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As always, for my beloved


Greg & Martha & Felix


And also for my wonderful mother-in-law,


Granny Rosie







   

The only hope, or else despair


Lies in the choice of pyre or pyre –


To be redeemed from fire by fire.


T. S. Eliot, ‘Little Gidding’,


Four Quartets (1942)
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The Wars of Religion were a sequence of civil wars, which began after years of conflict on 1st March, 1562 with the massacre of unarmed Huguenots in Vassy by the Catholic forces of Francis, Duke of Guise. They ended, after several million had died or been displaced, with the signing of the Edict of Nantes on 13th April, 1598 by the previously Protestant King, Henri IV, Henri of Navarre. The most notorious engagement of the Wars is the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in Paris, taking place over the night of the 23rd/24th August, 1572. But there were many similar events in towns and cities the length and breadth of France before and after that, including in Toulouse between 13th and 16th May, 1562, when more than four thousand people were slaughtered.


The Edict of Nantes, when it came, was less a genuine reflection of a desire for religious tolerance than an expression of exhaustion and military stalemate. It brought a grudging peace    to a country that had torn itself apart over matters of doctrine, religion and sovereignty, and all but bankrupted itself in the process. Henri IV’s grandson, Louis XIV, revoked the Edict at Fontainebleau on 22nd October, 1685, precipitating the exodus of those Huguenots still remaining in France.


Huguenots never numbered more than a tenth of the French population, yet their influence was significant. The story of French Protestantism is part of the larger European story of the Reformation, from Martin Luther’s hammering his 95 Theses to the church door in Wittenberg on 31st October, 1517, Henry VIII of England’s dissolution of the monasteries, which began in 1536, to the missionary Evangelist Calvin setting up his safe haven in Geneva for French refugees in 1541 and the safe haven offered to Protestant refugees in Amsterdam and Rotterdam from the late 1560s onwards. In France, key points at issue were the right to worship in one’s own language; a rejection of the cult of relics and intercession; a more rigorous focus on the words of the Bible itself and a desire to worship simply, based on the rules for living laid down in scripture; a rejection of the excesses and abuses of the Catholic Church that were repugnant to many; the nature of the host, transubstantiation as opposed to consubstantiation. For most people, though, these matters of doctrine were remote.


There are many excellent histories of the Huguenots and  the influence of this small community is extraordinary, a diaspora that took them – as skilled refugees – to Holland, to Germany, to England, to Canada and to South Africa.


‘The Burning Chambers’ is a series of novels set against the backdrop of three hundred years of history, from sixteenth-century France to nineteenth-century Southern Africa. The characters and their families, unless otherwise specified, are imagined, though inspired by the sort of people who might have lived. Ordinary women and men, struggling to live, love and survive against a backdrop of religious war and displacement.


Some things do not change.
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FRANSCHHOEK



28th February, 1862


The woman stands alone beneath a sharp blue sky. Evergreen cypress and rough grasses bound the graveyard. The grey headstones are bleached the colour of bone by the fierce Cape sun.


Hier Rust. Here lies.


She is tall, with the distinctive eyes of the women of her family going back generations, though she does not know it. She bends forward to read the names and dates on the tombstone, obscured by lichen or moss. Between her high white collar and the dust-caked brim of her leather hat, the white skin on the back of her neck is already burning red. The sun is too strong for her European complexion and she has been riding across the veldt for days.


She removes her gloves, folding one inside the other. She has mislaid too many to be careless and, besides, how would she acquire another pair? There are two general stores in this hospitable frontier town but she has little left with which to barter and her inheritance is gone, spent on the long journey from Toulouse to Amsterdam, then from Amsterdam to the Cape of Good Hope. Every last franc has been spent on provisions and letters of introduction, hiring horses and a trustworthy guide to lead her through this unfamiliar land.


She drops the gloves to the ground at her feet. A powder of copper-red Cape dust puffs into a cloud, then settles. A black beetle, hard-backed and resolute, scuttles for cover.


The woman draws breath. At last, she is here.


She has followed this trail from the banks of the river Aude and the Garonne and the Amstel, over the wildest seas to where the Atlantic Sea meets the Indian Ocean, to the Cap de Bonne Espérance.


Sometimes the trail has blazed bright. The story of two families and a secret passed down from generation to generation. Her mother and grandmother, then further back to her great-grandmother and her mother before that. Their names have been lost, taken up in those of their husbands and brothers and lovers, but their spirits live in her. She knows it. Finally, her quest ends here. In Franschhoek.


Ci gît. Here lies.


The woman removes her leather riding hat and fans herself, the wide brim shifting the blistering air. There is no respite. It is as hot as an oven and her flaxen hair is dark with sweat. She cares little for her appearance. She has survived the storms, the assaults on her reputation and her person, the theft of her possessions and the loss of friendships that she had thought were built to last. All to bring her here.


To this unkempt cemetery in this frontier town.


She undoes the buckle on her saddlebag and reaches inside. Her fingers skim the small antique bible – a talisman she carries with her for luck – but it is the journal she pulls out: a soft tan leather cover, held shut by a thin cord wrapped twice around it. Tucked inside are letters and hand-drawn maps, a Will. Some pages are loose, their corners spiking out like the points of a diamond. This is the record of her family’s quest, the anatomy of a feud. If she is right, this sixteenth-century notebook is the means to claim what is rightfully hers. After more than three hundred years the fortunes and the good name of the Joubert family will, finally, be restored. Justice will be done.


If she is right.


Still, she cannot bring herself to look at the name on the gravestone. Wishing to savour this last moment of hope a little longer, she opens the journal instead. The spidery browned ink, the antique language reaching forward to her across hundreds of years, she knows every syllable like a catechism learnt in Sunday School. The first entry.


This is the day of my death.


She hears the whistling of a red-wing starling in flight and the shriek of a hadida in the scrubland at the boundary of the cemetery. It seems impossible that a month ago such sounds were exotic to her ears, and now they are commonplace. Her knuckles are white, clasped tight. What, after all, if she is wrong? What if this is an end, not a beginning?


As the Lord God is my witness, here, by my own hand, do I set this down. My last Will and Testament.


The woman does not pray. She cannot. The history of the injustices done in the name of religion – to her ancestors – surely proves that there is no God. For what God would allow so many to die in agony and fear and terror in His name?


All the same, she glances up as if she might glimpse heaven. The sky here in the Cape in February is the same vivid blue as it is in Languedoc. The same fierce winds catch the dust in the hinterlands of the Cap de Bonne Espérance as they do in the Garrigue of the Midi. A kind of heat, a breath that sets the red earth swirling and scatters a veil across the eyes. It whistles through the grey and green mountain passes of the interior, tracks worn by the movement of men and of animals. Here, in this outback land they once called the Elephant’s Corner, before the French came.


Now the air is still. The air is hot. Little stirs in the heat of the noonday sun. The dogs and the farm workers have taken shelter in the shade. Black railings mark out each plot – the de Villiers family, the le Roux family, the Jourdan family – all those of the Reformed Religion who fled France in search of sanctuary. The year of Grace of the Lord sixteen hundred and eighty-eight.


Her ancestors too?


In the distance, behind the stone angels and the headstones, the Franschhoek mountains frame the picture and the woman is suddenly pierced by a memory of the Pyrenees: a sharp and desperate longing for home, like an iron band around her ribs. The mountains are white in winter, green in the spring and early summer. In autumn, the grey rocks turn to copper before the cycle begins once more. What she would give to set eyes on them again.


Then she sighs, for she is here. She is a long way from home.


From between the well-worn covers of the leather journal, she takes the map. She knows every mark, every crease and drip of ink, yet she examines it all the same. Reads again the names of the farms, of the first Huguenot settlers who found themselves here, after years of exile and wandering.


Finally, the woman crouches down and reaches out to trace the letters carved on the headstone. She is so absorbed, that she – who has learnt to be vigilant – does not hear the footsteps behind her in the dirt. She does not register the shadow blocking out the sun. She does not acknowledge the smell of sweat, of clinker and leather, of a long journey across the veldt, until the push of the muzzle of a gun is at her neck.


‘Get up.’


She tries to turn, to see his face, but the cold metal is jabbed against her skin. Slowly, she stands.


‘Give me the journal,’ he says. ‘If you do, I will not harm you.’


She knows he is lying, for this man has hunted her for too long and there is too much at stake. For three hundred years his family has tried to destroy hers. How could he let her go free?


‘Give it to me. Slowly, now.’


The coldness in her enemy’s voice is more frightening than anger and, instinctively, her grasp tightens on the journal and the precious papers it holds. After all that she has endured, she will not make it easy. But now his sharp fingers are pinching at her shoulder, driving into the muscle hard and fierce, through the white cotton of her shirt. Her grip cannot hold. The diary falls to the dirt and bursts open, scattering the Will and the deeds into the dust of the graveyard.


