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​Alice Kyteler:The Devil’s Handmaiden

In 1277, young Eithne enters service to Alice Kyteler, a merchant's wife in medieval Kilkenny. Over the next forty-seven years, she witnesses Alice marry four times, each husband dying suspiciously while enriching their widow. She observes Alice studying forbidden texts, performing nocturnal rituals, and invoking a demon named Artisson. But she also sees a brilliant businesswoman navigating a world that denies women power through any means necessary.

When Bishop Richard de Ledrede arrives in 1317, he brings Continental witch-hunting methods to Ireland. His prosecution of Alice in 1324 becomes the first major witchcraft trial in Irish history—a clash between ecclesiastical and secular authority, between Continental inquisitorial procedures and English common law. Alice escapes to Flanders, but her devoted servant Petronilla de Meath becomes scapegoat, tortured into false confession and burned as Ireland's first witch-burning victim.

Decades later, the elderly Eithne completes her chronicle: an unflinching examination of power, gender, survival, and the impossibly thin line between victim and villain. Was Alice a murderous witch or a woman destroyed for refusing patriarchal constraints? The chronicle refuses simple answers, preserving instead the dangerous complexity of a woman who defied every convention—and the innocent servant who paid the price.
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​PART I: THE MAKING OF A MERCHANT'S WIFE (1278-1302)


​Chapter 1: Flemingstowne Beginnings
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I was twelve years old when I first crossed the threshold of the Kyteler house, and I remember thinking that I had stepped into another world entirely—one that smelled of cinnamon and strange spices, where the very air seemed to hum with silver and purpose.

My name is Eithne. Just Eithne. I need no family name for this telling, for I was nobody's daughter that mattered—a fourth child of a failed farmer from the boglands north of Kilkenny, traded to the merchant Kyteler for three years' worth of debt forgiveness and the promise that I would be fed. My mother wept when she delivered me to the tall timber-and-stone house in Flemingstowne, but I suspect her tears were more for shame than sorrow. Another mouth gone from the table is cause for relief, not grief, when winter comes hard.

The house itself stood three stories high, a giant among the smaller dwellings that crowded the merchant quarter. The lower floor served as warehouse and shop, always busy with the coming and going of men who spoke in languages I'd never heard—guttural Flemish, sharp French, the occasional English overlaying our own Irish tongue like oil on water. The middle floor housed the family's living quarters, and the top floor held the servants' rooms and storage for the more precious goods. Even the cellar, I would learn, was a marvel—cool and dry, lined with great casks of wine from places I couldn't imagine, their origins marked in symbols I couldn't read.

But I'm beginning at the ending, as old women do. Let me return to that first day, to the moment I met her.

I stood in the kitchen garden, still clutching the small bundle that held everything I owned—a spare shift, a wooden comb my sister had carved for me, and a scrap of linen that had once been my grandmother's. The cook, a stout Fleming woman named Griet who would become my first teacher in that household, had deposited me there with instructions to wait. I was to be presented to the young mistress, she said, though at that time there was no Mistress Kyteler—only Mistress van Artevelde, as Alice's mother still lived and ruled the house with an iron fist wrapped in silk.

"Stand straight," Griet had commanded in her thick accent. "Keep your eyes down but not too down. She likes to see a face when she speaks to it. And for the love of all saints, do not fidget."

I tried to obey, though my legs trembled beneath my patched skirt. The garden around me was like nothing I'd seen in my short life. Herbs grew in neat borders—not just the common ones my mother grew, but strange plants with silver leaves and purple flowers, things that smelled sharp and foreign. Later, I would learn their names: rosemary, lavender, rue, wormwood. Then, they were simply evidence of wealth beyond my comprehension.

"You're the new girl."

The voice came from behind me, and I startled so badly I nearly dropped my bundle. I turned to find myself facing a young woman—no, not quite a woman, though she carried herself with more authority than any woman I'd known. She was perhaps eighteen, tall and slim, with dark hair bound in complex braids that must have taken an hour to arrange. Her gown was a deep blue wool, finer than anything I'd touched, with embroidered cuffs that caught the morning light.

But it was her eyes that held me. They were dark, almost black, and they measured me with an intensity that made me feel as though she could see straight through to my spine. There was something in those eyes—a keen intelligence, a calculating quality that sat strangely in such a young face.

"Yes, mistress," I managed, remembering Griet's instructions and dropping into a curtsy that nearly sent me sprawling.

"Alice," she corrected, moving closer. "I'm Alice. You'll call me Mistress Alice when others are present, but here, in private, just Alice. What's your name?"

"Eithne, mis—Alice."

"Eithne," she repeated, and somehow in her mouth, my plain name sounded almost elegant. "Can you read?"

I shook my head, shame burning in my cheeks.

"Can you figure?"

Another shake.

"Can you keep a secret?"

This question surprised me enough that I looked up, meeting those dark eyes despite Griet's warnings. Alice smiled—a quick, sharp expression that transformed her face from pretty to striking.

"I—yes, mistress. Alice."

"Good. That's the most important skill in this house." She circled me slowly, like a merchant examining goods at market. "You're small, but you look sturdy enough. Griet says you're quick to learn. Are you?"

"I try to be."

"Trying is for failures. Either you are or you aren't." She stopped in front of me again. "Which is it?"

My mother had always told me I was clever—too clever for my own good, she'd often added with a sigh. But standing before this self-possessed young woman, I felt every bit the ignorant bog child I was.

"I am," I said, forcing strength into my voice I didn't feel.

Alice's smile widened. "We'll see. Come."

She turned without waiting to see if I followed, moving with swift grace toward the house. I scrambled after her, my bundle bouncing against my hip. We entered through the kitchen, where Griet was directing two other servants in the preparation of what smelled like a feast. The cook raised her eyebrows at Alice but said nothing as we passed through into the corridor beyond.

The interior of the house was even more overwhelming than the exterior had promised. The walls were hung with tapestries showing scenes of merchants and ships, of cities with spires reaching to heaven. Carved wooden beams supported the ceiling, and the floors were laid with actual tiles—not just packed earth or rough wooden planks, but smooth ceramic tiles in patterns of blue and white.

Alice led me up a narrow staircase to the second floor, then down another corridor to a room I would later learn was her own chamber. It was modest by the standards she would later maintain, but to me it was a palace. A proper bed with curtains. A chest carved with flowers and birds. A table with a real chair, and on that table—

"Books," I breathed, the word escaping before I could catch it.

"Books," Alice confirmed, moving to the table and running her fingers along the spines of three leather-bound volumes. "My father's, officially. But he can't read Latin, only the commercial Flemish and French he needs for trade. These are mine, really. My mother taught me to read when I was small. Do you know what this says?"

She opened one and pointed to a line of text that looked like black insects marching across the page.

"No, mistress."

"It's a prayer book. But see here—" She flipped several pages forward. "Between the prayers, someone has written notes. Recipes, measurements, instructions for dyes and medicines. Whoever owned this before my father bought it was more interested in practical matters than spiritual ones." She closed the book with a soft thump. "I'll teach you to read, Eithne. But first, you'll learn to be invisible."

"Mistress?"

"The most valuable servant is the one who sees everything and is seen by no one. Who hears every conversation but speaks of none of them. Who can move through a house like a ghost, anticipating needs before they're voiced." She sat on the edge of her bed, gesturing for me to come closer. "My mother is dying. Don't look shocked—everyone knows it, though we pretend otherwise. She has perhaps a year, maybe less. When she's gone, this house will fall to my father, and my father is... distracted by his business. It will fall to me to manage the household, even though I'm not yet married."

