

CHAPTER ONE

Excerpt from the Chronicles of Zonnebeke Abbey

In the year of our Lord 1326, a woman drove the beast called Hell up to the surface of the Earth. Its great mouth opened first in the mountains of northern Italy and for several months no one noticed. 

One day a wandering French brigand, fleeing revenge, came upon what he thought was a cave. He put his cloak over his mouth and entered, paying no heed to the stalactites that stretched down from the mouth of the cave like fangs, paying no mind to the sulphurous fumes. 

Several days later, he emerged bigger than he had been, with his skin bronzed tougher than leather, and with a long metal horn jutting from the middle of his forehead. The woman who drove the Hellbeast emerged behind him. 

She was tall and dark and her hair fell in long twists, singed at the ends. She was clad in burnt leather. The woman told Giovanni Saranzo, the Doge of Venice, that she had been so long in the belly of that Beast that she had forgotten her birth name. 

‘Was it Persephone? Was it Hel? Was it Lilith?’ the scholars asked her. She shook her head, and said it might have been, but then again it might not.

‘We thought Hell was a place,’ they said.

‘It is,’ she said. ‘It is also a beast. A capacious beast; it carries multitudes within it.’

‘Are you the Queen of Hell?’ they asked her.

She shook her head. ‘I have no right to that kingdom as it had no right to me,’ she said. ‘But I am, for now, its mistress and manager. I hold the keys. You may call me, perhaps, its chatelaine.’

‘It is a wonder,’ they said, ‘that you speak the languages of the Earth so well. Do they speak French in Hell, then?’

And the Italians smirked.

She shook her head, and smiled, showing all her gleaming teeth. She reached up and scratched the horned French brigand behind the ears as if he were a pet. He smiled, too, and said nothing.

The two of them disappeared, then, back into the mouth of Hell, and when messengers from the pope came, they found the Hellmouth gone. 

Two years later it emerged again, this time near Paris. It swallowed the village of Minou-sur-Marne and all its sixty inhabitants and all its animals. Out came the Chatelaine and her marshal again.

‘Were they all sinners, those of the village of Minou-sur-Marne?’ people asked her.

She gave no answer and professed herself confused. 

‘But then why were they damned? Why did Hell swallow them?’

‘They were unlucky,’ she said. ‘The Beast takes all kinds. It does not require sin.’

Then the emperor warned that one might expect the devil’s wife to lie. 

But there were some who said the Beast was not truly Hell after all, but only a kind of copy, the way the Earthly Paradise mirrors Heaven. No one had counted all the revenants but there seemed to be too few. If this was Hell, where was Judas? Where was Nero? 

One of those who made that argument was the emperor’s rival, Philippe of Valois, King of France.

(And indeed some few foolish people whispered that this beast must be Cockaigne itself, for the people who lived within it were never hungry.)

In King Philippe, the Chatelaine found an ally. Here was a man who bore the pale flowers of death embroidered on his clothing. They seemed fated to work together, each to further the other’s cause. 

King Philippe was in some difficulty at that time in Flanders, where the common people were in revolt against him and against his vassal, their own count. And the Chatelaine had some ambition of her own. Clad now like a noblewoman of France, in ermines and linens, she set about helping the French king by raising an army: an army of the dead or near-dead, and of the altered living. There were many among the weak-minded, the sick and the lame, who were tempted by her gifts.

With this army, and some few mercenaries sent by the king to help, she set about pacifying Flanders.

Whenever anyone asked her about her husband, she refused to answer, and she did not like the question. It was she who held the reins of Hell; that was all anyone could discover about it.




CHAPTER TWO

Bruges, 1328

Margriet de Vos peered at a horizon smudged with the smoke of small fires. Curse her weak eyes. She was too near-sighted to discern a figure against that dirty yellow sky, even had a figure chosen that moment to appear, so she scowled at that blasted, merciless horizon.

It was not that she wanted Willem to return to Bruges, not exactly that. But she had a right to her husband, dead or alive. She had a right to his body, or the little money he earned through the work of that good-for-nothing body. If he was among the dead or captive or changed, she wanted to know. Three weeks now since the battle at Cassel, and so many of the men of Bruges were still among the missing.

Margriet squatted among the dry weeds and thistles, pulled up her skirts. There was no sound but the hiss of her own urine and the hum of insects. It was quiet here, in the no man’s land between the city walls and the Chatelaine’s besieging forces. 

They were out there, somewhere, not far. An army from Hell itself, an army the likes of which could not be found in Christendom or in the imaginations of decent people. 

But Margriet de Vos was not afraid. This was her city, and she would not be penned in it. Besides, her milk was failing, her dugs drying up, and she needed her herbs.

She stood and pulled her knife out of the pouch at her waist. Margriet kept her knife sharp. It snicked through the thick thistle stems, through their woolly insides. How strange that God had ordained that the nastiest plants would be the ones to swell a woman’s breasts with milk: the furry verbena, the stinging nettles, the sticking thistles. She wrapped her sleeve around her hand and placed the thistles in her apron, tied it deftly, and climbed out of the dry ditch.

