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Vengeance is a king's game. Survival is a queen's.
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This novel is a work of fiction, but it is inspired by and closely follows the extraordinary true story of Marguerite de la Rocque, a French noblewoman who was marooned in the Canadian wilderness during a colonial expedition in 1542. The core events of this narrative—the scandalous affair at sea, the brutal punishment of abandonment on the so-called "Isle of Demons," the deaths of her companions, her incredible survival against all odds, and her eventual rescue—are all drawn from the historical record. Real historical figures, including Marguerite de la Rocque, Jean-François de La Rocque de Roberval, and Jacques Cartier, are central to this story.

The historical record of Marguerite’s ordeal is sparse, surviving primarily through two contemporary but dramatically different 16th-century accounts. One version, found in the 

Heptameron by Marguerite de Navarre, was sourced directly from Roberval himself and presents a romanticized, self-serving fable of a pious wife who chose to follow her justly exiled husband. The other, recorded by the royal cosmographer André Thevet, purports to be the survivor's direct testimony, a more factual and visceral account of her abandonment and struggle. This novel unapologetically follows the path of the survivor’s testimony, focusing on the gritty, practical, and psychological realities of her fight for life.

Therefore, where the historical record falls silent, this work of fiction must step in. The private conversations, the internal monologues, the specific emotional journeys of the characters, and the day-to-day details of Marguerite’s existence on the island are all imagined creations, intended to breathe life into the spaces between the known facts. Furthermore, the 16th-century accounts are entirely Eurocentric and leave a significant void regarding the Indigenous peoples who had inhabited that land for millennia. The brief encounter depicted in these pages is a fictionalized event, intended to honor and acknowledge the presence of the land's original inhabitants, who are so conspicuously absent from the primary sources.

While the main characters and events are historical, some minor characters have been created or consolidated for narrative purposes. The timeline of certain events has been compressed, and dialogue has been invented to bring the story’s central conflicts to life. The aim of this novel is not to present a definitive historical record, but to imagine the human truth behind the legend. It is an attempt to explore the profound psychological and physical transformation of a woman who was stripped of everything, yet refused to be erased.
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​With more than 100 novels published, Gaurav Garg has established himself as a master storyteller, captivating a wide and devoted readership. His works, spanning both fiction and non-fiction, are known for their immersive narratives, compelling characters, and thought-provoking themes.
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Chapter 1: The Co-Seigneress of Pontpoint
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The air in the great hall of the chancellery at Périgueux was as cold and unyielding as the judgment in the eyes of the men who lined its walls. It smelled of damp stone, beeswax, and the dry, dusty breath of legal precedent. Marguerite de la Rocque felt the chill not on her skin, protected by a gown of sapphire wool so heavy it felt like armor, but deep in the marrow of her bones. It was the cold of a world made by men, for men, a world in which she was an anomaly—a disruption to the natural order of things.

She knelt, the grit on the stone floor pressing through the velvet of her cushion. Before her, seated behind a vast oak table scarred with the blade marks of a hundred impatient signatories, was the King’s Magistrate for the region, a man whose jowls hung like saddlebags on either side of a severe, bloodless mouth. His name was Fouquet, and he looked upon her not as a noblewoman of standing, but as a complex legal problem that had unfortunately landed upon his desk.

“Marguerite de la Rocque,” he intoned, his voice a dry rustle of parchment. “You come before this chancellery to claim that which is yours by the grace of God and the laws of France. You seek to make your declaration of fealty and homage for the lands, titles, and incomes of your late father.”

He did not phrase it as a question. It was an accusation. A woman did not claim; she was bestowed. She did not seek; she was granted.

Marguerite kept her eyes fixed on the heavy silver buckle of his belt. It was a calculated humility, a performance she had practiced. To look him in the eye would be a challenge, and she had learned early that a man challenged is a man who seeks to break the challenger.

“I do, my lord,” she said, her voice clear and steady. It was a good voice, low for a woman, and it did not betray the tremor of restlessness in her veins. She felt the weight of a dozen pairs of eyes on the curve of her neck. They belonged to the local gentry, the lesser barons and wealthy merchants who had been summoned to witness this irregular event. She could feel their thoughts as surely as the cold draft that snaked around her ankles. An heiress. Unmarried. A plum ready for the picking. A lamb surrounded by wolves. They saw the land, the forests of Périgord, the vineyards of Languedoc, the income from the salt pans. They did not see the woman.