"You're to be married?" The question slipped out, impertinent, but Alice didn't seem to mind.

"Eventually. My father is negotiating with William Outlaw—do you know the name?"

I shook my head.

"He's one of the wealthiest men in Kilkenny. A banker and moneylender, older than my father. A widower with grown children." She said this without emotion, as if reciting facts from a ledger. "It's a good match, financially speaking. His money combined with our trade connections would create something formidable."

Even at twelve, I understood what she wasn't saying. No mention of love, or even affection. This was business, pure and simple.

"When I marry, you'll come with me as part of my household," Alice continued. "If you prove capable. That's why I wanted to speak to you alone, before the other servants get their claws in you and teach you their lazy ways. I need someone loyal to me, Eithne. Someone who belongs to me before they belong to this house. Do you understand?"

I nodded slowly, though I wasn't certain I understood at all.

"Good." She stood, moving to a small chest near the window. From it, she withdrew a coin—a silver penny that gleamed in the afternoon light streaming through the shutters. "This is yours. Not payment—you won't receive proper wages for another year, as your family's debt must be worked off first. But this is a gift, from me to you. Keep it hidden. Spend it on nothing unless you absolutely must. Think of it as... security. A reminder that you have value beyond what this house assigns you."

She pressed the coin into my palm, and I felt its weight with wonder. I'd never held silver before.

"Thank you, mistress."

"Alice," she corrected again. "In private, always Alice. Now, let me show you the house properly. You'll need to know every corner of it, every hiding place, every route from one floor to another. This is important, Eithne. This house has secrets, and you'll need to know how to move through them."

And so began my education in the Kyteler household. For the rest of that day, Alice showed me through the building with the thoroughness of a general surveying a fortress. She pointed out which floorboards creaked and which were silent. Which doors had locks that worked and which were merely for show. She showed me the hidden cupboard behind the tapestry in the main hall where her father kept his most valuable contracts. She took me to the cellar and explained the marks on the wine casks—which wines were for daily drinking, which for impressing important guests, which were not wine at all but aqua vitae, the strong spirit that could clean wounds or start fires.

"Knowledge is currency," she told me as we stood in the warehouse section, surrounded by bales of wool and bolts of cloth in colors I'd never imagined fabric could hold. "Especially for women. We can't own property in our own names, can't enter into contracts, can't even keep the money we earn without a man's permission. But we can know things. We can be indispensable. We can make ourselves so valuable that those who could control us find they cannot afford to."

She ran her hand over a bolt of scarlet silk, her expression distant.

"My mother was the clever one, you know. Everyone credits my father for building this business, but it was my mother's dowry that started it all—her family's trading connections, her ability to speak four languages, her understanding of credit and debt. My father is good at the physical work of it, the loading of ships and negotiating of prices. But my mother..." She smiled, sad and fierce at once. "My mother understands how money really works. How it flows like water, finding cracks and crevices. How to dam it up here and release it there. How to make it multiply in the darkness like mushrooms after rain."

"And she taught you," I said quietly.

"She taught me," Alice confirmed. "Everything she knows, she's pouring into me like wine into a cup. Because she knows what's coming. She knows that when she's gone, I'll need every advantage I can grasp."

We stood in silence for a moment, surrounded by the wealth of half a dozen countries, the air thick with lanolin and dye.

"Why are you telling me all this?" I finally asked. "I'm nobody. Just a servant girl."

Alice turned to look at me, and in the dim light of the warehouse, her eyes seemed to gleam with something I couldn't name.

"Because nobodies see everything," she said. "And because I think you and I, Eithne, are going to be together for a very long time. I can feel it, like a bone-knowing. You'll be my witness to everything that comes."

She couldn't have known how prophetic those words would be. Or perhaps she did—even then, there was something about Alice that seemed to see further than the rest of us, as if she could glimpse the shapes of things yet to come.

That night, I lay in the servants' quarters on a pallet that was the softest thing I'd ever slept on, the silver penny clutched in my fist beneath the blanket. Below, I could hear the sounds of the house settling—the creak of timber, the murmur of voices, the distant clatter of the warehouse doors being barred for the night. Beside me, the other servants slept, their breathing deep and regular.

But I couldn't sleep. My mind was too full of the day's revelations, of Alice's words, of the strange new world I'd entered. Through the cracks in the floorboards, I could see light from the level below—someone still awake, moving about. I crept to the edge and peered down through a knothole.

It was Alice. She sat at a table in what I would learn was her father's counting room, a candle burning low beside her. Spread before her were papers covered in numbers and words—accounts, I realized, though I couldn't read them. She worked with quick, sure movements, her stylus scratching across the paper, pausing occasionally to consult one of the ledgers stacked beside her.

She worked like she did everything else—with focused intensity, as if the numbers themselves might escape if she didn't pin them down fast enough. And watching her there, alone in the golden pool of candlelight, I understood something that I wouldn't be able to articulate until years later:

Alice Kyteler was not content to be merely wealthy. She was not content to be merely shrewd. She wanted something more—something that didn't yet have a name in my vocabulary. She wanted power. Not the power of a lady over her servants, but real power. The power to shape her own fate, to move through the world as men moved through it, unquestioned and unafraid.

It was a dangerous thing to want, especially for a woman. But even at twelve years old, half-starved and wholly ignorant, I recognized that hunger in her. I'd felt echoes of it myself, in the moments when I'd watched my brothers receive education and opportunity while I'd been kept home to card wool and mind babies.

Alice looked up suddenly, as if she'd felt my gaze. For a moment, our eyes met through the gap in the floorboards. She didn't smile, but she gave a small nod—acknowledging me, acknowledging the witness I'd already become.

Then she returned to her figures, and I crept back to my pallet, the silver penny warm against my palm.

I fell asleep to the scratch of her stylus below, marking numbers into paper, marking her place in a world that would try its best to erase her.

I didn't know then that I would spend the next forty-six years in her service. I didn't know that I would watch her marry four times, bury four husbands, and face down bishops and courts. I didn't know that I would see her accused of murder and heresy, of congress with demons and the darkest sorcery.

I didn't know that in the end, I would be left to wonder: Was she victim or villain? Witch or merely a woman who refused to be governed?

All I knew, on that first night in the Kyteler house, was that my life had changed utterly. I had entered the service of someone extraordinary—someone who would teach me to read and write, to keep secrets and see truth, to survive in a world that wanted to crush women like us beneath its heel.

I had entered the service of Dame Alice Kyteler.

And may God forgive me, but even knowing all that would come—the blood, the fire, the screams—I would make the same choice again.

For she was magnificent, my lady. Terrible, perhaps. But magnificent.

And I was there to witness it all.
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​Chapter 2: The Art of Flemish Commerce
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The first time I saw Alice negotiate a trade agreement, I was thirteen years old and supposed to be invisible. I'd learned that art well in my first year of service—how to stand so still against the wall that men's eyes would pass over me as they would a piece of furniture, how to make myself useful without drawing attention, how to pour wine and clear plates while gathering every word spoken around the table.

It was a wet afternoon in spring, the kind where rain falls in sheets and turns Kilkenny's streets into rivers of mud. A merchant had arrived from Bruges—a Fleming named Pieter van Damme, round-faced and prosperous, his cloak dripping water onto the tile floor of the receiving room. He'd come to discuss wool shipments, or so I'd heard Griet mention that morning while she prepared refreshments.

