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Chapter I

Caen, Normandy, July 1346

[image: ]


A long baggage train of displaced families crept through sparse woods and scattered villages of Normandy, their wagons piled high with century-old furniture, rattling clay pots, and other goods snatched in haste. Worn-out horses and oxen dragged the loads through thick mud while women and children plodded beside them in silence, their faces pale, their eyes hollow with fatigue. Along the roadside, peasants paused in their work and watched them pass.

A child’s hand stretched toward them, followed by a weak plea.

“May I have some food?”

Heads turned for a moment. Weary glances passed between the peasants as a soft murmur stirred and faded. One or two gave a faint shake of the head, but no one stepped forward. The small hand lingered in the air, empty, as the cart creaked past and the peasants bent once more to their work.

It was not indifference that held them back. King Edward and his English army had landed in France the previous summer and had given them little peace ever since. Quiet villages that had stood undisturbed for centuries were now reduced to black stumps buried in gray ash. The refugees spoke unguardedly of the English chevauchée around the campfires—burned houses, women taken, and men cut down in the fields. Other stories passed as well, about neighbors forcing doors open and stripping what little remained. Around the flames, men muttered prayers that God might strike the bandits down with thunder and lightning. But for all the grumbling, no one turned back to fight. Talk drifted from one family to another. There must be a safer place in France, they reckoned, far from English swords and, if possible, the king’s rising taxes, where a man might begin again, preferably in the same line of work.

Excited murmurs rippled through the crowd as the Château de Caen rose on the horizon, and the line pressed forward with renewed urgency. Suddenly, shouts broke out behind them. A group of riders approached refugees at full speed, their voices sharp and commanding, driving straight into the column. Men and women scattered in haste, stumbling into ditches and dragging their carts aside as the horsemen forced a path through without so much as a glance. Close behind them came a solid, heavy-built wagon drawn by a powerful pair of horses. Its massive wheels ground through the mud, sending specks of it flying behind. Loud grumbles erupted at the sound of thick Gascon accents among the riders. The anger faded almost at once when they caught sight of a young woman riding beside the wagon, whose face turned every head as she passed.

The lady drew on the reins and lifted a gloved hand, halting her companions at once. She had an oval-shaped face, a straight nose, high cheekbones, and full lips. Her large violet-blue eyes, framed by thick dark lashes, moved over the scene in front of her, lingering longer on the women and children. A rich mane of dark-blond hair was drawn back into intricate braids, partly concealed under a light veil pinned over a narrow band. She wore a yellow gown of fine wool, once bright, perhaps, now faded to something nearer straw than sunlight. The fabric fell over the back of her horse, gathering in soft folds. The rust-colored animal with large white patches stamped and shifted under her.

The young woman pulled her cloak closer when she noticed a few eyes fixed on her face.

“Marguerite, come away,” someone shrieked from inside the covered wagon.

She did not move.

“Jacque,” she called one of her companions. “What is going on?”

A burly man approached her at once. His gaunt face was framed by closely cropped black hair, while streaks of gray threaded through his beard and whiskers. Guiding his horse forward, he placed himself protectively between the young maiden and the rough crowd beyond.

“Be careful, my lady,” he said with a warm Languedoc accent. “These folk from Valognes may carry pestilence. Trouble yourself not. God will judge them in His own time.”

Marguerite directed her glance at one of the carts filled with small children. Their faces were smeared with dirt, and their eyes looked too large for their thin cheeks.

“Dear God,” she whispered.

Her eyes darted toward the wagon before she said, “Jacque, give them this.”

She untied the purse from her belt and pressed it into his hand.

The man bowed his head. “As you wish, my lady.”

A few seconds later, a shower of shining coins was thrown towards the crowd. Like a pack of hungry wolves, men and women lunged forward, scrambling in the mud for silver. Hands collided, elbows flew, and for a moment the road dissolved into a gray tangle of rags and limbs. When they pulled apart, a few clutched their coins, while others wiped blood from their mouths.

Jacque turned towards Marguerite. She gave a small nod and nudged her horse forward. As she rode on, a few heads turned after her, the bows grew lower, and more voices murmured that they would pray for her well-being and remember her before God. A few refugees remained motionless for a moment or two after the riders disappeared from view. Then voices rose again, the carts drew back into line, and the procession continued along the road.

Marguerite did not regret the coins she had given to the poor souls on the road. Well-timed acts of kindness, she had found, brought a certain satisfaction, but more importantly, they left an impression, one that might prove useful in time. Fortunes could be lost in a flash, but loyalty, once gained, endured to the end. It was a lesson she learned young.

When she was still an infant, she was placed in the household of Lady Catherine, the Countess of Aumale, in Bordeaux. The family had settled in Gascony long before relations between England and France turned hostile. By the time Marguerite was old enough to take notice, the region had grown restless with quarrels and private wars. Aumale Castle stood under siege twice during her time there. Lady Catherine often complained that her husband was either away fighting for friends or languishing in captivity until her Welsh relatives could ransom him. And when he returned, he kept long nights with his English companions, draining casks of Bordeaux and sending the servants back to the kitchens for what little food remained.

Marguerite learned what Lady Catherine could afford to teach her: music, dancing, and needlework. The rest she gathered where she could. She spent most of her time in the nursery, rocking Lady Catherine’s infants in their cradles, but the task never lasted long. By the time she grew up, her patroness had already lost seven children. Marguerite whispered prayers beside their small coffins, the scent of wax thick in the air, her fingers brushing linen drawn too tightly over still faces. After watching the first two lowered into their graves, the rest followed with a dreadful familiarity, and in time, she wept no more.

As she grew older, she made herself useful as Lady Catherine’s companion, helping her dress, sitting quietly at her side through long hours, joining her in prayer, and passing the time with embroidery or reading aloud. It was then that her fine taste began to show. She selected the best garments from the bundles of cast-off clothing, leaving the rest for the servants. She learned to arrange her hair in the latest fashion and carried herself with an ease that drew the eye. Knights visiting the Aumale household did not fail to notice the blossoming rose. When Lady Catherine caught her husband’s gaze lingering on the young girl, she decided the matter required a swift solution.

She wrote to an acquaintance, Sir Geoffrey Strutter, a recently widowed English knight then in Paris on diplomatic business. In her letter, Lady Catherine described Marguerite as “a rare French pearl awaiting the right hand to claim it.” One visit to Bordeaux was enough to make the lonely knight lose his head. Fortunately, Marguerite showed little reluctance to leave her patroness. Lady Catherine’s glances had grown sharper of late and seldom missed anything. Marguerite accepted the arrangement without hesitation, and a wedding was planned within the week.

At once, Sir Geoffrey’s family in England intervened with ruthless efficiency and put the matter to rest almost as quickly as it had begun. To spare herself further embarrassment, Lady Catherine decided to escort the girl to Caen and hand her over to her legal guardian, as though returning a basket of quinces. A small company was assembled without delay, and within days they were traveling south through Normandy, joining the weary streams of merchants, pilgrims, soldiers, and displaced families crowding the roads.

