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‘Raoul!’ Gathering her skirts, she sped down the hall and flung herself into her husband’s arms, pulling his head down to hers, kissing him, weeping.

His embrace tightened around her, and he buried his face against her cheek and throat. She felt him shuddering, heard him groan her name, and when he released her, she was appalled at what she saw. It came to her that this was how he would look in old age, a frightening glimpse of what was to come, when he was only three and twenty. Her fingertips caught on some broken pieces of thread on his surcoat, and she saw that the crusader’s cross she had so reluctantly stitched to it had been ripped off.

After a moment, he set her gently to one side, his attention upon his mother, who was watching the knights enter the hall, her gaze searching ever more frantically. Claire’s hand went to her mouth as she realised what the expression on Raoul’s face heralded. ‘No,’ she whispered. ‘Oh dear God, no!’
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CHAPTER 1

THE BLACK MOUNTAINS OF THE HIGH LANGUEDOC, SUMMER 1207

Bridget knew her mother was dying. The golden life force that should have shone steadily within and around Magda’s body was a pale flicker, and her injuries did not respond to the surge of healing energy from Bridget’s hands.

Outside the mountain cave in which they were sheltering, a summer storm raged across the High Languedoc. Bridget felt the lightning within herself and saw its vivid flicker through her hot, tired lids. She had been born during just such a storm, and the power of the lightning was in her veins. It was a sacred life-gift, a manifestation of the forces of the One Light. But tonight it came to take her mother.

‘Don’t leave me,’ Bridget whispered in a tear-choked voice. ‘Please don’t go; I’m so afraid.’ She bent her cheek to her mother’s hand. The fingertips were crusted with blood, only raw flesh where trimmed pink nails had recently been. The slender wrists wore weeping red bracelets where manacles had abraded the skin. Those wounds would have healed in time, but not the one upon Magda’s forehead where the priests had branded her to the bone with the sign of the cross she had refused to kiss. Witch and heretic, they had called  her; foul devil’s whore. Her poor mother, who had never done or wished anyone harm in her life.

Her mother’s eyelids fluttered and lifted. ‘You have many years to live,’ she whispered, ‘and a duty to fulfil; you are the last of my line.’ Her throat moved as she struggled to swallow. Bridget helped her to sip from a small wooden cup filled with water from the spring at the back of the cave.

Magda drank, although most of the liquid dribbled down her chin. Her grey eyes were wide and bright, all her remaining life force concentrated in their gaze. ‘You must find a consort when the moon time is right to seed your womb. That is the way it has been since the great stone circles were raised, before the holy thorn was planted.’

‘But Uncle Chretien . . . ’ Bridget started to say, and cast an involuntary glance over her shoulder towards the dark cave mouth.

‘Your uncle will not stand in your way. He is a Cathar, and for him it is necessary to be celibate; but he knows it will not be that way for you.’

Bridget listened for the sound of footsteps outside, but heard only the wind hissing through the stunted trees on the mountainside and the lash of the rain. Her uncle Chretien and his companion Matthias had gone to find shelter for the horses. There was no room in the cave, but Matthias had noticed a derelict goat shed lower down the slope. Although it was closer to the village, no one was likely to be abroad to see them in this weather.

The fire she had kindled earlier was dying, and her mother’s hand resting in hers was icy. Bridget set more firewood on the embers. Closing her eyes, she reached down inside herself and drew forth her life energy in a lightning-bright thread. Flames surged beneath the outspread hand she passed over the fire, leaping as if on strings to her command. The strange animal paintings on the cave walls rippled with an illusion of life in the clambering flare of light and contrast of shadow. Bridget knew if she sank deeper into  her trance, she would see small, olive-skinned men marking the walls with fire-blackened sticks, painting pictures of their prey to invoke success in the hunt. She would hear their sacred chant and taste the smoke of their fire, burning where hers now burned.

Flame to flame, she felt the connection before she withdrew her hand and turned once more to her mother. ‘It is so difficult to bear,’ she said softly, and heard her own voice echo off the walls with the forlorn note of a lost child.

Magda lay more motionless than the paintings. Although her mother’s lips did not move, words entered Bridget’s mind with precise clarity. ‘The path of our bloodline has never been otherwise. Always you will find stones cast in your path, but if you turn them over, you will find the love and courage to endure.’

A tremendous flash of lightning sundered the night, shaking stones loose and rattling them down the mountainside. Thunder crashed overhead, and, as the echoes surged around the cave, Bridget felt the warmth of a kiss upon her cheek and then on her brow in tender blessing.

‘Mother!’ Bridget’s anguished cry mingled with the tail of the thunder and outlasted it, but Magda did not respond. Her abused, exhausted body was slack and lifeless - an abandoned shell. Bridget whimpered, then stifled the sound behind compressed lips. Her mother was with the One Light now, was free of pain and persecution. The only reason to weep was for herself.

She kissed the bruised, hollow cheek and gently removed a silver amulet from around her mother’s neck, hanging it around her own where it clinked softly against an identical token - an incised design of a six-pointed star within which a dove rose out of a chalice.

At the cave entrance, she heard masculine voices raised against the storm. One was rich, deep and confident. The other, lighter voice bore the exotic tones of Outremer. Soaked to the skin, the two men stooped under the low  overhang at the cave entrance and entered within. Their conversation ceased as their eyes fell upon Bridget. Her uncle Chretien sucked in his breath as his gaze went from her to the still form by the fire.

‘May she walk in the Light,’ he said compassionately. ‘She had a perfect spirit.’

His smaller, grey-bearded companion approached Magda’s body and crouched on his heels. His right hand was badly mutilated, missing two fingers and a thumb, the stumps a puckered, angry red. He touched Magda’s glossy black braid with his remaining fingers.

‘She was still so young,’ he said in a voice that was close to breaking. ‘They should have taken me instead.’

‘They would take us all if given the opportunity.’ A deep weariness in his eyes, Chretien opened his arms to Bridget and, with a small, wounded cry, she ran into them, pressing herself against him, uncaring that he was drenched from the storm. She had always known the path she trod was lonely and dangerous, but never had she felt it so keenly as now.

Later, after she had washed and prepared her mother’s body for burial, Bridget sat before the fire, a cup of fortified wine between her hands, and looked through the smoke at the two men who were now her only family - Matthias the scholar and Chretien, her father’s younger brother. For six years she and her mother had been travelling with them, visiting the villages to preach the Cathar way and offer healing and comfort to the sick. As their fame had grown, so had the hostility of the Roman Church, to whom Catharism was a cancerous heresy to be excised at all costs.

Her father had been of the Cathar persuasion. He had died of a fever when Bridget was ten years old, but at least in his bed and unpersecuted. Cathars had been able to move openly then, without fear of being harried by the Church of Rome. Now it was a different matter. Her gaze flickered to the body of her mother, shrouded in a threadbare blanket.

When the songbird was gone, all that remained was an empty cage.

‘When the storm has passed we must leave,’ she said to the men. ‘There is nothing for us here.’

Chretien looked troubled. ‘Where will we go? Only the remote high places such as Roquefixade and Montségur are safe these days.’

As he said ‘Montségur’, a vision of a castle engulfed by fire flickered across Bridget’s inner eye. She saw a night sky crowned in lightning and heard the cries of hundreds of people raised in suffering. ‘No, not Montségur,’ she replied with a swift shake of her head. ‘We still have many friends who will give us shelter and protection.’

‘And I must obtain fresh parchment and quills,’ Matthias said. Unconsciously he rubbed his mutilated right hand with the fingertips of his left.

Chretien nodded, but his frown remained. ‘Niece, I would be happier if you stayed in the mountains. There are too many prying eyes in the towns of the plain.’

‘No,’ Bridget answered with resolution. ‘It is not yet time. If I retreat from the world now, I will not find the father of my child and it was my mother’s dying wish that I take a mate.’

