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Chapter 12

“I was kinda hoping the Templars would help us out,” I said. “I don’t 
really have a Plan B.”

We’d gotten the band back together. Chretien had led us out of the 
commandarie via a back door, and Gigot had crept back round to the square 
to rendezvous with Michel and Gaspard.

“Any luck?” I’d asked Michel.
“There’s a barn near the east gate. It has collapsed in part, so nobody is 

using it. We can hide there for the night.”
We had made our way to the barn, creeping along the streets with our 

ears, erm, peeled. Fortunately it wasn’t far.
The barn was adjacent to what looked like a smithy, and only a few 

dozen yards from the gatehouse. It wasn’t big—about the size of the wood-
cutter’s cottage, if it had been intact—but as Michel reported a wall had 
collapsed at one end bringing the roof down over most of it. We crept in 
through an open doorway at the mostly-intact end, then crawled to the far 
end under the cover of the collapsed roof.

There was a smattering of old straw over the damp earth of the floor. 
And a smattering of old dung. The chill of the night was setting in in earnest; 
the ghost of my own breath was about the only thing I could see in the dark.

“What did you think they would do?” Michel asked.
“I don’t know,” I replied. “Disguise us as Templars? Sneak us out in the 

back of a wagon full of hay?” That was about as far as my repertoire of movie 
escapes took me. Stealing a motorcycle and driving to Switzerland was out of 
the question. “I thought Brother Chretien might help—and he might have—
but the Administrator was having none of it.”

There were several minutes of silence.
Then I said, “In the morning we’ll split up again. All four of us. Go out 

through different gates. I’m the one they’re really looking for, and I’m the 
one who’s distinctive. So make up a decent story and you should be fine. Pick 
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a time when the gate is crowded; the guards will be rushed. Heck, maybe you 
can sort of make it look like you’re with someone. Whatever. Head south 
back toward Limbourg; I don’t want to return through Namur. Meet at the 
spot where we ate lunch the other day.”

Michel shook his head in the dark. “That’s too far. One of us will be 
carrying the silver; it’s too dangerous to walk that long unattended.” Thierry 
had been good for his word on that one; Gigot and I had left the comman-
darie with a hefty box of coins.

“OK,” I thought for a moment, casting my mind back to our walk. 
“The hilltop before the city. We passed through a stand of woods just before 
climbing the hill. Meet there.”

For a moment everyone was quiet again. Then Gigot said, “What about 
you?”

I shrugged, but I don’t know who could see it in the dark. “I’ll think of 
something.”

I wasn’t actually so sure.
Away at the cathedral, the first of the Compline bells began to toll.

*          *          *

What were my options? Fight my way out—that one I could discard 
out of hand. Along with finding some sort of hidden escape route: The walls 
were there for a reason, and they weren’t much good if a stranger to the city 
had any chance of stumbling on a secret opening.

That left stealth. Sneak my way over the walls or through a gate. Unfor-
tunately, I’d left my black body suit and climbing claws back in the 21st Cen-
tury , along with my throwing stars and agent of S.H.I.E.L.D. badge. Which 
brought us right back to Templar robes or wagons full of hay.

I spent a lot of time that night thinking about it. So much so that, as the 
first dim light began to define the shapes of the collapsed barn around me, 
I wasn’t sure I’d really slept at all. A little dozing, probably. A lot of huddled 
shivering.

There must have been some sleep, though, because I dreamed. I 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


The Mason of New Olreans [working title] Uncorrected 1st Draft

186 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT
dreamed of Saint Martin cutting his cloak. And the first thing I thought of 
when my eyelids parted were the beggars outside the gate. Sitting against the 
wall, a few dirty copper coins in their bowls. But otherwise ignored.

“Michel,” I whispered, shaking him. He shifted.
“Maitre?”
“The beggars. The ones in front of the church. Where do they sleep?”
He started to sit up. “I don’t know. There would be an almshouse.”
“Near the church?”
He shrugged, then nodded. “I would think so.”
“Gigot!” I hissed. He answered immediately.
“Yes, Maitre.”
I stood—as well as I could under the tumble-down roof—and started 

stripping off my lovely mason’s man-dress. “My clothes.”
There was the briefest hesitation, then he began to shuffle about in his 

bag. He had my old clothes, the ones I’d changed out of at the tailor’s. I tossed 
him my nice tunic and fumbled about in the dark with the one he handed 
me.

