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            Chapter One

          

          Cuenca town, Kingdom of Spain — La Mancha, spring 1318

        

      

    

    
      “What was that for?” wailed Albornoz, who by full title was Gil Álvarez Carrillo de Albornoz. His head was spinning from the vicious blow inflicted by his elder brother, Fernan.

      “You cheated! I told you to count to twenty before opening your eyes, but you must have cheated to find us as quickly as you did,” Fernan answered, rubbing his sore hand.

      “I’m sorry, Fernan, but — ”

      “Right! And this time wait until you get to twenty. Understand?”

      “I do.”

      Fernan and the other brother, Alvar, scampered off through the trees. Hide and seek was their favourite game.

      “One, two, three…” Albornoz counted. "I must do it correctly this time." The boy sniffled. Eight years old, but he already understood punishment, whether meted out by Fernan or his father. He was determined to improve his behaviour, to gain their praise, not retribution.

      As far back as young Albornoz’s memory reached, he only recalled his friends running faster, throwing farther and hitting harder than he could. They won races, skimmed stones way across the lake and held him down until he yielded in wrestling contests. He had become accustomed to second place, and it did not sit comfortably with his inner character.

      Not until he uttered ‘twenty’ did he dare remove his hands from his eyes.

      “Coming, ready or not!” he called out and began searching for Fernan and Alvar, but without success.

      “I give up! Where are you?”

      The brothers lowered themselves from a tree branch high enough for its foliage to conceal them.

      “We’ve won again!” Fernan announced in a mocking tone. "But at least you kept to the rule, so you’re safe for today, my little brother.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” Albornoz muttered, relieved at avoiding another cuff. “My turn to hide now,” he announced.

      Fernan and Alvar closed their eyes, and the latter counted, “one, two, three” while the youngest boy ran away.

      The three brothers were not alone. For the young people of Cuenca, this place was their own to laugh, argue, cry and cheer to their hearts' content, and all this away from the meddlesome gaze of their parents in the town perched atop a rocky outcrop. The Júcar and Huécar rivers meandered sharply through a steep-sided, narrow gorge. A sumptuous, green valley contrasted with the arid Castilian Meseta to the north and south that enabled pines, junipers, elders and holm-oaks to grow side by side. Lining the rivers, bulrushes swayed gently in time with the flow of the waters and gnarled, old weeping willows afforded native creatures shade from the summer sun. This latter tree’s graceful, elegant form, with its long, light green, pendulous boughs reflected in the current, created safe harbour for the beaver’s lodge and the vole’s hideaway. Both rivers flooded regularly to irrigate the thirsty greenery of the valley.

      To a certain height up the limestone slopes of the gorge grew woods and shrubs. At a level where vegetation ceased, birds of prey made their homes in the nooks and fissures of the rock. Kestrels and kites hovered in ascending thermals, waiting patiently for an unsuspecting mouse or shrew to catch their eye and prompt a deadly dive. Fledgling chicks squawking from the nests anticipated their parents’ return, a tasty meal in their claws.

      A solitary, imperious golden eagle swooped into the ravine as if from nowhere, its mere presence sufficient to disperse the other birds amid terrified screams: they knew better than attempt to overrule this master of the heavens. It boasted golden-brown plumage and broad, long wings, its bill, dark at the tip, fading to a lighter horn colour. With talons, hooked and sharp, it possessed the power to snatch up hares, rabbits, marmots, even ground squirrels. In its majesty, it glided high above inferior birds and even Cuenca town, eclipsing the scene below. From its zenithal place in the sky, it surveyed the lands beneath it: silent, swift, supreme.

      As light began to fade, it was time for the children to come together for the day’s final amusement — a wrestling contest.

      “Who is it today then?” came a call.

      “I think it should be Albornoz’s turn,” came another.

      “But he’s only seven years old — "

      “Eight!” corrected the children’s choice. “And I’ll take on anybody, see if I don’t!”

      One boy, who by his size and booming voice was evidently the leader, stepped into the middle of the crowd, waving his arms to silence the spectators.

      “Back! Get back and make space!” The order was at once obeyed. He continued —

      “So, who will fight Albornoz — and no girls, either, don’t want him to go down too soon!”

      At this mockery, they all erupted into guffaws and jeering.

      “Hush! I’m the oldest, so I’ll choose…ah…yes!” He pointed to someone who, although about the same age as Albornoz, stood tall against him, like a giant, with missing teeth and scars on his forehead.

      “Yes, you! Come forward, Ramon.”

      A circle of expectant youngsters formed, and in the centre the two combatants stood proudly upright, shoulders back. They exchanged opening blows but avoided any holds until they had each decided how to best tackle the other. Shortly, and to the encouraging yells from the onlookers, they came into a clinch to then fall to the ground. The stronger boy pinned down Albornoz and, as the shouting grew ever louder, rained punch after punch until the leader moved in to halt the one-sided contest

      “Enough! I declare Luc the winner!”

      Ramon raised his fists skyward in a triumphant salute, leaving Albornoz prostrate, his nose bleeding, mouth swollen and a cut over one eye.

      The bell for Vespers in the cathedral rang out, and they all knew they had better make for home. A procession weaved its way up the steps cut into the rock that led to the town above. Despite the fight having finished, they continued ridiculing Albornoz, who walked unsteadily behind, struggling to keep up with his brothers.

      “You didn’t do much for the family name, did you?” Fernan barked, showing neither concern nor compassion for his sibling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Limoges (Limousin), Kingdom of Arles, 1310

        

      

    

    
      The same time, the same year, but in a kingdom far from Cuenca, Edmond Nerval married a local peasant girl, Jamette. Unlike Albornoz, Edmond came from a poor family for whom religion played little part. On the contrary, the boy’s father set greater store by myths and fables, recounted by travellers and soothsayers in a language he understood, than by men dressed in long black robes, waving a shiny cross and mumbling that ‘Father did this’ or ‘Father says the other.’