‘Did you follow me from Cape Town?’


There is no answer.


She has no gun, but she has a knife. When he leans down to pick up the papers, she pulls the dagger from her boot and stabs at his arm. If she can disable him, if only for a moment, she might steal the papers back and outrun him. But he has anticipated such an attack and shifts his weight sideways. Her blade only grazes his hand.


She is aware, just before it connects with the side of her head, of the downward strike of his arm. A glimpse of black hair, divided by a seam of white. Then an explosion of pain as the pistol splits open her skin. She feels the split of blood on her temple, the heat of it, and she falls.


In her last seconds of consciousness, she grieves to think this is how the story will end. In a forgotten corner of a graveyard on the other side of the world. The story of a stolen journal and an inheritance. A tale that began three hundred years ago, on the eve of the civil wars that brought France to her knees.


This is the day of my death.









PART ONE
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CARCASSONNE



Winter 1562
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CHAPTER ONE
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INQUISITIONAL PRISON, TOULOUSE



Saturday, 24th January


‘You are a traitor?’


‘No, my lord.’ The prisoner was not sure if he spoke out loud or answered only within his own ruined mind.


Broken teeth and shifting bone, the taste of dried blood pooled in his mouth. How long had he been here? Hours, days?


Always?


The inquisitor gave a flick of his hand. The prisoner heard the rasp of a blade being sharpened, saw the irons and pincers lying on a wooden table beside a fireplace. A squeeze of the bellows to fan the coals. He experienced an odd moment of respite, as terror of the next torture momentarily banished the agony of the raw skin on his flayed back. Fear of what was to come drowned, if only for an instant, his shame at being too weak to endure what was being done to him. He was a soldier. He had fought well and bravely on the battlefield. How was it that now he was too fragile to withstand this?


‘You are a traitor.’ The inquisitor’s voice sounded dull and flat. ‘You are disloyal to the King, and to France. We have evidence from many attesting to it. They denounce you!’ He tapped a sheaf of papers on his desk. ‘Protestants – men like you – give succour to our enemies. It is treason.’


‘No!’ the prisoner whispered, as he felt the breath of the gaoler warm upon his neck. His right eye was swollen shut from a previous beating, but he could sense his persecutor coming close. ‘No, I –’


He stopped, for what could he say in his defence? Here, in the inquisitional prison in Toulouse, he was the enemy.


Huguenots were the enemy.


‘I am loyal to the Crown. My Protestant faith does not mean –’


‘Your faith brands you a heretic. You have turned away from the one true God.’


‘It is not so. Please. This is all a mistake.’


He could hear the pleading in his own voice, and he felt ashamed. And he knew, when the pain came again, he would say whatever they wanted to hear. Truth or not, he had no strength left to resist.


There was a moment of tenderness, or so it seemed to him in his desperate state. A gentle lifting of his hand, like a lord romancing his lady. For a fleeting instant, the man remembered the wonderful things that existed in the world. Love and music, the sweetness of springtime flowers. Women, children, men walking arm-in-arm through the elegant streets of Toulouse. A place where people might argue and disagree, might put their case with passion and knowledge, but also with respect and honour. There, wine glasses were filled to overflowing and there was plenty to eat: figs and cured mountain ham and honey. There, in the world where once he had lived, the sun shone and the endless blue of the Midi sky stretched over the city like a canopy.


‘Honey,’ he murmured.


Here, in this hell below earth, time no longer existed. The oubliettes, they called them, where a man might disappear and never be seen again.


The shock of the assault, when it came, was the worse for being unheralded. A squeezing, then a pressure, then the metal teeth of the pliers splintering his skin and his muscle and his bones.


As pain embraced him in her arms, he thought he heard the voice of a fellow prisoner from a neighbouring chamber. An educated man, a man of letters, for several days they had been held in the same cell. He knew him to be a man of honour, a bookseller, who loved his three children and spoke with gentle grief of his wife who had died.


He could hear the murmuring of another inquisitor behind the dripping cell wall: his friend was being interrogated too. Then he identified the sound of the chatte de griffe slicing through the air, the thud as the talons connected with skin, and it shocked him to hear his fellow prisoner screaming. He was a man of fortitude who, until now, had borne his suffering in silence.


The prisoner heard the opening and closing of a door, and knew another man had come into the cell. His cell or the one next door? Then murmuring, the shifting of paper on paper. For a beautiful moment, he thought his ordeal might end. Then the inquisitor cleared his throat and the questioning began again.


‘What you know about the Shroud of Antioch?’


‘I know nothing of any relic.’ This was true, though the prisoner knew his words counted for nothing.


‘The Holy Relic was stolen from the Eglise Saint-Taur some five years past. There are those who claim you were one of those responsible.’


‘How could I be?’ the prisoner cried, suddenly defiant. ‘I have never set foot in Toulouse until . . . until now.’


The inquisitor pressed on. ‘If you tell us where the Shroud is being hidden, this conversation between us will stop. The Holy Mother Church will, in Her mercy, open Her arms and welcome you back into Her grace.’


‘My lord, I give you my word I –’


He smelt the searing of his flesh before he felt it. How quickly is a man reduced to an animal, to meat.


‘Consider your answer carefully. I shall ask you again.’


Now this pain, the worst yet, was granting him a temporary reprieve. It was pulling him down into darkness, a place where he was strong enough to withstand their questioning, and where speaking the truth would save him.









CHAPTER TWO
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LA CITÉ



Saturday, 28th February


‘In nomine Patris, et Filii, et Spiritus Sancti.’


The earth hit the lid of the coffin with a soft thud. Brown earth slipping through white fingers. Then another hand, stretching out across the open grave, then another, soil and stone pattering on the wood, like rain. A soft sobbing from a small child, shrouded in the father’s black cloak.


‘Almighty Father, into Your care we commend the spirit of Florence Joubert, beloved wife and mother and servant of Christ. May she rest in peace in the light of Your eternal grace. Amen.’


The light began to change. No longer the damp, grey air of the graveyard, but now an inky black. Instead of mud, red blood. Warm and fresh to the touch, slick on her palms. Trapped between the creases of her fingers. Minou looked down at her own bloodied hands.


‘No!’ she shouted, throwing herself awake.


For a moment Minou saw nothing. Then the chamber began to come back into focus and she realised that she had fallen asleep in her chair again. Little wonder her dreams had been troubled. Minou turned her hands over. They were clean. No soil beneath her nails, no blood on her skin.


A nightmare, nothing more. A memory of the terrible day, five years ago, when they had laid their beloved mother to rest. Memory giving way to something else. Dark imaginings created out of air.


Minou looked at the book lying open on her lap – a meditation by the English martyr, Anne Askew – and wondered if that had contributed to her unquiet dreams.


She stretched the night from her bones and smoothed her crumpled shift. The candle had burnt out and the wax had pooled on the dark wood. What hour was it? She turned to the window. Fingers of light were slipping between the cracks in the shutters, sending a criss-cross pattern across the worn floorboards. Outside, she heard the usual early-morning sounds of La Cité waking to meet the dawn. The clinker and tramp of the watch on the ramparts, trudging down and up the steep steps to the Tour de la Marquière.


She knew she should rest longer. Saturday was the busiest day in her father’s bookshop, even during Lent. Now the responsibility for the business lay upon her shoulders, she would have little time to call her own in the hours ahead. But her thoughts were spiralling like the starlings who swooped and dived over the towers of the Château Comtal in autumn.


Minou put her hand to her chest and felt the strong rhythm of her heart beating. Her dream, so vivid, had left her out of sorts. There was no reason to think their bookshop would have been targeted again – her father had done nothing wrong, he was a good Catholic – and yet she could not shake the thought that something might have happened overnight.


On the other side of the chamber, her seven-year-old sister lay lost to the world, her curls a black cloud upon the pillow. Minou touched Alis’s forehead and was relieved to find her skin cool. She was relieved, too, that the truckle where their thirteen-year-old brother sometimes passed the night, when he could not sleep, was empty. Too often recently Aimeric had come creeping into their chamber, saying he was afraid of the dark. The sign of a guilty conscience, the priest had said. Would he say the same of her night terrors?


Minou splashed a little cold water on her face, wiped beneath her arms. She put on her skirt and fastened her kirtle, then, taking care not to disturb Alis, took up the borrowed book and tiptoed out of their attic room. Down the stairs, past the door to her father’s chamber and the tiny box room where Aimeric slept, then down again to the level of the street.


The door that separated the passageway from their large living chamber was closed, but the frame was ill fitting, so Minou could hear the rattling of pans and the jerk of the chain above the fire as their maid hung the pail of water on the hook to boil.


She sneaked the door open and reached in, hoping to be able to lift the keys from the shelf without attracting Rixende’s notice. The maid was warm-natured, but she chattered and Minou did not want to be held up this morning.


