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    For all those who suffer in the name of unproven beliefs.
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A Word from the Author
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“Such are the heights of wickedness

to which men are driven by religion.”

—Lucretius 99–55 B.C.

Lucretius knew what he was talking about. In the two thousand years since he lived, millions of people have died or suffered in religious wars—and there is still no shortage of hatred and fanaticism around the world today.

It is difficult, sitting comfortably in a chair reading a book, to understand what drives an individual to kill in the name of his or her God. How much more difficult is it to understand what motivates entire nations to go to war for their beliefs? Yet, historically, it is not an uncommon occurrence.

Eight hundred years ago, religion dominated most people’s lives and guided their actions on a daily basis. People in the thirteenth century weren’t scared of cancer or climate change. Instead, they worried about what would happen to their souls after they died. To them, the soul was as real as the body, and they were concerned with it in the same way we might be concerned about what would happen to our bodies after a car crash. The difference is that damage to our bodies lasts only until we can be fixed up in a hospital. Damage to the soul lasted for eternity.

To save an eternal soul, you were entitled to do almost anything to the temporary body. Monks whipped their backs to a bloody pulp to purify their souls. Anyone who put their own, or someone else’s, soul in danger could be tortured in unspeakable ways, and then burned alive. The people who supported and took part in these punishments truly felt they were acting for the best.

The soul was so much more important than the body that anything was justifiable to save it, and many Christians fervently believed that it was their duty to go out into the world and forcibly convert non-Christians, or kill them in the process. Time and again, European kings and lords led armies into the Holy Land and to Al-Andalus—the part of what we now call Spain that was ruled by the Muslim Moors—to do battle with people who believed in a different God. The Crusades were popular, and people—from kings and emperors to holy men and children—flocked to them. But not all Crusades were fought in far away places.

In this strange world where belief was all important, thousands of people in Languedoc, a separate country in what is now the southwest corner of France, believed differently. They were Cathars—Christians whose beliefs did not match those of the Catholic Church. In the eyes of the Church, the Cathars were heretics, endangering their own souls and those of all to whom they preached. They had to be got rid of, even if it meant building human bonfires.

In 1208, Pope Innocent III called for a Crusade against the heretics of Languedoc. In doing so, he triggered a brutal war, not in some far off corner of the heathen world, but in the heart of Christendom. It was called the Albigensian Crusade, and it resulted in tens of thousands of deaths and the destruction of a unique culture and language. The war lasted from 1209 to 1244, although the Inquisition’s search for individual heretics lasted much longer. The last known Cathar—William Belibaste—was burned at the stake in 1321 in the courtyard of the castle at Villerouge-Termenes, long after the Crusaders had gone home. There is no evidence that any souls were saved.
MAJOR CHARACTERS IN THE HERETIC'S SECRET TRILOGY

* denotes fictitious character

Abdul*—Swordsmith in Toledo

Adam*—One of John and Peter’s friends.

Adso*—Soldier and John’s friend.

Albrecht*—Expert in siege engines.

Alessandro*—Scribe for King Pedro of Aragon.

Angels—Band of thugs supported by Bishop Foulques in Toulouse.

Armand Gauthier*—Provost of the Abbey at Citeaux.

Arnaud Aumery—Abbot of the Cistercian Monastery of Citeaux and spiritual leader of the Crusade.

Arnulf*—A Falcon.

Beatrice of Albi*—Cathar Perfect and John’s teacher.

Bertrand*—Brigand leader.

Dario*—Mysterious artist from Languedoc who drew the new cathedrals being built in the north.

Diogenes*—Hermit living in the hills above Plovdiv.

Dominic Guzman—Travelling priest and preacher. Now known as St. Dominic, founder of the Dominicans and the formal Inquisition. The first nunnery he founded was a copy of a Cathar Perfect House.

Esclarmonde—Raymond Roger's sister and a famous Cathar Perfect.

Eudes III—Duke of Burgundy, Knight of the Crusade.

Fernando-del-Huesca*—Knight who fought on the Moorish side in Al-Andalus.

Foulques—Bishop of Toulouse.

Francesco—St. Francis of Assisi.

Henri*—Monk who works for Arnaud Aumery

Herodotus—Roman historian.

Herve de Donzy—Count of Nevers, Knight of the Crusade.

Innocent III—Pope who called for the Crusade against the Cathar heretics.

Isabella*—Friend of Peter and John in Toulouse.

Jacques*—A spy for Adso and Bertrand.

John*—Boy who gets caught up in the war.

Lucius*—Ancient Roman author.

