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I conceived this project in Boston during the summer of ’92 while producing my first Shakespeare (Romeo & Juliet). It was staged at the Huntington Theatre Studio and sold out before we opened. That was when the notion of a prequel was born that would reveal how the famous families came to be at each other’s throats, and how the associations between so many characters were first formed. The full story frame of Capulet (6 books) was written over 4 years writing 7 days a week 7 hours a day with just a few exceptions.

For the trivial record, my first experience with Shakespeare was as a punishment in my last year of high school. I was given a detention for fighting (a bully was harassing a friend and though I’m no hero I intervened). The English Mistress who caught us made me memorise the ‘quality of mercy’ monologue from The Merchant of Venice. It had to be word perfect to avoid another stay. She told me it wasn’t word perfect. But she said I was ‘good’ and would let me off if I agreed to audition for the play. I did. Somehow I managed to get the lead.

That led me to a BA in Drama at the University of Queensland. UQ led me to a BFA in Acting at Cornish College in the USA. That led to specialised study at the National Shakespeare Conservatory in NY (closed after 9/11) and finally an MFA scholarship to study Directing at Boston University. Fast forward 25 years. I began this project in earnest during the last few months of the pandemic.

I hope their tale moves you. 

I found it very moving to write.

Marcus Hogan
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Two unusual icons adorn the crest of Capulet, a cape and a hat. The first is proof that somewhere in their ancestral past, an artisan fashioned capes and cloaks to protect soft bodies from the harsh elements. Now consider if you will that cloaks and capes often have hoods attached to them. And so it’s little surprise one of the Capulet ancestors also became a maker of hats.

Which came first, the making of hats or capes? I can’t say for certain. What I can say is that one ancestor named Capulet was ordered to march into battle. Indeed he distinguished himself enough to add another icon, a sword of war. And so why, one may ask, did scarlet and black become the colours of their house? I can’t answer that either. Never in my time among the Capulets did I investigate their origin.

One might expect scarlet to stand for the blood of war? Logical. However that’s the colour of their hat and cape. Black sits behind the icons, the field they rest upon. The sword is silver of course. It sits horizontally to allow the pretty cloak to hang over it with the hat perched neatly above. But at some point after all those elements were combined, another portion was added that sits above all - three golden lilies on a field of blue.

I feel the lilies and blue add a splash of elan. Yet the Capulets added them as a gesture of loyalty to a higher power. Indeed, sweet friends it’s very important to understand that a display of three lilies on blue represents their pledge of allegiance to a particular and powerful political faction.

That faction are known as the Guelphs and they support the power of his Holiness in Rome to the South. The Guelphs stand in opposition to another faction of course: the Ghibellines. Those cretins ... I mean to say the members of that faction, support the power of the emperor in the North. For many generations the struggle between his Holiness and the Emperor has waxed and waned, keeping the Guelphs and Ghibellines constantly at each other’s throats.

Indeed, their ancient grudge had spread so widely, that few elite houses managed to avoid the need to declare for one or the other until ... ten years after Armand was born. For more than a decade after that time the lack of a crowned emperor saw their animosity settle significantly. Many on both sides hoped it had settled permanently. Some did not.

And though I’ve suggested the power of one faction lay to the north and the other to the south, since the trouble began, families loyal to each have lived side by side all over the Christian Empire. However, a small number of citadels sit more precariously near the dividing lines that separate the authority of the Emperor and his Holiness, acting as gateways between them. Life in those citadels was far more turbulent.

Finally, consider what might have happened in such a citadel when an event – such as the end of a great war or creation of a new Emperor or both – tipped the balance of power again? Forces were set in motion that encouraged the dormant ambitions of some faction members to stir again. Suddenly the lives of all became very fragile. Among the citadels fated to sit at such a gateway, the most fragile of all was fair Verona.
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Chapter 1  rite of Succession
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When the marriage celebrations were done, the feasting chamber nearly emptied, I began to stow my instruments. The proud parents of the groom, Olivier and Margot de Capulet, stood with the proud parents of the bride, Julien and Genevieve Marchand.  The exhausted newlyweds, Armand and Ilaria, stood with them all as the Marchands announced it was time to depart. For the first time Ilaria would not be going with them. They were leaving her behind to spend her first night in Chateau de Capulet. 

The Marchands planned to return in the morning of course, to see Ilaria depart on her marriage tour. And since Armand’s orders to return to the war had been postponed, now the newlyweds expected to travel further than first planned, as far as Verona, perhaps  Venice too. All at once our short tour close to Lyon had become a far-flung adventure. 

Sieur Julien glanced at the women gathering together, exchanged a knowing look with Sieur Olivier, then wandered ahead to ensure his people had their conveyance ready. Seeing the tears welling in Genevieve’s eyes and the sympathetic response from his own wife, Olivier suggested to Armand it would be more discreet to allow the women to exit together. 

Now two Capulet Dames exited the grand salon, each on an arm of the tearful Dame Marchand. As they vanished, Armand sat with a sigh of relief. Perhaps in sympathy I too let out a sigh, then scanned the serving board for left over morsels and drink. With a tempting selection I sat quietly upon a window bench, to stare and drink and eat my fill. 

I notice Sieur Olivier glancing about, as if to ensure he and Armand were alone. Oh yes, he saw me. Yet as always in such moments, the presence of a musician seemed to count for nothing. A server passed by with a tray of libations. She offered a cup to each as the patriarch sat adjacent to his son  to draw him into conversation. I’m not sure why, nothing should have suggested it, yet the caution Sieur Olivier had taken to do so left me feeling unsettled. 

‘I’m glad you’re finally wed.’ 

‘Yes Father. So am I.’ 

‘We’ve made you a wonderful match.’

‘Mmm. I very much agree.’

‘A wife like Ilaria can enrich your bond to our extended famille.’

‘I’m sure they’ll all love her as much as I do.’

‘I hope so. For I must confess that some of our relations, whom you’re both soon to meet, no longer respect my will as the premiere sieur.’

Armand frowned to hear him say so.

‘I’m sure you misjudge their respect for you.’ he said sincerely.

‘Perhaps. But some harsh feelings don’t just pass on, like water under a bridge. Sometimes Armand, no matter how hard one may try, a man can’t help but make lasting enemies. Even among his own famille.’

‘I’m sure you have no enemies among them.’ 

Armand sipped quietly.  And though he appeared thoughtful I began to realise, those thoughts were elsewhere, so did his father.

‘Well ...’ Olivier looked at his son more intently  . ‘Let’s just call them rivals. But for some, their bad will has a way of accumulating over time.’

