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Praise for Labyrinth


‘Labyrinth is a reader’s Holy Grail, mixing legend, religion, history, past and present in a heart-wrenching, thrilling tale. Eat your heart out, Dan Brown, this is the real thing’


Val McDermid


‘Ingenious, wonderfully detailed … entirely compelling and full of incidental pleasures’


The Times


‘Saturated with a passionate understanding of the region’s past in a way that puts more conventional historical accounts to shame. Mosse wears her learning so lightly, knitting her historical research so neatly into her narrative … reminiscent of those twin goddesses of popular historical fiction, Jean Plaidy and Mary Renault’


Guardian


‘Admirably bold … The settings are evocative … powerful dramatic scenes … Overall, the message that through the shared stories of our past, we do not die is movingly proclaimed. That life’s true elixir is love, handed down from generation to generation, becomes beautifully clear and makes an uplifting ending to this intriguing … passionate book’


Sunday Times


‘This year’s gripping romp … intelligently written. Her love of the location around Carcassone … is evident from her generous descriptions of the city and the surrounding countryside; and her research into the details of the Cathars’ lives and language is evidently extensive … Labyrinth will fulfil everyone’s expectations, not least because of Mosse’s passion for the subject matter and her narrative verve’


Observer


‘Labyrinth has all the ingredients of a summer blockbuster’


Daily Mail


‘An elegantly written time-slip novel set in France. There’s medieval passion and modern-day conspiracy, all revolving around three hidden books’


Independent


‘It is the freedom to luxuriate in a fully realised work that makes Mosse’s novel such a pleasurable read … Mosse infuses each scene with such depth of atmospheric detail that full immersion is inevitable … Mosse wields admirable control over the vast body of her material and manoeuvres through it with subtlety and grace’


Mslexia


‘Prepare to be chilled by Kate Mosse’s archaeological thriller’


Red


‘There is nothing like a lovely long luscious journey through the French Pyrenees, and that is what Kate Mosse provides in her latest novel, Labyrinth … a spellbinding novel that slips between the present day and the thirteenth century … Mosse mixes a Grail adventure with passion and great writing in a book that for once features two feisty lead women’


New Books


‘Pacey and addictive’


Kate Saunders


‘A lovely, intelligent novel of discovery and loss, generous in its historical scope and intimate in its tender details’


Nicci Gerrard


‘A thumping read: Mosse creates a world so complete I began to miss it before the last page. More intriguing than Dan Brown, a conundrum with lasting depth and vigour. Labyrinth captivates from the first page until the final twist’


Denise Mina




Praise for Sepulchre


‘Mosse’s gifts for historical fiction are considerable … Mosse does what good popular historical novelists do best – make the past enticingly otherworldly, while also claiming it as our own’


Independent


‘Ghosts, duels, ill-fated love and conspiracy … addictively readable’


Daily Mail


‘A compulsive, fantastic, historical yarn. Mosse’s skills lie in the precise nature of her storytelling’


Observer


‘Her narrative lyricism, beautifully drawn female characters and deft journey from the past to the present day, are a cut above’


Scotland on Sunday


‘A sure, deft momentum … the secrets begin to slip out thick and fast’


Daily Express


‘The Labyrinth author is back with another brilliantly absorbing story … Richly evocative and full of compelling twists and turns’


Red


‘The latest from the author of bestselling Labyrinth, this adventure will keep you engrossed’


Eve




Praise for Citadel


‘The much-anticipated third part of Kate Mosse’s Languedoc trilogy is finally here … This action-packed epic contains everything we’ve come to expect – mystery, adventure and long-buried secrets just waiting to be uncovered’


Good Housekeeping


‘A breathtaking tale of daring and sacrifice that makes a triumphant finale to Mosse’s Languedoc trilogy’


Woman & Home


‘A lovely, fat, comfy wodge of a book, packed with suspense and romance … A thrilling adventure and a truly epic love story’


The Times


‘Citadel is a deeply satisfying literary adventure, brimming with romance, treachery and cliff hangers … steeped in a passion for the region, its history and legends, and that magical shadow world where the two meet’


Observer


‘The thrilling conclusion to her Languedoc trilogy … a mix of Girls Own adventure and wrenching war history’


Sunday Times


‘Mosse’s descriptions of the majestic stone ruins of Carcassonne and the idyllic landscape around it shimmer with authenticity’


Independent on Sunday


‘Mosse has a masterly feel for time and place … A remarkable achievement’


Daily Express


‘Full of action, romance and supernatural mystery, it cracks along at a great pace, making it an engaging and easy read’


Emerald Street


‘With her Languedoc trilogy Kate Mosse has firmly established herself as the go-to for blockbuster time-slip romantic adventure … Citadel, the final book of the three, follows Labyrinth and Sepulchre and is epic in scope … It’s a proper adventure story, engrossing and packed with suspense at every turn of the page’


Metro
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To my father, Richard Hugh Mosse
(30 May 1924 – 18 May 2011)
A man of integrity – a modern-day chevalier


To Greg, as always, for all things – past, present and yet to come
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INTRODUCTION


More than twenty-five years ago, we bought a tiny house in the shadow of the medieval city walls of Carcassonne in south-west France. We knew little about the place – we were there through a combination of happenstance and coincidence – but it was a coup de foudre, a lightning strike. I fell, instantly and utterly, in love: with the endless blue of the Languedoc skies in autumn, with the glistening white wall of the Pyrenees some many kilometres to the south in winter, with the golden broom and pinks and purples of flowers in the spring, with the shimmering heat and dramatic thunderstorms of summer. Most of all, with the alleys and hidden pathways and crooked buildings within the Cité itself. A crown of stone perched on the hill overlooking the River Aude, with the Bastide – the fourteenth-century town – beyond, there were high walls punctuated by 52 towers and turrets, a dusty walkway – the lices – between the inner and outer walls where, once, jousting competitions would have taken place, the Château Comtal and the Porte Narbonnaise. The sense of stepping back into history.


I never intended to write about Carcassonne – this was a holiday house, a place for family and young children, not work. But, little by little, the history seeped into me: Carcassonne, the old town and the new; the landscape and, most of all, the violent, tragic story of the Crusade launched in 1209 against a sect of medieval Christians, the Cathars, who were persecuted for their faith. I wrote a couple of short stories* – looking back I can see I was trying out in short form the themes, places, ideas that would become the backbone of Labyrinth some years later – but a full-length novel was still some way off.


All the same, in the way of these things, characters started to tiptoe towards me and take shape – the girl who would become my lead thirteenth-century ‘hero’, Alaïs; her father, Bertrand Pelletier; Esclarmonde, a wise woman; and Audric Baillard, the conscience of the Midi, who embodied within his own private history the entire eight hundred years’ sweep of the Cathar story. Some fifteen years after first setting foot in Carcassonne, I started to make notes, sketch the outline for a novel that would become Labyrinth.


This novel.


As we publish this tenth anniversary edition, I look back with gratitude – and disbelief at the luck of it – on the sequence of events that led us to that corner of France, a place where my writing imagination came to life. I’m grateful to the people of Carcassonne, too, who were generous in celebrating this Englishwoman’s retelling of their history and treated me as one of their own. There are now editions of Labyrinth published in more than forty countries, translated into some thirty-eight different languages. It’s still a pleasure, a surprise, to see a copy in an airport or in a second-hand bookshop. It’s still a delight, every time, to receive a letter or an email from someone who’s come across Alaïs or Audric or Esclarmonde for the first time and wants to share their thoughts.


Any novel is about time and place, about the marriage between character and plot, about the way in which stories can be both utterly particular, specific, and universal. Fiction is a way of making sense of the loops and repetitions of history. Eight hundred years, give or take, after the Cathar tragedy that inspired Labyrinth, the themes of the novel – war and the consequences of war, faith and the consequences of faith, love and the consequences of love – remain as constant, as present, as they ever were.


And every time I arrive in Carcassonne, after a spell away, I still have the sense of wonder that the extraordinary history echoes in every stone, in the folds of the mountains and hills, in the plains. The voices of the past remain loud, calling out to be heard.


Ten years on, I remember those pre-publication days of planning and researching with great affection. I hope that readers – whether coming to the novel for the first time or returning to the story – will have as much pleasure in the reading of Labyrinth as I had in the writing of it.


Kate Mosse
Sussex


 


 





* ‘Red Letter Day’ and ‘Saint-Cécile’ are published in The Mistletoe Bride & Other Haunting Tales (Orion)




AUTHOR’S NOTE


Historical Note


In March 1208, Pope Innocent III preached a Crusade against a sect of Christians in the Languedoc. They are now usually known as Cathars. They called themselves Bons Chrétiens; Bernard of Clairvaux called them Albigensians and the Inquisitional Registers refer to them as ‘heretici’. Pope Innocent aimed to drive the Cathars from the Midi and restore the religious authority of the Catholic Church. The northern French barons who joined his Crusade saw an opportunity to acquire land, wealth and trading advantage by subjugating the fiercely independent southern nobility.


Although the principle of crusading had been an important fixture of medieval Christian life since the late eleventh century – and during the Fourth Crusade at the siege of Zara in 1204 Crusaders had turned on fellow Christians – this was the first time a Holy War had been preached against Christians and on European soil. The persecution of the Cathars led directly to the founding of the Inquisition in 1233 under the auspices of the Dominicans, the Black Friars.


Whatever the religious motivations of the Catholic Church and some of the Crusade’s temporal leaders – such as Simon de Montfort – the Albigensian Crusade was ultimately a war of occupation and marked a turning point in the history of what is now France. It signified the end of the independence of the South and the destruction of many of its traditions, ideals and its way of life.


Like the term ‘Cathar’, the word ‘Crusade’ was not used in medieval documents. The army was referred to as ‘the Host’ – or ‘l’Ost’ in Oc. However, since both terms are now in common usage, I’ve sometimes borrowed them for ease of reference.


Note on Language


In the medieval period, the langue d’Oc – from which the region of Languedoc takes its name – was the language of the Midi from Provence to Aquitaine. It was also the language of Christian Jerusalem and the lands occupied by the Crusaders from 1099, and spoken in some parts of northern Spain and northern Italy. It is closely related to Provençal and Catalan.


In the thirteenth century, the langue d’oïl – the forerunner of modern-day French – was spoken in the northern parts of what is now France.


During the course of the invasions of the south by the north, which began in 1209, the French barons imposed their language on the region they conquered. From the middle of the twentieth century, there has been an Occitan language revival, led by authors, poets and historians such as René Nelli, Jean Duvernoy, Déodat Roché, Michel Roquebert, Anne Brenon, Claude Marti and others. At the time of writing, there is a bilingual Oc/French school in the Cité in the heart of the medieval citadel of Carcassonne and the Occitan spellings of towns and regions appear alongside the French spellings on road signs.


In Labyrinth, to distinguish between the inhabitants of the Pays d’Oc and the French invaders, I have used Occitan or French accordingly. As a result, certain names and places appear in both French and Oc – for example, Carcassonne and Carcassona, Toulouse and Tolosa, Béziers and Besièrs.


Extracts of poetry and sayings are taken from Proverbes & Dictons de la langue d’Oc collected by Abbé Pierre Trinquier and from 33 Chants Populaires du Languedoc.


Inevitably there are differences between medieval Occitan spellings and contemporary usage. For the sake of consistency, I have for the most part used La Planqueta by André Lagarde – an Occitan–French dictionary – as my guide. For further reference a glossary is provided at the end of this book.




And ye shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.


Gospel According to St John, 8:32


L’histoire est un roman qui a été, le roman est une histoire qui aurait pu être
History is a novel that has been lived, a novel is history that could have been


E & J de Goncourt


Tên përdu, jhamâi së rëcôbro
Time lost can never be regained


Medieval Occitan proverb
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PROLOGUE






I



Pic de Soularac
Sabarthès Mountains
South-west France


MONDAY 4 JULY 2005


A single line of blood trickles down the pale underside of her arm, a red seam on a white sleeve.


At first, Alice thinks it’s just a fly and takes no notice. Insects are an occupational hazard at a dig, and for some reason there are more flies higher up the mountain where she is working than at the main excavation site lower down. Then a drop of blood splashes on to her bare leg, exploding like a firework in the sky on Guy Fawkes night.


This time she does look and sees that the cut on the inside of her elbow has opened again. It’s a deep wound, which doesn’t want to heal. She sighs and pushes the plaster and lint dressing tighter against her skin. Then, since there’s no one around to see, she licks the red smear from her wrist.


Strands of hair, the colour of soft brown sugar, have come loose from under her cap. She tucks them behind her ears and wipes her forehead with her handkerchief, before twisting her ponytail back into a tight knot at the nape of her neck.


Her concentration broken, Alice stands up and stretches her slim legs, lightly tanned by the sun. Dressed in cut-off denim shorts, a tight white sleeveless T-shirt and cap, she looks little more than a teenager. She used to mind. Now, as she gets older, she sees the advantage of looking younger than her years. The only touches of glamour are her delicate silver earrings, in the shape of stars, which glint like sequins.


Alice unscrews the top of her water bottle. It’s warm, but she’s too thirsty to care and drinks it down in great gulps. Below, the heat haze shimmers above the dented tarmac of the road. Above her, the sky is an endless blue. The cicadas keep up their unrelenting chorus, hidden in the shade of the dry grass.


It’s her first time in the Pyrenees, although she feels very much at home. She’s been told that in the winter the jagged peaks of the Sabarthès Mountains are covered with snow. In the spring, delicate flowers of pink and mauve and white peep out from their hiding places in the great expanses of rock. In early summer, the pastures are green and speckled with yellow buttercups. But now, the sun has flattened the land into submission, turning the greens to brown. It is a beautiful place, she thinks, yet somehow an inhospitable one. It’s a place of secrets, one that has seen too much and concealed too much to be at peace with itself.


In the main camp on the lower slopes, Alice can see her colleagues standing under the big canvas awning. She can just pick out Shelagh in her trademark black outfit. She’s surprised they’ve stopped already. It’s early in the day to be taking a break, but then the whole team is a bit demoralised.


It’s painstaking and monotonous work for the most part, the digging and scraping, the cataloguing and recording, and so far they’ve turned up little of significance to justify their efforts. They’ve come across a few fragments of early medieval pots and bowls, and a couple of late twelfth-or early thirteenth-century arrowheads, but certainly no evidence of the Palaeolithic settlement which is the focus of the excavation.


Alice is tempted to go down and join her friends and colleagues and get her dressing sorted out. The cut smarts and her calves are already aching from squatting. The muscles in her shoulders are tense. But she knows that if she stops now, she’ll lose her momentum.


Hopefully, her luck’s about to change. Earlier, she’d noticed something glinting beneath a large boulder, propped against the side of the mountain, neat and tidy, almost as if it had been placed there by a giant hand. Although she can’t make out what the object is, even how big it is, she’s been digging all morning and she doesn’t think it will be much longer before she can reach it.


She knows she should fetch someone. Or at least tell Shelagh, her best friend, who is the deputy on the dig. Alice is not a trained archaeologist, just a volunteer spending some of her summer holiday doing something worthwhile. But it’s her last full day on site and she wants to prove herself. If she goes back down to the main camp now and admits she’s on to something, everybody will want to be involved, and it will no longer be her discovery.


In the days and weeks to come, Alice will look back to this moment. She will remember the quality of the light, the metallic taste of blood and dust in her mouth, and wonder at how different things might have been had she made the choice to go and not to stay. If she had played by the rules.


She drains the last drop of water from the bottle and tosses it into her rucksack. For the next hour or so, as the sun climbs higher in the sky and the temperature rises, Alice carries on working. The only sounds are the scrape of metal on rock, the whine of insects and the occasional buzz of a light aircraft in the distance. She can feel beads of sweat on her upper lip and between her breasts, but she keeps going until, finally, the gap underneath the boulder is big enough for her to slide in her hand.


Alice kneels down on the ground and leans her cheek and shoulder against the rock for support. Then, with a flutter of excitement, she pushes her fingers deep into the dark, blind earth. Straight away, she knows her instincts are right and that she’s got something worth finding. It is smooth and slimy to the touch, metal not stone. Grasping it firmly and telling herself not to expect too much, slowly, slowly she eases the object out into the light. The earth seems to shudder, reluctant to give up its treasure.


The rich, cloying smell of wet soil fills her nose and throat, although she barely notices. She is already lost in the past, captivated by the piece of history she cradles in the palms of her hands. It is a heavy, round buckle, speckled black and green with age and from its long burial. Alice rubs at it with her fingers and smiles as the silver and copper detail starts to reveal itself underneath the dirt. At first glance, it looks to be medieval too, the sort of buckle used to fasten a cloak or robe. She’s seen something like it before.


She knows the danger of jumping to conclusions or of being seduced by first impressions, yet she can’t resist imagining its owner, long dead now, who might have walked these paths. A stranger whose story she has yet to learn.


The connection is so strong and Alice is so absorbed that she doesn’t notice the boulder shifting on its base. Then something, some sixth sense, makes her look up. For a split second, the world seems to hang suspended, out of space, out of time. She is mesmerised by the ancient slab of stone as it sways and tilts, and then gracefully begins to fall towards her.


At the very last moment, the light fractures. The spell is broken. Alice throws herself out of the way, half tumbling, half slithering sideways, just in time to avoid being crushed. The boulder hits the ground with a dull thud, sending up a cloud of pale brown dust, then rolls over and over, as if in slow motion, until it comes to rest further down the mountain.


Alice clutches desperately at the bushes and scrub to stop herself slipping any further. For a moment she lies sprawled in the dirt, dizzy and disorientated. As it sinks in how very close she came to being crushed, she turns cold. Too close for comfort, she thinks. She takes a deep breath. Waits for the world to stop spinning.


Gradually, the pounding in her head dies away. The sickness in her stomach settles and everything starts to return to normal, enough for her to sit up and take stock. Her knees are grazed and streaked with blood and she’s knocked her wrist where she landed awkwardly, still clutching the buckle in her hand to protect it, but basically she’s escaped with no more than a few cuts and bruises. I’m not hurt.


She gets to her feet and dusts herself down, feeling a total idiot. She can’t believe she made such a basic mistake as not securing the boulder. Now Alice looks down to the main campsite below. She’s amazed – and relieved – that nobody in the camp seems to have seen or heard anything. She raises her hand, is about to call out to attract someone’s attention when she notices that there’s a narrow opening visible in the side of the mountain where the boulder had been standing. Like a doorway cut into the rock.


It’s said these mountains are riddled with hidden passages and caves, so she’s not surprised. And yet, Alice thinks, somehow, she knew the doorway was there, although there’s no way of telling from the outside. She knew. Guessed, more like, she tells herself.


She hesitates. Alice knows she should get somebody to come with her. It is stupid, possibly even dangerous, to go in on her own without any sort of back-up. She knows all the things that can go wrong. But she shouldn’t have been up here working on her own anyway. Shelagh doesn’t know. And besides, something is drawing her in. It feels personal. It’s her discovery.


Alice tells herself there’s no sense disturbing them all, getting their hopes up, for no reason. If there is anything worth investigating, she’ll tell someone then. She won’t do anything. She just wants to look.


I’ll only be a minute.


She climbs back up. There is a deep depression in the ground at the mouth of the cave, where the stone had stood guard. The damp earth is alive with the frantic writhing of worms and beetles exposed suddenly to the light and heat after so long. Her cap lies on the ground where it fell. Her trowel is there too, just where she left it. Alice peers into the darkness. The opening is no more than five feet high and about three feet wide and the edges are irregular and rough. It seems to be natural rather than man-made, although when she runs her fingers up and down the rock, she finds curiously smooth patches where the boulder rested.


Slowly, her eyes become accustomed to the gloom. Velvet black gives way to charcoal grey and she sees that she is looking into a long, narrow tunnel. She feels the short hairs rise on the back of her neck, as if to warn her that there is something lurking in the darkness that would be better left undisturbed. But that’s just a childish superstition and she brushes the feeling away. Alice doesn’t believe in ghosts or premonitions.


Squeezing the buckle tightly in her hand, like a talisman, she takes a deep breath and steps forward into the passageway. Straight away, the smell of long-hidden, subterranean air envelops her, filling her mouth and throat and lungs. It’s cool and damp, not the dry, poisonous gases of a sealed cave she’s been warned about, so she guesses there must be some source of fresh air. But, just in case, she rummages in the pockets of her cut-offs until she finds her lighter. She flicks it open and holds it up to the dark, double-checking that there is oxygen. The flame gutters in a breath of wind, but it does not go out.


Feeling nervous and slightly guilty, Alice wraps the buckle in a handkerchief and pushes it into her pocket, then cautiously steps forward. The light from the flame is weak, but it illuminates the path immediately in front of her, throwing shadows on the jagged grey walls.


As she moves further in, she feels the chill air curl around her bare legs and arms like a cat. She is walking downhill. She can feel the ground sloping away beneath her feet, uneven and gritty. The scrunch of the stones and gravel is loud in the confined, hushed space. She is aware of the daylight getting fainter and fainter at her back, the further and deeper she goes.


Abruptly, she does not want to go on. She does not want to be here at all. Yet there is something inevitable about it, something that is drawing her deeper into the belly of the mountain.


After another ten metres the tunnel comes to an end. Alice finds herself standing at the threshold of a cavernous enclosed chamber. She is standing on a natural stone platform. A couple of shallow, wide steps directly in front of her lead to the main area where the ground has been levelled flat and smooth. The cavern is about ten metres long and perhaps five metres wide, clearly fashioned by the hands of men rather than by nature alone. The roof is low and vaulted, like the ceiling of a crypt.


Alice stares, holding the flickering single flame higher and bothered by a curious prickling familiarity that she cannot account for. She is about to descend the steps when she notices there are letters inscribed in the stone at the top. She bends down and tries to read what is written. Only the first three words and the last letter – N or H maybe – are legible. The others have been eroded or chipped away. Alice rubs at the dirt with her fingers and says the letters out loud. The echo of her voice sounds somehow hostile and threatening in the silence.


‘P-A-S A P-A-S … Pas a pas.’


Step by step? Step by step what? A faint memory ripples across the surface of her unconscious mind, like a song long forgotten. Then it is gone.


‘Pas a pas,’ she whispers this time, but it means nothing. A prayer? A warning? Without knowing what follows, it makes no sense.


Nervous now, she straightens up and descends the steps, one by one. Curiosity fights with premonition and she feels the goosebumps on her slim bare arms, from unease or the chill of the cave, she cannot say.


Alice holds the flame high to light her way, careful not to slip or dislodge anything. At the lower level, she pauses. She takes a deep breath and then takes a step into the ebony darkness. She can just make out the back wall of the chamber.


It’s hard to be sure at this distance that it isn’t just a trick of the light or a shadow cast by the flame, but it looks as if there is a large circular pattern of lines and semi-circles painted or carved into the rock. On the floor in front of it there is a stone table, about four feet high, like an altar.


Fixing her eyes on the symbol on the wall to keep her bearings, Alice edges forward. Now she can see the pattern more clearly. It looks like some sort of labyrinth, although memory tells her that there is something not quite right about it. It’s not a true labyrinth. The lines do not lead to the centre, as they should. The pattern is wrong. Alice can’t account for why she’s so sure about this, only that she is right.


Keeping her eyes trained on the labyrinth, she moves closer, closer. Her foot knocks something hard on the ground. There is a faint, hollow thump and the sound of something rolling, as if an object has shifted out of position.


Alice looks down.


Her legs start to tremble. The pale flame in her hand flickers. Shock steals her breath. She is standing at the edge of a shallow grave, a slight depression in the ground, no more than that. In it there are two skeletons, once human, the bones picked clean by time. The blind sockets of one skull stare up at her. The other skull, kicked out of place by her foot, is lying on its side as if turning its gaze away from her.


The bodies have been laid out, side by side, to face the altar, like carvings on a tomb. They are symmetrical and perfectly in line, but there is nothing restful about the grave. No sense of peace. The cheekbones of one skull are crushed, crumpled inwards like a mask of papier mâché. Several of the ribs of the other skeleton are snapped and jut out awkwardly, like the brittle branches of a dead tree.


They cannot harm you. Determined not to give in to fear, Alice forces herself to crouch down, taking care not to disturb anything else. She runs her eyes over the grave. There is a dagger lying between the bodies, the blade dulled with age, and a few fragments of cloth. Next to it, there is a drawstring leather bag, big enough to hold a small box or a book. Alice frowns. She’s sure she’s seen something like it before, but the memory refuses to come.


The round, white object wedged between the claw-like fingers of the smaller skeleton is so small that Alice nearly misses it. Without stopping to think if it’s the right thing to do, quickly she takes her tweezers out of her pocket. She stretches down and carefully eases it out, then holds it up to the flame, softly blowing the dust away to see better.


It’s a small stone ring, plain and unremarkable, with a round, smooth face. It, too, is oddly familiar. Alice looks more closely. There’s a pattern scratched on the inside. At first, she thinks it’s a seal of some kind. Then, with a jolt, she realises. She raises her eyes to the markings on the back wall of the chamber, then back to the ring.


The patterns are identical.


Alice is not religious. She does not believe in heaven or hell, in God or the Devil, nor in the creatures that are believed to haunt these mountains. But, for the first time in her life, she is overwhelmed by a sense of being in the presence of something supernatural, something inexplicable, something bigger than her experience or comprehension. She can feel malevolence crawling over her skin, her scalp, the soles of her feet.


Her courage falters. The cave is suddenly cold. Fear catches in her throat, freezing the breath in her lungs. Alice scrambles to her feet. She should not be here in this ancient place. Now, she’s desperate to get out of the chamber, away from the evidence of violence and the smell of death, back to the safe, bright sunlight.


But she’s too late.


Above her or behind her, she cannot tell where, there are footsteps. The sound bounces around the confined space, ricochets off the rock and stone. Someone is coming.


Alice spins around in alarm, dropping the lighter. The cave is plunged into darkness. She tries to run, but she is disorientated in the dark and cannot find the way out. She stumbles. Her legs go from under her.


She falls. The ring is sent flying back into the pile of bones, where it belongs.





II



Los Seres
South-west France


A few miles to the east as the crow flies, in a lost village in the Sabarthès Mountains, a tall, thin man in a pale suit sits alone at a table of dark, highly polished wood.


The ceiling of the room is low and there are large square tiles on the floor the colour of red mountain earth, keeping it cool despite the heat outside. The shutter of the single window is closed so it is dark, except for a pool of yellow light cast by a small oil lamp, which stands on the table. Next to the lamp is a glass tumbler filled almost to the brim with a red liquid.


There are several sheets of heavy cream paper strewn across the table, each covered with line after line of neat handwriting in black ink. The room is silent, except for the scratch and draw of the pen and the chink of ice cubes against the side of the glass when he drinks. The subtle scent of alcohol and cherries. The ticking of the clock marks the passage of time as he pauses, reflects, and then writes again.


What we leave behind in this life is the memory of who we were and what we did. An imprint, no more. I have learned much. I have become wise. But have I made a difference? I cannot tell. Pas a pas, se va luènh.


I have watched the green of spring give way to the gold of summer, the copper of autumn give way to the white of winter as I have sat and waited for the fading of the light. Over and over again I have asked myself why? If I had known how it would feel to live with such loneliness, to stand, the sole witness to the endless cycle of birth and life and death, what would I have done? Alaïs, I am burdened by my solitude stretched too thin to bear. I have survived this long life with emptiness in my heart, an emptiness that over the years has spread and spread until it became bigger than my heart itself.


I have striven to keep my promises to you. The one is fulfilled, the other left undone. Until now, left undone. For some time now, I have felt you close. Our time is nearly come again. Everything points to this. Soon the cave will be opened. I feel the truth of this all around me. And the book, safe for so long, will be found also.


The man pauses and reaches for his glass. His eyes are smudged with memory, but the Guignolet is strong and sweet and it revives him.


I have found her. At last. And I wonder, if I place the book in her hands, will it feel familiar? Is the memory of it written in her blood and her bones? Will she remember how the cover shimmers and shifts its colour? If she undoes the ties and opens it, careful so as not to damage the dry and brittle vellum, will she remember the words echoing back down the centuries?


I pray that at last, as my long days draw to a close, I will have the chance to put right what once I did ill, that I will at last learn the truth. The truth will set me free.


The man sits back in his chair and puts his hands, speckled brown with age, flat on the table in front of him. The chance to know, after so very long, what happened at the end.


It is all he wants.





III



Chartres
Northern France


Later that same day, six hundred miles to the north, another man stands in a dimly lit passageway under the streets of Chartres, waiting for the ceremony to begin.


His palms are sweaty, his mouth is dry and he’s aware of every nerve, every muscle in his body, even the pulse in the veins at his temples. He feels self-conscious and lightheaded, although whether this is down to nerves and anticipation or the after-effects of the wine, he can’t tell. The unfamiliar white cotton robes hang heavy on his shoulders and the ropes made out of twisted hemp rest awkwardly on his bony hips. He steals a quick glance at the two figures standing in silence on either side of him, but their hoods conceal their faces. He can’t tell if they are as edgy as he or if they have been through the ritual many times before. They’re dressed the same, except their robes are gold rather than white and they have shoes on their feet. His feet are bare and the flagstones are cold.


High above the hidden network of tunnels, the bells of the great Gothic cathedral begin to chime. He feels the men beside him stiffen. It’s the signal they’ve been waiting for. Immediately, he drops his head and tries to focus on the moment.


‘Je suis prêt,’ he mumbles, more to reassure himself than as a statement of fact. Neither of his companions reacts in any way.


As the final reverberation of the bells fades to silence, the acolyte on his left steps forward and, with a stone partially concealed in the palm of his hand, strikes five times on the massive door. From inside comes the answer. ‘Dintrar.’ Enter.


The man half thinks he recognises the woman’s voice, but he has no time to guess from where or from when, because already the door is opening to reveal the chamber that he has waited so long to see.


Keeping step with one another, the three figures walk slowly forward. He’s rehearsed this and knows what to expect, knows what is required of him, although he feels a little unsteady on his feet. The room is hot after the chill of the corridor and it is dark. The only light comes from the candles arranged in the alcoves and on the altar itself, setting shadows dancing on the floor.


Adrenaline is coursing through his body, although he feels strangely detached from the proceedings. When the door falls shut behind him, he jumps.


The four senior attendants stand to the north, south, east and west of the chamber. He desperately wants to raise his eyes and take a better look, but he forces himself to keep his head down and his face hidden, as he has been instructed. He can sense the two rows of initiates lining the long sides of the rectangular chamber, six on each side. He can feel the heat of their bodies and hear the rise and fall of their breathing, even though nobody is moving and nobody speaks.


He’s memorised the layout from the papers he was given and as he walks towards the sepulchre in the middle of the chamber, he’s aware of their eyes on his back. He wonders if he knows any of them. Business colleagues, other people’s wives, anybody might be a member. He can’t help a faint smile reaching his lips, as he allows himself for a moment to fantasise about the difference his acceptance into the society will make.


He’s brought sharply back to the present when he stumbles and nearly falls over the kneeling stone at the base of the sepulchre. The chamber is smaller than he imagined from the plan, more confined and claustrophobic. He had expected the distance between the door and the stone to be greater.


As he kneels down on the stone there is a sharp intake of breath from someone close to him, and he wonders why. His heart starts to beat faster and when he glances down he sees that his knuckles are white. Embarrassed, he clasps his hands together, before remembering and letting his arms drop to his sides, where they are supposed to be.


There is a slight dip in the centre of the stone, which is hard and cold on his knees through the thin material of his robe. He shuffles slightly, trying to get into an easier position. The discomfort gives him something to focus on and he is grateful for that. He still feels dizzy and he’s finding it difficult to concentrate or to recall the order in which things are supposed to happen, even though he’s gone over it time and time again in his mind.


A bell begins to ring inside the chamber, a high, thin note; a low chanting accompanies it, soft at first, but quickly growing louder as more voices join in. Fragments of words and phrases reverberate through his head: montanhas, mountains; noblesa, nobility; libres, books; graal, grail …


The Priestess steps down from the high altar and walks through the chamber. He can just make out the soft shuffle of her feet and imagines how her golden robe will be shimmering and swaying in the flickering light of the candles. This is the moment he has been waiting for.


‘Je suis prêt,’ he repeats under his breath. This time he means it.


The Priestess comes to a standstill in front of him. He can smell her perfume, subtle and light under the heady aroma of the incense. He catches his breath as she leans down and takes his hand. Her fingers are cool and manicured and a shot of electricity, almost of desire, shoots up his arm as she presses something small and round into the palm of his hand, then closes his fingers over it. Now he wants – more than anything he’s ever wanted in his life – to look at her face. But he keeps his eyes down on the ground, as he has been told to do.


The four senior attendants leave their positions and move to join the Priestess. His head is tipped back, gently, and a thick, sweet liquid slides between his lips. It is what he is expecting and he makes no resistance. As the warmth sweeps through his body he holds up his arms and his companions slip a golden mantle over his shoulders. The ritual is familiar to the witnesses and yet he can sense their unease.


Suddenly, he feels as if there is an iron band around his neck, crushing his windpipe. His hands fly up to his throat as he struggles for breath. He tries to call out, but the words won’t come. The high thin note of the bell starts to toll once more, steady and persistent, drowning him out. A wave of nausea sweeps through him. He thinks he’s going to pass out and clutches the object in his hand for comfort, so hard that his nails split open the soft flesh of his palm. The sharp pain helps him not to fall. He now understands that the hands on his shoulders are not comforting. They are not supporting him, but holding him down. Another wave of nausea overwhelms him and the stone seems to shift and slide beneath him.


Now his eyes are swimming and he cannot focus properly, but he can see that the Priestess has a knife, though he has no idea how the silver blade came to be in her hand. He tries to stand, but the drug is too strong and has already taken his strength from him. He no longer has control over his arms or legs.


‘Non!’ he tries to shout, but it is too late.


At first, he thinks he’s been punched between the shoulders, nothing more. Then a dull ache starts to seep through his body. Something warm and smooth is trickling slowly down his back.


Without warning, the hands let him go and he falls forward, crumpling like a rag doll as the floor comes up to meet him. He feels no pain as his head hits the ground, which is somehow cool and soothing against his skin. Now, all noise and confusion and fear are fading away. His eyes flicker shut. He is no longer aware of anything other than her voice, which seems to be coming from a long way away.


‘Une leçon. Pour tous,’ she seems to be saying, although that makes no sense.


In his last fractured moments of consciousness, the man accused of giving away secrets, condemned for talking when he should have kept silent, holds the coveted object tight in his hand until his grip on life slips away and the small grey disc, no bigger than a coin, rolls on to the floor.


On one side of it are the letters NV. On the other is an engraving of a labyrinth.





IV



Pic de Soularac
Sabarthès Mountains


For a moment, everything is silent.


Then the darkness melts. Alice is no longer in the cave. She is floating in a white, weightless world, transparent and peaceful and silent.


She is free. Safe.


Alice has the sensation of slipping out of time, as if she is falling from one dimension into another. The line between the past and present is fading now in this timeless, endless space.


Then, like a trap door beneath the gallows, Alice feels a sudden jerk, then a drop and she is plummeting down through the open sky, falling, falling down towards the wooded mountainside. The brisk air whistles in her ears as she plunges, faster, harder, towards the ground.


The moment of impact never comes. There’s no splintering of bone against the slate-grey flint and rock. Instead, Alice hits the ground running, stumbling along a steep, rough woodland track between two columns of high trees. They are dense and tall and tower above her so she can’t see what lies beyond.


Too fast.


