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Chapter 1

This is not about time travel. For sure, I’m not where—or more impor-
tantly, when—I want to be, but in the end that’s neither here nor there. So to 
speak. It doesn’t matter. The wherefores and whatnots are just not something 
I can waste too much time thinking about.

I sure wasn’t thinking about it when the big ginger-headed rugby play-
er was giving me a close-up look at the business end of a sword. A real god’s-
honest sword. The rain was hammering down over both of us, and he was in 
a murderous frenzy, shouting unintelligibly at the top of his lungs, and what 
I was thinking was more along the lines of “Holy shit, that guy’s shoving a 
sword in my face! A real god’s-honest sword!”

Or perhaps, “What the hell is going on?”
Almost certainly, “Crap, crap, crap; I don’t wanna die!”
Heck, I don’t know what I was thinking, but it must have been some-

thing along those lines. Cause that’s what I yelled as I cowered in the mud.
“Crap, crap, crap; I don’t wanna die!”
Not exactly the most inspired dialog, but it checked Mr. Murderous 

Frenzy for a moment. The sword didn’t go down, and berserker’s scowl didn’t 
leave the broken-nosed face, but he took a half-step—make that a quarter-
step—back and paused in his shouting.

He wasn’t alone. There was a woman behind him, sodden in the down-
pour, and two or three other men. And—holy shit—someone else lying dead 
on the ground. Not one someone else, but like three of them. I could tell they 
were dead because of the large amounts of blood running dark in the mud 
and rainwater around them. That and the fact that one of them was missing 
half his head—the half that held his brains in. The brains that were now get-
ting drenched in the downpour as they lay in the mud beside him.

Christ. Just like my brains were about to be. Somehow I’d fallen into 
the clutches of a band of sword-wielding axe murderers. Sword murderers, 
I guess. Hell, at least I’d make the news. How many serial sword-murder 
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victims can there be out there? You know, other than those three right there?
Mr. Frenzy shouted something again. Not another tirade, just a hand-

ful of words—but it wasn’t any less threatening in delivery. I found myself 
involuntarily scooting backward, but that just urged Frenzy and his Bugs-
Bunny-couldn’t-pick-this-thing-up sword toward me again. I threw my 
hands up in a desperate sign of surrender, and Frenzy bellowed out again. 
This time there was a touch of familiarity to his shouting.

I thought I made out “Qui etes vous?” somewhere in his tirade. French? 
That would make sense, actually, since the last thing I remembered was 
Bourbon Street. Thing is, French isn’t exactly my native tongue. I took two 
years in high school, cause, you know, you gotta take some foreign language. 
Latin was too geeky and pointless and Spanish too, I don’t know, too the 
thing everyone took. I took another year or two in college, for pretty much 
the same reasons. I got Cs. And hadn’t uttered a word of French since. Our 
conversation wasn’t destined to be too deep.

But that was OK, cause all I wanted to say was “Please, God, don’t kill 
me!” I got as far as “Ne” (having overlooked the “si vous plais” in my rush 
to get something out), but the French for “to kill” wouldn’t come to mind, if 
it had ever been on the lesson plan to begin with. Je kill. Tu kill. Il/elle kill. 
No matter: No sooner was “ne” out of my mouth than Frenzy was lunging 
forward again, his shouting back on full volume.

I was scrambling backward again, or at least doing my best while si-
multaneously trying to grab any low-hanging clouds I might be able to reach. 
Mr. Frenzy was advancing, but the woman came forward and put a hand on 
his arm. One of the other guys was coming up too, a nice long knife in one 
hand. You know, in case the sword didn’t do the trick.

She said something to him, this time definitely in French though I 
couldn’t make out the words. But it sounded very French-like. I think. She 
kept glancing at his face as she spoke, though her eyes were mainly on me.

Her hair was covered under some sort of cap and she was wearing a 
long dress, sort of rust colored and in several layers. It looked like some-
thing from a renaissance faire, only fancier. Fancier, but also less—I don’t 
know—less manufactured. Like the very cloth had a bit more grain, a bit 
more unevenness than something off an industrial loom in Indonesia. She 
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was soaked through, and the dress clung to her, sodden. The long hems were 
spattered and soaked with mud. You spend that sort of money at a ren faire, 
and this is how you treat your dress-up clothes?

Suddenly I was afraid. No, that ain’t right. Mr. Frenzy had taken care of 
afraid, zipping me right through to utterly terrified. Frankly, I was glad for 
the soaking rain; the puddle of piss between my knees would have been a lot 
more obvious on a bright, sunny day. So maybe it’s more accurate to say the 
nature of my fear took a sudden lurch in a new direction.

Of course you don’t treat your dress that way; the dress you spent 300 
bucks on at the ren faire. The hand-embroidered dress. The one with jewels. 
Made of hand-died wool. Hand-woven hand-died wool. No, that dress you 
keep in a special cedar chest, where it lays in precious care until next year’s 
ren faire. This—this is how you treat your everyday clothes. On a bad day.

I gaped in silence for a few seconds, while they stared equally silently 
at me. Finally I managed to stutter, “Who the hell are you people?”

They flinched. Holy shit, they flinched at me.
Don’t get me wrong. Murderous Frenzy didn’t cower; the flinch was 

little more than a flicker. The lady and knife-boy started visibly, though, and 
Frenzy immediately edged forward, the sword, which might have dropped 
half an inch when the lady came forward, snapping right back to attention. 
If my arms had dropped half an inch as well, they snapped right back up 
again too.

But the lady gripped Mr. Frenzy’s arm and looked at me intently. “Vous 
etes Anglais?” she asked. Then she said something that was utterly incom-
prehensible, but sounded like someone trying to fake a Scottish accent while 
talking backward.

Vous etes Anglais? If Madame Parkin hadn’t failed me back in 10th-
grade French, the lady was asking if I was English.

“Um,” I said, which was pretty much how I’d started every sentence 
of French back in high school. Got me a C back then; I’d settle for the same 
now. “Non,” I forced out. “Um, Americain.”

The lady’s eyes narrowed briefly as she considered that. She glanced 
at Mr. Frenzy—maybe I should call him Sir Frenzy—and then back at some 
other guy a ways behind them, past the bodies I was trying so hard to ignore. 
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A bit of a shrug seemed to pass between them. Frenzy muttered something 
to the lady in a questioning tone, never taking his eyes from me. I didn’t 
catch the first bit, but the second word was “Deutsche?”

She shook her head slightly at that, then returned her attention to me. 
She rattled off a couple of questions, but I couldn’t follow her at that speed. 
Plus, she didn’t have Madame Parkin’s high-school-teacher standard of enun-
ciation. In fact, her French was dreadfully accented and frankly sounded a 
bit sloppy. Not exactly A-grade stuff. Not by Madame Parkin’s standards.

“Um,” I repeated, emboldened a bit by this realization. Emboldened 
enough to attempt a complete sentence. The first sentence you learn on your 
first day in high school French, granted, but then there’s probably a reason 
for that.

“Je m’appel Martin.” My name is Martin. I didn’t know quite whether 
to stick with the normal pronunciation of my name, or to Frenchify it, which 
would sound something like “mare-tan” with a roll of the R and the merest 
hint of the N at the end. My uncertainty tripped my tongue, and what I said 
wasn’t the one or the other, but some mish-mash that was barely even recog-
nizable to me. If anything it sounded like I was announcing I was from Mars.

The lady edged forward, her hand still on Sir Frenzy’s arm. Her next 
words came slowly, like she was speaking to a child with partial hearing loss. 
And who rode the short bus. “Comment etes vous ici?” How are you here?

Christ, how did I get here? I looked around. We were in a forest, on 
a muddy trail, in a downpour. This wasn’t the French Quarter, and it sure 
as hell wasn’t the Holiday Inn Express. Pine trees. Rocks. Hills rolling away 
under the trees to either side. Hell, this wasn’t even Louisiana.

That fear, that chill, so much deeper and more frigid than the hot, 
adrenalin-fuelled terror at the end of a sword, seeped back from the crevices 
into which it had slunk under the glare of Madame Parkin’s memory. My 
stomach was becoming a ball of ice, and I could only manage a shrug. A 
slight thing, I’m sure, but I’m equally sure my face told a broader story. A 
more anguished story.

The lady looked back at that other guy. He was dressed in a long cloak. 
Equally ren-faireish, equally coated in embroidery, and equally soaked and 
spattered with mud. I couldn’t see much of his features, but got the impres-

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

5 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

sion he was balding under the cloth headcovering tied beneath his chin. Not 
old, just balding. His only weapon was a long walking stick, but I didn’t sense 
he was the fighting type. Not that you can’t whack a guy’s brains out pretty 
good with a long, heavy stick. But he didn’t seem to have the same stance, the 
same predatory readiness, as Sir Frenzy or even Knifeboy.

Baldy shrugged, more definitively this time. His eyes went wide and 
the corners of his mouth went down in an exaggerated expression of “how 
the hell would I know?”

Lady turned back to me, taking a half-step forward as she called out: 
“Celestine!”

Celestine? How many of these people were there? Frenzy, Lady, Knife-
boy, Baldy, and now Celestine. And back behind all of them stood four or 
five horses. No, not just horses—a couple horses, and two or three mules. Or 
donkeys. Or maybe asses. Hell, I couldn’t really tell you the difference. Are 
they all actually different animals, or just different names for the same thing?

And—shit—two more guys, jogging up the trail to join us. Guys with 
axes. And big long bows. And more renaissance faire clothing. Making sev-
en of them, plus the three dead dudes. And their brains.

Lady called something else to Celestine, though I couldn’t understand 
it, and the latter fumbled around with the mules a bit before approaching 
with a bundle in her arms. A blanket, maybe.

“Etes-vous frois?” Lady asked me, pulling her arms together in front 
of her with hunched shoulders, as if miming someone wrapping closely in 
a snugly fleece. Are you cold? Her eyes left my face, flickering down only 
briefly at my crouching body. I glanced down too.

Holy shit. I was naked. Buck-fucking-naked. The mighty white ape, 
unclothed. Exposed. Right there before God and everybody.

If Frenzy’s frenzy had me crouched into a tiny ball before, I was an 
iota now. A speck. Houdini was never so small. The low flying clouds were 
forgotten; my arms were clasped in front of me with vice-like tenacity. I tried 
my best to hide my entire five-eleven frame behind two skinny forearms.

Sir Frenzy straightened, and so help me God I think there was a bit of 
a smile on his face. Or at least a smirk. The sword came down a bit, though 
I had no illusions about where my brains would be ten nanoseconds after I 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

6 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

made the slightest unwanted move.
Celestine approached. Lady, Frenzy, and Baldy were all—I don’t 

know—my age, maybe, or a few years older. In their 30s, I’d say. Celestine 
was a teenager. She was also wearing a ren faire dress, fancy like Lady’s but 
covered in a cloak, both densely mud-trimmed. Her hair was covered, but a 
fair amount had spilled out. The colour was indeterminately dark with wet-
ness, and a little curly. She approached like she’d been told to carry a blanket 
to an angry, confused, naked tiger, and crossed herself as she paused a step 
or two away, eyes on my feet. But a word from Lady sent her forward, the 
blanket held at arm’s length.

I wrapped myself up, rising cautiously under Sir Murderous Fren-
zy’s watchful eye. The blanket was wool, and felt scratchy even against my 
numbed skin. It smelled like the mule (donkey?) it had been strapped to. It 
was warm, or should have been, but even so, and even with the rain letting 
up, I was if anything feeling colder.

“So,” I said, not even attempting the French. “Where do we go from 
here?”

*          *          *

I’ll say one thing for being hog tied, half naked, and dumped in the 
mud: It gives you time to think.

Thoughts like, “I could try to escape while they aren’t watching, but 
where the hell would I go in this God-forsaken forest?”

And, “Plus, they would hunt me down and kill me in, like, six-point-
eight seconds. What with their outdoorsy hardiness and mad medieval 
skills.”

And, “Where the hell am I, anyway?”
Given enough time lying on your side, in the cold mud, with your 

hands and feet slowly turning purple under the pressure of the knots, you 
could theoretically get in a lot more thinking. Or you could go my route, and 
pretty much think those same three thoughts over and over.

The others had set up a camp alongside the muddy trail, cutting down 
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a couple of trees to open an area large enough to set up a sort of overhead 
tarp. Not sure that would be copacetic with the Forestry Department, but 
I was beginning to consider that the Forestry Department might be a very 
long way away. Like maybe 600 years away.

No, that was crazy talk. A ranger was going to show up in his Ford Ex-
plorer any minute now and save my ass. Aaaany minute now.

I was right about Sir Murderous Frenzy. At least the Sir part. His name, 
it seemed, was Stephan. Sieur Stephan. Sieur being French for Sir. The lady’s 
name was Madeleine. Ma Dame Madeleine, she was called several times. 
My Lady Madeliene. Lying in the mud beneath the edge of the tarp, just 
outside the warming radius of the small fire they’d built under its center, I 
could make out snatches of their conversation. Clearly, I was the day’s topic 
of conversation.

Despite the Sieur and Dame thing, I didn’t get the impression Mad-
eleine and Stephan were an item. They were obviously the honchos of the 
group: While they sat, Knifeboy went off to tend the horses and Celestine 
built the fire and started putting some food together. Baldy—Gaspard, it 
turned out his name was; I didn’t hear any Sieur—seemed more on a par 
with Madeliene and Stephan, but it was hard to tell. He spent a lot of time 
stroking his chin and looking enigmatic. And staring at me. Madeleine and 
Stephan asked him a lot of questions, few of which I could follow, but didn’t 
seem to find his answers satisfying.

Finally, as Celestine passed out plates of something steamy and stew-
like, Stephan rose and stepped over to me, a plate in his hand. He wore a—
well, I’ll be blunt, it looked like dress, though not as long as the women’s. 
I wasn’t about the share that assessment with him. It was dark blue, with 
a white cross centered on the chest. Two belts were strapped around his 
middle, from one of which hung his sword, thankfully tucked into a scab-
bard at this point.

He gave the plate a brief motion that conveyed the entirety of “sit up, 
I’ve brought you something to eat.” I struggled to my butt, but indicated my 
bound hands with a brief glance over one raised shoulder. Stephan seemed 
to consider, but only for a moment. He had taken the measure of me, and 
knew exactly how much of a threat I was.
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Not that I was a complete wimp. I’d spent six years in the National 
Guard, paying my way through college. Light infantry, so the real thing—at 
least for one weekend a month and two weeks a year. Basic training, PLDC, 
and even Air Assault school—they’d put me in the best shape of my life, 
and I could pound out 70 push-ups at a time, push through a 12-mile hike 
in three hours with rifle and a 60-pound ruck, and survive (admittedly just 
survive) a five-mile run.

But that had been a decade ago, and though I was still pretty fit I had 
never been what you’d call terribly strong. I’d been handy with a SAW and 
reasonably good at getting a fire team through a react-to-ambush exercise, 
but I’d never seen real combat—I was out before 9/11. Mano-a-mano against 
Sir Stephan, the maniac rugby player with three feet of steel? There was no 
way. He knew it. I knew it. He knew that I knew it.

It wasn’t just the build and the big honking sword. There was some-
thing else. In the Army we’d have said he was hardcore, but that seemed 
almost flippant now. My unit had once trained with a guest NCO from the 
British army, a guy who’d fought in the Falklands and done peacekeeping 
duty in Cyprus and the Sinai. He radiated a sense of physical prowess, a 
certainty—a genuine certainty—that there was no situation on the horizon 
he couldn’t handle—no man in the room he couldn’t take down.

I’d only known Stephan—if “know” is the right word—for a couple 
of hours, but it didn’t take more than a few seconds to see that he had this 
on steroids. It wasn’t just the attitude; the sense that in his life he’d soundly 
beaten much tougher men than I. It wasn’t the broken nose or the scar un-
der his left cheekbone or the commanding stance that, while a manly asset 
in its own right, isn’t necessarily related to experience in combat. There was 
something else—maybe the build of a body that wasn’t just tough, but belied 
a toughness bred into it, trained into it from childhood. Maybe the eyes, that 
sized up everything they fell upon. Assessing threats. Thinking two steps 
ahead.

Yeah, or maybe he was scary tough dude with a sword and a bad at-
titude, and I was a guy who’d pissed in the mud. Either way, I wasn’t about to 
throw down with him.

Stephan set down the plate and reached over my shoulder, untying the 
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knots. I grimaced as I flexed my hands, drawing them around to pull the 
donkey-scented blanket a bit tighter about my shoulders.

“Vous avez faim,” he said, handing me the plate. It was more a state-
ment than a question. You’re hungry. As he sat down on the log in front of 
me, his foot made a brief, thoughtless motion, casually kicking the end of his 
scabbard out of his way. Something about that motion, a quick little gesture 
he probably didn’t even realize he’d made, clenched my abs again, the ball 
of ice reforming. That wasn’t the move of a guy who spends his weekdays in 
an eight-by-eight cubicle. That was the move of a guy who sits down with a 
sword strapped to his belt every day. Every day for many, many years.

“Lady Madeliene,” he began, speaking in French to the half-deaf kid on 
the short bus, “thinks maybe you are a devil.”

I had the beat-up tin plate in one hand, and a chunk of bread loaf in the 
other. The appearance of food had conjured some rumbling in my tummy, 
despite the iceball, but now I found myself frozen, staring up at him. Let’s re-
view our 10th-grade French, shall we? “Un” means “a,” not “the.” That would 
be “le.” So at least I’m just a devil. Not the devil.

That’s good. Could be worse. Still, if I’m a devil, they’re going to burn 
me at the stake or something. Isn’t that what they did? Or was that witches?

“Gaspard says maybe you are the shade of the dead man, though he 
cannot explain why you look nothing like him.”

Okay, the dead man. That’s progress. We’re only two or three more 
steps away from someone who doesn’t get burned at the stake.

“I don’t think they are right. I think you are flesh and blood.”
 Yes! I thought. Flesh and blood! Harmless flesh and blood that defi-

nitely should not be burned, stapled, or mutilated! My mouth wasn’t taking 
part in the conversation, though, and continued to hang slack-jawed and 
as motionless as the rest of me. Besides, I don’t think I knew the French for 
“mutilated.”

I summoned a heroic effort to regain my language skills and control 
of my body. I must have been subtly inspired by Stephan’s Middle-earthian 
machismo, though, for the words that came out of my mouth were a surprise 
even to me.

