
  
    
      
    
  



Power of Darkness

Hélie de Trevaine, exiled to the court of Provence for a youthful indiscretion, returns to his inheritance in the dark and troubled England of King John. He is at first welcomed home in triumph, but his independent and rebellious spirit soon sets him at odds with his family and neighbours. Matters reach a head when he refuses to consent to the marriage his mother has arranged for him in his absence, and becomes the champion of the outcast ‘witch’, Durande de Vallaroy, accused of murdering her brutal husband-to-be on the eve of their wedding.

Hélie is convinced of Durande’s innocence, and resolves to clear her of the charges of murder and witchcraft laid against her. He finds few allies, but adversaries are many—and redoubtable. Fulbert de Falaise is an ambitious and unscrupulous mercenary with an eye to Durande's fortune. Oliver de Collingford is a weak and vicious young man whose nobility of birth is not apparent in his character. But there are enemies far more sinister and terrible than these: in the ruins of the castle that towers above Trevaine the women of the village gather secretly by night, and among them walks a creature with the voice of a man but the hideous head and cloven hoof of a goat…

This is a most unusual and exciting historical novel, set in a sombre and little-known period of English history. The struggle of Hélie and Durande against the all-pervading climate of supernatural evil that grips the countryside builds up relentlessly to a terrifying climax.
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GLOSSARY

  
    
      	
        Adulterine

      

      	
        Castles illegally built during the anarchy of Stephen's reign

      
    


    
      	
        Agistor

      

      	
        Official who regulated grazing of animals within forest boundaries

      
    


    
      	
        Assart

      

      	
        Land newly reclaimed from waste or forest

      
    


    
      	
        Bate

      

      	
        In falconry, to flap wings violently while tethered

      
    


    
      	
        Berm

      

      	
        The narrow space between wall and ditch

      
    


    
      	
        Chape

      

      	
        The metal tip of a scabbard.

      
    


    
      	
        Cramoisy

      

      	
        Crimson.

      
    


    
      	
        Crenellate

      

      	
        To fortify with battlements, royal permission being required

      
    


    
      	
        Disparagement

      

      	
        The marriage of a noblewoman with a man of inferior rank

      
    


    
      	
        Dwale

      

      	
        Deadly nightshade


    


    
      	
        Fief

      

      	
        An estate held by right of military service to an overlord

      
    


    
      	
        Flux

      

      	
        Dysentery; any disease causing diarrhoea

      
    


    
      	
        Gazehound

      

      	
        Hound that pursues its prey by sight, ancestral to greyhound

      
    


    
      	
        Harbourer

      

      	
        The huntsman who found the deer and led the hunt to it

      
    


    
      	
        Langue d'oc

      

      	
        The southern division of the French tongue during the Middle Ages; Provence

      
    


    
      	
        Lymer

      

      	
        Hound that hunted by scent

      
    


    
      	
        Relief

      

      	
        An inheritance tax paid to one's overlord on succeeding to a fief

      
    


    
      	
        Routier

      

      	
        A mercenary soldier scarcely distinguishable from a highway robber

      
    


    
      	
        Verjuice

      

      	
        A sour cider made from crab-apples, largely used instead of vinegar
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DUSK was dimming the gay colours of the dancers' clothes, but they still circled blithely to the stamp of drums and twitter of pipes, singing the chorus as they linked hands. The scent of the grass their feet bruised filled the bailey. The stiffer-jointed sat on benches or the newly-scythed sward beyond their ring, gossiping comfortably between choruses, and behind them in the shadows gathered unoccupied servants and men-at-arms, watching with appreciation heightened by the fact that this was the first time there had been dancing in the bailey for five months of mourning. Yet constantly eyes turned curiously towards a bench set a little apart from the rest, with but one occupant.

The small woman in black, her face tiny and forlorn in the dose-pinned bands of the widow’s wimple, had laid aside her sewing when the light faded, but her hands still plucked restlessly at the tumbled mass in her lap. She scarcely watched the dance, and her gentle voice murmured on and on to the young man sprawled at her knee, his big shoulders propped against the bench.

‘Sorrows never come singly, I always say, and good reason we have to know it, your brother and father, God rest their souls, going one after the other like leaves falling, and you so young to inherit and never bred to so heavy a duty—not but that you are a good lad and well-meaning, and if you forget the godless ways you learned in the south and settle to it soberly under our guidance I doubt not that you will fill Alain’s shoes very well in time, to say nothing of my lord your father’s.’

‘I will try, my lady.’

‘All these years wasted, but who would ever have expected—?

No use repining, though I was never in favour of sending you so far away. But you were such a headstrong boy, and your father reckoned a feud with Warby only less perilous than an alliance—not that it could have been, and you must have learned sense enough now to realize it. But matters stand differently today, of course.’

‘Differently indeed.’

‘A most suitable alliance, and so fair a girl! Poor sweet child, one’s heart aches for her! To lose husband and brother within half a year—ah, we who know grief too feel with her! Not that I ever heard much good of Robert de Warby, and your father, God rest his soul, never spoke of him without spitting, but when I was at his burial the poor girl was broken-hearted. As fair as ever she was, and gently-spoken. She asked news of you.’

‘She was gracious,’ the young man said expressionlessly.

His mother put forth a restless hand to touch his hair. The dance was ended, the ring had broken, and men and women besieged the musicians with conflicting demands for a successor. No one approached the two who talked privately in the midst of the pleasure.

‘It would be a good match,’ the woman babbled on. ‘It could not have been four years ago, when you were so mad as to set all your desire on her, but now your position has changed. And she is so lovely!’

‘Surely you do not imagine I have cherished a deathless desire for her these four years, my lady?’ the young man asked between amusement and dismay.

‘Not that, perhaps, but a fondness—you cannot have entirely forgotten—she is so very fair, and cherishing sweet memories of your wooing—’

‘Safest to stay away, if she reckons that folly a sweet memory!’ her son commented flippantly.

‘So beautiful and gentle, and the best match in the county! Her brother’s heiress, beside the Markwick dower! Hélie, it would be wanton waste!’

The young man grinned with a flash of strong teeth. ‘Waste indeed, my lady. Lay it to my reluctance to resurrect a dead folly, but I can rouse no eagerness for the match.’

‘No eagerness for fair Hermeline! There speaks folly in truth! Or did you find another love in the south?’

The young man made no answer, nor lifted his tawny head. His mother made a nervous gesture with both hands, scooping at the mass of silk in her lap so that it rustled like stirred leaves of autumn.

‘It is folly indeed to set all one’s desire on any woman, Hélie! Your brother was just the same, would never look at another woman after his wife died, and see where that has brought us! So it must be in the blood, though Saints only know where it comes from, for your own father had always a roving fancy, God pardon his frailties, and my father and brothers were the hottest lechers in six counties. But there is that poor child Hermeline alone, longing to meet you after all these years, and where could she find a better match now you too have inherited? Sole heiress to Warby, for Robert died only five days before his wedding—a sudden fearful sickness, taking him off in a few hours, amidst all the rejoicings for his marriage! All turned to mourning!’

‘All?’ he gracelessly inquired.

‘Hélie, for shame! But that monstrous girl dared say it was no grief of hers—her betrothed husband snatched from her very marriage-bed, and never a tear!’

 ’The bride? Sounds a lass of good sense!’ said Hélie, his teeth gleaming again in the dusk.

‘Hélie, it is no matter for jesting! How must Hermeline feel, when she has treated the girl as a sister, to have her grief so cruelly flouted? No pretence at regret, no decent reverence for the dead!’

‘Had I been a maid betrothed to Robert, I should have danced for gladness,’ her son replied cheerfully. ‘Did you meet this paragon of sense?’

‘A great tall sulky wench, and Judas-haired at that. Hard as stone, I thought her, and Vallaroy heiress though she may be, the man who weds her will rue his bargain! As well beat this bench as try to school her! But she will not concern you. You will ride over to condole with Hermeline, and find her eager to welcome you. And though her marriage is in the King’s gift no doubt he will agree—’

 ’At his own price,’ the young man said dryly. ‘After compounding with King John over the relief I must pay, I may find Hermeline too dear.’

‘Hélie, if I may but see you wedded, with a son to inherit, I can retire to a nunnery with a heart at rest!’

‘A nunnery? You will stay with me to birch your grandsons, lady mother—unless you wed again!’

‘I lived seven-and-twenty years with your father, Hélie.’ For once she forbore to elaborate a statement, but abruptly stood up, catching her sewing to her breast, and started for the castle steps, leaving him wondering exactly what he was to infer from her words. He jumped up to follow, but their departure was regarded by the musicians as a signal, and the tune broke off in an expiring squeak. The dancers trooped after him, laughing and chattering to their beds, making an end of private talk for the night.


Even amid all the multifarious duties that assailed a lord new-come to his inheritance after long years overseas, Hélie ruefully realized before half a day had passed that it was easier to yield to his mother’s gently reiterated wishes, and visit Warby to present his condolences in person, than to deny her. Her menfolk had seldom failed to grant Avice de Trevaine her will, at the twentieth asking if not at the first. Even so, the afternoon was half gone before he could evade the demands of business, memorize some of his mother’s final messages, stoop to kiss her wistfully-smiling lips and ride out over his own drawbridge.

He rode alone but for his Italian body-servant, who so sufficed his needs that he had not troubled to acquire such necessary adjuncts to his lofty station as squires and pages. Though some of his seniors had hard words for this indifference to his dignity, he was impatiently unwilling to drag a tail of attendants after him for a mere five-mile ride, most of it across his own domain. He supposed that he would in time learn to endure the burden he had never been bred to assume, but he heartily wished his brother Alain had survived to bear its weight.

Hélie had intended to present himself at Warby in ample time for supper, but as he descended the stony track through Thorgastone waste his horse cast a shoe, and he was obliged to dismount and lead him as far as the hamlet, since his bulk would have foundered his servant’s proffered pony. The blacksmith was drunk and his forge cold. By the time they had sobered him by sousing him in his own tempering-butt, fetched his son from the threshing-floor, and stood over them until the task had been completed, the sun’s edge was touching the ridge behind them. The valley was already filling with creeping shadow, but a mile away the walls and roof of Warby on their slight rise caught the last sunlight.

Another man might have returned home rather than arrive at so inconvenient an hour, but Hélie was not given to turning back within sight of his destination, nor to postponing difficult encounters. Also, as a reasonably dutiful son, he would fulfil his promise to his mother. So he spun the blacksmith a contemptuous penny, carefully failed to see the shrewd kick bestowed by his servant, and let his chestnut stallion stretch into a canter. The pony scuttered along behind.

He turned aside from the village to avoid the stone-hard ruts of its straggling street, and struck across the stubble-fields for the manor-house. As the watchman’s horn blared its challenge he reined to a walk, his shadow stretching long and gaunt to touch the gate. There had been changes since he last rode through it; a squat tower with a crenellated parapet guarded it now, and a new drawbridge spanned the ditch. He had been long away, too long.

In that brief moment as he advanced to the bridge Hélie recognized his reluctance to enter again what had once been a place of enchantment. He was no longer the wild, eager boy who had loved Hermeline de Warby, worshipped her all one magic springtime, insanely demanded that she should wed him in the teeth of her father’s and brother’s opposition. He was certainly not the same boy who had ridden out of the old gateway, crazed with betrayal and humiliation, to face his own father’s unleashed fury, and banishment to the far south. With a faint wonder at the magnitude of a lad’s folly he recalled his jealous despair on hearing, of her marriage. It was all no matter now. He could laugh at his own madness, long since scorched out of him by fiercer love in sunburned Provence, and at passion that was dead ash.

He ducked his tall head to ride under the gateway arch and dismounted in the bailey, a tawny young man in fine black broadcloth, his only ornaments the amethyst on his left hand and his father’s silver cloak-brooch enamelled with the scarlet lion of his house. One of the guards led away his mount. He unbuckled his sword-belt, and the porter bobbed out of his lodge like a cony out of a burrow, bowing and grinning as he took the weapon.

‘Lord Hélie, Lord Hélie, it is good to see you riding again to Warby!’

Here was one who had not changed by so much as a wrinkle or another grey hair, and his welcome warmed Hélie. ‘Why, did you ever doubt I should return, Edmund? Only the virtuous die young! How does your wife, and how stands the tally of your brats?’

‘Eleven now, Lord Hélie, but still trying for th’ round dozen. Granfeyther too, twice over.’

‘Old ram!’ Hélie cheerfully abused him. ‘But we can gossip when I am not late for supper.’ He clapped him on the shoulder and strode briskly across the bailey to the hall steps, where the Warby steward, warned by the horn, was waiting to receive him, his face one wide smile of welcome.

He was indeed very late for supper. The servants were clearing the last course from the board, and the women, about to withdraw to the bower, were clustered near its door. The talk and bustle hushed, all faces turned towards him, and before the steward could announce him, a slight black figure started from among the women and joyfully cried his name.

‘Hélie! Oh, Hélie!’

She came to the edge of the dais, reaching out a hand in eager welcome. It was small and white, cool to his lips as he stooped his head to it, and it held fast to his, drawing him round the table to the single high chair. She cut short his apologies for his late arrival. ‘At any hour you are most welcome, Hélie.’ Three men stood to greet him there; two faces were vaguely familiar, one strange to him. Hermeline assumed formality like a becoming garment to present them. ‘My lord, you will remember Lord Eustace de Collingford and his son Oliver as old neighbours, but Sir Fulbert de Falaise is newly come to lordship of Whittleham.’

‘I am happy to renew our acquaintance, my lords, and to make yours, Sir Fulbert.’

They murmured courteous greetings but regarded him with unwelcoming eyes, while the steward and marshal headed the household knights and officers who came forward to meet him again, and pages converged on them with water, napkins and dishes. The women wavered indecisively until Hermeline waved them away into the bower and resolved the confusion with a charming authority.

‘Let us show some thought for a hungry man!’ She settled her wide black skirts about her in the great chair and smiled at her guests. ‘Hélie shall sit here beside me, because he is my old friend and has been long away.’

The eldest guest stood back from the stool on her right hand with just sufficient ostentation to indicate that he relinquished his place only at her bidding, and joined his fellow-guests at her other side. Hélie, ignoring their barely-concealed displeasure at his arrival, hastened to offer his condolences on the successive deaths of her husband and brother. She thanked him in a voice that trembled a little, tears spangling her downcast lashes, and then spoke with gentle sympathy of his own bereavements.

‘It is as God wills it,’ he answered gravely, and held out his hands for the waiting page to pour water over them. As he dried them another served him a partridge from the spit, and he drew his knife and fell to.

Hermeline had changed scarcely at all. She was still pink and white as apple-blossom against a Mayday sky blue as her eyes, though the virginal innocence had gone from her lovely face with the last childish chubbiness she had retained at fifteen. She had never borne a child, and her body in the closely-laced black gown was slender and sharp-breasted. Even the widow’s wimple that concealed her pale-gold hair emphasized her beauty instead of detracting from it. She had never been shy, but now her assurance had a graceful maturity. Four years ago she had been the core of his dreams, but it was all no matter now. No man who had lain through scented southern nights with golden Osanne de Périval could be stirred by cool pink and white.

While he dealt with the partridge and the highly-spiced blancmanger of chicken, pork, breadcrumbs and almonds cooked in milk that followed it, they talked casually of the changes that had occurred in the neighbourhood in the past four years. Occasionally one of the other guests put in a comment, but most of the time they glumly sipped their wine. Disgruntled suitors, the two younger, he guessed, resenting the attention with which Hermeline flattered him. He knew that Eustace de Collingford was uncle by marriage to Warby’s intended bride, bereaved on the eve of her marriage. This explained his presence and his son’s, while Fulbert of Falaise was a guest most probably by force of his own effrontery.

Indifferent himself, he studied Hermeline coolly. The little vixen knew perfectly what she was doing. Very prettily she used her woman’s power, her face and body, to win her way. He was no longer a raw dazzled boy, and he had learned too much from the ladies of Provence to be deceived by any wiles. Dispassionately regarding her suitors, he did not wonder at her snatching at any alternative, even though she set them snarling at his throat like wolves.

Coldly he considered the match. It was his duty to marry some well-dowered girl and breed sons to succeed him. There was nothing so dead as a dead folly, but Hermeline was nobly-born, a great heiress, and beautiful and gracious into the bargain. The marriage was his mother’s desire. He asked himself why not, and could only answer that folly was dead in him. And by all the laws of courteous love as laid down in the south, true love could not live between husband and wife, he told himself ruefully.

He finished his food, washed again, and nodded to the hovering squire to refill his cup. Eustace de Collingford, who strikingly resembled an elderly and peevish weasel, cleared his throat. ‘Though sorrowful be the occasion that brings you home, my lord, we welcome you as neighbour,’ he declared sententiously. ‘Death has dealt hardly with us this past year. Lord Robert, so bold and generous and gallant!’

Reckless, improvident and lecherous, Hélie inwardly amended that catalogue, having years ago decided that only doting kindred could love Robert de Warby. ‘He will be greatly missed,’ he commented gravely and with perfect truth. Fulbert of Falaise, reaching for his winecup, caught his eye over it and flickered him an appreciative wink.

‘A grievous loss,’ intoned Eustace de Collingford. ‘I accounted him my kinsman already, when our rejoicings turned to mourning.’

‘The wedding that turned to a funeral,’ Fulbert of Falaise interpreted irreverently, just loudly enough to reach Hélie’s ears.

Eustace de Collingford was not easily diverted. ‘We have stayed to support Lady Hermeline, doubly bereaved and in sore need of a man’s guidance.’

‘Indeed I know not how I should have borne my bitter loss without your comfort,’ Hermeline murmured, clasping her hands in her sable lap. ‘But I must not impose on your charity any longer, nor allow you to neglect your own for me.’

‘My son shall stay to serve you, lady, but I must return next week, and take my niece with me.’

‘At least,’ exclaimed Hermeline with sudden venom, ‘I am not obliged to call that vile girl sister!’

‘She has, alas, comported herself very ill,’ Eustace intoned, looking down his long nose in pious denunciation. ‘Under your mild rule, my lady, her defiant will was insufficiently curbed. But she shall do penance until she learns meekness and obedience.’ He smiled benignantly and took a fortifying swallow of the excellent wine.

‘The wench misliked the match,’ Fulbert interpreted again for Hélie’s benefit.

Hermeline’s fair face flushed. ‘From the very first she set her will against Robert’s! As if it were not honour enough for her to wed him! Heiress of Vallaroy—who were the Vallaroys before old King Henry thrust them up among their betters? Carping because he was gay and took his pleasure as a young lord should! Oh, had he lived he would have taught her a dutiful wife’s part is submission!’

‘ “As the Church is subject to Christ, so let wives be subject to their husbands in all things,” ’ Eustace de Collingford quoted with unction. ‘And to dispute his will in public quarrel was beyond pardon.’

Behind an unmoved face Hélie was wondering how any sister could sustain so besotted a devotion, and an angry sympathy for the intractable bride grew in him. Then Hermeline turned to him to expound her indignation.

‘She would not have it that a man saddled with a hulking ugly shrew needs prettier playthings. Robert fancied a serving-maid of hers, and she denied him—refused him his own serf!’

‘Without avail, I suppose?’ said Hélie quietly, glancing once at her angry face and then at the wine swaying round the cup he twisted between his fingers.

‘What? Oh, the wench? He took her, of course. And that redheaded vixen publicly denounced him—unforgivable!’

‘She shall learn meekness,’ promised Eustace de Collingford.

‘Where is she? In the bower?’

‘Sulking in the garden, more likely,’ she answered sharply.

‘Lady Hermeline,’ Oliver de Collingford intervened, ‘do not distress yourself; she is not worthy of your thought.’ He was larger and lighter-coloured than his sire, and the resemblance to a weasel was less distressingly apparent. The pair had recently returned from Normandy, where they had held a castle for King John until it fell into French hands with all else upon the Duchy’s collapse. During their absence they had lodged the girl with her betrothed husband’s family rather than in a convent, an instructive choice.

Hélie emptied his cup and set it down decisively upon the board. If he heard any more of Robert de Warby he would entirely forget the decent respect he owed his sister’s sorrow. ‘It will be full dark in half an hour, and I would be through Thorgastone woods while there is light left.’ he said. ‘I give you thanks for my entertainment, Lady Hermeline, and bid you good night.’

‘Ah, no!’ she protested, reaching a slender hand to his arm as he half rose. ‘You cannot ride at this hour, Hélie! The moon will not rise until near midnight, and already it is almost dark! Stay the night with us!’

‘I thank you, Lady Hermeline, but I would not trespass—’

‘What talk is this? No guest could be more welcome! You have been gone four years, and ride out after a bare hour?’ Her hand tightened on his sleeve, very white against the black cloth, and she smiled up at him. ‘Lord Hélie, you will not deny me this pleasure?’

He could not in courtesy refuse, and his absence would excite no alarm at Trevaine and grant his mother brief satisfaction. ‘If it pleases you, my lady, it is my pleasure also,’ he answered formally. Others at that table found as little pleasure in that acceptance, but concealed it worse.

Hermeline’s hand slid down his arm to touch his hand before it fell back to her lap. ‘I shall not let you go, Hélie, until you have told me your adventures among the troubadours and lovely ladies in the land of courteous love—or as much as you dare tell!’ she finished mischievously, her teeth gleaming in a sudden enchanting smile.

‘Lady, you over-rate my enterprise,’ Hélie disclaimed flatly. He desired only to forget his adventures in Toulouse. He came decisively to his feet. ‘Give me leave, Lady Hermeline. I must see to my horse and my servant.’

‘We hunt tomorrow,’ said Fulbert of Falaise, grinning at him round Oliver de Collingford’s shoulder. ‘It should offer sport.’ He looked exactly what he was, a mercenary captain risen in the world by his lack of scruple.

‘And afterwards talk of Toulouse,’ Hermeline persisted. ‘Are the ladies of the south lovelier than those of England, Hélie?’

‘How shall we compare spring’s apple-blossom with summer’s rose?’ he answered diplomatically. She took it as a compliment, casting down her eyes in modest delight, and he escaped before any could find words to hinder him.

He paused at the lower table to speak to his servant, whose foreign speech and manners had gathered an interested group about him, and then made for the stables to see to his stallion’s welfare as was a knight’s duty. The middle-aged groom, who still waited to saddle up, ducked his head and grinned at him in the dim light of the stable lantern. He too was an old acquaintance, and as Hélie accompanied him to see his chestnut bestowed for the night he offered gruff condolences and good wishes. They were interrupted by a furious squeal and the crash of hooves on wood. Hélie soothed his own affronted mount, while all down the long building with its rows of stalls horses stamped and snorted uneasily, or squealed in answer to that savage challenge.

As he emerged from the stall the crashing was redoubled, and an angry stallion’s wild cry bugled through the stable. Over a half-door at the far end Hélie caught a glint of rolling eyes and vicious teeth as a great dark head thrust forth.

‘Lord Robert’s destrier?’ he asked grimly and needlessly; it was a vanity expected of Robert, to ride a charger no other man dared straddle.

‘Aye, m’lord,’ grunted the groom, and spat his opinion of Robert and destrier together.

‘The brute needs exercise,’ Hélie said dryly.

‘Exercise? Last man as tried it got exercise, m’lord. Near got his head tore off too. Proper man-killer that.’ He spat again for emphasis, and lighted Hélie to the door with the lantern.

Hélie wandered out into the open court and stood there looking up at the sky, reluctant to return to the hall. His folly of four years ago was dead indeed, and he would get no grandsons for his mother out of Hermeline of Warby.


His sympathy was all for the friendless ugly girl who had dared defy Robert of Warby for a serving-maid’s sake. Surely that had proved a high valour, and she deserved better than to live in penance and disgrace until her weasel of a guardian achieved a profitable bargain with another husband. He had crossed Robert’s arrogant will himself four years ago, and remembered as if it had been yesterday how they had fought bare-handed across this very bailey until the household knights tore them apart. He put up a hand to his cheekbone as if the scar were still a raw gash where Robert’s ring had raked him, then started briskly across the bailey for the garden gate.


It swung open to his hand, and he trod noiselessly on the grass between the beds. Scents of flowers and herbs filled the dusk, and pale moths fluttered away before his feet. Bats swooped and flickered across the green-blue sky pierced by the first bright stars. On a turf seat under a leaning apple-tree a dark still figure caught his eye by a pale gleam of hands and face, and he walked towards her, words of reassurance on his tongue lest his sudden appearance should alarm a scared girl hiding her fears in privacy. He had no heed of them. She rose without start or squeak, and waited for him. Her bearing showed wariness, not fear.

‘God save you, demoiselle,’ he greeted her gently, and then halted in astonishment as she came from beneath the apple-tree and took all the dim light to herself.

She was not ugly. No one would ever call her pretty; that was too cheap a word for her. She was tall as most men, and nobly shaped, and her face took its strong true lines directly from the bones beneath it. The dusk quenched all colour from her bare head, but her hair sprang back from a point on her broad brow and fell in two great ropes below her hips. He stared bemused; this was magnificence.

‘God save you, my lord. I am Durande de Vallaroy.’

‘Hélie de Trevaine, to serve you.’

‘The lion-cub?’

He grinned. ‘It is long since anyone called me that.’

‘To your face.’

The name had been appropriate enough to the big lion-tawny lad, but now Hélie chuckled aloud. ‘Do they reckon here that I am not grown past cubhood, demoiselle?’

‘They do not reckon at all, my lord. They take for granted.’

He grinned again, and regarded her with respect; he had not thought to find such dispassionate shrewdness in any girl. She stood still and grave under his scrutiny, and only the hint of wariness in her watchful gaze betrayed that she was not at ease. She held a sprig of mint in one hand. The sharp fresh scent of the bruised leaves rose between them, and to the end of his days that scent would bring back vividly the memory of this odd meeting.

He caught at courtesy before silence could prolong itself into embarrassment. ‘I sought you out, demoiselle, to tender you my sympathy.’

‘It is not my sorrow,’ she answered flatly.

‘Nor mine. Hence my sympathy.’

‘So? I rejoiced: but to spare offence to those who mourn I came here.’

‘Rejoicing alone, demoiselle?’

‘A garden is a good place. And this is a good hour.’

He looked up at the stars lighting in the deepening peacock sky, the trees and beds and grass walks grey and strange in the moth-light, at the tall girl whose face gleamed luminously pale in the dusk. He nodded. Here were peace and sweetness, and in this unhappy household she had little of either. ‘Demoiselle,’ he said abruptly, ‘can I aid you?’

She stiffened, and her dark eyes, that were level with his mouth, widened in surprise for a heartbeat’s space. Then she smiled faintly. ‘What roused your wrath, my lord?’

‘Some talk at supper of a servant-girl stuck in my gullet.’

Her whole face hardened. ‘My little maid-servant. She was a child in my charge, and Robert ravished her. It was time the world was rid of him.’

‘The Devil in fact was uncommonly ready to take to himself his own,’ Hélie commented dryly. ‘But I honour you for withstanding him, demoiselle. My aid is yours at need.’

‘Imprudently generous, my lord. I thank you.’

Plainly she set little faith in promises. He was briefly nettled and then deeply sorry for the usage she had received to make her so cynical. ‘Imprudence has always ruled me,’ he said firmly, making a jest of it.

‘So all here have borne witness.’

He grinned. ‘It would be a pity to disappoint them, demoiselle. May I escort you back to the house?’

‘No, my lord. I will not be used as a means of provocation.’

That was the bluntness of a bludgeon, and it struck him speechless with anger. Then the plain justice of it chilled his wrath; that was exactly what he had intended, to demonstrate that Warby’s opinions were nothing to him. Her forbearance had prevented him from doing gross discourtesy. She did not share Hermeline’s grief, but she respected it.

‘You are right, demoiselle,’ he admitted. ‘ ’Give you good night.’

‘ ’Give you good night, my lord—and I thank you.’
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HÉLIE watched the hunt assembling in the bailey, standing by the hall steps with a manchet of bread in one hand and a horn of ale in the other. The dawn air had a sharp bite that made him glad of his cloak; he was used to hotter sun than this, though it would gather strength enough later. Dew whitened the grass in the bailey, patterned darkly with footprints of dogs, horses and men, and a pale haze veiled the fields and blurred the further hills. The harbourer with his lymer had been off at first light to rouse the stag he had marked for that day’s sport.

By Hélie’s elbow stood his servant. He was small, swarthy and wooden-faced, spewed out of the chaos of war-torn Italy, and he looked a deal more stupid than he was. Hélie valued him above all other gains undeserved luck had granted him in the Langue d’oc, and as he handed him back the empty horn he said carelessly, ‘Make yourself useful, Gino.’ By dinner-time Gino would have absorbed the servants’ gossip much as water absorbs salt, from the very air.

Hermeline came down the steps with her other guests. She had intimated that her mourning was too deep for indulgence in pleasure to be seemly, but she would deny no sport to her guests. Standing slender and graceful among them in her black gown, her wistful face very fair in the white frame of the wimple, she commended them to the charge of her marshal, Sir Ranulf, a burly middle-aged veteran of King Richard’s Crusade. Her austerity had had its influence; the ladies of her household would all remain beside her, even the marshal’s leather-skinned wife.

The men mounted and followed the dogs to the gate. Squeals and crashes resounded from the stables, and Hélie observed grimly to the marshal, ‘Someone should take a pole-axe to that brute of Robert’s before you have a groom’s brains spattered over your stable straw.’

‘Pleasure me to do it,’ grunted Sir Ranulf, his eyes turning in that direction. They widened, and he snorted with surprise.

Durande de Vallaroy, astride a useful bay palfrey, was thrusting through the throng of idle spectators. Hermeline turned white and then red.

‘You—you dare? Are you beyond shame?’ she choked.

‘Girl, what are you about?’ demanded Eustace de Collingford sharply.

‘You see, my lord.’

‘You should be mourning—on your knees praying forgiveness! You were forbidden—to flout your husband’s wishes before he is cold—’ He spluttered into silence under her dispassionate regard.

‘Now Robert is dead, must his word stand forever?’

‘You should show some respect for his memory by decent obedience to his commands!’

‘I have not gone beyond these walls since Easter save as a prisoner under escort. Today I ride. With you, Sir Ranulf, or alone.’

‘Shameless—heartless—wanton!’ Hermeline sobbed. ‘To defy his will as soon as he is underground!’

‘Cousin, it would be seemly if you respected Lady Hermeline’s wishes!’ Oliver de Collingford rebuked her peevishly.

‘You need not fear I shall flee to the nearest convent,’ the tall girl told him calmly. ‘At least, not until I have seen what next you choose for my husband.’

‘Let me tell you, cousin,’ he snapped, ‘that a husband for you  will be hardly come by!’

‘Vallaroy will clinch the bargain, cousin, unless you ask too high a price.’

She left them wildly seeking an answer to the unanswerable and pressed past to join Sir Ranulf, who was chewing his nether lips to control his emotions, his face a deeper scarlet than nature had painted it. Hélie, vastly appreciative, followed close lest his own face betray his appreciation.

He was probably the only person present to observe an odd little incident. A woman near the gateway, a boldly handsome creature in a good blue gown, lifted her clenched right hand clear of its folds at her side and pointed it at Durande, the first and little fingers thrusting out like horns. Considerably startled, Hélie stooped to follow Durande under the arch. It was the sign to ward off the Evil Eye, and it did not require a moment’s thought to realize why the wench should believe she possessed it.

If he had met Durande de Vallaroy formally at supper last night he would have felt vaguely sorry for her and given her no second thought, he knew. This morning she was a sight to make a husband blench. An ugly, ill-fitting grey-brown dress did its utmost to disguise her splendid body, and no more unbecoming headdress than a wimple could have been devised for her. All her hair was coiled away under it. The fillet hid her broad brow, the barbette the clean lines of jaw and chin, so that her heavy eyebrows, straight nose and full mouth confronted the world all unsweetened. She gave an impression of physical strength and competence, qualities few men find attractive.

Hélie glanced back at his companions and wondered why he had chosen to ride with them. He had never been well acquainted with Oliver de Collingford, a childless widower six or seven years his senior, nor with his weasel-faced sire, an omission he neither regretted nor intended to repair. About Fulbert of Falaise his mother’s ceaseless discourse had been informative. He was a Norman knight’s bastard who had achieved the captaincy of a troop of routiers, found King John’s favour by means best not inquired into, and been granted a small fief a few miles away. Further services had been rewarded, to the scandal of the whole nobility, with the wardship of an infant heir and the hand of the boy’s widowed mother. He promptly got the lady with child, and was looking forward to a long minority and tenancy in courtesy of the lady’s dower lands for the rest of his lifetime, when all was snatched from his grasp. Some ailment of infancy carried off the ward, the lady miscarried and died of it, and Fulbert was obliged to restore all they had brought him to the lady’s brother-in-law. The King’s loss of Normandy had deprived him of employment, and he was trying to support an expensive mercenary troop on his own inadequate resources, and looking about him for another heiress to support him in the manner to which he had been briefly accustomed.

Fulbert of Falaise, Hélie reflected, would bear watching. In fact, the more he contemplated the noisome brew being fermented at Warby, the greater was his relief that he had decided to lend no hand to stir it. He would tend his estates, fight when the King summoned him, and marry by sober treaty. He had had his bellyful of the south’s bloody lawlessness, and his memories of courteous love came between him and sleep at nights. He thrust the golden ghost of Osanne de Périval back into the Hell where she had been despatched unshriven in mortal sin, and pushed ahead to Sir Ranulf’s stirrup.

The girl silently inclined her head and dropped behind. They had been presented that morning, on the way to the village church to hear Mass, but neither by word nor sign had she betrayed recognition. Hélie parted his lips to ask her company, and then closed them. The choice was hers, and she thought it wiser not to know him. His mind was troubled for her, too wise and hard and wary for her sixteen years, with so much enmity ranged about her.

‘A good lass that, Lord Hélie,’ the marshal commented abruptly. ‘A rare steady head for a girl, and if ever I fell ill, which God forbid, I would sooner see her by my bed than a dozen leeches. All the virtues of herbs and simples in her head, and a proper chirurgeon too.’

‘A demoiselle of uncommon parts,’ Hélie answered lightly, concealing the interest that pricked him.

Sir Ranulf turned a quelling grey eye upon him. ‘Do not be misled by Lady Hermeline, my lord,’ he admonished him. ‘A sweet lovely lady, but not much reason to her fancies, as you should know.’ After that somewhat infelicitous observation he lowered his fine penetrating commander’s voice to a muted growl. ‘And between you and me, Lord Hélie, daft over Lord Robert. Reckoned the sun turned about him.’

Hélie grinned. ‘Lady Durande would hardly be her choice of sister-in-law.’

‘Aye, the lass is well out of that match. Something soft and pretty was what Lord Robert wanted. Set my teeth on edge, though, to hear him abuse the lass on one hand and press the match on the other.’

‘Her dower?’

The shrewd eyes were very bright and alert under shaggy grizzled eybrows. ‘Neck-deep in debt to the Jews, he was, Lord Hélie, and desperate for money.’

‘But surely those kinsmen have picked Vallaroy clean during their wardship?’

 ‘The lady’s father knew them, my lord. When he fell ill he gave his plate, jewels and every penny he could scratch together into the Templars’ keeping. No touching it until her husband claims it. And they want their share.’

Hélie grinned appreciatively; he knew the Templars’ arrogant integrity. King John himself could not lay hand on what was entrusted to them. ‘A far-sighted man,’ he said, hoping to divert the marshal from these embarrassing confidences.

Sir Ranulf’s was a tenacious nature. ‘That was the bone betwixt them and Lord Robert,’ he went on. ‘They paid King Richard a pretty price for wardship and marriage rights seven years ago. But you knew Lord Robert. What he could claim he would keep.’

‘Sir Ranulf,’ Hélie bluntly halted him, ‘you tell me more than I should know.’

The marshal’s bright grey eyes widened a little. ‘Lord Hélie, who has a better right to know?’

‘Right?’ Hélie’s wits floundered in a morass of bewilderment for a moment, and then reached firm comprehension a heart’s beat before Sir Ranulf answered.

‘Since you are to marry my lady, you must know how matters stand. Warby is impoverished and deep in debt, and the King will demand a heavy relief. There will be small profits and heavy burdens out of Warby for years to come, and I reckoned it my duty to tell you so.’ He fetched a grunt out of the depths of his chest that was his version of a thankful sigh, turned a little in the saddle and laid a broad paw on the young man’s knee. ‘Praised be God and all his Saints that you are come home in our lady’s hour of need!’

Hélie sat his horse appalled and speechless. His face betrayed little of the turmoil in his mind; he had schooled himself to that control in the turbulent south. Perhaps that frozen stillness made its own revelation. Ranulf was not perceptive of much outside military matters, but as his eyes met Hélie’s he reddened and tightened his grip.

‘Maybe I have said too much too soon,’ he growled defensively, ‘but I tell you, Lord Hélie, there is no man I would rather call lord.’

It was Hélie’s turn to flush; he felt the blood burn under his skin. ‘No more, Sir Ranulf. It is indeed too soon.’

‘Better that than too late,’ Ranulf grunted, let fall his hand and subsided into a pensive silence enlivened by a baleful gleam in the eye he turned on the other two suitors riding behind. Hélie struggled vainly to find words that would remove his misconception without offence; he could not brutally deny any intention of wedding Hermeline to her marshal’s face. Though in rank and estate Hélie was his superior, Ranulf was twice his age, and had proved his good friend four years ago.

They had passed the ploughland now, and were crossing the waste, where sheep and cattle scattered from the horsemen. The sun had swallowed the mist at one gulp, and now mounted the empty blue-grey sky. The dew that dulled the grass, dark-streaked where beasts had tracked it, was vanishing fast as the scorching rays gathered power. Sir Ranulf, conscientiously performing his duty as host, fell back to talk with his other guests.

Hélie, far from sorry to see him go, was still left with discomforting knowledge enough to occupy him.

He unclasped his cloak, rolled it and secured it behind his saddle. The sun burned through his woollen tunic, and his shirt already clung to his skin; this would be another of the flaming September days that would culminate before the week was out in a violent storm. They took the slope at a gentle canter to save the horses, the huntsmen trotting ahead with the hounds. Hélie heartily wished he was riding home. He considered his predicament with increasing dismay. Truly Warby took for granted, and it would not be easy to extricate himself from this entanglement without dishonour and a feud or two to boot.

The cavalcade had barely reached the woods when the morning added another to the tally of his tribulations; the first warnings of a headache, the throbbing in his temples and the blurring of his vision. He swore fervently under his breath. He would have to quit the hunt; he was quite incapable of a headlong ride under this blazing sun, and if he were fool enough to attempt it he would most likely tumble out of his saddle and ruin everyone’s sport. Neither, however, was he going to complain of a headache like a queasy woman, and give his fellow-guests reason to raise their eyebrows.

He allowed the other men to overtake and pass him as they climbed the slope into the scrubby trees and tangled thickets of the forest’s edge. A party of children gathering blackberries scampered closer to watch them go, hands and faces purple-stained. Sir Ranulf shot Hélie a curious glance, hesitated as if to speak and then went on in silence. Eustace de Collingford’s persistent voice came thinly to Hélie’s ears through the beating drums in his skull. He waited until they turned about a clump of stunted oak that had been cut over for tan-bark, and turned on its other side, reined in his mount and let the trampling and jingling fade into the distance.

The only treatment for a headache, Hélie had learned, was to lie flat in a darkened place until it passed. He started back towards Warby, and halted again. He had no wish to deliver himself into Hermeline’s hands and submit to her solicitous cosseting and the ministrations of all her women, but if he found shade here on the hillside, some blackberrying brat would trip over his legs. He pushed his hand through his rough tawny hair, screwing his eyes up against the painful glare of sunlight, and then remembered a refuge. He started his horse into a walk, slanting up and along the ridge away from the hunt.

The place was not hard to find, though he had seen it but once before and that many years ago, and a scattered growth of young trees and thick bushes had over-run the once-extensive clearance that had given it command of all the ridge’s summit and the lower lands for miles around. It was the ruin of that adulterine castle built by the Lord of Warby in King Stephen’s evil day, and destroyed for good reason by the second Henry. After fifty years there was little enough left of it; much of the stone had been carted away to build the present manor a mile away, but he had what he needed.

Hélie threaded between the trees up the hill, every stride of the horse a jolt of pain in his brain, until he came to the old ditch, crumbled and silted and rank with tall dusty nettles, and beyond it scattered stones and low ragged fragments of a curtain wall. He slid from the saddle, looped the reins over a low branch, and leaned against the horse for a moment to steady himself. The stallion nuzzled his breast inquiringly and whickered softly. He tugged his cloak from the fastenings, floundered down through the nettles at a shallow place and up through a broken gap, and pushed through hip-high berried plants to where a corner of a square keep thrust up like a jagged tooth.

The greater part of the undercroft’s stone roof still joined the broken walls, and in the corner bastion a spiral stair twisted up into open sunlight on the bare landing, where a doorway gave onto emptiness. He stumbled over a large stone and almost fell full-length, dizzy as he was and half-blinded by the dazzle-streaked shadow within the walls. He flung down his cloak and lay flat, drawing a corner over his face to shut out the light. The semblance of red-hot millstones was grinding behind his eyes, and his temples pounded like forge-hammers. He settled to endurance. He need not fear intrusion; the ill-fame of Hermeline’s great-grandsire had so outlasted the generation that knew his works that no serf would venture near his ruin.

Darkness, quiet and stillness gradually had effect. After a hard space of unmeasured time the pain sank and ebbed away, and as his tension relaxed Hélie slipped without knowing it into sleep, his long body stretched like a tomb-effigy upon the drifts of dead leaves and the humble weeds that cushioned the cobble-stones under him. The endless drone of insects served to lull him, and the montonous crying of jackdaws above in the ruin.

He woke all at once, momentarily startled by the fold of cloth across his face. He lifted a hand to thrust it aside, and then was piercingly aware without sight that he was not alone. His right hand dived for his dagger and he rolled over on his left elbow, gathering himself to leap up. Then he uttered a grunt and stayed where he was, blinking rather foolishly at Durande de Vallaroy.

She sat bare-headed on an edge of the ruined wall, and for a moment it seemed to his dazzled eyes that all the light and fire of the sun had gathered into her hair. It was not harshly red, but the deep glowing colour of a chestnut shining from its new-split spiky case, before the air dulled its lustre. The sun lit it to flame, and he stared bemusedly, with scant courtesy. Then he recollected himself and sat up, passing a hand over his eyes. She rose unhurriedly, calmly appraising him.

‘I saw when you quitted the hunt, my lord, that you were taken ill,’ she explained in her rather deep voice, ‘and having some knowledge of leechcraft, I followed you. When I tracked you here you were asleep, so I did not disturb you.’

Hélie’s experience of women’s meddlesome ministrations had not led him to expect such forbearance. He grinned at her. ‘You are a jewel of good sense, demoiselle,’ he commended her, and began to rise. His skull thudded with a warning that was more a reminder to be cautious than an actual pain, and he involuntarily lifted a hand to his brow. The warning passed, leaving no more than a dull uneasiness, and he climbed carefully to his feet, acutely aware of her steady scrutiny. ‘It is nothing,’ he declared impatiently, despising his infirmity. ‘My head ached.’

‘I saw your face. Sickness, or an old hurt, my lord?’

All a physician’s authority was in her voice, and called from him its response. ‘Cracked on the head in a skirmish this spring, my lady.’

‘Stunned?’

‘I lay senseless two nights and a day, they told me. A lesson to forswear flat-topped helmets.’

‘These headaches—you have had advice?’

‘Yes. I was told they would pass in time.’ He picked up his cloak and moved forward, and she halted him with a lift of one hand.

‘Stay out of the sunlight a little longer, my lord.’ She turned away decisively.

‘Why, demoiselle, you are not going?’ he exclaimed.

‘You have no need of me, my lord.’

He started after her. ‘But I have said no word of thanks for your thought! And at least I may escort you home?’

She turned to give him the same dispassionate scrutiny. Faint amusement tilted the corners of her wide mouth. ‘Imprudence still ruling you, my lord, or have you not given that offer mature reflection?’

‘Imprudence?’

‘The clack of gossip if we two return together.’

Common-sense doused his annoyance like cold water. A man and a girl did not usually lose themselves from a hunt to gather simples or to discuss the virtues of herbs. ‘My wits are still somewhat addled, demoiselle,’ he admitted.

She coiled up her heavy braids of chestnut hair, and he wondered what a glory it would be loosed about her. Then she replaced her wimple without benefit of mirror, a lamentable proceeding. All her splendour quenched, she was a big plain girl without attraction, but as Hélie moved to her side he noted that her eyes were deep brown, and her skin fairer even than Hermeline’s. Her hands did not falter at their task as he stood close, but her gaze that held his was hard and wary.

‘My lady, I hope I bear no resemblance to Robert de Warby,’ he said mildly.

‘None whatever, my lord, or I should not be here.’

‘And I should have lain here until the ivy grew over my mouldered bones, for all the thought you had for me?’ he asked in mock reproach.

‘Yes.’

‘Have you a stone for a heart, demoiselle?’

‘A flint, my lord.’

‘A flint holds fire,’ he grinned, and glanced about him at the broken masonry, mossed over by the years, stonecrop and toadflax thrusting bravely from its crevices. ‘They would be hardy lovers who trysted with Reginald de Warby’s ghost,’ he observed. ‘I suppose no one ventures here from one year’s end to the next.’

‘No,’ she answered unexpectedly. ‘Someone has tethered a horse by the gateway within the month.’

‘No villager, then?’ His tawny brows lifted in surprise; nothing about this desolate place could bring any rider out of his way, except in sheer curiosity. That was an active ingredient in Hélie’s composition, and he regarded the overgrown bailey more particularly, his light hazel eyes narrowed against the too-bright sun. Here, as beyond the walls, the woodland was seizing back what had been won from it. A sea of high grass and tall weeds washed up to the ruin; several young ash trees had struggled clear of the thickets of elder and hawthorn and holly, and great sprawling tangles of bramble held up their purple and red fruit. Closer to the keep grew the tall plants he had thrust through unheeding as he sought shelter, and he had never seen their like before; hip-high, with stout green stems bearing unevenly paired leaves, pale purple bells of flowers and black fruit the size of cherries, still enclosed in the flower’s green frill.

‘You know your simples, demoiselle. What is this?’

‘It is a plant named dwale,’ she answered, faint distaste in her face. Abruptly she started for the vanished gateway, catching up her skirts in one hand as she strode through the impeding weeds and he followed, puzzling over this odd girl’s unfriendliness which yet caused him no offence. Few women found him unattractive; the hot south had taught him that. And her attitude was entirely impersonal.

She checked suddenly and lifted her head like a deer. A moment later he too heard the faint squeaking of high small voices somewhere within the bailey. Then round the corner of a great bramble-thicket came first one little boy and then another, picking blackberries and chattering quietly while he dropped them into a wide basket the other carried. The elder glanced apprehensively about him as though he expected Reginald de Warby’s malignant ghost to take him by the scruff at any moment. He could not miss Hélie’s black tunic and the girl’s white wimple, and dropped his basket with a yelp to cross himself.

The younger child was of tougher material. He eyed man and girl, a knowing grin lighted his alert purple-smeared face, and he nudged his palsied companion with a sharp elbow and squeaked something in his ear that brought the colour back to his face with a copy of the knowing grin. Hélie stifled a heart-felt curse. The cloak thrown over his arm and the deplorable state of the lady’s wimple merely corroborated the only conclusion that could be drawn from their presence together in this secret place. Neither menaces nor bribes would avail to close such youthful mouths on so succulent a scandal, and to proffer either would make matters worse. They were bad enough; these were no serf-brats, but from the manor; both had shoes on their feet, and the younger wore a tunic of good blue cloth and had been washed within the week.

Durande de Vallaroy was regarding the children grimly, her lips compressed with unuttered dislike that startled Hélie, who still cherished the common masculine delusion that all women sentimentally doted on all brats. Then he saw that her gaze was directed at the younger, and after a second look at that urchin he decided that she was amply justified. He was a handsome, sturdy child, very fair, and not above seven years old, but his bright blue eyes were agleam with malicious triumph, and the depth of his instant detestation surprised Hélie. It was the due of a well-tried adult foe.

