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      Chapter One

    


    ‘The witch! The witch!’ The demented cries rang in Marietta Riccardi’s ears as she fled sobbing and stumbling down the dark hillside towards the thick cover of the forest. Behind her, livid tongues of flame scorched the night sky and there was nowhere to run to. Nowhere to hide. ‘Blessed Jesu,’ she gasped, thorns and briars tearing at her outstretched hands as she ran blindly between the first of the trees. ‘Help me! Oh merciful heaven! Help me!’


    Léon de Villeneuve looked at the innkeeper with distaste. ‘ I’ve no desire for a burning. Give me another tankard of ale and I’ll be on my way.’


    The innkeeper shrugged. The stranger had the appearance of a chevalier. His doublet and breeches were of fine material and the short velvet cloak hanging jauntily from one shoulder exposed a fine sword. His bucket-top boots were of soft yellow leather trimmed with muddied lace and there was a further profusion of lace at his neck and cuffs. None of it detracted from his air of martial swagger. He was clearly not a man to trifle with, and the innkeeper had no intention of doing so. He had gold in his purse and the more he spent in his inn the better. There were no other customers. Every last man was on Valais Hill to see the burning of old Mother Riccardi. There was the granddaughter too. He smiled gloatingly. It would be good to hear that little hussy begging for mercy.


    ‘What did the old hag do?’ the stranger asked mockingly, cutting in on his thoughts. ‘Blight the crops or turn a cow dry?’


    ‘She cursed the Duvals’ baby so that it sickened and died, and she had a familiar and she flew by night,’ he added as his audience remained unimpressed.


    Léon laughed. ‘Did her familiar have cloven hooves and a horn?’


    ‘You may jest,’ he said defiantly. ‘ Pierre Vallin saw Beelzebub himself sitting on the thatch of her cottage. Black as night he was, and with a tail a yard long.’


    ‘She confessed, did she?’ Léon asked, wondering if his horse would be sufficiently rested for him to continue his journey.


    ‘Screamed it from the rooftops,’ the innkeeper said with satisfaction. ‘Leastways she would have done but old Beelzebub looks after his own. She was dead before the inquisitor had finished with her.’


    ‘How inconvenient.’


    ‘It was hardly worth the burning of her,’ the innkeeper agreed disappointedly. ‘I shan’t miss the next, though. I’d give a good few francs to see what that one looks like without her shift on!’


    Léon pushed his empty tankard away from him in disgust. The innkeeper, loth to lose his audience, no matter how disinterested, said, ‘They’ll be bringing her down for trial within the hour—have another ale. There’ll be more entertainment in Evray tonight than you’ll get for thirty leagues around!’


    ‘My pleasure lies in different directions,’ Léon said drily, striding towards the door and the inn yard.


    ‘Arrogant young bull,’ the innkeeper said beneath his breath. ‘He’ll have no trouble keeping his bed warm with his strong body and black curls.’


    Mindful of the gaunt shrew of a wife who was his only solace, he reached bad-temperedly for his mug of ale. There had been no chance for him to join in the fun tonight. His wife had seen to that. ‘There may be a passing traveller,’ she had said, tight-lipped and hard-eyed. ‘ If there is we need his custom. No sense turning away sols for the sake of the Riccardis.’ So, while the rest of his companions whooped it up on Valais Hill, he remained at his post. That his wife had been proved right did nothing to sweeten his temper.


    Defiantly he thrust his mug to one side. They would have to look for the witches’ mark on Marietta Riccardi and he wasn’t going to miss that pleasure for anyone. On the inside of the thigh was the usual place. His throat tightened at the thought. The trial would be held at the magistrate’s house and if he wanted a front seat he would have to hurry.


    Léon was already in the saddle when there came the sound of clattering hooves and raised voices. A man little older than Léon, with a cloak of velvet and a gleam of steel at his side, galloped into the yard, his horse wheeling angrily as he shouted, ‘The witch has escaped! We need fresh horses! Men!’


    In the moonlight Léon saw the fevered eyes, the cruel tightening of sensuous lips. It seemed it wasn’t only the rabble of Evray who were eager for a burning; the diamond on the gloved hand was the size of a nut. He felt a wave of revulsion. He had killed many men in his time fighting for Louis, but he had never killed a woman. Or indulged in the soldiers’ sport of rape. Women fell easily enough without being taken in front of dying husbands and crying children.