The tea from these thistles would keep her milk up for a few more weeks, or so she hoped. And after that, what? Little Jacob Ooste hardly wanted the breast any more, as much as Margriet tried to conceal that fact from his wealthy mother. But soon or late, Margriet would be unwanted. 

There would be no work for a wet nurse in a city of widows.

Margriet’s legs complained as she began the short walk back to the city gate. She had spent too many of her days and nights sitting. The flesh hung softly on her bones and her back creaked. She stopped, frozen like prey before a predator. 

Mary, Mother of God. 

A dozen chimeras lounged by the tumbledown stone wall that bordered the cow-path, where it met the main road leading to the city gate. They were facing away from her. She could not see them in detail, but one had a head three sizes too big, clad in an enormous beaked helmet despite the fact he wore no other armour. The others were all the same: each had one straight arm of black metal and one arm, disturbingly, that dangled thin as rope.

Chimeras. The Chatelaine’s unholy besieging army. Unnatural, misbegotten bullies, standing in her way.

A little dog circled the chimeras. The first dog she had seen in weeks; they were all dead, within the walls of Bruges. That’s right, keep sniffing around there, stupid creature. Keep your nose out of the wind.

A smell of ash and fire. A cloud rose from the little dog’s back: curls of dirty smoke or steam. It did not seem bothered. A chimera of some kind; a brazier with paws.

She crouched low, watching them through a screen of meadow foxtail. The chimeras were not facing her, but they might have eyes anywhere, ears of any kind, senses not of God’s making. An odd sound seemed to be coming from them: an irregular, echoing knock.

They stood between her and the city walls. Her home and family lay on the other side of the Smedenpoort. She could try one of the city’s other gates, but that meant a long, leg-aching walk in either direction while the sun lowered. A dangerous walk, and undoubtedly full of more chimeras, and worse things.

At sunset, the bells of Bruges would ring their tocsin, warning the living to stop their ears and harden their hearts. Then the revenants would come crawling, come calling. Up over the walls, the dead men who had lived in this city a month before would climb, uncaring what the living shot at them or poured down upon their heads. Into the streets they would walk, batting away the few brave souls who fought them hand to hand, and calling the names of the living.

Margriet heard them every night. Every night she wondered whether she would hear Willem’s voice, calling her own name. Was he dead? Was he among the revenants?

She would not weaken. She would keep the door shut against him.

Her heart had been shut to him long before.

All the same, the revenants turned her stomach. She did not wish to be out when they were abroad. 

This was her path, and Bruges her home, and by God no one would keep her from it.

She hitched up her skirt, the bulge of thistles wagging in her apron, and crawled like a child through the grasses, until she was close enough to hear, and to see a little better. Oh, what she would give for a pair of eyes as sharp as Willem’s.

The steaming dog lifted its head and looked in her direction. A man with metal and rope arms followed the dog’s gaze, looking out at the horizon just as she had.

‘Is Hell ever coming back this way, then?’ he grumbled.

‘Who knows?’ said another. ‘The Chatelaine has gone to meet the king at Ypres. Perhaps she will return after the city surrenders.’

The mouth of Hell might open anywhere. Two years now since the Hellbeast had come to the surface of the earth, with the Chatelaine in command.

‘This is only a test of the weapons, to frighten the people and see what we can do against the walls,’ said a hollow voice: the man in the great helmet. ‘Not a full attack.’

A full attack.

Margriet chewed her lip. She had a secret way out of the city. She could get her daughter and leave – but that would mean leaving her father and sister behind, for there was no way her ailing father could travel, and Katharina would never leave him. Neither would Margriet, if she could help it, but she must keep Beatrix safe.

Until now, the safest course had seemed to stay in Bruges, despite the siege, despite the nightly visits from the revenants. The walls were thick and the moat was deep. Bruges had starved before; its people would survive a long time on whatever tiny fish it could cull from the canals. And there were always rumours: that the survivors of the battle of Cassel were preparing to lift the siege, that the English king had chosen at last to come to save them.

No, it was impossible to leave Bruges. This was their home. How could Margriet and Beatrix live, out in a world infested with monsters? What would become of them as wandering women with little money and no home?

A full attack, said the man with the empty helmet.

It was a familiar voice, underneath the strange echo. How could it be familiar?

Once he had been a man; he had borne a head; he had given it up in the service of the Chatelaine. Had he lost it in battle? Was his head so ugly that he could not bear to live with it?

He lifted his visor. Behind it there was empty space: empty, save for a blue blur. A bird, Margriet realized, squinting. It fluttered and banged into the inside of the helmet every few seconds. The bird seemed unable to find the egress although the visor was up. From its cage, from that void that should have been a head, issued his horribly empty voice.

‘But if we blow the doors off, that may be all we need to do,’ he said. ‘The city fathers have all been executed. Those who remain are women and children, or old men, and more than half dead of the plague, thanks to the revenants.’

