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"How much jousting have you done?"

"A little," replied the young troubadour.

"A little!" the Templar said ironically. "In tournaments all over Europe,
Count Amalric has bested hundreds of knights. Many times he haskilled
men. Of course, it is against the rules. But he is a master at making it look
like an accident.”" He looked at Roland with an almost fatherly kindness.
“Indeed, Messire, the best advice | could give you would be not to enter
the tournament at all.”

Roland laughed. "Such cautious advice from a Templar?"

"We fight for God, Messire. Have you as great a motive?"

"Yes,| do," said Roland, seeing Nicolette's eyesshining in the darkness
before him. "I fight for love."
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Chapter 1

ROLAND NARROWED HIS EYESAND STARED UPWARD INTO THE
DARKNESS, across the top of Mont Segur toward the Cathar fortress.
Standing on a high walkway of planks behind the palisade of the cru-
saders' small wooden fort, he heard faraway voices and saw torches
moving on the Cathar rampart.

The two men on watch with him that night, a sergeant from Cham-
pagne and a young man-at-arms from Brittany, were talking in low tones
about the women to be had far below, at the foot of the mountain. They
seemednot to seethe activity about the Cathar stronghold on the upper
peak of the mountaintop opposite their own fort. But Roland, knowing
Diane was in the besieged fortress, could not take his eyes from it.

He knew he had to act soon. Eachday the crusadersgrew stronger and
the Cathars weaker. Once the Cathar stronghold fell, the crusaders
would slaughter all within, including Diane. The sergeant, chuckling,
was offering his young companion a wineskin. The Breton never re-
ceived it.

From behind the Cathar wall came the sound of a huge thump, asif a
giant's fist had pounded Mont Segur. Roland recognized the sound, and
fought panic as he thrust his arms out, trying to push the other two men
toward the ladder. But there was no time for them to climb down to
safety. The thump was the counter-weight of a stone-caster, and the
whistling noise that followed fast upon it was the rock it had thrown.

A shape asbig asawine barrel blotted out the stars. The stone hit the
parapet beside Roland, and the whole palisade shuddered. Roland
caught a glimpse of the sergeant'shorrified face and heard his screamas
the boulder struck him, crushing him to the ground.

Roland and the young man-at-arms clung to the wooden wall, saving
themselves from falling twenty feetto the yard below. Right beside them
was the gaping hole in the palisade left by the stone.

Roland knew more stoneswould soon follow, and wanted desperately
to jump for the ladder. But he forced himself to stand still long enough to
see what was happening at the Cathar fortress. He watched the wide




main gateway swing open. A blaze of red torchlight gleamed on helmets
and spear-points N fighting men were pouring out on the run. He
waited a moment, counting. A hundred or more.

His breathing quickened and his heart pounded. Here was the diver-
sion he needed.

He shouted down into the darkness, adding his cry to the shouts of
men waking up within the crusader fort. "To arms! To arms! The Cathars
are attacking!"

Pushing the man-at-arms before him, he hurried down the ladder. The
young Breton was blubbering.

"Alain. The damned Bougres got Alain."

"Mourn him later,” Roland advised. "Just try to keep yourself alive. "

Roland hesitated at the foot of the steps. The stone had knocked the
logs apart, leaving an opening at the base of the wall wide enough for a
man to step through.

"l am going out there to get a better look at them," Roland said, sliding
the two-handed sword, almost as long as his leg, out of its scabbard.
"You report to the commander."

"God go with you, Sire Orlando," the man-at-arms said to him.

Roland hurried out into the darkness, alone with his excitement and
fear.

The ground shook as a second Cathar boulder landed somewhere in-
side the fort. He heard splintering wood and shrieks of pain and terror.
Then came another massive thump, this time a counterweight of the cru-
saders'’, sending a huge stone screaming overhead to answer the heretic
missiles. Behind him rose the clamor of the French knights struggling in-
to hauberks, buckling on swords, shouting names of their patron saints
and their crusader war cry, "God wills it!"

A cruel God, if He wills this, Roland thought.

The Cathars had to cross a rock-strewn ridge, barely wide enough for
two men abreast, that connected their stronghold on the main peak of
Mont Segurto the lower peak, where the crusaders had their hastily built
siegefort. If any Cathars had spied Roland coming out, by the time they
got to this spot, he would be hidden among the boulders farther down
the slope. Having no intention of fighting the Cathars, he sheathed his
sword. He took his sword belt off and buckled it acrosshis shoulder and
chest, so that sword and dagger hung down his back.

With the tips of his fingers Roland touched the red silk crosson the left
breast of his black surcoat, wishing he could tear away the symbol he



hated. But only by joining the crusaders had he been able to get here.
And this night he would bring Diane out safely, or he would die.

He stood in the darkness breathing deeply, gathering himself for the
effort. Despite his chain mail and his helmet, he felt vulnerable,
frightened.

Crouching, he slipped away to the left. Beyond the narrow rim of the
ridge, the slope fell steeply. A misstep would send him hurtling to the
rocks below. He made his way down carefully, painstakingly, over the
large boulders for long minutes until he arrived at a narrow ledge about
thirty feet below the top of the ridge. He took cover behind a row of
charred huts where Cathar hermits had dwelt before the siege began.
This whole mountain stank of burnt wood. As he beganto work his way
around to the other peak, from behind him issued shouts in the dialect of
Languedoc: the Cathars, raising their war cries. They must have reached
the crusader fort. How wonderful if they managed to drive the crusaders
off the mountaintop!

The sharp rocks jabbed and bruised Roland's feet through the thin
leather of his boot soles.He wore aslittle mail ashe dared. As it was, the
work of clambering around a peak in the Pyreneesweighed down by his
fifty-pound shirt of steel mesh was bound to exhaust him soon. His best
protection, he hoped, was the black cloak that would hide his move-
ments from the men of either side.

The battle cries of northern crusaders and Languedoc Cathars were
now so mingled that Roland could not tell one from the other. Swords
boomed on wooden shields and rang on steel helmets. Screamspierced
the night, some fading into the darkness below as men plunged off the
mountaintop to their deaths.

But the clamor of battle diminished as Roland on his ledge crossedto
the north side. The limestone wall of the fortress glowed faintly under
the stars, rising above Roland like the hull of a ship. Like the Ark atop
Mount Ararat, he thought. Only this ark could not save those who
sought refuge in her. Against the pale background of the wall a sloping
boulder stuck out, huge and black. Roland's father, who had visited this
place years ago, had written him saying, "The top of the great stone is
only ten feet below the top of the parapet, and an agile man can make it
over the wall there. You should be able to do it, if you have not let the
wine and women of France ruin your body ere now."

Roland could make out cracks and crevices in the century-old wall
where he might dig in with fingers and toes. Still, it would be a far more
fearsome climb than his father had made it sound. Taking a running



start, Roland scrambled up the huge rock. Atop the boulder, he threw
himself flat against the wall and reached up high, finding a fissure that
afforded him a grip. Then he felt about with his right toe until it slipped
into a crack between stones. Maybe now he would have the leverage to
push himself upward. His limbs ached from clinging to the wall, but he
could only inch his way up. He dared not look over his shoulder. Behind
and below him, he knew, was black, empty space.Right hand up, right
foot, left hand up, left foot, he crawled upward until at last the palm of
his hand touched the blessedflatness of the top. He let out the breath he
hadn't even beenaware he was holding. He raised himself up alittle fur-
ther and slid both arms over the wall and hauled himself to lie flat along
the top.

Now at last he could let himself look down into the chasm. Hundreds
of fires flickered like starsin the crusaders' main camp at the baseof the
mountain. The dots of brightness wavered before his eyes. Dizziness
swept over him. Fright made his heart thud like a stone-caster,and he
gripped the wall under him so hard that his fingernails broke. He had to
use all his remaining strength to force himself up to a kneeling position.
He made no effort to conceal himself.

He heard at once a shrill cry of alarm from the darkness within the
wall. A woman's voice. He could just barely see a wooden platform
about four feet below. He dropped to it and raised his empty hands as
three dark figures approached.

"I am one man, not the crusader army, Madame," he called. "I come in
amity."

He heard a murmur of women's voices and strained to look about him,
but the only light came from a vertical slit in a stone building some dis-
tance away. A shift in the breezebrought an animal stenchthat assaulted
him. How these people have suffered, Roland thought, overwhelmed
with pity even asthe smell made him almost ill. Under siegefor nearly a
year, the Cathars could spare no water for bathing.

"May | come down?" Roland called to the huddled figures he could
faintly descry in the darkness below.

"Drop your weapons to us and we will let you live a bit longer, at
least," one of the women called.

Roland unbuckled and dangled the heavy weapons over the side of
the platform. A slender figure stepped out of the shadows and caught
the longsword's scabbard. Roland found a ladder and moved gingerly
down it until his feet met flat paving stones.He turned and stood with
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his back to the wall, facing a row of low wooden buildings a few feet
away.

Three gaunt women gathered around him. Two brought the points of
their spearswithin inches of his face. Another aimed a crossbow at him.
A twitch of her finger and that bolt would pierce him through asif his
hauberk were no more than a cotton shirt. More danger here than cling-
ing by his fingernails on the face of the mountain.

He stood very still, towering over the women, staring down at them.
They looked aged, probably far beyond their years. Their eyes glittered
with hate.

The crossbow woman spoke. "If you are a friend, why are you not out
there fighting beside our men? Why are you wearing the sign of a cru-
sader?" She hissed the last word.

“There is someone here whom | have come to rescue.”

"Rescue?Nonsense," another said contemptuously. "We are going to
die very soon now. Any among us who hoped for escapegave it up
months ago. Death is our escape - from the power of the Evil One."

"Still, 1 want to try." Inwardly he reproached himself. He'd imagined
they would welcome him like a hero. He should have anticipated how
they would feel.

“Liar!" the second woman spat. "Spy!" Her spear point was almost at
his right eye.He had to call on all his strength of will to keep from flinch-
ing back. Were all his pains to reach Diane going to end, absurdly, here?

"How can we know that you are telling the truth?" said the woman
with the crossbow.

"Look within yourself," Roland said, keeping his voice calm, though
inside he was in turmoil. "All things that are, are lights. The light shines
in each man and each woman."

He noticed the spear points wavering a little, and a deep gratitude
flowed from him to Diane. She had long ago taught him those sayings.

"Satan himself can quote the inspired word," the first woman said.
"What do you know of the true meaning of what you are saying?"

Roland shrugged. "I know it expressesone of the deepestteachings of
your faith."

"Is it not also your faith, then?" asked the woman. "Are you not one of
us??

"If I were aliar and a spy asyou think, | would claim to be one of you.
But since | am an honest man and a friend, | tell you | was raised as a
Catholic. | am Roland de Vency, born here in Languedoc. You may have
heard of my father, Arnaut de Vency."
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"De Vency? The Sire Arnaut? | remember him. A Catholic, but asfierce
a fighter against the crusaders as any of our own men." The woman
lowered her crossbow.

Roland expelled along, relieved breath. "My father loved Languedoc,"
he said. "Sodo |. The crusaders are our enemies,too. And | am here be-
cause | love a woman here."

“Let us take him to the perfecti, Corba," said the secondwoman. "They
shall decide. But, Sire de Vency, if you make a single move that puts us
in doubt of you, we will run you through."

They walked through an alley between darkened wooden buildings.
The suffocating odor and an eerie silence told Roland that behind the
shut doorways people were listening, waiting.

He saw no guard at the entrance to the stone keep. Doubtless every
able man had joined the attack on the crusaders. Roland's escortsleaned
their weapons beside a tall double door and pulled it open. As he
stepped within, he blinked. Only afew candleslit the room, but his eyes
had gotten used to the night's darkness.

The keep of Mont Segur, he knew, was a most sacred place of the
Cathar church. Yet, as Roland looked around the large room, he could
seeno adornments anywhere, save for white candles in black wrought-
iron candelabra. As a place of religion it seemedstrangely bare. He was
used to churches resplendent with brightly painted statues. Yet the
plainness spoke of humility and peace.

The room was crowded with men and women, intermingled, standing
with heads bowed. Some prayed aloud, some silently. All were bare-
headed and wore black robes. Roland was awestruck. He had seenCath-
ar perfecti many times before, but never so many in one place. His par-
ents, though they were Catholics, had taught him to admire the holy
ones of the other religion as saints, almost angels, becauseof their heroic
virtue and simplicity of life. The spectacleof so many of these good men
and women gathered together was overwhelming.

Even though the room was full of people, the smell of unbathed bodies
was fainter here. Roland did not doubt that the perfecti shared the hard-
ships of all within this fortress, but their austerity seemedto have puri-
fied their flesh.

Roland saw beyond them, at the far end, an ancient, white-haired man
who satin a plain wooden chair on a stone dais. Roland knew he must
be their spiritual leader, Bishop Bertran d'en Marti, sometimes called the
Pope of the Cathar church.
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Diane would not be here, Roland thought. Sheprobably would be out
there in the wooden building with the credentes,those men and women
who had not taken holy vows and who were seeingto the defense of the
stronghold. The perfecti, Roland knew, never bore arms.

A young man came over, his black robe swirling around a body that
seemed no thicker than a lance pole. The woman called Corba told him
about Roland's climbing over the wall. The perfectus stared at the cross
on Roland's chest.

Roland sensed his revulsion. "Forgive me for offending you. | had to
wear this to get through to you." He dug his ragged fingernails in under
the red silk and tore away the cross. The sound of ripping cloth in the
guiet room made heads turn. Roland dropped the strips of silk to the
floor.

"Who is that?" said Bertran d'en Marti in a voice that was soft yet car-
ried across the room. "Does he bring news?"

Roland strode acrossthe room before anyone could stop him and knelt
at Bishop Bertran's sandaled feet. He reached for the old man's hand. It
was aslight and small asa bird's wing, and Roland's large fingers held it
with care as he pressed his lips to the shiny knuckles. When he was
growing up, Roland had often heard stories of Bishop Bertran, especially
how, years ago, he had debated and won against the famous Catholic
preacher Saint Dominic. The bishop must be over ninety, Roland
thought. His face was skeletal and wreathed by wisps of white hair. His
dark brown eyes glowed with an inner illumination.

"I wish you had not treated the cross with such scorn, young man,"
Bishop Bertran said in a voice that was like the rustling of parchment.
"Our greatest failing has been disrespect for the religion of our oppon-
ents. We cannot build a sound church on hatred. Who are you, my son?"

"Your Holiness, | am Roland de Vency. | am a troubadour and a
knight. | have also been a faidit, an exile from this land. My parents, my
sister, and | fled with a price on our heads. Now | have come back to
Languedoc."”

The bishop's penetrating eyesheld Roland's "You are dark and have a
Roman face, like our southern people. But you are tall and blue-eyed like
the men of the north. | sensein you a mixture, a union of north and
south, of Frank and Gaul. A tormented union, even as this land is tor-
tured by war between northern and southern Frenchmen. You are a sor-
rowful man ? you wear somber colors, for a troubadour. You have
trouble living with yourself, my son. You do not know who you are."
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Roland's chest ached at this reminder of the secretshame of his birth.
And he felt fear as well, at the power of this mind that could so easily
penetrate his heart.

"Doubtless you are named for the ancient hero Roland, whom The
Song of Roland tells us died fighting Saracensin these very mountains,"
the bishop went on. "And the name, perhaps, has inspired you to peril-
ous deeds. Why have you come to this place, Roland de Vency?"

"Your Holiness, | seek the woman | love, Diane de Combret."

A buzzing murmur came from behind Roland, and the bishop's eyes
widened.

"Diane is of your faith, Your Holiness, and | was raised a Catholic, but
before | fled into exile we loved eachother and were betrothed. The war
tore us apart. | took a new name and came back to look for her, but it
was as if she had vanished. Then | learned that sheis here, and preten-
ded to join the crusaders. | entered the camp of my enemies so that |
could rescue her from them." He spread his arms wide. "If | could save
all here, | would. But | am only one knight. If all the gallant warriors
who defend this place cannot defeat your enemies, can I? But perhaps |
can save this one woman's life, which is precious to me above all others."

Bishop Bertran gazed kindly and sadly at him. "Diane. Sheis here, my
son. She has heard all of your brave speech."He gestured with a frail
hand.

Roland felt himself starting to tremble. Diane, here in this room? Un-
steadily he rose from his knees and turned.

He saw her before him, tall, pale in along black robe. The candlelight
suddenly seemedto grow brighter. The subtle flush in her cheeks, her
long shining hair, her huge eyes- Diane had appeared, and color was re-
born in the world.

"Roland, Roland," she said. "How did you get here? Roland, | am so
happy to see you."

The sound of her voice came to him like the most beautiful of songs
played on a well-seasoned vielle. He could not speak. He was stunned,
yet more fully conscious than he had ever been.

Diane was crying now, tears streaming down her cheeks.Shereached
out to embrace him.

Then she checked herself. With an obvious effort, she pulled her arms
down to her sides and stepped back, her eyessitill fixed on his but now
full of misery.

He fell to his knees. "Diane, | love you." The crowd of perfecti was
watching him, but he didn't care.
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"It is no longer possible" - she shook her head - "for you to speak so."

He knelt there, desolate. His mind had finally grasped what had
already penetrated his heart.

He knew now what he had suspectedfrom her presencehere. Shehad
taken the consolamentum. Shewas a perfecta. Shecould no longer know
human love.

His heart weighted his chestlike alump of iron. Pain spread from that
crushing center to fill his body and limbs with anguish.

He stood up. "Your people's stone-casterjust missed me a while ago. |
wish it had not."

"Oh, Roland, if only | could share my joy with you," she said softly.
“No man could have won me away from you. Every day | heard your
voice singing in my heart. But even your songscould not rival the sweet-
ness of God's own music."

Diane wore no ornament, but her long red-gold hair, hanging in ring-
lets to her shoulders, adorned her more gloriously than any jewelry
might have. Her eyes, neither blue nor brown, were a mixture, a catlike
green. Her face had always been fine-boned; now months of fasting had
put shadows in her cheeksthat made her look like an angel on a cathed-
ral pillar.

"I must bow to what you have done, Diane," he said. "But if you will
not come with me asmy beloved, come as a perfecta. | can smuggle you
through the crusader lines. Let me save your life."

Before Diane could answer, the door crashed open. The shrieks and
wails of women assailed his ears. From a distance came the shouts of
men in combat. The stone floor under Roland's feet vibrated, and he
heard the crashing of rock on wood.

A group of women staggeredin bearing awounded man wrapped in a
blue cloak. Roland stepped aside as the women laid their burden gently
before the bishop. The cloak fell away, and Roland saw that a sword had
cleft the man's shoulder. His arm hung by a thread. The women tried to
staunch the flow of blood by pressing cloths against the wound.

"Your Holiness," the dying man gasped. "l beg the consolamentum."

"You shall be saved, Arnald my son, and return to the One Light." The
bishop got up from his chair with surprising agility, then knelt. He
pressedhis hand to the dying man's forehead and whispered words over
him.

Roland felt himself moved by the simplicity of the ritual. Yet this was
the very sacrament, he thought with bitterness, that had taken Diane
from him.
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"Arnald de Lantar," Diane whispered to Roland. "One of our best."

Roland felt pity for the dying man. That could be me. | could take this
man's place. | could join these people in their good fight. | could Kill
many a crusader, and joyfully.

But more good would | do if | saved this one lady.

When the bishop's soft words ceased,Arnald de Lantar spoke again
through his pain. "I am sorry, Your Holiness. We have failed you. Bern-
art Roainh and Peire FerrierE killed. Our menE many fell. Fell from the
mountain as we retreated. Too many crusadersE too strong.” His eyes
closed.

One of the women put her hand on his heart. Then, weeping, the wo-
men who had brought him in rose up and carried the body away.

Bishop Bertran turned to Diane with a sigh. "My child, do you wish to
go with Sire Roland? | fear these are our final free moments."

“No, Your Holiness," Diane said firmly.

Roland felt himself slump in despair.

"Please,dear Bishop Bertran," she went on. "To leave here, to be safe,
while my brethren are dying? It would destroy me. It would hurt me as
much as if | were to commit the gravest of sins."

"How can it be a sin to want to live?" Roland pleaded.

"For us death is victory," said Diane, her green eyes shining.

"But if the life of anyone should be saved, there are many of more
value than mine. Your talk of spiriting me through the crusader lines is
only a frivolous troubadour fancy." Sheturned away as again the doors
to the keep opened.

Roland stood alone, burning with shame and anger. More wounded
were carried in and laid in rows on the floor. Calmly, lovingly, the black-
robed perfecti, Diane among them, moved along the lines of fallen men.
Bishop Bertran walked slowly past them, giving instructions. "Treat this
wound at once," he said. "That man will be all right for atime." To those
who appeared near death he gave the consolamentum and walked on.
Any of the perfecti could have administered the Sacrament, but Roland
sensedthat it was a special joy for thesedying men to receiveit from the
bishop's hands.

Watching Diane attend the wounded, Roland brooded. He had come
all the way from Paris, risking his life over and over again for her, giving
up all other women for her - including the beautiful Countess Nicolette.
How could she scorn his effort? How could she dismiss his plan because
a troubadour thought of it? Yes, he was a troubadour, a maker of songs,
and proud of his art. She had loved his songs once.
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How old had he been when Peire Cardenal came to Chateau Combret?

It had been August of the year after the eighth King Louis died and the
ninth was crowned. That would make it one thousand two hundred
twenty-seven. Seventeen years ago, so Roland was ten - two years
younger than the new boy-king. Roland's family, in flight from the cru-
saders who had invaded Languedoc, had been guests of the de Com-
brets, a prosperous Cathar family, for many months. Their chateau was
in Provence, eastof Languedoc, where the crusade and the persecutions
had not yet penetrated. A scoreor more people, the de Combrets and the
de Vencys and their retainers and gentlefolk from the countryside
around, sat at tables in the great hall. Dozens of candles lighted the hall
for the occasion.

Diane usually sat beside Roland's sister, Fiorela, but tonight, for some
reason, she had placed her chair next to Roland's. He was aware of a
tingling excitement in his limbs.

It was partly anticipation of the songs of the great troubadour,
Cardenal. But Roland knew these strange feelings had also to do with the
slender girl, only nine years old, who sat beside him, her hair so red that
it seemed afire.

"Will you sing for Peire Cardenal?" she asked him.

He felt as though a rock from a stone gun had gone right through him.

"Why would the greatesttroubadour in the land want to hear me?"Ro-
land shrank his skinny frame down behind the trestle table, as if
someone had already called on him to play. "I am lucky just to be hear-
ing him." The Combret jongleur, Guacelm, who had taught him the lute
and promised to start him on the vielle had said Roland's was a gift from
God. But how much could Guacelm know? He was only ajongleur, not a
troubadour.

Roland worked as hard as he could under Guacelm, but he never ad-
mitted, even to his teacher, that sometimes, alone in the hills, singing to
rocks and trees, he dreamed of being a troubadour. He saw himself com-
manding words and verses as kings commanded their barons, holding
seigneurs and their ladies fascinated by the power of his voice, drawing
intricate music from lute and lyre and gittern by the skill in his fingers.
Sometimes he forgot he was the son of a hunted outlaw and imagined
himself welcomed and honored everywhere.

"l think your music is lovely." Diane's green eyes held his. He loved
Diane asmuch ashe loved Fiorela. Shewas another sister to him, a sister
whose fragile beauty inspired protectiveness. But more: when he looked
at Diane he understood why men wanted to be knights.
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His sister would grow up and marry and part from him. Diane need
never part from him.

The servants had cleared away the bread and meats and were bringing
around silver basins so that all could wash their hands after dinner.

The Sire Etienne de Combret asked Peire Cardenal, seated at his right
at the high table, if he would favor them with a song. Cardenal took his
place in the center of the hall. He was a stocky man with iron-gray hair
and a battered nose that spread over his seamedface. He beckoned, and
Guacelm came out and sat with a vielle between his knees. The hall fell
silent, and Cardenal sang a lament for a lady who had died young. The
sweet notes of his voice soared above Guacelm's bowed accompaniment,
and when the song died away at last, Roland glanced at Diane and saw
there were tears in her eyes.

The applause was vigorous, but Cardenal smiled and cleared his
throat. "l get merrier as we go along," he said, and everyone laughed.

And he did. He sang songs of heroic deedsin battle, and comic songs.
A servant placed a silver goblet set with jewels on the table within his
reach and kept it refilled, Cardenal drinking deeply after each song. He
began to sing sirventes about happenings of the day, about the rumor
that the widowed Queen Mother of the present King of France had taken
the Count of Champagne as a lover, about the Pope threatening to ex-
communicate Frederic, the Holy Roman Emperor, for failing to lead a
crusade to the Holy Land. He sang a tenson with Guacelm, a debate on
whether a man could truly love two women at once. Cardenal took the
affirmative, and the applause of the de Combrets' guests declared him
the winner. Much as he admired Cardenal, Roland, who shyly abstained
from applauding either side, was sure that a man could love - truly love -
only one woman. Roland's own father, he knew, had never loved anyone
but his mother.

The wine affected Cardenal's singing not at all. If anything, it
sweetened his baritone voice. He sang a duet with Diane's mother, Ma-
dame Maretta, who wrote poems of her own and had taught the forms of
rhyme and meter to Roland.

Then Cardenal sang of love, songs which, Roland knew, were of his
own making. He sang of love that lasted forever, love that defied human
laws and even the commands of God, love that consumed men and wo-
men like a fire, love that blinded with its light.

Roland found his hand tightly gripping Diane's delicate fingers.

When Cardenal had sung his last song, the applause was muted, but
only becauseall were so moved. Roland felt limp, drained. His hand, still
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holding Diane's, trembled. Reluctantly he released her, afraid someone
might see, and tease him.

After a silence Sire Etienne pushed the jeweled goblet acrossthe table
toward Cardenal.

"Drink from this tonight and keep it with you always, Master Peire. A
poor thing, compared to your music. But a remembrance of one of the
most beautiful evenings of my life."

Cardenal bowed. "A handsome present, monseigneur."

What a power he has, Roland thought. He must have sung for hours,
and everybody wishes he would go on for the rest of the night. | could
never hold people spellbound like that. It is foolish of me to dabble in
music.

The diners stirred. Sire Etienne, Sire Arnaut, and Cardenal stood talk-
ing at the table. Guacelm, the jongleur, joined them. And then Roland
saw that Guacelm was pointing down the table at him. The terror came
back, and he wanted to run out of the room.

Arnaut de Vency, his dark face creasedin a smile, beckoned. Roland
sat paralyzed.

"Go, Roland," Diane whispered. "You must go."

Dragging his feet, he went to where the men stood. Peire Cardenal
fixed him with fierce eyes.

"l am told you are learning to sing and play, my lad. Are you any good
at it?"

"Indifferent, Monseigneur," said Roland in a small voice.

"Do not 'Monseigneur' me, boy," Cardenal growled. "I am a baker's
son, nothing more. What claim to respect | have is here and here." He
touched his hand to his forehead and his throat.

“To me, that means a good deal more than gentle birth," said Arnaut
de Vency. Embarrassed, Roland could not look at his father.

“Too many of our good troubadours spend their lives ? and lose their
lives - fighting the so-called crusaders who have invaded Languedoc,”
said Cardenal. "There are but two or three practicing the art now. We
need new blood. Let us hear what you can do, boy."

Roland's mother, Dame Adalys, joined the group. "Roland, sing a song
of your own - the one about the pines."

Roland thought he would rather face a host of Frankish crusaders with
drawn swords.

Sire Etienne called for silence, and everyone sat down to listen.
Guacelm thrust the lute and a plectrum into Roland's hands, and his
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father gave him a gentle tug, starting him toward the center of the floor.
He had to walk around the table. He passed Diane.

She squeezed his arm and whispered, "You will be wonderful!"

In a semi-trance he walked out into the center of the room, the lute big
and heavy in his hands. With his head lifted as Cardenal had held him-
self moments ago, he stood briefly silent as he strove to collect his wits.
He prayed he would remember all the words to his own song. He had
sung it, mostly without audience, many times, but still he felt unsure. He
let the melody begin rippling through his mind. Then, holding the plec-
trum tight between thumb and forefinger, he picked out the introductory
notes.

He looked at Diane, her green eyesshining in the candlelight. He took
a deep breath and began to sing. His fingers moved on the lute of their
own accord. His soprano voice vibrated in his throat. He let his gaze
sweep the room, but he sang for Diane alone.

“The trees on the mountains in summer are green But are stripped of
their robes in the fall. When the snow shrouds the hills, Then the whole
world seems dead, But the pines remain green through it all."

It was a short song, only three verses,and even as he sang them he felt
he could hear with Cardenal's earsthe echoesof other tunes, the trite lyr-
ics. But when he thought he could not go on, he looked at Diane and felt
better about his song.

The applause and cheerswere louder and longer than he had expec-
ted. They are kind to me becauseam Arnaut's son, he told himself. He
bowed deeply.

He left the lute and plectrum on the table. He was too embarrassedto
face even Guacelm. People were starting to talk to one another again.
Mercifully, his song was forgotten.

He hurried through a side door and up a spiral stair to a battlemented
lookout tower two stories above the main hall. There he went out and
breathed deeply of the cool air, scented of the seawhose shore was not
far from Chateau de Combret. He leaned against the hard edge of a
merlon.

The oak door creaked behind him. A broad figure appeared in the
starlight.

