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            Author’s Note

         

         The First Heresy was written during the first Covid-19 lockdown, as an escape from it. The story is pacy yet detailed, so be prepared for it to move at a clip. It draws upon historical figures, events and practices relevant to the time-period in which it is set. It also creates some fictitious lead characters, while delving into early Christian history and mysticism to blend the story together. Most of the action takes place in fourteenth-century France and Ireland, but the back-story covers Roman Judaea and early Christian history.

         The appendix is split into natural slots: fictitious characters, and historical figures and events. Each is marked with the chapter in which they first appear, so there is a quick reference-point to each figure, battle or event.

         I really do hope you enjoy the yarn – and pick up some history along the way.

         
             

         

         Eddie Hobbs
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1
            CHAPTER 1

            Alexandria, 415 AD

         

         Venus, the Morning Star, was all that remained of the night-canopy as the sun rose from its berth over Alexandria. Leon looked towards Hypatia, his heart springing open like petals in the early sunlight; she seemed to be both smiling and frowning at her bittersweet triumph. As he watched, her back arched in her high-backed chair. Her eyes, pools of green under greying walnut hair, strained over her star-taker, her astrolabe, as she completed her final calculations.

         The garden, he thought, was a fitting place for her to fix the date of the Vernal Equinox; here at the house of her father, the cradle of her knowledge, the birthplace of her gnosis. Here, there was the certainty of knowledge but outside, the streets of Alexandria boiled, caught in the jaws between Cyril, Bishop of the Church of Alexandria, and Orestes, the Roman prelate.

         Both men, Leon knew, wanted to claim the right to set Easter: one for the Christian God, one for Rome. Both put Hypatia at the centre of their struggle for power, a struggle between state and church, between imperial Rome, humbled by the Visigoths, and Saul’s surging Christianity.

         Orestes was in love with her, so he didn’t expect any harm from that quarter. Besides, she gave the Prelate proof of the date he craved. But Cyril was a different matter. He despised her independence as a woman, her mastery of mathematics, her philosophy. He circulated rumours that she used black magic, that she consulted the stars to divine the future, that she was a necromancer. He loathed her popularity. She openly taught everyone, Christian or Jew, it mattered not to Hypatia. Everyone listened. They loved her. But Hypatia in love? Hypatia was a servant to knowledge, never to man.

         The thought amused Leon. Over the course of fifty years, he’d known her mind like no other. From as far back as he could remember, he had known that her curiosity about the world was boundless, absorbing and exclusive. There was no room except for knowledge and the pursuit of it, and he loved 2her for it. Hypatia now swivelled gracefully, eyes flashing with mischief – which they always did when she had added to her store of knowledge.

         ‘It is done, Leon,’ she said, then added wistfully, ‘but my time is fast fading.’

         Barefoot, she moved towards him, her small frame silhouetted against the sunlight filtering through the vines of the roof garden. Leon gasped quietly, transfixed, as always, in her presence. She had aged and greyed, but rich sallow skin was still drawn tightly across her high cheekbones, which were set by deeply penetrating eyes that fired with intelligence, curiosity and energy.

         ‘Leon, I fear the next era will be challenged by a dark impulse that seeks to poison knowledge, alienate the mind of man, and convince all that we must rely on interlocutors in order to talk to the gods. I feel it is driven by an ancient being, one which cannot be named until it threatens incarnation and is confronted by mankind. All must be prepared for that confrontation, because it will set the course of man, either for the stars or back to the caves. It is why we now do what must be done.’

         Leon trembled visibly. He knew she was asking him to sacrifice her.

         He had watched over Hypatia since they had played together, boy and girl, student and teacher, slave and mistress. She placed her right hand gently over his heart, her left cupping the back of his head, fixing him with her full attention. ‘Leon, your breathing is shallow. Draw it in slowly and deeply, and leave it there, to rest, and escape at its own pace.’

         He complied, pulling in great gulps of air through his nose, and slowing the heart-rate in his failing body.

         ‘How do you feel now?’ she asked.

         ‘Mistress, even though you have predicted this day, and prepared me for it, I cannot control my fear for you – a fear which threatens to overwhelm me, a fear that feels so old, avaricious, anti-life. It is what I have sensed before.’

         ‘Breathe, Leon.’ Hypatia inhaled with him until both were in harmony, two old friends in the twilight of life, swaying in unison to the sound of their breaths. ‘Whatever comes to pass today, Leon, you must promise me that you will not look back. You must not look back. You must proceed. Everything depends on you, now. My work is done. Yours is yet to be completed, at Usna. Do you promise?’

         His eyes stung with salt as he gazed into hers – so close now that he felt her heart beat in rhythm to his own. ‘Yes, mistress, it is promised, even though what you ask of me – to let you go – will be the hardest task of my life.’

         Hypatia slowly nodded, gazing as if through his eyes and deep into his mind.

         She knows that what she asks of me screams against all the decades of my training, the root of my person, and my love for her, he thought. But I must 3remain strong, must hold. It is the only way. He forced his mind to return to his list. ‘The master mason, Marcus the Ebionite, flees far south in search of the Mandaeans, to the ancient lands of Sumer. He will look for the teachings of the Baptist, never to return, but his craftmanship remains. His legacy is exquisite. No trace remains of the vault within. I have seen it so.’

         Hypatia nodded, acknowledging the truth. She had carefully selected both the mason and his task. ‘The ancient line of knowledge must not be broken if man is to be saved, Leon. You must complete it; preserve the secret knowledge that was once in the custody of the Nasoreans and is now with us. It runs long and deep, far into antiquity, beyond the Pharaohs, before the flood, and before it could be written. Since the burning of the Serapeum, the great library, we’ve been barely holding onto Alexandria as the sanctuary for knowledge and a cradle of learning. Our duty to discovery must not end; not here, not like this, succumbing to Cyril’s dark hunger and the brute ignorance of his minions, the Parabalani.’

         He blinked slowly, acknowledging the truth she had told him many times before, knowing what was to come, but helpless to prevent it.

         Whispering now, as if she could be overheard, Hypatia ended, ‘We must trust in future histories to fulfil the sacred purpose to preserve that which has been entrusted to us: the secret knowledge of the Ebionites, which fled with them after the fall of Jerusalem to Titus.’

