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Chapter 8

We left at a hustle, not quite jogging but more than a walk. Believe it 
or not, the whole thing wasn’t that unfamiliar. The weapons were different, 
but going tactical, in the dark, in the rain, in thick woods—well, it had been 
a few years, but it’s like riding a bicycle.

Michel had scouted the trail a bit—not far, but maybe a couple hun-
dred yards—so at least at the outset we were able to keep a pace. He led out, 
followed by Stephan, with me bringing up the rear. I had a spear, of sorts—
they’d taken one of Stephan’s lances and chopped about three feet off the 
end, so it was only a couple feet longer than I was tall. I didn’t really know 
what to do with it, other than poke the pointy end at the bad guy, but it was 
better than my stick and certainly better than nothing.

Michel’s torch sputtered in the rain. It was hardly a floodlight—at mo-
ments it guttered down to almost nothing—but without it we couldn’t see 
our hands in front of our faces. We never travelled with light back in my 
army days—civilians are usually surprised at how well you can move in the 
dark once your eyes adjust—and I bet Stephan and Michel would have pre-
ferred to avoid it as well. But there just wasn’t any choice; we could hardly 
walk without it, let alone track Celestine and her abductors.

“Is this the road?” I whispered after we’d been going for ten or fifteen 
minutes. Well, whispering isn’t quite right—the rain was still coming down 
hard and a whisper wouldn’t be heard. Sort of a loud stage whisper, I guess.

Stephan nodded, wiping at the water on his brow. It didn’t help. “We 
came from that direction today,” he pointed. Our path crossed the road and 
kept going.

I was beginning to shiver, but the adrenalin was keeping the worst of 
the cold at bay.

Half an hour later we were backtracking for the third time.
Michel shrugged as we transferred the flame to our second torch. The 

first was all but burned down. We only had the two. “With this rain, Mon 
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Sieur . . .” he said, trailing off.

“Let’s go back another little ways,” Stephan replied. “Maybe we’ll pick 
it up again.”

On the third try we came across a footpath. Well, Michel came across 
it—I could barely tell it was there even when they pointed it out to me. May-
be in the daylight, but under these conditions all I could see was wet under-
growth and leaf mold.

“Did they go this way?” Stephan asked.
“I can’t tell,” Michel answered, “but this must go somewhere.” He 

looked up from the path at Stephan. The latter looked around for a moment 
before straightening.

“It’s all we have,” he said, nodding grimly.
The path led down into a draw, then paralleled a narrow creek. The 

water was raging as we headed upstream.
About ten minutes later the rain was slackening off. We were headed 

uphill, away from the creek, when I realized I could make out shapes in the 
darkness. A ragged, uneven line of dark on dark. Black sky behind blacker 
trees.

“There’s a clearing ahead,” I panted.
Stephan glanced back, nodding. “The hilltop,” he responded. I think he 

was breathing even harder than I was. For a moment that made me I feel a 
bit like a low-tech Energizer Bunny—but then I remembered he had about a 
Mini Cooper’s worth of metal draped over his shoulders.

Michel ground the end of the torch into the dirt. It went out with a 
brief but angry hiss.

We broke from the woods at a cautious pace. A rounded hill rose above 
us, its sides shrouded in dense brush. Several limbless trees were silhouetted 
at the top.

Michel stopped and swung his bow from his back. He started unwrap-
ping it, his form nothing but movement in the darkness. I turned and cast 
my eyes into the trees behind me, my Light Infantry instincts telling me to 
keep my eyes outward when stopped. But there was nothing to be seen. Or, 
rather, nothing that could be seen. I turned back toward the hilltop.

Those weren’t trees. They were columns.
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“Come on, let’s go,” I muttered. Stephan started up the hill.
There was almost nothing of the path here, not that there had been 

much before. We were practically swimming through the undergrowth. 
Stephan swore quietly as he slipped; he was adding to my French vocabulary 
by the minute.

It was probably only a few minutes to the top, but it seemed like an 
hour. By the last fifty yards we had completely lost whatever path there was. 
As we neared the rim of the hill we slowed; Michel dropped to all fours to 
push through the last of the brush at a crawl.

“Nothing!” he whispered back.
The rain was a drizzle now, solid and soaking but now with a touch 

that caressed rather than hammered. I crawled forward, coming up beside 
Michel and Stephan.

The hilltop was flat. And paved, or at least stone. An area maybe forty 
feet across. I was right about the columns: four of them all ruined or broken, 
set at equal points about the center.