Fouquet droned on, listing her holdings in a litany of ancient names and boundaries, a river here, a stone marker there. To him, they were words on a page. To Marguerite, they were the geography of her soul. She knew the scent of the rain in the oak forests of Carsac. She knew the precise shade of the late afternoon sun on the limestone cliffs above the Dordogne. These were not assets; they were her body, her blood. And yet, to hold them, she had to submit to this ritual of subservience. She had to place her hands, symbolically, between the hands of the King’s man, and swear herself his vassal. A man would have been standing, his hand on the hilt of his sword. She was on her knees.

The wool of her gown was an irritant, the tight lacing of her bodice a cage around her ribs. She longed for the freedom of a simple riding dress, for the wind in her hair and the solid warmth of her mare beneath her. This hall, with its suffocating formality and its silent, appraising men, was a prison. The very act that was supposed to confirm her power felt like a branding.

“Do you, Marguerite de la Rocque, swear to serve His Majesty, King Francis, as his loyal vassal, to provide aid and counsel, to respect the laws of this realm, and to uphold the duties attendant upon your station?”

My station. The words hung in the air. The station of a broodmare, to be sold to the highest bidder in a marriage contract that would transfer all this power she was now claiming directly into a man’s hands.

“I so swear,” she said, the words tasting of ash.

The ceremony concluded. She rose, her knees aching. The magistrate offered a dry, dismissive nod. The witnesses began to murmur amongst themselves, their voices a low buzz of speculation and avarice. As she turned to leave, a cousin of a cousin, a portly man with breath that smelled of sour wine, stepped into her path.

“A great day for you, cousin,” he said, his smile failing to reach his piggy eyes. “A heavy burden for such slender shoulders. You will need a strong husband to help you bear it.”

Marguerite met his gaze and gave him a smile that was all ice. “My shoulders are stronger than they appear, cousin. As is my mind for accounts.”

She brushed past him, her head held high, leaving him blinking in her wake. The performance was over. Now, the work began.



Two weeks later, that strength was put to the test in the damp, cramped accounting office of her estate at Carsac. The room smelled of wet dogs and woodsmoke. Her steward, a man named Arnaud who had served her father for twenty years, stood before her, his face a mask of wounded pride. He was a thick, solid man, his hands permanently stained with the ink he used to render his accounts. In his mind, he was the true master of this land, and she was a temporary inconvenience, a girl to be managed until a proper master arrived.

“There is no error, my lady,” he insisted, his voice thick with the paternalistic patience one uses for a difficult child. He tapped a thick finger on the ledger, open on the desk between them. “The timber tithes from the western forests. All accounted for. As they have been for twenty years.”

Marguerite leaned forward, the candlelight casting sharp shadows across her face. She had spent three sleepless nights with the estate ledgers, cross-referencing them with the charcoal burners’ receipts and the river transport manifests. Her father had been a good man, but a lax master, content to let Arnaud run things as he saw fit. She was not her father.

“Then perhaps you can explain this, Arnaud,” she said, her voice quiet, almost conversational. She used her own finger, slender and clean, to trace a line across the page. “The manifests show seventeen barge-loads of charcoal shipped to the forges in Bergerac between Easter and Pentecost. A good price this year, with the King’s new cannon foundry demanding so much.”

Arnaud nodded, a faint sheen of sweat on his brow. “A very good price, my lady. We were blessed.”

“Indeed,” Marguerite continued, her eyes never leaving his. “And yet, the tithes recorded here in your ledger account for only fourteen barge-loads. A significant discrepancy, wouldn’t you agree? Three full loads of charcoal seem to have vanished into thin air somewhere between my forest and your ledger.”

The silence in the room was absolute, broken only by the hiss and crackle of the fire. Arnaud’s face, a moment before so full of condescending assurance, had paled. He stared at the numbers as if seeing them for the first time, his mind scrambling for an explanation, an excuse, a lie that would hold. He found none.

He had underestimated her. They all did. They saw the slender neck, the fine clothes, the woman’s face, and assumed a woman’s mind—soft, pliable, concerned with silks and suitors. They did not see the mind that could hold a thousand acres of forest in its grasp, that could follow a single gold coin from a tenant’s hand to a moneylender’s purse, that saw the world not as a grand pageant but as a series of accounts that must, in the end, be made to balance.