Marcus Britannicus*—Roman villa owner in Languedoc.

Marie*—One of John and Peter’s friends.

Mother Marie*—Abbess of the Priory of St. Anne in Toulouse. She taught John and Peter to read and write.

Muhammad an-Nasir—Caliph of Al-Andalus.

Nasir al-Din*—Librarian at Madinat al-Zahra.

Nicodemus*—Eastern Orthodox monk.

Oddo of Saxony*—Mercenary soldier in the Crusader army and leader of a band called the Falcons.

Olivier*—Abbot of St. Gilles.

Origen—Early church father whose ideas were later rejected.

Paulus*—A merchant.

Pedro II—King of Aragon and Count of Barcelona.

Peire*—Soldier in the Crusader army.

Peter*—John’s childhood friend.

Philip*—Cistercian lay brother with the Crusader army.

Pierre of Castelnau—Papal Legate to Languedoc.

Pierre des Vaux de Cernay—Catholic chronicaller of the crusade

Raymond of Toulouse—Count of Languedoc and, before the Crusade, the equal in standing to the King of France.

Raymond Roger—Count of Foix.

Roger Trenceval—Viscount of Carcassonne and Béziers. Liege to Raymond of Toulouse.

Shabaka*—Freed Nubian slave.

Simon de Montfort—Landless lord who took over the Crusade in exchange for the lands he could conquer. His youngest son, also called Simon, is credited with calling the first parliament in England.

Stephen*—Boy who grew up in Minerve.

Ugolini di Conti—Cardinal in Rome and the future Pope Gregory IX. Supporter of Francesco.

Umar of Cordova*—Half Moorish Cathar Perfect.

William of Arles*—Troubadour

William Belibaste—The last known Cathar Perfect.

William of Minerve—Lord of Minerve.
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The Last Heretic

[image: ]


Villerouge-Termenès

August 24

You will be the last to die,” the black-clad priest said almost gleefully. “There are no more. Once you are dust, this land will be free from your foul heresy."

William Bélibaste forced his shattered mouth into a parody of a smile. “What you say, Master Inquisitor, may be true,” he slurred, “but it has taken all the might of the Catholic Church more than one hundred years to kill a few thousand of us. Does that not show you the power of our ideas? When you examine your mind, is there not a tiny piece that says, ‘Perhaps they were right?’"

The priest shook his head. “A hundred years is but a blink in God’s eternity."

“And the momentary pain I face is nothing compared to the paradise to which I go. It is you I pity, facing endless repetitions of an ignorant life in the cesspit of this material world."

“We shall see what your pity is worth on the bonfire," the priest responded, angrily pushing Bélibaste forward through the archway into the bright courtyard of the castle at Villerouge-Termenès.

Bélibaste squinted in the sharp light, closed his eyes and raised his head to feel the sun’s warmth on his face. He drew in a deep draft of air and caught a faint smell of lavender. It reminded him of his childhood, tending his father’s flock of sheep among the limestone hills around his village. They had been happy days, before a life of loneliness, running and hiding. But he was content now, too.

If William had one regret, it was that he had not lived one hundred and fifteen years ago, before the armoured knights of the crusade and their compassionless inquisitor priests had thundered down on his people. It was difficult to imagine those wonderful days when men and women of the Elect could walk openly, meet and minister to their congregations; when they were welcomed everywhere, from the simplest village hearth to the court of the most powerful lord. It must have been as close as this evil, corrupt world had ever come to paradise. But it was a vanished world. The priest was right: William Bélibaste was the last of the Elect.

A push in the small of his back brought William back to the present. He opened his eyes to see the stake in front of him, surrounded by neatly tied bundles of dry logs, straw and vine cuttings. To one side, a hooded executioner stood holding a burning torch.

William stumbled on the rough cobbles, not through fear, but because his crushed left foot was twisted in at an awkward angle. Every hobbling step sent needles of pain shooting up his leg, but he would not give the priest or the watching crowd the satisfaction of showing it. He wore a coarse woollen tunic that stretched from his neck to his ankles and hid the livid scars where red-hot irons had seared his flesh. His arms were tied behind his back, but there was no need—both his shoulders had been so seriously dislocated that, even had his arms been free, he would not have had the strength to lift a spoon and feed himself. William also suspected that several of his fingers were broken.

As William approached the pyre, he was intrigued to see that the builders had thoughtfully shaped the bundles of sticks into a short staircase up to the stake.

“Do you renounce Satan and all his ways?” the priest intoned.