    The innkeeper rushed to his stables, frantically summoning help in saddling every available horse he had. As he did so a dark-robed figure rode into the mêlée, surrounded by a seething mass of hysterical villagers.


    ‘Get more men!’ he commanded icily. ‘Get torches! By God and all the holy angels, I’ll have that strumpet before dawn!’


    Léon laughed at the bitter frustration on the finely drawn features. ‘It looks as if you’ve been cheated of your night’s entertainment,’ he shouted across the sea of frenzied faces to the innkeeper. ‘ Perhaps the Devil does look after his own!’ and he dug in his spurs, forcing the Inquisitor’s horse to one side as he galloped out of the yard and towards the road leading south.


    The night sky was black, the moon masked by heavy cloud. Behind him he could hear the cries of the witch-hunters like a pack of baying wolves, the surrounding fields already alive with flickering torches as every man, woman and child joined in the hunt.


    He didn’t fancy the old hag’s chances. The most she could hope for was to die of fear or exhaustion before they captured her. The snake-like eyes of the Inquisitor had chilled even his hardened bones. The fire on top of the hill still glowed and he averted his gaze. He was as good a Catholic as the next man, but these rabid inquisitions turned his stomach. They were a fever that his village of Chatonnay had never suffered from and the sooner he was back there, the better.


    For six years he had been in the service of his King. His gallantry on the battlefield had soon brought him to Louis’ notice and to court, and it hadn’t been long before it was widely rumoured that de Villeneuve’s prowess in the field of war was only equalled by his prowess in the art of love. Many husbands had cause to wish the dark-eyed, gipsy-faced Léon de Villeneuve back fighting the King’s enemies and at the wrong end of a fatal sword-thrust. They were unlucky. Instead he became a regular member of the King’s entourage, and the only wound he received at war was a rapier thrust on his hard lean body that only served to make him even more dashing in the eyes of the ladies who were fortunate enough to find their way into his bed.


    There had been more than one masculine sigh of relief when Léon de Villeneuve had announced his intentions of returning to his home at Chatonnay. Even the ravishing Francine Beauvoir had been unable to tempt him to stay. Married to one of Louis’ ministers, she had more airs and graces than Queen Marie-Theresa herself, but to Léon she was as much a whore as the willing women in the brothels of Spain. He grinned to himself in the darkness. There would be no more whoring when he had married Elise.


    Old anger swept over him afresh. She had been seventeen when he had left Chatonnay, her hair the colour of summer corn, violet-blue eyes set in the innocent face of an angel, and old Caylus had heartlessly married her to a man old enough to be her grandfather. All Léon’s pleading had been in vain. The Villeneuves might own half the land around Chatonnay, but it was poor land and the family were impoverished. Léon was not a suitable husband for the daughter of a man who was cousin to a Duc.


    Léon’s mouth tightened at the thought of what Elise must have suffered in her marriage to the elderly, debauched mayor of Lancerre. Now she was a widow and he had ridden night and day since hearing the news, intent only on reaching her side in the fastest time possible.


    The road wound deeper into the trees, so rutted and pitted that he had to slow his horse to a cautious walk. He ducked to avoid a low-hanging branch, cursing as the rough bark caught at his hair. Then he froze, reining in his horse. There was another sound in the thick blackness, the harsh gasping of an animal in pain. It came again, a pitiful moan quickly stifled.


    ‘God’s grace,’ he whispered beneath his breath. ‘ The witch.…’


    There was the crackling of twigs and the rustle of leaves and then silence. His horse snorted impatiently, stamping the ground. He stroked its neck soothingly, waiting for another movement. None came. In the stillness the wind carried the faint cries of the witch-hunters and the ground throbbed with the distant galloping of hooves. Another five minutes and the forest would be alive with men and torches, and the terrified old woman hiding only yards away from him would be at their mercy. He swung lightly from his saddle and immediately there was a muffled sob.


    ‘Don’t run,’ he called, stepping from the track into the thick undergrowth, his eyes straining to see in the darkness.


