
Part One: 

The Divine Blood



To Janine A. H.,

Tenderness, laughter, reading. 
Then such sweet insistent sorrow when you departed.

Rest, our Janine.
Your Ganesh smiles over my work table.



17

Vatican Palace, Rome, December 1304

The camerlingo Honorius Benedetti’s thin lips were white 
with rage. He had the repulsive feeling that his !esh was 

gradually being eaten away, that his skin was sticking to his 
cheekbones. He raised his hand to his nose and smelt it to see 
whether the odour he had suddenly perceived was really that of 
his decaying body or simply a distressing illusion. All he could 
smell was the faint scent of rosewater from his morning ablutions.

They had the upper hand. Once again they had the upper 
hand. The others. A sudden feeling of dizziness made him close 
his eyes. How could it be? Benedetti was not afraid of facing the 
terrible possibility that he had been mistaken all along. That God 
was protecting his enemies in order to show him how wrong he 
had been all these years. On the contrary, the camerlingo had only 
himself to blame for hiring such incompetent henchmen. Any 
spiritual doubts he might have had were quashed by his absolute 
conviction that man could not be left to his own devices; that the 
evil in him would triumph if he were not compelled to be good, 
because sinning is easier and above all more pleasurable. What a 
fool he had been to have employed the services of that spectre! 
As for the Grand Inquisitor, that Nicolas Florin, whom he had 
learnt had been murdered at Alençon, Aude de Neyrat had been 
absolutely right. It was madness to have entrusted the execution 
of such a plan to resentment, envy and bloodthirstiness.

Agnès de Souarcy had escaped from the ruthless clutches of 
the Inquisition* against all the odds.

Benedetti plunged the tip of the stiletto knife he used as a letter 
opener into his magni%cent hardwood desk. He would pray for 
the eternal damnation of Nicolas Florin’s soul. Although, in 
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reality, the man had no need of his help in order to be condemned 
to the eternal torments of the damned.

He tugged hard on the braided bell rope that connected 
his study to an usher’s tiny bureau. The man appeared almost 
instantly in the tall doorway.

‘Your Eminence,’ he burbled submissively, lowering his head.
‘Has my lady visitor arrived yet?’ 
‘This very instant, Your Eminence.’
‘Well! Don’t just stand there, show her in!’ shouted the 

camerlingo.
The other man sti!ed a look of dismay. He didn’t recall ever 

having seen the prelate display even a hint of annoyance. Indeed, 
his unru&ed, almost cheerful, exterior was what made people fear 
him all the more. They knew that the guillotine could fall on any 
one of their necks without prior warning. Benedetti manipulated 
this fear and used it to his advantage.

The elegant, golden-haired vision, clad from head to toe in 
crimson, walked in, preceded by a heady aroma of musk and iris.

Benedetti’s tense expression immediately slackened.
‘Aude, my dearest lady … You are like a salve that heals all my 

troubles. Pray, take a seat. May I o(er you a glass of %ne wine 
from the foothills of Mount Vesuvius?’

Aude lifted the delicate veil concealing a face so stunningly 
beautiful that it attracted every gaze.

‘Ah … the tears of Christ, its smoothness is renowned.’ 
‘The Lacrima Christi, yes.’
‘And o(ered by you … it is undoubtedly on a par with 

receiving absolution,’ she said teasingly.
He smiled as he %lled two tall glasses. He sometimes felt he 

knew this woman as well as if she were his own creation. A single 
facet of this piece of perfection with emerald-green eyes, a tiny 
smiling mouth and a ruthless intelligence remained for ever a 
mystery to him. Did she really have no desire for atonement or 


