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The road came fromthe southern hills and crossed the marshes

by the sea. It was a bad road. A summer's persistent rain had left
it astrip of glutinous nud that baked hard when the sun cane

out, but it was the only road that |led fromthe heights of Sangatte
to the harbours of Calais and Gravelines. At N fulay, a ham et of

no di stinction whatever, it crossed the River Hamon a stone bridge.
The Ham was scarcely worth the title of river. It was a sl ow stream
t hat oozed through fever-ridden marshlands until it vani shed

anong the coastal nudflats. It was so short that a man coul d wade
fromits source to the sea in little nore than an hour, and it was
so shallow that a man could cross it at lowtide w thout getting
his waist wet. It drained the swanps where reeds grew thick and
herons hunted frogs anong the marsh grass, and it was fed by a

maze of smaller streans where the villagers from Niful ay and

Hames and Cui nes set their w cker eel traps.

Ni fulay and its stone bridge m ght have expected to sl unber

t hrough history, except that the town of Calais lay just two niles
to the north and, in the sumer of 1347, an arny of thirty thousand Englishnmen
was laying siege to the port and their encanpnent lay thick between the town's
form dable walls and the

mar shes. The road which cane fromthe heights and crossed the

Ham at N fulay was the only route a French relief force m ght use
and in the height of the sumer, when the inhabitants of Calais
were close to starvation, Philip of Valois, King of France, brought
his army to Sangatte.

Twenty thousand Frenchnen |ined the heights, their banners

thick in the wind blowing fromthe sea. The oriflame was there,



t he sacred war pennant of France. It was a long flag with three
pointed tails, a blood-red ripple of precious silk, and if the flag
| ooked bright that was because it was new. The old oriflanme

was in England, a trophy taken on the wi de green hill between

Wadi court and Crecy the previous sumer. But the new flag was

as sacred as the old, and about it flew the standards of France's
great lords: the banners of Bourbon, of Mntnorency and of the
Count of Armagnac. Lesser flags were visible among the noble
standards, but all proclaimed that the greatest warriors of Philip's
ki ngdom were conme to give battle to the English. Yet between

them and the eneny were the River Ham and the bridge at N ful ay
that was defended by a stone tower around which the English

had dug trenches. These they had filled with archers and nen
at-arnms. Beyond that force was the river, then the marshes, and

on the higher ground close to Calais's high wall and its double
moat was a makeshift town of houses and tents where the English
arnmy lived. And such an arny as had never been seen in France.

The besi egers"” encanmpment was bigger than Calais itself. As far

as the eye could see were streets lined with canvas, with tinber
houses, wi th paddocks for horses, and between them were nen

at-arnms and archers. The oriflamre mght as well have stayed

unf url ed.

W can take the tower, sire." Sir Geoffrey de Charny, as hard

a soldier as any in Philip's arny, gestured down the hill to where
the English garrison of Nifulay was isolated on the French side of
the river.

To what end?" Philip asked. He was a weak man, hesitant in

battle, but his question was pertinent. If the tower did fall and the
bridge of N fulay was thus delivered into his hands, what woul d

it serve? The bridge nerely led to an even greater English arny,

whi ch was already arraying itself on the firmground at the edge

of its encanpnent.

The citizens of Calais, starved and despairing, had seen the

French banners on the southern crest and they had responded by
hanging their own flags fromtheir ranparts. They displ ayed i nages
of the Virgin, pictures of Saint Denis of France and, high on the
citadel, the blue and yellow royal standard to tell Philip that his
subjects still lived, still fought. Yet the brave display could not hide



that they had been besieged for el even nonths. They needed hel p.
Take the tower, sire/ Sir Geoffrey urged, and then attack across
the bridge! Good Christ, if the Goddamms see us win one victory
they mght |lose heart!"™ A grow of agreenment cane fromthe assenbl ed | ords.
The King was less optimstic. It was true that Calais's garrison
still held out, and that the English had hardly damaged its walls,
| et alone found a way to cross the twin noats, but nor had the
French been able to carry any supplies to the bel eaguered town.
The people there did not need encouragenent, they needed food.
A puff of snoke showed beyond the encanprment and a few heart
beats later the sound of a cannon rolled across the marshes. The

m ssile nmust have struck the wall, but Philip was too far away to
see its effect.
A victory here will encourage the garrison,” the Lord of

Mont mor ency urged, and put despair in the English hearts.™

But why should the English | ose heart if the tower of Nifulay
fell? Philip thought it would nerely fill themwith a resolve to
defend the road on the far side of the bridge, but he al so under
stood that he could not keep his rough hounds | eashed when a

hat ed eneny was in sight and so he gave his perm ssion. Take

the tower/ he instructed, and God give you victory."

The King stayed where he was as the | ords gathered nmen and

arnmed thensel ves. The wind fromthe sea brought the snell of

salt, but also a scent of decay which probably cane fromrotting
weed on the long tidal flats. It made Philip melancholy. Hi s new
astrol oger had refused to attend the King for weeks, pleading that
he had a fever, but Philip had |l earned that the nman was in fine
heal t h, which meant that he rmust have seen sone great disaster

in the stars and sinply feared to tell the King. @Qulls cried beneath
the clouds. Far out to sea a grubby sail bellied towards Engl and,
whi | e anot her ship was anchoring off the English-held beaches

and ferrying men ashore in small boats to swell the eneny ranks.
Philip | ooked back to the road and saw a group of around forty

or fifty English knights riding towards the bridge. He nade the
sign of the cross, praying that the knights would be trapped by his
attack. He hated the English. Hated them

The Duke of Bourbon had del egated the organi zati on of the



assault to Sir Geoffrey de Charny and Edouard de Beaujeu, and

that was good. The King trusted both men to be sensible. He did

not doubt they could carry the tower, though he still did not know
what good it would do; but he supposed it was better than letting
his wilder noblenen carry their lances in a wild charge across the
bridge to utter defeat in the marshlands. He knew they would | ove
not hi ng better than to make such an attack. They thought war

was a gane and every defeat only made them nore eager to play.
Fool s, he thought, and he made the sign of the cross again,
wonderi ng what dire prophecy the astrol oger was hiding from him
What we need, he thought, is a nmiracle. Sone great sign from

God. Then he twitched in al arm because a nakerer had just beaten
his great kettledrum A trunpet sounded.

The nusic did not presage the advance. Rather the nusicians

were warmng their instrunents, ready for the attack. Edouard de
Beauj eu was on the right, where he had assenbl ed over a thousand crossbownen
and as nmany nen-at-arns, and he plainly

i ntended to assault the English fromone flank while Sir Geoffrey
de Charny and at least five hundred nen-at-arns charged straight
down the hill at the English entrenchnments. Sir Geoffrey was
striding along the |line shouting at the knights and nen-at-arns

to disnount. They did so reluctantly. They believed that the essence
of war was the cavalry charge, but Sir Geoffrey knew that horses
were no use against a stone tower protected by entrenchnents

and so he was insisting they fought on foot. Shields and swords,"
he told them no lances! On foot! On foot!" Sir Geoffrey had

| earned the hard way that horses were pitiably vulnerable to
English arrows, while nen on foot could advance at the crouch
behi nd stout shields. Sone of the higher-born men were refusing

to disnount, but he ignored them Even nore French nen-at

arms were hurrying to join the charge

The smal |l band of English knights had crossed the bridge now

and | ooked as if they intended to ride straight up the road to challenge the
whol e French battle line, but instead they checked their

horses and gazed up at the horde on the ridge. The King, watching
them saw that they were led by a great lord. He could tell that

by the size of the man's banner, while at |east a dozen of the other
kni ghts carried the square flags of bannerets on their lances. A



rich group, he thought, worth a small fortune in ransons. He

hoped they would ride to the tower and so trap thensel ves.
The Duke of Bourbon trotted his horse back to Philip. The Duke
was in plate arnour that had been scoured with sand, vinegar and
wire until it shone white. H's helnmet, still hanging fromhis saddle's
ponmrel , was crested with feathers dyed blue. He had refused to
di smount from his destrier, which had a steel chanfron to protect
its face and a trapper of gleaming mail to shield its body fromthe
Engli sh archers who were no doubt stringing their bows in the
entrenchments. The oriflamme, sire,” the Duke said. It was
supposed to be a request, but sonehow sounded |ike an order

The oriflame?" The King pretended not to understand.

May | have the honour, sire, of carrying it to battle?"
The King sighed. You outnunber the eneny ten to one," he
said, you hardly need the oriflanmme. Let it stay here. The eneny
will have seen it." And the eneny woul d know what the unfurled
oriflamme neant. It instructed the French to take no prisoners, to
kill everyone, though doubtless any wealthy English kni ght woul d

still be captured rather than killed, for a corpse yielded no ransom
Still, the unfurled triple-tongued flag should put terror into English
hearts. It will remain here/ the King insisted.

The Duke began to protest, but just then a trunpet sounded and

t he crossbowren started down the hill. They were in green and red

tunics with the grail badge of Genoa on their left arms, and each
was acconpani ed by a foot soldier holding a pavise, a huge shield
that woul d protect the crossbowran while he rel oaded his clunsy
weapon. A half-mle away, beside the river, Englishnen were

running fromthe tower to the earth entrenchnents that had been

dug so many nonths before that they were now thickly covered

with grass and weeds. You will mss your battle,"” the King said to
t he Duke who, forgetting the scarlet banner, wheel ed his great
arnmour ed warhorse towards Sir CGeoffrey's men.

Montj oi e Sai nt Denis!" The Duke shouted France's war cry and the
nakerers thunped their big drums and a dozen trunpeters bl ared
their challenge at the sky. There were clicks as hel net visors were
| owered. The crossbownen were already at the foot of the slope,
spreading right to envelop the English flank. Then the first arrows
flew English arrows, white-feathered, fluttering across the green



l and, and the King, leaning forward in his saddl e, saw that there
were too few archers on the eneny side. Usually, whenever the

dammed English gave battle, their archers outnunbered their

kni ghts and nen-at-arns by at |east three to one, but the outpost

of Nifulay seenmed nostly to be garrisoned by nen-at-arnms. God

speed you!" the King called to his soldiers. He was suddenly

ent hused because he coul d scent victory.

The trumpets sounded again and now the grey netallic tide of
nmen- at -arns swept down the slope. They roared their war cry and

the sound was rivalled by the drumers who were hanmering

their taut goatskins and the trunpeters who were playing as if

they could defeat the English with sound al one. God and Saint Denis!"
t he King shout ed.

The crossbow quarrels were flying now Each short iron bolt

was fitted with | eather vanes and they nmade a hiss as they streaked
towards the earthworks. Hundreds of bolts flew, then the Genoese

st epped behind the huge shields to work the ratchets that bent

back their steel-reinforced bows. Sonme English arrows thunped

into the pavises, but then the archers turned towards Sir Ceoffrey's
attack. They put bodki n-headed arrows on their strings, arrows

that were tipped with three or four inches of narrow shafted stee
that could pierce mail as if it were linen. They drew and shot,

drew and shot, and the arrows thunped into shields and the

French cl osed ranks. One man was pierced in the thigh and stunbled and the
nmen-at-arns fl owed around himand cl osed up again.

An English archer, standing to | oose his bow, was hit in the

shoul der by a crossbow bolt and his arrow flew crazily into the

air.

Montj oi e Sai nt Denis!" The nmen-at-arns bellowed their challenge as
the charge reached the flat ground at the foot of the slope. The
arrows hamered into shields with sickening force, but the French
held their tight formation, shield overlapping shield, and the cross
bowren edged closer to aimat the English archers who were
forced to stand high in their trenches to | oose their weapons. A
bolt went clean through an iron sallet to pierce an English skull.
The man toppl ed sideways, blood spilling down his face. A volley
of arrows whipped fromthe tower's top and the answering
crossbow bolts rattled on the stones as the English nen-at-arns,



seeing that their arrows had not checked the enemy, stood wth
unsheat hed swords to neet the charge

Sai nt Ceorge!" they shouted, then the French attackers were at
the first entrenchment and stabbing down at the English beneath
them Some Frenchnen found narrow causeways piercing the
trench and they streamed through to attack the defenders from
the rear. Archers in the two rearnost trenches had easy targets,

but so did the Genoese crossbowren who stepped from behind
their pavises to rain iron on the enemy. Some of the English,
sensing the slaughter to come, were leaving their entrenchnents
to run towards the Ham Edward de Beaujeu, |eading the cross

bowren, saw the fugitives and shouted at the Genoese to drop
their crossbows and join the attack. They drew swords or axes and
swarnmed at the enenmy. Kill!" Edward de Beaujeu shouted. He was
mounted on a destrier and, his sword drawn, he spurred the big
stallion forward. Kill!"
The Englishnen in the forward trench were dooned. They struggled to protect
thenmsel ves fromthe mass of French nen-at-arns,

but the swords, axes and spears slashed down. Sone nen tried to
yield, but the oriflame was flying and that meant no prisoners
so the French swanped the slick nmud at the trench's bottomwth
Engli sh bl ood. The defenders fromthe rearward trenches were al
runni ng now, but the handful of French horsenen, those too proud
to fight on foot, spurred across the narrow causeways, shoved
t hrough their own men-at-arnms and screaned the war cry as they
drove their big horses into the fugitives beside the river. Stallions
wheel ed as swords chopped. An archer |ost his head beside the

river that turned sudden red. A nan-at-arns screaned as he was
tranpled by a destrier, then stabbed with a | ance. An English kni ght
held his hands in the air, offering a gauntlet as a token of surrender
and he was ridden down from behind, his spine pierced with a
sword, then another horseman cut an axe into his face. Kill them"
t he Duke of Bourbon shouted, his sword wet, kill themall!" He
saw a group of archers escaping towards the bridge and shouted
at his followers, Wth me! Wth nme! Montjoie Saint Denisl'
The archers, nearly thirty of them had fled towards the bridge,
but when they reached the straggle of reed-thatched houses beside
the river they heard the hoofbeats and turned in alarm For a



heartbeat it seened they woul d panic again, but one man checked
them Shoot the horses, boys," he said, and the bownen haul ed

on their cords, |oosed, and the white-fl edged arrows slamred into
the destriers. The Duke of Bourbon's stallion staggered sideways
as two arrows drove through its mail and | eather armour, then it
fell as another two horses went down, hooves flailing. The other
riders instinctively turned away, |ooking for easier pickings. The
Duke's squire yielded his own horse to his naster, then died as a
second English volley hissed fromthe village. The Duke, rather
than waste time trying to mount his squire's horse, |unbered away
in his precious plate arnour, which had protected himfromthe
arrows. Ahead of him around the base of N fulay's tower, the
survivors fromthe English trenches had formed a shield wall that
was now surrounded by vengeful Frenchmen. No prisoners!" a

French kni ght shouted, no prisoners!" The Duke called for his men
to help himinto the saddle.

Two of the Duke's men-at-arms disnounted to help their naster

onto the new horse, and just then they heard the thunder of

hooves. They turned to see a group of English knights charging
fromthe village. Sweet Jesus!" The Duke was half in, half out of
the saddl e, his sword scabbarded, and he began to fall backwards
as the nen hel ping himdrew their own swords. Were the hel

had these English come fron? Then his other men-at-arns,

desperate to protect their lord, slamed down their visors and
turned to nmeet the chall enge. The Duke, sprawling on the turf,
heard the clash of arnoured horsenen.

The English were the group of nen the French King had seen

They had paused in the village to watch the slaughter in the
entrenchments and had been about to ride back across the bridge
when t he Duke of Bourbon's men had cone close. Too close: a
chal | enge that could not be ignored. So the English lord led his
househol d knights in a charge that tore into the Duke of Bourbon's
men. The Frenchnen had not been ready for the attack, and the
Engl i sh came in proper array, knee to knee, and the | ong ash |ances,
carried upright as they charged, suddenly dropped to the killing
position and tore through mail and | eather. The English | eader was
wearing a blue surcoat slashed with a diagonal white band on which
three red stars were bl azoned. Yellow |lions occupied the blue field



that turned suddenly black with eneny blood as he ramed his

sword up into the unprotected arnpit of a French man-at-arns.

The man shook with pain, tried to backswing his sword, but then
anot her Englishman hammered a mace into his visor that crunpled under the bl ow
and sprang bl ood from a dozen rents. A

hanstrung horse screaned and toppled. Stay close!" the

Engl i shman in the gaudy surcoat was shouting at his nmen. Stay
close!" His horse reared up and flailed its hooves at an unhorsed
Frenchman. That man went down, hel nmet and skull crushed by a

hor seshoe, and then the rider saw the Duke standi ng hel pl ess besi de
a horse; he recogni zed the value of the man's shining plate arnour
and so spurred at him The Duke fended the sword blow with his
shield, swng his own blade that jarred on the enemy's | eg arnour
and suddenly the horseman was gone.

Anot her Englishman had pulled his | eader's horse away. A nass

of French horsenen was coming down the hill. The King had sent
themin hope of capturing the English lord and his men, and stil
nore Frenchmen, unable to join the attack on the tower because

too many of their fellows were assenbling to help kill the garrison's
remmant, were now charging the bridge. Back!" the English |eader
called, but the village street and the narrow bri dge were bl ocked
by fugitives and threatened by Frenchnen. He could cut his way

t hrough, but that would nmean killing his own archers and | osing
some of his knights in the chaotic panic, so instead he | ooked
across the road and saw a path running beside the river. It mght

| ead to the beach, he thought, and there, perhaps, he could turn
and ride east to rejoin the English lines.

The English knights slashed their spurs back. The path was

narrow, only two horsemen could ride abreast; on one side was

the River Ham and on the other a stretch of boggy swanp, but

the path itself was firmand the English rode it until they reached
a stretch of higher ground where they could assenble. But they
could not escape. The snall piece of higher ground was al nost an

i sl and, reachable only by the path and surrounded by a norass of
reeds and mud. They were trapped.

A hundred French horsenen were ready to follow al ong the

path, but the English had di snounted and nmade a shield wall, and

t he thought of hacking their way through that steel barrier



persuaded the French to turn back to the tower where the eneny

was nore vul nerable. Archers were still shooting fromits ramparts,
but the Genoese crossbownen were replying, and now t he French
slamed into the English nen-at-arnms drawn up at the tower's

f oot .

The French attacked on foot. The ground was slippery because

of the summer's rain and the mailed feet churned it to nud as

the | eading nen-at-arnms bellowed their war cry and threw t hem

sel ves onto the outnunbered English. Those English had | ocked

their shields and they thrust themforward to nmeet the charge.
There was a clash of steel on wood, a screamas a bl ade slid under
a shield s edge and found flesh. The nen in the second English
rank, the rear rank, flailed with maces and swords over their

conr ades" heads. Saint CGeorge!" a shout went up, Saint CGeorge!" and
the nen-at-arnms heaved forward to throw the dead and dyi ng of f
their shields. Kill the bastards!"”

Kill them " Sir Geoffrey de Charny yelled in return and the
French came back, stumbling in their mail and plate across the
wounded and dead, and this time the English shields were not
touching rimto rimand the French found gaps. Swords crashed
onto plate armour, thrust through nmail, beat in helnmets. A few
| ast defenders were trying to escape across the river, but the
Genoese crossbowren pursued themand it was a sinple natter
to hold an armoured man down in the water until he drowned,
then pillage his body. A few English fugitives stunbl ed away on
the farther bank, going to where an English battle line of archers
and nen-at-arnms was formng to repel any attack across the
Ham
Back at the tower a Frenchman with a battle-axe swung repeat
edly at an Englishman, cracking open the espalier that protected
his right shoul der, slashing through the mail beneath, beating the
man down to a crouch, and still the blows came until the axe had
| ai d open the eneny's chest and there was a splay of white ribs
anong the mangl ed flesh and torn armour. Blood and nmud made
a paste underfoot. For every Englishman there were three enem es,
and the tower door had been |l eft unlocked to give the nmen outside
a place where they could retreat, but instead it was the French
who forced their way inside. The | ast defenders outside the tower



were cut down and killed, while inside the attackers began fighting

up the stairs.

The steps turned to the right as they clinbed. That neant the

defenders could use their right arns w thout nuch encunbrance

while the attackers were forever baul ked by the big central pillar

of the stairs, but a French knight with a short spear nmade the first

rush and he di senbowel | ed an Englishman with the bl ade before

anot her defender killed himwith a sword thrust over the dying

man's head. Visors were up here, for it was dark in the tower, and

a man could not see with his eyes half covered with steel. And so

the English stabbed at French eyes. Men-at-arns pulled the dead

off the steps, leaving a trail of guts behind, and then two nore
men charged up, slipping on offal. They parried English bl ows,

thrust their swords up into groins, and still nmore Frenchnen

pushed into the tower. Aterrible screamfilled the stairwell, then

anot her bl oodi ed body was haul ed down and out of the way:

anot her three steps were clear and the French shoved on up again.
Montj oi e Saint Denis!"

An Englishman with a blacksmth's hamrer cane down the

steps and he beat at French helmets, killing one nman by crushing
his skull and driving the others back until a knight had the wit to
sei ze a crossbow and sidle up the stairs until he had a cl ear view

The bolt went through the Englishman's nmouth to lift off the back

of his skull and the French rushed again, scream ng hate and
victory, tranmpling the dying man under their gore-spattered feet

and carrying their swords up to the very top of the tower. There

a dozen men tried to shove them back down the steps, but stil

nore French were thrusting upwards. They forced the | eading
attackers onto the swords of the defenders and the next nen clanbered over the
dying and the dead to rout the |ast of the garrison

Al the nen were hacked down. One archer lived | ong enough to

have his fingers chopped off, then his eyes prised out, and he was
still screaming as he was thrown off the tower onto the waiting

swor ds bel ow.

The French cheered. The tower was a charnel house, but the

banner of France would fly fromits ranparts. The entrenchnents

had becone graves for the English. Victorious men began to strip

the clothes fromthe dead to search for coins, when a trunpet called



There were still some Englishmen on the French side of the
river. There were horsenen trapped on a patch of firmer ground.

So the killing was not done.
The Saint Janmes anchored off the beach south of Calais and ferried its
passengers ashore in rowboats. Three of the passengers, all in mil,

had so much baggage that they paid two of the Saint Janes's crew to
carry it into the streets of the English encanprment where they
sought the Earl of Northanpton. Sone of the houses had two
storeys, and cobblers, arnourers, smths, fruiterers, bakers and
but chers had all hung signs fromtheir upper floors. There were
whor ehouses and churches, fortune-tellers" booths and taverns

built between the tents and houses. Children played in the streets.
Sone had small bows and shot blunt arrows at irritated dogs. The
nobl es" quarters had their banners displayed outside and mail -cl ad
guards standing at their doors. A cenetery spread into the marshes,
its damp graves filled with men, wonen and children who had
succunbed to the fever that haunted the Cal ais swanps.
The three men found the Earl's quarters, which was a |arge
wooden dwelling close to the pavilion that flew the royal flag, and
there two of them the youngest and the ol dest, stayed with the
baggage while the third man, the tallest, wal ked towards N ful ay.
He had been told that the Earl had | ed sone horsenen on a foray
towards the French army. Thousands of the bastards,"” the Earl's
steward had reported, picking their noses up on the ridge, so his
| ordship wants to chall enge some of them GCetting bored, he is."

He | ooked at the big wooden chest that the two nmen were guardi ng.
So what's in that?"

Nose pickings/ the tall man had said, then he shoul dered a

| ong bl ack bowstave, picked up an arrow bag and |eft.

Hi s name was Thomas. Sometimes Thonmas of Hookton. O her
ti mes he was Thomas the Bastard and, if he wanted to be very formal,
he could call hinmself Thomas Vexille, though he rarely did. The
Vexilles were a noble Gascon fam |y and Thomas of Hookton was an
illegitimate son of a fugitive Vexille, which had | eft himneither noble
nor Vexille. And certainly not Gascon. He was an English archer



Thomas attracted gl ances as he wal ked through the canp. He

was tall. Black hair showed beneath the edge of his iron hel net.
He was young, but his face had been hardened by war. He had
hol | ow cheeks, dark watchful eyes and a | ong nose that had been
broken in a fight and set crooked. His mail was dulled by travel
and beneath it he wore a |l eather jerkin, black breeches and | ong
bl ack riding boots without spurs. A sword scabbarded in bl ack

| eather hung at his left side, a haversack at his back and a white
arrow bag at his right hip. He linped very slightly, suggesting he
must have been wounded in battle, though in truth the injury had
been done by a churchman in the nane of God. The scars of that
torture were hidden now, except for the damage to his hands,

whi ch had been left crooked and | unpy, but he could still draw

a bow. He was twenty-three years old and a killer

He passed the archers" canps. Mdst were hung with trophies.

He saw a French breastplate of solid steel that had been pierced
by an arrow hung high to boast what archers did to knights.

Anot her group of tents had a score of horsetails hanging froma
pole. A rusty, torn coat of mail had been stuffed with straw, hung
froma sapling and pierced by arrows. Beyond the tents was marsh

| and that stank of sewage. Thomas wal ked on, watching the French
array on the southern heights. There were enough of them he

t hought, far nore than had turned up to be sl aughtered between
Wadi court and Crecy. Kill one Frenchman, he thought, and two

nore appear. He could see the bridge ahead of hi mnow and the
smal | ham et beyond, and behind himnen were coning fromthe
encanprment to nmake a battle line to defend the bridge because

the French were attacking the small English outpost on the farther
bank. He could see them fl oodi ng down the sl ope, and he could

al so see a small group of horsenen who he assunmed were the Earl
and his men. Behind him its sound dulled by distance, an English
cannon | aunched a stone nmissile at Calais's battered walls. The
noi se runbl ed over the marshes and faded, to be replaced by the

cl ash of weapons fromthe English entrenchments.

Thomas did not hurry. It was not his fight. He did, however,

take the bow from his back and string it and he noted how easy

t hat had become. The bow was old; it was getting tired. The bl ack
yew stave, which had once been straight, was now slightly curved.



It had followed the string, as archers said, and he knew it was
time to make a new weapon. Yet he reckoned the old bow, which

he had col oured bl ack and onto which he had fixed a silver plate
showi ng a strange beast holding a cup, still had a few Frenchnen's
souls init.

He did not see the English horsemen charge the flank of the

French attack because the hovels of N fulay hid the brief fight. He
did see the bridge fill with fugitives who got in each other's way
in their haste to escape the French fury, and above their heads he
saw the horsenen ride towards the sea on the river's far bank. He
foll owed themon the English side of the river, |leaving the
enbanked road to junp fromtussock to tussock, sonetines

spl ashing through puddl es or wadi ng through nud that tried to
steal his boots. Then he was by the river and he saw the nud
coloured tide swirling its way inland as the sea rose. The w nd
snelt of salt and decay.

He saw the Earl then. The Earl of Northanpton was Thomas's

lord, the man he served, though the Earl's rein was |oose and his
purse generous. The Earl was watching the victorious French
knowi ng that they would cone to attack him and one of his nen
at-arms had di snobunted and was trying to find a path firm enough
for the arnoured horses to reach the river. A dozen nore of his
men-at-arnms were kneeling or standing across the French approach
path, ready to nmeet a charge with shield and sword. And back at
the ham et, where the slaughter of the English garrison was
finished, the French were turning wolfishly towards the trapped
nen.

Thomas waded into the river. He held his bow high, for a wet
string woul d not draw, and he waded through the tide's tug. The
water cane to his waist, then he was pushing out onto the nuddy
bank and he ran to where the nen-at-arns waited to receive the
first French attackers. Thomas knelt just beside them out in the
mar sh; he splayed his arrows on the nud, then plucked one.

A score of Frenchmen were com ng. A dozen were mounted

and those horsenen kept to the path, but on their flanks

di smount ed nen- at - arnms spl ashed t hrough the swanps and

Thomas forgot them they would take time to reach the firm

ground, so instead he began shooting at the nmounted kni ghts.



He shot without thinking. Wthout aimng. This was his life, his
skill and his pride. Take one bow, taller than a nman, nmade from
yew, and use it to send arrows of ash, tipped wi th goose feathers
and armed with a bodkin point. Because the great bow was drawn

to the ear it was no use trying to aimwith the eye. It was years
of practice that let a nman know where his arrows would go and
Thomas was shooting themat a frantic pace, one arrow every

three or four heartbeats, and the white feathers slashed across the
marsh and the long steel tips drove through mail and | eather into
French bellies, chests and thighs. They struck with the sound of a
neat -axe falling on flesh and they stopped the horsenen dead.

The I eading two were dying, a third had an arrow in his upper

t hi gh, and the nmen behind could not pass the wounded nmen in

front because the path was too narrow and so Thomas began

shooting at the dismunted nmen-at-arns. The force of an arrow s
stri ke was enough to throw a man backwards. If a Frenchman

lifted a shield to protect his upper body Thomas put an arrow into
his legs, and if his bow was old, then it was still vicious. He had
been at sea for nore than a week and he could feel the ache in

hi s back rmuscles as he haul ed the string back. Even pulling the
weakened bow was the equivalent of lifting a grown man bodily,

and all that muscle was poured into the arrow. A horseman tried

to splash through the nud but his heavy destrier floundered in

t he soggy ground; Thomas selected a flesh arrow, one with a broad,
tanged head that would rip through a horse's guts and bl ood vessels
and he loosed it |ow, saw the horse shudder, picked a bodkin from
the ground and let it fly at a man-at-arnms who had his visor up
Thomas, did not look to see if any of the arrows were on target,

he shot and picked another nissile, then shot again, and the
bowstri ng whi pped al ong the horn bracer that he wore on his left
wrist. He had never bothered to protect his wist before, revelling
in the burn left by the string, but the Dom nican had tortured his
left forearmand left it ridged with scar so now the horn sheath
guarded the flesh

The Domi ni can was dead.

Six arrows left. The French were retreating, but they were not

beat en. They were shouting for crossbowren and for nore nen

at-arnms and Thonas, responding, put his two string fingers in his



mouth and |l et | oose a piercing whistle. Two notes, high and | ow,
repeated three tinmes, then a pause and he bl ew the doubl e notes
again and he saw archers running towards the river. Some were
the men who had retreated from Ni ful ay and others cane from
the battle line because they recognized the signal that a fell ow
archer needed hel p.
Thomas picked up his six arrows and turned to see that the first
of the Earl's horsenmen had found a passage to the river and were
| eadi ng their heavily arnoured horses across the swirling tide. It
woul d be m nutes before they were all across, but archers were
spl ashing towards the farther bank now and those cl osest to Nifulay
were al ready shooting at a group of crossbowren being hurried
towards the unfinished fight. Mre horsemen were comi ng down
fromthe heights of Sangatte, enraged that the trapped English

kni ghts were escaping. Two gall oped into the narsh where their
horses began to panic in the treacherous ground. Thomas | aid one
of his last arrows on the string, then decided the marsh was
defeating the two nen and an arrow woul d be superfl uous.
A voice came fromjust behind him Thomas, isn't it?"

Sire." Thomas snatched off his helnmet and turned, still on his
knees.

You're good with that bow, aren't you?" The Earl spoke ironically.
Practice, sire.”

A nasty mnd hel ps/ the Earl said, notioning Thomas to stand.
The Earl was a short man, barrel-chested, with a weatherbeaten
face that his archers liked to say | ooked |ike the backside of a bull
but they al so reckoned he was a fighter, a good nan and as hard
as any of his men. He was a friend of the King's, but also a friend
of any who wore his badge. He was not a man to send others into
battle unless he led them and he had di snobunted and renoved

his helmet so that his rearguard woul d recogni ze himand know
that he shared their danger. | thought you were in England," he
said to Thonas.

| was," Thonas said, speaking now in French for he knew the

Earl was nore confortable in that |anguage, then | was in
Brittany."

Now you're rescuing nme." The Earl grinned, revealing the gaps



where he had lost his teeth. | suppose you'll want a pot of ale
for this?"

As much as that, ny l[ord?"

The Earl | aughed. W rather made fools of ourselves, didn't
we?" He was watching the French who, now that a hundred or

nmore English archers lined the riverbank, were thinking tw ce

bef ore | aunchi ng anot her attack. W thought we m ght tenpt

forty of their men to a battle of honour by the village, then half
their bl oody armnmy cones down the hill. Do you bring ne news of

W Il Skeat?"

Dead, my lord. Died in the fight at La Roche-Derrien."
The Earl flinched, then made the sign of the cross. Poor WII.
God knows | loved him No better soldier ever breathed." He | ooked
at Thormas. And the other thing. Do you bring me that?"

He neant the Gail. | bring you gold, nmy lord/ Thomas said,

but not that."
The Earl patted Thomas's arm W shall talk, but not here." He

| ooked at his nmen and raised his voice. Back now Back!"

H s di smounted rear guard, their horses already led to safety
through the rising tide, now hurried to the river and crossed.
Thomas foll owed and the Earl, his sword drawn, was the |ast nman
to wade the deepening water. The French, denied their val uable
quarry, jeered at his retreat.
And that day's fighting was done.
The French arny did not stay. They had killed the Nifulay
garrison, but even the nobst hot-bl ooded anong them knew t hey
could do no nore. The English were too nmany. Thousands of

archers were just praying for the French to cross the river and
of fer battle, so instead Philip's nen marched away, |eaving the
trenches of Nifulay filled with the dead and the wi ndswept ridge
of Sangatte enpty, and next day the town of Calais surrendered.
King Edward's first instinct was to slaughter every inhabitant, to
line them beside the noat and cut the heads fromtheir enaci ated bodi es,
his great lords protested that the French woul d
then do the sane to any English-held town they captured in
Gascony or Flanders and so the King reluctantly reduced his
demand to just six lives.
Si x nmen, hol | ow cheeked and dressed in the robes of penitents,
wi t h hangi ng nooses draped about their necks, were brought from
the town. They were all leading citizens, nerchants or knights,
men of wealth and standing, the kind of nen who had defied

Edward of England for el even nonths. They carried the keys of
the town's gates on cushions that they | aid before the King, then
prostrated thenselves in front of the wooden pl atform where the
Ki ng and Queen of England and the great magnates of their realm
were seated. The six nmen pleaded for their lives, but Edward was
angry. They had defied him and so the executioner was
sumoned, but again his great |ords argued that he invited
reprisals, and the Queen herself knelt to her husband and begged
that the six nmen be spared. Edward grow ed, paused while the six
| ay notionless beneath the dais, then et themlive.

Food was taken to the starving citizens, but no other nercy was
shown. They were evicted, allowed to take nothing except the
cl othes they wore and even those were searched to ensure that
no coins or jewels were being smuggled past the English lines. An
enpty town, with houses for eight thousand people, with ware
houses and shops and taverns and docks and a citadel and npats,
bel onged to Engl and. A doorway into France," the Earl of

Nort hanpt on ent hused. He had taken a house that had bel onged
to one of the six, a man who now wandered Picardy |ike a beggar

but



with his famly. It was a | avish stone house beneath the citadel
with a view of the town quay that was now crowded with English
ships. We'Ill fill the town with good English folk/ the Earl said.
You want to live here, Thomas?"

No, sire," Thomas said.

Nor me," the Earl admitted. A pig sty in a swanp, that's what

it is. Still, it's ours. So what do you want, young Thomas?"

It was norning, three days after the town's surrender, and

al ready the confiscated wealth of Calais was being distributed to
the victors. The Earl had found hinself even richer than he
expected, for the great chest Thomas had brought from Brittany
was filled with gold and silver coins captured in Charles of Blois's
canp after the battle outside La Roche-Derrien. One-third of that



bel onged to Thomas's lord and the Earl's nmen had counted the
coins, setting aside a third of the Earl's share for the King.
Thomas had told his story. How, on the Earl's instructions, he
had gone to England to search his dead father's past for a clue to
the Grail. He had found nothing except a book in which his father
a priest, had witten about the Gail, but Father Ralph had wits
t hat wandered and dreans that seened real and Thomas had

| earned nothing fromthe witings, which had been taken from
hi m by the Dom nican who had tortured him But the book had

been copi ed before the Domi nican took it and now, in the Earl's
new sunlit chanber above the quay, a young English priest tried
to make sense of the copy.

What | want,"” Thomas told the Earl, is to |ead archers.”

God knows if there'll be anywhere to lead them" the Earl
responded gl oomily. Edward tal ks of attacking Paris, but it won't
happen. There's going to be a truce, Thonas. W'|I| plead eterna
friendship, then go hone and sharpen our swords." There was the
crackl e of parchment as the priest took up a new page. Father
Ral ph had witten in Latin, G eek, Hebrew and French, and
evidently the priest understood themall. He nade an occasi ona
note on a scrap of parchnent as he read. Barrels of beer were
bei ng unl oaded on the quay, the runble of the great tuns sounding
like thunder. The flag of England s King, |eopards and fleur de lys,
flew fromthe captured citadel above the French standard, which
was hung upsi de down as a mark of derision. Two nmen, Thonas's
conpani ons, stood at the edge of the room waiting for the Earl
to include them God knows what enploynent there'll be for
archers,"” the Earl went on, wunless it's guarding fortress walls. Is
t hat what you want ?"

It's all 1"mgood for, nmy lord. Shooting a bow. " Thomas spoke
in Norman French, the |anguage of England's aristocracy and the
| anguage his father had taught him And | have noney, ny lord."
He neant that he could now recruit archers, equip themwth
horses and take themon the Earl's service, which would cost the
Earl nothing, but the Earl could then take one-third of everything
t hey pl under ed.

That was how WI | Skeat, conmon born, had nmade his nane.
The Earl |iked such nen, profited fromthem and he nodded



approvingly. But |ead them where?" he asked. | hate truces/
The young priest intervened fromhis table by the window The
King would prefer it if the Grail were found."

H s name's John Bucki nghami the Earl said of the priest, and
he's Chanberlain of the Receipt of the Exchequer, which may not
sound nmuch to you, young Thomas, but it means he serves the King
and he'll probably be Archbi shop of Canterbury before he's thirty.

Hardly, ny lord," the priest said.

And of course the King wants the Gail found/ the Earl said,

we all want that. | want to see the damm thing in Westm nster
Abbey! | want the King of dammed France crawling on his bl oody
knees to say prayers to it. | want pilgrinm fromall Christendom

bringing us their gold. For God's sake, Thomas, does the bl oody
thing exist? Did your father have it?"

| don't know, ny lord/ Thomas said.

Much bl oody use you are/ the Earl grunbled.

John Bucki ngham | ooked at his notes. You have a cousin, Quy
Vexille?"

Yes/ Thomas sai d.

And he seeks the Gail ?"

By seeking nme/ Thomas said. And | don't know where it is."

But he was searching for the Gail before he knew you exi st ed/
the young priest pointed out, which suggests to ne that he
possesses some know edge denied to us. | would advise, ny Lord,
that we seek this Guy Vexille."

W'd be two dogs chasing each other's tails/ Thomas put in
sourly.

The Earl waved Thomas to silence. The priest | ooked back at

his notes. And, opaque though these witings are/ he said disap
provingly, there is one thread of light. They seemto confirmthat
the Grail was at Astarac. That it was hidden there."

And taken away again!" Thomas protested.

If you | ose sonething val uabl e/ Bucki ngham said patiently,

where do you begin your search? At the place where it was | ast
seen. \Were is Astarac?"

Gascony/ Thomas said, in the fief of Berat/

Ah!" the Earl said, but then was silent.

And have you been to Astarac?" Bucki ngham asked. He m ght



have been young, but he had an authority that cane from nore
than his job with the King' s Exchequer

No. "

Then | suggest you go," the priest said, and see what you can
learn. And if you nake enough noise in your searching then your
cousin may well cone | ooking for you, and you can find himand
di scover what he knows." He smiled, as if to suggest that he had
sol ved t he probl em
There was silence except that one of the Earl's hunting dogs
scratched itself in a corner of the roomand on the quays a sailor
et loose a stream of profanities that m ght have brought a bl ush
to the devil's face. | can't capture GQuy by nyself," Thomas
protested, and Berat offers no allegiance to our King."

Oficially," Buckingham said, Berat offers allegiance to the
Count of Youl ouse, which today neans the King of France. The
Count of Berat is definitely an eneny."

No truce is signed yet," the Earl offered hesitantly.

And won't be for days, | suspect," Bucki ngham agreed.

The Earl | ooked at Thomas. And you want archers?"

I"d like WIIl Skeat's nen, sire.”

And no doubt they'd serve you," the Earl said, but you can't |ead
nmen- at -arns, Thomas." He meant that Thomas, not nobly born and
still young, mght have the authority to command archers, but nen
at-arms, who considered thensel ves of higher rank, would resent
his | eadership. WII Skeat, worse born than Thomas, had nanaged
it, but WII had been much ol der and far nore experienced.

| can lead nen-at-arns,"” one of the two men by the wall

announced.
Thomas introduced the two. The one who had spoken was an
ol der man, scarred, one eye mssing, hard as mail. H s nanme was

Sir Guillaunme d' Evecque, Lord of Evecque, and he had once held
a fief in Normandy until his own King turned agai nst himand
now he was a | andl ess warrior and Thonas's friend. The other
younger nman was also a friend. He was a Scot, Robbie Dougl as,
taken prisoner at Durhamthe year before. Christ's bones," the
Earl said when he knew Robbie's circunmstances, but you mnust
have rai sed your ransom by now?"
| raised it, nmy lord," Robbie admtted, and lost it/



Lost it!"

Robbi e stared at the floor, so Thomas explained in one curt
word. Dice."
The Earl | ooked disgusted, then turned again to Sir Cuillaune.

| have heard of you," he said, and it was a conplinment, and know
you can | ead nen-at-arns, but whom do you serve?"

No man, ny |ord/

Then you cannot lead ny nmen-at-arns/ the Earl said pointedly, and waited.
Sir Guillaume hesitated. He was a proud man, thirty-five years

ol d, experienced in war, with a reputation that had first been made

by fighting against the English. But now he possessed no | and, no

master, and as such he was little nore than a vagabond and so,

after a pause, he wal ked to the Earl and knelt before himand held

up his hands as though in prayer. The Earl put his own hands

round Sir Cuillaunme's. You promise to do ne service/ he asked,

to be ny liege man, to serve no ot her?"

| do so promise/ Sir Cuillaunme said earnestly and the Earl raised
himand the two nen kissed on the |ips.

"' m honoured/ the Earl said, thumping Sir Guillaune's
shoul der, then turned to Thomas again. So you can raise a decent
force. You'll need, what? Fifty nmen? Half archers/

Fifty men in a distant fief?" Thomas said. They won't last a
nmont h, ny |ord/

But they will/ the Earl said, and expl ai ned his previous,
surprised reaction to the news that Astarac lay in the county of
Berat. Years ago, young Thomas, before you were off your nother's
tit, we owned property in Gascony. W lost it, but we never
formally surrendered it, so there are three or four strongholds in
Berat over which | have a legitimate claim" John Bucki ngham
readi ng Father Ral ph's notes again, raised an eyebrow to suggest
that the claimwas tenuous at best, but he said nothing. Go and
t ake one of those castles,” the Earl said, nake raids, make noney,
and nen will join you/

And men will conme agai nst us/ Thomas observed quietly.

And Guy Vexille will be one/ the Earl said," so that's your
opportunity. Take it, Thomas, and get out of here before the truce
i s made.



Thomas hesitated for a heartbeat or two. Wat the Earl suggested
sounded close to insanity. He was to take a force into the deep
south of French territory, capture a fortress, defend it, hope to

capture his cousin, find Astarac, explore it, followthe Gail. Only
a fool would accept such a charge, but the alternative was to rot
away with every other unenpl oyed archer. | shall do it, ny lord,"
he sai d.

Good. Be off with you, all of you!" The Earl |ed Thomas to the
door, but once Robbie and Sir Guillaunme were on the stairs, he
pul | ed Thomas back for a private word. Don't take the Scotsman
with you," the Earl said.

No, nmy lord? He's a friend."

He's a dammed Scot and | don't trust them They're al
goddammed t hieves and liars. Wrse than the bl oody French. Wo
hol ds hi m pri soner ?"

Lord Quthwaite."

And Quthwaite et himtravel with you? |I'm surprised. Never
m nd, send your Scottish friend back to Quthwaite and I et him
moul der away until his famly raises the ransom But | don't want
a bl oody Scotsman taking the Gail away from Engl and. You under
stand?"

Yes, my lord."

Good man," the Earl said and cl apped Thomas's back. Now go
and prosper."

Go and die, nore like. Go on a fool's errand, for Thonas did

not believe the Grail existed. He wanted it to exist, he wanted to
believe his father's words, but his father had been nmad at tines
and m schi evous at others, and Thormas had his own anbition, to

be a | eader as good as WI| Skeat. To be an archer. Yet the fool's
errand gave hima chance to raise nen, |lead themand follow his
dream So he woul d pursue the Grail and see what cane.

He went to the English encanpnent and beat a drum Peace

was coni ng, but Thonmas of Hookton was raising nen and goi ng

to war.



PARt ONE
The Devil's Pl ayt hing



The Count of Berat was old, pious and | earned. He had lived sixty
five years and liked to boast that he had not left his fiefdomfor
the last forty of them Hi s stronghold was the great castle of Berat.
It stood on a linmestone hill above the town of Berat, which was
al nost surrounded by the River Berat that nade the county of
Berat so fertile. There were olives, grapes, pears, plunms, barley and
wonren. The Count |iked themall. He had married five tines, each
new wi fe younger than the |ast, but none had provided himwth
a child. He had not even spawned a bastard on a m | kmaid though
God knew, it was not for lack of trying
That absence of children had persuaded the Count that God had
cursed himand so in his old age he had surrounded hinself wth
priests. The town had a cathedral and eighteen churches, with a
bi shop, canons and priests to fill them and there was a house of
Domi nican friars by the east gate. The Count bl essed the town
with two new churches and built a convent high on the western
hill across the river and beyond the vineyards. He enployed a
chapl ain and, at great expense, he purchased a handful of the
straw that had |ined the nanger in which the baby Jesus had been
laid at his birth. The Count encased the straw in crystal, gold and
gens, and placed the reliquary on the altar of the castle's chape
and prayed to it each day, but even that sacred talisman did not
help. Hs fifth wife was seventeen and plunp and heal thy and,

i ke the others, barren

At first the Count suspected that he had been cheated in his
purchase of the holy straw, but his chaplain assured himthat the
relic had come fromthe papal palace at Avignon and produced a



letter signed by the Holy Father hinself guaranteeing that the
straw was i ndeed the Christ-child s bedding. Then the Count had
his new wi fe exani ned by four em nent doctors and those worthies
decreed that her urine was clear, her parts whole and her appetites
heal thy, and so the Count enployed his own | earning in search

of an heir. Hi ppocrates had witten of the effect of pictures on
conception and so the Count ordered a painter to decorate the
wal s of his wife's bed chanber with pictures of the Virgin and
child; he ate red beans and kept his roonms warm Nothi ng worked.

It was not the Count's fault, he knew that. He had planted barl ey
seeds in two pots and watered one with his newwi fe's urine and
one with his own, and both pots had sprouted seedlings and that,

t he doctors said, proved that both the Count and Countess were
fertile.

Whi ch neant, the Count had decided, that he was cursed. So

he turned nore avidly to religion because he knew he did not

have nuch time left. Aristotle had witten that the age of seventy
was the limt of a man's ability, and so the Count had just five
years to work his miracle. Then, one autumm norning, though he

did not realize it at the tine, his prayers were answered.
Churchrmen cane from Paris. Three priests and a nonk arrived

at Berat and they brought a letter from Louis Bessieres, Cardina
and Archbi shop of Livorno, Papal Legate to the Court of France,
and the letter was hunble, respectful and threatening. It requested
that Brother Jerone, a young nonk of form dable |earning, be

all owed to examine the records of Berat. It is well known to us,"
t he Cardi nal Archbi shop had witten in elegant Latin, that you
possess a great love of all manuscripts, both pagan and Christian
and so entreat you, for the love of Christ and for the furtherance
of Hi s kingdom to allow our Brother Jerome to exam ne your

muni nents. " VWich was fine, so far as it went, for the Count of
Berat did indeed possess a library and a manuscript collection that
was probably the npbst extensive in all Gascony, if not in al

sout hern Christendom but what the letter did not make clear was

why the Cardi nal Archbi shop was so interested in the castle's nuni nments.

for the reference to pagan works, that was a threat.
Refuse this request, the Cardi nal Archbi shop was sayi ng, and
shall set the holy dogs of the Dom nicans and the Inquisitors onto

As



your county and they will find that the pagan works encourage
heresy. Then the trials and the burnings woul d begin, neither of
whi ch woul d affect the Count directly, but there would be indul gences to buy
if his soul was not to be dammed. The Church had

a glutton's appetite for noney and everyone knew the Count of

Berat was rich. So the Count did not want to offend the Cardinal
Ar chbi shop, but he did want to know why Hi s Emi nence had

suddenly become interested in Berat.

Whi ch was why the Count had sumoned Fat her Roubert, the

chief Dominican in the town of Berat, to the great hall of the
castle, which had long ceased to be a place of feasting, but instead
was |ined with shelves on which old docunents noul dered and

preci ous handwitten books were wapped in oiled | eather

Fat her Roubert was just thirty-two years old. He was the son

of a tanner in the town and had risen in the Church thanks to

the Count's patronage. He was very tall, very stern, with black
hair cut so short that it remi nded the Count of the stiff-bristled
brushes the arnourers used to burnish the coats of mail. Father
Roubert was al so, this fine nmorning, angry. | have business in
Castillon d' Arbizon tonorrow," he said, and will need to |eave
within the hour if I amto reach the town in daylight."

The Count ignored the rudeness in Father Roubert's tone. The

Domi nican liked to treat the Count as an equal, an inpudence the
Count tol erated because it anused him You have business in
Castillon d' Arbizon?" he asked, then renenbered. O course you
do. You are burning the beghard, are you not?"

Tomor r ow nor ni ng. "

She will burn with or without you, father," the Count said, and
the devil will take her soul whether you are there to rejoice or
not." He peered at the friar. O is it that you like to watch wonen

bur n?"

It is ny duty," Father Roubert said stiffly.

Ah yes, your duty. O course. Your duty." The Count frowned
at a chessboard on the table, trying to work out whether he should
advance a pawn or retract a bishop. He was a short, plunp man
with a round face and a clipped beard. He habitually wore a woollen
cap over his bald head and, even in sumer, was rarely wthout
a fur-lined gowmn. His fingers were perpetually ink-stained so that



he | ooked nore like a fussy clerk than the ruler of a great donain.

But you have a duty to me, Roubert/ he chided the Dom ni can

and this is it." He gave the Cardi nal Archbishop's letter to the
Dom ni can and watched as the friar read the | ong docunent. He
wites a fine Latin, does he not?" the Count said.

He enpl oys a secretary who is properly educated/ Father

Roubert said curtly, then he exami ned the great red seal to nake
certain the docunment was genuine. They say," the friar sounded
respectful now, that Cardinal Bessieres is regarded as a possible
successor to the Holy Father."

So not a man to of fend?"

No churchman shoul d ever be of fended/ Father Roubert

answered stiffly.

And certainly not one who might becone Pope/ the Count

concluded. But what is it he wants?"

Fat her Roubert went to a window screened with a lead lattice
supporting scraped horn panes that let a diffuse light into the room
but kept out rain, birds and some of winter's cold winds. He lifted
the lattice fromits frame and breathed the air which, this high up
in the castle's keep, was wonderfully free of the latrine stink in
the lower town. It was autumm and there was the faint snell of
pressed grapes in the air. Roubert liked that snmell. He turned back
to the Count. 1Is the nonk here?"

In a guest roonl the Count said. He's resting. He's young, very
nervous. He bowed to ne very properly, but refused to say what
the Cardinal wants."
A great clash in the yard bel ow pronpted Father Roubert to

peer through the wi ndow again. He had to lean far forward for

even here, forty feet up the keep, the walls were nearly five feet
thick. A horseman in full plate armour had just charged the quin
tain in the yard and his | ance had struck the wooden shield so

hard that the whole contraption had col |l apsed. Your nephew

pl ays/ he said as he straightened fromthe w ndow.

My nephew and his friends practise/ the Count corrected the

friar.

He woul d do better to look to his soul/ Father Roubert said
sourly.

He has no soul, he's a soldier."



A tournanent soldier/ the friar said scornfully.
The Count shrugged. It is not enough to be wealthy, father. A
man rmust al so be strong and Joscelyn is ny strong arm" The
Count said it forcibly, though in truth he was not sure that his
nephew was the best heir for Berat, but if the Count had no son
then the fief nust pass to one of his nephews and Joscel yn was
probably the best of a bad brood. Which nade it all the nore

i nportant to have an heir. | asked you here/ he said, choosing
to use the word asked" rather than ordered', because you m ght
have sonme insight into H s Em nence's interest."
The friar | ooked at the Cardinal's letter again. Mininments/ he
sai d.

| noticed that word too/ the Count said. He nmoved away from
t he open wi ndow. You're causing a draught, father."

Fat her Roubert reluctantly replaced the horn screen. The Count,

he knew, had deduced from his books that for a man to be fertile
he nust be warm and the friar wondered how folk in cold northern
countries ever nmanaged to breed. So the Cardinal isn't interested in
your books/ the Domi nican said, but only in the county's records?"
So it would seem Two hundred years of tax rolls?" The Count
chuckl ed. Brother Jerone will enjoy deciphering those."
The friar said nothing for a while. The sound of clashing swords
echoed fromthe castle's curtain wall as the Count's nephew and
his cronies practised their weapons in the yard. Let Lord Joscelyn
i nherit here, the friar thought, and these books and parchnents
woul d all be put to the flanes. He noved closer to the hearth in
whi ch, though it was not cold outside, a great fire burned and he
t hought of the girl who rmust be burned to death next norning

in Castillon d Arbizon. She was a heretic, a foul creature, the devil's
pl ayt hi ng, and he remenbered her agony as he had tortured the
confession fromher. He wanted to see her burn and hear the
screans that woul d announce her arrival at the gates of hell, and
so the sooner he answered the Count the sooner he could | eave.

You' re hiding sonething, Roubert/ the Count pronpted him

before the friar coul d speak

The friar hated being called by his sinple Christian nane, a

rem nder that the Count had known himas a child and had paid

for his elevation. | hide nothing/ he protested.



So tell me why a cardinal archbishop would send a nonk to

Ber at ?"
The friar turned fromthe fire. Do | need to rem nd you/ he
said, that the county of Astarac is now a part of your donmai n?"
The Count stared at Father Roubert, then realized what the friar
was saying. ©Ch, dear God, no/ the Count said. He made the sign

of the cross and returned to his chair. He peered at the chessboard,
scratched an itch beneath his woollen cap and turned back to the
Dom ni can. Not that old story?"

There have been rumpurs/ Father Roubert said loftily. There
was a nenber of our order, a fine man, Bernard de Taill ebourg,
who died this year in Brittany. He was pursui ng sonething, we
were never told what, but the runours say that he nmade conmon

cause with a nmenber of the Vexille famly/

Good Christ Almighty/ the Count said. Wy didn't you tel

me this before?"

You wi sh ne to bother you with every vaporous story that gets
told in the taverns?" Father Roubert retorted.
The Count did not answer. |Instead he was thinking of the Vexilles.
The old Counts of Astarac. They had been powerful once, great |ords
of wide lands, but the famly had becone entangled with the Cathar
heresy and when the Church burned that plague fromthe |land the
Vexille famly had fled to its | ast stronghold, the castle of Astarac
and there they had been defeated. Mdst had been killed, but sone
had succeeded in running away, even, the Count knew, as far as

Engl and, while ruined Astarac, hone to ravens and foxes, had been
swal | owed into the fiefdomof Berat and with the ruined castle had
cone a persistent story that the defeated Vexilles had once held the
fabl ed treasures of the Cathars in their keeping, and that one of
those treasures was the Holy Grail itself. And the reason, of course,
t hat Father Roubert had made no nmention of the new stories was
because he wanted to find the Gail before anyone el se di scovered
it. Well, the Count would forgive himthat. He | ooked across the
wi de room So the Cardi nal Archbishop believes the Gail will be
found among those things?" He gestured at his books and papers.

Louis Bessieres/ the friar said, is a greedy man, a violent nman
and an ambitious man. He will turn the earth upside down to find
the Gail."



The Count understood then. Understood the pattern of his life.
There was a story, wasn't there/ he nused al oud, that the keeper
of the Grail would be cursed until he gave the cup back to God?"

Stories," Father Roubert sneered.

And if the Gail is here, father, even if it is hidden, then | am
its keeper."

If," the Dom nican sneered again.

And so CGod cursed ne," the Count said in wondernent, because
all unknowingly | hold his treasure and have not valued it." He
shook his head. He has withheld a son from ne because | have
wi thheld his son's cup fromhim" He shot a surprisingly harsh
| ook at the young friar. Does it exist, father?"

Fat her Roubert hesitated, then gave a reluctant nod. It is
possi ble."

Then we had best give the nonk pernission to search,” the
Count said, but we nust also make sure that we find what he
is | ooking for before he does. You will go through the rmuni nents, Father
Roubert, and only pass on to Brother Jerone those
records that do not mention treasures or relics or grails. You
under st and?"

I will seek the perm ssion of ny regent to performthat duty/

Fat her Roubert responded stiffly.

You will seek nothing but the Gail!" The Count sl apped the
armof his chair. You will start now, Roubert, and you wll not
stop till you have read every parchment on those shelves. O would
you rather | evicted your nother, your brothers and sisters from
their houses?"

Fat her Roubert was a proud nman and he bridled, but he was
not a foolish man and so, after a pause, he bowed. | wll search
t he docunents, ny lord/ he said hunbly.

Starting now the Count insisted.

I ndeed, ny lord/ Father Roubert said, and sighed because he
woul d not see the girl burn.

And | will help you/ the Count said enthusiastically. Because
no Cardi nal Archbi shop would take fromBerat the holiest treasure
on earth or in heaven. The Count would find it first.



The Dom nican friar arrived at Castillon d' Arbizon in the autum
dusk, just as the watchman was shutting the western gate. Afire

had been kindled in a big brazier that stood inside the gate's arch
to warmthe town's watchrmen on what pronised to be the first

chill night of the waning year. Bats were flickering above the town's
hal f-repaired walls and about the tower of the high castle which
crowned Castillon d' Arbizon's steep hill

God be with you, father/ one of the watchmen said as he

paused to let the tall friar through the gate, but the watchman
spoke in Cccitan, his native tongue, and the friar did not speak
t hat | anguage and so he just smiled vaguely and sketched a sign

of the cross before he hitched up his black skirts and toiled up the
town's main street towards the castle. Grls, their day's work
finished, were strolling the |lanes and sone of them giggled for the
friar was a fine-looking nan despite a very slight linp. He had
ragged bl ack hair, a strong face and dark eyes. A whore called to
himfroma tavern doorway and pronpted a cackl e of |aughter
frommen drinking at a table set in the street. A butcher sluiced
his shopfront with a wooden pail of water so that diluted bl ood
swilled dowmn the gutter past the friar while above him froma
top-fl oor wi ndow where she was drying her washing on a |ong

pol e, a wonman screaned insults at a nei ghbour. The western gate
crashed shut at the foot of the street and the |ocking bar dropped
into place with a thud.
The friar ignored it all. He just clinbed to where the church of
Sai nt Sardos crouched beneath the pal e bastion of the castle and, once
i nside the church, he knelt at the altar steps, nade the sign of the
cross and then prostrated hinsel f. A black-dressed woman praying

at the side altar of Saint Agnes, disturbed by the friar's bal eful presence,
made the sign of the cross too and hurried fromthe church

The friar, lying flat on the top step, just waited.
A town sergeant, dressed in Castillon d" Arbizon's livery of grey

and red, had watched the friar clinb the hill. He had noticed that
the Dom nican's robe was ol d and patched and that the friar hinself
was young and strong, and so the sergeant went to find one of

the town's consuls and that official, crammng his fur-trinmed hat
onto his grey hair, ordered the sergeant to bring two nore arned

men while he fetched Father Medous and one of the priest's two

books. The group assenbl ed outside the church and the consu

ordered the curious folk who had gathered to watch the excite

ment to stand back. There is nothing to see/ he said officiously.
But there was. A stranger had cone to Castillon d' Arbizon and

all strangers were cause for suspicion, and so the crowd stayed

and watched as the consul pulled on his official robe of grey and
red cloth trinmed with hare fur, then ordered the three sergeants

to open the church door.

VWhat did the people expect? A devil to erupt from Saint Sardos's?
Did they think to see a great charred beast with crackling bl ack
wi ngs and a trail of snoke behind his forked tail? Instead the priest
and the consul and two of the sergeants went inside, while the third
sergeant, his stave of office showi ng the badge of Castillon d' Arbizon,
whi ch was a hawk carrying a sheaf of rye, guarded the door. The
crowd wai ted. The woman who had fled the church said that the

friar was praying. But he looks evil," she added, he |ooks like the
devil," and she hurriedly nmade the sign of the cross once nore.

When the priest, the consul and the two guards went into the

church the friar was still lying flat before the altar with his arns
spread wi de so that his body made the shape of the cross. He nust
have heard the nail ed boots on the nave's uneven fl agstones, but

he did not nove, nor did he speak



Pai re?" Castillon d' Arbizon's priest asked nervously. He spoke

in Qccitan and the friar did not respond. Father?" The priest tried
French.

You are a Doninican?" The consul was too inpatient to wait

for any response to Father Medous's tentative approach. Answer

me!" He al so spoke in French, and sternly too, as befitted Castillon
d' Arbizon's leading citizen. Are you a Dom nican?"

The friar prayed a nmonment | onger, brought his hands together

above his head, paused for a heartbeat, then stood and faced the
four men.

| have come a long way," he said inperiously, and need a bed,

food and w ne."

The consul repeated his question. You are a Dom nican?"

| follow the blessed Saint Dominic's way/ the friar confirmed. The
wi ne need not be good, the food nerely what your poorest folk

eat, and the bed can be of straw"



The consul hesitated, for the friar was tall, evidently strong and
just a bit frightening, but then the consul, who was a wealthy
man and properly respected in Castillon d'" Arbizon, drew hinself
up to his full height. You are young/ he said accusingly, to be
a friar."

It isto the glory of God," the Domi nican said dismssively, that

young nen follow the cross instead of the sword. | can sleep in a
stable."

Your nanme?" the consul demanded.

Thomes. "

An English nane!" There was alarmin the consul's voice and
the two sergeants responded by hefting their |ong staves.

Tomas, if you prefer/ the friar said, seem ngly unconcerned as
the two sergeants took a nenacing pace towards him It is ny
bapti smal nanme/ he expl ained, and the name of that poor disciple
who doubted Qur Lord's divinity. If you have no such doubts then
I envy you and | pray to God that he grants me such certainty.”

You are French?" the consul asked.

| ama Norman/ the friar said, then nodded. Yes, | am French."
He | ooked at the priest. Do you speak French?"

| do." The priest sounded nervous. Sone. Alittle."

Then may | eat in your house tonight, father?"

The consul would not |et Father Medous answer, but instead
instructed the priest to give the friar the book. It was a very old
book wi th worm eaten pages and a bl ack | eather cover that the

friar unw apped.

What do you want of ne?" the friar demanded.

Read fromthe book." The consul had noticed that the friar's
hands were scarred and the fingers slightly tw sted. Damage, he
t hought, nore fitting for a soldier than a priest. Read to ne!" the
consul insisted.

You cannot read for yourself?" the friar asked derisively.

Whet her | read or not/ the consul said, is not your business.
But whether you can read, young man, is our business, for if you
are not a priest then you will not be able to read. So read to ne/

The friar shrugged, opened a page at random and paused. The
consul 's suspi cions were roused by the pause and he raised a hand
to beckon the sergeants forward, but then the Dom ni can suddenly



read al oud. He had a good voice, confident and strong, and the
Latin words sounded like a nelody as they echoed fromthe
church's painted walls. After a monent the consul held up a hand
to silence the friar and | ooked qui zzically at Father Medous. Well?"
He reads well," Father Medous said weakly. The priest's own
Latin was not good and he did not like to adnit that he had not
entirely understood the echoing words, though he was quite sure
that the Dom nican could read.
You know what the book is?" the consul demanded.
| assune/ the friar said, that it is the life of Saint Gegory. The
passage, as you doubtl ess recogni zed," there was sarcasmin his
voi ce, describes the pestilence that will afflict those who di sobey
the Lord their God." He wapped the |inmp black cover about the
book and held it out to the priest. You probably know the book
as the Flares Sanctorun®"
I ndeed." The priest took the book and nodded at the consul

That official was still not entirely reassured. Your hands," he
said, how were they injured? And your nose? It was broken?"

As a child," the friar said, holding out his hands, | slept with
the cattle. | was tranpled by an ox. And ny nose was broken

when ny nother struck ne with a skillet."

The consul understood those everyday chil dhood acci dents and

visibly relaxed. You will understand, father," he said to the friar
that we nust be cautious of visitors."

Cautious of God's priests?" the Dom nican asked caustically.

W had to be sure,"” the consul explained. A nmessage cane from
Auch which said the English are riding, but no one knows where."

There is a truce," the friar pointed out.

When did the English ever keep a truce?" the consul retorted.

If they are indeed English/ the Domi nican said scornfully. Any
troop of bandits is called the English these days. You have nen/
he gestured at the sergeants who did not understand a word of
the French conversation, and you have churches and priests, so
why shoul d you fear bandits?"

The bandits are English/ the consul insisted. They carried war
bows/

Whi ch does not alter the fact that | have cone a |l ong way, and
that | am hungry, thirsty and tired."



Fat her Medous will | ook after you/ the consul said. He gestured
at the sergeants and | ed them back down the nave and out into
the small square. There is nothing to worry about!" the consu
announced to the crowd. Qur visitor is a friar. He is a man of Cod."
The small crowd dispersed. Twilight weathed the church tower
and cl osed about the castle's battlenents. A man of CGod had cone
to Castillon d' Arbizon and the small town was at peace.

The man of God ate a di sh of cabbage, beans and salt bacon. He
expl ai ned to Father Medous that he had nade a pilgrimge to
Santiago de Conpostela in Spain to pray at the tonb of Saint Janes
and now he was wal king to Avignon to fetch new orders fromhis
superiors. He had seen no raiders, English or otherw se.

W have seen no English in many years," Father Medous replied,
maki ng a hasty sign of the cross to avert the evil he had just
mentioned, but not so long ago they ruled here." The friar, eating
his meal, appeared not to be interested. W paid taxes to them"
Fat her Medous went on, but then they went and now we bel ong
to the Count of Berat."

| trust he is a godly man?" Friar Thomas asked.

Very pious," Father Medous confirned. He keeps sone straw
fromthe nanger at Bethlehemin his church. I would like to see
that."

Hi s men garrison the castle?" the friar demanded, ignoring the
nore interesting topic of the baby Jesus's beddi ng.

I ndeed, " Fat her Medous confirned.

Does the garrison hear Mass?"

Fat her Medous paused, obviously tenpted to tell a lie, then

settled for a half-truth. Some do."

The friar put down his wooden spoon and stared sternly at the
unconfortable priest. How many are they? And how many of

t hem hear Mass?"

Fat her Medous was nervous. Al priests were nervous when

Domi ni cans appeared, for the friars were God's ruthless warriors

in the fight against heresy and if this tall young man reported that
the folk of Castillon d' Arbizon were | ess than pious then he could



bring the Inquisition and its instrunments of torture to the town.

There are ten of themin the garrison/ Father Medous said, and

they are all good Christians. As are all ny people."

Friar Thomas | ooked sceptical. Al of then®"

They do their best/ Father Medous said loyally, but . . ." He
paused again, evidently regretting that he had been about to add
a qualification and, to cover his hesitation, he went to the small
fire and added a log. The wind fretted at the chimey and sent a
back- draught of snoke whirling about the small room A north

wi nd/ Father Medous said, and it brings the first cold night of
the autum. Wnter is not far off, eh?"

But ?" The friar had noted the hesitation
Fat her Medous sighed as he took his seat. There is a girl. A
heretic. She was not from Castillon d' Arbizon, God be thanked,
but she stayed here when her father died. She is a beghard.”

| did not think the beghards were this far south/ the friar said.
Beghards were beggars, but not just any inportunate fol k. |nstead
they were heretics who denied the Church and deni ed the need
to work and claimed all things cane from God and therefore that
all things should be free to all men and women. The Church, to
protect itself against such horrors, burned the beghards wherever
t hey were found.

They wander the roads/ Father Medous pointed out, and she
cane here, but we sent her to the bishop's court and she was
found guilty. Now she is back here/

Back here?" The friar sounded shocked.

To be burned/ Father Medous explained hurriedly. She was
sent back to be burned by the civil authorities. The bi shop wants
the people to see her death so they know the evil is gone from
anmong t hent
Friar Thomas frowned. You say this beghard has been found
guilty of heresy, that she had been sent here to die, yet she is stil
alive. Why?"

She is to be burned tonorrow the priest said, still hastily.
had expected Father Roubert to be here. He is a Dom nican |ike
yourself and it was he who di scovered the girl's heresy. Perhaps
he is ill? He did send me a letter explaining howthe fire was to
be nade. "



Friar Thomas | ooked scornful. Al that's needed/ he said dismssively, is
heap of wood, a stake, some kindling and a heretic.
What nore can you want ?"
Fat her Roubert insisted that we use snall faggots and that they
stand upright."” The priest illustrated this requirement by bunching
his fingers like sticks of asparagus. Bundles of sticks, he wote to
me, and all pointing to heaven. They nust not lay flat. He was
enphati c about that."

Friar Thomas sniled as he understood. So the fire will burn
bright, but not fierce, eh? She will die slowy."

It is God's will," Father Medous said.

Slowy and in great agony," the friar said, relishing the words,
that is indeed God's will for heretics."

And | have made the fire as he instructed," Father Medous
added weakly.

Good. The girl deserves nothing better." The friar nopped his
dish with a piece of dark bread. | shall watch her death with joy
and then walk on." He made the sign of the cross. | thank you

for this food."
Fat her Medous gestured at his hearth where he had piled sone
bl ankets. You are wel cone to sleep here."

| shall, father,"” the friar said, but first |I shall pray to Saint Sardos.
| have not heard of him though. Can you tell ne who he is?"

A goat herd," Father Medous said. He was not entirely sure that
Sardos had ever existed, but the |local people insisted he had and
had al ways venerated him He saw the |l anb of God on the hil
where the town now stands. It was being threatened by a wolf
and he rescued it and God rewarded himwith a shower of gold."

As is right and proper,"” the friar said, then stood. You will cone
and pray to the bl essed Sardos with nme?"

Fat her Medous stifled a yawn. | would like to," he said w thout
any ent husi asm

| shall not insist,’
door unbarred?"

My door is always open," the priest said, and felt a pang of
relief as his unconfortabl e guest stooped under the door's lintel
and went into the night.

Fat her Medous's housekeeper smiled fromthe kitchen door

the friar said generously. WII you |eave your

a



He's a good-1ooking one for a friar. Is he staying tonight?"

He is, yes."

Then 1'd better sleep in the kitchen," the housekeeper said,
because you woul dn't want a Dominican to find you between ny

legs at midnight. He'll put us both on the fire with the beghard."
She | aughed and cane to clear the table.
The friar did not go to the church, but instead went the few

paces down the hill to the nearest tavern and pushed open the
door. The noise inside slowy subsided as the crowded room stared
back at the friar's unsmling face. Wien there was silence the friar
shuddered as though he was horrified at the revelry, then he
stepped back into the street and cl osed the door. There was a heart
beat of silence inside the tavern, then nen | aughed. Some reckoned the young
priest had been | ooking for a whore, others mnerely
supposed he had opened the wong door, but in a nmonent or two
they all forgot about him
The friar linped back up the hill to Saint Sardos's church where,

i nstead of going into the goatherd's sanctuary, he stopped in the
bl ack shadows of a buttress. He waited there, invisible and silent,
noting the few sounds of Castillon d' Arbizon's night. Singing and

| aughter came fromthe tavern, but he was nore interested in the
foot steps of the watchman pacing the town wall that joined the
castle's stronger ranpart just behind the church. Those steps cane
towards him stopped a few paces down the wall and then

retreated. The friar counted to a thousand and still the watchman
did not return and so the friar counted to a thousand again, this
time in Latin, and when there was still nothing but silence above
hi m he noved to the wooden steps that gave access to the wall.
The steps creaked under his weight, but no one called out. Once
on the wall he crouched beside the high castle tower, his black
robe invisible in the shadow cast by the wani ng noon. He watched
down the wall's length where it followed the hill's contour unti

it turned the corner to the western gate where a dimred gl ow
showed that the brazier was burning strongly. No watchnmen were

in sight. The friar reckoned the men nust be warm ng thensel ves
at the gate. He | ooked up, but saw no one at the castle's ranpart,
nor any novenent in the two half-lit arrow slits that glowed from
lanterns inside the tall tower. He had seen three liveried nen inside



the crowded tavern and there m ght have been others that he had

not seen, and he reckoned the garrison was either drinking or
asleep and so he lifted his black skirts and unwound a cord that
had been w apped about his waist. The cord was nmade of henp
stiffened with glue, the same kind of cord that powered the dreaded
Engli sh war bows, and it was |ong enough so that he was able to
loop it about one of the wall's crenellations and then let it drop to
the steep ground beneath. He stayed a nmonment, staring down. The
town and castle were built on a steep crag around which a river

| ooped and he could hear the water hissing over a weir. He could
just see a gleamof reflected moonlight glancing froma pool, but
not hing el se. The wind tugged at him chilled him and he retreated
to the mooncast shadow and pulled his hood over his face.
The wat chman reappeared, but only strolled hal fway up the
wal I where he paused, |eaned on the parapet for a time, then
wander ed back towards the gate. A nonent |ater there was a soft
whi stl e, jagged and tuneless like the song of a bird, and the friar
went back to the cord and hauled it up. Knotted to it now was a
rope, which he tied around the crenellation. 1It's safe,” he called
softly in English, and then flinched at the sound of a nman's boots
scuffing on the wall as he clinbed the rope.
There was a grunt as the nman haul ed hinmsel f up the ranpart

and a loud crash as his scabbard thunped on the stone, but then
the man was over and crouching beside the friar. Here." He gave
the friar an English war bow and a bag of arrows. Another nman
was clinmbing now He had a war bow slung on his back and a bag

of arrows at his waist. He was nore ninble than the first man and
made no noi se as he crossed the battlenment, and then a third man
appeared and crouched with the other two.

