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Chapter 7

There was a rough bench by the doorway. I sat down on the end and 
leaned my shoulder against the wall; it gave me a view out the half-open 
door into the croft and the night outside. The rain was steady now, a con-
stant, heavy downpour, and the thick clouds blocked whatever moonlight 
there might otherwise have been. Out under the trees it was utterly black. 
Blair Witch Project black.

I didn’t know why the whole thing was freaking me out. Satanists? 
Bunch of pimply-faced kids with long hair and Black Sabbath T-shirts. Rock 
on, dude.

Except, of course, that wouldn’t be the case here. I was pretty sure 
Madeleine and Wulfram and Pere Jean everyone else weren’t going to get 
their nonexistent knickers in a wad over a bunch of rebellious teenagers. 
They believed something was up, and they knew this world better than I did. 
Maybe it was just the challenge to their religious beliefs; it didn’t seem like 
tolerance was part of that picture. Maybe. Or maybe these guys—whoever 
they turned out to be—really were capable of killing a kid. And then who 
knew what else?

I guess that’s what was freaking me out: the “who knew what else” part.
I had ventured into the croft shortly after the others left, leading Roos 

and the one mule we’d brought along into the animal pen portion of the cot-
tage. They stood there now, silent but for the odd quiet snort or shuffle of 
hooves. Glad, like us, to be out of the rain. Celestine had lit a small fire in the 
cottage’s hearth, and the animals’ eyes would occasionally glint in the dark-
ness. Other than that they were all but invisible in the shadows beyond the 
willow-branch partition.

The other horses had all gone with Stephan and Madeleine.
After twenty minutes or so Celestine brought over a half-loaf of bread 

and chunks of hard white cheese.
“Shall I bring you a blanket, Maitre Martin?” she asked. It was the first 
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thing either of us had said.

It was getting chilly, though not like the previous night; I guess the rain 
was moderating the temperature. But despite the dropping mercury, and my 
soaked-through clothes, I wasn’t cold yet. I shook my head.

She went back to the fire while I chewed on the bread, continuing my 
watch, but after a few moments she returned. There was a small earthenware 
pot in her hand; a few faint strands of steam curled from it. I’d tucked Gigot’s 
rag into my belt; she reached down and pulled it free. The move startled me.

“Let me see your face,” she said, dipping the rag in the pot.
I focused my eyes on the embers in the hearth, shifting away from the 

door, and held my head like I was getting a hair cut. The smoke from the 
small fire was driving away the crane flies; I could just see one, its vaporous 
form drifting slowly at the very edge of the fire’s illumination.

Celestine dabbed away under my nose, adjusted the rag, and then 
gently touched my cheekbone. I pulled back with a sharp intake of breath, 
astonished at how much it hurt. The dull ache had been with me since the 
horseback incident, but I’d more or less kept it out of my mind. Now her 
touch burned like fire—and not in the good way.

“Jesus!” I said, pushing her hand away. “That burns like fire. And not 
in the good way.”

She frowned at me. I don’t know if it was the fire comment or the blas-
pheming, though I was, by policy, sticking to English for all invocations of 
our savior’s name.

“Hold still,” she responded, giving it a firmer wipe.
“Nggg,” I said. But I didn’t pull away.
She gave it two or three more daubs, then leaned back and surveyed 

her work. “You will have a scar, I think,” she said.
I reached up and touched my cheek, just below and outside my left eye. 

I barely recognized the feel of it—the whole area was a hard, lumpy mass. 
A big, hard, lumpy mass. And there was a gash, maybe an inch or so long, 
right across it.

I briefly considered the possibility that the cheekbone was broken, but 
I worked my jaw and didn’t feel much wider pain. I’m no physical therapist, 
but I figured it would be a lot worse if it was broken. Whatever the case, I was 
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certainly going to have a hell of a shiner, if I hadn’t already.

Celestine inched back a pace and sat down next to the fire, looking at 
me. “Maitre Martin,” she said, “where are you from?”

As far as I knew, Gaspard hadn’t told anyone else my tale. I wasn’t sure 
I was ready to explain myself to the world. Or even just to Celestine.

