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* 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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A Great Victory
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Toulouse

July 23, 1213

Our great victory at Pujol is complete.” The scarlet-clad herald on the balcony of the Chateau Narbonnaise threw his arms wide and was rewarded by wild cheering from the crowd packed into the square below. “In response to a cowardly threat to ravage our harvests, the knights of your beloved Count Raymond and the Counts of Foix and Comminges, and”—the herald paused dramatically—“the people of the City of Toulouse”—the crowd roared its approval—“set forth to teach those in Pujol, the flower of the crusader army, a lesson they would not soon forget.

“Our noble army, armed with siege-machines, battering rams and endless courage, mined the walls and filled in the moat, heedless of the fire, stones and crossbow bolts hurled at them. The arrows flew as thick as dust in a summer wind as our soldiers, wading through rivers of blood, scaling mountains of corpses and racing through avenues of flame, stormed the citadel of that usurper Simon de Montfort.” The crowd jeered lustily. “The town was laid waste and the souls of sixty verminous knights dispatched to the everlasting tortures of the deepest pit of hell. De Montfort, arriving too late to help his minions, wept at the defeat.” Wild cheering broke out once more.

“Only three knights of Pujol survived,” the herald went on when the mass before him quieted, “and they languish in the dungeon, awaiting Count Raymond’s pleasure.”

“Give them to us,” a tall, dark-haired man in the crowd yelled, encouraging a chorus of agreement. “We’ll know what to do with them, right mates?”

Cries of “Kill them,” “Hang them,” “Burn them,” rang out.

The trumpeters on either side of the herald stepped forward and clear notes echoed over the square.

“Toulouse!” the herald yelled.

“Toulouse!” the crowd answered.

Three times the herald called out Count Raymond’s battle cry and three times, each louder than the one before, the crowd answered. Then the herald was gone.

John stood silent on the edge of the crowd, looking over the seething mass of people. Men were still shouting incoherently and several fights had broken out. A large body of townsfolk, led by the dark-haired man, split from the main crowd and disappeared down an alley beside the Chateau.

“When I met her on the battlements at Béziers,” John commented thoughtfully, “Beatrice said that the citizens who were rushing out the open gate to fight the crusaders were only proving that they had more of the Devil in them than their enemies. In all the years since, I don’t think I’ve seen anything to suggest that she was wrong.”

“Beatrice was right in most things,” Isabella said. “But the whole world isn’t like that. What about Umar and Nasir?”

“True,” John acknowledged, “but gentle folk with peaceful intent are few and far between these days.”

“That they are,” Adso agreed, “but in my experience, gentle, peaceful folk don’t last long in times such as these. It’s only the strongest and most violent who survive.”

“Like Oddo?” John asked.

“Like Oddo,” Adso agreed, a frown darkening his face.

“I’ve wondered for the past five years whether it was Oddo I saw killing Pierre of Castelnau outside Arles. It was certainly a left-handed knight, and there are few of them around.”

“That was after the debate at St. Gilles?” Adso asked.

“Yes,” John confirmed, “although it wasn’t much of a debate. Aumery and Pierre simply insulted Count Raymond and then excommunicated him. Raymond certainly threatened the Papal Legates, and Aumery made a big fuss about Raymond’s guilt afterwards, but no one ever proved anything.”

“I was in Toulouse when Raymond returned from St. Gilles,” Isabella said. “He was certainly in a foul mood, but he was also worried that Pierre of Castelnau’s death would be used to convince the Pope to declare a crusade. Raymond even asked to be tried for the murder so that he could prove his innocence, but his request was ignored.”

“It don’t sound as if ‘e were guilty,” Adso commented, “but then you can never trust what lords and bishops say. I don’t think Oddo’d lose any sleep over a single murder.”

“I agree,” John said, “but even if Raymond were guilty of organizing the murder, why would he pick Oddo to do his dirty work for him? The man’s a mercenary, but he’s fighting on the side of the crusade.”

Adso shrugged. “The doings of important folk’re too complicated for a simple soldier, though there might not ‘ave been a crusade if Pierre ‘adn’t been killed.”

