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Chapter 4 

“Excellent,” said Madeleine. “Perhaps we make it a little worse. I shall not meet him stinking 

of my horse and weary of the road, so he can wait a few moments longer. Come, Celestine.” 

“There is one more thing, Ma Dame,” Hugh said. “A petitioner. From across the river.” 

Madeleine stopped. “A petitioner? What does he want?” 

Hugh shrugged. “He wouldn’t give me his business. Said it must be with you.” 

Stephan looked sidelong at Madeleine. “Limbourg?” 

But Hugh shook his head. “I would have thought the same thing. But he’s a peasant.” 

Madeleine looked puzzled, but then she shook her head as well. “Whatever he wants, it will 

have to wait.” 

Hugh nodded. “Yes, Ma Dame.” 

“Stephan, I will call you to the library when I am ready to talk to my lord Etien. Bring 

Martin and Gaspard.” 

Stephan nodded as she turned and strode toward the castle tower. “Cyril, deliver the chest to 

the great chamber.” He turned to talk to Hugh, but hesitated as I was reaching down to pick up my 

end of the chest. “Stop,” he said. He grasped my sleeve. The blood from the fight had pretty much 

dried, but there was a new sheen where the sleeve covered the bandage. 

“It’s time to get this sewn up properly,” Stephan said. He grabbed the arm of a young man 

who was just passing by. “Elias,” he said, “this is Maitre Martin. Take him to the chapel and then 

fetch Gaspard to him.” 

The young man looked at me, then at my arm, then nodded. “Yes, Sieur,” he said to 

Stephan, then nodded to me. “Come this way, Maitre.” 

I followed him toward the tower. A staircase was set against the wall, leading up to the door. 

Elias glanced back at me. “You have come into Ma Dame’s service?” he asked as we mounted 

the stairs. It was only about fifteen steps up, but I immediately felt the strain: My calves burned and 

my butt ached. And I was beginning to feel a little light-headed. Keep it together, Martin. You 

haven’t come all this way to pass out. 
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After a second I realized I hadn’t answered the kid. “Um, yes, sorta,” I said. “It may be 

temporary.” I hoped. 

“You’re the mason,” he said. “You’re the one who saved Klaas.” 

Wow. Didn’t take long for word to get around this place. I grunted, partly in response and 

partly because that’s what it took to make it up the last few steps. 

We passed through a large arched doorway into a big rectangular room, probably half the 

footprint of the tower. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The room was high-

ceilinged—fifteen or twenty feet tall. The floor was strewn with hay or something. The only light—

other than that from the doorway—came from a single small window on the opposite wall, set high 

into a large, deep alcove with steps leading up to the window. The window was open—no, not just 

open: There was simply no glass. A number of large chests and what looked like folding tables were 

stacked against the walls. The room smelled like smoke and body odor. 

Elias led me across the room to where an archway was set in the corner. He was maybe 

twenty years old, I’d guess, dark-haired and slight. His fingers were stained. A scholar or a clerk. I’d 

only been here a day, and already I was developing mad medieval vocational identification skills. 

We passed through the archway, where a few steps led upward. To more stairs: a wide spiral 

staircase leading both up and down. I took a deep breath. 

We’d passed several people in that first chamber. There was nobody else in the stairwell, at 

least not that I could see or hear. Elias spoke again, a little quieter this time. “Is it true that you 

appeared from nothing in a flash of light, Maitre?” 

I was counting the steps. They had to be finite, right? Maybe 20 steps to the next floor? Only 

16 left to go. “I don’t know about the flash of light,” I said. 

Elias crossed himself, but it seemed just an act of reflex. 

“Where did you come from?” he whispered. 

I probably shouldn’t have said anything. I mean, really, after all the important people I’d 

been rubbing shoulders with, this was the guy I was going to spill the beans to? But frankly, I was just 

too tired to be cagey. 

“New Orleans,” I said. 
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Elias didn’t answer at first. I watched his butt and legs as they marched up the steps ahead of 

me. Finally, he said, “That’s a long way.” And after another pause, “You don’t sound French.” 

A set of steps appeared to the left, straight instead of spiraling, and we took them. We 

emerged into another chamber much like the one below—and probably right above it—but not 

quite as big. High-ceilinged again, like the other one. Floor covered with straw. A fireplace, a 

window, and a couple of archways. At the far end was a door. That’s where Elias led me. 