She continued. “You told Stephan they don’t ride horses where you are 
from. Ma Dame says some people ride camels in the Lavant; she says they 
are like horses but have funny bodies. But she also says most people ride 
horses. So what sort of land has none?”

I hesitated a moment before answering. “Maybe we prefer mules.”
She wasn’t phased. “Mules are not so different from horses.”
I shifted in my seat, turning a bit more in her direction. “No, I guess 

they’re not. What about where you’re from?”
She gave me a touch of a smile; my diversion wasn’t getting past her. 

“They have horses where I come from,” she said. She cocked her head. 
“Why?”

“You aren’t from the village—you don’t have that coarse accent. Did 
you come from the Lavant with Ma Dame?”

She shook her head. “No, Maitre.” For a moment she said nothing. The 
embers on the hearth popped. Then she said, “I came to Bois de Haillot with 
my grandmother. I was a child. We were paupers, but Ma Dame took grand-
mere into service. I worked in the scullery. Later grand-mere died, and Ma 
Dame made me her lady’s maid.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. She didn’t react. “What happened to your family?”
She glanced at her hands. “They died in a pestilence. I don’t remember 

them.”
Again the fire crackled as the embers shifted. I heard a rustling in the 

thatch and glanced up; something was moving around up there. Mice, I 
guessed.

She sighed. “I remember living for a while in an abbey. The nuns scared 
me. I was very small, and the place seemed so unfriendly. Now, of course, I 
see their charity. We would not have survived without it. But to a child . . .” 
she trailed off for a moment. And then, “I remember traveling, too. Many, 
many nights, walking muddy roads in the dark. Ma Dame’s house was dif-
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ferent—people talked and laughed. It was warm.”

She sighed again, then looked up and smiled. “I didn’t know it at the 
time, but Ma Dame had only come to Bois de Haillot a year or so before us.”

“She has treated you well?”
“Oh, yes! I have beautiful things to wear. She has taught me manners, 

and how to read, and has always cared for the welfare of my soul. I have 
never wanted.”

“Mmm,” I nodded. No food stamps here. No welfare. It wasn’t too hard 
to imagine a skinny little girl in rags lying dead on the side of one of these 
trails they called roads. Remembered by no-one. There but for the grace of 
Madeleine went I. “A fortunate turn of events for you.”

She nodded. “Yes, thanks be to God.” She crossed herself.
Once again it was quiet for a moment. The rain must have slackened 

off a bit, but it was now increasing again, a dull pounding above the thatch. 
Celestine stared into the dying fire, and I did the same.

And then she turned back to me. There was a faint smile on her lips. 
“Maitre Martin,” she said, “you have still not told me where you are from.” 
She shifted to her knees and inched a bit forward, studying my face.

Oh, what the hell. It was all going to have to come out sometime, right?
“It’s not so much where,” I said, “as—”
And then I froze. There had been another sound, under that rising 

thrum of the rain. I had ignored it at first, but suddenly it caught up with me. 
Roos was shifting in the pen, a hoof pawing the earth. I shot a glance her way 
and saw an ear flicker in the darkness.

I turned and glanced out the door. A set of night-vision goggles would 
have been helpful. Barring that, there was nothing to see but various closely-
related shades of black.

Roos shifted again. I looked back her way. No, I wasn’t imagining it. 
The animals were definitely stirring.

Celestine followed my gaze, drawing back ever so slightly. She opened 
her mouth to speak, but I held up a hand.

“I think someone is here,” I whispered. She nodded, eyes wide.
Shit. Here I was, in Old Man Spooky’s spooky cottage, in a forest crawl-

ing with murderous Satanic cultists, and what am I doing? Chatting up a 
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teenager. Madeleine had trusted me. Scooby Doo, where are you?

I put my hand on my knife as I rose, glancing about for anything that 
might make a decent weapon. I’d already wandered the cottage; I knew I 
wasn’t going to suddenly find any swords, halberds, or AK-47s. Why hadn’t 
I asked Stephan to leave me something?

All right, no real weapons—so what, then? There: Among a heap of 
firewood, mostly just branches, was a piece about three feet long, thick as 
my wrist and kinked with knots. I stepped across and pulled it from the pile. 
When I turned around, Celestine had gotten to her feet. She was backing 
toward me. Her knife was in her hand.