"Well, what the devil did you rush off like that for, boy? Think your-
self too good for us?"

Roland shrank inside. "I could never be as good as you, Master Peire. "
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“To the devil with comparisons. | do not know how good I am, and
neither do you. The thing is to know yourself good enough to be a
troubadour."

"But how can | know that?"

Cardenal's face came close to Roland's, and Roland smelled the wine
on his breath. "You know you are becausel tell you, and it takes a
troubadour to recognize another troubadour."

The stocky man clapped him on the shoulder. The heavy blow hurt,
but it made him think of the moment when, at the touch of his seigneur's
sword, a squire becomes a knight.

"l could be atroubadour?" Roland felt light-headed, asif he were float-
ing above the balcony, drifting toward the stars.

Cardenal snorted. "Do not be so quickly overjoyed, boy. It is not an
easy life. Singing for your supper, that is what it comes down to."

"Yes," said Roland in a small voice, wanting to disagree but afraid to.

“There is something more important to a troubadour than singing and
playing,"” Cardenal went on.

"What is that?"

"Love. Even before he is a maker of songs, a troubadour is a man in
love. You are too young to know love. But you will, and your love will
be asvast asthe ocean.Sometimesit will hurt worse than the torments of
the damned. Love unlocks the deepest places of the heart. You need a
lady, a goddess, to inspire you. Without her, you will be nothing."

Roland had heard countless love songs, had sung them himself. He
had some senseof what it was that drew men and women to eachother.
But this talk of Cardenal's confused him. He said nothing.

“In love is the highest happiness known to man," Cardenal said. "And
it is given to troubadours, of all men, to see deepestinto this mystery
whose laws have been in the keeping of women since time out of
memory. Remember what | say, but think no more about it for now.
Your father will tell you when you are ready."

Moments later, Roland wandered through the darkened great hall on
his way to bed, his head a melee of thoughts, frightening and joyful. |
must love always, he thought. Yes, | understand that much. A
troubadour is a man in love.

He saw in his mind a girl-child with red hair and transparent skin
looking at him and saying, "You will be wonderful!"

Yes, he thought. It is Diane. | may be too young, but I love her even
now, and when we are older | will tell her. | will be her troubadour, and
| will love her for all of my life.
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But now Diane had taken herself from him, had chosento becomeone
with those who lived between this world and heaven.Her choice was the
consolamentum, not the song of the troubadour. And as he watched her
moving among the last of the wounded, he realized how much finer her
goal was. He had no right to feel any claim upon her now.

His attention was draw to the bishop, who had finished his ministra-
tions and returned to his chair. Spreading out his arms, he beckoned the
men and women who were the flower of his church.

"My children, this battle we have lost tonight must be our last. The
time for fighting has past, if ever there was such a time. Our people
should never have taken up arms. It only provoked our enemiesto great-
er violence. Now | intend to order our knights to surrender. "

From everywhere around him Roland heard sighs, groans, quiet
weeping. But he heard no protest. They have accepted their fate, he
thought. Perhaps they even welcome it.

With a sad smile Bishop Bertran looked about the hall. "Diane. Please
come to me, my child."

She approached, lovely and stately, and Roland felt the breath stop in
his throat. She bowed her head, her flame-red hair glowing.

"Diane," he said softly, "perhaps God has sent this brave man for a
purpose. There are messageswe must send to the outside world. We
have hidden much of the wealth of our church, and word of the hiding
place must be carried to our brethren who will survive us. You must
carry it, Diane."

Diane opened her mouth to protest, but Bishop Bertran silenced her
with a gentle wave of his hand. "You will also take with you our Holy
Vesseland the ancient books that were brought to us from the East. Pre-
pare to leave, my child."

Diane again bent her head. "Your will must prevail over mine, good
bishop. But | envy you your martyrdom. And perhaps becausel envy
you | am not worthy of dying with you."

But Roland's heart gave a mighty leap. Diane would be coming with
him.
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Chapter 2

DIANE'S HEART FELT LEADEN AS SHE PREPARED TO LEAVE.
EACH FACE shelooked at, she knew shewas seeingfor the last time. As
if she were dying and they all were going to live on. Oh, why must |
leave?Now, when all of you are about to put on the martyr's crown, how
can you cast me out? | want to die with you. | do not want to go on,
stumbling through this world alone.

For years these people had been her only family. When she was a
child, her faith was preached and practiced openly all over the south of
France. The crusade was already twenty years old then, but the perfecti
still taught crowds of people in the streets of great cities like Toulouse
and Beziers, still won converts away from the Church of Rome. From the
lords and ladies in their castlesto the peasantson the mountainsides,
over half the people were Cathars. Now this year, one thousand two
hundred forty-four, might cometo be remembered asthe year Catharism
in France disappeared. From now on there would be nothing but a rem-
nant in hiding, having to sneak about. No, she didn't want to live that
way. She longed to throw herself down and beg Bishop Bertran once
again to let her stay. But duty presseddown upon her like a mail shirt. It
was burdensome, but it protected her from error. She quietly made
ready.

Before long, Diane and Roland were standing on the northeast wall
amid a group of perfecti. From a family that had taken refuge on Mont
Segurhad come ared and green costume for Diane, the tunic and hose of
a well-to-do boy, an equerry. They had cut her hair short and tucked it
under a cap topped with along partridge feather. They had sewn the red
crossback on Roland's black surcoat, and had made one for Diane's tunic
from a gentlewoman's crimson scarf. A rope to form a sling was tied
around her waist and another around her knees. Roland was similarly
tied.

"I am as helpless as a baby," he whispered to her with that one-sided
grin she remembered so well.
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Tearswelled up in her as she looked at the black-robed men and wo-
men here to bid her farewell. Dear Bishop Bertran reached up to her. She
bent, made awkward by the ropes, and kissed the back of his hand, her
tears falling on his white skin.

"l do not want to leave you. | want to die with you."

"Your death will come to you when it is time. May it be a happy one.
Go with grace, my child."

Diane felt Roland reach out and squeezeher hand. His firm strength
comforted her. But his touching her was against the rule by which she
lived. A new anxiety chilled her. She was in Roland's care now. What
would happen? What might being closeto him do to her? Shehad loved
him greatly. If he had not fled, become a faidit, she might never have
taken the consolamentum. She had to be vigilant.

Roland tugged at the separateropes that held them, making sure they
were secure. Then he gave her a gentle push. She felt a choking fear.
Whispering the Lord's Prayer to hold her terror at bay, she stepped off
into the emptiness beyond the mountaintop. Shecould seeno lights be-
low to show her where the bottom was.

Her life was in the hands of those above holding the rope and slowly
paying it out. The rope cut into her waist and thighs. To easeits bite she
pulled her body upward with her hands, thankful for the deerskin
gloves that would save her hands from being rubbed raw. Her arms
ached. She was fortunate, she knew, that she carried very little extra
weight. Only a small pack strapped to her back for the plain gold chalice
called the Holy Vessel. A most sacred object, it could be borne only by
one of the perfecti.

Shelooked up and, against the torchlight castfrom above, saw Roland
descending with his weapons and his mail shirt and the large pack hold-
ing two big books. He must be in much greater pain than she. And what
a dreadful weight, too, for those above to hold, with their starvation-
weakened arms. She prayed they would not drop him. She prayed, too,
for God to give Roland and her the fortitude to bear whatever might be-
fall them.

As she swung farther down she could barely seeRoland. Shetried to
stay closeto him and called softly to him from time to time. Shefelt bet-
ter whenever she heard his deep voice answering.

Gradually she could discern, outlined by a diminishing field of stars,
the black shapes of other peaks surrounding Mont Segur rising over
their heads. She felt as if she were being lowered into the pit of Hell
itself.
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She pictured herself hanging in midair, hundreds of feet above the
forest in the valley, and her stomach clenched. Her body swung slowly
from side to side, and she hugged the creaking rope with desperate ter-
ror. Stabbing pains in her wrists and arms made her doubt she could
cling to it much longer.

From above, she could still faintly hear crashing and clanging, screams
and shouts. At any moment the crusaders might break through and find
the perfecti holding these ropes, while Roland and she dangled helpless
above the rocks.

She pictured her brethren being cut down by those huge longswords,
their blood running out over the sacred stones. She sobbed aloud. She
heard Roland say something in a low voice, some word of comfort, no
doubt, but she could not make out the words.

Shelost track of time. It seemedjust minutes ago that she had said her
goodbyes. And, equally, it seemedan eternity. Would they never reach
bottom? The rope around her waist felt as if it might cut her in two.

Suddenly her feet kicked loose rocks and then struck solid ground.
Her legs were too weak to hold her up, asif there were no blood in them,
and she collapsed. But she didn't mind the bruising fall, so good did it
feel to have the earth under her. Roland, who had also fallen to his hands
and knees, crawled over and knelt beside her. She wanted him to hold
her, but she was terrified of his arms.

Then she looked up and saw that the mountain peak wore a crown of
flame. "Oh, dear God, no," she whispered. The fire arrows of the cru-
saders must have ignited the wooden buildings.

"We called it Mont Segur,the SafeMountain," she said to Roland, gaz-
ing up at the fire. "We thought God would protect us up there. We
should have remembered that God - the true God - does not rule this
world. His Adversary does."

Unwillingly, shelooked up again and saw that the flames had grown
paler, and the sky beyond them was not black, but violet. A rose glow,
not fire but the rising sun, appeared behind the tops of the pine-covered
hills east of Mont Segur. Their long descentfrom the mountaintop, she
realized, had taken from the middle of the night until dawn.

Under her thin silk tunic she trembled, partly from the cold. She
rubbed her hands together to warm them, and when she blew on them
her breath was a frosty cloud. Spring was still afew weeks away, but the
people on the mountaintop would never see it.

With cramped fingers she began to undo the knots around her waist
and knees. Roland helped her, and she quivered anew at his touch.

25



"Come away, Diane. Do not look up there anymore. We need your
eyes on the path ahead."

Sheforced herself to stand. Shelooked at Roland and could seein the
faint dawn light that he, too, looked exhausted. But she knew it would
do them no good to stay still in this cold when they were soaked with
sweat.

"You know this forest,” he said. "The crusaders' camp lies beside the
village at the base of the mountain. You must lead the way."

She sighed and gestured to him to follow her.

As they turned their backs on the heights from which they had just
descended, the ropes came whistling down, coil upon coil. There was
little chancethat the crusaderswould venture down here and come upon
theseropes at the edge of the forest; they would never know anyone had
escapedfrom Mont Segur. Gratitude welled up in her to the faithful ones
above who had held those ropes till they were safely down.

Shewalked beside Roland into the deep pine forest. She glanced over
at him. His face was darker than she remembered, and bonier. The nose
seemed as sharp and thin as an ax blade. He had pushed his helmet
back, and his thick black hair ringed his face. He turned and looked at
her, and his vivid blue eyes, so startling in his dark face, sent a thrill
through her. My God, shethought despairingly, help me. This is going to
be so very hard.

"Why must we go to the crusader camp, Roland?"

"My tent and my jongleur are there. | really had to join their army, you
see. It was the only way | could get up there." He gestured toward the
mountain.

The thought of being among the crusaders filled her with dread.
"Roland, | cannot."

"You will be safe there. No one would expectto find a Cathar in the
midst of that army." His tone soured. "Especially not a perfecta. "

He will never understand what my faith means to me, she thought
sadly.

They walked along in silencefor atime. The air was filled with the fra-
grance of pines. Her lungs drank it in. She had almost forgotten, after
nearly ayear trapped in the fortress, the sweet smell of clean air. But that
her lost people could not share in even this small pleasure only re-
doubled her pain.

She moved on, holding branches for Roland so they would not fly
back in his face. She stepped nimbly over roots and rocks. Her body
moved briskly, but her soul was heavy.
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"You walk so surely," Roland said suddenly. "Like a deer. And going
down the side of the mountain - few women could endure such an or-
deal. When | last saw you, Diane, you were a delicate lady. Now you are
a mountaineer."

His words made her feel a glow inside. "Among us there are no ladies.
Women work the same as men. The holy work, too. Before the siege |
was traveling all over Languedoc. | preached, Roland. | brought the Sac-
rament to people who needed it."

He stared at her in wonder. "How do your mother and father feel
about the work you do now?"

She halted abruptly. Roland, startled, stopped just behind her. She
turned to face him.

"I am sure they are very happy about me. They both died, you see,last
year. The inquisitors made them wear the yellow cross of heretics and
turned them out on the roads to beg. They were too old to survive the
winter. But they had a good death. | reachedthem in time and gave them
each the consolamentum.”

"Oh, Diane!" He held his arms out to her.

She managed a backward step and a warning gesture, despite her
grief.

He turned his back on her, his hands to his face."Will you not let me
comfort you?" he cried.

"It is all right." Shefelt choked all through. "It is all right. Let us walk
on."

She pushed on before him for at least an hour. Boughs slapped her
face,and sheslipped sometimes on patches of snow that remained in the
cold, low places of the forest. Her leather boots were soaked through,
and her toeswere numb with cold. Justwhen she thought she could not
take another step, she felt a tap on her shoulder. Roland, tired out, too,
gestured toward a fallen tree trunk, and she sat down.

Shetook off her cap, wiped her forehead, and shook out what was left
of her chopped-off hair. Her head felt strange and light. She shrugged
out of her pack and setit on the ground with gentle reverence. Roland
did the same.

Shelooked at him and saw a yearning in his eyesthat frightened her.
It reminded her of days when he and she were much younger. Shere-
membered a mountain meadow and white poppies, the taste of his lips.
And a poem he wrote for her:

?That which delights both woman and man Is praise to Him who
made them.?
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Shewas swept by a sudden wave of longing, and with it camethe un-
bidden thought: If only | could be that girl of fifteen again.

The strength of her feelings shocked her. She had always been proud
of her maturity, felt blessed that she had been able to grasp the deep
truths of her faith and to turn her back on this world. In Roland's pres-
ence, was she succumbing again to illusion?

Surely | would be better off facing death on the mountain, she
thought.

She laid her head on her folded arms and wondered what was hap-
pening to all those she loved on Mont Segur. Perhaps even now they
were being tied to stakesfor burning. She wanted to weep, but she re-
minded herself that those who died were fortunate. The body was like a
clay vesselinside which aray of pure light was trapped. Death was the
breaking of the clay and the liberating of the light.

"Are you crying, dear one?" Roland said gently.

"For those who must die up there on the mountain,” she said, with a
catch in her voice. "And for myself, because | will not die with them."

Shelooked up at Roland as she said this and saw the look of exaspera-
tion on his face. It is true, he cannot understand, she thought sadly.
Never. | must leave him as soon as | can.

"Why do you want so much to sacrifice yourself?"

It was hopeless.He believed God made his body, that it was precious.
He was a troubadour - devoted to love expressedthrough the body. His
years as a faidit seemed to have left him unchanged.

"I am not sacrificing myself at all, Roland. Everything | do is for my-
self. Death is only going back to the Light we came from. When | seethe
Light, as| do from time to time, | am as happy as anyone can be. Such
happinessE you cannot imagine how great it is. "

"Greater than Love?"

Sheremembered how he had tried to instruct her in I'amour courtois,
the religion of Love, before he and his family fled. If he had stayed, she
wondered, what would | be now? How fortunate that | was left free to
discover the Holy Light.

"Yes,the happiness | have found through my faith is greater than what
you call Love. "

"I do not believe that." He shook his head angrily. "By calling yourself
a perfecta you pretend you are not human."

"I know how very human | am, and that word is a burden for me - for
all of us," she answered gravely. "We do not claim to be perfect, but we
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try to live asif we were free of all attachment to the material world. And
if we fail to live so, there is no forgiveness for us, no second chance."

He closed his eyesin pain, then turned them on her again, burning. "I
cannot believe that God wants people to live like statues - or bodiless
spirits. This life you have chosen,what is it but fear and hiding, knowing
one day those pigs will catch you and burn you alive? Diane, | will take
you anywhere you want. You will be safewith me. | will take you away
from this war, to Italy. It is beautiful in Italy. There are places there
where the Inquisition has no power. You can live asyou like. Think of
the children we could have."

Despite herself, again sheyearned to stretch out her arms to him. More
memories came back to her - listening to him sing and play the vielle in
her father's great hall, roaming the pine-scented countryside with him,
their kissesby a mountain stream. She fought down the sweet wave of
tenderness.

"Roland, no. Never. | have taken avow never to touch a man except, if
need be, to save his life, or his soul. "

His blue eyesstared at her, bright asthe heart of a flame. If she kept
looking into them, she feared, they would melt her. Her own soul was in
peril.

"You made that vow not knowing that we would meet again. Bejust to
yourself."

"Even if | could change my mind, | would not want to." She put into
her voice all the finality she could muster.

She saw his lips press together and his eyes grow moist.

Shereachedout to touch his shoulder, then drew back her hand before
it came to rest.

"It is true | never thought | would seeyou again. Believe me, Roland,
when | saw you standing there in the fortress | felt almost as much joy as
in moments with the Light. The last | heard, you were in Avignon.
Where have you been?"

“In Italy, in Sicily mostly." Roland's voice sounded asif he were drag-
ging himself up out of a deep well of sadness."The Inquisition was about
to catch up with us at Avignon, so my mother and father and sister and |
all journeyed on donkey back along the coastinto Lombardy. From there
we took ship to Palermo, where my father found work with Emperor
Frederic."

A fond smile warmed Roland's sharp features. "The Emperor needs
men who can read and write well, yet are not members of the clergy, to
serve him in his endlessquarrel with the Pope. Somy father rose quickly
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in his service. He now holds high rank in the Imperia Chancery. He is
very busy, but he finds time to write me many letters."

"l am glad for him," Diane said with feeling, though shethought again
of her own father's death in a shepherd's hut. "What of your sister, dear
Fiorela?"

"She married well, after | left them, to one of Frederic's noblemen, a
Lorenzo Celino, knight of the Holy Roman Empire. My mother writes
that he is a thoroughly virtuous man, which is rare for one of the
Emperor's courtiers."

Shehad heard bad and good of Emperor Frederic - that he was dissol-
ute, but that he allowed people to speak their minds.

"And you?" she asked with a smile. "Were you thoroughly virtuous
while you were at the Emperor's court?"

He smiled back and shrugged. "I did what | like to do best. | had
brought that dear old lute with me, the one | played before Peire
Cardenal. | set myself to become a master troubadour. The Emperor has
surrounded himself with some of the greatest poets and singers of our
time, and | offered myself to them asa humble apprentice. They thought
they could teach me something, and soon enough they had me perform-
ing my work before Frederic himself. | must have been a success,be-
cause after that | dined more often with the Emperor than my father
did."

Diane remembered how many times Roland had sung to her alone,
how his voice had seemedto draw her soul out of her body. Soit was not
love alone, she thought. If Emperor Frederic liked him, he really must be
very good.

"Was it not hard for you," she said, "keeping up your skill while travel-
ing from place to place?"

He shrugged. "Traveling is what troubadours do most. And wherever
we stopped for any length of time, | made it my businessto meet any
other troubadour who might be in the district and to try to learn from
him."

"And so at last the Emperor made you part of his court?"

Roland's face darkened. "He made use of me in other ways as well.
Now that he rules southern Italy and Germany, he seeks to control
northern Italy as well, and the Pope is determined to prevent him. |
fought in the cities of Italy as one of the Emperor's Ghibellines in their
battles against the Papal Guelphs. Frederic even knighted me himself.
But even when | was in the thick of battle, lines of poetry were always
springing into my mind. | would have been happier if | could have just
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written my music and sung it. The world would not let me do that. Any
more than it will let you practice your faith."

"But surely you were better off at the Emperor's court than you are
here. Why did you not stay there?"

"l love you," he said glumly.

Her heart wept for his pain.

"l love my country, too," he went on. "I dreamed constantly both of
you and of Languedoc. | came back, and the first thing | did was look for
you. But all my friends were dead or in exile, and people even told me
that you were dead."

"Protecting me," she said. "The Inquisition is everywhere in the south
of France. Picking the perfecti off one by one."

He nodded. "It was impossible even to find out whether you were
alive, and sooner or later the inquisitors would have found out that Ar-
naut de Vency's son was back in Languedoc. So | moved up to Paris,
where the inquisitors are not plying their trade as yet. And there | am
known as Orlando of Perugia, an Italian knight. Trying to make my way
asatroubadour. Then aletter camefrom my father. The Emperor had re-
ceived an appeal for help from Mont Segur. It gave names of those
trapped there. Your name was on the list. My father, who knows this
country well, alsowrote how | might getinto the fortress. | joined the Al-
bigensian Crusade for you. And now | have found you again, and lost
you. All I have left are my songs."

He stood up suddenly. "If we meet any crusaders here in the forest
they will question us, and it will be hard to think of good answers. We
must get to the camp, and that will take us most of the day."

His voice was bleak, Diane thought, that of a man trying to hide his
feelings, perhaps even from himself.

Diane, terrified of going into the midst of thousands of enemy soldiers,
felt an urge to run from Roland and hide herself in the depths of the
forest. But she steeled herself to remember: God is within me, and | need
fear nothing.

Many hours later, as they walked onward through the valley in the
deep shadow of late afternoon, Diane looked up at the peaksto the west
of Mont Segur. They were jagged black silhouettes. Turning her eyesto
the besieged mountain itself, she saw its top glowing golden in the light
of the setting sun. Now Roland was leading the way, and they followed
along the banks of a little mountain creek. The last time she had seenit, it
had beenclear as spring water. Now shewas revolted by its brown color
and the stench it gave off, like a town gutter.
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She spied figures moving in the woods and froze.

"It is all right," said Roland. "That is just the camp of the rabble: the
merchants and whores and thieves. They live on the army asfleaslive on
a dog."

Only partly reassured, she stooped and picked up some dirt and
rubbed it over her face,roughening her skin to make it appear more like
a man's. She insisted, too, on taking the heavy pack from Roland. It
would seemodd for a knight to be burdened with anything other than
his weapons.

Farther on, a lank-haired girl standing ankle-deep in the stream stared
at Diane with glazed eyes. She thinks | am a man, Diane realized. The
girl couldn't have been more than thirteen, but her belly bulged under
her torn skirt. She pulled open her blouse to display pregnancy-swollen
breasts in pathetic invitation. Diane turned away, unable to bear the
sight. Life had crushed the child's spirit and left her little more than an
animal. Could there be a worse crime than to get such a creature with
child, forcing her to bring a baby into this suffering world? Sheheard a
jingle and looked back at Roland. He had taken a silver denier from his
belt, and tossed it to the girl.

After they had walked on, he said, "My mother might have beensuch
a one as that if Arnaut de Vency had not rescued her. Carrying some
crusader's get."

She heard the torment in his voice and pitied him. She knew the
source of his pain. In the old days, when he had been courting her, he
had confided that his natural father was not Arnaut de Vency but a cru-
sader lord who had raped Adalys, Roland's mother, and left her preg-
nant. Hating his origin, Roland seemed at times to hate himself.

"Do not speak so of yourself, Roland," she said to him now. "All of us
are born of shame, whether our parents are married or not."

Roland eyed her angrily. "And so that is why you perfecti despise hu-
man love. Sometimes | do not wonder that the Catholics persecute you."

She felt as if he had struck her.

She walked behind him in silence, apprehensive over the increasing
noise in the distance: men's rough voices, the whinnying of horses, the
clatter of steel. When, following him, she stepped out from the shelter of
the trees, she stopped, her heart pounding with terror.

She was facing the power of the Evil One.

Before her rose a high wall of sharp-pointed logs. A forest of banners
of silk and rich samite fluttered above and beyond it. Many of them bore
blood-red crosses,some thin and long, some stout and square, some
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tipped with multiple points. Other banners displayed the arms of the na-
tions and baronies that had joined together at the Pope'scall for an Albi-
gensian Crusade, to make war on Diane's religion.

Men in steel helmets wearing long coats of mail strode back and forth
before the wooden wall or exercisedhuge war-horses covered in brightly
colored silk coats. The palisade seemedto encloseleaguesof rolling hills.
On the hills, stretching as far as Diane could see,tents were massed -
thousands of them, their pointed roofs clustered together on the hilltops,
the biggest tents at the very top of the hills, the smaller ones of the
poorer knights lower down.

Thick columns of smoke from cooking fires spiraled up through the
clear mountain air, and Diane's stomach turned over asthe odor of roast-
ing sheepreached her. Forbidden by her vows to eat meat, she had come
to loathe its smell.

The noise was terrifying now, thousands of voices echoing against the
walls of the valley in a raucous, deafening clamor. How could she force
herself to walk into that camp?

Roland led the way to the main gate, and she made herself follow. A
sergeant with a long black mustache came forward to challenge them.

"I am Sire Orlando of Perugia," Roland said.

The sergeant touched his hand to his pointed helmet in deference to
Roland's knighthood. "And this young man with you, Messire? He spoke
in the Langue d' Oil, the harsh speech of the north.

"My equerry, of course," said Roland airily. "Guibert de Saint-Fleur. "

Diane gave the sergeant a perfunctory bow.

"Why did your seigneur allow you to leave camp?" asked the sentry.
"Were you not told that Monseigneur the Count de Gobignon ordered
everyone in the camp to stand to arms?" He studied Roland with nar-
rowed eyes.

Diane's heart pounded against the wall of her chest. She prayed that
the guard would not look too closely at her. Every-thing she feared
about the crusaders was now embodied in this one mustachioed man.

"Why a general alert.” Roland asked, his voice incredibly calm.

"Something is happening up on the mountain, Messire." The sergeant
gestured to Mont Segur, towering above them. "Nobody knows what.
We may be winning, or the Bougres may be counter-attacking."

Diane restrained an urge to wince. They are always making up names
for us, shethought. Calling us Bougres - what an ugly sound it has! - be-
cause our faith came to us through Bulgaria; or Albigensians, because
our first centerin Languedoc was the city of Albi. As if to name us gives
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them power over us. They do not like what we call ourselves - Cathars -
the purified ones.

"The Count himself has gone up there, but we have no news," the sen-
try went on. "It takes half a day to get up."”

How well we know! Diane said to herself bitterly, overcome with
weariness.

"“This is the first I've heard of any of this." Roland smiled. "I was in a
place where no heralds could reach me, visiting the daughter of a little
local seigneur. Shelost all her suitors in the war. Now sheis past marry-
ing age and hungers for aman. It was my duty to try to make her happy.
Report me if you will. | will take my punishment. Honor forbids me to
reveal her name."

How easily Roland lies, Diane thought. Would the sergeant believe
him, or would he suddenly arrest them?

But the sergeant only grinned. "Your knightly pursuits are between
you and your confessor, Messire. What is your man carrying in those
packs?"

"Trinkets the lady pressedupon me." Roland again smiled. "One some-
times finds that unmarried ladies of uncertain age are very grateful.”

Dear God, thought Diane, what will | do if he asks me to open the
packs?

The sergeant laughed. "Well, it does me good to see our gallant
knights prosper. It is no wonder the women hereabouts need real men.
All those damned Bougres giving it to each other up the arse."

Diane felt her face flush hot with anger.

The guard stepped back and bowed Roland into the camp.

"Sorry," Roland said when they were beyond the man's hearing. "You
are going to hear many a vile remark about your people."”

Roland led her along a winding, muddy path through the tall, four-
sided tents, eachtopped with a pointed pennon bearing the badge of the
knight who dwelt in it. The tents were arranged helter-skelter, each
knight's set up wherever it pleased him.

At the sound of chanting, Roland seized her arm and pulled her off the
path.

Soon she saw a dozen priests of the Roman Church in red vestments
carrying gilded crossesand silken banners. Young boys in black-and-
white robes followed them down the path, ringing bells and swinging
smoking, incense-filled thuribles. The robes of the priests looked
hideously gaudy to Diane.
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Shefelt overwhelmed with hatred. Priests such asthese had instigated
forty years of bloodshed in Languedoc. They believed they were serving
God, but shewas convinced they were doing the work of the Adversary.
Shelistened to what they were singing, Salve Regina. They were praying
for victory over her people with a hymn to the Virgin Mary. How could
God have a material mother? Blasphemous!

Shefelt atugging on her arm and saw that Roland had dropped to his
kneesin the mud. Sheresisted. Shewould never bend her knee to such
priests. But if she refused she risked being found out. If only she'd been
allowed to go openly to death as a Cathar! She swallowed hard, knelt,
and made the sign of the cross.

After the procession passed on, she struggled to her feet, shouldered
the two packs, and trudged beside Roland along the twisting path. But
she was overcome with fear, convinced that every one of the thousands
of men around her could seeright through her disguise. Roland pointed
out the different companies they passed: Normans, Bretons, knights
from the lle de France, England, Flanders, Germany. But she kept her
eyes on the ground, not daring to look up at the cruel facesof the cru-
saders,and she stumbled along half a step behind Roland, terrified of be-
ing separated from him.

"Many of thesemen are second-generationcrusaders,”Roland said in a
low voice, trying, she sensed,to distract her from her fear. "Their fathers
came when the Pope first called for war, and their sons are still at it.
Count Amalric de Gobignon is himself one."

"Who?" she managed to ask in a strangled voice.

"You look frightened to death. Try to walk more as if you belonged
here. De Gobignon is the commander of this army. But look - here is
where the knights from Italy and Aragon have pitched their tents. There
are even some few knights of Languedoc camped hereabouts, who have
made the crusader cause their own."

