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Author’s Note
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Mali arrives in the village of Son Frere to research an old legend which is the basis of his latest romance novel - the story of the two medieval lovers, the Knights, Michaud and Tristan, is compelling.  Mali meets local historian and bakery owner - Rex - a man who, despite a warm and generous welcome, appears to Mali to be hiding something. Bas - Rex's counter assistant - with whom Mali starts a fling, injects much needed energy into the project and awakens Mali to the prospect of something more than just lustful sex, even the prospect of a relationship.  

Mali returns to Paris with Bas, who is restarting his degree course, and their relationship becomes more serious, and the passion for the mystery only fuels their passion for each other. 

The deeper Mali probes into the mystery, the more strangely Rex behaves and Mali is even more certain that Rex is hiding something, perhaps even stalking him. The truth is far more sinister than he could have imagined.

Past and present collide and an unspeakable evil threatens engulf them all.

The story is written as two stories, interlaced, where the medieval and the contemporary stories are presented side-by-side; each unfolds to reveal a despicable evil; one which persists to the present day; and one which threatens Mali's very existence.

Thank you,

Alp Mortal
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Chapter One – And give us each day ...
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“Is the fire lit, Gris?”

“Yes, Albie; everything is laid out as it should be. I was just going to the spring to fetch the water.”

“What was the tally in the end?”

“Twenty loaves as usual ...”

“We shall have need of some sustenance!”

“I have mixed the seeds and honey for the cakes; they can go in before the bread, taking that much less time ... and the cake always takes the teeth out of the fire and sweetens the crust.”

“I wonder what I would do without you, Gris ... don’t be long.”

Albie’s muttering, as he checked and re-checked the paraphernalia of his trade ahead of the main business of the day, was interrupted by a cry from the yard.

“Albie!”

Stepping out of the door of the cottage, Albie was stunned by the sight which greeted him.

“Michaud?”

“The very same ... can it be so long that you do not recognise me?”

“You are much changed and I should have walked past you in the street ... though I might have looked back.”

“Scoundrel! Where is Gris?”

“At the spring, fetching water for the bread. We bake today or had you forgotten our simple customs in your crusading?”

“We baked bread just the same; though sometimes I wondered what we ate but here I stand and none the worse for three years living in the saddle ... Come to the hall tonight.”

“We will bring fresh bread!”

“It’s good to see you, old friend.”

When Gris returned with the water cart, he found Albie singing as he went about his business.

“Did they announce a holiday or a penny a loaf increase?”

“Michaud is back!”

“Michaud!”

“We are invited to the hall tonight for the feast to welcome him home ... It has been three years.”

Gris knew exactly how long it had been since Michaud had left; he had painstakingly carved a notch into the table top every day for three years and if he had been honest, had expected to have been called upon to carve a tombstone for the returning hall master, not bake the bread for his homecoming feast.

“How did he look?”

“Like a prince ...”

Baking bread was not Gris’s craft; a passion yes but not his craft. His craft was carving but that was not something he was called upon to do every day. Albie was the baker but getting on in years, and he appreciated the help on a Monday when the commune oven was lit for the baking of the week’s bread. Twenty loaves for the ten cottages which were dotted over the hill like daisies, popping up after the grass is mown.

There was a method and a ritual to the process; one practised for a thousand years on this very spot though the cottage and oven were new, only three hundred years old.

“Gris; let’s begin!” 

The weekly call to arms once the cakes were out and cooling on the racks.

Everything was laid out and the most important thing was to ensure that everything was of the correct temperature; bread is warm whereas pastry is cool; bread is granite and pastry is marble. The stone bowl within which the dough was mixed was made from granite; hollowed out to a depth equal to the length of an arm from the fingertip to the elbow. Its circumference was such that it was just possible to reach around its rim with both of your arms and touch your fingertips. Into the bowl was placed two pounds of flour milled by Richard. To the flour, a flagon - passed from father to son - of lukewarm water was added, together with a spoonful of salt and a spoonful of sugar the salt for taste and to prolong the life of the bread and the sugar to crispen the crust. Lastly, Albie added the leavening – a mixture of barley flour and water which was kept in a stone bowl by the fire in the nook to nurture the process of growing the culture which formed the leavening.