    Marietta pushed herself away from the tree-trunk, her heart feeling as if it would burst within her as she plunged wildly away from him. There was no escape now. She had only minutes left. The horse whinnied and Marietta clutched at a last frail straw of hope. She veered sharply, running headlong back towards the track, heedless of the leaves that whipped across her face and the tangle of roots that threatened to trip her at every step. His horse! If she could only reach his horse!


    ‘Don’t run!’ Léon shouted exasperatedly. ‘Mother of God, I’m trying to help you!’


    She could see the dark outline of the waiting animal, see the bridle gleaming in the darkness, feel its warm breath on her cheek. Desperately her hand reached up, and at the same moment her shoulders were seized viciously and she was dragged to the ground.


    ‘No you don’t, you old beldame!’ Léon gasped, gripping her wrists and pulling her arms behind her back as she lay writhing face down on the leaves. He placed his knee hard into the centre of her back. No wonder the villagers thought her a witch! Any hag who could run so far and so fast was worthy of the name.


    The sound of hoofbeats was nearer now, the flicker of torchlight like fireflies in the distance. Momentarily distracted, his hold weakened. Marietta twisted on to her back, her freed hands clawing at his eyes. He rolled his full weight on top of her, grasping her wrists so hard that she cried out in pain, dragging them high above her head. Pinioned and unable to move, Marietta saw thick black hair tumbling over straight brows and dark eyes. He stared at her incredulously.


    ‘Hell’s light …’ he whispered, feeling the firm breasts beneath his chest and the long legs trapped between his own. ‘A wench.…’


    There were sudden voices and the clatter of hooves and when Léon leapt to his feet, scooping her up in his arms, Marietta did not protest. Instinct told her that her prayers had been answered. He swung into the saddle, dragging her up behind him, and with her arms tight around his waist set off at full gallop down the tortuous track.


    Marietta clung on, the pounding of blood in her ears merging with that of the following horsemen so that it seemed to her they could be only inches behind. The track swung to the left, growing narrower and shelving steeply, and still the horse kept its pace. Léon glanced behind him. The flickering torches had disappeared, all that could be heard was the relentless pounding of hoofbeats.


    He listened hard, every nerve straining. There were two horses, perhaps three, certainly no more. He spurred his own beast to fresh efforts. That meant that the searchers were concentrating on the area of forest she could have reached by foot—after all, they had no reason to think he would aid a fleeing witch. He remembered his conversation with the innkeeper and felt less sure. He had made his opinion of the Evray witch-hunters only too clear, and if the innkeeper had the wit to transfer his knowledge to the gimlet-eyed Inquisitor, then more horsemen would be following and there would be little chance of either of them leaving the forest alive.


    There was a cry of fright from behind him. ‘They’re coming! You won’t let them take me? Won’t let them burn me?’


    ‘They’ll not have that pleasure,’ Léon said grimly, glancing behind him and seeing two horsemen, their cloaks billowing in the wind as their horses swept round the last of the bends and came on at a gallop, manes flying, glistening necks outstretched.


    ‘Blessed Jesu!’ she whispered, her arms tightening around his waist. ‘Faster! Faster!’


    Léon cursed. There was no way he could outride them. His horse had already ridden many miles that day and had only had a short rest: theirs were fresh. The track sloped down suddenly and there was the glitter of running water. Léon crouched low in the saddle, steadying the animal’s head, checking the wild gallop as the horse gathered itself at the stream’s edge and leaped the wide swirl of water. He gained a few minutes’ time as the horses behind him slithered to a rasping halt at the stream’s bank, veering and snorting in dismay. Angrily their riders wheeled them round, heading for the stream again and taking it with a heave of quarters and a scramble of hooves.


    Léon felt his horse lose pace and the thudding behind grew and swelled, bursting around them as a reedy voice shouted: ‘There she is! Hold fast, sir!’


    Léon smiled grimly to himself. The voice wasn’t that of a fighting man. A horse gleaming with sweat began to draw abreast and a gloved hand grabbed wildly at Marietta, trying to drag her to the ground.


