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Chapter 15

It’s counterintuitive, but the best reaction to an ambush is to charge 
right into it.

The thing is, if you’re in the kill zone you’re already in their sights. And 
if you flee, they can keep laying fire on you till you hit the horizon, and all 
the while you’ll never see the first chance to shoot back. Charging the bad 
guys might seem suicidal, but at least you’re facing the right direction to 
shoot back. And if you can survive the first few seconds, you’re out of the kill 
zone and in their face. Then they’re the ones with a problem.

That’s how we rolled in my Army days. React to ambush was prob-
ably the one drill we practiced most, unless it was setting up the ambush 
ourselves.

So when I saw the guy, I lunged forward. Put the heels to Roos and 
charged. God love her, she was no warhorse—and she was frankly dumb as 
a box of rocks—but every time I told her to charge she did it.

Not that this was an ambush per se. Just one guy out on the path, cross-
bow coming up, maybe forty feet ahead of me.

I pulled a Stephan and let loose with an incomprehensible roar as Roos 
leapt. It didn’t take two seconds to clear the distance to the crossbow dude. 
Problem is, two seconds is an eternity when you’re looking down the barrel 
of a gun. Or the whatever-it-is-crossbows-have of a crossbow.

“Madeleine, ride!” I yelled.
Maybe it was my battle cry; maybe it was dumb luck. Crossbow dude 

rushed his shot—I could see a touch of panic in his eyes as the crossbow 
zeroed—and the bolt went sailing over my left shoulder. I was practically on 
top of him as he desperately backpedaled off the track.

I wasn’t so lucky with the second guy.
There was the ditch. I gave Roos another kick and hunkered down for 

the jump. Then corrected myself, leaning back just a touch as if I had my 
arm out gripping the base of Roos’s mane. There was the moment of silence 
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as she bounded, and then a whuff of surprised equine exhalation and an 
impact I could feel through my thighs as a crossbow bolt struck her squarely 
in the chest.

She stumbled on the landing and I was thrown—again—headlong into 
the leaves and bracken. There was an incomprehensible cry as Boos momen-
tarily blotted out the sky. I caught a glimpse of Madeleine’s face turned my 
way, her expression unreadable, and then the rush and thunder of her horse 
passed and was drowned as Roos struggled noisily to her feet, braying and 
wheezing. My poor animal struggled to a half canter and set out after her 
sister, forgetting me in her panic. I heard her stumble again a few seconds 
later, a crash in the undergrowth followed by diminishing uneven hoofbeats.

Those fuckers killed my horse.
My hand went to my knife as I rose to my knees, looking for the second 

crossbowman. It had taken me two or three seconds to clear my head, but I 
was pretty sure you couldn’t reload a crossbow that fast—I think you had to 
skip an attack to do it D&D. That dickhead was gonna pay.

There he was: Maybe fifteen feet away on the other side of the path. 
Only he wasn’t reloading—he was running toward me.

“Over here!” he yelled. He was pulling a small axe from his belt as he 
ran.

Shit. Maybe this wasn’t the moment for payback.
I leapt to my feet and made for the path, picking up my pace as I cleared 

the brambles and underbrush. The guy was wading through a few feet of the 
same sort of stuff, and I gained a step or two on him. But he was bellowing at 
the top of his lungs, and two or three others were shouting back.

Fuck. It had been eight or ten days since I’d been sick, but I still wasn’t 
at the top of my form. My mind raced as my legs pounded: It would take 
Madeleine maybe four minutes at a full gallop to reach the manor fields, 
where there might be some semblance of help. But maybe ten minutes for 
the first of that aid to make it out here on foot, even at a full run. Even if 
there was someone right there who could help.

I was on my own.
I risked a glance back as I crested a rise. Three guys on the path behind 

me. The closest maybe forty feet back, the other a few paces behind him.
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There was no way I was going to outrun them. Not three guys. Not all 

the way to the manor.
The path dipped into a draw, and for a second I was out of their sight. I 

wasn’t going to win this footrace, but maybe I could throw them, or put my 
back to the wall long enough to make them pay for their victory. The un-
dergrowth was dense at the bottom of the draw, the leaves yellow and brown 
with autumn but thick enough still to provide some concealment. I threw 
myself into it on the downhill side, tucking into a roll as I slid down toward 
the little river. I bumped to a halt between a couple of mossy rocks maybe 
fifteen feet from the path.

