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LIST OF CHARACTERS



Chief Characters:


TOMMY, the hero of the novel, from the twenty-first century


TOMMY’S MOBILE PHONE, another hero of the story


MUM AND DAD, Tommy’s parents


ELOISE DE NARBONNE, the heroine, a Countess from the year 1599


THE COUNT AND COUNTESS OF ROMOLUE, who have been father and mother to Eloise since the death of her mother, Eleonora, and the disappearance of her father, Richard de la Courtablaise


THOMAS DE ROMOLUE, the adopted son of the family of Romolue


JASPER, the chief servant at the Château de Romolue in 1599 and known as Jacques in his role as chief servant in Ellie-la Forêt, the name of the Château de Romolue in modern times


OLD MARIE, Thomas de Romolue’s nurse and confidante of the family


DROGO DE MONTFORT, the murderous priest whose shadow falls on Eloise


HENRI DE MONTFORT, the powerful brother of Drogo and Bishop of Toulouse


RICHARD DE LA COURTABLAISE, husband of Eleonora, the murdered sister of the Countess of Romolue


JEAN OF AULNAY, maker of leather in the town of Aulnay-les-Bois


JONCILOND, an outlaw of a special nature in the band who inhabits Town, the outlaw stronghold


Other Characters in Alphabetical Order:


BOSSILOT, a pageboy in the Bishop’s palace in Toulouse


CHERI, a massive mastiff in 1599 and an ornamental miniature poodle in the modern day


CLARICE, the daughter of the Count and Countess of Toulouse


CLOSETTE, the Head of the Inquisition


DIANE, a villager of Romolue as plump and round as her famous poupelins


FAT HENRI, on the staff in Chamblay


FATHER BALDWIN, the unwashed librarian at the nunnery of Aulnay


FLORE, a servant in the Château of Romolue; an admirer of Thomas de Romolue and of Tommy


FLORENCE, a nun of whom the Bishop has loving memories


GEORGES, leader of the Bishop’s guards


GERARD, father of Marguerite and admirer of Eloise in the twenty-fist century


GEROME, fashion conscious outlaw of Town


GILBERT, a pirate of the Robber, Richard’s ship


GOSLIN, an outlaw, friend of Gilbert


GREEBLES, the Bishop’s cat


HARRY, Tommy’s best friend in England


HENRIETTA, Jacques the Tailor’s wife


ISABELLE, the wife of Robert de Toulouse


JACQUES THE TAILOR, clumsy, foolish, loveable outlaw from Town


JEAN DE FAUSSEBARRE, prominent and rotund member of the Parliament of Toulouse


JEROME, shop assistant in the Super-E-market


LOUIS, Thomas de Romolue’s personal and thick-headed guard


MARGUERITE, a girl of the twenty-first century and admirer of Tommy


MAURICE, a guard and the boyfriend of Sophie


NATALIE, a novice nun


PENELOPE, Thomas de Romolue’s horse


PETER AND PAUL, Eloise’s pet rats


RABELAIS, a villager of Romolue, with a brain the size of the village


ROBERT, Count of Toulouse


ROGER, an outlaw of Town


ROLAND, accomplice of Drogo


SCROTILE, the mole man


SISTER BETHANY, a nun, of sorts


SOPHIE, Eloise’s lady’s maid before she ran off with Maurice


THE QUARTER, storekeeper in the Castle of Chamblay, the Bishop’s stronghold


THE EMP, Emperor of the Marsh, the leader of the outlaws of Town


THE SHOVEL, a treacherous undertaker in the pay of Jean of Aulnay


VICTOR, the cricket playing picture restorer


WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, an unknown playwright in France of 1599


Some Locations:


ROMOLUE LES BAINS ROMAINS DE SAINT ETIENNE JUST, the modern village where the Château of Ellie-la-Forêt stands today. It was called plain Romolue in 1599


THE CHÂTEAU OF ROMOLUE, the name of the Château in 1599


CHAMBLAY, the Bishop’s stronghold on the coast where the fateful oubliette is found and where the action begins in Book 3


THE VIRGIN AND THE OLD LADY, the two towers of Chamblay


TOULOUSE, the town near Romolue where the Bishop and Robert de Toulouse have their palaces and where the Great Fruit Salad Mass took place in Book 1


THE NUNNERY OF AULNAY-LES-BOIS, where Eloise was sent for her protection and where Tommy, bursting from his coffin, found her once more in Book 2


TOWN, the outlaw stronghold


THE ROBBER, Richard’s ship





Flashback


‘Blast the phone. Forget it, leave it!’ Tommy muttered, peering down frantically at his mobile as it blared and blinked in the great hall below. ‘Blast the phone!’ he repeated and, with Eloise and Joncilond just behind him, he leaped up the stairs after Drogo. The Governor’s guards were on their tail. It was just moments before Drogo, and then Tommy and Eloise, would be down the oubliette and into the tunnels beneath the castle of Chamblay, fighting the choking salt water and struggling for their lives. Far below them, the tunnels filled with foaming water and, when they came to the lip of the oubliette, they could hear the muffled rattle and roar of pebbles as rollers ran in, curling up the beach with the sea pouring in under the castle.


On the sea outside the castle, Richard stood braced against the mainmast on the deck of the Robber. His boat was tossed about like a cork, falling into a deep cave of water one moment and riding high above a trough the next. Richard struggled to remain standing as the deck lurched from one crazy angle to another. He was gazing at the Virgin and the Old Lady, the two massive towers of Chamblay on the coast before him. Richard de la Courtablaise, the captain of the Robber, knew that the priest Drogo, who had separated him for ever from his wife Eleonora, was hidden in Chamblay. He knew also that his daughter, Eloise, was in Chamblay, with Thomas de Romolue. His trusted Gilbert had left Eloise and Thomas close to the castle and had come with the news that they were headed there.


Richard was set on breaking into the castle, driven by love and revenge: love for his daughter and his need for revenge on Drogo. At great danger he had decided to bring the Robber close to the shore. Now he had moved in as close as he dared.


‘Let out the anchor!’ he yelled and the anchor plunged into the water. ‘Keep it short! Keep the cable short!’ he commanded. The anchor could drag and the Robber would go aground and be wrecked. Calling his crew to action, Richard and his men – Gilbert among them – sprang from the Robber’s deck into the bumboat lashed to the Robber’s side. Strong hands grasped them as they fell into the boat. One false move and they could drown.


They cut the boat free from the Robber.


‘Pull away! Away! Pull away!’ shouted Richard. Dragging on their oars, the crew knew that this was the most dangerous moment, since they risked the bumboat smashing into the side of their ship, which towered and leaned above them. All at once the boom of the Robber came free and swung wildly over their heads, ropes flailing from it.


‘Hold her!’ Richard shouted and the men left aboard the Robber struggled to tame the swinging boom as the skin was scraped from their hands and the wet rope slipped through their fingers. But, cursing and running and holding on for the life of the ship and their own lives with it, they managed to rope in the boom. At the same moment, the bumboat pulled free from the side in a brief instant of calm as the water swirled in an eddy around the Robber. Richard’s men tugged with all their strength at their oars as their boat was swept violently upwards and then dived sickeningly down. The castle appeared and disappeared from Richard’s view as they rose and fell, their stomachs turning over while they careered down each glassy mass of water, as roller after roller rushed beneath them.


‘In rhythm!’ Richard shouted and began to bang out a beat with his fist on the inside timber of the bumboat. He was standing at the rudder, turning the boat to follow the waves. He eyed the distant castle as it lurched in and out of sight. ‘Somewhere in there,’ he shouted out, ‘is my greatest love and my greatest hate!’ He yelled the last word violently. But no one could hear him above the racket of the storm. ‘Somewhere in there: Eloise and Drogo!’ he shouted again and set his face against the spray.


But as he called out these names, events had already turned in another direction in Chamblay and he would find neither Eloise nor Drogo in the castle.


The story of the fate of Drogo, and of Tommy and Eloise and their friends and enemies, has many strands and they must be followed one by one until they become so tightly woven that the full pattern emerges. As things stand now, Drogo is hoisted, almost but not quite drowned, into Richard’s boat, Tommy and Eloise return to the present day in their rescue helicopter, Jacques the Tailor is in Toulouse in the Bishop’s clutches, condemned to the gallows, and Natalie lies dying of a bullet wound in Goslin’s hut.


We first enter the castle of Chamblay, where the French premiere of Romeo and Juliet had been in full swing until Tommy had forgotten his mobile in the great hall and Harry had taken it into his head to ring him.





One: Drowned


The phone jumped around in the pocket of Tommy’s trousers, which lay in a bundle on the table in the great hall. Mozart’s 40th Symphony peeped louder and louder from the shaking, shining, flashing mobile. Romeo and Juliet stopped dead and there was a scene of uproar and amazement among the audience.


‘What in Christ’s name is this?’ shouted the Governor of Chamblay, marching across the room and grabbing hold of Tommy’s trousers. The mobile had almost squirmed its way out of Tommy’s trouser pocket.


‘Devilry, devils!’ shouted the Quarter, jumping up. Fat Henri, Sophie, Sophie’s boyfriend Maurice and everyone were also on their feet yelling, ‘Devilry, devils, devilry, devils!’ The light from the mobile flickered around the hall, causing their faces and the dark corners of the room to go yellow, a lurid blue, pink and yellow again.


Roger and the Emp had escaped from the great hall as Tommy, Eloise and Joncilond had disappeared in pursuit of Drogo. But Gerome remained motionless in the middle of the room, his mouth open, gawping at Tommy’s trousers and the mobile.


‘ “To twinkle in their spheres till they return,” ’ he’d declaimed, ‘ “entreat her eyes to twinkle in their spheres.” ’ It was magic, magic! Romeo and Juliet, the words; they were magic. Tommy’s trousers were twinkling and peeping, as if he’d conjured it up. Peeping! Louder and louder. Gerome put his hands to his ears. The Governor, letting go of Tommy’s trousers, backed away from the evil, frightful thing on the table.


The clatter of the six guards could be clearly heard above them, chasing Tommy and Eloise and Joncilond up the Old Lady. But no one paid any attention. Everyone was gobsmacked at the crazy invasion of Tommy’s mobile into their world. Several fell to their knees, clasping their hands in prayer, as the mobile rang on and on.