Alice's father, Jan Kyteler, had intended to meet with van Damme himself. But he'd been called away suddenly to the docks where one of his ships had arrived damaged from a storm, its cargo potentially ruined. This left Mistress van Artevelde—Alice's mother—to receive the merchant. By this time, she was visibly ill, her skin the color of old parchment, her hands trembling when she thought no one watched. But she sat straight-backed in her chair by the fire, wrapped in furs despite the season, and welcomed van Damme with perfect courtesy.

Alice sat beside her mother, hands folded in her lap, eyes downcast in a parody of maidenly modesty. I knew better. In the year I'd served her, I'd learned that Alice's most alert moments were those when she appeared most demure.

"My husband apologizes for his absence," Mistress van Artevelde said in fluid Flemish. "The Margareta arrived this morning with storm damage. You understand—such matters cannot wait."

Van Damme waved a thick hand dismissively. "Of course, of course. These things happen. Perhaps we can reschedule—"

"Nonsense," Alice's mother interrupted, her voice warm but firm. "You've traveled all this way. We can certainly discuss the preliminary terms. My daughter and I are well-versed in the family business. We'll relay everything to my husband, and if all is agreeable, the contracts can be drawn up within the week."

I saw van Damme's expression shift—a subtle tightening around the eyes, a forced smile. He was too polite to protest openly, but his doubt was evident. Women discussing business? Preliminary terms only, surely. Nothing of substance.

"Very well," he said, settling his bulk into the chair across from them. "As you know, I represent a consortium of drapers in Bruges. We're seeking a reliable supplier of English wool—"

"Irish wool," Alice interrupted quietly.

Van Damme paused, looking at her properly for the first time. "I beg your pardon?"

"You said English wool, but you mean Irish wool. Specifically, wool from the Wicklow mountains and the midlands. English merchants buy it from Irish producers, ship it to Bristol, and sell it to Flemish buyers like yourself at a markup of fifteen to twenty percent." Alice looked up, meeting his eyes directly. "We can eliminate the English middleman entirely."

The room fell silent except for the crackle of the fire. Mistress van Artevelde's lips curved in the smallest smile.

Van Damme recovered quickly. "You're well-informed, mistress. But the English merchants have established relationships, guarantees of quality—"

"Which we can provide more reliably," Alice said. She gestured to me without looking. "Eithne, bring the samples from the green chest."

I moved quickly, grateful for the hours Alice had spent teaching me the household's organization. I knew exactly which chest she meant—the one in the corner of the room where they kept samples of their goods. I retrieved three cloth-wrapped bundles and brought them to Alice.

She unwrapped the first, revealing a pile of raw wool, creamy white and fine. "This is from a monastery flock in Kildare. The monks keep detailed breeding records. See the length of the staple? The crimp? This will card beautifully and take dye evenly. We can guarantee you twenty sacks per quarter, delivered to Kilkenny for shipping."

She set aside the first sample and unwrapped the second—coarser wool, gray-brown. "This is mountain wool, better suited for heavier fabrics. Hardier sheep, more resistant to disease. Not as fine, but excellent for durability. We have access to over forty flocks in the Wicklow hills alone."

Van Damme leaned forward, his interest clearly piqued despite himself. He reached out, running the wool between his fingers with the practiced touch of someone who'd spent a lifetime in the trade.

"The quality is good," he admitted. "But price—"

"Negotiable," Alice said. "Depending on volume and consistency of orders. We're not interested in one-time sales, Master van Damme. We want to establish a long-term relationship. Regular shipments, predictable pricing, mutual benefit. You avoid the English markup, we gain a reliable buyer, your drapers have consistent supply."

She unwrapped the third sample—this one clearly finished cloth, woven and dyed a deep, rich blue. "This is what your Bruges drapers can create from our wool. We had this sample made specifically to show you the potential. The dye is woad, sourced from Picardy. We can arrange for dye shipments as well, if you're interested. My father has connections in the dyestuff trade."

Van Damme was no longer dismissive. He examined the cloth carefully, holding it up to the firelight, testing its weave. "This is fine work. Very fine."

"We believe in demonstrating value," Mistress van Artevelde said softly. "My daughter has studied our business thoroughly. She knows our suppliers, our inventory, our capabilities. You may speak with her as freely as you would with my husband."

What followed was the most extraordinary conversation I'd witnessed in my young life. Alice transformed before my eyes from a demure maiden into something else entirely—a merchant in her own right, sharp and knowledgeable and utterly confident. She discussed quantities and prices, shipping schedules and payment terms. She knew the current market rates for wool in Bruges, the cost of shipping, the typical profit margins.

When van Damme suggested certain terms, she countered with alternatives. When he proposed a price, she calculated markups and commissions in her head faster than I could follow, then explained exactly how the profit would be divided. She spoke of letters of credit and bills of exchange, of currency fluctuations between English sterling and Flemish pounds.

And she did it all in flawless Flemish, occasionally switching to French when discussing terms that had no good Flemish equivalent, then back again seamlessly.

I stood against the wall, ostensibly there to pour more wine if needed, but truly there to witness. To learn. To understand that this was what Alice had meant when she'd said knowledge was currency.

After two hours, van Damme stood to leave, his earlier condescension completely evaporated. "I'll need to consult with my consortium, of course, but I believe we can reach an agreement. When your father returns, have him send word. We'll draw up contracts."

"I'll draft the preliminary contracts myself," Alice said, rising to see him out. "My father will review and sign them, naturally. But I find it saves time if the basic framework is already in place."

Van Damme bowed, deeper than he had when he'd arrived. "You are... remarkably capable, Mistress Alice."

"I am adequately educated," she replied, with a slight emphasis on the last word that might have been a rebuke. "My mother ensured it."

After van Damme left, Mistress van Artevelde sagged in her chair, the effort of maintaining her composure clearly exhausting her. Alice moved immediately to her side, wrapping the furs more tightly around her mother's shoulders.

"You did well," her mother said softly. "Very well."

"I simply repeated what you taught me."

"No." Mistress van Artevelde took her daughter's hand. "You went beyond. The samples—that was clever. Showing rather than telling. And the way you redirected his assumptions about English wool... That was your own thinking."

Alice smiled, but there was something sad in it. "I had an excellent teacher."

"Not excellent enough to teach you how to do this without consequence." Her mother's voice dropped lower, and I had to strain to hear. "Men don't like women who know too much, Alice. Who show too much. Van Damme will tell others about today—about the merchant's daughter who negotiated like a man. Some will admire it. Others will resent it."

"Then they'll resent it," Alice said, her voice hardening. "I won't make myself smaller to comfort their pride."

"I know. That's what frightens me." Mistress van Artevelde closed her eyes. "You must be careful, daughter. Knowledge is power, yes, but power draws envy. And envy, in women, draws accusations."

"What kind of accusations?"

"The kind that don't require proof. The kind that poison reputations and destroy lives." Her mother opened her eyes, and they were fierce despite her weakness. "Promise me you'll be careful. Promise me you'll learn to hide your light under a bushel, at least in public. Show your husband your worth, certainly—make yourself indispensable to him. But to the world? Let them think you're simply a well-trained assistant to your menfolk. Let them underestimate you."