‘Oh?’ Armand stifled a yawn.

Narrowing his eyes a little, Olivier continued. 

‘For a house like ours, rich with assets spread among a network of relations, lingering bad will is a threat to stability.’ 

‘Sincerely Father, I didn’t realise you sat at odds with any of our kin.’ 

‘Sadly I do.’ A frown creased his brow. ‘And now a critical moment has arrived.’

‘Has it?’ Armand sighed, too obviously for his father’s liking.

‘It has. Their potential leader now has a wife like Ilaria at his side.’

Armand’s brows lifted with recognition.

‘Oh yes. I see.’

‘And so now, any whose favour I may have lost will have a chance to gain a new first impression of their leaders-in-waiting.’

As I munched and listened, I considered how unlikely it would be for one such as myself to find themselves engaged in such a conversation. Cupid’s Balls! What a chasm of difference separated our lives? I could see Sieur Olivier was scanning his son’s responses carefully. Yet his son seemed to offer little care in return. 

Armand replied casually. ‘I promise you Father that during our travels, we’ll take care to treat them all very well.’ 

‘That will be needed Son. But it’s more than just that.’ 

It seemed clear by that moment Olivier was attempting to prompt a more engaged response. Yet Armand continued to lack interest. 

‘The impact you and Ilaria can now have together Armand, may have a far-reaching effect on the willingness of our people to let you lead them.’

‘Oh. Yes I see.’ Armand said more thoughtfully but stifled another yawn, larger than the first.

‘Do you?’ Olivier offered more challengingly. ‘They all know you are my preferred heir.’

Armand’s brows wrinkled again. ‘I suppose they do.’

‘But they also know a first son is not always a final choice.’

‘Yes Father, I understand that too.’ he replied humbly. 

Olivier leaned back as he stared. ‘Then you should also understand that some of them consider themselves more worthy than you.’

Armand pouted in thought as he met his father’s stare.

‘Do they? Are they? Father I wouldn’t know. Am I more worthy?’

Not expecting to hear such a response, Olivier blinked incredulously.   

‘Son what matters is that I think you are. And now you’re married and a chevalier to boot.’

Finally Armand smiled. ‘Happily on both accounts.’  

He stretched his arms and legs in a ritual of preparation for rest. I felt sure he hoped to suggest it was time for the conference to adjourn. His father chose to ignore it. 

‘And so, having earned your  spurs, and now after tonight, nothing’s left to stop me from announcing you as premiere sieur of our faction.’

I blinked with surprise as I listened. Armand’s eyes opened more widely, not so much with growing interest for the topic, yet because he finally realised, at such a late hour on his wedding night, where their conversation was leading.

‘Father I’m flattered. I’m very flattered.’

‘Don’t be.’ Olivier insisted. ‘I think you’ve earned it.’

‘Thank you. I don’t know what to say. And when I return from our tour, we can discuss that possibility more deeply with Mother and Ilaria.’

‘Oh I plan to discuss it. And I plan to settle it. Tonight.’

Armand’s eye filled with more energy. ‘Tonight?’

‘Right now Armand and just between the two of us. Then before you leave in the morning, we’ll sign a declaration of succession.’

My young master shifted in his seat as unsettled thoughts began to run. ‘But so soon? Must we rush such an important decision before I leave?’

For Olivier, his son’s tepid interest up until that moment had been one thing to bear. But now that he knew Armand clearly understood the issue at hand, his lack of want to engage was rankling the patriarch. 

Olivier’s eyes narrowed. ‘Better now than later. We expected you to have time for a short tour and meet just a few. But now you leave in the morning to meet them all in one grand sweep.’

‘Well yes we do. However –’

‘This should be decided before. And to my mind, you’re more ready to lead than I was at your age. So is Ilaria.’

That comment sparked a distant thought in Armand. 

‘Toulon said something similar to me in Carentan ... on the day he died.’

The mention of our fallen master, Olivier’s great war companion, gave the patriarch pause for a moment.

‘And he was right.’ Olivier said drily. ‘The sequel confirmed it.’

A grim pall of doubt was filling Armand’s eyes. 

‘The sequel was that I failed to save his life.’

Sieur Olivier’s eyes opened wide in disbelief. It was clear he had never imagined Armand would feel that way about that tragic event. 

‘You failed? Not at all Son. You showed those watching what you’re really made of, that you’re ready for more responsibility. And listen to me ... when you understand the terms for your succession –’

‘Terms?’ Armand echoed dimly.

‘Yes of course. In fairness to all Son there are always strict terms to a rite of succession.’

‘Oh.’ Armand replied in a whisper. ‘I suppose there must be.’

‘So far you’ve never had to deal with such things. But now you’re married, it’s time to make a start.’

‘Yes of course Father but –’

Hoping to stir momentum, Olivier ran on. ‘There are rules and expectations. And it takes time to put such things into motion.’

From a short distance I sipped cool wine for my comfort. Gauging by Armand’s reactions, it seemed until now, he had heard very little said on this subject. Yet I felt certain, the man Armand was just three weeks before, laid out in the abbey hospital after the Battle of Formigny, would have paid no attention to any of it at all. 

But since escaping death at Carentan and Formigny and since bidding farewell to Eloise du Marche, an interest in his future had awoken. It provoked him to consider just how he might move towards it. Until that moment, the only solution he employed was to leave all to fate and the will of others. Oh yes, that sounds a comfortable way to manage one’s future. 

Yet it was becoming clear to Armand that some people, like his father and mother, didn’t wait for fate to reveal a path or open doors for them. They imagined a path and opened doors for themselves. It’s what had made them an effective premiere couple. But during the previous five years of Armand’s life, everything had been decided for him; his assignment to Toulon, riding to war, even after returning to Lyon, all he had to do to accelerate his marriage, was to ask his parents to intercede for him. 

All at once his father was suggesting, from that day forward, that youthful reliance on the guidance of others would no longer do. One more decision could be made for Armand, to pass the mantle on, but not in a year or three months or even three days. And though the hour to discuss it may have been chosen poorly, I felt that perhaps for the first time, Armand needed his father’s guidance beyond muscular issues like hunting and war.

Yes Armand appeared reluctant. Yet I hoped his father would appreciate that was the result of Armand’s humility and fatigue from the day’s events. Though I felt sure my newlywed master was also distracted by one other matter. The groom still had one rather significant duty to perform after he and his bride retired above stairs to spend their first night together.

