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CHAPTER ONE



Heinrich Eckert drew his cloak more tightly around himself as he climbed down the steep cliff path. The sound of waves crashing onto the shore was a distant thunder, but he could smell the sea and taste salt on the spray that blew inland.


He clenched his teeth, grinding them together as much with anger as against the cold. Now that he had replenished his personal stock of amber, he was eager to return to his house at Lūbeck. It ought not to be necessary for him to come down to the beach to oversee his workers; each of them was bound by a blood oath not to steal his property and to denounce anyone who did. Heinrich’s reputation alone usually kept petty thieving in check, but Arnoul had discovered that one of the workers had been foolhardy enough to keep back some amber for himself.


‘Damned thieving curs,’ he fumed under his breath as he continued on down the track. The rage boiled up inside him. These gatherers were simple people—no more than peasants. Probably the thief planned to sell his spoils to some itinerant merchant for a few copper pennies. Did the fool not realise what an insult that was? As if amber was simply a commodity—like wood or wax, or even pearls! Amber was far more than simply a decorative gemstone, but it took a man schooled in the dark arts to know this. A man such as himself.


Behind him came the clanking of weapons from his men-at-arms. The men’s harsh breathing and muttered complaints about the remoteness of the beach, which made the journey on horseback impossible, broke into his thoughts, irritating him further.


‘Be silent,’ he rapped. ‘I don’t want the gatherers alerted to our presence!’ The noise subsided at once. Heinrich never gave a second order. ‘There, my lord,’ Arnoul said pointing, his sculpted features flushed with exertion. He had pushed back the hood of his hauberk, so that his pale blond hair fell in loose waves over his shoulders. Alone of Heinrich’s henchmen, Arnoul dared brave his lord’s displeasure.


Heinrich grunted, running an appraising glance over Arnoul’s broad shoulders and slender waist, remembering that morning in his bed chamber, his chin propped on the heel of his hand as he looked down on the sleeping man beside him. In the cold light of dawn, pushing in through the cracks in the wooden shutters, Arnoul’s heavily muscled nakedness had been a map of planes and shadows. Recalling what had followed once Arnoul had wakened, Heinrich felt a stirring in his groin. He fancied that he could still taste his lover—sweat and musk and the flatter, salty tang of male arousal. The weight in his loins increased and he slid a hand under his tunic, adjusting the bulge in his hosen. But this was not the time for such pleasant thoughts. He dragged his concentration back to the task in hand and looked in the direction Arnoul indicated.


Beyond the stretch of white sand, the amber gatherers stood waist-deep in the rough sea. They were roped together for safety, each wearing a sack of fine mesh slung across one shoulder. With long, net-topped poles they ‘fished’ the turbulent waters for the buoyant chunks of amber loosened from their under-sea beds of blue earth by the winter storms. The grey waters heaved and broke around the gatherers, churning in a white froth that submerged them and left them gasping, while the undertow sucked the feet from under them and drenching spray plastered their hair to their skulls and stung their eyes.


For a moment Heinrich paused, struck by the elemental nature of the scene. Usually he hardly spared a thought for the workers, his only concern being the end result of their labours and the commerce which had made him a wealthy man. Confronted with the reality of their lives he felt moved to silently acknowledge their bravery and resilience.


‘The one we seek is named Waleksa. That’s his hovel over there,’ Arnoul said. ‘We should hurry. If the bastard has wind of our coming he’ll try to run for it.’


‘If he does, we’ll see him,’ Heinrich said mildly. ‘You can have the pleasure of using him for spear practice. Wait here a while. I want to watch.’


Arnoul shrugged and hunkered down in the coarse grass. As he turned his back into the lee of the wind, he permitted himself a smile. His lord’s voice held a note he recognised, detachment and fascination—in equal measure. Someone who knew Heinrich less well would have fancied that they also detected a trace of indolence, but Arnoul would never make that mistake.


Some distance back from the waves, fires of driftwood burned brightly, sending up rags of blue-grey smoke. As Heinrich watched, the gatherers broke ranks and began moving towards the shore. Water streamed from their clothes and dripped from their limbs. He could see that the men were shivering uncontrollably, their faces white, lips blue with cold. The women tending the fires hurried forward, relieving their men of their nets and helping them towards the waiting heat. The gatherers hunched around the flames, steam rising from the chest-high leather suits which had frozen to their bodies. Bottles of plum brandy were passed around and the men gulped the fiery liquor down, grateful for the inner warmth it imparted.


Arnoul nodded towards the small procession wending its way from the base of the cliffs. ‘See there? The gatherers’ kin are coming to light them home to the village. That’s Waleksa in the front. The big, dark-haired man, wearing the necklace of basilisks’s teeth.’


‘He’s the head man? This is more serious than I thought.’ Heinrich gestured to his men-at-arms and they moved forward.


In the fading light, the beach fires crackled and threw up orange sparks. Shreds of smoke rose like dark silk on the wind. Heinrich heard the voices raised in gladness and saw much back-slapping and greeting. Despite the cold and the heavy seas it had been a good haul. Some of the women kicked sand over the fires, others shouldered sacks. One of the women saw the little band approaching and passed the word to the others. When the gatherers saw the men-at-arms, a ripple of unease passed amongst them. One or two of them began running in the direction of their hovels.


Heinrich noticed that Waleksa stood his ground. His deep-set, dark eyes regarded Heinrich and his men steadily. His mouth was set in a firm line. Heinrich felt a grudging respect for the headman. ‘Lead the way,’ he said. ‘We’ll follow. And tell your people not to be afraid. My business is with you alone.’


