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Chapter 9

It was still night. Still dark outside. Still cold—colder, it seemed, than 
when we went in, though maybe that was just in contrast to the heat down 
below. At least the rain seemed to have finally stopped.

I tripped and stumbled, half sliding, down through the brush and 
weeds for thirty or forty feet until I found a relatively clear spot. Somehow I 
kept my feet under me and managed not to drop Celestine. I crouched and, 
as carefully as I could, lowered her to the ground. In the deep blackness of 
this night, her body seemed almost to glow. She looked like a ghost.

A ghost who must be freezing. I quickly reached for the clasp of my 
cloak, but it took my shaking hands a minute to work it. Laying the cloak 
down on the wet grass, I rolled her onto it, then wrapped the edges around 
her.

Then I took a break to throw up.
Nothing came, but I must have spent two or three minutes on my 

knees, immobilized by the violent churn of my stomach. I heard the crack 
and rustle of someone else making their way down the slope, and some part 
of my mind acknowledged it was Michel, but had it been a bad guy there was 
nothing I could have done.

The churn and the tunnel vision started to slacken, and I willed myself 
to straighten as Michel crouched down beside us. He had Stephan’s shield, 
and now I could hear the latter pushing through the bracken above.

Michel pushed the cloak back a bit to look at Celestine’s face. “She is 
alive?”

I nodded. Then checked the pulse at her throat again, just to be sure. 
And nodded again.

He crossed himself, still staring.
I kneeled beside her and gently took her shoulder. “Celestine?” I gave 

it a small shake, then another, a bit harder.
Stephan appeared, slipping on his last step and landing on his butt 
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with a curse. His sword was sheathed, and he was cradling his left arm in his 
right. “She lives?” he asked.

“Yes. She is unconscious.”
“What happened to her hair?”
“They cut it. It was all in a big bowl on the table. They also took blood.” 

I pulled back the cloak around her legs, and gently reached down to part 
them.

“Michel,” Stephan said with a slant of his head up the hill, “find my 
helmet.”

Michel nodded absently, still staring at Celestine, then pulled his face 
away and turned toward the hilltop. He crossed himself again as he started 
his ascent.

The gash along Celestine’s thigh was deep, but even in the dark I could 
see the blood was oozing rather than pouring. A week ago I would have 
thought this the injury of a lifetime, but as serious wounds go nowadays, I 
figured the blood loss, though ugly, was superficial.

“I need to bandage this up,” I said, reaching for my knife. I’d need to 
cut a bandage, from the cloak or something. But, of course, my knife wasn’t 
there.

“Time is short,” Stephan answered, looking uphill. “I would be well 
away before they come out of there. We can be back to the cottage in half an 
hour—will she live?”

“I think so,” I said. Just then Celestine groaned.
I tucked the cloak back around her legs and leaned in close over her 

face. Her features were indistinct in the darkness. “Celestine? Can you hear 
me?”

She groaned again, her arms moving to pull the cloak more tightly 
about her. Her body shifted, rolling slowly to her side, and her legs drew up 
into a fetal position. She made a sound; it was indistinct, but if anything it 
was a sob.

“Don’t . . . look . . .”
I glanced up at Stephan. He was pretty much just a silhouette in the 

darkness; I couldn’t read his face.
“Bring her,” he said. “It’s time to go back.”
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*          *          *

It took us a bit longer to get back than Stephan predicted—an hour, at 
least. Michel and I took turns, trading off Celestine for Stephan’s shield and 
helmet, my spear, and the book from the altar. I was carrying her when we 
finally staggered into the cottage.

“Christ’s wounds,” Cyril exclaimed as I laid her down by the fire. Some-
one had scared up some new straw while we were out; it was damp, but the 
mud of the floor was covered over.

No sooner had I lain her down than Madeleine was kneeling beside 
her, grazing her cheek with the back of her fingers. “Her hair?” I told her 
about the big bowl.

My cloak was sodden with rainwater, but the bloodstains—there were 
a lot—showed clearly. I pulled the cloak gently from Celestine’s legs. In the 
light, I could see scrapes and abrasions on her hips and thighs—that narrow, 
winding staircase had been a struggle.

“Gaspard,” Madeleine said. He was already leaning over us.
“Let me boil some water,” he replied. Good man.
Stephan was ushering Cyril and Michel away. “We might have been 

followed,” he told Cyril. “Get back on watch.”
“How did that happen?” I asked Stephan, looking at his arm. He had 

carried nothing back from the temple, and was still cradling it with his other 
arm.

