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For Edgar,
without whom Catherine would not have survived




The
Witch in the
Well




One


The keep at Vielleteneuse, near Saint-Denis. Tuesday 3 ides August (August 9) 1149. Feast of Saint Alexander, burnt at the stake in 295, patron saint of charcoal burners. 28th Av 4909.


D’un lay vos dirai l’aventere:


Nel tenez pas a troveure,


Veritez est ce que je dirai. . ..


I’m going to tell you a tale of an adventure:


Don’t believe it’s only a story,


It is the complete truth. . ..


—The lai of Guingamor, II. 1–3
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It was the hottest summer in living memory. Blind Garna said so and no one doubted her. She had been the midwife for every soul now alive in the village. She swore that it was worse even than the year the crops had all shriveled to dust before the vigil of the Feast of Saint James when the forest had spontaneously burst into flame.


The heat sucked moisture from men, animals, plants, the earth itself. The summer spared no one, from village hut to castle.


Marie, lady of Vielleteneuse, yawned over her embroidery. After a week of working on it, the blue and yellow flowers on the green linen seemed insipid. The material crumpled under her perspiring hands and the needle kept slipping from her fingers. She looked over at her husband’s sister, Catherine, hoping for sympathy. But Catherine was poring over some musty parchment, apparently unaware of the heavy air.


Suddenly, Marie sat bolt upright. From below their tower the afternoon lethargy was cut by shouts and cries of anger. They were being attacked! She heard the shouts of the guards as they tried to stop the invaders. The clanking of metal against wood echoed harshly up the spiral staircase.


Startled from her reading, Catherine looked up. The noise was coming closer. She realized that the troop had managed to get past the guards and was even now climbing the narrow steps to the solar.


“Marie!” Catherine called a warning to her sister-in-law. “They’re coming!”


“I have ears,” Marie answered. She put her embroidery safely back in its box. “Are you ready?”


Catherine shook her head as she hid the parchment under a cushion. “There are too many for me!”


She ran to the window to call for help but it was too late. The hordes were upon them.


Marie stood proudly, her hands on her hips, defying them to attack.


“Not one of you touch me until you’ve washed!” she ordered the intruders as they burst into the room. “Hubert, put down that stick before you fall on it! Beron, stop poking your brother! Ma-bile, just what have you been eating? Evaine, give the baby to your aunt. Why did you run away from your nursemaids?”


Gingerly, Catherine reached out her arms and took her youngest child, Peter, from her niece. He was as filthy as the others, his tunic stained with grass, mud, and, she sniffed, probably horse dung, although it might be his own. At only a bit past the age of one, Peter wasn’t about to look for a chamber pot.


Her other two children, James and Edana, were somewhere amidst the cluster of cousins. Catherine didn’t even try to identify them under the muck. She held Peter out at arm’s length. The child let out a hungry wail. Catherine sighed and set him down long enough to strip off his short tunic before she nestled his naked body against the slit in her clothing. Peter relaxed at once and sucked eagerly at her breast.


“He’s still getting mud all over you,” Marie observed. “That’s what comes of not getting a wet nurse.”


Catherine shrugged. She’d heard the argument before, but all the authors she had consulted said that a child could ingest weakness and unwholesome traits if fed by a hired woman. Nursing him herself was sometimes inconvenient, but necessary to the moral development of her son. And, although she knew Marie would laugh, Catherine loved being able to hold Peter, to snuggle his solid, healthy body against her. It was worth a bit of grime.


“We’ll have to change, anyway,” she reminded Marie, “if my brother is bringing back his hunting party to be fed tonight.”


“They’ll get cold chicken and trout pies unless they’ve brought down a deer,” Marie answered. “Yes, I know. I suppose I should see what else the cooks have come up with. There are berries enough and greens, I suppose. Although who would want to eat in this heat, I can’t imagine. Now,” she returned to the children, “Evaine, get these wild animals back to their nurses to be washed and dressed. Beron and James, don’t forget you are to help serve tonight.”


The two six-year-olds were hopping with excitement. After much pleading, they had convinced their parents that they were old enough to carry the hand towels and small trays of sweetmeats at dinner. They had been practicing all week and spent their idle hours speculating on how much they could snitch from the platters.


Catherine finished feeding the baby, who had fallen asleep. She held him until the nurse finally appeared to clean and dress him again. As he lay in her lap, she let her fingers play in his soft curls, golden as summer wheat. He seemed so sturdy, but Catherine knew how fragile children were. She had lost one at birth and another to a winter ague. No sacrifice was too great to ensure their safety.


With a sigh, Catherine gave her youngest into the nurse-maid’s care and resigned herself to an evening in tight sleeves, hot slippers, and an elaborate headdress. It was the price she paid for spending the summer out of the miasma of the Paris air. Vielleteneuse was a small town well north of the city. Even though it was on an important roadway, hence the need for a fortified castle, it was cooler and quieter than Paris, with healthy breezes to sweep away foul humors that could cause sickness. At least it had been until this suffocating heat had settled in.


Still, she thought, as she stood impatiently later that afternoon waiting to be fitted into her sleeves, it would be nice if the price for the children’s safety didn’t include heavy, elegant robes.


Elegance was Catherine’s main objection to life at Vielleteneuse. She wouldn’t mind living in the castle if her brother, Guillaume, didn’t take his position so seriously. Although their father had been only a merchant, Guillaume had been raised at the castle of their maternal grandfather, Gargenaud. The lords of Boisvert were very minor nobility in terms of property, but they had the pride that comes with knowing that not only had their ancestors fought with Charlemagne, but that they were able to name the links of that lineage all the way down to the present, almost four hundred years later.