The three fell silent, pondering the long-ago crime. It was Isabella who spoke first, addressing Adso. “After your ambush outside Lavaur failed and Bertrand was killed, you made a promise to find and kill Oddo. Do you still hold to that?”

“I took an oath,” Adso said miserably. “Not only did I promise Bertrand, but I swore after Oddo's Falcons murdered that simple monk Philip at Esperenza that I would avenge ‘im.” Adso laughed sardonically. “Lot of good that did. I ended up doing exactly what Oddo had sent the Falcons ‘oo killed Philip down there to do. I destroyed the Gospel of the Christ.”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Isabella said. “The Good Christians don’t believe in oaths. They say that Christ spoke against them in the sermon where he fed the people with loaves and fishes.”

“I say this unto you,” John said, reaching into the memory cloister and calling up the Gospel of Matthew, “do not swear at all, either by heaven, since that is God’s throne; or by earth, since that is his footstool; or by Jerusalem, since that is the city of the great King. Do not swear by your own head either, since you cannot turn a single hair white or black. All you need say is ‘Yes’ if you mean yes, ‘No’ if you mean no; anything more than this comes from the Evil One.”

“Is there anything you don’t ‘ave crammed into that memory of yours?” Adso asked.

“Plenty,” John said with a smile. “There will always be more books containing more knowledge and more wisdom.”

“And I suppose you’ll keep on searching for them until you wear out either your eyes or your mind?”

“I will,” John replied.

“And I will take any chance that comes my way to kill Oddo, until I get too weak to ‘old a sword or until ‘e kills me. Oh,” Adso hurried on before John could interrupt, “I won’t seek ‘im out and rush blindly at ‘im with sword raised. If God wants me to fulfil my oath, ‘E’ll provide an opportunity and I’ll take it. Meanwhile, I’ll just watch and wonder at the madness around me.”

Adso nodded down to the square. Much of the crowd had dispersed, but the party that had disappeared down the alley was back. They were dragging three bloodied figures. As John and the other two watched, three horses were brought forward and one prisoner was tied behind each. One man fell to his knees and prayed loudly for mercy. The other two stood and stared arrogantly at the rabble around them.

When the captive’s hands were tied, one of the men stepped forward and hit each of the horses a sharp blow in the rump. The kneeling man was immediately dragged away. The other two tried to keep their feet but soon fell to the cobbles.

The crowd that had remained in the square, and those who had returned to see what the commotion was about, made way for the horses and encouraged them to ever greater speed as they galloped wildly around the square. The three bodies bounced and dragged on the uneven ground, limp and bloody.

“Are those the three knights captured at Pujol?” John asked. “How did those men get them out of the dungeon so quickly?”

“I imagine someone gave them a key,” Isabella said.

“Why?” John asked. “Wasn’t there enough blood at the battle?”

“There’s never enough blood,” Isabella answered, her voice much softer than usual.

“Nothing like the sight of blood to get a crowd excited,” Adso grumbled. “Besides, I ‘eard that all that stuff the ‘erald said about climbing over mountains of bodies was just for the crowd to ‘ear. I ‘eard that it wasn’t the great victory we’ve been told, just a rabble ‘oo walked into the town and, when they found they couldn’t get at the knights in the keep, offered them safe passage if they surrendered.”

“There was no battle?” John asked.

“Not what you, the great survivor of Las Navas de Tolosa, would call such,” Adso said.

“So the herald was lying.”

Adso burst into a laugh that quickly degenerated into a fit of coughing. John and Isabella waited patiently until it had passed and their friend could continue. “Never did manage to throw off that damned cough. Sleeping sodden and drunk in the gutter for all those months weren’t the best rest cure. Anyway, as I was about to say, why should lying surprise you? Everybody lies or, at best, exaggerates what suits them. Only difference is that princes, counts, popes and bishops lie to more people.”

“I do not lie.” The trio turned to see William of Arles standing behind them. He looked thinner and older than John remembered, and his brightly-coloured troubadour's costume was faded and frayed at the edges.

“You!” Adso exclaimed. “You’re a troubadour. You lie more’n most.”