He shook his head. “Broken, I think. The blow didn’t break the mail, 
but it was a hard hit.”

It was his forearm. Right where his shield would have been. Except, of 
course, he had given his shield to me.

“Tell me what happened,” Madeleine said. She’d stood, leaving Celes-
tine in Gaspard’s care. She glanced at Stephan’s arm, then looked me up and 
down, her gaze settling on my hands. I looked down: the flight through the 
wet forest had washed away much of the blood, but it was still a grime defin-
ing every crack and crevice of my hand. My fingernails were black with it.

I held up my hand. “The hierophant,” I said. Madeleine’s eyebrows shot 
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up.

“There was a—a tunnel,” Stephan said, struggling for words. “A ruin on 
a hilltop, with old columns.”

“They looked Roman,” I said. Madeleine nodded.
“Under it was a tunnel, leading to a chamber,” Stephan continued. We 

gave her a quick rundown on their defenses and how, once we’d killed their 
guards, the hierophant sent the congregation out to stop us.

“Only a few were armed, but we feared we could not fight through 
them in time to save Celestine. So Maitre Martin ran through and faced the 
hierophant himself.”

Madeleine looked at me, her hand touching my arm. “It sounds a brave 
thing.” I didn’t know what to say, so I simply described how Celestine had 
been bound, and hierophant and the book and the bowl full of hair and 
blood.

“And—” I hesitated, grimacing. I didn’t quite know how to say it. “Oth-
er stuff.”

“What do you mean?” Madeleine asked. Stephan was following closely 
now, too; he hadn’t seen most of the action in the chamber.

“The worshippers were all—well, they were naked. And they had been 
busy. If you know what I mean.”

Madeleine nodded. “And they had collected their seed. It was in the 
bowl.”

“Uh—” Well, yes. That. I was surprised to find that Madeleine could be 
more direct than I. “Well, I only got a glance,” I said, suddenly feeling apolo-
getic. “And it was dark. But it—well, that’s the impression I got.” Could have 
been egg whites, I suppose, but I rather thought it wasn’t.

Madeleine nodded again, dropping her hand from my arm. She turned, 
absently, and took a step or two over to the bench by the door, where Michel 
had left the book. As we watched, she lifted it and slowly opened the cover 
to study the title page.

“He was making a something-or-other,” she said, though of course she 
used an actual word. Just not a word Madame Parkin had ever taught.

Stephan and I spoke at the same time. “A what?”
“Interesting,” Gaspard commented. He looked up from where he knelt 
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by Celestine, a needle in his now-bloody hand.

Madeleine waved her hand vaguely in the air. “A creature. A servant, 
given a semblance of life. There are philosophers among the Saracens who 
can make them, as can the Kabbalists.”

“It can be done alchemically,” Gaspard said. “But why would a black 
mass want one?”

“Let’s not discuss this now,” Madeleine said suddenly, closing the cover 
of the book. “The hierophant is dead, you say?”

I nodded.
“And Celestine is returned to us,” she went on. She glanced at Gaspard; 

he confirmed Celestine’s status with a mild shrug. I could see an ugly line of 
stitches—eight or ten of them, at least—where her leg was uncovered. “That 
is what matters most.”

*          *          *

We stayed in the cottage overnight. Gaspard had splinted Stephan’s 
arm as the fire settled back into embers, and then we spread our meager 
blankets on the straw and lay down as Cyril and Michel paced about outside 
the cottage.

“We’ll have to stay here another day or two,” Stephan said in the morn-
ing. We were eating thick chunks of bacon, unsalted and almost flavourless, 
along with the last of our now-dry bread. “Celestine should neither walk nor 
ride until her wound sets a bit, and Gigot will heal faster too if he doesn’t.”

Gigot had put the breakfast together, hobbling about the cottage to 
gather supplies but for the most part just sitting by the fire. He was in good 
spirits, despite the occasional wince. His leg must have hurt a bitch.

Celestine had awakened once or twice in the night, sobbing and inco-
herent. She was now asleep again, wrapped in a little fetal ball in the corner 
with the blanket pulled over her head. Michel and Cyril had also kipped 
out after a night on watch. With the grey light of early morning outside the 
now-open doors, I guess a constant watch was no longer deemed necessary. 
Overnight the cottage had started to take on a semblance of warmth, with 
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the low fire and the pen full of animals counteracting the big hole in the back 
wall. Now, with the doors open, I could once again see my breath.

