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LUXURIA

He had grown up in this forest. As a child, Otto had hunted rabbits along the band of white ash that grew along the track of the old river. He remembered the last time the wash filled with water, during the unseasonably wet spring in 1226. His uncle, Heinrich, had lost two dozen cattle in the deluge of water that had come pouring out of the trees. For weeks after, he and the other boys had found all manner of treasures buried in the dark silt carried down from the mountains by the floods: shards of earthen pottery, scraps of leather, bits of metal rounded by their long journey. Dierk, the largest of the boys, had found a piece of a broken blade, one of the old swords used by the Romans. They had even found a woman�s arm, battered and torn, wedged among the tangled roots of an ancient oak that had been torn up by the waters. Dierk had thought it belonged to Elsa, a local girl who had vanished during the flood. Perhaps she had been out here, among the trees, with another boy that night when the waters had come.
Or perhaps it had been something else. Something darker. Something evil.
Something like whatever was chasing him.
Otto fled through the woods, and it was as if the trees had moved since the last time he had been in the forest�s embrace. The familiar paths-traveled so frequently they belonged to him as much as to the animals-were hidden from him tonight, even with the assistance of the full moon. It hung, snared, in the spindly and jagged branches of the trees, whose limbs strained and reached for the shining circle like eager children begging their mothers to lift them up. He saw no animals and heard nothing but the shuddering beat of his heart loud in his ears.
When he did hear an echo in the forest, it was the sound of pursuit. They had been chasing him since he stepped out of the inn to piss. At first he thought they were dogs that belonged to someone local, but then he caught sight of one of them, crossing the field opposite the inn. He wiped at his eyes, sure he had had too much ale to drink, but the apparition didn�t disappear. It came closer, prancing in the moonlight, and his bravery fled at the sight of the ash-whitened skin.
The next village was a half-day�s journey upriver. Mainz was so far away that it might as well have been the Holy Land. He didn�t know where he was going, and it didn�t matter. As long as he ran away from them.
He didn�t know how many were chasing him, nor did he want to stop and find out. As a boy, his uncle Heinrich had told him stories of the ghost hunt-the spirits of damned hunters unable to ascend to Heaven until they caught the Devil, but they had been hunting the cloven-hoofed one for so long that they had forgotten who they were, and they were nothing more than vengeful spirits who preyed on sinners. They could smell the Devil�s taint, the corruption that took root in the soul when a man sinned against God.
He prayed to God when he could manage enough breath to spare for prayer. What have I done, Lord? How have I offended you?
A rock turned beneath his foot, and he sprawled on the ground. His elbow banged against the heavy root of a tree, and he curled into a ball on the ground, whimpering as pain lanced up his arm and into his shoulder.
Something dashed through the brush nearby and he froze, his whimper dying in his throat. There had been a flash of white moonlight reflecting off pale skin, and when the second one passed, he clapped his hand over his mouth to stifle his cry of terror at what he saw.
The third one did not run past like the first two. It crouched in the shadow of a nearby tree, and he could hear its ragged breathing. He stared at the dark shape, trying to pierce the darkness with his gaze while simultaneously praying that what he had seen was not true. The creature in the darkness made a guttural noise. His mind refused to accept that what he was hearing was laughter, and that it was coming from a human throat.
He scrambled backward, and the shadowy figure leaped forward, grabbing at his trailing leg with an outstretched hand. As soon as its grip latched onto his ankle, he started screaming and kicking. The figure laughed, fighting to snare both his legs, and his cries of terror brought the other two back. They loomed over him, faces that he knew but that were distorted and pale in the moonlight. There was blood and dirt on their faces, and their lips were white with ash.
�No!� Otto begged. �Do you not know me?�
The man holding his legs was a goatherd he knew by sight but not by name. The woman kneeling on his right arm worked in the inn; she had served him just the other night. But there was no recognition in her face now. Her eyes were wild and black.
He tried to shove her off, but the third one, a burly man with an old scar that twisted his lips, caught his flailing arm. He tried to pull free, but the broad-chested man gripped his wrist and slowly pried his fist open. As he watched, unable to believe what he was seeing, the man bit down on his index finger, right around the second knuckle. He screamed as teeth grated against bone, and the man shook his head violently. The other two shrieked with delight as the man wrenched his head back, taking a finger with him.
�Please,� Otto sobbed. �Please, God. Help me.� Blood squirted from the ravaged end of his finger, and the woman eagerly grabbed at his injured hand, licking and slurping at his bloody stump.
�God cannot hear you.� The voice came from the trees, and he recoiled at the sound of human speech. He struggled beneath the threesome, who crouched reverently at the voice while still maintaining their hold on their captive.
Moonlight fell across a robed figure as it approached. The figure wore a misshapen hood, complete with a leather mask and a crown of twisted vines. �God is afraid of the night,� the figure said, his voice a dry rattle in the darkness. �He is afraid of what lives in these woods. What has always lived in these woods. Your God has fled, and we are all that remain.�
As if these words were permission, the three fell on their captive. Their hands tearing; their teeth biting.

GULA

It was hard to tell who thought they were more important: the horse or its rider. The horse, a black destrier with a swath of white down its throat, walked with such a precise and high-stepping gait that it was nearly prancing, though judging from the imperious lift of its head, it would never deign to do something as undignified as prancing. Its rider was a priest in a dun-colored robe beneath a dark blue cloak-which seemed to Andreas to be one layer too many. The man�s face was clean-shaven, and his tonsure was so white that he appeared to be crowned with a halo that slipped down across his skull. His eyes were blue, like the Northern seas, and they appeared to miss little. They locked onto Andreas as the not-quite prancing horse came abreast of the itinerant knight, and Andreas, always eager to practice his humility, dipped his head.
The horse snorted, shat (much to the dismay of the rider directly following), and continued on. Andreas stared at the steaming pile in the narrow lane and quietly counted the eight riders following the priest as they carefully avoided the freshly dropped equine offering. Andreas scratched his cheek absently after the party had passed, wishing once again that he hadn�t lost his own horse in a wager.
It had been a fine animal, though a bit temperamental when the weather turned. It had rained most of last week, and the beast had been feisty enough that he had, in a moment of weakness, offered it up in a wager with a pair of Frankish mercenaries. Andreas suspected the pair had cheated, but as the crowd had become overwhelmingly filled with friends of the Franks, he had thought it prudent to let the matter lie.
As luck would have it, the storm departed during the night and the last few days had been gloriously temperate. The walk along the Rhine had been pleasant and peaceful, unmarred by anything more strenuous than waving at the occasional boat that meandered past.
He had never been to Lorsch and had heard stories of its wondrous library; however, his visit had been unceremoniously cut short when he had been informed by the monks at the abbey that the library had been sealed.
And then there had been the matter with the Frankish mercenaries. All in all, a peaceful stroll along the river for a few days was probably the best recourse. It would give him time to fully expunge the annoyance still laboring in his breast. At least until he reached Mainz and sought an audience with the Archbishop there, specifically to inquire why His Excellency had ordered the closure of the library in Lorsch.
Andreas adjusted his pack on his shoulder, and whistling tunelessly through his teeth, he continued on his journey toward Mainz, following in the direction of the regal priest and his entourage. He gave little thought as to where the party was bound until he stumbled across them again not an hour later.