Mary, Mother of God – it was young Julius. It must be. She knew that voice; he had hung about Willem’s shop, begging, since his beardless days. Most days he had his earnings stolen from him, poor child, or gave them away to some hard-hearted bully. It did not take much to trick Julius.

And yet here he was, a chimera, commanding other chimeras, by the looks of it. And he did not sound so foolish now.

With his new head, it seemed, came a new intelligence, issuing from what seemed to be empty space. 

Margriet did not like to look at that void or the bird within it, so she looked down, to where the gargantuan helmet was welded to a lumpy cicatrice all around his neck. 

‘Bah,’ said one of the men with metal arms. ‘The revenants work too slowly. It will be a city of corpses if we leave it to the revenants. Not worth taking.’

‘That, my clever friend, is why you are here.’

Julius! What an edge his sweet voice had now.

The gate was so near. She could run to it in a matter of a minute, if it were not for these evil creatures in her way.

In the old days there would have been people, carts, horses, going in and out. She and Willem had gone through this gate so many times, on their way to trade in Poperinge or Roeselare, bickering on their little cart while their pony flicked its ears. 

She had eaten the pony last week, she and Father and Beatrix and Katharina; its lean meat had been as sweet as its disposition, poor thing. And now the gate was shut, although she had no doubt of her ability to get in; she had planned to bang on the postern door, to shout the names of the boys and women who stood guard there with their improvised pikes, even, if need be, to shout the shibboleth the people of Bruges had used in her childhood to separate the city folk from the invading French, who could not pronounce it: scilt ende vrient. Shield and friend.

She crawled forward an inch, and waited. The chimeras did not seem to notice the movement. She wished her breath were not so loud, hissing out of her nose like steam from a kettle, and her heart fluttering like that trapped bird. 

If only she could go back the way she had come, riding the Nix, secretly by the canal out into the moat. But the stubborn old water-snake would not come to her out here. He obeyed her only within the city gates, in the canals where she had met him all those years ago, when she had tricked him into promising her his service. The slimy serpent was like a wool merchant who picked the last bit of fluff off the scales; he kept his promise to come to her anywhere within the city but offered not one mote more.

How long would the chimeras stand here? They had not been here when she alighted from the Nix’s back and made her way with sodden shoes from the moat to the field. Not even an hour before. The barricades were on the roads, a little distance from each city gate.

Margriet crept forward in the weeds, her thighs burning with cramp. She allowed herself a silent grimace. She husbanded her curses.

The men with the metal arms lined up, facing the Smedenpoort, while the little dog with the steam rising from its back ran back and forth.

‘People of Bruges!’ shouted the chimera who had been Julius, his echoing voice louder than any human’s ought to be. ‘You have been warned. The Chatelaine would like to end your suffering. But as you have refused, time and time again, to open the gates to her, we have been sent to take down your walls.’

The silence was filled only by the insects of the afternoon.

The chimera who had been Julius whistled, without lips, and the little steaming dog trotted to one end of the line of chimeras. Each in turn dipped the end of a rope-arm onto its back and rose up with the end glowing red.

‘Ready,’ said Julius.

He spoke with such authority now.

The chimeras raised their arms and the ropes flailed in the wind, throwing sparks like fireflies, and then came to rest on the metal of their other arms.

A boom and a flash like the day of judgment ripped through the world. 

Margriet went flat on the ground, her arms over her head, whispering, ‘Mary, save me. Mary, Mother of God.’

Someone was screaming.

She raised her head.

Smoke rose black into the sky.

Two of the chimeras had been blown in half. Another had been blown to bits. His head, with a metal beak like a bird’s, rolled straight to her. A man with a new nose and new arms – these men had been lepers, perhaps, before the Chatelaine made her bargain with them. 

The smoke filled the air so thick she could not see the walls. Had the thundering fire breached them? She must get in. She must find her daughter.

Margriet ran through the smoke and the screaming, toward the walls of her city.




CHAPTER THREE

Claude paced the silent nave, alone. He ground his teeth and curled his fingers around the dagger handle. He tensed his right arm and tried, for the eighty-seventh time that day, to raise it with the dagger in its grip. 

This time it reached the level of his unbound breasts before he winced and let it drop. It clattered on the stones.

‘Blood of Christ,’ he muttered. 

His right arm, his sword arm, would not obey him.

The wound that encircled his right forearm had healed badly. It left a bracelet of pitted flesh in shining petal-pink, each pock surrounded by square yellow ridges, sore to the touch. The fever had gone, though. There was no reason why the muscles of his hand and arm should be so weak. But he could barely hold a little knife, never mind span a crossbow.

God damn the Chatelaine and all her weapons. The one she cherished most was a mace, attached to one of her arms. A weapon, and more importantly, a key. When she had taken Claude prisoner, he had found a way out. He couldn’t steal her own mace, but he did find a way to make a copy. With the mace on his arm, he’d made his way to freedom.

