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One



A ditch on the north side of Hadrian’s Wall, Scotland. Ascension 
Thursday, 3 ides of May (May 13), 1143.

 


 


aðwear afeallen thaes folces ealdor, Æðelredes eorl; ealle gesawon 
heorðgeneatas that hyro heorra lœg. Tha ðœr wenden forð wlance 
thegenas, unearge men efston georne: hi wolden tha ealle ðœr twega. 
lif forlœtan oððe leofne gewrecan.

 


 


Then fell in battle the people’s lord, Æthelræd’s earl; everyone 
saw, all his hearthsharers, that their leader lay slain. Then went forth 
the proud thanes, fearless men, hastened there gladly. They all wished 
only one or the other, to lay down their lives or avenge their 
loved one.

 


—The Battle of Maldon, 
lines 203—209





 


 




“This way, Lords!” The old man panted with exertion and fear. “You’ll see. We touched nothing; I swear, by Saint Cuddy’s cow! They’re just as my boy found them.”

“Stop mewling and get on with it!” the rider, Urric, shouted at the pair running before him. He muttered to himself as he watched them stumbling to keep ahead of the horses, “Stupid neyfs!”

“What’s that?” His friend Algar guided his horse closer to better hear him.

“I said, they’ve not touched it? Those two must be cracked if they haven’t taken anything. Insane to have come to us at all. Do they expect old Waldeve to reward them? He’ll just as likely have them hanged from the portcullis for bringing him such news.”

Algar nodded agreement, then his face changed as a sudden thought struck him.

“What do you suppose he’ll do to us, then?”

Urric only grunted. It was too late to worry about that. The peasants had stopped, the older of them bent over breathless from the run across the hilly countryside. The younger pointed to a pile of branches and brush torn from the sides of the ditch.

“Under here, Lords,” he told them. “Nothing has been moved. I covered them again as best I could, but it looks like the birds have been at that leg, already.”

He paused, staring at the ravaged limb above the leather boot.

Urric’s expression didn’t change. “Get on with it,” he ordered. “Show me.”

The men on horseback waited while the peasants pulled back the branches covering what was left of the bodies. When the job was finished, they dismounted and examined the remains.

“It’s them, for certain,” Urric said after a moment. “Both of them. No doubt of it. The faces aren’t that much marred.”


“And the boy, as well,” Algar added sadly. “Poor lad. His first time out with a sword. You can tell that they all went down fighting, though. Not that it’ll be much comfort to the old man. His two eldest sons and his grandson, all slaughtered. This’ll kill him.”

Urric snorted, then gagged at the rising stench.

“Not that old bastard,” he said. “I know him too well. Their deaths won’t kill him. If anything, this will make him fiercer; it’s hate that’s kept him alive this long. No, we’re the ones who’ll die in the war this tragedy will cause.”

Algar nodded, but not bitterly. It was right that murder should be avenged. As Lord Waldeve’s man, it was Algar’s duty to see that those who had slain his kin paid the price for their crime. If Algar died in the pursuit of that justice, he trusted his lord would see his own killer punished, as well.

Urric agreed in principle, but he was older and had seen more battle than Algar. Occasionally he wondered if the honor involved in blood feuds was worth the loss of so many good men. He had always firmly quashed such uncertainties. They stank of cowardice and the preaching of Norman priests.

He looked at the bodies again. The sight was enough to erase all doubt. These men hadn’t just been his lords, but his friends. Those who had slaughtered them deserved not only to die, but first to feel the pain that Urric felt now.

“You!” he pointed at the older peasant. “Tell me again. How did you find them?”

“It was my nephew, here, that did.” The man gestured toward the youth, who wiped his runny nose and looked up at them with a sullen expression. “He went to look for a ewe that escaped from the lambing pen. Thought she might have gone off somewhere private to drop it. They do that sometimes.”

“I don’t care about the habits of sheep,” Urric warned him.

“Ah, yes … no, of course not.” The man glanced nervously at the sword and knife Urric carried. “He saw the birds circling and thought it might be the lamb stillborn. When he saw what it really was, he pulled the brush back over them and ran for me. I sent for you at once, Sir.”

“And it’s just as he left it?” Urric asked. “Nothing touched since then?”

The boy shook his head vigorously. His uncle answered for him.


“What was here then is here now,” he insisted. “Saving what the birds got.”

Urric nodded. He bent over one of the bodies and motioned for Algar to do the same. Algar’s eyes widened and his stomach contracted abruptly. He gripped Urric’s arm in anger and disbelief. At the end of each right arm was only a ragged stump.

“Their right hands have been cut off!” he gasped. He looked around wildly for the missing parts.

“You won’t find them,” Urric said. “It was done after they died. See? No bleeding to speak of.”

“Taken for trophies?” Algar asked. “But why hands? I’d have thought it would be their heads.”

Urric shook his head in worry. “So would I. Worthy adversaries lose their heads. What reason could they have for cutting a man’s hand off?”

The peasant assumed it was a general question.

“If they be thieves, Lord,” he said. “Thieves and poachers, and oath-breakers of course.”

Urric gave him a look that made the man wish he had kept his own counsel. He stepped back, away from the bodies. Perhaps he and his nephew could just slip away now.

Algar saw them edging off.

“Stop at once!” he shouted.

They froze.

“Help us wrap the bodies of the lords Alexander, Egbert and Edgar in those blankets,” he ordered. “Algar, can your horse carry them all? You can ride behind me.”

Reluctantly, the peasants complied. Urric watched them closely as they set each body on a blanket and bound it with rope. Death as such didn’t bother him, neither did ambush and murder. He’d done plenty of that, himself. The Peace of God hadn’t reached the North, and there were no roads safe from brigands. Or from one’s enemies. And every man had enemies. But there was something wrong about this. Robbers stole everything, down to woolen hose and shifts. Enemies at least took weapons and jewelry as honest booty. Urric shook his head. Nothing had been taken from Waldeve’s sons, not even their swords, now lying next to the bodies. The only things missing were their horses and their hands.

He shuddered, then quickly crossed himself, muttering a prayer of protection.


With much effort, the four men managed to get the bodies onto Algar’s horse and tie them securely. The peasants turned back to Urric, looking at him with a mixture of hope and terror.

“You can see we took nothing,” the older one pointed out. “Sent word to the reeve right away.”

Urric had mounted and reached down to pull Algar up behind him. Algar paused. He gestured toward the peasants.

“They’re harmless, Urric,” he whispered. “They could have looted the bodies and hid them again. And, as you said, they’ll get no thanks from Waldeve.”

Grudgingly, Urric agreed. He reached behind his saddle for his pack. Rumaging through it for a moment, he brought out a square of linen. He balled it up and tossed it to the man.

“Here,” he said. “It’s to wear next to your skin. Softer than wool.”

The man felt the material with a look of delight, stuffed it in his belt and with much bowing, backed away from the horseman until he judged he was far enough to turn and make a dash for home. His nephew was already well ahead of him.

As the men rode off, Algar nudged Urric. “Linen? What’s he going to do with that?”

“If he’s smart, give it to a pretty girl in exchange for her favors,” Urric answered. “But it’s just as likely that anyone so dutiful that he reports a body without stealing so much as a pair of boots will probably give his reward to the parish priest for the good of his soul. Idiot, I say!”