‘How now, Mademoiselle,’ Rixende said brightly. ‘I did not think to see you up so early. No one else is yet stirring. Can I fetch you something to break your fast?’


Minou held up the keys. ‘I must make haste. When my father wakes, will you say I have gone early to the Bastide to prepare the shop? To take advantage of it being market day. There is no need for him to hurry, should he intend—’


‘Why, that is wonderful news that the master intends to go . . .’


Rixende stopped, halted by Minou’s look.


Though it was common knowledge that her father had not left the house for weeks, it was never spoken of. Bernard Joubert had returned to Carcassonne from his winter travels a changed man. From one who smiled and had a kind word for everyone, a good neighbour and loyal friend, he was now a shadow in his own life. Grey and withdrawn, his spirit diminished, a person who no longer spoke of ideas or dreams. Minou grieved to see him brought so low and often attempted to coax him out of his black melancholy. But whenever she asked what ailed him, her father’s eyes turned to glass. He murmured about the bitterness of the season and the wind, the aches and pains of age, before falling again into silence.


Rixende coloured. ‘Pardon, Mademoiselle. I will pass on your message to the master. But, are you sure you do not need something to drink? It is cold out. To eat? There is a piece of pan de blat, or a little of yesterday’s pudding left over –’


‘Good day,’ Minou said firmly. ‘I will see you again on Monday.’


The flagstones were cold under her stockinged feet and she could see her breath, white, in the chill air. She slipped into her leather boots, took her hood and thick green woollen cloak from the stand, put the keys and the book into the purse tied around her waist. Then, holding her gloves in her hand, she slid back the heavy metal bolt and stepped out into the silent street.


A spirit girl abroad on a chill February dawn.









CHAPTER THREE
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The first rays of the sun were beginning to warm the air, setting spirals of mist dancing above the cobbled stones. The Place du Grand Puits looked tranquil in the pink light. Minou breathed in, feeling the shock of the cold in her lungs, then set off towards the main gates which led in and out of La Cité.


At first, she saw no one. The doxies who walked the streets at night had been driven inside by the light. The card sharks and dice players who haunted the Taverne Saint-Jean were long gone to their beds. Minou held up her skirts to avoid the worst of the previous evening’s excesses: broken ale pots, a beggar slumped asleep with his arm balanced on the back of a fleabitten dog. The bishop had petitioned for all inns and taverns within La Cité to be closed during Lent. The Seneschal, mindful of the King’s empty coffers, had refused. It was common knowledge – according to Rixende, who knew every bit of tittle-tattle – that there was no love lost between the current occupant of the Episcopal Palace and the Château Comtal.


The gabled houses in the narrow street that led down to the Porte Narbonnaise seemed to lean towards one another as if drunk, their tiled roofs so close as to be almost touching. Minou was moving against the mass of carts and people coming through the gates, so it was slow going.


The scene could have been one from a hundred years before, Minou thought, two hundred, all the way back to the time of the troubadours. In La Cité, life went on the same, day after day after day.


Nothing changed.


Two men-at-arms were controlling the flow of traffic at the Porte Narbonnaise, waving some through without a second glance, yet stopping others and searching their belongings until coins changed hands. The weak sun glinted on their helmets and the blades of their halberds. The royal crest on their blue surcoats stood out brightly amongst the drab Lenten colours.


As she drew closer, Minou recognised Bérenger, one of many who had reason to be grateful to her father. Most of the local soldiers – as against those billeted to the garrison from Lyon or Paris – could not read the King’s French. Many also favoured speaking the old language of the region, Occitan, when they thought themselves unobserved. Nonetheless, they were still served with papers and issued with written orders, and then punished if they failed to fulfil their duties to the letter. Everyone suspected it was another way of raising funds and that the Seneschal condoned it. Minou’s father helped those he could from falling foul of the law by explaining what the official language meant.


At least, once he had.


Minou pulled herself up short. It did no good to brood endlessly on the change that had come over her beloved father. Or to keep picturing, in her mind’s eye, his haunted and hollow face.


‘Good morrow, Bérenger,’ she said. ‘You have quite a number here already.’


His honest, old face unfolded into a smile. ‘How now, Madomaisèla Joubert! Quite a crowd, though I cannot account for it on so bitter a day. There was a host of them waiting long before first light.’


‘Perhaps this Lent,’ she said, ‘the Seneschal has remembered his charitable duties and is giving alms to the poor. What think you of that? Is it possible?’


‘That will be the day,’ Bérenger guffawed. ‘Our noble lord and master is not much lauded for his good works!’


Minou dropped her voice. ‘Ah, what fortune would be ours if we were ruled over by a godly and pious seigneur!’


He gave another bellow of laughter, until he noticed his colleague frowning with disapproval.


‘Anyhow, that’s all as maybe,’ he said in a more formal tone. ‘What brings you out at this hour, and unaccompanied?’


‘It is at my father’s behest,’ Minou lied. ‘He has bid me open the shop for him. As it is market day, he hopes there will be plenty of customers passing through the Bastide. All of them, God willing, with full pockets and an appetite for learning.’


‘Reading? Don’t hold with it,’ Bérenger said, pulling a face. ‘But each to their own. Though would it not be right for your brother to undertake such work? It seems strange Monsieur Joubert would ask so much of a maid, when he is blessed with a son.’


Minou held her tongue, though she did not in truth resent his comment. Bérenger was a man of the Midi, raised on the old ideas and traditions. She was also aware that, at thirteen, Aimeric should have been taking over some of her father’s responsibilities. The problem was her brother had neither the inclination nor the aptitude. He was more interested in shooting sparrows with his catapult or climbing trees with the gypsy boys when they came to town than in passing his days in the confines of a bookshop.


‘Aimeric is needed at home this morning,’ she said, smiling, ‘so it falls to me. It is an honour to do what I can to assist my father.’


‘Well, of course, of course it is.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And how goes it with Sénher Joubert? I have not seen him for some while. Not even at Mass. He is unwell, perhaps?’


Since the last outbreak of plague, any question about a person’s health carried a darker strain of enquiry beneath it. Almost no family had been spared. Bérenger had lost his wife and both his children in the same epidemic that had carried away Minou’s mother. She had been gone five years, but Minou still missed her company every day and, like last evening, often dreamed of her at night.


All the same, from the tone of Bérenger’s question, and the way he did not meet her eye, Minou realised with a burdened heart that the rumours about her father’s confinement within their house had spread more widely than she had hoped.


‘He returned much fatigued from his travels in January,’ she said, with a spark of defiance, ‘but otherwise he is in excellent health. There is a great deal to do with the business that occupies him.’


Bérenger nodded. ‘Well, I am glad to hear it, I feared that . . .’ He stopped, reddening with embarrassment. ‘No matter. If you would give Sénher Joubert my regards.’


Minou smiled. ‘He will be glad of your good wishes.’


Bérenger thrust out his arm to block a large ham-faced woman with a squalling baby from passing in front of her. ‘There you go. But you take good care, Madomaisèla, going across to the Bastide on your own, è? There’s all manner of villains out there who’d stick a knife in your ribs as soon as spit.’


Minou smiled. ‘Thank you, kind Bérenger. I will.’


The grass in the moat below the drawbridge was glistening with early morning dew, shimmering white on the green shoots. Usually, Minou’s first glimpse of the world beyond La Cité lifted her spirits: the white endless sky becoming blue as the day crept in; the grey and green crags of the Montagne Noire on the horizon, the first blossoms of the apple trees in the orchards on the slopes below the citadel. But this morning the combination of her troubled night, and Bérenger’s warnings, left her feeling anxious.


Minou pulled herself up. She was not some green girl, afraid of her own shadow. Besides, she was within hailing distance of the sentries. If someone did menace her, her shouts would carry back to La Cité and Bérenger would be at her side in an instant.


An ordinary day. Nothing to fear.


All the same, she was relieved to reach the outskirts of Trivalle. It was a poor but respectable suburb, inhabited mostly by those who worked in the textile mills. Wool and cloth exported to the Levant were bringing prosperity to Carcassonne and respectable families were beginning, once more, to set up their homes on the left bank.


‘Here’s a maid come walking by . . .’


Minou jumped as a hand closed around her ankle. ‘Monsieur!’


She looked down and saw there was little to fear. Drunken fingers, too weak to hold. She shook herself free, and stepped quickly on. A young man, of perhaps one-and-twenty, was propped against the wall of one of the houses that led to the bridge. His short cloak fingered him for a gentleman, though his mustard-yellow doublet was askew and his hose stained dark with ale. Or worse.


He peered up at her through the snapped blue feather of his cap.


‘Mademoiselle, how about a kiss? A kiss for Philippe. It’ll cost you nothing. Not a sou, not a denier . . . which is as well, for I have nothing.’


The boy went through an elaborate pantomime of turning his purse inside out. Despite herself, Minou found herself smiling.


‘Say, do I know you, lady? I think I cannot, for I would remember if I had seen so beautiful a face. Your blue eyes . . . Or brown, ’tis both.’