“If you cut me,” I said, “I will bleed.”
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God, what was I thinking? Of course he did it; I knew he was going 
to do it as the words slipped off my tongue. One hand reached out to where 
my upper arm emerged, bare, from the blanket, grabbing a half-inch of flesh 
between forefinger and steely thumb. Yes, even his thumb was steely.

The other pulled a 10-inch knife from his belt, and before I could even 
blink slashed a solid gash across the pinched flesh. Guess what? I bled.

I hissed, but refrained from the string of expletives such an injury 
would have incited at any other time. Inspired by the machismo again, I 
guess. Blood ran down my arm in a couple of fast-moving threads, to drip 
from my elbow. I wasn’t going to bleed to death or anything, but it was prob-
ably the worst cut I’d had since I ran into the sliding-glass door to our porch 
when I was 14. It had been open just a few minutes before. If I’d been home 
now—wherever that was—I’d be grabbing the car keys and headed for the 
ER. I’m sure there would have been three or four stitches in it for me. I was 
equally sure that wasn’t in the cards now.

Stephan nodded, dropping my arm. “You do indeed,” he said. “So, how 
did you come to be?”

I noticed I had crushed my bread. It was stale—not stale like Wonder 
Bread a day past the “best by” date, but stale like a supermarket baguette left 
on the counter for a week. The hard chunk had broken into fifteen or twenty 
fragments, most of which were now in the mud. Miraculously, my plate of 
stew remained unspilled.

“I don’t know,” I said. I wasn’t sure exactly what to say—I mean, I truth-
fully didn’t understand what was going on. But more to the point, visions of 
bonfires hadn’t completely left my head. Don’t mind me, I’m just visiting 
from 2009. What year is it here, anyway? No, that wasn’t going to set anyone’s 
mind at ease.

I drew a deep breath and started slowly. “I don’t think I’m from—”
But Stephan had suddenly straightened, his head swivelling sharply to 

the side.
“Cyril!” he hissed, but Knifeboy was already in motion, grabbing 

a saddle and dashing toward the horses. Stephan barked a series of quick 
orders to the two guys with axes and bows, one of whom was apparently 
called Gigot, though I couldn’t catch the name of the other. In three great 
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steps Stephan had crossed to the other side of the tarp, grabbing a shield and 
helmet along the way. By the time he had the shield on, the biggest of the 
horses—a gigantic black thing that would make the Budweiser Clydesdales 
swoon—was saddled and standing restlessly on the trail.

I glanced at Madeleine. She and Celestine were at stark attention, eyes 
focused down the forest track like everyone else’s but mine. She had risen 
to standing, her feet planted firmly and chin raised just a bit. Celestine was 
behind her. She looked a tiny bit less confident.

I could hear now what they were reacting to: A clop-clop approaching 
up the trail. My knowledge of horses is limited to what one can learn from 
Clint Eastwood movies, but it sounded like a trot rather than a full-on gal-
lop.

Stephan was in the saddle now, fitting a great big can of a helmet over 
his head with one hand. He turned halfway back, and Knifeboy—Cyril—
threw him a big long spear. He caught it deftly, lowering it to his hip in one 
smooth motion. Of course.

He wasn’t wearing any armor, but the getup was pretty convincing 
without it. The giant coffee-can helmet, hiding his face behind a few slots 
and holes. The shield, flat on top with a pointed curve on the bottom, paint-
ed blue with a white cross to match his tunic. Or whatever you call it. The 
lance. The sword. The enormous horse snorting and pawing the ground with 
hooves the size of dinner plates. Holy shit.

Cyril had come up behind him, a smaller sword of his own in hand. 
Gigot and the other axe dude had disappeared into the trees. Madeleine 
stood tall under the tarp. The sound of the clop clops slowed, then stopped 
just out of my sight, maybe a hundred feet or so down the trail.

From behind Madeleine, Celestine glanced in my direction and for 
a moment our eyes connected. Her face was nearly expressionless, tainted 
with just a touch of apprehension. I thought it was this mysterious new-
comer, but then I realized it might be me, left unbound and unattended. It 
crossed my mind then that this might be my chance to escape. I don’t think 
that’s what she was afraid of.

I gave her a faint smile, but it might have come across as a grimace.
“Allo, Sieur Stephan!” a voice called out from the direction of the new-
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comer. It was the voice of a young man, a kid maybe even.
Stephan lay his lance across his lap, freeing his hand to reach up and 

pull off his helmet. “Come forward!” he called back.
The clop clops resumed, slowly, and a horse came into view. A tall, 

gangly boy sat astride it, saddleless and looking only vaguely more com-
fortable than I would in his shoes. Or lack thereof. They stopped a couple 
lengths from Stephan, and the boy slid from the horse’s back. The animal, its 
job apparently done, began to nose about in the grass.

The kid doffed his flopsy hat before Stephan, then glanced at Mad-
eleine and made a short, awkward bow. If he noticed me at all, he made no 
sign.

“I am glad to have found you!” he exclaimed, somewhat breathlessly, 
and trying to direct himself simultaneously at Madeleine and Stephan. “I 
bring word from something-or-other.” He didn’t actually say “something-or-
other,” of course; I made that up. It was more like “bwah-de-hayloft.” But I’m 
pretty sure that wasn’t exactly it.

“It is Gilbert, is it not?” Madeleine asked.
“Yes, Ma Dame,” the boy answered.
Madeleine’s eyes narrowed. “Go on, then, Gilbert. What word?”
“It is Etien, my lady, Compte de Namur,” the boy continued, still work-

ing a bit to catch his breath. Madeleine didn’t react, but I could see Stephan 
turn his attention from the boy to her. Celestine straightened.

“He has come to Bois de Haillot, my lady,” the boy said. “His troops are 
on your land.”
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And so we packed up and moved out. I didn’t know what a Namur 
was, or a Compte, or an Etien, but whatever they were the news sure lit a fire 
under Madeleine.

Actually, I lie. Etien is a name. And Compte means Count. So Etien is 
the Count of Namur. But I still didn’t know what a Namur was.

There was some debate, apparently, over what to do about me. I gather 
the options were to take me along or just leave me there. I’m not sure which 
choice would have been preferable, but that didn’t matter—nobody asked for 
my opinion. They decided to take me, whether I liked it or not.

Fortunately I didn’t have to make the trip wrapped only in a blanket. 
The three dead guys had been wearing armorish garments made of leather, 
but they’d had some normal clothes—if you could call it that—in their rather 
limited baggage.

“Put these on,” Cyril had said, tossing me a bundle. It was a quick, no-
warning throw; I’m pretty sure he was seeing whether I’d let go of the blanket 
or just let the clothes fall in the mud. I managed to catch them one-handed 
while holding the blanket into place, but if I’d failed to amuse him, his disap-
pointment didn’t last long.

“This has got to be some kind of joke, right?” I muttered, sorting out 
the contents of the bundle while the camp was disassembling around me. I 
glanced around, trying to look like I wasn’t glancing around. How the hell 
did these people wear this stuff, anyway? A couple of belts. A dress-like 
thing. A pair of—leggings, I guess you’d call them. Or perhaps hip-length 
socks. People were beginning to stare.

“What, you’ve never seen a guy put some clothes on before?” I grum-
bled. I said it in English, cause I figured it would sound just as ridiculous 
either way.

The dress thing—wait, there were two of them—would at least get me 
not-naked, so I put that on first, then sat down to put on the pantyhose-
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without-the-panties. Someone snickered.
I looked up. Everyone had stopped what they were doing.
“Do they not have clothes where you are from, Martin?” Lady Made-

leine asked. It was clearly a rhetorical question, but Gaspard peered on from 
the back of the crowd, for all the world genuinely curious about my answer.

My mind raced for a witty retort that I could successfully translate 
into French. Nothing. Plan B: A vaguely amusing answer in English. Nope. 
Instead, I just mumbled, “Not like these.”

The axe guy that wasn’t Gigot got helpful: “Try putting those on your 
arms,” he suggested. I was holding the stocking thing. Cyril snickered. Ce-
lestine punched him in the arm.

“Help him!”
“You help him,” Cyril answered. Celestine’s eyes went wide at the sug-

gestion, and Madeleine shot him a withering glance.
“I will help you,” Gigot said, stepping forward and taking my elbow. He 

maneuvered us behind a holly bush and took the bundle of clothes, giving 
them a quick once-over.

“You have luck; I don’t see any sign of lice.”
Okay, good. No lice. Wait, didn’t lice spread the Black Death? Or was 

that fleas? Christ, when was the Black Death, anyway? Like, the 1300s? 
1400s? Oh, who was I kidding—even if I knew the first thing about history, 
I didn’t have the foggiest idea when I was. The Black Death could be sched-
uled for ten minutes from now, along with Robin Hood and the Spanish 
Inquisition. What the hell, bring ‘em on!

 “Put that on first,” Gigot said. It was one of the belts. The stockings 
then tied to it, sort of like a manly homemade garter belt. For men. One 
dress. Second dress over that. Again, manly dresses. Belt around the waist 
over the whole lot, and a sort of skullcap with long ear flaps on the head.

I had felt a little self-conscious wearing only a blanket. You know, as 
one does. Now that I was dressed in my new get-up, I wasn’t sure the situa-
tion had entirely changed. One might notice I made no mention of under-
wear.

There was a second or two of awkward silence. “So, heh,” I said, putting 
a little John Wayne into it. “How ‘bout those Stealers, eh?”
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I don’t think Gigot would have gotten it even if I knew the French for 
Stealers. He stared at me blankly for a second, then handed me a little cloth 
bag tied by a string. “You’ll need a pocket. This belonged to one of the Geno-
ans. There is even a little money in it; you might as well have it.” He pointed 
at his belt, where a similar pouch was tied next to a long knife. “No knife for 
you, though. I’m sure you understand.”

“Um, thanks,” I said, glancing inside the little bag. There were half a 
dozen little silver coins, each about the size of a dime. Roughly trimmed, 
unevenly stamped, and tarnished. Probably worth about a thousand bucks 
each if I could get them back home. If I could get myself back home. I had 
no idea what they were worth now—maybe I could buy a sandwich; maybe 
he’d handed me a fortune. “Thanks,” I said again, and now I really did feel 
awkward. “I, um. I appreciate the help. You must think I’m a complete idiot. 
The others—”

“Don’t be too upset about them. They’re just afraid of you.”
What? “Afraid of me? Why?”
“It’s not every day a man is born whole from nothingness.”
“I wasn’t born. Not just then, I mean.” I struggled for words. “I—I came 

here. From somewhere else.”
Gigot shrugged.
“I don’t think Stephan is afraid of me.”
Gigot glanced back through the holly bush, where the tarp had come 

down and was being rolled up next to a waiting mule. “If God or the Devil 
have put anything on earth that frightens Sieur Stephan, I have not yet seen 
it,” he responded.

“So why aren’t you afraid of me?”
He turned back and looked me in the eye. His voice lowered. “You are 

also afraid.”
I nodded.
“I know what that’s like. I am also not of this place.”
My heart jumped. “Really?” I stammered. Had he been through this 

too? Were there others? Did they know what the hell had happened, or how 
to undo it? Could they find the way back, or form a support group or at least 
just show me the ropes? “Where—where are you from?”
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He hesitated for just a second. It seemed like he was going to say some-
thing else, but then he answered, “Verdun.”

“Ah.”
I crouched down to pull on the boots. They were made of soft leather, 

with very little in the sole and a bit floppy at the top. Kind of like high-
top moccasins. At least they fit, more or less, like the rest of the stuff. It all 
seemed pretty one-size-fits-all.

“Genoan, you said?” I asked, looking up as I pulled on the second boot. 
“As in Italy?” Gigot nodded.

“Well, that’s something to be said for this little adventure,” I said. “I’ve 
always wanted a pair of Italian leather boots.”

I’d heard of Verdun. I think. I’ve already mentioned what an expert 
I was on history. But the Verdun I was remembering was World War I or 
World War II or something. Not medieval. Not from my time. Not much 
help, really. So much for my support group.

*          *          *

It was almost dusk when we finally hit the road. The rain had stopped 
completely and the clouds were breaking up to show a bit of darkening blue 
sky.

About an hour down the road I found myself riding next to Stephan. 
They’d put me on the horse the kid had arrived on. I’d tried to object—the 
only thing I knew about horses was that if you take the Red Rock Canyon 
tour at Las Vegas, it makes your butt really sore. And that’s only a 45-minute 
ride. Plus, who was I to take the kid’s horse from him? The first argument 
was ignored. The second was met with puzzlement, and then ignored.

I managed to get on the horse without looking like too much of a buf-
foon, and I hadn’t fallen off since. Thank heaven for small victories. But true 
to expectations, an hour into it my bottom was already telling me it had had 
enough.

The trip had been largely silent so far. Just plodding along at walk-
ing pace—only about half of us were on horseback. There was no sign the 
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journey was coming to an end anytime soon, despite the imminent arrival 
of darkness. I needed a distraction if I was going to keep my butt-cramps at 
bay for any much longer, and I had plenty to think about.

My mind kept going back to the dead guys. The Genoans, as Gigot had 
called them.

Everything the Genoans had had on them had been stripped and kept, 
and the naked bodies had been dragged into the woods and buried. Not in 
a trying-to-hide-the-evidence way; it didn’t seem like anybody was too con-
cerned about that. Madeleine had said a few words, but I was out of earshot 
at the time, so I don’t know exactly what she said. It didn’t seem like anybody 
else particularly cared.

 I cleared my throat. Stephan looked over at me.
“So, um, who were those guys?” I asked. “Those guys you, uh, you 

know, the dead guys. Gigot said they were Genoans.”
Stephan shrugged, his eyes returning to the woods around us. He was 

on horseback too, but not on the huge black horse he’d ridden when he went 
all King Arthur before. That one was on a lead behind, riderless.

“Genoans, maybe. Or Venetians. Bodyguards.”
“Bodyguards? You killed your—no, wait. They were someone else’s 

bodyguards.”
Stephan turned his head to look at me. Clearly, he was dealing with a 

complete idiot. But then, this wasn’t news.
“OK,” I went on. I said that part in English, because I don’t know the 

French for OK. If you can even say it in French. “So they were guarding 
someone else.” I hesitated a bit. Bodyguards normally protect people who 
are rich or famous, right? Madeleine didn’t seem like the highway robber 
sort. Despite the thuggish bent, even Stephan seemed a bit too—I don’t 
know—upright for that sort of thing.

Stephan sensed my difficulty forming the question. “There was un sor-
cier,” he explained. “He made a cloud of smoke and disappeared.”

Un sorcier. I didn’t know that word. A sorcerer? Disappearing in a 
cloud of smoke—yeah, that fit. But what the fuck? I played my share of Dun-
geons & Dragons in college, but somehow, as crazy as my whole situation 
was, so far it had all been too—too—too realistic to get all Lord of the Rings 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

18 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

on me all the sudden.
Because I was clearly a complete idiot, Stephan added, “The body-

guards were protecting the sorcerer.”
I had only just gotten over the three-foot sword. No, that’s not right. 

I was nowhere near over that. Now we’re dealing with wizards and magic 
spells?

“Okaaay,” I said again, trying hard to make the world stop spinning 
around me. If Stephan was bothered by my weird foreign words, he didn’t 
show it. Guess he figured they were the least of my eccentricities. “A—a sor-
cerer. A real live sorcerer. Like with magic.”

Actually, if anything, Stephan’s manner became a bit defensive. “Yes, a 
sorcerer. He and his men attacked us. He made a cloud of smoke and disap-
peared when we killed the bodyguards.”

I studied Stephan for a moment. Broken nose. Close-cropped sandy 
hair. The neckline around his man-dress was fraying a bit. Half a dozen flies 
buzzed around the back end of his horse. No, it was all too real for wizards 
and dragons and elves.

 “Why?” I asked. “I mean, why did he attack you? What did he want?”
Stephan shrugged again. “Gaspard was going to ask one of the body-

guards. Then you showed up.”
 “One of them wasn’t dead yet?” They’d all looked pretty dead when I 

first saw them.
“They were all dead.”
I took a moment to try to wrap my head around that one. After a few 

seconds Stephan spoke again.
“Gaspard . . . does that sort of thing.” He crossed himself.
“He talks to dead people?”
Stephan glanced back toward Gaspard, who trudged along on foot 

near Gigot and the other axe dude. Gaspard was staring intently at me. Or 
perhaps through me. It didn’t seem like he could hear our conversation, and 
he didn’t react to us looking back at him.

Stephan turned back, eyes forward again.
“They had been given no last rites, nor buried in a churchyard. Ap-

parently, it is possible before they are consigned to God. For a man who has 
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studied such things.”
“So, Gaspard is a sorcerer too.”
Stephan frowned at me. “Of course not. Gaspard is a scholar, and a 

good Christian.”
“Oh.” Speaking with the dead wasn’t on the majors list of any of the 

schools I’d applied to. Maybe I didn’t have a very good guidance counsellor. 
“What did they say? The dead Genoans.”

 “They might have been Venetians.”
“Right. Them.”
“I don’t think they said anything. You suddenly appeared. We forgot 

all about them.”
“Ah.”
We rode in silence again for a while. Or nearly in silence: My derriere 

was starting to remind me of its discomfort again. I tried to keep the squirm-
ing to a minimum. My horse had been a bit testy when we set off—I guess it 
thought it was done for the day—but had settled into a mindless plod pretty 
quickly. Now my fidgeting was agitating it again, and it tossed its head once 
or twice, trying to see what it could get away with. Stephan reached out and 
took the bridle, or whatever you call the leather strappy thing on the horse’s 
head, and the animal resigned itself to the walk, and my wiggling butt, once 
more.

“So,” I started again, “you weren’t, like, expecting me or anything?”
Stephan turned toward me again. It was nearly dark by this point, and 

I couldn’t really make out his features, but I got the impression he was sur-
prised by my question.

“Expecting you? Who expects a man to appear from nothing? Did you 
not expect to appear?”

I shook my head.
“How did you come to be there? What were you doing before it hap-

pened?”
I hesitated. It’s not that the question hadn’t occurred to me already—

about six hundred thousand times—but so far I’d been afraid to think too 
much about it. Now I cast my mind back. Bourbon Street. The French Mar-
ket. Pat O’Brien’s. Jason’s birthday party—his 30th. Claire in the passenger 
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seat. There was a fuzziness, a wavy motion to these memories, like remem-
bering a night out partying in college. Well, there would have been some 
drinking involved.

