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*          *          *

Remember what I said before about being hog-tied? I was a little more 
lucid this time—maybe it was the benefit of the previous practice—so I tried 
to put my thinking time to better use.

We’d hit a road about an hour after dusk. It didn’t take me long to 
realize we were paralleling the river—it had to be the Meuse; there weren’t 
any other sizeable rivers in the immediate area. Heading downstream, or 
so I thought. I was pretty sure we weren’t on the road back toward Verdun, 
the road we’d taken initially when headed to Vikten, so that meant we were 
headed in the general direction of Liege. I figured we’d made eight, maybe 
ten miles by that point; we walked for perhaps another two before cutting 
up into a village.

At the top of the village was a stone house a good twice the size of a 
village cottage. Similar to Hugh’s house at Bois de Haillot, though somewhat 
larger. We were welcomed in by a burly guy with a rather impressive mous-
tache. Thick-chested and wearing clothes at least as fine as mine. A knight. A 
pair of hairy dogs, large but lean, had growled at us from behind him, but he 
swatted at them absently and they downgraded the growls to hostile glaring.

“Who is this?” he’d asked Staas, jerking his head my way. I don’t think 
he had been expecting us; a half-eaten dinner was on a trestle table. I’d caught 
a glimpse of the lady of the house, along with a couple children, disappear-
ing from the hall through a rear door as we had entered.

“One of Ma Dame’s household, Mon Sieur” Staas had answered. “We 
almost got her as well, but she escaped us.”

The knight had considered me for a moment, before turning to Staas. 
“He’s not her wizard?” he said. His tone was a bit hushed.

Staas’s eyes had widened a bit, and the other guys, standing around 
me, shifted. “I—” he hesitated; I could see him playing back the capture 
through his mind. “I don’t think so.” He rubbed a meaty hand across his 
meaty mouth. “She was alone with him in the woods. He don’t look like a 
wizard. He didn’t do anything.”

The knight had stepped my way, pulling his knife. He slipped it under 
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my gag and cut it free.

“Who are you?”
I had taken a couple of deep breaths, then tried to work some moisture 

into my mouth. “Michel,” I gasped after a moment. I’d spent some time dur-
ing the march thinking about this. Michel wasn’t very inventive, but I wasn’t 
so conversant in local names that I wanted to get too creative. “Michel of 
Osche. I am a scribe.”

The knight leaned a bit, just enough to see my hands tied behind my 
back. I had enough ink stains to be convincing. “You don’t look like a scribe. 
And you talk strange.”

“I am from Genoa,” I had answered. 
He had stared at me for a moment, then turned to Staas. “You captured 

a scribe.”
The light in the hall wasn’t great, but I saw Staas darken. “He was with 

the lady,” he said. “Alone. He isn’t dressed like a scribe.”
The knight had shrugged, then turned back toward his table. “Get 

yourself some food,” he said.
And that was as far as that went. They’d eaten, then they brought me a 

bit of food, and then we lay down to sleep around the central fire. The knight 
and his dogs had disappeared through that door at the back of the hall, pre-
sumably to his chamber. My hands were still bound; to make my misery 
complete they tied up my feet as well. At least the gag stayed off.

And so I lay there and thought. I sure as hell wasn’t going to get any 
sleep.

Etien had men on our manor. Or at least nearby. Probably just this 
group; not only had there been no attempt to link up with others, but there’d 
been no mention either. Our flight didn’t seem to be operating according 
to a preconceived plan, so I figured it hadn’t been their objective to capture 
Madeleine. Certainly not me. They were probably there to spy on the castle. 
To find out if the rumors were true; to see if we were making any real prog-
ress. That made sense. I’d sure as hell do it if I was Etien.

So they weren’t there to kidnap Madeleine. They must have spotted us 
heading up through the woods, and figured it was an opportunity too good 
to pass up. They were right; they’d gotten greedy when they found a pond 
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full of coins, and I’d made them. They’d have had to flee anyway.

But Madeleine went riding every day. Often with Stephan, but some-
times alone. She probably didn’t take that path all the time, but odds were 
good she had done so sometime in the recent past. So those guys probably 
hadn’t been there that long, or they would have already had a good chance 
to grab her.

Shit, we’d been complacent. Stupid, really.
OK. So we needed to up our paranoia level a couple of notches. Some-

thing for the to-do list if I ever got back. When I got back. Didn’t really help 
me now.

These guys didn’t know who I was. That was good, I guessed. It gave me 
a little edge in the initiative department, if I could figure out how to leverage 
it. Plus, I wasn’t keen on the sharp questions I’d likely get if Etien ID’d me. 
Or on ending up in a Liege dungeon, if I lived long enough to be sent there.