The boy put his feet together and his hands behind his back in a parody of good manners, and said demurely, ‘I am sorry I interrupted you, my lady.’ The older child opened his mouth, closed it, flushed scarlet and squatted to gather up the fallen fruit, glancing over his shoulder in scared fascination.

Durande de Vallaroy ignored the impertinence. ‘What have you been eating, Roger?’ she demanded sharply.

Startled, he scrubbed the back of a nearly-black paw across his purple mouth. ‘Only blackberries,’ he answered defensively. ‘Why not?’ Then he looked past her at the tall plants of dwale with their shining black fruit, and his face lighted with elemental greed. The girl caught her breath, suddenly rigid.

‘Eat blackberries until they ooze from your ears if you wish,’ she said harshly, ‘but do not touch these fruits!’

‘They are not your cherries, lady,’ the brat coolly pointed out.

Hélie took a step forward, but a hand on his arm halted him. The girl was in deadly earnest, still disregarding his insolence. ‘They are not cherries. If you eat them they will poison you. Understand?’

‘Have you put a spell on them, lady?’

For all his size Hélie could move very quickly, and by his manner the brat had never known chastisement. Until all chance of escape was past he made no move to avoid retribution, and then effectively ensured that it reached him by snapping like a fox-whelp at Hélie’s hand with sharp little teeth. He kicked and pummelled and screamed in fury, but Hélie set his foot on a conveniently-placed stone, swung him across his bent knee, twitched up his tunic-skirt and applied the flat of a large hard hand vigorously and repeatedly to his bare hinder end until it was scarlet as fire and his own palm felt scorched.

Hélie, righteously satisfied, hoisted the urchin up by the slack of his garment and set him on his feet, snarling through tears of rage and humiliation. If he had not noticeably learned deference to his superiors, some caution in offence had been inculcated in him, because he stood still and uttered no word of his obvious opinions.

‘Hear me, whelp! This time I have been lenient, but if ever you dare offer a lady insolence again I will lay my belt about you. You understand?’

The whelp gulped and nodded, eyeing him and the girl with purest malevolence. Hélie dispassionately clouted his tender tail.

‘Mend your manners! Now ask the lady’s pardon!’

He clenched his fists, realized that he had no alternative and said without contrition, ‘I ask your pardon, lady.’

Hélie loosed him, and he backed to the bramble-patch, his face distorted by a malignant wrath that seemed oddly familiar and unchildlike. Understanding came to Hélie, and remembrance of an old scandal. The older child, who had crouched stiff with fright over his blackberries, snatched up his basket and scuttled away, hiccuping sobs, but the intransigent whelp retreated to a reasonably safe distance and snarled at them.

‘If my father was not dead he would kill you!’ he spat. ‘And she is a witch!’ He fled on the last word, vanishing beyond the brambles.

Hélie raised an inquiring tawny eyebrow. ‘Robert’s bastard?’

‘Yes. An unmistakable resemblance.’

‘Physical and moral. I should apologize for doing violence in your presence, demoiselle.’

‘I have longed to warm his rump these last two years!’ she declared emphatically.

‘It needed warming.’

‘Robert would not suffer anyone to correct him. He was proud of his spirit.’

‘Saw himself renewed in him,’ Hélie commented dryly. ‘Proud indeed, if he acknowledged one stray bastard out of the crop he sowed. The mother?’

‘She was once his mother’s tirewoman. His favourite leman. He was even faithful to her after his fashion; wherever else he pleasured himself, he always returned to her. He gave her the hut by the gateway; no concealment.’

And no regard for his betrothed wife’s dignity, Hélie reflected. His brows knitted as he pursued an elusive memory connected with the gateway, and then cleared. Blue cloth, of course, of the kind often given to upper servants as their Christmas livery; the woman’s gown and the boy’s tunic had been made from the one piece. ‘A buxom high-coloured wench with a bold bearing?’

‘You saw her?’

 ‘As we rode out.’ He hesitated, for she had troubles enough to weigh on her, but it would be no kindness to withhold so grave a warning. ‘She made the sign of the Evil Eye against you.’ He raised his clenched right hand with first and little fingers out-thrust.

The girl nodded unmoved. ‘She claims I destroyed Robert by witchcraft.’

He gaped in horror and outrage. ‘She dares utter this monstrous slander?’ he exclaimed. ‘Openly—without penalty?’

‘I do not think her talk has blown to authority’s ears, but it is the servants’ gossip,’ she answered coolly.

He frowned, perturbed. Her very calmness, her matter-of-fact acceptance of life’s harsh usage, troubled him deeply. Most girls would have railed and protested innocence, broken down in tearful wailing, implored of him knightly championship, and he would have fled as from the embraces of a succubus. He had been trapped once in that coil. This girl expected nothing of him, and truth shone like a light in her.

‘I heard his death came suddenly, but surely—?’ he began slowly, and let the question fall under the steady gaze of her dark eyes.

‘Suddenly and strangely, of a sickness none had seen before.’

‘Tell me.’

‘It came on him at night, soon after he had gone to his bed. First he vomited, and then fell into red fever, crazed and raving and fighting foes only he could see. Then his throat closed, and he fell into a stupor and died before dawn. Most odd of all, his eyes turned black.’

‘Black?’

‘The pupil gaped to swallow all the blue.’

Hélie visualized that nightmare in the crowded bower of Warby, the dying man raving and threshing on his bed, the wavering candlelight and the half-dressed throng, distracted women scurrying and helpless men muttering as the strange sickness worked its will. Horror tingled down his spine, and he crossed himself, automatically murmuring, ‘God rest him.’ Then he shook himself back to the present moment and asked pertinently, ‘What foes did he fight?’

‘All who conspired to hold him from my dowry,’ she answered dryly. ‘My cousin and his father and myself, for the most part. There was little sense to it; threats and ranting and triumph.’ She grimaced.


Enough, mouthed over and distorted by gossip, to furnish that evil accusation. ‘Demoiselle,’ Hélie said soberly, ‘that woman must be silenced.’


‘The power rests with Hermeline, who is more apt to believe her,’ she replied with brutal truth.

He briefly considered speaking a few hard words himself to the woman, and then decided that, since he possessed no authority in Warby to enforce his will, he would only make matters worse. The less heed paid to her talk the better for her victim. Such noxious gossip could destroy any chance of a worthy marriage, force her into a convent, perhaps even bring her within reach of the King’s justice, and yet her innocence was patent to anyone who spent half an hour in her company. He thrust his sun-bleached tawny hair impatiently back from his brow. ‘At least you go from Warby next week,’ he growled, finding the only mitigation of her state.

‘In four days,’ she amended. ‘But why concern yourself so for me, my lord?’

‘No one else seems to,’ he retorted, as brutally truthful as she had been. He was a fool, he knew, and this was no coil of his to meddle in, but every decent instinct of his manhood impelled the offer from his tongue, almost against his will. ‘Demoiselle, if you need a man’s aid, call on me.’

She did not overwhelm him with professions of gratitude. The wariness returned to her eyes, and for a moment she surveyed him silently. ‘Because there is no one else?’ she asked coolly. ‘I thank you, my lord.’

If she stood arraigned before King John’s self she would call on no man for succour, he knew; life had taught her to trust none. Pity warred briefly in him with spurned pride and won. ‘Remember it,’ he said stiffly, ‘if you need a champion.’

Her dark eyes narrowed slightly, and suddenly she grinned like a lad. ‘As you proved yourself by young Roger’s hinder end? A memory I shall surely cherish, my lord.’

She had strong white teeth and a tiny dimple at the right corner of her mouth, and laughter closed her eyes to glinting slits. He stared like a zany; this was another girl and a stranger. He grinned back.

‘I wish it were a nobler deed to remember, but I found a certain ignoble satisfaction in it myself.’

He returned to pick up the cloak he had dropped among the berried plants of dwale, tall and somehow sinister as they advanced among these ill-reputed ruins—but, he rebuked himself, that was his new knowledge acting upon a too-vivid imagination.

‘Would these fruits truly harm the child, demoiselle?’ he asked doubtfully.

‘Five or six would kill him. A handful would suffice for a man.’ Hélie retreated as though he had stepped among scorpions, and she added, ‘So I was taught. It is rare. Until today I had never seen it.’

‘Taught, demoiselle?’

‘When I first went to Collingford seven years ago I was attended by Oliver’s old nurse. She was a wise woman skilled in simples, and she taught me her art.’

‘In Satan’s name, how came the vile stuff here?’

‘They tell odd tales of Reginald de Warby. Some seem to be truth.’

He nodded grimly, and without further speech accompanied her from that haunted ruin to the gap that had been a gateway. Her bay palfrey nickered softly as she appeared, and stretched an eager nose to her caressing hand. Hélie jerked free the loop that tethered the horse to an oak sapling, and held the stirrup for her to set her foot in it before he stooped with clasped hands to lift her into the saddle. She swung up lightly as a bird, and settled the skirts of that deplorable gown, which was too tight across her breasts and too short in the waist, obviously made for a smaller and stockier woman. She gave him a curt word of thanks and looked faintly bewildered, as though that commonplace courtesy had seldom been shown her.

As he stepped back she indicated the unmistakable evidence of a horse’s having been tethered to another sapling nearby. Hélie, his highly developed faculty of inquisitiveness unusually stimulated, investigated. He kicked at the weather-flattened, crumbling pile of droppings, and noted the growth of grass about its edges. The horse had browsed on the leaves of a hawthorn close by. The damaged twigs hung dry and brittle, their remaining leaves shrivelled and brown. He snapped one thoughtfully. ‘About a month. Early harvest.’

‘We knew it was no peasant,’ she answered the thought behind his statement. Peasants had no time to waste in harvest, and seldom rode horses.

He moved closer to the hawthorn. The horse must have brushed against it. In nesting-time he would not have expected the birds to leave him the traces he sought, but so late in the summer there was a good chance. His golden-green lion’s eyes peered intently, and his hands picked delicately about the spikes. For as long as one might take to say a Paternoster he persisted, and then returned to the lady’s stirrup and held up a tuft of short hairs and three or four long ones.

‘A grey with dark points, and tall.’

‘My cousin rides a grey. Fulbert of Falaise at times, and one of his sergeants. Also Hermeline.’

‘I reckon we can omit Hermeline from the list,’ he commented dryly. He could imagine no likely reason for her presence in this place—nor, indeed, for any other’s. He considered the hawthorn bush again, but it had no other secrets to yield up. It would be interesting, though, to discover who had been here, and why.

‘If you were a hound,’ the girl observed unexpectedly, ‘you would now be nose-down on the trail.’

He chuckled at the hit. ‘I suppose it is no concern of mine,’ he admitted, ‘but I have never let that deter me when a puzzle was there to unravel. And speaking of hounds, demoiselle, it would be inadvisable to let either the hunt or those brats reach Warby before us.’

‘Us? My lord, you need not trouble yourself to escort me.’

‘My pleasure, demoiselle.’ He read aright the sudden hardening of her face, and reached to grip her rein close to the bit just as she tightened it to lunge away. The palfrey shied and snorted, but the firm grasp quieted him. Hélie smiled up into her suspicious eyes. ‘Does my company displease you?’

‘You would do better to let me ride alone, my lord,’ she said flatly.

‘Oh no, my girl. That whelp will hasten his scandal to market. If we return apart and ashamed we confirm it. Our only way is to be brazen with the truth.’

‘There will be a great outcry,’ she said in a low voice, her hands gripping the reins so that the leather bit into her skin in little white ridges.

‘And I must be present to answer to your uncle and cousin.’

‘I care nothing for them,’ she said impatiently. ‘But Hermeline will be enraged.’

‘So she will,’ he said agreeably, ‘but that need not disturb you.’

‘She is nothing to me,’ she said slowly, her hands fast on the reins and her eyes intent on his face, ‘but it is not just that Hermeline should blame you. The fault is mine. I followed you.’

‘And you reckon I should be happy to cast all the blame on you?’ he demanded, amused and yet touched by her generosity. ‘There is too much of me to hide behind a lass’s skirts. Besides, there is nothing for us but brazen effrontery.’

‘But, my lord—’

‘I set a high value on my virtuous reputation,’ he declared primly.

She smiled rather wryly. ‘But Hermeline—’

‘I am in no way pledged to Hermeline, demoiselle,’ he stated firmly. She looked sharply at him, and then surrendered. He led her mount round by the ditch to where he had left his own, not entirely trusting her tendency to generosity, and as he looked about him a fragment of bright blue winked at him from a distant thicket and vanished. ‘The cub is still spying on us,’ he told her. ‘We shall forestall him and his tale.’
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THE outcry fulfilled all Hélie's forebodings. The first whispers had run before they rode in, for the hunt had returned without them and thoroughly fluttered Hermeline’s hen-roost. When their approach was cried from the gate-tower every soul in Warby above the age of understanding, scenting a truly toothsome scandal, found business in the bailey. Hermeline had poised herself affectingly at the head of the hall steps, a slight black figure against the grey stones, clear above the avid throng. The idiotic choice, Hélie realized angrily, of a blatantly selfish fool; she would seize all attention and humiliate her foe without considering the feuds and enmities a public scandal might bring.

His lips tightened, and he felt the blood rise in his face. Deliberately he delayed to lift Durande de Vallaroy from her saddle, and to deliver their mounts to a couple of wooden-faced grooms. The tall girl stood apparently unmoved, her head erect and her full lips steady, but when he took her fingers formally in his to lead her forward, they were cold and slightly trembling. Hard anger on her behalf banished all his own embarrassment. He gripped fast in reassurance and marched her briskly to the company gathered about the steps. His lips parted for a brief explanation, but no chance of uttering it was granted him.

‘Hélie!’ cried Hermeline on a low note of reproachful grief, and flung herself down the stair in a flurry of wide skirts, reaching her hands to him. It was his cue to spring forward and receive her in his arms, but he ungallantly relinquished that rare privilege to Oliver de Collingford, who tenderly set her on her feet and supported her for a lingering moment. In utter astonishment she stood staring, and then held out her hands again, tears brimming over her lovely eyes and gemming her lashes.

‘Hélie, Hélie, how could you betray me with that one?’

‘Since there is no pledge whatsoever between us, my lady, there can be no betrayal,’ Hélie retorted bluntly. Incredulous surprise smote all hearers with paralysis, and he turned on the company in lion’s wrath. ‘Is a demoiselle’s fair fame to be chewed over before every greasy scullion in Warby?’ he demanded savagely. ‘Inside!’

‘Hélie, Hélie!’ Hermeline sobbed, and turned blindly away, her hand groping pitifully for aid. Oliver de Collingford took the slender fingers and drew her reverently towards the stair. His sire, privileged by his years, laid a paternal arm over her shaking shoulders and tried to comfort her with a series of scriptural maxims designed to prove that such a reprobate was unworthy of her tears. Sir Ranulf, dangerously purple with the internal pressure of unexpressed wrath, violently swung an arm to scatter the household like leaves before a gale, and followed his mistress up the steps. Hélie kept firm hold of the red-headed girl’s hand, and as the throng broke into individuals, was unpleasantly startled to recognize one of them as Thomas de Trevaine, his own marshal’s son and his kinsman, regarding him with scandalized disfavour.

Sir Ranulf waited only to kick a kitchen-knave out of the door and slam it on his tunic-skirts. ‘I have told you already,’ he declared ominously, ‘that Lord Hélie was taken by illness, and courteously quitted the hunt lest he mar any other’s sport!’

‘Illness!’ exclaimed Oliver de Collingford, furiously gesturing at Hélie’s vigorous height and darkly-tanned face, his own the image of unbelief.

‘I suffered a grievous headache,’ Hélie said flatly, angrily aware how lamely the explanation halted. He persisted for the girl’s sake; for his own he would have stalked from the hall and out of Warby for ever. ‘In charity and innocence the lady sought to tend me. She found me asleep, and stayed until I woke.’

‘The whole forenoon?’ Oliver de Collingford spat.

‘The heart of man is desperately wicked,’ his sire intoned. ‘An imprudent maid’s folly, and a man hot from the lusts and luxuries of accursed Toulouse—’

‘My lords, you have my knightly oath that your kinswoman is a virtuous maiden, and I have done her no wrong,’ Hélie said grimly.

Death’s shadow stood among them and hushed them to clammy silence. Fulbert of Falaise, devoid of the delicacy that had held more gently-bred folk outside the hall door, chuckled appreciatively. ‘Who takes up the challenge? Edged your sword for mortal combat, my Lord Oliver?’

Oliver glared impartially at him and Hélie, but he had recoiled a step, and the angry colour had faded from his face. ‘None the less, my cousin’s fair name has suffered grievous hurt!’

‘And whose is the fault but those who cried it for all the world to know?’ Hélie retorted, staring round the full circle. His eyes accused Hermeline, who lifted her hands to her face and wailed again.

‘Hélie, how could you? That one!’

‘But you have told me so often that I am no temptation to any man,’ Durande de Vallaroy gravely assured her.

‘Men,’ cried Hermeline, wildly illogical, ‘need no tempting!’ She burst into tears and retired worsted from the contest.

‘As a man of honour,’ Eustace de Collingford stated heavily, ‘there is only one reparation you may make, my lord.’

‘Very true!’ his son agreed, his face lighting with eagerness. He glanced anxiously at Hermeline, who uttered a fresh wail, and then at Hélie’s dangerous face. ‘But—but we cannot constrain Lord Hélie, nor cast such doubt on his knightly oath!’

Hélie choked on outrage, as much at the son’s defence as at the sire’s demands, and the tranquil charms of celibacy suddenly acquired a powerful appeal. ‘Constrain us to marry as if we were guilty serfs?’ he demanded fiercely.

‘What worthy lord will marry a maid whose fair name has been blown upon?’ Eustace answered portentously.

The maid in question snorted in a most unbecoming fashion. ‘Comfort yourself, my lord. There will be no lack of suitors to swallow my fame while I remain heiress of Vallaroy.’

‘And if their stomachs prove too dainty, demoiselle, call on me,’ Fulbert of Falaise offered cheerfully, flashing an impudent grin at her speechless kinsmen.

‘Most courteously offered, sir,’ she said gravely, and the tiny dimple quivered at her mouth’s corner.

‘Shameless—a base-born knave—disparagement—’ spluttered Eustace.

Fulbert’s lean dark face lighted with mirth that must have wrought havoc among the wenches. ‘It needs a base-born knave to value truly so rare an asset as a noble wife, demoiselle,’ he declared with a gravity to match hers. ‘Consider it.’

‘It deserves considering, my lord.’

Sir Ranulf took two hasty steps into their midst, his grey eyes sparking wrath. ‘Enough!’ he rasped. ‘Bridle your tongues before you do worse harm! My lords, you have Lord Hélie’s word he and your kinswoman are guiltless. That suffices. My lady, would you drive him from your hold?’ Hermeline emerged from behind her hands pitifully tear-streaked. ‘Then bury this dispute here and now and forbear to disturb the grave. There will be no scandal if we preserve amity and silence.’ They nodded like chidden brats. He grunted in relief. ‘Then in God’s Name, my lady, have the horn blown and keep hungry men no longer from their dinner!’

Hermeline called upon Saint Anne and fled incontinently to the bower to repair her appearance. Durande de Vallaroy hesitated and then followed. Hélie caught her eye and lifted his brows in a wordless question. She smiled slightly and shook her head.

He had no desire to eat a mouthful under that roof and in that company, but he owed it both to the red-headed girl and to himself to remain and outface the scandal-mongers. It would be an admission of guilt or cowardice to depart, and desertion of that imperturbable girl who deserved better of him. She seemed to have no more use for him than she had for any other man, but in his present humour he reckoned that a welcome change. He thrust both hands through his disordered hair, and wished with all his heart that he had never let himself be seduced by sentimental memories and his mother’s importunities into crossing Warby’s boundary.

At dinner his rank set him at Hermeline’s right hand, a privilege that speedily destroyed what little appetite he brought to it. By some feminine art all traces of her tears had been erased. She made much of him, at first prettily apologetic, then as prettily forgiving. He had expected coldness demanding long and attentive court for its softening, but instead received favour so marked that apprehension warred in him with bitter amusement. She had taken fright from even his accidental entanglement with another, and would run no further risk of losing him. She was his for the asking.

All the company knew it. Eustace de Collingford tried to conceal dismay, his son agonized despair. Durande had a grim little smile on her mouth. Fulbert was frankly amused. Thomas de Trevaine, Hélie’s second cousin, watched with grave approval. Hélie played with food that gagged him like dry ashes, and strained at courtesy to answer interminable questions about love and ladies in the far south. What did she know of sin’s sweetness; welcoming arms and eager bodies in the secret darkness, whispers and kisses in still hot dawns, bitter anguish of grief and betrayal? What did any of these know of that passionate land, its warfare and wine and music, its lust and luxury and strange austere heresies, who had never smelt its dust nor heard the cicadas’ shrill song?

They lingered over the wine and sweetmeats while Hermeline drew from Hélie an account of a court of love he had attended. He chafed as he piled detail on detail to satisfy her insatiable demands, savagely marvelling that once he had delighted in this unreal and tedious convention. His temples were throbbing in new warning, and his courtesy wore thin. At last he drained his cup and said as lightly as he could, ‘Enough, my lady. Your other guests weary of my voice.’

‘I have been wearied over-long by the Normandy campaign,’ she answered petulantly.

He fixed his gaze on the empty cup he twisted idly in his hand. The dark lees swirled in a red film over the polished silver. The squire behind him leaned forward with tilted pitcher, but he put up his left hand in refusal. The ring on his little finger sparkled purple, its gold band glittering against his brown skin. A slim white finger touched it lightly.

‘Your tale was incomplete, Hélie,’ Hermeline softly teased him. ‘What fair lady loved you too dearly to be discreet?’

‘Not one failed in discretion,’ he answered, trying to speak lightly, and resisting the impulse to jerk his hand under the table.

She lowered her lashes as though abashed by her own daring, and then smiled up. ‘Hélie, for very shame! When you boast your conquest by wearing her jewel!’

‘No conquest, and no boast,’ he said levelly, holding fast to his temper. He was acutely conscious of all attention centred on them in an eager hush as everyone realized at what she aimed. Oliver de Collingford drew breath audibly, and he glanced at him and away again. He did not like the man, but it was indecent to gaze upon his naked anguish. He could not draw his hand free without unseemly force, and hunted speech through thickets of anger and embarrassment.

‘It is too fair a jewel to adorn a man’s great hand,’ Hermeline declared with pretty imperiousness. ‘Is not its proper place a lady’s finger?’ She extended her slender hand invitingly, laughing softly in sure expectation.

Sweat broke coldly over Hélie in the anticipatory silence. She was insisting on her own humiliation, but he hesitated to put that affront on his hostess at her own table. Yet there was no other way, and his lips parted to deny her.

An appalling scream pierced through the windows and jerked everyone erect. A stool clattered over, a wine-cup shot a crimson pool across the cloth, a woman squeaked. Sir Ranulf was off the dais and half-way down the hall before the cup stopped rolling, with Hélie two paces behind him. They went through a palsied throng of servants like a hot blade through tallow, took the steps in two jumps and halted to seek the scream’s source. It was repeated from the direction of the gateway, and they started into a run.

Wild sobbing came through the open doorway of the hut by the gatehouse, and rose to a wail. ‘Roger! Roger!’ They plunged within, and checked in the dimness of the windowless room to peer about them. The woman’s white kerchief guided them; she crouched in a corner over something that threshed and gabbled shrilly, and the sour stench of vomit filled their nostrils.

‘What’s amiss?’ Ranulf demanded harshly.

She swung round on her haunches, lifting a distorted face drained of all colour. Hélie’s eyes had adjusted themselves to the smoky gloom, and horror took him by the throat. The child of the ruin was writhing in his own vomit on the small straw pallet, his face bright crimson and his mouth open on senseless ravings. Ranulf halted as though he had run upon a wall, his breath issuing in a grunt of dismay.

‘Witchcraft!’ shrieked the woman. ‘The witch has cursed him! She has killed Lord Robert, and now my son!’

Ranulf crossed himself automatically. ‘Saints defend us! What madness is this? The brat is sick—’

‘The same spell—the very same! So my lord died, and she has bewitched my son! Roger, my son, my babe—Roger!’ She caught him up, lifting him across her lap, and he flung his arms and legs abroad in blind struggle. She clutched him to her breast, and he stilled for a moment.

‘The cherries—the witch’s cherries!’ he said, very fast but quite clearly. ‘The man swived her in the ruins and I will make them sorry—if my father was alive he would kill him—’ His voice trailed into incoherent mutterings, and then he heaved in another spasm of nausea. The mother cried out. The hut’s door was darkened by a chattering, peering, avid throng, and Sir Ranulf turned and scattered them with one furious burst of invective. Hélie stood rooted by the smouldering hearth, rigid with hideous comprehension.

The child had stilled, and the woman gripped him to her breast and sobbed violently. Then she laid him down and mopped at him with one of the soiled blankets while he gasped and twitched, his eyes wide open and their blue turned all to black.

The hut’s shadows swooped down again and lifted as someone entered, and skirts rustled behind Hélie. Ranulf swung round again, his mouth opening for another furnace-blast of wrath, that changed to a growl of welcome. The mother looked about and screamed, thrusting out her hand to avert the Evil Eye. The child began to thresh again, gabbling in a shrill unearthly voice.

‘The witch!’ cried the woman, and flung herself forward between Durande de Vallaroy and the child. ‘No! No! Do not overlook him!’

‘He is fevered, and perhaps I can aid,’ Durande answered calmly, approaching the pallet. The child struggled half up, flung out his arms convulsively and fell back. She stiffened, and her hand lifted to her breast. ‘Robert’s eyes!’ she whispered.

‘Take off your spell! Take back your curse!’ the woman wailed, rising to her knees with her hands clasped in supplication. Durande recoiled a pace, and the woman jerked after her on her knees, tears streaming down her distorted face. ‘Leave me my son! Noble lady, I beg you—I will confess all my fault—your witchcraft is the stronger—only spare me my son! Take off your spell!’ She clawed desperately at Durande’s rough gown.

‘Mabille, I know no spell,’ Durande said steadily, her voice’s flatness betraying her shock and horror. ‘This is the sickness that took Lord Robert.’

Hélie said hoarsely, ‘He has eaten dwale.’

They all stared uncomprehendingly in tense silence, broken by the boy’s renewed struggles and his distraught mother’s half-stifled whimpering. Durande’s eyes widened to wells of darkness, and the colour drained from her lips.

‘Dwale?’ repeated Ranulf impatiently. ‘What in the Devil’s name is that?’

‘Sweet Saviour!’ Durande exclaimed. ‘The pitiful little fool!’

‘We can soon be sure,’ Hélie said briskly, the paralysis of horror relaxing its hold as action offered. He was outside the door on the last word. The gaping throng wavered back at sight of him, big and purposeful and very grim in the face. Three strides took him to an owl-eyed urchin, and before he could so much as squeak a large hand had him by the tunic neck.

‘The boy who went with Roger—where is he?’

His captive knuckled his eyes, screwed up his face and began to blubber. A sharp jerk that almost detached his head from its neck restored his senses. He pointed with a dirty paw, and was loosed so suddenly that he sat down. Men and women scrambled out of Hélie’s way as he made for the porter’s hut on the other side of the gateway. The girl followed swiftly.

The second boy sprawled by the hearth in a welter of overset blackberries, weeping desperately. For a moment, as he blinked into the gloom, Hélie’s entrails were weighted with dread, and then he strode forward, his feet squelching on ripe fruit, and picked him up. The face that peered fearfully up at him was swollen with crying and grotesquely smeared with grime, tears and blackberry juice, but there was nothing abnormal in it, and Helie drew relieved breath. He set the urchin on his feet and laid firm hands on his shoulders. The boy glimpsed Durande in the doorway and shrank from her, and Hélie’s mouth hardened.

Between his fear of Durande and of long-dead Lord Reginald’s malignant ghost, with either of whom, as far as he knew, might lie the responsibility for Roger’s state, it was not easy to extract any coherent response from him. He stood sobbing and shivering in blank terror. Hélie, restraining his own impatience, persisted steadily, and at last his calm kindness won. He gulped and nodded.

‘He—he did, m-my lord. T-to show the witch he wasn’t b-bid by her, he said.’

Durande drew breath in a little hiss. Hélie shot a quick glance of compunction over his shoulder, and saw the horror in her white face.

‘How many?’ he continued the inquisition.

‘I d-dunno, my lord. More’n a handful. Please, my lord, ‘twasn’t my fault! I telled him they was bad cherries, but he said he weren’t feared o’ her spells!’

‘Did you eat any?’

‘I—I—just one, my lord! It tasted nasty—I spit it out! Made my mouth all dry and nasty, my lord. He would eat them! Have they a spell? W-will I die too, my lord?’ He clutched frantically at Hélie’s arm, staring with terrified eyes, bloodshot and swollen from crying, but clear grey about the black pupil. Hélie put a reassuring arm about his unsavoury little body, reckless of the numerous vermin that would doubtless avail themselves of the fresher pastures he offered.

‘No spell, child. The lady is good and kind, no witch. The berries are poison, and she forbade him to eat them. That he defied her was his own most grievous folly.’

The boy screwed his doubled fists into his eyes and sobbed afresh. ‘I never—wanted—to—to go! I telled him it were a bad place! And he said—Lord Reginald would not—harm his own kinsman!’

Over his head Hélie’s eyes encountered Durande’s, and her mouth twisted in a wry, horrified grimace for that oddly erroneous assumption. Then she came close and laid a hand on the child’s shoulder.

‘Henry, where is your mother?’

He gulped down his blubbering to answer. ‘Down—down in the village wi’ my married sister, lady.’

‘Go to her and stay beside her.’

He gaped at her, hiccuped, nodded and scuttled out. The man and girl gazed unmoving at each other for a few moments. Then Hélie kicked aside the overturned basket and turned to the door.

‘No doubt of it,’ he stated grimly. ‘The wretched brat is dying of dwale poison.’

She shivered. Her face was entirely colourless, her brown eyes enormous. She spoke in a whisper. ‘But how then did Robert die of it?’

Shocked comprehension froze him, and a chill tingled along his spine. Then he reached out his hand. She swung violently away as though his touch were fire, and was outside the hut while he gaped witlessly at her back. Then he was thrusting through the crowd behind her, wild speculations whirling through his head.

A mob of women and household officials surrounded Mabille’s doorway, among them Hélie’s cousin Thomas, bearing an expression of mingled curiosity and distaste. He moved to intercept his lord, but Hélie brushed past with scant courtesy, in no humour for his questioning. The woman’s wild sobs pierced all the throng’s muttering, and as he forced through the doorway he could hear the child moaning pitifully and another woman crying quietly.

The little hut was darkened and crowded by a half-dozen bulky bodies, and the stench took him by the throat. Hermeline huddled on the incongruous carved bed with its handsome scarlet coverlid lined with otter fur, more appropriate to Robert’s lady than to his paramour. Her hands were over her face, and her slender body shook to her weeping. One of her maidens had an arm about her and was distractedly trying to comfort her. The marshal’s dumpy middle-aged wife bent over the mother, on her knees by the child’s pallet. He was quieter now, but the dusky colour had deepened to purple, he breathed with difficulty, and his half-open eyes were quite black. To one side, as though withdrawing from women’s business as far as the confined space allowed, the Lollingford father and son muttered uneasily. The marshal’s lady swung impatiently round as they entered, and her lined brown face lighted a little at sight of Durande.

‘Do you know what ails him, my lady?’ she asked as one physician of a better. ‘What can we do?’

The woman shuffled round on her knees and screamed horribly. ‘Take off the spell! Now—now, while he lives!’

‘There is no spell. Of his own folly he ate poison,’ Durande replied gravely.

‘To that I bear witness,’ Hélie interjected.

‘Lies! Lies! You have murdered him!’ She scrambled up, her kerchief fallen about her neck and her face disfigured with grief and rage. ‘You bewitched him! My lord and now my son! Witch—poisoner—’

‘Woman, close your mouth!’ roared Sir Ranulf.

She gabbled on too fast to be checked. ‘She poisoned Lord Robert because he swore to set me in her high chair and in her bed, and kennel her with his hounds to teach her who was master! Because he loved me and hated her! And she has killed my son!’ She flung up her hands and leaped at Durande’s throat.

Hélie sprang between them and thrust the crazed creature back into the marshal’s hold. Sir Ranulf dragged her away, shrieking and struggling; Eustace de Collingford laid hands on her from the other side, exhorting her to submit to God’s will, and she collapsed sobbing between them. Ranulf thankfully pushed her into his wife’s competent hands and bade her muzzle the unhappy wretch until her wits returned. She sank down by the dying child, whimpering desolately. The marshal glared round at the appalled faces.

‘By God’s Life,’ he proclaimed fiercely, ‘this is foul slander of an innocent lady!’

Hermeline slid from the bed, tense and quivering. ‘Robert died of this same poison, and who else would have murdered him?’ she cried shrilly.

For a moment all her hearers were smitten speechless. Durande never moved. Then Hélie, dumb with outrage, took an angry step towards the bed. Hermeline, entirely misinterpreting his movement, cried his name and cast herself upon his breast, weeping hysterically. His arms lifted automatically to support her. She hid her face in his tunic, and his flesh fired at the soft sweetness of hers, pressed shamelessly to his hard body. Durande de Vallaroy regarded them both with the same icy contempt, swung about and was gone.

Hélie growled wordlessly under his breath, gripped Hermeline unlovingly by the elbows and detached her, his anger exacerbated by self-contempt that he, who had better reason than most men to beware of pretty women’s snares, should have responded to that contact like any rutting ram. He thrust her back into the waiting demoiselle’s tender hands. Hermeline shrieked and held out her arms to him, and when he stood fast, cast herself down upon the bed sobbing his name. He swore softly and started for the door. The familiar tinkle of a bell halted him, and brought all to their knees. The village priest, preceded by a shock-headed acolyte with the bell, swept into the hut to administer the last rites. The mother threw herself over the child as if to cover him from Death himself, but the marshal’s wife hauled her up and shook her into seemly attention for the sacramental office.

The priest concluded his prayers, uttered a few formal words of condolence to the mother, and departed. The child breathed yet more faintly. Hélie gazed down at the small purple face in futile compassion. The mother moaned. It was monstrous that none but she truly grieved for Robert’s son; Hermeline’s tears were but selfish display. He shrugged as though casting from him vain regrets for that life’s brevity, and followed the tinkling bell. Hermeline reached out a hand as he passed, but he pretended not to see it, though in that narrow space it almost brushed his sleeve. Oliver de Collingford rushed to her as Hélie escaped.

Most of the household and servants were lingering in earshot and buzzing with chatter over the interesting outcries. He scanned the crowd for a glimpse of brown riding-dress or white wimple, but Durande had vanished. He started for her likeliest refuge, realized that the bailey was as full of goggling eyes as a frog-pond in spawning time, and recognized the folly of openly pursuing her. There was gossip enough clacking already without his rashly adding to it. He hesitated irresolutely.

His body-servant appeared soundlessly at his elbow, as was his disconcerting habit. ‘Through the gate to the walled garden,’ he murmured just loudly enough to reach Hélie’s ear. ‘Best left to cool awhile.’

‘Watch her for me, Gino,’ Hélie answered in the same low voice, and in the Langue d’oc of far Provence. ‘And spare an eye for the wench Mabille.’

Gino cocked an eyebrow at the hut, from which the noisy weeping sounded again. ‘All squawk and no spur, are hens.’

A wintry smile touched Hélie’s grim face. ‘The Devil’s own coil. It is certain Robert de Warby was poisoned.’

‘And you would know whom to thank for the good work, my lord?’

‘I would, ribald.’

‘A pity the native jargon comes so hardly to civilized tongues,’ mourned Gino, and vanished.


Hélie grinned wryly, and then was aware that his kinsman Thomas stood a couple of paces off, regarding him with a face fit to curdle milk, his arms folded across his chest in an attitude of impatience patiently borne. Hélie summoned his own patience to sustain him.


‘I am sorry I was obliged to neglect you, Thomas.’

His apology did nothing to diminish Thomas’s disapproval, and he voiced it without preamble. ‘With a dozen lads of birth and breeding eager to serve you, my own sons among them, Lord Hélie, why must you demean your rank by bestowing all your confidence in that rascally outlander?’

Golden-green eyes narrowed slightly, but by no other change did Hélie’s brown face betray his anger. ‘It may be that he has earned it—or further proof I am unworthy to hold that rank, Thomas,’ he stated mildly.

Thomas flushed dull-red and glared at his second cousin. Since Hélie’s sire had been the late-born fruit of a second marriage he was by sixteen years Hélie’s senior, and during his boyhood had strenuously endeavoured to thrash the rudiments of discipline into his hide. His irascible elderly father was now heir-presumptive to Trevaine, which further strained a relationship never noted for cordiality. He demanded fiercely, ‘Is it now an offence for an elder kinsman to offer his lord good advice?’

‘No.’

His head reared back like that of Robert’s stallion, and his minatory scowl changed to an affronted one. Then he visibly gulped down fury and growled, ‘If you think, my lord, I meant aught amiss—’

‘I know what you meant.’ It must be a galling frustration to Thomas that he could never again lay his belt about his cousin as had been his right and custom so few years ago. ‘What brought you here, Thomas?’ Hélie inquired, as though no hard words had marred the amity proper between kinsmen.

Thomas answered with wooden formality. ‘The wine-merchant is at Trevaine, and my lady the dowager would know your wishes and requirements. Likewise my father, your marshal, desires your instructions as to recruiting men-at-arms before the winter.’

Hélie’s brows twitched. His mother had been dealing on her own untrammelled authority with every household requirement before he was born, and would scarcely require the benefit of his inexperience. As for the marshal, if any man presumed to instruct him in the functions he had admirably discharged for thirty years, he would doubtless expire of apoplexy.

‘Do you think me vain enough to believe you? You were sent to see how my wooing progressed.’

Thomas grunted acknowledgement. ‘My lady grew anxious, and rightly. What folly possessed you, that you are not now betrothed to Lady Hermeline?’ He nodded at Hélie’s left hand.

Hélie looked at the slim loop of gold clasping the purple gem in tiny falcon-claws. ‘An odd prejudice against being used to minister to a woman’s vanity,’ he said gently.

Thomas flushed angrily. ‘A quibble, my lord! She pushed the matter in her innocence, to show her deep regard for you!’

‘Her deep regard for her own way, my poor Thomas,’ Hélie corrected him with pitying amusement. Thomas was rigidly faithful to a meek little wife who outwardly agreed with every word he uttered, and yet managed to delude himself that wedlock with a capricious beauty offered a lifetime of unalloyed bliss. ‘My lord, the lascivious life of Toulouse has corrupted you!

‘You insulted Lady Hermeline—’

‘Who insulted an innocent demoiselle and myself.’

‘It will make fair hearing for your lady mother, that you have involved yourself with this witch and poisoner!’

‘She is as guiltless of that as of wrong with me, Thomas,’ Hélie informed him with icy gentleness. ‘And you will tell my mother nothing of betrothal gone awry, witchcraft or poison.’ Thomas was halted as though he had run upon a stone wall. This was not the headstrong lad of wild rages and fierce enthusiasms who had once ranted of undying devotion to Hermeline in defiance of every measure taken to restore his senses. ‘What am I to tell her then, my lord?’ he demanded sourly.

‘That my wooing progresses but slowly against weighty opposition,’ Hélie answered smiling, since amusement would serve better than wrath. ‘Bespeak your horse, Thomas, or she will wonder why you linger.’

He herded him gently towards the stables. Thomas burst out, ‘That wench must have bewitched you, that you treat a lovely unhappy lady so!’

‘Kinsman, allow me to manage my own betrothal,’ he requested wearily. Thomas scowled resentment, but Hélie suddenly recognized the misery behind it. Thomas had been devoted to the dead Alain, Hélie’s brother, reasonable and appreciative and moderately biddable; it must gall him bitterly to suffer so unworthy a successor. He opened his lips to speak conciliation, but the trumpet-shriek of Robert’s stallion tore the words from his mouth. Again and again it pierced the afternoon with magnificent fury, setting stable-mates neighing, dogs barking and men cursing. The squire and grooms brought out the horses, and the chance was lost. Hélie wished them God-speed through the tumult, and they clattered out across the bridge.

Hélie turned back to Mabille’s hut. The men, supplemented by the mercenary captain, were grouped outside the door, and the audience had been dispersed to a more discreet distance. The mother was sobbing hopelessly, and he could hear Lady Emma, the marshal’s wife, trying to comfort her. Hélie lifted a questioning eyebrow at Sir Ranulf, who nodded heavily.

‘All but over, my lord,’ he said gloomily. ‘This is a sorry coil. And Lord Robert too—’

‘My ward is guiltless!’ Eustace de Collingford declared unequivocably.

Ranulf sighed. ‘I trust you judge rightly, my lord.’

‘She is not capable of poisoning any man!’ snapped the weasel.

‘But most apt to slide a carving-knife between his ribs,’ Fulbert of Falaise judicially added his amendment.

‘Skilled as she is with simples?’ Oliver de Collingford insinuated.

‘I should be loath to suspect—’ began Ranulf.

Hélie’s wrath broke bounds. ‘It pleasures you all to devise foul slander against an honest lady? Since her fair name depends on finding who did poison Robert, that would be a knight’s true duty!’

His challenge brought red shame to their faces and forced their eyes from his. Oliver found tongue first. ‘But who had better reason?’ he insisted peevishly. ‘Or even knew the poison?’

‘You, for one!’

‘What—how —what do you say?’

‘The woman who taught her nursed you also.’

‘Do you take me for a woman, to dabble in herbs and spells?’ Shock had whitened his face, but now fury brought the blood back in a red tide.

‘Gently, gently!’ protested his sire. ‘This is no time for dispute! Oliver, you are too ready to condemn your cousin!’ He turned to Hélie with a concern that could not have been feigned. ‘Lord Hélie, if you know aught that touches the girl’s innocence—any proof—’

The significance of the horsehairs and droppings he had seen forced itself on Hélie, and with it a vision of a grey horse placidly browsing while a faceless shadow gathered death. ‘For a start, a rider was at the ruin,’ he began. ‘And also the woman—’

He checked himself. They were gaping at him as though they expected him to conjure up the murderer with poison-phial in his hand at his next word. His golden-green eyes surveyed them; grizzled Ranulf, the weasels, the lithe brown mercenary with his mobile monkey’s face and flashing grin, his square surly badger of a sergeant behind him, and beyond them knights, women, squires and pages with ears a-flap and eyes on stilts. ‘By your leave, what I know I will keep to myself,’ he declared grimly, and thrust through the throng before they could frame protest.

Swift feet overtook him, and a hand touched his arm. He swung round, his hand instinctively dropping to his dagger, his face deadly. Fulbert asked coolly, ‘You were in earnest, my lord?’

‘I was.’

‘Then borrow mail and procure yourself a food-taster,’ the mercenary recommended with his irreverent grin, waited for his sergeant to come to heel and made for the hall.

An unwilling grin tugged at Hélie’s mouth as he watched him go and pondered that excellent advice. He himself was being watched by a half-hundred expectant and curious eyes, so he too strolled towards the hall, round its further end and out of sight, before he made diagonally behind the mews, where a dozen moulting hawks bated at his tread as they perched on their blocks, then on past the full forage-sheds to the walled garden.

The gate yielded to his hand, and again he trod the grass walks without sound. Herbs and flowers filled the air with pungent fragrance, sparrows chirped and scuffled in the dry earth of the beds, whirring up as he passed from the bowl-shaped hollows they had worn there, and bees boomed to and from the row of hives under the wall. Pigeons crooned and preened along its top, and the sinking sun cast his sharp shadow along the path before him. And Durande de Vallaroy sat bare-headed under the apple-tree as though she had never moved from it, her hair a fire and her hands clenched on the wimple in her lap.

She leaped up as he approached, setting her back to the tree like a wild creature at bay, and it came to Hélie that he had perhaps paid too great a heed to scandal’s injury to her name. He should have gone to her earlier. The Saints only knew what fear and misery hid behind her bleak face of pale stone, and compunction stirred him.

"Lady Durande, forgive my tardiness—’

‘What need for you to come at all, my lord?’ she asked flatly. ‘Surely my felicitations are superfluous?’

‘Felicitations?’ he repeated, gaping like a zany in complete bewilderment.

‘Hermeline flouted you once, but you knew you had only to look with favour on any other woman to make her grovel! Did you mistake me for a fool? I know what men are! My lord, I felicitate you indeed! You are most perfectly matched!’

‘Demoiselle—’

‘My lord, you can have no further use for me. Go!’

‘Willingly, demoiselle,’ he said levelly, gave her an ironical bow that required the last of his self-command and stalked to the gate, desiring only to shut it between him and this bitter girl’s scalding injustice. Truly she had known too much of Robert de Warby, to judge him as such another. He leaned against the stout timber and drew a long breath to still the anger and outrage churning in his entrails. The manor of Warby was a stench in his nostrils, a cesspit of poison, women’s scandal, witchcraft and feuding. He desired only to be outside its boundaries, in the clean-smelling evening, riding home to his own heavy responsibilities that were burden enough for him.

‘A fool I was ever to set foot within the gates!’ he inwardly castigated himself. ‘Marry Hermeline? I will match soberly with some fourteen-years innocent from the Marches or the North Parts, and Warby may go to the Devil who governs it!’

There was no one in sight to dispatch about his errands, nor was he minded to tolerate the surprised curiosity of any servant he might have used. He stalked back beyond the hall to the stables to bespeak his horse, determined to depart as soon as his saddle could be thrown across Tancred’s back, and let Warby resolve its problems without him.

His anger leaped unreasonably as he peered into the strongsmelling gloom along the double row of stalls and saw no groom on duty, though most of the horses were out at pasture and he should have expected nothing else. All snuffing horror and prying into scandals by Mabille’s hut, he thought savagely, and they should smart for neglect. He advanced a few steps, glancing into an empty stall or two for a stable-boy snatching sleep on the straw. ‘Ho there, Oswald! Rouse up!’ he called impatiently.

Robert’s stallion bugled a challenge that set the other beasts stamping and neighing. Hooves crashed on wood, and the great head thrust out over the half-door, eyes and teeth gleaming viciously in the thin light from the open doorway. It screamed hatred at him. No groom emerged to answer the summons or pacify the brute. Hélie cursed aloud and started for the stall where his own mount had put forth an inquiring nose at the sound of his voice. He would have to saddle up himself.

The dim light dimmed further, and furtive feet rustled the scattered straw behind him. Hélie whirled just as black darkness swung down upon him. He ducked a heart’s beat too late, and heavy woollen cloth fell over his head and shoulders, grappling and blinding. Still turning, he flung up his left arm, and the blow aimed for his skull struck that shoulder and staggered him. Arms embraced his knees, and he went down over a solid body and thumped flat on his back. His breath jolted out of him in a grunt. The heavy cloth over his mouth and nose gagged and throttled him, and entangled his threshing arms. His knuckles met something that crunched like a nose, and a snarled oath repaid him. Then the cloth jerked tight, pinioning his arms. Hands gripped him under the shoulders and heaved. He was swung up, writhing and gasping, between the two, who lurched several paces. He knew instantly that they meant to throw him to the killer stallion.
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Hélie heaved and twisted futilely, unable to find purchase for kick or blow. His captors lugged him on, stumbling under his weight. The stallion's challenge blared through the muffling thicknesses of cloth, and his iron-shod hooves crashed thunderously on reeling wood. A man chuckled breathlessly. Urgent terror vividly lighted Hélie’s one advantage in his mind. He sagged limply between them. The man at his head tripped and swore. Hélie drew his knees up to his chest and then straightened like a loosed bow. The grip on his ankles broke away, his feet thudded against a solid body and sent it flying, and he went tumbling backwards with the man who held his shoulders. They slammed together against something that gave way, and a terrifying squeal in his ears sent him rolling in cringing dread from the huge hooves that would shatter him to a mess of ragged flesh and broken bones. He brought up with a thump against timber, and clawed at the smothering cloth.