‘You do not know me, Monsieur.’


‘’Tis a pity,’ he murmured. ‘A grievous pity. Would that I did know you . . .’


Minou knew she should not encourage him – and she could hear her mother’s clear voice in her head exhorting her to walk on – but he was young and his tone was wistful.


‘You should to your bed,’ she said.


‘Philippe,’ he mumbled.


‘It is morning. You will catch a chill sitting out here in the street.’


‘A maid who is as wise as she is fair. Ah, that I was a wordsmith. I would write a verse. Wise words. Beautiful and wise . . .’


‘Good day,’ Minou said.


‘Sweet lady,’ he cried after her, ‘may you be showered with blessings. May your—’


A casement was flung open and a woman leant out. ‘That’s enough!’ she shrieked. ‘Since nigh on four o’clock I’ve had to listen to your maundering and reciting, with not a moment’s peace. Well, this should stop your mouth!’


Minou watched her heave a pail over the sill. Dirty grey water cascaded down the walls and over the boy’s head. He leapt up, yelping, shaking his arms and legs like one afflicted by St Vitus’s dance. He looked both so disconsolate yet also comical that Minou forgot herself and laughed out loud.


‘I’ll catch my death!’ he cried, flinging his sodden cap to the ground. ‘If I take a chill and die, my death – my death – will be on your conscience. Then you’ll be sorry. If you but knew who I was. I am a guest of the bishop, I am—’


‘I will rejoice at your departing!’ the woman yelled. ‘Students! You’re idle wastrels, the lot of you! If any of you did but an honest day’s work, you’d not have time to freeze to death.’


As she slammed the window shut, the women on the street applauded, the men grumbled.


‘You shouldn’t let her speak to you like that,’ said a man with pockmarked skin. ‘Got no right to speak to a gentleman of your standing. Not her place.’


‘You should report her to the Seneschal,’ said another. ‘Setting about your person like that, it’s common assault.’


The oldest of the women laughed. ‘Ha! For emptying a pail of water on his head. He’s lucky it wasn’t a piss pot!’


Amused, Minou walked on, their squabbling growing fainter behind her. She drew level with the stables, where her father kept their old mare, Canigou, then approached the foot of the stone bridge over the river. The Aude was high, but there was no wind and the sails of the Moulin du Roi and the salt mills were quiet. On the far side, the Bastide looked serene in the early light. On the banks, the laundry women were already laying out the day’s first swathes of bleached fabric to dry in the sun. Minou paused to take a sou from her purse then walked the hundred paces across the bridge.


She handed the coin to the gatekeeper for the toll. He tried it between his teeth and found it to be true. Then the girl known as Minou Joubert crossed the boundary dividing the old Carcassonne from the new.
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I will not allow my inheritance to be taken from me.


The years of lying beneath his vile and sweating body. The bruises and the indignities, the blows when my flowers came each month. Submitting to his grasping fingers on my breasts, between my legs. His hands twisting my hair at the roots until the blood pinked upon my head. His sour breath. Such degradation at the hands of a pig, for nothing? For the sake of a Will attested some nineteen years past, so he says. His near-death-bed confession, the wanderings of his decaying mind? Or is there some truth in what he says?


If there is a Will, where might it be? The voices are silent.


The Book of Ecclesiastes says that to everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.


Upon this day, with my left hand upon the Holy Catholic Bible and my right freely holding the quill, I set this down. This is my solemn vow that cannot now be broken. I swear by Almighty God that I shall not let the offspring of a Huguenot whore take from me what is rightfully mine.


I will see them dead first.












CHAPTER FOUR
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LA CITÉ



‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been –’ Piet plucked a figure from the air – ‘twelve months since my last confession.’


From the other side of the confessional in the Cathedral of Saint-Nazaire, he heard a cough. Moving his face closer to the grille that separated priest from penitent, Piet suddenly smelled the distinctive hair oil of his old friend and caught his breath. Strange how a scent, after all this time, could still cause the heart strings to crack.


He had met Vidal ten years ago, whilst they had been fellow students at the Collège de Foix in Toulouse. The son of a French merchant and Dutch prostitute, who’d had no choice in her profession if she and her son were to eat, Piet was a deserving, if disadvantaged, scholar. Possessed of a quick wit and a few letters of recommendation, he had taken the opportunity of an education in canon law, civil law and theology.


Vidal came from a branch of a noble, but recently disgraced, Toulousain family. His father had been executed for treason and his lands confiscated. It was only thanks to his uncle, a prominent and wealthy ally of the Guise family, that he had been admitted to the college at all.


Outsiders both, their intellectual curiosity and application marked them out from the others in their class, most of whom had little interest in scholarship. They quickly formed a bond of friendship, spending much of their time in one another’s company. Drinking, laughing, debating late into the night, they came to know one another’s characters better than they knew their own, faults as well as virtues. They could finish one another’s sentences and knew what the other was thinking before the thought was put into words.


They were as close as brothers.


When their studies were concluded, it was no surprise to Piet that Vidal took Holy Orders. How better to restore his family’s fortunes than to be part of the establishment that had stripped them of their ancient rights? Vidal rose up quickly through the ranks: from curate in the parish church of Saint-Antonin-Noble-Val, to a position as priest-confessor to a noble household in the Haute Vallée, before returning as canon at the Cathedral of Saint-Étienne. Already, he was being spoken of as a future Bishop of Toulouse.


Piet had chosen another path.


‘And what has happened to keep you so far from God’s grace, my son?’ Vidal asked.


Putting his kerchief across his mouth, Piet leant towards the grille separating them.


‘Father, I have read forbidden books and found much to recommend within them. I have written pamphlets questioning the authority of Holy Scripture and the Church Fathers, I have sworn false oaths, I have taken the Lord’s name in vain. I am guilty of the sin of pride. I have lain with women. I . . . have born false witness.’


This last confession was, at least, true.


Piet caught a sharp intake of breath. Was Vidal shocked at the litany of sins or had he recognised his voice?


‘Are you heartily sorry for having offended the Lord?’ Vidal said carefully. ‘Do you dread the loss of heaven and the pains of hell?’


Despite himself, Piet felt connected to the familiarity of the ritual, soothed by the knowledge of how very many people had knelt in the same place as he did now, their heads bowed, seeking forgiveness for their sins. For a moment, he felt himself connected to all those who, by this act of confession, had stepped out restored into the world once more.


All lies, of course. All untrue. Yet it was what gave the old religion such power, such a hold over people’s hearts and minds. Piet was surprised to realise that even now, after all he had seen and suffered in the name of God, he was not immune to the sweet promise of superstition.


‘My son?’ Vidal said again. ‘Why have you exiled yourself from our Lord’s grace?’


This was the moment. There were no castles in the sky, there was no need for other men to speak for him in an ancient language long dead. His fate was in his own hands. Piet had to declare himself now. They had been as close as brothers once, born within a day of each other, in the third month of the same year. But the violent disagreement between them five years ago had never been resolved and, since then, the world had changed for the worse.


If Piet revealed himself and Vidal summoned the authorities, then he could expect no mercy. He had known men stretched on the rack for less. Then again, if his friend remained the principled man he had been in his youth, there was a chance that all might still be put right between them.


Piet steeled himself then, and for the first time since walking into the cathedral, he spoke in his own voice, an accent shaped by his childhood in the backstreets of Amsterdam and overlaid with the colours of the Midi.


‘I have failed to honour my obligations. To my teachers and my benefactors. To my friends . . .’


‘What did you say?’


‘To my friends.’ He swallowed. ‘To those I held dear.’


‘Piet, is it you? Can it be?’


‘It is good to hear your voice, Vidal,’ he replied, emotion catching in his throat.


He heard another intake of breath: ‘That is no longer my name.’


‘Once it was.’


‘A long time ago.’


‘Five years. Not so very long.’


Silence fell dead between them. Then, a slight shifting on the other side of the lattice. Piet hardly dared to breathe.


‘My friend, I—’ he began.


‘You have no right to call me friend after what you did, what you said. I cannot . . .’


Vidal’s voice tailed away, the chasm between them absolute. Then Piet heard a familiar sound, the drumming of fingers against the wooden walls of the confessional. In their youth, whenever Vidal was considering a particularly complex matter of law or doctrine, he had done the same. Beating out a rhythm on his desk, on a bench, on the ground beneath the elm tree in the middle of the courtyard in the Collège de Foix. Vidal claimed it helped him to think clearly. It had driven their tutors and fellow students to distraction.


Piet waited, but Vidal did not speak. Finally, he had no choice but to return to reciting the old catechism knowing that, as priest-confessor, Vidal would have no choice but to answer.


‘For all these and all the sins of my past life,’ Piet said, ‘I ask for God’s pardon. Will you give me absolution, Father?’