Alice was quiet for a long moment. "I promise to be careful," she finally said. "But I cannot promise to hide. Not entirely. Not when hiding means accepting limitation."

Her mother sighed. "You're so much like me it terrifies me. I see all my own stubbornness in you, all my own pride. And I know what it's cost me—this refusal to bend, to accommodate, to play the role expected of me." She touched Alice's face gently. "It will cost you too, daughter. I pray the price isn't too high."

I didn't understand, then, what she meant. I was too young, too inexperienced to grasp the full weight of that warning. But I remembered it, tucked it away in the collection of moments that would later help me make sense of everything that followed.



That conversation marked a turning point in my education as well. After van Damme's visit, Alice began including me more directly in her studies. When she worked on the household accounts, she would explain what she was doing. When merchants visited, she would quiz me afterward about what I'd observed—what had been said, what had been implied but not spoken, what the body language had revealed.

"Commerce is theater, Eithne," she told me one afternoon as we sat in her father's counting room. She'd been teaching me my letters, using the account books as primers. "Every negotiation is a performance. You must know your role, know your lines, but also know when to improvise. And like any good theater, the audience sees only what you want them to see."

She pointed to an entry in the ledger before us. "What does this say?"

I sounded out the words slowly, still uncertain. "Paid... to... Mar...tin... Cooper... for... bar-rels?"

"Barrels. Good. And this number?"

"Two... pounds... six... shillings?"

"Excellent. Now, here's the real lesson." She pointed to another entry, further down the page. "What does this one say?"

"Paid to... Martin Cooper... for barrels. Two pounds... eight shillings." I frowned. "But that's more. Why would the same barrels cost more?"

"They didn't." Alice's finger traced between the two entries. "See the dates? The first payment was in February. The second in March. Same number of barrels, same supplier, but different prices."

"Did the cost increase?"

"No. Martin Cooper charged the same price both times—two pounds, six shillings. But my father recorded the second entry as eight shillings more. Where do you think that extra money went?"

I stared at the numbers, understanding dawning slowly. "Into his pocket?"

"Or my mother's. Or set aside for some purpose they don't want visible in the main accounts. This is how wealth really works, Eithne. The visible ledger and the invisible one. What everyone can see, and what only the family knows." She turned the page, showing me more entries. "Every merchant does this. Some skim from their business to fund their household. Some keep multiple sets of books. Some use one business to hide the profits of another."

"Is that... allowed?"

Alice laughed, genuinely amused. "Allowed by whom? The king's taxmen would certainly prefer we didn't do it. But everyone does, to some degree. The trick is knowing how much you can hide before it becomes dangerous, before it draws unwanted attention."

She pulled out a separate ledger, smaller than the main accounts. "This is the real record. My mother keeps it, teaches me from it. It shows the true flow of money—where it comes from, where it goes, what it's used for. Dowries, bribes, investments in ships, loans to nobles who'd be embarrassed to admit they needed money from merchants. This book is power, Eithne. Whoever controls this book controls the family fortune."

"Will it pass to you?" I asked.

"When my mother dies, yes. She's teaching me everything—not just how to read the numbers, but how to think about them. How to see patterns, anticipate problems, identify opportunities." Alice closed the smaller ledger carefully. "My father is good at the immediate business—buying, selling, negotiating the daily trades. But long-term planning? Understanding how money moves through multiple transactions, across months or years? That's my mother's gift. And now it's mine."

I must have looked overwhelmed, because Alice smiled—not her sharp, calculating smile, but something warmer, almost sisterly.

"You'll understand, in time. I'm not teaching you this so you can keep my accounts, Eithne. I'm teaching you because I want you to understand the world you're living in. To see how it really works, beneath the surface. Too many women accept poverty because they don't understand money. They leave all financial matters to men and then wonder why they're left destitute when their husbands die or divorce them."

She leaned back in her chair, her expression distant. "When I marry William Outlaw, I'll bring a substantial dowry. But I'll also bring knowledge. I'll know exactly what his business entails, what his assets are, how his money moves. And I'll make sure that some of that money moves under my control, into accounts he can't access without me."

"Won't he resent that?"

"Probably. But he'll also appreciate it. William Outlaw is a banker, Eithne. He understands the value of a wife who can manage complex finances. And he's old enough, established enough, that he won't feel threatened by my competence. A younger man might see it as a challenge to his authority. But William?" She shrugged. "He'll see it as an asset."

"You sound as if you're negotiating a business merger," I said, then immediately regretted my boldness.

But Alice only smiled. "Because that's exactly what marriage is, for people like us. Love is a luxury of the poor, who have nothing else to trade. We trade property, connections, financial security. If affection develops, that's pleasant. If it doesn't?" Another shrug. "At least we have wealth and position."

It was a cold way to view marriage, but I understood it. I'd seen enough of the world by then to know that love was unreliable, that passion faded, that the marriages that endured were built on more practical foundations. My own parents had married for land consolidation, and they'd managed to produce seven children before my father's farm failed. Whether they'd loved each other, I couldn't say. It had never seemed relevant.



Over the following months, I watched Alice's education continue in earnest. Her mother, weakening daily but determined to pass on everything she knew, spent hours with Alice in the counting room. They spoke in Flemish, French, and Latin, switching languages mid-conversation as easily as breathing. They worked through account books, trade agreements, letters of credit. They discussed the political situation in England, the wars in France, how unrest in one region could disrupt trade routes and create opportunities in another.

I was often present for these lessons, officially there to tend the fire or bring refreshments, but actually there to absorb whatever I could. Alice would sometimes glance at me during these sessions, a slight smile on her lips, as if to say: You see? This is what I meant. This is the currency that matters.

And I did see. I saw how information flowed through that household like water through a mill, turning the wheels of commerce. I saw how Alice's mother had built networks of knowledge—which nobles were in debt, which merchants were struggling, which ships were unseaworthy, which trade routes were being watched by pirates. All of this intelligence came to her through letters, through traveling merchants, through the whispered conversations of servants in other households.

"Information is more valuable than gold," Mistress van Artevelde told Alice one evening, her voice barely above a whisper. She'd taken to her bed permanently by this time, too weak to maintain the fiction of health. "Gold you can steal or lose. Information, properly used, generates gold endlessly."

She gestured for Alice to bring her a locked box from the chest beside the bed. Alice produced a key from around her neck—I'd seen it there often but never known its purpose—and opened the box. Inside were letters, dozens of them, carefully organized and marked.

"These are my sources," Mistress van Artevelde said. "Each one is a person in a different city, a different household. Some are merchants themselves, happy to trade information with me. Some are servants in noble houses who I pay for tidbits of gossip. Some are my own relatives in Flanders. Each letter tells me something—who's in debt, who's getting married, who's feuding with whom, what the king is planning, what the Church is doing."

She handed Alice a letter. "This one arrived yesterday. It's from my cousin in Bruges. Read it."

Alice read aloud, translating from Flemish: "Greetings, cousin. I hope this letter finds you well. Trade here remains steady despite the recent troubles in Ghent. The wool market is strong, with English merchants complaining about Irish competition—" She looked up, smiling. "That would be us."

"Continue."

"The duke is said to be planning new taxes on cloth exports, which has the drapers in an uproar. Several are considering relocating their operations to avoid the taxes. And there are whispers that the pope may establish new regulations on moneylending, though nothing official yet."

Mistress van Artevelde nodded. "What do you learn from this?"