There was nobody there.
Stephan stood and moved cautiously into the open. I went with him.
“What is this place?” Michel asked, coming up behind us.
The light was better here than in the woods, but it was still very dark 

under the thick clouds. I touched one of the columns. Rough, even slicked 
with rain. Old. Tall, thin, and fluted. “I think these are Roman,” I said.

Stephan had moved to the center. There was some sort of pit or inden-
tation there. He crouched. “So where are they?”

Michel shook his head in the dark. “That must not have been their 
trail. Nobody has been up here in a long time.”

That didn’t make sense. Seriously: You’re going to hold a black mass 
and you’re not going to use the creepy pagan altar on the hill? The trail was 
headed in this direction; this had to be the place. Was this area so thick with 
spooky old ruins that a black mass could afford to pass up an amazing real 
estate opportunity like this?

“Are you certain?” I asked.
Michel was wandering, crouching down every couple of steps to ex-

amine the ground. “I’m certain, Maitre. Nobody has been here this night.”
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What the fuck?
Stephan crossed back to where I was standing. “Let’s go.”
“Yes, my lord,” Michel answered. He was ready to be out of there.
“Where?” I said.
Stephan surveyed the hilltop one more time, then shrugged. “Back the 

way we came. If we can’t pick up the trail we’ll head for the village. And start 
kicking in doors.”

We weren’t going to find the trail. Not this night. And later would be 
too late. As it would be if we had to question an entire village.

I thought about Celestine’s tale. Trudging along moonlit muddy trails. 
Ending up at Madeleine’s. A long road that had seemed to have reached a 
happily ever after. Now she was going to end up stretched out on a stone slab 
like some B-movie scream queen.

But what else could we do?
“OK,” I said.
Michel started out, pushing through the bushes we’d come up through. 

I followed.
I’d had little trouble making my way up the slope, as treacherous as it 

had been. Downhill was a bit tougher. I was giving Stephan a few pointers 
for his English vocab. And then I really slipped.

Our trail was winding diagonally across the slope. My foot hit a patch 
of slick weeds and, like a bad skiing accident, just popped out from under 
me. I grabbed instinctively, dropping my spear, but the brush or twigs my 
hands met broke away with almost no resistance. My butt hit the weedy 
ground downslope of the trail, and I shot beneath a patch of scrub like I was 
trying out for the Olympic luge team. This was my evening for winter sports, 
it would seem.

Flashes of dark and darker flew by for a second as I bumped and grunt-
ed my way down the hillside, flailing through undergrowth and shrubs. Then 
the ground just disappeared beneath me, and then there was a blinding flash 
of light as the back of my head connected with stone.

Shit. Hadn’t my head taken enough in the past four hours?
At least I wasn’t rolling downhill again. I’d come to a firm stop.
“Martin?” Michel’s voice drifted in to me. I say “in” because I was defi-
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nitely in something. The sky was a broken patch of slightly-paler-than-black 
overhead, and there was a sort of echo to the residual sounds of my impact. 
I had fallen six or eight feet into some sort of cave or something.

I sat up and touched my head. Ouch. But not as bad as my previous 
two head-busting encounters, and I was pretty sure the dampness was just 
rainwater.

I rolled over and got my knees beneath me, my shoulders brushing 
the walls as I turned. I was on a slope of uneven, broken stone. No, not 
broken—I was on steps. Steps leading down. I looked downward, but there 
was nothing but blackness. The entire Satanic cult could have been three feet 
away and I wouldn’t have been able to see them. I closed my eyes—not that 
it made any difference—and tried to focus on sounds. Was there a rhythmic 
thumping, or was that the rush of blood and adrenalin through my ears?

“Martin!” It was Stephan’s voice this time, a sort of hissed, stage-whis-
per shout. I turned and started scrambling up the slope. The steps disap-
peared in the last few feet toward the opening, overtaken with soil and viney 
weeds spilling in from above. I pushed my way through, my head emerging 
into an overgrown stand of saplings.

“Over here!” I hissed back. “I’ve found something!”
There was a shuffle on the slope above, followed by a thump and an 

oath, and then Stephan’s silhouette formed itself among the dark mesh of 
tree branches and brush uphill of me.

“Where are you?” he asked. He couldn’t have been more than eight feet 
away.