“It’s almost dawn—the Prime bells will be ringing soon. I need to go.” 
I buckled my belt, checking quickly that my purse and knife were still at-
tached. Then I reached for my nice tunic. “I’ll meet you outside the city. 
Good luck!”

[[I would like Gaspard to say something insightful here]]
I dropped to my knees and started crawling for the exit. There was a 

murmur of bewildered “Good lucks” behind me.
The streets were empty, but the city was showing signs of life. Ahead 

a shutter opened and someone dumped a pot into the street. I could hear 
activity in the buildings as I passed: Here the sound of clanking pots, there 
the cry of a baby. Someone yelled at his wife. There was enough light now 
to make my way easily, though the shadows under the overhangs were still 
deep.

Activity on the street would pick up dramatically with the Prime bells. 
That’s what had happened yesterday, and Prime was about the time things 
really got rolling at Bois de Haillot. I would be grateful for the cover of a 
crowd—I could only pray I didn’t hit a patrol now—but I didn’t want to miss 
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my quarry.

I made a couple of turns and reached the little square just as the cathe-
dral bells started to toll. After a moment the bells at Saint Martin’s took up 
the chorus, all but drowning out the sounds of more distant churches as they 
started their turns.

An almshouse. Near the church. There was an alleyway running along-
side Saint Martin’s; I took it. I jogged the length of the church; behind it there 
appeared to be a courtyard or croft separated from the alley by a high stone 
wall. With a gate. A gate that was swinging open.

I froze. A man in dark robes emerged. I was in the middle of the alley; 
there was no place to hide. The guy glanced at me briefly, but seemed to take 
no notice. He dumped a pot onto the dirt and then turned back into the gate.

And then the beggars emerged.
A blind man came out arm-in-arm with a guy missing a leg. I recog-

nized them both from yesterday. I stepped back against the wall and lowered 
my face, trying to look casual. I was sure they would remember me, and the 
last thing I wanted was a scene. For better or worse, it seemed I was as invis-
ible to them as they were to most everyone else.

A few more shuffled past. A club foot. The woman with the fish-eyed 
child. I counted ten or twelve of them—not quite as many as were on the 
steps the other day. I waited for the zombie.

He didn’t come. Crap.
Oh, well, it was probably a bad idea anyway. Zombie guy clearly had 

something pretty awful going on with his skin. The last thing I needed now 
was a case of the pox or whatever.

“Can I help you with something?”
I looked up. The guy in the dark robe was back at the gate. I briefly con-

sidered running, but there was nothing hostile or suspicious in his look—
yet. So instead, I stepped forward.

“Um. I’d like to make a donation,” I said.
“Bless you, my son. There is an alms box in the church.”
“Matthew tells us to give quietly,” I blurted out. It just came to me—it’s 

what Chretien had said; I didn’t even know what it meant.
The priest or whatever nodded. “Te autem faciente elemosynam nesciat 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


The Mason of New Olreans [working title] Uncorrected 1st Draft

188 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT
sinistra tua quid faciat dextera tua. ‘But when you give to the poor, do not 
let your left hand know what your right hand is doing.’ You wish to ensure 
your anonymity.”

“That’s right,” I said.
He considered for a moment. “Come in,” he said, turning toward the 

gate. He went into the courtyard, and after a brief hesitation I followed him.
The small dirt-paved space was wedged between the back of the church 

and two connecting buildings. The priest was headed for one of them.
“Wait,” I said. I started untying the pocket from my belt. “This is all I 

have. It’s about thirty pence.” The priest’s eyebrows rose. “And these clothes.” 
I put the purse in his hand and pulled the mason’s tunic from under my arm. 
“I have a request. It’s sort of strange.”

The priest just watched me.
“I want to dress in rags. I want to be taken as a beggar.”
“You what?”
“How can I truly know their plight if I dress in riches?” I don’t know 

where I was getting this stuff. “I am renouncing my earthly wealth.” Had 
renounced, actually. I’d just given him every single thing I owned. Except 
my knife.