Cupid’s Balls! Had I been Armand at that moment, my mind would have been filled with images of longing lips and eyes and every soft part of a woman’s body that I’d soon be feeling under the press of my own.  I wouldn’t have been interested in discussing my rite of succession! Certainly not while my rite of conjugation awaited.  Yet heedless of all potential for distraction, his father leaned forward and ran on. 

‘When we matched you at her birth, we couldn’t have guessed what a rare prize Ilaria would become. But to see her now –’

‘Father I don’t think of her as a prize. But I agree, she’s a rare person.’

‘Oh yes Ilaria’s pretty.’ Olivier huffed. ‘But she’s much more than that. She has a way about her. People admire her greatly. Her qualities have a value that can’t be taken for granted.’

Armand blinked with incredulity. 

‘She’s in no danger of being taking for granted by me.’

Olivier frowned yet again. 

‘No Son. But I don’t think you’re following my point.’

‘Then respectfully Father ... what is your point?’

The patriarch halted, then leaned a little more.

‘I’m trying to discuss our famille and your future roles in it.’

‘Yes?’ Armand said politely. 

For the first time, his eyes searched in the direction the women had departed. It seemed clear he hoped to hear or see them return. That also seemed clear to his father whose tone became more insistent.

‘Starting tomorrow, Ilaria’s influence over our people may prove the difference between your own ability to win or lose their loyalty.’ 

‘Oh I see.’ Armand said more thoughtfully.

‘I hope you do. For that’s a grave responsibility that’s about to loom larger in both your lives.’

Realising his own distracted mind was falling behind his father’s will to press on, Armand took a moment to consider his reply. I could see he was still caught between the topic in discussion and his interest in what should come next for him that night. His new bride would reappear at any moment, expecting him to quietly offer his parents good night, and lead her away.

‘Father I’ve doted on Ilaria for as long as I can remember. I think I appreciate her worth far beyond the value of any loveless contract struck before she was even born.’

Olivier’s expression grew darker. Armand didn’t seem to realise how disparaging that remark may seem to one of the parents who negotiated that contract. I glanced and saw his father’s eyes were bulging with indignation.

‘Indeed?’ Olivier spat with more heat  to Armand’s surprise.

‘Why ... yes.’ Armand stammered. ‘It’s simply not possible for me to take her for granted.’  He smiled politely but his father’s frustration was rising. As I sipped my last drop, I sensed if Armand’s dismissive mood persisted, Olivier’s patience for fond talk would soon reach its limit.

‘Son I’m not speaking of love but of marriage and responsibility.’

Armand knit his brows. ‘Doesn’t the presence of love make the other things more compelling?’

Olivier’s head drew back in amazement, then lowered to stare.   

‘Frankly no.’ he insisted. ‘It doesn’t.’ Armand narrowed his eyes as his father ran on. ‘But if that’s what you think, then before you depart tomorrow or ascend to the boudoir tonight, we better do some plain talking.’ 

Armand sighed again, seeming to accept he wouldn’t be allowed to attend any other matter until this discussion was completed to his sire’s satisfaction. 

‘Then by all means Father ... speak your mind.’

Olivier huffed indignantly then stared for support to the only other listener present ... myself! I gulped and gaped and shrugged my shoulders like an imbecile. He ignored me again!

‘I will.’ He ran on hotly. ‘Not  because you allow it. But because there’s no other way for a man to speak.’

‘If you say so.’ Armand muttered under his breath. 

The quip sparked instant resentment. 

‘If I say ... by Thunder!’ he bellowed. ‘You need to wake up Son.’ 

‘Father.’ hissed Armand. ‘Please lower your voice.’ 

‘Lower my ... I’ll speak my fucking mind however it suits me! I’m still the master here boy!’ 

A hardening glance shot from Armand.

You already know he disliked crass language. Even the brutality of war hadn’t altered his mind on that account. And you may recall that from the moment he became a squire to brave Toulon five years before, he was told never to allow any man to refer to him in a certain way.  I was recalling it at that very moment. More than anything else said in their exchange until then, hearing himself dismissed as a boy pinched Armand’s pride more  than anything else. Yet what made me most anxious, not only had his father noted his reaction to that word, he now seemed encouraged to use the barb to goad his son further.

‘You say you’ve always doted on her boy?’ 

Armand blanched again. 

‘Jupiter’s Balls!’ Olivier bellowed. ‘Think! The only reason you have her now is because, while you were still young enough to wet yourself and she wasn’t yet born, your mother and I drove a blunt bargain to secure your loveless contract!’ 

‘Yes ...’ Armand stammered ‘of course. I know you did –’

Suddenly Olivier leapt to his feet, face red with anger, jabbing a finger in accusation. ‘DO you!’ he spat. ‘For that’s the only fucking reason you ever got the chance to dote on her at ALL!’

‘Father!’ Armand whispered in warning. ‘Lower your voice.’ 

‘Had we not done it, by now she’d be wed to a merchant’s son with brats to tend already.’

‘Father that’s enough!’ 

‘And tonight she’d be lying in a different bed, fucking someone else.’

Eyes lit with anger Armand leapt to his feet. 

‘I said that’s ENOUGH! There’s absolutely NO need –’

‘No NEED! By the sound of your ignorance there’s every need! Wake UP! Don’t you see?’ 

‘Sieur I see –’

‘That’s NOT a question you dolt!’ 

A finger jabbed Armand’s broad chest. Olivier’s tirade erupted like a volcano. I listened in shock to hear Armand allow any man to abuse himself so harshly, or speak so crassly about Ilaria. His lips pressed in anger as he glared in defiance but Olivier ran on.

‘Life is long and fools fall in and out of love. But it’s not all capturing banners to make women swoon! Not all drinking, eating and fucking boy!’ 

There it was again, spat with more venom to mock sense into his tepid son. Armand’s blue eyes were blazing in anger.

‘DON’T call me that again!’ 

‘I’ll call a fool whatever I want!’ He shot an angry glance and finger at me. ‘Your man can sing all he likes about heroics and codswallop!’

Armand’s hands snapped by his side, fists clenching hard. 

‘Yes Father I understand!’ 

Armand was desperately holding himself back.  I feared if the father didn’t retreat his son would say something they’d dearly regret. But the old man stepped closer, his bellowing hushed to whispering contempt as he thrust a finger in accusation. 

‘I can see that despite having your first little foray into war, it’s taught you too little  .’ 

My own eyes leapt wide to hear that ignorant slur spill from such an overbearing braggart. 

Olivier hissed through gritted teeth. ‘Yet heed my words well boy.’ 

‘I warned you.’ Armand glared.

