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he lad was born bawling and lusty during the season of the Devil’s Breath. A big, round eyed babe with eyes grey as a lowering winter sky. It was a bad season in which to greet the world, though I doubt the babe cared about that. But I did, I cared. I cared and I died in my soul. Though I scarred my knees in prayer, it swayed not otherwise. And in my agony I cried out ‘Lord why doth thou not heed thy servant? Christos, are you there?’ And in my vanity and in my shame and to my everlasting sorrow, I strove to strike a bargain with God. But God would have none of it and I was in error to even try. I was however, a desperate man and knew not how else to gain his favour; though I can see now that I was in error, it affords no ease to my weeping soul.

The Devil’s Breath hugged the land like a curse. The hot, tainted air, thick and heavy with a weight of pestilence, breathing through us all like some demonic miasma from Hell. A terrible, nameless sickness no mendicant friar could diagnose or otherwise brew potion to prevent. And I, helpless as my own newborn babe in the face of death come calling on carrion winds, flowing out like an unclean river from some charnel house that has no name, no place on Earth, no place in Heaven or Hell. At least so it is the good Friar Desmond would have me believe. And I, who am not otherwise an overly devout or pious man, believed his every word. Grief will do that to a man, reduce him down to a level where reason has no place, and like a serf in the field I cried out ‘Sweet Sobbing Christ, aid my Louise, set forth thy healing hand’ It did no good. Perhaps my sins are more then even Monsignor Christos was willing to forgive, certainly he disdained to heed my plea. But then why should he, I later reasoned? Who am I, but a tired old man, survivor of too many cruel and bloody wars? And of innocents who waved no banners and bore no arms aye I killed them too. Perhaps that is why Monsignor Jesu Christ failed to heed my plea, and who could blame him! Not I, though my soul is weeping, not I, who am no more than an aging broken song. I, Jefry de Montfort, Monsignor of the fief of Languedoc, Knight of the Cross. Sire of an only son. ‘Be thou gentle good Christ. Be thou forgiving of a sinner for the sake of Louise. Tend her spirit with care, and it please thee good my Lord, tend the gentle spirit of my Louise in thine infinite summer garden.’

Days burnt out in smouldering sullen sunsets, staining the earth in lurid, baleful light as though the very sky was burning, as though the very sky had caught fire. Eerie it was, birthing fear and unease in all but the stoutest hearts. Causing many a grizzled veteran of crusade and border war to cross himself and offer up prayer and beg forgiveness for suddenly remembered sins. And through all this affliction the Devil’s Breath prowled amongst us mocking the monks of the nearby Abbey de Condoin who intoned ceaselessly on bended knee, beseeching God to forgive us our sins real and imagined. Even so, it did no good I can tell you.

The Devil’s Breath damn near claimed us all. My people died in their tens and twenties and thrice one hundred. And I their Monseigneur, helpless to prevent it. The good Friar Desmond advised me to order the bodies burnt. We who yet live are too few, he lamented, and we cannot dig burial pits fast enough. What terror we endured, what dark and awful visitation held us in thrall? No one could say and not one priest gave answer, so busy were they weeping over our dead and dying like crows locked in a cage in the court of the Midnight King. The demon who caws like a crow whilst feasting on lost souls who, the good Friar Desmond is fond of saying, ever crowd his hall. He is full of such dire ruminations but a good enough fellow for all of that. Indeed he has often proved useful to me and I do not doubt that he will continue to do so, and I am a man who is ever mindful of his obligations. It is a matter of honour with me, though I cannot say there are many noble bloods who would agree; the strong rule is about as far as they can see. The weak are placed on this earth by God himself to serve the strong, is the creed they live by. To think otherwise is to be viewed a traitor to ones class, ones ‘Blood Noblesse’. I am mindful of such and wisely keep my views to myself, unless I am drunk and roaring that is. And of course no one pays much attention to what a man in his cups might say.

The stench haunts me yet, more so than my ache of loss. The sick, sweet stench of death, of putrefying flesh melting in the flames. The same smell clings to the stones of cities taken in siege and then raped and plundered at leisure. Once inhaled, the memory of the smell never leaves your senses. There is no freedom from such memory that seems not to live inside one’s head, but in the very flesh that covers our bones. Perhaps the good friar can explain it, certainly I cannot. Nor am I able to forget the smoke of the charnel pits. Columns of dark greasy smoke rising up through the unmoving air like accusing fingers; and heat, thick, cloying heat unlike anything I have known. Though cold of winter all but cracks my bones, it is, I often think, preferable to that crippling stupefying heat carried on the Devil’s Breath that sucks away strength and addles one’s brains. The good Friar Desmond would have me believe only kind warm memories are the province of God, and that dark, sombre memory is sent by Satan himself. I don’t think so. No, I really do not think so. Indeed, for all his learning there are times when I cannot help but think the good friar to be soft in the head when he spouts such driveling cant. Then again perhaps I am too severe, too unjust, too addled in my thinking from too many blows to the head. Indeed more than one battle has left me laying unconscious on the field. Helm so battered and buckled about my skull it required the skills of both a blacksmith and an armourer to remove it. Such all encasing helms are not so fashionable anymore, small wonder, I’m thinking, small wonder indeed.

And so it went on. Endless, heat heavy days, with scarce a whisper of wind to move the tainted airs. Restless, weary nights, sweat soaked and stifling followed by days of brittle eye aching light, pouring down from dawn to dusk from out a cloudless, blue glass sky, the sun a pulsing orb of white fire and molten brass. From dawn to dusk and back again. When will it end, when will it ever end, I thought in despair and who will live to see it when it does?

Oddly, for a new born, the lad thrived. My sweet Louise did not.

My fiefdom of Languedoc is mostly rich, fertile land. The occasional summer rains providing enough and more than enough moisture to ensure good harvests. And then came the Devil’s Breath like some calamitous, relentless ruin, hammering away at both man and beast until both were squashed flat. And all we could do was to fill the air with wail and lament, and wring our hands despondently.

No one had living memory of a summer such as this. Fields baked beneath the sun, crops withered, grain shriveled on the stalk. Pasture lands dried out and cracked. Most everything ceased its growing. Cattle sickened and died, bellies extended and tight with noxious airs from farts never expelled. Birds on the wing fell from the sky, heat struck and dying. Lush meadows turned sere and brown. Streams dried up and rivers were reduced to little more than muddy pools of stinking water, thick and soupy with bits and pieces of rotting fish. Cabbage, carrot and turnip ceased to grow. Mill wheels ceased to turn for lack of grain to grind and flowing water to power them.

And my people died and charnel fires continued to burn, even as some witless fool roamed the land claiming the evil one did but taunt us with a foretaste of the very furnace of hell, to which, being sinners we were all consigned. If so, I thought contentiously, then both monk and bishop will share our fate suffering as they did from much the same heat induced fevers as we less exalted men. Tempted though I was to slit the rascal’s throat to silence him, I was not fool enough to do so. Not, that is, in sight of others. Still and all, what with common folk denied any kind of learning outside of church sermon, and forbidden as they are on pain of death the right to acquire arts of reading and writing, what else do they have to consider other than superstitious nonsense, and more than just a few noble bloods with them. Who not surprisingly consider themselves to be the superior of anyone noble born or otherwise who engage in scribal pursuits. Not that I care, other than to curb my tongue now and then when the warrior blood in me would have me say or act otherwise. It would not do to lend credence to the notion that a hidden fraternity exists within my borders, or that I am in anyway associated with such. The Inquisition affords no clemency, no distinction of rank, and my flesh will burn much the same as any other poor soul sentenced to Auto da fa (death by fire). Even so, we of Montfort are warriors. We have always been warriors. Twice royal blood flows in our veins. The blood of Dunnorix, he who was both Druid and King, of the Alanii Celts, grandson of Rahn the Egyptian seed of Pharaoh, who with Nafraya, initiate of the Isis mysteries settled amongst the Alanii, before the Legions of Rome invaded their lands. Nor have we of Montfort ever betrayed an oath sworn trust. And I wonder, what spirit of all our ancestors might now reside in my only son’s newborn house of flesh. If’n the Devil’s Breath fails to carry him away who can say what he might become, what he might achieve, and in what strange lands he might walk. All too soon my words came back to haunt me, and I wondered what page my loose words had inadvertently turned in the book of destiny’s writing.

Sweet Louise birthed the lad with help from the village midwife, a toothless old crone with a voice like sin who, contrary to her looks possessed a gentle, caring disposition and an extraordinary depth of knowledge concerning healing herbs and their fusion.

No, the birth was as it should be; it was the hot, pestilent airs that claimed my sweet Louise; that and the malodorous stench of middens and rotting flesh, the inescapable companion of pestilence and those darkening mounds of bulbous corruption erupting from ones body that inevitably herald death.

The Devil’s Breath struck as the sun went down and nigh broke my heart in two. The old woman stared down at Louise in horror, whispering to me that there was nothing she could do. ‘Save the babe’, Louise panted, face ashen, dripping with sweat, ‘save the babe’, she implored. The old crone moved suddenly, decisively, ushering me out of the bed chamber, clutching the lad to her breast, declaring her intention of finding ‘a village woman with milk in her breast and ‘eavy with it,’ she cackled, ‘yer lad’s a big-un, any fool can see that an he’ll be a thirsting. I’ll take right good care of him’, she said, ‘you just send for him when you wants him back’.

In my sorrow and dismay I scarce heard a word she did say, as she waddled out of the bed chamber hugging the babe to her bosom. Moments later I followed, trying to clear my head of its sudden lethargy of thought. Deep sorrow, I think, always does that. Why, I’m sure I do not know.

About then, standing outside in the cloyingly warm darkness, looking up at the stars, with the stench of death in my nostrils. It was then, the cold certainty of Louise’s end entered my heart, and for all the heat of the night I shivered through and through. Sweet Sobbing Christ, I breathed out, please help me this time. Knowing not what I might do to aid Louise, I stumbled off to the good Friar Desmond’s chapel, adjacent as it was to the west of the manor, and there I offered up Knights Vigil to the Lord, a penance of pain in exchange for the life of my sweet Louise. A bargain the Lord did not accept. Perhaps I should have suffered more? Perhaps I should have offered up my blood? Perhaps I should have slit my flesh and drained my heart’s blood? Would that have been enough? Would the sacrifice of my flesh and blood change anything at all? No it would not. And I a foolish man to even think it might. But I was desperate, and in that desperation lay a wound of grief. Would not anyone in like circumstance hope and pray for the impossible to come true. Though I do say one cannot bargain with the Christian God. He never listens.