Alice grabs at the branches as if they will slow her, stop this headlong flight towards this unknown place, but her hands go straight through as if she’s a ghost or a spirit. Clumps of tiny leaves come away in her hands, like hair from a brush. She cannot feel them, but the sap stains the tips of her fingers green. She puts them up to her face, to breathe in their subtle, sour scent. She cannot smell them either.


Alice has a stitch in her side, but she cannot stop because there is something behind her, getting steadily closer. The path is sloping sharply beneath her feet. She is aware that the crunch of dried root and stone has replaced the soft earth, moss and twigs. Still, there is no sound. No birds singing, no voices calling, nothing but her own ragged breathing. The path twists and coils back on itself, sending her scuttling this way and that, until she rounds the corner and sees the silent wall of flame which blocks the path ahead. A pillar of twisting fire, white and gold and red, folding in on itself, its shape ever shifting.


Instinctively, Alice puts up her hands to shield her face from the fierce heat, although she cannot feel it. She can see faces trapped within the dancing flames, the mouths contorted in silent agony as the fire caresses and burns.


Alice tries to stop. She must stop. Her feet are bleeding and torn, her long skirts wet, slowing her down, but her pursuer is hard at her heels and something beyond her control is driving her on into the fatal embrace of the fire.


She has no choice but to jump, to avoid being consumed by the flames. She spirals up into the air like a wisp of smoke, floating high above the yellows and oranges. The wind seems to carry her up, releasing her from the earth.


Someone is calling her name, a woman’s voice, although she pronounces it strangely.


Alaïs.


She is safe. Free.


Then, the familiar clutch of cold fingers on her ankles, shackling her to the ground. No, not fingers, chains. Now Alice realises she is holding something in her hands, a book, held together with leather ties. She understands that it is this that he wants. What they want. It is the loss of this book that makes them angry.


If only she could speak she could perhaps strike a bargain. But her head is empty of words and her mouth incapable of speech. She lashes out, kicks to escape, but she is caught. The iron grip on her legs is too strong. She starts to scream as she is dragged back down into the fire, but there is only silence.


She screams again, feeling her voice struggling deep inside her to be heard. This time, the sound reaches her. Alice feels the real world rushing back. Sound, light, smell, touch, the metallic taste of blood in her mouth. Until, for a fraction of a second, she pauses, enveloped suddenly by a translucent cold. It is not the familiar chill of the cave, but something different, intense and bright. Within it, Alice can just make out the fleeting outline of a face, beautiful, indistinct. The same voice is calling her name once more.


Alaïs.


Calling for the last time. It is the voice of a friend. Not someone who means her harm. Alice struggles to open her eyes, knowing that if she could see, she could understand. She cannot. Not quite.


The dream is starting to fade, setting her free.


It’s time to wake up. I must wake up.


Now there’s another voice in her head, different from the first. The feeling is coming back to her arms and legs, her grazed knees that sting and her scuffed skin sore where she fell. She can feel the rough grip on her shoulder, shaking her back to life.


‘Alice! Alice, wake up!’





THE CITÉ
ON THE HILL






CHAPTER 1



Carcassona


JULHET 1209


Alaïs jolted awake, bolt upright, her eyes wide open. Fear fluttered in her chest, as a bird caught in a net struggles to be free. She pressed her hand against her ribs to still her beating heart.


For a moment, she was neither asleep nor awake, as if some part of her had been left behind in the dream. She felt she was floating, looking down on herself from a great height, like the stone gargoyles that grimaced at passers-by from the roof of the cathedral church of Sant-Nasari.


The room came back into focus. She was safe in her own bed, in the Château Comtal. Gradually, her eyes became accustomed to the dark. She was safe from the thin, darkeyed people who haunted her at night, their sharp fingers clawing and pulling at her. They cannot reach me now. The language carved in the stones, more pictures than words, which meant nothing to her, all vanished like wisps of smoke in the autumn air. The fire too had faded, leaving only a memory in her mind.


A premonition? Or a nightmare only?


She had no way of knowing. She was afraid of knowing.


Alaïs reached for the night-curtains, which were hung around the bed, as if by touching something substantial she would feel less transparent and insubstantial herself. The worn cloth, filled with the dust and familiar smells of the castle, was reassuringly coarse between her fingers.


Night after night, the same dream. All through her childhood, when she had woken in terror in the dark, her face white and wet with tears, her father had been at her bedside, watching over her as if she was a son. As each candle burned down and another was lit, he whispered of his adventures in the Holy Land. He told her of the endless seas of the desert, the curve and sweep of the mosques and the call to prayer of the Saracen faithful. He described the aromatic spices, the vivid colours and the peppery taste of the food. The terrible brilliance of the blood-red sun as it set over Jerusalem.


For many years, in those hollow hours between dusk and dawn, as her sister lay sleeping beside her, her father had talked and talked, setting her demons to flight. He had not allowed the black cowls or the Catholic priests to come near, with their superstitions and false symbols.


His words had saved her.


‘Guilhem?’ she whispered.


Her husband was deeply asleep, his arms flung out claiming ownership of most of the bed. His long dark hair, smelling of smoke and wine and the stables, was fanned across the pillow. Moonlight fell through the open window, the shutter pinned back to let the cool night air into the chamber. In the gathering light, Alaïs could see the shadow of rough growth on his chin. The chain Guilhem wore around his neck shimmered and glinted as he shifted position in his sleep.


Alaïs wanted him to wake and tell her that everything was all right, that she didn’t have to be afraid any more. But he did not stir and it did not occur to her to wake him. Fearless in all other things, she was inexperienced in the ways of marriage and cautious with him still, so she contented herself with running her fingers down his smooth, tanned arms and across his shoulders, firm and broad from the hours spent practising with sword and quintain for the Joust. Alaïs could feel the life moving beneath his skin even as he slept. And when she remembered how they had spent the early part of the night, she blushed, even though there was no one there to see.


Alaïs was overwhelmed by the sensations Guilhem aroused in her. She delighted in the way her heart leapt when she caught unexpected sight of him, the way the ground shifted beneath her feet when he smiled at her. At the same time, she did not like the feeling of powerlessness. She feared love was making her weak, giddy. She did not doubt she loved Guilhem and yet she knew she was keeping a little of herself back.


Alaïs sighed. All she could hope was that, with time, it would become easier.


There was something in the quality of the light, black fading to grey, and the occasional hint of birdsong from the trees in the courtyard, which told her that dawn was not far away. She knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep now.


Alaïs slipped out between the curtains and tiptoed across to the wardrobe that stood in the far corner of the chamber. The flagstones were cold under her feet and the rush matting scratched her toes. She opened the lid, removed the lavender bag from the top of the pile, and took out a plain, dark green dress. Shivering a little, she stepped into it, threading her arms into the narrow sleeves. She pulled the material, slightly damp, over her undershift, then fastened the girdle tightly.


Alaïs was seventeen and had been married for six months, but she had not yet acquired the softness and sway of a woman. The dress hung shapelessly on her narrow frame, as if it didn’t belong to her. Steadying herself with her hand on the table, she pushed her feet into soft leather slippers and took her favourite red cloak from the back of the chair. Its edges and hem were embroidered with an intricate blue and green pattern of squares and diamonds, interspersed with tiny yellow flowers, which she had designed herself for her wedding day. It had taken her weeks and weeks to sew. All through November and December she had worked at it, her fingers growing sore and stiff with cold as she hurried to have it finished in time.


Alaïs turned her attention to her panièr, which stood on the floor beside the wardrobe. She checked her herb pouch and purse were there, together with the strips of cloth for wrapping plants and roots and her tools for digging and cutting. Finally, she fixed her cloak firmly at her neck with a ribbon, slipped her knife into its sheath at her waist, pulled her hood up over her head to cover her long, unbraided hair, then quietly crept across the chamber and out into the deserted corridor. The door closed with a thud behind her.


It was not yet Prime, so there was nobody about in the living quarters. Alaïs walked quickly along the corridor, her cloak swishing softly against the stone floor, heading for the steep, narrow stairs. She stepped over a serving boy slumped asleep against a wall outside the door to the room her sister Oriane shared with her husband.


As she descended lower, the sound of voices floated up to meet her from the kitchens in the basement. The servants were already hard at work. Alaïs heard a slap, closely followed by a yell, as an unlucky boy started the day with the cook’s heavy hand on the back of his head.


A scullion came staggering towards her, struggling with a massive half-barrel of water he had drawn from the well.


Alaïs smiled. ‘Bonjorn.’


‘Bonjorn, Dame,’ he answered cautiously.


‘Here,’ she said, going down the stairs before him to open the door.


‘Mercé, Dame,’ he said, a little less timid now. ‘Grand mercé.’


The kitchen was alive with hustle and bustle. Great billows of steam were already rising from the huge payrola, the cauldron, hanging on a hook over the open fire. An older servant took the water from the scullion, emptied it into the pot, and then shoved the barrel back at him without saying a word. The boy rolled his eyes at Alaïs as he headed out and back up to the well once more.


Capons, lentils and cabbage in sealed earthenware jars stood waiting to be cooked on the big table in the centre of the room, together with pots containing salt mullet, eel and pike. At one end were fogaça puddings in cloth bags, goose paté and slabs of salted pork. At the other, trays of raisins, quinces, figs and cherries. A boy of nine or ten was standing with his elbows propped on the table, the scowl on his face making it clear how much he was looking forward to another hot and sweaty day at the turnspit, watching the meat roast. Next to the hearth, the brushwood was burning fiercely inside the dome-shaped bread oven. The first batch of pan de blat, wheat bread, was already standing on the table to cool. The smell made Alaïs hungry.


‘May I have one of those?’


The cook looked up, furious at the intrusion of a woman into his kitchen. Then he saw who it was and his badtempered face creased into a cock-eyed smile revealing a row of rotten teeth.


‘Dame Alaïs,’ he said with delight, wiping his hands on his apron. ‘Benvenguda. What an honour! You’ve not come to visit us for quite some time. We’ve missed you.’


‘Jacques,’ she said warmly. ‘I wouldn’t want to get in your way.’


‘In my way, you!’ he laughed. ‘How could you ever be in my way?’ As a child, Alaïs had spent a great deal of time in the kitchen, watching and learning, the only girl Jacques had ever allowed across the threshold into his male domain. ‘Now, Dame Alaïs, what can I get you?’


‘Just a little bread, Jacques, some wine too, if you can spare it?’


A frown appeared on his face.


‘Forgive me, but you’re not going down to the river? Not at this time of day, unaccompanied? A lady of your position … it’s not even light. I hear things, stories of …’


Alaïs laid a hand on his arm. ‘You are kind to concern yourself, Jacques, and I know you have my best interests at heart, but I will be fine. I give you my word. It’s nearly dawn. I know exactly where I’m going. I’ll be there and back before anyone even notices I’ve gone, really.’


‘Does your father know?’


She put a conspiratorial finger to her lips. ‘You know what he does not, but please, keep it our secret. I will take great care.’


Jacques looked far from convinced, but feeling he’d said as much as he dared, he did not argue. He walked slowly over to the table and wrapped a round loaf in a white linen cloth and ordered a scullion to fetch a jar of wine. Alaïs watched, feeling a tug at her heart. He was moving more slowly these days and he was limping heavily on his left side.


‘Is your leg still giving you difficulty?’


‘Not much,’ he lied.


‘I can dress it for you later, if you like. It doesn’t look as if that cut is healing as it should.’


‘It’s not so bad.’


‘Did you use the ointment I made for you?’ she asked, knowing from the expression on his face that he had not.


Jacques spread his podgy hands in a gesture of surrender. ‘There is so much to do, Dame – all these extra guests, hundreds once you count the servants, écuyers, grooms, ladies-in-waiting, not to mention the consuls and their families. And so many things are difficult to find these days. Why only yesterday, I sent—’


‘That’s all very well, Jacques,’ said Alaïs, ‘but your leg won’t get better on its own. The cut’s too deep.’


She suddenly realised that the noise level had dropped. She glanced up to see the entire kitchen was eavesdropping on their conversation. The younger boys were propped on their elbows at the table, staring open-mouthed at the sight of their quick-tempered master being told off. And by a woman.


Pretending not to notice, Alaïs dropped her voice.


‘Why don’t I return later to do it, in return for this?’ She patted the loaf. ‘It can be our second secret, oc? A fair exchange?’


For a moment, she thought she had been overfamiliar and presumed too much. But, after a moment’s hesitation, Jacques grinned.


‘Ben,’ she said. Good. ‘I will come back when the sun is high and see to it. Dins d’abord.’ Soon.


As Alaïs left the kitchen and climbed back up the stairs, she heard Jacques bellowing at everybody to stop gawping and get back to work, pretending the interruption had never happened. She smiled.


Everything was as it should be.


Alaïs pulled open the heavy door that led into the main courtyard and stepped out into the newborn day.


The leaves of the elm tree that stood in the centre of the enclosed courtyard, under which Viscount Trencavel dispensed justice, looked black against the fading night. Its branches were alive with larks and wrens, their voices warbling shrill and clear in the dawn.


Raymond-Roger Trencavel’s grandfather had built the Château Comtal, more than a hundred years ago, as the seat from which to rule his expanding territories. His lands stretched from Albi in the north and Narbonne in the south, to Béziers in the east and Carcassonne in the west.


The Château was constructed around a large rectangular courtyard and incorporated, on the western side, the remains of an older castle. It was part of the reinforcement of the western section of the fortified walls that enclosed the Cité, a ring of solid stone that towered high above the river Aude and the northern marshlands beyond.


The donjon, where the consuls met and significant documents were signed, was in the south-west corner of the courtyard and well guarded. In the dim light, Alaïs could see something propped against the outside wall. She looked harder and realised it was a dog, curled up asleep on the ground. A couple of boys, perched like crows on the edge of the goose pen, were trying to wake the animal up by flicking stones at it. In the stillness, she could hear the regular dull thud, thud of their heels banging against the wooden railings.


There were two ways in and out of the Château Comtal. The wide arched West Gate gave directly on to the grassy slopes that led to the walls and was mostly kept closed. The Eastern Gate, small and narrow, was tucked between two high gate towers and led straight into the streets of the Ciutat, the Cité, itself.


Communication between the upper and lower floors of the gatehouse towers was only possible by means of wooden ladders and a series of trap doors. As a girl, one of her favourite games was to scramble up and down between the levels with the boys from the kitchen, trying to evade the guards. Alaïs was fast. She always won.


Pulling her cloak tightly about her, she walked briskly across the courtyard. Once the curfew bell had rung, the gates barred for the night and the guard set, nobody was supposed to pass without her father’s authorisation. Although not a consul, Bertrand Pelletier occupied a unique and favoured position in the household. Few dared disobey him.


He had always disliked her habit of slipping out of the Cité in the early morning. These days, he was even more adamant that she should stay within the walls of the Château at night. She assumed her husband felt the same, although Guilhem had never said so. But it was only in the stillness and anonymity of the dawn, free from the restrictions and limitations of the household, that Alaïs felt really herself. Nobody’s daughter, nobody’s sister, nobody’s wife. Deep down, she had always believed her father understood. Much as she disliked disobeying him, she did not want to give up these moments of freedom.


Most of the night-watch turned a blind eye to her comings and goings. Or, at least they had. Since rumours of war had started to circulate, the garrison had become more cautious. On the surface, life went on much the same and although refugees arrived in the Cité from time to time, their tales of attacks or religious persecution seemed to Alaïs nothing out of the ordinary. Raiders who appeared from nowhere and struck like summer lightning before passing on were facts of existence for any who lived outside the safety of a fortified village or town. The reports seemed no different, neither more nor less, than usual.


Guilhem didn’t seem particularly perturbed by the whisperings of a conflict, at least not so far as she could tell. He never talked to her of such things. Oriane, however, claimed that a French army of Crusaders and churchmen was making ready to attack the lands of the Pays d’Oc. Moreover, she said the campaign was supported by the Pope and the French King. Alaïs knew from experience that much of what Oriane said was intended only to upset her. Nonetheless her sister often seemed to know things before anybody else in the household and there was no denying the fact that the number of messengers coming in and out of the Château was increasing by the day. It was also undeniable that the lines on their father’s face were deeper and darker, the hollows of his cheeks more pronounced.


The sirjans d’arms on guard at the Eastern Gate were alert, although their eyes were rimmed with red after a long night. Their square silver helmets were pushed high on their heads and their chain-mail coats were dull in the pale dawn light. With their shields slung wearily across their shoulders and their swords sheathed, they looked more ready for bed than battle.


As she got closer, Alaïs was relieved to recognise Bérenger. When he identified her, he grinned and bowed his head.


‘Bonjorn, Dame Alaïs. You’re up and about early.’


She smiled. ‘I couldn’t sleep.’


‘Can’t that husband of yours think of something to fill your nights?’ said the other with a lewd wink. His face was pockmarked and the nails on his fingers were bitten and bleeding. His breath smelt of stale food and ale.


Alaïs ignored him. ‘How is your wife, Bérenger?’


‘Well, Dame. Quite back to her usual self.’


‘And your son?’


‘Bigger by the day. He’ll eat us out of house and hearth if we don’t watch out!’


‘Clearly following in his father’s footsteps!’ she said, poking his ample belly.


‘That’s exactly what my wife says.’


‘Send her my best wishes, Bérenger, will you?’


‘She will be grateful to be remembered, Dame.’ He paused. ‘I suppose you want me to let you through?’


‘I’m only going out into the Ciutat, maybe the river. I won’t be long.’


‘We’re not supposed to let anybody through,’ growled his companion. ‘Intendant Pelletier’s orders.’


‘Nobody asked you,’ snapped Bérenger. ‘It’s not that, Dame,’ he said, dropping his voice. ‘But you know how things are at present. What if something was to happen to you and it came out that it was I who let you pass, your father would—’


Alaïs put her hand on his arm. ‘I know, I know,’ she said softly. ‘But really there’s no need to worry. I can take care of myself. Besides …’ – she let her eyes slide sideways to the other guard, who was now picking his nose and wiping his fingers on his sleeve – ‘what trials I might face at the river could hardly be worse than those you endure here!’


Bérenger laughed. ‘Promise me you will be careful, è?’


Alaïs nodded, opening her cloak a fraction to show him the hunting knife at her waist. ‘I will. I give you my word.’


There were two doors to negotiate. Bérenger unbolted them in turn, then lifted the heavy beam of oak securing the outer door and pulled it open just wide enough for Alaïs to slip through. Smiling her thanks, she ducked under his arm and stepped out into the world.





CHAPTER 2



Alaïs felt her heart lift as she emerged from the shadows between the gate towers. She was free. For a while at least.


A moveable wooden walkway linked the gatehouse to the flat stone bridge that connected the Château Comtal to the streets of Carcassona. The grass in the dry moat way beneath the bridge was glistening with dew in the shimmering purple light. There was still a moon, although it was fading against the gathering dawn.


Alaïs walked quickly, her cloak leaving swirling patterns in the dust, wanting to avoid questions from the guards on duty on the far side. She was lucky. They were slumbering at their posts and did not see her pass. She hurried over the open ground and ducked into a network of narrow alleyways, heading for a postern by the Tour du Moulin d’Avar, the oldest part of the walls. The gate gave straight on to the vegetable gardens and faratjals, the pastures that occupied the land surrounding the Cité and the northern suburb of Sant-Vicens. At this time of day, it was the quickest way down to the river without being seen.


Holding up her skirts, Alaïs picked her way carefully through the evidence of another riotous night in the taberna Sant Joan dels Evangèlis. Bruised apples, halfeaten pears, gnawed meat bones and shattered ale pots lay discarded in the dirt. A little further along, a beggar was huddled asleep in a doorway, his arm resting along the back of a huge, bedraggled old dog. Three men were slumped against the well, grunting and snoring loud enough to drown out the birds.


The sentry on duty at the postern was miserable, coughing and spluttering and wrapped up in his cloak so that only the tip of his nose and his eyebrows were visible. He didn’t want to be disturbed. At first he refused to acknowledge her presence. Alaïs dug into her purse and produced a coin. Without even looking at her, he snatched it with a filthy hand, tested it between his teeth, then shot the bolts and opened the postern gate a crack to let her slide through.


The path down to the barbican was steep and rocky. It ran between the two high, protective wooden palisade walls and it was hard to see anything. But Alaïs had taken this route out of the Cité many times, knew every dip and rise of the land, and she climbed down without difficulty. She skirted the foot of the squat, round wooden tower, following the path of the fast-flowing water where it sped, like a mill race, through the barbican.


The brambles scratched sharp at her legs and the thorns snagged her dress. By the time she reached the bottom, the hem of her cloak was a deep crimson and soaking wet from skimming the grass. The tips of her leather slippers were stained dark.


Alaïs felt her spirits soar the moment she stepped out of the shadow of the palisade into the wide, open world. In the distance, a white July mist was hovering above the Montagne Noire. The breaking sky on the horizon was slashed through with pink and purple.


As she stood looking out over the perfect patchwork of fields of barley, corn and wheat and the woodlands that stretched further than her eye could see, Alaïs felt the presence of the past all around her, embracing her. Spirits, friends and ghosts who held out their hands and whispered of their lives, and shared their secrets with her. They connected her to all those who had stood on this hill before – and all who were yet to stand here – dreaming of what life might hold.


Alaïs had never travelled beyond Viscount Trencavel’s lands. She found it hard to picture the grey cities of the north, Paris, Amiens or Chartres, where her mother had been born. They were just names, words with no colour or warmth, as harsh as the language, the langue d’oïl, they spoke there. But even though she had little to compare it with, she could not believe that anywhere else was as beautiful as the enduring, timeless landscape of Carcassona.


Alaïs set off down the hill, weaving her way through the scrub and the coarse bushes until she reached the flat marshlands on the southern banks of the river Aude. Her sodden skirts kept twisting themselves around the backs of her legs and she stumbled from time to time. She felt uneasy, she realised, watchful, and was walking faster than usual. It wasn’t that Jacques or Bérenger had alarmed her, she told herself. They were always anxious on her behalf. But today she felt isolated and vulnerable.


Her hand moved to the dagger at her waist as she remembered the story of the merchant who claimed to have seen a wolf on the opposite bank, just last week. Everybody thought he was exaggerating. At this time of year, it was probably just a fox or a wild dog. But now she was out here on her own, the tale seemed more believable. The cold hilt was reassuring.


For a moment, Alaïs was tempted to turn back. Do not be so cowardly. She carried on. Once or twice she turned, startled, by noises nearby that turned out to be no more than the flapping of a bird’s wing or the slither and splash of a yellow river eel in the shallows.


Gradually, as she followed her familiar path, her nerves melted away. The river Aude was wide and shallow, with several tributaries leading off it, like veins on the back of a hand. A dawn mist shimmered translucent above the surface of the water. During the winter, the river flowed fast and furiously, swollen by the icy streams from the mountains. But it had been a dry summer so the water was low and still. The salt mills barely moved in the current. Secured to the banks by thick ropes, they formed a wooden spine up the centre of the river.


It was too early for the flies and mosquitoes that would hover like black clouds over the pools as the heat intensified, so Alaïs took the shortcut over the mud flats. The path was marked by little heaps of white stones to keep people from slipping into the treacherous sludge. She followed it carefully until she arrived at the edge of the woods that lay immediately below the western section of the Cité walls.


Her destination was a small, secluded glade, where the best plants grew in the partially shaded shallows. As soon as she reached the shelter of the trees, Alaïs slowed her pace and began to enjoy herself. She pushed aside the tendrils of ivy that overhung her path and breathed in the rich, earthy smell of leaf and moss.


Although there was no sign of human activity, the wood was alive with colour and sound. The air was filled with the shriek and twitter of starlings, wrens and linnets. Twigs and leaves crackled and snapped beneath her feet. Rabbits scampered through the undergrowth, their white tails bobbing as they dived for cover among the clusters of yellow, purple and blue summer flowers. High in the spreading branches of the pines, red-coated squirrels cracked the cones’ shells apart, sending thin, aromatic needles showering down on the ground below.


Alaïs was hot by the time she arrived at the glade, a small island of land with an open space that led down to the river. With relief, she put down her panièr, rubbing the inside of her elbow where the handle had cut into her skin. She removed her heavy cloak and hung it over a lowhanging branch of a white willow, before wiping her face and neck with a handkerchief. She put the wine in the hollow of a tree to keep it cool.


The sheer walls of the Château Comtal loomed high above her. The distinctive tall, thin outline of the Tour Pinte was silhouetted against the pale sky. Alaïs wondered if her father was awake, already sitting with the Viscount in his private chambers. Her eyes drifted to the left of the watchtower, seeking out her own window. Was Guilhem still sleeping? Or had he woken to find her gone?


It always amazed her, when she looked up through the green canopy of leaves, that the Cité was so close. Two different worlds thrown into sharp relief. There, in the streets and the corridors of the Château Comtal, all was noise and activity. There was no peace. Down here, in the realm of the creatures of the woods and marshlands, a deep and timeless silence reigned.


It was here that she felt at home.


Alaïs eased off her leather slippers. The grass was deliciously cool between her toes, still wet with early morning dew, and tickled the soles of her feet. In the pleasure of the moment, all thoughts of the Cité and the household were driven from her mind.


She carried her tools down to the water’s edge. A clump of angelica was growing in the shallows at the river’s edge. Their strong fluted stems looked like a line of toy soldiers standing to attention in the muddy ground. Their bright green leaves – some bigger than her hand – threw a faint shadow over the water.


Nothing was better than angelica for purifying the blood and protecting against infection. Her friend and mentor, Esclarmonde, had drummed it into her how essential it was to gather ingredients for poultices, medicines and remedies wherever and whenever she found them. Even if the Cité was free from infection today, who could say what tomorrow would bring. Disease or illness could take hold at any time. Like everything Esclarmonde told her, it was good advice.


Rolling up her sleeves, Alaïs slipped the sheath round until the knife was lying flat against her back and wouldn’t be in the way. She twisted her hair into a plait to stop it falling over her face as she worked, then tucked the skirts of her dress into her girdle before stepping into the river. The sudden cold on her ankles brought her skin out in goosebumps and made her draw breath.


Alaïs dipped the strips of cloth into the water and laid them out in a row along the bank, then she started to dig at the roots with her trowel. It wasn’t long before the first plant came free from the riverbed with a slurp. Dragging it up on to the bank, she used her small axe to cut it into different sections. She wrapped the roots in the cloth and laid them flat at the bottom of the panièr, then wrapped the small, yellow-green flowers, with their distinctive peppery aroma, in a separate cloth in her leather pouch. She discarded the leaves and the rest of the stems before going back into the water and starting the process again. Pretty soon, her hands were stained green and her arms smeared with mud.


Once she had harvested all the angelica, Alaïs looked around to see if there was anything else she could make use of. A little further upstream she spotted comfrey, with its strange, telltale leaves that grew down into the stem itself, and its lopsided clusters of bell-shaped pink and purple flowers. Comfrey, or knitbone as most called it, was good for reducing bruising and helping skin and bone to mend. Postponing her breakfast for just a while longer, Alaïs took her tools and got back to work, only stopping when the panièr was full and she had used up every strip of cloth.


Carrying her basket back up the bank, she sat down under the trees and stretched her legs in front of her. Her back, shoulders and fingers were stiff, but she felt pleased with what she’d achieved. She leaned over and took Jacques’s jar of wine from the hollow. The stopper came loose with a gentle pop. Alaïs shivered a little as the cool liquid trickled over her tongue and down her throat. Then she unwrapped the fresh bread and tore a large chunk out of it. It tasted of a strange combination of wheat, salt, river water and weed, but she was ravenous. It was as good a meal as she had ever eaten.


The sky was now a pale blue, the colour of forget-menots. Alaïs knew she must have been gone for some time. But as she watched the golden sunlight dancing on the surface of the water and felt the breath of the wind on her skin, she was reluctant to return to the busy, noisy streets of Carcassonne and the crowded spaces of the household. Telling herself a few moments more couldn’t hurt, Alaïs lay back on the grass and closed her eyes.


The sound of a bird screeching overhead woke her.


Alaïs sat up with a start. As she looked up through the quilt of dappled leaves, she couldn’t remember where she was. Then everything flooded back.


She scrambled to her feet in a panic. The sun was now high in a sky empty of clouds. She’d been gone too long. By now, she was sure to have been missed.


Rushing to pack her things away as quickly as possible, Alaïs gave her muddy tools a cursory wash in the river and sprinkled water over the strips of linen to keep the cuttings moist. She was about to turn away when her eye was caught by something tangled in the reeds. It looked like a tree stump or a log. Alaïs shielded her eyes from the sun, wondering how she had missed it before.


It was moving too fluidly, too languidly in the current to be something as solid as bark or wood. Alaïs edged closer.


Now, she could see it was a piece of heavy, dark material, puffed up by the water. After a moment’s hesitation, her curiosity got the better of her and she ventured back into the water, this time wading beyond the shallows into the deeper water that flowed fast and dark in the centre of the river. The further she went, the colder it got. Alaïs struggled to keep her balance. She dug her toes deep into the squelching mud as the water splashed up against her thin, white thighs and skirts.


Just past the halfway mark, she stopped, her heart pounding and her palms suddenly greasy with fear now she could see more clearly.


‘Payre Sant.’ Holy Father. The words leapt unbidden to her lips.


The body of a man was floating face down in the water, his cloak billowing out around him. Alaïs swallowed hard. He was wearing a high-collared coat of brown velvet, trimmed with black silk ribbon and edged with gold thread. She could see the glint of a gold chain or bracelet under the water. The man’s head was bare, so she could see his hair was curly and black, tinged with flecks of grey. He seemed to be wearing something around his neck, a crimson braid of some sort, a ribbon.


She took a step closer. Her first thought was that he must have lost his footing in the dark, slipped into the river and drowned. She was about to reach out when something about the way his head was lolling in the water stayed her hand. She took a deep breath, transfixed by the bloated corpse. She’d seen a drowned man once before. Swollen and distorted, the sailor’s blotched skin had been tinged with blue and purple, like a fading bruise. This was different, wrong.


This man looked as if the life had already left him before he went into the water. His lifeless hands were stretched in front of him, as if he was trying to swim. The left arm drifted towards her, carried by the current. Something bright, something colourful just beneath the surface, caught her eye. There was a lesion, irregular and uneven, like a birthmark, red against the bloated white flesh around where his thumb should have been. She looked at his neck.


Alaïs felt her knees buckle.


Everything started to move in slow motion, lurching and undulating like the surface of a rough sea. The uneven crimson line she had taken for a collar or a ribbon was a savage, deep cut. It ran from behind the man’s left ear under his chin, almost severing his head from his body. Tendrils of serrated skin, washed green under the water, trailed out around the gash. Tiny silverfish and leeches, black and swollen, were feasting all along the wound.


For a moment, Alaïs thought her heart had stopped beating. Then shock and fear hit her in equal measure. She spun round and started to run back through the water, sliding, slipping in the mud, instinct telling her to put as much distance as possible between her and the body. Already she was soaking from the waist down. Her dress, swollen and heavy with water, tangled itself around her legs, nearly pulling her under.


The river seemed twice as wide as before, but she kept going, making it to the safety of the bank before nausea overwhelmed her and she was violently sick. Wine, undigested bread, river water.


Half crawling, half dragging herself on all fours, she managed to pull herself higher up, before collapsing on the ground in the shadows of the trees. Her head was spinning, her mouth was dry and sour, but she had to get away. Alaïs tried to stand, but her legs felt hollow and wouldn’t hold her. Trying not to cry, she wiped her mouth with the back of her shaking hand, then tried to stand again, using the trunk of the tree to support her.


This time, she stayed on her feet. Pulling her cloak from the branch with desperate fingers, Alaïs managed to push her filthy feet into her slippers. Then, abandoning everything else, she started to run back through the woods, as if the Devil himself was at her heels.


The heat hit Alaïs the moment she emerged from the trees into the open marshland. The sun pinched at her cheeks and neck, taunting her. The heat had brought out the biting insects and mosquitoes in swarms above the stagnant pools which flanked the path, as Alaïs stumbled forward, on through the inhospitable landscape.


Her exhausted legs screamed in protest and her breath burned ragged in her throat and chest, but she kept running, running. All she was conscious of was the need to get as far away from the body as possible and to tell her father.


Rather than going back the way she’d come, which might be locked, Alaïs instinctively headed for Sant-Vicens and the Porte de Rodez, which connected the suburb to Carcassonne.


The streets were busy and Alaïs had to push her way through. The hum and buzz of the world coming to life got louder and louder, more intrusive, the closer she came to the entrance into the Cité. Alaïs tried to stop her ears and think only of getting to the gate. Praying her weak legs would not give way, Alaïs pushed her way to the front.


A woman tapped her shoulder.


‘Your head, Dame,’ she said quietly. Her voice was kind, but it seemed to be coming from a long way away.


Realising that her hair was hanging loose and dishevelled, Alaïs quickly threw her cloak over her shoulders and pulled up her hood, with hands that trembled as much from exhaustion as shock. She edged forward, wrapping the material across the front of her dress, hoping to conceal the stains of mud, vomit and green river-weed.


Everybody was jostling, barging, shouting. Alaïs thought she was going to faint. She put out her hand and steadied herself against the wall. The guards on duty at the Porte de Rodez were nodding most local people through without question, but stopping vagabonds and beggars, gypsies, Saracens and Jews, demanding to know their business in Carcassonne, and searching their belongings more roughly than necessary until small jugs of ale or coins changed hands and they moved on to the next victim.


They let Alaïs through with barely a glance.


The narrow streets of the Cité were now flooded with hawkers, merchants, livestock, soldiers, farriers, jongleurs, wives of the consuls and their servants and preachers. Alaïs kept her head bowed as if she was walking into a biting north wind, not wishing to be recognised.


At last, she saw the familiar outline of the Tour du Major, followed by the Tour des Casernes, then the double towers of the Eastern Gate as the Château Comtal came into full view.


Relief caught in her throat. Fierce tears welled up in her eyes. Furious at her weakness, Alaïs bit down on her lip hard, drawing blood. She was ashamed to be so distressed, and determined not to humiliate herself further by crying where her lack of courage might be witnessed.


All she wanted was her father.





CHAPTER 3



Intendant Pelletier was in one of the storerooms in the basements next to the kitchen, having just finished his weekly check of the grain and flour supplies. He was relieved to discover that none of the stock was mouldy.


Bertrand Pelletier had served Viscount Trencavel for more than eighteen years. It was early in the cold new year of 1191 that he had been summoned to return to his native Carcassonne, to take up the position of Intendant – steward – to the nine-year-old Raymond-Roger, heir to the Trencavel dominions. It was a message he had been waiting for and he had come willingly, bringing his pregnant French wife and two-year-old daughter with him. The cold and wet of Chartres had never been to his liking. What he had found was a boy old beyond his years, grieving for the loss of his parents and struggling to cope with the responsibility thrust on his young shoulders.


Bertrand had been with Viscount Trencavel ever since, first within the household of Raymond-Roger’s guardian, Bertrand of Saissac, then under the protection of the Count of Foix. When Raymond-Roger reached his majority and returned to the Château Comtal to take up his rightful place as Viscount of Carcassonne, Béziers and Albi, Pelletier had been at his side.


As steward, Pelletier was responsible for the smooth running of the household. He concerned himself also with administration, justice and the levying of taxes carried out on the Viscount’s behalf by the consuls who ran the affairs of Carcassonne between them. More significantly, he was the Viscount’s acknowledged confidant, advisor and friend. His influence was second to none.


