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“Martin, it is time you learned to ride,” Madeleine told me on a foggy 

morning a couple days later. I was on my way out to the lodge; she was head-
ing out for her daily ride.

“I know how to ride, Ma Dame,” I responded. “Well enough for my 
needs, anyway.” My horseback riding needs, mercifully, were few.

“Your needs, perhaps,” she said. “But not mine. Have Stephan see to it.”
“Is this the best time, Ma Dame? I do have this other small project 

underway.”
She threw me a sidelong glance. “It is a time that pleases me.”
“I see.” I hesitated for a moment. We were nearing the stables. “And it 

has to be Stephan?”
She stopped and turned toward me, examining my face. “His methods 

are not always gentle—”
“Nothing about Stephan is gentle,” I said, though I was smiling.
“My lord Etien was right about one thing: I have only one knight with 

which to hold this manor. I gentle knight would hardly serve my needs.” She 
began walking again. “He is quite a horseman—maybe the best in southern 
Namur. I would not trade him against any three of Etien’s men. You will 
learn from him.”

I was sure I would.
The days of my convalescence had paid off nicely. I was in no rush to 

get sick again here in the Middle Ages; a near-death experience from a dog 
bite was enough for me. But it seemed I was out of the woods this time: My 
wounds on my arm were still cherry red, but they’d scabbed over and my 
arm, though still a little swollen around the wounds themselves, was now the 
size of, well, an arm. And the fever was long gone.

On the flip side, I’d seen the last of Madeleine’s bed. I’d been sleeping 
with the boys again since Monday.

Celestine had been a great help; she was in the library with me for a 
couple hours every day. My handwriting was improving, but she could write 
a lot faster than I could, so I kept her on all the text-intensive tasks.

But the writing wasn’t the only thing she helped with. From her I 
learned that Brandon, in the stables, was Goscelyna’s son. That Alma (the 
cook) and Beatrice (the housekeeper; Goscelyna’s boss and one of the wom-
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en who watched me get dressed my first morning here) were almost always 
at each other’s throats. But that Alma generally got the best of serious alter-
cations because her boss, Richer, was the cellarer and thus closer to Mad-
eleine. And that Thurold, the huntsman, ran afoul of Madeleine several years 
ago after a guy from the village named Horste disappeared in the forest. He 
was a known poacher; Thurold had warned him many times before.

“So, what, they guy was hunting out of season or something?” I’d asked.
Celestine glanced up at me. “Season?”
“How was he breaking the law? Or was Thurold just mad at him?”
“He was poaching,” Celestine had replied, as if that made everything 

obvious. “Stealing Ma Dame’s game.” When I still didn’t seem to get it, she 
went on: “The meat of the forest is Ma Dame’s. Are the peasants in America 
given right to hunt their lords’ lands?”

“Not exactly,” I’d mumbled. “So death is the punishment for poach-
ing?”

“No, not normally. That’s why Ma Dame was so angry with Thurold. 
But Horste was an unpleasant man, always at moot for some transgression. 
I don’t remember him well—I was young when this happened, and he was 
down in the village. I know he wasn’t missed, though—outside of his family, 
that is. And we had no trouble with poaching for a very long time! Anyway, 
he had a sister, and she married the son of Marcus Miller, but she died with 
their first child, and. . . .”

It had gone on. Celestine had been so quiet the first couple weeks I’d 
been here, at least around me. I was seeing a different side of her now.

I left Madeleine at the stables and trudged through the gate and 
around toward the lodge. They’d finished framing the building several days 
ago; thatching was well underway now and most of the walls had been filled 
in with that plaster-like mud mixture over a mesh of woven branches. Not 
entirely unlike reinforced concrete. Quite a bit like it, actually.

Out in front, a large work yard was taking shape. The stumps had been 
dug up and their holes backfilled with earth from the nascent moat that was 
starting to take shape. Much of the stone from the stacks I’d found around 
the castle walls was being moved here, restacked and accurately inventoried. 
It was, frankly, taking on a construction yard character that would be com-
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pletely familiar to any foreman or project manager in the 21st century.