But shit. Were these the last things that happened to me before—be-
fore this? As distant as they seemed, they might have been years before. How 
much more of my life had taken place between that night and this afternoon?

“I . . . I don’t think I remember. But it was a long way from here.”
“Sieur Stephan!” a voice called from behind us. It was Lady Madeleine. 

She and Celestine were riding toward the middle of our group, just behind 
Cyril and ahead of the folk on foot. Stephan turned in the saddle to look 
back at her. “It will be fully dark soon. Did you not think we should stop by 
dark?”

Stephan glanced up at the sky, then back at her, and nodded. “Yes, my 
lady. I think the Meuse is not more than an hour. But it would not serve us 
to lame a horse at this point.”

He turned and regarded me for a moment before speaking again.
“Cyril,” he said, without looking away, “keep an eye on this one. I’ll ride 

ahead and find us a place to stop.”
He released my horse and spurred his into a trot. I glanced back to find 

Cyril coming up behind me. He gave me a brief, I’ve-got-my-eye-on-you 
nod, but said nothing.

And I was left again with my thoughts.

*          *          *

My dreams were dark, filled with motion and uncertainty.

*          *          *

I awoke to a kick in the ribs. Not a hard kick, not painful, but a kick 
nonetheless. Someone was standing over me. He said something, but it made 
no sense.

It took my brain a moment to remember what language we were work-
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ing in these days. French. A few more seconds to turn the sounds into words: 
“Get up.”

I was still here.
It was dark, or very nearly. I sat up. Someone had apparently been 

beating me with a stick while I slept. All night long. I looked around: Every-
one else was on their feet already. The horses were saddled and the mules 
just about packed up.

“Nice of you to let me sleep in,” I muttered, getting—make that strug-
gling—to my feet. I rolled my shoulders and stretched my back. Then gin-
gerly kneeded my buttocks. Holy shit, there was no way I was going to make 
it through another couple hours on a horse.

The someone—it was Cyril—turned away to head toward the animals. 
“Just makes you easier to watch,” he replied. I didn’t think Cyril liked me 
very much.

I stretched for a minute more. The kinks and stiffness—most of it any-
way—were working their way out. Or perhaps the itching was starting to 
distract me. Every stitch of cloth on my body was made of wool.

We had stopped for the night just as the last bit of light had faded. 
Camp this time was a hasty affair: Everyone pretty much just wrapped them-
selves in blankets and slept on the ground. Cyril, Celestine, Gigot, and the 
other guy—his name, it turned out, was Michel—spent about 20 minutes 
doing whatever it is you do with horses, and then it was lights-out. Not that 
there were any lights. I had lain there for what seemed like an eternity. It 
wasn’t the first time I’d slept outdoors, with virtually nothing between me 
and the roots and stones—the Army had seen to that. But my mind, un-
derstandably, was swimming with the events and conversations of the past 
couple of hours. Looking back, though, it had probably only been a few mo-
ments. And then I was out.

I turned to gather up the blanket I’d slept in—the same thin thing that 
had served as the first garment of my new medieval life. Celestine was al-
ready there, brushing off the leaves as she gathered it up.

“Oh, thanks,” I said hastily, reaching down to take it from her. “I can 
take care of that.”

She looked up at me briefly, then looked quickly away. “It is no trouble, 
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my lord.”
My what? “Um, I don’t think—”
Just then Stephan’s voice rang out. “Everybody over here.”
My head had swung instinctively Stephan’s way; as I turned back Ce-

lestine was already scurrying away, blanket in her arms. I shook my head. 
Maybe I hadn’t heard her right. My Cs in French were getting me along 
okay—pretty good, actually—but there was still a lot I wasn’t understanding.

I joined the others gathering around Stephan. Celestine was packing 
the blanket on the mule furthest from me. I didn’t think she really liked me 
either.

Stephan’s features were just starting to define themselves in the pre-
dawn dimness. “We should reach the Meuse within an hour,” he said, with a 
glance over at Michel. The armsman nodded. “From there, barring any more 
surprises,” he looked my way briefly, “one would expect it to be six or seven 
hours to Bois de Haillot. I want to be there in the hour after Sext, no later.”

There were a few quiet groans, not the least from my gluttious maxi-
mus. My butt didn’t know what a Sext was, but it sure understood the part 
about seven hours on a horse.

“We’ll stop at the waste south of Bar de Sud,” Stephan went on, “and get 
ready for whatever awaits us on the manor.” Lady Madeleine nodded with 
satisfaction. “Let’s get going; we’ll break our fast on the march.”

*          *          *

It took all of twenty minutes for my butt to say “screw this.” Okay, so 
I was a prisoner for all intents and purposes. But Gigot had said they were 
all afraid of me. Celestine had called me “my lord,” for Christ’s sake. Time to 
exercise a bit of my terrifying lordly power.

I got off the horse.
Stephan glanced back at me, then returned his attention to the road 

ahead. Nobody else took much notice.
Riding might not have been my cup of tea, but if there’s anything six 

years in the light infantry had prepared me for, it was a long walk. Six or 
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eight hours trying to keep up a pace—probably meant about 20 miles. I’d 
done as much with a 50-pound ruck and a rifle. It might have been a few 
years ago, but at least this time all I had to bear were some itchy woolens.

We came to a river just as the sun broke over the trees ahead, the sud-
den warmth of its rays dispelling the thin mist of dawn. Sizeable but not 
huge—maybe a hundred yards across and almost certainly too deep to wade. 
It flowed north, assuming the sun still rose in the east, and our road turned 
to follow it.

*          *          *

Maybe walking wasn’t such a great idea. It wasn’t the distance, per se—
my legs were doing just fine. A bity achey in the calves, but that seemed 
pretty trivial in the grand scheme of things. But the Italian leather slip-ons, 
while nice if you’re into the whole medieval footwear thing, did little to save 
my feet from the rough, stony path. Combat boots they were not. We walked 
for another five hours.

And then the path parted from the river, cutting briefly through some 
trees before hitting an open meadow—the first unforested land since I’d ar-
rived. The terrain rolled, dense with tall grass and some low brush. Beyond 
that lay a large field divided into long, wide rows, along with a cluster of 
buildings in a patch of brush or low trees. A handful of cattle grazed the 
pasture not too far off, utterly unconcerned by our arrival, while a few dozen 
people, just visible beyond the hedgerow that defined the field, toiled or did 
whatever it was peasants—I assumed they were peasants—did in their fields.

Wow. I’d never seen a real peasant before.
Stephan called us to a halt.
I sat down.
I couldn’t see any sign of Eiten or whatever it was that got Madeleine 

in such a lather. The peasants seemed to be doing their peasanty toil with 
no special concern, at least none that was visible to my inexperienced eye. If 
anything, it all looked rather bucolic.

“This is bad,” Gigot said, surveying the scene.
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“Mmm,” replied Stephan, rubbing his chin. He’d dismounted, and one 
hand was resting on the pommel of his sword. “Could be worse, though.” He 
turned and called for the kid. “You may go now, Gilbert,” he told him. The 
boy made a loose, awkward motion that might have been a bow, then turned 
and started jogging down the trail toward the village. If Stephan intended to 
send word of our arrival, he needn’t have bothered, though. The peasants in 
the field were looking and pointing, and there was the sound of barking dogs 
from the settlement.

Stephan stepped back to confer with Madeleine, and I stood with a 
little groan and sidled up to Gigot.

“Looks bad, huh?”
 Gigot shrugged. “Could be worse.”
I looked back at the peasants and lowered my voice. I’d adopted a goal 

of only letting my moronitude show in front of one person at a time. “Why 
exactly does it look bad?”

He threw me a startled glance. “Martin,” he said, gesturing toward the 
distant peasants, “Michaelmas is just a week away.”

I nodded and considered this. I had no idea what he was talking about.
“So let’s just assume I’m a city boy, and don’t know anything about—

whatever it is this is about.”
Gigot watched me for a moment, trying to decide, I guess, whether I 

was having him on. Then he said, “Harvest is underway. Everyone helps with 
harvest. Everyone.” He turned back toward the field. “Twenty, maybe thirty 
men. No women. No children.”

“And they aren’t there because . . .”
“Because they are hiding. Hiding from armed men. Etien’s men.” He 

spat.
“Hiding where?” I had lost what little capacity I had to pretend I wasn’t 

an idiot.
Gigot glanced off to the left, and then behind us. “In the forest. Or 

maybe at the house, if Hugh is holding it against Etien. But I don’t think he’s 
done so—he would have called in the men too.”

“But why do they have to hide? Etien is a Count. His men are, like, 
soldiers, right? Not—” I struggled for a word, “not bandits?”
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For a second Gigot looked startled again, but he quickly recovered and 
shook his head. “They must all be saints where you come from, Martin.”

Well, I had been in New Orleans.
“So what would it look like if it were worse? The men would be hiding 

too?”
He nodded toward the cluster of buildings. “We would have seen the 

smoke some ways back. The animals would be slaughtered or led off. The 
crop would be razed.” He lifted a chin toward the cattle and the tilled field in 
turn. “If Etien had come to take the manor by force, things would be quite 
different.”

Stephan had reappeared, looking back across the pasture just as Gil-
bert reached the field with the peasants. Several had come forward to meet 
him. We could see them gesturing, and there was some pointing in our di-
rection, but they were far too distant to make out any words.

“Etien will know we’re here,” I commented.
“There’s no advantage in surprise this day,” Stephan replied. “If there 

were, this is not how we’d have come.”
Fair enough. Certainly not how we’d have come in my army days.
A tent was going up. It was a cumbersome, heavy affair, but the arms-

men worked with practiced ease, and it only took a few minutes. Madeleine 
and Celestine disappeared inside.

Stephan regarded the village for a few moments more, then turned to 
Cyril. “Time to get started.”

And then he armored up. This wasn’t like before, when he hopped on 
his horse and threw a helmet on his head. Cyril had produced a number 
of bundles. Off came the outer man-dress and on went a big padded thing, 
stained darkly with old sweat and, frankly, a bit on the smelly side. Over that 
went a dress made of chainmail. It hung down to his knees and elbows, and 
couldn’t have weighed less than 30 pounds. His blue tunic with the white 
cross went back on over that, and then there were belts and buckles and 
gloves and whatnot. It took him a good five or ten minutes, even with Cyril 
helping out, though they seemed to making a leisurely pace of it.

“Hand me that coif,” he told me, pointing vaguely to the diminishing 
pile of armory bits.
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I grabbed something that looked like it might be a coif. Really I just 
grabbed some random chainmaily thing. Must have gotten it right, though, 
for it was received without comment. Stephan fiddled with it until he found 
the right opening, then slipped it over his head. It was like a chainmail sack 
with a face opening. He had something similar on his head already, made 
of padded wool; this went right on top of that. I presumed he was going to 
wear his helmet too.

It wasn’t more than 70 degrees out, but watching Stephan was making 
me hot. I didn’t think Etien needed to worry too much about him; Stephan 
was going to pass out before he got anywhere near a fight.

Cyril led the big black horse over, and Stephan started to mount.
“Why didn’t you ride him before?” I asked, “During our journey?”
“Renfrogne is a fighter,” Stephan replied, “I’d step back; you might get 

bitten.” He settled into his saddle and patted the horse’s shoulder. The ani-
mal tossed its head twice, enormous mane flying about like it was filming a 
shampoo commercial, and sidestepped a couple of quick clops. It seemed to 
know what was coming, and it seemed to like it.

Ren-fro-nyay is how he’d said it. “Renfrogne. I don’t know that word. 
What is it?”

Stephan took a second to find the right description. “To make a mean 
face,” he replied.

I could buy it. The horse looked like it wanted to take a fist-sized bite 
out of someone, and wasn’t too particular about waiting for Etien to get on 
the scene.

“Ma Dame Madeleine wants to make you useful,” Cyril said as I 
watched Stephan prance about at bit. “You’ll wear Michel’s livery and carry 
Ma Dame’s banner.”

“Me? Why me?”
Cyril looked me up and down. “Well, we could give you Michel’s axe 

instead,” he replied.
And just why not, I thought. OK, so I’m not Stephan’s calibre. And 

I’m not Arnold Schwartzeneggar, but I’m reasonably tough for a twenty-
first century guy. Give me an axe. I’ll show one of these bad guys what I’m 
capable of.
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Unless, of course, he has an axe too. And an iota of an idea what to do 
with it.

It’s all fun and games until someone loses a limb. Never mind.
“Yeah, all right, show me what to do.”

*          *          *

And that’s how I ended up holding a spear—a lance, I guess—nearly 
twice my height. Flying a maroon pennant with [need Madeleine’s heraldry] 
and wearing a man-dress with the same design. Riding a horse again, to the 
relief of my feet and chagrin of my buttocks.

Alongside Cyril, at the head of the procession.
As we headed off to war.
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I don’t know why I was surprised. We had knights. And damsels. And 
even wizards. Of  course there was going to be a castle.

I got my first glance of it as we passed out of the village. Once, when I 
was a teenager, I had visited England with my family. We went to the Tower 
of London and a couple of other castles out in the English countryside. This 
wasn’t like any of them. It was smaller, though I don’t think I noticed that 
right away. Mostly it was—well, it was the first thing I’d encountered that 
seemed less realistic than a straight-to-DVD movie. Probably because it was 
new. Or newish. Not a ruin. Not made of rounded, weather-worn stones, 
cracked with the ages and dotted with weeds. The walls of its tall towers were 
smooth, straight, and almost white under the clearing skies of the afternoon. 
Like a low-budget Hollywood set.

Perhaps it was this, perhaps it was the distance, or perhaps it was the 
smallish stature, compared to the few castles I’d seen in life or in the dark of 
a movie theater. Whatever the case, at that first distant glance it struck me 
more like a cheap castle-themed roadside attraction than the real deal.

But: It was a castle. An actual castle, with knights and soldiers and 
peasants and Skeletor like in a Lego set. Only real. Except, of course, for 
Skeletor. I don’t know what I’d been expecting, but Gigot had referred to 
Madeleine’s “house”; I guess I was expecting a house. Smallish this might be, 
as far as castles go, but it was a very different definition of “house” than the 
one I was used to.

It was, at that point, still maybe a mile away, just peaking out beyond a 
stand of forest, the whole lot on a bluff or steep rise above a bend in the river. 
It was this curve of the river that gave us a sneak peak at the place; our path 
would have it disappear behind the trees for a while before we approached it.

“Your banner still flies,” Cyril called back to Madeleine when it came 
into view.

This was merely confirmation; we’d heard as much as we came through 
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the village. The way had taken us right up to the little settlement, where tall, 
brushy hedgerows embraced the road, tangled and unchecked. Geese hissed 
and retreated as the road became a tunnel-like lane. Low thatched-roofed 
buildings hunched in small, messy gardens visible through gaps and gates 
in the hedges. A funk of dung, woodsmoke, animals, and more dung clotted 
the air, making me realize just how clear and fresh the air I’d been breathing 
for the past 24 hours had been.

At first the place had seemed oddly deserted, peopled, once we’d gotten 
past the angry geese, by little more than chickens and the odd goat. But after 
a moment the villagers had appeared—the men, at least; the ones we’d seen 
in the field—as we made our way in a narrow file up the sloped and stony 
path between the bushes. They crowded into the trail and jogged beside the 
horses, clearly pleased to see us.

“What news of my lord Etien, Andries?” Stephan had asked one of 
them.

“He is at the house, Mon Sieur,” the man, a tall guy with thinning hair 
and a sunburned forehead, had responded. His accent was somewhat differ-
ent than Stephan’s or any of the people I’d met so far. “With three knights 
and twenty men, we hear. They have not come here, but have stayed in the 
village.”

Wait, wasn’t this the village?
Stephan nodded at the man, making an approving face.
Cyril turned back toward Madeleine. “He hasn’t brought force with 

him, Ma Dame,” he said.
“Marcus Miller says there is an army at Arbois,” another man added, 

and a murmur arose from the crowd. “Awaiting word from the Compte.”
“I trust Marcus Miller’s news,” Stephan answered, “about as far as you 

trust his scales.” The murmur turned into a round of laughter. It was thin, 
though, and tinged with apprehension. “What word from Hugh?”

“He is at the house,” the tall guy replied, “hosting my lord Etien.”
“Neils went up to the house yesterday, Sieur, with his weapons,” added 

a third fellow. “He hasn’t come back.”
“But there has been no fighting?”
The men all shook their heads. “Not yet,” one of them said.
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We rode on, breaking out of the narrow lane and past a large barn with 
a stinking pile of manure, and out between two wide fields, one cultivated 
and the other overgrown. The gang of peasants watched us go as the castle 
came into view.

“Cyril,” I began, once the view of the castle was eclipsed once again. I 
was a bit hesitant talking with a guy who was clearly not keen on me, but my 
position, with Madeleine’s colors, at the head of the line gave me no-one else 
to talk to. “What’s going on? Why is Etien here?”

“My lord Etien,” Cyril corrected me. “He is the Count of Namur.” And 
our enemy, right? But I guess there’s a propriety to these sorts of things.

“My lord Etien,” I stood corrected. “Why is he here? What is this all 
about?”

Cyril nodded toward the trees that now hid the castle. “He wants Lady 
Madeleine’s house.”

“Why? Because it’s a castle?”
Cyril shot me a look. Yes, I’m an idiot. Well established by now. “And 

because it is right on Limbourg’s doorstep.” He pointed out across the river. 
“That is the Duchy of Limbourg, on the other side.”

“And Eti—my lord Etien hates the Duchy of Limbourg?”
“No, my lord Etien hates the Henri, Duke of Brabant.”
“Ah. Of course.”
Cyril let out an impatient snort. “We are in Brabant. Henri of Brabant 

is my lord Etien’s liege.”
I stretched my mind back to junior high school social studies. The feu-

dal system. The king gives land to the nobles. The nobles give land to the 
knights. Each deal is in exchange for military service, right? So Etien is a 
vassal of Henri, but doesn’t like his boss. But what does Limbourg have to 
do with it?

More importantly, “So, isn’t Lady Madeleine a—” I struggled for the 
French word for “vassal.” “Doesn’t she work for my lord Etien? Can’t he just 
tell her what to do?”