      They lived in a one-room wooden cabin with a turf roof in a forest to the north of Limoges, down a winding track hardly wide enough to take a cart. Few people called on them, and Edmond preferred it that way. He was by nature a solitary soul and suspicious of strangers who might leap out from behind a tree and rob him of his money — not that he had any. He had been physically and emotionally abused when young by his own father and mother. And so, it was no surprise that he espoused the family gene. In his own life, he had no-one but Jamette to bully and blame for their wretched existences: but she accepted it with an indomitable fortitude. She knew no different and was relieved when he had eaten the evening meal she placed before him without deriding the food as being unfit for swine and had drunk sufficient hooch from the iron-hooped vat in the corner of the room to render him comatose for the night. Without money to buy wine or ale, he had turned to the common practice of distilling a potent liquor from potatoes.

      He moved from one lowly paid job to another — swilling out pigsties, chopping wood and picking grapes on the estates in the region. If on a farm he was instructed to feed the pigs, he saw no wrong in helping himself to potatoes from their feeding trough. Equally, walking home through the fields, the farmers would never miss those he pulled up that went into his sack. An old gypsy woman had given him a recipe, and he set up the flasks, bottles, pans and muslin filters for distillation in an outhouse behind their cabin. The woman also told him how to make wine, but although the area abounded in vineyards, and he regularly worked on them, he drew a line at pilfering grapes. There were legendary tales of pickers in Limoges who took to stealing fruit off the vine. When caught, brought before the bench and found guilty, the punishment was often the public amputation of the offending hand. Few men dared ape this crime: the difference between right and wrong was unambiguous in the eyes of the judiciary for such a matter. Yet it was not as clear when the priesthood became embroiled in homosexual games or diverted well-intentioned donations from church to priest.

      

      The weekly market held along the length of Rue de la Tour, in the heart of Limoges, bustled with activity. All manner of produce and hardware was displayed on closely positioned stalls set up by the richer traders who paid a tax for the privilege of their pitch. Poorer dealers arranged their goods on the ground around them. Cries in the local patois or foreign tongues rent the air, inviting passers-by to draw near, inspect, touch, or taste whatever they had to sell. Vegetables, fruits, spices, wine, cloths, yarns, silks, cheeses, pots, pans and knives, all for sale or barter.

      In another part, a pig speared through with an iron spit pole from head to tail rotated slowly, suspended over a white-hot charcoal fire with a toothless old man turning the handle of the mechanism. He basted the beast with its own melted fat, most of which he caught in a ladle as it dripped down, but sparks flew sizzling out of the fire when stray grease globules ignited. As the flesh cooked, a woman with a fork in one hand and long carving knife in the other sliced off pieces of meat to place it on chunks of bread and sell to hungry strollers attracted by the woman’s cries and the aroma that wafted over the market. Those who had no appetite simply stopped to warm their hands by the fire.

      For the citizens of Limoges and beyond, the market was a place of entertainment, a day of relief from their usual toil. Rich and poor people mingled, afforded a chance to watch each other and even converse — a rare coming together of opposite social classes.

      In booths draped with colourful striped hangings, wizened old hags sat behind cloth-covered tables, their cards arranged, promising to foretell the fate of curious, credulous customers who would put a coin into their hands for the benefit. Weaving in and out of the crowd, stilt-walkers amazed men, women and children alike. Acrobats attempted to tumble faster or leap higher than their competitors; jugglers kept wooden clubs whirling and spinning in the air; sword-swallowers leaned backwards to open their throats and thrust a sword down their gullets. A band of minstrels, one playing a lute, another a fiddle, a third tapping out the rhythm on a tabor. Each sang, at times in harmony, occasionally in discord. A boy in a bright red tunic skipped along at the front, waving a basket at the audience to collect money for their efforts.

      “Get here, right now!” a mother screamed, grabbing her young son by his arm and pulling him close. “I warned you not to wander off — there be bogey-men who will carry you off, never to be seen again!” With that, she clipped his ear so hard that tears rolled down his cheeks.

      “Buy! Buy! Buy now! Not many left…buy now!" said a man as water in his barrel swirled with the violent contortions of live eels.

      “Who will wager on the black one, then? See its fine red comb and sharp talons…it will dispatch that white cockerel, sure as I’m an honest man,” called out the master of the cockfight. Within a fenced enclosure, the birds, held round the neck by two grinning assistants, scratched the straw-strewn ground, roused to a frenzy and straining to attack. The onlookers and punters had no idea that the black cockerel was blind, its eyes gauged out earlier, giving it no chance of victory. The cunning master raked in the money laid by his false exhortations on the sightless bird that lost — pure profit, easy takings.

      

      Half-concealed in the shadows behind a fortune teller’s booth, Edmond held a brace of pheasants upside down, tied together by a cord round their claws.

      “Two deniers, the pair,” the unkempt man offered.

      “Are you mad? They’re worth twice that.”

      “Ha! ha! ha!” came the contemptuous guffaw.

      “Hush! Keep your voice down…if I’m caught…there might be spies about, the Bishop has them everywhere.”

      “Worry not, Edmond, you lead a charmed life, we all know that. How many seasons have you been selling pheasants…how shall I put it…on behalf of Monsieur Dumas?”

      “Maybe — alright, give me three deniers and they’re yours.”

      “You drive a hard bargain, but it’s a deal.” They shook hands, and Edmond bit into the coins to test each one in case they were counterfeit. Satisfied they were not, he gave the man his trussed-up game. The customer clutched them to his body, pulled his cloak around to conceal them, and disappeared into the crowd of marketgoers.