‘Heed and you may lead our house onto something more than oblivion.’  Armand began to turn. A large hand reached to wrench him back.  ‘Don’t think I mean it less because I say it quietly. Speak softly and carry a rod, your grandfather used to say.’

‘You’ve said enough!’ Armand demanded.

‘I shouldn’t need to explain to you, that rod is your reputation boy!’

With no tolerance left, with the tenets of his hero, the great Charny, pricking at his conscience;  that a true chevalier responds to a demon wherever it lurks, whatever form it takes, Armand clenched his fist. Then in a burst of passion, to the great surprise of his mother and bride re-entering, he lifted and launched and smashed his father’s jaw. 

Olivier sprawled back onto the polished parquetry. Two pairs of feminine eyes leapt wide in amazement as Armand, glaring with rage, stepped through and stood over his tormentor.

‘Stay DOWN old man!’

‘Armand!’ cried Ilaria rushing to assist. ‘Dear mercy Sieur Olivier!

Dame Margot stared soberly at her son who stared coldly at her husband who stared up at a finger pointed down at him. 

‘You will NOT refer to me as boy. I am an accoladed chevalier. Nor will I ever allow you to speak of my wife in that manner again.’ 

‘Armand desist!’ Ilaria scolded. ‘You will show respect to your –’ 

‘He must hear it!’ Armand hissed.

‘Ilaria let him have his say.’ Olivier groaned. ‘I may have asked for it.’ 

Ilaria stared up at Armand imploring him to regain his composure but his anger wasn’t spent. 

‘Sieur ...’ he mocked ‘I’m grateful our lives are linked because of your effort to bind them when I was a child. But having just returned from a war let me warn you. If by now you mistake my quality as a man this much ... then must I assume you’ll do so forever.’

The expression on Sieur Olivier’s face softened. He glanced at Margot who stared down owlishly in disbelief.

‘Armand’ he said contritely ‘I was only –’ 

‘One thing I learned on my little foray, as you so disparagingly referred to it.’ Dame Margot glared in disbelief as Armand glanced at Ilaria. ‘Is that I ... we no longer require any assistance to make our way in the world.’

‘Armand!’ snapped his mother. ‘What’s this nonsense all about? Tell me at once.’

‘Mother I apologise to you –’

‘Tush darling. I knew this day would come.’ 

Margot laid an arm about Armand and kissed his cheek gently. She looked down at her husband with a tilt of her head. 

‘Imbecile.’ She caught Ilaria’s eyes. ‘Oh yes I still love him. However ... I’m sure he did ask for it.’ Margot turned to Armand. ‘I’m just glad it was you darling and not Tristan.’ 

The comment made my brows lift in wonder. I still hadn’t met their second son. But if Margot feared how much worse her husband may have fared to face him, suddenly I imagined Tristan de Capulet to be another Hercules. Margot extended her hand to Ilaria.

‘Now lovely daughter-in-law, stand up and allow my embarrassing husband to rise of his own volition.’  Margot arched a sceptical brow.  ‘Heaven forbid the mighty warrior needs a woman to help him to his feet.’ 

She rolled her eyes and sighed. Coming to her feet, Ilaria pressed a smile as they watched Olivier struggle to rise, nursing his jaw as he did so. 

‘Well is it broken?’ Margot pouted in mock sympathy.

‘By thunder Margot! I was a warrior once.’ 

I huffed to myself as I heard him say so. If Armand had reached the limit of endurance with his blunt father, then so had I. No it wasn’t my place to think so. Yet lacking the ability to hold my tongue, I stepped forward.

‘Sieur Capulet.’ All eyes turned on me. ‘Forgive me for saying so –’

‘Ah!’ he cut in. ‘Now I’ve been knocked on my ass, even the musician thinks he can chide me.’

‘As you know I served Chevalier Toulon. Now I serve your son.’

‘And so?’ He glared.

‘And so ...’ I gulped. ‘I’ve seen both men fight in deadly earnest. If I had to say who was better, it would be hard for me to choose. But Sieur I can tell you plainly, that for every man, woman and child who stood on the walls of Carentan and saw him fight for them –’

‘Marcel.’ Armand glanced at Ilaria. Her eyes were on me. ‘Enough.’

Sieur Olivier considered me for a moment then looked at Armand. 

‘He’s loyal at least. You chose him well.’ 

Their bold blue eyes, an exact mimic, held each other for a moment. The old man’s hand clapped my shoulder then offered the kind of smile only soldiers ever seem to do.

‘Perhaps you’re right skinny man. But Margot will tell you –’

‘Be careful what you promise of me Olivier de Capulet.’

He continued. ‘When I returned from the fight at his age, my head was stuck up my own ass with thoughts of how impressive I was.’ 

‘Oh well yes.’ Margot smiled at Ilaria. ‘That’s certainly true.’ 

Ilaria and Armand couldn’t resist smiling in response. In an instant it felt as if the confrontational tone had vanished. Armand stepped closer.

‘Father I can assure you, I’m not impressed with my own ... value.’

Olivier glanced at Margot, her expression still warning him to take care how he proceeded. Indeed it seemed clear no one else in their world could affect the stern patriarch the way Dame Capulet was able to.

‘Yes son.’ he said cautiously. ‘I know you don’t have that failing. And yes, I understand that you are not me. I’m grateful you’re not.’

‘Amen.’ Margot whispered. 

She squeezed Ilaria’s hand with a smile as Olivier ran on. 

‘Now ...  you wanted your wife and mother to join our discussion?’

Ilaria flushed with emotion. ‘Did you say that?’ 

Armand pouted thoughtfully. ‘I did.’ 

‘Well ...’ said Olivier ‘here they are. So let’s speak of it together.’

‘Speak of what?’ Margot asked cautiously.

‘His succession my love.’

Margot drew Ilaria in protectively. ‘You mean to say their succession.’

Olivier lifted his brows in acknolwedgement. 

‘I do. You’re a Capulet now Ilaria. Nothing can change it.’

She smiled at Armand. ‘I wouldn’t change it for the world.’ 

Olivier considered his new daughter-in-law for a moment, exchanging a glance with his still waiting wife. He stepped toward Margot then turned to Ilaria.

‘Ilaria dear. It’s sooner than we anticipated, but before you leave in the morning Margot and I had hoped to announce, to all in our faction, our choice of Armand as the premiere sieur.’

Ilaria’s face lit with surprise. She turned to Armand. By his expression, she understood he already knew that much.

‘As long as I ...’ Margot’s fingers touched Olivier’s arm. ‘As long as we can come to an agreement with him tonight.’