The sound of a strong voice singing interrupted Roland. The voice was
mellow, and there was laughter in it. Even in her terror, it made Diane
feel better.

Shefollowed Roland through a circle of closely spacedtents and then
saw an open area, a low hill covered with men seated on the trampled
grass.Small fires burned against the February chill. All the men had their
swords buckled on, their helmets by their sides.

Only a small part of this army was up on Mount Segur, she suddenly
realized. The entire host was huge; this Count de Gobignon had not even
begun to throw his men into the fight. It had always been hopeless.
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Now she spied the singer, a short, stocky young man with curly blond
hair. The golden wood of his lute gleamed in the late afternoon sun. He
was standing before a plain black tent. Above its pointed roof a small
black pennant flew, bearing a silver griffin pawing the air.

The song he sang was a rollicking one:

"The King of Cats cried, "Where is that mouse?He hasleft no virgins in
our land." 'In the palace,'the PussycatPrincesscried, 'Sinning, like Onan,
with his hand.""

The crowd howled with glee, but their shouts renewed Diane's terror,
and the heavy smell of wine sickened her.

Roland had stopped and stood at the edge of the crowd, watching the
grinning jongleur.

Why are we staying here? she thought. Why don't we go on to some
place where it is safe? Someone in the crowd handed the jongleur a
wineskin, and he squirted a red stream into his throat. Then Diane saw
his eyes flicker in their direction, first at Roland, then at her. The
jongleur's face lost its gaiety and became apprehensive.

Diane hurried after Roland ashe stepped forward. The men hastily got
out of his way. Something about him frightens them, she thought. Per-
haps his height, or the long black cape he wears. The men moved away
to fires around the side of the hill as he strode through them.

The jongleur bowed to Roland. "I thought it would be a kindness to
entertain thesefellows, master, while we wait for news." He looked curi-
ously at Diane.

"Did | ask for an explanation?" Roland snhapped. "Come inside,
quickly."

Diane followed Roland into the black tent. It was as stark within as
without. Its main furnishing was a chest of reddish-brown wood stud-
ded with brass nails.

No Cathar, but Roland keeps himself as simply as we do, she thought.

Roland silently stretched out his hand, and the jongleur gave him the
lute. Roland smiled at it, strumming it lightly with his long fingers and
stroking its polished wood, before he wrapped it in its white silk cloth.
Diane was unable to take her eyesoff his hands. They were still asbeau-
tiful as she had remembered them.

The jongleur threw himself on his knees.

"Master! Thank God you made it back safely. | could not sleep for wor-
rying about you. That is why | was out there singing for those louts, to
take my mind off my fears." He glanced again at Diane.
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Does he know who | am? Diane wondered. Should | fear him, or is he
a friend?

Roland seized the young man's arms affectionately, drew him to his
feet, and hugged him. "I am glad to seeyou again, Perrin. But why these
fears for my welfare? Have you no faith in me?" Before the youth could
answer, Roland turned to Diane.

"This is Perrin. He really is from Saint-Fleur. He sometimes accompan-
ies me when | sing. Also acts as my equerry, and little help he is. Just
now, for example, he should realize that we have been climbing down
the mountain all night and walking all day, and that he should immedi-
ately spread out a blanket for you."

Perrin smiled tentatively at her. "Is this -"

"Yes, Perrin, this is the lady we were expecting, Madame Diane de
Combret."

"Excellent disguise, Madame." Perrin smiled, quickly unfolding a
blanket and patting it smooth for her. "Pray sit here. Also, pleaseforgive
me if my song offended you."

Roland laughed. "It is loyal of you to take the blame. | wrote the song,
Diane."

Shesaw no shamein Roland's eyes.Bawdry amuseshim, she thought.
He is at home in this world and in his body.

"But how marvelous, master." Perrin was shaking his head. "You actu-
ally crossedthe battle line, got into the Cathar stronghold, and whisked
out your beloved. What a song this deed will make!"

Diane felt her cheeksburn at being called Roland's beloved, and im-
mediately felt further shame in remembering how she had tried to be-
little the same deed Perrin praised.

"If need be, you will lay down your life for hers, Perrin," said Roland.
He was a head taller than Perrin, Diane noticed, and he stared gravely
down into the jongleur's eyes.Roland is taller than everybody elsein this
world, she thought.

"Madame." Perrin bowed. "Let me tell you in all honesty that | do not
hold with heresy. But | would die for this man, and he has risked death
to bring you here. | shall not only die, | shall let my immortal soul be
damned to help you, if | must."

Now she felt her body grow rigid with anger. Damnation in helping
her? How dare he? Heresy, indeed! It is Rome that is rotten with error.

Without answering she took off her cap and laid it beside her on the
chest. She combed her fingers through what was left of her hair. They
had cut it so it fell just short of her shoulders, like a man's. She heard
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Perrin sigh and looked up to seehim staring. Sheknew many men found
her hair beautiful, but that no longer pleased her.

"l find such wild talk of damning souls troublesome," she said coolly.

Perrin blushed and turned away.

Roland stared at her angrily. "When a man lays his soul at your feet,
do not be so quick to spurn it, Diane. He who would save his soul must
lose it. That could be true for you, too."

Diane's face grew hot, and tears stung her eyelids. She felt ashamed.
How could | speak rudely to these two, who are risking their lives for
me? | am guilty of pride. | do not deserve to be called perfecta.

Roland turned away and held out his arms before Perrin, who helped
him off with his surcoat and began to unlace the mail hauberk. The
equerry hung the heavy coat of mail on a rack beside the chest. Roland
gave a deep sigh and flexed his arms appreciatively in his quilted shirt.

She felt sudden panic. Is he going to take his shirt off, too? Then she
wondered why that should frighten her. Diane had lived much in close
guarters and seenmany partly clad men. But sheknew the reasonfor her
fear. Somewhere inside her she felt a hunger to seehis body. She stood
up and turned from Roland in shame.

"I know how filled with sorrow and pain you must be, Diane," Roland
said gently. "Yet you have not uttered a word of complaint. There is true
steel in you. Forgive me for speaking harshly to you just now."

Diane was on the verge of tears. "There is nothing to forgive. | de-
served it."

Shestarted at a sudden commotion outside, men bellowing, cheering.
Oh, dear God, it must be the worst.

"Sounds like a crier going through,” Roland said. "Perrin?"

After the young jongleur had left, Roland said, "Diane, you can trust
that man asyou would your brother. Do not get a wrong notion of him
becauseyou heard him singing a coarse song. He has a conscienceas
strong as a war-horse."

“If you say | can trust him, Roland, | will trust him."

"Good. You will have to, becausel am sending you with him up to
Paris immediately. | have a small house outside the walls of the city, in
the faubourgs, where you will be safe.The sooner you leave here, where
they thirst for Cathar blood, the better. | must stay or be charged with
desertion."

She saw pain in his eyes and knew that he did not want her to go.

Roland turned away from her, undid the laces of his shirt, and
stripped it off. Shecommanded herself to turn away, but she could not.
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As he walked over to the rack and hung the shirt over his hauberk, her
eyes devoured the wiry muscles that moved smoothly under his olive
skin.

He turned to face her. A white scarran like a streak of lightning from
his right shoulder acrosshis chest and belly. She gave a little gasp. He
smiled at her, raising only the left corner of his mouth. That crooked
smile she knew so well.

And loved.

Yes. Her body went cold and her heart fluttered. She tried to make
herself picture the blackness of Hell, the abode of the Adversary. If |
break my vow | am lost forever.

"Diane," he said softly.

"Please,Roland," she choked, "do not destroy me." Sheturned her back
to him.

There was a long silence. Shetrembled, dreading his touch and long-
ing for it.

"l have done nothing to you and | will do nothing," he said.

"I am weak," she said. "l did not know how weak | was. | am at your
mercy."

She heard him move behind her, and tensed.

"Look at me, Diane."

Slowly she turned. He had thrown his cape over his shoulders. She
saw suffering in every line of his face.

"l, too, have my code. As long as| love you, your will must be my will.
If you believe that yielding to me would be weakness,that accepting my
love would destroy you, | will not touch you. You must come to me with
the whole of your will, or not at all."

Relief - and disappointment - swept through her. She sat down again
on the chest.

Perrin pushed his way through the tent flap. "The news has just come
down from the mountaintop." His eyes, full of pity, met Diane's. "The
Cathars sent men out to parley this morning. Terms are agreed. Mont Se-
gur has surrendered."

Diane put her head on her arms and beganto whisper the Lord's Pray-
er. Shehad known when she left the mountaintop with Roland that this
terrible news would come to her.

She felt Roland's comforting hand on her shoulder, and she left it
there, for in her grief she desperately needed a human touch.

In her prayer she came to the phrase "Lead us not into temptation,”
and she whispered it fiercely to herself.
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Then she wept, not only for the fall of Mont Segur, but in confusion
and despair over her own plight.
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Chapter

ROLAND HELD HIS BODY STIFF AS HE FACED THE CATHAR
FORTRESSnd watched the tall wooden doors swing open. He saw now
that the fire of that final night's battle, now fifteen days past, had left no
structure standing but the stone keep. Inside the limestone walls stood
forlorn, crude shelters made of tent cloths spread over blackened beams.

Cries of farewell and loud wailing came from the battlements above
and from the open gateway, as the condemned emerged from the fort-
ress,along line of men and women in black. Roland's heartbeat broke its
rhythm.

During the fifteen days of grace granted under the terms of surrender,
he had waited in camp with the other crusaders. Now that Diane and
Perrin were safely off on the road to Paris, he felt impelled to be with the
Catharsin their final moments, to bear witness. He had volunteered, des-
pite his dread, to help escortthe prisoners to their execution. Those Cath-
ars who joined the Catholic religion would now be allowed to leave in
peace, though they would be forced to give everything they owned to
the Church and wear the yellow crossesfor the rest of their lives. But
those who clung to their faith would die.

As the Cathars emerged, a man-at-arms directed eachto stop at a table
beside the doorway, where two Dominican friars sat with parchment
scrolls. The friars recorded the name of each person about to die. This
meticulous record-keeping, Roland thought, was one source of the
Inquisition's power.

At the head of the procession was the Cathar bishop. Bertran d'en
Marti's head glowed with the red-gold rays of the low afternoon sun
striking his white hair, as if it were already enveloped in flames.

"Form around them," called the leader of Roland's party.

Roland reluctantly stepped forward with the other crusaders. His
longsword and dagger swung heavy at his waist. He wore them only be-
cause,as a knight, he was expected to. He had left his helmet and mail
shirt backin his tent. To escortthese perfecti, he knew, he would need no
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weapons or armor. And they were all perfecti now, the believers who
chose to stay and die having received the consolamentum.

Roland and the crusaders fell in beside the doomed people as they
began to climb down the western face. At first Roland kept his eyeson
the ground. He could not look at the Cathars. Walking with them, hurt-
ing for them, he felt ashamed that he was to live while his own country-
men died.

He heard little but the shuffling of hundreds of pairs of feet over rocks
and gravel. He listened intently as now and then a voice was raised in
prayer or a hymn.

When finally he did raise his eyesto look at the procession, he found
himself staring with shock into eyeshe recognized. They belonged to the
woman called Corba, who had greeted him with a crossbow when he
had scaledthe wall. Shewas walking hand in hand with an elderly lady
and a severely limping young girl whose long hair veiled her face.
Images of Roland's own mother and sister rose before him, and tears
burned his eyes.

Is this, he asked silently, the terrible enemy against whom Pope after
Pope has called out all the knights of Christendom? Roland looked at the
perfecti, fragile, black-robed, many of them women, many old men.
Catharism, he thought, is really too gentle for this world.

As Roland watched the prisoners pick their way down the steep, rock-
studded path descending from ledge to ledge, he admired the way they
helped each other. A strong young man swept the lame girl up in his
arms and carried her. That young man and that girl could have long
lives ahead of them, Roland thought. Lord, why must they give their
young bodies to be burned?

Roland looked downward toward the meadow that would soon hold
all the perfecti. In the final days of the grace period, he had watched,
sickened, as crusaders built a fence of logs about six feet high around the
edge of the meadow. Within it they had heaped bundles of wood cut
from the forest. Though the wood was still damp from winter, the bales
of straw the soldiers had mixed with it and the pitch they had poured
over it would, he thought bitterly, ensure a fine bonfire.

Roland stared down at the fighting men and clergy who had gathered
around the fence and who thronged over the mountainside below it.
They are happy, he told himself. Here is the fulfillment of their outpour-
ing of toil, treasure, and blood, of nearly a year of siege.

A small group, arrayed in tunics and capsof blue, purple, and red, de-
tached itself from the crowd and began to climb to meet the descending
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procession. The great seigneurs, thought Roland, the masters of these
revels. For what they do this day may they all burn in Hell.

One of those approaching was taller than all who accompanied him.
Though powerfully built, almost burly, he moved with easeup the pre-
carious path. As Roland recognized the man, the hairs prickled on the
back of his neck. His fingers twitched and his muscles contracted. Amal-
ric, Count de Gobignon, head of this army, destroyer of Languedoc.

The knight in command of Roland's party hurried down the moun-
tainside to meet the Count and bend the knee before him. Amalric stood
with his thumbs hooked in his jeweled belt, and they exchanged a few
words. The ash-blond hair that fell in waves to Amalric's shoulders was
as beautiful as a woman's, but his long, straight nose and square jaw
gave him a strong, manly look.

After de Gobignon had spoken, the knight he had addressed
scrambled back up the slope. Amalric and his party followed at a leis-
urely pace.

Upon rejoining Roland's group, the officer raised a hand to halt the
Cathar procession and its knightly escort. "Monseigneur the Count re-
quires that the prisoners be roped together and their hands and feet
bound."

Roland felt a surge of anger.

"Many of these people," he spoke out, "are old and ill. All are weak
from lack of food. This is a steep path. How can they manage it if we
bind them?"

He sensed the others of the escort party staring at him.

The officer did not look Roland in the eye. "Monseigneur requires that
the prisoners be roped together and dragged the rest of the way."

Roland was stunned. He looked at the long line of Cathars patiently
standing on the mountainside. His gaze met Bishop Bertran's. Was there
awarning look in the old man's eye?No matter. He could not draw back
now.

"What contemptible cruelty.” he said loudly.

Amalric heard the protest and a hot wave of anger swept through him.
How dare a lowly knight question an order of his! But he knew that a
good leader does not act on impulse. Begin easily, he told himself. Find
out what is happening here before you make a move in front of the
whole army.

Continuing his climb up the slope, he inquired almost pleasantly,
"Who is it who calls my command contemptible?"
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Though he had reined in his anger, he felt the pleasant stirring in the
blood he always enjoyed before combat, great or small.

Now he saw a knight step boldly out from among his fellows in the es-
cort. Amalric sized him up. Tall. Might even be astall as|. But stringy.
I've got the weight on him. The facelooked swarthy, and so thin that the
large, curved beak of a nose seemed huge. Probably Spanish or Italian,
perhaps even from around here.

Amalric prided himself on knowing as many of the men under his
command as possible. This man, he was sure, he had never seenbefore.
Whoever he was, he was no one of importance. That was obvious from
the thinness of his black cape, his torn, dusty black tunic, and his un-
adorned belt and sword hilt. A thin, dark, purseless fellow, thought
Amalric. A shadow of a knight. Amalric studied the knight's bearing. He
held his head and shoulders proudly, daring to regard Amalric asif they
were equals. And those eyes- they were surprising. Bright blue. As blue
as my own, Amalric thought. They do not seemto belong in that brown
face. It was as if another man looked out at Amalric through a mask.
And the look in those blue eyes was more than defiance. Was there
hatred in it?

"Who are you, Messire?" he said, keeping his voice low.

"l am Orlando of Perugia," answered the knight, firmly and calmly. He
made no obeisance, addressing Amalric as an equal. Amalric felt his
body turn hot. He had heard of the knight-troubadour Orlando. He
cursed himself for having neglected to go over the rolls of his army of
late. If he had known, he would have dealt with the man before today.

So this is the man who had the audacity to address a song to my wife.

Amalric smarted, recalling the letter he had received months ago in his
tent at the base of Mont Segur, from the steward of his town house in
Paris. At the beginning of winter, Amalric learned, a man had appeared
outside the garden wall just before dawn, singing. When the guards
went out to drive him off, he was gone. Later an equerry came to the
house bearing a copy of the song for Countess Nicolette. But it fell into
the hands of a steward loyal to Amalric, and the man quickly dispatched
agentsto follow the equerry. They tracked him to Orlando of Perugia, a
troubadour newly arrived in Paris. The steward sent the song on to
Amalric. It was titled "In Praise of Fair Nicolette," and Amalric had torn
it to bits without reading it.

He had resolved to punish the man when the campaign was over. And
now here was the same Orlando standing before him, ridiculing his
orders.
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"l do not give orders lightly, Orlando of Perugia. What is your objec-
tion to my command?”

"These people are going to their deaths peaceably. Why add needless
suffering to their final moments?"

Amalric glanced at the long line of heretics extending from this spot
on the slope almost to the gate of the fortress that had sheltered them. By
Saint Dominic, how he loathed those Albigensians! They were like a
flock of vultures, with their sharp facesand black robes. He could bear to
look at them only becausehe knew he would shortly destroy them. He
wished he could go among them swinging his sword like a harvester in a
field of wheat, cutting down each and every man and woman himself.
They could never be made to suffer enough to pay for the harm they had
done to Christendom.

And to me. For it was creatures like these who killed my father,

"Mercy becomesa chivalrous knight, Sire Orlando. But these heretics
deserve not your pity. Most of them are the so-called perfecti, the
preachers and leaders who seduced countless others from the true faith.
They are worse than murderers. They are killers of souls. To let them
keep their dignity in death would give them a last opportunity to mis-
lead their foolish followers. Do we want people from all over Languedoc
to hear that these Bougres strolled down the mountain, laid themselves
on the pyre, and serenely gave up their lives, just asif they were honest
Christian martyrs? No, let it be said that they had to be dragged to their
deaths and thrown upon the faggots."

"Men are often cruel in the heat of anger,” said Orlando, his voice
trembling as if he himself were possessedby fury. "But the foulest
cruelty of all is deliberate, calculated cruelty."

"You have had your explanation, Messire Troubadour, which is more
than you deserve. Why such tender concern for these imps of Satan?"
Amalric grinned contemptuously. "What sort of man is it who prefers
simpering with a lute to wielding a sword? | have heard somewhat of
your sweet songs, but naught of your brave deeds. Perhaps you feel a
kinship with that old Bougre sodomite there?" Amalric pointed to the
black-robed ancient at the head of the line of Cathars, their so-called
bishop.

As he intended, his words brought guffaws from the listening knights.

"What sort of man is it," Orlando said slowly and clearly, "who takes
delight in tormenting helpless, unresisting old men, women, sick people,
starving people? Perhaps| will write a song about the brave deed you do
this day."
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Amalric felt rage rise in him. As his lips drew back from his teeth, he
raised his gauntleted fist and lunged at Orlando.

The troubadour seemedto step into the blow, yet it did little more
than graze his cheek as he grabbed Amalric's wrist and elbow. A twist of
his body, and the troubadour held Amalric's forearm locked tight.

Amalric felt a surge of panic, sensing that the bone was about to give.
He was forced to drop to his knees.

Suddenly he felt himself released. The troubadour stepped quickly
away from him.

He scrambled to his feet, staring into the astonished facesof a circle of
knights. His own face burned with shame.

"Shall we kill him, Monseigneur?" Amalric's aide, Guy d'Etampes,
called out.

"Do you need others to settle your quarrels for you?" the troubadour
taunted.

"No one has ever spoken so of me," said Amalric. "Let it be trial by
combat. | am commander of this army, and by the power vested in me |
will mete out swift and final justice." He drew his dagger, a three-edged
basilard of Toledo steel, ten inches from its triangular baseto its needle
point, and began to stalk the troubadour.

Slowly Amalric circled to the troubadour's left, expecting that the dark
man would draw his own dagger with his right hand. Amalric moved on
the rock-strewn slope so that he was on higher ground than the
troubadour. He felt strength and agility flowing through him.

He saw a spot of sunlight, reflected from his basilard, dance on the
troubadour's black cape. He shifted the dagger slightly so that the beam
of light struck Orlando's eyes. The troubadour winced and sidestepped,
but Amalric caught him in the eyes with the light again.

He crouched, shifting the basilard from hand to hand, and gathered
himself to rush his enemy.

The troubadour, with the setting sun behind him, was a featureless
shadow.

Amalric saw his opponent undo the clasp of his cape and wrap it
around his right arm.

"Draw dagger or sword, Messire, | care not which,” Amalric said. "I
would not strike down an empty-handed man."

"I am aswell armed with my hands empty asyou are with that skew-
er," the troubadour mocked.

Amalric felt his face burn with fury.

He sprang at Orlando.
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The troubadour raised his cape-wrapped right arm, but Amalric shif-
ted the direction of his thrust and drove the basilard in under the right
arm straight toward his enemy's chest.

The troubadour tried to shield himself with his left arm.

Amalric grunted with satisfaction as he felt the steel sink deep into
flesh. Snarling, tugging hard, he yanked the dagger out of the
troubadour's arm.

The troubadour, his face stiff with pain, stumbled over a rock and fell
to one knee. As if searching for a friend, he looked up at the ring of cru-
sadersthat had gathered to watch the fight. No one spoke to encourage
him; no one moved to help him. His sword and dagger were still
sheathed.

"Draw your sword, God damn you.™ Amalric roared, making sure all
onlookers could hear.

Instead of reaching for a weapon, the troubadour unwrapped the cape
from his right arm.

Amalric rushed him.

He saw the troubadour's hand flick and the cape fly out.

He felt something wrap itself around his ankles. Helpless, horrified, he
knew that he was falling. He had just time to turn the point of his basil-
ard away from his body before he went down on his face.

By Saint Dominic, the cape was a weapon. It had weights in its
corners.

He felt pain stabbing all through him as his enemy landed heavily on
his back, the troubadour's knee grinding between his shoulder blades,
the sharp rocks on which he lay pressing into his chest.

Amalric raised his arm to strike with the dagger, and felt the
troubadour clutch at his wrist, but the man's hand was slippery with
blood, and Amalric pulled his arm free.

A burst of pain shot through Amalric's right hand and arm and he bel-
lowed in agony. A big rock, in the troubadour's other hand, had crashed
down on his knuckles.

Amalric's hand was empty, and he felt the sharp point of his basilard
pressing against his throat.

"l can kill you now," said the voice above him.

"Go ahead."

"I do not wish to," the troubadour said. "Your comrades would surely
repay me in kind. But if you move | will cut your throat. | shall release
you on one condition, that the Cathars are permitted to go to their deaths
on their feet like human beings. Give me your word of honor."
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Amalric turned his faceto look up at the troubadour. He had no choice
unless he wished to die, that steel spike driven into his throat. His hatred
burned his enemy's hawklike face into his memory.

"You have my word, but know that what is between us only begins
here."

"It began long ago," the troubadour almost whispered.

Amalric felt the man's weight lifted from his back. Slowly Amalric
pushed himself to his feet, favoring his right hand, which hurt
abominably.

The troubadour had already turned his back on him and was walking
away, blood dripping from his left arm.

Without looking at Amalric he let the basilard fall, clattering on the
stony ground. D'Etampes hurried to pick it up and brought it to Amalric.

Weighing the dagger in his hand, Amalric thought, | could have him
killed now. No, not in front of all these men. It would not seem knightly.

He watched the troubadour go. One day, he thought, | will have that
man flayed alive. Slowly he sheathed the basilard.

But a small, cold question, coiling like aworm at the baseof his brain,
unsettled him. Why has he done so much to make me hate him? Who is
this man to me?

Roland walked away slowly. His left arm felt numb. Blood from his
fingertips spattered on the rocks. Men moved grudgingly aside, their
hands on their sword hilts. At aword from Amalric, they would cut him
down. Roland sensedtheir hatred for the upstart knight who had de-
feated Count Amalric with outlandish tactics. He had never in his life felt
so alone.

He continued to walk amid the heavy silence, tensely waiting for an
attack, watching from the corners of his eyesfor sudden movement. But
none came. Instead, Roland heard Amalric speaking in a low voice and
then heard his aides call orders for the procession again to get under
way. He heard no further word about binding the prisoners. The Cathars
at least were going to be permitted to walk to their deaths under their
own power.

The black-robed men and women avoided looking at Roland as they
made their painful way past him down the mountainside. They under-
stood that to show him any gratitude would put him in still more
danger. He felt a wave of love, as palpable asthe crusaders' hatred, from
these people who were so soon to be destroyed.

| should go down to the camp now, saddle my horse, and get out of
here, Roland thought. | am badly hurt. | need help, and | will get none
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here. Once Amalric has done these poor people to death, he will turn his
full attention to me.

Yet Roland could not bring himself to leave. He had to be able to tell
Diane how these people died. But more than that, he felt there ought to
be one friend to the victims here in their last moments, even if his love
and grief must remain hidden in his heart.

With his own dagger he cut two strips of cloth from his cape and
bound one around the wound and one above it to slow the bleeding. His
arm was throbbing from wrist to shoulder.

He looked down to the field of martyrdom. The long line of dark fig-
ures now extended almost to the stockade. Roland slid down the slope
awkwardly, cradling his wounded arm to keep it from striking rocks.

Some of the men in the crowd recognized him and moved away as he
came near, but most of them were too interested in what was about to
happen to pay him heed. He took a position against the wall of rough-
hewn timber, near the gateway.

Not ten feet from where he stood a bonfire of big logs crackled. He
could feel its heat. Around it stood a circle of men holding unlit torches.

The Cathar procession stopped asthey neared the open gate, and they
clustered together in a large group. Roland saw Bishop Bertran, still in
the forefront of his people. On a low hill looking down at the Cathars
stood a row of men in dazzling vestments, a few with tall, gilded miters
on their heads. Those, he knew, were prelates of the Roman Church. The
fat one in gorgeously embroidered purple, with two or three jeweled
rings on each finger, must be the Bishop of Albi, who had commanded
troops in the siege. This must be a special triumph for him, since the
heresy was said to be so strong in his city.

In the midst of all the red and purple finery one man caught Roland's
eye. His black woolen cloak and white tunic were almost as stark asthe
robes of the perfecti. Roland recognized the garb of the Dominicans, the
leading inquisitors. Pale, shining blond hair wreathed the Dominican's
thin face,and the top of his head had beenshaved in the priestly tonsure.
He approached the Cathars alone, then stood a moment in silent prayer,
his eyes gazing heavenward. Roland had seenhim before and beentold
that he was Friar Hugues, the younger brother of Amalric de Gobignon.

As the young Dominican beganto speakto the assembledCathars, Ro-
land watched them intently. Were they grateful for the few additional
moments of life this sermon provided, or did this just prolong their
suffering?

49



“Though you have denied God all your lives long, He still loves you,
even at this moment," Friar Hugues said pleadingly.

As he went on, he showed himself a mighty preacher, roaring like a li-
on, whispering like gentle breeze.He was so enthralling, Roland almost
forgot the pain in his arm and the suffering in his heart.

Darkness was falling, and the sun had dipped below the western
peaks when Friar Hugues, his face lit by the flickering glow of the bon-
fire, ended.

"It is a painful death you are condemned to. You know, of course, that
it is not the Church that punishes you. The Holy Inquisition has merely
proven that you are guilty of heresy. It is the secular authorities who will
decree that you must be burned to ashes."

Like Pilate washing his hands of the blood of Jesus, Roland thought.

"Yet this death by fire is not imposed out of cruelty," Hugues went on.
"We permit the Stateto burn your bodies as a sign that the Church must
be utterly cleansed of false teaching. Think again about your heresy.
Searchyour hearts. Are you so very sure you are doing the right thing in
choosing the flames? Is there not one among you who feels some doubt?
Do not be afraid. That doubt is the voice of God in your heart. He is try-
ing to saveyou. Come forward now. Come Forward, come to God. Save
yourself, for His greater glory. This is your last chance.| beg you. Jesus
Christ begsyou. Come forward." Weeping, Friar Hugues dropped to his
knees, repeating his pleas.

Among the Cathars no one moved or spoke.

Shivers ran acrossRoland's back. What a people, who could withstand
such a sermon, with the sight of torches before them and the tarry smell
of pitch in their nostrils.

Friar Hugues fell on his face on the trampled grass of the meadow,
sobbing.

Now another voice rose above the crackling of the bonfire.

"You have said the Church must be cleansed.”

Realizing that the voice came from among the Cathars, Roland looked
there and saw that it was Bishop Bertran speaking. His voice was not
faint, as it had been when Roland last met him, but strong, clear, as it
must have been forty years ago, when he debated Saint Dominic.

“The Church shall be cleansed,"the Cathar bishop went on. "From the
flames you light today will fly sparks that will kindle a great fire of puri-
fication. The corruption and tyranny and superstition of the Church of
Rome will be burned away."
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The Bishop of Albi waved fat fingers glittering with rings. "We have
not come here to listen to heretical sermons. You have wasted your last
chance to repent. You are hereby delivered to the secular power." He
turned to ayoung friar seatedat atable, scribbling industriously on aroll
of parchment. "Let it be recorded that the accused died unrepentant.”

The Bishop held out a jeweled hand. Roland's eyes followed the ges-
ture, and he saw Amalric, seatedon a big chestnut horse, holding a roll
of parchment. The Count's silver coronet and his purple and gold mantle
proclaimed his power, the power to put two hundred people to death by
fire.