William performed an elaborate, ironic bow. “I will admit to altering a few minor facts in the interests of a good story, however, I do so only to tell a deeper and broader truth.”

Adso snorted loudly, but William continued. “And what is truth? Pilate asked Christ that very question, but did not wait to hear the answer. Do you believe the truth that the herald proclaimed or the truth that you heard? The Catholic Church proclaims the truths they wish us to hear, but there are different truths in the documents John holds in his memory. As my friend said, we can only choose the truths that suit our own needs. Only God knows the whole truth.”

“Then I shall ask ‘im when my time comes,” Adso remarked.

“And you imagine in your arrogance that He will tell you,” John said. “You, the bumbling fool who set the body of Christ on fire.”

“It was an accident.” Adso said sheepishly. “Besides, we don’t know for sure that’s ‘oo it was.”

“Wait,” William held up his hand. “Did I hear you aright? Burned the body of Christ? This sounds like a tale too good to miss.”

“And I am sure these two will be happy enough to tell you in excruciating detail over a mug or two of ale,” Isabella said. “But what brings you to our troubled city?”

“Troubled indeed,” William agreed, “but no more so than the sorry times we find ourselves in. I came here because there is nowhere else to go and because this is where everything will happen and I fear that this year will see a resolution to this mess once and for all. Word is that King Pedro’s army is on the move.”

“About time,” Adso said. "'E's been talking about it long enough. But you’re right, William. Soon as King Pedro brings ‘is army up ‘ere to sort de Montfort out, we’ll be able to go back to the life we ‘ad afore this all started.”

“We can never do that,” William said. “Too much blood has been spilled and too many bonfires have been lit. Whatever happens this year, this land is changed forever.”

“But at least we’ll be rid of de Montfort,” John said. “Pedro defeated a much larger army than the crusaders at Las Navas de Tolosa and this time he’ll be supported by Count Raymond’s knights and those of the Foix and Comminges. At least the bonfires will stop.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure.” The three men stared at Isabella. “We decided earlier that Beatrice was usually right, and she said that the Church hated and feared us so much that it would never give up until the last Good Christian was dead. With what you hold in your head, John, you should know that better than anyone.”

The group’s focus moved to John, who shrugged helplessly. “No one will believe what I remember, and even if they did, they would simply kill me to keep it secret. All I want is to find Lucius’s book on drawing and go somewhere quiet to practice.”

“I wish you luck,” Adso said, “but, at the very least, when de Montfort and Oddo’re dead and Aumery’s scuttled back to whatever ‘ole he crawled out of, it’ll be much ‘arder for the crusaders to get their bonfires going. Things'll be better then and I'll fight with anyone, Aragonese king or not, to achieve that. Now, did someone mention ale and stories? That’s just what I need to soothe my cough.”

“I believe it was the fair Isabella,” William said, slapping Adso heartily on the shoulder. “And I cannot think of a better idea.”

As the four moved away from the square, John hesitated and looked back. The three knights of Pujol were little more than bloody shapes that had left red smears across the cobbles. Would it ever end?
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A Small Defeat
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Carcassonne

July 23, 1213

Peter struggled to keep up with Arnaud Aumery as he strode along the stone corridor. They had been summoned by Simon de Montfort, but that wasn’t what was on Peter’s mind. As they hurried along, they continued a conversation that had begun before the summons.

“That misguided fool in Aragon is meddling in our affairs,” Aumery said. “We must not let it distract us from our God-given task. Do not doubt that the crusade will continue whatever King Pedro does. God will see to that. Things may change, but that is nothing. They have changed already. Today it is not like the days when we began this great task. Then there were but a handful of Papal Legates struggling to carry out God and Pope Innocent’s work to stem the tide of heresy. Now there is an army of God’s soldiers, and the Holy Inquisition gains strength every month. Dominic Guzman’s Black Friars, even though they do not yet have the Pope’s approval, are growing in number and strength. They dedicate themselves to a life of poverty, preaching and prayer, and root out heresy wherever they find it.”