“Keep going,” I answered. “Into this brush. There’s a tunnel.”
Stephan called to Michel, then dropped to his butt and slid down into 

the bushes with me. His shield rattled as it snagged and dragged behind him.
“You found a cave?” he breathed, once he’d recognized my head and 

shoulders in the dark.
“Not a cave. A tunnel. There are steps down here.”
Michel appeared, crawling into the brush.
“The torch,” Stephan said. I ducked back into the tunnel. After a few 

moments Stephan followed, half-sliding on the dirt and stones until he 
found the steps. Michel was behind him. The torch was lit, but it was a low, 
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smoldering orangish flame. I guessed it was wet.

“Pass it up to me,” I stage-whispered. After a second it made its way 
forward, and I thrust it into the passage ahead of me. The light wasn’t bright, 
but it was infinitely more than what I’d had before, which is to say I could 
now at least see.

The tunnel was smaller than I’d imagined; I knew it was narrow, but 
now I could see that it was barely wider than my shoulders. The ceiling was 
vaulted, made of worked stone veined with salts and hung with tiny stalac-
tites (or was that stalagmites?), and low. I was lucky I hadn’t banged my head 
yet. Really lucky—another bad bump, and my head was liable to go on strike.

The steps descended, evenly but steeply, for probably twenty feet be-
fore the tunnel made a sharp left-hand turn. I started down.

Had the bad guys come this way? It was hard to tell. There were some 
puddles of moisture on the steps, but that could have run down from the 
entrance just above. Some cobwebs in the stony crevices, but nothing block-
ing the path. This had to be the place—but then, I’d thought that up on the 
hilltop.

This struck me as a good time to be sneaky, but Stephan was making all 
kinds of noise. There wasn’t room for both him and his shield in the tunnel, 
so he was holding it awkwardly behind him. I guess the torch was going to 
be a dead giveaway that we were coming anyway.

I got to the corner and crouched. In the army we never poked our head 
around an obstacle in the obvious spot, so I held the torch high and peered 
out low.

“What do you see?” Stephan whispered.
“Nothing.” The steps continued maybe fifteen feet, then turned again. 

Right, this time.
A touch of movement caught the corner of my eye, and I pulled back 

a bit. There was a bug—some sort of cave cricket or something—moving 
along the corner of the stonework. Black and lumpy with long, knobbed 
antennae. And really big. Bugs don’t normally creep me out too much, but I 
couldn’t help a small shudder.

I moved on, down to the next corner. There was another right turn 
after that one, ten or fifteen feet further down.
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But after that corner, the stairs continued for another twenty feet be-

fore opening into some sort of room. And there was light down there. Faint 
and reddish, but definitely light.

“Shh,” I cautioned. I craned my ear, if an ear can be craned. There: defi-
nitely some sort of sound. I couldn’t make it out clearly—even standing still, 
Stephan seemed to creak and clink incessantly—but there was the sound of 
voices. Low, and not close. Singing? Chanting? Speaking rhythmically?

I ground the torch out on the steps and continued down to the room.
It was circular, with columns carved into the sides. A passage, much 

wider than the cramped staircase, led off to the left—that was the source of 
the reddish light. There were alcoves all around, with pieces of very Roman-
looking statuary, some of which lay broken on the floor. Along with bundles 
of—what? Fifteen or twenty wads or lumps of something, most of them sur-
rounded by dark, glistening puddles.

I crept over to toward the passageway, sidling up to the wall just short 
of the corner. There was a faint acrid smell in the air—smoky, but sharper, 
with a crueler edge than plain woodsmoke. The voices or muttering were 
still indistinct and muted, and seemed overlain with—what? Cries? Sobs? 
Something shrill and broken, almost like animal sounds. Braying. But as 
distant and ungraspable as the voices.

I heard a voice behind me and spun. Michel was emerging from the 
narrow staircase on tiptoe, crossing himself as he glanced about. “Pater nos-
ter, qui es in caelis . . .” he muttered. His lips continued to move as he stepped 
into the room, his knuckles working the haft of his axe.

I leaned back toward the passageway. Opposite, one of the statues 
watched me; it was a creature of classical myth; a faun or satyr or something. 
The flickering light cast deep shadows across its features.

I peeked quickly around the corner. A tunnel continued downward, 
sloped rather than stepped and not very steep. The light flickered dimly from 
alcoves spaced evenly along the walls. Elaborately carved columns were set 
between the alcoves.