After the travelers left the refugees behind, they pressed on toward Caen. The road stretched on until, at last, they passed through the old gates of the town. Their wagon endured one last assault of violent rattling as the wheels struck the uneven cobblestones. By then, Marguerite could scarcely remain still in her saddle. Heat burned across her skin, while sweat dampened her back and caused her clothes to cling mercilessly to her body. From the streets drifted the sour reek of decomposing rubbish, mingled with the sharp tang of l’eau, a combination that turned her stomach with nausea.

As they approached their final destination, Marguerite’s guardians, Claude and Constance Payne, came into view, waiting outside their home on Rue du Marché in the affluent quarter of Île Saint-Jean. Their house bore a plain stone façade with ample windows neatly fitted with wooden shutters. A solid oak door at the entrance was functional and sturdy, its ironwork practical rather than ornate. Nothing called attention to itself: the stone was clean but unadorned, the shutters well-kept, the ironwork polished without flourish. There was nothing newly purchased, and nothing left to neglect.

When the company finally stopped, the escorting knights dismounted with audible relief, having spent the journey slowly roasting inside their armor. They stamped their feet and rolled their shoulders, as though trying to coax feeling back into their aching limbs, while Maître Payne waited, shifting from foot to foot, his gaze straying often toward the street. At the sight of the reddish-brown horse with a white patch in the shape of France, a faint smirk touched his lips. His gaze then drifted upward and met a pair of blue eyes studying him with curiosity. A slow gasp escaped his lips, and he instinctively adjusted his coat. He looked over at his wife, who was busily clucking with a servant, and back at the young woman.

Marguerite extended her gloved hand, and two knights immediately hurried forward to assist. When she stepped down, she continued to observe Maître Payne up close. Over the years, Marguerite had heard a great deal about her guardian, for Lady Catherine had never been restrained in her descriptions of him. According to her, he had a nose that detected opportunities the way a pig sniffs truffles, and a hand that somehow found its way neatly into the right pockets. Yet despite beginning life as a grubby little lawyer, he had managed to climb remarkably high within the French Parliament. For all her scorn, however, Lady Catherine sent for him often enough.

More than once, he had guided her toward reputable Jewish bankers in Paris and steered her household safely through difficulties that might have ruined a less cautious family. He moved through every arrière-ban, coin devaluation, and tangled law between England and France. His purse was always full and rarely opened without good reason. Lady Catherine liked to recall how Claude Payne had married Lady Constance, the elder daughter of the impoverished Count of Toulouse, a match between a wolf and a sheep, as she put it. The union produced no children, and the couple devoted themselves entirely to advancing their fortunes until the morning Marguerite appeared on their doorstep.

She was only a few months old when she was left there in a large wicker basket. Beside the sleeping infant lay a small linen bag containing a gold ring and a ruby necklace of heart-shaped stones, and a brief note. The note declared only that the child was an orphan entrusted to Maître Payne’s care. After examining the objects and conferring briefly with Lady Constance, Claude decided to send the infant south to Gascony, still in her original wicker basket. There she was placed within the household of Lady Catherine of Aumale in Bordeaux, where she remained for the next fifteen years.

Just as Claude Payne observed the young woman, a sudden plea broke the quiet of the street.

“For heaven’s sake, would someone get me out?”

The voice came from within the linen-covered wagon, sounding so urgent that Claude was ready to haul out whoever was trapped inside with his own hands. He was glad he had hesitated. A heavy, red-faced woman emerged, trailed by a faint cloud of heat and sweat. Claude took a discreet step back.

“Lady Catherine,” he said with a bow.

He and his wife waited several long moments while the lady directed her servants, with pointed gestures, to unload a particular trunk from the wagon. With a heavy thud, one of her men dropped Marguerite’s battered box onto the ground and abandoned it there.

In the meantime, Marguerite took in her guardians without a change in expression. Lady Constance’s dress was of good quality, carefully kept, though its cut had seen more than one season. Maître Payne’s sleeves gleamed faintly at the elbows where the fabric had been polished smooth by constant wear. The corners of Marguerite’s mouth curled almost imperceptibly. Her gaze drifted from their sensible shoes to the neatly mended hems of their garments, then upward along the house itself. Everything about it reflected the same spirit as its owners: sturdy, orderly, and entirely without unnecessary ornament. Everything, that is, except for the row of thin stakes fixed along the roof at perfectly measured intervals, which resembled painted eyelashes on a pretty maiden.

Her guardian shifted his weight and coughed discreetly when Lady Catherine continued to discover new instructions for her servants.

“How fare you, my lady?” he asked at last. “You honor us with your visit.”

Lady Catherine inclined her head. “I am pleased to see you again after all these years, Maître Payne. And you as well, Lady Constance. It has been so long since I last saw you at court. Many years indeed.”

Marguerite saw Madame Payne’s lips press together and her chin tilt upward imperceptibly.

“Yes, well,” she replied, “I enjoyed peace and solitude while others bore fruit year after year.”

She deliberately focused her gaze on the lady’s protruding midsection. Lady Catherine’s mouth opened in a gasp, but her guardian intervened just in time.

“My wife and I are quite content, are we not, dear? We receive frequent invitations to dine with the finest noble families in Caen.”

He patted his heavy purse and thrust his round belly forward.

Lady Catherine smiled. “You will be most welcome in our home in Wales, of course. In fact, I shall send you an invitation to the hunting party my husband and I will host this September.”

Marguerite lowered her eyes to the ground. The memory of Lady Catherine emptying her trinkets onto the pawnbroker’s scale in Bordeaux was still fresh in her mind. So too was that of the creditors who returned to her door each morning, knocking until the servants threatened to throttle them if they did not stop. In light of such recollections, the promised hunting party struck her as perhaps a touch optimistic.

“Speaking of pleasures, my lady,” Claude said, “I trust you received the funds we agreed on for my ward’s safe transport. I will advance you a further sum upon the conclusion of the... ahem... transaction. Concludatur multum noster erit,” he chanted in Latin. “Our deal will be concluded.”

His bow was so deep it was almost a prostration before Lady Catherine.

“My dear Maître Payne, what a charming little house you have,” she chanted. “I sometimes imagine living in such a cozy little hut. It is unfortunate that my husband could not accompany us. Alas, he had to remain behind to help the Count of Tourval defend his holdings. The wretched bandits are a constant menace. My nephew is still tied up in Normandy, or he would have come to assist.”

“How is your nephew, my lady? I heard he became the Earl of Ayton. He is a very fortunate man.”

“Yes, James is every lady’s favorite. He is away once more on another campaign with the king, though I pray daily for his safe return to England. You see, he is soon to improve the family’s fortunes considerably. We are all counting on it.”

Claude tilted his head and listened with renewed interest. “Is it a promising prospect?”

“He is soon to marry Dame Gillis Rochon,” she replied. “A union truly made in heaven. The two are like lovebirds, forever exchanging letters with one another. It quite warms my heart.”