The stallion‘s scream blasted his ears, and through it pierced a thinner cry of agony and terror that broke short. Hooves hammered on something that crunched soddenly. Hélie writhed over and up to his knees, freeing an arm at last and flinging back the cloth from his face. Darkness swooped and surged, a monstrous shadow heaving over him as he scrambled up, his distended nostrils full of the reek of sweating horse-hide and the sweeter taint of blood. Another maddened shriek, and he caught the glint of eyes and teeth as the wicked head arched over him and lunged. The teeth snapped on the cloth he swung up, jerking him away from the partition. He flung the heavy stuff up and out as it dragged free, over the brute’s head as it reared to pound him. Then his dagger was in his hand, and he drove all its length into the huge barrel looming over him, deep behind the lifted foreleg. The furious bugle-cry faltered and cracked. Hélie flattened himself against the wood as the stallion crashed forward, the rank mane brushing his face. The beast heaved and gasped and then stretched out, so close that the neck lay across his feet.

Hélie was trembling in every muscle, so that he leaned limply against the wooden partition, sucking deep breaths into his straining lungs. The other horses were wild with fear, stamping and squealing as they scented blood, drowning any sound the second attacker might have made in escaping. Hélie straightened himself and wiped chill sweat from his brow, gathering his wits. It was too late to pursue him. The destrier was dead, its vast bulk sprawled to fill the stall, but as he gingerly stepped over its outstretched neck he trod on a hand, upturned and empty. The brute’s head lay across a pair of unmoving legs that blocked the open doorway. The bolt had been drawn beforehand, he noted grimly as he stepped across them and took one regretful look along the empty passage between the stalls.

He shrugged, and went back to recover his dagger, wipe it across the dead man’s tunic and return it to its sheath. The tunic had a familiar look, even in the gloom; gaudy and grubby cramoisy with frayed embroidery on the hem. He stooped to grip the dead man’s ankles and heaved backwards with all his weight. Then through the wild uproar of the maddened horses he heard yells from outside, the door crashed wide and dark bodies tumbled shouting into the passage. Disjointed questions and exclamations hailed at him. The scared head groom was at his elbow, yammering incoherently and wringing his hands.

‘You see, Oswald, I have saved you work with a pole-axe,’ he observed grimly and bent to the last heave. Familiar brown hands joined his own to drag the dead man free and flop him over onto his back. His head was not a sight for the queasy-bellied, but most of his face was still there to be recognized.

Sir Ranulf had Hélie by the arm and shook him sharply. ‘Not hurt, lad?’ he demanded with harsh disrespect, and grunted in relief as Hélie shook his head. More men were crowding through the doorway into the thronged and noisy space, darkening the poor light, craning a-tiptoe and peering, a name running among them as they jostled.

‘Who ran out as you came?’ Hélie demanded. Eyes stared, voices muttered. ‘Who went forth?’ he asked again, and had no answer but headshakings, exchanged glances, curious whispers.

Then he understood; no need for the knave to run at all. He had had but to wait in an empty stall and join the crowd as it thrust in, unremarked and safe. Hélie’s eyes moved in challenge to one face, and the noise hushed. Even the horses were quieting as the grooms went to them. His neighbours fell back from imperturbable Fulbert of Falaise, standing with his thumbs hooked into his belt, scrutinizing without apparent emotion the smashed head of his stocky sergeant.

Gino, poised at Hélie’s side with his hand on his dagger-haft, glanced up at his master’s face for leave to act. Hélie restrained him with a slight lift of the hand and continued to regard the mercenary.

Fulbert’s lips twitched slightly. ‘It seems my warning was inadequate,’ he observed gently. ‘Ingenious—even a little too ingenious, eh, my lord?’

‘You claim to know nothing of it?’ Hélie asked very quietly.

Fine teeth flashed in the murky dusk. ‘You are still alive, my lord. I should have taken the obvious precaution of first knocking you on the head. A cloak, I see. The worse choice.’

 ‘This man is yours.’

‘Certainly. But a mercenary’s first essential is his readiness to be hired.’

‘By another, you suggest?’

‘Why not? Pay has been hard come by since the King lost Normandy.’

Hélie longed to beat the grin from his mocking mouth. He had no hope of disproving that highly implausible tale, and there was no profit in further inquisition. Fulbert’s wits were too quick to be confounded; he would only provide a target for his jests.

Sir Ranulf, champing audibly, had also realized that truth. There was no hope of proving anything. The attempt had obviously been the inspiration of a moment, an opportunity snatched at when Hélie entered the stable alone. No blame to anyone if a headstrong young nobleman who had that day displayed mental instability should be daft enough to try his mastery over a man-killing brute. A most regrettable accident, but the will of God was inscrutable, and maybe Trevaine would be more fortunate spared his surely ruinous rule. And a young fool who had boasted knowledge too soon would have gone where he could never use it to inconvenience a murderer.

The furious thoughts whirled behind Hélie’s grim face without sign, but Sir Ranulf, who knew him well, gazed uneasily at him. Gino, who knew him even better, edged forward slightly and fixed narrowed eyes on the mercenary. An inch of bright steel glinted between hand and sheath. Hélie had but to drop his hand to launch him like a bolt from a crossbow. He surprised them both. ‘Enough!’ he growled, and thrust straight through the crowd which jammed the aisle like a ship through floating weed. Men squashed back with yelps and oaths, scaring the nervous horses afresh, but he heedlessly gained the bright courtyard and drew free breath.

Hélie was bitterly, murderously angry. All the wild rage that had once made men deal warily with Trevaine’s lion-cub burned through him, the more deadly for the hard-learned control that would not loose it recklessly. He had frightened a killer and come very near having his brains spattered over a stable’s muck by a brute beast, and that killer was going to have better reason to be frightened. If the rat reckoned that the narrowness of his escape would scare him off, his judgement was worse than his iniquity. Savagely he resolved to expose and destroy the recreant who cast the blame for his vile poisoning on an innocent girl. He had thought to withdraw his offended nose from the stink of Warby’s ills; now he was plunged midriff-deep in that cesspit and determined to dredge up truth. He had accepted dismissal from the red wench, and what sort of gutless craven granted any girl the right to bid him go or stay? Hélie uttered a laugh that was nearer a snarl and headed purposefully for the garden gate.

He was almost there when a high wail lifted the hair on his nape and halted him almost in mid-stride. The bailey was hushed save for that cry. The child had died. Hélie crossed himself and briefly bent his head to mutter a prayer for his soul’s rest, a queer regret tugging at his conscience that he did so only as a formality; that few would grieve for Robert’s son. Then he made for the gate with lengthened strides. There was little time now.

He padded along the grass path like a stalking lion, and like a lion thwarted of his meat lifted his head and stared about him when he saw no brown figure under the apple-tree. A stifled sound reached him. He stiffened, moved closer, and halted. His wrath melted. The red girl lay under the apple-tree, her head in her arms on the turf bank, shaking to half-smothered sobs.

She had not heard him. He hesitated, tempted for a moment to depart soundlessly as he had come. She was not a girl to make of tears a weapon to win indulgence; she wept alone, and would be shamed to have her weeping observed. But urgency drove him; there was no time for shame or delicacy. He bent to touch her shoulder.

‘Demoiselle,’ he said gently.

She twisted about, her head jerking up like a wild thing’s. For a moment she crouched at his feet; then she was up and away, her hands lifting and her body poised as though she would spring for his throat like a trapped wildcat.

‘You!’ she spat. ‘Why have you come back?’

‘To serve as your champion, demoiselle.’

‘Champion?’ Her voice broke hoarsely, and her dark eyes, dry now, were wide with fury and fear. ‘You are Hermeline’s! Go back to her!’

‘I am not Hermeline’s in any way.’

She backed a pace towards the apple-tree as though she needed its solidity behind her. ‘Shall I believe you?’ she demanded harshly.

‘Demoiselle, I am pledged to find the real murderer.’

‘What has he done to you?’ she asked in savage cynicism.

His flush scorched his face, but he answered evenly. ‘He tried to kill me.’

‘So you risk poison in your cup or a blade in your back!’ she said violently, and drew a shuddering breath. ‘Will you not go while you are free?’

‘No.’

She turned to the apple-tree, set her forearm against it and hid her face. Her shoulders jerked. He stepped close and laid a hand lightly on her arm. She struck it away, snarling, ‘Keep your hands from me!’

‘You were over-long in Robert de Warby’s company, demoiselle,’ he said quietly.

‘I know what men are!’ she gasped, clenching her fists at her breast.

‘Some of us are worse than others,’ he agreed mildly.

‘Mother of God, it is easy to be a man!’ she cried. ‘To go freely—to do as you will with your own—to dispose even of your own body!’

‘Demoiselle, this dispute wastes time we have not. Robert’s son has just died. The mother and Hermeline will accuse you of murder. Will you be sought for and dragged weeping from this refuge?’

He had judged aright; his deliberately brutal words jolted her back to her senses. The blood flamed into her white face, and she straightened fiercely.

‘No!’

‘Then set yourself to rights and confront them boldly.’ He nodded at her disordered dress, and the crumpled wimple on the grass.

Her mouth twitched, and unexpectedly she grinned. ‘You always advocate brazen effrontery?’ she inquired, shaking out the unbecoming homespun.

‘Always.’ That grin pierced through the links of his mail to something soft inside it that could be pricked by courage and humour. To cover it he stooped for the wimple, and looked critically at her face. She had not wept tears enough to swell her eyes, but her cheeks were a little smeary. Remedy was at hand; a water-butt stood against the nearby wall, conveniently placed to catch the run-off from an abutting tiled roof. He leaned to damp a corner of the kerchief in the few murky inches the dry weather had left.

‘Wipe your face, my girl,’ he bade her severely, ‘and order that deplorable head-dress.’

She looped her hair about her head and assumed kerchief, barbette and fillet with graceless briskness. A woman who reckoned herself no beauty at least did not keep a man waiting while she perfected her appearance; she was ready before one might say a Paternoster, and followed him along the path.

They were none too soon out of the garden; as they crossed the courtyard towards the hall four men-at-arms came round its corner and advanced upon them, their countenances composed to wooden stolidity. Their leader, a stumpy bearded veteran, lifted his spear in salute. Some human relief mingled with the proper respect in his voice as he spoke; he had plainly not relished the duty he had anticipated.

‘My lady, your presence is required by Lady Hermeline in the hall.’

‘Required and enforced, it seems,’ she said dryly. ‘I come.’

The man hesitated, eyeing Hélie uncertainly; clearly his orders did not provide for such an intrusion. Durande and Hélie ignored him and walked on, and the four fell in behind as men making the best of an unforeseen difficulty, and tramped heavily at their heels.

In the hall hubbub hushed to silence as they entered. Hélie swept the long room with one swift glance, and wrath flamed in him afresh. It was arranged as for a formal court of justice, with Hermeline slight and fair in the high seat as judge. Behind her were ranged guests and household officials; along the sides of the dais those who sat at the high table, and in the body of the hall servants and soldiers. Almost every adult in the household was present, staring avidly at the tall girl they would see shamed and condemned. All the appearance of a court but devoid of justice, Hélie reflected savagely; the verdict was decided before even the accusation had been made. And it would not help Durande that he stood beside her, though there was no other place for him. He saw the incredulous outrage flash in Hermeline’s eyes, breaking briefly through the icy implacability of her gaze.

‘Bring her forward!’ she ordered sharply.

‘I need no constraining to face you,’ Durande de Vallaroy answered coolly, and walked up the hall to the dais. The wench Mabille crouched against the step, her head bowed upon her knees. Hélie, ignoring Hermeline’s angry gesture of summons and Sir Ranulf’s surreptitiously jerked thumb, followed half a pace behind the red-haired girl’s right hand.

‘You poisoned my brother Robert,’ said Hermeline flatly.

‘No.’

She turned on Eustace de Collingford behind her chair. ‘You will do fitting justice on this murderess of yours, my lord?’ she demanded.

‘She is innocent,’ the weasel answered firmly. Hélie warmed to him.

‘Innocent? She hated him, she feared to wed him, she knew the poison! Who else even desired his death?’ she flared.

‘Almost everyone who knew him, I reckon,’ observed Fulbert of Falaise with devastating veracity.

Hermeline looked upon the mercenary as though nothing would have pleasured her more than to pour poison into his cup, but did not deign to answer him. ‘Without doubt she did it!’ she exclaimed. ‘She must do penance in some strict convent on bread and water and scourging all her days, Lord Eustace!’

‘She is no murderess—’

‘You will not admit it for fear of scandal! Robert is poisoned, and you refuse me justice because I am a weak woman and cannot avenge him!’ Tears spilled from her eyes, and the men shifted uncomfortably. She reached out a wavering hand to Hélie.

‘Were you a man,’ said Hélie grimly, ‘you could be called to account for that slander, my lady.’

Incredulous fury dried her eyes. ‘You!’ she sobbed. ‘Oh, have I no champion here?’

‘My lady!’ Oliver de Collingford started towards her. His father set an arm across to bar his way.

‘Against your own cousin? No!’

‘Mewed up as a prisoner, how could she have obtained this fruit of death?’ Fulbert asked pertinently.

‘A servant—the maid Robert ravished like as not,’ Oliver suggested.

‘Lady Durande sent the wench to the convent,’ the marshal growled.

‘Prudently, perhaps,’ Oliver insinuated.

The red-headed girl, who had listened with head erect and face of stone, suddenly mounted the step in a swirl of skirts that fluttered the dry rushes underfoot. Her dark eyes forced down Hermeline’s with one contemptuous glance, and scalded shame into the embarrassed faces behind her.

‘Hear me, all!’ Her deep voice carried to every corner of the hushed room. ‘Had I killed Robert de Warby I would have done it with honest steel in open hall, not with secret poison! Before God, that is truth!’

Hélie was beside her in one leap, his face aflame. ‘And I challenge any man who dares deny my lady’s truth to make good his word upon my body!’

Stirrings and whisperings stilled to appalled silence. He looked expectantly at the besotted fool who would betray his own kinswoman to win Hermeline’s favour, but Oliver de Collingford stood palsied, his father’s arm set like a bar across his chest, hate and fury and fear warring in his irresolute face and its hue changing between red and white.

‘She has bewitched you!’

That word brought Mabille to life. Her blotched and swollen face lifted to snarl, her bloodshot eyes glared from under the tangle of torn brown hair. ‘Witchcraft!’ she croaked. ‘Lord Robert and my son! Hang her!’

Hermeline leaped from her chair, her fists tightly clenched and her slight black figure quivering. ‘Since there is no man among you to champion me, I shall avenge Robert myself! Here my will runs! So I hold the poisoner for the King’s Justices to do judgement on her! Guard, take her out!’

Durande looked at her in purest scorn, and laughed aloud. The soldiers closed in somewhat reluctantly. She smiled at Hélie and shook her head slightly as he would have joined her, turned her back on the older girl and walked serenely from the hall between two men-at-arms. Hermeline threw herself back into the chair in screaming hysterics. Her women ran to her, dragged her up and forced her from the room into the bower beyond. Consternation gripped those on the dais, and all order below it dissolved in uproar.

Hélie, grimly aware that his knightly intervention had served but to exacerbate matters, faced unrepentant the blameful scowls of those who realized it equally well. He could have done naught else.

‘Merciful God, the scandal!’ groaned Eustace de Collingford. ‘This can never be mended! There is nothing for the girl but the veil, if we can prevail upon Lady Hermeline to—to—’

‘To appreciate sense,’ supplied the grinning mercenary. ‘Despair not, my lords. My offer still holds.’

‘Your offer!’ snorted Eustace.

‘For a high-born heiress I will cheerfully overlook a little matter like poison,’ he assured them, and chuckled at their outraged ingratitude.

Hélie opened his mouth, and then closed it. Ranting impassioned challenges into vacancy was as ridiculous as it was futile. Fulbert grinned at him. A hard suspicion hammered at his mind; even a mercenary desperate for money would scarcely overlook a little matter like poison unless he had excellent reason for believing himself safe. He closed his lips tightly, looked deliberately round the company with scorching contempt, and stalked forth.

He stopped at the foot of the stairs, harassed and anxious. He had no idea of what to do or how to set about the task he had set himself. If Hermeline fulfilled her threat, Durande was ruined. The case against her was so simply, perfectly obvious that no more than its presentation would be necessary. It was hardly likely that a tenant-in-chief’s heiress would be brought to public trial, or that she would be forced to undergo trial by ordeal,[✸]now held in such discredit by Church and Law. The King would intervene to stifle a heinous scandal, and she would vanish into some strict convent for the lifetime of penance Hermeline desired for her. Only firm proof against another could save her, and that lie had rashly set himself to produce. He ran his hand through his hair, bringing it from its normal disorder to wildest entanglement. Inspiration of some sort visited him; the obvious point to begin with was Robert’s death.


The only place in Warby that could do the office of a prison was the porter’s lodge in the fortified gatehouse, and there he directed his steps. Edmund the porter had been dispossessed, and was hovering agitatedly outside, his bald pate shining in the evening sunlight. Two of the escort stood at the inner side of the gateway, leaning on their spears. As Hélie approached one of them put his head into the passage and called. The sergeant emerged immediately and gazed at Hélie in something like appeal, harassed by a duty he had never bargained for when first he put on Warby livery. He challenged Hélie half-heartedly.

‘Do you deny me entrance?’ Hélie inquired gently.

The fellow thrust back his helmet and scratched his brow.

‘Dunno what I ought to do, my lord,’ he admitted candidly. ‘Not right, us shutting up a noble lady like a thief.’

‘True. She should have some discreet and sober matron to bear her company,’ Hélie pronounced judicially. The other guards, on whom their unwelcome responsibility plainly bore heavily, murmured agreement. Durande, it seemed, was well-liked by underlings, a helpful circumstance. They looked hope-billy from him to each other as though expecting a discreet and .sober matron to appear on his word. He recommended, ‘Send to Dame Emma.’

The sergeant heaved a thankful sigh. ‘Aye, m’lord, and thanks. See to it, Henry.’

‘And as the lady’s champion, I claim speech with her.’

‘Got no orders agin that, m’lord,’ answered the sergeant without a quiver in his wooden face, and passed him in.

Durande sat on a bench under an arrow-slit that looked out over the ditch. As he had already learned was her habit, she had pulled off her wimple. She rose as he entered, grave and composed, and since the cell was no more than six feet square they stood perforce breast to breast. She looked straight into his eyes and came directly to the point.

‘If you persist in championing me, Lord Hélie, Hermeline will never wed you.’

He grinned. ‘A doubled incentive,’ he declared. ‘Be seated, demoiselle, and help me to find a murderer.’

She stared. ‘But—do you not wish to marry Hermeline?’

‘The very thought affrights me.’ He motioned her to the bench and sat down beside her. She looked at him doubtfully, clearly wondering whether he could be in his sane senses, and he came briskly to his purpose. ‘This poison is rare and little known, you said?’

‘There are others much easier to find and use,’ she agreed, interest quickening in her face. ‘And there was the rider at the ruin, though a man might well halt for curiosity.’

‘Does anyone in the village deal in poisons?’

‘There is a woman they call witch, and greatly fear, who sells spells and charms and potions. How did you know?’

‘A word Mabille let fall. She dealt with her?’

Durande nodded. ‘Servants’ gossip. She used philtres to bring Robert back to her bed, whenever he wandered after fresher fancies.’ Her voice held a wry humour, and the bleak loneliness was gone from her face.

‘But she at least did not desire his death. Who did?’

‘You knew Robert. Everyone. He threatened to dismiss Sir Ranulf for protesting at his threats to me. He disputed furiously over my dower with Lord Eustace and Oliver. He tried to quarrel with Sir Fulbert, and was mocked.’

‘What is that scoundrel doing in Warby?’

‘Robert wished to hire his company. I think he expected troubles like those of his great-grandsire’s day, and hoped to profit by them like him. But Fulbert sought money and not promises, and declared that hiring did not entail wearing another man’s collar and leash. Also he was wooing Hermeline, and Robert misliked it.’

‘Admirably perfect impudence. But poison?’

‘Had you reckoned, my lord, that if Robert had sired a child in wedlock Hermeline would not be his heiress?’

He frowned. ‘For Hermeline’s husband, or betrothed, that might be a reason. But when she has made no choice among so many wooers, what sense in such perilous forethought?’

‘My lord,’ she said slowly,’ very few had the chance to do it. Not half a dozen.’

He sat up sharply. ‘Expound, demoiselle.’

She spoke carefully, marshalling her arguments. ‘Poison is not like a dagger in the back, any man’s weapon. It must go in food or drink. Dwale acts fast enough; the boy was seized within the hour. Maybe in a grown man it would take longer. Robert was smitten soon after he reached his bed. That means supper or the wine after it. Agreed? But I do not see how anyone could have poisoned his food, when we are all served from the one dish, or choose our own meat from the spit. It would be easier to add the squeezed juice to wine.’

‘And during the meal the same pitchers serve all,’ Hélie respectfully added his own mite to the exposition.

‘But later, when the women have retired and the men sit over the wine with their eyes blurred and their wits fuddled, it becomes more likely. And those who drank with Robert that night were Lord Eustace and Oliver, Sir Fulbert, Sir Ranulf, Sir Gerard the seneschal, and two stranger knights halted for lodging on their road. There is the serving squire to consider also.’

‘I suppose he too had reason to wish him dead?’ Hélie asked resignedly.

‘Like everyone who served him. But a feckless lad of fifteen is not a likely poisoner.’

Hélie nodded; the method had required knowledge and preparation of an uncommon poison, and the cunning to snatch opportunity. ‘He might yet be worth questioning. But what feat of juggling drops venom into a man’s cup in open hall?’

‘You should cry witchcraft,’ she told him ironically.

‘Instead I cry admiration of your wits. In all Warby I had not known where to begin. Lord Eustace, Oliver, Fulbert of Falaise, Ranulf, Gerard. Though—’ he checked himself. Instinct and affection exonerated Sir Ranulf, but reason held back. Ranulf had gone on Crusade, he had seen and done and learned stranger things than most men, and his father had served Reginald de Warby in the ill-famed castle on the ridge. He would have laid heavy odds on his own choice, but he had been surprised too often by humanity’s vagaries to concentrate entirely on Fulbert. He was inclined to exclude the seneschal, an elderly knight of sheep-like demeanour who, though nominally the marshal’s superior in office, had allowed Sir Ranulf’s more forceful personality to usurp most of his authority. ‘We will have the squire here,’ he decided.

‘His name is Philip.’

Gino was chatting with the guard. Obtaining a discreet and sober matron was taking the first messenger some time; probably Hermeline’s hysterics exclusively occupied all the bower. Hélie had never before given thanks for tantrums. The sergeant, remaining well-disposed, dispatched another man for the squire.

He came back to the girl, and regarded her in concern. This must be a terrifying ordeal for a maid of sixteen, accused of vilest murder and already judged and condemned, shut up in this wretched cell without a friend to aid or comfort her. Only her sour-natured uncle by marriage protested her innocence. Only he, the stranger, seemed to care what befell her, and was prepared to work and fight to save her.

Her face, strained and grim in repose, warmed into a smile as she looked up, a real smile if a wry one. The tiny dimple at one corner of her mouth gave it an odd one-sided fascination. This girl would never afflict all around her with screeching hysterics. ‘You are a brave lass,’ he bluntly commended her. ‘Will you trust me to have you somehow out of this?’

‘I do. It is that makes me brave.’

He flushed. ‘That is foolish!’

She gripped her hands tightly together on the maltreated wimple. ‘No. You broke my nightmare, my lord. I—I had decided to kill Robert. If I could not escape, I would have goaded him to strike me at table and—and put a carving-knife under his ribs. This—I thought it God’s Judgement.’

‘It is man’s ill-judgement instead,’ he answered rather roughly, uncomfortably moved by her honesty and her faith in him. God willing, he would justify her. A knight could set himself no worthier task.

The squire was bowing and hesitating in the doorway; he had taken less finding than a guardian matron. He was a gawky, long-legged lad with a surplus of hands and feet, a bony face spattered with freckles and loose brown hair flopping untidily about it. A graceless clumsy lad who would drive a humourless master to irascibility, he reminded Hélie ridiculously of a half-fledged heron, and he was surely no poisoner.

‘Save you, lad. We would ask you of Lord Robert’s dying.’

He gaped aghast. ‘My—my lord, in—indeed I d-did not—I do not know—’

‘Indeed, boy, we are not accusing you! But you served him on his last night, and I hoped you might help us prove my lady has been falsely accused.’

He blushed crimson, and shuffled his feet on the flagstones. ‘I—I would gladly—I would be proud—but I know nothing!’ He gazed respectfully at the grave girl. ‘I poured for everyone from the same pitcher, so there could not be poison in it, could there, my lady?’

‘In the pitcher, no,’ said Hélie. ‘Did anything happen to take all men’s eyes, so that the poison could be dropped into a cup?’

Comprehension illumined the eager freckled face. ‘My lord, a dog-fight! Lord Robert jumped up and forbade the servants to check it, and they were shouting and laying wagers!’

Hélie and the girl nodded to each other. ‘I wonder he did not taste it, however fuddled he was,’ she mused. ‘Were they still drinking red Gascony?’

‘No, my lady. Hippocras.’

‘Hippocras!’ Hélie repeated. That concoction of strong wine mulled with honey and spices would have disguised any alien flavour, especially to a half-drunken man. ‘Who suggested that?’

‘Lord Robert called for it. He had done every night since the wedding-wine was bought. He—he liked it—hot and very sweet, with cloves and nutmeg and ginger.’

Hélie grimaced. ‘Might as well have poured gold dust down his gullet!’ he commented.

‘He—he said his wife’s dowry—’

‘Would supply hippocras for him to swim in,’ the lady finished, as he halted tongue-fast and reddening. ‘He noticed nothing?’

‘He said only that it made him thirstier. He was nearly drunk.’

‘Had that become his habit?’ Hélie inquired.

The squire nodded. ‘Yes, my lord. Every night. Not helpless—and not merry either. Just—just—well, he had a very hard head, my lord.’

Just brutally, viciously drunk, Hélie reflected in disgust. He himself had been strictly reared in the old austere tradition that intemperance in a gentleman of birth and breeding debased his honour, but the present King’s example of self-indulgence encouraged grosser habits in high places.

‘Even hippocras would not sweeten Robert,’ Durande grimly commented. ‘How did the talk go, Philip?’

‘He—he was very well pleased with himself, my lady. He spoke of you and marriage, but—but I—’

‘Decency forbids your repeating it,’ she helped him.

He gave up the attempt to reconcile honesty with discretion. ‘My lady, he boasted vilely. He baited everyone. Sir Fulbert gave better than he got, and Sir Ranulf knows his duty and kept his mouth shut, but he mocked your kinsmen until even the stranger knights were ashamed to sit at his table!’

‘He very surely invited his taking-off,’ the girl commented dryly.

‘But for you, demoiselle, we should thankfully say “Laus Deo" and let be,’ Hélie agreed. ‘Lad, you have been helpful in speech; now be equally helpful in silence, if you bear Lady Durande any good-will.’

The squire blushed and shuffled his awkward feet. ‘Any help—if I may serve—owe so much—God protect you, my lady!’ The last words came with passionate fervour. He clumsily caught her hand to his lips and blundered out.

‘Robert was very hard on him,’ Durande said soberly.

‘Too hard on someone, and that was his death. If I could but see reason—’

‘Lord Hélie, you should not be here!’ snapped another voice from the doorway. Dame Emma was scowling at them, her brown face a mask of angry disapproval.

‘I am Lady Durande’s champion,’ he reminded her.

‘And none the less foolishly imprudent, here alone with her! Must you make ill worse?’ She spoke as to an undisciplined urchin whose ears she would clout at another word, and his lips twitched. She turned from him in exasperation. ‘You are to return to the bower in my charge. I have prevailed on Lady Hermeline to permit that, my lady.’

‘I should prefer to remain here.’

‘Here?’ She glanced round the narrow cell and snorted in scorn. ‘This is no place for a maiden, and you cannot remain! Lord Hélie, it is no place for you either!’

‘That I know,’ he agreed meekly. ‘Permit me to escort you both from it.’

Twilight was already deepening to dusk, and the bailey was a bowl of shadows. Hélie and Durande could exchange no further speech, but their eyes met over Dame Emma’s ample wimple, and he smiled at her, trying to comfort and reassure her. The girl’s gaze was gravely considering, her face sombre.

In the hall the tables were set up and being laid for a belated supper, and most of the servants and garrison were only awaiting the signal to fall on it. Durande was hurried to the bower, from which lamentable sounds reached them. The three guests stood at one end of the table, and at the other Sir Ranulf, the seneschal, and an agitated demoiselle who broke off her earnest discourse and scuttled incontinently for the bower doorway at sight of Hélie’s lion-tawny head. The marshal came to the edge of the dais to meet him.

‘A merry day!’ he growled in greeting. ‘To end it, here is lady Hermeline screaming herself into the vapours all over again, because some dolt told her you were all but murdered! for jealousy of the favour she has shown you, of course!’

Hélie’s eyes widened a little; he had not considered that motive, and he rejected it now. ‘Not it,’ he denied bluntly, and forbore to add that her other suitors were welcome to slit each other’s gullets for the lady. ‘I pricked Robert’s murderer.’

‘Not so much of Robert’s murder to my lady,’ Ranulf muttered in his ear. ‘She cannot admit that he was at fault in any way. If she did she must know that—’

‘He was Reginald of Warby over again,’ Hélie finished as loyalty warred with truth.

Ranulf nodded bitterly. ‘After his sire died and there was none to curb him, he took his road to Hell.’

‘And short and steep it proved for him.’

The demoiselle emerged from the bower looking harried, and signalled urgently.

‘In God’s Name let us try if the sight of you will pacify her!’ Ranulf exclaimed, and propelled Hélie to the doorway before he could object. Since there was no way out, he suffered himself to be ushered into the candlelight, a light perspiration breaking out over his flesh. The demoiselle held aside one of the curtains that partitioned the great room at night, and he set his teeth and stalked grimly past her into the flapping and squawking hen-run.

Hermeline lay half-undressed on the great bed she occupied alone, slight and fragile in her linen smock against the embroidered blue coverlid. Her hair, uncovered and unbound, spread in silken disorder all about her, and her pale cheeks gleamed with the tears that flowed gently from under her closed eyelids. Women fluttered about her, chafing her limp hands, offering restoratives, murmuring tenderly, and Dame Emma stood at her head, leaning close with an arm under her shoulders.

‘He is here, my lady.’

‘Hélie?’ She opened tear-drowned blue eyes to gaze at him. She was very lovely in her forlorn helplessness, but he halted beyond the bed’s foot, unmoved. She was very lovely, and she knew it better than any other. She jerked her hands from the over-tenacious ministrations of her women and feebly extended them towards him. ‘Hélie!’ She managed this very well, but Osanne de Périval had been less obvious. The ungirt smock clung tenderly to her budded breasts and the soft curve of her belly, and the scattered strands of her shining hair were a net to enmesh him.

‘Do not distress yourself, my lady!’ he said briskly.

She let her hands fall and stared. ‘Hélie! You might have been slain—and in my hold! Hélie!’ He stood still, dispassionately appreciating the beauty she offered. She turned onto her side and flung an arm over her eyes. ‘Broken and dead—oh cruel, cruel—to break my heart with you!’

‘My lady, it did not happen,’ he pointed out flatly. Over her head Dame Emma signalled fiercely to him to take and comfort her, but he pretended to be too dense of wit to understand her gestures and grimaces and stood fast.

‘Cruel—ah, and you were cruel too! To champion her against me!’ she sobbed. ‘I am alone! It needs a man to do justice! Cruel—’

Sobs choked her. She wept, her hair gleaming pale-gold in the candlelight. The women fluttered and whispered, staring with incredulous indignation at the dolt who had not sense enough to take into his arms such beauty and wealth freely offered. The marshal’s wife mouthed at him violently. Slow anger rose in Hélie at the silly vanity that thought to win him so, and forced him into this intolerable embarrassment before so many prejudiced witnesses. Reginald of Warby’s blood ran in her too; she had demonstrated it.

‘Calm yourself, my lady. This is folly,’ he said firmly. He understood very well; she was determined to marry him, she could not endure that he championed Durande whom she hated, and she would balk at nothing to win betrothal.

She lifted her head, unbelief in her face, and then flung herself upon him, crying his name. Her arms twined round his neck, and she strained close against him, shaking and gasping, her warm flesh scarcely veiled by the thin linen. Her heart thumped against his body, her hair filled his mouth as she dragged his head down and turned her swimming blue eyes up to him, her lashes dark with tears and clinging in wet spikes about them.

He jerked his head back, caught her by the elbows and set her from him at arms’ length. ‘My lady, you are distraught. Let Lady Emma tend you,’ he said sternly. He thrust her into the older woman’s arms. Speech was stunned from everyone by his rejection. He stalked to the door, and behind him Hermeline’s voice cried out in raw fury and pain.

‘Witchcraft! She has bewitched him!’

He let fall the heavy curtain behind him and stood for a moment in the doorway. He scrubbed his hand violently across his lips, where the touch of her hair still tingled. His hand was shaking slightly, his breath coming faster, and his temples throbbed as reaction invaded his body. The marvel was that he had not taken Hermeline by the throat and throttled her. Did the fatuous little fool truly believe she could seduce him into marriage, tempting him with her body as blatantly as any harlot, holding her honour and his so cheaply? For the first time he acknowledged a bitter gratitude to Osanne de Périval who had led him down that road to Hell. He had been of the company that sultry summer night when Raymond de Périval slew his wife and her paramour and himself, and no power on earth or out of it would ever set his feet to tread that track again.


At the sound of fresh hysterics Ranulf detached himself from the mild seneschal and advanced on Hélie with the expression of one goaded to the point of murder and suddenly deprived of his victim. Hélie moved to meet him, resignedly anticipating, to end this disastrous day, an irreparable quarrel with this one man of Warby he accounted his ally.

The marshal’s lips parted on words of wrath. He looked into Hélie’s hard face and swallowed them. His expression softened to something near compunction. ‘Nay, lad, take it not amiss!’ he said roughly.

‘Sir Ranulf, I think I have no right to accept the hospitality of this roof any longer,’ Hélie said soberly. ‘I had best take my leave.’

‘Leave?’ The marshal looked appalled. ‘Lose me the only sense to be found this day in Warby? God’s Throat, no! And after nightfall —no!’

‘But my lady—’

‘Never heed a woman’s vapours! What we all need is food in our bellies! Bid them set on supper, in the Devil’s name, Sir Gerard! Are our guests to starve? We shall not see our lady again tonight.’

They picked at a supper as dispirited as the company, and drank deeply of good wine that did nothing to cheer them. Mercifully there were no strangers present. Fulbert of Falaise, with a social adroitness Hélie had not expected of him, talked determinedly of the Normandy campaign throughout the dismal meal, but won no support from the Collingfords. There was no lingering to gossip over the wine, and as soon as he decently could Hélie quitted the hall for the darkness outside.

He wandered over to the carpenter’s open-fronted shed, which overlooked the gatehouse, and perched himself on a sawhorse. Gino, who had padded after him, squatted on a log and murmured, in the undervoice men of experience prefer to the penetrating sibilance of a whisper, that if any man came prowling after them they would know what to think. Hélie grunted agreement, and he held his peace.

Hélie scowled into the darkness, his thoughts running in distracted circles about the day’s thronging troubles. For all his brave pledge to the red-haired girl, he had no idea where next to turn to unearth the murderer, and his heart misgave him as he reckoned the difficulties he had rashly piled upon himself. Yet he was unrepentant; he could do naught else. And one pure gain he counted; he could never again so much as contemplate wedding Hermeline. From that disaster he was safe. He would choose the fourteen-years-old innocent, and they would make what they could of duty and kindness. The last ashes of his old folly were cold and scattered. He thrust thought of Hermeline aside; it was her brother’s death he must consider; that wretched, ugly death of a poisoned rat that was an affront to humanity and reason.

‘But why?’ he demanded of himself. ‘It makes no sense! A quarrel over a dowry or a mercenary’s terms might draw blade from scabbard, but to poison one’s host on such paltry grounds—and on the eve of his marriage at that!’

The timing was odd and significant. In a flash of blinding enlightenment Hélie realized that the act cried aloud of fear and haste. Premeditation and preparation had been necessitated by the weapon chosen; chosen by one who dared not challenge Robert openly, one who dared not have a secret exposed. A faceless furtive shape scurried across Hélie’s inner vision, snatching at the first chance to pour death into a cup. He had not only been lucky in a scapegoat, but in Robert’s having died too dazed of wit to guess what had befallen him and tell it. Robert’s arrogance could never have imagined a victim’s striking back.

Hélie set that thought into the framework of the few facts he held. It fitted truly. If Robert had surprised any man’s secret he would have used it to his profit, taunted him, forced him to his will. Robert had never in his life seen reason to bridle his loose tongue; he was vicious in drink and had taken to fuddling himself nightly; he had had to be silenced. And any of his suspects might be hiding something to his discredit, though Hélie again inclined to the mercenary as having a past history more lurid than any of the others. Then the obvious fact he had been too thick-witted to perceive earlier hit him like a blow.

‘Who should know more of Robert’s mind than his leman?’ He half-rose and then sank back on the saw-horse, his eyes on the dark hut. Even his eagerness recoiled from questioning the miserable woman now, while her child lay unburied ansd her pain was raw in her. The morning would be time enough to confront her and the witch in the village, who sold spells and charms and love-philtres, and perhaps poisons too.

The hut doorway was a rectangle of blackness against the dim grey of the wattle and daub walls. A part of the darkness moved, separated itself, and slid along the wall, a long black shadow moving soundlessly. It flitted into the shadow beyond the hut, under the wall. Shavings rustled dryly behind Hélie as Gino crept to his shoulder, and the warmth of his breathing touched his ear. The shadow moved against the breast-high stone wall. A head showed, black against the sky. Then a humped black shape sprawled upon the wall’s top, heaved up and over, and was gone.





[✸] Trial by ordeal was abolished by the Lateran Council of 1214.
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HÉLIE was across the courtyard and under the wall before he stopped to think. He took the shallow embankment in one stride and put his nose over the coping. The black shadow was flitting down the grassy slope. He glimpsed the flutter of a skirt in the starlight and knew it was the woman Mabille. Without waiting to examine reasons he straightened, grasped the coping and swung himself up and over. Warby was easy to leave; no Angevin king had been fool enough to grant licence to crenellate it. The drop on the outer side was considerably deeper. He hung by the hands and let go, balancing on the narrow berm. His foot touched something hard and round in the grass, and he bent to feel it. A notched log, of course; the simplest of ladders for the woman’s return. Not the first time she had quitted the enclosure by this way, he knew. A slither and a soft thud announced that Gino was with him.

He scrambled out of the nettle-grown ditch, dry after the fine weather, and trotted after Mabille. She never looked back, but fetched a wide circle round the sleeping village, over the rough stubble-fields, along the slope that lifted to the black woods. He made no attempt to shorten the distance between them, even when she reached the edge of the ploughland and crossed the waste, where scattered clumps of bushes and bramble-patches sometimes hid her from his view. He had thought she was making for the woods, but now she circled in again towards the village. A bigger, denser thicket than any other concealed her. He halted to see where she would emerge, but she did not. He waited while one might say a Paternoster, straining eyes and ears. He thought he heard a faint squeal, but could not be certain. When he still saw no more of the soundless black shadow that had led him so far, he crept forward more cautiously towards the thicket that seemed to be her goal.

Lower down in the valley, almost hidden, the black and grey cottages lay without light or movement. He closed in on the dark mass of trees and bushes. Leaves rustled faintly in the slight breeze, that bore to his nostrils a pungency of herbs. He moved along the tangle’s edge, so high and dense that he could see nothing beyond, and came to its end, to check and stare. Gino at his shoulder drew a softly-audible breath.

He looked across a garden-patch at a cottage he had never known was there, so effectively did the long curve of the thicket screen it from village, road and manor-house. It squatted close in a hollow, and from the vent in the roof a thin feather of white smoke lazily lifted and dissolved against a sky lightening to moonrise. From some small chink a dim gleam of yellow light diffused, double defiance of the curfew law. A queer little tingle lifted gooseflesh over Hélie’s flesh as some sense beyond his normal five roused to awareness of evil. He set his teeth and pulled his shoulders back against the prickling along his spine. He looked over the tangle of a garden, picking out the vegetable beds, the row of hives, the narrow path twisting between tall clumps of herbage to the shut door.

‘Stay here and guard my back, Gino,’ he murmured, and started round the last dense elder-bush at the thicket’s corner.

‘Best go no nearer, my lord,’ advised another voice from the elder-bush at his knee.

Hélie’s hand leaped to his dagger, and he leaped sideways and back from the bush as he whirled to face it. ‘Who—?’ he demanded in an urgent under-voice, peering into the bush’s impenetrable blackness. Gino was already on its other side, his dagger glinting in his hand.

A low chuckle answered these threatening movements. ‘A sow and her farrow by the wall. Be lucky to reach the door with two legs, Lord Hélie.’

The voice spoke good French with an English accent, like an upper servant. Hélie remembered the faint squeal he had heard, and removed his hand from his weapon. ‘My thanks,’ he acknowledged between annoyance and gratitude. An argument with an infuriated sow would hold no dignity and a deal of danger. ‘Come forth and show yourself!’

‘Nay, wiser if you get to cover too, my lord, instead of waiting in plain sight for moonrise.’

The voice, if disrespectful, was perfectly good-humoured. Hélie grinned reluctantly and took its advice. Like many big old ciders, this must have a space between its down-sweeping branches and its trunk, large enough for a man to lie or crouch perfectly concealed within. He could see nothing of this shy fellow. He peered through the leaves at the hut door, impatiently wishing he could set his ear to it, but a man might less riskily challenge a mastiff for right of way than a half-wild vicious sow with piglets at foot.

The yellow glimmer of light went out. The door opened on the dull red glow of a banked fire. Hélie heard a grunt, a thin squeak, and a diminishing grumble. A vast, billowing black shape bulked against the firelight, and shifted aside to let pass the slighter shadow he had followed here. The door closed. The two padded soundlessly round the side of the cottage and started slowly up the hill towards the woods.

The leaves rustled at his side, and the stranger crawled from the bush’s interior and uncoiled an imposing length. He was as tall as the young knight, and in the darkness appeared even broader.

‘We need not hurry, my lord,’ he murmured. ‘The old bitch is too fat to shift herself quickly.’

‘Who joined you to this enterprise?’ Gino demanded in affront.

‘It was mine before yours,’ the stranger pointed out placidly. ‘I give you both leave.’

Gino choked on the wrath he could not raise his voice to utter. Hélie chuckled, sudden liking springing in him for this cool fellow. ‘He is in the right of it, Gino. And another pair of hands may be useful.’

They followed the women at a decent distance, dodging between the clumps of bushes that dotted the waste, though the two neither halted nor looked back, as though the idea of pursuit never occurred to them. They moved slowly indeed, toiling along and up the slope as if they found it heavy labour, and suddenly Hélie realized that they were making for the ruins on the hills crest. The women reached the trees and vanished in their shadow, and the three men, who had dawdled after them, now quickened their pace to close in.

Haste was impossible under the trees, so dark was the night.

They felt their way forward step by step, straining eyes and ears. They could discern the solid trunks of trees, but not the undergrowth that clawed at them and entangled their feet. The woods rustled round them, dry and noisy with rattling leaves and brittle twigs, and their own progress sounded in their ears like an army’s passage. The shriek of an owl sent Hélie’s hand to his dagger in a convulsive jerk, and startled a whispered oath in Italian out of Gino. Then light reached them; the stars dimmed, the whole sky paled, and the white radiance of the new-risen moon shafted between the tree-trunks and pooled along the ground.

They moved more briskly with that guidance, and at last came to the over-grown ditch and the gap-toothed wall. A broad black shadow was just labouring through a breach, and Hélie breathed a little sigh of relief that he had guessed aright.

They crept after her, scrambled down and up through the inevitable nettles of the ditch, and through another gap. Curiosity burned in Hélie, who could conceive no reason for this darkling visit to the ruins—unless such poisons as dwale were most potent gathered under the cold and unbenign rays of the moon. Stalking the women across the bailey, with its great bramble-clumps and scattered trees and bushes, was easy enough, though they took it cautiously, slipping from cover to cover half-crouched and watchful. Then the one standing corner of the building was a black crag among the stars, above a moon-silvered length of jagged wall, and the two women moved along it, one straight and tall, one squat and bulky, their gowns and kerchiefs flapping like bats’ wings.

From the darkness beyond the broken wall lifted a thin music, the kind herd-boys made on pipes of elder-shoot. The queer little tune ran like a trickle of icy water along Hélie’s spine. His breath caught in his throat, and he shivered convulsively. The big fellow on his right crossed himself, and Gino was muttering a prayer under his breath. Only a simple little tune, a handful of notes on an urchin’s whistle, but black horror had brushed them all. The music skirled up to a long high wail and ended. The two women sank to their knees in deep obeisance as something moved in the blackness beyond the pale wall, among the heaps of dark rubble, advancing with a hard deliberate clop of hooves on stone. Then a dark head moved from behind a bush, clear against the wall, and the moon shone full upon it. Hélie lifted a hand to his mouth and set his teeth into his flesh.

The head was a goat’s. Magnificent spiked horns swept back from its brow, a long beard fluttered under the dark muzzle, and its eyes glinted in the moonlight. The head was a goat’s, but it was set on a man’s shoulders. It spoke to the women in a human voice, but the words did not reach the watchers crouching behind the brambles. Hélie could not have moved hand or foot. Horror paralysed him, and a dread of great darkness. The big stranger had put out a hand and gripped his arm; his fingers drove bone-deep, but Hélie did not feel pain. Gino was drawing breath in little gasps, whimpering, ‘Il Diabolo!’ over and over.

The goat-man moved forward with a curiously stilted, jerky step, and extended his right arm. He held a long-shafted trident, whose points caught the moonlight with the same menacing gleam as the baleful eyes in the beast-head. He stood stark in the white moonshine, black as the darkness he had come from, and a long tail swung behind him. Hélie bit on his hand until blood was warm and salty in his mouth, and did not know it. Terror had numbed the flesh on his bones, chilled his very entrails to ice within him. He looked on the visible Fiend, and Hell yawned before him.

The women were still on their knees. One was speaking fast and urgently, and then the other, in a higher, thinner voice whose words he still could not distinguish. The trident lifted and swung in threat over their heads, over the bramble-grown bailey, over the sleeping valley, over the whole cringing world. Hélie crouched in rigid horror, incapable even of prayer. The arrogant head turned his way, the eyes blankly shining, and he waited, shuddering, for them to pierce his thorny screen and discover him, like a cony waiting for a stoat to close and kill. The human voice issued again from the goat’s mouth, and with another menacing gesture of the trident the monstrous black figure swung about, its tail swishing, and clopped back into the darkness.

The women rose and slowly moved back the way they had come, muttering together. They passed the bramble-clump without seeing the crouching men, and their low voices and the rustle of their garments faded across the over-grown bailey and died.


None of the men could stir to follow. The wind’s murmur had long been the only sound before the paralysis relaxed its grip on Hélie’s limbs, and he fell stiffly to his knees, crossed himself with a trembling hand, and whispered a prayer for delivery from the manifest power of evil. Gino crumpled onto his face in the long grass, sobbing dryly, and the big stranger loosed his vicious grip on Hélie’s arm and covered his face with his hands, his whole great body shaking.


Hélie, though his senses reeled and he was trembling uncontrollably with shock, was first to grasp reality. He seized Gino by the shoulder and shook him sharply, and scrambled clumsily to his feet, hauling his servant up bodily. He prodded the stranger forcefully with his foot, and he heaved himself up and stood like a foundered horse, catching his breath in long, irregular gulps. Hélie drew his free hand across his brow, and found it wet with cold sweat. He pushed the big fellow, dragged at Gino, jerked his head imperatively, and led them without a word across the bailey in a slightly different direction from that taken by the women.