‘How dare you! It is a serious offence to mock the holy sacrament of confession.’


‘That was not my intention.’


‘Yet here you are, speaking words which, by your own admission, you believe have no worth. Unless you have come to your senses and returned to the true Church.’


‘Forgive me.’ Piet let his head rest briefly against the wooden grille. ‘I do not mean to offend you.’ He paused. ‘You are a difficult man to find, Vidal. I have several times written. Back in Toulouse, I had hoped to lay eyes upon you this past winter.’ He paused again. ‘Did you receive my letters?’


Vidal did not answer. ‘The question is why you should be looking for me at all. What do you want, Piet?’


‘Nothing.’ Piet sighed. ‘At least . . . I would give you an explanation.’


‘An apology?’


‘An explanation,’ Piet repeated. ‘The misunderstanding between us—’


‘A misunderstanding! Is that what you call it? Is that how you have salved your conscience these past years?’


Piet put his hand on the partition. ‘You are still angry.’


‘Does that surprise you? I loved you as a brother, put my trust in you, and you repaid that love by stealing—’


‘No! Not that!’ Piet exclaimed. ‘I know you believe I betrayed our friendship, Vidal, and yes, the evidence points to it. But, on my honour, I am not a thief. I have many times attempted to find you, in the hope of healing the rift between us.’


Piet heard Vidal sigh. He hoped, suddenly, that his words had pierced his friend’s armour.


‘How did you know I was in Carcassonne?’ Vidal asked eventually.


‘A manservant at Saint-Étienne. I paid handsomely for the information. Then again, I paid him well to pass on my letters to you, and it seems he did not.’


Piet’s hand went to the leather satchel slung across his shoulder. He was in Carcassonne on a different mission. It was a strange coincidence that, having finally given up hope of ever seeing Vidal again, he should catch sight of him this morning. A coincidence, for what else could it be? Those who knew Piet was in Carcassonne could be counted upon the fingers of one hand. He had kept the details of his journey to himself. Not a soul knew where he was lodging.


‘All I am asking, Vidal,’ he said steadily, ‘is for an hour of your time – half an hour, if that is all you will grant me. The breach between us lies heavy on my heart.’


Piet stopped. He knew if he pushed his friend, it would result in an opposite outcome. He could hear the steady beat of his own heart as he waited. All the words, said and unsaid since the fierce argument that had ended their friendship, seemed to hang in the air.


‘Did you steal the Shroud?’ Vidal asked.


There was no warmth in his voice and, yet, Piet felt a flicker of hope. For Vidal to be asking the question at all, surely meant he had doubts that Piet was guilty of the charge levelled against him.


‘I did not,’ he said in a level voice.


‘But you knew the theft was to be attempted?’


‘Vidal, meet with me away from here, and I will try to answer all of your questions, I give you my word.’


‘Your word! This from a man who has already confessed to swearing false oaths. Your word means nothing! I ask you again. Even if it was not your hand that took it, did you know that such a crime was to be attempted? Yes, or no?’


‘It’s not that simple,’ Piet said.


‘It is that simple. Either you are a thief – in thought, if not in deed – or your conscience is clear.’


‘Nothing is simple in this world, Vidal. As a priest, you above all men must know this. Please, my friend.’ He paused, then said it again. ‘Alsjeblieft, mijn vriend.’


Behind the lattice, Piet sensed Vidal recoil and he knew his words had hit their mark. When they were students, he had taught Vidal a few words of his mother’s tongue.


‘That was unfair.’


‘Let me put my case,’ Piet replied. ‘If I have still not persuaded you to think better of me, then on my honour I will—’


‘What? Hand yourself over to the authorities?’


Piet sighed. ‘Trouble you no further.’


He ran through the hours ahead in his mind. His rendezvous was at noon but, after that, his time was his own. He had intended to return immediately to Toulouse but, if Vidal was prepared to meet him, there was good reason to delay his departure until the following morning.


‘If you do not feel it is politic to talk here in La Cité, Vidal, come to the Bastide. I’m lodging in a boarding house in rue du Marché. The owner, Madame Noubel, is a widow and discreet. We would not be disturbed. Save for an hour at midday, I shall be there all the afternoon and evening.’


Vidal laughed. ‘I do not think so. The Bastide is more sympathetic to men of your persuasion, shall I say, than of mine. My robes mark me out. I would not risk those streets.’


‘In which case,’ Piet pressed, ‘I will come to your lodgings. Or anywhere that pleases you. Choose a place and a time, and I will be there.’


Vidal’s fingers began to drum again on the worn wooden partition. Piet prayed his old friend had not lost his habit of curiosity. A dangerous quality in a priest, their teachers at the Collège de Foix had cautioned, where submission and obedience counted for so much.


‘I will be as mist within fog,’ Piet reassured him. ‘No one will see me.’









CHAPTER FIVE
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The drumming got louder, more insistent. Then, just as abruptly, Vidal stopped.


‘Very well,’ he said.


‘Dank je wel,’ Piet breathed his thanks. ‘Where will I find you?’


‘My rooms are in rue de Notre Dame, in the oldest part of La Cité,’ he answered, brisk now that he had reached a decision. ‘A fine stone building, some three storeys high, you cannot mistake it. There is a garden at the back of the house. I will see to it that the gate is left unlocked. Come after Compline, there will be few abroad at that hour, but take every care not to be seen. Every care. No one must have any cause to associate us.’


‘Thank you,’ Piet said again.


‘Do not thank me,’ Vidal answered sharply. ‘I promise no more than that I will listen.’


Suddenly, a sound reverberated through the stone alleyways of the nave. A creak, then the gravelled scrape of the heavy north doors against the flagstones.


Another penitent come at dawn to Confession?


Piet cursed himself for having acted on impulse, but the sight of Vidal walking alone into the cathedral had been too good a piece of fortune to let go. The older part of his soul, raised on miracles and relics, might have said it was a sign. His modern mind dismissed such medieval thoughts. It was Man, not God, who made the world turn.


Piet heard footsteps and his hand stole to his poniard. How many doors were there in and out of the cathedral? Several, no doubt, but he had failed to mark them. He strained to listen. Two pairs of feet rather than one? Soft, as if intending not to be heard.


‘Piet?’


‘We have company,’ he whispered.


With the tip of his blade, Piet lifted the curtain and peered out into the nave. At first, he could see nothing. Then, in weak morning light filtering through the windows behind the altar, Piet spied two men advancing with their weapons drawn.


‘Is it usual for members of the garrison to enter a holy place armed?’ he asked. ‘Or without the permission of the bishop?’


In Toulouse, altercations between Huguenots and Catholics were commonplace, resulting in more soldiers – both private militias and recruits in the town guard – on the streets. He had not thought such levels of unrest had spread yet to Carcassonne.


‘Are they of the garrison?’ Vidal asked urgently. ‘Can you see the royal crest?’


Piet peered into the gloom. ‘I can see little to distinguish them.’


‘The Seneschal’s livery is blue.’


‘These men are wearing green.’ He dropped his voice further. ‘Vidal, if they should approach you, deny all knowledge of me. You saw no one. No one came to confession this morning. Not even a soldier would risk damning his soul by harming a priest in a state of grace.’


The assurance stuck in his throat. These were times of blood and disorder. Piet had seen enough on his journey south to Languedoc to know that a church was no longer a place of sanctuary, if, indeed, it had ever been. He looked out again. The soldiers were moving across the transept now and searching the side chapel behind the chancel. It would not be long before they moved their attention to this side of the cathedral. He could not be discovered here.


‘I entered through the north doors,’ he whispered urgently. ‘Save those, what other exits are there?’


‘There is a door into the bishop’s palace set in the west wall, and another beneath the rose window, though I fear they will be locked at this hour.’ He paused for a moment. ‘In the south-east corner of the cathedral there are another two doors. One leads to the tomb of Bishop Radulphe, a dead end. The other, to the sacristy. Forbidden to all but the bishop and his acolytes. It leads directly out into the cloisters.’


‘Will not the sacristy door also be locked?’


‘It is kept open to allow the canons access day and night. Once there, keep the refectory and infirmary buildings to your right, and you will find a gate that takes you out into Place Saint-Nazaire.’


The bells began to chime the hour, their rough clamour filling the empty aisles and giving Piet the cover he needed.


‘Until tonight,’ he said.


‘I will pray for you,’ Vidal replied. ‘Dominus vobiscum.’


Piet ducked under the heavy red curtain and ran to the closest of the huge stone pillars. He paused for a moment, then ran on to the next. As the soldiers moved along the opposite aisle, he stole widdershins up towards the door into the sacristy. He tried the handle. Despite Vidal’s assurance, it was locked.


Silently, Piet cursed. He looked around until he saw that the key was hanging on a chain from a hook screwed into the stone wall. Pulling it free, Piet forced it into the lock. It was ill fitting and, at first, he could not find the catch but, just as the last chime echoed into silence, the latch gave with a heavy clunk.