Amalric read the sentenceof death for all the perfecti, pronounced in
the name of Louis, King of the Franks, with a cold serenity that was more
chilling than any outburst of passionate hatred could have been.

Men with spearsbegan pushing the condemned through the gateway
of the palisade. Roland's heart beat hard with the dread of what he was
about to see.Even in peril of his own life, facing an enemy's naked steel,
he had never felt such tormenting fear.

He looked up at Mont Segur. The broken Cathar fortress and the cru-
saders' wooden fort, now abandoned, were still bathed in sunlight,
though the shadows of the nearby mountains had crept over the mead-
ow here below. Roland saw small figures standing atop the walls of the
fortress. They were those who had chosen to renounce their faith and
live, those who would now be left behind. This must be worse for them
to witness than it is for me, he thought pityingly.

He turned backto the Catharsin the stockade. As when they were des-
cending the mountain, they helped each other to take their places for
death. Within the stockade the bundles of brushwood were piled high,
higher than the height of atall man. Bishop Bertran and the other elderly
perfecti were pulled and lifted to the top of the pile by younger perfecti
in black robes. Then, crawling over the mass of faggots that shifted and
guaked under their weight, they moved to make room for those who
came after. Having to burn so many at once, the crusaders had not
bothered to erect stakes.

For Roland it was still hard to believe this really was happening. He
had heard of people being killed by the thousands, but that was after
sieges,when the blood lust of battle was still on men. Here there had
beenarespite after the siege. The crusaders and inquisitors had had time
for calm reflection, and this is what they had chosento do. It was the de-
liberateness of all this that made him despair of humankind.
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Roland saw the woman called Corba tenderly lift the elderly woman
she had beenwalking with to the top of the pile. Then Corba and the sol-
dierly young man supported the lame girl asshe climbed up. There was
a family resemblanceamong the three women. Were they grandmother,
mother, and daughter? Roland felt tears burn his eyesand a sob gather
in his throat. His helplessness was maddening.

| should have killed Amalric.

That would not have stopped this.

When all the perfecti were inside the palisade, six men-at-arms pushed
the gate of half-logs shut and propped more logs against it to keep it
closed. Men carrying burning torches of pine soaked with pitch, climbed
ladders leaning against the wooden walls. The red flames glowed in the
twilight. From within the enclosure rose the sound of over two hundred
voices reciting the Lord's Prayer in unison.

Roland looked at de Gobignon. His handsome face composed, Amalric
lifted his bare right hand. Even at this distance Roland could see,with a
faint satisfaction, that the Count's hand was swollen and purple. Amalric
dropped his hand again, decisively. The men on the ladders threw their
torches into the stockade.

For a moment the Lord's Prayer could still be heard. Then the flames
shot up with a roar. Roland heard screams,for though they were called
perfecti, these were human beings, and they would die with cries of
pain. The gold banners of fire leaped so high they hid Mont Segur be-
hind them.

As it grew, devouring its victims, the fire was merciful to the execu-
tioners and onlookers. Most of the screams were drowned out by the
deafening clamor of the ever-fattening flames, like the continuous thun-
der of a huge waterfall, and the thick black smoke drifted upward into
the windless violet sky, so that the dreadful stench of burning flesh was
fast carried away.

Roland heard no word from the men around him. As the log wall itself
caught fire, the onlookers backed slowly away. The heat was fierce on
Roland's face and hands, but he knew it was nothing to the fire claiming
the bodies of the Cathars.

Roland looked at Hugues. The friar's face was wet with tears. Is he
really grieving for those he thinks of as lost souls?

Bishop Bertran, the lady Corba, all those good people whom Roland
had known too briefly, must already be dead.

Overcome, he sank to the ground and, sitting, buried his face in his
hands and began to sob. The pain of the wound in his arm, forgotten for
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a time in the horror of what he was seeing, overwhelmed him, piercing
the whole left side of his body, as if a lance had impaled him.

"If you are so damned sorry for them, why not jump into the fire with
them?" said a harsh voice above him. Roland stood up wearily. He felt a
sudden urge to draw his dagger and strike. The impulse vanished as
quickly as it came, drowned by another wave of grief.

Roland reached out with his wounded arm and touched the man's
shoulder gently. "You do not know what you have done," he said.

The man shrank from him.

Roland turned his back on the great fire and walked away. He could
not bear to watch any longer. How can | ever know a moment's joy in
my life again? How can | love another human being, when | know that
men can do this?

As he stumbled down the mountainside toward the main camp, the
hideous image of three charred skeletons Corba and her mother and
daughter - arms entwined, arosein his mind and made him feel faint. He
was dizzy, too, from the pain in his arm. He knew he could lose his left
arm, or even die, if this wound was not treated. But there was no one in
the camp he could trust to help him.

| must getto my horse, try to get help for my arm on the road. Maybe
find people who remember my father. Now, before Amalric sends his
men after me.

In his despair, though, he walked slowly, becausehe could not make
himself care whether he died of his wound or whether Amalric killed
him.

Diane wanted to stay here and die. | did not understand you, Diane.
But | do now.

He spoke also to the dead: | vow to your memory that | will do
whatever | can to put an end to such evils as this.

A hopelessquest, perhaps. But if | cannot live for Diane, and if life is to
continue in me, this is a good purpose for it.

An armed man stepped into his path.

Roland tensed himself defensively.

The man looked like any other crusader, but when he spoke it was in
the Langue d'Oc. "Your wound needs attention, Sire Roland. There are
those who wish to help you, asyou have helped those they loved. Will
you come with me?"

"l have many enemies,"Roland said, realizing that the man had called
him by his true name.

"You have friends as well. All things that are, are lights."
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Looking closer, Roland saw that tears were running from the man's
eyes. He must be one of the many spiritual children of the perfecti left
orphaned by this day's horror.

Despite the darkness of this moment, he felt despair give way a little.
Yes,there were armies that could put people to death mercilessly, led by
barons like Amalric and priests like Hugues. But there were men like this
as well, and people such as the burnt ones had been.

Now, Diane, I, too, have a vow to live by.

Feeling stronger, he said, "Yes. | will go with you."
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4

Chapter

COUNTESS NICOLETTE DE GOBIGNON PRESSEDA WET CLOTH
TO THE King's brow. Though he lay there helpless, still she found him
an awesome figure, like a fallen cathedral tower.

Only two other men are as tall, she thought. Amalric and Orlando.

She felt a pang of guilt. How could she be thinking about the
troubadour here where her royal master lay slowly dying?

Shefixed her eyeson Louis, and on the ivory and wood crucifix that
rose and fell on his chest with his labored breathing.

Nicolette felt asif she, too, could hardly breathe. Across the crowded
room a fire roared in a huge stone-lined fireplace. The air was stifling.
Sheresented all that made it so, down to the woolen draperies and wall
hangings and the thick carpetsthat sealedin the heat. But she knew that
this northern chateau, Pontoise-les-Noyons, a day's ride from Paris, had
had to be built to withstand cold, its walls thick and its windows tiny ?
so totally unlike the bright, airy Languedoc manor she had grown up in.

Sweat trickled down her brow and stung her eyes. Her breath was
coming in little gasps.Shefelt asif shewould faint if she couldn't go out-
side soon.

Dozens of people, the King's family and courtiers, had packed them-
selves uselessly into the room, making it even more suffocating. Their
whispers, like the buzzing of mosquitoes, irritated Nicolette.

Almost all of them, she was sure, worried more about their own wel-
fare than about the King's. And even Louis's wife and mother, though
they grieved for him, were too distracted to do much to alleviate his
suffering.

Shesaw the King's lips quiver, and quickly she bent closeto him. Any
last words could be terribly important.

"Jerusalem," he mumbled. "Towers - golden. Gates of pearl. Crystal
waters." Then he panted heauvily.

"Hush, sire," she whispered. "Rest easy."

Louis's heavy eyelids lifted slightly, showing only the whites of his
eyes, as if he were already dead. He's delirious, she thought.

55



“The trees bear fruit all year round." He said this distinctly. Then he
lapsed into wordless muttering, and then silence.

She took a fresh wet linen cloth from the silver basin beside her,
squeezed out the lukewarm water, and laid it on Louis's high forehead.

Why Jerusalem?The Jerusalemhe was mumbling about, she knew, ex-
isted only in his fevered mind. She had listened to Crusaders who had
beenthere. There were no golden towers or gatesof pearl. There were no
towers or gates at all now, because the Turks had destroyed them.

Shecaught her breath. Perhapsit is not an earthly Jerusalem.Could he
already be seeing Heaven?

Her body turned cold and her stomach churned as sheimagined Louis
closing his eyes forever. As a girl, she had seen the village near her
father's chateau burned to the ground by marauding knights. Now she
saw those flames again; heard the screams of bleeding men, terrified
children, women being raped. What had been happening in Languedoc
all these years would happen now all over France. War. War had killed
her dear father, trapped her in marriage to an enemy. What horrors
would she have to endure this time?

There would be factions, and she would have to decide which to join.
What side would Amalric take? Shehad no idea. And where should she
go - stay here in Paris, flee north to Chateau Gobignon, or try to get back
home to Languedoc?

She felt the urge to weep for Louis as if he were already dead. She
liked him so much. When she had first come to court, a stranger and al-
most a foreigner, he had gone out of his way to be kind to her. And how
gentle he was with his Marguerite.

Sogood not only to those closeto him, she thought, but to everyone -
merchants, townsfolk, peasants.How they cheeredfor him as he passed
by! What would become of them all if he died?

Amalric should be here at a time like this.

But he considered it more important to visit the properties the Church
had awarded him after his victory over the Cathars, take inventory of
eachone, put down any local disorder, and appoint men to occupy and
govern each chateau and town for him. All the spring, summer, and au-
tumn he had been journeying about Languedoc. It might be dangerous
for him to be away from Paris and his own holdings if the King died, but
he also stood to lose a great deal if he did not fully securehis new lands.
He was always at the edge of a precipice, always juggling one danger
against another. And how he enjoyed it all!

But not all men were like Amalric.
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A wave of grief washed over her, darker than the sorrow she felt for
dying King Louis. She had hoped for so much from Orlando. She had
loved him so. And now that love was dead.

It hurt to think about him now. But perhaps it was better to feel pain
than to feel nothing. The King was quiet as she sat by his bed. He
breathed evenly, seemingly sleeping, and as she sat with her eyes fixed
on him, her mind wandered. She let herself dream.

How she had trembled when her eyesfirst met the troubadour's. His
sky-blue eyes, so strange against his dark complexion, compelled her to
look at him, asif he were a magician and had her under a spell. It had
beenearly in September,over a year ago, and the King and Queen were
holding court in a field outside the chateau at Chinon. Amalric was far
away, having begun his siege of Mont Segur.

The troubadour's first words were not to her, but to the King.

“If it please you, sire, | will sing a ballad of Peire Cardenal's."

Even as he spoke, his eyesflickered to her, and he seemedto be asking
for her approval aswell asthe King's. Shefelt herself nodding and smil-
ing before she knew what she was doing.

He sang, and his voice washed over her, awarm, rich baritone. Shefelt
full of a sweet confusion, certain that it was really to her he was singing.
She watched his long, slender fingers on the strings of his lute, and it
was as if those fingers were holding her hand and stroking her.

Her gaze lingered on his glossy black hair, memorized his high, nar-
row forehead, his brilliant blue eyes, his large, slightly hooked nose and
sharp chin. No, shethought, not the features of a handsome man, ascon-
vention would have it; but having seenhim, her idea of handsomeness
abruptly changed.

Rapt, she kept her eyes fixed on him all through the song. And her
heartbeat quickened with delight each time his gaze strayed to meet
hers.

Shewas filled with alonging that was intensely painful, yet somehow
she felt happier than she had beenin along time. Shewanted to hug the
world to her, asif until this moment she had been sleeping, and now for
the first time she was awake and fully alive. And as she listened, she
found herself imagining him singing to her alone, songs he would create
for her. His lyrics would speakto her of a secretkingdom of love. There
shewould bethe ruler and he the adoring subject. Sheenvisioned herself
in some secret silken place lying in his arms.
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All too soon for her he finished his song. He bowed deeply - and how
gracefully, she thought - to King Louis and Queen Marguerite, and ac-
cepted their praise and thanks. Then he walked, with the proud carriage
of an Arabian stallion, across the open grass, to stand among the
courtiers.

It was only then that she realized she had not heard his name. She
whispered to her friend Marguerite, "Who is he?"

Marguerite looked over to where the troubadour stood and back at
Nicolette and smiled. "He looks asif he could be a countryman of ours,
does he not? A man of Languedoc. Very handsome. If | did not love
Louis so much, | could almost be attracted to him myself."

"But who is he?" Nicolette demanded again.

"He is called Orlando of Perugia," said Marguerite with a sigh. "Where
Is Perugia? Northern ltaly, | think. A pity he is not a genuine Languedoc
troubadour."

From then on, as the feasting continued at trestle tables set in the
meadow, Nicolette's eyes sought him out again and again.

Shesaid "Orlando" silently to herself many times that afternoon, and
discovered that in shaping the name slowly, languorously with her lips,
they moved as they might if she were kissing him.

But shedid not dare try to speakto him. Amalric had his retainers, re-
lations, and favor-seekers scattered all through this festive assemblage,
and any interest she showed in another man would surely be reported to
him. How fortunate at least that Louis's mother, Queen Blanche, who
watched over the younger women of the court asa falcon watches hares,
was not with the royal party that day.

Nicolette had been deeply thankful, too, that Amalric was away at
war.

At the end of the festive day, when the King and Queen were ready to
retire, the troubadour gave her one last burning look before he left the
meadow.

She was ecstatic. After eleven lonely years of a marriage she had
entered into only to save her mother and sisters, she might have found
her true love.

But when would she receive a message from him?

The very next day her personal maid, Agnes, handed her aroll of vel-
lum tied with a black ribbon, and she cried out with delight. He had
worn black.

She tore the ribbon loose and devoured his words:
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?When | beheld you yesterday You were all that | could see,So bright
your beauty shone. It made the castle fade away, And by some won-
drous sorcery We two seemed quite alone.?

Five stanzas.In her eagernessshe read the lines over and over again.
And what delicious pleasure she felt that they were written in her own
native language, the southern Langue d'Oc.

Now, sitting by the dying King's bedside, she remembered the first
time Orlando had sung only for her. It had been a year ago, just at the
start of winter, after the King and Queen had returned to Paris. Shewas
in bed in the de Gobignon town house on the Right Bank. Shehad fallen
asleepthinking about her troubadour, and she'd been dreaming of him,
as she often did.

Shemust still be dreaming, shethought when shefirst heard his voice.
But suddenly she was wide awake, realizing that he was singing in the
garden outside her window.

He sang an aubade, a dawn song of Languedoc, about the agony of
lovers parting while a friend on watch warns of approaching morning.
She slowly rose from the bed and tiptoed to the window. Though she
was barefoot and wore only her shift, she hardly felt the December cold.
She struggled with the fastenings of the shutters, yearning to see him.

Then she heard angry voices below, Amalric's men-at-arms up and
about, and she froze in terror.

"Oh, no, let him be safe!" she prayed.

She heard running feet and the clatter of steel weapons.

In dread she pressed her hands to her breast. But then there was
silence.

Shewent backto her bed and wept, terrified that something awful had
befallen her troubadour.

Later that morning Agnes reported with atwinkling eye that the men-
at-arms had chased a prowler, but he had gotten away.

Nicolette all but fainted in her relief.

A week later, Agnes handed her a folded parchment, and again she
was aglow with excitement. It was, as she had expected, a plea for a
tryst:

?Tothe lady who is always in my thoughts: We are two rays of light
shed by a single sun. The Goddesswhom we both serve forbids us to re-
main apart. | beg you to join your light with mine that both of us may
shine the brighter. Entrust your reply to him who brings you this.?

And no signature.
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"His man wants to know if there will be an answer, Madame," Agnes
said with an amused smile.

Nicolette trusted Agnes, who had beenwith her since they both were
children. The same age as her mistress, Agnes had proved her loyalty by
giving up her home and family to accompany Nicolette when she had
been compelled to marry Amalric. Both felt out of place in this northern
country, and they shared an abiding love for the sweet customs of ladies
and troubadours.

"Not now," said Nicolette. "I shall have to think about it."

All that day she tried to decide what to write back. Shewould take a
worn piece of scrap parchment, start a letter, rub it out with pumice, and
try again. She must have done it a dozen times.

It is too soon for a meeting, shetold herself. If he has been properly in-
structed in courtly love, he must know that aswell as| do. No, first he
must woo me at a distance with songsand sweet messages.Then, after a
year or so, | shall arrange a very brief secret meeting. That will show
whether | cantrust him to do only what | allow. Then | may let him kiss
me. And then we will proceed ever so gradually, over months and years,
from kissing to touching, to lying together clothed, and then with no
clothing, and at last, when | have tested him fully and totally, the final
sacrament of Love.

But at the thought of that union of their bodies, she could all but feel
his arms around her, his hard, lean body pressedagainst hers. Her hands
tensed, as if they clutched his shoulders, drawing him closer still.

Why must | wait? Why must | draw it out asthey do in the old ro-
mances?In a week or a month he could die, and then | would never
know the glory of lying in his arms.

How awful!

Shetook a fresh piece of parchment and began to write, inviting him
to set a time and place for a rendezvous.

It was hard for her, though, to hold the quill firmly, becausesuddenly
she was hearing the voice of her mother, dead these three years, exhort-
ing her.

"You will want to yield to him at once, becauseto sleep with a man
you love is the closestthing to Heaven we can know here on Earth." Her
mother had held up awarning finger. "But do not do it. If you give your-
self to him right away, the love he feels for you will lose its force sooner
than you would think possible. You must use the power of unfulfilled
desire - his and yours - to teach him. In the world, man rules woman, but
in the kingdom of Love the man must call the lady mi dons, ‘'my lord,’
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becausehe is ruled by her. So my mother told me, and so, in our tradi-
tion, mother has taught daughter, in secret, since before the time of
Christ. And | know it is true, becausel have lived it. Remember, when it
happens to you, you are not the first woman to feel this way - although it
will seemthat way to you. This teaching has stood the test of many gen-
erations. You will never know the true magic of Love unless you follow
its rules."

Since her marriage at thirteen Nicolette had known what bodily union
with a man was like. She even remembered a spring night, two years
after her marriage, when, after an evening of merry dancing, she had
been able to forget her resentment of Amalric, forget who her husband
was, and had enjoyed his body so thoroughly that she had been left
trembling from head to foot, exhausted with pleasure.

But she knew deep down that Love could be far more than that. From
what her mother had told her, from what friends whispered, from innu-
merable poems, she knew what glories Love promised. At its best Love
could carry lovers to heights of bliss that the priests claimed were re-
served for the saints in Heaven.

She clenched her fist so hard she broke the quill and left a big blotch
on the parchment.

Shemight have only this one chancein all her life. Twenty-four was no
longer young. Still, the happiness they would know in the end would be
worth the delay. She wrote:

?Messire:Pressme not for favors yet. | must know if you are true, and
only time can tell me that. Desire is overhasty, but Love is patient.?

Days followed days, stretching into lonely weeks. But no answer came
back to her. She grew sorry, then bitter. Why had she not acted on her
first impulse and arranged a secret meeting? At home and at court she
went through her routine with a constant, aching hollow in her stomach.
The thought that she might have ruined it all filled her with anguish.

Sheshared her pain with Marguerite, who insisted that Nicolette had
done absolutely the right thing in postponing a rendezvous. But what
did it matter whether she had done the right thing if she had lost Or-
lando forever?

Sheworked hard to convince herself that if he really cared about her,
one such note from her should only have spurred him to greater ardor.
Sherepeated to herself again and again what she had said in her reply to
him, wondering if he had perhaps misunderstood her chiding tone and
taken offense.
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One day she saw that the ice in the Seine was melting. Winter was
ending. The word from the south was that Mont Segur must soon fall.
Then perhaps Amalric would be back, and a meeting might then be im-
possible. And still there was no word from her troubadour. Shestood on
the riverbank and prayed to the Goddess of Love that she would hear
from him.

When the treesin Paris were budding, she overheard gossip at court.
The troubadour had ridden off to Languedoc. Shefelt as wretched asiif
the inquisitors had pronounced her death sentence.

Why? Had he fled Paristo forget her? Was he, as she suspected,a man
of Languedoc only pretending to be Italian, and had he gone to fight
against the crusaders?

Shefelt his loss constantly, but oddly this pain made her happier than
she had ever been since she married.

For she continued to hope. One day he would come back from his
mysterious journey. One day she would see him again. Whatever she
had done wrong, whatever had cut him off from her, she would not
make the same mistake twice.

During the summer that had followed, as a lady-in-waiting to Queen
Marguerite, she had again accompanied the royal couple and their court
on a tour of the kingdom.

BecauselLouis was unwilling to burden his subjects with a huge ex-
pense, his retinue was a small one, as such parties went - the King and
Queen and a dozen noble companions, two dozen equerries and pages,
twenty or so clergymen (so that Louis should not lack for the theological
conversation he loved), and fifty servants headed up by Isambert, the
palace cook. The King felt such trust in his subjectsthat only a hundred
knights escorted him. At each chateau and abbey where the royal party
stopped they were lavishly feasted and entertained, and their mounts
stabled and fed. Every man and many of the women of the entourage
took three horses. There were mule-carried litters for the ladies, but
Nicolette and Marguerite both preferred horseback.

They journeyed through the northeastern lands - Champagne, Picardy,
Artois, and Flanders - and, along with other castles,they visited Chateau
Gobignon.

Amalric, flushed with pride in his conquest of Mont Segur, made a
special trip north to play host to the royal party. Nicolette's private re-
union with him was bleak and empty of feeling. When the King and
Queen moved on, and she with them, she was relieved. So, she

62



suspected, was Amalric, who hurried back to oversee his new holdings
in Languedoc.

Summer in the north of France was usually the happiest season for
Nicolette, becausethen it was most like home. But that summer, almost a
year after she first saw the troubadour, there was a veil of sorrow
between her and the warmth of the sun and the green of field and forest.

“There is news from Paris, Nicolette," Marguerite said gravely one
morning at Troyes when Nicolette had come into the Queen's bedcham-
ber to help her dress for the day. "A certain troubadour has returned."

Nicolette's body went hot, then cold. Why was Marguerite reporting
this good news so solemnly?

“Tell me everything you know!" she cried.

“There are ill tidings, and much that only a friend who shares your
secrets would dare to tell you."

"Why?" The dark look on Marguerite's oval face frightened Nicolette.
Something terrible had happened.

"It involves your husband."

In her surprise Nicolette dropped the necklace she was trying to clasp
around Marguerite's neck. "Amalric! Does he know?"

"It is possible," said Marguerite, catching the necklace as it slid over
her bosom and fastening it on herself. "Here, sit down."

Nicolette stared into Marguerite's large brown eyes, trying to guess
what she was going to tell her.

"An equerry who was carrying letters to Louis from Paris saysthat Or-
lando returned to his house in the faubourgs badly wounded, deathly ill.
Hurt ashe was, the equerry said, he had ridden all alone the whole way
from the Pyrenees to Paris."

Nicolette felt dizzy.

The man sheloved - yes, loved - deathly ill. Would he die? Would she
never see him again? It was unbearable.

"What happened to him? How was he wounded? Tell me quickly."

"He had been with the army besieging Mont Segur under your
husband's command." Marguerite put her hand over Nicolette's.

Her troubadour, ravaging Languedoc? Nicolette felt asif she had been
stabbed.

"I do not know what he was doing there, but it was Amalric who
wounded him, Nicolette. They fought with daggers,in front of the whole
army."

The room seemed to spin around.
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Amalric and Orlando fighting? Was Orlando fighting against the cru-
saders?0Or was it becauseof me? Is this why | have heard nothing from
him? She pressed a hand to her throbbing forehead.

And Amalric. He had said nothing at Chateau Gobignon about this,
nothing at all.

"But why were they fighting?" she asked in a trembling voice.

"It was over an order the troubadour did not wish to obey, something
of that sort. Perhapsthat was only an excuse.Perhapsthey really fought
because your husband knows of the troubadour's attentions to you."

An order? Of Amalric's? Then Orlando had joined the crusader army.
Oh, how could he!

"How badly" Nicolette whispered, "did Amalric hurt him?"

"He stabbed him in the arm, | am told. But your troubadour gave a
good account of himself. He had Amalric down and had a knife to his
throat. He could have killed him, but he had the sense to hold his hand."

Nicolette shut her eyes, as blackness seemedto fall around her like a
curtain. She felt as if she were an earthenware figure someone had
smashed to bits with a hammer. Surely Orlando was now lost to her.
Amalric, until he was avenged, would never rest. And how could she
and Orlando ever meet, now that Amalric would be watching him, hat-
ing him? If the troubadour had escapeddeath at Mont Segur, it was only
death briefly deferred.

Then her mood abruptly changed. Anger blazed up in her, and shefelt
her body grow hot. How could Orlando do this to her? Rage drove out
grief. She clenched her fists in her lap.

What kind of man was this troubadour that he would first woo her,
then turn his back on her to take part in a war against her homeland?
How could he be such a fool asto challenge her husband? No, no, no, he
Is not worthy of Love, she told herself.

But then an image of the lean, dark face, the dazzling blue eyes, and
their soul-searching gaze came to her. And she felt herself aching with
longing.

Marguerite tried to console Nicolette. "Orlando was afool. You will be
much happier if you forget him. Besides, all troubadours are mad."

Nicolette pretended to take her seriously, but within she kept asking
herself, How can | see him?

It was only later that Nicolette realized, with amazement, that if the
fight had gone otherwise, she would now be a widow. The thought of
such freedom sent a small thrill through her. Then she felt ashamed.
How monstrous, to wish her husband, her children's father, dead. And
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how would she live, a widow with three daughters, dependent on
Amalric's family? Would that be an escape,or atrap far worse than her
marriage?

The prospect of deathE

It brought her mind back to the long figure on the bed before her.
Louis was only thirty. What a shame. It seemed terribly unfair to
Nicolette that Louis should die so young. France needs him. There is no
one else.

Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, she thought: Christmas, one thousand
two hundred forty-four. But there was no Christmas gaiety here at Pon-
toise among those gathered at the royal bedside. People stood around
the huge bed, watching the King with foreboding, watching one another
with suspicion. Nicolette felt uneasy among them. Shefelt their presence
almost as a physical pressure at her back. They were breathing the good
air the King needed, air she herself needed.

Closestto the bedside were Queen Marguerite, whom Nicolette loved
and pitied, and Queen Blanche of Castile, whom Nicolette feared. Near
the two queens stood Louis's three younger brothers, Robert, Charles,
and Alphonse. They were strong young men, but Nicolette felt none of
them had the ability of their elder brother. A bit farther away were the
highest officials of the court. Beyond them were bishops, barons, abbots,
the heads of religious orders. And in an outermost circle were still oth-
ers, more than could fit into the room. Almost all the great ones of the
realm had come to pay homage and witness Louis's passing. A king,
Nicolette had heard it said, never dies alone.

Shesenseda stirring on the bed. The King's large eyesopened, and he
stared up at her. Gasping with the effort, he levered himself into a sitting
position, pushing back the tentative hand she put forth to hold him
down. His forehead glistened with sweat, and he trembled under his
white shirt as he held up the heavy wooden crucifix, clutching it with
both hands.

The buzz of the crowd faded, and a silence fell over the room.

"Jerusalemis lost," he said in a voice that was now loud and firm, no
longer a delirious murmur.

"Jerusalemis lost," he repeated, "and | have seenmy duty." Now he
seemed to stare at the fire in the huge hearth across the room.

Why does he keep talking about Jerusalem?Nicolette wondered. Be-
hind her she heard people whispering the same question to one another.
An uneasinesscame over her; a premonition that something strange and
terrible might soon happen.
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"Peace,my son, peace,"said Queen Blanche, moving to stand beside
him, a tall, thin woman in a gown of white satin. She had been wearing
white, the color of mourning for queens, ever since the death of Louis's
father, and people called her the white Queen. She had ruled France all
alone for ten years, until Louis came of age.

Nicolette was terrified of Blanche. She would never forget what had
happened last year, when Louis's first son was born, a terrible childbirth
that had almost killed Marguerite. Louis had been visiting Marguerite.
Nicolette, too, had beenthere, at her friend's bedside. Suddenly Blanche
had burst in and demanded that her son leave and come with her at
once, claiming pressing state business.

"Alas," Marguerite had wept. "Can | not have him with me even when
| am dying?"

Blanche had whirled and stared coldly at her daughter-in-law.

"You have provided us with a royal heir. My son no longer needs
you."

Blanche frightened most members of the court. She was a harsh wo-
man of strong opinions, quick to find fault and totally unforgiving.

"What duty do you speakof, sire?" Marguerite now asked Louis asshe
leaned over the bedside.

“There will be time enough to talk of duty when you are better," said
Queen Blanche, glaring at her daughter-in-law from under heavy
eyebrows.

"Jerusalem," the King again intoned, his pale blue eyes fixed on the
fireplace asif in its glow he was seeing those golden towers and crystal
waters.

Nicolette wondered, had the fever made him mad?

“Louis, please," his mother begged.

“Let him speak!" Marguerite cried.