Albie used a hook at first to mix the water and flour until it began to resemble dough; then he dived in with floured hands to knead it until the dough no longer clung to his fingers. Then the ball of dough was transferred to a wooden trough - also floured - to be kneaded and rested, kneaded and rested – Gris’s job. Seven times the dough was kneaded and rested. As each loaf was readied for the oven, Gris pulled off part of the ball – roughly the size of a small apple – and placed the bun on a tray. The loaves were soon lined up on the wooden table beside the oven which was now hot – three hours after the tinder had been lit.

Speed was of the essence so that the oven did not cool down too much. Using a wooden paddle, Albie scooped up five loaves at a time to place them on the floor of the oven. Gris stood by to open and close the door. As the last batch was placed inside, together with the tray of buns, Albie added a stone bowl of cold water. The steam thus produced kept the bread from drying out too quickly and improved the crust. Gris closed the door and they sealed around it with strips of dough which, once baked, would signal that the loaves within would also be done.

Having to plan for the feast, they made a separate batch of five loaves and two more seed cakes to slip in once the first batch was removed.

One hour was the usual baking time, depending on the weather.

“Did I hear that Gilles the Goat-keeper wishes to extend the cottage?” queried Albie, not so up on matters in the commune as it was Gris who delivered the bread, being younger and more able to climb the steep paths.

“He is ... his daughter, Esmede, is marrying but staying at home to help her mother; things went ill and she lost her toes ...”

“Her mother suffered the same ... no doubt Esmede will too.”

“I have some work there, fashioning two window frames from the last of the red sandstone ... he paid a pretty penny for that.”

There was a question which Albie wanted to ask but like the oven, his lips were sealed. He asked another instead.

“Can you deliver the bread and get back to carry the fare to the feast?”

“Of course, Albie ... I would ask Josiah to pick you up in the cart but I know that you will decline the offer.”

“Josiah can have the job of carrying me feet first to the church yard ... I won’t tempt him to hasten my departure.”

“Albie!”

“I have no son to leave this business to; he is by rights the heir ... unless you say that you want it.”

“How should I go on with the stone carving and dry walling?”

“One day a week to bake the bread ...”

“Not by myself.”

“Esmede would have time ... Who is she marrying?”

“Cedric, Pierre the Ferryman’s son ... you ask me that every week.”

“I am getting forgetful ...”

“I’ll check the seal; must be nearly done.”

“Yes, Gris; do that whilst I pick the blackberries.”

“It wouldn’t be long,” thought Gris. Taking over the business was almost expected but he put off announcing his decision in case it hastened Albie’s decline.

The loaves, the cakes and the buns lay cooling on the straw mats as Albie and Gris scrubbed the trough and bowl. Both were scrubbed with the fine silt which collected at the edges of the spring pool. The wooden trough could be easily moved to the water pump in the yard to be rinsed out but the bowl was too heavy for one man to move so they did it together.

Albie sat in front of the open oven door and warmed himself through whilst Gris loaded the cart with the bread for delivery to the cottagers. Once Gris had left, Albie removed the straw mats from the table – they got burned – and scrubbed the table so that it was ready for the next week. He placed an apple and blackberry tart in the oven, closed the door and spent an hour picking over the mushrooms for drying. Autumn was his favourite season – but the parallels with his own life were all too apparent these days.

By four o’clock, Gris returned with the empty cart, which he then loaded with the feast fare and then he strode off to wash at the spring pool before changing into clean clothes. Albie washed his face and hands at the pump and changed his waistcoat.

“Ready?”

“Yes ... please push the cart, Gris; I think I’ll need to use my stick.”

They closed the cottage door and walked slowly to the master’s hall.

“Tonight would be a good opportunity to speak to Josiah, Gris ... about the business ...”

“If Esmede can manage to help then I will take it over.”

“Good! Josiah is not really interested. He may be my blood but something else flows in that man’s veins.”

