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Chapter 5 

That night I dreamed. Not blurry, dark dreams that scattered to the crevices of my mind 

with the morning light, but vivid, powerful dreams, one after the other, leaving echoes to haunt me 

through the day. Dreams of New Orleans—not just toasting Jason in bar after bar, but of exploring 

the city beforehand. Of touring the botanicas with Claire—not my sort of thing, but that’s an 

anthropologist for you. Of listening to zydeco on the street and eating muffuletta sandwiches in the 

French Market. 

Food and music were a recurring theme. I ate dozens of orders of Applebee’s chicken wings. 

Guess I wouldn’t be living that dream out any time soon. Nor hitting the Outback Steak House 

with Claire, or going to a Jonathan Coulton concert. All of which showed up at some point in my 

restless night. 

I guess it’s not surprising that I dreamed about food. We had had my first real meal since 

arriving that evening, an hour or two after Etien’s departure. Madeleine, Stephan, Gaspard, myself, 

and Father Jean, all seated at the same table Etien had knocked over that afternoon. They’d cleaned 

up the blood—I have no idea what they did with that guy’s hand—and extended the table with 

another couple of saw horses. Everything was brought in or out by servants: Celestine and Cyril 

attending to Madeleine and Stephan personally, while two or three castle folk looked after the rest 

of us in general. 

In movies and books, there’s always a big roast ox on a blazing fire, dripping with juice. Or a 

turkey leg, like they give you at those medieval dinner shows. Solid hunks of meat. What we got was 

another stew, served on a plate made out of dense bread—like those chilli-in-a-bread-loaf meals that 

were the rage a few years ago. There were no utensils—everybody ate with their fingers and the knife 

they brought with them. Someone brought me a knife. I guess I’d gained a bit of trust—or they 

figured I was harmless enough without a horse under me. 

“A little late for dinner, I know,” Madeleine had said. It was maybe six o’clock, though I had 

absolutely no way to know for sure. “But the fare has been pretty meager this last day or so.” 

She got that right. I’m not sure I even noticed what it tasted like at first; I was that hungry. I 

slowed down a bit after a while, though. It was weird, no doubt about it: some sort of unidentifiable 

meat with leeks or onions all in a sauce that tasted, if anything, like sweet-and-sour chicken. Only 
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with mystery meat. And leeks. I didn’t want to look picky—and I didn’t want to starve—but this 

was a little outside my comfort zone. Fortunately, they brought out some little dark things that 

turned out to be roasted apples. Small and a bit sour, but I ate three of them. 

Bedtime had also been a bit of a shock. The castle folk—there were about a dozen of them, 

beyond Madeleine’s inner circle—bunked out in that first room I’d entered. Like it was some giant 

crash pad, they just started pulling blankets and things out of the chests and finding corners to sleep 

in. Mostly on the floor. They called that room the solar, and it was apparently the castle’s family 

room to the great hall’s formal living/dining room. 

Madeleine retired to her own chamber, of course; Celestine slept in there with her. Father 

Jean slept in the chapel. That left me with Stephan, Gaspard, and Cyril in the room adjacent to 

Madeleine’s—the one outside the chapel. We didn’t have to sleep on the floor, though; someone 

had assembled a bed. 

A bed. 

I’d tried to keep an eye on the others as we undressed: What was the protocol here—who 

got dibs on the bed? It became apparent, as Cyril followed Gaspard into it, that everyone was 

supposed to sleep there. 

By now night had fallen, and this place wasn’t going to win any awards for energy efficiency. 

While there weren’t many windows, as far as I could tell only the ones in the chapel and the great 

hall had any glass in them. Curtains had been drawn over the others, but they were keeping the 

drafts out exactly as well as you would expect them too. I could see my breath. 

But climbing into a bed with three other guys wearing nothing but their undergarment man-

dresses? Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but not exactly my scene, man. 

“Maybe I’ll just sleep on the floor over here,” I’d said. 

 “Why?” Gaspard asked. 

“You know, it’s just a little crowded . . .” 

“Martin,” Stephan had said, his eyes narrowed just a bit. “You aren’t a somethingorother?” 