He spat against the wind. Behind him, Algar wiped the spittle off his cheek.

 


The peasants ran until they were sure they were out of sight of the horsemen. Then they stopped and leaned together to catch their breath.

“Do you think they believed us, Uncle?” the youth asked.

“Of course they did.” The old man held up the linen with a laugh. “They think we’re too much in awe of them to lie.”

“Stupid bastards,” his nephew said.

 


Waldeve, thane of the shire of Wedderlie, which consisted of three villages, woods, a good fishing stream and not much else, sat alone
in his bed chamber. He knew before Urric and Algar had returned that the bodies found had been those of his sons and grandson. He’d known his boys were dead three days ago when they hadn’t come back. His wife had tried to convince him that they had simply been overtaken by the dark and taken refuge in a village or a priory. But he’d have none of it. He was as sure of their deaths as if he’d heard the final screams and felt their souls flit through his body, hunting for a way around Purgatory.

He wanted to grieve for them, but he couldn’t make himself feel anything, not even for Edgar, his eldest grandchild. A promising boy, almost as bright as the uncle he’d been named for. Waldeve swallowed the bile that rose with the memory. His fifth son, also Edgar, had been intended for the church. He could have been bishop of Saint-Andrews, or Glasgow, or even the new see at Carlisle. Instead the boy had gone mad while studying in France and married a nun, or something like that. He’d only seen Edgar once in the last twelve years, and that hadn’t been a good meeting. The boy had come home only to announce that he was giving up his family and selling the land his mother had left him, all for a woman with no title whom he hadn’t even slept with yet.

The old anger stirred Waldeve more than the immediate grief.

“My lord, Urric and Algar have returned.”

The voice was soft and expressionless. Waldeve sighed. The fact that his wife had come to tell him instead of sending a servant sealed his certainty. He looked up. Adalisa stood just outside the curtain, her hand gripping the thick material so tightly her knuckles were white. Her face was blotched with tears.

“What do you have to grieve about?” he snapped. “They were none of yours.”

Adalisa took the blow with little more than a flicker of an eyelash. He’d said crueler things.

“Your sons have been laid out in the Hall,” she answered, the emphasis barely noticeable. “Do you wish to see them?”

He glared at her in response and stood up. He took a step, then stopped, his eyes closed. He swayed a moment. Adalisa put a hand out to support him, then drew it back. The old man took a deep breath, straightened his shoulders and raised his chin proudly. She held the curtain aside as he passed through, not touching her.

 


 




Urric and Algar stood well back as Waldeve examined the bodies. The others in the hall were silent in horror. The only sound was the rustle of mice in the straw on the floor.

Finally Waldeve turned and faced his household.

“Someone’s going to Hell for this,” he said in a voice all the more terrifying for being so low and steady. “And I intend to send them there one piece at a time.”

In the upper regions of the keep a woman began to scream. The noise was soon accompanied by wails and lamentations from the others. Lord Waldeve closed his eyes. He recognized the loudest. It was Sibilla, Alexander’s wife. She had lost both husband and son. It was right now for her to mourn. He wouldn’t rob her of it. He only wished she’d do it somewhere else.

“My lord, shall I call the priest?”

Waldeve started. He had forgotten his wife was still there. “Adalisa, I have work to do. We don’t need that noise now. Can’t you quiet them?”

“Of course not,” she told him. “It’s only proper that they should shriek their loss to heaven. I would rather you joined them than hold your cold silence, keeping these good men standing when they are no doubt tired, hungry, thirsty and heartsore themselves.”

She gestured at the two soldiers.

Algar stood stiffly and tried to appear impervious to human needs. Urric’s left eye twitched in what might have been a wink. Quickly, Adalisa turned back to her husband, who sighed and waved them away.

“Go.” he said. “Wash, eat. Then sharpen your swords.”

Gratefully, the men left. Adalisa let her shoulders droop. She knelt by Waldeve’s chair and tried to put her arms around him. He pushed her away.

“Why are you weeping?” he demanded. “What has this to do with you?”

Adalisa stood.

“I was their stepmother. I arranged their weddings and took in their wives. I was the first after the midwife to hold baby Edgar. Nearly twenty years they’ve been part of my life. And you can’t imagine why I should weep.”

“They weren’t your blood,” he said, dismissing her and her grief with a gesture. “Now, go quiet those women. And, yes, send for the
priest. Tell him I want Masses said for them without ceasing for the next month.”

“And the burial?” she asked.

He swallowed. “At once.”

Adalisa nodded and left. The bodies had to be washed and wrapped. It was the job of the women of the family to do it. But after three days in the open, the task might be more than Alexander’s and Egbert’s wives could endure. Adalisa stopped and leaned against the cold stone wall. Of course she would do it; there was no way it could be avoided. She was the lady of the keep. Her job was to see that everything ran smoothly, that there was food on the table, beds enough for guests. She held the keys to the larder and the storerooms, to everything except the iron-bound box that lay beneath their bed. She was the mistress of Wedderlie and its slave.

So there was no time for weeping. And why should she grieve for her husband’s sons? After all, as he had sneered, they had been nothing to her.

Nothing at all, she told herself as her tears began again.

 


The kitchen was full of people and clatter when Urric and Algar entered. The pot boy saw them first and stopped scrubbing. The silence spread out from him until the room was still enough to hear the roast sizzling. The soldiers saw the curiosity in twenty pairs of eyes as they came down the steps.

“Ale,” Urric said. “And soup. We’re frozen clean through with the wind and rain.”

A space was cleared at the long table, between the chopped roots and the half-plucked birds. The men sat. No one said a word until each had drained a bowl of ale and made good headway into the trencher of soup.

“When do we ride?” The abrupt question was not unexpected. Everyone had been waiting for the order since word had come that the bodies had been found.

Urric shrugged. “The old man hasn’t said.”

“Who did it?” That was not as important.

Algar shook his head.

“No one saw.” He poured another bowl of ale. “It wasn’t for booty. It had to be retribution.”

Everyone was silent again, trying to think which of the great families Waldeve or his sons could have offended.


“We’re at war with no one now,” the cook said finally. “At least, not that I’ve heard.”

His tone indicated that he expected to be the first one told.

“There’s plenty who’d like to pay back old wounds.” The voice came from someone at the back. They all nodded. Memories of ancient insults were long as winter nights in the north. And tales told by the fire fanned resentment for years until only a spark was needed for it to explode into fury.

“Someone will know.” Urric sighed and tried to straighten a kink in his back. “And they’ll get drunk and tell someone else, or brag to some woman and she’ll pass it on. No …” He stopped, wincing as his spine fell into place. “That’s not right. Why should it be a secret? Whoever did this, they must want us to know. Why else kill them and take nothing but … ?”

“Their hands,” the cook finished. “You don’t need to be delicate. We all heard.”

He rubbed his wrist as if to assure himself that his own hand was still connected. He wasn’t the only one.

Algar finished his soup and got up. He’d just remembered something.

“With the lords Alexander and Egbert dead, that means Duncan’s the oldest son.”

He shivered. There was something about Waldeve’s third son that made him want cold iron and holy water near him at all times, just to be safe, either way.