Waleksa smiled tightly, then relayed Heinrich’s message, his dialect so strong that Heinrich had difficulty catching the words. The gatherers’ faces were bound by fear and suspicion, but they nodded curtly and fell into step. No one spoke as the procession filed across the beach and began clambering over the wet rocks. The gatherers, although barefoot, were as sure-footed as mountain goats. Laden down by their bulging sacks and hampered by damp clothing, they nevertheless scurried over the rocks with ease.


Arnoul cursed as his nailed boots slid on the weed that slimed the dark rocks. Once he fell, skinning the side of his hand against a clump of barnacles. His cloak of red wool trailed in a pool and he twitched it aside, exclaiming at the stink of the oily water that darkened it.


Heinrich chuckled and grabbed for Arnoul’s hand. Examining the wound, he brought the hand to his mouth and licked away the blood. Arnoul’s mouth spasmed at the feel of the hot tongue against his chilled skin. He flushed darkly. ‘My lord,’ he said huskily, thinking it unwise to make such a public show of affection. But Heinrich cared nothing for any rules but his own. Arnoul looked around to see if anyone had seen him stumble. If they had, their faces were neutral. No one dared to laugh in his face. Behind his back, it might be another matter.


Soon they reached the base of the cliffs, where a huge outcrop of granite provided shelter from the cutting winds. Low, windowless houses, with frames of driftwood and roofs thatched with dune grass, were clustered around the lower slopes. Smoke drifted upwards, sifting directly through the thatch. Higher up the cliff face stood a larger house, the doorway and windows formed from whale bones decorated with intricate carving.


Waleksa called a greeting. An old woman and two children appeared at the door of the large house. More people came out to cluster around their returning kin. Heinrich gave a gesture. Arnoul and two men-at-arms pushed through the villagers and made straight for the large house. Waleksa’s face darkened. He gestured to the old woman to bring the children down to safety. Opening his arms, he gathered the children into his embrace. A boy of six years and a girl a few years older, clutched at their father’s tunic, their eyes wide with fear.


‘What’s wrong, Papa? What do they want?’ the girl said. Like the other children, she was thin and pale, her face pinched and her cheeks hollowed by hunger. Her dark eyes were huge, her hair a rich brown. In a few year’s time and with good food she would be a beauty.


Waleksa stroked her head fondly. ‘Hush, Tascha. Be still.’


The other villagers moved restlessly, holding their children close and looking from one to the other, waiting for a word from their headman. They stared at Heinrich blankly, separated from him by a gulf of poverty and privation that could never be bridged. Many of them wore only a tunic of rough wool; all were barefoot. The children were clothed in little more than rags. One of them was grizzling, a string of snot hanging from its nose. Another was coughing, the rasping sound echoing in the thin chest.


‘Bid these folk go to their houses and feed themselves,’ Heinrich said curtly.


Waleksa stared at him, his face showing no defiance merely a calm acceptance. ‘They’ll not heed me,’ he said slowly, so that Heinrich would understand his accent. ‘They know why you have come. Our houses have been searched before. They wait to see what you will do.’


It amazed Heinrich that the headman made no move to escape or interrupt the search. He supposed that Waleksa knew that it was simply a matter of time before the stolen amber was found. There came the sound of breaking pots and splintering wood as the men-at-arms ransacked the house. A short time later Arnoul appeared, a leather sack held up triumphantly. ‘Buried under the hearth!’


Heinrich looked coldly at Waleksa. ‘Why did you steal from me?’


Waleksa shrugged. ‘The children are sick and hungry. Winter comes soon. We have only fish. I took enough to sell for one sack of grain.’


‘You could have sent word to me,’ Heinrich said.


‘Oh aye, and you would listen?’ Waleksa said bitterly. ‘Do what you must. I do not deny my guilt. It is mine alone. I will bear the beating.’


‘The man is cursed arrogant,’ Arnoul said, his sculpted mouth hardening. ‘Let me teach him some manners.’


‘Wait. Let him be. Bring me that sack.’ Cutting the length of twine, Heinrich opened the sack and tipped out the contents. What he saw made him draw in his breath sharply. He had felt inclined to be lenient with Waleksa, but now he saw what the man had kept back. This amount of amber could be sold for many good Flemish pounds. Waleksa would have been able to leave the village on the proceeds, perhaps buy a farm inland.


Heinrich’s face grew tight with fury as he picked up a chunk of amber. It was light, weighing only a few ounces and felt warm to the touch. The outer surface was encrusted and opaque, but here and there the underlying colour of the fossilized resin showed through. He saw at once that this piece was not the usual deep yellow colour. ‘Give me some light,’ he said abruptly.


Someone passed him a flambeau. He held up the fist-sized piece of amber. It was red, the interior glowing like the finest burgundy wine. The next piece he examined yielded a blue glow, pale and streaked with yellow, tiny fronds of fern captured within it. Red and blue amber was rare enough. But the final piece made his mouth water. Black. It was black—and as big as a bear’s head. Black was the rarest colour of all—the most charged with latent power. A gatherer might search for half a lifetime and never see anything like this.


Taking a tiny bone-handled knife from a pouch at his belt, Heinrich drew the edge across the pitted face of the black amber. The outer encrustation flaked away. Once more he held up the amber to the light. This time he could hardly believe his own eyes. Trapped within the black amber was a huge dragonfly. He could see the head, with its strong jaws and the bulbous, faceted eyes—as perfect as when it first took to the air all those ages ago. Without polishing and cleaning up the surface, he was unable to tell whether the insect was complete, but he sensed that it was. There was the gleam of a silvery wing, there a leg . . . Praise be to the creator god, Satanel. Heinrich’s heart felt like a live thing in his chest. He could barely take a breath for the excitement coursing through his veins.


But following quick on the elation there came a cold and brooding anger. How dared Waleksa keep this treasure from him? This was no longer simply a question of petty thievery. He looked at Waleksa, saw understanding and acceptance. The headman was unrepentant. In the man’s place Heinrich would have wanted to better himself.