“There’s another room down there,” I reported, ducking back. It was 
maybe fifty feet down the passage.

Michel had moved over to one of the bundles, poking it tentatively 
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with a single finger. “Clothing,” he whispered, then picked at the bundle a bit 
more vigorously. “It’s all wet. The rain.” Stephan had made his way out of the 
staircase and was regarding the room.

I started to turn back toward the passage, but something touched my 
hand.

“Ngah!”
I leapt back, clutching my hand to me. A centipede or something, 

about as long as my index finger, dropped to the floor. “Shit!” I wanted to 
stomp on it, but that would mean getting close to it again. The bug moved 
lazily along the floor.

I looked back at the wall where my hand had been. Five or six other 
creatures were crawling lazily along, dark against the dark stonework. Big, 
flat, scaley spider-like things. Weird cricket-like bugs, with more horns or 
pointy bits than a cricket should have. Thumb-sized stubby things with lots 
of legs. My gaze traveled along the wall: There were more of them; who knew 
how many in all the dark crevices of this place?

I crossed myself without even thinking. These guys were rubbing off 
on me. “Let’s get this over with.”

Michel had been following my gaze. He nodded. I could see the whites 
of his eyes, wide in the darkness. They went up toward the ceiling, then 
quickly back down. I didn’t even want to look up.

I leaned around the corner, careful this time not to touch the wall. Or 
really even get close to it. “I think I see something down there,” I said.

There was a sharp sound from that far end, and suddenly Michel 
grabbed me and jerked me back. Something flew past in a rush, striking the 
wall behind me with a clatter.

“Archers!”
I glanced at Michel. “Shit. Thanks!”
“At least we know we’re in the right place,” Stephan commented, lean-

ing out to peer down the passageway. He ducked back at a second pluck-
ing sound, and another arrow clattered against the stone at the back of the 
chamber.

Crap. They had a clear line of fire on us for fifty feet at least. The col-
umns and alcoves weren’t nearly enough to give us cover, and another glance 
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around our chamber offered nothing useful in that regard. I had no idea how 
many archers were down there, but if it was more than one or two they could 
probably pincushion all of us before we made it halfway down.

That didn’t seem to bother Stephan. He’d picked up one of the arrows, 
giving it a cursory glance, then tossed it back to the floor. “Follow me,” he 
said. Then he drew his sword and took off down the passage.

I glanced at Michel, but he only hesitated for a second before tearing 
off in Stephan’s wake. Two arrows bounced into the room as he did.

Shit.
Well, I guess they knew what they were doing. And I wasn’t about to 

hang around here, all alone but for the bugs.
I followed.
Stephan bellowed. He was halfway down the passage already, running 

full tilt with his shield in front of him. The archers were yelling as well, call-
ing out to someone. I saw a flash as an arrow glanced off the rim of Stephan’s 
shield, just passing the side of his head. It arced toward me, but I dodged into 
Stephan’s wake and it clattered to the floor somewhere back behind.

I was halfway down when Stephan broke into the chamber. They’d got-
ten maybe one or two more shots off, but by some miracle Stephan wasn’t 
hit—and now it was bad news for them. He slashed at one of the guys as he 
allowed his momentum to carry him into the other, smashing him brutally 
with his shield. There was a third archer, dropping his bow and reaching for 
a weapon, but Michel was in the room before he could bring it to bear. He 
blocked the guy’s swing with the haft of his axe, then pushed him back.

I tried to pull up as I entered the room, but my feet slipped on the stone 
and I went down on my butt. The first archer Stephan had hit was on his 
hands and knees next to me, clutching at his midrift. He wasn’t doing a very 
good job holding his guts in. It was his blood I’d slipped in.

I stared; I couldn’t help it. I knew the fight was going on around me. 
Stephan and Michel were in combat—they could have been struggling, even 
dying at that very moment. But here, right next to me, was a man with his 
intestines spilling out onto the stone floor. I could have reached out and 
touched him. Or his guts. There had been a bit of Indiana Jones to the ad-
venture so far, as creepy and cold and dangerous as it had been, and even the 
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bugs had seemed a tiny bit unreal. Now I was sitting in a puddle of blood, 
bile, and shit, and even as I watched I could see the man’s eyes, shadowed 
in that dim light, losing focus. That glazed-over expression they always talk 
about in books. His arm faltered, and his face slowly lowered to the floor.