“A what?” I answered. I hadn’t recognized the word he used. 

“A somthingorotherelse.” It took me a second to parse that word as sodomite. 

“A friend of William Rufus,” Cyril snickered. “You prefer men. Instead of women.” 



 
Untitled Chapter 5 page 3 ©2010 Charles M. Ryan. All rights reserved. 
DRAFT www.charlesmryan.com DRAFT 
 @charlesmryan 

So what, I was going to have to get into bed with three scantily clad men to prove that I 

wasn’t gay? 

I looked down at the corner I’d been contemplating. The floor was made of rough-hewn 

timbers, somewhat worn by passage and covered with a thin layer or reeds or rushes. Not exactly a 

Tempurpedic. And the evening’s chill was really just getting started. Sleep in a real bed, or shiver on 

the hard floor—and let everyone think I’m gay. I was at enough of a social disadvantage as it was. I 

climbed into the bed. 

And squished myself as close to the edge as I could. 

*          *           *  

Despite that, and the many and vivid dreams, the sleep did me good. I woke up feeling 

OK—much better than I had the previous morning. Until I moved—then my back and legs and 

arms and feet and butt remembered all the walking and riding and fighting and stitches of the last 

two days. I groaned as I stood. Maybe more than once. 

Stephan and the others were gone; I’d been awakened by two women—I didn’t know their 

names, but the faces of the castle folk were becoming familiar—who’d come to take apart the bed. 

What little light penetrated the room still had the pale quality of early morning, but it was well past 

dawn. I checked my arm. There was a crust of dried blood along the cutline, and the surrounding 

flesh was red and tender, but I saw no sign of new bleeding. I rustled up my clothes and dressed in an 

alcove, doing my best to keep out of sight of the women. My best wasn’t very good—they were 

clearly curious about me. I doubt it was my macho physique that kept them peeking. 

I wandered down, for want of a better plan, through the solar and the library and into the 

great hall. Stephan, Gaspard, and Madeleine were eating a breakfast of bread, cheese, and slices of 

cold meat. The room was chilly—I could see the faintest wisps of my own breath—and the small fire 

in the center of the room had little impact. Nobody else seemed to mind. 

I sat down. 

“Where is everybody?” I asked, after a round of pleasantries. Other than Celestine, Cyril, and 

a servant, I’d seen nobody else in the castle beyond the two women disassembling the bed. 

“In the fields,” Stephan replied, chewing on a piece of bread. “They lost four days of harvest 

because of Etien. And it will rain again, sooner rather than later I think.” 
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I guess these folk couldn’t just head down to the Safeway come January. The harvest was life-

or-death to them. In a literal sense. 

“I’m surprised—” I hesitated. I didn’t want to sound insensitive to Klaas and his wife. “Etien 

had only a few men. It didn’t take him much to shut down the entire place.” 

“It wasn’t the men he brought that did it,” Stephan replied. “It was the rumor. That an army 

was following. No-one would want their women, their food stocks, their animals caught in the 

village when that army marched in.” 

Madeleine snorted. “Marcus Miller and his stories. One would think he would have sense 

enough not to spread tales like that—at least during harvest. Any grain that isn’t cut is money out of 

his pocket. I think I’ll have Hugh straighten him out on that point.” 

Stephan frowned thoughtfully. “It could be that Etien seeded that story. Or that Marcus 

passed it on willingly.” 

“Really?” I blurted out. Everyone turned toward me, and I suddenly felt like I was about to 

violate the one-person-at-a-time rule. My voice was a bit subdued when I continued. “I mean, why 

would someone do that? One of your people?” 

There was a brief pause before Stephan shrugged and said, “Lady Madeleine does not 

command the true loyalty of everyone on the manor. This land was once held by Etien’s uncle. He 

was killed fighting Henry.” 

“Fighting the Holy Roman Emperor?” 

“No, Henry, Duke of Brabant.” 

It didn’t seem like Stephan was going to go on, but Madeleine nodded in his direction. 