“But you still have clothes,” he said, waving a hand at my body.
“It must be rags,” I said. “I must live as a beggar.”
He looked at me askance for a moment, and then turned. “Wait here.”
A few moments later he emerged with a bundle.
“A man died here last night. These were his.”
The bundle was gray and brown. Filthy. These were the zombie’s rags. I 

had just convinced myself they were a bad idea.
I took the bundle. “Thank you,” I said. I started to dress.

*          *          *

We slept that night off the side of the road, just a few hours short of 
Bois de Haillot. We had made good time—just four guys on our feet and on 
our own schedule, unencumbered by beasts of burden or a large group. Gig-
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ot’s limp had all but disappeared; he never mentioned his leg. We’d walked 
until well after dark, then found a sheltered spot to build a small fire and curl 
up in our cloaks.

The zombie’s rags had done the trick, though they’d had their price: 
Even though I’d ditched them a mile out of Liege, I found myself scratching 
as the day wore on. Scratching in places I’d rather not scratch. Scratching in 
places I’d rather not be seen scratching.

It goes without saying that living in this century had demanded a lot 
of lifestyle compromises—coarse, itchy clothing; shivery nights; food that 
would make a prison cafeteria look like an Iron Chef finalist; health care 
that was, well, medieval—but if there was one thing I was not going to com-
promise on, it was hygiene. Not, that’s not true—I’d been here nearly two 
weeks, and I hadn’t had a real bath. But I was not going to put up with lice. 
No way, no how. If I had to invent the bath tub, I was going to put an end to 
this itching.

I’d left the city directly after wrapping up, the zombie’s hooded gar-
ments going on right over my regular clothes. The priest had given me his 
begging bowl as well, so my disguise was complete. I’d made a beeline for the 
gate along the Meuse—the one through which we’d entered the city. Well, a 
shambling beeline, anyway; I didn’t want to break character. It hadn’t been 
more than twenty minutes after Prime when I got there, but there was al-
ready a steady flow of people in and out. The guards were clearly keeping an 
eye out, but they weren’t stopping anyone who didn’t look like me. Since I 
didn’t look like me I wasn’t stopped. Fifteen minutes later I’d shuffled my way 
across the bridge and was hiking up the hillside opposite the city.

It was two hours before we were all together. Ironically, it was Michel 
who had the hardest time: He was recognized, sort of, by one of the guards 
we’d seen on the way in. In the end, though, he convinced them that he’d left 
my service, and since there weren’t any charges against him they couldn’t 
prevent him from leaving. Quite the contrary, in fact—they were happy to 
see him leave.

“There are always more people trying to get into a town than there are 
jobs for them to do,” Michel explained as we walked. “If it wasn’t clear that 
you and Gaspard were men of quality, they probably would not have let us 
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in when we arrived. Not without a sponsor to vouch for us.”

I’d stripped off the zombie’s rags by the time we met up. We bought 
bread at the next village along the road, enough for a day or two, and then 
retraced our steps into Limbourg. None of us wanted to see Vikten again, so 
we sidestepped that village, picking up the road toward Bois de Haillot west 
of it. By that time it was nearly dark and we’d been walking for a solid ten 
hours.

My feet were glad of the rest as I lay on a bed of pine needles and 
watched the sky overhead. There wasn’t a hint of a moon, and the only clouds 
were the wisps of my own breath; the stars overhead were intensely brilliant, 
the Milky Way a pale carpet spread diagonally across my view. I’d stared up 
at many such a sky in my Light Infantry days, and I realized I was searching, 
as I sometimes did back then, for the fast-moving speck of a satellite or the 
blazing flash of a meteor. The latter wasn’t unreasonable—in fact, I’d caught 
one or two dim ones out of the corners of my vision—but I was going to have 
a long wait for the former.

And not just that. There were no contrails. No dim flashing of distant 
strobes, flanked by an all-but-imperceptible twinkle of red or green. No far-
away rumble of jet engines. Not for the better part of a millennium.

It struck me as strange. Not just to see a sky with none of these things. 
But to realize I was surrounded by people who had never seen such things 
in their skies. Not once.