Cyril looked affronted. “My lady is certainly not a vassal of the Compte!” 
OK, new word for the vocabulary collection: vassal is the same in both lan-
guages. “Bois de Haillot is an Imperial fief. He has no rights here. My lord 
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De La Criox holds this land for the Holy Roman Emperor, and nobody else!”
De La Croix. Of The Cross. Madeleine?
“So there is a lord De La Criox. Is he at the castle?”
“No. He is outremer.” Outre mer. Overseas. What, like stationed in Ko-

rea?
“Outremer where?”
“Where? In the Lavant, of course. The holy land. Where else?” Aha! 

He’s off on a crusade or something. Well, that would certainly help me figure 
out what century I was in, if I had a clue when the crusades took place. Other 
than in the Middle Ages. Along with the Black Death.

I had about fifty other questions, but Cyril’s patience with me was 
clearly wearing thin. I tried to put on my best “I knew that” look while I 
prioritized my thoughts.

And that’s when we came over the rise.
There was a group of Etien’s soldiers about twenty yards ahead. I could 

tell they were Etien’s soldiers because they were beating the shit out of a 
peasant, and I was pretty sure Etien didn’t bring any peasants along to get 
beaten up by our soldiers. If we even had any.

Truth be told, the only real difference between the soldiers and the 
peasant was the number of weapons on hand. That and the issue of who was 
getting the beat-down and who was serving it up. They pretty much looked 
the same; it’s not like the soldiers were in any sort of uniform.

The guy on the receiving end had had about enough; he was on the 
ground, and there was a lot of blood about where I’d expect to see his nose, 
if I could see anything other than blood. A bunch of stuff—a basket or two; 
some blankets or clothes—were scattered around. Two soldiers looked on; 
they were having a good laugh. They’d already laid into someone else—I 
could see a couple of legs emerging from behind a nearby hedge.

The guy doing the beating was just standing up, reaching for the axe 
leaning against the hedge.

All of this—the soldiers, the victims, the weapons, the debris—it 
seemed to hang there for a mini eternity. But it didn’t; I took it all in in less 
than the time it took him to straighten up.

I don’t know why Cyril hesitated. Maybe he had been looking away 
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at that moment, trying to distance himself from me and my idiotic ques-
tions. Maybe he’s a conservative when it comes to battle plans, and actually 
thinks before acting. Maybe he had less pent-up—well, not rage, but at least 
anxiety—than me. To give him credit, I don’t think it was cowardice or even 
inexperience. But whatever the reason, I reacted before he did.

“Hey!” I shouted, as the soldier stepped back and grasped his axe. As if 
I’d been doing it all my life, I leaned forward in the saddle, kicking my horse 
solidly in the ribs.

I don’t know what I was thinking. No, that’s not true: One small part 
of my brain, maybe a 10% chunk, knew exactly what it had in mind. Charge 
that guy. Lower the lance. Skewer him, then trample his friends.

The rest of my mind was a spectator, shocked and stunned, unable to 
do anything but watch helplessly and hold on for dear life.

The horse leapt. Fortunately it was already aimed almost directly at the 
guy. The lance came down, but it turns out those things are a lot easier to 
hold up than to hold out. I was doing a decent job staying on the horse, but 
I could barely keep the lance pointed forward, and the guy’s chest suddenly 
seemed a much smaller target than it had before.

The soldier turned toward me. His jaw fell and his eyes practically 
popped out of his head. It was like a Warner Bros cartoon; it would have 
been comical if the anvil falling from the sky hadn’t been real. Er, in a meta-
phorical sense.

The horse crossed the distance in four strides.
The soldier was surprised, but he wasn’t a chump. The axe came up in 

a blocking move, and he stepped to the inside as the lance closed on him. I 
doubt I would have hit him anyway, but he struck it away, sending a sharp, 
painful jolt up my arm. His movement, though, had put him in the horse’s 
path, and although the animal tried to dodge, its shoulder struck the man’s. 
I felt the impact through the horse’s body. The soldier spun, arms flying as 
though he hadn’t a bone in his body. I spun too as we passed him, the horse’s 
dodge and the momentum of the parried lance throwing me around.

Holy shit: I did it. I may not have speared him through the heart, but I 
rode him down. I saved that dude. Me.

And then I fell off the horse.
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The strike on the lance had thrown me wildly off balance, and I think 
the whole thing had the same sort of effect on the horse. I hit the base of the 
hedgerow with an impact that felt like I’d stuck my finger in a light socket. 
Or maybe my whole arm. For a second I kinda lost track of where I was as 
the green of the branches and blue of the sky swirled in an ungainly mix 
above me. But that hard thing underneath me was the ground, so I put my 
elbows against it and hoisted my shoulders up, and the world came back 
together again.

The guy I’d hit was on his hands and knees, apparently doing an im-
pression of an epileptic dog—but probably just winded. One of the other 
guys was grabbing a pole with a funky but very dangerous-looking business 
end; some sort of halberd-like thing, if my Dungeons & Dragons experience 
was of any benefit.

Shit. These guys actually knew what the hell they were doing. I’d put 
one down, but even he wasn’t really out of the game.

Halberd guy had taken a step toward me, his weapon coming into a 
useful position. Behind him the third guy was grabbing a similar weapon.

My lance was fifteen feet away. Given its length, I didn’t think I could 
really even use it on foot, even if I spontaneously evolved the ability to tele-
port to it. I glanced about desperately for something with which to fend off 
halberd blows, but the unkempt hedge offered nothing but tangles of briars 
and flimsy, willowy branches.

Halberd guy was two steps closer. The guy on the ground had gotten a 
knee under him, and his hand had found his axe.

But the third guy had frozen.
It was a good move. Suddenly the world was filled with sound and 

motion; a horse-borne Cyril pounded between me and the halberd dude. 
Cyril’s body was twisted away from me, shoulders curved as his arm de-
scribed a graceful, downward stroke like he was playing polo. I didn’t see the 
strike—the horse blocked the view—but as Cyril pounded past, halberd guy 
was already staggering backward, his head and shoulders cocked at a crazy 
angle. There was a lot of blood.

Axe guy let go of his axe.
The third soldier turned, and, dropping his polearm, broke into a run. 
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As if Cyril wasn’t enough, Stephan was now on the scene. He had been head-
ed toward the third guy, but reigned about as the soldier took off.

Cyril circled round at a trot, then stopped and dismounted, staring at 
the guy he’d cut down. His chest was heaving. He still had his sword in hand; 
the blade was streaked in red.

My heart was pounding and my vision seemed to have a dark zone 
around the borders—like in the movies when you’re supposed to be looking 
out through binoculars, only blurrier. The first soldier—the one with the 
axe, who’d been doing the beating—lay prostrate on the ground, his limbs 
stretched about him. His face was pressed against the weedy earth, and I 
could just make out the way his eyes were squeezed desperately shut. Be-
yond him lay the unconscious peasant, and beyond that the equally still—
but much bloodier—form of the second soldier. This could not be real.

The others came running up, Madeleine first among them. Without a 
glance at the rest of the scene, she pulled up a few paces in front of me. She 
threw a leg over her horse and, with a creak and groan of leather, lowered 
herself from the saddle. She stared down at me, her gaze fixed studiously on 
my face, her expression stern—almost angry. After a few seconds her eyes 
shifted.

“You are injured.”
I followed her gaze to my right arm. The tunic was stained thickly, wet 

with blood from above the elbow down to the seam. Her statement had been 
an observation of that fact; there had been neither sympathy nor an offer of 
aid in her tone.

I hadn’t been hit. I shook my head. “No, Ma Dame,” I responded, try-
ing to steady my breathing. “This is the cut Stephan made yesterday. I must 
have opened it again.”

If her change in the tent back on the pasture had been intended to 
bolster her regal bearing, it had worked. She was wearing a dark green dress 
dense with embroidery and jewels and utterly lacking in yesterday’s mud 
trim. I wouldn’t put her at a day older than me, but she had the kind of 
commanding poise you usually only see in—I don’t know—CEOs? Head 
coaches? Senior military officers? The kind of person you call Sir or Ma’am 
or Mr. So-and-so, and never even know their first name.

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

35 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

She took another couple of steps forward, her head cocked slightly as 
she studied me. She still seemed angry. “You have no skill at arms.”

Um. Not these arms. I didn’t think it was time to bring up the M16A2. 
“No, Ma Dame.”

“Why did you help them?” She asked, with a slight move of her head in 
the direction of the beaten peasants.

I shrugged. Weren’t these her people? “What else should I have done?” 
She suddenly reached to her purse and produced a beaded necklace. 

There was a cross on it. With another half-step toward me she held it out. 
“Take it.”

I hesitated for a moment. I was still on my knees and I wasn’t quite 
sure where she was going with this. Looking around, I saw that everyone—
Stephan, Cyril, Gigot, Celestine; everyone except maybe the axe soldier—
was watching me. Celestine crossed herself.

I took the cross.
I don’t know what everyone was expecting. Probably they didn’t either. 

But it seemed like there was the tiniest collective sigh of relief when my hand 
didn’t burst into flame.

“Kiss it.”
Really? I hesitated again. But the eyes were still fixed as intently on me. 

I lined up the crucifix and brought it gently to my lips. Again, no fireworks.
Madeleine held out her hand again and I returned the cross to her. She 

kissed it herself, then crossed herself and slipped it back into the purse with 
a well-practiced move. “Give me your hand.”

I got to my feet, keeping the groans to a minimum, and held out a 
hand, palm up. This was the closest I’d been to Madeleine, and I was a bit 
taken by surprise at her small stature. Not that she was tiny—she was fairly 
broad-shouldered and sturdy in build. The skirt of her dress was—let’s be 
blunt here—nicely filled out, and I suspected she’d have been pretty well 
stacked if the dress didn’t flatten her out so much. More to the point, though, 
I realized I thought of her as a tall woman, whereas I don’t think she actually 
came up much higher than my shoulder.

She grasped my hand, studying it as she ran a thumb over the pads of 
my palm. Then she turned it over, apparently looking at my fingers.
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“Who are you, Martin?” she mumbled. And then, louder: “I would 
take you for a scholar, but where are the inkstains? Nor have these hands 
ever guided a plow.” She dropped the hand and ran her eyes up and down 
my body. “Nor those shoulders. I would think you a pampered princeling, 
but you cannot even ride.”

Maybe that was the source of Celestine’s “my lord” comment.
“Where have you come from, Martin? What do you do?”
I struggled for a moment, looking for the French for civil engineer or 

certified land planner. I couldn’t come up with it. “I—I plan buildings. Roads 
and things.”

Madeleine’s eyes opened just an iota, and I caught some small move-
ment among the spectators. “You are a mason?”

Shit. These guys were going to want me to build a cathedral or some-
thing. “Um. Sort of. I guess.” I couldn’t really tell them I mostly laid out strip 
malls and housing developments. Roads, parking lots, utilities, storm-water 
runoff control.

She turned away. Her eyes were searching for something, but not 
something in the scene before her. “A mason,” she said quietly. “Why would 
he send me a mason?”

It took me a minute to realize she meant He with a capital H.
“Hey, wait, it’s not like that. I—”
“You told Stephan you do not know how you came to be here, did you 

not?” She whirled back toward me. Man, somehow I had really pissed her 
off.

“Yeah, that’s—”
“You kissed the crucifix. You were not sent by hell.”
“No!”
“Are you a sorcerer?”
“No, I’m just a regular guy!”
“If you did not appear by sorcery, and you were not sent by Lucifer,” 

she crossed herself as she said this; so did several of the others, “then God is 
all that is left. He has sent you to me.” She frowned, and her gaze shifted over 
my shoulder. “But why?”

I’m not really a very religious guy, but at this point that sounded like 
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as good an explanation as any. That still didn’t give me answer for the why, 
though.

After a moment her eyes focused on me again, and she gave a brief, wry 
smile. Maybe it wasn’t me she was so pissed off about after all. She turned 
and started walking back toward her horse. “I don’t know, Stephan,” she said 
as she passed the knight. “Maybe He’s telling me I’m going to need a bigger 
castle.”

*          *          *

So then I threw up.
I’ll spare the gruesome details. For once, at least, it didn’t seem like 

everyone was watching me; I was a bit embarrassed, of course, but nobody 
seemed to want to make a thing out of it. Probably a pretty common reaction 
to your first real life-and-death fight, no matter what century you’re from. 
Besides, it was really more the dry heaves, after the first round at least—I 
hadn’t had much to eat that day. A little bread and cheese, left in a wet lump 
under that hedge.

Oops. So much for sparing the details.
The peasant with the broken nose (and a concussion, in my expert 

medical opinion, and probably a few broken ribs) was not, it turns out, the 
big victim. He’d just shown up with some supplies for the folk who had scat-
tered to the woods, but his wife, who was waiting behind the hedge for those 
supplies, was discovered by three of Etien’s soldiers. The guy—his name 
turned out to be Klaas—showed up just as they were finishing with her.

“They, um . . . with the woman . . . you know?” I asked Gigot as he re-
bandaged my arm. I’d wrapped up the vomiting a few minutes before.

Gigot nodded with a grimace. He paused to look briefly over his shoul-
der, where twenty feet away Celestine was administering to the now-con-
scious woman. She was in her mid-twenties, I’d have guessed. There were 
dirty tear streaks down her face, but it seemed like she was done crying for 
the moment. Her long blonde hair, dishevelled and strewn with bits of leaves, 
struck me as out of place—then I realized this was the first free-range hair 
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I’d seen since I got here. Guess she’d lost her headcovering in the festivities. 
Klaas crouched at her side, opposite Celestine, watching his wife intently as 
she and Celestine spoke in hushed tones. His face was also tear streaked, his 
nose a swollen mass marked with blood and snot.

About twenty feet from them, the soldier who had given Klaas his sou-
venir nosebreak sat in the weeds, his head hanging between his knees. Cyril 
and Michel stood to either side of him.

And not far from that stood Stephan and Madeleine, in conference.
After a moment Stephan broke away and came over to us. Gigot had 

just finished up, and I was getting to my feet.
Stephan gave me a nod. “Not bad work, for a mason.”
“I’m, um, I’m not exactly a mason,” I answered.
Stephan just shrugged. “You are certainly no knight, either,” he an-

swered with a hint of a dry smile. The actual word he used was chevalier, 
which translates literally as horseman. A true statement either way. “But not 
poorly done, nonetheless.”

I gave my own little shrug in reply. “What’s going to happen to that 
guy?” I asked, lifting a chin toward the prisoner.

Stephan glanced back at him. “We’ll take him into the village and hang 
him.” He turned back. “I’m sorry I let the other one go.”

The nausea returned; for a second I thought I was going to throw up 
again. Sure, this was the guy I’d ridden down—the guy I’d tried myself to kill 
just twenty minutes ago. And yeah, what these guys had done defied con-
templation. Had done—and were doing: I don’t think they had been entirely 
finished with Klaas when we hit the scene. But—but to just hang a guy, right 
then and there? Casually, in cold blood?

I wasn’t sure I was going to like this century.
“What about . . . what about,” I couldn’t come up with the French for 

due process. I suddenly felt very desperate, guilty even. Like this guy’s pend-
ing death was my fault; if I hadn’t started the battle, none of this would be 
happening. Completely irrational—I knew it even then. But that didn’t make 
it any less urgent. “This isn’t the way it is normally done, is it?”

“Nooo,” Stephan replied slowly. “But with my lord Etien here there is 
hardly time for a village moot, is there? And lady Madeleine would be the 
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final arbiter in any event.”
“But how can she arbitrate?” I asked. “She hasn’t heard any—” I didn’t 

know the word for evidence. “Nobody has even spoken to that guy. You can’t 
just string him up without—without following the law!”

My voice had risen. Once again, everyone within thirty feet was star-
ing at me. Madeleine had taken a couple steps in our direction.

“Martin,” she said, her eyes narrowing just a touch, “why are you de-
fending these men?” It wasn’t a challenge; there was a genuine sense of cu-
riosity in her tone.

“I’m not defending them,” I replied, looking past Stephan at her. I’d 
love to say there was some grand principle behind my sudden stand, but 
that was hardly the case. It’s not like I had some strong opinion on the death 
penalty or anything. It was just that I’d seen more people dead or killed in 
the past 24 hours than in the rest of my life combined, and I couldn’t stom-
ach the idea of another one—one that might, however irrationally, sit on my 
conscious. Or maybe I was just worried that this world was a bit more brutal 
than I could handle—and that I might be here a long time.

“I just think we have to do this the right way.” I paused a moment to 
compose myself; to make my argument seem well reasoned rather than a 
hasty rationalization of my weak stomach. “What these men did is—it’s ter-
rible, and they deserve what they deserve. But they are the bad guys. We are 
the good guys, right?”

Stephan looked skeptical. “What difference would a moot make? They 
will come to the same conclusion.”

But Madeleine raised a hand. “Yes, but maybe Martin has a point.” She 
moved closer and lowered her voice. “Stephan, if Etien is going to take ac-
tion, you know he will play on the loyalties of my people.” Really? Was her 
peasants’ loyalty in question? Was this a common problem? “We will need 
everyone if we have to hold the manor against an assault. Perhaps this is an 
opportunity to pull the people together.”

 “If you don’t act decisively,” Stephan replied, “they will think you are 
weak. There will be no easier way to send them into Etien’s camp.”

Madeleine nodded. “Yes, that is true. But this need not be weakness. 
This man is our prisoner. We will take him to the house with us and dispose 
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of him there. Right before Etien. It will be a clear statement about who is the 
authority here.”

“Won’t Etien try to intervene?” I asked.
Stephan raised an eyebrow at me. I hadn’t meant to speak out loud; 

having started this debate I now just wanted to lay low. “I doubt it,” he an-
swered. “Maybe for one of his men, but not for a footsoldier.” I guess a foot-
soldier doesn’t count as “one of his men.”

 “If he did, it would look even worse for him,” Madeleine said. “This is 
a crime against the village. Hugh will bring him to moot, and Hugh would 
never answer to Etien.”

Stephan looked thoughtful for a moment, then nodded slowly. “If you 
think so, Ma Dame. I have doubts—but it may work.”