Too loud. The soldiers swung around towards the noise. The taller of the two, with a vivid scar on his left cheek, dropped the visor of his helmet.


‘Halt! You, stop!’


But Piet was already through the door. He slammed it behind him, then wedged a bench beneath the handle. The barricade would not hold for long, but it would slow his pursuivants’ progress.


He zigzagged through the gardens, leaping over the low hedges of box and into the physic garden. Running past the chapter buildings, he spied the gate at the far end of the cloister and headed towards it. A novice priest stepped into his path, too late for him to avoid the collision. He barrelled into the boy at full pelt, sending him sprawling to the ground. Piet raised an arm in apology, but could not stop. His muscles were burning and his throat was dry, but he powered on until he reached the gate. Moments later, he flung it open and flew out into the labyrinth of La Cité.









CHAPTER SIX


[image: image]


THE BASTIDE



The bells were ringing for eight o’clock as Minou walked under the Porte des Cordeliers and into the Bastide. Some of her earliest memories were of sitting at her mother’s knee, listening to stories of how the two Carcassonnes had come into being: the Roman settlement of Carcasso upon the hill, the swoop of the Visigoths in the fifth century and, seven hundred and fifty years later, the Saracen conquest and the legend of Dame Carcas. Later came the rise and tragic fall of the Trencavel dynasty and the slaughter of the Cathars the young viscount had sought in vain to protect.


‘Without knowing of the mistakes of the past,’ Florence would say, ‘how can we learn not to repeat them? History is our teacher.’


Minou knew every corner, every keystone and doorstop of La Cité, as well as she knew the rhythms of her own heart. How the carillon of the Cathedral of Saint-Nazaire stumbled between the eleventh and twelfth note of the scale. How the vines on the plains below the Porte d’Aude changed colour with the coming of the harvest: from silver to green to crimson. How the winter sun fell upon the graveyard at noon to warm those, like her mother, sleeping in the cold earth.


Minou knew it was her great fortune to have been born in such a place and have the right to call it home. But though she loved their little house in La Cité, she liked the hustle and bustle of the Bastide Saint-Louis more. The citadel was rooted in the past, in thrall to its own history. The lower town, the new Carcassonne, had its sights set on the future.


A wooden hoop wobbled into Minou’s path. She caught it up and handed it back to its owner, a girl with a soot-smutted face and a blue kerchief tied around her neck.


‘Merci,’ the child said, giggling and darting back behind her mother’s skirts.


Minou smiled. She had played such games in these streets, the smooth surface of the lanes of the Bastide so much better for a hoop and stick than the cobbled pathways of La Cité.


Minou carried on up rue Carrière Mage, dodging the mass of carts and ox-drays, dog traps and geese, still thinking about her mother. A memory of herself at eight years old, doing her lessons at the kitchen table in the afternoon. The sun streaming in through the open back door, lighting her slate and chalks. Her mother’s clear voice, patient, turning learning into a wonderful story.


‘The Bastide was founded in the mid thirteenth century, fifty years after the bloody crusade that saw Viscount Trencavel murdered in his own castle and La Cité stripped of its independence. To punish the inhabitants for rebellion against the Crown, Saint-Louis expelled every citizen of the medieval city and ordered a new town to be built on the reclaimed swamp and marshland on the left bank of the river Aude instead. Two major roads running north to south, and east to west – like this and this.’ Florence drew the outline of the town on a sheet of paper. ‘See? Then, here, smaller streets in between. The two cathedral churches, Saint-Michel and Saint-Vincent, that took their names from the medieval suburbs of La Cité destroyed by Simon de Montfort’s Crusaders.’


‘It looks like the shape of a cross.’


Florence nodded. ‘A Cathar cross, so it does. The first people went to live in the Bastide in the year twelve hundred and sixty-two. A city of refugees, of honest people put forcibly from their homes. At first the Bastide lived in the grand shadow of the fortified citadel. But, little by little, the new Carcassonne began to thrive. Time marched on. Centuries passed. While the royal coffers in Paris were depleted year after year after year through wars with England, with Italy, and with the Spanish Netherlands, the Bastide survived the years of famine and plague, and grew in wealth and influence. Wool and linen and silks. Carcassonne on the hill was eclipsed by Carcassonne on the plain.’


‘What does eclipsed mean?’ Minou had asked, and she’d been rewarded with her mother’s smile.


‘It means “overshadowed”,’ Florence replied. ‘In the Bastide, different trades set up their shops in different streets. The apothecaries and notaries in one place, the rope makers and wool merchants in another. The printers and booksellers favoured rue du Marché.’


‘Like Papa?’


‘Like Papa.’


The memory started to fade, as it always did, and Minou found herself alone again in the bright February morning with the familiar sense of loss. She had her mother’s drawing still, though the chalk lines had grown faint on the paper, and used it now to teach Aimeric and Alis as their mother once had taught her.


Minou set her sights on the day ahead, then walked into the Grande Place. The most coveted pitches were under the covered market in the centre, or beneath the wooden colonnades that bordered the square. Even during Lent, the place was a riot of colour and commerce on market day. She tried to take pleasure in the spectacle. Hawkers, with cages of wild fowl and embroidered hoods for hunting birds, called out to the finely dressed women and men walking past.


But, in truth, despite the bustling and convivial atmosphere, her spirits were troubled. A chill wind was blowing through the Languedoc. For all that Carcassonne was some two weeks’ ride from the powerful cities of the north, and the customs of the south were different, Minou feared their shop’s reputation for selling books to suit all religious tastes was out of step with the increasingly intolerant times.


Bernard Joubert was a faithful Catholic, adhering to the old ways from habit as much as piety. It had been his wife who had both a skill for business and an enquiring mind to match it. Tolerance ran in her veins as steady and true as her Languedocien blood. It was she who had suggested that they should stock the words men wanted to read: Thomas Aquinas and St Paul, Zwingli and Calvin, devotional works in English and romances in Dutch.


‘We shall all be reunited in God’s heavenly Kingdom,’ she would say to her husband when he wavered, ‘whichever path we follow to get there. God is greater than anything man can comprehend. He sees all. Forgives all our sins. He expects no more than for us each to do our best to serve Him.’


Florence’s instincts had been right and the business had thrived. Joubert’s reputation grew. He was known to be able to acquire religious works from Geneva, from Amsterdam, Paris, Antwerp and London, and both collectors and ordinary citizens made a path to his door. Manuscripts from the English monasteries and convents looted in old King Henry’s time, now circulating freely throughout the Midi, fetched a particularly good price. Most successful were Marot’s translations of the Psalms into French and editions of the Gospels, which Bernard printed on his own press. It was the bookshop that kept him putting one foot in front of the other when his grief at Florence’s death threatened to overwhelm him.


At least it had.


Some weeks ago, the shutters of their bookshop had been daubed with crude accusations of blasphemy. Bernard had tried to dismiss it as the work of idle fools, stirring up mischief for mischief’s sake. Minou hoped he was right. All the same, since the attack there had been a decline in the number of customers visiting the shop. Even the most loyal of patrons were anxious not to be associated with a bookseller whose name might now be on some list of heretics held in Paris or Rome. Her mother would have faced the challenge with fortitude. Bernard could not. The business was struggling and receipts were down.


Minou stopped at her usual stall to buy a fennel pie and some rose-water biscuits to take home for Alis and Aimeric later. She walked past the premises occupied by the limner and portrait painter, waved to Madame Noubel, who was sweeping the steps of her boarding house, then passed the shop selling inks, quills, brushes and easels. The owner, Monsieur Sanchez, was a Spaniard, a Converso who had fled the fires of the Inquisition in Barcelona and had been forced to abjure his Jewish faith. He was kind-hearted and his Dutch wife, a gaggle of beautiful, dark-featured children at her skirts, always had ready a biscuit or a piece of candied peel to give to the urchins sent into the Bastide from the villages to beg.


Their immediate neighbour was a rival bookseller, a quarrelsome man from the Montagne Noire who specialised in disreputable chap books, bawdy verses and provocative pamphlets. His shutters, cracked and in need of oil, were rusted shut. She had not seen him for days.


Minou stood in front of their blue-painted door and took a deep breath. She told herself that of course the familiar façade would look as it always did. Why should it not? The door would be locked and untampered with. The shutters would be unmolested. The sign – B JOUBERT – LIVRES ACHAT ET VENTE – would be hanging from the metal hooks on the stone wall. There would be no repeat of the attack some weeks previously.


Minou looked.


All was well. The knot in her chest vanished. Nothing was amiss. There was no sign of malice or disorder, no evidence of interference. Everything looked just as it had when she had taken her leave the previous afternoon.


‘How now!’ cried Charles. ‘Another cold one, I warrant.’


Minou spun round. Monsieur Sanchez’s eldest son was standing on the corner of rue du Grand Séminaire, waving at her. He was lusty and strong, but simple minded. A child in a man’s body.