I was getting cold. The fire had died down to a handful of dim coals. 
My cloak was reasonably thick, but in my stillness the chill of the night was 
settling in. I sat up—though the others snored softly, sleep was still a million 
miles away for me—and felt around our little of pile of firewood for a stick 
or two. My arm was bothering me a bit where the dog had bitten it. I hadn’t 
given it much thought all day. Not that I had a spare bandage to change into 
anyway.

We had set out for Liege with a goal. A plan. A way to rescue Mad-
eleine and Bois de Haillot. I’d been telling myself over and over that it had 
been a long shot, too much to expect that I’d be able to pull it off. To fake 
my way through a culture with which I was so unfamiliar—a technical cul-
ture at that, full of its own passwords and giveaways, pitfalls and tell-tales. 
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Self-described by a language as foreign as my modern English was here, a 
language not just of words but of gesture, of action, of symbol, and of class. 

I had taken two semesters of drama in high school; they had culmi-
nated not in a starring role, but in designing the sets for a production of The 
Wiz. I am not naturally a con artist, and every card was stacked against me.

Of course, none of that mattered. What mattered—the only thing that 
mattered—was that I was coming home empty-handed. There would be no 
completion of Madeleine’s castle. I was not, it turned out, the answer to her 
prayers.

A shadow shifted; adrenalin drove a surge of my heart, and my hand to 
my knife, before I even fully registered the movement.

“Martin,” Gaspard’s voice said. My hand eased from the knife, and I 
breathed. “Why are you up? Are we keeping a watch?”

“Sorry,” I said, picking up my stick and stirring the fire. Gaspard ap-
proached, straightening the skirt of his tunic. “I wasn’t sleeping. I didn’t real-
ize you were up.”

He approached. “Yes. Well. I’m not certain the fare at the Prince’s Head 
agreed with me.” He sat down next to me. “I thought it best to put some dis-
tance between myself and . . .” He waved his hand vaguely at our little camp.

I didn’t say anything. Frankly, little of the food had sat well with me 
over the past couple of weeks. I don’t know how I’d avoided a serious case 
of Montezuma’s revenge, but so far my lower GI tract had held it together. 
More or less.

“You have been pensive today.”
I scratched myself. Yet again. “I don’t know how I’m going to build 

Lady Madeleine a castle without any stonecutters, Gaspard,” I said. I didn’t 
add another thought that had begun to creep in, a cold realization that I had 
more concerns than just Madeleine’s welfare. What good was I to her if I 
couldn’t help defend Bois de Haillot? What reason did she have to keep me 
around?

And how could I possibly survive in this century without her help?
“Do you think there’s any chance I’ll ever get back to my time?” I asked 

after a few moments.
“You were brought here by a miracle, or so we believe,” Gaspard re-
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sponded after a few seconds’ thought. “I would expect another miracle 
would be necessary to get you back.”

I sighed. He said it so matter-of-factly. Maybe miracles were a bit more 
commonplace in this century than my own, but that still had to mean a long 
shot in any era. I picked up another branch, poked at the fire for a moment 
or two, and then tossed it on. Small flames took hold, finding grip in the 
edges and texture of the bark.

“What is it you do? The alchemy and all that?” I asked.
“Well,” Gaspard said, the growing light picking out the furrow forming 

in his brow. “Yes. Alchemy is one of my interests. It is the science of trans-
formation.”

“When I got here—the day I showed up—you were trying to talk to 
the dead.”

“Well, yes. Yes. But piercing the veil is another of the mysteries. Al-
chemy is related to the study of the elements, and changing—”

“Do you do that a lot? Talk to dead people?”
“I—? No, not a lot, I suppose. That was really the first time I had tried, 

actually.”
“The first time?”
“Well, the Kabbalah has been a secondary study for me.”
“Ah.” Right. Well, that explains it. We were quiet for a moment. Then 

I lowered my voice. “Can’t you get in trouble for this stuff? I mean, isn’t it 
like—well, like witchcraft?”

“That is a common misconception,” Gaspard answered. I don’t know 
who would have heard us, other than maybe Michel or Gigot, but somehow 
it made me a bit uncomfortable that he didn’t lower his voice. “Natural phi-
losophy pursues an understanding of God’s laws. Witchcraft involves con-
sorting with the infernal. Very different indeed.”