‘With you both.’  Margot corrected.

‘Yes my love.’ Olivier tilted his eyes to Heaven and smiled. 

‘I see.’ Ilaria said thoughtfully. ‘Yet Dame Capulet, perhaps we should take more time –’

Margot interrupted as Olivier and Armand shared a knowing smile.   

‘No darling take it from me, if you wait, anything may happen.’

‘Yes I’m sure that’s true yet –’

‘Ilaria you’re not the only couple our elders have considered. I agree with Olivier. While their ears are ringing with news of your marriage and Armand’s accomplishments, the time will never be more right. If you delay now, a popular rival may rise and your best chance may be lost.’

‘I certainly agree.’ said Olivier.

‘Oh.’ Ilaria pouted in thought. ‘Yet still. Shouldn’t we –’ 

‘No.’ Margot took her hands. ‘If I never get another chance to advise you of anything darling, be guided by me for this one moment.’

‘Very well Madame.’ 

Margot looked thoughtfully at her son and returned to Ilaria.

‘I know it’s your first night together.’ That brought a blush to Ilaria’s cheeks. ‘But this concern’s your future. Let’s settle it now.’

‘Mother are you certain?’ Armand put in.

‘Hush Armand you’ve said quite enough. Sit down and behave.’ Both women smirked as the muscular oaf rolled his eyes and complied. ‘You see Ilaria, we wield the real power. He wouldn’t dare clout me on the jaw. Now dear sit down with your husband.’ Margot’s eyes lit with pride. ‘I’ve been waiting so long to be able to say that!’ She smiled infectiously. ‘Wine here!’ Servers scurried. ‘And you. Musician!’
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‘Yes Dame Capulet.’ I sputtered in surprise.

‘Less bold talk and more pleasant music.’

‘Of course Madame.’ 

I was relieved to know for what was to come, she’d taken charge of both her men and checked their unruly behaviour. She glanced at her husband.

‘Now ... we were about to negotiate the succession of our house?’

‘Yes Margot.’ He turned to the underlings. ‘But we must start with an agreement from you both that we are not here to discuss love.’

Armand and Ilaria glanced at each other and smiled. 

‘Very well.’ they bleated in unison, grinning like children.

Olivier massaged his jaw. ‘We know that you love each other.’ 

‘Father I’m sorry.’

‘Armand don’t be so naïve.’ Margot cut in. ‘Can’t you see how proud he is? It was just what he wanted from you. As soon as you’re both gone he’ll brag about it to everyone.’

Olivier exchanged a knowing glance with Margot and ran on. 

‘This is about wealth and power. Making it. Growing it. Keeping it.’ 

‘Yes.’ Ilaria sparked with interest.

‘Power and survival. Shrewd thinking, alliances, negotiating.’ 

‘Smart play from both of you’ Margot added ‘to survive the bigger game, the real game of life in an elite world.’ 

A server stepped in to assess their comfort. Cups of mulled wine were offered to all.  No, that didn’t include myself! 

‘I see.’ said Ilaria.  

She glanced at Armand who was listening quietly.

Olivier took a moment to calculate his words.

‘Armand you’ve just returned from a deadly fight’ he said soberly ‘and all petty arguments aside, I want you both to consider this, that the major reason people fight so savagely, is to gain power or to hold it.’  

‘Yes.’ Margot agreed. ‘To enjoy the security that comes from power.’

Innocent faces frowned at her assessment. Margot widened her eyes.

‘Oh yes it sounds a little sad. But it’s true none the less.’ 

Ilaria glanced at Armand. He smiled thinly and replied for both. 

‘We understand.’

‘I’m not sure you understand it all?’ said Olivier. ‘Your mother mentioned security. Maintaining security means controlling risk. You risked your life to save Toulon.’

‘I did.’

‘Hmm.’ he hesitated. ‘Should you have done it?’

Armand stared soberly. That seemed an extraordinary question.  

‘I was sworn to –’

‘I know you did your duty Son. But did Michele really do his? Or was he careless to make such a prize of himself? He promised me he wouldn’t. And then he exposed your life into the bargain.’

Armand’s eyes narrowed. ‘Father I can’t allow you to –’
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‘Son ... my intention is not to malign Michelle’s character.’

Margot huffed as she took Olivier’s arm and turned to Armand. ‘Darling bear with him for a moment. Let’s hope he comes to some kind of point.’ Olivier smiled at Margot, lifted his brows and wagged his head. 

As a silent watcher, such moments between them, made me wish I knew more about their lives together. He lifted her hand to kiss, then his eyes settled on Ilaria rather than Armand.

‘I will come to my point. And here it is. I’m speaking of life Ilaria. Of deciding which risks to take and which to avoid.’

‘Yes.’ Ilaria replied soberly. She reached for Armand’s hand. 

It seemed clear she understood the gravity of this conversation and the potential it had to alter both their lives. Olivier looked at his son.

‘The English wanted to take Toulon from you.’

‘They did.’ Armand stared stoically.

‘In an effort to fetch his ransom, they were willing to kill you for it.’

‘They were.’ 

Ilaria frowned and gripped his hand.

‘Nothing more than greed and a bid for prestige lay behind it.’

‘I agree.’ Armand whispered almost to himself.

Olivier paused as he glanced from one to the other. ‘Then before you depart on this tour, to meet a slew of ambitious people that you’ve never met before, I say this to you both. No matter if a man be common or noble, bandit or bishop –’

Margot cut in as their counsel became a duet. ‘If you present a prize worth having to an ambitious man or woman who feels capable of taking it.’ 

‘Then despite any notion of honour or friendship or even familial ties’ Olivier added ‘many will behave like bastards –’ 

Margot glared. ‘Or bitches.’ 

Olivier glared. ‘Or thieves to take it from you. And they’ll do so –’ 

‘At any risk or cost and ...’ Margot added coldly ‘by any means.’ 

‘Fair or foul.’ Olivier concluded. 

I blinked along with Ilaria and Armand to hear their elders speak so frankly, particularly Dame Capulet. She was finding it easier to do so on this topic than three weeks before when the issue of hastening the marriage was before them. And listening to her speak in tandem with Olivier made me realise how well matched they were, or at least how much the years had drawn their minds together on such matters. 

Armand’s mind seemed to hang in a haze for a moment. I knew that since that mention of Toulon, he had become lost in a faraway field, staring into a blue sky, waiting for Heaven to send him a sign. His eyes flickered. Silently he looked at Ilaria and back to his parents. I felt that even his father must finally be realising just how deeply the war had affected his son. 

‘Carentan taught me something of that.’ he said quietly.