The Château Comtal was full of distinguished guests and more were arriving each day: the seigneurs of the most important châteaux within the Trencavel lands and their wives, as well as the most valiant, most celebrated chevaliers of the Midi. The finest minstrels and troubadours had been invited to the traditional Summer Joust to celebrate the Feast Day of Sant-Nasari at the end of July. Given the shadow of war that had been hanging over them for a year or more, the Viscount was determined that his guests should enjoy themselves and that it would be the most memorable tournament of his rule.


In his turn, Pelletier was determined nothing should be left to chance. He locked the door to the grain store with one of the many heavy keys he carried on a metal hoop around his waist and set off down the corridor.


‘The wine store next,’ he said to his manservant, François. ‘The last barrel was sour.’


Pelletier strode down the corridor, pausing to look on other rooms as they passed. The linen store smelt of lavender and thyme and was empty, as if it was waiting for someone to come and bring it back to life.


‘Are those tablecloths washed and ready for table?’


‘Oc, Messire.’


In the cellar opposite the wine store at the foot of the stairs, men were rolling sides of meat in the salting box. Some cuts were being strung up on the metal hooks that dangled from the ceiling. Others were stored in barrels for another day. In a corner, a man was threading mushrooms, garlic and onions on to strings and hanging them up to dry.


Everybody stopped what they were doing and fell silent when Pelletier walked in. A few of the younger servants got awkwardly to their feet. He said nothing, just gazed around, taking in the whole room with his sharp eyes, before nodding his approval and moving on.


Pelletier was unlocking the door to the wine store when he heard shouting and the sound of running footsteps on the floor above.


‘Find out what the matter is,’ he said irritably. ‘I can’t work with such a disturbance.’


‘Messire.’


François turned and ran quickly up the stairs to investigate.


Pelletier pushed open the heavy door and walked into the cool, dark cellars, breathing in the familiar smell of damp wood and the sour tang of spilt wine and ale. He walked slowly down the aisles until he had located the casks he was looking for. He took an earthenware cup from the tray that stood ready on the table, then loosened the bung. He was careful and slow, so as not to disturb the balance inside the cask.


A sound in the corridor outside made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. He put the cup down. Someone was calling his name. Alaïs. Something had happened.


Pelletier crossed the room and threw open the door.


Alaïs came hurtling down the stairs as if a pack of dogs was at her heels, with François hurrying behind.


At the sight of her father’s grizzled presence among the casks of wine and ale, she cried out with relief. She threw herself into his arms and buried her tear-stained face in his chest. The familiar, comforting smell of him made her want to cry again.


‘What in the name of Sant Foy is going on? What’s happened to you? Are you hurt? Tell me.’


She could hear the alarm in his voice. She pulled back a little and tried to speak, but the words were trapped in her throat and would not come. ‘Father, I—’


His eyes were alive with questions as he took in at a glance her dishevelled appearance and stained clothes. He looked over her head to François for an explanation.


‘I found Dame Alaïs like this, Messire.’


‘And she said nothing about the cause of this … the reason for her distress?’


‘No, Messire. Only that she must be taken to you without delay.’


‘Very well. Leave us now. I’ll call if I need you.’


Alaïs heard the door shut. Then she felt the heavy touch of her father’s arm around her shoulder. He steered her over to the bench that ran along one side of the cellar and sat her down.


‘Come, Filha,’ he said in a softer voice. He reached down and pushed a strand of hair off her face. ‘This isn’t like you. Tell me what has happened.’


Alaïs made another attempt to get herself under control, hating the anxiety and concern she was causing him. She rubbed her smeared cheeks with the handkerchief he held out and dabbed her red eyes.


‘Drink this,’ he said, putting a cup of wine into her hands, before sitting down beside her. The ancient wood bowed and creaked under his weight. ‘François has gone. There’s nobody here but us. You must stop this and tell me what has happened to distress you so. Is it Guilhem? Has he done something to upset you? Because if he has, then I give you my word that I will—’


‘It’s nothing to with Guilhem, Paire,’ Alaïs said quickly. ‘It’s nothing to do with anybody …’


She glanced up at him, then dropped her eyes again, embarrassed, humiliated to sit before him in such a state.


‘Then what?’ he persisted. ‘How can I help if you will not tell me what has happened?’


She swallowed hard, feeling guilty and shocked. She didn’t know how to start.


Pelletier took her hands in his. ‘You’re trembling, Alaïs.’ She could hear the concern and affection in his voice, the effort he was making to keep his fear in check. ‘And look at your clothes,’ he said, lifting the hem of her dress between his fingers. ‘Wet. Covered with mud.’


Alaïs could see how tired he was, how worried. He was bewildered by her collapse, however hard he tried to hide it. The lines on his forehead were like furrows. How had she failed to notice before that his hair was now flecked with grey at the temples?


‘I have not known you be lost for words,’ he said, trying to coax her out of her silence. ‘You must tell me what this is about, è.’


His expression was so full of love and faith that it pierced her heart. ‘I fear you will be angry, Paire. Indeed, you have every right to be.’


His expression sharpened, but he kept his smile in place. ‘I promise I will not scold you, Alaïs. Now, come. Speak.’


‘Even if I tell you I went to the river?’


He hesitated, but his voice did not waver. ‘Not even then.’


The soonest spoken, the quickest mended.


Alaïs folded her hands in her lap. ‘This morning, just before dawn, I went down to the river, to a place I often go to gather plants.’


‘Alone?’


‘Alone, yes,’ she said, meeting his gaze. ‘I know I gave you my word, Paire, and I ask your forgiveness for my disobedience.’


‘On foot?’ She nodded and waited until he waved her to continue.


‘I was there for some time. I saw no one. As I was packing up my things to leave, I noticed what I thought was a bundle of clothes in the water, good-quality cloth. In fact—’ Alaïs broke off again, feeling the colour drain from her face. ‘In point of fact it was a body. A man, quite old. With dark, curly hair. At first, I thought he had drowned. I couldn’t see much. Then I saw his throat had been cut.’


His shoulders stiffened. ‘You didn’t touch the body?’


Alaïs shook her head. ‘No, but—’ She dropped her eyes, embarrassed. ‘The shock of finding him, I’m afraid I lost my head and ran, leaving everything behind. My only thought was that I had to get away and tell you of what I had seen.’


He was frowning again. ‘And you saw no one?’


‘Not a soul. It was completely deserted. But once I saw the body, then I started to fear the men who had killed him might still be somewhere close.’ Her voice wavered. ‘I imagined I could feel their eyes on me, watching me. Or so I thought.’


‘So you are not harmed in any way,’ he said carefully, choosing his words with deliberation. ‘No one has interfered with you in any way? Hurt you?’


That she understood his meaning was clear from the way her colour rose quickly in her cheeks.


‘No ill has come to me other than my pride being damaged and … the loss of your goodwill.’


She watched the relief wash over her father’s face. He smiled and, for the first time since the conversation had started, it reached his eyes.


‘Well,’ he said, breathing out slowly. ‘Overlooking, for the time being, your recklessness, Alaïs, the fact you disobeyed me … leaving that aside, you did the right thing by telling me of this.’ He reached out and took her hands, his giant clasp encompassing her small, thin fingers. His skin felt like tanned leather.


Alaïs smiled, grateful for the reprieve. ‘I am sorry, Paire. I meant to keep my promise, it’s just that—’


He waved the apology away. ‘We will say no more about it. As for the unfortunate man, there’s nothing to be done. The thieves will be long gone. They’re hardly likely to stay around and risk discovery.’


Alaïs frowned. Her father’s comments had stirred something that had been lurking beneath the surface of her mind. She closed her eyes. Pictured herself standing in the chill water, transfixed by the body.


‘That’s the odd thing, Father,’ she said slowly. ‘I don’t think they can have been bandits. They didn’t take his surcoat, which was beautiful and looked valuable. And he was still wearing his jewellery. Gold chains around his wrists, rings. Thieves would have stripped the body bare.’


‘You told me you did not touch the body,’ he said sharply.


‘Nor did I. But I could see his hands under the water, that’s all. Jewels. So many rings, father. A gold bracelet made from interlinking chains. Another around his neck. Why would they leave such things?’


Alaïs broke off, as she remembered the man’s bloated, ghostly hands reaching out to touch her and, where his thumb should have been, blood and shards of white bone. Her head started to spin. Leaning back against the damp, cold wall, Alaïs made herself concentrate on the hard wood of the bench beneath her and the sour smell of the casks in her nose, until the dizziness faded.


‘There was no blood,’ she added. ‘An open wound, red like a piece of meat.’ She swallowed hard. ‘His thumb was missing, it was—’


‘Missing?’ he said sharply. ‘What do you mean, missing?’


Alaïs glanced up in surprise at the shift of tone. ‘His thumb had been cut off. Sliced from the bone.’


‘Which hand, Alaïs?’ he said. Now there was no hiding the urgency in his voice. ‘Think. It’s important.’


‘I’m not—’


He hardly seemed to hear. ‘Which hand?’ he insisted.


‘His left hand, the left, I’m sure of it. It was the side closest to me. He was facing upstream.’


Pelletier strode across the room, bellowing for François, and threw open the door. Alaïs hurled herself to her feet too, shaken by her father’s desperate mood and bewildered as to what was going on.


‘What is it? Tell me, I beseech you. Why does it matter if it was his left or his right hand?’


‘Prepare horses straight away, François. My bay gelding, Dame Alaïs’ grey mare and a mount for you.’


François’s expression was as impassive as ever. ‘Very good, Messire. Are we going far?’


‘Only to the river.’ He gestured him to be gone. ‘Quick, man. And fetch my sword and a clean cloak for Dame Alaïs. We’ll meet you at the well.’


As soon as François was out of earshot, Alaïs rushed to her father. He refused to meet her gaze. Instead, he walked back to the casks and, with a shaking hand, poured himself some wine. The thick red liquid slopped over the side of the earthenware bowl and splashed all over the table, staining the wood.


‘Paire,’ she pleaded. ‘Tell me what this is about. Why do you have to go to the river? Surely, it cannot be a matter for you. Let François go. I can tell him where.’


‘You don’t understand.’


‘Then tell me, so I can understand. You can trust me.’


‘I must see the body for myself. Find out if—’


‘Find out what?’ Alaïs said quickly.


‘No, no,’ he was saying, shaking his grizzled head from side to side. ‘This is not for you to …’ Pelletier’s voice trailed off.


‘But—’


Pelletier held up his hand, suddenly in control of his emotions again. ‘No more, Alaïs. You must be guided by me. I would that I could spare you this, but I cannot. I have no choice.’ He thrust the cup towards her. ‘Drink this. It will fortify you, give you courage.’


‘I’m not afraid,’ she protested, offended he thought her reluctance cowardice. ‘I do not fear to look on the dead. It was shock that affected me so before.’ She hesitated. ‘But, I beseech you, Messire, to tell me why—’


Pelletier turned on her. ‘Enough, no more,’ he shouted.


Alaïs stepped back as if he had struck her.


‘Forgive me,’ he said immediately. ‘I am not myself.’ He reached out and touched her cheek. ‘No man could ask for a more loyal, a more steadfast daughter.’


‘Then why will you not confide in me?’


He hesitated and, for a moment, Alaïs thought she had persuaded him to speak. Then the same shuttered look fell down over his face again.


‘All you have to do is show me,’ he said in a hollow voice. ‘The rest is in my hands.’


The bells of Sant-Nasari were ringing for Tierce as they rode out of the West Gate of the Château Comtal.


Her father rode in front, with Alaïs following behind with François. She felt wretched, both guilty that her actions had precipitated this strange change in her father and frustrated that she did not understand.


They picked their way along the narrow, dry dirt track that zig-zagged sharply down the hill below the Cité walls, doubling back on itself over and again. When they reached the flat, they broke into a canter.


They followed the course of the river upstream. An unforgiving sun beat down upon their backs as they rode into the marshes. Swarms of midges and black swamp flies hovered above the rivulets and puddles of torpid water. The horses stamped their hooves and switched their tails, in vain trying to stop their thin summer coats being pierced by the myriad biting insects.


Alaïs could see a group of women washing clothes in the shaded shallows on the other bank of the river Aude, standing half in and half out of the water as they beat the material on flat grey stones. There was a monotonous rumble of wheels over the single wooden bridge that linked the marshes and villages of the north to Carcassonne and its suburbs. Others waded across the river at its lowest point, a steady stream of peasants, farmers and merchants. Some were carrying children on their shoulders, some driving herds of goats or mules, all heading for the market in the main square.


They rode in silence. Once they moved from open ground into the shadow of the marsh willows, she found herself drifting away into her own thoughts. Calmed by the familiar motion of her horse beneath her, the singing of the birds and the endless chattering of the cicadas in the reeds, for a while Alaïs almost forgot the purpose of their expedition.


Her apprehension returned when they reached the outskirts of the woods. Falling into single file, they threaded their way through the trees. Her father turned, briefly, and smiled at her. Alaïs was grateful for it. She was nervous now, alert, listening for the slightest sign of trouble. The marsh willows seemed to tower with malice over her head and she imagined eyes in the dark shadows, watching them pass, waiting. Every rustle in the undergrowth, every beat of a bird’s wing made her heart race.


Alaïs hardly knew what she had expected, but when they arrived at the glade, everything was quiet and peaceful. Her panièr was standing under the trees where she’d left it, the tips of the plants poking out of the strips of linen. She dismounted and handed her reins to François, then walked towards the water. Her tools lay undisturbed, where she’d left them.


Alaïs jumped at the touch of her father’s hand on her elbow.


‘Show me,’ he said.


Without a word, she led her father along the bank until she reached the spot. At first, she could see nothing and, for a brief moment, she wondered if it had been a bad dream. But there, floating in the water among the reeds a little further upstream than before, was the body.


She pointed. ‘There. By the knitbone.’


To her astonishment, rather than summoning François, her father threw off his cloak and waded into the river.


‘Stay there,’ he called over his shoulder.


Alaïs sat down on the bank and drew her knees up to her chin and watched as her father ploughed into the shallows, paying no attention to the water splashing up over the tops of his boots. When he reached the body, he stopped and drew his sword. He hesitated for a moment, as if preparing himself for the worst, then, with the tip of the blade, Pelletier carefully lifted the man’s left arm up out of the water. The mutilated hand, bloated and blue, lay balanced for a moment, then slithered down the silver flat of the blade towards the hilt, as if alive. Then it slipped back into the river with a dull splash.


He sheathed his sword, bent forward and rolled the corpse over. The body bobbed violently in the water, the head lolling heavily as if it was trying to detach itself from the neck.


Alaïs quickly turned away. She did not want to see the imprint of death on the unknown man’s face.


Her father’s mood was very different as they rode back towards Carcassona. He was evidently relieved, as if a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. He exchanged light-hearted remarks with François and, whenever she caught his eye, he smiled affectionately.


Despite her exhaustion and frustration at not understanding the significance of what had taken place, Alaïs was filled with a sense of well-being too. It felt like old times, riding out with her father, when there had been time enough to enjoy one another’s company.


As they turned away from the river and headed back up towards the Château, her curiosity finally got the better of her. Alaïs plucked up the courage to ask her father the question that had been on the tip of her tongue ever since they set out.


‘Did you discover what you needed to know, Paire?’


‘I did.’


Alaïs waited, until it was clear that she would have to draw an explanation out of him word by word.


‘It wasn’t him, though, was it?’


Her father glanced sharply at her.


She pressed on. ‘You believed, from my description, that you might know this man? Which is why you wanted to see the body for yourself.’ Alaïs could tell from the gleam in his eyes that she was right.


‘I thought he might be known to me,’ he said in the end. ‘From my days in Chartres. A man dear to me.’


‘But he was a Jew.’


Pelletier raised his eyebrows. ‘Yes, indeed.’


‘A Jew,’ she repeated. ‘Yet a friend?’


Silence. Alaïs persisted. ‘But it wasn’t him, this friend?’


This time, Pelletier smiled. ‘It was not.’


‘Then who?’


‘I don’t know.’


Alaïs was silent for a moment. She was sure her father had never mentioned such a friend. He was a good man, a tolerant man, but even so, if he had talked of such a friend in Chartres, a Jew, she would have remembered. Knowing well enough there was no point pursuing a subject against her father’s wishes, she tried a different approach.


‘It wasn’t robbery? I was right about that.’


Her father seemed happy to answer this. ‘No. They intended to kill him. The wound was too deep, too deliberate. Besides, they left almost everything of value on the body.’


‘Almost everything?’ But Pelletier said nothing. ‘They could have been interrupted?’ she suggested, risking pushing a little further.


‘I think not.’


‘Or perhaps they were seeking something particular?’


‘No more, Alaïs. This is neither the time nor the place.’


She opened her mouth, unwilling to let the matter drop, then shut it again. The discussion was clearly over. She would learn nothing more. Far better to wait until he was minded to talk. They rode the rest of the way in silence.


When they were back in sight of the Western Gate, François went on ahead.


‘It would be advisable not to mention our expedition this morning to anyone,’ he said quickly.


‘Not even Guilhem?’


‘I cannot think your husband would be pleased to learn you had gone unaccompanied to the river,’ he said dryly. ‘Rumours spread so quickly. You should rest and try to put the whole unpleasant incident out of your mind.’


Alaïs met his gaze with innocent eyes. ‘Of course. As you wish. I give you my word, Paire. I will speak of this to no one but you.’


Pelletier hesitated, as if he suspected she was playing a trick on him, then smiled. ‘You are an obedient daughter, Alaïs. I can trust you, I know.’


Despite herself, Alaïs blushed.





CHAPTER 4



From his vantage point on the tavern roof, the boy with the amber eyes and dark blonde hair turned to see where the noise was coming from.


A messenger was galloping up through the crowded streets of the Cité from the Porte Narbonnaise, with complete disregard for anybody who got in his way. Men were yelling at him to dismount. Women snatched their children from under the thundering hooves. A couple of unchained dogs jumped up at the horse, barking and snarling and snapping at its hind legs. The rider took no notice.


The horse was sweating badly. Even from this distance, Sajhë could see the lines of white foam on its withers and round its mouth. He veered sharply towards the bridge that led to the Château Comtal.


Sajhë stood up to get a better view, balanced precariously on the sharp edge of the uneven tiles, in time to see Intendant Pelletier on a powerful grey appear between the gate towers, followed by Alaïs, also on horseback. She looked upset, he thought, and wondered what had happened and where they were going. They were not dressed for hunting.


Sajhë liked Alaïs. When she came to visit his grandmother, Esclarmonde, she talked to him, unlike many ladies of the household, who pretended he wasn’t there. They were too anxious about the potions and medicines they wanted Menina, his grandmother, to prepare for them – to reduce a fever, ease a swelling, to bring on childbirth or for affairs of the heart.


But in all the years he’d worshipped Alaïs, Sajhë had never seen her look quite like she had just then. The boy slithered down the tawny tiles to the edge of the roof and lowered himself down, landing with a soft thump and only just avoiding a goat tethered to a lopsided cart.


‘Hey! Watch what you’re doing,’ a woman yelled.


‘I never touched it,’ he shouted, darting out of reach of her broom.


The Cité was buzzing with the sights, smells and sounds of market day. Wooden shutters banged against stone in every thoroughfare and alley, as servants and householders opened their windows to the air before the sun became too hot. Coopers watched their apprentices rolling barrels over the cobbles, clattering and bumping and jolting, racing each other to get to the taverns before their rivals. Carts jerked awkwardly over the uneven ground, their wheels creaking and sticking from time to time as they rumbled towards the main square.


Sajhë knew every shortcut in the Cité and he scampered in and out of the jostling arms and legs, dodging between the tapping hooves of sheep and goats, the donkeys and mules laden with goods and baskets, the pigs, lazy and slow, as they plodded their way through the streets. An older boy with an angry expression on his face was herding an unruly gaggle of geese, which honked and pecked at each other and at the bare legs of two little girls standing close by. Sajhë winked at them and tried to make them laugh. He went right up behind the ugliest bird and flapped his arms.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ shouted the boy. ‘Get away!’


The girls laughed. Sajhë honked, just as the old, grey goose spun round, stuck its neck out and hissed viciously in his face.


‘Serves you right, pèc,’ said the boy. ‘Idiot.’


Sajhë jumped back from the snapping orange beaks. ‘You should control them better.’


‘Only babies are scared of geese,’ the boy sneered, squaring up to Sajhë. ‘Is the baby frightened of a harmless little goose? Nenon.’


‘I’m not scared,’ boasted Sajhë, pointing at the girls who were now hiding behind their mother’s legs. ‘But they are. You should watch what you’re doing.’


‘And what’s it got to do with you, è?’


‘I’m just saying, you should watch out.’


He moved closer, switching his stick at Sajhë’s face. ‘And who’s going to make me? You?’


The boy was a head taller than Sajhë. His skin was a mass of purple bruises and red marks. Sajhë took a step back and held up his hands.


‘I said, who’s going to make me?’ repeated the boy, ready for a fight.


Words would have given way to fists had not an old drunk, who was slumped against the wall, woken up and started yelling at them to clear off and leave him alone. Sajhë took advantage of the diversion to slip away.


The sun was just climbing over the higher roofs of the buildings, flooding sections of the street with slats of bright light and glinting off the horseshoe outside the door of the blacksmith’s forge. Sajhë stopped and looked in, feeling the heat from the furnace on his face even from the street.


There was a crowd of men waiting round the forge, as well as several younger écuyers with their masters’ helmets, shields and hauberks, all of which required attention. He presumed the blacksmith in the Château was overwhelmed with too much work.


Sajhë didn’t have the blood or the pedigree to be apprenticed, but it didn’t stop him dreaming of being a chevalier in his own colours. He smiled at one or two of the boys of his own age, but they just stared right through him, as they always did and always would.


Sajhë turned and walked away.


Most of the market traders were regulars and had set up in their usual places. The smell of hot fat filled Sajhë’s nose the moment he walked into the square. He loitered at a stall where a man was frying pancakes, turning them on a hot griddle. The smell of thick bean soup and warm mitadenc bread, made from half barley and half wheat, stimulated his appetite. He walked past stalls selling buckles and pots, woollen cloths, skins and leather, both local goods and more exotic belts and purses from Córdoba or further afield even, but he didn’t stop. He paused a while by a stall offering scissors for shearing sheep, and knives, before moving to the corner of the square where most of the live animals were penned. There were always lots of chickens and capons in wooden cages, sometimes larks and wrens, which fluted and whistled. His favourite were the rabbits, all squashed together in a heap of brown, black and white fur.


Sajhë walked past the stalls selling grain and salt, white meats, ale from casks and wine, until he found himself at a stand selling herbs and exotic spices. In front of the table was a merchant. Sajhë had never seen a man so tall, so black. He was dressed in long, shimmering blue robes, a shining silk turban and red and gold pointed slippers. His skin was darker even than that of the gypsies who travelled from Navarre and Aragon over the mountains. Sajhë guessed he must be a Saracen, although he’d never met one before.


The merchant had laid out his display in the shape of a wheel: greens and yellows, oranges, browns and reds, ochre. At the front were rosemary and parsley, garlic, marigold and lavender, but at the back there were more expensive spices, such as cardamom, nutmeg and saffron. Sajhë didn’t recognise any of the others, but he was already looking forward to telling his grandmother what he had seen.


He was about to step forward to get a better look, when the Saracen roared in a voice like thunder. His heavy dark hand grabbed the skinny wrist of a cutpurse who’d tried to steal a coin from the embroidered purse that hung from a twisted red cord around his waist. He cuffed the boy around the head, sending him flying back into a woman standing behind, who started shouting. Straight away a crowd started to gather.


Sajhë slipped away. He didn’t want to get caught up in any trouble.


Sajhë wandered out of the square towards the taberna Sant Joan dels Evangèlis. Since he had no money with him, at the back of his mind was the idea he could offer to run errands in exchange for a cup of brout. Then he heard someone calling his name.


Sajhë turned and saw one of his grandmother’s friends, Na Marti, sitting with her husband at their stall, waving to attract his attention. She was a weaver and her husband was a carder. Most weeks they could be found in the same spot, spinning and combing, preparing their wool and threads.


Sajhë waved back. Like Esclarmonde, Na Marti was a follower of the new church. Her husband, Sénher Marti was not a believer, although he had come to Esclarmonde’s house with his wife at Pentecost to hear the Bons Homes preach.


Na Marti ruffled his hair.


‘How are you, young man? You’re getting so tall, these days, I hardly recognise you.’


‘Fine, thank you,’ he replied, smiling at her, then turned to her husband, who was combing wool into skeins ready to sell. ‘Bonjorn, Sénher.’


‘And Esclarmonde?’ Na Marti continued. ‘She’s keeping well too? Keeping everyone in order as usual?’


He grinned. ‘She’s the same as always.’


‘Ben, ben.’ Good.


Sajhë sat himself down cross-legged at her feet and watched the spinning wheel as it turned round and round.


‘Na Marti?’ he said, after a while. ‘Why don’t you come to pray with us any more?’


Sénher Marti stopped what he was doing and exchanged a worried glance with his wife.


‘Oh, you know how it is,’ Na Marti replied, avoiding his eye. ‘We’re so busy these days. It’s hard to make the journey to Carcassona as often as we’d like.’


She adjusted her bobbin and continued to spin, the rocking of the treadle filling the silence that had fallen between them.


‘Menina misses you.’


‘I miss her too, but friends can’t always be together.’


Sajhë frowned. ‘But then why—’


Sénher Marti tapped him sharply on the shoulder.


‘Do not talk so loudly,’ he said in a low voice. ‘This sort of thing is best kept to ourselves.’


‘What’s best kept to ourselves?’ he said, puzzled. ‘I only—’


‘We heard, Sajhë,’ said Sénher Marti, glancing over his shoulder. ‘The whole market heard. Now, no more about prayer, é?’


Confused about what he’d done to make Sénher Marti so angry, Sajhë scrambled to his feet. Na Marti turned on her husband. They seemed to have forgotten all about him.


‘You’re being too harsh on him, Rogier,’ she hissed. ‘He’s just a boy.’


‘And it only takes one person with a loose tongue and we’ll be rounded up with the others. We can’t afford to take risks. If people think we associate with heretics—’


‘Heretic, indeed,’ she snapped back. ‘He’s only a child!’


‘Not the boy. Esclarmonde. It’s common knowledge she’s one of them. And if it gets out that we go to pray in her house, they’ll accuse us of following the Bons Homes too and we’ll be persecuted.’


‘So we abandon our friends? Just because of a few scare stories you’ve heard.’


Sénher Marti dropped his voice. ‘I’m just saying we should be careful. You know what people are saying. That an army is coming to drive the heretics out.’


‘They’ve been saying that for years. You are making too much of it. As for the legates, these “men of God” have been strolling around the countryside for years now, drinking themselves into the grave and nothing’s ever come of it. Let the bishops argue it out among themselves and leave the rest of us to get on with our lives.’


She turned away from her husband. ‘Take no notice,’ she said, putting her hand on Sajhë’s shoulder. ‘You’ve done nothing wrong.’


Sajhë looked at his feet, not wanting her to see him cry.


Na Marti continued in an unnaturally bright voice. ‘Now then, weren’t you saying the other day that you wanted to buy a present for Alaïs? Why don’t we see what we can find?’


Sajhë nodded. He knew she was trying to reassure him, but he felt muddled and embarrassed.


‘I don’t have any means to pay,’ he said.


‘Well, don’t you worry about that. I’m sure we can overlook that just this once. Now, why don’t you take a look.’ Na Marti ran her fingers over the colourful rows of thread. ‘What about this? Do you think she’d like it? It’s a perfect match for her eyes.’


Sajhë fingered the delicate copper-brown thread.


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Well, I think she will. Shall I wrap it for you?’


She turned away to look for a square of cloth to protect the thread. Not wanting to seem ungrateful, Sajhë tried to think of something safe to say.


‘I saw her earlier.’


‘Alaïs, yes? How was she? With that sister of hers?’


He pulled a face. ‘No. But she didn’t look very happy all the same.’


‘Well,’ said Na Marti, ‘if she was upset before, then this is just the right time to give her a present. It will cheer her up. Alaïs usually comes to market in the morning, doesn’t she? If you keep your eyes open and your wits about you, I’m sure you’ll find her.’


Glad to be excused from the strained company, Sajhë tucked the package under his tunic and said his goodbyes. After a couple of steps, he turned to wave. The Martis were standing side by side, looking after him, but saying nothing.


The sun was now high in the sky. Sajhë wandered around, asking after Alaïs. No one had seen her.


He was hungry now and had decided he might as well go home, when he suddenly caught sight of Alaïs standing at a stall offering goat’s cheese for sale. He broke into a run and crept up on her, throwing his arms around her waist.


‘Bonjorn.’


Alaïs spun round, rewarding him with a wide smile when she saw who it was.


‘Sajhë,’ she said, ruffling his hair. ‘You gave me a surprise!’


‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere,’ he grinned. ‘Are you all right? I saw you earlier. You looked upset.’


‘Earlier?’


‘You were riding into the Château with your father. Just after the messenger.’


‘Ah, oc,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry, I’m fine. I’d just had a tiring morning. How lovely to see your lively face, though.’ She gave him a kiss on the top of his head, making Sajhë scarlet. He stared furiously at his feet, not wanting her to see. ‘Anyway, since you’re here, help me choose a good cheese.’


The smooth round tablets of fresh goat’s cheese were laid out in a perfect pattern on a bed of straw pressed tight inside wooden trays. Some looked dry with a yellowish skin. These were stronger-flavoured and might be a fortnight old. Others, made more recently, glistened wet and soft. Alaïs asked the prices, pointing at this portion and that, asking Sajhë’s advice, until at last they had chosen the piece she wanted. She gave him a coin from her purse to hand to the seller, while she pulled out a small polished wooden board on which to carry the cheese.


Sajhë’s eyes flared wide with surprise when he glimpsed the pattern on the reverse. Why did Alaïs have it? How? In his confusion, he dropped the coins on the ground. Embarrassed, he dived under the table, playing for time. When he stood up again, to his relief Alaïs appeared not to have noticed anything amiss, so Sajhë put the matter out of his mind. Instead, once the transaction was complete, he plucked up the courage to give Alaïs her present.


‘I have something for you,’ he said shyly, thrusting the package abruptly into her hands.


‘How kind,’ she said. ‘Is it from Esclarmonde?’


‘No, from me.’


‘What a lovely surprise. May I open it now?’


He nodded, face serious, but eyes sparkling with anticipation as Alaïs carefully unwrapped the parcel.


‘Oh, Sajhë, it’s beautiful,’ she said, holding up the shiny, brown thread. ‘It’s absolutely beautiful.’


‘I didn’t steal it,’ he said quickly. ‘Na Marti gave it to me. I think she was trying to make it up to me.’


The moment the words were out of his mouth, Sajhë regretted them.


‘Make up to you for what?’ said Alaïs quickly.


Just then, a shout went up. A man close by was pointing up at the sky. A flock of large, black birds was flying low across the Cité, from west to east, in the shape of an arrow. The sun seemed to glance off their sleek, dark feathers, like sparks from an anvil. Somebody close by said it was an omen, although nobody could agree if it was a good one or a bad one.


Sajhë did not believe in such superstitions, but today it made him shiver. Alaïs seemed to feel something too, because she put her arm around his shoulder and pulled him close.


‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.


‘Res,’ she said, too quickly. Nothing.


High above them, unconcerned with the human world, the birds continued on their way, until they were no more than a smudge in the sky.





CHAPTER 5



By the time Alaïs had shaken off her faithful shadow and made her way back to the Château Comtal, the midday bells were ringing out from Sant-Nasari.


She was exhausted and tripped several times going up the stairs, which seemed steeper than usual. All she wanted was to lie down in the privacy of her own chamber and rest.


Alaïs was surprised to find her door closed. By now, the servants should have been in and finished their tasks. The curtains around the bed were still drawn. In the half-light, Alaïs saw François had put her panièr on the low table beside the hearth as she’d asked him.


She put the cheese board down on the nightstand, then walked to the window to pin back the shutter. It should have been opened well before now to air the chamber. Daylight flooded in, revealing a layer of dust on the furniture and the patches on the bed curtains where the material had grown thin.


Alaïs walked over to the bed and pulled back the curtains.


To her astonishment Guilhem was still lying there, sleeping just as she’d left him before dawn. She gaped in surprise. He looked so perfectly at ease, so fine. Even Oriane, who had little good to say about anyone, admitted Guilhem was one of the most handsome of Viscount Trencavel’s chevaliers.


Alaïs sat down on the bed next to him and ran her hand over his golden skin. Then, feeling unaccountably bold, she dipped a finger into the soft wet goat’s cheese and spread a tiny amount on her husband’s lips. Guilhem murmured and stirred beneath the bedclothes. He did not open his eyes, but he smiled languidly and reached out his hand.


Alaïs caught her breath. The air around her seemed to vibrate with expectation and promise as she allowed him to pull her down towards him.


The intimacy of the moment was shattered by the sound of heavy feet in the corridor. Somebody was bellowing Guilhem’s name, a familiar voice, distorted by anger. Alaïs sprang up, mortified at the thought of her father witnessing so private a scene between them. Guilhem’s eyes snapped open, just as the door was flung open and Pelletier strode into the room, François at his heels.


‘You’re late, du Mas,’ he roared, snatching a cloak from the nearest chair and hurling it at his son-in-law’s head. ‘Get up. Everybody else is already in the Great Hall, waiting.’


Guilhem scrambled upright. ‘The Hall?’


‘Viscount Trencavel summons his chevaliers, yet here you lie in bed. Do you think that you can just please yourself?’ He was standing over Guilhem. ‘Well? What have you got to say for yourself?’


Pelletier suddenly noticed his daughter standing at the far side of the bed. His face softened. ‘Excuse me, Filha. I did not see you. Are you feeling better?’


She bowed her head. ‘Pleasing you, Messire, I am quite well.’


‘Feeling better?’ asked Guilhem with confusion. ‘Are you unwell? Is something wrong?’


‘Get up!’ Pelletier yelled, switching his attention back to the bed. ‘You have as much time as it takes me to walk down the stairs and cross the courtyard, du Mas. If you are not in the Great Hall by then, it will be the worse for you!’ Without another word, Pelletier spun on his heel and stormed out of the chamber.


In the painful silence that followed his departure, Alaïs felt rooted to the spot with embarrassment, although whether for herself or her husband, she could not tell.


Guilhem exploded. ‘How dare he burst in here as if he owns me? Who does he think he is?’ With a savage kick, he launched the covers to the floor and hurled himself out of bed. ‘Duty calls,’ he said sarcastically. ‘It wouldn’t do to keep the great Intendant Pelletier waiting.’


Alaïs suspected that anything she said would make Guilhem’s temper worse. She wanted to tell him what had happened at the river, at least to take his mind off his own anger, but she had given her father her word she would speak to no one.


Guilhem had already crossed the room and was getting dressed with his back to her. His shoulders were tense as he pulled on his tabard and fastened his belt.


‘There may be news …’ she started to say.


‘That’s no excuse,’ he snapped. ‘I received no word.’


‘I …’ Alaïs let her words tail off. What to say?


She picked up his cloak from the bed and offered it to him. ‘Will you be long?’ she said softly.


‘Since I do not know why I am summoned to Council in the first place, how can I say?’ he said, still angry.


All at once, his temper seemed to leave him. His shoulders relaxed and he turned to face her, no longer scowling. ‘Forgive me, Alaïs. You cannot answer for your father’s behaviour.’ He traced the outline of her chin with his hand. ‘Come. Help me with this.’