Alice thought for a moment. "The duke's taxes create opportunity. If Flemish drapers are looking to relocate, we could attract them here to Kilkenny, offer them favorable terms. And the pope's potential regulations on moneylending..." She paused. "That could affect William Outlaw's business significantly."

"Very good. Now, what do you do with this information?"

"Approach the drapers before competitors do. And speak with William about the moneylending regulations—show him that I'm thinking about his interests, that I bring value beyond my dowry."

Her mother smiled, pleased. "Exactly. This is how you make yourself indispensable. Not just by being decorative or obedient, but by being useful. By knowing things others don't, by seeing connections others miss, by anticipating problems before they arrive."

She took the letter back, holding it carefully. "When I'm gone, this network passes to you. Guard it carefully. Feed it regularly—information flows both ways, remember. You must give to receive. And never, ever let your husband control it. This is yours, Alice. Your inheritance, your power. Do you understand?"

"I understand, Mother."

"I'm not sure you do. Not yet." The older woman's eyes were fierce despite her failing body. "Men have the law on their side, daughter. They have the Church, the courts, the right to own property and make contracts. We have only our wits and our knowledge. Never forget that. Never let them take this from you."

I watched this exchange from my corner, understanding perhaps better than Alice did what her mother was really saying. I'd grown up watching women be diminished, made small, their contributions erased. My own mother, clever as she was, had no recourse when my father failed. She couldn't own the land, couldn't negotiate with creditors, couldn't even keep her own children without his permission.

But Alice's mother was teaching her daughter a different way. Not rebellion, exactly—that would have been too dangerous. But something subtler: how to operate within the system while maintaining hidden reserves of power. How to appear properly subservient while actually controlling significant resources. How to let men think they were in charge while quietly directing outcomes.

It was a dangerous game. I could see that even then. But what choice did women like them have? Accept complete powerlessness, or learn to fight with the only weapons available?



On a cold day in December, Mistress van Artevelde died. She'd been fading for months, her body slowly shutting down despite the expensive medicines and physicians her husband imported from Dublin and even London. In the end, she slipped away quietly in her sleep, and we found her in the morning looking almost peaceful.

Alice did not cry. At least, not where anyone could see her. She stood beside her mother's body, dry-eyed and still, while the house erupted into the organized chaos of mourning. She supervised the laying out of the body, the sending of messages to relatives and business associates, the arrangements for the funeral.

It was only later, after everyone had left and the house had fallen quiet, that I found her in the counting room. She sat at her mother's desk, the secret ledger open before her, tears streaming silently down her face.

I stood in the doorway, uncertain. We'd never been friends, exactly—the gulf between mistress and servant was too wide for that. But in the years I'd served her, we'd developed something: a mutual understanding, perhaps, or a shared recognition of what it meant to be female in a world that preferred we didn't exist.

"Eithne," she said without looking up. "Come here."

I approached slowly. Alice placed her hand flat on the open ledger.

"She taught me everything she knew," she said quietly. "How to read these numbers, how to see the patterns, how to think three moves ahead. She prepared me as well as any son could have been prepared. Better, probably. Because she knew I'd need every advantage."

"She was a remarkable woman," I offered.

"She was. And do you know what frightened her most? Not death. Not pain. But the thought that after she was gone, I'd have no one. That I'd be surrounded by men who would try to control me, limit me, make me small. That I'd have no woman to turn to, no one who understood."

She finally looked at me, her eyes red but her gaze steady. "I know I'm not easy to serve, Eithne. I know I demand more than most mistresses would. But I need you to understand why. I need someone who sees what I'm doing, who knows what I'm fighting against. Someone who'll witness it all and remember, even if—" She stopped, swallowed hard. "Even if things go badly. Will you do that? Will you be my witness?"

I thought about the silver penny she'd given me on my first day, still hidden in my things. I thought about all she'd taught me in the past year—not just how to read and write, but how to think, how to see the world clearly, how to understand that I had value beyond what men assigned me.

"Yes, mistress," I said. "I will."

Alice nodded once, then closed the ledger with a soft thump. She stood, wiped her face, and straightened her shoulders. When she spoke again, her voice was back to its usual controlled tone.

"Good. Then let's get to work. There's a funeral to arrange, and after that, a wedding to plan. And Eithne? From now on, you're not just my servant. You're my secretary. You'll keep my appointments, manage my correspondence, maintain my records. The household accounts will remain with Griet, but my personal affairs—my mother's network, my private ledgers—those are yours and mine alone."

"I'm honored, mistress."

"Don't be honored. Be competent. That's what I need."

And with that, she swept out of the counting room to face the public mourning, leaving me alone with the ledger that contained the secrets of her family's fortune.

I stood there for a long moment, understanding that my life had just changed again. I was no longer simply a servant. I was something else: confidant, secretary, keeper of secrets. Alice's mother had warned that power draws envy, that knowledge invites danger.

I was about to learn exactly how right she'd been.
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​Chapter 3: William Outlaw Comes Calling
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William Outlaw came calling three weeks after Mistress van Artevelde's funeral, which was precisely the appropriate interval between mourning and business. I answered the door myself that gray January morning, and my first thought upon seeing him was that he looked like a man who'd spent his life counting other people's money.

He was perhaps fifty years old, though it was hard to tell—his face had that ageless quality of the prosperous, well-fed but not fat, lined but not weathered. His clothes were expensive without being ostentatious: good wool dyed a deep russet, fur trim at the collar and cuffs, a heavy cloak against the cold. Everything about him spoke of careful calculation, of measured display. Here was a man who knew exactly how much wealth to show and how much to hide.

"I'm here to see Master Kyteler," he said, his voice as measured as his appearance. "He's expecting me."

"Of course, Master Outlaw. Please, come in."

I'd been warned he was coming. Alice had told me the night before while I helped her prepare her mother's correspondence for storage in the locked chest that now lived in her own chamber.

"My father has invited William Outlaw to discuss business," she'd said, her tone carefully neutral. "They'll meet in the counting room. I'll be present, ostensibly to serve refreshments. You'll attend as well."

"To be invisible?" I'd asked, understanding my role.

"To be my eyes and ears. I want your impressions of him. Not what he says—I'll hear that myself. But what you observe. How he moves, how he looks at things, what he touches, what he avoids. Everything."

Now, leading William Outlaw through the house to the counting room where Alice's father waited, I began that observation. He moved with confidence but not arrogance, his eyes taking in the details of the house without appearing to stare. When we passed the warehouse entrance, he glanced in—a brief, assessing look that catalogued the goods visible there. When we climbed the stairs, his hand on the rail was light, proprietary almost, as if he were already imagining this house as part of his holdings.

Jan Kyteler stood when we entered, extending his hand. "William! Thank you for coming."

"My condolences again on your wife's passing," Outlaw said, gripping Jan's hand firmly. "She was a remarkable woman."

"She was indeed." Jan's voice was gruff with genuine emotion. He'd loved his wife, I thought, in his own limited way. Loved her competence, certainly, if not the woman herself. "Sit, please. We have much to discuss."

I moved to pour wine while Alice entered from the side door, carrying a tray of bread and cheese. She'd dressed carefully—a dark blue gown that was somber without being overtly mourning attire, her hair in simple braids that made her look younger than her nineteen years. But I saw the calculation in it: appearing modest and grieving while still displaying her best features.

"My daughter, Alice," Jan said, gesturing. "Alice, this is William Outlaw."