“It must be a scrivener’s error,” he stammered, his blustering confidence collapsing into a weak defense. “I will have the clerks look into it immediately.”

“There will be no need,” Marguerite said, closing the ledger with a soft, final thud. “I have already looked into it. The error, Arnaud, is yours. And you will correct it. The full value of the three barge-loads will be returned to the estate coffers by week’s end. From your own funds. And from now on, I will review the manifests personally before you make your entries.” She stood, her authority absolute. “Is that understood?”

He stared at her, his mouth slightly agape. In his eyes, she saw a flicker of the fear she had seen in the eyes of a fox cornered by hounds. It was a dark and satisfying thing to see. But it was also dangerous.

“Yes, my lady,” he mumbled, his gaze falling to the floorboards. “Understood.”

She left him there, a diminished man in a small, dark room. As she walked through the courtyard, the crisp autumn air a welcome balm after the stuffiness of the office, she felt a surge of triumph. It was a clean, sharp feeling, the satisfaction of a puzzle solved, of order imposed on chaos. She had protected her own. She had won.

But as she looked up at the grey stone keep of her castle, a home that had been in her family for two centuries, the triumph began to curdle, replaced by the familiar, restless ache.



She found herself walking towards the old kennels, a place she had loved as a girl. The air was rich with the scent of hay and hounds. A young stable girl, no more than ten, was struggling to heave a bucket of water, her face a mask of concentration. Seeing her, Marguerite was thrown back in time.

“A woman’s mind is like a garden, my dear Marguerite,” her aunt had once told her, her fingers busy with a tapestry of a unicorn submitting to a virgin. “It must be carefully tended, walled off from coarse influences. You must cultivate the flowers of piety, obedience, and gentleness. And you must be vigilant in rooting out the weeds of opinion and ambition.”

Marguerite had been twelve, and even then, the words had felt like a lie. She had wanted to learn the complex genealogies of the royal houses, the strategies of the Italian wars, the mathematics of fortification. She had been given a lute and a book of devotional poetry instead. Her brother, a boy with a mind as dull and slow as a plow-ox, had been given tutors who spoke Latin and Greek. He had died of a fever at fifteen, leaving her the sole heir, a weed that had refused to be rooted out.

Now, she stood in the courtyard of her own castle, the undisputed master of thousands of acres and hundreds of souls. She had faced down the King’s Magistrate and unmasked a thieving steward. She was powerful. She was respected. She was feared. And she was utterly, profoundly alone.

The victory over Arnaud felt hollow now. It was just one battle in a war that would never end. For every thief she caught, another would rise. For every grasping cousin she put in his place, two more would watch from the shadows, waiting for a moment of weakness. Her life, she realized, had become a fortress. Her mind was a constant patrol of its walls, her heart a guarded keep.

She walked to the battlements, the wind whipping strands of dark hair from beneath her coif. She looked out over her lands. The forests rolled away to the horizon, a sea of autumn gold and rust. The river snaked through the valley, a ribbon of silver in the fading light. It was all hers. This beautiful, vast, and wealthy prison.

The land was her strength, the source of her unnatural independence. But it was also her cage. Its value made her a target. Every unmarried nobleman from Calais to Marseille saw her as a prize, a shortcut to wealth and power. They did not want Marguerite de la Rocque; they wanted her forests, her mills, her titles. She was the fleshy seal on a deed of ownership. Her body, the vessel through which the land would pass to a man and his sons.

A deep, aching restlessness churned within her. She was tired of defending, of accounting, of being vigilant. She longed for something else, something more. A life that was not a siege. A world that was not a ledger. She yearned for a place where her strength would not be seen as a threat, where her mind would not be an aberration. A place, perhaps, that was not even on a map.

The wind blew colder, carrying the scent of winter. She was the Co-Seigneuress of Pontpoint, the Lady of Carsac, a woman of means and power. And she had never felt more trapped in her life.
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Chapter 2: The Fractured Nobleman
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The King’s laughter was a force of nature, a booming, unrestrained thunder that rolled across the manicured lawns of Fontainebleau. It was the sound of a man who owned the world and found it endlessly amusing. Jean-François de La Rocque de Roberval, standing a deferential pace behind his monarch, forced his own lips into the shape of a smile. The effort was a physical strain, a tightening of muscles that felt more like a grimace.