“Of course I do,” William said, through his broken teeth. “I renounce Satan and all this worldly filth. And I renounce Satan’s minion in Rome—the Pope and his corrupt Church."

A gasp ran through the watching crowd.

“So you admit, as you face an eternity of the torments of hell, that you are a Cathar Perfect, and that you have led others into this abominable heresy?"

“You call us ‘Cathars’ and the Elect ‘Perfects’, but to ourselves we are simply Good Men and Good Women, struggling to bring light into this darkness."

William found strength as he spoke. He forced himself to stand taller and look his inquisitor in the eye. “Together, we are Good Christians, preserving the old ways and offering hope. Your degenerate Church is putrid at the heart. It offers nothing but suffering and damnation."

William raised his gaze to address the men and women gathered behind his questioner. “You think you eat the body of Christ at Communion? How big was this Christ that his body can feed so many?"

The crowd shifted uncomfortably, but William heard a choked laugh and saw a few heads nod in agreement.

“You bow and scrape to priests and cardinals who drown in the filth of the material world. How can they lead you to anything but depravity? You worship idols and—"

“Enough!” The inquisitor’s voice cut William off. “Enough of this evil! The Holy Inquisition is done with this verminous devil. I place him in the hands of the secular authorities to do with as they see fit."

The Mayor of Villerouge-Termenès stepped forward nervously. He would rather not do this, but he had no choice. The Inquisition could investigate, but it could not condemn. Although that decision was left to the secular authorities, it would be a brave man who refused to do the Inquisition’s bidding.

“For the crimes of heresy, denying the divinity of Christ, consorting with devils, and seducing others into your evil ways, I sentence you, William Bélibaste, to death by burning."

Two men stepped forward and half led, half carried William up the pyre to the stake. There they bound him around the waist and chest so that he remained upright.

The men hurried down, leaving William alone.

“I shall pray for your misguided soul,” the inquisitor intoned.

“And I yours,” William replied.

The mayor nodded to the executioner, who walked around the pyre, thrusting his torch in among the dry kindling. Tiny yellow flames grasped eagerly at the straw and grew. They turned orange as they began to eat at the sticks.

William shivered. He began to recite the only prayer the Elect recognized.

Our Father who art in Heaven,

The flames gathered strength and moved toward William’s feet.

Hallowed be Thy name.

His feet were burning, the skin blistering, the pain shooting up his legs.

Thy kingdom come,

The inquisitor’s mouth was moving in prayer, but William heard only his own voice and the crackling of the hungry flames.

thy will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.

The pain moved higher as his robe burned. Searing, blinding pain.

Give us this day our supplementary bread,

William concentrated with all his might. The pain was transitory. It would pass. It would pass.

and remit our debts as we forgive our debtors.

William knew what he had to do. It had been drummed into every member of the Elect. He must wait and endure the agony as long as possible. And then, when the pain became too great, he had to breathe in the fire as deeply as he could. That would hasten the end.

And keep us from temptation

The bright flames raced hungrily up William’s body.

and free us from evil.

His hair was alight.

Thine is the kingdom,

He closed his eyes and threw his head back.

the power and glory

Wait! he told himself.

William’s heart was racing.

Wait!

He had stopped sweating and felt oddly cold.

Wait!

The agony engulfed him.

for ever and ever.

Wait!

Amen.

William thrust his head forward into the flames and drew them into his body with a single deep breath. The shock stopped his heart and he slumped forward. The charred ropes holding him upright gave way and his body collapsed into the roaring heart of the fire. The crusaders and the Inquisition had won—the last of the Elect was dead.
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Toulouse

August 15, 1206

That was as much fun as watching a group of travelling players,” John said with a laugh. “Bishop Foulques is such a fool, it’s not surprising that the Cathars won."

John and Peter stood in the square in front of the imposing bulk of St. Sernin Cathedral in Toulouse. It was August 15, the feast of the Assumption of the Virgin Mary, the day when Christ’s mother ascended, body and soul, into heaven, and there was a party atmosphere in the air. It had been a hot day, and although the sun had already dipped behind the surrounding buildings, heat still radiated uncomfortably from the uneven cobbles underfoot. People stood in small knots, animatedly discussing the debate that had just finished in the cathedral. Pairs of black-robed Cathar Perfects, both men and women, strolled through the crowds, stopping to talk to those who hailed them.

“The point is not to have fun,” Peter replied, staring seriously at the cathedral, “and it’s not a question of winning or losing. Only God can win."

John looked hard at his friend. Lately, it had become almost impossible to have a light-hearted conversation with him. Peter took everything John said so seriously, and he seemed to have suddenly developed a certainty that he knew better than John what God wanted.