But once he was free, his copied mace had seemed a burden. An obvious sign that he had been in the Chatelaine’s keeping. He’d got rid of it. Sold it. And now, his arm wouldn’t work properly.

There must have been some enchantment in that mace, taken from those strange forges. It had fitted so perfectly on Claude’s hand, like a gauntlet. It had felt like a part of him. Ha. A part of him indeed, more than he knew. Now he missed it dearly. He ached for it. His arm itched and hung useless.

Claude smoothed his hair behind his ear. A swell of panic rose in his chest. He had to get out of this city. Get a weapon in his hand and his own clothes on.

He picked up his dagger with his left hand and paced. One night in Apulia, he and Janos had dined at the home of a merchant who kept a small leopard – a descendant, the merchant claimed, of the great menagerie of Frederick II. It was a rangy beast. Patches of its fur were missing and one eye wept golden tears. Yet it had paced its cage with a warning on its face. Claude felt that warning on his own face now.

A warning for whom? For Willem de Vos, if the man yet lived? Only if he refused to sell Claude back the mace or tell him where he might find it now. No, Willem had nothing to fear from Claude.

Neither did this priest of Bruges, this marked man in a marked city, who had given Claude food and shelter, who had brought him in when he was wounded and close to death. It was more than many men might have done. Claude had, after all, been fighting for the enemy, for the King of France and for the Chatelaine. The priest had been kinder to him than some others might have been.

But God’s nails, the priest had taken Claude’s sword. That had been during the fever and he could not remember it. When Claude had woken, he had been wearing a chemise yellowed at the armpits and a rough blue kirtle. Where were the arms and harness he had fought for, wagered for, killed for? Seven years of his life – or was it eight now? – stripped off him.

The priest gave him back his tinderbox and his dagger. Even a woman might carry a knife. He gave him back his own shoes, coated with the dust of many countries, the left one with a small bloody hole through the top. Damn Fleming and his goedendag: a long pole with a spike on one end had seemed an impractical weapon to Claude, until he had the spike stuck through his foot. 

‘Still sore?’ he heard, and whirled. The priest was watching him, leaning against a wall with his arms folded. He was a small, pale-skinned man, freckled on his nose and on the bare part of his tonsure where the hair had started to grow in.

‘I can manage,’ said Claude. He added with a grin, ‘Although if you’ve got any wine about the place, I can’t say it would go wrong.’

The priest frowned. No wine, then, or at least not for being merry with. Not that sort of priest.

‘What will they do to you, if we give you back to them? If they discover you are a woman, that you have lied all this time?’ 

What would they do to him? The free company, his brothers in arms? The motley gang of Italians, Bohemians, Spaniards, Saracens and Franks he had slept beside and shat beside and fought beside for all these years? He liked to think they would welcome him back. Claude was pretty sure they had known all along. Or at least, that they would wish to carry on now as if no one had told them. But he’d have to find them first.

Claude, they would say. Claude, come here and let us get a look at you. Sword arm, eh? Greasy Flemings. We’ll soon have you fighting sinister.

Or perhaps the priest was right, and they would say something quite different.

Could Claude be punished for it, for living in the world as if he hadn’t been called ‘girl’ at birth? He supposed he could. The priest seemed to think so. He had said it was the sin of pride to pretend to be something other than what God had fashioned, that Claude was lucky not to be burned at the stake. His comrades in the Genoa Company didn’t care much about sin. Truly, had none of them suspected? None other than his dear Janos, of course, who had reason to know. But Janos was long dead. 

‘I don’t want to see you punished,’ the priest said, when Claude did not answer. ‘There is no real authority left in Bruges. Most of the burghers who weren’t killed in the battle were betrayed soon after, brought out to a parley and killed. I can’t turn you over to the French side, and certainly not to the Chatelaine. God knows what she’d make of you.’

He did not know that Claude had escaped the Chatelaine once already and Claude did not care to tell him.

‘You are in luck, Father, for I can solve your problem for you,’ he said. ‘I will be going now. I thank you for your help.’

‘Your arm is wounded, a wound the like of which I have never seen, and you have a hole nearly clean through your left foot. And you have had a fever.’

The Fleming had long since wiped Claude’s blood off his goedendag. Such an odd weapon. Not long enough to be a proper spear, and the pointed head was all wrong for clubbing. Yet it had done Claude in, or near enough. A knot of Flemings had come upon the crossbowmen unawares, from behind. He suspected they’d been fleeing the battle and found themselves with a chance to regain some honour or at least some pelf. As he had struggled to drop his crossbow and draw his sword, his god-damned arm throbbing and itching, he had not even seen the goedendag until the pain seared his foot. Claude had fallen under a pavisier, the stalwart Jehan, and was left for dead under his corpse and the heavy pavise.

