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We hit the manor shortly after Sext. I was looking forward to getting 

back, not just so I could invent the bathtub (to be honest, I was pretty sure 
I wasn’t actually the first one with this idea), but also to get that itchy wrap 
off my dog bite. I’d awakened to a dull throb in my forearm, and it had only 
been getting worse over the last few hours of our walk.

Our route into the manor followed the same path by which I’d come to 
it that first time: Across the open pasture and through the outlying hamlet 
before approaching the main village and turning up toward the castle. There 
were plow teams out in the fields, but the settlements were quiet. We were 
greeted by those we met, with mild interest, and word of our arrival ran out 
ahead of us.

“Good day, Gaspard,” Hugh called to us as we hit the village green, 
“Maitre Martin.” He wasn’t alone; there were several knots of people stand-
ing around the green. Some of them leaned on tools, while a few sat on the 
dusty ground. The outer hamlet had been quiet, and village nearly silent. 
Here, there was a sense of quiet urgency, like the crowd at a concert when 
they sense the curtain is about to go up. 

Gaspard raised a hand toward Hugh in greeting, and I managed a 
smile with my nod. 

“You’ve returned a bit earlier than we expected,” Hugh said as we drew 
close. “A successful errand?”

I glanced at Gaspard. How much should we say before talking to Mad-
eleine? Then again, no answer would be taken as an answer too.

I didn’t have a chance to respond either way; Hugh’s head swiveled as 
the sound of hoofbeats approached. I looked up to see Madeleine trotting 
down from the direction of the castle.

“Martin!” she called. She was in a deep blue dress with gold trim, and 
there was a broad smile on her face. I’d only stayed at Bois de Haillot for four 
or five days before we set out to Vikten, but for a split-second it felt like I was 
coming home.

The smile fell as she drew near, though. She slowed Boos to a walk, 
then stopped a pace or two short of us. “You are early,” she said. Her eyes 
moved to the bandage on my arm, and the smile fell away completely.

There was so much I wanted to tell her. Instead, I heard myself say, “I’m 
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sorry, Ma Dame.”

For a moment, nobody said anything. Then Gigot said, “My lord Etien 
was in Liege.”

Madeleine looked at us for a moment, then dismounted. She stepped 
forward, absently holding her reins out toward Michel. He took them. 
“Come, Martin,” she said, cocking her head back the way she had come. I 
stepped forward, and she turned. We started walking.

We crossed the green and entered the lane that passed Hugh’s stone 
house, hidden, like all the others in the village, behind its unruly hedge. It 
was only a few dozen yards to the top of the village. Madeleine said nothing. 
I couldn’t look at her.

And then we cleared the edge of the village, the lane emerging from 
the confines of its bordering hedges to break into open field. I glanced up, 
letting out an involuntary, “Wow.”

The castle was directly ahead of us, half a mile up the hill. Where it had 
previously been a tower visible over the treeline, however, it was now almost 
fully exposed. A huge swath of trees had been cleared, leaving a zone of 
stumps and massive piles of brush. A dozen or more people, just at a glance, 
could be seen among the stubble, chopping and hauling. There were even 
more people on the road, coming down from the castle.

“They’ve made good time,” I said.
Madeleine nodded. “It is a good start.”
I suddenly found I could talk. “How is Celestine?”
Madeleine let out a long breath. “It has been difficult for her,” she said. 

“The humiliation is more than anyone should have to bear.”
Humiliation? OK, guess that meant her injuries were doing all right. 

But still: “I don’t understand. Humiliated about what?”
Madeleine threw me a glance.
“You mean the—her hair and all that?” I made a clipping motion at my 

head. You know, the international symbol for having your hair hacked off by 
a maniacal cult. Madeleine nodded.

“That’s ridiculous! It’s not like it’s her fault. She was damn brave, really.”
Madeleine sighed. “You are a man,” she said. “A woman, she is often 

blamed for the crimes committed against her.”
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I grimaced. I’d love to say that was no longer true in my time.
“And then there is her hair. Celestine has few flaws, but she always has 

taken dangerous pride in her hair. Everyone knew it. It has crushed her to 
return to the household like a plucked goose. And it only prolongs the stares 
and whispers.”

I pictured her again strapped to that post, her scalp scraped and blood-
ied by the coarse chopping of her hair.

“You don’t blame her, right? You know it wasn’t her fault.”
She nodded again, slowly. “We’ll talk more about that later. First, tell 

me about Liege.”
I flexed my left hand, clenching and unclenching my fist. The ache in 

my arm had become steady and intense.
“It went well, at first,” I said. “At least, I thought so. I went to the Tem-

plar commandarie and they honored the draft. But it did not go so well at the 
Mason’s Guild. I guess they suspected me. My lord Radolfus sent his guard 
after us. We were lucky to get out of the city.”