Chretien looked into the fire without speaking, although his jaw tightened. Bridget sighed softly. To Cathars such as her uncle, begetting a child was the trapping of an immortal spirit in sullied flesh. To her mother’s more ancient religion, it was a sacrament. She knew that while Chretien disapproved, he would not press her to change. In equal respect she did not seek to persuade him of the necessity of her cause.

In the lingering silence, another image blinked across her mind - of a vigorous, sturdy woman in her middle years, red-cheeked, with heavy braids of iron-grey hair and a huge, toothy smile. ‘We will go to the lady Geralda at Lavaur,’ she said with quiet decision. ‘She is a staunch Cathar and she will succour us for the moment.’

Chretien raised his hand to rub the heat of the fire from his face. ‘If you will not go into the hills, then Lavaur is perhaps the next best alternative,’ he said with a reluctant nod. ‘Matthias?’

Bridget heard Matthias’s hesitant agreement, and knew that with or without the men’s approval, she was going to Lavaur. The town itself was not important; she had grasped nothing of its essence in her vision, but the road leading there was. A feeling tugged at her core, twisting and tightening her soft inner organs as if the child her mother desired her to bear were already kicking in her womb. As she pressed her hands to her flat stomach, the feeling vanished, but not the certainty that the decisions taken now were all-important to the future.




CHAPTER 2

Displaying prudence beyond his twenty-one years, Raoul de Montvallant covered the Venetian goblet with his palm and shook his head at the squire who leaned to replenish it. It was not that he disliked the wine; indeed, on a different occasion he would have drunk as deeply as every other young man present, but tonight he had good reason for remaining sober.

He slid a restless glance at that reason - his bride, Claire, to whom he had been betrothed since childhood. He had last seen her when she had a gappy smile and mud upon the hem of her gown from splashing in the bailey puddles after a summer rainstorm. Her smile today was dazzling and complete. The hem of her gown was embroidered not with mud, but with lozenges of gold thread glittering against a background of sumptuous green samite. Her hair, brushed down to proclaim her virginity, glowed like silk on fire, and Raoul wanted to run his fingers through its ripples to discover if it was as soft as it looked. She kept darting him swift glances, her eyes the rich brown of woodland honey. Raoul tried to think of something to say that would not seem trite or banal, but found himself at a loss. The beautiful creature at his side bore no resemblance to the skinny girl he remembered. The knowledge they would soon be alone together, in bed and naked, robbed him of all coherent thought.

Although he had no vast experience of women, Raoul had  sometimes visited the maisons lupanardes of Toulouse, where one of the whores had taken a fancy to teach him that there was more to pleasure than the brief, rough simplicity of his first encounters. Claire, however, was innocent, a virgin, unlikely to help him if he fumbled. She was also very desirable, and he was hot for her to the point where he doubted his own control. He reached for his cup, remembered it was empty for that very reason, and rested his hand flat on the table instead.

‘Champing at the bit, eh?’ laughed Father Otho, the priest who had officiated at their marriage in the castle’s dusty, neglected chapel. ‘I don’t blame you - I wouldn’t mind saddling her up myself!’ He bit into an apple comfit and chewed lasciviously.

Raoul clenched his fist and thought about punching it into the priest’s overfed face. Father Otho was a lecherous glutton, caring for his own pocket and pleasure above the needs of his flock, who, through his slovenly mismanagement, were few and indifferent. ‘Then it is a good thing you are sworn to celibacy,’ Raoul snapped.

The priest belched. ‘There’s always room for interpretation, I say. To know sin, you have to wrestle with it first. That’s it, boy, fill it up, fill it up!’ He gestured imperatively to the squire, then raised his brimming goblet and leaned towards Raoul’s father. ‘A magnificent cellar you keep, my lord!’

Berenger de Montvallant gave Otho a tepid smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

‘And he’ll drink it dry before the night is out,’ Raoul muttered to his father as the cleric’s attention settled on a pretty maidservant attending the bride.

‘If he weren’t my second cousin and I hadn’t promised his father I’d give him a living here, I’d have turned him off long ago,’ Berenger said with a grimace. ‘Is it any cause for wonder that the Cathars flourish among us when lard-tubs like him rule the clergy?’

Raoul watched Otho’s pudgy hand crawl over a dish of sugared almonds, grasp, convey to wet lips and cram into greedy mouth. His gorge rose and he looked away. Three pilgrims had just arrived in the hall, their cloaks and broad-brimmed hats dusty with travel. Alein, his father’s usher, found them a place to sit among the crowded trestles near the door. There were two men, one in his forties, the other about ten years older. Seating herself between them and thanking Alein with a warm smile was a young woman. The bones of her face were too strong for beauty, but there was something beyond her looks that was totally arresting. Filled with curiosity, Raoul studied her, wondering where she had come from and where she was going. Pilgrims occasionally stopped at Montvallant on their way to Toulouse, but usually they claimed hospitality at the church in Villemur.

A serving maid leaned across the trestle to dish out bread and wine, hiding the young woman from Raoul’s sight. He craned his neck, trying to keep her in view. The musicians who had been playing softly through the various courses of the feast changed their tempo, and the lively strains of a traditional jig filled the hall. His father nudged him.

‘Are you not going to dance with your bride?’ Berenger teased. ‘People are waiting for you to lead her out.’

Raoul became aware of the expectant stares of the wedding guests. Flushing with chagrin, he hastily rose, and, turning to Claire, extended his hand to assist her to her feet. Blushing, she placed her slender fingers in his. The new gold of her wedding ring shone like a promise. Raoul forgot the pilgrim woman as he led his bride to the cleared space on the floor, forgot everything but the feel of her supple body lightly touching and leaving his as they stepped and turned in the age-old patterns of celebration.

 



‘More bread, Bridget?’ Chretien offered his niece the basket of small loaves.

She smiled a refusal. ‘I couldn’t eat another morsel.’

Leaning her elbows upon the trestle, she watched the dancers with wistful eyes. Theirs was another world, one that she could glimpse but never dwell within. Part of her longed for the colours, the revelry and carefree exuberance that cared for nothing beyond the moment. Sometimes it was very hard to be who and what she was.

The dancers swirled towards her, the young bridegroom trapped in a group of other young men. He was laughing as he tried without any great effort to escape their clutches. Bridget’s breath caught at this closer sight of him. She felt the magnetism of his vigorous young body and the joy surging through him. Her own body responded like a plucked harp string. She lowered her gaze to the board and stared at a dark wine stain on the wood, her heart quickening and her skin tingling with sensation.

The hall erupted with cheers and shouts, approving whistles and cries of encouragement as the groom was borne towards the tower stairs.

‘What’s happening?’ Bridget asked a woman sitting at her trestle.

‘What’s going to happen, you mean!’ the woman chuckled. ‘Time for Lord Raoul and his bride to be put to bed to do their duty!’

‘Ah,’ Bridget said. That was why she had felt his vigour just now, but tonight it already had its focus. The new wife, surrounded by her women, was being led from the dais to a different set of stairs. She had the graceful gait of a doe, and the same shy, startled manner.

Silently, Bridget wished the couple well.

‘Niece?’ Chretien leaned towards her, a look of concern on his face. ‘What is wrong?’

Bridget forced a smile. How could she say that her body was tingling with the desire to be in the bride’s place tonight? ‘I am overcome by all this bounty,’ she said, ‘and very tired. It is past time I sought my pallet . . . No, finish your wine. I would like a little space alone first.’

She pressed his arm, and absented herself from her uncle’s shrewd scrutiny.

Outside, the warm evening air bore the scent of hot charcoal and cooked meat from the extra braziers burning in the courtyard. The sound of lute and pipe, the thrusting beat of tabors, followed Bridget relentlessly, pounding through her groin in dull waves of longing. She stopped to lean her forehead against the cool stone of the castle wall, and breathed deeply, seeking to be calm.

‘Bridget? Bridget, my dear?’