Maître Payne paused, turning the matter over. He had heard the lady’s name often enough. His colleagues frequently discussed the heiress, who had recently lost her husband and inherited a vast fortune. She had been in search of a husband for some time, each one younger than the last.

“An excellent match,” he said, suppressing a knowing smile. “The lady possesses admirable property. Lord Ayton will be most pleased with the acquisition. She is a fruitful bride in all other respects.”

He then paused briefly, his gaze turning to Marguerite.

“You have fared well, my dear. Let me look at you.”

He grasped her hands and spread them apart, then examined her from top to bottom, as if she were a prime cut of meat displayed at a butcher shop across the street.

“You have become quite the lady,” he said at last. “You look every bit the future countess. You have surpassed my expectations in grace and beauty. Welcome to my humble home, my dear.”

Marguerite gave her guardian a dutiful kiss on the cheek. At that exact moment, a woman emerged from the front entrance, and her presence immediately commanded the entire space. She smiled at Marguerite, but her smile disappeared as her eyes moved from the girl’s face to her yellow gown, then to the dull ochre horse behind her and, finally, to Lady Catherine standing next to her. One of her eyebrows arched and held its position.

Madame Payne smiled and introduced the woman at once. 

“This is Jeanne, our housekeeper.”

Marguerite gave the woman a thorough look. Jeanne was tall and attractive, still in her younger years, with a round face and narrow, slanted brown eyes framed with laugh lines. Her nose was perfectly straight, with a subtle widening at the end. A white linen wimple framed her face, drawn close under the chin and falling in soft folds around her neck, not a strand of hair daring to escape. She wore a dress made of bright scraps which caught the light in uneven flashes. Over it lay a white linen apron, unmarked and smooth. A sizable key dangled from her hip, swaying gently against her apron as she walked.

Jeanne placed her hands on her hips, lifting her head upward and commanded, “You there!”

Lady Catherine stopped moving and widened her eyes.

“Yes?” she asked.

Jeanne raised her eyebrows. She tilted a little to the side, peering past Lady Catherine’s shoulder.

“Not you.” She pointed her finger at a servant behind her. “Him.”

Lady Catherine turned around. Her servant stood, leaning against the wagon, idly nudging the corner of Marguerite’s abandoned trunk with his foot.

“Get this box inside,” Jeanne said, “and be quick about it.”

He folded his arms and stared back at her. The trunk sat between them, untouched. Jeanne smirked and took a step forward. Her fingers stretched, then curled again with a quiet crack.

“Do your legs respond better to a clip around your ear, dear?” she asked.

The young man lifted the trunk at once and carried it inside. Jeanne adjusted her sleeves and brushed an invisible crease from her apron. Her gaze met Madame Payne’s and held for a moment. Then she turned and proceeded inside after the servant.

Seizing the moment, Marguerite quickly looked at Jacque and spoke up before anyone else could.

“Maître Payne,” she said, “I wish to keep my servant, Jacque, if I may. Would you allow him to remain here? He is indispensable to me. He has a remarkable talent for numbers and accounts. I cannot even list all the ways he can turn a profit.”

She did not regret her choice of words.

“Profit, you say?” Claude asked at once, narrowing his eyes. “Very well. I can’t seem to hold on to servants these days. The last one was a useless, lazy turd.”

Lady Catherine gasped and pressed a hand to her chest. “Maître Payne, upon my honor!”

Marguerite coughed to hide a chuckle. The lady’s own language had been rather less restrained when she believed no one was listening.

“Forgive me, my lady,” her guardian said. “I did not mean to offend your delicate hearing.”

Lady Catherine’s hand fell, and an arranged smile returned to her lips.

“Maître Payne, might you be interested in purchasing a horse?” She turned toward Marguerite’s mare. “You may have her for... five livres.”

The mare snorted loudly.

“Unfortunately, I have no use for a horse, my lady. Perhaps the butcher in the next lane might take an interest.”

The animal flicked an ear in his direction and gave him a pointed sidelong look.

Lady Catherine was undeterred.

“Might you then advance me a modest sum to secure temporary lodgings?” she asked again. “Travel through France is not without expense. I trust we are quite safe here.”

She cast a cautious glance around. The street was quiet, its stone buildings clean and orderly, their shutters drawn neatly against the sun. A few well-dressed passers-by moved along at an unhurried pace, giving the strangers no more than a brief glance before continuing on.

“I shall remain on the Île Saint-Jean for a week before continuing to England,” she said. “The Count of Eu expects me at his feast this evening. My confinement cannot be far off, so I must make the most of my freedom while I may.”

Claude’s expression remained unchanged. After all, he saw the count nearly every day.

“At the castle? What an honor, my lady,” he said without interest.

“Raoul is a busy man. He is the Great Constable of France after all. But he always finds time for entertaining his special friends. I had hoped the Duke of Normandy might attend, but he is busy in the south. Still, there will be many of my rank present.”

Claude’s hand moved at last toward his belt. Lady Catherine’s eyes dipped to his purse, then rose again to his face.

“If Your Ladyship would be kind enough to mention my name to the count, I would be most grateful.”

“Certainly,” she replied.

“A modest advance is possible, of course, on terms suitable to us both.” He cast a fleeting glance at the mare. “The horse, I think, you would do well to keep.”

He slipped a small pouch into her hand, and her fingers closed around it at once.

“You understand, my dear Maître Payne, that I could only mention your name at the proper moment. These matters require a certain delicacy.”

Marguerite, who had watched the exchange without comment, lowered her eyes and smoothed the fingers of her gloves. She had learned not to place too much faith in her benefactress’s assurances.

“Well, we must be on our way,” Lady Catherine said. “I am quite fatigued.”

She lifted her foot to climb back into the wagon, then set it down again, as if remembering something. She turned to Marguerite.

“I am relieved that you are now in safe hands. Come, darling girl, kiss me and bid me farewell.”

Marguerite planted a light kiss on each of her cheeks. Lady Catherine lifted her handkerchief to the corner of her eyes, then lowered it at once. Moments later, the wagon creaked into motion, the red horse with its white patches tied behind, picking its way along the road. A few muffled snickers trailed after it down the street. The horse simply flicked its tail and kept pace.

After the wagon disappeared around the corner, Marguerite followed her guardians inside. The moment she crossed the threshold, she stopped short, and a faint gasp slipped from her lips. Light caught on polished wood and carved panels in the hall. Silver and gold trinkets gleamed on every surface. Vibrant tapestries, bursting with color, adorned the walls. The air itself seemed more substantial. For a moment, she did not move. She recalled the rough feel of her straw-stuffed mattress in Bordeaux and the sight of whitewashed walls, dulled and streaked with grime. A slow, widening smile spread across her face.

Never again will I sleep in a shared nursery or count every coin before spending it.

Marguerite moved into her new chamber at once. Jeanne immediately opened her trunk and began sorting, unfolding, and inspecting the clothes inside with brisk determination. One by one, Marguerite’s old garments disappeared from sight. Some pieces were set aside for mending, while others were quietly handed off to the servants waiting outside the door.