None spoke until they were clear of the ruin and among the trees, where they halted to draw free breath as thankfully as though they had come up from drowning in deep water. The reaction from great fear was upon them all; Hélie was still trembling, still chilled to the blood in his heart, and knew that the others must be as weak and spent as himself.

 ’The Devil—we have seen the Devil himself!’ Gino almost whimpered. ‘The Devil walking abroad! How have we seen that and lived?’

‘By God’s own grace,’ Hélie said soberly, and crossed himself again.

‘Come away, my lord! It is ill to stay! Truly the ground his foot has trodden is accursed!’ Gino pleaded.

In pity Hélie moved on. He had never known Gino reduced to such a state of abject terror, and thought no worse of him for that; no human odds had ever daunted the man he had once seen tackle a fully-armed knight with no more than a knife in his hand.

Bearing further left than he had intended, instead of emerging from the trees immediately above the manor-house, Hélie found himself on the steep wooded slope that fell from the ruins of Reginald de Warby’s castle to the river that looped about the ridge’s foot. Legend asserted that the river had provided that notorious malefactor with another convenience beside that of a natural moat, and Hélie found himself shivering again as he looked down into its smooth swift curve shining between the trees. He corrected his error and swung right. The moon was well up now, and gave clear sight to their accustomed eyes.

‘Those women are proven witches, in Hell’s service,’ said the tall stranger abruptly as they slanted down-hill.

‘Of course. Why?’ Hélie answered curiously.

‘You are a witness whose testimony cannot be impeached, my lord.’

Hélie turned his head to stare at him, but the man had contrived to place himself between him and the moon, so that he was a featureless black bulk with formidable shoulders and a shock-head of rough curls. Yet there was something elusively familiar about the way that head was proudly set on the strong neck, and the erect easy carriage of those shoulders. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded.

‘My name is Stephen.’

‘I know you—we have met before—’

‘No, Lord Hélie. But we shall meet again.’

With that he was gone. One moment he was tramping steadily at Hélie’s heels; he stepped sideways, and the woods swallowed him without sign or sound. Hélie halted, and peered about, but saw only the black and grey of tree-trunks and undergrowth dappled with white moonshine. He called, but had no answer, not even a rustle of movement among the bushes. The wind whispered in the tree-tops, somewhere an owl hooted, but the tall stranger had vanished. Hélie swore softly, shrugged, and started again down the slope. Gino kept close to his back and glanced apprehensively about him. Hélie had no blame for him; the same creeping expectancy tingled between his shoulder-blades until they were clear of the woods’ ambush, and thankfully dropped down over the waste and the stubble-fields to the back of the manor-house enclosure.

An active man might enter or leave Warby at his pleasure after dark, for many parts of its wall could not be overlooked by the sentinel on the gatehouse because of intervening buildings, even if he were awake and watchful. They did not even need a notched pole. A jump and a heave and a scramble, and they were in the bailey, and Gino was brushing down his master’s tunic to remove betraying traces of their activities. A horse stamped and snorted in the stables, and a dog woke and whined. Hélie filled his chest with a great breath, and the familiar sounds and scents became newly real to him. The hideous vision in the ruins receded into nightmare that would haunt him, but reality was not in it. Human creatures did not eavesdrop on Satan himself; Hélie de Trevaine was neither saint nor sinner enough that the Lord of Hell should honour him with sight of his person.

The curtains that partitioned the bower were all drawn, and only a dim lantern gave him light to pick a way between the pallets of the household knights to the corner set aside for guests. Here moonlight fell through a narrow window across the great bed that Fulbert of Falaise shared with the Collingford weasels. As the last comer, Hélie had been accommodated with a pallet on the floor. The mercenary was lying on his side, turned away from his bed-fellows. As Hélie unbuckled his belt his black head lifted, his teeth gleamed, and his lazy voice murmured, ‘Was the hunting good, lord night-owl?’

‘I seek bigger game than mice,’ he retorted, hauling his tunic over his head and flinging it with unnecessary vigour over the perch by his bedside. Fulbert chuckled almost soundlessly and lay back. Eustace de Collingford, in the middle, moved sleepily; his son never stirred. Hélie regarded them all suspiciously as he stripped off the rest of his clothes, and before he lay down he privily slipped his dagger from its sheath and rather shamefacedly thrust it under his pillow. He had expected to spend most of the night pondering his various problems, but sleep sprang upon him almost as he dragged the sheet over himself.


He was up and out by first light. Speech with Durande was not to be had; she was sequestered behind curtains among the women and closely guarded. He had no wish to encounter Hermeline. He collected a hunk of bread and a horn of ale on his way through the hall, where the servants were bustling at their work’s start, and strolled munching into the bailey. He had no idea how to set about his task of proving Durande innocent, but a beginning might be made with the woman Mabille who last night had trysted with the Devil.

Some of last night’s horror prickled his skin as he reached her door, and when a spatter of dew dripped coldly from the thatch upon his head he leaped like a spurred horse. He set his teeth, thrust back the door and walked in.

Grey daylight sprang ahead of him upon the woman crouched by the smouldering fire, her head on her updrawn knees, and past her to the small shrouded shape upon the bed. She lifted her face and peered dully at him through disordered brown hair. She was no longer the boldly handsome creature who had held Robert of Warby’s errant regard, but a draggled grief-worn wretch, ten years older in a night. Unexpected pity for her stabbed Hélie, trafficker with Hell though she was. She blinked at him and rose heavily to her feet, brushing the hair from her swollen eyes with the back of a grimy hand.

Stupid with misery, she stared at him between surprise and resentment, her hand lifting to her breast. Then faint interest seemed to kindle in her; her ravaged face lighted a little, and she tried to straighten her crumpled attire and smooth back her uncombed hair, in a sorry attempt to engage his attention. Then a closer look at his hard young face made apparent her error, and she recoiled.

‘What—what do you want?’ she demanded, forgetting to entitle him.

‘What are you practising against Lady Durande?’ he asked harshly.

She backed further, her hand lifting again to her breast. His brows twitched together. He leaped at her, driving her against the carved bed-foot and pinning her there. She opened her mouth to scream, and he clapped a big hand across it. She clawed futilely at him, twisting and writhing, and he forced her head back and thrust his hand inside her bodice. The cloth ripped. She fought like a mad thing, wrenching and straining, beating at his head and arms, but between her soft breasts his groping fingers encountered something hard and closed firmly upon it. He loosed her and stepped back in revulsion.

She leaned panting against the bed-post, his hand-print scarlet across her white face, fury and hatred turning it to a mask of livid malevolence. She opened her mouth and sucked in a deep breath that lifted her breasts under the torn bodice.

‘Cry rape if you will,’ he said grimly. ‘It will advantage you nothing when I cry poison.’

At that she covered her mouth with her hands and stood as if frozen to the bed-post, while Hélie examined his trove. It was a tiny jar of glazed earthenware, tightly covered with stretched bladder and tied with waxed thread. It contained a sticky dark mass smelling unpleasantly like mice. Hélie wrinkled his nose in disgust.

‘It—it is not—’ she began hoarsely.

‘You will swallow it to prove it no poison?’ he demanded mercilessly.

‘No—’ The frightened whisper cracked into silence.

‘Poison it is. You had it from the witch in the village to kill Lady Durande.’

She stood staring at him with her mouth twisted awry, her clenched hands raised to her bared teeth, her body strained against the solid wood.

‘What will you say to the King’s Justices?’

‘She poisoned my lord and my son!’ spat Mabille, suddenly recovering the force of her venom.

‘Fool, she could not have done. One of his drinking companions poisoned Robert’s wine.’

‘A lie! A lie! And what of my son—my little son?’ She threw out an arm wildly towards the small stiff body on the bed.

‘You killed your son yourself, when you bred him to insolence and disobedience.’

It was a brutal stroke against a bereaved mother, and one he loathed using, but it beat through hatred and vindictiveness to her understanding as no reasoning could have done. Her face crumpled, and she turned from him with a low wail, fell to her knees beside the bed, buried her face in the embroidered coverlid and wept despairingly.

Hélie waited a moment, throttling his pity. He should have felt none; she had used her bold comeliness and her influence over Robert callously and arrogantly; she had borne a son in Robert’s image and bred him to Robert’s worst faults; she had bought vengeance of the Foul Fiend himself. He remembered the monstrous goat-headed horror clopping out of darkness on cloven hooves, and this woman’s willing obeisance to Hell’s power, and then he could forget that she had lost all she loved and was desolate. He stood over her grimly.

‘Up! Will the Devil you serve save your neck before the King’s Justices?’

She crouched at his feet, gaping up at him over her shoulder, her face grey and twitching as she looked from his menacing lion’s eyes to the little jar in his hand and found naught to comfort her in either. There was no contrition in her; only her fear was stronger than her hate. She whimpered a little, but made no answer; there was none she could make.

He got briskly to his point, trusting that she had not appreciated his betrayal of over-much knowledge. Her wits seemed addled by terror.

‘During his last days Robert learned a secret that one of his company poisoned him to keep. You knew his mind. What did he tell you?’

She whimpered again. ‘Nothing! Nothing! He told me nothing!’

‘Robert never kept a still tongue in his life! Whom did he set in fear of him?’ He held up the jar in menace.

‘He told me nothing! He was to marry her,’ she said sullenly. ‘All that week and more he never came near me.’

The genuine ring of jealous resentment was in her voice, and Hélie recognized the truth when he heard it. She did not know. Frowning, he looked down at her for a long moment. Then he thrust the jar of poison into the purse at his belt, turned abruptly and stalked forth into the clean sunlight. At the door he checked to glance over his shoulder, and then regretted it; the malignant hatred in her gaze struck him like a blow.
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ONE door had slammed in Hélie’s face, and he had but one left to try. He had anticipated difficulty in escaping unremarked from the company that filled Warby, but it proved simple. After Mass there were two burials, and those who did not reverently attend the funeral of the child Roger were eager to witness the disposal of Fulbert’s sergeant. As a murderer killed unshriven in the very attempt he was thrust without ceremony or prayer into a hole on the unconsecrated northern side of the churchyard, along with gallows’-meat, suicides and unbaptized infants. Hélie withdrew unnoticed from these attractions with Gino. He turned aside briefly to the church porch to sign himself with holy water as a necessary precaution against the Devil’s stratagems, and grimly advanced into that peril.

They circled round the thicket, that in daylight gave the appearance of deliberate planting, so perfectly did it conceal the cottage, so dense was the tangle of elder, hawthorn, hazel and holly. The sow, lank and mud-crusted, with a litter of shrill piglets at foot, was rooting energetically on its edge. She squealed and gnashed viciously at them, her bristles rising along her ridged back. Fowls flapped away squawking resentment, and even the hives by the crazy fence seemed to buzz malevolence. The cottage crouched at the garden’s end. It had been better built than most, on footings of rough stone, but the frame had warped, the cracked wattle and daub had seen no whitewash for a generation, and the sagging thatch was black with age and green with moss and sprouted weeds. They trod along the path between the usual beds of cabbages, leeks, beans and peas, but the greater part of the garden patch was a disorderly tangle of green. There were the familiar kitchen herbs and common simples; he recognized also spikes of seeding foxglove, blue monkshood, rue and henbane among the profusion of others unknown to him, but no dwale. A tall yew grew near the door.

Gino, his narrow dark face rigid so that no stranger would guess that he had to force his flinching limbs to obedience, stepped past Hélie to the partly-open door. ‘Ho, within there!’ he said loudly, and smote it open. Hand on dagger-haft, he stood aside for Hélie to precede him. No answer came from the gloom. He crossed himself, while Hélie, the hairs on his nape prickling, his heart pounding, stooped his tall head to the worm-eaten lintel and entered, his hair brushing dryly against something hanging from the rafters.

The reek took him by the throat. Over the normal foundation of unwashed peasant, rotting rushes, rancid tallow and wood-smoke lay the pungency of drying herbs, a stink of foul cookery, a fainter stench of decaying flesh. A smouldering fire filled the hut with lazy smoke, and for a moment he could see nothing but its dull red glow. Then beyond it he discerned a white blur floating waist-high and moveless. Gino cursed in crackling Italian and flung the door back so that the hut groaned. Hélie’s eyes adjusted themselves to the lessened murk, and he saw.

The witch sat immobile, watching him; hugely corpulent in black gown and kerchief, her broad white face shining moon-like in the gloom. An iron cauldron hung over the smoky fire, a nauseous brew bubbling thickly in it. Indistinct dark shapes loomed in the corners, dangled from the rafters, hung upon the walls. His gaze flicked uneasily over them and returned to the woman. She squatted unstirring like a vast toad, her hands hidden in her lap, her pale eyes intent on his face. He stood in the light from the doorway as though smitten with palsy.

‘Greetings, Lord Hélie de Trevaine,’ she said in good French.

Her voice was high and thin, and pierced like a dagger.

Hélie flinched. She had never encountered him. Fear of her power cast a net of darkness over his mind. Then his robust common-sense rescued him. Even if she, unlike every other peasant in Warby, had never watched him ride by, he could not be mistaken from the most perfunctory description. No man in the county could match his bronze-gold tan, darker than his tawny hair, that England’s sun could never have burned on him.

‘Greetings,’ he said evenly. He would not invoke God’s protection on this house. ‘You peddle spells and potions?’

She considered him with unwinking eyes. ‘I sell spells for brats teething, sore-eyed, with fits or worms in the belly. Spells to bring a woman to your bed or send her from it. Spells to make a eunuch of a husband, or a stallion of a lover. Spells to open a womb to conception, and spells to destroy the fruit of it,’ she recited. Her pale eyes surveyed him from tousled hair to soft boots, full of bright malice. ‘Which need is yours, young lord?’

‘None,’ Hélie answered harshly. He wondered how under Heaven he was to extract information from this flinty intransigence, with no shadow of authority behind him. Anger and loathing filled him, yet fear ran cold fingers down his spine. She sat immobile, arrogantly sure of her immunity from justice, and he furiously repudiated any idea of bribing or cajoling her.

The witch watched him through the drifting steam, and then suggested blandly, ‘You live chaste, Lord Hélie. You lack the means to pleasure a leman? I have a potent remedy, compounded of a black ram’s—’

He took a swift step forward and towered over her in the fire-smoke, his eyes ablaze and his mouth tight. She broke off and giggled high and mirthlessly, her vast breasts shaking to strain the gown’s taut cloth. Her upper lip lifted in a grin that displayed three depending yellow snags of teeth.

‘You peddle death?’ Hélie accused very quietly.

The hideous laughter stilled. For the space of a long breath she stared at him, and silence gripped the hut, so that the faint whine of the damp fuel beat in Hélie’s ears. The black viscous mass in the cauldron rolled slowly, and a bubble burst with a sticky plop that made him start.

‘Is not your sword-arm sure enough, valiant lordling?’ the witch mocked him. ‘Death is not cheap.’

‘Not when you set its price, I warrant,’ he said grimly, holding fast to his temper. His mouth was dry and his shirt clung clammily to his back, but his fear was yielding to disgust and contempt. ‘God’s Justice, and the Warbys left you unhung!’

‘Maybe they had their reason.’

She was still grinning at him with those yellow snags of teeth, secure in her evil and her dark power. He fiercely restrained the impulse to cross himself, that would have betrayed his fear. Suddenly all his nature revolted against the oppressive gloom and stink of this hovel. He jerked his head at his silent body-servant in the doorway, and gestured to the shuttered window opposite.

‘Gino! Let daylight into this foul den!’

Gino spat aside and crossed behind him, his feet rustling in the thick rushes, and wrestled with the wooden bar that held the shutters. He tossed it aside and wrenched at them. They broke and crumbled in his hands, and came away in a shower of dirt and rolled wood lice, scuttling spiders and dust of worm-eaten wood. Sharp sunlight pierced the shadows like a sword, and struck full upon the witch.

She was old, older than Hélie had thought; sixty at least, perhaps as much as seventy. Her puffy moon-face was seamed with line black-engrained crevices, and the flesh sagged from her bones in flabby pouches. Wisps of white hair had escaped from the kerchief to straggle about her forehead, but under white scanty eyebrows the fierce eyes were bright pale blue. He knew them. Enlightenment struck him like a club. They were the Warby eyes. That was the shapely Warby nose, and under the slack flesh he discerned the pointed chin. In youth she must have been fair as any of them. Here too was the Warby arrogance, and the unreasoning courage that derived from it.

‘A Warby bastard!’ he exclaimed.

She said proudly, ‘I am Rohese, daughter to Reginald who built the castle above, and set his foot on Trevaine’s neck! Grandsire’s sister to Robert and to Hermeline whom you will wed, my lord! Take heed before you scratch up buried scandals like a puppy digging up old bones! In the family, eh?’ She leered up at him and shook with obscene mirth.

His brows twitched together in surprise. A true witch had power of darkness, and with his own eyes he had seen her do obeisance to the Devil. If her Master had granted her that gift, she must know both that and what was in his mind. The dread that had numbed his wits departed. ‘Their favour will not aid you before the King’s Justices in Assize!’ he snapped.

She had always dealt menace, never encountered it. She stared in sheer unbelief. ‘The King’s Justices, whelp? You threaten me?’

‘I will see you hang, unless you tell me truly who bought poison of dwale from you to murder Robert!’

Surprise broke through her mounting wrath, and he knew that shaft had found no mark. ‘Dwale?’ she repeated, and he was sure she had supplied none. There was no dwale in her garden. His heart began to thump.

‘As his left-hand kin you should be eager to avenge him!’ he said, his voice sharp and hard. ‘Who poisoned him?’

She stared in contemptuous surprise, and then grinned. ‘Who but the bitch betrothed to him, that you would save? Fret not, vengeance is in safe hands! Run back to Hermeline, pretty lordling! You have not married Warby yet, nor will unless I choose! Will you have her spit in your face, and yourself wither like a frosted leaf?’

Hélie laughed aloud in boundless scorn. ‘Curse your fill,’ he invited bleakly. ‘I see that the Devil to whom you sold yourself pays even his servants in false coin.’ Darkness was here, but no power.

‘False, lion-cub? There are bones in the graveyard could testify my curses are sure, if ever dead men rise up! Cold earth will be yours too! Your eyes will shrivel in your skull, your flesh wither on your bones, your bowels melt and your seed turn to fire in your loins! You will never marry Warby and rule here!’

‘What is your witchcraft, if you do not know I would rather bed a viper than kinswoman of yours?’

‘Then embrace it!’ she screeched viciously. Her hands flashed out, scooping something from her wide black lap to the rushes at his feet. Hissing resentment, a veritable viper twitched its boldly-marked length into a coil and poised its blunt blackhead, its forked tongue flickering and its jewelled eyes glowing in the firelight.

Hélie grinned mirthlessly. While Gino yelped and sprang away as he would never have done from a weapon, he kicked at the reptile. It struck short. As its head thwacked on the rushes he stamped and felt it crunch under his heel. He picked up the squirming leathery body, and tossed it with a sullen plop into the simmering cauldron.

‘More meat for your hell-broth!’

The witch surged to her feet like leviathan emerging from the waves, spitting in speechless fury. Her vast black bulk lunged at Hélie, hands clawing. He ducked aside and thrust her off stiffarmed, his whole body flinching in revulsion from the contact. He felt a sharp tug at his scalp as she snatched at his tousled hair. Gino leaped in, his dagger glinting menace, but she had already checked herself. Her hands fell to her sides. She stood breathing noisily, her face flushed crimson and working with murderous hate.

‘For less than that,’ she said, her high voice dropped to a deadly whisper, ‘I have seen my father tear out a man’s living heart from his breast and toss it to his dogs!’

‘I doubt it not,’ Hélie answered grimly, ‘whether he were Reginald de Warby or, as some might reckon, the Devil himself.’

The dusky wrath ebbed from her face; pale alarm broke through her malice. He had somehow pricked her arrogance. For a heart’s beat he stared contemptuously into her eyes, disdaining her empty threats. Then he jerked his head at Gino, still wavering on the verge of killing, swung on his heel and stalked from the noisome hut.

Gino heaved a loud sigh of thankfulness and crossed himself with unwonted fervour as they emerged from the thicket. ‘God’s Head, my hair is still standing upright!’ he complained. He scanned his master’s brown and healthful countenance for visible effects of the witch’s curse, and his face whitened. ‘Holy Mother! My lord, did she pluck your hair from your head?’

‘What matter if she did?’

Gino clutched his arm with a shaking hand. ‘My lord, she will work her will on you through it! A part of you—it gives her power over your body!’

‘She has no power but what I give her.’

‘We must go back and destroy her—’

‘Be still, Gino. She does not prepare my meat.’

‘Only let me go, my lord, to kill her and burn her den over her carcase!’

‘Murder and arson on Warby land, on a Warby kinswoman? No, Gino. This must be done by process of law or not at all.’ Gino subsided, vowing a candle as long as his arm to Saint Michael if he brought them safely from this coil. Hélie stood on the edge of the waste, the faint wind ruffling his hair, frowning over the processes of law. Witchcraft alone was for the Church’s somewhat ineffective hand to deal with. He could only bring the witch into reach of the King’s Justices in Assize by proving she had procured another’s death or injury by its practice. She had Warby’s protection; the proof must be incontrovertible or she would escape the gallows. Yet he had pricked her, and he wondered what word of his had achieved that, and why. He considered again his parting thrust, and an incredible notion entered his mind. He turned to glance at the woods above.

‘Where now, my lord?’ asked Gino uneasily.

‘The ruin,’ Hélie answered coolly, ignored his yelp of expostulation, and stalked up the slope. Gino followed laggingly, muttering invocations in Italian when he was not protesting against his master’s madness of self-immolation, but his place was at Hélie’s heels and he kept it. They plunged among the trees where they had floundered last night, but today all was green and gold under the autumn sun that was already crisping and gilding the leaves above them. Acorns were still green in their rough cups, the hazels green in their leathery frills, the waist-high arching bracken triumphantly green about them, but the birds were hushed in the moult and the forest’s voice was the brittle whisper of dying leaves overhead.

Yesterday morning, that seemed a week ago, Hélie had approached the ruin along the ridge from the woods, and he had been half-blind with pain. Now he came to it from below, and it was plain to his searching gaze that the place was not so unfrequented as he had believed. There was nothing so obvious as a track, but he could read the more subtle indications of use; the gaps in the broken walls that were never totally obstructed by bushes, the vague grassy partings in the nettle-beds of the silted ditch, the broad flat stone that lay by apparent accident in the middle of the little stream running down to the river and let him cross dry-shod.

He walked straight to where the goat-headed thing had appeared last night, with Gino at his heels whispering prayers. A blackbird’s sharp alarm-call from a nearby thicket drew an answering squawk from the Italian, and lifted him a foot from the earth, but Hélie scarcely heard it. He was quartering the ground nose-down like a questing dog, and almost at once was rewarded. Sharp in a wind-blown drift of dry dust by the wall was the print of a cloven hoof, and beside it the small round indentation of the trident’s butt. He went down on one knee, the hair prickling on his nape. The Devil’s hoof was much the size of a cow’s, but narrower. There was no scent of brimstone about the print, and he reckoned that an oversight. His monstrous suspicion hardened to certainty. Who was Hélie de Trevaine that the Lord of Hell should deign to manifest himself to his sight?

He glanced inside the ruined keep, hesitated, and then decided to investigate the bailey first. Slowly he circled the ruin, pushing past the tall purple-berried plants of dwale, the malevolent dusty tassels of nettles, cautious for the fallen stones and odd corners of masonry that awaited unwary feet.

‘ ’Give you good day, Lord Hélie,’ said last night’s voice from behind him.

He whirled about, his hand leaping to his dagger. The man was standing by the broken wall, gravely watching. Hélie’s hand dropped, and his eyes widened.

He might have been looking into a mirror. This was himself as surely as a reflection; tawny hair, hazel eyes, wide mouth, blunt-featured comeliness; even the long limbs and broad shoulders, masked in dilapidated grey homespun, exactly matched his own in the black broadcloth of mourning. He drew an unsteady breath.

‘Do I call you cousin or brother?’ he asked quietly.

The man smiled faintly. ‘Brother, if you choose it so.’

‘How could denial serve me?’ He came closer, frankly staring. He had no illusions about his late sire’s marital shortcomings, and knew of three other indiscretions that had borne embarrassing fruit, though Hervey de Trevaine had at least had grace enough to pursue his adventures outside his estates’ boundaries.

He extended a hand, and after a moment’s hesitation the other man joined his own broader one to it. ‘Well met, Stephen.’

There were differences, of course. The bastard was browner of hair and eye, heavier and more solid; he carried himself erect and freely, but without Hélie’s challenging litheness. He was as brown as an English summer could burn him, but that did not match Hélie’s southern bronze. Also he was three or four years the elder, with a settled soberness about him that the young lord would never attain if he lived to knight his grandsons.

‘You are gracious, Lord Hélie,’ he said with a slow pleased smile that held a hint of surprise.

‘Not I,’ answered Hélie blithely. ‘Lord of Heaven, what else is there to say? We are liker to each other than to our sire, even. But—’ he checked on the hither edge of discretion.

‘My mother was a free craftsman’s daughter out of Etherby, and if she knew any regret she never spoke it.’

‘Our sire was at least generous,’ Hélie agreed with a grin.

The man flushed. ‘Aye, my lord,’ he said stiffly. ‘He was generous. And our meeting came by chance, no design of mine.’

Hélie’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Why, what—?’ Then he understood. ‘Brother, you jump too soon at offence,’ he said amicably. ‘What brings you into this coil?"

‘The witch Rohese and Robert of Warby between them ruined me. He is beyond reach, but she is not.’

‘Tell me.’

The words came slowly at first, and then in a rush. ‘I was always handy with horses. My father set me up with four beasts, and I started as a carrier. Rented an assart by Etherby woods, bred from my mares until I had ten, packed goods over three counties. I come here in June with six. And that—that bladder o’ lardy devildom she comes rolling up to offer me a charm for their well-doing. Fine good horses that deserved such guarding, she says, and asks a penny apiece for it! Six pennies!’ His voice thickened furiously at the memory, and Hélie nodded grimly at the outrageous demand.

‘I cursed her for devil’s get and bade her be off. If I’d had the wit of a sheep in my skull I’d ha’ packed and been off myself. But I held them tethered on the waste for the night, and by daybreak they were all down and dying. Someone’d crept up and fed them yew leaves. All for denying that witch, six good beasts dead!’

‘You set a dangerous example.’

‘I cried it to Lord Robert, and he ordered me outside his boundaries for a false accuser, and lucky to be let go wi’ my tongue between my teeth. I was in no temper to let it bide there, and I made a noise in Etherby about the King’s Justices and the next Assizes. So down comes Robert o’ Warby on me wi’ a dozen men, that hamstrung my good mares and three new foals, fired my house and trampled my corn and knocked me on the head for slandering his kinswoman. Kinswoman, by the Devil’s horns! A fair fine pair, and time they were kin in Hell!’ His voice shook with bitter outrage.

‘Time indeed,’ agreed Hélie. He eyed his half-brother speculatively. ‘Shall I establish you again?’

‘I’d a call on the man that begot me,’ Stephen growled sullenly. ‘None on you.’

‘He begot his stiff-necked pride in you, full measure,’ cheerfully retorted Hélie, who had escaped that afflictive heritage and derived from some unknown progenitor a sense of humour. He studied him afresh. Last night’s encounter had been accident, this was not. The man wanted something of him, if not material help. ‘And how long have you been skulking about Warby waste on this quest?’ he inquired.

‘Since Robert o’ Warby died. I wanted him most.’

‘Lord of Heaven, you had ambition! And you seek my testimony before the King’s Justices?’

‘Aye, Lord Hélie. You saw—you know it is time she swung!’

‘It was time thirty years ago,’ Hélie agreed, his young face hardening. ‘You shall have your witch.’ He smiled grimly as he turned to thrust again through the bushes. The lines bred true; if arrogance flowed in Warby blood, obstinacy ran in Trevaine’s.

Behind the keep, under a jagged remnant of curtain-wall and enclosed by thickets, they found a stone-flagged space whose slabs had held back the advancing tide of bushes, admitting only the first thin waves of inexorable grass. At one end squared stones had been set up in a neat rectangular block, and before it a broad blackened patch marred the floor, with fragments of charcoal and half-consumed branches on a bed of blown grey ash.

Hélie went forward, and the other two followed flinching.

‘An altar!’ said Hélie in shock. There were stains on the stones, and ashes of a small fire. Shrinking, he stirred them with a finger. Fragments of frail white bone mingled with the wood, burned and brittle. A faint flutter attracted his eye. He bent, and from a crevice between the stones he drew a singed and broken rust-black feather. Half-forgotten childhood memories of bower whisperings about ancient secrets stirred in him, and he shuddered. He had not realized that this was more than filthy magic wrought by crazed old women, but a faith and worship denying that of God and His Son, with a vile ritual of its own. ‘A black cock sacrificed to Hell,’ he whispered aloud. Gino moaned, and stared at him with the eyes of a frightened hound.

‘My lord, my lord, come away before we are blasted!’


He shook his obstinate head. The grass held no trace of what had been done here, but stooped in dry waves as the wind pressed down its spent seed-heads. He followed round the wall, and found a hidden shelter where horses had been tethered. The other two trailed at his heels, held by shame from deserting him but terrified to their marrow of enchantment. He paid them no heed. His suspicion had gathered substance and become conviction; fiends from Hell and witches of the darker air needed no mortal beasts to bear them through the night, but flew of their own power.


He came again to the ruin, and thrust back his animal reluctance to leave the sunlight for its gloom. Yet he had yesterday in his ignorance felt no prickle of fear. He squared his shoulders and entered. Go after him the others would not; they stood on either side of the doorway, crossing themselves at intervals and glancing aside with white-rimmed eyes like balky horses.

Here were the cobbles, hard and uneven under the dry moss; the thin drifts of dead leaves, the black gape of a wall recess. This had been the undercroft, the store and prison, where rust-eaten rings still stood head-high in the crumbling walls to remind men of Reginald de Warby’s ill-fame. Here was the broad gape of the well, choked to the floor with broken rubble and the thickness of two generations’ dust and leaves. Here in the intact corner was the stair, its spiral turning upwards to the right. Faint light touched its higher steps as he leaned and peered. There was a window above. It was all but choked with twigs and feathers and the white droppings of jackdaws; he could hear them crying above in the sunshine.

The narrow space on the stair’s right, between the newel and the up-twisting treads that lifted over his head, was half-blocked with rubble. His brows twitched into a frown. This side of the undercroft was intact; the loose stones must have been set there for a purpose. He put his hand to a broad triangle of flagstone standing on edge, and tilted it over and round. He groped into the dark cavity, and encountered a stout wooden rod leaning across it. It clattered forward, and with no surprise he lifted forth the trident, its three points whetted bright. He regarded it for a long moment, his face appallingly grim, and then reached again for what must be there. His fingers recognized the smoothness of leather.

He unrolled the bulky bundle, and a whistle of elder-pipe fell out. Short tunic and long hose of fine black leather were wrapped about the goat’s head. That was a beautifully-contrived mask of goat’s skin on a cunning frame of woven wicker, with eyes of thin translucent horn so set that the wearer could see quite clearly through them. The horns of a magnificent he-goat had been mounted firmly with that section of the skull which had grown them. The mask was old, very old; the skin dry and frail, the wicker dark and brittle with many years. The feet of the hose ended in curious wooden shoes carved into cloven hooves, and fashioned stilt-wise so that a man must mince on tiptoe with jerky steps. From the tunic depended a cow’s cured tail, stiff and swinging.

Some quality in Hélie’s silence pierced Gino’s fears, and he thrust his head round the gap to peer at his crouching master. A half-smothered yelp left him as he saw the goat-mask in Hélie’s hand. Then he and Stephen were leaning over him, and curses in Italian and English assailed each an ear.

Hélie straightened and held up the odd garments against himself. They were not old as the mask was. They must fit closely and exactly, and had been made, he judged, for a slim man rather above the middle height. He scarcely heard the angry oaths of the other two who had been scared by a mummer in a mask. There was more to it than that. He weighed the things he had found in hand and mind, their implications penetrating to his wits.

‘I believe,’ he said gravely, ‘that Reginald de Warby once wore this goat’s head, and begot Rohese in this guise.’

‘You mean—you said her sire was the Devil himself!’ Gino exclaimed.

‘I saw I had pricked her, and began to wonder. It fits all we know of her and of him.’

He set down the mask. Reginald de Warby had been in Hell these fifty years, and maybe he had not been the first to wear it. ‘This monstrous evil reached back over generations, and men of rank abased themselves to rule it. Loathing filled him. He had to compel his hands to bundle up all as he had found it, and set it back. He tilted back the concealing slab, dusted off his hands and turned to his companions, who had exhausted their invective.

‘We have stumbled on a very evil secret,’ he told them flatly, and fixed Stephen with a compelling lion’s eye. ‘And you will speak no word to any of it.’

‘The witch—this is enough to hang her!’

‘Patience, brother. You shall have her. But not until she has led us to the man who wore this mask.’

Stephen nodded somewhat sulkily; patience did not commonly run in Trevaine blood. They turned away, very thoughtful, and moved slowly towards the gap. Then Gino halted them with a lift of the hand.

‘Someone out yonder!’

They all heard the clash of bramble snagging and breaking free, and made with one accord for the stair. They climbed as stealthily as they might, trying to avoid crackling the refuse on the steps, and crowded upon the tiny landing that opened onto what was left of the hall’s floor. The walls rose more than head-high on either hand, sprayed with green sprouting from every crevice, and the stair climbed half another flight and pushed up a broken tooth of corner masonry above that.

Hélie thrust his nose into a splayed window-slit almost obliterated by ivy outside. He was looking out over the patch of dwale. A man in brown riding-dress came round the corner below him and moved across to it. The smooth black head, the light and easy carriage, were unmistakable. Hélie felt his heart thump uncomfortably, and his hands involuntarily clenched into angry fists.

Fulbert of Falaise turned a little, presenting an intent profile to the watcher, and contemplated the poison-plants for a long moment. He extended a lean brown hand and tipped up a berry in its green frill. His mouth pulled sideways in an odd grimace, and he wiped his hand distastefully on his tunic-skirt and turned away. His footsteps receded along the side of the keep and entered by the gap. Stephen stirred uneasily, and Hélie, crouching now by the newel and straining to hear, scowled fiercely at him and touched a finger to his lips. He held his breath, scarcely daring to hope that Fulbert would go to the hiding-place and so prove himself the man in the goat-mask.

Fulbert offered no such easy obligement. He stood for long enough to survey the undercroft, but moved no further. The soft pad of his feet retreated, the grass rustled, and all sound faded but the jackdaws’ ceaseless squawking. Hélie moved swiftly along the few feet of remaining wall to a window-space, and watched the black head disappear beyond the curtain-wall. A horse was tethered beyond the ditch, and he gave thanks that they had come on foot. When Fulbert was out of sight they soberly descended the stair and emerged into the clean sunlight. Each man unconsciously braced his shoulders as though he had cast off a burden, and lifted his face to the sky.

‘Watch your witch still,’ Hélie crisply bade his half-brother, ‘but discreetly. Do you need aught—a horse, weapons, money? No? Tonight or tomorrow I will walk up the hill after nightfall for speech with you. Remember, you will fare a deal better with my alliance than my opposition.’ He nodded coolly to the startled man and left him gaping.

The churchyard was deserted, and only the raw scars left in the yellow-brown grass. Hélie remembered the priest at the morning’s services, an elderly man with a nervous sidelong eye, who had greeted him with trembling deference. A weakling shepherd grown grey in propitiation of tyranny, he would make no ally in this conflict, and Hélie saw no sense in even approaching him. The chink of tools on stone resounded within the church; the masons at work on the tomb for Robert of Warby, who had had to be accommodated in a temporary resting-place, since he had been insufficiently provident to see to it during his lifetime. He wondered how much Robert had known or cared of his domain’s corruption. His own leman had practised witchcraft on him.

Unrelated facts suddenly and blindingly forged themselves into links of a chain. He had carelessly taken for granted that the wench Mabille had been led by Rohese to the goat-man for the first time last night, to purchase revenge for her lover and son. But she had plainly been intimate with the witch; she had not held back nor shown alarm at the hideous encounter; she had prostrated herself as of habit. She also was a witch. It was better than a guess that Robert had discovered it, had followed her one night to the tryst as Hélie had done, and stumbled on the monstrous secret. There could not be another in Warby that must be kept at the price of murder. But the murderer had sat at Robert’s table and slipped poison into his cup. He was no peasant, but a knight like the infamous Reginald. Robert had recognized him and let him know it; Robert, loose-tongued and of habit a drunkard, who had never kept a secret in his life, who had surely sought profit from his knowledge. But the leather costume could not have been worn by the scrawny little lord of Collingford or the burly marshal of Warby. He knew on which of the alternatives he would lay his wager.

Edmund the porter bounced out of his lodge, his mouth open on eager speech, but Hélie made a curt response to his first greeting and brushed past him into the bailey. There was some sort of bustle round the stables, but his cursory glance flicked over it and halted at the hall steps. On the lowest a large and tawny-headed herald of tribulation awaited him. Edmund’s voice babbled at his shoulder.

‘My lord, the Lady Dowager of Trevaine is here, and greatly desires your presence in the hall!’
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HÉLIE had time, as he crossed the courtyard, to throttle the outward manifestations of his wrath and restrain his justifiable urge to throttle his cousin instead. Thomas himself saw nothing amiss; he greeted him with complacent cheerfulness and informed him that his mother and Lady Hermeline had been awaiting his coming this past hour.

‘Yesterday,’ Hélie grimly addressed him, ‘I forbade you to tell my mother how matters stood in Warby.’

‘I did not tell her,’ Thomas answered righteously.

‘No?’

‘I judged it necessary that my lady should know. Therefore I told my father, who saw to it.’

‘That is your conception of obedience?’ Hélie asked quietly.

‘Lord Hélie,’ Thomas said paternally, ‘you are very young, all untried, and not bred to your high place. It behoves your elder kinsmen to guide you for your own welfare and Trevaine’s.’

‘Yours being the judgement?’ Hélie saw that his self-approval was impregnable to anything but direct assault, and he had no time to expend on that. He ran lightly up the steps and through the open doorway.

Avice de Trevaine sat at Hermeline’s right side, matching her in mourning black, and as Hélie came up to the dais she put out a hand and clasped the younger widow’s. About them were gathered the officials of the household, and Oliver de Collingford stood close at Hermeline’s left shoulder for all the world like a dog standing over his bone. He glared at Hélie with a desolate bitterness behind his jealousy.

His mother greeted him reproachfully before he could salute her. ‘Hélie, Hélie, where have you been? What are you about? We have waited this hour past for you! You use Hermeline with scant courtesy!’

‘My apologies, Lady Hermeline,’ Hélie said formally, in a voice singularly empty of regret. Resentment stirred in him at the public rebuke, as though he had been an erring brat. ‘I have a pledge to fulfil.’

‘A pledge? What folly is this? You have entangled yourself with this vile girl, and grossly affronted sweet Hermeline!’

‘I defend a guiltless maiden falsely accused,’ he answered flatly.

‘Guilty or innocent,’ Oliver venomously interjected, ‘you had best cease meddling and leave her defence to her kinsmen!’

‘Who have abandoned her to live her days reviled as a poisoner.’

‘A poisoner she is,’ cried Hermeline, ‘and shall rightly live wretched and unwedded!’

‘Not while I have hands and head to prove her innocent!’

Avice de Trevaine’s eyes brimmed with tears, and her pale face crumpled like damp linen. ‘Oh, that I should live to see this day! My last remaining child to use me so! When I had thought to see you betrothed to fair Hermeline, and you involve yourself with this monstrous girl! Unnatural, undutiful, will you break my heart?’

‘My lady—’

‘Here I have dragged myself, ailing and grief-stricken as I am, and most inconvenient with the verjuice pressing begun and the barley for the October brewing all about me, to say nothing of bargaining for the winter’s stockfish and wine with the merchants in the hold, and never in my life before did I leave that to the seneschal, yet what pains should I spare to save my son from his folly? You must heed your mother!’

Hélie suddenly realized what should have been obvious from the first to his thick wits, that long before he returned from France his mother had negotiated the match with Hermeline, certain that he would confirm it. His resolution hardened in him to flint. ‘My lady, I am pledged,’ he said flatly.

‘Hélie, you need concern yourself no longer for her! Out of the mercy of her tender heart and her regard for you, Lady Hermeline has forgone her just vengeance and relinquished her to her kinsfolk! Will that not satisfy you?’

‘Only justice on the true murderer will suffice, my lady.’

‘That is an intolerable insult to Lady Hermeline!’ proclaimed her wordy champion. ‘You have no right to dispense justice in Warby!’ Oliver looked quickly to Hermeline in uneasy triumph, for her approval.

But Hermeline took her hand from her eyes and reached it out to Hélie, mutely inviting him to claim that right with her hand. He stood as if rooted to the floor, his stern face unreadable, sweat breaking out over his body. She uttered a desperate sob. ‘Hélie!’

All stood with breath suspended and eyes at stretch, waiting for him to take that offered hand. Oliver de Collingford, his whole face a betrayal, clutched white-knuckled at her chair-back.

Avice de Trevaine exclaimed in outrage. ‘What do you wait for? A lady so fair, all the vows you once made—’

‘Must my lad’s madness be cherished against me forever? My lady, you made this match without waiting to learn my mind—’

‘Will you break my heart?’ she cried in anguish. ‘Are your mother’s wishes naught that you flout them so? Have you whey in your veins instead of your sire’s blood? Mother of God, I cannot bear it! I tell you, the match is made, and waits only on your word! By your duty to the mother that bore you, say it!’

The whole company waited in shocked, avid silence. Hermeline sat like a figure of snow. White to the lips, driven to this public extremity, Hélie spoke his word grimly.

‘No.’

Thomas, as white as he, spoke first in the horrified stillness, his voice ringing harshly. ‘This is an intolerable insult to your mother and to Lady Hermeline! Why?’

‘I will not turn up the face of any child of mine to see Reginald de Warby grinning at me.’

There was no answer any could make to that. In the deathly hush he turned on Sir Ranulf. ‘Where is Lady Durande?’

The marshal swallowed visibly before he could reply. ‘Gone, my—my lord.’

‘Gone?’

‘My lady relinquished her into the care of her guardian.’ His gaze flicked in agitation from the Dowager to Thomas, and that was all Hélie needed.

‘Your planning?’ he demanded furiously.

Thomas answered stiffly, ‘Since you wilfully persist in this scandalous folly, it is for your elder kinsmen—’

‘To break my pledged word and betray a maid who trusted me,’ Hélie finished in a dangerously soft voice, his hands closing on each other to keep them from this monument of righteousness. Gino was already half-way to the door. Hélie turned back to the palsied group on the dais, and closed his mouth firmly; a man did not publicly rebuke his own mother. But Oliver’s consternation was lighted with triumphant malice, and the whole was plain to him. ‘And Fulbert of Falaise will relieve you of her charge, Judas?’ His contemptuous gaze scorched them, and Hermeline whimpered his name. ‘Farewell, Hermeline! You are well rid of me!’ he said, and strode headlong from the room before any could stir to stay him.

Gino and Oswald were leading out the horses as he reached the stables, and he vaulted into the saddle and sent the stallion across the bailey at a pace that scattered dogs, pigs, poultry and brats in scurrying panic. He checked to take his sword from the porter’s hand, and then touched spurs to his mount and stormed across the drawbridge like thunder, the guards dodging aside in haste. Ignoring the rutted, winding track he urged the horse across the half-ploughed stubble and the waste beyond at full gallop, astonished serfs gaping after him, pounded past the ridge, crossed the river at the lower ford in a smother of flying spray, and steadied into a run as he reached the forest’s edge, and the north-eastward track to Etherby and Collingford. Gino’s tough little pony scuttled valiantly after him, and caught up on the forest track. The stallion was eager to gallop after two days of light usage, but Hélie held him to his companion’s pace.

He cursed Thomas’s perverted notion of duty, and then dismissed him from his reckoning; he could and would skin Thomas at his leisure. He thought of the red-headed girl, bitter and alone, believing him a forsworn deserter; of her cousin’s spite; of Fulbert’s outrageous proposal of marriage and his presence in the ruin an hour ago. They all added to one total, and he was grimly sure of his arithmetic, and determined to make his own accounting.

‘What now, my lord?’ asked Gino cheerfully from his usual place at Hélie’s left stirrup.

‘I am sure Fulbert of Falaise intends to abduct Lady Durande on her way to Collingford,’ Hélie answered briefly. He could have no secrets from so intimate a companion, and in any case gave him his full confidence. ‘I do not know whether my kinsfolk connived at that to put her farther beyond my reach,’ he finished grimly.

Gino snorted. ‘Beef-witted way of persuading you to wed the pretty widow.’

He smiled wryly. ‘Wasted endeavour.’

‘Praise the Saints,’ said Gino with unwonted piety, ’the Lady of Périval gave you a bellyful of pretty vixens.’

‘What?’

‘Had mine soon enough,’ Gino benevolently proceeded, ‘lying under her window on watch for the Lord of Périval. Not the man I’d have chosen to cuckold, and lucky we were to come out of that so lightly. And I give you due warning, my lord; the same hour you wed the pretty widow, I start for Italy,’

Hélie spluttered into unwilling laughter. Gino’s outrageous candour always disarmed him, and he had not known before of vigils under the tower window, in that other life that now seemed far off and unreal as a dream. ’Fret not; in that case you will stay until I have to hang you,’ he retorted.

The open woods, that the peasants and their animals kept clear of small growth, closed on the track in a tangled wilderness. The way was rutted with wheels and pitted by hooves, runnelled with rain and burned hard as tile, and now deep in floury dust that hung in the air from the recent passage of another party. It sifted into every crevice of their clothing and settled on their sweating skins in gritty discomfort. They passed a charcoal-burner, who courteously crowded himself and two laden asses off the track to yield them passage, and thereafter met no one for the greater part of a league, when they came to the clearing and wayside cross where the Collingford path turned off the main road to Etherby. An urchin aloft in the branches of a crab-apple tree confirmed that two mounted companies had taken the Collingford track, and that the first included a lady and the second was composed of armed men.

Hélie, his calculations fully proven, followed the hazy dust. There went the red-haired girl, friendless and alone, hustled away from the one man who would champion her by that sanctimonious uncle by marriage, and after her the mercenary who would force her for her dowry if he closed his greedy grasp on her. All she had to trust were her own wits, for trust in man she could not possess. He had failed her. He was furiously aware that he could not overtake Fulbert of Falaise in time to save her from capture, though he pressed his stallion faster than was prudent on that miserable track.

Half a mile beyond the wayside cross he exclaimed and pulled in the eager stallion. A loose horse was browsing by the roadside, saddled and bridled but riderless. It whinnied and shied nervously from them, tossing its head. The reins were looped about the saddle-horn; it had been deliberately turned adrift. Gino rode forward softly, calling and clucking. The beast backed among the bushes, the whites of its scared eyes glistening, but he crowded it into a thicket, seized the rein and led it out, pointing to a welt across its rump that provided reason enough for its fright. Without a word they pushed on, the runaway following meekly with its reins secured to Gino’s saddle.

Less than a mile further on a man started into the road and called on him. He pulled in the stallion, stared, swore and swung down, tossing his reins to Gino. Eustace de Collingford, lying between the mossy roots of a great ash with a bloody clout about his head, was struggling painfully up on one elbow. Hélie went down on one knee and caught his shoulders.

‘Gently, gently, my lord.’ He helped him to sit back, propped against the tree-trunk. However little he liked the weasel, he was thirty years his elder and hurt in Durande’s defence.

The bony hands clawed at his sleeves. ‘You are too late!’ he croaked. ‘She said you would follow, but you are too late.’

His heart bounded at her faith in him. ‘Fulbert has her?’ he demanded.

‘Over-ran us. No chance. Threw me out of the saddle when I got between them and broke my head. Drove off the horses—my knaves are chasing them now.’