All around them, the court glittered. It was a kaleidoscope of velvet, silk, and jewels, a peacock flock of men whose only purpose was to orbit the sun that was King Francis. They were watching the royal hawks, magnificent gyrfalcons from the King’s own mews, stoop upon a panicked heron. The bird twisted in the air, a flash of desperate grey against the impossible blue of the sky, before the falcon struck. A puff of feathers, a brief, unheard cry, and it was over. The court applauded with the polite enthusiasm of those who have seen death a thousand times and have never once felt its chill.

Roberval felt the chill. He felt it in the crisp November air and in the pit of his stomach. He was one of them, a peacock. He wore a doublet of Genoese velvet, the deep black slashed to reveal a lining of silver cloth-of-gold. A single, flawless pearl dripped from his earlobe. His gloves were scented with ambergris. The cost of this single afternoon’s performance—for that is what it was—could have fed the tenant families on his Carcassonne estates for a year. The thought was a bitter acid in his throat.

“A clean strike, eh, Roberval?” the King bellowed, turning. His face was flushed with the pleasure of the hunt and the fine Burgundy he’d been drinking since dawn. “Reminds me of you at Pavia. That Florentine captain never saw you coming.”

Roberval inclined his head. “You honor me with the memory, Your Majesty.”

The memory was a ghost that haunted him. He, a decorated captain, a man who had forged his reputation in the crucible of the Italian campaigns, was now reduced to this: a smiling parasite. In Italy, he had commanded men. Here, he managed opinions. In Italy, his enemies had been clear, their steel sharp and honest. Here, his enemy was a phantom that followed him into every gilded room, every torchlit feast. It was the whispering ghost of his own ruin.

The King clapped him on the shoulder, a gesture of casual intimacy that made the other courtiers burn with envy. “You are quiet today, my friend. Is it the woman again? I told you, a man of your standing should not concern himself with the whims of a single creature, no matter how beautiful.”

Roberval kept the smile fixed in place. “My wife is in good health, Majesty. I am merely admiring your hawks.”

He was a good liar. It was the first and most essential skill one learned at court. His wife was not the cause of his silence. His wife, with her endless demands for new gowns and her pestering about her meager dowry, was merely a symptom of the disease. The disease was debt. A rot that had started in his bones and was now threatening to consume him entirely. Every jewel he saw on another man’s hand, every acre of land the King gifted to a new favorite, was a turn of the screw. He was drowning in an ocean of silk, starving at a banquet.

He had borrowed against his lands until the moneylenders, once so fawning, now looked at him with the cool, appraising eyes of butchers. He had sold off properties his grandfather had won with the sword. And still, it was not enough. The cost of proximity to the King was a bonfire that consumed everything it touched. And to lose that proximity, to be cast out from the warm circle of the court, was a death of a different kind. It was to become a nobody. And Jean-François de Roberval would rather be damned than be a nobody.

As the hunting party moved on, their laughter and bright colors receding across the frost-kissed grass, Roberval lingered. He looked at the dead heron, a broken thing on the lawn. He understood its fate. The world was divided into hawks and herons. For his entire life, he had been a hawk. But he could feel his wings growing heavy, his descent beginning. He had to find new prey, a new territory, or he too would be struck from the sky.



The offices of Monsieur Perrault were on a narrow, shadowed street not far from the Pont au Change, a part of Paris that smelled of money and the river’s damp rot. There were no gilded signs, no gaudy displays of wealth. Perrault’s clients did not require such things. His establishment was a bastion of discretion, a confessional for the financially damned.

Roberval was shown into a room paneled in dark, lustrous walnut. A fire crackled in the hearth, its light glinting off the silver inlay of a heavy inkstand. The air was warm and smelled of spiced wine and melting wax. It was a comfortable room, designed to soothe the frayed nerves of desperate men. It did not soothe Roberval. It felt like a spider’s parlor.

Perrault entered, a small, impeccably dressed man with hands as pale and delicate as a woman’s. He was not the hunched, grasping usurer of the common imagination. He was something far more dangerous: a businessman. He smiled, a brief, professional arrangement of his features.