Then Jeanne turned her full attention to Marguerite. She helped her out of her old garments, down to the last of her underclothes, and dressed her anew in a fine linen chemise and a wool gown cut in graceful, sensible folds. She then arranged Marguerite’s hair, drawing it back and securing it under a silk veil in the latest Parisian fashion. At last, she lifted her ruby necklace and fastened the clasp at her throat. She stepped aside, hands folding neatly in front of her.

“That’s more like it,” she said with a smile. “Welcome home, my lady.”

When Claude saw his ward again, his fingers twitched involuntarily, as if tallying items he did not yet own. He closed his hand around his purse, released it, then gave it a small, thoughtful pat. He glanced at his wife, who nodded thoughtfully, her smile less enthusiastic and not quite reaching her eyes.

“I really must pay a visit to the Count of Garamond,” Lady Constance said, her gaze resting on the ruby stones at Marguerite’s throat. “I attended his wife’s funeral not long ago. The poor man must be dreadfully alone.”

“Perhaps we might invite him to visit, dear,” Claude added.

“What a good idea, husband. I shall write to him at once.”

Her eyes scanned the room, moving beyond Marguerite, and lingered in various spots as if measuring where future items could be placed.

Their conversation broke off when a servant hurried in to announce that a nobleman called Willen van Ranst demanded an audience. Claude crossed to the window and peered out. A covered seat borne on two long poles by strong-armed men in black stood in front of the house. Its exterior was crafted from dark, polished yet unadorned wood, with sturdy, understated fittings. Heavy velvet curtains hung closed, concealing the person inside.

“Who calls at this hour?” Claude muttered.

He descended at once to receive the caller, with Lady Constance and Marguerite following close behind. A stocky, dark-haired man emerged from the carriage and hurried toward the door. He had a broad, round face, heavy jowls, and a bulbous nose. An old scar crossed one cheek and disappeared into the corner of his mouth. His lips naturally curved downward, while his small, swollen eyes peered out from under dark, sagging eyebrows. He wore a well-cut coat of plain black velvet, entirely without ornament.

“Welcome, my lord,” her guardian said. “Pray, step into my countinghouse, where we may discuss the business that brings you here.”

The man inclined his head. Lady Constance stepped forward, drawing Marguerite along by the sleeve. Claude immediately began the introductions.

“Allow me to present my wife, Lady Constance, and my ward, Marguerite. She has just arrived from Bordeaux.”

Willen van Ranst’s gaze settled on Marguerite, while her own eyes moved calmly from the heavy purse hanging at his finely worked leather belt to the careful tailoring of his coat. Then she lowered gracefully into a curtsy.

“A pleasure to meet you, Margaret,” the man said in a raspy voice. He smiled, and the scar pulled his face askew.

“It is Marguerite, my lord,” she corrected him.

The man stood motionless for a moment. Then he looked away from her face, his eyes landing on the ruby necklace at her throat. There was a slight twitch in his eye. He had little time to respond, however, for Maître Payne promptly stepped forward and ushered him inside.

Just then, Marguerite noticed a young woman riding past. Her gown was fitted closely through the bodice, with sleeves that fell long and narrow at the wrists. Marguerite watched her closely, committing every detail to memory until the rider disappeared around the corner.

“Long sleeves,” she murmured with a shrug. “How impractical... and how beautiful.”

She closed the door just as her guardian’s laughter spilled out from his business chamber.
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Chapter II

Dark Shadows
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King Edward’s troops were advancing swiftly, and fear settled over the quiet streets of Caen like a dense fog. The garrison council took no chances. Full mobilization was proclaimed, and orders were given to fortify the wealthiest quarter of the town. Overworked masons labored desperately to patch the crumbling curtain wall in a race against time. They cursed the delays and the endless lack of funds, while onlookers muttered that there was neither enough stone nor enough labor to finish such work in haste.

Marguerite listened at supper as the day’s preparations for the siege were recounted, detail by detail, across the table. She took her place in her new home and settled into it as best she could. Her requests were met without hesitation. She spoke little, answering only when addressed and otherwise keeping silent. It was a habit long formed under Lady Catherine, where her presence required quiet obedience. She moved through the narrow passages and under the low ceilings, growing used to them by necessity, though with each passing day they seemed to press on her a little closer.

She had trouble sleeping from the moment she arrived. Summer heat lingered even at night. The dry air on the top floor of the house was almost unbearable. She slept with the window open and the curtains of her poster bed drawn back, wearing only her lightest chemise. Still, she woke every few hours, soaked in sweat. More often than not, the servants found her asleep in the chair by the window.

Tradespeople and shopkeepers complained about the weather from dawn until dusk, discussing it with the devotion of men who had nothing else to blame.

“Will it be hot and humid again today?” neighbors asked one another each morning.

“Oh no, not a cloud in the sky. It shall be dry as breadcrumbs,” a baker would reply with authority.

“The hogs are sweating. Certain proof we are in for another hot, dry day,” a butcher would declare. “No rain anywhere in sight. Mark my words, this drought will last. Have you seen the banks of the Orne lately? Nothing will stop the English army now.”

The mighty River Orne encircled the old town of Caen like a loyal servant who knew his duties well. It supplied the town with water, carried goods along its busy current, and, in more troublesome times, stood as a convenient moat against unwelcome visitors. In ordinary seasons, it ran full and steady. That summer, however, the heat had drawn its waters down to a troubling trickle. Muddy banks lay exposed where the current once ran deep.

Not everyone cursed the dwindling of the River Orne, however. For some, it proved a welcome turn. The town’s enterprising water carriers discovered that scarcity made excellent business. Their carts rattled through the streets before dawn. The slow clank of hooves hit the stone pavement with maddening persistence. Such music rarely went unanswered. Windows flew open, and the morning air quickly filled with the elaborate curses of citizens who had hoped to sleep a little longer.

Woken in such an inconsiderate manner, Marguerite waited patiently for Jeanne to appear. She made discreet inquiries about the housekeeper and learned that the woman had entered Maître Payne’s employ fifteen years earlier. Jeanne proudly claimed to have served some of the most influential people in Paris. She never actually named her former employers, but no one ever questioned her stories. The other servants kept their distance. Their idle talk never involved Jeanne, for she had a way of appearing behind their backs at the very moment, as though she were in many places at once. A single stern glance from her was enough to silence the grumbling.

Lady Constance trusted her with all her daily tasks. The morning would begin with baking bread from Jeanne’s special mother starter, which she had inherited from her grandmother. She nurtured the precious glop like a naughty child. No one dared touch her clay pot marked with a blue linen string. The servants whispered that Jeanne had a special sense when it came to her sourdough. Naturally, when Lady Constance entrusted her with the spices, no one questioned it. The key to the cupboard hung proudly from Jeanne’s belt, alongside assorted talismans: a rusty horseshoe, an amber stone, an old wooden crucifix, and a sack of strong herbs, each said to offer its own protection against the devil and bad luck.