Speaking of foremen, Willem was coming out of the lodge as I ap-
proached. “Willem!” I called out.

He looked my way, then altered course toward me. “Good morning, 
Maitre Martin.”

We had been meeting for a couple hours every day. In the same way 
I’d taken an immediate and visceral dislike to Etien, I’d connected well with 
Willem. He was direct, down to earth, and seemingly unflappable. I must 
have had a similar effect on him, cause he still treated me with respect. I was 
pretty sure he saw right through my pathetic attempts to look like I knew 
what I was doing.

“How does our day begin today?” I asked as the distance closed. It had 
become my standard opening question, a sort of status report request thinly 
disguising an attempt to suss out the next expected move.

“With God’s grace and the sun on our shoulders, Maitre,” Willem re-
sponded. It was his standard answer, and this morning’s fog—like the weath-
er every day—didn’t seem to alter it. “The lodge should be finished today, I 
would think. That’s one thing nicely on schedule.”

“Must be a relief to you,” I said. Willem and his handful of workers had 
been sleeping in the loft above the stables; in addition to being a workshop, 
the lodge would also be their home once it was habitable.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “A fire at night will be welcome. And just in time; I 
reckon Eudes will be back today or tomorrow.”

“What does Gilbert report?” Madeleine had extended Gilbert’s role as 
manor reeve to overseeing the work of our unskilled village crews.

Willem tallied off a series of tasks: clearing, stump removal, timber 
cutting, moat digging, and so on. We had a large labor pool for another 
couple of weeks, but plowing was already well underway for winter wheat, 
and more and more the villagers would need to attend to their conventional 
work.

“The road to the quarry has taken a little longer than expected,” Wil-
lem went on. He glanced up at the sky. “This will clear, I think. We should go 
up there today.” The stone from which the castle was built had been quarried 
locally, from a site, we had learned from the villagers, just a few miles up the 
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river. The plan was to reopen the quarry, but we hadn’t yet given it a serious 
inspection.

“Agreed,” I said.
We went on to talk about the carpentry requirements—mostly for 

scaffolding, cranes and other construction equipment, as well as the black-
smithing. Willem was confident Eudes would bring one or two blacksmiths 
with him. If he didn’t, the village smith was going to have a busy winter.

*          *          *

The riding lessons weren’t as tough as I’d feared. Stephan wasn’t afraid 
to let me fall, and I picked up the odd bruise and sprain as a few short lessons 
took me from walking through trotting, galloping, and jumping. But I hadn’t 
been nearly decapitated so much as once.

I was spending about half an hour each morning with Stephan or Cyril, 
then taking myself for a ride in the afternoon for a little additional practice. 
It didn’t pay to fall behind in Stephan’s class, and he didn’t let off the throttle. 
I was still riding Roos, but my days with the stable’s gentlest animal were 
limited.

“We’ll get you on a more spirited beast,” Stephan had told me, “once 
you’re any good at sticking to the back of this one.” Madeleine was going to 
send Cortini, her stablemaster, up to Hastier to buy three more horses.

I’d grown kind of fond of Roos. But that was probably for the exact 
reasons Stephan wanted me to move on.

The afternoon rides were working out well for me: They gave me an 
hour or so each day to be apart from the madding crowd, as it were, and 
digest the progress of the past twenty-four hours. The castle wasn’t a great 
environment for contemplation—it was more like a college dorm, except 
without the semi-private rooms. Or maybe an Army barracks, only without 
the visible discipline. You might be able to sneak half an hour of alone time 
in the chapel or a corner of the library, but there was never a lack of inter-
ruptions. On my rides, though, I could spend a little while in the meadow, 
disconcerting the cattle as I galloped and jumped back and forth, then fol-
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low the trail that shadowed the stream running up from the village and into 
the forest. Pushing Roos and myself on the way out, then meandering back 
for a forty-minute thinking session.