The man who had remained with his master, a grizzled groom, had already taken charge of the runaway, and came forward diffidently to offer a suggestion Hélie knew before he uttered it. ‘Yes, go! Ill work chasing horses afoot!’

Eustace sat forward with a grunt and held his battered head on with both hands. He muttered something of which the only distinguishable words were, ‘Disparagement…outrage.’ Hélie moved to get up, but he seized him again by the arm. ‘No—one moment!’

‘God’s mercy, will you delay me while he bears her off?’ he burst out. ‘Are you of one mind with your son?’

He wished the hasty accusation unuttered when he saw the flush dye the older man’s face, and then ebb leaving him pale as parchment.

‘It is only—if you do free her from that misbegotten routier, do not bring her back to Collingford! Take her to safety—to the convent—but not back to Collingford!’

Hélie looked into his shamed face and was profoundly sorry for him. ‘I ask your pardon, my lord,’ he said simply.

‘You know—’ He choked on the ugly truth, and dropped his face into his hands. ‘He was afraid for his life,’ he muttered, too shaken to attempt excuse for his son’s betrayal. ‘The knave mocked me—he did it for fear—’

And to be rid of a cousin he hated, and to curry favour with Hermeline, and to foment discord between her and her favoured suitor, Hélie mentally added. ‘My lord, I must go.’

His sleeve was clutched again. ‘If it can be managed without scandal—there has been too much!’ he begged. ‘She is an honest maid, for all her unseemly stubbornness!’

‘You will have to trust me,’ Hélie answered briskly, decisively freeing himself. From the saddle he asked the one vital question. ‘How many are they?’

‘Seven or eight—I could not be sure—’

‘Get you home as fast as you can, and pray God’s aid for us,’ he recommended, and started the stallion into his raking stride. He heard him call some final advice or other, but the words were lost in the clatter of their going.

The dust of Fulbert’s passing was a golden mist in the sun’s bright blaze. It powdered the wayside leaves grey, whitened Hélie’s black tunic, even dimmed the glitter of his silver cloak-brooch and the scarlet lion striking at his foes. Through the fury in his brain pricked some prudence and common-sense, pointed by Gino’s grave inquiry.

‘Do we undertake this routier company alone, my lord?’

‘From where shall we conjure help?’

‘I wondered whether you expected angels to descend from Heaven and fight for us, my lord, since we oppose the Devil’s minions.’

Hélie chuckled rather ruefully, and the laughter released his wits from anger’s grasp. He could overtake Fulbert long before he reached his own fief of Whittleham, for he doubted that the mercenary had a half-hour’s start of him, but the two of them would make no more than a gristly mouthful for four times as many veteran routiers. But he had the advantage over Fulbert of having been born and bred in this country, and geography fought for him.

Half a league further on he turned into a narrow track that entered the main road, appearing no more than a path worn by peasants from some nearby forest hamlet. Hooves and wheels had scarcely worn it, the trees arched over and shadowed it, the undergrowth pressed close on either hand. The stallion, still glad of leave to run, stretched to the kindlier surface and spurned the miles behind him.

‘The River Burley joins the Frindell on the right yonder,’ he explained to Gino, ‘and the main road swings east and north to cross them at the two sure upper fords. But there is a ford below their joining which is passable in a dry season. The peasants use it in summer. We will save near a league, and be at the Burley ford before Fulbert.’

They galloped through the golden morning, over the soft leaf-mould and dusty grass. Pheasants towered noisily with whirring wings; once a bristled boar clashed his tusks at them, and as they crossed an open space a fallow doe and her fawn fled from them. At length they were trotting down a long slope to the ford, shining bright at its foot. There was a broad clearing and half a dozen cottages set in garden-patches; stubble-fields and a ploughman at work; women beating laundry at the water-side, children and chickens and dogs, and the whack of flails from a barn’s open doorway. On the other bank was royal forest, and most of the hamlet’s men were forest officers, keepers or agistors. The threshers left their work to greet them, the children gathered to gape and run alongside the noble lord riding so ill-attended among them, and the women waved their washing-paddles, saluted Hélie and hurled unseemly jests at Gino, on whom they were wasted for lack of English.

The water was low after weeks of dry weather, and they crossed without mishap, not more than belly-deep to Gino’s pony. They halted briefly to breathe the horses, and then took the track that ran straight as a bow-string to the upper ford nearly a mile away. The river twisted away from them like a silver serpent, until its murmur was lost.

There was no settlement at the upper ford. The tall trees rose darkly from the river’s edge, their roots, exposed by winter spates, gripping the soil like clawed fingers. Thickets jewelled with berries, orange and scarlet and dusky-purple, crouched close to the grey track. A jay screeched raucously nearby, startling all the woods. Hélie swung down, tossed his reins to Gino, and walked to the trampled edge. A kingfisher flung its dart of living blue light across the stream.

The mud was dry. The puddled drippings of those who had crossed last were baked hard and already powdering back to dust; yesterday’s for certain. They were here first. He stood for a moment with the water lapping at his toes, looking at the white dusty streak cutting the sunlit woods until, about a hundred yards away, it turned from sight round a bend. He narrowed his eyes against the glitter of sunlight on the water, no more than knee-deep, as one glance told him.

Gino, having tethered the horses out of sight, padded down to join him. He squatted to examine the pebbles at the water’s edge with exaggerated care, weighing them in his hand and tossing aside those that did not fit his requirements. Hélie smiled. When he had selected three or four they returned to the horses, and sat at ease on the grass to watch the track.

The kingfisher flashed back. Somewhere a robin tried over a few notes of his autumn song. Gino produced from his belt-pouch a bundle of leather straps and shook it out into two looped thongs stitched to a pocket, in which he set a pebble. Another jay screeched, fainter and farther away, and they lifted their heads. Then a thin jingle of harness, the trample of hooves, and a murmur of voices successively reached them, and they stepped into their saddles, as the first riders came round the bend.

First came a couple of arbalesters in iron caps and ring-sewn leather tunics, crossbows on their shoulders. Behind them Fulbert of Falaise led Durande’s palfrey, its reins hitched to his saddle-horn. Apart from that she rode free, erect and still-faced. Four more arbalesters made the cavalcade’s tail, riding at ease a couple of lengths behind their captain. Gino gently swung his sling and turned an inquiring eyebrow on his master.

‘When they are half-way across,’ Hélie murmured. ‘First the one on the right, then Fulbert. No killing. I want no dead men to explain afterwards.’

Gino grinned like a wolf bereft of its lamb, but he would obey. England was not Provence, where a dead man or so littering the roads scarcely provoked comment, let alone inquiry. The troop jingled and clattered nearer, at a leisurely pace. Fulbert was speaking to the lady, who ignored him as contemptuously as if he had been an insect in the dust. She looked straight ahead of her, her broad face impassive within the frame of the wimple, her capable hands folded upon her skirt. The palfrey moved demurely among the trampling war-horses.

The first two splashed into the stream at a sober walk. One rider leaned from the saddle to scoop up a handful of water and gulp noisily at it, spilling it over chin and chest and wiping his dripping hand over his dusty face. He was still half-blind and snorting when the stone clanged against his iron cap and beat him backwards and sideways against his crupper. He lost a stirrup, pivoted upon the saddle with waving legs and vanished in a sousing splash. He was still in mid-somersault when the second stone thudded into Fulbert’s midriff and doubled him gasping over his saddle-horn.

Hélie erupted from the thickets, his sword ringing from the scabbard and his spurs pricking sharply. The stallion, trumpeting fury, bounded headlong, striking the water in a towering storm of sunlit spray. Hélie slashed with the flat at the other astounded mercenary’s head. He flung his arm up, dodging instinctively; metal clashed, Tancred shouldered his mount aside, and man and horse were overset in a flurry of threshing limbs and flying water.

The girl had already snatched her reins from Fulbert’s saddle and swung her palfrey about on his haunches. As Hélie crashed to her side she was lunging at the bemused rearguard. He crowded half a length ahead of her, glimpsing the flash of her grin and hearing the ring of her laugh, struck back a grabbing arm, clubbed his sword-pommel back-handed into a face snarling by his elbow, and drove the screaming, maddened stallion at a rider whose mount reared up beyond control and crashed over. Then they were through, the water shattering silver about them, and hurtling for the track. Gino was screeching in the welter of spray, the girl laughing beside him.
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THEY burst out of the water, half-drenched and triumphant, the white track curving empty before them. Hélie gave the stallion his head and chanced a quick glance over his shoulder to grin jubilantly at Durande. She was still laughing, her face alight. All at once laughter changed to wild alarm, and she cried out in warning. Something like a bar of iron caught him across the breast, plucked him from the saddle and flung him down with a jarring crash flat on his back. Track, woods and sky whirled about him into blackness. The wind beaten out of him, he sprawled half-stunned. Briefly he glimpsed the legs and underbelly of a horse, rearing above him, and then sight went out.

A heavy weight dropped on his chest, forcing the last air from his labouring lungs in a strangled wheeze. Hands tugged at him. He blinked up at brilliant white clouds upon an enamelled blue sky, fretted with golden-green leaves. Then a face came between him and the sky, a hairy face with a villainously bent nose and a ferocious grin. He choked and squawked like an agonized fowl, and a sharp voice said through the roaring in his ears, ‘Take your great rump off his chest, fool, and let him breathe!’

The weight shifted and settled solidly on his belly, which was small improvement. He fetched a couple of crowing breaths, found his aching lungs functioning again, blinked once more and stared up. His distempered vision took in a thicket of legs, a broad body in iron-sewn leather astride him, pinning down his arms with bony knees, Durande gazing anxiously down at him, held by both wrists from behind, and beyond her a man untying one end of a rope from a breast-high hold on a tree-trunk by the track. He knew then what had befallen, and fury and shame scalded him. He had blundered unpardonably in underestimating his adversary.

The circle of legs broke to admit another pair in good brown hose and short, gilt-spurred riding-boots. Hélie lifted his spinning head a couple of inches to scowl defiance at Fulbert of Falaise, who stood tenderly massaging his midriff and regarding him with an expression oddly compounded of amusement, dismay and respect. He was pale under his tan, and he stooped a little to ease his afflicted belly, but he grinned wryly at Hélie and drew back his foot. Hélie braced himself for a kick, but it was directed at the ample backside straddling him.

‘Up, Baldwin! Is a tenant-in-chief among us to serve you as a cushion?’

The fellow removed himself with alacrity beyond the length of his captain’s leg. Hélie heaved himself up on one elbow and looked fiercely about him for Gino. He was lying nearby with his nose in the dust, squirming ineffectually while a routier kneeling on his spine finished cording his wrists at his back. Some measure of relief reached through Hélie’s shame; at least none had come by bodily hurt, however abased in pride. He looked up into Durande’s gravely impassive face and said stiffly, ‘I am sorry for bungling, my lady.’

‘I have only thanks for you, my lord.’

Fulbert grinned at both of them. ‘I am an old enough bird to have learned wariness,’ he said cheerfully, ‘and I had a couple of men riding half a mile behind as precaution. I was half-expecting you, Lord Hélie, but by all Hell’s devils, not as and when you came!’ He gently caressed his belt-line, and his malicious monkey-grin broadened. ‘I have been ambushed more than once by experts, but I never knew it more featly accomplished.’

Hélie sat up. ‘I must value your commendation,’ he acknowledged with sour courtesy. He started to climb a little unsteadily to his feet. He had thumped the back of his head rather solidly in his fall, and since the spring his skull had ill supported thumping. Fulbert helpfully extended a hand, which he angrily ignored.

‘I presume you knew a nearer ford, Lord Hélie,’ Fulbert pursued, unabashed. ‘And what Hell-devised engine did your man use on us?’

‘A sling.’

‘Then I perceive that King David took unknightly advantage over the unfortunate and thick-witted Goliath,’ he said feelingly.


One of his men handed him Hélie’s sword-belt and dagger. A clatter of hooves heralded the arrival of another routier, leading Hélie’s wild-eyed and reluctant stallion. He pushed to his master and dropped his nose to Hélie’s breast. A man pressed close with drawn dagger, lest he should try to mount and run.


Fulbert rubbed his long chin and eyed him speculatively. ‘Lord Hélie,’ he offered unexpectedly, ‘give me your knightly oath to ride straightway home to Trevaine, and you may go free.’

‘Not without Lady Durande. She has my word.’

‘One of these inconvenient knightly consciences. Then you must be a guest at my wedding, Lord Hélie.’

‘Since you press your invitation so irresistibly,’ Hélie agreed grimly. Fulbert chuckled.

There followed a small bustle as the new order of march was arranged. Routiers who had been unlucky in the brief clash wrung out their sodden garments, regarding Hélie and Gino as though it would pleasure them to toss both into deeper water than the ford, with weights at neck and heels to keep them under. Hélie, alert for any opportunity of breaking free, realized at once that these men were too experienced to grant him any.

‘Since you refuse your word, Lord Hélie, you must ride bound.’

He mounted Tancred without undignified and futile resistance, and submitted to having his wrists tethered to the saddlehorn and his ankles lashed under his horse’s belly, while an arbalester stood by with loaded crossbow. Gino was likewise constrained. Fulbert approached his intended bride, who turned her back on him, set her foot in the stirrup and went up unaided as lithely as a lad. She settled her skirts decently and looked down at him with deadly eyes.

‘My fair basilisk, will you turn me to stone with a glance?’ he asked lightly, possessing himself of her rein. He led. Two men-at-arms followed, behind them Hélie, and another pair between him and Gino. The loaded arbalest was still negligently aimed at his back, so negligently in fact that the knowledge gave him a peculiar itch between the shoulder-blades. He rode in bitter fury, castigating himself that he had bungled shamefully, cost Durande her last hope of escaping this rape disguised as marriage, and amply justified his kinsmen’s opinion of him as a headstrong, foolhardy young half-wit. His whole vocabulary of derogatory adjectives could not suffice for his inexcusable folly.

Fulbert could scarcely be enjoying the ride either. Even his matchless flow of humorous impudence could not maintain itself without some response. The lady rode still and impassive, and his mockery dashed against her contemptuous silence like water against rock, and was defeated. He gave up. The routiers growled and muttered among themselves in a constant undertone that mingled with the drone of insects.

The main road crossed a lesser track. In the crossroads clearing stood a thatched cottage rather larger than most, with a long open-sided lean-to at its back and a bench on either side of the doorway. Over the door a green bush was tied to a protruding pole, and on one bench sat two dusty men, who lifted surprised red faces from cavernous leather mugs at sight of approaching company, glanced swiftly at each other, and as one man upended their mugs, gulped, rose briskly to their feet, made for the lean-to, flung packs across a couple of horses and themselves across two more, and departed at a smart canter.

‘Ale!’ said two or three voices in yearning chorus.

‘Merchants!’ said a dissenting voice, with much the same yearning. ‘We could overtake them, captain?’

‘How often must I remind you that this is England, not Normandy?’ Fulbert rebuked him severely. ‘And they are halfway to the woods already,’ he added with regret, grinning.

‘Ale!’ prayerfully said a man who was gently steaming under the hot sun. ‘Ale, to wash the memory of the water I have swallowed from my gullet!’

‘Ale within is best for wet without,’ fervently declared another damp man-at-arms, squirming inside the grapple of his sodden shirt. All eyes were on the green bush, sign of a fresh brew offered for public consumption.

A buxom, high-coloured woman appeared in the doorway. She said something over her shoulder, and a lanky lad of sixteen or seventeen slouched out, bobbed his shock-head in a jerky bow and approached to take their horses. Then he noticed the prisoners, and backed a little, his face vacuous with slack-jawed alarm. The routiers all gazed expectantly at their captain for leave to dismount and refresh themselves.

Fulbert thoughtfully scratched his nose with a long brown finger. Hélie instantly recognized his quandary. He had three recalcitrant prisoners and eight men to guard them, and the obvious part of wisdom was to refuse. But a mercenary captain, particularly an impoverished one, was peculiarly dependent on his followers’ good will, and he could not afford to deny their natural desire for new ale in a thirsty desert. He nodded reluctantly, but called off the two men of the rearguard, the only dry members of the troop, to tether Hélie’s and Gino’s mounts securely to two stout rope-scarred saplings that did duty as hitching-posts. Himself he remained in the saddle with Lady Durande’s reins in his charge.

The routiers converged jubilantly on the open doorway. The woman, a hard-mouthed brawny peasant, did not shift from their way swiftly enough. With a howl of delight the foremost seized her and swung her about, planting a smacking kiss awry on her averted cheek. The woman, plainly accustomed to the hazards of ale-house keeping, hauled away to arm’s length and dealt him such a clout with her knotted fist that his helmet clanged on the doorpost like a cracked bell. She wrenched free of his slackened grip as another hooting ruffian grabbed her from behind, and undaunted drove an expert elbow viciously under his short ribs, twisted round and cracked him shrewdly on the kneecap with her wooden-soled shoe. He screeched and rolled writhing on the bare ground.

What had begun as a rough jest was now not in the least amusing. The routiers flung themselves on the panting woman with no laughter in their faces, hauled her away from the door she tried to slam on them and speedily overpowered her, though she left marks of fists and feet and teeth upon them. The gawky boy ran bleating from the horses, brandishing a broom as spear, to be tripped, knocked sprawling, and stunned with his own clumsy weapon. The ale-wife, thrown to her knees with her arms twisted behind her, was sobbing now, but more in fury than fear; she still tried to screw her head round to bite at the arms that held her. Her kerchief was gone, her brown hair tumbled about cheek and shoulder from a loosened plait, and her soiled bodice had been wrenched from a white and comely shoulder.

One man set his hands to the torn cloth and ripped it further. She snapped at his wrist like a dog, and he jerked back, caught her hair and dragged her head back.

‘A tumble!’ yelled a knave gleefully. ‘Here’s sport!’

‘Throw her down!’

‘Pay the bitch!’ snarled her second victim, hobbling on his afflicted knee.

They hoisted her to her feet and thrust her through the doorway, tearing at her gown, hurling filthy jibes and promises at her. Fulbert sat his horse and smiled thinly at the noisy scrimmage.

‘Stop the vile beasts!’ blazed Durande.

‘Why should I spoil sport—theirs or hers?’

Hélie jerked furiously at the thongs binding his wrists. Gazing straight into the ale-house’s dark cave, he saw that the ruffians had the woman on the floor-rushes, her skirts over her head. Her shoe cracked on bone and a man yelped. Rage and disgust filled him. Durande flung a leg over the saddle on the off side, and Fulbert seized her arm and hauled her back by main force as she started to slide down. Then Hélie’s frozen tongue loosened, and she stilled at his first word.

‘In England rape before witnesses proves a costly sport!’

Fulbert, his hands fully occupied, turned an angry face on him. ‘Costly?’ he repeated, for once disconcerted. Inside the cottage they had pulled off the woman’s shoes and pinned her with legs wide, and those not so engaged were disputing for first turn. The boy, blubbering a little, was struggling up on all fours, blood running down his face, and groping for his broom.

‘The penalty is gelding.’

His mouth opened, and then snapped shut. He lunged his horse at the door, dragging Durande after him. His voice beat through the uproar. ‘Baldwin! Giles! Hamon! Loose her! Out! Truss up your braies, you fool, before I kick your backside through your wishbone!’ Their startled, resentful faces turned on him, and an aggrieved voice expostulated. In one pungent sentence he made known to them their probable fate. It cooled them. The gallows was a normal hazard of their trade, but they would not face the hangman’s knife. They freed the woman, who snatched her skirts down from over her head and crouched snarling in the floor-rushes.

‘At least we’ll have the ale!’ bawled a disappointed raptor, and they went at it with a yell of approval.

Fulbert drew Durande from the doorway and left them to it, smiling over the roars and laughter and crashing within. By the noise they were smashing every article of furniture in the place; Hélie could see benches overthrown and stools bounding. The walls quivered until the whitewash flaked; even the shocked thatch seemed to lift from its rafters. Men came whooping out with brimming mugs; one brought a dripping leather jack to Fulbert, who laughed and drank to their prowess. Nor was Hélie neglected; a magnanimous rascal thrust a mug under his disdainful nose, and at his rejection happily contrived to spill half its contents over his chest before hoisting the remainder to his own lips. Hélie would have given a year’s rents for hand or foot free to knock his teeth down his gullet after it.

The situation was still unchancy. The woman had scrambled away from the wreckers and now stood by the door, hitching her gown perfunctorily together. Her face mottled red and white, quite uncowed, she was incoherently mingling threats and demands for payment. It only wanted some fool more vindictive than his fellows to kick the fire into the rushes, or to silence her too forcefully with a stool-leg. As Fulbert must be uneasily aware, there was still law in England, and a discredited and unemployed mercenary could not afford to forget it. He glanced from Hélie’s face of grim contempt to the lady’s grimmer one, and his voice cut through the tumult.

‘Have you not drunk the barrel dry, you apprentice toss-pots? We have lingered too long!’

‘Captain’s wedding-day!’ a ribald voice reminded from the dim ale house. ‘Hey, lads, he has a right to be impatient!’

‘Here’s a new barrel untapped!’ shouted another. ‘Are we to leave it to profit this bitch?’

‘Stave it in, Giles! Throw her in it!’

‘Too good to waste on her, Jacques!’

‘Hey, fetch it along to drink to the captain’s marriage!’

A cheer greeted that happy inspiration, and the routiers trundled the barrel through the doorway. Past Fulbert’s head Hélie caught the woman’s venomous eye, nodded to the snivelling boy at her side, and jerked his head slightly backwards in the direction of Trevaine. She must know him, at least by description, and she might very well be moved by pure and sincere vindictiveness to set retribution in motion against Fulbert. She vouchsafed him no sign of comprehension or acquiescence, but continued to screech pungent curses in very adequate French. The assault on her property seemed to affront her more deeply than the assault on her person, and her occupation had endowed her with a rich and salty vocabulary.

The routiers seized a couple of long poles from her pile of timber, wove a cat’s cradle of rope between them, tenderly nested the barrel within it and slung it between two of their mounts, which did not gladly accept the imposition. They upended one of the outside benches and heaved it through the thatch, and rammed the other through the flimsy wattle and daub wall, as a farewell gesture to their hostess. They got to horse in high good humour and, wafted on a beery gale of their own cheers, left her shaking her fists and shrieking maledictions after them.

‘May it boil in your bellies and melt your guts away! May it burn—’

They drowned her strident curses by bawling an indelicate ditty that scorched Hélie with fury and shame that a gently-bred virgin should be compelled to hear it, and jogged joyfully along the track to Whittleham, delighted with the entertainment she had offered.

The ale-barrel proved the most pestilential nuisance that ever incommoded a man in a hurry. It jammed at every bend, and the miserable track to Whittleham twisted like an inebriated snake; the horses baulked; the lashings slipped, and one pole sagged alarmingly under the burden and threatened to drop it into the dust at any moment. Fulbert tolerated it for less than a mile. At the first open space by the wayside he reined in and halted the troop, accepting the inevitable with mingled exasperation and resignation.

‘We will bait the horses and drink that accursed ale,’ he pronounced, and another cheer welcomed his decision. The barrel was trundled over to the shade of a spreading oak and set up in triumph, routiers affectionately slapping its rotund flanks. The horses were tethered in a shady patch of grass to one side of the little glade, and the three prisoners separately herded to its centre. Fulbert, jealously close to his bride’s indifferent shoulder, jerked a thumb at Gino, who was hustled away, pushed down with his back to a tree’s bole and roped to it.

Fulbert lounged closer to Hélie. ‘I appreciate the honour you do me by attending my marriage, Lord Hélie, but a reasonable man would be on his way home by now.’

‘You are not yet married.’

‘And you cherish hopes of snatching my bride from the marriage-bed? But you have your heiress, my lord. Consider my sore necessity, and leave me mine.’ He grinned at Hélie’s black frown, and beckoned Baldwin, with his hands full of tangled rope. ‘Since you insist on discomfort.’

That was a minor matter in a long reckoning. Hélie submitted to being backed against the oak, and Baldwin passed a rope from one wrist to the other behind it and hauled tight. ‘If he wasn’t so fat a ransom I’d say cut his throat,’ he growled over his shoulder to his captain.

‘He goes free once I am surely wedded. My bride’s dower will compensate.’

‘But he killed Herbert!’ protested Baldwin, sorting another end of rope from the remains of the barrel-sling.

‘The stallion killed him. If you mourn him, mourn his clumsiness.’

‘But the waste—’

‘I cannot afford war with Trevaine, and still less a blood-feud with his successor!’ the mercenary candidly explained his lapse.

‘You were of another mind when you set Herbert to murder me!’

‘Lord Hélie, you insult me if you reckon that miserable bungle my work!’

During the dispute Durande had drifted a couple of paces aside from Fulbert, and stood rather forlornly, her head bent, beside a mass of straggling bushes. Hélie took a quick look at her while Baldwin sullenly passed another rope round his chest and a third about his thighs, making unnecessarily sure of him. Perhaps her high courage was weakening at last; she was but a maid of sixteen, and desolately helpless. As he watched her, hoping that she would look up and meet his eye, she put out a hand and plucked a leaf, rolling and shredding it in nervous fingers. At the tiny jerk and rustle Fulbert flung round. She dropped it and plucked another in an absent, aimless way, as though her hands must have something, however futile, to occupy them. A protective, compassionate fury burned in Hélie, exacerbated by his own helplessness to aid her. All he had done was to get himself ignominiously trussed up like a fowl for the spit.

‘Take heart, my lady!’ said Fulbert bracingly. ‘You will find me at least an improvement on Robert of Warby!’

She plucked another leaf, and bit her lip to steady it.

‘Let her go, you ravishing bastard!’ snarled Hélie, torn to the vitals by her forlorn air and aimless hands.

‘I cannot afford to. A troop takes a deal of supporting. And what advancement can be attained, when the King goes to war, by a captain without a troop?’ He turned to the lady, smiling at the first fissure in her hard composure. ‘Reconcile yourself, my lady,’ he said amicably to her rigid back. ‘I shall cherish you as my most valuable asset, and I swear you shall never be dismal. We should suit very well.’ He reached a hand to her arm.

She swung from the contamination of his touch. The only emotion in her face was cold contempt, that frosted her clear deep voice.

‘It will suit me very well to be a widow, and after this I need feel no compunction in making myself yours.’

A grisly silence stilled them. Not a routier dared to snigger, but gaped with eyes a-start and jaws dropped. Her words were neither boast nor threat, but a sure promise. Hélie locked his teeth on a fierce cheer, and felt his pulses bound in hot approval. Fulbert, for once deprived of speech, stared as blankly as a carved gargoyle for a long moment, before he achieved an unconvincing grin.

‘I must keep your hands from edged tools for a week or so, my fair bride.’

‘No need. I have but to plait a cord of my hair, and put it about your neck the first time you come to bed drunk.’

Hélie chuckled aloud. ‘And if he stays sober too long, lady, a firelog at the nape of his neck will lay him at your feet!’

‘That is worth remembering,’ she answered gravely, lifting her eyes for a moment to his grinning face. Another shredded leaf fell from her fingers.

‘By all Hell’s devils,’ swore Fulbert, ‘if I let myself be scared by a maid’s threats I shall be the laughing-stock of England!’ She plucked a leaf, and Fulbert regarded her back with a baffled look. Abducted maidens wept and pleaded, called on their kinsmen for vengeance or succumbed to violent hysterics; the most experienced raptor might wonder how to deal with one who coolly promised to murder him at the first opportunity. Fury flashed across his face, and then he caught at self-control and his customary attitude of unconcerned mockery. His men were listening with ears at stretch, nudging and whispering, and the ale-barrel stood unbroached and forgotten. He turned on them.

‘By Hell’s Gate, have you lugged that ale here to neglect it for a pair of insolent brats who would be rightly served if I took my belt to them? Fill up your guts with it in place of your courage, and let us be on the way!’

Sheepishly they set about breaking the barrel-head out. Fulbert stayed by the girl, so that he could be on her in one stride if she broke away, but she kept her back resolutely turned and occasionally plucked a leaf. But it was not aimless; no act of hers would be that. Hélie was the only person in a position to watch her hands. He saw, and turned head and eyes to the routiers busy at the barrel, lest he draw Fulbert’s attention to her by a too-close regard.

The bush had thin straggling stems, small oval leaves, and round black berries. While her right hand occasionally worried a leaf, Durande’s left hand deftly gathered the soft fruit, under the unobservant noses of Fulbert and his routiers. Hélie had no knowledge of simples and was ignorant of the virtues of that shrub, but he instantly divined her intentions and determined to further them. His heart-beats quickened slightly.

Fulbert’s ruffians seemed to have lost some of their zest for unbought ale. They produced an assortment of mugs looted with it and plunged them into the barrel, but they kept turning dubious glances on their captain and his intended bride. After its recent agitation Hélie would have reckoned the ale scarcely drinkable, but apparently routiers were not fussy what they poured down their gullets. Fulbert grinned and rallied them, and if Hélie also suspected he was rallying himself, he did not betray it.

‘What, no toast to my happy nuptials?’

The man Baldwin answered for his fellows. ’The lady has already accounted for one husband,’ he said bluntly.

‘Not she!’ Fulbert declared confidently. ‘I do not chance poison in my cup! Heart up, you poor stockfish! Any griping in my guts will not be of her procuring!’

Durande had turned from the bush, her closed hands by her sides. Briefly her eyes caught Hélie’s, wide and dark in a pale tightly-controlled face. He acted.

‘You must have good reason to be so sure!’ his hard voice cut through the beginnings of relieved laughter and checked it. Fulbert swung round.

‘What’s that? Reason?’ he demanded harshly.

‘You know her guiltless—for the best of reasons?’

For a heart-beat’s space he thought he recognized honest bewilderment in Fulbert’s face, and then sheer snarling fury extinguished all else. ‘You hell-spewed whelp, you dare accuse—No!’

From the corner of his eye he had glimpsed Durande’s movement. He made an astonishing leap from a standing start, like a pouncing leopard. He seized her by one arm and swung her round and back from the bushes. She cried out and tried to wrench away, and as he loosed her, staggered sideways, tripped over her skirt, and lurched against the ale-barrel. One of her reaching arms splashed into the murky fluid. The barrel shifted slightly but withstood the impact, and many anxious hands steadied it. Fulbert advanced gallantly to aid the lady, and she swung her dripping arm wildly at his face, evaded him as he ducked, and dropped to her knees against the bush. She covered her face with her hands. Her shoulders shook.

It had been beautifully done. The routiers were grinning as they plunged again into the barrel and drank to their captain’s nuptials. Fulbert was grinning as he accepted a mug slopping full of dubious fluid and downed half of it in acknowledgement of their indelicate congratulations. He strolled grinning to Hélie and raised the mug in ironical salute.

‘Did you reckon it worth trying, you poor silly brats?’ he inquired with large and wounding tolerance. ‘And for your information, Lord Hélie, I did not poison Robert de Warby. Why the devil should I?’

‘The devil you serve might answer that!’ Hélie answered savagely, but won no sign that his spur pricked home; no reaction, in fact, but a lifted eyebrow. Fulbert drained his mug, grimaced slightly, and pitched it neatly into a pair of eager hands. ‘I would not commend the brewing, nor has the journey improved it,’ he remarked lightly, spitting to clear his tongue of sediment. He looked somewhat impatiently at his ruffians, who did not pretend to a like fastidiousness.

It was ebb tide in the barrel. The men scooped and slopped happily, their spirits rising as the ale sank. They drank to their captain, they drank to his bride, they drank to her dowry that would keep them in employment and ale through the foreseeable future. Growing magnanimous as their potations alleviated the discomforts of wet clothing, they even drank to Hélie for a bold young blunderer and the kind of adversary it was a pleasure to defeat. They were by no means inebriated, for their capacity was prodigious and their heads seasoned to the consistency of old oak, but they were enjoying themselves mightily. Fulbert regarded them resignedly. Hélie, who had some slight experience of routiers and the impossibility of denying them what they reckoned their rights, was maliciously delighted at his predicament.

Fulbert accepted the position and issued orders. Bread, cheese, cold meat and apples emerged from saddle-bags, and the men settled down to what would plainly be a prolonged halt. The mercenary again offered Hélie liberty for his promise not to escape, and after his rejection would have freed his hands to let him eat had he not coldly refused to break bread with him. Lady Durande sat bowed under the bush in an attitude of utter despair. After a fruitless attempt to rally her, he left her alone. The glade grew quiet, the traffic about the barrel diminished. The men sprawled munching, talking and laughing. Dice appeared. Flies buzzed about the ale. Hélie waited with intense curiosity for whatever Durande had devised to reach its appointed consummation.

A man near the barrel set down his mug, an expression of unease upon that part of his face visible between helmet and bristles. He thoughtfully rubbed his belly, and then swigged down more ale to dispel his qualms. They were not amenable to this treatment, for his unease rapidly grew to acute distress. He withdrew discreetly into the bushes, whence issued distressful sounds. Scarcely had he returned, wry-faced and adjusting his garments, to the grins and crude condolences of his comrades, than another was overtaken by similar pangs and retired into the undergrowth.

When a third ruffian succumbed to the same affliction men began to sit up and regard each other and the ale-barrel with uncomfortable surmise. Fluxes were common enough, and in camp and siege indeed slew more than enemy weapons, but this visitation coming so aptly upon its cue directed their minds towards its likeliest source. Man after man betrayed in his dismayed face that the mischief was at work in his entrails, and apprehensively looked upon the muddy liquid in the barrel.

‘Devil take it,’ said Baldwin plaintively, ‘I’ve often enough swilled new ale until my guts were awash without hurt! What’s amiss with it?’ With a woeful yelp he joined the exodus to the bushes.

‘The ale-wife’s are curses of power, it is plain!’ Hélie tossed his mite into the discussion before anyone could recall Durande’s contact with the ale.

‘Curses?’ Fulbert rounded incredulously upon him.

‘These parts are notorious for witches. Have you provoked one?’

‘Witchcraft!’ yammered a knave, pressing both hands to his belly. ‘God save us, she said it would burn our guts out!’ Grey with terror, he too retreated in haste.

A clamour of fear and wrath arose. The berries were working their will upon all; only Fulbert, who had drunk but the one draught, was so far unaffected. Dread of sorcery gripped him as it did his men; white-faced he gazed helplessly about him. Then he raised a furious yell. Durande had vanished.

Hélie, who had watched her slip soundlessly round the berried bush while his alarm of witchcraft gripped their wits, smothered a grin. She was a lady of rare resource, and he was proud to have taken even a minor share in her exploit. Fulbert, shouting to his routiers, plunged into the undergrowth, leaving only a couple of men to guard their remaining captives. Hélie heard them threshing through the bushes, ranging in all directions for a sight of her or a trace of her passage, calling to and fro. Some came to the road and ran both ways along it. He heard no howl of triumph, and privately reckoned that unless she were utterly witless, a girl in grey-brown homespun could evade pursuit for a week in these woods. He exchanged grins with Gino. The guards scowled at both of them, and one dived for the bushes.

As the uselessness of their endeavours beat its way through their pride’s armour the routiers straggled back, angry and shamed and in physical misery. Durande’s juice was inexorable in their bowels, and in the torment of their outraged guts they had lost all their enthusiasm for their captain’s marriage.

A howl from one of the last stragglers drew a couple who were still capable of the effort towards the road, but it was no hunting-call to summon them after a sighted quarry. They returned lugging a senseless comrade by the heels, and dumped him near the barrel, indignantly calling to their fellows’ attention a swollen knot at the base of his skull and his lack of belt, sword and dagger. The demoiselle had not merely escaped them; she had lain in wait for a pursuer, clouted him down with an improvised club and armed herself, an unnatural procedure of which they righteously disapproved.

Fulbert returned last of all. Affliction had overtaken him likewise, by the sheen of sweat on his swarthy skin, yellow over pallor, and the extreme care of his carriage. He stood over the twitching body listening to the eloquence spilled about a woman who failed to comport herself with seemliness when abducted, a very angry man. His studied composure, his mocking humour, even normal prudence, had entirely deserted him. He turned viciously on his men, his voice biting like hot iron.

‘Hell’s devils, where were your eyes? And your wits in your bellies, drowned in bewitched ale and voided in your dung? She is clear away! Your hogs’ greed and folly has cost me the rump-end of a county!’

He had conveniently forgotten his own share in that lapse. They roused to snarl resentment, too wretched to do more. They humped dispiritedly about the glade like sick poultry, heeding naught but the griping misery devastating their inwards. Earthly weapons they would have scorned, but terror of witchcraft had reduced them to pithless cravens. Fulbert, whose courage was harder and whose own bowels were less direly afflicted, spat an appropriate obscenity at them and turned his menace on Hélie.

‘My ransom will be poor consolation,’ that young man grinned provocatively. Fulbert lifted clenched fists, his face livid with fury, and for a breath’s space Hélie expected a blow in the face. The mercenary restrained himself forcibly from that irretrievable insanity, breathing jerkily through distended nostrils. Over his shoulder Hélie saw Gino suddenly stiffen like a dog scenting a cony. Vastly interested, he watched him gather his legs under him, rise unimpeded to his feet, step casually round the tree he had been roped to and vanish. Delight rose in him like a fountain. He was suddenly enjoying this adventure mightily, and generously shared his enjoyment with Fulbert.

‘Now God be praised for all I have seen this day!’ he proclaimed. ‘A ransom is small price for such a tale to tell!’

Fulbert choked. ‘By Hell’s Gate, I—you—shut your mouth before I beat your teeth into it!’

Hélie continued mercilessly. ‘It is ill done to woo with spears and lose. Every greasy scullion and barefoot brat will snigger at sight of you. Minstrels will make songs of it—’

Fulbert, speechless and all but witless with sheer rage, jerked hack his arm and then checked his fist, not quite witless enough lo strike the Lord of Trevaine in the face. Hélie coolly went on.

‘All men will laugh themselves sick to hear of the ruthless mercenary, outwitted by a maid, while his routiers squat like ducks in a ditch—though they lay no eggs.’

That fetched a growl out of the miserable ruffians, and brought Fulbert to the verge of apoplexy. None had even noticed that Gino was missing, nor should while his tongue could command attention. Hélie stood against the tree with his tawny mane on end and his lion’s eyes ablaze, discoursing righteousness.

‘There is meat here for a sermon had I the art of preaching. A noble heiress exchanged for an ale-barrel, and the flux as penance.’ A tethered horse tossed its head and whickered uneasily. He shook his head pitifully, and said gently to the congested face snarling into his, ‘I had expected—’

A wild screech tore the words apart. A horse squealed. Men started up. The horses plunged and stamped. Gino was perched like a monkey in Fulbert’s own saddle, grinning like an imp from the pit as he slashed with Fulbert’s whip. Then fingers touched Hélie’s hand, the ropes successively tugged and fell slack, and as Gino stormed across the glade driving loose horses before him and screeching like a singed cat, Hélie lunged forward with a joyful roar. Overset routiers went rolling and scrambling. Hélie sprang upon Fulbert, his knotted fist swinging up in one ferocious blow under his breastbone that lifted him from his feet and his senses. Before he could fall Hélie snatched him up in a gleeful embrace, took two steps forward and pitched him head-foremost into the ale-barrel, which toppled in a tidal wave of ale.

Gino hauled Tancred back on his haunches beside him. Hélie vaulted into the saddle, caught the reins tossed to him, yelled derisively and plunged away. Three strides, and Durande was running alongside, flinging up her arms. He stooped, caught her round the body and with a grunt heaved her up before him in a flurry of skirts. She laughed and clutched his shoulder. They crashed through bushes and bracken, her hair flying across his face, loose horses squealing all about them and faint cries behind to quicken their laughter.
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THE driven horses slowed of their own accord, and they pulled to a halt, laughing like children. Durande twisted from Hélie’s hold, supple and finely-muscled as a boy, and took her palfrey by the bridle, stroking the muzzle that nudged at her breast. Hélie swung down and thankfully resumed his sword-belt, while Gino gathered reins over his shoulder and stowed away his recovered sling. The lady gravely presented to him the short sword she had won, but the dagger, a stout and unfeminine weapon, she attached to her own belt. Hélie made no comment; if she felt happier with steel under her hand she had reason. They grinned at each other.

‘They will not pursue either fast or far,’ Hélie observed. ‘What under Heaven did you put in the ale. Lady Durande?’

‘Buckthorn.’

‘Not harmful?’

‘It will but purge them of all within save their sins.’

They tied up the reins of the captured horses and loosed them to find their own way home to Whittleham. The afflicted routiers might limp home or hunt them as they chose; light-heartedly the three found the track and cantered gently towards the ale-house at the crossroads.

‘My compliments; it was an education to witness your chastisement of abductors,’ Hélie said, freeing his wrists of the cut ends of rope and grinning at the lady like an urchin.

She glanced at him rather warily. ‘It was no offence to your knightly pride?’ she asked with the blunt honesty he had learned to expect of her.

‘Oh, the rescuer rescued?’ The thought had never entered his thick head. ‘My dear girl, I would not have missed it for a year’s rents!’ And he bowed his head almost to his horse’s mane in a rib-straining agony of laughter. When he had mopped his eyes with his sleeve enough to see, she was laughing too, her square strong face alight. Her wimple was gone, her hair disordered and her face smeared with earth, the deplorable gown dragged awry, splattered with ale and embellished with dirt and scraps of vegetation, but she had no heed for such matters, and in the sunlight her hair was living flame.

‘Lord of Heaven, yours was a nurse worth having!’ he declared.

‘She was Oliver’s, not mine,’ she disclaimed.

His eyebrows lifted. ‘But she taught you her art?’

She shrugged. ‘She had use for an assistant, and I wished to learn. But she was a woman easier feared than loved, and even Lord Eustace used her respectfully.’

‘And your cousin?’

‘Oliver was her nurseling. His mother—my mother’s sister—died at his birth, and she suckled him. Her own child died, and she gave him all her love. He was welcome to it!’

‘Why was she feared?’ Hélie asked abruptly, all amusement suddenly gone as cold awareness touched his mind with a chill linger.

‘Folk called her witch.’

‘Was she?’

She considered it soberly, her dark eyes steady on his intent l ace. ‘I do not know. All I had of her was craft of simples. Beyond that was neither trust nor liking.’

So her clear honesty had sensed corruption of some sort. Hélie wondered momentarily whether witchcraft were becoming an obsession with him, but it was likely enough, and his spiritual nose seemed to have developed an extra sensitivity to that taint.

‘Why does it matter?’ the girl asked; she had missed none of the varying expressions that crossed his face. With a swift shock of surprise he realized that all his entanglement in sorcery had happened since he spoke with her last night. Soberly he recounted it, and she heard him in silence. Then she cut straight to the heart of the matter.

‘So the devil-man poisoned Robert, and he is either Fulbert of Falaise or my cousin.’

‘I lay my wager on Fulbert. He tried to kill me, he was in the ruin this morning—and frankly, I do not think your cousin has the guts for murder.’


‘He is not valorous,’ she agreed, unoffended, ‘if his adversary can strike back.’ Hélie had yet to see her show any feeling for her kinsmen but distaste. Her lips parted as though she would say more, but then the road opened to the clearing and the crossroads ale-house, and Hélie exclaimed aloud. Before its doorway stood the woman and the lad in vehement conversation with a traveller, a big tawny fellow with a bow thrust through his belt. He turned a familiar face to them and yelped in astonishment.


He came hastening to meet them as they dismounted, his face at once relieved and perturbed. Hélie tossed his reins to Gino, clapped him on the shoulder and briskly presented him.

‘Lady Durande, my half-brother Stephen. What wind blew you here?’

‘A devil’s wind I reckon, Lord Hélie. But the woman said you were taken prisoner?’

‘Behold me free again.’ That tale was no matter now; the urgency that brought Stephen after him demanded his attention. Near at hand a sorry gelding stood head-down and dispirited, bridled but saddleless, his sweating sides betraying hard but not injudicious usage. Gino jerked an arm imperatively at the gawky boy, standing uselessly with his mouth ajar, and he shambled to them, took the bridles and led the horses to the open stable behind the house, where another nag was already standing. The woman had not moved, but watched with a hard and measuring eye. She had not sent the boy for aid, and she was no fool to have missed his signal; he could count these no friends of his, and waited until the boy was out of earshot.

‘What is amiss, Stephen?’

Stephen grimaced. ‘Dunno, Lord Hélie, but it stunk to my nose and I reckoned it best to follow you. After you’d rid out after the lady here—’ he ducked a jerky little bow to Durande, ‘—Robert o’ Warby’s leman, the one that went wi’ the old witch to meet the Devil, she hurries up to the cottage. Then she scuttles up-village to the mill and a jabber wi’ the miller’s wife. And afore she was past the forge on the way back, the miller’s good-for-naught son goes riding the same road you took on his father’s grey, and this the busiest season at the mill and even his feckless carcase needed! So feeling uneasy in my mind, I borrowed a nag and followed. Not that he’s up to my weight, but he served.’ He gave the gelding a disparaging glance. ‘And all the more uneasy I got as I rode, for he’s asked about you along the way, which he’s no call to do unless he meant you mischief, you being no lord of his nor aught else to him. And work on the mill from cock-crow to full dark these days!’ He paused to draw breath and scowl at the ale-house.

‘When I reaches here, there he is, a mug in his fist and in talk wi’ the ale-wife, and his nag yonder in the shed. And no sooner does he clap eyes on me than he drops his ale and ducks into the woods like a fox, which shows right enough he was up to no good! And yon thick-bottomed lump reckons she knows naught o’ him and turns dumb-stupid when I asks questions! I was about ready to clout her sulky head when you rides in, and thankful I was to see you!’

Hélie looked thoughtfully at the brawny woman, remembering her truculent courage. ‘Now was the miller’s son bearing word for this ale-wife, or did he but halt for refreshment on the way?’

‘His nag is in the shed,’ Stephen pointed out shrewdly. ‘He’d not put it up if he did but swill the dust from his throttle.’

‘It is past the dinner-hour; he might have stopped to bait.’ He looked again at the scowling woman, and the awkward lad who bad joined her, his wits racing. By challenging the two witches this morning he must have rung alarm through their whole foul company, and they might have deemed it urgent to send a messenger after Fulbert with warning. The woman here could be one of the sisterhood, admirably placed to gather and disseminate news. On the other hand the messenger, learning that Hélie had been captured by Fulbert, might well reckon it imprudent to overtake his master and deliver his warning before that dangerous witness.

He decided quickly. With no evidence one way or the other it would be folly to challenge this woman, and any female who remained undaunted when menaced by half a dozen routiers set on rape was most unlikely to render up information at his bidding. She had stepped inside the doorway, but as he approached she emerged, suspicious and wary. Some start had been made towards repairing the harm done; the benches had been righted, the furniture within set in place, the ale-sodden rushes raked outside into a reeking pile. Inside a lonely barrel stood on its trestle.

‘ ’Save you!’ Hélie greeted her in good English. She dropped a perfunctory curtsey and muttered some response. ‘Your ale direly afflicted the guts of those who stole it. For that buckthorn added by the lady here was responsible, but as they blamed your curses I warn you to be elsewhere when they return.’

A fleeting satisfaction, a mere tightening of her mouth, showed and was gone. She bobbed again, and jabbed the gawky youth with her elbow so that he offered a graceless bow. She forced a proper acknowledgement of his condescension from her unpractised tongue. ‘Indeed, good m’lord, I thanks you most grateful.’ She twisted her hands in her stained and crumpled apron. ‘I’ve not a drop fit to offer you, m’lord. Them randy bastards overset the barrel, and I’ve naught till I brews again.’

‘What did you provide the miller’s son from Warby?’ Stephen demanded harshly.

‘Dregs o’ the bottom. Ye’d not set them mucky drainings afore m’lord?’

‘What did he want here?’ Hélie asked, lifting a hand to quell Stephen.

‘A sup and a bite, m’lord.’

‘What was his errand?’

‘Dunno, m’lord. I buys my malt in Etherby mostly.’ Her rough red hands were still entwined in her apron, but she stood solidly on her two feet and faced him doggedly. The gawky youth had apparently been overtaken by complete paralysis, which had frozen him with mouth agape and eyes expressive as a pair of gooseberries. Hélie knew he would get no more out of them if he tried until the morrow’s noon, and he had no mind to exhaust his temper and prestige by attempting it. Neither would he grant them reason to despise him.