Marguerite wasted no time getting on Jeanne’s good side. In truth, she need not have troubled herself. The sharp-tongued housekeeper took to her almost immediately, scolding anyone bold enough to utter the slightest criticism and insisting the servants address her as “my lady,” which naturally sent whispers fluttering through the corridors. During the morning toilette, Jeanne supplied Marguerite with all the latest news of the town, and later, as they embroidered beside the window in the afternoon, the street below provided fresh material for her lively commentary on the world outside.

“The English army is so close,” she said as she pushed the needle forcefully through the rough canvas fabric. “They are less than ten miles away now, sitting and waiting like a spider waits for its prey.” 

She drew a slow, inward breath. 

“The devils have been burning their way through France for the past two weeks. One tradesperson I met today described passing through Saint-Lô on the way here. There was nothing left but charred wood and standing stone.”

She paused and studied Marguerite’s reaction. The girl continued her work, as though choosing the next color for the pattern mattered more than such awful news. Jeanne turned to her canvas and made another stitch.

“As we speak, those poor refugees are camped outside the castle. They hope for food and some protection. God help them. And inside the old town is no better. Panic-buying has already begun. Grain and salt are gone from the stalls before noon, or so they say.”

“I had not realized that things were that bad,” Marguerite said. “I thought that the Count of Eu, the Great Constable of France, was the hero who could save everyone. Didn’t you say that he had been setting up defenses for the past few weeks?”

“Yes, my lady. The soldiers have just received new armor and the finest horses that money can buy. The burghers of Île Saint-Jean have been most generous. After all, it is their property the army will be protecting.”

“But why is our king not bringing more troops here?”

“Oh, trust me, my lady, everyone else is asking the same question. All I hear on the streets is talk of waste and abuse in His Majesty’s army. The soldiers would rather go on nightly raids to rob and thieve than defend us against the English. Men think more of their purses than their duty.” 

She shook her head. 

“What’s the world coming to?” she continued. “The good Lord will surely punish all who commit such ungodly acts and reward those who will sacrifice their lives to chase the English out of Caen. I daresay the rogues will run as soon as they see the count’s banners.”

“You sound very certain, Jeanne. I heard the same talk in Gascony, where castles were called impregnable even as their stones split and crumbled.”

“We are far from Gascony now, my lady. But it would help if the king came here soon with his army.”

“They say soldiers who fought in Toulouse and Gascony are still waiting for their pay,” Marguerite said. “Many refuse to lift a sword again until they receive their silver. The king’s treasury is empty.”

“But Caen contributes the most taxes to His Majesty’s coffers by far, my lady. The king will be here any minute to defend his wealthiest town. A last-minute miracle is bound to happen. Mark my words.”

“Is it possible that our king will abandon us to our fate and allow the English to pillage Caen as they did Saint-Lô?”

Jeanne let her hands fall and stared at Marguerite. After a few moments, she crossed herself several times.

“God Almighty! Listen to what you are saying! Our king will never abandon us. How can you even suggest such a thing?”

“Calm down, Jeanne. Would it help if we all started running around and waving our arms? Better help me change.” She pointed at the new green brocade gown with long, fashionable sleeves she lovingly called la robe. 

Jeanne gasped and turned her eyes away.

“What is wrong?” Marguerite asked. “I want my guardian to see me at my best.”

“You are not planning to wear this fashion atrocity, my lady, are you?”

“No,” Marguerite said with a faint smile. “I was planning to fly it from my window on a spike, like a banner.”

Jeanne raised an eyebrow and silently awaited a reasonable response. She received an indrawn breath instead.

“Of course, I am going to wear it, silly goose,” Marguerite said at last. “Everyone wears such style now. Your dress is the only fashion disaster I can spot. Make haste. I would like to catch my guardian before his next visitor and ask him for a new hairnet. My strong feeling is he will purchase it once I inform him it is the current Paris fashion.”

“He would not like this dress. The seamstress wasted too much fabric. Look at those sleeves!”

“On the contrary, Jeanne. He will love it. It is an excellent promotion for the chattel he is so eager to dispose of.” Marguerite straightened her shoulders and lengthened her neck. “Give me my ruby necklace. Lady Constance insists it should never leave my neck.”

“I would rather you did not wear it, Marguerite. You invite trouble enough as it is. There are too many quick hands about. You would not even notice it gone. Why not hide the necklace and reserve it for special occasions?” 

“It belonged to my mother. That is why.”

“It looks like the bleeding-heart plant that grows in the gardens,” Jeanne said with a shrug. “Common enough flowers. I have seen them everywhere.”

“The bleeding-heart...” Marguerite laid her hand over the red stones, feeling their shapes. “I rather like the name. I shall call it the Bleeding-Heart necklace.”

“I wish you wouldn’t. I am sorry I put the idea into your head. It sounds so sad, almost tragic.”

“Not at all. This necklace will secure me a rich husband, just as this dress displays my greatest assets.”

“Your greatest asset is on your shoulders, my lady,” Jeanne said with a firm nod. 

She picked up a brush and began combing through Marguerite’s long hair.

“If that is so,” Marguerite replied, “then you must show me a man who values my mind more than what is contained within this dress, and I will gladly exchange it for one of yours.”

Jeanne glanced down and adjusted her voluminous apron. For the next few moments, she worked in silence before finally setting the comb aside.

“If you are determined to find a rich man to marry, you need my help,” she said. “Or you will make a spectacle of yourself.”

Marguerite turned around and opened her mouth to reply, but Jeanne silenced her with one look.

“Pay attention to me, young lady. To capture the attention of a nobleman, you need to make him overlook certain things, like questionable birth, immaturity, and crudeness you picked up from your former benefactress, Lady Catherine. You must make your knight believe you belong to his rank and present yourself to his family as such. From what you have told me, this was Sir Geoffrey’s failing. His family judged you beneath them, even though they were only minor gentry themselves.”

“But how can I capture such a man without property or good birth?”

“You possess great beauty. And you have intelligence. What you lack is confidence. Staying in the nursery during your foster years did little to shape you into a proper woman. You are impulsive, unsure of yourself, and, if you will forgive my frankness, your manners are appalling. No one took the trouble to teach you how to conduct yourself at court.”

“Lady Catherine taught me.”

“Ah... Lady Catherine...” Jeanne drawled. “She has the manners of a Gascon bear compared to the fine ladies I served in Paris. She would not know how to behave at court if her life depended on it. A true noblewoman knows her worth. She captures hearts so completely that men are willing to surrender anything for her love.”

“How can I become such a confident woman?”

“I shall teach you all you need to know. But you need to practice daily and never question my methods. Do you agree to follow my instructions?”

Marguerite gave an enthusiastic nod.

“Very well,” Jeanne said, picking up a pewter plate from the table. “To begin with, place this on your head and walk about without letting it fall. Continue until you can move gracefully and not like a mad dog in heat.”