Guillaume intended that he and his children live up to that heritage. His oldest son, Gerard, was now a page in the household of the count of Vermandois, regent of France. The boy was home for a visit until Saint Matthew’s Eve and Guillaume took every possible opportunity to show him off to friends, neighbors, and important visitors.


Although much less concerned with position than Guillaume, Catherine’s husband, Edgar, had encouraged her to pass the worst of the summer at the castle.


“It’s time our children learned how to behave properly,” he had told her. “And speak. They sound like the urchins in the streets of Paris. Half the time I can’t understand what they’re saying, their speech is so slurred and full of parleroie de vilain.”


Catherine had agreed. Whatever the children did in their lives, they would receive no advancement unless they were well spoken and knew how to behave among the nobility.


Of course, now that Catherine’s children were in the country, they had begun to sound like the peasants who lived near the keep. Added to that, James was learning vulgarities from the men-at-arms that Catherine could only guess the meaning of, despite her classical education.


Still, she reminded herself, Canon Hugh of Saint Victor had written that no knowledge is useless. Perhaps Edgar would explain the words to her when he returned from Lombardy.


Catherine smiled at the thought of the conversation, trying to ignore the twist of worry in her stomach at the thought of her husband so far away. Edgar’s party had been well protected, she reminded herself. The mountain passes were clear in the summer and he wore enough charms and herbal bags to keep him safe even from the sweating sickness. He would return soon. It wasn’t as if he had gone off with King Louis on that disastrous expedition to the Holy Land. There were many women who had already learned that they were now widows and many others who would never know the fate of the men they loved.


“Ow!” Catherine was brought out of her thoughts by a piercing pain in her arm.


“Stop fidgeting and you won’t get stuck,” her maid, Samonie, told her. “If you don’t stay still, I might easily sew your inner sleeve to your robe. A fine fool you’d look then!”


Catherine settled obediently. As a trickle of sweat slid down her back, she wondered again if there might not be some less tortuous way to educate the children.


She was barely sewn together and hadn’t yet started winding the long scarf around her looped-up braids, when she heard a clatter of horses’ hooves on the hard earth of the bailey below. Samonie went to look.


“It’s Lord Guillaume,” she told Catherine. “Whatever is he doing here? He shouldn’t be back for hours. Nothing is ready!”


“Is anyone hurt?” Catherine asked.


“Don’t think so,” the maid answered. “Everyone seems to be upright in the saddle, even young Gerard. Wait! One of the men has something. . .someone slung in front of him. If they’ve brought down some poacher for sport, we’ll have mobs hurling rotten turnips and waving torches by nightfall. Idiots!”


Alarmed, Catherine gave up on style and draped the scarf loosely over her head. Together, she and Samonie hurried down the stairs and out into the bailey, where a crowd had gathered.


“Guillaume!” she called. “Why are you back so soon? What happened?”


Her brother looked down at her and waved angrily at the body slung across the horse.


“Fetch Marie!” he shouted. “Tell her to make up a bed. Some old woman. I don’t know where she came from. One minute the path was clear and the next, she was right there. I couldn’t avoid her!”


Catherine tried to push through the throng. At least the woman hadn’t been hit by an arrow. But if Guillaume’s horse had knocked her down, there wasn’t much hope that she still lived. Ernul was bred for fighting, short and solid with powerful legs. A blow from one of his hooves could cripple a grown man.


As the body was carried past her, Catherine was surprised to see movement from inside the blanket. She grabbed the nearest servant.


“Go! Run for the priest!”


The man nodded and left at once. At least there might be time for the last rites.


Marie was at the top of the stairs to the keep. She took one glance at the slight body in the knight’s arms and moved aside, pointing to the corner where a bed was hurriedly being set up. Before following him in she waved down to Samonie.


“I’ll need your help!” she called.


“Go,” Catherine told the maid. “I’ll be up soon. Call if you need me.”


“Just keep all those louts from stomping around,” Samonie answered. “Good thing we were going to eat in the courtyard tonight.”


Catherine wasn’t sure that would be possible. At the moment, the place was full of horses, hunters, dogs, and various onlookers all getting in the way.


“Watch out!”


A load of nets and snares landed on the ground right next to her. Catherine jumped back and collided with a squire trying to lead three horses to the stables.


“Sorry, sorry, my lady,” he said. But his tone asked what she was doing there instead of being up in the solar at her sewing.


Guillaume was in the center of it all, still mounted, shouting orders. Catherine tried to find a path to him through the commotion, but there didn’t seem to be one. Finally, she grabbed at the first man moving toward the keep and followed in his wake.


“Hamelin!” She touched the man’s shoulder. “What’s going on? Who is that old woman?”


The young sergeant stopped abruptly, causing Catherine to bump against his back. He turned around. His usually cheerful expression was somber.


“I don’t know who she is,” he said. “Not from any of the villages around here, I can swear to that. It was a bad day all round. No game but a few rabbits. Heat that stuck us all to our saddles. Even the forest seemed bent on tripping us up. And then, out of nowhere, this crone leaps onto the path, right in front of Lord Guillaume. It was a miracle she wasn’t killed outright.”


They both crossed themselves. Hamelin shook his head and shoulders, as if trying to cast off the memory of the woman falling under Ernul’s hooves. He leaned closer to Catherine.


“Osbert says that he saw her come out of a tree trunk,” he whispered. “As Lord Guillaume approached, it just opened up and tossed her out.”


He stared at her, daring her to laugh.


But Catherine didn’t. There was something about this day, the long afternoon shadows, the muggy air, the way that even the loudest voices around her seemed muted. She felt the heaviness pressing upon her, like a harbinger of evil.


She took a deep breath to clear her head.


“Osbert may have been mistaken,” she told Hamelin. “That sort of thing doesn’t usually happen outside of Brittany.”