She looked up to see a tall woman hurrying towards her. ‘Geralda?’ Bridget took a step forward and was engulfed in a strong, maternal hug.

‘I have just seen Chretien and Matthias in the hall, and they told me I would find you out here. Let me look at you!’ Still holding Bridget by the shoulders, Geralda of Lavaur examined her thoroughly. ‘So much like your mother.’ Tears shimmered in her dark hazel eyes. ‘Chretien told me she had been killed. I’m so sorry.’

‘She is one with the Light.’ Bridget blinked on tears of her own. ‘She was caught healing a sick woman in one of the hill villages by two travelling friars and put to the torture.’ Her voice faltered. ‘I miss her so much.’

Geralda’s embrace closed around her again and Bridget shuddered within it, giving vent to a storm of grief and tears while Geralda held and soothed her like a child. Finally, drawing herself together, Bridget made a determined effort and pulled away.

‘Did my uncle tell you we were on our way to you at Lavaur?’

‘Indeed he did, and you are most welcome to stay. I have some new manuscripts I want Matthias to look at. The people will want to hear Chretien preach and visit you for healing. The friars will not dare to interfere with me!’ Her eyes glittered with ferocity.

Bridget knew Geralda had every right to be confident.

Her brother, Aimery, was one of the foremost warriors in the South. Every right, and yet the flickering torchlight made dark hollows beneath Geralda’s cheekbones and deepened her orbits with shadow, until her face became a skull.

Shivering, Bridget started to walk towards the small shelter that she and her guardians had pitched against the bailey wall near the main gates. Her feeling of foreboding increased as she and Geralda walked past the well housing. In a moment Bridget knew that if she allowed it, the vision would come with dreadful clarity and show her what she did not wish to see. She closed her mind, pushing the premonition away, squeezing it from existence. As a distraction, she asked about the wedding.

Geralda was only too pleased to hold forth. ‘I’ve known Raoul since he was a babe in arms,’ she said fondly. ‘He’s my godson, you know . . . or he was when I was of the Church of Rome. He and Claire have been betrothed since they were little - they seem well suited, don’t you think?’

Bridget murmured that they did indeed. Her inner eye would not be denied and filled with another image, and she saw Raoul de Montvallant and his bride, limbs entwined upon cool linen sheets. Feverish body heat. As Geralda continued to gossip, Bridget watched the moon rise above the castle walls, haloing the sky with silver, and saw a man and a woman, saw light and darkness and fire.




CHAPTER 3

Shivering with tension, Claire stood in the bedchamber where she was to spend her wedding night. Embroidered hangings of scarlet, blue and gold adorned the walls and kept the draughts at bay, and where there were no hangings, the plaster was painted with a delicate tracery depicting flowers, vines and scrolls of leaf work and greenery.

The great bed of walnut wood dominated her awareness. Hangings of blue and scarlet damask were drawn back to reveal a coverlet of dark blue sarcenet worked with moons and stars of thread-of-silver. The maids had folded it back upon a bolster and sheets of pristine white linen awaiting the inscription of her virgin blood. If her legs had not been trembling with fear, she would have run from the room.

A servant had set an infusion of wine and spices to simmer over the hearth. Beatrice, Raoul’s mother, drew Claire to the fire and bade her stand on a mouflon rug while the attendants undressed her.

‘This is a happy day for me.’ Beatrice kissed Claire warmly. ‘I am more than proud to call you my new daughter.’

Claire tried to smile but her stomach was clenched in a hundred knots. She liked Beatrice, but she was no substitute for her own mother, Alianor, who was going to ride away tomorrow. Claire’s anchor was now supposed to be her new family, but she felt as if she had been cast adrift on a wide and perilous ocean.

Thinking about Raoul made Claire feel queasy. What were they going to say to each other? Or were they going to talk at all? The maids were giggling as they scattered the bed with herbs to promote fertility. Claire was not ignorant. Alianor had taken her aside several weeks before the wedding to explain all about the joys and duties of being a wife. She had seen animals mating in the yard and cockerels treading hens. Once, in the stables, she had caught a groom raising himself from between the spread legs of a kitchen maid, so she knew how men were made when aroused. Her mother said the act was supposed to be a pleasure, but Claire could not imagine how. If there was supposed to be blood on the sheet in the morning, surely there would be pain?

Her attendants unpinned the gauze veil and chaplet of stiff gold flowers from her hair, and her mother took a comb to the chestnut-gold waves to tidy and burnish them. ‘Child, you are beautiful,’ said Alianor mistily. ‘I’m so proud of you. I wish your father were here to see your wedding day.’

Claire swallowed, unable to respond. Usually she remembered her father, dead these past five years, with gentle, sad affection, but tonight she had room in her mind for nothing but her own fear. Obediently she raised and lowered her arms to the commands of the women, and watched the garments gather upon the clothing pole until she was naked. Near the fire, it was not cold, but her skin was covered in goose flesh. Cool silk slithered upon her shoulders as she was urged into a loose bed-robe, and her hair was rearranged over it in a sheaf of glowing colour. She felt numb. People spoke to her, but she didn’t hear what they said.

The door burst open upon a rowdy shock of men, Raoul jostled in their midst and naked beneath his cloak. A din of noisy laughter and good-humoured jesting filled the room. Risking a glance at Raoul, Claire saw that his colour was high, and the smile on his face as fixed and nervous as her own.

Beatrice pressed a cup of hot wine into Claire’s hands. ‘Drink and take heart,’ she whispered.

Claire raised the cup and sipped. The taste of cinnamon and hot red grape flowed over her tongue. Raoul joined her and taking the cup from her hands, set his lips to the place where she had drunk. He put his free hand lightly at her waist. The young male guests, and some of the older ones who were in their cups, cheered encouragement. Claire blushed. Raoul’s palm seemed to burn through the thin silk robe into her spine.

Father Otho elbowed his way forward to perform the benediction that would cleanse and purify their marriage bed and bless any fruit that came of it. He was drunk, his black eyes glittering and unfocused.

‘Well, well,’ he leered at Claire, ‘it hardly seems a moment since you were a tight bud on the stem, and now behold the open rose, ready to be well and truly plucked!’ He pushed the thumb of his right hand into the clenched fist of his left in a gesture that was unmistakable.

Anger and shame welled in Claire’s breast. Light jesting she could accept; it was all part of the nuptial tradition. Every bride and groom were teased on their wedding eve, but not by the priest, his face congested with drink and lust. Raoul started to lunge, but was restrained by his mother’s grip on his arm.

Berenger de Montvallant said through his teeth, ‘Father, I suggest you confine yourself to the words of the benediction. ’

Otho tried to draw himself up, but only succeeded in lurching into one of the guests. ‘No sense of humour,’ he muttered, pushing himself precariously upright. His lower lip thrust out like a sulky child, he approached the bed and began the blessing. He slurred the words and used neither the correct order nor form before sprinkling the bed haphazardly with holy water. Breathing as stertorously as a mastiff, he presented Claire and Raoul with a cross to kiss.

Claire felt sick. She would not have been surprised to see the tip of a forked tail twitching beneath the skirts of Otho’s  habit. Unable to bring herself to touch the cross with her lips, she kissed the air above it. Raoul, too, kissed the air, his face taut with leashed temper. The gold clasp on his cloak flashed and flashed with his rapid breathing.

Father Otho belched. ‘You can get to work now, lad,’ he said. ‘Let’s have a good bloody sheet to show in the morning, eh?’ His lewd amusement terminated in a squawk as Raoul seized him by the throat.

‘A pity you won’t live to see it!’ he snarled.

Otho’s complexion darkened. A rasping noise emerged from his windpipe, and he scrabbled at Raoul’s fist, the veins in his forehead bulging. After a moment, Berenger intervened, and with an effort prised his son’s grip from his victim’s mottling flesh. Otho collapsed on the floor, clutching his throat and wheezing. ‘Let him go,’ Berenger said, ‘you don’t want to sully your wedding night with murder.’