How was it?" the first man asked the friar

Fri ghtening."
They didn't suspect you?"

Made ne read some Latin to prove | was a priest.”

Bl oody fools, eh?" the man said. He had a Scottish accent. So
what now?"

The castle.”

Christ help us."

He has so far. How are you, Sanf"



Thirsty/ one of the other nen answered.

Hol d these for me/ Thomas said, giving Sam his bow and arrow

bag, and then, satisfied that the watchman was out of sight, he

I ed his three conpani ons down the wooden steps to the alley
whi ch | ed beside the church to the small square in front of the
castle's gate. The wooden faggots piled ready for the heretic's death
were black in the nmoonlight. A stake with a chain to hold the
beghard's waist jutted up fromthe waiting tinmber.
The castle's tall gates were wi de enough to et a farmcart enter
the courtyard, but set into one |leaf was a small w cket gate and
the friar stepped ahead of his conpanions and thunped the small

door hard. There was a pause, then a shuffle of feet sounded and

a man asked a question fromthe gate's far side. Thomas did not
answer, but just knocked again, and the guard, who was expecting
hi s compani ons to come back fromthe tavern, suspected nothing

and pul |l ed back the two bolts to open the door. Thomas stepped

into the flanelight of two high torches burning in the inner
archway and in their flickering glow he saw the guard's | ook of
astoni shment that a priest had come to Castillon d' Arbizon's castle
in the darkness, and the man still | ooked astonished as the friar
hit himhard, straight in the face, and then again in the belly. The
guard fell back against the wall and the friar clanped a hand across
the man's mouth. Sam and the other two cane through the gate,
whi ch they | ocked behind them The guard was struggling and
Thomas brought up a knee which nmade the man give a nuffled
squeal . Look in the guardroom Thomas ordered his conpani ons.

Sam wth an arrow on his bow s string, pushed open the door
which, led fromthe castle's entrance. A single guard was there,
standing by a table on which was a skin of wine, two dice and a
scatter of coins. The guard stared at Sam s round, cheerful face
and he was still gazing open-nout hed when the arrow took him

in the chest and threw hi mback against the wall. Sam foll owed,
drawi ng a knife, and bl ood sl ashed up the stones as he cut the
man's gull et.

Did he have to die?" Thonas asked, bringing the first guard

into the room

He was | ooking at ne funny/ Samsaid, |ike he'd seen a ghost/

He scooped up the cash on the table and dropped it into his arrow



bag. Shall | kill himtoo?" he asked, nodding at the first guard.
No, " Thonmas said. Robbie? Tie himup."

What if he makes a noi se?" Robbie, the Scotsman, asked.

Then let Samkill him"
The third of Thomas's nen cane into the guardroom He was
call ed Jake and he was a skinny man with crossed eyes. He grinned
at the sight of the fresh blood on the wall. Like Sam he carried a
bow and an arrow bag, and had a sword at his waist. He picked

up the w ne skin.

Not now, Jake," Thomas said and the |anky man, who | ooked

ol der and far nore cruel than the younger Thomas, neekly obeyed.
Thomas went to the guardroom door. He knew the garrison

nunbered ten nmen, he al so knew that one was dead, one was a
prisoner and at least three were still in the tavern. So five nen
could be left. He peered into the courtyard, but it was enpty except
for a farmwagon heaped with bales and barrels, and so he crossed
to the weapon rack on the guardroomwall and sel ected a short
sword. He tested the edge and found it sharp enough. Do you
speak French?" he asked the captive guard.
The man shook his head, too terrified to speak

Thomas | eft Samto guard the prisoner. |f anyone knocks on
the castle gate," he said, ignore it. If he makes a noise," he jerked
his head towards the prisoner, kill him Don't drink the wi ne.

Stay awake." He slung his bow on his shoul der, pushed two arrows
into the rope belting his friar's robe, then beckoned to Jake and
Robbi e. The Scotsnan, dressed in a short mail hauberk, had his
sword drawn. Keep it silent/ Thonas said to them and the three
slipped into the courtyard.

Castillon d' Arbizon had been at peace for too long. The garrison
was small and careless, its duties little nore than to levy tariffs on
goods coming to the town and despatching the taxes to Berat

where their lord lived. The men had becone | azy, but Thomas of
Hookt on, who had pretended to be a friar, had been fighting for
nonths and his instincts were those of a nman who knew t hat

death could be waiting at every corner. Robbie, though he was

t hree years younger than Thonas, was al nbst as experienced in

war as his friend, while cross-eyed Jake had been a killer all his
life.



They began with the castle's undercroft where six dungeons |ay

in fetid darkness, but a flickering rushlight showed in the jailer's
room where they found a nonstrously fat nan and his equally
corpulent wife. Both were sleeping. Thonas pricked the man's

neck with the sword's point to let himsnell blood, then marched
the couple to a dungeon where they were | ocked away. A girl

cal l ed fromanother of the cells, but Thomas hissed at her to be
qui et. She cursed himin return, then went silent.

One down, four to go.

They clinmbed back to the courtyard. Three servants, two of them
boys, were sleeping in the stables and Robbi e and Jake took them
down to the cells, then rejoined Thomas to clinb the dozen broad
steps to the keep's door, then up the tower's winding stair. The
servants, Thomas guessed, woul d not be numbered anong the
garrison, and there woul d doubtl| ess be other servants, cooks and
groons and cl erks, but for now he worried only about the sol diers.
He found two of themfast asleep in the barracks room both wth
worren under their blankets, and Thonas woke them by tossing

in a torch he took froma becket on the stairway. The four sat up
startled, to see a friar with an arrow nocked on his drawn bow.
One woman took breath to scream but the bow tw tched and the
arrow was pointing straight at her right eye and she had the sense
to stifle her alarm

Tie themup," Thomas said

Quicker to slit their gizzards," Jake suggested.

Tie themup," Thonmas said again, and stuff their mouths.”

It did not take | ong. Robbie ripped a blanket into strips with his
sword and Jake trussed the four. One of the wonen was naked

and Jake grinned as he tied her wists and then hoisted her up to
a hook on the wall so that her arms were stretched. N ce/ he

sai d.

Later," Thomas said. He was at the door, listening. There could
be two nore soldiers in the castle, but he heard nothing. The four
prisoners were all being half suspended fromthe big metal hooks
that normally held swords and mail shirts and, when the four were
silenced and i mmobilized, Thomas went up the next wi nding stair
to where a great door bl ocked his path. Jake and Robbie foll owed
him their boots making a slight noise on the worn stone steps.



Thomas notioned themto silence, then pushed on the door. For

a nonent he thought it nust be | ocked, but he pushed again,

harder, and the door jerked open with a terrible shriek of rusted
nmet al hinges. The sound was fit to wake the dead and Thomnas,
appal l ed, found hinself staring into a great high roomhung with
tapestries. The squeal of the hinges died away, |eaving silence. The
remmants of a fire burned in a big hearth and gave enough |ight

to show that the hall was enpty. At its far end was a dais where
the Count of Berat, the Lord of Castillon d' Arbizon, would sit when
he visited the town and where his table would be placed for any
feasts. The dais was enpty now, except that at its rear, hidden by
a tapestry, there was an arched space where another flicker of |ight
showed t hrough the not h-eaten weave

Robbi e slipped past Thomas and crept up the side of the hal

beneath the slit w ndows, which let in slanting bars of silvered
nmoonl i ght. Thomas put an arrow on the black bow, then drew the

cord and felt the i mense power of the yew stave as he took the
string back to his right ear. Robbie glanced at him saw he was
ready, and reached out with his sword to pull back the threadbare
tapestry.

But before the bl ade even touched the tapestry it was swept

asi de as a big nman charged Robbie. He cane roaring and sudden

ast oni shing the Scot who tried to bring his sword back to neet

the attack, but Robbie was too slow and the big man | eaped on

him fists flailing. Just then the big black bow sang. The arrow,
whi ch coul d strike down an arnoured knight at two hundred

paces, slid through the man's rib cage and span hi m around so

that he flailed bloodily across the floor. Robbie was still half under
him his fallen sword clattering on the thick wooden fl oorboards.

A woman was scream ng. Thomas guessed t he wounded man was

the castellan, the garrison's commander, and he wondered if the

man woul d |live |long enough to answer some questions, but Robbie

had drawn hi s dagger and, not knowi ng that his assail ant was

al ready pierced by an arrow, was flailing the short blade at the
man's fat neck so that a sheet of blood spilled dark and shini ng
across the boards and even after the man had di ed Robbie stil
gouged at him The woman screanmed on. Stop her noise," Thomas

said to Jake and went to pull the heavy corpse off the Scot. The



man's | ong white nightshirt was red now. Jake sl apped the woman
and then, blessedly, there was silence.

There were no nore soldiers in the castle. A dozen servants

were sleeping in the kitchens and storeroons, but they made no
trouble. The nmen were all taken down to the dungeons, then
Thomas clinbed to the keep's topnost ranpart from where he

could | ook down on the unsuspecting roofs of Castillon d'" Arbizon
and there he waved a flamng torch. He waved it back and forth
three tinmes, threwit far down into the bushes at the foot of the
steep sl ope on which the castle and town were built, then went

to the western side of the ranpart where he laid a dozen arrows
on the parapet. Jake joined himthere. Samis with Sir Robbie at
the gate," Jake sai d. Robbi e Dougl as had never been kni ghted, but
he was well born and a man-at-arns, and Thomas's men had gi ven
himthe rank. They liked the Scotsman, just as Thomas did, which
was why Thonmas had di sobeyed his lord and | et Robbie come with
him Jake laid nore arrows on the parapet. That were easy."

They weren't expecting trouble,” Thonas said. That was not
entirely true. The town had been aware of English raiders, Thomas's
rai ders, but had somehow convi nced t hensel ves that they would
not come to Castillon d' Arbizon. The town had been at peace for
so long that the townsfol k were persuaded the quiet tinmes would
go on. The walls and the watchmen were not there to guard agai nst
the English, but against the big conpanies of bandits that infested
the countryside. A dozy watchman and a high wall m ght deter
those bandits, but it had failed against real soldiers. How did you
cross the river?" he asked Jake.

At the weir/ Jake said. They had scouted the town in the dusk
and Thonmas had seen the mill weir as the easiest place to cross
the deep and fast-flow ng river

The mller?"

Scared," Jake said, and quiet."

Thomas heard the crackling of breaking tw gs, the scrape of feet
and a thunp as a | adder was pl aced agai nst the angl e between the
castle and the town wall. He | eaned over the inner parapet. You
can open the gate, Robbie," he called down. He put an arrow on
his string and stared down the long length of noonlit wall.
Beneath himmen were clinbing the |adder, hoisting weapons



and bags that they tossed over the parapet and then foll owed after
A wash of flanelight glowed fromthe open w cket gate where
Robbi e and Sam stood guard, and after a nmonment a file of nen,
their mail clinking in the night, went fromthe wall's steps to the
castle gate. Castillon d' Arbizon's new garrison was arriving.
A wat chman appeared at the wall's far end. He strolled towards
the castle, then suddenly becane aware of the sound of swords,
bows and baggage t hunpi ng on stone as nen cl anbered over the
wal . He hesitated, torn between a desire to get closer and see
what was really happening and a wish to find reinforcenents, and
whil e he hesitated both Thomas and Jake | oosed their arrows.
The wat chman wore a padded | eather jerkin, protection enough
agai nst a drunkard's stave, but the arrows slashed through the
| eat her, the padding and his chest until the two points protruded
fromhis back. He was hurled back, his staff fell with a clatter, and
then he jerked in the noonlight, gasped a few tinmes and was still.
What do we do now?" Jake asked.
Col l ect the taxes," Thomas said, and make a nui sance of

our sel ves. "

Until what?"

Until soneone cones to kill us," Thomas said, thinking of his
cousi n.

And we kill hin®?" Jake m ght be cross-eyed, but he held a very
straightforward view of life

Wth God's good hel p/ Thonas said and made the sign of the

cross on his friar's robe.

The last of Thomas's men clinbed the wall and dragged the

| adder up behind them There were still half a dozen nen a nile
away, across the river and hidden in the forest where they were
guardi ng the horses, but the bulk of Thomas's force was now inside
the castle and its gate was again | ocked. The dead wat chman | ay

on the wall with two goose-feathered shafts sticking fromhis chest.
No one el se had detected the invaders. Castillon d' Arbizon either
sl ept or drank.
And then the the screans began.



It had not occurred to Thomas that the beghard girl who was to

die in the norning would be inprisoned in the castle. He had

t hought the town would have its own jail, but she had evidently
been given into the garrison's keepi ng and now she was screan ng
insults at the newy inprisoned nen in the other cells and her

noi se was unsettling the archers and nen-at-arns who had cli nbed
Castillon d Arbizon's wall and taken the castle. The jailer's plunp
wi fe, who spoke a little French, had shouted for the English to

kill the girl. She's a beghard," the woman clained, in |league with
the devil!"

Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque had agreed with the woman. Bring

her up to the courtyard,” he told Thomas, and I'll hack off her
dam head. "

She must burn,"” Thomas said. That's what the Church has
decreed. "

So who burns her?"
Thgmas shrugged. The town sergeants? Maybe us, | don't

know. "

Then if you won't let ne kill her now," Sir CGuillaume said, at

| east shut her goddamed nmouth." He drew his knife and of fered
it to Thomas. Cut her tongue out."

Thomas ignored the blade. He had still not found tinme to

change out of his friar's robe, so he lifted its skirts and went
down to the dungeons where the girl was shouting in French to
tell the captives in the other cells that they would all die and
that the devil would dance on their bones to a tune played by
denons. Thomas |it a rush lantern fromthe flickering remants



of a torch, then went to the beghard's cell and pulled back the
two bolts.
She qui etened at the sound of the bolts and then, as he pushed

t he heavy door open, she scuffled back to the cell's far wall. Jake
had foll owed Thomas down the steps and, seeing the girl in the
lantern's dimlight, he sniggered. | can keep her quiet for you,"

he of fered.

Go and get sone sleep, Jake/ Thonas said.

No, | don't mind," Jake persisted.

Sl eep! " Thomas snapped, suddenly angry because the girl | ooked
so vul nerabl e.

She was vul nerabl e because she was naked. Naked as a new

laid egg, arrowthin, deathly pale, flea-bitten, greasy-haired, w de
eyed and feral. She sat in the filthy straw, her arnms w apped about
her drawn-up knees to hi de her nakedness, then took a deep

breath is if summoni ng her |ast dregs of courage. You're English/
she said in French. Her voice was hoarse from her screaning

"' m English/ Thomas agreed.

But an English priest is as bad as any other/ she accused him

Probabl y/ Thonas agreed. He put the lantern on the fl oor and
sat besi de the open door because the stench in the cell was so
overwhel m ng. | want you to stop your scream ng/ he went on

because it upsets peopl e/

She roll ed her eyes at those words. Tonorrow they are going
to burn me/ she said, 'so you think | care if fools are upset tonight?"

You should care for your soul/ Thomas said, but his fervent
wor ds brought no response fromthe beghard. The rush w ck
burned badly and its horn shade turned the dimlight a |eprous,
flickering yellow Wy did they | eave you naked?" he asked.

Because | tore a strip fromny dress and tried to strangle the
jailer/ She said it calmy, but with a defiant |ook as though daring
Thomas to di sapprove.

Thomas al nbst smiled at the thought of so slight a girl attacking
the stout jailer, but he resisted his anuserment. Wat's your nanme?"
he asked i nstead.

She was still defiant. | have no name/ she said. They nade

me a heretic and took my name away. |'m cast out of Christendom
I'"malready halfway to the next world." She | ooked away from



himwi th an expression of indignation and Thomas saw t hat Robbi e
Dougl as was standing in the hal f-open door. The Scot was gazing
at the beghard with a | ook of wondernent, even awe, and Thomas
| ooked at the girl again and saw that under the scraps of straw
and enbedded filth she was beautiful. Her hair was |ike pale gold,
her skin was unscarred from pox and her face was strong. She
had a high forehead, a full nmouth and sunken cheeks. A striking
face, and the Scotsman just stared at her and the girl, enbarrassed
by his frank gaze, hugged her knees closer to her breasts.

Go," Thomas told Robbie. The young Scotsman fell in love, it
seened to Thomas, |ike other men became hungry, and it was

plain from Robbie's face that he had been struck by the girl's | ooks
with the force of a | ance hammering into a shield.

Robbi e frowned as though he did not quite understand Thomas's
instruction. | neant to ask you," he said, then paused.

Ask me what ?"

Back in Calais," Robbie said, did the Earl tell you to | eave ne
behi nd?"

It seened an odd question in the circunstances, but Thomas
decided it deserved a response. How do you know?"

That priest told ne. Bucki ngham ™"
Thomas wondered why Robbie had even tal ked to the priest,
then realized that his friend was sinply making conversation so

he could stay near to the latest girl he had fallen so hopelessly in
love with. Robbie," he said, 'she's going to burn in the norning."
Robbi e shifted uneasily. She doesn't have to."

For CGod's sake," Thomas protested, the Church has condemed

her!"

Then why are you here?" Robbi e asked.

Because | command here. Because soneone has to keep her

quiet."

| can do that," Robbie said with a snmile, and when Thonas did

not respond the snmile turned into a scow. So why did you |et

me come to Gascony?"

Because you're a friend."

Bucki ngham said 1'd steal the Gail," Robbie said. He said I'd
take it to Scotland."

W have to find it first/ Thomas said, but Robbie was not



listening. He was just |looking hungrily at the girl who huddled in
the corner. Robbie/ Thomas said firmy, 'she's going to burn."

Then it doesn't matter what happens to her tonight/ the
Scot sman sai d defiantly.

Thomas fought to suppress his anger. Just |eave us al one,
Robbi e/ he said.

Is it her soul you're after?" Robbie asked. O her flesh?"

Just go!" Thomas snarled with nore force than he neant and
Robbi e | ooked startled, even belligerent, but then he blinked a
couple of times and wal ked away.

The girl had not understood the English conversation, but she
had recogni zed the | ust on Robbie's face and now turned it on
Thomas. You want me for yourself, priest?" she asked in French
Thomas i gnored the sneering question. Were are you fron®"

She paused, as if deciding whether or not to answer, then
shrugged. From Pi cardy/ she said.

A long way north/ Thomas said. How does a girl from Picardy
come to Gascony?"

She hesitated again. She was, Thomas thought, perhaps fifteen

or sixteen years old, which made her overripe for marriage. Her
eyes, he noticed, had a curious piercing quality, which gave him
t he unconfortabl e sensation that she could see right through to
the dark root of his soul. M father/ she said. He was a juggler
and flane-eater."

|'ve seen such nmen/ Thonas said.

VW went wherever we wi shed/ she said, and rmade noney at
fairs. My father nade folk laugh and | collected the coins/

Your not her ?"

Dead." She said it carelessly as if to suggest she could not even
renmenber her nother. Then ny father died here. Six nonths ago
So | stayed/

Wy did you stay?"

She gave hima sneering | ook as if to suggest the answer to his
guestion was so obvious that it did not need stating, but then
presuming himto be a priest who did not understood how rea
people lived, she gave himthe answer. Do you know how
dangerous the roads are?" she asked. There are condors."

Cor edor s?"



Bandi ts/ she expl ai ned. The | ocal people call them coredors.
Then there are the routiers who are just as bad." Routiers were
conpani es of di sbanded sol di ers who wandered the hi ghways in
search of a lord to enploy them and when they were hungry,
whi ch was nost of the tinme, they took what they wanted by force.
Sone even captured towns and held them for ransom But, I|ike
the coredors, they would regard a girl travelling alone as a gift sent
by the devil for their enjoynment. How long do you think I would
have | asted?" she asked.

You coul d have travelled in conpany?" Thomas suggest ed.

W always did, nmy father and I, but he was there to protect

me. But on nmy own?" She shrugged. So | stayed. | worked in a

ki tchen."

And cooked up heresy?"

You priests do so |ove heresy/ she said bitterly. It gives you

somet hing to burn.”

Bef ore you were condemmed/ Thomas said, what was your
nanme?"

CGenevi eve. "

You were nanmed for the saint?"

| suppose so/ she said.

And whenever Cenevieve prayed/ Thomas said, the devil blew
out her candles.”

You priests are full of stories/ Genevieve nocked. Do you
beli eve that? You believe the devil came into the church and bl ew
out her candl es?"

Probabl y. "
Wry didn't he just kill her if he's the devil? What a pathetic
trick, just to blow out candles! He can't be nmuch of a devil if that's

all he does."
Thomas i gnored her scorn. They tell me you are a beghard?"

I've met beghards/ she said, and | liked them"™

They are the devil's spawn/ Thonas sai d.

You' ve met one?" she asked. Thomas had not. He had only

heard of them and the girl sensed his disconfort. |If to believe that
God gave all to everyone and wants everyone to share in every
thing, then | amas bad as a beghard/ she admitted, but | never
joined them"



You nust have done something to deserve the flanes."

She stared at him Perhaps it was sonething in his tone that
made her trust him but the defiance seemed to drain out of her
She cl osed her eyes and | eaned her head agai nst the wall and
Thomas suspected she wanted to cry. Watching her delicate face,
he wondered why he had not seen her beauty instantly as Robbie
had done. Then she opened her eyes and gazed at him \\hat
happened here toni ght?" she asked, ignoring his accusation

W captured the castle,” Thonas said.

ve?"

The English."

She | ooked at him trying to read his face. So now the English
are the civil power?"

He supposed she had | earned the phrase at her trial. The Church
did not burn heretics, they nerely condemmed them and then the
sinners were handed to the civil power for their deaths. That way
the Church kept clean hands, God was assured that his Church

was undefiled and the devil gained a soul. W are the civil power
now, " Thomas agreed.
So the English will burn me instead of the Gascons?"

Soneone must burn you," Thomas said, if you are a heretic."

| f?" Genevieve asked, but when Thonas did not answer she
cl osed her eyes and rested her head on the danp stones again.

They said | insulted God." She spoke tiredly. That | clainmed the
priests of God's Church were corrupt, that | danced naked beneath
the Iightning, that | used the devil's power to di scover water, that
f used magic to cure people's ills, that |I prophesied the future and
that | put a curse on Galat Lorret's wife and on his cattle.”

Thomas frowned. They did not convict you of being a beghard?”
he asked.

That too," she added drily.

He was silent for a few heartbeats. Water dripped sonewhere

in the dark beyond the door and the rushlight flickered, alnopst
di ed and then recovered. Wose wife did you curse?" Thonas
asked.

Galat Lorret's wife. He's a cloth nerchant here and very rich.
He's the chief consul and a man who woul d |i ke younger flesh
than his wife."



And did you curse her?"

Not just her," GCenevieve said fervently, but himtoo. Have you
never cursed anyone?"

You prophesied the future?" Thonas asked.

| said they would all die, and that is an evident truth."

Not if Christ cones back to earth, as he prom sed,” Thomas sai d.
She gave hima | ong, considering |look and a snmall snile half
showed on her face before she shrugged. So | was wong," she
sai d sarcastically.

And the devil showed you how to discover water?"

Even you can do that," she said. Take a forked twi g and wal k
slowy across a field and when it twitches, dig."

And magi cal cures?"

A d renedies,"” she said tiredly. The things we learn from aunts
and grandnothers and old | adies. Take iron froma roomwhere a
worman i s giving birth. Everyone does it. Even you, priest, touch
wood to avert evil. Is that piece of magic sufficient to send you to
the fire?"

Agai n Thomas ignored her answer. You insulted God?" he asked
her .

God loves nme, and | do not insult those who |ove ne. But |
did say his priests were corrupt, which you are, and so they charged
me with insulting God. Are you corrupt, priest?"

And you danced naked under the lightning," Thomas concl uded
the indictment.

To that," she said, | plead guilty."

Wy did you dance?"

Because ny father always said that God would give us guid
ance if we did that."

God woul d do that?" Thonmas asked, surprised

So we believed. W were wong. God told me to stay in Castillon
d" Arbizon and it only led to torture and tomorrow s fire."

Torture?" Thomas asked.

Sonething in his voice, a horror, nade her | ook at him and

then she slowy stretched out her left Ieg so that he could see her
inner thigh and the raw, red, twi sted mark that disfigured the
white skin. They burned ne," she said, again and again. That was
why | confessed to being what | was not, a beghard, because they



burned nme/ She was cryi ng suddenly, remenbering the pain. They
used red-hot netal/ she said, and when | screaned they said it
was the devil trying to |l eave ny soul/ She drew up her |eg and
showed himher right arm which had the sanme scars. But they
left these," she said angrily, suddenly revealing her small breasts,
because Father Roubert said the devil would want to suck them
and the pain of his jaws would be worse than anything the Church
could inflict/ She drew her knees up again and was silent for a
while as the tears ran down her face. The Church likes to hurt
peopl e,” she continued after a while. You should know that/

| do," Thomas said, and he very nearly lifted the skirts of his
Dom ni can's robe to show her the sane scars on his body, the
scars of the hot iron that had been pressed on his |legs to nmake
himreveal the secrets of the Gail. It was a torture that drew no
bl ood for the Church was forbidden to draw bl ood, but a skilled
man coul d nmake a soul screamin torment w thout ever breaking
the skin. | do," Thomas sai d again.
Then damm you, " Cenevi eve said, recovering her defiance,

damm you and damm all the damed priests/
Thomas stood and |ifted the lantern. | shall fetch you sone
thing to wear/

Fri ghtened of ne, priest?" she nocked.

Fri ght ened?" Thomas was puzzl ed.

By this, priest!" she said and showed hi m her nakedness and
Thomas turned away and cl osed the door on her |aughter. Then
when the bolts were shot, he |eaned on the wall and stared at
not hi ng. He was renenbering Genevieve's eyes, so full of fire and
nmystery. She was dirty, naked, unkenpt, pale, half starved and a
heretic and he had found her beautiful, but he had a duty in the
nmorni ng and he had not expected it. A God-given duty.

He clinbed back to the yard to find everything quiet. Castillon
d' Arbi zon sl ept.
And Thomas, bastard son of a priest, prayed.
The tower stood in woodland a day's ride east of Paris, on a | ow
ridge not far from Soi ssons. It was a lonely place. The tower had



once been hone to a |l ord whose serfs farnmed the valleys on either
flank of the ridge, but the lord had died w thout children and his
di stant relatives had squabbl ed over ownership which neant the

| awyers had becone rich and the tower had decayed and the fields
had been overgrown by hazel, and then by oak, and owl s had
nested in the high stone chanbers where the w nds blew and the
seasons passed. Even the | awers who had argued over the tower
were now dead and the small castle was the property of a Duke
who had never seen it and woul d never dreamof living there,

and the serfs, those that remained, worked fields closer to the
village of Melun where the Duke's tenant had a farm

The tower, the villagers said, was haunted. Wite spirits
wreathed it on winter nights. Strange beasts were said to prow
the trees. Children were told to stay away, though inevitably the
braver ones went to the woods and sone even clinbed the tower

to find it enpty.

But then the strangers cane.

They came with the faraway Duke's perm ssion. They were

tenants, but they did not cone to farmor to thin the ridge of its
val uabl e tinber. They were soldiers. Fifteen hard nmen, scarred
fromthe wars against England, with mail coats and crossbows and
swords. They brought their wonmen who nmade trouble in the village
and no one dared to conpl ai n because the wonmen were as hard

as the soldiers, but not as hard as the nan who | ed them He was
tall, thin, ugly, scarred and vengeful. H s nane was Charl es and
he had not been a soldier and he never wore mail, but no one
liked to ask hi mwhat he was or what he had been for his very

gl anqge was terrifying.

St onemasons cane from Soi ssons. The owls were ejected and

the tower repaired. A new yard was made at the tower's foot, a
yard with a high wall and a brick furnace, and soon after that
work was finished a wagon, its contents hidden by a |inen canopy,
arrived at the tower and the new gate in the yard' s wall slamed
shut behind it. Sone of the braver children, curious about the
strange happenings at the tower, sneaked into the woods, but

they were seen by one of the guards and they fled, terrified, as
he pursued them shouting, and his crossbow bolt narrowy m ssed
a boy. No child went back. No one went there. The sol di ers bought



food and wine in the market, but even when they drank in
Melun's tavern they did not say what happened at the tower.

You nmust ask Monsieur Charles,” they said, meaning the ugly,
scarred man, and no one in the village woul d dare approach
Monsi eur Charl es.

Snoke sometines rose fromthe yard. It could be seen fromthe
village, and it was the priest who deduced that the tower was now
t he hone of an alchenist. Strange supplies were taken up the

ri dge and one day a wagon | oaded with a barrel of sul phur and

i ngots of |ead paused in the village while the carter drank w ne.
The priest snelt the sul phur. They are making gold," he told his
housekeeper, knowi ng she would tell the rest of the village.

Gol d?" she asked.

It is what the alchenmists do." The priest was a | earned man who
nm ght have risen high in the Church except that he had a taste
for wine and was always drunk by the tine the angel us bel
sounded, but he remenbered his student days in Paris and how
he had once thought that he might join the search for the philoso
pher's stone, that el usive substance which would meld with any
metal to make it gold. Noah possessed it," he said.

Possessed what ?"

The phil osopher's stone, but he lost it."

Because he was drunk and naked?" the housekeeper asked. She
had a di mnenory of the story of Noah. Like you?"

The priest lay on his bed, half drunk and fully naked, and he
renenbered the snoky workroons of Paris where silver and

nmercury, |ead and sul phur, bronze and iron were nelted and
twisted and nelted again. Calcination,"” he recited, and dissolu
tion, and separation, and conjunction, and putrefaction, and conge
[ ation, and cibation, and sublination, and fernentation, and

exal tation, and multiplication, and projection."

The housekeeper had no idea what he was tal king about. Marie
Condrot | ost her child today," she told him Born the size of a
kitten, it was. All bloody and dead. It had hair though. Red hair.
She wants you to christen it.”

Cupel l ation," he said, ignoring her news, and cenentation, and
reverberation, and distillation. Always distillation. Per ascendumis
the preferred nethod." He hiccupped. Jesus/ he sighed, then



t hought again. Phlogiston. If we could just find phlogiston we
could all nmake gold."

And how woul d we nake gol d?"

| just told you." He turned on the bed and stared at her breasts
that were white and heavy in the noonlight. You have to be very
clever/ he said, reaching for her, and you discover phlogiston
which is a substance that burns hotter than hell's fires, and with
it you make the phil osopher's stone that Noah | ost and you pl ace
it inthe furnace with any netal and after three days and three
nights you will have gold. Didn't Corday say they built a furnace
up there?"

He said they nade the tower into a prison/ she said.

A furnace/ he insisted, to find the philosopher's stone."
The priest's guess was closer than he knew, and soon the whol e

nei ghbour hood was convi nced that a great phil osopher was | ocked

in the tower where he struggled to make gold. If he was successful
men said, then no one would need to work again for all would

be rich. Peasants would eat fromgold plate and ride horses

capari soned in silver, but sonme people noted that it was a strange
ki nd of alcheny for two of the soldiers cane to the village one
norni ng and took away three old ox-horns and a pail of cow dung.
W're bound to be rich now the housekeeper said sarcastically,
rich in shit/ but the priest was snoring.
Then, in the autum which followed the fall of Calais, the
Cardinal arrived fromParis. He | odged in Soi ssons, at the Abbey
of Sai nt-Jean-de-Vignes which, though wealthier than nbst nonastic

houses, could still not cope with all the Cardinal's entourage and
so a dozen of his men took roons in a tavern where they airily
commanded the landlord to send the bill to Paris. The Cardina

wi Il pay/ they promi sed, and then they | aughed for they knew
that Louis Bessieres, Cardinal Archbishop of Livorno and Papa
Legate to the Court of France, would ignore any trivial demands
for noney.

Though of late Hi s Enminence had been spending it lavishly. It
had been the Cardinal who restored the tower, built the new wall
and hired the guards, and on the nmorning after he arrived at

Soi ssons he rode to the tower with an escort of sixty armed nen
and fourteen priests. Halfway to the tower they were net by



Monsi eur Charles who was dressed all in black and had a | ong,
narrow bl aded knife at his side. He did not greet the Cardina
respectfully as other men woul d, but nodded a curt acknow
edgenent and then turned his horse to ride beside the prelate.
The priests and nen-at-arns, at a signal fromthe Cardi nal, kept
their distance so they could not overhear the conversation.

You | ook well, Charles," the Cardinal said in a nmocking voice.
|"mbored." The ugly Charles had a voice |like iron draggi ng
t hr ough gravel

God's service can be hard," the Cardinal said.

Charles ignored the sarcasm The scar went fromhis lip to his
cheekbone, his eyes were pouchy, his nose broken. H s bl ack
clothes hung fromhimlike a scarecrow s rags and his gaze
constantly flicked fromside to side of the road as though he feared
an anbush. Any travellers, neeting the procession, had they dared
raise their eyes to see the Cardinal and his ragged conpani on
woul d have taken Charles to be a soldier, for the scar and the
sword suggested he had served in the wars, but Charles Bessieres
had never followed a war banner. He had cut throats and purses

i nstead, he had robbed and nurdered, and he had been spared
t he gal |l ows because he was the Cardinal's el dest brother

Charl es and Louis Bessieres had been born in the Linousin, the
el dest sons of a tallow nmerchant who had gi ven the younger son
an education while the elder ran wild. Louis had risen in the
church as Charles had roamed dark alleys, but different though
they were, there was a trust between them A secret was safe
between the tallow nerchant's only surviving sons and that was
why the priests and the nmen-at-arns had been ordered to keep
thei r distance.

How i s our prisoner?" the Cardinal asked.

He grumbl es. Whines |ike a worman."

But he works?"

Oh, he works," Charles said grimy. Too scared to be idle/

He eats? He is in good heal th?"

He eats, he sleeps and he nails his woman/ Charles said.

He has a worman?" The Cardi nal sounded shocked.

He wanted one. Said he couldn't work properly w thout one

so | fetched himone/



What ki nd?"

One fromthe stews of Paris.”

An ol d compani on of yours, perhaps?" the Cardi nal asked,

anmused. But not one, | trust, of whomyou are too fond?"

When it's all done," Charles said, 'she'll have her throat cut just
like him Sinply tell ne when."

Wien he has worked his miracle, of course," the Cardinal said.
They followed a narrow track up the ridge and, once at the
tower, the priests and the armed nen stayed in the yard while the
brot hers di smounted and went down a brief winding stair that |ed
to a heavy door barred with three thick bolts. The Cardinal watched
his brother draw the bolts back. The guards do not come down
here?" he asked.

Only the two who bring food and take away the buckets, ™"

Charles said, the rest knowthey' Il get their throats cut if they
poke their noses where they're not wanted/

Do they believe that?"

Charl es Bessieres |ooked sourly at his brother. Wuldn't you?"

he asked, then drew his knife before he shot the |last bolt. He
st epped back as he opened the door, evidently wary in case
someone beyond the door attacked him but the man inside showed

no hostility, instead he | ooked pathetically pleased to see the
Cardi nal and dropped to his knees in reverence.
The tower's cellar was large, its ceiling supported by great brick
arches fromwhich a score of lanterns hung. Their snmoky |ight was
augrment ed by daylight that came through three high, small, thickly
barred wi ndows. The prisoner who lived in the cellar was a young
man with long fair hair, a quick face and cl ever eyes. Hi s cheeks
and hi gh forehead were snmeared with dirt, which also narked his
long, agile fingers. He stayed on his knees as the Cardina

appr oached.

Young Gaspard/ the Cardinal said genially and held out his

hand so the prisoner could kiss the heavy ring that contained a
thorn fromChrist's crowmn of death. | trust you are well, young
Gaspard? You eat heartily, do you? Sleep like a babe? Wrk Iike

a good Christian? Rut like a hog?" The Cardinal glanced at the girl
as he said the last words, then he took his hand away from Gaspard
and wal ked further into the roomtowards three tables, on which



were barrels of clay, blocks of beeswax, piles of ingots, and arrays
of chisels, files, augurs and hanmers.
The girl, sullen, red-haired and dressed in a dirty shift that hung
| oose fromone shoulder, sat on a lowtrestle bed in a corner of
the cellar. | don't like it here," she conplained to the Cardinal
The Cardinal stared at her in silence for a good long tinme, then

he turned to his brother, ff she speaks to nme again, Charles,
wi t hout ny pernission/ he said, whip her."

She neans no harm your emnence," Gaspard said, still on his
knees.

But | do," the Cardinal said, then sniled at the prisoner. Get

up, dear boy, get up."

| need Yvette," Gaspard said, 'she helps ne."
Tm sure she does," the Cardinal said, then stooped to a clay

bow in which a brownish paste had been nmi xed. He recoiled from
its stench, then turned as Gaspard cane to him dropped to his
knees again, and held up a gift.

For you, your em nence," Gaspard said eagerly, | rmade it for
you. "
The Cardinal took the gift. It was crucifix of gold, not a hand's
breadth high, yet every detail of the suffering Christ was delicately
nodel | ed. There were strands of hair showi ng beneath the crown

of thorns, the thorns thenmselves could prick, the rent in his side

was j agged edged and the spill of golden blood ran past his loin
cloth to his long thigh. The nail heads stood proud and the Cardina
counted them Four. He had seen three true nails in his life. It's

beautiful, Gaspard," the Cardinal said.

| would work better," Gaspard said, if there was nore light."

W would all work better if there were nore light," the Cardina
said, the light of truth, the Iight of God, the light of the Holy
Spirit." He wal ked beside the tables, touching the tools of Gaspard's
trade. Yet the devil sends darkness to befuddl e us and we nust
do our best to endure it."

Upstai rs?" Gaspard said. There nmust be roonms with nore |ight

upstairs?"
There are," the Cardinal said, there are, but how do |I know
you will not escape, Gaspard? You are an ingenious man. G ve

you a large wi ndow and | night give you the world. No, dear boy,



if you can produce work like this", he held up the crucifix, t hen
you need no nore light." He smled. You are so very clever."
Gaspard was indeed clever. He had been a goldsmith's appren

tice in one of the small shops on the Quai des Ofevres on the lie
de la Cite in Paris where the Cardinal had his mansion. The Cardi na
had al ways appreci ated the goldsniths: he haunted their shops,
patroni zed them and purchased their best pieces, and nany of

t hose pi eces had been made by this thin, nervous apprentice who

had then knifed a fell ow apprentice to death in a sordid tavern
brawl and been condemed to the gall ows. The Cardi nal had

rescued him brought himto the tower and promised himlife.

But first Gaspard nmust work the miracle. Only then could he

be rel eased. That was the prom se, though the Cardinal was quite
sure that Gaspard would never |leave this cellar unless it was to
use the big furnace in the yard. Gaspard, though he did not know

it, was already at the gates of hell. The Cardi nal nmade the sign of
the cross, then put the crucifix on a table. So show nme," he ordered
Gaspard.

Gaspard went to his big work tabl e where an object was

shrouded in a cloth of bleached linen. It is only wax now, your

em nence," he explained, lifting the Iinen away, and | don't know

if it's even possible to turn it into gold."
It can be touched?" the Cardinal asked.
Carefully/ Gaspard warned. |It's purified beeswax and quite
delicate."
The Cardinal lifted the grey-white wax, which felt oily to his
touch, and he carried it to one of the three small w ndows that
et in the shadowed daylight and there he stood in awe.
Gaspard had nmade a cup of wax. It had taken hi mweeks of
work. The cup itself was just big enough to hold an apple, while
the stemwas only six inches long. That stem was nodelled as the
trunk of a tree and the cup's foot was made fromthe tree's three
roots that spread fromthe bole. The tree's branches divided into
filigree work that forned the |lacy bow of the cup, and the filigree
was astonishingly detailed with tiny |eaves and snall appl es and,
at therim three delicate nails. It is beautiful/ the Cardinal said.
The three roots, your enminence, are the Trinity/ Gaspard
expl ai ned.



I had surmised as nuch."

And the tree is the tree of life."

VWhich is why it has apples/ the Cardinal said.

And the nails reveal that it will be the tree fromwhich our
Lord's cross was made/ Gaspard finished his explanation
That had not escaped ne/ the Cardinal observed. He carried
t he beautiful wax cup back to the table and set it down carefully.
VWere is the gl ass?"

Here, your Emi nence/ Gaspard opened a box and took out a

cup that he offered to the Cardinal. The cup was made of thick
greeni sh glass that | ooked very ancient, for in parts the cup was
snoky and el sewhere there were tiny bubbles trapped in the pale
transl ucent material. The Cardi nal suspected it was Roman. He
was not sure of that, but it |ooked very old and just a little crude,
and that was surely right. The cup from which Christ had drunk

his last wine would probably be nore fit for a peasant's table than
for a noble's feast. The Cardi nal had discovered the cup in a Paris
shop and had purchased it for a few copper coins and he had
instructed Gaspard to take off the ill-shapen foot of the glass which
the prisoner had done so skilfully that the Cardinal could not even
see that there had once been a stem Now, very gingerly, he put
the glass cup into the filigree wax bow . Gaspard held his breath,
fearing that the Cardinal would break one of the delicate |eaves,
but the cup settled gently and fitted perfectly.
The Grail. The Cardi nal gazed at the glass cup, imagining it
cradled in a delicate lacework of fine gold and standing on an altar
it by tall white candles. There would be a choir of boys singing
and scented incense burning. There would be kings and enperors,
princes and dukes, earls and knights kneeling to it.

Loui s Bessieres, Cardinal Archbishop of Livorno, wanted the

Gail and, some nonths before, he had heard a rumour from
sout hern France, fromthe | and of burned heretics, that the Gai

exi sted. Two sons of the Vexille fanmly, one a Frenchman and the
other an English archer, sought that Gail as the Cardinal did, but
no one, the Cardinal thought, wanted the Gail as much as he did.

O deserved it as he did. If he found the relic then he woul d
conmmand such awesone power that kings and pope woul d cone
to himfor blessing and when C enent, the present Pope, died,



then Louis Bessieres would take his throne and keys, if only he

possessed the Grail. Louis Bessieres wanted the Gail, but one day,
staring unseeing at the stained glass in his private chapel, he had
experienced a revelation. The Grail itself was not necessary. Perhaps

it existed, probably it did not, but all that mattered was that
Chri stendom believed that it existed. They wanted a Grail. Any
Grail, so long as they were convinced it was the true and holy,

one and only Grail, and that was why Gaspard was in this cellar

and why Gaspard would die, for no one but the Cardinal and his

br ot her nust ever know what was being made in the |onely tower
anong the wi ndswept trees above Melun. And now, " the Cardina

said, carefully lifting the green glass fromits wax bed, you nust
make the common wax into heavenly gold."

It will be hard, your em nence."

O course it will be hard," the Cardinal said, but |I shall pray
for you. And your freedom depends on your success." The Cardina
saw t he doubt on Gaspard's face. You nmade the crucifix," he said,
pi cking up the beautiful gold object, 'so why can you not make
t he cup?"

It is so delicate," Gaspard said, and if | pour the gold and it

does not nelt the wax then all the work will be wasted."
Then you will start again," the Cardinal said, and by experi
ence and with the help of God you will discover the way of truth."

It has never been done,
delicate."

Show me how," the Cardinal ordered and Gaspard expl ai ned how

he woul d paint the wax cup with the noxi ous brown paste that had
repell ed the Cardinal. That paste was made from water, burned ox
horn that had been pounded to powder and cow dung, and the
dried layers of the paste would encase the wax and the whol e woul d
then be entonbed in soft clay, which had to be gently pressed into
pl ace to cradle the wax, but not distort it. Narrow tunnels would
run through the clay fromthe outside to the entonbed wax, and
then Gaspard woul d take the shapeless clay lunmp to the furnace in
the yard where he woul d bake the clay and the beeswax inside
would nelt and run out through the tunnels and, if he did it well,
he woul d be left with a hard clay mass within which was conceal ed
a delicate cavity in the shape of the tree of life.

Gaspard said, not with anything so



And the cow dung?" the Cardinal asked. He was genuinely fasc
nated. Al beautiful things intrigued him perhaps because in his
yout h he had been deni ed them

The dung bakes hard/ CGaspard said. 1t makes a hard shel
around the cavity." He smiled at the sullen girl. Yvette mxes it
for me/ he explained. The layer closest to the wax is very fine,
the outer | ayers are coarser."

So the dung m xture forns the hard surface of the noul d?" the
Car di nal asked.

Exactly." Gaspard was pl eased that his patron and savi our under
st ood.

Then, when the clay was cold, Gaspard woul d pour nolten gold
into the cavity and he rmust hope that the liquid fire would fill
every last cranny, every tiny |leaf and apple and nail, and every
delicately nodelled ridge of bark. And when the gold had cool ed
and become firmthe clay would be broken away to reveal either

a grail-holder that woul d dazzl e Christendom or el se a ness of

m s-shapen gold squiggles. It will probably have to be done in
separate pieces/ Gaspard said nervously.

You will try with this one/ the Cardinal ordered, draping the
linen cloth back over the wax cup, and if it fails you will make
another and try again, and then again, and when it works, Gaspard,
| shall release you to the fields and to the sky. You and your little
friend." He sniled vaguely at the wonan, made the sign of a
bl essi ng over Gaspard's head, then wal ked fromthe cellar. He
waited as his brother bolted the door. Don't be unkind to him
Charl es/

Unkind? I"mhis jailer, not his nurse.”

And he is a genius. He thinks he is making ne a Mass cup, so
he has no idea how inmportant his work is. He fears nothing, except
you. So keep hi m happy/

Charl es moved away fromthe door. Suppose they find the rea
Gail?"

VWo will find it?" the Cardi nal asked. The English archer has
vani shed and that fool of a monk won't find it in Berat. He'll just
stir up the dust."

So why send hin®?"

Because our Grail nust have a past. Brother Jerone will



di scover some stories of the Gail in Gascony and that will be our
proof, and once he has announced that the records of the Gai
exi st then we shall take the cup to Berat and announce its

di scovery."

Charles was still thinking of the real Grail. | thought the

Engli shman's father left a book?"

He did, but we can nmake nothing of it. They are the scribblings
of a madman."

So find the archer and burn the truth fromhim" Charles said.

He will be found," the Cardinal pronmised grimy, and next tine
['"lI'l 1oose you on him Charles. He'll talk then. But in the nean
time we rmust go on | ooking, but above all we must go on making.

So keep Gaspard safe."

Safe now," Charles said, and dead later." Because Gaspard woul d
provide the nmeans for the brothers to go to Avignon's papal pal ace
and the Cardinal, clinbing to the yard, could taste the power
al ready. He woul d be Pope.

At dawn that day, far to the south of the lonely tower near Soissons,
t he shadow of Castillon d' Arbizon's castle had fallen across the
heap of tinbers ready for the heretic's burning. The firewbod had
been wel |l constructed, according to Brother Roubert's carefu
instructions, so that above the kindling and around the thick stake
to which a chain had been stapled there were four layers of upright
faggots that would burn bright, but not too hot and wi thout too
much smoke, so that the watching townsfol k woul d see Genevi eve
withe within the bright flame and know that the heretic was

going to Satan's doni nion

The castle's shadow reached down the main street alnost to

the west gate where the town sergeants, already benused by the

di scovery of the dead watchman on the walls, stared up at the

bul k of the castle's keep outlined by the rising sun. A new fl ag
flew there. Instead of showi ng the orange | eopard on the white
field of Berat it flaunted a blue field, slashed with a di agona
white band that was dotted with three white stars. Three yell ow
lions inhabited the blue field and those fierce beasts appeared



and di sappeared as the big flag lifted to an indifferent wind. Then
there was sonething new to gape at for, as the town's four consuls
hurried to join the sergeants, nmen appeared at the top of one of
the bastions that protected the castle gate and they dropped a
pair of heavy objects fromthe ranmpart. The two things dropped,
then jerked to a stop at the end of ropes. At first the watching
men thought that the garrison was airing its beddi ng, then they
saw that the lunps were the corpses of two nmen. They were the
castellan and the guard, and they hung by the gate to reinforce

t he nmessage of the Earl of Northanpton's banner. Castillon d

Arbi zon was under new ownershi p.

Gal at Lorret, the oldest and richest of the consuls, the same nman
who had questioned the friar in the church the previous night,

was the first to gather his wits. A nessage nmust go to Berat," he
ordered, and he instructed the town's clerk to wite to Castillon
d' Arbi zon's proper lord. Tell the Count that English troops are
flying the banner of the Earl of Northanpton."

You recogni ze it?" another consul asked.

It flew here I ong enough," Lorret responded bitterly. Castillon
d' Arbi zon had once belonged to the English and had paid its taxes
to di stant Bordeaux, but the English tide had receded and Lorret
had never thought to see the Earl's banner again. He ordered the
four remaining men of the garrison, who had been drunk in the
tavern and thus escaped the English, to be ready to carry the clerk's
nmessage to distant Berat and he gave thema pair of gold coins to
hasten their ride. Then, grimfaced, he narched up the street with
his three fell ow consuls. Father Medous and the priest from St
Callic's church joined themand the townsfol k, anxi ous and scar ed,
fell in behind.

Lorret pounded on the castle gate. He would, he decided, face

t he i mpudent invaders down. He would scare them He would
demand that they |eave Castillon d' Arbizon now. He would
threaten themw th siege and starvation, and just as he was
sumoni ng his indignant words the two | eaves of the great gate
wer e haul ed back on screeching hinges and facing himwere a
dozen English archers in steel caps and mail hauberks, and the
sight of the big bows and their long arrows nade Lorret take an
i nvol untary step back.



Then the young friar stepped forward, only he was no | onger
a friar, but a tall soldier in a mail haubergeon. He was bare-headed
and his short black hair |ooked as if it had been cut with a knife.
He wore bl ack breeches, |ong black boots and had a bl ack | eat her
sword belt fromwhich hung a short knife and a | ong plain sword.
He had a silver chain about his neck, a sign that he held authority.
He | ooked along the |ine of sergeants and consuls, then nodded
to Lorret. We were not properly introduced | ast night," he said,

but doubtl ess you remenber nmy nane. Now it is your turn to
tell me yours."

You have no business here!" Lorret blustered.
Thomas | ooked up at the sky, which was pale, al nbst washed
out, suggesting that nore unseasonably cold weat her m ght be
com ng. Father," he spoke to Medous now, you will have the
goodness to translate nmy words so everyone can know what is
going on." He | ooked back to Lorret. |If you will not tal k sense
then | shall order ny nen to kill you and then | shall talk to your
conpani ons. What is your nane?"

You're the friar," Lorret said accusingly.

No, " Thomas said, but you thought | was because | can read.

I amthe son of a priest and he taught nme letters. Now, what is
your name?"

| am Galat Lorret," Lorret said.

And from your robes," Thomas gestured at Lorret's fur-trinmed
gown, | assune you have sonme authority here?"

W are the consuls,” Lorret said with what dignity he could
muster. The other three consuls, all younger than Lorret, tried to
| ook unworried, but it was difficult when a row of arrow heads
glittered beneath the arch.

Thank you," Thomas said courteously, and now you nust tel

your people that they have the good fortune to be back under the
Earl of Northanpton's rule and it is his lordship's wish that his
peopl e do not stand about the street when there is work to be
done." He nodded at Father Medous who of fered a stammering
translation to the crowd. There were sone protests, nmainly because
the shrewder folk in the square understood that a change of lord
ship woul d inevitably mean nore taxes.

The work this norning," Lorret said, is burning a heretic."



That is work?"

God's work/ Lorret insisted. He raised his voice and spoke in
the I ocal |anguage. The people were promised time fromtheir

| abour to watch the evil burned fromthe town."

Fat her Medous translated the words for Thomas. It is the

custom the priest added, and the bishop insists that the people
see the girl burn.”

The custon?" Thomas asked. You burn girls often enough to

have a custom about it?"

Fat her Medous shook his head in confusion. Father Roubert
told us we nmust let the people see.™
Thomas frowned. Father Roubert/ he said, that's the man who
told you to burn the girl slowy? To stand the faggots upright?"

He is a Dom nican/ Father Medous said, a real one. It was he
who di scovered the girl's heresy. He should be here." The priest
| ooked about himas if expecting to see the missing friar

He'll doubtless be sorry to miss the anusenment/ Thonas said,
then he gestured to his row of archers who noved asi de so that
Sir Guillaume, armoured in mail and with a great war sword in
hi s hand, could bring Genevieve out of the castle. The crowd hissed
and jeered at the sight of her, but their anger went silent when
the archers closed up behind the girl and hefted their tall bows.
Robbi e Dougl as, in a mail haubergeon and with a sword at his
si de, pushed through the archers and stared at Genevi eve who
now st ood beside Thomas. This is the girl?" Thomas asked.

She is the heretic, yes/ Lorret said.
Cenevi eve was staring at Thomas with sone disbelief. The |ast
time she had seen himhe had been wearing a friar's robes, yet
now he was pal pably not a priest. Hi s mail haubergeon, a short
coat that cane to his thighs, was of good quality and he had
polished it during the night, which he had spent guarding the cells
so that no one woul d abuse the prisoners.
Cenevi eve was no | onger ragged. Thomas had sent two of the
castle's kitchen maids to her cell with water, cloths and a bone
conb so she could clean herself, and he had provided her wth
a white gown that had belonged to the castellan's wife. It was a
dress of expensively bl eached linen, enbroidered at its neck
sl eeves and hemw th gol den thread, and Genevi eve | ooked as



t hough she had been born to wear such finery. Her long fair hair
was conbed back to a plait secured with a yellow ribbon. She
stood beside him surprisingly tall, with her hands tied before her
as she stared defiantly at the townsfol k. Father Medous tinidly
gestured towards the waiting tinbers as if to suggest that there
was no tine to waste.
Thomas | ooked again at Genevi eve. She was dressed as a bride,
a bride cone to her death, and Thonmas was astoni shed at her
beauty. Was that what had of fended t he townsfol k? Thomas's fat her
had al ways decl ared that beauty provoked hate as much as | ove,
for beauty was unnatural, an of fence against the nud and scars
and bl ood of conmmon life, and Genevieve, so tall and slender and
pal e and ethereal, was uncomonly |ovely. Robbie must have been
thi nking the same for he was staring at her with an expression of
pure awe.
Gal at Lorret pointed at the waiting pyre. |If you want folk to
work," he said, then get the burning done."

|'ve never burned a wonman/ Thonas said. You nust give ne
tinme to decide how best to do it."
The chai n goes round her waist," Galat Lorret explained, and
the blacksmth fastens it." He beckoned to the town's snmith who

was waiting with a staple and hamer. The fire will come from
any hearth."
In England,"” Thomas said, it is not unknown for the executioner to strangle

the victimunder the cover of snobke. It is an act
of mercy and done with a bowstring." He took just such a string
froma pouch at his belt. |Is that the custom here?"

Not, with heretics," Galat Lorret said harshly.
Thomas nodded, put the bowstring back in the pouch, then took
Cenevieve's armto wal k her to the stake. Robbie started forward,
as if to intervene, but Sir CGuillaume checked him Then Thomas
hesitated. There nust be a docunent," he said to Lorret, a warrant.
Sonet hi ng whi ch authorizes the civil power to carry out the
Church's condemati on. "

It was sent to the castellan," Lorret said.

To hi n?" Thomas | ooked up at the fat corpse. He failed to give
it to me and | cannot burn the girl w thout such a warrant." He

| ooked worried, then turned to Robbie. Wuld you |look for it?



saw a chest of parchnents in the hall. Perhaps it's there? Search
for a document with a heavy seal ."

Robbi e, unable to take his eyes from Genevi eve's face, |ooked

as if he intended to argue, then he abruptly nodded and went into
the castle. Thomas stepped back, taking Genevieve with him

VWhile we wait," he told Father Medous, perhaps you will rem nd
your townsfol k why she is to burn?"

The priest seened flumoxed by the courteous invitation, but
gathered his wits. Cattle died," he said, and she cursed a man's

wife. "

Thomas | ooked mldly surprised. Cattle die in England," he said,
and | have cursed a nman's wife. Does that make nme a heretic?"

She can tell the future!" Medous protested. She danced naked
under the lightning and used magic to di scover water."

Ah." Thomas | ooked concerned. Water?"

Wth a stick!" Galat Lorret interjected. It is the devil's nagic."
Thomas | ooked thoughtful. He gl anced at Genevi eve who was
trenbling slightly, then he | ooked back to Father Medous. Tel
me, father," he said, am/l not right in thinking that Mses struck
a rock with his brother's staff and brought water fromthe stone?"
It had been a long time since Father Medous had studied the
scriptures, but the story seened famliar. | remenber sonething
like it," he admtted.

Father!" Galat Lorret said warningly.

Quiet!" Thomas snarled at the consul. He raised his voice.

Cungue el evasset Mbses nmanum ," he was quoting from nmenory,
but thought he had the words right, percutiens virga bis silicem
egressae sunt aquae |argissime. " There were not nany advant ages

to being the bastard son of a priest or to having spent sone weeks
at Oxford, but he had picked up enough | earning to confound

nmost churchmen. You have not interpreted ny words, father," he
told the priest," so tell the crowd how Mbses struck the rock and
brought forth a gush of water. And then tell ne that if it pleases
God to find water with a staff, how can it be wong for this girl
to do the sane with a tw g?"

The crowd did not like it. Some shouted and it was only the

sight of two archers appearing on the ranpart above the two
dangl i ng corpses that qui etened them The priest hurried to



translate their protests. She cursed a woman/ he said, and proph
esied the future."

What future did she see?" Thomas asked.

Death." It was Lorret who answered. She said the town would

fill with corpses and we would lie in the streets unburied."
Thomas | ooked i npressed. Did she foretell that the town woul d
return to its proper allegiance? Did she say that the Earl of

Nor t hanpt on woul d send us here?"
There was a pause and then Medous shook his head. No/ he said.
Then she does not see the future very clearly/ Thomas said,

so the devil cannot have inspired her."

The bishop's court decided otherw se/ Lorret insisted, and it

is not up to you to question the proper authorities."
The sword cane from Thomas's scabbard with surprising speed
The bl ade was oiled to keep it fromrusting and it gleanmed wetly
as he prodded the fur-trimed robe at Galat Lorret's chest. | am
the proper authorities/ Thomas said, pushing the consul backwards, and you
had best remenber it. And | have never met your

bi shop, and if he thinks a girl is a heretic because cattle die then
he is a fool, and if he condemms her because she does what God
conmanded Mobses to do then he is a bl asphener/ He thrust the
sword a last time, making Lorret step hurriedly back. Wat wonman
did she curse?"

My wifel/ Lorret said indignantly.

She di ed?" Thomas asked.

No/ Lorret admitted.
Then the curse did not work/ Thomas said, returning the sword
to its scabbard.

She is a beghard!" Father Medous insisted.

What is a beghard?" Thonas asked.

A heretic/ Father Medous said rather hel plessly.

You don't know, do you?" Thomas said. It's just a word for
you, and for that one word you would burn her?" He took the
knife fromhis belt, then seened to renmenber sonething.
assune/ he said, turning back to the consul, that you are sendi ng
a nessage to the Count of Berat?"

Lorret |ooked startled, then tried to appear ignorant of any such
t hi ng.



Don't take me for a fool/ Thomas said. You are doubtl ess
concocting such a nessage now. So wite to your Count and wite
to your bishop as well, and tell themthat | have captured Castillon
d' Arbi zon and tell themnore . " He paused. He had agoni zed

in the night. He had prayed, for he tried hard to be a good Christian
but all his soul, all his instincts, told himthe girl should not burn.
And then an inner voice had told himhe was being seduced by

pity and by gol den hair and bright eyes, and he had agoni zed even
nore, but at the end of his prayers he knew he coul d not put
Cenevieve to the fire. So now he cut the length of cord that tied
her bonds and, when the crowd protested, he raised his voice. Tel
your bishop that | have freed the heretic." He put the knife back
inits sheath and put his right armaround Genevieve's thin shoul ders and
faced the crowd again. Tell your bishop that she is under
the protection of the Earl of Northanpton. And if your bishop
wi shes to know who has done this thing, then give himthe sane

nane that you provide to the Count of Berat. Thonas of Hookton."
Hookton," Lorret repeated, stumbling over the unfamliar nane.
Hookton," Thonas corrected him and tell himthat by the grace
of God Thomas of Hookton is ruler of Castillon d Arbizon."

You? Rul er here?" Lorret asked indignantly.

And as you have seen," Thomas said, | have assuned the

powers of life and death. And that, Lorret, includes your life." He
turned away and | ed Genevi eve back into the courtyard. The gates
banged shut.
And Castillon d' Arbizon, for |lack of any other excitenment, went

back to work.

For two days Cenevieve did not speak or eat. She stayed close to
Thomas, watching him and when he spoke to her she just shook

her head. Sonetinmes she cried silently. She made no noi se when
she wept, not even a sob, she just |ooked despairing as the tears
ran down her face.

Robbie tried to talk with her, but she shrank fromhim Indeed
she shuddered if he cane too cl ose and Robbi e becane off ended.

A bl oody goddammed heretic bitch," he cursed her in his Scottish



accent and CGenevi eve, though she did not speak English, knew
what he was saying and she just stared at Thomas with her big
eyes.

She's frightened/ Thonas said.

O me?" Robbi e asked indignantly, and the indignation seened
justified for Robbi e Douglas was a frank-faced, snub-nosed young
man with a friendly disposition

She was tortured,” Thomas explained. Can't you imagi ne what
that does to a person?" He involuntarily | ooked at the knuckl es of

his hands, still malformed fromthe screw press that had cracked
t he bones. He had thought once he woul d never draw a bow agai n,
but Robbie, his friend, had persevered with him She'll recover,"

he added to Robbie.

I"mjust trying to be friendly/ Robbie protested. Thomas gazed

at his friend and Robbie had the grace to blush. But the bishop
wi Il send another warrant/ Robbie went on. Thomas had burned
the first, which had been discovered in the castellan's iron-bound
chest along with the rest of the castle's papers. Myst of those parch
ments were tax rolls, pay records, lists of stores, lists of nen, the
smal | change of everyday life. There had been some coins too, the
tax yield, the first plunder of Thomas's comand. What will you
do?" Robbi e persisted. Wen the bishop sends anot her warrant?"

What woul d you like ne to do?" Thomas asked.

You' Il have no choice/ Robbie said vehenently, you'll have to

burn her. The bishop will demand it."

Probabl y/ Thonas agreed. The Church can be very persi stent
when it conmes to burning people/

So she can't stay here!" Robbie protested.

| freed her/ Thomas said,"” so she can do whatever she |ikes/

"Il take her back to Pau/ Robbie offered. Pau, a long way to

the west, was the nearest English garrison. That way she'll be
safe. Gve ne a week, that's all, and I'Il take her away."

| need you here, Robbie/ Thomas said. W're few and the
enemny, when they come, will be many."

Let ne take her back."

She stays/ Thomas said firmly, wunless she wants to go/

Robbi e |1 ooked as if he would argue, then abruptly left the room
Sir Guillaume, who had been listening in silence and who had



under st ood nost of the English conversation, |looked grim In a
day or two/ he said, speaking English so that Genevieve woul d
not understand, Robbie will want to burn her."

Burn her?" Thomas said, astonished. No, not Robbie. He wants
to save her."

He wants her," Sir Cuillaume said, and if he can't have her
then he'll decide no one should have her." He shrugged, then
changed to French. |If she was ugly," he | ooked at Genevi eve as
he asked the question, would she be alive?"

If she were ugly," Thomas said, | doubt she would have been
condemed. "

Sir CGuillaume shrugged. His illegitimte daughter, Eleanor, had
been Thomas's wonan until she had been killed by Thomas's

cousin, @Gy Vexille. Now Sir Guillaume | ooked at Genevi eve and
recogni zed that she was a beauty. You're as bad as the Scotsman, "
he sai d.

That night, the second night since they had captured the castle,
when the men who had been raiding for food were all safe hone
and the horses were fed and the gate was | ocked and the sentries
had been set and the supper eaten, and when npbst of the nen

wer e sl eeping, Cenevieve edged from behind the tapestry where
Thomas had given her the castellan's bed and cane to the fire
where he was sitting reading the copy of his father's strange book
about the Grail. No one else was in the room Robbie and Sir
Qui Il l aune both slept in the hall, along with Thomas, but Sir
Qui |l aune had charge of the sentries and Robbi e was drinking and
ganbling with the nen-at-arnms in the chanber bel ow.

Cenevi eve, dressed in her long white gown, stepped delicately
off the dais, came close to his chair and knelt by the fire. She
stared into the flanes for a while, then | ooked up at Thonas and
he marvelled at the way the flames Iit and shadowed her face.
Such a sinple thing, a face, he thought, yet hers enthralled him

If I were ugly," she asked, speaking for the first time since he
had rel eased her, would I be alive?"

Yes," Thonas said.

So why did you let me live?" she asked.

Thomas pulled up a sleeve and showed her the scars on his
arm It was a Dom nican who tortured nme too," he said



Bur ni ng?"

Bur ni ng/ Thomas sai d.

She rose from her knees and put her arnms about his neck and

her head on his shoul der and held him She said nothing, nor did
he, neither did they nove. Thomas was renenbering the pain,

hum liation, terror, and suddenly felt as if he wanted to cry.
And then the hall door squeal ed open and sonmeone cane in.
Thomas had his back to the door so could not see who it was, but
Cenevi eve rai sed her head to | ook at whoever had interrupted
them and there was a nonent's silence, then the sound of the
door closing and footsteps going back down the stairs. Thonas
knew it had been Robbie. He did not even need to ask

Cenevi eve put her head back on his shoul der. She said not hing.
He could feel her heart beating.

The nights are the worst," she said.

I know," Thomas said.

in daylight," she said, there are things to look at. But in the
dark there are only nmenories."
I know. "
She pul |l ed her face back, |eaving her hands |inked behind his
neck, and she | ooked at himw th an expression of intense seriousness. | hate

him" she said, and Thomas knew she was tal ki ng

of her torturer. He was called Father Roubert," she went on, and

I want to see his soul in hell."

Thomas, who had killed his own torturer, did not know what

to say, so retreated into an evasion. God will |ook after his soul."
God seens very far away sonetimes," CGenevieve said, especially in the dark."
You nust eat," he said, and you nust sleep.”

| can't sleep," she said.

Yes," Thonas said, you can," and he took her hands from his

neck and |l ed her back to the dais and behind the tapestry. He

stayed there.

And next morning Robbie was not tal king to Thomas, but their
estrangement was diffused because there was so much work to be

done. Food had to be levied fromthe town and stored in the castle.
The bl acksmith had to be taught how to make English arrow heads,

and poplars and ash were cut to make the shafts. CGeese lost their



wi ng feathers to fledge the arrows, and the work kept Thonas's
men busy, but they were still sullen. The jubilation that had
followed their easy capture of the castle had been replaced by
unrest and Thomas, whose first conmand this was, knew he had
reached a crisis.

Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque, much ol der than Thomas, nade it
explicit. 1t's about the girl/ he said. She nmust die."

They were again in the great hall and Genevieve, sitting by the
fire, understood this conversation. Robbie had come with Sir
Qui I I aune, but now, instead of |ooking at Genevieve with |onging,
he wat ched her w th hatred.

Tell me why," Thonas said. He had been rereadi ng the copy of
his father's book with its strange hints about the Gail. It had been
copied in a hurry and some of the handwiting was barely decipherable,
none of it made nuch sense, but he believed that
if he studied it |ong enough then some neani ng woul d energe.

She's a heretic!" Sir Guillaune said.

She's a goddammed wi tch," Robbie put in vehermently. He spoke
some French now, enough to understand the conversation, but
preferred to nmake his protest in English

She wasn't accused of w tchcraft. Thomas said.

Hel I, man! She used magic!"

Thomas put the parchnent aside. |'ve noticed/ he said to
Robbi e, that when you are worried you touch wood. Why?"
Robbi e stared at him W all do!"

Did a priest ever tell you to do it?"

W do it! That's all."

Why 2"

Robbi e | ooked angry, but managed to find an answer. To avert
evil. Wiy el se?"

Yet nowhere in the scriptures/ Thomas said, and nowhere in
the Church Fathers" witings will you find such a conmand. It is
not a Christian thing, yet you do it. So nmust | send you to the
bi shop to stand trial? O should | save the bishop's time and just
burn you?"

You' re bl athering!" Robbie shouted.

Sir @uillaune hushed Robbie. She is a heretic/ the Norman
said to Thomas, and the Church has condemmed her and if she

and



stays here she will bring us nothing but ill luck. That's what's
worrying the nmen. Jesus Christ, Thonmas, but what good can cone
from harbouring a heretic? The nen all knowit will bring evil."
Thomas sl apped the table, startling Genevieve. You/ he pointed
at Sir Quillaunme, burned ny village, killed ny nother and

nmur dered ny father who was a priest, and you tell ne of evil?"
Sir CGuillaume could not deny the charges any nore than he could
expl ain how he had becone a friend of the nman he had orphaned,
but nor would he back down in the face of Thonas's anger. | know
evil," he said, because | have done evil. But God forgives us."
CGod forgives you," Thomas asked, but not her?"

The Church has deci ded ot herw se. "

And | decided otherw se,” Thomas insi sted.

Sweet Jesus/ Sir CGuillaume said, do you think you're the

bl oody Pope?" He had become fond of English curse words and

used theminterspersed with his native French

She's bewi tched you/ Robbie grow ed. Genevieve | ooked as if
she woul d speak, then turned away. Wnd gusted at the w ndow
and brought a spatter of rain onto the wi de floorboards.

Sir CGuillaume | ooked at the girl, then back to Thomas. The nen
won't stand her/ he said.

Because you worry them Thomas snarl ed, although he knew
that it was Robbie, not Sir @uillaune, who had caused the unrest.
Ever since Thomas had cut Genevieve's bonds he had worried

about this, knowing his duty was to burn CGenevi eve and know ng
he could not. His father, mad and angry and brilliant, had once
| aughed at the Church's idea of heresy. Wat was heretical one
day, Father Ral ph had said, was the Church's doctrine the next,
and God, he had said, did not need nmen to burn people: God could
do that very well for hinmself. Thomas had | ai n awake, agoni zi ng,
t hi nki ng, and knowi ng all the while that he wanted Cenevi eve
too badly. It was not theol ogi cal doubt that had saved her life, but
lust, and the synpathy he felt for another soul who had suffered
the Church's torture

Robbi e, usually so honest and decent, nanaged to control his
anger. Thomas/ he said quietly, think why we are here, and
consi der whether God will give us success if we have a heretic
anong us."



| have thought of little else/ Thomas said.
Sone of the nen are talking of leaving/ Sir Guillaume warned
him O finding a new conmander."

Cenevi eve spoke for the first time. | will |leave/ she said. | wll
go back north. | won't be in your way/

How | ong do you think you'll live?" Thomas asked her. If ny

men don't nurder you in the yard then the townsfolk will kill

you in the street/
Then what do | do?" she asked.
You cone with ne/ Thormas said and he crossed to an al cove
besi de the door where a crucifix hung. He pulled it fromits nail and
beckoned to her and to Sir Cuillaume and Robbie. Cone/ he said.
He led themto the castle yard where nost of his nen were
gathering to discover the result of Sir Quillaune and Robbie's deputation to
Thomas. They murrmured unhappily when Genevi eve
appeared and Thomas knew he risked | osing their allegiance. He
was young, very young to be the | eader of so many men, but they
had wanted to follow himand the Earl of Northanpton had trusted
him This was his first test. He had expected to nmeet that test in
battle, but it had cone now and he had to solve it, and so he
stood on the top of the steps that overl ooked the yard and waited
until every man was staring at him Sir Guillaune!" Thomas call ed.
Go to one of the priests in the town and ask for a wafer. One
that has already been consecrated. One kept for the last rites/
Sir Guillaunme hesitated. What if they say no?"
You're a soldier, they're not/ Thomas said and sone of the nen
gri nned.
Sir Cuillaume nodded, gl anced warily at Genevieve, then
gestured two of his nen-at-arns to acconpany him They went
unwi I Iingly, not wanting to m ss whatever Thonas was about to
say, but Sir Quillaune grow ed at them and they foll owed him
t hrough the gate.

Thomas held the crucifix high. |If this girl is the devil's creature/ he said,
then she cannot | ook at this and she cannot bear

its touch. If | hold it in front of her eyes she will go blind! If |

touch her skin it will bleed. You know that! Your nothers told

you that! Your priests told you that!"
Sone of the nen nodded and all stared open-nouthed as



Thomas held the crucifix in front of Genevieve's open eyes, and
then touched it to her forehead. Sone nmen held their breath and
nost | ooked puzzl ed when her eyes remnai ned whol e and her cl ear
pal e skin unbl em shed.