‘It’s the work of the Devil,’ yelled Fat Henri as the sound mounted still louder. But as he shouted the word ‘Devil’, the ringing and flashing abruptly stopped. In the sudden silence, everyone looked about the candlelit hall and at each other and into the dark corners, as if some new demon would fly at them.


At that moment, Gerome suddenly sensed he was in danger. Glancing quickly at the Governor, he made a dash for freedom. But the Quarter was faster and stuck his leg out. Gerome tripped, fell against the half-open door and was grasped in the large, powerful hands of the Governor himself. Fat Henri and the Quarter pulled his arms behind his back.


‘Is this your witchcraft?’ whispered the Quarter into Gerome’s ear as he viciously twisted his arm, forcing him down on one knee. Gerome winced with pain but made no answer. Perhaps it was his magic words?


‘You!’ yelled the Governor, sweeping his arm around the hall as he stood over Gerome. ‘You! Back to your work!’ Sophie and the other serving girls, and the two antique guards scuttled out of the room. ‘Lock that creature up,’ he added, pointing at Gerome, and then he strode off to the door in the corner of the hall and began quickly to mount the stairs after his men, trying to put the devilry that he had just witnessed out of his mind. Meanwhile, Maurice, forgotten in the turmoil, retired quietly into the shadows. He was Jacques’s agent and Tommy’s ally and he had to hold a low profile.


Outside the castle, the bumboat from the Robber made it to the shore. The prow ground hard into the sand and pebbles of the beach and the men jumped into the shallow water, dragging the boat with them, clear of the waves. As they did so, Gilbert called out above the roar of the water, ‘Captain, we have a prisoner! Drogo!’


A murmur went around the crew and it was only then that Richard found that, almost as a miracle, his greatest enemy had been hauled into his boat on their way to the shore.


At Gilbert’s side, Richard gazed into the thin grey face of the priest. ‘Put some rope around him,’ he ordered. He stood and stared at Drogo, hating to look but unable to pull his gaze away.


Drogo’s eyelids flickered open and closed. His breath was ragged, wheezing from his slack mouth. He lay where he had fallen, sloshing in sea water at the bottom of the bumboat. But now he was picked up and dumped on the beach.


‘Guard him!’ said Richard. ‘He may look weak but there is a Devil in him!’ Should he give in to the temptation to kill the man? Richard asked himself. Two words from him – ‘Kill him’ – and it would be done! No, he decided, still looking down at Drogo; it is not enough. It’s too simple, far too simple an exit – for both Drogo and for himself!


The image of Drogo’s face filling his head, Richard began to walk away from his men and down the beach, not looking where he went. Water came shooting towards him and he was paddling in foam. He took no notice. Glancing back at Drogo lying among the pebbles, Richard felt as if something had snapped inside his brain. His head was spinning. He put his palm to his brow and squeezed his hand into a tight fist as if he could crush Drogo between his fingers. This man had destroyed his life and driven him to wild actions. And the sight of Drogo, his first sight in fifteen years, had brought back a vivid memory of the wildest action of them all. He shuddered as he thought of it; that memory that always lurked in his mind to torment him! His head began to fill with violent and confused thoughts. He had lied when he had spoken with Eloise! But she was the last person who should hear the truth! That memory must be kept secret, it must be a secret for ever! he shouted inside his head. Drogo’s confession has been heard, he reminded himself, and Drogo will be hanged. The execution bell will ring for Drogo and then there will be an end to it!


He dug a heel into the sand and pebbles, wheeled around and paced back along the beach. To calm himself, Richard joined his crew in dragging the boat to a point high up the beach, out of reach of the sea. From there, Richard set off with more than fifty of his crew, leaving a handful to guard the boat and Drogo. Richard knew this castle. There was a small door at the base where they could enter, if it was not strongly guarded. He pointed and led the way. Storms had gouged a great hole in the beach, throwing up a mound of sand and stones. They climbed to the top and could see the door into the castle below them. As they watched, the sea rushed in around one side of the mound, lapping against the door. They waited for the water to suck back and ran down the slope. The door was barred but several men picked up a great boulder that lay nearby and, at a run, charged the door. It was heavy oak and at the first onslaught just moved a little on its hinges. The sea came surging in up to their waists as they retreated for a second attempt.


‘Again,’ called Richard. ‘This one’ll do it!’ He joined his men in a powerful charge. The door smashed open, and the returning water poured in as they all battled their way through and up some steps away from the foam slopping below them. There they halted. They were in the depths of the Old Lady.


‘There’s not a soul here!’ said Gilbert in amazement at Richard’s side. Of course, they had not seen almost the whole garrison depart for Toulouse earlier, leaving only a tiny handful to guard Chamblay.


‘Quiet!’ whispered Richard. They heard footsteps echoing in the high shaft that reached above them. The footsteps were faint at first but were rapidly coming closer.


They could hear a voice shout, ‘That magic thing, that Devil’s thing. It was nothing to do with me! Nothing!’ It was Gerome and he was terrified of being accused of heresy. He had seen too many heretics burn and he would rather throw himself from the walls of Chamblay than face that fate.


‘But you have friends who talk with the Devil. You can explain that when you stand before the Inquisition! You’ll burn with the rest of ’em,’ said the Quarter, with an unpleasant laugh.


‘You can practice your prancing about and imagine your Juliet in here,’ another sneering voice called out. It was Fat Henri and he gave Gerome a violent shove into a small stinking cell. Richard and his men heard a door slam shut above them, a key turn and footsteps mount again.


‘Surely that was Gerome’s voice before. They must have caught him!’ murmured Gilbert.


‘Quick!’ whispered Richard. ‘Let’s take them!’ and several of his fastest men charged up the steps.


‘Wha . . . a . . . at?’ Richard heard Fat Henri cry, as feet came pounding up the staircase. Neither he nor the Quarter, stuffed as they were with years of overeating in Chamblay, were a match for the tough and violent men who were after them. Their brief cries, unheard in the great hall above, were stifled with a few dirty rags and their arms pinioned behind them. The key was taken from them and Gerome was released from his cell.


‘Gilbert!’ he shouted as he staggered out and fell into his arms. ‘They were going to burn me for witchcraft!’ He was almost sobbing with fright.


‘Witchcraft?’ Richard looked puzzled. ‘No matter! Let’s take this castle!’


‘There’s just six guards and the Governor,’ Gerome told him.


‘Just six? God alive! The Bishop’s a fool. But quiet now, we’ll stalk them and take them without any loss to ourselves. Shove those two in there in the meantime!’ ordered Richard, gesturing towards the empty cell. ‘Perhaps we could make honest seamen of ’em.’


‘Yeah, the fatter one, maybe. He can cook OK! But you can throw the other one in the sea,’ said Gerome.


‘Quiet now!’ said Richard as the key of the cell was turned on Fat Henri and the Quarter, who was trying in vain to chew on his moustache through his gag. He was casting fierce glances in all directions, kicking out at the door of the cell with smothered swearwords.


‘Captain, sir,’ whispered Gerome, placing his hand on Richard’s arm. Richard turned with his finger to his lips.


‘But there’s something else that you must know, sir. Ah! But maybe Gilbert’s told you?’ He stole a glance at Gilbert. Gilbert gave him a questioning look.


‘Told me what?’ asked Richard quietly.


‘Eloise de Narbonne is here,’ whispered Gerome.


‘I told him!’ whispered Gilbert.


‘Yes! I’m here to take Eloise back!’ said Richard, taking Gerome’s arm in a tight grip.


‘With Thomas de Romolue, sir!’ said Gerome. Richard turned to Gilbert.


‘As I said,’ murmured Gilbert with a rapid nod.


‘But they’re in danger, sir. The Governor sent his guards after them!’ said Gerome.


‘Where?’


‘Up the tower!’


Richard grimaced and gave an urgent signal to the men behind him.


The whole band began to creep silently but rapidly upwards. The passageway opened out to the foot of the flight of steps where Joncilond had rolled the cannonball earlier, when Tommy and Eloise had first entered Chamblay. Richard, at the head, put up his hand. Voices could be heard from the great hall.


‘So you lost them down the oubliette!’ a commanding voice rang out angrily. ‘You fools. Just this one man?’ Unseen to Richard, the Governor aimed a sharp kick at Joncilond who lay bound on the floor at his feet. ‘Just this one man held you back, eh?’


‘He’s a strong man, sir!’ exclaimed one of the soldiers. ‘It took all six of us to overpower him. You saw that, sir!’


‘Strong man!’ spat out the Governor. ‘And you didn’t follow them down the oubliette? You didn’t follow Drogo? And those two? Just young ones! I wanted them as prisoners!’


‘It was death down there, sir. This fellow here, he’d thrown a cannonball—’


‘Yes, yes, I’ve heard it!’ interrupted the Governor.


‘We’d ’ave been drowned down there, like the rest of ’em,’ put in another guard. ‘They’re all as good as dead, sir!’


Richard heard these words with dread. Surely the two young ones were Eloise and Thomas de Romolue, weren’t they? Were they as good as dead? Should he just rush these men and kill them all? But Drogo had survived! Maybe Eloise, too?


The caution learned from years of campaigning held him back at first.


Meanwhile the Governor was at a loss how to act. ‘So Drogo is gone!’ he muttered to himself and he began to stalk angrily about the great hall. ‘So long as he’s not captured,’ the Bishop had said. ‘Just make sure that he’s not captured!’ Well, Drogo’s dead and drowned, he thought. The Bishop might be pleased, in fact. I’ve got rid of that lunatic murderous brother of his. But who were those two who went after Drogo? Just two young ones. Who were they? And a couple of the gang ran off. They were players in that strange play with its haunting words. He paused and frowned for a moment. They’ll be right out in the dunes by now. We’re too few to hunt them down. And where have the Quarter and Henri got to? he wondered. They’ve been far too long!


‘Attention, guards!’ he bawled out. ‘You!’ he said, pointing a finger at one of the guards. ‘Fetch that prisoner back, that actor fellow. We need to interrogate him. Now!’