Guilhem bent forward so Alaïs could reach the fastening more easily. Even so, she had to stand on tiptoe to fasten the round silver and copper brooch at his shoulder.


‘Mercé, mon còr,’ he said when she was done. ‘Right. Let’s find out what this is all about. It’s probably nothing of importance.’


‘As we were riding back into the Cité this morning, a messenger arrived,’ she said without thinking about it.


Immediately, Alaïs castigated herself. Now he was sure to ask where she’d been so early, and with her father, but his attention was on retrieving his sword from under the bed and he didn’t pick up on her words.


Alaïs winced at the harsh sound of the metal as he pushed the blade back into its scabbard. It was a sound that, more than any other, symbolised his departure from her world to the world of men.


As Guilhem turned, his cloak fell against the wooden cheese board that was still balanced precariously on the edge of the table. It fell, tumbling with a clatter to the stone floor.


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Alaïs said quickly, not wanting to risk her father’s anger by delaying Guilhem any longer. ‘The servants will do this. You go. Return when you can.’


Guilhem smiled and was gone.


When she could no longer hear his tread, Alaïs turned back to the room and looked at the mess. Lumps of white cheese, wet and viscous, were stuck in the straw matting covering the floor. She sighed and bent down to retrieve the board.


It had come to rest on its side propped against the wooden bolster. As she picked it up, her fingers brushed against something on the underside. Alaïs turned it over to look.


A labyrinth had been carved into the polished surface of the dark wood.


‘Meravelhós. So beautiful,’ she murmured.


Captivated by the perfect lines of the circles, curving around in ever-decreasing circles, Alaïs traced the pattern with her fingers. It was smooth, flawless, a labour of love created with care and precision.


She felt a memory shift at the back of her mind. Alaïs held the board up, sure now that she had seen something like it once before, but the memory was elusive and refused to come out of the dark. She couldn’t even remember where the board had come from in the first place. In the end she gave up trying to chase down the thought.


Alaïs summoned her servant, Severine, to clear the room. After that, to keep her mind from what was happening in the Great Hall, she turned her attention to the plants she had harvested from the river at dawn.


The crop already had been left too long. The linen cloths had dried out, the roots were brittle and the leaves had lost most of their moisture. Confident she could salvage something, Alaïs sprinkled water over the panièr and set to work.


But all the time she was grinding the roots and sewing the flowers into sachets for air sweeteners, all the time she was preparing the lotion for Jacques’s leg, her eyes kept drifting back to the wooden board where it lay mute on the table in front of her, refusing to give up its secrets.


Guilhem ran across the courtyard, his cloak flapping uncomfortably around his knees, cursing his bad luck that today of all days he should be caught out.


It was unusual for chevaliers to be included in the Council. The fact that they’d been summoned to the Great Hall, rather than the donjon, suggested something serious.


Was Pelletier speaking the truth when he said he’d sent a personal messenger to Guilhem’s chamber earlier? He couldn’t be sure. What if François had come and found him absent? What would Pelletier have to say about that?


Either way, the end result was the same. He was in trouble.


The heavy door leading to the Great Hall stood open. Guilhem hurried up the steps, taking them two at a time.


As his eyes adjusted to the gloom of the corridor, he saw the distinctive outline of his father-in-law standing outside the entrance to the Hall itself. Guilhem took a deep breath and carried on walking, his head down. Pelletier put out his arm, blocking his path.


‘Where were you?’ he said.


‘Forgive me, Messire. I did not receive the summons—’


Pelletier’s face was a deep, thunderous red. ‘How dare you be late?’ he said in a voice of steel. ‘Do you think that orders do not apply to you? That you are so celebrated a chevalier that you can choose to come and go as you please rather than as your Seigneur bids you?’


‘Messire, I swear on my honour that if I had known—’


Pelletier gave a bitter laugh. ‘Your honour,’ he said fiercely, jabbing Guilhem in the chest. ‘Don’t play me for a fool, du Mas. I sent my own servant to your rooms to give you the message in person. You had more than enough time to make yourself ready. Yet I have to come and fetch you myself. And, when I do, I find you in bed!’


Guilhem opened his mouth, then shut it again. He could see pools of spittle forming in the corners of Pelletier’s mouth and in the grey bristles of his beard.


‘Not so full of yourself now, then! What, nothing to say? I am warning you, du Mas, the fact that you are married to my daughter will not prevent me from making an example of you.’


‘Sire, I did—’


Without warning, Pelletier’s fist slammed into his stomach. It was not a hard punch, but it was forceful enough to catch him off balance.


Taken by surprise, Guilhem stumbled back against the wall.


Straight away, Pelletier’s massive hand was around his throat, pushing his head back against the stone. Out of the corner of his eye, Guilhem could see the sirjan at the door leaning forward to get a better view of what was going on.


‘Have I made myself clear?’ he spat in Guilhem’s face, increasing the pressure again. Guilhem couldn’t speak. ‘I can’t hear you, gojat,’ Pelletier said. ‘Have I made myself clear?’


This time, he managed to choke out the words. ‘Oc, Messire.’


He could feel himself turning puce. The blood was hammering in his head.


‘I am warning you, du Mas. I’m watching. I’m waiting. And if you make one wrong step, I will see that you live to regret it. Do we understand one another?’


Guilhem gulped for air. He just managed to nod, scraping his cheek against the rough surface of the wall, when Pelletier gave a last, vicious shove, crunching his ribs against the hard stone, and released him.


Rather than go back into the Great Hall, Pelletier stormed out in the opposite direction, into the courtyard.


The moment he’d gone, Guilhem doubled over, coughing and rubbing his throat, taking in great gulps of air like a drowning man. He massaged his neck and wiped the smear of blood from his lip.


Slowly, his breathing returned to normal. Guilhem straightened his clothes. Already his head was filled with the ways in which he would bring Pelletier to account for humiliating him like this. Twice in the space of one day. The insult was too great to be ignored.


Suddenly aware of the steady murmur of voices spilling out of the Great Hall, Guilhem realised he should join his comrades before Pelletier came back and found him still standing outside.


The guard made no attempt to hide his amusement.


‘What are you staring at?’ Guilhem demanded. ‘You keep your tongue in your head, do you hear, or it will be the worse for you.’


It wasn’t an idle threat. The guard immediately dropped his eyes and stood aside to let Guilhem enter.


‘That’s more like it.’


With Pelletier’s threats still ringing in his ears, Guilhem slipped into the chamber as unobtrusively as he could. Only his high colour and the rapid beating of his heart betrayed anything of what had taken place.





CHAPTER 6



Viscount Raymond-Roger Trencavel stood on a platform at the far end of the Great Hall. He noticed Guilhem du Mas slipping in late at the back, but it was Pelletier he was waiting for.


Trencavel was dressed for diplomacy, not war. His red, long-sleeved tunic, with gold trim around the neck and cuffs, reached to his knees. His blue cloak was held at the neck by a large, round gold buckle that caught the light from the sun shining in through the high windows that ran along the top of the southern wall of the chamber. Above his head was a huge shield bearing the Trencavel coat of arms, with two heavy metal pikes forming a diagonal cross behind it. The same ensign appeared on banners, ceremonial clothes and armour. It hung above the portcullis of the moated gateway of the Porte Narbonnaise, both to welcome friends and to remind them of the historic bond between the Trencavel dynasty and its subjects. To the left of the shield was a tapestry of a dancing unicorn, which had hung on the same wall for generations.


On the far side of the platform, set deep into the wall, was a small door that led to the Viscount’s private living quarters in the Tour Pinte, the watchtower and oldest part of the Château Comtal. The door was shielded by long blue curtains, also embroidered with the three strips of ermine that made up the Trencavel arms. They gave some protection from the bitter draughts that whistled through the Great Hall in winter. Today they were held back with a single, heavy gold twist.


Raymond-Roger Trencavel had spent his early childhood in these rooms, then returned to live within these ancient walls with his wife, Agnès de Montpellier, and his two-year-old son and heir. He knelt in the same tiny chapel where his parents had knelt; he slept in their oak bed, in which he had been born. On summer days like these, he looked out of the same arched windows at dusk and watched the setting sun paint the sky red over the Pays d’Oc.


From a distance, Trencavel appeared calm and untroubled, with his brown hair resting lightly on his shoulders and his hands clasped behind his back. But his face was anxious and his eyes kept darting to the main door.


Pelletier was sweating heavily. His clothes were stiff and uncomfortable beneath his arms, clinging to the small of his back. He felt old and unequal to the task ahead of him.


He’d hoped the fresh air would clear his head. It hadn’t. He was still angry with himself for losing his temper and allowing his animosity towards his son-in-law to deflect him from the task in hand. He couldn’t allow himself the luxury of thinking about it now. He would deal with du Mas later if need be. Now, his place was at the Viscount’s side.


Simeon was not far from his mind either. Pelletier could still feel the cauterising fear that had gripped his heart as he rolled the body over in the water. And the relief when the bloated face of a stranger stared, dead-eyed, up at him.


The heat inside the Great Hall was overwhelming. More than a hundred men, of Church and State, were packed into the hot, airless chamber, which reeked of sweat, anxiety and wine. There was a steady drizzle of restless and uneasy conversation.


The servants standing closest to the door bowed as Pelletier appeared and rushed to bring him wine. Immediately opposite, across the chamber, was a row of high-backed chairs of dark, polished wood, similar to the choir stalls of the cathedral church of Sant-Nasari. In them sat the nobility of the Midi, the seigneurs of Mirepoix and Fanjeaux, Coursan and Termenès, Albi and Mazamet. Each had been invited to Carcassonne to celebrate the feast day of Sant-Nasari, yet now found himself instead summoned to Council. Pelletier could see the tension in their faces.


He picked his way through the groups of men, the consuls of Carcassonne and leading citizens from the market suburbs of Sant-Vicens and Sant-Miquel, his experienced gaze taking in the room without appearing to do so. Churchmen and a few monks were skulking in the shadows along the northern wall, their faces half hidden by their robes and their hands folded out of sight inside the capacious sleeves of their black habits.


The chevaliers of Carcassonne, Guilhem du Mas now among them, were standing in front of the huge stone fireplace that stretched from floor to ceiling on the opposite side of the chamber. The escrivan Jehan Congost, Trencavel’s scribe – and the husband of Pelletier’s eldest daughter Oriane – was sitting at his high desk at the front of the Hall.


Pelletier came to a halt in front of the dais and bowed. A look of relief swept across Viscount Trencavel’s face.


‘Forgive me, Messire.’


‘No matter, Bertrand,’ he said, gesturing that Pelletier should join him. ‘You’re here now.’


They exchanged a few words, their heads close together so that nobody could overhear them. Then, on Trencavel’s word, Pelletier stepped forward.


‘My lords,’ he bellowed. ‘My lords, pray silence for your Seigneur, Raymond-Roger Trencavel, Viscount of Carcassona, Besièrs and Albi.’


Trencavel stepped into the light, his hands spread wide in a gesture of greeting. The Hall fell silent. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke.


‘Benvenguda, my lords, loyal friends,’ he said. Welcome. His voice was as true as a bell and as steady, giving the lie to his youth. ‘Benvenguda a Carcassona. Thank you for your patience and for your presence. I am grateful to you all.’


Pelletier cast his eye over the sea of faces, trying to gauge the mood of the crowd. He could see curiosity, excitement, self-interest and trepidation, and understood each emotion. Until they knew why they had been summoned and, more significantly, what Trencavel wanted of them, none of them knew how to behave.


‘It is my fervent hope,’ Trencavel continued, ‘that the Tournament and Feast will go ahead at the end of this month as planned. However, today we have received information that is so serious and with such far-reaching consequences that I believe it right to share it with you. For it affects us all.


‘For the benefit of those not present at our last Council, let me remind you all of how the situation stands. Frustrated by the failure of his legates and preachers to convert the free people of this land to show obedience to the Church of Rome, at Easter one year ago, His Holiness Pope Innocent III preached a Crusade to rid Christendom of what he called the “cancer of heresy” spreading unchecked through the lands of the Pays d’Oc.


‘The so-called heretics, the Bons Homes, were, he claimed, worse than the very Saracens. However, his words, for all their passion and rhetoric, fell on deaf ears. The King of France was unmoved. Support was slow to come.


‘The target of his venom was my uncle, Raymond VI, Count of Toulouse. Indeed, it was the intemperate actions of my uncle’s men – who were implicated in the murder of the Papal Legate, Peter de Castelnau – that caused His Holiness to turn his eye on the Pays d’Oc in the first instance. My uncle was indicted on a charge of tolerating the spread of heresy in his lands and – by implication – ours.’ Trencavel hesitated, then corrected himself. ‘No, not of tolerating heresy, but of encouraging the Bons Homes to seek a home within his domains.’


A fiercely ascetic-looking monk standing near the front raised his hand, seeking permission to speak.


‘Holy brother,’ said Trencavel swiftly, ‘if I may beg your patience a while longer. When I have finished what I have to say, then all will have their chance. The time for debate will come.’


Scowling, the monk let his arm fall back.


‘The line between tolerance and encouragement, my friends, is a fine one,’ he continued softly. Pelletier nodded to himself, silently applauding his astute handling of the situation. ‘So, while I freely acknowledge that my esteemed uncle’s reputation for piety is not what it might be—’ Trencavel paused, drawing them into the implied criticism, ‘and while I also accept that his behaviour is hardly above reproach, it is not for us to judge the rights and wrongs of the matter.’ He smiled. ‘Let the priests argue theology and leave the rest of us in peace.’


He paused. A shadow fell across his face. Now, there was no light left in his voice.


‘This was not the first time the independence and sovereignty of our lands had been threatened by invaders from the North. I did not think anything would come of it. I could not believe that Christian blood would be spilled on Christian soil with the blessing of the Catholic Church.


‘My uncle Toulouse did not share my optimism. From the start, he believed the threat of invasion was real. To protect his lands and sovereignty, he offered us an alliance. What I said to him, you will remember: that we, the people of the Pays d’Oc, live in peace with our neighbours, be they Bons Homes, Jews, even Saracens. If they uphold our laws, if they respect our ways and our traditions, then they are of our people. That was my answer then.’ He paused. ‘And it would be my answer still.’


Pelletier nodded his approval at these words, watching as a wave of agreement spread through the Great Hall, sweeping up even the bishops and the priests. Only the same solitary monk, a Dominican from the colour of his habit, was unmoved. ‘We have a different interpretation of tolerance,’ he muttered in his strong Spanish accent.


From further back, another voice rang out.


‘Messire, forgive me, but all this we know. This is old news. What of now? Why are we called to Council?’


Pelletier recognised the arrogant, lazy tones of the most troublesome of Bérenger de Massabrac’s five sons, and would have intervened had he not felt the Viscount’s hand on his arm.


‘Thierry de Massabrac,’ said Trencavel, his voice deceptively benign, ‘we are grateful for your question. However, some of us here are less familiar with the complicated path of diplomacy than you.’


Several men laughed and Thierry flushed.


‘But you are right to ask. I have called you here today because the situation has changed.’


Although nobody spoke, the atmosphere within the Hall shifted. If the Viscount was aware of the tightening of tension, he gave no indication of it, Pelletier was pleased to note, but continued to speak with the same easy confidence and authority.


‘This morning we received news that the threat from the northern army is both more significant – and more immediate – than we previously thought. L’Ost – as this unholy army is calling itself – mustered in Lyon on the feast day of John the Baptist. Our estimate is that as many as 20,000 chevaliers swamped the city, accompanied by who knows how many thousand more sappers, priests, ostlers, carpenters, clerics, farriers. The Host departed Lyon with that white wolf, Arnald-Amalric, the Abbot of Cîteaux, at its head.’ He paused and looked around the Hall. ‘I know it is a name that will strike like iron in the hearts of many of you.’ Pelletier saw older statesmen nodding. ‘With him are the Catholic Archbishops of Reims, Sens and Rouen, as well as the Bishops of Autun, Clermont, Nevers, Bayeux, Chartres and Lisieux. As for the temporal leadership, although King Philip of France has not heeded the call to arms, nor allowed his son to go in his stead, many of the most powerful barons and principalities of the North have done so. Congost, if you please.’


At the sound of his name, the escrivan ostentatiously put down his quill. His lank hair fell across his face. His skin, white and spongy, was almost translucent from a lifetime spent inside. Congost made great play of reaching down into his large leather bag and pulling out a roll of parchment. It seemed to have a life of its own in his sweaty hands.


‘Get on with it, man,’ Pelletier muttered under his breath.


Congost puffed out his chest and cleared his throat several times, before finally beginning to read.


‘Eudes, Duke of Burgundy; Hervé, Count of Nevers; the Count of Saint-Pol; the Count of Auvergne; Pierre d’Auxerre; Hervé de Genève; Guy d’Evreux; Gaucher de Châtillon; Simon de Montfort …’


Congost’s voice was shrill and expressionless, yet each name seemed to fall like a stone into a dry well, reverberating through the Hall. These were powerful enemies, influential barons of the north and east with resources, money and men at their disposal. They were opponents to be feared, not dismissed.


Little by little, the size and nature of the army massing against the South took shape. Even Pelletier, who had read the list for himself, felt dread shiver down his spine.


There was a low, steady rumble in the Hall now: surprise, disbelief and anger. Pelletier picked out the Cathar Bishop of Carcassonne. He was listening intently, his face expressionless, with several leading Cathar priests – parfaits – by his side. Next, his sharp eyes found the pinched, hooded features of Bérenger de Rochefort, the Catholic Bishop of Carcassonne, standing on the opposite side of the Great Hall with his arms folded, flanked by priests from the cathedral church of Sant-Nasari and others from Sant-Cernin.


Pelletier was confident that, for the time being at least, de Rochefort would maintain allegiance to Viscount Trencavel rather than to the Pope. But how long would that last? A man with divided loyalties was not to be trusted. He would change sides as surely as the sun rose in the east and set in the west. Not for the first time, Pelletier wondered if it would be wise to dismiss the churchmen now, so that they could hear nothing they might feel obliged to report to their masters.


‘We can stand against them, however many,’ came a shout from the back. ‘Carcassona is impregnable!’ Others started to call out too. ‘So is Lastours!’ Soon there were voices coming from every corner of the Great Hall, echoing off every surface like thunder caught in the gulleys and valleys of the Montagne Noire. ‘Let them come to the hills,’ shouted another. ‘We’ll show them what it means to fight.’


Raising his hand, Raymond-Roger acknowledged the display of support with a smile.


‘My lords, my friends,’ he said, almost shouting to make himself heard. ‘Thanks for your courage, for your steadfast loyalty.’ He paused, waiting for the noise level to fall back. ‘These men of the North owe no allegiance to us, nor do we owe allegiance to them, except for that which binds all men on this earth under God. However, I did not expect betrayal by one who is bound by all ties of obligation, family and duty to protect our lands and people. I speak of my uncle and liege lord, Raymond, Count of Toulouse.’


A hushed silence descended over the assembled company.


‘Some weeks ago, I received reports that my uncle had submitted himself to a ritual of such humiliation that it shames me to speak of it. I sought verification of these rumours. They were true. At the great cathedral church of Sant-Gilles, in the presence of the papal legate, the Count of Toulouse was received back into the arms of the Catholic Church. He was stripped to the waist and, wearing the cord of a penitent around his neck, he was scourged by the priests as he crawled on his knees to beg forgiveness.’


Trencavel paused a moment, to allow his words to sink in.


‘Through this vile abasement, he was received back into the arms of the Holy Mother Church.’ A murmur of contempt spread through the Council. ‘Yet there is more, my friends. I have no doubt that his ignominious display was intended to prove the strength of his faith and his opposition to the heresy. However, it seems even this was not enough to avert the danger he knew was coming. He has surrendered control of his dominions to the legates of His Holiness the Pope. What I learned today—’ He paused. ‘Today I learned that Raymond, Count of Toulouse, is in Valence, less than a week’s march away, with several hundred of his men. He waits only for word to lead the northern invaders across the river at Beaucaire and into our lands.’ He paused. ‘He has taken the Crusaders’ cross. My lords, he intends to march against us.’


Finally, the Hall erupted in howls of outrage. ‘Silenci,’ Pelletier bellowed until his throat was hoarse, vainly trying to restore order to chaos. ‘Silence. Pray silence!’


It was an unequal battle, one voice against so many.


The Viscount stepped forward to the edge of the dais, positioning himself directly beneath the Trencavel coat of arms. His cheeks were flushed, but the battle light shone in his eyes and defiance and courage radiated from his face. He spread his arms wide, as if to embrace the chamber and all those within it. The gesture hushed all.


‘So I stand here before you now, my friends and allies, in the ancient spirit of honour and allegiance that binds each of us to our brothers, to seek your good counsel. We, the men of the Midi, have only two paths left open to us and very little time to choose which to take. The question is this. Per Carcassona!’ For Carcassonne. ‘Per lo Miègjorn.’ For the lands of the Midi. ‘Must we submit? Or shall we fight?’


As Trencavel sat back in his chair, exhausted by his efforts, the noise levels in the Great Hall billowed around him.


Pelletier could not help himself. He bent forward and put his hand on the young man’s shoulder.


‘Well spoken, Messire,’ he said quietly. ‘Most nobly done, my lord.’





CHAPTER 7



For hour upon hour, the debate raged.


Servants scuttled to and fro, fetching baskets of bread and grapes, platters of meat and white cheese, endlessly filling and refilling the great jugs of wine. Nobody ate much, but they did drink, which fired their anger and dimmed their judgement.


The world outside the Château Comtal went on just the same. The bells of the churches marked the devotional hours of the day. The monks sang and the nuns prayed, cocooned within Sant-Nasari. In the streets of Carcassonne, the townspeople went about their business. In the suburbs and dwellings beyond the fortified walls, children played, women worked, merchants and peasants and guildsmen ate and talked and played dice.


Inside the Great Hall, reasoned argument started to give way to insults, recriminations. One faction wanted to stand firm. The other argued in favour of an alliance with the Count of Toulouse, arguing that if estimates of the size of the army mustered at Lyon were accurate, then even their combined strength was not sufficient to withstand such an enemy.


Every man could hear the drums of war beating in his head. Some imagined honour and glory on the battlefield, the clash of steel on steel. Others saw blood covering the hills and the plains, an endless stream of the dispossessed and wounded stumbling defeated across the burning land.


Pelletier tirelessly wandered up and down the chamber, looking for signs of dissent or opposition or challenges to the Viscount’s authority. Nothing he observed gave him real cause for concern. He was confident that his Seigneur had done enough to bind all to him and that, regardless of individual interests, the lords of the Pays d’Oc would unite behind Viscount Trencavel, whatever decision he reached.


The battle lines were drawn on geographical rather than ideological grounds. Those whose lands were on the more vulnerable plains wanted to put their faith in the power of talk. Those whose dominions lay in the highlands of the Montagne Noire to the north or the mountains of the Sabarthès and the Pyrenees to the south and west were determined to stand firm against the Host and fight.


Pelletier knew that it was with them that Viscount Trencavel’s heart lay. He was cast from the same metal as the mountain lords and shared their fierce independence of spirit. But Pelletier knew too that Trencavel’s head told him that the only chance of keeping his lands intact and protecting his people was to swallow his pride and negotiate.


By late afternoon, the chamber smelt of frustration and arguments gone stale. Pelletier was weary. He was worn out by picking over the bones, by all the fine phrases that turned round and round upon themselves without ever reaching an end. Now, his head was hurting too. He felt stiff and old, too old for this, he thought, as he turned the ring he wore always on his thumb, reddening the calloused skin underneath.


It was time to bring matters to a conclusion.


Summoning a servant to bring water, he dipped a square of linen into the pitcher and handed it to the Viscount.


‘Here, Messire,’ he said.


Trencavel took the wet cloth gratefully and wiped his forehead and neck.


‘Do you think we have allowed them long enough?’


‘I believe so, Messire,’ Pelletier replied.


Trencavel nodded. He was sitting with his hands resting firmly on the carved wooden arms of his chair, looking as calm as he had when he had first taken to his feet and addressed the Council. Many older, more experienced men would have struggled to keep control of such a gathering, Pelletier thought. It was his strength of character that gave him the courage to carry it through.


‘It is as we discussed before, Messire?’


‘It is,’ Trencavel replied. ‘Although they are not all of one mind, I think that the minority will follow the wishes of the majority in this …’ He stopped and for the first time a note of indecision, of regret, coloured his words. ‘But, Bertrand, I wish there was another way.’


‘I know, Messire,’ he said quietly. ‘I feel the same. But, however much it offends us, there is no alternative. Your only hope of protecting your people lies in negotiating a truce with your uncle.’


‘He might refuse to receive me, Bertrand,’ he said quietly. ‘When last we met, I said things I ought not to have said. We parted on bad terms.’


Pelletier put his hand on Trencavel’s arm. ‘That’s a risk we have to take,’ he said, although he shared the same concern. ‘Time has moved on since then. The facts of the matter speak for themselves. If the Host is indeed as great as they say – even if it is half that size – then we have no choice. Within the Cité we will be safe, but your people outside the walls … Who will protect them? The Count’s decision to take the Cross has left us – left you, Messire – as the only possible target. The Host will not be disbanded now. It needs an enemy to fight.’


Pelletier looked down into Raymond-Roger’s troubled face and saw regret and sorrow. He wanted to offer some comfort, say something, anything, but he could not. Any lack of resolve now would be fatal. There could be no weakening, no doubt. More hung on Viscount Trencavel’s decision than the young man would ever know.


‘You have done everything you can, Messire. You must hold firm. You must finish this. The men grow restless.’


Trencavel glanced at the coat of arms above him, then back to Pelletier. For a moment, they held one another’s gaze.


‘Inform Congost,’ he said.


With a deep sigh of relief, Pelletier walked quickly to where the escrivan was sitting at his desk, massaging his stiff fingers. Congost’s head shot up, but he said nothing as he picked up his feather and sat poised to record the final decision of the Council.


For the last time, Raymond-Roger Trencavel rose to his feet.


‘Before I announce my decision, I must thank you all. Lords of Carcassès, Razès, Albigeois and the dominions beyond, I salute your strength, your fortitude and your loyalty. We have talked for many hours and you have shown great patience and spirit. We have nothing to reproach ourselves with. We are the innocent victims of a war not of our making. Some of you will be disappointed at what I am about to say, others pleased. I pray that we will all find the courage, with God’s help and mercy, to stand together.’


He drew himself up. ‘For the good of us all – and for the safety of our people – I will seek an audience with my uncle and liege lord, Raymond, Count of Toulouse. We have no way of knowing what will come of this. It is not even certain my uncle will receive me and time is not on our side. It is therefore important that we keep our intentions hidden. Rumour spreads fast and if something of our purpose reaches the ears of my uncle, it might weaken our bargaining position. Accordingly, preparations for the Tournament will continue as planned. My aim is to return well before the Feast Day, I hope with good news.’ He paused. ‘It is my intention to leave tomorrow, at first light, taking with me only a small contingent of chevaliers and representatives, with your leave, from the great house of Cabaret, as well as Minerve, Foix, Quillan …’


‘You have my sword, Messire,’ called one chevalier. ‘And mine,’ cried another. One by one, men fell to their knees around the Hall.


Smiling, Trencavel held up his hand.


‘Your courage, your valour, honours us all,’ he said. ‘My steward will inform those of you whose services are required. For now, my friends, I bid you grant me leave. I suggest you all return to your quarters to rest. We will meet at dinner.’


In the commotion that accompanied Viscount Trencavel’s departure from the Great Hall, nobody noticed a single figure in a long blue hooded cloak slide out of the shadows and slip away through the door.





CHAPTER 8



The bell for Vespers had long since fallen silent by the time Pelletier finally emerged from the Tour Pinte.


Feeling every one of his fifty-two years, Pelletier lifted aside the curtain and walked back into the Great Hall. He rubbed his temples with tired hands, trying to ease the persistent, hammering ache in his head.


Viscount Trencavel had spent the time since the end of Council with the strongest of his allies, talking about how best to approach the Count of Toulouse. Talking for hour upon hour. One by one, decisions had been taken and messengers had galloped out from the Château Comtal bearing letters not only to Raymond VI, but also to the Papal Legates, to the Abbot of Cîteaux and Trencavel’s consuls and viguiers in Béziers. The chevaliers who were to accompany the Viscount had been informed. In the stables and the smithy, preparations were already in hand and would continue most of the night.


The chamber was filled with a hushed but expectant silence. Because of tomorrow’s early departure, instead of the planned banquet there was to be a more informal meal. Long trestle tables had been set out, unclothed, in rows running from north to south across the room. Candles flickered dimly in the centre of each table. In the high wall sconces, the torches were already burning fiercely, setting the shadows dancing and flickering.


At the far end of the room, servants came in and out, carrying dishes that were more plentiful than ceremonial. Hart, venison, chicken drumsticks with capsicum, earthenware bowls filled with beans and sausage and freshly baked white bread, purple plums stewed in honey, rose-coloured wine from the vineyards of the Corbières and pitchers of ale for those with weaker heads.


Pelletier nodded his approval. He was pleased. In his absence, François had deputised well. Everything looked as it should and of a level of courtesy and hospitality Viscount Trencavel’s guests had the right to expect.


François was a good servant, despite his unfortunate start in life. His mother had been in the service of Pelletier’s French wife, Marguerite, and was hanged for a thief when François was no more than a boy. His father was unknown. When his wife had died nine years ago, Pelletier had taken François on, trained him and given him a position. From time to time, he allowed himself to feel satisfaction at how well François had turned out.


Pelletier walked out into the Cour d’Honneur. The air was cool here and he lingered a while in the doorway. Children were playing around the well, earning a slap on the legs from their nurses when the boisterous games got too rowdy. Older girls strolled arm in arm in the twilight, talking, whispering their secrets to one another.


At first he didn’t notice the small, dark-haired boy sitting cross-legged on the wall by the chapel.


‘Messire! Messire!’ cried the boy, scrambling to his feet. ‘I got something for you.’


Pelletier took no notice. ‘Messire,’ The boy persisted, tugging at his sleeve to attract his attention. ‘Intendant Pelletier, please. Important.’


He felt something being pushed into his hand. He looked down to see it was a letter written on heavy cream parchment. His heart lurched. On the outside was his own name, inscribed in a familiar, distinctive hand. Pelletier had persuaded himself he’d never see it again.


Pelletier grabbed the boy by the scruff of the neck. ‘Where did you get this?’ he demanded, shaking him roughly. ‘Speak.’ The boy wriggled like a fish on a line, trying to get free. ‘Tell me. Quick, now.’


‘A man gave it to me at the gate,’ the boy whimpered. ‘Don’t hurt me. I’ve done nothing.’


Pelletier shook him harder. ‘What sort of man?’


‘Just a man.’


‘You’ll have to do better than that,’ he said harshly, his voice rising. ‘There’s a sol in it for you if you can tell me what I want to know. Was the man young? Old? Was he a soldier?’ He paused. ‘A Jew?’


Pelletier fired question after question until he’d dragged the facts out of the boy. They didn’t amount to much. Pons told him he’d been playing with friends in the moat of the Château Comtal, trying to get across from one side of the bridge to the other without the guards catching them. At dusk, when the light was just beginning to fade, a man had approached them and asked if anybody knew Intendant Pelletier by sight. When Pons said he did, the man had given him a sol to deliver the letter. He said it was very important and very urgent.


There was nothing special about the man that marked him out. He was of middle years, neither old nor young. He was not especially dark, nor fair either. His face was unmarked, unblemished by either pox or fight. He hadn’t noticed if the man wore a ring, because his hands were concealed underneath his cloak.


Finally satisfied he had learned all he could, Pelletier reached into his purse and gave the boy a coin.


‘Here. This is for your trouble. Now, go.’


Pons didn’t wait to be told a second time. He wriggled out of Pelletier’s grasp and ran, as fast as his legs would carry him.


Pelletier headed back inside, holding the letter tight to his chest. He registered no one as he swept through the corridor leading to his chamber.


The door was locked. Cursing his own caution, Pelletier fumbled with the keys, his haste making him clumsy. François had lit the calèlhs, the oil lamps, and set his night tray with a jug of wine and two earthenware goblets on the table in the centre of the room, as he did every night. The highly polished brass surface of the tray gleamed in the flickering, golden light.


Pelletier poured himself a drink to steady his nerves, his head full of dusty images, memories of the Holy Land and the long, red shadows of the desert. Of the three books and the ancient secret contained within their pages.


The coarse wine was sour on his tongue and hit the back of his throat with a sting. He downed it in one, then refilled the goblet. Many times he’d tried to visualise how he would feel at this moment. Yet now it had finally come, he felt numb.


Pelletier sat down, placing the letter on the table between his outstretched hands. He knew what it said. It was the message he’d been both anticipating and dreading for many years, ever since he’d arrived in Carcassonne. In those days, the prosperous and tolerant lands of the Midi had seemed a safe hiding place.


As the seasons rolled one into the next, over time Pelletier’s expectations of being called upon diminished. Day-to-day life took over. Thoughts of the books faded from his mind. In the end, he had almost forgotten that he was waiting at all.


More than twenty years had passed since he’d last set eyes upon the author of the letter. Until this moment, he realised, he’d not even known if his teacher and mentor was still alive. It was Harif who had taught him to read in the shade of the olive groves on the hills outside Jerusalem. It was Harif who’d opened his senses to a world more glorious, more magnificent than anything Pelletier had ever known. It was Harif who’d taught him to see that Saracens, Jews and Christians were following but different paths to the one God. And it was Harif who’d revealed to him that beyond all that was known lay a truth far older, more ancient, more absolute than anything the modern world had to offer.


The night of Pelletier’s initiation into the Noublesso de los Seres was as sharp and clear in his mind as if it was yesterday. The shimmering robes of gold and the bleached white altar cloth, as dazzling as the forts that glinted high on the hills above Aleppo among the cypress trees and orange groves. The smell of the incense, the rise and fall of the voices whispering in the darkness. Illumination.


That night, another lifetime ago, or so it seemed to Pelletier now, was when he had looked into the heart of the labyrinth and made a vow to protect the secret with his life.


He pulled the candle closer. Even without the authenticity of the seal, there could be no doubt that the letter was from Harif. He would recognise his hand anywhere, the distinctive elegance of his letters and the exact proportions of his script.


Pelletier shook his head, trying to dislodge the memories threatening to overwhelm him. He took a deep breath, then slipped his knife under the seal. The wax split open with a soft crack. He smoothed the parchment flat.


The letter was brief. Across the top of the sheet were the symbols Pelletier remembered from the yellow walls of the labyrinth cave in the hills outside the Holy City. Written in the ancient language of Harif’s ancestors, they meant nothing except to those initiated into the Noublesso.
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Pelletier read the words aloud, the familiar sounds reassuring him, before turning to Harif’s letter.


Fraire


It is time. Darkness is coming to these lands. There is malice in the air, an evil that will destroy and corrupt all that is good. The texts are no longer safe in the plains of the Pays d’Oc. It is time for the Trilogy to be reunited. Your brother awaits you in Besièrs, your sister in Carcassona. It falls to you to carry the books to a place of greater safety.


Make haste. The summer passes to Navarre will be closed by Toussaint, perhaps sooner if the snows come early. I shall expect you by the Feast Dayof Sant-Miquel.


Pas a pas, se va luènh.


The chair creaked as Pelletier leaned sharply back. It was no more than he expected. Harif’s instructions were clear. He asked no more than Pelletier had once sworn to give. But yet, he felt as if his soul had been sucked out of his body leaving only a hollow space.