“What about Liege?” I said, rubbing my hands together between bites.
Madeleine chewed thoughtfully. “Even with a few days’ rest, Celestine 

will not be able to travel more than is necessary. And yet there is little time 
to lose if we are to have a castle before next Spring’s campaigns.” She looked 
at Stephan. “Perhaps Celestine and I should return to Bois de Haillot. Martin 
can continue on to Liege.”

Stephan looked dubious. I was in complete agreement with him, at 
least until I realized he was thinking along different lines. “I would not leave 
you to make the journey alone, even with Michel and Gigot.”

“Nonsense,” she replied. “It is only a day’s journey. And besides—”
“A day’s journey, yes,” Stephan cut in, “but there is too much at stake 

for you to travel unprotected.”
“And besides,” Madeleine continued, “you will return with me.” 

Stephan looked my way; he clearly didn’t think that was a good idea. “Your 
arm is too great a liability to be wandering about in Namur,” Madeleine went 
on. “If my lord Etien were to know you were about, you would have no end 
of challengers.”

Stephan frowned, but he didn’t argue. “We will have Michel and Gigot 
go with him.”

“And Gaspard will go as well.”
Gigot’s head suddenly swung about. “Mon Sieur!” he said, reaching 

toward his axe. He hadn’t let it get far, even when playing the cook. We all 
turned toward the doorway.

There was a scuffle out in the croft, then a man’s voice called out. I 
couldn’t understand what was said; Flemish again, it sounded like.

Gigot glanced our way. “Let them approach?”
Stephan nodding at Gigot, then got to his feet. I followed suit. Gigot 

called back to the man as Stephan approached the doorway.
A timid face appeared out in the croft: Another thin guy, this one with 

dark hair and one of those hoods with the really long taper hanging down 
in back, like in a Robin Hood movie. Only dirtier. He glanced about, clearly 
doubting how wise it was to have come so close. There were half a dozen 
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more peasants behind him, just outside the willow-branch fence.

Gigot had clamored to his feet and now limped up behind us. He said 
something to the man; I could recognize his unfamiliarity with the language 
in the same stutters and pauses that characterized my French. There was a 
brief exchange.

Then he said, “They have come with their thanks, Ma Dame. They—
um, I think they’re asking if we’ve brought them a new priest.”

Madeleine stepped past us and out into the croft. A weak sun was just 
emerging, and even in her relatively modest traveling clothes, in that pale 
sunlight and contrasted with the squalor of the cottage, she looked like she 
was auditioning for a part as Queen Elizabeth.

The guy in the hood looked puzzled. He glanced back at the others 
briefly, then tried to peek past Madeleine, as if looking for someone else.

I think I was expecting a magnanimous smile and a hearty “glad to 
help,” but Madeleine simply glared at them. After a moment she demanded, 
“Why have you not sent to the Bishop in Liege? It is he, not us, who should 
have stamped out this cult. And long ago.”

Gigot translated, and the peasants literally cringed. Hood looked back 
at the others again before answering.

“They say they sent word, Ma Dame,” Gigot reported. “Several times, 
if I understand them. But they got no answer, and one time the family of the 
messenger was killed.” He lowered his voice. “I don’t think we’re quite who 
they expected. I think they thought maybe the Bishop sent us.

Madeleine’s stance softened just a bit. “I see,” she said. “Well. Tell them 
their thanks are received. Tell them to pray for the souls of those we killed; 
they had not the chance to repent before our blades.”

“Yes, Ma Dame,” Gigot replied as Madeleine turned and walked back 
into the cottage.

“Martin,” she said as she passed me, “you will take Michel and return 
to those tunnels. Destroy them.”

*          *          *
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I wasn’t sure exactly how I was going to destroy the tunnels, but hey, 

I guess that’s why they pay me the big bucks. In the end, though, it didn’t 
matter.

I set out with Michel in the early afternoon. Gigot had continued to 
talk to the peasants for a while after Madeleine retired, and negotiated a 
large cache of supplies which they brought to us a couple hours later. Useful, 
since we hadn’t really outfitted for a several-day layover. Having been given 
Madeleine’s directive, I got Gigot to arrange for a handful of tools, and they 
brought a pickaxe-like thing, a shovel, a big hammer, and a nice long metal 
bar. I figured maybe I could undermine the vaulting in a couple of spots and 
bring part of the tunnel down at the entrance.

“I wonder,” I said to Michel as we trudged through the woods. “If we 
ought to give the whole place another look. In case we missed anything im-
portant.”