         Leon’s heart-rate began to settle as he controlled his breathing. He held Hypatia low at her waist, moving with her as she began to sway, the energy flowing between them. He held her gently as the sun rose, not wanting to let go, knowing this was their final goodbye.

         He knew that no amount of persuasion could change her course once she had made up her mind to advance a breakthrough in learning, even when it challenged the most powerful. He had watched what was left of the great Library of Alexandria burn, and had stood by helplessly as the Jews were evicted, their goods and homes stolen by Christians who blamed them for the death of the Christ. The city was already boiling when Hypatia told him that she alone would name this day the Vernal Equinox, because the universe had revealed its knowledge to her.

         He knew that Hypatia adored knowledge and was, above all else, a lover of wisdom: a philosopher who drew her inspiration from the legacy of Alexandria’s library, her discipline from Plato, and her adherence to truth from her father, Theon of Alexandria. She had already taught openly, contrary to the Christian creed, that the sun did not rotate around the world, but the world around the sun. She had confided to him that she believed everything spun – the world, the sun, the stars – that everything was connected, and 4that, in time, the universe would give up its secrets to man. These things, he reasoned, could be posited as arguments of teaching, but fearlessly setting the date of Easter at a time not approved by Cyril and the Christians?

         That was a point of no return.

         As Leon observed her, he sensed Hypatia’s mind turning to what she must now face. She slowly broke from their embrace, turning her back to allow him to drape the palla over her shoulders. She swivelled one last time, lifting from her chair a silver casket, and passed it firmly to him. ‘Remember, Leon, no looking back. Head to the harbour, no matter what unfolds. The streets are black with Parabalani. They must not connect you to me. Not today, of all days.’

         With that, she stepped out through the porch into the bustling street, Leon trailing some way behind – just enough to keep her in view, without being swallowed by the crowds. He watched the street darken with Cyril’s teeth, the black-clothed Parabalani – ten, twenty, fifty – until there were hundreds of them. He recognised their tall leader, Peter the Lector, Cyril’s infamous henchman. They surrounded his mistress like a swarm. Peter was clearly goading her, shouting at her, gesticulating to his men. Outside the Caesareum, on command, the swarm suddenly unleashed its power upon Hypatia.

         They lunged at her, stripped her of her clothes and dragged her by the hair into the building. The significance wasn’t lost on Leon. This, which had once been a pagan shrine, now a Christian church, was where they intended to sacrifice her. He was nauseous, but her orders were clear: use any attack as a diversion to get to the harbour. He moved quickly with the mob that gathered, and followed in the wake of the Lector’s men. Parallel to the doors, he saw the Parabalani grab broken shards of tiles, and heard Hypatia scream as they went to work on her writhing body, knowing instantly that they intended to scrape the skin off her while she was still alive. Frozen by Hypatia’s screams, interspersed with the sound of men grunting with the effort of flailing their prey, bile rose to Leon’s mouth. His body shook in waves, the top of his head tingled, alert with expectation. As his mind reeled from the sudden violence, his senses were overwhelmed by a cold and malevolent wave of energy which exploded from the church, nearly knocking him senseless. His mind yelled a command: run. Hypatia’s warning echoed through his head, over and over. Move as fast as you can. Don’t look back. Get to the harbour.

         He clutched the casket and staggered from the scene as Hypatia’s screams faded to a loud death-wheeze. All the most cherished moments of his life, when his heart ached with his love for her flooded his mind, each memory drowned by the horror and loneliness of her death. 5

         He turned into a narrow side-street, bent over, and vomited up the contents of his stomach. In that moment Leon loathed himself for not being there for her, to hold her hand, to comfort her, to die together. When he had recovered, Leon edged past the tide of people pushing their way towards the Caesareum, making eye-contact with no one. Despite the heat, an icy dread reverberated through his spine, his senses screamed that a predator stalked nearby, seeking him. Its presence hit him in waves. His mind blanking out the horror behind him, Leon’s journey to the harbour was made in a daze, his old legs wobbling, his stomach heaving. Within sight of the sea, he collapsed in shock and lost consciousness.

         He awakened to the sound of seagulls, the smell of the sea and a cool breeze on his skin. As the wind snapped into the sail, and the boat left the lee of the land, he pulled himself up, seeking the city of Alexandria, away to the south-east. In the distance a fire was burning outside the city at the Cinarion, black smoke catching the breeze as it climbed.

         He knew. The Parabalani were burning his mistress, the last great pagan philosopher, to purge the city of her knowledge. As Hypatia feared, she had become an offering to their God. Alexandria was theirs; the old days had passed. Tears welled and his chest ached with grief. As he started to wilt again, pale, freckled and muscular arms reached to support him. Turning, Leon took stock of the crew, his eyes widening in amazement. He had never seen a race of men so tall, so different from the Alexandrians. Their countenance was at once alien but familiar, their words strange but comforting, like an echo across time.

         ‘Usna?’ he asked them, directing his gaze to the largest of the men, who had a full red beard, curly flaming hair, and radiated with controlled wildness. Pointing north-west towards the Pillars of Hercules, the man nodded vigorously, grinning from ear to ear. ‘Uisneach. Uisneach.’ It was as if he were teaching a child to speak its first word.

         The crew burst into laughter, one stooping to return to Leon the casket they had rescued with him, another passing him a pigskin of fiery honeywater, which warmed his throat and settled his stomach.

         As Alexandria drifted over the horizon, Leon marvelled at Hypatia. She must have planned this ever since they had stormed the Serapeum. His heart skipped a beat as he made the next connection: his new companions had pale skin, freckles and red hair, just like his. Hypatia had kept one last secret. As the boat surged forward, the tail-wind whispered to him: Leon, you are going home.

      

   


   
      
         
6
            CHAPTER 2

            The Room of Books

         

         Snapping the book closed with long, slender fingers, a tall young man with sparkling blue eyes set in a chiselled, rusty face, watched the last air rush out in a small puff of dust. It wavered briefly in the violet-trimmed light of the lectern-lamp, then drifted, as if escaping the seas off Alexandria to seek fresh ground. Closing his eyes diminished the unsteady feeling of tilting in the seas, and eventually the snapping of the wind in the sails and the melodic rush of the waves under the bow faded. His last recollection was the murmur of the sailors, whose words curled into phrases he was sure he had heard long ago. He experienced a sense of completion, a connection across time that felt right. He chose to accept it fully. Now is not the moment to consider this deeply, he thought. Now is the time to absorb, without analysing.