“How dare you—”

Marguerite’s protest was cut short at once by Jeanne’s sharply pointed finger.

“Aha! You promised to obey,” she said. “Think of me as the mother you never had.”

“You presume far too much,” Marguerite muttered, attempting to balance the heavy plate on top of her head. “Besides, Lady Catherine was as close to a mother as I ever had.” 

“If locking you in the nursery day after day was her idea of motherly affection, then yes, I suppose you are right.”

“You are being sarcastic now, Jeanne.”

Marguerite shifted her head. The metal platter slid, teetered, and crashed to the floor with a sharp clang. She stamped her foot, her fists clenching at her sides.

“Clumsy, awkward goose,” she burst out. “No wonder no one ever cared about me.”

Jeanne retrieved the plate and set it back on the table.

“My dear,” she murmured, “that is all about to change. What a beauty you are! You must be very much like your dear mother.”

Marguerite froze. After a few moments, she managed a faint smile. 

“Enough of that!” Jeanne said. “Back to the exercises. And don’t you slack!”

Marguerite picked up the plate, placed it on her head, and made another turn around the chamber. This time her steps slowed, and the platter remained steady.

“You see?” Jeanne said, lowering herself onto a stool. “You are already getting better.”

Marguerite lifted her chin a fraction higher and continued on.

“By the way,” Jeanne added after a moment, “who is that angry-looking man you arrived with?”

“Do you mean Jacque? If you are the mother I never had, then he is more like the father. He is one of the Bons Chrétiens from Languedoc, the sort the Church seems particularly eager to eliminate.”

Jeanne gasped and clapped a hand over her mouth.

“God almighty! He is one of the Cathar heretics? Don’t they reject the resurrection of Jesus Christ? How could you shelter one of them?”

“He is a good man and loyal to me. I found him in a gutter three years ago. The Church hunted him after they captured and burned his entire family. He was half-starved and too weak to walk. I brought him to the castle and found him work.”

“You never!”

“He taught me Latin. And he gave me riding and dagger-throwing lessons. They saved my life more than once.” She giggled. “And he befriended the cook so she could set aside the best pieces of meat for me. When Lady Catherine decided to move back to England, Jacque stayed with me, even though I could not afford to pay him.”

“But, my lady,” Jeanne whispered, “if the Church discovers this, they will punish you for harboring him. I know respectable men who have lost their heads for lesser offenses.”

“Then you’d do well to keep my secret,” Marguerite replied. “I persuaded my guardian to employ Jacque as his accountant.”

“Can he balance a ledger?”

Marguerite gave a small shrug. “I have absolutely no idea. But by the time Maître Payne discovers the accounts have wandered into chaos, we shall already be comfortably settled in my future husband’s manor.”

With a slow shake of her head, Jeanne left to attend to the many other duties that awaited her in the house. 

Marguerite practiced a while longer, then abandoned the effort. She wandered to the window instead. Below, her guardian shuffled toward the house, accompanied by Jacque, who had rolls of parchment tucked under his muscular arms. Marguerite chuckled. With that scowl and those shoulders, Jacque looked less like an accountant than a man sent to collect debts. He was tall and broad-shouldered, built for breaking doors rather than balancing ledgers. His features were uneven, too sharp in places, too heavy in others, but they only added to the impression of brute strength. He wore his usual fierce expression, the sort that made others step aside before he reached them, yet he carried the parchment so gently as though it might bruise in his hands.

Marguerite might have lingered at the window a while longer, watching Jacques below, had a loud commotion not suddenly erupted near the servants’ entrance. She immediately hurried downstairs to discover the cause of the disturbance. An impressive-looking visitor, dressed in a dark blue velvet surcoat that fell just below his knee, was engaged in a heated argument with the household staff, who refused him entry. The stranger’s coat was embroidered with enough gold to ransom the pawned crown of the English king. Were it not for the pointed yellow cap perched on his head, Marguerite might have taken him for a respectable nobleman who had come to inquire about a loan.

The man cursed and shouted while the servants restrained him with an iron poker held firmly against his chest. After some time, it became impossible to distinguish any words as the voices grew louder and intermingled. Her guardian put an end to the scuffle when he appeared at the door and greeted the stranger.

“Solomon, dear man, I am delighted to see you!”

The servants stopped as they were, one with the poker still pressed forward, another with his mouth half open, caught mid-motion at the sight of their master. The visitor brushed the poker aside and fixed them with a cold, steady stare. 

“These fool-heads refused to let me in through the front door,” he said, the words coming more evenly now. “They claimed that my presence might offend the other God-fearing Christians. Must I encounter French rudeness wherever I go?”

“Forgive them, my friend. They are nothing but silly sods. You need not trouble yourself with their sort. You and I are good friends, and I believe we have business to discuss.” 

He ushered Solomon toward the countinghouse adjoining the great hall. “Come along. How was your journey?”

As they walked, Claude cast a quick glance over his shoulder and flicked his hand toward the servants. At once, they hurried to clear away the mess.

“Jolly good, Maître Payne, jolly good,” Solomon replied, entirely restored to good spirits. “And I bring warm greetings from my brother.”

Maître Payne pushed the door closed behind them, but the latch failed to catch properly. Marguerite immediately drifted past the servants and stationed herself near the narrow opening. To any passing eye, she appeared deeply occupied with straightening a crooked wall tapestry. In reality, the narrow gap in the door allowed her to see and hear everything inside without being noticed herself.

“I am pleased to report that your silver was transported to York without incident,” she heard Solomon say. “You took considerable risks moving the box from Paris to Caen. I cannot imagine how you managed it. Luck must be firmly on your side, Claude.”

“It was not luck. My wife hid the box under a wagon, right under the officers’ noses. The king’s exchequer was here yesterday, questioning me about the ever-dwindling coffers of His Majesty, if you can believe it. As if he were not the very man draining the treasury by lavishing gifts on his mistresses.”

The men laughed, and from her place by the door, Marguerite could see both their faces clearly. 

“All’s well that ends well,” Solomon said, a smile playing at the corner of his mouth. “I concealed your wealth thoroughly. Even those dull-witted inspectors in Calais and Dover failed to find it.” He gave a soft chuckle. “When you are ready to collect it, go to Coney Street and ask for Aaron of York. He will see to everything. He is a man who keeps his mouth shut.” 

“Excellent. I shall make my journey in October once I conclude my affairs in France. My work in Paris has grown rather trying. For months, I have been shuffling His Majesty’s silver from one campaign to the next, never quite meeting the required quotas. Even my most reliable Jewish bankers, including your brother, my dear Solomon, cannot extend sufficient credit to rescue me.”

Solomon offered a polite smile, but Marguerite noticed a fleeting glint in his eyes before it disappeared.

“I shall be pleased to vanish at last,” her guardian continued. “A wise man knows when it is time to draw the curtains.” He lowered his voice slightly. “On that matter, instruct your men to release the silver only to the bearer of this ring, and to no one else. Study it carefully, my friend, so there may be no confusion later.”