Margot laid her empty glass on an offered tray to draw another. 

‘If you both agree to share the burden of leading our house, you must expect to find treachery lurking about you. But ... you must not be looking for it only in the approach of strangers.’ 

‘Not at all.’ Olivier agreed. ‘Once the wealth of our faction lies under your control, treacherous ambitions will start brewing in the minds of associates, neighbours, and the members of our wider famille.’ 

Margot brows lifted as she met Ilaria’s eyes. 

‘And now that you’re wed darling, you must expect to observe it even in some from the Marchand side.’

Ilaria’s lips opened as if to respond but her thoughts held her for a moment. As she considered that possibility more deeply, considered some of those among her own famille and parents associates who were held in less esteem, she seemed to accept such a threat may become possible. 

‘Hard lessons from experience have taught us to be cautious.’ said Olivier. ‘Experience generates knowledge. Knowledge lends foresight. We exercised that when we made the match between you. Ilaria let me say –’

‘Olivier.’ Margot narrowed her eyes.  ‘Treat our new daughter-in-law with care and respect.’

His brows lifted. ‘Let me say ... that you are a rare young woman.’

Margot smiled. ‘Well that’s a sensible start.’ 

Indeed we all smiled.

‘A blind beggar can see how much you love our son.’ Olivier added. ‘And yes, the world seems to know he loves you.’ Their hands came together. ‘But you wouldn’t be married now if Margot and I hadn’t negotiated this match before you were even born.’

Ilaria blinked in surprise. ‘That’s certainly true.’ she agreed.

‘And ... that’s what we were discussing before you both re-entered’ 

‘Discussing?’ Armand mocked. ‘It was put more colourfully than that!’ 

Margot glared at Olivier who wore a guilty expression.  

‘Well Ilaria ... I may have suggested too bluntly –‘’

‘Olivier.’  Margot warned. 

‘That without our help, all those years ago, tonight you’d be keeping intimate company with another.’ 

Ilaria’s eyes opened wide. Margot smacked her husband’s shoulder.

‘You insensitive clout!’ she hissed. ‘Did you say that to him on his wedding night?’

Armand winced to hear it confessed so openly. Behind them all I grinned to watch Dame Margot scold her bullish husband so openly.

‘Margot I was merely attempting –’

‘To be an indelicate buffoon! How could you make such a remark before they’ve even had a chance to –’

‘But Dame Capulet it’s true.’ Ilaria interrupted. ‘If we hadn’t been matched, I would be with someone else by now.’ She turned to Armand. ‘And so would you my heart.’ 

I presumed that would be true. But listening quietly my own mind conjured an image from Normandy of just who that someone else might be.

‘Darling’ said Margot ‘perhaps what my oafish husband’s trying to explain, is that leading a faction is more than just having children and leaving the fortune of all in your care up to fate.’ 

That word was portentous. I knew that for Armand to hear her say so, his confession to me on that very subject in the abbey hospital at Formigny, would now be haunting him. His mother continued. 

‘Whether you find yourselves negotiating the merger of two young lives for the security of their future, or pursing the prudent conduct of daily business for the security of all.’ Ilaria stared soberly, nodding agreement. 

It seemed mother and daughter-in-law were striking a chord together. Ilaria glanced thoughtfully at Sieur Olivier.

‘And so now, as we proceed together, Armand and I should take more care of which risks to accept as necessary and which to avoid?’

The patriarch was smirking. ‘Well Margo that sounds wise.’

‘Oh Olivier don’t be so pleased with yourself. You ought to be –’

‘Madame.’ Ilaria interrupted softly. ‘I think we understand.’ 

Margot smiled. ‘Thankfully you are your parent’s daughter.’ 

‘I’ve grown up in trade. I know their gold didn’t grow on a tree.’ 

Olivier huffed with amusement. ‘By thunder Margot! There’s hope for the future of Capulet.’ 

Margot arched a brow. ‘Perhaps imbecile, you should have spared our son from the start and offered your great sermon to our new daughter.’

‘I suggested as much.’ Armand grumbled.

‘He did.’ said Olivier. ‘But then I’d have no tale to tell tomorrow of how my eldest son finally –’

‘Oh yes we know!’ Margot rolled her eyes. ‘Sweet mercy Ilaria. Men are so ... oh there’s no word to describe it.’

Ilaria smiled. ‘Countess de Viviers has one.’ she replied.

‘Stupido!’ blurted Armand. 

‘Ilaria.’ Olivier said solemnly. ‘If I declare Armand to be my undisputed heir tomorrow morning, that will mean ...’ 

He turned to Margot who caught Ilaria’s eye. 

Margot’s tone became potent. 

‘That you will be my undisputed heir.’  

‘I understand.’ said Ilaria.

‘It’s not a small thing.’ Margot warned. ‘You’ll both need to be ready to assume responsibilities far greater than you’ve experienced before.’ 

‘And’ Olivier added ‘to ensure there’s no doubt that you both understand, the agreement must be notarised and signed.’

Margot held Ilaria’s gaze. ‘The law only requires Armand to sign it darling. But for the safety of all, we will insist you both sign it.’

‘I would ...’ Ilaria halted to turn to Armand. ‘that is, I believe that we would prefer it that way?’ 

‘Of course angel.’ he agreed quietly.

‘Bravo.’ said Margot. ‘That’s the first important decision you’ve made together. But be warned, if you sign the succession agreement tomorrow, once it’s done, there can be no turning back.’

‘Yes.’ Ilaria said confidently. 

‘For that reason ...’ Margot laid an arm across Olivier’s broad shoulders as he drew her into him. Their eyes met as she leaned to kiss and I began to realise how long awaited this moment must have been for them.  ‘Once and for all, we must ask you both if you truly wish to bear such an burden together for the rest of your lives.’ 

‘Or ...’ Olivier paused for effect ‘would you prefer that we offered that responsibility to another couple?’’ 

Armand and Ilaria sat staring quietly. They still hadn’t shared a bed together but were already sharing the burden of such a lifechanging decision. I understood little of haughty familial politics. But even a young musician could comprehend the gravity of such a moment.  Just two weeks before, Ilaria’s mother had warned her that deciding whether to marry Armand, sooner rather than later, may be the most important decision she’d ever make. If it was, and while present at that moment I believed it was, how quickly that pressing decision had led Ilaria to this. 

Yet I felt the precipice she now teetered on with Armand was even more daunting. Before Ilaria lay a decision to accept or reject the power to wield control, for the rest of her life, over the mighty assets of the entire Capulet faction. The future of her role in the House of Capulet hung upon their answer. And with that answer, the world Armand and Ilaria would share for the rest of their lives would become very different. Cupid’s Balls!

