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Prologue
     A man is painting, dipping his fine-bristled brush into a mixture of egg, water and red ochre and stroking it across the surface of an iron breastplate. The other items of his panoply: his basinet and aventail, his backplate, his gauntlets and greaves, the big cuisses and poleyns for the legs, and his shield, and the rest of the breastplate, are all painted. Adorned with scenes of violence and brutal, desperate struggle, yet rendered by a delicate hand. A man running a spear through another. A woman set upon by wolves. A priest bristling with arrows. A red circle. Stories told in yellow ochre, burnt umber, lime white. Some old and peeling, some faded so that their meaning can no longer be discerned. But there is still a patch of iron as yet unembellished. 
     The brush sweeps a red gash across the grey. Another story. Perhaps the last. 
◆◆◆
Bohemia. 1370
He is down again, but blind this time. Choking too. Gasping for a breath, yet he still manages to curse, if only in his mind. And a foul curse it is, even by Galien’s standards. Foul as the day and the filth and the stinking sludge which is going to be the death of him. Brown water has flooded through the breathing holes and even through the eyeholes of his basinet’s visor. It’s in his nose and mouth. He’s inhaling it because that’s all there is to breathe on, and his body’s instinct is too stupid to know that this water in his lungs will kill him as sure as any blade.
He retches, his whole body convulsing inside his armour like a fevered heart in a big man’s chest. Coughing now and screaming. No words, just formless rage, for if he doesn’t drown soon, he will be alive to feel his brains being smashed from his skull, or the insidious lust of the questing blade driven in under his armpit or groin or somewhere else where iron armour is not.
Fuck. Fuck life and fuck God.
But breathe. Do that just to spite it all.
He would if he could, but he’s suffocating. His mind as blind now as his eyes. And yet he manages to turn his head a little inside the helmet. Just enough to lift his cheek from the cold water and suck in an ill-formed breath with the corner of his mouth. Then a gasp, loud in the steel confines of his helmet. And another, fuller, swollen with fury even as the weight on the back of his helmet bears down, hands driving him into the mud, as if the man lying on him, his knees in Galien’s hamstrings, is desperately trying to force some demon back down into Hell.
But death would be too easy now, and so Galien strains his neck, shoulders and torso against the grunting burden and lifts. Feels the foul water running out of the visor’s holes. He sucks in a fetid breath and bucks against the weight, creating the space to roll over onto his back. He grabs the man by his helmet and twists at the waist, driving that head down into the fetid quagmire beside him, and even as he roars the exquisite pleasure of this, he thinks to himself that the flailing man cannot have enough hate in him to lift his head again in this life and would be better to take the water in and give up the struggle. But the flailing man does not know this and so he tries to live, forcing Galien to scramble like a beast in the mud and heave his own iron weight upon his foe. Galien’s right hand searches amongst the filth until his fingers close around the hilt of the sword he dropped earlier. He brings the blade up, his other hand guiding its point into the eye slit of his opponent’s helmet, then he throws his weight down upon the hilt, driving the sword in.
A flap of arms and a metallic scream from inside the basinet, then the man beneath him goes still at last and Galien’s own breath rushes in spate, loud inside his helmet. He turns his head, peering through eye slits, through driving veils of rain, at the struggle of armed and armoured men. Sees Ancel trading long-sword blows with a knight who is strong and fast, though not as fast as Ancel. Sees Mauger striding forward and swinging his long axe, taking heads and limbs and roaring with the joy of it, and there are Fulchard and William Grey, drawing their war bows, sending shaft after shaft into men whose armour cannot save them.
Galien clambers up to one knee, breathing hard. Through the lancing rain he sees Godfrey driving two men back with his morning star flail, the spiked ball singing its blood-song as it clanks off armour. While nearby, Ranulf catches an axe blow on his shield which still bears the faded red Jerusalem cross of the Knights of the Holy Sepulchre, then drops to one knee and hooks his pollaxe behind his opponent’s leg, toppling him before reversing the pollaxe and hammering the spike down through the man’s mail, gambeson and breastbone, into his heart.
It is chaos. A storm within a storm as Galien climbs to his feet, turns, deflects a spear-thrust with his sword and takes a man’s head, which thumps into the mud, staring up at the grey sky. A life gone in a half-breath.
‘Galien!’ Ranulf calls, throwing a spear to him and gesturing to one of their number whose helmet visor is painted with a devil’s face and who is being forced back by two big warriors. Galien tests the spear’s balance, then hurls it. It streaks like black lightning through the grey day, piercing one of the big warriors through his neck. The man staggers and falls, then the knight in the devil-faced visor ducks beneath the other man’s sword, coming up lithe and fast behind him, hauling his head back to expose his throat and drawing a blade across it to spray the day crimson.
Now thunder, rolling through the ground, and Galien turns to see a war horse and rider galloping into the maelstrom, the warrior’s lance couched beneath the arm, helmet plume flying behind like blood. Down comes the lance’s wicked-sharp point, impaling a man through the chest up to the hand guard, the rider letting go the lance at the last and riding on, leaving the dead warrior skewered where he stands, the weapon’s point buried in the earth behind him.  
It is over. Galien pulls off his basinet, spitting grit and mud. Breathing deeply. Relishing the clean rain on his face, as the knight in the devil’s mask removes the helmet, and raven-black hair spills out. ‘Not a bad throw for an old man.’ Gisla grins at Galien as she pulls her bloody sword through a scrap of cloth. 
‘I was aiming for the other one,’ Galien says. 
The fight won, Galien’s soldiers are already on their knees, looting the dead for coin, rings, weapons; anything.
‘Bring the cart,’ Ranulf orders Tancred, the youngest of them. ‘Let’s get it loaded and be gone before dark.’ Tancred nods and tramps off through the mud.
‘Got a thirst like a fish on a skillet,’ Mauger says, crouching and snapping a dead man’s fingers to take his rings.
The archer William Grey pulls a feather shaft from a man’s neck and whips it through the air until the gristle flies from the point. ‘You’re always thirsty,’ he says.
‘Since I was a bairn,’ Mauger agrees.
Gisla wipes blood from her mouth and spits. ‘I heard his mother had udders big as grain sacks.’
Mauger grimaces. ‘I would’ve starved if she’d had your tits.’
Gisla grins and Godfrey whistles, appreciating the craftsmanship in a sword belt of golden discs. Holding it up to what light there is on this dull day. Beside him, Ancel examines a ruby ring. He kisses it and tosses it to Evelina, who blows him a kiss in return and tucks the ring into the pouch on her belt.
‘How much of this do we have to give to the duke?’ Yvain asks Galien.
‘We need it more’n he does,’ Fulchard says.
‘Aye, we’ve earned it,’ Ancel says, trickling coins from a purse into his bloody palm.  
‘We’ve done what he asked of us,’ Galien says. ‘The duke will be busy with his clerks, writing terms for Baron Rosenberg to agree to. Thanks to us. He won’t begrudge us a few trinkets and blades.’
‘Trinkets?’ Godfrey says, an eyebrow cocked as he shows Galien the golden belt.
Galien is more interested in the dent on the back of his helmet. Some of the yellow paint has been scratched off, marring the image of a hawk in flight. Years since he painted that bird, he thinks. ‘He’s done well enough out of us,’ he says, and with that he turns to regard a well-dressed man on a palfrey who has appeared amongst the trees at the edge of the clearing and seems to be admiring the carnage which Galien’s warriors have wrought. ‘What say you, Hynek?’ Galien asks the newcomer, tossing a purse of coin which the man catches deftly.
Hynek nods at Galien. ‘I think my lord will be satisfied with his decision to hire you and your company, Galien.’ His smile is like oil on water. ‘He will show his appreciation tonight. Food, wine, women.’ He watches the mounted warrior Evelina walk her destrier back into the clearing to retrieve the lance from the spitted man still hanging on it. ‘Or whatever else we can provide for your pleasure,’ Hynek adds, as Evelina leans out of the saddle and takes hold of the lance.
‘Food, wine and women is a start,’ Gisla says, grinning at him, while Evelina pulls the lance from the corpse, which falls into the mud. Hynek smiles, nods, and pulls his reins, turning away into the woods and towards the armed men in the Duke of Žitava’s livery waiting further back amongst the trees. ‘Don’t forget the heads, Galien,’ Hynek calls over his shoulder. ‘My lord requires proof of every kill. You know how these things are.’
Galien shares a weary look with Godfrey, then strides over to the nearest corpse. He lifts his sword into the rain, which washes the blood from the blade. Then the sword comes down.
◆◆◆
The ale cup slams down on the table. Godfrey, who has fetched the drinks, climbs onto the bench beside Galien, the two men lifting their cups and striking them together so that ale sloshes over the rims. Somewhere, musicians are playing a lively tune on lute and flute. Drinkers shout to be heard, argue, dance, laugh, call out to friends across the room, the clamour of it all echoing the noise of the fight earlier that day. 
‘So, where next?’ Godfrey asks his old friend.
Before Galien can answer, Ranulf leans forward and says, ‘I know of a rich man up in Bautzen who wants rid of his daughter’s husband.’
Galien gives that suggestion the kind of look it deserves. Ranulf shrugs, leans back, carries on drinking. 
Tancred drinks deeply and drags a hand across his neat beard and moustaches. ‘The emperor always needs good fighters.’
Godfrey grunts. ‘The emperor needs soldiers to die for him.’ Murmurs of agreement at this. 
‘What about the king?’ Evelina suggests, leaning in while Ancel tries to pull her into the throng to dance. ‘He’ll pay well to ensure he becomes emperor when the old man croaks his last.’
Galien’s lip curls to reveal his teeth. ‘They don’t want the likes of us stinking up the streets of Prague,’ he says. ‘Or have you forgotten?’
The companions share a look which says that none of them have.
‘Still, we’ll need more work soon,’ Godfrey says.
‘Our money would last longer if you cut back on wine and whores.’ Galien drinks.
Godfrey mutters begrudgingly but says, ‘We’re not bloody monks, Galien. Besides, we need horses. Trained horses.’
Galien knows full well what they need. He turns to look at the others, who are making merry amongst the tavern regulars. ‘Let me worry about what’s next.’
Ancel and Evelina are dancing now with the innocent joy of children. A group has gathered around Mauger, men and women placing bets with Reinald about how many flagons of ale the big man can down before vomiting or passing out. Fulchard and Yvain are sitting at a nearby table, each with a woman on his lap. Gisla has found a quiet corner and a pretty friend. She is whispering into the girl’s ear, the tip of her tongue now and then questing out between full lips to tickle and tease. William Grey is already asleep, his head tilted back against the tavern wall. His hand still grips an empty ale cup.
Galien’s company have fought well and are cutting loose, living as always in the moment, as warriors will who know that the next day may bring nothing or may bring death.
A half-dozen whores jostle their way up to the table, their redheaded leader introducing them as gifts from the duke. Ranulf and Tancred stand, grinning, welcoming the women, pouring them cups of wine. But one of the whores notices that Galien seems unimpressed and unmoved by the duke’s generosity.