During ones darkest hour there is something about ones learning that slips away and about all that remains is contained within the essence of the soul. Easy then to want, to yearn, to hope and reach out to the divine, to believe, if only for a moment that divine intervention is possible. To pray for a miracle. To entreat the Virgin Mother and child. To howl inside like some haunt prowling behind your eyes. In belief there is peace, in faith there is the certainty the divine exists thereby engendering, thereby sustaining belief. And I who believe in much have yet to witness a miracle, have yet to be certain the divine exists at all outside the belief that it does exist. Belief is one thing empirical certainty something else again. Yet for the sake of sweet Louise I have faith. Faith in the Knights Vigil. Faith that penance can make a difference, and so I prayed and entreated sweet Jesu to aid me if only this one time. My knowledge is old, handed down through generations. From Dunnorix it came. He who was both Druid and King. And I, mind numb and weary did try to invoke aid, caring not from where it might come.

The old way and the way of the Christos share some few commonalities, for all the Friar Desmond tries to persuade otherwise. Both ways afford nothing for nothing. To gain something be it from one ‘way’ or the other, even though it be not for self, though indirectly it always is, first one must be willing to give, to offer something of self, to sacrifice precious moment, to give from within without restraint, and if you fail yet may yee gain something. Some insight perhaps, some intuitive cognition personal to self. It be not easy, it never is, but then what else is new in this life. And so I gave, and so I offered up Knights Vigil to the Lord. To the Lord of Hosts, to the Hallelujah Man, to a Trace of Blue, to Mary, Mother and child, to saints and all the angels of the Lord. Those wondrous beings, those very bearers of knowledge and translators of light. I offered Knights Vigil and that is no easy thing, no casual offering of self sacrifice. Did I err? Did I choose unwisely? Might not an old and ancient god have served me better? Who can say? Who can ever know what god might do? Such thought however I keep safe locked within.

In the gloom of the chapel, fumes of sweet herb scented candles overlay the burnt smell of flesh wafting in from the charnel pit. And in the smoky gloom and heat, midst pooling shadows, I knelt and wept my heart away in the high walled house of God. I, Jefry de Montfort veteran of crusade and many a viciously lethal border dispute wept unashamedly as I knelt before the altar of God. Stripped of courage, of hubris and dignitas, trembling and weary I offered up my naked soul. I offered up my naked soul in exchange for a continuance of life for my sweet Louise, for want of love of my sweet Louise, without whose breathing presence I stand bereft and shorn of joy. For sake of her whom in my soul I adore and went a crusading no more. My sweet Louise, if my tears could heal thee I would weep over thee forever. I would give up my life if so in it’s giving thou be made whole and smiling. And as I knelt in that gloomy place, moonlight crept in through the chapel’s open door, wan and pale as bone, pale as flesh never kissed by the sun. The chapel was eerily silent, the altar ghost like in the pale, white light as I offered up my flesh and lay my soul, naked and trembling like a new born foal upon the cold stone of the moonlit altar. And in my heart shadows pooled and gathered like grains of salt.

Knights Vigil, penance of prayer and pain and rigid self discipline, silent gifts offered to God, unwritten covenant, silent testimony of faith, of burden shared, of hope’s despairing cry, hear me Lord, in this my pain. Sweet saviour, I pleaded, help me this time. Spectres roamed loose inside my head, Knights Vigil is pain and the certain promise of more. And I would bargain my soul for the sake of Louise. Louise, whose hair is as dark as a raven’s wing, her eyes deep as a midnight sky. Louise, she who came into my life when all was desolation. The hard body of me wasted from four years of fruitless crusading, of wearing the Red Cross in the deserts of foreign lands. Fighting and running, the crusade a failure almost from the start. Four years, and of 6,000 knights, but 1200 survived and of 20,000 men at arms not a one. I knew her father, carrying news of his death to the house in the Languedoc where I first met Louise. It seems not so long ago, and now here I am in this moonlit chapel offering up my soul in exchange for her life Sweet Saviour, I prayed, heed me this one time, and for the sake of sweet Louise I offer thee Knights Vigil.

I spoke aloud, my voice echoing through the dim, gloomy air even as I fell to my knees, offering penance and pain and prayer, offering suffering in exchange for something. And it did not come easy, such rigid self discipline I had not endured for many a long year. Later, as the moon slipped away the good Friar Desmond joined with me for awhile, then he whispered apology and left in a rustling of cloth. Such trial as this, I’m thinking, comes hard to his portly soul. The position of Knights Vigil is thus: kneeling, hands gripping the cross bar to the right and left of the hilt of ones long blade. Sword vertical before you, tip of the blade braced, pressing down on the slabbed floor. Your sword, like a cross before you, held about 12 inches out from ones body. Back straight, head held high. The whole weight of the upper body bearing down on ones knees, within moments pain blossoms, radiating up from the knees, igniting fires in the base of the spine. Fire of pain that all too soon licks out along the lower spine and then like constricting serpents, tightening, winding, slithering ever higher. To move is to default. Motionless; one must now endure, and with dread certainty thou knowest thy suffering has barely begun. And whilst you suffer you pray, offering prayer ceaselessly, intoning words without end, until pain is a distant thing divorced from prayer, until you are the very prayer you offer. Such is the secret few come to know as you endure, gripping a cross of steel, stoically enduring your own Golgotha, your own place of the skull, time ceases to flow. Muscles cramp and spasm and you must resist mightily the natural inclination of your bowels to void, nor may you piss as you kneel. Pain is all consuming, an all embracing agony of fire. To waver, to sag or tremble is to unbalance the very sword you grasp, and if so you fall, your very movement negates what you offer. Beware then, and come thou not lightly to maintenance of Knights Vigil. During this age of easy vow, casually bestowed knighthood, favoured sons of nobles have need no more to earn their spurs, what with such being claimed by right of blood, of noble birthright alone. Thus do we in these recent years demean and diminish the very ideals of knighthood from what it was during the years of my youth. Sad to see that now many a want to be, or would be knight; by right of birth has no care, no care at all for the sanctity of Knights Vigil. Claiming as they are wont to do that the very idea of it is an affront to holy writ. It is not, but many now view it that way. Young nobles, it seems, scions of ancient lineage care only to acquire those martial skills pertinent to knighthood with little or no thought given to the very chivalric charter of knighthood itself. That ancient mystical charter, the very bones of knighthood. Forge and anvil of governance, of alliance with the spirit of Monsignor Christ Jesu, who might, if so Vigil be concordant and just and free of hubris, intercede with God. Even so for all my observable piety, I be not a sense fled fool unaware that Knights Vigil remains a pawn to chance and fancy with no surety, no surety at all of gaining response. And yet for all of that I am given to observing old ways when the soul of me weeps. Or I stand in need of a clearing breath inside my head. Yet this faith of the tortured Monsignor seems ever filled with a certain kind of deafening silence of which no cleric seemingly is aware. I do not think Le Monsignor pays heed to supplication. I do not think the spirit of him intercedes with God, I do not think the Catholic God cares very much for anyone at all, what with the scripture the good Friar Desmond reveres being bloated with mindless vengeance, cruel death and a dirth of blood. My ancient God is more gentle, more kind and forgiving than the Catholic God or the Hebrew God, or the God of the Saracen and Moor. They all seem to be gods of locality, rather than of the universe. Perhaps they are all one and the same even unto the aspect of my more gentle and tolerant god. Such is my thought but of course I never give voice to such, else I condemn myself to fiendish torture and death at the stake.

Even so, Knights Vigil doth sometimes have a rewarding way about it, affording mystical communion with something I am at a loss to explain. Know you this and beware, Knights Vigil is a covenant of pain, of fortitude, suffering and spiritual distress; no, I came not lightly to Knights Vigil. I came not lightly to the way of it at all. Only, my sweet Louise trembles nigh unto death and I would confound the reaper. Therefore I must try and if so I can, grasp the healing hand of God, and from that grasp draw down strength enough to defeat the grim spectre and save my sweet Louise, and of foolishness, of soul deep devotion, I own a great part.

And so I entered the chapel ere dawn broke that terrible fateful day, and like a three time sinner kneeling outside the very gates of Heaven I offered to die in her place. And who amongst you would not, who amongst you would not bear unspeakable agonies for those whom you love? Can you answer yourself? In this place you must. You have no choice remaining.

Here in this place of grey, forbidding stone, I strove to find that quiet place within, I strove to find and draw near the very presence of God. Long sword, blade of my calling cold in my hands. In this place I offered greetings to the mysticism of faith. To the very breath of the ancient God who cares to afford no distinctions between sinner and saint. I thought God may deign to hear and intercede. I thought, Sweet Sobbing Christ, help me this time. He did not and sweet Louise died.

Through all Knights Vigil I thought of the boy not at all. Certain in my knowledge that the old crone would care for him and protect him with her life. How I knew that, I cannot say. I assumed it was true; therefore it was, at least for awhile that is.

And then, as though I viewed from a distance, the good friar returned and gently shook my shoulder, rousing me from a daze of distant drifting to the harsh reality of now. That the good friar dared to touch me was evidence of his urgency. ‘Sire,’ he said softly, eyes mirroring concern, ‘milady is fading’. He shook me again, urging me to my feet. ‘Come away now, you can do no more. Milady needs you’ he pleaded. ‘Rouse thyself Sire, in the name of God rouse thyself else you be too late. Sire,’ he hissed in my ear. ‘For you Knights Vigil be over, thy lady needs thee else she slip away without sight of thee. Come Sire, come away I beg thee, come away now.’ His words beat against my head, echoing inside a hollow drum. The sword slipped out of my hands, falling with a ring of steel against stone as it hit the floor. Willing pain locked joints and muscles to move, I slowly climbed to my feet, heading out of the chapel in a shuffling run, the good friar close behind me.

Darkness, starlight and the acrid stench of smoke in the air. Warm, sweating, shuffling through darkness. Desperate to reach her. Heart thudding, breathing in quick shallow pants. Fear and a blossoming dreadful premonition stealing my strength. And all I could think was that I am so much older than she. Oddly the Devil’s Breath ever claims the young. The good friar scolding in my ear, ‘Hurry Sire, hurry’. With a snarl I strode on, overriding weak, protesting muscle and then suddenly I was running crying out her name, over and over again, despair clamping down round my heart. ‘Louise my poor broken song,’ I whispered with an aching sob in my throat.