“If you will wait here, Maitre,” he said. “I’ll fetch Gaspard.” 

The room wasn’t big—maybe ten feet by fifteen. Its purpose was clear: there was a larger 

window, with glass, some of which was stained. An altar. On the left-hand wall, a small balcony that 

overlooked the room from a height of maybe five feet. 

There was a stone bench built into the wall to the right, next to an alcove. I sat. Even solid 

stone felt good at this point. I closed my eyes. 

*          *          * 

I opened them when the door creaked. I don’t know how long I’d been asleep, but there was 

no change to the lighting or the character of the sounds drifting in from below and outside. It had 

probably been just a few minutes. 

Celestine’s head appeared. Her eyes shifted my way, then dropped to the floor as soon as 

soon as they found me. 

“Ma Dame said I should bring you some clean clothes,” she said. I could barely hear her. 

“Um, OK,” I replied. 

She took a half-step from behind the door. There was a bundle in her arms. She glanced at 

me again, took another short step into the room, and set the bundle on the altar before moving 

quickly back to the door. 

“Hey, thank you!” I said. The door closed. 

I got to my feet and checked out the bundle. The same basic outfit—man-dresses, belts, 

stockings—but definitely a step up in quality. The outer dress was sort of olive green in color, and 

trimmed in embroidery. Not Madeleine-levels of embroidery, but much more like the stuff that she, 

Gaspard, and Stephan went around in than what the peasants and castle-folk wore. 
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At least this time I knew what to do with it. 

I was tying up the second stocking when the door opened. In case I wasn’t clear in the first 

description, this involved tying the stockings to a belt you wear under your man-dress. The man-

dress you’re not wearing when you’re putting on the stockings. 

If you’ve ever had someone walk in on you when wearing nothing but a garter belt, you can 

imagine the look on my face. Not that that’s ever happened to me. 

If you’ve ever seen a priest walk in on a naked guy in his church, well, I don’t want to hear 

that story. But you can take a guess at the look on his face. 

That look didn’t last long. “Who are you?” he demanded, shock becoming anger. He was a 

thin man with a hawkish nose. I could tell he was the priest because of his black robes—the first 

really distinctive cut of clothing I’d seen since I arrived. The robes and the hefty dose of righteous 

indignation at finding a naked guy in the chapel. 

“Uh,” I said, scrambling for the bundle on the altar, desperate for any form of cover. I jostled 

a candlestick. I grabbed after it before it could fall, but tipped another one. For a moment I could see 

this scene unfolding like a Jim Carey movie, but somehow I managed to steady both candlesticks 

without knocking anything else over. But not before I’d turned the full frontal into a full moon. 

 “Martin!” I blurted out, spinning back around. “I’m Martin the mason! Madeleine sent me 

here—to change clothes!” 

“Lady Madeleine sent a naked man to my chapel?” 

“To get my arm fixed!” I pointed desperately at the bloody bandage, the only thing I was 

wearing above the waist. “But I had to change first.” 

His scowl deepened. This was not a century in which sympathy came cheap. “This is 

outrageous. You cannot do this here.” 

“I need the light,” came Gaspard’s voice. He slipped in through the door, sidling around the 

priest as if he might have cooties. “The window,” he went on, glancing toward it. “I need the light to 

see by.” It made sense—this was definitely the biggest window and best-lit room I’d seen so far. 

The priest—father Jean, I was guessing—narrowed his eyes. He cast a disapproving glance 

Gaspard’s way, and then another toward me. “A mason,” he muttered. Then he turned toward 

Gaspard. “Don’t make a mess.” 
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And out he stalked. 

Gaspard watched him go, lost, apparently, in thought. Or just lost. It was hard to tell with 

him. I quickly tied up my stocking and untangled the underdress from the bundle. 

“The door?” I said. 

Gaspard looked from me to it and then back. 

“Maybe you could close it?” 

His face focused, and he reached over to close the door. Then he went to the altar and set a 

small roll of cloth on it. He began to unroll, and I saw a glint of metal. 

A chill went through me. I was about to have a first-hand experience with medieval surgical 

technique. 