      

      Edmond left the market and took the track leading into the forest and his home. He had not gone far when a commotion caught his attention. Peering through the trees, he saw two boys fighting. One, a sturdy tall youth; the other, barely three-quarters as tall and decidedly weaker. The smaller lad was taking a beating. The blows were so ferocious that he dropped to the ground, curling his body up into a ball in an attempt to protect himself. Kick after kick was aimed at the torso and head of the whimpering, defenceless loser. Instinctively, Edmond rushed over, pulled the attacker off his victim and pushed him away, standing between the two.

      “Let him be! I don’t know the nature of your quarrel, but you — ” he directed his words at the bully, "are twice his size! What’s he done to merit such anger?”

      “Sire, he’s bad-mouthed my family and — ”

      “What? Is that all? Would you leave him bleeding thus, within an inch of his life for such a minor insult? All the families I know deserve to be bad-mouthed, and more! Be off, before I give you a good kicking!”

      The thug scuttled off, muttering under his breath as Edmond lifted the unfortunate lad to his feet.

      “You’ll survive, my boy. Breathe in deeply…that’s better now.”

      “I thank you, kind sire. I didn’t say anything about his family — don’t even know them, and — ”

      “Enough, it’s finished, so go home. You’ll find a way to gain your revenge, all in good time.”

      

      Back in his cabin, he sat at the table saying nothing. His wife was glad to gauge his mood: whatever business he had done that day, it was good, and she would, at worst, receive the sharp end of his tongue, not the force of his fists. Silently, she filled a beaker and placed it in front of him, giving a half-hearted smile. Taking a deep draught of the liquor, he reminisced.

      ‘That was not a pleasant morning. Sure, it was a decent enough sale…mouldy old birds, he’d better pluck them pretty quick and get them in the pot before they start to stink!’

      It was the fighting earlier that day that brought old memories to mind, thoughts he tried to control and, whenever possible, to forget. He reluctantly recalled the incident when he was about the same age as the boys he had just sent off. In this same forest he, too, had stood over a bloodied, defeated rival he had beaten mercilessly. The picture in his head haunted him still, like the bogey-man the mother at the market had threatened her son with, a spectre that loomed behind the scenes, appearing only occasionally, and then fleetingly.

      ‘Pierre Roger did deserve what he got, no doubt of that, yet I can’t today even remember why we argued. But it was fair treatment, otherwise I wouldn’t have thrashed the living daylights out of him, would I?’

      In reality, it was neither fair nor deserved but delivered through a violent temper that regularly overcame his judgment. When he, Edmond, had beaten Pierre Roger, he could not have appreciated that the latter would rise to be crowned the omnipotent ruler of the greatest Church in the known world, the most Holy Catholic Pontiff, Clément Vl.

      ‘Pierre Roger, damn him! I did hear word that he had gone on to bigger and better things.’

      

      The next morning, footsteps crunching the frosted grass outside heralded a knock at Edmond’s door.

      “Who’s that at such an unearthly hour? Get it, woman!” he ordered Jamette.

      On the threshold stood a tall, thin man with a hunched back, dressed in a clerical black cassock that reached the ground. The crucifix hanging round his neck glistened in the weak autumn sunlight. A tight-lipped smile, aquiline nose and piercing dark eyes portrayed a ghostly apparition. Jamette breathed in sharply — a priest was the last person she had expected to come to their home. She was so taken aback that her jaw dropped and she failed to utter a single word of greeting. The priest broke the silence.

      “Madame, you must forgive me this unannounced visit, and I sincerely hope it will not inconvenience you if — ”

      “Who is it?” Edmond bellowed from within.

      The priest, who had taken a step forward as if to prevent her from shutting the door on him, was silhouetted dramatically in the doorframe.

      “I am Father Caron. I minister from the Eglise Evangélique, Assemblée de Dieu, to give it its full title, Rue Marie in the town.”

      “What the devil do you want with us?” Edmond had gotten up from the table and squared up to the unwanted visitor. In a threatening tone, he asked again, “I said, what do you want — are you deaf? Church folk don’t come around here — never have done — so don’t tell me you were just passing because you weren’t!”

      “Monsieur Nerval, or may I call you Edmond, may I take a moment of your time?”

      Starting, he answered, “How do you know my name? Has the sergeant sent you?”

      “Calm! The sergeant has not sent me, so rest assured. I make it my business to know the names of as many of the Good Lord’s flock as possible. My church, Eglise Evangélique, as I said, reaches out to all citizens of Limoges who reside, how shall I put it, outside the city confines.”

      “Do you mean in the forest? If so, what’s the wrong in that?”

      “No wrong whatsoever, Edmond. We value our parishioners equally, regardless of their wealth or abode.”

      A peace ensued, with both men exchanging only stares.

      “You’d best come in, then.” Edmond’s initial antagonism subsided. “Please, sit. Will you take drink with me?”

      “Purely to drive away the morning chill, of course, I will.”

      Jamette needed no telling. She filled two beakers with hooch from the vat and put them down before the two men. Her duty discharged, she melted away into the darkness of one corner of the room.

      

      “I suppose you are wondering why I am here?”

      Edmond all but choked on his drink. “You could say that, Father.”

      “I will explain. It has come to my notice that you have been intruding into Monsieur Dumas’s estate and availing yourself of his precious eels with the intention of selling it on to our poor people at the market — people who have no idea of its origin. Do I make myself clear, Edmond?”

      “Perfectly clear, Father, but you are ill-informed. I know nothing of such trade, and besides, only a fool would risk his right hand or, worse, his life if he were to be caught.”