She has the devil's help/ a man grow ed.

What kind of a fool are you?" Thomas spat. You claimshe can
escape by using the devil's trickery? Then why was she here? Wy
was she in the cells? Wiy didn't she unfold great wings and fly
away?"

Cod prevented it."

Then CGod woul d have made her skin bl eed when the crucifix
touched her/ Thomas said, wouldn't He? And if she's the devil's
creature she'll have cat's feet. You all know that!" Many of the
men muttered agreenent for it was well known that those whom
the devil favoured were given cats" paws so they could creep about
in the dark to work their evil. Take your shoes off/ Thomas ordered
Cenevi eve, and when her feet were bare he pointed at them Sone
cat, eh? She won't catch many mice with paws |like that!"

Two or three other men offered argunment, but Thomas put them

to scorn, and then Sir Guillaune cane back and Father Medous
acconpanied himwith a small silver casket that he kept ready to
take the sacranents to a dying person. It isn't seemy/ Father
Medous began, but stopped when Thomas glared at him

Cone here, priest/ Thomas said and Fat her Medous obeyed.

Thomas took the silver casket fromhim She has passed one test/
he said, but all of you know, all of you, even in Scotland they
know t hi s/ he paused and pointed at Robbie, that the devil hinself
cannot save his creatures fromthe touch of Christ's body. She will
die! She will withe in agony. Her flesh will fall away and the
worns will wriggle where she stood. Her screans will be heard in
heaven. You all know that!"

They did know it and they nodded, and they watched as Thomas

took a small piece of dry bread fromthe box and held it towards
Cenevi eve. She hesitated, |ooking worriedly into Thomas's eyes,

but he sniled at her and she obediently opened her nouth and

I et himput the thick wafer on her tongue.

Kill her, God!" Father Medous called. Kill her! Ch Jesus, Jesus,
kill her!"



H s voice echoed fromthe castle's yard, then the echo died away

as every man in the yard stared at the tall Genevieve as she swal | oned.
Thomas |l et the silence stretch, then he | ooked pointedly at

Genevi eve who still lived. She came here/ he told his nmen in

English, wth her father. He was a juggler who coll ected pennies

at fairs and she carried the hat. W've all seen folk like that. Stilt
wal kers, fire-eaters, bear-handlers, jugglers. CGenevieve collected

the coins. But her father died and she was |left here, a stranger

anmong fol k who spoke a different |anguage. She was |ike us! No

one |iked her because she canme fromfar away. She didn't even

speak their | anguage! They hated her because she was different,

and so they called her a heretic. And this priest says she's a heretic!
But on the night | came here | was in his house and he has a

woman who lives in his house and cooks for himand cleans for

him but he only has one bed." That got a | augh as Thomas had

known it would. For all he knew Fat her Medous had a dozen

beds, but the priest did not know what was being said. She is no
beghard/ Thomas said, you have just seen that for yourself. She

is only a lost soul, like us, and folk took agai nst her because she
was not |like them So, if any of you still fear her and still think
she will bring us bad luck, kill her now " He stepped back, arms

fol ded, and Genevi eve, who had not understood anything he said,

| ooked at himwith worry on her face. Go on," Thomas said to

his men. You have bows, swords, knives. | have nothing. Just kil
her! It won't be nmurder. The Church says she nust die, so if you
want to do God's work, do it." Robbie took a half-pace forward
then sensed the nood in the yard and stayed still.

Then someone | aughed, and suddenly they were all |aughing

and cheering and CGenevieve still |ooked puzzled, but Thomas was
smling. He quietened them by raising his hands. She stays/ he
said," she lives, and you have work to do. So go and bloody do it."
Robbi e spat in disgust as Thomas took Genevi eve back to the

hal . Thomas hung the crucifix in its niche and closed his eyes. He
was praying, thanking God she had passed the test of the wafer

And, better still, that she was staying.



Thomas spent his first fortnight readying for a siege. Castillon
d' Arbi zon's castle possessed a well, which brought up a discol oured
and bracki sh water but neant his men would never die of thirst;
the old garrison's storeroonms, however, had contained only a few
sacks of danp flour, a barrel of sprouting beans, a jar of rancid
olive oil and some noul dering cheeses. So, day after day, Thonas
sent his nen to search the town and the nearby villages and now
food was piling into the undercroft. Once those sources had been
exhausted, he began raiding. This was war as he knew it, the kind
of war that had ravaged Brittany fromend to end and reached

al nost to the gates of Paris. Thomas woul d | eave ten nen as a
castle guard and the rest would follow himon horseback to sone
village or farmthat owed all egiance to the Count of Berat and
they woul d take the livestock, enpty the barns and | eave the pl ace
burning. After two such raids Thomas was nmet by a del egation
froma village who brought nmoney so that his men would spare
themfrompillage, and next day two nore enbassies arrived with
bags of coin. Men also canme offering their services. Routiers heard
there was money and plunder to be gained in Castillon d' Arbizon
and before he had been in the town ten days Thomas conmanded

over sixty men. He had two mounted raiding parties | eave each

day, and al nost every day he sold excess plunder in the market

pl ace. He divided the money into three parts, one for the Earl of
Nort hanpt on, one for hinmself which he shared with Sir CGuillaune
and Robbie, and the third part for the nen.

Cenevi eve rode with him Thomas had not wanted that. Taking

worren on raids was a distraction and he forbade any of the other



men to bring their wonen, but Genevieve still feared Robbie and

t he handful of nmen who seened to share his hatred of her, and

so she insisted on riding al ongside Thomas. She had di scovered a
smal | haubergeon in the castle stores and polished it with sand

and vinegar until her hands were red and sore and the mail gl owed
like silver, It hung | oose on her thin frane, but she belted it with
a strip of yellow cloth and hung another strip of the same col our
fromthe crown of her polished hel met, which was a sinple iron

cap padded with a leather liner. The people of Castillon d' Arbizon,
when Genevieve of the silver mail rode into town at the head of

a line of mounted nen | eadi ng packhorses heaped w th plunder

and driving stolen cattle, called her a draga. Everyone knew about
dragas, they were devil's girls, capricious and deadly, and they
dressed in glowi ng white. Genevieve was the devil's woman, they
sai d, and she brought the Englishnen the devil's own | uck
Strangely, that runour nade the mgjority of Thomas's nen proud

of her. The archers anobng them had becone accustonmed to being
called the hellequin in Brittany and they were perversely proud of
that association with the devil, it made other nen fearful, and so
Cenevi eve becane their synbol of good I uck.

Thomas had a new bow. Mdst archers, when their old bows wore

out, sinply purchased a new one fromthe supplies that were shipped
from Engl and, but there were no such supplies in Castillon d' Arbizon
and, besides, Thomas knew how to make the weapon and | oved

doing it. He had found a good yew branch in Galat Lorret's garden
and he had sawn and sl ashed away the bark and outer wood unti

he had a straight staff that was dark as bl ood on one half and pale
as honey on the other. The dark side was the yew s heartwood that
resi sted conpression, while the golden half was the springy sapwood;
when the bow was finished the heartwood woul d fi ght against the
cord' s pull and the sapwood woul d hel p snap the bow strai ght so

the arrow would fly |like a wi nged denon.

The new weapon was even bigger than his old bow and sone

times he wondered if he was making it too big, but he persisted,
shaping the wood with a knife until it had a thick belly and gently
tapering ends. He snoothed, polished and then painted the bow,

for the wood's nmoisture had to be trapped in the tinber if the bow
was not to break, and then he took the horn nocks fromhis old



bow and put themon the new. He also took the silver plate from
the old bow, the piece of Mass cup that bore his father's badge of
a yale holding a grail, and he pinned it to the outer belly of the
new bow that he had rubbed with beeswax and soot to darken

the wood. The first tinme he strung it, bending the new staff to
take the cord, he marvelled at the strength he needed, and the
first time he shot it he watched astoni shed as the arrow soared
out fromthe castle battlenments.

He had made a second bow froma small er bough, this one a

child' s bow that needed hardly any strength to draw, and he gave
it to Genevieve who practised with blunt arrows and anused the
men as she sprayed her missiles wildly about the castle's yard. Yet
she persevered, and there cane a day when arrow after arrow
struck the inner side of the gate.

That same ni ght Thomas sent his old bowto hell. An archer

never threw a bow away, not even if it broke on him instead, in
a cerenony that was an excuse for drinking and | aughter, the old
bow was conmitted to the flames. It was being sent to hell, the
archers said, going ahead to wait for its owner. Thomas wat ched

t he yew burn, saw the bow bend for the last time, then snap in

a shower of sparks, and he thought of the arrows it had sent. Hi s
archers stood respectfully around the great hall's hearth, and
behi nd themthe nen-at-arnms were silent, and only when the bow

was a broken strip of ash did Thomas raise his wine. To hell," he
said in the old invocation
To hell," the archers agreed and the nmen-at-arms, privileged to

be admtted to this archers" ritual, echoed the words. All but Robbi e,
who stood apart. He had taken to wearing a silver crucifix about

hi s neck, hanging it above his mail coat to make it obvious that

it was there to ward off evil

That was a good bow, " Thonmas said, watching the enbers, but

t he new one was just as good, maybe better, and two days |ater
Thomas carried it when he |l ed his biggest raid yet.

He took all his nen except the handful needed to guard the castle.
He had been planning this raid for days and he knew it woul d be

a long ride and so he left |ong before dawn. The sound of the hooves
echoed fromthe house fronts as they clattered down to the western
arch where the watchman, now carrying a staff decorated with the



Earl of Northanpton's badge, hurriedly pulled apart the gates, then
the horsenen trotted across the bridge and vani shed into the
southern trees. The English were riding, no one knew where.

They were riding east, to Astarac. Riding to the place where
Thomas' s ancestors had lived, to the place where perhaps the Gai
had once been hidden. |Is that what you expect to find?" Sir
Qui | | aune asked him You think we'll trip over it?"

| don't know what we'll find," Thomas adnitted.

There's a castle there, yes?"

There was," Thomas said, but ny father said it had been
slighted."” A slighted castle was one that had been denolished and
Thomas expected to find nothing but ruins.

So why go?" Sir Quillaume asked.

The Gail/ Thomas answered curtly. In truth he was going
because he was curious, but his men, who did not know what he
sought, had detected there was sonething unusual in this raid.
Thomas had nerely said they were going to a distant place because
t hey had plundered everything that was close, but the nore
t hought ful of the men had noticed Thomas's nervousness.

Sir Cuillaume knew the significance of Astarac, as did Robbie,
who now | ed the advance guard of six archers and three nen-at
arms who rode a quarter-mle ahead to guard agai nst anbush.
They were guided by a man from Castill on d' Arbi zon who cl ai ned
to know the road and who led themup into the hills where the
trees were | ow and scanty and the views unrestricted. Every few
m nut es Robbi e would wave to signify that the way ahead was
clear. Sir @uillaune, riding bare-headed, nodded at the distant
figure. So that friendship's over?" he asked.

| hope not/ Thonmas said.

You can hope what you bloody like/ Sir Guillaume said, but
she cane along/ Sir Guillaunme's face had been disfigured by
Thomas' s cousin, leaving the Norman with only his right eye, a
scarred left cheek and a streak of white where the sword had cut
into his beard. He | ooked fearsonme, and so he was in battle, but
he was al so a generous man. He | ooked now at Genevi eve who
rode her grey mare a few yards to the side of the path. She was
in her silver arnmour, her long legs in pale grey cloth and brown
boots. You should have burned her/ he said cheerfully.



You still think that?" Thomas asked.

No/ Sir Quillaunme admitted. | like her. If Genny's a beghard
then let's have nore of them But you know what you shoul d do
wi t h Robbi e?"

Fi ght hi n®"

Christ's bones, no!" Sir @Quillaune was shocked that Thomas
shoul d even suggest such a thing. Send himhome. Wat's his
ransonf"

Three thousand florins."

Christ in his bucket, that's cheap enough! You nust have t hat
much coin in the chests, so give it to himand send hi m packi ng.
He can buy his freedomand go and rot in Scotland."

I like him" Thomas said, and that was true. Robbie was a friend
and Thomas hoped that their old cl oseness could be restored.

You might like himi Sir Guillaunme retorted tartly, but you
don't sleep with him and when it comes to a choice, Thonas,
nmen al ways choose the one who warns their bed. It may not give
you a longer life, but it will certainly be a happier one/ He | aughed,
then turned to search the | ower ground for any enemny. There was
none. It appeared that the Count of Berat was ignoring the English
garrison that had so suddenly taken a part of his territory, but Sir
Qui | I aune, who was ol der in war than Thomas, suspected that
was only because the Count was marshalling his forces. He'll attack
when he's ready/ the Norman said. And have you noticed that
the coredors are taking an interest in us?"

| have/ Thonas said. On every raid he had been aware of the
ragged bandits watching his nmen. They did not cone close,
certainly not within bowshot, but they were there and he expected
to see themin these hills very soon

Not like bandits to challenge soldiers/ Sir Guillaune said.

They haven't chall enged us yet/

They' re not watching us for anusenent/ Sir Quillaunme added
drily.

| suspect/ Thomas replied, that there's a price on our heads.
They want noney. And they'|ll get brave one day. | hope so/ He
patted the new bow, which was bolstered in a |ong | eather tube
sewn to his saddle.

By midnorning the raiders were crossing a succession of wide



fertile valleys separated by high rocky hills that ran north and
south. Fromthe sunmit of the hills Thonas coul d see dozens of

vill ages, but once they descended and were anobng the trees again,
he coul d see none. They saw two castles fromthe heights, both
small, both with flags flying fromtheir towers, but both were too
far away to distinguish the badge on the flags, which Thomas
assuned woul d be that of the Count of Berat. The valleys all had
rivers running north, but they had no trouble crossing themfor
the bridges or fords were not guarded. The roads, like the hills
and val l eys, went north and south and so the Iords of these rich

| ands did not guard against folk travelling east or west. Their castles
stood sentinel over the valley entrances where the garrisons could
skimtaxes fromthe merchants on the roads.

Is that Astraac?" Sir Cuillaume asked when they crossed yet
anot her ridge. He was staring down at a village with a small castle.

Astarac's castle is ruined," Cenevieve answered. It's a tower
and sorme walls on a crag, nothing like that."

You' ve been there?" Thonmas asked.

My father and | always went for the olive fair."

Aive fair?"

On the feast of Saint Jude/ she said. Hundreds of folk cane. W
made good noney."

And they sold olives?"

Jars and jars of the first pressing,"” she said, and in the evening
t hey soaked young pigs with the oil and people tried to catch them
There was bull-fighting and danci ng." She | aughed at the nenory,
then spurred on. She rode well, straight-backed and with her heels
down, while Thonas, |ike nmpbst of his archers, rode a horse with
all the grace of a sack of wheat.

It was just past m dday when they rode down into Astarac's

val l ey. The coredors had seen them by now and a score of the ragged
bandits were dogging their footsteps, but not daring to cone close.
Thomas ignored them staring instead at the black outline of the

br oken castle that stood on its rocky knoll a half-nile south of a
small village. Farther north, in the distance, he could see a
nonastery, probably Cistercian for its church had no tower. He

| ooked back at the castle and knew his fam |y had once held it,

that his ancestors had ruled these |ands, that his badge had fl own



fromthat broken tower, and he thought he ought to feel sone
strong enotion, but instead there was only a vague di sappoi ntrment. The | and
meant nothing to him and how coul d sonet hi ng
as precious as the Grail belong to that pathetic pile of shattered
st one?

Robbi e rode back. CGenevi eve noved asi de and he ignored her

Doesn't ook like nuch," Robbie said, his silver crucifix shining in
t he autumm sun.

It doesn't/ Thomas agreed.

Robbi e twisted in his saddl e, naking the |eather creak. Let ne
take a dozen nen-at-arns to the nonastery," he suggested. They

m ght have full storeroons.”
Take a hal f-dozen archers with you as well," Thomas suggest ed,

and the rest of us will ransack the village."

Robbi e nodded, then | ooked back at the distant coredors. Those
bastards won't dare attack."

| doubt it," Thomas agreed, but ny suspicion is that there's a
price on our heads. So keep your nen together."

Robbi e nodded and, still wi thout even gl ancing at Genevieve,
spurred away. Thonas ordered six of his archers to go with the
Scotsman, then he and Sir Guillaunme rode down to the village
where, as soon as the inhabitants saw t he approaching soldiers, a
great fire was lit to spew a plume of dirty snoke into the cloudl ess sky. A
warning/ Sir Guillaume said. That'll happen every
where we go now.'

A war ni ng?"
The Count of Berat has woken up/ Sir Quillaune said.

Everyone will be ordered to light a beacon when they see us. It
warns the other villagers, tells themto hide their livestock and
| ock away their daughters. And the snoke will be seen in Berat.

It tells them where we are.”

W're a long danmm way from Berat."

They won't ride today. They'll never catch us/ Sir Quillaune

agr eed.

The purpose of the visit, so far as Thonas's nmen was concer ned,
was to plunder. In the end, they believed, such depredations would
bring out the forces of Berat and so they would have a chance to
fight a proper battle in which, if God or the devil favoured them



they woul d take some val uabl e prisoners and so nmake thensel ves
even richer, but for now they sinmply stole or destroyed. Robbie
rode to the nonastery, Sir Quillaune |led the other nen into the
village while Thomas and Genevi eve turned south and cli nbed

the rough path to the ruined castle.

It was ours once, Thomas was thinking. It was here that his

ancestors had lived, yet still he could feel nothing. He did not think
of himself as a Gascon, |let alone a Frenchman. He was Engli sh,
yet still he gazed at the ruined walls and tried to inmagi ne when

the castle was whole and his fam|ly had been its nasters.

He and CGenevi eve picketed their horses at the broken gate, then
stepped over fallen stone into the old courtyard. The curtain wall
was al nost entirely gone, its stones carried away to make houses
or barns. The biggest remmant was the tower keep, but even that
was half shattered, its southern side open to the wind. A hearth
showed hal fway up the northern wall and there were great stones
jutting fromthe inner flank to show where the joists supporting
the floors had once been. A broken stair wound up the eastern
side, |eading to nothing.

Besi de the tower, sharing the highest part of the rock crag, were
the remmants of a chapel. Its floor was flagstones and on one of
t hem was Thomas's badge. He put his bow down and crouched

by the stone, trying to feel sonme sense of bel onging.

One day," Genevi eve was standing on the broken southern
wal I, staring south down the valley, you'll tell me why you're
here.”

To raid," Thomas said shortly.

She took off her hel met and shook out her hair, which she wore
| oose, like a young girl. The blonde strands lifted in the wind as
she smled. Do you take ne for a fool, Thomas?"

No," he said warily.

You travel a long way," she said, from England, and you cone
toalittle tow called Castillon d' Arbizon, and then you ride here.
There were a dozen places we could have rai ded on the way, but
it is here we cone. And here there is the sane badge as the one
you carry on your bow "

There are many badges/ Thomas said, and they often resenble
each other."



She shook her head dismissively. Wat is that badge?"

A yale/ he said. A yale was a beast invented by the heral ds,
all teeth, claws, scales and threat. Thomas's badge, the one pinned
to his bow, showed the yale holding a cup, but the yale on the
flagstone held nothing in its tal oned paw
Cenevi eve | ooked past Thomas to where Sir CGuillaune's nen
were herding livestock into a pen. W used to hear so many
stories," she said, ny father and I, and he liked stories so he
tried to remenber them and in the evenings he would tell them
to ne. Tales of nonsters in the hills, of dragons flying across the
rooftops, reports of miracles at holy springs, of wonmen giving
birth to nonsters. A thousand tales. But there was one story we
heard agai n and agai n whenever we cane to these valleys." She
paused.

Go on," Thomas said. The wind gusted, lifting the long fine
strands of her hair. She was nore than old enough to tie it up, to
mark herself as a wonman, but she liked it unbound and Thomas
t hought it made her look still nore |like a draga.

W heard," Genevieve said, about the treasures of the Perfect."
The Perfect had been forerunners of the beghards, heretics
who had denied the authority of the Church, and their evil had
spread through the south until the Church, with the help of the
French King, had crushed them The fires of their deaths had
di ed a hundred years ago, yet still there were echoes of the
Cat hars, as the Perfect had been called. They had not spread
into this part of Gascony, though some churchmen clainmed the
heresy had infested all Christendomand was still hidden away
inits renotest parts. The treasures of the Perfect," Thomas said
tonel essly.

You cone to this little place," Genevieve said, fromfar away,
yet you carry a badge that comes fromthese hills. And whenever
my father and | cane here we heard stories of Astarac. They stil
tell them here."

Tel | what ?"

How a great lord fled here for refuge and brought the treasures of the
Perfect with him And the treasures, they say, are stil
here.”

Thomas smil ed. They woul d have dug themup | ong ago."



If athing is hidden well," Genevieve said, then it is not found
easily."”
Thomas | ooked down at the village where bell ows and screeches
and bl eatings came fromthe pen where the |ivestock was bei ng
sl aughtered. The best cuts of bleeding, fresh neat would be tied
to the saddl es and taken back for salting or snmoking, while the
vill agers could have the horns, offal and hides. They tell stories
everywhere," he said dismssively.
O all the treasures,"” Genevieve said softly, ignoring his di sparagenent,
there is one that is prized above all the others. But only
a Perfect can find it, they say."
Then CGod al one can find it,"” Thonmas said.
Yet that doesn't stop you | ooking, Thomas, does it?"
Looki ng?"
For the Gail/
The word was said, the ridicul ous word, the imnpossible word,
the nane of the thing that Thomas feared did not exist, yet which
he sought. His father's witings suggested he had possessed the
Grail, and Thomas's cousin, GQuy Vexille, was certain that Thonas
knew where the relic was, and so Vexille would follow Thomas
to the ends of the earth. Wich was why Thomas was here, in
Astarac, to draw his murderous cousin within range of the new
bow. He | ooked up at the tower's ragged top. Sir CGuillaunme knows
why we are here,” he told her, and Robbie knows. But none of
the others do, so don't tell them"
I won't," she said, but do you think it exists?"
No," he said with far nore certainty than he felt.
It does/ Cenevieve said.
Thomas went to stand beside her and he stared sout hwards
to where a streamtwi sted soft through neadows and olive
groves. He could see nmen there, a score of them and he knew
they were coredors. He woul d have to do sonet hi ng about them
he thought, if his nmen were not to be dogged by the ragged
bands through the winter. He did not fear them but he did fear
that one of his men woul d wander off the path and be seized,
so it would be better to frighten the bandits off before that
happened.
It does exist,'

Cenevi eve i nsi sted.



You can't know that/ Thomas said, still watching the ragged

men who wat ched him

The Gail is like God/ Genevieve said. It is everywhere, all
around us, obvious, but we refuse to see it. Men think they can
only see God when they build a great church and fill it with gold
and silver and statues, but all they need do is |ook. The Grail exists,
Thomas, you just need to open your eyes."
Thomas strung his bow, took one old arrow from his bag, then

pull ed the cord back as far as it would go. He could feel the nuscles
in his back aching fromthe unexpected strain of the new bow He
held the arrow low, level with his waist, and cocked his |left hand
hi gh so that when he released the string the arrow flew into the
sky, the white feathers getting snaller and smaller, and then it
plumreted to earth, thunmping into the stream bank over three
hundred yards away. The coredors understood the nessage and

backed away.

Waste of a good arrow Thomas said. Then he took CGenevieve's
armand went to find his nen.

Robbi e marvell ed at the nonastery's lands, all tended by white
robed Ci stercians who gathered up their skirts and ran when they
saw his mailed nmen ride out fromthe village. Mst of the fields
were given over to vines, but there was a pear orchard and an

olive grove, a pasture of sheep and a fish pond. It was, he thought,
a fat land. For days now he had been hearing how the harvest in
sout hern Gascony had been poor, yet it seemed to himthat this
was a very heaven conpared to the hard, thin lands of his northern
hone. A bell began to toll its alarmfromthe nonastery.

They' ve got to have a treasure house/ Jake, one of his archers,
spurred al ongsi de Robbi e and nodded at the nmonastery. And we'll
kill him" he spoke of a solitary nmonk who had conme fromthe

nonast ery gat ehouse and now wal ked cal My towards them then

the rest won't be no trouble/

You'l'l kill no one/ Robbie snapped. He notioned his nen to

stop their horses. And you'll wait here/ he told them then he
swung out of his saddle, threw his reins to Jake and wal ked towards



t he nonk, who was very tall, very thin and very old. He had w spy
white hair about his tonsure, and a |l ong, dark face that sonehow
conveyed wi sdom and gentl eness. Robbie, striding in his coat of
mail with his shield slung on his back and his uncle's |ong sword
at his side, felt clunmsy and out of place.

The right sleeve of the nonk's white robe was sneared with

i nk, maki ng Robbie wonder if the man was a scrivener. He had

pl ainly been sent to negotiate with the raiders, perhaps buy them
off or try to persuade themto respect God's house, and Robbie

t hought how he had hel ped plunder the great priory of the Bl ack
Canons at Hexham just across the English border, and he remem
bered the friars pleading with the invaders, then threatening God's
vengeance, and how the Scots had | aughed at them then stripped
Hexham bare. But God had weaked his vengeance by letting the
English army win at Durham and that nmenory, the sudden rea

i zation that perhaps the desecration of Hexhamhad led directly
to the defeat at Durham gave Robbi e pause so that he stopped,
frowned and wondered what exactly he would say to the tal

monk, who now smiled at him You nust be the English raiders?"
the nonk said in very good English

Robbi e shook his head. |'ma Scot," he retorted.

A Scot! A Scot riding with the English! | once spent two years
in a Cstercian house in Yorkshire and the brothers never said a
good word of the Scots, yet here you are, with the English, and
t hought | had wi tnessed every marvel that this sinful world has
to offer."” The monk still smiled. M nane is Abbot Planchard and
my house is at your nmercy. Do what you will, young nman, we
will not fight you." He stepped to one side of the path and gestured
towards the nmonastery as if inviting Robbie to draw his sword and
start the plunder.

Robbi e did not nove. He was thinking of Hexham Thi nking of

a friar dying in the church there, his blood running from beneath
his black robe and trickling down a step, and of the drunken
Scottish soldiers stepping over the man with their spoils. candle
sticks, crosses and enbroi dered copes.

O course," the abbot said, if you prefer, you can have sone
wine? It's our own wi ne and not the best. W drink it too young,
but we have some fine goat cheese and Brother Philippe makes



the best bread in the valley. W can water your horses, but alas I
have little hay."

No/ Robbi e said abruptly, then turned and shouted at his men.

Go back to Sir Cuillaume!"

W do what ?" one of the nen-at-arns asked, puzzled.

Go back to Sir Cuillaume. Now "

He took his horse from Jake, then wal ked besi de the abbot to

t he nonastery. He did not say anything, but Abbot Planchard
seened to understand fromhis silence that the young Scot wanted
to talk. He told the gatekeeper to |look after the destrier, then
invited Robbie to | eave his sword and shield in the |l odge. O
course you rmay keep them" the abbot said, but | thought you

m ght be nore confortable wi thout them Wl cone to Saint Sever's.'

Sai nt Sever?" Robbi e asked as he unslung the shield from about
hi s neck.

He is reputed to have nmended an angel's wing in this valley. |
find that quite hard to believe sonmetines, but God likes to test
our faith and so | pray to Saint Sever every night and thank himfor
his mracle and ask himto nmend nme as he nmended the white
wi ng. "

Robbi e smled. You need nendi ng?"

W all do. When we are young it is the spirit that breaks, and
when we are old it is the body." Abbot Planchard touched Robbie's
el bow to guide himtowards a cloi ster where he picked a spot in
the sun and invited his visitor to sit on the | ow wall between two
pillars. Tell nme," he asked, settling on the wall beside Robbie, are
you Thomas? Isn't that the name of the man who | eads the
Engl i sh?"

' mnot Thonas," Robbie said, but you' ve heard of us?"

Oh indeed. Not hing so exciting has happened in these parts
since the angel fell," the abbot said with a smle, then turned and
asked a monk to bring wine, bread and cheese. And perhaps sone
honey! W nmake very good honey," he added to Robbie. The |epers
tend the hives."

Lepers!™

They live behind our house," the abbot said calmy, a house
whi ch you, young man, wanted to plunder. Am 1 right?"

Yes," Robbie adnmitted.



Instead you are here to break bread with ne." Planchard paused,
his shrewd eyes searching Robbie's face. |s there sonething you
wanted to tell ne?"

Robbi e frowned at that, then | ooked puzzled. How did you

know?"
Pl anchard | aughed. Wen a soldier cones to ne, armed and
arnmoured, but with a crucifix hanging over his mail, then |I know

he is a man who is not unm ndful of his God. You wear a sign,
my son," he pointed at the crucifix, and even after eighty-five
years | can read a sign."

Ei ghty-five!" Robbie said in wondernent, but the abbot said
not hi ng. He just waited and Robbie fidgeted for a while and then
he blurted out what was on his mind. He described how t hey had
gone to Castillon d' Arbizon, and how t hey had found the beghard

in the dungeons and how Thomas had saved her life. |It's been
worrying me," Robbie said, staring at the grass, and |I'mthinking
that no good will cone to us so long as she lives. The Church

condemmed her!"

So it did/ Planchard said, then fell silent.

She's a heretic! Awtch!"

| know of her," Planchard said nmldly, and | heard that she
lives."

She's here!" Robbie protested, pointing south towards the
village. Here in your valley!"

Pl anchard | ooked at Robbi e, seeing an honest, blunt soul, but
one in turmoil, and he sighed to hinself, then poured sonme w ne
and pushed the board of bread, cheese and honey towards the
young man. Eat/ he said gently.

It isn't right!" Robbie said vehenently.
The abbot did not touch the food. He did sip the wine, then he
spoke softly as he stared at the plune of snmoke that drifted from
the village's warning pyre. The beghard's sin is not yours, ny son/
he said, and when Thomas rel eased her it was not your doing.

You worry about other people's sins?"

| should kill her!" Robbie said.

No, you should not/ the abbot said firny.

No?" Robbi e sounded surprised

If God had wanted that, the abbot said, then he would not have sent you here
to talk to me. God's purposes are not al ways

easy to understand, but | have found that his methods are not as
indirect as ours. W conplicate God because we do not see that
goodness is so very sinple." He paused. You told ne that no good
could come to you while she lives, but why woul d God want good
to come to you? This region has been at peace, except for bandits,
and you disturb it. Wuld God nmake you nore vicious if the
beghard di ed?"

Robbi e sai d not hi ng.

You speak to nme," Planchard said nore firmy, of other people's
sin, but you do not talk of your own. Do you wear the crucifix

for others? O for yoursel f?"

For mysel f," Robbie said quietly.

Then tell me of yourself," the abbot said.

So Robbi e did.

Joscelyn, Lord of Beziers and heir to the great county of Berat,
slamed the breastplate onto the table so hard that it started dust
fromthe cracks in the tinber.

Hi s uncle, the Count, frowned. There is no need to beat the wood,
Joscelyn," he said placidly. There is no wodwormin the table. At
| east | hope not. They treat it with turpentine as a preventative."

My father swore by a mix of lye and urine," Father Roubert



said, and an occasional scorching." He was sitting opposite the
Count, sifting through the moul dering old parchnments that had

[ ai n undi sturbed since they had been renmoved from Astarac a
century before. Sone were charred at the edges, evidence of the
fire that had been set in the fallen castle.

Lye and urine? | should try that." The Count scratched beneath
his wool I en hat, then peered up at his angry nephew. You do
know Fat her Roubert, Joscelyn? O course you do." He peered at
anot her docunent, saw it was a request that two nore watchnen
be appointed to the Astarac town guard, and sighed. |If you could
read, Joscelyn, you could help us."

["I'l help you, uncle," Joscelyn said savagely. Just let nme off the
| eash!™



That can go to Brother Jerome." The Count put the request for
extra watchmen in the big basket which would be carried down
to the room where the young nonk fromParis read the parchnments. And mix in
sone ot her docunents/ he told Father Roubert,
just to confuse him Those old tax rolls fromLem erre should keep
hi m busy for a nmonth!"
Thirty men, uncle/ Joscelyn insisted, that's all | ask! You have
ei ghty-seven nen-at-arns! Just give me thirty!"
Joscelyn, Lord of Beziers, was an inpressive figure. He was
hugely tall, broad in the chest and |long-1linbed, but his appearance was
spoil ed by a round face of such vacancy that his uncle
somet i nes wonder ed whet her there was any brain at all behind
hi s nephew s protuberant eyes. He had straw- col oured hair that
was al nost al ways marked by the pressure caused by a helnet's
| eather liner and he had been bl essed with strong arnms and sturdy
| egs, and yet, though Joscelyn was all bone and nuscle, and
possessed scarcely a single idea to disturb either, he was not w thout
his virtues. He was diligent, even if his diligence was directed solely
towards the tournament yard where he was one of the nbst celebrated fighters
in Europe. He had won the Paris tourney tw ce,
hum liated the best English knights at the big Tewkesbury gat hering, and even
in the German states, where nmen believed no one
was better than they, Joscelyn had brought off a dozen top prizes.
He had famously put Walther of Siegenthaler on his broad runp
twice in one bout, and the only kni ght who had consistently
def eated Joscel yn was the bl ack-arnoured man call ed the
Harl equin who had ridden grimand relentlessly about the tournament circuit to
rai se money. But the Harl equin had not been
seen for three or four years now and Joscel yn suspected that his
absence meant Joscelyn coul d nmake hinsel f the chanpi on of
Eur ope.
He had been raised near Paris by the Count's younger brother
who had died of the flux seventeen years before. There had been
l[ittle noney in Joscelyn's house and the Count, notoriously mnean,
had sent the wi dow hardly an ecu to save her distress, yet Joscelyn
had made noney with his | ance and sword, and that, the Count
reckoned, was to his credit. And he had brought two men-at-arms
with him both of them hardened warriors, whom Joscel yn paid



fromhis own noney and that, the Count thought, showed that

he was able to lead nen. But you really should |learn to read/ he
finished his thought aloud. The nastery of letters civilizes a man,
Joscel yn. "

Shit on civilization/ Joscelyn said, there are English bandits in
Castillon d' Arbizon and we're doi ng nothing! Nothing!"

W' re hardly doi ng nothing/ the Count derurred, scratching

agai n under his woollen cap. He had an itch there, and he
wondered if it presaged some worse ailnent. He made a nental

note to consult his copies of Galen, Pliny and Hi ppocrates. W' ve
sent word to Youl ouse and to Paris/ he explained to Joscelyn, and
| shall protest to the seneschal in Bordeaux. | shall protest very
firmyl" The seneschal was the English King's regent in Gascony
and the Count was not sure he would send the nan a nessage,
for such a protest mght well provoke nore English adventurers
to seek land in Berat.

Damm protests/ Joscelyn said, just kill the bastards. They're
breaki ng the truce!"

They' re English/ the Count said, they always break truces.
Trust the devil before an Englishman.™”

So kill them Joscel yn persisted.

I've no doubt we shall/ the Count replied. He was deci phering
the terrible handwiting of a | ong-dead clerk who had witten a
contract with a man called Sestier to line Astarac's castle's drains
with elmwod. In time/ he added absently.

Gve nme thirty nen, uncle, and I'Il scour themout in a week!"
The Count di scarded the docunent and picked up another. The

i nk had turned brown and was badly faded, but he could just make
out that it was a contract with a stonemason. Joscelyn/ he asked,
still peering at the contract, howwll you scour themout in a
week?"
Joscelyn stared at his uncle as though the old man was nad.

Go to Castillon d' Arbizon, of course/ he said, and kill them"

| see, | see/ the Count said, as though grateful for the expla
nation. But the last tine | was in Castillon d' Arbizon, and that
was many years ago, just after the English left, but when | was
there, Joscelyn, the castle was made of stone. How will you def eat
that with sword and | ance?" He smiled up at his nephew



For CGod's sake! They'll fight."

Oh, | amsure they will. The English Iike their pleasures, as do
you. But these Englishman have archers, Joscelyn, archers. Have
you ever encountered an English archer on the tournanment field?"
Joscelyn ignored the question. Only twenty archers,” he
conpl ai ned i nst ead.

The garrison tell us twenty-four,"” the Count said pedantically.
The survivors of Castillon d" Arbizon's garrison had been rel eased
by the English and had fled to Berat where the Count had hanged
two as an exanpl e and then questioned the others. Those others
were now all inprisoned, waiting to be taken south and sold as
gal l ey slaves. The Count anticipated that source of incone with a
smle, then was about to put the stonemason's contract in the
basket when a word caught his eye and sone instinct rmade him
hol d onto the docunent as he turned back to his nephew. Let ne
tell you about the English war bow, Joscelyn. he said patiently.

It is a sinple thing, nade of yew, a peasant's tool, really. My
hunt sman can use one, but he is the only man in Berat who has
ever mastered the weapon. Wiy do you think that is?" He waited,
but his nephew made no answer. |'Il tell you anyway," the Count
went on. It takes years, Joscelyn, many years to master the yew
bow. Ten years? Probably that |ong, and after ten years a man can
send an arrow cl ean through arnour at two hundred paces." He
smled. Splat! A thousand ecus of man, armour and weaponry
fallen to a peasant's bow. And it isn't luck, Joscelyn. My huntsman
can put an arrow through a bracelet at a hundred paces. He can
pierce mail coat at two hundred. |'ve seen him put an arrow
t hrough an oak door at a hundred and fifty, and the door was
three inches thick!"

| have plate armour," Joscelyn said sullenly.

So you do. And at fifty paces the English will pick out the eye
slits in your visor and send arrows into your brain. You, of course,
m ght survive that."

Joscelyn did not recognize the insult. Crossbows," he said.

W have thirty crossbowren,” the Count said, and none are
as young as they were, and sone are ill, and | wouldn't really
t hi nk they can survive against this young man, what is his nanme?"

Thomas of Hookton," Father Roubert interjected.



Strange nane. the Count said, but he seens to know his business. A man to be

treated with care, |1'd say."

@uns!" Joscel yn suggest ed.

Ah! @uns. the Count exclaimed as though he had not thought
of that hinself. W could certainly take cannon to Castillon

d' Arbi zon, and | daresay the machines will tear down the castle
gate and generally nmake a regrettable nmess, but where are we to
find the things? There is one in Youlouse, I'mtold, but it needs

ei ghteen horses to nove it. W could send to Italy, of course, but
they are very expensive things to hire and their expert mechanics
are even nore expensive, and | very nuch doubt that they will
fetch the things here before the spring. God preserve us till then."
We can't do nothing!" Joscelyn protested again.
True, Joscelyn, true. the Count agreed genially. Rain hamrered
at the horn panels that covered the windows. It was falling in grey
swat hes all across the town. It cascaded down the gutters, flooded
the latrine pits, dripped through thatch and swept |ike a shall ow
streamthrough the town's | ower gates. No weather for fighting,
t he Count thought, but if he did not allow his nephew sone
freedom then he suspected the young fool would ride off and get
hinmself killed in an ill-considered skirmsh. W could bribe them
of course. he suggest ed.
Bri be then?" Joscel yn was outraged by the suggestion
It's quite normal, Joscelyn. They're nothing but bandits and
they only want money, so | offer themcoins to yield the castle.
It works often enough."
Joscelyn spat. They'll take the noney then stay where they are
and dermand nore."
That's very good!" The Count of Berat sniled approvingly at
his nephew. That's precisely what | had concluded. Wl |l done,
Joscelyn! So | won't try to bribe them | have witten to Youl ouse,
t hough, and requested the service of their gun. No doubt it will
be di sgustingly expensive, but if it's necessary, we shall unleash it
on the English. | hope it doesn't cone to that. Have you spoken
with Sir Henri?" he asked.
Sir Henri Courtois was the Count's garrison comander and a
sol di er of experience. Joscelyn had indeed tal ked with himand
been given the sanme answer that his uncle had just delivered:



beware of English archers. Sir Henri's an old woman. Joscel yn
conpl ai ned.

Wth that beard? | doubt it. the Count said, though |I did once

see a bearded worman. It was in Tarbes, at the Easter fair. | was very
young then, but | distinctly remenber her. A great |ong beard, she
had. W paid a couple of coins to see her, of course, and if you paid
nore you were allowed to tug the beard, which | did, and it was

the true thing, and if you paid nore still they reveal ed her breasts
whi ch destroyed any suspicion that she was really a man. They were
very nice breasts, as | recall. He | ooked at the stonemason's contract

again and at the Latin word that had caught his eye. Calix. A menory
fromhis chil dhood stirred, but would not cone.

Thirty men!" Joscel yn pl eaded.

The Count let the docunent rest. Wat we will do, Joscelyn,

is what Sir Henri suggests. W shall hope to catch the Englishnen
when they are away fromtheir lair. W shall negotiate for the gun
at Youl ouse. We are already offering a bounty for every English
archer captured alive. A generous bounty, so | have no doubt every
routier and coredor in Gascony will join the hunt and the English
will find thensel ves surrounded by enenies. It won't be a pl easant
life for them

Wy alive?" Joscelyn wanted to know. Wiy not dead English
archers?"

The Count sighed. Because then, ny dear Joscelyn, the core

dors will bring in a dozen corpses a day and claimthey are

Engli shmen. Wé need to talk to the archer before we kill himto
make sure he is the real thing. W nust, so to speak, inspect the
breasts to ensure the beard is real. He stared at the word, calix,
willing the menory to surface. | doubt we'll capture many archers,”
he went on, they hunt in packs and are dangerous, so we shal

al so do what we al ways do when the coredors become too inpudent. Wit
patiently and ambush them when they make a m st ake.

And they will, but they think we shall make the m stake first.

They want you to attack them Joscelyn, so they can riddle you

with arrows, but we have to fight them when they are not

expecting a fight. So ride with Sir Henri's nmen and make sure the
beacons are laid and, when the tinme conmes, | will release you.

That is a pronise.



The beacons were being laid in every village and town of the
county. They were great heaps of wood which, when fired, would
send a signal of snoke to say that the English raiders were in the
vicinity. The beacons warned ot her nearby communities and al so
told the watchnen on the tower of Berat's castle where the English
were riding. One day, the Count believed, they would come too
close to Berat, or be in a place where his men coul d anbush t hem
and so he was content to wait until they made that mi stake. And
they would make it, coredors always did, and these English, though
they flew the badge of Northanmpton's Earl, were no better than
common bandits. So go and practise your weapons, Joscelyn," he
told his nephew, because you will use them soon enough. And

take that breastplate with you."

Joscelyn left. The Count watched as Father Roubert fed the fire
with new | ogs, then he | ooked again at the document. The Count

of Astarac had hired a stonemason to carve Calix Meus |nebrians
above the gate of Astarac's castle and specified that the date on
the contract was to be added to the | egend. Wy? Why woul d any

man want the words My Cup Makes Me Drunk" decorating his

castle? Father?" he said.

Your nephew will get hinself killed," the Dom nican grunbl ed.

| have ot her nephews,"” the Count said.

But Joscelyn is right," Father Roubert said. They have to be
fought, and fought soon. There is a beghard to be burned." Father
Roubert's anger kept hi m awake at night. How dare they spare a
heretic? He lay in his narrow bed, imagining the girl's screans as
the flames consunmed her dress. She would be naked when the
cloth had burned and Fat her Roubert renmenbered her pal e body
tied to his table. He had understood tenptation then, understood
it and hated it and there had been such pleasure in draw ng the
hot iron up the tender skin of her thighs.

Father! You're half-asleep,"” the Count renmonstrated. Look at
this." He pushed the stonemason's contract across the table.

The Dom ni can frowned as he tried to make out the faded hand
writing, then nodded as he recogni zed the phrase. Fromthe psal s
of David," he said.

O course! How stupid of me. But why would a nan carve

Calix Meus | nebrians" over his gateway?"



The Church Fathers. the priest said, doubt that the psal m st
means drunk, not as we nean it. Suffused with joy, perhaps? MW
cup delights ne?"

But what cup?" the Count asked pointedly. There was silence
except for the sound of rain and the crackle of logs, then the
friar | ooked again at the contract, pushed back his chair and went
to the Count's shelves. He took down a great chai ned book that
he placed carefully on the lectern, unclasped the cover and
opened the huge, stiff pages. What book is that?" the Count
enqui r ed.

The annal s of Saint Joseph's nonastery," Father Roubert said. He

turned the pages, seeking an entry. W know," he went on, that

the Iast Count of Astarac was infected with the Cathar heresy. It's

said that his father sent himto be a squire to a knight in

Car cassonne and thus he becane a sinner. He eventually inherited Astarac and
lent his support to the heretics, and we know he

was anmong the last of the Cathar lords." He paused to turn another

page. Ah! Here it is. Montsegur fell on Saint Joevin's day in the
twenty-second year of the reign of Raynond VII." Raynond had

been the | ast great Count of Youl ouse, dead now al nost a hundred

years. Father Roubert thought for a second. That woul d nean

Mont segur fell in 1244."

The Count |eaned over the table and picked up the contract.

He peered at it and found what he wanted. And this is dated the

eve of Saint Nazarius of the sane year. Saint Nazarius's feast is at the
end of July, yes?"

It is,"” Father Roubert confirned.

And Saint Joevin's day is in March,"” the Count said, which proves
that the Count of Astarac didn't die in Mntsegur."

Soneone ordered the Latin carved," the Dom ni can al |l owed.

Maybe it was his son?" He turned the big pages of the annals,
flinching at the crudely illumnated capitals, until he found the
entry he wanted. And in the year of our Count's death, when
there was a great plague of toads and vipers, " he read al oud, t he
Count of Berat took Astarac and slew all that were inside."

But the annals do not say that Astarac hinself died?"

No. "

So what if he lived?" The Count was excited now and had | eft



his chair to start pacing up and down. And why woul d he desert
hi s conrades in Mntsegur?"

If he did. Father Roubert sounded dubi ous.

Soneone did. Soneone with authority to hire a mason
Soneone who wanted to | eave a nessage in stone. Soneone who

The Count suddenly stopped. Wy would they describe the

date as the eve of Saint Nazarius's feast?" he asked.

Why not ?

Because that is Saint Pantal eon's day, why not call it that?"
Because. Fat her Roubert was about to explain that Saint Nazarius
was a good deal better known than Sai nt Pantal eon, but the Count
interrupted him

Because it is the Seven Sl eepers" Day! There were seven of
them Roubert! Seven survivors! And they wanted the date
inscribed to nake that obvious!"
The friar thought the Count was stretching the evidence exceed
ingly thin, but he said nothing. And think of the story!" The Count
urged him Seven young nen under threat of persecution, yes?
They flee the city, which was it? Ephesus, of course, and hide in
a cave! The Enmperor, Decius wasn't it? I"'msure it was, and he
ordered every cave sealed and years later, over a hundred years
later if | renenber rightly, the seven young nen are found there,
and not one of them has aged a day. So seven nen, Roubert, fled
Mont segur ! "

Fat her Roubert replaced the annals. But a year l|later. he pointed
out, your ancestor defeated them

They coul d have survived. the Count insisted, and everyone
knows that menbers of the Vexille famly fled. O course they
survived! But think, Roubert. he was unconsciously calling the
Dom ni can by his chil dhood name, why would a Cathar lord | eave
the last stronghold if it not to take the heretics" treasures to safety?
Everyone knows the Cathars possessed great treasures!"

Fat her Roubert tried not to get caught up in the Count's excite
ment. The family. he said, would have taken the treasures wth
them™

Wul d they?" the Count demanded. There are seven of them
They go their different ways. Sonme to Spain, others to northern
France, one at |east to Engl and. Suppose you are hunted, wanted



by the Church and by every great |lord. Wuld you take a great
treasure with you? Wuld you risk that it falls into your enem es
hands? Why not hide it and hope that one day whoever of the
seven survives can return to recover it?"
The evi dence was now stretched inpossibly thin and Fat her
Roubert shook his head. |If there was treasure in Astarac. he said,
it woul d have been found | ong ago."
But the Cardinal Archbishop is looking for it. the Count said.
Why el se does he want to read our archives?" He picked up the
stonemason's contract and held it over a candle so that the three
Latin words and the demand to cut the date in the stone were
scorched out of existence. He stanped his fist on the charred,
gl owi ng edge to extinguish the fire, then put the damaged parch
ment into the basket of docunments that would be given to the

monk. What | should do. he said, is go to Astarac."
Fat her Roubert | ooked al armed at such hot-headedness. It is
wild country, ny lord. he warned, infested with coredors. And not

that many miles fromthe English in Castillon d' Arbizon."

Then | shall take some nen-at-arnms."” The Count was excited

now. If the Gail was in his domain then it nmade sense that God
had pl aced the curse of barrenness on his wives as a puni shnent
for failing to search for the treasure. So he would put it right. You
can conme with me. he told Father Roubert, and I'll leave Sir
Henri, the crossbowren and nmost of the nen-at-armnms to defend
the town."

And your nephew?"

Ch, I'lIl take himwith ne! He can comand ny escort. It will
give himthe illusion that he's useful."” The Count frowned. Isn't
Sai nt Sever's near Astarac?"

Very cl ose.™

' msure Abbot Pl anchard will give us accommopdation. the

Count said, and he's a man who mght very well help us!"

Fat her Roubert thought Abbot Planchard was nore likely to tel
the Count he was an old fool, but he could see that the Count
was caught up in the enthusiasm Doubtless he believed that if he
found the Gail then God would reward himw th a son, and

per haps he was right? And perhaps the Gail needed to be found
to put the whole world right, and so the friar fell to his knees in



the great hall and prayed the God would bless the Count, kill the
heretic and reveal the Gail.
At Ast ar ac.



Thomas and his nmen |left Astarac in the early afternoon, riding
horses that were wei ghed down with cuts of neat, cooking pots,
anything at all that was of value and that could be sold in
Castillon d' Arbizon's marketplace. Thomas kept | ooki ng back
wondering why he felt nothing for this place, but also know ng

he woul d be back. There were secrets in Astarac and he nust

unl ock them

Robbi e al one rode a horse that was not encunbered with

pl under. He had been the last to join the raiders, comng fromthe
nmonastery with a strangely contented expression. He offered no
expl anation for his | ateness, nor why he had spared the Ci stercians.
He just nodded at Thomas and fell into the colum as it started
west war ds.

They would be late honme. It would probably be dark, but Thomas
was not concerned. The coredors would not attack, and if the Count
of Berat had sent forces to intercept their homeward journey then
t hey shoul d see those pursuers fromthe ridge tops and so he rode
wi t hout worries, |eaving behind msery and snoke in a shattered
vi | | age.

So did you find what you were |ooking for?" Sir Quillaune

asked.

No. "

Sir CGuillaume |aughed. A fine Sir Gal ahad you are!" He gl anced

at the things hanging from Thomas's saddle. You go for the Holy
Grail and cone back with a heap of goatskins and a haunch of
mutton. "
That' Il roast well with vinegar sauce,’

Thomas sai d.



Sir @uillaune | ooked behind to see a dozen coredors had foll owed
themup onto the ridge. W're going to have to teach those bastards
a |l esson.”

W will. Thomas said, we will."
There were no nen-at-arns waiting to ambush them Their

only del ay occurred when a horse went |lanme, but it was nothing

nore than a stone caught in its hoof. The coredors vani shed as the
dusk approached. Robbie was again riding in the vanguard, but
when they were hal fway hone and the sun was a sinking red bal
before them he turned back and fell in beside Thomas. Genevieve
was of f to one side and she pointedly noved her mare farther

away, but if Robbie noticed he nade no coment. He gl anced at
t he goatskins draped behind Thomas's saddle. M father once had

a cloak of horseskin. he said by way of breaking the silence that
had | asted too | ong between them and then, w thout addi ng any

nore details of his father's curious taste in clothing, he | ooked
enbarrassed. |'ve been thinking," he said.

A dangerous occupation,” Thomas answered |ightly.

Lord Quthwaite let me cone with you," Robbie said, but would

he mind if |I left you?"

Left ne?" Thomas was surprised

"Il go back to him of course,"” Robbie said, eventually."
Eventual | y?" Thonmas asked, suspicious. Robbie was a prisoner

and his duty, if he was not with Thomas, was to go back to Lord

Qut hwaite in northern England and wait there until his ransom
was paid.

There are things | have to do,’
soul straight."

Ah. Thomas said, enbarrassed hinself now. He glanced at the
silver crucifix on his friend s chest.

Robbi e was staring at a buzzard that quartered the lower hill

| ooking for small game in the dying light. | was never one for
religion. he said softly. None of the nmen in our famly are. The
worren care, of course, but not the Douglas men. W' re good
sol diers and bad Christians." He paused, plainly unconfortable,
then shot a swift glance at Thomas. You renmenber that priest we
killed in Brittany?"

O course | do. Thomas said. Bernard de Taill ebourg had been

Robbi e expl ai ned, to put ny



a Dom nican friar and the Inquisitor who had tortured Thonmas.
The priest had al so hel ped Guy Vexille kill Robbie's brother,

t oget her Thomas and Robbi e had chopped hi m down in front of
an altar.
I wanted to kill him Robbie said.

You said," Thomas reninded him that there was no sin that
some priest could not undamm, and that, | assune, includes killing

priests.”

| was wrong," Robbie said. He was a priest and we shoul dn't

have killed him"

He was the bastard turd of the devil," Thomas said vengefully.

He was a man who wants what you want. Robbie said firmy,
and he killed to get it, but we do the same, Thonas."

Thomas made the sign of the cross. Are you worried about ny

soul . he asked caustically, or yours?"

I was talking to the abbot in Astarac. Robbie said, ignoring
Thomas' s question, and | told himabout the Dom nican. He said
I'd done a dreadful thing and that ny name was on the devil's
" That had been the sin Robbie had confessed, though Abbot
Pl anchard was a wi se enough man to know that sonething el se
worried the young Scot and that the sonething el se was probably
t he beghard. But Pl anchard had taken Robbie at his word and
become stern with him He ordered ne to do a pilgrinmage. Robbie
went on. He said | had to go to Bol ogna and pray at the bl essed
Dominic's tonmb, and that | would be given a sign if Saint Domnic

list.

forgives ne for the killing."

Thomas, after his earlier conversation with Sir Guillaune, had
al ready decided that it would be best if Robbie went, and now
Robbi e was naking it easy for him Yet he pretended to be reluctant.

stay through the winter. he suggested.

No. Robbie said firmy. |'mdamed, Thomas, unless | do sone

t hi ng about it.

Thomas renenbered the Dominican's death, the fire flickering
on the tent walls, the two swords choppi ng and stabbing at the
withing friar who twitched in his dying blood. Then I'm dammed

t oo, eh?"
Your soul is your concern. Robbie said, and | can't tel
what to do. But the abbot told nme what | should do."

You can



Then go to Bol ogna. Thomas said and hid his relief that Robbie
had decided to | eave.

It took two days to di scover how best Robbie could make the
journey, but after talking to a pilgrimwho had cone to worship

at Saint Sardos's tonb in the town's upper church they decided he
woul d do best to go back to Astarac and fromthere strike south

to Saint Gaudens. Once at Saint Gaudens he would be on a well-travelled road
where he woul d find conpani es of nerchants trave

ling together and they woul d wel come a young, strong

man-at-arnms to help protect their convoys. From Saint Gaudens you
shoul d go north to Youl ouse. the pilgrimsaid, and nake sure you
stop at the shrine of Saint Sernin and ask for his protection. The
church has one of the whips used to scourge our Lord and if you
pay they will let you touch it and you will never suffer Dblindness.
Then you nust continue to Avignon. Those roads are well patrolled,
so you should be safe. And at Avignon you must seek the Holy

Fat her's bl essing and ask someone el se how to journey farther
east."

The npst dangerous part of the journey was the first and Thonas
prom sed he woul d escort Robbie to within sight of Astarac to

make sure he was not troubled by any coredors. He al so gave him

a bag of noney fromthe big chest in the hall. 1It's nore than your
share. Thomas told him

Robbi e wei ghed the bag of gold. It's too nuch.”

Christ, man, you have to pay in taverns. Take it. And for God's
sake don't gamble it away."

"Il not do that. Robbie said. | prom sed Abbot Planchard I'd
gi ve up ganbling and he made ne take an oath in the abbey."

And lit a candle, | hope?" Thonas asked.

Three. Robbie said, then nade the sign of the cross. |I'mto

give up all sins, Thomas, until |'ve prayed to Dom nic. That's what
Pl anchard said." He paused, then smiled sadly. [|'msorry, Thonas."
Sorry? For what ?"

Robbi e shrugged. |'ve not been the best conpanion." He

sounded enbarrassed again and he said no nore, but that night,

when they all ate together in the hall to say farewell to Robbie,
the Scotsman nmade a great effort to be courteous to Genevieve.

He even gave her a portion of his rmutton, a succul ent piece, spiking



it on his knife and insisting she let himput it on her plate. Sir
Quillaune rolled his surviving eye in astoni shment, Genevi eve was
gracious in her thanks and, next norning, under the lash of a cold
north wind, they left to escort Robbie away.
The Count of Berat had only visited Astarac once and that had

been nany years before, and, when he saw the village again, he
hardly recognized it. It had al ways been small, nal odorous and
poor, but now it had been ravaged. Half the village's thatch had
been burned, |eaving walls of scorched stone, and a great snear

of bl ood scattered with bones, feathers and offal showed where
the villagers" livestock had been butchered. Three Ci stercian nonks
were distributing food froma handcart when the Count arrived,

but that charity did not prevent a rush of ragged fol k surroundi ng
the Count, dragging off their hats, kneeling and hol ding out their
hands for al ns.

Wio did this?" the Count denanded.

The English, sire. one of the nonks answered. They cane
yesterday."

By Christ, but they'll die a hundred deaths for this," the Count
decl ar ed.

And 1'Il inflict them Joscelyn said savagely.

I"mal nost minded to let you go to them the Count said, but
what can we do against their castle?"

@uns. Joscel yn said.

| have sent for the gun in Youl ouse. the Count said angrily,
then he scattered a few snall coins anong the villagers before
spurring his horse past them He paused to stare at the ruins of
the castle on its crag, but he did not ride to the old fortress because
it was late, the night was near and the air was cold. The Count
was al so tired and saddl e-sore, and the unfam|iar arnmour he wore
was chafing his shoulders and so, instead of clinbing the long path
to the shattered fortress he went on towards the dubi ous conforts
at the G stercian abbey of Saint Sever.
Wi t e-robed nonks were trudging honme fromtheir work. One

carried a great bundl e of kindling, while others had hoes and



spades. The | ast grapes were being harvested and two nonks |ed
an ox pulling a wagon | oaded wi th baskets of deep purple fruit.
They pulled the wagon aside as the Count and his thirty nen-at
arnms clattered past towards the plain, undecorated buildings. No
one in the nonastery had been expecting visitors, but the nonks
greeted the Count without fuss and efficiently found stabling for
t he horses and provi ded beddi ng anong the w ne presses for the
men-at-arnms. Afire was Iit in the visitors" quarters where the
Count, his nephew and Fat her Roubert would be entertained. The
abbot will greet you after conpline,” the Count was told, then he
was served a neal of bread, beans, w ne and snoked fish. The
wi ne was the abbey's own and tasted sour.
The Count di snmissed Joscel yn and Father Roubert to their own
rooms, sent his squire to wherever the lad could find a bed, then
sat alone by the fire. He wondered why God had sent the English
to plague him Was that another punishnent for ignoring the Gail?
It seened likely, for he had convinced hinself that God had i ndeed
chosen himand that he nust performone great |ast task and then
he woul d be rewarded. The G ail, he thought, alnost in ecstasy.
The Gail, the holiest of all holy things, and he had been sent to
di scover it; he fell to his knees by the open w ndow and |i stened
to the voices of the nonks chanting in the abbey church and

prayed that his quest would be successful. He went on praying

| ong after the chanting had stopped and thus Abbot Pl anchard
di scovered the Count on his knees. Do | interrupt?" the abbot
asked gently.

No, no." The Count winced with pain fromhis cranped knees
as he (clinbed to his feet. He had discarded his armour and wore

a fur-lined gown and his customary woollen cap. | amsorry,
Pl anchard, nobst sorry to inmpose on you. No warning, | know.
Mbst inconvenient, |I'msure.”

The devil al one inconveniences ne," Planchard said, and | know
you are not sent by him™"

| do pray not. the Count said, then sat and i mediately stood
again. By rank he was entitled to the room s one chair, but the
abbot was so very old that the Count felt constrained to offer it
to him
The abbot shook his head and sat on the w ndow | edge i nstead.



Fat her Roubert cane to conpline,"’
afterwards. "

The Count felt a pulse of alarm Had Roubert told Planchard
why they were here? He wanted to tell the abbot hinself.

He is very upset. Planchard said. He spoke French, an aristo
crat's French, elegant and precise.

Roubert's al ways upset when he's unconfortable,” the Count
said, and it was a long journey and he's not used to riding. Not
born to it, you see? He sits his horse like a cripple." He paused,
staring open-eyed at the abbot, then let out an expl osive sneeze.

Dear ne," he said, his eyes watering. He wi ped his nose with his
sl eeve. Roubert slouches in his saddle. | keep telling himto sit
up, but he won't take advice." He sneezed again.

| do hope you're not catching an ague. the abbot said. Father
Roubert was not upset because of weariness, but because of the
beghard. "

Ah, yes, of course. The girl." The Count shrugged. | rather think
he was | ooking forward to seeing her burn. That woul d have been
a fitting reward for all his hard work. You know he questi oned
her ?"

Wth fire, | believe. Planchard said, then frowed. How odd
that a beghard should be this far south. Their haunt is the north.
But | suppose he is sure?"

Entirely! The wetched girl confessed.”

As would I if | were put to the fire. the abbot said acidly. You
know she rides with the English?"

| heard as nuch. the Count said. A bad business, Planchard,

a bad business."

At | east they spared this house. Planchard said. |s that why
you cane, ny lord? To protect us froma heretic and fromthe
Engl i sh?"

O course, of course. the Count said, but then noved a little
closer to the truth of his journey. There was another reason too,
Pl anchard, another reason altogether." He expected Planchard to
ask what that reason was, but the abbot stayed silent and, for sone
reason, the Count felt unconfortable. He wondered if Planchard
woul d scoff at him Father Roubert did not tell you?" he asked.

He tal ked of nothing but the beghard."

he said, and talked with nme



Ah," the Count said. He did not quite know how to phrase his
gquest and so, instead, he plunged into the centre of it to see
whet her Pl anchard woul d under stand what he was tal ki ng about .

Calix meus inbrians,"” he announced, then sneezed again.
Pl anchard waited until the Count had recovered. The psal ns
of David. | love that particular one, especially that wonderful beginning.
The Lord rules ne and deni es nme not hing."
Calix meus inebrians. the Count said, ignoring the abbot's
words, was carved above the gate of the castle here."

Was it?"

You had not heard it?"

One hears so many things in this small valley, ny lord, that it
i s necessary to distinguish between fears, dreans, hopes and
reality.”

" Calix meus inebrians,” the Count repeated stubbornly,
suspecting that the abbot knew exactly what he was talking about,
but wanted to cloud the issue.

Pl anchard | ooked at the Count in silence for a while, then
nodded. The tale is not newto ne. Nor to you, | suspect?"

| believe. the Count said awkwardly, that God sent ne here
for a purpose.”

Ah, then you are fortunate, my lord!" Planchard sounded
i npressed. So many folk conme to nme seeking God' s purposes and

all I can tell themis to watch, work and pray, and by doing so
trust they will discover the purpose in their own tine, but it is
rarely given openly. | envy you."

It was given to you," the Count retorted.
No, nmy lord," the abbot said gravely. God nerely opened a gate

onto a field full of stones, thistles and weeds and left nme to till it.
It has been hard work, my lord, hard work, and | approach ny
end with nost of it still to be done."

Tell me of the story," the Count said.

The story of my |ife?" Planchard countered.

The story,"” the Count said firmy, of the cup that nakes us
drunk. "

Pl anchard si ghed and, for a monent, | ooked very old. Then he
stood. | can do better than that, nmy lord," he said, | can show
you. "



Show nme?" The Count was astoni shed and el at ed.

Pl anchard went to a cupboard and took out a horn lantern. He

it its wick with a brand fromthe fire, then invited the excited
Count to follow himthrough a dark cloister and into the abbey
church where a small candl e burned beneath a pl aster statue of
Sai nt Benedict, the only decoration in the austere buil ding.

Pl anchard took a key fromunder his robe and | ed the Count
to a small door which opened froman al cove that was hal f hidden
by a side altar on the church's north side. The |ock was stiff, but
at last it gave way and the door creaked open. Be careful of the
steps. the abbot warned, they are worn and very treacherous."
The | antern bobbed as the abbot went down a steep flight of
stone stairs which turned sharp right into a crypt lined with great
pillars between which bones were stacked al nbst to the arched
ceiling. There were | eg bones, armbones and ribs stacked like fire
wood, and between them like lines of boulders, lay enpty-eyed
skull's.  The brothers?" the Count asked.

Awai ting the blessed day of resurrection,” Planchard said and
went on to the farthest end of the crypt, stooping under a | ow
arch and so into a small chanber where there was an anci ent

bench and a wooden chest reinforced with iron. He found sone

hal f - burned candles in a niche and lit themso that the small room

flickered with light. It was your great-grandfather, God be praised,
who endowed this house,"” he said, taking another key froma
pouch under his black robe. It was snall before that and very

poor, but your ancestor gave us land to thank God for the fall of

t he House of Vexille, and those |lands are sufficient to support us,
but not to make us wealthy. That is good and proper, but we do
possess a few small things of value and this, such as it is, is our
treasury." He bent to the chest, turned the nassive key and lifted
the lid.

At first the Count was di sappointed for he thought there was
not hi ng i nsi de, but when the abbot brought one of the candles

cl oser the Count saw the chest contained a tarnished silver paten
a leather bag and a single candl estick. The abbot pointed to the
bag. That was given to us by a grateful knight whom we heal ed
inthe infirmary. He swore to us it contains Saint Agnes's girdle, but
I confess | have never even opened the bag. | renmenber seeing



her girdle in Basle, but | suppose she could have had two? My
not her had several, but she was no saint, alas." He ignored the
two pieces of silver and lifted out an object that the Count had
not noticed in the chest's deep shadows. It was a box that Planchard
pl aced on the bench. You nust look at it closely, nmy lord. It is
old and the paint has long faded. | amquite surprised that we did
not burn it long ago, but for sone reason we keep it."
The Count sat on the bench and lifted the box. It was square,
but not deep, big enough to hold a man's gl ove, but nothing nmuch
larger. It was hinged with rusting iron and, when he lifted the lid,
he saw it was enpty. This is all?" he asked, his di sappoi nt nent
pal pabl e.

Look at it, my lord," Planchard said patiently.
The Count | ooked again. The interior of the wooden box was
pai nted yell ow and that paint had | asted better than the exterior
surfaces, which were very faded, but the Count could see that the
box had once been bl ack and that a coat of arns had been painted
on the lid. The arns were unfamliar to himand so aged that it
was hard to see them but he thought there was a lion or sone
ot her beast rearing upright with an object held in its outstretched
claws. A yale," the abbot said, holding a chalice."

A chalice? The Gail, surely?"

The arns of the Vexille famly," Planchard ignored the Count's
guestion, and local |egend says the chalice was not added unti
just before Astarac's destruction."

Why woul d they add a chalice?" the Count asked, feeling a
smal | pul se of excitenent.

Agai n the abbot ignored the question. You should I ook, mny

lord, at the front of the box."

The Count tipped the box until the candlelight glossed the faded
pai nt and he saw that words had been painted there. They were

i ndi stinct and sone letters had been rubbed cl ear away, but the
words were still obvious. Obvious and miracul ous. Calix Meus

I nebrians. The Count stared at them heady with the inplications,
so heady he could not speak. H s nose was running, so he cuffed
it inpatiently.

The box was enpty when it was found. Planchard said, or so
| was told by Abbot Loix, God rest his soul. The story goes that



the box was in a reliquary of gold and silver that was found on
the altar of the castle's chapel. The reliquary, | amsure, was taken
back to Berat, but this box was given to the nonastery. As a thing
of no value, | suppose."
The Count opened the box again and tried to snmell the interior, but his nose
was foully blocked. Rats scuttled anong the bones
in the neighbouring crypt, but he ignored the sound, ignored every
thing, just dreanmed of what this box nmeant. The Grail, an heir,
everyt hing. Except, he thought, the box was too small to hold the
grail. O maybe not? Who knew what the Grail |ooked |ike?
The abbot reached for the box, intending to return it to the
chest, but the Count clutched it tight. M lord," the abbot said
sternly, the box was enpty. Nothing was found in Astarac. That
is why | brought you here, to see for yourself. Nothing was found."
This was found!" the Count insisted. And it proves the Gai
was here.

Does it?" the abbot asked sadly.
The Count pointed to the faded words on the box's side. \What
el se does this nmean?"

There is a Gail in Genoa," Planchard said, and the Benedictines
at Lyons once clained to own it. It is said, God let it not be true
that the real one is in the treasury of the Enperor at
Constantinople. It was once reported to be in Rone, and again at
Pal ermo, though that one, | think, was a Saracen cup captured
froma Venetian vessel. Others say that the archangels cane to
earth and took it to heaven, though sone insist it still lies in
Jerusalem protected by the flam ng sword that once stood sentine
over Eden. It has been seen in Cordoba, ny lord, in Ninmes, in
Verona and a score of other places. The Venetians claimit is
preserved on an island that appears only to the pure of heart,
while others say it was taken to Scotland. My lord, | could fill a
book with stories of the Gail."

It was here." The Count ignored everything Planchard had said.

It was here," he said again, and may still be here."

I would like nothing nmore," Planchard admitted, but where
Parsifal and Gawain fail ed, can we hope to succeed?"

It is a nessage from God," the Count averred, still clutching the
enpty box.



I think, my lord. Planchard said judiciously, that it is a nmessage
fromthe Vexille family. | think they made the box and painted it
and they left it to nock us. They fled and let us think they had
taken the Grail with them | think that box is their revenge. |
should burn it."

The Count would not relinquish the box. The Gail was here.

he mai nt ai ned.

The abbot, knowi ng he had | ost the box, closed the chest and
locked it. W are a small house, ny lord. he said, but we are

not entirely severed fromthe greater Church. | receive letters from
nmy brethren and |I hear things."
Such as?"

Cardinal Bessieres is searching for a great relic. the abbot said.
And he is |ooking here!" the Count said triunphantly. He sent

a nonk to search ny archives.

And if Bessieres is |ooking. Planchard warned, then you may

be sure he will be ruthless in God' s service.

The Count would not be warned. | have been given a duty.

he asserted.

Pl anchard picked up the lantern. | can tell you nothing nore,

my lord, for |I have heard nothing that tells ne the Gail is at
Astarac, but | do know one thing and | know it as surely as | know
that my bones will soon rest with the brethren in this ossuary.

The search for the Grail, my lord, drives men mad. It dazzl es them

confuses them and | eaves themwhinpering. It is a dangerous
thing, my lord, and best left to the troubadours. Let them sing
about it and make their poens about it, but for the |love of God
do not risk your soul by seeking it."

But if Planchard' s warning had been sung by a choir of angels
the Count woul d not have heard it.

He had the box and it proved what he wanted to believe.

The Grail existed and he had been sent to find it. So he woul d.
Thomas never intended to escort Robbie all the way to Astarac.
The vall ey where that poor village lay had al ready been pl undered,
and so he neant to stop in the next valley where a slew of plunp



settlenents were strung along the road south from Masseube, and

t hen, when his men were busy about their devil's business, he and

a few men would ride with Robbie to the hills overl ooki ng Astarac
and, if there were no coredors or other enemies in sight, let the
Scotsman ride on al one.

Thomas had again taken his whole force except for a dozen nen
who guarded Castillon d' Arbizon's castle. He left nost of his raiders
inasmll village beside the River Gers and took a dozen archers
and as many nen-at-arns to escort Robbie the last few mles.

Cenevi eve stayed with Sir Guillaume who had di scovered a great

mound in the village that he swore was the kind of place where
the old people, the ones who had |ived before Christianity lit the
worl d, hid their gold and he had commandeered a dozen shovel s

and begun to dig. Thomas and Robbie left themto their search and
clinmbed the eastern hills on a winding trail that |ed through groves
of chestnuts where peasants cut staves to support the newy planted
vi nes. They saw no coredors; indeed they had seen no enenies al
nor ni ng, though Thomas wondered how long it would be before
the bandits saw the great plume of snoke boiling up fromthe
warning pyre in the village where Sir Guillaume dug into his dreans.
Robbi e was in a nervous nood that he tried to cover with carel ess
conversation. You remenber that stilt-walker in London?" he

asked. The one who juggl ed when he was up on his sticks? He
was good. That was a rare place, that was. How much did it cost
to stay in that tavern in London?"
Thomas coul d not renmenber. A few pennies, perhaps.”

| mean, they'll cheat you, won't they?" Robbie asked anxiously.

Who will?"
Taver n- keepers. "
They' Il drive a bargain," Thomas said, but they'd rather take a
penny of f you than get nothing. Besides, you can | odge in nonasteries npst
ni ghts."

Aye, that's true. But you have to give them sonething, don't
you?"