*          *          *

We rode into the castle.
It was about half a mile or so through the fields up from the village 

proper, which we hit a few hundred yards beyond our little battle site. I don’t 
know what I expected—maybe a cute little main street with thatched-roofed 
shops all around. A tavern or two, with some buxom bar wenches. Maybe 
a Wendy’s and an Exxon station. Well, I got the thatch right. The rest of it 
was pretty much like the little stand of buildings we passed earlier: Narrow 
unpaved lanes between high, unkempt hedges, behind which hid timber-
framed cottages with thatched roofs. At the center was a large grassy area 
bounded on the opposite side by a huge barn—long and squat, with a high 
thatched roof and two large doors facing the plaza or green or whatever it 
was. The scene would have made a great photo for a calendar of rustic coun-
try settings, if it weren’t for the huge, stinking pile of crap heaped at one end. 
At the corner opposite the dungheap sat a good-sized stone building with a 
cross above the door; a huge oak tree stood next to it. Beyond that and what 
might have been a forge, there was no sign of commercial enterprise. Guess 
I wasn’t going to get my double with cheese here.

We took a right at the village green, passed between some more hedge-
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bound cottages, and then started up the hill between two large fields. Be-
yond the fields the hillcrest was forested, and above the trees rose the towers 
of Madeleine’s castle.

Just as in the earlier village (or sub-village, or whatever), we had been 
quickly met by a crowd making its way in from the fields to greet us. And 
just like before, it was all men—for reasons that were no longer theoretical. 
Klaas and his wife, both limping along in some pain, were absorbed into the 
crowd with much concern. A few questions were passed back and forth, but 
the news was pretty much just as we’d heard it before. I drew a few looks, 
along with my bloody sleeve, but no comment.

The bulk of the crowd followed us up the hill, past the fields and into 
the forest.

It was only a couple hundred feet through the trees before the gate-
house emerged ahead of us. The ground had levelled out—I guessed we were 
nearing the bluff overlooking the river. The gate was flanked by two rounded 
towers, which bridged over the gate to form a sort of tunnel for the castle en-
trance. The whole thing was made of light-colored stone, the joints of which 
were mortared so smoothly as to be almost invisible from a distance. On top 
was a steeply pitched roof of stone or slate.

It was still sort of jarring to see something that looked so—what? Mod-
ern? Freshly built? Conspicuously non-ruined?—but it no longer looked like 
a Hollywood set. This was quite definitely solid. Quite definitely real.

But there was no drawbridge or anything—no moat. In fact, the trees 
grew right up to the tower walls. And I was surprised to see that the castle 
was, in fact, ruined. Not the gatehouse, which seemed entirely intact, but the 
castle walls adjacent on either side. Just rambling piles of stone, uneven and 
for the most part no higher than my shoulder.

“Cyril,” I whispered as we approached, “why are the walls—” But then 
I checked myself. The walls weren’t piles of rubble—as uneven as they were, 
they were made of cut and dressed stone just like the gatehouse. And then 
I spotted, hidden away in the surrounding forest, a squarish stack of cut 
stone—and then another, further along. They were overgrown with brush 
and brambles, almost lost in the encroaching forest.

The walls weren’t ruined. They were unfinished. Judging by the brush 
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and weeds around the stacks of stone, they had sat this way for many years 
at least.

I started to reframe my question, but we had pretty much arrived. 
There were three or four guys standing around the gate, a big wooden door 
that stood wide open. They all held halberds or spears. I assumed they were 
Madeleine’s, and that assumption was borne out by their faces as we ap-
proached.

“Good day to you, Cyril!” one of the guys called out with a smile. There 
were only stares for me, but at least they weren’t hostile. We headed into the 
tunnel still on horseback, while behind us Stephan and Madeleine and Gigot 
and the others were called out to with happy greetings.

Beyond the gatehouse a courtyard was defined by the half-built walls 
and the tower of the castle proper. This is what I had seen briefly from across 
the fields, and then again as we approached from the village. It was bigger 
than I had thought, but still nowhere near the size of a Helm’s Deep or Tower 
of London. And though it was easily fifty feet tall, it was also, like the outer 
walls, unfinished. What had looked from a distance like the zig-zag of cren-
ellations was really just a ragged, unfinished edge.

Cyril was dismounting, so I followed suit. The courtyard was fairly 
busy, and people were gathering around as Madeleine and the others joined 
us. Someone started to lead my horse away, and I let them. My butt was glad 
to see it go.

I caught a few questioning glances, but nobody spoke to me. Madeleine 
and Stephan were in conversation with some of the castle people, and Gigot, 
Cyril, and Celestine were all engaged in tasks of unloading and unpacking. I 
had trouble following the babble of voices around me—there were too many, 
speaking too fast, much of it in the difficult accent of the villagers. So I gave 
up and simply took stock of the surroundings. More accurately, I gawked.

The courtyard was maybe 120, 150 feet long and 80 or 100 feet wide. 
Roughly rectangular, paved in dirt with patches of mud. The gatehouse sat 
at one corner, and the big tower opposite. A sizeable, high-roofed building 
abutted the tower, forming part of the wall that, I assumed, overlooked the 
river. It was stone, with a handful of arched windows framed by somewhat 
fancy stonework. Not pointed at the top—I’m no architect, but this wasn’t 
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Gothic. Another clue about what century I was in. A clue that meant noth-
ing to me.

A long, lower structure flanked the courtyard opposite—with vis-
ible timber frames and a lumpy thatched roof it looked sort of barnish. The 
horses were being led that way. Stables I guess. Your four-car garage, Middle 
Ages style. There were a number of smaller buildings around the edge of the 
courtyard, as well as tarps and tents, and twenty or thirty people previously 
looking busy but now, for the most part, crowded around us. Plus a sizeable 
chunk of the crowd that had followed us up from the village. And a handful 
of goats and a fair number of chickens. No dung heap, thank goodness, but 
strong scents of human and animal activity, not quite masked by a pervasive 
scent of wood smoke that made the whole thing feel a bit like a Boy Scout 
camp.

“Martin!” Cyril called. I turned, and found him at one of the mules a 
few paces back. “Give me a hand with this.”

I stepped over. Gigot was standing nearby, his hand resting on the head 
of the axe run through his belt. I followed his gaze. Not everybody, it turns 
out, was gathered around or looking busy. A dozen men stood or sat around 
a couple of tarps set up near the end of the stables, watching us. There wasn’t 
a friendly expression among them, but they had more than their share of 
axes, spears, and halberds. I glanced back at Gigot.

“Etien’s?” I asked. Gigot nodded.
“Don’t worry about them right now,” Cyril said. “Help me with this.”
He had his shoulder against a wooden chest tied to the back of the 

mule, and was undoing the strap that held it in place. I reached up to steady 
it, and almost dropped it when Cyril eased his shoulder away from the 
weight.

“Jesus!” I exclaimed. I’d said it in English, but got a pointed glance 
from both Cyril and Gigot. A word that’s pretty recognizable in both lan-
guages, I guess. “What’s in this thing?”

“None of your business,” Cyril answered. He’d finished with the strap 
and was adjusting his position to take the end of the chest. I did the same. I 
grunted as the full weight came off the rather relieved mule. It was heavier 
than the sofa bed I’d helped Jason move last summer, and that had weighed 
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in at well over 100 pounds. “Just act normal. There’s nothing important in 
here.”

I glanced around. Madeleine and Stephan were still in conversation. 
Gaspard was off to the side, sort of standing around in his Gaspard-like 
manner. All the other loading and unpacking was being done by servant or 
peasant types. And then there was Gigot, hand still on his axe, following us 
as we took the first couple of steps toward the castle tower. Nothing impor-
tant indeed.

“And don’t let Father Jean hear you speak like that,” Cyril muttered.
“Or Lady Madeleine,” Gigot added.
“Especially Lady Mad—” Cyril started, but then stopped in his tracks. 

A man was walking toward us. Tall and sturdy, middle-aged with sandy hair 
and a tanned complexion. But most noteworthy because of the sword on his 
belt. And the leathery, metal-studded armory stuff he was dressed in. My 
first thought was Etien, but he wasn’t getting the sort of reactions I’d expect 
from Ma Dame’s arch-enemy.

“Hugh,” Cyril said, greeting him. He set down his side of the chest, and 
I gladly did the same. The pads of my fingers were on fire. Cyril and Hugh 
shook hands, Hugh offering a big, lopsided grin. Then he glanced at me: 
Face first, then the bloody sleeve, and finally Madeleine’s crest at the center 
of my torso.

“This is Maitre Martin,” Cyril said. “He’s a mason.”
Maitre. Master? I thought of objecting to the whole thing, but decided 

it wasn’t the time. Besides, Hugh was giving me a nod of approval, and that 
was a better expression than I usually rated—though he looked a bit puzzled. 
“Ma Dame has brought a mason into her service?”

“It was something of—an accident,” Cyril replied. “A story for another 
time.”

“Well enough,” Hugh said. “Welcome, Martin. I’m Hugh.”
We shook hands.
“The bailiff,” Cyril added, by way of explanation.
“Ah,” I said. I’d ask someone what the heck a bailiff was later. In keeping 

with my only-look-like-an-idiot-in-front-of-one-person-at-a-time policy
“Ma Dame,” Hugh said, bowing. Madeleine and Stephan were coming 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

45 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

up behind us. “Welcome back to Bois de Haillot. I am very pleased to have 
you back.”

“Thank you, Hugh,” Madeleine replied, “and I thank you for this ex-
traordinary service in my absence. Has it been—difficult?”

“No fatalities, my lady,” Hugh responded. “About as good as might be 
expected.”

“One,” Stephan corrected. He tilted his head back toward our prisoner, 
still tied to a mule with Michel looking after him. “Three of them assaulted 
Klaas and Marta. We killed one. This one will be tried at moot.”

Hugh raised his eyebrows at that, then glanced at my bloody arm, but 
didn’t argue. “As you say, Sieur Stephan. I’ll have Bors lock him up. For now, 
though,” he turned to look at the high-roofed extension to the castle tower, 
“your guest awaits you, Ma Dame. And I don’t think his mood is very good.”
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“Excellent,” said Madeleine. “Perhaps we make it a little worse. I shall 
not meet him stinking of my horse and weary of the road, so he can wait a 
few moments longer. Come, Celestine.”

“There is one more thing, Ma Dame,” Hugh said. “A petitioner. From 
across the river.”

Madeleine stopped. “A petitioner? What does he want?”
Hugh shrugged. “He wouldn’t give me his business. Said it must be 

with you.”
Stephan looked sidelong at Madeleine. “Limbourg?”
But Hugh shook his head. “I would have thought the same thing. But 

he’s a peasant.”
Madeleine looked puzzled, but then she shook her head as well. “What-

ever he wants, it will have to wait.”
Hugh nodded. “Yes, Ma Dame.”
“Stephan, I will call you to the library when I am ready to talk to my 

lord Etien. Bring Martin and Gaspard.”
Stephan nodded as she turned and strode toward the castle tower. 

“Cyril, deliver the chest to the great chamber.” He turned to talk to Hugh, but 
hesitated as I was reaching down to pick up my end of the chest. “Stop,” he 
said. He grasped my sleeve. The blood from the fight had pretty much dried, 
but there was a new sheen where the sleeve covered the bandage.

“It’s time to get this sewn up properly,” Stephan said. He grabbed the 
arm of a young man who was just passing by. “Elias,” he said, “this is Maitre 
Martin. Take him to the chapel and then fetch Gaspard to him.”

The young man looked at me, then at my arm, then nodded. “Yes, 
Sieur,” he said to Stephan, then nodded to me. “Come this way, Maitre.”

I followed him toward the tower. A staircase was set against the wall, 
leading up to the door.

Elias glanced back at me. “You have come into Ma Dame’s service?” 
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he asked as we mounted the stairs. It was only about fifteen steps up, but I 
immediately felt the strain: My calves burned and my butt ached. And I was 
beginning to feel a little light-headed. Keep it together, Martin. You haven’t 
come all this way to pass out.

After a second I realized I hadn’t answered the kid. “Um, yes, sorta,” I 
said. “It may be temporary.” I hoped.

“You’re the mason,” he said. “You’re the one who saved Klaas.”
Wow. Didn’t take long for word to get around this place. I grunted, 

partly in response and partly because that’s what it took to make it up the 
last few steps.

We passed through a large arched doorway into a big rectangular 
room, probably half the footprint of the tower. It took a moment for my eyes 
to adjust to the darkness. The room was high-ceilinged—fifteen or twenty 
feet tall. The floor was strewn with hay or something. The only light—other 
than that from the doorway—came from a single small window on the op-
posite wall, set high into a large, deep alcove with steps leading up to the 
window. The window was open—no, not just open: There was simply no 
glass. A number of large chests and what looked like folding tables were 
stacked against the walls. The room smelled like smoke and body odor.

Elias led me across the room to where an archway was set in the corner. 
He was maybe twenty years old, I’d guess, dark-haired and slight. His fingers 
were stained. A scholar or a clerk. I’d only been here a day, and already I was 
developing mad medieval vocational identification skills.

We passed through the archway, where a few steps led upward. To more 
stairs: a wide spiral staircase leading both up and down. I took a deep breath.

We’d passed several people in that first chamber. There was nobody 
else in the stairwell, at least not that I could see or hear. Elias spoke again, a 
little quieter this time. “Is it true that you appeared from nothing in a flash 
of light, Maitre?”

I was counting the steps. They had to be finite, right? Maybe 20 steps 
to the next floor? Only 16 left to go. “I don’t know about the flash of light,” 
I said.

Elias crossed himself, but it seemed just an act of reflex.
“Where did you come from?” he whispered.
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I probably shouldn’t have said anything. I mean, really, after all the im-
portant people I’d been rubbing shoulders with, this was the guy I was going 
to spill the beans to? But frankly, I was just too tired to be cagey.

“New Orleans,” I said.
Elias didn’t answer at first. I watched his butt and legs as they marched 

up the steps ahead of me. Finally, he said, “That’s a long way.” And after an-
other pause, “You don’t sound French.”

A set of steps appeared to the left, straight instead of spiraling, and we 
took them. We emerged into another chamber much like the one below—
and probably right above it—but not quite as big. High-ceilinged again, like 
the other one. Floor covered with straw. A fireplace, a window, and a couple 
of archways. At the far end was a door. That’s where Elias led me.

“If you will wait here, Maitre,” he said. “I’ll fetch Gaspard.”
The room wasn’t big—maybe ten feet by fifteen. Its purpose was clear: 

there was a larger window, with glass, some of which was stained. An altar. 
On the left-hand wall, a small balcony that overlooked the room from a 
height of maybe five feet.

There was a stone bench built into the wall to the right, next to an al-
cove. I sat. Even solid stone felt good at this point. I closed my eyes.

*          *          *

I opened them when the door creaked. I don’t know how long I’d been 
asleep, but there was no change to the lighting or the character of the sounds 
drifting in from below and outside. It had probably been just a few minutes.

Celestine’s head appeared. Her eyes shifted my way, then dropped to 
the floor as soon as soon as they found me.

“Ma Dame said I should bring you some clean clothes,” she said. I 
could barely hear her.

“Um, OK,” I replied.
She took a half-step from behind the door. There was a bundle in her 

arms. She glanced at me again, took another short step into the room, and 
set the bundle on the altar before moving quickly back to the door.
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“Hey, thank you!” I said. The door closed.
I got to my feet and checked out the bundle. The same basic outfit—

man-dresses, belts, stockings—but definitely a step up in quality. The outer 
dress was sort of olive green in color, and trimmed in embroidery. Not Mad-
eleine-levels of embroidery, but much more like the stuff that she, Gaspard, 
and Stephan went around in than what the peasants and castle-folk wore.

At least this time I knew what to do with it.
I was tying up the second stocking when the door opened. In case I 

wasn’t clear in the first description, this involved tying the stockings to a belt 
you wear under your man-dress. The man-dress you’re not wearing when 
you’re putting on the stockings.

If you’ve ever had someone walk in on you when wearing nothing but 
a garter belt, you can imagine the look on my face. Not that that’s ever hap-
pened to me.

If you’ve ever seen a priest walk in on a naked guy in his church, well, I 
don’t want to hear that story. But you can take a guess at the look on his face.

That look didn’t last long. “Who are you?” he demanded, shock be-
coming anger. He was a thin man with a hawkish nose. I could tell he was the 
priest because of his black robes—the first really distinctive cut of clothing 
I’d seen since I arrived. The robes and the hefty dose of righteous indigna-
tion at finding a naked guy in the chapel.

“Uh,” I said, scrambling for the bundle on the altar, desperate for any 
form of cover. I jostled a candlestick. I grabbed after it before it could fall, 
but tipped another one. For a moment I could see this scene unfolding like a 
Jim Carey movie, but somehow I managed to steady both candlesticks with-
out knocking anything else over. But not before I’d turned the full frontal 
into a full moon.

 “Martin!” I blurted out, spinning back around. “I’m Martin the ma-
son! Madeleine sent me here—to change clothes!”

“Lady Madeleine sent a naked man to my chapel?”
“To get my arm fixed!” I pointed desperately at the bloody bandage, 

the only thing I was wearing above the waist. “But I had to change first.”
His scowl deepened. This was not a century in which sympathy came 

cheap. “This is outrageous. You cannot do this here.”
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“I need the light,” came Gaspard’s voice. He slipped in through the 
door, sidling around the priest as if he might have cooties. “The window,” he 
went on, glancing toward it. “I need the light to see by.” It made sense—this 
was definitely the biggest window and best-lit room I’d seen so far.

The priest—father Jean, I was guessing—narrowed his eyes. He cast a 
disapproving glance Gaspard’s way, and then another toward me. “A mason,” 
he muttered. Then he turned toward Gaspard. “Don’t make a mess.”

And out he stalked.
Gaspard watched him go, lost, apparently, in thought. Or just lost. It 

was hard to tell with him. I quickly tied up my stocking and untangled the 
underdress from the bundle.

“The door?” I said.
Gaspard looked from me to it and then back.
“Maybe you could close it?”
His face focused, and he reached over to close the door. Then he went 

to the altar and set a small roll of cloth on it. He began to unroll, and I saw 
a glint of metal.

A chill went through me. I was about to have a first-hand experience 
with medieval surgical technique.

Gaspard looked over the tools he’d unrolled. The look wasn’t filled with 
a lot of recognition. I wasn’t filled with a lot of confidence. “You do know 
what you’re doing? You’re pretty good at this, right?”