John shrugged. He wasn’t going to let Peter’s new-found pomposity spoil his fun on his favourite feast day. “All right,” John conceded, “the debate was a serious matter, but even you must admit that the Cathars were a lot more popular with the audience."

“Popularity is fleeting. Souls are eternal, and it is their well-being that the Church must address."

“Of course the Church must look after our souls,” said John, stifling a sigh of frustration, “but must it not also win over the mass of the people to convince them that it can save their souls?"

“You think too much of what happens in this world, John.” Peter turned and looked gravely at his friend. “It’s the next world that’s important. Look at all the time you spend on your drawing. Where does it get you?"

“What’s wrong with my drawing?” John asked indignantly.

“Art is only important as a way to glorify God,” Peter said, his voice taking on a lecturing tone. “Look at the magnificent golden paintings of the saints in the cathedral."

“But they’re not real! They have no depth, no life.” John could feel himself growing angry. It was one thing to disagree over the debate, quite another for Peter to criticize the thing John loved more than anything. Peter opened his mouth to object, but John held up his hand and continued. “I agree that art in the great cathedrals should glorify God, but why can’t that be done with realistic paintings?"

“Because God does not wish it,” Peter said, his eyes gleaming with conviction. “He does not want us to dwell on this world, but to give our minds over to contemplation of the next."

John shook his head in annoyance.

“Look at all the hours you have wasted trying to draw things,” Peter went on, oblivious to the irritation he was causing. “You’ve learned nothing! Your sketches of animals, people and buildings are just the same as they were when you began years ago. And why? Because God does not wish you to draw these things. If you want to be an artist, then accept the way things are done and work to glorify God."

John took a deep breath. Losing his temper wasn’t going to help, and he did want Peter to grasp what was important to him about his drawing. “I don’t understand why God does not wish me to draw more realistically. Surely I can glorify Him that way, too! Imagine—paintings that showed the Crucifixion, the Annunciation, or the lives of the saints realistically, as they actually were. Would that not amaze people and draw them even closer to God?"

“It’s the same as these Cathars trying to make themselves popular with the people,” Peter said, ignoring the rising excitement in his friend’s voice. “Only God matters and, obviously, He does not want you, or anyone else, to draw the way you imagine must be possible."

“Then why did God give us the power to think and the free will to try new things?” John asked, struggling to make Peter see. “Surely it is partly to find new and better ways to glorify Him. Look at the cathedral.” He waved his hand to indicate the west front of St. Sernin. The wall that loomed over the square was plain and unornamented except for a round window and two doors, deeply set into the thick walls. “It looks like a fortress. The walls are plain and must be the thickness of a man lying down."

“The inside is painted to glorify God,” Peter objected.

“Exactly, and you can barely see the art because the windows are so small."

“You know it has to be that way. The walls must be thick to support the roof and to put in more windows would weaken the walls. Do you want the roof to crash down on our heads as we pray?"

“Of course not,” John said, forcing himself to stay calm and develop his argument, “but I hear stories of churches that are being built to the north—churches where impossibly thin columns soar upward with nothing more substantial between them than coloured glass. Surely God must be happier with all His light flooding in to illuminate the paintings that glorify Him?"

“Indeed,” Peter said in a puzzled tone, “but what does any of this have to do with your scribbling?"

“Things change,” John explained patiently. “One day, someone, somewhere, decided that the old way of building churches wasn’t good enough. He thought and worked and planned until he came up with this new way of building churches and glorifying God. A way that allowed more light in to illuminate the paintings inside. That’s exactly what I want to do—find a new way of doing things, a better way to draw and paint."

The two boys fell silent. John wondered how they had grown so far apart. For thirteen years, they had been as inseparable as twins. Neither had known his parents and both had been abandoned as infants, only weeks apart, on the steps of the Priory of St. Anne. Whether their parents had died in one of the fever epidemics that regularly swept through the overcrowded streets of St. Cyprian, beneath the towering walls of Toulouse, or whether they had given their child up because it was simply one mouth too many to feed, no one knew.

The boys had grown up together, playing, studying and dreaming, under the care of the old abbess, Mother Marie. She had taken to the pair and decided to teach them both the rudiments of reading and writing in hopes that they might seek a life of devotion in the Church. It had worked well enough with Peter—who saw knowledge only as a tool, a way to advance in the world—but with John, her teaching had unexpected results.