‘A pity you are too dull to profit by your position,’ he said kindly.

Resentment flickered in her heavy face; the point had gone home. She prodded the lad again. ‘Rouse up and fetch m’lord’s horse, you daft lump! Wanting from the cradle, m’lord,’ she added as he slouched to the corner, and with an impatient snort followed him.

One of the horses squealed angrily, and Gino leaped for the shed, knowing the voice of Hélie’s stallion. He returned with all three bridles over his own arm, spitting maledictions in Italian. Hélie, who had in three years picked up a fair amount of that tongue from him, grinned appreciatively. The tiny dimple quivered at Durande’s mouth-corner. They mounted, and the ale-wife approached, her hard gaze lifting to Hélie’s purse and then to his face. He ignored it. She had provided neither service nor courtesy. He nodded curtly and lifted his reins, and they clattered away.

‘A pity,’ pronounced Gino awfully from the rear, ‘that you interfered this forenoon, Lord Hélie. She would have learned a lesson in humbleness, they would have come to the hangman’s lopping-knife, and all very justly served!’

Hélie contemplated this original view of justice entranced for a long moment. ‘A sorry blunder of mine,’ he admitted in a shaking voice, caught Durande’s delighted eye and bowed once more over the saddle-bow in an agony of laughter. When he had regained some command of his faculties he saw that she was in little better case.

‘How did you come by this—this treasure beyond price?’ she choked.

‘He was a brigand who quitted Italy one jump ahead of the hangman. He tried to stab me when first we met, but I persuaded him he would do better in my service,’ he told her gravely.

‘Doubtless you had use for his peculiar talents?’ she inquired as gravely, with only the quivering dimple to betray her.

‘A private assassin is a valuable asset,’ he agreed. Delight fountained sparkling within him; he had not guessed that she was laughter itself, beneath the dour armour set on her by life’s harshness. She was indeed the rarest part of this adventure, and he had no desire to see its end and set her tamely behind the convent’s incongruous walls. That was no place for valour and mirth and the quick wits that had freed them all from Fulbert’s hold, nor for the beauty that shone triumphant through dirt and disorder.

Suddenly he was aware that his stallion’s stride was uneven, and that he should have felt it earlier; he was favouring his near hind leg and growing more lame at every step. Exclaiming under his breath, Hélie reined in and dismounted. He swore to see the swelling already risen just above the hock, and then bit off his oath, his brows drawing together. There had been no stumble or wrench to account for it. Gino was already at the stallion’s head; Hélie stooped and lifted the hoof that came docilely into his hand.

‘Steady, Tancred, old fellow. What’s amiss?’ he murmured, running his fingers gently up the leg. Tancred flinched and flung up his head with a jingle of bit-chains. Gino controlled him with a lean hand on his bridle, stroked his muzzle and soothed him in his own tongue.

‘That’s no strain, Lord Hélie!’ declared Stephen, peering knowledgeably over his shoulder. ‘He was right enough when you reached yon ale-house, and there’s been naught to lame him since!’

Hélie squatted on his heels, feeling lightly at bone and tendon and the increasing swelling. The horse flinched again, jerking at his hands and almost dragging Gino from his feet. Hélie exclaimed and peered closely at a tiny dark spot amid the chestnut hairs, a little hard projection that his finger-tip had discovered. He closed his nails firmly on it and tugged, drawing out a long dark hawthorn-spike that had thrust under the skin to lie along the great tendon. The stallion squealed protest, and Hélie set down his hoof and held the thorn up for all to see. Then he stared at the swollen leg, a monstrous suspicion dispelling bewilderment from his brain. Thorns Tancred might well have picked up in his wild plunge into the woods, but no thorn he had encountered before had ever done so much.

He inspected it. It was not fresh wood but hard and dry, and when he touched it to his finger, sharp as a needle. Durande’s hand came over his and jerked it back before he could break the skin, and he nodded acknowledgement as their eyes met in perfect, grim comprehension.

He squatted again. The swelling had mounted to the knee-joint, and the stallion was trembling all over, his head drooping. Hélie held the hoof firmly over his thigh, whipped out his dagger and opened the tiny mark as deeply as he dared, into a long cut. Tancred squealed and flung up his head with a clash of teeth, but there was no spirit in his resistance and it was over at once. He stood shuddering and submissive as Hélie squeezed out darkly-trickling blood.

‘Poison?’ exclaimed Stephen incredulously. ‘God’s Life, witchcraft!’

He flung himself without further ado over his nag’s back and kicked it into a clumsy gallop, back the way they had come, the clatter of his hoofbeats rapidly diminishing.

‘He will catch nobody, with that noise to herald him,’ Gino observed.

‘Or without it. They took to the woods as soon as our backs were turned.’ Hélie had set the sluggish blood to running, pressing and squeezing to force the poison from the wound, but his ears were cocked as he worked. They were not more than a furlong from the ale-house, and soon Stephen stormed back to them, ablaze with fury.

‘Gone, and the miller’s nag too! They knew—they were joined to him—they are witches!’

‘The woman did it,’ Hélie said, remembering her hands in her apron, Tancred’s squeal when she went to the horses. ‘Lady Durande, what more can we do? What is the poison?’

‘I do not know,’ she answered regretfully. ‘Since it is in the blood, bleeding is all I can suggest.’

Oddly enough, it was Stephen who provided an answer. ‘Reminds me of a pup I had once, found an adder in the woods. Swelled up the same way.’

‘Adder’s venom—by Heaven’s Lord, what else? When I crushed it under my own heel in the witch’s place!’

He made another cut higher up. Tancred stood with head bowed, his flanks heaving and his breath sucking noisily. The blood came more readily, and the flesh showed darkly in the wound, not healthy crimson.

‘What came of the pup?’ Gino asked bluntly, stroking the horse’s shuddering neck.

‘Died.’

‘She would get very little venom upon a thorn,’ Durande observed quietly, ‘and it would need more to kill a horse than a pup.’ They took heart. There was little more they could do for the poor brute in this wilderness. For a short time Hélie feared that he would go down, but they kept him on his feet, encouraged the wound to bleed, and waited. Durande proved an accurate prophet. The swelling rose more slowly and then checked. After a while it began to diminish, and Tancred’s distress eased. Gino admonished him forcibly, and he lifted his head and blew a shuddering snort. By the end of another hour he was sufficiently recovered for Hélie to lead him, slowly and carefully. Clearly he could not go far. Hélie considered briefly and then, accepting the inevitable, turned back towards the ale-house.

‘The nearest hamlet is half a mile along that side road,’ he explained to Gino’s questioning brows. ‘We must leave him there.’

‘Those devil’s servants will be watching!’ objected Stephen.

‘They must know we have no other choice.’

‘But why? What sense does it make?’ he burst out.

Hélie shrugged; he could only guess. ‘To delay my return to Warby, I suppose. Maybe to embroil us in scandal to our necks; we cannot reach the convent tonight. Perhaps to win Fulbert time to overtake us.’

‘But your horse—you, Lord of Trevaine!’

‘Do such cunning vermin ever credit others with wit to fathom their devices? They cannot tell we found the thorn or knew the venom.’

Yet the ale-house, when they reached it, seemed full of eyes leering at them round the half-open door, through the gaping wall and broken thatch. The rustling woods whispered with secret voices, and the skin prickled between Hélie’s shoulders as he turned his back on it. Gino glanced uneasily about him, his sling looped in his hand and a stone ready, and Stephen’s head turned on his shoulder until the house was out of sight.

‘Truly there is a stink of witchcraft about that place!’ he declared violently, crossing himself.

Hélie had noticed no stink beyond that of spilled ale, but there was no reason to be had from his half-brother when witchcraft was in question. He devoted himself to coaxing the lame horse along the track, with many pauses to let the distressed stallion rest. Fortunately the distance was but short. They forded a calf-deep stream, the woods thinned and opened, a swineherd left his ridge-backed charges to his lean cur and came running to offer succour, and as they reached the cottages scattered about a green where linen lay bleaching, the whole population had gathered about them. Hélie’s name ran through the throng.

A stocky fellow in decent homespun presented himself as the reeve and set the hamlet’s entire resources at Lord Hélie’s disposal. Tancred was led away by the cowherd, a wizened elder warranted skilled with sick beasts. Before Hélie could silence him Stephen had blurted out a scorching denunciation of the ale-wife. No one seemed surprised; the virago Gytha was obviously notorious. They were regaled with bread, new cheese, honey and foaming mugs of authoritative old October ale. The reeve’s gaze moved from the fading rope-weals on Hélie’s wrists to the graze on his cheek, and its careful blankness as it rested on the lady’s shocking disorder was more eloquent than the blatant goggling of the undisciplined. Hélie sighed resignedly; better that they should gossip over the truth than embroider their own scandalous speculations. Between mouthfuls he briefly accounted for their state. After that he could have had anything for the asking save his one great need; there was no horse within the hamlet.

Hélie ruefully regarded Lady Durande, for whose safety and good name he had assumed responsibility, and ran a hand distractedly through his unruly mane. She grinned at him, and he bit at his lips to restrain his own mouth from slipping into reciprocal amusement.

‘It is no matter for laughter, Lady Durande,’ he told her austerely. ‘We cannot reach the convent before tomorrow, and a night in my company will ruin your good name for ever.’

‘It is already beyond harm,’ she answered coolly, ‘and what cannot be mended must be borne with.’

‘Your honour shall not be lightly regarded. And the man who marries you must never have excuse to cast doubt in your face.’

‘No man shall marry Vallaroy who doubts our honour,’ she said flatly, her face sombre again. ‘I am safe in your hands.’

He flushed like an awkward boy at that avowal, and stared tongue-fast at his own feet. Then he heaved himself up from the turf bank where they had eaten. The shadows were lengthening. He was a good twenty miles from Trevaine, and the horses had done enough. He read in the reeve’s face an impending offer of hospitality for the night, and that quickened his wits; he had no wish to share a reeking cottage with beasts and vermin.

‘My father had a hunting-lodge up at Ashley on the forest edge. It is no more than four miles hence. There should be servants there, and women to care for you,’ he said to Durande. ‘We will pass the night there.’

He thanked the reeve, conferred again with the cowherd, arranged to send a groom for Tancred when he was healed, distributed a few silver pennies, and at last won free of the village’s good wishes, and the children who trotted alongside to set them on their way.

Stephen insisted that Hélie should ride his dispirited nag, and tramped beside him. Once beyond the village the track was barely recognizable, and they made slow progress. This was not the busy, populous country of the lower valley, with villages within sight of each other along the plain, set down amid their broad fields and shrinking woods with their homely smoke feathering skyward all around. This was rougher land, rising to hills and mantled with trees, the wide-scattered hamlets set in their painfully-hacked clearings, their life over-shadowed by the nearby royal forest.

Clouds gathered in the sky, but they seemed to enclose and retain the day’s heat like a heavy blanket. The trees’ shade afforded no coolness; the sultry air, unstirred by any breeze, stifled lungs and skin. They sweated in streams. Dust caked thickly on their flesh and turned to a kind of gritty mud. Flies pestered them. The horses flagged; in the rougher parts they had to lead them. Thorns and branches snagged their clothing.

Where the soil lay scantly over the rocks the trees thinned, interspersed with open spaces of heath and scrubland. It was a relief to emerge upon a half-mile stretch of rough grass and bracken, and draw free breath. Durande suddenly urged her palfrey alongside Hélie’s mount, and he signed to Stephen to drop back with Gino. He surveyed her with compunction. Though she sat as erect and as easily as at the day’s start, she was a spectacle to make feminine vanity blench. Her hair was dimmed with dust, her face a mask of it, and her dilapidated gown, which no renovation would ever render wearable again, had been ripped from knee to hem, affording a shocking glimpse of shapely calf and ankle.

"Lord Hélie,’ she began bluntly, "I fear this knightly venture has done you grievous harm.’

He grinned, one eyebrow lifting comically. ‘I have been rarely entertained, demoiselle, and regret none of it.’

Low-voiced she asked, ‘Hermeline—and your mother?’

‘This legend of my deathless passion takes a deal of demolishing,’ he declared with mock plaintiveness. ‘I am another sort of fool now, and her pretty face is nothing. My mother must reconcile herself.’ He foresaw weeks of gentle, sorrowful, unwearying reproaches, but though like his sire he was prepared to yield Lady Avice her will in most matters for the sake of domestic harmony, he would enter matrimony at his own choice and not hers.

‘Is that truth, or do you seek to cheer me?’ the red-headed girl demanded with the appalling candour that delighted him.

‘I could never look on Hermeline without seeing Rohese the witch in her face,’ he answered flatly, and paid a passing tribute to his father’s wisdom when he swore by many oaths that no Warby blood should pollute the purity of Trevaine’s breeding—and filial reverence had never been Hélie’s outstanding characteristic.

‘She must have been very beautiful,’ Durande observed meditatively, under her breath.

‘Who? Hermeline?’

‘The one who taught you distrust of all pretty faces.’

He gasped as if she had smitten him over the heart. For a moment the ghost rose before him of lovely, wanton, treacherous Osanne de Périval, who had mazed and enchanted him through hot, rose-scented nights, and at the last plunged him into a hell of shame and rage and despairing grief. It was nothing now. The last strands of magic’s web snapped about him and released him to reality. He looked back marvelling on the besotted young fool he had been, and a wry grin tugged at his mouth as he admitted his debt to her.

‘Yes, a boon worth winning,’ he agreed, caught the flicker of her dimple and began to laugh that so much violent passion had dwindled to nothing. It was blown away like thistledown on a summer breeze, and he was cheerfully jogging knee to knee with a forthright lass in whose company no man could cherish melancholy. They grinned at each other in complete accord.

‘Another boon, my girl,’ he said severely, ‘is that this day’s adventures have rendered that deplorable gown unfit for aught but kitchen-clouts, for indeed I have seen too much of it.’

‘If you have seen too much of it already, how do you reckon I regard it after wearing it longer than I care to remember?’ she retorted, with a flash of fine teeth.

Behind the laughter his quickened perceptions glimpsed the bitter humiliation of a young girl who knows her appearance makes her the butt and mockery of her small world. ‘What need was there?’ he demanded indignantly.

She shrugged. ‘I was not fourteen when I went to Warby, and bursting my gowns asunder. If Robert had been willing to squander his thrice-pledged revenues on my attire, I was not willing to accept anything of his. Lady Emma gave me this.’

‘I shall take you to Trevaine,’ he offered impulsively, ‘and set my mother’s women sewing for you!’

‘What will your mother say to that, my lord?’ she answered dryly.

‘A good deal,’ he admitted, ‘but that need not hinder their needles.’ He eyed her judicially. ‘There is a length of golden silk I brought from Toulouse will become you, and a Flemish broadcloth of popinjay blue. Yes, and—’

‘Stop, my lord! You brought them as gifts for your mother; you cannot bestow them elsewhere!’

‘But she assured me she would wear naught but mourning for the rest of her life,’ he informed her, grinning broadly.

‘But it would not be seemly to give them to a stranger!’ she protested.

‘It would be a deal less seemly to present you at the convent gate in that gown!’ he declared warmly. ‘I should come away with a fame as a ravisher I should never be able to sustain!’

‘Then for your reputation’s sake I must make the sacrifice, my lord,' she replied demurely, and laughter broke from them like water from a fountain. But Hélie had seen the instantly-suppressed longing in her face at mention of silk and broadcloth, and was surprised by his own desire to heap her with lovely and costly stuffs to compensate for shamed years in another woman’s discards.

‘Golden silk,’ he pronounced firmly, his heart-beats quickening a little as he pictured the rich gleam of it closely embracing her proud breasts and slender waist, and flowing like water about her long legs. ‘Golden silk, my girl, and a fillet of gold about your glory of hair. Never a wimple, for beauty’s own sake!’

‘Will you have me rival Hermeline?’ she laughed protest.

‘Mend your wits, lass! You are fairer by far than that silly ninny,’ he stated so flatly that she stared incredulously. ‘And have you any urgent desire to seek refuge in the convent? I should reckon you most ill-suited.’

‘But, my lord, where else—?’

‘If you have no vocation—Saints protect the convent if you had!—I would remind you that a wimple is most unbecoming to you, and golden silk would there be very ill-regarded. So visit Trevaine instead, my lady, and honour me.’

‘If you have run mad, my lord,’ she said gravely, her lips twitching, ‘let us run mad together.’

He laughed triumphantly. ‘Bravely ventured, lass!’ He sobered. ‘Whatever we do, there will be the most succulent scandal gossip ever laid tongue to. Better be a welcome guest at Trevaine, than an outcast begging refuge of the convent’s charity.’

She drew a long, unsteady breath. ‘Lord Hélie, you open Paradise’s gate to me.’

‘After Warby it may well seem so,’ he agreed dryly. ‘You will be safe. Your uncle insisted you must not go back to Collingford. He was no party to his son’s treachery; indeed he was greatly distressed for you.’

‘Or for his lost chance of profitably selling my marriage.’ His eyebrows lifted at her rancour, and she flushed slightly and shrugged. ‘Perhaps I do him less than justice. But Hugh de Morneville spoke for me, and yet he matched me with Warby for a higher price.’

Hélie’s brows contracted; he knew Hugh de Morneville only by repute, but no man’s stood higher. ‘May I know more of this bargaining over your dowry?’

‘The bargain was made four years ago by Robert’s father, five years’ revenue of Vallaroy, paid over on the eve of my marriage. I was just twelve, of age to make an indissoluble betrothal.’

‘You consented freely?’

‘Yes. I had met Robert but once, in company, and you know how charming he could be on first acquaintance.’

‘For a couple of days, if he stayed sober.’

‘He had not then taken to pouring his patrimony down his gullet, nor had he achieved such fame as came with riper years and practice,’ she said grimly. ‘I was wild to be free of my kinsmen.’

‘Why? How did they use you?’

‘Lord Eustace, though honest according to his lights, finds fault from his rising up in the morning to his lying down at night. And Oliver I loathed. And how can a maid refuse the husband chosen for her? But two years later I appreciated my error. My kinsmen were summoned to Normandy, and chose to set me in the care of old Lord Richard, Robert’s father, rather than in the convent, lest I take the veil and cheat them. Shortly afterwards Lord Richard died. There was relief to pay, and money melted in Robert’s hands like butter on a bakestone. When Lord Eustace and Oliver returned he was over-ears in debt to the Jews and could not find my price. That would have to come from my dowry.’

‘And once Robert had his talons on it, small hope that they would ever finger a penny,’ Hélie finished, grinning appreciatively.

‘Exactly.’

‘Now they are free to market you again. And this scandal will keep decent men from offering for you.’

‘It may help me to scare off the Fulberts likewise.’

He fell silent, considering her sorry predicament. It was customary and inevitable that guardians should arrange a ward’s marriage to their own profit, but kinsmen seldom did so with such blatant disregard for their victim’s welfare. She was freed at least from Robert de Warby, but the only offers she could expect now would be from spendthrift wastrels or greedy mercenaries so anxious to amend their finances that they would chance a cup of poison.

‘If that fails, threaten the knave with a cord of your hair,’ he advised, making a jest of hard fact.

‘Better to wind him in the sheet and press a damp pillow over his face,’ she answered seriously, the dimple flickering.

‘Do not mention that. Reserve it for need,’ he recommended cheerfully.

They had crossed the open space, and were constrained to ride in single file. Hélie pushed ahead, and Stephen thrust to his stirrup. Gino, who had guarded his master’s back for three lively years and kept it and his own hide whole, automatically fell in as rearguard some twenty yards behind the lady. He had his sling looped round his wrist, and on his lean face a bewildered amusement that proclaimed that this latest vagary of an unaccountable lord baffled him. Hélie grinned at him.

‘Lord Hélie, you will see to it that these witches hang?’ Stephen harshly inquired. ‘They are not fit to live!’

‘So far none has come within my jurisdiction,’ Hélie pointed out. ‘They shall have what justice I can procure.’

‘They did not lame your horse for malice alone,’ growled the voice at his knee. ‘And if the order came to that ale-wife from Warby, who knows how far this devil’s fellowship is spread or who is of it? I mislike it. Lord Hélie.’

Hélie thoughtfully ran a thumb along his jaw, rasping the fair stubble that gleamed like gold against his brown skin. Expressed so, he misliked the thought too. Stephen had maybe more than an obsession in his head. But arguing it served no useful purpose; Rohese was beyond his reach in Warby, and her confederates had made very sure that he would not be there tonight.

He turned in the saddle to see Durande de Vallaroy, who grinned at him as she ducked under a low bough. The hard day had had no apparent effect on either her sense of humour or her physical vigour, both of which seemed indestructible, and he wondered how the same sore travails would have affected Hermeline. As he returned his attention to the path, which emphatically demanded it, he realized with a small shock that his first sight of Durande under the apple-tree had put from him any inclination to marry Hermeline.

He was still considering that with wonder when another open space brought the girl to his side, disengaging a venturesome green caterpillar from her red hair. There was a thin smear of blood across one cheek from a scratch, and her dark eyes were narrowed with laughter. She flicked the caterpillar at him.

‘I earnestly hope your hunting-lodge boasts a bath-tub,’ she commented. ‘But of your mercy, my lord, show me no mirror!’ Her teeth shone in her heat-flushed face, under the dust-filmed, sweat-darkened hair that tangled wildly about her head. Incredibly, she was enjoying this preposterous adventure, risks, discomforts and all.

Something very odd happened inside Hélie at that moment. He became conscious of his heart’s thumping in a curious hollow void, and incredulous comprehension crashed into his brain. He stared witlessly into her eyes for a brief instant, and then jerked his head imperatively at Stephen, who had neither tact nor training to withdraw of his own accord. He fell back sulkily to Gino’s side. Hélie swallowed twice before his tongue would obey him, and when he spoke, his voice sounded strange in his own ears—he who had been reckoned apt in comely speech by the ladies of far Provence.

‘Lady Durande, have you set your desire on being a widow?’

‘From all I have seen of men, it seems the happiest state of woman,’ she declared judicially.

Crazy laughter bubbled in him like water from a spring. ‘Then take the chance of becoming mine?’ he suggested as gravely. ‘Mind you, lass, I shall endeavour to postpone that consummation for the next forty years, but if you will risk bearing with me so long, I will risk the pillow over my face.’

She gasped, and the flush ebbed to leave her face pearl-white, her eyes wide as if in fear. ‘My—my lord—you are saying—?’

‘I am asking you to marry me, Durande.’

She flinched as if he had struck her. Her hands tightened on the reins, and she gazed between her horse’s ears and answered in flat composure. ‘You honour me, Lord Hélie, but you must not offer marriage for pity or your noble measure of knightly duty.’

‘Duty?’ he repeated explosively, and then laughed. ‘Durande, do you really reckon me such a fool?’

She faced him in bewilderment. ‘But—but why else—’

‘Durande, my lass, can you not see I am over helmet-deep in love with you? And by God’s Glory, if we were but alone I should prove it beyond doubting!’

‘But how can that be?’ she gasped, her incredulous eyes searching his face.

‘Set a proper value on yourself! You are laughter and warmth and valour and truth, and fair as a summer dawn, and you shall marry me. Unless, of course, you cherish a warmer fancy for our friend Fulbert?’

‘I have loved you since you greeted me in the garden,’ she said simply.

Forgetting the two pairs of astounded eyes at their backs, he leaned from the saddle at that avowal and seized her fiercely. The horses halted shoulder to shoulder. Her mouth came awkwardly and unpractised to his, and their hearts thudded together as sky and trees and rank bracken all vanished in a dazzle of light about them. Then he loosed her, breathless and dazed, and caught at his own bemused wits and suspended breath.

‘Heart’s darling,’ he said soberly, ‘you are all I desire, and you shall not go from me.’

She drew a breath that lifted her breasts to strain at the too-tight bodice, and an odd sound between a laugh and a sob broke from her throat. ‘It—this is not possible—in all my vainest dreams I never reckoned you might even look at me, when you could have had Hermeline!’

‘From that dire fate you have preserved me. Stop being humble, lass!’

‘I shall be proud when—when I am sure it is no dream,’ she declared, an awed smile quivering on her lips.

It moved Hélie uncomfortably. Humility was not for her, nor was he the paragon she had deluded herself into imagining. ‘If you reckoned my embrace a dream, my girl, you will provoke me to prove it over again,’ he told her severely.

He won a shaky chuckle.‘Only if it please you, my lord.’

‘Hélie,’ he told her. ‘I will postpone the proof until a fitter time. And if ever I give you reason again to desire widowhood, Durande, I shall deserve smothering.’

She laughed and flushed together. ‘I have found another ambition.’

‘That is well, for it is not my habit to come to bed drunk,’ he declared virtuously, adding with a shameless grin, ‘It is much more interesting sober.’

Laughing together, they rode stirrup to stirrup up a steep-pitched slope, and from its crest saw the smoke of Ashley rising in thin plumes against the clouds piling in the west. Under the declining sun the hamlet’s wives were preparing supper. By all the signs the wonderful late-summer weather would break in storm tomorrow. The miserable track forced them apart again. Hélie turned once to smile at Durande, and to note the wooden faces of Gino and Stephen that must mask the liveliest curiosity and speculation. He thanked God for His goodness. Not Hermeline with her vixen’s spite, not the sober bargain and the fourteen-years-old innocent, but this magnificent chestnut-haired girl who fired his blood and enchanted his mind and delighted him with laughter. He began to whistle in sheer exuberance, heedless of heat and aching bruises and the discomfort of sweat-sodden garments. He was not dazzled like a silly boy first aware of woman’s beauty, nor crazed by adulterous madness, but surely at home with love.


The forest opened about them. The ancient menace of lowering trees, the uneasy sensation of malevolent eyes watching, vanished with the crowding undergrowth, the piercing seedlings and dead wood that were cleared by rooting swine and firewood-gathering peasants. The trees stood in their drifts of bracken, tamed and peaceable, and the sunlight stabbed slantwise under their leaves. Durande pushed her weary palfrey to Hélie’s side, and the dispirited brute he bestrode, sensing journey’s end, lifted his drooping head and shuffled a little faster. Then they saw between the trees the hamlet under the further hill.


Hélie uneasily wondered what accommodation the hunting-lodge offered a lady. He had never visited it. Hervey de Trevaine, privileged to take a dozen beasts a year from the royal forest, had occupied it occasionally during the season with small parties of convivial cronies, unconstrained by the presence of his lady and children. There must be some sort of bailiff in charge, with a servant or two, but it was over a year since the place had been used and they were arriving without warning. For himself and the two men anything would serve, but he was fiercely determined to cherish and protect Durande against all hardship.

The village was only a dozen or so cottages amidst ploughland and meadow, but as it was some sort of centre for the scattered forest hamlets and lonely officials it boasted a tiny church with a squat tower, set in a green churchyard a little apart from the houses. The cottage closely flanking it must be the priest’s. The hunting-lodge was beyond the hamlet and half-way up the hill, a huddle of thatch behind a weathered palisade. He set his weary horse to the gentle descent.

A high stack of bracken on two plodding feet, and a faggot of brushwood atop of a homespun skirt, were moving slowly before them along the track. As the riders overtook them they moved aside to give them passage, a bearded serf stooped under his beasts’ winter bedding and a sturdy girl with calloused brown feet, erect under her burden. They bobbed respectfully, the alertly inquisitive eyes in their stolid faces searching them. A faintly knowing look enlivened their peasant woodenness; the girl muttered something aside to the man, and a smile that just fell short of a leer stirred his whiskers.

Hélie scowled, feeling the blood rise hotly to his cheeks, sensing the lewd grins behind his back. Then enlightenment visited him like a thunderclap; he realized the other use to which his father had put his hunting-lodge. Now he approached it with a dishevelled wench and no female attendant, and the serfs sniggered over his filial fidelity to his sire’s example. Fury scorched him. It was intolerable that Durande’s virtue should be defamed by peasants’ ineradicable misconceptions.

‘Pay no heed, my lord,’ she advised with a wry smile. ‘We should have expected no less.’

‘Lord of Heaven, are we to be dishonoured all our lives, and our children after us, by a filthy slander that we lay together before marriage?’

She attempted no answer to the unanswerable, but soberly regarded the hamlet. Already their arrival was drawing serfs from cottage and byre and garden to gather in the wide street, and a pack of boys and dogs was skirmishing towards them. Hélie swore under his breath, and cast wildly about him for some way of sparing her the ordeal of riding through that throng. He was vividly aware of the hard calm that armoured her feelings. Then his gaze fell upon the church, and he knew at once what he must do.

‘Durande, do you trust me?’ he demanded abruptly.

‘Entirely, my lord.’

‘Then will you wed me here and now?’ Her eyes widened and her lips parted in astonishment, and he rushed into anxious persuasion. ‘I know it is unbecoming to our rank, and you would wish to be married with seemly ceremony and state, not in graceless haste by a village priest, but—oh, dear girl, grant me the right to defend you!’

‘With all my heart!’ she answered fervently, her face alight.

His heart thumped. ‘You understand—you see it is best? It shall be as you wish it, Durande! But to preserve you from slander—’

‘Who is being humble now?’ she asked unsteadily, the blood flooding red under her fair skin and ebbing as fast. ‘We enter joy the sooner.’

And as the first yelping forerunners of the pack reached them, they turned between the barley-stubble and the new-ploughed fallow towards the green graveyard and the squat grey church.
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THE priest, a stocky peasant in his thirties, was already at his garden-fence, an iron-shod spade in his hand and his earth-stained cassock kilted up about dirty legs. A barefoot brat attired only in a smock stared at them finger in mouth from the cottage doorway, and Hélie glimpsed within a vague flutter that could only be a woman's kerchief ducking from sight. His mouth tightened, but he pretended to have noticed nothing. Vows of celibacy were not uncommonly broken in country parishes, and this was no time for discussing it. He dismounted and courteously made known his requirements.

While not actively obstructive, the priest was not readily helpful. He was successively incredulous, doubtful and reluctant, fearing for himself the consequences of this unprecedented act, and Hélie had to intimate with brisk firmness that since both parties were of age to wed and not previously contracted elsewhere, he had no choice but to perform his office. Glumly he led the odd marriage procession, now augmented by every soul in the village who could stand and go, to the church porch, and there nervously called on all present to witness this wedding.

The whispering, nudging throng hushed in sheer astonishment at the honour done their church, gaping at their unknown young lord and the ill-famed girl he had unaccountably chosen. Hélie flashed his hard glance over them as he took his stand beside Durande; then he forgot all but her, grave and still beside him. The brief, mechanical ceremony, the peasant priest he neither knew nor respected stumbling over his mangled Latin, were vague and dreamlike. He heard his own voice and Durande’s repeating unfamiliar words, but reality did not touch him until their hands joined, warm and sticky with sweat and grime. Some formula was pronounced; his bemused brain tugged at the Latin for a moment before it translated itself. They were man and wife.

He smiled down into her steady dark eyes with pride and tenderness.

The villagers broke from their trance of astonishment to raise a ragged cheer. They swarmed after the four as they quitted the churchyard and got to horse again, and escorted them, wildly appreciative of the runaway marriage, capering and howling and offering bawdy congratulations the length of the street, and then stormed as one for the ale-house to drink it dry at Hélie’s charges. The little company plodded up the slope, letting the tired horses set their own pace. Hélie and Durande unashamedly held hands. Gino was grinning frank approval, but Stephen was plainly contemplating the far-reaching consequences of his half-brother’s crazy impulse with glum consternation.

Hélie loosed Durande’s hand for a moment, tugged the purple amethyst from his own finger and set it on hers. She lifted it and gazed with incredulous pleasure, as though she had never had a ring on her hand before.

‘My lord! This for me?’ she said like a child.

‘I wore it in trust for you. My dearest friend’s mother bade me bestow it on my wife.’ No shadow of doubt lifted from her candid face; she had never imagined him so insensitive as to give her another woman’s love-token.

‘I would I might thank her also.’

But the ring was much too loose to stay on any finger of hers, and he had to take it back. She said abruptly, ‘I would rather be married this way than with pomp and show, and a host of silly wine-fuddled fools to bed us with all the lewd jokes that have worn stale time out of mind.’

‘I would rather cheat them than you, Durande. But you must regret at least that that was your wedding-dress?’

She glanced down at the disreputable garment in surprise. ‘I never thought of it.’ Her dimple flickered. ‘And bridal scarlet would become me almost as ill.’

They were still laughing as they crossed the plank bridge over the shallow ditch and passed through the open gateway. Hélie swung down and caught his wife as she slid from the saddle, a courtesy to which she was plainly unaccustomed, and turned to the man who had opened the gate and who now stood bowing in a frenzy of abasement, a wizened fellow with an incongruous pot-belly balanced on stick-thin shanks.

‘ ’Save you, man. My father’s bailiff?’ he asked briskly.

The man doubled again over his paunch. ‘God save you, me lord. Your—your father, God rest him, set me cousin Anlaf on, b-but he died last Candlemas.’ He bowed again. ‘Y-your servant Osbern, me lord.’ His voice was a peevish whine.

‘We will spend the night here, Osbern. Stand up and stop bowing, man!’

He straightened and wrung his hands, which Hélie observed with distaste were ingrained with ancient grime, the chipped and untrimmed nails rimmed with it. He uttered a wail. ‘Oh, good me lord, I never had no warning! I’d ha’ had all set to rights proper, if so be as you’d give me warning!’

At those ominous words Hélie’s thick fair brows twitched together in dire foreboding. He glanced quickly at Durande, wondering just what horrors this place offered for her wedding-night, but her composed face gave nothing away. He turned back to Osbern, still wringing his hands and bowing, and surveyed him with increasing disfavour. His last bath must have been at the midwife’s hands, and no water but rain and sweat had ever encountered his garments in all their lengthy existence. He was even more rankly offensive to the nose than to the eye, and he motioned him to keep his distance.

‘Show my servant the stables,’ he ordered curtly, and nodded to Gino, who was holding the horses’ bridles and awaiting orders, since he understood scarcely any English.

‘Yes, me lord—at once, me lord—I asks your pardon, me lord, if things be not as you’d wish, but I never had no warning!’

The stable was near the gate. As Gino started towards it a slim long-legged cur, in whose ancestry gazehound predominated, slipped from behind it and stood prick-eared and eager. A hasty gesture from Osbern sent it fleeting like a grey shadow, its speed proclaiming that it had not been lamed in the claws of its forefeet as the law ordained of all dogs within the forest’s precincts—a crime which would sorely penalize Osbern in a Forest Court. Hélie tightened his mouth and stalked across the littered, weed-grown courtyard to the hall.

He flung back the door on the murk within, and the stench hit him. ‘Merciful God!’ he said prayerfully, and peered flinchingly. Last year’s rotting rushes, clotted with filth and decaying food; a sulky fire befogging the gloom with acrid smoke; a malodorous pottage bubbling in a large earthen vessel at the fire’s edge, mingled with the wild-beast stink of unclean peasant to outdo a fox’s earth. His eyes discerned an unscrubbed table black with grease, a clutter of unscoured trenchers and mugs, hangings soiled and torn and pulled loose from their fastenings, and in a corner a lean bitch suckling a litter of squeaking whelps, that raised her head to snarl at him. A couple of bedraggled hens were scratching in the appalling rubbish.

Osbern was at his heels again, still witlessly yammering that he had had no warning, that all would have been set to rights had he but had warning.

‘Warning?’ Hélie exploded. ‘Lord of Heaven, warning to perform your plain duty? Set yourself here as bailiff, and turn a decent hall into a den unfit to house swine!’

‘Good m-me lord, if I had but known—’

‘Is my bride to spend her wedding-night in this sty?’

He uttered an inarticulate wail, his knobby knees shaking in their baggy hose. Hélie observed, amid the clutter on the table, two blackened wooden bowls set side by side, though their state would have turned the inwards of any normally sensitive man set to eat from them.

‘Have you a wife?’ he demanded harshly.

‘Aye, me lord, and indeed she’d be here to serve you, but me married daughter be layin’-in wi’ her first and her man fetched her not an hour gone, me lord!’

‘Have the slut who wrought this serve me? Get you to your married daughter or the devil before I kick you there! Go!’

He scuttled for his life, squawking and flapping like a demented hen, and the unlawed dog flashed lithely after him. Hélie swore disgustedly, and turned in appalled compunction to his bride, composed and silent beside him. Their eyes met. Her composure melted into mirth. She rocked with unfeigned laughter, tears starting in her eyes, and his own anger began to slide from his grasp.

‘Oh, merciful Saints, we are married!’ she spluttered. ‘I had thought it a dream I must wake from, but this is beyond all dreams!’

‘If domestic disaster were needed to convince you, we have it.’ He began to laugh despite his outrage. ‘I shall prove it shortly in pleasanter fashion.’

She chuckled. ‘My lord-’

‘Hélie.’

‘But a wife owes respect—’

‘A wife owes obedience before all else. You will call me by name,’ he said severely, and sealed his first command with a swift kiss. Then he gazed rather helplessly into the noisome hall. ‘What under Heaven do we do?’

‘Burn it down.’

‘Nothing less will serve to purify it, but lodging for this night we must have.’

The hall’s monumental squalor presented a challenge they could not refuse. They went at it in a kind of fury. Gino and Stephen, armed with rakes, evicted hens, cur and pups, and dragged forth the festering mass of foul rushes, decomposing remnants, droppings and nests of mice, scraping the floor to honest earth. Hélie fired the heap lest its multitudinous inhabitants walk it away piecemeal, and regretted it as billows of nauseous smoke hunted them to windward. Durande, her skirts hitched high above shameless ankles, ripped down wall-hangings, assailed cobwebs, flung back shutters and rooted in corners with the ferocious zest of an outraged housewife, treating her husband’s suggestion that she leave the labour to the men with the scorn it deserved. Hélie accepted the evident fact that he would receive just as much obedience as his wife found convenient, pitched the revolting pottage crock and all into the pigsty, and drew pail after pail of water from the fine spring-fed well.

His researches in a dubious pantry disclosed nothing better than a slab of last Martinmas’s bacon that would have turned the stomach of a January wolf, and a meal-barrel a-crawl with weevils, but Gino, whose bandit’s nose for concealed valuables had survived reformation unimpaired, came grinning from the outbuildings with hanging evidence, a shoulder of venison. Hunger would not wait on its roasting; he sliced collops from it and set them to broiling over a quick fire outdoors. Hélie slung the cauldron over the hearth and filled it with water. Durande mercilessly scoured metal utensils. Stephen returned to the stables to bed down the horses.

Hélie mopped his brow, massaged shoulders unused to the bucket-yoke, and wondered if ever a tenant-in-chief before him had known such a wedding-day. He was hot and tired and filthy and labouring like a scullion; he was ravenous and his supper promised to be less than adequate; he had not ventured his nose within the bower but he could guess at the lodging it would offer, and yet he was aware of immense enjoyment. He caught Durande’s mirthful eye, and they grinned at each other like brats in mischief. He thought of all they had missed; his mother’s cousin the Bishop to marry them in a blaze of candles, vestments and altar-plate; the dazzle of silks and brocades and embroidery; the formal feast with guests by the score and speeches droning; the tipsy, hilarious procession to the bed and the stale jests and ribald laughter as bride and groom were undressed and laid together. This was better by far.

The last platter clattered on the pile and Durande straightened. Hélie, who had seen enough of her hands in servants’ work, swooped and bore her off to the bower. She came into his arms as naturally as a child. Oddly enough, it was he who knew shyness, remembering shamefully Osanne de Périval, small and slight and tantalizing, and the arts of harlotry she had taught him. Then he forgot her and all else but the tall and generous body in his hold, the warmth and eagerness that sent his spirit mounting triumphantly as a flame. His lips moved down from her mouth to her throat, where a pulse throbbed under his kisses. Her strong arms tightened about him, and she breathed his name against his ear.

Gasping and shaken, they drew apart at last, and he held both her hands to his thumping heart. Her face was a pale wonder in the gloom, between the dusky braids of heavy hair, as he had first seen her. ‘I did not know love was so beautiful,’ she whispered.

Suddenly the bower’s sordid ugliness pierced him the more keenly. He would have set her amid all the luxuries of a queen’s chamber and reckoned them little enough, and he looked round on dirt and dilapidation, the frowsty bed covered with filthy matted sheepskins, the blankets riddled to corruption by moths.

‘And I brought you here for our marriage-night!’ he burst out in remorse.

‘What matter? Your love is enough,’ she answered serenely.

‘You set too little value on yourself!’ he said harshly, scalded with self-loathing. ‘God knows I am not worthy —you know I wasted love on an adulterous whoring—’

She said simply, ‘That is past.’

He drew breath sharply. ‘It is your right to know, Durande. She dazzled and deceived me; she used my folly to conceal her intrigue with a greater paramour; she lied my best friend to death, and at the last her husband slew her. And tonight I would give Trevaine itself to come to you as my first love!’

‘It will content me to be your last.’

‘That I swear to be.’ He lifted her hands to his lips, shamed and yet purged of that dead folly, and she gripped his fingers tightly. Then he drew her out into the fading daylight.

The toasted collops of venison pleasantly tickled their discomfited nostrils. Supper was shortly augmented by two small girls, toiling up from the village with a great bowl of frumenty, new wheat boiled with milk and honey, and a basket of eggs, despatched by the reeve’s wife, who had doubtless made a sound guess at the state of Osbern’s pantry. To the famished company this transformed the meal to a veritable wedding-feast, and the venison being ready long before the bath-water, they washed hands and fell to, outside under the flaring sunset around the cooking-fire. As they finished Gino rose and slipped inside, emerging after some time to grin and wink at Hélie.

‘We will sleep in the stable, my lord, on sweet straw.’

‘Should we not set a guard, Lord Hélie?’ asked Stephen.

‘A guard? What need?’

‘Them witches saw to it you’d not get home this night, my lord. Who’s to guess what mischief they mean you?’

‘Lord of Heaven, what harm can come to us in my own lodge? You think too long on witches, Stephen.’

He subsided a little sullenly. An aptitude to know better than others must run in the Trevaine blood, Hélie reflected with rueful amusement. Then his half-brother heaved himself to his feet, a reluctant smile on his mouth, and said formally, ‘God grant you joy of each other, my lord, my lady.’ He swung the heavy gate shut, heaved the great wooden bar into its sockets on either post, and entered the stable without glancing back.

There was a small bath-tub in the bower, warped and leaking from disuse, and Hélie carried in hot water for his bride. Himself he stripped in the courtyard and scrubbed himself from a wooden bucket. One day he would teach her the pleasure of bathing together, but one dealt gently with a virgin’s modesty. His heart turned Stephen’s wish to a prayer, that Durande might find joy in his arms. The fire had died to hot coals, pulsing scarlet in the wind with little blue flames flickering across them; the glow was hot on his flesh and flushed his fair skin with reflected light. Dusk was filling the corners and settling under the palisade, creeping out like mist over the open bailey, but the blue-green sky held light above the first stars pricking the east.

Gino stood by smiling, and when he was done sluiced a bucketful of fresh water over him and passed him a clean but musty-smelling towel unearthed from some chest in the bower. Competent in all he set hand to, Gino had made of himself the finest body-servant heart could desire.

‘And when do you start for Italy?’ Hélie asked him, between jest and apprehensive earnest.

‘When you dismiss me, Lord Hélie.’

‘I would rather not spend my days belting the tails of addleheaded pages.’ He briskly towelled his broad chest and lean belly, grinning at his one-time brigand with the comradeship that was never mentioned between them.

‘I will not say that you have chosen wisely,’ pronounced Gino benevolently, ‘for your head is too full of moonshine for wisdom to enter it. It must be the good God led you by the hand to your lady.’

Hélie retreated behind the towel and mercilessly rubbed his hair, spluttering laughter and flushing scarlet together. The accusation was neither new nor unjust, and he did not dispute its accuracy. He had entered this entanglement in chivalrous indignation for an ill-used girl, and found a prize beyond his expectation or desert. ‘With two of you to utter wisdom in either ear, I have put myself between the upper and nether millstones,’ he said resignedly. Gino chuckled. He took the damp towel and swung Hélie’s cloak about his bare shoulders. They grinned at each other in perfect understanding. Hélie kicked his feet into his shoes, gathered up his clothes and sword-belt and strode towards the hall door, his heart beating oddly and his breath coming short.

Durande stood white and straight by candlelight, tugging a comb through the fall of hair that veiled her to the thighs. He dropped his bundle, the sword clattering unheeded, let fall his cloak and reached her in three strides. He caught up two great handfuls of that heavy mane that clung to his fingers and brushed tingling against his breast, and buried his face in its softness. Her hands gripped his shoulders, trembling a little. ‘Do not fear me, Durande,’ he murmured, lifting his head to meet her wide dark eyes. Softly he smoothed back her hair from shoulders and breasts. ‘Dear girl, you are beauty’s self!’ She whispered his name. He fastened his mouth on her parted lips, and their bodies melted together like two flames.

He drew her gently to the bed. The final bathetic disenchantment of that incredible wedding-night met them. Gino had pitched sheepskins and frowsty blankets into the furthest corner and made up the bed with incorruptible linen sheets, but as Hélie twitched back the uppermost the advance skirmishers of a hostile host scuttled from the candlelight. Hélie stiffened furiously, his arm tensing about his bride’s shoulders, and she uttered a shaken chuckle. He exploded.

‘God’s Glory! I will not share our marriage-bed with vermin whose name is legion!’

He wrapped his cloak round her, scooped up her clothes and his own, and tucked his sword firmly under his arm. ‘Will you venture new hay in a shed with me, Durande?’

She flung her arms about him and choked on laughter. ‘Or the grass under the stars—anything! Holy Saints, what manner of wedding-night we have!’

Laughter struck him like a club. They clung together, sobbing and helpless, until they could reel from the bower hand in hand, half-blind with tears and crowing like inebriated roosters. Gasping with mirth, they crossed the courtyard. Together they tore apart stacked hay, and weeping with laughter spread it for a bed. Between passion and laughter they lay down under Hélie’s cloak, and found their joy together.
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Hélie woke in darkness, the sweetness of hay in his nostrils. Durande’s head was warm upon his shoulder, her arm across his body, her hair spread over his breast. He smiled with drowsy content and lay listening to her steady, gentle breathing. The dear weight of her was heavy against his side, dearer than ever for the half-shy, half-eager love she had given him. God had surely led him by the hand; sleepily he acknowledged his debt.

In far Provence, between foemen and husbands a man learned to sleep lightly and rouse alert. Old habit pricked him. The smile quitted his lips, and he lifted his head a little, wondering what had wakened him. Some sound or stir outside had pierced his sleep, but who or what should be afoot in the bailey before dawn? Then a thin flicker of reddish light glanced through a chink in the shed’s flimsy door, and to his nostrils was borne a faint drift of smoke. Yet the cooking-fire had sunk to embers by sundown, and the brief fierce flare of the foul rushes had consumed them to ashes long before that.

Durande’s hand gripped his arm, and her head lifted. Her body tensed in his hold, and her hair brushed his skin. She too woke with all her senses in her, wary and still as he. He breathed a warning hiss that would have reached no further than her ears, gently freed himself and reached for his clothes. A faint but strengthening light was probing every gap in the rickety shed. He scrambled into tunic and shoes and belted on his sword. Durande, a dim shadow beside him, was flapping into smock and gown. A thin, unmistakable crackle brought him to the door. He opened it far enough to put forth his nose, alarm making him cautious.

The courtyard was full of red light and flickering shadows. The hall’s thatch was ablaze in half a dozen places, and as he peered, fire streaked from the sky and struck with a solid thud near the ridge. Crackling flame clutched dry straw, and smoke plumed up. Hélie’s heart jumped. Fire-arrows! A scrape and a scuffle jerked his head towards the gate. The fire picked out pale hands and faces; two men inside the palisade, already running for the hall; a third astride the gate and swinging over. He scrabbled at its darkness with both hands. The bar grunted in its sockets.