In the smoky kitchen more than one hand moved in the ancient sign to ward off evil.

Urric snorted. “That doesn’t make him thane of Wedderlie,” he said. “Alexander’s got another son who could inherit, and there’s always Robert.”

The cook wasn’t about to let this reassure anyone. “Alexander’s son is a child still, and as for Robert, well, it seems to me Waldeve picked the wrong boy to make into a priest.”

Everyone nodded.

The gloom in the kitchen was thicker than the smoke. A vision of life under Duncan of Wedderlie was terrifying to contemplate. When Duncan had gone off to Durham to cast his lot with the king’s chancellor, William Cumin, in his fight for the bishopric, the household had cheered his going and prayed that he would never return.


Finally a spatter from the roast that was no longer being turned brought the cook back to the present.

“No point in borrowing trouble,” he said. “There’s enough here now. Lord Waldeve’s got plenty of good years left. By the time he goes, young Ædmer will be old enough to take over. You! Gille-crist! Who told you to stop working? That meat’ll be raw on one side and burnt on the other.”

The servant hurriedly grabbed the spit and began turning it, wincing as the heat of the metal came through the cloth wrapped around his hand. The others made a show of getting back to their duties as well. But the air of disquiet remained. The horror of the loss was bad enough, but the fear of what it might lead to was worse.

 


Adalisa made her way slowly up to the women’s rooms. She had consulted with the priest, overseen the preparing of the bodies, ordered food for the funeral and sent messengers to various kin, including Waldeve’s cousin and lord, the earl of Dunbar. Now she had to go face the wives of her stepsons and their children, console them in their grief and calm their fear about the future.

She wished there were one place in this whole bailiwick where she could hide.

Reaching the top of the stairs, Adalisa drew back the curtain, steeling herself to endure Sibilla’s wailing.

The widows sat in chairs by the window. Egbert’s wife, Anna, held their new son. Her other boy was only four. He sat by the side of her chair, sucking his thumb. Anna knew that she would be given little time to mourn. She was heiress to a castle and five villages. Suitors would be arriving before grass sprouted on her husband’s grave.

Sibilla was staring at the dust that was dancing in the afternoon sunlight. She had only one child left now, and he had been sent for fostering at the earl’s court. Adalisa could only imagine the depth of her devastation.

Sitting between the women, cross-legged on the floor, the sunlight catching the gold in her red hair, was Margaret. She greeted Adalisa with a tremulous smile.

“Mama, I’m so glad you’re back,” she said. “No one will tell me anything.”

The girl rose with a fluid grace and Adalisa realized as they hugged that her daughter was growing again. She could rest her chin
on Margaret’s head now. Nearly eleven. It didn’t seem possible. She hugged the child more tightly.

“There’s nothing to tell, sweeting,” Adalisa told her. “The preparations have been made for the burial tomorrow. We shall keep vigil and pray tonight.”

She stopped as Sibilla gave a low moan and covered her face with her scarf.

“I’m sorry, Sibilla,” she added. “Margaret, there’s something you can do for me. Run down and get some water. Then bring me my herb box. We all need something to ease the pain.”

When the child had gone, Adalisa went over to the two women. She had no idea what to say to them. Sibilla looked up, her eyes red in her pale face.

“What’s to become of me?” she asked. “Whatever shall I do now?”

“I don’t know,” Adalisa answered. “This isn’t the time to think of it.”

“And what else shall I dwell on? My poor child’s body, perhaps?” Sibilla was well over the edge of hysteria.

“His soul, waiting for you in Heaven?”

Sibilla’s response to that was less than devout. Anna looked up from the baby, shocked.

“Of course young Edgar is in Heaven!” she said. “Or will be soon. What had he to repent of? And we’ll have the nuns pray for him night and day, just to be sure.”

“Well, don’t think I’ll be joining them in the convent,” Sibilla answered. “I’ve no intention of spending the rest of my days surrounded by women. Oh, dear holy Mother, what’s to become of me?”

Adalisa sighed with relief as Margaret returned, carrying a pail of water in one hand and balancing the herb box against the opposite hip.

“Thank goodness,” she said. “Here, give me the box. Pour some of the water into the long-handled pot and the rest into the bowl next to the brazier. Heat them both. Now, what do I need?”

She took out borage, vervain and wood betony, putting them into a linen square, which she then tied with string. When the pot boiled, she dipped the sachet in it until it soaked enough to sink. While she waited for the herbs to steep, she took out a small vial and dripped a bit of oil onto the steaming water in the bowl.


“Tincture of roses,” she told the women. “Lean over it and breath. It will ease your minds.”

While they were doing that, she brought a pitcher of strong Gascon wine. She mixed the herbal potion with it.

“Drink this, all in a draught,” she ordered. “You need it. You must sleep tonight. Tomorrow will be long.”

They obeyed. Adalisa gave some to Margaret as well, diluting the wine considerably for her.

“Will you stay with your sisters-in-law?” she asked her daughter. “I must see to your father.”

Margaret nodded. Adalisa kissed her.

“I’ll send one of the other women up soon. They’re washing now.

Washing off the smell of death. Adalisa didn’t add it, but something in Margaret’s eyes said that she knew.

 


Waldeve had put on his riding boots. He paced back and forth across the hall, raising clouds of chaff. His men stood near the hearth, trying not to cough. They were desperate for action. All Waldeve had to do was give the order.

“Urric!” Waldeve shouted.

Urric sprang to attention. “Yes, my lord!”

“Has Robert been sent for?”

Urric sagged a bit. “Yes, my lord.”

“Where is he, then?”

Urric looked over at Algar, who answered all in a rush, as if hoping to distance himself from the words as quickly as possible.

“Lord Robert said that he had something to finish, but he would be here by nightfall.”

The men waited for the eruption, but Waldeve only tightened his lips and continued his pacing.

“Bring him to me as soon as he arrives,” he told them. “Now, Algar, you’ll need to go find my brother.”

Algar stared. “Your brother, Lord?”

“Yes, you remember him.” Waldeve stopped long enough to give Algar the full force of his sneer. “Tall man, red hair, beak like a puffin. Totally mad.”

“Yes, Lord.” Algar hesitated. “Where should I start looking?”

Waldeve considered. “Edinburgh,” he said finally. “He’s often there. If not, you’ll have to search farther north.”


“Yes, Lord,” Algar answered. “I’ll leave at first light.”

Algar stepped back relieved. Urric closed his eyes. He knew what the next order would be.

“Urric!”

“Yes, Lord.”

“You and Swein ride at once for Durham.” Waldeve ignored the wince both men gave. “Tell my son Duncan that he doesn’t need to fight for that Norman upstart anymore. He’s just become my heir.”

Satisfied that things were finally being accomplished, Waldeve stopped his circumnambulation of the room, sat down and called for wine. He had just finished the first cup when his fourth son, Robert, came in, a sleek hunting dog at his heels.

“Father!” he cried. “How did it happen? Who did it?”

Waldeve gazed at his son with contempt.

“If you’d been with them, you’d know,” he answered.

Robert was brought up short. “If I’d been with them, I’d be dead, too. Did you send for me to tell me I should have been slaughtered?”

Waldeve held out his cup to be refilled.