“He should know about this. He’ll need to understand the house before he can finish it. And 

know something of our adversary.” She turned her attention to me. “Henry wasn’t the Duke then,” 

she went on. “There was no Duke. There was no duchy. All of Brabant was ruled by petty Margraves 

and self-styled Counts, with no higher lords between them and the Emperor. Brabant and Limbourg 

and Luxembourg and all of this area. Several of them held claims of vassalage over the others; more 

than one had attempted to establish a duchy. Efforts by diplomacy and even marriage seldom bore 

fruit—there was too much bitterness. Generations of rivalry.” 

“My lord Etien’s—” Stephan paused; I could see him doing the math in his head. “His 

uncle’s father built this castle.” 
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“Oh,” I said. Guess that explained why he felt he had a right to it. “But the Holy Roman 

Emperor took it away from him?” 

“Not him,” answered Madeleine. “He ran out of money. He built here because he thought 

he could include parts of Limbourg in his duchy. But he couldn’t fund the castle without establishing 

a market town. And he was never able to do that—Bois de Haillot is too remote from the rest of 

Namur.” 

“We have Arbois and a few other manors to the north,” Stephan explained. “But only forest 

to the south and west. And to the east is Limbourg, and there are just a few manors within a day’s 

walk in that direction. It is not a good location for a town—though it might have been, if he’d 

brought lands east of the river into his domain.” 

“OK,” I said, nodding. I wasn’t sure I was following the whole thing, but the important bit 

had to be coming. 

“This was all during the interregnum, and the early years of Frederick Barbarossa’s reign,” 

Madeleine said, as if that would mean anything to me. “The Emperor’s attentions were fixed firmly 

on bringing the German princes into line, and then on Italy. It was twenty years or so before he took 

an interest in this area. By then, Etien’s uncle held this land, and he was at war with Henry.” 

“Of Brabant,” I clarified. 

“Of Brabant. Henry had become a supporter of Frederick during the interregnum, so 

Barbarossa settled the matter in his favor. Henry was made Duke of Brabant, and five or six of the 

Margraves in the area were made his vassals.” 

“Including Etien’s uncle.” 

“Yes. Frederick took Bois de Haillot as an Imperial demesne, but he gave Etien’s uncle 

additional lands in the north of Namur. And he made him a Count. In the end, the arrangement was 

profitable for Etien’s uncle. But he was never happy to be Henry’s vassal.” 

Of course. What a soap opera. “OK,” I said after a moment, “but where were you in all of 

this? Are you a relative of Henry’s?” 

Madeleine shook her head. “No. I was born in Antioch; I had lived in the Lavant all my 

life—until I married.” 

“Then you came here?” 
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“Not right away. Juste—my husband—came east in the Third Crusade, and ended up serving 

Frederick. Barbarossa had already settled the matter in Brabant, but he had only a steward on Bois 

de Haillot, not a lord. He gave the manor to Juste. This was all before I had even met Juste—

Barbarossa never made it to Antioch; he died in Turkey.” 

She paused. The look in her eye was not exactly wistful, but she was clearly thinking about 

more than she was saying. 

“Ma Dame married my lord De La Croix,” Stephan cut in, keeping the narrative going, “and 

he sent her back to his new manor.” 

“He had no interest in being here,” Madeliene confirmed. “And why would he? One manor 

on the farthest fringe of the Empire, when there was a fortune and name to be made in the Holy 

Land?” 

Um. Well maybe because he wanted to be with his wife? But I wasn’t quite going to go there 

at this point. 

“I was seventeen years old. I had never been out of Antioch.” 

Madeleine paused, as if that told the whole story. Which, I guess, it more or less did. In 

some ways, her experience wasn’t all that different than mine. I mulled it over for a minute. 

“OK,” I said at last. I needed to get off this track; it was a bit too heavy for me. “So you 

come here, and Etien inherits, not just Namur and the title of Count, but also all the grievances 

against Henry and the Emperor.” See, I wasn’t such an idiot after all. 

Stephan stretched, then scratched his armpit. “That’s right. And now he thinks he has an 

opportunity to act upon them.”  

“He does have an opportunity to act,” Madeleine corrected. 