Peter knew that Aumery was right. The Black Friars seemed to be everywhere these days, preaching and denouncing heresy, and there was no way the crusade would cease, not as long as Pope Innocent supported it and de Montfort was intent on building his empire.

Peter almost yearned for Dominic’s Black Friars to take over the role of seeking out and destroying the heretics. That would release him from his obligations and allow him to seek answers to the troubling questions that had been plaguing him since his return from the east. What was the meaning of his voices and the stigmata, and what did God have planned for him? The voices had been quiet lately and the stigmata were now little more than minor red patches on his hands and feet, but both loomed large in his mind.

“Will you continue the search for the Grail?” Peter asked.

Aumery stopped and spun round so fast that Peter almost cannoned into him. “Never mention that out loud,” he hissed. “Speak only of the Cathar Treasure and reply vaguely if anyone asks.”

“I shall,” Peter said, unsettled by Aumery’s reaction and the wild stare in his bulbous eyes.

“Good.” Aumery continued walking and Peter fell in at his side. “Of course I shall continue the search,” Aumery went on. “I remain convinced that the Cathar Treasure is the key to bringing on the Day of Judgement. I shall continue working for the crusade at de Montfort’s side and you shall be my eyes and ears, scouring the land for clues as to the treasure’s whereabouts.”

Peter’s heart sank. He was not to be released from Aumery’s influence as easily as he had hoped, and he was not as certain as he had been that the Grail could be found without difficulty. His experiences in the east and his conversations with the strange yet obviously holy Francesco had seen to that.

The palms of Peter’s hands itched uncomfortably. He scratched and his fingers came away with blood under the nails. He sighed and tucked his hands into the wide sleeves of his habit. So far he had managed to keep the stigmata hidden from everyone, except Francesco and John. He regretted mentioning it to his old friend, but there was nothing that could be done about that now.

Aumery stopped outside a curtained archway. He took a deep breath to compose himself and pushed through the curtain. Peter followed.

The room was the same one in which Peter had negotiated the surrender of Carcassonne with Roger Trenceval. That had been in the first year of the crusade, a lifetime ago, it seemed, and Trenceval was long dead. Peter felt a twinge of guilt at the role he had played in the young count’s betrayal, but he pushed it back. He had been unaware of Aumery’s trap and, in any case, he had been engaged in God’s work.

Simon de Montfort stood in the centre of the room, deep in conversation with Oddo. He turned as Aumery and Peter entered.

“Ah, Father Aumery,” de Montfort said with a smile.

Aumery bowed slightly. “You wish to discuss some matter?”

“Indeed. I have just received word that the Aragonese king, Pedro, has issued a call to arms and that his army is assembling in preparation for crossing the mountains to attack us.”

“Surely this is not a surprise after the council at Toulouse in February. Pedro made no secret of the fact that he would resort to arms if you maintained your claim to Foix and Comminges.”

“True enough, although I had hoped that cooler heads in Pedro’s court might prevail and dissuade him from such a rash venture.”

“It’s not rash to go to war when your army’s three times the size of your enemy’s.” Oddo rested his stare on Peter. His mouth twisted into a sneer that stretched the scar tissue on his cheek and exposed several yellow teeth. Peter shuddered and lowered his eyes.

“Perhaps,” de Montfort continued, “and that is why I have asked you here. We are outnumbered, and while Pedro can expect his forces to increase with the knights of Toulouse, Foix and Comminges, we can count only on what few crusaders trickle south this year.

“There will be a great battle here before the end of this summer, and its outcome will determine the future of this land. If we win, the crusade wins, and you and the Black Friars can cleanse the land of heretics without let or hindrance. However, should we lose, an outcome that seems increasingly likely as Pedro’s army grows, the crusade is finished. Languedoc will become a part of Pedro’s lands and the vile heresy of Catharism will flourish unopposed.”

“And my role in this will be?” Aumery asked.

“Our knights are valiant, but it is God who will win this battle for us. I cannot imagine Him sitting aside and watching all the good work we have already accomplished go to waste. The only danger is that He does not see us as worthy. Therefore, I would beg that you collect all the bishops of the land, including that fat fool Foulques, and accompany my army when the time comes. With God at our head and the prayers of all Christendom supporting us, we shall triumph.”