“Monsieur de la Rocque,” he said, his voice soft. “An honor. Please.” He gestured to a heavy chair upholstered in Spanish leather.

Roberval remained standing. He would not be the supplicant in the comfortable chair. “I have a need for capital, Perrault. A significant sum.” He kept his tone clipped and authoritative, the voice of a man giving an order, not begging a favor.

Perrault’s smile did not falter. He moved to his desk, his movements fluid and precise. “Of course. Your needs are always of the utmost importance. For a new venture, I presume?”

“That is not your concern,” Roberval snapped. Pride, hot and sharp, flared in his chest. He was a La Rocque, a companion to the King. He would not be questioned by this little ink-stained merchant.

Perrault held up a placating hand. “Forgive me. A mere professional curiosity. When the sums are... significant, the purpose can sometimes affect the terms. You understand.” He opened a heavy, leather-bound ledger. Roberval recognized it. It was the book that contained the slow, meticulous account of his own vivisection.

“Your estates in Carcassonne are leveraged to seventy percent of their estimated value,” Perrault murmured, his finger tracing a line of neat script. “The Languedoc vineyards, a little more. The shipping concern in La Rochelle... alas, it has had two poor years.” He looked up, his eyes holding a look of polite, professional sympathy that was more insulting than any sneer. “Collateral, Monsieur. That is the difficulty. You are a man of great standing, but standing is not a currency I can trade.”

Roberval’s hands clenched into fists at his sides. He could feel the blood pounding in his temples. He wanted to draw his sword, to see this man’s smug face dissolve into terror. But the only weapon that had any power in this room was the ledger on the desk.

“There is... Pontpoint,” Roberval said, the name of the estate leaving a foul taste in his mouth.

Perrault’s eyebrows lifted a fraction of an inch. “Ah. The estate in the north. A fine property, I am told. But my records show your title is not clear. You hold it jointly.”

“With a relative,” Roberval said, his voice tight. “My kinswoman. Marguerite.”

“And would she be a signatory to this loan?”

“That is not necessary. I am the head of this family. Her interests are my own.” It was a lie, and they both knew it. Pontpoint was their most valuable un-leveraged holding, and Marguerite’s share was the rock upon which his financial ships had repeatedly foundered. She guarded it with the fierce, unreasonable tenacity of a she-wolf guarding a den.

Perrault steepled his delicate fingers. “The law is a stickler for such things, Monsieur. Without her mark on the page, I could only extend a loan against your half. It would not be the... significant sum you require.” He let the words hang in the air. The trap was sprung.

Roberval stared into the fire, his mind racing. He saw Marguerite’s face, her intelligent, defiant eyes. He saw the way she had looked at him the last time he had broached the subject of a loan, her refusal polite but absolute. She was an obstacle. An impediment to his survival.

“There are ways to clear a title,” Roberval said, his voice barely a whisper. He was speaking more to himself than to Perrault.

The moneylender gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod. He began to write on a fresh sheet of parchment, the quill scratching softly in the quiet room. “Of course,” he said, not looking up. “The world is full of possibilities. Let us draft an agreement based on your current holdings, shall we? And we can leave a space, here at the bottom, for any future assets that might... become available.”

Roberval walked out of the office and back into the cold, stinking streets of Paris. He had the money, a fraction of what he needed, enough to keep the wolves at bay for another few months. But he had sold another piece of his soul to get it. He had walked into that room a nobleman in distress. He had walked out a conspirator.



Later that night, in his lavishly appointed rooms at the Hôtel de Nesle, Roberval dismissed his servants. He unlaced the silver-threaded doublet and let it fall to the floor. He stripped off the fine linen shirt, the silks, the perfumed gloves. He stood for a moment in the cold air, a stranger in his own skin. This body, this life—it was a costume, a lie.

He walked to a heavy, iron-strapped chest that sat at the foot of his canopied bed. He unlocked it. Inside, nestled amongst his military medals and campaign maps, was a single book. It was not bound in fine leather or illuminated with gold. It was a simple, stark thing, bound in plain black calfskin. It was a French translation of the works of Jean Calvin.