The clash of the two women closestto him seemedto draw the King
down from his feverish exaltation, and he spoke more calmly. "I am go-
ing to take the crusader's cross, Mother. As | lay almost dead just now, |
promised God that if He would let me live | would lead a crusade to lib-
erate Jerusalem."

Nicolette heard the whispers start up again throughout the room. He
Is better, they were saying. He promised God he would go on crusade,
and now he is sitting up and talking. She heard the word "miracle"
uttered by more than one person.

No, someone else said gloomily, fever victims are often lucid before
the end.
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But this was not the end.

Sitting by the King, Nicolette could seewith amazement and joy that
those who spoke of a miracle were closerto the truth. His color was com-
ing back; his eyeswere sparkling. He was not on the brink of death but
was moving farther away from it with every passing moment. And the
change was so sudden! The moment he started speaking of Jerusalemthe
healing had begun.

Jerusalem.Despite the heat of the room Nicolette felt asif a blast of icy
wind had blown through it. Sheshuddered. When had there last beena
crusade, a real crusade, not like this Albigensian Crusade, this war of
Christian against Christian in Languedoc? Not in her lifetime, thank
God, had men taken the cross and marched off to Outremer - the land
beyond the sea.She had heard tales from some of the old veterans - of
great armies going out and only a handful of men returning. Of plagues,
famines, droughts. Of the fury of the SaracenTurks, slaughtering knights
by the thousands. Crusading to Outremer, her father had often said, was
one madness, at least, that had gone out of fashion. "And thank God for
that!" Guilhem de Lumel had always added.

Yet he had once said about the invaders of Languedoc, "those so-called
crusaders" against whom he had fought all his life, "l just hope that be-
fore | am through they will wish they had gone to war against the Turks
instead of their own countrymen." A few weeks later he had fallen in
battle, against ?so-called crusaders?.

Within only a month after they brought back her father's body, slung
over his war-horse, Amalric strode into her life. He was everything she
expected a crusader to be - overbearing, bigoted, in love with the spilling
of blood. To save her family's property from being seized by the Church
she had married him, but she had felt herself no more than a prisoner of
war. Little wonder that the very word crusade filled her with loathing.

And now the King? God forbid!

Blanche shook her head, looking to her other sons for support. "It is
the fever that speaks."

Marguerite, too, looked shocked."A crusade. Oh, no, Louis. You must
not say such a thing."

The King now spoke with solemnity and without a trace of feverish-
ness."Look at me, Mother. Can you not seel am better? God has spared
me. He wants me to rescue Jerusalem for Him."

"It is true!" cried the King's brother Robert, drawing a black look from
Blanche. "The fever is broken."
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"Praise be to God!" cried the Archbishop of Sens,raising his beringed
hands prayerfully. At this, a murmur of wonder and joy rippled around
the room. Some even fell upon their knees.

Despite her sadnessand fear, Nicolette, too, felt relief burst forth in her
like a mountain spring. It does almost seemlike a miracle, she thought.
He will not die, and the kingdom will be preserved.

Blanche peered more closely at her son. Her eyes widened, and
Nicolette saw joy fleetingly appear in her pale face. She clasped her
hands together convulsively.

"Thank God!" she whispered. "Oh LouisE " She reached out toward
him, but before she could embrace him, she drew back. Shewould not,
Nicolette realized, show her love for her son in front of all these people.

When she spoke again her voice was firm, decisive. "You are right,
Louis. God has spared your life. But you can serve Him best by fighting
the heretics here at home."

Has there not already been enough killing in Languedoc? Nicolette
thought angrily.

"Catharism is finished, Mother," Louis said. "lts last leaders died at
Mont Segur. | want to bring peace to Languedoc."

"Amen to that," said Marguerite with deep feeling.

Nicolette felt such warmth toward Marguerite that tears rushed to her
eyes. We are children of Languedoc, she thought, more like sisters than
friends.

"What we need is a purpose that will draw all Frenchmen together,
north and south," Louis said. "Let our young men stop fighting one an-
other and fight to free Jerusalem."

To die in Outremer instead of in their homeland, Nicolette thought, is
that so much better?

Blanche sighed. "If God wanted us to have Jerusalem,He would not
have let the Saracenscapture it. What has Christendom gained from all
the blood and treasure that has already been spent trying to hold
Jerusalem?"

"Mother, the Egyptian general, Baibars the Panther, captured Jerus-
alem only last June.Do you think God intends him to hold it forever? If
we were to give up trying to deliver Jerusalem,that would cause more
Christians to doubt their faith than were ever converted by the Cathars. "

Blanche turned and walked away, shaking her head.

The atmosphere in the room had changed, Nicolette saw. It was no
longer a death watch. The King was sitting up, talking excitedly. It really
did seem as if his decision to crusade had made him better.
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Nicolette's heart felt another cold touch of fear. If the men go to war in
the East, what will become of me? Will Amalric go, and will | have to?
She remembered hearing that the kings of France and the great barons
had usually taken their wives. How could she survive those burning
wastes filled with savage Muslims?

But then a deeper pain seemedto blot out this new fear. She had lost
Orlando, her one hope of happiness. Sowhat matter if shewere to die in
the East?

Marguerite broke into the circle around the bed and held Louis's hand
tightly in both of hers.

“Louis, Louis, if you had died it would have killed me, too. | thank
God for your life, whatever His reasonfor giving you back to me. If your
promise to take the cross saved you, it saved me as well. But, mark you
well, I may still forbid you to go on crusade." She said this with a smile,
and the King smiled fondly back at her. Nicolette saw the love between
them and felt envious.

Now she could seethe pink coming back into his cheeks.How power-
ful Love is, Nicolette thought.

"You would forbid the King?" Louis said.

"Yes, sire. Unless you promise to take me to Outremer with you."

For answer Louis reached out to her and drew her against his chest.

The White Queen turned purple as a turnip. "This is madness,"
Blanche fumed. "I would rather seeyou dead right now, my son, than to
destroy yourself and the kingdom in Outremer."

What really incensed her, Nicolette knew, was the sight of Louis em-
bracing Marguerite.

Blanche marched out of the room, eyesblazing. The lords, ladies, and
prelates shrank back from her. Then they all turned to the King to see
how he would deal with his mother's fury. Louis only shook his head
ruefully, called for the chestof maps that always traveled with him, and
began to make plans with his brothers.

Nicolette, seeing that she was no longer needed, went back to the
small room she shared with Agnes on a lower floor of the chateau.

Agnes was waiting for her, a peculiar smile on her face.

"Agnes, the king has declared that he is going on a crusade."

"I know, Madame. The servants are all abuzz about it. But everyone
says it will take years before the King and his army will be ready to
leave, and between now and then much could happen to change his
mind. Right now | have something to show you." Sheheld out her hand.
Nicolette saw in it a roll of parchment tied with a black ribbon.

69



Her heart leaped for joy.

He had written. He was well enough to write.

Love was alive.

Feeling almost too weak to hold the scroll, she reached out for it and
said in a small voice, "PleaseE "

Agnes understood and left her alone.

Nicolette sat on the edge of her bed and began to read.

Again the words were in the Langue d'Oc. They began:

?Partedfrom you, | wither in my need; A flower too long hidden from
the light. On your clear heavenly brightness must | feed.?

The King's recovery - could that be a sign? Nicolette wondered when
shefinished the last verse. | thought he was going to die, and he did not.
| thought Love, too, was dead, but perhaps it is not. His love for me must
be alive, or he would not have written so to me.

She checked herself. No, | cannot trust in him. He is a fool who will
not live long. | am sure to lose him, and the suffering will be more than |
can bear. | am no silly maiden. | have three children. | am a countess. |
have paid dearly for the title. My husband is one of the greatest land-
holders in the kingdom. Am | to risk all that?

Within her a voice whispered, yes.

Shelooked down at the poem unrolled in her lap, and she hungered to
hold in her arms the man who had written it. Without him, nothing is
important to me.

If 1 die - if Amalric kills me becausel bind myself to Orlando - will that
be worse than having to live without him? What Mother told me long
ago is true: life without Love is aliving death. | need him as| need air to
breathe.

And | have not the power to command Love to go away. It possesses
me, and | am far too weak to disobey.

Shewas breathing hard, her chestrising and falling with excitement.
Shewas suddenly acutely aware of her breastsmoving against the silk of
her shift.

Shestood up, rolled the poem tightly, and slipped it into a secretpock-
et in the crimson samite belt that hung low about her hips.

| will not make the same mistake twice, she thought. This time | will
meet him.

Her heart was fluttering.

With Louis better, the royal party would be returning to Paris. Then
she would send him a message.
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Chapter

THOUGH HOODED AND CLOAKED, NICOLETTE TREMBLED. THE
CHILL OF THE January afternoon pierced her through, but it was fear,
more than the cold, that made her limbs shake.Having just crossedover
to the Left Bank, she glanced back over her shoulder and saw the towers
and spires of the royal palace acrossthe Seine.Shefelt asif hidden eyes
there were watching her. Could anyone on the palacewall have seenher
walk over the Petit-Pont?

Not Amalric. He was still in the south, the King having just appointed
him seneschalfor Beziers and the surrounding country. But he had so
many agents in Paris and allies at court. Except for Agnes, all the ser-
vants in the Gobignon town house were loyal to him. His aunt, Queen
Blanche, was forever praising him to all who would listen. If Nicolette
were involved in scandal, the White Queenwould be furious, and would
seeto it that word reached Amalric. And if indeed he found out about
her meeting the troubadour? Justa message,a song, let alone a meeting
like this one, could mean death for her and Orlando.

| should turn around right now, crossthis bridge, and run back to the
palace. The streets of the Latin Quarter were crawling with ruffians and
criminals - it was insane for her to be walking here alone after sunset.
The sight of the small knife she carried under her cloak might deter an
attacker, but then she would be discovered.

If | screamed for help, the whole palace would find out. Blanche
would demand to know why | was here. No, she thought, her blood
turning to ice, she would know why.

But those eyesof his? to look into them again, was that not worth any
risk?

She stood, vacillating, in the shadows by a wooden house that over-
hung the Rue Saint-Jacques.| must see Orlando, she thought. Over a
year now, and | have not been able to forget him. Shelonged just to be
alone with him and have him take her in his arms.
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But first he must answer the questions that tormented her. Why had
he becomea crusader? Why had he fought Amalric? Could he truly care
for her and hurt her so?

He would have to explain. And even if his explanation fully satisfied
her, she had nonetheless to remain firm and withhold the ultimate favor.

Sweet Goddess! she thought suddenly. | have never even spoken to
him. | know nothing about the man, nothing at all.

What if he tries to get me into some sordid little room and force him-
self on me, like an animal? How will | fight him off? All alone, not able to
cry for help.

No, it will not be like that, it could not be. | would have known if he
were that kind of man, and felt repelled. He could not sing and write
such beautiful verses,and look sofine if he were not the man | want him
to be. Yes,when we meet, it will be asit is in his songs.He will obey, do
exactly what | tell him and no more. Oh, | have hoped so long for this.
Goddess of Love, let it be beautiful.

The path before her was anything but beautiful. The crooked streets
seemedto hold fresh terrors at every step. It was hard for her to seeher
way now that the sun was almost down. The jutting upper stories of the
houses had plunged the streets almost into darkness. She worried that
she might not remember the directions he had written to her. She
brushed against rough walls as she hurried along, trying to avoid all at-
tention and to keep out of the mud, reeking of manure, that covered the
center of these streets. She picked her way over planks laid down by the
servingmen of the university, but more than once she stepped ankle-
deep into a puddle. My good leather boots will be ruined, she thought,
and if someone seesthem before | get rid of them, how will | explain
that?

From under her fur-trimmed hood she cast furtive glances at the
dozens of swaggering students from all the nations of Christendom.
Their heads were shaved in clerical tonsures, but they brazenly wore
long daggers at their belts, even though carrying weapons was forbidden
to students. Studying for the priesthood or not, she thought, each one
looked as if he would like nothing better than to push her into an alley
and have his way with her. And the masters, those scholars in black
mantles who walked two by two, conversing in rapid Latin, would be no
help at all.

More of Orlando's strangeness,she thought, having me meet him in
the Latin Quarter. He should know | have never been in these streets
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before. | could get lost. Shelooked up at the buildings leaning over her
like unfriendly giants. | am lost right now.

The thought brought on a sudden accessof anger. Marguerite is right.
Troubadours are all mad: professing to worship their ladies, they thrust
them into danger! And | am mad, to venture here.

But could she find her way back to the palace? The houses all looked
alike. The streetswere sodark now. And even if she dared approach any
of these passersby, none of them seemedto be speaking a language she
understood. Yet she could not just stand here. At any moment she could
be accosted.

How she hated this cold, muddy city!

Resolutely, she turned back the way she had just come.

Shewould look for the Rue Saint-Jacques.Shethought she would re-
cognize it, becauseit was broader than the other streets and was paved
here and there with old stones. The Rue Saint-Jacques,she knew, led
right to the bridge.

Her feet began to hurt now as she hurried, uncertain as she turned
corners. Then she looked down and saw a great worn slab. Never had a
simple piece of stone given her such relief.

Now, which way is the bridge?

She stepped out into the middle of the street and looked both ways.
Above a rooftop, she caught a glimpse, thank God, of the gold-painted
spire of Notre-Dame, glittering faintly in the last rays of sunset. Oh,
thank you, holy Mary. She headed toward the Petit-Pont.

Then she heard something. A fine tenor, it cut through the babble in
the street and held her motionless.

"God save Lady Eleanor Queen who art the arbiter Of honor, wit, and
beauty, Of largesseand loyalty. Born wert thou in happy hour And wed
to Henry King."

A tingling sensation ran from her scalp down her spine, and she felt
herself reaching deep for breath. The voice was not one she recognized,
but its sweetnessand the beauty of the melody, sowell wedded with the
words, touched her deep inside. It was a song about Eleanor of
Aquitaine, her ideal ever since shefirst heard tales of the great queen at
her mother's knee. It was Eleanor, a woman of Languedoc, who had
brought I'amour courtois, the cult of Love, into the palacesof kings and
inspired generations of troubadours.

She stood enchanted, oblivious now of menacing passersby. The
verses following one after another transported her to another world, a
world in which beauty ruled and terror was banished. In this world men
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loved women and served them loyally. If they did bloody deeds, it was
only out of devaotion to their ladies.

When the song came to an end, Nicolette felt stronger, and more at
peace.Her fears still lurked in the back of her mind, but they no longer
possessed her.

She saw that she was standing before a tavern whose sign bore the
device of two crossed gold swords on a red background. The Two
Swords, Nicolette remembered, was a sign Orlando had mentioned.

Still under the spell, hearing the song again in her mind, Nicolette
asked herself, Would Eleanor have run away from such a rendezvous
like a frightened milkmaid? Would she, who had been married first to
the King of France,then to the King of England - and had dared to stand
up to both of them - let a husband's anger stop her from meeting her
lover?

Nicolette felt new strength surging through her.

Orlando's directions now came back to her. From the Two Swords, left
at the first corner. After a doorway decorated with a figure of Saint Juli-
an the Hospitaler in his boat, left again and you will be on the Street of
Straw. Intently, shutting out all her fears, she set herself in motion. In
minutes she spied Saint Julian.

A hooded figure blocked her path.

She cried out.

A powerful hand seized her arm.

Her fingers darted to the little knife at her belt.

"Hush, Madame. You are safe. It is only me."

The voice! It was his! At the sound of it, her heart leaped up for joy.

A sudden blaze of torchlight threw their shadows against the white
wall beside them, and a wealthy student strutted past, with a linkboy to
light his way and another servant to carry his huge, leather-bound
books.

The reddish glow enabled Nicolette to seethe face deep in the shadow
of the hood. Piercing eyes, an arching nose that gave him the look of a
bird of prey.

"Sire Orlando."”

"l have beenfollowing you ever since you crossedthe bridge. Now we
are this close to our destination, | thought it time to make myself
known." He spoke low, in a voice like velvet. It recalled his songs to her.

She shivered, and realized that he was still holding her arm, that this
was the first time he had ever touched her.

"You were about to turn back, were you not?"
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"Yes." She answered automatically, and then thought, All that time |
was stumbling around lost, he was watching me. Why did he not help
me? Again she felt anger well up within her.

"And if | had elected to leave this charming quarter?" she challenged
him. "Would you have tried to stop me?"

He did not answer, but looked deep into her eyesas he held out his
arm.

Shetook it and they started walking together down the Streetof Straw.
Suddenly dizzy with excitement at being with him at last, she leaned
heavily on his arm. The strength she felt in him enthralled her.

"I would have wanted to stop you," he finally said. "I would have
wanted to kneel down in the street and beg."

His response melted the last of her anger, and she realized suddenly
that he was speaking in the Langue d'Oc. How could he be from Italy?

"But | would not have done as | wanted," he went on in a thoughtful
tone. "l know what a chanceyou are taking. | wanted to seewhether you
would come to meet me all on your own, without any more persuasion,
whatever the obstacles."

She shivered at the reminder of her peril. Shehad beenin danger be-
fore, but now that they were together she knew she had crossed the
threshold. If ever they were seen together, she was doomed.

Yet she felt delight, not in spite of the danger, but becauseof it. The
hollow sensationin her stomach, her cold palms, were not making her
miserable. Quite the contrary. To choose danger, to embrace it and not
just suffer it, felt thrilling. Now, she thought, | understand a little why
men go to war.

They stopped, and shelooked up at a handsome, three-story building,
its timber exterior coated with plaster.

“The house of Guillaume the Bookseller," said Orlando. "In the back
there is wine, and good talk for those who love books."

"I have heard of it," said Nicolette. Guillaume's was whispered about
among the younger courtiers. A place where the most rebellious students
gathered and heresies were openly discussed. Just now it seemed the
perfect place for her adventurous mood. She took a deep breath, and
when he opened the door for her, she went in.

Shewas dazzled by the light of many candles. When her eyesbecame
accustomedto the light, she saw hundreds of volumes stacked on tables.
Two brawny apprentices, she noticed, were standing guard over the ex-
pensive books. Quickly she dropped her eyes and reached up to draw
her hood closer about her face.
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Orlando led her to another door, and she stepped into a darker room.
Here there were no windows and few candles. People satin the shadows
at small tables drinking and talking softly. Nicolette had heard that the
people who frequented Guillaume's actually dared to exchangeideas on
sorcery and even to accusethe bishops and the barons of robbing the
poor, talk that could land a person in the dungeons of the Inquisition.

A young man strumming an Irish harp leaned against the far wall. He
had blond hair in tight curls and an impish grin, and seemedto give Or-
lando the faintest of nods assheand Orlando moved quickly to atable in
a dark corner. Was the young man, she wondered, one of those
scurrilous poet-outlaws of the Latin Quarter known as Les Chiens En-
rages, the Mad Dogs?

The blond man struck a chord, and the room fell silent.

Nicolette, pleasantly tremulous, listened intently.

"Our Lord had nothing to His name. He had to beg for shelter and for
meals. Our Pope, he tries to do the same, And lives exclusively on what
he steals."

Nicolette found herself joining in the almost furtive laughter that
rippled softly but pervasively around the room. Surely the singer was
one of the Mad Dogs.

But what a joy. | have not heard that kind of song since | married
Amalric, she thought. No one would dare make such sport at Chateau
Gobignon - or, for that matter, at the royal palace.

This bookseller's back room reminded her of her childhood home, of
the free talk at her father's table.

Sheturned and smiled at Orlando. He smiled back at her, and her skin
tingled.

| must not let myself be swept away. Not yet.

"What would you say if | told you that man is my jongleur, and that is
my song?" Orlando asked her.

Justthen a stout, bearded man, perhaps Guillaume the Bookseller him-
self, brought two big earthenware cups of the local pale-gold wine of
Paris. Setting the glassesdown, he left without a word. Orlando's pri-
vacy, she saw, was respected here.

Now | must question him, Nicolette thought.

Still, she hesitated. The moments since he appeared out of the shadows
on the street had been so deliciously exciting. Now, if his answers
proved to be unworthy, all her love and hope would turn to dust.

But she saw a warmth in his eyes that gave her the courage to begin.
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"l find it strange that a man who writes songs mocking the Pope also
crusades against the Cathars. Just where do you put your loyalty, Sire
Orlando?"

His blue eyesburned at her. "Let me tell you at once that my name is
not Orlando but Roland, Roland de Vency. Like you, | was born in
Languedoc. "

Shewas amazed. And yet shewasn't. Nervous laughter bubbled up in
her throat. She put her hand to her heart. "Why are you telling me this?"

“To place my life in your hands, mi dons."

Mi dons! A wave of joy overwhelmed her. By those words in the
Langue d'Oc the troubadour was declaring his total submission to her.

Then a ripple of fear erased the joy. "Why do you use a false name?"

His answering smile appeared. "I am a faidit. My father, Arnaut de
Vency, was like so many knights of Languedoc. He fought for his home-
land against the crusaders and the inquisitors. Sodid |, when | got old
enough. But then they were coming too closeto capturing us. And every
time we killed one of them, they would hang ten village boys. We could
not go on. We could not stay in Languedoc. The name de Vency is on the
lists of outlaws. So,were | to use my real name now, | would suffer for it
- for my deeds and my father's."”

Orlando's - Roland's - father was just like mine, she thought, feeling a
new warmth of kinship with the troubadour. If | had been a man, my
story might be the same.

"But why did you come back to France?"

Roland shrugged and smiled sadly. "I have many ties here." He looked
up at her suddenly, his face shadowed with pain. "But now | know that it
Is not enough for me to be just a troubadour. After seeingall those good
people die at Mont Segur, | have vowed that | will do whatever | canto
work against such things."

Her head began to ache. In answering her questions, he was only
adding to them. He was at Mont Segur. And wearing the cross. But how
could he, after what he just told her? Was he playing with her, enjoying
her confusion?

"Well. Once again then, Messire, what were you doing at Mont Segur
in the first place?" she said sharply. "If the crusaders are truly your en-
emies, how could you have joined them?"

He drained his cup, setit down hard, and stared at her. "Will you trust
me?"

His eyes held hers, and she wanted to stroke his cheek with her
fingertips.
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Could she trust him?

"What do you ask of me?" she said, and was worried by the uncer-
tainty she heard in her own voice.

"Come with me where we cantalk in greater safety. | have had aroom
prepared for us above. Will mi dons go there with me?"

She had been expecting such an invitation. When she heard his voice
speak the words, a sudden warmth flooded her loins. She was shocked
by the eagerness of her body.

But suspicion darkened her mind. He hastold me little, and now when
| press him he refusesto allay my confusion. Could he just want to get
me alone and take advantage of my weakness?

"l have already granted you more than you deserve under the laws of
Love, which you yourself have invoked," she said, trying to keep her
voice steady. "It is time | left now. Will you escort me back to the
bridge?"

Now she saw pain in his blue eyes.

He looked at her, speechless.

Say something that will make me stay! her heart begged him.

He bowed his head and spoke in a choked voice. "Certainly, if it is
your wish to go."

Regret washed over her like a sudden incoming tide.

No, no, | have wanted this so much, she thought. | cannot turn my
back on him now and return to living the way | have been.| might never
see him again.

She made no move to get up from the table.

"How can| know," she said hesitantly, "whether you will deal honestly
with me?"

He leaned toward her, and his eyeswere bright and compelling in the
candlelight. "Risk it. "

She regarded the grave face before her.

No, his was not the faceof aliar. And he felt asshedid about Mont Se-
gur. Heretics, yes, but our people, people of Languedoc. Had not Amal-
ric burned them? As he would burn me if he could see into my heart.

Shefelt strange and tremulous as Roland's gaze held hers. Am | going
to let my fear of Amalric stamp out every bit of life left in me?

His hand slid across the table till it rested on top of her own.

His audacity knew no limit!

But had she not left her hand lying there to be taken? And could he
have seen anything but invitation in her eyes?
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His palm felt warm and dry. Fire traveled up her arm. She could not
move her hand. The thought of intimacy with him thrilled her. Shefelt as
if she were riding a hunting horse at full gallop through an unknown
forest.

Suddenly she stood up and said in a low voice, "l will go with you."
Their hands were still joined.

As they went to the flight of stairs near their table, the jongleur struck
a brazen chord on his harp and sang.

“Let wine to my lips be nigh At life's dissolution. That will make the
angelscry With glad elocution: 'Grant this drunkard, God on high, Grace
and absolution." "

Nicolette glanced back as she left the room, and saw that their depar-
ture was unnoticed. Everyone was enjoying the jongleur. Roland ges-
tured to her and she climbed the steps ahead of him.

On the second floor, Roland pushed open a heavy door. She saw the
golden glow of a small fire within. He went in ahead of her, lit a taper,
and touched it to the candles of a large brass candelabrum on a table.

Her legs trembled as she crossed the threshold. Now, she thought, |
will find out what he really is.

Light by light asthe candles flared up, the chamber revealed itself to
her. It seemedfor a moment asif she had walked into a silken pavilion.
No window was visible. Walls and ceiling were covered with heavy
draperies embroidered in complex Saracenpatterns, mazes and whorls,
vines of crimson, green and gold twining together invitingly. On one
side of the room a huge bed strewn with brightly colored cushions stood
raised on a carpeted platform. At the sight of it her heartbeat quickened,
whether with fear or desire she was not sure.

Roland went back to the door and slid a thick wooden bar through
two iron brackets."In the great days of Languedoc such meetings as this
would take place in the secretchambers of fair chateaux," he said with
his wry smile. "Now we must hide in wine shops."

He took her hand and started to lead her to the bed.

Shefelt herself panicking. This was happening too quickly. In Love the
lady must be the dons, the master.

She pulled her hand out of his grasp.

"Wine shop or no, Messire, this room hasits own considerable beauty.
How much do you pay Guillaume to keep it ready for your use?"she
asked lightly.

"There has beenno woman in my life sincel met you. No woman | can
love as | love you."
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Odd, No woman | canlove as| love you. He seemedto be correcting
himself.

"I am afraid that you may not understand what Love means to me,
Sire Roland. Love cannot be like a wild spring flood that destroys and is
gone. It must flow like akindly river. It must nurture what grows beside
it. It is the union of soul with soul that the lady and the lover must strive
to attain. Must earn."

"Your soul enchants me," Roland said, taking her hand and looking
deep into her eyes.

She felt dizzy.

"But the philosophers," he continued, "say the soul is the form of the
body. | adore the beauty of your soul made visible in your lovely body."

“If you would love me, you must be ruled by me."

"I will be ruled by you, mi dons," said Roland, his dark head bowed. "
will dedicate my art to you. | will make and sing a hundred songs to
your beauty." He knelt before her.

She wanted to bury her fingers in his thick hair, to press his head
against her, but shefought the urge. Shemust maintain the commanding
air called for by the code of Love.

"You will have a chanceto make good that promise, Sire Roland. On
the first of May the Queen holds a singing contestto celebratethe King's
return to good health. Every notable troubadour and trouvere in
Christendom is to be summoned. You may be sure | shall seeyou get an
invitation. You shall be my champion.”

Roland smiled, raising one dark eyebrow. "Delighted, mi dons. That is
the kind of battle | like best."

Battle. Mont Segur. Shestill did not know why he had gone there. He
had dared to avoid answering her question; she must dare to persist in
asking it.

"Since it did not occur to you to provide chairs when you had this
room prepared, | will sit on the bed and you will remain where you are."
Sheturned from him with a swirl of her long skirt and sat primly on the
edge of the great bed. The ropes cradling the down-stuffed mattress
creaked faintly.

"As you wish, mi dons." He stayed on his knees.

"You may stand if you would be more comfortable."

Silently, he got to his feet. His mouth was solemn, but she could seea
twinkle of amusement in his eyes.

"l hope you did not think to distract me by taking me to this Turkish
paradise, Messire. | still must know what you were doing at Mont Segur.
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And what possessedyou to challenge my husband to a fight with
daggers."

"Ah, your husband." His broad smile showed that he took no offense
at her haughty tone but well understood that it was part of courtly
custom.

"Yes, my husband. It is a miracle that you stand whole and hale before
me. Do you know how many men he has killed? What were you think-
ing of, Messire?"

"Not of myself, mi dons." He shrugged, and a sadnesscame into his
face. "The Count de Gobignon ordered that all the Cathar perfecti, old
men, women, people exhausted from starvation, be dragged by brute
force down the rocky mountainside to the pyre. | protested. | did not
challenge him. And | never drew a weapon against him. If you had
talked to anyone who saw the fight you would know that. In the end |
got his dagger away from him and forced him to take back his order."

"What you say agreeswith what | have heard. But did you have to hu-
miliate him like that?"

The troubadour spread his hands as if to show surprise at her
guestion.

"Madame, when you are fighting for your life you do not worry about
the other fellow's pride."

"He must hate you more than any other man on Earth. Do you not
realize that?"

The troubadour shrugged. "It has been almost a year since that
happened, Madame, and he has yet to try to avenge himself."

His seeming obtuseness made her furious. He was a fool who had
been lucky once. It was that simple.

"Apparently you have no idea what sort of man you have made your
enemy. He owns enough land to be a king in his own right. He has to
deal with a thousand matters, great and small, every day. But he is not
one to forget an injury. He will get around to you."

"l know the house of Gobignon much better than you think | do." The
troubadour gazed at her with that infuriating, calm amusement. "What
would you have me do? Flee the country again?"