Just a coin. Thomas said. They had energed onto the bare
summt of the ridge and Thomas | ooked about for enenies and
saw none. He was puzzl ed by Robbie's odd questions, then rea

i zed that the Scotsman, who went into battle with apparent



fearl essness, was neverthel ess nervous at the prospect of travelling al one.

was one thing to journey at hone, where fol k spoke
your | anguage, but quite another to set off for hundreds of niles
t hrough | ands where a dozen strange tongues were used. The
thing to do," Thonmas said, 1is find sone other folk going your way.
There' |l be plenty and they all want conpany."
Is that what you did? Wen you wal ked fromBrittany to

Nor mandy?"

Thomas grinned. | put on a Dom nican's robe. No one wants

a Dom nican for conpany, but no one wants to rob one either
You'll be fine, Robbie. Any nerchant will want you as conpany.

A young man with a sharp sword? They'll be offering you the pick
of their daughters to travel with them
|'"ve given ny oath," Robbie said gloonmly, then thought for a

second. |Is Bol ogna near Ronme?"

| don't know. "

I've a mind to see Rome. Do you think the Pope will ever nove
back there?"

God knows. "

I'"d like to see it, though," Robbie said wistfully, then grinned
at Thomas. |'ll say a prayer for you there."

Say two," Thomas said, one for me and one for Genevieve."
Robbie fell silent. The noment for parting had al nost conme and

he did not know what to say. They had curbed their horses, though
Jake and Sam rode on until they could see down into the valley

where the fires of Astarac's burned thatch still sifted a small snoke
into the chill air.

W' || neet again, Robbie," Thomas said, taking off his glove

and putting out his right hand.

Aye, | know "

And we'll always be friends,"” Thomas said, even if we're on
different sides of a battle."

Robbi e grinned. Next tinme, Thomas, the Scots will w n. Jesus,

but we shoul d have beaten you at Durhaml We were that closel™
You know what archers say," Thomas said. Cl ose don't tally.
Look after yourself, Robbie."

I will." They shook hands and just then Jake and Sam t urned
their horses and ki cked back fast.



Men-at-arns! " Jake shout ed.
Thomas urged his horse forward until he could see down the

road that led to Astarac and there, not half a mle away, were
horsemen. Mail ed horsemen with swords and shields. Horsenen

under a banner that hung linp so he could not see its device, and
squires | eading sunpter horses | oaded with long clunmsy |ances. A
whol e band of horsenen coning straight towards him or perhaps
towards the great plume of snopke that rose from where his nen
savaged the village in the neighbouring valley. Thomas stared at
them just stared. The day had seemed so peaceful, so utterly enpty
of any threat, and now an eneny had conme. For weeks they had

been unnol ested. Until now.
And Robbie's pilgrinage was forgotten, at |least for the nmoment.
For there was going to be a fight.
And they all rode back west.
Joscelyn, Lord of Beziers, believed his uncle was an old fool and,
what was worse, a rich old fool. If the Count of Berat had shared
his wealth it would have been different, but he was notoriously
mean except when it came to patronizing the Church or buying
relics like the handful of dirty straw he had purchased for a chest
of gold fromthe Pope at Avignon. Joscelyn had taken one | ook at
the Christ-child s bedding and decided it was dunged straw from
t he papal stables, but the Count was convinced it was the first bed
of Jesus and now he had cone to the m serable valley of Astarac
where he was hunting for even nore relics. Exactly what, Joscelyn
did not know, for neither the Count nor Father Roubert would
tell him but Joscelyn was convinced it was a fool's errand.
Yet, in reconpense, he had comrand of thirty nen-at-arns,
t hough even that was a m xed bl essing for the Count had given
strict instructions that they were not to ride nore than a nile
fromAstarac. You are here to protect nme," he told Joscel yn, and
Joscel yn wondered from what? A few coredors who woul d never
dare attack real soldiers? So Joscelyn tried to organize a tourna
ment in the village meadows, but his uncle's nen-at-arns were
nostly ol der nen, few had fought in recent years and they had



becone accustoned to a life of confort. Nor would the Count

hire other men, preferring to let his gold gather cobwebs. So even
t hough Joscelyn tried to instil some fighting spirit into the nen
he had, none would fight himproperly, and when they fought

each other they did so half-heartedly. Only the two conpani ons

he had brought south to Berat had any enthusiasmfor their trade,
but he had fought them so often that he knew every nove they

woul d make and they knew his. He was wasting his time, and

he knew it, and he prayed ever nore fervently that his uncle

woul d die. That was the only reason Joscelyn stayed in Berat, so
he woul d be ready to inherit the fabul ous wealth reputed to be
stored in the castle's undercroft and when he did, by God, he
woul d spend it! And what a fire he would nake with his uncle's

ol d books and papers. The flames woul d be seen in Youl ouse! And

as for the Countess, his uncle's fifth wife, who was kept nore or

| ess locked up in the castle's southern tower so that the Count
could be sure that any baby she bore would be his and his al one,
Joscel yn woul d give her a proper baby-maki ng pl oughi ng t hen

kick the plump bitch back into the gutter she cane from

He sonetimes dreanmed of nurdering his uncle, but knew that

there would inevitably be trouble, and so he waited, content that
the old man nust di e soon enough. And while Joscel yn dreaned

of the inheritance, the Count dreaned of the Grail. He had deci ded
he woul d search what was left of the castle and, because the chape
was where the box had been found, he ordered a dozen serfs to
prise up the ancient flagstones to explore the vaults beneath where,
as he expected, he found tonmbs. The heavy triple coffins were
dragged fromthe niches and hacked open. Inside the outer casket,
as often as not, was a lead coffin and that had to be split apart
with an axe and the nmetal peeled away. The | ead was stored on

a cart to be taken to Berat, but the Count expected a far greater
profit every time the inner coffin, usually of elm was splintered
open. He found skel etons, yellow and dry, their fingerbones
touching in prayer, and in a few of the coffins he found treasures.
Sone of the wonmen had been buried with neckl aces or bangl es,

and the Count tore away the desiccated shrouds to get what

pl under he could, yet there was no Grail. There were only skulls
and patches of skin as dark as ancient parchment. One wonan



still had |l ong golden hair and the Count narvelled at it. | wonder
if she was pretty?" he remarked to Father Roubert. H s voice
sounded nasal and he was sneezing every few m nutes.

She's awaiting judgenent day. the friar, who di sapproved of
this grave-robbing, said sourly.

She nust have been young," the Count said, |ooking at the

dead wonman's hair, but as soon as he tried to lift it fromthe coffin
the fine tresses disintegrated into dust. In one child's coffin there
was an ol d chessboard, hinged so that it could fold into a shall ow
box. The squares, which on the Count's chessboards in Berat were
pai nted bl ack, were distinguished by small dinples, and the Count
was intrigued by that, but nuch nore interested in the handfu

of ancient coins that had replaced the chess pieces inside the box.
They showed the head of Ferdinand, first King of Castile, and the
Count marvelled at the fineness of the gold. Three hundred years
old!'" he told Father Roubert, then pocketed the nmoney and urged
the serfs to hamrer open another vault. The bodies, once they

had been searched, were put back in their wooden coffins and
then into their vaults to await the day of judgement. Father Roubert
said a prayer over each reburial and sonmething in his tone irri
tated the Count who knew he was being criticized.

On the third day, when all the coffins had been pilfered and

none had proved to hold the elusive Grail, the Count ordered his
serfs to dig into the space beneath the apse where the altar had
once stood. For atine it seened there was nothing there except
soi | packed above the bare rock of the knoll on which the castle
had been built, but then, just as the Count was |osing heart, one
of the serfs pulled a silver casket fromthe earth. The Count, who
was well wrapped up agai nst the cold, was feeling weak. He was
sneezing, his nose was running and sore, his eyes were red, but
the sight of the tarnished box made himforget his troubles. He
snatched it fromthe serf and scuttled back into the daylight where
he used a knife to break the clasp. Inside was a feather. Just a
feather. It was yell ow now, but had probably once been white,

and the Count decided it had to be fromthe wing of a goose. Wy
woul d soneone bury a feather?" he asked Father Roubert.

Sai nt Sever is supposed to have nmended an angel's wi ng here,"
t he Dom ni can expl ai ned, peering at the feather



O course!" the Count exclaimed, and thought that would
explain the yellowi sh col our for the wing woul d probably have
been col oured gold. An angel's feather!" he said in awe.

A swan's feather, nore |like. Father Roubert said disnissively.
The Count exami ned the silver casket, which was bl ackened
fromthe earth. That could be an angel. he said, pointing to a
curlicue of tarnished netal

It could equally well not be.™"

You' re not being hel pful, Roubert.”

| pray for your success nightly. the friar answered stiffly, but
| also worry about your health.”

It is just a blocked nose. the Count said, though he suspected
somet hing worse. His head felt airy, his joints ached, but if he
found the Grail all those troubles would surely vanish. An angel's
feather!" the Count repeated wonderingly. It's a mracle!l A sign,
surely?" And then there was another niracle, for the man who
had di scovered the silver box now revealed that there was a wall
at the back of the hard-packed earth. The Count thrust the silver
box and its heavenly feather into Father Roubert's hands, ran back
and cl anbered up the pile of soil to exam ne the wall for hinself.
Only a scrap of it was visible, but that part was nade fromtri med
stone bl ocks and, when the Count seized the serf's spade and
rapped the stones, he convinced hinself that the wall sounded
holl ow. Uncover it. he ordered excitedly, uncover it!" He smled

triunphantly at Father Roubert. This is it! | knowit!"

But Fat her Roubert, instead of sharing the excitenent of the

buried wall, was |ooking up at Joscelyn who, arnmed in his fine tour

nanent plate, had ridden his horse to the edge of the uncovered

vaults. There is a snoke pyre. Joscelyn said, in the next valley."

The Count could hardly bear to | eave the wall, but he scrambled up a | adder

and stared westwards to where, in the pale sky,

a dirty plume of snoke drifted southwards. It seenmed to cone
fromjust across the nearest ridge. The English?" the Count asked
i n wonder nent .

Who el se?" Joscelyn answered. His nen-at-arnms were at the
bottom of the path that clinbed to the castle. They were arnoured
and ready. We could be there in an hour. Joscelyn said, and they
won't be expecting us."



Archers. the Count said warningly, then sneezed and afterwards gasped for
br eat h.

Fat her Roubert watched the Count warily. He reckoned the old

man was getting a fever, and it would be his own fault for insisting
on making this excavation in the cold w nd.

Archers. the Count said again, his eyes watering. You mnust

be cautious. Archers are not to be trifled with."

Joscel yn | ooked exasperated, but it was Fat her Roubert who

answered the Count's warning. W know they ride in small parties,
nmy lord, and | eave sone archers behind to protect their fortress.
There may only be a dozen of the wetches over there."

And we may never have anot her chance like this. Joscelyn

put in.

W don't have many men. the Count said dubiously.
And whose fault was that? Joscel yn wondered. He had told his

uncle to bring nore than thirty nen-at-arms, but the old fool had

i nsisted that would be sufficient. Now the Count was staring at a
patch of grubby wall uncovered at the end of the vault and letting

his fears overwhelmhim Thirty men will be enough. Joscel yn
insisted, if the eneny is few.
Fat her Roubert was staring at the snoke. |Is this not the purpose

of the fires, nmy lord?" he enquired. To |l et us know when the eneny

i s near enough to strike?" That was indeed one purpose of the fires,
but the Count wi shed Sir Henri Courtois, his mlitary | eader, was
with himto offer advice. And if the eneny party is small. Father
Roubert went on, then thirty nen-at-arms will suffice.”

The Count reckoned he woul d have no peace to explore the

nmysterious wall unless he gave his perm ssion and so he nodded.

But take care!" he ordered his nephew. Make a reconnai ssance
first! Renenber the advice of Vegetius!" Joscel yn had never heard
of Vegetius so would be hard put to remenber the man's advice
and the Count m ght have sensed that for he had a sudden idea.

You'll take Father Roubert and he'll tell you whether it is safe to
attack or not. Do you understand me, Joscel yn? Father Roubert
wi || advise you and you will take his advice. That offered two

advant ages. The first was that the friar was a sensible and intelligent man
and so would not let the hot-headed Joscel yn do
anyt hi ng foolish, while second, and better, it would rid the Count



of the Dom nican's gl oony presence. Be back by nightfall. the
Count commanded, and keep Vegetius in mnd. Above all, keep
Vegetius in nmind!'" These | ast words were called hurriedly as he
cl anbered back down the | adder.

Joscel yn | ooked sourly at the friar. He did not |ike churchmen
and he |iked Father Roubert even less, but if the friar's conpany

was the price he nmust pay for a chance to kill Englishnen, then
so be it. You have a horse, father?" he asked.

| do, ny lord."

Then fetch it." Joscelyn turned his destrier and spurred it back
to the valley. | want the archers alive!" he told his nen when he

reached them Alive, so we can share the reward."” And afterwards
they would cut off the Englishnen's damed fingers, take out their
eyes and then burn them That was Joscel yn's daydream as he | ed
his nen westwards. He would have liked to travel fast, to reach
the next valley before the English withdrew, but nmen-at-arns on
their way to battle could not nove swiftly. Some of the horses,
like Joscelyn's own, were arnmoured with [eather and mail, and

t he wei ght of the arnour, let alone the weight of the riders" arnour,
inevitably meant that the destriers had to be walked if they were
to be fresh for the charge. A few of the nen had squires and those
| esser beings | ed packhorses, which carried cunbersome bundl es

of lances. Men-at-arns did not gallop to war, but |unbered sl ow

as oxen.

You will bear in mnd your uncle's advice, nmy |ord?" Father
Roubert remarked to Joscelyn. He spoke to cover his nervousness.
The friar was nornmally a grave and sel f-contai ned man, very
consci ous of his hard-won dignity, but now he found hinmself in
unfam liar, dangerous, but exciting territory.

My uncl e's advice," Joscel yn responded sourly, was to heed
yours. So tell me, priest, what you know of battle?"

| have read Vegetius," Father Roubert answered stiffly.

And who the hell was he?"

A Roman, my lord, and still considered the suprenme authority
on mlitary matters. His treatise is called the Epitoma Rei Mlitaris,
the essence of nilitary things."

And what does this essence recommend?" Joscel yn asked
sarcastically.



Chiefly, if I remenber aright, that you should |look to the
eneny's flanks for an opportunity, and that on no account shoul d
you attack wi thout a thorough reconnai ssance.™
Joscelyn, his big tournanment hel met hanging from his ponmel,
| ooked down on the friar's small mare. You're nounted on the
lightest horse, father," he said with anmusenent,"” so you can nmake
t he reconnai ssance. "

Me!" Fat her Roubert was shocked.

Ri de ahead, see what the bastards are doing, then come back
and tell us. You're supposed to be giving ne advice, aren't you?
How the hell can you do that if you haven't made a reconnai ssance? Isn't that
what your vegetal advises? Not now, you fool!"

He call ed these | ast words because Father Roubert had obediently

ki cked his mare ahead. They're not up here. Joscelyn said, but

in the next valley." He nodded towards the snoke that seened to

be thickening. So wait till we're in the trees on the hill's far side."
In fact they did see a handful of horsemen on the bare sunmt

of the ridge, but the riders were far off and they turned and fled
as soon as Joscelyn's nmen cane into view Coredors, as like as not,
Joscel yn reckoned. Everyone had heard how the coredors were
haunting the English in hope of earning one of the Count's rewards
for an archer taken alive, though Joscelyn's view was that the only
reward any coredor should ever fetch was a sl ow hangi ng.

The coredors had vani shed by the tinme Joscel yn reached the crest.
He coul d see nost of the valley ahead now, could see Masseube

to the north and the road reaching south towards the high

Pyrenees. The snoke plume was directly in front, but the village
the English plundered was hidden by trees and so Joscel yn ordered
the friar to ride ahead and, to give himsome protection, ordered
his two personal men-at-arms to acconpany him

Joscelyn and the rest of his men had al nost reached the valley
floor by the time the Dominican returned. Father Roubert was
excited. They did not see us. he reported, and can't know we're
here.”

You can be sure of that?" Joscel yn demanded.

The friar nodded. Hs dignity had been replaced by a suddenly
di scovered ent husiasm for warfare. The road to the village goes
through trees, my lord, and is well shielded fromview The trees



thin out a hundred paces fromthe river and the road crosses it

by a ford. It's shallow. W watched some nmen carry chestnut stakes
to the village."

The English didn't interfere with then®"

The English, ny lord, are delving into a grave nound in the
village. There seenmed to be no nore than a dozen of them The
village itself is another hundred paces beyond the ford." Father
Roubert was proud of this report which he considered to be careful
and accurate, a reconnai ssance of which Vegetius hinmself m ght

have been proud. You may approach to within two hundred paces

of the village. he concluded, and armyourselves in safety before
attacking."

It was indeed an inpressive report and Joscel yn | ooked quizzically at his two
nmen- at - arnrs who nodded to show they agreed.

One of them a Parisian naned Villesisle, grinned. They're ready

for butchering," he said.

Archers?" Joscel yn asked

W saw two," Villesisle said

Fat her Roubert was saving the best news till last. But one of

the two, ny lord," he said excitedly, was the beghard!"

The heretic girl?"

So God will be with you!" Father Roubert said vehenently.

Joscelyn smiled. So your advice, Father Roubert, is what?"

Attack!" the Dom nican said. Attack! And God will give us

triunph!" He might be a cautious nman by nature, but the sight of
Genevi eve had stirred his soul to battle.
And when Joscel yn reached the edge of the trees on the valley

floor he saw that everything seemed to be exactly as the Dom ni can
had prom sed. Beyond the river the English, apparently ignorant of

t he presence of enemes, had set no picquets to guard the road that
cane down fromthe ridge and instead were digging into the big

mound of earth at the centre of the village. Joscelyn could see no
nore than ten men and the one wonman. He di smounted briefly and

let his squire tighten the buckles of his arnmour, then he heaved
hinself into the saddl e again where he pulled on his great tournanment helm
with its yellow and red plune, |eather padding, and

cross shaped eye slits. He pushed his left armthrough the | oops of
his shield, nade sure his sword was | oose in its scabbard, then
reached down for his |ance. Made of ash, it was sixteen feet |ong
and painted in a spiral of yellow and red, the colours of his lord
ship at Beziers. Simlar |ances had broken the best tourney fighters
in Europe, now this one would do God's work. Hi s nmen arned

t hensel ves with their own | ances, sone painted with Berat's col ours
of orange and white. Their |lances were nostly thirteen or fourteen
feet long, for none of Berat's nen had the strength to carry a great
| ance |i ke those Joscelyn used in tournanents. The squires drew
their swords. Helnet visors were closed, reducing the world to bright
slits of sunlight. Joscelyn's horse, knowing it was riding to battle,
pawed the ground. Al was ready, the unsuspecting English were
oblivious of the threat and Joscelyn, at long last, was off his uncle's
| eash.

And so, with his nmen-at-arns tight bunched to either side, and

wi th Father Roubert's prayer echoing in his head, he charged.

Gaspard thought the hand of the Lord was on him for the very

first time he attenpted to pour the gold into the delicate mould

that had once held the wax nodel of his Mass cup, it worked. He

had told his woman, Yvette, that it mght take ten or el even
attenpts, that he was not even sure he could nake the cup for

the detail of the filigree was so delicate that he doubted the nolten
gold would fill every cranny of the nmould, but when, with a beating



heart, he broke away the fired clay he found that his wax creation
had been reproduced al nost perfectly. One or two details were

| unpi sh and in sonme places the gold had failed to make the tw st
of a leaf or the spine of a thorn, but those defects were soon put
right. He filed away the rough edges, then polished the whole cup
That took a week, and when it was done he did not tell Charles
Bessi eres that he had finished, instead he clained there was stil
nmore work to do when in truth he sinply could not relinquish

the beautiful thing he had made. He reckoned it was the finest

pi ece of goldsmthing ever achieved.

So he made a lid for the cup. It was conical, like the cover of

a font, and at its crown he placed a cross, and about its rimhe
hung pearls, and on its sloping sides he made the synbols of the



four evangelists. Alion for St Mark, an ox for Luke, and angel for
Matt hew and an eagle for John. That piece, not quite as delicate
as the cup itself, also cane sweetly fromthe nmould and he filed
and polished it, then assenbled the whole thing. The gol den cup
hol der, the ancient green glass cup itself and the new lid hung
with pearls. Tell the Cardinal,"” he told Charles Bessieres as the
exqui site thing was packed in cloth, straw and boxes, that the
pearls stand for the tears of Christ's nother."
Charl es Bessieres could not care what they stood for, but he
grudgi ngly acknow edged that the chalice was a beautiful thing.
If ny brother approves of it," he said, then you'll be paid and
freed."”
W can go back to Paris?" Gaspard asked eagerly.
You can go where you like," Charles lied, but not till I tell you."
He gave his men instructions that Gaspard and Yvette were to be
wel | guarded while he was away, then took the chalice to his
brother in Paris.
The Cardi nal, when the cup was unw apped and the three pieces
assenbl ed, clasped his hands in front of his breast and just stared.
For a long tinme he said nothing, then he | eaned forward and peered
at the ancient glass. Does it seemto you, Charles," he asked, that
the cup itself has a tinge of gold?"
Haven't | ooked," was the churlish reply.
The Cardinal carefully renoved the lid then lifted the old gl ass
cup fromthe golden cradle and held it to the light and he saw
that Gaspard, in a nmonment of unwitting genius, had put an al npbst
invisible | ayer of gold |eaf around the cup so that the comon
gl ass was given a heavenly sheen of gold. The real Gail," he told
his brother, is supposed to turn to gold when the wine of Christ's
bl ood is added. This would pass for that."
So you like it?"
The Cardi nal reassenbled the chalice. 1t is gorgeous,” he said
reverentially. It is anmracle." He stared at it. He had not expected
anything half as good as this. It was a wonder, so much so that
for a brief instant he even forgot his anbitions for the papal throne.
Per haps, Charles", there was awe in his voice now, per haps it
is the real Grail! Maybe the cup | bought was the true object.
Per haps God guided me to it!"



Does that nean," Charles said, unnmoved by the cup's beauty,

that | can kill Gaspard?"

And his worman," the Cardinal said wthout removing his gaze
fromthe glorious thing. Do it, yes, do it. Then you will go south.
To Herat, south of Toul ouse."

Berat ?" Charl es had never heard of the place.

The Cardinal smled. The English archer has appeared. | knew

he woul d! The wetched man has taken a small force to Castillon

d' Arbizon, which | amtold is close to Berat. He is a fruit ripe for
t he plucking, Charles, so | amsending Guy Vexille to deal with
himand | want you, Charles, to be close to Guy Vexille."

You don't trust hin®"

O course | don't trust him He pretends to be loyal, but he is
not a man who is confortable serving any master." The Cardi na
lifted the cup again, gazed at it reverentially, then lay it back in
the sawdust-filled box in which it had been brought to him And
you will take this with you."

That!" Charl es | ooked appalled. What in Christ's nane do
want with that?"

It is a heavy responsibility," the Cardinal said, handing his
brot her the box, but |egend insists the Cathars possessed the Gail
so where else nust it be discovered but close to the last strong
hol d of the heretics?"

Charl es was confused. You want ne to discover it?"

The Cardinal went to a prie-dieu and knelt there. The Holy

Father is not a young man," he said piously. In fact denent was

only fifty-six, just eight years older than the Cardinal, but even so
Loui s Bessieres was racked by the thought that Pope C ement m ght

die and a new successor be appointed before he had a chance to

make his claimwith the Grail. W do not have the luxury of tine

and so | need the Grail." He paused. | need a Gail now But if
Vexille knows that Gaspard's cup exists then he will try to take it
fromyou, so you nust kill himwhen he has done his duty. Hs

duty is to find his cousin, the English archer. So kill Vexille, then

make that archer talk, Charles. Peel the skin fromhis flesh inch
by inch, then salt him He'll talk, and when he has told you every
t hi ng he knows about the Gail, kill him"

But we have a Grail/ Charles said, hefting the box.



There is a true one, Charles/ the Cardinal said patiently, and
if it exists, and if the Englishman reveals where it is, then we shal
not need the one you're holding, shall we? But if the Englishman
is adry well, then you will announce that he gave you that Gail
You will bring it to Paris, we shall sing a Te Deum and in a year
or two you and | shall have a new honme in Avignon. And then
in due time, we shall npove the papacy to Paris and the whole
world shall marvel at us."

Charl es thought about his orders and considered them unnec
essarily elaborate. Wy not produce the Gail here?"

No one will believe ne if | find it in Paris/ the Cardinal said,
his eyes fixed on an ivory crucifix hanging on the wall. They will
assune it is a product of ny anbition. No, it rmust cone froma
far place and rumours of its discovery nmust run ahead of its coning
so that folk kneel in the street to welconme it."

Charl es understood that. So why not just kill Vexille now?"

Because he has the zeal to find the true Grail and if it exists,

I want it. Men know his nanme is Vexille, and they know his famly
once possessed the Grail, so if heis involved in its discovery then
it will be all the nore convincing. And anot her reason? He's well
born. He can lead nen and it will take all his force to prise that
Engli shman fromhis lair. Do you think forty-seven kni ghts and
men-at-arnms will follow you?" The Cardinal had raised Vexille's
force fromhis tenants, the lords who ruled the | ands bequeat hed
to the Church in hope that prayers would wi pe away the sins of

the men who granted the | and. Those nen woul d cost the Cardina
dear, for the lords would not pay rents for a year now. You and

| are fromthe gutter, Charles/ the Cardinal said, and nen-at
arnms woul d despi se you/

There nust be a hundred | ords who woul d seek your Gail/

Charl es suggest ed.

A thousand and a t housand nmen woul d/ the Cardi nal agreed
mldly, but once they possessed the Gail they would take it to
their King and that fool would lose it to the English. Vexille, so
far as he is any man's, is mne, but I know what he will do when
he has the Gail. He will steal it. So you will kill himbefore he
has a chance."

He'll be a hard man to kill/ Charles worri ed.



VWhi ch is why | am sendi ng you, Charles. You and your cut

throat soldiers. Don't fail ne/

That night Charles made a new receptacle for the fake Gail. It
was a | eather tube, of the sort crossbowren used to carry their
quarrels, and he packed the precious cup inside, padded the gl ass
and gold with linen and sawdust, then sealed the tube's Iid with
wax.
And the next day Gaspard received his freedom A knife slit his
belly, then ripped upwards, so that he died slowy in a pool of

bl ood. Yvette screanmed so loudly that she was |eft voicel ess, just
gasping for breath, and showed no resistance as Charles cut the
dress from her body. Ten minutes later, as a mark of gratitude for
what he had just experienced, Charles Bessieres killed her quickly.
Then the tower was | ocked.
And Charl es Bessieres, the crossbowran's quiver safe at his side,

I ed his hard nen south.



In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Chost,
amen." Thomas said the words half al oud and crossed hinsel f.
Sonehow the prayer did not seem sufficient and so he drew his
sword, propped it up so the handl e | ooked |ike a cross and dropped
to one knee. He repeated the words in Latin. In nomine patris, et

filii, et spiritus sancti, anmen." CGod spare ne, he thought, and he tried
to renmenber when he had | ast made confession
Sir CGuillaume was anmused by his piety. | thought you said there

were few of thenP"
There are," Thomas said, standing and sheathing his sword. But
it doesn't hurt to pray before a fight."
Sir CGuillaume made a very sketchy sign of the cross, then spat.
If there's only a few," he said, we'll nurder the bastards."
If, indeed, the bastards were still com ng. Thomas wondered if
t he horsenen had turned back towards Astarac. \Who they were
he did not know, and whether they were enem es he coul d not
tell. They had certainly not been approaching fromBerat for that
lay northwards and the riders were com ng fromthe east, but he
was certain of one reassuring fact. He outnunmbered them He and
Sir Guillaume comrmanded twenty archers and forty-two nen-at
arms and Thonmas had estimated the approaching horsemen at | ess
than half those nunmbers. Many of Thonas's new nen-at-arns
were routiers who had joined Castillon d' Arbizon's garrison for
the opportunity of plunder and they were pleased at the thought
of a skirm sh that could provide captured horses, weapons and
arnmour, and even, perhaps, the prospect of prisoners to ransom
You're sure they weren't coredors?" Sir Quillaune asked him



They weren't coredors,"” Thomas said confidently. The men on
the ridge top had been too well armed, too well arnmoured and
too well nounted to be bandits. They were flying a banner/ he
added, but | couldn't see it. It was hanging straight down."

Routiers, perhaps?" Sir Cuillaume suggested.
Thomas shook his head. He could not think why any band of
routiers would be in this desolate place or why they would fly a
banner. The men he had seen had | ooked like soldiers on a patro
and, before he had turned tail and galloped back to the village, he
had clearly marked the | ances bundl ed on packhorses. Routiers
woul d not just have |lances on their sunpter horses, but bundles
of clothing and belongings. | think/ he suggested, that Berat sent
men to Astarac after we were there. Maybe they thought we'd go
back for a second bite?"

So they're eneni es?"

Do we have any friends in these parts?" Thonas asked.
Sir Guillaume grinned. You think twenty?"

Maybe a few nore/ Thonmas said, but no nore than thirty."

Perhaps you didn't see themall?"

We'll find out, won't we?" Thomas asked. If they cone."

Cr ossbows?"

Didn't see any."

Then let's hope they are coming here/ Sir Quillaume said
wol fishly. He was as eager as any man to nake noney. He needed
cash, and a lot of it, to bribe and fight and so regain his fief in
Nor mandy. Maybe it's your cousin?" he suggest ed.

Sweet Jesus/ Thomas said, | hadn't thought of that/ and he
instinctively reached back and touched his yew bow because any
mention of his cousin suggested evil. Then he felt a pul se of excite
ment at the thought that it mght truly be GQuy Vexille who rode
unsuspecting towards the fight.

If it is Vexille/ Sir CGuillaume said, fingering the awful scar on
his face, then he's nmine to kill."

I want himalivel/ Thomas said. Alive."

Best tell Robbie that/ Sir CGuillaume said, because he's sworn
to kill himtoo/ Robbie wanted that revenge for his brother

Maybe it isn't him Thomas said, but he wanted it to be his
cousin, and he especially wanted it now for the conming fight



prom sed to be a straightforward trounci ng. The horsenen coul d

only approach the village by the ford unless they elected to ride

up or downstreamto discover another crossing place, and a

villager, threatened with a sword held to his baby daughter's eyes,
said there was no other bridge or ford within five mles. So the
horsenen had to cone straight fromthe ford to the village street
and, in the pastures between the two, they nust die.

Fifteen nen-at-arnms would protect the village street. For the

nmonent those nen were hidden in the yard of a substantial cottage,
but when the eneny cane fromthe ford they woul d energe to bar

the road, and Sir Cuillaume had commandeered a farm cart that

woul d be pushed across the street to make a barrier against the
horsenen. In truth Thomas did not expect that the fifteen nmen woul d
need to fight, for behind the orchard hedges on either side of the
road he had depl oyed his archers. It was the bownen who woul d

do the initial killing and they had the |uxury of readying their arrows,
whi ch they thrust point down in the roots of the hedges. Nearest
them were the broad- heads, arrows that had a wedge-shaped bl ade

at their tip, and each bl ade had deep tangs so that once it was

i mbedded in flesh it could not be pulled out. The archers honed the
br oad- heads on the whetstones they carried in their pouches to make
sure they were razor sharp. You wait," Thomas told them wait til
they reach the field marker." There was a white painted stone by the
road that showed where one man's pasture ended and another's

began, and when the first horsemen reached the stone their destriers
woul d be struck by the broad-heads, which were designed to rip

deep, to wound terribly, to drive the horses nad with pain. Some of
the destriers would go down then, but others would survive and
swerve about the dying beasts to continue the charge, so when the
enenmy was close the archers would switch to their bodkin arrows.

The bodki ns were nade to pierce arnmour and the best of them

had shafts made of two kinds of wood. The | eading six inches of

ash or poplar was replaced with heavy oak that was scarfed into

pl ace with hoof glue, and the oak was tipped with a steel head that
was as long as a man's mddle finger, as slender as a woman's little
finger and sharpened to a point. That needl e-1i ke head, backed by

t he heavi er oak shaft, had no barbs: it was just a snooth | ength of
steel that punched its way through mail and woul d even penetrate



plate arnmour if it hit plunb. The broad-heads were to kill horses,
the bodkins to kill nmen, and if it took a minute for the horsenen
to come fromthe field marker to the edge of the village, Thomas's
twenty archers could | oose at | east three hundred arrows and stil
have twi ce as many in reserve

Thomas had done this so many tines before. In Brittany, where

he had | earned his trade, he had stood behi nd hedges and hel ped
destroy scores of enenmies. The French had | earned the hard way

and had taken to sendi ng crossbowren ahead, but the arrows just
killed them as they rel oaded their clunmsy weapons and the

horsenen then had no choice but to charge or retreat. Either way
the English archer was king of the battlefield, for no other nation
had | earned to use the yew bow.

The archers, like Sir Cuillaunme's nen, were hidden, but Robbie
commanded the rest of the nmen-at-arnms who were the lure. Mst

of them were apparently scattered on the mound whi ch was j ust

to the north of the village street. One or two dug, the rest sinply
sat as if they rested. Two others fed the village bonfire, making
sure that the snoke beckoned the eneny onwards. Thomas and

Genevi eve wal ked to the nound and, while Genevieve waited at

its foot, Thonmas clinbed up to look into the great hole Sir
Qui | l aune had made. Enpty?"

Lots of pebbles," Robbie said, but none of themgold."

You know what to do?"

Robbi e nodded cheerfully. Wit till they're in chaos,’
then charge."

Don't go early, Robbie."

W'l not go early/ an Englishman called John Faircloth
answered. He was a man-at-arnms, mnmuch ol der and nore experi
enced than Robbie, and although Robbie's birth entitled himto
t he command of the small force, Robbie knew well enough to take
the ol der man's advi ce.

W'll not let you down," the Scot said happily. H's nen's horses
wer e picketed just behind the nound. As soon as the eneny
appeared they would run down fromthe snmall height and nount
up, and when the eneny was scattered and broken by the arrows,
Robbi e woul d | ead a charge that would curl round their rear and
so trap them

he said,



It mght be my cousin com ng/ Thomas said. | don't know
that/ he added, but it mght be."

He and | have a quarrel/ Robbie said, renenbering his brother

I want himalive, Robbie. He has answers."

But when you have your answers/ Robbie said, | want his
t hr oat /

Answers first, though/ Thomas said, then turned as Genevi eve
called himfromthe foot of the mound.

| saw sonething/ she said, in the chestnut woods/

Don't | ook!" Thonas called to those of Robbie's nen who had
overheard her, then, making a great play of stretching his arns
and | ooki ng bored, he slowy turned and stared across the stream
For a few heartbeats he could see nothing except two peasants
carrying bundl es of stakes across the ford and he thought, for a
second, Genevi eve nust have nmeant those nen, then he | ooked
beyond the river and saw three horsenen hal f hidden by a thicket
of trees. The three nen probably thought they were well conceal ed,
but in Brittany Thomas had | earned to spot danger in thick woods.

They're taking a | ook at us/ he said to Robbie. Not |ong now,
eh?" He strung his bow.

Robbi e stared at the horsemen. One's a priest/ he said dub
ously.

Thomas stared. Just a black cloak/ he guessed. The three nen
had turned and were riding away. They were soon lost to sight in
t he thicker woods.

Suppose it's the Count of Berat?" Robbie asked.

Suppose it is?" Thomas sounded di sappoi nted. He wanted the
eneny to be his cousin.

If we capture him Robbie said, there'll be a rare ransoni
True/
So would you mind if | stayed until it's paid?"

Thomas was di sconcerted by the question. He was used to the

i dea that Robbie was |eaving and so ridding his nen of the rancour
caused by his jealousy. You'd stay with us?"
To get my share of the ransoni Robbie said, bridling. Is there
anyt hing wong with that?"

No, no/ Thomas hurried to soothe his friend. You'll get your
share, Robbie/ He thought maybe he coul d pay Robbie's share



fromhis existing stock of cash and so spur the Scotsman on his
penitential way, but this was not the tine to nmake the suggestion
Don't charge too early," he warned Robbie again, and God be
with you."
It's time we had a good fight," Robbie said, his spirits restored.
Don't let your archers kill the rich ones. Leave sone for us."
Thomas grinned and went back down the mound. He strung
Genevi eve's bow, then walked with her to where Sir Guillaune
and his men were concealed. Not long now, |ads," he called,
clinmbing onto the farmwagon to see across the yard's wall. His
archers were concealed in the pear orchard' s hedge beneath him
their bows strung and the first broad-heads resting on their strings.
He joined themand then waited. And waited. Tine stretched,
slowed, crawed to a halt. Thomas waited so | ong that he began
to doubt any eneny woul d come, or worse, he feared the horsenen
had snelt out his anbush and were circling far up or down stream
to anbush him H's other worry was that the town of Masseube,
whi ch was not so very far away, mght send nen to find out why
the villagers had Iit their warning pyre.
Sir CGuillaume shared the anxiety. Were the hell are they?" he
asked when Thomas cane back to the yard to clinb onto the
wagon so he coul d see across the river
God knows." Thonas gazed into the far chestnuts and saw
nothing to alarmhim The | eaves had just started to change col our
Two pigs were rooting anong the trunks.
Sir Guillaume was wearing a full-1ength hauberk, the nail
covering himfrom shoul der to ankle. He had a scarred breastplate
that was tied in place with rope, one plate vanbrace that he buckl ed
on his right forearm and a plain sallet for a helnet. The sallet had
a wide sloping brimto deflect downward sword bl ows, but it was
a cheap piece of arnmour with none of the strength of the best
hel mets. Mst of Thomas's nen-at-arns were simlarly protected
with bits and pieces of arnmour they had scavenged fromold battle
fields. None had full plate arnour, and all of their mail coats were
pat ched, some with boiled | eather. Sone carried shields. Sir
Guillaune's was made of willow boards covered with | eather on
whi ch his coat of arms, the three yell ow hawks on a blue field,
had faded alnost to invisibility. Only one other man-at-arms had



a device on his shield, in his case a black axe on a white field, but
he had no i dea whose badge it was. He had taken the shield off

a dead eneny in a skirmsh near Aiguillon, which was one of the
principal English garrisons in Gascony. Has to be an English shield/
the man reckoned. He was a Burgundi an mercenary who had
fought agai nst the English, been discharged at the truce after the
fall of Calais and was now hugely relieved that the yew bows were

on his side. Do you know the badge?" the nman asked.

Never seen it/ Thomas said. How did you get the shield?"

Sword into his spine. Under the back plate. H s buckles had got

cut and the back plate was flapping around |ike a broken wi ng.
Christ, but he screaned/

Sir @uillaune chuckled. He took half a |oaf of dark bread from
beneath his breastplate and tore off a chunk, then swore as he bit
into it. He spat out a scrap of granite that nust have broken off
the stone when the grain was mlled, felt his broken tooth and
swore again. Thomas glanced up to see that the sun lay lowin
the sky. We'll be late home/ he grunbled. 1t'Il be dark."

Find the river and follow it/ Sir Quillaune said, then flinched

with the pain fromhis tooth. Jesus/ he said, | hate teeth."
C oves/ the Burgundi an said. Tut cloves in your mouth. Stops
t he pain/

Then the two pigs anong the distant chestnuts raised their

heads, stood for a heartbeat and | unbered south in ungainly haste.
Sonet hi ng had al arned them and Thonas held up a warni ng hand

as if the voices of his conpanions mnight disturb any approaching
horsenen, and just at that nonent he saw a gl eam of reflected
sunlight fromthe trees across the river and he knew it nust cone
froma piece of armour. He junmped down. We've got conpany/

he said, and ran to join the other archers behind the hedge. Wake
up/ he told them the little |anbs are coming for their slaughter/
He took his place behind the hedge and Genevi eve stood beside

him an arrow on her string. Thonas doubted she would hit

anyone, but he grinned at her. Stay hidden till they reach the
field marker/ he told her, then peered over the hedge.

And there they were. The eneny, and al nbst as soon as they
appeared Thomas saw that his cousin was not there for the flag,
spread now as its carrier trotted fromthe trees, showed the orange



and white | eopard badge of Berat instead of the yale of Vexille.
Keep your heads down!" Thomas warned his men as he tried to

count the eneny. Twenty? Twenty-five? Not nany, and only the

first dozen carried | ances. The nmen's shields, each showi ng the

orange |l eopard on its white field, confirmed what the banner said,

that these were the Count of Herat's horsenen, but one nan,
mount ed on a huge bl ack horse that was hung wth arnour, had

a yellow shield with a red mailed fist, a device unknown to Thomas,

and that man was also in a full harness of plate and had a red

and yellow plume flying high on his helm Thomas counted thirty

one horsenen. This would not be a fight, it would be a nassacre.

And suddenly, oddly, it all seemed unreal to him He had

expected to feel excitenent and sone fear, but instead he watched

t he horsenen as though they had nothing to do with him Their

charge was ragged, he noted. Wen they had first come fromthe

trees they had been riding boot to boot, as nen should, but they

qui ckly spread out. Their |ances were held upright and woul d not

drop to the killing position until the horsemen were close to their

enemy. One lance was tipped with a ragged bl ack pennant. The
horses"” trappers flapped. The sound was of hooves and the cl ash

of armour as pieces of plate rapped each other. G eat clods of earth

were slung up behind the hooves; one man's visor went up and

down, up and down as his horse rose and fell. Then the onrush

of horsemen narrowed as they all tried to cross the ford at its
narrowest point and the first white splashes of water rose as high

as the saddl es.

They came out of the ford. Robbie's nen had vani shed and the
horsenen, thinking that it was now a pursuit of a panicked eneny,

touched spurs to destriers and the big horses thunped up the road,

stringing out, and then the first of themwere at the field narker

and Thomas heard a trundling noise as the farmcart was pushed

out to block the road.

He stood and instinctively took a bodkin arrow i nstead of a broad
head. The man with the yellow and red shield rode a horse that

had a great protective skirt of mail sewn onto | eather and Thomas
knew t he broad-heads woul d never pierce it, and then he drew his

arm back, the cord was past his ear and the first arrow flew It

wavered as it left the bow, then the air caught the goose-feather



fledging and it sped low and fast to bury itself in the black horse's
chest and Thomas had a second bodkin on the string, drew, | oosed,
and a third, drew and | oosed and he saw the other arrows flying
and was astoni shed, as ever, that the first arrows seemed to do so
little damage. No horses were down, none even slowed, but there
were feathered shafts jutting fromtrappers and arnour and he
pul | ed again, released, felt the string whip along the bracer on his
left forearm snatched up a new arrow, then saw the first horses
go down. He heard the sound of netal and flesh crashing on the
ground and he sent another bodkin at the big black horse and this
one drove through the mail and |l eather to bury itself deep and the
horse began frothing blood fromits nouth and tossing its head,
and Thomas sent his next arrow at the rider and saw it thunp into
the shield to throw the man back against his high cantle.
Two horses were dying, their bodies forcing the other riders to
swerve, and still the arrows cane at them A |ance tunbled, skid
ding along the ground. A dead man, three arrows in his chest,

rode a frightened horse that veered across the line of the charge,
throwing it into further confusion. Thomas shot again, using a

br oad- head now to cut down a horse at the rear of the group
One of Genevieve's arrows flew high. She was grinning, her eyes
wi de. Sam cursed as his cord broke, then stepped back to find
another and string it to his bow The big black horse had sl owed
to a wal k and Thonas put another bodkin into its flank, burying
the arrow just ahead of the rider's |left knee.

Horses!" Sir @Quillaune called to his nen and Thomas knew t he

Nor man reckoned the enemy woul d never reach his barrier and
so had deci ded to charge them Where was Robbi e? Sonme of the
eneny were turning away, going back to the river and Thonas
sped four fast broad-heads at those faint hearts, then |oosed a
bodkin at the black horse's rider. The arrow gl anced off the man's
breastplate, then his horse stunbled and went down to its knees.
A squire, the man holding the flag of Berat, came to help the rider
and Thonmas sl ammed a bodkin into the squire's neck, then two

nore arrows hit the man who bent backwards over his saddle's
cantl e and stayed there, dead with three arrows jutting skywards
and his flag fallen.
Sir Guillaunme's men were hauling thenselves into their saddl es,



drawi ng swords, taking their places knee to knee, and just then
Robbi e's force canme fromthe north. The charge was tinmed well
hitting the eneny at their npbst chaotic, and Robbi e had the sense
to charge close to the river, thus cutting off their retreat. Bows
down!" Thomas called. Bows down!" He did not want his arrows
cutting into Robbie's nmen. He laid his bow by the hedge and drew
his sword. It was tinme to overwhel mthe eneny with pure savagery.
Robbi e's nen hammered into Berat's horsemen with terrible
force. They rode properly, knee to knee, and the shock of the nen
at-arnms threw three eneny horses down. Swords chopped hard
down, then each of Robbie's nen picked an opponent. Robbi e,
shouting his war cry, kicked his horse towards Joscel yn.

Dougl as! Dougl as!" Robbi e was shouting, and Joscel yn was
trying to stay in the saddl e of a horse that was dying, that was
down on its fore knees, and he heard the cry behind himand
swept his sword wildly back, but Robbie nmet the blow on his shield
and kept thrusting so that the shield, with its device of the Dougl as
red heart, struck a huge bl ow on Joscelyn's hel m Joscel yn had

not strapped the hel mdown, knowi ng that in a tournanment it
often helped to take the big steel pot off at the end of a fight to
see a hal f-beaten opponent better, so now it turned on his shou
ders, the cross-shaped eye slits vani shed and he was in darkness.
He flailed his sword into enpty air, felt his bal ance going and then
his whole world was a huge ringing blow of steel on steel and he
could not see, could not hear, as Robbie thunped his hel met again
with his sword.

Berat's nen-at-arns were yielding, throwing down swords and
of fering gauntlets to their opponents. The archers were anong
t hem now, hauling nmen out of their saddles, and then Sir
Qui Il aune' s horsenen thundered past to pursue the handful of
eneny trying to gallop out of trouble through the ford. Sir
Gui | | aune backswung his sword as he overtook a |l aggard and the
bl ow ri pped the man's hel met clean off his head. The man foll ow ng
Sir Guillaume swept his sword forward and there was a burst of
m sting bl ood and the dead man's head went bouncing into the
river as the headl ess body kept riding.

| yield, | yield!'™ Joscelyn screaned in pure terror. | can be
ransomed! " Those were the words that saved rich nmen's lives on



battl efields and he shouted them again nore urgently. | can be
ransoned!" His right |leg was trapped under his horse, he was stil
bl i nded by his skewed helnmet and all he could hear were thunping
hooves, shouts and the screans of wounded nen being killed by
archers. Then, suddenly, he was dazzled by light as his dented
hel met was pulled off and a man stood over himwith a sword. |
yield," Joscelyn said hurriedly, then remenbered his rank. Are
you nobl e?"

I''m a Dougl as of the house of Douglas/ the man said in bad
French, and as well born as any in Scotland."
Then | yield to you," Joscelyn said despairingly, and he could
have wept for all his dreans had been broken in one brief passage
of arrows, terror and butchery.

Who are you?" Robbie asked.

| amthe Lord of Beziers/ Joscelyn said, and heir to Berat."
And Robbi e whooped for joy.

Because he was rich.
The Count of Berat wondered if he should have ordered three or
four of the nen-at-arnms to stay behind. It was not because he

t hought he needed protection, but rather it was his due to have
an entourage and the departure of Joscel yn, Father Roubert and
all the horsemen left himonly his squire, one other servant and
the serfs who were scrabbling at the earth to clear the mysterious
wal I whi ch seened, the Count thought, to be hiding a cave beneath
t he place where the chapel's altar had once stood.

He sneezed again, then felt |ight-headed so sat on a fallen bl ock
of stone.

Cone by the fire, ny lord/ his squire suggested. The squire
was the son of a tenant fromthe northern part of the county and
was a stolid, unimaginative seventeen-year-old who had shown

no inclination to ride with Joscelyn to glory.

Fire?" The Count blinked up at the boy who was called M chel

W made a fire, lord/ Mchel said, pointing to the far end of
the vault where a small fire had been conjured fromthe splin
tered lids of the coffins.



Tire/ the Count said, for sone reason finding it hard to think
straight. He sneezed and gasped for breath afterwards.

It's a cold day, lord/ the boy explained, and the fire will make
you feel better/

A firel/ the Count said, confused, then he discovered an unex
pected reserve of energy. O course! Afire! Well done, M chel
Make a torch and bring it/

M chel went to the fire and found a | ong pi ece of el mwod that

was burning at one end and gingerly extracted it fromthe fl anes.
He took it to the wall where the Count was feverishly pushing

the serfs aside. At the very top of the wall; which was nmade from
dressed stones, there was a small gap, no bigger than a sparrow
woul d need, and the hole, through which the Count had peered
excitedly but uselessly, seened to lead into a cavern behind. The
Count turned as Mchel brought the torch. Gve it here, give it
here/ he said inpatiently, then snatched the burning wood and
fanned it to and fro to make it flare up. Wen the el mwas burning
fiercely, he thrust it into the hole and, to his delight, the wood
slipped right through, confirmng that there was a space behi nd;
he pushed it inside until it dropped and then he stooped and put
his right eye to the gap and stared.

The flames were al ready beconing feeble in the cavern's stale

air, but they threw just enough light to reveal what |ay beyond
the wall. The Count stared and drew in a breath. Mchel!" he said.

M chel! 1 can see . " Just then the flame guttered out.

And the Count coll apsed.

He slid down the ranp of earth, his face white and nouth open

and for a nonent M chel thought his master had died, but then

t he Count gave a sigh. But he stayed unconscious. The serfs gaped
at the squire who stared at the Count, then Mchel gathered his
fewwi ts and ordered the nen to carry the Count out of the vault.
That was hard, for they had to manoeuvre his weight up the | adder
but once it was done a handcart was fetched fromthe vill age and
t hey pushed the Count north to Saint Sever's mpnastery. The
journey took al nost an hour and the Count groaned once or tw ce
and seened to shiver, but he was still alive when the nonks carried
himinto the infirmary where they placed himin a small white
washed room equi pped with a hearth in which a big fire was lit.



Br ot her Ranmon, a Spani ard who was the nonastery's physician,
brought a report to the abbot. The Count has a fever," he said,
and a surplus of bile."

WIIl he die?" Planchard asked.

Only if God wills it/ Brother Ramon said, which is what he
al ways sai d when asked that question. W shall [eech him and
then attenpt to sweat the fever away."

And you will pray for him" Planchard rem nded Ranon, then

he went back to Mchel and |learned that the Count's nen-at-arns
had ridden to attack the English in the valley of the River Gers.
You will neet themon their return/ the abbot ordered M chel

and tell themtheir lord is struck down. Remi nd the Lord Joscelyn
that a message nust be sent to Berat/

Yes, lord." Mchel |ooked worried by this responsibility.

What was the Count doi ng when he fainted?" Planchard asked,

and so heard about the strange wall beneath the castle chapel
Perhaps | shoul d go back/ M chel suggested nervously, and
find out what's behind the wall?"

You will leave that to ne, Mchel/ Planchard said sternly. Your
only duty is to your master and his nephew. Now go and find Lord
Joscel yn. "

M chel rode to intercept Joscelyn's return and Pl anchard went

in search of the serfs who had brought the Count to the nonastery.
They were waiting by the gate, expecting sonme reward, and they
fell to their knees as Pl anchard approached. The abbot spoke first
to the oldest man. Veric, howis your wfe?"

She suffers, sir, she suffers.”

Tell her she is in ny prayers/ Planchard said truthfully. Listen

all of you, and listen well." He waited until they were all | ooking
at him \What you will do now he told themsternly, is return
to the castle and cover up the wall. Put the earth back. Seal it!

Do not dig further. Veric, you know what an encantada is?"

O course, lord/ Veric said, crossing hinself.
The abbot bent close to the serf. |[If you do not cover the wall,
Veric, then a plague of encantadas will conme fromthe castle bowels
and they will take your children, all of your children/ he | ooked
along the Iine of kneeling men, they will rise up fromthe earth,
snatch your children and dance them down to hell. So cover the



wall. And when it is done, cone back to me and | shall reward

you." The nonastery's poor box contained a few coins and

Pl anchard woul d give themto the serfs. | trust you, Veric!" he

finished. Dig no further, just cover up the wall."

The serfs hurried to obey. Planchard watched them go and said

a small prayer asking God to forgive himfor telling an untruth.

Pl anchard did not believe that enchanted denons |ived under

Astarac's old chapel, but he did know that whatever the Count

had di scovered should be hidden and the threat of the encantadas

shoul d suffice to make certain the work was properly done.

Then, that small crisis resolved, Planchard went back to his

room Wen the Count had conme to the nonastery and caused a

sudden excitenment, the abbot had been reading a letter brought

by a nessenger just an hour before. The letter had conme froma

Cistercian house in Lonbardy and now Pl anchard read it again

and wondered whet her he should tell the brethren about its

dreadful contents. He decided not, then he dropped to his knees

in prayer.

He lived, he thought, in an evil world.

And CGod's scourge had cone to bring puni shment. That was

the nmessage of the letter and Planchard could do little except pray.
Fiat voluntas tua ," he said over and over again. Thy will be done."

And the terrible thing, Planchard thought, was that God's wll was

bei ng done.

The first thing was to recover as many arrows as possible. Arrows

were scarce as hens" teeth in Gascony. In England, or in England' s

territory in France, there were always spare arrows. They were

made in the shires, bundled into sheaves of twenty-four, and sent

wher ever archers fought, but here, far fromany other English

garrison, Thomas's nmen needed to hoard their nissiles and so they

went from corpse to corpse collecting the precious arrows. Mbost

of the broad-heads were sunk deep in horsefl esh and those heads

were nostly lost, but the arrow shafts pulled out cleanly enough

and all archers carried spare heads in their pouches. Sone nen

cut into the corpses to retrieve the broad-heads. G her arrows had



m ssed and just lay on the turf and the archers | aughed about
those. One of your points here, Sam" Jake called. M ssed by a
bl cody mle!"

That's not mne. Must be Genny's."

Tom " Jake had seen the two pigs across the river. Can | get
supper ?"

Arrows first, Jake/ Thomas said, 'supper afterwards." He bent
to a dead horse and cut into the flesh in an attenpt to retrieve a
broad-head. Sir Guillaume was scavengi ng pi eces of arnmour,
unbuckl i ng greaves and espaliers and chausses from dead nen.
Anot her man-at-arns hauled a mail coat froma corpse. Archers
were carrying arnfuls of swords. Ten eneny horses were either
unwounded or so lightly injured as to be worth keepi ng. The others
were dead or else in such pain that Sam despatched themwi th a
battl e-axe blow to the forehead.

It was as conmplete a victory as Thomas coul d have w shed and,
better still, Robbie had captured the man Thonas took to be the
eneny |l eader. He was a tall man with a round, angry face that
was shining with sweat. He's the heir to Berat/ Robbie called as
Thomas approached, and his uncle wasn't here."
Joscel yn gl anced at Thomas and, seeing his bl oody hands and
t he bow and arrow bag, reckoned hima man of no worth and so

| ooked at Sir Guillaune instead. Do you |ead here?" he demanded.
Sir Guillaunme gestured at Thomas. He does.™
Joscel yn seened bereft of words. He watched, appalled, as his
wounded nen-at-arnms were plundered. At |east his own two nen,
Villesisle and his conpanion, were both alive, but neither had been
able toi fight with their accustoned ferocity for the arrows had
killed their horses. One of Joscelyn's uncle's men had |ost his right
hand, another was dying froman arrowin his belly. Joscelyn tried
to count the living and dead and reckoned that only six or seven
of his nen had nanaged to escape across the ford.
The beghard was plundering with the rest. Joscel yn spat when

he realized who she was, then made the sign of the cross, but he
went on staring at Genevieve in her silver nmail. She was, he
t hought, as beautiful a creature as he had ever seen

She's spoken for/ Sir Quillaume said drily, seeing where
Joscel yn was | ooki ng.



So what are you worth?" Thomas asked Joscel yn.

My uncle will pay a great deal/ Joscelyn answered stiffly, stil
not sure that Thormas really was the eneny commander. He was
even |l ess sure that his uncle would pay a ransom but he did not
want to suggest that to his captors, nor tell themthat his |ordship
of Beziers would be fortunate to scrape up nore than a handfu
of ecus. Beziers was a dirt-poor collection of shacks in Picardy and
woul d be lucky to ransom a captured goat. He | ooked back at
Cenevi eve, marvelling at her long legs and bright hair. You had
the devil's help in beating us," he said bitterly.

In battle," Thomas said, it's good to have powerful friends." He
turned to where the ground was horrid with bodies. Hurry up!"”

he called to his men. W want to be honme before mdnight!"
The men were in a fine nmbod. They would all have a share of
Joscelyn's ransom even though Robbie would take the greater

part, and sonme of the | esser prisoners wuld yield a few coins. In
addition they had taken hel mets, weapons, shields, swords and
horses, and only two nen-at-arnms had received so nmuch as a
scratch. It was a good afternoon's work, and they | aughed as they
retrieved their horses, |oaded the captured beasts w th plunder
and readied to | eave.
And just then a single horseman cane across the ford.

Sir @uillaune saw himfirst and called to Thomas who turned

and saw it was a priest who approached. The man had bl ack and
white robes, suggesting he was a Dom nican. Don't shoot!" Thonas
called to his men. Bows down! Down!" He wal ked towards the

priest who was nounted on a snall mare. Genevi eve was al ready

in her saddle, but now she junped down and hurried to catch up
with Thomas.

H s name," Genevieve said softly, is Father Roubert." Her face
was white and her tone bitter

The man who tortured you?" Thomas asked.

The bastard," she said, and Thomas suspected she was fighting
back tears; he knew how she was feeling for he had known the

sane humiliation at the hands of a torturer. He renenbered

pl eading with his torturer and the shame of being so utterly abased
to another person. He renmenbered the gratitude when the pain

st opped.



Fat her Roubert curbed his horse sonme twenty paces from
Thomas and | ooked at the scattered dead. Have they been shriven?”
he asked.

No/ Thomas said, but if you want to shrive them priest, then
do it. And afterwards go back to Berat and tell the Count we have

hi s nephew and will negotiate a ransom" He had nothing else to
say to the Domi nican so he took CGenevieve's el bow and turned
away.

Are you Thonas of Hookton?" Father Roubert asked.

Thomas turned back. Wsat is it to you?"

You have cheated hell of a soul,"” the priest said, and if you do
not yield it then I shall demand yours as well."

Genevi eve took the bow from her shoulder. You'll be in hell
before me," she called to Roubert.

The friar ignored her, speaking to Thomas instead. She is the
devil's creature, Englishman, and she has bewi tched you." H's mare
twi tched and he sl apped her neck irritably. The Church has nade
its decision and you rmust submit.”

|'ve made ny deci sion/ Thomas said.

Fat her Roubert raised his voice so that the men behind Thomas
could hear him She is a beghard!" he called. She is a heretic!
She has been excommuni cated, cast out of God's holy precincts,

and as such she is a dooned soul! There can be no sal vation for
her and none for any nman who hel ps her! You hear nme? It is

God's Church on earth that talks to you, and your imortal souls,
all your imortal souls, are in dire peril because of her." He | ooked
back to Genevieve and could not resist a bitter smle. You wll
die, bitch/ he said, in earthly flanes that will usher you to the
eternal fires of hell."

Genevi eve rai sed her small bow which had a broad-head on the
string. Don't/ Thomas said to her

He is my torturer/ Genevieve said, tears on her cheeks.

Fat her Roubert sneered at her bow. You are the devil's whore/

he told her, and worns will inhabit your wonmb and your breasts
will give forth pus and the denpbns will play with you."
Genevi eve | oosed the arrow
She snatched at the shot. She did not aim Anger made her

pl uck the cord far back and then she | oosed and her eyes were so



filled with tears that she could hardly see Father Roubert. In prac
tice her arrows had usually flown madly w de, but at the very | ast
nmonent, just as she | oosed, Thomas tried to knock her arm away;

he barely touched her, just tapped her bow hand, and the arrow
twitched as it | eaped fromthe string. Father Roubert had been
about to insult her toy bow, but instead the arrow flew true and
struck him The broad, tanged head sl ashed into the priest's throat
and the arrow stayed there, its white feathers turning red as bl ood
poured down the shaft. For a heartbeat the priest sat in the saddle,
a |l ook of utter astonishment on his face, then a second great gout
of bl ood spurted out over his horse's ears, he made a choki ng
sound and fell hard to the ground.

By the time Thomas reached himthe priest was dead.

| told you he'd go to hell first," Genevieve said, then spat on
t he corpse.
Thomas made the sign of the cross.
There shoul d have been jubilation after the easy victory, but the
old nood, the sullen mood, returned to haunt the garrison at
Castillon d' Arbizon. They had done well in the fight, but the death
of the priest had horrified Thomas's nen. Mst of themwere unre
pent ant sinners, sone had even killed priests thensel ves, but they
were all superstitious and the friar's death was regarded as an evil
onmen. Father Roubert had ridden forward unarmed, he cane to
parl ey, and he had been shot down |like a dog. A few men appl auded
Cenevi eve. She was a proper worman, they said, a soldier's woman,
and the Church could be dammed for all they cared, but those nen
were a snmall mnority. Most of the garrison recalled the priest's
| ast words that had dammed their own souls for the sin of
harbouring a heretic, and those harsh threats brought back the
fears that had haunted them when Genevieve's life was first spared
Robbi e propounded that view relentlessly and, when Thomas cha
| enged hi m by aski ng when the Scot planned to ride to Bol ogna,
Robbi e brushed the question off. |'mstaying here," he said, till
know what ransom|'mgetting. I'mnot riding away fromhis
money." He jerked a thumb at Joscel yn who had | earned of the



ant agoni sminside the garrison and did his best to encourage it by
forecasting dire things if the beghard was not burned. He refused
to eat at the sanme table as Genevieve. As a nobleman he was enti
tled to the best treatnent the castle could offer and he slept in a
roomof his own at the top of the tower, but rather than eat in
the hall he preferred to take his neals with Robbie and the nen
at-arnms and he beguiled themw th tales of his tournanents and
scared themw th dire warnings of what happened to nmen who
protected the enem es of the Church

Thomas of fered Robbie alnost all the nmoney in his keeping as

his share of Joscelyn's ransom the final anmpbunt to be adjusted
when that ransom was negoti ated, but Robbie refused it. You

m ght end up owing ne far nore/ he claimed, and how do I

know you'll pay it? And how will you know where | anP"

"Il send it to your famly," Thomas prom sed. You trust ne,

don't you?"

The Church doesn't," was Robbie's bitter answer, 'so why should

| ?"

Sir Guillaume tried to ease the tension, but he knew the garrison
was falling apart. A fight broke out in the |Iower hall one night
bet ween Robbie's supporters and the nmen who def ended

Cenevi eve, and at the end of it one Englishman was dead and a
Gascon had |l ost an eye to a dagger. Sir Quillaune thunped heads
hard, but he knew there would be other fights.

What do you propose to do about it?" he asked Thomas a week
after the skirmsh by the River Gers. The air was cold froma north
wind, the wind that men believed nade themdull and irritable.

Sir CGuillaume and Thomas were on the keep's battl enents, beneath
the Earl of Northanmpton's fadi ng banner. And beneath that red
and green flag hung the orange | eopard of Berat, but upside down
to show the world that the standard had been captured in battle.
Cenevi eve was there too, but sensing that she did not want to
hear what Sir Guillaune had come to say she had gone to the
farthest corner of the ranparts.

Til wait here,"” Thomas sai d.

Because your cousin wll cone?"

That's why |'m here,” Thomas sai d.

And suppose you have no nen left?" Sir Quillaune asked.



Thomas said nothing for a while. Eventually he broke the silence.

You too?"

I"'mwith you," Sir CGuillaume said, fool that you are. But if
your cousin cones, Thonmas, he won't cone al one."

I know. "

And he won't be as foolish as Joscelyn was. He won't give you
avictory."

| know." Thomas's voice was bl eak

You need nore nen," Sir Quillaume said. W have a garrison
we need a small arny."

Tt woul d hel p," Thomas agreed.

But no one will come while she's here," Sir Guillaunme warned,
gl ancing at Genevieve. And three of the Gascons |left yesterday."
The three nen-at-arns had not even waited for their share of
Joscelyn's ransom but had sinply ridden away westwards in search
of ot her enploynent.

| don't want cowards here," Thonas retorted.

Ch, don't be such a damed fool!" Sir Quill aune snapped. Your
men will fight other nen, Thonmas, but they won't fight the Church
They won't fight God." He paused, evidently reluctant to say what
ever was on his mind, but then took the plunge. You have to
send her away, Thomas. She has to go."

Thomas stared at the southern hills. He said nothing.

She has to go," Sir Cuillaunme repeated. Send her to Pau
Bor deaux. Anywhere."

If | do that/ Thomas said, then she dies. The Church will find
her and burn her."

Sir Guillaume stared at him You're in |love, aren't you?"

Yes/ Thomas sai d.

Jesus goddamed Christ/ Sir Quillaume said in exasperation

Love! It always leads to trouble.”

Man is born to it/ Thomas said, as the sparks fly upwards.”

Maybe/ Sir Quillaune said grimy, but it's women who provide
t he bl oody kindling."

And just then Genevieve called to them Horsenen!" she

war ned, and Thomas ran across the ranmparts and stared down the
eastern road and saw that sixty or seventy horsenmen were
energing fromthe woods. They were nmen-at-arms wearing the



orange and white jupons of Berat and at first Thomas assuned
they were coning to offer a ransomfor Joscelyn, then he saw that
they flew a strange banner, not the |eopard of Berat, but a Church
banner |ike those carried in processions on holy days. It hung from
a cross-staff and showed the blue gown of the Virgin Mary and
behind it, on smaller horses, were a score of churchnen.
Sir CGuillaume made the sign of the cross. Trouble/ he said
curtly, then turned on Genevieve. No arrows! You hear ne, girl?
No damm arrows!"
Sir Guillaurme ran down the steps and Genevi eve | ooked at
Thomas. |I'msorry," she said.

For killing the priest? Dam the bastard."

1 rather think they've come to damm us," Genevi eve said, and
she went with Thomas to the side of the battlenents that over

| ooked Castillon d' Arbizon's main street, the west gate and the
bri dge across the river beyond. The armed horsenmen waited outside
the town while the clergy di snmounted and, preceded by their

banner, trooped up the main street towards the castle. Mst of the
churchmen were in black, but one was in a white cope, had a

mtre and carried a white staff topped with a golden crook. A

bi shop, no less. He was a plunp nman with | ong white hair that
escaped from beneath the gol den hem of his mtre. He ignored
t he townsfol k who knelt to himas he called up to the castle.
Thomas! " he shouted. Thonas!"

What will you do?" GCenevi eve asked.

Listen to him" Thomas said.

He | ed her down to the smaller bastion above the gate that was

al ready crowded with archers and nen-at-arns. Robbie was there
and, as Thomas appeared, the Scotsnman pointed at himand called
down to the bishop, This is Thomas!"

The bishop struck his staff on the ground. In the name of Cod,"
he called out, the all-powerful Father, and in the name of the
Son, and in the nanme of the Holy CGhost, and in the name of al

the saints, and in the nane of our Holy Father, Cenent, and by
virtue of the power which has been granted us to | oose and to

bind in heaven as it is |oosed and bound upon earth, | summon
you, Thomas! | sunmon you!™"

The bishop had a fine voice. It carried clearly, and the only ot her



sound, except for the wind, was the nurnur as a handful of
Thomas's nen translated the French into English for the benefit
of the archers. Thomas had assuned that the bishop woul d speak

in Latin and that he al one woul d know what was bei ng said, but

t he bi shop wanted everyone to understand his words.

It is known that you, Thomas/ the bishop resuned, 'sone

time baptised in the nane of the Father, and of the Son, and of
the Holy Ghost, have fallen fromthe society of Christ's body by
conmitting the sin of giving confort and shelter to a condemed
heretic and nmurderer. So now, with grief in our heart, we deprive
you, Thomas, as we will deprive all your acconplices and
supporters, of the comunion of the body and the bl ood of our
Lord Jesus Christ." He banged his staff on the ground again and
one of the priests rang a snmall handbell. W separate you/ the
bi shop went on, his voice echoing fromthe castle's high keep
fromthe society of all Christians and we exclude you from al
holy precincts/ Again the staff struck the cobbles and the bel
rang. We banish you fromthe bosom of our holy nother the

Church in heaven and upon earth." The bell's clear tone echoed
back fromthe keep's stones. W declare you, Thomas, to be
exconmmuni cated and we judge you to be condemmed to eterna
fire with Satan and all his angels and all the reprobates. W
pronounce you accursed in this wi cked fact and we charge al
t hose who favour and | ove our Lord Jesus Christ to hold you for
puni shrent." He thunped his staff a last tinme, glared defiantly at
Thomas and then turned away, followed by the priests and their
banner.
And Thormas felt numb. Cold and nunmb. Enpty. It was as though
t he foundations of the earth had vanished to | eave an aching void
above the blazing gates of hell. Al the certainties of life, of Cod,
of salvation, of eternity, were gone, had been bl own away |i ke the
fallen |l eaves rustling in the town's gutters. He had been changed
into a true hellequin, excommuni cated, cut off fromthe nercy,
the I ove and the conpany of God.

You heard the bishop!" Robbie broke the silence on the ranpart.
W' re charged to arrest Thomas or el se share his damation." And
he put his hand on his sword and would have drawn it if Sir
Gui |  aune had not i ntervened.



Enough!" the Nornman shouted. Enough! | am second-in
conmand here. Does anyone di spute that?" The archers and nen
at-arnms had drawn away from Thomas and CGenevi eve, but no one
i ntervened on Robbie's behalf. Sir Guillaune's scarred face was
grimas death. The sentries will stay on duty/ he ordered, the
rest of you to your quarters. Now "

W have a duty . " Robbi e began and then involuntarily stepped
back as Sir Guillaunme turned on himin fury. Robbie was no
coward, but no one could have withstood Sir Cuillaunme's anger
at that noment.

The nmen went reluctantly, but they went, and Sir CGuillaune
sl ammed home his hal f-drawn sword. He's right, of course," he
said gloonm |y as Robbie went down the steps.

He was ny friend!" Thomas protested, trying to hold on to one
pi ece of certainty in a world turned inside out.

And he wants Cenevieve," Sir Cuillaunme said, and because he
can't have her he's persuaded hinmself his soul is doonmed. Wy do
you think the bishop didn't excommunicate all of us? Because
then we'd all be in the same hell with nothing to | ose. He divided
us, the blessed and the dammed, and Robbie wants his soul to be
safe. Can you bl anme hi n?"

What about you?" Genevi eve asked the Norman.

My soul withered years ago," Sir Quillaune said grimy, then
he turned and gazed down the main street. They'll be |eaving
men-at-arns outside the town to take you when you | eave. But
you can go out by the small gate behind Father Medous's house.
They won't be guarding that, and you can cross the river at the
mll. Youll be safe enough in the woods."

For a nonent Thomas did not conprehend what Sir Cuillaune

was saying, then it struck himwith awmful force that he was being
told to go. To run. To hide. To leave his first comrand, to abandon
his new wealth, his nmen, everything. He stared at Sir Quillaune,
who shrugged. You can't stay, Thomas," the ol der man said gently.

Robbie or one of his friends will kill you. My guess is that a score
of us would support you, but if you stay it will be a fight between
us and themand they' Il win."

You' Il stay here?"

Sir Cuillaunme | ooked unconfortable, then nodded. | know why



you cane here/ he said. | don't believe the damm thing exists
nor, if it does, do | think we have a cat's chance of finding it. But
we can rmake nmoney here, and | need noney so, yes, |'m staying.
But you're going, Thomas. Go west. Find an English garrison. Go
honme." He saw the reluctance on Thomas's face. Wat in Christ's
nane el se can you do?" he demanded. Thomas sai d not hing and
Sir CGuillaume glanced at the soldiers waiting beyond the town
gate. You can take the heretic to them Thomas, and give her over
to the burning. They'll lift your excomunication then."

I won't do that,"” Thomas said fiercely.

Take her down to the soldiers,” Sir GQuillaune said, and knee
to the bishop."

No! "

Why not ?"

You know why not."

Because you | ove her?"

Yes," Thomas said, and Genevieve took his arm She knew he
was suffering, just as she had suffered when the Church withdrew
the love of God fromher, but she had cone to terms with the
horror. Thomas had not and she knew it would take himtine.

We shall survive," she said to Sir Cuillaune.

But you nust |eave," the Norman insisted.

| know," Thomas could not keep the heartbreak from his voice.
['"lIl bring you supplies tonmorrow," Sir Quillaune pron sed.

Hor ses, food, cloaks. Wat else do you need?"

Arrows," Genevieve said pronptly, then she | ooked at Thomas
as if expecting himto add sonething, but he was still too shocked
to think properly. You'll want your father's witings, won't you?"

she suggested gently.

Thomas nodded. Wap themup for me?" he asked Sir

@il laune. Wap themin |eather."

Tomorrow norning, then/ Sir Guillaunme said. Wit by the

hol | ow chestnut on the hill/

Sir CGuillaume escorted them out of the castle, through the back
al l eys behind the priest's house to where a small door had been

et through the town wall to give access to a path which led to

the watermi |l on the river. Sir Quillaunme shot the bolts and opened
the gate warily, but no soldiers waited outside and so he I ed them



down to the mll and there he watched as Thomas and CGenevi eve
crossed the stone sill of the mll pond. Fromthere they clinbed

into the woods.
Thomas had fail ed. And he was dammed.
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It rained all night. It was a pelting rain driven by a cold w nd that
snatched the | eaves fromthe oaks and chestnuts and swirled spite
fully into the ancient tree that had been broken by |ightning and
hol | owed by time. Thonas and Genevieve tried to shelter in the
trunk, flinching once when a burst of thunder sounded in the sky.