*          *          *

I lay there for a long time, listening to my captors snore and catalog-
ing my woes. My hands were swollen and sore; they’d been tied since I was 
captured. I wasn’t wearing my cloak when I set out for my ride, and Staas 
and his crew hadn’t offered me anything as the evening chilled. My face—my 
jaw, my eye, and most of all my nose—ached, and all the blood in my sinuses 
was forcing me to breath through my mouth half the time.

But the worst of all were the nettle burns. They weren’t horrendous; the 
lingering sting along my arm might have gone unnoticed under all the other 
discomfort. But they had a smoldering, itching burn, and the stinging along 
my groin was driving me crazy.

Honestly, though: The least of my problems. What I really needed was 
to get the hell out of there.

I pondered, worried, and squirmed for an hour or two—it was killing 
me to lay there, but the last thing I wanted was to move too soon. I wasn’t 
sure Staas was really asleep; it didn’t seem, as far as I could tell, that his 
breathing was very even. His legs were just in my field of vision; I could pic-
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ture him lying there, waiting for me to make a move and give him another 
opportunity to try to invent hamburger through the medium of my face.

Finally I couldn’t stand it any longer. I raised my head.
With a slight shift I could see Staas’s face. His mouth was open; the red 

glow of the dying coals picked out a small glint of drool on his cheek.
I tried to roll forward, to get my knees under me. The straw covering 

the floor rustled as I shifted, and I slowed my movement to hush the sound. 
In so doing I lost my momentum, and then my balance, and I tumbled back 
onto my side with a thud. One of the soldiers moved.

I froze. I probably should have shut my eyes, but I was afraid even of 
making that little movement. I strained my ears, but all I could hear was the 
repetitive roar of my heartbeat pounding the blood through my ears. I could 
feel the parallel surge of my heart in my chest.

No movement. No fists. There was a deep exhalation behind me, and a 
slight rustling of straw as one of the soldiers shifted in his sleep. Presumably.

I had to keep quiet, but I didn’t have forever. It wasn’t just a matter of 
getting out of the house—I needed to put some distance behind me before 
I was missed.

I rolled again, a quick push that rocked me to my knees. The straw rus-
tled; a small bunch was pushed toward the edge of the hearth, and sudden-
ly I had a nightmare image of accidentally burning the whole place down. 
Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad idea if I weren’t likely to be the last guy 
out of the building.

I raised myself to a kneeling position and tried to take stock. Five guys 
lying around the hearth. The trestle table still set up near the end of the 
room, some dishes still scattered over it. Two large chests against the wall, 
probably filled with housewares.

In this kneeling position my hands weren’t too far from the bindings 
around my ankles. I struggled for a few moments, trying to get my hands at 
the knots, but I just couldn’t quite reach them—I needed to slip my tightly-
bound wrists past my butt, but there was no way, at least not without a noisy 
struggle.

OK, then: Cut the bonds. With what? Take a knife from one of the 
soldiers? I couldn’t imagine pulling that off without waking them. A knife 
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on the table? No, the knight would have eaten with the knife he carries, and 
taken it with him. Maybe something in one of the chests?

So how to get over there?
I tried scooching on my knees, but just a single shift rustled and 

thumped. And the gaps between my sleeping friends weren’t huge; I wasn’t 
sure I could navigate them without contact. I had to get to my feet.

OK.
I leaned forward then rocked back, attempting to lift myself to my feet. 

I didn’t quite make it; my momentum carried me back and threw me for-
ward. I tottered, flailing my bound arms behind me in a desperate attempt 
to not plant my face in Hannes’s butt. For a second it seemed inevitable, but 
then I fell back into a kneel.

From the door at the back of the hall came a snuffling sound, along 
with a low, tentative woof. Staas shifted, his hand lifting to wipe his cheek.

I spent a moment steadying my breathing.
Then I tried again, rocking back with a just a bit more force. My knees 

strained for just a moment; for a second I felt every one of my thirty-three 
years and then some. But they came through for me, and slowly, achingly, I 
straightened.

Great. But my feet were still bound. I could easily hop across the room, 
but not without waking everyone up. I tried shuffling my feet, but the bind-
ings didn’t give me enough play. Instead, I raised myself to my toes and start-
ed scooting forward on tiptoes. I must have looked like a deranged ballerina. 
A deranged ballerina who moonlighted as a cage fighter. A cage fighter with 
a losing record.