“Step back,” I whispered, moving around to put myself between her 
and the door. She had a little girly knife—just six or eight inches long—so I 
drew mine and handed it back to her. “Take this.”

There was a sound out in the croft. A quiet stirring—maybe. It was 
hard to tell over the heavy patter of rain on the thatch. My ears were strain-
ing, my brain trying to make patterns out of the random sounds of the rain. I 
crept toward the half-open door, brandishing my clublike branch. Celestine 
was right behind me.

A sliver of the croft was visible through the door. Would have been 
visible, that is, if there had been any light. I stepped up to the door, taking 
one last glance out before pushing it shut. I got a slightly better look at the 
darkness.

“Help me with this,” I said, scooting the bench over with my foot. Now 
that my shoulder was against the door, I suddenly didn’t want to move it.

Celestine grabbed the bench and shoved it across the base of the door, 
clipping my knee as she went. I didn’t complain. “There’s a bar,” she said, 
reaching for a three-foot length of timber on the floor along the wall. I 
stepped aside as she hefted it, and we fitted it to the brackets on either side 
of the doorframe.

My branch had ended up in my left hand. I shifted it to my right as we 
stepped back, watching the door. Nothing had really happened, but I was 
breathing heavily.

“Did you—did you hear anything?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe. Did you? Did you see some-
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one?”

“No,” I said. “It was dark.” I glanced around the cottage. Roos and the 
mule were still restless.

“The other door!”
I was in motion before the words had left her mouth. I sprang past the 

hearth, leaping through the narrow gap in the partition. I saw the door shift; 
there was no way I’d get to it before it swung open.

I’ve never been a fan of baseball, but I played enough in high school 
PE that I knew how to slide. I threw my leg out in front of me and went to 
the ground, my thigh scraping the rough floor like it was a cheese grater. My 
foot hit the door just as it started to swing and knocked it closed, my mo-
mentum jamming my calf against the base.

“The bar!” I shouted.
Celestine hesitated for just a second, then scurried toward me.
The someone—or something—on the other side of the door shoved. I 

shifted my knee up against the threshold. “Hurry!”
She reached me, but pulled up. “Where is the bar?”
There were brackets on the doorframe; there had to be a bar nearby. 

But it was dark at this end of the cottage; it was virtually impossible to see 
down near the floor.

“There!” I yelled, pointing at the wall adjacent. “Check there!”
The door jumped again; Celestine let out a brief scream. She dropped 

to her knees, feeling about for the bar along the wall. I tried to adjust, but I 
couldn’t shift to put more weight on the door without moving away from it 
first.

“Here! Over here!” I yelled at Celestine.
The door jumped again, so hard that I was showered with dust and bits 

of dung. The blow pushed my knee away from the door, but I shifted and 
threw my shoulder into it.

“Hurry!”
Celestine straightened, lifting something from the darkness. I could 

see a glint of light by my knee; she’d dropped my knife to heft the bar with 
both hands.

There was pressure against the door now, firm and steady this time. I 
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started to slide again. I rotated on my butt, putting my back against the door 
and trying to dig in my heels. The hard, pocked surface gave me a purchase, 
and I was able to fight back against the pressure. The door was open maybe 
three inches.

“I can’t get the bar in!” Celestine cried.
I bit my lip and pushed back with everything I had. For a second noth-

ing happened, but suddenly there was a sodden thump on the other side, 
and the pressure disappeared. The door slammed shut. Celestine dropped 
the bar and backed away.

I could hear scrambling outside, and then there were two sudden jolts 
on the door. The bar held. There was some sort of exclamation on the other 
side, but I couldn’t make it out. Then nothing—just the dull roar of the rain.

“Who—who is that?” Celestine breathed.
“I don’t know,” I said, cautiously sidling away from the door. No sound; 

no motion. I picked up the knife and got to my feet. “I don’t know, but some-
how I don’t think it’s Madeleine.”

I took her hand and led the way back toward the hearth. I don’t know 
why one end of the cottage was really any better than the other, but the 
dim light around the fire was comforting. There was no sound from outside 
now—at least nothing that could be heard over the rain. The doors were 
barred, but they weren’t especially solid. I glanced up at the thatch—how 
hard would it be to chop or push through that? It seemed pretty thick. Burn 
it? My mind pictured countless bad fantasy movies with horsemen throwing 
torches onto thatched roofs. But not in this rain.

