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  This book is for Norman and Janet. Who always had a bed and a whisky for their wayward brother after his missteps.


  Thank you.
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  PROLOGUE


  Five leagues west of Acre,


  year of Our Lord, 1205


  HOPE.


  A man cannot live without hope, Philip thought. It is the one thing that makes death appear unattractive. My wife is my hope now, God and honour have played me for a fool.


  They sailed with the tide on Sunday, the Lords Day. It would be his last glimpse of Acre and the Holy Land where Jesus had walked, and his eyes did not linger. He was leaving his best
  friend in a shallow grave on the hillside just outside the castle walls; the other liegemen who had travelled with him had no Christian burial at all, except that offered by the vultures and desert
  hyenas.


  Mist clung to the water, which was flat and sluggish as oil.


  He could still picture her face. Alezas, my sweet, my darling.


  One of the sailors was looking at him. What was that you said?


  Philip glared at him. Were you addressing me?


  The man touched his forelock. Sorry, seigneur. You took me by surprise. You said a womans name.


  Yes, my wife, he said. I imagined her here.


  It was an insolence, of course, for a common sailor to ask such a question of someone of his birth. But he wanted to talk, and telling this man what was on his mind seemed better than wandering
  around the deck, muttering to himself. My uncle arranged the match. I was his ward. My father had died in a joust when I was ten years old. When I was eighteen he gave me land and a
  fortified manor and a wife. She was fifteen years old and she wore her veil right through the churching. My cousins told me she had a wart on the end of her nose the size of a walnut, so when she
  drew back the veil I could not believe the sweet face that looked back at me. I have been smitten ever since. Some think me unmanly but she is the only woman I have ever known.


  My lord, I should not think you unmanly, I should think you fortunate. Not many men would attest to loving their wives. It is a rare conjunction of a mans stars.


  I swear, if you saw her, you would despise me for leaving her to come to this wasteland.


  The man crossed himself and turned away at this blasphemy.


  Some friars gathered on the deck under a banner of the holy cross and began to sing a hymn. They believed that through prayer and piety they could banish the Mohammedan from the Holy Land. He
  supposed he had believed it too, once, but he did not believe in miracles any more.


  He leaned on the wooden rail, and when he closed his eyes it was the stone parapet of his castle at Troyes. The women were down at the river for the great wash, the bed linens spread out on
  rocks to bleach them in the sun. The gate to the castle was open and the masons were repairing broken corbels and attending to crumbling mortar. Below him the courtyard was full of servants and
  horses, the groomsmen were mucking out the stables with buckets and black streams of water poured across the courtyard carrying bits of black straw. Chickens clucked and ranged on the cobblestones
  and the air smelled of horse and wet manure and spring.


  Not long now. It waited just beyond the bright horizon, and he had the breeze at his back. Soon he would be returned to his wife and his land, where he could rest and repair the wounds to his
  soul.


  The mist burned away and it was as if he was roasting under a brazier. He sought shade on the deck under a narrow sail. His face had turned nut-brown after twelve months in Outremer, but there
  were patches of livid pink where the skin had peeled in strips. He longed for rain and dew-wet mornings.


  He closed his eyes, and in his reverie he stepped over a serving boy slumped asleep against the wall near the hearth as a scullion staggered towards him struggling with a massive half-barrel of
  water he had drawn from the well. He plunged his face into it and drank deep, then breathed in the morning smell of the castle: burned wax, sweat, cold food, old ale.


  There was a fire in the great hearth. He ducked behind a stone pillar to observe his wife at supper, unseen. She was accompanied by her ladies and her chaplain, and pages hurried in carrying
  finger bowls so she might wash the grease from her fingers. At her signal her minstrels came to the table to finish the remains of the supper, then grace was sung and the trestles were set
  aside.


  She withdrew to take her ease by the window, her ladies around her on benches or seated on cushions on the floor. He watched a small crease form between her eyebrows as she stared from the
  window to the uncoiled river and the grey-slated roofs of the manor. She wore a close-fitting gown of blue velvet, the colour of her eyes. Her ladies teased her to join in their game of
  knucklebones, and she squealed like a child each time she won.


  He had tormented himself each day in Outremer: I wonder if she has taken a lover, some troubadour, some envious duke. Has she thought of me as often as I have thought of her?


  
    *

  


  No sooner were they out of sight of land than they were becalmed. They spent four days and nights baking under the sun and shivering with cold at night. Another of Gods
  little jokes. He wondered now if he would ever get home.


  As their ship wallowed in the calm, five hundred men sweated and cursed and moaned. The stench of animals and soldiers in the dead air was suffocating. Sailors whistled for the wind, a low
  moaning sound that he thought would send him mad. He crouched miserably on the deck and thought about his wife and what he would say to her when finally he saw her again.


  It had only been a year but it felt like a hundred. He had been spurred to display his fidelity to God, give Him the duty of his service. He was such a different man then; he thought he would be
  fighting to restore Jerusalem. Instead he was hostage to endless bitter disputes between barons and Templars over who runs what, sent to fight a few lonely skirmishes in the desert that achieved
  nothing except the death of a few good men.


  He could taste the salt on his cracked lips. Every time he tried to moisten them with his tongue they cracked and bled. It was worse than being back in the desert. The sun was relentless. There
  was shade below decks but he would not venture down there because of the heat and the stench and the rats.


  Wait for me, my heart. I am coming home.


  


  PART ONE


  


  I


  Toulouse, 1205


  GOD CHOSE FABRICIA BRENGER in the middle of Toulouse during a
  lightning storm. With one thunderous touch of his finger, he sent her reeling.


  The day had been mild, unseasonably so. The storm appeared suddenly, ink-black clouds broiling up the sky in the north, just as the bells of Saint-tienne were ringing for vespers. A
  blast of icy wind hit her like a slap as she ran across the marketplace, a blow so violent and unexpected that it almost knocked her off her feet.


  The rain exploded on the cobbles like a barrage of copper nails and in moments her skirts were soaked through. She had no warning of the jagged spark that arced from the heavens. There was a
  moment of blinding illumination and then nothing.


  The lightning strike, someone later said, sounded as if the sky itself had rent in two pieces. But Fabricia did not hear it; she was already lying senseless on the ground.


  Even her father, on the other side of the square, tumbled on to his haunches from the shock of it as the cobblestones trembled underneath him. They said every dog in Toulouse went mad that
  day.


  Anselm Brenger waited for either God or the Devil himself to appear in the sky. But neither of these things happened. After a few moments, when his wits returned, he reached for the
  support of a stone pillar and pulled himself to his feet. It was then he saw his only daughter lying in the middle of the flooded square and thought she must be dead.


  He let out a wail, stumbled across the cobblestones and rolled her over on to her back, screaming her name. She was white. Her eyes were half-lidded, and rolled back in her head, giving her the
  look of a demon. He scooped her up in his arms and ran blindly with her through the streets, cursing aloud the name of God as he ran, for there was no doubt in his mind who had murdered her. The
  sky shimmered and flashed and the sound of the thunder drowned out his agony and his blasphemies.


  
    *

  


  When Fabricia opened her eyes, there were three people in the room, and only one of them was smiling. Her mother and father crowded above her, Anselms face twisted in a
  rictus of dread.


  Shes alive! he gasped.


  I told you she would be all right, her mother said.


  She was dead, Elionor! Its a miracle. God has spared us! He has given my little girl back to me.


  Fabricia shuddered with cold. Fetch another blanket, she heard her mother say. Shes frozen. How long did you leave her lying there in the rain, you old
  goat?