Richard and his men waited soundlessly at the bottom of the steps.


‘Get back,’ whispered Richard as they heard the guard approach. ‘Back into the shadows. That’s right. You, you, you and you: grab him and silence him. We’ll pick them off one by one!’ The guard’s rapid footsteps approached.


There was a quick scuffle. ‘God! He just about bit my bloomin’ finger off,’ whispered one of Richard’s men, shaking his hand furiously, kicking at the man on the ground. The guard had come tripping happily down the steps, without a thought except for a quick detour via the kitchen. The next moment a hand was around his mouth, a dagger pressed against his back, but he bit down hard. There was a strangled grunt of pain, a heavy thud and then the guard was out cold on the floor.


They waited in silence for the next guard to appear.


‘Five to go,’ whispered Gilbert, grinning. Richard did not grin. The words that he had overheard of the ‘two young ones’ were boiling in his mind. Was Eloise drowned?


At this moment, the Governor of Chamblay lost patience. ‘Why in the name of the Almighty Lord are they dawdling?’ they heard him shout and he strode out of the great hall. In the passage, some instinct made him pause. Perhaps he had seen a shadow or the faint echo of a whisper or a footfall?


‘Guards!’ he yelled over his shoulder and they came careering out of the hall after him, Maurice reluctantly among them.


‘Shall we rush them?’ whispered Gilbert.


‘Rush them!’ yelled Richard and they charged up the steps. The Governor had drawn his sword as he heard Richard’s command and stood with his guards behind him, barring the passage. But when he saw fifty men bearing down on him, waving pistols and swords, several with pikes levelled, his mouth fell open and his sword dropped from his hand and clanged on the ground. A moment later Richard held his own sword to the Governor’s throat.


‘Where is Eloise de Narbonne?’ he yelled in the Governor’s face. The Governor just gaped in reply, his hands held up in submission.


The Governor was shoved into a corner in the great hall, his surcoat, patterned with the red and white diamonds of de Montfort, thrust back to front through his arms so that he was held in a straightjacket, his legs tied together. The Quarter and Fat Henri had been fetched back from their cell for interrogation. Gags removed, the Quarter sat and chewed his moustache as if he would bite it in half. He was bound, back to back, with Fat Henri, who was sweating with fear despite the cool breeze blowing through the open door of the hall. The six guards were locked away in the dungeon below.


Sophie literally fell at Richard’s feet, the great dark pools of her eyes imploring him to spare Maurice, telling him that Maurice was a friend who had let Thomas de Romolue out of Jean of Aulnay’s jail, who had brought Thomas and Eloise safely into Chamblay. ‘Please spare him, my Lord,’ she sobbed.


Richard beckoned Maurice forward.


‘You are a friend?’ he demanded. ‘Look up at me, man!’


‘Yes, sir,’ replied Maurice, raising his head an inch. ‘I am employed by Jacques, sir, at the Château de Romolue, sir. It’s true, I got Thomas de Romolue out of Jean of Aulnay’s prison, sir!’


‘Ah! Right, you join us, then.’ Maurice breathed a sigh of relief and Sophie ran over and kissed Richard impulsively on the cheek. His followers laughed. He swept her to one side impatiently.


Gerome stood slumped against the table where Tommy’s trousers lay, still suffering from the shock of his imprisonment and of the flashing mobile. He had to show Richard the flashing, peeping mobile.


‘There’s a crazy Devil object you must see, Captain!’ he called out and he extracted the mobile from Tommy’s trousers. It looked harmless enough at the moment, odd as it felt in his hands. He gave it to Richard, who peered puzzled at it. Did it have something to do with Eloise? He stood with his crew of pirates from the Robber at his back, confronting the Governor, the Quarter and Fat Henri. Joncilond crouched at his feet. Weighing the mobile in his hand and addressing the Governor, Richard demanded sharply, ‘What is this thing?’ He waved the mobile in front of him.


‘Yes, yes,’ spluttered the Governor in reply, ‘what is it? Fiery light flashed from it, it made a piercing, shrieking, peeping noise . . .’


‘Terrible noises!’ shouted the Quarter and Fat Henri in unison from beside him. ‘It’s the Devil’s work, devilry—’


‘Silence!’ yelled Richard and he looked down at the strange, smooth object. It was cool. What were they talking about? How could fire fly from it? And it was a dead thing: how could it suddenly shriek and peep as they said? Many strange objects had passed through his hands in the years that he had robbed ships on the open sea, but this was stranger than any of them. He ran his fingers over the surface. Those buttons, what are they? He pressed one cautiously. There was a tiny glimmer from the mobile. He blinked, holding it away from him in the palm of his hand. Was he seeing things? He put it to his nose. A tiny, sour smell: wood, metal? He shook his head and placed the mobile on the table beside him and pushed it away. He had more important matters on his mind.


‘Where is Eloise de Narbonne?’ Richard demanded of the Governor again and advanced until he stood right over him, looking down at him. Richard’s hand moved to his sword.


‘Eloise de Narbonne? Why are you asking me? How can she be here? How should I know where she is?’ replied the Governor in increasing panic as he saw Richard’s hand tighten on his sword. ‘She’s not here and never has been!’ The Governor cringed away as Richard began to draw his sword from its sheath.


‘Don’t lie to me! Gerome here told me she was in this room earlier,’ Richard shouted and banged his fist in frustration on the wall above the Governor’s head. Flakes of white plaster cascaded down and the Governor began to splutter and cough as he shook his head.


‘Shall we give him the works, Captain?’ asked one of his men, pushing forward. Richard waved him back.


‘Not yet! Not until we need to,’ he added grimly. He turned back to the Governor. ‘And Thomas de Romolue! They were both here. Thomas and Eloise. Gilbert and Gerome know it,’ he continued, gesturing at them, ‘so don’t deny it! Thomas and Eloise were here, the two of them! Where are they now?’ Then he drew his sword. The blade flashed in the candlelight and the Governor followed it with his eyes. Richard’s men pressed around him. Was he going to slit the Governor’s throat? At the same moment, Joncilond raced to the corner of the room and dashed up the little staircase, jumping and prancing up and down as he emerged at the balcony where Eloise had stood as Juliet.


‘Here, here, here, two of the fairest stars in all the Heaven. She was here! The fairest star in all the Heaven,’ he shouted down. All heads turned towards him but he disappeared from view as he fell to his knees behind the parapet, and all that they could see was his hands, which he held up to pray for his star of Heaven.


‘Joncilond! Get off the floor! Get up so we can see you. What are you blathering about?’ shouted Richard up to him.


‘Here, here, here, sir, sir, Richard, sir!’


‘They were up there, where you are? Thomas and Eloise?’


‘Yessir, yessir, yessir!’ The last syllables were lost as Joncilond turned and bounded away up the staircase leading to the top of the tower. With a jerk of his head to his men, Richard followed Joncilond up the steps.


‘Bring him with us!’ he ordered, indicating the Governor. A sword sliced through the ropes around the Governor’s legs and he was pulled, staggering, to his feet. Still in his straitjacket, he was pushed towards the staircase, thrust in front of a group of pirates.


‘To the top, top, top,’ they heard Joncilond yell down from far above them. In a few moments they were grouped around the mouth of the oubliette, at the very summit of the tower of the Old Lady. Richard glanced through the window. He could see the Robber pitching and rolling with bare spars, outlined against a heavy sky, the wind still a great gale and the sea a mass of white foam beneath them.


‘Captain!’ yelled one of the seamen by the oubliette. ‘There! Look there!’ he called, pointing downwards. Richard peered over the side of the oubliette. Dimly, in the deep pit below, he could make out a pale form, lying face down in the sand, at the very bottom of the oubliette, a human form. The body was stretched out and, as the sea came surging in, it was washed idly to and fro and then settled again, face down as the sea receded.


‘The guards, they chased them down, chased them, chased them, chased them,’ cried Joncilond.


‘Chased who?’ Richard’s voice exploded.


‘Thomas and Eloise, Eloise, Eloise!’ Joncilond sang out. As he did so, Richard turned to the Governor and, grasping him under the chin, thrust him back against the low parapet of the oubliette.


‘If you killed my daughter, I will kill you here and now,’ he breathed into his face.


‘Your daughter! Eloise de Narbonne is—’


‘Yes, my daughter!’ Richard shook him roughly. ‘Eloise de Narbonne is my daughter,’ he shouted into the Governor’s face.


Turning, he yelled, ‘Someone fetch that body from the oubliette, will you, before it is pulled out to sea! If that is her body,’ he began but left his words unfinished as he turned back to the Governor. He pressed him so hard against the lip of the oubliette that he would have fallen over the edge if Richard had not been holding him so tightly.


There was a murmuring from among his followers. Eloise de Narbonne was the Captain’s daughter? The famous beauty? The girl whose mother was murdered, as Thomas de Romolue read out at the Great Fruit Salad Mass in Toulouse Cathedral? So it was Richard’s wife that Drogo murdered, they muttered. Drogo had confessed it! And Drogo was their captive, lying bound beside the bumboat!


‘Captain, sir, was it really your wife that Drogo murdered?’ asked one of his followers, unable to contain himself.


‘Fetch that body down there!’ shouted Richard, ignoring the question, his lip curled almost into a snarl, still holding the Governor. ‘If that body is my daughter or if it’s Thomas de Romolue, you will be thrown down there to follow them,’ he said, his face an inch from the Governor’s, and he twisted the Governor’s head to give him a view of the depths of the oubliette. But no one moved to carry out Richard’s command.


‘Are you all afraid to go after that body?’ yelled Richard suddenly, breaking his hold on the Governor and turning in fury to his followers. But as the words left his mouth, Joncilond leaped up and, grabbing the rope hanging over the side, was loping, hand over hand, down the oubliette. In a few moments he was balanced on the remaining spars of wood that had made up the floor of the prison. That was as far as the rope reached. He let go of the rope and jumped the rest. He landed with his legs astride the poor pathetic body stretched out on the sand below.


‘Who is it?’ many voices called down to him, the loudest Richard’s.