‘Don’t I?’ Flexing and clenching his hand, Raoul glared at the semi-conscious priest gasping at his feet.

Berenger gestured peremptorily to a couple of servants. ‘Take Father Otho outside and leave him there to sober up,’ he commanded. ‘As near to the midden heap as his behaviour dictates.’

‘Yes, my lord.’ Grim satisfaction on their faces, the men lifted Otho and carried him out of the bedchamber, carelessly bumping his head against the wall on the way.

Berenger made apologies all around, his colour still high. ‘Time, I think, and well past time to leave bride and groom in peace,’ he said gruffly and ushered the guests from the room. Then he turned back to embrace first Raoul and then Claire with tenderness. ‘You must not let this spoil tonight for you.’

‘No, sir, you can be sure that I won’t,’ Raoul said with a forced smile.

The final guests departed, and the latch fell on the door. To keep herself from panicking, Claire went to the flagon  the maid had left warming on the hearth and, tossing the cold dregs of her last cup on the fire, refilled the goblet. The hiss and splutter of evaporating liquid shocked the silence. Half in a trance, Claire stared into the jagged turrets of flame. When she tasted the wine, it was like drinking the heart of the fire. Heat scorched her face, but she could not tear her eyes from the gashes of light and the prowling darkness behind.

Raoul returned from barring the door and was horrified to see her so close to the flames. Crying that she would set her robe alight, he hastened to draw her away. Claire blinked up at him through a hundred mirrored tongues of flame and put her hand to her forehead.

‘Claire?’ He held her shoulders and looked anxiously into her face.

‘I’m sorry.’ She lowered her hand. Her head felt light, and at the same time far too heavy for her neck to support. ‘It has been a long day, that is all.’

‘In more ways than one.’ Raoul grimaced. ‘I swear I would have felt no remorse at strangling Father Otho.’

The memory of the way the priest had defiled her wedding chamber when he should have been blessing it added to her distress and weariness. An aching lump swelled in her throat, impossible to swallow down. She tried to bite back a sob, but the effort jerked her shoulders and gave her away.

‘Claire, don’t, I cannot bear to see you weep.’ Raoul pulled her against his strong young body. Claire pressed her face to his cloak and stifled her sobs upon the prickly soft wool.

‘I had a feeling of dread when I looked into the fire just now,’ she whispered against the steady thud of his heart, ‘as if the whole world was burning and I could do nothing to prevent it. I used to have nightmares about fire when I was little. Once a priest came to our castle and preached a sermon about the flames of hell that awaited all heretics. My mother said I did not sleep properly for months afterwards.’

‘Priests!’ Raoul said with disparagement. ‘I know for  certain that hell must be full of them!’ He pressed his lips to her herb-scented hair and nuzzled lightly down to her fire-hot temple. Cupping her face in his hands like a chalice, he kissed her salty cheek, the corner of her mouth and finally the softness of her lips. ‘Ah Claire,’ he said with a catch in his voice, ‘you are so beautiful.’

His sea-blue eyes were bright and narrow, his breathing swift. Claire felt as if she were about to be devoured. The taut hunger in his expression frightened her, but at the same time a strange new excitement tingled through her breasts and loins.

Murmuring reassurances, his hands moved upon her body and if they were trembling with excitement, he knew where to touch and stroke to evoke response. He continued to kiss her - light butterfly kisses that explored her eyelids, cheeks and jaw. He nibbled her throat and sucked upon the hollow behind her ear until she shivered and gasped. Stealthily he reached to the tie on her bed-robe, and then his hands were inside, gliding upon her naked skin, drawing her hip to hip against him.

Claire made a small, panicked sound as she felt the thrust of his penis, hot as a branding iron against her belly. She tried to pull away, but he held her still, one hand upon her buttocks, the other stroking her hair and the valley of her spine.

‘Don’t struggle,’ he pleaded. ‘Dear Jesu, I’m as frightened as you are.’

Wide-eyed, she stared up at him, holding her breath.

‘I promise, I swear to God, I’ll try not to hurt you,’ he said hoarsely. ‘Please, I want tonight to bring us both joy.’

Claire swallowed. ‘I want that, too,’ she answered, her voice barely audible.

They stayed as they were for a moment longer, locked together in anxious uncertainty. Then Raoul swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.




CHAPTER 4

On Montvallant’s battlements, Bridget filled her lungs with air that was still night-cold and, facing the place where the sun would soon rise, sat down cross-legged. Towards the east, the sky beyond the crenellations gleamed like the pearly interior of an oyster shell. Softly, she began to chant the sacred words that were the legacy of an unbroken female lineage more than a thousand years old.

As her voice rose and fell, the surrounding walls dissolved away. Light pulsed around her, changing hue, flowing into and filling her until her whole being was suffused with radiance. A single spear of sunlight burst through the gap in the merlon where she sat waiting. The pain was intense. Liquid fire consumed her body until she was brighter than the light itself.

The sky turned black and, as if from a great height, she saw a man nailed upon a cross. At the foot of the cross knelt two weeping women, one young and dark-haired, the other older but with a bone structure defying her years. A child clung to the rumpled skirts of the younger one, a little girl with eyes the crystal colour of Bridget’s own and her name was Magda, daughter of Mary. Even if Bridget had not known this through the ancient traditions, passed down from mother to daughter, she would have felt her heritage in the very marrow of her bones.

Without warning the vision changed and suddenly there  was fire, harsh with smoke, and within it the cries of men and the bitter wailing of women and children. Instinctively Bridget recoiled, for the heat was so fierce that it seemed to singe her brows and hair. She was one with the fire - with all the people burning in the fire.

Through the flames the young bridegroom strode towards her, a sword in his hand, his expression torn with grief. He was so close that she could see the black chevronels on his gold surcoat, the tawny stubble pricking his jaw and the detail of the tears running down his face. Weeping, reaching out to him, his wife ran behind him, her chestnut-gold hair streaming down her back, her face smudged with bruises. The fire roared across the path, sundering her from him, and he came on towards Bridget alone, until he was kneeling before her. Their eyes met and she felt his gaze pierce her body. He laid his sword across her palms and she closed her hands over it until the twin edges cut her flesh and her blood trickled down the engraved fuller in a thin, scarlet thread. As the sun blazed in full glory over the horizon, she saw what was to be, and her high, wild cry soared from the battlements to strike the new day and shatter into a hundred echoes.

 



In the bridal chamber, Raoul tossed and moaned, beset by a nightmare. Images of fire and the flash of weapons beat across his mind. He heard screams of men in triumph and agony, the terrified squealing of horses, and knew he was fighting for his life. His sword arm was aching so fiercely that he could scarcely parry the blows raining down on him, and that in itself was strange because he had never tasted battle, let alone fought in one to the point of exhaustion.

A knight was riding him down, white light glaring from the edge of the sword as the horseman swung and struck. The blade sliced through Raoul’s shield like a knife slicing bread. The world darkened, and through that darkness a woman’s voice sought him, calling, pulling him towards the  light. He could see her in the distance, black hair blowing in the wind and hands outstretched.

‘Raoul, in God’s name, wake up! Raoul!’

His terrified cry echoed in his skull as he ripped himself out of the dream and surfaced wide-eyed and gasping into the sun-flooded brightness of his marriage chamber. A woman’s voice still called to him, but her hair as she leaned over him was golden chestnut, not black. ‘You were dreaming,’ she said, and laid her palm to the side of his face.

‘Dreaming!’ He shuddered. ‘God’s wounds, I’ve never been so frightened in my life!’ He covered his eyes with one hand. He was soaked with sweat, the sheet clinging to his body like a shroud. Sunlight filtered through the waxed linen across the window arch, and he could hear his mother’s doves cooing on the ledge outside. Claire was tousled and beautiful beside him, but he felt unnerved, as if an intruder had been rifling through his possessions.