    She screamed, her arms feeling as if they would leave their sockets as she clung on with every ounce of strength she had. The animals were level now and the gloved hand, failing to unseat her, snatched at Léon’s reins. Léon struck down with such force that he nearly severed the offending hand from its owner’s arm.


    There was a cry of pain and then the second rider tried to head Léon off from the other side. Out of the corner of his eyes Léon saw a powerfully built man lean across, tearing Marietta from her hold. As Léon felt the clutching hands weaken he had no choice but to rein in, bringing his horse to a slithering halt.


    ‘The wench is a witch!’ the owner of the gloved hand shouted to him, as his burly companion succeeded in dragging a shrieking Marietta across his own horse. The nervous edge to his voice indicated that he would be only too pleased if Léon would profess his innocence of this knowledge and continue on his way without more ado. Léon wheeled around in time to see Marietta’s captor wind a calloused hand into her mane of curls, half yanking them from the roots, the other reaching high under the torn gown.


    With difficulty Léon restrained himself, facing his lesser adversary first.


    ‘The Devil she is!’ he said in feigned surprise, riding up to him.


    The thin shoulders visibly relaxed. ‘Aye, so we’ll trouble you no more, sir.’


    Léon grinned at him in agreement and with the full force of his knotted fist punched him hard in the belly. There was a look of shocked surprise as the man rasped for breath, toppling sideways, his feet caught in the stirrups.


    With an oath the other lunged at him from the rear, a muscled arm encircling his throat, pulling tight against his windpipe. Half choking, Léon hit backwards with his elbow, the blow glancing off a stomach that seemed made of iron. Struggling vainly for the hilt of his sword, he could feel his eyes bulging, his tongue protruding between his teeth, and then Marietta hurtled from the horse and sank her teeth deep into the assailant’s thigh.


    With a bellow of pain the grip around his throat eased and Léon’s hands shot up and back, circling the bull-like neck and dragging the man from his stirrups and over his head with a massive heave. As he thudded to the ground Léon leapt towards him, his hand reaching for his sword.


    He was seconds too late. His opponent rolled swiftly over, scrambling to his feet, charging into Léon like a crazed bull, head low and fists swinging, before Léon had unsheathed his sword.


    Marietta saw a clenched fist slam hard into Léon’s chest and heard his grunt of pain as he hit back. Then they were locked together, lurching and swaying, the horses whinnying excitedly, one bridle held by a gloved hand as its owner backed away nervously from the fight. She saw Léon’s hand grope urgently for his sword, saw the other’s foot kick hard, unbalancing him so that they rolled and struggled in the dirt like two animals. Léon’s face was drenched in sweat, blood pouring from an ugly cut above his eye as she stood watching helplessly, her mouth dry with fear. Then, with a sob, she saw the hands groping for Léon’s throat, giant muscles bulging and straining as they sought for a hold. The fingers moved, closing tightly, squeezing…


    Léon drove his knee hard into the other’s groin, twisting away as his opponent roared with pain. In one swift movement Léon was on his feet, his sword in his hand, plunging it deeply into the rolling figure on the ground. There was a moan and a hideous sucking sound, and then only Léon’s raw breathing as he sheathed the bloodied sword and kicked the lifeless body over with his boot.


    Almost immediately there came the frantic sound of a horse being mounted. Still breathing harshly Léon turned.


    ‘I think not,’ he said, catching hold of the horse. ‘A long walk will cool your thirst for a burning.’


    Half senseless with terror the man dismounted, staring at Léon like a rabbit at a fox.


    ‘I loved your companion more,’ Léon said contemptuously as the man backed away from him. ‘At least he had the stomach for a fight.’ He turned to Marietta. ‘Which pleases you? The bay or the roan?’


    ‘The bay,’ Marietta said weakly.


    He grinned, holding the stirrup for her. ‘I judge it will take this craven coward the better part of the night and morning to reach Evray. Let’s wish him good fortune. He’ll need it. Wolves have a delicate partiality for witch-hunters, I’m told!’


    His victim moaned in terror. Léon laughed, swinging up into his saddle and gathering the reins of the riderless horse with his own.


    ‘Are we safe now?’ Marietta asked as he slapped the rump of her horse into movement and cantered alongside. She glanced over her shoulder. The track was empty except for the cringing figure of the witch-hunter, the only movement the quivering of the boughs in their wake and the spiralling of leaves, silvered in the moonlight.