  Fabricia rolled on to her side, wrapping her arms around herself and curling her knees up to her chest. Her skin felt as cold as marble. She was naked. How did that happen? She tried to
  remember. She was more puzzled by the woman standing in the corner. She wore a long blue gown, with a hood, and her skin was made luminous by the guttering candles. She knew she had seen her
  before, somewhere.


  Mon petit chou. Are you all right? Say something.


  Whos that? Fabricia said.


  She can speak, Anselm said. Thank God!


  Elionor wiped tears from her face. She clambered on to the bed and spooned her daughter into her breasts. Fabricia felt her warm breath on her neck.


  Who are you? Fabricia said to the emptiness in the corner of the room.


  Anselm looked around. For the second time that day he was very, very afraid. Fabricia? he said, who are you talking to?


  What happened, Papa?


  Dont you remember? A thunderbolt struck you as you were crossing the square before Saint-tienne.


  I should never have sent her, Elionor sobbed. I should have brought your supper myself.


  I dont remember, Fabricia said.


  I thought we had lost you!


  You are chosen, the woman in blue told her.


  But why choose me?


  Her mother sat up and shook her. Fabricia? Who are you talking to?


  Theres no one, Anselm said. He took her face in both his hands, forcing her to look at him. Fabricia? What is it? Who is here, who are you talking to? His eyes
  went wide. Something has happened to her, he said to his wife. She has gone mad.


  Elionor eased her daughters head back on to the pillow and covered her to the chin with bearskins. She smoothed back her hair and kissed her forehead. Just rest now, she
  whispered. Then she cuffed her husband smartly around the head. Shes not mad! What are you talking about? She just needs to sleep. Cant you see that?


  There was a fire lit in the hearth and Fabricia watched them retreat there, huddling together on two stools. Anselm pulled off his wet smock and hung it to dry, steaming, in front of the flames.
  He and Elionor whispered to each other, but she could not make out what they were saying.


  The woman in blue had vanished. Now I remember who you are, she said aloud. The remembrance made her wonder if she really was still living. She placed a hand between her breasts
  and felt for her own heartbeat; it was different, somehow, every now and then it gave a little kick, like a baby in a womb.


  The woman was not real, she decided. It was just the shock of having death brush past so close, a fever of the brain. She would sleep now and in the morning it would all be forgotten.


  


  II


  PIRE DE FARGON was a stoop-shouldered giant just a year or two older than Fabricia. He
  reminded her of one of the sculptures her father made for the capitals in the church, fashioned over-large for the sake of effect. He had chestnut hair that fell over his dark brown eyes, one wider
  and darker than the other. He could not see as well out of it, which made his skill with hammer and chisel the more remarkable.


  He stood over her, his face creased with concern. Anselm stood at his shoulder.


  Pire? What are you doing here? she said.


  He seemed stricken. Her father nudged him hard with his shoulder. Your father told me what happened, he said. I was worried about you.


  It was nothing. Im all right. She tried to get out of bed but she could not. Her legs felt too weak to support her. Her mother pushed the two men aside and made her lie down
  again. I told these two oafs not to disturb you.


  Fabricia remembered what had happened the last evening, how she had been crossing the square and then the next thing she had woken soaking wet here in her bed, with her mother and father
  standing over her. Not a dream then.


  Elionor shooed the two men out of the door, scolding them for disturbing her daughters rest. She brought her a hunk of bread and some broth from the stove for her breakfast. You
  have to rest today, she said.


  Fabricia discovered she was ravenously hungry and tore at the bread with her teeth. Her mother sat and watched her, as if she could not believe Fabricia was really there. What was
  Pire doing here? Fabricia asked her as she drank the broth.


  You know he likes you, Elionor said. Your father wants to arrange the match for you.


  Fabricia managed a weak smile. At that moment marriage to Pire seemed just as real to her as the lady in blue. The only thing to do right now was to forget about both of them, and
  pretend she had imagined them.


  There is a fair in the square tomorrow, for St Judes day. If you are feeling stronger, Pire is going to take you.


  I should like that, she said. She meant of course that she would like to go to the fair; how she felt about Pire was a different matter.


  


  III


  THE BELLS OF Saint-tienne rang for terce, muffled by the mist that hung white and heavy on the river. The sun would
  be hot today, and already the air was thick and damp. Steam rose from the cobblestones. The big storm had clogged all the drains and left the city stinking, the mud in the marketplace thick as
  porridge.


  As on any feast day the streets and squares were full of people. The toll gates were busy, and there was scarcely space in the market square for all the ox and donkey carts that had been brought
  into the town. She smelled dung and the hawkers pies. The main square was clamorous from the sounds of the bear-baiting, and the raucous songs of the minstrels.


  They stopped to listen to one of the jongleurs. He had taken out his hurdy-gurdy from a sheath on his back and started to play.


  
    
      Look on this rose, O Rose, and looking laugh on me,


      And in thy laughters ring the nightingale shall sing.


      Take thou this rose, O Rose, since Loves own flower it is,


      And by that rose, thy lover captive is.

    

  


  The way the minstrel played it, with such a look of comical suffering on his face, he soon drew a small crowd around him, laughing and shouting. He started to play again, not a song this time
  but a monologue that he accompanied with dramatic stanzas on his hurdy-gurdy.


  
    
      I shall teach gallants the true way to love.


      If they follow my lessons they shall soon make numerous conquests.


      If you want a woman who will be a credit to your name,


      then at the first hint of rebellion, adopt a threatening tone.


      If she dares answer back, then your reply should be a punch in the nose.


      If she should be nasty to you, be even nastier back,


      and soon she will obey you implicitly.

    

  


  There was laughter from the audience all through this, and wild applause at the end. When he had finished he sent around a monkey holding a small cap and into this the crowd tossed their deniers
  to show their appreciation, Pire as well.


  So, do you believe all that? she asked him as they walked away.


  Of course not.


  So when you have a wife, you dont intend to box her nose if she answers you back?


  As if I would dare! he laughed. Your father says you used to beat every boy from miles around if there was a rough and tumble in the street!


  The boys were smaller then. Besides, how do you know that I shall be your wife?


  He looked at her, as if the question puzzled him. Your father has promised me, he said.


  A smudge of black cloud appeared on the northern sky, the promise of yet another storm later that afternoon. Pire talks of marriage as if everything is settled. She tried to imagine a
  whole lifetime in his company and could not. But what else might she do? She could not stay under her fathers roof for ever. She heard the distant rumble of thunder. Perhaps it would not
  come to that; perhaps the fates had other plans. She realized they had stopped by the fountain where the lightning had struck her. There were fresh burn marks on the stone. Except for that,
  everything was as it always was. Three years now I have worked without a wage for your father so I could learn my craft, he was saying to her. Next year will be my last as
  journeyman and the guild will make me a mason and I shall have my own mark. I shall go out on my own own building houses for rich burghers. You shall not regret making your marriage with me.
  When she did not answer, he said: I have watched you right from the moment I saw you. It has never been anyone but you.


  This confession caught her off guard. She did not know what to say to him.


  You never knew?


  She shook her head.


  I near died too when I saw what had happened to you. I come out of the church and there was your father holding you in his arms like you were a babe, and you were white as plaster and
  your head and limbs all hanging down like you were dead.


  I dont remember anything about it.


  Did it not leave a mark? My mother says she once saw a man who was struck down in such a manner. There was a sort of bruise where it went in and another where it went out. But he was
  dead, mind.


  She knew about the man; just the previous summer another pilgrim from Gascony had been similarly chosen for Gods attentions during a tempest and all that was left of that unfortunate were
  his sandals and a small pile of ashes.


  No, there was no mark.