The pledge he had given to guard the books had been made willingly, but in the simplicity of youth. Now, at the end of his middle years, it was more complicated. He had fashioned a different life for himself in Carcassonne. He had other allegiances, others he loved and served.


Only now did he realise how completely he’d persuaded himself that the moment of reckoning would not come in his lifetime. That he would never be forced to choose between his loyalty and responsibility to Viscount Trencavel and his obligation to the Noublesso.


No man could serve two masters with honour. If he did as Harif commanded, it would mean abandoning the Viscount at the hour of his greatest need. Yet every moment he stayed at Raymond-Roger’s side, he would be failing in his duty to the Noublesso.


Pelletier read the letter again, praying for a solution to present itself. This time, certain words, certain phrases stood out: ‘your brother awaits you in Besièrs.’


Harif could only mean Simeon. But in Béziers? Pelletier lifted the goblet to his lips and drank, tasting nothing. How strange that Simeon had come so forcefully into his mind today, after many years of absence.


A twist of fate? Coincidence? Pelletier believed in neither. Yet how to account for the dread that had swept through him when Alaïs had described the body of the man lying murdered in the waters of the Aude? There was no reason to imagine it would be Simeon, yet he’d been so certain.


And this: ‘your sister in Carcassona.’


Puzzled, Pelletier traced a pattern in the light surface of dust on the wooden table with his finger. A labyrinth.


Could Harif have appointed a woman as a guardian? Had she been here in Carcassonne, under his nose, all this time? He shook his head. It could not be.





CHAPTER 9



Alaïs stood at her window, waiting for Guilhem to return. The sky over Carcassonne was a deep, velvet blue, casting a soft mantle over the land. The dry, evening wind from the north, the Cers, was blowing gently down from the mountains, rustling the leaves on the trees and the reeds on the banks of the Aude, bringing the promise of fresher air along with it.


There were pinpricks of light shining in Sant-Miquel and Sant-Vicens. The cobbled streets of the Cité itself were alive with people eating and drinking, telling stories and singing songs of love and valour and loss. Around the corner from the main square, the fires of the blacksmith’s forge still burned.


Waiting. Always waiting.


Alaïs had rubbed her teeth with herbs to make them whiter and sewn a small sachet of forget-me-nots into the neck of her dress for perfume. The chamber was filled with a sweet aroma of burning lavender.


The Council had ended some time ago and Alaïs had expected Guilhem to come or at least to send word to her. Fragments of conversation drifted up from the courtyard below like wisps of smoke. She caught a glimpse of her sister Oriane’s husband, Jehan Congost, as he scuttled across the courtyard. She counted seven or eight chevaliers of the household and their écuyers, rushing purposefully to the forge. Earlier, she’d noticed her father reprimanding a young boy who had been hanging around the chapel.


Of Guilhem there was no sign.


Alaïs sighed, frustrated at having confined herself to her chamber for nothing. She turned back to face the room, wandering randomly from table to chair and back again, her restless fingers looking for something to do. She stopped in front of her loom and stared at the small tapestry she was working on for Dame Agnès, a complicated bestiary of wild creatures and birds with sweeping tails that slithered and clawed their way up a castle wall. Usually, when the weather or her responsibilities in the household kept her confined indoors, Alaïs found solace in such delicate work.


Tonight she couldn’t settle to anything. Her needles sat untouched at her frame, the thread Sajhë had given her unopened beside it. The potions she’d prepared earlier from the angelica and comfrey were neatly labelled and stored in rows on a wooden shelf in the coolest and darkest part of the room. She’d picked up and examined the wooden board until she was sick of the sight of it and her fingers sore with tracing the pattern of the labyrinth over and over. Waiting, waiting.


‘Es totjorn lo meteis,’ she murmured. Always the same song.


Alaïs walked over to the glass and peered at her reflection. A small, serious heart-shaped face with intelligent brown eyes and pale cheeks looked back at her, neither plain nor beautiful. Alaïs adjusted the neckline of her dress, as she’d seen other girls do, trying to make it more fashionable. Perhaps if she sewed a piece of lace to …


A sharp knock at the door interrupted her thoughts.


Perfin. At last. ‘I’m here,’ she called out.


The door opened. The smile slid from her face.


‘François. What is it?’


‘Intendant Pelletier requests your presence, Dame.’


‘At this hour?’


François shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other.


‘He is waiting on you in his chamber. I think there is some need of haste, Alaïs.’


She glanced at him, surprised by his use of her name. She had never known him to make such a mistake before. ‘Is something the matter?’ she asked quickly. ‘Is my father unwell?’


François hesitated. ‘He is much … preoccupied, Dame. He would be glad of your company presently.’


She sighed. ‘I seem to have been out of step all day.’


He looked puzzled. ‘Dame?’


‘Never mind, François. I’m just out of sorts tonight. Of course I will come, if my father wishes it. Shall we go?’


In her room at the opposite end of the living quarters, Oriane was sitting in the centre of her bed with her long, shapely legs curled under her.


Her green eyes were half closed, like a cat’s. There was a self-satisfied smile on her face as she allowed the comb to be pulled through her tumbling, black curls. From time to time, she felt the lightest touch of its bone teeth on her skin, delicate and suggestive.


‘This is very … soothing,’ she said.


A man was standing behind her. He was naked to the waist and there was the faintest sheen of sweat between his broad, strong shoulders. ‘Soothing, Dame?’ he said lightly. ‘That was not quite my intention.’


She could feel his warm breath on her neck as he leaned forward to gather the hair from her face, and then laid it in a twist against her back.


‘You are very beautiful,’ he whispered.


He began to massage her shoulders and neck, gently at first, then more firmly. Oriane bowed her head, as his skilful hands traced the outline of her cheekbones, her nose, her chin, as if he was committing her features to memory. From time to time, they slid lower, to the soft, white skin at her throat.


Oriane raised one of his hands to her mouth and licked the ends of his fingers with her tongue. He drew her back against him. She could feel the heat and weight of his body, could feel the proof of how much he wanted her pressing against her back. He turned her round to face him and parted her lips with his fingers, then slowly began to kiss her.


She paid no attention to the sound of footsteps in the corridor outside, until somebody started to bang on the door.


‘Oriane!’ called a shrill, peevish voice. ‘Are you there?’


‘It’s Jehan!’ she muttered under her breath, more annoyed than alarmed by the interruption. She opened her eyes. ‘I thought you said he wouldn’t be back yet.’


He looked towards the door. ‘I didn’t think he would be. When I left them, it looked as if he would be occupied with the Viscount for some time. Is it locked?’


‘Of course,’ she said.


‘Won’t he think that strange?’


Oriane shrugged. ‘He knows better than to enter without invitation. Nevertheless, you had better conceal yourself.’ She gestured to a small alcove behind a tapestry that hung on the far side of the bed. ‘Don’t worry,’ she smiled, seeing the expression on his face. ‘I’ll get rid of him as quickly as I can.’


‘And how are you going to do that?’


She put her hands around his neck and pulled him down to her, close enough for him to feel her eyelashes brush against his skin. He stirred against her.


‘Oriane?’ whined Congost, his voice rising higher every time he spoke. ‘Open the door this instant!’


‘You’ll have to wait and see,’ she murmured, bending to kiss the man’s chest and his firm stomach, a little lower. ‘Now, you must disappear. Even he won’t remain outside for ever.’


Once she was sure her lover was safely hidden, Oriane tiptoed over to the door, turned the key in the lock without making a sound, then ran back to the bed and arranged the curtains around her. She was ready to enjoy herself.


‘Oriane!’


‘Husband,’ she replied petulantly. ‘There’s no need for all this noise. It is open.’


Oriane heard fumbling, then the door open and bang shut. Her husband bustled into the room. She heard the clip of metal on wood as he put his candle down on the table.


‘Where are you?’ he said irritably. ‘And why is it so dark in here? I am in no mood for games.’


Oriane smiled. She stretched back against the pillows, her legs slightly apart and her smooth, bare arms draped above her head. She wanted nothing left to his imagination.


‘I’m here, husband.’


‘The door was not open when first I tried it,’ he was saying irritably, as he pulled back the curtains, then fell speechless.


‘Well, you can’t have been … pushing … hard enough,’ she said.


Oriane watched his face turn white, then red as puce. His eyes bulged in his head and his mouth hung open as he gaped at her high, full breasts and her dark nipples, her unbound hair fanned out around her on the pillow like a mass of writhing snakes, the curve of her small waist and soft swell of her stomach, the triangle of wiry, black hair between her thighs.


‘What do you think you are doing?’ he screeched. ‘Cover yourself up immediately.’


‘I was asleep, husband,’ she replied. ‘You woke me.’


‘I woke you? I woke you,’ he spluttered. ‘You were sleeping like … like this?’


‘It is a hot night, Jehan. Can I not be allowed to sleep as I wish, in the privacy of my own chamber?’


‘Anyone could have come in and seen you like this. Your sister, your serving woman, Guirande. Anyone!’


Oriane slowly sat up and looked defiantly at him, winding a strand of her hair between her fingers. ‘Anyone?’ she said sarcastically. ‘I dismissed Guirande,’ she said coolly. ‘I had no further need of her services.’


She could see he desperately wanted to turn away, but could not. Desire and disgust were running in equal measure through his dried-up blood.


‘Anyone could have come in,’ he said again, although less confidently.


‘Yes, I suppose that’s true. Although nobody has. Except for you, husband, of course.’ She smiled. It was the look of an animal about to strike. ‘And now, since you are here, perhaps you can tell me where you have been?’


‘You know where I’ve been,’ he snapped. ‘In Council.’


She smiled. ‘In Council? All this time? The Council broke up well before it was dark.’


Congost flushed. ‘It is not your place to challenge me.’


Oriane narrowed her eyes. ‘By Sant Foy, you’re a pompous man, Jehan. “It’s not your place …”.’ The mimicry was perfect and both men winced at the cruelty of it. ‘Come on, Jehan, tell me where you’ve been? Discussing affairs of state, maybe? Or have you been with a lover perhaps, è Jehan? Do you have a lover hidden away in the Château somewhere?’


‘How dare you speak to me like that. I—’


‘Other husbands tell their wives where they have been. Why not you? Unless, as I say, there is a good reason not to.’


Congost was shouting now. ‘Other husbands should learn to hold their tongues. It’s not women’s business.’


Oriane moved slowly across the bed towards him.


‘Not women’s business,’ she said. ‘Is that so?’


Her voice was low and full of spite. Congost knew she was making sport with him, but did not understand the rules of engagement. He never had.


Oriane shot out her hand and pressed the telltale bulge beneath his tunic. With satisfaction, she saw the panic and surprise in his eyes as she began to move her hand up and down.


‘So, husband,’ she said contemptuously. ‘Tell me what you do consider to be the business of women? Love?’ She pushed harder. ‘This? What would you call it, appetite?’


Congost sensed a trap, but he was mesmerised by her and didn’t know what to say or do. He couldn’t stop himself leaning towards her. His wet lips were flapping like a fish’s mouth and his eyes screwed tight. He might despise her, but she could still make him want her, just like every other man, ruled by what hung between his legs, for all his reading and writing. She despised him.


Abruptly, she withdrew her hand, having got the reaction she wanted. ‘Well, Jehan,’ she said coldly. ‘If you have nothing you are prepared to tell me, then you might as well go. You are of no use to me here.’


Oriane saw something in him snap, as if all the disappointments and frustrations he’d ever suffered in his life were flashing through his mind. Before she knew what was happening, he had hit her, hard enough to send her sprawling back on the bed.


She gasped in surprise.


Congost was motionless, staring down at his hand as if it had nothing to do with him.


‘Oriane, I—’


‘You are pathetic,’ she screamed at him. She could taste blood in her mouth. ‘I told you to go. So go. Get out of my sight!’


For a moment, Oriane thought he was going to try to apologise. But when he raised his eyes, she saw hate, not shame, in them. She breathed a sigh of relief. Things would play out as she had planned.


‘You disgust me,’ he was shouting, backing away from the bed. ‘You’re no better than an animal. No, worse than a beast, for you know what you are doing.’ He snatched up her blue cloak, which was lying wantonly on the floor, and threw it at her face. ‘And cover yourself up. I don’t want to find you like this when I get back, flaunting yourself like a whore.’


When she was sure he had gone, Oriane lay back on the bed and pulled her cloak up over her, a little shaken but exhilarated. For the first time in four years of marriage, the stupid, feeble, weak old man her father had forced her to take as a husband had actually succeeded in surprising her. She had intended to provoke him, certainly, but she’d not expected him to strike her. And so hard. She ran her fingers over her skin, which was still smarting from the blow. He had meant to hurt her. Perhaps there would be a mark? That might be worth something. Then she could show her father what his decision had reduced her to.


Oriane brought herself up short with a bitter laugh. She wasn’t Alaïs. Only Alaïs mattered to their father, for all his attempts to conceal it. Oriane was too like their mother, in looks and character, for his liking. As if he would care in the slightest if Jehan beat her half to death. He’d assume she deserved it.


For a moment, she allowed the jealousy she kept hidden, from all but Alaïs, to leak out from behind the perfect mask of her beautiful, unreadable face. Her resentment at her lack of power, her lack of influence, her disappointment. What value had her youth and beauty when she was tied to a man with no ambition and no prospects, a man who had never even lifted a sword? It wasn’t fair that Alaïs, the younger sister, should have all the things that she wanted and yet was denied. Things that should be hers by right.


Oriane twisted the material between her fingers, as if it was Alaïs’ pale skinny arm she was pinching. Plain, spoiled, indulged Alaïs. She squeezed tighter, seeing in her mind’s eye a purple bruise spreading across her skin.


‘You shouldn’t taunt him.’


Her lover’s voice cut through the silence. She had almost forgotten that he was there.


‘Why not?’ she said. ‘It’s the only enjoyment I have from him.’


He slipped through the curtain and touched her cheek with his fingers. ‘Did he hurt you? He’s left a mark.’


She smiled at the concern in his voice. How little he really knew her. He saw only what he wanted to see, an image of the woman he thought she was.


‘It’s nothing,’ she replied.


The silver chain at his neck brushed her skin as he bent down to kiss her. She could smell his need to possess her. Oriane shifted position, allowing the blue material to fall away from her like water. She ran her hands over his thighs, the skin pale and soft compared to the golden brown of his back and arms and chest, then raised her eyes higher. She smiled. He had waited long enough.


Oriane leaned forward to take him in her mouth, but he pushed her back on the bed and knelt down beside her.


‘So what enjoyment do you wish for from me, my lady?’ he said, gently parting her legs. ‘This?’


She murmured as he bent forward and kissed her. ‘Or this?’


His mouth crept lower, to her hidden, private space. Oriane held her breath as his tongue played across her skin, biting, licking, teasing.


‘Or this, maybe?’ She felt his hands, strong and tight around her waist as he pulled her to him. Oriane wrapped her legs around his back.


‘Or maybe this is what you really want?’ he said, his voice straining with desire as he plunged deep inside her. She groaned with satisfaction, scratching her nails down his back, claiming him.


‘So your husband thinks you’re a whore, does he,’ he said. ‘Let us see if we can prove him right.’





CHAPTER 10



Pelletier paced the floor of his chamber, waiting for Alaïs.


It was cooler now, but there was sweat on his broad forehead and his face was flushed. He should be down in the kitchens supervising the servants, making sure everything was in hand. But he was overwhelmed by the significance of the moment. He felt he was standing at a crossroads, paths stretching out in every direction, leading to an uncertain future. Everything that had gone before in his life, and everything that was yet to come, depended on what he decided to do now.


What was taking her so long?


Pelletier tightened his fist around the letter. Already he knew the words off by heart.


He turned away from the window and his eye was caught by something bright, glinting in the dust and shadows behind the door frame. Pelletier bent down and picked it up. It was a heavy silver buckle with copper detail, large enough to be the fastening for a cloak or a robe.


He frowned. It wasn’t his.


He held it to a candle to get a better look. There was nothing distinctive about it. He’d seen a hundred just like it for sale in the market. He turned it over in his hands. It was of good enough quality, suggesting someone of comfortable rather than wealthy circumstances.


It couldn’t have been here long. François tidied the room each morning and would have noticed if it had been there then. No other servants were allowed in and the room had been locked all day.


Pelletier glanced around, looking for other signs of an intruder. He felt uneasy. Was it his imagination or were the objects on his desk slightly out of place? Had his bed coverings been disarranged? Everything alarmed him tonight.


‘Paire?’


Alaïs spoke softly, but she startled him all the same. Hastily, he pushed the buckle into his pouch. ‘Father,’ she repeated. ‘You sent for me?’


Pelletier collected himself. ‘Yes, yes, I did. Come.’


‘Will there be anything else, Messire?’ asked François from the doorway.


‘No. But wait outside in case I have need of you.’


He waited until the door was shut, then beckoned Alaïs to take a seat at the table. He poured her a cup of wine and refilled his own, but did not settle.


‘You look tired.’


‘I am a little.’


‘What are people saying of the Council, Alaïs?’


‘No one knows what to think, Messire. There are so many stories. Everyone prays that things are not as bad as they seem. Everyone knows that the Viscount rides for Montpelhièr tomorrow, accompanied by a small entourage, to seek audience with his uncle, the Count of Toulouse.’ She raised her head. ‘Is it true?’


He nodded.


‘Yet it is also claimed that the Tournament will go ahead.’


‘Also true. It is the Viscount’s intention to complete his mission and return home within two weeks. Before the end of July certainly.’


‘Is the Viscount’s mission likely to succeed?’


Pelletier did not answer but just continued to pace up and down. His anxiety was spreading to her.


She took a gulp of wine for courage. ‘Is Guilhem one of the party?’


‘Has he not informed you himself?’ he said sharply.


‘I’ve not seen him since the Council adjourned,’ she admitted.


‘Where in the name of Sant-Foy is he?’ Pelletier demanded.


‘Please just tell me yes or no.’


‘Guilhem du Mas has been chosen, although I have to say that it is against my wishes. The Viscount favours him.’


‘With reason, Paire,’ she said quietly. ‘He is a skilled chevalier.’


Pelletier leaned across and poured more wine into her goblet. ‘Tell me, Alaïs, do you trust him?’


The question caught her off guard, but she answered without hesitation. ‘Should not all wives trust their husbands?’


‘Yes, yes. I would not expect you to answer otherwise,’ he said dismissively, waving his hand. ‘But did he ask you what had happened this morning at the river?’


‘You commanded me to speak of it to no one,’ she said. ‘Naturally, I obeyed you.’


‘As I trusted you to keep your word,’ he said. ‘But, still, you have not quite answered my question. Did Guilhem ask where you’d been?’


‘There has not been the opportunity,’ she said defiantly. ‘As I told you, I have not seen him.’


Pelletier walked over to the window. ‘Are you scared that war will come?’ he said, his back to her.


Alaïs was disconcerted by the abrupt change of subject, but replied without skipping a beat.


‘At the thought of it, yes, Messire,’ she replied cautiously. ‘But surely it won’t come to that?’


‘No, it might not.’


He placed his hands on the window ledge, seemingly lost in his own thoughts and oblivious to her presence. ‘I know you think my question impertinent, but I asked it for a reason. Look deep into your heart. Weigh your answer carefully. Then, tell me the truth. Do you trust your husband? Do you trust him to protect you, to do right by you?’


Alaïs understood the words that mattered lay unsaid and hidden somewhere beneath the surface, but she feared to answer. She did not want to be disloyal to Guilhem. At the same time, she could not bring herself to lie to her father.


‘I know he does not please you, Messire,’ she said steadily, ‘although I do not know what he has done to offend you—’


‘You know perfectly well what he does to offend me,’ Pelletier said impatiently. ‘I’ve told you often enough. However, my personal opinion of du Mas, for good or ill, is neither here nor there. One can dislike a man and yet see his worth. Please, Alaïs. Answer my question. A very great deal depends on it.’


Images of Guilhem sleeping. Of his eyes, dark as lodestone, the curve of his lips as he kissed the intimate inside of her wrist. Memories so powerful they made her dizzy.


‘I cannot answer,’ she said eventually.


‘Ah,’ he sighed. ‘Good. Good. I see.’


‘With respect, Paire, you see nothing,’ Alaïs flared up. ‘I have said nothing.’


He turned round. ‘Did you tell Guilhem I had sent for you?’


‘As I said, I have not seen him and … and it is not right that you should question me in this manner. To make me choose between loyalty to you and to him.’ Alaïs moved to rise. ‘So unless there is some reason you require my presence, Messire, at this late hour, I beg you give me leave to withdraw.’


Pelletier made to calm the situation. ‘Sit down, sit down. I see I have offended you. Forgive me. It was not my intention.’


He held out his hand. After a moment, Alaïs took it.


‘I do not mean to speak in riddles. My hesitation is … I need to make things clear in my own mind. Tonight I received a message of great significance, Alaïs. I have spent the past few hours trying to decide what to do, weighing the alternatives. Even though I thought I had resolved on one course of action and sent for you, nonetheless doubts remained.’


Alaïs met his gaze. ‘And now?’


‘Now my path lies clear before me. Yes. I believe I know what I must do.’


The colour drained from her face. ‘So war is coming,’ she said, her voice suddenly soft.


‘I think it inevitable, yes. The signs are not good.’ He sat down. ‘We are caught up in events far bigger than we have the power to control, for all our attempts to persuade ourselves otherwise.’ He hesitated. ‘But there is something more important than this, Alaïs. And if things go ill for us in Montpelhièr, then it is possible I might never have an opportunity to … to tell you the truth.’


‘What can be more important than the threat of war?’


‘Before I speak further, you must give me your word that everything I tell you tonight will remain between us.’


‘Is this why you asked about Guilhem?’


‘In part, yes,’ he admitted, ‘although that was not the whole reason. But, first, give me your assurance that nothing I tell you will go outside of these four walls.’


‘You have my word,’ she said, without hesitation.


Again, Pelletier sighed, but this time she heard relief not anxiety in his voice. The die was cast. He had made his choice. What remained was determination to see things through whatever the consequences.


She drew closer. The light from the candles danced and flickered in her brown eyes.


‘This is a story,’ he said, ‘that begins in the ancient lands of Egypt several thousand years ago. This is the true story of the Grail.’


Pelletier talked until the oil in the lamps had burned out.


The courtyard below had fallen silent, as the revellers had taken themselves off to sleep. Alaïs was exhausted. Her fingers were white and there were purple shadows, like bruises, beneath her eyes.


Pelletier too had grown old and tired as he talked.


‘In answer to your question, you do not have to do anything. Not yet, perhaps not ever. If our petitions tomorrow are successful, it will give me the time and opportunity I need to take the books to safety myself as I am bound to do.’


‘But if they are not, Messire? What if something happens to you?’


Alaïs broke off, fear catching in her throat.


‘All may yet be well,’ he said, but his voice was dead.


‘But if it is not?’ she insisted, refusing to be soothed. ‘What if you do not return? How will I know when to act?’


He held her gaze for a moment. Then he searched in his pouch until he’d found a small package of cream-coloured cloth.


‘If something happens to me, you will receive a token like this.’


He laid the package on the table and pushed it towards her.


‘Open it.’


Alaïs did as she was told, unfolding the material section by section until she had revealed a small disc of pale stone with two letters carved on it. She held it up to the light and read the letters aloud.


‘NS?’


‘For Noublesso de los Seres.’


‘What is it?’


‘A merel, a secret token, which is passed between thumb and forefinger. It has another, more important purpose also, although you need not know of it. It will indicate to you if the bearer is to be trusted.’ Alaïs nodded. ‘Now turn it over.’


Engraved on the other side was a labyrinth, identical to the pattern carved on the back of the wooden board.


Alaïs caught her breath. ‘I’ve seen this before.’


Pelletier twisted the ring from his thumb and held it out. ‘It is engraved on the inside,’ he said. ‘All guardians wear such a ring.’


‘No, here, in the Château. I bought cheese in the market today and took a board from my room to carry it on. This pattern is engraved on the underside.’


‘But that’s impossible. It cannot be the same.’


‘I swear it is.’


‘Where did the board come from?’ he demanded. ‘Think, Alaïs. Did someone give it to you? Was it a gift?’


Alaïs shook her head. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know,’ she said desperately. ‘All day I’ve tried to remember, but I can’t. The strangest thing was that I was sure I’d seen the pattern somewhere else, even though the board itself was not familiar to me.’


‘Where is it now?’


‘I left it on the table in my chambers,’ she said. ‘Why? Do you think it matters?’


‘So anyone could have seen it,’ he said with frustration.


‘I suppose so,’ she replied nervously. ‘Guilhem, any of the servants, I cannot say.’


Alaïs looked down at the ring in her hand and suddenly the pieces fell into place. ‘You thought the man in the river was Simeon?’ she said slowly. ‘He is another guardian?’


Pelletier nodded. ‘There was no reason to think it was him, but yet I felt so sure.’


‘And the other guardians? Do you know where they are?’


He leaned over and closed her fingers over the merel. ‘No more questions, Alaïs. Take good care of this. Keep it safe. And hide the board with the labyrinth where no prying eyes can see it. I will deal with it when I return.’


Alaïs rose to her feet. ‘What of the board?’


Pelletier smiled at her persistence. ‘I will give it some thought, Filha.’


‘But does its presence here mean someone in the Château knows of the existence of the books?’


‘No one can know,’ he said firmly. ‘If I thought there was any question of it, I would tell you. On my word.’


They were brave words, fighting words, but his expression gave them the lie.


‘But if—’


‘Basta,’ he said softly, raising his arms. ‘No more.’


Alaïs let herself be enveloped in his giant embrace. The familiar smell of him brought tears to her eyes.


‘All will be well,’ he said firmly. ‘You must be brave. Do only what I have asked of you, no more.’ He kissed the top of her head. ‘Come bid us farewell at dawn.’ Alaïs nodded, not daring to speak.


‘Ben, ben. Now, make haste. And may God keep you.’


Alaïs ran down the dark corridor and out into the courtyard without drawing breath, seeing ghosts and demons in every shadow. Her head was spinning. The old familiar world seemed suddenly a mirror image of its former self, both recognisable and utterly different. The package concealed beneath her dress seemed to be burning a hole in her skin.


Outside the air was cool. Most people had retired for the night, although there were still a few lights shining in the rooms overlooking the Cour d’Honneur. A burst of laughter from the guards at the gatehouse made her jump. For a moment, she imagined she saw a person silhouetted in one of the upper rooms. But then a bat swooped in front of her, drawing her gaze, and when she looked again the window was dark.


She walked faster. Her father’s words were spinning around in her head, all the questions she should have asked and had not.


A few more steps and she started to feel a prickling at the back of her neck. She glanced over her shoulder.


‘Who’s there?’


Nobody answered. She called out again. There was malice in the darkness, she could smell it, feel it. Alaïs walked faster, certain now she was being followed. She could hear the soft shuffle of feet and the sound of heavy breathing.


‘Who’s there?’ she called again.


Without warning, a rough and calloused hand, reeking of ale, clamped itself over her mouth. She cried out as she felt a sudden, sharp blow on the back of her head and she fell.


It seemed to take a long time for her to reach the ground. Then there were hands crawling all over her, like rats in a cellar, until they found what they wanted.


‘Aqui es.’ Here it is.


It was the last thing Alaïs heard before the blackness closed over her.





CHAPTER 11



Pic de Soularac
Sabarthès Mountains
South-west France


MONDAY 4 JULY 2005


‘Alice! Alice, can you hear me?’


Her eyes flickered and opened.


The air was chill and damp, like an unheated church. Not floating, but lying on the hard, cold ground.


Where the hell am I? She could feel the dank earth rough and uneven beneath her arms and legs. Alice shifted position. Sharp stones and grit rubbed abrasively against her skin.


No, not a church. A glimmer of memory came back. Walking down a long, dark tunnel into a cave, a stone chamber. Then what? Everything was blurred, frayed around the edges. Alice tried to raise her head. A mistake. Pain exploded at the base of her skull. Nausea sloshed in her stomach, like bilge water at the bottom of a rotting boat.


‘Alice? Can you hear me?’


Someone was talking to her. Worried, anxious, a voice she knew.


‘Alice? Wake up.’ She tried to lift her head. This time, the pain wasn’t so bad. Slowly, carefully, she raised herself a little.


‘Christ,’ muttered Shelagh, sounding relieved.


She was aware of hands beneath her arms helping her into a sitting position. Everything was gloomy and dark, except for the darting circles of light from the torches. Two torches. Alice narrowed her eyes and recognised Stephen, one of the older members of the team, hovering behind Shelagh, his wire-framed glasses catching in the light.


‘Alice, talk to me. Can you hear me?’ said Shelagh.


I’m not sure. Maybe.


Alice tried to speak, but her mouth was crooked and no words came out. She tried to nod. The exertion made her head spin. She dropped her head between her knees to stop herself passing out.


With Shelagh on one side and Stephen on the other, she edged herself back until she was sitting on the top of the stone steps, hands on her knees. Everything seemed to be shifting backwards and forwards, in and out, like a film out of focus.


Shelagh crouched down in front of her, talking, but Alice couldn’t make out what she was saying. The sound was distorted, like a record played at the wrong speed. Another wave of nausea hit her as more, disconnected memories came flooding back: the noise of the skull as it fell away into the dark; her hand reaching out for the ring; the knowledge that she had disturbed something that slumbered in the deepest recesses of the mountain, something malevolent.


Then nothing.


She was so cold. She could feel goosebumps on her bare arms and legs. Alice knew she couldn’t have been unconscious for very long, no more than a few minutes at most. Such an inconsequential measure of time. But it had seemed long enough for her to slip from one world into another.


Alice shivered. Then another memory. Of dreaming the same, familiar dream. First, the sensation of peace and lightness, everything white and clear. Then plummeting down and down through the empty sky and the ground rushing up to meet her. There was no collision, no impact, only the dark green columns of trees looming over her. Then the fire, the roaring wall of red and gold and yellow flames.


She wrapped her bare arms tight around herself. Why had the dream come back? Throughout her childhood, the same dream had haunted her, always the same, never leading anywhere. While her parents slept unawares in their bedroom across the landing, Alice had spent night after night awake in the dark, hands gripping the covers tightly, determined to conquer her demons alone.


But not for years now. It had left her alone for years.


‘How about we try to get you on your feet?’ Shelagh was saying.


It doesn’t mean anything. Once doesn’t mean it’s going to start all over again.


‘Alice,’ said Shelagh, her voice a little sharper. Impatient. ‘Do you think you can manage to stand? We need to get you back to camp. Have someone take a look at you.’


‘I think so,’ she said at last. Her voice didn’t sound like her at all. ‘My head’s not so good.’


‘You can do it, Alice. Come on, try now.’


Alice looked down at her red, swollen wrist. Shit. She couldn’t quite remember, didn’t want to remember. ‘I’m not sure what happened. This—’ She held up her hand. ‘This happened outside.’


Shelagh put her arms around Alice to take her weight. ‘OK?’


Alice braced herself and allowed Shelagh to lever her to her feet. Stephen took the other arm. She swayed a little from side to side, trying to get her balance, but after a couple of seconds, the giddiness passed and feeling started to come back to her numb limbs. Carefully Alice started to flex and unflex her fingers, feeling the pull of the raw skin over her knuckles.


‘I’m all right. Just give me a minute.’


‘What possessed you to come in here on your own anyway?’


‘I was …’ Alice broke off, not knowing what to say. It was typical of her to break the rules and end up in trouble. ‘There’s something you need to see. Down there. On the lower level.’


Shelagh followed the line of Alice’s gaze with her torch. Shadows scuttled up the walls and over the roof of the cave.


‘No, not here,’ said Alice. ‘Down there.’


Shelagh lowered the beam.


‘In front of the altar.’


‘Altar?’


The strong white light cut through the inky blackness of the chamber like a searchlight. For a fraction of a second, the shadow of the altar was silhouetted on the rock wall behind, like the Greek letter pi superimposed on the carved labyrinth. Then Shelagh moved her hand, the image vanished and the torch found the grave. The pale bones leapt out at them from the dark.


Straight away, the atmosphere changed. Shelagh gave a sharp intake of breath. Like an automaton, she walked down one, then two, then three steps. She seemed to have forgotten Alice was there.


Stephen made a move to follow.


‘No,’ she snapped. ‘Stay there.’


‘I was only—’


‘In fact, go find Dr Brayling. Tell him what we’ve found. Now,’ she shouted, when he didn’t move. Stephen thrust his torch into Alice’s hand and disappeared into the tunnel without a word. She could hear the scrunch of his boots on the gravel, getting fainter and fainter until the sound was eaten up by the darkness.


‘You didn’t have to shout at him,’ Alice started to say. Shelagh cut across her.


‘Did you touch anything?’


‘Not exactly, though—’


‘Though what?’ Again, the same aggression.


‘There were a few things in the grave,’ Alice added. ‘I can show you.’


‘No,’ Shelagh shouted. ‘No,’ a little calmer. ‘We don’t want people tramping around down there.’


Alice was about to point out it was too late for that, then stopped. She’d no desire to get close to the skeletons again. The blind sockets, the collapsed bones were imprinted too clearly on her mind.


Shelagh stood over the shallow grave. There was something challenging in the way she swept the beam of light over the bodies, up and down as if she was examining them. It was disrespectful almost. The light caught the dull blade of the knife as Shelagh squatted down beside the skeletons, her back to Alice.


‘You say you touched nothing?’ she said abruptly, turning to glare over her shoulder. ‘So how come your tweezers are here?’


Alice flushed. ‘You interrupted me before I’d had the chance to finish. What I was about to say was I picked up a ring – with the tweezers, before you ask – which I dropped when I heard you guys in the tunnel.’


‘A ring?’ Shelagh repeated.


‘Maybe it’s rolled under something else?’


‘Well, I can’t see it,’ she said, suddenly standing up. She strode back to Alice. ‘Let’s get out of here. Your injuries need seeing to.’


Alice looked at her in astonishment. The face of a stranger, not a good friend, was looking back at her. Angry, hard, judgemental.


‘But don’t you want—’


‘Jesus, Alice,’ she said, grabbing her arm. ‘Haven’t you done enough? We’ve got to go!’


It was very bright after the velvet dark of the cave as they emerged from the shadow of the rock. The sun seemed to explode in Alice’s face like a firework in a black November sky.


She shielded her eyes with her hands. She felt utterly disorientated, unable to fix herself in time or space. It was as if the world had stopped while she’d been in the chamber. It was the same familiar landscape, yet it had transformed into something different.


Or am I just seeing it through different eyes?


The shimmering peaks of the Pyrenees in the distance had lost their definition. The trees, the sky, even the mountain itself, were less substantial, less real. Alice felt that if she touched anything it would fall down, like scenery on a film set, revealing the true world concealed behind.


Shelagh said nothing. She was already striding down the mountain, mobile phone clamped to her ear, without bothering to check if Alice was managing all right. Alice hurried to catch her up.


‘Shelagh, hang on a minute. Wait.’ She touched Shelagh’s arm. ‘Look, I’m really sorry. I know I shouldn’t have gone in there on my own. I wasn’t thinking.’


Shelagh didn’t acknowledge she was speaking. She didn’t even look round, although she snapped her phone shut.


‘Slow down. I can’t keep up.’


‘OK,’ Shelagh said, spinning round to face her. ‘I’ve stopped.’


‘What’s going on here?’


‘You tell me. I mean, what precisely do you want me to say? That it’s OK? You want me to make you feel better that you fucked up?’


‘No, I—’


‘Because, you know what, actually it’s not OK. It was totally and unbelievably fucking stupid to go in there alone. You’ve contaminated the site and Jesus knows what else. What the fuck were you playing at?’