‘What happened?’

‘I don’t remember, only that there was a battle and a woman with long black hair who wanted something from me.’ A shiver rippled through him. ‘Jesu!’

‘Perhaps it is because of what happened last night?’ she suggested.

He lowered his hand, turned his head to her and frowned. ‘Last night?’

Claire blushed beneath his scrutiny. There were many aspects to last night, not all of them unpleasant. ‘The priest, I mean, Father Otho. Perhaps you dreamed about fighting because of that.’

‘Perhaps,’ he said in a doubtful voice and screwed up his face. ‘There was a woman in pilgrim robes at one of the lower trestles who looked like the one in my dream.’

The rumbling of wain wheels and the cheerful shout of a guard drifted up to the window as the castle gates opened to the morning. Raoul threw off the damp sheet and sat up. The linen beneath him bore brownish smears of dried blood,  and his shoulders were sore where she had gripped him at the moment of defloration. Claire was looking at him and biting her full underlip. ‘I did not mean to be clumsy with you,’ he said, struck by a pang of guilt. ‘You might not see it as such, but it was a compliment to your beauty. I couldn’t wait any longer.’

The lip came free and tentatively curved. ‘It didn’t hurt that much, only at first, then I forgot the pain.’ She blushed again.

‘Then you are not upset?’ Tempting his eye, the blush descended towards her cleavage.

‘No, I’m not upset . . . ’ and then as he leaned eagerly towards her, ‘a little sore, but I was assured by your mother and mine yesterday that it will quickly pass.’

Although there was no distress in her voice or attitude, he felt the slight tensing of her body, and checked himself. Perhaps this morning it would be better to confine his admiration to gentle words and caresses rather than engaging in another bout of lovemaking. Time alone was what she required now, and then time with other women. And he needed to recover from the vivid violence of his dream.

He kissed her nose and the corner of her mouth in light affection, and left the bed to don his clothes. ‘I’ll send in your maid,’ he said over his shoulder as he went to the door.

Claire smiled gratefully and burrowed back beneath the covers.

 



When Bridget descended from the battlements, Chretien was at the outer well, filling the water flasks for the journey to Lavaur, and Geralda was giving him directions and saying her farewells.

‘I would travel with you myself,’ Geralda said, her voice full of regret, ‘but I have promised Berenger and Beatrice to stay awhile at Montvallant. Besides,’ she added with a rueful smile, ‘the less attention you draw to yourselves, the better.

Journeying in my company would hardly make you anonymous. ’ Her gaze lit on Bridget, who had silently begun to help Matthias load their few belongings on to the horses.

‘Perhaps you should rest here for another day,’ she suggested. ‘The Montvallants are sympathetic towards Cathars, and Bridget looks exhausted.’

Chretien opened his mouth.

‘No,’ said Bridget quickly before he could speak. ‘It would not be wise. Two travelling friars will soon arrive.’ She strapped a pack efficiently to her mount’s crupper. ‘I saw them in the sunrise.’ She could have added that the time was not yet ripe for herself and Raoul de Montvallant. There was moon-blood between her thighs, and the groom had his new bride to sow with seed. Mindful, however, of her uncle Chretien’s Cathar morals, she kept that particular information to herself.

‘You have had a vision?’ Chretien’s voice was sharp with concern.

Bridget sighed. ‘Several,’ she said and, gathering the reins, mounted her gelding. ‘Are you ready?’ She turned towards the castle gates.

Chretien considered her thoughtfully as he settled across his own saddle. Making the sign of the Cathar blessing over Geralda, he followed his niece across the courtyard.

Matthias, bringing up the rear, paused as they passed a midden heap beside the gates. A priest lay snoring on his stomach, sodden as a joint of marinated meat. Matthias shook his head sadly, but without surprise. ‘I doubt we’ll ever be ready.’




CHAPTER 5

It was peaceful beside the river. In the midday heat, the trees lining the banks of the Tarn provided welcome shade for the picnickers who rode down from the castle to take their ease by the water.

Most of the guests had departed Montvallant after the wedding breakfast and the traditional parading of the bedsheet stained with the bride’s virgin blood, but a few had lingered on, including Geralda of Lavaur and her brother Aimery, who were old family friends. Aimery and Berenger shared a passion for falconry and were keen to fly and compare their hawks, whilst Geralda and Beatrice had a year’s worth of gossip to exchange.

A little apart from the older people, shielded from their scrutiny by a screen of willow and ash saplings, Claire shifted Raoul’s head to pillow it more comfortably in her lap as he napped. Her gaze dwelt upon the natural upward curve of his lips, his dense gold lashes and the darker feathering of eyebrow. Pleasure and fear knotted her belly. Dear Jesu, how handsome he was, and all hers. It was as though someone had piled her arms full of treasure, and while she marvelled at her good fortune, she was also worried lest she drop it.

Her mother had left yesterday with tears and promises of an early reunion. The parting had been desperately painful for Claire. Although her new family had done their best to welcome her and shown kindness, everything was still  strange, and there was so much to learn. Being a wife was very different to being a daughter.

She leaned back against the tree supporting her spine and watched sunlight weaving through the willow leaves, fashioning a trellis of green and gold; a faerie arbour for the lady and her knight. She heard Geralda’s deep laugh, the splash of two squires horsing about in the river shallows, the startled cry of a moorhen.

Stealthily she reached towards a tall cluster of foxtail growing near her tree and nipped off a stem between her fingernails. Stifling a giggle, she dangled the plump seed-head over Raoul’s nose. He twitched and raised a languid hand to brush away what he obviously thought was a hovering midge. Claire waited a moment and repeated the move, almost laughing as he swept his palm across empty air. She dangled her bait again, tickling, teasing.

With the speed of a striking snake, Raoul grabbed her arm, pulled her down and sideways, and rolled her beneath him, hands braceleting her wrists. A grin flashed. ‘What are you going to do now?’

Claire wriggled beneath him and angled her head, inviting a kiss. ‘Bargain for mercy?’

‘Show me.’ He released his grip so that he could brace his weight on one hand and caress her body with the other. They kissed. Her hands slipped beneath his tunic and she spread her fingers upon the damp curve of his ribs. Warmth flooded her body and centred in her loins.

‘You drive a hard bargain, my lord,’ she whispered against his mouth.

‘I trust you to eventually soften my resolve.’ He nibbled her throat and reached within her surcoat to fondle her breast. Just as he felt her nipple peak under his caress, Aimery’s fluffy Pyrenean hound wagged up to investigate the disturbance. Raoul swore softly and tried to shove the dog away, but it only jumped boisterously from side to side and barked, intent on play.

A sharp whistle from Aimery brought the hound gambolling to heel, but the damage was done. Raoul sat up and squinted through the brilliant sunlight at his father’s friend. Blushing furiously, Claire smoothed her rumpled garments.

Amusement glinted in Aimery’s eyes. He ruffled the exuberant hound’s coat. ‘I am sorry,’ he said in a cheerful tone of voice that gave the lie to his words. ‘I can’t stop Blanc from sniffing out game in the bushes when it is what he is trained to do.’ He tugged a folded hawking gauntlet out of his belt and drew it on to his fist. ‘Let your poor wife alone awhile and come and look at the paces of my new hawk.’ He glanced over his shoulder. ‘Your father’s waiting.’

 



Seated around the picnic cloth, the women watched the men ride away, hawks on their fists. The lady Geralda clucked her tongue and laughed. ‘Aimery’s been desperate to show off that hawk to Berenger and Raoul all week. Never has such a bird existed before if you’re to believe his praise. I tell you, he has driven me half-insane with all his talk of it!’

‘So now you are wholly mad,’ said Beatrice mischievously.

Geralda struck her friend’s arm. ‘Beatrice de Montvallant, you should be ashamed of yourself, teasing an old woman!’

