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I never meant to become this.

The lazy breeze made my red hooded cloak waft about my shoulders as I sat atop my horse, my cheeks warmed by the consuming blaze. The same gentle wind lifted the roaring flames higher and higher, racing through every inch of the building. I could do nothing to silence the screams of the men inside as they shouted my name. The name they had given me.

“Rider! Rider!”

Nothing to change what I had become.

It was not entirely my choice. I had not started this war, nor had I planned to become a sixteen-year old warrior. I started out as a little girl, innocent as any other. Enjoying life, enjoying my family, anticipating a happy future.

Until they had disrupted my entire world, nearly a decade ago ...
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“Hit her again, harder!”

Egged on by his friends, Jacque Denue had smiled and rammed his fist into my gut. The jarring pain had shaken my prone body, making me want to vomit. I held back the bile, since the other four boys had me pinned and I didn’t want to swallow it back down my throat. At least the early morning rain had muddied the ground enough for me to sink into it, while it ruined my little dress and burlap cloak. When would Papa come back with the wagon?

I was too hoarse to scream any more. I could only raise an arm or a leg as much as they let me, curling into a weak ball to protect myself. The village boys laughed as they took turns punching at my stomach, chest, arms, groin and face. My horrible, scarred face that helped them justify their attack.

“You sick, ugly witch!” Jacque spat. “You stay out of La Rue Sauvage, you hear? Stay out of our village!”

His palm weaved around my arms and slapped me. Tiny lights swirled about my face as the sting settled into my cheek. I wanted to sleep. To sleep forever and make them go away.

“Monster!” one boy yelled.

“Disgusting hag!” shouted another.

I stopped trying to rise from beneath them. I shut my eyes, accepting blow after blow, my arms and legs burning with bruises. I no longer saw them. I saw myself and the image they so hated. The seven-year old girl with blonde hair and blue eyes and three thick scars slashed across her face. They ran at a slant, like torn pink ribbons. The top one started above my left eye and ended below my right. The second ran below my left eye and scraped across my distorted nose. The last tore across my left cheek and my mouth, ending beneath the enlarged right portion of my lower lip. No wonder they called me a monster.

My mind pictured something else as they kept hammering my stomach. I saw the wolf, large and leering and unstoppable, its jaws opening wide to swallow me. The wolf that stood on its hind legs and loomed over me. The living nightmare that spoke to me through its grinning fangs: Where are you going, little girl?

I found my voice and screamed.

“Helena!”

“Run!” the boys shouted. The pain stopped – or at least, stopped mounting - replaced by a scuttling and sloshing of feet through mud puddles and fallen leaves.

“Helena! What have you boys done? Come back here, you!”

I kept my eyes shut and lay still, sobbing but relieved. Papa would stop them. He would chase them, punish them, his blue eyes blazing with rage above his thick black moustache. He would catch every last one of them and make them sorry for hitting me.

Strong arms surrounded me. They snatched me up, then slowed to cradle me.

“Helena.” Papa’s voice broke. “Helena.”

“Papa,” I rasped, too weak to hug him. I winced out tears as he held me, keeping my eyes closed, until I could breathe regularly again. “Did you get them?”

His chest sighed. “They ran away.”

“All of them? You didn’t catch any?” My voice croaked like a frog’s.

“Helena, I’m taking you to Doctor Renoire.” He carried me quickly to the next street where we had left our wagon. I had wandered away to smell some flowers outside another shop, when Jacque and the other boys started hurling insults and chased me through the alley.

“I want to see Francois,” I said.

Papa cradled me closer as he sloshed across the muddy path. My burlap cloak scraped against my bare shoulders where my dress had been torn. “I’m taking you to the doctor,” he said.

“Am I dying?”

“No, Helena. You’re not dying.”

“After we’re done – I want to see him.”

“I’ll think on it. Lie still.”

He laid me down on the hay in the bed of our wagon, making room for me by pushing aside the pumpkins and squash he had purchased. I heard Papa’s horse, Royale, snort his readiness from the front. Soon we were rolling and jostling along the dusty road, so much smoother than the hills outside our distant cottage. So smooth ...

And I was so scarred.
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I still felt pain, stinging my stomach and face and between my legs, as I lay on the cot in the visiting room. Doctor Renoire had cleaned me with soft cloths and lotion that took away most of the soreness. Soonafter, I had been able to sit up and eat some of the crackers he kept in his house.

