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			ROGER CONSIDERED his next move warily. His friend and opponent, Olivier, had all but surrounded Roger’s king, and the man-at-arms had little hope of victory.

			They sat in a window seat, high in the east wall of Castle Blanchefontaine’s keep. Outside the window, its shutters open to the crisp air and dark-gold sunlight of autumn, the view was unobstructed: the cliff on which the castle perched fell away to a steep forested slope ending far below at the little river Derwent. Olivier leaned on one hand, looking over the treetops, sniffing the spiced air appreciatively.

			“Surrender, brother,” he said. “ ’Tis checkmate in three moves.”

			They were playing with wooden pieces carved from light and dark wood. The chessmen were not so elegant as the elephant-ivory set with which Sir Jehan, Sieur de Blanchefontaine, played—nor even his second-best set of deer bone—but they were well carved, the pieces smooth with the oils of long handling, and the board was neatly ruled, the dark squares stained with walnut juice.

			“Ah, fie!” Roger sat back. “What is it I ought to have done?”

			Chess was one of the castle’s favorite pastimes, and Olivier was one of its best practitioners, and Roger was weary of losing to his Lucinda—hence the chess lesson.

			“Four moves ago—” began Olivier, but then he stopped and cocked his head. A heavy tread was heard on the winding stair; a moment later the tapestry that closed off the entrance to the turret stairway was unceremoniously whipped aside and through the narrow archway, filling it entirely, came the grim form of Sir Balthasar, the mareschal and castellan of Blanchefontaine. This autumn, with Sir Jehan away at court in London, Sir Balthasar answered only to Lady Isabeau, Sir Jehan’s wife. Otherwise he had sole command of military affairs at the castle: defense of the castle itself and maintaining the law throughout the fields, forests, and villages of Sir Jehan’s manor.

			A tall man, Sir Balthasar, barrel-chested and dense with muscle. His face, with the scars gained in a life of combat, darkly ruddy and heavy-boned, bore its usual expression of dour irascibility; his black eyes glittered under shelving brow ridges. The castellan was one of the most feared knights in the North Country, powerful of body and so proficient at slaughter that even the warlike Scots avoided Blanchefontaine lands on the strength of his name.

			He strode up to the window seat, the planks of the corridor floor booming beneath his weight. The two men-at-arms stood as a mark of respect. Sir Balthasar tossed a bundle of cloth to the window ledge.

			“Put those on over your gambesons: you’re to be wagoners. Wear your daggers, but put your swords beneath the wagon seat,” he said in his grinding bass. “Come to the bailey. Today we go hunting a demon.” He made to turn away, then turned back. He scowled at the chessboard as though he bore it ill will. He turned to Roger. “You play the brown pieces?”

			Roger nodded.

			“I thought it might be you; you’re worse at chess than you are with horses. Give over—it’s mate in three moves. Go kiss Lucinda farewell, then to the bailey. Do not tarry.”

			He strode away, and Olivier picked up the bundle: hooded cloaks to wear over their usual garb. He tossed one to Roger, and they started down.

			“Mark me, this is because of that whoreson merchant’s story,” said Roger.

			“But yes,” said Olivier. “God grant it’s some drunken mistake on his part.”

			“If it isn’t, I’d rather Father Baudoin were along. Or better, went himself and left us well out of it.”
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			THERE WAS A NORTH–SOUTH ROAD that crossed Blanchefontaine property, running through wooded ravines and along ridges, providing access to the Cheviots in the north and intersecting with paths west to Carlisle and east to Durham and York. Merchants traveled this road, in caravans of several wagons, with hired men-at-arms for protection. One such merchant, a certain Ivo Chaffer of York, had arrived at the castle a day ago, footsore and breathless, accompanied by a few servants and wagoners.

			The tale he stammered to Lady Isabeau was unsettling. His party, a single wagon with mounted guards, was on the road, moving through the fog of a deep forest hollow, when they were shaken by a deep moaning roar, an eerie sound of ineffable menace. Uncertain whether to proceed, Ivo had his driver halt the wagon and set the brake. Moments later a demon, taller than a man, with the hooked horns of wild cattle projecting from its head and tusks like a boar’s curling up from its snout, glaring red eyes, and twisted spikes projecting from its back, strode forth from the shadows of the trees, fog swirling about its legs. Howling manlike figures, with horns sprouting from their heads, came behind it, beating swords on shields, and the moaning came again, seeming to surround them: a sickening, daunting sound.