My own eyes widened as I held my breath. What would they say? 

I still knew so little of Ilaria. Two weeks ago, during that weighty transaction to decide if she would marry, she hadn’t appeared overwhelmed. And now in the moment they faced together, it was Armand who seemed more hesitant. Since his return from the war, while he was sure he’d be forced to return, he thought of little else but how to ensure their marriage was secured before he must depart. And since experiencing Toulon’s death, his entanglement with Eloise du Marche, and the fatigue of the brutal fight at Formigny, that single goal, to wed Ilaria was enough to fill his mind. 

Yet barely had that goal been accomplished before he felt forced to make a reverberating choice that would intimidate anyone. For one such as myself, it seemed gruelling. But now, despite my earlier feeling against his father’s bullish tactics, I appreciated why he flared so hotly when Armand lacked the will to discuss it. With the premiere couple-in-waiting on the verge of meeting their extended famille for the first time; with so much at stake resting on the result of it; it did seem vital to answer this lifechanging question before the night was done. 

My anxiety leapt as I watched and waited. Armand stared fixedly. I had seen that look before, felt sure he was questioning if he was ready or truly worthy. And though to my surprise, Ilaria showed no hint of misgiving, the challenge of it all seemed more difficult for Armand. In a fight, his actions were utterly instinctive, even cold and calculating. This was different.

In some very important ways Ilaria was already proving she could be stronger than Armand. Like myself at that moment however, I believe she was fearful of his instinctive humility. Yes we both cherished it as a hallmark of his character. Yet at that moment, Ilaria and I both suspected it may hold Armand back from taking that chance of their lifetime. 

The silence extended. Margot and Olivier saw he was wavering and exchanged a stoic glance.

‘Sincerely darlings ... we have no shortage of candidates.’ 

I had expected Margot’s tone to be conciliatory but she was stern and foreboding. Even after all her husband’s bluster, nothing until that moment had been said with such a sense of gravitas as the tail end of that comment. Perhaps Margot considered it a chance to teach her new daughter-in- law just what would be expected of a premiere Dame. Then she looked squarely at her son to offer another lesson.

‘Darling’ she said quietly ‘if this is not for you, if you choose to put it by, the House of Capulet won’t falter for the sake of that decision.’ 

It seemed telling she didn’t suggest the same directly to Ilaria. 

Sieur Olivier sat quietly. He understood hovering wouldn’t help. Dame Margot followed suit, sitting on the arm of his chair, her arm still laid about his shoulders. Both held their words and their breath and waited. 

For the time one may count twenty the young couple thought. Then Ilaria leaned and whispered to Armand. They murmured again and nodded. Finally Ilaria made her reply. 

‘Monsieur. Madame. For my part I feel very honoured by your offer and am entirely ready to accept it.’

Both parents smiled thinly. Their eyes fell on their son.

‘Armand?’ Olivier asked bluntly. 

He pouted thoughtfully and lifted his eyes.

‘More than anything I want you both and Ilaria to be proud of me.’

Ilaria squeezed his hand. Bright green eyes shined into blue.  

‘I am my heart.’ she whispered. ‘I will always be. No decision here can change that. Say only what you will. Speak your true mind.’

‘Truly for me angel, if this is what you wish, I say it’s what we wish.’

Olivier and Margot exchanged a look of relief then breathed a deep sigh of relief together.

‘Darlings we certainly wish it for you both. Olivier?’

Margot’s brows lifted in wait.

‘Before you leave tomorrow, we’ll sign the declaration together and send an announcement ahead of your tour to all. Are we agreed?’ 

Armand and Ilaria smiled and stood together. 

‘Sieur Capulet. Dame Capulet.’ said Ilaria. ‘We gratefully offer you our acceptance.’

Olivier and Margot rose to their feet, holding back their smiles.

‘Sieur Capulet. Dame Capulet.’ said Margot. ‘We gratefully accept your acceptance.’ 

The sight of the heartfelt hugging and kissing that ensued among the quartet, completely belied the gravity of what went before. Yes, I felt left out. Oh yes boo hoo for me! Yet Armand did flash me a relieved smile and Ilaria glanced thoughtfully. That was more than enough.

Next morning a legal advocate arrived with a document to be signed by four signatories. Among the terms, a period of two seasons was stipulated to allow a smooth transition of power to occur. The terms also allowed, rather grimly, that should Sieur Olivier die before that time, control would immediately pass to Armand and Ilaria. 

That final point was discussed only briefly, just before the newlyweds retired above to share their first bed together. No, I didn’t attend that exploit! Next morning however, after they signed the declaration, I noted that for the first time since I met Ilaria, sobbing in the cathedral after her terrifying vision, and since Armand had survived the stampede of death in Carentan, now hand in hand as the premiere Sieur and Dame of Capulet, they finally seemed at peace together. 

Yes, I feel sure you know what I’m going to say. 

No, that feeling would not last long.

All too soon their peace, our peace, would be shattered.
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Chapter 2 Cleopatra and Antony


[image: ]


The marriage tour was all but ready to depart. Our entourage was larger than the humble quartet that returned from Normandy. Coming with us was an inventory of destinations the newlyweds were expected to visit. On that formidable list were the many splendid chateaus and sumptuous apartments of relations and important associates who couldn’t attend the marriage. Some were near at hand. Yet some, as we now understood, were so far flung they lay beyond the mountain passes which separated the French and Italian Kingdoms.

Since the Duke de Bourbon confirmed Armand would not be recalled that season, the furthest destination now sought would be the estate of Signor Sabatino and Signora Aurelie Cortellani (nee Capulet). It was lyrically named Valle del Nocciolo – Vale of the Hazelwood. I was told it lay nestled somewhere in the northern hills of Verona. Yes, Ilaria also hoped to visit the fabled port of Venice.

Whether or not that last could be managed would be decided after we reached the Cortellani estate. Much in that regard would depend on our timing. Once there we could stay and visit, but had to ensure our departure left enough time to ensure we re-entered the alpine path before it became inhospitable.

Of course we all hoped, that by that time,  the new premiere Dame of Capulet would be bearing an extra bundle homeward. Yes sweet friends, Ilaria was now my mistress. Cupid’s Balls! And so as I woke that morning I realised, never again would I address her as demoiselle. In truth it made me sad to think so, even though I was already used to addressing Armand as chevalier. It was one more adjustment to remind us all that our worlds were changing.