‘I thought that Cathars did not lie,’ Beatrice retorted, eyes sparkling. ‘You’re not much older than me, and I have no intention of admitting dotage yet!’

‘Ah, but you have Berenger to keep you on your toes and a new wife to tutor.’ Geralda smiled inclusively at Claire. ‘All I have is Aimery and his moulting hawks!’

‘You have your faith,’ Beatrice objected.

Geralda sobered at that, but her smile remained, deepening the seams at her eye corners. She glanced round at their attendants, but only Claire’s maid Isabelle was within earshot. Geralda assessed the girl for a moment, then produced a small leather-bound book from the satchel she had brought with her. ‘Now that the men have gone, let me  show you something,’ she said, her fingertips tracing the interlaced circles tooled in gold on the cover. ‘Not that I’m hiding anything; Aimery’s heard me read from this several times, but he’s about as interested in it as I am in his hawks.’

‘What is it?’ Beatrice looked both curious and apprehensive.

‘A translation of ancient writings from the Holy Land. A burgher at Lavaur brought some scrolls back from a pilgrimage he made to Jerusalem, and bequeathed them to me when he died. I’m having them translated into our own tongue by a Cathar scribe in my household. Listen.’ Opening the book at random, she began to read in a clear, firm voice.

‘“To know oneself at the deepest level is to know God. Look for God by taking yourself as the starting point. Learn who it is within you who makes everything his own and says, ‘My God, my mind, my thought, my soul, my body.’ Learn the sources of sorrow, joy, love, and hate. If you investigate carefully these matters, you will find Him in yourself.”

‘Is that not wonderful? And yet the Church would deny us.’ Geralda’s eyes shone with indignation ‘If they could, they would burn every book not written in Latin and every book that disagrees with their narrow image of God.’ She snapped her fingers. ‘You don’t need that useless priest of yours in order for your cry to reach God, Beatrice. Stand before Him as you are and He will hear you!’

‘I have never tried to find God through Father Otho.’ Beatrice shuddered. ‘That would be like drinking wine out of a filthy cup.’

‘Precisely!’ Geralda struck the ground to emphasise her point. ‘The priests serve the God of their own worldliness, not the one of simple truth! They tell us to believe in blood-guilt, in hell. If Jesus was sacrificed on the cross to take away our sins, why is there any need for a church? And if we are still sin-burdened, why was there a sacrifice at all? Such cruelty is not the conception of the God of Light.’ She shook her head. ‘Oh, I tell you, our consciences are ruled with fear  and oppression, and when we try to free ourselves, we are punished.’

Beatrice laid a calming hand over Geralda’s. ‘You are lecturing to those who sympathise. I have long been a believer in the Cathar faith, and Claire comes from a family who welcome the Good Men into their home.’

Claire murmured shy assent. Her mother often gave food and lodging to travelling Cathar priests, although she wondered why they should be called Good Men when there were so many women among them. From these itinerant preachers she had learned that the Cathar way to the truth was to live a pure and simple life - prayer, celibacy and plain, meatless fare. The teachings of Christ were followed, but with a minimum of ritual. There was no Son of God, only the one bright light of the deity. His counterpart, the dark Rex Mundi, ruled the world and all its lusts, and was to be shunned.

Only the intensely committed took the final, austere vows and became Perfecti, but there were other levels for those who believed in the Cathar way and were not yet prepared to subject themselves to the rigorous discipline required. Some only came to it on their deathbeds, others after they had raised families and outgrown the passions of youth.

Claire had often toyed with the notion of becoming one of the Cathar Perfecti. She had dreamed of it the way other young women mooned over the images of knights in burnished armour and troubadours with smouldering eyes. A dream, but almost vivid enough to be real as she sat beside Geralda and Beatrice in the deepening afternoon.

‘Would you read some more,’ she requested softly, ‘before the men return?’

The lady of Lavaur eyed her thoughtfully and Claire saw in her expression that Geralda had recognised a kindred spirit. ‘Nothing would give me greater pleasure, my dear.’
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On their return from the picnic, the women retired to the bower to refresh themselves. The men, when finally they tore themselves away from the hawk mews, made do with stripping to their braies and swilling themselves at the trough in the yard. Claire stood in the window embrasure and peeked out on Raoul, admiring his loose-knit grace and the play of his muscles beneath the sparkle of water droplets. Plucking a flower from a jug of marigolds set on the embrasure ledge, she tossed it down towards him. It missed, but the bright movement caught his eye. Glancing up, he smiled and blew her a kiss.

Claire ran down the tower stairs to the hall. At their foot, she was startled to see her father-in-law in the company of two black-clad friars and a sour-faced Father Otho. Hastily, she curtseyed, and lowered her eyes.

‘Daughter,’ the older of the friars saluted her in a cool, thin voice. A knotted scourge hung from his belt beside a set of wooden pater noster beads. One of his thumbs was almost obliterated by a chunky gold seal ring inlaid with a grey cameo. She fastened her eyes on the ring, too frightened to look up lest he read the guilt of heresy in her face.

Berenger’s tone was formal and strained. ‘Claire, my dear, will you tell Lady Beatrice that we have guests at the high table tonight - Friar Dominic and Friar Bernard.’

‘Yes, of course.’ She was turning to make her escape when Raoul walked nonchalantly through the tower doorway, his shirt and tunic slung over his shoulder; his bare chest beaded with water droplets, and a marigold tucked behind his ear. He, too, stopped short when he saw the two friars and Otho. His smile died and irritation flickered before he schooled his expression to polite neutrality. The moment the necessary introductions had been performed, he excused himself, sliding Claire an exasperated look.

She knew he had been on his way to see her, that without the presence of those dour black robes, he would have swept her into his arms and paid her for the marigold in kisses and  love-play. Dismayed and anxious, she hurried back to the bower to warn Beatrice and especially Geralda about their unwelcome guests.

 



The presence of the two friars and Father Otho at dinner in the hall sullied what had until then been a day of pleasure. Friar Dominic dipped a piece of bread in the salt dish and gazed around his audience. ‘I assume you have heard there is to be a crusade to put a stop to the Cathars unless Raymond of Toulouse curtails their activities himself?’ he said, his stare sharp and searching. ‘The call has gone out in the North.’

Berenger glanced at Raoul, who was holding Claire’s hand. ‘There has been talk of a crusade since I was my son’s age, and that is further back than I care to recall. I doubt it will come to anything.’ His gaze continued along the high table to Father Otho. ‘The Church would do better to set its own house in order before it casts stones elsewhere.’

The friar’s face darkened. ‘Men are weak reeds. There will always be a need for reform, but the disgrace of the Cathar heresy cannot be permitted to survive.’

‘Count Raymond would never stand for a French army on his soil.’

The younger friar ceased toying with the chicken on his trencher and raised dark eyes to Berenger. ‘With respect, my lord,’ he said primly, ‘your overlord seldom bothers with anything if he has to make an effort.’

‘He would make an effort if the French invaded.’

‘But not for ridding himself of heretics,’ retorted the young friar.

Berenger forced himself to remember that these men were guests beneath his roof and could only thank God, whichever one, that Geralda and Aimery had opted to remain in their chambers and not make it difficult for their host.

Friar Dominic made a silencing gesture towards his young companion. ‘I made mention of a crusade by way of a gentle warning,’ he said to Berenger. ‘We are not here to preach at  you. Truly, all we wish is a night’s lodging, and perhaps a little information if it be in your power to give it.’

‘Oh?’ Berenger looked wary.

‘We are seeking some heretics, whom we have heard are in the vicinity.’

There was silence. Beatrice paled and Claire pressed herself against Raoul, who gave her arm a reassuring squeeze.

‘You mean the horse-faced bitch Geralda of Lavaur and her brother Aimery?’ said Otho, wiping his sleeve across his mouth. ‘Yes, they’re here as Lord Berenger’s guests. More than half the townsfolk are Cathar sympathisers and they’re openly encouraged at the castle.’