‘It’s, it’s, it’s . . .’ cried Joncilond, the name lost in the rush of the sea as it came frothing in about his legs. Joncilond made a lunge for the body and thrust it high above his head. In his impatience, Richard himself grabbed hold of the rope and followed Joncilond down. Joncilond held the body up by the hips towards Richard. The head rolled grotesquely this way and that. With Joncilond thrusting up as far as he could, Richard’s outstretched arm took the body under one shoulder and, grasping with all his strength, lugged it up over his own shoulder. By now, several of his men were swarming down the rope to help him.


‘It’s Thomas de Romolue!’ shouted Richard as he struggled up the rope, pushing aside offers of help in his rage. ‘It’s Thomas de Romolue. Now you will die,’ he shouted up the oubliette. As he pulled himself up, he could feel Thomas’s head slap loosely against his back. Water poured from Thomas’s mouth.


The Governor felt a cold wave of fear pass through him as he heard this cry. ‘Now you will die.’ The words rang in his head.





Two: S-Boy


‘Where is Drogo?’ Eloise shouted into Tommy’s ear, her voice barely audible above the scream of the helicopter blades.


‘Drogo is drowned and gone!’ yelled Tommy. ‘Dead and gone!’


Eloise, in a seat behind Tommy, sat hunched forward, her wet salty hair streaming over Tommy, dripping into his lap, her hand gripping his shoulder. They roared inland in the storm; the helicopter canted forward, dipping and soaring, thrown about like a leaf in the wind.


Tommy turned towards Eloise’s white face.


‘He’s dead and gone!’ he bellowed again, reckoning that the pilot and their rescuers could not hear him. ‘Drogo’s drowned!’ Eloise gave a nod and then was suddenly and violently sick into the bag that had been thrust into her hands just moments before. Tommy held her shoulder as her body shook and she spat into the bag. For a moment she looked around and glanced wildly out into the world beyond, her eyes registering horror as she saw buildings dancing on the ground far below her. Then she sank back with her eyes closed. Her lips moved silently. She’s praying, I suppose, thought Tommy. He pulled a tissue out of a box by his seat. He twisted round in his seat belt and gently wiped Eloise’s face and mouth. Still with her eyes shut, she put out her hand to his and he could feel the tension in every muscle of her body as she gripped his fingers. He also realised that he was beginning to feel rather ill himself.


It was not long before they began to drop rapidly. The helipad was below them, Tommy could see, and as he peered down that dizzy feeling came into Tommy’s head that told him that if this went on for a minute longer – no, ten seconds – he was going to be sick. He grabbed at a bag. The descent slowed and, at the last moment, he took a deep breath and the black specks in front of his eyes began to vanish. A moment later they were hovering over the ground. But then the helicopter was blown sideways by a sharp gust. Eloise moaned as they were whisked back up into the air and Tommy made a grab for his sick bag again, that horrible smell of brown paper reminding him of a rough Channel crossing years ago. He scrunched up the side of the bag in his hand, trying to take deep breaths.


Fighting the gusts, the pilot edged down again and, with a sudden dip and a heavy jolt, they made it at last to the ground. Immediately the note of the blades fell, the door was thrust open and they were helped out of their seat belts and half-carried and half-walked down the steps on to the tarmac.


Mum and Dad were there to greet them.


‘You stupid monkey!’ Mum started off. Blown about in the sharp flurries from the blades, she was shouting to make herself heard over the racket of the motor as, ducking down, Tommy and Eloise emerged from the helicopter with the coastguards. Mum grabbed Tommy by the upper arm as he came within range. ‘You silly, silly boy! I told you not to go bathing.’


‘Yes! Twits. Both of you!’ put in Dad.


Eloise, still feeling very sick, looked at them in astonishment. She didn’t think that Tommy’s parents could get so angry. For a brief moment anger rose in her too, but then passed away rapidly as she remembered where she was.


‘The currents are dangerous at the best of times,’ went on Mum. ‘I told you, I sent you an SMS! And in weather like that. You must be crazy. I thought you had more sense.’


‘We weren’t blooming well bathing,’ Tommy replied. ‘We were after Drogo!’


‘Oh! He was enjoying a dip too, was he?’ Mum was really furious. ‘Well, you were in your bathing trunks, we were told,’ she continued, ‘and so was Eloise, when they hoicked you out of the water with that helicopter, weren’t you?’ she demanded.


That was true. They were in their bathing costumes. In fact, to Eloise’s shame and horror, she had discovered as she hurtled through the storm in the helicopter that she was wearing only a tiny bikini. It was like the one she’d seen in that shocking picture in the Super-E-market. Fortunately, they’d covered her up in a blanket as soon as she could get her face out of the brown paper bag. Tommy had a blanket draped around him, too. While Mum bawled at Tommy, Eloise kept her thoughts to herself and hugged the blanket around her as tightly as she could. They began to walk away from the helicopter towards Mum and Dad’s car.


‘OK, OK,’ put in Dad. ‘There’s going to be some explanation for all this. You’ve certainly got something to—’


‘Look, it’s bloomin’ well unfair!’ Tommy interrupted. He was just about to lose his cool altogether. Eloise and he had been in several near-death experiences, as he put it to himself, trying to rid the world of that monster Drogo, and all his parents could do was to bawl him out!


‘He’s dead,’ he muttered, barely opening his mouth and clenching a fist.


‘Who’s dead?’ demanded Mum.


‘Drogo,’ whispered Tommy and Eloise nodded.


‘Dead!’ chorused Mum and Dad. ‘You killed him?’


‘Ssh, no!’ Tommy put his finger to his lips. ‘Later,’ he said.


Eloise nodded again, clutching her blanket with one hand to her neck as it swirled around in the wind. If it came off in front of Tommy’s dad, she would die of embarrassment.


One of the coastguards came running up.


‘Hey! Isn’t this yours?’ he asked Tommy. ‘The pilot just gave me it. It was half off round your neck when you were hauled into the helicopter. Here!’ He held out the Bishop’s poison pendant to Tommy. ‘Funny thing, isn’t it? Feels heavy as gold; and that green stone, almost like an emerald. Can’t be, of course, that size! Did you find it on the beach or something?’ he added as Tommy nervously put out his hand. Tommy stood holding it in his palm. He had no pocket to put it in. A glance showed him that the poison bottle was missing. It must have come loose somehow.


‘Thank you,’ he mumbled, as Eloise gazed down at it. He closed his hand over it as best he could before Mum and Dad got a good look at it.


‘And another thing,’ said the coastguard. ‘You need to give us the blankets back now. You too, love!’ he said, as he saw Eloise recoil. ‘They’re not yours to keep!’


‘But, but . . .’ Eloise looked around at Tommy in desperation.


Tommy leaned forward and whispered to the coastguard, ‘She’s very shy. She’s only got a bikini on underneath, a tiny one—’


‘Yeah!’ the coastguard chuckled. ‘I noticed! Anyway, why is she so shy suddenly? She had it on down on the beach. And, what’s more, you must be crazy, you two. What in Heaven’s name were you doing down there, bathing in this weather?’


Oh gosh, don’t you start, thought Tommy. What could he say? This guy and the others had saved their lives. He had to say something. He turned to his mum but then he heard some of what she was muttering to Dad, despite the wind gusting around them.


‘I don’t care if that maniac is dead. They nearly got themselves drowned!’ Mum was grousing on, keeping her voice down, standing scowling beside them. Dad just pulled a face and marched off to the car. They were no help.


The coastguard still stood with his hand out, waiting for the blankets. Tommy turned to him.


‘Well, we were down there on the beach much earlier and this storm, it came on really suddenly,’ ventured Tommy, hoping against hope that the weather had been the same in the twenty-first century as in 1599.


‘Hmmm,’ said the coastguard, with a little sniff. ‘That’s it, is it? Well, you’ll probably get the S-Boy award, I should think!’ he added, nodding to himself.


At that moment, Dad came back from the car with a jacket and a raincoat that they had brought with them. Tommy took the jacket, quickly sticking the Bishop’s pendant in a pocket, and Mum draped the raincoat around Eloise’s shoulders. Eloise, pulling the belt tight, tugged the blanket off from underneath and handed it to the coastguard with a little smile and a whispered, ‘Thank you.’


‘What was that you said? The S-Boy award?’ asked Dad, turning to the coastguard.


‘Yeah! Stupidest Bather of the Year award,’ replied the coastguard.


They’d been back at the château a couple of hours now, after their rescue. The bad weather had passed and they were sitting on the low wall by the steps to the entrance to Ellie-la-Forêt in the calm evening air; Mum and Dad on one side of the steps, Tommy and Eloise on the other. Tommy and Eloise together had been describing bit by bit what had been happening to them.


‘I got back to Eloise’s time, y’see,’ Tommy was saying.


‘But how did Eloise, how did you—?’ began Mum.


‘Tell you later,’ broke in Tommy. ‘She was spirited back. She sort of fell into the ghosts of her real father and mother. It was horrible. I will tell you later, I promise.’ Eloise took Tommy’s hand in hers as he said this.


‘Let them tell it their way,’ said Dad, seeing Mum about to ask more questions.


So they heard of Tommy’s escape from the Bishop’s men with the toy revolver and caps, of Eloise carried off to the nunnery of Aulnay-les-Bois – ‘Right!’ said Mum, nodding her head – of Eloise in Jean of Aulnay’s clutches, of how her father saved her and how she let the candelabra fall on Jean in the abbey. Dad shook his head and gave Eloise an admiring look.


‘Bloomin’ clever,’ he muttered. ‘Go on, go on!’


The escape from Aulnay, the Bishop shooting Natalie . . .


‘What an animal!’ blurted out Mum.


Their entry into Chamblay, playing Romeo and Juliet (‘Good God!’ Dad had exploded. ‘It was written then?’), the oubliette and how it was that they had ended up in the sea, practically drowning. And finally, how Drogo had drowned, how they were rid of him for ever.


‘You saw him drown?’ asked Dad anxiously.


‘Well, he was spreadeagled in the water, floating face down. You should have seen what the sea was like. No one could survive in that!’


‘Let’s hope he’s really gone!’ muttered Dad and frowned.