He and Papa had left me alone to rest. I laid there as I had been told. Until I heard them talking out in the parlor.

I slid down from the cot, wincing at new aches that knifed into my thighs and lower back. My ripped, muddy dress had been thrown away. I now wore a pair of boy’s trousers and a shirt, which Doctor Renoire had borrowed from his son’s wardrobe.

Only one item had been rescued, and lay on the table beside the cot. My burlap cloak. At least the dark bloodstain in the center gave it some color. I pulled it about my shoulders and hobbled to the door, the wooden floor chilling my bare feet. I peered through the crack and listened.

Papa leaned forward in a chair, burying his face in his hands.

Doctor Renoire kept a hand on his shoulder. “Relax, Henri,” he said. “Helena’s going to be all right.”

Papa sat up and wiped away tears. “This is why. This is why we don’t come out any more. Why we can’t.”

“Because of her face?”

“No. Not exactly. I just don’t want her suffering any more harm.”

My cloak scraped my bruised forearm as I draped it tighter about myself. Doctor Renoire stared at the floorboards. “When Father Vestille brought her in this spring – I had never seen anything like it. At least, not anyone who survived. And certainly no child.”

My breath grew quick and shallow. My skin bristled at the memories that still filled my nightmares. The wolf that spoke to me in the forest, that killed Grand’Mere Marie and tried to kill me. The wolf that was anything but a wolf.

Doctor Renoire knelt before my father. “Perhaps it’s distasteful to say, but you really should be so grateful, Henri. Just grateful to have her.”

“I know. We are. That’s why we can’t let her go out. Not until we can know this won’t happen again.”

My foot shuffled against the floor. They both turned. I opened the door slowly as if I had just arrived.

Papa quickly wiped his face. “Helena. How do you feel?”

“A little better.”

“Come here, Helena,” Doctor Renoire beckoned, still kneeling. I limped toward him, feeling some of my strength returning. “That’s it. Good girl. You’re walking fine. You just need to rest up for a few days. Your father agreed to let you skip some chores the next few weeks while you recover. But you should be up and around in no time. Nothing seems to be broken and you’re already moving around much better.”

They smiled. They seemed to be waiting for me to respond in kind, so I smiled back.

“You know, Helena,” Doctor Renoire continued. “I’ve never seen a girl recover so quickly. You survived six months ago and again today. You’re fortunate to be alive, both times. You’re a true miracle.”

My smile faded. “I don’t feel like a miracle.”
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I clutched at my sore ribs as we trudged through the leaves littering the cobblestone street. I was eager to barter for a new dress at the village clothier and return the trousers that felt so strange, clinging to my legs and exposing them in public.

We rarely visited the brick shops and stone houses of La Rue Sauvage. The village seemed aptly named now: La Rue Sauvage – “Wild Street.” I had begged Papa to take me with him today, but after this, he would never allow it again. Perhaps my parents were right to keep me close to home, never venturing too far outside. Where the wolf might be waiting. “I want to see Francois,” I said.

Papa said nothing at first. “You need to rest. We came to the village. That should be enough excitement for one day, don’t you think?”

I heard laughter and flinched. A few men strolled by in front of us, chuckling. For a moment, I expected to see Jacque Denue and his friends again. “I want to see Francois. Please, Papa.”

He sighed. “I’ll think on it. Let’s focus on finding a new dress.”

We arrived at the clothier and stepped up onto its stoop. The store sign suddenly flipped over to show it now closed as the front door slammed. Papa held my hand and stood in the empty street, staring at the shop door.

The sign above the door read: Clothier de Denue. I never knew Jacque’s father sold clothes. He must have heard about what happened. Now he wouldn’t speak to us, out of shame. Or fear.

Papa’s hand tightened on mine. His moustache twitched as he clenched his jaw, before he turned me away from the closed door. “Come on, Helena.”

I glanced back at the shop. An eye peered out from a crack in the window shutter. Then it disappeared. “We’re not getting a dress?” I asked.

“Your mother can make you a quick one, perhaps by tomorrow. We’ll ask Doctor Renoire to let us keep these clothes another week. We’re going to see Francois.”

My heart soared. “Oh, thank you, Papa!” I nearly threw my arms around him. Then I slowed myself enough to hug him without aggravating the pain in my ribs. Papa knew that I needed to visit Francois, especially today. Sometimes Francois was the only person who could make me feel safe. Especially when I remembered the wolf.