‘My guests are no business of yours,’ Berenger said icily. ‘I will not have them harassed in my house. Their beliefs are their own concern. If there are Cathars in this town, then I ask you who is to blame, Otho? Who would want you for a confessor?’

Friar Dominic raised his right hand and the light gleamed on the cameo ring. ‘Lord Berenger, as you say, your guests are your own affair, although I would counsel you to have a care for your immortal soul.’

Berenger tightened his lips on his temper and silently promised himself that Otho’s career as Montvallant’s priest was finished.

‘We are seeking two men and a woman travelling together,’ continued the friar. ‘One is known to be a senior Cathar Perfect, Chretien de Béziers; the other goes by the name of Matthias. He’s a scribe from Antioch, two fingers and the thumb missing from his right hand. The woman is young, and some would say beautiful.’ His lip curled with disdain on the final word.

The younger friar leaned earnestly towards Berenger. ‘They are known to preach abominations that go even beyond what the ordinary Cathars would dare. They are minions of the Devil!’

Berenger shook his head and was relieved to say with a  clear conscience, ‘I have neither seen nor heard of anyone fitting your description.’

Friar Dominic eyed him closely, then hunted his stare along the high trestle. ‘Anyone else?’ His scrutiny paused at Raoul, who blinked, then stared directly back, his face as blank as a clean sheet of vellum.

‘I saw two men and a woman,’ offered Father Otho. ‘I do not know if they are the ones you are seeking, but the woman was indeed lovely, and the men wore Cathar robes.’ He folded his hands over his belly and smirked at Berenger and Raoul.

‘When was this?’ Friar Dominic leaned forward.

‘At the young lord’s wedding. They had a shelter in the bailey near the main gates.’

Raoul said quickly, ‘If you mean the ones who arrived late to the feasting, they were respectable pilgrims on their way to Compostela. I spoke to one of the men, and he said his name was Thomas and he came from Anjou.’

Otho began to splutter a protest and Berenger swiftly interrupted him. ‘Would you care to explain to the good friars how you were so drunk at the wedding feast that you could not perform the words of the blessing at the bedding ceremony and had to be carried outside to sleep off your excesses? I doubt you could have remembered your own name that night. Raoul, I know, was stone-sober.’ He turned again to the friars. ‘Seek elsewhere for your heretics,’ he said. ‘You will not find them here.’

 



‘Were those three people truly at Montvallant?’ Claire asked Raoul later as they lay in bed, their limbs entwined in the aftermath of lovemaking.

Raoul nuzzled the top of her head. ‘I saw them, yes.’

‘Was the man really from Anjou?’

‘I don’t know. I never spoke to him. We were bedded not long after they arrived.’ He was silent for a while, his hand trailing lightly over her damp body. Then he added softly,  ‘I would rather be damned for lying to those friars than I would for letting them set their claws into innocent people . . . and they know it.’

The night was warm. Between herself and Raoul there was a slippery layer of love-sweat, but instead of seeking the cool of the sheets, Claire pressed closer to him, feeling afraid. ‘What if there is a crusade?’ she whispered. ‘What if the Pope does send soldiers to crush the Cathars?’

‘What if the sky fell on our heads tomorrow?’ Raoul took her fist, which was clenched against his chest, and kissed it open. ‘As my father said, there has been talk of a crusade since time began and it has always amounted to naught. Stop worrying; the darkness always makes trouble seem greater than it is.’ He licked and nibbled his way up her arm before transferring his attention to the swell of her breast. His other hand smoothed down over her belly, forefinger lazily exploring, until she gasped and arched.

But later, when she descended from the glorious pleasure of making love with her husband, the fear was patiently waiting to claim her, and the sanctuary of dawn was many hours away.




CHAPTER 6

The summer ripened to produce a burnished harvest. Bloomy dark grapes and fat green olives were trodden and pressed to extract their juices under a sky so blue that it almost cut the eyes to look up. Men toiled from dawn to dusk, scything in white fields, picking orchard fruits and nuts, driving their animals to fatten on the glut before slaughter.

Geralda and Aimery returned to Lavaur, but itinerant Cathars came frequently to Montvallant, sent by Geralda in the knowledge they would be welcomed. Extra hands were always needed at harvest time, and the Cathars, in exchange for food and lodging and a listening audience, were hard workers.

Sometimes Cathar Good Men spent the night at the castle itself and held prayer meetings in the courtyard. On other occasions, Claire and Beatrice attended gatherings in the town and the villages of the surrounding countryside. Raoul and Berenger usually declined to go with them, being tolerant of the faith but not as interested as their wives. Indeed, Raoul even went so far as to grumble half-teasingly to Claire that she was neglecting him in favour of their two most recent Cathar guests, two leathery old men who stank of goats.

Contrite, she abandoned her plans to attend the next meeting and rode with Raoul instead to inspect the  harvesting, but gave her maid, Isabelle, leave to go and hear the Good Men preach, for of all the women Isabelle was the one most taken with Cathar ideals.

‘You wanted to go with her, didn’t you?’ Raoul asked as they paused to water their horses at a stream meandering through the cherry orchards.

Claire looked at him obliquely. ‘Not as much as I wanted to be with my husband,’ she said diplomatically.

‘Sometimes I wonder,’ he murmured.

Claire was shocked by the underlying melancholy in his voice. ‘You must not think like that!’ She leaned across her mount and set her hand over his.

He glanced down at her gesture. ‘Perhaps I don’t want to share you with the Cathars,’ he said. ‘Perhaps I fear you will become one of them and I won’t be able to touch you any more.’

‘Oh, Raoul!’ A lump in her throat, she tightened her grip, but he nudged his horse forward and she had to let go. Biting her lip, she urged the mare to follow and tried to think of something to say that would mollify him without compromising her own position. Perhaps on their return to the castle, she could soothe him in their bed, prove to him that however much she admired the Cathars, she admired him, too, and for the moment had no intention of taking any prohibitive vows.

She caught up with him in the heart of the orchard. Silvery-green pears bowed the branches, and the leaves rustled in the breeze. Sunlight and shade dappled both horses and riders. ‘Raoul, wait,’ she entreated. ‘I want you to underst—What is it?’ Her voice rang with alarm as he slapped the reins down on the grey’s neck and once more lunged ahead.

Then she heard a muffled scream and a masculine curse. Something thrashed in the long grass among the trees ahead. Raoul drew rein and leaped from the saddle. Arriving in his wake, Claire pulled up her mare and gasped  with horror and revulsion. Staring up at her and Raoul, his habit rucked around his thighs, was Father Otho, and beneath him, torn skirts at a similar level, was Isabelle. Her mouth was bloody and swollen. Bright weals burned her shoulders where her gown and shift had been ripped down to expose her breasts.

‘She’s a heretic!’ Otho panted. ‘The Devil’s whore! She trapped me into sin!’

‘The only Devil’s whore I see is you!’ Raoul choked. Seizing the priest, he dragged him off the girl and hurled him furiously to one side.

Claire dismounted from her mare and hurried to attend her maid, tugging down the bunched-up skirts, covering the girl’s bruised breasts with her own light cloak.

Raoul glared at Father Otho. ‘Pack your belongings now and get off the Montvallant lands.’ His voice constricted with loathing.

‘You have no right . . . ’ Otho began, then swallowed to a stop as Raoul’s sword half hissed from its scabbard.

‘No!’ croaked Isabelle as Claire helped her to sit up. ‘Leave him. It is against the Cathar way to kill for any reason!’

‘I am not a Cathar,’ Raoul retorted, but rested his sword in the scabbard. ‘You will be gone by sunset,’ he said to Otho. ‘I will come looking for you, and if I find you still here, I will make of you a eunuch and nail your balls to the church door as a warning to others of your ilk. Get you gone before I change my mind and do it now!’