No |ightning showed, but the rain slashed down even nore forcefully. It's ny
faul t," Genevieve said.

No. Thonas sai d.

| hated that priest. she said. | knew | shouldn't shoot, but I
remenbered all he did to ne.” She buried her face on his shoul der
so her voice becane nuffled and Thomas coul d hardly hear her

He woul d stroke ne when he wasn't burning me. Stroke me |ike
a child."

Li ke a child?"

No. she said bitterly, I|ike a lover. And when he'd hurt me he'd
say prayers for me and tell ne | was precious to him | hated him™"

| hated himtoo. Thomas said, for what he did to you." He
had his arns about her. And I'mglad he's dead. he added, and
then reflected that he hinself was as good as dead. He had been

sent to hell, cut off from sal vation
So what will you do?" Cenevieve asked in the shivering dark
| won't go home."
So where will you go?"

Stay with you. If you want." Thomas thought of saying that she
was free to go wherever she w shed, but he knew she had entwi ned

her fate in his so he did not try to persuade her to |l eave him nor
did he want her to leave him W'Il go back to Astarac. he suggested



i nstead. He did not know what good that would do, but he knew

he could not just crawl hone defeated. Besides, he was damed

now. He had nothing to lose and all eternity to gain. And perhaps
the Gail would redeem him Perhaps now that he was dooned,

he woul d find the treasure and it would restore his soul to grace.
Sir Guillaunme arrived soon after dawn, escorted by a dozen nen

who Sir Cuillaurme knew woul d not betray Thonmas. Jake and Sam

were anong them and both wanted to acconpany Thomas, but

he refused. Stay with the garrison. he told them or go back west
and find another English fort." It was not that he did not want
conpany, but he knew it would be difficult enough to feed hinsel f
and Genevi eve w thout having two other nouths to worry about.

Nor did he have any prospect to offer them except danger, hunger
and the certainty of being hunted across southern Gascony.

Sir Cuillaume had brought two horses, food, cloaks, Cenevieve's
bow, four sheaves of arrows and a fat purse of coins. But | couldn't
get your father's manuscript," he confessed, Robbie took it."

He stole it?" Thomas asked indignantly.

Sir CGuillaume shrugged as if the fate of the nanuscript was

uni mportant. Berat's men-at-arms have gone," he said," so the
road west is safe, and | sent Robbie east this norning to | ook for
livestock. So ride west, Thomas. Ri de west and go hone."

You think Robbie wants to kill ne?" Thonas asked, al arned.

Arrest you, probably,"” Sir CGuillaunme said, and give you to the
Church. What he really wants, of course, is to have God on his
side and he believes if he finds the Grail then all his problens wll
be over." Sir Quillaune's nen | ooked surprised at the nention of
the Grail and one, John Faircloth, began a question, but Sir
Qui Il l aune cut himoff. And Robbie's persuaded hinmself that you're
a sinner," he said to Thomas. Sweet Christ. he added, but there's
not hi ng worse than a young man whose just found God. Except
a young woman who finds God. They're insufferable.”

The Grail?" John Faircloth insisted. There had been plenty of
wi I d rumours about why the Earl of Northanpton had sent Thomas
and his men to Castillon d' Arbizon, but Sir Cuillaune's carel ess
admi ssion had been the first confirmation

It's a madness Robbie's got in his skull. Sir Guillaume explai ned
firmy," so take no damed noti ce.



W should stay with Thomas. Jake put in. Al of us. Begin

again."
Sir Cuillaume knew enough English to understand what Jake
had said and he shook his head. If we stay with Thomas. he said,

then we have to fight Robbie. That's what our eneny wants. He
wants us divided."
Thomas translated for Jake. And he's right. he added forcibly.
So what do we do?" Jake wanted to know.

Thomas goes hone. Sir CGuillaume pronounced doggedly, and
we stay |ong enough to get rich and then we go hone too." He
tossed Thomas the reins of the two horses. 1'd like to stay with
you. he said.

Then we all die."

O we'll all be dammed. But go hone, Thomas. he urged,
throwi ng down a fat |eather bag. There's enough noney in that
purse to pay your passage, and probably enough to persuade a

bi shop to lift the curse. The Church will do anything for noney.
You'll do fine, and in a year or two cone and find me in Nornmandy."'
And Robbi e?" Thomas asked. Wat will he do?"
Sir CGuillaume shrugged. He'll go hone in the end. He'll not
find what he's | ooking for, Thomas, and you know that."

| don't know that."

Then you're as mad as he is. Sir CGuillaume pulled off his
gauntl et and held out his hand. You don't blanme me for staying?"
You should stay. Thomas said. Get rich, ny friend. You're in
command now?"

O course.”

Then Robbie will have to pay you a third share of Joscelyn's
ransom "

"Il keep some for you. Sir Quillaune pronised, then he cl asped
Thomas' s hand, turned his horse and | ed his nen away. Jake and
Sam as farewell gifts, threw down two nore sheaves of arrows,
and then the horsenen were gone.
Thomas felt his anger simer as he and Genevi eve rode east
wards in a soft drizzle that soon soaked through their new cl oaks.
He was angry at hinself for having failed, though the only way
he coul d have succeeded was by putting Genevieve on a pile of
firewood and torching her, and he could never do that. He was



bitter at Robbie for having turned agai nst him though he under
stood the Scotsman's reasons and even considered that they were
good ones. It was not Robbie's fault that he was attracted to
Cenevieve, and it was no bad thing for a man to have a care for

his soul. So nost of all Thomas was furious at life, and that rage
hel ped to take his nmind off their disconfort as the rain grew heavy
agai n. They tended southwards as they went east, sticking to the
woods where they were forced to duck beneath | ow branches.

Where there were no trees they used the higher ground and kept

a | ookout for mailed horsenen. They saw none. |f Robbie's nen

were in the east then they were keeping to the | ow ground and

so Thomas and Cenevi eve were al one.

They avoided farnms and villages. That was not difficult for the
country was sparsely popul ated and the hi gher ground was given

to pasture rather than cultivation. They saw a shepherd in the

aft ernoon who sprang up, surprised, frombehind a rock and fished

a leather sling and a stone from his pocket before he saw the sword
at Thomas's side and swiftly hid the sling and knuckled his fore
head as he bowed. Thonas paused to ask the man if he had seen

any sol diers and CGenevieve translated for him reporting the nman
had seen nothing. A nmile beyond the frightened shepherd Thonas

put an arrowinto a goat. He retrieved the arrow fromthe carcass,
whi ch he skinned, gutted and jointed. That night, in the roofless
shelter of an old cottage built at the head of a wooded valley, they
lit afirewith flint and steel, then roasted goat ribs in the flanes.
Thomas used his sword to cut branches froma |arch, which he
fashioned into a crude | ean-to against one wall. It would keep the
rain off for a night, and he nade a bed of bracken beneath the
makeshi ft shelter.

Thomas renenbered his journey fromBrittany to Nor mandy

with Jeanette. Wiere was the Bl ackbird now, he wondered? They

had travelled in the sumer, living off his bow, avoiding every
other living person, and it had been a happy tinme. Now he did

the sane with Genevieve, but the winter was com ng. He did not

know how hard that w nter would be, but Cenevi eve said she had
never known snow in these foothills. It falls to the south," she
said, in the nountains, but here it is just cold. Cold and wet."
The rain was intermttent now. Their horses were picketed on a



patch of thin grass beside the streamthat trickled past the ruins.
A crescent noon sonetines showed t hrough the clouds to silver

t he hi gh wooded ridges on either side of the valley. Thomas wal ked
a half-mle downstreamto |listen and watch, but he saw no ot her
lights and heard not hing untoward. They were safe, he reckoned,
frommen if not from CGod, and so he went back to where Cenevieve
was trying to dry their heavy cloaks in the small heat of the fire.
Thomas hel ped her, draping the woollen cloth over a frame of larch
sticks. Then he crouched by the flames, watching the red enbers

gl ow, and he thought of his doom He renenbered all the pictures
he had seen daubed on church walls: pictures showi ng soul s
tumbling towards hell with its grinning denmons and roaring fires.

You are thinking of hell," CGenevieve said flatly.

He grimaced. | was," he said and he wondered how she had
known.

You really think the Church has the power to send you there?"
she asked and, when he did not reply, she shook her head.

Excomuni cat i on neans not hi ng. "

It neans everything," Thomas said sullenly. It means no heaven
and no God, no salvation and no hope, everything."

CGod is here," Cenevieve said fiercely. He is inthe fire, in the
sky, in the air. A bishop cannot take God away from you. A bishop
cannot suck the air fromthe sky!"

Thomas said nothing. He was renenbering the bishop's staff
striking the cobbles and the sound of the small handbell echoing
fromthe castle walls.

He just said words," Genevieve said, and words are cheap. They
said the sane words to nme, and that night, in the cell, God cane
to ne." She put a piece of wood onto the fire. | never thought I
woul d die. Even as it cane close | never thought it would happen
There was sonething inside nme, a sliver, that said it would not.
That was God, Thonas. God is everywhere. He is not a dog on
the Church's |eash."

W only know God through H s Church,"” Thomas said. The
cl ouds had thi ckened, obscuring the noon and the |ast few stars,
and in the dark the rain becane harder and there was a grunble
of thunder fromthe valley's high head. And God's Church," he
went on, has condemmed ne."



Genevi eve took the two cloaks fromtheir sticks and bundl ed
themup to keep the worst of the rain fromtheir weave. Most
peopl e don't know God through the Church. she said. They go

and they listen to a | anguage they don't understand, and they say
their confession and they bow to the sacranents and they want
the priest to come to themwhen they are dying, but when they

are really in trouble they go to the shrines the Church doesn't
know about. They worship at springs, at holy wells, in deep pl aces
anong the trees. They go to wise wonen or to fortune-tellers.
They wear anmulets. They pray to their own God and the Church

never knows about it. But God knows because God is everywhere.
Why woul d the people need a priest when God is everywhere?"
To keep us fromerror," Thomas said.

And who defines the error?" Genevieve persisted. The priests!

Do you think you are a bad man, Thomas?"
Thomas t hought about the question. The quick answer was yes
because the Church had just expelled himand given his soul to
the denons, but in truth he did not think he was bad and so he
shook his head. No."

Yet the Church condemms you! A bishop says words. And who

knows what sins that bishop does?"
Thomas half snmiled. You are a heretic. he said softly.

I am she said flatly. [|I'mnot a beghard, though | could be

one, but | ama heretic, and what choice do |I have? The Church
expelled nme, so if | amto love God | nust do it wthout the
Church. You nust do the sane now, and you will find that God
still loves you however much the Church m ght hate you." She
grimaced as the rain beat the last small flames out of their fire,
then they retreated to the larch shelter where they did their best
to sleep under layers of cloaks and mail coats.
Thomas's sleep was fitful. He dreanmed of a battle in which he
was being attacked by a giant who roared at him then he woke
with a start to find that Genevi eve was gone and that the roaring
was the bell ow of thunder overhead. Rain seethed on the larch

and dripped through to the bracken. A slither of |ightning pierced
t he sky, showing the gaps in the branches that half sheltered
Thomas, and he wriggled out frombeneath the larch and stunbled in the dark to
find the broken hovel's doorway. He was about



to shout Cenevi eve's nane when anot her crack of thunder tore
the sky and echoed fromthe hills, so near and so | oud that Thonas
reel ed sideways as if he had been struck by a war-hamrer. He
was bare-footed and wearing nothing but a long Iinen shirt that
was sopping wet. Three |ightning whips stuttered to the east and
in their light Thomas saw the horses were white-eyed and trenbling and so he
crossed to them patted their noses and nmade sure
their tethers were still firm Genevieve!" he shouted. Genevieve!"
Then he saw her.
O rather, in the instant glare of a splintering streak of I|ight
ning, he saw a vision. He saw a woman, tall and silver and naked,
standing with her arns raised to the sky's white fire. The light
ning went, yet the imge of the woman stayed in Thomas's head,
gl owi ng, and then the lightning struck again, slaming into the
eastern hills, and Cenevieve had her head back, her hair was
unbound, and the water streamed fromit |ike drops of liquid silver.
She was danci ng naked beneath the |i ghtning.
She did not like to be naked with him She hated the scars that
Fat her Roubert had seared into her arms and | egs and down her
back, yet now she danced naked, a slow dance, her face tilted back
to the downpour, and Thomas watched in each successive |ight
ning flash and he thought she was indeed a draga. She was the
wild silver creature of the dark, the shining woman who was
dangerous and beautiful and strange. Thomas crouched, gazing,
thinking that his soul was in greater peril still for Father Medous
had said the dragas were the devil's creatures, yet he |oved her
too; and then the thunder filled the air to shake the hills and he
squatted | ower, his eyes fast closed. He was doomed, he thought,
doormed, and that know edge filled himw th utter hopel essness.
Thomas. " Genevi eve was stooping in front of himnow, her
hands cradling his face. Thomas."
You're a draga," he said, his eyes still closed.
I wish | was," she said. | wsh flowers would grow where
wal ked. But I'mnot. | just danced under the lightning and the
t hunder spoke to ne."
He shuddered. What did it say?"
She put her arms round him conforting him That all will be
well."



He sai d not hing.

Al will be well. CGenevieve said again, because the thunder
does not lie if you dance to it. It is a promse, ny love, it is a
prom se. That all will be well.

Sir CGuillaume had sent one of the captured nmen-at-arms to Berat
to informthe Count that Joscelyn and thirteen other nmen were
prisoners and that ransons needed to be negotiated. Joscel yn had
reported that his uncle had been at Astarac, but Sir CGuillaune
assunmed the old man nust have returned to his castle.

Yet it seened he had not, for four days after Thomas and

Cenevi eve had left, a pedlar cane to Castillon d'" Arbizon and said
that the Count of Berat was sick with the fever, perhaps dying,
and that he was in the infirmary of Saint Sever's nonastery. The
man-at-arnms sent to Berat returned the next day with the sane
news and added that no one in Berat possessed the authority to
negoti ate Joscelyn's freedom All that Sir Henri Courtois, the
garrison commander, could do for Joscelyn was send a nessage to
Astarac and hope that the Count was well enough to cope with
the news.

Now what do we do?" Robbi e asked. He sounded aggrieved for

he was eager to see the ransonis gold. He and Joscelyn sat in the

great hall. They were alone. It was night. A fire burned in the
heart h.

Joscel yn sai d not hi ng.

Robbi e frowned. | could sell you on. he suggested. That was

done often enough. A man took a prisoner whose ransom woul d
be considerable, but rather than wait for the nobney he would sell
the prisoner to a richer nman who would pay a | esser sum and
then endure the long negotiations before realizing his profit.
Joscel yn nodded. You could. he agreed, but you won't nake
much noney.
The heir to Berat and Lord of Beziers?" Robbie asked scornfully. You' re worth
a big ransom
Beziers is a pig field. Joscelyn said scornfully, and the heir to
Berat is worth nothing, but Berat itself is worth a fortune. A



fortune. He stared at Robbie in silence for a few heartbeats. M

uncle is a fool. he went on, but a very rich one. He keeps coins

in his cellars. Barrel after barrel of coins, filled to the top, and two
of those barrels are cramred with nothi ng but genoins.

Robbi e savoured the thought. He inagined the noney sitting

in the dark, the two barrels filled with the narvell ous coins of

Genoa, coins made of pure gold, each tiny genoin sufficient to

keep a man fed and cl othed and arned for a year. Two barrel s!

But my uncle. Joscelyn went on, is also a nean nan. He won't
spend noney except on the Church. If he had a choice then he
woul d rather that | was dead, that one of my brothers was his
heir and that his coins were undi mni shed. At night, sonetines,
he takes a lantern down to the castle cellars and stares at his
nmoney. Just stares at it.

You're telling me. Robbie said bitterly, that you won't be
ransoned?"

I"'mtelling you," Joscelyn said, that so long as my uncle is the
Count, then so long will | be your prisoner. But if | was the Count?"

You?" Robbie was not sure where the conversati on was goi ng
and sounded puzzl ed.

My uncle is sick. Joscelyn said, and perhaps dying."

Robbi e t hought about that and saw what Joscel yn was
suggesting. And if you were the Count. he said slowy, then you
coul d negotiate your own ranson®?"

If I was Count," Joscelyn said, | would ransom nyself and ny
men. All of them And 1'd do it quickly.

Agai n Robbi e thought. How big are the barrel s?" he asked after

a while.

Joscelyn held a hand a couple of feet above the floor. It is the
bi ggest hoard of gold in Gascony," he said. There are ducats and
ecus, florins and agnos, deniers and genoi ns, pounds and noutons.

Mout ons?"

ol d ones. Joscelyn said, thick and heavy. Mre than enough
for a ransom"

But your uncle may live," Robbie said.

One prays so," Joscelyn said piously, but if you would let ne
send two nen to Astarac they could discover his state of health
for us? And they could, perhaps, persuade himto offer a ransonP"



But you said he woul d never pay." Robbie was pretendi ng not
to understand, or perhaps he did not want to acknow edge what
Joscel yn was suggesti ng.

He m ght be persuaded," Joscelyn said, out of his lingering
affection for nme. But only if I send nen to him"

Two nen?"
And if they fail," Joscelyn said innocently, then of course they
will return to their captivity here, so what can you | ose? But you

cannot let themtravel unarmed. Not in a country beset by coredors.™
Robbi e stared at Joscelyn, trying to read his face in the firelight,
then a question occurred to him Wat was your uncle doing at
Ast ar ac?"

Joscel yn | aughed. The stupid old fool was | ooking for the Holy
Grail. He thought | didn't know, but one of the monks told ne.

The Holy goddammed Grail! He's mad. But he thinks God will give
hima son if he finds it."

The G ail ?"

God knows where he got the idea. He's mad! Mad with piety."

The Gail, Robbie thought, the Gail. At times he had doubted
Thomas's search, thinking it a lunacy, but now it seemed that other
men shared the madness, which confirnmed that the Gail m ght

truly exist. And the Grail, Robbie thought, should not go to

Engl and. Anywhere but Engl and.

Joscel yn seened unaware of how his words had affected Robbie.

You and |," he said," shouldn't be on different sides. W' re both
enem es of England. They're the ones who caused the trouble. It
was the English who cane here," he tapped the table to enpha

size his point, and they started the killing, and for what?"

For the Gail, Robbie thought, and he inmagi ned taking the holy
relic back to Scotland. He inmagined the armed m ght of Scotl and,

gi ven power by the Grail, sweeping in bloody triunph through

Engl and.

You and | should be friends," Joscelyn said, and you can show

me a gesture of friendship now " He |ooked up at his shield, which
hung on the wall, but it had been hung upsi de down so that the

red fist pointed downwards. Thomas had put it there as the synbol
that the shield s owner had been taken prisoner. Take that down,"
Joscelyn said bitterly.



Robbi e gl anced at Joscelyn, then wal ked to the wall and used
his sword to dislodge the shield which fell with a clatter. He propped
it, right way up, against the stones.

Thank you. Joscelyn said, and renenber, Robbie, that when

I'"m Count of Berat |'mgoing to need good nmen. You're not sworn
to anyone, are you?"

No. "

The Earl of Northanpton?"

No! " Robbi e protested, remenbering the Earl's unfriendliness.

So think of serving ne," Joscelyn said. | can be generous,

Robbie. Hell, 1'll start by sending a priest to England."

Robbi e bl i nked, confused by Joscelyn's words. You'd send a

priest to Engl and? Why?"
To carry your ransom of course,"” Joscelyn said with a snile

You'll be a free nman, Robbi e Douglas." He paused, watchi ng Robbie
closely. If I'm Count of Berat," he added, | can do that."

If you're Count of Berat," Robbie said cautiously.

| can ransom every prisoner here," Joscelyn said expansively,
ransom you and hire as many of your men as want enpl oynent.
Just let ne send ny two nmen to Astarac.”

Robbi e talked with Sir Guillaune in the nmorning and the

Nor man saw no reason why two nmen-at-arns should not talk with
the Count at Astarac so long as they swore to return to their
captivity when their errand was done. | just hope he's well enough
to listen to them" Sir Quillaune said.
So Joscelyn sent Villesisle and his conpanion, his own sworn

men. They rode in armour, with swords and with careful instructions. (
And Robbi e waited to becone rich
The weat her cleared. The grey clouds dissipated into | ong streaks
that were a beautiful pink in the evenings and next night they
faded to a clear sky in which the wind went to the south and

becane war m
Thomas and Cenevi eve stayed in the broken cottage for two

days. They dried their clothes and let the horses eat the last of the



year's grass. They rested. Thonas felt no urge to reach Astarac
qui ckly, for he did not expect to find anything there, but Genevieve
was certain that the local folk would have tales to tell and, at the
very |l east, they should listen. But for Thonmas it was enough t hat
he and CGenevieve were alone for the first time. They had never
really been alone even in the castle, for when they went behind
the tapestry there was al ways the know edge that others were
sleeping in the hall just beyond. And Thomas had not realized

until now how burdened he had been by deci sions. Wo to send
out on raids, who to | eave behind, who to watch, who to trust,
who to keep apart, who needed the reward of a few coins if they
were to stay loyal, and always, ever present, the worry that he

had forgotten sonething, that his eneny night be pl anning sone
surprise that he had not foreseen. And all the tine the real eneny
had been cl ose by. Robbie, seething with righteous indignation
and tortured desire.

Now Thomas could forget it all, but not for long, for the nights
were cold and the winter was coming, and on the second day in
their refuge he saw horsenen on the southern heights. There were
hal f a dozen of them ragged-|ooking nen, two with crossbows
slung on their shoulders. They did not | ook down into the valley
where Thomas and Genevi eve sheltered, but he knew that eventually someone
woul d cone here. It was the tine of year when
wol ves and coredors cane down fromthe high mountains to seek
easier plunder in the foothills. It was tine to go.
Cenevi eve had questioned Thomas about the Grail, hearing how

his father, the clever, half-nmad priest, had perhaps stolen it from
his own father who was the exiled Count of Astarac, but how

Fat her Ral ph had never once admitted the theft or the ownership,
instead he had nerely left a tangle of strange witings that only
added to the nmystery. But your father," CGenevieve said on the
nmorni ng they were readying to | eave, wouldn't have taken it back
to Astarac, would he?"

No. "

So it isn't there?"

| don't knowif it even exists," Thomas said. They were sitting
besi de the stream The horses were saddl ed and the arrow sheaves
tied to the cantles. | think the Holy Grail is a dreamthat nen



have, a dreamthat the world can be nmade perfect. And if it existed.
he went on, then we'd all know the dreamcan't cone true." He
shrugged, then began scraping at a patch of rust on his mail.

You don't think it exists, yet you look for it?" Genevieve asked.
Thomas shook his head. | look for nmy cousin. | want to learn
what he knows."

Because you do believe init, don't you?"

He paused in his work. | want to believe. But if my father had

it then it ought to be in England, and |I've searched everywhere
he m ght have hidden it. But I'd like to believe." He thought for
a nmoment. And if |I found it. he went on, then the Church nust
take us back."

Cenevi eve | aughed. You are like a wolf, Thomas, who dreans

of nothing but joining the flock of sheep.”

Thomas ignored that. He gazed up at the eastern skyline. It's
all that's left. The Gail. |I've failed as a soldier."

Cenevi eve was scornful. You will get your men back. You will
wi n, Thonas, because you are a wolf. But | think you will find

the Gail too.

He smiled at her. D d you see that under the |ightning?"

| saw darkness. she said vehenently, a real darkness. Like a
shadow that is going to cover the world. But you lived in it,
Thomas, and you shone. She was gazing into the stream an
expression of solemity on her |long face. Wy should there not

be a Grail? Perhaps that is what the world waits for, and it wll
sweep all the rottenness away. All the priests. She spat. | don't
think your Grail will be at Astarac, but perhaps there will be
answers to questions.

O nore questions.

Then let's find out!"
They rode eastwards again, clinbing through trees to the high
bare upl ands and al ways goi ng cautiously, avoiding settlenments,
but late in the norning, to cross the valley of the Gers, they rode
t hrough the village where they had fought Joscel yn and his men.
The vill agers nust have recogni zed CGenevi eve, but they nade no
trouble for no one ever interfered with armed riders, not unless
they were soldiers thensel ves. Thomas saw a new y dug patch of
earth next to one of the pear orchards and reckoned that was



where the skirmish's dead had been buried. Neither of them said
anyt hi ng as they passed the place where Fat her Roubert had died,

t hough Thomas nmade the sign of the cross. If Genevieve saw the
gesture she ignored it.

They forded the river and clinbed through the trees to the w de
flat crest that overlooked Astarac. There were woods to their right
and a junmbled summit of rocks on higher ground to the left and
Thomas instinctively went towards the woods, seeking their cover,
but Genevi eve checked him Someone's lit a fire," she said, and
pointed to a tiny wisp of snoke com ng from deep anong the
trees.

Char coal - bur ners?" Thomas suggest ed.

O coredors," she countered, turning her horse away. Thonas
foll owed, giving one reluctant glance at the wood. Just as he did,
he saw a novenent there, sonmething furtive, the kind of notion

he had learned to look for in Brittany, and he instinctively pulled
his bow fromthe sheath that held it to his saddle.
Then the arrow cane.

It was a crossbow bolt. Short, squat and black, and its ragged

| eat her vane nade a whirring noise as it flew and Thomas ki cked
hi s heel s back and shouted a warning to Genevieve just as the bolt
seared in front of his horse to thunp her mare in the haunch
The mare bolted, blood red on its white hide and with the quarrel's
stub sticking fromthe wound.
Cenevi eve sonehow stayed in the saddl e as her horse bolted

nort hwards, spraying blood as it went. Two nore quarrels flew

past Thomas, then he twisted in his saddle to see four horsenen
and at | east a dozen nen on foot coming fromthe wod. Go for
the rocks!" he shouted at Cenevieve. The rocks!" He doubted their
horses could outrun the coredors, not with Genevieve's mare
punpi ng out blood with every stride.

He coul d hear the pursuing horses. He could hear their hooves
drumm ng on the thin turf, but then Genevi eve was anong the
rocks and she swung herself out of the saddle and scranbl ed up
t he boul ders. Thomas di smount ed besi de her horse, but instead of
foll owi ng her he strung his bow and snatched an arrow from his
bag. He shot once, shot again, the arrows whi pping | ow, and one
rider was falling back fromhis horse and the second man was



dead with an arrow in his eye and the other two swerved away

so violently that one horse lost its footing and spilled its rider
Thomas flicked an arrow at the surviving horseman, mssed, and
sent his fourth at the unsaddl ed nan, sticking the bodkin high on
the man's back.

The nmen on foot were following as fast as they could, but they
were still sonme way off and that gave Thomas time to pull all his
spare arrows and his purse of nmoney fromhis horse's saddle. He
rescued Genevieve's bag fromher nmare, tied the two horses" reins
t oget her and | ooped the knot over a boulder in the hope it would
hold them then clinbed up the steep junble of rocks. Two
crossbow bolts banged on stone near him but he was scranbling
fast and knew only too well how hard it was to hit a noving nan.
He found Genevieve in a gully near the top. You killed three!"
she said in wondernent.

Two, " he said. The others are just wounded." He could see the
man he had hit in the back crawing towards the di stant woods.

He | ooked around and reckoned Genevi eve had found the best

refuge possible. Two vast boul ders fornmed the sides of the gully,
their massive flanks touching at the back, while in front was a
third boul der that served as a parapet. It was tine, Thomas thought,
to teach these bastards the power of the yew bow and he stood

up behind the makeshift parapet and haul ed back the cord.

He drove his arrows with a cold fury and a terrible skill. The
men had been coming in a bunch and Thomas's first hal f-dozen
arrows could not mss, but slashed into the ragged coredors one
after the other, and then they had the sense to scatter, nost turning
and running away to get out of range. They left three nmen on the
ground and another two |inmping. Thomas sent a final arrow at a
fugitive, mssing the man by an inch

Then the crossbows were rel eased and Thomas ducked down

besi de Genevieve as the iron quarrels clanged and cracked on the
gully's boul ders. He reckoned there were four or five crossbows
and they were shooting at a range just outside the reach of his
bow, he could do not hing except peer round the boul der and

wat ch through a crack that was little nore than a hand's breadth
wi de. After a few noments he saw three men runni ng towards

t he rocks and he | oosed an arrow through the crack, then stood



and shot two nmore shafts before ducking fast as the quarrels

hamrered on the high boulders and tunbled to fall beside

Cenevieve. Hi s arrows had driven the three men away, though

none had been hit. They'll all go away soon. Thomas said. He

had seen no nore than twenty nen pursuing and he had kill ed

or wounded nearly half of them and while that woul d doubtl ess

make them angry, it would al so make them cautious. They're just
bandits," Thonas said, and they want the reward for capturing an
archer." Joscelyn had confirned to himthat the Count had indeed

of fered such a reward, and Thomas was sure that bounty was on
the m nds of the coredors, but they were discovering just how difficult it
woul d be to earn it.

They' Il send for help," Genevieve said bitterly.

Maybe there aren't any nore of them" Thomas suggested optim stically, then
he heard one of the horses whinny and he guessed
that a coredor, one he had not seen, had reached the two ani nals

and was untying their reins. God damm them" he said, and junped
over the boul der and began | eaping fromstone to stone down the
front of the hill. A crossbow bolt slamred just behind himwhile

anot her drove a spark froma boulder in front, then he saw a nan

| eadi ng both horses away fromthe rocks and he paused and drew.
The man was hal f hi dden by CGenevieve's mare, but Thonmas | oosed

anyway and the arrow flashed beneath the mare's neck to strike the
man's thigh. The coredor fell, still holding the reins, and Thomas turned
and saw one of the four crossbowren was aining up at Genevieve.
The man shot and Thomas | oosed in return. He was at the limt of

his big bow s range, but his arrow went perilously close to the eneny
and that near escape persuaded all the crossbownen to back away.
Thomas, his arrow bag bangi ng awkwardly agai nst his right thigh,

knew they were terrified of his bow s power and so, instead of
returning to his eyrie in the high rocks, he ran towards them He
shot two nore arrows, feeling the strain in his back muscles as he
haul ed the string far back, and the white-feathered shafts arched
t hrough the sky to plumet down around the crossbowren. Neither
shaft hit, but the nen backed off still farther and Thomas, when he
was sure they were at a safe range, turned back to rescue the horses.
It had not been a man he wounded, but a boy. A snub-nosed

child, nmaybe ten or eleven, who was lying on the turf with tears



in his eyes and a scowl on his face. He gripped Thomas's reins as
though his life depended on it, and in his left hand there was a
knife that he waved in feeble threat. The arrow was through the
boy's right thigh, high up, and the pain on his victims face nade
Thomas think that the bodkin point had probably broken the bone.
Thomas kicked the knife out of the boy's hand. Do you speak
French?" he asked the lad, and received a gob of spittle in reply.
Thomas grinned, took the reins back then hauled the boy to his
feet. The child cried out with pain as the arrow tore at his wound,
and Thonmas | ooked at the surviving coredors and saw that all the
fight had gone fromthem They were staring at the boy.
Thomas guessed the boy had come with the three nen who

had run to the rocks while he was crouched behind the boul der
They had doubtl ess been hoping to steal the two horses for that,

at least, would give themsonme small profit on what had turned

out to be a disastrous foray. Thomas's arrows had turned the nen
back, but the boy, smaller, ninbler and faster, had reached the
rocks and tried to be a hero. Now, it seemed, he was a hostage,
for one of the coredors, a tall man in a leather coat and with a
cracked sallet cranmmed onto his wildly tangled hair, held out both
hands to show he carried no weapons and wal ked sl owy forwards.
Thomas ki cked the boy down to the ground when the man was
thirty paces away, then he half drew the bow. Far enough," he
told the man.

My nane is Philin," the man said. He was broad in the chest,

| ong-1 egged, with a sad, thin face that had a knife or sword scar
runni ng across his forehead. He had a knife sheathed at his belt,
but no ot her weapons. He | ooked |ike a bandit, Thomas thought,
yet there was sonething about Philin's eyes which spoke of better
times, even of respectability. He is ny son,"” Philin added, noddi ng
at the boy.
Thomas shrugged as if he did not care.

Philin took off his cracked hel met and stared briefly at the dead
men on the pale grass. There were four of them all killed by the
long arrows, while two nore were wounded and groani ng. He

| ooked back to Thomas. You are English?"

What do you think this is?" Thomas asked, hefting the bow
Only the English carried the | ong war bow.



| have heard of the bows." Philin admtted. He spoke a badly
accented French and sonetines hesitated as he searched for a
word. | have heard of them he went on, but |I had not seen one
until today.

You' ve seen one now. Thomas said vengefully.

I think your worman i s wounded. Philin said, nodding up to
Cenevi eve' s hidi ng pl ace.

And you think I"ma fool. Thomas said. Philin wanted himto
turn his back so that the crossbows could creep near again.

No. Philin said. Wat | think is that | want my boy to |ive.
What do you offer for hinP" Thonmas asked.

Your life. Philin said. If you keep my son then we shall bring
other men here, many nmen, and we shall surround you and wait

for you. You will both die. If ny son dies then you will die in
such agony, Englishman, that all the tornments of hell will seema

relief afterwards. But let Galdric Iive and you both live. You and
the heretic.
You know who she is?" Thomas was surprised
W know everything that happens between Berat and the
nountai ns. Philin said.
Thomas gl anced back up the nmound of rocks, but Genevieve
was hi dden. He had pl anned to beckon her down, but instead he
stepped away fromthe boy. You want nme to take out the arrow?"
he asked Philin.

The nonks at Saint Sever's will do that. Philin said.

You can go there?"

Abbot Pl anchard will always take a wounded man.

Even a coredor?"

Philin | ooked scornful. W are just |andless nen. Evicted.
Accused of crimes we did not do. Well. he smled suddenly and

Thomas al nost smi |l ed back,"” sonme we did not do. What do you

t hi nk we shoul d have done? CGone to the gall eys? Been hanged?"
Thomas knelt beside the boy, put his bow down and drew his

knife. The boy glared at him Philin called out in alarm but then
went silent as he saw that Thomas neant the child no harm |Instead
Thomas cut the arrow head fromthe shaft and put the precious
scrap of netal into his haversack. Then he stood. Swear on your
boy's life. he ordered Philin, that you will keep your word.



| swear it," Philin said.
Thomas gestured towards the high rocks where Genevi eve sheltered. She is a

draga," he said. Break your oath, Philin, and she
wi || make your soul shriek."
I will not harmyou." Philin said gravely, and they. he | ooked

at the other coredors, wll not harmyou either."
Thomas reckoned he had little choice. It was either trust Philin
or resign hinself to a siege in a high place where there was no
wat er and so he stepped away fromthe boy. He's yours."
Thank you,"” Philin said gravely. But tell me . . ." These |ast
three words checked Thomas who had turned to | ead the horses
back to the rocks. Tell me, Englishman, why you are here? Al one?"
| thought you knew everything that happened between Ber at
and t he nountai ns?"
I know by asking questions,” Philin said, stooping to his son
I'"'ma landl ess man, Philin, a fugitive. Accused of a crine | did
commit."
What crime?"
Gving refuge to a heretic.”
Philin shrugged as if to suggest that crine ranked very lowin

the hierarchy of evils that had driven the coredors to outlawy. |If
you are truly a fugitive," he said, you should think of joining us.
But | ook after your woman. | did not lie. She is wounded."

He was right. Thomas took the horses back to the rocks and he
cal  ed Genevi eve's name and when she did not answer he clinbed
up to the gully and found her with a crossbow bolt in her |eft
shoulder. It had pierced the silver mail and shattered a rib just
above her left breast, close to the arnpit, and she was lying there,
surrounded by the ugly black quarrels, breathing shallowy, her
face paler than ever and she cried out when Thomas |ifted her

' mdying. she said, but there was no bl ood in her nouth and
Thomas had seen many others live after such wounds. He had
seen themdie too

He gave her a lot of pain as he carried her down the rocks, but
once at the foot she found sone small strength to help herself as
Thomas |ifted her into the saddle. Blood ran down her mail, trick
ling between the rings. She slouched there, eyes dull, and the cor
edors came close to stare at her in wondernent. They stared at



Thomas too, and made the sign of the cross as they | ooked at the
big bow. They were all thin nmen, victins of the region's poor
harvests and of the difficulty of finding food when they were fugitives,
now that Philin had ordered themto put up their
weapons, they were not threatening. They were, instead, pathetic.
Philin spoke to themin the | ocal |anguage and then, with his son
mount ed on one of the scrawny horses with which the coredors
had pursued Thomas and Cenevi eve, he started down the hil
t owar ds Ast ar ac.
Thomas went with him | eadi ng Genevi eve's horse. The bl ood
had clotted on the mare's haunch and, though she wal ked stiffly,
she did not seem badly injured and Thomas had left the bolt in
her flesh. He would deal with it later. Are you their |eader?" he
asked Philin.
Only of the nen you saw. the big man said, and maybe no
| onger. "
No | onger?"
The coredors |like success,” Philin said, and they don't |ike
burying their dead. No doubt there are others who think they can
do better than ne."
What about those other injured men?" Thomas asked, jerking
his head back up the hill. Wy aren't they going to the abbey?"
One didn't want to, he'd rather go back to his woman, and the
others? They'll probably die." Philin | ooked at Thomas's bow. And
some of themrefuse to go down to the abbey; they think they'l
be betrayed and captured. But Planchard will not betray ne."
Cenevi eve was swaying in her saddle so that Thomas had to
ride close alongside to give her support. She said nothing. Her eyes

were still dull, her skin pale and her breathing al nost undetectabl e,
but she gripped the pomrel firmy enough and Thomas knew
there was still some life in her. The nonks may not treat her," he

said to Philin.

Pl anchard takes everyone,"” Philin said, even heretics."

Pl anchard is the abbot here, yes?"

He is,” Philin confirned, and also a good man. | was one of
hi s nonks once."

You?" Thonmas could not hide his surprise.

| was a novice, but I net a girl. W were staking out a new

but



vi neyard and she brought the willow slips to tie the vines and
Philin shrugged as if the rest of the tale was too familiar to bear
repetition. | was young. he finished instead, and so was she.
Galdric's nother?" Thomas guessed.

Philin nodded. She's dead now. The abbot was ki nd enough.

He told ne | had no vocation and let nme go. W becane the

abbey's tenants, just a small farm but the other villagers didn't
like ne. Her famly had wanted her to marry someone el se, they

said | was no good for anything and after she died they cane to
burn ne out. | killed one of themwith a hoe and they said | had

started the fight and branded ne a nmurderer, so here | am It was

either this or be hanged in Berat. He led his son's horse across a

small streamthat tunbled fromthe hill, 1It's the wheel of fortune,
isn'"t it? Round and round, up and down, but | seemto be down

nore than up. And Destral wll blame ne.

Destral ?"

Qur | eader. His name nmeans axe, and that's what he kills
wi t h.

He's not here?"

He sent ne to see what was happening in Astarac,"” Philin said.
There were nmen in the old castle, digging. Destral thinks there's
treasure there.
The Gail, Thomas thought, the Gail, and he wondered if it

had al ready been found, then disnissed the thought for surely that
news woul d have gone through the countryside like |ightning.

But we never reached Astarac," Philin went on. W canped

in the woods and were just about to | eave when we saw you

i nst ead.

And t hought you'd becone rich?"

W woul d have got forty coins for you,"” Philin said, all of them
gol d.

Ten nore than Judas got. Thomas said lightly, and his were
only silver. Philin had the grace to snile
They reached the nonastery just after mdday. The w nd was
cold, gusting fromthe north and bl owi ng the kitchen snoke above
t he gateway where two nonks accosted them They nodded to

Philin, allowing himto take his son to the infirmary, but then
barred Thonmas's path. She needs hel p. Thomas insisted angrily.



She is a wonan. one of the nonks said," she cannot enter

here.”

There is a place in the back," the other nonk said and, pulling
his white hood over his head, he | ed Thomas around the side of
t he buil dings and through sone olive trees to where a cluster of
wooden huts was surrounded by a high fence of palings. Brother
Clement will receive you. the nonk said, then hurried away.
Thomas tied the two horses to an olive tree, then carried
Cenevieve to the gate in the fence. He kicked it with his boot,
wai ted and ki cked again, and after the second kick the gate creaked
open and a snall, white-robed nonk with a winkled face and a
straggling beard sniled up at him

Br ot her d ement ?"
The nonk nodded.

She needs hel p. Thonas sai d.

G enment just gestured inside and Thomas carried Genevieve into
what he at first took to be a farnyard. It snelt |ike one, though
he coul d see no dungheap, but the thatched buil dings | ooked |ike
smal | barns and stables, then he noticed the grey-robed people
sitting in doorways. They stared at himhungrily, and others cane
to the small w ndows when the news of his arrival spread. H's

i medi ate i npression was that they were nonks, then he saw

there were wonen anong the robed figures and he | ooked back

to the gate where a small table was piled with wooden cl appers.
They were pieces of wood attached to a handle by a strip of |eather
and, if the handl e was shaken, the wooden flaps woul d nmake a

| oud noi se. He had noticed them when Brother C enment beckoned

hi minside, but now the strange objects nade sense. The cl appers
were carried by lepers to warn folk of their approach and the table
was set so that anyone fromthis conpound going into the w der
worl d coul d take one. Thomas checked, frightened. |Is this a |azar
house?" he asked Brother d enent.

The nmonk nodded cheerfully, then plucked at Thomas's el bow.

Thomas resisted, fearing the dreadful contagion of the grey-robed
| epers, but Brother Cenent insisted and pulled himto a small hut
to one side of the yard. The hut was enpty except for a straw
mattress in one corner and a table on which jars, pestles and an

i ron bal ance stood. Brother C enment gestured at the mattress.



Thomas | ai d Genevi eve down. A dozen of the | epers crowded

at the doorway and gaped at the newconers until Brother C enent

shooed them away. Genevi eve, oblivious of the stir her arrival had

caused, sighed, then blinked at Thomas. It hurts,"” she whispered.
| know," he said, but you nust be brave."

Brother Cenent had rolled up his sl eeves and now he gestured

that Cenevieve's mail coat nust be taken off. That woul d be hard

for the crossbow quarrel was still in her flesh and was jutting

t hrough the polished mail. But the nonk seemed to know what

to do for he pushed Thomas aside and first noved Cenevieve's

arms so they were reaching above her head, then he took hold of

the quarrel's | eather vanes. Genevi eve npaned, then Brother

Clement, with extraordi nary delicacy, eased the bl oody and broken

mail and the leather jerkin that supported it clear up over the bolt.

Then he reached down with his left hand and put it under the

jerkin's skirt, right up until he was holding the bolt and his |eft

armwas supporting the armour to keep it fromtouching the

quarrel and he nodded at Thomas, | ooked expectant, then jerked

his head as if to suggest that Thomas should sinply pull Genevieve

out of the mail coat. The nonk nodded approvingly as Thonas

took hold of her ankles, then nodded encouragenent.

Thomas shut his eyes and pull ed. CGenevi eve screanmed. He

stopped pulling and Brother C enment nade some guttural noises

t hat suggested Thomas was bei ng squeani sh and so he pull ed

again, sliding her out of the mail, and when he opened his eyes
he saw that her body was clear of the iron rings, though her
outstretched arns and head were still encased by their folds. But

the bolt was clear of the arnour and Brother C enent, making

cl ucki ng noi ses, eased the mail coat fromher arns and tossed it
asi de.

The nonk went back to the table while CGenevieve cried al oud

and turned her head fromside to side in an effort to quell the
pai n of the wound that had started to bleed again. Her linen shirt
was red fromarnpit to waist.

Brot her O enent knelt by her. He put a water-soaked pad on

her forehead, patted her cheek, nade sonme nore cl ucking noises
that seemed to soothe CGenevieve and then, still smling, he put
his left knee on her breast, both hands on the quarrel and pull ed.



She screanmed, but the bolt cane out, bloody and dripping, and
Brother Clenment had a knife with which he slashed the linen to
reveal the wound onto which he dropped the wet pad. He

noti oned that Thomas should hold it in place.

Thomas did while the nonk busied hinself at the table. He

cane back with a lunmp of nmouldy bread that he had softened in
water. He put it on the wound, then pressed it down hard. He

gave Thomas a strip of sacking and mined that it should be
wr apped about Genevieve's chest |ike a bandage. It hurt her, for
Thomas had to sit her up to do it, and once she was upright Brother
Cement cut away the rest of her bloodied Iinen shift, then Thonas
wr apped the sacki ng about her breasts and shoul der, and only
when the moul dy, bl ood-soaked poultice was strapped tight was

she allowed to rest. Brother Clenment smled as if to say that it was
all well done, then he closed his hands prayerfully and put them
besi de his face to suggest that Genevieve should sleep

Thank you," Thonas sai d.

Brot her C enent opened his nouth in a big smle and Thomas

saw t he nmonk had no tongue. A rat rustled in the thatch and the
smal | nonk seized a triple-pronged eel spear and began j abbing
violently at the straw which only succeeded in tearing great hol es
in the roof.

Cenevi eve sl ept.

Brother Cenent went to see to his |epers" needs, then cane

back with a brazier and a clay pot in which he had sone enbers.

He lit a bundle of tinder in the brazier, fed the fire with wood and,
when it was snoking and red hot, he shoved the quarrel that had
wounded CGenevieve into the glowing heart of the fire. The |eather
vanes scorched and stank. Brother C enment nodded happily and
Thomas understood that the little nmonk was curing her wound by
puni shing the thing that had caused it. Then, when the of fendi ng
gquarrel had been punished by fire, Brother Clement tiptoed to
Cenevi eve's side, peered at her, and sniled happily. He pulled two
dirty blankets fromunder the table and Thomas spread them over
her .

He | eft her sleeping. He had to water the horses, let them graze
and then stable themin the nonastery's wi ne press. He hoped to
see Abbot Pl anchard, but the nmonks were at prayer and they were
still in the abbey church after Thomas, imtating Brother C enent,
had made the nare scream by jerking the quarrel from her haunch

He had to step smartly back to avoid her |ashing rear hooves. Wen
she had settled he soaked the wound in water, patted her neck

then carried the saddles, bridles, arrows, bows and bags to the shed
where Genevi eve was now awake. She |ay propped agai nst a sack

and Brother denent, making his little clucking noises, was feeding
her a soup of mushroons and sorrel. He gave Thomas a happy

smle, then tipped his head towards the yard from where cane

the sound of singing. It was the | epers, and Brother C enent
humred along with their tune.

There was nore soup and bread for Thomas. After he had eaten

and when Brother C enent had gone to wherever he spent his

ni ghts, Thomas |ay beside Genevieve. It still hurts,"” she said, but
not like it did."
That's good."

It didn't hurt when the arrow hit. It was just |ike getting a
punch. "

You'll get better," he said fervently.

Do you know what they were singing?" she asked.

No. "

The song of Herric and Alloise. They were lovers. A very |ong



time ago." She reached up and traced a finger down the |ong
unshaven line of his jaw. Thank you," she said.

After a while she slept again. Small shafts of mponlight cane

t hrough the ragged thatch and Thonas coul d see sweat on her
forehead. But at |east she was breathing nore deeply and, after a
time, Thomas fell asleep

He slept badly. Sonetines in the night he dreaned of horses
hooves and of men shouting and he woke to find it was no dream
but real, and he sat up as the nonastery's bell began to toll the
alarm He pushed off the blankets, thinking he should go to see
what had caused the di sturbance, but then the bell stopped its

cl amour and the night becane quiet again.

And Thomas sl ept once nore.



Thomas woke with a start, realizing there was a man st andi ng

above him It was a tall man, his |ooning height outlined against
the pale light of dawn showing in the hut doorway. Thomas instinctively
twi sted away and reached for his sword, but the man stepped

back and made a hushing sound. | did not mean to wake you.

he said softly in a voice that was deep and held no threat.

Thomas sat up to see it was a nonk who had spoken. He could

not see the nonk's face for it was dark in the hut, but then the
tall, white-robed man stepped forward again to peer at Genevieve.

How is your friend?" he asked.

Cenevi eve was sl eeping. A strand of golden hair shivered at her
mouth with every breath. She was feeling better last night.
Thomas said softly.

That's good. the nonk said fervently, then stepped back again

to the doorway. He had picked up Thonas's bow as he stooped to

| ook at Genevi eve and now he exani ned the bow in the thin grey
light. Thomas, as ever, felt unconfortable when a stranger handl ed
t he weapon, but he said nothing and, after a while, the nonk
propped the bow agai nst Brother Cenent's medicine table. |
would Iike to talk with you. the nonk said. Shall we neet in the
cloisters in a few nonents?"

It was a cold norning. A dew lay on the grass between the olive
trees and on the lawn in the cloister's centre. There was a circul ar
conmunal trough at one corner of the cloisters where the nonks,
wi th one prayer service already behind them splashed their faces
and hands, and Thonmas first |ooked for the tall nobnk among the
washi ng nen, but then saw himsitting on a | ow wall between



two pillars of the southern arcade. The nonk gestured to himand
Thomas saw that he was very old, with a face deeply |ined and
sonehow full of kindness. Your friend," the old nonk said when
Thomas joined him is in excellent hands. Brother Cenment is a
nost skilled healer, but he and Brother Ranmon don't agree about
things, so | have to keep them apart. Ranon | ooks after the infir
mary and Cl ement tends the | epers. Ranobn is a proper physician
trained at Montpellier, so of course we have to defer to him but
he seems to have no remedi es other than prayer and copi ous

bl eedi ng. He uses themfor every ailnment, while Brother d enent,
| suspect, uses his own kind of magic. | should probably disap
prove of that, but | amforced to say that if | was sick | would
prefer Brother Clenent to treat ne." He smled at Thomas. M
name is Planchard.”

The abbot ?"

I ndeed. And you are npost wel cone to our house. | amsorry |
could not greet you yesterday. And Brother Clenent tells nme you
were alarmed at being in the |lazar house? There's no need. My
experience is that the condition is not pronoted by contact with
others. | have been visiting the lepers for forty years and have yet
to lose a finger, and Brother Cenent |lives and worships with them
and he has never been touched by the disease." The abbot paused
and nmade the sign of the cross and Thomas at first thought the old
man was wardi ng off the evil thought of catching | eprosy, then he
saw t hat Pl anchard was | ooki ng at sonething across the cloister
He foll owed the Abbot's gaze and saw a body being carried on a
stretcher. It was obviously a corpse for the face was covered with
a white cloth and there was a crucifix bal anced on the chest which
fell off after a few steps so that the nonks had to stop and retrieve
it. We had excitenent here last night. Planchard said mldly.

Exci t ement ?"

You probably heard the bell? It was rung too late, | fear. Two
men came to the nonastery after dark. Qur gate is never shut, so
they had no trouble entering. They tied the gatekeeper hand and
foot, then went to the infirmary. The Count of Berat was there.

He was attended by his squire and three of his men-at-arnms who
had survived a horrid little fight in the next valley," the Abbot
waved a hand towards the west, but if he knew or suspected that



Thomas had been involved in that fight, he made no comment,

and one of the nen-at-arms was sleeping in the Count's chanber.
He woke up when the killers cane, and so he died and then the
Count's throat was cut and the two killers ran for their lives." The
ol d abbot recounted these events in a flat voice, as though fou
nmur ders were comonpl ace in Saint Sevet's.

The Count of Berat?" Thonmas asked.

A sad man. Planchard said. | quite liked him but |I fear he
was one of God's fools. He was astonishingly |earned, but possessed
no sense. He was a hard master to his tenants, but good to the
Church. | used to think he was trying to buy his way into heaven,
but actually he was seeking a son and God never rewarded that
desire. Poor man, poor nman." Planchard stared as the dead Count
was carried to the gatehouse, then sniled gently at Thomas. Sone
of my nonks insisted you nust be the nurderer.”

Me! " Thomas excl ai ned.

| know it was not you. Planchard said. The real nurderers
were seen leaving. Galloping into the night." He shook his head.
But the brothers can get very excited and, alas, our house has
been nuch di sturbed of late. Forgive ne, | did not ask your nane."
Thomas. "

A good nane. Just Thomas?"

Thomas of Hookton."
That sounds very English. Planchard said. And you are what?
A sol dier?"

An archer.”

Not a friar?" Planchard asked in grave anusemnent.
Thomas half smiled. You know about that?"

I know that an English archer called Thomas went to Castillon

d' Arbi zon dressed as a friar. | know he spoke good Latin. | know
he took the castle, and | know that he then spread nisery in the
countryside. | know he caused many tears, Thonas, nany tears.

Fol k who struggled all their lives to build sonmething for their children saw
it burned in mnutes."
Thomas did not know what to say. He stared at the grass. You
must know nore than that. he said after a while.
| know that you and your conpani on are exconmuni cat ed.
Pl anchard sai d.



Then | should not be here. Thomas said, gesturing at the

cloister. | was excluded fromholy precincts,” he added bitterly.
You are here at ny invitation," Planchard said mldly, andif
CGod di sapproves of that invitation then it will not be |long before

he has a chance to denmand an expl anation from ne."

Thomas | ooked at the abbot who endured his scrutiny patiently.
There was sonet hi ng about Pl anchard, Thomas thought, that

rem nded himof his own father, though w thout the nadness.

But there was a saintliness and a wi sdom and an authority in the
old lined face and Thomas knew he |iked this man. Liked himvery
much. He | ooked away. | was protecting Genevieve. he nuttered,
expl ai ni ng away hi s exconmuni cati on

The beghar d?"

She' s no beghard. Thonas sai d.

I would be surprised if she was. Planchard said, for |I very
much doubt if there are any beghards in these parts. Those heretics
congregate in the north. What are they called? The Brethren of
the Free Spirit. And what is it they believe? That everything cones
from God, so everything is good! It's a beguiling idea, is it not?
Except when they say everything they mean exactly that, every
thing. Every sin, every deed, every theft.

Cenevi eve is no beghard. Thomas repeated the denial, though
the firmess of his tone did not reflect any conviction

I"msure she's a heretic. Planchard said nildly, but which of
us is not? And yet. his nild tone vani shed as his voi ce becane
stern,"” she is also a nmurderer

Which of us is not?" Thomas echoed.

Pl anchard gri maced. She killed Father Roubert."

Who had tortured her. Thomas said. He drew up his sleeve
and showed the abbot the burn scars on his arm | too killed ny
torturer and he too was a Dom nican."

The abbot gazed up at the sky that was cl ouding over. Thonas's
confession of nurder did not seemto disturb him indeed his next
wor ds even suggested he was ignoring it conpletely. | was

rem nded the other day. he said, of one of the psal ns of David.

Dom nus reget nme et nihil mhi deerit.”

In | oco pascuae ibi conlocavit," Thomas finished the quotation
| can see why they thought you were a friar. Planchard said,



anmused. But the inplication of the psalm is it not, is that we are
sheep and that God is our shepherd? Wy el se woul d He put us

in a pasture and protect us with a staff? But what | have never
fully understood is why the shepherd bl anmes the sheep when they
becone ill."

God bl anes us?"

| cannot speak for God," Planchard said, only for the Church
What did Christ say? Ego sum pastor bonus, bonus pastor ani mam suam
dat pro ovibus."" He paid Thomas the conplinment of not translating
the words which nmeant: | amthe good shepherd and the good
shepherd gives his life for the sheep.” And the Church,"” Planchard
went on, continues Christ's mnistry, or it is supposed to, yet sone
churchmen are sadly enthusiastic about culling their flock."

And you are not ?"

| amnot," Planchard said firmy, but don't let that weakness

in me persuade you that | approve of you. | do not approve of
you, Thomas, and | do not approve of your woman, but nor can

| approve of a Church that uses pain to bring the |love of God to

a sinful world. Evil begets evil, it spreads |ike a weed, but good
wor ks are tender shoots that need husbandry." He thought for a
while, then smiled at Thomas. But ny duty is clear enough, is it
not? | should give both of you to the Bishop of Berat and let his
fire do God's work."

And you," Thomas said bitterly, are a man who does his duty."

| ama man who tries, God help nme, to be good. To be what

Christ wanted us to be. Duty is sonetinmes inmposed by others and

we nust always examine it to see if it helps us to be good. | do not
approve of you, either of you, but nor do | see what good will cone
fromburning you. So | will do ny duty to nmy conscience which

does not instruct nme to send you to the bishop's fire. Besides," he
sm | ed again, burning you would be an awful waste of Brother
Clenment's endeavours. He tells ne he is calling a bone-setter from
the village and she will try to repair your Genevieve's rib, though
Brother Cenent warns ne that ribs are very hard to nend."

Brother Clenment tal ked to you?" Thomas asked, surprised.

Dear me, no! Poor Brother Clenent can't talk at all! He was a
gal l ey sl ave once. The Mbhamredans captured himin a raid on
Leghorn, | think, or was it Sicily? They tore his tongue out, |



assune because he insulted them and then they cut off sone

thing el se which is why, | suspect, he becanme a nonk after he was
rescued by a Venetian galley. Now he tends to the beehives and

| ooks after our lepers. And how do we talk to each other? Well

he points and he gestures and he nmakes drawi ngs in the dust and
somehow we manage to understand one anot her."

So what will you do with us?" Thomas asked.

Do? Me? | shall do nothing! Except pray for you and to say
farewel | when you leave. But | would like to know why you are
here.”

Because | was excomuni cated,"” Thomas said bitterly, and ny
conpani ons wanted nothing nore to do with ne."

I mean why you canme to Gascony in the first place,"” Planchard
asked patiently.

The Earl of Northampton sent me," Thomas said.

| see. Planchard said, his tone inplying he knew Thomas was
evadi ng the question. And the Earl had his reasons, did he?"
Thomas said nothing. He saw Philin across the cloister and raised
a hand in greeting and the coredor smled back; the smle suggesting
that his son, |ike Genevieve, was recovering fromthe arrow wound.
Pl anchard persisted. The Earl had reasons, Thonas?"

Castillon d' Arbizon was once his property. He wanted it back."

It was his property,” Planchard said tartly, for a very short tine,
and | cannot think that the Earl is so bereft of [and that he needs
send nmen to defend an insignificant town in Gascony, especially
after a truce was signed at Calais. He nust have sent you to break
that truce for a very special reason, don't you think?" He paused,
then smled at Thomas's obduracy. Do you know any nore of that
psal m whi ch begi ns Doni nus reget ne?"

Sone, " Thonmas said vaguel y.

Then perhaps you know the words calix neus inebrians?"

My cup makes ne drunk," Thonas sai d.

Because | | ooked at your bow this norning, Thomas," Pl anchard
said, out of nothing but idle curiosity. | have heard so nuch about
the English war bow, but | have not seen one for nany years. But
yours, | noticed, had sonething which I suspect nost bows do not.

A silver plate. And on the plate, young man, was the badge of the
Vexilles."



My father was a Vexille. Thomas said.

So you' re nobly born?"

Bastard born," Thomas said. He was a priest.”

Your father was a priest?" Planchard sounded surprised.

A priest. Thomas confirmed, in England."

| heard some of the Vexilles had fled there,"” Planchard said,

but that was nany years ago. Before ny menories begin. So why

does a Vexille return to Astarac?"
Thomas sai d nothing. Monks were going to work, carrying hoes

and stakes out of the gate. Were were they taking the dead

Count ?" he asked, trying to evade the abbot's question

He must go to Berat, of course, to be buried with his ancestrs,"” Planchard
said, and his body will be stinking by the tinme it

gets to the cathedral. |I remenber when his father was buried: the
snell was so bad that nost of the mourners fled into the open air.
Now, what was ny question? Ah yes, why does a Vexille return
to Astarac?"

Why not ?" Thomas answer ed.

Pl anchard stood and beckoned him Let me show you somrething, Thomas." He |ed
Thomas to the abbey church where, as he
entered, the abbot dipped his finger into the stoup of holy water
and nade the sign of the cross as he genuflected towards the high
altar. Thomas, alnost for the first time in his life, did not make
t he sane obei sance. He was exconmuni cated. The ol d things had

no power for himnow because he had been cut off fromthem

He fol |l owed the abbot across the wi de enpty nave to an al cove

behind a side altar and there Planchard unl ocked a small door with
a big key. It will be dark downstairs,"” the old man warned, and

| have no lantern, so step carefully.”
A dimlight found its way down the stairs and when Thonas

reached the bottom Planchard held up a hand. Wit here. he said,

and I will bring you sonething. It is too dark to see in the treasury."
Thomas waited. H s eyes becane accustoned to the gl oom and
he saw there were ei ght arched openings in the undercroft and
then he saw that it was not just a vault, but an ossuary and the
realization made himtake a step back in sudden horror. The arches
were stacked with bones. Skulls gazed at him At the eastern end
there was an arch only half filled, the rest of its space waiting for



the brethren who prayed each day in the church above. This was
the cellar of the dead; heaven's ante chanber.

He heard the click of a lock turning, then the abbot's footsteps
returned and Planchard held out a wooden box. Take it to the
light. he said, and look at it. The Count tried to steal it from ne,
but when he returned here with the fever | took it back from him
Can you see it properly?"
Thomas held the box up to the small |ight that cane down the
stairwell. He could see that the box was old, that its wood had
dried out, and that it had once been painted inside and out, but
then, on the front, he saw the remants of the words he knew so
wel |, the words that had haunted hi mever since his father had
died: Calix Meus Inebrians.

It is said. the Abbot took the box back from Thomas, that it
was found in a precious reliquary on the altar of the chapel in the
Vexille castle. But it was enpty when it was found, Thonmas. Do
you under st and t hat ?"

It was enpty. Thonas repeated

I think I know. Planchard said, what brings a Vexille to Astarac,
but there is nothing here for you, Thomas, nothing at all. The box
was enpty." He put the box back, |ocked the heavy chest and | ed
Thomas back up to the church. He secured the treasury door, then
beckoned Thomas to sit with himon a stone | edge that ran al

around the otherw se bare nave. The box was enpty. the abbot

i nsisted, though no doubt you are thinking it was filled once. And
I think you cane here to find the thing that filled it."
Thomas nodded. He was wat ching two novices sweep the

church, their birch bristles making small scratching noises on the
wi de flagstones. | also cane. he said, to find the man who kill ed,
who murdered ny father."

You know who did that?"

My cousin. Quy Vexille. I"'mtold he calls hinself the Count of
Astarac. "

And you think he is here?" Planchard sounded surprised. |

have never heard of such a man.

| think that if he knows | am here. Thomas said, then he'l

cone.

And you will kill hin®"



Question him Thomas said. | want to know why he thought

nmy father possessed the Gail."

And did your father possess it?"

I don't know. Thomas said truthflly. | think he nay have

believed he did. But he was also nad at tines."

Mad?" The question was asked very gently.

He didn't worship God. Thomas said, but fought him He

pl eaded, shouted, screamed and wept at CGod. He saw nobst things
very clearly, but God confused him"

And you?" Pl anchard asked.

I'"man archer. Thomas said, | have to see things very clearly."
Your father. Planchard said, opened the door to God and was

dazzl ed, while you keep the door shut?"

Maybe. Thomas sai d def ensively.

So what is it, Thomas, that you hope to achieve if you find the
Gail?"

Peace. Thomas said. And justice. It was not an answer he had
t hought about, but al nost a disnissal of Planchard' s question

A sol di er who seeks peace. Planchard said, amused. You are
full of contradictions. You have burned and killed and stolen to
make peace." He held up a hand to still Thomas's protest. | have
to tell you, Thomas, that | think it would be best if the Gail were
not found. If | were to discover it | would hurl it into the deepest
sea, down anong the nonsters, and tell no one. But if another

person finds it, then it will merely be another trophy in the wars
of anbitious men. Kings will fight for it, men like you will die
because of it, churches will growrich onit, and there will be no
peace. But | don't know that. Maybe you're right? Maybe the G ai
will usher in an age of plenty and peaceful ness, and | pray it does.
Yet the discovery of the crown of thorns brought no such splendurs, and why
should the Grail be nore powerful than our dear

Lord's thorns? W have vials of his blood in Flanders and Engl and,
yet they do not bring peace. Is the Gail nore precious than his

bl ood?"

Sone men think so. Thomas said unconfortably.

And those men will kill like beasts to possess it. Planchard said.
They will kill with all the pity of a wolf savaging a |anmb, and you
tell me it will bring peace?" He sighed. Yet perhaps you're right.



Perhaps this is the tine for the Grail to be found. W need a
mracle."”

To bring peace?"

Pl anchard shook his head. He said nothing for a while, just
stared at the two sweepers and | ooked very sol etmm and i nmensely

sad. | have not told this to anyone, Thonas," he broke his | ong
silence, and you would be wise to tell no one either. In tine we
shall all know and by then it will be too late. But not |ong ago

received a letter froma brother house in Lonbardy and our world
is about to change utterly."

Because of the Gail?"

I wish it were so. No, because there is a contagion in the east.
A dreadful contagion, a pestilence that spreads |ike snoke, that
kills whoever it touches and spares no one. It is a plague, Thomas,
that has been sent to harrow us." Planchard gazed ahead, watchi ng
t he dust dance in a shaft of slanting sunlight that came down from
one of the high, clear windows. Such a contagion nust be the
devil's work," the abbot went on, nmaking the sign of the cross,

and it is horrid work. My brother abbot reports that in sone towns
of Unbria as many as half the fol k have died and he advi ses ne
to bar my gates and allow no travellers inside, but how can | do
that? W are here to help people, not to shut them away from

God." He | ooked higher, as if seeking divine aid anong the great
beanms of the roof. A darkness is com ng, Thomas. he said, and

it is a darkness as great as any manki nd has ever seen. Perhaps,

if you find the Grail, it will give light to that darkness."
Thomas t hought of Genevi eve's vision beneath the |ightning, of
a great darkness in which there was a point of brilliance.

| have al ways thought. Planchard went on, that the search
for the Gail was a madness, a hunt for a chinmera that would bring
no good, only evil, but now !l learn that everything is going to
change. Everything. Perhaps we shall require a wondrous synbol
of God's love." He sighed. | have even been tenpted to wonder
whet her this comng pestilence is sent by God. Perhaps he burns
us out, purges us, so that those who are spared will do His will.
| don't know. " He shook his head sadly. Wat will you do when
your Cenevieve is well?"
| canme here. Thomas said, to find out all | could about Astarac."”



O the beginning and end of man's | abours. Planchard said
with a smle, there is no end. Wuld you resent advice?"

O course not."

Then go far away, Thomms," the abbot said firmy, go far away.

| do not know who killed the Count of Berat, but it is not hard to
guess. He had a nephew, a stupid but strong man, whom you took
prisoner. | doubt the Count would have ransomed him but now
t he nephew is hinself the Count and can arrange his own ransom
And if he seeks what his uncle sought then he will kill any rival,
and that neans you, Thonas. So take care. And you nust go soon."

I am unwel cone here?"

You are nost wel come,” Planchard insisted, both of you. But
this nmorning the Count's squire went to report his master's death

and the boy will know you are here. You and the girl. He may
not know your nanes, but the two of you are . . . what shall
say? Noticeable? So if anyone wants to kill you, Thomas, they will

know where to | ook for you. Wiich is why | tell you to go far
away. This house has seen enough rmurder and | want no nore."

He stood and placed a gentle hand on Thomas's head. Bl ess you,
my son," he said, then wal ked out of the church

And Thormas felt the darkness cl osing.

Joscel yn was the Count of Berat.

He kept remenbering that, and each renmenbrance gave him a

surge of pure joy. Count of Berat! Lord of noney.

Villesisle and his conpanion had returned from Astarac with

news that the old man had died in his sleep. Before we even
reached the nonastery,"” Villesisle told Joscelyn in front of Robbie
and Sir Quillaune, though later, in private, he confessed that things
had not gone quite so well and that bl ood had been shed.

You're a fool," Joscelyn snarled. Wat did | tell you?"

To stifle him"

So you drench the damm roomwi th his bl ood instead?"

W didn't have a choice,"” Villesisle clained sullenly. One of his
men-at-arnms was there and tried to fight. But what does it nmatter?
The old man's dead, isn't he?"



He was dead. Dead and rotting, and that was what really

mattered. The fourteenth Count of Berat was on his way to heaven

or to hell and so the county of Berat with its castles, fiefs, towns,
serfs, farm ands and hoarded coin all belonged to Joscel yn.
Joscel yn possessed a new authority when he met w th Robbie

and Sir Cuillaune. Before, when he had been wondering whet her

or not his uncle would ransom him he had done his best to be
courteous for his future depended on the goodwi ||l of his captors,

but now, though he was not rude to them he was al oof and that
was fitting for they were nmere adventurers and he was one of the

ri chest nobles of southern France. M ransom" he declared flatly,
is twenty thousand florins."

Forty. Sir Quillaunme insisted i mediately.

He's ny prisoner!"” Robbie turned on Sir CGuill aune.

So?" Sir Guillaume bridled. You'll settle for twenty when he's
worth forty?"

"Il settle for twenty," Robbie said and it was, in truth, a fortune,
a ransomworthy of a royal duke. In English noney it would be

close to three thousand pounds, sufficient to set a man up in luxury
for life.

And three thousand florins nore," Joscelyn offered, for the
captured horses and ny nen-at-arns.”

Agreed," Robbie said before Sir CGuillaume could object.

Sir CGuillaume was di sgusted at Robbi e's ready acceptance. The

Nor man knew the twenty thousand florins was a fine ransom

nore than he had ever dared hope for as he had watched the few

hor senen approach the ford and the waiting ambush, but even
so he believed that Robbie had acqui esced far too quickly. It usually
took nmonths to negotiate a ransom nonths of haggling, of nessengers carrying
of fer and counter-offer and rejection and threat, yet
Joscel yn and Robbie had settled the whole thing in nonments. So

now," Sir CGuillaunme said, watching Joscelyn, you stay here unti
t he noney arrives."

Then | shall stay here for ever," Joscelyn said calmy. | have to
enter into ny inheritance,” he explained, before the noney will

be rel eased. "

So | just let you go?" Sir Quillaune asked scornfully.

"Il go with him" Robbie said.



Sir Cuillaunme | ooked at the Scotsman, then back to Joscel yn,
and he saw allies. It nmust have been Robbie, Sir Guillaune thought,
who had taken down Joscelyn's reversed shield, a gesture the
Nor man had noticed, but decided to ignore. You'll go with him"
he said flatly, and he's your prisoner, eh?"
He's ny prisoner,"” Robbie said.
But | conmand here,"” Sir Guillaunme insisted, and a share of
the ransomis nmine. Qurs." He waved a hand to indicate the rest
of the garrison
It will be paid," Robbie said.
Sir Cuillaume | ooked into Robbie's eyes and saw a young nan
who woul d not neet his gaze, a young man whose all egi ances
were uncertain, who proposed riding to Berat with Joscelyn. Sir
Qui | | aune suspect ed Robbi e woul d not cone back and so the
Norman went to the niche where the crucifix hung, the sane
cruci fix that Thomas had held in front of Genevieve's eyes. He
took it fromthe wall and laid it on the table in front of Robbie.

Swear on that. he demanded, that our share will be paid."
| do so swear it," Robbie said solemmly and | aid his hand on
the cross. By God and my mother's own life, | swear it." Joscelyn,

wat chi ng, seenmed anused

Sir CGuillaume gave in. He knew he could have kept Joscel yn

and the other prisoners, and that in the end a neans of conveying
all the ransom noney woul d be found if he did keep them but

he al so knew that he woul d face weeks of unrest. Robbie's
supporters, and there were many of them especially anong the
routiers who had joined the garrison, would claimthat by waiting
he risked losing all the noney, or else they would suggest that he
was planning to take the cash and cheat them and Robbie would
encourage that unrest and in the end the garrison would fall apart.
It was probably going to fall apart anyway for, without Thomas,
there was no conpelling reason to stay. The nen had never known
that the Grail was their quest, but they had sensed Thonas's
urgency, sensed that he had a cause, and that what they did had

a nmeaning; now, Sir Cuillaume knew, they were just another band

of routiers who were lucky enough to hold a castle. None of them
woul d stay long, Sir CGuillaume thought. Even if Robbie did not

pay his share Sir Quillaume could still ride away much richer than



he had arrived, but if Robbie kept faith then Sir CGuillaunme woul d
have enough noney to raise the men he needed to gain his revenge
on those who had stolen his lands in Nornmandy.

| expect the nmoney to be here within a week. Sir CGuillaune
sai d.

Two. Joscel yn said.

One week!"

| shall try. Joscelyn said off-handedly.
Sir Cuillaume pushed the crucifix across the table. One week!"
Joscelyn | ooked at Sir Guillaune for a long time, then placed

a finger on the broken body of Christ. |If you insist. he said. One
week.
Joscelyn left next morning. He rode in full armour, his banner
horses and nmen-at-arns restored to him and with himrode

Robbi e Dougl as and si xteen other nen-at-arms, all of them
Gascons who had served Thonas, but who now preferred to take

gold fromthe Count of Berat. Sir Guillaume was left with the

men who had conme to Castillon d' Arbizon, but at |east that neant
he had the archers. He stood on the castle's topnost ranpart and
wat ched Joscel yn ride away. John Faircloth, the English man-at

arms, joined himthere. |Is he |eaving us?" he asked, neani ng
Robbi e.
Sir CGuillaume nodded. He's leaving us. W'll not see him again."