         Then he was back on land, in the library. The room was high-vaulted, every shelf crammed with leather-bound scrolls, the lanterns warming and welcoming, marching through the length of the corridor. He felt at peace here, accepted, connected. He walked slowly back to the shelf, where the librarian had first directed him to the glowing book, and replaced it gently, caressing the cover as he did so, silently promising to return. ‘Au revoir, old friend.’

         He turned his attention to the desk by the door, to the librarian who had been watching over him. The old woman beamed a knowing smile, nodded silently in acknowledgement, and with a thin hand, lined with veins, indicated towards the rosewood door. It was time to leave.

         He pushed against the heavy door, which was carved with a wooden likeness of an open book, and stepped into the corridor. Instantly he knew something was wrong. His sense of calm evaporated, replaced by a sudden feeling of familiar dread. Before him, one by one, the lights in the corridor were consumed by a sentient darkness, an anti-light, seeking him with ravenous, alien fingers of blackness that seemed to pulse, curl and rush up from the walls of the corridor. It felt very ancient, a dread beyond mortal fear; not the stuff of dreams but of a deeper shared memory. His mind screamed in alarm. This 7has pursued me through the Pillars of Hercules, through the sea, through time itself. I can spend no more time in this place. Flee!

         He turned to run, trusting in his youthful energy to create distance, but his long legs were turning to stone, his movements slowing, as if he were pushing into a gale. He was being dragged backwards. The harder he struggled, the more his movements slowed. He was trapped, yet the thought of turning around to face the predator consumed him with horror. Instead, he curled up in a ball and put his hands over his ears, pressing his elbows together, trying in vain to block his sight.

         The blackness had filled the corridor, and beyond it he perceived a vast expanse of despair, a nothingness of hate. He could smell its breath. It reeked of ancient decomposition, of rot. Skin recoiling in horror, he awaited the doom he assumed must surely follow. Moments passed. Nothing. Lifting his gaze, it dawned on him: it could not pass the light from the Door of Books. But it was so cold, and stank of a need beyond comparison, beyond appetite; a vast well of desire to ingest its prey for eternity, in its home, in the abyss.

         A rasping low voice pulsated from the dark, its words clear: ‘Return that which has been taken by the Nasorean. Return what is ours.’

         The command throbbed repeatedly throughout the corridor, not diminishing in intensity. As the curls of blackness neared, he felt he was being pulled back along the mosaic tiles towards it, as if the corridor itself was trying to consume him in its maw. Inch by inch the gap closed as he desperately fought for a fingerhold in the tiled floor. It tilted against him. He was to be devoured, and he knew that when the darkness touched him there would be no hope, nothing but dread, despair, anti-light. The icy, rasping voice was now commanding. ‘Return. Return. Return.’

         He dug his fingers like claws into the cracks between the tiles, desperate to prevent himself from sliding further down the corridor. His legs kicked violently, seeking a foothold, while his mind erupted with the astonished realisation that he was being eaten alive. His lungs filled with air and he screamed, every organ of his body rising in unison, in rebellion against this fate. A triumphant primordial howl echoed in reply, mocking him, coiling and uncoiling around the corridor.

         Suddenly the dark energy swivelled its attention towards the Door of Books, vibrating with amplified rage, frustration and hate, the words sharp and clear. ‘Golgotha shall not triumph. The will of man is weak. All will fall to my kingdom. There is no water here for wine, Amesha Spenta.’ The name spat from the darkness in a surge of primal hate.

         The Door of Books had opened, and a dazzling light blazed a wall of colours across the corridor, red, orange, yellow, then pulsating green, followed 8by blue, indigo and violet. For an instant he sensed the depth of its pain before its connection to his mind severed as the darkness withdrew swiftly backwards from the display of colours. Dizzy with relief, he gulped in air to steady himself.

         Just at that moment he heard his name, Cormac, being called over the crackle of a fire, and felt its warmth curl about him. He was free. Slowly opening his eyes, he’d returned to the dim light of candles and fire and brought his attention to his hands. They felt like stone affixed to their resting place over his knees. He knew he had gone deep, his hair matted in sweat from the violent spasms that accompanied his confrontation in the corridor. Heat from the fire contested the early morning chill. He was in Duncannon, in northern Europe, far from Alexandria, and after crossing nine centuries, back in his own time. He had survived. His eyes shot open, fixing upon the intense gaze from his guide and companion.
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            CHAPTER 3

            Paris, 1307

         

         The bed-canopy, affixed by lines to the arched oak ceiling-trusses, blew outwards as if a breath that had lurked beneath it had spent its fury on the occupant before escaping into the autumn night. Inside a small figure twisted and struggled, muttering her protest in several languages, her voice rising and falling before the grip of half-sleep was finally broken.

         Suddenly she threw back the bedclothes, her heart pounding and in a cold sweat, and jumped out of bed. Trembling from the heavy weight she’d felt squat on her chest, she stared back into the bed, repelled. Gathering her senses, she took in great gulps of air, shed her wet nightclothes and scrubbed her skin violently, as if fending off a feasting of lice.

         When her breath finally calmed, she pivoted towards the loft door that opened onto a narrow roof terrace, and stepped out under the Parisian night sky, scanning it for the constellation of Orion. There, she stared in the direction of Betelgeuse, the fading of which she knew was associated with the prophesy of a dark incarnation. She considered defiance in Hebrew, Persian, even in Arabic, but instead chose French, the language of the streets below, filled her lungs and bellowed into the night sky, ‘Vas te faire foutre.’

         Satisfied, she sat down, forcing herself to calm her heart-rate, to return to the physical world, to reason, by slowly taking in the panorama of the rooftops across Paris. From her perch over the silk merchant’s shop on Rue de Jardins, her eye came to rest on her lifeline to knowledge, the College of Sorbonne, which lay across the Seine in the Latin quarter.

         Behind her she heard familiar light footsteps approaching and felt a blanket fall over her shoulders, felt loving older arms wrap around her from behind, rocking in rhythm to her breathing: two women, young and old, gently moving in a comforting unison.