It was Tuesday when I ran into Madeleine.
Of course I had just fallen off the horse. At the same place I’d fallen the 

past three days. The path dipped through a muddy draw—almost a ditch 
about twelve feet wide. Every day I pushed Roos into a gallop as we ap-
proached. Her hooves pounded the earthy track, and then there was that 
brief, sweet moment of silence as she leapt, stretching her body beneath me, 
her forelegs reaching for the muddy incline opposite. It was like she was 
gliding, if only for a millisecond. And then she found the earth, and I sailed 
forward, and the woods and the ditch and the sky pinwheeled around me 
until I met the leafy ground in a heavy and painful thud.

You’d think that landing would be a good lesson in staying on a horse, 
but for some reason I just couldn’t stay aboard through that particular jump.

Roos was understanding. She pulled up about thirty feet away, as she 
had done the previous two days, and looked back at me.

“Well done!” Madeleine said, clapping. “Very well done indeed!”
Shit. I liked falling here, insofar as I liked falling anywhere. The earth 

on the landing side of the ditch was soft and loamy, well coated in autumn 
leaves and largely free of rocks, roots, or those annoying tree trunks. Even 
more importantly, I could do my falling well out of sight.

I sat up. “Lady Madeleine! What are you doing here?”
She trotted Boos up a few paces, scooping up Roos’s reins as she came 

alongside.
“I ride every day, Martin.”
I got to my feet and brushed the leaves from my knees. It had rained 

earlier in the day, and the damp earth left smudges on my tunic. “Don’t you 
normally ride in the morning?”

“Mmm,” she replied. “You are leaning too far forward.” She handed 
Roos’s reins to me.

“Pardon?”
“It puts your feet behind you. Take a bit of her mane in your hand, like 

this,” She collected a small handful of hair from the bottom of Boos’s mane, 
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gripping it along with the reins. “Your arm like that. It will help you keep the 
correct position.”

I gripped the saddle and put a foot in the stirrup, hiking myself up. The 
leather creaked as I settled in. My butt was complaining after three or four 
days of this, but nothing like my first day or two here. “Stephan won’t let me 
hold the mane,” I said.

“Really? Well, he fights from horseback. He needs both hands free.”
I gripped the mane as she had, noting the position it put me in, then 

released it. It put me back about ten degrees from how I had been taking the 
jump, and my feet were farther forward. I didn’t plan on doing much fight-
ing from horseback, but I also didn’t plan on telling Stephan he was wrong.

“Will you ride with me?” she asked, turning Boos about.
“Um, of course.” She was heading back the way she had come; the di-

rection I’d been headed. I hadn’t previously gone too much further along this 
path—maybe another few hundred yards—before turning back.

“Where does this path go?” I asked. The trail was narrow, and I was 
forced to fall in behind her.

She shrugged. “Into the woods,” she answered, looking over her shoul-
der. “The villagers use it for collecting wood and acorns. Thurold uses it for 
hunting. It doesn’t really lead anywhere.”

The trail hit a rise, still shadowing the creek but climbing onto an es-
carpment overlooking it. There were a fair number of footprints in the dirt 
for a path that didn’t really lead anywhere.

We rode in silence for five or ten minutes before she reined up. I don’t 
think I’d ever been this far up the trail. Madeleine dismounted.

“Come. I will show you something.”
I climbed down from Roos. Madeleine was tying her reins to a branch. 

“On foot?”
“It’s easier that way.” She cocked her head into the woods. “The branch-

es.”
I tied Roos off beside her sister and hurried to follow Madeleine.
The overcast gave the path a touch of gloom, but under the branches 

of the thicker forest it was almost dark. I tried to walk alongside Madeleine, 
but the foliage was too thick.
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“Where are we going?”
“Are you a superstitious man, Martin?”
“Um, no.” Not even by the standards of my own century. “Not at all, 

really.”
Her path met up with a small brook, burbling its way through a shal-

low cut toward the larger creek we’d left at our back. Her pace slowed; there 
was enough room alongside the creek for me to walk beside her.