So what do we do?" Faircloth asked, in French this tine.
Wait for the noney, then go."

Just go?"
What else in God's nanme can we do? The Earl of Northanpton
doesn't want this town, John. He'll never send anyone to hel p us.

If we stay here, we die."

And we go or die without the Grail. Faircloth said. |s that why
the Earl sent us here? He knew about the Gail ?"

Sir Cuillaume nodded. The knights of the round table. he said,
anused, that's us.

And we abandon the search?"

It's a madness. Sir @uillaune said forcefully, a goddammed
madness. |t doesn't exist, but Thomas thought it might and the
Earl thought it worth an effort. But it's pure nmoonstruck idiocy.
And Robbie's caught up in it now, but he won't find it because it



isn'"t there to be found. There's just us and too many enemnies, soO

we'll take our money and go hone."
What if they don't send the noney?" Faircloth asked.
There's honour, isn't there?" Sir Cuillaunme said. | nean we
pl under, thieve, rape and kill, but we never cheat each other over

ransons. Sweet Jesus! No one could ever trust anyone else if that
happened." He paused, staring at Joscelyn and his entourage who
had stopped at the valley's end. Look at the bastards," he said,
just watching us. Whndering how to get us out of here.™
The horsenen were indeed taking a last | ook at Castillon
d' Arbizon's tower. Joscel yn saw the inpudent standard of the Earl
of Northanpton lift and fall in the small breeze, then he spat onto
the road. Are you really going to send them nmoney?" he asked
Robbi e.

Robbi e | ooked startled at the question. O course," he said. Once
he had been paid the agreed ransomthen honour insisted that he
woul d have to pass on Sir Guillaume's share. It had never occurred
to himto do ot herw se.

But they fly the flag of my eneny," Joscelyn pointed out. So

if you send themthe noney, what's to stop ne taking it back?"

He | ooked at Robbie, waiting for a response.

Robbie tried to work out the ramifications of the suggestion
testing them agai nst his honour, but so long as the noney was
sent, he thought, then honour was satisfied. They didn't ask for
a truce," he said hesitantly, and it was the answer Joscel yn want ed
because it suggested Joscelyn could start a fight the nonent the
nmoney was paid. He snmiled and rode on
They reached Berat that evening. A man-at-arns had ridden
ahead, warning the town of their new |l ord' s approach, and a del egati on of
consuls and priests net Joscelyn a half-nmile fromthe
eastern gate. They knelt to welcome himand the priests presented
the Count with sone of the cathedral's precious relics. There was
a rung from Jacob's | adder, the bones of one of the fishes used to
feed the five thousand, Saint Cudul e's sandal, and a nail used to
crucify one of the two thieves who had died with Christ. Al had
been gifts to the town fromthe old Count, and now t he new
Count was expected to dismount and pay the precious relics, al
encased in silver or gold or crystal, due reverence. Joscel yn knew



what he was expected to do, but instead he | eaned on his pomel
and gl owered at the priests. Were is the bishop?" he demanded.

Heisill, lord."

Too ill to wel cone nme?"

He is sick, lord, very sick," one of the priests said, and Joscel yn
stared at the man for an instant, then abruptly accepted the expla
nati on. He di smounted, knelt briefly, nmade the sign of the cross
towards the proffered relics, then nodded curtly at the consuls who
hel d out the town's cerenonial keys on a cushion of green velvet.
Joscel yn was supposed to take the keys and then return themw th
a kind word, but he was hungry and thirsty so he cl anbered up
into his saddl e and spurred past the kneeling consuls.

The caval cade entered the town by its western gate where the
guards went on their knees to their new lord, and then the
horsemen clinbed to the saddl e between the two hills on which

Berat was built. To their left now, on the lower hill, was the cathedral

I ong, | ow church that |acked tower or spire, while to their

right a cobbled street stretched to the castle on the taller hill. The
street was hung with painted signs that forced the horsenmen to

ride in single file, while on either side of themthe citizens knelt
and cal l ed out bl essings. One woman strewed vine | eaves on the
cobbl es while a tavern-keeper offered a tray of wi ne pots that got
spill ed when Joscelyn's horse sidled into the man.

The street opened into the marketplace, which was dirty with
tranpl ed vegetabl es and stinking fromthe dung of cows, sheep

and goats. The castle was ahead now and its gates swung open as

t he guards recogni zed the banner of Berat carried by Joscelyn's
squire.

Then it all becanme confusing for Robbie. H's horse was taken

by a servant and he was eventually given a roomin the east tower
where there was a bed and a fire, and later that evening there

was a raucous feast to which the dowager Countess was invited.

She proved to be a small, plunp and pretty girl, and at the feast's
end Joscel yn took her by the wist and led her to his new

bed chanber, the old Count's room and Robbie stayed in the hal
where the nmen-at-arns stripped three serving girls naked and t ook
their turns with them Ohers, encouraged by Joscelyn before he

di sappeared, were dragging bundl es of old parchnments fromthe

a



shel ves and feeding themto the big fire that blazed mightily and
bright. Sir Henri Courtois watched, said nothing, but becane as
drunk as Robbi e.

Next nmorning the rest of the shelves were enptied. The books

were thrown out of a windowinto the castle yard where a new

fire burned. The shelves were hacked down and foll owed the books
and parchnents out of the wi ndow Joscelyn, in high spirits, super
vised the room s cleansing, and in between he received visitors.
Sone had been servants of his uncle: the huntsnmen, arnourers,
cellarers and clerks who wanted to make sure their jobs were safe.
Sone were | esser lords fromhis new domain who cane to swear
fealty by placing their hands between the Count's, swearing the
oath of allegiance and then receiving the kiss that rmade them
Joscelyn's own nmen. There were petitioners wanting justice and
even nore desperate nen who had been owed noney by the late

Count and who now dared hope that his nephew woul d honour

the debts. There were a dozen priests fromthe town who wanted
the new Count to give them noney to say Masses for his uncle's
soul and Berat's consuls clinbed the stairs in their red and bl ue
robes with argunents why the town's tax yield should be | ower;

and amdst it all Joscelyn was roaring at his men to burn nore
books, to feed nore parchments to the fire, and when a young

and nervous nonk appeared to protest that he had not yet finished
searching the nuninments, Joscelyn chased himfromthe hall and

so found the nmonk's lair, which was full of still nore docunents.
Al were burned, leaving the nonk in tears.

It was then, as the newly discovered hoard of parchnents was
flaring high to scatter burning scraps throughout the courtyard
and threaten the thatched roof of the castle's news, that the bishop
apparently not sick at all, arrived. He cane with a dozen ot her
clergymen, and with themwas Mchel, the old Count's squire.

The bi shop hammered his staff on the cobbl estones to get
Joscelyn's attention and when the new Count deigned to notice

hi mthe bishop pointed the staff at Joscelyn. A hush fell over the
courtyard as nmen realized a drama was unfol ding. Joscelyn, the
fire gleaming fromhis round face, |ooked belligerent. Wat do
you want ?" he denmanded of the bi shop who had not, he thought,
shown sufficient deference.



I want to know. the bishop demanded, how your uncle died."
Joscel yn took a few paces towards the deputation, the sound
of his boots echoing fromthe castle walls. There were at |east a
hundred nen in the courtyard and sone of them having suspected
that the old Count had been nurdered, nmade the sign of the cross,
but Joscel yn | ooked quite unconcerned. He died," he said |oudly,

in his sleep, of a sickness."

It is a strange sickness," the Bishop said, that |leaves a nan with
aslit throat."
A murmur sounded in the yard and swelled to a roar of indig

nation. Sir Henri Courtois and sone of the old Count's nen-at
arnms put hands to their sword hilts, but Joscelyn was equal to the
chal | enge. What do you accuse ne of ?" he snarled at the bishop

| accuse you of nothing," the bishop said. He was not willing
to pick a fight with the new Count, not yet, but instead attacked
t hrough Joscelyn's hirelings. But | do accuse your nen. This man,"
he drew M chel forward," saw them cut your uncle's throat."
A murnmur of disgust sounded in the yard and sone of the nen
at-arms nmoved towards Sir Henri Courtois as if assuring himof
their support. Joscelyn ignored the protest and instead | ooked for
Villesisle. | sent you," he said loudly, to seek an audience wth
nmy dear uncle. And now | hear that you killed hinP"
Villesisle was so taken aback by the accusation that he said
not hi ng. He just shook his head in denial, but so uncertainly that
every man there was sure of his guilt. You want justice, bishop?"
Joscelyn cal l ed over his shoul der

Your uncle's blood cries for it," the bishop said, and the legitimcy of
your inheritance depends on it."
Joscelyn drew his sword. He was not in arnour, just breeches,

boots and a belted woollen jerkin, while Villesisle wrre a | eather
coat that woul d be proof against nost sword strokes, but Joscelyn
jerked his blade to indicate that Villesisle should draw his own
weapon. A trial by conbat, bishop," he said.
Vill esisle backed away. | only did what you . he began, then
had to retreat fast because Joscel yn had attacked himwith two
qui ck strokes. Villesisle becanme frightened that this was no dunb
show put on to placate a troubl esome bi shop, but a real fight. He
drew his sword. M lord," he pleaded with Joscel yn.



Make it | ook good. Joscelyn said softly, and we can sort every
thing out afterwards.”

Villesisle felt a surge of relief, then grinned and nade an attack
of his own that Joscelyn parried. The watchi ng nen were fanni ng

out to nake a half-circle around the fire in front of which the two
men could fight. Villesisle was no novice, he had fought in tour
nanents and skirni shes, but he was wary of Joscel yn who was

taller and stronger, and Joscel yn attacked now, maki ng use of those
advant ages, scything his sword in nassive strokes that Villesisle
parried desperately. Each clash of blades echoed twi ce, once from
the castle's curtain wall and once fromthe big keep, one triple
ring fading as the next began, and Vill esisle was backing away,
backi ng away, and then he | eaped aside to let one of Joscelyn's

mur derous cuts waste itself on the snoky air and i mediately
pressed forward, lunging with the point, but Joscel yn had been
waiting for it and he turned the Iunge and bulled forward, throw ng
Villesisle off his feet so that he sprawl ed on the cobbl es and Joscel yn
| oomed over him | might have to inprison you after this. he

said almost in a whisper, but not for long." Then he raised his
voice. | ordered you to go and talk with my uncle. Do you deny
it?"

Villesisle was happy to play along with the deception. | do not
deny it, lord. he said.

Say it again!" Joscelyn ordered. Louder!"

| do not deny it, lord!"

Yet you cut his throat. Joscelyn said, and he notioned for
Villesisle to stand and, once his opponent was up, he noved fast
forward, scything the sword, and again the triple rings sounded
in the yard. The swords were heavy, the strokes clunsy, yet the
men wat chi ng reckoned Joscel yn had the greater skill, though Sir
Henri Courtois wondered whether Villesisle was using all his skill.
He slashed now, but did not try to close on his opponent and it
was no trouble for Joscelyn to step back. The burni ng books and
parchnents roared beside him starting sweat fromhis forehead
and he cuffed it away. |If | draw blood fromthis nman, bishop
Joscelyn called out, wll you take that as a sign of his guilt?"

I will. the Bishop said, but it will not be sufficient punishnent."



The puni shment can wait for God to give. Joscelyn said and

he grinned at Villesisle who grinned back. Then Joscel yn stepped
carel essly towards his opponent, opening his right side to a bl ow
Vill esisle understood he was being invited to make a swi ng and
so give the appearance that the fight was real and he obliged,
swi nging his great, awkward bl ade in the expectation that Joscel yn
woul d parry it, but instead Joscelyn stepped back and used his
sword to propel the blow onwards so that Villesisle was spun
around, carried by the heavy bl ade's nonentum and Joscel yn,

col d-eyed and qui ck as |ightning, brought his own bl ade back and
gave it the nerest flick of a wist and the tip of the sword sliced
into Villesisle's throat. It stuck there, caught on Villesisle' s gullet,
and Joscel yn pushed it forward, twi sted the steel, pushed again
and he was smling as he did it and the bl ood was streanm ng down
t he bl ade, cascading fromits edges and Joscelyn still smiled as
Villesisle, a look of utter astonishment on his face, fell to his knees.
Hs swrd fell with a clang. Breath was bubbling red at the rent

in his throat and now Joscel yn gave the sword a great shove so
that it tore down into Villesisle' s chest. The dyi ng man was caught
t here, suspended by the sword that had been ramed down his
wi ndpi pe, and then Joscel yn gave the bl ade another tw st, put

both hands on the hilt and ripped the steel free with a nonstrous
heave that made Villesisle's body shudder and bl ood fountain up
across Joscelyn's arnmns.
The spectators let out a breath as Villesisle fell sideways and
died. His blood trickled between the yard's cobbles to hiss where
it met the fire.
Joscelyn turned and | ooked for the second man, Villesisle's

mur der ous conpani on, and that man tried to run, but he was

caught by the other nen-at-arns and thrust into the open space
where he fell to his knees and begged Joscelyn for nercy. He
wants nercy," Joscelyn called to the bishop. Wuld you give it to
hi n®"

He deserves justice," the bishop said.
Joscel yn wi ped his bloody sword on the skirts of his jerkin, then
sheathed it and | ooked at Sir Henri Courtois. Hang him" he
ordered curtly.

Lord . . ." the nman began an appeal, but Joscelyn turned and



kicked himin the nouth so hard that he dislocated the man's jaw
and, when the man recovered his bal ance, Joscelyn raked his foot
back, half tearing off an ear with his spur. Then, in an apparent
par oxysm of rage, Jocelyn | eaned down to haul the bleeding nman
upright. He held himat armis length for a heartbeat and then
with all the strength of a nman trained to the tournanment, he threw
hi m backwards. The man screanmed as he tripped and fell into the
fire. Hs clothes flared. The spectators gasped, some even | ooked
away as the burning man tried to stagger free of the flames, but
Joscel yn, risking being burned hinself, thrust himback in. The
man screamed again. His hair caught fire and bl azed bright, he
jerked in terrible spasnms and then collapsed into the hottest part
of the fire.

Joscelyn turned on the bishop. Satisfied?" he asked, then wal ked
away, brushing enbers from his sl eeves.

The bi shop was not done. He caught up with Joscelyn in the

great hall, which had now been stripped of its books and shel ves,
and where the new Count, thirsty after his exertions, was pouring
hinself red wine froma jug. Joscelyn turned a sour | ook on the

bi shop.

The heretics. the Bishop said. They are in Astarac."

There are probably heretics everywhere," Joscel yn said carel essly.

The girl who killed Father Roubert is there. the bishop insisted,

and the man who refused our orders to burn her."”

Joscel yn renmenbered the golden-haired girl in the silver

armour. That girl. he said, interest in his voice, then he drained
the cup and poured another. How do you know they're there?"

he asked.

M chel was there. He was told by the nonks."

Ah yes. Joscelyn said, Mchel. He stalked towards his uncle's
squire with nurder in his eyes. Mchel. Joscelyn said, who tells
stories. Mchel who runs to the bishop instead of comng to his
new | ord."

M chel hurriedly stepped back, but the bishop saved hi m by
stepping in front of Joscelyn. M chel serves nme now. he said, and
to lay a hand on himis to attack the Church."

Soif I kill him as he deserves. Joscelyn sneered, you'll burn



me, eh?" He spat towards M chel, then turned away, So what do
you want ?" he asked the bishop

| want the heretics captured. the bishop said. He was nervous
of this new and violent Count, but he forced hinself to be brave.

| demand in the name of God and in the service of H's Holy
Church that you send nen to find the beghard who was known
as Cenevi eve and the Englishman who calls hinmself Thonas.
want them brought here. | want them burned."

But not before | have talked with them" A new voice spoke,
a voice as cutting as it was cold, and the Bi shop and Joscel yn,

i ndeed every nman in the hall, turned to the door where a stranger
had appear ed.
Joscel yn had been aware, ever since he had stal ked away from
the courtyard, of the sound of hooves, but he had thought nothing
of it. The castle had been | oud with com ngs and goi ngs all norning,
but now he realized that strangers nust have arrived in Berat and
a hal f-dozen of them were now in the doorway of the hall. Their

| eader was the man who had spoken and he was taller even than
Joscelyn, and spare, with a hard, |ong, sallow face that was franed
with black hair. He was dressed all in black. Black boots, black
breeches, black jerkin, black cloak, black broad-brimed hat and
a sword scabbard sheathed in black cloth. Even his spurs were
made from bl ack netal and Joscelyn, who had as much religion

in his soul as an inquisitor possessed nercy, felt a sudden urge to
make the sign of the cross. Then, when the man rempved his hat,
he recognized him It was the Harlequin, the nysterious knight
who had nade so nuch nmoney on the tournanment fields of Europe,
t he one man Joscel yn had never beaten. You're the Harlequin,"
Joscel yn said, accusation in his tone.

| am sonetines known by that name," the man said, and the

bi shop and all his clergy made the sign of the cross for the nane
meant that this man was bel oved by the devil. Then the tall man
t ook another step forward and added, But my real nane, ny |lord,
is Quy Vexille."
The nane neant nothing to Joscelyn, but the bishop and his

clergy all crossed thensel ves a second time and the bishop held
out his staff as if to defend hinself.

And what the hell are you doing here?" Joscel yn demanded



| have come. Vexille said, to bring light to the world."
And Joscelyn, fifteenth Count of Berat, shivered. He did not
know why. He just knew he was frightened of the nan called the
Har |l equin who had come to bring light to the darkness.
The bone-setter clainmed she could not do nmuch, and whatever she
did do caused Cenevi eve excruciating pain, but after it was done,
and when her shoul der and left breast were soaked with new

bl ood, Brother Cenent gently cl eaned her and then poured honey
onto the wound, which he bound up with sacking again. The good
thi ng was that Genevieve was suddenly ravenously hungry and
she ate whatever Thomas brought her, though God knew t hat was
little enough for his own raid on Astarac had left the village bereft
of food and the monastery's supplies had been depleted to feed
the villagers. Still, there was some cheese, pears, bread and honey,
and Brother d enent nmade nore nmushroom soup. The | epers,
cl appers soundi ng, went into the woods to find the nmushroons
that were served to all the nonks. Twice a day sone of them
rattled their way around the back of the nonastery and up a flight
of steps into a bare stone roomwhere a small w ndow over| ooked
the altar of the abbey church. This was where they were permtted
to worship and Thomas, on his second and third day after his talk
wi th Abbot Pl anchard, went with them He did not go willingly,
for his exconmunication meant he was no | onger wel cone in any
church, but Brother denent would pluck his arminsistently, then
smle with genuine pleasure when Thonmas i ndul ged him

Cenevi eve cane with himon the day after the bone-setter had

made her scream She could wal k well enough, though she was

still weak and could scarcely nove her left arm Yet the arrow had
m ssed her lungs and that, Thomas deci ded, was why she had
lived. That and Brother Clenment's care. | thought | was going to

di e. she confessed to Thonas.
He renenbered the com ng pl ague. He had heard no nore
about it and, for the nmoment, he did not tell Genevieve. You
won't die. he told her, but you nust nove the arm"
| can't. It hurts.”



You nust. he said. Wien his own arnms and hands had been
scarred by the torturer he had thought he woul d never use them
again, but his friends, Robbie chief anong them had forced him
to practise with the bow It had seened hopeless at first, yet little
by little the ability had come back. He wondered where Robbie
was now, whether he had stayed at Castillon d' Arbizon, and that
t hought frightened him Wuld Robbi e seek himhere at Astarac?
Had friendship really turned to hate? And if not Robbie, who el se
nm ght cone? The news of his presence in the nmonastery woul d
spread in the unseen way such news always did, tales told in
taverns, pedlars carrying the gossip fromone village to the next,
and soon enough soneone in Berat would take notice. W have
to go soon," he told Genevieve.

Wher e?"

A long way away. Engl and, perhaps?" He knew he had fail ed.

He woul d not find the Grail here and, even if his cousin did cone,
how coul d Thonas defeat hin? He was one nman with only a

wounded worman to help himand Guy Vexille travelled with a

whol e conroi of men-at-arnms. The dream was over and it was tine
to go.

I"'mtold it's cold in England. Genevieve said.

The sun al ways shines. Thomas said gravely, the harvest never
fails and fish junp straight fromthe rivers into the frying pan
Cenevi eve sniled. Then you nust teach ne English.

You know somne al ready.

| know goddamm. she said, and | know goddamm bl oody,
bl oody goddamm and Chri st goddamm bl oody hel p us.

Thomas | aughed. You've |earned archers" English. he said, but
"Il teach you the rest.

He decided they woul d | eave next day. He nade a bundl e of

his arrows, then he cleaned the caked bl ood from Cenevi eve's
coat of mamil. He borrowed a pair of pincers fromthe nonastery's
carpenter and did his best to nmend the mail where the crossbow
bolt had pierced it, bending and closing the shattered |inks unti
at least they were crudely joined, though the rent was stil
obvious. He tethered the horses in the olive grove to let them
graze and then, because it was still early in the afternoon, he
wal ked south to the castle. He was determined to have one | ast



glinpse of the stronghold where his ancestors had been | ords.

He net Philin as he left the nonastery. The coredor had brought
his son fromthe infirmary and, with the boy's leg firnmy splinted
with a hal f-dozen of the chestnut stakes used to hold the
nmonastery's vines, he had put himon a horse and was | eading

hi m southwards. | don't want to stay here too long," he told
Thomas. |'mstill wanted for nurder.”
Tl anchard woul d gi ve you sanctuary. Thomas i nsi sted.

He woul d,"” Philin agreed, but that wouldn't stop nmy wife's

famly sending men to kill me. We're safer in the hills. Hs leg
will nmend there as well as anywhere. And if you're |ooking for
refuge .

Me?" Thomas was surprised by the offer.

W can al ways use a good archer.™

I think I'lIl go home. Home to Engl and."

God | ook after you anyway, my friend," Philin said, then he
struck off to the west and Thomas wal ked sout h through the village
where sone of the folk made the sign of the cross which was
evi dence enough that they knew who he was, but none tried to
take revenge on himfor the harmhis nmen had caused. They m ght
have wanted such a revenge, but he was tall, strong and wearing
a long sword at his belt. He clinbed the path to the ruins and
noticed that three nmen had foll owed him He paused to face them
but they made no hostile nmove, just watched himfroma safe
di st ance.

It was a good place for a castle, Thomas thought. Certainly better
than Castillon d' Arbizon. Astarac's stronghold was built on a crag
and coul d only be approached by the narrow path he had cli nbed

to the broken gate. Once past the gate the crag had originally been
topped by a curtain wall encircling the courtyard, though that was
now not hi ng nore than heaps of nobssy stone that were never

hi gher than a man's wai st. An oblong of broken walls with a sem
circular extension at their eastern end showed where the chape

had been and Thomas, wal ki ng the w de fl agstones beneath which

his ancestors were buried, saw that those stones had been di sturbed
recently. Raw marks betrayed where they had been prised up. He

t hought of trying to raise one of the flagstones hinself, but knew
he had neither the tine nor the tools, and so he wal ked on to the



western side of the crag where the old keep had stood, a broken
tower now, hollow to the wind and rain. He turned when he

reached the old tower and saw how his three foll owers had | ost
interest in himwhen he left the chapel. Were they there to guard
somet hi ng? The Grail? That thought seethed like a bolt of fire in
his veins, but then he dism ssed it. There was no Gail, he thought.
It was his father's madness that had touched himw th its hopel ess dream
A shattered stair was built into one flank of the tower and

Thomas took it as far as he could clinb, which was only to where
the mssing first floor had spanned the hollow shaft. There was a
great gaping hole in the tower wall there, a wall that was over
five feet thick, and Thomas could wal k into the space. He stared
down the valley, following the line of the streamw th his eyes

and he tried once nore to feel some sense of belonging. He tried

to snare the echoes of his ancestors, but there was nothing. He

had felt enotion when he went back to Hookton, the little of it

t hat remai ned, but here, nothing. And the thought that Hookton

like this castle, was in ruins nmade himwonder if there was a curse
on the Vexilles. The country folk here clainmed that dragas, the
devil's wonen, left flowers where they wal ked, but did the Vexilles
| eave ruins? Maybe the Church was right after all. Maybe he
deserved to be excommunicated. He turned to | ook west in the
direction he nmust travel if he was to go hone.

And saw the horsenen

They were on the western ridge, way to the north of him

com ng, he thought, fromthe direction of Berat. There was a | arge
band of them and they were soldiers right enough for what had
caught his eye was the glint of light reflecting froma hel met or
mai | coat.

He stared, not wanting to believe what he saw, and then, com ng

to his senses, he ran. He went down the stairs, across the weed
thick courtyard, out through the ruined gate where he barged past
the three men, and then down the path. He ran through the village
and then northwards and he was out of breath by the time he

banged on the gate of the |azar house. Brother C enent opened

it and Thomas pushed past him Soldiers,"” he said in curt expla
nati on, then he went into the hut and picked up his bow, the



bundl ed arrows, their cloaks and mail and bags. Cone quick. he
tol d Genevieve, who was carefully ladling sone of Brother

Clement's newy gathered honey into small jars. Don't ask. he
told her, just come. Bring the saddles."
They went back outside to the olive grove, but Thomas, | ooking

around, saw soldiers on the road in the valley north of Saint Sever's.
Those nen were still sonme way off, but if they saw two people

riding fromthe nonastery they would be bound to follow which

meant there could be no escape now, just conceal nent. He hesitated, thinking.
What is it?" Genevieve asked.

Sol di ers. Probably from Berat."

There, too. She was | ooking south, towards the castle, and
Thomas saw the villagers hurrying towards the nonastery for

refuge and that surely nmeant there were arned men approachi ng
their houses.

He swore. Leave the saddles. he told her and, when she had

dropped them he pulled her round the back of the nonastery,
followi ng the | epers" path to the church. Soneone had begun to
toll the nonastery bell to warn the brethren that arned strangers

had come to their valley.
And Thomas knew why. Knew that if they were found they
woul d both burn in the holy fire and so he ran into the |epers

part of the church and clinbed the short flight of stairs to the
wi ndow t hat overl ooked the altar. He pushed his bow t hrough

sent the arrows after it, then the rest of the baggage, and cl anbered up
hinself. It was a tight fit, but he squeezed through and

dropped clunsily and painfully onto the flagstones. Cone on!" he
urged CGenevi eve. People were coming into the church, thronging

the door at the far end of the nave.

Cenevi eve hissed with pain as she scranbled through the smal
wi ndow. She | ooked frightened at the drop, but Thomas was

beneat h and he caught her. This way. He picked up his bow and

bags and | ed her down the side of the choir and then behind the

side altar where the statue of Saint Benedict stared sadly towards the
frightened villagers.

The door in the al cove was | ocked as Thomas expected it to be,

but they were hidden here and he did not think anyone had



noticed themslip through the shadowed choir. He raised his right

| eg and ki cked his heel against the |ock. The noi se was huge, a
drum bang echoing in the church, and the door shook violently,

but did not open. He kicked again, harder, then a third time and
was rewarded by a splintering noise as the |ock's tongue tore out
the old wood of the frame. Tread carefully,” he warned her, and
he |l ed her down the stairs into the darkness of the bone house.

He groped his way to the eastern end, where the arched niche

was only half full of bones, and he threw his bel ongings to the
back of the pile, then hoisted Genevieve up. Go to the back," he
told her, and start digging."

He knew he could not clinb up hinmself wi thout spilling dozens

of ribs and thigh bones and arm bones, and so he went al ong the
cellar and pulled down stacks of bones. Skulls bounced and roll ed,
arms and |l egs clattered, and when the cellar was a nmess of scattered skel etons
he went back to Genevieve, scranbled up and

hel ped her del ve down into the old bones closest to the wall. They
made a hole there, pulling the rib cages and pel vi ses and shoul der
bl ades apart, scrabbling ever deeper until at |ast they had nade a
deep, dark hiding place anong the dead.

And there, in the blackness, cradled by the bones, they waited.
And heard the broken door squeal on its hinges. Saw the snall
flickering light of a lantern cast grotesque shadows on the arched
cei ling.

And heard the mail ed footsteps of the nen who had cone to

find them to take them and to kill them



Sir Henri Courtois was ordered to take thirty-three crossbowren

and forty-two nmen-at-arns to Castillon d' Arbi zon where he was

to lay siege to the castle. Sir Henri accepted the orders glumy.

can lay siege. he told Joscelyn, but | can't capture the castle. Not
with that small force."

The English nmanaged it. Joscelyn said acidly.

Your uncle's garrison was sleeping. Sir Henri said, but Sir
Qui |l aune d' Evecque will not be so obliging. He's got a reputation, a good
one." Sir Henri knew who commanded at Castillon
d' Arbi zon because Robbie had told him and had also told him
how many men were under Sir Quillaune's comand.

Joscelyn jabbed a finger into the older man's chest. | do not
want one nore archer raiding nmy territory. Stop them And give
the bastards this. He handed Sir Henri a sealed parchnment. It

gives themtwo days to | eave the castle. Joscelyn explained airily,
and if they agree to its terms, you can let themgo."
Sir Henri took the parchment, but paused before putting it in

his pouch. And the ranson?" he asked.
Joscelyn glared at him but honour decreed that Sir CGuillaune
shoul d receive a third of the noney that had ransomed the new
Count and Sir Henri's question was therefore a proper one and so
Joscelyn answered it, but curtly. The ransomis there. he said,
noddi ng at the parchment, all there."

It's here?" Sir Henri asked, astonished, for the nessage plainly
contai ned no coins.

Just go!" Joscel yn snapped.
Sir Henri left the sanme day that Guy Vexille took his own nen



to Astarac. Joscelyn was glad to see the back of the Harlequin, for
Vexill e was an unconfortabl e presence even though his nen-at

arnms were a wel cone addition to the Count's forces. Vexille had
brought forty-eight soldiers, all well nounted, well arnoured and
wel | armed, and he had surprised Joscelyn by not demandi ng a
single ecu as paynent. | have nmy own funds," he had said coldly.
Forty-ei ght nen-at-arns?" Joscel yn wondered al oud. That

t akes noney."

They were a heretic famly, ny lord," his uncle's old chaplain
had mai ntained, as if that explained the Harlequin's wealth, but
Vexill e had cone equipped with a letter from Loui s Bessieres,
Car di nal Archbi shop of Livorno, and that proved he was no heretic.
Not that Joscelyn would have cared if Vexille worshi pped wooden

i dol s every night and sacrificed weeping virgins at each dawn. He
was far nore worried by the fact that the Vexilles had once been
the lords of Astarac. He confronted Vexille with that, unable to
hide his fear that the bl ack-dressed knight had come to reclaim
hi s ancestral | ands.
The Harl equin had nmerely | ooked bored. Astarac has been in
your lordship's fief for a hundred years," he said,” so how could
hol d t hat honour ?"

Then why are you here?" Joscel yn demanded.

| fight for the Church now," Vexille said, and ny task is to
hunt a fugitive who nmust be taken to justice. And when he is
found, my lord, we shall |eave your domain." He turned because

a sword had just been drawn, the sound of the blade scraping on
the scabbard's throat unnaturally loud in the great hall

Robbi e Dougl as had just entered the room He now pointed
t he drawn weapon at Vexille. You were in Scotland. he said
t hr eat eni ngl y.
Vexille | ooked the young man up and down and seened unworried by the bl ade.
have visited nmany countries," he said coldly,

i ncludi ng Scotl and. "

You killed nmy brother."

No! " Joscel yn pl aced hinsel f between the two men. You swore

nmy oath, Robbie."

| swore an oath to kill that bastard!" Robbi e said.

No, " Joscel yn said again, and he took Robbie's blade in his hand



and forced it down. In truth Joscelyn would not have been upset

if Robbie had died, but if Guy Vexille was killed his black-cl oaked
nmen- at -arns m ght take vengeance on Joscelyn and his nen. You

can kill himwhen he's finished here. That is a prom se.”

Vexille snmled at the promise. He and his nmen | eft next norning,
and Joscel yn was pleased to be rid of them It was not just Quy
Vexille he found chilling, but also his conpani ons, especially the
one who did not carry a |lance or shield. H s nane was Charles, a
man of startling ugliness, who | ooked as though he had been

pl ucked from sone dark gutter, brushed down, given a knife and

rel eased to spread fear. Charles led his own smaller band of a dozen
nmen-at-arnms who all rode with Vexille when he went south to
Ast ar ac.

So Sir Henri had gone to rid the county of the impudent English
garrison at Castillon d' Arbizon and Vexille was hunting his heretic
in Astarac, which left Joscelyn free to enjoy his inheritance in
Berat. Robbi e Dougl as was one of his many compani ons, and for

the next few days they sinply enjoyed thensel ves. There was

noney to be spent on cl ot hes, weapons, horses, w ne, wonen,
anyt hi ng that caught Joscelyn's fancy, but sone things could not

be purchased in Berat itself and so a craftsman was summoned to

the castle. The man's usual job was naking plaster saints that were
sold to churches, convents, and nonasteries, but his task in the
castle was to make casts of Joscelyn's body. He wapped the Count's
arnms in greased nmuslin, coated themwith plaster, then did the

same for Joscelyn's legs and trunk. A tailor had al so been

sumoned and he made neasurenents of the Count's body that

were noted down by a clerk. So many inches from shoulder to

hi p bone, fromhip bone to knee, from shoul der to el bow, and

when the measurenents were taken they were copied onto a

parchnent and sealed in a great box in which the plaster casts

wer e packed in sawdust, and the box was di spatched under the

guard of four nmen-at-arns to M| an where Antonio G vani, the

finest armourer in Christendom was comanded to make a

conplete set of plate armour. Let it be a masterpiece,” Joscelyn
dictated the letter to a clerk, the envy of all other knights," and
he sent a generous paynment in genoins with a prom se of many

nmore if the armour arrived before spring.



r
He had paid Robbie his ransomin the same coins, but on the
night that the nen-at-arns left for Turin, Robbie was foolish
enough to admre a set of ivory dice that Joscel yn had purchased

inthe towmn. You like then?" Joscelyn asked. 1'll roll you for them
H ghest nunber keeps the dice."
Robbi e shook his head. |1've sworn an oath to keep from

ganbl i ng. he expl ai ned.
Joscel yn thought that the funniest thing he had heard in nonths.

Wnen nake oaths," he said, and nonks have to, but warriors
only make oaths of brotherhood for battle.”

Robbi e blushed. | pronmised a priest. he said.

Oh, sweet Jesus!" Joscelyn |l eaned back in his chair. You can't
face risk, is that it? Is that why the Scots |ose to the English?"
Robbi e's tenper flared, but he had the sense to curb it and said
nothing. Risk. Joscelyn said airily, is the soldier's fate. If a man
can't abide risk he can't be a soldier.”

I"'ma soldier. Robbie said flatly.

Then prove it, nmy friend. Joscelyn said, rolling the dice across
the table.
So Robbi e played and I ost. And | ost the next night. And the
next. And on the fourth night he ganbl ed the noney that was
supposed to be sent to England to purchase his ransom and he
| ost that too, and next day Joscelyn heard that the Italian gunners,
whom hi s uncl e had summoned from Youl ouse, had conme to the
castle with their machi ne and Joscelyn paid themtheir fee out of
t he noney he had won from Robbie. How soon can you go to
Castillon d' Arbizon?" he demanded of the Italians.

Tonorrow, sire?"
The thing is ready?" Joscel yn asked, wal ki ng round the wagon
on whi ch the gun, shaped like a flask with a narrow neck and a
bul bous body, was | ashed.

It's ready. the Italian, whose nane was G oberti, confirnmed

You have powder ?"

G oberti gestured at the second wagon, |oaded perilously high
with kegs.

And missiles? Balls?"

Bolts, nmy lord. G oberti corrected him and pointed at yet
anot her wagon. W have nore than enough.™



Then we shall all go!" Joscelyn said enthusiastically. He was
fascinated by the cannon, a thing as ugly as it was inpressive. It
was nine feet long, four feet across the bul bous breech, and had

a squat, evil air. It |ooked devilish, an unnatural thing, and he was
tenpted to demand a denonstration right there in the castle's
courtyard, but he understood that such a demonstration woul d
take precious time. Better to watch the device in action against
the stubborn fools in Castillon d' Arbizon.

Sir Henri Courtois was al ready beginning that siege. Wen he
reached the town he left his crossbowren and nen-at-arns

out side the western gate and rode to the castle with only a young
priest for conpany. He called up to the sentinels on the wall and,
when Sir Quillaune saw it was only a single man-at-arns and a
priest who wanted entrance he gave pernission for the gates to

be opened.

Sir Guillaume nmet the two nen in the courtyard where Sir

Henri di snounted and named hinself. Sir Guillaune returned the
courtesy, then the two nen sized each other up. Each recognized
the other as a soldier like hinself. | come fromthe Count of Berat.
Sir Henri said formally.

Bring the noney, did you?" Sir Quillaune denanded.

| brought what | was ordered to bring and | doubt it will make
you happy. Sir Henri said, then he took a | ong professional |ook
at the archers and nen-at-arns who had cone to see the visitors.
Tough bastards, he thought, before |ooking back to Sir Guillaune.
I"'mtired," he said. Been riding all day. Do you have any wine in
this place?"

Berat's short of wine, is he?" Sir Guillaune asked.

He's short of sense,” Sir Henri said, but not of wne."
Sir Guillaume snmiled. Inside," he said, then led his guest up the
keep stairs to the upper hall and, because this conversation would
affect the destiny of all the garrison, he allowed those men who
were not on guard to follow and listen.
Sir Guillaume and Sir Henri sat either side of the long table.
The priest, who was there as a token that Sir Henri neant no

harm sat as well, while the nen-at-arnms and archers stood agai nst
the wall. The fire was revived, wine and food served, and as that
was being done Sir Henri unlooped the shield from about his neck



unbuckl ed his breastplate and backplate and laid themall on the
floor. He stretched, then nodded thanks for the w ne which he
drained. Finally he took the seal ed parchment from his pouch and
pushed it across the table.
Sir Guillaune lifted the seal with his knife, unfolded the docunent and read
it. He did so slowy, for he was not a good reader
and when he had read it twice he |ooked angrily at Sir Henri.
What the hell does this nean?"
I'"ve not seen it," Sir Henri confessed. May |?" He reached for
t he parchnent and the watching nmen of the garrison made a | ow
t hreateni ng noi se, sensing Sir CGuillaunme's fury.
Sir Henri could not read so he gave the parchnent to the priest
who tilted it towards one of the high narrow wi ndows. The pri est
was a very young man and nervous. He read it, glanced at the
horribly scarred Sir Cuillaunme and | ooked even nore nervous.
Tell us what it says," Sir Henri said. No one's going to kill you.
It says two things," the priest said. That Sir Cuillaume and his
men have two days to | eave Castillon d' Arbizon unnol ested.”
The other thing," Sir Guillaunme snarl ed.

The priest frowned. It is a draft of nmoney froma man call ed
Robert Dougl as. he explained to Sir Henri, and if Sir Quillaune
presents it to Jacques Fournier then he will be paid six thousand,

six hundred and sixty florins. He put the docunent onto the table
as though it was sneared with poison

Who, in Christ's name,"” Sir CQuillaume asked, is Jacques
Four ni er ?"

A goldsmith in Berat. Sir Henri explained, and | doubt Jacques
has that nmuch cash in his cellars.

Robbi e arranged this?" Sir Quillaume asked angrily.

Robbi e Douglas is sworn to the Lord of Berat now. Sir Henri
said. He had watched the brief cerenony when Robbi e had sworn

his all egiance, he had seen the kisses exchanged and noticed the
| ook of triunmph on Joscelyn's face. This is ny lord s doing.

He thinks we're fool s?"

He thinks you won't dare show your faces in Berat. Sir Henri
sai d.

Cheated! Jesus Christ! W've been cheated!" Sir Cuillaune

glared at his visitors. |Is this what passes for honour in Berat?" he



demanded, and when Sir Henri offered no answer, Sir Cuillaune
t hunped the table. | could hold you two prisoner!"™ The nen
around the walls grow ed their agreement.
You could. Sir Henri agreed equably, and |I wouldn't blane
you. But the Count won't ransom ne and he certainly won't
ransomhim" He nodded at the timd priest. W'IlIl just be two
nore nouths to feed."
O two nore corpses to bury,” Sir CGuillaunme retorted.
Sir Henri shrugged. He knew that the offer of nmoney fromthe
goldsmth's cellars was di shonourable, but it was not of his doing.
So you can tell your master," Sir Guillaume said, that we'll
| eave this castle when we have six thousand, six hundred and
sixty florins. And every week you make us wait the price goes up
by anot her hundred."
H's men nurnured approval. Sir Henri did not seem surprised
by the decision. I'mhere. he told Sir Guillaume, to nmake sure
you don't |eave. Unless you wish to go today or tonorrow?"
W stay," Sir Guillaunme said. It was not a decision he had
t hought about, and he m ght have chosen differently had he been
given the tine to think, but being cheated of nmoney was a sure
way to rouse his pugnacity. W stay, dam it!"
Sir Henri nodded. Then | stay al so." He pushed the parchnent

across the table. 1'll send a nmessage to ny lord and tell himthat
it would be sensible for young Douglas to pay the coins, that it
will save noney and lives if he does."

Sir CGuillaume took the parchnent and thrust it into his jerkin.
You' re staying?" he asked. \Were?"

Sir Henri |ooked at the men against the wall. These were not

men he could surprise by a sudden escal ade. Besides, Sir Henri's
own nen were nostly the forces of the old Count and they had
grown |lazy, no match for this garrison. You can hold the castle.
he told Sir Guillaunme, but you don't have enough men to garrison
the two town gates. You're leaving that to the constabl es and
wat chmen. So |I'Il take over fromthem You can always fight your
way through, of course, but 1'll have crossbownen on the gate
towers and nen-at-arns under the arches.

You' ve faced English bowren?" Sir Guillaune asked threateningly.



Sir Henri nodded. |In Flanders,” he said, and | didn't enjoy

it. But how many archers can you afford to lose in a street

braw ?"
Sir Cuillaume acknow edged the sense of that. Send his archers
agai nst the town gates and they would be fighting at close quarters, shooting
up from gardens, yards and wi ndows, and Sir Henri's
crossbowren woul d be crouched behind their pavises or behind
wi ndows in the houses and some of their quarrels would be bound
to hit. In afewmnutes Sir Cuillaume could | ose four or five
bowren and that woul d seriously weaken him You can have the
town gates," he all owed.
Sir Henri poured hinself nmore wine. 1've got forty-two nen
at-arms," he revealed, and thirty-three crossbows, and all the usua
servants and wonmen and cl erks. They all need shelter. Wnter's
com ng. "

So freeze. Sir Cuillaunme suggested.

W could do that," Sir Henri agreed, but | propose you let us

use the houses between the west gate and Saint Gllic's church, and
"Il guarantee we won't use any building east of Weelwight's
Alley or south of Steep Street."

You know the town?" Sir Guillaume asked.

| was castellan here once. Long time ago."

Then you know about the mll gate?" Sir Guillaunme was referring to the small
door in the town wall that led to the water mll,
the gate that Thonmas and Genevi eve had used to escape.

| know about it," Sir Henri said, but it's too close to the castle
and if | put men to guard it then your archers can skewer them
fromthe tower's top." He paused to drink the wine. |f you want

me to besiege you, | can. I'll close ny nen up to the castle and

| et the crossbows practise on your sentries, but you know and

know that we'll only kill nmen and you'll still be inside. | assune
you have food?"

More than enough.”

Sir Henri nodded. So I'll stop your horsenen |eaving by the

two big gates. You can still slip men out of the mlIl gate, but so
long as they don't interfere with me, 1'll not notice them You' ve
got nets in the nmll pond?"

W do."



"Il leave themalone. Sir Henri offered. 1'Il tell nmy men the
mll's out of bounds to them"
Sir Cuillaume thought about it, drumming his fingers on the
table's edge. There was a continual small murmur fromthe nen
against the wall as the French conversation was translated into
English. You can have the houses between the west gate and Saint Gllic's
church. Sir Cuillaume agreed after a nonent, but what
about the taverns?"

Essential things. Sir Henri acknow edged.

My men |ike the Three Cranes."

It's a good house. Sir Henri said.

So your men stay away fromit. Sir Quillaune demanded.

Agreed, but they can use the Bear and Butcher?"

Agreed. Sir Quillaune said, but we'd also better insist now
that no man can carry swords or bows to either.”

Knives only. Sir Henri said, that's sensible. Neither man
want ed drunken sol diers conducting wild forays in the night. And
if any problens crop up. Sir Henri added, I'Il come and talk to
you." He paused, frowning as he tried to renenber sonething.

You were in Flanders, weren't you? Wth the Count of Coutances?"

| was in Flanders. Sir Quillaune confirmed, wth that spavined,
gutl ess bastard."” The Count, his liege lord, had treacherously turned
agai nst himand taken his | and.
They're all bastards. Sir Henri said. But the old Count of Berat
wasn't bad. He was nean, of course, and spent his life poking into
books. Books! What use are they? He knew every book in

Christendom he did, and had read nost of themtw ce, but he didn't
have the sense of a chicken! You know what he was doing in Astarac?"
Looking for the Holy Gail?" Sir Quillaune asked.

Exactly. Sir Henri said and both men | aughed. Your friend' s
there now. Sir Henri added.

Robbi e Dougl as?" Sir Cuillaunme asked coldly. He had no | ove

for Robbi e now

Not him he's at Berat. No, the archer and his heretic wonan.
Thomas?" Sir Quillaune could not hide his surprise. At Astarac?

| told himto go hone."

VWll, he didn't. Sir Henri said. He's in Astarac. Wiy didn't he
just burn the girl?"



He's in love."
Wth the heretic? So he's a prick-for-brains, is he? He won't
have either soon."

He won't?"
Sone bastard's come fromParis. Got a small army. Gone to
catch him which neans there'll be fires in Berat's marketpl ace

before 1 ong. You know what a priest told me once? That wonen
burn brighter then nmen. Strange that." Sir Henri pushed his chair
back and stood. So we're agreed?"

W're agreed. Sir Quillaune said and | eaned over the table to
shake the other man's hand. Then Sir Henri picked up his arnour
and shield and beckoned the priest to follow himto the courtyard
where he gazed up at the sky. Looks like rain."

Get your arnour under cover," Sir Cuillaume advi sed, know ng
t he advi ce was not needed.

And light some fires, eh? Col dest autumm | can renenber here
Sir Henri went. The gates slamed shut and Sir CGuillaune
clinmbed | aboriously to the top of the castle keep. But he was not
| ooki ng to watch where his anenabl e eneny was goi ng, but east
towar ds unseen Astarac, and wondering what he could do to help
Thonas.

Not hi ng, he thought, nothing. And doubtless, he reckoned, the
bastard from Paris was Guy Vexille, the nan called the Harl equin,
who had once given Sir uillaune three wounds. Three wounds

needi ng vengeance, but Sir @uillaune could do nothing now For

he was besi eged and Thomas, he reckoned, was dooned.

Charl es Bessieres and a hal f-dozen of his nen went to the ossuary
beneat h t he abbey church in search of plunder. One carried a
burni ng candl e and, by its uncertain |light, they began hauling

down the serried bones, evidently expecting to discover treasure,

t hough all they reveal ed were nore bones, but then one of them

di scovered the small chanber at the vault's western end and

shouted in triunph because it contained the big iron-bound chest.
One of the nen forced the chest's lock with his sword and Bessieres
sei zed the silver paten and the candlestick. |Is that all?" he asked,



di sappoi nted. Another of his nen found the grail box, but none
of themcould read and even if they could they would not have
understood the Latin inscription and when they saw the box was
enpty they hurled it back down the vault to fall anbng the scattered bones.
Charl es Bessieres then picked up the | eather bag that
supposedl y contai ned Saint Agnes's girdle. He swore when he found
it contained nothing but a I ength of enbroidered Iinen, but the
bag was big enough to hold the plundered silver. They've hidden
their wealth," Bessieres said.
O they're poor," one of his nen suggested.
They' re bl oody nonks! OF course they're rich." Bessieres hung
the bag of silver at his waist. Go and find their damed abbot,"
he told two of his nmen, and we'll beat the truth out of the bastard."
You will do nothing of the sort." A new voice spoke and the
men in the treasury chanmber turned to see that Guy Vexille had
cone down to the ossuary. He was holding a lantern and its |ight
glinted dark fromhis black-1acquered plate armour. He held the
| antern high and | ooked at the tunbled bones. Have you no respect
for the dead?"
Fetch the abbot." Charles Bessieres ignored Vexille's question
and spoke to his men instead. Bring himhere."
| have already sent for the abbot," Vexille said, and you will
not beat any truth fromhim™
You don't comrand ne," Bessieres bridled.
But I conmmand my sword. Vexille said calmy, and if you cross
me then | shall slit your belly open and spill your foul guts to feed
the worms. You are here merely as your brother's watchman,
nothing else, but if you wish to do sonething useful then go to
the I azar house and search it for the Englishman. But don't kil
him Bring himto ne. And put that silver back where you found
it." He nodded at the neck of the candlestick that protruded from
the | eather bag at Bessieres's waist.
Vexill e was al one and facing seven nmen, but such was his confidence that none
t hought to oppose him Even Charl es Bessi eres,
who feared few nmen, meekly put the silver down. But |'m not
| eaving this valley enpty-handed,"” he growl ed as a parting defiance.
| trust, Bessieres," Vexille said, that we shall leave this valley



with the greatest treasure of Christendomin our keeping. Now
go."
Vexille grimced when the men went. He put the lantern on
the floor and started putting the bones back in their al coves, but
he stopped when footsteps sounded on the steps. He turned then
and watched as Planchard, tall and white-robed, came down to
t he ossuary.
| apol ogize for this," Vexille said, indicating the bones. They
were ordered to | eave the abbey untouched. ™"
Pl anchard sai d not hi ng about the desecration; he just nade the
sign of the cross and then stooped to retrieve the bag of silver.
This passes for our treasury," he said, but we have never been a
weal t hy house. Still, you are welcone to steal these poor things."
| did not conme here to steal," Vexille said.
Then why are you here?" Planchard demanded.
Vexille ignored the question. M/ nane," he said instead, is Quy
Vexille, Count of Astarac."”
So your men told me," Planchard said, when they sumoned
me to your presence." He said the last words calmy as if to suggest
he took no of fence at such an indignity. But | think I would have
recogni zed you anyway."
You woul d?" Vexille sounded surprised.
Your cousin was here. A young Englishman."” The abbot carried
the silver back to the chest, then rescued the strip of l|inen, which
he ki ssed reverently. The two of you," he went on, bear a renarkable
resenbl ance to each other."
Except he's bastard born," Vexille said angrily, and a heretic."
And you are neither?" Planchard asked cal nmly.
| serve Cardinal Archbishop Bessieres," Vexille said, and His
Em nence sent ne here to find ny cousin. Do you know where
he is?"
No, " Planchard said. He sat down on the bench and took a snall
string of prayer beads from a pocket of his white gown.
He was here t hough?"
Certainly he was here last night," Planchard said, but where
he is now?" The abbot shrugged. | advised himto |eave. | knew
men woul d come searching for him if only for the pleasure of
wat ching himburn, so | told himto hide hinself. | would suggest



that he is gone to the woods and your search will be difficult.”

It was your duty. Vexille said harshly, to give himto the
Church. "

| have always tried to do ny duty to the Church. Planchard
said, and sonetines | have failed, but doubtless God will punish
me for those failings.

Why was he here?" Vexille asked.

I think you know that, my lord. Planchard said, and there was,
per haps, a hint of nockery in the |last two words.

The Gail. Vexille said. Planchard said nothing. He just counted
hi s prayer beads, running themthrough his thunb and forefinger
as he looked at the tall young man in black armour. The G ai
was here. Vexille said.

Was it?" Planchard asked.

It was brought here. Vexille insisted.

| know nothing of it. Planchard said

I think you do. Vexille retorted. It was brought here before
the fall of Montsegur, brought here to keep it safe. But then the
French crusaders cane to Astarac and the Grail was taken away
agai n.

Pl anchard smiled. This all happened before I was born. How
woul d | know of it?"

Seven nmen took the grail away. Vexille said.

The seven dark lords. Planchard said, snling. | have heard
that story."

Two of themwere Vexilles. GQuy Vexille said, and four of them
were kni ghts who had fought for the Cathars."

Seven nmen fleeing the forces of France and the Church's
crusaders. Planchard said nusingly, into a Christendomthat hated
them | doubt they survived.

And the seventh man. Vexille ignored the abbot's words, was
the Lord of Mout hounet.

Whi ch was al ways an insignificant fief. Planchard said disnssively," scarce
able to support two knights fromits nountain
pastures.”

The Lord of Mout hounet. Vexille went on, was a heretic." He
turned suddenly for a noise had conme fromdeep in the ossuary.
It had sounded sonething like a stifled sneeze and was fol |l owed



by a rattle of bones. He lifted the lantern and wal ked back to where
the arches had been desecrat ed.

There are rats here. Planchard said. The abbey's drains cross
the end of the vault and we believe sonme of the brickwork has
col | apsed. You often hear strange noi ses down here. Sonme of the
nore superstitious brethren believe they are made by ghosts.™
Vexill e was standi ng anong the bones, the lantern held high
listening. He heard nothing nore and so turned back to the abbot.
The Lord of Mout hounet," he said, was one of the seven. And
his name was Planchard." Vexille paused. M lord. he added
nocki ngl y.

Pl anchard smled. He was ny grandfather. He did not ride with

the others, but went to Youl ouse and threw hinself on the nercy

of the Church. He was lucky, | think, not to be burned, but he

was reconciled with the true faith even though it cost himhis fief,
his title and what passed for his fortune. He died in a nonastery.
The tale was told in our famly, of course it was, but we never

saw the Grail and | can assure you that | know nothing of it."

Yet you are here. @Quy Vexille accused the abbot harshly.

True. Planchard acknow edged. And | am here by design.
first entered this house as a young nan and | came here because
the tales of the dark lords intrigued ne. One of them was supposed
to have taken the Gail, and the others were sworn to protect
him but ny grandfather claimed he never saw the cup. | ndeed,
he thought it did not exist, but was nerely invented to tantalize
the Church. The crusaders had destroyed the Cathars and the
revenge of the dark lords was to make themthink they had
destroyed the Grail along with the heresy. That, | think, is the
devil's work.

So you cane here. Vexille asked scornfully, because you did
not believe the Grail existed?"

No, | cane here because if ever the descendants of the dark
lords were to seek the Grail then they would conme here, | knew
that, and | wanted to see what woul d happen. But that curiosity
di ed | ong ago. God gave me many years, He was pl eased to make
me abbot, and He has enfolded me in Hs nercy. And the Gail?
| confess | searched for nenories of it when | first cane here, and
nmy abbot chided nme for that, but God brought ne to ny senses.



I now think my grandfather was right and that it is a tale invented
to spite the Church and a nystery to nmake nen ned."

It existed. Vexille said.
Then | pray to God that | find it. Planchard said, and when I

do | shall hide it in the deepest ocean so that no nmore folk will
ever die inits pursuit. But what would you do with the Gail, CQuy
Vexi | | e?"

Use it. Vexille said harshly.

For what ?"

To cleanse the world of sin.

That woul d be a great work. Planchard said, but even Christ
could not achieve it.

Do you abandon weedi ng between the vines sinply because
t he weeds al ways grow back?" Vexill e asked.

No, of course not.

Then Christ's work rmust go on. Vexille said.
The abbot watched the soldier for atine. You are Christ's instrument? O
Car di nal Bessieres's tool ?"
Vexille grimced. The Cardinal is like the Church, Planchard.
Cruel, corrupt and evil.

Pl anchard did not contradict him So?"

So a new Church is needed. A clean Church, a sinless Church

a Church filled with honest nmen who live in God's fear. The Gail
will bring that.

Pl anchard snmiled. The Cardinal, | am sure, would not approve.
The Cardinal sent his brother here. Vexille said, and doubt

| ess he has orders to kill me when | have been useful

And your useful ness is what?"

To find the Gail. And to do that, | must first find nmy cousin.

You think he knows where it is?"

I think his father possessed it. Quy Vexille said, and | think
the son knows of it.

He thinks the sane of you. Planchard said. And | think the
two of you are like blind men who each thinks the other can see.
Vexille laughed at that. Thomas. he said, is a fool. He brought
men to Gascony for what? To find the Gail? O to find nme? But
he failed and now he's a fugitive. A good few of his nen have

pl edged their allegiance to the Count of Berat and the rest are



trapped at Castillon d' Arbizon and how long will they last? Two
nmont hs? He has failed, Planchard, failed. He m ght be blind, but
| see, and | will have himand | wll take what he knows. But
what do you know?"

| have told you. Nothing."

Vexi |l e paced back to the chanber and stared at the abbot. |
could put you to the torture, old man."

You could,"” Planchard agreed mldly, and | would doubtless
screamto be spared the tornment, but you will find no nore truth
in those screanms than | have told you willingly here." He tucked
his beads away and stood to his full height. And | would beg you
in the name of Christ to spare this community. It knows not hing
of the Grail, it can tell you nothing, and it can give you nothing."

And | will spare nothing," Vexille said, in the service of God
Not hi ng." He drew his sword. Planchard wat ched expressionl ess,
and did not even flinch as the sword was pointed at him Swear
on this," Vexille said, that you know nothing of the Gail."

| have told you all | know Planchard said and, instead of
touching the sword, he raised the wooden crucifix that hung about
his neck, and kissed it. | wll not swear on your sword, but | do

make oath on ny dear Lord's cross that | know nothing of the
Gail.'

But your family still betrayed us," Vexille said.

Betrayed you?"

Your grandfather was one of the seven. He recanted."

So he betrayed you? By cleaving to the true faith?" Planchard
frowned. Are you telling me you keep the Cathar heresy, Quy
Vexille?"

W come to bring light to the world," Vexille said, and to purge
it of the Church's foul ness. | have kept the faith, Planchard."

Then you are the only man who has. Planchard said, and it
is an heretical faith."

They crucified Christ for heresy. Vexille said," so to be naned
a heretic is to be one with Hm Then he ramed the bl ade
forward, into the base of Planchard's throat, and the old man,
amazingly, did not appear to put up any struggle, but just clutched
his crucifix as the blood surged fromhis throat to turn his white
robe red. He took a long tinme to die, but eventually he slunped
over and Vexille withdrew his sword and w ped the bl ade cl ean
on the hem of the abbot's robe. He sheathed the bl ade and pi cked
up the lantern.

He gl anced about the ossuary, but saw nothing to worry him

and so he clinbed the stairs. The door shut, cutting off all I|ight.
And Thormas and Genevi eve, hidden in the dark, waited.

They waited all night. It seemed to Thomas he did not sleep at all,
but he nust have dozed for he woke once when Cenevieve

sneezed. Her wound was hurting, but she said nothing of it, just

wai ted and half slept.

They had no idea when norning cane for it was pitch dark in

t he ossuary. They had heard nothing all night. No footsteps, no
screans, no chanted prayers, just the silence of the tonb. And stil
they waited until Thomas coul d abide the wait no | onger and he
wriggled out of their hole, across the bones and down to the floor
Cenevi eve stayed where she was as Thonmas felt his way through

the scattered bones to the stairs. He crept up, listened at the top
for a while, heard nothing and so eased the broken door open

The abbey church was enpty. He knew it was norning for the

light cane fromthe east, but it was hard to tell how high the sun
had risen for the |light was soft-edged, diffuse, and Thomas guessed
there was a norning fog.



He went back down to the ossuary. He kicked sonethi ng wooden

as he crossed the floor and he stooped to find the enpty grail box.
For a nonent he was tenpted to return it to its chest, then he
decided to keep it. It would just fit into his bag, he reckoned.
Cenevi eve! " he called softly. Cone."

She pushed their bags, his bow and the arrows, the mail and

their cl oaks across the bones, then foll owed, wi ncing at the pain
in her shoulder. Thomas had to help her put on the mail and he
hurt her when he lifted her arm He put on his own, draped the

cl oaks about their shoul ders, then strung his bow so he coul d wear
it on his back. He belted his sword in place, put the box in his
bag, which he hung fromhis belt, and then, carrying the arrow
sheaves, turned to the stairs and saw, because just enough |ight



spilled fromthe open door, the white robe in the treasury chanber.
He notioned Genevieve to stay where she was and crept up the
vault. Rats scanpered away as he cane to the low arch and there

he stopped and stared. Planchard was dead.

What is it?" Genevieve asked.

The bastard killed him Thomas said in astoni shnment.

Who?"

The abbot!" He spoke in a whisper and, though he was excom

muni cat ed, he made the sign of the cross. He killed him" He had
listened to the end of Vexille and Pl anchard' s conversati on and
had been puzzled that the abbot fell silent, and equally puzzled
that he had only heard one set of feet clinb the stairs, but he had
never imagined this. Never. He was a good nan," he said.

And if he's dead. Cenevieve said, they'll blane us. So cone

on! Cone!"

Thomas hated to | eave the bl oody corpse in the cellar, but knew

he had no choice. And Genevieve was right, they would be bl aned.

Pl anchard had di ed because his grandfather had recanted a heresy,
but no one woul d believe that, not when two condemmed heretics
were there to bl ane.

He | ed her up the stairs. The church was still enpty, but now
Thomas t hought he coul d hear voices beyond the open western
door. There was a fog outside and sone of it was spilling into the

nave and spreadi ng gently across the flagstones. He thought of
goi ng back to the ossuary and hidi ng agai n, then wondered

whet her his cousin would make a nore thorough search of the
whol e nonastery today and that decided himto keep going. This
way." He took Genevieve's hand and | ed her to the southern side
of the church where a door led to the inner cloister. It was the
door the nonks used when they came for prayers, a devotion that
had evi dently been denied themthis norning.

Thomas pushed the door, flinching when its hinges creaked, and
peered through. At first he thought the cloister, like the church
was enpty; then he saw a group of bl ack-cl oaked men at its far
side. They were standing at a doorway, evidently listening to
soneone inside, and none | ooked round as Thomas and Genevi eve
flitted under the shadowed arcade and chose a door at random It
opened onto a corridor and at its end they found thenselves in



t he nonastery kitchen where two nonks were stirring a vast

caul dron above a fire. One of them saw Cenevi eve and | ooked as

if he was about to protest at a woman's presence, but Thomas hissed
at himto be silent. Were are the other nonks?" Thonas asked.

In their cells. the frightened cook replied, then watched as the
two of themran across the kitchen, past the table with its cleavers
and spoons and bow s and beneath the hooks where two goat
carcasses hung, and di sappeared out of the far door, which I ed
into the olive grove where Thomas had abandoned their horses.

Those horses were gone.

The gate to the | azar house was open. Thonas gl anced at it,

then turned westwards, but Cenevieve plucked at his cl oak and

poi nted t hrough the fog and Thomas saw a bl ack-cl oaked ri der
beyond the trees. Was the man part of a cordon? Had Vexille placed
men all about the nonastery? It seened likely and it seened even
nore |likely that the horseman would turn and see them or that

the two kitchen nonks mght raise the alarm but then Genevieve

pl ucked his cloak again and | ed himacross the olive grove and
into the [ azar house.

It was enpty. Al nmen feared lepers and it seened to Thomas

that Vexille nmust have driven them away so his nen could search
the sheds. W can't hide here," he whispered to Genevieve. They'l
search again."

W don't hide," she said, and she went into the biggest shed
and came out with two grey robes. Thomas understood then. He
hel ped drape one robe over Genevieve, pulling its hood over her
gol den hair, donned the other and then took two clappers from
the handful left on the table. Genevieve, nmeanwhile, had put the
arrow sheaves and Thomas's bow on a sl edge that the | epers used
to gather firewood and Thomas heaped sone of the firewood over
t he weapons and put the sledge's | ooped rope over his shoul ders.

Now we go," GCenevi eve said.

Thomas haul ed the sl edge, which ran easily on the danp ground.
Cenevi eve went ahead and, once out of the gate, she turned north
and west, hoping to avoid the horseman. The fog was their ally,

a grey cloak in which their own cl oaks nel ded. A tongue of wood

| and reached fromthe western ridge and Genevi eve wal ked

towards it, not sounding the clapper, but just watching. She hissed



once and Thomas went still. A horse's hooves sounded; he heard
them go away, and he haul ed on. He turned after a while and saw
that the nonastery had vani shed. The trees ahead were gaunt

bl ack shapes in the vapour. They were following a track that the

| epers used when they went to gat her nushroons fromthe woods.

The trees canme closer, then the thud of hooves sounded once nore
and Cenevieve rattled her clapper in warning.

But the horseman was not deterred. He came from behind them

and Thomas shook his own clapper as he turned. He kept his head
low so his face would not be seen under the robe's hood. He saw
the horse's legs, but not the rider. Mercy, kind sir," he said, nercy.’
Cenevi eve reached out her hands as if seeking charity, and the
scars on her skin left by Father Roubert |ooked grotesque. Thomas
did the sane, revealing his own scars, the skin white and ri dged.
Alms," he said, of your kindness, sir, alns."

The unseen horseman stared at them and they dropped to their

knees. The horse's breath came as great clouds of thicker fog. Have
pity on us." Genevieve spoke in the |ocal tongue, using a rasping
voi ce. For God's sake, have pity."

The horsenman just sat there and Thomas dared not | ook up

He felt the abject fear of a defenceless nan at the nercy of a

mail ed rider, but he al so knew that the nan was torn by indecision. He had
doubt| ess been ordered to | ook for two people

escapi ng the nonastery, and he had found just such a couple,

but they appeared to be lepers and his fear of |eprosy was fighting
with his duty. Then, suddenly, nore clappers sounded and

Thomas sneaked a | ook behind himto see a group of grey

shrouded figures coming fromthe trees, sounding their warn

ings and calling out for alnms. The sight of nore |epers, coning

to join the first two, was nore than the horseman coul d t ake.

He spat at them then wenched his reins to turn away. Thomas

and Genevieve waited, still on their knees, until the man was

hal f cl oaked in the fog and then they hurried on to the trees

where at | ast they could throw down the clappers, strip off the
stinking grey robes and retrieve the bow and arrow sheaves. The
other lepers, driven fromtheir refuge at the nonastery, just stared
at them Thomas took a handful of coins fromthose Sir Guillaune

had given himand |l eft themon the grass. You have not seen



us," he said to them and Genevi eve repeated the words in the
| ocal | anguage.
They wal ked on west, clinmbing out of the fog, keeping to the
trees until there were no nmore woods, only a rocky slope going
up to the ridge. They scranbled up, trying to stay behind boul ders or in
gullies, while behind themthe fog burned off the valley.
The roof of the abbey church appeared first, then the other roofs,
and by m d-norning the whol e nonastery was visible, but Thomas
and CGenevi eve were already on the crest, going south. If they had
kept goi ng westwards they woul d descend into the valley of the
River Gers where the villages lay thick, while to the south was
enptier, wilder country and that was where they were headed.
At midday they stopped to rest. W have no food," Thonas
sai d.
Then we go hungry,'
where are we goi ng?"
Castillon d" Arbizon," Thomas said, eventually."
Goi ng back there!" She was surprised. But they threw us out:
why woul d they take us back?"
Because they need us," Thomas said. He did not know that, not
for sure, but he had listened to Vexille talking to Planchard and
had | earned that sone of the garrison had gone over to the Count
of Berat, and he reckoned Robbie nust have | ed that group. He
could not imagine Sir Cuillaune breaking his allegiance to the Earl
of Northanpton, but Robbie had no all egi ance outside of Scotland.
It was Thomas's guess that the nmen left at Castillon d' Arbizon were
his own nen, the nen he had recruited outside Calais, the
Engl i shmen. So he would go there, and if he found the castle
slighted and the garrison dead then he woul d go on, ever westwards, until he
reached the English possessions.
But first they would go southwards for that was where the great
woods stretched in folds across the ridges running out of the nountains. He
pi cked up his baggage and, as he did, the grail box, which
had been stuffed into his archer's bag on top of the spare arrow
heads, sharpening stone and cords, fell out. He sat again and picked
up the box. What is it?" CGenevieve asked.
Pl anchard believed it was the box that held the Grail," he told
her, or maybe the box that was supposed to make men think it

Cenevi eve said. She smled at him And



had held the Grail." He stared at the fading inscription. Now that
he coul d see the box properly, in the sunlight, he saw that the
lettering had been in red and that where the paint had been rubbed
away there was still a faint inpression on the wood. There was
anot her faint inpression inside the box, a circle of dust that had
been forced into the wood as if sonething had rested there a | ong
time. The two iron hinges were rusted and fragile, and the wood
so dry that it weighed al nost not hing.

Is it real?" Cenevieve asked.

It's real ,"” Thomas said, but whether it ever held the Gail, |
don't know." And he thought how often he had said those | ast
three words whenever he tal ked about the Gail

Yet he knew nore now. He knew that seven nen had fled
Astarac in the previous century, back when the forces of France,
wearing the crusaders" cross, had conme to burn a heresy fromthe
sout hl and. The men had fled, claimng to take a treasure, and they
had pl edged to defend it, and now, so many years later, only Quy
Vexille had kept the twisted faith. And had Thomas's father really
possessed the Grail? That was why Guy Vexille had gone to

Hookt on and murdered his way through the village, just as he had
now nurdered Planchard. The descendants of the dark |lords were
bei ng purged for betraying the trust, and Thonas knew exactly
what woul d happen to himif his cousin caught him

It's a strange shape for a Gail. Genevieve said. The box was
shal | ow and square, not tall as though a stenmmed cup had once

been stored in it.

Wio knows what the Grail |ooks |ike?" Thomas asked, and then

he put the box into his haversack and they wal ked on sout hwards.
Thomas constantly gl anced behi nd and around m d-afternoon he
saw dark-cl oaked nen riding up to the ridge fromthe nonastery.
There were a dozen of them and he guessed they would use the

ridge as a | ookout. CGuy Vexille nust have searched the nonastery
again and found not hing so now he was spreading his net w der
They hurried. As evening approached they were in sight of the
junbl ed rocks where CGenevi eve had been wounded; the wood

| ands were not far ahead now, but Thonas kept | ooki ng behi nd,
expecting the dozen riders to appear at any nonment. |nstead, nore
men appeared to the east, another twelve clinbing the track which



| ed across the ridge, and Thonas and Genevi eve ran across the
grass and vani shed into the trees just noments before the new
hor senen appeared on the crest.
The two lay in the undergrowth, catching their breath. The
twel ve new riders sat in the open, waiting, and after a while the
first horsemen appeared like a line of beaters. They had been
searching the open part of the ridge, hoping to flush Thonas and
Genevi eve out of cover, and Thomas understood that his cousin
had foreseen exactly what he would do, had foreseen that he
would try to reach Castillon d' Arbizon, or at |east journey west
towards the other English garrisons, and now his nmen were
conbing all the | andscape west of Astarac. And even as Thonas
wat ched, his cousin cane into sight, |eading another score of nen
who joined the others on the grassy crest. There were now over
forty nen-at-arms on the high ground, all in mail or plate, al
cl oaked in black, all with | ong swords.

What do we do?" Cenevi eve breathed the question

H de, " Thomas sai d.
They wiggl ed backwards, trying to make no sound, and when
they were deep in the trees Thomas | ed her eastwards. He was
goi ng back towards Astarac because he doubted Guy woul d expect
that, and when they reached the edge of the high ground and
could see the valley spread out in front of them Thomas sidled
north again to see what his pursuers were doing.
Hal f of them had gone on westwards to bl ock the tracks crossing
t he nei ghbouring valley, but the rest, led by Vexille, were riding
towards the trees. They woul d be the beaters again, hoping to
drive Thomas and Genevi eve out towards the other nen-at-arns
and, now that the horsenen were closer, Thomas coul d see that
some of them were carrying crossbhows.

W' re safe for the nonent," Thonas told Genevi eve when he
rejoined her in the rocky gully where she sheltered. He reckoned
he had slipped inside his cousin's cordon that was driving outwards,
and the farther it went the wi der that cordon would becone and
the easier it would be to slip between its gaps. But that nust wait
till norning because the sun was al ready sinking towards the
west ern cl ouds, touching them pink. Thomas l|istened to the sound
of the woods, but heard nothing alarmng, only the scrabble of



claws on bark, the wing beats of a pigeon and the sigh of the w nd.
The bl ack-cl oaked riders had gone westwards, but to the east, down
in the valley, their work was visible. There were still soldiers down
there and those nmen had fired the | azar house so that its snoke
sneared all the sky above the nonastery, and they had al so burned
what remai ned of the village, reckoning the flames would drive
anyone concealed in the cottages into the open. Myre nen were

in the ruins of the castle, and Thomas wondered what they did
there, but he was nmuch too far away to see.

W have to eat. he told Genevieve.

W have not hing," she said.

Then we'll ook for mushroons,"” Thonas said, and nuts. And
we need water."
They found a tiny streanmlet to the south and they both sl aked
their thirst by thrusting their faces against a rock down which the
water trickled, then Thomas nade a bed of bracken in the
stream et's gully and, when he was satisfied that they would be
wel | hidden there, he left Genevieve and went in search of food.