         ‘More dark memories, another pursuit through the corridors of your dreams?’ the older woman asked. 10

         ‘No, Marguerite, and I’m sorry to have awoken you,’ said the younger woman, ‘but this was no mortal pursuit from my childhood, no blood-crazed Mamluks scaling the walls of the citadel, no savagery in the narrow streets, and no waking at the moment of capture. This was an assault on every part of my body while I was pressed down at the chest, unable to move; half awake, half asleep. It was not Acre, Marguerite, nor was it the memory of the tales of my people escaping the Mongols at Baghdad before finding sanctuary in Cyprus. This was different, something ancient, powerful and knowing. I was awake, Marguerite. My eyes were open. It felt as if I were being skinned.’

         She shuddered. Marguerite wrapped her more tightly from behind while she caressed her temples, signalling her to go on, knowing that she needed to talk it out before she could find sleep again, and before sunrise would bring the bustling noise and rancid smells of a city awakening to a hot summer’s day.

         ‘In this moment when I need to heal, I envy you so Marguerite, I seek refuge in reason, but you find God within. You touch Him, are part of Him, move forever closer to return to Him. I see your unshakable faith every day in the way you love the women in your care, even the poorest of the creatures; the night-women who were cast aside, alone, isolated. You do not need books and endless enquiry to find the interface with God. For you there is no discovery. It just exists, inside.’

         The two women sat silently for a moment. It was a conversation they’d had many times since Marguerite had first opened the door to her and found a place for her among the community of women, that she might continue studies which challenged the very foundations of the practices of the faithful. She’d listened to her recount the words of God spoken through Gabriel over twenty-three years to the illiterate Prophet Muhammad. She’d been fascinated to hear how the great Islamic philosopher Al Biruni reported on common ground across many religions: Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Jew and Muslim. Marguerite held that their meeting was not chance, that they were destined to blend sure and simple knowing and love of God, with her journey to find him in the physical world.

         Marguerite had come to hear how Islamic philosophers, the young woman’s heroes of its golden age, had advanced the teachings of the Greek and Byzantine schools of learning, before Hulagu Khan punished the hubris of Caliph Al-Musta’sim by destroying Islam’s greatest city, Baghdad, before trampling the Caliph to death, wrapped in carpet, under the hooves of the Mongol cavalry.

         The fall of Baghdad ended her parents’ study at the House of Wisdom, the great library of Baghdad. The Tigris had run black with ink from its vast 11quantity of books during the Mongol frenzy of massacre and destruction that followed, in the confusion of which the young couple had fled north towards the Levant. It had been a long journey over several generations from the seat of her ancestors in ancient Bactria at the foothills of the Hindu Kush, through which Alexander had marched sixteen centuries before, to the capital of the Frankish kingdom, Paris.

         But here she was, this feisty scholar, steeped in a remarkable inheritance of study and free thinking, living a life of pure learning. She fed off borrowed notes and manuscripts from the Sorbonne, from which she was excluded on grounds of gender. Few grasped the power amongst them, save for a sect of Templars with whom she quietly studied under their master of knowledge.

         ‘Marguerite, try as I have, I do not feel as you feel. Unlike you, I must venture to the very edges of philosophy, mathematics, and astronomy in pursuit of Him. I don’t know if there are enough great thinkers and books in the world, nor enough time for me to reach them, to ever know how you feel.’

         ‘Perhaps you are closer than you think?’ Marguerite whispered into her ear.

         ‘Why, what makes you say this?’

         ‘Firstly, you found your way here to this community of simple souls, dedicated to finding God within, not without; secondly, it is here you have been targeted this night. Why so? Is this not to deter you from your direction of inquiry at the edges of the physical world? Use your reason, child of God.’

         Silence returned to the two women as they watched the night sky. The great womb of the universe, known to the ancient Greeks as the Milky Way, towered over them, as if listening to their thoughts.

         Marguerite broke the silence. ‘Go back to your fountain, tell me again, tell of Avicenna the Muslim, tell me of his test of the soul’s existence that has so marvelled you.’

         She knew Marguerite was distracting her, guiding her back to her seed-corn, but loved her for it. She smiled, took a deep breath. ‘Look up to the stars, Marguerite, consider a woman has just appeared above us, created by God, with no memories, mind blank, naked and suspended in the air. She has no senses, no hearing, sight, smell, taste, she cannot feel her outstretched limbs, she is devoid of all senses even on her skin. Can you see her?

         ‘Yes, I can see her.’

         ‘Now Marguerite, here’s the test: can you feel like her?’

         ‘I think I can.’

         ‘That’s it, you think. Look up at her, feel as her. She is aware of her existence, that she exists. She is self-aware. That awareness comes from what you know as her soul. It is separate to her body, from which she has no sensation. We are self-aware even when asleep, Marguerite. Often, we are not conscious of 12being self-aware, but we cannot see or be aware of things without first being self-aware. Avicenna gave me a bridge to the existence of the soul Marguerite. The woman above us doesn’t know that her body exists, but she is self-aware, so these two things cannot be identical. This has fired my mind, not just because it breaks from Aristotle, but that it provides a reasoned argument for the soul. Does that make sense to you Marguerite, that the soul is separate?’

         Marguerite paused her rocking briefly as she considered her reply. ‘I think the soul is divine, part of God, that it isn’t simply separate, but is our essence. I feel that we are on a long journey back to Him, a journey towards a state of divine grace, and when we unbecome and are united with Him, when our souls will be annihilated. That is what I know the soul to be.’ The older woman paused for a second, then started to giggle. ‘Naturally, that is not how the Church would rather I see things.’

         ‘Leave nothing out in that book of yours, in the common tongue for all to read. I can just see row upon row of red hats pouring over the manuscript, great blobs of black ink poised over any aspect that echoes what they most fear: a free spirit, especially that of a woman.’

         Both women started to giggle, then flooded into uncontrolled laughter as each visualised the stern brows of Church leaders facing the possibility that the route to God was not, after all, through old men in gowns.

         Memories of the night slipped away as their laughter rose to meet the first rays of sun on the horizon to the east. Paris bustled to life.
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            CHAPTER 4

            Duncannon, County Wexford, Ireland

         

         ‘Holy Mother of divine Jesus!’ Cormac declared aloud. ‘That is not a place I’ll be going back to again in a hurry.’