Solomon took the ring and held it up to the light, turning it slowly between his fingers. 

“It reminds me of one I encountered years ago... in Ghent,” he said. “Yes, I recall it now. I saw such a ring on another person's hand. Don’t frown, Claude. My lips are sealed. Still, I would love to know how it came into your possession.”

“Let us say it came to me as a modest premium some years ago. I kept it rather than give it back to its original owner. I guard it well. There are men who would give much to reclaim it. Very much indeed. But I have no intention of parting with it until I am certain that I will have some advantage from it.”

“Very well, I will describe the ring to my brother and ask him to keep quiet about it. By the way, did anyone suspect you were in the pay of the English?”

“I do not regard my work as treachery. It was merely commerce by another name. The English crown paid well for the information. I earned enough to satisfy two kings, and distributed ample bribes on both sides of the Channel to prevent inconvenient questions and to retire in comfort.”

“Do you require assistance arranging your passage to England? Lady Constance may wish to travel in style.”

“No, my wife is used to traveling on a budget,” Claude replied. “But thank you all the same. I am going to make my own arrangements.”

“As you wish. I am glad that you plan to leave now. Things are about to turn unpleasant, from what I hear.”

“I would not trouble myself over that. The council of the garrison will negotiate a safe surrender. The burghers have too much to lose not to bend the knee to King Edward. By the time the English leave us in peace, I will already be in Calais. Just to be prudent, I intend to make a thorough sweep of my affairs here and in Paris, and remove anything of value. When do you plan to return to England?”

“In a week,” Solomon replied. “My cousin is waiting for me in Calais.”

“The sooner, the better, my friend. Between us, we have drawn enough profit from this war to live as very rich men indeed. I intend to grow old in a large manor in Yorkshire. That fool François Foucart will be overjoyed to take my position here. He has been clawing at His Majesty’s purse ever since he hauled his manure-scented family up from Provence.”

Claude finished his drink in a single gulp. 

“Now that I reflect on it,” Solomon said after a brief pause, “would it not be wise to take additional precautions regarding your property? I have a thought. Why not also provide a letter confirming the right to collect the silver? One can never be too careful these days. Rings may be copied, after all, and there are outlaws everywhere.”

“You are quite right, Solomon. Two proofs are better than one. I shall draft it here at once, before your very eyes, so there can be no doubt it was written by my own hand.”

Marguerite heard the scratch of a quill as her guardian dictated.

“The bearer of this document is granted the legal right to collect the property of M. Payne, verified by the witness here present, Solomon, the Jew of York.”

Both men signed the parchment and raised their cups for another toast when a loud knock suddenly sounded at the front door.

Marguerite nearly jumped at the noise. Before anyone could notice, she drifted toward a nearby wall tapestry and pretended to examine its woven folds with quiet interest. A servant emerged from the adjoining chamber to answer the door. Low voices murmured at the threshold. Then the door closed once more, and the servant returned carrying a folded sheet of parchment in his hand.

No one so much as glanced in her direction. Marguerite remained perfectly still, her fingers lightly resting against the tapestry while she listened intently.

“Forgive me, Solomon,” her guardian said. “I’ll see to this interruption.”

“Think nothing of it, my friend. I should take my leave. I still have matters to attend to before I head north.”

Claude escorted his guest to the front door. The moment they stepped outside, Marguerite slipped into the countinghouse and concealed herself behind one of the heavy curtains. Her guardian returned a little later and shut the door behind him. He hurried behind his desk and dropped to his knees. From her hiding spot, Marguerite heard labored breathing, strained grunts, and wood shifting under pressure. A soft pop followed, then more shuffling. When Claude finally emerged, his face was flushed and shining with sweat. 

At that moment, Madame Payne entered the chamber. 

“Claude, there you are. Where have you been? A summons has just arrived. You are wanted at the castle.”

Her guardian took the parchment and skimmed it quickly.

“God’s teeth! Incompetent fools!” he burst out. “The council has received a letter from the English king. He demands surrender. If the council refuses, we shall all die. And these sods intend to reject him. By the blood of Christ! That bastard, the Count of Eu, has no idea what’s coming.”

He caught sight of the alarm on his wife’s face, and his voice dropped at once.

“There, there, my good wife. Fetch my cloak. His Lordship must not be kept waiting. He appears to be on the verge of losing his hide. Misery loves company, so I should lend him mine.”

Madame Payne draped the cloak over his shoulders and accompanied him to the door, talking all the while about the dreadful state of the chairs in the great hall and whether new Flemish cushions might improve the appearance of the house. Claude grunted absently in reply, fastened his cloak, and disappeared into the street while his wife was still lamenting the condition of the furniture.

After he departed, the household slipped back into its usual rhythm. The dough was kneaded and left to rise in the kitchen. On the hearth, a pot of soup bubbled softly, releasing the comforting aroma of leeks and spices. Fabric was being sewn with consistent needlework by the window. A boy was dispatched with a basket, and he came back with vegetables that still held the cool moisture from the market stalls. Along Rue du Marché, shutters were open and voices carried over the steady clink of coins. The air buzzed with the sounds of bargaining, the firm grasp of clasped hands, and the rustle of goods being weighed and wrapped. Beyond the river, the streets of Île Saint-Jean remained bright and busy, untouched by the unease that stirred within the old town.

When her guardian returned later that evening, he said nothing at all. He lowered himself heavily into his chair and sat there in silence for several long moments. Nearby, Lady Constance, Marguerite, and Jeanne gradually abandoned their tasks one by one and watched him expectantly.

“What is it, my dear?” Lady Constance asked at last.

He looked up. His face had gone pale; the lines around his mouth seemed deeper.

“The council meeting did not go well. The count insists on stopping the English here.” He buried his face in his hands. “God save us. They have even begun wagering on how swiftly we might defeat the English army.”

“Wagering?” Lady Constance’s hand flew to her throat. “On a siege? With everything we have at stake?”

Jeanne crossed herself at once. 

“God will not favor such arrogance,” she murmured.

“And King Philip?” Lady Constance pressed. 

“Still no word from His Majesty,” he replied. “And the Duke of Normandy remains in the south. God alone knows when his troops will arrive.” 

He paused and rubbed his temples. 

“Still, let us not abandon hope,” he said after a moment. “The count believes we can withstand a siege for at least a week.”

“With these crumbling town walls?” Marguerite asked.

Silence fell. Every head turned toward her. Maître Payne inclined his head a little, as if evaluating her words, before offering a brief, dismissive shake.

“The English would not want to linger here,” he said at last. “They face the same difficulty as we do. There is not enough silver to keep their soldiers in the field. King Edward will negotiate with the council.”

“He is not interested in negotiations.” Marguerite tightened her lips. “King Edward is out for blood, don’t you see? He needs gold and silver to appease his Parliament, and, perhaps, to acquire some instruction in good taste. English castles must be stripped bare to pay for his campaigns. If I were the council, I would negotiate surrender at once and give the English what they want. With any luck, the gold and silver would sink their ships on the way home.”