Michel didn’t say anything at first. He was in the lead, although I think 
I probably could have gotten us there now, in the daylight. Then he said, “I 
don’t think we missed anything, Maitre Martin.” After a pause he added, “I 
don’t think Ma Dame would like us to endanger your safety.”

I let that sink in for a moment. There was a touch of mutiny in his 
voice—not that I was really his boss or anything. And I could hardly blame 
him; last night was not the sort of experience you want to repeat. I realized 
there was a thrill of adrenalin coursing up my torso at just the thought; my 
heart was starting to pound. Now that I considered it, I didn’t want to ven-
ture too far in either.

We reached the trail by the stream and followed it up, eventually hit-
ting the slopes of the hilltop temple. There stood the columns, broken and 
dark with age and lichen. We worked our way through the brush up the 
slope.

“This has got to be the right place,” I stated, half an hour later. It was 
the umpteenth time I’d said it, and for the umpteenth time Michel agreed. 
I recognized the shape of the bush through which we’d broken out onto the 
top—at least, I was pretty sure I did—and there was what looked like the 
ghost of a trail running down diagonally across the slope, just the way we 
were headed down after searching the top. And Michel even thought he had 
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found the spot where I’d slipped. Which meant I’d have had to have ended up 
under one of just a handful of possible bushes—maybe dozen, if you really 
cast the net wide. If, in fact, we had the right spot after all.

But try as we might, we couldn’t find a tunnel entrance under any of 
them.

*          *          *

I’d come to learn that Vespers meant “around sundown,” while Com-
pline, maybe three hours later, meant “you really should be in bed by now.” 
In the absence of David Letterman, the process of heading toward bed in 
this century seemed to start an hour or so after Vespers. By Compline almost 
everyone was sacked out somewhere on the straw-covered floor. And snor-
ing.

Everyone but me. I was tired, that much was certain. And my head 
hurt after the beating it had taken the day before. But for some reason, that 
straw-covered mud floor, thin wool blanket, and the incessant dreams of 
men lying facedown on the floor, their knees and guts puddled in blood and 
shit, just weren’t calling to me. So I sat by the hearth after everyone else had 
wandered to their beds—er, floors—and stared at the diminishing flames.

I lie when I say everyone. Cyril had the early watch. We were a bit 
more relaxed than the previous evening; one person on watch seemed to be 
enough. Michel was going to take over after Matins. In any event, Cyril had 
hauled the little bench outside, where he’d taken up his station wrapped in 
a blanket.

So I thought I was alone in the cottage, but after a few moments Mad-
eleine crept up and sat down next to me. We’d put up a blanket on a string 
to give the women a bit of privacy, so I hadn’t realized she was still up and 
about back behind it.

“I hadn’t realized you were still up and about back behind there,” I said.
She sat on her knees and held her hands out toward the dying fire. 

Cyril and Michel had barricaded the broken wall during the day, so it was 
a bit warmer in the cottage. Warmer. I had yet to find any building in this 
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century I’d call warm.

She sighed. “I’ll be honest with you, Maitre Martin,” she said, “My 
mind grapples with these events. My lord Etien. You. Celestine and all—” 
she waved her hand vaguely, “all this. I would not disturb Celestine’s rest 
with my tossing and turning, not when she needs it so.”

Celestine had been awake most of the day, I think, but I hadn’t seen 
much of her.

“You’ve never struck me as one haunted by doubts,” I said. With a bit 
of a laugh.

“No?” she replied, and smiled. The firelight was picking out the tiny 
lines at the corners of her eyes. Not in the way that made her look old. More 
like—well, not mirthful. Serene, maybe. No, mature. But not in the old way. 
“Well, I suppose that is just as well. One might say the same about you.”

Really? “My days here have been nothing but doubt,” I replied.
“Mm,” she said. “You are worried about going to Liege with only Gas-

pard.”
Yes. That and a million other things.
“It is only a town, Martin. If anyone can handle themselves in town, 

surely it is a mason, even where you come from?”
I frowned at her. “Yes, Ma Dame, I’ve been in a town before. It’s just 

that everything is done differently here. I never quite know where I stand.”
She nodded, staring into the fire. “I see that. And in truth, I am wor-

ried about Liege a little too. You must be careful. If I had known how things 
were to go at the—last night, I would not have let Stephan take you.”

“Because I’m your mason?”
She regarded me for a moment. There might have been a slight upturn 

at the corner of her mouth. “God has sent you to me for a reason,” she said 
after a moment, “and I don’t want to lose you first.”