The wan glow of guttering candles, cast light and shadow against the walls of the bed chamber. Stale air, hot and clammy, thick and heavy with the reek of sour sweat and vomit. Damp, stained bed linen all a tangle around her. The good friar hovered near, laying a cool, moist cloth on her brow. Her flesh had all but melted away, and what remained had a dark, bruised look about it. Tears sprang unbidden to my eyes. So weak she could barely speak, only stare at me helplessly, fear clouding her eyes. Face palled as in moonlight. Eyes huge and dark sunk deep in her head. At the sudden sight of me, she tried to reach out raising palsied, trembling hands towards me. I died then, inside I died and went away like a distant echo falling down the sky; I reached out and held her. My soul is weeping. ‘My Lord, my love, my love’, she sighed as the light died in her eyes and Louise, my sweet Louise was of this earth no more. The good friar wept even as I mouthed words to accompany her spirit home. For an instant, blinding rage shook me like a leaf, rage at what I could not say.

‘Look to your son Monsignor, look to your son’, the good friar urged as I lurched out of the death chamber. ‘The Lord giveth,’ he said, ‘and the Lord taketh.’

Whirling, teeth clenched, eyes flat and ugly, I grated savagely, ‘Thy words afford scant comfort priest. Thy words afford scant comfort indeed.’ The good friar visibly wilted and I was immediately contrite. ‘Forgive me,’ I whispered, ‘I know you do but try to comfort me, only I be somewhat uncaring right now,’ adding curtly ‘tomorrow good friar, until tomorrow I would grieve in solitude.’

The next day we burned her body in the charnel pit.

When finally the Devil’s Breath ran its course my fiefdom was all but gutted of life. The bones of more than 300 souls lay in the charnel pits, my own sweet Louise amongst them.

The charnel pits lay north of the village midst a barren field of small stones where once the village children played. It is something else now, a living memory that will never fade, that will remain long after I breathe my last. During the cool, autumn days of that most hideous year, men toiled at my command and buried the stony field of the charnel pits beneath a layer of fertile, pungent soil, a cloth yard arrow deep. Later, to my astonishment, the villagers hauled in and placed a massive block of weathered limestone twice the height of a full grown man in the exact centre of the field. The village mason directed the work and as soon as the huge stone stood upright, the mason fashioned the stone into a Celtic cross. The following spring, women of the village grubbed out and replanted some wild roses they had chanced upon growing near to the edge of the forest that lay beyond the field. The roses spread quickly, filling the new field from edge to edge, the grey stone Celtic cross standing tall amongst them. Red were the roses, as red as blood. Thus I named the place ‘The Field of Roses,’ though most of the villagers simply referred to it as the place of the cross where wild roses bloom. And then, in what seemed like no time at all I had need to take my son’s training in hand, and set the direction of his life. Though in hindsight I realise now, the boy shaped himself, the boy shaped himself from birth, I’m thinking. The boy shaped the man he somehow divined he would need to become. And from an early age it was clear to see that in some unfathomed way weapons spoke to him like warmth from the sun.

Even so the lad was much given to silence during his growing years. He said he was comfortable with silence and could not understand why other youths of his age were not. An odd lad, I came to realise, whom I loved deeply. Sometimes when I spoke to him of nothing in particular, he would look at me in that way of his as though my voice and presence were an intrusion. The grey eyes of him disconcertingly direct, as though he looked through me at something beyond, something only he could see. Once, he said that he cared for me, in a voice throbbing with deep emotion beyond his years. He spoke his words like an oath, like a promise that would never be broken whilst ever he lived. His words moved me; they moved me deeply though I readily confess I never had much idea of what went on inside his head. My son was somewhat different to other young squires preparing for knighthood. Nor was he one for smiling or playing the fool over much, which was itself an oddity for one so young. Not that it bothered me. I cared only that he knew I cared for him and would, if needs be, protect him with my life. Now with winter in my years it seems the tables are turned, and it is he who is the protector not I. Even so there is much about him that only a father can know, and Louise of course if she had but lived to watch him grow. In his early years when first he began to walk and explore his surroundings the lad had an uncanny way about him of avoiding most all the visiting clerics and especially Dominicans, as though he found something offensive in their white robes and black shoulder capes. Indeed about the only ones he really warmed to, were the good Friar Desmond and the Monsignor Bishop St Clair, of whom I saw far too little. His visits though infrequent, were ever occasions of joy to me. Indeed, he was about the only educated man I knew at that time. His mind a veritable storehouse of arcane knowledge, culled from who knew where, of scripture, of science, philosophy and the arts. Interests we both shared, interests I spoke of to no other, apart from those of the hidden fraternity I met now and then when they came visiting in guise of itinerant mendicant friars, to charge me with a commission to procure this and that through use of my own far flung network of agents, made up of wandering merchants and traders in anything likely to turn a profit. And I, always more than generous with discreet payments of gold in exchange for specific books or parchments found, was ever viewed by such merchants I used as a never ending source of bounty. Silence was of course integral to trust, what with not a one of us wanting to feed our flesh to the flames, and that we all knew, would be the likely outcome if ever books other than scriptural texts were found in our possession.

Another oddity viewed from a father’s eye was that the lad’s birth coincided with a dramatic rise in cavalcades of Inquisitors scouring the countryside around us. Of course we Montforts had been looked upon for generations as true and loyal sons of Holy Mother Church and had little to fear from Inquisitorial depredations; even so the black robes filled me with unease. More so when I came to learn the true nature of a recent commission received from the Brotherhood, who had no choice other than to reveal it to me if so I was to stand any chance at all of locating what they so ardently sought. The like of which in the wrong hands would set Christendom aflame, and from such a conflagration Christendom might very well never recover. For all its faults such consuming destruction I wish upon no faith. Reminding me then, chillingly so, I might add, that the Adversary be alive and well and his minions legion. Aye, he was a quiet lad who observed much, said little and was attracted to weapons almost before he could walk.

Chapter Three
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tanding here atop the battlements enclosing the training square, it is here faith enfolds me; it is here renewal of faith pours down from the sky. And if any black robe divined my thoughts I would burn, chained to a stake and smothered in flames like a pig on a spit. Like meat on hot coals, they would sacrifice me in the name of their God to whom I pay face service. To whom I bend my knee, and for whom I joined crusade, for whom I killed again and again so that I might live with my faith, my secret thoughts close unto me. Here I stand, and if so I am asked I say I do but stand dawn vigil and offer prayer to God, prayer of thanks that I be Seigneur of this fair land. Such is enough and more than enough to allay any suspicion otherwise. And so I stand each morn, just before dawn break, it is here, at least for me, true faith is found like some spiritual refreshment midst the primeval moment. The windy alley from out whose mouth dawn doth ever pour its silent promise. And as the years rolled by it was here I stood and watched the lad at his training, and he was good I can tell you that, as good as any knight on the battlefield. But what was in his mind I never did come to know. Not the deep of it you understand, there was always a distance to him, but that is as it should be for one who is drawn to defend and secure the hidden fraternity from the very fires of doom the evil one ignites to burn them away.

The boy grew like a brewing storm and that’s God’s own truth. High, fast and strong, and all out of pace with his years. Out of season like a strong tree in the forest that somehow gains sustenance, warmth and light midst depths of winter gloom. The wonder of his early years was that the lad did not grow all gawky and gangly limbed the way some lads are wont to do. The lad put on weight like a pregnant sow. Difference was, he put on a weight of muscle about his shoulders and back, his chest and arms, and the legs of him thick and knotted like tree trunks. And something grew with him I think, something inside, something quiet and deadly. His love of weapons and war games, glaringly obvious almost from birth. Maybe he shaped himself. Perhaps he knew even then, what one day he would become, what he would be called upon to do in the name of his trust. Maybe he was born with all that inside his head. I think he did indeed shape himself, shaped himself to fit the task so to speak. Certainly he shaped his body. This much at least I can say; the lad never stopped training, it was never enough. The very single mindedness of the lad was disconcerting; disturbing the composure of more than one noble blood, of more than one visiting Seigneur and his retinue of knights and men-at-arms who chanced (deliberately so I might add) to view him training with Alando de Coin, the foremost of my Knights Loyal. Alando de Coin was about as good as they come. A veteran with a bold reputation. And that is what caused our infrequent visitors unease. To see with their own eyes a stripling, an unblooded youth hold his own against an experienced veteran knight. Oh aye it filled them, one and all; with unease I can tell you. Mostly it did my old heart good to see such haughty noble bloods so discomforted. Even so, my only beloved son is a worry to me though I doubt he thinks so, not that I’d be voicing such, no, never a bit.

The good Friar Desmond said Morgan’s size was the result of God’s benedictory grace and that an Angel of the Lord most assuredly dwelt by his side encouraging the spirit within to grow, that in turn encouraged the body to grow to accommodate the increasing largeness of his soul. He is destined, the good friar swore solemn oath, to be a loyal son of Holy Mother Church and surely no less that Knight Captain of the Holy Father’s martial host. The good friar’s reasoning escapes me. But like those high and mighty moral fools who call themselves Knights Rectitude, I’m none so foolish as to say so, not out loud that is. Seigneur I might be and somewhat past my prime at that, but foolish I am not. And most certainly not addled enough to gainsay any priest convinced of his own divinely inspired logic, for all it makes no sense to such as I. But then my faith is old and of a different kind. Not to mention of course that I be no longer young and would as soon prefer to die abed all comfy and cosy with a friend or two near to hand than die wreathed in flames screaming my throat out chained to the heretics stake. No I’d as lief avoid such a fate which is about the most agonising death yet devised by so called priestly pious minds. But then, when you get right down to it, that is why auto-da-fé (death by fire) was first introduced. No priestly mind could devise a more painful end. Such demonic ranting, such speciously devised argument for its use, was the result of Dominican deliberations don’t you know. It was they who introduced and fill the office of inquisitors. And in my secret thoughts, though it shivers me through, it seems to me it is all some terrible parody resulting from deliberations and dark inclination to reintroduce offerings of burning human sacrifice to their own perverted notion of God. To sacrifice means to make offerings sacred in the name of God. Why else do they praise and rave as the poor victim burns whilst at the same time offering salvation to the wretched soul if only he, (though victims be mostly women) will accept God into his heart before the flames finally consume him. Claiming with tears in their eyes that the very flames that now burn his flesh like pig meat on the spit purify the pain crazed victim’s soul as it wings its way to Heaven, there to be embraced within the very arms of God. Such reasoning escapes me. Indeed it is an evil that even now zealous Dominicans spread throughout the lands of Christendom. ’Cept it be for the Isle of the English that is. Seemingly they be free of such evils and will not abide Inquisitors in their land. For all they be enemies of France and as savage and bloodily cruel as other knights, I’ll respect them for that if nothing else. True it is they’ll not countenance the idea of human sacrifice in the name of God. And that’s what it is, human sacrifice under guise of cleansing the faith of heretics and dissenters and mordantly proclaimed HERESY. And they, the Inquisitors, accountable to no one. No one at all not even his Holiness the Supreme Pontiff. Nor do the accused stand trial; the accusation alone deemed proof of guilt. And they of course, more often than not do the accusing, they alone take possession of the lands, wealth, coin and what have you of the accused. No protestation of innocence allowed thank you very much. They be shuddersome, willing tools, eager minions of the Adversary. Sadly they will rule for centuries to come. No wonder then Morgan grows quiet and still around them. No wonder the lad goes out of his way to avoid the very contamination of their presence. I have seen his eyes when otherwise he cannot avoid meeting those who visit the keep now and then. I have seen his eyes go flat and hard with a cold winter sheen about them. Though only a lad he would kill them, I’m thinking, kill them out of hand with nary a regret, as the predator inside him reaches out to combat the very threat they pose to every living soul not of their persuasion. The lad has much to learn and I’d best be about it, I’m thinking, before ever a one of the black robes looks into his eyes; and only one of feeble mind would fail to recognise that certain deadly look mirrored in his icy glare. It’s training he needs, but not the martial kind, more the kind of training that teaches how to hide what lurks within from revealing itself through the eyes. And that, so he informs me, is what he hopes to find somewhere along his journey to the Holy Land where it seems he is to meet a special one who aids final training of his kind; Guardians of the hidden fraternity, the Brotherhood of the Book. Whose latest commission I doubt I am able to resolve, for all I have agents scouring lands both near and far. Not a one of them as yet has come close to finding what the Brotherhood so ardently seek.