“Celestine,” I said, turning toward her, “they’re going to find a way in. 
I don’t know how yet, but they aren’t done trying.”

And then there was a loud crack behind me.
I whirled, the branch coming up almost of its own accord. My heart 

was in my mouth—seriously, that’s not just a cliché. Nothing. For a second I 
blinked as a scanned the room. Then the fire shifted, embers tumbling down 
into the ash with another soft pop.

My breath escaped in a long sigh as I lowered the branch.
“Jesus!” I said. This time, I don’t think the blaspheming bothered her.
“Martin,” she said. She stepped up behind me and gripped my arm 
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with both hands. The top of her head barely reached my shoulder.

“I know.” I continued looking around, but I didn’t know what I was 
looking for. “We need a plan.”

She nodded, and looked about as well.
“Put a bit more wood on the fire,” I said. “Not too much.” I don’t 

know—if they were coming in, maybe the fire could be a distraction. They 
had the initiative now, but there had to be a way to get it back from them, if 
only for a moment.

Celestine had put a couple of branches on the hearth. A few yellow 
flames flickered up, brightening the room just a bit.

“Follow me,” I said, grabbing her hand again. She hesitated just long 
enough to grab another branch from the firewood heap. Not as hefty as 
mine, but at least we were now both armed.

I led us back into the pen. “Get back there,” I said, pointing to the far 
corner behind the mule. She shook her head. “Celestine,” I said, gripping her 
shoulder, “we can do this, but we have to be smart. Take advantage of the 
darkness.” That was one thing I could apply from my light infantry days—we 
always preferred to operate at night.

She considered it for a moment, then circled around Roos and the 
mule and into the corner. I could just make out the form of her head and 
shoulders sinking down into the corner, and then she was invisible.

I crouched down behind the partition.
The fire crackled. The rain continued to beat the thatch. Behind me 

Roos or the mule jangled a bit of harness, and a hoof shifted with a muffled 
thump. A moment went by. And then another.

And then there was a terrific crash. The front door jumped in its hing-
es; the bar bounced in its brackets—but it held. A second later there was 
another strike, accompanied by a tremendous cracking sound. The bar was 
holding, but the door wasn’t. I hunkered down further, my sweaty hands 
working my grip on the club.

A third crash and the door split lengthwise, a large plank flipping up 
into the air and landing next to the hearth. Hands fumbled through the gap. 
For a second it was like a zombie movie; arms lit orange by the firelight flail-
ing sightlessly through the opening, but then they gripped the bar and lifted 
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it, and the door flew open.

A man stepped in, kicking aside the overturned bench. I’d never seen 
him before, but he looked like a peasant. His eyes searched the room. He said 
something to someone behind him, but I couldn’t hear it over the pounding 
of my own heartbeat.

This was it.
I charged through the gap in the partition, bringing my club up in a 

two-handed swing. His jaw fell, and he started raising his own weapon, but 
he was two steps behind. He might have deflected my upward stroke, but if 
he took anything off the impact it wasn’t much. My swing connected above 
his brow, and I saw his eyes roll as my shoulder plowed into him.

The other guy was dropping whatever he was holding—their battering 
ram, I guess—and grasping for an axe tucked in his belt. A sitting duck, but 
I was off-balance, tangled in my first target, and I couldn’t bring myself to 
bear. I tried to plant my foot, but the earthen floor was slick where the rain-
water was coming in. I swung as his axe cleared his belt, but my blow simply 
knocked his arm away. He took a half-step back and regained his stance.

I kicked myself free of the first guy, falling back half a step myself. I 
hefted my club again, twisting my body like a batter at the plate. We had the 
doorway between us—he had the deadlier weapon, but he was going to pay 
a price before he could use it.

 “Come on!” I yelled out. I don’t know why, but suddenly I was feeling 
defiant. It was on, and now I was ready to get it over with. “You think you 
can take us? Come and get it!”

And then there was a crash from behind. I spun. The wall behind had 
erupted, showering my back with dust and chunks of plaster. I had figured 
the walls were made of stone between the timber framing, but now, in that 
brief moment, I could see that they were mud or plaster or something, a 
thick layer reinforced with woven branches. There was another terrific blow, 
sending bits of the wall into my face and eyes, and a whole section began to 
crumble.

