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News traveled quickly in the days we were stationed in Rouen, and 
word of her military successes and her spiritual calling preceded her 
by many months; it was as if horses ran faster, and people wrote and 
spoke more clearly then, aided somehow from above. I believed in 
such heavenly intervention then, and I still do now. It was our biggest 
difference, Frémin and I, for Frem was the rare soldier who didn’t 
believe in God; it was clear he too fought for love, for life, for land, but 
never for the divine.

When prophecy’s subject was handed over, I noticed first her short 
hair, uneven, as if cut with a blade, her head scraped in places. She 
looked like one of us. She smelled of burning grass, the surrounding 
countryside, but something of it seemed in her essence, like she was 
the reason the earth this summer was going to be hot and dry. Frem 
came from a hot and dry land—did she remind him of one of his sisters 
or brothers, his mother? Then I noticed the rings around her wrists 
from where various manipulations—chains, armor, hands—kept her 
imprisoned, even as she walked, escorted by us to the cell with the 
fallen beam where we, instead of the nuns customary for keeping a 
woman, would watch her for three nights.  
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She had escaped imprisonment before, but we did not worry because 
she bore a heavy shadow, and her window, with its green leaves left over 
from spring blowing through the arch the fallen beam once spanned, 
was too high for that weight. I sensed Frem was moved by this. He 
was silent that evening when she arrived, and still silent later when it 
grew completely dark, when the night usually sparkled with whispering 
and stories. I spent my rest that first night alone, awake, wondering if 
Frem was thinking about God for once and wondering if somehow I 
was complicit in his new Christian burden. By the early hours, I was 
almost prepared to walk by the captive’s cell to ask her if she thought 
God was good or vengeful, if she felt inspired or commanded, if there 
was a difference.

She, like us, had trouble sleeping. It wasn’t uncommon to catch 
another soldier’s eyes strange and open, even during a rest, even 
during that one summer that it rained every day and we found we had 
forgotten the war, forgotten what our land was and whom it belonged 
to. She had traveled far, had commanded an army; does she still wake 
after little sleep under the stars, surrounded by the smell of metal and 
gunpowder and horses, thinking she is back home on her farm, in the 
way I wake, unsure if I’ve locked the gates to the church after my father 
has finished preaching? It had been my job to keep an eye on God, yet 
here she was, talking low with Frem on his early morning watch about 
her visions, like imminent death had freed her of secrecy. “God does 
not walk by my side,” I could imagine him saying to our charge and 
never to me, “yet because you are here, I have no right not to believe 
in Him.” Was it a sin to be angry at someone who was good at saying 
the right things, soothing words that were always helpful in our tower 
writhing with frustrations, named and unnamed? A soldier is a good 
occupation for a worrier—we worriers often lasted longer. This is where 
she failed; she was certain about what she was doing. I had always 
hoped to shield Frem from certainty—so he wouldn’t fail our cause or 
his own, and because he drew closer to us in doubt.

On the second night, I found out she was nineteen, the same age—if 
this lifelong war hadn’t made me lose count—as I was. Frémin was older, 
more a protector than a fighter, which is perhaps why he didn’t have to 
believe in God. The two of them ate meals together, our meals, mostly 
alone in her cell, soldier and prisoner indistinguishable in the dark. It 
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is said we are all equal in God’s eyes because we are all going to die and 
return to Him; but she would die sooner, and though it is a sin to feel 
so, I was grateful. Yet her blue eyes were tired with something I still 
catch in mine if I’m ever met with my reflection. She knew many of us 
wouldn’t make it back to see if our families still did the same chores, 
told the same stories, played the same games.

That summer when it rained and we pretended we could forget the 
war and more people died in landslides than battles, we men and boys 
could have believed we lived in a castle or as monks in a monastery 
together for all our years. A roving band was stranded with us for a 
few weeks, and we carried on like we were nobles at court, the war 
supporting our entertainment instead of our pain, our boredom. I said 
if that summer were to ever end, we would desert, Frem and I, go to 
where his family toiled over sun-toasted fields, or to where I grew up, 
the other country, and I would use the Bible to teach him to read. Now 
on the dawn of another summer, someone new was stranded with us, 
and not because of floods.

The pyre was already constructed in one of Rouen’s many squares; 
it was visible from the high window in her cell, though from what I saw 
on my rounds and rests she never tried to look out—Frémin was always 
the one to linger around openings, from the beginning. It is said that 
she could predict the future, but I believe she could sense the end; the 
girl who dreamed of ghosts and moved thousands to life and death, 
some without even meeting them. This is why she was unafraid, she 
already knew how people can be wrong, how the world will always be 
too large even when it feels small, how there will always be another 
war if the old one doesn’t last.  

On her third and final night she did sleep, like God wanted her 
to envision her family, her provincial childhood, things she would 
have been too removed from to think of while awake. I was told later 
that she, like Frem, was illiterate, and it only confirmed for me that 
she was somehow above language, that the language her God spoke 
was not to be read or written, but felt and heard. My youth was spent 
preserving old scrolls and watering wine, while she was being visited 
by saints and angels.

As she slept, Frem used his knife to carve a small cross out of the 
fallen beam and held it for a long time before giving it to her, perhaps 
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trying to imagine what armor meant to her anymore, to anyone. I didn’t 
witness the final exchange, but it was around her neck when she was 
led from the tower.

In a way that felt pious, I sat with him the next morning watching 
the smoke grow at a distance, wondering if God cared at all about what 
we did, whom we met, if we could read. For now, with her gone, we had 
nothing to guard but ourselves again. Reaching the high window from 
the square below, her scorched-earth smell rang in a new summer as if 
she were responsible for the seasons changing. It wouldn’t rain much. 
It’s said they burned her three times to be sure, but we didn’t need 
convincing; I’ve seen the dead before, even walking upright among 
men. And in that way, for us and for Frem, for me through his eyes, for 
the brief time she was ours, she was already smoke, a spirit; a sign of 
what’s to come.  
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