He took the book to a small table with a single candle. The room was vast and opulent, filled with tapestries from Flanders and furniture from Milan, but this one small circle of light became his entire world. He opened the book. The words on the page were as severe and unadorned as the binding. They spoke of sin, of predestination, of a wrathful God who demanded purity in a world mired in filth. They spoke of the depravity of man, the vanity of worldly things, the weakness of the flesh.

Roberval read, and the words were both a comfort and a torment. He was a sinner. He knew it. He lived a life of vanity and profligacy, a life dictated by the whims of a Catholic king who heard Mass in the morning and bedded a new mistress by night. He was steeped in the very corruption that this book condemned. His self-loathing was a physical sickness, a sour bile that rose in his throat.

But the book also spoke of the elect. Of those chosen by God not for their works, but by His inscrutable will. These men were instruments of that will, hammers in the hand of God, sent to shatter the wicked and impose a righteous order.

He knelt on the cold stone floor, the book open before him. He did not pray for forgiveness. Forgiveness was for the weak. He prayed for strength. For clarity. For the fortitude to do what must be done.

The world was corrupt. The court was a nest of vipers and sycophants. The King, for all his magnificence, was a slave to his passions. And he, Roberval, was forced to dance to their tune, to soil himself in their filth just to survive.

A cold, hard certainty began to form in his heart. It was not his fault. He was a victim of this decadent age. His sins were not his own; they were a disease he had caught from a sick world. He was not weak. He was embattled.

He saw it all with a terrible clarity. He had to escape. He had to build a new world, a clean place, a kingdom of righteousness where God’s law was absolute and the corruptions of the old world could not take root. A place where a man of his vision and piety could be the master.

And if the path to that new world required him to be ruthless, to make hard choices, to excise the parts of his own life that were weak or disobedient... then so be it. It was not cruelty. It was surgery. It was God’s will. He looked into the flickering candle flame, and his own face looked back, the face of a hawk, the face of a judge.
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Chapter 3: A Contested Kinship

[image: ]




Pontpoint was not like her southern lands. It was a place of stark, disciplined beauty, a landscape of grey stone, black water, and the grim, skeletal silhouettes of dormant woods. The chateau itself was a fortress, its towers piercing a low, bruised sky that threatened a cold, relentless rain. It was a northern estate, built to endure, not to charm. Marguerite had always felt that Pontpoint was more Roberval’s in spirit than hers, for all that her name was carved beside his on the deed. The land itself seemed to possess his unyielding, severe nature.

He was waiting for her in the great hall, a cavernous room where the summer sun struggled to reach and the winter cold clung to the tapestries like a shroud. A fire, vast enough to roast an ox, roared in the hearth, but it seemed only to push the chill into the corners rather than banish it. He stood with his back to the flames, a dark figure against the light, his hand resting on the hilt of his dress sword.

“Marguerite,” he said as she entered, her riding boots making a sharp, solitary sound on the flagstones. His voice was smooth, a courtier’s voice, but it could not entirely mask the tension in his shoulders. “Your journey was acceptable, I trust?”

“It was wet and cold, Jean-François,” she replied, pulling off her damp leather gloves. She did not call him ‘cousin’ or ‘uncle’; the precise nature of their kinship was a murky, contested territory, a fact they both preferred to leave undefined. It gave them room to maneuver. “As is your hall. You should speak to your steward about the wood allotment.”

It was a small jab, a reminder that she knew the practicalities of this place as well as he. She was not a guest to be charmed; she was the co-seigneuress.

Roberval’s smile was a brief, tight movement of his lips. “I have matters of greater import on my mind than firewood. Come. A cup of wine to warm you.”

He led her not to the solar, the comfortable family apartments, but to a small, severe antechamber dominated by a large table. Maps were unrolled upon its surface, held down by polished stones. This was not a social call. This was a war council. A servant poured dark, spiced wine into silver goblets. Roberval dismissed him with a flick of his wrist, the door closing with a heavy, final sound that seemed to lock them in.

They began with the pretense of business, a ritual dance of equals. They spoke of a tenant farmer whose son had been caught poaching, of the collapsing wall of the old watermill, of a dispute over grazing rights with a neighboring baron. On each point, Marguerite was precise, her memory for detail exact. She had studied the reports from the Pontpoint steward as carefully as she had her own. She saw Roberval’s impatience grow, a subtle tapping of his fingers on the table, a slight clenching of his jaw. He was a man used to command, a soldier accustomed to swift, decisive action. This meticulous, shared administration grated on him. He saw it as his right to rule this place, and her presence, her competence, as an affront.