Alice held up her hands. ‘I know, I know. And I really am sorry,’ she repeated, aware of how inadequate it sounded.


‘Do you have any idea of the position you’ve put me in? I vouched for you. I persuaded Brayling to let you come. Thanks to you playing Indiana Jones, the police will probably suspend the entire excavation. Brayling will blame me. Everything I’ve done to get here, to get a place on this dig. The time I’ve spent …’ Shelagh broke off and ran her fingers through her cropped, bleached hair.


This isn’t fair.


‘Look, hang on a minute.’ Even though she knew Shelagh was well within her rights to be angry, she was way over the top. ‘You’re being unfair. I accept it was stupid to go in – I didn’t think it through, and I admit that – but don’t you think you’re overreacting? Shit, I didn’t do it on purpose. Brayling’s hardly going to call the police. I didn’t really touch anything. No one’s hurt.’


Shelagh twisted her arm out of Alice’s grasp with such force she nearly lost her footing.


‘Brayling will call the authorities,’ Shelagh seethed, ‘because – as you would know if you bothered to listen to a fucking word I said – permission for the excavation was granted, against the advice of the police, on the understanding that any discovery of human remains would be immediately reported to the Police Judiciaire.’


Alice’s stomach hit the floor. ‘I thought it was just red tape. Nobody seemed to take it seriously. Everyone was always joking about it.’


‘Clearly you didn’t take it seriously,’ Shelagh shouted. ‘The rest of us did, being professionals and having some respect for what we do!’


This makes no sense.


‘But why would the police be interested in an archaeological dig?’


Shelagh blew up. ‘Jesus, Alice, you still don’t get it, do you? Even now. It doesn’t fucking matter why. It’s just how it is. It’s not up to you to decide which rules matter and which you’re going to ignore.’


‘I never said—’


‘Why do you always have to challenge everything? You always think you know better, always want to break the rules, be different.’


Alice was shouting now too. ‘That’s completely unfair. I’m not like that and you know it. I just didn’t think—’


‘That’s the point. You never do think, except about yourself. And getting what you want.’


‘This is crazy, Shelagh. Why would I deliberately try to make things hard for you? Just listen to yourself.’ Alice took a deep breath, trying to get her temper under control. ‘Look, I’ll own up to Brayling it was my fault but, well it’s just that … you know I wouldn’t go charging in there, on my own, in normal circumstances, except …’


She paused again.


‘Except what?’


‘This is going to sound stupid, but it sort of drew me in. I knew the chamber was there. I can’t explain it, I just knew. A feeling. Déjà vu. Like I’d been there before.’


‘You think this makes it better?’ Shelagh said sarcastically. ‘Jesus, give me a break. You had a feeling. That’s pathetic.’


Alice shook her head. ‘It was more than that—’


‘In any case, what the hell were you doing digging up there in the first place? And on your own? That’s just it. Break the rules just for the hell of it.’


‘No,’ she said. ‘It wasn’t like that. My partner’s not here. I saw something underneath the boulder and, since it’s my last day, I just thought I’d do a little more.’ Her voice tailed off. ‘I only wanted to find out if it was worth investigating,’ she said, realising her mistake too late. ‘I wasn’t intending—’


‘You are telling me, on top of everything else, that you actually found something? You fucking found something and didn’t bother to share this information with anyone else?’


‘I—’


Shelagh held out her hand. ‘Give it to me.’


Alice held her gaze for a moment, then fished in the pocket of her denim cut-offs, pulled out the handkerchief and handed it over. She didn’t trust herself to speak.


She watched as Shelagh folded back the white folds of cotton to reveal the brooch inside. Alice couldn’t help herself reaching out.


‘It is beautiful, isn’t it? The way the copper round the edges, here and here, catches the light.’ She hesitated. ‘I think it might belong to one of the people inside the cave.’


Shelagh looked up. Her mood had undergone another transformation. The anger had gone out of her.


‘You have no idea what you have done, Alice. No idea at all.’ She folded the handkerchief. ‘I’ll take this down.’


‘I’ll—’


‘Leave it, Alice. I don’t want to talk to you right now. Everything you say just makes it worse.’


What the hell was that all about?


Alice stood bewildered as Shelagh walked away. The row had come out of nowhere, extreme even for Shelagh, who was capable of blowing up over the smallest things, then had blown out just as quickly.


Alice lowered herself down on to the nearest rock and rested her throbbing wrist on her knee. Everything ached and she felt utterly drained, but also sick at heart. She knew the excavation was funded privately – rather than attached to a university or institution – so was not subject to the restrictive regulations that hampered many expeditions. As a result, competition to get on the team had been fierce. Shelagh had been working at Mas d’Azil, a few kilometres northwest of Foix, when she’d first heard about the excavation in the Sabarthès Mountains. The way she told it, she’d bombarded the director, Dr Brayling, with letters, emails and testimonials until finally, eighteen months ago, she’d worn him down. Even then, Alice had wondered why Shelagh was so obsessed.


Alice looked down the mountain. Shelagh was so far ahead now that she was almost out of sight, her long, lean figure shielded by the scrub and broom on the lower slopes. There was no hope of catching her up even if she wanted to.


Alice sighed. She was running on empty. Like always. Doing it alone. It’s better that way. She was fiercely selfsufficient, preferring not to rely on anybody else. But right now, she wasn’t sure she had enough energy left to make it back to camp. The sun was too fierce and her legs too weak. She looked down at the cut on her arm. It had started to bleed again, worse than ever.


Alice looked out over the scorched summer landscape of the Sabarthès Mountains, still in their timeless peace. For a moment, she felt fine. Then all at once she was aware of another sensation, a pricking at the base of her spine. Anticipation, a sense of expectation. Recognition.


It all ends here.


Alice caught her breath. Her heart started to beat faster.


It ends here where it started.


Her head was suddenly filled with whispering, disjointed sounds, like echoes in time. Now the words carved in the stone at the top of the steps came back to her. Pas a pas. They went round and round in her head, like a half-remembered nursery rhyme.


That’s impossible. You’re being stupid.


Shaken, Alice put her hands on her knees and forced herself to stand up. She had to get back to the camp. Heatstroke, dehydration, she had to get out of the sun, get some water inside her.


Taking it slowly, she started to descend, feeling every bump and jolt of the mountain in her legs. She had to get away from the echoing stone, from the spirits that lived there. She didn’t know what was happening to her, only that she had to escape.


She walked faster, faster, until she was almost running, stumbling on the stones and jagged flints that stuck up out of the dry earth. But the words were rooted in her mind, repeating loud and clear, like a mantra.


Step by step we make our way. Step by step.





CHAPTER 12



The thermometer was nudging thirty-three degrees in the shade. It was nearly three o’clock. Alice was sitting under the canvas awning obediently sipping an Orangina that had been pushed into her hands. The warm bubbles fizzed in her throat as the sugar rushed into her bloodstream. There was a strong smell of gabardine, tents and TCP.


The cut on the inside of her elbow had been sterilised and the dressing reapplied. A clean white bandage had been wrapped around her wrist, which had swollen to the size of a tennis ball. Her knees and shins were covered in tiny grazes and cuts, dabbed clean with disinfectant.


You brought this on yourself.


She peered at herself in the small mirror that hung from the tent post. A small, heart-shaped face with intelligent brown eyes stared back at her. Beneath the freckles and tanned skin, she was pale. She looked a mess. Her hair was full of dust and there were smears of dried blood down the front of her top.


All she wanted was to go back to her hotel in Foix, toss her filthy clothes in the wash and take a long, cool shower. Then, she’d go down to the square, order a bottle of wine and not move for the rest of the day.


And not think about what happened.


There didn’t seem much chance of that.


The police had arrived half an hour ago. In the car park below a row of white and blue official vehicles was lined up next to the more battered Citroëns and Renaults of the archaeologists. It was like an invasion.


Alice had assumed they would deal with her first, but apart from confirming that it was she who’d found the skeletons and saying they’d need to interview her in due course, the police had left her alone. No one else had come near. Alice sympathised. All this noise and mess and disruption was down to her. There wasn’t much anyone could say. Of Shelagh there’d been no sign.


The presence of the police had changed the character of the camp. There seemed to be dozens of them, all in pale blue shirts and knee-length black boots, with guns at their hips, swarming all over the mountainside like wasps, kicking up the dust and shouting instructions to each other in heavily accented French, too quick for her to follow.


They cordoned off the cave immediately, stretching a strip of plastic tape across the entrance. The noise of their activity carried in the still mountain air. Alice could hear the whir of the auto-winding cameras competing with the cicadas.


Voices, carried on the breeze, floated up to her from the car park. Alice turned to see Dr Brayling walking up the steps, accompanied by Shelagh and the heavily built police officer who appeared to be in charge.


‘It’s obvious these skeletons cannot possibly be the two people you are looking for,’ Dr Brayling was insisting. ‘These bones are clearly hundreds of years old. When I notified the authorities, I never for a moment entertained the notion this would be the result.’ He waved his hands around. ‘Have you any idea of the damage your people are doing? I can assure you, I am far from happy.’


Alice scrutinised the Inspector, a short, dark, overweight middle-aged man, with more stomach than hair. He was breathless and clearly suffering in the heat. He was clutching a limp handkerchief, with which he wiped his face and neck with little effect. Even from this distance, Alice could see the circles of sweat under his armpits and on the cuffs of his shirt.


‘I apologise for the inconvenience, Monsieur le Directeur,’ he said in slow, courteous English. ‘But since this is a private excavation, I’m sure you can explain the situation to your sponsors.’


‘The fact we are fortunate enough to be funded by a private individual rather than an institution is neither here nor there. It’s the unwarranted suspension of work which is so aggravating, not to mention inconvenient. Our work here is highly important.’


‘Dr Brayling,’ said Noubel, as if they had been having the same conversation for some time, ‘my hands are tied. We are in the middle of a murder enquiry. You have seen the posters of the two missing persons, oui? So, inconvenient or no, until we have proved to our satisfaction that the bones you have found are not those of our missing persons, work will be suspended.’


‘Don’t be a fool, Inspector. There can be no doubt the skeletons are hundreds of years old!’


‘You have examined them?’


‘Well, no,’ he blustered. ‘Not properly, of course not. But it’s obvious. Your forensic people will bear me out.’


‘I’m sure they will, Dr Brayling, but until then …’ Noubel shrugged. ‘There is nothing more I can say.’


Shelagh stepped in. ‘We appreciate the position you’re in, Inspector, but can you at least give us any idea of when you might be through here?’


‘Bientôt. Soon. I don’t make the rules.’


Dr Brayling threw his hands in the air in frustration. ‘In which case, I shall be forced to go over your head to someone with authority! This is utterly ridiculous.’


‘As you wish,’ replied Noubel. ‘In the meantime, as well as the lady who found the bodies, I need a list of anyone else who went inside the cave. Once we have concluded our preliminary investigations, we will remove the bodies from the cave, then you and your staff will be free to go.’


Alice watched as the scene played itself out.


Brayling stalked off, Shelagh put her hand on the Inspector’s arm, then immediately withdrew it. They appeared to be talking. At one point, they turned and looked back towards the car park. Alice followed the line of their gaze, but saw nothing of interest.


Half an hour passed and still no one came near her.


Alice reached into her rucksack – brought down from the mountain by Stephen or Shelagh, she presumed – and pulled out a pencil and her drawing pad. She opened it at the first empty page.


Imagine yourself standing at the entrance, staring into the tunnel.


Alice closed her eyes and saw herself, fingers on either side of the narrow entrance. Smooth. The rock had been surprisingly smooth, as if it had been polished or worn away. A step forward, into the dark.


The ground sloped down.


Alice started to draw, working quickly now she’d fixed the dimensions of the space in her head. Tunnel, opening, chamber. On a second sheet, she drew the lower area, from the steps to the altar and the skeletons halfway between the two. Beside the sketch of the grave, she wrote a list of the objects: the knife, the leather pouch, the fragment of cloth, the ring. The face of the ring had been entirely smooth and flat, surprisingly thick, with a thin groove around the middle. Odd that the engraving was on the underside, where no one could see it. Only the person wearing it would know it was there. A replica in miniature of the labyrinth carved into the wall behind the altar.


Alice leaned back in her chair, somehow reluctant to commit the image to paper. How big? The diameter was six feet maybe? More? How many circuits?


She drew a circle that filled most of the page, then stopped. How many lines? Alice knew she’d recognise the pattern again if she saw it, but since she’d only held the ring for a couple of seconds and seen the carving through the distant darkness it was hard to recall it precisely.


Somewhere in the rambling attic of her mind was the knowledge she needed. History and Latin lessons at school, curled up on the sofa with her parents watching documentaries on the BBC. In her bedroom, a little wooden bookcase with her favourite book on the bottom shelf. An illustrated encyclopaedia of ancient myths, its glossy, garish pages grown dog-eared at the edges where she had read it so often.


There was a picture of a labyrinth.


In her mind’s eye, Alice turned to the right page.


But it was different. She placed the remembered images side by side, like a spot-the-difference game in a newspaper.


She picked up the pencil and tried again, determined to make some progress. She drew another circle inside the first, trying to connect them together. No good. Her next attempt was no better, nor the one after. She realised it wasn’t only a question of how many rings there should be spiralling in towards the centre, but more that there was something fundamentally wrong with her design.


Alice kept going, her initial excitement giving way to a dull frustration. The collection of screwed-up balls of paper around her feet grew larger.


‘Madame Tanner?’


Alice jumped, sending the pencil skeetering across the surface of the paper.


‘Docteur,’ she corrected automatically, getting to her feet.


‘Je vous demande pardon, Docteur. Je m’appelle Noubel. Police Judiciaire, Département de l’Ariège.’


Noubel flashed his identification card at her. Alice pretended to read it, at the same time as shovelling everything into her rucksack. She didn’t want the Inspector to see her failed sketches.


‘Vous préférez parler en anglais?’


‘It would be sensible, yes, thank you.’


Inspector Noubel was accompanied by a uniformed officer with alert, darting eyes. He looked barely old enough to be out of school. He was not introduced.


Noubel squeezed himself into another one of the spindly camping chairs. It was a tight fit. His thighs bulged over the canvas seat.


‘Et alors, Madame. Your full name, if you please.’


‘Alice Grace Tanner.’


‘Date of birth.’


‘Seventh January, 1976.’


‘You are married?’


‘Is that relevant?’ she snapped.


‘For information, Dr Tanner,’ he said mildly.


‘No,’ she said. ‘Not married.’


‘Your address.’


Alice gave him details of the hotel in Foix where she was staying and her home address, spelling out the unfamiliar English names letter by letter.


‘It’s a long way to come every day from Foix?’


‘There wasn’t room in the site house, so …’


‘Bien. You are a volunteer, I understand, yes?’


‘That’s right. Shelagh – Dr O’Donnell – is one of my oldest friends. We were at university together, before …’


Just answer the question. He doesn’t need your life story.


‘I’m just visiting. Dr O’Donnell knows this part of France well. When it turned out I’d got business to sort out in Carcassonne, Shelagh suggested I detoured via here for a few days so we could spend some time together. A working holiday.’


Noubel scribbled in his pad. ‘You are not an archaeologist?’


Alice shook her head. ‘But it’s common practice to use volunteers, interested amateurs, or archaeology students to do some of the basic work apparently.’


‘How many other volunteers are there?’


She flushed, as if she’d been caught out in a lie. ‘None actually, not right now. They’re all archaeologists or students.’


Noubel peered at her. ‘And you’re here until?’


‘This is my last day. It was anyway … even before this.’


‘And Carcassonne?’


‘I have a meeting there on Wednesday morning, then a few days to look around. I fly back to England on Sunday.’


‘A beautiful city,’ said Noubel.


‘I’ve never been.’


Noubel sighed and wiped his red forehead again with his handkerchief. ‘And what is the nature of this meeting?’


‘I’m not sure exactly. A relative, who’s been living in France, left me something in her will.’ She paused, reluctant to go into it. ‘I’ll know more after I’ve met with the solicitor on Wednesday.’


Noubel made another note. Alice tried to see what he was writing, but couldn’t decipher his handwriting upside down. To her relief, he left the subject and moved on.


‘So you are a doctor …’ Noubel left the comment hanging.


‘I’m not a medical doctor,’ she replied, relieved to be on safer ground. ‘I’m a teacher, I have a PhD. Middle English literature.’ Noubel looked blank. ‘Pas médecin. Pas généraliste,’ she said. ‘Je suis universitaire.’


Noubel sighed and made another note.


‘Bien. Aux affaires.’ His tone was no longer conversational. ‘You were working alone up there. Is that usual practice?’


Immediately, Alice’s guard went up. ‘No,’ she said slowly, ‘but since it was my last day, I wanted to keep going, even though my partner wasn’t here. I was sure we’d found something.’


‘Beneath the boulder shielding the entrance? Just for clarity, how is it decided who will dig where?’


‘Dr Brayling and Shelagh – Dr O’Donnell – have a plan of what they want to accomplish within the time available. They divide the site up accordingly.’


‘So Dr Brayling sent you to that area? Or Dr O’Donnell?’


Instinct. I just knew there was something there.


‘Well, no. I moved higher up the mountain because I was certain there was something—’ She hesitated. ‘I couldn’t find Dr O’Donnell to ask her permission … so I made an … an executive decision.’


Noubel frowned. ‘I see. So, you were working. The boulder came free. It fell. Then what?’


There were genuine gaps in her memory, but Alice did her best. Noubel’s English, although formal, was good and he asked straightforward questions.


‘That’s when I heard something in the tunnel behind me, and I—’


Suddenly the words dried in her throat. Something she’d suppressed in her mind came back to her with a thud, the piercing sensation in her chest, as if …


As if what?


Alice provided the answer herself. As if I’d been stabbed. That’s what it had felt like. A blade slicing into her, precise and clean. There had been no pain, just a rush of cold air and a dim horror.


And then?


The luminous light, chill and insubstantial. And hidden within it, a face. A woman’s face.


Noubel’s voice broke through her surfacing memories, sending them scattering.


‘Dr Tanner?’


Was I hallucinating?


‘Dr Tanner? Shall I fetch someone?’


Alice stared blankly at him for a moment. ‘No, no thanks. I’m fine. It’s just the heat.’


‘You were saying how you were startled by the noise—’


She forced herself to concentrate. ‘Yes. The dark was disorientating. I couldn’t work out where the sound was coming from, which frightened me. Now, I realise it was only Shelagh and Stephen—’


‘Stephen?’


‘Stephen Kirkland. K-i-r-k-l-a-n-d.’


Noubel turned his notebook round to face her to verify the spelling.


Alice nodded. ‘Shelagh noticed the boulder and came to find out what was going on. Stephen followed, I suppose.’ She hesitated again. ‘I’m not sure quite what happened after that.’ This time the lie came easily to her lips. ‘I must have tripped on the steps or something. The next thing I remember is Shelagh calling my name.’


‘Dr O’Donnell says that you were unconscious when they found you.’


‘Only briefly. I don’t think I can have been out for more than a minute or two. It didn’t feel very long anyhow.’


‘Do you have a history of blackouts, Dr Tanner?’


Alice jolted as the terrifying memory of the first time it happened swooped into her mind. ‘No,’ she lied.


Noubel didn’t notice how pale she’d gone. ‘You say it was dark,’ he said, ‘and that’s why you fell. But before you had a light?’


‘I had a lighter but I dropped it when I heard the noise. And the ring too.’


His reaction was immediate. ‘A ring?’ he said sharply. ‘You’ve said nothing about a ring.’


‘There was a small stone ring lying between the skeletons,’ she said, alarmed by the look on his face. ‘I picked it up with my tweezers, to get a better look, but before—’


‘What sort of ring?’ he interrupted. ‘What was it made of?’


‘I don’t know. Some sort of stone, not silver or gold or anything. I didn’t really get a proper look.’


‘Was there anything engraved on it? Letters, a seal, a pattern?’


Alice opened her mouth to answer, then shut it. Suddenly, she didn’t want to tell him anything more.


‘I’m sorry. It all happened too quickly.’


Noubel glared at her for a moment, then clicked his fingers and summoned the young officer standing behind him. Alice thought the boy seemed agitated too.


‘Biau. On a trouvé quelque chose comme ça?’


‘Je ne sais pas, Monsieur l’Inspecteur.’


‘Dépêchez-vous, alors. Il faut le chercher … Et informezen Monsieur Authié. Allez! Vite!’


There was a stubborn band of pain behind Alice’s eyes now the painkillers were starting to wear off.


‘Did you touch anything else, Dr Tanner?’


She rubbed her temples with her fingers. ‘I accidentally knocked one of the skulls out of position with my foot. But apart from that and the ring, nothing. As I’ve already said.’


‘What about the piece you found beneath the boulder?’


‘The brooch? I gave it to Dr O’Donnell after we came out of the cave,’ shifting slightly at the memory. ‘I’ve got no idea what she did with it.’


Noubel was no longer listening. He kept glancing over his shoulder. Finally, he gave up the pretence and flipped his notebook shut.


‘If you would be so kind as to wait, Dr Tanner. There may be more questions I need to ask you.’


‘But there’s nothing more I can tell you—’ she started to protest. ‘Can’t I at least join the others?’


‘Later. For now, if you could stay here.’


Alice slumped back in her chair, annoyed and exhausted, as Noubel lumbered out of the tent and headed up the mountain to where a group of uniformed officers were examining the boulder.


As Noubel approached, the circle parted, just enough for Alice to catch a glimpse of a tall man in civilian clothes standing in the middle.


She caught her breath.


Dressed in a well-cut pale green summer suit and a crisp white shirt, he was clearly in charge. His authority was obvious, a man used to giving orders and having them obeyed. Noubel looked crumpled and unkempt in comparison. Alice felt a prickling of unease.


It wasn’t only the man’s clothes and bearing that marked him out. Even from this distance, Alice could feel the force of his personality and charisma. His face was pale and gaunt, accentuated by the way his dark hair was swept back off his high forehead. There was something of the cloister about him. Something familiar.


Don’t be stupid. How can you know him?


Alice stood up and walked to the entrance, watching intently as the two men moved away from the group. They were talking. Or rather Noubel was talking, while the other man listened. After another couple of seconds, he turned and climbed up to the entrance to the cave. The officer on duty lifted the tape, he ducked underneath and was gone.


For no reason she could fathom, her palms were wet with apprehension. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing on end, just as they had when she’d heard the sound in the chamber. She could barely breathe.


This is all your fault. You led him here.


Alice pulled herself up short. What are you talking about? But the voice in her head would not be quietened.


You led him here.


Her eyes returned again to the entrance to the cave, drawn like a magnet. She couldn’t help it. The thought of him in there, after all that had been done to keep the labyrinth hidden.


He’ll find it.


‘Find what?’ she muttered to herself. She wasn’t sure.


But she wished she’d taken the ring when she had the chance.





CHAPTER 13



Noubel didn’t go into the cave. Instead, he waited outside in the grey shade of the rocky overhang, red-faced.


He knows something’s not right, thought Alice. He tossed an occasional comment to the officer on duty and smoked cigarette after cigarette, lighting them from the butt of the last. Alice listened to music to help pass the time. Nickelback blasted into her head, obliterating all other sounds.


After fifteen minutes, the man in the suit reappeared. Noubel and the officer seemed to gain a couple of inches in height. Alice took off her headphones and put the chair back in its original position, before taking up her place at the entrance to the tent.


She watched the two men come down from the cave together.


‘I was beginning to think you’d forgotten me, Inspector,’ she said, when they came within earshot.


Noubel mumbled an apology, but avoided her eye.


‘Dr Tanner, je vous présente Monsieur Authié.’


Close up, Alice’s first impressions of a man of presence and charisma were reinforced. But his grey eyes were cold and clinical. She felt immediately on guard. Fighting her antipathy, she held out her hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Authié took it. His fingers were cool and his touch was insubstantial. It made her flesh creep.


She let go as quickly as she could.


‘Shall we go inside?’ he said.


‘Are you also with the Police Judiciaire, Monsieur Authié?’


A ghost of a reaction flickered in his eyes, but he said nothing. Alice waited, wondering if it was possible he’d not heard her. Noubel shuffled, awkward in the silence. ‘Monsieur Authié is from the mairie, the town hall. In Carcassonne.’


‘Really?’ She found it surprising Carcassonne was under the same jurisdiction as Foix.


Authié took possession of Alice’s chair, leaving her with no choice but to sit with her back to the entrance. She felt wary, cautious of him.


He had the practised smile of a politician, expedient, watchful and non-committal. It did not reach his eyes.


‘I have one or two questions, Dr Tanner.’


‘I’m not sure there’s anything else I can tell you. I went through everything I could remember with the Inspector.’


‘Inspector Noubel has given me a thorough summary of your statement. However, I need you to go through it once more. There are discrepancies, certain points in your story that need clarification. There might be details you forgot before, things that seemed insignificant at the time.’


Alice bit her tongue. ‘I told the Inspector everything,’ she repeated stubbornly.


Authié pressed the tips of his fingers together, ignoring her objections. He didn’t smile. ‘Let us start from the moment you first entered the chamber, Dr Tanner. Step by step.’


Alice jolted at his choice of words. Step by step? Was he testing her? His face revealed nothing. Her eyes fell to a gold crucifix he wore around his neck, then back to his grey eyes, still staring at her.


Since she felt she had no choice, she began once more. To start with, Authié listened in an intense, concentrated silence. Then the interrogation started. He’s trying to catch me out.


‘Were the words inscribed at the top of the steps legible, Dr Tanner? Did you take the time to read them?’


‘Most of the letters were rubbed away,’ she said defiantly, challenging him to contradict her. When he did not, Alice felt a burst of satisfaction. ‘I walked down the steps to the lower level, towards the altar. Then I saw the bodies.’


‘Did you touch them?’


‘No.’


He made a slight sound, as if he didn’t believe her, then reached into his jacket. ‘This is yours?’ he said, opening his hand to reveal her blue plastic lighter.


Alice went to take it, but he drew his arm back.


‘May I have it please?’


‘Is it yours, Dr Tanner?’


‘Yes.’


He nodded, then slipped it back into his pocket. ‘You say you did not touch the bodies. However, before, you told Inspector Noubel you had.’


Alice flushed. ‘It was an accident. I knocked one of the skulls with my foot, but I didn’t touch them, as such.’


‘Dr Tanner, this will go more easily if you just answer my questions.’ The same cold, hard voice.


‘I can’t see what—’


‘What did they look like?’ he said sharply.


Alice felt Noubel flinch at the bullying tone, but he didn’t do anything to check it. Her stomach twisting with nerves, she did her best.


‘And what did you see between the bodies?’


‘A dagger, a knife of some sort. Also a small bag, leather I think.’ Don’t let him intimidate you. ‘I don’t know, since I didn’t touch it.’


Authié narrowed his eyes. ‘Did you look inside the bag?’


‘I’ve told you, I didn’t touch anything—’


‘Except for the ring, yes.’ He suddenly leaned forward, like a snake about to strike. ‘And this I find mysterious, Dr Tanner. What I’m asking myself is why you should be interested enough in the ring to pick it up, yet leave everything else undisturbed. You understand my confusion?’


Alice met his gaze. ‘It caught my eye. That’s all.’


He gave a sardonic smile. ‘In the almost pitch black of the cave, you noticed this one, tiny object? How big is it? The size of, say, a one-euro piece? A little larger, smaller?’


Don’t tell him anything.


‘I would have thought you were capable of assessing its dimensions for yourself,’ she said coldly.


He smiled. With a sinking feeling, Alice realised she’d somehow played into his hands.


‘If only I could, Dr Tanner,’ he said mildly. ‘But now we come to the heart of the matter. There is no ring.’


Alice turned cold. ‘What do you mean?’


‘Exactly what I say. The ring is not there. Everything else is, more or less, as you describe it. But no ring.’


Alice recoiled as Authié placed his hands on her chair and brought his thin, pale face close to hers. ‘What have you done with it, Alice?’ he whispered.


Don’t let him bully you. You’ve done nothing wrong.


‘I have told you precisely what happened,’ she said, struggling to keep the fear from her voice. ‘The ring slipped out of my hand when I dropped the lighter. If it’s not there now, someone else must have taken it. Not me.’ She darted a glance at Noubel. ‘If I had taken it, why would I mention it at all in the first place?’


‘No one other than you claims to have seen this mysterious ring,’ he said, ignoring her comments, ‘which leaves us with one of two options. Either you are mistaken in what you saw. Or else you took it?’


Inspector Noubel finally intervened. ‘Monsieur Authié, really I don’t think …’


‘You are not paid to think,’ he snapped, without even looking at the Inspector. Noubel coloured. Authié continued to stare at Alice. ‘I’m only stating the facts.’


Alice felt she was engaged in a battle, except no one had told her the rules. She was telling the truth, but she could see no way of persuading him.


‘Lots of people went into the cave after me,’ she said doggedly. ‘The forensic people, police officers, Inspector Noubel, you.’ She stared defiantly at him. ‘You were in there a long time.’ Noubel sucked in his breath. ‘Shelagh O’Donnell can back me up about the ring. Why don’t you ask her?’


He gave the same half-smile. ‘But I have. She says she knows nothing about the ring.’


‘But I told her all about it,’ she cried. ‘She looked for it herself.’


‘Are you saying Dr O’Donnell examined the grave?’ he said sharply.


Fear was stopping her thinking straight. Her brain had given up. She could no longer remember what she’d said to Noubel and what she’d kept back.


‘Was it Dr O’Donnell who gave you permission to work there in the first place?’


‘It wasn’t like that,’ she said, her panic growing.


‘Well, did she do anything to prevent you from working that part of the mountain?’


‘It’s not as simple as that.’


He sat back in his chair. ‘In which case, I’m afraid I have no choice.’


‘No choice but to do what?’


He darted his gaze to her rucksack. Alice dived for it, but she was too slow. Authié got there first and thrust it at Inspector Noubel.


‘You’ve got absolutely no right,’ she shouted. She turned on the Inspector. ‘He can’t do this, can he? Why don’t you do something?’


‘Why object if you have nothing to hide?’ said Authié.


‘It’s a matter of principle! You can’t just go through my things.’


‘Monsieur Authié, je ne suis pas certain—’


‘Just do what you’re told, Noubel.’


Alice tried to grab the bag. Authié’s arm shot up and took hold of her wrist. She was so shocked at the physical contact that she froze. Her legs started to shake, whether out of anger or fear she couldn’t tell.


She jerked her arm free of Authié’s grip and sat back, breathing heavily as Noubel searched through the pockets.


‘Continuez. Dépêchez-vous.’


Alice watched as he moved on to the main section of the bag, knowing it was only a matter of seconds before he found her sketchpad. The Inspector caught her eye. He hates this too. Unfortunately, Authié had also noticed Noubel’s slight hesitation.


‘What is it, Inspector?’


‘Pas de bague.’


‘What have you found?’ said Authié, holding out his hand. Noubel reluctantly handed him the pad. Authié flicked the pages with a patronising look on his face. Then his look narrowed and, fleetingly, Alice saw genuine surprise in his eyes, before the hooded lids came down again.


He snapped the sketchbook shut.


‘Merci de votre … collaboration, Dr Tanner,’ he said.


Alice also stood up. ‘My drawings, please,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.


‘They will be returned to you in due course,’ he said, slipping the sketchbook inside his pocket. ‘The bag also. Inspector Noubel will give you a receipt for it and have your statement typed up for you to sign.’


Alice was taken by surprise at the sudden and abrupt end to the interview. By the time she’d gathered her wits, Authié had already left the tent taking her belongings with him.


‘Why don’t you stop him?’ she said, turning on Noubel. ‘Don’t think I’m going to let him get away with that.’


His expression hardened. ‘I’ll get your bag back, Dr Tanner. My advice is to get on with your holiday. Forget all about this.’


‘There’s no way I’m going to let this go,’ she shouted, but Noubel had already gone, leaving her alone in the middle of the tent, wondering what the hell had just happened.


For a moment, she didn’t know what to do. She was furious, as much with herself as Authié, at being so easily intimidated. But he’s different. She’d never reacted so strongly against someone in her life.


The shock gradually wore off. She was tempted to report Authié straight away to Dr Brayling, or even to Shelagh; she wanted to do something. She dismissed the idea. Given her status as persona non grata right now, no one was going to be sympathetic.


Alice was forced to satisfy herself by composing a letter of complaint in her head, as she turned over what had happened and tried to make sense of it. A little later, a different police officer brought the statement for her to sign. Alice read it through thoroughly, but it was an accurate record so far as it went, and she scrawled her signature across the bottom of the page without hesitation.


The Pyrenees were bathed in a soft red light by the time the bones were finally brought out from the cave.


Everybody fell silent as the sombre procession made its way down the slopes towards the car park, where the line of white and blue police vehicles stood waiting. One woman crossed herself as they passed by.


Alice joined everybody else on the brow of the hill to watch the police load the mortuary van. No one spoke. The doors were secured, then the vehicle accelerated out of the car park in a shower of gravel and dust. Most of her colleagues went back up to gather their belongings straight away, supervised by two officers who were to secure the site once everyone was ready to leave. Alice lingered a while, unwilling to face anybody, knowing that sympathy would be even harder to deal with than hostility.


From her vantage point on the hill, Alice watched as the solemn convoy zigzagged away down the valley, getting smaller and smaller until it was no more than a smudge on the horizon.


The camp had grown quiet around her. Realising she couldn’t delay any longer, Alice was about to go back up too when she noticed Authié hadn’t yet gone. She edged a little closer, watching with interest as he laid his jacket carefully on the back seat of his expensive-looking silver car. He slammed the door, and then took a phone from his pocket. Alice could hear the gentle drumming of his fingers on the roof as he waited for a connection.


When he spoke, the message was brief and to the point.


‘Ce n’est plus là,’ was all he said. It’s gone.





CHAPTER 14



Chartres


The great Gothic cathedral of Notre Dame de Chartres towered high above the patchwork of pepper-tiled rooftops and gables, and half-timbered and limestone houses which make up the historic city centre. Below the crowded labyrinth of narrow, curving streets, in the shadows of the buildings, the river Eure was still in the dappled light of the late afternoon sun.


Tourists jostled one another at the West Door of the cathedral. Men wielded their video cameras like weapons, recording rather than experiencing the brilliant kaleidoscope of colour spilling from the three lancet windows above the Royal Portal.


Until the eighteenth century, the nine entrances leading into the cathedral close could be sealed at times of danger. The gates were long gone now, but the attitude of mind persisted. Chartres was still a city of two halves, the old and the new. The most exclusive streets were those to the north of the Cloister, where the Bishop’s Palace once stood. The pale stone edifices looked out imperiously towards the cathedral, shrouded with an air of centuriesold Catholic influence and power.


The house of the de l’Oradore family dominated the rue du Cheval Blanc. It had survived the Revolution and the Occupation and stood now as a testimony to old money. Its brass knocker and letterbox gleamed and the shrubs in the planters on either side of the steps leading up to its double doors were perfectly clipped.


The front door led into an imposing hall. The floor was dark, polished wood and a heavy glass vase of freshly cut white lilies sat on an oval table at its centre. Display cases set around the edges – each with a discreet alarm – contained a priceless selection of Egyptian artefacts acquired by the de l’Oradore family after Napoleon’s triumphant return from his North African campaigns in the early nineteenth century. It was one of the largest Egyptian collections in private hands.