He carried his bow and had a hal f-dozen arrows in his belt, not
just for defence, but in hope of seeing a deer or pig. He found
some rmushroons in the | eaf mould, but they were small and bl ack
vaned and he was not sure whether they were poi sonous. He went
farther, looking for chestnuts or gane, always creeping, always
listening, and al ways keeping the edge of the ridge in sight. He
heard a noi se and turned fast and thought he saw a deer, but the
shadows were | engthening and he could not be certain; he put an
arrow on the string anyway and crept to where he had seen the
flickering novenment. This was the rutting season and the stags
shoul d be in the woods, |ooking for others to fight. He knew he
dared not light a fire to cook the nmeat, but he had eaten raw liver
before and it would be a feast this night. Then he saw the antlers
and he noved to one side, half crouching, trying to bring the stag's
body into view and just then the crossbow shot and the bolt hissed
past himto thunp into a tree and the stag took off in great bounds
as Thomas tw sted round, hauling back the bowcord, and saw the
men draw ng their swords
He had wal ked into a trap
And he was caught.



PARt THREE

The Dar kness



The search of the nmonastery had yi el ded not hing except the body

of Abbot Planchard and Guy Vexille, on being told of the old

man's death, loudly blamed his mssing cousin. He had then

ordered a search of all the buildings, comanded that the village
and | azar house be fired to make certain no fugitives were hiding
in either, and then, reluctantly convinced that his prey had fled,
he sent horsenen to search all the nearby woods. The discovery

of a pair of discarded | epers" robes and two wooden cl appers in

t he western woods suggested what had happened and Vexille
confronted the horsenen who had been guarding that side of the
nmonastery. Both nmen swore they had seen nothing. He did not

believe them but there was little to be gained by challenging their
assertions and so, instead, he sent horsemen to rake every path
which | ed towards the English possessions in Gascony. \Wen he
ordered Charles Bessieres to add his nmen to the search, however,
Bessi eres refused. He clained his horses were |ame and his nen
tired. | don't take your orders," Bessieres snarled. 1'mhere for
ny brother."

And your brother wants the Englishman found," Vexille insisted.
Then you find him ny lord," Bessieres said, making the | ast

two words sound like an insult.

Vexille rode west with all his nmen, know ng that Bessieres probably wanted to
stay behind to plunder the village and nonastery,

and that was precisely what Charles Bessieres did, though he found
little enough. He sent six of his nen to rake through the pathetic
bel ongi ngs that the villagers had saved fromthe new fl anes, and

t hey di scovered some pots and pans that mght sell for a few sous,



but what they really wanted were the coins that the villagers would
have hi dden when they saw armed nen comi ng. Everyone knew

t hat peasants hoarded small amounts of cash, and buried it when
mai | ed rai ders appeared, and so Bessieres's nmen tortured the serfs
to make them reveal the hiding places and, in so doing, discovered sonething
far nore intriguing. One of Charles's nmen spoke

t he | anguage of southern France and he had been sawing at a prisoner's fingers
when the man blurted out that the old Count had

been digging in the castle ruins and had uncovered an anci ent

wal | beneath the chapel but then had died before he was able to
delve farther. That interested Bessieres, because the man suggested
t here was sonet hing behind the wall, sonething that had excited

the old Count and which the abbot, God save his soul, had wanted

hi dden and so, once Vexille had vani shed westwards, Bessieres |ed
his men up to the old fortress.

It took less than an hour to prise up the flagstones and revea

the vault, and in another hour Bessieres had pulled out the old
coffins and seen that they had al ready been plundered. The nman
fromthe village was fetched and he showed where the Count

had been di ggi ng and Bessieres ordered his nen to uncover the

wal . He made them work fast, wanting to finish the job before

Quy Vexille returned and accused him of desecrating his famly's
graves, but the wall was stoutly made and well nortared, and it

was not until one of his nen fetched the blacksm th's heavi est
hamrer fromthe plunder taken fromthe burned village that he

made real progress. The hamrer crashed on the stones, chipping

and di sl odging them wuntil at last they were able to get an iron
spi ke between the | ower blocks and the wall canme tunbling

down.

And inside, on a stone pillar, was a box.

It was a wooden box, perhaps big enough to hold a man's head,

and even Charles Bessieres felt a surge of excitement as he saw

it. The Gail, he thought, the Gail, and he imagined riding north
with the prize that would give his brother the papacy. Qut of the
way," he snarled at a man reaching for the treasure, then he stooped
into the | ow space and took the wooden box fromits pedestal

The chest was cunningly made, for it seenmed to have no |id.

On one side, Bessieres assuned it was the top, was inset a silver



cross that had becone tarnished over the years, but there was no
writing on the box and no clue as to what might be inside. Bessieres
shook it and heard sonmething rattle. He paused then. He was
t hi nking that perhaps the real Gail was in his hands, but if the
box proved to hold sonething el se then this mght be a good tine
to take the fake Grail fromthe quiver at his belt and pretend he
had di scovered it beneath Astarac's ruined altar

pen it. one of his men said.

Shut your nouth. Bessieres said, wanting to think sonme nore.
The Englishman was still at large, but he woul d probably be caught,
and suppose he had the Grail and the one at his hip was thus
reveal ed as a fake? Bessieres faced the sane dil emma that had
puzzled himin the ossuary when he'd had a sinple chance to kil
Vexille. Produce the Grail at the wong tine and there woul d be

no easy life in the papal palace at Avignon. So it was best, he
t hought, to wait for the Englishman's capture and thus make sure
there was only one Grail to be carried to Paris. Yet perhaps this
box contained the treasure?

He carried it up to the daylight and there he drew his knife and
hacked at the box's well-made joints. One of his men offered to
use the blacksmith's hamer to splinter the wood apart, but
Bessieres cursed himfor a fool. You want to break what's inside?"
he asked. He cuffed the nan aside and went on working with the
knife until he finally succeeded in splitting one side away.
The contents were wapped in white woollen cloth. Bessieres
eased themout, daring to hope that this was the great prize. Hs
men crowded around expectantly as Bessieres unwound the old,
t hr eadbare cl ot h.
To find bones.
A skull, sonme foot bones, a shoul der-blade and three ribs.

Bessi eres stared at them then cursed. H s nen began to | augh and
Bessieres, in his anger, kicked the skull so that it flew down into
the vault, rolled for a few paces, and then was still.

He had blunted his good knife to find the few remai ni ng bones
of the fanmous heal er of angels, Saint Sever.
And the Grail was still hidden.



The coredors had been intrigued by the activity around Astarac.
Whenever armed nmen pillaged a town or village there would be
fugitives who nmade easy pickings for desperate and hungry

outl aws, and Destral, who |led close to a hundred coredors, had

wat ched the harrowi ng of Astarac and noted the folk fleeing the
sol di ers and wat ched where they went.

Most of the coredors were fugitives thenselves, though not all.
Sone were just nen down on their luck, others had been discharged
fromthe wars and a handful had refused to accept their given place
as serfs belonging to a master. In sumer they preyed on the flocks
taken to the high pastures and anbushed careless travellers in the
nmount ai n passes, but in winter they were forced to | ower ground

to find victinms and shelter. Men cane and went from the band,
bringing and taking their worren with them Sone of the nmen died

of disease, others took their plunder and left to nake a nore honest
living, while a fewwere killed in fights over women or wagers,

t hough very few died in fights with outsiders. The old Count of
Berat had tol erated Destral's band so |l ong as they did no great
damage, reckoning it a waste of nmoney to hire nmen-at-arns to

scour nountains riven with gullies and thick with caves. Instead

he put garrisons wherever there was wealth to attract coredors and
made sure the wagons carrying his tax tribute fromthe towns were
wel | guarded. Merchants, travelling away fromthe main roads, took
care to nmove in convoy with their own hired soldiers, and what

was | eft was the coredors" pickings, which sonmetines they had to
fight for because routiers encroached on their territory.

A routier was alnost a coredor, except that routiers were better
organi zed. They were soldiers w thout enployment, armed and
experienced, and routiers wuld sonetinmes take a town and

ransack it, garrison it, keep it till it was wung dry and then travel
again. Few lords were willing to fight themfor the routiers were
trained soldiers and formed small vicious arnmies that fought with
the fanaticismof men who had nothing to | ose. Their predations

st opped whenever a war started and the lords of fered noney for

sol diers. Then the routiers would take a new oath, go to war and
fight until a truce was called, and then, know ng no trade except
killing, they would go back to the lonelier stretches of country
side and find a town to savage.



Destral hated routiers. He hated all soldiers for they were the
natural enem es of coredors, and though, as a rule, he avoided them
he woul d allow his men to attack themif he had a great advantage in nunbers.
Sol diers were a good source for weapons, arnour

and horses, and so, on the evening when the snoke fromthe

burning village and | azar house was snearing the sky above

Astarac, he allowed one of his deputies to |lead an attack on a half
dozen bl ack-cl oaked nen-at-arns who had strayed a short way

into the trees. The attack was a m stake. The riders were not al one,
there were others just beyond the woods, and suddenly the gl oom
beneath the trees was | oud with horses"” hooves and the scrape of
swords | eavi ng scabbards.

Destral did not know what was happeni ng at the wood's edge.

He was deeper anong the trees in a place where a |inestone crag
reared up fromthe oaks and a small streamfell fromthe heights.
Two caves offered shelter, and this was where Destral planned to
spend his winter, high enough in the hills to offer protection, but
cl ose enough to the valleys so his men could raid the villages and
farms, and it was here that the two fugitives from Astarac had

been brought. The pair had been captured at the edge of the ridge
and escorted back to the clearing in front of the caves where Destra
had prepared fires, though he would not |ight the wood until he

was sure the soldiers were dealt with. Now, in the evening's
twilight, he saw his nmen had brought hima greater prize than he
had dared dream of because one of the two captives was an English
archer and the other was a wonman, and wonen were al ways scarce
anong the coredors. She would have her uses, but the Englishman
woul d, have a greater value. He could be sold. He al so possessed

a bag of noney, a sword and a mail coat, which neant his capture,
for Destral, was a triunph made even sweeter because this was

the sane man who had killed half a dozen of his nen with his

arrows. The coredors searched Thomas's haversack and stole his

flint and steel, the spare bowords and the few coi ns Thonas had
stored there, but they threw away the spare arrow heads and the
enpty box which they considered a thing of no value. They stripped
himof his arrows and gave his bow to Destral who tried to draw

it and became enraged when, despite his strength, he could not

haul the string back nore than a few inches. Just chop off his



fingers. he snarled, throwing down the bow, and strip her naked."
Philin intervened then. A nan and a wonan had sei zed
Cenevi eve and were hauling the mail shirt over her head, ignoring
her shrieks of pain, and Thomas was trying to break away from
the two men holding his arms, when Philin shouted that they
were all to stop.
Stop?" Destral turned on Philin in disbelief at the chall enge.
You' ve gone soft?" he accused Philin. You want us to spare hinP"
| asked himto join us,"” Philin said nervously. Because he |et
ny son live."
Thomas di d not understand any of the conversation, which was
being held in the |local tongue, but it was plain that Philin was
pl eading for his life, and it was equally plain that Destral, whose
ni ckname came fromthe great axe that was slung on his shoul der
was in no nmood to grant the request. You want himto join us?"
Destral roared. Wy? Because he spared your son? Jesus Christ,

but you're a weak bastard. You're a lily-livered piece of snot-nosed
shit." He unslung the axe, |ooped the cord tied to its handl e about
his wist, and advanced on the tall Philin. | let you |lead nmen and

you have half of themkilled! That nman and his woman did that,

and you'd have himjoin us? If it wasn't for the reward 1'd kil
himnow 1'd slit his belly and hang himby his own rotten guts,

but instead he'll lose a finger for every man of mine he killed." He
spat towards Thomas then pointed the axe at Genevieve. Then

he can watch her warm ny bed."

| asked himto join us. Philin repeated stubbornly. H's son, his
leg in a splint and with crude crutches cut from oak boughs beneath
hi s shoul ders, swung across to stand beside his father

WIl you fight for hinP" Destral asked. He was not as tall as
Philin, but he was broad across the shoul ders and had a squat

brute strength. His face was flat with a broken nose and he had
eyes like a mastiff; eyes that alnost glowed with the thought of
vi ol ence. His beard was matted, strung with dried spittle and scraps
of food. He swung the axe so its head glittered in the dying |ight.
Fight nme. he said to Philin, his voice hungry.

I just want himto live. Philin said, unwilling to draw a sword
on his nad-eyed | eader, but the other coredors had snelt bl ood,
plenty of it, and they were making a rough circle and eggi ng Destra



on. They grinned and shouted, wanting the fight, and Philin backed
away until he could go no farther

Fight!" the men shouted. Fight!" Their wonen were screaning

as well, shouting at Philin to be a man and face the axe. Those
closest to Philin shoved himhard forward so that he had to junp
aside to stop hinmself colliding with Destral who, scornful, slapped
himin the face and then tugged his beard in insult.

Fight nme," Destral said, or else slice off the Englishman's fingers

yoursel f."

Thomas still did not know what was being said, but the unhappy

ook on Philin's face told himit was nothing good. Go on!" Destra
said. Cut off his fingers! Either that, Philin, or I'lIl cut off your
fingers."

Gldric, Philin's son, drew his own knife and pushed it towards
his father. Do it. the boy said, and when his father would not
take the knife he | ooked at Destral. I'Il do it!" the boy offered.

Your father will do it," Destral said, anused, and he'll do it
with this." He unl ooped the wist strap and offered the axe to
Phi lin.

And Philin, too terrified to disobey, took the weapon and wal ked
towards Thomas. |'msorry," he spoke in French
For what ?"

Because | have no choice.” Philin | ooked miserable, a humli
ated man, and he knew the other coredors were enjoying his shane.
Put your hands on the tree," he said, then repeated the order in
his own | anguage and the men hol di ng Thonas forced his arns
up until both his crooked hands were flat against the bark. They
hel d Thomas by the forearnms as Philin cane close. |'msorry,"
Philin said again. You nust |ose your fingers."

Thomas wat ched him Saw how nervous he was. Under st ood
that the axe blow, when it came, was as likely to chop himat the
wrist instead of the fingers. Do it quickly," he said.

No! " Genevi eve shouted and the coupl e hol di ng her |aughed.
Quickly," Thomas said, and Philin drew the axe back. He paused,
licked his Iips, took one | ast angui shed | ook into Thomas's eyes,

t hen swung.
Thomas had let the men force himagainst the tree; he didn't
try to pull away fromthemuntil the axe came. Only then did he



use his huge strength to tear hinself fromtheir grasp. The two

men, astoni shed by the power of an archer trained to use the |ong
yew bow, flailed as Thomas snatched the axe out of the air and

with a bellow of rage turned it on the man hol di ng Genevi eve.

Hs first swing split that nman's skull, the wonman instinctively |et
go of Cenevieve's other arm and Thomas wheel ed back to beat

down the nmen who had been hol ding his arns against the tree.

He was screaming his war cry, the battle shout of England: Saint Ceorge!
Sai nt Ceorge!" and he |l ashed the heavy bl ade at the nearest

man just as the horsenen cane fromthe trees.

For a heartbeat the coredors were caught between the need to
overwhel m Thomas and t he danger of the horsenmen, then they

realized the riders were by far the nore dangerous eneny and

they did what all men instinctively did when faced by gall opi ng
men-at-arnms. They ran for the trees and Guy Vexille's bl ack-robed
riders spurred anong them sw nging swords and killing with brutal
ease. Destral, oblivious of their threat, had run straight at Thomas
and Thomas thrust the axehead into the squat man's face, shattering the bridge
of his nose and hurling hi mbackwards, then

Thomas | et go of the clumsy weapon, seized his bow and arrow

bag and snat ched Genevieve's wist.

They ran.

There was safety in the trees. The trunks and | ow branches

st opped the horsenen running free in the wood, and the darkness was com ng
fast to obscure their view, but in the clearing the

hor senen were wheel ing, cutting, wheeling again, and the coredors

who had failed to escape into the trees were dying |like sheep

savaged by wol ves.

Philin was beside Thomas now, but his son, on his awkward

crutches, was still in the clearing and a horsenan saw the boy,
turned and lined his sword. Galdric!" Philin shouted, and he started
to run to save the boy, but Thomas tripped him then put an arrow

on the string.

The rider was holding the sword low, intending to jab the point

into the small of Galdric's back. He touched his horse with his

spurs and it accelerated just as the arrow whi pped fromthe

shadows to slice his throat open. The horse wheel ed away, its rider
spilling fromthe saddle in a stream of bl ood. Thomas shot a second



arrow that flashed past the boy to spit Destral through one eye,
then he | ooked for his cousin anong the horsenmen, but it was so

di m now that he coul d not nake out any faces.

Cone! " Cenevi eve urged him Cone!"

But Thomas, instead of running with her, dashed back into the
clearing. He scooped up the enpty grail box, |ooked for his bag of
nmoney, plucked up a sheaf of his arrows, then heard Genevieve's
cry of warning as hooves canme towards himand he swerved to

one side, doubled back, then ran into the trees. The pursuing rider
confused by Thonas's quick evasions, spurred forward again, then
veered away as Thomas ducked under a | ow branch. O her coredors were fleeing
to the caves, but Thomas ignored that refuge and
struck south beside the crag. He | ed Genevi eve by the hand while
Philin carried Galdric on his shoulders. A handful of the braver
horsenen nmade a brief effort to follow, but some of the surviving
coredors had their crossbows and the bolts thumping out of the
dark persuaded the riders to be content with their small victory.
They had killed a score of bandits, captured as many nore and,
what was better, taken a dozen of their wonmen. And in doing it
they had lost only one man. They took the arrow from his throat,
draped his body on his horse and, with their captives tied by strips
of cloth, went back northwards.
Whil e Thonas ran. He still had his mail coat, his bow, a bag of
arrows and an enpty box, but everything else was |ost. And he
was running in the dark.
To nowher e.

Failure was hard, and Guy Vexille knew he had failed. He had sent
riders into the woods to beat any fugitives out to the open ground
and instead they had beconme tangled in a bl oody, one-sided braw
with coredors that had left one of his nmen dead. The body was taken
down to Astarac where, early next norning, Quy Vexille buried
the man. It was raining. The rain had begun at midnight, a steady
downpour that flooded the grave, which had been scraped between
the olive trees. The bodies of the captured coredors, all of them
beheaded the previous night, were |ying abandoned at the edge of



the olive grove, but Vexille was determ ned his own nman shoul d

have a grave. The body had been stripped of everything except his
shirt and now the nman was rolled into the shallow hole where his
head fl opped back into the rainwater to expose the wound in his
neck. Wiy wasn't he wearing his gorget?" Vexille asked one of the
men who had attacked the coredors. A gorget was a piece of plate
covering the throat and Vexille renenbered that the dead man had
been proud of the piece of arnour that he had scavenged from
some forgotten battlefield.

He was."

A lucky sword thrust then?" Vexille asked. He was curious. Al

know edge was useful, and few scraps of know edge so useful as
those that helped a man live in the chaos of battle.

It wasn't a sword. the man said, he got an arrow. "

Cr ossbow?"

Long arrow," the man said, went straight through the gorget.

Must have hit plunb." The man nade the sign of the cross, praying
that he would not suffer a simlar fate. The archer got away," he
went on. Ran into the woods."
And that was when Vexille realized Thonas nust have been
anong the coredors. It was possible that one of the bandits had been
using a hunting bow, but not likely. He demanded to know where
the arrow was, but it had been thrown away, no one knew where,
so in the morning mist Vexille led his men up to the ridge and then
south to the clearing where the bodies still lay. Rain pelted down,
dripping fromthe horses"” trappers and finding its way beneath nen's
arnmour so that the netal and |eather chafed chilled skins. Vexille's
men grunbl ed, but Vexille hinmself seened oblivious of the weather
Once at the clearing he | ooked at the scatter of corpses, then saw
what he was | ooking for. A squat, bearded man had an arrow in
his eye and Vexille dismunted to | ook at the shaft, which proved
to be a long ash arrow fl edged with goose feathers. Vexille pulled
it free, tugging it fromthe dead man's brains. It had a |ong, needle
i ke head, and that suggested it was English, then he | ooked at the
fledging. Did you know," he said to his nen, that the English only
use feathers fromone wing of a goose?" He stroked the danp
feathers, which were held in place by twine and by glue that had
a greenish tinge. Either the right wng,"

he said, or the left, doesn't



matter, but you don't mix feathers from both wi ngs on one arrow "
He suddenly snapped the arrow in a surge of frustration. Goddam
it! It was an English arrow and that neant Thomas had been here,
so damed cl ose, and now was gone. But where?

One of his men proposed riding westwards to rake the valley

of the Gers, but Vexille snarled at the suggestion. He's no fool
He'll be mles away by now Mles." O perhaps he was just yards
away, watching fromanong the trees or fromthe rocky heights

of the crag, and Vexille stared into the woods and tried to put
hinsel f into Thomas's place. Wuld he run back to Engl and? But
why woul d he ever have cone here in the first place? Thomas

had been exconmuni cated, thrown out from his conpani ons, sent

into the wilderness, but instead of fleeing hone to England he had
cone east to Astarac. But there was nothing in Astarac now. It

had been harrowed, so where would Thomas go? CGuy Vexille

| ooked into the caves, but they were enpty. Thomas was gone.
Vexille returned to the nonastery. It was tine to | eave and he
went there to gather the rest of his men. Charl es Bessieres had

al so assenbled his few sol diers who were mounted on horses heavy
with plunder. And where are you going?" Vexille asked him
Wherever you go, ny lord," Bessieres said with sarcastic courtesy, to help
you find the Englishman. So where do we | ook?" He

asked the question caustically, knowi ng that Guy Vexille had no
ready answer.

Vexille said nothing. The rain still fell steadily, turning the roads
into quagnmires. On the northern road, that |ed eventually to

Youl ouse, a group of travellers had appeared. They were all on
foot, thirty or forty of them and it was apparent that they were
com ng to seek shelter and help fromthe nmonastery. They | ooked
like fugitives for they were pushing four handcarts | oaded wth
chests and bundl es. Three old people, too weak to struggle through
the cloying nmud, were riding on the carts. Some of Bessieres's
men, hoping for nore easy plunder, were spurring towards them

and Guy Vexille headed them off. The folk, seeing Vexille's

| acquered arnmour and the prancing yale on his shield, knelt in the
mud. Wiere are you goi ng?" Vexille denanded.

To the monastery, lord," one of the nen said, hauling off his

hat and bow ng hi s head.



And where are you fron®"

The man said they were fromthe valley of the Garonne, two

days" journey to the east, and further questioning elicited that they
were four craftsnen and their famlies: a carpenter, a saddler, a
wheel wight and a mason, all fromthe sanme town.

I's there trouble there?" Vexille wanted to know. He doubted it
woul d concern him for Thomas woul d surely not have travelled
eastwards, but anything strange was of interest to him

There is a plague, lord," the man said. People are dying."

There's al ways plague. Vexille said dismssively.

Not like this, lord. the man said hunbly. He cl ai med t hat
hundr eds, maybe t housands, were dying and these famlies, at the
very first onslaught of the contagion, had decided to flee. O hers
were doing the same, the man said, but nost had gone north to
Youl ouse while these four famlies, all friends, had decided to | ook
to the southern hills for their safety.

You shoul d have stayed. Vexille said, and taken refuge in a
church.”

The church is filled with the dead, lord. the man said, and
Vexille turned away in inpatience. Sonme di sease in the Garonne
was not his business, and if common fol k pani cked, that was
not hi ng unusual. He snarled at Charles Bessieres's nen to | eave
the fugitives al one, and Bessieres snapped back, saying that they
were wasting their time. Your Englishman's gone. he sneered.
Vexille heard the sneer, but ignored it. Instead, he paused a
nmonent, then gave Charl es Bessieres the courtesy of taking him
seriously. You're right. he said, but gone where?"

Bessi eres was taken aback by the nmild tone. He | eaned on his
saddl e ponmel and stared at the nonastery as he thought about
the question. He was here. he said eventually, he went, so
presunmably he found what he wanted?"

Vexill e shook his head. He ran fromus, that's why he went."

So why didn't we see hinP" Bessieres asked belligerently. The
rain dripped fromthe broad nmetal brimof his sallet, a piece of
arnmour he had adopted to keep his head dry. But he's gone, and
t aken what ever he found with him And where would you go if
you were hinP"

Hone.



Long way. Bessieres said. And his wonan's wounded. If | was
himl'd find friends and find themfast."
Vexille stared at the grim Charl es Bessieres and wondered why
he was being so unusually helpful. Friends," Vexille repeated.
Castillon d" Arbizon," Charles Bessieres spelled it out.
They threw himout!" Vexille protested.
That was then," Bessieres said, but what choi ces does he have
now?" In truth Charles Bessieres had no idea whether Thomas
would go to Castillon d' Arbizon, but it was the nost obvious solution
Charl es had deci ded he needed to find the Englishman
fast. Only then, when he was certain that no true Gail had been
di scovered, could he reveal the fake chalice. But if he hasn't gone
to his friends," he added, he's certainly going west towards the
ot her English garrisons.”
Then we'll cut himoff," Vexille said. He was not convinced t hat
Thomas woul d go to Castillon d' Arbizon, but his cousin would
surely go west, and now Vexille had a new worry, one put there
by Bessieres, that Thomas had found what he sought.
The Grail could be lost and the scent was cold, but the hunt
nmust go on
They all rode west.
In the dark the rain canme |ike vengeance from heaven. A down
pour that thrashed on the trees and dripped to the floor of the
wood and soaked the fugitives and |lowered their already |low spirits.
In one brief passage of unexpected viol ence the coredors had been
broken apart, their leader killed and their w nter encanpnent
ruined. Now, in the utter blackness of the autumm night, they were
| ost, unprotected and frightened.
Thomas and Cenevi eve were anong them GCenevi eve spent
much of the night doubled over, trying to contain the pain of
her left shoul der that had been exacerbated when the coredors
tried and failed to strip her of the mail shirt, but when the first
thin, danmp light showed a path through the trees she stood and
foll owed Thomas as he went westwards. At |east a score of the
coredors followed, including Philin, who was still carrying his son

and



on his shoulders. Were are you going?" Philin asked Thonas.
Castillon d' Arbizon. Thomas said. And where are you goi ng?"
Philin ignored the question, walking in silence for a few paces,
then he frowned. |'msorry," he said.

What for?"

| was going to cut your fingers off."

Didn't have much choice, did you?"

| could have fought Destral."
Thomas shook his head. You can't fight nmen |ike that. They

|l ove fighting, feed on it. He'd have slaughtered you and 1'd stil
have | ost ny fingers."

I"msorry, though."
They had worked their way across the highest part of the ridge
and now could see the grey rain slashing all across the valley
ahead, and across the next ridge and further valley. Thomas want ed
to |l ook at the | andscape ahead before they descended the sl ope
and so he ordered themall to rest, and Philin put his son down.
Thomas turned to the tall man. Wat did your boy say to you
when he offered you the knife?"

Philin frowed as if he did not want to answer, then shrugged.

He told ne to cut off your fingers."
Thomas hit Galdric hard across the head, naking the boy's head
ring and pronpting a cry of pain. Thonas sl apped hima second
time, hard enough to hurt his own hand. Tell him" Thomas said,
to pick fights with people his own size."
Gl dric began crying, Philin said nothing and Thormas | ooked

back to the valley ahead. He could see no horsenen there, no
riders on the roads or mailed soldiers patrolling the wet pastures,
and so he led the group on downwards. | heard,” Philin spoke
nervously, his son back on his shoul ders, that the Count of Berat's
nmen are besieging Castillon d' Arbizon?"

| heard the sane,"” Thomas said curtly.

You think it's safe to go there?"

Probably not," Thomas said, but there's food in the castle, and
warnth and friends."

You coul d wal k farther west?" Philin suggested.

| came here for sonething," Thomas said, and | haven't got it."
He had come for his cousin, and Guy Vexille was cl ose; Thomas



knew he coul d not doubl e back on Astarac and face hi m because
Vexille's mounted nmen-at-arms held all the advantages in open
country, but there was a small chance in Castillon d' Arbizon. A
chance, at least, if Sir Quiillaune was in comand and Thonas's
friends were the nen making up the shrunken garrison. And at
| east he woul d be back anbng archers, and so | ong as he had them
by his side he believed he could offer his cousin a fight to renmenber.
The rain poured on as they crossed the valley of the Gers, and
became even harder as they clinbed the next ridge through thick
chestnuts. Some of the coredors fell behind, but nost kept up with
Thomas' s qui ck pace. Wy are they follow ng me?" Thomas asked
Philin. Wy are you follow ng ne?"

W need food and warnth too," Philin said. Like a dog that

had lost its master he had attached hinself to Thonmas and
Cenevi eve, and the other coredors were following him and so
Thomas stopped on the ridge's top and stared at them They were
a band of thin, ragged, hungry and beaten nen, with a handfu
of bedraggl ed women and miserable children. You can come with

me," he said, and waited for Philin to translate, but if we get to
Castillon d' Arbizon you becone sol diers. Proper soldiers! You'l

have to fight. Fight proper. Not skulk in the woods and run away
when it gets hard. If we get into the castle you'll have to help
defend it, and if you can't face that, then go away now." He watched
themas Philin interpreted. nost | ooked sheepi sh, but none turned
away. They were either brave, Thomas thought, or so hopel ess
that they could think of no alternative but to follow him

He wal ked on towards the next valley. Genevieve, her hair plastered to her
skul I, kept pace with him Howw Il we get into the
castl e?" she asked.

Sane way | did before. Across the weir and up to the wall."

They won't guard that?"
Thomas shook his head. Too close to the ranparts. If they put

men on that slope they'll be picked off by archers. One by bl oody
one." Which did not nean that the besiegers m ght not have occupied the mll,
but he would face that problem once he reached

Castillon d' Arbizon

And when we're inside?" she asked. What then?"

| don't know," Thomas said honestly.



She touched his hand as if to indicate that she was not criticizing, but
nmerely curious. It seenms to ne," she said, that you are

like a hunted wolf, and you're going back to your lair.

True. Thomas said.

And the huntsnen will know you are there. They will trap you.'
Al so true. Thonas sai d.

Then why?" she asked.

He did not answer for a while, then he shrugged and tried to
tell her the truth. Because |'ve been beaten. he said, because
they killed Planchard, because |'ve got nothing to bl oody I ose,

because if I'mon those ranparts with a bow then | can kill sone

of them And | bloody will. I"Il kill Joscelyn; 1'll kill ny cousin."
He sl apped the yew shaft, which was unstrung to preserve the

cord fromthe rain. I'Il kill themboth. I'man archer, and a bl oody

good one, and |'d rather be that than a fugitive."
And Robbi e? You'll kill hin®"

Maybe. Thomas said, unwilling to consider the question
So the wolf. she said, wll kill the hounds? Then die?"
Probably. Thonmas said. But I'll be with friends." That was

i mportant. Men he had brought to Gascony were under siege and,
if they would take himback, he would stay with themto the end.
And you don't have to come. he added to CGenevieve.
You goddamm fool. she said, her anger matching his. Wen
was going to die, you cane. You think I will |eave you now?
Besi des, renenber what | saw under the thunder."
Dar kness and a point of light. Thormas smiled in grimanusenment. You think
we'll win?" he asked. Maybe. | do know |I'm on
God' s side now, whatever the Church thinks. My enem es killed
Pl anchard and that neans they're doing the devil's work."
They were going downhill, conming towards the end of the trees
and the first of the vineyards and Thomas paused to search the
| andscape ahead. The coredors straggled in behind him dropping
exhausted on the wet forest floor. Seven carried crossbhows, the
rest had a variety of weapons, or none at all. One wonan, red
hai red and snub-nosed, carried a fal chion, a broad-bladed, curved
sword, and she |ooked as if she knew how to use it.
Why are we stopping?" Philin asked, though he was gratefu
for the respite because his son was a heavy burden



To |l ook for the hunters. Thomas said, and he stared a | ong
time at the vineyards, nmeadows and small woods. A streamglinted
bet ween two pastures. There was no one in sight. There were no
serfs digging ditches or herding pigs towards the chestnuts and
that was worrying. Way woul d serfs stay home? Only because
there were armed nmen around and Thonmas | ooked for them

There. Genevieve said, pointing, and to the north, by a bend

in the glistening stream Thonmas saw a horseman in the shadow

of a willow

So the hunters were waiting for himand once he was out of
the trees they woul d surround him chop down his conpani ons

and take himto his cousin.

It was tinme to hide again.
Joscelyn loved the gun. It was a thing of ugly beauty; a solid,

bul bous, thunderous lunmp of clumsy killing machi ne. He want ed

nore of them Wth a dozen such devices, he thought, he could

be the greatest |lord of Gascony.

It had taken five days to drag the gun to Castillon d' Arbizon
where Joscel yn had di scovered that the siege, if it could even be
called that, was going nowhere. Sir Henri claimed he had contai ned
the garrison by penning theminto the castle, but he had made no
effort to attack. He had built no scaling | adders, nor positioned his
crossbowren cl ose enough to pick the English archers off the
ranparts. Been dozing, have you?" Joscel yn snarl ed

No, lord."

Paid you off, did they?" Joscelyn demanded. Bribed you

per haps?" Sir Henri bridled at such an affront to his honour, but
Joscelyn ignored him Instead he ordered the crossbowren to
advance halfway up the main street and find wi ndows or walls
fromwhere they could shoot at the nmen on the castle ranparts,
and five of the crossbownen were dead and another six were
wounded by the long English arrows before the day ended, but
Joscelyn was content. Got themworried. he clainmed, and
tomorrow we' Il begin slaughtering them"
Signor G oberti, the Italian master gunner, decided to place his
cannon just inside the town's west gate. There was a conveni ent
stretch of |evel cobbles there, and on them he put the two vast
baul ks of tinmber that supported the wooden frame that cradl ed
t he jar-shaped weapon. The spot was a good twenty yards outside
the range of the English archers, so his nen were safe and, better
still, the gate's archway, ten paces behind the gun, provided shelter
fromthe intermttent showers so his nmen could m x the gunpowder
safely.

It took all morning to enplace the gun and its frame, which

had to be lifted fromthe wagon by a crane that G oberti's nen
constructed from stout pieces of oak. The runners beneath the
frame had been greased with pig lard, and G oberti placed a tub
of the white fat beside the gun so that the runners could be kept

| ubricated as the frane recoil ed whenever the gun was fired.
The cannon's missiles were carried on a separate wagon and
each needed two nen to lift it fromtheir bed. The missiles were
iron bolts, four feet |ong; some were shaped |ike arrows wth stubby
nmetal vanes while the rest were sinple bars, each as thick across
as a man's upper arm The powder cane in barrels, but it needed
stirring because the heavy saltpetre, which nade up about two
thirds of the mix, had sunk to the bottom of the tubs while the
lighter sul phur and charcoal had risen to the top. The stirring was
done with a | ong wooden spoon, and when Signor G oberti was
satisfied, he ordered eight cupfuls to be placed in the dark recess
of the gun



That breech, where the expl osion would take place, was

contained by the great jar-1like bulge of the cannon's rear. That

bul bous piece of iron was painted on one side with an inmage of

Saint Eloi, the patron saint of metal, and on the other with Saint Murice,
the patron of soldiers, while belowthe saints was the gun's nane,
Hel| Spitter. She's three years old, lord," Goberti told Joscelyn,
and as well behaved as a properly beaten wonman."

Vel | behaved?"

|'ve seen themsplit, lord." Goberti indicated the bul bous breech
and expl ai ned that sonme guns tore thensel ves apart when they

were fired, shattering scraps of hot nmetal to decimate the crew. But
Hel| Spitter? She's as sound as a bell. And that's who made her,
lord, bell-founders in Mlan. They're hard to cast right, very hard."



You can do it?" Joscelyn enquired, inmagining a cannon foundry

in Berat.

Not me, lord. But you can hire good nmen. O find bell-founders.
They know how to do it, and there's a way of making sure they
do a proper job."

What ' s that?" Joscel yn asked eagerly.

You make the gun's makers stand by the breech when the first
shot is fired, nmy lord. That concentrates themon their work!"
G oberti chuckled. | had Hell Spitter's founders standing by her
and they didn't flinch. Proves she's well nade, ny lord, well made."
A fuse, nade fromlinen soaked with a nmix of oil and gunpowder
and protected by a sewn |inen sheath, was placed with one end

in the powder and the other trailing through the gun's narrow

neck where the mssile would be placed. Some gunners, G obert
said, preferred a hole drilled through the big breech, but he was
of the opinion that such a hole dissipated part of the gun's force
and he preferred to light the fuse fromthe gun's nouth. The white
linen tube was held in place by a handful of wet | oam sl apped

into the narrow neck, and only when that | oam had set slightly

did G oberti allowtw of his nmen to bring one of the arrow shaped
bolts, which was lifted up to the flaring nouth and carefully pushed
back so that its long black length rested in the cannon's narrow
neck. Now nore | oam was brought, newly mixed fromriver water

and fromsand and clay that were carried in the third wagon, and
the | oam was packed all around the missile to make a tight seal

It holds in the explosion, lord. G oberti said, and expl ai ned that
wi thout the loamto seal the barrel much of the powder's explosive force would
waste itself as it vented past the mssile. Wthout
the loam he said, it just spits the bolt out. No force at all."
You will let me fire the fuse?" Joscelyn asked, as eager as a
small child with a new toy.

So you should, ny lord. Goberti said, but not yet. The | oam
nmust set hard.
That took al nost three hours, but then, as the sun sank behind
the town and lit the eastern face of the castle, G oberti declared
everything was ready. The barrels of powder were safely stored in
a nearby house where no trace of fire could reach them the
gunners had taken shelter in case the breech burst, and the thatch



in front of the gun on either side of the street had been wetted
down by men with buckets. The cannon had been wedged upwards

so that it was pointing at the top of the castle's entrance arch, but
the bolt, the Italian said, should fall slightly as it flew and thus
strike the very centre of the gate. He ordered one of his nen to
bring a lighted brand fromthe hearth of the Bear and Butcher

tavern and when he had been given the fire and he was sure al

had been done that should be done, he bowed to Joscel yn and

hel d out the burning wood. A priest said a prayer of blessing, then
scuttled into the alley beside the tavern. Just touch the fire to the
fuse, ny lord," Goberti said, then you and | can go to the gate
ranpart and watch."

Joscel yn | ooked at the thick black arrow head protruding from

the barrel to fill the gun's flared nouth, then at the fuse beneath,
and he touched the fire to the linen sleeve and the powder inside
began to fizz. Back, lord, if you please," Goberti said. Alittle trai
of snoke was conming fromthe Iinen sleeve, which shrivelled and
turned black as it shrank towards the throat. Joscelyn wanted to
watch the fire vanish into the gun's neck, but Signor G oberti dared
to pull his lordship's sleeve in his urgency and Joscel yn neekly
followed the Italian up to the gate ranpart from where he stared

at the castle. Up on the keep the Earl of Northanpton's flag stirred
in the small wind, but not for much | onger, Joscelyn thought.

Then the worl d shook. The noise was such that Joscel yn t hought

he stood in the heart of thunder, a thunder that gave a pal pabl e
blow to his eardruns so sudden and strong he involuntarily

junped, and then the whole street ahead of him all the space
between the walls and the danpened thatch, filled with snoke in

whi ch bright shards of charcoal and shattered scraps of |oam al
trailing fire like conmets, arched and fell. The town's gateway shuddered, and
t he noi se of the explosion echoed back fromthe castle

to drown the screech of Hell Spitter's ponderous frane recoiling

on its greased runners. Dogs began howing in the shuttered houses
and a thousand startled birds took to the sky. Sweet God!" Joscelyn
sai d, amazed, his ears ringing fromthe thunder that still rolled
about the valley. Dear Christ!" The grey-white snoke drifted away
fromthe street and with it came a stench so hideous, so rotten

that Joscel yn al nost gagged. Then, through the foul -smelling



snoke's remnants, he could see that one |leaf of the castle's gates
was hangi ng askew. Do it again. he ordered, his voice sounding
muffled to hinmsel f because his ears were full of echoes.

Tonorrow, lord. Goberti said. It takes tine to set the | oam

W'l |l |oad tonight and shoot at daybreak."

Next morning the gun fired three shots, all of themsolid bars

of rusted iron that succeeded in tearing the castle's gates off their
hi nges. It began to rain and the drops hissed and steanmed when

they hit Hell Spitter's metal. The townsfol k cowered in their houses,
flinching every time the nassive noise of the gun shook their
wi ndow shutters and made their kitchen pots rattle. The castle's
def enders had vani shed fromthe battlenents and that enbol dened the
crosshownen who noved even cl oser

The gate was gone, though Joscelyn could still not see into the
castle's courtyard for that |lay higher than the gun, but he assuned
the garrison would know that an assault rnust cone through the

gate and doubtl ess they were preparing defences. The trick of it.
he declared at mdday, is not to give themtine.

They've had tine. Sir Henri Courtois pointed out. They've had

al | norning.
Joscelyn ignored Sir Henri who he thought was nothing but a
timd old man who had | ost his appetite for battle. W attack this
eveni ng. Joscel yn decreed. signhor Goberti will fire an iron into
the courtyard and we shall follow while the noise still cows them™
He picked forty nen-at-arnms, the best he had, and he ordered
themto be ready at sunset and, to ensure that the defenders had

no warning of his attack, he had men hack holes in the house
wal | s so that the attackers coul d approach the castle through the
town's buildings. By going through the walls, sneaking from house
to house, the attackers could get within thirty paces of the gate
wi t hout being seen and, as soon as the gun fired, they were to
erupt fromtheir hiding place and charge the castle's archway. Sir
Henri Courtois offered to |l ead the attack, but Joscelyn refused. It
needs young nmen. he said, mnen without fear." He glanced at

Robbie. WII you cone?"

O course, ny lord."

W'l | send a dozen crossbowren first. Joscelyn decreed. They
can shoot a volley into the courtyard and then get out of our way.



They woul d al so, he hoped, draw the arrows of any English archers
who m ght be waiting.

Sir Henri drew a diagramon a kitchen table with a scrap of
charcoal to show Joscelyn what |ay inside the courtyard. The
stables, he said, were to the right and should be avoi ded for they
| ed nowhere. Facing you, lord," he said, are two doorways. The
one on the left |eads down to the dungeons and, once down there,
there is no other way out. The one on the right is at the top of a
dozen steps and that leads to the halls and battlenents."

So that's the one we want?"

Indeed, lord." Sir Henri hesitated. He wanted to warn Joscel yn
that Sir CGuillaunme was an experienced soldier, that he would be
ready. The siege proper had only just begun, the gun had been
wor ki ng for less than a day, and that was when a garrison was at
its nmost alert. Sir Guillaunme would be waiting, but Sir Henri knew
that any caution would only incur Joscelyn's dismssive scorn and
so he sai d not hing.

Joscelyn ordered his squire to prepare his armour, then gave
Sir Henri a careless glance. When the castle is taken," he said,
you wi Il be castellan again."

What ever your |ordship orders,” Sir Henri said, taking the insult
of his denotion calnly.

The attackers gathered in Saint Gallic's church where a Mass was

said and a blessing given to the nen in their mail coats, and afterwards they
filed through the crude doorways hacked in the house

wal l's, clinmbing the hill, going secretly to a wheelwight's shop that
opened onto the square in front of the castle. They crouched there,
weapons ready. Men pulled on helnets, said their silent prayers

and waited. Mst had shields, but sone preferred to go without,
claimng they could nove faster. Two had huge axes, weapons to

strike terror in a small space. They touched their talismans, said
nore prayers and waited inpatiently for the roar of the huge gun

None peered around the doorway for Joscel yn was wat ching t hem

and he had given strict orders that they were to stay hidden unti

the gun fired. There is still a reward for every archer taken alive,"
he rem nded them but I'Il give it for dead archers too."

Keep your shields up," Robbie put in, thinking of the Iong
Engl i sh arrows.



They' Il be dazed. Joscelyn said, and cowering fromthe noise.
W just go in and kill them"
Pray God that was true, Robbie thought, and he felt a tw nge
of guilt that he was fighting against Sir CGuillaume, whom he |iked,
but he had sworn his new all egi ance and he was convi nced he
was fighting for God, for Scotland and for the true faith.

Five gold coins apiece," Joscelyn said, for the first five men up
the steps and into the keep." Why the hell did the gun not fire?
He was sweating. It was a cool day, but he was hot because the
greased | eather coat under his plate arnour was thick. That arnour
was the best that any of the attackers owned, but it was al so the
heavi est and Joscel yn knew it would be a struggle to keep up with
the men in the lighter mail. No matter. He would join the fight
where it was thickest and he relished the thought of cutting down
scream ng, desperate archers. And no prisoners,” he said, wanting
his day to be crowned by death.

Sir Cuillaunme?" Robbie suggested. Can we take him captive?"

Does he have estates?" Joscel yn asked.

No, " Robbi e adnitted.

Then what ransom can he promni se?"

None. "

So no prisoners!"” Joscelyn called to his attackers. Kill themall!™

But not their wonen," a man suggest ed.

Not their wonen. Joscel yn agreed, and regretted that the
gol den- hai red beghard was not in the castle. Wll, there would be
ot her wormen. There were al ways ot her wonen.

The shadows | engthened. It had rained all norning, but the sky

had cl eared since and the sun was |low, very |low, and Joscelyn

knew that Signor G oberti was waiting until the |last bright rays
shone cl ean through the gate to dazzle the defenders. Then woul d
cone the noise, the evil-snelling snoke, the terrible crash of the
iron striking the courtyard wall and, while the defenders were stil
stunned by the tunult, the arnmoured nen would erupt in pitiless
fury through the gate. God is with us. Joscelyn said, not because
he believed it, but because he knew such a sentinent was expected
of him Tonight we feast on their food and wonmen." He was tal ki ng
too nuch because he was nervous, but he did not realize it. This
was not |ike a tournament where the | oser could wal k away,



however bruised and cut. This was death's playground and, though
he was suprenely confident, he was al so apprehensive. Let the
def enders be sl eeping, or eating, he thought, but |let themnot be

ready.
And just then the world was filled with thunder, flame-seared

iron screaned through the gate, snoke boiled up the street and
the waiting, thank Christ, was over
They char ged.



Sir Guillaume, the nonent the gun first appeared in Castillon

d' Arbi zon, had readied the garrison for an attack. He gave orders
that ten archers were to be in the courtyard at all tinmes, five on
each side of the yard so their arrows would slant in at the open
space where the cannon's bolts had denolished the main gate. The
castle's curtain wall, which was undamaged, sheltered them from

any crossbownren in the town. Then, during the nmorning that the

gun denolished the gate, Sir Quillaume tore down nost of the

stable walls, but left the posts supporting the roof in place so that
the archers had a place to shelter their bow strings when it rained.
The horses were taken up the steps into the |ower hall, which
becane their new stabl es.

The tinber fromthe stable wall, the byres and the shattered

mai n gates were used to nake a barricade across the courtyard. It
was not as high as Sir Guillaune woul d have |liked, and there was

not enough tinber to nake it heavy enough to withstand a determ ned assault,
but any kind of obstacle would sl ow down a nan

in arnour and give the archers tinme to place another arrow on

their cords. The first iron bolts shot fromthe gun were added to
the barricade, and then a barrel of rancid olive oil was fetched up
fromthe undercroft. Wth that, Sir CGuillaume was ready.

He suspected Joscel yn woul d attack sooner rather than |ater

Sir Cuillaunme had spent enough time in the new Count of Berat's
conpany to understand that Joscelyn was an inpatient nan, too

eager for victory, and Sir Quillaune al so reckoned the attack woul d
ei ther cone at dusk or dawn and so, as the first full day of the
gun's firing tore down the gates and cracked the bastion at one



side of the archway, he made sure the whol e garrison was

arnmoured and ready well before dusk

In mid-afternoon he had been certain the attack woul d cone
very soon for, in the long space between the gun's shots, he had
crouched on the undamaged part of the gate ranpart and heard

t he strange sounds of hammers and splintering, and he guessed

t he enemy was breaking a path through the house walls so they
coul d approach the open space in front of the castle unseen. And
when eveni ng canme and the gun did not fire, Sir Guillaunme knew

it must be waiting until the attackers were ready. He crouched by
the gate and heard the chink of armour fromthe houses across

t he square, and when he peered round the arch he saw that nore

men than usual had gathered on the ranparts above the west gate

to watch the castle. They mght as well have sounded a trunpet,

he thought scornfully, to announce their intentions. He ducked

out of sight just a heartbeat before a crossbow quarrel slammed
into the arch where he had been | urking.

He went back to his men-at-arnms. They're coming," he told

t hem and he pushed his left forearminto the |eather |oops of his
shield that showed the faded badge of the three hawks.

There was a relief in that know edge. Sir Quillaunme hated bei ng
besi eged, and he had hated the cal m nenace of the first days when Sir Henri
had kept to their agreement for, even though that was

a safe period, there was still the frustration of being mewed up in
a castle. Now he could kill some of the besiegers, and to a soldier
like Sir @uillaune that was far nore satisfying. Wen the gun had
first come to the town Sir Cuillaume had wondered whet her

Joscelyn woul d offer himterns, but then, when the gun first fired
to wench the heavy gates askew, he understood that Joscel yn,

hot - bl ooded, incautious and ungenerous, wanted not hi ng but

deat h.

So now he would give it to him

When the gun fires," Sir CGuillaume instructed his nmen, that's
when they'll come," and he squatted beside the gate, on the
eneny's side of the barricade, and hoped he was right. He waited,
wat chi ng the sunlight creep across the flagstones of the courtyard.
He had eighteen fit archers and all of them were behind the barri
cade, while sixteen nen-at-arnms waited with Sir Cuillaunme. The



rest had deserted, all but half a dozen nmen who were ill. The town
was qui et except for a barking dog that suddenly yelped as it was
struck to silence. Beat themoff here, Sir CGuillaume thought, and
then what? He had no doubt he woul d beat them off, but he was
still hugely outnunbered and his garrison was far from any hel p.
Perhaps, if the besiegers were well beaten here, then Joscel yn
would talk terms. Sir Henri Courtois would certainly take an
honour abl e surrender, Sir Cuillaume thought, but did Sir Henri
have infl uence over the hot-headed Joscel yn?
Then the gun fired, the noise of it seem ng to shake the castle,
and an iron bar hammered through the gateway to drive a great
chunk of stone and white dust fromthe tower wall next to the
steps leading into the keep. Sir CGuillaunme tensed, his ears ringing
with the echo of the terrible sound, and then he heard the cheers
and the sound of heavy boots on the cobbles of the square outside
and he prised the loosened lid fromthe barrel of oil and then
ki cked the tub over so that the greenish liquid spilt across the flag
stones by the gateway. Just then he heard a voice bell owi ng outside.
No prisoners!" the man's voice was distorted by a helmet with a
closed visor. No prisoners!™
Archers!" Sir @uillaume called, though he doubted they needed
to be alerted. In Thomas's absence the bowren were | ed by Jake
who did not much like the responsibility, but he liked Sir CGuillaune
and wanted to fight well for him Jake said nothing to his archers;
they did not need any orders. Instead they waited with bows half
drawn, bodkin arrows on their strings, and then the gateway was
filled with a group of crossbowren, and behind them were the
nmen- at-arns, already shouting their battle cries, and Jake, as
ordered, waited a heartbeat until the first men slipped on the olive
oil and only then did he shout, Loose!"
Ei ghteen arrows tore into the chaos. The first attackers through
the gate were spraw ing on the stones, the men behind tripped
over themand then the arrows ripped into the confusion. The
assault was still ten paces fromthe barricade, yet already it was
checked because the castle's narrow gateway was bl ocked by the
dying and the dead. Sir Quillaune stood to one side, sword drawn,
doi ng nothing as yet, just letting the archers finish their work. He
was astoni shed at how fast they had another arrow on the string,



t hen wat ched as the second and third flights pierced mail and
skewered fl esh. A crossbowran crawl ed out fromthe tangle and
bravely tried to raise his weapon, but Sir Guillaunme took two steps

and brought his sword hard down on the nape of the man's unprotected neck

ot her crossbowren, evidently sent in the front

rank to deliver a volley at his archers, were dead or dying
Joscelyn's nmen-at-arns were nmingled with them arrows jutting
frommail and shields, and in the gateway the crush of nmen could
make no headway. Jake now directed his arrows at them volley
after volley, and then Sir Guillaune waved his nmen-at-arns
forward. They want no prisoners,"” he shouted to them you hear
me? No prisoners!”

Sir Guillaurme and his men were attacking fromthe left side of
the courtyard, so Jake took his archers to the right and shot only
t hrough the gateway at the few figures left under the arch. And
after a few seconds all the arrows stopped, for so many of the
attackers were dead, and those that lived were trapped by Sir

Qui | l aune' s sudden assault fromthe corner of the yard.

It was a massacre. The attackers, already half beaten by the
arrows, had assumed any defenders woul d be behind the barricade,
and instead the nen-at-arnms cane fromtheir flank, and Sir
Quillaune's nen, informed that the eneny had wanted all their
deaths, were in no nood to offer mercy. Bastard." John Faircloth
stabbed at a fallen man-at-arms, working his sword through a rent
inthe man's mail. Bastard," he said again, cutting the throat of a
crossbowran. A Burgundi an was using an axe, crushing hel nets

and skulls with one efficient blow after another, spattering the oi
slicked stone with brains and bl ood. One eneny rose snarling from
the pile, a big man, strong and useful, who stepped on bodies to
carry the fight to the garrison, but Sir Quillaune took the man's
sword bl ow on his shield and plunged his own sword into the nman's
throat. The man stared at Sir CGuillaume, his eyes wide, his |ips
trying to frame an obscenity, but there was nothing in his mouth
except a lunmp of blood, thick as lard; then he wavered and fell
and Sir Quillaune was al ready past himto kill another nan-at
arms. And now the archers, discarding their bows, had cone to
join the slaughter, using axes, swords or knives to despatch the
wounded. Shouts for mercy echoed in the courtyard, screamns

The



sounded, and the few unwounded attackers at the rear of the assault
heard them heard the triunphant English shouts. Saint George! Saint George!"
They fled. One man, dazed by a sword blow to his hel net,
fled the wong way and John Faircloth met himwith a sword thrust
that ripped through the iron rings of his mail to rip his belly open
Bastard. Faircloth said, dragging his blade free.
Clear the gate!" Sir @Quillaume said. Pull themclear!"” He did
not want his nen to be shot by the crossbownen outside the castle
whi l e they plundered the corpses of their armour and weapons,
and so they dragged the bodies to the side of the yard. There were
no wounded eneny that Sir CGuillaume could see. It was the eneny
that had shouted the call for no prisoners and the garrison had
obeyed them And now the attack was over
Yet the danger was not past. There were still two bodies in the
archway. Sir @uillaune knew the crossbownen | ower in the town
could see into the gateway, so, using his shield to protect his body,
he stooped and sidled into the arch and dragged the first body
back towards the yard. There was no sign of Joscel yn and that
was a pity. Sir Cuillaunme had dreanmed of taking the Count prisoner for a
second tine, and then he would have doubl ed Joscel yn's
ransom doubled it again and then doubled it a third time. Bastard,
Sir Cuillaume thought, and a crossbow bolt slamed high into his
shi el d, banging the top edge against Sir Cuillaume's helnmet. He
crouched | ower, grabbed the |last man's ankle and pulled, and the
man stirred and tried to fight back so Sir Guillaune hamered
the shield' s pointed | ower edge into the nan's groin and the man
gasped, then stopped struggling.
It was Robbie. Once Sir Quillaume had himin the courtyard
and was safe fromthe crossbowren in the town, he could see
t hat Robbi e had not been wounded. Instead he had been stunned,
probably by an arrow that had struck the | ower edge of his hel net
and left a fierce dent in the thick rim which had thunped onto
Robbi e' s skull and hurled hi mback. One inch | ower and there
woul d have been a dead Scotsman. As it was there was a very
confused Scotsman who twitched in search of his sword as he rea
i zed where he was.
VWhere's ny noney," Sir Quillaune grow ed, threatening Robbie
with the Scotsman's own sword.



Onh, Jesus. Robbi e groaned.

He's no dammed use to you. If you want mercy, son, ask ne.

Ask them ™ Sir Quillaune pointed at the archers and men-at-arms
who were stripping the dead and injured of their weapons, arnour
and cl othes. Cross-eyed Jake was grinning because one of the
eneny dead had been wearing a ruby ring. Jake had sawn off the
finger and now held the jewel aloft in triunmph. Sam the proud
new owner of a fine coat of German-nmade mail, canme to | ook at
Robbi e. He spat to show his opinion of the Scotsman.

Robbi e, tears in his eyes because of his humiliation, |ooked at
the dead nen, their undershirts laced with blood. Forty attackers
had crossed the square outside the castle and over half of them
were dead. He looked up at Sir Guillaune. |'myour prisoner," he
sai d, and he wondered how he was supposed to pay one ransom

to Lord Quthwaite in England and another to Sir Quill aune.

You' re bloody not my prisoner. Sir Guillaume said in crude
Engli sh, then he changed back to French. | heard the shout outside.
No prisoners. And you m ght renenber that when we do take
prisoners, we don't get ransons. W just get pieces of parchnent.
I's that what honour neans in Scotland?"

Robbi e |1 ooked up into the savage, one-eyed face and shrugged.

Just kill me. he said wearily. Kill me and go to hell.

Your friend wouldn't like that. Sir Quillaune said and saw t he
puzzl ement on Robbie's face. Your friend Thomas. he expl ai ned.

He |ikes you. He wouldn't want you dead. Got a soft spot for you,
he has, because he's a goddamed fool. So I'Il let you live. Get on
your feet." Sir Cuillaume prodded Robbie up. Now go to Joscelyn
and tell that spavined bastard that he can pay us what you owe
us and then we'll |eave. CGot that? He pays the noney, then you
wat ch us ride away."

Robbi e wanted to ask for the sword that belonged to his uncle

and conceal ed a precious relic of Saint Andrewin its hilt, but he knew
he woul d be refused and so, still dazed, he went back to the arch
followed by the jeers of the archers. Sir Guillaune bell owed at the
crossbowren in the town that the man com ng out was one of

their own. Perhaps they' |l shoot you anyway. he said to Robbie,

then shoved himout into the dusk

None of the crossbowren shot at Robbie who, with an aching



head and a throbbing groin, stunbled down the street. The
survivors of the attack were gathered by the still snoking gun
some of themhad arrows in their arms or |egs. Joscelyn was there,
bar e- headed; his hair had been flattened by the helnet's Iiner and
his round face was slick with sweat and red with anger. He had
been anong the last to crowd into the gateway, had seen the chaos
in front and had then been knocked over by an arrow strike on
his breastpl ate. He had been astoni shed by the force of the bl ow,
i ke being kicked by a horse, and the plate had a bright gouge in
it. He had struggled up only to be hit by a second arrow which
like the first, had failed to pierce the thick plate, but he was knocked
back again, and then the panic of the survivors had envel oped
hi m and he had stunbled away with them They |let you go?" he
greet ed Robbi e who he saw had a dark bruise on his forehead.
They sent me with a nessage, lord. Robbie said. |If they receive
their noney," he went on, they will |eave without nore fighting."
It's your noney!" Joscelyn snarled. So you pay them Do you
have it?"

No, lord."
Then we dammed well kill them W dammed well kill them
all!'" Joscelyn turned on signor Goberti. Howlong will it take you

to bring down the whol e archway?"

G oberti thought for a second. He was a small man, nearly fifty,
with a deeply Iined face. A week, lord. he estimted. One of his
bolts had hit the side of the arch and ripped out a barrow oad of
stones, suggesting that the castle was in ill repair. Mybe ten days.
he amended his answer, and in another ten days | can bring down

half the curtain wall."

W'l crush themin ruins. Joscelyn snarled, then slaughter
the dammed lot." He turned on his squire. |s my supper ready?"

Yes, |ord.

Joscel yn ate al one. He had thought he would eat in the castle's

hall this night and listen to the screans of the archers having their
fingers cut off, but fate had decreed ot herwi se. So now he woul d
take his tinme, reduce the castle to rubble, then have his revenge.
And next morning GQuy Vexille and Charl es Bessieres cane to

Castillon d Arbizon with over fifty men. It seened that Vexille had
failed to find his heretic but, for reasons Joscel yn neither cared



about nor understood, he believed the man and his beghard wonman
woul d be coming to the besieged castle.

You catch them Joscelyn said, and the man's yours. But the
woman's mne."

She belongs to the Church,” Vexille said.

Mne first," Joscelyn insisted, the Church can play with her
next and the devil can have her afterwards."”
The gun fired and the castle gateway trenbl ed.
Thomas and hi s conpani ons spent a wet night under the trees. In
the norning three of the coredors had vani shed with their wonen,
but fourteen nen were left with eight wonen, six children and,
nost usefully, seven crossbows. They were all old bows wth goat
leg levers to draw the string, which neant they were | ess powerful
than the steel-shafted bows that used cranked handl es to draw the
cord, but in a fight the old sort were quick to reload and | et hal
enough at short distances.
The horsenen had gone fromthe valley. It took Thomas nost

of the norning to satisfy hinself of that, but eventually he saw a
pi g- herder bringing his animals towards the woods and, shortly
after that, the road | eadi ng south beside the stream was suddenly
busy with fol k who | ooked like fugitives for they were carrying
huge | oads and pushi ng handcarts piled with goods. He guessed the
hor senen had got bored waiting for himand had attacked a nearby
town or village instead, but the sight of the people reassured him
that no soldiers were close and so they went on westwards.

The next day, as they took a high southern route that kept them
away fromthe valleys and roads, he heard the gun in the distance.
At first he thought it was a strange kind of thunder, an abrupt
clap with no fading runble, but there were no dark clouds in the
west, and then it sounded again, and at mdday a third tine and
he realized it was a cannon. He had seen cannons before, but they
wer e uncomon, and he feared what the strange device might do

to his friends in the castle. If they were still his friends.

He hurried, tending north now towards Castillon d' Arbizon, but
forced to take care each time he came to an open valley or a place



where horsenen might lie in ambush. He shot a roe deer that

eveni ng and they each had a norsel of the uncooked liver for they
dared not light a fire. At dusk, when he carried the roe back to
their encanmpnent, he had seen the snoke to the north-west and

known it came fromthe cannon, and that neant he was very

cl ose, so close that he stayed on guard till the heart of the night,
t hen woke Philin and made him serve as a sentry.

It was raining in the norning. The coredors were niserable and
hungry and Thomas tried to cheer them by prom sing themthat

warnth and food were not far off. But the eneny were al so nearby
and he went cautiously. He dared not |eave his bow strung, for

the rain woul d weaken the string. He felt naked w thout an arrow

on the cord. The sound of the gun, firing every three or four hours,
grew | ouder, and by the early afternoon Thomas coul d hear the

di stinct crash of the missiles striking stone. But then, as he breasted
arise and the rain at |ast ended, he saw that the Earl of

Nort hanpton's flag still hung drab and danp on the keep's high

staff and that gave hi mencouragenent. It did not denote safety,

but it prom sed an English garrison to fight at his side.

They were close now, perilously close. The rain m ght have

st opped, but the ground was slippery and Thomas fell twi ce as he
scranbl ed down the steep wooded sl ope which led to the river

that curled about the castle's crag. He planned to approach the
castle as he had escaped it, by crossing the weir beside the nm I,
but as he reached the foot of the slope, where the trees grew cl ose

to the mll pond, he saw his fears had been justified and that the
eneny had anticipated himfor a crossbowran was standing in
the mll's doorway. The man, wearing a chain mail coat, was

beneath a small thatched porch that hid himfromany archers on
the castle battlenents though, when Thonas | ooked up the hill
he saw no archers there. The besiegers doubtl ess had crossbows
in the towmn and woul d shoot at any nan who exposed hi nsel f.

Kill him" Genevieve was crouchi ng besi de Thomas and had
seen the | one crossbowran across the river

And warn the others?"

What ot hers?"

He's not alone there," Thomas said. He reckoned the mller and
his fam |y must have gone because the spillway chute had been



| owered and the great waterwheel was notionless, but the

besi egers woul d not have posted a single man to guard the difficult route
across the weir's top. There were probably a dozen nen

there. He could shoot the first, that was no problem but then the
ot hers woul d shoot at himfromthe door and fromthe two

wi ndows facing the river and he woul d have no chance of crossing
the weir. He stared for a long tine, thinking, then went back to
Philin and the coredors who were hiding farther up the sl ope.

need flint and steel,” he told Philin.

The coredors travelled frequently and needed to make fires every

ni ght so several of the wonen had flint and steel, but one also

had a | eather pouch filled with the powder nmade from puff bal

fungi. Thomas thanked her, prom sed her a reward for the precious
powder, then went downstreamuntil he was hidden fromthe

sentry standing under the mll's porch. He and Genevi eve searched
the undergrowth for small scraps of kindling and for newy fallen
chestnut | eaves. He needed twine so he pulled a strand fromthe
shirt Genevi eve wore beneath her nail coat, then piled sone
kindling on a flat stone, liberally sprinkled it with powder, and
gave the steel and flint to Genevieve. Don't light it yet," he told
her. He did not want snmoke drifting out of the al nost bare trees

to alert the nmen across the river.

He took the thicker scraps of kindling and bound themto the

head of a broad-head arrow. It took time, but after a while he had
a thick bunch of kindling that he would protect with the big
chestnut |eaves. A fire arrow had to be burning well, but the rush
of its flight could extinguish the flanmes and the | eaves would hel p
prevent that. He wet the |leaves in a puddle, placed themover the
dry twigs, tied the twine off, then shook the arrow to make certain
t he bunched kindling was secure. Light it now," he told Genevieve.
She rapped the flint and the puffball powder flared instantly,

then the kindling took and a brief, bright flame shot up. Thomas
let the fire grow, held the arrowto it, let it catch and then held
it an instant so that all the kindling was burning. The ash shaft

bl ackened as he edged downhill until he could see the nmill's

t hat ched roof .

He drew. The fire scorched his left hand so he could not draw

to the bows full extent, but the distance was short. He prayed no



one was staring out of the mll's wi ndows, said another prayer to
Sai nt Sebastian that the arrow would fly properly, and | oosed.
The broad-head flew. It arched fromthe trees, trailing snoke,
and thunped into the thatch hal fway up the roof. The sound mnust
have alerted the nmen inside the mll, but at that nmoment the gun
fired in the town and that much greater noise would probably
have distracted them

He stanped out Genevieve's small fire, then | ed her back
upstream and beckoned Philin and the nen with the crossbows

to creep down to the wood's edge. Now he waited.

The mll's thatch was danp, it had been raining heavily and the
nossy straw was dark with noisture. Thomas coul d see a w sp of
snoke coming fromwhere the arrow had buried itself in the dirty,
ragged roof, but there were no flanes. The crossbownan was stil
in the doorway, yawning. The river had been swollen by the rain

and was pouring over the weir in a thick, green-white rill that
woul d tug at the ankles as they tried to cross. Thonas | ooked back
to the mll roof and thought the snoke was dying. He woul d have

to do it all again, and keep doing it until he was discovered or the
fire caught, and just as he was making up his mnd to take

Cenevi eve back downstreamto find new kindling, the roof

suddenly emitted a surge of snoke. It thickened fast, billow ng up
like a small rain cloud, then a flanme appeared in the thatch and
Thomas had to hush the coredors who had begun to cheer. The fire
spread with extraordinary rapidity. The arrow rmust have carried

the kindling into the drier |ayer beneath the dark, wet straw and
the flames now burst through the bl ack, npss-covered outer

sheath. In only seconds half the roof was ablaze and Thomas knew
this was a fire that would never be extinguished. It would set |ight
to the beams, the roof would collapse, and then the mll's great
wooden wor ki ngs woul d burn until there was nothing left but a
snoke- bl ackened stone shell.

Then the men burst out of the door. Now, " Thomas said, and

his first broad-head seared across the stream and threw a nman

back through the door, and the coredors were | oosing their cross
bows that gave clicks as the cords were freed. The bolts clattered
on stone, struck a man in the leg, and Thomas's second and third
arrows were on the way before the crossbows shot again. One of



the men fromthe m |l succeeded in scranbling away behind the
burni ng buil ding, doubtless going to alert the other besiegers, and

Thomas knew tine was short, but nore nmen cane fromthe mll

and he shot again, saw he had put an arrow through a wonan's

neck, had no time for regrets, pulled the cord and | oosed agai n.

Then the doorway was enpty and he pulled one of the cross

bowren away fromthe bank and told the others to keep shooting at
anyone who showed in the doorway. Cross now" he called to

Phi lin.

Thomas and the crossbownan negotiated the weir first. The

stone sill was about as broad as a man's foot, and it was slippery,
but they edged across, the water fierce against their feet. Philin,
his son on his shoulders, |ed the other coredors across as Thonas,
at last gaining the town bank, sent an arrowinto the flame lit interior

the mll. There were bodies by the doorway. Sone stil

noved. The woman he had shot | ooked at himw th w de, dead

eyes. A crossbow bolt hamrered down fromthe wood which | ay
between the mill and the town wall above and the quarrel narrowy
nm ssed Thomas to splash into the m |l pond, but then a white

feat hered arrow hi ssed down fromthe keep's ranmpart and sl ashed
into the trees where the crossbownan was hidden. No nore bolts

cane.

A woman slipped on the weir and screaned as she fell down

its face into the churning white water. Leave her!" Philin shouted.
Up the path!" Thomas yelled. Go, go!" He sent one of the cor

edors up first because the man was arned with an axe; Thomas

had told himto hack through the small gate in the wall at the
hill's top. He turned to the crossbownen over the river whose aim

was now obscured by the folk scranmbling up the town bank. Cone

on!" he called to them and though none spoke English they under

stood himwell enough, and then a great crash sounded fromthe

mll as a section of the roof collapsed and a gout of sparks and

flames erupted fromthe fallen joists and rafters.

And at that instant the mll's |last defender came running from

the doorway. He was a tall man, dressed in |leather rather than
mail, and his hair was snoking fromthe fire and his face, as ugly

as any Thomas had ever seen, was fixed in a rictus of hate. The
man | eaped the barrier of dead and dying and for a second Thomas

of



t hought the man was charging him but then he twisted away in

an attenpt to escape and Thomas pulled the cord, |oosed, and the
arrow plunged between the man's shoul der-bl ades and hurl ed hi m
forward. The wounded man had been carrying a belt which had

a sword, a knife and a crossbownan's quiver attached to it, and
the belt skidded away in the wet |eaves. Thomas thought that any
spare m ssiles woul d al ways be wel cone and so he ran to pick up
the belt, and the man, who had to be dying, snatched at Thomas's
ankle. Bastard," the man said in French, bastard!"

Thomas kicked the man in the face, breaking his teeth, then
stanped down with his heel to break sonme nore. The dyi ng nman

rel eased his grip and Thomas ki cked hi magain, just to keep him
still. Up the hill!" he shouted. He saw that Cenevi eve had crossed
the weir safely and he tossed her the belt with its weapons and
quarrel -case, then followed her up the path towards the small gate
behi nd Saint Sardos's church. Wuld the eneny be guarding it? But
if they were, that enemy was in trouble, for nore archers were

on the castle's tower now and they were shooting down into the
town. They were standi ng, shooting, ducking down and Thomas

could hear the sound of crossbow bolts banging into the castle's
st one.

The path was steep and wet. Thomas kept glancing to his left,

| ooki ng for eneny, but none showed on the slope. He hurried, |ost
his footing, saw the wall so close ahead and clinbed on. Genevieve
was in the gate now, |ooking back for him and Thomas scranbl ed
the last few feet and ran through the splintered gate, foll ow ng
Cenevi eve down the dark alley and out into the square. A crossbow
bolt spat into the cobbles, bounced up, and sonmeone was shouting
and he saw nen-at-arns in the main street, was aware of an arrow
sizzling past himjust as he saw that half the gate arch had been
destroyed, that a pile of rubble half obscured the castle's entrance,
that a pile of naked corpses was lying in the square under the castle's
curtain wall and that crossbow quarrels were skidding across the
stones. Then he junped the rubble, bounced off the remaining part
of the arch and was safe inside the yard where his feet flew from
beneat h hi m because the stones were slippery. He slid a few feet,

t hen banged agai nst a tinmber barricade stretching across the yard.
And Sir Cuillaunme, one eyed, evil-looking, was grinning at him



Took your tinme com ng, didn't you?" the Frenchman said.

Bl oody hell. Thomas said. The coredors were all there except
for the woman who had fallen fromthe weir. Genevieve was safe.

| thought you'd need hel p. he said.

You think you can help us?" Sir Quillaune said. He lifted
Thomas to his feet and enfolded his friend in an enbrace. | thought
you were dead. he said, and then, enbarrassed at this display of
feeling, he jerked his head at the coredors and their children. Who

are they?"
Bandits. Thomas said, hungry bandits."
There's food in the upper hall. Sir CGuillaume said, and then

Jake and Sam were there, grinning, and they escorted Thomas and
Cenevi eve up the stairs where the coredors stared at the cheese
and salt neat. Eat. Sir Quillaune said.
Thomas renenbered the naked corpses in the town square.
Were they his nen? Sir Quillaunme shook his head. Bastards
attacked us. he said, and the bastards died. So we stripped them
and threw them over the wall. Rats are eating themnow Big
bastards, they are."
The rats?"

Big as cats. So what happened to you?"
Thomas told himas he ate. Told of going to the nmonastery, of

Pl anchard's death, of the fight in the wood, and of the slow journey
back to Castillon d' Arbizon. | knew Robbie wasn't here. he
expl ained," so | reckoned only ny friends would be left."