Aumery stood silent for a moment. Then he said, “I will do it. If it is God’s will that you triumph over Pedro, then I must do all in my power to further that end.”

De Montfort bowed slightly. “I thank you.”

“I have heard,” Aumery said, “that much of the countryside is in turmoil and that many minor lords who previously swore allegiance to you and the crusade now slip back into their old ways and bow a knee to Raymond of Toulouse.”

“It means nothing,” de Montfort said. “They bend with the wind and a gale is coming.”

“Word goes around that Pujol was taken by the rabble from Toulouse.”

“It was,” de Montfort said with a shrug, “but it is of little consequence. There were but three knights in the town. It is but a small defeat that none will remember after we have overcome Pedro.”

“Pray hard,” Oddo said, “but if God wishes us to triumph in the coming battle, He will lead my Falcons and me to Pedro, and He will guide my beautiful Britta”—he fingered the blade of his axe lovingly—“through the misguided Aragonese fool’s skull.”

Peter shuddered at the sight of Oddo’s axe, and at the man’s harsh contempt for the most powerful king in Christendom. Peter had learned much from Aumery and from his travels, and he was no longer the weak, uncertain boy who had argued with John on the banks of the Rhone Rover outside Arles five years previously. He was a fully ordained priest in the service of God and Pope Innocent and he was supported by all the power that that implied. Yet the naked aggression and the violence in Oddo’s tone still intimidated him. He felt the itch growing on his palms and tucked his hands deeper into the sleeves of his habit. With a surge of relief, he followed Aumery out of the room.

“Well,” Aumery said, “it appears that the continuation of your search for the treasure must wait on the affairs of man.”

“Will de Montfort win?” Peter asked.

“You doubt that God is on our side?”

“No. No. Of course not,” Peter said hurriedly, “but God was on King Pedro’s side at Las Navas de Tolosa. Has He now abandoned him?”

“Of course. At Las Navas de Tolosa, Pedro fought on the side of right against the heathens, but that victory made him proud and greedy. Now, for personal gain and aggrandisement, he fights on the side of heretics against the Holy Church. Of course de Montfort will win. But not without some help.”

“Our prayers?” Peter asked.

“Of course.” Aumery smiled humourlessly. “And I must begin the prayers now. I suggest you do the same.”

Aumery strode off down the corridor, leaving Peter with his doubt and a fervent wish that he could simply withdraw from all the confusion that surrounded the affairs of men. If only he could find quiet and solitude, then he might attain peace and discover what everything meant, including what God wanted of him.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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Toulouse

September 9, 1213

The streets of Toulouse reminded John of the festivals he had loved so much as a boy. Jugglers and tumblers performed wherever there was space and the walls of the Chateau Narbonnaise were draped with scarlet banners bearing the golden cross of Toulouse and the gold bars of Aragon. Aragonese, Basque, Catalan and Gascon knights swaggered through the streets in their brilliant red, blue and gold liveries.

“How many knights do you think my uncle brought?” Isabella asked John. The pair were strolling through the crowds outside the Chateau after having watched King Pedro and his retinue go inside to meet with Count Raymond.

“Adso said this morning that he had watched them come down the road yesterday and had counted over eight hundred,” John replied. “If you add the knights of Toulouse, Foix and Comminges, there must be fourteen or fifteen hundred mounted knights all told. Then there’s twenty or thirty thousand vassals and Toulouse militia. De Montfort doesn’t have a hope.”

“How many knights does he have?”

“Hard to say. It depends on how many answered the call to the crusade this summer. Maybe half as many as King Pedro and only about a thousand foot soldiers. I think the problem’s going to be forcing de Montfort into a battle. If I were him, I’d keep away from Pedro and let his army march all over the countryside until they’re exhausted and have to go home. Then I'd attack them as they crossed back through the passes.”

“You mean there might not be a battle in the next few days?” Isabella sounded disappointed.

“I don’t know. I’m only saying what I would do, and I’m not a count or a king. Do you really want there to be a battle, with all the death and suffering that means?”

