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Chapter 14

I would have liked to have enjoyed my bath. Seriously: I just spent four 
days sweating in bed. After roughly two shower-free weeks, during which 
I’d been more or less living in two sets of clothes. I needed some serious re-
laxation—and some serious deodorizing. I hadn’t really been itching much, 
so maybe delousing wasn’t quite the requirement it had seemed a few days 
before.

As it was, though, I got to experience my lovely new invention in a 
drafty corner of the great hall, with what passed for privacy provided by a 
blanket on a string. Didn’t matter, though; I was in a hurry. And fortunately 
Little Matilde didn’t seem too interested.

I resolved to have another bath the next day.
The good news: I’d be slipping into some clean duds after. Apparently 

everything I owned, other than the tunic I’d been put to bed in, had been 
thoroughly cleaned while I was out.

“Matilde,” I asked once I’d put some of those clean clothes on, “do you 
know who these guests of mine are?” I was trying to keep up a pace, but I 
was feeling far from 100%. I had to have a sit-down.

Matilde shook her head.
“OK. Do you know where they are?”
She shook her head again. She couldn’t have been any more than about 

eight years old, and as far as I could tell she wasn’t related to anyone in the 
castle. Hadn’t these people ever heard of child labor laws?

Dumb question, I know.
“Do you ever talk?”
Another shake.
“What—never?” I was too surprised by her answer to moderate my 

response. “Like, you can’t?”
She shook her head one more time. 
“Oh.” Great job, Martin. “Um, sorry.”
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She turned and left. I finished getting dressed, then went to find my 

mystery guests.
I started back toward the keep, but paused as I passed the door leading 

out into the courtyard. There was a lot of activity outside. I opened it and 
stepped out into the bailey.

It was raining. Drizzling, really. Overcast and chilly, but that wasn’t 
holding anyone back. The place was downright busy: Half a dozen guys were 
working with weapons near the gatehouse; polearms mostly. There was a 
cart in front of the stables, and a couple of villagers were pitch-forking the 
barn muck into it. A few women were scrubbing laundry in a steaming bar-
rel a few paces away, while two or three castle-folk were crossing the court-
yard in various directions on various domestic errands.

And beyond it all, just outside the bailey wall, rose the timber frames 
of a large building, nearly the size of the barn down in the village. I could see 
four or five guys up in the framing, hammering, hoisting up big timbers, and 
chopping away as they fit things together. A fair cacophony of thunking and 
hammering drifted in from beyond the wall.

“What the heck is that all about?” I thought of the hammering I’d heard 
periodically from Madeleine’s bedroom. Definitely worth a look. I briefly 
considered going back in for my cloak, but then I’d be the only one acknowl-
edging the chill, so instead I started down the short set of steps into the 
courtyard. A handful of chickens scattered as my feet hit the mud; I think 
this was where they brought out the kitchen scraps for them.

“Martin!” I looked up from the chickens to see a couple of horses trot-
ting in through the gate. Stephan. And Madeleine. I waved and started walk-
ing their way. A number of heads turned as I did; the laundry women and 
the muck rakers paused to watch me.

Madeleine and Stephan had dismounted in front of the stables. I met 
them there.

“You look a little better,” Stephan said.
“Thanks,” I said. “You too.” That wasn’t really true; his arm was splinted 

and in a sling. It didn’t look the least bit comfortable. But if it was giving him 
any pain, he didn’t show it.

“Should you be out like this?” Madeleine asked.
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“Probably not,” I answered. “Gaspard said I have a visitor.”
Madeleine held her reins out to Stephan. “Come,” she said. She turned, 

slipping her arm through my elbow. We headed toward the gate.
“Why is everyone watching me?” I asked quietly.
“Why, Martin, they are pleased to see you on your feet. The entire vil-

lage prayed for you at mass yesterday.”
“Really?” I suppose I should have been thrilled, but somehow the at-

tention made me uncomfortable. “Well, anyway, I don’t think it was the 
prayers that saved me.” I cast her a sideways look. Her shoulder was brush-
ing against my upper arm as we walked.

“We achieve nothing without God’s help,” she responded. “In any 
event, everyone is quite relieved to have our mason back.”

“Of course. I thought they missed my stunning good looks and charm-
ing wit.”