Catherine gave him a doubtful smile. After a moment, Hamelin chuckled, albeit nervously.


“You’re right,” he agreed. “No one else saw it, or will admit they did, at least.”


His laughter helped to dissipate the vague fear that had gripped Catherine’s stomach. She was glad she had asked Hamelin for information. For a young man, he had an air of gravitas about him that usually came with years of experience. One reason, she supposed, that her brother trusted him so much. He didn’t come from a great family. He had simply been the man chosen by the rest of his village to fulfill the duty of providing a soldier for the lord’s guard. But his natural talent had brought him to Guillaume’s notice and Hamelin had been rewarded enough to decide to stay at the keep, earning more responsible positions each year.


Catherine put a hand on his arm. “Thank you,” she said. “Now can you make a pathway for me to get back into the keep without ruining my clothes any further?”


A low cot stood in an alcove off the Great Hall. Marie had called for candles, but for now the only light was what filtered dimly in through a small window of thick green glass. As Catherine approached, her sight clouded after the bright day outside, she thought that instead of a withered crone, a young woman lay on the bed, her face the color of the moss that grows on stones by a stream. Then her eyes adjusted to the gloom, and the woman became aged again, her thin white hair tangled with bits of twigs. She gave a heart-wrenching moan.


“Water!” Marie shouted.


Samonie rushed past Catherine, carrying a pitcher and basin, drying towels, and bandages draped over her arm. She knelt next to the bed and began wetting the cloths.


“Will you need more, my lady?” she asked Marie.


“I don’t think so,” Marie answered. “She doesn’t seem to have any cuts or broken bones.”


She looked at Samonie in amazement, not believing her own words.


“How can this be?”


“Perhaps Lord Guillaume was able to avoid her, after all,” Samonie suggested. “And she fainted from terror.”


Marie shook her head. “No, that’s impossible. I saw the hoof marks on her cloak when she was carried in. They tore through the fabric.”


She felt again all over the body of the unconscious woman. “Nothing. Not even swelling. There must at least be some terrible bruises.” She raised her voice. “Where is the girl with the candles?”


“I’m coming, Mother!”


Evaine entered the hall, carefully balancing a pair of candle-holders.


“There was no fire inside so we had to go to the storeroom for the candles and then to the kitchens to light them. I’m sorry it took so long.”


“Thank you, ma douz,” Marie said. “Give one to Samonie and the other to Catherine. Now, you two, hold them up so that I can see her better.”


Catherine hurried over to do her part. The candles tilted as she took the holder, causing the hot wax to drip onto her fingers.


“Ouch,” she said absently, trying to look over Marie’s shoulder. Samonie had the better view from the other side of the bed.


After a moment, she noticed that Evaine was still there. Catherine smiled down at her niece.


“It was good of you to bring the candles,” she told the child. “Don’t worry, your mother doesn’t think the woman is that badly hurt after all.”


Evaine smiled. “Oh, I’m so glad. I was praying for her all the way up the staircase. Who is she?”


“We don’t know,” Catherine answered. “She’ll have to tell us when she wakes up.”


Marie overheard this. “Evaine dear,” she said quietly. “Perhaps you should go find your father and ask if he can come here a moment.”


Even in the dim light, Catherine could see Evaine’s blush. “He went down to the pond with other men to wash, Mama. You told me not to. . .”


“Yes, I did,” Marie answered hastily. “Then could you go to the doorway and watch for Father Anselm? He should be here soon.”


“Yes, Mama.” Evaine gave a sigh and went to sit on the top step until the priest came.


Marie waited until she had gone before uncovering the old woman’s body. Catherine bent closer, careful not to tip the candles again. “Oh, dear Virgin!” she gasped.


In the middle of the woman’s stomach was the deep black print of a horse’s hoof. The bruise radiated out from it, an ugly purple. The stain was still spreading across her skin.


“She must have landed directly beneath the horse.” Samonie shook her head. “I don’t see how her back didn’t break.”


“Will she survive?” Catherine asked.


“I doubt it,” Marie said. “We can try leeches, if any can be found in this weather, to draw out the excess blood, but that’s the only treatment I know of for such things.”


“I think the damage is too great,” Samonie added. “The blow must have crushed her stomach and bowels. I hope Father Anselm hurries.”


“Do you think she’ll wake?” Catherine stared in horror at the enormous angry discoloration that now covered the woman’s stomach from her withered breasts to her sparse white private hair. She wished Marie would cover the poor thing.


“I hope not,” Marie answered. “Her pain would be horrible. I should have a numbing draught ready, though, in case she does.” At last she pulled a sheet over the woman’s nakedness. “Catherine, will you sit here with her while Samonie mixes the draught? I must go see what preparations are being made to feed the household.”


Reluctantly, Catherine agreed.


Except for an occasional person passing through, the Great Hall behind her was deserted. From outside Catherine could hear the servants calling to one another as they set up tables and benches in the bailey for dinner that evening. She knew the moment when the men came back from the pool by the increase in masculine laughter. It seemed that the hunting party had recovered from the shock of the accident. It was only when she heard the deep, distinctive bark of James’s dog, Dragon, that she realized that her son must have gone bathing with them. That would undoubtedly mean a number of new phrases for her to try toexplain.


The noise was muffled by the thick stone walls that made the scorching heat bearable. The candles flickered by the bed, their light blending with the green from the window, causing it to appear as if the woman were lying under a willow tree, thin branches passing over her face in the wind. She didn’t seem to be suffering. Catherine murmured a prayer for her comfort and that of her soul. She dipped the end of one of the cloths in the basin and started to moisten the woman’s face.


Suddenly her wrist was caught and held in an iron grip that pulled her down, almost against the woman’s face. She grabbed at the arm with her free hand, dropping the cloth.