"Master Outlaw." Alice set down the tray and curtsied, eyes downcast.

"Mistress Alice." Outlaw's gaze lingered on her, assessing but not lecherous. I'd seen men look at women as property to be acquired, and there was something of that in his expression, but also something else—a kind of respect, perhaps, or at least acknowledgment of value. "Your father speaks highly of your capabilities."

"You're kind to say so." Alice's voice was soft, maidenly. Only I, who knew her well, could hear the thread of steel beneath the silk.

"My daughter has been helping me manage the household accounts since her mother fell ill," Jan said, settling into his chair. "She has a good head for figures."

"Essential in a merchant household," Outlaw agreed. He sipped his wine, then looked at Jan directly. "I'll speak plainly, if I may. We both know why I'm here. You need an alliance to secure your daughter's future and maintain your business during this difficult transition. I need..." He paused, choosing his words carefully. "A connection to the Flemish trade networks your late wife cultivated so ably. And a wife who can manage a complex household while I attend to my banking affairs."

I nearly dropped the wine jug. Such directness was unusual in marriage negotiations, which typically involved months of delicate dancing around the actual terms.

Jan seemed equally surprised, but he recovered quickly. "You are direct, Master Outlaw."

"I'm old enough to waste time on pretense. I've been married before—you knew my late wife, I believe. A good woman, may she rest in peace, but not..." He gestured vaguely. "Not suited to the complexities of my business. She managed our home well but had no head for commerce. My children are grown and established in their own lives. What I need now is a partner, not merely a wife."

Alice had been standing quietly by the wall, but I saw her posture shift slightly, her attention sharpening. This was not the proposal she'd been expecting—or rather, it was exactly what she'd hoped for but hadn't dared assume.

"And you believe my daughter could be such a partner?" Jan asked.

"I believe she could, yes. If she's anything like her mother—and you've said she is—then she has the intelligence and education to understand financial matters. That's rare in a woman, and valuable." Outlaw turned to look at Alice directly. "Mistress Alice, I know it's unusual for the woman to be present during these discussions, but since we're speaking plainly: Are you capable of understanding letters of credit, bills of exchange, interest calculations, and property law?"

Alice met his gaze, and I saw her making a decision in that moment—whether to continue the performance of modest maidenhood or to show him who she really was.

She chose truth.

"Yes," she said simply. "My mother taught me all of that and more. I can read and write in Flemish, French, and Latin. I can calculate interest at various rates in my head. I understand the difference between a letter of credit and a promissory note, when to use each, and how to verify their legitimacy. I know which nobles in Ireland and England are reliable debtors and which are not. And I've been managing my father's accounts—all of them, including the private ledgers—since my mother became too ill to do so."

The room fell silent. Jan Kyteler looked simultaneously proud and nervous, as if his daughter had just performed an impressive trick that might also blow up in their faces.

Outlaw's expression was unreadable. He studied Alice for a long moment, then turned back to Jan. "She's direct as well. I appreciate that."

"She's her mother's daughter," Jan said quietly.

"Indeed." Outlaw stood, moving to the window that overlooked the street. "Let me explain what I'm offering, so there are no misunderstandings. I'm a wealthy man—you know this. My banking business generates substantial income, and I own properties here in Kilkenny and in Dublin. I have three children from my first marriage, all of whom have received their inheritance settlements already. Any children from a second marriage would be provided for separately."

He turned back to face them. "What I'm proposing is not a traditional marriage settlement. I'm proposing a business partnership that happens to include marriage. Your daughter would have access to my accounts, would help manage my financial affairs, would be a true partner in my business decisions. In exchange, she brings her Flemish connections, her mother's information network, and her own considerable abilities."

"And the dowry?" Jan asked, ever the practical merchant.

"Modest. I'm not interested in bankrupting you to marry your daughter. A reasonable sum that reflects her value without being ostentatious—say, three hundred marks? Plus the household goods and personal items traditional to such arrangements."

It was, I knew, a small dowry for such a wealthy match. Alice could have commanded five hundred marks or more from a man of Outlaw's standing. He was essentially offering to marry her for her skills rather than her money.

Jan rubbed his chin, thinking. "And if there are children? What provision for them?"

"Any son would be my heir for the banking business, after my existing son's portion is secured. Any daughter would receive a dowry of one hundred marks minimum, adjusted for inflation if the marriage occurs many years hence. All of this would be detailed in the marriage contract, naturally."

"Naturally." Jan looked at his daughter. "Alice? You've been quiet. What do you think of this proposal?"

This was the moment. Alice had been given permission to speak, to express her opinion in a matter that would determine the rest of her life. I held my breath, wondering what she would say.

"I think Master Outlaw is offering something rare," Alice said slowly. "Most men would want a wife to manage their household and produce children. Master Outlaw is offering a true partnership, which suggests he values competence over convention." She paused. "But I have questions."

"Ask them," Outlaw said.

"Would I have access to all your accounts, or only certain ones? Would I be permitted to make financial decisions independently, or would I need your approval for each transaction? And most importantly—" Her eyes were steady on his. "If we disagree on a business matter, whose decision prevails?"

A smile tugged at Outlaw's lips, the first genuine expression I'd seen on his careful face. "Direct questions deserve direct answers. You would have access to all accounts related to the household and the day-to-day banking operations. Certain investment decisions would require consultation between us—I won't pretend to give you completely free rein, nor would I expect you to give me the same. As for disagreements..." He considered. "I propose we handle them as business partners do—through negotiation and compromise. If we cannot agree, we each maintain our separate spheres. I don't need a wife who simply obeys. I need one who challenges me when I'm wrong."

"And if you believe I'm wrong?"

"Then you'll have to convince me otherwise. With logic and evidence, not tears or manipulation." He studied her carefully. "Does that arrangement appeal to you?"

"It does," Alice said. "Very much."

"Then perhaps we should discuss the specifics of the marriage contract. With your father's permission, of course."

Jan looked between them, clearly trying to assess whether he was being clever or foolish in allowing this unusual arrangement. Finally, he nodded. "Very well. Let's discuss terms."



What followed was the strangest betrothal negotiation I would ever witness. Instead of the usual discussions of dowry and settlements while the bride waited in another room, Alice participated fully. She and Outlaw discussed property arrangements, inheritance provisions, and financial responsibilities as equals. Jan contributed occasionally, but mostly he watched his daughter negotiate her own future with a mixture of pride and trepidation.

The marriage contract they eventually drafted was extraordinary. Alice would bring a dowry of three hundred marks, but she would retain control over any income generated by her Flemish trade connections. Outlaw would provide a jointure—property that would pass to Alice if he died—equal to the dowry amount. But more importantly, Alice would have the legal right to manage household accounts, invest in trade ventures with Outlaw's capital, and maintain her own business correspondence.

"This is highly unusual," the lawyer said when he was called in to draft the formal documents a week later. "Most marriage contracts specify that the wife's property passes entirely to the husband's control."

"Most wives aren't capable of managing complex financial affairs," Outlaw replied. "Mine will be. Draft it as I've specified."

The lawyer, a pinched little man named Dalton, looked scandalized. "But sir, if she has independent access to funds, she could—"

"She could what? Steal from me?" Outlaw's voice was mild but his eyes were hard. "If my wife wished to rob me, Master Dalton, giving her legal access to accounts would be the least efficient way to do so. She could accomplish that much more easily through traditional wifely manipulation—spending on frivolous items, supporting her family at my expense, general wastefulness. This way, at least her expenditures are documented and purposeful."

