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​Chapter 1:

Storm in Her Blood
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The wind off the Atlantic carried with it the scent of salt and old secrets, sweeping through the coastal hamlets of Poitou like a whisper of things to come. In the stone halls of Belleville-sur-Vie, where tapestries hung damp with age and the hearth sputtered against the sea chill, Jeanne de Belleville was born into a world of duty. It was sometime around the year 1300, though the day went unrecorded —just another girl born to a noble house, destined for obedience, silence, and alliance through marriage. Yet there was a strange solemnity to her eyes from the start, according to the old wet nurse who lived long enough to speak of it. Jeanne was not a loud child, nor a docile one. She watched before she acted, listened before she spoke, and, when she did speak, she measured her words like a merchant tallying coin. She belonged to a family of landowners, warriors in name more than practice by the fourteenth century, but there was steel in the blood nonetheless, something older than chivalry and colder than piety.

Her father was a man of moderate ambition and disciplined wealth. He made his alliances carefully and saw in Jeanne the chance for a profitable marriage. She was schooled in the manner expected of noble girls—trained in managing a household, in embroidery, in the soft Latin of church hymns. But it was the sea she loved. She would wander the craggy cliffs when permitted, lifting her chin into the briny gusts like someone defying the world itself to tell her where to belong. She was not allowed to climb the tower walls or race the children in the courtyard, but she did both when no one was looking. The old priest assigned to oversee her Latin said she had a clever tongue and a dangerous understanding of justice for a girl her age. That comment earned him a cold week’s silence from her father and a new, more agreeable tutor for Jeanne.

Jeanne’s first marriage came early, before the fullness of her voice had grown into its sharp edge. She was wed to Geoffrey de Châteaubriant when she was twelve, a match more political than passionate, though not without kindness. Geoffrey was older, steady, and careful with her. In time, she bore him two surviving children, one boy and one girl, and learned the rhythm of running a noble house: the endless correspondence, the management of servants and stewards, the balancing of appearances and alliances. But it was a role she wore like borrowed armor. In public, she moved with grace, her words diplomatic and her smile faintly amused. In private, she walked her halls at night like a restless sentry, ever listening, always watching. There was a sense that she was preparing for something—though no one, not even Jeanne, could say what.

In 1326, Geoffrey died. The cause was unremarkable. It was illness, some said; poison, others whispered—but his death left Jeanne a widow in her mid-twenties, not yet hardened but no longer naïve. She grieved him in her own way—privately, fiercely—and buried whatever dreams she had of contentment alongside him. The lands he left her gave her a taste of power that women were not meant to wield alone, and she learned quickly how to use it. Suits came, of course. Suitors, too—some seeking her beauty, others her holdings. Most she dismissed with a glance, though one man lingered longer than the rest. His name was Guy de Penthièvre, cousin to Charles of Blois and a man with eyes like flint. The match was brief, politically charged once more, and annulled before it could rot into scandal. It was never love, and she never claimed it as such. If anything, the failed marriage taught her the limits of political theater—how fragile the alliances of men could be when true power was at stake.

By the time she met Olivier III de Clisson in 1330, Jeanne was no longer the obedient daughter nor the grieving widow. She was sharp with memory, sober with ambition, and scarred in places no priest could reach and no hand could touch. Olivier was a Breton nobleman of good standing, proud and fearless, with loyalty to the House of Blois and fire in his convictions. He saw in her not just beauty or bloodline, but something deeper: a woman who would not break, even when bent. They met during a formal visit in Nantes, where courtly games masked real negotiations, and nobility danced on the edges of war. Their conversation was not one of flirtation, but of sparring—words chosen like blades, phrases honed to reveal steel beneath silks. Jeanne did not lower her gaze, and Olivier did not apologize for his boldness. It was, strangely, a meeting of equals. It thrilled them both as their blood boiled and their humor grew. 

The night before their wedding, Jeanne stood in the highest tower of her family’s estate, looking out over the sea she had loved as a child. The wind was colder now, the world harder. Somewhere out there, French ships stirred in royal harbors, and the War of the Breton Succession brewed on the horizon like a gathering storm. Her sons slept soundly in the rooms below, unaware of what the tides of war would soon carry. Jeanne’s hand rested on the stone sill, rough beneath her fingers. She had lived through marriage, widowhood, annulment, and the loss of innocence. Tomorrow, she would wed a man who saw her not as a prize, but as a force. And though she did not know it yet, that force would one day become a fury the French Crown would come to fear. For now, she was simply a woman and mother on the edge of a new vow—but the storm was already in her blood.
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​Chapter 2:

Vows of Lions
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Jeanne had known long before the betrothal that she loved Olivier de Clisson—not in the shy, fluttering way of youth, but with the measured certainty of a woman who had already lived through storms and buried too many versions of herself to mistake infatuation for substance. She had watched him from across the gilded chaos of court, taken the measure of his voice, his silences, the fire in his gaze when others turned away from hard truths. There was a stillness to him in the way iron holds its heat until struck. He did not flinch from her boldness, nor attempt to soften it. That was when she knew. She would wed him, or she would not wed again.