She glanced at my arm. “Etien was there?”
“Yes, Ma Dame. I saw him at the commandarie.”
“At the commandarie?” She stopped in her tracks.
“Yes, Ma Dame. Why?”
She started walking again. “The poor fellowsoldiers lend money,” she 

said. “If my lord Etien was there in person . . .”
“I asked one of the brothers about it. He said their business was con-

fidential—”
“Yes. They can be generally be trusted.”
“But I overheard something. Someone was talking to Etien. I heard 

him say fourteen hundred, but I don’t know what they were talking about.”
Madeleine stopped again. “Fourteen hundred. Pounds? He would need 

no such sum to assault our manor.”
I had no additional insight, so I said nothing. For a while. And then, 

“What will we do now?”
She sighed and started walking again. “I don’t know, Martin.” She was 

silent for a couple of minutes. Then: “Why did you come back?”
“Ma Dame?”
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“We need those stonecutters.” Her voice hardened. “You need them. 

Why did you come back?”
For a second I stuttered. “What choice did I have? The Prince-Bish-

op—”
“What choice? Any choice but to have returned empty-handed! You 

had forty pounds of my silver—you should have returned to the city. Bribed 
the guard or paid the fines or—”

“I don’t know how to do these things, Madeleine! Everything here is 
different. I don’t even speak the language. I just want to go home!”

I don’t know where that last bit came from. It’s not like it wasn’t true, of 
course. I just hadn’t been thinking it. At least, not that I was aware of. 

Madeleine stopped again. “Home?” she said. Her voice was level, qui-
eter. “Home. Well, if you can find the way, you are welcome. I will release you 
from my service.” She turned, back toward the green. “For the rest of us, this 
is our home. And we, at least, will do what we can to keep it.”

*          *          *

Then they hanged Gerolf. Etien’s soldier; the one who had raped Marta 
and been about to kill Klaas. The one I’d ridden down. It seemed like a year 
ago, but by my count it had only been twelve days.

I wasn’t wrong in thinking there’d been anticipation on the green. The 
peasants were gathering to try the guy, while folk from the castle were com-
ing down to watch. I would rather not have stayed for it, but I hadn’t trudged 
far up the hill before I ran into Elias and a knot of people from the castle. 
They insisted I follow along.

“Besides, Maitre,” Goscelyna said as I tried to object, “you are a wit-
ness. You will be called anyway.”

“Not a witness,” Elias confided as we walked. “The witness. Other than 
Klaas and Marta, of course.”

My head was swimming after my conversation with Madeleine. That 
ball of ice, so familiar in my first few days here, had returned to the pit of my 
stomach. Was she really that keen to cut me loose? Well, why not? Rightly or 
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wrongly, she’d put her stock in me. And I hadn’t come through. She had real 
problems, and the future of scores of people to think about. My predicament 
meant nothing to her.

The crowd had grown on the green, and more folk were pouring in 
from the fields as we waited. I sat down at the top edge of the green, under a 
hedge, and Elias and a couple of others sat with me.

“Are you all right, Maitre?” Elias asked.
“I’m fine,” I answered. “Just not looking forward to this.”
A quarter hour later Hugh reappeared, heralded by a rising murmur 

from the now-crowded green. His hand clasped Gerolf ’s arm. The soldier 
was pale. He stumbled and blinked as the crowd cast its angry eyes on him. 
Someone spat as Hugh started to weave his way through the forest of villag-
ers.

I closed my eyes and remembered the day of the attack. Topping the 
rise and seeing this guy standing above Klaas, reaching for his axe. Klaas’s 
face a bloody mess; the soldier’s knuckles bloody. Marta’s bare legs under the 
hedge. At that moment I hated him, but when I opened my eyes again all I 
saw was the drawn, frightened man stumbling past the kicks and jeers of our 
peasants.

There was a clear space next to the barn, not far from the big tree. 
Hugh was headed that way. I recognized Gilbert le Long and Pons, Hugh’s 
assistant, among half-a-dozen men standing around the edge of the clearing. 
Klaas and Marta were a few paces off.

Madeleine had appeared, along with Stephan. They watched from the 
edge of the green opposite the barn.

Hugh and Gerolf reached the clearing. Hugh exchanged a few words 
with Gilbert. A hush fell over the crowd.

I didn’t really hear much of what was said. I was feeling stuffy and 
claustrophobic; I would have left if not for my supposed starring role. The 
crowd was hushed for a few moments, then it jeered like a theatre full of high 
school students at a Rocky Horror showing. I stared at the ground between 
my knees.