The first guy ran past. I could see him, axe in one hand and crossbow in 
the other, as snatches through the brambles and bracken that gave me cover. 
A second later the next guy went by, followed by the third. One of them 
yelled something. I’d be lucky if I’d bought myself more than ten seconds.

I turned and slithered over the boulders. Beyond, the draw steepened 
for twenty or thirty feet before bottoming out near the creek. Maybe I could 
get over on the other side of the water, then head in the direction of the 
village. No, too obvious. Double back upstream, then cross back and circle 
around toward the pastureland. Probably two miles through the forest, but 
it would widen their search area dramatically. And if they didn’t catch me in 
the first ten minutes, Madeleine’s people would be on their tails.

It wasn’t much of a plan, but it’s what I had. I rose to a crouch, staying 
low in the thinning undergrowth, and skittered down.

There was a bunch of weedy stuff at the bottom. A lot of it had yel-
lowed and started to droop, but there was enough to provide some pretty 
dense cover. I crawled into it.

And immediately hissed as my hand and arm were engulfed in fire. 
Not fire, but a searing pain—I rolled back, biting my lip in an effort not to 
scream. Fuck! Stinging nettles or something—they’d gotten me all up and 
down my left arm. God damn, they hurt!—for a second I forgot what was 
going on, where I was, what I was trying to do.

Nyarrrggll!
I took a couple of deep, shuddering breaths, gulped down the pain, 

and got to my knees. The fire was fading, but only by an iota; it still felt like 
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someone was running hot coals up and down over my skin.

And then the pain shot up my leg. I scrambled back, desperately 
clutching at my groin. Shit—one of those stalks had found its way up my 
man-dress, catching the flesh above the top of my stocking. God, I was lucky 
it didn’t get my junk—I’d about cut it off at this point. I was considering cut-
ting off my leg.

OK, it’s just pain. No serious damage. Not like those soldiers were go-
ing to do if they caught me. I needed to get moving. I turned upstream, 
paralleling the direction Madeleine and I had come, and struggled to get my 
feet beneath me.

And looked straight up into the business end of a halberd.

*          *          *

The guy’s fist was big. Meaty, you might say, and though clichéd it 
wouldn’t be inaccurate. His fingers were thick; a fine tracery of dirt defined 
the lines and patterns of his skin. There was a narrow scab across his first 
two knuckles.

That was my view for a split second, before it came down again. I want-
ed to object—I might have gotten a syllable out, but it was cut off by the 
impact, the blinding flash of light and swirl of spots.

My hands were tied behind my back. The guy must have weighed 240 
pounds, and his knee was firmly in my sternum. I didn’t really have an alter-
native to simply taking it.

He pulled back and did it again. I almost couldn’t feel the pain, but I 
felt the jarring against my teeth. I wondered briefly how many I was going 
to lose.

The fist pulled back again, but this time it hovered, considering. I start-
ed to say something, but couldn’t make anything but blood bubbles. The 
fist disappeared, to be quickly replaced with a knife. The hand at my collar 
jerked me roughly, and I found myself staring into a face. A meaty face. Un-
like the knuckles of the fist, it wasn’t bloody.

“If you make a sound,” the face hissed, “one single sound, I cut your 
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throat.” The blade pressed against my Adam’s apple. “You understand?”

The face was ugly. A blunt nose. Eyes set just a hair too far apart. Bad 
teeth, though that was hardly unique in this century. I imagine it had hor-
rible breath, but I didn’t know for sure: As close as it was, I couldn’t smell 
anything but my own nose full of blood.

“Do. You. Understand.”
I nodded, or did my best to. A fair number of those spots were still 

swirling around my consciousness.
He released my collar and I fell back to the ground. The knee came off 

my chest and I pulled a deep, ragged breath. Then rolled to my side, off my 
awkwardly bound arms. Christ. What the hell did this century have against 
my head?

“Heh,” one of the soldiers said. His voice was low; just above a whisper. 
“Ya did him pretty good, eh, Staas?”

A couple other voices muttered in agreement. Not concern, just agree-
ment.

“Yah, well, he gives us away and we’ll all end up on the short end of a 
rope. Best he understands just how we feel about that. Now grab your stuff—
we need to put some miles behind us.”