‘Set up a gallows on the beach,’ he said, his voice as cold as ice. Arnoul went at once to do his bidding, his handsome face set in an expression of grim satisfaction.


There was a collective moan from the gatherers. Waleksa paled. His children began to cry. He sank to his knees, holding them close, speaking words of comfort. Cradling his daughter’s head, he said, ‘You must be a brave lass, Tascha. Look out for your brother. Be sure to do what Grandma tells you.’


The other villagers stood around with dazed expressions whilst the men-at-arms pulled apart the wood-pile, gathering material to construct a gallows. An old woman pushed her way towards Heinrich. She threw herself at his feet, clutching at his ankles. ‘Do not kill my son. I beg thee, my lord,’ she said, her voice although cracking with emotion was surprisingly cultured. ‘What shall the people do without their headman? Take me in his stead. I give my life gladly.’


The men-at-arms sniggered as Heinrich pushed the woman away with his foot. His face twisted with distaste. ‘Get up old dame. Justice will be done. Go, see to the children.’


‘Mother do not plead for me,’ Waleksa cried. ‘You shame me before my people!’


The woman ignored him and clung tenaciously to one of Heinrich’s legs. Heinrich kicked out again. The stupid crone was making him look foolish. Bending down he struck her across the mouth. She fell back, spitting blood from a cut lip. Pressing her hand against the wound, she glared up at him. Her coarse grey hair had tumbled free of her leather cap. Her eyes, in their pouches of wrinkled flesh, were as dark and shiny as polished jet. He saw intelligence there and something more disquieting.


‘My lord, I beg thee most humbly for mercy,’ she said. ‘By the Holy Cross I implore you to take me. Of a surety thy heart cannot be made of stone.’


‘Nay,’ Arnoul called out from a distance away, ‘ ’Tis made of something stronger and colder! No use to call on the Cross. My lord serves another master.’


The men-at-arms laughed, nodding their heads in agreement, but one or two of them looked uncomfortable. Heinrich smiled distractedly, already thinking of what the black amber would enable him to do. He was bored now and wished only for the hanging to be over so that he could be on his way.


The old woman darted a look of contempt at Arnoul, her eyes glittering, then looked back at Heinrich. Lifting her chin, she said proudly, ‘Once I would have offered thee my body, for I was passing fair in my youth. But I see plainly that a woman’s flesh holds scant charm for a sodomite. Is that yellow-haired, male whore the best bed-mate thou could find? Thou art an abhorrence before God, lord Heinrich. For thy unnatural desires the scriptures say thee shall burn in Hell!’


The silence that fell was absolute. Arnoul was white to the lips, his blue eyes burning in his pale face. The men-at-arms shuffled their feet uneasily and looked at the ground. The gatherers wore horrified expressions.


‘Pay her no heed, my lord. She is raving!’ Waleksa called out.


The old woman took no notice. ‘I know thee,’ she said to Heinrich, pointing a shaking finger at him. ‘I know what else thou art too. And I am not afraid to say so! I see the blackness in thy soul. Thou art Godless, beyond redemption!’


This crone was starting to annoy him, yet he felt a fleeting curiosity about her. She did not seem to belong with the gatherers. Surely she could know nothing about his secret life. Only a handful of men knew that he belonged to the Illuminati, collectors of ancient wisdom. As for the other thing, she was simply attentive and had seen the way he looked at Arnoul. He forced himself to speak calmly, though his eyes narrowed with rage. ‘You’re brave to speak so to me, old woman. Men have died for much less. Such courage should be richly rewarded.’ He glanced at Arnoul. ‘Is the gallows complete?’


Arnoul tested the wooden post which had been wedged between two rocks. Two other pieces of wood had been lashed to it with lengths of oiled twine. ‘Aye. ’Twill serve.’


The old woman glared at Heinrich, triumph sparking in her eyes. She thought that she had offended him enough so that his wrath would fall upon her instead of her son. He felt a perverse delight in disappointing her. ‘My heart has been melted by your eloquence,’ he said mockingly. ‘You may have your son, old woman.’ He stretched out his arm. ‘Bring me the girl.’


Waleksa gave a groan and pushed his daughter protectively behind him. ‘Ah, no. My Tascha. By God you bastards! You shan’t have her!’


As the men-at-arms laid hands on him he began fighting, screaming for them to let his daughter be. The small boy was pushed aside in the scuffle and fell to the ground sobbing with terror. Waleksa drew the knife that hung at his belt, but before he could lash out one of the soldiers struck him a heavy blow with his sword. There was the sickening sound of metal connecting with bone. Waleksa crumpled.


Women screamed and scrambled for their children. Waleksa’s mother stood silent and white-faced, her knowing eyes burning like hot coals as Arnoul dragged the struggling girl towards the gallows. Tascha was too terror-stricken even to cry out. Tears streamed soundlessly from her big, dark eyes. There was a spreading patch of wet on her ragged woollen tunic. Urine trickled down her leg and pooled on the sand. One of the men-at-arms bound the girl and lifted her onto a rock. He put the noose around her neck and tightened it.


Waleksa groaned, shook his head to clear it, and struggled to sit up. Blood was matted in his dark hair. It trickled down his face and into his eyes. He called out. ‘For the love of God, have mercy! She’s just a child. The crime was mine. I admit it. Do not punish my daughter. Take me, I beg you!’


‘Hang her and be done with it,’ Heinrich said, putting up his hand to smother a yawn.


Waleksa pressed his palms together, his lips moving in the words of a prayer. Arnoul pushed the girl off the rock, while the man-at-arms hauled on the rope. Tascha swung into the air, her thin legs kicking out as her neck broke with an audible snap. The body jerked once, then was still. Tascha swayed gently back and forth like a broken doll. Waleksa covered his face with his hands, sobbing brokenly. No one approached him. Beside him, his son sat on the ground, a look of stupefied shock on his face.