The village was not unlike many of the villages that were scattered along the Rhine between Worms and Mainz, little more than a tiny green surrounded by an inn or two, a trading house, and a few other houses belonging to the local farmers who preferred to be known as owners of land rather than workers of the same. The rest of the residents lived in huts scattered among the fields that surrounded the village. The inn, a more well-to-do building than the last few Andreas had seen, was on the north side of the green. Its broad porch was being used as a dais by the local magistrate and the regal priest to address the unruly crowd. On the western periphery of the crowd, eager participants were arguing over the distribution of freshly cut wood around a tall pole.
Andreas paused at the verge of the crowd as he realized what he was about to stumble into. He was taller than most of the villagers, and though he stood at the back, he was able to readily scan the crowd for the focus of the villagers� ire. Near the front, not far from the magistrate, was a cluster of men, holding someone between them. A woman, he surmised, as the sound of her shrieking voice carried over the general hubbub.
It pained him to walk away, but he knew this was not his fight. He knew nothing of the charges being levied against the woman or the mood of the villagers. By inserting himself in this situation, by revealing who he was, he could cause more strife than the village was already suffering. He did not care for the way the priest carried himself, but his dislike of the recent abuses attributed to some Dominicans in their zealous pursuit of heretics was not a complete condemnation of all priests.
He might be a Knight Initiate of the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae, the Holy Knights of the Virgin Defender, but he was one man, far away from home. A company of Shield-Brethren, as they were more regularly known in the Holy Roman Empire and the lands north, were known to strike terror in an opposing army simply by virtue of their appearance on the battlefield, but one Shield-Brother was more a curiosity than a cause for alarm.
Andreas caught sight of a man seated on a horse to his left. He wore a plain surcoat over mail with a longsword on his person and a shield attached to his saddle. His skin was darker than the rest of the villagers-a consequence of his birth, not the sun-and his hair and beard were neat and short, cut close to the shape of his head and face. His shield bore a familiar rose emblem, not unlike the brooch pinned to Andreas�s cloak.
One Shield-Brother might be a curiosity, he thought, but two?
As the magistrate attempted to make himself heard over the crowd, Andreas worked his way around the crowd toward the man on the horse. The rider spotted him coming and regarded him coolly for a moment, assessing him, before returning his gaze to the spectacle unfolding on the green.
�That�s a nice horse,� Andreas opined as he reached the mounted knight. He was being polite. The animal was magnificent. Its withers were on equal height with his chest, and its coat was such a lustrous gray that it seemed more like Byzantine silk than hair. It wore very little tack, and Andreas assumed such a decision on the part of the rider was due to the animal�s responsiveness to knee and hand. It had white markings on its front legs and face, and when it turned its head to look at him, he was startled to see a rounded bump among the white hair on its forehead-a tiny nub not unlike the sort of protrusion male deer exhibit as they start growing their horns.
�It is,� the man said, and his accent reminded Andreas of the confusion of languages he had heard during his time in the Levant. �The Carthusian monks breed excellent stock.�
Further conversation was precluded by the magistrate finally making himself heard over the crowd. The villagers shushed one another-a susurration that ran from the front to the back of the mob-as the magistrate began to shout. �I know you are frightened, but we must not allow ourselves to be filled with fear. If the Devil walks among us, we must be strong in our faith so that we may cast him out. If we quarrel amongst ourselves, then we are divided. We have laws, given to us by God, that protect us, and as long as we uphold those laws, no harm will come to us.
�The widow�-and this word brought howls from the audience-�this�woman, Gerda, stands accused of witchcraft; of sacrificing her husband to the Devil in return-� The audience started shouting again, drowning out the magistrate�s voice. Andreas could see him waving his arms, trying to get their attention, but the villagers were too stirred up.
The woman had stopped fighting her captors as soon as the magistrate had started speaking, and the accusations had not stirred her. She hung loosely in the grip of the three men, her face unmoved by the turmoil around her. It was the men holding her who were showing signs of distress, clearly worried that the mob�s bloodthirst would extend to them.
The magistrate stepped back, raising his hands in frustration to the priest, who took his place at the edge of the platform. The priest raised his arms, palms out, and held still, waiting for the crowd to notice him. When he spoke, he spoke in a normal tone of voice, and such was his presence and his expectation of being listened to that the audience fell silent as wheat felled by the pass of a scythe.
�We are God�s children,� the priest said. �We are not animals. What has happened here in your village is a heinous crime against God, and I promise you that the malefactors will be found and punished. But the Church believes that each of us-no matter how far we have strayed-may confess our sins and receive absolution. We will hear this woman�s confession, and should it be satisfactory, we will grant her the salvation her poor soul craves. If she is unrepentant in her testimony, we will purge her-and the taint of her sins-from this village.
�This matter belongs to the Roman Catholic Church. It is my sworn duty as an inquisitor to cleanse this evil from your midst so that it may not infect others. I am the Righteous Hand of God, and the woman is my responsibility. I will hear her testimony as well as the testimony of the witnesses who accuse her. But not at this time.�
The crowd jerked as one body, and Andreas could feel them winding up to a storm of noise again.
But the priest spoke first. His voice was still calm, but there was an underlying anger in his words. �The rules of God and the Church are plain in the matter of the Ordeal. Do you think you know better than God how to discern heresy? Do you think you know better than I the signs of the Devil�s influence?�
The change in the audience was as dramatic as the sudden cessation of a summer storm. The tension in the crowd vanished in a heartbeat, draining away into a tiny stream of quiet muttering in the back of the crowd.
�It is your blessed fortune that I meant to take my midday meal at your inn, and I will still do so,� the priest said. �As is my duty as an inquisitor of the Church, I will hear this woman�s testimony and render a judgment, but I will do so in the morning, after a night of prayer for her soul. Until then, she is to be left in my care.�
He gestured to the trio holding the woman, and they dragged her up to the platform. The priest gazed at her slack face, an exaggerated air of fatherly concern in his features. He gestured again, and the magistrate hurried to open the door to the inn for the trio. The priest turned back to the crowd, raised his right hand, and rattled off a blessing in Latin, calling upon God to watch over the village and its residents until such time that he-God�s instrument-could vanquish the evil assaulting these poor innocents.
The crowd milled about for a few minutes, pacified by the priest�s benediction, before they slowly began to disperse.
�A bit dramatic, don�t you think?� Andreas offered.
�But effective,� the mounted knight replied.
�Do you know him?� Andreas asked.
�Konrad von Marburg,� the knight replied. �He is as he says: an inquisitor of the Roman Catholic Church.�
�I saw him earlier, on the road. I did not see you with him.�
�I am not traveling with him.�
�But you know of him.�
The knight looked down at Andreas, his gaze resting for a moment on Andreas�s cloak brooch. �You ask many questions for a man who has not bothered to introduce himself. Some would see that as impertinent and more befitting a man of low character than a knight of a holy order.�
�Many of the order who do know my name would still say the same,� Andreas replied. He pulled back the right sleeve of his robe and offered his hand to the knight. The knight glanced down and, seeing the scar on Andreas�s forearm, tugged the sleeve of his mail back. The two men clasped forearms, and Andreas felt the roughened edges of an old scar on the knight�s forearm. Similar to his, but slightly different. As they all were.
�I am Raphael, lately of�Cologne,� the knight said.
�Andreas,� Andreas replied. �Lately of Petraathen, but more recently-� He shrugged as if it wasn�t important. Ultimately they were all from the old citadel. That was where they took their vows and where they received their scars and their swords.
�Well met, Brother Andreas,� Raphael said, releasing Andreas�s arm. He nodded toward the closed door of the inn. �I had thought to ride farther today, but perhaps I will inquire as to suitable care for my horse. Do you think yonder establishment might be able to offer us sustenance and shelter, should we need to tarry overnight?�
�It might,� Andreas smiled. �We could even offer to share a room.�
�Spoken like a true penitent,� Raphael said. �But you get the floor.�
Andreas bowed. �As long as you are paying, Brother Raphael.�
Raphael laughed.

Gerda had woken that morning to the sound of her husband�s hound baying in fright. Her head fuzzy with sleep, she had dragged her recalcitrant body from beneath the woolen blankets and stumbled toward the door of the one-room hut she shared with Otto. The hound, an old herding dog that Otto had taken pity on several years ago when it had broken its leg chasing a frisky ewe across a gopher-hole-riddled field, lay crouched on the floor not far from the wooden door. Its paws between its snout and its body pointed toward the door, it growled and whimpered as if were both angered and frightened by something on the other side of the warped wooden panel.
Gerda had not yet noticed her husband was missing from the bed, and annoyed at the dog, she had pulled open the door to see what was causing the animal so much distress. As the door opened, the dog yipped in fear and leaped away, running toward the back corner of the room. She had turned toward it, meaning to curse it for its cowardice, and in doing so, caught her first glimpse of what lay directly outside the hut out of the corner of her eye. She froze as the smell struck her. She had hunted with her father as a girl, and he had taught her how to dress the rabbits and squirrels he caught in his snares. She knew the smell of fresh blood.
Trembling, she had turned her head and started screaming when she recognized her Otto�s face staring up at her from the ground. Just his head, canted on one ear, lying in the center of a large smear of dark blood.
The first person who had come in response to her terror fled as soon as he identified the round shape. Others came and went after that, and she had no memory of their faces other than their wild eyes and gaping mouths-not unlike her dead husband�s. All that she could recall of the next few hours after being dragged out of the house was the forlorn expression permanently fixed on Otto�s dead face.
Her neighbors and friends-people whom she had traded bread and vegetables with, whom she had laughed and danced with at the last village feast-looked at her with hate-filled eyes. Some spat on her; others made the sign of the warding eye, refusing to let the Devil leap from her sin-ridden body to their own. The magistrate, who had commented on the flowers in her hair only two days ago when he had encountered her near the communal bread oven, had very little control over the mob�s rising panic. If the priest on the black horse had not appeared when he had, she would have been torn apart by the villagers.
He was an inquisitor of the Roman Catholic Church, and he was not the compassionate savior she had first imagined. When he lifted her chin and looked upon her tear-streaked face, she saw no pity in his sky-colored eyes.
Her trial was to be held in private, immediately after the priest took his meal, and she was forced to kneel before his table while he sated his prodigious appetite. She had tried to catch his eye, but he was intent on his meal as it was laid out before him: a bowl of steaming stew, the scent of which made her already shriveled stomach cramp even further; a loaf of warm bread; tankards of the ale brewed by her sister�s husband�s cousins; a chicken slow-cooked in hot coals so that the meat slid effortlessly off the bone when the inquisitor tore into the leg and wing with his hands and teeth.
After a while she could not bear to look upon the inquisitor, his hands and face shiny with grease and ale, and she sank to the floor, clutching her shackles to her belly. She lay still, her mind slowly fading away from the welter of confusion and despair that filled her body.