“No, I sent for you to tell you that you’re going to France.” He waited for the shocked response, then smiled. “Edgar may have abandoned his family for his French whore, but his blood is still ours and it’s his duty to come home and fight with us to avenge his brothers.”

“He won’t come, Father,” Robert answered.

“You make him come,” Waldeve said quietly. “Or don’t bother returning.”

Robert opened his mouth to protest, noticed Adalisa in the doorway gesturing for him to agree. He turned away angrily, but then gave in.

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll leave as soon as I can arrange for someone to oversee the spring shearing.”

“You’ll leave at once,” Waldeve told him. “And return by the kalends of July.”

Robert managed to get out of the hall before he gave way to his anger. Adalisa followed him. She put her hand on his arm, stopping him from pounding his fist against the stone wall.

“Please, Robert,” she said. “Do as he asks. And come back quickly, as quickly as you can. Remember that until you and Edgar return, there will be no one to stand between your father and Duncan.
And no one to stand between Duncan and the rest of us. Tell Edgar he must come. We need you both; all of us need you to protect us from him.”

Robert shivered. She was right. Finding and punishing murderers was no more than usual summer activity here in Lothian. The real test would be to stand up to his brother Duncan. For that, Robert wanted all the support he could get.

“If I go, will you see to it that Lufen here is taken care of?” he asked Adalisa.

He bent over to rub the dog’s flank lovingly. His stepmother smiled.

“I’ll send her scraps from my own dinner, if you like,” she promised. “And she may sleep here in the hall. I know how much you care for her.”

“There’s no one in the world that matters more to me,” Robert answered. “She’s the only one, besides you, whom I can trust.”

“I know,” she said. “So come back to us soon.”

“By the kalends of July,” he promised. “And Edgar will be with me.”





Two



Paris, the home of Hubert LeVendeur, merchant, and his family. 
Wednesday, 7 kalends June (May 26), 1143. Feast of Saint Augustine, 
archbishop of Canterbury and missionary to the English.

 


 


“Sire,” dist Evroïne, “n’alés pas co disans; 
Il n’a en tot cest siecle arme nule vivant 
Qui je creïsse mie a garder mon enfant.”

 


 


“Lord,” says Evroïne, “don’t even suggest it; 
In all the world there is no one living 
Whom I would trust for an instant to care for my child.”

 


—La Naissance du Chevalier au Cygne, 
laisse 74, lines 2349—2351





 


 




Edgar sat happily in the back garden of his father-in-law’s house, surrounded by wood shavings and walnut shells. He cracked open another nut, ate the meat and then rubbed the shell in a circular pattern against the wooden horse he was carving, smoothing and staining it at the same time. He worked slowly, meticulously. There was no hurry, and he wanted this to be perfect.

A shadow fell between him and the morning sun.

“Saint Joseph’s splintered palms, Edgar! Are you making a child’s toy or a reliquary?”

A shadow fell across Edgar’s spirit as well. His wife’s father stood over him, frowning in confusion. Edgar liked Hubert well enough. He adored Hubert’s daughter Catherine enough to give up his country, his language and his family for her. But he knew that Catherine’s father still found this new son an enigma. And when he couldn’t understand something, Hubert’s patience with it was small.

Edgar sighed. “I’m making a Trojan horse for James,” he explained. “I don’t want there to be any rough edges on it.”

“Your son is but four months old,” Hubert said. “It will be ages before he can play with it and then he’ll most likely smash it.”

Edgar nodded and went on with his work. Now Hubert sighed. He had come out here for a reason. What was it?

“Ah, yes.” He made the effort and spoke in a more conciliatory tone. “About the extention. I’ve spoken to Prior Hervé at Saint-Denis and he’s willing to let us have the stones you wanted for the foundation.”

This caught Edgar’s full attention. After weeks of argument, he had finally convinced Hubert to allow him to design and oversee the building of a room at the back of the house for himself and Catherine. It represented a great concession on Hubert’s part, admitting both that Edgar had the skill to manage the work and that,
despite his claim to be an English nobleman, he might have some use other than siring grandchildren. But much depended on the success of the project.

“And what does the prior want to charge you for the stones?” Edgar asked.

Hubert shrugged. “A cask of wine, not even the best. It’s nothing.”

“Except that the stones I want are leftover pieces,” Edgar said in disgust. “Too small or misshapen for the church. Hervé would have had to pay someone to haul them away.”

“I know that!” Hubert answered sharply, his trader’s pride stung. “But for the amount of business we do with the abbey, it doesn’t hurt to let them think they have the better of the deal.”

The two men stared at each other, both trying to think of something that wouldn’t drive a wedge into their cautious acceptance of one another. The sound of laughter saved them.

The walled garden they were in reached all the way down to a shallow stream that emptied into the Seine. On this warm morning the rest of the household had sensibly gone down to the water. Now portions of it were returning—damp, cool and content. In the lead was Edgar’s wife and Hubert’s daughter, Catherine, wearing only a shift that barely reached past her knees and carrying her son, James, who, at four months, was in danger of being thoroughly spoiled by adoring relatives.

Just behind her was the maid, Samonie, followed by her own three children. Hubert had not been pleased when Catherine had allowed the maid to bring her bastards, fathered by God-knew-whom, into the house. But he had to admit that they were well mannered and could be trusted with chores. The oldest girl, Willa, had taken over the care of baby James with tenderness and skill on the rare times when Catherine would release him.

She wasn’t about to at the moment. James, wrapped only in a linen cloth, was making it clear to his mother that he was ready to eat.

Catherine stuck a finger in his mouth and he began sucking eagerly.

“That won’t quiet him for long,” Edgar said.

“I know, I’ll take him in,” she answered. “Samonie will see to the feeding of the rest of you.”

James’s face was turning red with frustration. Edgar patted his head, quite sure that this was the most remarkable child ever born
into the world. His hair, what there was of it, was dark like Catherine’s, and small curls were evident, but his skin was lighter than hers. His eyes were already grey like Edgar’s, and curious. As for the rest, all the limbs were in their proper places, fingers and toes accounted for. That alone was worth the long journey they had made to the shrine of Saint James in Spain. They had asked the saint to grant them a living child and he had given them a miracle.

Just at that moment, Edgar was as content as he ever hoped to be in this life.

He should have savored the moment more. It was to be the last for many months.

 


It was early evening. The air had cooled and fog was creeping up from the river. Hubert had gone out to visit his brother, Eliazar, and taken Catherine and the baby with him. Edgar was dozing in a chair by the window overlooking the narrow alleyway next to the house, his feet propped up on a cushioned stool. Through half-closed eyes, he watched the people passing, their voices rising in an unintelligible mix. Suddenly, he sat upright, fully alert. It couldn’t be. He kicked the stool aside to lean out the window for a better look.

The man was just rounding the corner. He entered the main road that ran next to the Grève. Edgar rubbed his eyes. He must be wrong. It was just another northerner. The man was tall and had hair a shade of blond much more vibrant than Edgar’s pale straw color. But he only resembled Robert, that was all. Edgar hadn’t seen the face. Probably just another English student in Paris, or a trader from Germany.