The current head of the family, Marie-Cécile de l’Oradore, traded in antiques of all periods, although she shared her late grandfather’s preference for the medieval past. Two substantial French tapestries hung on the panelled wall opposite the front door, both of which she had acquired since coming into her inheritance five years ago. The family’s most valuable pieces – pictures, jewellery, manuscripts – were locked away in the safe, out of sight.


In the master bedroom on the first floor of the house, overlooking the rue du Cheval Blanc, Will Franklin, Marie-Cécile’s current lover, lay on his back on the fourposter bed with the sheet pulled up to his waist.


His tanned arms were folded behind his head and his light brown hair, streaked blonde by childhood summers spent at Martha’s Vineyard, framed an engaging face and little-boy-lost smile.


Marie-Cécile herself was sitting in an ornate Louis XIV armchair beside the fireplace, her long, smooth legs crossed at the knees. The ivory sheen of her silk camisole shimmered against the deep-blue velvet upholstery.


She had the distinctive profile of the de l’Oradore family, a pale, aquiline beauty, although her lips were both sensuous and full and her cat-like green eyes were fringed with generous dark lashes. Her perfectly cut black curls skimmed the top of chiselled shoulders.


‘This is such a great room,’ said Will. ‘The perfect setting for you. Cool, expensive, subtle.’


The tiny diamond studs in her ears glinted as she leaned forward to stub out her cigarette.


‘It was my grandfather’s room originally.’


Her English was flawless, with just a shimmer of a French accent that still turned him on. She stood up and walked across the room towards him, her feet making no sound on the thick, pale blue carpet.


Will smiled expectantly as he breathed in the unique smell of her: sex, Chanel and a hint of Gauloise.


‘Over,’ she said, making a twisting movement with her finger in the air. ‘Turn over.’


Will did as he was told. Marie-Cécile began to massage his neck and broad shoulders. He could feel his body stretch and relax under her touch. Neither of them paid any attention to the sound of the front door opening and closing below. He didn’t even register the voices in the hall, the footsteps taking the stairs two by two and striding along the corridor.


There were a couple of sharp raps on the bedroom door. ‘Maman!’


Will tensed.


‘It’s only my son,’ she said. ‘Oui? Qu’est-ce que c’est?’


‘Maman! Je veux te parler.’


Will lifted his head. ‘I thought he wasn’t due back until tomorrow.’


‘He isn’t.’


‘Maman!’ François-Baptiste repeated. ‘C’est important.’


‘If I’m in the way …’ he said awkwardly.


Marie-Cécile continued to massage his shoulders. ‘He knows not to disturb me. I will talk to him later.’ She raised her voice. ‘Pas maintenant, François-Baptiste.’ Then she added in English for Will’s benefit, as she ran her hands down his back: ‘Now is not … convenient.’


Will rolled on to his back and sat up, feeling embarrassed. In the three months he’d known Marie-Cécile, he’d never met her son. François-Baptiste had been away at university, then on holiday with friends. Only now did it occur to him that Marie-Cécile had engineered it.


‘Aren’t you going to talk to him?’


‘If it makes you happy,’ she said, slipping off the bed. She opened the door a fraction. There was a muffled exchange that Will couldn’t hear, then the sound of feet stomping off down the hall. She turned the key in the lock and turned back to face him.


‘Better?’ she said softly.


Slowly, she moved back towards him, looking at him from the fringe of her long, dark eyelashes. There was something deliberate about her movements, like a performance, but Will felt his body respond all the same.


She pushed him back on to the bed and straddled him, draping her elegant arms over his shoulders. Her sharp nails left faint scratch marks across his skin. He could feel her knees pressing into his sides. He reached up and ran his fingers down her smooth, toned arms and brushed her breasts with the back of his hands through the silk. The thin silk straps slipped easily from her sculptured shoulders.


The mobile phone lying on the bedside table rang. Will ignored it. He eased the delicate camisole down her lean body to her waist.


‘They’ll call back if it’s important.’


Marie-Cécile glanced at the number on the screen. Immediately, her mood changed.


‘I must take this,’ she said.


Will tried to stop her, but she pushed him away impatiently. ‘Not now.’


Covering herself, she walked away to the window. ‘Oui. J’écoute.’


He heard the crackle of a bad line. ‘Trouve-le, alors!’ she said and disconnected. Her face flushed with anger, Marie-Cécile reached for a cigarette and lit it. Her hands were shaking.


‘Is there a problem?’


To start with, Will thought she hadn’t heard him. She looked as if she’d forgotten he was even in the room. Then, she glanced over.


‘Something has come up,’ she said.


Will waited, until he realised it was all the explanation he was going to get and she was expecting him to go.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, in a conciliatory tone. ‘I’d much rather stay with you, mais …’


Annoyed, Will got up and pulled on his jeans.


‘Will I see you for dinner?’


She pulled a face. ‘I have an engagement. Business, if you remember.’ She shrugged. ‘Later, oui?’


‘How late is later? Ten o’clock? Midnight?’


She came over and threaded her fingers through his. ‘I am sorry.’


Will tried to pull away, although she wouldn’t let him. ‘You’re always doing this. I never know what’s going on.’


She moved closer so he could feel her breasts pressing against his chest through the thin silk. Despite his bad temper, he felt his body react.


‘It’s just business,’ she murmured. ‘Nothing to be jealous about.’


‘I’m not jealous.’ He’d lost count of the times they’d had this conversation. ‘It’s more that—’


‘Ce soir,’ she said, releasing him. ‘Now, I must get ready.’


Before he had a chance to object, she had disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. When Marie-Cécile emerged from her shower she was relieved to find Will had gone. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find him still sprawled across the bed with that little-boy-lost expression on his face.


His demands were starting to get on her nerves. Increasingly, he wanted more of her time and attention than she was prepared to give. He seemed to be misunderstanding the nature of the relationship. She would have to deal with it.


Marie-Cécile put Will from her mind. She looked around. Her maid had been in and tidied the room. Her things were laid out ready on the bed. Her gold, hand-made slippers were on the floor beside it.


She lit another cigarette from her case. She was smoking too much, but she was nervous tonight. She tapped the end of the filter against the lid before lighting it. It was another mannerism she’d inherited from her grandfather, like so much else.


Marie-Cécile walked over to the mirror and allowed the white silk bathrobe to slide from her shoulders. It pooled around her feet on the floor. She tilted her head to one side and stared in the mirror with a critical eye. The long lean body, unfashionably pale; the full high breasts, the flawless skin. She ran her hand over her dark nipples then lower, tracing the outline of her hip bones, her flat stomach. There were a few more lines around her eyes and mouth perhaps, but otherwise she was little marked by time.


The ormolu clock on the mantel above the fireplace began to chime the hour, reminding her she should begin her preparations. She reached and took the full length, diaphanous shift from the hanger. Cut high at the back, with a sharp V-neck at the front, it had been tailored for her.


Marie-Cécile hooked the straps, narrow ribbons of gold, over her angular shoulders, and then sat down at the dressing table. She brushed her hair, twisting the curls around her fingers, until it shone like polished jet. She loved this moment of metamorphosis, when she ceased to be herself and became the Navigatairé. The process connected back through time to all those who had filled this same role before her.


Marie-Cécile smiled. Only her grandfather would understand how she felt now. Euphoric, exhilarated, invincible. Not tonight, but the next time she did this, it would be in the place where her ancestors once had stood. But not him. It was painful how close the cave was to the site of her grandfather’s excavations fifty years ago. He’d been right all along. Just a matter of a few kilometres to the east and it would have been him, and not her, who stood poised to change history.


She’d inherited the de l’Oradore family business on his death five years ago. It was a role he had been grooming her for, for as long as she could remember. Her father – his only son – was a disappointment to him. Marie-Cécile had been aware of this from a very early age. At six, her grandfather had taken her education in hand – social, academic and philosophical. He had a passion for the finer things of life and an amazing eye for colour and craftsmanship. Furniture, tapestries, couture, paintings, books, his taste was immaculate. Everything she valued about herself, she had learned from him.


He had also taught her about power, how to use it and how to keep it. When she was eighteen and he believed her ready, her grandfather had formally disinherited his own son and named her instead as his heir.


There had only been one stumble in their relationship, her unexpected and unwanted pregnancy. Despite his dedication to the Quest for the ancient secret of the Grail, her grandfather’s Catholicism was strong and orthodox and he did not approve of children born outside marriage. Abortion was out of the question. Adoption was out of the question. It was only when he saw that motherhood made no difference to her determination – that, if anything, it sharpened her ambition and ruthlessness – that he allowed her back into his life.


She inhaled deeply on her cigarette, welcoming the burning smoke as it curled down her throat and into her lungs, resenting the power of her memories. Even more than twenty years later, the memory of her exile filled her with a cold desperation. Her excommunication, he’d called it.


It was a good description. It had felt like being dead.


Marie-Cécile shook her head to shake the maudlin thoughts away. She wanted nothing to disturb her mood tonight. She couldn’t allow anything to cast a shadow over tonight. She wanted no mistakes.


She turned back to the mirror. First, she applied a pale foundation and dusted her skin with a gold face powder that reflected the light. Next, she outlined her lids and brows with a heavy kohl pencil that accentuated her dark lashes and black pupils, then a green eye shadow, iridescent like a peacock’s tail. For her lips, she chose a metallic copper gloss flecked with gold, kissing a tissue to seal the colour. Finally, she sprayed a haze of perfume into the air and let it fall, like mist, onto the surface of her skin.


Three boxes were lined up on the dressing table, the red leather and brass clasps polished and gleaming. Each piece of ceremonial jewellery was several hundred years old, but modelled on pieces thousands of years older. In the first, there was a gold headdress, like a tiara, rising to a point in the centre; in the second, two gold amulets, shaped like snakes, their glittering eyes made of cut emerald; the third contained a necklace, a solid band of gold with the symbol suspended from the middle. The gleaming surfaces echoed with an imagined memory of the dust, the heat of Ancient Egypt.


When she was ready, Marie-Cécile moved over to the window. Below her, the streets of Chartres lay spread out like a picture postcard, the everyday shops and cars and restaurants nestling in the shadows of the great Gothic cathedral. Soon, from these same houses, would come the men and women chosen to take part in tonight’s ritual.


She closed her eyes to the familiar skyline and darkening horizon. Now, she no longer saw the spire and the grey cloisters. Instead, in her mind’s eye, she saw the whole world, like a glittering map, stretched out before her.


Within her reach at last.





CHAPTER 15



Foix


Alice was jolted awake by a persistent ringing in her ear.


Where the hell am I? The beige phone on the shelf above the bed rang again.


Of course. Her hotel room in Foix. She’d come back from the site, done some packing, then had a shower. The last thing she remembered was lying down on her bed for five minutes.


Alice fumbled for the receiver. ‘Oui. ’Allo?’


The owner of the hotel, Monsieur Annaud, had a strong local accent, all flat vowels and nasal consonants. Alice had trouble understanding him face to face. On the phone, without the benefit of eyebrows and hand gestures, it was impossible. He sounded like a cartoon character.


‘Plus lentement, s’il vous plaît,’ she said, trying to slow him down. ‘Vous parlez trop vite. Je ne comprends pas.’


There was a pause. She heard rapid muttering in the background. Then Madame Annaud came on and explained there was someone waiting for Alice in reception.


‘Une femme?’ she said hopefully.


Alice had left a note for Shelagh at the site house, as well as a couple of messages on her voicemail, but she’d heard nothing.


‘Non, c’est un homme,’ replied Madame Annaud.


‘OK,’ she sighed, disappointed. ‘J’arrive. Deux minutes.’


She ran a comb through her hair, which was still damp, then pulled on a skirt and T-shirt, pushed her feet into a pair of espadrilles and headed downstairs, wondering who the hell it could be.


The main team were all staying in a small auberge close to the excavation site. In any case, she’d already said her goodbyes to those who wanted to hear them. Nobody else knew she was here. Since she’d broken up with Oliver, there was no one to tell anyway.


The reception area was deserted. She peered into the gloom, expecting to see Madame Annaud sitting behind the high wooden desk, but there was no one there. Alice took a quick look round the corner at the waiting room. The old wicker chairs, dusty on the underside, were unoccupied, as were the two large leather sofas that stood at right angles to the fireplace draped with horse brasses and testimonials from grateful past guests. A lopsided spinner of postcards, offering dog-eared views of everything Foix and the Ariège had to offer, was still.


Alice went back to the desk and rang the bell. There was a rattle of beads in the doorway as Monsieur Annaud appeared from the family’s private quarters.


‘Il y a quelqu’un pour moi?’


‘Là,’ he said, leaning out over the counter to point.


Alice shook her head. ‘Personne.’


He came round to look, then shrugged, surprised to find the lounge was deserted. ‘Dehors? Outside?’ He mimed a man smoking.


The hotel was on a small side street, which ran between the main thoroughfare – filled with administrative buildings, fast-food restaurants as well as the extraordinary 1930s art déco post office – and the more picturesque medieval centre of Foix with its cafés and antique shops.


Alice looked to the left, then to the right, but nobody appeared to be waiting. The shops were all closed at this time of day and the road was pretty much empty.


Puzzled, she turned to go back inside, when a man appeared out of a doorway. In his early twenties, he was wearing a pale summer suit that was a little too big for him. His thick black hair was neatly short and his eyes were obscured behind dark glasses. He had a cigarette in his hand.


‘Dr Tanner.’


‘Oui,’ she said cautiously. ‘Vous me cherchez?’


He reached into his top pocket. ‘Pour vous. Tenez,’ he said, thrusting an envelope at her. He kept darting his eyes about, clearly nervous that someone would see them. Alice suddenly recognised him as the young uniformed officer who’d been with Inspector Noubel.


‘Je vous ai déjà rencontré, non? Au Pic de Soularac.’


He switched to English. ‘Please,’ he said urgently. ‘Take.’


‘Vous étiez avec Inspecteur Noubel?’ she insisted.


He had tiny beads of sweat on his forehead. He took Alice by surprise in grabbing her hand and forcing the envelope into it.


‘Hey!’ she objected. ‘What is this?’


But he’d already disappeared, swallowed up into one of the many alleyways that led up to the castle.


For a moment, Alice stood staring at the empty space in the street, half minded to follow him. Then she reconsidered. The truth was, he’d scared her. She looked down at the letter in her hand as if it was a bomb about to go off, then took a deep breath and slid her finger under the flap. Inside the envelope was a single sheet of cheap writing paper with appelez scrawled across it in childish capitals. Below that was a telephone number: 02 68 72 31 26.


Alice frowned. It wasn’t local. The code for the Ariège was 05.


She turned it over in case there was something on the other side, but it was blank. She was about to throw the note in the bin, then thought better of it. Might as well keep it for now. Putting it in her pocket, she dumped the envelope on top of the ice-cream wrappers, then went back in, feeling mystified.


Alice didn’t notice the man step out from the doorway of the café opposite. By the time he reached into the bin to retrieve the envelope, she was already back in her room.


Adrenaline pumping through his veins, Yves Biau finally stopped running. He bent over, hands on his knees, to get his breath back.


High above him, the great Château of Foix towered over the town as it had done for more than a thousand years. It was the symbol of the independence of the region, the only significant fortress never to be taken in the crusade against the Languedoc. A refuge for the Cathars and freedom fighters driven from the cities and plains.


Biau knew he was being followed. They – whoever they were – had made no attempt to hide. His hand went to his gun beneath his jacket. At least he’d done what Shelagh asked him. Now, if he could get over the border into Andorra before they realised he’d gone, he might be all right. Biau understood now that it was too late to halt the events he’d helped set in motion. He’d done everything they told him, but she kept coming back. Whatever he did would never be enough.


The package had gone by the last post to his grandmother. She would know what to do with it. It was the only thing he could think of to make up for what he’d done.


Biau looked up and down the street. No one.


He stepped out and started to walk, heading home by a circuitous, illogical route, in case they were waiting for him there. Coming from this direction, he’d have a chance of spotting them before they saw him.


As he crossed through the covered market, his subconscious mind registered the silver Mercedes in the place Saint-Volusien, but he paid little attention. He didn’t hear the soft cough of the engine ticking over, nor the shift of gears as the car started to glide forward, rumbling softly over the cobbled stones of the medieval old town.


As Biau stepped off the pavement to cross the road, the car accelerated violently, catapulting forward like a plane on a runway. He spun round, shock frozen on his face. A dull thud and his legs were taken out from under him as his suddenly weightless body was thrown into and over the windscreen. Biau seemed to float for a fraction of a second before being hurled violently against one of the cast-iron stanchions that supported the sloped roof of the covered market.


He hung there, suspended in mid-air, like a child in a centrifuge at a fairground. Then gravity claimed him and he dropped straight to the ground, leaving a trail of red blood on the black metal pillar.


The Mercedes did not stop.


The noise brought people in the local bars out on to the streets. A couple of women looked out from windows overlooking the square. The owner of the Café PMU took one look and ran back inside to call the police. A woman started screaming and was quickly hushed as a crowd formed around the body.


At first, Alice took no notice of the noise. But as the wailing of the sirens grew closer, she moved to her hotel window like everyone else and looked out.


It’s nothing to do with you.


There was no reason to get involved. And yet, for some reason she couldn’t account for, Alice found herself leaving her room and heading for the square.


There was a police car blocking the small road that led from the corner of the square, its lights flashing silently. Just the other side, a group of people had formed a semi-circle around something or someone lying on the ground.


‘You’re not safe anywhere,’ an American woman was muttering to her husband, ‘not even in Europe.’


Alice’s sense of foreboding got stronger the closer she got. She couldn’t bear the thought of what she might see, but somehow couldn’t stop herself. A second police car emerged from a side street and screeched to a halt beside the first. Faces turned, the thicket of arms and legs and bodies thinning just long enough for Alice to see the body on the ground. A pale suit, black hair; sunglasses with brown lenses and gold arms, lying close by.


It can’t be him.


Alice pushed her way through, barging people out of the way until she reached the front. The boy was lying motionless on the ground. Her hand went automatically to the paper in her pocket. This can’t be a coincidence.


Struck dumb with shock, Alice blundered back. A car door slammed. She jumped and spun round, in time to see Inspector Noubel levering himself out of the driver’s seat. She shrank back into the mass of people. Don’t let him see you. Instinct sent her across the square, away from Noubel, her head down.


As soon as she rounded the corner, she broke into a run.


‘S’il vous plaît,’ shouted Noubel, clearing a path through the onlookers. ‘Police. S’il vous plaît.’


Yves Biau was spreadeagled on the unforgiving ground, his arms flung out at right angles. One leg was doubled under him, clearly broken, a white ankle bone protruding from his trousers. The other leg lay unnaturally flat, flopped sideways. One of his tan loafers had come off.


Noubel crouched down and tried to find a pulse. The boy was still breathing, in short, shallow gasps, but his skin was clammy to the touch and his eyes were closed. In the distance, Noubel heard the welcome wail of an ambulance.


‘S’il vous plaît,’ he shouted again, hauling himself to his feet. ‘Poussez-vous.’ Stand back.


Two more police cars arrived. Word had gone out over the radio that an officer was down, so there were more police than bystanders. They cordoned off the street and separated witnesses from onlookers. They were efficient and methodical, but the tension showed in their faces.


‘It wasn’t an accident, Inspector,’ said the American woman. ‘The car drove right at him, real fast. He didn’t stand a chance.’


Noubel looked at her intently. ‘You saw the incident, Madame?’


‘Sure I did.’


‘Did you see what type of car it was? The make?’


She shook her head. ‘Silver, that’s as much as I can say.’ She turned to her husband.


‘Mercedes,’ he said immediately. ‘Didn’t get a good look myself. Only turned around when I heard the noise.’


‘Registration number?’


‘I think the last number was eleven. It happened too quick.’


‘The street was quite empty, officer,’ the wife repeated, as if she feared he wasn’t taking her seriously.


‘Did you see how many people were in the car?’


‘One for sure in the front. Couldn’t say if there were folks in the rear.’


Noubel handed her over to an officer to take down her details, then walked round to the back of the ambulance where Biau was being lifted in on a stretcher. His neck and head were supported by a brace, but a steady stream of blood was flowing from beneath the bandage wrapped around the wound, staining his shirt red.


His skin was unnaturally white, the colour of wax. There was a tube taped to the corner of his mouth and a mobile drip attached to his hand.


‘Il pourra s’en tirer?’ Will he make it?


The paramedic pulled a face. ‘If I were you,’ he said, slamming the doors shut, ‘I’d be calling the next of kin.’


Noubel banged on the side of the ambulance as it pulled away, then, satisfied his men were doing their job, he wandered back to his car, cursing himself. He lowered himself into the front seat, feeling every one of his fifty years, reflecting on all the wrong decisions he’d taken today that had led to this. He slid a finger under the collar of his shirt and loosened his tie.


He knew he should have talked to the boy earlier. Biau hadn’t been himself from the moment he’d arrived at the Pic de Soularac. He was normally enthusiastic, the first to volunteer. Today, he’d been nervous and on edge, then he’d vanished for half the afternoon.


Noubel tapped his fingers nervously on the steering wheel. Authié claimed Biau had never given him the message about the ring. And why would he lie about something like that?


At the thought of Paul Authié, Noubel felt a sharp pain in his abdomen. He popped a peppermint in his mouth to relieve the burning. That was another mistake. He shouldn’t have let Authié near Dr Tanner, although, when he thought about it, he wasn’t sure what he could have done to prevent it. When reports of the skeletons at Soularac had come through, orders that Paul Authié should be given access to the site and assistance had accompanied them. So far, Noubel hadn’t been able to find out how Authié had heard about the discovery so fast, let alone worm his way on to the site.


Noubel had never met Authié in person before, although he knew him by reputation. Most police officers did. A lawyer, known for his hardline religious views, Authié was said to have half the Judiciaire and gendarmerie of the Midi in his pockets. More specifically, a colleague of Noubel’s had been called to give evidence in a case Authié was defending. Two members of a far-right group were accused of the murder of an Algerian taxi-driver in Carcassonne. There’d been rumours of intimidation. In the end, both defendants were acquitted and several police officers forced to retire.


Noubel looked down at Biau’s sunglasses, which he’d picked up from the ground. He’d been unhappy earlier. Now he liked the situation even less.


The radio crackled into life, belching out the information Noubel needed about Biau’s next of kin. He sat for a while longer, putting off the moment. Then he started to make the calls.





CHAPTER 16



It was eleven o’clock when Alice reached the outskirts of Toulouse. She was too tired to carry on to Carcassonne, so she decided to head for the city centre and find somewhere to stay the night.


The journey had passed in a flash. Her head was full of jumbled images of the skeletons and the knife beside them; the white face looming out at her in the dead grey light; the body lying in front of the church in Foix. Was he dead?


And the labyrinth. Always, in the end, she came back to the labyrinth. Alice told herself she was being paranoid, that it was nothing to do with her. You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. But no matter how many times Alice said it, she did not believe it.


She kicked off her shoes and lay down fully clothed on the bed. Everything about the room was cheap. Featureless plastic and hardboard, grey tiles and fake wood. The sheets were over-starched and scratched like paper against her skin.


She took the Bushmills single malt from her rucksack. There were a couple of fingers left in the bottle. Unexpectedly a lump came to her throat. She’d been saving the last couple of inches for her last night at the dig. She tried again, but Shelagh’s phone was still on divert. Fighting back her irritation, she left yet another message. She wished Shelagh would quit playing games.


Alice washed down a couple of painkillers with the whisky, then got into bed and turned the light off. She was totally exhausted, but she couldn’t get comfortable. Her head was throbbing, her wrist felt hot and swollen and the cut on her arm was hurting like hell. Worse than ever.


The room was stuffy and hot. After tossing and turning, listening to bells strike midnight, then one o’clock, Alice got up to open the window and let some air in. It didn’t help. Her mind wouldn’t stay still. She tried to think of white sands and clear blue water, Caribbean beaches and Hawaiian sunsets, but her brain kept coming back to the grey rock and chill subterranean air of the mountain.


She was scared to sleep. What if the dream came back again?


The hours crawled by. Her mouth was dry and her heart staggered under the influence of the whisky. Not until the pale white dawn crept under the worn edges of the curtains did her mind finally give in.


This time, a different dream.


She was riding a chestnut horse through the snow. Its winter coat was thick and glossy, and its white mane and tail were plaited with red ribbons. She was dressed for hunting in her best cloak with the squirrel fur pelisse and hood, and long leather gloves lined with marten fur that went up as high as her elbows.


A man was riding beside her on a grey gelding, a bigger, more powerful animal with a black mane and tail. He pulled repeatedly on the reins to keep it steady. His brown hair was long for a man, skimming his shoulders. His blue velvet cloak streamed behind him as he drove his mount on. Alice saw he wore a dagger at his waist. Around his neck was a silver chain with a single green stone hanging from it, which banged up and down against his chest to the rhythm of the horse.


He kept glancing over at her with a mixture of pride and ownership. The connection between them was strong, intimate. In her sleep, Alice shifted position and smiled.


Some way off, a horn was blowing sharp and shrill in the crisp December air, proclaiming that the hounds were on the trail of a wolf. She knew it was December, a special month. She knew she was happy.


Then, the light changed.


Now she was alone in a part of the forest she did not recognise. The trees were taller and more dense, their bare branches black and twisted against the white, snow-laden sky, like dead men’s fingers. Somewhere behind her, unseen and threatening, the dogs were gaining on her, excited by the promise of blood.


She was no longer the hunter, but the quarry.


The forest reverberated with a thousand thundering hooves, getting closer and closer. She could hear the baying of the huntsmen now. They were shouting to one another in a language she did not understand, but she knew they were looking for her.


Her horse stumbled. Alice was thrown, falling forward out of the saddle and down to the hard, wintry ground. She heard the bone in her shoulder crack, then searing pain. She looked down in horror. A piece of dead wood, frozen solid like the head of an arrow, had pierced her sleeve and impaled itself in her arm.


With numb and desperate fingers, Alice pulled at the fragment until it came loose, closing her eyes against the aching pain. Straight away, the blood started to flow, but she couldn’t let that stop her.


Staunching the bleeding with the hem of her cloak, Alice scrambled to her feet and forced herself on through the naked branches and petrified undergrowth. The brittle twigs snapped under her feet and the ice-cold air pinched her cheeks and made her eyes water.


The ringing in her ears was louder now, more insistent, and she felt faint. As insubstantial as a ghost.


Suddenly, the forest was gone and Alice found herself standing on the edge of a cliff. There was nowhere left to go. At her feet was a sheer drop to a wooded precipice below. In front of her were the mountains, capped with snow, stretching as far as the eye could see. They were so close she felt she could almost reach out and touch them.


In her sleep, Alice shifted uneasily.


Let me wake up. Please.


She struggled to wake up, but she couldn’t. The dream held her too tightly in its coils.


The dogs burst out of the cover of the trees behind her, barking, snarling. Their breath clouded the air as their jaws snapped, drools of spit and blood hanging from their teeth. In the gathering dusk, the tips of the huntsmen’s spears glinted brightly. Their eyes were filled with hate, with excitement. She could hear them whispering, jeering, taunting her.


‘Hérétique, hérétique.’


In that split second, the decision was made. If it was her time to die, it would not be at the hands of such men. Alice lifted her arms wide and jumped, commending her body to the air.


Straight away, the world fell silent.


Time ceased to have any meaning as she fell, slowly and gently, her green skirts billowing out around her. Now she realised there was something pinned to her back, a piece of material in the shape of a star. No, not a star but a cross. A yellow cross. Rouelle. As the unfamiliar word drifted in and then out of her mind, the cross came loose and floated away from her, like a leaf dropping from a tree in autumn.


The ground came no nearer. Alice was no longer afraid. For even as the dream images started to splinter and break apart, her subconscious mind understood what her conscious mind could not. That it was not her – Alice – who fell, but another.


And this was not a dream, but a memory. A fragment from a life lived a long, long time ago.





CHAPTER 17



Carcassona


JULHET 1209


Twigs and leaves cracked as Alaïs shifted position.


There was a rich smell of moss, lichen and earth in her nose, her mouth. Something sharp pierced the back of her hand, the tiniest jab that immediately began to sting. A mosquito or an ant. She could feel the poison seeping into her blood. Alaïs moved to brush the insect away. The movement made her retch.


Where am I?


The answer, like an echo. Defòra. Outside.


She was lying face down on the ground. Her skin was clammy, slightly chill from the dew. Daybreak or dusk? Her clothes, tangled around her, were damp. Taking it slowly, Alaïs managed to lever herself into a sitting position, leaning against the trunk of a beech tree to keep herself steady.


Doçament. Softly, carefully.


Through the trees at the top of the slope she could see the sky was white, strengthening to pink on the horizon. Flat clouds floated like ships becalmed. She could make out the black outlines of weeping willows. Behind her were pear and cherry trees, drab and naked of colour this late in the season.


Dawn, then. Alaïs tried to focus on her surroundings. It seemed very bright, blinding, even though there was no sun. She could hear water not far off, shallow and moving lazily over the stones. In the distance, the distinctive kveck-kveck of an eagle owl coming back from his night’s hunting.


Alaïs glanced down at her arms, which were marked with small, angry red bites. She examined the scratches and cuts on her legs too. As well as insect bites, her ankles were ringed with dried blood. She held her hands up close to her face. Her knuckles were bruised and sore. Lines of rust-red streaks between the fingers.


A memory. Of being dragged, arms trailing along the ground.


No, before that.


Walking across the courtyard. Lights in the upper windows.


Fear pricked the back of her neck. Footsteps in the dark, the calloused hand across her mouth, then the blow.


Perilhòs. Danger.


She raised her hand to her head and then winced as her fingers connected with the sticky mass of blood and hair behind her ear. She screwed her eyes shut, trying to blot out the memory of the hands crawling over her like rats. Two men. A commonplace smell, of horses, ale and straw.


Did they find the merel?


Alaïs struggled to stand. She had to tell her father what had happened. He was going to Montpellier, that much she could remember. She had to speak with him first. She tried to get up, but her legs would not hold her. Her head was spinning again and she was falling, falling, slipping back into a weightless sleep. She tried to fight it and stay conscious, but it was no use. Past and present and future were part of an infinite time now, stretching out white before her. Colour and sound and light ceased to have any meaning.





CHAPTER 18



With a final, anxious glance back over his shoulder, Bertrand Pelletier rode out of the Eastern Gate at Viscount Trencavel’s side. He could not understand why Alaïs had not come to see them off.


Pelletier rode in silence, lost in his own thoughts, hearing little of the inconsequential chatter going on around him. His spirits were troubled at her absence from the Cour d’Honneur to see them off and wish the expedition well. Surprised, disappointed too, if he could bring himself to admit it. He wished now he had sent François to wake her.


Despite the earliness of the hour, the streets were lined with people waving and cheering. Only the finest horses had been chosen. Palfreys whose resilience and stamina could be relied upon, as well as the strongest geldings and mares from the stables of the Château Comtal picked for speed and endurance. Raymond-Roger Trencavel rode his favourite bay stallion, a horse he’d trained himself from a colt. Its coat was the colour of a fox in winter and on its muzzle was a distinctive white blaze, the exact shape, or so it was said, of the Trencavel lands.


Every shield displayed the Trencavel ensign. The crest was embroidered on every flag and the vest each chevalier wore over his travelling armour. The rising sun glanced off the shining helmets, swords and bridles. Even the saddlebags of the pack horses had been polished until the grooms could see their faces reflected in the leather.


It had taken some time to decide how large the envoi should be. Too small and Trencavel would seem an unworthy and unimpressive ally and they would be easy pickings on the road. Too large and it would look like a declaration of war.


Finally, sixteen chevaliers had been chosen, Guilhem du Mas among them, despite Pelletier’s objections. With their écuyers, a handful of servants and churchmen, Jehan Congost and a smith for working repairs to the horses’ shoes en route, the party numbered some thirty in total.


Their destination was Montpellier, the principal city within the domains of the Viscount of Nîmes and the birthplace of Raymond-Roger’s wife, Dame Agnès. Like Trencavel, Nîmes was a vassal of the King of Aragon, Pedro II, so even though Montpellier was a Catholic city – and Pedro himself a staunch and energetic persecutor of heresy – there was reason to expect they would have safe passage.


They had allowed three days to ride from Carcassonne. It was anybody’s guess as to which of them, Trencavel or the Count of Toulouse, would arrive in the city first.


At first they headed east, following the course of the Aude towards the rising sun. At Trèbes, they turned north-west into the lands of the Minervois, following the old Roman road that ran through La Redorte, the fortified hill town of Azille, and on to Olonzac.


The best land was given over to the canabières, the hemp fields, which stretched as far as the eye could see. To their right were vines, some pruned, others growing wild and untended at the side of the track behind vigorous hedgerows. To their left was a sea of emerald-green stalks of the barley fields, which would turn to gold by harvest time. Peasants, their wide-brimmed straw hats obscuring their faces, were already hard at work, reaping the last of the season’s wheat, the iron curve of their scythes catching the rising sun from time to time.


Beyond the river bank, lined with oak trees and marsh willow, were the deep and silent forests where the wild eagles flew. Stag, lynx and bear were plentiful, wolves and foxes too in the winter. Towering above the lowland woods and coppice were the dark forests of the Montagne Noire where the wild boar was king.


With the resilience and optimism of youth, Viscount Trencavel was in good spirits, exchanging light-hearted anecdotes and listening to tales of past exploits. He argued with his men about the best hunting dogs, greyhounds or mastiffs, about the price of a good brood bitch these days, gossiped about who had wagered what at darts or dice.


Nobody talked of the purpose of the expedition, nor of what would happen if the Viscount failed in his petitions to his uncle.


A raucous shout from the back of the line drew Pelletier’s attention. He glanced over his shoulder. Guilhem du Mas was riding three abreast with Alzeu de Preixan and Thierry Cazanon, chevaliers who’d also trained in Carcassonne and been dubbed the same Passiontide.


Aware of the older man’s critical scrutiny, Guilhem raised his head and met his gaze with an insolent stare. For a moment they held one another fixed. Then, the younger man inclined his head slightly, an insincere acknowledgement, and turned away. Pelletier felt his blood grow hot, all the worse for knowing there was nothing he could do.


For hour after hour they rode across the plains. The conversation faltered, then petered out as the excitement that had accompanied their departure from the Cité gave way to apprehension.


The sun climbed ever higher in the sky. The churchmen suffered the most in their black worsted habits. Rivulets of sweat were dripping down the Bishop’s forehead and Jehan Congost’s spongy face had turned an unpleasant blotchy red, the colour of foxgloves. Bees, crickets and cicadas rattled and hummed in the brown grass. Mosquitoes pricked at their wrists and hands, and flies tormented the horses, causing them to switch their manes and tails in irritation.


Only when the sun was full overhead did Viscount Trencavel lead them off the road to rest a while. They settled on a glade beside a slow-flowing stream, having established the grazing was safe. The écuyers unsaddled the horses and cooled their coats with willow leaves dipped in the water. Cuts and bites were treated with dock leaves or mustard poultices.


The chevaliers removed their travelling armour and boots, washing the dust and sweat from their hands and necks. A small contingent of servants was dispatched to the nearest farm, returning some time later with bread and sausage, white goat’s cheese, olives and strong, local wine.


As the news spread that Viscount Trencavel was camped nearby, a steady stream of farmers and peasants, old men and young women, weavers and brewers, started to make their way to their humble camp under the trees, carrying gifts for their Seigneur: baskets of cherries and newly fallen plums, a goose, salt and fish.


Pelletier was uneasy. It would delay them and use up precious time. They had a great deal of ground to cover before the evening shadows lengthened and they pitched camp for the night. But, like his father and mother before him, Raymond-Roger enjoyed meeting his subjects and would have none turned away.