Gris had heard that expression many times before ... and it always made him shiver.

“I wonder if Michaud came back alone?” asked Gris.

“Agnes will be upset if he didn’t; she has held a light since I don’t know when.”

“Michaud was never - and will never be - interested in Agnes.”
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Chapter Two – ‘The State of Only’
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“... The State of Only ... what the fuck does that mean? They serve coffee; all is not lost ...”

Mali pulled in and stopped the car, switching off the ignition and applying the handbrake in a quick one-two which belied how he was feeling; the energy which had been there as he had set off that morning had dissipated and now he had a headache.

Locking the car seemed unnecessary given that the street was virtually empty but habit dictated that he should so he did; only then remembering that he needed his Netbook which was parked on the back seat.

Stepping into the coffee shop, he glanced in the window at some kind of display and noticed a large stone bowl, filled with bags of artisan roasted coffee beans. There was something about the bowl which was not easy to sidestep and he found his eyes drawn to it.

The shop was quiet; in fact he was the sole customer. The young guy behind the counter was wearing a neon pink shirt which did nothing for Mali’s headache. It did however advertise the fact that the café-slash-bakery was gay friendly; a fact reinforced by the pink accents on the furniture and fittings.

“Decaf’ soya latte?”

Mali was tempted to turn around and walk out.

“Regular dry four shot cappuccino, no chocolate and a glass of water ... please.”

“Sorry ... you looked like a bobo ... and you’re not local.”

“Heading to Son Frere – you know it?”

“Just off the N57 ... you American?”

“Canadian extraction via Johannesburg and London.”

“What’re you doing here?”

“Research ... of a kind ... I’m a writer and I’m researching for a new story.”

“What’s your name; maybe I’ve read-”

“Mali Keef ...”

“No ... so what’s in Son Frere?”

“A church and the tomb of a crusader by the name of Michaud; twelfth century effigies are not too common and I wanted to get some pictures.”

“The boss is up on local history; perhaps he can point you in the right direction.”

“Is he around?”

“Out back, rustling up the subs for the not so rush at lunchtime ... buy one ... please!”

“Sure ... roasted vegetable and goat’s cheese.”

“They won’t be out for about half an hour.”

“I’ll sip the coffee ... Do you have wifi?”

“Yeah; password is s-t-a-t-e-o-f-o-n-l-y ...”

“What is state of only?”

“The boss says it’s metaphysic algebra ... bobo bullshit but I didn’t say that ... the whole is greater than the-”

“The whole is other than the sum of the parts – Koffka said other not greater.”

“Whatever it is, it’s his thing ... I’ll bring the coffee over.”

“Thanks ... and the water.”

Mali headed for the sofa nearest to the window. In so choosing, he had the best view of the display.

“What’s your name?”

“Bas ... short for Sebastien.”

“Is there anywhere around here you would recommend to stay for a few days?”

“There’s a kind of motel in Tendrine ... that’s before you get to Son Frere; my parents stay there when they visit.”

“Thanks ... That’s some display; that bowl must weigh a hundred kilos.”

“The boss found it whilst he was digging out the foundations of the house he’s building.”

“Wow ... What’s the name of the motel? I’ll look at it on line.”

“Albie’s ...”

Bas was grabbed away by the appearance of his boss who was carrying through trays of cookies.

“Bas!”

“Sorry! Enjoy your coffee ...”

Mali glanced at the man who had walked through from the back. A very tall man with a slight stoop, a mane of golden blond hair and hands the size of dinner plates. Once he had passed the trays to Bas, he wandered over to where Mali was sitting.

“Hi! I’m Rex. Did I hear an order for a sub?”

“Roasted vegetable and goat’s cheese, actually ... Hi! I’m Mali Keef-”

“The author?”

“The same ... your taste in books-”

“is highly eclectic ... I really enjoyed Doctor Issimo.”

“Thanks!”

“Did I also hear that you were researching Michaud?”

“Do you hear everything?”

“Yes; but don’t tell Bas, otherwise I’ll be cut off from the best source of gossip in this petit coin ... You’re Canadian, aren’t you?”