The more John learned, the more he wanted to learn. He craved knowledge for its own sake. For him, knowledge brought one closer to truth and, therefore, to God. John didn’t think the Church should limit knowledge. It should be available to everyone.

In the days when the friends could discuss things without annoying each other, John had been fond of quoting Peter Abelard, who had written that doubting was good because it encouraged enquiry and enquiry led to truth. Peter would counter with Anselm of Canterbury, who said that belief was more important than doubting because only through belief could someone understand. They had laughed about it and joked that one day Peter would be Pope in Rome, and John would be his advisor on all matters complex and arcane. But now, with Peter’s growing certainty that he knew God’s wishes, John doubted if his friend would need any advisors at all.

“If God is stopping me learning how to draw realistically," John said, breaking the silence, “why didn’t He also give the bishop and the priest arguments this afternoon that would have convinced the people? Then the Cathar Perfects would have been defeated, and everyone would now be standing out here glorifying God."

“I don’t know,” Peter said with a frown. “God does, sometimes, work in mysterious ways. Perhaps he is testing us. Perhaps—"

The boys’ discussion was interrupted by a commotion at the cathedral doors—the Church delegation was leaving. They were led by Foulques, Bishop of Toulouse, surrounded by fawning priests and lay brothers. Foulques was a fat man and beads of sweat glistened on his plump cheeks and forehead in the late afternoon heat. His large body was completely covered in sumptuous robes, richly embroidered with silver and gold thread. His jewel-encrusted mitre sparked in the dying light.

As Foulques appeared on the steps, a ragged cheer rose from a crowd of rough-looking men standing to one side. A few of them were dressed in dirty white robes with black crosses crudely drawn on the front. Foulques acknowledged them with a half smile and a nod.

“That must be one of God’s more mysterious ways," John said, looking at the men. “For a bishop of the Church to control a bunch of thugs who wander the streets robbing and beating up whomever they choose—and call them Angels—is a disgrace."

“His intention, to control heresy, is commendable,” Peter said, “but I agree his lack of control over them is a disgrace."

Foulques had been appalling in the debate. The fat man had blustered mightily all afternoon, but had not said anything intelligent. He’d misunderstood what the quieter, thoughtful Cathars had said and had had no reply to their reasoned arguments.

Much more effective had been the short, scrawny, olive-skinned priest who stood on the cathedral steps in Foulques' shadow. He was dressed, like the Perfects, in a simple black robe that was travel-worn and stained. He was bare-headed, wore practical walking sandals, and held a knotted staff in his left hand. He was surrounded by a small group of similarly dressed priests.

The man’s name was Dominic Guzman and, in a voice heavily accented with his native Castillian, he had held his own against the Perfects. Foulques’ rants were always made against a murmur of background conversation, but when Guzman spoke, silence fell over the audience. He had argued for a return to the uncomplicated life of the early Church and for orders of itinerant priests who would own nothing and wander the land, as he did, preaching to the people.

It was similar to what the Perfects did, and John could see that the idea resonated with the people much more strongly than Foulques' overblown bluster and rich life.

The debate, like the many others that were being held all over Languedoc these days, had been inconclusive. Neither side had convinced the other of its point of view. In the end, though, John knew that the Catholic Church would view it as a defeat. It was they, after all, who were trying to eradicate the Cathar religion. The Perfects were happy to merely carry on the way they always had.

Foulques waved to the crowd, which largely ignored him, and swept down the steps toward his ornate litter as Dominic Guzman quietly disappeared into the gathering gloom of the narrow streets surrounding the cathedral.

John noticed that Peter’s eyes had been following Guzman, not Foulques.

“He’s quite an extraordinary man,” John said. “It must be very hard to live the life of itinerant poverty that he is sworn to. And he has a power when he speaks that makes people listen."

Peter absently nodded agreement.

“In fact,” John continued, “Guzman lives his life much like the Cathar Perfects."

Peter turned to John, ready to argue, but stopped when he saw his friend’s mischievous smile. “You say these things just to annoy me,” he said, his expression softening.

“I do,” John admitted. “There’s so much we don’t know in this world—how can we take it too seriously? I know you don’t think fun is important in God’s grand scheme of things, but let’s not argue about it. We’ve been friends all our lives. Let’s not lose that just because we have different ideas."

“You’re right,” Peter said with a weak smile. “Our friendship’s important to me, too."

“Good,” John said, clapping his friend on the back. “Now let’s go over to the Château Narbonnaise. Count Raymond and Countess Eleanor have invited the troubadour from Arles to perform tonight in the square."