I started spinning back, but the guy with the axe was already through 
the door.
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*          *          *

Voices spoke to me, but they weren’t making any sense. My eyes 
wouldn’t focus on the apartment ceiling, and something was wrong with it 
anyway. The lights were out—no, some of them were on, but the ceiling was 
dark.

I pushed myself to my elbows. “Where are you, Claire?”
Not Claire. Madeleine. She was dripping wet. She put a hand on my 

chest, gently pushing me back down. There didn’t seem to be anyplace to go, 
so I settled back.

She spoke again. I said something in reply, but somewhere between my 
brain and my tongue the words were just refusing to come together. Some-
thing came out of my mouth, but I had no idea what it was. Or even what I 
had been trying to say.

“Martin,” she said again. That was my name.
“What?”
“Where is Celestine?”
The ceiling came into focus: the dark beams, the dirty thatch. The cob-

webs and strands of old string or rope dangling down.
I pushed myself up again.
“What happened?”
There was a loud, guttural grunt to my left; I turned to look. Gigot was 

sitting on the floor, his faced masked by an intense grimace. Gaspard was on 
his knees beside him. There was blood.

“Martin! Where is Celestine?”
I scanned the room. The door before me was split in half, one part 

dangling loosely from its hinges, the other lying on the floor beyond Gigot. 
The wooden bracket holding the bar had been ripped from the doorframe.

I spun to look behind me, but the motion sent arcs of lightning across 
my brain; it was like I could see the pain. I raised my hand to my head; the 
hair was damp and matted.

The wall behind me was shattered. A hole a good three feet across had 
been knocked through the thick plaster; strands of willow branches held on 
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to chunks like old rebar grasping bits of broken concrete. Pieces of plaster 
and debris were scattered all over the muddy floor.

Other than that, the room looked exactly as it had. Except there was 
no Celestine.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Someone came. We barred the doors.”
Stephan was standing by the door, armored but without his helmet, 

rainwater dripping from his hair. My makeshift club was in his hand. He 
turned and called out: “Cyril!”

Cyril appeared in the doorway.
“They have Celestine. Tell Michel. Find her.”
Cyril disappeared. Stephan held up the club. “They put up a fight,” he 

said to Madeleine. At one of the branch’s knobs there was a tuft of hair. And 
some blood.

I thought back. The sounds. The struggle at the other door. The guy 
with the axe coming into the cottage. I couldn’t come up with anything be-
yond that.

Gigot grunted again. Gaspard was leaning over him, pushing. Gigot’s 
hose were cut or torn away, revealing a blood-smeared thigh. As I watched, 
the flesh puckered outward and the tip of a blade emerged, sheathed in 
blood. No, not a blade: It was the broad head of an arrow breaking free of 
the flesh, riding out on a glistening shaft. Gaspard ran the arrow out about 
six inches, then broke off the head. Then he pulled the shaft back out the way 
it had come. Gigot was breathing hard.

So was I. “What happened?” It was my turn to ask.
“An ambush,” Stephan replied, tossing my club aside.
“Before you got to the black mass?”
“At the ruined church,” Stephan said. He crouched down beside me, 

angling his head to have a look at my scalp. “There was no black mass. Just 
three or four of them inside. And archers hiding in the woods.”

I glanced back at Gigot. “And they attacked you?”
Stephan nodded. “They were waiting for us.” Then his mouth made a 

grim smile, which wasn’t matched in his eyes. “But they didn’t know what 
they were doing. A bunch of peasants. Brutal, but not organized.”

That didn’t make any sense. Why lure us all the way out here just to 
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attack us? Who the hell were these people?

I glanced at Madeleine. She was running through the same calcula-
tions.

“The duke—or count—or whatever? Of Limbourg?” I asked. “Maybe 
he wants the manor too, before Etien gets it.”

Madeleine was staring past me; she didn’t acknowledge. But Stephan 
shook his head. “Murder is a serious business.” He paused, and for a moment 
I thought he was dismissing the idea altogether. But then he went on. “If I 
was going to commit murder against Madeleine, I would hardly leave it in 
the hands of a bunch of unsupervised peasants. And I wouldn’t need to lure 
her fifteen miles into Limbourg and fake a black mass. Limbourg would do 
no worse than me.”