Papa marched to the wagon without a word. He studied the noonday sun. He never let me travel all the way from La Rue Sauvage to Francois’ cabin this late in the day, for fear of being out after dark. To him, nothing was worth that risk. We had to hurry.

I tightened my burlap cloak against a draft, scraping my bruises. I glanced back at the shop to see the eye staring at me again before it vanished. Jacque Denue’s father was smart to stay hidden. Papa was no coward.

But why didn’t he even knock on the door when we both knew Monsieur Denue was there? Why didn’t he kick the door open and make him give me a new dress for the way his son treated me?

Why wouldn’t anyone help me?
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As our wagon rolled up the muddy path to his cabin, I spotted Francois chopping wood outside and I smiled. I loved watching his strong arms hammer down on a log with his silver ax. He was a burly man with a round belly and a scraggly beard that crinkled up in a grin whenever he saw me. A wave of warm sunshine bathed me from inside. For the first time since I saw him last month, I felt as though nothing could harm me.

Papa tugged Royale to a stop. I wanted to scramble down from the wagon without waiting for permission. But the pain in my side and my legs nearly slowed me to a halt. “Easy, Helena,” Papa said.

I hobbled over to Francois as fast as I could, ready for him to scoop me up into his broad arms like always. He thumped his ax into the wood and hurried to me with a fat smile. “Well, well, Helena! What brings you all the way out here?” he boomed. He frowned upon seeing me limp and the pants I now wore. “What happened?”

I started to tell him, but I couldn’t. I fell against him and wept, letting my itchy cloak fall to the mud.

He hoisted me into the air, but didn’t swing me around in a big circle. Instead, he cradled me like a bear holding a tiny cub. I nuzzled against his warm chest, covered with wooden chips and dust.

He patted my back and hugged me. With his heavy arms, who needed a cloak? “It’s all right, Mademoiselle. It’s all right.”

“Some boys in the village,” I blubbered. “They chased me and hit me and wouldn’t stop.”

“Andre Denue’s son and some of his friends,” Papa said, striding up from behind. “He wouldn’t even open his door to let us buy a new dress. These are from Doctor Renoire’s son.”

I sniffed and swiped a tear from my cheek, brushing one of my triple scars. “They called me a monster.”

Francois’ hands clenched against my back, then relaxed. “You’re no monster. You just had some bad luck, that’s all. Don’t pay no attention to those morons. Sounds to me like a bunch of no-good bullies.”

“I wish you’d been there. Papa let them get away.”

Francois held me a moment longer. Then he gently set me down and knelt before me. His eyes looked worried. “Now listen, Helena. If I’d been there, I couldn’t have done anything more than what your father did.”

I glanced back to see Papa staring at the ground. I started to tremble. I never meant to dishonor him. I just wanted someone to protect me.

Francois’ large finger turned my chin back toward him. “I’m betting your father took you straight to the doctor, didn’t he? And you’re here in one piece. Aren’t you? I expect he was more concerned about treating your wounds than getting revenge.”

My face screwed up with tears again.

I fell against Francois and sobbed. Ashamed of the way I had spoken about Papa. Angry at Jacque Denue and his friends for nearly beating me to death. And terrified of facing them – or anyone – again. Afraid of showing my horrid face.

“Helena. Your cloak,” Papa said.

I turned. He held the burlap cloak out to me. I took it with a faint smile, then draped it back in place, careful to keep it from scraping my shoulders too much.

Francois patted my back. “Dry your tears now. I’m glad you came today. Been wanting to show you something, next time I saw you. Come on back.”

He wiped my eyes with the end of his thick tunic. I smeared away the rest with the back of my fist. He led me like a lamb, his large hand around my shoulder, toward the rear of his stable. I smiled, eager to see Francois’ ebony horse, Lightning, named for the jagged stripe that covered her nose. I always felt better after petting her.

As we came around the corner, Lightning lifted her head lazily.

A colt jerked its head from beneath her. It rose to face us, stamping its hooves in protest. Its flanks were red like flame.

I gaped. “What’s that?”

“That,” he said, “is our new colt.”

Its blazing eyes locked on mine.

“She’s red!” I squealed. My cloak fell off my shoulders again as I hobbled forward.

“Whoa! Stop!” Francois shouted as Papa also yelled behind him.