      ‘How on earth has he found me out? Somebody’s been shooting their mouth off!’

      “You’re right, my friend, only a fool.” He took a gulp and continued, “And it is not the Church’s mission to tell the authorities of this or that crime, so do not worry on that score. What’s more, I am sure the affair at the market is but a tale, bearing no truth.”

      ‘Then what does he want?’

      “Have you heard of confession? I see you have not. Confession is the acknowledgment of one’s sins or wrongs committed against God and neighbour. Through this avowal, a man is freed from his wicked acts, and, we believe, he is saved in the sight of the Lord. I am inviting you — your good wife, too — to attend confession in my church.”

      Edmond, although he had no plans to cease the lucrative sale of eels, saw the opportunity to silence wagging tongues. A penitent was an innocent man, or such was his naïve understanding of what the priest was saying.

      “I see what you mean, Father. Perhaps I, or even we, will go to this confession thing…to give it a chance, as it were — not that I’m guilty of anything, of course, but it might be good for our souls. Ay, good for our souls.”

      “You have it right, my son.”

      He remembered his boyhood friend, Pierre Roger, who had urged him to read the Bible and repent. At the time, there had been no Bible to hand, and more pertinently, he could not read.

      “I once had a pal who attempted to convert me to that malarkey nonsense — ”

      “And he failed.”

      “He did so. However, now I’m a man, I see the advantages of confession. If I reveal my sin to a priest, it will go no further than the four walls of Eglise Evangélique. Is that correct, Father?”

      “The Church hears your penance in absolute confidence. The matter concerns you, the priest and the Good Lord above, no one else.”

      “Then I agree. We will present ourselves at the church in the near future — at the present time I have gainful employment assisting the cooper at the Dumas vineyard, repairing barrels, don’t you know — ”

      “Ah, the Dumas domain produces the most exquisite wine — ”

      “As I was saying, I’m currently rather busy, but I will keep to my word so those false accusations of heinous poaching can be laid to rest, with the Lord’s intervention.”

      ‘I have a fair idea who has snitched on me. Wait til I lay hands on him!’

      “Indeed. You are making a good choice, Edmond. I will now share a prayer with you both then depart. The Lord will show you the way.” He took a small bible from the pocket of his cassock and, with great pomp, recited, “Dear Lord, we beseech Thee…”

      Jamette remained invisible in her corner.

      Alone with her, Edmond’s temper erupted. He slammed his fist on the table, screaming insult after insult at the poor innocent woman. Red-faced, beads of sweat shining on his brow, he shouted,

      “Ay! The Lord will show me the way!” — he mocked the priest — “but He doesn’t give us bread to eat or ale to drink! Damn the cleric; I’ll go to confession only to see I won’t be revealed to Dumas. If I ever have a son, I’ll teach him the tricks of my trade, for sure. He’ll not survive for long if he relies on the scriptures to feed and clothe him. A poacher, like his father, that’s how it will be. And if he doesn’t get caught, it’s an honourable profession.”

      

      Fifteen years hence, and in a different town, Jamette would give birth to his son, Marius.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Limoges (Limousin), Kingdom of Arles, 1310

        

      

    

    
      Edmond Nerval panted heavily as he trudged along the path that rose from his cabin and through the forest to where the Dumas lands started. The breath he exhaled turned to a frozen white mist, indicating how cold the early morning was. He had reprimanded Jamette before he set out.

      “Edmond, put on your cloak, you’ll need it today.”

      “No, it will be warmer when the sun rises.”

      But he was glad she had insisted, pulling it tighter to his body. The narrow path was often blocked by an undergrowth of brambles and ferns — few people used it or even knew of its existence. Very fine twinkling gossamer threads floated in the air, mysteriously joining the tree branches on either side to form deadly webs, effortlessly ensnaring unsuspecting insects until hungry spiders arrived to satisfy their appetites.

      After a half-hour, the trees thinned as the ground before him fell down to a grassy meadow. To his right, its banks concealed by overhanging willows, lay the object of his visit: a small still-water lake, its surface dreamlike, shimmering, dancing in the reflection of the faint pale-gold matinal sunlight. A stream at the far end flowing gently off the river Vienne caused a barely detectable current to pass through the lake — a pond by any other name — running off at its opposite side to re-join the main river. The shallow water, with quillwort and duckweed on its bed and broad-leafed lotus flowers sitting above, was the ideal spawning environment for the freshwater eel who, when sufficiently adult, would return to the sea to breed.

      In the acute silence and beauty of the scene, Edmond found his line, weighted down in the water by iron discs with short rigs tied to lobworm-baited hooks. He undid the line, secured round a stone on the bank, and began to slowly pull it in. By its resistance to his effort, he recognised he had a good haul. One hook after the other bore a squirming, slimy nocturnal eel. With a skill honed over many years of angling, he twisted the fish’s narrow head off the hook with a single turn of his wrist and soon had eight shiny, wriggling creatures placed side by side on the grass, their eyes bulging with fear. Hours earlier they had been safely hidden in their holes beneath the lake’s surface.

      Suddenly, the yapping of a dog broke the silence. Edmond froze. The noise meant only one thing, the arrival of the Dumas gamekeeper. The animal’s bark alerted its master to an intruder into the estate, but the poacher was well hidden among the willows, and shortly the gamekeeper tugged his dog by its leash to heel and moved away. He took a deep breath, relieved that his illegal behaviour had not been discovered.

      ‘That was close! I hadn’t dreamt he would be out and about so early. But here’s to you, Monsieur Dumas!’ With that, he raised a single middle finger and stabbed the air in the direction of the departing gamekeeper.

      He lowered each eel by the tail into his sack and with the last one drew its string tight and slung it over his shoulder.