“Maybe,” Stephan replied. “He cannot raise an army—not a big one, anyway—or Henry of 

Brabant will take notice. He could campaign after harvest, if the weather allows, but more likely he 

won’t be able to move until the Spring. So we have six, maybe seven months to prepare for him.” 

Six or seven months. 

Madeleine turned once more and looked me full in the face. “Six months, Maitre Martin. 

Can you do it?” 

I don’t know why I said what I said. I didn’t know a damn thing about stonework. I didn’t 

know what needed to be done, and I had no idea what resources I had to work with. 



 
Untitled Chapter 5 page 7 ©2010 Charles M. Ryan. All rights reserved. 
DRAFT www.charlesmryan.com DRAFT 
 @charlesmryan 

Maybe it was Madeleine’s story. Maybe it was my instant and indelible dislike of Etien. 

Maybe it was because I didn’t really have much of a choice—what else was I going to do; I wouldn’t 

have a roof over my head or a bite to eat without Madeleine. I may not have been a medieval mason, 

but I sure as hell didn’t want to be a medieval beggar. 

Or maybe it was because Bois de Haillot wasn’t a parking lot. Not a Class IV divided 

highway providing access to Prince William County’s newest Costco and strip mall. It wasn’t just 

the chance to build a castle—and let’s face it; how many opportunities like that come along in 2009? 

It was that this was a job that would change lives. Save lives. Do something that was really important 

to someone other than a rich property developer looking to get a little bit richer. 

“Yes,” I said. 

Madeleine continued to watch me for three, five, maybe ten long heartbeats. Then she 

smiled, and I realized it was probably the first time I’d seen a smile on her face. It looked good. 

“Very well,” she said, nodding. 

*          *           *  

“OK,” I said to Stephan. “The first thing we’re going to need to do is clear away all these 

trees. A hundred—” I hesitated. I was going to say a hundred yards, but would that mean anything 

now? “Um,” I attempted, “say, 300 feet out?” I figured that had the best chance of being a 

recognizable unit. 

We were in front of the gatehouse. I had decided my first step would be to tour the castle 

and get a sense of what was already in place and what, basically, needed to be done. Stephan, I 

figured, would know a thing or two about medieval fortifications, so I drafted him along. 

Fortunately, Stephan nodded thoughtfully as he gazed out into the trees; I had 

communicated something—probably even something close to what I meant. “It isn’t much further 

to the edge of the field. Clear it all the way.” 

“Makes sense. That would give us visibility from the house all the way down to the village, 

more or less. And we can get started on that right away—we won’t need any specialist labor.” I 

assumed pretty much anybody could cut down a tree, even in this day and age. That probably 

wouldn’t be true about the stonecutters and builders for the actual construction. 
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That “yes” to Madeleine had really changed my mindset. Heck, maybe it changed my whole 

perspective on the 12th century. Just a few hours before, the whole “Martin the mason” thing was 

freaking me out. People were building me into something I wasn’t, and the taller that house of cards 

grew, the more stressed I was getting by its inevitable collapse. I didn’t know anything about stone 

cutting. I had no real experience with load-bearing masonry. 

But you know what? It’s not like I knew how to lay asphalt or drive a front-end loader 

either, back in the 21st century. There are guys with the expertise for that sort of thing, and the 

engineer’s job is to tell them how to put their skills to work. I had a professor in college who used to 

say that all you needed to know about engineering is p=mv and you can’t push on a rope. All the rest 

are details you can learn as you need them. A bit simplistic perhaps, but if it was ever applicable, now 

was the time. My fundamental engineering knowledge was certainly up to 12th century standards, 

I’d think. And even my Army experience gave me some basics that might apply to castle design—

overlapping fields of fire, zones of defense, that sort of thing. The details, as critical as they might be, 

could be learned. 

“Let’s have a look at the rest of the house,” I said. 