With Drogo drowning, the story was over. They sat in silence; just the rustling of a few leaves in the evening breeze and the uncertain twitter of a bird could be heard.


‘I had hoped to see him hanged at the west door of the Cathedral of Toulouse,’ said Eloise simply and quietly. Mum and Dad exchanged looks as Eloise turned away to gaze at the river.


‘Tommy,’ she whispered after a moment and, standing up, she put out her hand to Tommy, leading him away from his mum and dad until they were out of earshot down by the river bank.


‘Eloise?’ Tommy glanced at her. She seemed pale and unhappy, frightened perhaps. ‘We survived,’ he said, trying to buck her up. Eloise chewed at her lower lip.


‘He did not drown!’ she whispered.


‘Oh! Come on!’ said Tommy loudly.


‘Ssh! I can feel it. If he were dead, then this tug would go away, this tug, inside me!’


‘Oh! Eloise. But how could . . .’ As he began to reply, he stopped. The Robber! Could Drogo have floated out to the Robber, or, more likely, could he have been picked up by the bumboat that he’d seen? Could he? Eloise looked at him questioningly.


‘There was a boat—’ he began.


‘Yes?’ She took his arm.


‘You didn’t see it. A boat from the Robber coming to the shore. I only saw it for a moment. It was your father coming to attack Chamblay, to capture Drogo and rescue you. Me too, I suppose. He already fired a broadside, you remember?’ Eloise nodded.


‘And maybe they picked up Drogo,’ whispered Eloise.


‘Well, they could have. But surely he was already drowned when I saw him lying in the water? Surely!’ Tommy frowned. ‘Well, he’s either drowned or captured by your dad. Might be better for him if he’s drowned. How can we find out?’ They were both silent for a moment, watching the river flowing rapidly beside them.


‘They may hang him over the side of the Robber,’ said Eloise abruptly, taking Tommy’s hand once more.


Mum and Dad turned to look at them. Tommy and Eloise were standing now with just their fingertips touching, lost in thought as they gazed into the fast running river, their shadows lengthening in the rays of the setting sun.


‘Let’s tell ’em something amusing, shall we? Cheer ’em up. They look pretty down after all that danger!’ said Mum.


‘Yuh! Something funny. You mean the freezer?’


‘Yes! Tommy, Eloise,’ called Mum. ‘We want to tell you something that happened at this end!’ Dad beckoned them over. ‘You remember I rang you about the village priest, Drogo’s double, being found—’ began Mum.


‘In the freezer. Scrotile really did put him in the freezer!’ interrupted Tommy. ‘Yeah, yeah,’ he added. ‘I know, you told me, just when we were getting near Chamblay,’ he said, turning to Mum. Dad’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Mum rang me.’ Dad nodded. ‘Yeah, was he dead, frozen to death?’ Tommy asked. ‘I thought Scrotile might try and shove him in someone’s fridge if he would fit!’ Tommy went on, without waiting for a reply.


‘Eh?’ said Mum, but Tommy continued regardless.


‘That was after I lost Eloise, in the priest’s house,’ his voice dropping and he glanced sideways at Eloise.


‘This all happened when me and Scrotile – the mole-man – got out of the tunnel at the cricket pitch. I haven’t told you that bit! After we escaped the priest’s house.’ Tommy stopped for a moment, puzzling over something. ‘You haven’t heard of “Dance the Antic Hay”, have you?’ he asked, interrupting his story.


‘Antic Hay? It’s a novel, by Aldous . . .’ replied Dad.


‘No! A poem. Something like, “Round and round the devils go, and dance the antic hay” or something. Well, never mind!’


Suddenly Eloise broke in.


‘ “And far and round the devils go;


They dance the Antic Hay.


And glimmering red and yellow sparks


Flash bright from out their . . .” ’


Tommy turned to stare at her. ‘How did—?’ he began.


‘You were whispering it out loud in the tunnel,’ said Eloise.


‘What was the last word? I didn’t get it!’


‘Bums!’ said Tommy loudly.


‘No, it wasn’t,’ said Eloise angrily, going a bit pink.


‘She’s amazing,’ Tommy informed his parents. ‘She can remember bloomin’ everything. Half of Romeo and Juliet and . . . I dunno.’ He shook his head. ‘Anyway, I was coming back here, to the château, to get to Eloise’s world again. Scrotile and me, we’d escaped out through the tunnel, where we went into the priest’s house, and Scrotile grabbed him, y’see, as he came out of the tunnel. He was chasing us. Scrotile shoved him in his sack and ran off with him. He thought the priest was the biggest mole in the universe! He thought he’d made the tunnel.’


‘Gosh, he really is crackers!’ muttered Dad. Mum gave a wry smile.


There was silence for a moment. Tommy frowned. ‘What happened about the tunnel collapsing, I mean, ruining that bit of the cricket pitch?’ he asked.


‘Oh! Yes, well, that’s still a problem,’ replied Dad.


Mum turned sharply towards Tommy, but Dad got in first.


‘Hey, it was you then, was it? My God! It was you that made the ground collapse there! You’re not going to be very popular . . .’ Dad stopped mid-sentence. Apparently, some bloke had appeared from the council, Dad explained, and announced that it was a historical monument.


‘What?’ cried Tommy. Eloise turned towards him.


‘What’s a historical monument?’ she asked.


‘Maybe you are,’ whispered Tommy under his breath but otherwise everyone ignored her.


‘Yeah,’ Dad went on, ‘so it’s a question of whether they can use it as a cricket pitch. This guy from the council said that it was the site of some old fort or something.’


‘Yes, it is,’ said Tommy getting excited. ‘It’s Town!’


‘Yes, it’s Town!’ repeated Eloise, taking Tommy’s arm.


‘The Emp’s town?’ asked Mum.


‘Yuh!’ said Tommy and Eloise nodded. ‘A historical monument?’ continued Tommy. ‘Well, there’s not much left.’


‘There’s the tunnel you found,’ said Dad.


Tommy blew out his cheeks. What was he going to say to Victor, Fast Balls Victor?


‘But, what about the priest in the freezer?’ asked Eloise.


‘He really put him in there, like you wrote?’ said Tommy.


‘Yeah, of course!’ said Mum.


Tommy shook his head. ‘But he might have died. It’s minus fifteen, isn’t it? He didn’t die, did he?’


‘Well,’ Mum replied, ‘he probably would have if Victor hadn’t come out to . . . er . . .’


‘Empty his bladder in the front yard,’ interrupted Dad. ‘The freezer’s in a sort of shack to one side, so Victor told me.’


‘I bet Drogo or his double, or whoever he is, was yelling and—’


‘Yes, he was, yeah! He kept pushing the lid of the freezer up,’ said Dad.


‘It was one of those chest things, not like a fridge,’ broke in Mum.


‘Hmm, of course,’ said Tommy.


‘Well, he was pushing the lid up, pushing through the sack, and he couldn’t get it up far enough, and it kept thumping down on him, and that’s what Victor heard, the bang of the lid coming down. Anyway, he dragged him out.’


‘Bet his bum was frozen! Bet he had frostbite,’ said Tommy happily. ‘And what happened when they found out Scrotile had done it?’


‘Oh! Dunno. Nothing much, I should think. I mean, everyone knows how he goes round putting moles in people’s fridges,’ replied Dad.


‘What?’ cried Mum.


‘Yeah, he does,’ put in Tommy. ‘Victor and Roger told me at that cricket match. He does; he puts them in their fridges.’


Dad nodded. ‘And they die of cold. Mind you, they run around before that and do things in the butter and—’


‘Oh! Daaad!’ said Tommy.


‘Puts moles in people’s fridges,’ muttered Mum, shaking her head.


‘Apparently,’ said Dad, ‘the village priest had some rather nasty things to say about you, Tommy, when he got out of the sack. By the way, there was a real mole in there with him. He’d got pretty scratched.’


‘Good!’ muttered Tommy.


‘What did the priest say?’ asked Eloise anxiously.


‘He said that this would come back to haunt you!’ replied Dad and then wished he hadn’t as he saw the look of anguish on Eloise’s face.





Three: The Loss of Eloise


‘Now you will die!’ shouted Richard, as he struggled to the top of the oubliette, carrying the limp body of Thomas with him. At the very moment that Tommy and Eloise were pulled into the helicopter, Richard passed Thomas over the lip of the oubliette.


‘It’s Thomas de Romolue. Throw the Governor down the oubliette!’ roared Richard. His horror at seeing Drogo again and his rage and despair that Eloise had slipped from him drove him to mindless violence.


‘Kill the man!’ Richard shouted. The Governor felt many hands take hold of him, Joncilond’s among them, grasping his arms and his legs as in a vice. He was carried helpless to the edge of the drop.


‘I have a wife and little children!’ he shouted, looking wildly about. He saw no mercy in any of the faces around him. He shut his eyes and began to pray.


‘Oh! Lord, have mercy on me!’ he whispered. ‘Will it be Heaven or Hell?’ His last thoughts as he hurtled down the oubliette were of Tommy’s mobile flashing blue and red and yellow. He hit the slurry of water and sand with a heavy thud. His neck broke and he died instantly. Richard’s men peered after him and several spat into the oubliette. The next large wave washed him away.


‘Job well done,’ said one.


‘Justice,’ said another. Many heads nodded grimly and then they put him out of their minds.


Maurice had taken no part in this and had been hovering in the background. Now, seeing his chance, he slipped away unnoticed as everyone crowded around the body of Thomas. He had to take this news to Romolue, to the Count and Countess, that Thomas de Romolue was dead, drowned in the tunnels beneath the Bishop’s stronghold of Chamblay. Soundlessly, he made his way down the tower. There was a quick kiss for Sophie, some coins changed hands – and a loaf of bread and some meat – and in a few moments he was gone into the sand dunes.


‘Give me the body!’ commanded Richard. Thomas de Romolue had been laid face down, water still spilling from his lungs. ‘Gently,’ he called out, as Thomas was seized around the shoulders and held up like a puppet. His head lolled to one side. But then a miracle happened. An eyelid flickered. Richard gasped.


‘Lay him down, lay him down! Breathe into his mouth. You!’ commanded Richard. The man beside him took a deep breath and holding Thomas’s lips apart expelled air down his throat.