"It sets a dangerous precedent—"

"For whom? Other men who might wish to marry competent women? I fail to see the danger." Outlaw stood, indicating the conversation was over. "Draft the contract as specified. If you're uncomfortable doing so, I can find another lawyer."

Dalton drafted the contract.



My duties during the betrothal period were extensive. Alice had been right to elevate me to secretary—I was needed in that capacity now more than ever. I maintained her correspondence with her mother's Flemish contacts, informing them of the marriage and assuring them that the trade relationships would continue. I helped catalog the household goods that would form part of her dowry—linens, plate, furniture, books. I accompanied her on visits to Outlaw's house to assess what would be needed there.

That first visit to Outlaw's residence revealed much about the man Alice was marrying. His house was smaller than the Kyteler house, but more finely appointed. Where the Kyteler house was built for commerce, with warehouse space and receiving rooms for merchants, Outlaw's house was built for banking—secure, private, designed for discrete transactions. The ground floor held a counting room with a massive iron-bound chest for holding valuables, several private chambers for confidential meetings, and a locked strong-room whose door was thick enough to withstand a battering ram.

"Impressive," Alice murmured as Outlaw showed us through.

"Necessary," he corrected. "Banking requires security. Too many men think they can solve their debts by stealing back their collateral." He gestured to the strong-room door. "That lock is German-made, the best available. Only two keys exist—I hold one, and my chief clerk holds the other. After we're married, I'll have a third key made for you."

Alice's eyes gleamed. Access to the strong-room meant access to the true heart of his business—the records, the securities, the physical wealth. It was a gesture of trust that spoke more clearly than any romantic declaration.

"I'll guard it carefully," she said.

"I know you will. That's why I'm giving it to you."

The upper floors of the house were residential, but sparse—clearly the home of a widower who'd lived alone for years. The master chamber was well-appointed but impersonal, the other rooms largely empty.

"I expect you'll want to make changes," Outlaw said, gesturing around. "My late wife had particular tastes that may not suit you. You'll have a household budget for furnishings and improvements."

"How much?" Alice asked, ever practical.

"Fifty marks annually, with the understanding that major renovations would require discussion."

It was a generous amount—most households ran on a fraction of that for all expenses. Alice nodded approvingly.

As we toured the house, I watched the two of them together. There was no romance in their interactions, no longing glances or soft words. But there was something else: mutual respect, perhaps, or recognition of shared competence. They spoke to each other as equals, discussing practical matters with easy fluency. When they disagreed—Outlaw wanted to keep his late wife's old kitchen layout, Alice wanted to modernize it—they negotiated calmly until reaching compromise.

It was, I thought, exactly the kind of marriage Alice had been trained for. Not love, but partnership. Not passion, but profit. And watching them plan their future together with the cool calculation of merchants arranging a trade deal, I couldn't decide if it was the most sensible thing I'd ever seen or the saddest.



The wedding preparations occupied the next three months. Despite Outlaw's preference for a modest ceremony, Jan Kyteler insisted on a proper display. The marriage would unite two of Kilkenny's wealthiest merchant families—it needed to be witnessed, celebrated, to cement the social and political alliance it represented.

"It's not about the wedding itself," Jan explained when Alice protested the expense. "It's about the statement it makes. We're demonstrating that despite your mother's death, this family remains strong. That our connections remain valuable. That we're still important players in Kilkenny's commercial life."

So Alice submitted to the elaborate preparations with the same strategic thinking she applied to everything else. If the wedding was a performance, she would ensure it was a compelling one.

I coordinated much of the practical arrangements, working with Griet to plan a feast for two hundred guests. We ordered wine from France, spices from Venice, fresh fish from the coast. The wedding would take place at St. Mary's Cathedral, followed by festivities at the Kyteler house that would last three days.

Alice's wedding gown was commissioned from the finest seamstress in Kilkenny—deep crimson silk with gold embroidery at the cuffs and hem. The color was bold, striking, a statement of wealth and confidence rather than virginal white. When Alice first tried it on, she stood before the mirror in her chamber with an expression I couldn't quite read.

"What do you think, Eithne?" she asked.

"You look magnificent, mistress."

"I look like a merchant's daughter trying to appear richer than she is," Alice said, but without real criticism. "Which is exactly the point, I suppose. Appearance is reality in these matters."

She turned, examining herself from different angles. "My mother wore blue when she married my father. Flemish blue, the color of wealth and virtue. I remember her telling me about it—how she'd chosen the color deliberately, to remind everyone of her family's power and connections." She smoothed the crimson silk. "I chose red because I want them to remember me differently. Not as the virtuous daughter, but as the capable partner. Red for ambition. For power."

"Some might say red is unsuitable for a bride," I ventured.

"Some will say many things about me before I'm done," Alice replied. "I might as well give them something worth talking about."



The wedding day dawned clear and cold, a rare sunny day in March that felt like a blessing. I helped Alice dress, my hands steadier than hers as I laced the gown and arranged her hair. She wore it in elaborate braids wound with gold thread, a style that had taken me two hours to create and would probably give me nightmares about tangles for weeks.

"Are you nervous?" I asked as I secured the final pin.

"Should I be?" Alice met my eyes in the mirror. "I know what I'm getting. A wealthy husband who values my skills. A comfortable life. Children, probably, if we're fortunate. It's everything I was raised to want."

"But?"

"But nothing. There is no 'but.'" She stood, shaking out her skirts. "This is a good match, Eithne. The best I could have hoped for. William is smart enough to appreciate me, old enough not to try to control me, and wealthy enough to provide security. Many women would kill for such an arrangement."

I didn't point out that she hadn't mentioned love, affection, or even basic attraction. We both knew those weren't part of the bargain.

The ceremony itself was grand, exactly as Jan had intended. St. Mary's Cathedral was packed with guests—merchants, nobles, city officials, clergy. Bishop de Ledrede had not yet arrived in Ossory (he would be appointed years later, bringing his zealous attention to heresy with him), so the ceremony was performed by a more moderate church official who seemed primarily interested in getting through it efficiently.

Alice and William stood before the altar, making their vows in steady voices. He promised to honor and protect her. She promised to obey and serve him. The words were traditional, expected, meaningless. The real vows had been made in the marriage contract, in the detailed provisions about property and authority that gave Alice far more power than most wives could dream of.

When they kissed to seal the union, it was brief and formal—more ritual than romance. But when they turned to face the congregation as husband and wife, I saw something in Alice's face that gave me pause. Not happiness, exactly, but satisfaction. Triumph, perhaps.

She had done it. Secured her future, maintained her independence, positioned herself for the kind of partnership her mother had enjoyed. All while appearing to do exactly what society expected of a merchant's daughter.

The feast afterward was everything Jan had hoped for—excessive, impressive, memorable. Tables groaned under the weight of food. Wine flowed freely. Musicians played. Important men gave toasts praising the union, the families, the bright future ahead.

I moved through it all invisibly, ensuring Alice's wine cup was never empty, that her needs were anticipated before she had to voice them. Late in the evening, I found myself standing near William Outlaw as he spoke with several other merchants about credit terms and interest rates. Even at his own wedding feast, business continued.

"Your new wife is quite remarkable," one of the men said—John Darcy, a local merchant I recognized. "Beautiful and clever both. You're a fortunate man."