“Celestine has been a help to you?”
“Yes, Ma Dame. Very much so.”
She glanced up at me. “What do you have her doing?”
“Mostly writing, Ma Dame. She writes much better than I do.”
“Yes. She mentioned that. Do you enjoy her company?”
“Yeah, sure. She—um—she’s quite the talker.”
Madeleine laughed. “She is. Quite useful, really. She keeps me well in-

formed on the mood of the household. And she speaks of you.”
“Of me, Ma Dame?” I snorted. “I hope she says at least a few nice 

things.”
“Oh, she does. Of that you can be certain.” She paused, but only for a 

second. “Tell me about your betrothed.”
First Celestine, now Claire. Where was this going?
“I dunno. What do you want to know?”
“When were you betrothed?”
“In July. I mean, July of our time. Four months ago—maybe five, now.”
“And she is from a good family? What does her father do?”
“He’s a—” Crap. How do you say “retired patent attorney” in French? 

“He is a man of law.”
“A lawyer?”
“Yes.”
“And he has given her a good dowry?”
I stopped. “We don’t really do that anymore,” I said. “In my time, men 

and women marry because they love each other. Families and fortunes don’t 
really enter into it.”

She regarded me for a second. Her eyes had narrowed just a bit. “That 
doesn’t sound very practical.”
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I shrugged. “Things are different—way different. It’s too much to ex-

plain. But a man and woman marry because they want to spend the rest of 
their lives together.”

“So you wish to spend the rest of your life with her.”
“Claire. Her name is Claire. And yes. I mean, if I can ever get back.” I 

paused. “It all seems pretty darn far away now.”
She nodded, then stepped back toward me; she’d ended up a pace 

ahead when I stopped. She took my arm again, like she had the other day, 
slipping her hand in through my elbow.

“I was just curious, Martin. I didn’t mean to upset you.” We started 
walking again.

Shit. Yes, I had wanted to spend the rest of my life with Claire. And 
I’d wanted lead designer on the Lee Highway project. And an Audi A5 with 
gray leather and the Bang & Olufson sound. In deep sea blue, please. None 
of those things—not one—was remotely on my radar these days. OK, so 
maybe the Audi wasn’t that big a deal, but it bothered me to realize I wasn’t 
really giving Claire a second thought.

I hated the food here. And always being cold. And I didn’t want to die 
of infection the next time I stubbed my toe. So why didn’t I think more about 
going home?

I sighed. “I’m not upset. I should be, but I’m not.”
We walked in silence for another moment. Then I said, “Is that why 

you brought me out here, Madeleine? To ask me about Claire?”
“Not really, no. Here we are.” She pointed ahead. There was something 

of a clearing; the little creek spilled out from among moss-covered rocks, 
with a tumble of larger boulders behind. The forest was dense all around, but 
the gap brightened the space, even under the overcast. “The villagers believe 
a spirit lives here.”

“That why you asked if I was superstitious?”
She nodded. As we approached, I could see it was a small pond, not 

more than fifteen or twenty feet across. It seemed to be the source of the little 
stream.

“That’s it, there,” she said. She pulled her arm from mine and pointed.
“By those rocks?” She was pointing at a clutch of rounded rocks at the 
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water’s edge.

“Come this way,” she said, moving around the edge of the water. She 
crouched. “Look at it from here.”

I followed and squatted next to her. She pointed at the rocks again.
“Oh, I see it now,” I said after a moment. One of the rocks had been a 

mossy lump from the other angle. But from this spot its curves and lumps 
looked surprisingly like a horse—at least the head and shoulders of a horse, 
pulling itself from the water.

“The villagers believe a spirit lives in the pond. It can come out in the 
form of a horse and steal people away. They come here and leave coins to 
appease it.”

My mind’s eye flashed an image of the central fountain in Fair Oaks 
Mall, its flat blue floor a carpet of copper and nickel. Make a wish.