“Lady Madeleine is the real expert,” Gaspard answered mildly. He had 
picked a needle and was wiping it on his sleeve. The same sleeve he was 
wearing when I appeared in the rainstorm. And that he slept in. And wore 
all day today.

“Would Lady Madeleine maybe wash that needle off? You know, may-
be in some boiling water?”

Gaspard looked down at the needle. He frowned. “No. Why?”
I was not going to lose an arm to gangrene. “It’s the latest medical tech-

nique. All the big doctors are swearing by it. You boil the needles and thread 
first, and there’s less chance of infection. I tried it once, and I’m telling you, 
there’s no going back.”

“Infection?” He looked back up at me.
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“Um,” I didn’t know an alternate French word. I guess the concept of 
infection hadn’t come around yet. “When the wound, you know, becomes 
messy. Gets worse.”

“Ah,” Gaspard said. “When it festers.”
“Right! When it festers.”
Gaspard looked back at the needle and frowned again. “Really? Boiling 

water?” He looked back at me. “Are you a barber?”
“I’m kind of a—” I didn’t know the word for renaissance man, but I 

think the concept was a little before its time anyway. “I’m very well-rounded.”
Gaspard nodded slowly. “Should I boil all of them?” he said, waving a 

hand in the direction of the tools.
“Just the ones you’re going to use. Boil the others before you use them. 

If you don’t use them right away, the boiling wears off.”
Gaspard nodded again. “I see. Very well. I’ll be back.”
He was gone for maybe ten minutes. I spent the time trying to deci-

pher the Latin on the stained glass window. Deo duce, ferro comitante. I 
didn’t have any luck.

To Gaspard’s credit, he did it: I could see a few wisps of steam rising 
from the needles when he returned. I winced a bit as he threaded the needle: 
There was no evidence he’d washed his hands.

“I’ve not heard of this boiling technique,” he said as he approached my 
arm. I was gingerly removing the bandage. I’m no doctor, but the wound 
didn’t look too serious. On the other hand, it wasn’t closing on its own, ei-
ther. And it was looking a little red and puffy around the edges. “What is the 
theory behind it? It is not hot enough to cauterize.”

“Um, it’s a new theory,” I said. “It turns out the festering is caused by 
little—things—that are too small to see. If you boil it, they die and can’t 
make the wound fester.”

“Fascinating.” He paused to consider the concept of little infestation-
causing things. “You are a learned man. Did you attend university?”

“Yees,” I said slowly. I sensed treacherous ground, but I wasn’t quite 
sure where it was going to give out on me.

“Paris? Or Bologne?”
“Uh, no. Virginia Tech.”
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Gaspard looked puzzled. “That must be new. Is it the one at Oxford?”
I was feeling a little defeated. I wasn’t up for outright lies, and the vague 

answers were getting really fatiguing. I took a breath. “No,” I said. “It’s fur-
ther away than that. Not just in distance. In time.”

Gaspard had grasped my arm, and the needle was just an inch over the 
wound. It stopped there.

“You are from a different time?”
I nodded. There was a moment of silence. I swallowed, and I’m pretty 

sure we could both hear it.
“Quite fascinating,” he said. And then he ran the needle into my arm.
I’ve had stitches before. Once when I was a kid I cut my scalp real-

ly good taking a tumble in the bathtub. Swinging from the shower curtain 
hadn’t, it turned out, been a good idea. I also did a pretty neat job on my 
hand one night in college. A broken beer bottle was involved. In both cases 
I don’t really recall feeling the stitches go in at all. Local anesthesia and all 
that.

There was no anesthesia this time. The guy was sticking a needle 
through half an inch of my flesh. It felt exactly like it sounds. Exactly.

“Yaaaaaargh!” I said.
“Please don’t move,” Gaspard replied. “I need to tie this off.”
“Jesus Christ!” I answered. I wiped an involuntary tear from my eye. 

“How many more?”
Gaspard cast a briefly surprised glance at my epitaph, then dropped his 

eyes back to my arm. “Where are you from?”
I sniffed. “2009,” I said.
“2009 what?”
“2009 AD. The year 2009.”
Gaspard paused again. He was still facing my arm, but his eyes were 

looking at something quite different. “2009,” he whispered. “800 years.”
800 years. It’s not like I didn’t know the Middle Ages were a long time 

ago. But something about that number made my head swim. We were both 
silent for a moment or two.

“I’m sure . . .” I started haltingly, “I’m sure you don’t believe me.”
Gaspard’s eyes shifted to mine. “Why, are you lying?” He might as well 
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have been a four-year-old; I was suddenly sure he would believe anything I 
told him.

“No. It’s just—well, I don’t think I would believe it.”
His gaze wandered again. “The passage of time is reserved to God. It is 

outside the sphere of man’s arts. No law of natural philosophy allows for its 
alteration.” He turned back to me. “But you came from somewhere. By no 
means with which I am familiar.”

“So you do believe me?”
“Should I not?”
“No, you should. I mean, I’m telling the truth.”
Gaspard turned his attention back to my arm. After a moment, the 

needle made its second stitch. I was used to it this time, so it didn’t hurt as 
much. No, I lie. It hurt like a complete and total sonofabitch.

When I could eke out a sound, I said, “What year is it now?”
“The second year of Henry the sixth’s interregnum,” he answered. As 

if that was an answer. After a moment he added, “Anno domini eleven hun-
dred and ninety-eight.”

1198. Eleven ninety-eight. There was that ball of ice again. Nice and 
low in my gut. 

“It must be a very learned age,” Gaspard said. “To have such knowledge 
as a mason.”

I unclenched my jaw. “I’m not a mason exactly,” I breathed. “We don’t 
really make buildings out of stone any more.”

Gaspard looked thoughtful for a moment. Then: “No, of course not,” he 
said, nodding. “The secrets of the philosopher’s stone would be well known 
by then. You build your cities of gold.”

For the first time since I’d been in that century, I think, I laughed. It 
wasn’t just the earnestness with which he said it. It was the sudden idea that, 
for once, I wasn’t the one trying hard not to look like an idiot. “If only!” I 
replied.

The door opened and Celestine poked her cautious head in once more. 
She looked from Gaspard to me, and for once her gaze lingered on me for a 
second. Maybe she was surprised to see a smile on my face.

“Ma Dame is ready, my lords,” she said. “In the library.”
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“OK,” I answered.
And the needle went in again.

*          *          *

We met Madeleine in the library. Gaspard had done a pretty good job 
on the stitches—four altogether. Not the neatest bit of work I’d ever seen, 
but it would do the trick, I guessed. And hey, the scar would make a nice 
souvenir of this whole thing. You know, if I ever got back to my own place 
and time.

The library shared the floor with the room through which we’d entered 
the castle tower. There were no towering shelves overloaded with books—
mostly, they lay in shallow stacks on tables around the room’s perimeter. 
A few hundred of them, maybe. A lectern-like stand stood in the corner 
nearest the window, which was set high in an alcove but was almost as big 
as the one in the chapel. Elias was stationed at the lectern, diligently writ-
ing something on its sloped surface. A little too diligently—I could see him 
glancing up at us under his eyebrows. He wasn’t the only one who was curi-
ous—several of the castle folk were gathered at the library door, trying not 
to be noticed as they looked on.

“Very well,” Madeleine said as we crossed the room. She looked me up 
and down, and seemed to approve. “That suits you somewhat better,” she 
commented. She was dressed as she had been after our stop in the meadow, 
but had clearly tidied up a bit. Every hair was in place.

I turned as someone came up behind us. It was Cyril.
“Everything’s ready,” he said, directing the comment mostly at Stephan. 

The knight answered with a nod. He was still in his armor; any tidying he’d 
done had been hasty at best.

Madeleine turned, and Stephan led the way out through an archway in 
the corner. There was another set of spiral stairs, up which drifted warmth 
and the sounds of activity. We went down half a turn, then through a short 
side passage with another half-dozen steps down. Stephan opened the door 
at the bottom and we followed him through a small, low-roofed chamber. 
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An open door led out into the courtyard; another couple archways seemed 
to lead back into the castle tower. Ahead, an opening led directly into a big 
room. The big room with Etien in it.

As we stepped through I could see immediately that we were in the 
high-roofed building that sat end-to against the tower. Like a gymnasium, 
the building was all one space: maybe 40 feet long and half as wide, and 
completely open to the high-sloping rafters above. At the opposite end, be-
yond a smoldering firepit in the center of the room, Etien sat at a table with 
three or four other guys. They were in conversation, the messy remains of a 
meal scattered about them.

I didn’t like Etien the moment I saw him. Maybe I was predisposed to 
it by this time; I don’t know. He looked like Mike Ditka—powerfully built, 
thick-necked, and with an obvious intolerance for nonsense. Even from 
here, even as he sat in casual conversation, it was like I could see the veins 
trying to force their way out of his forehead and neck. Like the Bears were 
down 28-10 in the fourth quarter of a playoff game. I don’t have anything 
against Mike Ditka; he’s probably a wonderful person. But this guy radiated 
the same sort of intensity and grit, and something about him made me cer-
tain he didn’t always use his powers for good.

Madeleine strode toward him, Stephan one step behind. Gaspard 
stood there for a second, but Cyril gave him a brief nudge. We followed. One 
of Etien’s buddies nodded our way, and the Count looked up, as if noticing 
our arrival for the first time.

“Lady Madeleine,” he said, straightening. “At long last.”
Madeleine gave the slightest of bows. Stephan and the others followed 

suit, perhaps a little less impertinently. So did I.
“My lord,” Madeleine responded. She started forward again, making 

her way at an even pace around the table. She stopped next to him. The 
man—the knight, I presumed—in the seat beside Etien hesitated for a sec-
ond, but then rose and moved out of the way. Madeleine sat, her body half 
toward Etien.

“What business brings yourself to Bois de Haillot?” she asked. Pleas-
antly. As if it were a completely unloaded question.

“Huh,” Etien grunted. “I think you know. I’ve come to take your hus-
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band’s oath—an oath long overdue.” His expression gained the faintest touch 
of a smirk. “Failing that, I’ll settle for yours.”

“My husband owes you no oath. He is not your vassal,” Madeleine re-
plied evenly. “Nor am I.”

“Not a very good vassal, that’s for certain.”
“To the contrary, I think you’ll find. My husband’s charge to defend 

this manor in the name of the Holy Roman Emperor will be served and 
served well.”

“In the name of Frederick Barbarossa. Who has been dead for eight 
years. And your husband’s oath was never reaffirmed with Henry.”

For a brief moment Madeleine was silent. When she spoke again her 
tone was just a shade cooler. With a touch of that talking-to-the-short-bus-
kid voice I’d heard before. “My husband is on crusade. Pope Innocent’s bull 
of 1192 carries forward all oaths of vassalage for those on holy duty. I have a 
copy—would you care to read it?”

Etien grunted again, waving his hand distractedly in the air. Reading 
was clearly not high on his to-do list. “That may be. But Henry is also dead. 
Otto of Brunswick is at war in Italy, and the pope will not put a crown on his 
head until Otto has done all his bidding. And in the mean time Frederick 
Hohenstaufen is raising an army to challenge him.”

“That does not change my duty to the crown. Bois de Haillot is an 
Imperial fief.”

Etien’s lips pursed, and I swear I could see the pulse in his forehead 
picking up the pace. But another of his buddies—a monk-looking dude, 
complete with the half-shaved head—leaned over and whispered something 
to him. Etien leaned back.

“My lady Madeleine, it is time to end these games,” he said, his voice 
even. More or less. “Look about you. How can you hope to hold this fief? 
You have only this manor to draw upon. You have one knight.” He glanced 
at Stephan as he said it. There was a touch of a snort in his voice. If Stephan 
gave even the slightest reaction, I could not see it. “Will your books keep me 
at bay? You can raise no army. Your castle is indefensible—”

“My castle is indefensible,” Madeleine interrupted him, “because that 
is how Frederick Barbarossa would have it. So it would be no prize in the 
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petty feuds of would-be princelings—”
Etien jumped to his feet. Bread, wine, and gravy flew as he flipped the 

table on the way up; half a chicken carcass rolled through the rushes toward 
my feet. “Petty feuds?” he bellowed. His face was purple; Madeleine’s was 
white. She’d edged up from her seat, taking a half-step back. I was fifteen feet 
away, and I’d taken two.

Etien’s fists clenched, and for a second I was seeing a lot of blood in 
my future. But he made no move. His voice leveled, but it still trembled 
with rage. “I have been tolerant of you, Ma Dame, but no more. Barbarossa 
is dead, and I will have this manor. I give you one last chance: Will you give 
me your oath?”

Lady Madeleine straightened. “I will not.”
If anything, Etien seemed to relax a bit. He straightened too. “So be it.”
I wasn’t entirely sure what happened next. Etien took a short step back, 

and suddenly there were swords everywhere. The guy that had given Made-
leine his seat drew first, but Stephan was ready for him. He crossed the gap—
no longer blocked by a table—in two big steps, and in the heartbeat it had 
taken for Etien’s man to pull his sword Stephan’s was already coming down. 
There was a grunt and a cry, and the guy’s sword went flying. His hand was 
still gripping it. The man staggered back, clutching what was left of his arm.

The chamber was filled with shouts and motion, and suddenly I was 
being jostled from behind as folk streamed past me. A dozen guys, at least, 
every one with a pike or halberd in hand. Two more of Etien’s men, young-
er guys back with the monk, had their swords out, but now they hesitated. 
Etien hadn’t raised a hand, and didn’t at this point, either: Both Stephan and 
Cyril were poised to strike.

The room was suddenly quiet.
“You think me weak,” Madeleine said, breathing hard. She’d hardly 

moved an inch, but her heart had to be pounding at least as hard as mine. 
There was a spattering of blood across her jawline. “Perhaps. But you were a 
fool to think me stupid. You’ve had your answer—now leave my land.”

If Etien’s face had been red before, it was the color of a brick now. He 
didn’t make a move. “You are a stupid woman,” he said. “I would have given 
you another manor. Now I will bring an army here, and I will crush you.” 
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His teeth ground on the word “crush.” Stephan was ready to cut him down 
if he made so much as a move. Etien knew it—but he really, really wanted 
to anyway.

Instead, Stephan took a half-step back, clearing the way for Etien to 
move out. The Count, through what seemed a massive effort of will, un-
clenched his fists and started forward. Every eye in the room was on him as 
he eased past Stephan. Every eye except, for whatever reason, mine.

In the corner, behind the two guys who still held their swords, I caught 
a glint of metal as a brown shape went into motion.

“Maddy!” I yelled out.
As if in slo-mo, Madeleine turned toward me, her eyes wide in indig-

nation. But Stephan had caught the line of my gaze and lunged forward. His 
shoulder caught Madeliene just beneath hers, throwing her into the greasy 
straw and spilled gravy. The monk’s off-arm had been reaching for Mad-
eleine, but Stephan caught it with his left hand and, in one fluid motion, 
swung his sword arm around, connecting its pommel with the monk’s head. 
The impact made a cracking noise; the knife went whirling through the air 
as the monk crumpled.

There was another surge of motion, and Etien suddenly faced a for-
est of spear-points and halberds, not one more than half a poke from his 
eyeballs. But he made no move; he looked every bit as surprised as anyone. 
He stared at Stephan for a moment, then looked at me, and then turned to 
where the monk lay face-down in the rushes. “Idiot,” he muttered, and then 
glanced up at his two guys with the swords. “Bring him.” And he stepped 
forward, batting halberds and spears out of his way. At Stephan’s nod, the 
castle folk parted as he made his way toward the door.

The two younger guys sheathed their weapons and tried briefly to 
rouse the monk. Meeting no success, they each took an arm and started to 
drag. Stephan watched them go while Cyril helped Madeleine to her feet. I 
rushed forward to help.

“Maddy?” she said, brushing flecks of bread and grease from her dress. 
She paused and looked me in the eye; it was not a happy look.

I grimaced and let go of her elbow. “Um, sorry,” I said. “Ma Dame.”
She kept her gaze on me for a long moment. “I forgive it,” she said at 
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last. “This time.”

*          *          *

And twenty minutes later Etien was gone. A couple guys helped the 
one-armed knight—guess he would be looking for a new job—out into the 
courtyard, where Etien had already joined his footsoldiers, all surrounded 
by fifteen or twenty armed castle-folk and peasants. There was quite a bit of 
heckling going on; Madeleine’s folk were in high spirits. Personally, I would 
have remained a bit more humble—these guys were still armed and far from 
defeated. I was just happy to see them go.

Hugh and Cyril rode them off the manor, followed by the horde of 
boisterous and well-armed villagers. Madeleine called Stephan and Gaspard 
to her chamber. And me as well.

The great chamber, as they called it, was above the library, adjacent to 
the chapel. In fact, I could see some steps leading up to a door; it must have 
let out onto that little balcony overlooking the altar. The other rooms were 
whitewashed, hung with large tapestries and furnished simply. This one was 
painted floor to high ceiling in broad chevron patterns of burgundy and 
ochre. It was dominated by a huge canopy bed, wider than a king-sized and 
hung with drapes thick enough to hide Scrooge from a dozen Christmas 
ghosts. The drapes and blankets, like the tapestries on the walls, were all 
densely embroidered. There were a number of chairs, several large chests, 
and a writing stand like in the library. In front of that stand was the smaller 
chest I had been helping Cyril with earlier.

Madeleine sat down in one of the chairs. She hadn’t broken her calm, 
but I could see her hand shake as she settled it on the armrest. It had been a 
good half-hour since the showdown.

“Well, that was a conversation we all knew was coming,” Madeleine 
said after a moment. I, of course, had known no such thing, but it didn’t 
seem the time to bring that up.

“It could have gone worse,” Stephan replied.
Madeleine nodded absently, staring across the room. “Yes,” she said. 
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“I suppose it could have.” Then she seemed to regain her focus, and lifted 
her chin. “It does, now, bring up the question of that.” She inclined her head 
toward the chest.

Nobody responded.
After a moment, I spoke up. “I beg your pardon, lady Madeleine, but 

what is that?”
In response Stephan rose. He grabbed one end of the chest and dragged 

it into the center of the room, creating a bow-wave of straw as he did so. 
Madeleine handed him the key, and he opened it up.

Inside were bags. Bulging, chocablock full bags. Bags of coins—of sil-
ver. And of gold.