‘What’s he so miserable about?’ she asks Ranulf.
‘Miserable?’ Ranulf says. ‘This is the happiest I’ve seen him for a year.’
Galien raises an eyebrow and lifts his cup towards them, then puts it to his lips and drinks.
 
◆◆◆
The blade’s cold kiss wakes him. Galien opens his eyes and looks into the pockmarked face of the man holding a bollock dagger to his throat. Fuck, but he’s tired. The blade is wedged just above his throat stone, yet it cannot prevent the curse rising all the way to his lips. The man holding the dagger grins. 
‘Good morning, Galien.’ Not the knifeman but another, in the shadows beyond the wash of pale dawn light flooding through the tavern window. Galien closes his eyes and lets his head fall back onto the rolled cloak which had served as his pillow. He does not need to see the vestments of a high-ranking churchman, the robes of silk and velvet, the episcopal shoes or the ring worn on the fourth finger of the right hand, to know who has found him.
‘What do you want, Cardinal?’ Galien says, wondering if the crick in his neck is from the makeshift pillow, or the previous day’s fighting. The bollock knife makes itself known again, the oval swellings of the guard lifting his chin.
‘Show some respect, scum,’ its owner growls, his breath reeking of rotten cabbage.
‘What the fuck?’ Ranulf nearby murmurs in a wine-ravaged voice, having also woken to a blade at his throat. There are some twenty soldiers in amongst the bodies of men and women who had been left in the tavern straw like sea-wrack abandoned by a falling tide. Those of Galien’s company who are there – and not all are, judging by the shouting outside – have been rudely awoken and now blink blearily and swear and look to their weapons, even though they know they would die badly.    
‘Did you think we had forgotten you, Galien?’ Cardinal Cesarini asks, stepping into the light, though there is too little yet of the day to reveal him in all his corpulent splendour.  
‘I had hoped,’ Galien replies.
The clergyman sweeps an arm through the air and Galien catches his scent amongst the heady alehouse stink of sweat and stale wine. Cloves. Spicy and exotic. The sweetness of rose. A pleasant smell on a woman but sickening on the cardinal. ‘Then you should have bought some land to farm,’ Cesarini says, ‘or left the kingdom for Pressburg or some other piss-pot little town along the Danube. Galien the cobbler,’ he muses. ‘A candlemaker perhaps. Some quiet way to pass the days and contemplate the mysteries of life.’ The cardinal signs the cross and shrugs, then turns a fleshy hand palm uppermost, his rings winking briefly in the shaft of light. ‘As it is, all I need do is follow the stench of death, like…’ he lifts a hand with a flutter of fingers ‘…like a gull behind the plough waiting to see what the shares turn up.’
‘And here you are,’ Galien says.
The cardinal nods, looking around the tavern, taking in the reeking, drink-addled residue of the previous night’s debauchery. It is not clear that he entirely disapproves. ‘Here I am,’ he confirms. Then he turns to his captain of guard and says, ‘Bring them outside,’ and the soldiers usher each of Galien’s company to the door, receiving threats for their trouble, though no one fights.
The daylight hurts Galien’s eyes and he shivers, not from the dawn cold but because his bladder is fit to burst if he doesn’t piss soon. Squinting, he looks across the yard where Mauger is still bellowing like a bull, clubbing at men with his big fists, grabbing hold of them and throwing them this way and that. Already a litter of cardinal’s men lie dazed in the mud. A good sign, thinks Galien. The soldiers have been told to take his company alive. Then again, death is not always the worst option.
‘Leave them be, Mauger,’ Galien calls, and three wary soldiers close in on the big man, at which Mauger bends, picks his empty ale cup out of the mud, straightens and lashes it across a soldier’s face, sending teeth flying and the man reeling.
‘I can do that,’ Mauger gnarrs, tossing the cup aside and holding up his hands to show the cardinal’s soldiers that he has finished. The last man he put down is not moving, so the cardinal’s captain of guard gestures at two soldiers to haul their comrade up out of the mud.
‘This everyone, Galien?’ the cardinal asks, sweeping a robed arm towards Galien’s companions, who are being held at spearpoint in the dawn. Some of them look angry at having been woken, some are still swaying with drink. Others yawn, already bored of the new day.
Galien nods.
‘I was told there were more,’ the cardinal says, glancing at another man, a thin, dark-haired, ashen-faced cleric dressed in the humble robes of a village priest. This man gives a shrug.
‘There were,’ Galien says.
The cardinal gives a knowing nod. Galien’s line of work is not exactly without risk.
‘I would talk with you, Galien,’ the cardinal says.
‘Just talk?’ Galien asks, nodding towards the four dozen soldiers who constitute the cardinal’s own private army.
‘Just talk,’ the cardinal assures him, twisting the ring on his fat finger, a simple gold circlet enclosing a single red stone.
‘It’s never just talk,’ Godfrey says.
Galien nods at Cardinal Cesarini. ‘Alright,’ he says. You can rip the bandage off the dried wound quickly, or you can pull it bit by bit. Today his head hurts and he’d rather get it over with.
The cardinal lifts his chin towards the tavern. ‘Wine?’
Galien lifts a dark eyebrow. ‘A little early for wine, Cardinal.’
The cardinal signals at the two soldiers holding sharp steel up to Galien. They step back, lowering their blades, though not sheathing them. Then Cesarini looks back at the priest and nods, at which the priest turns and beckons to someone whom Galien can't see properly for the gaudy, silk cushion-festooned litter in which six servants brought the clergyman to this humble hostelry on the fringes of Žitava. The soldiers part and a young woman in a nun’s grey habit comes forward, instantly making an impression on Galien’s men as she pushes back her hood, revealing close-shorn hair, a strong nose, sharp cheek bones and eyes whose grey-green hue give the impression of unfathomable depth. On her forehead is a pale scar in the shape of a cross. For a moment she stands still, looking uncertain. Wary. As any nun would be in the presence of such men as those who are gathered here, stinking of drink and violence.
‘Come, child,’ the cardinal says. The young woman looks from Galien to Evelina and Gisla, then back to Galien, who reflects that he felt more at ease with the soldier’s knife against his throat than he does under the sharp scrutiny of those eyes. She is staring at him, and Cesarini is growing impatient. ‘Come now, don’t be shy,’ the cardinal says, wiping a trickle of sweat from his brow. ‘Galien is more civilised than he looks.’
Galien doubts that. It’s been many years since he gave his confession to a priest, but now, standing in the mud on a chill dawn, he can feel the blood beneath his fingernails. Can feel the wine in his skull and smell last night’s whore on his skin.
The thin, grey priest extends an arm to the woman, inviting her to take his hand. ‘Come, Maud,’ he says, gentle as a parent to a frightened child. She takes his hand and the two of them follow Galien and Cardinal Cesarini towards the tavern.
‘What about us?’ Ranulf calls.
‘I’m hungry, Galien,’ Mauger says, as if it’s Galien’s problem. Which it usually is.
Galien passes Gisla and lifts his eyes towards Mauger and the others. ‘Don’t let them kill anyone.’
Gisla grins and Galien walks back into the gloom and the fragmentary half-memories of the previous night.
◆◆◆
‘His Holiness has need of me,’ Cardinal Cesarini says with feigned weariness, taking the wine jug from the tavern keeper and pouring the drinks himself while his soldiers clear the human dregs from the place, hoisting up the last drunken, barely conscious men and women and hurling them out into the day.
‘Good for you, Cardinal,’ Galien growls, as Cesarini fills both their cups. He’s still not sure wine is the right idea.
‘And perhaps good for you too, Galien.’
Galien doubts it. ‘What have I to do with it?’ he asks. He glances at the thin priest and the young woman. She seems to be weighing Galien with her eyes and he doesn’t like it. Neither does he like the look of that scar on her forehead, or the idea that someone had cut or burned a cross into her. The mysteries of Mother Church, he thinks, with a shake of his head.
The cardinal lifts his cup to a mouth which looks too small for his obvious appetites and drinks, his expression one of surprised pleasure, as if the wine is better than he’d expected. ‘You have worked for the Holy Mother Church before,’ he says. The thin priest is watching Galien the way one of the duke’s gyrfalcons would eye some potential prey.
‘In another life,’ Galien says. 
Cardinal Cesarini makes a show of looking around the tavern. ‘Forgive me, but this new life of yours does not look so different.’
Galien glances around, more or less agreeing with the man’s observation. He shrugs. He thinks there will always be men who pay to have others do what they have no stomach for themselves. 
‘What if I am here to help you, Galien?’ the cardinal asks.
Galien grunts. The grey priest says, ‘Serve the Lord with fear, and rejoice with trembling.’
Galien looks at the man, thinking him careworn and sickly. And perhaps afraid, though trying to hide it. A fear not for the body but the soul. Galien has seen enough of that kind of fear to recognise it.
‘I’m excommunicated, Father,’ Galien says.
The priest nods and purses his lips at the gravity of that.
‘Ah,’ the cardinal says, sitting back and lifting an eyebrow. ‘So, you do remember? I was beginning to think it had slipped your mind.’
Galien grimaces. ‘My lands were seized. My home burnt. Such things tend to linger in the memory.’
The cardinal points a finger of the hand wrapped round his wine cup, as if toward heaven. ‘A trifle compared to the jeopardy in which your immortal soul languishes,’ he warns.
Here we go. Galien feels these words like a nettle on his skin, remembering how much he hates the way churchmen talk. In psalm and parable, threats veiled in riddle. Such men of words and scrawled ink have always set his flesh crawling. The way they swept into a place like an ill wind, their words entwined in the Roman tongue, the spectre of damnation following them like a shadow.
Galien lifts his chin towards this fat, boil-blighted man, whose kind claimed apostolic succession, a direct lineage dating back to the Twelve Apostles. The arrogance of it makes Galien want to spit. ‘How often do you sleep in a byre with the beasts, Lord Cardinal?’ he asks. ‘Or in the foul tavern straw? Or in your cloak beneath a hedge?’
‘Ah.’ The cardinal nods as if in understanding. ‘But I can bring you back into the fold, Galien,’ he says.
Galien grunts. ‘I’m better off out of it. Besides, if I were permitted the sacrament again after all this time, I’d be confessing until my hair turned white and my heart beat itself out.’
The young woman’s lips twitch at that. The ghost of a smile? Whatever it is makes the cardinal frown, though he keeps his attention fixed on Galien. ‘It is never too late, my son,’ he says.
Galien lifts his chin. A challenge. ‘Says who?’
‘Says me.’ Cesarini leans forward, closing the distance between his own eyes and Galien’s. ‘And… His Holiness,’ he adds, knowing the weight of those words. After a moment, he sits back and takes his ease, letting the weight of his words settle upon Galien.
But Galien knows that the cardinal is wrong. That it is too late. He turned his back on God long ago. When God turned His back on Galien. When Cardinal Cesarini sent men to fire his house and Galien and his wife had fled, taking on the itinerant lives of travelling merchants, only Galien selling his blade rather than linens or remedies, salt or leather.