"What would | have you do?" She was clenching her teeth. "There is
nothing you can do. It is too late. It was already too late when you pro-
tested his order. Why did you provoke him so, if you wanted to pay
court to me?"

"You are right." Roland shook his head. "It would have beenwiser for
me to hold my tongue. But it would not have been human."
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Shedrew a deep breath. "If the Cathars are so dear to you, what were
you doing in the crusader army? What darkness lies here, Sire Roland,
that you have thrice answered this question with evasion?"

He groaned softly.

She waited.

After a long silence he said, "I cannot tell you."

Every muscle in her body went rigid. "You call me your dons, and yet
you would keep secretsfrom me. You are trifling with me, Messire." She
stood up. "Let me out of here at once."

He held up a placating hand. "Wait, please. You must try to
understand."

Rageboiled up inside her. Understand? He all but spatin her face and
then asked her to understand. Did he take her for an idiot?

"I do not careto put my life in jeopardy only to hear your lies - to be
told | must trust you even as you refuse to place your trust in me. "

His brows drew together and his eyes flashed blue fire.

“If | wanted to lie to you, do you not think | could invent a tale that
would satisfy you better? When | say that | cannot tell you, it is the
simple truth. It is not a matter of trust between us - other people's lives
hang on my silence. If you knew the full truth about Mont Segur, you
would be in far more danger than now."

"From whom?" she snapped.

"From the Inquisition," he said through bared teeth.

The word quenched her anger with fear. All her life she had lived in
dread of the white-robed friars with their pale, pinched faces,their eyes
ever greedy to feast on the evil they seemedto seeall about them. Their
anonymous spies, their secret torture chambers, their power to order
people burned alive. When she was a little girl the inquisitors had
prowled through her nightmares more often than wolves or dragons.

"Now do you understand?" Roland pressed her. "l told you | have
vowed to do all | can to put a stop to such horrors as the Mont Segur
massacre.Do you think | wore the crusader's cross to fight against my
own people? Me, a faidit and the son of a faidit? Why do you think | go
under afalse name?You know enough about me now to guessat what |
was doing at Mont Segur, and that must suffice. You know enough to
send me to the flames. | am in your power." His grin was humorless;
only the left side of his mouth turned up.

What is he trying to tell me? she asked herself. That his crusader's
cross was a disguise, like the name Orlando of Perugia? You know
enough about me to guessat what | was doing at Mont Segur. He must
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mean that he was on the Cathar side. Could he have been carrying a
messageto those in the stronghold? Or from it, to someoneoutside? Oth-
er lives hanging on his keeping silent - whose lives? Had someone sur-
vived the massacre?

Uncertainty - and despair whether she might ever know who Roland
was - were two rough hands wringing her heart. Perhaps this, perhaps
that! Anything was possible. He could make any claim he liked, and how
would she know? Until, perhaps, too late. No, she had best get out of
here. Now.

"From the moment | saw you at Chinon | believed in you, and you re-
paid my trust by vanishing without warning. For almost a year, | had not
the slightest sign that you cared for me. Then to hear, not from you but
from others, of thesemad deeds ?joining the invaders of Languedoc, du-
eling with my husband. And now you expect me to acceptyou as my
lover even though you still offer me no explanation? Do you think | am
such a fool as that, Sire Orlando - Roland - whatever your name is?"

His crooked smile again. "l do not think you are afool, mi dons. | think
you know | am telling the truth." He advanced toward her a step at a
time. "You will accept me as your lover because you love me."

Shestood paralyzed. His hungry stare had turned her to stone, like the
gaze of that monster of the bestiary books, the basilisk.

"Stay where you are, Messire. No, open the door for me. | will not love
you, because | cannot trust you. "

"Mi dons, you cannot help loving me, whatever | am. | seeyou, and |
know you. Love is your master. As she is mine."

Nicolette felt heat rising in her body. Her breath quickened.

"I will fight you," she said. "If | cannot be sure of you, | will drive you
away." But she felt about to fall backward. Her calves were pressed
against the soft, yielding bed.

Roland took another step toward her, smiling. "Have | asked you to
explain why you are married to the enemy?"

His words struck like a blow to the pit of her stomach. She was first
shocked, then furious. How cruel'! How unfair! | had no choice. She
sprang at him and slapped him across the face with all her strength.

She saw with satisfaction that she had staggered him. His face
reddened, but his hands remained hanging at his sides.

Instantly, tears filled her eyes.

"Roland, | am sorry. Forgive me. Will you forgive me, please?" She
threw herself at him again, this time wrapping her arms around him.
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His answering embracewas gentle at first, then tightened about her as
she held him more fiercely.

She wept into his chest. "You are right. | betrayed our people when
married Amalric. | have no right to question you."

"I know you had your reasonsfor marrying him," he said softly, "and |
am sure that they were good ones. Forgive me for mentioning him. As
for me, it is true that | am withholding much from you. Believe in me,
and some day, when it is safe, | will tell you all you want to know."

Desire made her legs weak. She pressed her body against him. "It is
just as you said," she whispered. "l love you, whatever you are."

To her amazement, he held back.

"You know that | want you, mi dons, but you did not mean to lie with
me today. When you entered this room" - he smiled - "this Turkish para-
dise with me, you instructed me in the course our love must take. And |
know you were right. It is too soon. | want to earn the right to hold you
naked, body and soul, in my arms. When our love ripens, our passion
will be all the stronger and our union all the sweeter."

Shestepped away from him, breathing asheavily asif she had climbed
the spiral steps of a high castle tower.

"l am yours, now as | will be then," she breathed.

He dropped to his kneesbefore her and took her hand. "I am yours, mi
dons. | am your true troubadour, now and forever. Command me in all
things. | will live from this moment as you wish. By Love | swear it."

Her heart turned to molten gold in her chest. Tears streamed down her
cheeks.

He held his hand up to her, and she took it.

"I will always be your lady and live for you and love you through
eternity. By Love | also swear it."

Gently she raised him to his feet and held up her arms to him.

His kiss was like a hot coal on her lips.
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Chapter

ROLAND FELT HIS STOMACH KNOTTING. HAVING RIDDEN OUT
OF THE CITY through the Saint-Denis Gate, he now was nearly home,
and the hurt inside was cutting so deep that he thought it would drive
him mad. He repeated again and again the pledge he had just made to
Nicolette: | am your true troubadour, now and forever. It felt like a knife
stabbing into him.

| do love her, as | have not loved any other - except Diane.

Under his fur-lined mantle he was sweating, despite the bone-deep
chill of the January night.

Was my pledge to Nicolette a lie?

No, not now that Diane has vowed herself to God.

He had always believed that a man or a woman could love but one
person. For all the years he had loved Diane, he had acceptedthat as a
sacred law of Love. It was the way things should be. But it was not the
way they were. Not for him.

What if | had known, that day | saw Nicolette at Chinon, that Diane
was still alive? | would have wanted Nicolette just as much, but would
not have begun this. There would have beenno messagesno songin her
garden. But | was sure Diane was dead. There was nothing but a
memory of a younger time to check my feelings for Nicolette.

And then, when | found Diane again, | could not have her. | had lost
her forever. So at last | wrote again to Nicolette.

But tonight, when Nicolette would have let me make love to her - and
how | want her! - | could not go beyond an embrace and a kiss.

Not as long as | still love Diane.

When he had set out, a full moon had hung low above the huddled
rooftops of the university town. Now the silver disk was high overhead,
and he could discern the small house he had bought two years ago with
money he brought with him from Sicily. My little chateau, he thought
fondly, with bare poplars and fruit treesrising above its crumbling wall.
He especially liked the three-story watchtower, built in the days when
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Northmen raided Paris. Diane had been living in the circular tower
room, her presence here a daily joy and torment.

He saw a dark figure glide through his gate, just under the lower
branches of the bare trees, and he reined his palfrey up sharply. A rect-
angle of yellow light glowed as the shadow entered through the front
door, then the front yard was dark again. He felt fear in his chest. De
Gobignon? He will get around to you, Nicolette had said. This very
night?

He slid down from his horse and hastily tied her to atree stump before
a neighbor's darkened house. He slipped through the samefront gate the
figure had entered and then went around to the rear. Noiselessly he
opened the back door and stepped quickly inside, his hand hovering
near his dagger.

Lucien, the cook, his wife, Adrienne, and their son, Martin, were
huddled for warmth around the kitchen fire. They started and stared at
him, and Adrienne gave a little cry of surprise and put her hand to her
heart. Roland was relieved to see that they, at least, were unharmed.

"Did you hear someone come in at the front?" he asked quietly.

"It was your sister, Messire," said Lucien. "Madame Diane is in the
hall, talking to Master Perrin."

Roland relaxed. His limbs trembled a little as the tension eased.

But then he realized he did not want to face Diane. Nicolette's kiss was
fresh on his lips, and guilt clawed at his heart. He just wanted to be
alone, perhaps to sleep, if he could.

But unless he left again there was no avoiding Diane. He took a deep
breath and pushed open the door.

Perrin was seated at the trestle table, facing Diane. His blond head
swung around toward Roland when he entered. Diane's delicate lips
curved in a small smile, and Roland's insides twisted painfully. The
lovely face that had delighted him so was now a reproach.

"Go on, tell him," Diane said to Perrin. She stood straight and tall in
her hooded cloak of coarse wool, her feeble protection against the
winter's cold. Shehad refused the fur-lined cape Roland had offered her,
as she had refused his love.

Perrin expelled his breath angrily. "Very well, Madame." He turned to
Roland, his eyestroubled. "I have to whisper it, master. We do not want
them to know." He jerked his head toward the kitchen.

"What the devil is it, Perrin?"

"Madame claims," Perrin said almost inaudibly, "that she hasyour per-
mission to preach to secret Cathar meetings right here in Paris."
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Fear constricted Roland's chest. He could still seethe flames at Mont
Sequr.

True, Diane had warned him that if shetook refuge with him in Paris
she was going to continue her work among the Cathar faithful. And he
worried each time she had quietly slipped out after sunset.

Diane's eyesheld his. He stood immobile, feeling asif nails were being
driven into his temples.

"Diane, the friars are not going to stop just because Mont Segur is
gone. Now they are more active in Paris. Only last week they burned a
woman and two men in front of Notre-Dame. Some day you will get a
messagethat someone needs the consolamentum and you will go, and
instead of a dying person there will be a Dominican."

"Yes, | knew the people they burned," said Diane, bowing her head in
SOrrow.

Then she looked up, and he saw defiance in her clear green eyes."But
that is exactly why | must redouble my efforts. They are determined to
stamp out our religion, but we are not going to let them."

Sheturned to Perrin, smiling gently. "Still, Master Perrin is in the right.
| have been endangering you two and those innocent servants. | should
leave here. | should have left long ago."

No! Roland's heart cried out.

Perrin looked asif Diane's suggestion pained him also. "No, Madame.
Pleasedo not talk of going. That is not at all why | waited up to speakto
you tonight. It is asthe master said ? if you keep on going to meet your
Cathar people, the Dominicans will catchyou. | could not bearto seethat
happen.”

"Would you not risk everything for your Catholic faith, Perrin?" she
asked.

The jongleur cast his eyes down. "l do not have that much faith,
Madame."

She is finer, more spiritual, than anyone else | have known, Roland
thought. And with all that, so beautiful.

He felt the pounding in his temples again, the nails being hammered
in deeper.

"Diane, walk with me in the garden."

He saw apprehension in her look. Shehad still not gotten over her fear
of him.

Inclining her head, she preceded him through the door leading to the
kitchen.
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"It is the middle of the night - you should all be in bed," Roland
growled at the little family in the kitchen. He did not wait for an answer,
but followed Diane into the garden. He drew his squirrel-lined cloak
tighter around him against the frigid air.

“The only house that has any privacy is one where a man lives alone,"
he said. "In spite of Perrin's caution, | think the servants must know all
about you."

"They seemlike good people," she said. "Not the sort who would in-
form. But if they do know what | am, it must frighten them terribly that I
am here."

Yes, Roland thought, and if anything happens to them, that, too, will
be my fault.

It was too cold to sit on the stone benches.So they stood facing each
other beside an old apple tree with gnarled black branches.

"I suppose you think your nightly wanderings are none of my
business."

“"No," she said. "Becauseif you are caught harboring me, you would
probably spend the rest of your life in a dungeon. That is the penalty
these days for protecting heretics. Do you not fear that?"

He tried to picture himself in a tiny stone cell, no light, unable to
move, no one to talk to, buried there for months, years, till he died. |
would go mad, he thought. | would much rather be hanged outright. Or
even burned.

But all he said was, "A knight must know how to live with risks."

"Send me away, Roland. Tell me to go. For the sake of everyone here.
Please."

"Do you want so much to be away from me?Why not just leave?I can-
not stop you."

"I have been ordered to stay here."

Her answer hurt him. He had not known that.

He turned and studied her face, like marble in the moonlight.

Would she stay if she knew | am paying court to another woman?

"I want you to know where | was tonight, Diane," he said through
clenched teeth. "I met in secret with Nicolette de Gobignon."

She gave him a quick, frightened stare, like a startled deer. "The
Countess de Gobignon? The wife of Count Amalric, who almost killed
you at Mont Segur?"

Roland laughed sourly. "Come, Diane. Give me some credit for my ac-
complishments. | could have killed him if | had chosen to."
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"Roland," she said softly, "everything you have done is for love of me,
| understand that. You risked your life to rescueme. And risking it again
with de Gobignon to spare my people some pain, that too was probably
partly for my sake.Now you shelter me in your house becauseyou do
not want to part from me. But, Roland, you, in chains for life? | do not
want to be the cause of that."

"l did not go to the Countessde Gobignon this night for your sake,"he
said angrily.

"Are you so sure of that?"

The question gave Roland pause and somehow drained the anger
from him.

"Do you think my evening with Nicolette de Gobignon is a way of
wooing you?" he asked her.

"I hope not, Roland." He could seetears sparkling in her eyes."You
have got to find someone you can fully and honestly love."

"I see,"he said, an edge in his voice. "I may court Nicolette with your
blessing, then?"

"You are atroubadour,"” shesaid. "You must find an approachable lady
to give your heart to. | know what I'amour courtois means." There was a
fondness in her voice. "You did your bestto teach me. But why Nicolette
de Gobignon, Roland? Surely the count already hates you. Pursuing his
wife could mean your death." Shedrew in a sudden, frightened breath.
“That cannot be your reasonfor choosing her, canit, Roland? Have | dis-
appointed you that much? Are you courting the countess, or death?"

Yes, you have disappointed me that much! he wanted to shout.

“If | were looking for my death, why would that horrify you? How do
you think | feel when you go out on one of your missions and | wonder
whether you will come back?"

"Ah, dear Roland, canyou not seethe difference? | believe with all my
heart that if | die - if the Inquisition catchesme and burns me - | will be
happier, go to a better world. | will be united with God. But you do not
believe that. For you, death is the worst thing that can happen to you. So,
please, you must not go looking for death. You must not, must not, let
my vows be the reason for your giving up life. | could not bear that."

"Diane, | believe that | love Nicolette de Gobignon. And | believe that
Love is the only thing worth living for. To love her might mean my
death. But if | die for Love, it will be a sweeter death than most men
meet."

A cold wind rattled the black, leafless branches, and she huddled in
her cloak.
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When she spoke again there was a quiver in her voice. "How can you
say you love Nicolette de Gobignon? You have told me that you love me.
Have you turned to her because | will not - cannot - have you?"

Roland turned away and began slowly pacing the garden as he
thought back to that day at Chinon when he had first seen Nicolette.

Even as he bent the knee to the royal couple he had felt his eyesdrawn
to the dark young woman beside the Queen, the woman wearing the sil-
ver coronet of a countess. She seemedto glow with a radiance that cast
everyone else into shadow.

He sang his song for the King and Queen, but in his heart he sangit to
the dark lady whose name he did not know. And his heart swelled when
he saw that her gaze returned to him as often as his did to her.

Diane, asfar ashe knew that day, was dead. He had sought her every-
where in Languedoc and had failed to find her. Her entire family had
vanished. Many of the people he questioned declared that she had died.
He had seenno proof, but thousands of deaths had gone unrecorded in
that war-ravaged land. Grief-stricken, he had rested for a time at Avign-
on. Then he had made his way back to Paris, where he plunged into
study, writing music, singing and seeking a patron. The sharp edge of
mourning gradually was worn down, and his heart began to be free
again - although there was an empty space in it where Diane belonged.

Now, for the first time since he had acceptedthat loss, he felt himself
drawn to a woman. Powerfully drawn.

Later that day at Chinon, when he returned to the crowd of courtiers,
he pointed out the dark young woman with the coronet to a pleasant-
spoken young knight named Jeande Joinville, a member of the King's
entourage.

"Ah, that one. Sheis very pretty, but you had better forget her, my
friend.”

"l shall listen more patiently to your advice when | have heard her
name, Sire de Joinville."

"You are an Italian knight, Sire Orlando? Tell me, then, is the name de
Gobignon much mentioned in Italy?"

De Gobignon. The name he had learned to hate above all others.
Stunned, Roland had turned to stare at the woman who so fascinated
him. Shewas strolling arm in arm not far away with the Queen. There
was a vigor in her stride that delighted him. Even as he looked at her
their eyes met, and there was a bold twinkle in hers. He looked away.
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Shecould not be a daughter. As far as he knew the Gobignons were all
tall, blond, and blue-eyed. Perhaps she was only distantly related. He
prayed it might be so.

“Then is the lady a Gobignon?" he asked de Joinville.

"By marriage. Perhapsyou know that Count Amalric owns more land,
fields a larger army, and has killed more men than any other baron of
France. You would be wise to pay no attention at all to Countess
Nicolette, Messire."

Defiance surged up in Roland. But no fear.

Nicolette. Nicolette de Gobignon. All day she had fascinated him. As
Amalric's wife, her fascination becameirresistible. He felt challenged, as
if a gauntlet had been thrown down before him.

He stared acrossthe grassy field crowded with gaily dressed courtiers.
The setting sun threw the long shadows of the chateau's towers across
the meadow, and the Countessde Gobignon and the Queen walked from
light into darkness.

Now, over ayear later, standing in his garden, he said to Diane, "l was
drawn to Nicolette de Gobignon at atime when | thought | would never
seeyou again. | left her to go to your rescue.But when you rejected my
love, | found myself thinking of her again."

Sincethen | have talked to her, seenher courage and her wit, held her
in my arms, kissed her, he thought. My love for her could never have
taken root if you had occupied the central place in my heart, Diane. But
now my love for her has grown strong, and even you cannot drive it out.

"What about her husband?" Diane asked. "Are you attracted to her be-
cause you want to injure the count.”

What is between de Gobignon and me is complicated, Roland thought.
The thought of her in his arms is unbearable, makes me want to kill him.
But | do love her for her sake.

"l felt love stirring in me before | even knew her name. Sheis all life
and high spirit, Diane. When | was with her tonight the whole world
seemedbrighter and happier. No, | would not make love to her to spite
her husband. But | will make love to her in spite of him."

“Then your love for me - you have renounced it? | know you have too
much honor to pursue two women at once."

Roland stared at her, and his temples were pounding again. He still -
even now - yearned to take Diane in his arms.

He held his body rigid as he forced himself to speak. "Yes, Diane.
From now on Nicolette de Gobignon is the lady who rules all my
thoughts. What | feel for you now is what | feel for my sister."
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Even as he spoke, the words sounded hollow on his lips.

He stood looking up at the night sky, feeling his soul as scarred and
pitted by doubt as was the moon's face.

"l am glad for you, Roland," Diane said. Her voice was so low he could
barely hear her.

"It is what you want, is it not?"

"I do not want anything to happen to you, Roland," she said. Her
green eyes seemedto shine in the dark. "If you must court her, be care-
ful. Do not make a public display of your feelings."

“That might be difficult. Sheis going to have me invited to the Queen's
singing contest on May Day."

"Oh. You must do as you think best. | cannot advise you about that.
But, Roland, send me away from this place, becausel, too, am a danger
to you."

Perhaps it would be easier if | let Diane leave. But | cannot. The
Dominicans would find her within the week.

“There is no need for you to go. The world thinks you are my wid-
owed sister, and | told you | love you as a sister now. Would | turn my
sister out?"

"Oh, Roland.™ Sheturned her back on him, her shoulders shaking with
sobs.

"Diane, do | make you so unhappy?" He put his hand out to rest on her
shoulder.

She pulled away violently.

"Do not touch me!" It was almost a scream. She covered her face with
her hands and shrank away from him.

He staggered back, stunned. To hear such fear of him in her voice was
unbearable. He turned away from her.

She drew away from him into the shadow of a pine. "Just leave me
alone, Roland. | want to pray."

"Good night, then, Diane."

He was exhausted and trembling as he went into the house. The kit-
chen was dark. The servants had gone to bed. So had Perrin.

His head was throbbing. He put his fingertips against his brow and
pressed hard.

| made a choice. Now | have to live up to it. If | can.

As she waited to meet her superior, Diane felt herself in turmoil. At
one moment she loved Roland, the next she hated him for what he was
doing to her. | enjoyed inner peacebefore he came back into my life, she
thought. Hunted by inquisitors, besiegedby crusaders,still | led the life |
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wanted, and | found joy in every day. Now every hour is a torment. If
only, she thought for the thousandth time, he had let me die at Mont
Sequr.

It was late at night, and she was hidden in deep shadows. She stood,
in an agony of suspense,amid scaffolding and blocks of masonry outside
the unfinished south portal of the cathedral of Notre-Dame. Shehad met
her superior only twice before. Shehad no idea who he was. Eachtime it
had been at night and he had been cloaked and hooded. That way she
could not, even under torture, reveal his identity.

| must make him understand the torment | am going through, she
thought. He must let me get away from Roland.

Since the night before last, when Roland had told her of Nicolette de
Gobignon, she had beenwracked by pain. As jealousy ate at her, her de-
sire for Roland mounted. It grew ever fiercer, until shefelt asif her very
skin were on fire.

It had been bad from the time she first had settled in Roland's house.
Her body betrayed her incessantly with lustful feelings while she was
nursing Roland's wound. It was agony living there, with Roland sleeping
a mere flight of stairs away. Every night she had to protect herself
against love by repeating, "Lead us not into temptation."

When she first met her superior, soon after arriving in Paris, she had
begged him to send her to some other place of refuge, but his answer
was that the peril was too great, there was no safer place. So she had
obeyed and remained. Shehad tried to distract herself. She had insisted
on helping Lucien and Adrienne with household tasks. She spent hours
every day making copies of Cathar texts. These she distributed to the
little groups of the faithful whom she served in Paris. Night after night
shewent out, sometimeswalking the length of the city, to speaktruths to
six or a dozen huddled in small rooms, to answer their questions, to try
to help them with their problems. Twenty or more times now she had
hurried to the bedside of a dying person to confer the consolamentum.
Shedid all thesethings until, deliberately, she exhausted herself. Shefas-
ted far more than she was required to, until her superior ordered her to
stop. He reminded her that the Cathar perfecti were well known for their
asceticism, and a too-gaunt look would invite suspicion. Indeed, she
sometimes let herself hope that the Inquisition would catch her, was
even tempted to be careless,to make it easyfor them. But her conscience
would not let her actually do it. In spite of her unfulfiled longing and
the severity of her efforts to control herself, she had endured. Shehad re-
mained in Roland's house-hold, and she had not fallen into sin. But now,
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knowing about Nicolette de Gobignon, the agony was a hundred times
worse.

| must make my superior understand, she thought.

Her reaction to Roland's announcement about Nicolette had terrified
her. She felt something that she had not experienced before - jealous
rage. She hated Nicolette de Gobignon, a woman she had never seen.
And she hated Roland.

She was forced to face what she had tried not to think about for
months: she could not stop loving him.

After he left her that night she had fallen to the cold earth and lain
there sobbing. What seemed like hours later, she had gone up to the
watchtower and remained sleeplessall night on her pallet, crying si-
lently, biting her knuckles so he would not hear her.

It could not have hurt her more if her mother and father had turned
against her. If Bishop Bertran had cast her out of the church, could she
have felt more lost?

She had been able to control her desire for Roland only because,in a
way, he was still hers. Shecould both have him and not have him. Now
he was turning to another woman. Shereally was losing him. Shecould
not stand it.

Shivering becausethe cold penetrated the two blankets she allowed
herself, turning over and over on her pallet, she felt thankful when fi-
nally she saw gray light filtering through the shutters. Now, exhausted
after a sleepless night, she could get up and start the morning fire.

That day she had given a note to the believer who carried her secret
messages.She had to see her superior, in person, soon. The following
day the go-between brought back instructions. He told her to wait just
outside Notre-Dame's south portal. She thought the cathedral the
strangest of places for two Cathars to meet, but probably that was why
he had chosen it.

Shewas distracted from her thoughts by the sight of two men wearing
heavy fur-lined cloaks of deep blue embroidered with gold fleurs-de-lis
marching slowly past the cathedral. A torch-bearer walked before them,
and the tall halberds they carried glinted dangerously in the light of the
flame. Sergeants-at-armsof the royal watch. Such men might come one
day and conduct her to the stake. Shedrew deeper into the shadows of
two tall stones just outside the temporary door of the cathedral. Acci-
dentally, she pressed her bare hand against one of the stones, and the
cold of it burned her palm.

94



"All things that are, are lights," said a low voice at her side. Her heart
stopped beating, he had surprised her so.

“There is one Light, and it shines in each man and eachwoman," she
responded automatically.

Sheturned to look at her superior. Even though her eyeswere well ad-
justed to the darkness, all she could seewas a shadow darker than the
shadows of the rough-cut stonesaround them. A frosty puff of his breath
glowed faintly in the starlight.

"We are relatively safe here, Diane," he said. As he always did, he
spoke to her in awhisper. "The stonemasons'guild is friendly to us. Still,
it is dangerous for us to meet at all. Not just dangerous for you and me,
but for our work. Why did you send for me?"

Shetrembled with the cold, but also with the same fright aswhen she
had first given a sermon to a group of strangers. Could she make him
listen? It was so important, and yet how could she convince a man she
did not know, could not even see?She marshaled her thoughts as she
would to begin a sermon, and took a deep breath.

"You have said that | should stay at the house of Roland de Vency be-
causel am safestthere. Now | discover that | am in greater danger there
than anywhere else in the world."

"What do you mean, child?"

She told him about Roland's turning to Nicolette de Gobignon and
about herself.

"Diane, you know you must resist your love for him. What is
changed?"

"l did not realize how much it would hurt me when he turned to an-
other woman. | love him so much, | do not think | can hold out. He has
renounced me, but | think he would come back to me if | gave him some
hope. And now | want him back. You must let me leave, or | will damn
myself forever."

A mad thought took possessionof her. If he does not help me, | will
drown myself in the Seine.But she looked down the riverbank and saw
the moonlight gleaming on thick ice. What foolishness! And it would be
as great a sin as throwing myself into Roland's arms.

"Sohe is pursuing the Countess de Gobignon!" said the hooded figure
beside her. "This Roland de Vency aims high. First he humiliates Amal-
ric, and now he courts Amalric's wife. Diane, the Gobignons are our
worst enemies.If you remain closeto de Vency, you may be able to give
us valuable information about them."
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Sudden anger at this facelessman surged up in her. Shewas begging
him for help, and he was thinking about how he could use her.

"You would have me damn my soul for some information?"

"Diane, | understand how afraid you are for your soul. You would not
have risked meeting me if it were not over something you fear more than
death. But think, child. How many perfecti are left in Paris? | will not
burden you with the exactnumber, but it is lessthan ten. And if told you
how few in all of France,you might despair. Our enemies are relentless.
They have been hunting us down for forty years, and they mean not to
leave one of us alive."

The great bells of Notre-Dame tolled for the midnight nocturne. She
looked up at the great cathedral, already almost a hundred years in the
building. Shethought of the three who had beentied to stakeshere only
a week before, dying in flaming agony before a gleeful mob. She re-
membered Mont Segur. Our last stronghold gone, and everywhere in
Europe edifices like this are rising. Before coming to Paris she had never
seen a church as immense, with such vast, jewel-like windows. If she
were a Catholic, she was sure, she would think it beautiful. But the
power that could create such buildings terrified her. How could a hand-
ful of people like herself stand against such might?

When the tolling stopped she said, "But why must | stay with Roland?"

"Your identity as the sister of a foreign knight whose family is un-
known cannot easily be challenged. There is no other house in Paris
where you would be asfree from suspicion. Roland de Vency is the best
protector you could have. And we want to keep a watch on him. His
father has the ear of Emperor Frederic, and now there is the Countessde
Gobignon. You may be able to do much for us if you stay."

"If | fall into sin, will that not hurt the church?"

He moved closer to her, so close that she could see,under his hood, a
white cloth drawn up to mask his nose and mouth. He kept his hands at
his sides, and she sensedthat he was being careful not to touch her, but
she also sensed the trembling intensity in him.

"Diane, | believe there is forgiveness."

Diane shrank back from him. His words shocked her.

"How can you tell me the opposite of what | have been taught ever
since | was a child?"

"Diane, you know that people may believe and teach differently and
still belong to our church.”

"Our church? But | have never heard any teaching like this."
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"By our church | mean the larger, invisible association of which the
Cathars are but part. There are levels of initiation, Diane, with different
teachings at different levels. Child, the only sheep left alive, are those
who have adopted the clothing of wolves. Those of us who cannot live
openly asperfecti must adopt many strange guises.If | told you what my
placeis in the world, you would not even believe me. To deceive our en-
emies we must appear quite contrary to what we really are. These pre-
tensesmay even require us to sin. The things | do in my public calling
are sins."