I couldn’t help myself: I stepped over and reached down, pulling out 
one of the gold coins. The silver bits in my purse—and in the bags here—
were the size of dimes: small and thin. This thing was bigger than a quarter. 
It looked like a Spanish doubloon from Pirates of the Caribbean or some-
thing.

My amazement must have been plain on my face, because Stephan 
explained. “Gold grossos. The Italian merchants have started using them. 
Just one is worth 12 shillings.” They must have been getting used to my ig-
norance—or at least my blank expressions—because he went on after a mo-
ment. “More than half a pound of silver.”

“Wow,” I said. I didn’t know what this chest was worth, but it had to 
be a buttload of money in any century. I let the coin fall back into the bag. 
“What’s it for?”

Madeleine sighed. “It was for Etien. To buy him off.”
“We knew this was coming,” Stephan went on. “He’s right about one 

thing: This may be an Imperial fief, but there is no Emperor. And when there 
is one, he will have a lot on his plate. It will be years, at least, before the Otto’s 
attention is freed to worry about this little corner of his holdings. My lord 
Etien hopes that whatever he is doing will be well over by then. This is his 
chance to act, and he’s taking it.”

“I hoped to buy some time,” Madeleine said. “A sum of money to dis-
tract him. He might agree to forget his grievance for a year or two—enough 
time to petition Otto. We took 232 books to Verdun and sold them.” She was 
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staring across the room again. “232 books.”
“But he moved too quickly—here on the manor before we were even 

back with the money. It’s a good thing he didn’t know we were gone, or he’d 
have come with more men. And Ma Dame would be landless.”

“So that’s where you were coming from,” I said, “when you, um, met 
me?”

Madeleine nodded. “When we met you.” Then she repeated herself. 
Again. “When we met you.” She straightened in the chair.

“This was a blessing,” she declared.
“A blessing?” asked Gaspard.
“This money was never for Etien,” Madeleine went on. “God has other 

plans for it—for us. It is no coincidence that the same journey brings us this 
coin—and Martin. This coin, and a mason.”

I didn’t like where this was going.
“Frederick Barbarossa didn’t want the castle finished; that is why he 

gave it to my husband instead of one of the Brabantine lords. But my lord 
Etien is right about another thing: Barbarossa is dead. This is a different 
time.” She paused.

“God has given us the means to finish the castle,” she said after a min-
ute. “The means to resist my lord Etien.” She looked at me. “And Maitre 
Martin is going to do it.”
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That night I dreamed. Not blurry, dark dreams that scattered to the 
crevices of my mind with the morning light, but vivid, powerful dreams, 
one after the other, leaving echoes to haunt me through the day. Dreams of 
New Orleans—not just toasting Jason in bar after bar, but of exploring the 
city beforehand. Of touring the botanicas with Claire—not my sort of thing, 
but that’s an anthropologist for you. Of listening to zydeco on the street and 
eating muffuletta sandwiches in the French Market.

Food and music were a recurring theme. I ate dozens of orders of Ap-
plebee’s chicken wings. Guess I wouldn’t be living that dream out any time 
soon. Nor hitting the Outback Steak House with Claire, or going to a Jona-
than Coulton concert. All of which showed up at some point in my restless 
night.

I guess it’s not surprising that I dreamed about food. We had had my 
first real meal since arriving that evening, an hour or two after Etien’s de-
parture. Madeleine, Stephan, Gaspard, myself, and Father Jean, all seated at 
the same table Etien had knocked over that afternoon. They’d cleaned up the 
blood—I have no idea what they did with that guy’s hand—and extended the 
table with another couple of saw horses. Everything was brought in or out by 
servants: Celestine and Cyril attending to Madeleine and Stephan person-
ally, while two or three castle folk looked after the rest of us in general.

In movies and books, there’s always a big roast ox on a blazing fire, 
dripping with juice. Or a turkey leg, like they give you at those medieval din-
ner shows. Solid hunks of meat. What we got was another stew, served on a 
plate made out of dense bread—like those chilli-in-a-bread-loaf meals that 
were the rage a few years ago. There were no utensils—everybody ate with 
their fingers and the knife they brought with them. Someone brought me a 
knife. I guess I’d gained a bit of trust—or they figured I was harmless enough 
without a horse under me.

“A little late for dinner, I know,” Madeleine had said. It was maybe six 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

63 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

o’clock, though I had absolutely no way to know for sure. “But the fare has 
been pretty meager this last day or so.”

She got that right. I’m not sure I even noticed what it tasted like at first; 
I was that hungry. I slowed down a bit after a while, though. It was weird, 
no doubt about it: some sort of unidentifiable meat with leeks or onions all 
in a sauce that tasted, if anything, like sweet-and-sour chicken. Only with 
mystery meat. And leeks. I didn’t want to look picky—and I didn’t want 
to starve—but this was a little outside my comfort zone. Fortunately, they 
brought out some little dark things that turned out to be roasted apples. 
Small and a bit sour, but I ate three of them.

Bedtime had also been a bit of a shock. The castle folk—there were 
about a dozen of them, beyond Madeleine’s inner circle—bunked out in that 
first room I’d entered. Like it was some giant crash pad, they just started 
pulling blankets and things out of the chests and finding corners to sleep in. 
Mostly on the floor. They called that room the solar, and it was apparently 
the castle’s family room to the great hall’s formal living/dining room.

Madeleine retired to her own chamber, of course; Celestine slept in 
there with her. Father Jean slept in the chapel. That left me with Stephan, 
Gaspard, and Cyril in the room adjacent to Madeleine’s—the one outside the 
chapel. We didn’t have to sleep on the floor, though; someone had assembled 
a bed.

A bed.
I’d tried to keep an eye on the others as we undressed: What was the 

protocol here—who got dibs on the bed? It became apparent, as Cyril fol-
lowed Gaspard into it, that everyone was supposed to sleep there.

By now night had fallen, and this place wasn’t going to win any awards 
for energy efficiency. While there weren’t many windows, as far as I could 
tell only the ones in the chapel and the great hall had any glass in them. Cur-
tains had been drawn over the others, but they were keeping the drafts out 
exactly as well as you would expect them too. I could see my breath.

But climbing into a bed with three other guys wearing nothing but 
their undergarment man-dresses? Not that there’s anything wrong with that, 
but not exactly my scene, man.

“Maybe I’ll just sleep on the floor over here,” I’d said.
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“Why?” Gaspard asked.
“You know, it’s just a little crowded . . .”
“Martin,” Stephan had said, his eyes narrowed just a bit. “You aren’t a 

somethingorother?”
“A what?” I answered. I hadn’t recognized the word he used.
“A somthingorotherelse.” It took me a second to parse that word as 

sodomite.
“A friend of William Rufus,” Cyril snickered. “You prefer men. Instead 

of women.”
So what, I was going to have to get into bed with three scantily clad 

men to prove that I wasn’t gay?
I looked down at the corner I’d been contemplating. The floor was 

made of rough-hewn timbers, somewhat worn by passage and covered with 
a thin layer or reeds or rushes. Not exactly a Tempurpedic. And the eve-
ning’s chill was really just getting started. Sleep in a real bed, or shiver on 
the hard floor—and let everyone think I’m gay. I was at enough of a social 
disadvantage as it was. I climbed into the bed.

And squished myself as close to the edge as I could.

*          *          *

Despite that, and the many and vivid dreams, the sleep did me good. 
I woke up feeling OK—much better than I had the previous morning. Until 
I moved—then my back and legs and arms and feet and butt remembered 
all the walking and riding and fighting and stitches of the last two days. I 
groaned as I stood. Maybe more than once.

Stephan and the others were gone; I’d been awakened by two women—
I didn’t know their names, but the faces of the castle folk were becoming 
familiar—who’d come to take apart the bed. What little light penetrated the 
room still had the pale quality of early morning, but it was well past dawn. 
I checked my arm. There was a crust of dried blood along the cutline, and 
the surrounding flesh was red and tender, but I saw no sign of new bleeding. 
I rustled up my clothes and dressed in an alcove, doing my best to keep out 
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of sight of the women. My best wasn’t very good—they were clearly curious 
about me. I doubt it was my macho physique that kept them peeking.

I wandered down, for want of a better plan, through the solar and the 
library and into the great hall. Stephan, Gaspard, and Madeleine were eating 
a breakfast of bread, cheese, and slices of cold meat. The room was chilly—I 
could see the faintest wisps of my own breath—and the small fire in the cen-
ter of the room had little impact. Nobody else seemed to mind.

I sat down.
“Where is everybody?” I asked, after a round of pleasantries. Other 

than Celestine, Cyril, and a servant, I’d seen nobody else in the castle beyond 
the two women disassembling the bed.

“In the fields,” Stephan replied, chewing on a piece of bread. “They lost 
four days of harvest because of Etien. And it will rain again, sooner rather 
than later I think.”

I guess these folk couldn’t just head down to the Safeway come Janu-
ary. The harvest was life-or-death to them. In a literal sense.

“I’m surprised—” I hesitated. I didn’t want to sound insensitive to 
Klaas and his wife. “Etien had only a few men. It didn’t take him much to 
shut down the entire place.”

“It wasn’t the men he brought that did it,” Stephan replied. “It was the 
rumor. That an army was following. No-one would want their women, their 
food stocks, their animals caught in the village when that army marched in.”

Madeleine snorted. “Marcus Miller and his stories. One would think 
he would have sense enough not to spread tales like that—at least during 
harvest. Any grain that isn’t cut is money out of his pocket. I think I’ll have 
Hugh straighten him out on that point.”

Stephan frowned thoughtfully. “It could be that Etien seeded that sto-
ry. Or that Marcus passed it on willingly.”

“Really?” I blurted out. Everyone turned toward me, and I suddenly 
felt like I was about to violate the one-person-at-a-time rule. My voice was a 
bit subdued when I continued. “I mean, why would someone do that? One 
of your people?”

There was a brief pause before Stephan shrugged and said, “Lady Mad-
eleine does not command the true loyalty of everyone on the manor. This 
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land was once held by Etien’s uncle. He was killed fighting Henry.”
“Fighting the Holy Roman Emperor?”
“No, Henry, Duke of Brabant.”
It didn’t seem like Stephan was going to go on, but Madeleine nodded 

in his direction.
“He should know about this. He’ll need to understand the house be-

fore he can finish it. And know something of our adversary.” She turned her 
attention to me. “Henry wasn’t the Duke then,” she went on. “There was no 
Duke. There was no duchy. All of Brabant was ruled by petty Margraves and 
self-styled Counts, with no higher lords between them and the Emperor. 
Brabant and Limbourg and Luxembourg and all of this area. Several of them 
held claims of vassalage over the others; more than one had attempted to es-
tablish a duchy. Efforts by diplomacy and even marriage seldom bore fruit—
there was too much bitterness. Generations of rivalry.”

“My lord Etien’s—” Stephan paused; I could see him doing the math in 
his head. “His uncle’s father built this castle.”

“Oh,” I said. Guess that explained why he felt he had a right to it. “But 
the Holy Roman Emperor took it away from him?”

“Not him,” answered Madeleine. “He ran out of money. He built here 
because he thought he could include parts of Limbourg in his duchy. But 
he couldn’t fund the castle without establishing a market town. And he was 
never able to do that—Bois de Haillot is too remote from the rest of Namur.”

“We have Arbois and a few other manors to the north,” Stephan ex-
plained. “But only forest to the south and west. And to the east is Limbourg, 
and there are just a few manors within a day’s walk in that direction. It is not 
a good location for a town—though it might have been, if he’d brought lands 
east of the river into his domain.”

“OK,” I said, nodding. I wasn’t sure I was following the whole thing, 
but the important bit had to be coming.

“This was all during the interregnum, and the early years of Frederick 
Barbarossa’s reign,” Madeleine said, as if that would mean anything to me. 
“The Emperor’s attentions were fixed firmly on bringing the German princes 
into line, and then on Italy. It was twenty years or so before he took an inter-
est in this area. By then, Etien’s uncle held this land, and he was at war with 
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Henry.”
“Of Brabant,” I clarified.
“Of Brabant. Henry had become a supporter of Frederick during the 

interregnum, so Barbarossa settled the matter in his favor. Henry was made 
Duke of Brabant, and five or six of the Margraves in the area were made his 
vassals.”

“Including Etien’s uncle.”
“Yes. Frederick took Bois de Haillot as an Imperial demesne, but he 

gave Etien’s uncle additional lands in the north of Namur. And he made him 
a Count. In the end, the arrangement was profitable for Etien’s uncle. But he 
was never happy to be Henry’s vassal.”

Of course. What a soap opera. “OK,” I said after a moment, “but where 
were you in all of this? Are you a relative of Henry’s?”

Madeleine shook her head. “No. I was born in Antioch; I had lived in 
the Lavant all my life—until I married.”

“Then you came here?”
“Not right away. Juste—my husband—came east in the Third Crusade, 

and ended up serving Frederick. Barbarossa had already settled the matter 
in Brabant, but he had only a steward on Bois de Haillot, not a lord. He gave 
the manor to Juste. This was all before I had even met Juste—Barbarossa 
never made it to Antioch; he died in Turkey.”

She paused. The look in her eye was not exactly wistful, but she was 
clearly thinking about more than she was saying.

“Ma Dame married my lord De La Croix,” Stephan cut in, keeping the 
narrative going, “and he sent her back to his new manor.”

“He had no interest in being here,” Madeliene confirmed. “And why 
would he? One manor on the farthest fringe of the Empire, when there was 
a fortune and name to be made in the Holy Land?”

Um. Well maybe because he wanted to be with his wife? But I wasn’t 
quite going to go there at this point.

“I was seventeen years old. I had never been out of Antioch.”
Madeleine paused, as if that told the whole story. Which, I guess, it 

more or less did. In some ways, her experience wasn’t all that different than 
mine. I mulled it over for a minute.
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“OK,” I said at last. I needed to get off this track; it was a bit too heavy 
for me. “So you come here, and Etien inherits, not just Namur and the title 
of Count, but also all the grievances against Henry and the Emperor.” See, I 
wasn’t such an idiot after all.

Stephan stretched, then scratched his armpit. “That’s right. And now 
he thinks he has an opportunity to act upon them.” 

“He does have an opportunity to act,” Madeleine corrected.
“Maybe,” Stephan replied. “He cannot raise an army—not a big one, 

anyway—or Henry of Brabant will take notice. He could campaign after har-
vest, if the weather allows, but more likely he won’t be able to move until the 
Spring. So we have six, maybe seven months to prepare for him.”

Six or seven months.
Madeleine turned once more and looked me full in the face. “Six 

months, Maitre Martin. Can you do it?”
I don’t know why I said what I said. I didn’t know a damn thing about 

stonework. I didn’t know what needed to be done, and I had no idea what 
resources I had to work with.

Maybe it was Madeleine’s story. Maybe it was my instant and indelible 
dislike of Etien. Maybe it was because I didn’t really have much of a choice—
what else was I going to do; I wouldn’t have a roof over my head or a bite to 
eat without Madeleine. I may not have been a medieval mason, but I sure as 
hell didn’t want to be a medieval beggar.

Or maybe it was because Bois de Haillot wasn’t a parking lot. Not a 
Class IV divided highway providing access to Prince William County’s new-
est Costco and strip mall. It wasn’t just the chance to build a castle—and let’s 
face it; how many opportunities like that come along in 2009? It was that this 
was a job that would change lives. Save lives. Do something that was really 
important to someone other than a rich property developer looking to get a 
little bit richer.

“Yes,” I said.
Madeleine continued to watch me for three, five, maybe ten long heart-

beats. Then she smiled, and I realized it was probably the first time I’d seen a 
smile on her face. It looked good. “Very well,” she said, nodding.
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*          *          *

“OK,” I said to Stephan. “The first thing we’re going to need to do is 
clear away all these trees. A hundred—” I hesitated. I was going to say a 
hundred yards, but would that mean anything now? “Um,” I attempted, “say, 
300 feet out?” I figured that had the best chance of being a recognizable unit.

We were in front of the gatehouse. I had decided my first step would 
be to tour the castle and get a sense of what was already in place and what, 
basically, needed to be done. Stephan, I figured, would know a thing or two 
about medieval fortifications, so I drafted him along.

Fortunately, Stephan nodded thoughtfully as he gazed out into the 
trees; I had communicated something—probably even something close to 
what I meant. “It isn’t much further to the edge of the field. Clear it all the 
way.”

“Makes sense. That would give us visibility from the house all the 
way down to the village, more or less. And we can get started on that right 
away—we won’t need any specialist labor.” I assumed pretty much anybody 
could cut down a tree, even in this day and age. That probably wouldn’t be 
true about the stonecutters and builders for the actual construction.

That “yes” to Madeleine had really changed my mindset. Heck, maybe 
it changed my whole perspective on the 12th century. Just a few hours before, 
the whole “Martin the mason” thing was freaking me out. People were build-
ing me into something I wasn’t, and the taller that house of cards grew, the 
more stressed I was getting by its inevitable collapse. I didn’t know anything 
about stone cutting. I had no real experience with load-bearing masonry.

But you know what? It’s not like I knew how to lay asphalt or drive a 
front-end loader either, back in the 21st century. There are guys with the ex-
pertise for that sort of thing, and the engineer’s job is to tell them how to put 
their skills to work. I had a professor in college who used to say that all you 
needed to know about engineering is p=mv and you can’t push on a rope. All 
the rest are details you can learn as you need them. A bit simplistic perhaps, 
but if it was ever applicable, now was the time. My fundamental engineer-
ing knowledge was certainly up to 12th century standards, I’d think. And 
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even my Army experience gave me some basics that might apply to castle 
design—overlapping fields of fire, zones of defense, that sort of thing. The 
details, as critical as they might be, could be learned.

“Let’s have a look at the rest of the house,” I said.
Stephan toured me about from there. The gatehouse was, as I’d gath-

ered, two towers that connected over the gate. Round at the front, where 
their loopholes overlooked the entrance as well as the flanks of the walls, 
and squared off at the back. Three levels tall. The lower rooms, on either side 
of the gate passage, were basically guardrooms; the rooms above formed a 
hall for the castle’s soldiers. There were only a couple more than Gigot and 
Michel, but the gatehouse had space for a few dozen at least.

The room above the gate itself had a slot in the wall, in a stone shelf 
about waist height, that looked down over the gate passage. Space for a heavy 
hanging gate to slide down, but there was nothing there now.