‘I’m not coming back,’ Galien says. Then he turns his face to the young woman. ‘And who are you?’ 
The woman glances not at the cardinal but at the priest, who shakes his head. A command. And a warning. So she answers Galien with silence and Galien shrugs as if it doesn’t matter anyway.
‘We just need you to look into something,’ Cardinal Cesarini says. ‘In a village called Blatce, just two days’ ride north of Prague.’
Galien feels the brow above his left eye arch. ‘Just look?’ he asks, lifting his cup, sitting back on his stool. He can smell the lie. A scent stronger than the cardinal’s cloves and rose. 
The cardinal presses a finger and thumb together. ‘A little more than that,’ he admits, glancing at the priest.
The priest frowns but accepts the unspoken invitation to pick up the thread. ‘There is a known heretic there,’ he says. ‘A man who spreads poison and dissent. He must be stopped.’
The cardinal makes the sign of the cross. ‘Indeed he must. We need you to bring him to us.’
Galien drinks the wine, grimacing at the sourness of it. It tasted better last night. ‘You have plenty of soldiers out there wearing your livery, Cardinal. Why do you need me?’
Again, Cardinal Cesarini looks at the priest.
‘This man has attracted a small number of followers, Galien,’ the thin man says. ‘Peasants mainly. No danger to you and your company. But the good cardinal cannot just march in there and arrest the man in front of his…disciples–’
‘Because you don’t want to make this man a martyr,’ Galien finishes for him.
The priest lifts an eyebrow. ‘You know how these things can be.’
‘By all accounts the heretic’s followers are…fervent,’ the cardinal says. ‘But they will scatter before you, Galien, like starlings before the cat. Just bring the man to me.’
Galien sips the wine, drags a hand across his mouth and says, ‘No.’
The priest looks at the cardinal, who frowns. Then those small eyes come back to Galien. ‘I will pay you handsomely.’
‘I have money,’ Galien replies.
The cardinal scratches at a boil on his fleshy cheek. ‘You mean the money you earned by yesterday’s slaughter?’ 
Galien nods. He doesn’t really want to think about the previous day’s blood and killing. The stench of it is still on him and doesn’t help the wine so early in the morning.
Cardinal Cesarini shakes his head. ‘Then I’m afraid I must disappoint you. Sadly, you will be no richer than you were before you came to Žitava.’
Galien feels that sourness in his stomach again. Feels the ground moving beneath his feet as though he is halfway drunk. ‘I have an arrangement with the duke. He will not renege.’ Even as he says the words, Galien knows it is over.
The cardinal tries hard not to smile. He studies Galien. He is like a man patiently waiting for others in the room to smell his fart. Eventually, he says, ‘The thing is, Galien, his Grace the Duke fears excommunication more than he fears you.’ Up comes a placating hand. ‘I know that may be hard for a man like you to understand. But understand me when I tell you the warm flesh you enjoyed last night is all the payment you can expect for your… troubles.’ 
‘What about them?’ Galien lifts his chin towards the door, beyond which those of his company wait in the chill dawn, threatened by even colder blades. ‘What do I tell them?’
Cardinal Cesarini straightens, turning both hands over before him like a man offering nothing – and everything. ‘Tell them that whatever Duke Václav promised is as chaff in the wind compared with what I can give them. Silver, yes. But indulgences too, against all their many sins. For each man…or woman, a pardon blessed by His Most Holy Father Pope Gregory.’ He makes a fist and scrubs it into the palm of his other hand. ‘Their souls washed of sin,’ he says, twisting that fist into the yielding flesh. Then he smiles and threads his fingers together across the swell of his belly, beneath the silver cross resting there on its chain which could bind a man. The cardinal’s eyes, too small for his face, like a pig’s eyes, bore into Galien. ‘Your soul washed of sin, Galien.’ He gives those few words more weight than any he has spoken since his minion’s blade fetched Galien from his slumber.
     Galien looks towards the inn door again. He knows the dreams which haunt each of his companions. Some of those dreams, anyway. What regrets gnaw at them in the night and why they drink to forget. For all that blood is a stain that can never be sluiced from the mind with ale or wine. Galien knows better than most. Now, he is thinking that this cardinal has come a long way and is offering too much. No one would call this a fair trade, not even the one whose scales are heaviest.
     ‘And this heretic is what? A farmer? A weaver? A butcher?’ he asks.
     Cesarini frowns, looks at the priest. Such trifles as the man’s profession are hardly a cardinal’s concern.
     ‘The man was a stonemason’s apprentice,’ the priest tells Galien, all but throwing the words away. ‘His master was expelled from the guild for some…offence. They found him hanged. No one would take on the apprentice for fear of the ill luck.’
     ‘You know what these peasants are like, Galien,’ the Cardinal cuts in wearily.
     Galien turns his gaze from the cardinal to the priest. ‘You need me and my company to bring some miserable stonecutter in?’ he asks. ‘And in exchange, my lot will have their sins washed away, like dust pissed off a post?’
     ‘Yes,’ the priest says. Cesarini lifts a hand and opens it in an as I said gesture.
     Galien looks at the young woman, who has been watching him this whole time. Her eyes could burn a man, he thinks. As well as fire, there is a curiosity in them which irritates Galien. He’s the one who should be curious, who knows that the cardinal must have very good reasons not to kill him here and now. Galien can see the green apple hanging before him and yet smell the rot on its other side. But what choice does he have? He knows what will happen if he refuses. He has seen God’s work being done before. Has done it himself.
     ‘An indulgence for each man and woman?’ he asks Cesarini.
     Cesarini gives him a solemn nod. Then drinks.
     ‘And five hundred groschen per man or woman?’
     Cesarini almost spits out the wine. ‘Two hundred each,’ he says.
     ‘Three hundred,’ Galien says.
     The cardinal glances at the priest, who makes the sign of the cross as though some spiritual deal has been struck, and Cesarini nods.
     ‘How will I know the man?’ Galien asks.
     ‘Brother Jaromír will know him,’ Cesarini says. ‘And Maud will accompany him.’ He regards the young woman almost warily. ‘It will be…good for her.’
     Galien laughs but there’s no humour in it. ‘She’s not coming.’ He looks into those grey-green eyes and already knows that nothing he can say will change it.
     ‘Brother Jaromír will be responsible for the child.’
     Galien shakes his head. ‘I’m not taking a priest and a nun,’ he looks at the woman, ‘or whatever she is, into the Křivoklátsko forest.’ He points at the cardinal. ‘Fuck you, Cesarini. And fuck you too, priest.’
Cardinal Cesarini drains his cup and places it gently down. ‘You will leave today,’ he says.
‘Three hundred per man,’ Galien says.
‘And woman,’ the cardinal says with a condescending nod and a smile to match.
Galien picks up the wine jug, fills his cup, nods towards the door. ‘Wine for them all,’ he tells the cardinal.
‘Now?’ Cesarini says, half frowning, half smiling.
‘Now,’ Galien says. He knows they’re going to need it.
The cardinal gestures at the priest to fetch the tavern keeper. ‘I told you Galien was a reasonable man,’ he says.
Galien lifts his cup and there is just enough gap between his grimaced teeth for the wine to pass through.
 
◆◆◆
Godfrey twists lazily in the saddle and glances behind him, turns back to Galien, who is riding alongside him, and shakes his head. ‘What a fucking company,’ he says, pulling the stopper from his leather flask and drinking before passing the flask to Galien.
Galien sluices the dust from his throat. Three days in the saddle has reminded him he is not a young man any more. Not that he needed reminding. The toothaches, the grating pain in his knee joints after wearing his armour for any length of time. His whole body being so stiff on waking each morning that he sometimes thinks he’s died in the night and the rigor has set in before his soul’s had the chance to fly from his corpse. At least Godfrey is older. Reinald too. That’s something.
‘Priest makes them nervous,’ Godfrey says. And he’s right. Those of Galien’s company rarely have so little to say. The whickering and snorting of the horses, the jangle of tack, creak of leather, scrape of metal. The only sounds not of the thick forest all around them.
‘Priest makes me nervous,’ Galien admits. ‘The girl too.’ Hardly a girl, though. Seventeen summers. Eighteen? Woman enough, he thinks, though he tries not to. Still, he twists and looks back to where the priest and Maud ride at the heart of the company for their own safety, should they be met by bandits in the forest. Not much chance of that. Even a band of thieves whose leader has the brains of a rabid boar would not be stupid enough to attack them. Twelve more savage and murderous-looking scum of the land you would not see nor want to. Godfrey’s right. What a fucking company.
‘Hey, Fulchard!’ Godfrey calls over his shoulder. ‘Have you shown that fearsome beast who’s in charge yet?’ The silver for the six horses they needed came from Cardinal Cesarini’s own purse, though not one of the six is fit for battle. Worn-out rouncies all.  
‘She’s the damned Devil in her,’ Fulchard calls back.
‘That may be,’ Yvain says, ‘but she’s the prettiest thing I’ve seen you ride since that summer back in Jihlava. What was her name?’
‘Klára,’ Gisla answers before Fulchard can dig the name from his ale-addled mind. ‘Beautiful Klára. A shame she was blind.’
‘Not for Fulchard,’ Tancred says, which stirs some amused grunts. Then Galien raises his hand and the sound ebbs away. Now, only the scuff of hooves coming to rest in the forest litter and the clink of harness tackle as the horses toss their heads, ears swivelling, some of the animals curling their upper lips, breathing in and blowing the air back out. Not a good sign, thinks Galien.
‘What is it, Galien?’ the priest calls from the middle of the column.
Galien doesn’t answer. He looks left and right, seeing nothing among the silver fir trees. Evelina is hissing at her stallion, fighting with the beast because it is snaking, whipping its thickly-muscled neck from side to side. 
We’re getting close. The voice is just in Galien’s mind, but he knows whose voice it is. He twists again and looks at Maud, who stares back at him.
‘I don’t hear anything,’ Godfrey mutters.
And that’s the point. It’s too quiet. And that smell. No mistaking it.
Galien flicks the reins and walks his gelding forward. Godfrey draws his sword and goes with him. A rasping of blades up scabbard throats. Mauger lifts the long-hafted axe from where it lay across his saddle. They urge their mounts on, slowly, following Galien. Heads turning this way and that.
Galien is aware of his heart thumping. Of sweat trickling down between his shoulder blades. Of that stench which has snagged in his throat like a hook in a fish.
A sudden flapping of wings causes Galien’s head to snap round. Three crows clatter up amongst the branches, cawing in anger at Galien, who sees the feast from which he has driven them. A man hangs from the neck, his eyes gone, so that two raw holes stare at Galien. Round and gory. Tear tracks of dried blood down his cheeks. Spider webs of blood down his chin and lacing his bare, bone-white chest and belly, because his tongue is gone. The crows did not take that. Corpses don’t bleed like that for long after death. Some oozing, yes, but not this. Which means someone else took the man’s tongue, probably while he yet lived to see it pulled from his mouth. 
Galien flinches at the touch of a hand on his shoulder.