         Across the small room, Guiscard Carrel, a giant, white-bearded monk with a girth to match his booming voice, laughed aloud. ‘Well, Cormac lad, that looks like one of your more eventful night walks. You were rocking about like a hen on a cracked egg. Let me get out my quill and parchment. This promises to be the most exciting tale of derring-do since the Saladin fled from us at Montgisard.’

         Outside, the south-westerly beat the rain-squall that had travelled across the breast of the north Atlantic upon the roof of Dun Cannon castle, as if drumming its impatience for Cormac to start the report to his mentor. As the young man’s heart rate slowed, he began to recount his experience to the old monk. He’d followed Guiscard’s voice, first visualising floating in a dark void, feeling calm, rocking into a gentle trance, before arriving at an endless, high-vaulted corridor, dimly lit by lanterns.

         Walking the corridor, he had passed polished rosewood doors left and right, pausing only at the Door of Books as Guiscard had guided him. He pushed the heavy door and stepped through to find the librarian sitting at her desk as Guiscard had described. He recalled feeling serene and asking the librarian for the book of his lives, before following her as she gracefully left her desk and brought him to a glowing and heavily bound book on a shelf some way down into the library. He lifted the book from the shelf. It was heavy. He remembered that it smelled like a very old manuscript. He placed it at the nearest reading bay, guarded by a lantern shimmering white and violet light. He opened a page in the middle. It seemed to be in a script that he didn’t at first understand but that quickly resolved as his mind found a way to read, found a way to Theon’s house in Alexandria, to 415 ad. It felt familiar. Nothing had surprised him; it felt like home, another home. 14

         Guiscard listened attentively, pausing and asking him for detail that the old warrior monk seemed to think important, but letting the young man fully describe his experience outside in the corridor, without interruption.

         Guiscard was busy writing furiously.

         When he’d finished, the old monk went silent, squinting intensely at his notes, his breathing heavy as if he were reading a rollcall after battle. Cormac, he knew, welcomed the silence; he was exhausted, confused and numbed. But Guiscard asked him to go through it again and again until he’d extracted every last morsel of detail, committing all to his parchment.

         ‘Cormac, this is very important. We know of Hypatia from our records, but the rasping words spoken in the corridor, are you certain that it said Nasorean?’

         ‘It couldn’t have been clearer to me. It was as if it was speaking into my ear, searing my mind with its intent. Why is Nasorean so important?’

         ‘Because, my dear boy, it is a term from another time, from antiquity, first prophesised in the Old Testament. It is a long-forgotten term to describe the earliest followers of the Christ. The voice didn’t identify which Nasorean, which is interesting,’ Guiscard mused aloud, before returning to his notes, going quiet again.

         ‘The last sentence, There is no water for wine, was not addressed to you, Cormac. It was addressed to something called Amesha Spenta. There is an intervention here, and the reason for it is extraordinary. You say you felt in mortal danger, that you’d lost hope, and just at that moment of greatest peril outside the Room of Books, to whom did you call out?’

         Cormac was surprised by the question. Puzzled, he shrugged his shoulders, signalling to the old monk that he couldn’t remember.

         Guiscard put down his quill and said reprovingly, ‘Cormac, there is no shame in calling out. I’ve witnessed grizzled warriors, both Christian and Muslim, call not for their battle colours with their final breath, but for their mothers.’

         ‘I have no answer, no memory, but a strong feeling that I did call out. I just can’t remember to what or to whom.’

         The old monk was sympathetic. He knew that he was pushing the young man, and in danger of getting a wrong reply if pressed. ‘It may reveal itself to you in time but this whole episode will need greater study from better minds than mine. I fear that it is of huge importance, Cormac. Not a single word of your vision must be spoken. This you must promise me, as solemnly as you promised Hypatia that you would not look back. Can you do that?’

         ‘It is so promised, Guiscard. But what of the casket. What does it all mean?’

         ‘I feel that is part of a bigger tapestry, and best not for discussion now. There is much here that needs to be interpreted, so I will consult with the 15Grand Master himself in Paris. There are things here beyond our knowledge, maybe beyond the wisdom of the Order, but we shall see. The sun is rising. Let us walk the long sands, and with bare feet, reconnect to God’s earth.’

         With that, both men stepped out, the older man wearing the white Templar’s tunic, emblazoned with the cross of red, the young man wearing a plain brown smock. Dawn was breaking from the east, chasing away the overnight squalls, illuminating the huge lighthouse at the most south-easterly fingertip of the peninsula, which marked the mouth of Waterford harbour.

         The morning cleared to a fine summer day as they stepped onto the long beach. In the distance, the great lighthouse, built by William Marshall, Earl of Pembroke, had stood for over a century. It sat on the site of an older beacon, dominating the skyline, rising a hundred feet out of the rocks to face Normandy to the south-east, the Frankish power that dominated Europe. Cormac squinted in the bright morning light, pushing his mind off the events of the night. ‘Directly to the south, Guiscard, in a straight line stands the oldest lighthouse in Europe, the Tower of Hercules at Corunna. Did you know that?’

         The monk glanced sideways as his much heavier footprints more deeply marked his path over the wet sand. ‘No, I can’t say I knew that. Why is that in your mind?’

         ‘Well, because the Galician lighthouse is modelled on the great Lighthouse of Alexandria.’ Cormac beamed. ‘Imagine that!’

         ‘Our lighthouse is not as pretty, Cormac. It’s thick and squat, designed to battle the north Atlantic where it meets the Irish Sea.’

         Guiscard knew the story of the peninsula, where the Normans had first fought to retain their foothold in Leinster before spreading north and west, cutting a swathe through light-armoured Gaelic resistance; but he was bothered by older matters. What link in the chain is missing? The connection was just beyond his reach.

         As they came to the end of the strand, the two turned to go back along the path they’d etched on the beach, when Guiscard had a sudden thought. He put his hand on Cormac’s arm to slow him. ‘Cormac, is the lighthouse in Galicia the only connection you’ve made?’