I limped to the gate as fast as I could. The fiery colt reared back, then ran at me.

“Helena!” Papa cried.

Francois tugged me back as the colt stamped and kicked at the gate. “Easy now, that colt’s a wild one. Understand? Don’t move too quick around it, you’ll pay for it.”

I stared into the colt’s eyes. It did look dangerous, but that seemed all right somehow. It didn’t seem mean, just frightened and ready to fight. The same way I felt, except I didn’t have hooves to kick against a gate. “Let me give her some oats.”

“Helena ...” Papa started.

“I don’t know, Helena,” Francois said. “It’s still a little fired up.”

“I can do it. I’ll be careful.”

After a silent moment, Papa nodded to Francois. “All right, if you walk up with her,” he said.

Francois led me to the feed bag hanging outside the stable. He dug out a handful of oats and emptied some into my hand. “Now you let me go first,” he said. We stepped toward the colt, slow and steady. It watched our every move, looking curious, as I hobbled forward with a smile. Francois opened his hand and extended it beneath the colt’s mouth. The colt snorted and tossed its head. Then it bent, sniffed, and nibbled like one of Papa’s sheep.

“See, she’s sweet,” I said. I lifted my open palm with my oats, careful not to startle the colt. It stared at me for several seconds.

Then it nibbled from my hand. It tickled. When all the oats were gone, it buried his nose in my hand and nuzzled. I took a step closer, moving slow and gentle. It gave a low snort from somewhere in its belly, as a warning. I smiled and took another small step. It let me edge closer. Then I gently curved my hand around to stroke its jaw, and it relaxed. It took a half-step closer and bent its head to let me pet it. I laid my head against the colt and hugged it with both arms. “She likes me.”

“Would you look at that?” Francois said, sounding surprised. “But ‘she’ is a ‘he.’”

“How do you know?”

“Just trust me, all right? So. Now you’ve got him settled, what do you think we should name him?”

My eyes lit up. “Crimson. His whole flank is crimson like fire.” It was my favorite word for red.

Papa’s face wrinkled at that as he held my burlap cloak. Though he looked more pained than offended.

“Then ‘Crimson’ it is,” Francois said, petting the colt as he grew calmer. “And you can help me take care of him.”

I looked up at him. “I can? You mean it?”

“You come out as often as you like, Helena. When you’re older, I’ll teach you to ride him.”

My heart raced. Women rode in carriages, not on horses, and I had never heard of a girl learning how to ride.  I leaned against him and threw my arms around his belly, squeezing him tight. “Thank you. Thank you, Francois.”

He turned toward Papa, licking his lips. “If it’s all right with your father, that is.”

I looked back. “Can I, Papa?”

Papa looked pale. He wrung the burlap cloak in his hands. “We’ll see. When you’re a little older.”

I hobbled to Papa and fell onto him in a tight hug. I limped back to Crimson, who continued to study my awkward movements, and petted him again. He leaned his head down and stared at me as though we could see into one another’s souls.
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Crimson lifted his head and snorted. I released him as another horse whinnied in the distance. I hobbled toward Papa to peer around the corner of Francois’ stable. A beautiful black coach was rolling across the muddy path to the cabin.

Papa’s voice rose. “Were you expecting Duke Laurent?”

Francois arrived behind us. “Last person I’d be expecting out here. ‘Course, I didn’t expect to see you today, either.”

Duke Laurent ruled the province, but he and Papa had become good friends. He always gave me the most delicious apples and pears whenever he visited Papa. He made me feel almost as safe as Francois.

As the adorned coach drew closer, I spotted a gray Palomino trotting behind it amidst the falling leaves. I smiled, recognizing the black cloak and hat of its rider.

“Or Father Vestille?” Papa asked.

Francois craned his neck forward and gaped. “Next to last person I’d expect. Unless he’s short on confessions. I’m sure I could fill his plate, if he’s feeling lonely.”

Papa lowered his chin. “Show respect, Francois.”

Francois raised his hands. “Sorry.”

Father Vestille didn’t always make me feel safe, but he always smiled and bent down to listen to me after the Sunday Mass. When I was little, he let me sit on his lap whenever he came to visit us. Every time I talked with him, I completely forgot about my scars.

The royal coach arrived first. I watched closely as the driver stepped down from his perch to open the rear door. I always felt proud knowing Papa was friends with the Duke of La Rue Sauvage himself. Duke Laurent jumped down and nodded his thanks to the driver, then gaped at us with wide eyes.