Nice to die anong friends. Sir Quillaune said. He gl anced up
at the hall's high narrow wi ndows, judging the progress of the day
by the angle of the light. Gun won't fire for another coupl e of
hours."
They' re knocki ng down the gate arch?"
That's what they seemto be doing. Sir Quillaunme said, and

maybe they want to bring down the whole curtain wall? That
woul d make it easier for themto get into the courtyard. It'll take
them a month, though." He | ooked at the coredors. And you bring
me extra nouths to feed.”
Thomas shook his head. They'll all fight, even the wonmen. And
the children can pick up the crossbow bolts." There were plenty
of those strewn about the castle and, once the vanes had been



strai ghtened, they would serve the coredors" crossbows well enough
First thing, though,"” Thomas went on, is to get rid of that bloody
gun. "
Sir Guillaume grinned. You think I haven't thought about doing
that? You reckon we've just been sitting on our backsides playing
di ce? But how do you do it? Asally? If | take a dozen nen down
the street half of themw Il be spitted by quarrels by the tinme we
reach the tavern. Can't be done, Thomas."
Ki ndl i ng," Thonmas sai d.
Kindling," Sir Guillaunme repeated flatly.
Kindling and twi ne," Thonas said. Make fire arrows. They're
not storing their dammed gunpowder in the open air, are they?
It's in a house. And houses burn. So we burn the bl oody town
down. All of it. | doubt our arrows can reach the houses by the
gun, but if we get an east wind the fire will spread fast enough
It'll slow them anyway."
Sir Guillaume stared at him You're not as daft as you | ook, are
you?"
Then a gasp nmade both nen turn round. CGenevieve, sitting close
by, had been toying with the quarrel-case that Thomas had

snatched up at the mill. The lid, which fitted neatly over the circul ar
| eat her case, had been sealed with wax and that had intrigued her
so she had scraped the wax away, lifted the lid, and found sone

t hi ng inside, something which had been carefully wapped in |inen
and padded with sawdust. She had shaken the sawdust off, then

unw apped the |inen

And everyone in the room now gazed at her in awe.

For she had found the Gail.

Joscel yn decided he hated GQuy Vexille. Hated the man's air of
conpetence, the slight sneer that always seened to be on his face
and whi ch, w thout words being said, seened to condem what

ever Joscelyn did. He also hated the man's piety and sel f-control
Joscel yn woul d have |iked nothing better than to order Vexille
away, but his men were a valuable addition to the besieging force.
When the assault cane, when there was a charge across the rubble



of the castle gateway, Vexille's black-cloaked nen-at-arns coul d
wel | nmean the difference between defeat and victory. So Joscelyn
endured Vexille's presence.

Robbi e al so endured it. Vexille had killed his brother and Robbie
had sworn to take vengeance for that, but by now Robbie was so
confused that he did not know what his oaths neant any nore.

He had sworn to go on pilgrimge, yet here he was, still in Castillon
d' Arbi zon; he had sworn to kill Guy Vexille, yet the man lived;

he had sworn all egi ance to Joscel yn, and now he recogni zed t hat
Joscelyn was a brainless fool, brave as a pig, but with no trace of
religion or honour. The one man he had never sworn an oath to

was Thomas, yet that was the man he wi shed well in the unfolding
t r agedy.

And at | east Thonmas |ived. He had nmanaged to cross the weir,
despite the guard GQuy Vexille had placed on the mll. Vexille had

cone to Castillon d' Arbizon, discovered the river crossing was
unguarded, and put the sour, dour Charles Bessieres in comrand

at the mll. Bessieres had accepted the order because it kept him
away from both Vexille and Joscel yn, but then he had fail ed, and
Robbi e had been astoni shed at the delight he had felt when he
realized that Thomas had again outwitted them and that Thonas
lived and was back in the castle. He had seen Thomas run across
the square, the air humm ng with crossbow bolts, and he had

al nost cheered when he saw his friend nmake the safety of the
castle.

Robbi e had seen Cenevi eve too and he did not know what to

t hi nk about that. In CGenevieve he saw sonet hing he wanted so
badly that it was |like an ache. Yet he dared not adnmit it, for
Joscelyn woul d just laugh at him |f Robbie had a choice, and his
oat hs meant he had none, he woul d have gone to the castle and
begged Thonas's forgi veness, and doubtl ess he woul d have di ed
there.

For Thomas, though he lived, was trapped. Guy Vexille, cursing
that Charles Bessieres had failed at such a sinple task, had put
nmen in the woods across the river so that there was now no

escape across the weir. The only way out of the castle was down
the main street and out the town's west gate or north to the
smal l er gate by Saint Gallic's church, which opened onto the water



nmeadows where the townsfol k grazed their cattle, and Joscel yn

and Vexille, between them had well over a hundred nen-at-arns
waiting for just such an attenpt. Crossbowren were placed in

every vantage point in the town, and neanwhile the gun woul d

gnaw and hammer and underm ne the castle-gate bastions until
intinme, there would be a rough path across the ruins and into

the castle's heart. Then the slaughter could begin and Robbi e mnust
watch his friends die.

Hal f the castle's gateway was al ready down and Signor G obert

had now realigned his bul bous gun so that its nmissiles would strike
the right-hand side of the arch. The Italian reckoned it would take
a week to bring the whole gate down, and he had advi sed Joscel yn
that it would be best to spend still nore tine on w dening the
breach by bringi ng down those sections of the curtain wall either
side of the ruined arch so that the attackers were not channelled
into a narrow space which the archers could fill with feathered
deat h.

Pavi ses. Joscelyn said, and he had ordered the town's two
carpenters to make nore of the big willow shields that would
protect the crossbowren as they ran to the breach. Those cross
bowren coul d then shoot up at the archers while the nen-at

arnms streaned past them One week," Joscelyn told the Italian

you' ve got one week to bring down the gate, then we attack." He
wanted it over fast for the siege was proving nore expensive and
nore conplicated than he had ever imagined. It was not just the
fighting that was difficult, but he had to pay carters to bring hay
and oats for all the men-at-arns" horses, and he had to send nen

to scavenge for scarce food in a district that had al ready been plundered by
t he enemny, and each day brought new unforeseen problens that gnawed at
Joscelyn's confidence. He just wanted to attack

and get the wetched business over

But the defenders attacked first. At dawn, on the day after

Thomas reached Castillon d' Arbizon, when there was a chill north
easterly wind blowi ng under a | eaden sky, fire arrows seared from
the tower ranparts to plunge into the town's thatch. Arrow after
arrow trail ed snoke, and the besi egers woke to the danger as the
townfol k screaned for hooks and water. Men used the |ong

handl ed hooks to pull the thatch fromthe roofs, but nore arrows



cane and within mnutes three houses were abl aze and the wi nd
was pushing the flanes towards the gate where the gun was al ready
| oaded and the | oam was setting.
The powder! The powder!" Signor G oberti shouted, and his
men began carrying the precious barrels out of the house near the
gun, and snoke billowed across them and frightened folk got in
their way so that one man slipped and spilt a whole barrel of
unm xed powder across the roadway. Joscelyn cane from his
commandeer ed house and shouted at his nmen to fetch water, while
Quy Vexille was ordering that buildings should be pulled down to
make a firebreak, but the townspeople held the soldiers up and
now the fires were roaring, a dozen nore houses were abl aze and
their thatch had become furnaces that spread fromroof to roof.
Pani cked birds fluttered inside the snoke and rats, in their scores,
fled out of thatch and cellar doors. Many of the besieging cross
bowren had made t hensel ves eyries inside the roofs from where
t hey coul d shoot through holes piercing the thatch, and they now
stunbl ed down fromthe attics. Pigs squeal ed as they were roasted
alive and then, just when it seened the whole town would burn
and when the first flying sparks were settling on the roofs near
t he cannon, the heavens opened.
A crash of thunder tore across the sky and then the rain slashed
down. It fell so hard that it blotted out the view of the castle from
the town gate. It turned the street into a watercourse, it soaked
the powder barrels and it extinguished the fires. Snmoke still poured
upwards, but the rain hissed on glow ng enbers. The gutters ran
with black water and the fires died.
Gal at Lorret, the senior consul, came to Joscelyn and wanted
to know where the townsfol k should shelter. Over a third of the
houses had | ost their roofs and the others were crowded with
billeted soldiers. Your lordship nust find us food," he told Joscel yn,
and we need tents." Lorret was shivering, perhaps with fear or
el se fromthe onset of a fever, but Joscelyn had no pity for the
man. | ndeed he was so enraged at being given advice by a
commoner that he struck Lorret, then struck himagain, driving
himback into the street with a flurry of blows and ki cks.
You can starve!" Joscelyn screaned at the consul. Starve and
shiver. Bastard!" He punched the old man so hard that Lorret's jaw



was broken. The consul lay in the wet gutter, his official robes
soaking with the ash-bl ackened water. A young woman cane from

t he undamaged house behind him she had gl azed eyes and a

flushed face. She vonited suddenly, pouring the contents of her
stomach into the gutter beside Lorret. Get out!" Joscelyn screaned
at her. Put your filth sonewhere else!"

Then Joscel yn saw that Guy Vexille, Robbie Douglas and a dozen
nmen-at-arns were staring open-nouthed at the castle. Just staring.
The rain was | essening and the snoke was clearing and the castle's
shattered frontage could be seen again, and Joscelyn turned to see
what they gazed at. He could see the arnmour hanging fromthe
keep's battlenents, the mail coats stripped fromhis dead nmen and
hung there as an insult, and he could see the captured shields,

i ncl udi ng Robbie's red heart of Douglas, hangi ng upsi de down

anong the hauberks, but Guy Vexille was not staring at those
trophies. Instead he was | ooking at the |l ower ranpart, at the half
br oken parapet above the castle gate, and there, in the rain, was
gol d.

Robbi e Dougl as ri sked the archers in the castle by wal ki ng up

the street to see the golden object nore clearly. No arrows cane
at him The castle appeared deserted, silent. He wal ked al nbst to
the square until he could see the thing clearly and he peered in
di sbelief and then, with tears in his eyes, he fell to his knees. The
Grail," he said, and suddenly other nen had joi ned himand were
kneeling on the cobbl es.

The what ?" Joscel yn asked.

Quy Vexille pulled off his hat and knelt. He stared upwards and

it seemed to himthat the precious cup gl owed.

For in the smoke and destruction, shining |like the truth, was
the Gail
The cannon did not fire again that day. Joscel yn was not happy
about that. The new Count of Berat did not care that the defenders
had a cup, they could have had the whole true cross, the tail of
Jonah's whal e, the baby Jesus's swaddling clothes, the crown of
thorns and the pearly gates thensel ves and he woul d happily have



buried the whole |l ot under the castle's shattered masonry, but the
priests with the besiegers went on their knees to him and Guy
Vexille did the sane, and that obei sance froma nan he feared
gave Joscel yn pause

W have to talk with them" Vexille said.

They are heretics," the priests said, and the Gail mnmust be saved
fromthem"

What am | supposed to do?" Joscel yn demanded. Just ask for

it?"

You nust bargain for it," GQuy Vexille said.

Bar gai n!" Joscelyn bridled at the thought, then an idea cane.
The Gail? If the thing existed, and everyone about him believed
it did, and if it really was here, in his domain, then there was
nmoney to be made fromit. The cup would need to go to Berat,

of course, where fools like his dead uncle would pay nmightily to
see it. Big jars at the castle gate, he thought, and lines of pilgrins
throwing in noney to be allowed to see the Grail. There was, he
t hought, profit in that gold, and plainly the garrison wanted to
talk for, after displaying the cup, they had shot no nore arrows.

I will go and talk with them Vexille said.

Why you?" Joscel yn denanded.

Then you go, ny lord," Vexille said deferentially.

But Joscelyn did not want to face the nen who had held him
prisoner. The next tine he saw them he wanted themto be dead,

and so he waved Vexille on his way. But you'll offer them nothing!"
he warned. Not unless | agree to it."
I will rmake no agreenment," Vexille said, wthout your perm ssion."

Orders were given that the crossbowren were not to shoot and

then Guy Vexille, bare-headed and w thout any weapons, wal ked

up the main street past the snoking weckage of the houses. A
man was sitting in an alley and Vexille noticed that his face was
sweating and blotched with dark lunps and his clothes were
stained with vomt. Quy hated such sights. He was a fastidious
man, scrupul ously clean, and the stench and di seases of nankind
repelled him they were evidences of a sinful world, one that had
forgotten God. Then he saw his cousin conme onto the broken
ranpart and take the Gail away.



A monent |ater Thomas crossed the rubble that filled the

gateway. Like Guy he wore no sword, nor had he brought the

Gail. He wore his mail, which was rusting now, frayed at the hem
and crusted with dirt. He had a short beard for he had | ong | ost

his razor and it gave him @Quy thought, a grimand desperate | ook
Thomas, " Quy greeted him then gave a small bow, cousin.”
Thomas | ooked past Vexille to see three priests watching from

hal fway down the street. The |ast priests who came here excom

muni cated me. he said.

What the Church does. Guy said, it can undo. Were did you
find it?"

For a monment it |ooked as if Thomas woul d not answer, then

he shrugged. Under the thunder. he said, at the lightning' s heart."
Quy Vexille smled at the evasion. | do not even know. he said,

whet her you have the Grail. Perhaps it is a trick? You put a gol den
cup on the wall and we just make an assunption. Suppose we are
wrong? Prove it to me, Thomas."

| can't."

Then show it to nme. Guy begged. He spoke hunbly.

Way shoul d | ?"

Because t he Ki ngdom of Heaven depends on it."
Thomas seenmed to sneer at that answer, then he | ooked curiously at his cousin.
Tell me sonmething first. he said.

If I can.”

Wio was the tall, scarred man | killed at the m|[?"

Quy Vexille frowned for it seemed a very strange question

but he could see no trap in it and he wanted to humour Thomas
so he answered. His nane was Charles Bessieres. he said

cautiously, and he was the brother of Cardinal Bessieres. Wy

do you ask?"

Because he fought well. Thonas |ied.

I's that all?"

He fought well, and he very nearly took the Gail from ne.
Thomas enbroidered the untruth. | just wondered who he was.

He shrugged and tried to work out why a brother of Cardina
Bessi eres shoul d have been carrying the Gail

He was not a man worthy of having the Gail. Guy Vexille said.
Am | ?" Thomas demanded.



Quy ignored the hostile question. Show it to me. he pl eaded.

For the | ove of CGod, Thomas, showit to ne."
Thomas hesitated, then he turned and raised a hand and Sir
Qui |l l aune, armoured in captured plate fromhead to foot and with

a drawn sword, canme fromthe castle with Genevieve. She carried
the Grail and had a wine skin tied to her belt. Not too close to
him" Thomas warned her, then | ooked back to Guy. You renenber

Sir CGuillaume d' Evecque? Another man sworn to kill you?"

W are neeting under a truce," Quy rem nded him then he

nodded at Sir Guillaune whose only response was to spit on the
cobbles. CGuy ignored the gesture, gazing instead at the cup in the
girl's hands.

It was a thing of ethereal, magical beauty. A thing of |ace-Iike
delicacy. Athing so far renmoved fromthis smoke-stinking town with
its rat-chewed corpses that Guy had no doubts that this was the
Gail. It was the nost sought-after object in Christendom the key
to heaven itself, and Guy al nbst dropped to his knees in reverence.
Cenevi eve took off the pearl-hung lid and tipped the stenmed

gol d gobl et over Thonmas's hands. A thick green glass cup fell out
of the golden filigree and Thomas held it reverently. This is the
Gail, GQuy," he said. That golden confection was just made to hold
it, but thisisit."

@Quy watched it hungrily, but dared make no nmove towards it.

Sir Guillaume wanted only the snallest excuse to lift his sword
and ramit forward and Guy had no doubt that archers were
wat ching himfrom behind the slits in the high tower. He said
not hi ng as Thomas took the skin from Genevieve's belt and poured
some wine into the cup. See?" Thomas said, and Guy saw t hat

the green had darkened with the wine, but that it also now
possessed a gol den sheen that had not been there before. Thomas

let the wine skin drop to the ground and then, with his eyes on
his cousin's eyes, he lifted the cup and drained it. H c est enim
sangui s meus, " Thomas said angrily. They were the words of Christ.
This is nmy blood." Then he gave the cup to CGenevi eve and she
wal ked away with it, followed by Sir Guillaume. A heretic drinks
fromthe Gail," Thomas said, and there's worse to cone.”

Worse?" Quy asked gently.

W shall put it under the gate arch," Thomas said. And when



your cannon brings down the rest of the bastions then the Gai
will be crushed. What you'll get is a tw sted piece of gold and sone
br oken gl ass. "
Quy Vexille smled. The Gail cannot be broken, Thomas."
Then you risk that belief. Thomas said angrily and turned away.
Thomas! Thomas, | beg you," Guy called. Listen to ne."
Thomas wanted to keep wal ki ng, but he reluctantly turned back
for his cousin's tone had been pleading. It had been the voice of
a broken man, and what did it hurt Thomas if he heard nore? He
had nade the threat. If the attack continued then the Gail would
be broken. Now, he supposed, he nust |let his cousin nmake what
ever offer he wanted, though he did not intend to nake that easy.
Why should | listen," he asked, to the man who killed ny father?
Who killed ny woman?"
Listen to a child of God," Cuy said.
Thomas al nost | aughed, but he stayed.
Quy took a breath, fram ng what he wanted to say. He stared
up at the sky where | ow cl ouds threatened nore rain. The world
is beset by evil. he said, and the Church is corrupt, and the devil
does his work unhindered. If we have the Grail we can change
that. The Church can be cl eansed, a new crusade can scour the
world of sin. It will bring the Kingdom of Heaven to earth." He
had been staring skywards as he spoke, but now | ooked at Thomss.
That is all | want, Thomas."
So ny father had to die for that?"
Quy nodded. | wish it had not been necessary, but he was
hiding the Gail. He was an eneny of Cod."
Thomas hated Quy then, hated himnore than ever, hated him
even though his cousin was speaking | ow and reasonably, his voice
filled with enotion. Tell me. Thomas said, what you want now. "
Your friendship. GQuy said.
Fri endshi p!"
The Count of Berat is evil. GQuy said. He's a bully, a fool, a
man who ignores God. If you |lead your nen out of the castle
will turn on him By nightfall, Thonmas, you and I will be lords of
this place, and tonmorrow we shall go to Berat and reveal the Gai
and invite all nen of God to cone to us." Quy paused, watching
Thomas's hard face for any reaction to the words. March north



with ne. he went on, Paris will be next. W shall rid ourselves
of that foolish Valois King. W shall take the world, Thomas, and
open it to the love of God. Think of it, Thomas! Al the grace and
beauty of God poured onto the world. No nobre sadness, no nore
sin, just the harnony of God in a world of peace."
Thomas pretended to think about it, then frowned. 1'Il attack
Joscelyn with you," he said, but | would want to talk w th Abbot
Pl anchard before | marched north."
Wth Abbot Planchard?" Guy could not hide his surprise. Wy?"
Because he's a good man. Thomas said, and | trust his advice."
@Quy nodded. Then | shall send for him | can have him here
by tonorrow
Thomas felt such anger then that he could have attacked Guy
with his bare fists, but he held the rage in check. You can have
hi m here by tonorrow?" he asked instead.

If he'Il cone.
Doesn't have nuch choi ce, does he?" Thomas said, the fury in
his voice now He's dead, cousin, and you killed him | was there,
in the ossuary, hiding. |I heard you!"
@Quy | ooked astoni shed, then incensed, but he had nothing to
say.

You lie like a child. Thomas said scornfully. You lie about one
good man's death? Then you |lie about everything. He turned and
wal ked away.

Thomas!" CQuy called after him
Thomas turned back. You want the Grail, cousin? Then you
fight for it. Maybe just you and ne? You and your sword agai nst
me and ny weapon

Your weapon?" Cuy asked.

The Gail. Thomas said curtly and, ignoring his cousin's pleas,
wal ked back to the castle.

So what did he offer?" Sir Cuillaume asked.

Al'l the kingdons of the earth. Thomas said.

Sir Guillaume sniffed suspiciously. | snell something holy in
that answer.



Thomas smniled. The devil took Christ into the w | derness and

of fered himall the kingdons of the earth if he would give up his
m ssi on. "

He shoul d have accepted. Sir Cuillaunme said, and saved us a
pile of trouble. So we can't |eave?"

Not unl ess we fight our way out."

The ransom nmoney?" Sir Quillaume asked hopefully.

| forgot to ask about it."

Much bl oody use you are. Sir Cuillaume retorted in English,

then he switched back to French and sounded nore cheerful. But
at least we have the Gail, eh? That's sonething!"

Do we?" GCenevi eve asked.
The two nmen turned to her. They were in the upper hall, bare

of furniture now because the table and stools had been taken down
to reinforce the barricade in the courtyard. Al that was left was
the big iron-bound chest that had the garrison's noney inside and
there was plenty of that after a season of raiding. Genevieve sat
on the chest; she had the beautiful golden Gail with its green cup
but she al so had the box that Thomas had brought from Saint Sever's
nmonast ery, and now she took the cup fromits gol den nest and

placed it in the box. The lid would not cl ose because the glass cup
was too big. The box, whatever it mi ght have been made for, had

not been made for this Grail. Do we have the Gail?" she asked,
and Thomas and Sir Cuillaunme stared at her as she showed how
the cup would not fit in the box.

O course it's the Grail. Sir Quillaune said disnssively.
Thomas went to Genevieve and took the cup. He turned it in

his hands. |If ny father did have the Grail. he asked, howdid it
end up with Cardinal Bessieres's brother?"

Who?" Sir Cuillaunme demanded.
Thomas stared at the green glass. He had heard that the Gai

i n Genoa Cat hedral was made of green gl ass, and no one believed
that was real. Was this the sane grail? O another green gl ass
fake? The man | took it from he said, was the brother of Cardina

Bessieres, and if he already had the Gail, then what was he doing
in Castillon d'" Arbizon? He woul d have taken it to Paris, or to
Avi gnon.

Sweet Jesus Christ. Sir Guillaune said. You nean that isn't real ?"



One way to find out. Thomas said, and he held the cup high
He saw the tiny specks of gold on the glass and he thought it was
a beautiful thing, an exquisite thing, an old thing, but was it the
real thing? And so he raised his hand higher, held the cup for
anot her heartbeat and then let it drop to the fl oorboards.
Where the green glass shattered into a thousand fragnents.

Sweet Jesus Christ. Sir @Quillaune said," sweet Jesus goddamed

bl oody Christ."



It was on the norning after the fire had burned out so much of
Castillon d Arbizon that the first people died. Sone died in the
ni ght, some at dawn, and the priests were busy carrying the consecrated wafers
to houses where they would offer the last rites. The

shri eks of bereaved famlies were | oud enough to wake Joscel yn
who snarled at his squire to go and silence the wetched noi se,
but the squire, who slept on straw in a corner of Joscelyn's room
was shivering and sweating and his face had grown evil-I ooki ng
dark lunps that made Joscelyn wince. Get out!" he shouted at

the squire and then, when the young nan did not move, he kicked
himtowards the door. CQut! Qut! Ch, Jesus! You shat yourself!

Get out!"

Joscel yn dressed hinmsel f, pulling breeches and a | eat her coat

over his linen shirt. You're not ill, are you?" he said to the girl
who had shared his bed
No, lord."

Then get ne bacon and bread, and nulled w ne."

Mul | ed wi ne?"

You're a serving girl, aren't you? So damm well serve ne, then
clean up that dammed nmess." He pointed at the squire's bed, then
pul l ed on his boots and wondered why he had not been woken
by the cannon which usually fired at cock-crow. The loamin the
gun's barrel set overnight and signor G oberti was of the opinion
that the dawn shot did the nost damage, yet this nmorning it had
still not been fired. Joscelyn strode into the parlour of the house,
shouting for the gunner

He's sick." It was GQuy Vexille who answered. He was sitting in



a corner of the room sharpening a knife and evidently waiting
for Joscelyn. There is a contagion."
Joscel yn strapped on his sword belt. Goberti's sick?"

Quy Vexille sheathed the knife. He's vomting, ny lord, and
sweating. He has swellings in his arnpits and groin."

H s men can fire the damed gun, can't they?"

Most of themare sick as well."
Joscelyn stared at Vexille, trying to understand what he was
hearing. The gunners are sick?"

Hal f the town seens to be sick," Vexille said, standing. He had
washed, put on clean black clothes and oiled his Iong black hair so

that it lay sleek along his narrow skull. | heard there was a pestil ence.
said, but I didn't believe it. | was wong, CGod forgive ne."
A pestilence?" Joscelyn was scared now

God punishes us," Vexille said calmy, by letting the devil |oose
and we could not hope for a clearer sign from heaven. W have
to assault the castle today, lord, seize the Grail and thus end the
pl ague. "
Pl ague?" Joscel yn asked, then heard a tim d knock on the door
and hoped it was the serving girl bringing himfood. Cone in,
damm you, " he shouted, but instead of the girl it was Father Medous
who | ooked frightened and nervous.
The priest went on his knees to Joscelyn. People are dying,
lord," he said.
What in God's name do you expect ne to do?" Joscel yn asked.
Capture the castle," Vexille said
Joscelyn ignored him staring at the priest. Dying?" he asked
hel pl essly.
Fat her Medous nodded. There were tears on his face. It is a
pestilence, lord," he said. They sweat, vonit, void their bowels,
show bl ack boils and they're dying."
Dyi ng?" Joscel yn asked agai n.
Gal at Lorret is dead; his wife is ill. My own housekeeper has
the sickness.” Mrre tears rolled down Medous's face. It is in the
air, lord, a pestilence." He stared up at Joscelyn's blank, round face,
hoping that his lord could help. It is in the air," he said again,
and we need doctors, ny lord, and only you can command t hem
to come fromBerat."

he



Joscel yn pushed past the kneeling priest, ducked out into the
street and saw two of his men-at-arns sitting in the tavern door
with swollen faces running with sweat. They | ooked at himdully
and he turned away, hearing the wailing and screeching of nothers
wat ching their children sweat and die. Smoke fromthe previous
day's fire drifted thin through the danp norning and everyt hi ng
seened covered in soot. Joscelyn shivered, then saw Sir Henri
Courtois, still healthy, coming fromSaint Gallic's church and he al nost
ran and enmbraced the old man in his relief. You know what's
happeni ng?" Joscel yn asked.

There is a pestilence, ny lord."

It's in the air, yes?" Joscel yn asked, snatching at what Father
Medous had told him

| wouldn't know," Sir Henri said tiredly, but | do know that
nore than a score of our nmen are sick with it, and three are already
dead. Robbie Douglas is sick. He was asking for you, ny lord. He
begs you to find hima physician."
Joscelyn ignored that request and sniffed the air instead. He
could snell the remants of the fires, the stench of vonmit and
dung and urine. They were the snells of any town, the everyday
snell's, yet sonehow they seened nore sinister now \hat do
we do?" he asked hel pl essly.

The sick need help," Sir Henri said. They need physicians." And
grave diggers, he thought, but did not say it al oud.

It's in the air. Joscelyn said yet again. The stink was rank now,
besieging him threatening him and he felt a tremor of panic. He

could fight a man, fight an armnmy even, but not this silent insidious reek

go. he decided. Any man untouched by the disease
will |eave now. Now "

Go?" Sir Henri was confused by the deci sion.

W go!" Joscelyn said firmy. Leave the sick behind. Oder the
men to get ready and saddle their horses.™

But Robbi e Dougl as wants to see you. Sir Henri said. Joscelyn
was Robbie's lord and so owed himthe duty of care, but Joscelyn
was in no mood to visit the sick. The sick could damm well | ook
after thensel ves and he woul d save as many nmen fromthe horror
as he coul d.
They left within the hour. A stream of horsenen gall oped out

Ve



of the town, fleeing the contagion and riding for the safety of
Berat's great castle. Alnost all of Joscelyn's crossbowren, aban
doned by their knights and men-at-arms, foll owed and nany of

the townsfol k were also leaving to find a refuge fromthe pestil ence
nunmber of Vexille's nmen vani shed too, as did those

A good

few gunners who were not touched by the plague. They abandoned Hell Spitter

stole sick men's horses and rode away. O

Joscelyn's healthy nmen only Sir Henri Courtois stayed. He was

m ddl e-aged, he had lost his fear of death, and nen who had

served himfor many years were lying in agony. He did not know

what he could do for them but what he could, he would.

Quy Vexille went to Saint Gallic's church and ordered the wonen

who were praying to the inmage of the saint and to the statue of
the Virgin Mary to get out. He wanted to be alone with God and,

t hough he believed the church was a place where a corrupted faith

was practised, it was still a house of prayer and so he knelt by the
altar and stared at the broken body of Christ that hung above the
altar. The painted blood flowed thick fromthe awful wounds and
Quy gazed at that blood, ignoring a spider that span a web between
the lance cut in the Saviour's side and the outstretched |eft hand.
You are punishing us," he said aloud," scourging us, but if we do

your will then you will spare us." But what was God's will? That

was the dilema, and he rocked back and forth on his knees,

yearning for the answer. Tell ne," he told the man hangi ng on

the cross, tell nme what | nust do."

Yet he knew al ready what he nust do. he nust seize the Gai

and rel ease its power; but he hoped that in the church's diminterior,
the painting of God enthroned in the clouds, a

message would cone. And it did, though not as he had wanted.

He had hoped for a voice in the darkness, a divine command t hat

woul d give himsurety of success, but instead he heard feet in the
nave and when he | ooked round he saw that his nen, those that

remai ned and were not sick, had come to pray with him They

cane one by one as they heard he was at the altar, and they knelt
behi nd hi m and Guy knew t hat such good men coul d not be

beaten. The tinme had conme to take the Gail

He sent a hal f-dozen men through the town with orders to find
every sol dier, every crossbowran, every knight and man-at-arms

beneat h



who could still wal k. They nust armthensel ves. he said, and

we neet by the gun in one hour."

He went to his own quarters, deaf to the cries of the sick and
their famlies. Hi s servant had been struck by the sickness, but one
of the sons of the house where Guy had his roomwas still fit and
Quy ordered himto help with his preparations.

First he put on | eather breeches and a | eather jerkin. Both
garnments had been made tight-fitting so that Vexille had to stand
still while the clumsy boy tied the | aces at the back of the jerkin.
Then the | ad took handfuls of |lard and snmeared the | eather so it

was well greased and would | et the armour nove easily. Vexille

wore a short mail haubergeon over the jerkin that provided extra
protection for his chest, belly and groin, and that too needed
greasi ng. Then, piece by piece, the black plate arnour was buckl ed
into place. First cane the four cuisses, the rounded plates that
protected the thighs, and beneath themthe boy buckled the greaves
that ran fromknee to ankle. Vexille's knees were protected by
roundel s and his feet by plates of steel attached to boots that were
buckl ed to the greaves. A short leather skirt on which were rivetted
heavy square plates of steel was fastened about his waist, and

when that was adjusted Vexille lifted the plate gorget into place
about his neck and waited as the youth did up the two buckl es

behi nd. Then the lad grunted as he lifted the breast-and backpl at es
over Vexille's head. The two heavy pieces were joined by short

| eather straps that rested on his shoulders and the plates were
secured by nore straps at his sides. Then cane the rerebraces that
protected his upper arms, and the vanbraces that sheathed his
forearns, the espaliers to cover his shoul ders and two nore
roundel s that arnoured his elbow joints. He flexed his arnms as the
boy worked, making sure that the straps were not so tight that he
could not wield a sword. The gauntlets were of |eather that had
been studded with overl apping steel plates that |ooked |ike scales;
then came the sword belt with its heavy bl ack scabbard hol di ng

t he precious bl ade nmade i n Col ogne.

The sword was a whole ell in length, longer than a man's arm

and the bl ade was deceptively narrow, suggesting the sword m ght

be fragile, but it had a strong central rib that stiffened the |ong
steel and made it into a |ethal |unging weapon. Mst nen carried



cutting swords that blunted thensel ves on armour, but Vexille was

a master with the thrusting blade. The art was to | ook for a joint
in the armour and ramthe steel through. The handl e was sheat hed
with mapl e wood and the pommel and handguard were of steel

It bore no decoration, no gold leaf, no inscriptions on the bl ade,
no silver inlay. It was sinply a workman's tool, a killing weapon

a fit thing for this day's sacred duty.

Sir?" the boy said nervously, offering Vexille the big tournanent helmwth
its narrow eye slits.

Not that one," Vexille said. I1'll take the bascinet and the coif."
He pointed to what he wanted. The big tournanent hel m gave
very restricted vision and Vexille had learned to distrust it in battle
for it prevented himseeing enenmies at his flanks. It was a risk to
face archers w thout any visor, but at |east he could see them and
now he pulled the mail coif over his head so that it protected the
nape of his neck and his ears, then took the bascinet fromthe

boy. It was a sinple helnet, with no rimand with no faceplate to
constrict his vision. Go and |ook after your famly," he told the
boy, and then he picked up his shield, its wllow boards covered
wi th boil ed, hardened | eather on which was painted the yal e of
the Vexilles carrying its Grail. He had no talisman, no charm Few
men went to battle without such a precaution, whether it was a
lady's scarf or a piece of jewellery blessed by a priest, but Guy
Vexille had only one talisman, and that was the Gail
And now he went to fetch it

One of the coredors was the first to fall ill in the castle and by the
night's end there were nore than a score of men and wonen
vom ting, sweating and shivering. Jake was one of them The cross
eyed archer dragged hinself to a corner of the courtyard and

propped his bow beside himand put a handful of arrows on his

| ap, and there he suffered. Thomas tried to persuade himto go
upstairs, but Jake refused. I'll stay here. he insisted. I'll die in
the open air."

You won't die. Thomas said. Heaven won't take you and the

devil doesn't need any conpetition.” The snmall joke failed to raise



a smle on Jake's face, which was discoloured by snmall red | unps
that were rapidly darkening to the colour of a bruise. He had taken
down his breeches because he could not contain his bowels and
the nost he would I et Thonmas do for himwas to bring hima bed

of straw fromthe ruins of the stables

Philin's son also had the sickness. H's face was show ng pink
spots and he was shivering. The di sease seemed to have cone from
nowhere, but Thomas assuned it had been brought on the east
wi nd that had fanned the flanmes in the town before the rain killed
the fires. Abbot Planchard had warned himof this, of a pestilence
com ng from Lonbardy, and here it was and Thomas was hel pless. W nust find a
priest. Philin said.

A physician," Thomas sai d, though he knew of none and did

not know how one could be got into the castle even if he could

be found.

A priest. Philin insisted. |If a child is touched by a consecrated
wafer it cures him It cures everything. Let me fetch a priest.”

It was then Thormas realized the gun had not fired and that no

bored crossbowran had clattered a quarrel against the castle's
stones, and so he let Philin go out of the ruined gateway in search
of Father Medous or one of the other priests in the towmn. He did
not expect to see the tall man again, yet Philin returned within
hal f an hour to say that the town was as badly stricken as the
castl e and that Father Medous was anointing the sick and had no
time to come to the eneny garrison. There was a dead wonan

inthe street. Philin told Thomas, just lying there with her teeth
cl enched. "

Di d Father Medous give you a wafer?"

Philin showed hima thick piece of bread, then carried it up to

his son who was in the upper hall with nost of the sick. A wonman
wept that her husband could not receive the last rites and so, to
consol e her and to give hope to the ill, CGenevieve carried the

gol den cup around the pallets and touched it to the hands of the
sick and told themit would work a miracle.

W need a goddammed niracle. Sir Cuillaunme said to Thomas.

What the hell is it?" The two had gone to the castle's tower from
wher e, unthreatened by any crossbows, they gazed down at the
abandoned gun.



There was a plague in Italy," Thomas said, and it nust have
cone here.”

Jesus Christ," Sir Guillaurne said. Wat kind of plague?”

God knows," Thonas said. A bad one." For a noment he was
assailed with the fear that the pestilence was a puni shment for
breaki ng the green glass Grail, then he remenbered that Planchard
had warned hi m of the disease | ong before he had found the cup
He watched a man wrapped in a bl oody sheet stagger into the
main street and fall down. He lay still, |ooking as though he were
already in his w nding sheet.

What in God's nane is happening?' Sir Quillaume asked,
maki ng the sign of the cross. Have you ever seen anything |ike
it?"

It's God's wath,"” Thomas said, punishing us."

For what ?"

For being alive," Thonas said bitterly. He could hear wailing
fromthe town, and he saw the people fleeing the pestilence. They
had their goods in wheel barrows or handcarts and they pushed
past the gun, out of the gate, across the bridge and off to the west.
Pray for snow," Sir Quillaune said. |'ve often noticed that snow
stops sickness. Don't know why."

It doesn't snow here," Thomas sai d.

Cenevi eve joined them still holding the golden cup. | fed the
fire," she said. It seenms to help."
Hel p?"

The sick," she said. They like the warnth. It's a huge fire." She
pointed to the snoke coming fromthe vent in the keep's side.
Thomas put an arm around her and searched her face for any
signs of the reddish spots, but her pale skin was clear. They stood
wat chi ng the people cross the bridge and take the westwards road
and, while they watched, they saw Joscelyn | ead a stream of
nmount ed nen-at-arnms away to the north. The new Count of Berat
did not | ook back, he just rode as if the devil hinself was on his
heel s.
And per haps he was, Thomas thought, and he | ooked for any
sign of his cousin anong the di sappearing horsenen, but did not
see him Perhaps Guy was dyi ng?

Is the siege over?" Sir CGuillaunme wondered al oud.



Not if my cousin lives. Thonas said.

How many archers do you have?"

Twel ve who can pull a cord. Thomas said. Men-at-arnms?"

Fifteen." Sir Quillaune grinmaced. The only consol ati on was that
none of the garrison was tenpted to flee for they were all stranded
far fromany friendly troops. Some of the coredors had gone when
they learned from Philin that no besiegers were watching the castle,
but Thomas did not regret their loss. So what do we do?" Sir
Gui | I aune asked.

Stay here till our sick recover. Thomas said. O till they die
he added. Then we go. He could not |leave nmen |ike Jake to suffer
al one. The |l east he could do was stay and keep them conpany on
their passage to heaven or hell.

Then he saw t hat passage to the next world mght come quicker

than he expected, for nen-at-arns were gathering at the foot of

the street. They carried swords, axes and shields, and their appearance neant
only one thing. They want the Grail. he said.

Jesus Christ, give it to them" Sir Guillaume said fervently. Gve
themall the pieces."

You think that will satisfy thenP"

No. Sir Cuillaunme admitted.

Thomas | eaned over the battlenments. Archers!" he shouted, then
ran to pull on his mail coat and strap on his sword and gather his
bow and arrow bag.

For the siege was not done.

Thirty-three kni ghts and nen-at-armnms advanced up the street. The
| eadi ng twel ve, anongst whomwas Quy Vexille, carried the pavises
t hat shoul d have sheltered the crossbowren, but only six of those
archers were left and Guy had ordered themto follow him keeping
a good ten paces behind, and so the vast crossbow shields, each
taller than a man, served to protect his nen-at-arns.

They noved slowy, shuffling to keep close and to stay behind

t he thick, heavy pavises that were being pushed al ong the cobbl es
so that no arrow could fly beneath and pin a man's ankle. Quy
Vexille waited for the thudding of the arrows striking the wood,



then realized that Thomas had either lost all his archers or, far
nore |likely, was waiting for the nonent when the pavises were
dr opped.
They clinmbed through a town of the dying and the dead, a town
stinking of fire and ordure. There was a nman lying dead in a soiled
sheet; they kicked his corpse aside and wal ked on. The nen in
the second rank held their shields aloft, protecting the three ranks
fromarrows shot fromthe castle's high keep, but still no missiles
cane. GQuy wondered if everyone in the castle was dead and he
i magi ned wal king its enmpty halls like a knight of old, a Gai
searcher cone to his destiny, and he shuddered with pure ecstasy
at the thought of claimng the relic; then the group of nmen were
crossing the open space in front of the castle and Guy rem nded
themto stay close and to keep the pavi ses overl apping as they
struggl ed over the mound of rubble thrown down by Hell Spitter
Christ is our companion,” he told his men, God is with us. W
cannot | ose.
The only sounds were the cries of wonen and children in the
town, the scrape of pavises and the cl anking of arnoured feet.
Quy Vexille noved one of the heavy shields aside and glinpsed a
makeshi ft barri cade stretching across the courtyard, but he al so
saw archers bunched at the top of the steps which led into the
keep and one of those men drew back his string and Guy hastily
cl osed up the chink between the shields. The arrow struck the
pavi se and knocked it back and Guy was astoni shed by the arrow s
force, and even nore astoni shed when he | ooked up and saw a
hand' s breadth of needl e-pointed arrow protrudi ng through the
pavi se that was twice as thick as an ordinary shield. Mre arrows
struck, their sound an irregul ar drunbeat, and the heavy pavises
shook fromthe inpact. A man cursed, wounded in the cheek by
an arrow that had pierced the tinber layers, but GQuy steadied his
men. Stay together," he said, go slow. Wen we're through the

gate we go to the barricade. W can pull it down. Then the front
rank charges the steps. Keep hold of the pavises till we reach the
archers."” His own pavise jarred on a stone and he lifted the big

wooden handl e to hoist the shield over the small obstacle and an
arrow i nredi ately slammed into the rubble, mssing his foot by
an inch. Stay firm he told his men," stay firm God is with us.



The pavi se rocked back, struck high by two arrows, but GQuy forced
it upright, took another step, clinbing now for he was crossing
the rubble in the shattered gateway. They noved the big shields

in small jerks, forcing them against the power of the arrow hits.
It seened there were no archers on the keep's ranparts for no
arrows canme down fromthe sky, just fromthe front where they

were stopped by the big shields. Stay close," @Gy told his nen,
stay close and trust in God," and then, fromwhere they had been
hi dden behind the remaining curtain wall to the right of the gate,
Sir Guillaunme's nmen-at-arnms how ed and charged.

Sir CGuillaume had seen how the attackers were hiding behind

t he pavi ses and had reckoned those great shields would blind them
and so he had thrown down one end of the barricade and taken

ten men to the corner of the yard behind the curtain wall, a place

where the stable dungheap |lay, and now, as Guy's nen appeared
through the arch, Sir CGuillaunme attacked. It was the sanme tactic
he had used to such effect against Joscelyn's attack, only this tine

the plan was to charge, kill and wound, and i medi ately retreat.
He had told his nen that idea over and over again. Break the
pavi se wall, he had said, then let the archers do the rest of the

sl aughter while they got back to the gap in the barricade, and for

an instant it all seemed to work. The onslaught did surprise the

attackers, who reeled back in disarray. An English man-at-arns,

a wild nmn who | oved nothing better than a fight, split a skul

with an axe while Sir Guillaune thrust his sword into another

man's groin, and the nen hol ding the pavises instinctively turned

towards the threat and that meant the shields turned with them

and opened their left sides to the archers on the top of the steps.
Now! " Thomas called, and the arrows flew

@Quy had not foreseen this, but he was ready. In his rear rank

was a man called Ful k, a Norman, who was |oyal as a dog and

fierce as an eagle. Hold them Fulk!" Vexille shouted. Front rank

with ne!" An arrow had gl anced of f one of his rerebraces, woundi ng

a man behind, and two of the front rank were staggering with

arrows through their mail, but the rest followed Guy Vexille as he

cl osed up the pavise wall and headed towards the gap at the end

of the barricade. Sir Cuillaume's nmen shoul d have retreated, but

they were |l ocked in battle now, lost in the excitement and terror



of close conbat; they were fending blows with their shields, trying
to find chinks in eneny armour. Quy ignored them and went past
the barricade, and then, with the heavy pavise still protecting him
he advanced on the steps. Five men went with him the rest were
attacking Sir Guillaunme's few nmen, who were now seriously
out nunbered. The archers had turned on the six nen coning to
the steps and were wasting their arrows on the huge shields, and
then the six crossbowren, unnoticed in the confusion, appeared

in the gateway and shot a volley that tore into the English bowren.
Three went down instantly; another found hinmself hol ding a broken
bow t hat had been shattered by a quarrel
And Quy, shouting that God was with him discarded the pavise
and charged up the steps.

Back! " Thomas shouted. Back!" There were three nmen-at-arns
waiting to defend the stairway, but first his archers had to get
t hrough the door and Guy had trapped one nan, tangling his |egs
with the sword so he fell, then maki ng hi m scream when the | ong

bl ade ranmed up his groin. Blood cascaded down the steps. Thomas
thrust his bowstave at Quy's chest, pushing himback, then Sam
sei zed Thomas and dragged hi m back into the doorway. After that
it was a scranble up the stairs, always twisting to the right, past
the three men-at-arms who waited at the top. Hold them" Thomas
said to the three. Sam Up top! CQuick!"
Thomas stayed on the stairs. Sam and the ot her seven archers
who were |l eft would know what to do once they reached the keep's
battl ements, while for Thomas the nost inportant thing was to
stop GQuy's nen clinmbing the steps up to the first hall. The attackers
had to come with the stairway's central spine on their right and
that would restrict their sword arnms, while Thomas's men, fighting
downwar ds, woul d have nore space to wield their weapons, except
Quy's first man up was | eft-handed and he carried a short-handl ed,
br oad- bl aded axe that he chopped into a nman-at-arm s foot and
brought himdown in a clatter of shield, sword and mail. The axe
fell again, there was a brief scream then Thomas | oosed an arrow
at three paces" range and the axeman was falling back, the shaft
in his throat. A crossbow bolt foll owed, screeching along the curve
of the wall, and Thomas saw Genevi eve had col |l ected four of the
coredors" bows and was waiting for another target.



Sir CGuillaume was now i n desperate trouble. He was out nunmbered and cornered.
He shouted at his nen to | ock shields and to

brace thensel ves agai nst the yard's corner where the dungheap

obstructed him Then GQuy's men came in a rush and the shields

went up to neet swords and axes. Sir Quillaune's nen thrust the

shields forward to rock the eneny back and | unged their swords

at bellies or chests, but one of the enemy, a big nan show ng the

synmbol of a bull on his jupon, had a nmace, a great ball of iron on

a stout handl e that he used to beat down an Engli shman's shield

until it was nothing but splintered pieces of wllow held together
by the | eather cover and the shield s holder had a crushed forearm
Yet still the Englishman tried to ramthe broken shield into his

attacker's face, until another Frenchman ramed a sword into his
guts and he fell to his knees. Sir Quillaune seized the nmace, haul ed
it towards himand the eneny canme fast, tripping on his victim

Sir @Quillaune hit himin the face with the hilt of his sword, the
crosspi ece sinking into an eye, but the man fought on, bl ood and
jelly on his cheek, and two nore eneny were com ng behind him
prising the short line of defenders apart. An Englishman was on

hi s knees, being hammered on the helnmet by two swords, then

he bent forward and vom ted and one of the Frenchnen shoved

the sword bl ade behind his back-plate, in the gap between plate

and hel net, and the Engli shman screaned as his spine was flayed
open. The man with the nace, one-eyed now, was trying to stand

and Sir Quillaune kicked himin the face, kicked himagain, and
still he would not stay down so Sir CGuillaume ramred his sword

into the man's breast, ripping through mail, but then a Frenchman
thrust a sword at Sir Cuillaunme's breast and the bl ow hurled him
back onto the dungheap. They're dead nen!" Ful k shout ed.

They're dead nmen!" And just then the first volley of arrows cane
fromthe keep's battl ements.

The arrows slashed into the backs of Fulk's nen-at-arnms. Sone

wore plate and the arrows, coming at a steep angle, glanced off that
arnmour, but the bodkin points drove through mail and | eather and
suddenly four of the attackers were dead and three were wounded,
and then the archers turned their bows on the crossbownen in the
gate. Sir Guillaume, unwounded, managed to stand. H s shield was
split and he threw it away, then the man with the bull on his jupon



rai sed hinself onto his knees and grappled with him arnms about

his waist, trying to pull himdown. Sir Guillaume used both hands
to hammer the heavy pommel of his sword onto the man's hel net,

yet he was still hauled down, falling with a crash, and he let go of
his sword as the big nman tried to throttle him Sir Quillaunme felt
with his left hand to find the bottomof the man's breastplate, drew
his dagger with his right and stabbed up into the big man's belly.
He felt the knife go through | eather, then puncture skin and rnuscle
and he worked the blade, ripping at the man's guts as the coarse,
sweat - r eddened, bl oodi ed, one-eyed face snarled at him

More arrows flew, thumping with a sickening thud into Fulk's

remai ning nen. Here!" Quy Vexille was in the doorway at the top

of the steps. Fulk! Here! Leave them Here!"

Ful k repeated the order in his roaring voice. So far as he could
see only three of the defenders were alive in the corner of the
courtyard, but if he stayed to finish themoff then the archers on
the tower would kill all his men. Fulk had an arrow in the thigh
but he felt no pain as he stunbled up the steps and into the big
doorway where, at last, he was safe fromthe arrows. Guy now

had fifteen men left. The others were dead or else still in the yard,
wounded. One man, already struck by two arrows, tried to craw

to the steps and two nore arrows thudded into his back, throw ng

hi m down. He tw tched, and his nmouth opened and closed in

spasns until a last arrow broke his spine. An archer whom Guy

had not noticed before, a nman who had been Iying on a bed of

straw, struggled a few paces across the yard and used a knife to
cut the throat of a wounded nan-at-arnms, but then a crossbow

bolt flashed fromthe gate to strike the archer and throw himonto
his victims body. The archer vonited, jerked for a few heartbeats
and then was still.

Sir CGuillaume was hel pless. He had two nen left, not nearly

enough to attack the doorway, and Sir Guillaune hinsel f was

brui sed, bleeding and feeling strangely and suddenly weak. H s
stomach gave a heave and he retched enptily, then staggered

back onto the wall. John Faircloth was |ying on the dungheap

bl eeding fromthe belly, unable to talk as he died. Sir CGuillaune
wanted to say sonething conforting to the dying Englishman,

but a wave of nausea swept over him He retched again, and his



arnmour felt curiously heavy. Al he wanted to do was |ie down

and rest. My face. he said to one of the two survivors, a
Burgundi an, |look at ny face," and the man obeyed and flinched
when he saw the red bl otches. ©h, sweet Jesus,"” Sir Guillaune
said," sweet goddamm Jesus," and he sl unped down by the wall

and reached for his sword as if the famliar weapon would give

hi m sol ace.

Shields,” GQuy said to his nen. Two of you with shields, hold
t hem high, go up the stairs, and we'll cone behind and cut their

l egs out." That was the best way to take a stairway, to chop the
vul nerabl e ankl es of the defenders, but when they tried it they

di scovered the two remaini ng nen-at-arnms were using shortened

l ances that Sir Guillaume had placed on the landing to defend the
steps, and they hamrered the |l ances on the shields, driving
the men back, and an arrow and a crossbow bolt took one man

in the helnet so that blood spilled down frombeneath its rimto
sheet his face. He fell back and Guy pulled himdown the steps

and put hi m beside the corpse of the axeman he had dragged off
t he stairway.

We need crossbows. Fulk said. His blunt face was bruised and

there was blood in his beard. He went to the doorway and bel | owed
for the crossbowren to run to the steps. Cone fast!" he shout ed,
then spat out a bloody tooth. It's safe! The archers are dead. he
lied," so come now "

The crossbowren tried, but Sam and his archers on the battlenents had been
waiting for themand four of the six were hit by

arrows. A | oaded crossbow clattered across the stones, hit the barri
cade and tripped the pawl so that its bolt buried itself in a corpse.
One crossbowran tried to run back through the arch and was

hurled onto the rubble by an arrow, yet two of the bownen

managed to reach the steps unharned.

There are few of them Quy told his nen, and God is with

us. W need one effort, just one, and the Gail is ours. Your reward
will be glory or heaven. @ ory or heaven. He had the best arnour

so he decided he woul d [ ead the next attack with Ful k beside him
The two crossbowren woul d be i medi ately behind, ready to

shoot the bowren waiting behind the curve of the stairway. Once

the stairway was clear Guy would hold the base of the keep. Wth



[ uck, he thought, the Grail would be in whatever roomthey
reached, but if it was another floor up then they nmust do it al
again, but he was certain they would reach the prize and, once it
was gai ned, he would fire the castle. The wooden floors woul d

burn readily enough and the flanmes and snoke would kill the
archers on the battlements and Guy woul d be victorious. He could

| eave, the Grail would be his and the world woul d be changed.

Just one last effort.

Quy took a small shield fromone of his nen-at-arnms. It was
scarcely bigger than a serving platter, intended only to fend off
sword blows in a nelee, and he began the attack by pushing it
round the corner, hoping to draw the arrows and then rush the
steps while the bowren upstairs had enpty strings, but the archers
were not drawn by the ruse and so Guy nodded to Ful k who had
snapped off the head and feathered end of the arrow in his thigh

| eavi ng the shortened shaft sticking clean through the muscle. 1'm
ready, " Ful k said.

Then we go," Quy said, and the two men crouched behind their
shields and clinbed the winding stair, treading on the bl ood of
their conrades, and they turned the bend and Guy braced hinself
for an arrow s strike. None canme, and he peered over the shield
and saw not hing but enpty steps ahead and knew God had gi ven
himvictory. For the Gail. he told Fulk, and the two nmen hurri ed,
just a dozen steps to go and the crossbowren were behind them
and then Guy snelt the burning. He thought nothing of it. The
stair turned and he could see the hallway opening up ahead and
he shouted his war cry and then the fire cane.

It had been Genevieve's idea. She had given her crossbhow to

Philin and gone up to the hall where the sick |lay and she had

sei zed one of the breastplates captured from Joscelyn's assault and
raked into its shallow bow a bucket full of glow ng enbers from
the fire. One of the coredor wonen hel ped her, scooping snoul
dering cinders and ash into a great cooking pot, and they carried
the fire downstairs, the breastplate burning Genevieve's hands, and
when the first two nen cane into view they hurled the red hot
scraps down the stairs. The ash did the greatest damage. It drifted,
hot dust, and sonme got into the eyes of the crossbowran behi nd

Ful k and he flinched away, his weapon dropped as he pawed the



burni ng scraps fromhis face, and the crossbow struck the step
fired itself and the bolt went through Fulk's ankle. Fulk fell into
a scatter of red-hot enbers and scranbl ed backwards to free hinself
of the pain and Guy was alone on the stairs, ash half blinding him
and he lifted the shield as though that woul d protect his eyes and
it was struck by an arrow with such force that it threw hi mback
The arrow was hal f through the shield. A crossbow bolt cracked
against the wall. Quy staggered, trying to gain his balance, trying
to see through the ash-induced tears and the thick snoke, and

then Thormas led his few nmen in a charge. Thonas carried one of

the shortened | ances that he rammed at Guy, throw ng him al

the way down the stairs, while the man-at-arns wi th Thonas

stabbed a sword two-handed into Ful k's neck

Vexille's men at the foot of the stairs should have stopped the
charge, but they were taken aback by the sight of Guy staggering
down, by Fulk's scream ng and by the stench of fire and burning

fl esh and they backed out of the door as the enemy came how i ng

out of the snoke. Thomas only led five nen, but they were enough

to panic Quy's small band who seized their master and fled back
into the courtyard's fresh air. Thomas followed, thrusting the |ance
forward, and he caught Guy plunb on the breastplate so that he

was thrown back down the outer steps to sprawl on the court

yard's stones. Then the arrows came fromthe battlenents, plunging
through mail and plate. The attackers could not go back up the

st eps, because Thomas was there and the doorway was filled with
armed men and snoke, and so they fled. They ran for the town

and the arrows followed themthrough the archway and hurl ed

two of themonto the rubble. Then Thomas shouted for the archers

to stop shooting. Rest strings!" he yelled. You hear ne, Sanf? Rest
strings! Rest strings!"”

He let the shortened |ance fall and held out his hand. Genevieve
gave him his bow and Thomas took a broad-head fromhis arrow

bag and | ooked down the steps to where his cousin, abandoned

by his nmen, struggled to stand in his heavy black arnmour. You

and ne," Thomas said, your weapon agai nst nine."

Quy | ooked left and right and saw no hel p. The courtyard was
stinking of vomt, dung and blood. It was thick with bodies. He
backed away, going to the gap at the edge of the barricade and



Thomas foll owed, com ng down the steps and staying within a

dozen paces of his eneny. Lost your appetite for battle?" Thomas
asked him

@Quy rushed himthen, hoping to get within the range of his

| ong sword's bl ade, but the broad-head hit himsmack on the
breastpl ate and he was brutally checked by it, stopped dead by the
sheer force of the big bow, and Thomas al ready had anot her arrow
on the string. Try again. Thomas said.

Quy backed away. Back through the barricade, past Sir

Qui Il aune and his two men who did nothing to interfere with

him Thomas's archers had cone down fromthe battlements and
were on the steps, watching. |Is your armour good?" Thomas asked
Quy. It needs to be. Mnd you, |I'm shooting broad-heads. They
won't pierce your armour." He | oosed again and the arrow

hamrered into the plates at Guy's groin and bent himover and
t hrew hi m back onto the rubble. Thomas had anot her arrow ready.

So what will you do now?" Thomas asked. |'m not defence

| ess |ike Planchard. Like Eleanor. Like ny father. So cone and kil
ne.
Quy got to his feet and backed over the rubble. He knew he

had men in the towmn and if he could just reach themthen he
woul d be safe, but he dared not turn his back. He knew he woul d
fetch an arrow if he did and a man's pride did not allow a wound
in the back. You died facing the eneny. He was outside the castle
now, backing slowy across the open space and he prayed one of
his nen would have the wit to fetch a crossbow and finish Thomas
of f, but Thomas was still coming towards him smiling, and the
snmle was of a man come to his sweet revenge
This one's a bodkin. Thomas said, and it's going to hit you in
the chest. You want to raise the shield?"
Thomas. CQuy said, then raised the small shield before he could
say anything nore because he had seen Thonmas draw t he big bow,
and the string was rel eased and the arrow, headed wi th heavy oak
behi nd t he needl e-sharp bl ade, slamed through the shield,
t hrough the breastplate, mail and | eather to | odge agai nst one of
Quy's ribs. The inpact jarred himback three paces, but he managed
to keep his feet, though the shield was now pinned to his chest
and Thomas had anot her arrow nocked.



In the belly this tinme. Thomas said.

" myour cousin. @Quy said, and he wenched the shield free,
tearing the arrow head fromhis chest, but he was too late and
t he arrow punched his stonach, driving through plate steel and
iron mail and greased |l eather, and this arrow sank deep. The first
was for ny father. Thomas said, that one was for my wonan
and this one's for Planchard. He shot again and the arrow pierced
Quy's gorget and hurled himback onto the cobbles. He still had
the sword and he tried to lift it as Thonmas canme close. He al so
tried to speak, but his throat was filled with bl ood. He shook his
head, wondering why his sight was going nisty, and he felt Thomas
kneel on his sword armand he felt the punctured gorget being
prised up and he tried to protest, but only spewed bl ood, then
Thomas put the dagger under the gorget and ramred it deep into
Quy's gullet. And that one's for ne. Thomas said.
Sam and a hal f-dozen archers joined himby the body. Jake's
dead, " Sam sai d.

I know. "

Hal f the bl oody world's dead. Sam sai d.

Maybe the world was endi ng, Thomas thought. Perhaps the
terrible prophecies of the Book of Revelation were coning true.
The four dread horsenen were riding. The rider on the white horse
was CGod's revenge on an evil world, the red horse carried war,
t he bl ack horse was saddl ed by fam ne while the pale horse, the
wor st, brought plague and death. And perhaps the only thing that
could turn the riders away was the Grail, but he did not have the
Grail. So the horsemen would run free. Thonas stood, picked up
his bow and started down the street.
Quy's surviving men were not staying to fight the archers. They
fled like Joscelyn's nmen, going to find a place where no pl ague
filled the streets, and Thomas stal ked a town of the dying and the
dead, a town of snoke and filth, a place of weeping. He carried
an arrow on the string, but no one challenged him A wonan
called for help, a child cried in a doorway, and then Thomas saw
a man-at-arns, still in mail, and he half drew the bow, then saw
the man had no weapons, only a pail of water. He was an ol der
man, grey-haired. You rmust be Thomas?" the man said.

Yes. "



I"'mSir Henri Courtois." He pointed at a nearby house. Your
friend is in there. He's sick."

Robbi e lay on a foul ed bed. He was shaking with a fever and
his face was dark and swollen. He did not recognize Thomas. You
poor bastard. Thomas said. He gave his bowto Sam And take
that too, Sam he said, pointing to the parchment that lay on a
| ow stool beside the bed, and then he Iifted Robbie in his arns
and carried himback up the hill. You should die among friends.
he tol d the unconsci ous man.
The siege, at |ast, was over.
Sir Guillaunme died. Many died. Too many to bury, so Thomas had
the corpses carried to a ditch in the fields across the river and he
covered themw th brushwood and set the heap on fire, though
there was not enough fuel to burn the bodies, which were |eft
hal f roasted. Wl ves canme and ravens darkened the sky above the
ditch that was death's rich feast.
Fol k came back to the town. They had sought refuge in places
that were struck as badly as Castillon d' Arbizon. The pl ague was
everywhere, they said. Berat was a town of the dead, though
whet her Joscelyn lived no one knew and Thomas did not care.
Wnter brought frost and at Christmas a friar brought news that
the pestilence was nowin the north. It is everywhere. the friar
said, everyone is dying. Yet not everyone died. Philin's son
Galdric, recovered, but just after Christmas his father caught the
di sease and was dead in three agonizing days.
Robbie lived. It had seemed he nust die for there had been
ni ghts when he appeared not to breathe, yet he lived and slowy
he recovered. Genevieve |ooked after him feedi ng himwhen he
was weak and washi ng hi m when he was filthy, and when he
tried to apol ogi ze to her she hushed him Speak to Thonas. she
sai d.
Robbi e, still weak, went to Thomas and he thought the archer
| ooked ol der and fiercer. Robbie did not know what to say, but
Thomas did. Tell ne. he said. Wen you did what you did, you
t hought you were doing the right thing?"



Yes. Robbie said.

Then you did no wong. Thomas said flatly, and that's an end
of it.

| should not have taken that. Robbie said, pointing to the
parchnent on Thomas's lap, the Grail witings left by Thomas's
f at her.

| got it back. Thomas said, and now|'musing it to teach
Cenevieve to read. It isn't any use for anything el se.

Robbi e stared into the fire. I'msorry. he said.
Thomas i gnored the apol ogy. And what we do now is wait unti
everyone is well, then we go hone."

They were ready to | eave by Saint Benedict's Day. Eleven nen

woul d go hone to England, and Galdric, who had no parents now,

woul d travel as Thonas's servant. They would go hone rich, for

nost of the noney fromtheir plunders was still intact, but what

they would find in England Thomas did not know.

He spent the last night in Castillon d' Arbizon |listening as

Cenevi eve stunbl ed over the words of his father's parchnent. He

had decided to burn it after this night, for it had | ed hi m nowhere.

He was maki ng Genevieve read the Latin, for there was little

English or French in the docurment, and though she did not under

stand the words it did give her practice in deciphering the letters.
Virga tua et baculus tuus ipsa consol obuntur me, " she read slowy,

and Thomas nodded and knew the words calix meus inebrians were

not far ahead, and he thought that the cup had got hi m drunk

drunk and wild and all to no purpose. Planchard had been right.

The search nmade nen nad
Ponp coram nme nmensam

meorum '
It's not pono," Thonas said, but pones. Pones coram ne nensam

ex adverso hostium nmeorum " He knew it by heart and now trans

| ated for her. Thou prepares! a table for me in the presence of

ny enemes."

She frowned, a long pale finger on the witing. No. she insisted,
it does say pono."" She held out the manuscript to prove it.

The firelight flickered on the words that did i ndeed say pono

coram nme nmensam ex adverso hostium meorum”™ H s father had witten

it and Thomas must have | ooked at the Iine a score of tines, yet

Cenevi eve read, ex adverso hostium



he had never noticed the mistake. His faniliarity with the Latin
had led himto skip across the words, seeing themin his head
rather than on the parchnent. Pono. | prepare a table."” Not thou
preparest, but | prepare, and Thomas stared at the word and knew
it was not a m stake.

And knew he had found the Gail.



EPI LOGUE
The G ail



The breaki ng waves drove up the shingle, hissed white and scraped
back. On and on, ever and ever, the grey-green sea beating at

Engl and' s coast.

A small rain fell, soaking the new grass where | anbs pl ayed and
buck hares danced besi de the hedgerows where anenones and
stitchwort grew

The pestilence had come to Engl and. Thonmas and his three

conpani ons had ridden through enpty villages and heard cows

bell owi ng in agony for there was no one to take the mlk from
their swollen udders. At some villages archers waited at barri caded
streets to turn all strangers away and Thomas had dutifully ridden
around such places. They had seen pits dug for the dead; pits half
filled with corpses that had received no last rites. The pits were
edged with flowers for it was springtine.

In Dorchester there was a dead man in the street and no one

to bury him Some houses had been nail ed shut and painted with

a red cross to show that the folk inside were sick and nust be |eft
there to die or recover. Qutside the town the fields went

unpl oughed, seed stayed in the barns of dead farners, and yet
there were | arks above the grass and the kingfishers darting al ong
the streans and plovers tumbling beneath the cl ouds.

Sir Gles Marriott, the old lord of the nmanor, had died before

t he plague struck, and his grave was in the village church, but if
any of the surviving villagers saw Thormas ride by, they did not
greet him They sheltered from God's wath and Thonas,

Cenevi eve, Robbie and Galdric rode on down the |lane until they
were beneath Lipp Hill and ahead was the sea, and the shingle,



and the vall ey where Hookton had once stood. It had been burned
by Sir Guillaume and Guy Vexille back when they were allies, and
now t here was not hi ng but thorns | ooping over the |unmpy renains

of the cottages, and hazels and thistles and nettles growing in the
scorched bl ack, roofless walls of the church

Thomas had been in England for a fortnight. He had ridden to

the Earl of Northanmpton, and he had knelt to his |lord who had
first had servants exam ne Thomas to make sure he did not carry
the dark marks of the pestilence, and Thomas had paid his lord
one-third of the noney they had brought from Castillon d' Arbizon
and then he had given himthe golden cup. It was nmade for the
Gail, ny lord. he said, but the Gail is gone."

The Earl admired the cup, turning it and holding it up so that

it caught the light, and he was amazed at its beauty. Gone?" he
asked.

The nonks at Saint Sever's. Thomas lied, believe it was taken

to heaven by an angel whose wi ng had been nmended there. It is
gone, lord."

And the Earl had been satisfied, for he was the possessor of a
great treasure even if it was not the Gail, and Thomas, prom sing
to return, had gone away wi th his conpani ons. Now he had cone

to the village of his childhood, the place he had | earned to master
the bow, and to the church where his father, the nad Fat her Ral ph
had preached to the gulls and hidden his great secret.

It was still there. Hidden in the grass and nettles that grew

bet ween the flagstones of the old church, a thing discarded as
being of no value. It was a clay bow which Father Ral ph had used
to hold the mass wafers. He would put the bowl on the altar, cover
it with a linen cloth and carry it hone when nass was done. |
prepare a table', he had witten, and the altar was the table and
the bow was the thing he set it with and Thomas had handl ed it

a hundred tines and thought nothing of it, and when he had | ast
been in Hookton he had picked it up fromthe ruins and then
disdaining it, he had thrown it back anmpng t he weeds.

Now he found it again ampobng the nettles and he took it to

Cenevi eve who placed it in the wooden box and cl osed the |id,

and the fit of the thing was so perfect that the box did not even
rattl e when it was shaken. The base of the bowl matched the slight



di scoloured circle in the old paint of the box's interior. The one
had been made for the other. What do we do?" Cenevi eve asked.
Robbi e and Gal dric were outside the church, exploring the ridges
and | unmps that betrayed where the old cottages had been. Neither
knew why Thormas had come back to Hookton. Galdric did not
care, and Robbie, quieter now, was content to stay with Thomas
until they all rode north to pay Lord Quthwaite the ransomt hat
woul d rel ease Robbie back to Scotland. If Quthwaite |ived.

What do we do?" Cenevi eve asked again, her voice a whisper.

What Pl anchard advi sed ne," Thomas said, but first he took a
skin wine fromhis bag, poured a little wine into the bow and
made Genevieve drink fromit, then he took the bow and drank
hinmself. He smiled at her. That rids us of excomunication," he
said, for they had drunk fromthe bow that caught Christ's bl ood
fromthe cross.

Is it really the Gail?" Genevieve asked.
Thomas took it outside. He held Genevieve's hand as they
wal ked towards the sea and, when they reached the shingle inside
t he hook where the Lipp Stream curved across the beach by the

pl ace where the fishing boats had been haul ed up when Hookton
still had villagers, he smled at her, then hurled the bow as hard
as he could. He threw it across the streamto the hook of shingle
on the far side and the bow crunched down into the stones,
bounced, ran a few feet and was still.
They waded the stream clinbed the bank and found the bow
undamaged.

What do we do?" Cenevi eve asked again.

It would cause not hing but nadness, Thomas thought. Men
would fight for it, lie for it, cheat for it, betray for it and die for
it. The Church would nake noney fromit. It would cause nothing
but evil, he thought, for it stirred horror frommen's hearts, so he
woul d do what Pl anchard had said he woul d do. Hurl it into the
deepest sea, " he quoted the old abbot, down anong the

nonsters, and tell no one."
Cenevi eve touched the bow a last tine, then kissed it and gave

it back to Thomas who cradled it for a nmoment. It was just a bow
of peasant's clay, red-brown in colour, thickly made and rough to
t he touch, not perfectly round, with a small indentation on one



side where the potter had damaged the unfired clay. It was worth
penni es, perhaps nothing, yet it was the greatest treasure of

Chri stendom and he kissed it once and then he drew back his
strong archer's right arm ran down to the sucking sea's edge and
threwit as far and as hard as he could. He hurled it away and it
span for an instant above the grey waves, seenmed to fly a heart
beat | onger as though it were reluctant to I et go of mankind, and
then the bow was gone.

Just a white splash, instantly heal ed, and Thomas t ook

Cenevi eve's hand and turned away.

He was an archer, and the nadness was over. He was free.



H storical Note



I have allowed a surfeit of rats to appear here and there in Heretic,
t hough | am persuaded they were probably innocent of spreading
t he plague. There is argunent anong the nedical historians as to
whet her the Bl ack Death (naned for the col our of the buboes, or
swel i ngs, which disfigured the sick) was bubonic plague, which
woul d have been spread by fleas fromrats, or sone form of
ant hrax, whi ch woul d have conme fromcattle. Fortunately for ne
Thomas and his conpani ons did not need to nmake that diagnosis.
The nedi eval explanation for the pestilence was mankind's sin
added to an unfortunate astrol ogi cal conjunction of the planet
Saturn, always a baleful influence. It caused panic and puzzl enment
for it was an unknown di sease that had no cure. It spread north
fromltaly, killing its victinms within three or four days and nysteriously
sparing others. This was the first appearance of the plague
in Europe. There had been ot her pandem cs, of course, but nothing
on this scale, and it would continue its ravages, at intervals, for
anot her four hundred years. The victinms did not call it the Black
Deat h, that nanme was not to be used till the 1800s, they just knew
it as the pestilence.”
It killed at |least one-third of the European popul ati on. Sone
conmmunities suffered a nortality bill of nmore than fifty per cent,
but the overall figure of one-third seens to be accurate. It struck
as hard in rural areas as in towns and whol e vill ages vani shed.
Sonme of themcan still be detected as ridges and ditches in farm
land, while in other places there are | one churches, standing in
fields with no apparent purpose. They are the plague churches, al
that remain of the old villages.



Only the opening and cl osi ng passages of Heretic are based on

real history. The plague happened, as did the siege and capture of
Cal ais, but everything in between is fictional. There is no town of
Berat, nor a bastide called Castillon d" Arbizon. There is an Astarac,
but whatever was built there now lies under the waters of a great
reservoir. The fight which begins the book, the capture of Nifulay
and its tower, did happen, but the victory gained the French no
advant age for they were unable to cross the R ver Ham and engage
the main English arnmy. So the French withdrew, Calais fell and

the port remained in English hands for another three centuries.

The story of the six burghers of Calais being condermmed to deat h,
then reprieved, is well known and Rodin's statue of the six, in
front of the town's hall, conmenorates the event.

Thomas' s | anguage difficulties in Gascony were real enough. The

ari stocracy there, as in England, used French, but the common

folk had a variety of |ocal |anguages, chiefly Cccitan, from which
t he nodern Languedoc cones. Languedoc sinmply nmeans the

| anguage of oc', because oc was the word for yes, and it is closely
related to Catal an, the | anguage spoken just across the Pyrenees

in northern Spain. The French, conquering the territory to their

south, tried to suppress the |language, but it is still spoken and is
now enj oyi ng somet hing of a revival
As for the Grail? Long gone, | suspect. Sonme say it was the cup

Christ used at the Last Supper, and others that it was the bow

used to catch his blood fromthe dolorous blow, the |ance wound
given to his side during the crucifixion. \Watever it was, it has
never been found, though runours persist and sonme say it is hidden
in Scotland. It was, neverthel ess, the nost prized relic of nedieval
Chri stendom perhaps because it was so nysterious, or else

because, when the Arthurian tales received their final form al

the old Celtic tales of magic caul drons becane confused with the
Grail. It has also been a golden thread through centuries of stories,
and will go on being that, which is why it is probably best if it
remai ns undi scover ed.