“Expensive habit,” I said. I wasn’t under the impression that the peas-
ants handled a whole lot of cash. “Do you believe in it?”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, but she was reaching into her pocket. “Village 
superstition.” She tossed a silver penny; it made a tiny splash a few feet away, 
then fluttered, catching light, to settle on the stony bottom. “But I like com-
ing here. It’s quiet, and I can’t be found.”

I nodded. Guess I wasn’t the only one who craved a bit of solitude. 
Hell, she was the Lady of the house, and even she didn’t get her own bed.

She settled onto her knees and stared into the water for a moment. I 
stole a glance her way, watching her face in profile: her little nose; her lips 
just parted; the tiny, tiny lines at the edge of her eye. She was relaxed, for 
once, her commanding expression gone, and it took a decade off her face. 
My mind flashed another image: Madeleine getting out of the bed, that last 
moment before the drapes closed. Her rubenesque hips; the thin damp linen 
and dim firelight just letting me see—or imagine—the cleft of her bottom 
and the small dimples at the very base of her back.

Shit. Did she bring me out here, the two of us all alone, because she 
wanted me to put the moves on her? Or precisely because she trusted me not 
to? I was never any good at this stuff.

But then it didn’t matter because, utterly unbidden, the Fair Oaks Mall 
forced its way back into my mind. That carpet of loose change. I looked back 
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at the pond.

“So where are all the coins?” I asked.
“They’re in there,” she answered. But then her brow furrowed. “They—

they tarnish . . .”
I looked carefully. The bottom was a mish-mash of rounded stones and 

water weeds, no more than two or three feet deep in the middle. Madeleine’s 
penny gleamed like a beacon.

Madeleine rose, moving away along the edge of the pond. I got to my 
feet as well. I could imagine the villagers’ coins tarnishing, but I still couldn’t 
see a single one. I circled the other way, watching the water. Not a thing.

“Oh!” Madeleine exclaimed. She leaned down and picked something 
up from the weeds at her feet. I circled back round to her.

I thought she had a coin, but it was a colored stone. Pink and shiny. At 
her feet several dozen similar stones were scattered. And maybe a few bits of 
glass. I picked one up.

“Sometimes they leave shiny things—when they don’t have silver . . .” 
she muttered. She looked puzzled. “But why—”

I glanced around. The ground here was mostly grassy weeds. Scatter-
ings of leaves and pine needles. Maybe Michel could pick up a track, but I 
couldn’t see anything.

Except.
Except in the pond. The floor was stony, but there were a few patches 

of gravely sand.
“Someone’s been in the water,” I said, pointing. “Look. There’s a print 

of some sort there. And that might be one too.” Now that I was looking for 
it, I could see places where the seaweed—er, pondweed—was torn and di-
sheveled.

She looked at me. “Someone took it?”
I nodded. “Waded in. Picked up everything they could find. Sorted out 

the cash from the baubles right there.” I pointed at her feet.
She frowned. “And risk angering the pond spirit? That’s . . .”
I glanced around, biting my lip. “When were you last here?” I whis-

pered.
“Yesterday. In the morning.”
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There was no reason to assume this had happened recently—heck, if 

she hadn’t noticed it today, she could have missed it on other visits. But sud-
denly the forest seemed dark and close, and who knew what it hid. I took 
her hand.

“Let’s go,” I said.
I hustled down the creek the way we’d come, Madeleine in tow. It didn’t 

take us more than five minutes to reach the horses.
“Madeleine,” I said, helping her up onto Boos. “How often does Thur-

old hunt?”
She looked down at me as she settled into the saddle. “Three days a 

week? Four? Sometimes more.”
I was thinking of all those prints on the path. Surely Thurold didn’t 

come this way every time. And the villagers wouldn’t be foraging for fire-
wood—they’d never had it so good, with all the cutting around the castle.

It was stupid to have come out here. Alone. Stupid for me; really stupid 
for her. We needed to get our heads in the game.

I untied the reins and clambered onto Roos. I handed Madeleine her 
reins and wheeled Roos about, leading the way down the path back to the 
manor.

We weren’t quite back to my jumping ditch when I saw the guy with 
the crossbow.
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