“First?” I exclaimed.
She looked down. It was hard to tell in the firelight, but I think my call-

ing her out on that had her blushing.
“Besides,” I said, batting away a crane fly, “if God brought me here for 

a reason, surely he’s not going to let me die foolishly before I play my part.” I 
was just sort of playing her along—I certainly didn’t feel like I was under any 
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sort of divine protection. Even if I bought into the whole God-bringing-me-
here thing to begin with.

But Madeleine either didn’t catch my tone or ignored it. “God gives us 
many tools to face the challenges of this life,” she said. “He leaves it to us to 
make wise use of them.”

She fell silent for a while. I watched the embers in the hearth, the waves 
of gold moving brightly over the orange coals, highlighting every edge and 
crevice as they flowed.

“Madeleine,” I said after a while.
“Yes, Maitre Martin?”
“Why didn’t your husband come back from outremer? If you don’t 

mind my asking.”
Madeleine didn’t answer at first. Then she glanced over at Celestine’s 

hunched-up form, then over to where Michel and Gigot were stretched out 
next to Stephan. Finally she shifted a bit closer to me. Our shoulders were 
almost touching.

“My lord De La Croix needed to marry,” she said quietly. “And my fa-
ther needed to find me a husband.” She sighed, then looked up at me. “Pros-
pects in Antioch were running low. I was seventeen years old. And here is a 
knight eager for a wife and not too particular about who she is. A knight in 
the personal favor of the Holy Roman Emperor. It was a fine arrangement 
for both of them.”

“For them? What about for you?”
She looked up at me again, studying my face for a moment. “I had no 

desire to be a spinster, of course,” she answered. Her face was calm, but her 
thumbs had begun picking at her skirt. “My lord was a handsome man, il-
lustrious even. Many ladies would have been happy with him.”

“But not you?”
“I had no complaints at the time. I was thrilled!”
“But . . .”
She looked away with a shrug. For a long time she said nothing, and I 

figured I had gone too far. But after a moment she stopped playing with her 
dress and looked back at me.

“I knew nothing then of the stories that were plaguing him. I thought 
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his eagerness was for my dowry—which was not insubstantial. I even se-
cretly imagined it was for me.”

“Madeleine, you’re—” but she cut me off with a wave.
“He wanted a wife, and a child to give him an heir and to prove to the 

world that the marriage was consummated. Other than that, his only re-
quirement of me was that I make no requirements of him.”

Oh. Maybe I had gone too far. This was getting awkward.
Her gaze returned to her lap. “When I lost my baby, it seemed I couldn’t 

even give him the one thing he needed from me. So he packed me up and 
shipped me off to this manor Frederick had given him. A manor he has 
never seen and probably never will. A convenient excuse for not having to 
live with a woman. Or bed her.”

Shit. I had thought she was going to tell me about how busy he was 
with the crusades. Taking over Jerusalem and all that. I had no earthly idea 
of what to say. I went to scratch the side of my head, but winced when the 
itchy bit turned out to be that big, raw lump on the side.

“Madeleine,” I started to say, “you must—” 
“Lady Madeleine,” she corrected me. Crap, now I had stepped over the 

line.
“I’m sorry, Ma Dame,” I said. “I meant no offense.”
She sighed. “No, I am sorry. I—have said more than I should.” She had 

straightened a bit, and our shoulders had moved fractionally apart.
“It must have been very hard for you, these past years,” I said.
“Me oportet operari opera eius qui misit me donec dies est,” she said. Or 

something like that.
“Uh huh.”
“As long as it is day, we must do the works of He who sent me,” she 

replied. I think she was quoting the bible.
“Yeah, maybe. But perhaps,” I said, “perhaps if He sent me here, He 

had more in mind than building a castle.” It was a bullshit line if ever I had 
uttered one, but it wasn’t completely hollow.

She regarded me suspiciously. Not an easy one to bullshit, our Maddy.
“No,” I said. “What I meant was, we have a saying back where I come 

from: It’s lonely at the top. It helps to have someone to talk to. Like right 
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now.”

“I have a chaplain, Martin. Why would God send me someone else to 
talk to?”

“Pere Jean? I’m sure he is quite—um—adept at matters of the soul. 
But,” I winced, “not really the most sympathetic guy when it comes to per-
sonal matters, I think.”

She pursed her lips. She wanted to agree—I could see it.
“Perhaps not,” she admitted. “But that is enough of my past.” She didn’t 

pause to let me object to her change of subject. “Tell me of your wife. Do you 
miss her?”