She glanced up at me, then laughed. We entered the gate.
“Anyway,” I went on, “what good is a supposed mason with no stone-

cutters?”
“What good indeed? Fortunately, that may be less of a problem than 

we feared.”
We emerged from the gate, the guards bowing to Madeleine as we 

passed them. Ahead, the trees had been cleared all the way down to the top 
of the village field; to the left the forest was barely touched, but a couple vil-
lagers were chopping away at one huge oak while half a dozen more stripped 
branches from the felled carcasses of two others.

Madeleine led us to the right. A muddy track had been formed paral-
leling the outer wall; it headed toward that barnlike building I’d seen under 
construction. The whole area was a muddy moonscape of stumps, brush 
piles, timber stacks, and trampled undergrowth. And the stacks of stone I’d 
cleared from the brambles before Vikten.

Madeleine freed her arm from my elbow to better keep her dress out 
of the mud. “Good day, Willem!” she called out as we approached the con-
struction site.

Willem?
A broad-shouldered guy turned at the sound of her voice. He wore a 
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leather apron, and long wisps of grey hair drifted out from under his coif. 
The guy from Liege—the one who’d taken me into the guild house!

His bushy eyebrows rose, and he set down the tools he’d been applying 
to a large timber.

“Ma Dame,” he said, then, “and Maitre Martin. Alive after all!”
I extended my hand as we approached, and we shook. His hand was 

large, the skin leathery and coarse. “More or less,” I replied. I was at a bit at a 
loss, but there was more than one person present, so I was keen not to look 
like too much of an idiot. “You’re, um, making good progress here,” I said, 
indicating the barn. It was all woodwork so far; not a bit of stone in sight.

“Yes,” Willem answered, turning to look at it. “We should have the 
lodge finished by Saturday. Then we can begin dressing stone.”

The lodge. Of course. They needed a workshop.
“How many are you?”
“I came with four others. All journeymen; all carvers. We won’t need 

mortarers or fixers until the spring, of course. I sent Eudes back for more 
men; he should return by Thursday or Friday.”

“Good,” I said. “Great!” I leaned in to Madeleine and lowered my voice. 
“What day is it today?”

“It is Monday,” she answered.
“Monday. OK. Eudes will be back on Friday, and the lodge will be fin-

ished on Saturday. We can begin work on Sunday.”
“Monday,” Madeleine corrected me.
“Of course,” I said. “Monday. How many men will Eudes bring?”
“I can’t say, Maitre,” Willem answered. “But I should think he could get 

two dozen. Maybe more.”
Two dozen, plus Willem and the four he’d brought. Approaching thir-

ty. Maybe we could about make this happen after all.

*          *          *

My foray, as brief as it was, left me soaked, chilled, and exhausted. 
And hungry: I’d eaten almost nothing in the past several days. Madeleine 
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led us back to the great hall, through the muddy bailey and past the scatter-
ing chickens. I kept waiting for her to take my arm again, but this time she 
didn’t.

“You are a bit warm,” she said, checking my forehead once we were 
in the hall. She stood on tip-toes to reach me, though of course I wasn’t re-
ally that much taller than her. “Do not exert yourself, Martin, until you are 
healed.”

“Is that an order, Ma Dame?”
“It is.”
“There is a great deal to be done.”
“And none of it will be completed successfully if you go to your grave.”
Madeleine had the fire stoked up good and hot, and Stephan and Gas-

pard joined us. We ate lunch and talked about the construction of the castle.
After lunch I retired to the library. There was no way I was going to be 

able to obey Madeleine’s directive—not now; not when things were really 
starting—but I could at least stick to stuff that wasn’t too taxing. If nothing 
else, I needed a to-do list: Our lunchtime conversation had unearthed about 
a zillion things I was going to need to keep track of.

Elias was at work at the writing stand, so I had someone bring down 
the stand from Madeleine’s room. I rounded up some quills, a knife, an ink-
pot, and some scrap parchment while I was waiting. Ironically, putting to-
gether a list of supplies I’d need for my own work—quills and parchment, for 
example—was a priority to-do item.