Gaspard looked over the tools he’d unrolled. The look wasn’t filled with a lot of recognition. 

I wasn’t filled with a lot of confidence. “You do know what you’re doing? You’re pretty good at this, 

right?” 

“Lady Madeleine is the real expert,” Gaspard answered mildly. He had picked a needle and 

was wiping it on his sleeve. The same sleeve he was wearing when I appeared in the rainstorm. And 

that he slept in. And wore all day today. 

“Would Lady Madeleine maybe wash that needle off? You know, maybe in some boiling 

water?” 

Gaspard looked down at the needle. He frowned. “No. Why?” 

I was not going to lose an arm to gangrene. “It’s the latest medical technique. All the big 

doctors are swearing by it. You boil the needles and thread first, and there’s less chance of infection. I 

tried it once, and I’m telling you, there’s no going back.” 

Gaspard’s frown continued. “Really? Boiling water?” He looked back at me. “Are you a 

surgeon?” 

“I’m kind of a—” I didn’t know the word for renaissance man, but I think the concept was a 

little before its time anyway. “I’m very well-rounded.” 

Gaspard nodded slowly. “Should I boil all of them?” he said, waving a hand in the direction 

of the tools. 
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“Just the ones you’re going to use. Boil the others before you use them. If you don’t use them 

right away, the boiling wears off.” 

Gaspard nodded again. “I see. Very well. I’ll be back.” 

He was gone for maybe ten minutes. I spent the time trying to decipher the Latin on the 

stained glass window. Deo duce, ferro comitante. I didn’t have any luck. 

To Gaspard’s credit, he did it: I could see a few wisps of steam rising from the needles when 

he returned. I winced a bit as he threaded the needle: There was no evidence he’d washed his hands. 

“I’ve not heard of this boiling technique,” he said as he approached my arm. I was gingerly 

removing the bandage. I’m no doctor, but the wound didn’t look too serious. On the other hand, it 

wasn’t closing on its own, either. And it was looking a little red and puffy around the edges. “What is 

the theory behind it? It is not hot enough to cauterize.” 

“Um, it’s a new theory,” I said. “It turns out infections are caused by little—things—that are 

too small to see. If you boil it, they die and can’t cause an infection.” 

“Fascinating.” He paused to consider the concept of little infection-causing things. “You are a 

learned man. Did you attend university?” 

“Yees,” I said slowly. I sensed treacherous ground, but I wasn’t quite sure where it was going 

to give out on me. 

“Paris? Or Bologne?” 

“Uh, no. Virginia Tech.” 

Gaspard looked puzzled. “That must be new. Is it the one at Oxford?” 

I was feeling a little defeated. I wasn’t up for outright lies, and the vague answers were getting 

really fatiguing. I took a breath. “No,” I said. “It’s further away than that. Not just in distance. In 

time.” 

Gaspard had grasped my arm, and the needle was just an inch over the wound. It stopped 

there. 

“You are from a different time?” 

I nodded. There was a moment of silence. I swallowed, and I’m pretty sure we could both 

hear it. 

“Quite fascinating,” he said. And then he ran the needle into my arm. 
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I’ve had stitches before. Once when I was a kid I cut my scalp really good taking a tumble in 

the bathtub. Swinging from the shower curtain hadn’t, it turned out, been a good idea. I also did a 

pretty neat job on my hand one night in college. A broken beer bottle was involved. In both cases I 

don’t really recall feeling the stitches go in at all. Local anesthesia and all that. 

There was no anesthesia this time. The guy was sticking a needle through half an inch of my 

flesh. It felt exactly like it sounds. Exactly. 

“Yaaaaaargh!” I said. 

“Please don’t move,” Gaspard replied. “I need to tie this off.” 

“Jesus Christ!” I answered. I wiped an involuntary tear from my eye. “How many more?” 

Gaspard cast a briefly surprised glance at my epitaph, then dropped his eyes back to my arm. 

“Where are you from?” 

I sniffed. “2009,” I said. 

“2009 what?” 

“2009 AD. The year 2009.” 

Gaspard paused again. He was still facing my arm, but his eyes were looking at something 

quite different. “2009,” he whispered. “800 years.” 

800 years. It’s not like I didn’t know the Middle Ages were a long time ago. But something 

about that number made my head swim. We were both silent for a moment or two. 