“I want this all to be over, and if it takes a battle to finish it, then yes, I want a battle. Besides, knights are born and brought up to fight, so let them do it. It’s the innocents caught up in this war that I feel sorry for: the farmers whose families starve because their crops have been destroyed, the children who are orphaned because their parents were in the wrong place at the wrong time, and the women raped when a city falls.”

“And the Good Christians forced onto the bonfires.” John added.

“Them, too,” Isabella agreed. She was about to add something else when the pair were distracted by a soldier hurrying toward them. His livery identified him as one of King Pedro’s bodyguards.

“My Lady,” the soldier said, bowing before Isabella. “I bring a request for you to attend the presence of his illustrious majesty, the most Christian King Pedro of Aragon and Barcelona.” The soldier looked up slyly. ”And I bring greetings from an old friend.”

“Peire!” John and Isabella said simultaneously, recognizing the soldier they had become friends with at Pedro's court in Barcelona.

“We heard that you chose to accompany Pedro back to Aragon after the council in Toulouse, and now you are back. It’s good to see you. And”—John gestured at Peire’s fancy uniform—“you have done well for yourself.”

Peire spread his arms wide to show off his bright livery to its best advantage. “The King’s personal bodyguard. We get the best food, best quarters, and”—Peire winked broadly at John—“the ladies do love the uniform. But”—he turned to Isabella and assumed a more formal expression—“I do bear a request for your attendance at the King, and I have been some considerable time in searching you out. We should proceed.”

“Both of us?” Isabella asked as Peire led the way toward the Chateau.

“The King did send me to seek out his niece, but he said if she was not alone that I should bring along the fair-haired Moorish impersonator.”

“What does he want with us?” John asked.

“What do kings ever want?” Peire asked thoughtfully. “To be obeyed, worshipped and powerful. But I think in this case he merely wants to visit with his favourite niece.”

“I’m his only niece,” Isabella said.

Peire shrugged. “He was sad that you decided to stay.”

“He could have forced me to go with him.”

“He might have, had he not cared for you so much.”

The three climbed the steps to the Chateau in silence. Inside, the main hall was a riot of colour. Banners covered every square inch of wall and thick carpets were strewn over the floor. A long table groaned under the weight of every imaginable food, and a vast fire roared in the ceiling-high fireplace at one end. Servants darted here and there among the sumptuously dressed guests and the noise of conversation and laughter filled the air. King Pedro sat in a chair on a raised platform at the opposite end of the hall from the fire. To his right, on a slightly lower platform, sat Count Raymond, and flanking, lower yet but still above the lesser knights and retainers, were the Counts of Foix and Comminges.

As Peire led the way over, Pedro noticed them and beckoned. “Isabella, it’s good to see you once more,” he bellowed. “This time I have brought my army to show you.”

Everyone looked toward the focus of the King’s attention and John felt acutely uncomfortable.

“And you have brought the young master of disguises with you. Perhaps we might persuade him to dress up as a Moor later for our entertainment.” The King roared with laughter and everyone dutifully followed. John wished the floor would open and swallow him. “Come and sit by me and tell me of your adventures this past summer.”

As John and Isabella settled themselves at Pedro’s feet, Count Raymond leaned over and said, “Your Majesty. We must plan our attack on de Montfort. The seasons move on and time is short.”

“Yes, yes,” Pedro said with a dismissive wave. “As you mentioned earlier, de Montfort has some thirty knights at the town, what was its name?”

“Muret,” Raymond replied. “A force of my knights and the Toulouse militia have been besieging them there this past week.”

“Of course. Tomorrow I shall lead my army to Muret. De Montfort cannot afford to lose so many knights. He must come to their aid. Then we shall defeat him and end this presumption once and for all. But that is the work of tomorrow. Tonight we dine, drink and talk. Where are those minstrels I ordered?”

John watched with interest. Every previous time he had seen Count Raymond the man had been in charge, the most powerful lord present. Now he was in the presence of his king and he cut a different figure—quieter, respectful and subservient. Nevertheless, John detected a hint of annoyance in Raymond’s furrowed brow. He wasn’t happy with Pedro’s easy dismissal of military matters in favour of revelry.