‘Be thankful that we do not fire your houses,’ Heinrich called out to the gatherers. He made to move away, confident that no one would again be so foolish as to keep back any amber for themselves.


The old woman blocked his way. She fell to her knees, her arms stretched out in front of her in the position adopted to utter a curse. Her strange black eyes bored into Heinrich’s face as she called out to him in ringing tones. ‘I curse thee with a sickness of thy wits. Madness shall be thy legacy. Thee shall know such sorrow that thy very bones will crack with the pain of it. I curse thee in blood and flesh—in waking and in sleep—in your heart and soul—wherever it cuts you the deepest. Thee shall grow old in sadness and regret. Foulness and agony shall surround thee and those whom thy love . . .’ Reaching to her belt, she drew a flenching knife and in a single swift movement brought it to her throat. Even as the knife moved across her pleated skin, seeming to draw a thin red line, she spoke the final words. ‘I bind this curse with my life-blood and give up the hope of eternal rest.’


Sagging forward, the old woman fell to the ground. It seemed to take a long time before she lay crumpled on the sand. The blood frothed and bubbled out of the wound in her neck, spreading around her like a sanguine cloak. Her limbs worked as she twitched, then she gave a sound like a gentle sigh and was still.


Heinrich staggered, the back of his hand pressed to his mouth. His men-at-arms muttered, backing away and crossing themselves. Everyone knew that the curses of those innocents who had suffered injustice were always effective.


‘She was a witch!’ Heinrich said. ‘Why did I not see it? By the monarch of demons, I should have hanged her. She hated me so much that she freely damned her immortal soul by taking her own life!’


Arnoul came up beside him. He looked shaken, but was fighting for composure. Drawing Heinrich aside, he spoke in a low voice. ‘Nay, my lord. She was but a mazed old crone. Pay her no heed. What can such a woman do to someone with your powers? Does not the dark always blot out the light?’


Heinrich nodded, dragging his sleeve across his forehead. Bubbles of sweat had broken out on his skin. He reached for Arnoul, placing shaking fingers on his lover’s arm. His movements were jerky, disconnected as if they were beyond his control. ‘Aye, that’s true enough. Come then. Let’s leave this place. I sicken of these damned brooding mountains and grey seas. Send one of the men on ahead to ready the horses. We leave for Lübeck at once.’


Heinrich tried to focus his thoughts on the chunk of black amber, but could not put aside the image of the old woman as she cut her own throat. Her words had rung with such power. The spilling of her blood bound the curse to him, as surely as if she had burned the words into his flesh with a hot iron. Despite Arnoul’s reassurances his skin crawled with dread. As he turned his back to the village at the foot of the cliff, he felt heavy and tired. He experienced a moment’s disorientation and looked around in distraction. For a second or two he had thought himself back at the castle. Is the witch’s curse taking effect already?


No. It was nothing. Just one of the fleeting lapses which he had begun to experience lately. They lasted only seconds, usually when he was tired. The previous night he had sat reading by candle light into the early hours. His eyes felt gritty, the back of his neck ached. I need some spiced wine, he thought, and Arnoul’s strong fingers massaging my shoulders. Before he left the castle he would have his lover rub scented oil into his skin, then, when he was fully aroused, he would compel Arnoul to share with him the new pathways to pleasure in which he had recently begun to indulge, and which he found so curiously satisfying.


Already he had forgotten the dead woman and the girl who hung on the gallows. His eyes flickered without interest over Waleksa, who sat hunched over like a man with a stomach wound. Consumed by his own thoughts and desires, Heinrich’s eyes registered nothing. Slinging one arm around Arnoul’s broad shoulders he walked away.


At the house in Lübeck, Arnoul stretched his legs under the wooden table. It was good to be back after the damp and chilly castle. Here huge log fires burned in the hearths in every room and high-backed settles kept away the draughts. Dining with Heinrich in his upstairs chamber, he wore a long gown of padded velvet over a linen shirt and hosen of fine wool. Felt boots, lined with sheepskin, covered his feet. His blond hair hung loose to his shoulders. After the luxury of a hot bath, his skin was clean and scented.


Across the table from him, Heinrich was dipping a hunk of black bread into a pewter dish, wiping it round and round in the spicy juices, but not eating. He looked agitated. The recent hanging and the old woman’s curse must be playing on his mind. In truth, the hag’s suicide had chilled Arnoul’s blood. Her words had echoed certain of his own suspicions. For some time now he had been aware of subtle changes in Heinrich’s behaviour. Nothing to cause any real alarm, it was true, but sometimes there would be a pause before Heinrich answered a question. His eyes would glaze over as if he looked on a landscape to which he alone was privy. At other times, there were lapses in his memory. But then Heinrich was prone to appear vague, his mind occupied by some intricate problem of cosmology or the science of numbers.


Arnoul would hardly have given more thought to the matter of these observations, except for the old witch saying, “I curse you with a sickness of the wits”. Strange that she had chosen those words; curses were not usually so specific.


‘You look distracted,’ Heinrich said, his forehead creased as if he knew what Arnoul was thinking.


Arnoul smiled. ‘I was thinking of the meeting this night,’ he lied smoothly. ‘I know that you hope your visitor will have recent information about the one you seek.’


Heinrich’s brow creased. ‘This night? Ah yes, of course.’ Reaching for a tankard he filled it with ale.


Arnoul remained smiling, but his face felt stiff. Heinrich had never forgotten such an important event before now. Under the pretence of concentrating on his meal, he studied his lover closely. Outwardly Heinrich looked the same. A man of medium height, he was powerfully built—a testament to his years engaged in warfare. Now grown wealthy from the trade in amber, he had gained some weight, but it suited him. He wore a long tunic of mustard linen, held in at the waist with a wide leather belt. His thick, light brown hair was swept back from a lofty brow. There were a few strands of grey at his temples, a little extra flesh around his square jaw-line, but Heinrich was still a powerfully attractive man.