“I’m sure . . .” I started haltingly, “I’m sure you don’t believe me.” 

Gaspard’s eyes shifted to mine. “Why, are you lying?” He might as well have been a four-

year-old; I was suddenly sure he would believe anything I told him. 

“No. It’s just—well, I don’t think I would believe it.” 

His gaze wandered again. “The passage of time is reserved to God. It is outside the sphere of 

man’s arts. No law of natural philosophy allows for its alteration.” He turned back to me. “But you 

came from somewhere. By no means with which I am familiar.” 

“So you do believe me?” 

“Should I not?” 

“No, you should. I mean, I’m telling the truth.” 
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Gaspard turned his attention back to my arm. After a moment, the needle made its second 

stitch. I was used to it this time, so it didn’t hurt as much. No, I lie. It hurt like a complete and total 

sonofabitch. 

When I could eke out a sound, I said, “What year is it now?” 

“The second year of Henry the sixth’s interregnum,” he answered. As if that was an answer. 

After a moment he added, “Anno domini eleven hundred and ninety-eight.” 

1198. Eleven ninety-eight. There was that ball of ice again. Nice and low in my gut.  

“It must be a very learned age,” Gaspard said. “To have such knowledge as a mason.” 

I unclenched my jaw. “I’m not a mason exactly,” I breathed. “We don’t really make buildings 

out of stone any more.” 

Gaspard looked thoughtful for a moment. Then: “No, of course not,” he said, nodding. “The 

secrets of the philosopher’s stone would be well known by then. You build your cities of gold.” 

For the first time since I’d been in that century, I think, I laughed. It wasn’t just the 

earnestness with which he said it. It was the sudden idea that, for once, I wasn’t the one trying hard 

not to look like an idiot. “If only!” I replied. 

The door opened and Celestine poked her cautious head in once more. She looked from 

Gaspard to me, and for once her gaze lingered on me for a second. Maybe she was surprised to see a 

smile on my face. 

“Ma Dame is ready, my lords,” she said. “In the library.” 

“OK,” I answered. 

And the needle went in again. 

*          *          * 

We met Madeleine in the library. Gaspard had done a pretty good job on the stitches—four 

altogether. Not the neatest bit of work I’d ever seen, but it would do the trick, I guessed. And hey, 

the scar would make a nice souvenir of this whole thing. You know, if I ever got back to my own 

place and time. 

The library shared the floor with the room through which we’d entered the castle tower. 

There were no towering shelves overloaded with books—mostly, they lay in shallow stacks on tables 
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around the room’s perimeter. A few hundred of them, maybe. A lectern-like stand stood in the 

corner nearest the window, which was set high in an alcove but was almost as big as the one in the 

chapel. Elias was stationed at the lectern, diligently writing something on its sloped surface. A little 

too diligently—I could see him glancing up at us under his eyebrows. He wasn’t the only one who 

was curious—several of the castle folk were gathered at the library door, trying not to be noticed as 

they looked on. 

“Very well,” Madeleine said as we crossed the room. She looked me up and down, and 

seemed to approve. “That suits you somewhat better,” she commented. She was dressed as she had 

been after our stop in the meadow, but had clearly tidied up a bit. Every hair was in place. 

I turned as someone came up behind us. It was Cyril. 

“Everything’s ready,” he said, directing the comment mostly at Stephan. The knight 

answered with a nod. He was still in his armor; any tidying he’d done had been hasty at best. 

Madeleine turned, and Stephan led the way out through an archway in the corner. There was 

another set of spiral stairs, up which drifted warmth and the sounds of activity. We went down half a 

turn, then through a short side passage with another half-dozen steps down. Stephan opened the 

door at the bottom and we followed him through a small, low-roofed chamber. An open door led out 

into the courtyard; another couple archways seemed to lead back into the castle tower. Ahead, an 

opening led directly into a big room. The big room with Etien in it. 

As we stepped through I could see immediately that we were in the high-roofed building that 

sat end-to against the tower. Like a gymnasium, the building was all one space: maybe 40 feet long 

and half as wide, and completely open to the high-sloping rafters above. At the opposite end, beyond 

a smoldering firepit in the center of the room, Etien sat at a table with three or four other guys. They 

were in conversation, the messy remains of a meal scattered about them. 