When the crows and looters had finished, Claude crawled toward Bruges, the only place with food and water he could reach. And he had sensed, for days, that the mace was in Bruges. The strange weapon he had ripped off his arm a few weeks before. The thing that marked him as the Chatelaine’s. God’s bleeding body, Claude wanted it back. 

‘I could give you to the beguines,’ the priest muttered, looking uncertain about how well Claude would fit into an order of religious women, no matter how charitable. ‘But perhaps – perhaps later, once we know a little better what you are.’

What he was. Claude already knew what he was. Claude Jouvenal, a fighter since the day he struck out on his own when he was barely more than a child. But when he had arrived at the gates of Bruges, he was feverish and muttering. That must have been before the chimeras put the city under siege. He did not remember how he came to the priest’s empty little church, or when the man had stripped him.

A sound – someone opening the church doors.

Claude held his dagger with his left hand.

A woman walked in. Rich. Surcoat embroidered. Hood trimmed with fur. Her skin was quite dark and a few strands escaped her wimple at the temple.

‘Vrouwe Ooste,’ said the priest happily. ‘You have come.’

The woman smiled slightly. ‘I would never ignore a message from you, Father, not even in these terrible days. Is this the stranger who asked after Willem de Vos?’

The priest looked at Claude.

Was this woman a relative of Willem de Vos? A sister, perhaps; half-sister, more likely, given the difference in complexion. If the man were dead, perhaps his property was still here in Bruges. Claude had nothing to buy the mace with and no way to prove he had sold it to Willem in the first place. But he could work. 

‘God keep you, child,’ said the woman. She looked only a little older than he was. 

‘God has been keeping me here, madame,’ he said with a smile. His Flemish was improving. He had picked it up years ago on a campaign near Lille, but it had gone rusty.

Then his smile froze, and he clasped his right arm with his left. The itch was almost unbearable, but his own light touch was so painful he didn’t dare scratch.

‘You know Willem de Vos?’

Claude answered, ‘I cannot say I know him, no. I met him, some months ago. I sold him something, a thing I much regret selling now. I know nothing but his name and that he was a merchant of Bruges. A man of about ordinary height, losing his hair.’

The woman laughed nervously. ‘That describes him, yes. Also describes half the city, or it would have, a month ago. Are you a visitor?’

Claude nodded, gritting his teeth against the pain in his arm. A visitor. A burden. A wounded bird.

Claude could overcome being stripped of arms and harness, stripped of coins and horse, alone in the world and wearing women’s clothes. He had been that way before. He had gone out into this rotten world as a child with nothing to his name and he had found his own strength within himself. He had breathed that ember into flame.

A man with honour has no need for friends, Janos used to say. Claude had been hurt, the first time Janos said that. Now Claude turned the phrase over on his tongue, in seven languages, before he slept every night.

Given a little time and freedom he could make a life for himself again – but now his strength was not within himself, not entirely. That infernal weapon had stolen his strength, withered his sword arm.

‘I don’t know what to do with her,’ the priest said, gesturing at Claude. ‘She was in the Chatelaine’s army in some fashion, it seems, but not a grotesque. And not … not a camp follower. She was found raving of fever outside the city gates. Dressed as a crossbowman. As a man.’

The woman looked him up and down. Claude felt his skin redden.

‘However did you manage that?’ said the townswoman.

‘Not well enough, it seems.’ He smiled as best as he could through the itch of his arm.

‘She has been wounded,’ said the priest. ‘I don’t know what to do with her.’

Claude was close to the mace now, so close. If he had the mace and a way out of this city, he could make something new of himself. Find a company of mercenaries. Start again. The first step was getting out of this church and understanding this woman’s connection to the mace.

The woman frowned. ‘Willem de Vos, I am sorry to say, did not come back from the battle of Cassel. His wife, though, is my children’s wet nurse. If you would like to speak with her, come with me. I warn you it is a dour house in these dark times. My wet nurse is a funny old thing and my cook is so frightened she barely does anything but shake.’

The priest nodded his head. ‘Vrouwe Ooste, you are a marvel. God will reward you.’

Claude turned to the priest. ‘Where shall I find my belongings?’

The priest looked puzzled. Claude listed in French the things he had carried on his body: sword, dagger, crossbow, helmet, cap, camail, mail hauberk and padded aketon to wear beneath it, padded chausses and chausses of mail for the legs, poleyns for the knees, belt, spanning hook, gloves, quiver, quarrels (he claimed twenty, although some had found their marks in his last battle). The priest frowned. Claude went on: shirt and braies for beneath it all. The priest frowned deeper.

‘Your man’s clothing and armaments have been given out among the guards at the walls. This city is under siege, and neither you nor I would be alive now if the beardless of Bruges were not keeping the chimeras at bay as best they can. Your food, in these desperate times, has cost more than our coffers have seen in a year. We have no help here now from anyone but God. A more than fair arrangement, unless you have some other means of paying for your room and board?’

He swallowed. ‘I had a purse, yes.’

The priest shook his head. ‘If so, it did not come here with you.’