			The demon had walked ponderously up to the halted wagon and killed the draft horse with a single blow from its thick right arm. A moment later the guard had broken, wheeled their horses, and galloped off down the road. The merchant and his servants had leaped from the wagons and pelted off after them, expecting at any moment to be dragged down to Hell.

			Now he appealed to Lady Isabeau for sanctuary, and help in returning to York. This she granted, and then Sir Balthasar spoke privately to her of mounting a punitive expedition.
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			THEY ASSEMBLED IN THE BAILEY. Sir Balthasar explained the order of march. There was a closed merchant’s wagon, which Roger and Olivier were to drive, to be accompanied by a squad of four mounted men-at-arms, whose function was to turn and run when the demon appeared, to encourage the attackers.

			A more serious force would follow the wagon at a distance. This party, led by Sir Balthasar, would consist of twenty mounted men-at-arms and five of the household knights: Sir Tancred, his brother Sir Alain, the taciturn Sir Walter, Sir Eudo, and the other Sir Alain, very short but broad as a stable door, a man of great strength and endurance. This force would be the jaws of the trap. Alerted by the mounted men pretending to flee, galloping back down the road, Sir Balthasar’s men would immediately launch a charge, to arrive at the battle at a full gallop and crash into the assailants. The four fleeing guards would of course turn again and follow Sir Balthasar into the fray.

			“In this way we encourage an attack on the wagon, and so come to grips with the evildoers,” said Sir Balthasar, as calmly as if he were discussing arrangements for the great hall during a coming feast. And then, in a manner that suggested he spoke only as a matter of formality: “Is there anyone who does not understand his part in this endeavor?”

			Olivier spoke from the side of the little group, his normal cheerful tone greatly subdued. “My lord, our escort is to flee, to draw on the attack. If ’tis a demon, will it need to be so baited? And what are Roger and I to do, away up there on the carriage seat, with no mounts on which to flee, and only the slow wagon to ride?”

			“Certes, it may be no demon at all, but only a band of robbers, perhaps one bigger than the rest, and the guards’ fears making him seem a devil. Any road, I expect you to remain alive till I come, which will not be so very long, and then I will force this demon to remove. It may remove to Hell or to Scotland, but it may not remain on Blanchefontaine lands; I will not permit it. If it presses you too closely, throw Roger to it.”

			There was a round of muffled laughter at that: muffled, because no one wanted to be too familiar with the formidable castellan, and because they were all uneasy: not at the thought of battle, which was like breathing to them, but at the thought of an unholy foe and the fear of soul-death.

			The castle chaplain, Father Baudoin, for whom Sir Balthasar had little love, now came scurrying from the keep, the guards closing the gatehouse door behind him with a muffled thud and a rattle of bolts. The lean young priest came up to the war party, glanced warily at Sir Balthasar, licked dry lips, and bade the men kneel. Everyone went down on one knee in the dirt of the bailey, and Father Baudoin made the sign of the cross over them, muttering a group absolution. He bade them present their weapons; there was a general ringing clatter as swords and daggers were unsheathed, the occasional axe drawn from a belt loop. Father Baudoin drew a bottle of holy water from his gown and went along the line, sprinkling the blades and muttering protective blessings on the warriors and their weapons.

			When he had done, the group arose, slapping at their dusty knees with their gauntlets, gathering up their mounts’ reins, swinging up into the saddles with a great creaking of leather and chiming of spurs and harness.

			Sir Balthasar had not mounted yet, and the priest took the opportunity to approach him where he stood beside the decoy wagon.

			Olivier leaned toward Roger. “Father always looks like he’s bit into a sour apple,” he said in a low voice.

			Roger grunted. “He is a sour apple. And he’s always pestering me to marry Lucinda.”

			“My lord,” said Father Baudoin, a bit too loudly, “I beg you reconsider this, this rash expedition, this folly. When visitations such as this are permitted by the Lord, penance and prayer are called for; swords and pikes will be useless against one of the Fallen.”

			The castellan turned toward him. “You could ride with us, Father, on the lead wagon, and admonish this afreet back into perdition,” said Sir Balthasar, in a voice of false sincerity.
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