Hélie ran at him. The Devil only knew how many of his minions awaited the gate’s opening outside. The thud of Hélie’s soft shoes or some eye-corner glimpse whipped the fellow about, a long knife glinting red. He dodged nimbly aside with a warning yelp. Hélie swung about, his back to the threatened gate, and slashed back-handed. The man was light and quick; he dropped to one knee under the blow and lunged at Hélie’s midriff. The other two had reached the hall door; now one came running back with uplifted spear, while the other nocked an arrow to bowstring. He drew. Over his assailant’s head Hélie caught the tiny twinkle as he shifted aim, trying for a clear shot. From the stables sounded a shout of alarm, a squeal and a crashing of hooves.

Hélie sprang to the left, across the knife’s path instead of away, his sword beating inward. It bit and jarred on bone. The knife leaped high, a ruddy sparkle; a warm sticky fountain spattered Hélie’s face, and the knave reeled away screeching and sank against the gatepost. An arrow tugged sharply at Hélie’s tunic, its feathers brushing his skin. Gino and Stephen tumbled shouting out of the stables. The second man checked. The archer drew again, and as he sighted along the shaft, Durande, running along the wall out of his line of vision, hurtled at him and struck up his arm. The arrow sang harmlessly over the palisade. Her right hand drove at his side, and he folded up. She pounced for his fallen bow and crouched over his squirming body.

The survivor raised a piercing screech. Hélie ran at him, and Gino and Stephen came pelting from the stables. Another shaft whistled past Hélie’s nose. The firelit courtyard, all leaping reflections and flickering flamelight, was alive with skipping shadows. Pale smudges of faces on the outer fringes of night lifted over the palisade, dropped and scattered. Spear-points and knives glinted. The dry old thatch and the rafters beneath were roaring ablaze from end to end, and the walls taking fire; by the crimson glare Hélie engaged with the spear. The fellow backed, jabbing clumsily; he had never fought anything deadlier than a bayed wolf. Hélie parried contemptuously. The man threw himself headlong, rolled clear and to his feet as Gino reached him and struck home. Durande came running, the archer’s quiver over her shoulder and an arrow ready nocked. The men closed about her.

At least half a dozen shadows ringed them, and a screeching beyond the palisade told of others outside. Durande’s bow twanged, and was answered by a howl and a clatter. The skulking shapes merged back into the darkness. These were not hardy veterans but untried peasants daunted by unexpected resistance, not yet aware of their overwhelming advantage.

Hélie was piercingly aware of it. Once this rabble nerved itself to murder they were finished, surrounded and pinned down by archers. To take refuge in any of the buildings was to be burned alive, to stay unmailed was to be shot down at the first volley. Above the squealing of swine, the neighing of horses, the clamour of poultry and the blaze’s roar he heard a high voice yelling orders. A couple of ill-aimed shafts sang between them.

‘Durande, Stephen, the gate! Gino, the horses!’

A shadow started round the blazing hall with a brand flaring in either hand and ran across the open, hair streaming and kilted skirts flying. With a hoot of malevolent triumph she reached the stables untouched by Stephen’s hasty shaft, and hurled her flaming fragments, one upon the roof and one inside.

Thatch and straw erupted into instant conflagration. Even as they ran the dry old wood was catching alight. Sparks spat, flames licked at them, and the horses’ blood-freezing screams obliterated all other sound. Hélie slammed his sword into its sheath, flung up his left arm to shield his eyes and plunged after Gino into Hell’s mouth.

Loose straw blazed fiercely yellow under their feet; Gino kicked it right and left. Smoke gushed choking and blinding into their faces, sparks spun before their streaming eyes, and the horses plunged and reared beyond the fire, screaming in terror and dragging back from the halter-ropes that tethered them to the long manger, where already the hay was flaring. Hélie lunged at the nearest, Durande’s palfrey. He dodged the frantic brute’s hooves and teeth by a marvel, snatched at ear and nostrils and tried to drag down its head. He had nothing to fling over its eyes and blindfold it. Gino’s knife flashed, sawing at the halter until it parted. Choking and coughing, he hauled on its mane. The thatch was all but consumed, the flimsy bough rafters ablaze and crackling. Embers rained through. Hélie stamped at flames licking round his bare legs, kicked away loose fire, wrenched savagely at the maddened palfrey’s head. By main force he and Gino dragged it from the blazing manger, got its head down so that the Italian could throw an arm across its eyes, and pulled it to the door. Scenting clean air, it tore from them and bolted out.

They turned back, dizzy, scorched, half-stifled and nearly blind, to the other beasts, screaming in pain and fright and struggling in such panic that there was no sense to be had from them. The roof lurched inward with an ominous rending and a gush of fire. A hoof sent Gino spinning against the wall. He slid down it and lay writhing and coughing in the red-stranded black ashes. Fiery fragments showered from the disintegrating roof, and the wall over the manger split and reeled, fire lacing every seam. A furnace-breath seared Hélie. He stooped to grab up Gino and flung himself somehow through the doorway as the whole shed collapsed. He fell to his knees, struggled half-up, tangled with Gino’s dragging legs and fell flat. The trapped horses’ appalling shrieks filled his brain.

He gulped air into his scorched lungs and twisted his head. Stephen and Durande had reached the gate; his half-brother was struggling one-handed with the heavy bar and trying to shield her with his body. A shaft stood from his left shoulder, and his arm swung uselessly. Durande laid her sturdy body to the pull with sure strength, her long hair that had enmeshed his heart flung loose over her shoulders. Her palfrey was threshing in its death-throes, an arrow between its ribs. He struggled up as the high voice screeched commands. Behind him the burning horses fought and screamed.

Out of the shadows they came like a pack of curs, vicious and scared together, yelping to hearten themselves. There were women among them, skirts hitched about bare legs; it was a woman who led them, a pitchfork levelled in her two strong hands. He drew his sleeve across his streaming eyes and knew her, the virago ale-wife who had fired the stable. Hélie twisted free of Gino’s coughing body and heaved himself to one knee fumbling ineffectively at his sword, urgently realizing that they must win out into the friendly night. Then he heard the drumming thunder of hooves up the slope, the shouts and oaths, and over all else a high clear voice yelling in French.

‘Rescue! Rescue! Open the gate!’

The closing pack faltered. Stephen threw all his weight and force against the stubborn bar and heaved it groaning from its sockets. He raised a gasping cheer as it clattered from his grip, and dragged the gate round. Durande whooped and loosed another flashing shaft. Hélie lurched gasping to his feet and fumbled his sword out. The virago shouted, and a man ran against him with a boar-spear, his spider-limbed shadow jerking before him to give warning. Hélie leaped inside the thrust; the spear’s cross-bar jolted his ribs as he hacked. In the instant of impact he knew the malevolent young face, no longer vacuously witless, and then it was split and hurled aside. The mother’s wolf-howl chilled him. He swung round. The gate stood wide. Already the wolf-pack had scattered into the darkness. Stephen reeled against the gate and lifted his good hand in thankful salute to the first mailed rider spurring for it. He waved an imperative arm and pulled his horse round, and the half-dozen men at his back clattered headlong into the firelit bailey and parted to seize it. Hélie drew a long breath of relief and reached a hand to Gino, staggering to his feet. Durande stepped to Stephen’s side, and he lifted his head to grin, his fine teeth and tawny thatch catching the firelight. The captain wrenched his horse round on its haunches beside him, his sword flashing high.

‘That for you, ravisher!’ he yelled, and split Stephen’s defenceless face apart.


As he slid down Durande screamed. The rider swung down and grabbed at her, and she dragged back and beat at his helmet with her bowstave. He grappled with her. Hélie hurtled at him, ducking under the loosed horse’s pawing hooves. The fellow had one arm round Durande and was trying to catch her flailing arm, pressing close as she battered at him. Hélie checked his swing at their locked bodies, and turned it into a thrust as a mailed back glinted. The iron rings held, thwarting the point, but the murderous force behind it broke his hold and sent him staggering. He tripped on the fallen bar and went rolling under the sword’s sweep. Hooves thudded. Durande’s warning cry whirled Hélie round to see her striking at a rider’s face with her bow. Gino leaped out of darkness as the horse reared, his dagger ramming into the brute’s straining barrel. Horse and man clattered over. By the blazing buildings others charged.


Hélie abandoned vengeance, grabbed his wife’s arm and plunged through the gateway. ’Left!’ he gasped, and they leaped from the bridge and fled along the shallow ditch, under the palisade’s shadow. Beyond it hall and stables flared to the stars in crimson wrath, signalling across the valley, but the village below lay silent and dark, deep-sunk in the ale-barrel stupor of Hélie’s own providing. Yet there were vague shadows fleeting in the dark, voices calling to and fro, and through all Gytha the ale-wife crying curses on him who had killed her son. Hooves crashed on the bridge-planks, and torches flared.

They gained the corner unseen; torches blinded their holders’ eyes for looking into darkness. Hélie scrambled up the nettle-grown slope, swearing under his breath, and paused a moment on all fours at the scarp’s top. Behind were mailed horsemen, before them the witch-rabble; the night was alive with foes.

A bush nearby rustled. He jumped straight through it like a pouncing lion, and a half-seen black bulk went down under him with a grunt and a jarring thud. He fell soft, knees in a quailing belly, pushed up with a hand on the winded body and hauled his sword round for a thrust. Abruptly he checked. Under his left hand was the flaccid roundness of a breast. He could not strike home. He saw the open mouth gaping for air, reversed the sword and smote sharply with the pommel behind the ear. The jerking body stilled. He scrambled erect to find his companions on either hand.

‘Up to the woods!’ he muttered, and led the way at a lope. The moon had not yet risen, and drifting clouds obscured the stars, but the sky gave light enough for him to pick a way across the waste between black thickets and pale rocks, though stones and tussocks forced him to a walk. They gained the woods unchallenged, and turned to look back. Torches flickered back and forth like bright moths, shouts came thinly to their ears, and behind the palisade every building flamed skyward for vengeance. Figures crossed the glare, black and sharp. Hélie saw spindle-shanks nimbly bearing an incongruous pot-belly, and his fist closed fiercely on his hilt.

Bearing south, they presently sighted the horsemen, gathered in a group below the gateway, torches flaring high. They showed no interest in such ignoble quarry as the witch-pack, which was still ranging the darkness, shouting back and forth. Only the collision between the two companies of killers, Hélie knew, had let them escape alive, and the alliance made ugly logic. And he had seen no more of Stephen’s murderer than hauberk and helmet.

‘Who was he, Durande? Fulbert?’

‘My cousin Oliver.’

‘We under-rated him,’ he said grimly, once his tongue had freed itself from the fetters of shock. Yet Oliver, however determined to enforce his ordering of Durande’s future even at the sword’s edge, was less likely than Fulbert the goat-man to join himself to this monstrous brood.

‘The Devil fry him!’ snarled Gino. ‘My lord, he mistook your brother for you!’

‘And by now he will have learned his error,’ agreed Hélie, and led them on, south by the edge of the forest. The sky was paling in the east for moonrise; it was not yet midnight. Even as the surprise of that struck him, he heard the wolf-pack’s questing howls change to a concerted yell. The woman he had stunned had recovered and set them on the trail. He glanced back. Far-spread torches whirled and gathered into a constellation, and then mounted the slope. He broke into a trot, aware for the first time of bruises and burns, and an angry sorrow for his half-brother.

The trees pushed them eastward with the clearing’s fringe. Under them lay impenetrable blackness where they might blunder blindly until disaster tripped them. Yet they must venture; to linger in the open was surer death. Hélie glanced up constantly at the screening canopy overhead, and at last found a slight break in it, an irregular line of star-pierced sky threading through. He turned into it, and felt with vivid relief, beneath his feet, the hard-packed earth of a trodden path.

They followed it hand in hand, breathing hard and occasionally stumbling. No one spoke. All faculties concentrated on the effort of walking. The trees closed overhead, but the bare ground seemed to have gathered from the air a dim greyness that guided Hélie. The path twisted and turned; he crept with painful slowness, a forearm up before his face, almost feeling his way. Every instinct urged him to hasten, to crash headlong into cover from the peril behind, but he harshly held himself to nerve-stretching patience. When he blundered he was speedily halted by fallen trees, dense thickets or rocks, but in time he found a kind of knack in remaining on the stone-hard track. He felt he had been straining his five senses for a week when a silvery radiance groped through the trees, the high clouds shone white, and the path became a twisting grey streak.

Hélie drew a long, thankful breath and rubbed his free hand across his smarting brow. His hair was crisped and brittle, his skin cracked and peeling, and his eyebrows broke away in fragile wisps as he touched them. He realized that he was gripping Durande’s hand in as fierce a grasp as a raptor’s, and slackened it with a shamed murmur of apology. Her clasp tightened. She had no word of reproach for him. Neither had Gino, yet his was the blame; his the quarrel with the witches, his the mistake of entering Ashley, his the heedlessness that had ignored Stephen’s warning. And Stephen had died for it. He had found and lost his half-brother in one short day’s span, and aching regret for what they might have shared was bitter within him.

Gino jerked them to a halt with a tiny hiss, and they turned to see him prick-eared and tensely listening. A thudding of hooves reached them also, and Hélie’s hand leaped in futile menace to his sword. Then he turned off the track, feeling his way cautiously through noisy hazels and clashing brambles, and they crouched among nut-laden boughs as the jingle and clatter rang close and a torch’s ruddy glare glanced among the leaves and set wild shadows whirling. Three riders trotted past, stooping and peering, but the light rocked past and the clatter faded into quiet. Hélie lifted his face that he had buried between covering arms lest its pale gleam betray him.

‘Further in and lie close! They will be back!’

They crawled into the thicket’s heart and huddled there. He drew Durande close. He could feel her heart pounding against his side, but she made no stir. It seemed hours before the riders returned, even more slowly, mail and helmets sparking back the guttering torch-flame. All sight and sound of them had been long gone before he dared straighten his cramped limbs and turn back to the path. It led south, to Warby and Trevaine, the way they would be hunted.

‘The witches will be after us at first light with dogs,’ he said flatly.

‘Dogs?’ Durande echoed sharply.

‘That swine Osbern was among them. He has a hunting-dog.’

Gino comprehensively cursed Osbern and his unlawed dog as they made the best speed the track’s surface and the moonlight permitted. Their start was none too long. Several times furtive rustles started hands to hilts, and once a heavy body plunged noisily in the undergrowth, so that they stood sweating and tense, blades half-drawn, until they heard a retreating grunt and clash of tusks and gasped with relieved laughter. They crossed an open glade, and surprised a tall hart in his new-polished antlers. The sky was greying thinly on their left when they scrambled down a steep slope to a little brook chuckling among rocks.

‘If we wade along the stream the dog will lose our scent, my lord,’ suggested Gino, veteran of a score of manhunts.

‘It will not suffice; they will hunt us to Warby gate,’ Hélie answered grimly. ‘They dare not leave us alive.’ He led on without further parley. Their lives were in his hands, his wits elaborating Gino’s suggestion and his own knowledge of the country into some sort of plan. If they merely ran for Warby they would be hunted down afoot and shot to death as helpless as deer.

The path tilted up from the stream, rougher and more rocky. Their soft shoes had never been made for hard usage, and none of them had an entire sole left; they were already footsore and limping. The trees scattered apart and humped themselves into crooked, crippled shapes among out-thrusts of grey limestone. Gorse and high bracken spread in the gaps, and an open ridge-top upheaved itself against the paling stars. Grey dawn was dimming the moon. They reached the top, and the track plunged down again into dark woods. At its foot, as Hélie had expected, ran another stream.

On its bank he turned, and led them back at the best pace he could maintain. The grey sky was brightening in the east, and all but the strongest stars had blinked out. Durande and Gino had too great need of their wind to waste it on questions; like him they had never walked a mile on their own feet since first they possessed a horse to straddle. The blood beat in Hélie’s ears, and he gulped like a stranded fish when at last he halted at the summit.

Here they had light enough to distinguish each others’ grimly set faces, and the sky was flushing for an angry dawn. A few yards away the path twisted round a jut of rocks. Hélie vaulted up onto a waist-high slab and reached down a hand. ‘Up without touching!’ he warned, and his wife’s comprehending grin lighted the dawning as she caught hold and sprang to his side. ’Keep to bare stone; scent holds best on trodden plants.’

‘A good thought,’ Gino professionally commended him. ‘Our scent being above the dog’s nose—’

‘It may win us an hour,’ Hélie finished. ‘And with the Saints’ aid—’

His head jerked up, and all the blood in his body froze. A horse had neighed, thin and clear in the dawn. He and Gino gazed white-lipped at each other. Their foes had combined. Dogs and horses together made a hunt they had little hope of evading. Every ruse would consume more time in contriving than mounted men would spend unravelling it. The whole day was before them. They could not dodge and double until another night succoured them.

‘Without horses we can only die hard,’ said Gino flatly in his own tongue.

Hélie looked desperately at Durande. She was doomed too. She had learned too much. Composedly she drew the bow from her belt and strung it, swung her quiver round and counted seven arrows. ‘Do we stand or run?’ she asked calmly.

Rags of a crazy, desperate plan fluttered across Hélie’s brain, so crazy that its improbability gave it a semblance of hope. Horses they must have at any risk, and there was only one source. He glanced quickly about him in the thinning twilight. Here would serve, where trees and rocks would split pursuit and they had light and space. He could have made use of a rope to play Fulbert’s trick, but they had nothing with which to improvise one. Gino was stooping for stones.

‘Durande, you must bait the trap. As they ride past show yourself up yonder on the top. Then slip down into the gully and creep back here through the bracken. Since horses are our lives’ price, we must take them.’

Gino straightened, his hands full of likely stones and his black eyes kindling. ‘God’s Life, we might!’

‘A poor chance—’

‘I would die trying rather than wait like a sheep to have my throat cut!’

‘Durande, if we fail, we will hold them here while we live. Run for it, lass; walk in water, and then climb a tree and wait for night. Bear westward—’

‘I have seven shafts and no wish to be your widow.’

‘Durande, if God be gracious you bear my seed within you. Grant me to die saving you—’

She leaned closer and kissed the angle of his bristly jaw, and he closed his arms fiercely on her as love and fear tore his inwards. With her to defend he would fight as he had never done in all his days. One last look sealed her image on his memory; every bead of sweat on her smoke-grimed face, every separate strand of the hair she had bundled into a rough plait at her nape; the quivering of her tightly-gripped lips. ‘Heart’s darling, forgive me!’

‘A day and a night of your love is worth the rest of a dreary lifetime!’ she murmured in his ear, and then was running up the hill, her gown kilted into her girdle and the plait thumping between her shoulders. He watched her reach the top and drop from sight.

‘The Saints take us all into their keeping, now and in death’s hour,’ he prayed aloud, and he and Gino crouched apart in cover. Peering through arching bracken-fronds, he watched the track, while the sky flushed crimson and the light strengthened, and the shadows retreated under the trees. Then he heard the click of iron on stone, the jingle of a bit-chain, and dim shapes flickered between the trees and then breasted the rise, a long bow-shot away.

The unlawed dog ran mute in leash, and Osbern trotted on his spindle-shanks that bore his paunch with unexpected lightness. After him loped the virago Gytha like vengeance embodied in fierce flesh, and eight or nine straggling behind, hard to discern by the dawnlight in their dingy homespun and dull leather. Skirts swung about bare legs; there were twice as many women as men, fleeting ruthless as wolf-bitches in a winter pack. Among them, yet not of them, five horsemen rode in a compact body, two and two behind Oliver de Collingford. Hélie clenched his empty fists at sight of that worried weasel-face. The nervous gaze flicking this way and that passed unseeing over the bracken, and he leaned to speak to Gytha by his stirrup. Hélie nodded savagely. His heart hammered.

The poacher’s dog, nose-down and eager, ran past the outcrop and the fresh scent, and Hélie relaxed a little as the hunt swept past him and down the further slope. Then a bow uttered a single deep harp-note, and a shaft sang. The dog yelped shrilly and rolled over, snapped at the arrow transfixing it and lay still. A howl of alarm and anger lifted. ‘Oh, well done indeed, lass!’ Hélie whispered, admiration for the cool sense that had improved on his orders almost choking him. Oliver screeched something, and the five riders wheeled and spurred up the slope, yelling like Saracens.

‘Kill them! No quarter! Let none escape!’ Oliver shouted, and stormed clattering among the rocks.

The ridge, as Hélie had recognized, was no terrain for an uphill charge, and the most reckless rider must use it with respect. As he leaped from concealment the men-at-arms came plunging and bucketing past, each taking his own way. He had an eye-corner glimpse of Gino’s swinging arm and heard a metallic crash, but was too busy to heed. He launched himself at the rearmost, just scrambling past the rocks. An astonished face blew a strangled yell over a mailed shoulder. A shield-arm jerked, tugging at the bridle, and a spear lunged awkwardly. The horse swerved from him, hurling a startled whinny up the slope. The shield slammed at his head as he dived in. He grabbed past it, won his grip on elbow and knee, and heaved the fellow bodily from his saddle. He snatched the reins as the horse reared and vaulted astride it while the fall’s clatter still rang. Another clang resounded as he dragged down the frantic beast’s head and glanced about him.

Gino caught the bridle of a horse running free and swung himself up, wrenching the animal round on its haunches. Another clattered past Hélie, kicking in panic at its rider who jolted head-down, his foot fast in the off stirrup. Hélie lunged at it, grabbed the rein close to the bit and hauled it to a stop, snorting and trembling. Gino halted alongside, leaned down and jerked the stirrup clear of its grisly encumbrance. Durande was running towards them through waist-high bracken. The two foremost riders, high on the crest, had reined their plunging mounts about. She halted, drew and loosed in one clean sure movement.

One of the horses screamed, bucked, and bolted for the woods. Hélie and Gino swerved to meet her, checked to catch her up into the empty saddle, and drove headlong for the witches.

The ambush had been accomplished so fast that the peasants were still gathered about the dead dog in the track, gaping astounded. One or two raised bows, and then flung themselves aside from the iron-shod hooves clanging at them. Only Gytha ran at them, lunging with her son’s boar-spear, but they were through and past beyond her reach, crashing down the slope between the scattered trees. An arrow sang over Hélie’s head. Shouts pursued them but nothing more harmful. The trees thickened to shield them, and they slowed to an easy canter once sound and sight of their foes had been lost, the red dawn at their backs and the sky bright above them.

The ground tilted again to an open ridge, and they halted a moment by tacit consent, to draw free breath and survey each other. With the end of immediate peril came reaction, and consciousness at last of weary bodies, aching bones and raw hurts. Hélie’s bare legs were scorched and blistered. Gino, having slept fully dressed, had been less vulnerable to fire but was lucky to have his ribs intact. All were seared by showering sparks. By rights they should all have been charred corpses in the lodge’s embers, another regrettable accident contrived by a man cunning in such expedients. It was an odd irony that Osbern’s own swinish habits had saved their lives.

Hélie looked at his wife with anxious compunction. This was a sorry morning-gift for the bride he had vowed to cherish. Her sombre dirty face brightened a little, and silently she joined her hand to his in a hard grip. Their love was above question, needed no reassurance. Shame and scandal could not stain their marriage; it was set apart and inviolate. And when they had been married many years and their children stood about them, Hélie thought confusedly, it would be good to look each into the other’s mind and need no words for understanding.

Gino’s horse stirred uneasily, and brought him to reality. He nodded to the two who should have been three, bitter remembrance of Stephen butchered in his place dispelling his thankfulness, and started his mount into a walk. His hand felt for his sword-hilt as he hoped that the blade should next be drawn against Oliver de Collingford. Durande ranged alongside him, stony-faced.

‘I regret that he is your cousin, Durande.’

‘Forget that when you do justice, Hélie.’

He shook his head. ‘I shall remember that he forgot it first.’ He rode on in silence, picking his path over the rough ground. ‘My head was too full of Fulbert to have room for sense!’ he declared savagely. ‘How could he ever have been the masked devil? This evil is rooted among the peasants, and he is a Norman outlander who cannot string a dozen English words into a sentence!’

‘But it matches all I know of Oliver.’

Hélie enumerated the points that would have been obvious but for his blind obsession with the mercenary. ‘Bred in this district, corrupted by a witch nurse, knowledgeable with simples, a widower with none to dispute his night-ranging. And, by God’s Justice, willing to throw you to Fulbert to close his mouth!’

‘I suspect,’ said Durande mordantly, ‘that Fulbert was marked for his next victim.’

‘After us? I would give a deal to learn what Fulbert knows.’

‘He knows that neither he nor I murdered Robert, and that is enough.’

More than enough for that cool opportunist, Hélie reflected. The attempt to throw him to the man-killing stallion had completely betrayed Oliver to Fulbert, a hard man indeed to be rid of. Safest to pay the knave his price and await the chance to arrange another regrettable accident, but Hélie had disrupted the bargain, and now Oliver de Collingford must murder all three to save himself. He wondered where the man’s vicious panic had taken him now, and instinctively drew closer to his wife.

They pressed the horses over the ridge and down through thick woods to a stream. They turned right-handed into it and rode in the water upstream until they reached a paved ford and a track running south-west, which they followed gratefully. The horses were weary, and none was up to Hélie’s weight. He changed frequently with Gino, and in the rougher parts they all dismounted to lead them, but they had been hard-ridden half a day and a night and were near foundering. When he judged the pursuit fairly lost Hélie ordered a halt in an open hollow, stripped off their saddles, rubbed down their sweating sides with handfuls of grass and loosed them to roll and graze.

Durande, who had calmly disregarded her husband’s objections to her acting as groom, let her wisp of grass drift to the earth and stretched herself. She exchanged pregnant glances with Gino. The two were already in alliance, which both pleased and alarmed him for whose benefit they collaborated. Gino with ostentatious tact fussed with the lathered saddle-cloths, spreading them over bushes to air. Durande took Hélie by the hand and drew him to the shade of a thick-barrelled oak.

‘You must rest too, dear lord.’

She sank down between its mossy roots, her upturned face all concerned tenderness. It brought him to his knees beside her, and then with a queer sound between a grunt and a sob he sprawled out, rolled over and buried his angry, unhappy head in her lap. Her fingers moved in his singed, smoky hair, and he blurted his misery in a muffled gasp.

‘If I had not over-ridden him—’

Her hands clasped upon his nape, steady and firm, and his own gripped the rough stuff of her gown. She said no word, but he felt her stoop closer as though to shield him from the blame and regret he visited on himself. He twisted his head round.

‘I would have loved him,’ he muttered.

‘And your bitterest grief is that you know none,’ she finished softly.

She knew. This was not sorrow, but harsh disappointment, the loss of something he had desired and never known. He had liked Stephen for his forthright honesty, his independence, his pigheaded stubbornness; most of all, humanly and naturally, for the resemblance that had been his death.

‘If I had only listened—he wished to keep watch—’

‘He would have died the sooner. Would they have let a guard deter them?’

He heaved himself to his knees. After a moment he nodded grimly. She was right, and his heavy burden of self-reproach lightened a little. He met her eyes, and saw them brimming bright, her cheeks streaked with tears.

‘I liked him too,’ she said simply.

He drew her remorsefully to his shoulder, resting his chin on her thick hair. It was for him to comfort her, not selfishly to seek comfort. ‘He was a man to like. Oh, Durande, what a Hell-assailed wedding-night!’

‘Nothing can quench our joy,’ she murmured, her voice muffled against his tunic. ‘But the rest—the malice and viciousness—Stephen dead, and that man I slew. I cannot put him from me—an empty carcase in an instant, dead in his sins. Foolish, I know—’

‘Not foolish at all, dear girl, to regret a soul sent unrepentant to Hell.’

‘You feel it so—a knight used to warfare?’

‘Inadequately used,’ answered Hélie, remembering the lad bred to evil whom he had hurled from scarce-tasted life to damnation, and whose face would come between him and sleep for many a night. ’The habit of bloodshed callouses men’s hearts,’ he admitted.

Her hand gripped his. ‘I thank God yours is not calloused, Hélie.’ She looked up in frank worship, and he flushed uncomfortably, uneasily wondering how she would regard him when she discovered him to be imperfect clay. And it was odd to be commended for a lamentable deficiency.

‘What Gino reckons a young fool with a head full of moonshine,’ he said wryly, drew her head to his shoulder and smoothed the tangled masses of her hair.

They rested in silence, half-dozing. The horses cropped the grass with a soft, tearing sound. Gino left the saddles and sprawled under a bush, his head discreetly averted and his sling under his right hand. Insects hummed. Somewhere a squirrel scolded. Dark clouds heaved up above the trees, but the sun shone with treacherous brilliance, and the heat smothered them like a damp blanket. Hélie, rousing, cast an apprehensive glance at the ominous sky. They had six leagues of rough going before them, and by the look and feel of it this would be a storm to record in chronicles for future generations’ edification. If it broke upon them before they had struggled out of the forest their plight would be desperate. A heavy downpour in the hills would render the fords impassable and bring the floods over the road through the lower valley. And though he reckoned their trail lost to the witches, he had already sorely misjudged both their malice and their tenacity.

He pulled Durande to her feet, and they saddled up. The brief rest had scarcely refreshed the horses, yet they had no choice but to abuse them. The hill tracks were uniformly atrocious, and Hélie regretted more bitterly with every mile that he had responded to last night’s alarm in nothing but a tunic; he was vilely saddle-galled. When they dismounted to spare the horses Durande cut and tore long strips from her ample skirts to protect their battered feet, and as they went they snatched blackberries and unripe hazel-nuts to ease the gnawing of empty bellies.

It was a gruelling journey, and he watched and worried over his young wife. She for her part swung along like a sturdy lad, accepting his aid over the roughest footing, not because she needed it but because the gesture pleasured them both. Her square face was caked with dust and streaked with sweat, her ruinous gown was hitched almost to her knees and her bare legs striped with scratches and blotched with nettle-stings, and as the miles fell behind them her eyes were dark-shadowed by fatigue, but she neither faltered nor whined. She was beauty’s self to him. She held him heart and mind and body, and he looked forward fiercely to vindicating her honour in the teeth of Collingford and Warby and Trevaine itself.

They raced the storm along the hill paths and by the forest’s edge through the valley, and Saint Christopher stood their friend. The thunder-clouds piled higher, the colour of a day-old bruise, edged with white where the sun thrust spears of livid light through them. The close heat, held in by them as by a great fur, pressed heavy and thick. The horses, for all their careful husbanding, were lathered and exhausted. Yet the ways were dry, the fords as low as a rainless month had left them, and in the late afternoon they climbed the ridge between Trevaine and Warby and halted to look over the valley. Hélie’s eyes went to the further ridge they had cautiously circled. From this height he could just discern the broken tower’s topmost fang jutting above the young trees. Rohese’s hovel was hidden in its thicket, but a thin plume of smoke wavered against the dark woods. His weary mouth hardened.

‘Durande, will your cousin run or fight?’

‘Fight.’

Her flat certainty did not match his brief acquaintance with Oliver de Collingford. ‘You know him,’ he said doubtfully.

‘He is a weakling won to this power. Life and death are his to command, revenge for all slights, rule over these crazed peasants. It is a madness in his blood. He cannot cast it aside and run.’

He nodded soberly; she had insight and wisdom, his redheaded girl. ‘And he can have no idea we know he is the witches’ devil in a goat’s mask. For that, I cannot prove it—yet.’ He gazed bleakly from Rohese’s smoke to the ruin where Reginald de Warby’s infamous spirit still ruled two generations after his body had returned to dust.

‘What will you do, Hélie?’

‘He sold you and murdered my brother. With God’s aid I will tread him out and all his monstrous confederacy.’

She gazed into his inexorable young face, and crossed herself. ‘Amen to that.’

He took her hand, his tight mouth softening, and turned back to the drooping horses. Slowly, for the beasts were all but used up, they approached the crossroads and the track he had ridden from Trevaine three brief days ago that lay behind him like half a lifetime. As they came into sight of it he heard a brisk rattle of hooves, and drew rein, leaning to see. Then he growled suddenly in his throat as he recognized the nearer rider, and thrust his horse out before him.

A lance of ghastly sunshine stabbed the churning clouds and momentarily laid its weird light upon him, huge and savage and vivid against the murky gloom. The girl’s red hair flamed like a torch as she prodded her mount alongside, her strung bow in her hand and her right foot kicked free of the stirrup. The leading rider jerked his stallion back upon his haunches, his hand leaping instinctively to his sword hilt, but with it half-drawn he slammed it back into the scabbard with an exasperated oath and spurred to meet them. Hélie awaited him unmoving. He slid to a halt within blade’s reach, a familiar bird of ill-omen.

‘I suppose I should have expected you,’ he observed in sour acceptance of another unwelcome complication.
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THOMAS DE TREVAINE regarded his lord with equal lack of enthusiasm, sharpened by strong reprobation as his gaze took in the full enormity of his appearance and his company. He bowed formally from the saddle. ’ ‘Save you, my lord,’ he greeted him stiffly, his disapproval so extreme that no flicker of normal human curiosity moved his countenance. He inclined his head in bare acknowledgement of Durande's presence. ‘I rejoice that you are safely returned,’ he declared, in a voice singularly devoid of rejoicing. ‘Do I congratulate you on having worsted Fulbert of Falaise?’


‘If you can bring yourself to do so,’ Hélie agreed evenly.

‘Cousin, I would present—’

‘I am already acquainted with the lady,’ Thomas interrupted curtly. ‘God's Life, my lord, you must be out of your senses! Your lady mother is sorely distressed, and Lady Hermeline likewise, so that I am sent to make what peace I can for you, if she is in any way inclined to be reconciled after the intolerable affront you put on her—’

‘Beyond any patch you can cobble,’ Hélie interposed, his lips twitching with undutiful mirth, as Thomas paused to catch his wind. ‘But, cousin—’

‘You owe it to your mother to honour the arrangements she has made, my lord, not to flout them to her face! And if you are so devoid of seemly respect that you thrust this murderess under her roof—’

Durande exploded first. ‘Who gave you authority to rate your liege lord like an unschooled brat?’

Thomas, his mouth ajar, recoiled as though a worm he had spurned had reared up a viper's head against him. The squire goggled frog-eyed behind him. Durande thrust forward, her beauty blazing in that terrible sunlight. Beneath hard fury, enchanted delight filled Hélie that she should spring to war for him. ‘If you have sufficiently emptied yourself of choler, Thomas, to permit me to finish what I have twice attempted,’ he announced icily, ‘I will present you to my lady wife.’

The furious scarlet of Thomas's face changed to the hue of a new-made cheese, and his eyes stood from their sockets. Twice he opened and shut his mouth before he could croak incredulously, ‘You have—you have married her?’

‘I have.’

‘No! Not even you—and an irregular marriage—’

‘By the Ashley priest, with all the village to witness. We are wedded and bedded. Bridle your tongue!’

‘You had no consent of your kin or hers!’ he growled in dazed persistence. ‘It can be set aside! It must be!’

‘It stands before God and man!’ Hélie avowed, loosing the full power of his deep voice so that it rang through the hushed and listening woods. ‘This is my true and lovely lady, guiltless of all wrong, and I will defend her on your carcase if need be!’

This was a Hélie Thomas had never met, and he stared slack-jawed for a moment into the fierce lion's eyes, his own wide with unbelief. Yet even now he could not unlearn the habit of arrogant years. 'You have excelled yourself in folly this time, you young madman! My duty as your elder kinsman—’

‘I am not, thank God, a minor under your tutelage!' declared Hélie, goaded at last into plain speech. ‘I am of full age and your liege lord, and if you do not choose to stomach my rule or my marriage you may quit Trevaine with my free leave!’

The ultimatum halted Thomas as though he had run upon a stone wall. ‘You—are you threatening to dismiss me?’

‘The choice is yours.’ The man might be sixteen years his senior and a stout pillar in Trevaine's edifice, but he did not rule it.

Somehow Thomas restrained his tongue from the irrevocable decision he would have regretted the moment it was uttered. If his expression indicated that he would very happily have slid the handiest edged tool between his young lord's ribs, that was not a matter Hélie could cite in evidence against him.

‘Will you offer the same choice to my lady your mother?’ he demanded sourly, and never guessed how near he came to being clouted headlong out of his saddle.

‘That need not concern you, Thomas,’ Hélie informed him in a voice of icy gentleness, throttling wrath by main force.

‘You have broken your poor mother’s unhappy heart,’ Thomas complained, descending with so sudden a thump from his pinnacle of lofty outrage that Hélie’s unruly sense of humour was tickled.

‘She may console herself by considering the better bargain Vallaroy’s unpledged estates and intact dowry provide,’ he cynically retorted. He was under no obligation to tolerate his mother’s reproaches by proxy.

‘Unless you account every word of Hermeline’s as incontrovertible as Holy Writ,’ Durande interposed dryly, ‘why not wait to know me before you judge me?’

His head reared back at the challenge, and he stared at her as she sat there tall and straight and vivid as a midnight torch-flame. She met his affronted gaze with cool amusement. Love and marriage had changed Durande’s guarded calm to triumphant confidence, and the beauty that once only Hélie had recognized now shone in splendour for all men’s gaping. Thomas preferred women meek and submissive, but his eye kindled, and perhaps his sense of justice pricked him.

‘What is done cannot be undone,’ he conceded ungraciously. ‘Shall we escort you home, my lord?’

‘I have affairs to finish in Warby. Complete my mother’s errand, but lend me your squire.’

‘Complete—? God’s Life, my lord, what am I to say to Lady Hermeline?’


‘Whatever of my mother’s message your discretion suggests,’ Hélie retorted, with a flavour of sarcasm that made Thomas flush. Hélie hesitated, and then made his decision. It was possible that Oliver de Collingford had returned to Warby, and Thomas had shown some disposition to take counsel with him. He dared not entrust the truth to him lest he betray his knowledge by some change in his manner; the man would be as nervous and wary as a suckling vixen. ‘Say no word to any man or woman of this meeting or of my marriage, Thomas, and watch Hermeline for mischief. William, return straightway to Trevaine, and bid the marshal send two dependable sergeants and twenty men-at-arms, well-mounted and in war array, to meet me at this crossroads at daybreak.’


The petrified but appreciative squire came to life. ‘Aye, Lord Hélie!' He grinned, saluted, wheeled his horse and galloped enthusiastically the way he had come. A first mutter of distant thunder mingled with the clatter of his going, and the clouds had already swung a dark shutter over the livid sunray that had lighted them.

‘Twenty mounted men-at-arms?’ Thomas repeated incredulously. ‘Have you a war with Fulbert in your dish?’

‘A wasps’ nest to smoke out,’ Hélie answered grimly, and enlightened him no further.

Thomas snarled in thwarted curiosity. ‘By all the Saints, I am minded to be here myself!’ For the first time he seemed aware that their disordered state required no common explanation, and questions quivered on his parted lips. Hélie forestalled them.

‘Get you to Warby with my mother’s condolences, Thomas, or you will have to swim there!’ he recommended. He pulled his horse aside, and Thomas perforce cantered away. They watched his rigid back out of sight.

Durande chuckled. ‘If that is a fair example of what you must face, I wonder you dared wed me.’

‘My heart did come near failing me, but it was upheld by thought of your dower,’ he retorted, and laughed with her.

‘Hélie,’ she said more soberly, ‘there is a place in Hell for those who cause dissension between mother and child. Our marriage—this bitter disappointment—will she forgive you?’

‘Tenderly and mournfully, and thrice a week at least,’ he answered wryly, ‘but it will remind us that perfect felicity is not of this earth. She will reconcile herself when she has a grandchild to cherish. Spare your remorse; I should never have wedded Hermeline.’

‘I have no remorse whatever for Hermeline,’ she declared uncharitably.

He grinned, and then stared out over the valley. The thunder growled afar like a stalking lion, faint lightning flickered over the hills, and the blue-black clouds, lumbering up against the wind, had obliterated the sinking sun. The heavy air still pressed stiflingly upon them, setting the hair a-prickle on Hélie’s scalp, but a hot and gusty wind was pouncing through the grass and bracken, or swirling the dust and first-fallen leaves in sudden up-dancing spirals. The tree-tops stooped and swung to its snatching with a dry moaning, and when the wind stilled the uncanny hush of waiting hung over the breathless woods.

Hélie ran impatient fingers through his tangled hair and shifted uneasily in his red-hot saddle. Twice he had underestimated a foe, and some inner voice warned him against granting the witches this night unmolested. The horses had not been the asset he hoped. ‘If they abandoned the hunt they could have reached Warby before us and ambushed every road into it,’ he said aloud, reckoning up their circuitous way and the witches’ speed.

‘Or into Trevaine,’ agreed Gino.

‘And safe or not, Durande, you do not enter Trevaine or Warby except at my side.’

‘Had you entertained the thought that I should leave you? I have five shafts left.’

‘Rohese first. Then they will be a snake without a head.’

The storm held off, and the gloom of an early dusk gathered ominously over Warby as they circled it within the fringe of woods. Mounting the ridge, they looked down on the manor crouched behind its walls in a huddle of dull thatch, but the new stone gate-house took all the grey light to itself and gleamed starkly against the clouds. Lightning flickered blue-white behind it, and after a long pause a low rattle of thunder reached them. The peasants had brought in their beasts and retreated into their hovels, from whose roof-vents the pale smoke curled. Only a belated ploughman was hurrying his team home from the half-turned wheat stubble.

‘This night truly belongs to the Lord of Hell,’ said Gino in a tone of uneasy awe.

‘We shall never have a better chance of surprising the witch,’ answered Hélie, heading for the thicket. A memory of Stephen, speaking from the black heart of the elder-bush, visited him sharply, and he turned his head in the direction of the hunting-lodge, among whose ashes his brother lay forsaken. ‘Tomorrow I shall fetch him home,’ he promised quietly, ‘and lay him at our sire’s feet. And while I live there shall be Masses sung for his soul’s salvation, for he died in my place.’

‘Amen to that,’ Durande murmured.

Near the forest’s edge they tethered the spent horses. They were uneasy, flicking their ears stiffly back and forth and rolling white-rimmed eyes at every grumble of thunder, but too weary to do more than stamp and snort a little. All three slipped downhill between the trees. The wind tore at their crowns, and the purple-black clouds piled murkier and heavier. Fallen leaves twirled about them, and the bracken bowed in ranks. No birds called, no beasts fleeted. Premature dusk was on them, so that the pale, distant flashes startled by their brilliance.

They padded across the open space between the woods and the thicket. Here the wind had freedom to swoop on them, flapping Durande’s skirt and flattening Hélie’s tunic against his chafed bare legs. He felt it chill upon his sweating flesh, and shivered. They had almost reached the outermost bushes when they heard clearly, in the cowering hush, the clink of a dislodged stone below and beyond the hovel, on the rough path from the village.

Hélie hesitated but a heart’s beat, and then edged soundlessly through the dense, screening growth until, peering cautiously through the leaves, he could discern the witch’s door. He was just in time to see a man emerge from the thicket’s opposite edge and hurry through the overgrown garden whose herbal scent lay heavily on the air. He heard no greeting squeal from the halfwild sow, which must have been banished in expectation. The man spoke a brief word, thrust at the door and entered. Voice and bearing identified him as Oliver de Collingford.

Hélie glanced once at Gino, who nodded. ‘Durande, watch for us,’ he murmured, and they squirmed clear of the bushes and padded across to the back of Rohese’s hovel. The broken shutter had been thrust back, but yellow light leaked between the rotten slats, and as they crouched under it amid burgeoning pennyroyal, there was no impediment between their ears and the conversation within. Oliver de Collingford and Rohese were engaged in the regrettable and profitless exercise of mutual recrimination.

‘…Safely dead if you had not interfered!’ the man was complaining.

‘I could say as much also!’ the witch retorted.

‘If I had known the half-brother was with him there would have been no mistake!’

‘We knew.’

‘What call had you to meddle? By Hell’s Gate, you took a deal upon yourself—murdering the Lord of Trevaine!’

‘Murder? An unhappy accident, no more, had you let be, my lord.’

‘I had every right, defending my cousin’s honour! But how might I guess you had seen fit—’

‘No man threatens me and lives. He was dangerous.’

‘Dangerous—that overgrown pup?’

‘He would have destroyed us. I was Maiden of this Coven when your sire was sucking on his nurse’s dugs, and I know Trevaine. Once that breed set teeth in any meat they never let go.’

‘A soft young fool, and had you left him to me—’

‘Hear my counsel, Lord Oliver. Beware of rousing a soft fool’s knightly indignation, for he becomes harder than flint and implacable in his cause.’ She chuckled.

The man’s feet shifted impatiently in noisy rushes. Hélie put an eye to a yellow crack. He was standing by the dull fire, head a little bent, a rush dip on the wall outlining his head with light. The witch sat as though she had never stirred from her place. He took a couple of restless paces past her, and then turned back again.

‘That may be so,’ he said peevishly. ‘But because of this bungling the girl must die too, and I lose all profit from her.’

Rohese nodded satisfaction. ‘The spell was death. You have made sure?’

‘I brought a half-score men from Collingford. Four wait outside Warby, though he is unlikely to take his bride near Hermeline. Trevaine it will be, and the others will see to it they die at its gate.’

‘If that be his aim.’

‘Where else? He is hereabouts; Thomas de Trevaine encountered him on his way into Warby. The fool gave it away for anyone with eyes to see. When I broke the news to Hermeline that he had married my cousin, it was obvious it was no news to him. Where was he going if not home with his bride? And it will be ill done if I do not contrive to cast the blame on Fulbert of Falaise, so that that bullock Thomas rids me of him also.’

The witch’s thin giggle stirred the hairs on Hélie’s nape, even as he grimaced at his cousin’s lack of histrionic talent. ‘You learn, Lord Oliver. Aye, you devise it cunningly. And instead of mourning the lout who spurned her, Hermeline will wed you, and we shall come to the power we held in my father’s day. Aye, and she will be one of us, so that when I am gone my father’s great-granddaughter shall be Maiden of the Coven in my place. It is well done.’

‘It is but begun,’ growled the man.

‘I have spoken the words and called on the power; I have shaped the mammets and named the names. It is in her blood; she will come to it.’

Oliver shifted uneasily. ‘You drive too hard,’ he said petulantly. ‘Nothing is accomplished yet. And it is time we were gone.’ He moved to the door and opened it to look out on the ominous night. The wind swooped in and spun ashes from the flaming embers. The taper flared and guttered wildly. ‘If I could have seen to it myself—but they are dead by now.’

‘There is the last mammet to dedicate. Maybe he is dead, but we make more certain with a curse of proven power.’

‘They await us,’ the man reminded her peevishly. ‘The storm is near, and we have yet to signal for Gytha. Let us go.’ He blew out the taper.

No man budged Rohese; at the slightest hint of pressure she settled herself the firmer. ‘They will wait.’ She leaned to stir the bubbling pot and cover it with a lid, and poked two or three more bits of wood into the fire before banking it with a couple of sods of turf that lay to hand, moving with a maddening deliberation that set Oliver fidgeting again.

‘You have all prepared—and the black cock for sacrifice?’

‘Aye. We did better once. In my father’s day the god had his meed of blood, and we prospered. Power was in him, and through all the valley no man breathed but with his leave.’

‘In his day there was no law in England, and it is fifty years past.’

‘That day will come again. I have smelled blood and burning in the wind. King and lords and Church embroiled, and what a strong man seizes he may hold. Then the god shall have blood again and grant us his power, and we shall prosper, with all men’s lives and goods in our hands.’

Hélie crossed himself, his lips framing a ‘God forbid it!’ Yet Oliver de Collingford, irresolute and peevish, waiting on her pleasure, did not match his vision of Reginald de Warby’s successor as a strong man ruthless to seize and hold. Nor did that high destiny fit Oliver’s ambitions, judging by his dismayed flinching. She heaved to her feet, a vast black bulk in the banked fire’s dim glow, the core and heart of this evil.

‘Mabille tarries late,’ she said.

‘Do not look for her tonight. At the word that the lion-cub had married, my cousin Hermeline fell into the vapours, and then summoned Mabille to attend and comfort her.’

The witch’s thin chuckle was hideously triumphant. ‘Ha, but revenge will bubble in her veins! By tomorrow’s noon Hermeline will be here to ask of me a charm to shrivel their flesh and blast their souls! Said I not it was in her blood?’