Then he heard the clanging of the iron ring at the door to the courtyard. With a sinking heart, Edgar went down the stairs slowly to meet the visitor. He didn’t need to hear the stumbling French or the puzzled response of the maid to know that it was his brother. And if Robert had left his precious estate and come all the way to France then something terrible had happened.

“Edgar! Hwœt sœgest thu, Broðer?”

Edgar blinked. It had been so long since he’d heard his own language that it took a moment to understand.

“Robert!” Edgar endured his brother’s embrace. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t believe it was you. What’s brought you here? What’s happened?”
He switched back to French to shout at the errand boy. “Ullo, fetch some food and wine for my guest!”

Then he turned back to Robert. “There’s no point in wasting time in greetings. Only catastrophe would being you here. Tell me. Now.”

Robert did.

Ullo arrived with a tray of bread, cheese, strawberries and a pitcher of wine. He saw Edgar’s face go stiff with horror and became frightened, himself, not knowing what this foreigner was saying. The sounds themselves were brutal to his ears.

“Shall I go find Master Hubert?” he asked.

“What?” Edgar tried to focus on the boy. “No, this has nothing to do with him. Put the tray down and go.”

Robert broke off a piece of cheese. Edgar poured a cup of the wine for him and then another for himself.

“It’s horrible,” he said. The cup rattled as he set it on the tray and he realized he was shaking. “Who would have killed them all? Especially little Edgar. I’d almost forgotten I had a namesake. He can’t have been old enough to wield a sword.”

“He was a tall lad, and strong for twelve,” Robert answered.

“At least he had a weapon to defend himself. And he used it. All the swords were stained.” He took a hunk of cheese. “Father sent me to bring you home. We need you.”

“No.” Edgar shook his head. “No.” He backed away a step. “No.”

“Edgar, I know what he said to you.” The cheese crumbled in Robert’s fist. “He was angry. He didn’t mean it.”

“It’s not that,” Edgar answered. “I forgave him long ago. After all, he doesn’t know Catherine.”

Robert wiped his hands of the cheese and any interest in Edgar’s wife.

“Then how can you refuse, Edgar?” he demanded. “This is family. It’s your duty to come back.”

“And do what?” Edgar splashed wine in an arc as he waved his arms in anger. “I have no talent for warfare; you all told me that often enough. And if I couldn’t fight for the good of the family, I had to pray. Well, I haven’t become a priest, Robert. My prayers are of no more value than yours.”

Robert’s tanned face grew red, then pale. He bit back his sharp answer.


“Vengeance is more than battle. There are other ways to destroy an enemy,” he said. “And we have enough priests at home. Too many, to my mind. This is about what you owe your family. Your brothers have been murdered, Edgar. It’s laid upon you to come home.”

“Robert, this is my home.” Edgar turned toward the door. He had heard the steps and the whispers.

“And this is my family,” he added as Catherine came in with the sleeping child in her arms.

She looked from Edgar to Robert, her blue eyes wide with surprise. Then she nodded to Robert.

“Ic gief the greting,” she said. “Ic eom Catherine, Eadgardes wif.” She glanced at Edgar. “Is that right?”

He smiled. “Close enough. He understood you.”

Robert licked his lips. “Jo Robert, le freres. Diex te saut.” He muttered to Edgar, “You know I hate this tongue.”

Willa appeared at Catherine’s side and gently took the baby from her arms without waking him. Catherine turned back to Robert and smiled nervously.

“Edgar, I’m very happy to welcome your brother to our home,” she said. “But why is he here?”

“I’ll explain it all later, carissima,” he told her, “For now, would you arrange for a place for Robert to sleep?”

“Of course. He must be very tired,” she answered. “I’m sorry.”

“In the morning, Robert, we can discuss this,” Edgar said. “I’ll send whatever help I can, but I won’t return to Scotland with you.”

“You must,” Robert answered. “Father needs all of us now, even you. I need you. It hasn’t come to you yet, has it? With Alexander and Egbert gone, that means Duncan is the eldest.”

Edgar froze. Catherine’s stomach tightened as she saw the horror in his eyes. What were they talking about?

“Father would never let him inherit,” Edgar stated, but there was uncertainty in his voice.

“He’s already declared him heir. And when Father dies, who will stop him?” Robert asked. “We need someone who knows our laws and can argue at the court for the French custom of the eldest’s son’s son succeeding when he’s of age. That’s our only hope. I won’t have Duncan as my overlord.”

“Then find a new lord, or join the church,” Edgar answered. “If
Father has decided Duncan is to get Wedderlie then there’s nothing I can do.”

“Edgar … for Christ’s love! We’re desperate! We need you! What must I say to make you see that?”

Catherine was becoming increasingly frightened by the conversation. The interchange was too quick to follow but the sound of it was to her like one of those sad tales about lost sailors and exiles that Edgar chanted sometimes. She shivered. What must this place be like that their language was made up only of words of anger and grief?

 


Edgar would allow no further discussion that evening. Robert was introduced to Hubert at dinner.

“I grieve with your father at the loss of his posterity,” Hubert said formally, and waited for Edgar to translate.

Robert nodded his appreciation. Hubert glanced from him to Edgar. He could feel the tension between them. He guessed the reason. Everyone knew a man’s duty at such a time. But would Edgar be persuaded to perform it?

After a few attempts at translated conversation, they gave up and ate in silence. After the meal, Robert was given a bed and shown where the privy was. When his brother had been settled and they had checked that James was safe in his cradle, Edgar and Catherine undressed and climbed into bed. Edgar closed his eyes and curled into his normal sleeping position, but Catherine had restrained her anxiety all evening and wasn’t to be put off any longer.

“How dreadful for your brother to have to come all this way bearing such sorrow,” she opened, still sitting up. “The loss must be devastating to you.”

Edgar nuzzled his forehead against her thigh.

“So awful I can’t bear to think of it,” he mumbled.

She ran her hand through his hair.

“Yes, I understand that,” she said. “We’ll all pray for their souls and I’ll write Mother Heloise, asking that the nuns add their prayers.”

He raised his head. “I hadn’t thought of doing that. Would you?”

Catherine smiled. “Of course. Now, Edgar, tell me the rest. I know your brother didn’t come only to bring this news, however disastrous for your family.”


Edgar saw that feigning sleep wouldn’t work. He decided on an alternate route of distraction. Catherine’s fingers tightened, pulling painfully on his hair before he could get very far. She slid down on the bed until they faced each other.

“I love you,” she said quietly. “But before I show you how much, you have to tell me. These deaths were part of a blood feud, weren’t they? Who does he want you to help kill?”

Edgar rolled over onto his back. Catherine could feel his anger but wasn’t sure if it were at her or the situation. He was quiet so long, she wasn’t sure if he would answer. Finally he swallowed and she understood that he had been trying to control his voice.

“No one knows,” he said. “And it doesn’t matter, not to me. They’ll have to fight their own battles; I won’t leave you.”

Catherine moved against him. She had interesting curves to nuzzle with, he reflected anew. She waited until she was sure his attention wasn’t on anything she was saying, but he heard it anyway.

“You don’t have to,” she whispered. “James and I will come, too.”

He decided the argument could wait until morning.

 


Catherine and Edgar were still sound asleep when Hubert was awakened abruptly by his nephew, Solomon ben Jacob.