AVARITIA

After parting with a few coins and ensuring that his horse would be well cared for, Raphael made his way back to the inn. The green was deserted but for a few malingerers loitering around the pyre, and they glared at Raphael as if daring him to accuse them of being eager to see the judgment of God meted out. Raphael ignored them; he had seen far worse behavior in men during the Fifth Crusade, and while he did not like to dwell on his lack of moral outrage at such fiendishness, he had come to terms with a certain amount of pragmatism in the years since his first blooding as an exuberant initiate of the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae. Righteousness dwelt within the heart of a man, not within his hand or his sword.
As he entered the inn, he was assaulted by the noise and the smell of many people clustered within the low-ceilinged room. A sullen fire crouched in a hearth on the opposite wall, and not all of the smoke from the wet wood was going up the chimney. A gray pall clung to the wooden beams of the ceiling. A large cauldron hung on an iron rod, and whatever stew bubbled within smelled delicious enough that Raphael�s stomach did not care how long it had been boiling in that pot. Men shouted back and forth to one another, a minstrel struggled to make himself heard, and the beleaguered tavern staff were constantly summoned to every corner of the room by whistles and wordless grunts and shouts. Raphael surmised that the stairs at the back of the common room led to private chambers on the upper floor. Likewise, one if not both of the other doors out of the common room would lead to a more private dining area.
Andreas, the young Shield-Brother he had met earlier, was sitting on his right, embroiled in an elaborate tale that involved an earnest amount of arm waving and making faces. The young man caught sight of Raphael and his broad face lit up. He waved Raphael over, elbowing the man seated next to him to make room.
Raphael began to apologize to the man who had been so unceremoniously moved, but the lean villager, catching sight of the sword on Raphael�s hip, shook his head and scooted ever farther away on the bench.
Andreas shoved a half-empty tankard in front of Raphael. �It is not a bad brew, my brother,� he said. �And the stew is as hearty as it is bland to the tongue.� He whistled shrilly, catching the attention of the nearest tavern maid. He pointed at himself and Raphael, and the young woman nodded before she vanished into the crowd.
Raphael sat and inspected the contents of the tankard. �You were telling a story before I arrived,� he said. �Pray continue.�
�I was just telling these attentive listeners tales of the Crusades,� Andreas said.
Raphael glanced shrewdly at him, assessing his age. His face was still youthful beneath his blond beard, though he was beginning to collect lines beyond those engraved in his face by years of raucous laughter. Which Crusade? he wondered. Surely he was not at Damietta?
As Andreas continued his story, Raphael opted to not ask such an indelicate question. He raised the tankard of ale and drank. His eyes strayed to the far side of the room, and as he watched, one of the two doors opened and a bevy of servants filed out, their hands filled with empty serving trays. In the room beyond, he caught a glimpse of two men, seated at a table. The magistrate and the inquisitor, who was eating vigorously.
Raphael wondered if the inquisitor would remember him.

Gerda was stirred from her reverie by a loud belch from the inquisitor. His chair scraped on the floor as he pushed himself back from the table, and when she turned her head slightly, she saw his leather boots. A thin metal band wrapped around the heel of each, bound across the instep and sole of the boot with leather ties. As the inquisitor shifted in the chair, she spied a short spike jutting from the back of one of the bands.
�Tell me about this woman,� the inquisitor said, and Gerda flinched, curling more tightly about her bound hands.
From behind her, she heard the thin, raspy voice of the town magistrate reply. �I thought you wanted to wait until tomorrow before��
The inquisitor waved the magistrate silent. �My inquiries are not a mummer�s play for the rabble. She will be judged by me and God. We do not require an audience for our work. Nor do I require anything more of you than to simply speak when I tell you to and to answer the questions I ask.� The inquisitor tapped his fingers on the table. �Or is there someone more capable in this bewitched town to whom I should be addressing my questions?�
�She is Gerda. Her husband is-was-� The magistrate cleared his throat nervously. �He was a woodsman named Otto, as was his father before him.�
�Otto? Am I to understand that his head was found on her doorstep?�
�Yes, Father, Your-Your Grace.�
�And the body?�
Gerda heard the magistrate gulp noisily. Her hands tightened into fists, her ragged nails digging into her palms. She had somehow convinced herself that Otto might still be alive, even though she could not imagine how his body might have survived being separated from its head.
�The body has not�we do not know where it is. Though we did find-� The magistrate sighed, gathering his courage.
�We found blood and��
Unwanted, an image surfaced in Gerda�s mind-the vision of Otto�s headless body lying in the woods, ravaged by wild animals-and she whimpered as she banged her head against the floor in a vain effort to drive the image from her being.
�And?� the inquisitor prompted. �Come now. Is there more to tell, or do I need to drag you and the woman out to this spot in the woods? Was there more than blood?�
�No, Fa-Your Grace. I mean, yes, Your Grace.�
�Which is it?�
Gerda started when the inquisitor slapped his palm against the table, rattling the numerous dishes set before him.
�The Devil walks among your citizens, Magistrate. It is my duty to flush the insidious serpent out, to drive evil from the hearts of all good Christians. He wants you to be fearful of him and the actions of his agents because, when you are, you are more liable to forget your Christian duty to fear God.� The inquisitor slapped the table again.
�Fear me, for it is my judgment, my duty, to destroy this blight upon your community. Wherever it may dwell.�
The magistrate gulped again. When he spoke, his voice was breathless and he stuttered. �There were signs that he had been�cleaned.�
�Cleaned?�
�Like a rabbit.�
Gerda tried to hold back the terror that had been building inside her, but at the magistrate�s words, she lost control. Her back arched and her mouth opened wide as her grief and fright tore out of her in a great wail. As her lungs emptied, her body began to shake uncontrollably.
�God help me,� the magistrate cried. �She is possessed.�
�Possessed by despair,� the inquisitor snapped. �Hold her still, you fools.�
As Gerda felt hands take hold of her legs and shoulders, she lashed out. She felt the wooden cuffs of her shackles connect with someone�s head, and the impact emboldened her even more. She sat up, eyes wide open and staring, filled with a sudden, desperate resolve. There were four men standing over her, men she did not know and whom she knew to be in the service of the inquisitor. As they tried to restrain her, she fought back savagely.

The woman�s scream brought an immediate reaction to the men in the common room. The babble died in an instant, leaving the weak voice of the minstrel as he fumbled to the end of his verse. Both Raphael and Andreas were already on their feet, shoving their way through the crowd toward the door that led to the private room. Andreas reached the door first, yanking it open; Raphael crowded right behind him.
Inside, they found several of the inquisitor�s men wrestling with a frenzied woman on the floor while the inquisitor and the magistrate looked on from behind a long table. The magistrate was leaning back, almost out of his chair, and as the Shield-Brethren entered the room, the inquisitor leaped to his feet.
�How dare you!� the inquisitor thundered, and because he had not clarified to whom he was speaking, everyone froze, thinking he was referring to them. Except for the woman, who continued to struggle. One of the inquisitor�s men sat across her body, his broad hands pinning her manacled hands to her stomach.
�Pardon us, Father,� Andreas said, bowing slightly to the inquisitor. His hand fell, not altogether accidentally, on the hilt of his sword. �We heard a scream and thought you might be in distress.�
The inquisitor�s face darkened at the suggestion in Andreas�s words, but he managed to choke back his initial response. �This is a private tribunal of the Holy Roman Catholic Church in matters of heresy and witchcraft,� he sputtered. �It does not concern men such as you.�
�No?� Andreas countered. �My companion and I are members of the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae, a holy order that has been officially recognized by the Church in matters martial and judicial. Are you certain the sanctity of these proceedings would not benefit from the eyewitness accounts of two Knight Initiates?�
The inquisitor stared over Andreas�s shoulder, his blue eyes blazing. �I know of your order,� he said icily, regaining his composure, �and it has no authority over matters pertaining to the Inquisition.�
Raphael�s hand touched Andreas�s elbow-a light grip, but firm nonetheless. �Our apologies, Father,� Raphael said, his voice flat and emotionless. �It was not our intention to intrude upon your holy duties. We simply wished to offer our assistance.�
�Which I do not require.�
Andreas, still feeling Raphael�s hand on his elbow, bowed again. �Very well, Father,� he said, preparing to allow himself to be led from the room. �Anyone else?� he tried, unwilling to simply walk away. �Does anyone wish to call for our aid?�
The inquisitor�s man sitting on the woman shifted his grip, putting his hand over her mouth and pressing her head against the floor. Andreas stared at the man�s back for a moment, his jaw working, and then he turned his gaze toward the magistrate. �No?� Andreas asked, and the magistrate would not meet his gaze as he shook his head.
The woman�s eyes bulged in her head as she tried to get Andreas�s attention by sheer force of will, and he met her gaze as Raphael opened the door behind them and gently pulled him away.
As soon as the door closed behind them and they were back in the common room, Andreas whirled on the older knight. �Explain yourself, Brother,� he snapped, standing too close.
�He�s right,� Raphael said quietly, not stepping back.
�He is an inquisitor of the Church. His power is absolute, should he desire it to be so. We cannot interfere.�
�I don�t-�
The door bumped into him as it opened, and Andreas turned to stare at a pair of the inquisitor�s men. His words turned into a snarl and he took a step toward the two men. They closed the door and one stayed, putting his back against the panel, and the other-offering a hostile glare at Andreas and Raphael-called for the innkeeper�s attention as he strode off.
The remaining guard cleared his throat and rested his hands on the short hilt of the knife shoved into his belt.
Behind the Shield-Brethren, the innkeeper shouted to the room at large, �Drink up and go home. We�re closed.�
As the villagers took the hint and started a mass exodus toward the door of the inn, Andreas stalked past Raphael and sat down heavily at a table near the center of the room. He pulled his sword from its scabbard, causing a few of the nearby villagers to shove their way more quickly toward the door, and set it on the table.
�I�m staying,� Andreas announced loudly. �I am holding a vigil for that poor woman�s soul.�
The guard at the door chewed on the inside of his lip for a moment and then shrugged as if it made no difference to him what Andreas did as long as he kept his distance.
�There is time, Brother,� Andreas said, indicating the bench opposite him. �I would hear the explanation you were about to give.�
Raphael sighed and signaled to the innkeeper that the two Shield-Brethren would appreciate being served, regardless of the man�s insistence of the inn�s closure.