      

      He was walking through the market before day had properly broken. The stallholders were already setting out their wares. The toothless old man was lighting kindling for the fire under his spit while his woman scored the pig’s pink flesh with her long carving knife to help its thorough cooking and to allow its odorous juices to run out into her ladle for basting. The man looked up as Edmond approached.

      “Good day, Mister Nerval. Splendid weather, hein?”

      Edmond stopped but said nothing.

      “I see by your sack that you’ll do a decent business today.”

      The captive eels thrashed about, and any observer could see he had something live inside — fine for attracting potential customers but a giveaway should the sergeant or his men see it.

      “Ay, and they’re good ‘uns, just out of the water, nice and fresh. I’ll be back later.”

      With that, he continued past the stalls into a narrow, cobbled street where his favourite tavern was doing a roaring trade, thanks to the traders who took ale for breakfast. He did not enter by the front door, instead going down a side passageway, leaving his sack in the rear courtyard where no one in authority would see it. He went into the hostelry through its back entrance.

      Inside, the hullabaloo of men laughing, arguing, shouting, and cursing was in sharp contrast to the tranquillity of the courtyard.

      “Hey, Edmond! Your usual?” the landlord asked him.

      “Ay.” A tankard of ale was set down on the counter.

      “Before you touch that drink, I’ll take payment! No tab for you today, not after the last time. ‘I’ll settle with you as soon as I’ve done in the market,’ you said, and how long was it before I got my money? Over a week! A man can’t make a living like that.”

      Taking a money pouch out of his tunic pocket, he reluctantly handed the landlord a coin. Glancing round the room, he saw several men he knew at a corner table, and he was soon immersed in bawdy tales and gossip about the criminal underclass of Limoges. By the time he left the tavern, the streets outside thronged with men, women and children, all coming from or going to the market.

      Edmond blinked to adjust his eyes to the daylight and a shiver of fear ran down his spine. He realised, half drunk, that he had forgotten his sack.

      ‘Damn it! It’ll be gone soon as nod if anyone sees it.’

      He rushed back down the passageway where, thankfully, the sack was where he had left it, still full of his writhing, slimy eels.

      At the market, he waited in the obscured space between two booths for his regular patrons to find him. It did not take long.

      “How much today, Edmond?”

      “Two deniers each.”

      “Two?”

      “Two! They were swimming around happy just three hours ago. Best quality, and if you can find any better — ”

      “Alright. I’ll take one.”

      Accepting the man’s money, he reached inside the sack, pulling one out by the tail and lowering it head-first into the other man’s bag. His morning’s business was concluded, all the eels sold, before the sext bell rang and, with the money he had made safe in his pouch, he called back at the tavern to drink more ale. As he left, the worse for wear, a tap on his shoulder caused him to spin round, fist raised.

      “Edmond! No need for that, I am not going to rob you!” It was Father Caron.

      “Ah…I see…so what do you want?” came the slurred question.

      “Are you on your way to market with your sack?” He sharply held it behind his back, but too late.

      “I…I am to buy vegetables that my wife requires for our humble stew-pot.”

      “Indeed, she is a fine woman.”

      “I can’t disagree with that, Father, I’m blessed to — ”

      “Now then! Do not take the Lord’s mercies for granted.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You are most certainly not blessed! You have not yet taken confession, as we discussed when I visited your house, so you cannot claim to have seen the errors of your ways before you bare your soul to God.”

      Edmond swayed unsteadily and was prepared to agree to whatever the priest said to be rid of him.

      “I suggest we make a firm arrangement for you to attend my church. Let us say tomorrow? I shall be on confessionary duty between the terce and sext bells, so meet me in my vestry and I will tell you what to expect. When you are sober you might like to consider your many sins.”

      “I agree, Father.” And with that the men carried on their separate ways.

      

      As her husband staggered into the cabin, Jamette instinctively moved out of his way, fearing what abuse lay ahead. She knew his drinking would continue and subserviently filled his beaker, placed another log on the fire, and began sweeping the floor. He remained silent for some time at the table before speaking in a surprisingly soft tone,

      “He wants me to go to confession tomorrow.’

      “Father Caron?”

      “Who else, woman! It’s only me he wants, so I reckon he thinks my soul is more in need of salvation than yours.”

      She wasn’t sure if he was making a joke or a statement, so she said nothing, discretion being the best choice. He took a draught of ale and continued,

      “All this saving souls nonsense…beats me what I’ve done that’s wrong…a man’s got to survive, hasn’t he? That’s what I say.”

      

      The next morning, as arranged, Edmond presented himself at the church and knocked on the vestry door.

      “Enter!” called a voice from within. The tall, thin cleric sat at the table, poring over an open bible. He nodded a greeting. A single candle flickered, emphasising Caron’s imposing presence.

      “Sit beside me, my son. Before I guide you through your first confession, it is incumbent upon me to ensure you fully appreciate the significance of the procedure.”

      Edmond sat down as instructed.

      ‘I don’t feel right about this — got to be better things to do than —'

      “When you go into the church proper, you will see the confessional to the left of the nave. You will kneel inside and wait until you hear me speak. Is that clear?”

      “It is, Father,” Edmond uttered for the first time.

      “Good. I will be on the other side of the grill, although you will not be able to see me. The curtain drawn across the front conceals my identity from anyone about the place.” He closed the bible and fixed Edmond with a stern gaze from piercing dark eyes, gaining the man’s complete attention.

      “Where was I…ah, the significance of confession. Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden chose to disobey God, so they were expelled to live in a harsh, inhospitable world. We mortals share in their guilt that we now call original sin. Our only hope of forgiveness comes through the mass, the sermon, and the confession. In your case, Edmond, we will grant you dispensation to undergo only the latter. When a soul is troubled, like yours, we need to make…exceptions.” He pronounced this word in a contemptuous tone.