‘Who is he?’ the priest asks. Galien wants to warn the priest not to touch him again, but some instinct has already made the man step back from him. ‘You must know him.’ The priest says.
‘I don’t know every knight in Bohemia, priest,’ Galien mutters. ‘But someone is sending a message, leaving the man’s armour and sword there like that.’
‘It’s good stuff, too,’ Godfrey says, begrudgingly.
Beneath the hanged man, leaning against the trunk of the tree, is the knight’s shield, dribbled with his blood. A golden leopard on a black field. No coat of arms that Galien knows. In a pile nearby, the knight’s panoply: his longsword, stuck point first in the ground like a holy cross in defiance of the dark forest. Helmet. Breastplate. Leg armour with articulated greaves. Mail shirt. Gauntlets. His black surcoat with its own leopard hangs limply from a branch, as does a sword belt set with precious stones worth half a dozen killings to a man like Galien.
‘Here!’ Gisla calls. She had walked her horse a little way off to Galien’s right and found her own slaughter. Galien dismounts, draws his sword and threads between the trees, using the blade to push through branch and briar. In front of Gisla, another corpse, lashed to a pine by one rope around the neck, another around his chest and under the arms. This one’s belly has been opened. One savage cut or tear from which the gut rope has spilled to make a glistening purple pile at his feet. His helmet and armour are scattered about, but his shield, as with the first knight, leans against a trunk. On its yellow field, a rampant red lion. The creature’s haughty pride laughable given the fate of the man who bore it upon his shield.  
Galien has seen too much death in his life to puke now. But something about this has his guts twisting like eels in a bucket.
‘What the fuck is this, Galien?’ Ranulf asks, gesturing at William Grey and Fulchard – who’ve nocked arrows to their bow strings – to keep their eyes open.
‘And another,’ Tancred says, pointing his sword into the forest.
The priest makes the sign of the cross and Galien curses under his breath. The young woman, Maud, is watching him with those burrowing eyes of hers. As if he isn’t feeling edgy enough.
‘Another knight,’ Tancred confirms. ‘What’s left of him.’ The young man grimaces and turns his head to spit. ‘Head’s gone. Arms too.’
‘I don’t like this,’ Ancel says.
‘You can hold my hand,’ Evelina tells him through a grim smile.
They move closer to the third corpse, which sits in mail and plate armour, slumped against a trunk, the stumps of its shoulders and neck glistening with blood and bone and humming with flies. Within the dead knight’s reach – had he any arms – is his shield, leaning against an ancient beech. On it is a wolf, grey as a winter sky, bristling and yellow-eyed. A circle has been painted in blood around it.
‘Mother of God,’ hisses the priest.
‘Who were they, Galien?’ Godfrey asks, though Galien knows his old friend is not expecting an answer.
Ancel has taken the bejewelled sword belt from the branch where it hung and is weighing it in his hand, guessing what such a thing must be worth.
‘Leave it,’ Galien tells him.
Ancel laughs as one who knows there’s no joke but would give the other the chance to make it one.
Galien says, ‘I mean it, Ancel. Put it back.’ 
‘Fuck off, Galien,’ Ancel barks, throwing an arm towards the dead knight’s armour, leopard shield and sword. ‘There’s enough here to keep us in ale and quim for months.’
‘He said leave it,’ Godfrey says.
Ancel’s expression is a mix of confusion and disgust. He looks at Evelina, who shrugs.
‘There is evil here,’ Reinald says.
Mauger spits. Fulchard lifts his drawn bow towards a sound.
Just a bird jouncing amongst some far-up branches.
Galien grunts. ‘Whoever butchered these men…they have no need of money, which means they’re not the sort of men you or I understand.’ For a long moment he just stands there, looking north into the forest through which they should be riding now. The warriors in his company, fighters who would throw themselves at a score of screaming Saracens or a cohort of the king’s own guard for a few skins of wine, watch him. Waiting.
When he’s ready, Galien turns and walks back to his gelding, which is cropping a tuft of grass. ‘We go round,’ he says.
‘But that will delay us,’ the priest says.
Galien nods. ‘By a day.’
The priest tilts his head on one side. ‘You’re afraid?’ he asks Galien.
Curiosity? Or a challenge? Not caring which, Galien mounts the horse, takes up the reins and urges the gelding into a walk. ‘You want to go that way,’ he nods towards the hanged knight. ‘I’m not stopping you.’
‘You think I would take Maud through there alone?’ the priest asks Galien.
Yvain’s grin is missing teeth. ‘She can stay with me,’ he assures the churchman, who ignores him, instead nodding at Galien, who is already leading the others west, around the mutilated knight’s corpse, some of them looking for sign of the man’s head and arms in the surrounding scrub. ‘Be patient in tribulation, be constant in prayer,’ the priest says as he mounts his horse beside Maud.
Do you want me, Galien? Her voice again in his head.
He avoids her eye this time, breathing deeply, drinking in the air now that they’re clear of the stench of the dead. Rain on that air, he thinks, peering up at patches of slate grey sky hanging heavy over the forest canopy. Not wanting to think about that voice which is somehow inside his skull.
‘So much for peasants,’ Godfrey says.
‘You think the stonecutter’s followers did that?’ Ranulf says. ‘They would’ve stripped those poor bastards bare.’
Galien grunts. He has seen heretics and their disciples before. Has seen zealots starve themselves to death, whip their own backs to bloody ruin, hang themselves by the dozen in eye-bulging rapture, and fornicate with beasts of the field. All in the name of God. It wasn’t exactly a leap to imagine a dozen forest peasants so piss-drunk on some or other vine of Christ that they had no need of money.      
A rattle of leaves and the rain comes, drops splashing on helmets and bouncing off shields on backs and strapped to saddles. Then, like a great seething breath it descends, spearing through leafy boughs and blurring the forest gloom.
 
◆◆◆
‘What the fuck is that?’ Fulchard rumbles, pointing at an ancient, crooked alder which leans out over the stream to their left as if grasping for the far side bank. On its trunk, a carving livid as a scar amongst the green lichen. A circle, an eye at its centre. All daubed black with pitch. 
Beneath that reaching limb, the water barely moves, unnaturally sluggish. Dead-looking, Galien thinks. If a stream could look dead. They’ve been following the valley since dawn, and the rooks are already thick around their roosts to the west, clamouring at the coming dark.
‘Anyone know what it means?’ Godfrey asks. No one answers. ‘Priest, you?’
The rain seethes still, pouring from helmet rims and chilling the air so that their breath fogs around their faces and shoots from their mounts’ nostrils in grey plumes.
‘The work of idle hands,’ the priest says. ‘Nothing more.’
They ride on, thirteen pairs of eyes lingering on the symbol. Galien knows he’s not the only one who feels the weight of that eye’s gaze on his back as he passes, following the bank upstream. And he feels the air around him change as each member of his company gives him or herself over to the instinct which has kept them alive up to now. He hears the telltale sounds of blades being pulled an inch or two to ensure that they will come cleanly from scabbards. He does not need to turn in his saddle to know that Evelina will have couched her long spear beneath her right arm, that Reinald will have unstrapped his war hammer, that Ranulf will have laid his mace across his saddle before him and is even now running his thumb between the flanges on the weapon’s head.
‘More idle hands, priest?’ Godfrey says when they pass an ash onto whose grey bark a goat’s head is painted in the dark brown of old blood.
They come onto trackways crowded with bramble and briar. Old and rutted by cart wheels, yet unused for a time by the looks. Galien can sense the forest beginning to thin. Can see the stands of coppiced alder, many of the glistening wet stools with a year’s growth of whip-thin shoots. Beside him, Godfrey lifts his bearded chin and breathes deeply in. Shakes his head. ‘Strange,’ he mutters.
‘Aye, no fires,’ Galien says.
‘Wind’s in my beard, Galien.’
Godfrey is right. They are close. The girl had told him as much, though not aloud. They should smell the village by now. The smoke from hearth fires. The manure of the livestock. Latrine pits and the tanner’s yard. The butcher’s block.
A fire would be welcome, Galien thinks but does not say, as the hiss of the rain in the trees recedes and they walk their mounts between the stumps of long-felled timber. The ghosts of ancient oak and ash. Then the track leads them out onto pasture across which the risen moon spills its cold light through a gash in the cloud.
Galien leads them. A grim procession, come like wraiths out of the rain-flayed night. And there, an arrow’s flight across the meadow, the village. Two dozen thatched dwellings and workshops, cattle byres and grain stores, squat and quiet in the gathering night. Too quiet. Normally by now Galien would expect the watchmen to have sounded a warning bell.
‘I don’t like this,’ Godfrey says.
‘No fucking dogs,’ William Grey remarks. ‘They should be barking their fucking faces off.’
Galien lifts a hand and sweeps it from left to right. At this signal, his warriors spread out into a line either side of him. Armour glistens. Moonlight kisses blades. Eyes sift the gloom, looking for the ambush. The crouching crossbowman. The peasants with mattocks ready to rise like the dead and hack them from their saddles or hamstring their horses.
‘Gisla, Tancred, Reinald, Ancel. Go round,’ Galien orders, thinking that if the heretic tries to run, Gisla and the others will have him like the rabbit which flees its warren into the net laid over the hole. No one wants to spend this foul night searching the forest north of the village. Gisla hisses and the four heel their mounts and move off at a trot, skirting west of the village to cut off the heretic’s escape.
‘Plague?’ Fulchard muses.
Perhaps, thinks Galien. He has heard of whole villages decimated by plague recently. Villages of the dead.
‘I’m not going in there if there’s plague,’ William Grey says.
‘There’s no plague here,’ the priest says. ‘We would have heard the news.’
‘Then why is it so quiet, priest?’ Evelina asks, pointing her spear to the night sky above the buildings before them, just a stone’s throw away now. ‘No smoke. No dogs.’
‘No people,’ William Grey adds, hawking and leaning out of his saddle to spit something foul. ‘It’s not normal.’
‘You gave the cardinal your word, Galien,’ the priest says, looking not at Galien but straight ahead, at the village. ‘You agreed the terms.’
Galien doesn’t need reminding. ‘We find the heretic and we get dry and we leave at dawn,’ he says, as if saying it will make it so. And they come to the first building; a barn whose big doors are open, swinging slowly in the breeze, the hinges moaning.
‘Dismount,’ Galien says, unstrapping his shield from the saddle. The others do the same, arming themselves with shield and sword, mace and axe. Pushing helmet visors down. William Grey and Fulchard take dry strings from beneath their helmets and string their bows. Then, leaving Fulchard with the horses and surrounding Maud and the priest, they walk into the village and join the main thoroughfare, eyeing the houses and storerooms, stables and workshops on either side. Galien’s breathing is loud inside the iron confines of his basinet. The darkening world beyond made still less, reduced to the narrow line afforded by the eye slit.
No one speaks. Not because they fear alerting someone to their presence, but because their ears are straining to catch any sound above the rain’s hiss and the rattle and scrape of the iron plate as they move. How often has Galien walked towards violence? It is all he knows. And yet there is something else about this night. He feels it in his gut. On his skin. He tastes it.