Unreal? This wasn’t Hollywood. Something fell away from me—a tiny, 
lingering sense of detachment. Like I might wake up from all this at some 
point. That wasn’t going to happen. Instead, people were going to die. Real 
people. Dying. Their lives painfully dimming to nothingness in a dark and 
forgotten place.

That was going to be Celestine in a few minutes. If it wasn’t already.
I looked up. Stephan was stepping back as the man in front of him, 

his back against the wall, slid to the floor. To my right another passageway 
opened, almost pitch black, and there were figures running our way. They 
seemed to almost glow in the darkness, and it took my mind a second to 
register that they were naked. Stark, white naked. Naked but armed.

“Stephan!”
I’d never taken a martial arts class, but I must have seen enough John 

Woo, cause without thinking I whirled around, extending my leg in a broad 
sweep. I caught the foot of the first naked guy just as he came out of the pas-
sageway, kicking it sideways and sending him cartwheeling. Stephan had 
just reacted to my cry, and brought his sword down in a slashing arc that 
opened up the man’s back; I could see the grey nubs of severed ribs like a 
line of teeth in a jagged, bloody mouth. The second naked guy raised an axe 
as he came through, his eyes on Stephan, but Michel had stepped up and 
swung his own in an arc that caught the guy squarely in the face. His feet 
flew forward as his head and arms flew back; he never knew what hit him 
and never would.

There were more behind him, but they scrambled back the way they 
came.

I got to my feet, breathing hard, and skittered out from in front of the 
passageway to take cover behind Stephan.

“Thanks for that,” he said. He was breathing hard too.
“What?”
“That one,” he replied, his elbow vaguely indicating the guy I’d kicked. 
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“I didn’t hear him coming.”

“Yeah,” I answered. And then I said, “That was crazy, charging in here. 
I don’t know how you weren’t shot.”

“A considered risk.” Stephan peered down the dark passageway for a 
second, then pulled back. “All they had at the church were broadheads, and 
that’s what they were shooting up the passageway.” Several of the dead men’s 
arrows were scattered about on the floor; he kicked at one. “Without bod-
kins, they were useless against my mail.”

Stephan’s ear was bleeding. “What about your face? They could have 
hit you there!”

He shrugged. “I didn’t have my helmet.”
My face went slack as I realized: I had been carrying his helmet; I must 

have dropped it when I lost my spear. I’d felt bad about letting down Mad-
eleine and Celestine, but at least then I’d put of a fight. “I’m sorry,” I said.

He shrugged again. “It is battle. Things happen.”
“What about now?” Michel whispered from the other side of the open-

ing. “What do we do?”
I leaned out past Stephan to sneak a peak down the passageway. It was 

dark, but not more than twenty feet long. At the far end someone had been 
peeking our way; a face disappeared behind the corner.

“Do you hear that?” I said. The sounds were coming from down that 
way: rhythmic chanting of some sort. It was still indistinct, but it now seemed 
to have a hurried feel. The acrid smoky smell was stronger too. “They’re still 
holding their mass.”

“The hierophant,” Stephan said. “He’s sent the congregation out to pro-
tect himself.”

“Not just to protect himself,” I answered. “To finish whatever it is he’s 
doing. To finish his ceremony!”

Stephan furrowed his brow. “Ma Dame said to stop the hierophant. 
But he’s sending the whole congregation out first. We have to get past them.”

That wasn’t going to happen. There was just this passageway; us here, 
them at the far end. One side was going to have to hack its way through the 
other. And meanwhile the bad guys had gone no-huddle. Celestine’s time 
had to be running short.
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“OK, look,” I said. “They’re naked and they’re not good fighters. Can 

we just press through them? Get pressure on the hierophant?”
Stephan considered it, but he looked dubious. “It’s an easy enough 

fight with them in front of us. But if they get on both sides, it could change 
quickly.”

That made sense. Never show the enemy your flank. Even if they are a 
bunch of naked peasants.

But I was thinking blitz. It only takes one guy to reach the quarterback.
“OK, you guys press them. I’ll run through and get to the hierophant.”
Stephan frowned. “By yourself? In among them?”
“The hierophant won’t be fighting. He won’t be paying attention to the 

fight. And if I can get him, the others will give up. Or flee. Or whatever.”
Stephan grimaced, then shook his head. “It’s too dangerous.”
“A considered risk. If we don’t act soon, we’ll lose Celestine.”
As if on cue, there was a scream. We all turned toward the passageway.
“Stephan, I’m no help in a stand-up fight. You said maybe you can use 

me—well this is what I can do.”
He pursed his lips and nodded. “Where is your spear?”
It was with the helmet, but I didn’t want to repeat the admission. I 

reached out with my foot and snagged an axe lying on the floor, dragging it 
over to me. “It was too long for the tunnels,” I said. There was some truth to 
that, at least.