  Perhaps it struck next to you, then. I have heard that happens. She saw by his expression that though he liked her well enough, he was also a little frightened of her. No doubt he
  had heard the stories. Some people thought her strange, always had. She even wondered that a straightforward lad like this would want her at all. He said you rambled, that you talked to
  fairies and phantoms.


  If he says so, then I must have. I dont remember anything until the next morning.


  Well I am glad you are well again for I dont know what I should have done if something had happened to you. Well, she thought, he had made his declaration and now he waits
  for me to show that I am pleased by it. And why should I not be? He is a big strong boy and like my own father in many ways, hard-working and good-natured. What more should I hope for?


  A preaching friar was about his business outside the church of Saint-tienne, haranguing the good people of Toulouse for their infidelity to Rome, and describing for them the torments of
  hell. He wore the white gown of the Piedmont overlaid by the black cloak of the Augustinian canons. It marked him out as one of the disciples of Dominic Guzmn, the Spanish monk whose name
  her mother could not even mention without spitting in the fire. One of the town burghers halted his mornings errands to take issue with him, encouraged by cheers and the ribald comments of
  the small crowd gathered on the steps.


  Pire bent down and hurled a handful of mud in his direction. The crowd laughed.


  Pire, what are you doing? The Lord will punish you for abusing a man of God!


  Hes the Popes man, not Gods, he said. Why dont they leave us alone?


  Fabricia also wanted to be alone. All this talk of marriage had unsettled her. But she did not want to hurt him, so she told him she wanted to go inside the church and thank the Madonna for her
  deliverance. It was not quite a lie; how else might she have survived, if it were not a miracle?


  I shall come in with you, he said.


  No, wait for me out here, she told him. I shall not be long.


  
    *

  


  The church was already crowded with pilgrims, the hawkers doing brisk business with their beef and raisin pies. It was like this every summer, the city crowded with pilgrims on
  their way to Santiago de Compostela, and there was not a priest or an innkeeper in the city who did not profit from them. She was accustomed to their raucous piety, parading through the streets
  singing hymns, the more enthusiastic of them barefoot, whipping themselves with chains as they went. Every day there were crowds of them, on their way to Notre-Dame de la Daurade to gape at the
  golden mosaics of Christ and the Virgin before coming here to pray over the bones of the saints.


  She pushed through the mob crowded into the nave, wrinkling her nose at the stench. Most of the pilgrims carried long staves, like shepherds crooks, and several wore lead badges sewed on
  to their robes to represent the holy places they had visited: a pair of crossed keys for Rome, a scallop shell for St James. These worthies were no doubt pilgrims by trade, paid in coin by some
  wealthy burgher to do his penance for him.


  She knelt among the wreaths of flowers, face to face with the Virgin. She kissed the saints feet, placing her forehead against the pedestal.


  She lit a taper. Mother Mary, thank you for my deliverance, for taking pity on me, a poor sinner.


  The sun broke through the mist. It was already high enough in the sky so that it angled through the high clerestory windows, reaching into the cathedral vault like one of Gods golden
  fingers. She was gladdened to see that His divine touch was gentler than the last occasion He had pointed towards her.


  Suddenly there was a buzzing in her head like a swarm of bees descending and in that moment the lady in blue stepped from her pedestal and held a marble hand towards her. Fabricia gasped and
  blinked.


  You are chosen, she said.


  Fabricia rose halfway to her feet and looked around, thinking that others must have seen this miracle also, but no one stared, shouted, or pointed. It was as if the Virgin was still there, in
  her niche high up the wall. For a moment she was tempted to call out, so that she might have witnesses, but then she realized a more terrible truth: Papa was right. I have lost my reason.


  Panicked, she lowered her head again, concentrated on her hands, still bunched in prayer.


  Be calm, Fabricia. When she looked up again, Our Lady was returned to her imperious vigil above her and the saints eyes were sightless once more, mere artifice carved and polished from
  stone. She must tell no one about this, she decided. It was a moments madness; she would pretend it had never happened. Miracles and visions were for saints; not for the daughters of
  stonemasons. She stayed on her knees there a long time; not from piety, but because her knees were shaking so badly she could not stand. All that was real was slipping from her. The world and
  everything in it was as solid as mist.


  When Pire finally came in to look for her, she was still there on his knees, trembling, and as he told her father, she looked like she had seen a ghost.


  


  IV


  THERE WAS TROUBLE today, just down the street, Elionor said. Old Reynard and his wife. Some of the
  Bishops toughs brok down his door and went through his house tipping over kettles and threw everything the poor man has into the mud. All because he let two bons mes stay at
  his house this last St Johns Day.


  Well, they should not harbour heretic priests! Anselm said, but then added: They didnt hurt him, did they?


  By grace of God, no. Rabble! Elionor brought the pot of beans and mutton to the table. Here, eat.


  There was almost a brawl today in the square, right outside the cathedral. Some of the people were mocking a friar.


  These clerics deserve all they get. All they ever talk about is hell and saints days and that we should all pay our tithes on time.


  They threw muck at the poor man for preaching Gods holy word! If Jesus himself came to Toulouse I swear they would jostle him and turn him out of the gates.


  The good Lord would not come here if he saw how his priests behave! Fornicators and thieves, the lot of them.


  Fabricia saw the colour rise in her fathers cheeks. What made her mother bait him like this? These days they argued over religion all the time. There are some who do not bring
  shame upon their calling.


  Name two! Elionor said, through a mouthful of food.


  The good preacher who was so badly used by the crowd in the market today. By all reports all he lives a chaste life and all he has are the clothes on his back.


  Thats only one.


  Well then, the monk who is coming to see me tomorrow. Father Simon. His reputation is blameless. A good man and a faithful servant of the Church.


  Elionor smiled and her tone became gentler. Well, thats two, sure enough, husband. But two in one of Christendoms greatest cities is not overmuch. What business do you have
  with this priest?


  He is the priors secretary. He has commissioned me to make certain repairs to the cloister at Saint-Sernin. He has offered most generous payment for our services.


  As he should.


  The Church has many benefactors.


  Indeed. The whole of Christendom, plus a percentage!


  Anselm ignored the jibe. Enough work for another two summers at least. By then perhaps Pire will be ready to take over from me.


  They both looked at Fabricia, who felt her cheeks blush hot. She looked down at her bowl and tried to concentrate on her food. Did you tell her what you decided? Elionor asked
  him.


  What we both decided.


  I said only that I would not object. The bons mes say that all procreation is a sin and that therefore marriage will lead to sinning. If marry she must then I will not
  stand in the way of it.


  You would not welcome a stout son-in-law with skilful hands who can give us grandchildren and look after us when we are old? A man who will take good care of our daughter when we are
  gone?


  I know you want only what is best for us all, Elionor said, more gently. But as I get older, I worry more for my soul than this worn-out body.


  Fabricia thought her father would burst. These heretic priests have turned your head! he said. He turned to Fabricia, looking for her to support him in his case. She knew he wanted
  only to do the best thing by her. How could she tell him she did not wish to marry Pire when she had no good reason?


  Perhaps you do not see the stares you attract in the market, he said to her. I will sleep easier knowing that you are wedded and churched, so that every young buck in
  Toulouse does not watch you like a wolf after his dinner.


  Anselm!


  It is true. She is comely and she needs a husband like Pire to protect her from such insolence. He reached across the table and took her wrist. Hes a good
  man, as good as any in Toulouse. Hell look after you and though hes big, hes gentle. Wont even swat at a fly that lands on his cheese at lunch.


  When she did not answer he added: I am making you a fine match, Fabricia. You will be churched in the proper way.


  It was true she was old enough to be wed, but she wondered why her father was suddenly so fervent about it. Perhaps it was seeing her struck down during the storm. Bad enough for him that he had
  no son; without a daughter he would have not even grandchildren to comfort him in his old age.