I’d been writing—scribbling, really, and badly—for maybe ten minutes 
when Celestine came in. She approached the writing stands—I’d set up next 
to Elias; it was the only part of the room with decent light—so quietly that, 
though I noted her entrance, I didn’t realize she’d been standing there until 
three or four minutes had passed.

“Celestine—sorry, I didn’t see you there!”
“Your pardon, Maitre,” she said, giving me a meek curtsy. “Ma Dame 

sent me. To see—” she reached up to play with her hair, but found only the 
hem of her coif. She let her hand fall. “To see if you required any assistance.”

“Assistance?” I looked down at my scribbles. I’d fallen out of practice 
over the past ten days or so, and my writing was shaky at best. I already had 
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ink on the sleeve of my newly-cleaned man-dress. “Yeah, absolutely! You 
take dictation?”

“Dictation, Maitre?” I wasn’t sure I’d gotten the word right, but I’d 
found that most English words that ended in -tion translated just fine if you 
threw on a French accent.

“I speak, you write,” I said, stepping around the writing stand. I put 
my hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her into the spot I’d vacated. 
“I need to put some lists together, and it would be nice if I were able to read 
them later.”

She threw me a glance that might almost have contained a smile, then 
replaced my scribbly scrap of paper with a clean sheet of parchment before 
trimming a new quill. I picked up the scrap and started reading.

Half an hour later we had finished up the to-do list and were working 
on a list of writing materials I’d need to top off. This was where Celestine 
was really coming in handy—I’d never heard of pumice as an office supply 
before. We were alone in the room; Elias had taken some accounts he was 
working on to Madeleine for a sign-off.

“How is your leg?” I asked her. “Your injury?”
Celestine froze for a fraction of a second before continuing to write. “It 

is getting better, Maitre. I walk without difficulty.”
“Mm. I’m glad.” I was silent for a moment. I wanted to go on, but I 

didn’t know how.
“Thank you, Maitre. And your face?”
I touched my cheekbone. The last vestiges of the scabs had come away 

sometime during my illness. The line of the cut was still bright, but the 
bruises were almost faded and the swelling long gone. “It’s all healed,” I said, 
“but you were right about the scar, I think.”

She smiled. Barely. I could see her struggling for a second, and then 
she blurted out, “It becomes you.”

“Celestine, I’m really sorry about what happened.” She started to ob-
ject, but I pushed on through. Maybe not the best plan, but better than leav-
ing things unsaid. The poor girl needed a helping of encouragement. “I think 
you were very brave. It was really—”

I don’t know what reaction I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. The cor-
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ners of Celestine’s little mouth had turned down, and her eyes were literally 
pooling up. She glanced at the doorway; I could see the panic rising in her.

Shit.
She rose and started to move, but I cut her off, corralling her into my 

arms. I thought she would struggle, but instead she pretty much just col-
lapsed. Into sobs.

Elias appeared in the doorway. He almost dropped his armload of pa-
pers. I waved him off.

“It’s OK,” I told her. Not the most creative words of comfort, but cre-
ativity wasn’t really the key requirement here. Her face was practically bur-
ied in my armpit. I gave her a little pat on the back.

It was over in just a moment. She straightened, wiping her nose. Then 
glanced at me, briefly flashing an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Please.”
She settled back into the space behind the writing stand.
After a moment she sniffed. “You never did tell me where you are 

from,” she said.
“Ah,” I said. “It’s pretty complicated.”
“You were going to tell me before. In—in the cottage.”
I nodded. Yeah, I remembered. Didn’t make it any less complicated.
“I knew you would come for me,” she said. “At first I thought you were 

dead. When that peasant hit you. I thought they were going to kill me too.” 
She paused and took a breath. It shuddered a bit, but she steadied herself. 
“When they took me, I realized you weren’t dead. I kicked off my shoe.”

The slipper. Cyril standing in the doorway holding it. “You kicked it 
off?” Shit, that was a pretty smart move. For a teenager, panicking in the rain 
and dark, with no friends for who knows how far? “We found it—Michel 
found it. If we hadn’t, in that rain . . .”

“I know,” she said. “I remember thinking Martin would find it.” She 
looked up at me. “Isn’t that strange? I wasn’t thinking about Stephan or Cyril 
or Gigot.”

It briefly occurred to me that one could be insulted, but I understood 
her. You expect the guys with the big swords to lead the rescue.