“Yes ... French?”

“French mother and English father ... only half of the village hates me.”

Mali chuckled and asked Rex if he had time to take a coffee and maybe brief him on any interesting local history.

“I can’t right now but I could later ... say, over dinner ...”

“Oh; you’re good – I didn’t see that coming!”

“Visit the church and check in at Albie’s; come back here at six o’clock and I’ll take you to the best restaurant for fifty kilometres in any direction.”

“There are no Michelin listed restaurants anywhere near here.”

“I know somewhere very small and exclusive ...”

“Chez Rex?”

Rex winked and strode confidently back out to the kitchen, leaving Mali with a stupid grin on his face.

“Can I tempt you with a cookie whilst you’re waiting for the sub?”

“Devils soonest tempt, resembling spirits of light​[1] ... chocolate chip?”

“White chocolate chip and macadamia ...”

“Two ...”

oOo

“What did you find?”

“The effigy of Michaud; exceedingly well-preserved. I’ll probably use one of the pictures for the cover.”

“What is it, a historical romance?”

“Murder mystery – medieval style. You know the story of Michaud?”

“Who doesn’t around here?”

“The fabulous wealth, the betrayal and the murder – ready made ... this is really, really good soup, by the way.”

“Thanks ... the murderer was never caught ... nor the fabled source of Michaud’s wealth discovered ... love interest?”

“He was gay, wasn’t he?”

“Oh, what is that quote? I do not remember to have heard that one man so loved another ... isn’t that it?”

“Spot on! ... But who was his lover?”

“Michaud’s lover was said to have been the sorcerer Tristan; he bewitched Michaud ... spirited away his wealth ... and his heart, for when they came across his body, the heart had been ripped out.”

“Is there anywhere else I should see locally?”

“The museum houses the original chronicler’s manuscript. The cottage – partly excavated –forms part of the foundation of the new house which I’m building ... Bas probably told you about the bowl.”

“Yes, he did ... What’s the connection to Michaud then?”

“There were some coins under the bowl – silver livres - minted locally, and I think gifted by Michaud to whoever lived in the cottage ... a baker, judging by the bowl which is typical of the period for mixing dough ... I didn’t tell anyone about the coins ...”

“Don’t worry, neither will I ... When can I see the excavations?”

“On Sunday?”

“Okay ... I booked into the motel ...”

“I don’t usually do this ...”

“Neither do I ...”

The men supped their soup in silence but it was neither uncomfortable nor pregnant; only the breaking of the bread punctuated the next few minutes.

“Do you live up here all of the time?”

“For the moment ... two reasons really; the house isn’t finished albeit parts are habitable ... and I get up very early to bake so it’s just more convenient to be here during the week ... When I move fulltime to the house, I’ll rent this out ... Where do you live?”

“Paris ... well, Courbevoie just by La Défense.”

“No smoke-filled, wine-stained garret in Montmartre?”

“I’m no artist-”

“I wouldn’t say that ...”

“In my dreams ... Did you always want to have a bakery?”

“Yes; well, it’s a family tradition ... but one day I will have the finest and most celebrated bakery in the whole of Paris ... on Rue Boutarel on Île Saint Louis.”

“Wow! That’s not just a dream that’s the whole rainbow ... Will you ever have it, do you think?”

“Probably not but if you can dream it then you can become it ... and I’ve always wanted to do more than just dream ... hence the new house.”

“What’s metaphysical algebra?”

“Shit! You’re probably going to want to run, screaming back to the motel.”

“I don’t think so ...”

“It’s homespun babble for the most part. Take an object – something simple – the cup and saucer by your hand.”

“Okay ...”

“What do you see?”

“A cup and a saucer ...”

“Look at it but don’t really stare – relax and then tell me what you see ...”

Mali persisted for a minute or so, sensing his headache was getting ready to make a re-appearance; but then something strange happened. Rex picked up on it.

“You see lines and curves disaggregated from the whole but you saw the whole and they meant something more than just lines and curves ... it’s a simple example but apply it to the whole Universe.”

