was necessary for him to wed in order to support his sister. Taking an older, wealthy man to husband was one thing; Geoffrey had had every choice in the world when it came to brides, and the fact that he’d chosen a desperate girl a three decades his junior did nothing to elevate him in Matthew’s eyes. Taking a wife who’d agreed to the marriage only because she lacked any other option was quite another. Matthew would not do what Geoffrey had done. He would not take a woman because he was her only pathway to marriage and family. He did not think of himself as an especially virtuous man, but he knew he was better than that. 

He would marry eventually, he knew that. If he thought Elizabeth would have him, he would have asked years ago. There had even been times when he thought she might accept. But her family needed her too much now, and she’d never leave Agnes to their mother’s tender mercies. Part of him felt some sympathy for Joanna Faintree, knowing how ill life had treated her; he would wish no woman widowed with four children to care for, and one who would never be able to care for herself. But the other part - the greater part, if he were to be honest - remembered how she had derided his sister, berated one daughter, and ignored the other. He thought of how tired Elizabeth had looked of late, how much she fretted over the state of things at home, and couldn’t summon much sympathy for the woman who was the cause of it all. Joanna might not have created the circumstances in which she lived, but she seemed intent on making everyone around her as miserable as she was, and that Matthew could neither understand or forgive.

It hardly mattered anyway; Elizabeth couldn’t marry him, and she would hardly stand out as the sort of wealthy wife Isabel wanted him to choose. He supposed they were all three fated to be disappointed; his sister’s plans would come to naught, he couldn’t choose the wife he wanted, and Elizabeth . . . Elizabeth was the most trapped of them all. At least he and Isabel had money enough to stand on their own.

He spared a thought for the woman Isabel had intended for him as he got up to go out into the main room and prepare supper. Hopefully his sister hadn’t raised her hopes overmuch; he would hate to have to explain that he wanted no part of the whole scheme. Try as he might, he couldn’t conceive of a way to present his disinterest without insulting her, and he preferred that everyone escape the situation with minimal bruising to their pride.

* * * *
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The vassals who served Lord Ferrers attended a different church than the free townsfolk of Linden, and so Matthew barely had an excuse for visiting the manor lands on Sundays. Truthfully, if it weren’t for the chance to see Elizabeth, he would have gone to the one in town; the walk from the forge to village was a long one, and he had to rise before dawn in order to make it. He was still rubbing the sleep from his eyes when he lined up in the church, but he still managed to look across the aisle and catch Elizabeth’s eye. She was minding her brothers and sister, as she always was, but she did manage to catch his look and smile at him before Mass began. 

Their priest was a bore and a blowhard, and Matthew spent very little time listening to him. He let his mind drift instead, looking ahead to his walk with Elizabeth after Mass had ended. He would tell her of the plan Isabel had concocted; it might make her laugh. Just from glancing at her, he thought she needed something to laugh about. She looked even more careworn than she had the previous week. 

He was only drawn back to the present by the promptings to stand or kneel, and the occasional sounds of coughs, feet shuffling, or a baby whimpering. Every so often, a child would grow bored enough to whine before being quickly hushed; he thought he heard Agnes’s voice at one point, and was nearly certain he heard Elizabeth shushing her. For his part, he was entirely in sympathy with the children. The priest, Father Barnabus, was a known drunkard and lecher who deigned to appear at church only a few times a year; the only part of his job he seemed to truly relish was in collecting tithes from his parishioners. If Matthew had been slightly bolder, he might have had the courage to call the man a thief to his face – or to the face of Lord Ferrers, who had the power to see him removed. But he no longer lived on manor lands, and he held no sway with Lord Ferrers. Not for the first time, he found himself dreaming of a world where John Ball and his rebels had made their way to Linden, for surely the man who had preached against the yoke of bondage would have made short work of a priest who fattened himself on the work of others.

His legs were cramped by the time the service was over, and he was grateful for the chance to step outside and stretch them. A few members of the congregation came up to greet him and ask after his sister, for he and Isabel were still thought of fondly by those in the village old enough to remember their parents. He made conversation with each of them, watching out of the corner of his eye as Elizabeth attempted to engage Father Barnabus in conversation. Even from this distance, he could see that the man had been drinking the night before – or perhaps early that morning. Either way, his eyes were bloodshot and his stance unsteady, and Elizabeth could not engage his attention for more than a few moments before he wandered off towards his house behind the church. She followed him a few paces, before evidently giving up and coming towards Matthew instead. Her cheeks were bright pink and her mouth set in a line. None of the children came with her, but he spotted them further away, playing with the hoop and stick toy. 

“Is all well?” he asked as she drew level. 

Her face softened a little at the question, but her voice was still venomous as she answered. “As well as can be, with such fools and coxcombs presiding over God’s house.”

She was already walking quickly as he fell into step beside her; he had to hurry to keep up. “I agree as a matter of course, but what’s prompted you to say so this time?”

Her mouth twisted. “I went to him to beg assistance for the children – John’s old enough for an apprenticeship now, and Ned not far behind. We’ve no money to buy one for them, but I thought perhaps the Church might sponsor them as it did Jane Comyn’s boy. But he wouldn’t stop to hear my case. He said he must needs go back and attend to the altar. As if there was anything there that needed tending to, with Mass over!”

“You know well why Kit Comyn was sponsored,” Matthew said. She slowed down then, mostly so that she could turn to him with a baffled look. “Jane Comyn’s made no secret of his visits to her bed. Even I knew that, and I’m hardly in the village of late. Like as not, he’s the boy’s father.”

“Matthew!” She grabbed his arm, going pale. “You mustn’t speak so with others in earshot.”

“Why not? They know it as well as I.” He shrugged. “I need not protect her virtue, as she has discarded it of her own accord; his virtue, I have no care for at all, nor should anyone. If more were willing to speak openly of those who do wrong, perhaps we would be troubled with fewer of them.”

“Perhaps.” She paused to push back a lock of hair that had worked itself free of her coif. “But have a care for my sake, if you will not for his. To be heard gossiping about Father Barnabus would do me no good, especially not if I need a kindness of him. And I do need it, with Mother more irritable each day that passes and our larder ever more bare.” She sighed. “Forgive me, you don’t visit just to hear my complaints.”

“I’ve no objections to hearing them,” Matthew said. In truth, he was glad she felt free enough to confide in him, but that was the sort of thing he kept to himself. “Would you rather hear mine? I’ve an exciting tale of how
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