Gerda had tried so valiantly to get their attention, but the heavy brute sitting on her had covered her mouth. All she could do was try to communicate her desperate fear with her eyes, and when the blond-haired one with the shaggy beard had asked if anyone needed aid, she had tried to bite the hand over her mouth-gnawing her way out of the man�s grip if need be. But before she could get any purchase on his flesh, the two men had left. As the door latched behind them, she slumped to the floor. When the man removed his hand, all that came out of her mouth was a stream of weak sobs.
The inquisitor came around from behind the table and stood over Gerda. �There will be no more interruptions,� he said sternly. He turned his attention to the cringing magistrate. �I will gain a confession from this woman or I will judge her an unrepentant heretic. One of the questions I will ask her is for her to name her companions, her coconspirators who also seek the Devil�s favor. I will bring the full weight of my office and my holy duty upon those individuals as well.�
�Yes, yes, Your Grace.�
�Give me your belt.�
�Your Grace?�
�Your ignorance tires me,� the inquisitor snapped. �I am not a bishop, nor a man so easily flattered by such honorifics.� He held out his hand. �Your belt.�
Gerda heard the magistrate fumble with his belt, the rattle of his sword as it bumped against the table and chair, and she twisted her head so as to better see. The magistrate pulled his sword from its hanger, laying it on the table, and handed over the long leather belt. The inquisitor folded the belt over itself until he had a strap as thick as his wrist and as long as his forearm. �Put your hand on the table,� the inquisitor said.
The magistrate acquiesced, and the inquisitor slapped the length of leather against the magistrate�s extended hand. He yelped in pain, and his voice hummed in his throat thereafter, but he made no other sound. The inquisitor looked down at Gerda. �My questions will be answered directly,� he said, �or there will be punishment.�
He knelt and forced his hand under her chin. �You may pray to God during your ordeal, but remember that he hears your thoughts as readily as your words. If you cry out again, I will take that as a sign that you are attempting to summon demonic aid. I take no pleasure in condemning heretics to death, but I will not suffer the Devil to walk amongst good Christians.� He stood again, his knees popping, and thrashed the magistrate�s hand one more time with his lash. �Do we understand each other?� His gaze roved from Gerda to the magistrate and back again.
She offered him the tiniest of nods.
�Good,� he said. �Turn her over,� he commanded his man. �Uncover her back so that my displeasure may be felt more readily by her unrepentant flesh.�
Gerda bit her tongue so hard blood flowed in her mouth as the inquisitor�s men roughly turned her over. Her hands were pulled over her head and her shift was yanked upward, bunching the material at the top of her shoulder blades. She struggled for a moment, until she felt the inquisitor�s booted foot press down on the small of her back. �Lie still,� he said, rocking his foot back until the sharp point of his spur pierced her flesh.
�Now,� he said when she stopped moving, �let us start again. This woman, Gerda, you say that she is known for leading men astray, yes?�
She kept her eyes closed, listening to the magistrate answer the inquisitor�s questions. The inquisitor was ignoring the death of her husband-it was as if he had never existed-and he was asking questions about her now. She did not understand why, and the magistrate�s answers were equally as unreal. None of his responses were true, but the presence of the inquisitor�s foot on her back was a constant reminder of what would happen if she dared to open her mouth and speak. She could not contradict what the magistrate was saying, but that did not lessen the gravity of his lies.
The inquisitor was correct in his assessment that the Devil lived in her village, but it was not her house in which the fallen angel had taken residence. It was not her ear in which the serpent had whispered.

ACEDIA

�The horse you admired earlier?� Raphael began his explanation with a question, and when Andreas nodded, he continued. �It was a gift from Frederick the Second.�
Andreas nearly choked on a mouthful of ale. �The Holy Roman Emperor?�
�Aye. The Emperor and I enjoy a certain�friendship, I guess. I have, on occasion, been able to offer my services to him, and in no way have I ever expressed any desire for any recompense for such duties other than the pure pleasure of being useful to the Holy Roman Empire.�
�No,� Andreas coughed. �I can�t imagine anyone would have the audacity to think otherwise.�
Raphael offered the younger man a slight smile. �In this instance, I happened to be traveling in Italy when he was in the final months of assembling the Liber Augustalis.� On seeing Andreas�s blank gaze, he explained. �Frederick�s grandfather, Roger the Second, put together a code of laws known as the Assizes of Ariano that codified and laid out the rules of secular government for the Kingdom of Sicily. Frederick, in turn, has redrafted these laws twice-once in 1220 at Capua and more recently at Melfi.�
Raphael paused to wet his throat. �Mostly these accords affirm Frederick�s secular power of the lands he commands, but they also lay out a fair number of regulations concerning the welfare and safety of the individual citizens. As such, he wanted to be sure he had the opinion of a number of learned citizens in regards to this new constitution before he proclaimed it to be law.�
�And you happened to be one of these learned citizens?�
�The Emperor and I share five languages in common, more than most at his court. In fact, in any given conversation we enjoyed, he would switch between the five at his pleasure, mostly to maintain his fluency, but also-as he admitted to me at one point-to confuse his court. If they couldn�t understand what he was saying, they would think he was talking about them, and fearful of losing face, they tended to behave themselves.
�The reason he gave me the horse was not just for my assistance in the Liber Augustalis, but because of a favor I had done him several years prior. I heard you telling stories of the Crusades earlier. Was that the Sixth?�
Andreas lowered his mug and stared at Raphael for a long moment. �Aye,� he said, dropping his gaze to the knife-marred wood of the tabletop.
�You are a very florid storyteller, Andreas,� Raphael said with a smile. �Though I was not in the Levant at that time, I do recall that it was possibly the least contentious of any crusade. Not that it matters. Crusading in the Holy Land changes a man; God affords such a survivor some leniency when telling others of his actions in the service of God and kingdom.�
Andreas nodded, and his shoulders sagged slightly-the only visible sign of his relief that Raphael was not going to chastise him further for his embellishments. �You were at Damietta?� he asked. �During the Fifth?�
�I was.�
�Once I would have given anything to have been a part of that host, to be in the thick of the fighting, but I have heard stories from men who returned from Damietta, and I lost all pleasure in seeking glory in that way.�
�And you are a better man for it, Andreas.�
Andreas shrugged as if he did not concern himself overmuch with such distinctions. He raised his tankard and took a long drink.
�Regardless of my experience in Egypt,� Raphael continued, �when I heard that Frederick was finally preparing to take up the Crusade, I meant to go with him. However, while preparations were still being arranged, word reached Frederick that Ludwig the Fourth, the Landgrave of Thuringia, had died of fever.
�Ludwig had come to Cremona to participate in the Diet, and he had been so taken with Frederick that he had pledged, on the spot, to go with the Emperor on his crusade. Frederick had thought to dissuade the young man-he had a very pregnant wife back home. Ludwig refused to hear any such talk and marched ahead of Frederick, saying that he would wait for Frederick along the coast of Italy-forever, if necessary.
�For Ludwig, unfortunately, forever came much sooner than anyone anticipated, and when Frederick learned of the young man�s death, he asked me to travel to Thuringia. He wanted his grief to be delivered by someone he could trust. I went, and that is how I met Elisabeth.�
Raphael paused, suddenly unwilling to share the rest of the story with Andreas. The memories were bittersweet, at best, and he did not deny the impact they had had on him, but they were his private sorrow. He was not the sort to parade his grief about and seek sympathy and solace from others.
However�
�Elisabeth,� he continued, his voice softer, �had already heard of her husband�s death before I reached her. She was deep in mourning, and even the joy of her daughter�s recent birth was not enough to dispel the despondency that had come over her. In her despair, she had turned to the Church for aid.�
�Ah, the Church,� Andreas said, a sympathetic note in his voice.
�Yes,� Raphael continued. �She turned to Konrad von Marburg. He had been her confessor, and after Ludwig�s death, his influence over her grew. She was very young, not yet fifteen when she married Ludwig, and the strain of her husband�s death-whom she loved dearly-as well as the strain of governing Thuringia was a great deal of weight for such a young heart to carry. She became�erratic�in Konrad�s eyes.
�She had always sought to lead the sort of life espoused by Francis of Assisi-helping the poor and sick-and Ludwig had tolerated her desire to offer aid to his subjects. Konrad, however, insisted her works were not enough-she had already assisted in the construction of a hospital at Wartburg Castle, and daily she offered ministrations to the sick and wounded housed there. He believed she should take vows of chastity, poverty, and obedience as well.�
�Chastity?� Andreas asked. �With her husband dead and her children not yet of age, Thuringia would have needed some sort of regent. A vow of chastity would disallow marriage. How then would the regent retain his authority?�
�The task fell to Ludwig�s brother, Heinrich, but as there was no opportunity for marriage, Heinrich was responsible for the kingdom but received none of its income.�
�Which frustrated him to no end, I am certain. Why did he not petition Rome?�
�He did. However, the Pope saw no reason why Konrad should not be Rome�s representative in the matter. The Pope named Konrad Elisabeth�s official Defender-in all matters concerning her soul and person. Konrad was the ultimate authority.�
Andreas shook his head as he glanced toward the closed door. �The poor woman,� he said softly.
�She refused to allow anyone to pity her,� Raphael said. �Even though her husband�s death wounded her greatly, her devotion to those in need was undiminished. She asked me to stay and assist her at the hospital at Wartburg Castle, which I did, and I was moved on a daily basis at the depths of her charity and constancy.�
Raphael paused and, deciding he had dwelled overlong on Elisabeth�s character, moved on to the end of his story. �When I returned to Germany a few years ago, she and her son had been exiled to Marburg. She was frail, her body ravaged by the strain of her heartbreak and vows, even though her spirit was as strong as ever. She was building another hospital, and she was overjoyed that I had returned to help her. But her joy was misplaced, because she thought I had only been gone a few nights and not three years. She had become somewhat�bereft of her sense of time�s passage. And it was not just my presence in yet another hospital that she was building that confused her. There were other�instances where she displayed a lack of awareness.�
�But she was compassionate and attentive otherwise?� Andreas asked, intuiting what Raphael was suggesting. �Her malady was not obvious to everyone?�
�Yes,� Raphael said. �It was only those close to her-myself and her household-who knew of her mind�s decay. To everyone else, she was-as you said-a generous soul, though a little forgetful.� He sighed and drank from his tankard. �Shortly after the hospital was completed, she became sick. She insisted on being near those who needed her most, and so we let her stay among the ill. I have some small skill as a physician, but I was unable to help her, and a few days later she died.�
�I am sorry,� Andreas said, bowing his head.
Raphael nodded in gratitude at Andreas�s compassion. �After her death, her companions spoke to me of things they had vowed to never speak of while Elisabeth was alive.� He put his hands around his tankard to keep them from shaking. �They told me of the abuses heaped on her by Konrad, both physical and spiritual-how he threatened to have her children sent away; how he beat her; how he accused her of not being pious enough.� His hands tightened, his knuckles whitening. �None of that would have happened if I had stayed. They did not accuse me of abandoning her, but��

IRA

The door leading to the back room opened suddenly, bumping the man who was standing in front of it. Andreas, who had been shaking his head slowly as Raphael ended his narrative, grabbed his sword and leaped to his feet.
�No,� Raphael admonished. �Wait.�
Andreas ignored him, striding across the common room. The man at the door stepped forward, drawing the long knife from his belt, and Raphael caught sight of the other guard drawing his own sword as he crossed the common room toward Andreas.
The situation, already fraught with tension, was going to erupt in violence.
The inquisitor stepped out of the back room and stopped at the sight of the approaching Shield-Brethren. He stared at Andreas coolly, no hint of panic on his flat face. The guard who had been standing at the door raised his knife in a defensive position and readied himself for Andreas�s attack.
Andreas�s hand tightened on his sword, and though he kept it at his side, Raphael knew the guard was an excellent choice, both offensively and defensively. Andreas might look like he was not ready to fight, but such lassitude was merely an illusion.
The inquisitor�s gaze flickered from Andreas to Raphael and back. �I thought I made myself abundantly clear,� he said, his voice cold and authoritative.
�You did,� Raphael said as he stood from the table. �We were just leaving.�
The inquisitor raised an eyebrow but did not move otherwise. For all his bluster, he knew not to provoke the young man standing before him.
�Brother Andreas,� Raphael said. �We are leaving.�
The second man had paused halfway across the room, his sword drawn but not yet raised aggressively. Raphael measured the distance between them as well as the obstacle presented by the table and the distance between the man and Andreas. He would not be able to stop the man from attacking Andreas from behind, but he would be able to warn the Shield-Brother with a word.
Andreas stepped back and turned so that he could see both men and the priest. His grip did not lessen on his sword as he split his attention between both men, waiting for them to put their weapons away. The priest made a noise with his tongue and put his hand on the arm of the knife-wielder next to him.
The other swordsman lowered his weapon.
Andreas, his weapon still held at his side, walked slowly past the second man, his eyes never leaving the other�s face. Watching for some change of heart, some flicker of aggression.
�I have rendered a judgment,� the inquisitor said.
Andreas froze, not quite past the second man, and Raphael slowly shook his head in dismay.
�She is an unrepentant heretic,� the inquisitor continued, a grim smile tugging at his lips. �I tried to help her back to God, but she refused. She has tasted the blood of the Devil and she does not wish to return to God�s embrace.� He made the sign of the cross. �I have given her to the secular authorities-what little exists in this speck of a village-and they have declared that she will be burned at the stake. Tomorrow, at dawn.�
Raphael cleared his throat carefully. �Why are you telling us this?�
The inquisitor made a face. �This village is rife with superstitious fools. Your friend spoke earlier of offering aid to any who might require it. My duty is done, and I have no desire to stay here overnight. You will guard the woman and make sure she does not try to avoid her due punishment.�
Andreas let loose a short bray of incredulous laughter. The man nearest him flinched.
Raphael regarded the inquisitor coldly. �With all due respect, Father,� he said, �but we are leaving.�
�A pity,� the inquisitor said, �but I am not terribly surprised. It is, after all, a habit of yours, is it not, Raphael of the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae?�

�We�re just going to let them kill her?�
Raphael whirled on Andreas as they crossed the expanse of the village green. �What other choice do we have? Would you take up arms against the entire Holy Roman Catholic Church?�
�Aye, I would,� Andreas said, standing his ground. The afternoon sun hung behind him, making his blond hair even lighter.
Raphael turned away, the memory of another boy and another time surfacing in his mind, a ghost image that floated over Andreas�s face. �You are all too young,� he said. �Too eager to sacrifice yourselves.�
�Is self-sacrifice not the glory we seek in upholding our vows?� Andreas countered.
�There is no glory in dying,� Raphael snapped.
�No,� Andreas said. �Which is something Gerda is going to discover for herself when the sun rises on the morrow.�
Raphael glanced around the green, exhaling slowly. After the crowded confusion of the mob earlier in the day, the square was deserted. Even the onlookers who had been hanging around the pyre of wood were no longer loitering, waiting for something to happen. The village had, it seemed, slipped into a lazy slumber. �What would you have us do?� he asked Andreas, his voice softening and losing its edge.
�Find some way to save her,� Andreas said.
�How?� Raphael asked. �The inquisitor has rendered his verdict.�
�Yes, but he has handed her over to the local magistrate for punishment. It is his decision that she burns.�
�What other alternative does he have? He�s not going to cross the Church.�
�I do not know. But we have until dawn to find a solution.� Andreas offered Raphael a wry smile. �Is it not better to act than to stand idly by?�
Raphael sighed. �Is there really any choice?�
Andreas shook his head, though his grin widened.