The woman’s eyes snapped open.


Catherine inhaled to scream, but only a squeak emerged. Instead of the rheumy, pale eyes of age, what glared at her were a pair of glittering bright orbs, black as polished onyx.


“Wha. . .wha. . . wha?” Catherine forced out.


She tried again to pull free, but now those eyes held her more powerfully than the hand about her wrist.


The old woman forced Catherine’s face closer to hers. She opened her mouth.


“The water,” she croaked.


“Water, yes. I have water here.” Catherine twisted to reach the pitcher.


The hand jerked her back.


“Water,” the woman said again.“They have dammed the spring. Monsters! The evil is coming for all Andonenn’s children. You must save her! Save her before the well is empty!”


“What? Who?” Catherine wasn’t warm now, but freezing. This wasn’t a human being lying on the bed, but some incubus, a servant of the devil. “Domine!” she prayed. “Misereatur mei, dimissis pecatis meis, perducat me ad vitam eternam.”


“Stop babbling and listen!” The woman’s voice was fainter now but the intensity remained. “You must release her or she will die and all her children with her.”


“But who?” Catherine cried. “I don’t understand! Who will die?”


The hard fingers relaxed their hold on her. The woman’s terrifying eyes lost their focus and began to close.


“Please!” Catherine begged. “Tell me, who must I save?”


The voice was no more than a leaf on the breeze now, a long, long exhalation that took the spirit of the woman with it.


A moment later, Catherine straightened. The woman was still in death. Catherine couldn’t believe she had made out those last words.


“Your mother, Catherine,” the old woman had gasped. “You must save your mother.”





Two


The keep at Vielleteneuse: Later that day.


. . . si vit une peucele


Vestue d’une purpre bise


E d’une mut bele chemise. . .


A une fontenine veneit


Ke suz un grant arbre surdeit.


. . . he saw a maiden


Clothed in a purple coth


And a most beautiful gown. . .


She went to a fountain


That gushed from under a huge tree.


—Lai de Désiré, II. 134–136, 141–142
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I don’t understand why you don’t believe me!” Catherine said for the hundredth time. “Why should I lie about such a thing?”


“Catherine,” Marie’s voice was edged with the effort to remain patient. “I’m only saying that it’s unlikely that the woman could have roused before she died, much less been able to speak, with her stomach crushed like that. Perhaps you were dozing. Dreams so close to the surface of waking can often seem real.”


“Marie, I was not dreaming!” Catherine circled the small tower room, her feet crushing the brittle straw and dried herbs strewn over the floor. The scented dust tickled her nose.


Marie coughed and motioned for Catherine to sit down again.


“Very well,” she said. “Then what else could it have been? A vision? A visitation? Why? From what you’ve said, this woman told you that you have to save your mother before the well goes dry. Are you sure that’s what you heard? It makes no sense to me.”


Catherine rubbed her forehead. “Something of that sort. She talked about a spring, I think. Perhaps not a well. I was so startled that I didn’t hear it completely.”


“Exactly!” Marie leapt on this. “So even if she did wake for a moment before she died, she might have been babbling. You are trying to create sense where there is none.”


Catherine remained unconvinced. Marie got up and went to the window, hoping it would be cooler there. The evening sun was still hot enough to cause dry hay to smolder. The walls in the keep below were sweating as heavily as the people. This heat even pulled water from stone. Finding no relief, Marie turned to face Catherine.


“I can’t believe you’re giving any credence to this,” she said. “You’re the one who always tells me to think logically. On top of the fact that the poor thing was a hair from death when they brought her in, and could hardly have said anything coherent, there are many reasons why none of what you thought you heard makes sense. First of all,” she held up her thumb. “What danger could your mother be in? She is quite safe in the convent. She’s being well cared for. We received a message not six months ago saying that she’s much better. She’s become tranquil there, even content. She now believes that you and your brothers and sister are still small. She talks to you all the time.”


Catherine bit her lip. Marie continued.


“Second,” she held up her first finger. “A dream about a well that fails is natural at this time of year. Everything is drying up. We pray constantly for rain. The weather is making everyone light-headed. Why can’t you admit that this is what happened to you?”


Catherine shook her head. “You don’t understand. It wasn’t like a dream or a fantasia. It was terribly real. And Marie, if the woman was delirious, then how did she know my name?”


“Catherine!” Marie threw up her arms in exasperation. “If she actually woke and if she said anything clearly, then why wouldn’t she use your name? She may not have really been unconscious when we were fussing over her. Then she would have heard me tell you to stay with her. Now, isn’t that a better explanation than yours?”


Reluctantly, Catherine agreed. Marie knew that common sense could shake Catherine, no matter what she thought she had seen. It was one of her more endearing faults. Catherine sighed as she got up and dusted off the back of her skirts.


“I suppose it’s just as well I’ve said nothing to Guillaume about it,” she said. “My brother has less tolerance than you for such things.”


“Well, I’m only sorry that you told Father Anselm,” Marie answered. “Now he’s all a dither about whether this woman can be buried in the churchyard. The villagers don’t want the people who died with their sins forgiven to resent having a sorceress buried among them. They fear that the dead will try to throw her out of her grave.”


That made Catherine laugh. “I’ll speak to him,” she promised. “I’m sure we can arrange something.”


“Do it now,” Marie added when Catherine didn’t move. “Even in the cellars, her corpse is ripening by the minute.”


Catherine went down the winding stairs to the chapel, hoping that Father Anselm was taking his afternoon nap on the cool stone floor, as was his custom in the summer. But the little room was empty. She was turning to leave when she heard a scuffling noise coming from the direction of the altar.


“Father?” she said.


The noise stopped.