‘It is for this that we swallow our pride and go to make peace with my uncle,’ he said quietly. ‘To protect all that is good and innocent and true in our way of life, è? And, if necessary, we shall fight for it.’


Like an ancient warrior king, Viscount Trencavel held court in the shade of the holm oak trees. He accepted all the tributes offered to him with grace and charm and dignity. He knew that this day would become a story to be treasured, woven into the life of the village.


One of the last to approach was a pretty, dark-skinned girl of five or six, with bright eyes the colour of blackberries. She gave a brief curtsey and offered a posy of wild orchids, white sneezewort and meadow honeysuckle. Her hands were shaking.


Bending down to the girl’s level, Viscount Trencavel pulled a linen handkerchief from his belt and offered it to her. Even Pelletier smiled as the tiny fingers reached out timidly and took the crisp, white square of cloth.


‘And what is your name, Madomaisèla,’ he asked.


‘Ernestine, Messire,’ she whispered.


Trencavel nodded. ‘Well, Madomaisèla Ernestine,’ he said, plucking a pink bloom from the bunch of flowers and fixing it to his tunic, ‘I shall wear this for good luck. And to remind me of the kindness of the people of Puicheric.’


Only when the last of the visitors had left the camp, did Raymond-Roger Trencavel unbuckle his sword and sit down to eat. When hunger was satisfied, one by one, man and boy stretched out on the soft grass or leaned back against the trunk of a tree and dozed, their bellies full of wine and their heads thick with the afternoon heat.


Pelletier alone did not settle. Once he was certain Viscount Trencavel had no need of him for the time being, he set off to walk by the stream, desiring solitude.


Waterboatmen skated over the water and brightly coloured dragonflies skimmed the surface, shimmering, darting and slipping through the heavy air.


As soon as he was out of sight of the camp, Pelletier sat down on a blackened trunk of a fallen tree and took Harif’s letter from his pocket. He didn’t read it. He didn’t even open it, just held it tight between his forefinger and thumb, like a talisman.


He could not stop thinking of Alaïs. His thoughts rocked backwards and forwards like a balance. At one moment he regretted confiding in her at all. But if not Alaïs, then who? There was no one else he could trust. The next moment, he feared he had told her too little.


God willing, all would be well. If their petition to the Count of Toulouse was favourably received, before the month was out, they would be returning to Carcassonne in triumph without a drop of blood being spilled. For Pelletier’s own part, he would find Simeon in Béziers and learn the identity of the ‘sister’ of whom Harif had written.


If destiny willed it so.


Pelletier sighed. He looked out over the tranquil scene spread out before him and saw in his imagination the opposite. Instead of the old world, unchanged and unchanging, he saw chaos and devastation and destruction. The end of all things.


He bowed his head. He could not have done other than he had. If he did not return to Carcassonne, then at least he would die in the knowledge that he had done his best to protect the Trilogy. Alaïs would fulfil his obligations. His vows would become her vows. The secret would not be lost in the pandemonium of battle or left to rot in a French gaol.


The sounds of the camp stirring brought Pelletier back to the present. It was time to move on. There were many more hours of riding before sunset.


Pelletier returned Harif’s letter to his pouch and walked quickly back to the camp, aware that such moments of peace and quiet contemplation might be in short supply in the days ahead.





CHAPTER 19



When Alaïs woke again, she was lying between linen sheets, not on grass. There was a low, dull whistling in her ears, like an autumn wind echoing through the trees. Her body felt curiously heavy and weighted down, as if it didn’t belong to her. She had been dreaming that Esclarmonde was there with her, putting her cool hand on her brow to draw the fever out.


Her eyes fluttered open. Above her head was the familiar wooden canopy of her own bed, the dark blue nightcurtains tied back. The chamber was suffused with the soft, golden light of dusk. The air, although still hot and heavy, carried in it the promise of night. She caught the faint aroma of freshly burned herbs. Rosemary and the scent of lavender.


She could hear women’s voices too, coarse and low, somewhere close by. They were whispering as if trying not to disturb her. Their words hissed like fat dripping from a spit on to a fire. Slowly, Alaïs turned her head on her pillow towards the noise. Alziette, the unpopular wife of the head groom, and Ranier, a sly and spiteful gossip with an uncouth, boorish husband, both troublemakers, were sitting by the empty fireplace like a pair of old crows. Her sister Oriane used them often for errands, but Alaïs mistrusted them and could not account for how they came to be in her room. Her father would never have allowed it.


Then she remembered. He was not here. He had gone to Saint-Gilles or Montpellier, she couldn’t quite remember. Guilhem too.


‘So where were they?’ Ranier hissed, her voice greedy for scandal.


‘In the orchard, right down by the brook by the willow trees,’ replied Alziette. ‘Mazelle’s oldest girl saw them go down there. Bitch that she is, she rushed straight back to her mother. Then Mazelle herself came flying into the courtyard, wringing her hands at the shame of it and how she didn’t want to be the one to tell me.’


‘She’s always been jealous of your girl, è. Her daughters are all fat as hogs and pockmarked. The whole lot of them, as plain as pikes.’ Ranier bent her head closer. ‘So what did you do?’


‘What could I do but go and see for myself? I spotted them the moment I got down there. It’s not as if they’d made much effort to conceal themselves. I got hold of Raoul by his hair – nasty coarse brown hair he’s got – and boxed his ears. All the while he was pulling at his belt with one hand, his face red from the shame of being caught. When I turned on Jeannette, he wriggled out of my grasp and ran off without even so much as a backward glance.’


Ranier tutted.


‘All the while Jeannette was wailing, carrying on, saying how Raoul loves her and wants to marry her. To hear her talk, you’d think no girl had ever had her head turned by pretty words before.’


‘Perhaps his intentions are honest?’


Alziette snorted. ‘He’s in no position to marry,’ she complained. ‘Five older brothers and only two of them wed. His father’s in the tavern day and night. Every last sol they’ve got goes straight into Gaston’s pocket.’


Alaïs tried to close her ears to the women’s mundane gossip. They were like vultures picking over carrion.


‘But then again,’ Ranier said slyly, ‘it was fortunate, as it turned out. If circumstances had not taken you down there, then you wouldn’t have found her.’


Alaïs tensed, sensing the two heads turn towards the bed.


‘That’s so,’ agreed Alziette. ‘And I dare say I’ll be well rewarded when her father returns.’


Alaïs listened, but learned nothing more. The shadows lengthened. She drifted in and out of sleep.


By and by, a night nurse came to replace Alziette and Ranier, another of her sister’s favoured servants. The noise of the woman dragging the cracked wooden pallet out from under the bed woke Alaïs. She heard a soft whump as the nurse lowered herself down on to the lumpy mattress, the weight of her body pushing the air out from between the dry straw stuffing. Within moments, the grunts and laboured snoring, wheezing and snuffling from the foot of the bed announced she was asleep.


Alaïs was suddenly wide awake. Her head was full of her father’s last instruction to her. To keep safe the labyrinth board. She eased herself up into a sitting position and looked among the fragments of material and candles.


The board was no longer there.


Careful not to wake the nurse, Alaïs tugged open the door of the bedside table. Its hinge was stiff from lack of use and it creaked as she eased it open. Alaïs ran her fingers around the edge of the bed, in case the board had slipped between the mattress and wooden frame of her bed. It was not there either.


Res. Nothing.


She didn’t like the way her thoughts were tending. Her father had dismissed her suggestion that his identity had been discovered, but was he right? Both the merel and the board had gone.


Alaïs swung her legs over the bed and tiptoed across the room to her sewing chair. She needed to be sure. Her cloak was draped over the back. Someone had tried to clean it, but the red embroidered hem was caked with mud, obscuring the stitching in places. It smelt of the yard or the stables, acrid and sour. Her hands came up empty, as she knew they would. Her purse was gone, the merel with it.


Events were moving too fast. Suddenly, the old familiar shadows seemed full of menace. She felt threats all around, even in the grunts coming from the foot of the bed.


What if my attackers are still in the Château? What if they come back for me?


Alaïs quickly got dressed, picked up the calèlh and adjusted the flame. The thought of crossing the dark courtyard alone frightened her, but she couldn’t sit in her chamber, just waiting for something to happen.


Coratge. Courage.


Alaïs ran across the Cour d’Honneur to the Tour Pinte, shielding the guttering flame with her hand. She had to find François.


She opened the door a fraction and called his name into the darkness. There was no answer. She slipped inside.


‘François,’ she whispered again.


The lamp cast a pale yellow glow, enough to see that there was someone lying on the pallet at the foot of her father’s bed.


Putting the lamp on the ground, Alaïs bent down and touched him lightly on the shoulder. Straight away she snapped her arm back as if her fingers had been burned. It felt wrong.


‘François?’


Still no reply. Alaïs grasped the rough edge of the blanket, counted to three, then ripped it back.


Underneath was a pile of old clothes and furs, carefully arranged to look like a sleeping figure. She felt dizzy with relief, although puzzled.


In the corridor outside a noise caught her attention. Alaïs snatched up the lamp and extinguished the flame, then tucked herself in the shadows behind the bed.


She heard the door creak open. The intruder hesitated, perhaps smelling the oil from the lamp, perhaps noticing the disarranged blankets. He drew his knife from its sheath.


‘Who’s there?’ he said. ‘Show yourself.’


‘François,’ said Alaïs with relief, stepping out from behind the curtains. ‘It’s me. You can put your weapon away.’


He looked more startled than she felt.


‘Dame, forgive me. I didn’t realise.’


She looked at him with interest. He was breathing heavily, as if he’d been running. ‘The fault is mine, but where have you been at this hour?’ she asked.


‘I—’


A woman, she supposed, although why he should be so embarrassed about it, she could not fathom. She took pity on him.


‘In fact, François, it is of no matter. I’m here because you are the only person I trust to tell me what happened to me.’


The colour drained from his face. ‘I know nothing, Dame,’ he said quickly in a strangled voice.


‘Come, you must have heard rumours, kitchen gossip, surely?’


‘Very little.’


‘Well, let us try to construct the story together,’ she said, mystified by his attitude. ‘I remember walking back from my father’s chamber, after you had summoned me to him. Then two men came upon me. I woke to find myself in the orchard, near a stream. It was early in the day. When next I woke, it was to find myself in my own chambers.’


‘Would you know the men again, Dame?’


Alaïs looked sharply at him. ‘No. It was dark and it all happened too quickly.’


‘Was anything taken?’


She hesitated. ‘Nothing of value,’ she said, uneasy in the lie. ‘Then I know that Alziette Baichère raised the alarm. I heard her boasting about it earlier, although I cannot for the life of me understand how she came to be sitting with me. Why not Rixende? Or any other of my women?’


‘It was on Dame Oriane’s orders, Dame. She has taken personal charge of your care.’


‘Did not people remark upon her concern?’ she said. It was entirely out of character. ‘My sister is not known for such … skills.’


François nodded. ‘But she was most insistent, Dame.’


Alaïs shook her head. The faintest recollection sparked in her mind. A fleeting memory of being enclosed within a small space, stone not wood, the acrid stench of urine and animals and neglect. The more she tried to chase the memory down, the further it slipped away from her.


She brought herself back to the matter in hand.


‘I presume my father has departed for Montpelhièr, François.’


He nodded. ‘Two days past, Dame.’


‘It is Wednesday,’ she murmured, aghast. She had lost two days. She frowned. ‘When they left, François, did my father not question why I was not there to bid him farewell?’


‘He did, Dame, but … he forbade me wake you.’


This makes no sense. ‘But what of my husband? Did Guilhem not say I never returned to our chamber that night?’


‘I believe Chevalier du Mas spent the early part of the night at the forge, Dame, then attended the service of blessing with Viscount Trencavel in the chapel. He seemed as surprised by your absence as Intendant Pelletier, and besides …’


He broke off.


‘Go on. Say what is in your mind, François. I will not blame you.’


‘With your leave, Dame, I think Chevalier du Mas would not wish to appear ignorant of your whereabouts before your father.’


The moment the words were out of his mouth, Alaïs knew he was right. At present the ill-feeling between her husband and father was worse than ever. Alaïs tightened her lips, not wishing to betray her agreement.


‘But they were taking such a risk,’ she said, returning to the attack. ‘To carry out such an assault on me in the heart of the Château Comtal was madness enough. To compound their felony by taking me captive … How could they have hoped to get away with it?’


She pulled herself up short, realising what she had said.


‘Everybody was much occupied, Dame. The curfew was not set. So although the Western Gate was closed, the Eastern Gate stood open all night. It would have been easy for two men to transport you between them, provided your face, your clothing, were hidden. There were many ladies … women, I mean, of the sort …’


Alaïs stifled a grin. ‘Thank you, François. I quite understand your point.’


The smile faded from her face. She needed to think, decide what she should do next. She was more confused than ever. And her ignorance of why things had happened, in the manner they had, compounded her fear. It is hard to act against a faceless enemy.


‘It would be well to circulate it that I can remember nothing of the attack, François,’ she said after a while. ‘That way if my assailants remain within the Château, they will have no need to feel threatened.’


The thought of making the same journey back across the courtyard chilled her soul. Besides, she would not sleep under the eyes of Oriane’s nurse. Alaïs had no doubt she was set to spy on her and report to her sister.


‘I will rest here for what remains of the night,’ she added.


To her surprise, François looked horrified. ‘But, Dame, it is not seemly for you—’


‘I’m sorry to put you from your bed,’ she said, softening her command with a smile, ‘but my sleeping companion in my chamber is not to my liking.’ An impassive, shuttered look descended over his face. ‘But if you could stay close by, François, in case I have further need of you, I would be grateful.’


He did not return her smile. ‘As you wish, Dame.’


Alaïs stared at him for a moment, then decided she was reading too much into his manner. She asked him to light the lamp, then she dismissed him.


As soon as François had gone, Alaïs curled up in the centre of her father’s bed. Alone again, the pain of Guilhem’s absence returned like a dull ache. She tried to summon his face to her mind, his eyes, the line of his jaw, but his features blurred and would not stay fixed. Alaïs knew this inability to find his image in her mind was born of anger. Over and over, she reminded herself Guilhem had been only fulfilling his responsibilities as a chevalier. He had not acted wrongly or falsely. In fact, he had acted appropriately. On the eve of so important a mission, his duty was to his liege lord and to those making the journey with him, not to his wife. Yet, however many times Alaïs told herself this, she could not quieten the voices in her head. Whatever she said made no difference to what she felt. That when she’d had need of Guilhem’s protection, he had failed her. Unjust as it was, she blamed Guilhem.


If her absence had been discovered at first light, then the men might have been caught.


And my father would not have left thinking ill of me.





CHAPTER 20



In a deserted farm outside Aniane, in the flat, fertile lands to the west of Montpellier, an elderly Cathar parfait and his eight credentes, believers, crouched in the corner of a barn, behind a collection of old harnesses for oxen and mules.


One of the men was badly wounded. Grey and pink flesh flopped open around the white splintered bones that had been his face. His eye had been dislodged from its socket by the force of the kick that had shattered his cheek. Blood congealed around the gaping hole. His friends had refused to leave him when the house in which they had gathered to pray had been attacked by a small, renegade group of soldiers that had broken away from the French army.


But he had slowed them down and lost them the advantage of knowing the land. All day the Crusaders had hunted them. Night had not saved them and now they were trapped. The Cathars could hear them shouting in the courtyard, the sound of dry wood catching light. They were preparing a pyre.


The parfait knew they were facing the end. There would be no mercy from men such as this, driven by hatred and ignorance and bigotry. There had never been an army the like of it on Christian soil. The parfait would not have believed it had he not seen it with his own eyes. He’d been travelling south, on a parallel course with the Host. He had seen the huge and unwieldy barges floating down the river Rhône, carrying equipment and supplies, as well as wooden chests ringed with bands of steel that contained precious holy relics to bless the expedition. The hooves of thousands of animals and men riding alongside created a giant cloud of dust, which floated above the Host.


From the start, townspeople and villagers had shut their gates, watching from behind their walls and praying that the army would pass them by. Stories of increasing violence and horror circulated. There were reports of farms being burned, reprisals for farmers who had refused to allow the soldiers to pillage their land. Cathar believers, denounced as heretics, had been burned at the stake in Puylaroque. The entire Jewish community of Montélimar, men, women and children, had been put to the sword and their bleeding heads mounted on spikes outside the city walls, carrion for the crows.


In Saint-Paul de Trois Châteaux, a parfait was crucified by a small band of Gascon routiers. They tied him to a makeshift cross made from two pieces of wood lashed together with rope and hammered nails through his hands. The weight of his body dragged him down, but he still would not recant or apostatise his faith. In the end, bored with the slow death, the soldiers disembowelled him and left him to rot.


These and other acts of barbarism were either denied by the Abbot of Cîteaux and the French barons or else disclaimed as the work of a few renegades. But as he crouched in the dark, the parfait knew that the words of lords, priests and papal legates counted for nothing out here. He could smell the bloodlust on the breath of the men who had hunted them down to this small corner of the Devil’s Earthly creation.


He recognised Evil.


All he could do now was try to save the souls of his believers so they could look upon the face of God. Their passing from this world into the next would not be gentle.


The wounded man was still conscious. He whimpered softly, but a final stillness had come over him and his skin was tinged with the greyness of death. The parfait laid his hands upon the man’s head as he administered the last rites of their religion and spoke the words of the consolament.


The remaining believers joined hands in a circle and began to pray.


‘Holy Father, just God of good spirits, Thou who are never deceived, who dost never lie or doubt, grant us to know …’


The soldiers were kicking against the door now, laughing, jeering. It would not be long before they found them. The youngest of the women, no more than fourteen years old, began to cry. The tears ran hopelessly, silently, down her cheeks.


‘… grant us to know what Thou knowest, to love what Thou dost love; for we are not of this world, and this world is not of us, and we fear lest we meet death in this realm of an alien god.’


The parfait raised his voice as the horizontal beam holding the door shut fractured in two. Splinters of wood, as sharp as arrowheads, exploded into the barn as the men burst in. Lit by the orange glow of the fire burning in the courtyard, he could see their eyes were glazed and inhuman. He counted ten of them, each with a sword.


His eyes went to the commander who followed them in. A tall man, with a pale thin face and expressionless eyes, as calm and controlled as his men were hot and illdisciplined. He had an air of cruel authority about him, a man used to being obeyed.


On his orders, the fugitives were dragged from their hiding place. He lifted his arm and thrust his blade into the parfait’s chest. For an instant, he held his gaze. The Frenchman’s flint grey eyes were stiff with contempt. He raised his arm a second time and plunged his sword into the top of the old man’s skull, splattering red pulp and grey brains into the straw.


With their priest murdered, panic broke out. The others tried to run, but the ground was already slippery with blood. A soldier grabbed a woman by her hair and thrust his sword into her back. Her father tried to pull him off, but the soldier swung round and sliced him across the belly. His eyes opened wide in shock as the soldier twisted the knife, then pushed the skewered body off the blade with his foot.


The youngest soldier turned away and vomited into the straw.


Within minutes all the men lay dead, their bodies strewn about the barn. The captain ordered his men to take the two older women outside. The girl he kept behind, the puking boy too. He needed to harden up.


She backed away from him, her eyes alive with fear. He smiled. He was in no hurry and there was nowhere for her to run. He paced around her, like a wolf watching its prey, then, without warning, he struck. In a single movement he grabbed her around the throat and smashed her head back against the wall and ripped her dress open. She was screaming louder now, hitting and kicking out wildly. He drove his fist into her face, relishing the splinter of bone beneath his touch.


Her legs buckled. She sank to her knees, leaving a trail of blood down the wood. He bent over and ripped her shift from her body, splitting the material from top to bottom in a single tear. She whimpered as he pulled her skirts up to her waist.


‘They must not be allowed to breed and bring others like themselves into the world,’ he said in a cold voice, drawing his knife from its sheath.


He did not intend to pollute his flesh by touching the heretic. Grasping the blade, he plunged the hilt deep inside the girl’s stomach. With all the hate he felt for her kind, he drove the knife into her again and again, until her body lay motionless before him. As a final act of desecration, he rolled her over on to her front and, with two deep sweeps of his knife, carved the sign of the cross on her naked back. Pearls of blood, like rubies, sprang up on her white skin.


‘That should serve as a lesson for any others who pass this way,’ he said calmly. ‘Now, get rid of it.’


Wiping his blade on her torn dress, he straightened up.


The boy was sobbing. His clothes were stained with vomit and blood. He tried to do what his captain commanded, but he was too slow.


He grabbed the boy by the throat. ‘I said, get rid of it. Quick. If you don’t want to join them.’ He kicked the boy in the small of his back, leaving a footprint of blood, dust and dirt on his tunic. A soldier with a weak stomach was no use to him.


The makeshift pyre in the middle of the farmyard was burning fiercely, fanned by the hot night winds that swept up from the Mediterranean Sea.


The soldiers were standing well back, their hands at their faces to shield themselves from the heat. Their horses, tethered by the gate, were stamping with agitated hooves. The stench of death was in their nostrils, making them nervous.


The women had been stripped and made to kneel on the ground in front of their captors, their feet tied and their hands bound tightly behind their back. Their faces, scratched breasts and bare shoulders showed marks of their ill use, but they were silent. Somebody gasped, as the girl’s corpse was thrown down in front of them.


The captain walked towards the fire. He was bored now, restless to be gone. Killing heretics was not the reason he had taken the Cross. This brutal expedition was a gift to his men. They needed to be kept occupied, to keep their skills sharp and to stop them turning on each other.


The night sky was filled with white stars around a full moon. He realised it must be past midnight, perhaps later. He’d intended to be back long before now, in case word came.


‘Shall we give them to the fire, my lord?’


With a sudden, single stroke, he drew his sword and severed the head of the nearest woman. Blood pumped from a vein in her neck, splashing his legs and feet. The skull fell to the ground with a soft thud. He kicked her still-twitching body until it fell forward into the dirt.


‘Kill the rest of these heretic bitches, then burn the bodies, the barn too. We’ve delayed long enough.’





CHAPTER 21



Alaïs woke as dawn slipped into the room.


For a moment, she couldn’t remember how she came to be in her father’s chamber. She sat up and stretched the sleep from her bones, waiting until the memory of the day before came back vivid and strong.


Some time during the long hours between midnight and daybreak she had reached a decision. Despite her broken night, her mind was as clear as a mountain stream. She could not sit by, passively waiting for her father to return. She had no way of judging the consequences of each day’s delay. When he had spoken of his sacred duty to the Noublesso de los Seres and the secret they guarded, he had left her in no doubt that his honour and pride lay in his ability to fulfil his vows. Her duty was to seek him out, tell him all that had happened, put the matter back in his hands.


Far better to act than do nothing.


Alaïs walked over to the window and opened the shutters to let in the morning air. In the distance the Montagne Noire shimmered purple in the gathering dawn, enduring and timeless. The sight of the mountains strengthened her resolve. The world was calling her to join it.


She was taking a risk, a woman travelling alone. Wilful, her father would call it. But she was an excellent rider, quick and instinctive, and she had faith in her ability to outride any group of routiers or bandits. Besides, to her knowledge, there had been no attacks on Viscount Trencavel’s lands.


Alaïs raised her hand to the bruise at the back of her head, evidence that someone meant her harm. If it was her time to die, then far better to face death with her sword in her hand than sit waiting for her enemies to strike again.


Alaïs picked up her cold lamp from the table, catching her reflection in the black-streaked glass. She was pale, her skin the colour of buttermilk, and her eyes glinted with fatigue. But there was a sense of purpose that had not been there before.


Alaïs wished she did not have to return to her chamber, but she had no choice. Carefully stepping over François, she made her way across the courtyard and back into the living quarters. There was no one about.


Oriane’s sly shadow, Guirande, was sleeping on the floor outside her sister’s chamber as Alaïs tiptoed past, her pretty, pouting face slack in sleep.


The silence that met her as she entered her room told her that the nurse was no longer there. She had presumably woken to find her gone and taken herself off.


Alaïs set to work, wasting no time. The success of her plan depended on her ability to deceive everyone into believing she was too weak to venture far from home. No one within the household could know that her destination was Montpellier.


She took from her wardrobe her lightest hunting dress, the tawny red of a squirrel’s pelt, with pale, stone-coloured fitted sleeves, generous under the arm, which tapered to a diamond-shaped point. She tied a thin leather belt around her waist, to which she attached her eating knife and her borsa, winter hunting purse.


Alaïs pulled up her hunting boots to just below her knees, tightened the leather laces around the top, to hold a second knife, then adjusted the buckle, and put on a plain brown hooded cloak with no trim.


When she was dressed, Alaïs took a few precious gemstones and jewellery from her casket, including her sunstone necklace and turquoise ring and choker. They might be useful in exchange or to buy safe passage or shelter, particularly once she was beyond the borders of Viscount Trencavel’s lands.


Finally, satisfied she had forgotten nothing, she retrieved her sword from its hiding place behind the bed where it had lain, untouched, since her marriage. Alaïs held the sword firmly in her right hand and raised it in front of her face, measuring the blade against the flat of her hand. It was still straight and true, despite lack of use. She carved a figure of eight in the air, reminding herself of its weight and character. She smiled. It felt right in her hand.


Alaïs crept into the kitchen and begged barley bread, figs, salted fish, a tablet of cheese and a flagon of wine from Jacques. He gave her much more than she needed, as he always did. For once, she was grateful for his generosity.


She roused her servant, Rixende, and whispered a message for her to deliver to Dame Agnès that Alaïs was feeling better and would join the ladies of the household in the Solar after Tierce. Rixende looked surprised, but made no comment. Alaïs disliked this part of her duties and usually begged to be excused whenever possible. She felt caged in the company of women and was bored by the inconsequential tapestry talk. However, today it would serve as perfect proof that she was intending to return to the Château.


Alaïs hoped she would not be missed until later. If her luck held, only when the chapel bell tolled for Vespers would they realise she had not come home and raise the alarm.


And by then I will be long gone.


‘Do not go to Dame Agnès until after she has broken fast, Rixende,’ she said. ‘Not until the first rays of the sun strike the west wall of the courtyard, is that clear? Oc? Before that, if anyone comes searching for me – even my father’s manservant – you may tell them that I have gone to ride in the fields beyond Sant-Miquel.’


The stables were in the north-eastern corner of the courtyard between the Tour des Casernes and the Tour du Major. Horses stamped the ground and pricked up their ears at her approach, whinnying gently, hoping for hay. Alaïs stopped at the first stall and ran her hand over the broad nose of her old grey mare. Her forelock and withers were flecked with coarse white hairs.


‘Not today, my old friend,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t ask so much of you.’


Her other horse was in the stall next door. The six-year-old Arab mare, Tatou, had been a surprise wedding gift from her father. A chestnut, the colour of winter acorns, with a white tail and mane, flaxen fetlocks and white spots on all four feet. Standing as high as Alaïs’ shoulders, Tatou had the distinctive flat face of her breed, dense bones, a firm back and an easy temperament. More important, she had stamina and was very fast.


To her relief, the only person in the stables was Amiel, the eldest of the farrier’s sons, dozing in the hay in the far corner of the stalls. He scrambled to his feet when he saw her, embarrassed to be caught sleeping.


Alaïs cut short his apologies.


Amiel checked the mare’s hooves and shoes, to be sure she was fit to ride, then lifted down an undercloth and, at Alaïs’ request, a riding rather than hunting saddle, then a bridle. Alaïs could feel the tightness in her chest. She jumped at the slightest sound from the courtyard, spinning round when she heard a voice.


Only when he was done did Alaïs produce the sword from beneath her cloak.


‘The blade is dull,’ she said.


Their eyes met. Without a word, Amiel took the sword and carried it to the anvil in the forge. The fire was burning, stoked all night and all day by a succession of boys barely big enough to transport the heavy, spiky bundles of brushwood from one side of the smithy to the other.


Alaïs watched as sparks flew from the stone, seeing the tension in Amiel’s shoulders as he brought the hammer down on to the blade, sharpening, flattening and rebalancing.


‘It’s a good sword, Dame Alaïs,’ he said levelly. ‘It will serve you well, although … I pray God you will not have need of it.’


She smiled. ‘Ieu tanben.’ Me too.


He helped her mount and led her across the courtyard. Alaïs’ heart was in her mouth that she would be seen at this last moment and her plan would be ruined.


But there was no one and soon they reached the Eastern Gate.


‘God speed, Dame Alaïs,’ whispered Amiel, as Alaïs pressed a sol into his hand. The guards opened the gates and Alaïs urged Tatou forward across the bridge and out into the early-morning streets of Carcassonne, her heart thudding. The first challenge was over.


As soon as she was clear of the Porte Narbonnaise, Alaïs gave Tatou her head.


Libertat. Freedom.


As she rode towards the sun rising in the east, Alaïs felt in harmony with the world. Her hair was brushed back off her face and the wind brought the colour back to her cheeks. As Tatou galloped over the plains, she wondered if this was how the soul felt as it left the body on its fourday journey to heaven. This sense of God’s Grace, this transcendence, of all base creation stripping away everything physical, until nothing but spirit remained?


Alaïs smiled. The parfaits preached that the time would come when all souls would be saved and all questions answered in heaven. But for now she was prepared to wait. There was too much to accomplish yet on earth for her to think of leaving it.


With her shadow streaming out behind her, all thoughts of Oriane, of the household, all fear faded. She was free. At her back, the sand-coloured walls and towers of the Cité grew smaller and smaller, until they disappeared altogether.





CHAPTER 22



Toulouse


TUESDAY 5 JULY 2005


At Blagnac airport in Toulouse, the security official paid more attention to Marie-Cécile de l’Oradore’s legs than to the passports of the other passengers.


She turned heads as she walked across the expanse of austere grey and white tiles. Her symmetrical black curls, her tailored red jacket and skirt, her crisp white shirt. Everything marked her out as someone important, someone who did not expect to stand in line or be kept waiting.


Her usual driver was standing at the arrivals gate, conspicuous in his dark suit among the crowd of relatives and holidaymakers in T-shirts and shorts. She smiled and enquired after his family as they walked to the car, although her mind was on other things. When she turned on her mobile, there was a message from Will, which she deleted.


As the car moved smoothly into the stream of traffic on the rocade that ringed Toulouse, Marie-Cécile allowed herself to relax. Last night’s ceremony had been exhilarating as never before. Armed with the knowledge that the cave had been found, she had felt transformed, fulfilled by the ritual and seduced by the power inherited from her grandfather. When she had lifted her hands and spoken the incantation she had felt pure energy flowing through her veins.


Even the business of silencing Tavernier, an initiate who’d proved unreliable, had been accomplished without difficulty. Provided no one else talked – and she was sure now they would not – there was nothing to worry about. Marie-Cécile hadn’t wasted time giving him the chance to defend himself. The transcripts provided of the interviews between him and a journalist were evidence enough, so far as she was concerned.


Even so. Marie-Cécile opened her eyes.


There were things about the business that concerned her. The way Tavernier’s indiscretion had come to light; the fact that the journalist’s notes were surprisingly concise and consistent; the fact that the journalist, herself, was missing.


Most of all she disliked the coincidence of the timing. There was no reason to connect the discovery of the cave at the Pic de Soularac with an execution already planned – and subsequently carried out – in Chartres, yet in her mind they had become linked.


The car slowed. She opened her eyes to see the driver had stopped to take a ticket for the autoroute. She tapped on the glass. ‘Pour le péage,’ she said, handing him a fifty-euro note rolled between manicured fingers. She wanted no paper trail.


Marie-Cécile had business to attend to in Avignonet, about thirty kilometres southeast of Toulouse. She’d go on to Carcassonne from there. Her meeting was scheduled for nine o’clock, although she intended to arrive earlier. How long she stayed in Carcassonne depended on the man she was going to meet.


She crossed her long legs and smiled. She was looking forward to seeing if he lived up to his reputation.





CHAPTER 23



Carcassonne


Just after ten o’clock, the man known as Audric Baillard walked out of the SNCF station in Carcassonne and headed towards the town. He was slight and cut a distinguished, if old-fashioned, figure in his pale suit. He walked fast, holding a tall wooden walking stick like a staff between his thin fingers. His Panama hat shielded his eyes from the glare.


Baillard crossed the Canal du Midi and passed the magnificent Hotel du Terminus, with its ostentatious art déco mirrors and swirling decorative iron doors. Carcassonne had changed a great deal. There was evidence of it all around him as he made his way down the pedestrian street that cut through the heart of the Basse Ville. New clothing shops, pâtisseries, bookshops and jewellers. There was an air of prosperity. Once more, it was a destination. A city at the centre of things.


The white paved tiles of place Carnot shone in the sun. That was new. The magnificent nineteenth-century fountain had been restored, its water sparklingly clean. The square was dotted with brightly coloured café chairs and tables. Baillard glanced towards Bar Félix and smiled at its familiar, shabby awnings under the lime trees. Some things, at least, remained unchanged.


He walked up a narrow, bustling side street that led to the Pont Vieux. The brown heritage signs for the fortified medieval Cité were another indication of how the place had transformed itself from Michelin guide ‘vaut le détour’ to international tourist destination and UNESCO World Heritage site.


Then he was out into the open and there it was. Lo Ciutat. Baillard felt, as he always did, the sharp pang of homecoming, even though it was no longer the place he had known.


A decorative railing had been set across the entrance to the Pont Vieux to keep out the traffic. Time was that a man had to squash himself against the wall to avoid the stream of camper vans, caravans, trucks and motorbikes that had chugged their way across the narrow bridge. Then, the stonework had borne the scars of decades of pollution. Now, the parapet was clean. Perhaps a little too clean. But the battered stone Jesus was still hanging on his cross like a rag doll, halfway across the bridge, marking the boundary between the Bastide Sant-Louis and the fortified old town.


He pulled a yellow handkerchief from his top pocket and carefully wiped his face and forehead, beneath the rim of his hat. The edges of the river far below him were lush and tended, with sand-coloured paths winding through the trees and bushes. On the north bank, set among sweeping lawns, there were well-tended flowerbeds, filled with huge, exotic flowers. Well-dressed ladies sat on the metal benches in the shade of the trees, looking down over the water and talking, while their small dogs panted patiently beside them, or snapped at the heels of the occasional jogger.


The Pont Vieux led straight into the Quartier de la Trivalle, which had been transformed from a drab suburb into the gateway to the medieval Cité. Black wrought-iron railings had been set at intervals along the pavements to stop cars from parking. Fiery orange, purple and crimson pansies trailed out of their containers like hair tumbling down a young girl’s back. Chrome tables and chairs glittered outside the cafés and twisted copper-topped lamps had elbowed aside the old, workaday streetlights. Even the old iron and plastic guttering, which leaked and cracked in the heavy rain and heat, had been replaced by sleek, brushed-metal drainpipes with ends shaped like the mouths of angry fish.


The boulangerie and alimentation générale had survived, as had the Hôtel du Pont Vieux, but the boucherie now sold antiques and the mercerie was a New Age emporium, dispensing crystals, Tarot cards and books on spiritual enlightenment.


How many years had it been since last he was here? He’d lost count.


Baillard turned right into rue de la Gaffe and saw the signs of creeping gentrification here too. The street was only just wide enough for a single car, more an alleyway than a road. There was an art gallery on the corner – La Maison du Chevalier – with two large arched windows protected by metal bars, like a Hollywood portcullis. There were six painted wooden shields on the wall and a metal ring by the door for people to tie their dogs where once they tethered horses.
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