The wedding was unlike any she had known or seen—lavish, not only in wealth, but in symbolism. The ceremony took place in Nantes, in the ancient Church of Saint-Nicolas, where the stone walls echoed with Latin chants and the incense choked even the tapestries. The bride wore a gown of deep forest green, embroidered not with lilies but with golden lions, a personal choice that raised more than one eyebrow among the assembled nobility. Her veil was crimson, a Breton color of defiance as much as joy. The groom wore black velvet and chainmail—armor polished to a mirror’s sheen beneath his ceremonial surcoat. Their procession to the altar passed through throngs of lords and ladies, knights and clerics, poets and spies. The hall bristled with quiet calculations, but at the center of it all, Jeanne walked like a queen already crowned.

It was custom, at the time, for weddings to last days rather than hours. After the formal rites, Olivier’s household arranged a feast of nearly impossible opulence. Roasted swan arrived on silver platters, beaks plated in gold. Minstrels played Breton ballads while jugglers and dwarfs entertained the restless sons of visiting dukes. Barrels of Bordeaux and cider were opened until the floors ran slick with wine. Jeanne’s sons—still young, though no longer children—were given positions of honor. Her eldest boy presented the ceremonial sword that was laid before the couple during the blessing, a symbol of shared power and mutual protection. Her younger son stood at her side as she took her vows, his small face proud and uncertain, as though sensing the shift in the air even if he could not name it.

What followed the next day was not merely festivity but family—a quieter gathering, where words were offered in private and alliances whispered over goblets of wine. Jeanne’s kin, though never warm, gave cautious approval. The Clisson family, for their part, welcomed her with a blend of admiration and curiosity. They had expected beauty, perhaps wit. They had not expected her strength. At one point, Jeanne sat with Olivier’s sister near the fire, discussing not embroidery or inheritance, but the siege of Rennes and the rising tensions between the Blois and Montfort factions. When Olivier joined them, she smiled, knowing this was what she had wanted—not a man to shield her from the world, but one who would fight beside her in it.

That night, in their chambers, the laughter of the wedding feast still drifting faintly through the halls, Jeanne and Olivier spoke not of conquest or courtship, but of legacy. She told him of her sons’ dreams, of the lands she had kept intact through sheer will, of her fears—quietly, without shame. He listened, as she knew he would, and told her of the uncertain future of Brittany, of war brewing between factions that tore at the duchy like wolves at a carcass. But in the shadows of candlelight, wrapped in the silk of a marriage made not for convenience but conviction, they spoke mostly of each other. Of trust. Of plans.

Outside, the wind coiled through the stone corridors and lifted the banners hanging from the tower walls. Inside, two people who had both known the sharpness of loss and the ache of survival lay awake, not restless, but ready. The world would not allow them peace, not for long. But for this single night, in a chamber thick with the scent of roses and rain, Jeanne de Clisson was not a widow, not yet a warrior, but simply a woman—fierce, beloved, and at the start of something vast.
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​Chapter 3:

What Comes After
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The first signs came in late spring, when the hedgerows bloomed too early and the air smelled too ripe for the season. Jeanne sat by the solar window, her fingers curved around the soft rise of her belly, the other hand absently turning pages of a book she hadn’t truly read. The sunlight found her, golden on her dark hair, and in that stillness she looked not like a pirate-to-be or a noblewoman sharpened by grief, but something gentler, unguarded. This child was different. This child was born of love, not convenience. Of whispered laughter in shadowed halls. Of long looks across the table when no one else noticed. Olivier had become lighter since they learned the news. He spent hours in the courtyard practicing with wooden swords for a child too small to grip them. Jeanne smiled each time he brought one home—carved knights, painted shields, even a little horse that bobbed on a string.

The castle swelled with warmth. Visitors came and went, bearing gifts and good wishes. Her older sons watched her with a mixture of reverence and protectiveness, never far from her side. Even the priest, for once, kept his sermons short and his blessings practical, too drunk on celebration to offer the usual warnings. Outside, vines grew fat with promise. Inside, laughter echoed against the old stones like music. Olivier’s voice was the clearest of all, singing nonsense to the baby when he thought no one was listening. Jeanne rarely spoke of her fears, but they existed—coiled beneath her ribs like the first kick of life.
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