      “Our Christian belief describes seven cardinal sins: pride, envy, anger, avarice, sloth, gluttony, and lust. It is for you to decide from which you seek repentance, and Canon Law prescribes pilgrimage, fasting and the donation of alms. I do not see you meeting any of these! Not to worry, though. May we proceed?”

      Edmond had done his best to follow the priest’s interpretation, and although much of it was beyond his comprehension, he nodded.

      “The sooner we do this, the better. I will ready myself in the holy box and wait for your words, ‘Father, I have sinned.’ Then we will begin."

      

      ‘What should I tell him? I frequent the town’s inns that are full of ruffians and villains, and I suppose I should not seek their company. Then…envy…well, I wish I had Dumas’s money, can’t deny that…’

      “Father, I have sinned,” he recited, pressing his mouth to the grill. He was quite taken aback when a voice from the other side answered at once,

      “May the Lord be in your heart and help you to confess your sins with true sorrow.”

      Accordingly, Edmond recounted the several wrong acts he had committed, surprised by how readily they came to mind, and Caron soon concluded affairs.

      “God, the Father of mercies, through the death and resurrection of His Son, has reconciled the world to himself and sent the Holy Spirit among us for the forgiveness of sins. Through the ministry of the Church, may God give you pardon and solace. Thus, I absolve you from your wrongs in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Depart in peace.”

      

      Edmond rose and left the church in silence. He hoped that his penance would satisfy Father Caron sufficiently that he would not denounce him to Monsieur Dumas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Cuenca town, Kingdom of Spain, spring 1318

        

      

    

    
      After playing their games down by the river, Fernan, Alvar, Albornoz and their friends who lived in the town returned home. These boys had homes that were warm, dry and comfortable, and tables laid daily with wholesome meals. The youngsters who did not climb the stone steps with them went in the opposite direction, upstream, to smallholdings and fields farmed by their tenant parents whose grace-and-favour cottages depended on the grain, produce and livestock sold on behalf of and taxed by their landlord, the Bishop of Cuenca.

      Recent times had not dealt these people a fair hand — war and political and social unrest had afflicted the province of Castile. Epidemics and famine were commonplace, and crop failure a constant worry. Wattle and daub walls rendered their places too hot in summer, bitterly cold in winter in spite of the open log fires, and the thatched roofs regularly let in rain. Small windows rendered them dark and dismal. Goats and cattle tethered overnight inside the dwellings ensured safety from robber bands but passed on animal diseases to the inhabitants who, if smitten, lacked the means to pay for a healer. Less serious but still most unpleasant was the foul odour emitted by the creatures.

      These simple people knew better than to complain — the Church had power of eviction, and life elsewhere was certainly worse than that in Cuenca. However, this year they had harvested a good barrelage of wheat, and their beasts had fetched a decent price at market. Thankfully, they earned enough to clothe and provide for their children, but luxuries enjoyed by the ‘people up in the town’ — as they were known —were way beyond their means.

      

      Juanico and his brother, Pero, trudged reluctantly the length of their field towards the byre at the far end where three cows and a horse fed from a wooden hay rack. To the family’s relief, the spring weather meant that the beasts could live there rather than indoors with them. The ground was dusted with a white hoar frost, but as the day warmed, it would melt and in turn loosen the earth and assist scarifying. The two brothers were ten and eleven years old, but they were already experienced in the work on the land — without the children’s labour, farms could not survive.

      “You put on his bit, and mind he don’t snap at you. Yesterday, you were lucky he didn’t have your fingers off!”

      “I’ll be careful,” the younger Pero replied, proud he was entrusted to carry out such an important task.

      Juanico threw more hay into the rack for the cattle, then took down two long leather reins from a peg, uncoiling them to remove any knots. He led the scrawny draft horse outside and threaded one rein through its bit, Pero repeating the procedure for the other side. Next, the harrow was tied to its breast collar.

      “Good job,” Juanico pronounced, “let’s get to work. You take his head today.” Pero reached up, gripped the rope bit and pulled the horse into a familiar motion, drawing the harrow over the ground. Juanico walked behind, both reins in his left hand, a long stick in the other, tapping the horse whenever it strayed from a straight line. They would work all day, pausing only for bread and cheese at midday, until it was too dark to see.

      

      On the adjoining farm, a young girl, Francisca, not yet into her teens, stood in a fenced enclosure with a wooden pail over one arm. She took handfuls of seed and scattered it all around her. Twenty or more hens clucked excitedly, heads bobbing up and down, pecking away at their feed. Raising a flap in a crudely built hen house, she carefully picked out the newly laid eggs from the nest boxes and placed them in a basket. To complete her morning chore, she filled a trough with fresh water then returned home.

      Down by the Huécar river, Gavriel and his father were busy on the bank of a stream that fed off the main current. Father steadily pulled out a free-running ledger rig, weighted to lie on the bed, its six attached lines baited with worms from the day before. They had to leave it all overnight because the eels they fished were nocturnal in their feeding.

      “I’m ‘appy with that, boy. See!” he exclaimed. “I ‘ad a feeling yesterday that we’d get lucky — four out of six’s not bad, not bad at all.”

      One by one, he expertly removed the hooks from the eels’ snapping jaws and let them slither into the wicker basket held close by his son.

      “Should fetch a good price at market, them beauties…they be alive an’ twisting, that’s ‘ow they likes ‘em. Mind ‘e, the wife’ll grab one of ‘em for the pot, I’ll wager!”