Curious, Catherine came a few steps closer. There was something sticking out from behind the stone table. Something pale against the dark wall.


“Hello?” she said.


All at once she realized what she was looking at. Two pairs of feet, one mirroring the other.


“Oh!” She backed toward the door. “I beg your pardon.”


Catherine hurried on down to the hall, trying not to laugh. A few years ago she would have been shocked and embarrassed. Ten years of marriage had changed that. Now she only felt a touch of envy coupled with the wish that Edgar would return home soon. She was glad she hadn’t seen who it was, however. She had no interest in overseeing other people’s morals. That was what the priest was for, after all.


The thought crossed her mind that one of the pair might have been Father Anselm, himself. That was an unpleasant image! So when she reached the bottom of the stairs and found the priest at the middle of a group of angry people, her expression was more cheerful than the situation called for.


“Catherine!” The priest greeted her with relief. “You’ve read the Fathers of the Church. Tell them that it’s wrong to bury the poor woman in unconsecrated ground unless we are certain that she died in mortal sin.”


“Well,” Catherine hedged. “I haven’t read all the Fathers. I know that Tertullian said that we should always assure the poor a decent burial.”


“But not the damned!” a woman from the town broke in. “I don’t want a wicked old woman sharing the same land with my father and my children.”


“But what if she wasn’t wicked?” The priest was clearly teetering on a theological precipice.


Catherine felt she had to throw him a rope.


“Shall I ask my brother if she can be put in our private cemetery?” she asked. “My own first child, baptized as she was born and died, lies there.”


Anselm gave her a look of intense thankfulness. “Oh, yes, please do!” he said. “And, if it turns out that she was excommunicant, we can always dig her up and move her.”


All eyes turned to Catherine for confirmation.


“Certainly,” she told them. “They do that all the time, even to popes.”


“Excellent.” Anselm waved the townspeople away. “Should I plan a Mass for her? Prayers at the graveside?”


“Guillaume will have to decide that.” Catherine backed away. “Or Marie. I’ll tell them. Perhaps we could all recite Psalm Forty-two at evening prayers tonight?”


“Quite appropriate,” Anselm beamed. “Thank you, Lady Catherine. When should we bury her?”


Catherine inhaled. The air was rank enough with the smell of the living.


“As soon as a grave can be dug,” she announced. “Guillaume will agree with me, I’m sure. I’ll go tell him now.”


Her brother gave a grimace when Catherine told him what arrangements she had made, but he didn’t protest.


“I’ll set some men to digging when the sun is lower,” he said. “Marie is rummaging through the stores for the last of the smoked meat to feed all these people tonight. I asked her what we were expected to eat this winter. Do you know what she told me?”


“That you’d better start bringing down deer and wild boar?” Catherine guessed.


“Humph,” Guillaume snorted. “If we don’t get rain soon, there’ll be no bread to go with the meat, supposing we shoot any.”


Catherine suddenly realized how worn her brother looked. He hadn’t changed from his hunting leathers yet. His body was streaked with sweat and grime. His face was as tanned as his tunic and there were fine lines around his eyes. There were streaks of gray in his dark brown beard, although he was only thirty-four, five years older than Catherine. She often felt the burden of caring for her husband and children. Guillaume had a whole town to protect and the abbot of Saint-Denis to answer to if he failed.


The dinner that evening was sparse, but adequate. It was too hot for most people to have any appetite. Catherine spotted James and his cousin finishing off a tray of honey cakes. She signaled to Marie’s oldest daughter, the long-suffering Evaine, to take the tray away from them, but from the smears on their hands and faces, Catherine predicted there would be two little boys with stomachaches hanging over the chamber pots before morning. It might be wise to prepare an emetic now.


The morning came all too soon, the sun striking leaves already curled and brown with thirst. The tolling of the chapel bell reminded everyone that there would be a funeral Mass before anyone could break their fast. For once Catherine was glad that Father Anselm tended to omit large parts of the text.


They had just raced past the elevation of the Host when there was a shriek of terror from just below the window.


“I told you!” The sound was shrill, yet Catherine thought the speaker was a man. “Didn’t I say she wasn’t human? Didn’t I?”


Guillaume signaled the priest to continue. Then he jerked his head toward two of his knights to go down and find out what was wrong.


They returned swiftly. Marie turned her head as they went over to Guillaume and spoke in low urgent voices.


“Attend, my lady!” Father Anselm said in panic as she knocked against the chalice. “You might have spilled the Sacred Blood.”


Marie went white with horror and took a timid sip of the proffered cup. She blessed herself quickly and returned to her place.


“What is happening?” she whispered to Catherine.


Catherine shook her head. “I can’t hear them. Something about the woman’s body.”


“Oh, I hope it hasn’t exploded,” Marie murmured.


Catherine gave her a look of consternation.


“It happened once when I was a child,” Marie spoke close to her ear. “In a summer like this. You can’t imagine what the smell was like.”


Catherine could, but tried not to.


The Mass ended rapidly and Father Anselm paused to catch his breath.


Guillaume approached the altar and turned to face the household.


“It seems that the burial will have to be delayed.” He spoke through teeth clenched in anger. “The woman’s body is no longer in the cellar.”


The small chapel emptied in an instant as everyone rushed to see.


Catherine had stopped to check on her son and his cousin, who were, as predicted, suffering from a surfeit of honey cakes. By the time she reached the bailey, the usual confusion had become chaos.


“I tell you, Father, no one has been down there!” Hamelin was shouting at the priest over the din. “Bernat, you were on guard, tell him.”


Bernat, a burly, good-natured man, nodded agreement. “I swear it, Father. I’ve been at the door all night. Not a soul went up or down into the cellar the whole time. But, when I went down this morning, the body had vanished!”