“Uncle!” Solomon whispered harshly. “Get up! Hurry! You must come with me at once.”

Half-awake, Hubert’s heart leapt in panic. “What is it? Have they come for us?”

“No, no,” Solomon answered. “I’m sorry. No, we are in no danger, at least I hope not. But Uncle Eliazar has had disturbing news. He sent me to bring you now. It can’t wait until daylight.”

Hubert sagged back onto his bed. It took a moment to bring himself back to the present. He wasn’t a child any longer, but a man in his fifties. And the Soldiers of Christ weren’t at the door this time. It had been over forty years since they had broken in and dragged off his mother and sisters to their deaths while he hid in the cupboard. Forty years he had been a Christian, at least in the eyes of the world. But a sound in the night could still make him tremble. In every Easter sermon he could still hear the echoes of his mother’s screams.

Solomon saw that Hubert’s hands shook as he dressed. He
cursed himself for being so thoughtless. There had been no overt persecution since he had been born, but Solomon knew the stories from the days of the Great Crusade. He also knew how tormented Hubert was for the sin of baptism and for staying alive.

When Hubert was ready, they set off. They crossed the bridge over the Seine from the Grève to the Île de la Cité and felt their way down the dark and twisting streets of the old Juiverie to the house of Hubert’s brother, Eliazar.

The gate was opened not by a servant, but by Eliazar’s wife, Johanna.

“My poor Hubert!” she exclaimed softly. “We’ll find a way out, I promise we will!”

Thoroughly frightened, Hubert followed her into the house and up the stairs to his brother’s hall. Eliazar was sitting by the cold hearth. A solitary candle lit a circle about him. On the table next to his stool was a wine pitcher and three cups. He set down his own empty cup as they entered.

“Brother!” he cried and hugged Hubert. “We are in grave danger. Word has come that you have been reported to the bishop as an apostate.”

“What?” Hubert blindly took the cup Johanna thrust into his hand. “Who? How? What proof have they given?”

His mind flashed to his other daughter, Agnes, who had discovered his secret two years before and had refused to live under his roof since then. She couldn’t have betrayed him. She didn’t hate him that much, did she?

“We don’t know who,” Eliazar told him. “But there can’t be much proof or you would have been brought before the bishop at once.”

“One of the canons is a friend of Edgar’s and mine,” Solomon explained. “He came to me this afternoon to tell me. He doesn’t believe the accusation.”

“But does Bishop Stephen believe it?” Hubert asked.

Eliazar shrugged. “We don’t know. You’ve never hidden your birth, exactly.”

“I’ve simply told no one that I was born a Jew, nor have I admitted to being your brother, as well as your partner.” Hubert shook his head. “Most people assume that I’m the natural son of Gervase LeVendeur. There aren’t many now who remember differently.”


“Someone does,” Solomon said. “Or thinks he does. We must convince Bishop Stephen that there’s no truth to this accusation before it becomes public.”

Eliazar agreed. “Even the rumor could destroy us, Brother. The other merchants would believe we had taken unfair advantage. Abbot Suger would never trust us again.”

Hubert sat staring at his hands, but what he was seeing was his mother’s face as the soldiers pounded on their door. Her beautiful dark hair and wide eyes. Her face so like Solomon’s and so very much like … “Catherine,” he whispered.

“What’s that?” Eliazar had been lost in his own memories.

“She must leave Paris,” Hubert said. “If a mob comes for me, I won’t have her taken as well. I’ve seen it, an angry beast with no mind. No one will believe she’s a Christian. They might even say we were trying to convert Edgar.”

“Yes, it would be safest if she and your grandson were sent away,” Eliazar agreed. He looked at his wife.

“Don’t even suggest it,” Johanna said. “I’ve stayed at your side through fire, flood and famine and I’ll not leave you now.”

“Catherine won’t go, either, if she knows why,” Solomon pointed out.

Hubert sighed. “I know that. She’s more stubborn than Ballam’s ass.”

“Would she go to your son at Vielleteneuse?” Eliazar suggested.

“Too close. She’d be back at the first hint of trouble,” Solomon answered.

Hubert agreed. “No, there’s only one thing to do, much as it galls me. Edgar’s brother has arrived with news of death in the family. I suspect that he wants Edgar to return with him. I must convince Edgar to go and take Catherine and the baby with him. And may the Holy One protect them.”

“It will take a lot of convincing,” Solomon warned.

“Not if I tell him the truth,” Hubert said. “And not if you go with him.”

Solomon’s jaw dropped.

“I would never leave you two to fight this out alone!” he told them. “What sort of coward do you think I am?”

Eliazar grew stern. “My brother is right. Solomon, you are the last of our family who still keeps the true faith. If you’re killed, then the seed of our father will never grow again. There are few enough of us.”


“Absolutely not,” Solomon said.

Hubert and Eliazar looked at each other in silent agreement. Solomon would go. They would make him understand that if it took them all night.

 


Edgar came downstairs before Catherine had wakened and, finding Hubert in the great hall, explained the situation. The response was not what he had hoped for.

“What do you mean, you think I should go?” Edgar was furious. He had expected support. “I know! You want to see your daughter widowed, don’t you, so you can find her a more suitable husband?”

Hubert snorted. “Nonsense! Do you think she’d be any more tractable the second time?”

Edgar’s lips twitched. It was a cogent point. “Then why, by the two halves of Saint Basilla, do you want me to go back there and fight?” he shouted. “What good will I be to them? I was trained for the church. Do you think I’ll vanquish my brothers’ murderers with exempla?”

“I want to send Solomon with you,” Hubert replied. “To negotiate with the king of Scotland and the abbots there for our spices in trade for wool. The Flemish and the Danes are the only merchants in Scotland now. But with the war in England the usual routes are closed and we might be able to find new markets. You know the customs, speak the language. You could be of help to him.”

Edgar blinked. His father-in-law knew him better than he had realized. The appeal to family loyalty would have been only a repetition of Robert’s plea. But the prospect of being a part of Hubert’s work, that was intriguing. Still, there was something odd about this. It was too convenient. Edgar tried another gambit.

“Catherine has said she won’t let me go without her,” he announced. If that didn’t put Hubert on his side, nothing would.

To his astonishment, Hubert seemed pleased.

“That would be an excellent idea,” he said. “It’s time Catherine met your family.”

Edgar sat with a thump. “I don’t believe it,” he said. “You’re either mad or there’s something wrong.”

“You’re right.” Hubert gave him a hand up. “Something is wrong. I need your help and we must keep Catherine from knowing.”

“To the first you are welcome,” Edgar said. “As for the second, that will be much harder. Now tell me.”


Hubert bit his upper lip, scraping it with his teeth in an effort to find the right words.

“In joining my family,” he began slowly, “in accepting all of us, you’ve taken on a great burden, one, I admit, I’ve doubted you could carry. You think I believe you useless. That’s not true. I believe you to be dangerous.”

Edgar was stung. Hadn’t he proved his loyalty many times over, not least on their recent journey to Spain? He reminded Hubert of this.

“It’s one thing to stand by us far from home, where there is little chance of encountering anyone who could threaten our safety here,” Hubert answered sternly. “It’s another to risk being labeled a heretic or apostate by those who can destroy your life.”