More agreed muttering.
“Why don’t we just slit his throat now?” another voice asked. “It’s too 

much risk trying to bring him.”
I heard a smack, and then a second’s shuffling. Then Staas Meatyfist 

again: “If you hadn’t missed him, we’d have her tied up over there,” he hissed. 
“Get your stuff!”

Another voice was a bit more accommodating. “Look at him, Hannes. 
He’s important. He was alone in the woods with her, by the blood of Christ. 
My lord will be pleased with us.” A hand grabbed me by the elbow and pulled 
me up; I struggled to get my feet under me. “And if he slows us down, we can 
cut his throat then.”

Yet another voice leaned into my ear. “Hear that, did you?” I turned 
toward the speaker. Another peasant-looking dude, this one with freckles 
and sandy hair poking out about his coif. “You’ll keep up the pace, or it’s—” 
he lifted his halberd, jabbing briefly upward. “One false move and it’s—” a 
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repeat of the halberd demonstration. I nodded.

He leaned his halberd against his shoulder and pulled a strip of linen 
from his belt. He tied a quick knot in it, stuffed the knot into my mouth, then 
tied it tightly behind my head. It tasted like a gym sock. But better than a fist.

“Let’s go,” Staas said, tilting his head in what I guessed was the intend-
ed direction. One of them—the Hannes guy, I thought—started forward. 
The guy tying my gag finished his knot, then shoved me forward. I stumbled 
after Hannes.

Fuck. These guys had to be Etien’s. They sure weren’t a band of wander-
ing farmhands; between the five of them I counted two crossbows, two hal-
berds, and five axes—three large and two small. Not to mention the fact that 
they tried to take us—well, Madeleine, really; I just happened to be there—
on the trail. I didn’t exactly know what would happen if I ended up in Etien’s 
hands, but I was pretty sure the Count wasn’t going to keep me warm in bed.

So what could I do about it? We were still close to the manor—just 
a hundred yards or so over the creek, in fact. Within a couple miles of the 
village; close enough to run. After catching me, these guys had hauled me 
to their camp, in a little sheltered cove of rocks, and quickly gathered their 
stuff. They knew a pursuit would be mounted, and that their head start was 
probably no more than a quarter hour.

No, running was out of the question; I wouldn’t make it more than ten 
steps.

I could stall. Drag my feet just a bit. Make it hard for them to keep up 
their pace. But I didn’t think their ambivalence toward keeping me alive was 
the least bit faked; if I was a thorn in their side I didn’t think they’d hesitate 
to remove me. By way of halberd. That would be a tricky strategy.

I felt like Merry and Pippin in the hands of the orcs. Though frankly I 
think the orcs were a bit gentler.

Wait—didn’t Pippin do something? Leave a pin on the trail for Ara-
gorn to find? Or was that Merry? Either way, it worked for Celestine as well. 
Leave a clue. Let Michel and Gigot and Stephan know which way we went.

If only I had an elven cloak pin handy. I wasn’t wearing my Italian 
leather boots; they were no good for riding without a heal or even a firm 
sole. Stephan had given me a pair of riding boots. They were a bit harder 
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to accidentally step out of than Celestine’s slippers, and I’d probably need 
them if we were really faced with a two-day hike to Etien’s. I couldn’t reach 
my purse. They’d taken my knife, of course, not that I could have reached it 
either.

Crap. What then? I imagined I might be able to tear a bit off the cuff 
of my man-dress, but that would take some time. We’d be miles down the 
road by the time I made it happen. Assuming the guy walking right behind 
me never noticed.

I settled for shuffling my feet. We didn’t seem to be following a trail, 
but rather blazing a path directly cross-country, through the wooded hills. 
Every hundred yards or so, at least, I tried to drag my feet through the leaves 
and pine needles just enough to leave Michel a little hint. Without alerting 
my captors. Truthfully, I’m guessing they noticed, but if so they didn’t care. 
They seemed much more concerned with speed than with concealing our 
route.

And so we moved. In silence, the six of us, keeping up a gait that was 
just short of a jog. It was mid-afternoon when we set out—around Nones—
and dusk wasn’t more than a few hours off. We kept it up until well after 
dark.

Love it? Hate it? 
Please share your comments at www.charlesmryan.com

And check the web site for further updates: New chapters are often posted 
on Mondays.
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