I think I’d been expecting The Question. About where I’d come from. 
This one caught me off guard, and before I could even think I pictured Claire 
briefly, sprawled on the couch in her pajamas watching Criminal Minds. I’d 
kept her at arms’ length for the past week.

“I’m sorry,” Madeleine whispered.
I looked up, raising my hands, fingers spread. No rings. Not that I’d 

brought anything at all with me when it happened.
Madeleine drew back. “So—you are not married? A widower, then?”
“The wedding was scheduled for May.” A May that wasn’t going to roll 

around for another 800 years. I shrugged. “Now I don’t know if I’ll ever see 
her again.”

“Tell me about her.”
Nothing that sprang right to mind would translate. Anthropologist. 

Associate Curator at the Museum of Natural History. Star Trek fan.
“The last I remember of her, she was sitting next to me. Looking out 

the window.” In the car, but I left that bit out. “There had been—a feast—that 
day. We had both had a bit to drink. The light was picking out the features 
of—”

Holy shit. A bright, growing light. Headlights. I had a sudden flash of 
chaotic motion. Noise. Streaks of color.

Madeleine misunderstood my hesitation. “So you loved her?”
Loved? Love? Will love? I shrugged. “I’ve tried not to think about it.”
She turned back to the fire. We didn’t speak for several moments. My 

mind kept replaying that swirl of motion. Was it the sensation of my flight 
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through time? Or had something happened?

Suddenly Madeleine reached out and took my hand. She rolled it over, 
palm up, and examined it like she had that first day back in Bois de Haillot. 
There were ink stains now. And I’d started to put on a little callous—it had 
only been a week, but I could already tell. Her hands were soft; still a bit cool. 
I really didn’t want her to let go.

“You are such a mystery,” she said. “Perhaps you are a guardian angel. 
You may have saved my life in the great hall, when Etien was here.” She 
glanced back toward the partition. I could just make out the edge of Celes-
tine’s curled form.

She had doubts. They kept her up at night. Well, what else would you 
expect? I thought again about Claire, planning her sister’s bridal shower last 
year. Relatively speaking. She practically had a nervous breakdown. A severe 
depressive event, they’d call it on Criminal Minds, but nervous breakdown 
was frankly a better description. I couldn’t even begin to imagine her run-
ning a castle and a village. Let alone standing up to Etien.

Madeleine dropped my hand. “Where are you from, Maitre Martin?”
And there it was. The only real surprise was that she hadn’t pinned me 

down on this one before.
“Gaspard hasn’t told you?”
“I would like to hear it from you,” she said. She had a good poker face; 

it was as noncommittal as her answer.
I took a deep breath and turned towards her a bit. “I come from a place 

far away,” I started to say, “across the sea. Farther than the Lavant; farther 
than anyone from Europe has ever been.”

She nodded, but I could tell she was withholding judgment for the mo-
ment. “It is a Christian country?”

“Oh, yes,” I said. I wasn’t ready to ignite a debate on religious toler-
ance; my can was overflowing with worms as it was. “That is to say, it will 
be. Because I am not only from a distant place, but also from a distant time. 
From the future.”

“I see,” she said. Still with the poker face, though it suddenly seemed 
like we were sitting a bit further apart. “That could be useful. Tell me then: 
How long will we have to wait before Otto is crowned Holy Roman Em-
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peror?”

“Uh,” I said. That wasn’t quite what I expected. “I’m not a real expert 
on history. Sorry.”

“The Holy Roman Emperor is the most powerful man in Christendom, 
second only to the Pope. Surely an educated man such as yourself knows the 
dates of his reign.”

“It was a long time ago to me.”
“So who is the Holy Roman Emperor in your time?”
“There isn’t one.”
She cast me a sidelong glance. “There has been a Holy Roman Emperor 

since the time of Charlemagne. And before that the emperors of Rome her-
self. You would have me believe—”

“It’s been like a thousand years, Madeleine. The world is very different 
in my time!”

Her face froze. “A thousand years?”
“800, actually. That’s why I don’t know how to do anything here. Imag-

ine you were in the time of the Romans or the ancient Greeks or whatever.”
Her brow furrowed and her lips tightened. “Maitre Martin, I have 

shown you hospitality.” She was straightening now, and building up a head 
of steam to boot. “I have welcomed you into my household. And taken you 
into my confidence—”

“You asked me where I came from, and—”
We both swung our heads as someone stirred. It was Stephan; he rolled 

over and gathered his blanket a little more tightly about himself.
I started again, reverting back to the stage whisper I’d used so much 

the night before. “Madeleine, I appreciate all you have done for me. I would 
be starving and frozen—dead if it wasn’t for you. I owe you the truth, and 
that’s what I’m giving you.”