“Martin!” someone said. I blinked. Elias was shaking me. My arm hurt.
I looked up; across the green a hundred faces were turned my way. 
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Hugh gestured me over. I got to my feet and stumbled my way toward him.

I didn’t like this century any more.
“Tell us what you saw,” Hugh said when I got there.
It wasn’t exactly Fairfax County courthouse; I didn’t really know who 

I should be addressing. I looked around at the guys seated, crouched, and 
standing around the little clear area. Hugh, Pons, Gilbert, Pere Jean. A guy 
I’d seen around; I think his name was Aleric. Three or four others, mostly 
older guys. Beyond them a sea of faces—three or four hundred peasants. 
Men and women. Children. Babies. I turned back toward Hugh.

“We were coming back from Verdun,” I said. Obviously I hadn’t been 
to Verdun, but I overlooked that detail. “With Lady Madeleine. I was riding, 
at the front of the group. Next to Cyril.” It had been chilly throughout the 
morning, but I was sweating now. “We came over the rise—” I turned and 
pointed; the rise in question was visible a couple of hundred yards past the 
edge of the village. “Klaas was on the ground, all beat up. Of course, I didn’t 
know his name then. But the guy was over him. Reaching for his axe.”

“This man?” Hugh pointed at Gerolf.
I nodded. “Yeah. Him.”
Hugh turned toward the others. “It was Maitre Martin who rode him 

down.” The crowd mumbled; I don’t think there were any revelations here, 
but Hugh saying it made it official.

I left the circle and sat down, my back against the barn wall. The ani-
mal smell was strong here; I let it overwhelm my other senses. Cyril came 
forward and gave his statement; it wasn’t any longer than mine. He described 
killing the other guy, and the villagers cheered.

Hugh, Gilbert, Aleric, and the others huddled. It didn’t take more than 
thirty seconds.

“We are in agreement on the matter of his guilt,” Gilbert announced. 
“On the matter of leniency, we are also in accord.” The crowd had gone silent. 
Somewhere near the back a baby cried, its voice a solo against the quiet au-
tumn afternoon. “His crimes were carried out in cold malice, and his intent 
to do murder is evident. It is only by God’s grace that our Lady intervened. 
No witness has indicated otherwise. Therefore he is due the full punishment 
for his crimes, those completed and those attempted.”
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Hugh broke from the group and headed toward Madeleine.
You don’t have to do it, I thought. Send him on his way. Forget the whole 

thing. Killing another man won’t undo what happened to Klaas and Marta. It 
really wasn’t an issue of justice. Or even mercy. I just didn’t want to see what 
was coming.

The crowd watched silently as Hugh and Madeleine spoke for a mo-
ment. Then she nodded, and Hugh wound his way back through the villag-
ers. He nodded at Pons.

In an instant the crowd was on its feet, pressing in around Pons and 
Gerolf. Hugh held up his hands and called for order.

“The rope!” He called out.
Then they did it. There were no gallows and no sudden plummet. 

No black sack over the head. There wasn’t even the neat hangman’s knot. 
They just tied the rope around the guy’s neck and slung the other end over 
a branch of the tree. Pere Jean was speaking with the guy, but I don’t know 
if he even heard. Tears were streaming down his face, his mouth distended 
in a hideous, drawn parody of a smile. His shoulders heaved with his sobs.

Four or five of the villagers, big guys all of them, started to hoist the 
rope. The soldier hadn’t resisted, hadn’t fought, but as the rope went taught 
he suddenly seemed to change his mind. A brief cry was cut off as another 
hoist lifted his heels from the ground. He struggled to keep his toes under 
him, but a third pull of the rope lifted them as well. They pulled until he was 
six or eight feet off the ground.

The writhing didn’t last long, but there was movement, shifting and 
twitching, for what seemed like hours. His face went red as his eyes bulged; 
a purple tongue appeared between his lips. The villagers watched in silence 
at first, but as the body stilled the jeering began. Someone spat. A rock flew, 
striking the soldier in the shoulder. A restless movement shifted through the 
crowd.

I couldn’t take any more. Maybe the guy deserved the death penalty, 
but nobody deserved this. I thought I had made some connections here; 
I’d even thought of some of these folk as my friends. They were practically 
cheering for this guy’s death. What was wrong with this century?

I had gotten to my feet with the crowd; now I turned and pushed my 
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way alongside the barn. One step. Two steps. I was burning up; I could feel 
the sweat beading on my forehead.

Three steps.
A ring of darkness was surrounding my vision. I willed it back, but 

didn’t even realize I was failing until it had closed in.
There was a thud when my body hit the ground.
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