  Pire will carry on the work one day, when I can no longer hold a hammer or climb so high. It is Gods work and he is well suited to it. He has a carters brawn and an
  angels temperament. I should rest easy knowing that one day a grandson of mine would leave his mark on the cathedrals of Toulouse, and take my seat in the guild.


  Still she said nothing.


  What is it? Dont you like Pire? Has he offended you in some way?


  I want to take orders, she said, but her throat closed and the words came out as barely a whisper. He did not say anything for a long time and she wondered if he had heard her.


  When she looked up, he was staring at her, aghast. A pretty girl like you? You want to spend the rest of your life in a convent? Why would you wish such a thing? When Fabricia did
  not answer, he turned to Elionor. Did you hear what she said?


  I had no knowledge of this.


  This is not your doing then?


  Why would I wish more of Rome on her?


  Fabricia had expected his anger; this look of pain and profound disappointment was much worse. Those places are for widows and shamed women, he said.


  What could she tell him? I have never felt I am a part of this world, Papa. All my life I have been afflicted with strange dreams and premonitions. Now I see statues move and talk like living
  people. I think I have a kind of madness. I dont want to infect anyone else. I want to give my life to God, she mumbled.


  Anselm pushed his food away and slammed his hands on to the table. This is madness, he said, and although it was not his exact meaning, the words still jarred with her.


  I cannot marry Pire. He will die soon.


  Pire? But hes perfectly healthy. I have never known such a robust young man. He has never been a day sick in his life.


  What your father says is true. What do you mean? Why do you think he will die? Now Elionor was staring at her too, her face betraying bewilderment as well as fear.


  Forget this nonsense, Anselm said softly. You will do as I say. He got up and went to sit by the hearth, grumbling to himself. He stared into the embers of the cook
  fire until they grew cold and he was still there when his wife and his daughter took themselves to bed.


  
    *

  


  Fabricia could not sleep.


  What was the matter with her? She thought about what had happened to her that day in the Saint-tienne cathedral, when the statue of Our Lady had moved from her pedestal. She could see
  her in her memory as clearly as she could picture her own mother and father at dinner. That did not mean it was real. Did she really believe the Madonna had spoken to her?


  Ever since she was a child she had seen things that no one else could see, heard sounds no one else could hear: half-glimpsed wraiths; the sudden beat of a crows wings in a darkened
  chamber; the rustle of a cloak in an empty room; the sound of voices whispering from the shades when she was quite alone.


  She was barely able to walk when she first laughed at the fairies in the garden and pointed; her animated conversations with the invisible at first made her father smile, then frown, then scold.
  By the time she was old enough to walk unaccompanied to the market she had learned to pretend she did not hear the wails from the deserted cottage by the eastern wall, or the dark spirits of the
  hanged under the walls of the Garonne.


  It felt to her as if she had not slithered completely from the womb. A part of her still sensed the world from which she had come and longed to return to it.


  To hide her secret, she clung desperately to what was hard and real; to the stone of her fathers church, the hearth of her mothers kitchen. With practice, she might pass months
  when the only people she saw were those who were really there; no stars twinkled in the hearth light, no spectres moved in the corners. The world was solid and smelled of earth and damp and
  stone.


  She decided she would forget about what happened today in the church and do what her father said. Marriage to Pire would not be so bad. He was a good, strong boy and he would put bread
  on the table. So why did she see him sprawled on the floor of the church with his brains sprayed across the flagstones?


  
    *

  


  The next morning she asked Elionor about Pire. Did she think he was the right choice for her?


  Hes strong and he works hard and and youll never go hungry.


  It was the answer she should have expected. What more should a woman want from a marriage, after all? What is it like to . . . lie with a man?


  So thats what worrying you? Look child, your fathers the only man Ive ever known. For all his size, hes a gentle man and Ive never shrunk from his
  embraces. You know that.


  Did you love him from the first then?


  From the first? The first for me was just like it is for you. My father arranged things and I am grateful for his wisdom. It was never like one of the minstrels songs, I suppose,
  but we grew to like each other and I suppose now I love him as much as anything in the world, except for you. She put her arms around her. Everything will be all right, youll
  see. Now get yourself dressed, child, and be off to the market or the best of everything will be gone.


  


  V


  SHE COULD HAVE found her way blindfold through the streets to the Saint-tienne gate, for every day for two years
  she had gone by the same way to bring her father his dinner. She recognized the tincture of roses from the apothecary; and she knew the inn by the smell of sour wine and fish, for the innkeeper
  made salted herring to feed his customers and they habitually spat the bones on to the reeds that covered the earthen floor; next came the tapping of a smithy at his furnace, and she felt the blast
  of heat as she hurried past the smoke-blackened shop.


  She flattened herself against the wall as a Templar knight came along the lane on his great warhorse, the stench of him enough to fell an ox, never a by-your-leave to anyone, a bearded giant
  with a broadsword on his belt that was bigger than her. She tried to dodge the mud thrown up by its hooves. The size of them! They could pound a bone to splinters and dust.


  Another storm overnight had left the square a sea of mud and rubbish. The fug of the city was made worse by a sticky mist of rain and tempers were short. A troupe of travelling tumblers who had
  performed every day in the square had moved on, and now there were just a few housewives haggling for eggs and salt with the shivering stallholders. A fight broke out at one: two women come to
  blows over a short measure.


  Just nearby a spice monger, already convicted of tampering with his weights, stood miserably in the pillory. There were not even any youths out to toss stones at him.


  She ducked aside from an ox and cart, the mud from the wheels spraying up her dress, and ran across the square towards the church. Some men-at-arms, standing by their masters horse,
  called out to her with lewd remarks and she hurried away.


  Anselm called out to his daughter, and Father Simon Jorda looked up from where he and the stonemason were mapping out the walls of the priory in the mud. Fabricia Brenger made her way
  through the market crowds, a wicker basket on her arm. He saw a blaze of red hair, like a torch carried among the drab and jostling humanity below the cathedral steps.


  For a few heartbeats of time he was not aware of the din of the hawkers inside the Saint-tienne gate, or the bargaining and the quarrelling in the markets, the barking of dogs, the stink
  of people. His eyes were drawn only towards the possessor of this mane; a young woman, slim as a reed, with startling green eyes. He realized, with a feeling of something close to dread, that she
  was heading straight for them.


  There is the question of cost, he said, trying to once again concentrate his mind on the problem at hand. But by then the young woman with the red hair had reached them and her
  father enveloped her in a bear-like embrace. She wore a long tight-sleeved tunic of fine woollen cloth, over a high-necked linen chemise. There were soft calfs leather shoes on her feet.


  Her startling hair was wild and untamed, and its highlights caught the sun. He detected the scent of lavender on her clothes; she was a delight for all the senses. He stared at her for longer
  than he should. When she saw the direction of his stare, she did not lower her eyes, but stared back at him in a way that was as inflammatory as it was immodest.


  He tore his eyes from her as eagerly as a starving man might push away a heaped dinner. From that moment he pretended  though with little success  to ignore her. It was as if there
  were rocks piled on his chest. He was as surprised as he was dismayed. Lust  or love, as the Minnesingers called it  was an old enemy to a monk and Simon thought he had defeated it
  long ago..


  He hurried through the rest of their business. As Anselm took his dinner from the girl he expanded on his plans for the priory. Simon pretended to listen, and then mumbled a question about the
  wages for Anselm and his labourers. He paid scant attention to the answer. He agreed on a contract and scurried off.


  Mea culpa. Mea maxima culpa.


  Who was that? Fabricia said.


  Thats the priest I was telling your mother about. Father Simon Jorda. A good man, and though it pains me to say it, your mother is right: there are few enough of them in the Church
  these days.