“These are trivialities,” he said finally, waving a dismissive hand over the rent rolls. “The concerns of mice in the wainscoting. I have brought you here to discuss the fate of the house itself, not the maintenance of its cellars.”

Marguerite took a slow sip of her wine, its warmth a small comfort in the chilling atmosphere. She met his gaze over the rim of her goblet. “The cellars are the foundation of the house, Jean-François. Neglect them, and the whole edifice will collapse.”

His eyes narrowed. “A clever metaphor. But I am not speaking of stone and mortar. I speak of our future. Of France’s future.” He leaned forward, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial pitch. It was the voice he used at court when he wished to draw someone into a scheme, a silken net of a voice. “I have been granted an opportunity, Marguerite. A venture of immense promise, sanctioned by the King himself. A chance to carve out a new world, a new legacy for our name.”

He spoke of ships and uncharted lands, of glory for France and souls for God. His words were grand, poetic, full of the fire of ambition. He spoke of establishing a permanent colony, a New France across the ocean, a project that would eclipse the ventures of the Spanish and the Portuguese. Marguerite listened, her expression impassive, but her mind was a whirlwind of calculation. She heard the grand words, but beneath them, she detected a frantic, high-pitched hum of desperation. A man content with his station did not speak of carving out new worlds. A man secure in his fortune did not need to gamble it all on a voyage into the unknown.

“It is a grand vision,” she said carefully when he had finished. “And one that will require a treasury to match. The King’s generosity is famous, but it rarely extends to the holds of his ships.”

“The King provides the charter, the authority,” Roberval said, a touch of irritation entering his voice. He had expected her to be dazzled. “It is for the great families of France to provide the substance. To invest in our nation’s destiny.” He leaned closer, his eyes intense. “Pontpoint, Marguerite. This estate. It sleeps. Its wealth is locked in stone and soil. We can awaken it. We can leverage its value to fund this enterprise. The returns would be tenfold, a hundredfold. We would be the masters of a new duchy, not merely the caretakers of this old pile of rocks.”

Here it was. The true purpose of this meeting. He wanted to place their shared inheritance on the gambling table. He wanted her to sign away her security, the very source of her independence, to fund his desperate, grandiose dream.

She let the silence stretch, forcing him to endure it. She walked to the window and looked out at the bleak, beautiful landscape. She remembered coming here as a girl, before her father’s death, when Roberval had been just her dashing older kinsman, full of stories of the wars in Italy. They had ridden together through these woods. He had taught her the name of every hawk, every tree. There had been a time when she had adored him. A time before his ambition had curdled into this desperate, grasping thing.

“No,” she said, her voice quiet but absolute. She turned back to face him.

He stared at her, his face a thundercloud. “No? It is not a question for a simple yes or no. It is a matter of our family’s honor, of our duty to the crown.”

“It is a matter of finance,” she countered, her voice as cold and hard as the stone floor. “And I am the mistress of my own accounts. You speak of returns, but you have no proof of them. You speak of glory, but I see only risk. My southern lands provide a steady, reliable income. Pontpoint is stable. I will not exchange that certainty for your... vision.”

She saw a flicker of something in his eyes, a raw, ugly desperation that he quickly masked. It was the look of the moneylender’s debtor, the frantic energy of a man cornered.

“My obligations at court...” he began, his voice suddenly strained, losing its commanding timber. For a split second, the mask of the great nobleman slipped, and she saw the terrified man beneath, drowning in a sea of his own making. The moment passed. He straightened his shoulders, his face hardening into a new, more dangerous expression. The courtier was gone, and the soldier had taken his place.

“You are a fool, Marguerite,” he said, his voice dropping to a low, menacing growl. “You are a woman playing a game you do not understand. You sit here, counting your coins, while the world turns around you.”

“I understand that you are in debt, Jean-François,” she said calmly. “And I will not allow you to drag my inheritance down with you.”

He took a step towards her, his hand falling once more to the hilt of his sword. He did not draw it. He did not need to. The threat was in his eyes, in the coiled tension of his body.