The inquisitor and his men were still in the inn, along with the magistrate and the woman, Gerda. There was no opportunity to speak with the accused directly, and so they turned to the villagers instead. At the first few houses, no one answered their summons, and when timid faces did begin to respond, they would pretend not to understand Raphael�s German. It was Andreas who finally managed to get the townsfolk to open up to them. His breezy insouciance and obliviousness to their resistance to talking of the incident earlier in the day gradually broke through barriers, both real and imagined.
They were pointed toward Gerda and Otto�s tiny shack on the edge of the village, not far from the dense wood that ran all the way to the banks of the Rhine. They knew they had found the right house from the blood staining the stones of a rectangular plot in front of the house. Inside, much to Andreas�s dismay, there were signs of both looting and a struggle. Whatever meager possessions owned by Gerda and Otto had already been pilfered by greedy neighbors.
Mounted to the stone wall above the soot-darkened hearth was a narrow wooden icon, a depiction of a dark-eyed maiden with garlands of flowers wreathing her hair. Andreas rested his fingertips against the wood, his eyes half-closed, and Raphael did not interrupt the other man�s prayer.
The Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae had a Christianized name, but that did not mean they had forgotten their ancient origins. Many of the Shield-Brethren observed the rituals and rules of the Roman Catholic Church, but a fair number still used the Virgin Mary as a shield for devotion to a much older, though equally chaste goddess.
�There is very little to support a claim of witchcraft,� Raphael mused, kneeling next the bloody ground outside. �She finds her husband�s head left as a cruel offering, but no one will speak ill of her or her relationship with her husband.� Many feet had stirred up the ground and trampled the wild grasses around the narrow plot of flat stones. It was frustratingly impossible to discern any clue as to the identity of who might have brought the severed head.
�The body has not been found,� Andreas said, appearing in the doorway behind Raphael. �Though there was talk of a struggle in the woods, not far from here.�
�But why bring the head here? Why reveal the existence of this murder unless, in doing so, you achieve some other end. Was it meant to frighten Gerda?�
�It certainly did.�
�No, I wonder if it was meant as a symbol of some pagan ritual. An old warning that would have had some significance to her.�
Andreas pursed his lips, warily eying Raphael. �You think she is still a pagan?�
�Don�t you?� Raphael asked, somewhat guilelessly.
�If she is,� Andreas said, side-stepping Raphael�s inference, �I do not suspect she tried to deliberately hide it. The other villagers would know.�
Raphael indicated the bloodstained stones. �What triggered this rage, then? This was not an act of isolated passion. The villain-�
�Or villains,� Andreas interjected. �If what we have heard is true, Otto was torn open and his viscera removed. Such deviltry would be more readily accomplished if there were more than one assailant.�
�Villains then,� Raphael nodded. �So they slaughtered Otto elsewhere and then brought the head here where it would be discovered. But why did her neighbors leap to the conclusion that she had perpetrated this crime?�
�You ask curious questions, Brother, and I do not think we will find easy answers. I suspect we have been granted all the aid we are going to receive from the people of this village.�
�Aye,� Raphael said. �Our inquiry begins to frame an accusation to be laid against other folk, and though it is entirely un-Christian of them to protest otherwise, we have not seen any evidence that these individuals are willing to come forward and admit culpability in the crime. No one is going to volunteer to take Gerda�s place, and given the Inquisition�s predilection for casting a wide net in its capture of heretics, anyone who casts aspersions on their fellows could very easily find themselves named as a coconspirator in the ensuing tribunal.�
�And yet Gerda did not name anyone else in her confession,� Andreas noted. �Either she does not know who might wish her and her husband ill, or��
�Or she thought her sentence might be lessened if she were to be the only culprit in this crime,� Raphael said, finishing Andreas�s thought for him. �Which would imply that she knows who is responsible.�
�Or suspects.�
�The magistrate?� Raphael posited.
�I would not be averse to asking him a few questions.�
�He has seen the enmity between us and the inquisitor; he will hide behind the priest. If he protests his innocence, the inquisitor will agree with him.� Raphael shook his head. �No, we need irrefutable proof, and I suspect the truth may be more readily revealed by seeking the knowledge of others.�

INVIDIA

The inquisitor had given Gerda an unexpected blessing when he had instructed her to pray silently. He had intended his words to be a threat, as a means of keeping her quiet as he lashed her, but she had taken them to heart. After the first few strokes, she stopped feeling the lash as it fell upon her back and buttocks. Her body would jerk and spasm from the physical blow, but she felt no pain. She fell into a stupor; the only sensation remaining to her was the sound of her own voice, echoing in her head as she prayed.
Not to the Christian God, but to the older spirits, the ones her grandmother had believed in-the spirits of wood and water, field and forest. The old ghosts who had haunted this land long before the Christian missionaries had come from Rome, extolling the virtues and sacrifice of their crucified god. He is the same, her grandmother had told her once. They had been picking flowers in the meadows beyond the river. The men from Rome hung him from a cross and then sealed him in a cave; our peoples burned our god and scattered his ashes upon the fields. But the manner of his death did not matter; he still came back.
But when her grandmother died, some part of the old ways died with her. It became harder and harder to remember the prayers sung in the spring over the freshly planted fields; the invocations at harvest languished as the farmers became more concerned with getting their bounty to the market in Mainz than maintaining their fields in the old ways.
Her grandmother had always liked Otto. He is a kind boy, she had said of him when he and Gerda were younger. He is not afraid of the forest. Her grandmother had been pleased when she told her that Otto sought her to be his wife, and after her grandmother was gone, she swore to herself that she would teach her children the same lessons.
But there had been no children, and in time Otto had stopped trying, no matter her efforts. She had despaired, trying desperately to figure out the reasons why her womb refused to allow his seed to take root and produce children. Was it because she still believed in the old gods when the rest of the village had transferred its devotion to Christ? She tried-she really did-but she found no solace there either.
Eventually she gave up, believing that the gods-both old and new-had abandoned her. She was a lost child, adrift between two worlds and party to neither. She hoped she would vanish, swallowed by the forest one day, and no one would miss her.
But the opposite had happened. She had begun to attract the attention of the other men in the village. Otto was liked amongst the villagers, and it was not because they pitied him for his barren wife. But it was something else-something about her and her alone-that drew them to her. She did not seek their attention, and she began to spend more and more time by herself, either in the narrow confines of their hut or in the woods. She could not bear their eyes on her. They whispered amongst themselves, as if she were deaf and dumb.
As the inquisitor beat her, Gerda begged for understanding. Why? she pleaded.
And in the darkness of her mind-so similar to the darkness beneath the trees on the nights when the moon was nothing more than a pale sliver in the sky-she heard the voice of her grandmother. It is the way, child. It is always the way. Blood must be given to the land.
But why Otto? Why me?
Because you are loved, child. Because you are loved above all the rest.
Gerda did not weep as the lash flayed her skin and her back ran wet with blood.
Blood must be given.

The room was cold and dark when she woke, the fire having dwindled to a few lingering coals in the narrow hearth. The room was devoid of the table and chairs it had held earlier and the door was firmly closed-barricaded undoubtedly from the other side. They had left her on the floor, and she had lain there, senseless, for long enough that the blood had dried to a crusted layer on her back. She moved gingerly, sliding her thin shift back down her body, and even though she knew the scabs on her back were tearing, she felt no pain.
Next to her was a cup, half-filled with ale, and a plate with a piece of bread and a half-eaten chicken leg. To her eyes and stomach, it was a lavish repast, and she fell upon the meal eagerly, making short work of it. The food eased some of the tension in her belly but did little to ease the ache in her heart.
Slowly she crawled across the floor toward the hearth. It put out very little heat, but the stones in front of it were still warm. She curled up as best she could with her manacles and her torn back and tried to rest.
She had seen the pyre in the green. She knew they would come to take her to it in the morning.
As she slipped toward a senseless slumber, she was saddened by the idea that they would not scatter her ashes in the fields. How else would she see Otto again?
This time, she let the tears come.

They had only known each other for a few hours, but already Andreas had grown quite fond of the other knight, while trying to swallow a certain amount of slack-jawed awe at the bits of personal history the man dropped with casual humility. He spoke so many languages-fluently, too-and he knew the Holy Roman Emperor well enough to call him friend, though he doubted Raphael would ever deign to claim as much to anyone. He was well traveled, probably more so than Andreas was himself, which was no mean feat, even though Raphael was a few years his elder. And he had not chastised Andreas for his fanciful stories about the Crusades.
Raphael was right about the Sixth Crusade; Andreas had seen very little fighting during the time he had spent in the Levant, and while Raphael had not spoken of his own martial experience, Andreas suspected the man was quite well versed in the art of the sword. Plus he was well-read, a physician, and somewhat of a philosopher and an orator. Was there any way in which the man was not skilled?
Raphael was not very adept at tracking, as it turned out. What appeared to him to be an impossible morass of dirt and mud and detritus was a discernible history to Andreas. He tried to remain nonchalant about the ease with which he deciphered the tracks around Gerda�s house, but tiny thrills of excitement ran up his legs and arms as he led Raphael toward the woods that abutted the fields near the village.
�There. Do you see it?� he said, pointing at a broken stalk of a weed. �The stalk and leaves are green, but do you see how it bends over on itself like that? And the dark patch here? That is blood.�
�Otto�s?� Raphael bent and peered closely at the weed. He tried to lift the stalk upright, but it fell back over when he took his hand away.
�Yes.� Andreas looked toward the trees and scratched behind his ear.
�What is it?� Raphael asked, his hand straying to his sword hilt.
�If you were going to carry a head some distance, would you wrap it in a cloth or carry it by its hair?� Andreas asked Raphael.
�I have not had many opportunities to concern myself with that question.�
�Once, I carried some number of heads in a basket.�
Raphael raised an eyebrow. �For what purpose?�
�They were enemy scouts. We had caught them trying to infiltrate the citadel. At Tyrshammar, in the north. One of the local warlords thought the Rock would be a much better citadel than whatever ramshackle lodge he had. He marched on the Rock and tried to scare us into opening the gates for him.�
�Who was the Master of Tyrshammar at that time?�
�Feronantus.�
Raphael fought to hide his grim smile. �That sounds like Feronantus. How many died in this little fracas?�
�Just those five,� Andreas said. �We threw their heads down, and the warlord�s troops scattered. Most of the Shield-Brethren never even bothered to assemble their kits. Feronantus put us initiates to the task.�
�Of course he did. He needed to know what you were willing to do to win a battle.�
�It is not a pleasant task, carrying a head,� Andreas said, �but once you get over your initial revulsion, you consider the practical issues. They tend to�drip for some time. That is why I used a basket. With one, I would use a piece of cloth or a satchel-I would have burned such material afterward-but while I was transporting the head, I would not have wanted it dripping on me.� He pointed at the stalk. �Or the ground.�
�He was in a hurry?� Raphael suggested.
Andreas nodded absently, his gaze straying along the ground and toward the tree line. Had he been running? he wondered. Had he already planned to leave the head? Where had the others gone?
The answers to his questions would not be revealed by standing in the field, and so he strode off toward the verge of the forest, his gaze roving across the ground, watching for the sporadic signs that he was still following the back-trail of the culprit.