Peter didn’t answer right away, and John could see the doubt written on his face. Peter didn’t like troubadours. He thought their love songs frivolous, and the jokes they sometimes made about the Church annoyed him. But John didn’t want to end the evening with their argument still fresh in their minds.

“It will be one of the last times we will all be together," John encouraged. “Adam leaves in a few days for the court at Foix and Marie is betrothed to that dolt down in Carcassonne. We are all at an age when the world beckons and life will allow few enough opportunities to continue the carefree days of this summer."

Peter looked uncertain.

“And Isabella will be there,” John added, teasingly. “You know she never misses a troubadour."

A smile flashed across Peter’s face, and John knew that his words had hit their mark. Isabella was one of Countess Eleanor’s attendants. She was the same age as the boys and often spent time with them and their friends, singing or playing games. Like Dominic Guzman, she was from across the mountains and had the dark eyes and olive skin of her people. Peter was totally smitten. Whenever the crowd of friends got together, Peter gravitated toward Isabella and engaged her in conversation. He always tried to partner her in the board games they played.

John thought it a very odd match. Isabella was high-spirited—always laughing at some joke or clever song or listening with interest to the stories John told—and she was very beautiful, with a high forehead and long dark hair that she wore in elaborate styles or simply tumbling down over her shoulders.

In contrast, Peter was serious and often missed the point of jokes—and no one had ever called him handsome. He was tall and gangly, like a tree that has sprouted too fast, all angles and sharp corners. His face was long and thin and his pale skin seemed to be drawn too tightly over his skull; his high cheekbones made his eyes appear deep-set and worried. John used to tease his friend that God had run out of flesh and bone when he made Peter and had to fall back on sticks and string. But whatever the reason, John was pleased at the feelings his friend had for Isabella. Perhaps her sense of humour and exuberance might act as a balance against Peter’s increasing religious certainty.

The mention of Isabella had the desired effect. “All right," Peter said, “I’ll come with you, but I’m not going to stay late."

John laughed at his friend’s transparency as they set off through the darkening streets.

* * *
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The huge square was a riot of sights, sounds and smells. Everyone seemed to be dressed in their brightest clothes, and colourful banners almost covered the red brick walls of the Château Narbonnaise, where Count Raymond and Eleanor lived and held court. Anyone who thought they could make a few sous from the feast-day crowds was there. Jugglers and acrobats performed wherever there was a foot or two of empty space; vendors with trays of food, trinkets and rolls of garish cloth worked the crowd, screaming the benefits of their wares to anyone who would listen; and fortune tellers, beggars and musicians struggled mightily to make themselves heard over the background noise. In one corner, a ragged, mangy bear danced lethargically on the end of a chain while its owner cracked a short whip and small boys darted as close as they dared to taunt it.

Near the centre of the square, three entire pigs—a feast-day gift to the people from Count Raymond—roasted on spits, their fat dripping and sizzling onto the wide bed of deep-red glowing coals beneath. A large, sweating man in a bloodstained leather apron busily carved slices of meat and passed them out to the crowd. A nearby table groaned under the weight of a pile of spiced loaves in a bewildering variety of shapes and colours. John breathed deeply. The delicious smell of roast pig and freshly baked bread filled the air, almost covering the pungent odour of hundreds of sweating, unwashed people.

“Come on,” John said, his mouth watering, “let’s get something to eat." Pushing through the seething mass of humanity, he led the way to the roasting pit and accepted a large, greasy slice of meat and a hunk of green parsley loaf. Barely waiting for the meat to cool and oblivious to the fat running down his wrists and dripping into his clothes, John tore off chunks with relish as he headed out to the less busy fringes of the crowd. Working more neatly and slowly, Peter followed him.

John had almost finished his meat and bread, and was looking around for some beer or watered wine to wash them down, when a cheer from the crowd made him turn. The troubadour and his musicians were strolling out onto the wide platform at the top of the steps leading up to the doors of the château. On the flag-draped balcony above the musicians, Count Raymond and Countess Eleanor, dressed in all their finery, stood smiling amid their almost equally colourful courtiers.

William of Arles, a short, skinny, middle-aged man with a mop of straggly light-brown hair, was dressed in a bright, multi-coloured tunic that sported wide cuffs and ended below his knees in a ragged fringe. He wore blue boots of soft leather with tiny golden bells sewn around the tops. Other bells, on the edges of his tunic, tinkled lightly as he moved to the centre of the platform. He carried a tambourine.

Four musicians milled around the troubadour, dressed identically in bright green tunics and caps with flaps that hung down over their ears. One played a flute, one the bagpipes, one the tabor drum and the last turned the handle of a hurdy-gurdy.