  She followed her father into the nave. The glise de Saint-Antoine was just across the square from the great cathedral of Saint-tienne; crumb to the bread, as Anselm
  called it, all but forgotten for almost a century. Anselm had been commissioned to repair it.


  What do you have for our lunch today? he said. He looked inside the wicker basket. There was some bread and boiled bacon and a jug of wine. Is there enough for Pire
  as well? Pire was working on the scaffold high above their heads. He waved to him and Pire waved back. Pire! Anselm shouted. Come down!
  Its time to eat!


  Fabricia looked around. The work on the glise de Saint-Antoine proceeded slowly for Anselm had only a handful of labourers and carpenters to help him. It seemed the Bishop would rather
  spend his money on his own palace in the bourg. Today there was just a carpenter, a glazer, a painter and several serfs or freedmen as barrowmen and labourers. There was also a rough mason
  who laid and mortared the heavy stones that made up the new wall rising from the southern transept, which was still hidden behind a scaffolding of roped poles. A stone was being hoisted into
  position by a complex arrangement of ropes and pulleys. It was done in stages, for the men had to haul each goliath almost to the height of the tower.


  Anselm was proud of the commission, for what had once been a dark limestone box was being transformed by his hand into something glorious. The paint on the vault timbers was faded with age, but
  now there was at least gold leaf on the capitals and new wooden stalls for the monks in the choir. He had enlarged the apse to contain a new chancel, and extended that part of the building sideways
  to form a transept, thus remaking the whole structure into the form of a cross.


  She stared at the faded frescoes on the wooden ceiling. Anselm came to stand beside her. Its a poor thing, isnt it?


  It would have been beautiful once.


  He shook his head. These flat ceilings depress the spirit. With the new architecture we can use buttresses and pointed arches to raise the ceilings higher and higher. This is what they
  are doing at Chartres and at Bourges. How I would love to build a cathedral!


  But if you worked on a cathedral, you would never live to see it finished.


  It would not matter to me. I would have my mark on the foundation stone. When I get to heaven I could point down and say, see there, that is what I built. And they would have to let me
  in! He took her by the arm. A church is built to be a parable of our life. Did you know that?


  He was interrupted by the yapping of a dog that some yokel had brought in with him while he gaped at the tapestries. Nearby, two burghers argued heatedly with each other over the price of a wool
  bale. He frowned, and led her away from them, to the other end of the aisle.


  Dust motes drifted in a shaft of sunlight. He pointed to the rows of pillars that crowded the nave. These pillars and arches, they are the darkness of the forest from which we have all
  fled. And up there, just above the altar; imagine one day a great rose window. It will be like the sun, showing us the way forward. And what is the way? He is!


  Jesus hung suffering on his cross, head bowed and bleeding. Our Lord suffers for each one of us, leading us towards the path of our redemption. The aisle here is the path of our life and
  he is there at the end of it, waiting to lead the faithful to resurrection.


  He pointed to the vault. And finally when we arrive here, at the end of our lives, we look up, we see the light of heaven pouring through the windows in the clerestory, and we are
  reminded of the great and heavenly Jerusalem that awaits us. This is what your father does for his daily bread, Fabricia. A humble stonemason, yet I show each person who comes here his purpose in
  life and Gods mercy in it.


  She smiled. She had heard this tale before, of course, but she never grew tired of the passion in his face as he told it, for he seemed never to grow weary of telling it.


  She looked up again, saw Pire preparing to come down from the scaffold. She knew at once what was going to happen and looked to the lady in blue, there in her niche in the wall.
  Please, no.


  Pire screamed as he lost his grip on the wooden scaffold. His arms cartwheeled at the air in that piercing moment when he realized he was lost and he yelled out once more, this time a
  groan of despair. The sound he made as he hit the stone flagging sickened her. She thought she felt the floor shake but that was just her imagination, the horror of it.


  Anselm did not see him fall. He turned around only at the last moment to see Pire crumpled in the nave, his skull split like an over-ripe tomato, his limbs splayed at an unnatural angle
  from his body.


  He ran over and cradled the young man in his arms; oblivious to the gore on his hands and in his lap. Pire! Pire, my son. What have you done?


  His brains were everywhere. She thought she might vomit. Anselm stared at her, his mouth open and she could read the question in his eyes.


  I cannot marry Pire. He will die soon.


  How did you know?


  Fabricia could not answer. She looked around at the lady in blue, who only smiled back at her, kindly as a mother. A form of madness it might be, but not one she could just wish away.


  She sank to her knees beside her father, placed a white hand on the big, lifeless body in his arms, as if she was herself responsible for his death, just by foreseeing it.


  Im so sorry, she said.


  


  VI


  THERE WERE DAYS when Anselm did not utter a word. He started work in the church soon after the angelus bell at dawn, was
  still there long after vespers. He took both his dinner and supper there, and with the days growing shorter, often worked by candlelight. Without his journeyman apprentice, there was twice the
  workload, for now Anselm was the only mason to do the work.


  But Fabricia knew that was not the reason he worked himself so; what was it that he cried out in the cathedral the day that Pire died? Pire, my son. His grief was hard for
  her to watch, and she felt herself somehow accountable.


  One afternoon she brought him his supper in the church. Winter was drawing in, the feast of St Simon and St Jude had passed, and the mornings were cold. The new stone laid in the church was
  packed with straw so that the mortar did not crack from the frosts. The scaffolding on the new work made it appear like the decaying bones of some giant beast. Soon the barrowmen would be paid off
  and her father would withdraw to work in the chapter house. He would spend the winter cutting and ornamenting the stones for the niches and the windows.


  Anselm wore a tunic and apron and the little round cap that distinguished him as the freemason, the one who carved the free stone, the ornamentation in the vaultings and narthex
  and in the traceries of the clerestory windows. He was at work with hammer and chisel on a block that would take its place on the tympanum over the south portal.


  She watched him work. His breath made little clouds of vapour in the air. It was gloomy and frigid inside the church, but he wore fingerless gloves, for he needed the nimbleness of his
  fingertips for this work. His hands were thickly calloused so that he might as well have been wearing leather gloves, and his forearms were thick as an executioners; yet he could tease
  flowers and vine leaves from capitals as if they were moulded from clay.


  He looked up and saw her and his face creased into a grin. Fabricia! Good. The cold has made me hungry. I hope you have some of your mothers warm bread there in that basket.
  He tucked his hammer and bradawl into his apron.


  And some ewes cheese I bought at the market and a flask of spiced wine to warm you.


  He took a knife from his apron and cut into the cheese. Then he upended the wine flask and poured the wine into his throat, his head tipped back.


  She studied the work he had left on his bench. He was sculpting the stone to the shape of a devil, worked into a pattern of vine leaves. The work was so fine it did not look like a carving at
  all, but life wrought from raw stone. It was eerily lovely. Who would have thought such a gruff man kept visions in his soul?


  Its beautiful, she said.


  Its just stone, Fabricia. Now you, you are beautiful. Your mother is beautiful. This is just imitation of it, for Gods holy purpose. He shook his head. Though
  I confess I do not always understand His purpose. Why did he take Pire? All that boy ever wanted to do was build churches for His greater glory and now he is gone.


  Fabricia laid her hand on his. She could feel the warmth of him even through her glove. So much pent-up energy in him, he radiated heat like a furnace, even on the coldest days.


  How did you know? He looked up at her and she saw fear in his face. You said he was going to die. How did you know?


  She shook her head.


  Why didnt you stop it? he said.


  How, Papa? How do you tell someone something that has not happened and make them believe you? How could I stop Pire climbing the scaffold and doing his work because I had a
  dream?