Dominicans, they who men do call Domini Cain (the terrible hounds of the Lord), against whom one day, Morgan might very well have cause to free what lurks within his breast.

Truth of it is, the lad grew apace until I could scarce match his shadow, the weight and muscle of him developing beyond his years. The lad was massive, no other word describes him, and tall with it, growing taller than most men by a good head and shoulders. The wonder of it was that for such a big, brawny lad, he was light on his feet, the idea of reflex and speed seemingly intrinsic to his nature. Indeed if the truth be known Alando could scarce contain him, and for all his young years no Man-at-Arms would train with him unless induced with silver and the promise of wine.

‘We can take a drubbing,’ they would say, ‘but not for nowt. So pay up, or let Alando handle him,’ they’d smirk.

Alfric Marsae my Master Sergeant-at-Arms, went so far as to call Morgan a young thug, ‘that’s all he is,’ he said, ‘a bloody young thug who delights in knocking my lads senseless, or smashing ’em down with the flat of his sword and am tellin’ yer straight, that’s no way for a seigneur’s son to behave, that’s no way to be treatin’ my lads, he’s nowt but a bloody young thug, beggin’ yer pardon seigneur, but I’m tellin’ yer, it’s got to stop.’ Of course it did not. But that’s what good sergeants do. Bawl and scream at their lads and look out for them at the drop of a hat like a broody hen. Even so I was aware Morgan used strength to defeat his training opponents and little else, seemingly ignoring or otherwise disdaining to use what blade skills Alando patiently tried to instill. And strength alone as any veteran of campaign knows full well, is not enough. It is never enough, useful I’ll grant you that, but in battle strength devoid of skill quickly bleeds away, leaving the strong one easy prey for one skilled in true sword play. And such are lethal, make no mistake, such blade men are lethal and have never been otherwise. Even so I ignored the boy’s lack of skill. In hindsight it was foolish of me; I should have paid more attention to his quiet, often unsettling ways. All young, would be knights begin training in arms almost as soon as they can walk, hour after hour, hail, rain or shine, day in day out with sword, axe, mace, lance and shield, often encased in steel, until the weight of armour itself (100 lbs or more) is to such as they, no encumbrance at all. The weight of steel plate, no more to such stalwarts than the weight of a winter robe is to a peasant in the field. And if you cannot run in full armour, if you cannot, so encumbered, leap astride a horse or otherwise mount without effort, then you be no true warrior knight at all. And a girt broadsword, doth add ten sometimes twelve or more pound weight. Even so, for all the mind numbing way of it, Morgan’s single minded approach to his training was enough, and more than enough to make strong men blanche and veteran knights turn away shaking their heads. Alando said the lad sometimes made his blood run cold. I should have known it would all come to a head sooner or later, and I the fool for not realising it. Only it came much sooner than I thought, during the lad’s 16th year. Man tall he was and not yet full grown. When we were alone Alando had leave to speak to me as an equal. I enjoyed his company, we often drank wine together and spoke of places seen, battles fought and journeys made. That we yet survived these tumultuous times was a cause of wonder to us both. It was one of those late, balmy summer evenings, the kind you thank God for, full of long shadows and hazy, luminous light. The blue sky above deepening to indigo as lilac dusk creeps over the land, lending it that enchanted look you can never describe. The warm air fragrant with herbs and the smell of beef roasting over hot coals. A mug of wine, and an easy feeling inside your gut leading you on to talk.

‘Morgan is on your mind,’ I said to him. ‘Out with it Alando, we are alone here, speak plainly now and we’ll see what can be done.’ In the end the solution was simple enough, I just hadn’t thought on it before, leastways not with intent that is.

Of all my Knights Loyal, to Alando alone do I grant the intimacy of informal conversation, he was however reluctant to say what exactly it was, that worried him about Morgan.

We sat alone at a long table outside the barrack like quarters of the Knights Loyal. The occasional chink of metal on metal floating down through the still warm air as men-at-arms paced out their beat along the battlements above. The training square was deserted as the keep settled down for the night. The smoky flare of sunset bathed the battlements in hot shades of crimson and gold and burnt orange. Muted voices and bursts of coarse laughter drifted out of the common barracks, butting up against the eastern wall. The evening was about as fine as you please and I, well content. For all I knew Alando was none too happy with Morgan. I trusted Alando; he would defend me to the death. But I could never reveal to him or to another living soul outside the hidden fraternity, the secret of the true nature of my only son Morgan de Montfort. Indeed, when first he revealed it to me, my blood ran cold; his words shocked me through and through. I am at ease with it all now. That is to say, I have come to accept what he is, what he claims to be. Though I cannot say acceptance came easy for all I am myself a martial man, no it came not easy I can tell you, I simply grew used to the notion of it during the months and years that followed his disclosure to me.

One day he said to me in a deep even tone, ‘Seigneur, I have no more need to stand before the stone.’

Thinking nothing of it, I said, ‘oh, and why is that?’ After all the lad had a habit of slipping away to visit the secret chamber for about as long as I could remember.

‘You must fill in the cellars,’ he said. ‘You must seal up the entrance to ensure the secret chamber and the pattern of stones remains undiscovered and undisturbed until a more enlightened, more tolerant age rules the land. It is the only one remaining,’ he said somberly ‘that survives as it was when first the stones were raised.’

About then the seriousness of what he asked, of what he was saying began to fill me with alarm. He was, after all, my only son, and seemingly a strange one at that. Not that I cared, I loved this bear of a lad and I knew something of guardians. Not a one of the Brotherhood, in whatever guise they chose, went a journeying without at least one guardian amongst their company. Yes, I know something of guardians, but only in a distant, vicarious sort of way.

Whenever one or more of the hidden fraternity came a calling on this or that pretext, I entertained them in the Great Hall in much the same way as any other cavalcade of visitors. Later, over the remains of smoking cuts of meat, stewed greens, breads and pastries stuffed with sugared plums and almonds we invariably talked long into the night. It would be then when most of the servants were abed and the moon had slipped down the throat of deep night, that tales of guardians were sometimes told. And in the flickering shadows guttering candles ever cast about the hall, pooling in every corner, Morgan lurked, listening avidly, absorbing every word. Food and strong wine sometimes combine to loosen the most obdurate tongues. But then we of the line of Montfort have served the hidden fraternity and their house of books for generations. And like guardians, no Montfort has ever betrayed what now we regard as a sacred trust. Yes, I know something of the Brotherhood’s enigmatic guardians, and the lethal burden of their chosen way. To hear the brothers speak of ancient battles, of lone guardians facing insurmountable odds with something close to equanimity, holding death in their hands shivers me through. Tales of courage, heroism and blood on the sands in the name and grace of a mystic trace of blue only they understand. And of the elusive faith, not a one of the brothers claim to know much of anything at all. It is, they say, a secret known only to Guardians, it is their strength, their very reason for being who and what they become. It is what they are. It is they, and they alone who face the Dark Captain, the Adversary and his minions, who will, they assure me, destroy a city and all its people to ensure the obliteration of a single store house of books, of knowledge, and all our ancient records of times before. Of races now vanished. Of faiths untold. Of sciences that are no more, and of what will one day, rise again. Which is all well and good I sometimes think, but now Inquisitors roam the land and they most certainly do not serve the light for all protestation otherwise. Their very actions say what they are and whom they serve in their terrible profanities of disguise. Evil, I would say as the candles guttered down, is alive and well, but in this age mayhap we fail to recognise its face. Which never went down well I can tell you.

And of guardians attending the brothers, every mother’s son moved with the fluid grace of a cat. The eyes of them cool and fathomless with a fey, distant look about them as though they could see what others could not. Their very mysticism I came to learn was somehow enhanced, if only through their association with a race known to the Brotherhood as Jamil and their leader simply as The Jamil. It was he, they said, who instructed guardians in arcane disciplines both martial and spiritual, going on to say, seemingly one aspect was indivisible from the other. Yes I know something of guardians, and of all such stalwarts the brothers spoke of, there were three, known as Pobal, Onuris and Taranis who were of peculiar interest to me, though for the love of God I cannot claim to know why. Perhaps the very circumstance of their lives induced sympathy within me, or was it simply the warrior spirit within that moulds my bones in concert with such tales of selfless courage, their apparent willingness to die, defending what, I’m sure like I, they know they can never understand. And knowing that, Maybe they sometimes realise it is not so important to understand a mystery, as it is to protect and ensure the mystery persists. Some mysteries I am convinced, no one yet born has wit enough to comprehend let alone unravel the thread. It is not our destiny, at least not yet. One day perhaps or maybe sometime never. No one can know, no one can say; though I’ll grant you if’n you listen to the good Friar Desmond long enough, he will no doubt convince you otherwise. What with his faith and all claiming to be the very mouth piece of God, owning absolute truth by the divine prerogative of their own absolutism, their own proprietary ownership of God and all God might think or do. Thereby reducing God down to some feeble minded shadow-like expression of their own mortal passion, prejudice, intolerance and frailties of thought, emotion, desire and want. Thus do we describe ourselves; certainly such in no way describes God, who to my way of thinking remains incapable of description or reductionism of any kind. Indeed you might more easily describe the wayward wind than much of anything to do with what is not there but is believed to be there, occupying space as the Greeks might say. My faith is the old faith that flourished long and well until Constantine came along. To me the God of my faith is the undiscovered law, ineffable sublimity. Seemingly the God of the good friar is scheming and jealous, cruel and bloody. And that is more like an extension of mortal failing and not very Godlike at all. However that may be when first Morgan spoke of guardianship my blood ran cold, Of course I could not sway him otherwise. Guardians are born not made, only he was my only son and I could not help but try. That bear of a lad is dear to me and I’ll not be denying it otherwise.