‘Again!’ commanded Richard. ‘Now sit him up! Push his head down.’ More water trickled from his mouth. ‘Do it again!’ shouted Richard as his men clustered around. Again air was pumped down Thomas’s throat. Again an eyelid flickered and then an eye creased open.


‘He’s coming round!’ shouted Gilbert. ‘He’s coming round!’


‘Round, round, round!’ chanted Joncilond, doing a little dance.


But where is my daughter? Richard asked himself. Maybe it is better that she’s drowned, whispered in his mind but he pushed this thought to one side with a violent shake of his head.


Again air was blown down Thomas’s throat. Thomas suddenly felt beard and whiskers scratching at his face and he struggled weakly to free himself.


‘Let him be!’ exclaimed Richard. Dragging his thoughts away from Eloise, he pressed a hand on Thomas’s chest and more water was expelled from his mouth. Then Thomas began to breathe of his own accord, with shallow breaths at first but then more strongly. He moaned again and then opened and closed his eyes.


How long had Thomas been without air? Richard wondered. He’d seen men come round before, but afterwards their brains did not seem to work properly. Would Thomas be one of them? Could he tell them if Eloise was safe . . . Richard could hardly frame the words.


‘Thomas, Thomas!’ called Richard.


Thomas could hear his name thickly, as though through a fog and a closed door.


‘No!’ he mumbled.


Richard gently stroked back Thomas’s hair. At this touch, Thomas opened his eyes and saw the unknown face above him.


‘Thomas, where is Eloise?’ whispered Richard.


‘Mother!’ cried Thomas weakly and shut his eyes once more.


‘Sit him up!’ said Richard and several hands moved him so that his head rested against the wall of the oubliette.


‘Where have I been?’ Thomas asked feebly.


Ah! His head still works, thought Richard. He grasped at the fading hope that somehow Eloise might still be alive. Thomas can surely tell us! Maybe she was trapped in the tunnel down there. He hadn’t thought of that. Joncilond could manage to get down there if anyone could.


‘Joncilond!’ he called out loudly.


‘Yessir, yessir, yessir!’


‘Maybe Eloise is down there!’ said Richard, jerking his head at the oubliette, and Joncilond pointed a finger down the oubliette and stuck out his tongue. ‘Stop fooling around!’ shouted Richard.


‘Yessir, yessir—’


‘Shut up and listen! Maybe Eloise is trapped down there. Go down the rope again and explore the tunnel. Find her for me, Joncilond. Find her for me! Find Eloise.’


The mention of the name was enough to trigger Joncilond into action and he was gone immediately. Several men followed. If he found Eloise, he might need help.


‘Eloise!’ muttered Thomas, hearing Richard shout the name.


‘Yes! What happened Thomas? What happened to Eloise?’


‘Who are you?’


‘I am Richard de la Courtablaise. What happened to Eloise, Thomas?’


‘De la Courtablaise?’ muttered Thomas. He couldn’t remember the name. In fact, he couldn’t remember anything that allowed him to understand why he was here. And Eloise? Why did they want to know about Eloise? He’d been Internet chatting in Ellie-la-Forêt with this history professor in America and then suddenly he was drowning. It was terrifying. Salt water was pouring into his mouth, there was darkness, he was beaten about by a great surge of water, his head slammed against the walls of a tunnel. Then he’d passed out. That had probably saved him because he stopped gulping down the sea at that point. Now he was propped up against a wall with an unknown man asking him questions about Eloise. Eloise, whom he hadn’t seen for days, not since that night when she went off to the nunnery.


‘I am Eloise’s father!’ exclaimed Richard impatiently.


‘I’m her cousin,’ he replied.


Richard slammed his hand to his forehead and then pushed his fingers through his hair in frustration.


‘I know,’ said Richard quietly, trying to control himself. ‘You went down the oubliette with Eloise. You were chased down.’ Thomas looked at him in amazement. ‘Weren’t you?’ coaxed Richard. Maybe his head was affected after all, Richard thought, or perhaps he’s just lost his memory.


‘I haven’t seen Eloise . . . not for daysy . . . I . . . I . . .’ stuttered Thomas. ‘I’ve never been here in my life before. Where am I?’


‘Chamblay!’


‘The Bishop’s castle? Are we prisoners here?’


Now he’s talking sense, thought Richard.


‘Eloise, try to remember Eloise!’


‘Are we prisoners?’ Thomas demanded.


‘No. But can’t you remember Eloise? You were with her just before.’


There was silence; Richard and his men were waiting for some spark of hope. Maybe she didn’t go down the oubliette at all. Perhaps it was just Thomas. That seemed to be what Thomas was saying. Maybe she’s somewhere else in Chamblay, Richard thought suddenly.


‘Search the castle. Split up. Both the Old Lady and the Virgin. Search everywhere. Maybe she’s hiding somewhere from the Bishop’s guards!’ cried Richard. Immediately his men were on their way, Gilbert shouting orders as they clattered down the staircase towards the great hall.


Just then Joncilond and the other men reappeared, vaulting over the lip of the oubliette. ‘Joncilond. Nothing?’ called Richard urgently.


‘Nothing, nothing, nothing!’ muttered Joncilond. ‘Nothing, nothing, nothing!’


At least there was no dead body of Eloise in his arms. But maybe that just meant that she’d been swept out to sea, and Richard clenched his fists in pain at the thought. Those guards down there; they were there when Thomas went down the oubliette. They did it! They forced them down the oubliette. They must know – and they would tell, or they would go the way of their commander, Richard vowed to himself.


Richard turned back to Thomas. Thomas had a strange sulky look on his face.


‘You stay here, my boy,’ said Richard. ‘Joncilond and I will go and interview those guards who were chasing you. If you suddenly remember anything about Eloise, just tell me!’


‘I can remember OK!’ said Thomas sullenly. ‘But I wasn’t with Eloise!’ Suddenly the Devil got into him. ‘Actually I was chatting to this American history professor guy on the Internet.’


‘Internet, Internet, Internet,’ yelled Joncilond, hopping about on one foot. ‘Internet café,’ he yelled and Thomas looked up at him astonished. ‘Maurice, Maurice, Maurice!’ shouted Joncilond and bolted out of the door and down the stairs.


Oh God, thought Richard, Thomas has lost his mind. Chatting to this ‘American history professor guy’. Making up meaningless words. ‘American’? ‘Internet’? Oh God! He shook his head and followed Joncilond out of the room.


‘Yup! Shot down that bloomin’ oubliette, like ferrets down your trouser leg, M’Lord. Without fear they were, without fear. They were after that bloomin’ priest, Drogo de . . . Ow! You bloomin’ . . . What the ’ell was that for?’ yelled the soldier as one of his companions shoved an elbow very sharply in his ribs.


‘We didn’t see nothing, sir!’ put in one of the guards.


‘I wasn’t there, I was down the stairs at the time, M’Lord,’ added another.


‘But you, you chased them down!’ said Richard icily, poking a finger at the first guard who had spoken up. He was interrogating the guards in their cell.


The guard eyed him warily, suddenly realising the danger he was in.


‘Well, like, I didn’t really see. It was more the Governor, sir.’


‘The Governor? But you said “they”. “They” were without fear, you said. Who were they? Two of them went down the oubliette, didn’t they? Or was there only one? Answer me!’ he demanded, hoping for the answer that he wanted to hear.


‘I didn’t rightly see, sir. Well, there might only ’ave been one, just the . . . er . . . the boy!’ hazarded the guard.


Richard turned away. His head was so full of sorrow for Eloise that he could scarcely summon up anger against these men. It would need torture to extract the truth from them. He could threaten to slit their throats or maybe kill one of them as an example. Or kill the lot if they had chased his daughter to her death. He put his hand to his sword and turned back towards them. They edged away at the grim expression on his face.


Or could she be lying on the beach? he suddenly thought. He gripped one hand with the other in frustration. Thomas and Drogo had survived, somehow, so surely Eloise too! ‘Might she be lying on the beach?’ he muttered, leaving the prisoners and striding up the stairs towards the great hall.


‘Men!’ he shouted along the corridor. A group of his seamen were coming that way. Gilbert was among them.


‘Men! Some of you go down to the beach. Eloise might not be in the castle. She could be on the beach. Put the word around, Gilbert! The rest of you search the castle as before!’


Richard practically ran into the great hall, on his way to round up as many people as he could to split the search between the beach and the castle. He glanced around the hall. Apart from Fat Henri and the Quarter trussed up, there was only one person there. It was Thomas de Romolue! Richard stopped a moment and looked towards him. Had Thomas got his memory back about Eloise?


Thomas had a silly smile on his face and he seemed to be holding something behind his back. What was there to grin about? Richard wondered. The Quarter and Fat Henri, he noticed, had shuffled themselves over to a dark corner. They were sitting as still and quietly as mice eyeing a cat. Richard frowned. He’d deal with them later.


In fact, the Quarter and Fat Henri, left alone in the great hall, had seen some fire irons with sharp, rough edges by a wall. Backing up against them, they had been sawing away and had practically cut thought the rope holding them when Thomas had decided to make an appearance. Thomas had got bored and uncomfortable propped against the oubliette and had found, after a bit of puffing and blowing, that he was able to get shakily to his feet. His clothes clung to him with a horrible damp warmth. Perhaps he could change them somewhere, he said to himself, and he began to totter down the steps, bracing himself against the bare walls as the staircase wound down to the balcony. He stopped and leaned out on the parapet overlooking the hall.


He saw the Quarter and Fat Henri, strung back to back in one corner. What’s going on here? Who is this Richard de la Courtablaise guy who says he’s Eloise’s father? He seems to have captured the castle or something, anyway. Frowning, he surveyed the rest of the room.


‘Good God!’ he suddenly said loudly, and the Quarter and Fat Henri jerked their heads up in his direction. ‘That’s a . . . it can’t be!’ he exclaimed, but more quietly. ‘That’s a mobile phone on the table down there, beside those trousers!’ he muttered to himself and, forgetting about his weakness, he rushed along the balcony, down the staircase and zoomed over to the table, ignoring the Quarter and Fat Henri.