  You still should have said something.


  I did.


  Anselm closed his eyes, nodded. But who dreams such things?


  A witch?


  Be still! You are not a witch! It was that storm, wasnt it? The lightning? You have not been the same since.


  No, Papa. I was never the same as everyone else, ever. There were things before that. After the storm, they just got worse, thats all.


  What things? She did not answer him. Anselm hung his head. My little rabbit, he said. What are we going to do with you?


  She took a breath. She knew he would not want to hear this. Papa, please, help me. I wish to take orders.


  No. I will not speak of this now.


  Its the only way for me. We both know this.


  Not now, he said, and tore his hand from hers and went back to his work.


  
    *

  


  Instead of returning directly home Fabricia went to visit the shrine of Our Lady in Saint-tienne. In the street by the side of the great church there was a locked door
  that led to the sacristy. Something made her turn as she passed the doorway; she saw a couple in there, the boy with his hose around his knees, the girl with her ankles around his hips. Fabricia
  stopped and stared.


  She could not take her eyes from the womans face. She had seen bawdiness in the street before, Toulouse was a crowded place and people took their vices where they could, but this was no
  penny whore. Her head was thrown back, her mouth open in a silent scream. This was passion, not street commerce. Could any physical experience be so intense? The woman clung to her lover so tightly
  her fingers were white. This is what joy looks like, Fabricia thought.


  The womans eyes blinked open and for a moment the two women stared at each other. Then Fabricia turned away and hurried inside the church, shaking.


  She lit a taper by the feet of the Madonna and kissed the cold marble hem of her robe. She closed her eyes and tried, by force of will, to persuade her to speak, as she had before.


  Move for me, she implored her. Talk to me! Tell me what to do!


  She pressed her hands hard, painfully, against her forehead and waited for the saint to speak. But there was only silence.


  That night she lay on her straw pallet beside the fire, listening to the watchman in the square rattle his iron-shod staff and cry out the Alls well! But all is not well,
  she thought.


  She had long feared a slow descent into madness, ending her days in the gutters, foam on her mouth, covered in ordure, bearing the stinging stones of jeering little boys. She had decided that if
  she were instead secluded in a monastery, her mother and father would be spared her shame, and would not be outcast along with her.


  Please, Blessed Mother, make this stop, she murmured. Exhausted, she closed her eyes, dreading sleep for what dreams might come.


  And what she dreamed was a knight with steel-blue eyes. She was riding a pony and he was walking beside her, leading it by its halter. He was smiling at her. Suddenly he fell, an arrow in the
  centre of his chest. He disappeared into a chasm that fell away from the mountain beside them. She woke in the night, screaming his name.


  Philip.


  


  VII


  Vercy, fifteen leagues from Troyes


  Burgundy, France


  ALEZAS, MY HEART.


  She was straddling him, hands behind her head, fixing the curls that fell loose about her shoulders. He cupped her breasts, like small fruit, dusky and ripe. Her eyes were like a cats in
  the dark.


  The blue night curtains were tied back on the wooden canopy. It was late summer and the soft copper wash of the sunset retreated through the window, and a scribble of smoke tumbled towards the
  draught. There was the aroma of freshly burned rosemary.


  His wife, so delicate, so pale by daylight but with the snuffing of the candles she was transformed. You get energy from the moon, he said to her once.


  She arched her back and her hips writhed, serpentine, each uncoiling drew another groan from his lips. She had all the skill of the Kings tormenter, teasing him slowly to his little
  death.


  She bit gently at the lobe of his ear: Take me to the tilt, my warrior. Bury your lance as deep as it will go.


  He took her face in his hands. Alezas, my sweet, my darling. He felt her breath on his face, sour wine and strawberries, chased the golden shadow of her soul in the cloister of her
  eye. You are my hope.


  
    *

  


  He started awake, realized he had been dozing in the saddle. His sergeant-at-arms pointed: the castle loomed above the valley on a bend of the river. A smudge of smoke rose from
  the keep and stained a filthy sky; he saw the flare of a torch behind the arrow slits of the donjon. He looked for the window of their bedroom, high in the tower. He knew that beneath it
  there was an iron chest, ornamented with iron scrolls, in which she kept her treasures and rarities. It served her also as window seat and prie-dieu and he wondered if she was there now, if she
  could see him.


  His wife, his home.


  He felt many eyes watching their approach. He wanted to gallop the rest of the way but he could not. The mud was frozen hard with frost and rutted from the passage of cart wheels and his horse
  stumbled, exhausted. He had ridden her hard to arrive before nightfall.


  A wolf howled somewhere on the mountain and he crossed himself.


  They stopped outside the gates and his sergeant-at-arms called out the password. The wooden doors of the gatehouse rumbled open.


  The torches were already lit; the servants tumbled from the donjon and the stables. He was home; for one fleeting moment he felt young again, and unscarred. But even as he clutched at the
  moment, he felt it slip from his grasp.


  He looked for her among the servants and soldiers, but she was not there. He knew straight away there was something wrong. It was written on all their faces. They averted their eyes, none of
  them wanted to be the one to say.


  He dropped from his horse. Renaut, his squire, pushed his way forward.


  Just tell me, Philip said.


  Shes dead; its been half a year. It happened on the Eve of the Annunciation.


  How?


  It was a birthing.


  He remembered their last night together. Take me to the tilt, my warrior. Bury your lance as deep as it will go. So that was it then; he had sewn the seed of his own despair.


  I wish I might tell you otherwise, Renaut said and fell to one knee. His entire household followed.


  He wanted to sink to his knees in the mud with them but that would not do, for he was still master of this castle and these people. He felt them all watching him. It was a rare thing to feel
  pitied.


  I do not want an audience for my grief, he thought, I would rather be alone, away from this stink of smoke and horses and mud. Look after my horse, he said and limped inside.


  
    *

  


  The next day nothing would do but her gentlewomen must give him the account of how it happened. The pains began after mass; she had laboured with the child all through the next
  day and the next night before Renaut was sent to fetch a wise woman from the village. How she suffered and moaned! When at last the child was born there was a sudden onrushing of blood: not enough
  linen in the whole of the castle to stem the flow. Some women sent to the chapel to pray. I just want to sleep now, she said. Dont close your eyes, we all told her, didnt we? But we
  could not prevent it. She would not rouse. And her skin! Cold as mildewed stone.


  He would have preferred their account brief, but they wished to tell him every detail. It had been their burden all these months and they needed to be free of its weight, hand it to him. It was
  his now.


  It was not our fault. We did what we could.


  Did she say anything? he said.


  They shook their heads. One word from her deathbed might have made a difference. But there was nothing to report, it seemed.


  The priest was called and she slipped away during the night. They all woke to slate roofs dusted with snow and a lady frozen in death.


  He sent them all away, climbed the stairs to their bedchamber and perched uneasily on the edge of the bed where she died. A sour wind howled around the walls and the candles guttered and
  danced.


  He tried to picture her face but already it was fading. Just that afternoon he could summon every curl and every glance, but she was alive to him then, though six months in her grave. He heard
  her voice from the dark passage. You did not even ask about the child.


  I cannot believe you have left me here alone, he said.


  What was it she had said before he left? Promise me you will come home safe to me. He had never thought to say: Promise me you will still be here alive when I return. Now she was
  gone, the sun was behind her and he could not stare into the light.


  She had tried to make him stay.


  I cannot, he had told her. I am a knight, and I am foresworn to make one pilgrimage to the Holy Land in my lifetime and fight for the Lord. I have to do my duty.


  I am afraid that if you go, we will be parted for ever.


  That is for God to decide.


  No, it is for you to decide, husband.