         ‘No, the sailors in the boat looked like the wild Gaels of the West. The Pillars of Hercules lie to the south of Spain, where the Mediterranean meets the Atlantic, and Uisneach is here, Guiscard. It is the ancient centre of Ireland. Back in those times, this land remained outside Rome and the Church of Rome, many miles from Constantinople, from Antioch and from Alexandria.’

         Guiscard grimaced but nodded at the logic. ‘A good spot to hide something, then?’ 16

         ‘Yes, but it must be something extraordinary and terrifying to have travelled this far.’ Cormac paused as he teased out his thoughts. ‘Whatever it was or is, it’s not something that the early Christian Church could tolerate. My sense is that this why Hypatia was butchered, and why that vile presence I encountered in Alexandria, followed me here, to this time.’

         Guiscard had turned to face his young companion, visibly shaken, aging in a moment, his head throbbing with a growing sense of menace. ‘That’s the connection I was hoping you weren’t going to make; it is my worst fear. This news must travel on the next tide to Paris. I sense that there is not much time, that whatever is coming is not so far away. Cormac, I believe that we may be under siege in the spiritual realm.’

         ‘And as above, so below?’ Cormac asked softly.

         Guiscard briskly nodded as both men quickened their pace, a fresh squall darkening the skyline to the west.

      

   


   
      
         
17
            CHAPTER 5

         

         Above the fires lit by the line of circular torches, the Iron King, Philip IV of France, stood completely still, like a bird of prey, content that, to those below his perch, he was unseen. He’d designed the balcony meticulously, shielded from the light of the tower, accessible only through his private quarters. He welcomed the familiar rush of excitement that travelled from groin to crown, tingling with anticipation.

         Here is where heresy comes to perish, he thought, here at my hands, not the hands of the old men bartering power and favours behind closed doors in their flowing robes, red hats and false piety. Two years it took them to elect that cave-hermit as Pope Celestine V. The old man lasted five months in Naples before fleeing the papal court for his cave, then the fools elected that two-faced weasel, Cardinal Benetto Caetani, to succeed as Boniface VIII, imprisoning Celestine, and opening the time of two popes. How I loathe that creature.

         He visualised digging up Boniface for denigrating Christendom, to make an example of the Pope who dared challenge the King of France. I could bring his corpse to Paris for inquisition, trial and punishment. I could burn the Ausculta Fili, the papal bull which sought to make me subservient to Rome’s power. I could stuff the ashes into its empty maw before crushing his dry bones into the blood-drenched earth that screamed for it. He spat out the name, clutching the iron balcony rail as if he wanted to strangle it by force of will and intention.

         Boniface, heretic and sodomite, you escaped the wrath of God. I should have had you killed at Anagni when I had you in my grasp. Still, it only took a few weeks before fevered death strangled you, and it won’t be long before my puppet pope will put you on trial. What delicious irony that the puppet Clement V, neither Italian, a red hat, nor resident in Italy, is in Poitiers, in my kingdom, under the shadow of my power. Before all Christendom they will see how I am the true instrument of God. I will inflict His judgement on popes. The fools think the route to salvation for kings is to be found fighting Muslims for Jerusalem, but it isn’t, it is here 18in Christendom rooting out heretics and sodomites among the faithful, especially those at the Holy See.

         Below him, the tall, gangly, pockmarked Brother Bertramnus, his favourite Dominican, hand selected from the Toulouse Inquisition, nodded reverently towards the ceiling of darkness above him. The Dominican sensed the presence of his temporal master before returning to his task, smiling. Philip understood the Dominican’s appetite. The king had Bertramnus moved to Paris so both of them could practise their common lust for crushing heretics, undeterred by the niceties of the papal bull which, for over fifty years, had allowed inquisitors to torture, provided any blood-spilling was left to secular authorities.

         Below the king, stretched before Bertramnus, face down, naked and restrained, lay the delicate, pale white and bloodied body of the heretic. A real prize, the king thought, one of the last of the Cathars; an old woman preacher, a perfecta, found hiding in the mountains of the Pyrenees. The monk checked the wrist-binds of the strappado that bound her at her back to the pulley affixed to the crossbeam eight feet above. In Latin he ordered the first lift, the pulley creaking, blood and saliva dripping to the ground as the king observed curiously: ‘A light one, this. She will last long under Bertramnus.’

         Just then a soft voice over his shoulder whispered, ‘Your Majesty, de Nogaret has returned from his investigation of the rumours from the Villeneuve du Temple. He awaits at Your Majesty’s pleasure in the antechamber.’

         In the circular room below, the elevation of the perfecta continued, searing pain into both shoulder-joints as the full weight of her body left the floor in stuttered movements practised by the Dominican’s attendants so as to inflict most agony.

         The king looked down, unmoving, his heart-rate even, unconcerned as if looking at something already dead. Slowly he turned away, reluctant to leave the quarry solely to the Dominican. ‘Pity about the timing. I was so looking forward to a rare contest between my Dominican and a Pure One. It will have to wait.’

         With that King Philip took the squire’s candle and ascended the spiral staircase that led directly to his quarters. ‘One of the perfecti, a leftover from the Albigensian Crusade,’ he sighed. ‘What glory to have been at the feet of their last nest, Castle Montségur, when two hundred of them were offered to the flames.’

         He visualised the Prat dels Cremats, the field of the burnt ones, as line after line of pyres made from faggots, straw and pitch committed nearly two hundred perfecti to a great conflagration of purification while the clergy chanted psalms. Sick and wounded, men and women, they had walked 19willingly on to the pyres. The image filled him with cheer as he bounded up the stairs to his private chambers, reciting the words of the Cistercian Arnaud Armaury a hundred years before at Béziers, when he had ordered the deaths of twenty thousand Cathars, including Catholics. ‘Caedite eos. Novit enim Dominus qui sunt euis.’ Kill them all, for the Lord knows who are His.

         King Philip signalled for his guest to belay the report while he crossed the room to the water basin, to wash his hands as if wanting to cleanse himself of his moment at the balcony. The two men who stood facing each other couldn’t have been more differently made. The Iron King towered over his subjects, tall and handsome but wooden, chilly and reserved, born into wealth, privilege and responsibility at Fontainebleau. A member of the Capetian line which had held the Frankish throne for over three hundred years, Philip traced the kingdom back to the Carolingian dynasty, to Charlemagne, against whom he measured himself. He saw his father as weak and soft, and chose to model himself on the stern piety of his grandfather. In Louis IX he saw a devout, uncompromising Catholic king, a leader in two Crusades in his thirties and his fifties, and a prosecutor of the Albigensian Crusade against the Cathars.