"I am," Outlaw agreed. "Though I'd argue the fortune lies more in her competence than her beauty. A beautiful fool is still a fool. But a woman who can manage accounts and maintain trade connections? That's rarer than gold."

"Still," another man said with a slight sneer. "It's unusual to give a wife so much authority. Aren't you concerned she might... overstep?"

Outlaw's expression didn't change, but his voice cooled noticeably. "I'm concerned she might be underutilized. I married her for her abilities, not despite them. Any man who thinks a competent wife is a liability rather than an asset is a fool who deserves to be poor."

The other men laughed, though some of the laughter was uncomfortable. The conversation moved on to other topics, but I'd heard what I needed to hear: William Outlaw meant what he'd said about partnership. He wasn't marrying Alice to control her, but to collaborate with her.

Whether that would prove to be wisdom or folly, only time would tell.



Late that night, after the guests had finally departed and the servants were cleaning up, I helped Alice prepare for her wedding night. Her crimson gown was carefully stored away—it would be saved, perhaps altered later, certainly never worn again. Such things were too expensive to be single-use, even for wealthy merchants.

Alice stood in her shift, her elaborate braids already coming undone. She looked younger like this, more vulnerable. For a moment, I glimpsed the girl she must have been before her mother's illness, before the weight of responsibility had settled on her shoulders.

"Are you frightened?" I asked quietly.

Alice considered the question. "No. Apprehensive, perhaps. I know what's expected, what will happen. My mother explained the... practicalities. But knowing something in theory and experiencing it are different things."

"If you need anything—"

"I know where to find you." She managed a small smile. "Thank you, Eithne. For everything. For being steady when I need steadiness. For witnessing all of this."

"It's my honor, mistress."

"Alice," she corrected, as she always did. "In private, still Alice."

There was a knock at the door—William, come to claim his bride. I curtsied to both of them and withdrew, leaving them alone for their first night as husband and wife.

I didn't see Alice again until the next morning. When I brought her breakfast, she was alone in the bed, the sheets suggesting that yes, the marriage had been consummated. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, her expression thoughtful.

"Well?" I asked, setting down the tray.

"It was... adequate," Alice said, with typical directness. "Not painful, not particularly pleasant. Efficient, like everything else about William." She bit into a piece of bread. "I can manage this. I can be the wife he needs, fulfill those obligations. It's a small price to pay for everything else he's giving me."

And that, I thought, was the most honest assessment of marriage I'd ever heard. Not love, not passion, not even affection. Just a pragmatic acknowledgment of duties exchanged for benefits received.

Alice Kyteler had become Alice Outlaw, and she'd done it exactly as she'd planned—strategically, effectively, with her eyes wide open to both the costs and the rewards.

What none of us could have predicted was just how high those costs would eventually climb, or how dearly we would all pay for the choices made in these early, optimistic days.

But that morning, drinking her wedding-breakfast ale and planning her first week in her new household, Alice simply looked satisfied. She'd secured her position, claimed her partnership, and begun building the power base that would sustain her through four marriages and one of the most notorious trials in Irish history.

She looked, in that moment, like a woman who had won.

And perhaps she had. For a time, at least.

For a time.
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​Chapter 4: The Banker's Wife
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The first year of Alice's marriage to William Outlaw was, in many ways, an education more intensive than anything her mother had provided. Where Mistress van Artevelde had taught Alice the merchant's trade—buying and selling goods, managing inventories, maintaining trade networks—William taught her the banker's art: the alchemy of turning promises into profit, of making money from money itself.

I moved into the Outlaw household with Alice, as had been arranged. My chamber was smaller than what I'd had in the Kyteler house, tucked into the servants' quarters on the third floor, but it was my own space, and I was grateful for it. From that small room, I watched Alice transform from merchant's daughter to banker's wife, and it was like watching a plant finally given proper soil—she didn't just grow, she flourished.

"Come, Eithne," Alice called to me one morning, perhaps two months after the wedding. "William is meeting with a client, and he wants me present. Bring your writing materials."

This had become our pattern. Whenever William met with important clients, Alice attended, ostensibly to serve refreshments but actually to observe and learn. And I attended Alice, ostensibly as her maid but actually as her secretary, taking notes on everything discussed.

The client that morning was a minor nobleman named Sir Richard de Clare, a younger son of a minor house, the type of man who had a title but precious little money to support it. He sat across from William in the counting room, his fine clothes slightly worn at the cuffs, his boots well-made but showing signs of being resoled multiple times. I poured wine for all of them while Alice took her seat beside William.

"Sir Richard," William said pleasantly. "You mentioned in your letter that you needed a loan to finance repairs to your manor."

"Yes, yes." De Clare shifted uncomfortably. "The roof is in a terrible state, and there's damage to the foundation. If I don't address it soon, the whole structure may become unsound."

"A substantial undertaking," William agreed. "What sum did you have in mind?"

"Fifty marks, perhaps? I have land I could offer as security—good farmland, productive."

William and Alice exchanged a glance, so brief that De Clare probably didn't notice it. But I did, and I saw the calculation pass between them.

"Fifty marks is considerable," William said. "Tell me about this land."

De Clare described it—location, acreage, tenants, expected yields. As he spoke, I noticed Alice's fingers moving slightly against her skirt, as if counting. Later, she would explain to me that she was calculating the land's actual value based on what De Clare was revealing, comparing it against what she knew of property values in that area.

When De Clare finished, William steepled his fingers. "The land you describe might serve as adequate security for... thirty marks, perhaps."

"Thirty? But I need fifty!"

"What you need and what you can borrow are different things, Sir Richard. The land's value, even at generous assessment, doesn't support a fifty-mark loan. However..." William paused, and I saw the shift in his expression that meant he was about to make a proposition that would benefit him more than his client. "There may be alternatives."

"What sort of alternatives?"

"Your manor includes timber rights, does it not? And fishing rights on the stream that runs through the property?"

"Well, yes, but those are part of the estate—"

"What if you were to grant those rights to me as additional security? Not permanently, of course. Just until the loan is repaid. With the land plus the timber and fishing rights, I could extend the loan to forty-five marks."

De Clare hesitated, clearly torn between need and pride. Alice leaned forward slightly.

"Sir Richard," she said, her voice gentle but clear. "May I speak plainly?"

Both men looked at her with surprise—William with a hint of amusement, De Clare with wariness.

"Of course, Mistress Outlaw," De Clare said, though his tone suggested he wasn't sure about this at all.

"My husband is being generous. Timber and fishing rights are valuable—more valuable than you might realize. The market for both has been strong lately. If you default on this loan, those rights alone might be worth more than the money you're borrowing." She smiled slightly. "But he's offering you forty-five marks instead of thirty, which gives you a much better chance of completing your repairs properly. A partial repair is often worse than no repair at all—it creates the illusion of soundness while the actual problems continue to worsen."

De Clare stared at her, clearly not expecting a woman to speak so directly about financial matters. But I saw something shift in his expression—a recognition, perhaps, that she was making sense.

"You're saying I should take the offer," he said slowly.

"I'm saying you should consider it carefully. The alternative is to borrow thirty marks, attempt repairs that will be inadequate, and find yourself back here in two years needing another loan—by which time the damage may be so severe that the repairs cost twice as much." Alice sat back. "Of course, the decision is yours. But my husband's terms are fair, and his interest rates are among the most reasonable in Kilkenny."
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