“So, gestalt theory meets metaphysics – somewhat like baking-”

“Exactly!”

“But the state of only?”

“That was kind of a joke ... you know, like the Conch Republic in Key West ... Really it was the state of if only but that didn’t work. I’m really impressed that you knew about gestalt theory ... I suppose it applies to writing too.”

Rex got up from the table to clear away the dishes, having to stoop in the process.

“How tall are you?”

“Two metres exactly. At school they called me Two Rex.”

“That’s pretty funny actually ... do you still want to ...”

“If you do. It’s been a long time since I just held anyone. Let’s take our wine through to the lounge ...”

They picked up their glasses and shuffled through to the lounge from the kitchen-diner and plopped themselves down on the sofa. Rex picked up a remote controller from the coffee table and zapped the stereo, ushering in the haunting tones of Alegria.

Placing his glass on the table, he removed Mali’s own from his hand and placed it beside his, moving his hand to rest it on Mali’s chest, above his heart, keeping his eyes fixed on his hand, aware that Mali was looking at it as well.

“Your hands are huge.”

“And it’s absolutely true ...”

Mali thought for a second, “I thought that was feet.”

“Size twelve ...”

“Holy shit ...”
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Chapter Three – The Master of the Hall
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The question as to whether Michaud had returned alone – like so many other questions which attended the feast – was answered as soon as the men stepped up to the door and were greeted by a stranger.

“Albie, the Baker, and Gris, the Mason ...”

“Aye; you have the better of us, sir.”

“Tristan de Val – a Knight, seeking refuge and friends after long years with nothing more than dust and flies ... Welcome to the master’s house.”

“So eloquent a welcome; I hope our gifts are worthy!”

“Albie!”

Michaud appeared in the doorway, immediately clasping his old friend to his chest and hugging him like the bears he had witnessed in the ring in Rome.

“It is good to see you home and safe, Michaud ...”

They looked long and lovingly into each other’s eyes but these were not lovers reunited after three years of chastity; Albie was Michaud’s godfather.

“Go in and warm yourself and fill your flagon ... Gris!”

Turning his attention to Gris, Michaud was aware of Tristan standing in the shadows.

“I thought you were still inside ... Let me introduce Gris, the Mason and Albie’s apprentice.”

“No introduction is necessary; the man’s skill is chiselled into his hands; skilled masons would have won us the war, Michaud.”

“We wanted for more than a mason’s art ... but that is all over and we celebrate our safe deliverance. How are things, Gris?”

“Nothing much changes here in Son Frere, Master – though I have agreed to take over the bakery from Albie if Esmede will agree to help. He has earned some rest.”

“Yes he has; and I shall see to it that he wants for nothing. There’ll be more work for you too. We have plans to build-”

“We?”

“... a new hall of stone. Let us join the throng and enjoy the bounty of the oven ... and there are presents to give.”

Gris stole a glance at Tristan and saw two red dots staring back at him. He could swear that he saw the man’s cape rise up behind him like the hood of a cobra.

The interior of the hall had been transformed into a space fit for a king. Every candle that could be had was lit. Gris shuffled through the throng to the beer table, happy to find Albie there talking to Richard, the Miller.

“Richard, hail.”

“Gris! Do I hear right that the master wishes to build a new hall of stone?”

“He said those very words to me not less than five minutes ago ... How I shall manage, Albie? God tell me.”

“Admirably ... and I stole a march and spoke to Esmede and she would be overjoyed to help you bake the bread ... after her honeymoon.”

“Have you seen Josiah, Albie?”

“Absent; someone said he had gone to fetch the seal to give it back to Michaud.”

“Let us hope that the story told that he sold it is not true then. I cannot say that I am not surprised by Michaud’s return; I am worried by this Knight Tristan.”

“Why, Richard?”

“I have never met a man whose touch alone chilled my heart.”

“You need more beer ...and maybe you and I should show these young’uns how to dance if Agnes and Matilda will agree to partner us.”

“There would be no harm in asking ... and maybe a Quadrille would put the smile back on Agnes’s face.”