Stephan toured me about from there. The gatehouse was, as I’d gathered, two towers that 

connected over the gate. Round at the front, where their loopholes overlooked the entrance as well 

as the flanks of the walls, and squared off at the back. Three levels tall. The lower rooms, on either 

side of the gate passage, were basically guardrooms; the rooms above formed a hall for the castle’s 

soldiers. There were only a couple more than Gigot and Michel, but the gatehouse had space for a 

few dozen at least. 

The room above the gate itself had a slot in the wall, in a stone shelf about waist height, that 

looked down over the gate passage. Space for a heavy hanging gate to slide down, but there was 

nothing there now. 

“We’ll need a carpenter to build the gate for us,” I commented. 

“And a blacksmith,” Stephan added. “We have a smith in the village, and several of the men 

have the skills and tools to do the woodworking.” 

The walls around the big courtyard would need a lot of work, and there were the shells of 

two or three towers along their length. The tower at the corner between the gatehouse and great hall 

was the biggest, anchoring the courtyard wall where it met the bluff overlooking the river. 
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Then there was the keep itself. The entrance, up the stairs from the courtyard, was actually 

the second floor; one had to then take one of the internal staircases (there were the two, in opposite 

corners of the building) down to the ground floor. Kitchens and storage down there, solar and library 

on the second floor, and chapel, great chamber, and the guys’ bedroom on the third. From there the 

staircases simply spiralled up to break out of the unfinished walls at what would be the fourth 

floor—but was currently the roof. 

There was more to it than that—the walls were thick enough that in many places the alcoves 

cut into them were nearly big enough to serve as rooms themselves. And there were a couple of 

passages that ran through the walls, giving access to loopholes and firing positions. So that the basic 

pattern—three floors, each essentially cut into two rooms—resulted in a surprisingly complex 

building. 

Along the way Stephan pointed out a number of design elements that aided the castle’s 

defense: the right-hand twist of the spiraling staircase, always favoring the swing and thrust of a 

defender upstairs while the central column hindered an invader coming up from below. The way the 

towers served not just to provide flanking fire along the walls, but also created breaks in the wall’s 

top so that attackers who got up on one section would not be able to move along it to reach other 

sections—or even a staircase down into to the courtyard. And my personal favorite: The way the 

stairs leading up to the keep approached the door from the right. So that the attackers climbing it —

right-handed ones, at least—would have their shields facing away from the tower. Unless they chose 

to swap arms and fight left-handed. Or to walk up the steps—blood-slicked and littered with 

obstacles and casualties—backwards. Failing those unattractive options, their shields would give 

them no protection from defenders in the tower. 

I took good notes. Mental notes, anyway—I didn’t have a pencil and notepad handy. 

And then I hustled to the library, where Elias, I was told, would have paper and pens and all 

the stuff I’d need to start drafting plans and materials lists. At the very least, I was keen to dump the 

contents of my head onto paper while it was all still fresh. 

I wasn’t much of a draftsman in AutoCAD; quill and parchment was going to be a bit of an 

adventure. 

I didn’t find Elias in the library. Instead, I found Celestine. 
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“Erm, hi,” I said as I ducked over to the corner with the reading stand. She had been going 

through a stack of books on a table opposite. “I don’t suppose you have seen Elias?” 

She looked at me with wide eyes and shook her head, a tiny little motion. Then she turned 

back to her stack of books, nervously tucking a few stray locks of hair back under her headcovering. 

There was a table beyond the reading stand, covered in stacks of paper and an array of 

bottles and jars. I moved back behind the stand and started looking it all over. Several horn-like 

bottles. A jar holding dozens of long curved tubes. Some straps with what looked like weights on 

either end. I’d never even used a fountain pen; I was going to need remedial writing lessons. 

After a moment I began to feel the weight of expectancy on my shoulder. I turned. Celestine 

stood there, on the other side of the reading stand, with a book clutched to her little bosom like a 

shield. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Were you . . .” I had supposed she was fetching a book for Madeleine, 

but I guess she was here on her own. 

“No, Maitre,” she said hastily. “I was just—” 

“It’s my fault,” I said, coming back round the reading stand. “I interrupted you. I was just 

waiting for Elias.” It was clear she wasn’t going to claim her spot at the stand, so I took her elbow 

gently and led her around. Her arm was featherweight, pliant under the layers of her sleeve. She set 

her book on the stand, brushing away a couple more curls of wayward hair. 