“Welcome my lord and lady,” William said, bowing to the group on the balcony. Raymond acknowledged him with a nod. “And to you, good folk.” The troubadour turned to the crowd, who responded with an enthusiastic shout. “I trust that you are in a mood to be entertained.” Another shout. “And I hope my songs and stories will be worthy of your time."

The troubadour’s voice was high-pitched and carried well over the hubbub of the crowd. “I am William of Arles, here with my companions to transport you on this fine summer’s eve with tales of knights and ladies, war and peace, love and death. And”—William leaned forward conspiratorially and jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward Count Raymond on his balcony—“the foibles of the high and mighty.” Laughter rolled around the square. “But first," William stood straight and banged the tambourine against his thigh, “I will sing of the troubadours."

The musicians set to work and William began to sing, all the while dancing lightly from foot to foot:

“I sing of the glorious troubadours

And the wonderful styles they espouse.

There’s Roger of Bram

A most wonderful man—"

One of the musicians to William’s left interrupted with

“Like an oyster dried out in the sun."

As the crowd laughed, William turned theatrically and glared at his companion, who affected to look as innocent as possible.

William continued:

“There’s Bernard of Nime

Of most hearty esteem—"

Again the musician interrupted:

“With a voice like a young piglet’s squeal."

William glared once more. And so it went on, William introducing every well-known troubadour of the day, only to be interrupted by a rude comment from the musician. The crowd was delighted at the insults and, during one of William’s glaring pauses, someone shouted, “What of William of Arles?"

William looked at the crowd. “I see you have impeccable taste,” he said, smiling and giving a mock bow.

“This William of Arles.

The master of all—"

He stopped and stared pointedly at the troublesome musician who stayed silent this time and worked extremely hard at playing his instrument. William continued:

“He plays with such skill,

That the valley and hill,

Both resound with the sound of his music.

His verse is so sharp,

When accompanied by harp,

That his listeners are held in a thrall.

His voice, I’ve heard tell

Is as clear as a bell—"

The musician jumped forward:

“Like a frog that is trapped in a well."

The crowd roared its approval as William chased the musician around the courtyard, brandishing his tambourine.

“Look,” Peter said, grasping John’s arm and interrupting his laughter. “There’s Isabella and the others. Let’s join them."

The pair worked their way through the crowd until they joined their friends on the steps in front of a small church on the opposite side of the square. As they approached, Isabella looked up, smiled broadly at John and pushed the boy beside her over to make space. John smiled back, thinking as he did so that someone as beautiful as Isabella should be dressed in finery and sitting beside some great lord in a palace instead of being a handmaid who hung around with the likes of him and his friends.

John stepped aside to let Peter take the seat. He thought he saw a flash of disappointment cross Isabella’s features before Adam, on the top step, shouted to him, “John, come and tell us of the debate. Did Foulques make a fool of himself?"

“He did,” John said as squeezed in beside the others, “and he had a gang of his Angels with him."

“Those thugs,” Adam said. “Raymond should do something about them."

“He should,” John agreed, “but for all his corruption, Foulques is a powerful man. He manages to keep in with the Pope. There are many Cathars in Toulouse. Raymond has to be careful."

“I suppose, but we’re a long way from Rome. Does the Pope really care what happens here?"

“He sends enough priests and legates to debate with the Cathars,” John said.

“But that’s just words,” Adam said with a frown. “He’d never actually do anything."

“You’re probably right,” John said. He was tired of talking about debates and Popes. He just wanted to eat, drink and enjoy the evening. He looked down. Isabella, her expression very serious, was talking earnestly to an unhappy Peter. John wondered what was going on.

Across the square, William of Arles and the musicians were launching into a spirited rendition of the epic “Song of Roland and the Battle of Ronceval."

“Charlemagne, our lord and sovereign,

Full seven years hath sojourned in Andalus,

Conquered the land, and won the western main,

Now no fortress against him doth remain,

No city walls are left for him to gain."

John was getting drawn into the troubadour’s tale when he felt Adam fidgeting beside him. He turned his head and noticed his friend staring down at Peter. John followed Adam’s gaze, half expecting to see Peter and Isabella in the midst of an argument. Instead, he saw Peter twisted round and staring up at them, his mouth open, his face pale and his eyes wide in horror.

“What’s the matter?” John asked, suddenly alarmed.

Peter ignored his friend and continued to stare. Slowly he raised his arm and pointed a skinny, shaking finger at a spot above John’s head. “Look,” he managed to croak out.