‘Are you mad?’ I stared at him in horror, ‘Have you lost your wits lad, is that it? You’re turning feeble minded from one too many blows to your head. Morgan,’ I wailed softly ‘say I misheard you lad, say it be not so,’ I whispered hoarsely, ‘guardians don’t seem to live overlong don’t you know.’

His cool, grey eyes bored into me and deep in my heart of hearts I knew his declaration to be true, the sinking feeling in my gut told me so.

No, for all my trust of Alando, for all he be Knight Loyal, I could never reveal to another living soul (outside the Brotherhood) that Morgan laboured to shape himself for what one day he would become. For good or ill the lad toiled to fit himself to fulfil a role, a dangerous deadly role, and the way of it known only to him. That it was in line with guardianship was about all he would say, even to me, and knowing what I know, I came to accept that. Eventually that is, though what sweet Louise, God rest her soul would have made of it all, I’m sure I don’t know. Somehow, if she had lived and was here this day, I doubt the lad would have said anything at all, I think as soon as he gained knighthood, he would simply have ridden away, perhaps returning now and then if he chanced this way and of guardianship I doubt he would have spoken at all, not even to me. Though of course, in time I would come to learn of it from one or another of the Brotherhood.

So it was one still summer evening, Alando and I drifted inside as the evening waned and sat around a table in the Great Hall, drinking cups of dark red wine as the light faded and dusk thickened with shadows and the sound of a night bird’s warbling song drifting in through the Great Hall’s open door. Warm was the air, redolent with drying herbs and the smell of fading summer. Easy was the moment, quiet and still.

Alando, head cupped in hands, elbows resting on the table, looked off towards the open door with a pensive, far away look in his eyes. Shadows thickened as the glow of light about the door slowly dimmed. The faint, far away murmur of prayer and response could be heard as the good Friar Desmond conducted Evensong. The sounds of the measured tread of a nearby booted sentry adding familiar, comfortable, reassuring sounds. In this violent age of unpredictable, contentious humours, safety ever remains a chancy, hard won thing. The very idea of it changeable as the seasons, changeable as the whim of kings. As for freedom, there is no such thing, the very notion of living free, died out long ago. We are all vassals of someone, from the lowest on through to the king himself, we all answer to someone. The whole of everything is ruled by the church, if not outright then in other insidious, less observable ways. Freedom died upon the instant kings and lords and noble bloods accepted absolute dogma as the divine and absolute truth and thereby enslaved their person and all the varied peoples they ruled, to papal authorities who slowly but surely became answerable to no one. And now, they mould God to their own desire, displacing the King of Heaven from his throne, reducing the Heavenly One in all but name. And such mummery, I thought cynically, ever beguiles the credulous thereby ensuring unthinking, unswerving subservience continues. Yet what mitigating circumstance, do such employ? What endorsement do they hold? Nothing of one and little of the other, yet we be in thrall. No freedom do we hold; to speak out is to die and so we remain silent, and so we survive; for now there is no other way. Perhaps true freedom died with the Celts. Perhaps we no longer retain understanding of what the idea, the concept the very word portends. Perhaps the single greatest freedom of all is the freedom to worship, freedom to follow ones chosen faith with no taint, no fear at all of persecution, of death at the stake. Perhaps freedom is an idea we have yet to actualise.

Alando stirred himself, interrupting my ruminations, replacing them with the more earthy reality of now. ‘Your son,’ Alando said with a sigh, ‘is not like other squires. For all he be knight in all but name.’ Alando shook his head, ‘The difference that sets the lad apart must needs be tempered.’ Alando’s eyes locked with mine. ‘May I speak freely, Seigneur?’

‘As always when we are alone Alando, say what is on your mind, speak’ I encouraged him ‘speak.’

He remained silent for a moment, gathering his thoughts and then said soft voiced. ‘Something untamed and primeval stirs within Morgan. The sheer brute strength of him is terrifying, and as you know Seigneur,’ he smiled thinly, ‘I do not affright easily, if at all,’ he added grimly. ‘There is something about the lad Seigneur, something silent, something watchful and deadly. I have seen it growing inside him even as he grew. I have seen it spark and flare behind his eyes when locked in trial combat with this or that man-at-arms willing to face him. Seigneur, your son puts me in mind of a wolf ever alert for prey. Knight’s code and conduct will not contain him Seigneur, such will not contain him at all. He is ruthless and cold for one so young, with no give in him, no give at all; even now, young as he is there be few veteran knights I know of who could hold against him. As for defeat,’ he smiled bleakly ‘you would need to kill him. Why is that Seigneur, he mused rhetorically, why is that? What do I sense about the lad, I can put no name to? Is it as the good Friar Desmond claims, The Lord himself has chosen the lad to aid Holy Mother Church; is that it, do you think? The lad is destined to join the warrior monks the Poor Knights of the Temple (Knights Templar). Or is he a killer Seigneur, a killer pure and simple, devoid of remorse, scruple and principle?’

‘We are all killers Alando,’ I replied wearily. ‘We all kill to survive you know that.’

‘Aye Seigneur, and so I do and there’s none better at it than a well trained knight. If not for the vows we swear, maybe we’d all be no better than steel clad butcher boys. Its obedience to our vows that make a difference, at least amongst our own kind, though I’ll grant you, knightly vows be not extended to common folk. Sadly too many of our kind view such folk as little more than vermin, or cattle to be slaughtered or worked to death. Even so Seigneur,’ he sighed noisily ‘we abide by our own rules as best we can and I fear one day Morgan will rail against such constraint and those of our kind might very well conspire to pull him down, like hounds worrying at their prey. He needs something Seigneur, some inner spiritual discipline I know not of. Something outside vows of knighthood. Something to constrain and fuel with worthy cause whatever lurks inside him. He fell silent as a man servant entered bearing a fat grieving candle, placing it on the long table he deftly ignited the wick and then slipped out without uttering a word. Pale yellow light pushed back the gathering shadows, highlighting the planes and valleys of Alando’s rugged face. He gazed at me intently his hands clutching his wine cup. He spoke softly to ensure he was not overheard. For all my people pledge loyalty ale has a way of loosening tongues. And my foot soldiers are as boastful and garrulous as any amongst their own kind when drink taken. Not that I cared. Under the command of Alando, de Sonnac and Philip Calvados, they were fearsome fighters every one. Well fed, well paid and with a warm snug barracks to call home their lot they knew full well was better than most. And I not the loser by it. What with many a commoner with a taste for steel presenting himself and willing to swear his oath to my service. Not that commoners could fight. It being illegal on pain of death, for such as they to bear arms, if not in service or bound to a Seigneur. Though commoners, such were regarded as free men, however being landless and invariably itinerant, no Lord was obliged to protect them, unless that is they agreed to work in his fields, or otherwise had skills for hire. Even so, all able bodied free men, as opposed to serfs or guild apprentice or those otherwise indentured, were required by common law to practice archery. The long bow deemed too base a weapon to be used by those of knightly rank. Such men were used as archers during times of war, but were afforded no distinction in return for their skills. Which was a pity as a good archer could pull and release around twenty missiles a minute and if allowed to fire upon mounted, armoured knights their yard cloth arrows could pierce armour and kill or disable the knight before ever the knight drew his sword. However they were not allowed to fire upon men of rank, but that would change and soon, I’m thinking. What with the English allowing their archers to kill the foe, irrespective of rank, and being well rewarded for doing so. Indeed English archers with their 100 lb draw weight long bows are accorded fearsome reputation. Now it is, to offer less of a target. When the English knights fight amongst themselves, if any force of archers be on the field, knights dismount to offer less of a target and as best they may walk or run into battle encased in steel. Seemingly no one has yet realised that such archers herald the inevitable doom of the mounted knight as the supreme warrior on the battle field. Perhaps they also signal the end of knighthood itself, its vows and code of conduct. Though I doubt I will live to see such change, one day it will come, change is after all, the only one true constancy we can depend on in this tumultuous world in which we live. Change and bloody death with little in the way of peace or happiness in between. We live in bloody times, bloody times indeed.

Alando’s eyes locked with mine. ‘You know far more than you are willing to divulge concerning Morgan Seigneur, and I’ll not press you to speak of what you care not to divulge.’ He dropped his eyes and gave me a lopsided grin, as though he knew for all his privileged position he was skirting the very borders of civility due his Seigneur’s rank, imposing too much on the intimate freedom I accorded him. Nor might I tell him such was not so.

He said in a bleak voice, ‘I am your vassal Seigneur. Knight Loyal, oath sworn in the sight of God. I would never,’ he said with sudden passion, ‘on my life betray thee or thy son whilst ever I live, and thou knowest I would not have it any other way, for good or ill I am oath bound to thee my lord.’

I remained silent. What could I say? Morgan’s secret was his alone. Candlelight flickered. Night shadows pulled in, crowding our small circle of wan light. Somewhere a dog barked, the sound hollow and thin with distance. Sentries paced beneath the gleam of starlight.

What could I say to reassure this supremely faithful man? Filling his wine cup, I said soft voiced, ‘Drink Alando, and I will drink with thee.’ We raised our cups. ‘One day,’ I said to him as we drank and lowered our cups, ‘one day when Morgan returns no more, you and I will remain. You and I and whatever men hold to us against the world, against this very world we do so love.’

‘Aye, and I’ll drink to that’ he replied, ‘may the devil himself never catch us unprepared. Long life Seigneur, long life and luck.’ He drank deeply, refilled his cup and drank again.

‘Alando,’ I gazed at him intently, ‘trust me Alando, and trust my son. Know there is good reason in all this where otherwise you may think there is not. Trust me,’ I repeated holding him with my eyes, ‘trust my son.’

‘Unreservedly Seigneur,’ adding somewhat reproachfully ‘God’s wounds my lord, need you ask?’

‘No Alando, indeed I need not; I do but reassure a valued knight who is both my confidant and my friend that his oath and fidelity be not misplaced. His honour in my service, never at risk. Tenure unto death Alando, tenure unto death, for both of us.’