I didn’t like Etien the moment I saw him. Maybe I was predisposed to it by this time; I don’t 

know. He looked like Mike Ditka—powerfully built, thick-necked, and with an obvious intolerance 

for nonsense. Even from here, even as he sat in casual conversation, it was like I could see the veins 

trying to force their way out of his forehead and neck. Like the Bears were down 28-10 in the fourth 

quarter of a playoff game. I don’t have anything against Mike Ditka; he’s probably a wonderful 
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person. But this guy radiated the same sort of intensity and grit, and something about him made me 

certain he didn’t always use his powers for good. 

Madeleine strode toward him, Stephan one step behind. Gaspard stood there for a second, 

but Cyril gave him a brief nudge. We followed. One of Etien’s buddies nodded our way, and the 

Count looked up, as if noticing our arrival for the first time. 

“Lady Madeleine,” he said, straightening. “At long last.” 

Madeleine gave the slightest of bows. Stephan and the others followed suit, perhaps a little 

less impertinently. So did I. 

“My lord,” Madeleine responded. She started forward again, making her way at an even pace 

around the table. She stopped next to him. The man—the knight, I presumed—in the seat beside 

Etien hesitated for a second, but then rose and moved out of the way. Madeleine sat, her body half 

toward Etien. 

“What business brings yourself to Bois de Haillot?” she asked. Pleasantly. As if it were a 

completely unloaded question. 

“Huh,” Etien grunted. “I think you know. I’ve come to take your husband’s oath—an oath 

long overdue.” His expression gained the faintest touch of a smirk. “Failing that, I’ll settle for yours.” 

“My husband owes you no oath. He is not your vassal,” Madeleine replied evenly. “Nor am 

I.” 

“Not a very good vassal, that’s for certain.” 

“To the contrary, I think you’ll find. My husband’s charge to defend this manor in the name 

of the Holy Roman Emperor will be served and served well.” 

“In the name of Frederick Barbarossa. Who has been dead for eight years. And your 

husband’s oath was never reaffirmed with Henry.” 

For a brief moment Madeleine was silent. When she spoke again her tone was just a shade 

cooler. With a touch of that talking-to-the-short-bus-kid voice I’d heard before. “My husband is on 

crusade. Pope Innocent’s bull of 1192 carries forward all oaths of vassalage for those on holy duty. I 

have a copy—would you care to read it?” 

Etien grunted again, waving his hand distractedly in the air. Reading was clearly not high on 

his to-do list. “That may be. But Henry is also dead. Otto of Brunswick is at war in Italy, and the 
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pope will not put a crown on his head until Otto has done all his bidding. And in the mean time 

Frederick Hohenstaufen is raising an army to challenge him.” 

“That does not change my duty to the crown. Bois de Haillot is an Imperial fief.” 

Etien’s lips pursed, and I swear I could see the pulse in his forehead picking up the pace. But 

another of his buddies—a monk-looking dude, complete with the half-shaved head—leaned over and 

whispered something to him. Etien leaned back. 

“My lady Madeleine, it is time to end these games,” he said, his voice even. More or less. 

“Look about you. How can you hope to hold this fief? You have only this manor to draw upon. You 

have one knight.” He glanced at Stephan as he said it. There was a touch of a snort in his voice. If 

Stephan gave even the slightest reaction, I could not see it. “Will your books keep me at bay? You can 

raise no army. Your castle is indefensible—” 

“My castle is indefensible,” Madeleine interrupted him, “because that is how Frederick 

Barbarossa would have it. So it would be no prize in the petty feuds of would-be princelings—” 

Etien jumped to his feet. Bread, wine, and gravy flew as he flipped the table on the way up; 

half a chicken carcass rolled through the rushes toward my feet. “Petty feuds?” he bellowed. His face 

was purple; Madeleine’s was white. She’d edged up from her seat, taking a half-step back. I was 

fifteen feet away, and I’d taken two. 

Etien’s fists clenched, and for a second I was seeing a lot of blood in my future. But he made 

no move. His voice leveled, but it still trembled with rage. “I have been tolerant of you, Ma Dame, 

but no more. Barbarossa is dead, and I will have this manor. I give you one last chance: Will you give 

me your oath?” 