John spun round, half expecting to see a gang of Foulques' Angels bearing down on him, but there was nothing behind him except the doors of the church and a few people watching the entertainment.

“What is it, Peter?” he asked, turning back.

“Don’t you see them?” Peter gasped. “One stands behind each of you."

Now everyone glanced nervously over their shoulders.

“There’s no one there,” John said, as calmly as he could.

“It is Death that stands behind you all,” Peter said. “Each wears a cloak of grave clothes and carries a scythe and an hourglass. Can’t you see them?"

John shook his head.

“See! They remove their cowls—skulls, grinning—and they look at me. What does it mean? Am I to die this hour?" Peter shivered violently. “I am so cold."

John leaned forward to comfort his friend, but Peter drew back and turned to Isabella.

“Do you see them?” he asked.

Isabella shook her head, as puzzled as the rest.

“What do they mean?” Peter asked again. “If only I can see, it must be that...” His voice tailed off. His lips were trembling and beads of sweat had broken out on his forehead. For the little group on the stairs, the sound of the crowd’s chatter and the troubadour’s singing seemed very far away.

Peter continued to stare at Isabella, whose worried frown had turned to a look of fear.

“What is happening, Peter?” she asked. “Why do you stare at me so?"

Peter slowly drew back, his hands clenching and unclenching convulsively.

“Your face...” he began. “The flesh...” Peter struggled to find words. “Rotting. The grave opens.” His mouth hung open, and drool spilled down his chin.

“Oh, God! Oh, God!” he exclaimed at last, waving his arms as if trying to push Isabella away. “The worms!"

With a sudden violent lurch, Peter attempted to stand, but his co-ordination was poor. He tumbled down the steps, bumping into the legs of a group of young men standing at the bottom. They all cursed, and one aimed a kick at him. The boy ignored them and, struggling to his feet, pushed his way through the crowd, heedless of the curses that accompanied him.

Peter’s progress across the square was easy to follow thanks to the disruption it caused. Eventually, even the troubadour and his musicians noticed, but they were professionals and used to disturbances in their audience.

John stood up and glanced at Isabella. Stunned, she stared up at John, her eyes wide and questioning. A desire to go and comfort her swept over John, but he pushed it back. His friend needed him more.

John followed Peter to the far side of the square, where he sat on the bottom step of the Château Narbonnaise, to the right of the musicians, arms wrapped around his knees. He rocked rhythmically back and forth, and low moans accompanied his movements. John sat beside his friend and placed an arm around his shoulder.

For a long time the boys sat in silence, letting the song of Roland’s final battle wash over them.

“Marvellous is the battle in its speed,

The Franks there strike with vigour and with heat,

Cutting through wrists and ribs and chines indeed,

Through garments to the lively flesh beneath;

On the green grass the clear blood runs in streams."

Eventually, Peter stopped his rocking and calmed down.

“What happened?” John asked.

“I saw Death.” Peter lifted his pale face to look at John. “I am to die. He was a hideous skeleton and stood behind each of you!"

“That doesn’t mean that you are to die,” John said, trying to comfort his frightened friend. “It simply means we will all die eventually."

“Yes,” Peter replied. “Death stands behind us all, and eternal suffering awaits our immortal souls. We play and frolic without a care, but we are all damned."

John could not have disagreed more with Peter’s grim view of the world, but he kept silent. It was not the time to argue.

“But then I looked on Isabella.” A violent shudder passed through Peter’s body. With a great effort, he went on. “She’s so beautiful! I suppose I hoped her beauty would chase away my visions."

“What did you see?” John encouraged, gently.

“It worked! I looked at her face—her smooth skin, high forehead, that wonderful half smile she always wears, as if there is some joke we cannot understand—and I felt calmer. She is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, a true angel. But then it happened."

Peter took a deep breath and continued. “Her face began to change. The glowing, smooth skin became grey and pocked with rot, the hair lank and the flesh sagging. Before my eyes, the beautiful creature of my dreams decayed—the flesh fell from her, bones thrust through her skin and maggots and grave worms crawled from her blank eye sockets and lipless mouth. She faced me—a corpse from the grave—as she would be on the Day of Judgment."

Peter looked down, and John saw tears on his cheeks. He tightened his grip on his friend’s shoulder. He didn’t know what to say. He’d heard of hermits and priests having visions, and he knew the stories of St. Anthony’s temptations, but he’d never had a vision himself, nor witnessed a person having one. The power of what Peter had seen, or thought he’d seen, was frightening.
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