His face flushed with pleasure to hear me praise him so, or perhaps it was just the wine. Who can say? Certainly there was no need for me to say more. ‘These next few months Alando push Morgan hard. And when you think he can take no more, add to his burden. Offer double pay, food, wine, anything you will to as many of our people as you can bribe to contest with him. I can no longer delay confirmation of his knighthood.’ I smiled mirthlessly, ‘In truth I have tarried overlong awarding his spurs. Sometimes the good Friar Desmond talks too much, albeit,’ I added, ‘with the best of intentions. Now it is his eminence, the Supreme Pontiff himself has knowledge of the lad and on the good friar’s recommendation is seemingly willing to advance the lad’s station and no doubt thereby his somewhat formidable reputation in service to Holy Mother Church. Once vows of knighthood are sworn, the lad is off to the wars. For a year or two,’ I added softly, ‘to prove his worth. Then maybe a pilgrimage to elevate him in the eyes of various church dignitaries. You know how it goes Alando; such paths be well trodden by now. And for all the Pontiff’s courteous request you know as well as I Alando, it is a veiled command I ignore at my peril. His eminence,’ I added dryly, ‘has no ears for the word no, besides,’ my voice tailed off, ‘the lad is willing enough, if not outright bloody eager don’t you know. Push him Alando, before my son leaves my house, push him hard, he’ll not decry a bit of extra exercise, I’m thinking.’

‘And the brothers, Alando asked, what of the brothers D’arcy; they will not let him be Seigneur, you know that.’

I grinned mirthlessly ‘They chose their own fate when they baited the lad. You know that Alando, indeed I doubt there is anyone hereabouts who doesn’t know. The D’arcy brothers have big mouths and have boasted often enough of what they would do to Morgan if he was ever foolish enough to rise to their bait and take them on. Challenge one and you fight them both, and I can tell you Alando, Morgan knows that full well. And if’n they want to rush to meet their fate; well say I, so be it. The good Lord knows they deserve what so ever they may find. And if their father bears grievance and calls me to account, why then I’ll kill him Alando, there is nothing surer than that.’

The brothers D’arcy were some few years senior to Morgan, and two more sorry excuses for knights I’ve never seen nor want to. They could fight well enough, and had done so in border wars here and there. Ones martial ability however is not the only measure of a knight’s worth. Regretfully the D’arcy brothers did not think so, and ignored the sacred vows of knighthood to suit their whims. The brothers were arrogant, cruel and vicious. Arrogant and haughty above their station, deeming anyone not of their own rank or above to be unworthy of the slightest consideration. The D’arcys as Seigneurs owned many diverse people even as I. The difference being the two brothers assumed those of common blood were not entitled to life. Both they and their father ruled by fear and the ever present threat of casual violence, killing their vassals for any real or imagined slight; erupting in violence if their dinner be late, or meats too hot or too cold. The two brothers mirrored worthy reflection of the father, who, though he would not dare to voice such to my face, considered the ancient Celtic line of Montfort to be vastly inferior to his own line, for all it was no more than a century old. A line that began with a courageous foot soldier, whose supreme valour on the field of a score of battles was eventually rewarded with knighthood and a grant of lands; the very fiefdom they now controlled. However, the get of the soldiers loins was all downhill from then on. Seemingly the good Lord saw fit, not to endow much of anything to do with the noble soldier’s character in his progeny.

The day was blustery and cold beneath leaden skies. For all my dislike of the D’arcys, now and then we had need to combine our forces in a once yearly sweep through forests adjacent to both our lands. The sweep was a brutal affair with no quarter given, but we had it to do if only to reduce the number of outlaws, brigands, thieves and worse who camped there, waylaying travelers, relieving them of both purse and life. Joining forces, riding out on murderous forays, raiding nearby villages, and if such bands were not culled now and then, no doubt they would eventually gather courage enough to attack our very keeps. Harsh though it may seem, anyone encountered in the forest when a culling sweep began was killed, be they man, woman or child. And for all I have no taste for such slaughter I am not fool enough to think that when such renegades grow bold in numbers they will pass my people by. Kill or be killed I sometimes think is really no choice at all. And D’arcy’s band of ruffians for all the two brothers loudly protested otherwise, possessed not courage enough to sweep the forest alone, nor skills enough if truth be known to stand against the outlaws. Unlike my own men-at-arms trained by Alando, de Sonnac and Philip Calvados. The D’arcys will not deign to train their own men-at-arms, deeming them common and therefore of little worth other than to take the brunt of attack. And I alas, no choice but to join with them, if only once a year. I stood with the brothers’ father Arnauld D’arcy in the lee of the keep’s inner west wall. His two sons, thickset and surly stood kicking their heels nearby, whilst the morrow’s sweep was planned.

Morgan, oblivious to everyone practiced with sword and axe at the far end of the training field. For all the air was damp and raw with a chill biting edge about it, he stood stripped to the waist. The massive, muscled look of him belying his youth. Bored, the two brothers glanced at each other, a fleeting vicious smile passing between them as they ambled off across the training yard, heading towards Morgan. What followed was as inevitable as it was predictable, but then, for all the brothers inspired fear and loathing in many, thought of much of anything to do with their actions never entered their heads. Knights of rank, of lands and wealth ensured such as they, a privileged almost unassailable position, all but answerable to no one other than those whose strengths were greater still. I knew them for what they were; mean, vicious bullies who mirror imaged their father. About Morgan, as I silently watched the brothers close in, I worried not at all. Beside me, Arnauld D’arcy watched his two sons draw near to Morgan with a small, amused smile on his face. One day I thought bleakly I will kill you Arnauld D’arcy, I could feel it in my bones as sure as creeping age and fire.

Rain spattered down, driven slantways by the wind. Away to my right a group of off duty men-at-arms stood outside their barracks, talking quietly amongst themselves as they watched Morgan at his blade practice before retiring to their quarters and the relaxing warmth of glowing braziers within. To my left, at the corner most edge of my vision, Alando and his two companions Raymond de Sonnac and the Spanish knight Philip Calvados descended down the keep’s outer wall, pausing midway on the steep, worn steps. Quizzical looks on their faces as they too watched the brothers D’arcy close in on Morgan.

The wind carried the brothers words to our ears, and not a one of us that day could not help but hear what was said. About then the rain ceased its falling. The sullen, leaden clouds thinned a little, allowing pale, watery sunlight to seep through. The wind however, lost none of its chill, bitter edge. Beyond the keep, away towards the forest ravens croaked, their harsh cries thin and distant in the wind. The rhythmic thud of Morgan’s blade striking the oaken training post plainly heard, his back was towards us all as he concentrated on delivering a simple sequence of powerful blows, wielding the heavy, unbalanced weapon with a tireless, seemingly effortless ease, suggestive to all but the blind, of his powerful strength; the heavy, cumbersome blade, whirling like a willow wand in his hand. Nor did I doubt that he remained not unaware of the brothers approach. The sad, grey day was about to worsen but for whom, I thought dourly, for whom.

‘Blessed Mary ever virgin surely yon clod cannot be the son of Montfort,’ said one brother to the other in feigned astonishment, a cruel, tormenting light dancing in his eyes.

‘He looks like an ox, and as witless,’ taunted the other.

Morgan’s methodical strokes never faltered, as though he heard nothing and remained unaware of the two brothers behind him. The thick leather padded post quivered to the force of his blows.

The practice post was a thick seasoned post of oak, man high and as thick and round as a large man’s upper thigh, sunk deep in the earth with a good two inch thick layer of leather padding wrapped around and fixed to the post with a series of brass studs. Iron studs might very well chip and notch the edge of a good blade, brass, a soft metal, did not. The idea of the sword post was simple enough, the novice stood before it blade in hand and struck to the right and left of the post hour after mind numbing hour. In this way the would be knight not only gained skill but increased his stamina, his sheer ability to wield a heavy, cumbersome weapon for hours if the need arose in battle; and I can tell you it often did. And as the trainee’s skill increased he mastered the trick of striking and then with a twist of the wrist directing the weapon up, skimming over the top of the post and with another twist of the wrist power the blade down and in, towards the post to strike edge on. The exercise also strengthened the wrist and arm and improved ones co-ordination and line of strike sight. The novice knight practiced for hours, weeks and months until the first basic right, left strike was mastered and the blade became a whirling blur of steel in his hands. Until this one basic manoeuvre was mastered, no other more complex pattern was introduced or even attempted. In this age, at this time, there was no such thing as fancy, intricate sword play. In this age the cutting edge yet reigned supreme. Body power and strength. Strength of arm and shoulder linked to a heavy, razor sharp, long sword of tempered carbon steel owned the battlefield when coupled with the tireless enthusiasm to wield and swing 10-12 lbs and more of honed steel for hour after hour without respite whilst wearing about 100 lbs of armour, or a 65-80 lb weight of chain mail. This then was the reality devoid of the romance found in books, lay and song. This was the brutal reality of a would be knight’s training. And Morgan thrived on it, I can tell you that.

Legs braced apart, feet planted solidly on the ground, Morgan’s broadsword whirled in a blur of speed, striking to the right and left of the post with solid thuds. The post shuddering beneath the rhythmic impact delivered with smooth, effortless motion, deceptively powerful. Arm, back and shoulder muscles bunching, relaxing, bunching, and relaxing, with every stroke. Chill blew the wind, damp and cold the air about him. Even so, sweat coursed down his back, staining the waistband of his britches. And for all the lad was a terror to those who trained with him he had not yet faced armed and angry men determined to kill him. Whatever the outcome of the brothers baiting, Morgan must face it alone. Nor could he fail to answer their insults else he be shamed and named coward. And not all the mighty feats of arms in the world be enough to erase the stain of cowardice from ones honour. It was not unknown for knights to seek out and kill knights named coward, for all the accusation be unjust; so fearful are they that a known coward (of rank) might very well endow their progeny with such traits. Such thinking be foolish of course, but I’ll not argue the right or wrong of it with such obdurate, unthinking men, not if I wish to continue living that is. I am not my son. I am not Morgan, I be an aging man past his prime possessed of diminishing, finite strength. What I think I may know I keep to myself, with no love at all for argument and death over no more than a difference of opinion.

And still the brothers D’arcy baited the lad. And still Morgan continued his exercise, maintaining a supreme indifference to their words and their presence. Beside me Arnauld D’arcy licked his lips, the eyes of him shiny and moist with lust for the imminent, eagerly anticipated violence. Eager was he, like a man with a woman; sight of his need sickened me. Oh yes, one day I would kill him; there was no doubt about that, no doubt at all. Not so long ago Alando said to me, ‘D’arcy has need of us Seigneur, yet in truth we have no need of D’arcy or his ruffians, though it be expedient I grant you, nonetheless Monseigneur D’arcy continues to bluster and boast otherwise. He is a fool’ Alando concluded softly. ‘One day,’ he said soberly ‘D’arcy’s sons will seek out Morgan with dark murder in their hearts.’ ‘And Morgan’, I replied, ‘will deal with them or die. He will have no choice,’ I added, ‘none will be offered and none expected.’ Alando looked at me strangely but let it go, refraining to comment. Now here it was and all too real. The lads first testing I thought bleakly. Will he kill, will he harness his rage, or will that something inside him rise up and take control. Is he indeed a killer born? I didn’t think so. But then, what father would of his only son.