The standing stones were crumbling, moss-covered stones, and half of them had toppled onto their sides where the forest had even more aggressively covered them with vines and tiny shoots. But Andreas had seen enough of the pagan circles in the north to recognize the oblong shapes. As he and Raphael approached the edge of the ring, an animal growled at them from the center and he caught a flash of gray fur as he noisily drew his sword from its scabbard. Raphael drew his sword too, and the scavengers fled, leaving the bounty that lay in the center of the old pagan ceremony ring.
There were four bodies altogether, and as Raphael cautiously approached the jumble of slaughtered corpses, Andreas inspected the stones around the ring and the nearby forest. There was no threat from within the circle, but the presence of the dead-and the scavengers that were already stealing scraps-made his skin crawl. He wanted to be sure there was no looming threat that might pounce on them.
�Here is Otto,� Raphael said, and Andreas looked at the corpse that Raphael was indicating. The body was off to one side of the center area, clearly missing its head.
�And the others?� he asked.
Raphael shook his head. �I do not know them.�
�Have they been dead long?�
�No. I would surmise they died around the same time as Otto.�
Raphael nudged the bodies with his foot for another few moments and then turned his attention to Otto�s corpse. Satisfied there was no lurking danger, Andreas sheathed his sword and entered the ring. He knew it was a vestigial childhood fear-old superstitions that were never quite excised from the body-but he could not suppress a shiver as he crossed the boundary of the circle.
�The others were killed quickly with a sword,� Raphael said as he examined Otto�s corpse. �Otto was not as fortunate.�
Andreas took one look at the ravaged corpse of Gerda�s husband and turned away, the old superstitions crawling, like spiders, up his spine.
�Ita ut comedatis carnes filiorum vestrorum et filiarum vestrarum,� Raphael whispered, his voice filled with dread. And ye shall eat the flesh of your sons and daughters. �God�s vengeance upon the unfaithful.�
�Virgin help us,� Andreas said, staring back at Raphael. �All of them?� His mind quailed at the thought of the entire village being flesh-eaters.
Raphael�s face was pale and the muscles in his jaw flexed as he stood. �Let us hope not,� he said grimly.

SUPERBIA

The door squeaked, a thin noise that would have normally gone unnoticed at home as the door of their tiny hut squeaked and groaned constantly whenever the wind played with it. But she was not at home; she was not buried beneath the blankets with Otto, hiding from the weather and the world. She was lying on the cold stones of the inn�s hearth, and Otto�Otto was gone.
She was curled around her hands, and she wanted to curl even tighter, but her body was too stiff to bend any further. She started to roll onto her back, and as the first patch of raw skin pressed against her clothing, she remembered what had happened and caught herself, tensing her entire body to keep from putting her weight on her flayed back.
As she curled up again, she remembered the sound that had woken her-the creak of the door. She sat up, wincing at the pain, and stared toward the closed door.
�Who�s there?� she croaked. The ale she had drunk earlier had dried to a thin film in her mouth.
A figure sidled out of the deep shadows behind the door. The magistrate�s face was slick with a sheen of sweat and his eyes bulged, making him look like a swollen, glistening frog. �I�ve waited a long time,� he whispered. �And I saved you. I have come to take my reward.�
�You lied to him,� she whispered. �You lied to God.�
�Haven�t we all these many years?� he replied, crouching nearby, staring at her. His tongue moved behind his lips and he stroked his chin. �We send our tithe to the Archbishop in Mainz twice a year. We do not complain about how much we have to give, because it is a slight burden compared to the alternative. We have no Roman Catholic presence in our village. Just a few priests who come through on their way to larger cities. We are easily forgotten, Gerda. No one cares what we do as long as we keep it to ourselves.�
�Why?� she begged. �Why did you kill Otto?�
�Me? Kill your husband?� The magistrate shook his head. �I did no such thing.� He actually appeared hurt at her accusation, and for a moment her resolve wavered. Washe truly innocent? Had he given false testimony to the priest simply to ensure that her trial was swift and decisive? The inquisitor had remanded her to the magistrate�s custody for punishment. Maybe he was trying to help?
The magistrate stood and undid his belt. �Lie on your back,� he said, lightly slapping the leather against the palm of his hand.
As soon as he touched her, she fought back.

�Look!� Andreas pointed. �A crowd is gathering.� He sprinted toward the green, leaving Raphael behind. They had been walking swiftly back toward the inn, both men considering what they had seen, and they had failed to notice the mob gathering outside the inn until they had nearly reached their destination. While Andreas sprinted ahead, Raphael paused to catch his breath. The younger man was not wearing mail as he was, and while he was accustomed to the weight, running in armor always sapped one�s strength quickly.
Raphael caught his breath and hurried after Andreas. He loosened his sword in his scabbard, preparing for the worst.
The panorama that greeted him was much the same as it had been earlier in the day, though the villagers as a whole were more agitated. A number of torches had already been lit, both to ward off the coming night and to fire the pyre. Andreas had positioned himself between the inn and the pyre, sword drawn. Opposing him were a half dozen of the inquisitor�s men, armed with both short spears and swords, and behind them were the magistrate and the forlorn shape of the accused, Gerda.
There was no sign of the inquisitor.
Raphael paused at the edge of the crowd, adjusted his clothing for a moment or two while he calmed his breathing, and then, in his loudest and most commanding voice, he shouted, �Hold fast.�
His words cut through the noise of the crowd, and the attention of the mob swarmed toward him. He drew his sword and strode forward, his chest thrust out, his sword held tightly in his hand. He glared at the people at the nearest edge of the crowd, daring them to stand in his way, and they melted before him. Radiating an icy rage, he stalked through the crowd toward the pyre.
�What action is this?� he demanded as he reached the group clustered around the pyre. �Did the inquisitor not set her punishment for the morrow? Are you denying this woman an opportunity to repent and recant her heresy?�
�She is unrepentant,� the magistrate said. The flickering light from the torches made several narrow scratches on the man�s left cheek glisten. They had not been there earlier in the day, Raphael noted.
�As would I be if you tried to force yourself on me,� Raphael said, his hand tightening on the hilt of his sword. Behind him, an angry murmur ran through the crowd.
The woman raised her head and stared at him. For all the pain in her face, her gaze was strong and willful. He felt his breath hitch in his chest slightly. Whatever ordeal she had suffered through had hardened her resolve. So like Elisabeth, he thought.
�The inquisitor placed her in our care,� he heard himself say.
�You refused,� came another voice.
At the edge of the crowd, the inquisitor sat on his big black horse, the remaining pair of his men behind him, also mounted. �You refused to accept the responsibility I asked of you,� the inquisitor reminded Raphael.
�I accept it now,� Raphael said.
�To what end?� the inquisitor inquired, both annoyed and curious.
�Who accused her of her crimes?� Raphael demanded. �What witnesses came forth to testify of her culpability?�
�I have no need to elucidate the tribunal to you, sir,� the inquisitor said. �You have no authority to make such demands of me.�
�No?� Raphael raised his sword and rested it on his shoulder so that it was plainly visible, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andreas move to his right, positioning himself farther away. �Good woman Gerda,� Raphael called, �I am Raphael, a Knight Initiate of the Ordo Militum Vindicis Intactae. That is Andreas, a Knight Initiate of the same. We inquire if you are in need of assistance.�
The magistrate struggled to clap his hand over Gerda�s mouth, but she pulled herself free of his grip. �Yes,� she said. �I am-�
The magistrate drew his sword. He grabbed Gerda by the hair and pulled her back to him, laying his sword across her breast and throat. �Shut up, witch,� he snarled.
Raphael turned his gaze toward the inquisitor. �She is under our protection now, Konrad von Marburg,� he said, very clearly failing to offer any honorifics in his address. �And we say you failed in your ecclesiastic duties as an inquisitor of the Holy Roman Catholic Church. You accused the wrong person.�
�You think too highly of yourself and your order, Raphael,� the inquisitor snarled. �My will is absolute. I am the Church. These people�s lives belong to me.�
�No,� Andreas corrected. �They belong to God.�
�Good people,� Raphael shouted before the inquisitor could respond, �this priest claims he watches over you, but has he protected you? This morning you woke to find one of yours cruelly murdered. Since then, have you not noticed others missing? A woman and two men. Look around you. Is someone else not missing their loved ones? Has the Church kept you safe?�
The inquisitor stared at the crowd as they reacted to Raphael�s words. Their voices rose in a cacophony of confusion and questions, until a consensus was reached. The noise died as quickly as it had begun, and in that silence, Raphael heard three names called out.
�Magistrate,� he said, directing the crowd�s attention. �Do you know where these townsfolk might be?� The magistrate laughed at him, a note of panic in his voice. He tugged Gerda closer to him, his sword blade rising dangerously close to her throat.
Raphael eyed the distance between them and judged it too far. He glanced at Andreas and saw that the young knight had made the same determination. He looked back at the magistrate, attempting to determine the man�s temperament and panic.
�You know the old ways,� the magistrate shouted, more at the crowd than at Raphael. �Our harvests are failing.� He yanked at Gerda�s hair, pulling her head back and exposing her throat. �Our women are becoming barren. What else could we do?� His voice became more and more shrill, struggling to rise above the swelling noise of the crowd. From the hubbub, Raphael heard as many people agreeing with the magistrate as arguing against him.
And then the sound of a woman�s laugh cut through all the confusion, silencing all dissent. �You killed Otto because you wanted me,� Gerda said. �It had nothing to do with the old ways or the harvest or the fact that I am unable to bear children. You saw me and you wanted me.� She stood up straight, tilting her head back so she could look the magistrate in the face. �And you will never have me.�
�No!� Raphael shouted, trying to stop what he knew was going to happen.
Looking straight at Raphael, Gerda collapsed. Her throat came down on the magistrate�s blade.