Otho staggered upright, and tried to hitch up his dignity along with his gilded belt. ‘Pierre de Castelnau, the papal legate, will hear how you nurture heretics!’ he launched over his shoulder as he started to limp away.

‘And I will gladly explain all he needs to know!’ Raoul unsheathed his blade and took three steps forward. Father Otho abandoned his bravado and fled.

Claire helped Isabelle to her feet, one arm solicitously around her shoulders. The girl’s olive complexion was sallow  with shock but, apart from her bruises, she seemed otherwise unharmed.

Raoul returned his sword to its scabbard. ‘What happened?’

Isabelle shivered. ‘I went to hear the Good Men preach on the riverbank and decided to return by way of the orchard. He . . . he was waiting for me - he must have followed me and been biding his time.’ She shook her head. ‘He said he wanted to save my soul from damnation, and when I answered that I had no need of his intervention, or any priest’s, he called me a witch and a heretic, and leaped upon me like a wild animal. If you had not ridden past when you did . . . ’ She buried her face against Claire’s breast and sobbed.

Claire hugged her and made soothing noises. ‘Hush, hush. He’ll never bother you again, I promise. Come, we’ll take you home and I’ll find some marigold salve for those bruises.’

‘You can ride pillion behind me,’ Raoul said.

Isabelle shuddered and clung more desperately to her mistress.

‘Better still, behind me,’ Claire said quickly, her understanding sharper than her husband’s. To have come fresh and cleansed from a Cathar meeting and then to be assaulted by a slug like Father Otho was an outrage to the soul. Raoul’s compressed lips and battle-hungry eyes exuded a powerful masculinity that was only adding to Isabelle’s agitation.

‘I suppose the mare has a gentler pace,’ he said neutrally, but Claire did not miss the look of hurt that flickered across his face at the rebuff before he caught the palfrey and brought it to the women.

 



Raoul descended the stairs from the women’s quarters and crossed the hall to his father who had recently returned from the hunt and was still wearing his hawking gauntlet.

‘Is she all right?’ Berenger asked. ‘They told me what happened as soon as I rode in.’

Raoul nodded. ‘Bruised and shocked, but recovering.’

‘I heard what you said to Father Otho.’

‘And I meant every word.’ Raoul set his jaw. ‘If I trod on your authority, I’ll apologise, but for nothing else.’

Berenger tossed his gauntlet and cloak upon a settle bench. ‘Otho’s been given too many chances already. I would have done the same. I only wish it had not coincided with the results of this wretched papal council.’ Going to the flagon standing on a nearby coffer, he poured cups for himself and Raoul. ‘I met a merchant from Marseilles earlier today.’ Berenger took a swallow of wine. ‘He told me Pope Innocent has asked the King of France to back a crusade against our Cathars. The merchant said he’d travelled over the Alps with the Roman envoy. Apparently Innocent has written’ - Berenger looked at the rafters - ‘“Let the strength of the Crown and the misery of war bring them back to the truth.”’

Raoul grimaced. The news was disquieting, the words even more so.

Berenger sat down heavily on the bench, rubbing his knees. ‘I’ve been ignoring the signs, hoping they’ll go away, but there has been no easing of the pressure this time. Our Count Raymond is walking into a quagmire, and the only way back to dry ground is across a path of Cathar slain.’

‘Would you persecute Montvallant’s Cathars?’

Berenger snorted. ‘How could I? Your mother sponsors them, my head groom’s a convert, so is Claire’s maid, and you have just thrown our priest out of his living to protect her!’

Raoul gazed uneasily around the hall where the shadows suddenly seemed darker. He had been trained in the art of war - what boy from a noble household had not? But it had been part of a wider education, a chance to work off surplus energy between the reading and writing, the ciphering, Latin and music. Saving this afternoon, he had never raised a sword against anyone in his life.

He turned away, but it was too late. Berenger had already  seen. ‘Mayhap it will yet come to nothing,’ the older man said.

‘I am not a child!’ Raoul snapped.

Berenger’s smile was bitter. ‘We are all children,’ he said. ‘Only we pretend ourselves into men.’




CHAPTER 7

SAINT-GILLES ON THE RHÔNE, WINTER 1208

The wind blowing down the Rhône delta had made the January evening as raw as an open wound and Raoul was glad of his cloak and the fleece lining to his calf-high boots. In the hall belonging to Marcel de Saliers, Raoul’s second cousin, the conversation was loud, punctuated by wine-wrought laughter, but Raoul heard the discord of fear and saw the tension in men’s eyes.

Two miles away at the palace of Saint-Gilles, Count Raymond of Toulouse and Pierre de Castelnau, the Pope’s representative, were discussing their differences. Berenger, as one of Raymond’s advisers, had left for the conference before dawn. It was nigh on vespers now and still no word had come.


‘At sunrise there is light  
Love comes shining  
I am one with the brightness  
My lady wears a silver girdle  
Gleaming like the moon  
Love comes shining  
We are one with the brightness’



Raoul eyed the jongleur who was singing a spell over the people gathered around him, Claire among them. She was  wearing her silk wedding gown and a gauzy veil bound in place by a silver circlet. Her chestnut braid, thick as a bell rope, hung to her hips. He imagined it unbound and herb-scented upon the pillow, or stranding over her rosy-tipped breasts. The jongleur was making sheep’s eyes at her, and she was giggling behind her hand like a little girl. Raoul’s stomach churned with love and lust, and a touch of jealousy.

He turned at a nudge on his arm and found that his father had arrived in the company of a young Templar knight. The cold smell of the winter evening clung to their woollen cloaks.

‘I thought you were never going to come,’ Raoul said. ‘It must be full dark by now.’

‘It is,’ Berenger growled. ‘Darker than you know. Raoul, I want you to meet Luke de Béziers from the preceptory at Bezu. Luke’s related through his mother to Marcel’s wife, so that makes him our kin after a fashion.’

‘Better still, it gives me a reason to claim hospitality here tonight,’ Luke said as the two young men clasped hands. ‘Count Raymond’s in such a rage, I’d rather not sleep at the palace.’ His dark eyes assessed the gathering with the wary thoroughness of a lynx.

‘Has there been trouble?’ Raoul asked.

Berenger laughed sourly. ‘Hell would seem cold by comparison! It started off politely enough, I grant you, but they were soon at each other’s throats. The legate said there would be no pardon for Raymond while he continued to nurture the Cathars in his bosom and freely employ Jews and other undesirables. Count Raymond tried to placate him at first, even said he would dig out the worst of the rot, but the legate would have none of it.’ The anger in Berenger’s voice intensified. ‘He accused Raymond of perjury and oath-breaking. Raymond said he had come to discuss the matter, not to be insulted, and before we knew it, they were snarling at each other like a pair of curs in the street!’

‘Raymond drew his dagger and threatened to kill de Castelnau,’ Luke said.

Raoul stared at him in horror.

Berenger waved his hand. ‘Oh, it was all posturing. Doing violence to the papal legate would be tantamount to Raymond cutting his own throat and letting the French lap his blood.’

Raoul made a face. ‘Even so he must have been close to the edge. He never loses his temper.’

‘Well, he lost it today,’ Berenger said. He spread his hands. ‘De Castelnau stormed from the palace in high dudgeon and Lord Raymond followed his example. Needless to say, he remains outside the grace of the Church, and the tensions are higher than the Garonne after a winter storm.’ He rubbed his palm over his face. ‘There’s a bitter wind blowing tonight, and no place to shelter.’

As if his father’s words had conjured the cold out of the air, Raoul shivered. Luke de Béziers excused himself and went in search of their host, prowling through the gathering with the grace of a cat.

‘His father is a senior Cathar Good Man,’ Berenger murmured from the side of his mouth, ‘or so I have heard. He has told me little of himself and I did not want to pry.’ He looked thoughtful. ‘The Templars have a reputation for going their own way, regardless of Rome. It’s a well-known fact that Cathar families send their sons to the Templars to be educated.’
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