“Really?” Anselm was shorter and slighter than the knights but, in an argument, he had the advantage of knowing all their sins. “Then would you like to tell me just where the body of that unfortunate woman is?”


Hamelin moved past Father Anselm, heading for the steps.


“It must be down there,” he insisted. “Perhaps you weren’t looking in the right place.”


Anselm was at his heels. “Unless Bernat stowed her in a beer vat, I just searched every possible spot.”


Hamelin grabbed the lantern from the priest, and started down into the cellar. The crowd started to follow, but a sharp word from Guillaume halted them in midstride.


A few moments later Hamelin returned, holding the lantern with one hand and making the sign to ward off evil with the other.


Anselm gave a cry of triumph.


“What did I tell you?” he said.


“Well, I tell you that it’s impossible!” Bernat snatched the lantern from Hamelin. “We carried her down and she didn’t come back up. Maybe she melted.”


“Are you sure she was dead?” Catherine stood on tiptoe as if this would help her be heard. “It seemed so to me, but I only knew she’d stopped breathing.”


Bernat gave her a look of exasperation. “It doesn’t matter!” he shouted. “No one came up those stairs. There was a guard there all night. Someone is playing tricks and I’m going to find out who!”


“You’ll have to go to Hell to do it!” a man from the crowd cried out.


There was a chorus of agreement from the people in the bailey.


“She was a demon,” one of the nursemaids said flatly. “Didn’t Osbert say she came from inside a tree? We’re all cursed!”


Catherine felt a shiver start at the nape of her neck and run down her spine. Logic was rapidly evaporating. The eerie vision of the woman, both young and old, now seemed less a dream. But if what she had said was true then. . .


“It’s not a curse!” Catherine said abruptly, thinking aloud. “It’s a warning.”


The silence was as sudden as a thunderclap. Everyone turned to look at her.


“Catherine,” Guillaume said, his voice blade sharp. “What are you running on about?”


Marie rushed to her side. “It was just a dream she had. It means nothing!”


Catherine stopped her next words. “Yes,” she said with an effort. “Just a dream.”


Her brother glared at her and then nodded toward the keep. Catherine knew she would soon be interrogated thoroughly. For now, she remembered that Guillaume was the lord here and to be obeyed. Marie tugged at her sleeve and the two women returned inside, leaving the lord to restore order.


It was midafternoon before the villagers were convinced to return to their homes and the servants to their work. They went muttering and grumbling, but they went. Guillaume gave a sigh of relief. At least for now his authority held.


He mounted the steps to the keep slowly, trying not to show how weary he was. He wasn’t looking forward to talking with his little sister. Catherine had always been a puzzle to him, too bookish and, in his mind, not gifted with much useful learning. His rare conversations with her always left him wondering how they could have been born of the same parents. His other sister, Agnes, was much more sensible. It was a shame she’d married so far away in Germany. He doubted that he’d ever see her again.


He sensed the man climbing the stairs behind him and his hand automatically went to his knife.


“My lord!”


Guillaume relaxed slightly.


“Hamelin.” He spoke without turning around. “Have you found what happened to the woman’s body?”


“No, my lord.” There was a pause. “I swear that no one passed me during my watch in the night. Is there no other way from the keep? Some passage known only to a few?”


Guillaume’s back stiffened. “Are you suggesting that someone close to me is in the habit of stealing corpses?”


“No! I mean, of course not.” Hamelin tried to find words that would not earn him dismissal. “But there must be a sensible explanation. You don’t think she simply vanished, do you?”


Now Guillaume did face his knight. He smiled without mirth.


“Or that she turned herself into a serpent and slithered through a crack in the stones?” he asked. “No, I don’t. I think that someone went in and got her, either living or not. I want to know who and why. And, if Bernat is being honest when he says nothing passed him, I want to know how.”


Hamelin’s face went red.


“My lord, I will find the answer,” he said. “Even if it earns me expulsion from your service.”


Guillaume’s expression softened. “If you made no plans to deceive, nor were bribed to look the other way, then you needn’t fear my anger. This woman may have some power over the minds of others. If so, we must discover her reason for using it on us. I can think of nothing in the keep or the village that anyone would desire enough to contrive such an elaborate illusion.”


Hamelin’s shoulders relaxed. He could face anything but being cast out of Guillaume’s service. Even demons.


They had reached the entry to the keep. Marie was waiting for her husband. She didn’t need to ask if the body had been found.


“Come in,” she said gently. “There’s a basin of water and cloth to wipe the grime from your face and hands. I’ve put a platter of new cheese and strawberries on the table by the hearth downstairs. Take what you like, Hamelin.”


The knight didn’t need to be asked twice. It was the most refined dismissal he had ever received.


Guillaume followed Marie up to their private room.


“You know that things like this only happen when Catherine is staying with us,” he grumbled.


Marie handed him a damp towel.


“I didn’t realize we’d ever lost a body before,” she commented. “You can’t blame your sister. She is as puzzled as the rest of us.”


“Hummph,” Guillaume said from behind the facecloth. “Well, then, she shouldn’t be. All that learning she’s supposed to have, she could give us the profit of it.”


Marie took the cloth and handed him a cup of flat beer and cucumber juice. Her husband sniffed it and then drained the cup.


“Foul stuff,” he said. “But it cools the throat. Now, have you managed to learn what my clever sister meant by ‘a warning’?”


Marie pursed her lips, trying to find the right words.


“She had a strange experience while watching the woman.” Marie paused while she thought of a way to describe it without alarming Guillaume. “I’m sure Catherine had fallen asleep and dreamed the whole thing, but she told me that the woman came to life and told her that the well was drying and she had to save her mother. Total nonsense, of course.”


“What?”