         Philip knew that his grandfather saw himself as an officer of God on earth, a hater of usury, and hammer of the Jews, whose lending he outlawed, and whose books he burned. He died aged fifty-six from dysentery, far away in Tunis, when Philip was aged two. He had witnessed his grandfather canonised a saint in 1297 by his nemesis Pope Boniface. Philip’s own father Philip III died leading the ill-fated Aragon Crusade, which left Philip with a legacy of crushing war debts. His father also contracted dysentery after becoming infected in Girona, forcing him to retreat over the Pyrenees with his stinking, enfeebled and shrinking army in 1285.

         Philip IV chose to be different to his predecessors. He promoted powerful civil servants rather than nobility to his administration, men handpicked not according to bloodline or marriage but for the talents and appetites he wished to exploit. He had selected Guillaume de Nogaret as he picked his lead hunting hound, with meticulous care, both sharing the uncommon ability to see the ground differently, to seek out their prey, to kill without compunction, to obey without hesitation, one his God, the other his king.

         Guillaume de Nogaret was born to be a hunter of men. A lawyer by profession, he came from deep in Cathar country and studied in Montpellier before being called to the king’s court in 1296, where he came to royal attention for his cold, ruthlessness, and strategic cunning as a spymaster. Both men understood each other. Their relationship was forged by de Nogaret’s bold move to recruit a mercenary force of fifteen hundred men and capture Pope Boniface at his palace in Anagni, where he humiliated, assaulted and 20tortured the seventy-nine-year-old pope, leaving him without food and sleep for three days before retreating. The affair infuriated Boniface who, before he died, issued a papal bull excommunicating both the king and his Hound.

         De Nogaret was small and squat, built from the ground up, his hands and mind calloused from climbing out of landless obscurity. His memories of childhood ranged from the harsh beatings he received from his mother, the calculated disdain of his father, and the cold indifference of the local Cathars. It was rumoured that he slowly garrotted the king’s enemies, revelling in the task, whispering into the ears of his most hated victims his plans to have their children raped, so as to sculpt fresh horror into his collection of death-masks.

         Philip saw in the lawyer a sharp counsel, a mind free of the corrupting influences of noble family bloodlines, legacies and agendas. He relied upon de Nogaret because the man understood the same currency that Philip did: that men are best bought and not trusted. Philip believed that power extended from the purse and not the heart; that nothing was without its price, and with enough gold and silver he had the capacity to be the most powerful force in Europe since Charlemagne.

         He despised the whisperings across Christendom about his lack of crusading energy, as if this was the true measure of a Catholic king. The legacy of his father’s disastrous Crusade, his crushing defeat by the Flemish at the Battle of the Golden Spurs, from which he had bounced back, and his costly war with the English, had taught him that money equalled temporal power, that nothing other than God stood higher than gold and silver, even his family.

         He promised his young daughter Isabella to Edward Prince of Wales, despite knowing him to be a sodomite, because it secured peace and put his bloodline onto the throne in England. Philip, coming from a long line of Capetian kings, saw his line as divine, springing from God and closer to Him than the corrupt electoral processes of Rome, where powerful Italian nobility warred among themselves for the spoils.

         Philip distrusted any clerical power not under the direct command of the King of France, and that included all Catholic Church property and commerce in his territory. Unlike his grandfather, his appetite for gold was rapacious, a craving that overwhelmed all other senses. He crushed the Jews not just to eradicate the pestilence of usury, as his grandfather had done, but also because of his thirst for their precious metal and property.

         In his sights, however, he had the biggest prize in Christendom: the assets of the Holy order of the Knights Templar. Although the Order had financed his wars and once protected him, providing refuge from a Parisian mob after he had debased the currency of the realm of its silver content, he despised the idea of a state within his state, answerable only to the Pope. Philip had shared 21his grand plan with de Nogaret. He would put a puppet pope in Poitiers, who would answer to the pulsating power of the king; secure peace with England through marriage; and appropriate all Jewish wealth within his kingdom. The coup de grace would be to annex the wealthiest and most famous military arm of Rome: the Knights Templar.

         Boniface, by challenging Philip’s taxation of Church revenues, and by issuing a bull which sought to make, by decree, the Capetian king a servant to the pope, had stood in the way of his grand strategy. It was why de Nogaret had been unleashed against him at Anagni in 1303, why Philip had rewarded him with lands and stood by him against vengeful papal successors. Both men had much in common, but only one was convinced he spoke to God, that his actions were divinely sanctioned, putting his soul beyond reproof. De Nogaret held no such views. He played along, kneeling childlike in prayer in a convincing display of piety whenever required, but the Hound was only interested in money and power.

         The king fixed de Nogaret with his customary chilly, thin smile. In truth he rarely experienced warmth. At banquets, audiences and tournaments, he’d learnt from an early age to take his emotional signal from others, quickly seizing on the mood and mimicking it. He neither understood nor cared for humour or gossip, and his well-known loyalty to his wife, Joan of Navarre, was born out of his overwhelming desire for a male heir.

         He was interested in women only for breeding and performing royal duties. Joan of Navarre, whom he’d married aged eleven, had died the previous year in childbirth after bearing four children for the royal line. The Queen had understood her husband’s indifference from the outset, content to play her part, although fretting that their only daughter, Isabella, was a copy of her father: beautiful to look at but dangerous to touch and vindictive when crossed. The king indulged Isabella, sensing the predator beneath the beauty, and prepared to launch her into the heart of the English bloodline like a weapon.

         At length the king spoke. ‘Word has reached my ears that you have important findings about the Templars, not shared with the pope. A serious matter that warrants our attention?’