  It is not goodbye, he had said. I will come back to you, I promise.


  She turned away from him.


  You have to understand, mon coeur. God demands this of me.


  Oh, I dont think so, she said and would have left it at that. He pressed her on it. Its the Pope in Rome that wants it, husband. Can you not serve God just as
  well by staying here and serving the people whose lives depend on your presence?


  The next day he put on his surcoat. Her ladies had stitched a red cross on to the fabric and he strode into the great hall to show it off. What would you say if you were a Saracen and saw
  me come at you with my sword raised?


  Her eyes were clouded. I would say, go home to your wife and leave us here in peace.


  What is wrong with me? he thought. I had been happy then. Any other man would have squeezed every measure from every day and not tested Gods patience and the Devils sense of
  mischief.


  And now she was gone. You wasted your brief time with her in that infernal country, looking for Gods favour, when He had already given you more than you ever deserved. And now look what
  has happened.


  
    *

  


  When he woke, his mouth was foul and parched, his head splitting from too much wine. Renaut was sitting at the foot of the bed. I should have fetched the wise woman
  sooner, he said. Else she might still be alive.


  You are not to blame, Renaut. No one is to blame but me. I should have been here.


  It was raining outside. Last night he had thought that if he slept he would wake up and find her lying beside him in the bed, smell the musty warmth of her, spoon his body into hers. But instead
  he woke cold and aching. He went to sit by the fire, drew close to the meagre warmth of some green logs. He called for more wine.


  


  VIII


  THE BLACK-ROBED friar was again about his work in front of the cathedral. He seemed a mild sort of man for a preacher,
  Anselm thought, his shoulders bowed like a scribe and pouches under his sad grey eyes the size of pigeons eggs.


  But when he started to harangue the crowd those same eyes were of an instant lit from within by a messianic fire and his voice thundered even over the braying of the mules and the shouts of the
  hawkers.


  It is only through Christ and his Church that you will be saved! If you listen to your heretic priests you will be consigned to the terrors of purgatory, for such is reserved for those of
  you who turn your back on Gods holy word!


  From the folds of his cloak he produced a human skull and brandished it in the face of a housewife on her way home from the market. She yelped in shock and spilled the eggs she was carrying on
  the cobblestones. A yellow-backed cur pounced on this unexpected windfall and began to lap at the spilled yolks.


  This is what awaits you! Every man and woman here owes God a death and you do not know when it will come. Are you ready to meet your Judge? Are you ready for the Last Trumpet?


  The moment these words left his mouth there was a loud blast on a horn and several of the women who had paused to listen screamed and jumped back. A small child started to cry.


  Anselm was not quite so startled, for the trick was not new to him. He had seen one of the friars accomplices slip inside the nave of the cathedral some moments before, a trumpet
  concealed in his robe. This elegant piece of theatre had a great effect on some but produced only rage in others.


  An apprentice retrieved some fresh horse dung from the cobblestones and hurled it at the friar. It hit him about the midriff, leaving a large yellow-brown stain, much to the mirth of the
  crowd.


  At this some young toughs appeared from behind the pillars and threw the dung-thrower into one of the pie stalls. Some others of the hecklers came to his aid and a brawl began.


  Anselm Brenger shook his head and turned to Father Jorda. What a world, where men should so disrespect a man of God.


  It is the times we live in.


  Indeed, Father.


  Father Simon Jorda tucked his hands inside the loose sleeves of his cassock to warm them a little. He was struggling to conclude their business. It was difficult, Anselm appreciated, to express
  both sympathy and self-interest at the same time. He felt sorry for the friar; he did not doubt that it was the prior who insisted on pressing him on business matters so soon after
  Pires accident.


  He thanked the priest once more for his condolences, and agreed that such a fine young man must at that very moment be enjoying the fruits of his virtue in heaven. He then assured him that but
  for a slight delay while the guild found for him a journeyman of equal abilities, his work would proceed apace. By Anselms calculation they would be finished by the following autumn, and
  could then continue as planned with the new work on Saint-Sernin.


  Simon was about to return to his duties. He hesitated, sensing from the stonemasons manner that there was something further on his mind.


  Is something wrong, mason? he said.


  Anselm wondered how to begin. He possessed a deft hand with stone; but when he was with his wife or a clergyman, he felt like a piece of marble himself.


  What a sight he makes, Simon thought. Yet this giant contrived somehow to look like a child about to be upbraided by his father for some mischief.


  Father, Anselm muttered into his beard, there is something . . . I wonder if you might do me a service.


  If it is within my power, Simon answered, thinking he might wish a special dispensation for some sin. Some unscrupulous priests refused absolution for those sins that weighed
  heaviest on the penitents mind, in order to extract payment for their pardon. A priest might ask for two or three sols from a peasant for an adultery; twenty or thirty from a man like
  Anselm, who could afford it.


  He despised such practices. He would refuse no man the grace of God, if he were truly penitent.


  It is about my daughter, he said, and Simons heart froze.


  Your daughter?


  Her name is Fabricia. She is a good daughter, and virtuous, and loves the Church.


  That all men should be so blessed. What is it with her that you wish to discuss with me?


  She loves the Church a little too much, I believe.


  Simon strained to hear him over the noise of chisel on stone from the men working around them. How can we love our Church too much, Anselm?


  Father, you know me, I am a simple man, I have no understanding of such things. The skills God has seen fit to give me, I use in the service of the Church, when I can. But there are some
  things . . .


  What is it you require of me, Anselm?


  She has expressed a desire to take vows, and live under the Rule, as a nun. Although I know it is a great virtue to serve God in this way, she is my only daughter, and I wish to dissuade
  her of it. I believe she may serve God better as a good wife and a good mother. Will you speak with her, Father?


  You wish me to persuade her against this?


  I do.


  That is quite impossible, Simon said, and turned away, lest Anselm see the blood colour his cheeks. But he could not hasten because of the litter of stone blocks around his feet,
  and Anselm would not give up so easily.


  Father, though she is only a daughter, I love her with all my soul!


  Your soul is for loving God.


  She is the only child I have. God has not seen fit to bless our union with more. Someday I hoped for a grandson to whom I could pass on these few humble skills that I have . . . if you
  would only talk to her, Father.


  There is no better purpose to life than to commend it to God.


  But, Father, she is just a girl, and has good prospects to marry . . .


  Simon rounded on him, meaning to upbraid him for his importunate manners. The sight of this goliath reduced to hand-wringing stayed him. If only this wretch knew what was in my heart! The ways
  of the Dark One are truly insidious, he thought. Or perhaps God has sent this as a test for me. He intends this as my moment to overcome the Devils power, to defeat him as surely as the Lord
  defeated his temptations in the wilderness.


  Please, talk with her, Father. If I had a son, it would be a gift I could give to God, knowing it was of some value. But a daughter . . . really, the sacrifice is hers alone, and I do not
  believe she understands the gravity of it. Will you prevail on her, for me?


  Simon could not find his voice. He retrieved the hem of his cassock, stepped over a large block of marble, and hurried away.


  Why did he choose me? Simon wondered. Was it just because he knew me and had cause to converse with me often? There were some clerics who would not even speak to a woman, saying their gender was
  responsible for the sins of Eve and thus the suffering of all men. He himself believed it was because such priests did not trust themselves, were afraid that the charms that the Devil lent women
  could lead them from a sinless life.


  I never before counted myself among them.


  It was admitted that virtuous men were not easily found within the Church. There were many clerics who knew fornication better than they knew the words of the mass, and monks who, if they did
  not have a reputation for scandal, should have no reputation at all.


  He always thought himself exceptional; had convinced himself that on the Day of Judgement God would find no blemish on his pure heart. This was a test of his virtue, that was all. And he would
  prove finally to himself, and to his Lord, that the Devil held no play over him whatever.