He might be lying. What did it matter? If the priest had taken it, it would be gone by now, spent on food, most likely.

‘Oh, and a phylactery, a little thing on a leather string,’ Claude remembered aloud. Given to him by funny old Guillot before he expired of ague in Genoa last summer.

It came to Claude, then, like a blow to the gut, that he had truly lost everything. His tunics and hoods. His game pieces. His good grey courser, with him since Catalonia, his through a very lucky wager, and no doubt stolen or dead now. His friends.

‘I am Jacquemine Ooste,’ said the woman in French. ‘What is your name?’

‘Claude,’ he said, the name he had chosen at fourteen.

The priest frowned at him. Claude stared back, daring him to question it. He could not remember now, if he had deliberately chosen to call himself Claude because it could belong to a man or a woman. Perhaps he had, perhaps he had been unsure, then, when he had been barely old enough to bleed. He was not unsure now.

‘Is that the name you were christened with?’

Claude almost smiled at that. He had not been christened at all. But it hurt to remember the name of his childhood, and anyway that name would not be welcome here. He was pushing his luck enough already, without announcing himself Jewish.

‘Claude,’ he said. ‘Claude is my name.’




CHAPTER FOUR

Margriet ran onto the causeway under the gate, slipping in the dust at the edge of the road, her feet finding purchase in the weeds.

Had the terrible thunder blasted the walls open? As the smoke cleared, she saw it still standing, the wooden door unmarred by the greasy black smoke in the air. 

As she approached the gate, she screamed, ‘Open, open in the name of Christ! They’re behind me!’

Her right leg was still numb from squatting and her breath was in her throat. She fell against the wooden door and banged.

‘Open! If you let me die, I swear I shall haunt you. I will come back as a revenant and call your names. By God, I swear it. Let me in, you ninnies!’

She could not hear over the ringing in her ears. Should she leap into the moat? Would the Nix find her there, after all? 

Her city. Her city, where she had worked and fought and bled. Its very stones owed her.

The door creaked, and she squeezed through as it opened. Someone took her roughly by one arm and flung her into the darkness. It was cool and damp, and she leaned against the stone wall to catch her breath.

Young Pieter de Groote, pimpled and scrawny, leaned against the door and barred it, glaring at her.

‘What in God’s name have you done?’ he asked her.

‘Me? That was nothing to do with me. That was a passel of chimeras. Blowing themselves back to Hell. They’re trying to blow the walls down.’

‘And what in Hell were you doing out there?’

‘Don’t know your job, Pieter,’ she said. The words tumbled out of her, a release. She heard how shrill her voice sounded, her throat constricted by fear. ‘Letting a woman wait at the mercy of Hell’s envoys. You were always a bad one, from the days you ran with a hoop in the street and tortured your little sister with dead rats. Oh, yes, someone was watching. Someone was watching and it was me.’ She poked her own chest. ‘And now God is watching and sees how you leave a woman out at the mercy of monsters.’ She pointed up at Him. Since the arrival of Hell from below, the orientation of Heaven seemed all the more certain.

‘Such gratitude,’ Pieter grumbled.

Elisabeth Joossens came up to them, holding a broomstick with a dagger blade notched and bound into one end. 

‘How the devil did you get out there? Lucky I know your voice, Margriet de Vos, or I would have thought you a spy for the Chatelaine. Pieter here wanted to leave you out there.’

‘Did he now?’

Elisabeth frowned at her. Would she ask again, how Margriet came to be outside the city walls during a siege? No, she would not. Margriet recognized that expression. It said: I am not asking. It was an expression they had all learned, all the residents of this cursed city who had been children during the bloody so-called Matins of Bruges in 1302. As Elisabeth and Margriet had both been.

When they were children, Elisabeth used to walk ahead of Margriet on the great treadmill that powered the crane in the market square, that loaded and unloaded the goods on the canal boats. The people of Bruges turned their children into machines and the city prospered. 

And then when the French attacked, in 1302, they turned their children into weapons. Up on the rooftops, bricks in hand.

Margriet had sometimes wondered, in the intervening years, whether she would have to pay with one dead child for every Frenchman she had killed in her own childhood. Trouble was, she did not know how many she had killed, how many had died from the rocks and bricks she threw from the rooftop with her family. One had died, at least. She knew about one.

Perhaps, she had thought on more than one silent night, cradling a stillborn baby in her arms, God was taking his due. Perhaps God had not been paying attention the night that Beatrix was born, alive. 

Like a market-woman distracted by one thief while the other helps himself to the contents of her cart, God had let her get away with her first child, her only child now.

Margriet must get to her Beatrix, now, to tell her that the chimeras were trying to bring down the walls. They had not succeeded today. Tomorrow, they might.

Elisabeth Joossens, who had also been up on those rooftops in the siege of 1302, was not going to ask any citizen of Bruges to account for their actions now. This was their code, their silent password. 