Edgar closed his eyes, pushing out the image of his mentor, Peter Abelard, forced to burn his own writings as heretical. It was too close to a vision of flames licking at his own feet, or Catherine’s. He took a deep breath and opened his eyes again.

“I can defend myself and my wife against any charges,” he answered. “Far better that you could. The question is whether or not I would betray you. I resent your even asking it.”

Hubert gazed at his son-in-law in surprise. Although Edgar wasn’t trained to be a soldier, he had been raised to lead, and the traditions of his class were woven into his being. In his world, betrayal was worse than apostasy.

“I apologize,” Hubert said. “I’ll tell you everything and then you may do as you see fit.”

It was Edgar’s turn to be surprised.

 


Sometime later Catherine came in and found them huddled at the end of the room, speaking in whispers. They both looked up guiltily when they saw her.

“Where’s the baby?” Edgar asked.

“He’s been bathed, oiled and fed, and Willa is swaddling him,” Catherine told him. “Now may I join the discussion? I know it’s about me.”

She waited. Hubert shrugged and went over to sit at the open window. Edgar felt abandoned.

“Catherine,” he began, “I’ve decided to go back with Robert and—”


“Don’t you two tell me I can’t come with you,” she interrupted. “I’ve thought of another eight reasons why I should.”

“No,” Edgar said. “Your father and I agree that you and James will make the journey as well.”

“What?” Catherine turned from her husband to her father and back again. “You think I should go?”

Hubert nodded. “You have a duty to your husband’s family. I have no right to keep you from it.”

Catherine frowned. That had been reason number three. Something was wrong here. It wasn’t like either man to give in so easily.

“Why do you want me to go?” she asked suspiciously.

“I don’t want you to go.” The honesty in Hubert’s voice was unmistakeable. “But I think you should. I shall miss you and worry about you every day.”

“Really?” Catherine said. “I mean you really believe that it’s my duty to go to Scotland?”

“With all my heart,” Hubert told her.

“Edgar?”

“Your father made me see that it might be best if you met my family,” Edgar said. He didn’t sound as certain as Hubert had. “I have my doubts about it. There is war in England and the North is unsettled by it. The journey won’t be easy.”

“No journey ever is.” Catherine dismissed that.

“I would miss you terribly if you stayed behind.” This was said with more conviction. “If I must go, I would rather you were with me.”

Catherine smiled. She wasn’t sure how she had won so easily but she wasn’t going to complain lest they change their minds. Time enough to ferret out the reason when it was too late for them to back out.

Suddenly Edgar spoke in English.

“You can come in, Robert. I can hear your breathing out there. And, yes, I’ve decided to come back with you.”

Since he’d been found out, Robert pulled the curtain aside and came in. He rushed over and gave Edgar a bear hug. Then he hugged Catherine as well.

“I understand more than you think!” he said. “She’s talked you into coming, hasn’t she?”

He grabbed Catherine and lifted, whirling her around.


“Thank you, bele soeur!” he cried. “Thank you!”

Catherine grinned at Edgar as she flew past him.

“I presume this means he likes me?”

Edgar nodded, then went over to the window where Hubert sat. He stood there for a moment, looking out across the garden to the stream and the town of Paris beyond it. This was Catherine’s world. She had lived most of her life by the hours rung on the bells of Paris. How could he prepare her for the emptiness, the wildness, of Scotland? Or for the bleak homecoming he expected?

 


Solomon prepared for the trip as well, but was determined to sulk through the whole process.

“So, what do I have to be this time?” he asked. “I doubt that Catherine could remember to call me Stephen.”

“She won’t have to,” Edgar said. “There are men named Solomon in Scotland, and I’m certain none of them are Hebrew. We use the old names more than they do here.”

“Ah, but you still don’t think I could go as myself?” Solomon had expected this.

Edgar had managed to get his English friend John to take Robert out for an afternoon so that they could meet with Eliazar and discuss the monetary aspect of the journey.

“I hate making you pretend to be one of them, Solomon,” Eliazar muttered. “There’s no profit anywhere worth risking your soul.”

Solomon patted his uncle’s shoulder.

“No one is making me do this,” he said. “After all these years, there’s no chance of my converting. I promise you I’ll not touch pork or take Communion.”

Eliazar shuddered at the thought.

“It has to be,” Hubert reminded him. “If he’s going with Catherine and Edgar. His resemblance to her is too strong.”

Solomon grinned at his cousin. The black curls, the olive skin, the straight, determined nose were the same in each of them. Solomon’s eyes were green and Catherine’s blue and Solomon’s beard covered the chin that was also the same as hers, but no one seeing them together would believe they weren’t related.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let anyone torment you,” Catherine assured him.


“Except yourself, of course,” he added, reaching out to tweak her hair. She moved to avoid him and fell off her stool.

Hubert glared at them both. “You are both too old for that sort of nonsense,” he warned. “Solomon, no one is going to take you for a serious merchant’s representative if you are seen pulling your cousin’s braids. And, Catherine, you should remember that you’re a married woman and keep those braids covered.”

“Yes, Father.” Catherine was tempted to pull her skirt up to cover her hair but decided that age did indeed bring wisdom and resisted the impulse.

“Now, have we finished with the school room long enough to plan what you’ll need to take with you?”

Solomon and Catherine folded their hands like children and prepared to behave.

 


Everything was finally ready. Gifts assembled and wrapped. Clothing chosen and packed. Guards hired for as far as Boulogne, and Samonie convinced to let Willa go along as nursemaid to James, a decision that Catherine was infinitely grateful for.

“I truly couldn’t bear to be parted from him,” she told Edgar as they prepared for bed the last night before going. “But I don’t think I could manage to take care of him on my own.”

“I still think we should bring a wet nurse as well,” Edgar said. “What if the travel causes your milk to stop flowing?”

“You know how I feel about that,” she answered “All the authorities agree that a child needs to be fed by its own mother. Saint Ida found that a wet nurse had fed one of her sons and made him vomit the foreign milk. But it was too late; the other two sons became kings but Eustace was only a count.”

“I’m sure that proves something,” Edgar said. “But James has little chance of becoming even a count, in any case.”

“Edgar.” Catherine started to speak, then stopped and looked at the floor. Edgar realized that the subject was about to change radically.

“Catherine? What is it now? I know you.” He bent down and took her chin in his hand, forcing her to look up. “Something is gnawing at you and you won’t be content until it’s been stopped. Now, what is it?”

She closed her eyes, her lips twisted in embarrassment.


“It’s just that you still seem unhappy about my coming with you … . I keep wondering what there could be in Scotland that you don’t want me to see, and … it really doesn’t matter if you … especially before we met.” She sighed again.

Edgar’s sigh echoed hers. “Catherine,” he started, trying to keep the exasperation out of his voice, “if that’s what you’re worrying about, don’t. I left no bastards behind at home, no women pinning for me and no one I want to return for. Why don’t you trust me?”

“I do trust you,” she answered. “It’s myself I doubt. What do I have to keep you here but your own sense of honor? The past few years have been so hard for you. You gave up everything for me.”

