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The Pentagon of Fire

	In 1251, March was as cold as February. The darkness of the night was broken only by a quarter moon, the Milky Way, and the fire of five bonfires that formed a perfect pentagon.

	Lying in ambush about a hundred paces away, Tello D’Ormont watched.

	The son of the bishop of Narbonne and an Almohad captive, with his fears now overcome, had crept closer like a predator until he was crouching, his breath coming in short bursts.

	Bundled in thick hose and wrapped in his leather-and-wool cloak, he was about to carry out the mission the abbot-prior of Béziers had entrusted to him a week earlier. He could still hear his words, spoken in a low, stern tone.

	“Through the mouths of Christian peasants and craftsmen we have learned of a grave ingratitude. In the sacred tribunal of penance it has reached the ears of our priests that pagan rites are being practiced that defy the Supreme Maker. In a village called Santa Cruz de la Serós, south of Jaca, they cut a certain kind of tree, akin to the holm oak, that has served as a gallows for wretches whom Satan drove to hang themselves. Such madness has burst the bounds of the sacramental seal so that the righteous course of action might be brought to light.”

	He had to strain his ears, because the abbot went on more quickly, as if murmuring a prayer meant only for him. Tello thought he must have studied that case in depth.

	“This pilgrimage is led by a woodsman with a reputation as a healer and his wife, who mends skins and cloth. With neither lineage nor noble blood, they go by the names of Antenor and Antenora, who may be relapsed heretics sold over to the Evil One. We are certain that those drawn to death are guided to hang themselves of their own will. That pagan brotherhood orders the trees to be felled while the hanged man is still dangling, so that all may be burned together in a perverse rite. They say the ceremonies are preceded by barking, meowing, and braying.”

	He must have raised his brows or opened his mouth, because the old man fell silent for a few moments.

	“Do not look at me in surprise. These practices have reached the ears of our lord, Pope Innocent IV, who urges us to gather proof with which to shatter the weapons of Satan. The Holy Father has appointed Brother Vincent of Beauvais, a Dominican in whom he places great trust, as inquisitor in this matter. He has the greatest interest in a possible link with another case that occurred two years ago, which he investigated without being able to bring it to a close, for its protagonists disappeared.”

	Since then, Vincent of Beauvais had carried a quiet urgency about him, as if in each inquiry he were trying to bring that case to an end.

	“He will await you in Jaca, at the church of Santiago, where the bishop has given him lodging, fifteen days from now.”

	Afterward he gave Tello his blessing and a small parchment sealed with wax.

	“Take this bull and these letters of safe-conduct. Find out all you can and report everything to the Dominican. He will draw up a report in Latin that, without delay, he will present in person to our lord the Pope.”

	Now the young D’Ormont remembered those words as he watched a bright dome of fire, five flaming arms outstretched, dissolve in the vault of heaven. It was cold, yet he was sweating. He turned, mouth agape, trying to order his thoughts beneath the starry sky. It lasted no longer than the time it takes to draw ten breaths. When it passed, he doubted whether it had been real or a delirious vision.

	Hardened by brutal combat during the Seventh Crusade under King Louis IX and blooded at the Battle of Damietta, he had learned to withstand the harrowing screams of the defenders of Islam by shouting louder than they did and shaking off pity like a dog shaking off water. Later, a sudden rise of the Nile, epidemics, and fevers had forced them into retreat. That string of ill fortune had planted doubts in him about the true God.

	Now, however, he wondered how to confront the power of the Evil One, and it struck him as contradictory that Satan should rise toward the heavens when his dwelling ought to be hell in the unknown depths of the earth.

	He knew who Antenor and Antenora were because, by passing himself off as a bewildered pilgrim, he had been able to watch them going in and out of their modest dwelling: he, a woodsman; she, bent over her mending.

	For two reales a day he had secured lodging in a house steeped in the clear water of faith, from which he could see the couple’s dwelling. The night before, a faint light had seeped through the cracks of their tiny windows and, his curiosity piqued, he had stayed awake watching.

	Toward dawn, he saw other people slip quietly into the house. He counted four men and a teenage girl who, a short while later, came out in single file like ants in search of food.

	He followed them at a short distance because, as they moved silently under a crescent moon, he was afraid of losing them. Once they had left Santa Cruz de la Serós and were sure no one could see them, Antenor, using a thick-wicked lamp meant to keep the fire alive, lit a tarred torch that cast light on their steps and kept the others from stumbling over the stubble and stones of what had once been a river path.

	They then made their way to a holm oak grove where five phosphorescent trees lay on the ground, lined up like fireflies. Beside them were five bundles.

	A dry, metallic stench hung in the air, like that of hot iron freshly filed, and D’Ormont did not know what to call it.

	The woodsman lit another torch while the seamstress deftly loosened the knots that held the deerskin wrapping.

	With his eyes now accustomed to the darkness and the new torchlight, Tello D’Ormont could finally make out what was inside.

	Arm outstretched, Antenor brushed away a layer of whitish dust. Then, grasping the bundle with both hands, he shook it until a cadaverous figure took shape. Horrified, Tello watched five corpses buried in salt, like hams packed for curing, emerge one after another.

	He noticed that the hanged still had the rope around their necks and that from each rope there hung a thick branch. Still not understanding what they intended, he heard Antenora’s trembling voice:

	“It is essential to fit them properly. Each branch has a tip of a certain color, which must match the mark of the same color on its life-tree.”

	He could see that the young girl was the most diligent at the task. It seemed everyone trusted her; she called to the man who had to be her father to bring the bright torch closer so she could see better.

	The calm, deliberate way the girl moved restored some of his confidence. Yet bewilderment swept over him again when he saw the salt-cured corpses dragged by the neck, rope and branch included, to what must have been their main trunks. Then they labored to fit the branches back onto the trunks.

	Vicar Tello D’Ormont had to blink to believe what he was seeing. The fevers and scorching desert sun had shown him fantastic visions before, but he had always managed to find an explanation for them. Now he took what little comfort he could from the absence of the sulfurous smells he associated with the fallen angel: nothing betrayed the presence of the Evil One, but neither that of any seraph.

	The girl moved her fragile body with stubborn determination, intent on fitting the branch to the right tree. With more skill than strength she managed to set the splintered wood in place. The fallen trunk slowly intensified its phosphorescence until it was wrapped in a bluish light.
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