“And then, down in the tunnel, when you came in—”
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“You remember that?”
She nodded. “I remember you hitting the priest with an axe. I thought 

you were Stephan at first—I thought I saw his shield. But then it was you.”
“Celestine, I—”
Her eyes were filling again. “When I woke up, in the rain, I was so 

ashamed!”
I stepped around behind the writing stand and took her in my arms 

again. “No! Celestine, no. Is that why you wouldn’t talk to me?”
She nodded; I felt it against my shoulder more than saw it. Dumb ques-

tion, I guess. “I couldn’t bear for you to see me like that. Like this. I thought 
you must hate me.” She pulled away a bit. “That’s stupid, isn’t it?”

I laughed, then nodded. “Maybe. And maybe—” this was a sensitive 
area; I wasn’t sure quite how to proceed. “Maybe there are some people who 
would hold this against you. But not where I come from. The bad guys in this 
were those peasants who attacked us. That priest. No-one else.”

She wiped her eyes with her sleeve; first one side, then the other. Then 
she nodded.

“Thank you.”
“Celestine, no problem.”
“And—and thank you for coming for me.” Her mouth quivered once 

more, and she wiped her eye again.
I looked at her for a moment. Then nodded. “Of course.”
She sat down again. I moved back to where I had been. It only took her 

a moment to compose herself.
“Shall we go back to that manifest?”
She didn’t respond right away. Then she said, “You still haven’t told 

me.”
“You won’t believe it,” I answered.
She smiled. “I will. I promise.”
I didn’t quite know how to say it. This was my third time with this 

confession, but it wasn’t really any easier. “I come from a land very far away,” 
I started. I glanced around quickly to make sure Elias hadn’t come back in. 
We were still alone. “Farther than almost anyone has ever gone. Farther than 
any land that has been discovered.” I didn’t know if she was quite ready for 
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the time-travel bit, and I didn’t want her to think I was lying.

She stared at me for a moment. Her head had cocked slightly; she 
wasn’t keeping her promise. “India?” she said at last. Seeing my hesitation, 
she took another shot: “The Empire of the Mongols? No, you are a Christian. 
It’s not—the kingdom of Prester John. Is it?”

I had no idea what that last one was, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t 
talking about the US of A. I shook my head. “Over the ocean.”

She considered that for a moment. Then said, “Why do you speak our 
language?”

“Sorry?”
“How did you come to speak French?”
“I—um—I studied French. We know the language there. But we don’t 

speak it quite—right.”
“What is your own language like?”
“Mine?” For some reason, the question made me smile. Outside of a 

few moments of confusion, I hadn’t really spoken English in two or three 
weeks. “How about this. Um. She acts like summer and walks like rain; re-
minds me that there’s a time for change.” I resisted the urge to sing it, and left 
off the hey-heys at the end.

She wrinkled her nose. “Really? That’s a funny-sounding language.”
“It’s Eng—” I started, but then checked myself. I didn’t want her to 

think I was talking about England. “It’s American. That’s what the land is 
called. America.”

“America,” she repeated. It sounded foreign in her accent. “How did it 
happen? How did you come here?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It was as much a surprise to me as to anyone. 
I’ve never heard of anything like it happening before.”

She stepped back around the writing stand once again. “Did you—
did you know about us? About our lands? You must, if you can study our 
speech.”

I nodded slowly. “I knew some stuff. About the geography. And his-
tory. But not very much, and a lot of what I knew turned out to be wrong.” 
Only by virtue of being 800 years off base, but I wasn’t going to add that.

“That’s why you are so—oh!” she cut herself off, her face going a bit 
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red. “Pardon, Maitre.”

“It’s OK,” I said. “Yes. That’s why.” I sighed. “Imagine going outremer 
and living among the—what do you call them?—the Saracens. Even if you’ve 
learned a lot about them, and learned the language, there are so many parts 
of day-to-day life that you wouldn’t know about.” I gave a wry smile. “You 
might look like a bit of a fool sometimes.”

Her face reddened again. “I never thought you a fool, Maitre.”
“Nonsense.”
Her color deepened.
Elias peeked in again. This time I cocked my head toward his writing 

stand. He moved cautiously over toward it.
“Shall we return to the manifest?” I said.
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