Claude burst out laughing.

“You are witty, my dear. I am beginning to think that marrying you off may not be the wisest decision after all. Your intelligence may prove useful to me in other ways.” He turned to his wife. “We need to prepare, Constance. Remove everything of value and bring it to our bedchamber, just in case.”

Lady Constance had already started to rise. “At once, dear.”

“Marguerite,” he added, his eyes gliding over the ruby necklace, “make sure you hide your jewelry, too. They would not go too far, but we’d better remove the temptation.”

At once, the house sprang into motion. The men nailed wooden planks over the doors and windows, their hammering resounding through the house, as the servant boys piled stones near the entrance. The kitchen knives and heavy pans were taken down from their hooks and placed where they could be easily reached. The male servants gathered at the door, as the women frantically cleared shelves and walls of valuables; the clatter of falling objects, including several delicate items, echoed around them. 

Lady Constance rushed up and down the stairs, her arms laden with shimmering silver and luxurious fabrics, repeatedly vanishing behind the secret panel concealed within the bedchamber wall. Jacque, in the meantime, searched the house for a reliable weapon, passed over those already claimed, and finally chose a sturdy iron poker from the hearth. He spoke to Marguerite in low Latin, keeping her close to the kitchen, while Jeanne received a sharper command in French. 

Then the noise drained away, and the house grew still. Somewhere in the walls, rats scratched and scurried when the cat gave chase. Women bowed their heads, their lips moving in quiet prayer. Claude and his wife shut themselves inside their chamber. Lady Constance’s muffled sobs unsettled the servant boys, who cast nervous glances toward the door. 

When distant shouts reached them at last, Marguerite found Jeanne’s hand and pressed it.

“It has begun,” she whispered.

Jeanne started whimpering in small, broken sounds. 

Suddenly, doors splintered somewhere nearby. Voices shouted, and women’s cries rose into piercing screams. A crash came from the left, another from the right, and from every direction.

“I beg for mercy!” someone cried. The plea ended in a blood-curling scream.

“They will not take prisoners, Jeanne,” Marguerite whispered. She tightened her grip on the dagger. “Prepare yourself. We are going to die today.” Then she crossed herself and murmured in Latin, “Salva nos, Domine!”

Jacque stepped in front of the women as though he meant to shield them with his own body. Jeanne grew so pale that Marguerite touched her elbow, half-afraid she might collapse. When the pounding on the front door began, Jacque pushed them both into a narrow larder where the cook kept salted pork and preserves. He then dragged a wooden table and several benches in front of it, forming a makeshift barricade. The tiny space inside was so cramped that the women could scarcely stand beside one another without brushing shoulders. Marguerite felt a sharp ache as the shelves pressed against her ribs, while Jeanne continued wiggling beside her, trying to find a more comfortable position. Their heads brushed against the pork loins and musty rounds of cheese that dangled from the ceiling. 

Marguerite adjusted her position with delicate movements, fitting herself into the tight space between the pots on the floor. She pressed her face against the coarse wood of the door, straining to see through a thin crack between the planks. From there, she had a clear view of the front hall and the kitchen.

Four burly rogues in padded gambesons smashed through the door with their axes. They cut down the two young servant boys and turned at once on the household’s last, solitary defender. Jacque swung the iron poker, driving one man back, then another. For a brief moment, the attackers hesitated, then lunged at him together. A blade caught him in the side. He staggered, lost his footing, and crashed heavily to the floor. The men lowered their weapons and waited. When Jacque did not move again, they turned away. Blood spread slowly across the floor beside his body. 

Then one of the men barked an order in a foreign tongue.

“Inizia a cercare.”

“Speak English,” the other snapped in a thick accent. “You are not the master here. You may be Tuscan, but I am Venetian, and I know well enough how to handle a weapon. We were paid the same for this work, so stop strutting about like a prince.” 

“Very well. I only meant that we should begin searching the house. Go upstairs first and look there. But remember—no survivors. We will not be paid if even a single witness remains alive. Now go.”

The men departed, and soon after, the thudding of their boots vibrated up the staircase. A door burst open above. Lady Constance’s scream tore through the house, her husband’s voice rising after it, breaking into frantic pleas before cutting off. Heavy footsteps pounded across the floorboards overhead. Furniture screeched, then came a crash, sharp and splintering, as though wood were forced apart. A weight dragged slowly from one room to the next, the sound traveling along the ceiling, passing from chamber to chamber.

Marguerite and Jeanne stood rigid in the cramped darkness. Jacque lay motionless on the floor while his blood spread slowly like dark molasses. Marguerite forced herself not to look at it, but her eyes kept drifting back to the dark shape on the floor. Smoke drifted through the open doorway, carrying the bitter smell of burning timber. Another door broke somewhere close. That sound struck her. For a splitting moment, she was back in Gascony, listening to the same noises in the night. Marguerite breathed hard against the wooden planks of the door. She closed her eyes and tried to calm her breathing. Her heart thudded a frantic rhythm, the sound filling her ears.

The ransacking continued throughout the house. After tearing apart the upper floor, the men descended again and turned their fury on the hall and the nearby chambers, smashing furniture as they searched for valuables. At last, one of them wandered into the kitchen. Stepping over Jacque’s body, he swept his gaze slowly across the room until it settled on the larder door. Then he began advancing toward the barricade with deliberate, measured steps. One piece at a time, he started dragging the furniture away from the entrance.

Jeanne began to whimper. Marguerite clapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The treacherous sound betrayed them. The man froze for a moment. Then he smiled and licked his lips. He worked even harder than before to reach them. Marguerite prepared herself, angling her dagger toward her stomach.

“Halt!” a commanding voice rang out.

It came from the hall. Heavy footsteps followed, and a moment later Marguerite caught sight of the man who had spoken with such authority. A tall knight stood there with his sword drawn. Fine chain mail covered him from head to toe. Over it fell a dark blue surcoat, split for riding and embroidered with the pale figure of a boar’s head. Metal plates guarded his shoulders and knees, while a well-made leather belt with plain but finely crafted fittings hung at his waist. A heavy brooch secured the cloak draped from his shoulders. 

His surcoat was spattered with blood. Dark streaks stained the chain mail at his arms, and even his face bore flecks of it across one cheek and near his jaw. Instead of a helmet, he wore a fitted hood that left his features uncovered. He had a tanned face, a straight nose, dark eyes under the thick eyebrows, a strong, sculpted mouth, and a short-trimmed beard with matching whiskers. 

The man stood with authority, and his directive needed no repetition. The nearest attacker wavered. Another took a step back and lowered his sword. Then, almost at once, they turned and ran.

“Look for the survivors,” the man commanded, addressing two of his soldiers. 

One of his subordinates came back a short while later. 

“We have checked upstairs, my lord. There are no survivors.” 

“Take the ones we saved to the castle and guard them well. No harm should come to the women and children, you hear? The men we have























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
o

ELENA LEGGAT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