Her eyes were narrowed, and she regarded me for a long, long time.
I broke first. “It’s as strange to me,” I said, shifting my gaze, “as it is to 

you. Stranger, even.”
“So people do not commonly pop about the years in your time?”
I shook my head. “Never. I have never heard of anything like this.”
She sighed, her shoulders coming down just a bit. She shifted to reach 
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her purse, then dug around briefly to pull out the little beaded crucifix. “Let 
me hear you swear it,” she said, holding it out.

I reached out with both hands, cupping both the crucifix and her hand 
within them. “I swear, Madeleine,” I said, looking her full in the face. “I don’t 
know how I came to be here, but I was born in 1976, and the last things I 
remember happened in 2009. I swear this is true.”

She sighed again, and now her shoulders really did relax. She shook 
her head. “I don’t know, Martin. I suppose I have no choice but believe you.” 
She pulled her hands from mine. “But I don’t think it will help me sleep any 
better.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. We both turned back toward the fire. 
The coals had been settling, a layer of ash forming on the outermost. We sat 
for a few moments.

“I find one element of doubt in your story,” she said at last.
“What’s that?”
“You cannot be 33 years old.”
“Really?” I asked without thinking. That was her element of doubt? 

“Why, how old are you?” Oh, crap. I winced inside, but there was no taking 
it back. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad question in this century.

No such luck. Madeleine gave me a level stare. Then she said, “Well, 
since you asked, Martin, I have 27 years.”

Wow. I would have put her at my age, maybe even her late 30s. Not that 
she looked old, just—well, serious. Every 27-year-old I knew was still trying 
to stretch out the college years. “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean—”

“I forgive you, Martin,” she said, “if you’ll make me one promise.”
“What’s that?”
She turned and climbed to her feet, brushing a few strands of straw 

from her dress. She stepped toward the partition, pausing as she reached it 
to look back. “If they all look as young as you,” she said, “you can take me 
with you when you go back to your time.”

*          *          *
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We parted two days later: Madeleine, Stephan, Celestine, and Cyril re-

turning to Bois de Haillot, while I went on to Liege with Gaspard, Michel, 
and Gigot.

The scent of smoke had been heavy in the air as we packed and pre-
pared for our respective journeys. I would be walking to Liege; Celestine 
was going to ride Roos back to the manor. Stephan offered me Cyril’s horse, 
but I declined. We would take the mule, though; the bulk of the baggage was 
going with us.

Our road would take us through the village, and the others offered to 
come that far with us. Before setting out, though, Madeleine had pulled me 
aside. Her look was conspiratorial.

“There is silver on the mule, as you know,” she said. Ten pounds. It 
wouldn’t buy much, I’d been told, but other than tools the main focus would 
be securing contracts. Our expenses wouldn’t add up to more than a few 
dozen pennies, tops—a fraction of a pound.

She produced a letter—a large piece of folded parchment—and hand-
ed it to me.

“There is a commandarie of the poor fellowsoldiers in Liege. It is near 
the old church.” She paused, and her eyebrows slowly lifted. “The church of 
Saint Martin,” she said slowly.

Huh. Go figure. “A sign?” I asked.
She thought for a moment, then shrugged. “Perhaps. Though you 

would hardly be the first person named after a saint. Or that the first church.” 
She shook her head. “Today is Sunday; we will all miss mass. Make sure you 
take the others to church tomorrow. God will forgive you as long as you ask 
it.”

I nodded.
“And take this to the administrator at the commanderie,” she went on, 

holding up the parchment again. “It is a draft for 40 pounds. Use the money 
as your mission requires.”

I looked at the document. It seemed to be a single sheet, folded several 
times, with the ends then folded over to seal them. There was an elaborate 
wax seal closing each of those folds, and another in the center.

“The seals are still good,” she insisted, as if I were somehow doubting 
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it. “I had five of these drawn up before I left Antioch; this is the last. It has 
been a few years, but they will honor it.”

“OK,” I nodded.
“And here is a letter of introduction. It says you act as my agent. I don’t 

think you’ll need it, but I give it just in case.” She handed me another docu-
ment.

This one wasn’t sealed, although I could feel an uneven disk of wax 
inside. I lifted the top fold to see some writing; I recognized Elias’s hand. But 
the text was unfamiliar—Latin, I guessed.