‘Hie to your house, shrew, and be grateful I saved your life,’ pimply Pieter hissed, too young to know the code, emboldened by his new position, now that all the men had gone from Bruges. ‘Do you not see the sun is nearly down?’

It was. The streets were grey and empty. The revenants would be coming soon and Pieter would be fending them off. Within the city, Jacquemine Ooste would be worried, fretting over little Jacob. But first Margriet must see to Beatrix, tell her to prepare to leave the city. They must go. Tomorrow, they must go. They must take refuge where they could – some religious house, if any were left unburnt.

Damn the chimeras.

Margriet darted up the wooden steps to the top of the city wall, hearing Pieter yelling behind her. She leaned over the wall and shouted at the carnage below.

‘Go to the devil, all of you, and save yourselves the shame of leaving with your tails between your legs!’ 

Margriet stumbled down the stairs again, back to where Elisabeth Joosens was still standing guard inside the gate. She whispered, ‘They will take down the walls, Elisabeth. One way or another. It’s time to prepare.’

Elisabeth nodded, gripping her broomstick, as if that would help. 

Margriet walked into her city crookedly, holding her ribs with her right hand and the bunched-up corner of her apron full of thistles with her left. The city was silent: no horseshoes ringing on the cobbles, for the horses had all been eaten. No carts wheeled over the stones. No children played and the canals were empty save for a few small boats tied up to posts. 

Outside the besieged city were the chimeras, but the greater danger to the people of Bruges was within.

With evening coming on, all the houses were shuttered; the only way to tell which walls hid healthy people and which hid those touched by the revenant plague were the marks scratched into the doors: a rectangle, wider than it was tall, with rounded corners. The Hellmouth. 

And sometimes, on the richer houses, by the words Domine Miserere Nobis. Or the letter H, for Hellpest. 

The Hellpest, the revenant plague, meant death. Painful, hideous, but mercifully quick, and mere bodily death was not the worst weapon the revenants carried.

Far, far worse was the Grief, which drove out reason and weakened the will. Every night, revenants flew over the skies of Bruges, and called the names of the living, over and over. Every night, some of the living went mad. They saw strange sights, and tore their hair and flesh, and would not eat or drink. 

And, then, one of two things would happen:

The Grief-stricken would go pale and thin until they, too, became revenants, and walked out of their houses to take the hands of their beloveds, and walk away, over the walls, though the living (sometimes) tried to hold them back.

Or the newly Grief-stricken opened their doors and willingly let the revenants in. Once a revenant entered a house, everyone who lived there would be dead of the plague within days. 

Buried death or walking death: those were the only outcomes, once the revenants’ call opened the heart of a living person.

But Margriet did not fear the dead. Willem might well be a corpse, that she knew. Three weeks since the Battle of Cassel, and no sign of her husband. He might well have been among the prisoners fed to the Hellbeast, in which case he would be a revenant. What of it? If she heard him call, she would be glad, for she would know she was truly a widow. Her husband could call her name all he liked, and she would only smile, knowing he was dead. There was no crack in her heart by which the Grief could enter.




CHAPTER FIVE

The Chatelaine paced the rolling floor of her private chamber, swinging the mace that fitted over her hand like a gauntlet, that bit into her flesh and seemed now to grow out of her arm, at her side. 

Her husband’s house had many rooms and most of them were red. Great halls that glistened red, deep wormholes that glowed red, wiggling passages that pulsed red. The Chatelaine was fluent in all its hues and meanings.

For more centuries than she could count, she had worn the nine hundred keys of Hell on an iron ring on her belt. They dragged behind her, a long and heavy chain. Her husband had given her the keeping of those keys, given her the weight of them to bear because it made him laugh to see it. That was his first and final error.

The first thing she did, when she finally managed to imprison him in Hell’s deepest oubliette, was to change the locks. And she had a new key made, a single key that opened every key in Hell: her beautiful mace.

She would have liked to destroy the keys altogether. What is an oubliette with a key? Not an oubliette at all. Keys are for remembering.

But her husband had taught her that the beast called Hell could not be destroyed; no part of it could be destroyed. Its keys and its locks were as much a part of its great body as its teeth and its guts.

So she went to the most skilled of her husband’s torturers, who used the fires of Hell to mar his victims in the most beautiful ways.

Gobhan Og, a wrinkled turnip of a man who had been a smith once, confirmed that the keys were indestructible, nodding sadly. 

‘They can change, as all flesh changes. The flesh of Hell may be iron or brimstone or pus or chitin, but no matter what it looks like, it is still flesh, and it may be altered in Hell’s furnaces. Altering is not destroying.’

‘Then you will alter them, and if you please me, you will be my chief artificer. My weapon-master. I will have no more torturers.’

The Hellbeast required feeding: it must drain the life from revenants, from people held in the moment between death and life for long years. But the Chatelaine would take those people from the wounded who were already dying. She would be a kinder ruler of Hell than her husband had been.

She must keep a key for her husband’s oubliette, but she was strong enough to remember. She would remember that she had power over her husband now, that this was a power she had made herself.