      

      Gil Albornoz’s mother stood aghast when he walked into the house, his lip cut and bleeding and one eye swollen and almost closed.

      “What on earth has happened? A pretty sight if ever I saw one! Come, come here…let me look at you.”

      “It’s nothing, Mother. I fell from a branch, that’s all,” Albornoz blurted, a consummate liar at only eight years of age.

      “This didn’t come from a fall!” Teresa turned to Fernan and Alvar.

      “Haven’t I told you to always take care of your little brother? You can’t be trusted, can you!” The older boys hung their heads, regretting they hadn’t prevented the uneven wrestling contest earlier.

      Teresa had been born into the important Aragon family of Luna. Her grandmother’s effigy was etched on a slate block in the Albornoz chapel with veiled head and gloved hands carved in alabaster. Teresa expected her offspring to live up to the good Luna name.

      “Both of you, up to your rooms and get cleaned for supper! I’ll have to decide whether to tell your father, and if I do, you’d best pray he’s in a good humour!” So, they made a swift exit.

      As a mother, she found it difficult to relate to her two elder sons: their bravado and occasional rudeness offended her puritan upbringing — and their behaviour she attributed to her husband’s malign influence. In contrast, Albornoz could do no wrong in her eyes. She was a short, plump woman whose comely countenance belied a sharp tongue that she regularly unleashed on her long-suffering housemaid while dictating the day’s duties. Her time involved gossiping among a clutch of well-born acolytes whose intellectual stimulation rarely exceeded embroidery. Even indoors, she wore a lace bonnet and crisp white ruff and would never take the air without a rich purple velvet stole.

      She filled a bowl with water from a pail and placed it on the table in front of the boy. Taking a strip of clean linen from the cupboard, she sat next to him. Although his face was contorted and bloodied, he was still a handsome young lad: blond curly locks and an impudent smile endeared him to his doting mother. She wetted the cloth and tenderly bathed his wounds.

      “Ouch!”

      “I’m sorry…but…that’s better now. Can’t have my little warrior succumb to his battle wounds, can we? You are a brave boy — ”

      “Albornoz!” boomed a voice from the doorway. “What’s all this?” The master of the house, Garcia Alvarez, approached the table and leaned menacingly over the youngster, raising his fist even before an answer was provided.

      “No! Garcia! He’s not to blame — he fell…an accident…”

      “Ah, that’s better! If he’d been in a fight, he wouldn’t have lost, isn’t that right, boy?” He squinted expectantly at Albornoz.

      “Of course, sir, I would never give you reason to be ashamed of me.”

      “That’s well said…yes, a good answer!” The corpulent, thick-set man lowered his arm and slapped Albornoz on the back with approval.

      “Maid! Damn you! Are you idling again? You’ll have to go…we can’t…anyway, bring me ale, and be quick about it.”

      At the bellowed command, a mouse-like wench dressed in a servant’s brown tabard shuffled into the room, placed a pewter tankard on the table and bowed respectfully.

      “Will the master sup presently?”

      “Confound your insolence! Do we not always sup presently?”

      “With pleasure, master.”

      The housemaid brought in a plate of cooked meat, a cheese platter and a bread basket. A bowl filled with fruit completed their evening fare. She poured ale for all the family except Albornoz, who received a cup of water.

      Teresa, with her youngest beside her, sat on the bench to one side of the table; Fernan and Alvar took the other. Garcia’s chair, heavy arm rests, carved leather back and cushion embroidered with the family crest by his wife, stood proudly at the far end. Father rose and, with great pomp and ceremony, cleared his throat. The family fell silent, in anticipation of a well-rehearsed routine. He began —

      “Benedic nos Domine et haec Tua dona quae de Tua largitate sumus sumpturi.

      Per Christum Dominum nostrum. Amen.”

      “Bless us, O Lord, and these Thy gifts, which we are about to receive from Thy bounty, through Christ our Lord. Amen.”

      “Amen,” came the interjection.

      During the meal, only Garcia and Teresa spoke, but in hushed tones. The children made not a sound. The master’s rules were scrupulously and deferentially followed. Satisfied sufficient food was consumed, he nodded to each child in turn, the permission for them to leave the table and proceed to their rooms to sleep.

      

      From his small bedroom high in the eaves of the house, Albornoz stared out of the skylight, over Cuenca town, across the gorge and river to the country beyond. The moon was nearly full, so its brightness captured his attention and imagination.

      'I wonder, what lies behind the stars? One day, I’ll find the answer, of that I’m certain. I shouldn’t have endured that beating today, but they will be the losers in the end, not me! And what of my brothers…they will go off to become soldiers, to fight for the king — they see that as their duty. Duty? They are welcome to it, but I am better than that. I’d rather follow a dream than die for an unknown cause in a foreign land.'

      

      Next morning, the first thing Albornoz heard was the breakfast bell sounding. He leapt from his bed and hastily splashed his face with water from a bowl on the dresser. It was so early that day had barely entered the skylight, and it felt more like night. But the bell never lied, and anyone in the house partaking of a meal was expected to be at table promptly. One or other of the three brothers might arrive behind time when Garcia delivered a box on the ear or banished the guilty boy to go hungry and sulk in his room.

      In a matter of minutes, Albornoz had pulled on his tunic, clambered down the ladder then stumbled down the stairs to the ground floor. He was late, but he breathed a sigh of relief entering the room: next to his father sat a man he did not recognise. They were both so engrossed, poring over a parchment sheet, pointing a finger to this part and that, that his tardy arrival went unnoticed.

      “Here…sit by me,” Mother hissed, the words coming through tight-closed lips. “Father must not be disturbed when about his business at any cost, or we’ll all pay.”