An arrow nocked, William Grey kicks open a door, his bow stave straining at the draw. He turns to Galien, shakes his head. Across the way, Mauger hammers the poll of his long axe against another door, all but taking if off its hinges. He disappears inside but soon emerges. Looks at Galien. Shakes his head. They move on.
A snuffling sound turns Galien’s head towards an animal pen. Maud is already at the rail, looking in. Galien joins her and looks into the pen. A sow is being eaten alive by her three companions. The pigs are tearing into their feast, scoffing down the hot, steaming flesh, as the sow looks up at Galien, her small dark eye glistening in the dark. 
‘Galien.’ Godfrey is pointing his sword at the wheeler’s workshop. Just inside the building, something hangs from a beam, turning slowly. Not a man or a woman but a dog, its tongue lolling out between a frozen snarl of sharp teeth.
‘Who would hang a dog?’ William Grey asks.
But no one has an answer for him, and they move on. Entering place after place with practiced efficiency, blades ready. The farrier’s shop. The carpenter’s. The cobbler’s. The smith’s house and the brewery. Watching each other’s backs. Expecting a fight but finding nothing. 
‘They’ve all gone,’ Yvain says, stating the obvious, the whites of his eyes shining in the dark.
‘Galien,’ the priest says, and Galien turns, follows the priest’s line of sight to where Maud is standing in the middle of the muddy track, pointing to the small timber-built church at the eastern edge of the village.
Galien lifts his chin towards the young woman. ‘What is it?’
She does not answer. She is staring towards the church, her head slightly to one side, as though listening to something which only she can hear. And it’s making the others nervous.
‘Come with me, priest,’ Galien says, then gestures at Godfrey and Mauger, who take up positions off his right and left shoulder respectively, and together they cross the muddy ground towards the little church.
It hits Galien’s throat as soon as he enters the place. The reek of shit and blood. He can see nothing and so lifts his helmet’s visor. Behind him, the rasp of flint on steel as the priest throws a spark into a tinder box. A moment later and a bloom of light illuminates the dark interior. The wall beside Galien is painted with Christ on the cross, dying for the sins of man. Sprays of crimson from the spear wound and the hands. Angels flying in a blue sky. Christ’s face is serene, yet knowing, so that Galien thinks of the sow in the pen, being eaten alive and doing nothing to stop it.
The priest moves the candle this way and that, casting its fragile light into the dark like a blessing. In the baptistry, a stone font. Before them, benches stand in rows, and at the fore, a pulpit of dark oak. Galien turns his head to follow the candlelight, trying to rid himself of the feeling of insects crawling up the back of his neck. Churches.
‘Ad altar Dei,’ the priest rasps, walking down the short central aisle towards the sanctuary and the altar, his candle guttering in the draught. Maud follows him and Galien follows her, the sound of his iron plate itself an intrusion in this house of God, but nothing compared with the trespass of the man wearing it.  
Someone kneels in the dark before the altar. Cowled and slumped over, his arms stretched out either side and held there with ropes tied from the wrists to stakes driven into the earthen floor. Like a supplicant to some unseen lord who demands only pain. On the altar itself is a pair of goat’s horns, huge, ridged and spiralling, their wide ends raw and bloody and ringed with flesh.
‘Mother of God,’ Godfrey says, as the priest sweeps his light over this corpse suspended like a soul trapped forever in purgatory.
‘That him?’ Evelina asks. No one seems to want to take a closer look, and so it falls to Galien to lay his shield aside, step up and crouch in front of the figure. He takes a foul breath, all too aware that the stench of blood and shit is coming from this body. He reaches out and throws back the cowl.
The priest brings the candle closer.
‘Fuck!’ Galien says, looking down to see that he is kneeling in a pool of blood and worse. The victim’s stomach has been opened. Galien takes hold of the dead man’s hair, pushing the head back, as the priest brings the candle closer still to illuminate the face.
‘Well, priest?’ Galien growls.
‘He does not fit the description of the man,’ the priest says. Then the dead man’s eyes open and Galien throws himself back in shock, his armour rattling as he scuttles away.
Evelina spits a curse, and the priest signs the cross.
The eyes staring at Galien bulge with terror and sudden, terrible pain. Then the man opens his mouth and maggots tumble out, writhing and wriggling in the gory pool below him. The cracked, bloody lips move, and in a guttural voice he says, ‘In absentia lucis, tenebrae vincunt.’ The words are barely audible, yet there is a strength in them which defies the man’s ruin, as if some lingering spirit has kept him alive for the sake of that utterance alone.
Galien turns to the priest. ‘What does that mean?’
The priest turns to Maud, who is looking at Galien in such a way that he doesn’t know which he finds the more unnerving: the bound and kneeling man whose mouth writhes with maggots…or the woman.
‘In the absence of light, darkness prevails,’ she says.
Galien turns back to the kneeling man, whose head drops forward again. Whatever strength he had summoned, whatever spirit had briefly moved in him, it has fled, so that now he sags once more between the taut ropes holding his arms wide. Galien steps back, nodding at Mauger. The big man grimaces, lifts his axe, strides towards the kneeling man and takes off his head.
Just then, the church door opens and Gisla stands there, Reinald and Ancel waiting in the night beyond. ‘Nothing out there,’ she says. ‘No one fled. Wherever these people are, they were gone before we got here.’
Galien frowns at the priest. ‘Perhaps the man knew you were coming for him.’
‘There is no hiding from judgement,’ the priest tells Galien.
‘Where now?’ Godfrey asks.
‘We saw a track leading north,’ Gisla says. ‘Tancred followed it.’
‘You let him go alone?’ Godfrey says.
‘He’s not a boy any more, Godrey,’ Gisla says. ‘He can look after himself.’ 
‘Show me this track,’ Galien tells Gisla.
◆◆◆
The forest north of the village is thick and dark, and at times they have to push through, using their swords to hack at branches which seem to grasp at them. But here and there, a snapped offshoot, milky white in the dark. A flattened patch of dog violets. A boot print in the soft ground. Signs which a man like Galien can read like a priest following inky scratchings on vellum. And, like a priest, Galien believes in other things too. Things which cannot be seen. Now and then there comes a sound among the trees. Like an exhaled breath or the flap of a great flame whipping upward to the sky. And other things, too, neither seen nor heard but only sensed. The way a man sometimes knows when he is being watched.
Galien says nothing, not to Godfrey or Reinald. Not to anyone. Because he has seen the others twisting in the saddle, looking over their shoulders, comforting their horses, glancing up to see how much moonlight they might expect. They feel it too. Evelina says her mount is jumpy because the stallion knows it’s foolish to ride through forest at night, where the ground is unseen and uncertain. But there is more to it than that. They all know it.
Maud knows it. Of that, Galien is sure. Her hands are white knots on the reins. She is not twitchy like the rest of them, but she is afraid. And the priest has barely taken his eyes off her all day.
They ride on, as the cloud above the forest breaks and silver light spills through gaps in the woodland canopy. And, after hours, or very little time at all – Galien realises he does not know which – they ascend a craggy mount, come over a ridge and there before them stands a castle. Not a castle like that belonging to any lord, duke or prince that Galien has ever known, but a simple fortification. A squat tower looming in the dark, encroached upon by the forest; like Christ at the heart of a throng of lepers, thinks Galien. 
‘Why don’t we know about this place?’ Godfrey asks Galien.
‘It’s not been built long by the looks,’ Ancel says.
Something is nagging at Galien. Tugging at him the way a cold wind will pluck at your cloak. A feeling, as murky as the mist which is now rising amongst the trees, that he has been here before. And yet, would he not remember?
‘What the fuck is this place?’ Yvain says.
‘No road nearby,’ Godfrey says. ‘No trade route to protect.’
‘No stream nor river, neither,’ Fulchard says.
‘No battlements,’ Ranulf says, looking up at the tower. ‘But there’s something weirder than that an’ all.’ He lifts his mace, pointing it up at the dark, cross-shaped arrow slits. ‘Look there. See?’
For a moment Galien doesn’t see. But then he does. ‘They’re not real,’ he says. 
Ranulf nods. ‘Painted on the stone. See the way the moonlight touches them.’
‘Why in God’s name would someone paint arrow slits?’ Ancel asks.
‘Tell me what you know, priest,’ Galien says.
The priest shows Galien his palms. ‘As much as you, Galien. No more.’
They emerge from the rising mist which stirs in their wake as if trying to cling on to horse and rider, and come down into the castle yard, where Tancred’s horse stands alone, wide-eyed in the moon-wash, untethered yet unmoving. They dismount and hobble their own horses, then help each other with their armour. Strapping on the last pieces of iron plate, tightening belts, choosing weapons.
Galien takes in his surroundings. No dwellings. No workshops. No well. Just the castle and the yard. 
‘Where the fuck is he?’ Godfrey says, pulling on his gauntlets and pushing his helmet firmly down.
‘I’ll wager the lucky bastard’s found a wine skin and a fire,’ Fulchard says, stringing his bow, ‘and I’ll be joining him if we don’t lay our hands on this heretic of yours soon, priest.’
‘We go in there, we find Tancred,’ Galien tells his company, ‘and we round up anyone else. Don’t kill unless someone tries to kill you. Got that, Mauger?’ He turns to the big man, who is holding his axe like a lover.
‘Whatever you say, Galien,’ Mauger agrees with a nod and a grin.  
Galien leaves his shield strapped to his saddle, choosing to take his longsword instead, and leads the rest of them to the iron-studded oak door at the foot of the squat tower. 
‘Let’s get this done,’ Godfrey says, as he has said so many times before over the years.
You don’t remember? He turns and looks at Maud, who is watching him through the dark, and he wonders if it really is her voice in his head, or if he is finally losing his mind. He turns back to the castle and for a moment he stands before that door. He thinks about the castle being built in this place of no strategic importance, and by no lord that he has heard of. He wonders why anyone would build a place such as this so far from a source of fresh water. He glances up at the false arrow slits and considers the absence of any battlements to speak of, and he shivers inside his thick arming doublet. A man builds a castle to keep others out. But this castle, Galien knows as sure as the thump of his heart in his chest, was built to keep something in.
And yet, he reaches out and finds that the door opens easily, so that perhaps Fulchard is right, and whoever is lord here had invited Tancred in and left the door unbarred for his companions to follow. They enter the castle battle-ready, bristling with sharp steel and scarce-contained violence, fanning out in a chamber ill-lit by flaming torches held in sconces on the walls. Flame and shadow, leaping and cavorting in the draw of the open door. Yet no people.
Then, ‘Tancred, you stupid bastard,’ William Grey says, for there, in the shadows on the far side of the chamber, where a passageway leads into deeper darkness, is the youngest member of their company. Tancred stands with his back to them, so that William Grey and some of the others think he’s playing the fool, pretending not to hear them.
‘Tancred,’ Galien calls, his longsword raised as he approaches the young man, the others moving with him, looking this way and that in the flame-played dark. ‘Tancred,’ Galien says again, softly this time, and reaching out he takes the young man by the shoulder and turns him round.