He ran to Papa, ignoring the mud that splattered on the fine wool-lined coat Mama had made for him. “Henri, are you both all right? I heard there was some trouble in the village. Doctor Renoire said you went home, but we saw the tracks leading here.”

Papa shook his hand. “She’s all right. Doctor Renoire said she just needs to rest.”

Duke Laurent regarded me with pitiful golden-brown eyes, which made him look even more handsome. He knelt before me, kissing both my hands as if I was a princess. “Helena. I’m so glad you’re all right.”

“I am. It still hurts, though.”

“I’m sure it does. But you’ll get well. Just rest, like your father says, and you’ll be up and about in no time.”

“Monsieur,” Papa said. “May I introduce Francois Revelier?”

The Duke stood as Papa and Francois bowed their heads. “The man who saved Helena a few months ago?” He took a step back to view Francois’ full height and size. “Such bravery should not go unnoticed. If I were back at the court in Versailles, you would receive a medal for protecting one of our precious citizens. I can’t provide that, but I believe a banquet in your honor is long overdue.”

My heart leaped as Francois gaped at him. “Well, uh – thank you. Your Majesty. Er, Your Grace.”

The Duke smiled. “You may call me ‘Monsieur.’ Or ‘Leopold,’ if you prefer.”

Francois shook his hand. “Think it’ll have to be ‘Monsieur.’ Wouldn’t feel right using the first name of royalty.”

“I’m not all that royal anymore,” Duke Laurent joked.

“Any news from the King?” Papa asked.

The Duke’s face fell. He glanced down at me, then back at Papa, spreading his hands. “He still refuses to answer my letters. I’ve tried, Henri. I can implore him to send some men, but – .”

“I know,” Papa said. “You have no authority with Versailles.”

Duke Laurent shrugged and shook his head. “The perils of losing favor with the royal court. I’m fortunate to be given oversight here. I only wish I could provide better security for—.” He glanced down at me and stopped himself. “... for our province.”

Papa heaved a sigh. “We need soldiers, Monsieur Laurent. There must be someone we can appeal to. Someone to make the King see reason.”

“I’m afraid the only one who can change the mind of the King toward me and our province is the King. I’ve asked. I’ve pleaded. I’ve begged.” His eyes burrowed into the ground. “I don’t even know whether they open my appeals or if they immediately discard them upon seeing my name.”

Papa whirled away with clenched fists. He unclenched them quickly as Father Vestille walked toward us, the sun glinting off of his bald head. “Abier, how are you?” Papa said, shaking hands. “You know Francois, of course.”

Father Vestille nodded to Francois. “Of course.”

Francois smiled, with less than his usual warmth. “Well, we’re not on a first name basis.”

“Perhaps we should be,” Father Vestille said. “I haven’t even spoken to you since—. Well, since Spring.” He glanced at me the same way Duke Laurent had. As if I didn’t remember what Francois did for me this past spring. He knelt before me with open arms.

I hugged him tight. “What are you doing here?” I asked.

“I heard there was a commotion in the village. I came to see you.” He lowered his chin, his forehead creasing with worry. “Are you all right?”

I nodded, feeling better. Safer, even.

“I saw you weren’t at home, so I followed the tracks here. I told Celeste I would find you both. I, ah –.” He raised his eyebrows at Papa. “I didn’t tell her anything else. Figured you’d want to share that.”

Papa nodded. “Thank you.”

“Did you hear what happened?” I asked.

“Doctor Renoire found me and told me about it. I’ll have a talk with Andre Denue tomorrow, see if I can find out who the other boys were,” he said, more to Papa than to me.

“Are you going to excommunicate Monsieur Denue?” I asked, hopeful. “Or Jacque?”

Father Vestille blinked. “I don’t think I’ll need to do that, Helena. I would rather give them both a chance to make amends.”

“But they beat me. And they wouldn’t stop. You have to do something.”

“I will. I plan to talk to every one of them about what they’ve done. And help them understand the wrong of it.”

I shook my head. “That won’t help. You need to punish them, to make sure they can’t do it again. You have to hurt them the way they hurt me. You should –!”

“Helena,” Papa interrupted with a scowl. “That’s enough.”

“Yes, leave the punishments to me, Helena,” Duke Laurent broke in. “After all, maintaining order is the role of government. Not the church.”