Stephan sheathed his sword long enough to unlimber his shield from 
his off hand. He handed it to me. It weighed about fifteen pounds and came 
up to my ribs with its tip on the floor. “Take this, too. Don’t pause to fight—
just push through. We’ll keep them off your back.”

I nodded, slipping my arm through the strap as I’d seen it on him. 
I picked up the axe, sticky with the blood it had been lying in. There was 
something about the axe as a weapon that just seemed so much more brutal 
than a sword, and I really wondered if I could bring myself to split a skull 
open with it. But that was a question for another time, and I wasn’t about to 
show my doubts to Stephan.

“Are you ready?”
I nodded. And then: “Wait!”
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I leaned out to peek down the passage once more. There were two or 

three of them, at least, at the far end, lurking around the edges like we were.
“Throw down your weapons!” I shouted. I was thinking about what 

Madeleine said, how the worshippers weren’t as invested as the leaders. “We 
have killed five of you already, and we’re coming to get her. You don’t have 
to die for him!”

Stephan nodded approvingly. I was thinking about the hierophant, but 
apparently he interpreted “him” a little differently. “He’s waiting for you in 
hell,” he shouted down the hall. “When our blades find you, he will drag you 
down. Do not believe you have earned anything more! But it’s not too late 
for your souls—if you live to repent!”

There was some chatter at the far end—it was all in that guttural 
speech of Wulfram’s. They probably hadn’t understood a word we’d said. But 
something must have gotten through; voices raised briefly, but were shouted 
down by others. After a few moments of this our reply came:

“You die!”
The voice was rough; the French barely comprehensible. But they’d 

made their answer clearly enough.
Stephan pulled back. “We do it the hard way then.”
I nodded and hefted the shield. I hadn’t realized I was shaking, but 

once off the floor the shield had a visible wobble. I was sure Stephan saw, but 
he didn’t react.

“Take them to the left,” he said to Michel, then looked back toward me. 
“You keep right; use the wall as a second shield. Don’t stop until you get the 
hierophant, even if you’re hit.”

He didn’t wait for a response. With an incoherent shout, he turned and 
ran into the passage.

Michel followed, axe held high.
I hesitated for a split second. Bad move. Suddenly all I could think 

about was that guy with his guts hanging out. Me with my guts hanging out. 
I glanced back; the guy’s face was planted, but his knees were still under him, 
his rear end in the air. Not even a semblance of dignity. My feet were rooted; 
I wanted to summon the will to move them, but I didn’t even have the will 
to summon my will.
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And then there was a clang down the hallway as weapon met weapon. 

It had seemed like I had been frozen for an eternity; my plan thwarted by 
my inaction, my cowardice proven, and there being no point in even moving 
now. But it couldn’t have been more than a second. The fighting hadn’t even 
really started.

I followed them down the passage.
There were only three bad guys there, all naked, two engaged with 

Stephan and Michel and the third looking for an opening from behind. I 
rushed up behind Michel, raising the shield as I squeezed between him and 
the wall.

“Jesus! Jesus! Jesus!”
I was picturing axes, swords, knives, and clubs raining down on me, 

but all I felt was a jostle as someone made a grab at the shield. That third guy 
turned behind me as I pushed past, but Michel or Stephan or someone must 
have done something, for the imagined blow to the back never came. I was 
past them, and nobody, as far as I knew, was chasing me.

There was an archway leading into a dark room. I headed for it.
My heart was pounding so hard my chest literally hurt. I was trembling 

so much I was only holding the axe by virtue of a grip so tight, so involun-
tary, that I was likely to pop the tendons over my knuckles.

I passed through the archway.
The first thing I saw was Celestine. Pinned to a post or something, her 

arms, stretched high overhead, pulling her tiny breasts into nothingness. 
Her legs were parted, a thick stream of blood running down from a gash 
high on her inner thigh. Her head lolled; her hair had been chopped crudely 
from her scalp.

In front of her the hierophant leaned over a stone table or altar or 
something. In one hand he held a knife, blood running down the blade; the 
other was on a large book spread open on the table. Beside the book was a 
shallow bowl piled high with—something.