‘Is there time for that, before my guests arrive?’ Heinrich said huskily, his eyes pinning Arnoul in a long moment of complete absorption.


Arnoul laughed, realising that Heinrich had been perfectly aware of his scrutiny, even if he had misinterpreted the reason for it. ‘My lord? What can you mean?’


‘Don’t play the coquette with me,’ Heinrich said with mock anger, ‘I know you too well. Your appetites match my own.’


Arnoul felt a shiver of excitement as Heinrich got up and strode across the chamber. Taking a key from his belt, he fitted it into a lock on a sturdy wooden door. Glancing over his shoulder, he gave Arnoul a look that set his blood racing. ‘Well? Must I compel you to join me? Are you, after all, unwilling . . . ?’


Arnoul made himself meet Heinrich’s gaze, his blue eyes steady beneath the assault of that look—of what? Calculation, studied sensuality? ‘No. Indeed not, my lord,’ he said, annoyed to find that his voice was unsteady. ‘I am, as ever, your servant.’


‘A pity,’ Heinrich’s mouth lifted at the corner. ‘I would have enjoyed introducing you to the kiss of the lash. But perhaps that’s well enough. You can savour the thought for another time.’


Arnoul rose slowly, consumed by mixed emotions. Uppermost was desire, but he was also wary, a little reticent. He was not certain what to expect from his changeling lover. Perversely, that very fact, added a spiked sweetness to the desire which was coiling in his belly. Surely Heinrich jested when he spoke of a lashing? Something within Arnoul rebelled at the thought of subjecting himself to such base punishment. His pride would prevent him from allowing any man to strike him. But a deeper, darker impulse awoke as he imagined the sting of leather against his skin, the radiating heat as the pain faded.


Arnoul followed Heinrich into the side room. This was where the secret meetings were held, where Heinrich’s special guests came to discuss science, philosophy, ancient wisdom. For many years the Illuminati had gathered at Heinrich’s house. Some of them spoke languages which only Heinrich understood. Arnoul was never allowed to be present at the meetings, but Heinrich had told him that much time was devoted to trying to trace an alchemist—a man of singular talents, named Karolan Rakka. This, supposedly almost immortal, lord of Norman descent was as elusive as he was gifted. Of late, the trail had gone cold. But Heinrich was certain that he would soon have word. ‘Such a singular man cannot help but attract attention,’ Heinrich told him. ‘We have reports of him ranging over many, many years. I’ll tell you more about him when the time is right.’


Now Arnoul entered the candlelit room. He could never enter this inner sanctum without the hairs on the back of his neck standing up. It was as if the all the learning, the exercising of honed intellects had soaked into the walls. And such walls. Arnoul doubted that there was another chamber like this in all Christendom. Every surface was covered with tablets of amber, carved into fantastic creatures and exotic plants. Beneath the amber, gold foil gleamed, highlighting the engraving and imparting a lambency to the colours of yellow, honey, and pale-brown. The effect was of a chamber lined with marble, but much warmer.


On a cabinet of dark wood stood a set of shelves, each of them filled with caskets, cups, bowls, candle-sticks, framed mirrors and jewellery—all of it made of amber in every hue. Arnoul watched as Heinrich took down a casket. At the thought of what it contained, he trembled inwardly, remembering the shame he had felt, the forbidden, wrenching pleasure.


‘On your knees,’ Heinrich said. ‘The power of amber shall nullify the old crone’s curse!’


Obediently Arnoul sank to the floor. He wanted to look away, to give some subtle sign that he was not completely subject to Heinrich’s will, but his gaze was caught and held by the object in Heinrich’s hand.


‘Ah,’ Heinrich breathed, as he held up the amber phallus. ‘See the faint bloom down one side? That is from where the phallus lay in the earth, next to the corpse of the emperor. Strange that he should have been buried with it. Do you think that it might have been the toy of a favourite concubine?’ As he spoke he ran his finger down the shaft of the phallus.


‘I . . . do not know . . .’ Arnoul managed to say, hypnotized by Heinrich’s tone. His flesh had risen up strongly. He was so hard it hurt.


Heinrich stroked the amber phallus almost lazily. It was an exquisite work of art—a deep, almost purple-red, the colour of ripe cherries, and perfect in every detail. Veins snaked up the thick shaft. A pronounced ridge flowed into the glans, which was bulbous and beautifully curved. There was a hollow inside the phallus, where liquid might be poured to give the pleasure-seeker even more possibilities.


Arnoul trembled, remembering the feel of the amber as it had, once before, pushed against the tight closure of his flesh then sunk inside him. He closed his eyes briefly, his erect cock throbbing and pulsing like a second heart. Only Heinrich could make him feel this way. It was thrilling to kneel before his lover in the act of ritual coupling, his powerful body held taut and expectant, and to open his mouth to admit entry to the amber phallus. He moaned softly, deep in his throat. The amber was smooth against his tongue, redolent with a honeyed, resinous warmth.


‘Take more of it into your mouth,’ Heinrich said, his breath shortening, a flush spreading across his prominent cheekbones. ‘Taste the power of amber.’


Arnoul obeyed readily, sucking on the glans, flicking his tongue down the shaft to glaze it with his spittle. His cock pressed against his hosen as if seeking escape and his balls had tightened close to his body. An unfamiliar emotion arose in him. At the flood of sweet surrender, he almost exploded. Then Heinrich withdrew the phallus abruptly, leaving him shaken and bereft.


‘Enough. Ready yourself. Disrobe.’