It took me just a few seconds to shuffle my way to the nearer chest. It 
was a big wooden box, the size of a small chest freezer, bound in metal straps. 
There didn’t appear to be a lock, but there was a latch. I rotated, crouching 
against the wood, trying to get my hands on the latch. My fingers found it 
and I lifted it clear, then tried pulling up the lid. Nothing. Not a budge. I 
turned around and had another look.

There wasn’t much light: A dull red glow from the dying embers, along 
with the silver outlines of two small windows in the walls above the chest. It 
looked like there was a bright moon out there, but heavy curtains blocked 
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any direct light.

But there was still enough light to see my problem: There were two 
latches. Unless I grew a third hand, I wasn’t going to get this chest open.

I shuffled over to the other one. The movement had loosened the blood 
in my head, and I was breathing almost entirely through my mouth, gasping 
and panting after all this exertion. I settled on the corner of the chest for a 
quick rest.

Crap. Two latches on this one too. I glanced around the room.
If ever I missed the materialistic culture of the 21st century, this was 

the time. These medievals were positively minimalist in comparison. There 
just wasn’t anyplace else to look.

At least I’d picked a good spot to settle. The corner of the chest was dig-
ging into my thigh. I rubbed it up and down, scratching at the nettle burn. 
It didn’t really relieve the pain, but the raw burning was a nice change from 
the burning itch.

Suddenly I stood and spun. The corner of the chest; the iron trim. The 
corner was sharp. Well, sharpish.

I spun back around, crouching to put my wrists against the corner. It 
was an awkward angle, but I could feel the corner catching against the bind-
ing. I started working it.

“Shit!” I hissed. I’d slipped on the third pass, and the corner dug a 
gouge up the flesh of my wrist. How awesome would it be to cut through 
these bindings just to bleed to death in a parody of a teen suicide?

It wasn’t that deep of course; I was being melodramatic. Still, I could 
feel the wetness of flowing blood working its way down between my fingers 
as I continued to work the corner.

A low growl issued from the far end of the room. I froze.
There was no movement. The door was still closed. The soldiers were 

still asleep. The growl came again, followed by a muffled masculine grunt 
from beyond the door. The growling stopped.

I pulled at the binding. It didn’t give, but I could feel the fraying. I 
worked it again, scrubbing against the corner, heedless of the pain. After 
another half minute I pulled at the binding again. There was some give. I 
twisted and tugged, then worked it some more. When I pulled again the fi-

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

250 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT
bres gave and my wrists parted. I rolled my arms around to my front, flexing 
my fingers.

Holy shit, I had no idea how much it hurt being hog-tied like that for 
ten hours. There was a burning tingle as the circulation returned to my fin-
gers but even more marked was the sudden ache in my shoulders.

I dropped to my knees and untied my ankles.
The adrenalin was flowing now; I could feel its thrill up and down my 

torso. I was going to make it. I’d be back in Bois de Haillot in four hours.
If I could get the hell out of this house.
There was a window above the chest. Not huge, but I could probably 

get through it. I stood. My knees were shaking with fatigue and adrenalin. 
I unpinned the curtain and lifted it—not too much; the moon outside was 
bright. Shit. There was no glass, but the opening was barred by rough-cut 
wooden slats, about the thickness of my forearm. I could probably work 
them free, but not quickly and not without making a buttload of noise.

What else? There was only the door. A large, heavy affair with a big bar 
across it.

I started tiptoeing across the room. The dog growled again, and there 
was a snuffling at the back door. Staas started rolling over.

Crap. I froze, eyes pinned on the big soldier. He shifted to his side, 
paused, then shifted back over. I heard him working his jaw. His hand came 
up to wipe his cheek again.

And then he was still. The growling had stopped as well.
I stood there for two or three minutes, listening to the pounding of 

my heart. The dogs could have been howling for all I knew. But Staas didn’t 
move, so I finally managed to exhale and willed my feet forward. To the 
door.

The bar was heavy, about the equivalent of a four-by-six. I hefted it, 
doing my best to do it quietly, but it didn’t want to come out of the brackets. 
Friction against the door. I worked the near end out, then put my shoulder 
against the door to take the pressure off. The angle was awkward, but I eased 
the heavy timber out of the other bracket and lowered it to the floor.

My heart was pounding. That was it; I was free. I carefully scooted the 
beam back with my foot, then cracked the door. Icy air spilled in around me; 
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the croft outside was bathed brightly in moonlight. I eased the door open 
wide enough to slip through.

As I turned, my eye caught motion. My head swung toward the room.
Staas was there. Not half a pace behind me. The meaty fist was drawn 

back.
There was a blinding flash of light.

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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