Long ago sweet Louise went away and left me with the boy. For awhile I stood Knights Vigil in the old way, in the old sense. And to this day I cannot swear I did not meet God during my trial. God of my old secret faith, or the Christian God, or the Hebrew God it makes no difference, they are all one and the same. I never spoke of that night to another, not even to the good Friar Desmond. I never spoke of the infinite joy I came to know or of the terrible sorrow that came after. There is a certain inevitability about such moments, as though we hurry to meet them from the very moment of our birth. And not all the chance and circumstance running free through the world can change or deem otherwise or deflect the moment from its inevitable collision with ones life. And from that moment on, we are changed in some way. Some small, subtle way we think not of. And some are changed cataclysmically like an iron door clanging shut, like an iron door bursting open from cause of something birthed within such unguarded moments. So it was with Morgan when he faced the sons of Arnauld D’arcy. It was then, within the moment, certainty of who and what he was, bloomed within his heart. Maybe the Adversary planned it this way. Maybe the Adversary knew what Morgan would become. Maybe the Adversary rushed him to meet this very moment whilst still quite young, and through use of his minions schemed and planned to cut him down. Maybe the Adversary failed to recognise the predator lurking within Morgan. A gift from God in return for a promise, a gift that would be both protector and haunt. A terrible instinctual gift of the Guardian’s Way, that would make of my son a cold and remorseless warrior, a knight of high renown, a man of known, ruthless reputation. Morgan de Montfort the most feared knight in all of Christendom who might very well be none of those things. About all that can now be said is that the moment came together and the sons of D’arcy played their part, willingly or otherwise who can say, who would care to listen anyway. Though we pass this way again and again some do be fated to be remembered not at all. And if the pages of history be pre writ as this or that revered sage doth claim, what might such pages say, when no one bothers to read them or otherwise acknowledge they be writ at all, and no prophet or sage, saviour or seer dares to reveal that reading such pages makes slaves of us all. Give me then, notion of chance and circumstance, notion that it might exist no matter how small and I’ll gamble my very life until I fall. I’ll gamble my very life and never give in, never give up until my last breath is drawn. I think that is what Morgan became. I think that was his bargain of guardianship. Something mystic, something channeled through a stone. Something that yet lingers, something that yet lives within an ancient design of grey-blue stone, left over from the birth of the world, the birth of the universe. That like life itself is inextricably linked. To discover the origin of the universe is to discover the origin of life, either one solves the other so intimately are they linked. So it is the old faith doth claim, though I’ll speak of it to no man else the Inquisition speedily consigns me to the flames. Wind lifted across the yard dashing rain in my face. And then the rain ceased and only the wind remained carrying the sound of foolish voices, of hateful, venom dipped words. And the world moved on. And the moment came crashing down, colliding with life.

It was a noble woman don’t you know who succeeded where the church failed and they hated her for it. Milady Eleanor of Aquitaine read the forbidden works of Plato and took her notions on from there. It was she who first introduced the idea and ideals of platonic affair, courtly love from afar, into our brutal, tumultuous society, redefining along the way chivalric governance of the very principles of knighthood, of manner courteous, of dress and refined conversation. What she did not do, what she did not think on, was that her silver age notions should include all, not just those of rank and wealth or noble blood. But then she, like most of our kind view commoners as vermin or at best cattle to be worked to death, ill fed, ill housed, abused and slaughtered at will. In truth life for a commoner was short, brutal and sordid. I do what I can to improve the lot of my own people, Yet even I dare not introduce all that I would like to do, else my own kind turn against me, branding me traitor to my class and gutting me like a pig. So it is the brothers D’arcy maim and kill commoners in a casual, offhand manner with no fear of censure, with no fear of censure at all. And now they turn their attention towards Morgan. Only, he be not a commoner with no right to bear arms. Should he choose to chastise his tormentors; why then, we who watched the scene unfold could only applaud him right well. His was the honour, the authority, and the directive of will to answer the brothers needling insults. And no one, no one at all had the right or authority to gainsay him, not even the king. Right or wrong by such rules do we live, and Morgan had yet to prove his worth. For all the daunting size of him, Morgan had never yet faced an opponent coming at him with deliberate and cruel intent. Stand or fall the boy had it to do, I thought bleakly, as the brothers D’arcy moved in.

The brothers, Jacoby and Rafe of the House of D’arcy, had wanted to humiliate and kill Morgan for almost as long as they could remember. His quiet ways and size infuriated them. Why, they had no idea and cared even less. His growing reputation, his father’s obvious wealth and claim of ancient Celtic heritage adding fuel to their unreasoning hatred. The idea that their own line, no more than a few generations old, began with a common foot soldier ever raised cankerous burning in their fevered minds. That their founding ancestor was a loyal man of courage and honour completely passed them by, and like their father or because of him, they harboured wicked seeds of jealousy towards any one displaying traits they so obviously lacked. And Morgan had ever been uppermost in their dark, brooding thoughts, one day the brothers would kill him, they lusted to do so, savouring his imagined humiliating death with avid relish when in their cups. That the young son of an aging knight might possibly defeat them both never entered their minds. And so, as the years went by they plotted and schemed to bring about Morgan’s downfall, but never actually did anything, other than to boast of what one day they might do. Even so, the brothers some years senior to Morgan, were supremely dangerous. Veterans of battle and war, of joust and melee, and like Morgan the inexorable march of the moment gathered about them; and they with their goading words and bitter, vitriolic tongues, had no eyes to see the face of the ravaged angel with dark spreading wings swooping towards them, midnight eyes burning like coals in a face of pure white flesh. Not even their father dreamed of what moved inside their heads like maggots in rotting meat.

‘Stick him Rafe, go on stick him with your sword,’ urged Jacoby with manic glee. ‘Lets see if he feels pain the same as noble bloods, go on Rafe, stick him.’

Morgan’s practice blows never faltered, thudding against the training post with regular, rhythmic monotony. Silence settled over the yard like weighty cerements. All eyes focused on Morgan.

Gusting wind, raw and chill, insipid sunlight falling down from out a smearing grey-blue sky. Thud of blows on padded wood, the sound of harsh, discordant voices. And it seemed as though the earth ceased its turning. Moments colliding, ricocheting, pulling order out of chaos, the very breath of God.

About then the sound of oiled steel being drawn from its scabbard rang through the air, the chilling sound clear as a bell. The scrape and ring of honed steel sliding across the metal ferrule of the scabbard’s mouth is a sound that fills the ears with woe, cramps the belly with sudden hollow fear, and sets the blood on fire. ‘Blessed Mary, mother and child protect me now’ some men do whisper when they hear that one sound that is like no other, no other sound on earth, the sound of death.

Beneath a chill, lowering sky, the brothers drifted apart, one to the right and one to the left of Morgan as he finally and slowly turned to face his tormentors. The wind tugged at the damp, lank hair spilling down his back. The heavy blunt edged broadsword held negligently in his right hand. The brothers, helmless, wore knee length shirts of chain mail over padded, under tunics of soft leather. Unlike plate steel, the weight of which is carried by the upper and lower body, chain mail hangs loose from the shoulders, therefore most of the 50-60 lb dead weight of the ringed metal is carried by the shoulders alone. The brothers stood middle height. Thick chested, burly men who carried the burdensome weight of their chain mail tunics with easy, nonchalant strength, what with ring mail for all its weight being some 40-60 lbs lighter than full battle armour, and if a knight could not run, wearing full plate steel, bearing a 10-15 lb shield plus a 12 lb blade weight broadsword or war axe, such a one would be thought to be not much of a warrior at all.

‘God’s blood, look at him Rafe,’ Jacoby taunted, ‘stripped like a felon. Do you think he is deaf as well as dumb?’ Hands on hips, lank, greasy hair falling to his shoulders, Jacoby said in mock seriousness, ‘You know Rafe, I have often thought the only difference between cattle and commoners like yon brute is that one breed can speak and the other cannot,’ he smirked, ‘the puzzle is brother, why are both witless. Look at him Rafe, standing there dumb as an ox. Do you think he can actually understand anything I say?’ He stared at Morgan, eyes hot and vicious with hate. ‘You’re a Celtic buffoon Montfort,’ he continued savagely, ‘that is all you are, a stupid Celtic buffoon with pretensions to knighthood.’ He leaned forward, stabbing the air with his finger, ‘You’ll not live to be knighted, I’ll make sure of that,’ he hissed menacingly.

Morgan’s silence, his very indifference to Jacoby’s baiting infuriated the brothers, who seemed not to notice the wicked light behind Morgan’s cold, flat stare, or the almost imperceptible tightening of his muscles. The signs were there only the brothers were too blind with hate and the assumption of their own superior weapon skill to see. Skills honed in battle, border wars and tourney. Skills they foolishly considered Morgan, for all his daunting size, did not possess. And that was a mistake, a foolish unprofessional mistake ill becoming veteran warriors. ‘Go on, stick him Rafe, stick your sword in his guts. Make him squeal like a pig. And if you move a muscle Montfort,’ he hissed viciously ‘I’ll chop your hands off and there’s not a thing your fool of a father or his men can do to stop me. Mine is the insult only you can answer. Beg, Montfort, go on beg for your miserable life, get down on your knees so all can see you, and I’ll spare your worthless life. Go on Montfort, beg and I might do no more than geld you like any other dumb brute in the field. Go on Montfort,’ his voice rose to a shriek, ‘beg.’ Dark, mad lights danced in his eyes as Rafe moved in, grinning with obscene pleasure, broadsword raised to strike.

It was then, as Morgan turned slowly to face the two brothers, wind lifting his hair, his eyes cold and implacable, hard and shiny like sunlight on ice, flesh taut over high Celtic cheekbones; it was then I suddenly realised the passing of years had accustomed me to his size. I had given no thought to the size of the lad. Now, as he faced the mad progeny of D’arcy, broadsword loose in his hand I viewed him newly, not simply as my son, but as a warrior in his own right. Morgan “enorme-effragant” (massive and formidable) I thought in awe, for all his young years, the naked upper body of him sheened in sweat was thick and wide, heavy with muscle. The two brothers, both burly and powerful in their own right, appeared diminished compared to Morgan.