‘Take all of my keys,’ she said to Gobhan Og, throwing one end of the chain of keys onto his great anvil. ‘Make them all into a single weapon that I may wear. What sort of a weapon would work like a key?’

Gobhan Og thought. He had been out in the world, getting food for the Beast. He had seen something of the world’s weapons. 

‘A flanged mace, perhaps, if we remade all the locks to fit its flanges.’

‘Excellent.’

‘In place of your lovely hand, my mistress?’ he looked at her eagerly.

She looked at her hand, the dark brown flesh still so young-looking, the nails still so pink.

‘I think not,’ she said. ‘Let me wear it like a gauntlet.’

She had borne the keys already for more than a lifetime. If she must bear them forever, let her wield them as well.

The mace fit over her hand perfectly and worked its edge into the flesh of her forearm. It was heavier than it looked, forged of all the many keys of her husband’s many rooms.

She remembered enough about the surface to know that it was safest to arrive with entitlements, with power. Not as some wandering nameless girl, some exile with no land and no memory. No. She would come back to the surface, but with Hell at her back.

She had set the torturers to new work, with an edict that they were to make, not mar. The fires of Hell could fuse anything without killing it, because Hell was a creature in which Life and Death did not rule. Those furnaces could join metal and flesh, and glass and fur, and any other things that the artificers’ imagination could compass. She would make an army of chimeras, offering the changes to anyone willing. And there were many willing.

They had started with a French brigand. How miserable he had been when he wandered into what he thought – he swore he thought – was a mere cave. How he had loathed himself for the sins of his past. He had asked her if he could ever be made pure. And so she led him to the furnace, where her beloved unicorn waited. In they went together, into the fire, unicorn and man. That was her first great sacrifice, her first great gift.

She had not been certain it would work. But it did, and he was beautiful. A body like a man’s but larger, bronzed and muscled, and with the great horn in the middle of his forehead.

She asked Chaerephon to name him and he called him Monoceros.

Monoceros taught the Chatelaine his French language. He became her marshal as his reward. The first of her chimeras.

She said the word chimeras lovingly, the way one gives a kitten the name of an ogre, to show how fragile it is. 

The chimeras chose their own gifts, just as the victims had once chosen their own punishments; will was the bellows that fed the fires of Hell. 

But there were risks. Soon after they came to the French court, they met a young noblewoman marred by smallpox, unmarriageable, a reluctant nun. She admired Monoceros and his skin like bronze, asked to be given a skin smooth as Italian glass. The Chatelaine agreed, thinking of the armour she could make. 

Gobhan Og vitrified the noblewoman clear through; he let his furnace get too hot. 

The Chatelaine demoted him in a fury. No longer head artificer, he would labour with a shovel, cleaning the unmentionable mess made by the forges. The saltpetre from the flying creatures that were Hell’s parasites. The brimstone that collected in its cloaca.

In fury, Gobhan Og began to plot against her.

The Chatelaine stopped pacing. She opened her eyes and swung her mace, remembering how pleasantly it had bit into Gobhan Og’s skull, how it had spilled his treasonous brain all over the floor of his little chamber, how the Beast had absorbed it into its shining red flesh. 

The mantis-man who guarded her door opened it and coughed in the strange way of his kind, and then Monoceros stood there. Her beautiful horned man, the first of her servants. The only one she could trust. The man who was part unicorn, who had shown himself to be as brave and loyal as those creatures were reputed to be.

‘What news?’ she asked him.

‘The hounds think perhaps the mercenary Claude Jouvenal might have gone to Bruges. I gave them the scent off an aketon the mercenary once wore, and they followed a trail to the moat of Bruges. But of course, they could go no further, as the town’s walls still stand, for now.’

Her beautiful hounds, made out of a dozen men and women with broken backs or broken necks, whose bodies were frozen and who had been left to rot to death in their bedsores. She put their heads on the hounds and set them off as a pack. The double-headed hounds had the loyalty of dogs, and the anger of nearly-dead humans.

Monoceros stood, waiting.

She paced. Claude Jouvenal was a great danger to her because of the way he’d escaped. Somehow, he had persuaded the smith Gobhan Og to make another mace, an exact copy of the one the Chatelaine wore. He’d used it to unlock the key to his cell, to unlock the mouth of Hell.

She must have the counterfeit mace back – not just a mace but a key, a key to every lock within the Beast and to its very bridle. It meant that the Chatelaine was no longer the only keeper of the key to Hell. Someone else could control it. With the forgery, the mercenary Claude Jouvenal could return, could open any door he liked, could open the doors to Hell’s oubliettes, could free any prisoner there.

And the French king was growing impatient. Demanding the surrender of Bruges, but the Chatelaine had lost more than half her forces at Cassel. If she spent any more in attacking a walled city, she would be weakened indeed. 

‘Let us see if the gonner-chimeras can frighten Bruges into surrender,’ she said. ‘If all goes well, they will have those gates
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