And around the room was the rest of the congregation. Men and wom-
en, naked every one of them, crouching on the straw-covered floor around a 
smouldering firepit. They weren’t attacking—the few near the archway were 
scuttling away from me.
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They weren’t even armed. Of course—who brings their weapons to 

church, even Satanic church? Just the guys who did the snatch-and-grab on 
Celestine. We’d fought all the ones that were going to fight us.

The hierophant looked up at me, pointed with the knife, and shouted 
something. Then he turned hurriedly back toward Celestine.

I sprang, releasing my grip on the shield. It clattered to the ground be-
hind me as I leapt the firepit, planted my left hand on the table, and vaulted 
over. The surprised priest scrambled back, raising his knife, but I swung a 
wide backhand arc with the axe, connecting with the side of his head and 
knocking him out of my path. Some part of my mind registered a slight rise 
in Celestine’s chest; a slight movement of her head, and I shifted immedi-
ately to her side. I did a quick scan; her ankles were bound to a crosspiece at 
the base of the post. I dropped the axe and pulled my knife, slicing quickly 
through the one side before moving to the other. Her body sagged almost 
imperceptibly.

“Martin!”
I turned at the sound of my name just in time to see the hierophant 

rising above me. Blood covered half his face; his wide eyes formed bright 
orbs in the darkness like [[what?]]. He raised his knife and lunged toward 
me. I should have stepped into it, dodged his clumsy blow and met him with 
my own knife, but at that moment I saw my own guts on the floor, my own 
eyes losing focus. Instead I wheeled back awkwardly, trying desperately to 
stay out of reach of that blade, and slammed into the altar behind me. My 
elbow hit the bowl and it tottered back, the hair and blood and other con-
tents sloshing and spilling as the entire thing tipped over into the embers 
and coals in the firepit below.

The hierophant’s eyes followed the bowl, and in that instant I brought 
my knife up. It caught him just below the naval. I was surprised by the resis-
tance; it was like trying to drive a knife through a block of cheddar cheese. 
But I had swung with more strength than I knew I had and the blade ran 
deep. I kept pushing it, jamming it deeper and deeper, because he still had 
his knife in his hand and I was just waiting to feel it my back or side, cutting 
through my kidney or my gut or my spine and leaving me gasping, falling 
first to my knees and then to the stoney floor. But it wasn’t me; it was him 
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going slack, and his knife fell to the straw-strewn floor with a clank as he 
drooped. I let go of my knife, because I didn’t have the presence of mind to 
pull it from him, and stepped back as he slumped.

I had just killed a man.
I was aware suddenly of the movement around me, of the cries and 

pleading and the cloud of acrid smoke that had plumed from the firepit. 
I looked at Celestine, still hanging by her wrists, and then I recovered my 
knife, put my shoulder against her belly and arm around her butt, and heft-
ed. I reached up and cut her wrists free as my shoulder took her weight, and 
straightened with a grunt. 120 pounds soaking wet? Maybe not, but plenty 
of dead weight either way. I dropped my knife—there was no way I was go-
ing to find the sheath with her draped over me—and tried to better my grip. 
She was naked and we were both bloody and my hold was just going to have 
to be precarious. I lurched around the end of the altar and headed back the 
way we came.

Michel was at the door; it must have been his shout that warned me. 
His very presence was keeping the way clear; the worshippers were cowering 
at the other end of the room.

“Get the book!” I yelled. I don’t know where the thought came from, 
but somehow I suddenly figured Madeleine would want it.

I shot past him, still struggling with my grip on Celestine, and into the 
passageway. The three guys lay dead on the floor; I recognized one of their 
still faces from the doorway of the woodcutter’s cottage.

“Go!” Stephan shouted. “We’re right behind you.”
I hadn’t considered stopping. I was racing; racing to get the hell out of 

there, racing to make it as far from all that as I could before Celestine slipped 
from my grip and tumbled from my shoulder.

And I raced out of tunnels and into the night.
 

http://www.charlesmryan.com

	Chapter 1
	Chapter 2
	Chapter 3
	Chapter 4
	Chapter 5
	Chapter 6
	Chapter 7
	Chapter 8
	Chapter 9
	Chapter 10
	Chapter 11
	Chapter 12
	Chapter 13
	Chapter 14
	Chapter 15
	Chapter 16
	Chapter 17
	Chapter 18