Hélie shuddered with loathing, and as the two moved to the door, gripped Gino’s arm to stay him. They might have taken the pair, but they must not; they were awaited in the ruin, and would be sought if they delayed. Crouching under the low eaves, they watched them go. Rohese heaved her gross body laboriously over the rough ground, Oliver waiting on her footsteps, and the lightning played round the valley and the thunder rebounded from hill to hill. Then the trees closed on them, and Hélie loosed his bone-tight hold and whisked round the crumbling hovel to the door. It yielded under his impatient hand.

The fire winked a dim red eye, the cauldron chuckled, and the nameless things hanging from the rafters brushed harshly against his hair. He kicked away the sods so that flame sprang startling-bright, and all the stooping shadows quavered and flinched from it. He lighted the taper and set it on its pricket.

‘Search this serpent’s den with me, Gino!’

Gino hesitated long enough to cross himself, and as Hélie garnered an armful of dangling objects from the rafter-pegs he went to it like a destructive monkey. Half a smoke-blackened ham, a part-side of bacon and an oak-hard slab of beef-flank, homely strings of onions, roots and herbs hung alongside toadstools and mandrakes, a cluster of mummified bats with brittle wings, shrivelled lizards, dried toads, and grisly parts and entrails that Hélie flung shuddering into the fire without further inspection. The flames seized avidly on the unaccustomed fuel, flaring greasily, and nauseous smoke swirled among the low rafters, loath to leave the witch’s lair by the roof-vent for the heavy dusk. The thunder threatened, the flickers of lightning competed palely with the flames that lit the darkest corners.

Hélie cleared a shelf of salt-jar, spits, cooking vessels, distaff, spindles, hanks of wool and flax and sewing-box. Gino delved into a meal-tub, paddled his hand in a water-bucket, overset milk-bowl, egg-basket and stacked cheeses, tore apart a frowsty bed and disembowelled its rancid straw pallet, to no purpose. Hélie flung open the wooden chest and tossed musty clothing upon the wreckage. Under the clothing were packets of dried leaves, pots and jars covered with stretched bladder, and phials sealed with wax, but no evidence of witchcraft practised with malice against any person. The jars’ contents could be tested, and a dead dog or two would be proof of a sort, but he would need better than that to convince the King’s Justices.

He straightened, wiped his grimed and sweating hands on his tunic and glanced about the ruined room before his eyes met Gino’s. Something he had missed, and still she thwarted him, so that he seemed again to hear her thin laughter mocking him. The fire was dying again, and Gino bent to fuel it with more of her revolting ingredients of enchantment. The flames spluttered, and he averted his gaze.

For the first time he observed that the witch’s seat was not a stool, but a solid section sawn from a broad tree-stump, an old anvil-block at a guess. No lesser stool could have borne her vast carcase. Then his vague glance quickened to awareness. The stump was sunk in the deep layer of rushes that covered the earthen floor, but he could see its lower edge among them. The accumulation had not piled round it; the stump rested on top.

He shouldered past Gino and tipped it, smooth-worn and greasy to his hands. It moved more easily than he had expected, and he trundled it aside like an ale-barrel, crouched down and swept the flattened rushes from a foot-wide hole. Its earthen edges were hard almost as stone, no new digging. A bundle wrapped in cloth lay before him. He turned it to the fire and unrolled the clout.

He uncovered three grotesque little figures, crudely modelled from grimy wax and shreds of cloth and hair. Two were male, in peasant garb. The third mammet was gowned in brown home-spun, and its head stuck with a scrap of rusty-red fox’s brush twined into two plaits. Long thorns had been thrust into its eyes and belly. Gooseflesh prickled Hélie’s skin, even as he sternly told himself that here was malice but no power. Gino crossed himself and gabbled some counter-charm in his own tongue.

‘This will fit the halter to her neck,’ Hélie said bleakly.

‘More in this hole than you have brought out,’ said Gino, crouching to scrabble like a dog at a cony’s burrow. He pried up two pieces of flat board laid across, and then heaved out a stout little chest and dumped it at Hélie’s feet with an unmistakable musical jingle that surprised him, who had expected only material for witchcraft. It was padlocked, but Gino made short work of the padlock’s pretensions with a spit. It was half-full of silver pennies mingled with cheap trinkets, garnered through fifty years’ battening on sin and sickness and misery. Hélie stared speechlessly and slammed down the lid on it.

‘There is a flat stone in the bottom,’ his pertinacious servant informed him in a muffled voice, his head in the hole and his hindquarters upraised.

‘To keep the damp from rising, most likely.’

But Gino reversed himself and probed industriously with the spit and then an iron-shod spade, until he could find purchase under the slab’s edge and wrench it from its bed. They worried it out of its ancient setting. A dank earthy odour oozed coldly into the warm room, and a louder rattle of thunder made both start. Gino leaned again. ‘An earthen jar,’ he reported. ‘Something inside it, but I cannot see.’ He inserted a hand as if he expected teeth to take his fingers off. ‘Something round and hard.’ He drew it out into the firelight, and dropped it as if it had burned him. It rolled a little on the rushes and mutely reproached them with empty eye-sockets.

Neither spoke for a very long moment. Hélie was first to recover. ‘A baby—a very young baby,’ he whispered, crouching to take up the tiny frail thing, with its scarcely-joined seams, toothless jaws and the gap over its brow. There were other little bones in the wide-mouthed jar, twig-thin and brittle to his flinching fingers.

The door opened noiselessly, and a gust of colder air swirled the rushes and flattened the bright flames. Smoke swooped bitterly about them. ‘They have shot a fire-arrow from the ruin,’ Durande’s calm voice reported. She drew breath sharply as her gaze leaped from their strained faces to the skull in Hélie’s hand. She did not shriek or flinch, but the flaring fire and wild taper lighted the hurt and sorrow on her face. ‘God have pity on His innocents,’she murmured, crossing herself as she stood aside to let them reach the door. They were in time to see another streak of fire plunging meteor-like from the sullen clouds, and as it fell a third soared high.

‘The signal for Gytha,’ said Hélie, and gazed long and soberly at the little skull before he gently restored it to the jar. Without a word spoken Gino tipped back the slab and trod it firmly into its violated bed, and started to replace all else as they had found it for the Sheriff.

‘A woman once told me,’ said Durande in harsh disgust, ‘that long ago the Devil begot a child on Rohese and snatched it back to Hell at its birth, for though she waxed great-bellied no child was ever heard to cry.’

‘We have learned this night how that may come to pass,’ Hélie answered grimly, and wondered how many men had worn the goat-mask during Rohese’s life-time. He bundled up the horrid mammets, saw his wife’s mouth twist in contempt, and wished she had not seen that hideous simulation of herself pierced by thorns. He trundled back the stump and kicked loose rushes about it. Then he scowled at the dying fire. Prudence bade him remain here and seize Rohese on her return, but prudence was no predominant component of his nature, and all else urged him to the ruin to witness what took place and testify afterwards.

Durande was watching his face in the erratic light. ‘Go up and watch, that true testimony be made,’ she answered his thought as though he had uttered it aloud.

He started sharply. ‘How—?’

She smiled. ‘Do what you think right, Hélie.’

‘I will not risk you up there—or leave you—’

‘I have yet five arrows to guard your back,’ She touched his hand lightly, opened the door and glanced back over her shoulder. ‘God forbid I should lessen you, Hélie.’

He stared at the shut door, a tumult of conflicting emotions rioting within him, torn between protective concern for his love and his hard resolve to tear out every least creeping root of this perverted faith that was devouring the community’s health like mistletoe destroying a sound tree. Durande had thrust him to his duty, knowing before he did that he could not turn aside from the task he had taken up and live his lifetime at peace with shame. He nodded acceptance, and Gino resignedly crossed himself and moved to his side.

Durande’s head thrust round the door again, aureoled by a flash of lightning, and the ill-used taper guttered out. ‘Two women are coming up the path,’ she announced.

‘Coming here?’

‘And one I think is Hermeline,’ she added, a sudden grin breaking her sternness. Thunder roared, and she vanished.

Hélie and Gino regarded each other with mingled consternation and amusement, and moved one to each side of the door. They had encountered similar situations together too often to need words. Presently their straining ears discerned the rustle of movement on the overgrown path, a squeak as lightning blazed again, an expostulating murmur, a high clear voice petulantly raised.

‘And why should she not be there? Must she gather her simples under darkness, or weave magic out of the storm?’

‘Those are her secrets, my lady,’ another voice answered sullenly. ‘It is wise—’

‘Tell me again I should not come, and I will have you whipped! If she is not here I wait until she returns!’

‘My lady, you will displease her—’

‘And does she bear rule in Warby, to be pleased or displeased? I will have what I came for before I leave this hovel!’

She thrust open the door with an imperious hand, took two swift paces into the hut and halted as the darkness and stench gripped her. Hélie, standing with his back to the wall beside the door, could have reached a long arm and seized her, but did not stir. The wench Mabille trailed sulkily at her heels, and as soon as she was inside Gino, covered by the opening door, pushed it shut and stood against it. Hélie gripped her wrists and expertly jerked them behind her, and she shrieked with shock and fright, wrenching at his hold.

Hermeline whirled, her hand lifting to her mouth. The firelight flickered in her wide scared eyes, lit her pale skin and quenched itself in the blackness of gown and hooded cloak. ‘Hélie!’ she choked, recoiling against the heavy stump so that she almost fell.

Mabille plunged and jerked and twisted, her breath whimpering in her throat. She screwed her head round to glare at him in such frantic terror that in any other it would have moved him to pity, but he could have none for this creature set to corrupt her mistress. Hermeline crouched against the stump, half-paralysed. Hélie nodded to Gino, who leaped to the tumbled garments and ripped a kerchief into strips. Hélie propelled Mabille towards the bed. Hermeline, with one strangled sob, bolted for the unguarded door, wrenched it open and recoiled at sight of Durande waiting beyond. She stepped in, shut the door and set her back to it, regarding the elder girl with grim disfavour as she stiffened rigidly and parted her lips to scream.

‘Any vapours will be doused with a bucketful of water, Hermeline,’ she promised brutally, and Hermeline backed away, changing the threatened scream for an angry sob. Hélie, controlling with difficulty the maddened animal he held, spared his wife a tight smile of thanks so oddly eloquent that Hermeline gaped from one to the other, her eyes widening incredulously, and then shed tears of purest fury. Hélie had no time to heed her. He manhandled Mabille to the bed and threw her down, pinned her while Gino mastered her kicking feet and tied her ankles, and then bound her wrists. Once trussed, she cursed them in a throttled whisper, spewing such unutterable filth that Gino, after one stricken glance at the two girls, rammed the remains of the kerchief between her jaws and silenced her.

Hermeline found speech. ‘What do you—you have no right! I rule here! Loose her instantly! Take your whore beyond my boundaries!’

‘Be quiet!’ Hélie commanded very softly, and she cringed from the white wrath in his face. He regarded her with as little sympathy as he had felt for Mabille; it was outraged vanity and not blighted love that afflicted her, and she turned his stomach. ‘You are meddling in evil fouler than you guess,’ he told her grimly. ‘You came to procure a spell to harm my wife—’

‘You betrayed me!’

‘There was no pledge to betray. Rohese is in the ruin with all her black company sacrificing to the Devil, and this witch was set to seduce you to that worship! And they poisoned your brother because he uncovered their vileness.’

‘You lie!’ she screeched. ‘Your red-haired whore murdered him as I pray God she murders you! It was she—’

Durande caught up the wooden bucket and hurled its contents in one magnificent glittering arc to shatter in her face.

Hermeline stood snorting and blind, utterly silenced, her garments plastered to her rigid body and streaming into the sodden rushes. She lifted her hands and pawed futilely at her face, crowing for breath. Hélie held his own, aching to laugh, and Durande, swinging the empty bucket, waited grimly until Hermeline blinked her eyes open.

‘No man was ever charmed by screeching,’ she commented dispassionately.

Gasping, Hermeline dabbed at her saturated gown, her shocked tongue stuttering on words she could not frame, so lividly malevolent that Hélie, sharply reminded of her kinswoman Rohese, lost all desire to laugh.

‘Go home,’ he bade her harshly, ‘and thank God you are delivered from damnation.’

‘I pray for your damnation,’ she whispered viciously, and stumbled whimpering to the door.

Durande let her go, sternly impassive. Then she set down the bucket and smiled at Hélie. ‘I should call a truce to vindictiveness, since I have won what she most desired,’ she observed, and suddenly moved to him, pulled his head down to hers and kissed him on the mouth. His arms closed on her, warm and generous and steadfast, in a kind of hungry yearning, reaction from the strain and horror of the past half hour. ‘Do as seems right in your eyes,’ she said firmly, pulling back from his hold. ‘I am at your back.’

‘Dear love, I thank God for you. First, see Hermeline on her way.’ He would not set it beyond her, in her fury, to bear warning to the witches’ convocation of evil in the ruin. A brisk nod showed that Durande took his point, and in the doorway she smiled over her shoulder and then vanished into a blinding sheet of blue-white light—his wife who would be beautiful when Hermeline had withered into a querulous shrew.

Gino checked Mabille’s bonds and humanely made sure that the gag was not likely to asphyxiate her. ‘Need the wench alive to testify,’ he remarked as he shut the door on her. ‘Against a noble lord, the more witnesses the better chance of justice. Justice in this case being a stretched neck.’

There would be stretched necks enough, including Mabille’s, when all was done, Hélie reflected. Distastefully he saw what would follow his rounding-up; the Sheriff and his officers, the King’s Justices and the lawyers, Bishop and clergy all prying and questioning; the interrogations and informing, and at the last penalties and penances, an over-burdened gallows and a scandal to stink the length of England. His doing, and no other’s. He had meddled and brought it about. He could not have done otherwise, but the heavy responsibility was his to bear.
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THE storm had swung away again. Though the lurid flashes came fast on each other’s heels, and the thunder rolled with scarcely a break, they had circled westward over Trevaine, and the rain still held off. A cool gusty wind was noisy in the tree-tops, bowing down the bracken, tugging at their clothing. They hurried up the slope with no attempt at stealth. Full darkness was on them, but the receding storm showed them their way. Over Trevaine the sky flared pallid every few moments, and the thunder-growls dragged several breaths behind the flashes. Then the broken walls loomed black before them, with the weighted clouds hanging upon the snag-teeth of ruined ramparts.

They moved more cautiously now, dodging from one claw-set bramble-patch to the next as they made for the paved space where the altar of sacrifice stood. A sudden flaw of wind bore to Hélie’s nostrils the resinous scent of torch-smoke, a pungency of burned flesh and feather, and an incongruously homely kitchen-fragrance of cookery. Then they rounded the keep’s corner and looked into the sudden glare of several torches wedged into crannies of the crumbling walls. They crouched behind the stones.

A sharp fire crackled on the altar. Behind it stood the masked Master, aloof and menacing in the flames’ fluttering light, the blind yellow eyes glowing with their pulsing reflection as if they lived. Before the altar crouched a dark ring of witches, and Rohese held up a tiny black mammet with a head of tow, pronouncing in her high clear voice some formula of invocation. When she paused they chanted a response, their bodies swaying like storm-blown trees. Her voice lifted to a screech, and she lifted her arm high and plunged something into the mammet’s body. The witches shrilled exultantly. Gino gripped Hélie’s arm, shaking through all his flesh. Hélie put his other hand over the tight one.

‘I feel no pang,’ he murmured dryly.

The malediction ended. The company broke into another pattern of action. A man and two women stacked brushwood and logs on the blackened patch where other fires had burned. Rohese bulked, a black monument of evil, by the altar. Lightning spurted above her; the storm was circling back. The masked man, at once priest and incarnate god of this dark faith, stepped round the altar as the last wood was heaped on the fire.

The elder-shoot pipe twittered and skirled into the thin little tune Hélie had heard before. The witches swung into a circle about the goat-man and the unlit fire. The altar-blaze touched them with its orange glow, lighting here and there a sweat-greased nightmare face, a hand or bare leg, the yellow horn eyes in the mask, between the flashes that exposed them motionless in hard white brilliance, intolerable to gloom-accustomed eyeballs. Thunder cracked and rattled, but the shrill pipe knifed through the din. The witches moved into a slow, swaying dance, holding hands and facing outwards as they circled.

The goat-man danced in their midst, mincing on his high cloven hooves, his pale fingers skipping in time upon the pipe. The music quickened, and the circling figures danced faster. Skirts flew, bare legs flashed, faces lifted into the light and sank back into the chaos of flickering shadows and wild movement. The linked hands broke apart; men and women kicked and leaped, twirled and capered and screeched, flung off garments in shameless abandon, while the pipe twittered on and heaven’s own wrath raged above them, dry and impotent.

Someone broke from the dance, snatched a torch and came prancing back to the unlit fire, capering about it with sparks spitting and flame streaking. The dancers swirled closer, and neither they nor the two engrossed watchers had any eyes for an interrupter until she thrust fiercely, sobbing and distraught, through their ring to the goat-man and broke his tune and the dance with a screech of warning. The torchlight flared over her face. Hélie, in unbelieving consternation, recognized Mabille, who should have been securely trussed in Rohese’s hut, rousing Hell’s furies upon them.

A terrifying howl was already filling their ears as they leaped up and fled. Lightning blazed across the dark to betray and blind them. Before they had taken six strides Gino tripped on a large stone in the grass and fell full-length, and Hélie, too close behind to avoid him, blundered over his legs and went down with a breath-snatching crash.

The witches swarmed upon them, clawing hands, trampling feet and snarling faces. The goat-man and Rohese were yelling orders, the pack yelling in frenzied hate and rage. Clutching fingers closed on Hélie’s arms and throat and hair, reeking bodies piled upon him, a wooden shoe cracked against his ribs. He heaved and twisted, his lungs gasping for air, trying instinctively to snatch his dagger, but he was rolled onto his back and pinned down by too many hands. A torch spluttered almost in his face, a great shout of triumph and execration blew over him, and then authoritative voices were yapping commands. His belt tugged sharply at his middle and was gone, his knightly sword a trophy to this rabble.

Italian curses were spitting from a muffled scuffling beside him. The torch swung. Lightning spurted. Rohese’s high voice gave command. Steel flashed. The oath broke in mid-syllable to a grunt and a gurgle almost obliterated by a crash of thunder, and then figures were rising from a black huddle stilled upon the ground. Realization pierced Hélie like a sword. Gino was dead; Gino, perfect servant, constant companion, caustic critic, dear friend. He heaved himself up and onto his knees by sheer strength, wrenching at the hands that held him, snarling like the lion of his shield and crazily set on hurling himself at the goat-man who balanced on his wooden hooves before him, his horn eyes blankly and balefully reflecting the torchlight. He lifted his trident in alarmed menace. Lightning ripped the darkness behind him, tracing jagged streaks of green that lingered inside Hélie’s eyeballs, and he towered immense and terrible as evil straddling the world.

Grappling hands and heaving bodies overthrew Hélie, and he sprawled sideways. The masked monster clopped nearer and was a man again, stooping a little to peer at him through the horn eyes. The crouching group turned scared faces up to him, gabbling fear and alarm, three or four crying out together of the Lord of Trevaine seized and manhandled and still alive. Incipient panic spoke.

‘What’ll us do wi’ the young lion? What’ll us do, lord?’


‘Cut his throat!’ Gytha’s voice suggested harshly.

A moment’s ugly hush followed, as those whose comprehension had not run so far realized that he could not be allowed to live, and then any feeble protests were overborne in one mingled snarl of approval and execration. Gytha spat full in his face. Mabille leaned past her shoulder to screech at him.


‘It was your own cousin loosed me, lion-cub—your own kin who betrayed you!’

She clawed at his eyes, her nails tearing his brow as he rolled his head aside. Pinned helplessly, it was all he could move. Gytha crouched over him. Lightning blazed blue-white upon her comely shoulders and full breasts spilling from the torn smock that was all her covering. One of her braids brushed his face, and he jerked from the touch. Then her hand was in his hair, thrusting back his head, and steel touched coldly on his straining throat in the blinding blackness that followed on the glare. She cried words that were lost in one tremendous crash of thunder. The edge bit. Hélie commended his soul to God and the Saints and drew a last breath.

A staff thwacked sharply on full flesh. Gytha yelped. Her hand tugged shrewdly at his hair and fell away. Hélie’s dazzled sight cleared to take in the torchlight. Rohese stood black and vast beside the goat-man, and her stout staff swung again to crack on the other woman’s buttocks. She scrambled clear on all fours, cursing savagely.

‘Who set you to do judgement, farthing drab?’ the high thin voice demanded.

‘My right—for my son—my sure right!’

‘You claim any right before me, who was Maiden of this Coven before a chance-met wastrel coupled with your dam in a roadside ditch to beget you? Out!’ She turned to the half-crazed, half-scared assembly, and as the white blaze streaked jaggedly across the sky flung up her arms to its dazzle. ‘The God has provided for himself a sacrifice!’ she cried thin and clear, and on her last word the thunder bellowed.

The pack howled acclamation. Hands clawed and buffeted Hélie. He was hauled to his knees, his hands wrenched up behind him. His tunic, torn asunder in the first onset, slid in tatters over his shoulders. At a gesture from Rohese they ripped it from him. He heaved and twisted vainly in shamed fury. About his wrists he felt the bite of rope, drawn tight and quickly knotted. Many hands seized him and dragged him towards the altar. They struck and kicked and spat on him. Jagged light tore the sky, thunder drowned the jeers and curses that assailed him. Then he was flung face-down, and writhed onto his side to stare at the masked man looming over him with levelled trident.

‘Where is the girl?’ he demanded, his voice oddly muffled and inhuman inside the mask.

Hélie lifted his head, blood and spittle running down his face. ‘Your cousin,’ he said deliberately, ‘is beyond your reach.’ And inwardly he prayed God to make his words true.

Oliver de Collingford’s breath hissed sharply. ‘So you know!’

‘Do you take me for as thick-witted a numskull as yourself?’

The trident-points jabbed through skin and flesh to jar against his ribs, stabbing red pain through his chest. He clenched his teeth on a brief prayer, and for a long moment waited on the thrust that would crunch through the thin bones’ resistance to his vitals. Then the trident lifted.

‘Tell me, and I will do you the favour of cutting your throat before we throw you on the fire!’

‘No!’

He laughed softly and malignantly. ‘I would rather see you squirm,’ he said. ‘The girl is not far; we shall find her by daylight.’ A stronger flash blazed above his black head with its out-thrust ears and sweeping horns. He minced round Hélie’s head and stooped at his back. Sweating fingers fumbled at his numbing hands and tugged at the amethyst ring. Instantly Hélie clenched his fist and twisted his right hand in the rope’s grip to cover it. The man straightened, and the wooden hoof stamped viciously, once and twice. Bones snapped. Sickening pain knifed through him, surprising a sharp cry from his lips; then he ground his teeth together to enforce silence. The ring was wrenched off. Over his head he heard the ugly crow of triumph, and twisted like a broken-backed snake to kick at the monster who stole Durande’s ring. He skipped nimbly aside.

‘Hermeline shall have what you denied her!’

‘In your craven carcase?’ Hélie gasped, and then clenched his jaws as the hoof crunched down again. His head sank to the flagstones, his body writhed. His hands were a blaze of agony, and it was as much as he could do to keep his mouth shut and his senses in his skull.

Oliver de Collingford gave an order. Men lashed Hélie’s ankles with the end of the rope about his wrists, so that his spine strained backward like a bent bow as they drew his hands and feet together. Every muscle in his body was wrenched into torment by the unnatural position. The rope ate into his flesh, his right hand thrust fire through him, and his head swam. He lay naked at his enemy’s feet with no recourse but prayer. And Durande was in the woods, abandoned alone, and by daylight the pack would be ranging wide to hunt her down. He had been Stephen’s death and Gino’s, and he would be his love’s. That was the bitterest anguish of all he must suffer.

The witches had closed about them, silent now, their faces shining greasily in the torch-flame. Here and there Hélie picked out one he knew; Osbern, the Warby miller’s gangling son and bony wife, the wizened cowherd who had tended Tancred, a kitchen-servant from his own Trevaine. The white dazzle of lightning showed them clearer than sunlight. Rohese stepped to his head with a curious massive dignity, and lifted her arms to still the last whisper.

‘The god shall have his meed of blood,’ she pronounced, ‘as he did in my father’s day. So we shall prosper, and all men do him homage!’

They acclaimed her with wild outcry, and the storm saluted her with white fire and clamour. The goat-man gestured with his trident. They threw themselves on Hélie, clawing and shrieking like vultures on a carcase, and a dozen hands found hold, heaved him up and flung him upon the unlit pyre. Torches and lightning warred to reveal their faces, vacant and bestial with lust and frenzy. The goat-man chose a brand from the dying altar-fire and gently swung it to renew the flame.

Hélie lay rigid on the crackling faggots, fighting the frail flesh’s shrinking from death by fire, throttling the terror he would not betray. Oliver de Collingford giggled hollowly inside the mask. Rohese had the majesty of true faith in evil, but he was as crazed and fearful as his followers who shoved and crowded with greedy faces to see their victim burn.

‘So die all who oppose me!’ he cried, lifting high the torch, and the avid throng howled assent.

‘As Robert of Warby died?’ snapped Hélie, snatching opportunity at death’s opening gate.

‘He threatened me, and drank the cup I gave him!’ he avowed in mad exultation. ‘No man defies my power!’ And he stooped to thrust the brand into the pyre’s base.

Hélie caught that final victory to him. Rohese had heard him, and Mabille, who would remember however the rest of the rabble forgot. If the one did not end him, the other would betray him when tardy justice overtook them. Then he heard the brisk crackle as the dry twigs flared, and braced himself, praying now for fortitude to die as the martyrs had died, not twisting and squealing like a trapped animal. The branches snapped and spat, and the first heat fingered up through the loose pile to warn his naked flesh of what was to come. Gytha lifted her arms to the sky and screeched like a moonlit cat. The ring suddenly joined hands and began to caper about him, and the pipe skirled and twittered into its thin little tune again as the bright flames took hold on the wood. Only Rohese stood over him, her broad face a ghastly moon in the orange glow, her arms in their wide sleeves death’s own waiting shadow above him. Hélie stared past her at the black sky, cringing as a little tongue of flame licked up the pyre’s side and fluttered by his head. Another few inches and his hair would blaze, the fire would lap about him and he would live for a little time that would be an eternity, craving death.

Over his head sang a familiar whistle and smack. An arrow feathered itself flight-deep between Rohese’s huge breasts, and her mouth and eyes widened in a vast astonishment before she bowed forward, her black arms dropping, and toppled like a landslide. Then the sky shattered apart in jagged fragments of searing light and a crash as though Heaven’s gate clanged apart for Saint Michael and all his host to charge through. A gust of cold wind swooped through the flagged space, tearing at hair and clothing, flattening the eager flames sideways and thrusting them through the pyre. Before they could leap up afresh the rain roared upon them.

It fell in rods of solid water. The fire hissed once and was drowned dead, without a wisp of smoke to say it had been. It battered cold and stinging at Hélie’s flesh, and half light-headed he wondered whether God’s angels had indeed opened Heaven’s windows to save him. It lashed the witches, cringing and crying; it doused the torches without a flicker; it streamed from the goat-man’s leather clothing; it flooded clean the altar and drummed on the flagstones, rebounding in ankle-deep spray. Lightning blasted through it, turning it to a brilliant white curtain hung between sky and earth. The thunder bellowed. The witches milled and yelled in the blinding darkness, and their leader cowered. The power they invoked had answered. The fire was quenched, the sacrifice rejected, and Rohese had been smitten down as the skies roared wrath.

Lightning exploded again over the huddled, demoralized mob, surprising some in the act of crossing themselves. It briefly revealed a huge body hurtling among them, and then the green-black darkness swam back in dazzled eyeballs. Something blundered over Rohese’s bulk. A hard hand pawed over Hélie’s side and thigh, found his conjoined wrists and ankles, tugged at the rope. Cold steel touched his skin, sawed at the wet hemp. It parted, and his feet fell free. He gasped as his cramped limbs stretched and life drove hot needles into his numbed muscles. An arm hoisted him, a thick shoulder propped his armpit, and he was reeling on his own feet.

Hail hammered down. Stones larger than peas pelted Hélie’s bare skin, slid and rolled underfoot, rattled and bounded on the stones. The rabble yelped and flinched, shielding heads with ineffective arms. The goat-man shouted something that went unheeded in the uproar. Hélie’s wits roused, purpose returned to his muscles as his rescuer plunged through the disrupted throng, and he lurched somehow along with him, the hailstones slithering under his feet, the tall grasses and weeds beaten flat, the bare earth churned to icy mud.

The ruin’s broken wall loomed blacker than darkness, and then shone lividly white as a flash blazed through the rain. It lighted Durande, glistening terrible and splendid on a heap of rubble, her gown plastered to her flesh and her strong body straining to her bow. It uttered a dull, sodden note as the arrow leaped over their heads. The string was wet and springless. The useless weapon clattered aside; she was with him, gripping him in a fierce embrace, her wet hair against his cheek, her body shaking. Any words she spoke were drowned by the thunder’s crash, and instantly she recovered herself, grasped him by the other arm and tugged him forward.

‘This way—quick! Hélie, Hélie!’

The man grunted something that must have been agreement, for between them they hustled him round the building’s corner, while the disorganized witches still shrieked their terror and confusion. Flashes followed incessantly, blinding bright, and the thunder was a constant roar. The hail ceased to flail them, though the rain still fell solidly as a waterfall. Yet he could hear Durande’s disjointed voice, sharp at his ear.

‘Thank God—oh thank God we were in time! We could not reach you—could not see—not until he lighted the fire—Hélie, Hélie!’

Hélie dizzily snatched at his senses, bracing himself in their urgent grasp without which he would have fallen. Life was returning to his numbed hands in fiery pricklings, and in his right hand a pain that made him grind his teeth. He gasped between crashes, ‘Into the woods—the horses—’

A wrathful clamour lifted through the tumult. Too late, he realized instantly; they would be overtaken before they could win clear of the ruin into the shielding trees. His naked body took the light at every flash, a plain betrayal. He floundered forward, necessity spurring his spent powers.

‘Never do it! Into the ruin—hold the stair!’ he panted.

Some heavenly guidance this time kept their feet from the lurking rubble. They won round the second corner, the howls still blind and aimless behind them, and flickering flame-light pulsed through the breached wall to guide them the last few yards. Lightning spurted as they reached the gap, and a yell of discovery pursued them as they flung themselves within illusory shelter. A torch flared in a bracket by the stair. By its light Hélie recognized the man supporting him, and halted in cold shock. Then strong rage blazed through him. He jerked free, shot out his sound left hand and twitched Thomas’s dagger from its sheath. Instantly the girl swung round him to menace Thomas from the flank.

‘At his first treacherous move, Durande, sink steel between his shoulders!’

‘Treacherous —Hélie!’ he croaked.

‘You have betrayed me thrice, and that suffices. Back!’

Renewed yelling outside for the moment had no meaning as the two big men confronted each other and the girl warily poised with the light winking on her dagger-point.

‘Hélie, you are run mad! You call me traitor—’

‘You loosed that wench to be my death!’

‘But—but Warby is not yours—you had no right—as God sees me, how could I have guessed at this?’

‘Get out to your fellows! Go!’

‘Hélie—my lord—how could I tell—dear God, I saw him! The Foul Fiend himself!’

‘Your dear friend Oliver de Collingford!’ Hélie told him brutally, and left him to realize the full truth of all he had done. With savage satisfaction he saw his kinsman’s appalled horror, the shattering of his arrogance, and turned aside from him. He snatched down the torch and thrust it into Durande’s hand. The stone slab stood aside; he groped in the black space behind the newel, and his fingers encountered the unmistakable hard leather length of a sword-scabbard. Against all expectation the light flickered on his own gilded hilt, and he gripped it thankfully and stumbled up the first steps. Thomas suddenly uprooted himself from the cobbles and came after them at a blundering run, and they crowded up the narrow spiral. Durande thrust the torch into another rusted iron bracket, and stared at him in horror.

‘Hélie—your hand!’

He lifted it to see the damage, and then wished he had not; the feel should have sufficed him. Durande, biting her lip, caught his wrist and held the swollen bloody mess to the light. Thomas stood speechless below them, his eyes blank as a sleep-walker’s with shock. Traitor or fool, he was nothing to fear now.

‘He broke it to take your ring, Durande,’ Hélie said simply. Then, ‘Let be! Here they are!’

He glimpsed vague movement in the broad gaps that opened on the rainy dark. A harsh shouting announced their finding, and voices called back and forth in the bailey. Hélie shifted his grip to the sword-hilt, won purchase with his toes on the chape at the scabbard’s tip, and awkwardly drew it. Then it struck him like a blow that the sword was useless to him, even had his strength been equal to the work. Had he been used to wielding it left-handed, he could not defend the stair so. Like all castle-spirals it turned to the right, the newel a shield for the defender’s body and the open curve a clear swing for his right arm. Left-handed he must expose himself to strike, sorely hampered by the newel, with no free space to use his blade.

The other two recognized that truth as he did, and he looked from Durande’s grave face to Thomas’s contorted one, his own hardening to stone.

‘Lord Hélie, my liege, let me defend you!’ Thomas demanded hoarsely, reaching out a shaking hand.

‘How dare I trust you again?’ he asked bleakly.

‘Hélie, you do not believe—dear Saviour—Hélie, I am your kinsman!’

‘Did you forget that, or remember it too well?’

‘Remember?’ he repeated in bewilderment, and then understanding threw him back against the damp, mossy wall, under the guttering torch that reflected redly from his staring eyes. Twice he opened his lips and dumbly closed them, before he could achieve speech.

‘As God is my witness,’ he whispered helplessly, ‘I never dreamed—never desired—never even thought to succeed you, Lord Hélie! You—you cannot—’

Hélie considered him, and knew his anguish was unfeigned. He spoke the truth. The bitter anger slackened its hold, and the sword’s weight tugged at his hand, sinking until its point grated on stone. Durande nodded once. He extended the hilt to Thomas, who received it like a holy relic, lowering his eyes in shamed gratitude.

‘My thanks,’ he murmured, and descended a step, taking up the post he would not quit while his hand could lift the blade. After a moment he glanced over his shoulder, almost shyly. ‘My lord, I—I—’

‘Did but set your judgement before mine,’ Hélie finished with a wintry smile. He peered past Thomas’s shoulder, but the witches still held off. Rohese had been the heart of them. Dark shadows flitted indistinctly about the largest gap, occasionally revealed by the flashes. Those came fainter and fewer; the storm had exhausted its fury. Even the hammering rain had subsided to a steady downpour. He heard a mutter of argument. They waited tensely for the inevitable attack. Durande cleared the litter of dead sticks and jackdaws’ nests from under their feet, heaping it out of their way on the narrow landing above. Returning, she inspected her husband’s hurts stern-faced, but they were all superficial except his broken hand, and she had too much sense to meddle with that when he needed all his remaining strength unshaken.

‘Gino?’ she asked flatly, knowing already.

‘Dead.’

Thomas cleared his throat uncertainly. ‘What did you do with Hermeline, my lord?’

‘Sent the little fool safely home with scorched ears. You followed her?’

‘My mind misgave me—and you bade me watch her,’ Thomas growled without turning his head, the familiar note of grievance in his voice so that Hélie’s lips twitched involuntarily. ‘You running loose at odds with all—I was watching the storm in the bailey when Lady Hermeline and that wench climbed over the wall. And I reckoned to rouse the guard would make the devil’s to-do and worse scandal, so I followed. Lost them in the dark. Then I came on that hut in the thicket.’ He glanced over his shoulder, his voice slowing in reluctance but dogged. ‘I ask your pardon, Lord Hélie, and—and I am mortally sorry about your Italian—’

The witches came in a scurry and clatter of swift feet over the cobbles, the masked man clopping at their head. The trident’s points glinted at the stair-foot, probing up; the blank yellow eyes glinted beyond them, and the curving back-sweep of horns. Despite his resolution Thomas flinched. Then he swore a scorching oath and smote savagely. The sword clanged with hearty goodwill at the trident’s head, dashing it against the newel so that sparks leaped. Faces shifted pallidly beyond the goat-mask and shining leather shoulders. A spear’s point wavered under his arm and jerked back.

The trident was a wretched weapon, over-long in the shaft for such cramped scuffling, ill-balanced and clumsy. Oliver de Collingford jabbed and poked, and behind him the spearman prodded hopefully at every glimpse of Thomas’s person, but Thomas had every advantage of position. The torch, above him and to his right, lit the first turn of the stair to reveal every move his adversaries made. He suddenly dropped a couple of steps and hacked shrewdly at the arm behind the trident, but it was too long for his sword to reach home. The masked man skipped back. Stones clattered against the newel and rebounded from the wall, but Thomas had sprung back unharmed, uttering a bark of mirthless laughter. Hélie, clenching his left hand on his dagger, would have given Trevaine itself for a sound right hand and a sword to fill it, but he ungrudgingly acknowledged that Thomas was making better use of his blade than he could have done himself. He leaned tensely forward, following every orange-gold flash of its steel, and his wife whom another man defended stood by his shoulder.

The masked man drew back, his breathing harsh as tearing cloth in the hush. Thomas wiped his sleeve across his brow and waited. A couple of spears tentatively poked up, and more stones banged against wall or newel and rattled back down the stair. Thomas took half a dozen steps in one bound, his left hand snatching at a spear-shaft, the sword slashing above it. A horrible yell filled the stairway, and he skipped calmly back, fending off the trident’s lunge with contemptuous ease, and tossed the spear to Durande’s extended hand. The yell broke to a wail that skirled above the scuffle of feet, the spatter of curses and crash of stones. A vengeful rush came at them. The sword clanged, beating back the opposing points. A man lunged under the engaged blades and up by the wall, a long knife swinging up and in. Durande kicked him in the face. He tumbled backwards, fouling his confederates’ weapons, and Thomas leaped after him and drove home into a hairy throat. Blood jetted over the steps. Thomas dodged back from another volley of cobbles. The wailing had ended, but women were screeching like scalded cats. They heard a bumping and slithering as bodies were dragged clear.

In the respite Durande, highest on the stair, flung up her head, the light red on her listening face. ‘I heard a horse whinny!’

‘Ours, I reckon,’ Hélie answered flatly, and she nodded composedly. It had not been hope; none of them had any. They would last just as long as Thomas could hold the stair, and take what witches they might to attend their dying. ‘Unless Sir Ranulf sends to investigate those fire-arrows,’ he murmured almost to himself, and then shook his head; fire-arrows could be no new portent, and all the neighbourhood must be well-schooled against meddling with the power of darkness these many years.

Durande mounted a couple of steps higher to peer through the ivy-masked arrow-slit that lighted the stair in daytime, moving from the torchlight to become part of the darkness. Hélie gazed anxiously after her, bitter rage and remorse filling him that he had brought them all to this wretched and unworthy end by his folly. Then the trident’s triple prongs came thrusting up close to the newel, seeking Thomas’s legs. He grinned direfully and waited, the red streaks drying on his blade, for the masked man to venture further. Two spearheads advanced cautiously beside it, glinting a brighter red as the torch guttered. The ale-wife’s harsh voice snarled curses. The bitches of this pack were fiercer than the dogs.

Hélie heard a slight scuffle above him. Durande cried out, and as he whirled her spearhead glimmered dimly, thrusting up. A triumphant howl rang down, and the mass of sticks and debris crackled under trampling feet. Durande backed a step, stabbing desperately upwards, as other spears jabbed round the newel, trapping them for the kill, and a wild yell of gloating laughter filled the dark hollow.

Without conscious thought Hélie sprang for the torch, dropping the dagger to grab it from the bracket. He lunged up, shouldering Durande aside, and the flame flared on grinning greasy faces, steel points and gripping hands, glistened on sodden cloth and shaggy wet hair crowding down from the little landing. He thrust the spluttering torch deep into the dry rubbish that cumbered them knee-deep. It blazed instantly into a roaring rage that leaped roof-high in that narrow furnace-shaft. He had one brief glimpse of vengeful glee smitten to panic terror before the flames obliterated it, and turned his back on the appalling screams and struggles at a yell from below.

Thomas had glanced up for one disastrous moment. Gytha’s spear was through his calf, and as Hélie leaped to him he fell outward from the newel’s protection. His elbow struck the step and the sword spun from his grip. The masked man squalled in triumph and swooped to snatch it up. The ale-wife ripped her spear free and swung it back to pin him to the stone.

Hélie went berserk. He leaped over his cousin’s squirming body and onto them, striking up the trident with his right arm and never feeling the pain of it, beating at the goat-mask with the flaring torch. Light and darkness whirled crazily in huge black and orange circles. The witch lunged at him, and he sent her spinning, scorched and screaming, with one slash of his fearful weapon. Smoke filled his nostrils, the spurting flame half-blinded him, his shout of ‘Durande!’ reverberated in the stair and drew an answering yell from above. His weight and fury drove Oliver de Collingford down and back, reeling with his goat-mask singed and smouldering, down to the stair-foot and the shrieking rabble in the ruined undercroft. He did not hear Thomas shouting for him to stay, but drove on, naked and shining, laying about him with his spitting fiery flail. The masked man, his goat-beard alight and shrivelling, recoiled snarling to clear his trident for a thrust. Hands clawed at Hélie’s arms, snatched at the tight-gripped torch, but he bellowed defiance, throwing them off as a baited bull hurls off the dogs.

A new shout answered his above the tumult, and the torchlight glanced ruddily on mail and helmets as armed men stormed into the undercroft. A woman screamed. The grappling hands loosed him so abruptly that he staggered. The witches wavered away from their masked Master. The newcomers checked, crying out in horror and fear to see the Lord of Hell manifest in hooves, horns and tail. He swung up the trident to plunge it into Hélie’s belly. A running man split the wavering throng and rammed a sword through his back. The red point jumped out of his leather tunic. The trident clattered sideways, its shaft striking Hélie’s shoulder, and as hands gripped him from behind and hauled him back, the goat-mask bowed forward and toppled at his feet. He stared incredulously into the grinning dark monkey-face of Fulbert of Falaise, who coolly twitched the torch from his slackened grasp and shoved it into its original bracket by the stair-foot.

Hélie found himself sitting on the second step with no very clear recollection of how he had reached it. Thomas was swearing disjointedly in his ear, and Durande knelt before him, her arms tight round his shoulders, weeping hot tears down his bare chest. In fact they were entwined in a three-fold embrace; Thomas was sharing his step, an arm supporting him against his own broad body. He roused to set his sound arm round his wife and kiss her sodden hair, too stunned by thankfulness to look beyond the unbelievable fact that they were alive.

Durande gulped, sniffed and resolutely lifted her head, sitting back on her heels and scrubbing her sleeve violently across her eyes. He looked into her streaked dirty face and closed his hold on her as though she were his hope of salvation, his heart thumping against hers. Beyond their half-lit shelter he heard a curt rap of commands, Gytha’s curses, scuffling and blows and oaths as the witches were overpowered. Some whimpered and pleaded in retribution’s bleak face. He pulled himself from Thomas, who was trying one-handed to deal with his leg and botching the task. ‘Stephen—and Gino—’ he muttered, and for a heart’s beat hated Thomas for being alive when Stephen and Gino were dead.

Durande silently and methodically tore strips from her smock, but when Fulbert of Falaise stepped across the goat-man’s body to her side she ceased, to watch him warily, her hand not exactly reaching for her spear but hovering in its vicinity. Hélie marked his fallen sword, within reach of a lunge.

‘She is my wedded wife, Sir Fulbert,’ he informed him coldly.

The mercenary grinned. ‘And if I tried to widow her she would sink steel in my guts. I will slink hence gnashing my teeth in thwarted fury.’

Instead of slinking thence, however, he set his foot on the goat-man’s back and his hand to his sword-hilt. ‘Oliver de Collingford?’

‘Who else? And he admitted he poisoned Robert—which you knew.’

‘I knew I had not.’ He wrenched his blade free and wiped it on the leather tunic.

‘And you let an innocent lady be suspected so you could profit—’ Thomas declaimed in outrage.

‘A poor mercenary cannot afford scruples,’ he replied with unabated good humour, ‘and my only profit so far has been a grievous belly-ache.’ He pulled off the scorched and battered mask that no man would ever wear again, and they stared at the dead face, empty of all evil now. ‘If I had known this! he said soberly, turning the mask over in his hands, ‘I think I should have found some.’ He threw it down in sudden loathing.

He dropped to one knee and took Hélie’s wrist, holding his hand to the light. He jerked on the fingers so suddenly and agonizingly that Hélie reeled against Thomas with a harsh gasp, only half-aware of the cool voice in his ear. ‘Two bones broken above the knuckles, and your little finger. Your sword-play may in future be less stylish, but this day the Saints have been hard-pressed on your behalf. And I misremember ever before serving as Heaven’s emissary.’

‘What did bring you so timely?’ growled Thomas sourly, wrapping his leg with the bloody hose of which he had divested it.

‘Fire-arrows and natural curiosity,’ answered Fulbert without looking up. He and Durande were carefully binding Hélie’s hand to splints of small sticks. ‘You might claim some responsibility; the horses you loosed returned to Whittleham, and the rest of my troop rode in haste to succour me. And if you ask what brought me back to Warby, my ardent desire is not extinguished by—er—’

‘By buckthorn in stolen ale,’ Durande finished for him grimly.

He stared, and then dissolved in chagrined laughter. ‘Under our very noses? Lady, my regrets sharpen; only a routier could value you at your worth! My guts gripe yet—and my poor knaves squatting in Whittleham with their entrails melted and their thoughts set on death and Hell-fire!’

‘Rare and salutary thoughts in mercenaries,’ Durande retorted acidly, fastening the last knot. Hélie fetched a couple of deep, shuddering breaths and braced himself to acknowledge their debt. It had come to him that Fulbert was being granted scant courtesy for the boon of their lives, let alone his skilled surgery.

‘We are—most truly grateful,’ he said unsteadily. ‘Later I can thank you—more fittingly—’

Nothing so far had embarrassed Fulbert, but thanks did; he flushed darkly, and his ready tongue failed him. He was rescued by one of his ruffians, who poked his head round the entrance to report the prisoners all fast. ‘Trees here too light for gallows-timber, captain. Down by the road?’ he inquired.

Hélie gathered his strength to assert his authority. ‘No! Public trial, as my lady’s fair fame requires! Deliver them to the Sheriff!’

‘It is your right to dispose of them,’ Fulbert instantly conceded. He turned to survey Oliver de Collingford, sprawled in his disguise. ‘Best leave this for the Sheriff, too,’ he decided, grimacing. ‘A man of his breeding—our tale will need all the proof we can offer.’ He stooped and fumbled, and laid Hélie’s amethyst in his hand. With his odd tact that resembled a jewel of gold in a swine’s snout, he stepped round the corner to issue low-voiced orders to his subordinate while Hélie slid the loose ring on Durande’s finger.

Returning, he flung a dry cloak round Hélie’s shoulders.

‘Entrust all else to me, Lord Hélie, and we will get you to Warby and a bed.’

‘Trevaine,’ Hélie corrected him firmly.

‘Now, lad, you are not fit for such a ride, and the road neck-deep in mud!’ Thomas reproved him. ‘Moreover, you cannot in courtesy raise the devil in Warby and not explain it in person to Lady Hermeline!’

Outrage heaved Hélie to his feet, sick and shaken and bone-weary and savagely resolute. ‘Too late for courtesy between Hermeline and me. I can sit a horse, and my wife shall not enter Warby!’

Fulbert’s wicked monkey-grin lighted his face again. ‘Accept my services as your herald, Lord Hélie. It shall be my office to console the lady.’

‘What?’ rasped Thomas.

‘If I cannot reach my desire, I must desire what I can reach,’ he replied, bowing to Durande. ‘Since my rivals have one way or the other eliminated each other, I must snatch at opportunity’s fleeting skirts.’ He grinned at Hélie, and echoed words he had used once before. ‘You have your heiress, Lord Hélie; you will not grudge me mine?’

‘On the contrary, I wish you all success,’ Hélie told him sincerely, and held out his sound hand.
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