‘God’s eyes!’ Galien rasps, pulling his hand away, as the others draw close, Godfrey’s firebrand breathing as he swings it up towards Tancred. The young man’s eyes are crying blood. There is blood dribbling from his ears, too, for his helmet is on the floor nearby, and for a moment he seems not to recognise Galien and the rest of those beside whom he has lived and fought these past three years.
‘What happened?’ Galien asks him. But Tancred seems not to hear. He stares straight ahead, unseeing, like a man who has had his wits knocked out of his skull by a blow or a fall from a horse.
‘No other wounds I can see,’ Godfrey says, moving the hissing firebrand over Tancred’s front and back. ‘No blood.’
‘What happened, lad?’ Galien says, moving in again, reaching out to put a hand on Tancred’s shoulder, but suddenly the young man startles and steps back, awake, his face twisted with terror. For no more than a heartbeat his eyes fasten on Galien’s as he pulls the bollock dagger from his belt.
‘No!’ Galien yells, moving, as Tancred thrusts the dagger up into his own neck beneath the chin.
Godfrey curses and William Grey turns his head away.
‘God’s piss!’ Fulchard says.
Gisla is already on the floor beside Tancred, trying in vain to stop the blood which is pouring over Tancred’s iron breastplate and spreading on the floor.
‘What’s happening here?’ Yvain demands, fierce eyes raking the darkness around them. Mauger is gripping his axe and turning on the spot as though he fears the air itself.
‘What happened to him, Galien?’ Ancel asks.
‘How the fuck should I know?’ Galien snaps. ‘Ask the priest.’
Gisla spits. ‘Someone dies for this,’ she says, sliding the devil-painted helmet visor down over her face. She snatches up her sword and strides into the dark passage.
Godfrey looks at Galien, shakes his head as if to say, what the fuck? Then he and Galien and the others follow Gisla.
‘Wait,’ Galien tells her when they come to a door upon which a crude circle has been painted in fresh blood. But Gisla does not wait. She opens the door, her sword raised before her, and the others stream into the room, taking up positions on either side, flamelight reflecting in their helmets, back and breastplates, and in their blades.
Gisla spins, her sword coming up defensively. Something brushes Galien’s shoulder and he startles, turning, rolling up with the flat of his blade in a high parry, ready to make the killing stroke. But no blade strikes his own. Then Evelina lifts her torch. Godfrey too, so that a scene of unspeakable horror is revealed in the flames’ copper glow. Faces. Everywhere. Bodies hanging upside down from beams. Strung up by the legs and twisting on creaking ropes. All women. All naked. Their loose hair swaying whenever one of Galien’s company bumps into them in the dark. 
Ancel throws up his helmet’s visor and bends double, puking. 
Galien remembers when the bile would rise in his own throat after a battle. It’s been years since. But the stench in his nose now is sour and sickly. Bad as any he’s ever breathed. The priest buries his face into the crook of his elbow and the rough wool of his habit.
‘Where are the menfolk?’ Ranulf asks, reaching up with his sword to turn one of the corpses on its rope in order to get a look at the dead woman’s face.
Galien turns to the priest. ‘You think the heretic did this?’
The corpses hang there amongst and above them, naked as infants. A forest of flesh. Unyoked from the earth itself, like souls ascending to heaven. Or descending to Hell.
‘Over here,’ William Grey says, his bow raised and drawn before him, his strong arms trembling with the strain. He is aiming down a stairwell in the corner of the chamber. ‘Here. There’s something down here.’
He goes first, slowly. That arrow eager to fly from the bow. Godfrey holding his burning brand aloft so that Grey might better see his target. The other archer, Fulchard, takes up the rear, walking backwards across the chamber of the hanged, his own bow raised and drawn, ready to kill anyone foolish enough to attack them from behind.
Down the stone steps. Armour scraping against the damp walls. Galien’s breathing slow and steady. The sound and rhythm of it fills his helmet. Begs to be interrupted. Any moment now, Galien knows. At the foot of the stairwell, William Grey steps out into the undercroft, giving himself space to shoot whilst allowing his companions to spill past him into the flame-played dark.
‘Mother of Christ,’ Mauger rumbles.
‘Hold,’ Galien hisses, his long sword extended before him. 
In the centre of the chamber is a circle of men, naked and on their knees around the edge of a dark hole, a great pit in the earth. All whispering, their words lost in a sibilant hiss like the wind amongst elder leaves. 
‘Why aren’t they seeing us?’ Gisla asks.
Galien raises a hand to hold his company to the spot whilst he considers what to do.
‘What in the name of Hell are they doing?’ William Grey asks.
The ring of naked bodies is three deep, crammed together so that it is hard to tell where one man ends and another begins, and none of the men has so much as turned around or looked up at the warriors who have come into the chamber. They look only down into the pit before them.
‘These bastards hanged their own women,’ Ranulf says, lifting his mace towards the mass of bodies, this weird ring of human flesh and bone. Galien can feel the need to kill coming off Ranulf like heat off a hearth stone. And not just him but the others too. They all crave violence now, because in violence there is no place for thought, and thought in this place is like a sickness.
‘I believe we have found the heretic,’ the priest says. He has taken a flaming torch from a sconce on the wall and walked away from the protection of the group, and there before him, revealed by the fire’s bloom, a goat-headed lord sits on a simple throne, like a king before his subjects. The eyes in the goat’s head are shot with blood, the teeth are bared. The long horns curve back into shadow. The body upon whose shoulders the goat’s head sits wears a monk’s habit, simpler even than the priest’s, the front soaked with blood. The corpse’s arms rest upon the arms of the throne. No sign of the man’s own head.
Around the hole in the ground, the whispers grow suddenly louder, and then every head lifts and looks toward the goat lord, as if he has spoken in their minds.
‘The Devil take him,’ William Grey says, lifting his bow. A white-fletched arrow streaks across the chamber and thumps into the goat lord’s chest. As one, the kneeling men cease their whispering. Their heads come around, eyes glaring at Galien and his company, as if noticing them for the first time.
‘Shit,’ Godrey says, as the naked host stirs, the ring breaking apart, forty, fifty men climbing to their feet. Turning towards them.    
‘Ready,’ Galien says, closing his visor and lifting his sword. Then the men come for them, running across the chamber, and Galien strides towards them, his long blade flashing in the firelight. He takes the head off the first man, brings the sword round and down, cleaving another in two from shoulder to hip. He is enveloped in a mass of bodies and clawing hands and snarling, bulging-eyed faces. He sees Mauger swing his axe and cut a man clean in half. Sees Gisla spinning and ducking, slicing with deadly precision. He catches sight of Godfrey thrusting his sword right though a man’s face and out of his skull. Sees Ranulf cracking heads and smashing ribs with his mace, and Fulchard sending an arrow into a man’s eye socket. Blood flies through the air. It splatters against Galien’s helmet and breastplate. It drips across the eye slit of his basinet like a falling red veil.
‘Kill them all!’ Evelina screams, twirling her spear before ramming it into a naked belly and disembowelling a wild-eyed, screeching fiend. 
It is a slaughter. Over as quickly as it began. Galien looks around, seeing that none of his company is down, none badly wounded. Whereas all around them, bodies lie in bloody, twisted piles. A charnel house of still-warm flesh.
‘Everyone okay?’ Galien asks. His company is arrayed in a crescent protecting the priest and the girl, Galien standing at the centre, facing the hole, his longsword dripping.
‘Can any of you tell me what just happened?’ Ranulf says, using the blade of his pollaxe to scrape gobbets of flesh from his old Templar shield.
Evelina twirls her spear, snatches the flaming torch from the priest and walks towards the hole. She looks in, then drops the firebrand, the flame hissing, its light fading into darkness while Galien and the rest listen out for the sound of it hitting the bottom of the pit. But they hear no sound. Evelina turns back to the others. ‘Can’t see much, but it’s deep. Very deep. Godfrey, bring your torch.’
Something moves in the shadows amongst the dead and mutilated bodies at the edge of the hole. Evelina senses something behind her. Too late. Two blood-slathered men have risen and together they take hold of her arms and turn back towards the hole, dragging her towards it, her feet scrabbling to find purchase and resistance.
‘Evelina!’ Ancel yells.
Ranulf takes a stride and throws his pollaxe, which spins in the gloom, embedding itself in the skull of one of the men. His screech is over before it begins, his hold of the girl’s arms loosens, and he falls limp behind Evelina and the remaining man. She twists to break his grip, but her left foot falls between the blood-slicked thighs of the man felled by Ranulf’s weapon. She pitches into the other man, and they trip backwards over the corpses that surround them. Galien lurches forward, grasping for Evelina’s hand but finding only air, for their momentum carries his comrade and her attacker over the edge and they are gone.
Reaching the pit, Galien and the others look down into the blackness. Godfrey holds his flame in the mouth of the hole, but the darkness is so thick, so impenetrable, the light is almost useless against it.
‘I’m going down there,’ Ancel says.
‘Stay where you are,’ Godfrey barks.
‘Fuck you, Godfrey!’ Ancel yells, but Yvain takes hold of his shoulders and holds him to the spot.
‘Don’t be a damned fool, Ancel,’ Yvain says. ‘She’s gone.’ But Ancel is not listening. Teeth bared, breathing hard, he’s staring at the hole, so Yvain grabs hold of his face, turning it so that their eyes meet. ‘Do you hear me? She’s gone.’
Galien sees Gisla disappear back up the stone stairwell down which they had come.
‘Galien, we can’t just leave her,’ Godfrey says.
‘We don’t even know how deep it is,’ Fulchard says. ‘But she can’t have survived a fall like that. It’s finished.’ He turns to Galien. ‘We need to get out of this shit hole and we need to do it now.’
You didn’t come here to turn back now. Galien looks at Maud. Her eyes are bright in the darkness. So bright that he looks away. He can feel the cracks running through his company, the whole thing threatening to break apart.
‘Galien,’ Ranulf calls over his shoulder. ‘I need to show you something.’ He’s standing by the goat-headed heretic still sitting in its throne, one of William Grey’s goose feather fletched arrows protruding from its chest.
‘This ring,’ Ranulf says, pointing at the hand resting on the right arm of the seat. ‘Where have you seen one like that before?’ he asks Galien.
Galien doesn’t have to think very hard. The ring on the fourth finger of the corpse’s right hand is almost identical to that worn by Cardinal Cesarini. A gleaming red ruby in a circle of gold.
Galien and Ranulf share a knowing look. Galien growls a curse, turns and advances on the priest, who, seeing the look on Galien’s face, takes two steps backward before Galien takes hold of him, driving him up against the chamber wall.
‘You lied, priest,’ Galien spits, his hand around the priest’s thin neck, choking him. ‘That’s no stonemason’s apprentice. Who the fuck was he?’ The priest tries to speak but can’t, so Galien takes his hand from the man’s throat. ‘Who was he?’ he asks again.
‘His name was Josef,’ the priest says, rubbing his neck.
‘He was a churchman,’ Galien says.
The priest nods. ‘A bishop.’