Ilaria was thrilled at the prospect that, after visiting those in closer proximity, we’d be passing through the alps and onto the Italian plains. Before she was born her parents had travelled great distances together in all directions. Once Ilaria arrived however, they never risked travelling far afield with her in their company. And so, longer routes were run alone by one parent or the other. Her mother usually travelled north in search of specialised labour and fabric. Her father took the longer routes south towards Marseille or east to Venice.

As we made ready to leave, Ilaria chatted excitedly that now, as a married woman, she could transit in safety and respectfully as far as she had a mind to travel. It would be an improvement on her ill-fated attempt to ride alone to Normandy! Now with Armand by her side, locations she had only dreamt of seeing were open for them to explore.

But no, my new mistress wasn’t chatting excitedly about any of that to me, nor to her new husband. For among the trove of gifts the newlyweds received, one from Dame Marchand was the employment of a close server for her daughter. I marvelled at how elite people felt it was not unusual to be offered another person as a gift.

To me that sounded otherworldly. Or it did so until I considered, my own services were passed to Toulon by my first employer as the result of a drunken wager in a game of chance. But I digress. Where was I? Oh yes, Ilaria’s new close server. Like myself, the young woman was older than Ilaria. Unlike myself, she was two years older than Armand.

Her name was Maxine Boileau. And let me state from the start of this new beginning that I thought she was fetching. Oh yes, settle down. Beyond that however, my glancing impression of Maxine before we left Lyon, was that in Ilaria’s company she was talkative and appeared to amuse her. Yet I confess that when Maxine wasn’t chatting, she seemed a little too no-nonsense. 

Well bite my bare ass, yes she did! 

I prefer a little nonsense in a woman.

I learnt that Ilaria’s mother Dame Genevieve had secured Maxine’s service from her elder sister, Lucille. Five years before, Ilaria’s Aunt Lucille had retained Maxine as a wet nurse for her own daughter’s first child, a boy. Like most wet nurses, Maxine had a child of her own at that time, also a  beautiful boy. Sadly however, not only was the little saint born out of wedlock and his scurrilous father fled, but he didn’t survive much beyond a year after his birth.

Even before we left Lyon, I’d learnt that much from scraps of gossip lurching about. As you may know, when a wet nurse raises a girl and serves well, she’s often kept on until her charge is wed and sometimes beyond. But when a nurse tends to a boy, the tether of care is cut as soon as he’s ushered into the company of men. That was Maxine’s predicament at the time Ilaria’s wedding date was advanced – the term of her service was due to expire in one week.

And though Aunt Lucille was loathe to lose Maxine, she was also too spendthrift to retain her without a genuine position needing to be filled. Then fate played a hand when the wedding caused Dame Genevieve to need to secure a server for Ilaria with very little notice. She had seen Maxine before of course and was impressed by her.

After learning from Lucille that Maxine was to be released so soon, Genevieve urged her to renew the service agreement before another employer could snatch her up. Ilaria’s mother placed great value on a member of her own famille being able to vouch for the quality of someone’s service. Oh yes, that certainly made sense to me. Four days after the new marriage date was announced, Maxine’s agreement was renewed for five more years.

As soon as possible thereafter – at Dame Genevieve’s expense and secretively for the sake of surprising her daughter – the agreement was transferred to Ilaria. However Maxine was offered as an early gift and so began immediately. All had been arranged in time enough for Maxine to learn many of the preferences of her new mistress before the wedding day.

Dame Genevieve’s choice of Maxine would soon make it clear how well she understood her daughter. She knew the kind of companion Ilaria would be more likely to form a bond with and to heed counsel from. So when fate offered up the prospect of Maxine, the decision was easily made.

Oh yes, I heard Ilaria had been assigned a new server. Yet with so much to do myself to prepare for the nuptials, I paid little attention to that news. In truth I expected any minder that her mother may have enlisted would be a strict, ancient crone who would mumble and teeter about. Perhaps it would be whoever was once Ilaria’s own nurse? Every thought had me imagining a mummified corpse, wrapped in linen shards.

What’s more, the decision that a marriage tour would occur at all wasn’t announced until two days before the great day. And the tour wasn’t lengthened until after they heard the duke’s news on the night itself. And so you see, at the time I learnt of Maxine’s employment, the notion I may be travelling in close company with her for any length of time, didn’t occur to me at all.

By the morning after the great event, the first few weeks Ilaria and Maxine had shared together saw them bond through the panic of preparing for a hasty marriage, and what they first thought, would be a short tour to follow. Then at the feast, and to their great surprise, they learned they’d be travelling not for several days but for several months! And no longer just within a few days ride of Lyon, but beyond the reach of the kingdom! And so yes, on that morning as we assembled to set forth, it’s little wonder they were chattering so excitedly to each other. 

That was how the company of two young women, hailing from the Marchand side of this match had been added to our entourage. Perhaps that sounds harmless enough. Yet until that time we had only toured in the company of soldierly men. Moreover as I noted before, the expansion of our ensemble didn’t stop there.

From the Capulet side, courtesy of Sieur Olivier, the service of two men-at-arms was added to our number. However as a result of the news received at the feast, he realised his son was no longer embarking on a short jaunt that would not stray far from Lyon. Now with two young women in his care, Armand was bound for the far side of Italy.

In reaction to that knowledge, even before the old man went to bed that night, he dismissed the two younger men assigned to us, whose names are forgotten to history. They were promptly replaced by two hardened veterans, both Italian born and bred. Each had served Armand’s father for more than ten years and I guessed ten years in age stood between them.

The elder was named Liberati. The younger was Boccolo. And despite their maturity both were fit, muscular warriors who presented themselves that morning well-armed, well-mounted and in liveries that displayed the Capulet crest. Armand assigned the warlike pair to trail as our rear guard. Our giant squire, Caspar von Ludolf, would of course lead our train aboard Loki, his painted monstrosity.

I call it a train, for we now had two wagons rather than one. Sadly Toulon’s old wagon that saw us to Normandy and back was to be left behind us. Fabrizio continued as our page cum junior squire, now with the responsibility to drive the following wagon. With so many additions being made and extravagant gifts being offered, I did puzzle why a new page wasn’t secured. Dame Margot had also suggested it to her son.

However Armand insisted that because a page is a personal retainer, anyone chosen should have the interest to follow on and become a squire. Deciding on a candidate suitable for that path should take more time. In truth, I thought Armand felt so pressed with all that was to do, the dizzy oaf simply considered it one thing too many. 

No, I didn’t say so to his face!

Yet I was glad Armand left that task aside
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