When the magistrate realized what Gerda was attempting to do, he shoved her away as if to distance himself from any responsibility of her actions. She stumbled and fell to her knees. Raphael dropped his sword and rushed to her, fumbling with his cloak as he tried to press the coarse fabric against her throat. Everyone was transfixed by the knight�s efforts.
Everyone except Andreas.
Having checked the position and disposition of the six guards, he swept his gaze toward their master. The inquisitor leaned forward in his saddle, a mixed expression of disgust and wry amusement on his face. None of his men had shown any eagerness to engage with Andreas, and so he knew they would not act without an explicit signal. Judging from the priest�s expression, the situation was still poised on the edge of a blade.
Raphael eased Gerda to the ground, a bundle of his cloak shoved against her neck. He was talking to her in a low voice, and her gaze was locked on his face, her body shivering.
The magistrate stood frozen, his sword almost forgotten in his hand.
That�s the sword, Andreas thought. That�s the one that killed the others. The magistrate was not a trained swordsman, that much had been obvious by the cuts on the bodies in the woods, but he knew enough to not hesitate when he had to use it.
�Kill them,� the inquisitor said, making a sudden declaration. �This entire village is a pit of heresy and should be purged by sword and fire.� His men stirred, their hands tightening on their weapons. �These knights, the woman, this blasphemous monster�-the last was directed at the magistrate-�and burn everything. Let nothing remain of this blight.�
Andreas tightened his grip on his sword.
That was all the signal he needed.
The first man raised his sword too late, and Andreas�s strike crumpled his defense. Some of the force of Andreas�s attack was deflected, but it was still strong enough to split the man�s helm.
Andreas jerked his sword free and pivoted, dropping the blade into the low guard as the second man charged at him with a leveled spear. Andreas swung his sword in a rapid arc, flicking the blade from one side of his body to the other. He felt the steel slide along the shaft of the spear, and with a flick, he diverted the spear into the ground. He placed his foot on the shaft of the weapon, pinning it, and jerked his hands up, whipping the tip of his sword across his opponent�s throat. He stepped back with his other foot, bringing his sword up and around to connect with the back of the choking man�s neck. A mercy stroke, for the man was going to bleed out from the neat cut across his throat.
The third and fourth men came at him simultaneously, and Andreas dodged to the outside of the man on his right, batting the man�s blade into the path of the other man. As they tangled, he slashed across the back of the right-hand man�s thigh and then shoved him against his fellow.
The last two men were already fleeing, having decided the inquisitor was not paying them enough to die in this village. Especially when the inquisitor and the other mounted men had already left.
The one guard still in fighting condition untangled himself from his wounded companion and came at Andreas, approaching with a healthy caution. He finally found the nerve to attack, and Andreas found him lacking in the bind. He stepped in, swept his left arm over the other man�s arms, and turned, drawing the man�s wrists into the crook of his arm and stripping the blade from the man�s suddenly slack fingers. From there, it was easy to bash the man in the face with the pommel of his sword, breaking his nose and driving the fight out of him.
Andreas checked the field, fairly certain he had disposed of all threats, and he caught sight of the magistrate rousing himself from his torpor.
The man gripped his sword tight as he focused his anger on the two who had wronged him most: Gerda and Raphael.
Andreas cast about for some way to stop him in time and darted for the spear dropped by one of the inquisitor�s men. He scooped it up, gauged its heft, and felt it to be too heavy for much distance. But it wasn�t going to have to fly far. He got his weight behind the throw and hurled the spear.
As the magistrate raised his sword over Gerda and Raphael, the spear struck him square in the chest, splitting his ribs and lifting him off his feet. He tumbled to the ground, quivered once, blood spurting from his mouth, and then lay still.
Raphael had not even looked up.

�Lie still,� Raphael insisted. �I can bind your wound if you let me work.�
�Why?� Gerda rasped, a trickle of blood running from the corner of her mouth. She tried to smile. �I will see my Otto soon. Why would I want to stay here?�
Raphael had no answer for her.
�Did you find him?� she asked.
�We did.�
�Bring his body here,� she said. She coughed, choking on the blood in her throat, and more of it ran from her mouth as she turned her head. �Let us be together,� she whispered, her voice fading. �In the old way. Scatter our ashes over the fields. Let us be the offering.� She reached up, touching his face, and he felt her blood mingle with the tear on his cheek. �Let me go,� she said.
�I�m trying,� Raphael said. �It is very hard to do.�
�I know,� she sighed, closing her eyes.

HUMILIS

Andreas stood at the edge of the field beside Raphael�s majestic and patient horse and idly ran his hands through the beast�s glossy mane as he watched Raphael pace back and forth across the fallow earth.
Tiny white clouds floated in Raphael�s wake as he scattered handfuls of ash from a basket clutched beneath his other arm. A playful wind had blown a fair amount of the ash of the lovers back at Raphael, and his torso and legs were lightly dusted by the time he was finished with his task.
�Pulvis es et in pulveram reverteris,� Raphael said as he came over to Andreas. He seemed to notice the ash on his clothing and brushed vainly at it for a moment before giving up with a shrug.
�Were we wrong?� Andreas asked.
Raphael shook his head. �I don�t know, Andreas. I have fought Saracens beneath the banner of Christ. I have fought alongside Moors in Iberia. I have stood with pagans against the Church. Our own order tries to forget its past, and have we lost our way as a result? These people had a relationship with this land that existed for generations. Who are we to say that what we have brought them is better or worse?�
Andreas patted Raphael�s horse. �Maybe it is best to be simple knights,� he said. �Defend our honor and the honor of those who cannot defend themselves.�
Raphael offered him a wan smile. �I admire your simplicity.�
�Good,� Andreas said. �Then perhaps you will not mind my company on the way to Mainz.�
�Why do you think I am going to Mainz?� Raphael asked, a note of cautious curiosity in his voice.
�I wish to speak with the Archbishop there,� Andreas said, ignoring Raphael�s question. �The abbey at Lorsch used to have a library, but the monks tell me it was closed on the Archbishop�s order. I wanted to ask him why.�
�The library,� Raphael said slowly, as if he was examining Andreas�s words for some hidden meaning. �At Lorsch.�
�Yes.� Andreas shrugged. �Though I suppose we might run into the inquisitor,� he added as if the thought had suddenly occurred to him.
�He did leave awfully suddenly,� Raphael mused, feigning a similar innocence.
�It does only seem right that we let him know how his tribunal turned out, don�t you think? In case he wants to send a report to Rome.�
Raphael laughed. �Your simplicity has an unnerving daring to it, Andreas.�
�I am but a mere sword.� Andreas extended his arm, fingers outstretched. �Point me in the direction of our enemies.�
Raphael clapped the younger man on the shoulder and climbed into the saddle of his horse. He raised his hand against the morning glare and made a show of looking from horizon to horizon.
�That way,� he said, pointing to the east.
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