Lady Madeleine straightened. “I will not.” 

If anything, Etien seemed to relax a bit. He straightened too. “So be it.” 

I wasn’t entirely sure what happened next. Etien took a short step back, and suddenly there 

were swords everywhere. The guy that had given Madeleine his seat drew first, but Stephan was ready 

for him. He crossed the gap—no longer blocked by a table—in two big steps, and in the heartbeat it 

had taken for Etien’s man to pull his sword Stephan’s was already coming down. There was a grunt 

and a cry, and the guy’s sword went flying. His hand was still gripping it. The man staggered back, 

clutching what was left of his arm. 



 
Untitled Chapter 4 page 12 ©2010 Charles M. Ryan. All rights reserved. 
DRAFT www.charlesmryan.com DRAFT 
 @charlesmryan 

The chamber was filled with shouts and motion, and suddenly I was being jostled from 

behind as folk streamed past me. A dozen guys, at least, every one with a pike or halberd in hand. 

Two more of Etien’s men, younger guys back with the monk, had their swords out, but now they 

hesitated. Etien hadn’t raised a hand, and didn’t at this point, either: Both Stephan and Cyril were 

poised to strike. 

The room was suddenly quiet. 

“You think me weak,” Madeleine said, breathing hard. She’d hardly moved an inch, but her 

heart had to be pounding at least as hard as mine. There was a spattering of blood across her jawline. 

“Perhaps. But you were a fool to think me stupid. You’ve had your answer—now leave my land.” 

If Etien’s face had been red before, it was the color of a brick now. He didn’t make a move. 

“You are a stupid woman,” he said. “I would have given you another manor. Now I will bring an 

army here, and I will crush you.” His teeth ground on the word “crush.” Stephan was ready to cut 

him down if he made so much as a move. Etien knew it—but he really, really wanted to anyway. 

Instead, Stephan took a half-step back, clearing the way for Etien to move out. The Count, 

through what seemed a massive effort of will, unclenched his fists and started forward. Every eye in 

the room was on him as he eased past Stephan. Every eye except, for whatever reason, mine. 

In the corner, behind the two guys who still held their swords, I caught a glint of metal as a 

brown shape went into motion. 

“Maddy!” I yelled out. 

As if in slo-mo, Madeleine turned toward me, her eyes wide in indignation. But Stephan had 

caught the line of my gaze and lunged forward. His shoulder caught Madeliene just beneath hers, 

throwing her into the greasy straw and spilled gravy. The monk’s off-arm had been reaching for 

Madeleine, but Stephan caught it with his left hand and, in one fluid motion, swung his sword arm 

around, connecting its pommel with the monk’s head. The impact made a cracking noise; the knife 

went whirling through the air as the monk crumpled. 

There was another surge of motion, and Etien suddenly faced a forest of spear-points and 

halberds, not one more than half a poke from his eyeballs. But he made no move; he looked every bit 

as surprised as anyone. He stared at Stephan for a moment, then looked at me, and then turned to 

where the monk lay face-down in the rushes. “Idiot,” he muttered, and then glanced up at his two 
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guys with the swords. “Bring him.” And he stepped forward, batting halberds and spears out of his 

way. At Stephan’s nod, the castle folk parted as he made his way toward the door. 

The two younger guys sheathed their weapons and tried briefly to rouse the monk. Meeting 

no success, they each took an arm and started to drag. Stephan watched them go while Cyril helped 

Madeleine to her feet. I rushed forward to help. 

“Maddy?” she said, brushing flecks of bread and grease from her dress. She paused and looked 

me in the eye; it was not a happy look. 

I grimaced and let go of her elbow. “Um, sorry,” I said. “Ma Dame.” 

She kept her gaze on me for a long moment. “I forgive it,” she said at last. “This time.” 

*          *          * 

And twenty minutes later Etien was gone. A couple guys helped the one-armed knight—

guess he would be looking for a new job—out into the courtyard, where Etien had already joined his 

footsoldiers, all surrounded by fifteen or twenty armed castle-folk and peasants. There was quite a bit 

of heckling going on; Madeleine’s folk were in high spirits. Personally, I would have remained a bit 

more humble—these guys were still armed and far from defeated. I was just happy to see them go. 