Arnoul stood up, his fingers moving to the clasp at his waist. In a moment the garment fell in rich folds around his feet. The linen shirt followed. Soon he was clad only in hosen and boots. His fingers shook a little as he fumbled with the drawstring at his waist. The hosen slithered down, leaving his muscular legs and buttocks bare. He stood, hands at his sides, waiting for Heinrich to tell him what to do. The order, when it came, was not what he had expected.


‘Remain standing and bend over,’ Heinrich said, his voice very deep. ‘I wish you to give yourself to the amber willingly, humbly. The ritual demands it.’


Gritting his teeth against the instinct to refuse, Arnoul bent forward slowly and did as he was bid. Heat flooded his face as he raised his buttocks, abasing himself before his lover. His own rampant cock pressed against his belly. He felt the slippery moisture, oozing from the tip.


‘Part your buttocks. Use your hands,’ Heinrich said.


Arnoul squeezed his eyes tight shut. This was too much. He could not do it—could not abase himself like a common pleasure slave. It was impossible to move. His arms hung limp and would not obey him.


‘I will not ask you twice,’ Heinrich said, the bite of ice in his voice.


Slowly, desire overcoming his will, Arnoul brought up his arms and placed a hand on each of his buttocks. He was breathing hard, as if he had just ridden in a tourney. There was a sensation like fear in his throat. Exerting pressure he eased himself open, the sweat breaking out on his skin at the awful shame of exposing himself in this manner. But the fact that this act was forbidden only added to his state of arousal.


Heinrich took a step forward. Arnoul tensed, waiting, then felt the tip of the phallus as it pressed against his nether portal. The glans was wet, lubricated by his spittle. Murmuring the words of a mantra, Heinrich pushed the phallus a little way into him. Arnoul cried out at the sensation as the tight ring of flesh was plundered. The phallus sank more deeply into him, stretching and opening him so that he thought he must rebel at the intrusion. But then the warm shaft was thrust back and forth and ripples of pleasure spread through him. He bucked and gasped as Heinrich worked the phallus in and out, pressing his buttocks more widely apart, his back arching as he thrust out his widely-stretched orifice.


The pressure of the object inside him caused the pad of flesh behind his balls to bulge. At any moment he would reach his crisis. The amber felt liquid, the occult power of it suffusing his whole body. It was terrifying, sublime. ‘Enough, I beg you. . . .’ he groaned, almost weeping with shame at his body’s violent reactions.


‘Just a little more . . .’ Heinrich said, leaning forward and placing something against Arnoul’s belly. The object fitted tightly over the head of his cock. At his lover’s touch, Arnoul broke. It was all he could do to remain standing as his seed left him in great, tearing spurts. It seemed to be forced from him, dredged up from his deepest recesses. Shuddering and gasping he made no move to straighten up as Heinrich removed the tiny amber cup containing his seminal fluid.


His chest heaving like bellows, Arnoul sank to his knees. He was aware dimly that Heinrich had moved away and was reaching for various bottles and jars. Removing lids, he poured drops of different fluid into the amber cup. Swirling the semen and other liquids together he came to stand beside Arnoul.


Heinrich’s eyes were feverish, over bright. There was a hectic flush to his skin. His movements were those of a sleep-walker. ‘The hag cannot harm me. You were right, Arnoul. I am too powerful. Darkness will always swallow the light.’


Placing one hand on Arnoul’s shoulder, he urged him to get onto all fours. Merely lifting his tunic and pulling down his hosen, Heinrich mounted him without preamble. Arnoul shuddered as Heinrich’s erect organ slid strongly into him. The aftershocks of his climax had not quite faded. He curled his hands into fists at the throbbing heat and soreness deep within his vitals.


‘By the fiery archon,’ Heinrich panted, through clenched teeth, thrusting against Arnoul’s taut backside, the flesh of his belly slamming him hard at each stroke. ‘Let this liquid purge the curse of its power. Wash me clean. Make me new. By this act, I pledge myself more firmly into your service, Oh Satanel, Lucifer, the flame of dark fire.’ So saying, he raised the cup to his lips and drained the contents.


Putting the empty cup aside he leaned forward, plunging more fiercely into Arnoul’s body. In a few moments he stiffened and then emptied himself in a series of shallow jabs. Gasping, he withdrew roughly and rose to his feet. Arnoul remained as he was, stunned by the near sexual assault which had been oddly passionless.


‘Dress yourself, then go into the outer chamber,’ Heinrich said curtly. Already he appeared to be occupied with thoughts of the impending visit.


Still smarting at the indignity of being used so dismissively, Arnoul picked up his garments. ‘You have robbed the curse of its power to harm you?’ he said.


Heinrich grinned wolfishly. ‘Do not fear. It is nullified.’ He turned his back, began replacing bottles and jars.


Arnoul felt irked. Heinrich seemed to have forgotten he was still in the room. On the instant of leaving the amber chamber, he looked over his shoulder. ‘I shall await your company then, my lord,’ he said pointedly.


Heinrich did not look around, but flapped his hand in a gesture of dismissal. ‘Aye, you do that,’ he said distractedly. ‘I have much to ponder on. There’s the matter of Lord Karolan Rakka. I would dearly love to speak with him on the matter of the pestilence which is spreading daily. In his protracted life he must have drawn some conclusions. Does he believe, as I do, that God has forsaken His subjects and man must appeal to the Demiurge for help?’ Heinrich chuckled. ‘That is, if Lord Rakka exists at all and is not simply a creature of legend as some would have me believe. I would value a master alchemist’s opinion, but if I have to begin my great work alone, then so be it . . .’