No one moved or spoke, the air heavy with menace, Alando and his knights frozen in mid step. Men-at-arms staring off across the yard towards Morgan and the brothers in stunned amazement at the sudden turn of events. Jacoby’s deliberate insults plainly heard by all. Insults that could only end in death or maiming, but for who, that was the unvoiced question, for who. I fully anticipated Morgan turning on the brothers in a blur of speed and whirling steel. Blunt though it was, the training blade was far heavier than a war blade and in the right hands could deliver crushing blows, he did not, turn suddenly that is, for all the sound of drawn steel hung on the air. Morgan was slow in turning to face the threat, almost as if he knew neither one nor the other of the two brothers would strike until he faced them both. And I, his father helpless to aid him. Nor did I then realise the brothers true intent. Alando once said one day the unsavoury pair would try to kill Morgan, driven by hate or envy who can say, and seemingly today was that day. Morgan had it to do, else in the eyes of his own kind he would stand shamed forever. No later valorous deeds would ever be enough to remove the stain from his honour, and no one, no one at all, willingly rides into battle with a branded coward, knight, noble blood or otherwise.

Morgan turned slowly, his eyes terrible to see, as though he knew what was to come and wanted no part of it; whilst yet aware the two brothers would not allow him to walk away. Not now, not from this and they with murder in their hearts. I think the lad made his decision long ago, I think he always knew one day it would come to this. Blood and sudden death on a chill, windy day, standing alone in the thin light of a warmless sun. Perhaps Morgan hated them in return for putting him in a kill or be killed position for no reason other than blind hate, fuelled by the dictate of their own cruel, sadistic natures. Fight or die, he could see it writ plain on their faces. The burning, salacious lust to hurt and maim, to kill the Montfort upstart. No, such as they would never allow their selected victim to walk away.

Morgan faced the brothers, feral light burning in his eyes. The predator awakes, I thought hollowly. My blood ran cold; the predator awakes, echoed round and round inside my head. Words without rhyme, words devoid of song.

Morgan, my only son, child of sweet Louise, woman of my soul, stood alone beneath a pale, grey-blue sky, wind lifting the sweat damp, red-gold hair of him like a banner streaming out on some dragon’s breath. The brothers moved in, swords drawn, drifting to the right and left of him. Move Morgan, I screamed soundlessly. For the love of God move lad, don’t let them box you in. Fear for my son coiled in my guts. ‘Sweet sobbing Christ, move my son move,’ I groaned softly. They be veterans, I almost screamed out, veterans of war, working in tandem. They have done it all before, over and over again, perfecting moves that always end in the death of their victims. They never fight alone, everybody knows that, offend one and you fight both, you know that lad, you know that. God’s wounds, I willed silently, move, Morgan, move. Beside me Arnauld D’arcy licked his lips, his face flushed with obscene pleasure at the imminent prospect of blood and the gratuitous death of my son. If he dies, I vowed silently, neither you nor your bastard sons leave here alive, my oath on it, I swore to myself.

And then, between one heartbeat and the next, almost faster than the eye could follow, Morgan attacked, drawing the brothers in towards him in as lovely a move as I have ever seen. God be my witness, I swear it. The air resounded to the clang of steel against steel, sparks flew; the hissing screech of metal grating across metal filled the air.

Arnauld D’arcy frowned, leaning forward brow furrowed as though he couldn’t quite believe his sons double murderous strike had been countered. The strength of Morgan’s right arm enough and more than enough to hold the downward pressure of both blades against the length of his own broadsword without wavering. And then Morgan’s arm swept out and away from his body sweeping the two brothers aside with shocking ease. Rafe fell to his knees screeching like a cat, eyes wild he staggered, caught his balance and with a snarl of rage lunged. The honed edge of his broadsword swinging round in a short vicious arc. Morgan stepped forward to meet the blade and with a twisting wrist motion all but knocked the razor sharp war blade out of his hand. Jacoby stepped back, the better to swing his lethal broadsword at Morgan’s unprotected body, contemptuously dismissing Morgan’s training sword. Blade heavy it might be, honed it was not. Indeed the weapon was not only blunt but devoid of any semblance of a point. Jacoby assumed he had little to fear from Morgan’s blade, He assumed wrong.

The lad’s eyes shone with a terrible light, his face impassive, he fought without passion, cold and ruthless like some remorseless doom, come calling. Using a two handed grip Morgan swung the heavy weapon driving in towards Jacoby even as Jacoby’s sword arced towards his unprotected chest. The unwieldy blade whined as Morgan, face devoid of emotion drove the heavy sword in towards Jacoby like an axe, leaning in to the blow, adding bodyweight to the strength of his arms. The blunt edged weapon smashed against Jacoby’s mail clad side with a solid thud, Jacoby, eyes bulging in shocked dismay, mouth agape in a silent scream, his face drained of colour, as the heavy blade powered with unbelievable strength, smashed through his rib cage, driving buckled links of iron and splintered bone deep into his chest, pulping his heart. Jacoby died, a whimper of sound hissing from his mouth, his sword falling from nerveless fingers even as he tumbled lifeless, dead before he hit the ground.

Discarding his training blade, Morgan scooped up Jacoby’s fallen sword, whirling to face Rafe who, with an inarticulate scream of fury launched himself towards Morgan.

The lad held a true killing blade now, four feet of tempered steel honed to a razor’s edge. A balanced weapon of lethal beauty, pommel and hilt skillfully weighted to even out and balance the enormous blade weight. In Morgan’s hand this terrible jewel of the metal smith’s art was like an extension of his arm. Rafe, unmindful of skill, rushed towards Morgan, sword swinging wildly, face livid with rage, eyes full of hate, lips drawn back in a spitting snarl. Morgan stepped forward to meet him and with a casual backhand blow cut off his head, slicing through the unprotected neck with indifferent ease.

Beside me Arnauld D’arcy howled in mortal pain, his eyes wide and staring, frothy bubbles of spittle spraying from his mouth. Dragging his sword free he charged across the yard, pounding towards Morgan. No one moved or spoke, the thud of the running man’s feet loud in our ears. The unlovely sound of squabbling rooks a faint echo on the air. Chill, breathy airs moaned and sighed, nipping exposed flesh, caressing with icy hands, pushed by the wind, obscuring the sun, drifting on, light and shadow dappling the yard. The moment, I thought dourly has all but run its course. The lad stood calm and easy, Jacoby’s sword gripped lightly in his hand, tip of the blade touching the earth, as he gazed towards the wild figure charging towards him through winter cold eyes, grey as stones beneath frozen water. Shafts of pale sunlight lanced through a scattering of clouds, touching droplets of blood beading his blade, the droplets glowing with sudden, deep red fire like unclouded rubies about a maiden’s throat.

Arnauld D’arcy met his death on a cold blustery day with no more than a sigh to mark his passing as Morgan’s blade pierced his throat. The lad had an eye for distance and timing, whipping the blade up in line with his shoulder, holding it out at arms length like a spear, a heartbeat before D’arcy came within reach. To those who watched it looked for all the world as though D’arcy deliberately impaled himself on Morgan’s blade. The lad has some skills then, as well as strength, no doubt about it I thought with satisfaction.

Later, Morgan confided that when he turned and looked into the eyes of the sons of D’arcy he saw his death mirrored there. ‘The sons of D’arcy died by my hand’ he said, ‘nor could I afford the father clemency. Such as he, would trade his lands and wealth in exchange for my death. No’ he said in a cold even voice, ‘I could not afford to allow him to live, else I forever ward against the assassin’s blade in my back.’

I wondered about that, I wondered about the kind of man who thinks ahead whilst fighting for his life. The cold impartiality of his reasoning shivered me through. Morgan shaped himself, but do I know him, do I know my son at all? The predator is loose, I thought darkly, but can he contain it, can he learn to regulate its hunger, or will he die trying on some nameless battlefield in a distant land? The lad said he was born to Guardianship, perhaps that is all I need to know, I thought reluctantly, knowing it was not, but knowing there I must leave it.

The good Friar Desmond buried the D’arcys and that was that. Indeed Arnauld D’arcy’s wife died of despair and ill treatment years ago; since then Arnauld D’arcy had amused himself with a succession of young noble women though not a one of them cared to stay overlong. Within days of the D’arcy burials various so called blood relations moved in and almost immediately began squabbling amongst themselves. As it turned out they need not have bothered to make the journey. The king, Philip the Fair annexed the fiefdom, and later gifted a new charter of the lands to Rupert de Chartres one of his most loyal Barons, who immediately fortified the crumbling keep, adding a stout barracks and an armory and settling in to defend his fiefdom against all comers in the name of the king. The name of D’arcy continued to survive; however lacking royal patronage, within a generation, the line lost all pretension to nobility, and the name gradually reverted to its common root. Nobility is after all a whimsy of birth, common blood no different from that of kings. We nobles I sometimes think are little more than armed thugs sanctioned by kings in return for upholding their rule, common folk no more than game pieces to be used along the way. Indeed if a commoner kills a commoner for whatever reason outside of war, he is immediately hanged. No village is without a gibbet. If however, a knight or noble kills a commoner it is considered to be his right. And if he kills one of noble blood he is rarely brought to task, and on the rare occasion when he is, a gift of blood money is offered and there’s an end to it. There is no justice or injustice where commoners are concerned, they belong to their Seigneur the same as cattle, the same as crops in the field. Nor do they own anything; the very clothes on their back belong to their Seigneur who may do with them what he will; breed them, sell them, work them to death or use them as front line fodder in battle. Commoners have no legal rights therefore justice or injustice does not apply to them. Of course it isn’t right but that is the common accord agreed upon between priests and the wealthy noble bloods and some few needful guilds and craftsmen such as blacksmiths, trained men-at arms, merchants and what have you. This age of ours though it saddens me to say it, is an age of rule by strength; justice and rights have nothing to do with it, they play no part what so ever. Perhaps one day commoners may be afforded protection under the king’s laws with recourse to justice by trial, who can say, other than one day perhaps, but not soon, no not soon at all. Indeed, the Isle of England is the only land in the whole of Christendom that extends to commoners proportionate protection of the law, even unto allowing them to petition their Liege Lord should they consider themselves to be unfairly treated. Such is a wonder is it not, and yet the Isle produces an abundance of all things and is the wealthiest of Christian lands, a fact of which the church is not unaware, nor does his Holiness allow the feared Inquisition to darken the isle’s fair green shores. Not that it would do any good if he did. English Lords fear not the martial arm of the Roman faith and would not hesitate to kill any Inquisitor bold enough to walk their shires selecting victims at random to sacrifice and burn at the stake in the name of that unholy rite they call the Blood of Doves. We however do not live on a sea girt isle and Inquisitors are free to move at will throughout our lands selecting victims where so ever they go. And no Seigneur dares to raise his voice in protest else the hand of Holy Mother Church reach out and crush him with the very martial force Morgan would become a part of, upon attainment of his knighthood.