John glanced around the hall. It was noisy and seemed chaotic, but there was an order to what went on. Everyone in the room, from King Pedro down to the lowliest servant, knew their place, knew who was above and who was below them and how they should address and be addressed by those more or less important. The world was ordered as it should be, just as the battle, if it were to happen, would be fought according to the established rules of chivalry and honour.

Peter would approve of the structure, John thought, and say that it was ordained by God, but John wasn’t so sure. Was this complex web of duty and responsibility as secure as it seemed? Was there a different, less rigid, way of ordering human affairs? John didn’t have an opportunity to pursue the thought.

“You will accompany us tomorrow to Muret,” Pedro said. It wasn’t a question but a statement of fact.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” John and Isabella replied.

“Excellent. Then you shall see how we handle that upstart de Montfort. Afterwards, you shall accompany us back to Barcelona. Next year I plan to take my armies south to reconquer Cordova from the Caliph. Then who knows? Sevilla, Granada? There will be a great Christian empire from Africa to Toulouse and Carcassonne, and Aragon will be at its heart with Barcelona as its capital. And the heart of Barcelona will be my cathedral that will house the body of the holy martyr Saint Eulalia. Do you know her story?”

“I’m not familiar with the story, Your Majesty,” Isabella said. John remained silent, struggling to keep up with Pedro's stream of words.

“The blessed Saint Eulalia was a thirteen-year-old girl, pure in Christ, who was tortured by the heathen Romans. She underwent thirteen tortures when she refused to renounce her Christianity, one for every year of her age. They included hideous mutilations and being rolled down a hill in a barrel with knives stuck in it, all of which she suffered in silence. When at last her head was cut off, a pure white dove flew from her bleeding neck. I shall build her the most magnificent church in Christendom. My scribe”—Pedro clapped his hands and a thin, bearded old man stepped hurriedly forward—“has been to the north where he has collected drawings of the newest ways of building churches.” Pedro broke off and fixed his gaze on John. “You like drawing, I recall.”

“I do, Your Majesty,” John replied, confused by the abrupt change of topic.

“Good. Good. Alessandro will show you he what he has found.” Pedro turned to Isabella. “Now, dear niece, tell me of your adventures this past summer.”

With that, John was dismissed. The old man scuttled round to the side and beckoned him urgently. John bowed to Pedro, who ignored him, and followed the scribe, wondering what he was to be shown.

“Come, come, come.” Alessandro spoke rapidly, in short bursts. His voice was high-pitched and his hands were continually in motion, as if attacking each other. Under his left arm he carried a worn, leather folder. “Too noisy. Too noisy. Need peace. Need quiet.”

Alessandro led John into a small side room, bare except for a long oak table. The old man placed the folder on the table and opened it.

“Are these the drawings for King Pedro’s cathedral?” John asked.

“What?” Alessandro sounded surprised. “No, no, no. These are of what has been done, is being done, in the north.” The old man’s skinny fingers picked at the vellum pages while he provided a running commentary. “Saint Dennis, only an abbey, but complete. Chartres, Laon, Paris, great cathedrals. Almost done. All are here, all in the new French style.”

Most of the pages were detailed, elaborate plans, with dots where pillars supported roofs and lines for walls. Some were church fronts with doors, windows and sculpted figures drawn in. Others were sketches of details, jumbled together on single pages, a window and a statue here, an arch and a vaulted ceiling there. Some seemed to be almost doodles—people in different poses, mason’s tools, mazes, animals and mythical beasts.

“See. See. That’s the key,” Alessandro said, pointing at a strangely pointed arch between two sturdy pillars. “The pillars take the weight and between can be glass, allowing God’s light to flood the church.”

John had heard about these new churches with their walls of windows that transformed the dark, cave-like interiors with which he was familiar. It was the architectural equivalent of what he wanted to with his drawing, if he ever found Lucius’ book. He examined the drawings with interest. They were wonderfully detailed and intricate, but they were flat. Of course, they were showing flat objects, walls and plans, but John wished for something that would show him what one of these new churches would look like as he entered the great
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