“Stulta carissima!” Edgar hugged her tightly. “How many ways do I have to say it? I gave up nothing for you. I found everything, more than I ever dreamed possible on this earth. I love you sacreli-giously. I adore our son. I want no life other than with you. There is nothing calling me back to Scotland but duty. Is that clear? Now, please stop moping.”

She had buried her face in his tunic. When she looked back up at him, the imprint of his sliver brooch was on her cheek.

“I know I’m being foolish,” she said. “But I also know there’s a lot you haven’t told me and I have the feeling that there’s something your brother isn’t telling us, either. Whatever it is, we need to be together to face it.”

“And James?” Edgar countered. “Would you risk him, as well?”

“It would kill me to leave him,” Catherine said. “And I must go with you. So we’ll have to have faith that the Holy Apostle who granted us the miracle of his birth will continue to watch over him.”

“It may be that it’s because of James that I even considered obeying my father’s command to return,” Edgar said. “No one could have warned me that I could feel so intensely about a being so small, useless and smelly. Every time I look at him, I want …”

“I know.” Catherine leaned against his shoulder. “I do, too. I’m sorry I’m acting so oddly. I don’t really fear you’ll want to abandon us for some woman of your own race.”

“That’s good,” he said and put his arm around her, steadying them both.

“But, Edgar.” She kept her eyes on the cradle and his rough hand, so huge next to the baby’s. “I do sense something very wrong
about all this, and although I intend to see it through, I’m still very frightened.”

Edgar didn’t respond. She had no idea of what they were running away from or what they were heading into. He did.

And he was terrified.





Three



The North Sea, a day out of Niewpoort, Flanders. Saturday, 2 ides of June 
(June 12), 1143. The feast of Saints Basilidus, Cyrini, Nabor and Nazar. 
Roman soldiers martyred under Diocletian.

 


 


Cernens autem Edgarus Ethlinge … ascensa navi cum matre et sororibus in 
patriam reverti, qua natus fuerat, conabatur. Sed summus imperator, qui 
ventis imperat et mari, mare commovet, et spiritu procellarum exalti sunt 
fluctus ejus. Saeviente vero tempestate, omnes in desperatione vitœ positi, 
sese Deo commendant, et puppim pelago committunt. Igitur post plurima 
pericula … coacti sunt in Scociam applicare.

 


 


Edgar Atheling … with his sisters and mother, boarded a ship, 
attempting to return to the country where he was born. But the Lord 
above all, who rules the winds and seas, disturbed its waters. The 
waves rose with the force of the tempest. In the raging storm, with 
everyone despairing for their lives, they commended themselves 
to God, and entrusted the boat to the sea. Therefore, after many 
dangers … they were compelled to land in Scotland.

 


—Johannes de Fordun, 
Chronica Gentis Scottorum, 
Liber V Captitulum xiv





 


 




“I’m dying,” Catherine moaned. “Edgar, for mercy’s sake, please don’t take a second wife who will be cruel to my son!”

Edgar looked down at her and laughed heartlessly.

“You’re not dying,” he informed her. “You’ll be fine soon. It’s a beautiful day. The winds are with us. We should see the coast of Northumbria by tomorrow.”

Catherine lifted her head an inch off the deck and regretted the movement immediately.

“I hate you,” she croaked. “Go away.”

She turned her face back to the wall of the canvas shelter and tried vainly to pretend the world was still.

Edgar bent to give Catherine a comforting pat, but decided it was better simply to obey her and leave. He stopped at the doorway to check that Willa was not suffering as badly as Catherine and that James was content in his sling, which had been nailed to a frame on the deck so that he would stay steady as the boat rolled. The baby was sleeping soundly. Edgar went over to the windward rail where Solomon was leaning out, his black curls blown into Gordian knots by the breeze.

“Is she any better?” Solomon asked.

“She’s able to speak,” Edgar said. “Though I’d almost rather she weren’t.”

“Perhaps we should have taken the risk and gone through Normandy to Calais,” Solomon said. “We could have made the crossing in just a few hours.”

Edgar shook his head. “Absolutely not. That would mean another week going north on dangerous roads, with robbers at every turn and no guarantee of a safe place to rest the night. I wish we could sail even farther north and land at Berwick.”


“It’s that bad in England? What does your brother say? How did he make his way to France?”

“He came through York and out the Humber,” Edgar told him. “He says the journey is better now than when I was last there, but still not worth the risk. No, the water is friendlier. Well, it is for most of us. Poor Catherine! I never thought she’d have such trouble with seasickness.”

“Neither did she,” Solomon answered. “Remember, she’d never seen anything wider than the Seine before this trip. It’s not something one can describe.”

“How will we ever get her home?” Edgar worried.

“We won’t,” Solomon told him. “Catherine will have to find the courage herself.”

He looked out at the empty sea. “I only hope we have a home to come back to.”

 


Catherine was miserable. Once the worst of the motion sickness passed, she felt a fool. No one else was suffering like this. What was wrong with her?

“It doesn’t matter what’s wrong, girl.” Catherine bit back a curse. Sweet Virgin! Four years out of the convent and the voices of her teachers still haunted her. Catherine cringed, but the voices in her head continued. “Stop whining! Bear your affliction with patience. You’re a grown woman, with a baby to care for. What will happen to James without you?”

Cautiously, Catherine sat up. She groaned. The long swells were pushing her stomach up and down with the boat. And the smell made it even worse. Thank God the traders were on their way to England to buy skins for tanning and not on the return. The cargo on this trip was finished cloth. She didn’t think she could have stood the odor of fresh animal skin along with the tar and fish smells that permeated the air. Bile rose in her throat and she leaned over the bucket they had left for her. Why couldn’t anyone see that she was in extremis? Edgar was cruel and unfeeling and probably had a new wife selected and waiting for him in Scotland.

“Willa?” she whispered.

The girl was beside her at once.

“Any better, Mistress?” she asked.

“Perhaps I’ll wait until tomorrow to die,” Catherine answered
without conviction. “Is the baby all right? I haven’t heard him.”

“Fine,” Willa answered. “He’s awake now and watching everything. He seems to like the rocking of the waves.”

“Little traitor,” Catherine muttered. “He must get it from his father. Well then, he’ll want to eat soon. Can you get me something gentle to drink before you bring him to me? Flat beer, perhaps? I’m worried that my milk will stop if I have nothing in my stomach.”

“Of course.” Willa raised the tent flap to leave. She hesitated, then spoke again. “It wouldn’t make any difference if a wet nurse had come with us. She would likely have had the same problems as you.”

Catherine smiled. “Thank you, Willa. How did you know I was regretting not bringing one?”

“I just guessed,” the girl answered. “But you’ve no need for regret. Look at you, almost sitting up. You’re much better. In your worry for James, you’ve overcome your own illness. So it’s all to the good, isn’t it?”

Her words cheered Catherine, even though they were inaccurate. She felt terrible. She was drenched in her own sweat. Her skin, normally a light olive-brown, was now an unripe-olive green. The boat crested a wave and slid into the hollow. Catherine shut her eyes and lay down again. Why had no one told her that the sea was so unstable?

 


Edgar was slurping down pickled eel, letting the juice drip onto a slab of rye bread balanced on his knees. He took a long swig of beer from the gourd that was being passed around and belched appreciatively.
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