    ‘Aye.’ The generous mouth curved in a smile, white teeth flashing. ‘Did you ever doubt it?’


    She looked across at the bloodied, forceful young man beside her. ‘ No,’ she said, dizzy with relief. ‘ I never doubted it.’


    The wind had dropped and the night was fine and dry as they cantered at an easy pace beneath the soughing of the trees. Gradually the branches above their heads thinned and they could see the pale glimmer of the stars and the beginning of open country. Léon patted his horse’s neck, feeling his coat rough and clammy with sweat. In a fold of the hills was the squat shape of a farmstead and he nodded across to it.


    ‘A warm barn will take care of us for the rest of the night. My horse is tired.’


    Marietta glanced over her shoulder doubtfully and Léon said: ‘It will be midday before any news reaches Evray, and then I doubt that they’ll give chase. Rest easy. We’re safe enough.’


    His confidence reassured her and she swung her horse off the road, following Léon across the fields. As he approached the darkened farm he dismounted, leading the animals quietly by the reins. There was the dull growl of a dog and Léon whistled softly, approaching the flattened ears and bristling fur with gentle words and outstretched hand. The dog sniffed round him suspiciously, and then the heavy tail wagged and the ears pricked as he licked Léon’s boot.


    ‘Saints alive,’ Marietta whispered. ‘What sort of a dog is that?’


    ‘Like a woman,’ Léon said carelessly, and pushed open the barn door.


    It was pitch black inside, and strong with the smell of cow and horse. Holding her by the hand, he guided her through the darkness to the rough wood of a ladder. She climbed obediently, sinking with relief on to soft straw.


    He kicked off his boots and unbuckled his sword, lying down beside her. The danger from which they had just escaped had heightened his senses and the memory of her body, firm and supple beneath his, was still fresh in his mind. He reached out for her confidently, his hand slipping inside her torn bodice as he rolled across her. He was rewarded by a stinging blow to his cheek and a knee brought up hard and high in his groin.


    ‘Hell’s light,’ he gasped, letting go of her and doubling up in pain. ‘What was that for?’


    ‘For treating me like the dog,’ Marietta said, her voice shaking with fury.


    ‘But I’ve just saved your life!’ he protested, incredulous at having his advances spurned.


    ‘And does that give you the right to make free with me?’ Marietta demanded, springing to her feet.


    Léon’s eyes had accustomed themselves to the dark and he could see the milky whiteness of a well-shaped breast as it escaped from her torn bodice. Hastily she clutched at the remnants of tattered blue serge, holding the material tightly as she searched for the ladder.


    ‘I would have thought it gave me the right to something,’ Léon said reasonably. ‘ That ox of a witch-hunter nearly choked the life out of me.’


    ‘And would have done so if I hadn’t sunk my teeth into his thigh!’ Marietta retorted tartly, continuing to search on her hands and knees for the elusive ladder.


    ‘You’ll knock it over doing that.’ Léon watched her in growing amusement. ‘I can make the jump easily, but I think you may find it a little difficult.’


    The word she used would have done credit to a guardsman. Léon’s grin widened.


    ‘I’ll make a bargain with you. I’ll not seduce you if you promise to act sensibly and stop grovelling around the edge of an eight-foot drop and lie down and go to sleep.’


    She hesitated.


    ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake,’ Léon said exasperatedly. ‘I’m not so desperate for female company that I need force myself where I’m not wanted.’


    To prove his point he moved to the far side of the loft and resettled himself beneath the shutters.


    Relieved at not having to brave the night alone, Marietta returned, lying as far away from him as possible. Even at that distance Léon was uncomfortably aware of her body and of the intangible smell of fresh lavender. He closed his eyes determinedly and tried to sleep. A peasant girl could not possibly smell of lavender, especially a girl who had just fled miles through thick forest with a whole village at her heels. The tantalising fragrance continued to torment him, and he tossed restlessly. Despite his cloak and the straw he was still uncomfortably cold. There was a stifled sob and then another. He opened his eyes.


    ‘Are you crying?’


    ‘No.’ The choking reply was a blatant lie.