"But you have taken the consolamentum," she protested. "Once you
have had the Sacrament,there is no forgiveness for any sin you commit.
Thousands of us have died because we believe that."

"Thousands of us have died," his voice was earnest, "not for any one
belief, but because we would not believe as Rome commanded.”

"But | cannot believe that there would be forgiveness for me if | accept
Roland's love."

He sighed. "Ah, well, the voice you hear in your heart is the voice of
God, even if He speaks differently to you than to me."

He turned away and stared out at the ice-bound river. "The many
worlds of God are stranger than we can possibly think."

Sheperceived the weight of the huge stone building behind her asif it
were about to fall on her. The thought of the struggle with herself that
lay ahead felt even more crushing. | cannot do it! she wanted to scream.

But is it possible that | want to leave Roland, not becausel fear for my
soul, but becausethe struggle to keep from sinning is so hard? If | cannot
bear pain, what right have I to call myself perfecta?

Her sigh was longer than his. "l will remain," she said. Weariness en-
gulfed her, so overpowering that she felt an urge to sink down to the
cold stones and never move again.

"Good," her superior said softly. "And pleaseconsider, should you fall,
what | have said about forgiveness."

"It would be there for you, perhaps, becauseyou believe so. But not for
me."

"God may surprise you."

Sheturned to go. She could barely put one foot in front of the other.
She faced either Hell in the next world or Hell in this.

"I will befollowing you at adistance asfar asthe wall atleast," he said.
"The worst scum of Paris haunt the streets around here."

Shewalked quickly with head lowered through the district of brothels
that nestled hard by the cathedral. Fear of the streets gave her the

97



strength to hurry toward the Grand-Pont, connecting the lle de la Cite
with the Right Bank. She sensed the figure of her superior moving
through the shadows somewhere behind her.

Shehad started acrossthe bridge, walking down its center to avoid the
dark places under the houses built along its length, when she heard a
sudden exchangeof angry voices. Fear clutched at her, and she started to
run. But the voices sounded familiar. One was her superior, and she
thought she recognized the other as well. She hesitated, then turned
back.

At the end of the bridge, the two men were standing. Perrin's blond
hair glowed in the moonlight. Her heart thudded in terror. He had his
dagger out.

"Perrin, in God's name, what are you doing?"

"This man was following you, Madame."

"I know," she said.

Her superior cut in. "You know this man, Diane?"

Sheturned to the hooded man and froze. She could not believe her
eyes.His hand was on the hilt of asword protruding through aslit in his
robe. The sight made her heart turn over.

"He is Roland de Vency's jongleur, Perrin," she said. "How do you
come to be here, Perrin?"

"l have been following you, Madame, for your safety. | saw this man
trailing you and stopped him."

"And at the same moment | accosted him," said the hooded man, a
chuckle in his voice. "I had better be going, Diane. You appear to be in
safe hands. Two hands too many, perhaps."

"Just a moment, Messire," said Perrin angrily.

"l assure you, you do not want to know any more about me, my
friend," the hooded man said.

Diane heard kindness, but just the hint of a threat, in his tone. "Say
nothing more, Perrin," she asked him. "Please."

Like a magician, her superior vanished.

Who and what is he really? she wondered. | am so alone. The only one
who knows all about me is a man about whom | know nothing.

God knows me, she reminded herself. And | know God.

As long as | can keep myself from sin.

"Perrin, you know this is dangerous for Sire Roland and for you," she
said, angry at him in spite of the length he had gone to protect her. "If the
friars' men-at-arms were to arrest me on the street, would you threaten
them with your dagger as you threatened that man?"
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"I would have to," he said. "I could never face my master if | let them
take you."

Dear God, this is a good soul, she thought.

“If they overcame you, Perrin, and found out you were Roland de
Vency's man, then you and Roland would both have to face the Inquisi-
tion." Her vexation, though, was in her voice and not in her heart. She
liked this young man, so honest and forthright. And enough courage for
a dozen men.

"You are not afraid of the Inquisition,” he said. The tone was almost
accusing.

"Yes,| am terribly afraid of it," shesaid. "But | believe that | have to do
what | am doing."

"Your beliefs have made my master a very unhappy man, Madame."

Her heart felt heavy as a stone. "Not meaning to, he has made me a
very unhappy woman."

They walked along in silence for a time. Suddenly he said, "Not just
my master. All of Languedoc laid waste. Thousands of people dead. Is it
really worth so much agony?"

"Surely," she said without hesitation.

"How canyou be so certain of your beliefs that you will let yourselves
be slaughtered by the hundreds and thousands?"

Shethought of what her superior had said about dying rather than be-
lieve what Rome commanded.

"We are not always so sure of what we believe," she said. "But we
know there are certain things we cannot believe."

"Such as what, Madame?"

Diane sensedthat he was truly inquiring. Shethought, this is how it
must have begun for each person who was once Catholic and became
Cathar. With questions. If the questions were answered well enough, the
guestioners became believers.

"We have a long walk ahead of us, Master Perrin. If you are really in-
terested, | can try to tell you where we differ with the Catholics."

"I am not interested in heretical preaching, but | would like to under-
stand you better, Madame," he said.

The eagernessto win a soul for God grew in her. If this man's curiosity
becomes something deeper, | will have to be an example for him and
never give in to my feelings for Roland. Perhaps he has beensentto help
me.

“The first thing you should understand," she said, "is that we do not
consider ourselves heretics. We are the true Christians."
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Chapter 7

ROLAND HANDED THE PARCHMENT SCROLL TO THE ROYAL
SERGEANT AT THE tall doors of the great audience hall. As the ser-
geant examined the invitation, Roland stood tensely, forcing his hands
not to tremble. He had just heard the bell of the palace chapel chime the
hour of None, and his nervousness about performing was compounded
by knowing that he was three hours late. The Queen's song contest had
begun at midday.

The sergeant gave Roland a puzzled look.

"l know," Roland said. "l should have beenhere last night for the royal
banquet. But | have come from a great distance, you see."

"It is the Queen you will have to answer to, not me, Messire." The ser-
geant snapped his fingers, and two pages in long blue tunics em-
broidered with gold fleurs-de-lis pushed open the doors. Drawing him-
self erect, Roland strode through, followed by Perrin.

The stone hall was the largest he had ever seen.It was decorated for
May Day, the dark oak ceiling beamsfestooned with garlands of yellow,
blue, pink, and white spring flowers, just as Nicolette had told him it
would be.

Courtiers in bright silks and satins were seated along the sides of the
room at trestle tables covered with white linen cloths. The women wore
headbands of silver and gold threads over their translucent couvre-chefs,
the men yellow or violet caps adorned with long feathers. Behind the
seated gentlefolk, people of lesserdegreein brightly colored smocks and
frocks stood crowded along the walls.

Sunlight streamed in through high windows paned, not with sheetsof
horn asin so many great halls, but with real glass, of a pearly white col-
or. The daylight was so bright that the fat yellow candles in tall brass
candlesticks placed around the vast room were hardly necessary.
Between the windows the walls were hung with the silk banners em-
broidered with the arms of the great barons of France. Roland couldn't
help himself, and his eyes strayed to the purple and gold Gobignon
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banner, far up the hall on the right. The banner beside it bore the arms of
Blanche of Castile, a castle with six turrets.

At the end of the hall, on araised dais, satthe Queen, wearing a crown
of cherry blossoms.

And beside her, Nicolette.

He glowed inwardly at the sight of her.

But she must be furious at me for coming late, he thought.

An extraordinarily fat troubadour stood in the center of the room,
bowing to acknowledge the hearty applause that followed his song. He
was accompanied by three jongleurs. He, too, wore a garland on his
head, of pink Damascusroses. His crimson mantle was cut with jagged
edges.His hosewas embroidered with rich fretwork, and the long, poin-
ted toes of his green boots curled up. A bit ostentatious, thought Roland.
But | wish | had heard him sing.

The fat troubadour, he knew, could be no one else but Thibaud, Count
of Champagne. It was he who had brought Damascus roses back from
the Holy Land. But he was more renowned, Roland recalled, as the
troubadour whose love had comforted Blanche for several years, after
the sudden death of her husband had left her a young widow.

And there is the old tigress herself. Roland noticed Blanche of Castile
on the other side of Queen Marguerite. Blanche wore her invariable
white mourning gown and, unlike the other ladies, no flowers. Hard to
picture that fat man and that dried-up old woman as lovers. But who
knows what | will look like when I'm old - if I live to be old.

Roland realized that now he himself had drawn attention from the
dais. Queen Marguerite was staring at him and whispering to Nicolette.
Nicolette was looking at him, but her face, as far as he could tell at this
distance, showed no particular emotion. Others noticed the direction of
the Queen'sgaze and turned, too. Roland heard Perrin, at his side, give a
little grunt of dismay.

The applause for Thibaud faded away. The rotund count, his present
moment of glory cut short by Roland's arrival, waddled off the floor.
Scowling, he took his seat at the trestle table at Marguerite's right. The
contestants were seated there in a row, looking, Roland thought, like a
parliament of peacocks,eachone in brighter plumage than the next. Be-
hind them, back from the table, their jongleurs were seatedholding lutes,
lyres, Irish harps, vielles, rebecks, gitterns, sackbuts, clarions. Pagescar-
rying heraldic banners stood behind the more high-born contestants.
One troubadour, Roland noticed with surprise, was wearing the spotless
white mantle of the Knights Templar.
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Roland was about to move to the contestants' table when Queen
Marguerite's stern voice rang out in the now silent hall.

"Come forward, Messire. Tell us who you are."

"God's bones!" Roland heard Perrin whisper to himself.

Roland wished he were back in Sicily. But he put on a brave face and
marched forward.

"Madame." He made a deep bow and walked the length of the marble-
tiled floor, his black cloak sweeping behind him.

As he walked Roland glanced left and right. This might be his only
chance to see these great ones of whom he had heard so much. That
blond man with the long face and those big eyes,in the plain robe sitting
amongst the courtiers, that must be King Louis. Yes,they say he doesn't
like to dress up. What should | do? Stop, bow to him? No, this is the
Queen'sday, and he looks asif he doesn't want to be noticed. King Louis
smiled faintly and nodded to Roland as he passed.

Nicolette was frozen-faced at the dais, her hands clenched asif her fin-
gers were in knots.

How | hope shelikes my song enough to forgive me any pain my late-
nesshas causedher. Thank Saint Michel, no one but she knows | sing for
her.

Roland stopped before the dais and dropped to one knee. From under
his brows he stole a glance at Nicolette. Her light blue outer tunic,
thrown back over her shoulders, was fastened at the neck by a gold pin
in the shape of a love knot. Beneath the tunic she wore a violet gown
with alow neckline. A necklacewith green jeweled pendants lay against
her creamy skin. Her wavy black hair was bound in a caul of gold thread
and crowned by a wreath of scilla.

It was hard to turn his mind to what he should be doing. The Queen
had asked him a question, and he must answer.

"Madame, | am Orlando of Perugia, knight and troubadour. | apolo-
gize for arriving late, and | pray you that, if | have offended you, you
will send me away at once. | had rather wander to the ends of the Earth
than cause you a moment's displeasure."

"Saucy fellow," said a voice from the dais, low but loud enough for
him to hear.

Roland's gaze shifted, and he saw Queen Blanche glowering down at
him. He had heard that it was she, personally, who had insisted on the
destruction of Mont Segur. If any person in this room was likely to be an
enemy to him, it was Blanche of Castile.
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"You are forgiven, Sire Orlando," Marguerite said. "It is a long journey
from Perugia to Paris."

“Indeed it is, Madame,"” Roland answered, smiling up at the Queen.
Her brown eyes were friendly. She somewhat resembled Nicolette,
though she was thinner and older. Two women of Languedoc, together
at the court of Paris. Easy to see why they were close.

"But | made the journey here from Italy two years ago," he went on. "It
Is Love that made me tardy today. | wanted above all elseto compose a
song especially for the lady | serve, on this occasion.| must confessmy
wits deserted me until this morning. | could not come here until my song
was ready."

He waited, holding his breath. For weeks he had sat, staring at his
parchment, picking at his lute, making one false start after another. The
phrases of melody that cameto him reminded him of Diane. The images
that arose were all of the One Light. But that was a concept of the Cath-
ars, and that meant not Nicolette but Diane. He needed a song that
would be altogether Nicolette's.

He knew how important it was to her that she be the first and only
love in his life. Again and again during their secretmeetings in the upper
room at the bookseller's she had questioned him. Was there anyone else?
Was he sure there was no one else?

Again and again she had come back to his presence at Mont Segur.
Why had he left Paris so suddenly, without telling her? Was a woman in-
volved? He hated himself for not being able to tell her the whole truth.

But he had renounced his love for Diane, sowas it not the simple truth
that Nicolette was the only woman in his life?

He knew, though, that the truth was not simple. And that knowledge
made writing this song devilish hard.

When he thought about Nicolette, nothing worthy of her cameto him.
It was, he understood, the very urgency of his need to write a song for
Nicolette that was blocking its creation. But knowing that did not help.
He sat sweating, pounding his table with his fist, edging closer to des-
pair asMay Day approached. Only this morning - when, after a sleepless
night, he realized he would have to write a song at once or not go at all -
did he give up and let the song write itself.

How much easierit would have beento dredge up some song he had
written long ago. But she had commanded a song especially for today,
and her commands were sacred, and his art was, too. Where either was
concerned he could not lie. So, half in anguish because,hinting, asit did
at Diane's faith, his was not fully, uniquely, a song for Nicolette, half in
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excitement because he was making something new and beautiful, he
copied the song out as he heard it in his mind. Even then it took him
most of the day. He prayed it would please her.

Having spoken of the lady he served, he thought it bestnot to look at
her.

“To be tardy for love's sake does you credit, Sire Orlando," said Mar-
guerite with a smile. "But you must pay some penalty for being late. You
shall sing last of all."

Now Roland looked at Nicolette and saw her eyeswiden almost im-
perceptibly. She realized at once, as he did, Marguerite's gift to him.
Singing last would give him an advantage. An unknown in this distin-
guished group, he now would be the singer freshestin everyone's mind
when the judging came.

Chills of excitement raced through Roland's body. He had a chance of
winning now, winning for Nicolette.

He bowed low and said, "As you command, Madame. It is kind of you
to let me compete at all.”

He went back to the contestants'table and took a chair at the far end,
next to a young knight with light blond hair.

"I had won last place by the luck of the draw, but you did me out of it,"
said the blond man good-humoredly.

"Forgive me, Monseigneur."

Behind the young knight stood a page holding a banner bearing six
horizontal bars of red on white, the arms of the Coucy family. This must
be Raoul de Coucy, a noted troubadour and a baron whose family held
almost as much land as the Gobignons.

De Coucy patted him on the arm. "The song that made you late had
better be worth all the fuss, that is all."

They settled back to listen to the others.

At first the time passedpleasantly for Roland. To divert the company
Marguerite had arranged for dancers, jugglers, and tumblers between
songs. Roland glanced at Nicolette from time to time. Whenever their
eyes met he felt a sweet, sad longing. He tried to remain relaxed, but
beyond the first two hours the wait began to be well-nigh unbearable.
Pages kept bringing pitchers of claret and trays of meat and cheese
pastries. He refused them all. A wine goblet had been placed between
Roland and Raoul de Coucy, but whenever the young nobleman offered
it to him he shook his head. His stomach was clenched tight as a fist. He
wondered if he had any chance. Probably not, though he had won first
prize at two contests in Naples, and in both he had been competing
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against the Emperor himself. But here he would be singing in the Langue
d'Oc, and these people were Northerners. He could only hope that
Nicolette, at least, would like the song.

He wanted to make a gift of it to her, to perform a deed that would be
for her alone. He wished he could honor her publicly, asthe troubadours
of Languedoc had paid open homage to their ladies in the great days of
courtly love.

He listened intently to the rondeaus, ballades, sirventes, and canzones
asthe hall grew dark and servants lit more candles along the walls and
tables. It was the skill of his rivals as makers of poetry and composers of
music that interested him more than the singing and playing. Often, in-
deed, the creator of the song was not the one who performed it. A
jongleur might sing his master's song, though when the master's voice
was good enough, the jongleur would provide only accompaniment.

Each troubadour or trouvere seemedto have his own band of partis-
ans,who applauded him clamorously, to Roland's amusement. The con-
testants sang in every language, mostly in Langue d'Oil, but also in
Langue d'Oc, Spanish, Italian, Latin, even German. Roland understood
all the songswell enough. A well-traveled troubadour had to be versed
in many languages.

It was in Latin that the most unusual man present that day sang. Ro-
land had noticed him earlier, a Knight Templar from Verona named
Guido Bruchesi. Like all Templars, and unlike all other knights, he wore
his black beard long, halfway down the white Templar mantle, which
was sewn front and back with red crosses.What was he doing here? Ro-
land had heard of priests and friars who also were troubadours, but a
warrior monk who also sang was unusual indeed.

Roland enjoyed Brother Guido's ballade. It was pious enough, a hymn
to the Virgin Mary, but it amused Roland to think he caught a number of
hidden allusions to Love. The Templar's voice was a magnificent tenor,
and he finished on a high note that brought many in the audience to
their feet, applauding.

A Hungarian refugee from the Tartars, Sire Cosmas, sang something
in his own language, which no one understood. Roland knew even Arab-
ic, having learned it from the Sicilian Moors at the Emperor's court, but
he had never before heard Hungarian. Still, Cosmas was politely ap-
plauded. Then Raoul de Coucy sang a simple, beautiful canzone.Roland
was still applauding when de Coucy sat down again.

"l shall tell you a secret,"said de Coucy with agrin. "I am not a proper
trouvere. That was for my wife."
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Now it was Roland's turn. He felt his heart beating so hard he thought
people could surely seehis chestthrobbing. He pushed back his cloak to
display the embroidered silver griffin, the insignia granted his family by
the Emperor. No one here, he was sure, would recognize the griffin or,
for that matter, have heard of the de Vencys. On a silver chain around
his neck he wore another memento from Frederic, an ancient bronze
medallion of Apollo playing alyre. He hoped he made a decent appear-
ance. This morning he had rubbed away at his heavy beard with a
pumice stone till his cheeks felt silky to his fingertips.

He walked slowly to the center of the room with Perrin, a step behind
him, carrying a lute painted in a pattern of red, yellow, and green
diamonds.

Roland stood perfectly still, allowing a silence to build. Perrin tuned
the lute, string by string. Everyone in the room stopped eating, drinking,
and conversing, and leaned forward attentively.

Marguerite is on our side, | can feel it, Roland thought. But the rest of
them? This was a demanding, knowing audience, schooled in music
from childhood, skilled in judging. Many of thesemen and women could
have performed as well as the contestants.

Perrin struck a chord.

Roland breathed deeply and expanded his chest.

He allowed himself a brief glance at Nicolette.

She looked back, and then closed her eyes.

He began.

"What makes the sun shine less than bright? Why seemsthe moon's
glow lessthan pure? Madame, look in my heart this night; For all life's
ills here find the cure: One light outshines all lights above, The light
within, the light of Love."

The melody he had chosen was slow, almost languid. While he had
been working on it, he had been thinking of a boat drifting down a
moonlit river. It was a gentle yet radiant tune, he thought, suggesting the
afterglow of love.

He heard his baritone voice fill the hall, resonating against the stone
walls and roof timbers. His native tongue rang out asa challenge to these
northerners who had sent the Albigensian Crusade and destroyed his
country.

But in his words and tones, highlighted by the rippling notes of the
lute, he tried to convey the secretecstasyof I'amour courtois. Nicolette,
he hoped, would hear echoesof the words he had spokenin her ear. This
song is for you, Nicolette.
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"l lie sleeplessall through the night. | walk by day but still am dream-
ing. She who appears in my mind's sight Is truth; this world is but a
seeming. One light outshines all lights above, The light within, the light
of Love."

Roland had finished his song, and for a moment he heard not a sound
anywhere in the hall. Then athunder of applause beat at his ears,and he
felt his facegrow hot. Someof the applause, he knew, was for all the con-
testants, some for the contestitself, but he could feel that much of it was
for him. He bowed and walked back to his seat. About half his fellows at
the trestle table were applauding vigorously. The others applauded, too,
but with little enthusiasm. Keeping his eyesdown, Roland dropped into
the chair Perrin held for him.

De Coucy squeezedhis arm. "l doubt | have heard better singing in my
life. You were the best, my good fellow. The best all day. No question
about it."

The words were very pleasantto hear, but what Roland felt most of all
was relief. He sat limp in his chair and thanked Saint Michel that for
good or ill he had done what he had to do, he had not dishonored his
lady, and it was over.

"And now, gracious Ladies and Seigneurs," said Queen Marguerite,
standing up, "we invite you to feast, while we struggle with the im-
possible task of deciding which of these splendid artists has earned the
prize." Sheheld it up, a dark blue silk scarf of Palermo, patterned with
gold crescents.Roland joined in the applause. The King rose and bowed
from his great height, and all the men followed his example. Marguerite
then led half a dozen ladies from her high table.

Now Roland could drink. He held out the empty goblet that stood
between him and de Coucy to a servant, who filled it with bright red
wine. He drained the goblet at a gulp, had it refilled, and turned to
Perrin.

"What did you think?"

Perrin grinned. "Not bad, master. Not bad."

“The Devil roast you."

Perrin laughed.

After what seemedlike hours, a blast of trumpets stilled the audience.
The ladies filed in from the side and again took their places. The hall
stood silent.

Roland's heart was pumping frenziedly.
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| must not let it matter, he told himself. The main thing is that before
all this hall | proclaimed my love for my lady, and that she knows it is
she.

As Marguerite was about to announce the winner, Roland noticed that
Blanche was not beside the young Queen but was standing off to one
side of the head table. As if to show that she does not support their de-
cision, Roland thought.

Fear chilled his spine, not so much for himself asfor Nicolette. Know-
ing how dangerous Blanche could be, he almost hoped for a moment
that it was not he who had won, that her displeasure was directed
elsewhere.

His eyes then met Nicolette's, and he actually felt faint.

Marguerite spoke. "It is the judgment of the ladies of the royal court of
Francethat the highest prize has beenwon fairly and fully by the knight
of Perugia, Sire Orlando."

Roland felt asif his heart had stopped altogether. His face went hot as
a blacksmith's furnace.

Cheersand applause rang all around him, but the sound was faint, as
if he had gotten water in his ears. He felt hands pushing at him. They
wanted him to get to his feet.

"Look alive, master!" Perrin was saying. "Get up and claim your prize."

"Good fellow!" de Coucy was shouting, clapping him on the back. "I
knew it would be you."

In a daze, Roland forced his limbs to carry him out into the center of
the room. Perrin, hurrying after, shoved the neck of the lute into
Roland's hand. Roland made his way to the dais one deliberate step at a
time, feeling the continued cheering asif it were atide through which he
had to push his way.

He saw Nicolette sitting beside Marguerite, motionless, her eyes
bright.

If only I could take you in my arms, he thought.

He knelt and laid the brightly painted lute on the floor before the
Queen.

"Sire Orlando," said Marguerite, "I hope you will continue to sing - and
your jongleur to play - aswell asyou did tonight, bringing honor to this
prize and to the ladies who award it to you." Sheunfolded the square of
blue and gold silk so that everyone could seeit, and then releasedit to
float down into Roland's outstretched hands.

"May you never regret bestowing this prize upon me, Madame," said
Roland, raising his head.
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Again he looked at Nicolette, and had to fight an urge to show every-
one here what she meant to him.

As Roland stood up, a crowd of ladies and troubadours pressed
around him, introducing themselves and congratulating him. His hands
cold, holding the silk asif it were fragile asa cobweb, he looked past the
people near him, trying to see Nicolette.

The Templar clapped him on the shoulder. "Magnificent, Sire Orlando.
You sing in the Langue d'Oc quite without accent,” he said in Italian.
"When | speak it or sing in it, anyone can tell | am Italian. "

Roland, feeling exposed, stiffened. He had to make an effort not to
clench his hands on the scarf. He felt immediate distrust for Bruchesi.
The eight-pointed cross on the monk's white mantle was a blatant re-
minder that the Templars were crusaders.

Still, their order had held aloof from the rape of Languedoc.

“The Langue d'Oc," said Roland carefully in the southern speech,"has
been the tongue of all the great troubadours, and so | prefer it."

And then Nicolette was standing beside him.

This triumph is yours as much as mine, Roland wanted to tell her.

Nicolette moved toward him, almost protectively, asif she,too, feared
there might be enemies in this crowd.

Barely whispering, his lips formed the words, "Mi dons."

The circle gave way to admit Queen Marguerite, who cameto him and
said, "About the Langue d'Oc | quite agree, Sire Orlando. I, too, will al-
ways love the speechof my Provencal childhood. Though now that the
north has triumphed, | fear we will always have to say oil instead of oc
when we mean yes."

Roland then bowed to Queen Marguerite. "A lady's 'yes' has a sweet
sound in any language, Madame."

"Spoken like a troubadour, Messire." Marguerite laughed. "Yet | fear
the torch of poetry has passed,perhaps" - shenodded graciously to him -
“to Italy, and from Languedoc we shall never again hear the like of Ar-
naut Daniel or Bernart de Ventadour."

"Yes, but surely," said a new voice, "the beauty of alanguage is created
by the poetry written in that language. If beautiful songsare sung in the
Langue d'Qil, it will become great."

Everyone turned. The King stood before Roland in his plain dark robe,
the red cross of a crusader sewn on one shoulder. Louis towered over
everyone.

Roland dropped to one knee.
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"Please stand up, Messire," said the King, patting Roland on the
shoulder. "I merely wish to thank you for that exquisite song. And to
congratulate you on winning this lovely prize."

Roland rose and studied Louis's face. How innocent he appeared.
Thirty-one, but he could as easily be twenty-one. The cross on his
shoulder, Nicolette had told him, came from some mad notion the King
had of delivering Jerusalem from the Turks.

A thought struck Roland. If | were at home, | would not hesitate to
honor mi dons publicly. Why not here? Certainly the Queen would un-
derstand, perhaps the King, too.

What holds me back, then? Amalric de Gobignon? A hot anger rosein
his chest.Shall I let him stop me from paying mi dons the tribute shede-
serves?After all, it will seemto be nothing more than the customary trib-
ute a troubadour pays to the distant lady who inspires him. And | know
Nicolette hasthe wit - and the courage - to respond as she must before
King and Queen and court. Only we two will know the true meaning of
the gesture. Let me do it, then.

Roland turned to Louis. "Permit me to put a question to you, sire. Who
deservesthis prize more, the one who made the song, or the one who in-
spired it?"

Louis smiled, his large blue eyesfocused searchingly on Roland. "An
interesting question, Sire Orlando. Well, in my opinion many have the
skill to write songs, but only a few are inspired to make the best use of
that skill."

"l agree, sire. Therefore | shall present my prize to the lady to whom |
dedicate my art. "And with a smile he turned toward Nicolette.

Suddenly, for him, the King, Queen, Blanche of Castile, the seigneurs
and ladies, even the great stone hall, all seemedto vanish, and there was
no one and nothing but the dark young woman in violet. He knelt before
her, holding up the blue and gold silk.

Her fingertips touched his as she took the scarf from him and touched
her lips briefly to it in a ceremonial kiss.

Keeping his eyes on her, Roland heard disapproving whispers from
the sides of the hall. But there was also friendly laughter and a spattering
of applause.

One man's voice said clearly, "Charming!" It might have beenRaoul de
Coucy or Guido Bruchesi; he could not be sure.

But those whispered remarks undermined his confidence. Had he ac-
ted too rashly and endangered Nicolette?

There was no turning back now. He must carry it off.
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"Madame,"” he said with a smile and a bow, "I hope you will forgive
the ignorance of an Italian trovatore. Perhaps,as Madame the Queen has
suggested, the torch of poetry has passedto Italy, and what is still a re-
spected custom among us is no longer done here at Paris. If | have been
too bold, if I have offended, | beg you to forgive me."

“Not at all, Sire Orlando," Nicolette replied airily, and loud enough for
the whisperers to hear. "Whatever is done or not done here at Paris, | am
a lady of Languedoc, and it pleases me to accept this tribute from a
troubadour."

Nicolette turned inquiringly to Marguerite, asif to confirm that she
had spoken aright, and the Queen smiled and nodded approval.

Roland sensed, rather than saw, a stirring at the edge of the circle
around them. A flash of white, and suddenly Blanche of Castile was in
their midst.

An avenging angel, she turned first upon Nicolette.

“This is scandalous. You must return the scarf to this presumptuous
knight at once."

“To give back this scarf," Nicolette answered in a voice so low Roland
could barely hear it, "would itself be a discourteous act, Madame."

"He has compromised you. The honor of your good husband is in
danger."

And her good husband will be sure to hear about it, Roland thought.
He began again to regret his audacity. It would be best for Nicolette, he
thought, if she yielded to Queen Blanche and rejected my gift. He saw
Nicolette turn to Marguerite with a look of appeal.

The young queen herself was trembling with controlled anger. She
took the King's arm and held it tightly.

"Who is a better judge of honor than the King?" she said. "Tell us, sire,
Is the Count de Gobignon's honor threatened? Should the Countess re-
turn the scarf?"