Arnoul’s attention waned. Lord Rakka again. It amazed him that such learned scholars as the Illuminati believed in the existence of a two hundred and fifty year old alchemist. He left the room while Heinrich was still speaking, it being obvious that he was not required to add anything to the one-sided conversation. As he made his way to the bedchamber which he shared with Heinrich, one thing nagged at him. He had never before heard Heinrich speak of this “great work”. He felt a moment’s disquiet, then he shrugged. It was probably just another of Heinrich’s minor obsessions. If it was anything else, Heinrich would tell him about it soon enough.





CHAPTER TWO



Emerging from a narrow alleyway, two cloaked figures headed for the market stalls. The man was tall and walked with an easy step. He was bare-headed, his night-black hair streaming down his back. The woman, shorter and slender of build, wore a length of black silk tied around her neat head in the manner of a turban. The couple walked slowly, leaning towards each other a little, an air of complicity about them. It might be thought that they kept together for safety, or then again that they were in perfect accord.


At a smaller, more rural gathering the striking looks of the elegant figures would have attracted much notice, but in the port city of Bruges at the annual Pask mart, there were many wonders to be seen and the couple merited merely a glance. The air rang with the cries of traders and merchants. Lombard bankers discussed money-changing with Florentine, Spanish, and Portuguese merchants. Englishmen and Basques rubbed shoulders with Baltic Easterlings, each of them vying to make the best sale. There was evidence of many accents, some harsh, others lyrical, but overlaying all of these was the measured sound of the universal language of Latin.


The odour of onions, beer, and frying fish filled the air. Stalls had been set up around the edge of the official fair. All manner of goods were on sale. Lengths of Flemish silk glowed with stained-glass brightness next to darkly polished wood and silver jewellery, set with cabochon stones of turquoise, agate, and tiger’s eye.


The couple paused. The woman moved forward to look at some furs. She stroked the glossy marten skins, her fingers very white and slender against the pelts. The stall holder, scenting a sale, pasted a smile on his face and glanced up. He found himself looking at an exquisite white face dominated by a pair of large grey eyes, which had a peculiar lambency. Like moonlight on glass, he thought, fascinated and discomforted in equal measure. They seemed to look right into him.


The woman held one of the furs up to her pale cheek. ‘This pelt’s soft as thistledown,’ she said admiringly. ‘And the underside is so supple and fragrant. In England such furs would cost a king’s ransom.’


‘You would like the fur, Garnetta? Perhaps to trim a cloak or a gown?’ the tall man beside her said.


She smiled at him and said with a teasing note in her voice, ‘You’re generous, Karolan, for a man who owns hardly more than the garments on his back.’


On hearing the exchange, the stall holder came to life. He snatched the furs from the woman’s hand and slung them back over a wooden pole. ‘If you’re not buying, don’t finger the goods,’ he said rudely, in thickly accented Latin. ‘Best not come to the mart if you’ve no means.’ His eyes swept the length of the her slender form, admiring her milk-white skin and small features. When she stared back boldly—too boldly for a modest women—his face slackened with lust. ‘Then again. We might come to some arrangement. What says your keeper here? Is she for hire?’


Karolan rounded on the stall holder, eyes blazing. The man blinked and took a step back, his hands held palms up in a gesture of contrition. Impossible for anyone to move like that. He was put in mind of a snake striking. And that face—it was too beautiful and fierce to belong to any mortal man. There was an uncomfortable clutching sensation in the base of his stomach.


‘Here now . . .’ he stammered. ‘No call to take offence. Cannot a man pay court to female beauty?’


‘This woman is my wife,’ Karolan said. ‘And you will regret your marked lack of manners.’ The voice was soft but somehow resonant, so that the stall holder imagined he felt it vibrating in his bones.


There was something fathomless about that face with its sharp planes and hollowed cheekbones. It was the eyes that were so unsettling. They look young but old too, the stall holder thought. Which was plainly impossible. He gulped, knowing himself to be in the presence of something he had never before encountered. Then the woman laid her hand on the man’s arm. He turned towards her. And the spell was broken.


‘Leave him be,’ Garnetta said softly. ‘He is nothing to us. People are looking to see what is happening. Would it not be unwise to draw attention to ourselves?’


Karolan nodded. ‘Aye, Forgive me. I’m acting like a jealous fool.’ He allowed himself to be drawn away.


Sweating, the stall holder sank onto a wooden stool. For a few moments he stared after the two figures, who seemed now to be no more notable than the other people milling about. Recovering his composure, he kicked out at the small boy who was sleeping on a pile of straw under a canopy of stained leather. The child sat up, rubbing his eyes and yawning. The stall holder cuffed him hard around the ear, feeling a hollow satisfaction when the small face crumpled. ‘Get up you sluggard,’ he grated. ‘Watch the stall. I’m going to fetch a tankard of ale.’


Karolan and Garnetta walked on past stalls selling silverware, walrus ivory, and green-striped malachite. Barrels of oil from Provence and great slabs of yellowish wax from Russia stood next to quantities of wood, potash, and pitch. A resinous smell of pine and tar hung on the breeze.


‘If you really want those furs, why not take them?’ Karolan said to Garnetta. ‘The man would not be able to stop you.’


She smiled and shook her head, though she was tempted for a moment to test her enhanced sensory powers. ‘It would be too easy. There’s no sport in it.’


Poor man, that furrier, Karolan had frightened him half to death. In his anger at the insult to herself, Karolan had let loose a razor glimpse of his real nature. Normally he cast a web of confusing impressions around himself, lessening the impact he made on ordinary humankind. When the web was withdrawn, the effect could be subtle or devastating.


It still amazed Garnetta that this enigmatic, match-lessly beautiful man had given up everything he owned when he rescued her from being burned as a heretic by the white monks of Holy Penitence. They had fled to Flanders and so still had their lives and their freedom, but so much else had gone; Karolan’s house and lands in England, his many books and ancient texts; his laboratorium, along with all the instruments and notes, accumulated over so many years.