  


  IX


  THE BRENGER FAMILY lived in the narrow streets on the Garonne side, close to the sweatshops
  and the bleachers and tanners around the church of Saint-Pire-des-Cuisines. To get there Simon passed through several mean alleys, with workshops and stalls on every side. The imprecations
  of the whores and the shrieks of snot-nosed children were a vexation. Gangs of adolescents roamed there, mocking the old and the lame and getting into fist-fights outside the ale-houses.


  As in Paris, the population of the town had no other means of disposing of waste than by throwing everything into the street. The rickety upper storeys jutted at angles over the narrow lanes and
  Simon had once experienced the unrelieved joy of having the contents of a night jar emptied on his head. On one famous occasion even the Bishop had been so anointed. The most hideous filth was
  piled up outside every door, where dogs and pigs squabbled over the fare. Simon held a scented handkerchief to his nose while being forced into a doorway to make way for a shepherd and a flock of
  mud-spattered sheep.


  He reached a small square with a stone cross at its centre, the junction of three streets. It was here that the mason had his house. Shops faced on to the square, the wrought-iron signs hanging
  above their lintels creaking and swaying in the wind.


  Despite the weather, a crowd gathered around a bear sward, and voices rose as the betting and cursing began. He heard the yelping of the dogs and the desperate and enraged cries of the bear as
  it fought for its life. The world was steeped in sin, he thought. Only the eternal has worth.


  Remember that, Simon, before you go inside. Remember that.


  
    *

  


  Anselm Brenger lived well, for as a master mason he received twenty-four silver sols every week, which sum afforded him a good stone house and meat on his table
  for most suppers. Simon was greeted in the parlour. In the middle of the room there was a fireplace, a welcome log crackling in the grate. Mushrooms, garlic and onions hung on strings to dry above
  the hearth.


  He looked around. There were three small windows covered with oiled linen, which allowed a creamy light into the room. To relieve the austerity, the oaken roof timbers were painted in bright
  colours, wine-red and moss-green.


  Anselm brought him to stand by the fire to warm himself. Steam rose from his damp cloak. Anselms wife brought him a cup of mulled wine. Simon noted that the mother much resembled her
  daughter, though Elionors red curls were now flecked with grey.


  As his eyes grew accustomed to the dim light inside the house, he noticed Fabricia waiting patiently in the corner. She wore a soft grey tunic, a linen chemise visible at her neck and wrists,
  decorated with lace. He imagined he could detect the faint smell of saffron from its last washing. She was practising her needlepoint and her brow was knit in a frown of concentration.


  After some desultory conversation, Anselm and his wife left him by the fire with their daughter, who had to this point remained silent. They went upstairs to their private chamber.


  He knew he should put her at her ease with some casual conversation  the weather perhaps, or an enquiry after the manner of the embroidery she was making  but he found to his
  horror that his throat was dry and his hands were trembling. Such was his panic that he launched instead straight to the business.


  Your father tells me that it is your wish to give yourself over to the service of God.


  He has sent you here to dissuade me, has he not, Father?


  He wishes me to ascertain if you have the temperament for it.


  Simon settled himself on his stool and sipped his wine. Now the conversation had begun, he felt a little more certain of himself. Many young women had been moved by the stories of virgins
  suffering for Our Lord; it was for such hysterical notions that their sex was famed. He knew that a man of his training and intellect should be able to disabuse her of such thoughts without too
  much difficulty.


  I cannot say whether I have the temperament for it, Father. I just believe that it is what God wishes me to do.


  How might a girl such as yourself know the mind of God? Only the Holy Father in Rome is truly allowed to understand the divine, and even His Holiness professes puzzlement on
  occasion.


  Fabricia did not answer him. She stared at the rushes on the floor. Such insolence!


  Speak up, child, he said, though he ought not to have called her child, perhaps, for he was only a few years her elder. Why should you think such a thing?


  She raised her eyes from the floor and the blazing look she gave him took his breath away and set stirring in his loins an ache he thought years of prayer and diligence had banished. She bit her
  lip; his first thought was that it was a device to entrap him but then he allowed that it might simply be an effort to stop herself from speaking about certain private things in his presence.


  At last she said: Do you think it is wrong then for a humble woman such as myself to wish to dedicate my life to His service?


  There was an easy riposte to this; but her earnest expression disconcerted him. When he finally found his voice he reminded her that it was not enough to love God, that a chosen servant must
  also have a disposition sufficiently robust to serve him properly.


  You mean like the Bishop? This caught him off balance, for the Bishops worldliness was well known, if not much discussed, by the town in general.


  At least he had wit enough for a rejoinder. But you do not intend to become bishop, surely?


  I do not think I should have the strength for it. After a week I should be exhausted from drink and fornication.


  Simon did not know what to say. Already the direction of the interview was slipping from his control. She might be merely the daughter of a stonemason but her tongue was as sharp as an
  executioners knife.


  She dropped her gaze again to the floor. I am sorry, Father. Sometimes my tongue is a little too free.


  Indeed. It is quite plain to me already that you have none of the attributes necessary for the monastic life. Obedience and humility are the foundation stones of the Rule. If you are
  unable to hold your tongue, I fail to see what service you might be able to render to God.


  Feeling that he was once again in control of the situation, he warmed his legs before the hearth and told her stories of Augustine and of Benedict of Norcia, to illustrate to her what a true
  love of God entailed. He was approaching the topic of St Agness martyrdom when she suddenly looked directly into his face, and said: I have visions, Father. I see things I should
  not.


  It was as if she had dashed a pail of cold water in his face. She was not listening to him at all.


  What manner of visions?


  She shook her head. I cannot tell you that.


  Why not?


  You will take it as a blasphemy.


  I shall be the judge of that.


  She stared at the floor. Outside the tinkers clattered past in their wooden shoes and a priest, with his hand bell, was summoning all to pray for the souls of the dead. Finally, she said:
  I have seen a woman, very much like Our Lady. Only I do not think she can be real.


  He watched the firelight play in her hair. Because you see things, Fabricia, it does not mean they are there. Young girls of your age before they are . . . wed . . . are famed for such
  notions.


  So a monk or a priest or even a nun might see God and know it is real but if it is a young girl then it is a kind of madness? Is that what you are saying, Father?


  Where did you see such things?


  Once, in Saint-tienne, while I prayed at her shrine. She descended from her pedestal.


  She moved?


  Yes, Father.


  Simon sighed and affected forbearance. This was the source of her supposed devotion to God? You give too much weight to mere flights of fancy, Fabricia Brenger .


  You think so, Father? she said, and then looked at him with such directness that he averted his own eyes. He wanted desperately to touch her.


  You must confess, he said.


  Confess? Have I sinned?


  Of course you have sinned!


  But I have no control over such things.


  That does not matter. In this . . . fancy . . . did she speak to you?


  She did. She lifted her right hand and laid it on her breast. I felt the words here, in my heart. His eyes followed the ecstatic passage of her fingers from her
  shoulder to her bosom. He imagined the porcelain softness of her breast beneath the crisp linen, the pale vein that succoured the swollen bud of her nipple.


  Her skin would smell like lavender and musk, and there would be a sprinkling of the finest red-gold hair below the dimple of her navel, visible only in the golden splash of sunlight that fell
  across her bed in the late afternoon.


  Her back was sinuous and slender, like the wriggling of a snake as she slid between his thighs . . .


  He jumped to his feet, spilling both his stool and his mead on to the floor. The Devil threw back his head and roared with laughter. Fabricia stared up at him, startled.


  There is nothing to be done with you! he shouted and fled the house without another word.
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