‘It is!’ he whispered, grabbing hold of the phone and peering at it. Thomas had only been in Tommy’s world a couple of days altogether but he was already well on the way to being a proper techno-nerd. ‘I wonder,’ he muttered, and he began to press the buttons. Yeah! There was Tommy’s mum’s number. He pressed the button for a connection, looking slyly round at the Quarter and Fat Henri. Well, blast them! They won’t know what’s going on anyway. In fact, they were watching him carefully.


Thomas held the phone to his ear. It was ringing OK! Hah! Tommy’s mum was on the line. She was sitting in the car in the car park waiting for the helicopter bringing her Tommy back to her.


‘Hey, it’s me,’ he whispered as loud as he dared, turning away from the prisoners and walking to the far end of the great hall.


‘Tommy!’ squeaked the phone and Thomas heard a short gasp from the men at the other end of the hall. They must have seen the phone light up as well, he realised. And he should have turned the volume down, but anyway, it was too late now.


‘It’s me! Thomas!’ He remembered being grilled by Richard about Eloise. He had to tell Richard something. ‘Look, is Eloise there?’ he asked urgently into the phone.


‘What?’ exclaimed Mum, ignoring the ‘Thomas’ and still thinking that it was her Tommy she was talking to. ‘Tommy, you’re with Eloise, surely? We’ve just heard you’ve both been rescued—’


Thomas clicked off the phone abruptly, for it was just at this moment that Richard had charged into the room. Thomas turned away to hide the mobile, but for the moment he held it behind his back.


‘Thomas!’ Richard strode towards him. ‘You’ve got your strength back? Good lad!’ Without waiting for any reply, he went on impatiently. ‘Listen: Eloise, she may be on the beach. We’re going to search the beach for her! Come on!’ He turned to leave, beckoning Thomas to follow him.


The Quarter and Fat Henri eyed them intently. What was Thomas de Romolue doing with that Devil object in his hand?


‘But . . . but, I, I—’ began Thomas.


‘Come, there’s no time!’


‘But I know where Eloise is,’ Thomas blurted out and then, too late, realised his mistake. But he wasn’t going down on that beach with the sea roaring around him. He’d had enough of being soaked. Especially when he was perfectly sure that Eloise wasn’t there.


‘Where is she? She’s alive?’ exclaimed Richard.


‘Yes,’ replied Thomas, nodding weakly as Richard ran forward and took him in his arms and crushed the air out of his body in a great bear hug, as Thomas clutched the mobile hard against himself.


‘Take me to her!’ commanded Richard, releasing him. ‘Is she in Chamblay, hiding somewhere?’


‘She’s . . . she’s . . . I can’t take you to her!’ Richard gave him a startled look. Thomas’s mind was racing. He had better think up a pretty good lie. How on earth . . . Ah! suddenly he had a brainwave.


‘She . . . she, er . . .’


‘Yes!’ exclaimed Richard.


‘She was taken away from the castle on the orders of the Governor.’ There was bound to be a castle governor here, thought Thomas. He would be the one to dispose of Eloise. ‘He wrote out a note, gave it to someone,’ said Thomas.


‘What?’ roared Richard, clutching at his head in frustration. He’d manage to kill the one man who knew where Eloise was! Damn and damn it all to Hell! ‘Who was it who went? Who did he send?’


What was Richard so frantic about? wondered Thomas. He had no idea that the Governor had been murdered on Richard’s orders. He’d been unconscious at the time.


‘Which way did they go? Oh!’ Richard thrust down his arms and began to pace about the room. ‘Someone here must know! You two!’ he yelled across at the Quarter and Fat Henri. The two of them looked cautiously round. They barely dared to move a muscle or the rope around them would come completely loose and fall off. Richard strode over to them.


‘You two! D’you know anything about a note the Governor wrote when he sent Eloise de Narbonne away?’ Behind Richard’s back, Thomas slipped the mobile back onto the table.


The Quarter, chewing away at his moustache, mumbled something in reply to Richard.


‘Speak up, man! The Governor. He wrote a note. Did you see it? Where was Eloise de Narbonne being taken?’


Why hadn’t the Governor said anything to save his life before they threw him down the oubliette? Was the man too petrified to think? Was Thomas telling the truth? Richard asked himself. Meanwhile, the Quarter glared up at Richard. In fact, the Quarter wasn’t thinking of Richard’s question at all. Instead, he was quietly calculating whether he and Fat Henri together could make a grab for Richard and overpower him. He reckoned that they probably could and he nudged Fat Henri in the back and gave a little jerk of his head. Fat Henri gave a tiny nod in reply.


‘Well?’ Richard shouted, standing over them. ‘Give me an answer!’ They were just that instant about to lunge for him, the Quarter already with one arm raised, when several of Richard’s crew burst through the door of the great hall.


‘Captain, down to the beach, sir. The Robber: she’s pulling her anchor, she’ll be dragged on to the rocks if we don’t get out to her!’


Richard was torn between his daughter and his boat and crew.


‘There’s not a moment, sir. The bumboat’s at the water’s edge, Captain!’


His loyalty was to his men and his boat and his loyalty was to his daughter. Maybe she’s safe, if what Thomas has said is true! Choose, choose! he shouted inside his head and, barely framing a decision in his mind, he leaped towards the door and was gone with his men.


‘Drogo’s with us?’ Richard shouted as they scrambled into the bumboat.


‘Yessir, yessir, yessir, all tied up, up, up!’ called Joncilond. ‘Up, up, up!’


‘Joncilond!’ commanded Richard, as the boat was pushed the last metre into the sea. ‘Jump out, Joncilond. Get back to Town. Take a party to hunt for Eloise! Go to Toulouse, go to Aulnay! Go with him, Gerome!’


‘But, but, but—’ began Joncilond. He’d seen Eloise go down the oubliette. She was drowned and for the first time it came to him that his beloved lady was gone, drowned, and he felt the world go dark around him and tears come to his eyes. He did not move.


‘Out and do as I say!’ yelled Richard as foam began to boil about the boat, and both he and Gerome grabbed Joncilond’s arms. ‘Now!’


Joncilond obeyed reluctantly and Gerome followed him, tumbling into the water and wading ashore, struggling against the sea swirling up to their waists.


As they made the beach, Joncilond turned to peer anxiously at Richard.


‘Back to Town!’ were the last words Joncilond heard as the bumboat rocked violently cresting a massive breaker, careering down its back, with the sound of rolling pebbles deafening everything.


‘Emp, Emp, Emp!’ exclaimed Joncilond to himself as he sped away across the beach, running like a deer among the sand dunes and then on into the woods. ‘Emp, Emp, Emp. Find the Emp. First we rescue Jacques, our Jacques, first we will rescue him from the hangman!’


‘Wait for me,’ shouted Gerome as he struggled to keep Joncilond in sight.


Thomas remained behind in the great hall. He had no intention of following Richard’s band of cut-throats out into that weather. He knew that he’d be seasick on the spot and he never wanted to go near the sea again under any circumstances. He paid no attention to the Quarter and Fat Henri. However, through half-closed eyes, they were surveying him rather closely, as a spider watches a fly advancing slowly across the wall towards its web.


‘Thomas de Romolue, sir,’ called Fat Henri. If Thomas just came a little closer they could bar his exit to the door and grab him! He’d be a great hostage. The Bishop would love them for it!


Thomas looked up. He’d been eyeing the mobile on the table, wondering if he could slip it unnoticed into his pocket. Maybe he could change into those dry trousers on the table, too.


‘Some water, sir, for my throat!’ whispered Fat Henri, but so quiet and hoarse that Thomas could barely make out what he said. Thomas moved a few steps in their direction.


‘Yes, he’ll make a fine prize for the Bishop,’ murmured the Quarter under his breath, echoing Fat Henri’s thought and Fat Henri nodded slowly.


‘What’s that you’re whispering?’ called Thomas, advancing a further few steps. ‘Have you something to tell me?’


‘We have!’ roared the Quarter, jumping to his feet, with Fat Henri lumbering after him. The Quarter threw himself at Thomas as Fat Henri barred the door. Thomas looked wildly about, tried to lunge to one side at the last moment, lost his footing, still dizzy from his near-drowning, and would have fallen flat on his face if the Quarter had not seized his jacket in his podgy hands and pinioned his arms behind his back.


‘Quick, here,’ the Quarter shouted to Fat Henri and then it was all over. ‘Not a sound,’ whispered the Quarter fiercely in Thomas’s ear, pulling a dagger from his belt and pushing it against Thomas’s side. ‘Not one sound!’ Thomas winced away from the dagger, his lips pressed together in fright.


They tied up Thomas in the ropes that had held them earlier, listening carefully for any sounds of others moving in the castle. All Richard’s followers were gone. The serving girls, Sophie among them, and the ancient guards had hidden themselves away, and the six de Montfort guards were still in their cell. Maurice had left long before to inform the family of Romolue of Thomas’s death and Eloise’s disappearance.


‘You’ll make a nice present for the Bishop!’ laughed the Quarter in Thomas’s face.


‘Yeah, that’ll be a few pieces of silver!’ chipped in Fat Henri.


‘Gold, maybe!’ gloated the Quarter. He paced around the wilting Thomas. ‘A fine specimen you are, m’lad! The House of Romolue, eh?’ he sneered. ‘The house of Romolue’s not going to cause us much trouble.’


‘Let me go and I’ll give you gold,’ said Thomas.


‘Let you go? Go where, eh? Back to Romolue? How’ll you get there, then?’


‘I’ll find a way!’ retorted Thomas.


‘Oh no you won’t!’ said the Quarter, pulling on the rope around Thomas to make sure that it held firm. ‘I’ll trust the Bishop’s gold sooner than the Count’s.’ He gave a greedy chuckle. ‘Come, mate! Down to the stables. We’ll be off.’


Dragging Thomas after him on the rope, they moved to the wooden panelling at one end of the great hall, beside the staircase up to the balcony. The panelling was decorated with carved grapes and wreathes at head height. The Quarter placed a hand on a bunch of wooden grapes and, with a grunt, pushed it sideways. There was a grating sound and a large panel slid open. Thomas could see a dark and narrow passage before him. He was pulled roughly in after the Quarter, with Fat Henri prodding him from behind.