“Not easy when the hopes you have nurtured all of your life appear to be vanishing into thin air.”

“He looks bewitched by this man.”

And though Richard had spoken in barely a whisper, Tristan snapped his head in his direction and for all the hubbub in the room, Albie would swear later that he heard the hiss of a snake.

Somewhen before the owl clock hooted, Michaud brought the party to order. He was never one to stand on ceremony – a quality for which he was admired by many – but an absence of three years behoved a speech of some gravitas and Gris hadn’t been the only one to hear the word gifts.

Michaud stood with his back to the fire and the ten cottagers with their families waited on him, standing loosely in a fan in front of him. He began his address.

“I was never so relieved or grateful to God to be standing here today amongst you. Truly you are my family and I am your son – though changed and some have pointed out the differences but sons become men and in the growing, pick up a scar or two!”

Some cheers broke out but quietened down instantly.

“I wish I could admit to great deeds of valour but ‘tis a truer word to say that I survived and if such things went well and such people here and there were spared then I say it was God’s will and I, his dutiful and humble servant ...”

Esmede and most of the other women put the edges of their aprons to the corners of their eyes and a few of the men cleared their throats.

“... I have been fortunate and made good your wishes for safe paths ... journey I have and many things I saw and some I would not wish to see again ... but we are home ...”

And Gris, when he heard we clenched his fist and it took great pains on his behalf to stay his tongue.

“... and we wish to build a new hall and improve the commune for the generations to come. I say we and I of course refer to Tristan who saved my life and I owe him much besides. Sanctuary here he will find amongst us and in time we all will call him friend and brother.”

Silence would have spoiled the moment and Albie raised a hearty ‘aye, aye’ to spare Michaud any embarrassment for no one could imagine calling the man friend let alone brother. Michaud found out Albie’s face and smiled kindly upon him.

“I bring gifts for everyone; something that brought the fondest remembrances of you and home to my mind – and for everyone a gift of six silver livres-”

A rousing cheer interrupted Michaud’s address at this point – some might have thought that the gifts were the only thing which meant anything to anyone – but Michaud didn’t, though he was human and harboured such vanity as any Knight and Master.

“Be merry, drink the barrels dry and go to your beds happy and content because tomorrow we begin our work.”

A hearty cheer went up again for everyone did cherish his return – optimism had been in short supply of late.

With due reverence, each man, woman and child approached the gift table and looked for the gift which bore their name; written in neat script on the label which was tied to the gift by a thin ribbon woven of silken thread.

Michaud found Albie in the throng and shook his hand and then clasped him to his chest, “I had fear to never see your face again and I would have rued my leaving if that were to be the case but Fate was kinder than perhaps I deserved. There is enough in the bag for you to retire, Albie ...”

Albie did not know what to say and cried out his response whilst clutching Michaud to his breast, kissing his brow.

“You are a good boy ...”

Very soon the table was emptied of most of the gifts and as the cottagers had paths to navigate in the dark, many left, thanking their master in such manner as was befitting. In the end, only Michaud, Albie, Gris, Josiah and Tristan remained in the hall. They were seated at one of the tables with flagons in front of them and pipes in their hands, enjoying some brief moments of reverie.

“Good luck to you, Gris; I was never keen to take up the business and if Esmede is sure that she wishes to help then I say it is a good job well done.”

“Thank you, Josiah ... I will have need of the help if there is a new hall to build ... but we all need our daily bread.”

“’Tis true, Gris and the building of the hall is the work of many men – but I expect you to supervise the masons.”

“You honour me, Master, and I will strive to repay the gift.”

“Tomorrow is soon enough and I for one need my bed.”

That signalled a general breaking up of the party and Albie struggled to his feet.

“Stay here, Albie; the path is steep and slippery.”

“Thank you, Michaud ...”

“Josiah, I need the cart tomorrow to collect a quantity of goods which will be delivered to the jetty – let us hope some survived – can you be there at dawn?”

“I can, Master. Goodnight, all.”

Josiah left, untroubled by the dark as he had the cart, and the horse knew the way home better than he.

“Come
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