“The black mass was faked,” Madeleine said. “But there will be a real 
one. Tonight.” She turned and looked at Stephan. “And there will be a sacri-
fice.”

Stephan straightened.
“Celestine?” I said.
Madeleine nodded. “That’s why they lured us here. We brought them 

Celestine. We brought her.”
They wanted Celestine? I started to ask why, but Cyril appeared in the 

doorway.
“Ma Dame,” he said. He held something up. It was a slipper.
Stephan and Madeleine rose to their feet. I struggled to follow.
“Where?” Stephan demanded.
“Michel found it. He thinks he might have tracks.”
Stephan moved to the door, Madeleine a step behind. “In this rain?”
“It looks like there were several of them. And Celestine was fighting.”
Stephan scratched at the coif where it hung below his chin. “Good girl,” 

he said absently. He turned back toward Madeleine. “I’ll take Michel and 
Cyril.”

“I can keep up!” Gigot responded. His teeth were clenched as he talked.
“We’ll all go,” Madeleine said.
“No,” Stephan responded. “Gigot will bleed if he can’t sit still. As for 

you—this isn’t what we came for. This is battle. It is not the place for you—or 
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for them.” He shifted his eyes toward Gaspard at that last bit. Gaspard, and 
then me.

Madeleine was silent for a moment.
“You will slow us down,” Stephan said. “We need to move quickly. Un-

der bad circumstances.” This time he glanced toward the door, where the 
rain poured down in the darkness.

Madeleine nodded, but it was reluctant. “Maybe. Maybe so.”
I shifted to my knees and stood up. It hurt, rather a lot, but I don’t 

think I showed it. “I want to come,” I said.
“No,” Stephan said definitively.
“You need to leave someone here,” I replied. “You can’t leave Lady 

Madeleine unprotected. They may come back.” I lowered my voice. “I want 
to help.”

Stephan bit his lower lip as his eyes traversed the room. Then he pursed 
his lips and nodded. “Martin is right,” he said to Madeleine. “I need Michel 
to find her. I’ll leave Cyril.”

For a moment Madeleine looked like she was going to object, but I 
think the look on Stephan’s face gave her her answer. “That’s only two of 
you,” she said.

Stephan nodded. “Let’s hope the rest of them are just as poor at sol-
diering,” he said. I frankly couldn’t tell if the question worried him.

Madeleine nodded again. “Very well, Stephan.” She moved a bit closer 
to him. “There will be a hierophant—a priest. And a rector. Maybe a deacon 
or vicar.” She was ticking them off on her fingers. “All the roles you see in a 
parish, but subverted. These are the ones who wield power. The congrega-
tion—they will have been seduced into serving the leaders’ ambitions. Their 
sins are redeemable. They will likely fall away if you strike at the hierophant; 
they are not so deeply invested.”

I was staring at Madeleine; I think my mouth was open. What, was she 
like a devil-worship hobbyist?

“How do you know all this stuff?” I asked.
She didn’t look my way. “There’s no time right now, Martin.”
Stephan nodded. “The leader.”
“Celestine is the first priority.”
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Stephan nodded again. “Of course.”
“Stephan,” I said, “let me come. I’m no help here, but I can help you.”
“Martin, this is a job for soldiers.”
“I’m not a soldier like you. But I can help in other ways. And—and I 

can fight if I have to.” I gestured toward my club, lying in the muddy straw by 
the door. “Take me with you—I’m no good to Madeleine here.”

Stephan frowned, rubbing the coif below his chin again. He looked at 
Madeleine, then Cyril, then me. Finally he said, “All right. Maybe I can make 
use of you. But if you can’t keep up with us, you come back here.”

Madeleine shook her head, but there was resignation in it. “Stephan, 
I’m risking my knight, my maid, and my mason. If you don’t bring them 
back to me, they might as well have killed me at the old church.”

Stephan’s helmet was on the bench by the door; he picked it up and 
handed it to me. “Carry this.” And then he turned and stepped out. Into the 
rain.

Into the dark.
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