Father Vestille looked sideways at the Duke and frowned. “Yes, that is true. Tell me, what is being done about these occasional – attacks?”

“All that the King will allow, which isn’t much, I’m afraid. As far as France is concerned, we’re on our own.”

Father Vestille wrinkled his brow. “So the King plans to let La Rue Sauvage fend for itself? He refuses to lift a finger to help us?”

“Your words, not mine, Father,” Duke Laurent replied.

Father Vestille stepped toward him, looking annoyed, as Papa moved between them. I fidgeted, eager to avoid their argument. “I want to see Crimson again,” I told Francois.

“Sure thing,” Francois boomed. “Right this way. We’ll let these gentlemen continue their civil conversation on their own.” He cast an amused glance over his shoulder, and I saw Papa sour at him as we trudged to the rear of the stable.

Crimson stood by the gate and lifted his head as we returned, still focusing his attention on me. I limped back to the feed bag to give him some more oats. “It’s all right, Crimson. Just Papa talking with Duke Laurent and Father Vestille. Nothing to be afraid of.”

I watched the oats disappear from my hand as he nibbled. My sides still ached, but I felt numb inside. Numb and helpless, with no one to protect me from Jacque Denue’s gang.

Or from anything else.

“Francois? Do you ever get scared?”

“Sure. Now and then. Everybody gets scared sometimes.”

I stroked Crimson’s flank. “I feel like I’m scared all the time.”

He didn’t answer right away. “What’re you scared of?”

“That the wolf might come back.”

He shuffled his feet in the grass. “Hard to come back if he’s dead.”

I pictured its horrible image again. Its monstrous head. Its jagged ears. Its fanged smile. “I heard there were other attacks. Didn’t the wolf kill some other people, too?”

Francois paced to one side, then back toward me. “That was before. Figure it was that same wolf. Sure, there have been other attacks, by wolves or some other animals. But you don’t need to worry about that big, bad wolf anymore. He’s gone forever.”

“Were you scared when you killed him?”

“‘course I was. But sometimes there are things more important than being scared. Things you’ve got to stand up and fight for.”

“Like trying to save Grand’Mere?”

“Yeah. And looking after you. I mean, if I hadn’t gone in after that wolf – well, he would’ve gotten you, too. Can’t let being scared stop you from doing what’s right. If everybody stays scared, who’s gonna protect us?”

I knew he was right. But the wolf was monstrous. And I was just a girl that older boys beat on. “Francois. Can you teach me to fight?”

He shifted his weight in his large boots. “Uhhh, now why would you want to learn that, Helena?”

I cocked my head at him. “You know why. So I can beat up Jacque Denue instead of him beating on me.”

He frowned. “I’m not sure that’s the answer to your problem, Helena. Certainly not the answer your father would give you.”

“That’s why I’m asking you. You know how to stand up and fight. You knew how to kill that wolf.”

He scratched his beard. “Yeah, well. Funny thing, that whole business. I didn’t strike it that hard, you know? I just got lucky. That big old wolf must have been tired or sick or something, because I barely grazed it. It died a few seconds after I struck it.”

I blinked. “I thought you chopped its head off.”

“That was after he died. Didn’t want to take any chances with a wolf that big. But – well, anyway. Fighting’s not the answer. Not for a young girl like you.”

“So I just have to get beat up?”

He pressed his lips tight, then sighed heavily at the ground. He crouched beside me, his voice dropping to a low whisper. “All right, come here. Look. The thing about any fight is, not so much getting in your licks at the other guy, as making sure he doesn’t get anything on you.”

I squinted. “Huh?”

“I mean, don’t tire yourself out. If he swings at you with his right, you step aside and let him miss. When he swings again, you step back or to the side again. Sooner or later, he’ll tire himself out trying to hit you.”

“And then you flatten him,” I said, excited.

He half-smiled. “Well, yeah. But the same thing. Don’t tire yourself out. Look, you’re a girl. Boys are gonna be stronger than you most of the time, right? So don’t just use your fists.” He leaned toward the corner of the stable and listened to make sure the others were still talking. Then he crouched and spoke even softer. “Grab a stick. Or a brick. Or a rock. Or anything you can use to lay him flat.”

My stomach churned at the thought of a brick smashing into Jacque Denue’s face. “I don’t want to kill him.”