She couldn’t believe the croaked word had come from Guillaume. She’d never heard her husband sound so frightened. Marie moved closer to where Guillaume had just sat heavily on their bed.


She sat down next to him and put her hand on his cheek, turning his face to hers.


“This means something to you?” she asked. “Is your mother in danger? I thought she was safe in the convent.”


Guillaume’s face was pale and his skin cold to her touch. His eyes were a hand’s breadth from hers, but Marie felt he wasn’t seeing her.


“What’s wrong?” She tapped his cheek to bring him back.


Guillaume gave her a look as bleak as damnation.


“The prophecy,” he whispered. “It can’t be. Why now? Who could want such retribution? What could we have done?”


“My dear.” Marie swallowed and started again. “Husband, you are making my blood freeze even in this heat.”


“It can’t be!” Guillaume stood up so abruptly that Marie was thrown to the floor. “I won’t believe it. It’s only a legend, a tale for children. Catherine made it all up just to scare me. Does she think we’re back in the nursery? I’ll get the truth of this from her now.”


He strode from the room.


The sun was taking a long time to set that day. Long arrows of light pierced the woods around the village and keep. They glistened on the ripples of the Seine, turning the water gold. The rising wind picked up dust from the arid fields and roads and splashed it onto the sere plants. The color of the world was shades of brown.


The two horsemen approaching the castle keep did nothing to alter the monotony of the landscape. They wore dull beige cloaks of light wool and dark brown felt hats to fend off the sun. The watcher at the edge of the forest had the impression that they were in a hurry, but the heat was forcing them to little more than a walk.


“Any water left in the skin?” the rider in front slowed to ask.


“Enough,” the other answered, tossing a flopping leather bag to him. “But it tastes of the mule.”


Solomon took a long drink anyway. The bag deflated. He wiped his mouth and then pushed back his hat and sprinkled the last drops onto his thick black hair.


“Sorry,” he told his partner. “We’re almost there, though, and you at least can be sure of the offer of a beer and a bath from your lout of a brother-in-law.”


“So can you. After the reaming Catherine gave him the last time you were there,” Edgar chuckled. “Guillaume will make no more comments about a Jew polluting his pond.”


Solomon’s expression was sour. “There are times when it would give me immense satisfaction to tell him that he and I are first cousins.”


Edgar’s pale skin blanched even more at the idea. He knew, well, he was fairly sure, that Solomon would never do such a thing. The knowledge would tear Catherine’s family apart. She and her sister, Agnes, knew that their father was a convert. Agnes had been horrified, but agreed to say nothing. However, their brother had no suspicion, and Edgar prayed he never would. Guillaume barely tolerated his father’s many connections with Jewish traders and that only because it gave him the extra funds to live like the lord he wanted to be. There was no telling what he would do if he found out that many of those merchants were his relatives.


Solomon laughed at his friend’s face.


“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not eager to claim him as kin, either. And I don’t want him to throw me out until we find out what that message means.”


“It may be just as much a mystery to him as to us,” Edgar commented.


At that moment they rounded a bend in the road and saw the village and keep of Vielleteneuse only a league away. Edgar tried to push his flagging mount to a trot. The horse simply walked more slowly.


“It looks peaceful enough there,” Solomon said. “There’s washing flapping from the crennels.”


“The messenger said that this was his next stop.” Edgar looked worried. “You’d think there’d be more activity.”


“Not if Guillaume knew it was all nonsense.” Solomon pushed back his cloak. The heat was worse than the dust. His faded green tunic was dark with sweat.


Edgar took off his hat and fanned his face with it. His pale blond hair stuck damply to his forehead.


“Old Gargenaud may have gone mad,” he conceded. “He’s got to be almost as old as Adam by now. But then why would anyone be willing to humor his delusions enough to send messengers out in this weather?”


Solomon yawned, shaking his head. They were in the village now. Most of the houses were set in a long row, with the fields stretching out behind up to the forest. Edgar noticed first that there seemed to be more people about than usual. They were clustered in groups where the fences joined or around a beer barrel in the common green. Although he had known most of them for years, the women barely nodded at him as they passed. The men just stared.


“Saint Mungo’s sacred salmon!” Edgar shouted at the group by the beer. “What’s happened here? Why are you all standing about like this?”


One of the men disengaged himself from the spigot and came over as Edgar dismounted. The man’s eyes carefully avoided the strap around the stump at the end of Edgar’s left arm.


“Ask at the keep, my lord,” he told Edgar. “There’s curses and sorcery about and it’ll bring famine this winter, mark me. If we aren’t all blighted with boils before.”


The bleak despair in his voice filled Edgar with dread. He spun about and put his foot in the stirrup, catching the strap around his wrist on the pommel to steady himself, and swung up again. Before his rear touched the saddle he heard a shrill voice.


“Papa! Papa!”


James came racing down the narrow path from the keep. He was pulling Edana by the hand. Right behind them strode Catherine, barefoot, with Peter on her hip.


Edgar’s relief rolled him back out of the saddle and onto the ground where he was pounced upon by his entire family.


Solomon watched them a moment with a wistful air. Then he, too, dismounted. Catherine reached up an arm for him to pull her to her feet.


“You’re sooner than expected,” she said as she hugged him. “Not that I’d ever complain. You won’t believe the strange thing that happened yesterday.”


“Uncle Guillaume caught a witch when he was hunting,” James was telling his father. “She magicked herself dead and then ran away.”


Edgar looked up at Catherine.


“A bit terse, but those are the main points,” she admitted.


He managed toget up, children still clinging to him. Peter was trying to pull on the loop still hanging from his father’s left arm. Solomon plucked him up and swung the child to his shoulders.


“Piss on me, young man,” he warned. “And you’ll find yourself back with your nurse before you finish dripping.”