Galien glances at Godfrey, whose eyes are as round as his own. He turns back to the priest. ‘Why was a bishop here? What is this place?’
For a moment the priest seems caught more by indecision than he is trapped by Galien. But then he makes his choice. ‘There is evil here,’ he says, looking up to the vaulted stone ceiling. ‘A terrible evil. You can feel it, Galien. Even a man like you.’
Godfrey grunts. ‘Feel it? We’ve fucking seen it, priest,’ he says.
You feel it, Galien. You know it well. Galien looks around for Maud, sees her crouched now by the far wall, holding herself in the dark like a child, her eyes fixed on him. 
‘Peasants for miles around have spoken of things they have seen here. As they did more than twenty years ago, and for hundreds of years before that. Mother Church has known of it and kept it secret.’
‘What do the peasants talk of?’ Galien asks. Beneath the quiver in his muscles and the rage in his chest at having seen Tancred kill himself, at having watched Evelina dragged over the edge of that hole and into black oblivion, that twisting feeling in his stomach is there again, as in the forest when he’d felt the presence of things which he could not see. 
‘Things that… should not be mentioned,’ the priest says.
‘What is this hole?’ Godfrey asks, thumbing back to the pit around which some of the others are still gathered, peering in. Trying to listen.
‘The hole is the source of the evil,’ the priest replies. ‘It is the mouth of Hell. His Holiness Pope Gregory had the castle built to keep that evil in. To imprison it.’ He nods toward the goat-headed corpse. ‘Josef was a lowly monk who was said to receive visions from the Lord Christ. And so His Holiness made him a bishop and tasked him with the guardianship of this place. To pray day and night and maintain a holy presence here.’
Galien wants to tell the priest that he doesn’t believe it. Trouble is, he does.
A scream then. From the hole. From deep, deep down in the unseeable nothingness.
‘Evelina!’ Ancel yells down into the dark.
‘Jesus Christ, she’s alive,’ Godfrey says, looking at Galien. ‘Well? Since when do we leave one of our own behind?’
Galien turns away from the priest and looks towards the hole.
‘How are we going to get down there?’ he says, and Yvain lifts his chin to draw Galien’s attention back towards the foot of the stairwell. Gisla stands there, looking at them and breathing hard, her shoulders laden with ropes.
◆◆◆
Galien swings in the dark, one hand holding a flaming torch, the other gripping his longsword, as Mauger and Fulchard lower him down into the hole on the rope tied around his chest. The rope which had been used to hang a woman upside down like meat hung to cure. The rotten stink of her rises from the twine.
Down he goes, whipping the flame this way and that, the fire seething and hissing as though it knows it is in a fight against a darkness it cannot vanquish.
‘What do you see?’ Godfrey calls down.
Galien doesn’t answer. He can hear her in his mind. Maud. Telling him that something is down here. Something worse than anything he has known. And he has known much.
‘That’s it, no more rope,’ Fulchard calls down to him. If he looks up, Galien can just see the flickering glow of Godfrey’s torch. Looking down, he sees nothing but black. To his right, though, some seven, eight feet down, the outline of a ledge shimmers at the edge of his fire’s glow. So he threads his longsword between the rope and his breastplate, then kicks off from the rock face and cuts the rope so that the momentum carries him to the ledge, where he lands in clatter of iron, winded and gasping. At least his torch did not fully extinguish with the impact. He snatches it up, holding it aloft as he turns to make out his surroundings. The rock walls are scarred. Looks to Galien like claw marks. Like the scratches he has seen on men’s faces after they have been with women who did not want to be with them.
‘No sign of her,’ he calls up towards that distant flame.
‘We’re coming down,’ Godfrey calls back.
No point trying to dissuade them. In telling them that he will search alone. Not these who have followed him towards death many times. And the next thing he knows, he’s leading them through tunnels in the rock, through passages so narrow that they are forced to turn sideways, so low that they must crouch, feeling their way through the dark. He can feel Maud at his back. Can hear her breath. For she has sought him out in the darkness and is keeping in his shadow thrown by the torch which he holds before him.
Moments later, or hours perhaps, he straightens and lifts the fire, as the others spread out on either side, their heads turning this way or that way or upward. For they stand in a cavern as vast as St Vitus Cathedral.
‘How can all this be down here?’ William Grey asks, his voice echoing.
A stone’s throw away, a dark lake stretches off into the distance. Godfrey has walked a little way ahead, and the flame of his torch glosses the still water.
‘There’s a boat,’ he calls back to Galien. ‘Big enough for us.’
‘How is there a boat down here?’ Gisla says.
‘We must cross the lake, Galien,’ the priest says.
Galien looks back over his shoulder. Nothing but darkness. He looks at the torch in his hand and wonders for how much longer it will burn.
‘Take the boat, Galien,’ the priest says.
Godfrey looks at Galien. ‘We’ve come this far,’ he says.
And so they clamber aboard, Mauger and Yvain taking up the oars, Gisla using a spear to probe the depths before the bow for sharp rocks which might tear open the hull. Maud sits in the stern, hugging her knees to her chest.
‘The current is strong against us,’ Yvain says through a grimace. He and Mauger are dripping with sweat, despite the water seeming still, its surface like a mill pond. Dark as iron black from the forge and polished with olive oil from far-off Greece.
Galien moves to the bow, stands looking over the side, holding his fire above the water. He sees his own reflection. Sees the face change before his eyes to the face of a mouldering corpse.
‘There’s something in the water,’ Reinald says, and Galien turns away from the reflection. Mauger and Yvain lift their oars, which rest, dripping, as everyone on the boat turns their eyes to the water. Everyone except Maud, who sits there, eyes closed, whispering. Praying, supposes Galien.
Something breaks the surface, whipping back below before Galien can say what it was. William Grey and Godfrey share a look that has fear in it.
‘Keep rowing,’ Galien tells the two men at the benches. He looks at the priest, who lifts the silver cross on the chain around his neck and presses it against murmuring lips.
‘I see her!’ Ancel calls. ‘Evelina!’ He’s pointing across the water towards the far shore.
‘I can’t see her,’ William Grey says.
‘There! She’s just there. Evelina!’ Ancel calls, his voice echoing in the dark cavern.
‘There’s no one there, you stupid bastard,’ Ranulf says, but Ancel seems not to hear him, and he puts one foot up on the sheer strake. ‘Wait!’ he calls across the water, then he steps up and strides over the side and Ranulf tries to reach for him, but Ancel’s armour takes him straight down and he is gone. Just like that.
And something moves out there in the black water.
The priest shuts his eyes, his lips moving with prayer, but the whispers Galien hears are not from him. They are from the dark all around them.
Somewhere beneath that susurration he hears himself tell Mauger and Yvain to keep rowing.
He sees Godfrey and Fulchard turn their faces up to the roof of the great chamber and so he follows their gaze to see that there are clouds up there now. Black clouds like the dark hulls of ships moving across a grey sea. He tries to summon Ancel’s face to his mind but he cannot. It is as though fifty years has passed since he saw him.
They come to a timber wharf and moor up, gathering their weapons and going ashore, each anxious to take that short step to land swiftly, away from the black waters below. Galien is aware of a sickness in his blood, rising like sap. Maud is beside him. The warriors of his company look around them like men drunk on mead or touched by madness, finding miracles in a blade of grass, a white pebble, in the very sky above. For they have escaped the darkness now, and a meadow bright with summer flowers lies before them.
‘I see smoke,’ William Grey is pointing with one of his white-fletched arrows towards the distant woods. ‘There, ‘bove the trees.’
Galien can see no smoke, but his eyes are not what they were, and when they come amongst the trees they find themselves approaching a camp. A warrior sits by a fire, turning a glistening hare on a spit, fat dripping from the meat and hissing in the flames.
‘I knew you’d come,’ Evelina says, looking up at them.
‘What happened?’ Godfrey asks her as she stands to greet them.
Come. A deep voice growls in Galien’s head.
‘Come,’ Evelina says, beckoning them towards the deeper wood. ‘I have something for you all.’
Mauger points his long-hafted axe at the meat dripping above the fire. ‘We shouldn’t waste it,’ he says.
Evelina smiles at the big warrior and takes his hand. ‘Come, Mauger,’ she says. ‘Everything is as it should be.’
Galien knows there is something he should tell her. About someone they have lost. But he cannot remember who. Or how. And he watches Reinald hold out his hand to allow a butterfly to land on his palm, the grizzled warrior more gentle than Galien has ever seen him. Then a sound turns Galien’s head. The noise a boar makes when rooting in the earth. Something moves amongst the trees. Galien sees nothing, and yet there is something there. He lifts the longsword and looks at the blade, suddenly doubting it, such that he grips the sharp steel with his left hand and pulls his fist down it, wincing at the pain. At the blood spilling from his fist.
‘Here we are,’ Evelina says, as they enter a clearing in which a timber-built hall stands alone, the late evening sun making its thatch golden.   
Galien feels a hand take hold of his and looks round to see Maud looking up at him.
‘It’ll be alright, girl,’ he tells her, and they walk into the hall, into a celebratory feast the like of which Galien has never seen. Men and women cram the benches, drinking and eating, laughing and singing. On a dais before the tables, a naked young man plays the lute. A woman dances to the melody, lithe and supple as a sapling in the wind.
‘I told you all would be well,’ Evelina says, holding out an arm towards the tables, which are spread with dishes of food whose rich scent already has Galien’s mouth watering. Platters of glistening venison, wild boar, hare and stag, of salmon and pike glittering like silver. In the centre of the table is a swan, its flesh roasted but decorated with feathers as pure white as unsullied snow. There’s a heron, too, and a pair of honey-glazed gosling. But the prize is a peacock, gleaming with honey, the feathers of its train arrayed behind it so that Galien wonders if all those teal eyes are watching him. There are jugs of blood-red wine, and beer and sweet mead.
‘A king’s banquet,’ Godfrey says, clapping Galien’s shoulder. ‘And it appears we’re the guests of honour.’
Six women, young and beautiful, all pale skin, dark eyes and red lips, swarm around them, taking the men by the hand and leading them to their places on the benches amongst the other revellers.
‘This is what we’re owed, hey, Galien!’ Ranulf calls, grinning as he’s led to the feast. A woman comes over to Galien, dips her head to him, as if offering herself. He can smell the cloves and rose oil in her hair. The honey and bryony on her lips. But Maud lifts Galien’s hand in her own, squeezing it tightly, showing the woman that he is with her, and the woman turns her attentions to Godfrey and William Grey, who are already rinsing their beards with ale.
Then feasting. Mauger holds a joint of meat, his beard dripping with juices as he bites into it. Yvain is pouring ale down his throat. Galien himself is spooning steaming broth into his mouth, watching the revelry around him. He has never tasted anything so good. The wine is in his head already. Sluicing away half-memories and ill feeling. He is forgetting. All around him, grins and laughter. Music. Cups slamming on tables, hands clapping backs, armour laid aside, leaning against the walls or carelessly discarded amongst the floor rushes.