“You forget yourself,” he whispered, the silken voice now laced with venom. “You have a certain... liberty, I grant you. A woman of property. But that liberty is a fragile thing. It exists only so long as you are seen to be respectable, protected.” He let his gaze drift over her, an insolent, proprietary look that made her skin crawl. “An unmarried woman is a ship without a rudder, at the mercy of every wind. Tongues wag. Reputations are so easily... stained. A woman of property needs a strong hand to guide her, lest she lose her way.”

He smiled then, a cold, predatory curving of his lips. “Or her holdings become... compromised. Think on it. The world is a dangerous place for a woman alone.”

He turned without another word and strode from the room. The heavy oak door boomed shut behind him, the sound echoing in the sudden, profound silence.

Marguerite stood frozen, her hand clutching the silver goblet so tightly her knuckles were white. The wine had gone cold. She felt a tremor of pure, animal fear, a feeling she had not experienced since she was a small child lost in the woods. He had not threatened her life. He had threatened her existence. He had threatened to use the very system that defined her world—the world of reputation, honor, and patriarchal power—as a weapon against her.

She walked back to the window. The rain had begun, a fine, grey drizzle that blurred the hard edges of the landscape, making the world outside seem uncertain and treacherous. She had come here to negotiate as an equal. She had left with a declaration of war. A war she was not entirely sure she could win. She pressed her forehead against the cold glass, a shiver running through her that had nothing to do with the chill in the hall. She had won the battle for Pontpoint today, but in doing so, she had made a powerful, desperate man her sworn enemy.
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Chapter 4: The King's Desperate Gamble
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The summons arrived not with the blare of a herald’s trumpet, but with the subtlety of a poison administered in a cup of wine. A page, no older than twelve and already possessing the grave, unreadable expression of a seasoned diplomat, delivered the silken-wrapped message to Roberval’s chambers. The King required his presence. Immediately. There was no explanation, no agenda. In the court of Francis I, such commands were thunderbolts from heaven; they required no justification beyond their divine origin.

Jean-François de Roberval dressed with the meticulous care of a man preparing for battle. He chose not the extravagant velvets of the courtier, but the severe, dark wool of a military commander, his only adornment the heavy gold chain of his rank and the glint of his sword’s pommel. He was, he reminded himself as he stared at his own hard reflection, a soldier of France before he was a fixture of the court. It was a distinction he felt it necessary to make, a private bulwark against the sucking tide of his debts.

He was led not to the grand throne room, a public stage for the performance of power, but to the King’s private map room at the Louvre. This was a more dangerous arena. Here, amidst the scent of aged vellum and Spanish leather, the fates of nations were decided. The room was a testament to the King’s worldly ambition, its walls lined with hand-drawn charts of coastlines that flickered in and out of the known world, some detailed with the precision of a master cartographer, others dissolving into the fanciful sketches of sea monsters and phantom islands.

King Francis stood with his back to the door, studying a vast map of the New World. He was a tall, imposing figure, a giant of a man whose appetites—for art, for women, for glory—were as legendary as his kingdom. He did not turn as Roberval entered and knelt.

“Rise, Roberval,” the King said, his voice a low rumble. He gestured with a ring-laden hand towards the map. “Look at this. An entire world, gifted by the Pope to the Spanish and the Portuguese, as if God speaks only their wretched tongues.”

Roberval rose and stood beside his King. The map was a crude thing, a tapestry of conjecture and wild surmise. But one feature was painfully clear: a bold, black line of demarcation, sanctioned by the Treaty of Tordesillas, that sliced the new continent in two.

“The Emperor Charles,” the King spat, tapping a finger on the vast territory marked as New Spain. “He grows fat on the silver of that place. His ships return laden with treasure, treasure he uses to fund his armies, to pay his German mercenaries, to threaten the very borders of France. He chokes me, Roberval. From Spain, from the Low Countries, from the German states. I am surrounded.”

The King turned then, and his eyes, usually so full of mirth and life, were as cold and hard as a winter sky. “I require a new front in this war. A back door to his empire. A French empire to challenge his. Jacques Cartier has touched its shores. He has sailed its great river and traded with its savages. He has laid a claim for me, a fragile little flag in a howling wilderness. But a claim is not a colony. A flag is not a fortress.”

This was it. The venture Roberval had been hearing whispers of for months. A desperate, ruinously expensive gamble to project French power across an ocean.
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