‘Good morning, Charles,’ she called back.


He carried on with a smile on his broad face and a sparkle in his flattened eyes.


‘A cruel wind blows in February,’ he said. ‘Cold, cold and cold again . . .’


‘So it is.’


‘Set to be fair all day, or so say the clouds.’ Charles gestured to the sky with both hands, a strange flapping motion, as if he was shooing geese. Minou looked up. Thin strands of flat white cloud, like ribbon, overlaid the rising pink sun. He put his finger to his lips. ‘Clouds have secrets, sshh, if we but have the wit to listen.’


Minou nodded.


Charles stared, as if only just seeing her, then began the conversation over as if for the first time.


‘How now. Another cold one. Set to be fair all day!’


Not wishing to be limed in the same tangle of words, Minou held up the keys and made a pantomime of unlocking the door.


‘To work,’ she said, and stepped inside.


It was dark in the shop but, as Minou breathed in the familiar scent of tallow and leather and paper, she could tell everything was as she had left it: the pool of yellow wax cold on the counter, her father’s inkhorn and quill, a pile of new acquisitions waiting to be catalogued and placed on the shelves, the ledger and accounts book on the desk.


She went through to the small room at the rear of the shop to fetch the tinder box. The printing press stood silent, the trays of iron letters beside it, unused now for several weeks. A square of daylight fell through the tiny window, revealing a sheen of dust on the wooden shelf where the rolls of paper were stored. Minou wiped it clean with her finger.


Would she ever hear the rattle of the press again? Her father had lost interest even in reading, let alone in printing. Though he still sat by the fire with a book open upon his lap, often he did not turn a single page.


She fetched the tinder box and struck at the stone until she had a spark, then went back into the main room. With the taper, she lit a fresh candle upon the counter, then the lamps. It was only now, as light flooded the chamber, that Minou noticed a corner of white paper sticking out from beneath the door mat.


She picked it up. Heavy paper of good quality; black ink, but in a rough hand and crude block letters. It was addressed to her, rather than to her father – and by her given name: MADEMOISELLE MARGUERITE JOUBERT. She frowned. She never received personal letters. Everyone she knew, with the exception of her estranged uncle and aunt in Toulouse, lived in Carcassonne. In any case, she was always known by her nickname, ‘Minou’, never Marguerite.


Minou turned the letter over. Her interest sharpened. The letter was sealed with a family insignia, though the seal was cracked. Had she damaged it when she picked it up? Moreover, it looked like it had been applied in haste, for the parchment around it was marked with loose teardrops of red wax. Two initials, a B and a P, were set either side of some kind of mythical creature – a lion perhaps – with talons and a tied forked tail. Below that was an inscription too small to read without the aid of a magnifying glass.


In the liminal space between one breath and the next, Minou felt something shimmer inside her. A memory of such an image above a door, of a voice singing a lullaby in the old language.




‘Bona nuèit, bona nuèit . . . 


Braves amics, pica mièja-nuèit


Cal finir velhada.’





She frowned. Her conscious mind did not understand the words, though she had the sense that beneath the surface the meaning was clear.


Minou fetched the paper knife from the counter, slipped the tip beneath the fold and broke the seal. Inside was a single sheet of paper which looked to have been used before. At the top, the writing was obscured with what looked like soot. But, at the bottom, were five clear words written on it in black ink, in the same clumsy hand as on the outside.




SHE KNOWS THAT YOU LIVE.





Minou turned cold. What did it mean? Were the words a threat or a warning? Then the brass bell above the door rang, clattering into the silence of the shop.


Not wanting anyone to see the letter, Minou quickly thrust it into the lining of her cloak, then turned around with her working smile upon her face. The day’s work had begun.
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The scratch of the quill upon paper. The viscous ink staining the white pages black. The more I write, the more there is to tell. Each story gives birth to another story, and another.


There are no secrets in a village. Though time wears memory away, someone always talks in the end. Seduced by a coin in the hand, a rod upon the back, the curve of a breast beneath a summer shift. In the passing of the years, those stories intended to remain hidden and those in common sight become blurred.


Anyone and anything can be bought. Information, a soul, a promise of advancement or a bribe to be left in peace. A letter, delivered for a sou. A reputation ruined for the price of a loaf of bread. And when gold and silver fail, there is always the point of a knife.


Courage is a fair-weather friend.


Scribble, scribble. Men are frail creatures, easily turned. This I learnt at my father’s knee. My education in the arts of seduction came from him, though I did not know then it was a sin. I did not know it was unnatural. He told me it was his right to make a woman of me though I was no more than ten years of age and knew no better. I was obedient. I feared a beating more than I feared what he did to me in his chamber at night. I learnt too that, when I cried, he was angry and so punished me more harshly. Showing weakness encourages not pity but contempt.


He was my first. I killed him when his guard was down, his sword lying on the floor in his chamber and his foul appetites satisfied. I obtained the poison from a travelling apothecary, in the usual way girls are obliged to acquire things from men.


How easy it is to stop the beating of a heart.


The midwife was the second. She took longer to die, flattered by my visit. The low, white cottage at the edge of the village. Ale and a roaring fire loosened her tongue. Overjoyed to have an audience for her rambling reminiscences of those feeble-minded sons and daughters she had helped bring into the world.


Her milky eyes grew misty with the past. Many winters past, yes there had been a birth, but she was bound never to speak of it. How many years? A dozen, a score? She could not remember now. On her honour. A boy or girl? She could not say one way or the other. All these years, she had kept her word. She was not a tattle-tale.


The crack-toothed fool. She was too boastful, she was proud. And pride, as the Proverbs instruct us, is a sin hated by the Lord and one that will not go unpunished. Her clouded eyes flickered when she realised I was not a friend. But, by then, it was too late.


She bruised easily, her loose skin turning purple with each twist of my hands. White eyes turning red. A pillow, the slip stained yellow with the smoke and sweat of her many years. I had not thought she would have so much fight in her. Her bone-cracked limbs kicking and fighting as I pressed the cloth over her mouth and nose. She should be grateful that I cleansed her soul of so grievous a sin before dispatching her to her Maker.


I went from there to the chapel and confessed only my venial sins, keeping the dispatch of the midwife a secret between myself and God. The priest had no need to hear it. It is the Lord’s voice I hear in my head, no other. I made a prayer of contrition. He gave me penance and absolution, secure that I repented.


Later, I gave my confessor the comfort men desire, even those who stand closest to God’s heart.












CHAPTER SEVEN
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LA CITÉ



From the cover of the apothecary’s doorway, Piet looked out into the street. Steam was rising from the cobblestones. Everything glistened bright with promise. Of his pursuivants, there was no sign.


Piet stepped out of the doorway, still asking himself the same question. Had he misread the situation? Was it likely that the soldiers knew who he was? No. More probable they had seen a man – a stranger to Carcassonne – making his way by stealth into the cathedral and had gone to investigate. There were rumours aplenty of priests being attacked at prayer. His reaction spoke of guilt and so, of course, they had pursued him.


On the other hand, what if there was more to it? Piet was certain that he had not been followed from Toulouse to Carcassonne. He’d taken a circuitous route through the Lauragais and would have noticed someone on his tail. Since arriving he had taken every care. His horse was stabled in Trivalle and he had told no one where he was lodging in the Bastide, until Vidal this past hour.


Heads or tails, a roll of the dice. Should he stay or quit Carcassonne now, while he was still at liberty? Had his description been circulated? Even now were more soldiers looking for him? Had he become a risk to his comrades? Despite every precaution, was there a spy within the group? Either in Toulouse or amongst those with whom he was due to parley at noon? Each Carcassonnais came foresworn, their loyalties vouched for, yet Piet had spent long enough in the melting pot of London to know that any one of them could be a traitor. But he was loath to abandon the rendezvous without due cause.


The sole question was should he stay until tonight, and meet with Vidal, or leave? He did not want to bring trouble to his friend’s door, yet the estrangement between them lay heavy. Vidal was the first person – the only person – who had touched his heart since his beloved mother, dead for many years now. If he left Carcassonne without seeing him again, the chance to put things right between them would be lost. Perhaps forever.


Piet continued to where Vidal had said his lodgings were to be found, in the oldest part of La Cité. Red Roman tiles were layered between the grey stones of the towers and he found the house without difficulty. He examined the latch on the garden gate, noted there was a tavern opposite where he could wait out the hours between the lighting of the lamps and their meeting, then moved on.


A crowd of women and children were gathering around a large well, pails in hand, each waiting their turn to draw water. They looked healthy and well, a sharp contrast to many of the children who came into Piet’s passing care in Toulouse. A little girl with a mass of black curls stood scowling up at a fine-looking boy of perhaps thirteen. Ignoring his sister, he was teasing two older girls. One had the complexion of a milkmaid and was spirited. Her cheeks were flushed a pretty pink in the pinch of the morning air and her brown eyes sparkled. Her friend was less fortunate. Her skin was pockmarked and her shoulders hunched, as if she passed her days hoping not to be noticed.