    He remembered the hideous flames from the funeral pyre.


    ‘Is it because of your grandmother?’


    There was no reply, only the sound of her weeping.


    ‘The innkeeper said she was dead by the time they took her up the hill. The Inquisitor had a hollow victory. There’s no need for you to cry.’


    ‘There is! I loved her and now she’s dead I have no one. No one at all.’


    Léon was not used to situations he was not master of. Crying females usually made him impatient, but this one was crying for a real grief and not just the loss of a bauble or trinket. He rolled over, seeing the black shape of her figure, knees hugged high to her chest, her fists pressed against her mouth as she struggled to control her tears.


    He reached out his arm, his fingers touching her lightly on the shoulder. This time she made no move to free herself from his touch.


    ‘She was good, not bad. Good. There wasn’t a cottage in Evray that didn’t benefit from her medicines and ointments.’


    Gently Léon took her in his arms, pulling her reassuringly against his chest, stroking her hair as she cried herself into a state of exhaustion. It was a strange feeling, rather like holding a child. Léon felt a wave of tenderness and mocked himself for a fool. His gesture of comfort was costing him dear. His collar of Chantilly lace had never been intended for use as makeshift handkerchief, and he was going to look a shade less debonair in the morning.


    Gradually her breathing eased, changing from harsh gasps to the deep rhythm of sleep. He eased her head from his shoulder, lying her on the straw, covering her with his cloak. Then, his body close to hers for warmth, he closed his eyes, secure in the knowledge that the scent of lavender had not been imagination but had come from her hair.


    The rustle of cocks and hens woke him at dawn. Pale light seeped in from closed shutters. He opened them cautiously. The farmhouse was still quiet, which was just as well. He had no desire to explain their presence to a farmer who might be only too pleased to inform any who came looking for them that they had only recently left and were within easy distance.


    There was a soft murmur as Marietta turned in her sleep. He glanced down at her and frowned. Saving her had given him the pleasure of a good fight, and her spirited rebuff of his advances the previous evening had amused him. But in the clear light of morning he wanted nothing more than to be speedily on his way to Elise, and the sleeping girl at his feet was an encumbrance he could have done without.


    He nudged her gently with his foot and she awoke with a cry of fear, scrambling to her feet.


    ‘It’s all right,’ he said reassuringly. ‘ You’re safe, remember?’


    It took a few seconds for her memory to return: for the fear in her eyes to die. The man before her with the slight frown on his face had saved her life. He was tall, with broad shoulders and lean hips, his clothes lavishly embellished with lace, his velvet cloak lined with jewel-coloured silk. Coal-black hair hung in riotous curls to his shoulders. His nose was strong and hawk-like; the mouth that laughed so easily, firm, even harsh in repose. He looked like a man used to command. A man accustomed to getting his own way.


    ‘Thank you for last night,’ she said, suddenly aware of her bare feet and tattered gown.


    He shrugged. ‘It was nothing. A mere diversion.’


    ‘It may have been nothing to you, monsieur! It was my Grandmother’s death to me!’


    ‘And nearly the death of me,’ Léon returned drily. ‘ Perhaps you would favour me by wearing my cloak. As you so adamantly refused my attentions last night it seems unfair to stand before me half naked.’


    Marietta glanced hurriedly down to where his eyes lingered admiringly. The blood rose in her cheeks as he threw his cloak carelessly around her shoulders.


    ‘A pleasant sight, mademoiselle, but not when one has been forbidden to touch.’


    He was laughing at her, and Marietta was not used to being laughed at. Her eyes glittered fiercely. They were thick-lashed and a brilliant green, the corners tilting tantalisingly upwards. Her face was too small and heart-shaped for beauty, or at least the beauty that was fashionable at Versailles; it reminded Léon of a kitten he had once had when he was a boy. There was a smudge of dirt on her cheek and he felt an uncontrollable urge to wipe it away.


    Before he could do so there came the distant sound of hoofbeats. He froze, listening intently. The drumming hooves came nearer and the blood drained from Marietta’s face.


    ‘Is it them?’ Her eyes dilated with fear. ‘Oh, what shall we do? Where can we hide?’