Peter laughed without understanding. He gripped Solomon’s thick hair with both hands and bounced.


“Solomon, that may be the bravest thing you’ve ever done,” Edgar said.


“Not at all.” Solomon grinned. “I can’t see Guillaume aiming a crossbow at me if I’m carrying his nephew. I’ll take these barbarians up with me.”


His progress up the path would be slow, since James and Edana were doing their best to trip him as they grabbed at his sleeves in the hope of finding presents. It gave Catherine and Edgar a moment to speak privately.


Catherine filled in James’s account of the mysterious woman, including the conversation that Marie still insisted could not have taken place.


“I know it’s strange,” she ended. “But I’m sure it really happened.”


Edgar put his arm around her.


“I missed you,” he said.


Catherine gave a deep sigh and pressed against him, despite the amused stares of the villagers.


“Perhaps the heat and my lack of marital comfort caused me to see things,” she said thoughtfully. “Do you think we could sneak out to the field beyond the pear orchard tonight? It would be so much cooler.”


“What makes you think we could find a spot?” Edgar kissed the top of her head. “Half the people we know will be there.”


“Maybe not,” she smiled. “They might stay in for fear of the witch.”


Edgar stopped and looked at her sharply. “Carissima, I know you are an ardent wife but I can’t imagine you inventing a chat with a dying woman just so that we could secure a place to lie alone.”


“No.” Catherine became serious again. “I wish I had.”


Edgar sighed. “I wish you had, too. This makes it harder to discount the message from your grandfather.”


“Message? What message? When?”


Edgar started back up the path, more quickly now.


“You should have had it by now,” he told her. “The rider left early this morning, well ahead of us. Lord Gargenaud has ordered all his family to come at once to Boisvert. ‘Every descendant,’ the man told me. He said to tell you that if the spring dries, then all who are of the blood of Andonenn will die.”





Three


Vielleteneuse, that evening.


La fontaine estoit bele et clere et delitouse;


Al fons avoit gravele qui n’ert pas anuiouse,


Onques Tagus n’en ot nule tant presciouse. . .


La gravele estoit d’or sel quierent gens wisose.


The fountain was beautiful, clear and charming;


The gravel at the bottom was not gritty,


There has not been any so precious since the Tagus. . .


Where the gravel was of gold, or so say idle folk.


—Elioxe, II. 134–138
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I can’t believe you never heard the story,” Guillaume told Catherine. “You’d think our mother would have told you, or Uncle Roger.”


The children had been put in bed, and Solomon not very tactfully requested to find somewhere else to be, to Catherine’s fury. However, he seemed more amused than angry and set off to the village to find the beer keg.


Marie, Guillaume, Catherine, and Edgar were sitting in the solar, waiting for the night breeze to make it cool enough to sleep.


Catherine winced at the mention of her mother and uncle. She felt responsible both for her mother’s unbalanced mind and Roger’s death ten years before. Edgar leaned forward, ready to defend her, but Marie anticipated him.


“You never told me, either,” she reminded her husband. “Perhaps Madeline and Roger didn’t think it a proper tale for a young girl.”


Catherine wiped away the sweat dripping from her hair into her eyes.


“Whatever the reason, it’s time we all learned of this,” she said sharply. It hurt her deeply that this had been kept from her. Why hadn’t anyone told her the story when she was a child? Wasn’t she part of the family, too?


“I haven’t been to Boisvert since I was ten,” she said. “But you could have said something about this legend when you came back from there. Now, tell me why Grandfather should summon us there so abruptly and why we should obey?”


Guillaume scratched at a flea in his beard that had survived the last dunking in the pond. He shifted on his cushion, shuffling his feet in the straw until Catherine wanted to upend him onto the floor. At last he made up his mind to speak.


“You all know that our family goes back at least to the time of Charlemagne. Our ancestor Richard,” he began. They nodded.


“Well, the line really begins with Richard’s grandmother, Andonenn, the lady of the spring.”


“The what?” Catherine tensed. She sensed a myth coming.


“Sneer if you like,” Guillaume said. “But that’s the tale. Richard’s grandfather, Jurvale, was a knight of the court of Charles the Hammer. He was strong and brave and of the line of Brutus. He had lost his property when the Saracens invaded France and didn’t regain them even when the infidel had been turned back at Poitiers. And yet, he wasn’t bitter.


“Richard hoped that by serving his lord faithfully, he would be given land of his own to re-create his family fortune, but many years went by and none was offered to him.”


Guillaume’s speech became more rhythmic, as if reciting a lesson.


“It chanced that one day, while hunting in the forest with other friends of the court, Jurvale spotted a twelve-point buck. Everyone gave chase, but soon the others fell behind until only Jurvale was left following the deer deeper into the woods.”


“Guillaume!” Catherine interrupted. “Everyone knows this story. The deer turns into a woman who offers to grant him a wish if he spares her life and. . .”


“No, that’s not what comes next,” Guillaume snapped. “Anyway, just because something of the sort happened to others, doesn’t mean it didn’t happen to him, too.”


“Catherine, let your brother tell the tale,” Edgar said.


It took a moment for Guillaume to remember the thread. He wasn’t a man inclined to storytelling.


“As a matter of fact, the deer got away.” He looked pointedly at Catherine. “But it was past sundown and Jurvale was in a country that was unknown to him. He tethered his horse to a great oak tree and made camp for the night, hoping that daylight would show him a way home.


“When he woke the next morning, he found that someone had covered him with a soft blanket, as light as feathers. Although it was a kind gesture, Jurvale was afraid, even when he saw that his sword still hung in its belt from the branch above his head. Soon, he became aware of the sound of falling water. Drawing the sword, he advanced toward it.”
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