The boy swung his full pail back over the stone ledge, then set a kiss on the lips of the prettier girl.


‘Aimeric, how you dare!’ she cried. ‘You are too bold!’


‘Ha! If you don’t want to be kissed, Marie, you shouldn’t be so sweet on the eye.’


‘I’ll tell my mother!’


He feigned a swoon. ‘That’s no way to treat an admirer who is sick with love for you!’


He blew her another heartfelt kiss. This time, she threw out her hand to catch the imagined love-token in the air. Piet found himself smiling. What he would give to be young again and without a care.


‘Adieu, Aimeric,’ Marie called.


The boy took his sister’s hand. ‘Come, Alis,’ he said, then they disappeared into a nearby house with a rambling wild rose over the lintel. Piet watched the plain friend stare at the closed door for a moment, a mixture of jealousy and longing writ clear upon her face, and his heart ached for her.


Piet made his way down rue Saint-Jean, then through the inner walls into the lists. Ahead, a narrow gate appeared to lead straight out into the countryside.


‘En garde.’


In the tilting yard, two richly dressed boys – no doubt sons of the Seneschal’s household – were practising their strokes under the gimlet eye of their fencing master.


‘Appel, parry. Appel, parry. No!’


The sound of their capped foils clashed as they lunged at one another, then lunged again. Neither boy was fleet of foot, nor gave the impression of being interested in their lesson, but the instructor was unrelenting. Piet had taught himself to fight: with bare knuckles, sticks, poniard or sword, whatever got the job done. His methods were effective, if not elegant.


‘Again. Try again.’


There was no one on duty at the gate. A wisp of steam floating up into the cold air pinpointed where the guard had gone to relieve himself. Piet followed the line of the stone barbican down to the river, then retraced his steps to the stables where he had left his horse the previous evening.


‘I might have need of my horse tonight, or else early on the morrow,’ he said to the groom, pressing a generous tip into his hand. ‘Can you keep her bridled and ready?’


‘As you wish, Monsieur.’


‘And there will be another sou for you if you keep your peace. No need for others to know my business.’


The boy, gap toothed, grinned. ‘I never even saw you.’









CHAPTER EIGHT
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LA BASTIDE



The morning trade was brisk. Minou barely had a moment to herself.


It was not until well past eleven o’clock that she dragged her father’s high stool into the doorway and sat down to rest her feet. She ate the fennel pie, washing the buttery pastry down with ale, then played a wild game of pat-a-cake with the younger Sanchez children until her palms were sore. Musing on the provenance of the letter, she enquired casually of her neighbours if anyone had noticed an early visitor to the shop. No one had.


The bells were striking the quarter-hour shy of midday when Minou heard shouting. Recognising Madame Noubel’s voice, she stepped out to greet her.


Cécile Noubel was a popular figure in rue du Marché. She had buried two husbands, the second of whom had settled upon her the deeds to the boarding house. In her autumn years, she finally had the freedom to live as she pleased.


‘It is by order of the Seneschal,’ the younger soldier was saying. A bare-faced boy, only a few wisps on his chin, he looked scarcely old enough to carry arms.


‘The Seneschal? The Seneschal has no jurisdiction in the Bastide, and he most certainly has no jurisdiction over my boarding house. I pay my taxes. I know my rights.’ She folded her arms. ‘In any case, how do you know the villain is lodging here?’


‘We have it on unimpeachable authority,’ the boy was saying.


‘That will do,’ the captain cut in. Broad and heavily built, he had a thick brown beard and a vertical scar that ran the length of his left cheek. ‘You are suspected of harbouring a known felon. Our information is that he has taken lodgings in the Bastide. We have authority to search all premises where he might be hiding. Yours included.’


Other neighbours had come into the street to see what the commotion was, or were watching from their upper windows. Madame Noubel drew herself up. Her colour was high, but she looked solid and immoveable.


‘Hiding? Am I to understand that you are accusing me of knowingly harbouring a criminal?’


‘Of course not, Madame Noubel,’ the younger man said unhappily, ‘but we are authorised, charged – that is to say, under clear orders – to search your premises. Acting on information received. The charge is serious.’


She shook her head. ‘If you have a warrant from the Présidial – which, so far as I am aware, is still responsible for the governance of the Bastide, not the Seneschal in La Cité – then show it to me, and I shall give you leave to enter. If you do not have such a warrant, you can go whistle!’


‘Cinc minuta, Madama,’ the boy pleaded, dropping into the local language in an attempt to get on her good side. ‘It will take but five minutes.’


‘Do you have a warrant, or no?’


The captain pushed him out of the way. ‘Are you refusing to comply with our orders, woman?’


‘Sire,’ the boy murmured, ‘Madame Noubel is much respected in Carcassonne. There are many who would speak in her defence.’


Although the crowd was enjoying the pantomime, Minou noticed the boy kept glancing at the older man and a shiver of alarm went down her spine. Were they even soldiers? They wore military surcoats, but with no insignia.


The captain prodded the boy in the chest. ‘If you challenge my authority again, paysan,’ he said in a low voice, ‘I’ll have you stripped until you can’t walk for a week.’


The boy dropped his eyes. ‘Oui, mon Capitaine.’


‘Oui, mon Capitaine,’ the captain mimicked. ‘You are a maggot, a kennel rat. You Southerners are all the same. Get on with it. Search the rooms. Every last corner of this boarding house. If the felon is here, use any force necessary to subdue him, but do not kill him. Now!’ he shouted, spraying beads of spittle onto the boy’s cheek. ‘Unless your sympathy for these peasants means you would rather keep their company in gaol?’


In that instant, a cloud crossed the face of the noonday sun, plunging the street into grey shadow, and everything seemed to happen at once. Minou stepped closer. The boy moved awkwardly to the door, as the captain barged Madame Noubel aside to get past. He did not push hard, but she was taken off balance and fell heavily against the frame of the door, cracking her head.


Blood oozed from the wound, staining her white bonnet a vivid red and a shrill scream rang out. Monsieur Sanchez stepped forward just as Minou began to run.


‘Stay back,’ the captain shouted, ‘all of you, else you will find yourselves arrested and charged with obstructing the Seneschal’s orders. Do you understand? We seek a murderer. The law is the law, in Carcassonne as much as in the more civilised regions of France.’


Minou heard the warning but pushed through to the front of the crowd. The soldier turned on her.


‘You. Tend to this harridan, this shrew. Perhaps a spell in the pillory will teach her to curb her tongue.’


Boiling with fury, Minou crouched beside her friend. Madame Noubel’s eyes were closed and a thin trail of blood was dripping down her cheek.


‘Madame,’ she whispered, ‘it is me, Minou. Do not speak, but nod if you can hear me.’


The slightest movement told Minou that her message was heard. She took a kerchief from her sleeve and dabbed away the blood.


‘Any person still here by the time our search is concluded,’ the captain yelled, ‘will run the risk of finding themselves detained at the Seneschal’s pleasure.’ He grabbed Minou by the arm and dragged her to her feet. ‘This woman must be able to sit unaided and answer to her own name. I will hold you responsible if she cannot. Do you understand?’


Minou nodded. He shook her again.


‘Cat got your tongue? Do. You. Understand?’


Minou raised her eyes and answered. ‘I do.’


He held her arm for a moment longer, then shrugged her away from him and stormed into the boarding house.


The instant he’d gone, Madame Noubel’s eyes opened.


‘He knocked me down. Without provocation, he knocked me down.’


‘I think it was an accident,’ Minou said cautiously.


‘Accident or no, the result is the same! Did he apologise? Do I not own my house? I shall report him—’


‘Hold still, Madame Noubel, you are still bleeding.’


‘“By order of the Seneschal”! The Seneschal has no authority in the Bastide. I have run these lodgings for a dozen years without a single complaint.’


Minou glanced up at the boarding house, where the sounds of rooms being ransacked filtered out through the open windows. She was certain Madame Noubel should not antagonise such a man. Accident or no, there was something lawless about him. The local man, the boy soldier, clearly thought the same.


‘Madame, come away and I will dress your wound.’


‘How dare he treat me like some – some miscreant. I am a respectable widow . . . such things do not happen in Carcassonne.’


‘We should leave.’


‘Leave?’ Madame Noubel, despite the shock, was outraged.


‘I do not think you should be here when they come back out. Though they claim to come from the Seneschal, I do not believe it. Would a captain of the royal garrison behave to you as he did? Besides, the Seneschal’s men wear blue. These ruffians are in green and with no markings.’


‘But I asked to see their warrant—’


‘Which they did not show you,’ Minou said, glancing again at the boarding house. ‘I am sure they are private soldiers. Or worse, mercenaries.’
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