      The mouse-like housemaid came over to fill the boy’s beaker with milk. He took a chunk of bread from the basket, then cheese from a platter.

      “Where are Fernan and Alvar?” he whispered.

      “Shush, keep your voice down. They have already eaten and gone to the manor house past the big river. There’s a sergeant there today, and Father has arranged fencing practice for them…”

      Garcia Alvarez de Albornoz belonged to an important Castilian family who served the kings of Castile and Aragon throughout the century at a time of tension between the two kingdoms who remained separate until 1469. The master of the house was a man ‘of landed assets’ — the family coat of arms sculpted in stone above their front door attested to their standing. His income was the revenue from tithed farmers in the region, so he had a vested interest in their seasonal productivity. He knew, beyond reason but with unease, that he belonged to the wealthy fighting class, even if he had never raised a sword in anger. This insecurity about his societal ranking manifested itself, bizarrely, in frustration with his verbally and physically bullying his wife, children and servants.

      

      Albornoz left the house, a three-storey stone-built residence that sat in a prominent position next the town’s cathedral in the Plaza Mayor, in which was to be found the family chapel. Day was dawning and the narrow streets were coming alive in the half-light to the sound of shopkeepers opening their shop fronts. There was not yet a customer in sight, but they could not help but advertise their wares with singsong voices. A boy pushed a barrow laden with melons, oranges and apples, its steel-rimmed wheels clattering on the street’s cobblestones. At one corner sat a blind beggar, his eyes bound, dressed in a ragged tunic and rattling a coin in a pewter bowl on the ground between his legs to alert passers-by of his presence.

      Our young boy had just walked over the Plaza Merced when a friend hailed him —

      “Hey! Albornoz! What brings you out at this hour?”

      “Hello, Samuel. I’ve got a lesson with Father Gelmiro.”

      “A lesson! I didn’t know you did that sort of thing."

      “What do you mean, stupid? My parents pay whatever for it, and they say you’ll only be successful in life if you can read and write, so there! And, unlike most of you, I’m clever — I learn the Latin that they speak in church.”

      “Sure, you do. Anyway, how’s that black eye you got yesterday? Luc gave you a good hiding, didn’t he?”

      Albornoz grabbed Samuel’s arm and pulled him close, their noses touching. Through clenched teeth he retorted,

      “You’re wrong, my friend, I let him win the wrestling. And why? Because I know there’s been the scurvy in their house — they bring their beasts indoors at night — so I was being kind to him. I wasn’t going to take advantage of a boy weakened by the scurvy, was I?” Eight years old, and Albornoz was ignorant that the effect of scurvy was not debilitation, but he showed the guile and duplicity of a wise adult.

      “Ah, I understand now,” the friend concluded.

      The two boys stepped back from each other, the moment of aggression passed.

      “See you by the river this afternoon?”

      “Yeah.”

      

      Young Albornoz’s mind strayed, and he recalled stories he had heard about the town’s history.

      'I can’t imagine my town without — before — its people, although I know there was nothing here until the Romans came. That must have been a long, long time ago. I can picture their legions, strong and disciplined, marching here and recognising an ideal location to build their base that would grow into a town. The gorge down at the rivers formed a natural defence, and no enemy would dare scale the cliff-face. Those Romans were skillful builders, as well as fierce warriors. But I wonder how they built the walls…how on earth did they pile one stone block on top of the other? It’s thanks to my lessons that I know history — better than the grown-ups, I’ll wager!'

      After a few more minutes,

      '…after the Romans, it was…err…yes, the Moors, and they weren’t thrown out until 1147, by good King Alfonso. He called Cuenca "Noble and most loyal," and I suppose he’s right. Father Gelmiro tells me that we live in a town in perfect harmony between nature and its architecture. Anyway, enough daydreaming, I’d better get on, or I’ll be late for my lesson.'

      

      Albornoz continued walking through the town, to the Plaza de Mangana, then down the Calle de Zapaterías, where a Jewish enclave flourished. Next, he went to the Plaza del Salvador that housed the town’s bakery. After a short time, he arrived at the Plaza los Carros in Cuenca’s southern quarter, where Father Gelmiro’s house stood just within the fortifications on the bank of the Huécar river.

      By now, the sun had risen, bathing the colourful fronts of the houses in a mellow golden warmth. Stone archways led to interior courtyards; women leaned over the balcony balustrades, exchanging gossip with their neighbours; children, armed with brooms twice their height, swept the frontages to their houses — no play for them in the mornings, only chores or lessons for the privileged few.

      The young student reached up to pull on a cord and a bell rang within. The heavy door opened.

      “Ah, good morning, Albornoz. Come in, do,” Father Gelmiro bid his pupil. He wore a long black cassock of full-length sleeves that touched the ground. A priestly tonsure covered the crown of his head, and grey tufts of hair formed the surrounding circle. A simple silver crucifix hanging around his neck completed the austere clerical attire. He smiled, kind and mild-mannered, sharp blue eyes twinkling, and indicated the bench at the table in the middle of the room. Neither spoke. The ensuing atmosphere was calm and reverential as the man knelt at a prie-dieu, opened a weighty bible and mumbled inaudible words. The prayers concluded, he closed the book, rose to his feet and turned to Albornoz.

      “It’s well you arrive in good time today. I have many duties to perform after the lesson,” he pronounced absentmindedly.

      “I understand, Father.” Of course, he did not understand, but he knew, instinctively, the correct tone to adopt when faced with authority.

      Gelmiro’s house comprised a single ground-floor room with stairs leading to the bedroom. A single shuttered window was the sole source of natural light. The only furniture was a washstand bearing a bowl and pitcher and shelves running along one whole wall, groaning under piles of dusty yellowed parchment scrolls — testament to his erudition.
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