         De Nogaret had carefully rehearsed his report, leaving out no detail, and embellishing nothing, for he had witnessed his master’s capacity to see through appeals to vanity, attempts to manipulate the royal favour. The king, he knew, believed in the doctrine of his absolute right to all property in his kingdom, and that included what you knew. You handed over everything, and the Iron King decided what to give back in payment, if anything. The Seine flowed with the memories, de Nogaret knew, of the dismembered bodies of those who failed to understand that nothing withstood the king’s power in pursuit of God’s agenda. 22

         ‘Word has reached me from my sources within the Templar hierarchy, close to the Grand Master, of the arrival of a hard rider with a message from Waterford, the Norman stronghold in Ireland. Its importance was determined by the fact that the message was delivered in person by the same Templar Knight who had sailed with it. It appears it was not committed to parchment, nor trusted to be heard, except by the ear of their Grand Master, Jacques de Molay.’

         King Philip chose to sit, calmly folding his long, silked legs, and sighed. ‘The Templars have much to concern them. Since the fall of Acre, they’ve been bottled up in Cyprus, their usefulness spent, except for meddling in the affairs of kings, and trying to raise another Crusade. I don’t see what Ireland has to offer the Templars. It is a lawless land of warring kingdoms, and a wild church. Besides, thanks to your delicate handiwork at Perugia, I expect our new pope will find his way shortly to merge the order with the Hospitallers; then I can annex it.’

         De Nogaret glowed with this unexpected praise from the king; he recalled his pleasure at news of the death of Boniface a month after he had been captive at Anagni, but his proudest moment was poisoning the next Italian pope, Benedict XI, at Perugia. De Nogaret had learnt of Benedict’s regular enema for a bowel complaint. He had gone to work, first bribing a papal assistant to swap the doctor’s potion with odourless cyanide embellished with monkshood, and then later despatched his agent to hell in what appeared to be a common street robbery. De Nogaret had left no evidence, no line of enquiry, just the suspicion that the otherwise healthy Benedict had died suddenly. The monkshood wasn’t necessary, but he hadn’t been able to resist the delicious irony, not after the pope had unwisely excommunicated him for his part in the affair at Anagni.

         After the enema had been administered by the papal doctor, Benedict suffered nausea, vomiting and palpitations, complaining of numbness, clammy skin and breathing difficulty. The poison worked quickly through his bloodstream. His death came swiftly when his lungs and heart collapsed, clearing the way for a French pope at Poitiers. That indeed was my finest work, de Nogaret mused.

         He revealed the slightest trace of a smile across his fat lips, his narrow eyes fixing the king with a slight bow in acknowledgement. ‘Your Majesty. This, I believe, has nothing to do directly with the scheming of the Holy See. It brings a new player onto the board. According to two reports, which I have cross-checked for accuracy, the message concerned the vision of a Norman Irish youth mentored by a Templar Knight, under whom he is being taught their inner ways.’ 23

         The king shifted his sitting position, putting his head to the side. ‘Why should these visions so concern us?’

         ‘Because, Your Majesty, they relate to a new treasure that the Templars seek and, evidently, a treasure convincing enough for the Grand Master to call the Septum to counsel.’

         If De Nogaret expected a startling reaction, he got it from the normally implacable king. Philip sat bolt upright. ‘The Septum is called? So, it is true then? This inner society of theirs is true?’

         Philip was amazed, excited and hungry, now, to learn more. He’d long known of the legend that the first Knights Templar, led by Hugues de Payen, had excavated a treasure from under the Temple Mount during the reign of King Baldwin II of Jerusalem, that from 1120 they’d been mining under the Temple of Solomon beneath the Al-Aqsa Mosque, that they’d found something and had it secreted out of the Holy Land, and that it was the foundation of their vast wealth. How else could a small band of French knights rise to become the most powerful and influential Order in Christendom? It stands to reason that whatever they found would be held tightly by an inner group. It was how he would have proceeded.

         ‘Indeed, the Septum exists. That is so, Your Majesty, but there is more. The vision spoke of a secret knowledge hidden by Hypatia, the last pagan philosopher at Alexandria, nine hundred years ago, a knowledge that runs contrary to the foundations of the Church, to the inheritance of Charlemagne and Louis.’

         The king shot out of his seat, to pace around it like a predator, drinking in the meaning of the extraordinary briefing. De Nogaret held his tongue. He knew well not to interrupt the king when his mind pivoted from information to strategy.

         ‘Weigh the answer carefully. This philosopher of whom you speak was pure pagan, not Christian?’

         The Hound nodded.

         ‘Are you telling me that the Knights Templar are engaged with heresy? Because if so, we have finally found the weakest point in their portcullis, and what is rotten cannot be reinforced.’

         ‘The detail will only be shared within their inner society, Your Majesty, so we can but watch their behaviour to guess its origin and purpose; but yes, they are dirtying their hands with Hypatia, unbeknownst to the pope; that much is a reasonable conclusion. I do not believe that this knowledge is widespread within the Order. There is no evidence of it except that within it lies this inner circle which holds the keys to Your Majesty’s ambition.’ 24

         De Nogaret watched his words have their intended impact on the king, whom he knew had long been waiting for the stroke needed to topple the Templars. ‘Then we must act swiftly but without scaring our prey. They must not be alerted to our royal eyes upon them, while we continue to play at diplomacy, as if no knowledge of this is held here. We must wait in the long grass, de Nogaret, and then strike as lightning with all our temporal power. We will strike only when the time comes to do so – the time when it will be clear to all Christendom that God speaks, not through the Templars, not through the pope, but through the King of France.’

         De Nogaret beamed and bowed slightly in assent to the king’s Orders.

         ‘Leave no trace, just like in Perugia, but find this boy. Find out what he knows. Use any method you deem fit, to run this heresy to ground.’

         The king gestured downwards with both hands to underscore his will, then turned towards the blazing hearth and filled his goblet with red wine, his back towards de Nogaret. His mind was already moving on, consumed with the import of finding heresy at the heart of the Templars. This changed everything. He was not just going to annex Templar power by having it amalgamated with the Hospitallers, he was going to expose it as the anti-Christ among the flock. He was going to obliterate it, sow it into the ground with salt, and cleanse all Christendom.

         De Nogaret recognised his cue to go. He bowed to the king and left for the royal treasury to make plans for Ireland. His blood flowed fast, his legs shaking with energy and anticipation as the scent of a fresh hunt filled his nostrils. Life got little better than this, he thought as he bounded out of the king’s chamber. It is far from obscurity you are now.
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