‘Do you not regret—’ she began.


‘Do not say it, beloved. I regret nothing. Nothing, except the fact that you suffered for even one second at my hands.’ He smiled regretfully. ‘But you have told me that you forgive me for that. And I choose to believe you.’


‘Believe it,’ she said, ‘I’ve made my choice. Despite what I know of you, I love you to distraction. Perhaps I should fear you, even hate you a little—and perhaps part of me despises myself for not doing so. But I find it unbearable to think of living without you.’


Karolan reached for her hand, brought it to his lips. Turning it over, he kissed the inside of her wrist. Instantly the hot blood of mutual lust raged between them. The divine exchange of their preternatural energies. The feel of him inside her head was like a caress, the ringing of his body rhythms a sweet note of music. When body and mind touched this closely a flame raged through tissue, blood, bone. Amazing to think that she had once fled from Karolan in abject horror.


‘It humbles me that you love me . . . despite yourself,’ Karolan said huskily. ‘It is, after all, more than I deserve for what I’ve done.’


‘Don’t. You need feel no guilt for saving my life. No one can hurt me ever again. What you have made me is something rare and fine.’


‘No blame then for forcing the dark gift on to you? And for damning your immortal soul?’


Garnetta swayed towards him, her face aglow with emotion. ‘I give you absolution,’ she breathed.


Karolan cursed softly under his breath. She grinned, sensing his thoughts, the quickening of his pulses. If only they were alone . . . He had awakened her to an awareness of bodily pleasures, his calescent touch reaching out to the thirsting red core within her. Would the hunger she felt for him ever abate? She thought not. They were joined now as man and wife—not only a marriage of the flesh, but a mystic marriage. The alchemic coupling of Hierosgamos. Moving apart was an effort. When Karolan next spoke, his voice was a fraction too controlled. She felt a wicked satisfaction at being able to prompt him to such emotion.


‘We must find lodgings,’ he said. ‘Somewhere safe, where we shall not attract attention. It will not be difficult to begin a new life. I’ve done it before. Everything I need, workroom, equipment, can be replaced. Those are just things—the only reality is what we are, what we have—together.’


‘And what are we, truly, my lord?’ Garnetta said softly. ‘Two beings who ought not to exist—who are at odds with the world of men and cursed by the heavens. There is still so much you have not told me. Why are there only two of our kind? You must have tried to make others.’


For a second Karolan looked away, then he lifted a hand to trace the pure line of her jaw. His compelling dark eyes were soft with love for her. ‘The ritual of transformation is fraught with dangers. Perhaps the other subjects were not as strong, as hungry for life, as you were. The truth is I do not know why I failed in the past. Even I do not have all the answers. In time, and with your help, I shall resume my work. But, just now, I am content to marvel at the perfection before me. Tell me. Do you trust me?’


‘With my life,’ she said.


‘Then let that be enough talk of the past for now. We have had so little time alone together . . .’ He paused, an ironic smile lifting one corner of his mouth and Garnetta knew that he used the word ‘alone’ loosely.


For they would never be truly alone—not when their familiar spirit, the Fetch, dogged their every movement. At the thought of the foul, capricious thing she suppressed a shudder. Her skin crawled at the thought that it might materialize out of the air at any moment. But there was no sign of the Fetch’s ragged shadow form, no sound of it’s reedy voice. It must be out searching for the doubtful pleasures it enjoyed. She found the Fetch’s appetites disgusting and distressing.


Karolan went on, ‘Look to the future, beloved. We have the time to do anything—anything at all that we want to, do we not?’


Garnetta laughed then—a high, sweet, carefree sound of joy and expectation. The Fetch was an annoyance, but it would not actively harm her. For its own existence depended on her own and Karolan’s welfare. Karolan had learned to live with the thing, so must she. She slipped her hand into the crook of Karolan’s arm and pressed close to him. ‘Oh, yes. We have time—whatever else we lack, we have a surfeit of that.’


In a warehouse overlooking the canal, Gunter Woolmonger was discussing business with a Baltic merchant.


Bales of wool, containing the produce of the summer clip and the fells and leather of the autumn cull, were stacked as high as the ceiling. The noise was deafening. Merchants and buyers jostled each other for space in the crowded building. Some entered columns in ledgers, some were engaged in making bids, others loaded bales onto great sets of scales or secured them to pack horses. The smell inside the building was sour and oily, almost overpowering, an animal smell which was also the smell of wealth.


‘Gunter’s haggling with one of the Easterlings,’ Karolan said to Garnetta. ‘Look at him. The only other time I’ve seen him look so pleased with himself is after a good fight.’


Garnetta watched as the deal was struck with much shaking of heads and posturing. She had grown fond of Gunter Woolmonger, the Merchant Stapler who had brought Karolan and herself to Flanders and safety in his ship. Back in England, Karolan had cured Gunter’s father of the pestilence. The two men had been firm friends ever since. She wondered how much Gunter really knew about Karolan—certainly enough to convince him that his friend was no ordinary man. But Gunter could not possibly be privy to all Karolan’s secrets, otherwise he would surely have been tempted to pitch both Karolan and herself over the side of the Helga, during the sea crossing.


After shaking hands, a bible was produced. Gunter and the Baltic merchant swore an oath of honour, then bills of sale were drawn up. Catching sight of Karolan and Garnetta, Gunter came towards them, his face beaming. ‘All done here. Ach. I do heartily love the Pask mart. This season the price for wool’s the best I’ve seen it in years. Three hundred pound Fleming, no less! There are some faces missing though and the quantity of wool for sale is less than I’ve seen in a twelfth year. The cursed pestilence has taken its toll. One man’s misfortune is another’s blessing, eh? Let’s find an inn. Ale’s a superior brew in this part of the world.’
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