Hugh and Cyril rode them off the manor, followed by the horde of boisterous and well-

armed villagers. Madeleine called Stephan and Gaspard to her chamber. And me as well. 

The great chamber, as they called it, was above the library, adjacent to the chapel. In fact, I 

could see some steps leading up to a door; it must have let out onto that little balcony overlooking 

the altar. The other rooms were whitewashed, hung with large tapestries and furnished simply. This 

one was painted floor to high ceiling in broad chevron patterns of burgundy and ochre. It was 

dominated by a huge canopy bed, wider than a king-sized and hung with drapes thick enough to 

hide Scrooge from a dozen Christmas ghosts. The drapes and blankets, like the tapestries on the 

walls, were all densely embroidered. There were a number of chairs, several large chests, and a writing 

stand like in the library. In front of that stand was the smaller chest I had been helping Cyril with 

earlier. 

Madeleine sat down in one of the chairs. She hadn’t broken her calm, but I could see her 

hand shake as she settled it on the armrest. It had been a good half-hour since the showdown. 
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“Well, that was a conversation we all knew was coming,” Madeleine said after a moment. I, 

of course, had known no such thing, but it didn’t seem the time to bring that up. 

“It could have gone worse,” Stephan replied. 

Madeleine nodded absently, staring across the room. “Yes,” she said. “I suppose it could 

have.” Then she seemed to regain her focus, and lifted her chin. “It does, now, bring up the question 

of that.” She inclined her head toward the chest. 

Nobody responded. 

After a moment, I spoke up. “I beg your pardon, lady Madeleine, but what is that?” 

In response Stephan rose. He grabbed one end of the chest and dragged it into the center of 

the room, creating a bow-wave of straw as he did so. Madeleine handed him the key, and he opened 

it up. 

Inside were bags. Bulging, chocablock full bags. Bags of coins—of silver. And of gold. 

I couldn’t help myself: I stepped over and reached down, pulling out one of the gold coins. 

The silver bits in my purse—and in the bags here—were the size of dimes: small and thin. This thing 

was bigger than a quarter. It looked like a Spanish doubloon from Pirates of the Caribbean or 

something. 

My amazement must have been plain on my face, because Stephan explained. “Gold grossos. 

The Italian merchants have started using them. Just one is worth 12 shillings.” They must have been 

getting used to my ignorance—or at least my blank expressions—because he went on after a 

moment. “More than half a pound of silver.” 

“Wow,” I said. I didn’t know what this chest was worth, but it had to be a buttload of money 

in any century. I let the coin fall back into the bag. “What’s it for?” 

Madeleine sighed. “It was for Etien. To buy him off.” 

“We knew this was coming,” Stephan went on. “He’s right about one thing: This may be an 

Imperial fief, but there is no Emperor. And when there is one, he will have a lot on his plate. It will 

be years, at least, before the Otto’s attention is freed to worry about this little corner of his holdings. 

My lord Etien hopes that whatever he is doing will be well over by then. This is his chance to act, 

and he’s taking it.” 
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“I hoped to buy some time,” Madeleine said. “A sum of money to distract him. He might 

agree to forget his grievance for a year or two—enough time to petition Otto. We took 232 books to 

Verdun and sold them.” She was staring across the room again. “232 books.” 

“But he moved too quickly—here on the manor before we were even back with the money. 

It’s a good thing he didn’t know we were gone, or he’d have come with more men. And Ma Dame 

would be landless.” 

“So that’s where you were coming from,” I said, “when you, um, met me?” 

Madeleine nodded. “When we met you.” Then she repeated herself. Again. “When we met 

you.” She straightened in the chair. 

“This was a blessing,” she declared. 

“A blessing?” asked Gaspard. 

“This money was never for Etien,” Madeleine went on. “God has other plans for it—for us. 

It is no coincidence that the same journey brings us this coin—and Martin. This coin, and a mason.” 

I didn’t like where this was going. 

“Frederick Barbarossa didn’t want the castle finished; that is why he gave it to my husband 

instead of one of the Brabantine lords. But my lord Etien is right about another thing: Barbarossa is 

dead. This is a different time.” She paused. 

“God has given us the means to finish the castle,” she said after a minute. “The means to 

resist my lord Etien.” She looked at me. “And Maitre Martin is going to do it.” 
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