Naked flesh. Men and women writhing together on the benches, entwined on the floor. Fulchard sits on a stool, a woman on her knees before him, her head bouncing up and down. Reinald stands behind a woman who is bent over the table and drinking wine – or trying to – as the warrior thrusts himself into her. The priest is being stripped of his habit by two women and looks to be enjoying it. One of them lifts the cross on its chain over his head and tosses it into the hearth flames. 
Godfrey leans over and grabs Galien’s forearm. ‘What are we doing here, Galien?’ he slurs, his eyes barely able to focus.
Galien frowns. He can’t remember.
‘Drink, you old bastard,’ Ranulf growls, slamming his cup against Godfrey’s, so that ale is flung across the table. Godfrey grins and drinks.
‘Galien.’ Galien turns and there is the priest, standing naked before him. ‘We don’t have much time,’ the priest says. The two women who had undressed the priest are trying to pull him away from Galien. They overpower the priest, kissing him all over. Running their tongues along his arms and chest. Caressing him.
‘We have all the time in the world, priest,’ Galien says, smiling. Drinking.
‘Listen, Galien,’ the priest tells him, as the women, hungry with lust, drag him to the floor, one of them throwing a leg over his chest so that she’s kneeling astride him, rubbing herself against him. ‘Maud,’ says the priest, eyes wide. ‘When she was ten summers old, her mother was condemned for witchcraft. The girl, too, had entered into a pact with the Devil.’ He grimaces, whether in pleasure or pain is impossible for Galien to know. ‘Together they were cast into the hole.’
Something stirs in Galien’s mind, like an eel just below the surface of the pool. A memory. Rain, driving hard. A crowd. Soldiers and churchmen. A woman and a girl. His own hands upon the woman. Pushing her forward. A girl with terror in her green eyes. The same eyes as the woman beside him now.
You remember, don’t you, Galien? her voice in his head, swirling with the wine. 
How could he forget? And yet. He was little more than a boy himself. His first sword at his hip. And there has been so much blood since then. So much death.
‘Galien, listen to me,’ the priest says. The woman grinding herself against him is squirming with ecstasy, while the other is kissing and licking his neck. ‘They threw the witch and her daughter into the hole. Two days later, the girl was seen in the village. She had climbed out. Somehow, she climbed out.’ His eyes roll up. He shudders. Takes a breath. Holds it. ‘It was not meant to be that way, Galien. Since then…plagues. Suffering. Sin.’ His eyes close.
Galien reaches out and grabs hold of his neck. ‘What are you saying, priest?’ Something is rising in Galien, hot and needful. A fever of memory. The girl reaching out for her mother. The two of them falling. Down into the darkness. The roar of the crowd, loud as a violent sea breaking on rocks.
‘You must take her back to him,’ the priest says. ‘It is the only way.’
The priest throws back his head and Galien lets go of him, pulling away. And he sees that the woman kissing the priest is not kissing him but eating him. The priest’s blood pouring from her chin. The churchman’s naked body has been savaged. 
Galien throws himself back, his hand landing on a platter of food which is not roasted venison but a pile of glistening entrails. His wine cup writhes with maggots. The large silver dish which had steamed with pottage is filled with twisting snakes. Galien stands up from the table, backs away, looks over to see that Mauger is not holding a joint of meat but his own left arm, which he is eating like a starving man, ripping the flesh off the bone with his teeth, grinning with the rapture of it. Ranulf is not drinking ale but blood, pouring it down his throat, down his beard and over his chest. Laughing with the joy of it.
Open your eyes, Galien. Maud’s voice, loud in his mind. He looks left and right, seized by dread. It is crushing his heart in his chest. He is going to vomit.
Fulchard is still on his stool, head back, eyes wide, teeth gritted, as the woman on her knees before him tears at his manhood with her teeth, so that Fulchard’s thighs run red. And there is Reinald, fucking a goat like a man who has been promised eternal pleasure.
Galien takes up his longsword and scythes it through the flame glow, taking the head off the woman straddling the priest. Then the vision breaks, vanishes like a breath, and there is no hall, no fire and fine food, no revellers and beautiful woman and tempting, naked flesh. There’s just the dark chamber of rock and their discarded torches, guttering where they lie.
And the creatures feasting in the shadows.
‘Stay, brother!’ Godfrey grabs Galien’s left arm. Grinning. His eyes glowing with the flames of a hearth which Galien can no longer see, reflecting oiled nakedness and dancing women. The sound of the lute is still in the man’s ears.
‘Let go of me, Godfrey,’ Galien warns him. He can see the demons coming for Godfrey, slinking low, scuttling like giant spiders across the rock.
‘What’s wrong, brother?’ Godfrey says, smiling still. 
Galien backs away. ‘This is the Devil’s work,’ he calls out, lifting his sword this way and that. Godfrey frowns, confused. Concerned for his old friend. Then the creatures are on him and his eyes bulge, and Galien knows that the vision has broken for Godfrey too. But too late. The beasts are devouring him where he stands, tooth and claw ripping into his leg, his arm, his neck.
‘Galien?’ Godfrey whimpers, blood spilling from his mouth. Galien throws himself forward and thrusts his longsword into his friend’s heart, then hauls the blade free as the creatures fall upon their feast.
Bring her to me, Galien. A voice as deep as the hole into which they descended. As old as the world. Bring… her… to me. 
Galien snatches up a dying torch and sweeps it through the air to give the flame life. He sees Maud with her back against the chamber wall, penned in by a squirming knot of demons who seem to be tasting the air, breathing the woman in as if she is a treat to be savoured in the nose before the mouth. Galien strides through the darkness and suddenly Gisla is beside him, her sword in her right hand, her long knife in her left, both blades dark with gore.
‘What the fuck, Galien?’ she says. Galien gives her a look and they move as one, throwing themselves amongst the creatures, hacking and slicing. Then Ranulf joins them, swinging his pollaxe to take the head from a demon before it can sink its teeth into Galien.
‘This way!’ William Grey calls from a ledge above them. He looses arrow after arrow into the creatures, the white-feathered shafts streaking in the dark, as Galien takes Maud by the hand and pulls her towards the track leading up to the archer. But there are too many of the foul things. They swarm towards William Grey from all directions, crawling along the rock walls and the overhang above where Grey makes his last stand. A dark shroud falls, like flies swarming over a corpse. Then Grey is gone.
‘Back!’ Galien yells, he and the last of his company retreating, blades held before them, every sweep of the firebrand illuminating the massing fiends, a congregation of evil.
Ranulf stands. He knows there is no escape and so he spins his pollaxe once, growls a curse and throws himself at the creatures. He is consumed in a heartbeat.
‘Bring the girl to me.’ The voice is the deep rumble of rocks tumbling in a cave. The bowel-loosening growl of a beast, some ancient predator of man.
Maud turns Galien to face her. ‘You must do as he says,’ she tells him, tears standing in her eyes. ‘This is why we are here. I must go back to him.’
Galien cannot begin to understand.
‘Galien,’ Gisla says, pointing her knife towards a tunnel, the far end of which is lit with fire. ‘Take her and go,’ Gisla tells him, turning back to face what is coming, holding her blades before her and lifting her chin in defiance of the advancing horde. 
Galien pulls Maud away and leads her along this passageway, Gisla’s scream following them.
‘I smell you…girl,’ the voice growls.
They enter another cavern, where men and women, naked and twisted, the pathetic thralls of the demon, scuttle away from them like cockroaches fleeing the light. 
The demon lord sits in his throne, arms of muscle and sinew and throbbing vein resting on carved ebony, hands like claws, talons long as scimitars. His great leathery wings folded behind him. Horns curving back from his goat-like head.
‘You have returned, girl,’ the demon says. ‘I have waited.’
‘My lord,’ Maud says, bowing her head.
A deep rumble from the demon’s throat. Pleasure. He turns his head, his yellow-eyed gaze burning Galien inside his armour. ‘Twice you have given her to me, Galien.’
Galien sees into the past. That rain-flayed day, when monks lifted their psalms to the grey sky and priests clutched their charms close. When murderers and thieves and a witch and her daughter were cast into the hole by the cardinal’s men. And by Galien too.
‘I’m sorry,’ he tells Maud now. But what are words?
‘You serve me, Galien,’ the demon says. ‘I will give you all you desire.’
‘You can’t give me what I want,’ Galien growls. He thinks of his wife. He sees his daughter’s face. These make him stand a little straighter.
From the demon, that rolling growl which trembles the blood in Galien’s veins. Something is happening to Maud. The skin on her back rips open, spilling blood, and her own dark wings emerge, glistening and reaching out, as the demon stands from his throne, his wings unfolding and spreading wide as he walks toward Galien. Around them, the demon’s acolytes scuttle off into the shadows. Cower on ledges and in crevices.
‘You will not bow to me?’ the demon asks Galien.
Galien glares into those terrible eyes.
‘Fuck no,’ he says, lifting his sword.
◆◆◆
Coughing now and screaming. No words, just formless rage, for if he doesn’t drown soon, he will be alive to feel his brains being smashed from his skull, or the insidious lust of the questing blade driven in under his armpit or groin or somewhere else where iron armour is not. He spits muddy water, breathes it in again. He is drowning. Yet he manages to get an arm free and he reaches around, over the top of his basinet, despite the weight upon him pushing him down, making this sodden ground his grave. He curls his fingers under the visor. Hauls it up. Gasps for air.
End
◆◆◆
Author’s Note
Located about an hour north of Prague on the top of a steep, rocky cliff in the Czech countryside, Houska Castle is shrouded in myth and legend. The castle was constructed in the second half of the 13th century, probably on the orders of Ottokar II of Bohemia, and it is said to be one of the most haunted places in the world. Strangely for a medieval castle, it was built in a place of no strategic value, surrounded by forest, swamp and mountain. Some of its windows are fake, and its defences were built facing the inner courtyard, rather than facing outward. It is as if the castle was built not to keep others out, but rather to keep something in.
According to folklore, Houska Castle was constructed over a large hole in the ground which was thought to be a gateway to Hell. That hole was so deep that no one could see the bottom of it. Legend has it that half-animal, half-human creatures would crawl out from the pit at night, and that black, winged creatures would attack locals and drag them down into the hole. Prisoners are said to have been cast into the hole, too. On one occasion, a young man was promised a pardon if he agreed to be lowered by rope into the bottomless pit and then to report back what he saw. Seconds after he had disappeared into the darkness, he began screaming and begging to be pulled back up. When he was brought up to the surface, he looked to have aged thirty years and his hair had turned white. So disturbed was he by what he had experienced down there, that he was sent to an insane asylum, where he died two days later.
In more recent history, Houska Castle was occupied by the Wehrmacht during World War II. It is believed that the occult-influenced SS was experimenting there up until 1945, trying to harness the powers of Hell. 
This story came about because my screenwriting partner Philip Stevens and I got thinking there was an idea here for a film. I had been researching for another project when I came across Houska Castle and the stories surrounding it, and Phil and I got talking. As often happens, another story started weaving itself. We are currently working on the screenplay and we look forward to sharing whatever emerges.
◆◆◆
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