“So . . . you read,” I said. Or asked, maybe. I was somehow under the impression that 

literacy standards weren’t high these days. I hadn’t taken Stephan for a reader, let alone any of the 

servants. 

“Yes, Maitre,” she answered. Hesitantly, like somehow she needed my permission. “Ma 

Dame requires it of me.” She stopped there for a minute, not looking up from the cover of her book, 

and then said, “Lady Madeleine taught me.” 

“Oh. OK.” I was on a roll here; these were more words out of Celestine’s mouth than I’d 

heard since I arrived. “Does she teach many people?” 

Celestine stole a peak at me, then shook her head. “No, Maitre. I don’t think so.” 

I could do without all the “Maitre” stuff, and briefly thought about saying something. But I 

wasn’t sure she’d be comfortable moving to a first-name basis. And I’d hate to get her into trouble. 
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All this social class stuff might be a real quagmire, and I wasn’t exactly certain of how I fit into the 

whole thing. Better to let sleeping dogs lie. 

“What are you reading?” 

She stepped back slightly, motioning toward the book. There was no title or image on the 

cover, so I leaned forward and opened it. The title page had an illustration: A knight on a horse, 

ahead of which was a creature that might have been a large dog. The proportions were a bit crude, 

and the poses a bit artificial, just like (appropriately enough) your stereotypical medieval picture, but 

the colors were almost lurid—the knight in blue and red, the creature a brilliant blue, the lollypop-

like trees bright green. There were words as well; or at least strings of symbols that looked something 

like letters. Not with quite as many extraneous lines and spikes and angled tips as, say, the title of 

the Washington Post, but with lots of heavy vertical lines that made it hard to tell one letter from the 

next. But after a minute I saw a “c” and an “h” and then suddenly other letters materialized out of 

the writing, and next think I knew my eyes sort of broke the code. Like one of those visual puzzles 

where you can see a face if you stare long enough—and then once you see it, it seems obvious. 

“Yvain,” I read slowly. OK, I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure about that one. “The Knight 

of the Lion.” 

“It’s new,” Celestine said. “Chretien de Troyes.” 

I resisted the temptation to say “bless you!” Instead, I nodded with sage wisdom. “Mm.” 

“Do you like the romances?” 

“Mmm,” I said, though I tried to make it sound a bit more positive. Not exactly a bodice-

ripper of a cover. But hey, less Fabio and more mounted knights might make for a romance I could 

get into. I nodded for a moment, doing my best to look like I was in thoughtful appreciation of Mr. 

de Troyes’s work. 

“Listen,” I said after a second, leaning in and making my voice a little bit conspiratorial. “I 

need to write down a few things, and I might need your help.” 

“My help, Maitre?” 

“Yeees,” I said, suddenly a bit hesitant. Was Celestine really the best person to admit this to? 

“See, um, the thing is, I don’t know how to write.” 

I might have just told her I had a squid in my pants. You know, if I had pants. At least I got 

an unguarded reaction out of her for once. 
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“No!” I said hastily. “I know how to write. I just don’t know how to use all this—stuff. We 

use different stuff, where I’m from.” The last part trailed off a bit lamely. 

She looked up at me for a moment, a touch of suspicion in her eyes. I pushed her gently back 

and sidled into the space in front of the reading stand, closing her book and moving it to the side. 

There was a stack of what looked like scrap paper—odd shapes and sizes—on the table, and I 

helped myself to a piece. 

“Okay, hand me a pen.” After a second’s hesitation, she handed me one of the curved tubes. 

I realized it was a feather quill, just like you’d imagine Benjamin Franklin writing with, only with all 

the feathery bits cut off. It was just the central stalk. 

Then she handed me a knife. 

I had figured ink would be the next logical step. “OK, sorry,” I said, “but what’s this for?” 