‘Quietly!’ whispered the Quarter and Thomas felt the blade of the dagger press against his middle again. The passage moved steeply downwards and after a short while the smell of horses came sharply up to him. In a moment they were in the stables and then they were leaving Chamblay, bound for Toulouse and the Bishop’s palace. From the top of a hummock outside the castle walls, Thomas caught a glimpse of the Robber heeling over at some awful angle. God! I’m glad I’m not aboard that, he thought to himself. Better a prisoner in the Bishop’s palace!


Behind them, the abandoned mobile winked out balefully from beside Tommy’s trousers on the table in the deserted hall.





Four: The Black House


To the left side of the Cathedral of Toulouse, almost leaning against it and partly hidden from view from the main square, stood a crudely built structure. This was a kind of house made from heavy wooden planks. From the square, one tiny window and a chimney could be seen on its upper floor. It was blind on its lower floor, with a strongly barred door as its single entrance. The whole building was painted black. Crouched between the stone buttresses of the cathedral, this house was shunned by all except a few beggars and tramps who would hide at night in the dark and narrow passage between its walls and the cathedral. This house was the prison in which condemned men and women spent their last night before facing death at dawn of the next day. Their scaffold always stood just a little way off by the west door of the cathedral. Generally they could hear it being assembled as dawn approached.


Jacques the Tailor now lay in terror in that house where many had lain before. Perhaps no single room in all of France had seen so many minds so full of fear. The room swam with the last memories and prayers of those who fought against the one true Catholic Church. Jacques recalled with a shudder the great Protestant Revolt, more than thirty years before. He had only been a child at the time. That was when the Black House, as they had always called it, had been built. He had seen the heretics – the smashers of statues of saints, the thieves of the holy wafer – led out to the scaffold, time and again, ropes around their necks, chains on their ankles, some crying, some screaming and lashing out. And since that time of the Revolt, many more had spent their last night in the Black House. As children, they had braved each other to run and touch the walls, even to stop a moment if they dared and peer through the gaps in the planks to catch a glimpse of some condemned prisoner. Once Jacques had run from the Black House, slipped and fallen, breaking open his knee. His mother had petted him and told him that it was the evil that flowed from the souls of the condemned Protestants burning in Hell that had caused him to fall. She was a good Catholic. She had led him into the cathedral afterwards and made the sign of the cross over him and a priest had blessed them both, he remembered. He sighed deeply as he thought of his mother. She had clung to her faith in the divided town. But he had lost his faith in the forest with the Emp and his men. Who could follow a faith that hunted them down like rabbits, encouraging their followers to murder heretics without even a law court? But maybe it would be better, thought Jacques, to be lynched by a Catholic mob than stand on the scaffold with a sea of cold, hard faces below him, staring up and looking for some brief amusement.


Jacques the Tailor had been taken from the prison at Aulnay, which he had shared for a short while with Tommy, and delivered to Bishop Henri. Jacques had been a present from Jean of Aulnay. Jean knew that the Bishop would like a token of revenge for his public humiliation, when he had been trussed up in his own cathedral by the Emp and his men.


‘Here is one of your little friends from the marsh!’ Jean’s man had been ordered to say on delivering Jacques the Tailor to the Bishop. And in the course of an hour, a clerk of the Bishop’s court had read out as follows to Jacques, as he lay in terror in the Bishop’s dungeon: ‘You are accused and guilty of attack on the person of a Prince of the Church, and are thus deemed a most foul heretic. As an outlaw, no further process of law is required and you are handed over to the civil court for sentence, without appeal.’


And as Jacques looked on speechless, another clerk stepped rapidly forward and read tonelessly the words that he had feared to hear: ‘You are condemned by the civil court to die by hanging at the pleasure of the Parliament of Toulouse, by virtue of His Most Christian Majesty, the King of France.’


Then both had turned on their heels and the door of his cell had clanged shut. There had been no reply as he shouted after them, ‘When will it be? When will it be? When?’ He had thumped the floor of his cell in despair as he heard the footsteps of the clerks echo into the distance. He lay in his cell that night, each moment expecting to be summoned to his death. But when, the next day, he had been taken to the Black House, he had known when it would be. It was his childhood horror become reality. It would be tomorrow, Saturday, at dawn.


Jacques was now wide awake. He had barely slept. Nothing disturbs the mind so much as knowing that the next day you are to die.


‘But it’s not even the next day now. It is Saturday. It’s today, no more than hours!’ muttered Jacques to himself. Sitting up, he struggled to twist around towards the outer wall of his cell. He was held by thick metal clasps around both ankles. The clasps were screwed tightly into a heavy wooden beam that extended across the floor. Stretched out, curled awkwardly on his side, he peered between gaps in the rough planks. He could see faint streaks of grey light. It was no longer completely dark! Dawn would come soon. He turned away in despair and lay on his back in the filthy straw that was his last bed and listened intently for any sound outside. All at once he could hear the noise of saws and hammers from the cathedral square. The sound made him feel sick. They were working on his scaffold. They would come at dawn, he was sure. But not yet, surely, not yet, and he felt the rope around his neck, he felt the trapdoor fall from beneath his feet, he saw the hangman spring down and jump, hanging on his legs, he . . . He began to feel faint.


‘No!’ he cried out and bunched his fists. ‘No!’ At this second outburst he heard a muffled grunt from behind the door of his cell and a long drawn-out snore as his jailor turned over, grunted again and fell back into sweet sleep. His cries must have also been heard by some beggar lodged in the passage by the cathedral, for Jacques heard a snuffling chuckle and a voice which whispered, ‘Ah! You’re the morning’s entertainment, are ye? Getting into the mood then? Put up a good show, I hope!’ Then silence again, after a little shuffling as the beggar settled back to sleep. The sound of sawing and hammering had now ceased. Work on his scaffold was finished. They would come for him soon.


Jacques must have dozed for a short time, for the next thing that he heard was a quiet tapping sound. He blinked his eyes open. It was getting lighter! Was it them? Were they here to get him, already? He looked frantically around. Suddenly he heard a voice, whispering through a gap in the planks.


‘Did you get the red leather?’


‘Red leather? No! Gerome, it’s you!’ Jacques exclaimed loudly.


‘Ssh!’ whispered Gerome. ‘You will be safe, Jacques. Just do exactly as you are told. Just exactly! Pity about the leather,’ he murmured and then made quickly off before Jacques could say another word.


Just then, there was a faint sound of the tinkling of glass falling on the ground outside the prison.


‘The blood of Christ!’ Jacques heard the beggar shout. ‘I’m cut. There’s glass falling from the Heavens!’ Then there was the sound of running feet. The beggar was outside Jacques’s cell now. ‘Glass fell on me! It’s a miracle, listen, man, it’s a miracle. Glass from Heaven!’


Receiving no reply, the beggar changed the subject abruptly.


‘Hey! Cor! Look at that!’ he set off. ‘They’ve done up your scaffold real pretty, mate. You’re goin’ to choke in style. You someone important, then?’ Again Jacques did not reply. He was thinking of Gerome’s message. ‘You will be safe!’ Was it true? Was something going to happen to save him? What was that breaking glass? He clasped his hands together in hope. The beggar broke into his thoughts.


‘There’s frilly hangings and things all round the scaffold. He, he! It’ll be a good show. You’re not very talkative, are you? It’s your last chance for a chat, an’ all, eh! Well, see you, mate, up there!’ Gesturing towards the scaffold, he shuffled away.


If the guard, still leaned snoring against the door to Jacques’s cell, had been out on his patrol, as was his duty, he might earlier have seen the figure of a man creep into the cathedral, carrying a rough plank over his shoulder. This figure was now balanced several metres above the ground inside the cathedral, the plank slung under one arm as he ripped away the lead of the window of the cathedral that looked directly out on to the Black House. When the hole was large enough, holding on to the stone tracery with one hand, he pushed the plank through the window. The other end was made to rest on the ledge of a second window in the upper storey of the Black House. It was in this upper storey that the hangman always stayed the night before an execution. This was his cosy little hole, as he called it. He liked to sniff around his victims, he would say, sleep above them, listen to them, get the measure of them, get to know them a little.


‘Yes,’ he would smirk and, pulling at the blubber around his neck, he would add, ‘I like to get the feel of them, to do a good job on them, y’see,’ and he would tug at his fat neck again. He’d made a bigger window to face the cathedral. ‘To let God in a bit, for the poor souls below,’ he would grin. Actually to give the place some air, especially on a hot summer night like this one.


Soundlessly, the figure inside the cathedral squeezed and crawled through the hole he had made in the broken window and made his way out onto the plank.


‘Smoke, smoke, smoke!’ the figure on the plank muttered, for white smoke had begun to come in little puffs from the chimney of the Black House. ‘The hangman’s up, up, up, up, up, up, up, up, up.’ Popping his lips back and forth, Joncilond scuttled across the plank. This was nothing for him, who was used to prancing through the trees like a monkey. He stopped at the open window of the Black House. The hangman sat at a little stool, his back to him. He was making toast.


‘Baker’s too lazy to open early enough on the day of a hanging,’ the hangman would always explain. ‘So I toast the bread from yesterday, I do, every time.’ It was his signature and he was proud of it. When the people of Toulouse saw the white smoke from his chimney, it was the advert for a hanging day and they knew to come out for the show at dawn.


Silently, Joncilond unrolled a wad of cloth from around his waist and then, worming his way through the open window into the Black House and eyeing the hangman very carefully, he suddenly sprang in a great rush into the room and was on the hangman before he could turn. There was a muffled shout of rage and the toast dropped into the fire and began to burn brightly, as Joncilond’s hand went around the hangman’s mouth, his fingers prising his teeth apart and stuffing the cloth between them. Joncilond grabbed at the fallen toasting fork. He bent it with one hand and, gripping the hangman’s wrists behind his back with the other, bound his hands together in handcuffs made of his own toasting fork, the hot metal branding him on his wrists with the three pronged sign of the Devil. Gripping him around the legs, Joncilond upended him. The hangman squirmed violently on his back as Joncilond tied his legs together.
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