“OK,” I said again.
“I will need accounts of everything,” she went on.
“Of course,” I answered. “Part of the service.”
“You will keep an eye on Gaspard, will you not?”
“Me?” I said. I lowered my voice. “Gaspard is the one who’s actually 

from this century.”
She frowned. I don’t think she was really happy with my story. “Gas-

pard has his own business in town. But he is—easily distracted. Do mind 
him a bit, please?”

I nodded again.
“And avoid any of Etien’s men.”
What? “Etien? Does he live in Liege?”
“Of course not. But it is the largest town near Namur, and his house is 

not far upriver.”
“Liege is his territory? What’s to stop him from grabbing us?”
Madeleine shook her head. “The city is a principality, and the lands 

around it. My lord Etien has no authority there, though he is sometimes 
close to the Prince-Bishop. It doesn’t matter. If you see any of his men, avoid 
them. And stay out of trouble. There’s no reason he should even know you 
are there.”

This conversation wasn’t filling me with confidence.
“What about getting there?”
“You won’t be stopping overnight on the way there, and you will be 

passing straight from Limbourg into the principality. On the way back, stick 
to the road and don’t overnight on a manor.”
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“Are we sure this is a good idea?”
“It’s the only way. God will see you through.” Uh huh. “You can rely on 

Michel; he knows the city and these lands.”
She reached up and straightened my collar, then smoothed the front 

of my man-dress. Like she was sending me off to the senior prom. I half ex-
pected her to tell me how proud she was.

And I found myself resisting the temptation to give her a good-bye 
peck on the cheek.

We stepped out and joined the others in the croft. The smell of smoke 
was distinct now; it all but stung the eyes.

“Stephan,” Madeleine nodded, moving to her horse.
“Let’s go,” Stephan called out.
Cyril was helping Celestine mount up. It looked like an awkward pro-

cess; she was having a hard time stretching her leg over Roos’s rump.
“Can I help?”
Celestine glanced toward me, then turned quickly away. She wore a 

cloak with a hood, and her head was hidden deep within it.
I moved over and helped steady her while she worked her leg over. She 

settled in with a creak of leather and a small hiss of breath through her teeth. 
Her face remained hidden, her head half-turned, as she gathered the cloak 
around herself.

Guess I wasn’t going to get a thanks.
We set off toward the village. It took us maybe ten minutes to clear 

the forest, continuing down the road that had brought us here. The smell of 
smoke became a haze, airbrushing the forest to either side with an ethereal 
shroud.

We saw the source as we cleared the last of the trees. I wouldn’t have 
described Bois de Haillot as an organized place, but it was a military camp 
compared to Vikten. The village was haphazard smattering of cottages, not 
much bigger than that subvillage we’d passed through coming on to Mad-
eleine’s manor that first time. The fields about were small and close, criss-
crossed with unkempt hedges and bound about by the woods.

There were fires in the village. Gray smoke rose, thick and lazy, from 
four or five locations.
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But that wasn’t all. In the field before the village was a huge, blackened 

circle. The remains of charred timber were heaped in the center, gray with 
ash that harbored a few lingering orange coals. Above the heap, a handful of 
posts tottered.

And against those posts, half a dozen blacked forms. Half-skeletal.
“Shit,” I muttered. I paused, my hand at my forehead. I didn’t exactly 

cover my eyes, but I guess I wanted a shield handy.
“They’re holding a feast,” Cyril said. I looked up toward the village. 

There was an open space, just like in Bois de Haillot but not as big. Dozens 
of people were gathered.

Stephan snorted. “Can you blame them?”
“There is no priest in this village,” Madeleine said, shaking her head. 

Then she straightened, and I could see her fist clench. “No priest. The sent 
them to the fire without confession.”

She turned, jerking her reins with a motion that must have given Boos 
a mood to match her name. The palfrey spun about, sidestepped with a toss 
of her mane, and then started back the way we came at a peeved trot as Mad-
eleine gave her ribs a sharp kick.

She didn’t look at me as she passed. Her lips were pursed and, unless I 
imagined it, there was the tiniest glint of moisture at her eye.

Stephan watched her for a second, and then looked at Gaspard and me. 
He gave the smallest of shrugs.

“Good luck,” he said, and brought his mount around. “See you in a few 
days.” He set off, Celestine, Cyril, and a riderless Renfrogne following.

“Right,” I said. I looked at Michel.
We set out, Michel leading the way into the woods. We would skirt the 

village and their grisly celebrations, and pick up the road on the other side.
And then on to Liege. 
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