“But the two can be confused?”
“Oh, yes. Vespasien of Beziers was hanged, burned, and quartered in 

Tours.”
“He—what?”
“Our fields of interest are easily misunderstood.”
“Yeah. I guess so. Ever considered a change of career?”
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Gaspard drew back. “What do you mean?”
“Nevermind,” I said. And then, after a moment, “Why do live at Bois 

de Haillot?”
“Well, that’s where my laboratory is.”
“Right. But why there? Why aren’t you at, I don’t know—didn’t you say 

there was a university in Paris?”
“Ah. Yes. Paris. Well, there was a problem in Paris.”
“A problem? The kind that gets you hanged, burned, and quartered?”
“Oh, no. Probably just burned.”
I chuckled, but Gaspard didn’t join me. I glanced his way. He was 

watching me, a curious tilt to his head.
“Why does Madeleine—Lady Madeleine—why does she keep you 

there?”
Gaspard pursed his lips and looked up. I followed his gaze. The stars 

had shifted visibly in the sky since I had lain watching them.
“Ma Dame has a scholarly interest herself,” he said after a moment. “Of 

course, she could never attend university. But she is very well read.”
“She likes having a scholar around?”
Gaspard nodded. “Yes. But her interest is quite practical.”
“What? You mean she wants to invent stuff?”
“She girds herself for battle.”
“She—she what?” Talking with Gaspard was like playing Mario Kart 

with a 4-year-old. You just never knew what the hell was going to happen 
next. “What battle?”

“Well Lady Madeleine—” he paused. “Wait. Is this something I should 
really be talking about?”

I wasn’t sure what he meant. “Are you saying it’s personal for her?”
“I suppose,” he said, “I suppose she might think so. Maybe she told me 

that.”
“OK,” I said. “You just tell me what you’re comfortable with.” I have to 

confess, I was pretty curious at this point.
He thought that over for a few seconds. Then: “Madeleine had some 

frightening experiences. In Antioch.”
“I don’t understand. Frightening? How?”
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“She met with an infernal force.”
I shifted to face him. “What? Are you saying she was, like, possessed 

or something?”
Gaspard squirmed a bit. “She lost her baby.”
My mind reeled; suddenly I felt like a drunk desperate for a moment 

of sobriety. What was he saying—that a demon stole Madeleine’s baby? “I 
don’t understand.”

“She is very well read,” Gaspard repeated. “Even as a child, as I under-
stand it.”

“OK, but what does that have to do with anything?”
Gaspard shifted in his seat again. “Well, surely you’ve seen her library?”
I had. It was full of books. Most of them were in Latin. “Let’s say no. 

What about her library?”
“She is rather an authority. On the infernal. And not just Catholic 

thought. Also that of the Saracens; their scholars have made much study of 
the topic. They have rather more experience than most Christian theolo-
gians.”

Jesus. Somehow I’d stepped out of Braveheart and straight into The 
Omen. For a moment I couldn’t do anything but gape.

My open-mouthed silence seemed to make Gaspard even more un-
easy. “She was often consulted. By both Christian and Saracen authorities. 
Or so I understand. And . . .”

“And?”
Gaspard let out a breath, then shrugged. “I really think I may have said 

more than she would have me say.”
“Dude, you can’t leave me hanging like that!” The dude part was in 

English; I didn’t know the medieval French equivalent.
Gaspard didn’t register the unfamiliar world. Instead, he squirmed 

again. “It can be a dangerous area of expertise,” he said at last.
I thought about that afternoon when we first arrived in Bois de Hail-

lot. Madeleine making me kiss her crucifix. She was so intense; I thought 
she was angry at me. And then my mind went to Celestine, stolen from that 
cottage and strapped to a pole down in those tunnels.

She was girding herself for battle.
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Suddenly soaring 800 years back in time seemed like the least of my 

problems. I briefly considered going back to Liege; the Prince-Bishop’s dun-
geons were no longer quite so scary.

What the hell was this—this whole thing—really all about?

Love it? Hate it? Just can’t get enough? 
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