“Then don’t hit him where you’ll kill him. Just hit him hard enough in the knee or the gut that he won’t think of bothering you again. All right?”

I nodded, satisfied. “All right.”

“And, uh – Don’t tell your father we had this talk. Think it’s better that way.”

I smiled. “Me, too.”

He nodded, pressing his hands on his knees to rise. Then he bent back down. “Listen, Helena. If you ever run into trouble – real trouble – and I’m not around, I want you to look up a friend of mine in the village. Name’s Gerard Touraine. He’ll look after you.”

I nodded. “Gerard Touraine. All right.”

He glanced back at the corner of the stable. Papa and the others were talking even more passionately than before. “All right, let me show you how to look after yourself.” He stood a little, his hands on his knees as he bent over me. He made a fist. “If someone comes at you like this, see, you step sideways out of the way. That’s it. Hey, even hobbling around, it’s easier to move without a dress, ain’t it? Now while he’s swinging hard and hitting air, he’s off-balance. See that? See how I’m ready to fall forward? So you knuckle both your fists together and swing hard on his back to carry him the rest of the way. He’ll plant his face in the mud. Or he’ll double over and you can bring your knee up hard to his jaw. Got me? But you gotta know how to keep from getting hit first, so you can use his own strength against him. Then you just knock him over or punch him in his ribs, hard. That’ll take the wind out of him. Strike hard and fast. The faster you finish it, the less likely he’ll be to mess with you again.” He glanced up as Papa returned, and straightened to his full height. “– and that’s why you should never fight with boys. That’s what I say. So just stay away from those bullies.” He gave a firm nod.

Papa smiled at him. “Duke Laurent and Father Vestille have gone home, now that they know you’re safe. Don’t think they see eye-to-eye on many subjects. Helena, it’ll be dark in a few hours. Are you ready to go home?”

I smiled at Francois, feeling a new sense of confidence. “Yes. I’m ready.”

Francois Revelier had taught me how to fight.

I had new hope.
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It was near dark when we pulled up to our cottage. Only a couple of the sheep lay awake bleating in their pen while the rest slept. Papa had driven Royale faster up the path when the air chilled and the sun dipped toward the horizon. The mud had dried, making the ride faster if not smoother.

Mama strode onto the front porch to greet us, her hands twisting around a cloth towel as if it needed to be wrung. She looked pale and her eyes were larger than usual. “Henri. You’re so late. What on earth happened?”

“Everything’s all right, Celeste,” he promised. “Had an incident in town. Then we went to see Francois.”

She squinted through the darkness to see me. To see my face.

Her eyes bulged. “Dear –! Come inside. What happened? Did something –? ... Come in here and let me clean you up. Henri, tell me what happened.”

I hobbled over the hard ground to Mama. She held me against her as we moved indoors. She led me straight through the front kitchen and off to my room at the back of the house, then helped me lay down on my bed. It felt good to finally rest. Though I dreaded sleep, especially after today.

She unlaced my shoes, caked with dry mud, and pulled them off as Papa came in.

“Some boys in the village beat her. I took her to Doctor Renoire. He loaned us his son’s clothes for a while, ‘til next time we return to the village.”

“Well, you’ll go alone next time. She’s not going back to that village.” Her voice and face grew tight.

“I know. Never should’ve agreed to take her in the first place.”

“Yes, you should,” I said. “I can’t always stay inside, Papa. Someday I’ve got to stand up.”

“Hush now,” Mama said, stroking my forehead. “Henri, get a basin of water.”

Papa left without a word.

“I have to stand up, Mama,” I repeated.

“You need to lie down.”

“No. I have to stand up to them. I have to fight.”

“Hush. Just keep far away from those boys.”

I stared at her, marveling at her perfect appearance and poise. Her auburn hair up in a beautiful bun with ringlets dangling about her ears. Her homespun dress – she was an amazing seamstress – rising from her shoulders in shapely curves, its intricate pattern decorating her slim arms and wrists. Her face peaceful and soft, even when flushed with anger. “Mama? Am I a monster?”

Her eyes flared. “What on earth would make you think that?”

“That’s what those boys said. That’s why they beat me. Because I’m so ugly.”

She gaped at me as if I had burned down our cottage. “If that’s why they beat you, it’s those boys who are ugly monsters.”

A tear slid around my cheek as I admired her features. “I wish I were pretty like you.”

She nearly
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