"“Take a moment to think, dear Mother." The King spoke softly but
firmly to Blanche. "For a troubadour to choosea lady and dedicate his
achievements to her is an old and pretty custom. To quarrel over this
would indeed cause scandal. The gesture seems to me without harm."

Silently but fervently Roland blessed King Louis for his good will.

"You cannot imagine how these supposedly harmless gestures can
spread rot," snapped Blanche. "When | ruled this court | protected you
from such corrupting influences." She looked pointedly at Marguerite.
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"But, Mother," Louis protested, "it is not so many years since our good
friend the Count of Champagne, who sang so well here today, wrote
songs in your honor. And no one thinks the less of you for that."

Oh, do they not? Roland thought with amusement. Then he hasn't
heard the rumors | have.

A lesserwoman might have retired in confusion, but Blanche, though
she reddened, stood her ground. "That was altogether different!"

"I am sorry, Mother," said the King earnestly. "Lovely ladies inspire
poets like this knight. Much good comes of such chivalry."

“Louis, you are -" Roland guessedthat Blanche wanted to say "a fool."
But even Blanche, with all her years of power, could not speak so to the
King. She clenched her fists, and Roland could see her checking herself.

"- too trusting,” she continued. "This is great shame, my son. You
should not permit it." Tight-lipped, the White Queen turned and cut
through the group around Roland. Courtiers shoved one another to
make a path for her.

And now, thought Roland, a messenger will be on his way to de
Gobignon.

He turned to Nicolette and saw her standing composed, drawing the
scarf through her fingers. If Blanche had upset her, she had recovered
quickly enough. Still, he must try to protect her if he could.

He dropped to one knee and threw out his arms in atroubadour's styl-
ized gesture. "Madame, | am overwhelmed by your kindness in accept-
ing my unworthy gift. But | would not causea quarrel between you and
good Queen Blanche. Do not hesitate to spurn my offering if it causes
you the slightest embarrassment.”

Nicolette gave him alook that had just the right degree of disdain in it.
"Have you not heard both the King and Queen approve the giving of the
scarf, Messire Troubadour? Do not be tedious."

Delighted with her performance, Roland bowed his head. She has
enough presence for an empress and enough courage for an army, he
thought. What a splendid woman this is!
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Chapter

AMALRIC CAUGHT HIS BREATH AS HE SAW A WOMAN HURRY
IN THROUGH THE open doorway. She was hooded and cloaked in
dark green, but he knew her at once.

He stepped out of the shadows at the palace entry hall and faced her,
fixing his eyes on hers as she gasped and turned pale.

"Monseigneur! | thought you were in Languedoc. How is it you are
here?"

Her maid, Agnes, appeared then, following her, and behind the
frightened-looking Agnes he saw a page carrying a small book.

It was a year since he had seen Nicolette, and he felt himself stunned
by her dark, flashing eyes, her teeth so white against her olive skin when
she smiled, as she did now in hesitant greeting. She was still the best-
looking woman in the kingdom. He wanted to take her in his arms, but,
remembering why he had come, he checked himself.

He found it hard to speak. His longing for her love fought against the
suspicion that had driven him from Beziersto Paris in five days, a jour-
ney that had worn out three horses ? and himself.

"Your duties here at the palace must be none too burdensome,” he
said, "if they give you time to wander about in the streets."”

Accusations already, he reproached himself despite his righteous
anger.

He had known when she married him that she cared nothing for him,
perhaps even hated him. But how he had hoped that would change! His
love for her, meeting with her coldness, made him feel as if he were
bleeding slowly, steadily, somewhere inside his chest.

E A wound he had sustained on a June afternoon thirteen years ago
in a miserable Languedoc village. He had been standing at the top of the
church stepswhen ayoung woman in somber garb had ridden up to him
on a tall bay horse.

She had looked him full in the face, and he had drawn in a sharp
breath. By God, she was beautifull An oval face framed by a white
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wimple, a short nose, a generous mouth. And an olive complexion with
its promise of Mediterranean passion. He saw now that she was young,
too, perhaps thirteen. Young enough to be still virginal.

"Your name, Messire?" The authority in her voice bespoke gentle birth.
But what was a girl of good family doing out riding at dusk?

He hurried down the steps and bowed. "Count Amalric de Gobignon,
at your service, Madame." He held out his hand to help her down from
her horse. He addressed her in her own tongue, the Langue d'Oc, which
he'd learned to speak passably in five years of occupying this heresy-
plagued country.

Sheignored his proffered hand and swung down with the agility of a
boy. Amalric noticed her legs, slender but well-curved, in hose and boots
under her black velvet skirt. Why is she wearing black? he wondered.
For whom does she mourn? He also saw a small dagger in a jeweled
scabbard, gold flashing in its hilt and guard, swinging at her slender
waist.

She faced Amalric, her dark brown eyes bright with anger. "You are
holding one of my servants captive," she said. "I have come for him."

He was taken aback, almost amused by the peremptory tone of this
child-woman.

"One of your servants?But, Madame, you have not vouch-safed to tell
me your name." He spoke with an elaborate courtesy.

"I am Nicolette de Lumel," she said. "Daughter of Guilhem de Lumel,
seigneur and protector of this village."

"l see,"said Amalric. This could, he thought, be serious, depending on
who this Guilhem de Lumel was, and what his connections were. The
name sounded familiar to him. He tried to remember where he had
heard it before.

Some of the knights and men who rode with him were gathering
around them. He wanted this girl to himself.

"Will Madame walk with me?"He held out his arm, but she made no
move to take it.

"Are you holding a young man named Daude Perella?If you are, you
must release him at once."

"l must?" said Amalric, controlling his amusement. "Will you not walk
with me, so that we can discuss this as one high-ranking personage to
another?" The listening men laughed.

Her eyes blazed. "Do not mock me, damn you.

Amalric stared into that small, angry face and knew he should be of-
fended at being spoken to so, especially in front of his men. A man who
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said "Damn you!" to him would already be dead. Instead he found him-
self thinking, By Saint Dominic, how brave this little creature is! Barely
out of childhood, and sherides alone into a village occupied by knights
and men-at-arms to rescue some servant. And swears at me when | will
not do her bidding. | must talk alone with her.

"Forgive me, Madame," he said easily, and heard one of his men give a
little grunt of surprise. "Just come with me, tell me in private why this
man of yours deserves to be released, and | will listen with all respect."

The dark, burning eyes searched his face for a moment. He tried his
best to look courteous and well-disposed.

She nodded.

He led her away from the houses of the village, clustered like gray
heaps of stone on either side of the winding road. There was a vineyard
near at hand, and they walked side by side along a path through the low
shrubs with their new green leaves.Purposely he kept their backsturned
to the stone communal barn where he and his troop were holding twenty
local young men to be hanged at sunset.

He did not want to talk to her about the condemned ones. He wanted
to ask her where shelived and whether she was married and if he might
call upon her.

What is happening to me? he asked himself. | should not involve my-
self with Languedoc women. Especially ones who say "Damn you!" to
me.

“Tell me, Madame de Lumel, who is this Perella, and what is he to
you? May | call you Nicolette."

"Perhaps, Count, we should begin by your telling me what harm he
has done that you should hold him prisoner."

He hesitated. Shewas a Languedoc girl. Shewould never understand.
How to explain?

"Look here, Nicolette." | am the Count de Gobignon, he thought, and |
will call her by her first name whether she permits me or not.

"Look here," he went on. "A week ago three important men were killed
less than a league beyond this village. One of them was a priest, a
Dominican friar."

"An inquisitor," she interrupted.

"Yes, an inquisitor, doing God's work. The others were his escort, a
knight and a sergeant. They were ambushed on the road, shot full of ar-
rows. A foul, cowardly deed."

"Yes," she said impatiently. "I know about that. But Daude was at
Chateau Lumel when that happened. He is the son of our head groom.
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His sister, Agnes, is my personal maid. | can vouch for him and socana
dozen others."

“That is beside the point," said Amalric. He was thinking, one hanged
man more or less would make little difference to his purpose.

Shebroke into his thoughts. "Is Daude to die even though he is inno-
cent? | am told you are holding twenty young men prisoner. Do you
mean to hang them all, in vengeancefor the killing of your countrymen?"
Her face was pale.

“Those murdered were your countrymen, too, Nicolette," he reproved
her. "There is a treaty between your Count of Toulouse and the King of
France. The war between north and south is over."

“Not for everyone," she said bitterly.

Then he remembered who Guilhem de Lumel was. A band of knights
had raised a rebellion at Montauban, one of those savagelittle uprisings
that were ever and again wrecking the uneasy peacein Languedoc. The
town had been retaken by the army of the Constable of France only a
month ago. Guilhem de Lumel ? Amalric now recalled having seen his
name in a dispatch - had been among those killed. Sothe protector and
seigneur of this village was now dead, and had died an outlaw.

"Now | remember your father's rebellion." He looked at her in wonder.
"How brazen of you to come to me, to make demands on me, when your
father only a month ago died in arms against our King."

Her shoulders slumped a little.

| have her now, he thought. She needs more help than having one of
her people saved from hanging. Her father's estate is surely forfeit.

She looked up at him, and the desperation in her brown eyes
wrenched at his heart. "l had to come, even if my father was Guilhem de
Lumel. | could not stay home knowing Daude Perella was in deadly
peril."

“Is there no one elsein your family who could have come here?" he
asked gently.

Sheshook her head. "My mother has beenbedridden since my father's
death. There are only my younger sisters and me."

Amalric spoke quickly. "Nicolette, if | let this servant of yours go, will
you permit me to call upon you?"

She stared at him, the brown eyes wide.

"You would use a young man's life to force me to submit to you?"

"Submit? No, | mean no shameto you, Nicolette. | am a man of honor,
a knight, a count. Perhaps | could help you. You know the danger in
which your family stands."
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"But, call upon me? Why?"

He moved his hands helplessly, wanting to reach out and seize her
small shoulders, not daring to touch her. He was twenty-one, time for
him to be married. But surely to court this daughter of arebel would bea
mistake. Still, he could not acceptthe idea of never seeing her again. He
groped in his mind for words.

"l want to know you better. To be your friend."”

Shestood staring at him. Sheseemedto be struggling to come to some
decision.

“Let all of them go," she said. "Releaseall of the young men you are
planning to hang, and you may come to Chateau Lumel, and | will re-
ceive you. And may God protect me."

"ButE " How could he explain it to his men? How could he explain it
to his commander, Eudes d'Arcis, Constable of France?"You do not real-
ize how much you are asking."

"You do not know how much you are asking," she said fiercely. "Your
people killed my father a month ago. You are invaders. | cannot help but
hate you. | cannot betray so much for one life alone. Even Daude, whom
| have come to save, would despise me. No, Messire. It must be all
twenty lives."

He shook his head. "But how can we put a stop to these crimes if we
do not hang hostages?"

"“You will never end the killing that way. You will just make our
people hate you more, and more of your people will be killed."

She was beautiful and full of fire. She was quick-witted and brave.
What would she be like in bed? he wondered with a hot stirring in his
loins. Shewas so passionate and alive that she made the women of his
own country seem pale and dull by comparison.

"You cannot imagine the trouble this will cause me," he said. "But |
will do it. For you. You may take your servant back to your chateauwith
you. | will let the other young men go back to their homes. And we will
just go on hunting the killers. But in a week's time you must be prepared
to entertain me at your home."

For the first time since he met her, she smiled.

"Your clemency makes me very happy. | will receive you, Count
Amalric. Though | must warn you, | do not think | can easily help hating
you."

And | do not think | can easily help loving you, he had said in his
heart as she turned away.
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But now, becauseof the strength of that love and the pain it caused
him, it was easierfor him to travel about and not seeher for months at a
time.

"I went to the bookstalls near Notre-Dame to buy this for Isabelle,"
Nicolette was saying, taking the book from the page as he stood by and
proffering it to Amalric. She dismissed the page with a wave of her
hand.

Amalric made no move to take it.

"It is Reynard the Fox, a most amusing tale. Do you approve?"

He felt tormented. Was shetelling the truth, or was buying the book a
pretext for meeting the troubadour?

When he remained silent she gave a tiny shrug and turned to Agnes.
The maid took the book and helped Nicolette off with her cloak.

An equerry in ablue tunic embroidered with gold fleurs-de-lis cameto
them and bowed. "Monseigneur, Madame the Queen has setrooms aside
for your use where you can rest. Will it please you to follow me?"

Amalric walked beside Nicolette up the stone steps.

"How is it that Queen Marguerite knew you were coming and | did
not?" Nicolette asked.

“The equerry was speaking of Queen Blanche."

"Oh," said Nicolette, as if that explained everything.

He took her arm, tentatively at first, then firmly.

She offered no resistance.

She never resists me, he thought angrily. But neither does she ever
truly yield.

"Monseigneur, you have come here in great haste," Nicolette said, too
low for the equerry to hear. Her brown eyes stared directly into
Amalric's asthey mounted the steps."Have you heard ill talesabout me?
The old queen, | fear, may be trying to turn you against me."

If only he could safely trust those innocent eyes.

The equerry opened a heavy oak door and bowed them into a spacious
chamber dominated by a huge, canopied bed. Three of the walls were
covered with embroidered silk hangings. Four large windows, their
glazed casementsflung open to the spring air, lined the other wall. Glan-
cing through the nearestwindow, Amalric saw the pale early leavesof a
plane tree that grew in the palace garden below.

"The Queen asksthat you and the Countessdine with the royal family
tonight, Monseigneur," the equerry said.

Blanche had said something about dinner to Amalric just after he ar-
rived, and added that she hoped he might talk the King out of crusading
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in the Holy Land. Could that be the real reason she wants me here? he
asked himself.

He had areasonall his own for wanting to speakto Louis. After Mont
Segur he and Hugues had spent much time discussing how next to ad-
vance the house of Gobignon. Their next step depended on the King's
favor.

"We shall be honored to sit at table with the King," Amalric answered,
and the equerry left, closing the door behind him.

"Now then, Amalric,” said Nicolette, turning to face him, "what is it
that brings you here?"

"As you seemto have guessed, Queen Blanche wrote me that | had
best come and seeto my wife. Shesaid that you allowed an Orlando of
Perugia to present you with the prize he won in the Queen's song con-
test, that you let him pay public court to you. Is this true?"

Shewas so much shorter than he, and yet she managed to look up at
him so haughtily. The sameway she had looked at him the first day they
met.

"Monseigneur, it haslong beenthe custom among civilized people for
a lady to accept the homage of a troubadour. It does not mean | have
made love with him."

"Be still'" Amalric snapped, shocked and also furious that she would
suggest he was uncivilized. "That is a shameful way to talk."

“Is that not what you are thinking? And how else can | defend
myself?"

He dared not believe the worst of her. Or he would have no choice but
to kill her. "I do not doubt your virtue, Nicolette."

“Then why this anger?" she asked coolly.

He stared at her dark red lips. How he wanted to kiss them.

"It offends me that you should show even the slightest favor to that
Italian dog."

“Is he your enemy, Monseigneur?"

Again, Nicolette's wide brown eyesas he stared into them seemedin-
nocent. And how lovely she looked. He felt a fluttering in his stomach
and a quickening in his heartbeat. To the Devil with this quarreling! Still,
he must tell her what had really happened at Mont Segur.

“That man is too far beneath me to be my enemy. And yet he dared in-
sult me in front of my own men. He impugned my courage. So we
fought, and he used low brigand's tricks to overcome me. He humiliated
me, very nearly killed me. And this is the man you have shown favor to."
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"I had heard that he fought with you," she said gravely. "But you have
bested so many men in combat. Is each one, then, your lifelong enemy?"

"Many are dead," he said with satisfaction. "Of those | have spared,
yes, most would like to seeme dead. Even so, this is different. He fought
dishonorably. Thus he owes me a debt of honor, which he must pay by
dying at my hand. You are to have no more contact with him. You are to
return forthwith any gifts he has given you, as a sign of your scorn of
him."

"And if | refuse?"

That made him angry. She had grown unruly in the time they had
been apart.

He advanced on her, his hand upraised.

She stared up at him, unflinching.

He swung and slapped her.

"You will show respect for me, and you will guard my honor."

Nicolette glared at him. The red mark where he struck her was bright
on her creamy cheek.

"Do not ever hit me again."

He pressed her back toward the bed. "I am your husband. It is my
right.”

Her look was venomous. "Yes, it is your right. But never exercise it
again."

"Are you threatening me?"

"I have made no threat. | demand only that you treat me with respect,
nothing more."

“Nothing more, eh?"

He found himself once again thrilled by her courage, the hardihood of
a small young woman defying the most formidable knight in all of
France.He knew only one way to expresswhat he felt for her. He put his
hands lightly on her shoulders and pressed her gently toward the bed.

“I will not hit you again. There is another right | would assert,
Nicolette."

"Of course, Monseigneur."

There was no interest in her voice, much lesslove. Only acquiescence.
Even after all this time apart. But his eagerness for her overrode that.

Shelay back on the big, soft bed, her eyesfixed on a spot somewhere
above him.

Trying not to feel injured by her indifference, he stared at her breasts
rising and falling under the silk of her gown. Her body could almost
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have been a boy's, were it not for those breasts, whose fullness he loved
to hold.

He lay down beside her, unbuckling his belt and dropping it to the
floor. The three-sided dagger that had stabbed the troubadour clattered
on the oak boards. He moved closer, pressing his palm against one of her
breasts. Touching her so after so long a time made his groin ache.

He hastily bared his loins and drew up her gown. But then he paused
and tenderly stroked her cheek.

If only shewould smile at him. But shewas still looking past him, into
the darkness above them.

Kissing her was like biting into a fruit that was beautiful but had no
taste. Her mouth yielded but did not answer.

Her eyeswere closed now, and she was breathing deeply, asif asleep.
Her arms and legs were relaxed, unresisting.

He moved to mount her. Shewas closed and dry. Breathing harshly,
he pressedinto her again and again, forcing entry little by little. He saw
her grimace with pain, and he quickly shut his eyes.

By the time he was fully within her, his striving had brought him al-
most to his peak. Oh, why couldn't their first embracein so long last a
little longer? The spasms of releasewere as much pain as pleasure, for-
cing a loud agonized cry from him. He let his body go limp.

He lay upon her amoment longer, breathing heavily. The room was so
dark that he had to strain to seeher face. Her eyeswere still closed, and
there was no longer any sign that he had hurt her. Shelooked serene,as
if unaware of what had just happened.

He withdrew from her and turned on his side, his back to her, feeling
sad and angry. Why must she lie there like a dead woman? He had lain
with peasant girls and wives and daughters of the nobility. He could
bring most women to heights of pleasure, make some so happy they
ended by weeping hysterically. Why, then, could he give no delight to
this one, who meant more to him than all the rest?

He wished he could talk to her about it, but with what words? The
way he talked to his comrades in arms, to peasantwenches, that sort of
crude speechwould hardly do. The only way he knew was the way he
had just tried, with his body. And she did not hear him.

If | were atroubadour, he told himself, with sweet songsand eloquent
speeches,| could make her understand and win her heart. God, how |
hate all those glib fops who have words for every occasion - lying words.
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He lay on his back staring into the darkness and pictured the song
contest, mincing, lisping troubadours beguiling the ladies. His fists
clenched and unclenched.

That sneaking Orlando, trying to steal my honor through my wife!

| should have killed him after Mont Segur, or sent men after him ashe
rode north. | could still have my people do it right now here in Paris.

But she would know it was me.

By Saint Dominic, | want her to know!

No, shewould despise me if | did it that way. | shall have to kill him
publicly, in full view of everyone who did him honor, the Queen, the
King, Nicolette, the entire court. It will have to beE a tournament!

But | cannot challenge him openly, he is too far beneath my station. |
must make him come against me. Yes, | will provoke him. Insult him,
hurt him so terribly he will burn for revenge. Then | will give him his
chance. But make sure he has no chance whatever.

There are many ways to kill a man in a tournament, and | know them
all.

“Nicolette."

"Yes, Monseigneur." Her voice was faint, distant.

"Stay far away from that man, Nicolette. He has vexed me for the last
time. Before this year is out, | shall send him to join his heretic friends in
Hell."

He felt a faint movement in the bed, asif her body had stiffened. But
she said nothing.

At dinner with Louis and other members of the royal family, Amalric,
who had brought no clothing with him on his hasty journey, felt pleased
with himself in a fine red damask mantle which Nicolette had borrowed
for him from the King's eldest brother, Count Robert d'Artois. Louis, as
usual, was dressed in an unornamented robe, with the crusader's cross
on his shoulder. Why could not the King dress in keeping with his
station?

Amalric was seatedon Louis's right at the linen-covered high table in
the solar on the second story of the palace. Marguerite was at her
husband's left, and Nicolette on Amalric's right. Farther along the table
were Queen Blanche, the King's brother, Robert d'Artois, and Robert's
countess.

The chair Amalric sat in was high-backed and comfortable. At most
tables in France, even those of great barons, diners sat on benches, but
the King's wealth allowed him to provide a chair for eachguest. Between
each pair of guests was a handsome silver wine cup damascened with
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gold. A hum of conversation came from the guests at the lesser tables
along the wall - the usual rabble of priests, friars, and poor knights Louis
seemedto prefer for company. Smells of roasting meat, drifting up from
the kitchen on the floor below, made water flow in Amalric's mouth. He
had eaten little on his journey.

Louis turned his great round eyeson Amalric and bent his long face
toward him, raising the wine cup he and Marguerite were drinking
from. "Dear cousin, you have exiled yourself from us too long. | shall
want to hear about Beziers and the Minervois country you have been
governing for us. But right now | want to talk to you about something
very close to my heart."

"Sire, whatever is important to you is equally important to me," said
Amalric with a sinking feeling.

He turned away to wash his hands in a silver basin held for him by an
equerry. He was sure Louis was going to start in on his pious nonsense.

"l speak of the enterprise of Jerusalem,"said Louis, eyesaglow. "l beg
you to join our crusade, cousin.™

Amalric now felt rage rising in his throat. | am to abandon everything
| have fought and bled for to follow you on a mad questto Outremer, be-
cause you would rather be a saint than a proper king? He tore off a
chunk of the King's expensive white bread and stuffed it into his mouth
to hide whatever feelings showed in his face.

"Louis, Louis, spare us this endlesstalk of Jerusalem,"Queen Blanche
cut in.

Now, there is a great woman. If only she were still ruling the kingdom.

"Please, dear Mother,"” said Louis quietly. "Cousin Amalric has not
heard this."

"I have great responsibilities, sire," said Amalric quietly. "My con-
science tells me | must remain at home."

“Indeed, you have great responsibilities," said Louis with his damnable
gentle smile. "Are you not one of our greatest seigneurs, a Peer of the
Realm? You would bring with you hundreds of knights, contribute im-
measurably to our supplying. Whereas,if you remain behind, good cous-
in, our pilgrimage will be a horse with three legs."

The King's servants put platters of lobsters and new beans boiled in
milk on the serving window of the solar, and equerries carried them to
the tables and began to break the lobsters up for the diners. The guests
fell silent as they began to eat. The royal cook, Isambert, was generally
acknowledged the best in France.
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Amalric felt Blanche, Marguerite, Nicolette, and the others at the high
table waiting for him to speak. How could he convince Louis that the
war against heresy in Europe was more important than his so-called pil-
grimage to Outremer?

He reviewed the plan he and Hugues had worked out. If he could turn
Louis to a war against the Emperor Frederic, the Pope'senemy, the need
for unity within France would mean a wide campaign against heretics.
And he, asthe leader who had destroyed Mont Segur, could ask for the
power to seek out and destroy heresy everywhere in the kingdom.
Working with the Inquisition, he would be the most powerful seigneur
in France.

"Amalric,"” said Blanche, "tell my son why this crusade of his is a
mistake."

Amalric turned to Louis. "Have | leave to speak freely, sire?"

"Always," said Louis.

"Sire, there is another holy city much closerto us that alsois in the grip
of infidels - Rome. Is it not a scandal to us that Emperor Frederic has
driven our Pope out of Rome and forced him into exile at Lyons?"

Louis nodded soberly. "It is a scandal. But equally great a scandal is
that the Pope is not satisfied with being Holy Father. He wants to be
King of Italy aswell. That is what he and the Emperor are fighting about.
| say let popes be popes and kings kings."

"But, sire," said Amalric, "His Holiness has preached a crusade against
Emperor Frederic. It is our duty to answer the call.”

A war in Outremer would bring the Gobignons nothing. Just a huge
waste of treasure and perhaps even death. But if Louis made war on Fre-
deric, Amalric could take enough land in Germany to be almost a mon-
arch in his own right.

"Frederic has not attacked me," said Louis shortly.

"Neither have the Turks attacked you," said Blanche.

"Mother," Louis sighed, "Jerusalem was a Christian kingdom for a
hundred years and more, ever since the first crusaders captured it. It has
been our holy city since the time of the Seigneur Jesus."He bowed his
head reverently. "When Baibars the Panther took Jerusalemlast year, he
was attacking all Christendom."

"When the Emperor attacks the Holy Father, he makes war on all
Christendom,"” said Amalric.

"The Pope may call his war with Frederic a crusade if he chooses,"said
Louis, "but really it is only a clash between two Christian monarchs."

“The Emperor is not a Christian," said Blanche.
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"Absolutely true," said Amalric, grateful to his aunt. "Sire, surely you
have heard about the testimony at the Pope'scouncil at Lyons. They are
calling him the Antichrist, and | believe they are right. Frederic may pre-
tend to be a Catholic, but he consorts with heretics and Muslims. He has
a whole army of Saracens.He even made a treaty with the Sultan of
Cairo."

“That treaty restored Jerusalemto Christian hands for sixteen years,"
said Louis.

"Yes, but then the Egyptians took it back," the King's brother Robert
put in. "It was a bad treaty. You cannot trust the Saracens."Robert was
almost as tall as his brother, but much broader in the shoulders and
chest. He was a simple soul who enjoyed war, and Amalric rather liked
him.

Queen Marguerite spoke up. "l thought it was the Turks who captured
Jerusalem."

Why does she not keep her ignorance to herself? Amalric detested
Marguerite almost as much as he disliked Louis.

“They are one and the same, my dear," said Louis patiently. "Turks are
Saracens,and the Turks have ruled in Egypt for hundreds of years. At
any rate, Frederic had nothing to do with the breaking of that treaty. No,
| do not think he is an enemy of religion. He is just unwilling to let the
Pope have the territories in Italy that he wants."

Louis's serene stubbornness infuriated Amalric.

"The Emperor not an enemy of religion?" Amalric cried, and heads
turned and bent forward at the lower tables as people strained to hear
what he was saying. "He harbors heretics and rebels, and the disease
spreads. They sneak into France and infect our people. Frederic has
agents all over this kingdom sowing dissension."

He noticed that Nicolette, beside him, was twisting her hands
nervously in her lap.

“In Beziers," Amalric went on, "l have found evidence of a network of
heretics that spreads across all of Europe, like a spider's web."

Blanche of Castile gasped.

Amalric hoped he would not be asked to produce his evidence. It had
convinced him, but Louis, in his present frame of mind, would dismiss it
as mere conjecture. Yet there was a pattern to it: the Cathars and other
heresies; the troubadours and their courtly love, which had infected
Nicolette; the similar ideas advocated by Frederic; the attack on the
Pope; the unruliness of students and the rebelliousness of commoners
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against their seigneurs. Something was gnawing at the foundations of
the world. It all fit. There had to be a single plot behind it all.

And, he thought, with the cold hatred he had felt as far back as he
could remember, they killed my father. | will not rest until every heretic
in Christendom has been consigned to the flames.

"Amalric, Amalric,” said Louis, resting his long-fingered hand on
Amalric's arm. "It is possible to be too zealous, believe me. Did not you
yourself overcome the last armed heretic resistance at Mont Segur?
Heresy in the future will be dealt with by the Dominicans. Good preach-
ing friars like your brother Hugues."

Pious hypocrite! Louis's father wasn't murdered by heretics.

“The more devious heretics have survived and have hidden them-
selves. They are more dangerous than ever, sire. The preachers cannot
prevail without the help of your knights."

"What are you suggesting, Amalric?" Louis asked softly.

“If you want me to crusade for you, | will , most gladly. Here in
France. Give me the authority, | beg you, sire, to discover and destroy
the enemies of the Church and the kingdom, wherever they may be
found."

Louis sat looking thoughtfully at Amalric. Equerries brought platters
of venison and rabbit from the serving window and began to carve and
distribute the pieces at each table.

Amalric, knowing this could be the turning point of his life, had lost
his appetite. But his throat was dry, and he reached for the gold goblet
set on the table between himself and Nicolette.

At last the King said, "You are asking for the power to make war on
our own people."

He does not understand, thought Amalric. He's too monkish for me to
talk to. Hugues might be better with him.

“Not our own people, sire. | am talking about the heretic leaders.
Many remain in hiding. When you pull a weed, you must get all the
roots or it will grow back. The roots of heresy, the hidden leaders, are
still there. In league with others who are spreading corrupting ideas
throughout the kingdom. University students, guildsmen, troubadours."

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Nicolette turn to stare at him, but
he plunged on. "And | think they are all working for Emperor Frederic,
who is the creature of Satan himself."

If he could get Louis to listen, there would be inquisitorial courts
everywhere, not just in Languedoc. Working together, he and Hugues
would terrorize the evildoers and cleansethe kingdom. No one would be
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