Her suspicion turned to—what?—mild disbelief? She studied me for a moment, trying to 

figure out, I guess, whether I was jerking her chain. I got a good look at her green eyes, and the light 

dusting of freckles across the tops of her cheeks. A nice match for her hair, a brown with a faint 

touch of red. She had a lot of it; quite a bit spilled out beneath her headdress. Despite her timidity 

around me, it gave her a hint of rebelliousness—like Jenna back at my office, who favored bright 

plaid or striped tights under her otherwise-conventional office skirts and dresses. An ex-punk. I 

couldn’t really see Celestine in mosh pit, but maybe playing fast and loose with the hair covering was 

a 12th-century equivalent. 

“It’s a pen knife,” Celestine said. Ah. Go figure. “You trim your pen with it.” 

I looked at the pen. 

“Not now! That pen is just fine.” 

“OK.” 

Now she was sounding a bit amused. “When the tip dulls or splits. Here. Carbon or iron 

gall? Or red?” 

She was shifting a small stand toward the side of the table. There were two containers on it. 

“Ink? Black would be fine. Nothing fancy.” She removed one of the flasks and replaced it 

with another, then opened it. 

“No need to waste good iron gall on a scrap like that,” she said. 

I nodded and dipped the pen. 
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“Wait!” she said, grabbing my hand. “Not so much ink.” 

She released me and I dipped it a bit more gently. I moved to the paper, afraid the pen was 

going to drip, and started to write out “My name is Martin” in English. Seemed as good a line to 

practice with as any. I got about six letters into it before having to go back to the inkwell. Celestine 

giggled. 

“What? What did I do wrong?” 

She checked herself. “Nothing, Maitre.” She hesitated. “It’s just—well . . . ” 

I looked back at the scrap of paper. My handwriting didn’t look much like the text in her 

book—no surprises there, I guess, but it probably seemed as illegible to her as the book’s text had to 

me. Not that my handwriting had ever been brilliant, even by 21st-century standards. And of course 

the words would be nonsense to her. 

I started in again, but my hand brushed the previous letters, my knuckle dragging an inchlong 

smear. 

“Not like that!” Celestine said. She grasped my hand and bent my wrist away from the 

surface. “Don’t touch the paper. Stay above it.” 

I tried again, not letting my hand rest on the paper. Awkward, but it kept me out of the ink. 

Didn’t make my handwriting any more legible to her, though. Or, frankly, to me. 

Celestine stepped away while I tried again. Through two or three more dips of the pen I 

managed a handful of words and about a dozen spots and smudges. She returned with another book, 

which she laid out on the table using the weighted straps to hold it open. It was an alphabet. 

“You keep trying to make curves in your letters,” she said, taking the pen from my hand. She 

blotted it on a bit of scrap paper, then pressed the tip flat to the table and trimmed off the very tip 

with the knife. The desk, I saw, was practically serrated by thousands of tiny knife marks. “See how 

the strokes are downward or angled? Do it like that.” She handed the pen back to me. 

I dipped the pen and wrote out another ten or twelve letters. “Lovely Celes”—that’s as far as 

I got on that load of ink. I paused and looked at it—she was right: It was much easier to make those 

straight strokes. I don’t think my writing was a much neater, but it looked a whole lot more like the 

text in the book. And I hadn’t smudged. I turned to dip the pen again. 

When I turned back, she was headed for the door. 
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“Celestine?” I called to her. She paused at the doorway, but it was only long enough to let 

Elias in. Then she disappeared. 

“What is bothering her?” Elias asked as he approached the writing stand. 

I crumpled up the scrap of paper. I’d been writing in English, so I don’t think she really 

understood what I’d written. Shit, it didn’t mean anything—no more than the “My name is Martin” 

I’d started out with. It was just something to write. 

But clearly she’d at least made out her name, or that part of it anyway. Guess I’d improved 

my medieval-style handwriting a bit. 

“I don’t know,” I answered, glancing back at the door. “I seem to make her nervous.” 

“Celestine?” he replied, setting a couple of small bundles on the table. “I didn’t think 

anything made her nervous.” 

Huh. Guess her experience with 21st-century masons who materialize out of nothingness 

was limited. 

I reached for another scrap, dipped my quill, and started making my list. 
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