    Léon seized his sword and crossed hastily to the half-open shutters. He could see them clearly. Three riders, and all heading unmistakably for the farmhouse.


    ‘Is it them?’ Marietta asked again.


    ‘Aye, but only one fighting man amongst them. Unless our unwitting host is a force to reckon with.’


    They were near enough to distinguish now and Léon could see the reedy-voiced man he had struck such terror into the previous night and the flapping black robes of the Inquisitor. Only the third man, roughly dressed and with a massive chest showing beneath his leather jerkin, was a stranger.


    Marietta stifled a sob. ‘They’ll take me back to him. Back to the Inquisitor.’


    At the thought of those glacial eyes in the cadaverous face Marietta’s cheeks whitened so much that Léon thought she would faint with terror.


    ‘Then they’ll not have far to take you,’ he said grimly, ‘for he’s not fifty yards away.’


    ‘Holy Mary,’ Marietta’s lips moved soundlessly and Léon’s fingers tightened on the hilt of his sword. Three against one was acceptable odds to the man known to Louis’ troops as the Lion of Languedoc.


    ‘Have you so little faith in me?’ His eyes were bold and confident.


    ‘No.’ The feeling of dizziness passed. She gave him a shaky smile. ‘What must we do?’


    ‘For the moment, wait and see what sort of support our three friends are going to receive from our host.’


    They were so near now that Marietta could hear the harsh breathing of the horses. The men’s voices sounded loud and clear in the barn. She froze, not daring to move an inch, terrified of rustling the straw on which they had slept. Below, on the floor of the barn, Léon’s horse moved restlessly and Marietta felt as if her heart had ceased to beat.


    If they could hear the horses … If they should suspect…


    ‘The place looks deserted, Your Honour.’ The thin voice was unmistakable.


    ‘Deserted, my foot,’ the Inquisitor said harshly. ‘Pierre Duroq has always been an idle layabout. A good whipping would soon set him to rights! Well, what are you waiting for, dolt? Knock him up. Break down the door if necessary. By the Mass, if I find he so much as gave that strumpet a drink of water I’ll have two fires on Valais Hill tonight, not one!’


    ‘Yes, Your Honour.’ Trembling visibly he did as he was bid, hammering at the door till a shutter above flew open and a bleary-eyed, red-faced man spat volubly on him.


    ‘What the devil do you think you’re doing? Can’t a decent man lie abed in his own house?’ He saw the straight-backed figure of the Inquisitor and the words died on his lips.


    ‘We’re seeking a witch, and have good reason to believe she came this way.’


    ‘There’s been no witch here,’ Pierre Duroq said hurriedly. ‘I’m a loyal, decent citizen, not a harbourer of witches.’


    ‘Then you’ll have no objection if we search your property?’


    ‘None at all.’ Pierre Duroq scrambled into his shirt and breeches while the Inquisitor looked speculatively around him. The barn was the only place of any substance.


    Léon moved stealthily, hauling up the rickety ladder to the loft in which they had sought sanctuary.


    ‘But that won’t stop them,’ Marietta whispered.


    ‘Sshh.’ Softly he called his horse till it stood directly beneath him. ‘Can you jump on to his back from here?’ he asked quietly.


    Marietta swallowed. ‘Yes. I think so. But you.…’


    ‘Never mind me. I have my own plans,’ and the gleam in his eyes showed he was contemplating them with a measure of enjoyment. ‘ Don’t move until I tell you, then jump on to Saracen and dig your heels in.’


    The barn door opened, letting in a flood of pale morning light.


    ‘There’s the horse!’ the high-pitched voice quavered excitedly.


    The burly figure at the Inquisitor’s side drew a fine honed knife from his belt, approaching stealthily. Hardly daring to breathe Marietta watched him from her hiding-place as he kicked at the straw bales in the far recesses of the barn. The Inquisitor moved his horse slowly forward.


    ‘Not a thing.’ The final bale was kicked over in disgust.


    The inquisitor paused, his horse parallel with Léon’s, eyeing the dusty floor thoughtfully. The marks where the ladder had stood showed clearly.


    ‘We have them,’ he said softly.


    Before his henchman could reach his side he raised his eyes to the loft and immediately Léon jumped.
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