“We’ll need a carpenter to build the gate for us,” I commented.
“And a blacksmith,” Stephan added. “We have a smith in the village, 

and several of the men have the skills and tools to do the woodworking.”
The walls around the big courtyard would need a lot of work, and there 

were the shells of two or three towers along their length. The tower at the 
corner between the gatehouse and great hall was the biggest, anchoring the 
courtyard wall where it met the bluff overlooking the river.

Then there was the keep itself. The entrance, up the stairs from the 
courtyard, was actually the second floor; one had to then take one of the 
internal staircases (there were the two, in opposite corners of the building) 
down to the ground floor. Kitchens and storage down there, solar and li-
brary on the second floor, and chapel, great chamber, and the guys’ bedroom 
on the third. From there the staircases simply spiralled up to break out of the 
unfinished walls at what would be the fourth floor—but was currently the 
roof.

There was more to it than that—the walls were thick enough that in 
many places the alcoves cut into them were nearly big enough to serve as 
rooms themselves. And there were a couple of passages that ran through the 
walls, giving access to loopholes and firing positions. So that the basic pat-
tern—three floors, each essentially cut into two rooms—resulted in a sur-
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prisingly complex building.
Along the way Stephan pointed out a number of design elements that 

aided the castle’s defense: the right-hand twist of the spiraling staircase, al-
ways favoring the swing and thrust of a defender upstairs while the cen-
tral column hindered an invader coming up from below. The way the tow-
ers served not just to provide flanking fire along the walls, but also created 
breaks in the wall’s top so that attackers who got up on one section would 
not be able to move along it to reach other sections—or even a staircase 
down into to the courtyard. And my personal favorite: The way the stairs 
leading up to the keep approached the door from the right. So that the at-
tackers climbing it —right-handed ones, at least—would have their shields 
facing away from the tower. Unless they chose to swap arms and fight left-
handed. Or to walk up the steps—blood-slicked and littered with obstacles 
and casualties—backwards. Failing those unattractive options, their shields 
would give them no protection from defenders in the tower.

I took good notes. Mental notes, anyway—I didn’t have a pencil and 
notepad handy.

And then I hustled to the library, where Elias, I was told, would have 
paper and pens and all the stuff I’d need to start drafting plans and materi-
als lists. At the very least, I was keen to dump the contents of my head onto 
paper while it was all still fresh.

I wasn’t much of a draftsman in AutoCAD; quill and parchment was 
going to be a bit of an adventure.

I didn’t find Elias in the library. Instead, I found Celestine.
“Erm, hi,” I said as I ducked over to the corner with the reading stand. 

She had been going through a stack of books on a table opposite. “I don’t 
suppose you have seen Elias?”

She looked at me with wide eyes and shook her head, a tiny little mo-
tion. Then she turned back to her stack of books, nervously tucking a few 
stray locks of hair back under her headcovering.

There was a table beyond the reading stand, covered in stacks of paper 
and an array of bottles and jars. I moved back behind the stand and started 
looking it all over. Several horn-like bottles. A jar holding dozens of long 
curved tubes. Some straps with what looked like weights on either end. I’d 
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never even used a fountain pen; I was going to need remedial writing les-
sons.

After a moment I began to feel the weight of expectancy on my shoul-
der. I turned. Celestine stood there, on the other side of the reading stand, 
with a book clutched to her little bosom like a shield.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Were you . . .” I had supposed she was fetching a 
book for Madeleine, but I guess she was here on her own.

“No, Maitre,” she said hastily. “I was just—”
“It’s my fault,” I said, coming back round the reading stand. “I inter-

rupted you. I was just waiting for Elias.” It was clear she wasn’t going to claim 
her spot at the stand, so I took her elbow gently and led her around. Her arm 
was featherweight, pliant under the layers of her sleeve. She set her book on 
the stand, brushing away a couple more curls of wayward hair.

“So . . . you read,” I said. Or asked, maybe. I was somehow under the 
impression that literacy standards weren’t high these days. I hadn’t taken 
Stephan for a reader, let alone any of the servants.

“Yes, Maitre,” she answered. Hesitantly, like somehow she needed my 
permission. “Ma Dame requires it of me.” She stopped there for a minute, 
not looking up from the cover of her book, and then said, “Lady Madeleine 
taught me.”

“Oh. OK.” I was on a roll here; these were more words out of Celestine’s 
mouth than I’d heard since I arrived. “Does she teach many people?”

Celestine stole a peak at me, then shook her head. “No, Maitre. I don’t 
think so.”

I could do without all the “Maitre” stuff, and briefly thought about say-
ing something. But I wasn’t sure she’d be comfortable moving to a first-name 
basis. And I’d hate to get her into trouble. All this social class stuff might be a 
real quagmire, and I wasn’t exactly certain of how I fit into the whole thing. 
Better to let sleeping dogs lie.

“What are you reading?”
She stepped back slightly, motioning toward the book. There was no 

title or image on the cover, so I leaned forward and opened it. The title page 
had an illustration: A knight on a horse, ahead of which was a creature that 
might have been a large dog. The proportions were a bit crude, and the poses 
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a bit artificial, just like (appropriately enough) your stereotypical medieval 
picture, but the colors were almost lurid—the knight in blue and red, the 
creature a brilliant blue, the lollypop-like trees bright green. There were 
words as well; or at least strings of symbols that looked something like let-
ters. Not with quite as many extraneous lines and spikes and angled tips as, 
say, the title of the Washington Post, but with lots of heavy vertical lines that 
made it hard to tell one letter from the next. But after a minute I saw a “c” 
and an “h” and then suddenly other letters materialized out of the writing, 
and next think I knew my eyes sort of broke the code. Like one of those 
visual puzzles where you can see a face if you stare long enough—and then 
once you see it, it seems obvious.

“Yvain,” I read slowly. OK, I wasn’t one-hundred percent sure about 
that one. “The Knight of the Lion.”

“It’s new,” Celestine said. “Chretien de Troyes.”
I resisted the temptation to say “bless you!” Instead, I nodded with 

sage wisdom. “Mm.”
“Do you like the romances?”
“Mmm,” I said, though I tried to make it sound a bit more positive. Not 

exactly a bodice-ripper of a cover. But hey, less Fabio and more mounted 
knights might make for a romance I could get into. I nodded for a moment, 
doing my best to look like I was in thoughtful appreciation of Mr. de Troyes’s 
work.

“Listen,” I said after a second, leaning in and making my voice a little 
bit conspiratorial. “I need to write down a few things, and I might need your 
help.”

“My help, Maitre?”
“Yeees,” I said, suddenly a bit hesitant. Was Celestine really the best 

person to admit this to? “See, um, the thing is, I don’t know how to write.”
I might have just told her I had a squid in my pants. You know, if I had 

pants. At least I got an unguarded reaction out of her for once.
“No!” I said hastily. “I know how to write. I just don’t know how to use 

all this—stuff. We use different stuff, where I’m from.” The last part trailed 
off a bit lamely.

She looked up at me for a moment, a touch of suspicion in her eyes. 
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I pushed her gently back and sidled into the space in front of the reading 
stand, closing her book and moving it to the side. There was a stack of what 
looked like scrap paper—odd shapes and sizes—on the table, and I helped 
myself to a piece.

“Okay, hand me a pen.” After a second’s hesitation, she handed me one 
of the curved tubes. I realized it was a feather quill, just like you’d imagine 
Benjamin Franklin writing with, only with all the feathery bits cut off. It was 
just the central stalk.

Then she handed me a knife.
I had figured ink would be the next logical step. “OK, sorry,” I said, 

“but what’s this for?”
Her suspicion turned to—what?—mild disbelief? She studied me for 

a moment, trying to figure out, I guess, whether I was jerking her chain. I 
got a good look at her green eyes, and the light dusting of freckles across the 
tops of her cheeks. A nice match for her hair, a brown with a faint touch of 
red. She had a lot of it; quite a bit spilled out beneath her headdress. Despite 
her timidity around me, it gave her a hint of rebelliousness—like Jenna back 
at my office, who favored bright plaid or striped tights under her otherwise-
conventional office skirts and dresses. An ex-punk. I couldn’t really see Ce-
lestine in mosh pit, but maybe playing fast and loose with the hair covering 
was a 12th-century equivalent.

“It’s a pen knife,” Celestine said. Ah. Go figure. “You trim your pen 
with it.”

I looked at the pen.
“Not now! That pen is just fine.”
“OK.”
Now she was sounding a bit amused. “When the tip dulls or splits. 

Here. Carbon or iron gall? Or red?”
She was shifting a small stand toward the side of the table. There were 

two containers on it.
“Ink? Black would be fine. Nothing fancy.” She removed one of the 

flasks and replaced it with another, then opened it.
“No need to waste good iron gall on a scrap like that,” she said.
I nodded and dipped the pen.
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“Wait!” she said, grabbing my hand. “Not so much ink.”
She released me and I dipped it a bit more gently. I moved to the pa-

per, afraid the pen was going to drip, and started to write out “My name is 
Martin” in English. Seemed as good a line to practice with as any. I got about 
six letters into it before having to go back to the inkwell. Celestine giggled.

“What? What did I do wrong?”
She checked herself. “Nothing, Maitre.” She hesitated. “It’s just—well . 

. . ”
I looked back at the scrap of paper. My handwriting didn’t look much 

like the text in her book—no surprises there, I guess, but it probably seemed 
as illegible to her as the book’s text had to me. Not that my handwriting had 
ever been brilliant, even by 21st-century standards. And of course the words 
would be nonsense to her.

I started in again, but my hand brushed the previous letters, my knuck-
le dragging an inchlong smear.

“Not like that!” Celestine said. She grasped my hand and bent my wrist 
away from the surface. “Don’t touch the paper. Stay above it.”

I tried again, not letting my hand rest on the paper. Awkward, but it 
kept me out of the ink. Didn’t make my handwriting any more legible to her, 
though. Or, frankly, to me.

Celestine stepped away while I tried again. Through two or three more 
dips of the pen I managed a handful of words and about a dozen spots and 
smudges. She returned with another book, which she laid out on the table 
using the weighted straps to hold it open. It was an alphabet.

“You keep trying to make curves in your letters,” she said, taking the 
pen from my hand. She blotted it on a bit of scrap paper, then pressed the 
tip flat to the table and trimmed off the very tip with the knife. The desk, I 
saw, was practically serrated by thousands of tiny knife marks. “See how the 
strokes are downward or angled? Do it like that.” She handed the pen back 
to me.

I dipped the pen and wrote out another ten or twelve letters. “Lovely 
Celes”—that’s as far as I got on that load of ink. I paused and looked at it—
she was right: It was much easier to make those straight strokes. I don’t think 
my writing was a much neater, but it looked a whole lot more like the text in 
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the book. And I hadn’t smudged. I turned to dip the pen again.
When I turned back, she was headed for the door.
“Celestine?” I called to her. She paused at the doorway, but it was only 

long enough to let Elias in. Then she disappeared.
“What is bothering her?” Elias asked as he approached the writing 

stand.
I crumpled up the scrap of paper. I’d been writing in English, so I don’t 

think she really understood what I’d written. Shit, it didn’t mean anything—
no more than the “My name is Martin” I’d started out with. It was just some-
thing to write.

But clearly she’d at least made out her name, or that part of it anyway. 
Guess I’d improved my medieval-style handwriting a bit.

“I don’t know,” I answered, glancing back at the door. “I seem to make 
her nervous.”

“Celestine?” he replied, setting a couple of small bundles on the table. 
“I didn’t think anything made her nervous.”

Huh. Guess her experience with 21st-century masons who materialize 
out of nothingness was limited.

I reached for another scrap, dipped my quill, and started making my 
list.
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Madeleine saw the petitioner the next morning.
He was a gaunt fellow, almost as tall as me, with dark hair and sunken 

cheeks and just a hint of a limp. They’d apparently sent him out to the fields 
with the others the day before. Want not, waste not, I guess. It’s not like it was 
going to do him or us any good to leave him sitting around the house all day.

Hugh brought him in to the great hall. The guy was glancing around 
like we might be thinking about eating him. When he reached the center of 
the room, he quickly doffed his hat and then dropped to his knees.

Madeleine was sitting behind the table. Her eyebrows shot up, and she 
cast a quick glance back at Stephan. Guess that’s not the normal procedure.

“Who are you?” Madeleine asked. “And why have you come to me?” 
He answered in gibberish.
Madeleine narrowed her eyes and looked toward Hugh. OK, so it 

wasn’t just me—she couldn’t understand him either.
“His is the German of Flanders,” Hugh explained, “but the speech is 

difficult. Very provincial. He says his name is Wulfram, from the village of 
Vikten. It’s in Limbourg.”

Madeleine waved him up, and Wulfram climbed to his feet.
“So why is he here?”
Hugh spoke to the man. The guy answered, but Hugh seemed to strug-

gle a bit with what he said. There were a few backs and forths before Hugh 
answered Madeleine.

“Ma Dame, he says the people of his village are frightened, and that 
they have heard you are a scholar.”

“What?”
“That’s what he said, my lady.”
“But why is he here?” Stephan demanded. “What of his own lord?”
Hugh spoke briefly with Wulfram. “There is only a steward, Mon Sieur. 

He does not live on the manor, but only comes every year or two.”
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“Very well then, what about their priest?”
More discussion, then Hugh gasped and crossed himself. He ques-

tioned Wulfram once more, his tone now a bit cautious. Then he turned 
back to Madeleine and Stephan. His face, normally crossed by a wide slash 
of a grin, was clouded. “He says their priest cannot help them. My lord, this 
man says there is a black mass in their village. The priest is part of it!”

There was a collective gasp, and literally every person in the room—
Cyril and Celestine behind Madeleine; Gaspard, Elias, and one or two others 
around the fringes like me—crossed himself. I went along with the crowd.

Madeleine scrutinized the man. “Is this true?” I was wondering the 
same thing; I hadn’t heard anyone bring up Satanism since Iron Maiden 
rocked the 80s.

Hugh translated, and Wulfram again fell to his knees, letting forth with 
a string of passionate, guttural babble. Hugh put out a hand to try and stem 
the flow.

“He says many in the village have suspected it for a long time,” Hugh 
translated after finally calming Wulfram down. “But the mass became 
more—open—recently. They held a mass on the Nativity of the Virgin, and 
did not bother to conceal it.”

“Sixteen—no, seventeen days ago,” Stephan said.
“And then four days ago they stole a child,” Hugh crossed himself 

again. “It is well known in the village that the mass will be held again on 
Michaelmas—and the child will be killed.”

Madeleine’s mask of calm had fallen aside; she was not concealing her 
horror. “Even your priest? But—how can this be so?”

“The village is full of fear, my lady. Wulfram and others like him do not 
know who among their neighbors are true. He says he has come on behalf of 
a handful who can be trusted.”

“And the priest is one of the—of the black mass?”
“Yes, my lady.”
“How can that be?” Madeleine murmured. Then she glanced at Elias. 

“Fetch Father Jean.” Elias gave a quick bow then hustled for the door, brush-
ing my shoulder as he went.

“Gaspard?” Madeleine asked.
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Gaspard started. He glanced around like he was just noticing all the 
other people in the room. “Yes, Ma Dame?”

“What are your thoughts?”
“Thoughts about what, Ma Dame?”
Madeleine’s eyes rolled upward. “About this black mass, Gaspard. 

About the priest?”
Gaspard shifted. “Well, as you know, Ma Dame, most such congrega-

tions arise out of ambition among the ungodly. They reach out to the infer-
nal to gain power to which God has not entitled them.”

Madeleine nodded.
“And many blasphemies have been brought back, in the secret recesses 

of ambitious or foolish hearts, from the Lavant, where they are said to flour-
ish among the Saracens. Many ancient demons have retained their presence 
in the world there, even while their reach has been driven from the bounds 
of Christendom. Largely.”

There were several crossings of selves at this point. Wulfram was look-
ing back and forth between Madeleine and Gaspard as they spoke, but it 
didn’t look like he was really following the conversation.

“A remote village like this seems an unlikely breeding ground for such 
ambition,” Madeleine said. “And it is about as far from the Lavant as one can 
be and still have feet on Christian soil.”

“Which brings us to another possibility. Some congregations are lured 
away from God and Christ by memories of ancient religions. From the days 
of the Romans and pagans. Many traditions have their roots in such rites, es-
pecially in isolated regions. The infernal knows this, and tempts such people 
into placing their faith in these rites ahead of their Christianity. And then 
they are led down a path into demonic worship.”

 Again with the sporadic crossing, but Gaspard went on. “They allow 
temptation to lead them deeply astray—but they can also be pushed along 
that path by the very shepherds in whom their souls’ keeping is entrusted.” 
There was a bit of whispering stir at this.

“What do you mean?”
Gaspard cocked his head thoughtfully, tapping a finger on his lips for 

a second before going on. “The religions of the ancients did not properly 
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recognize sin, and their celebrations were damnable. But echoes of those cel-
ebrations remain, even in today’s enlightened world. Think of midsummer’s 
eve: The villagers drink to excess, and indulge their gluttony—”

“But that’s just a feast,” Stephan cut in. “What does that have to do with 
a black mass?”

“They indulge their gluttony,” Gaspard went on, “and their passions.”
“We all know what happens on midsummer’s eve,” Madeleine cut in. 

“The villeins work hard all spring, and face an even harder harvest. Who 
would begrudge them an evening’s entertainment in the brief relent of their 
toils?”

Gaspard shrugged, then tapped his lip again. “Indeed. And all look 
away from it. Allow it. Though the—excesses—fall entirely outside Christ’s 
teachings. But there are some who would not overlook it; many great think-
ers within the Church would abolish all such festivities.”

“Again, get to your point.”
“I posit that such sport is all but necessary for the great mass of hu-

manity, especially those who toil almost without cease. Those with an ascetic 
temperament might forgo it. But on the common man, enforce rules with-
out relent, and he might search for—an alternative.”

Wow. People gotta let their hair down. That struck me as surprisingly 
21st-century thinking—I’d been under the impression that old-fashioned 
peoples were universally hard-assed about this sort of thing. Didn’t they tor-
ture Galileo for going against the church?

 Sure enough, a couple of people around the room were shifting uneas-
ily.

“So they turn to Satan? Is that what you are saying?” Madeleine asked 
incredulously.

“They turn to the rites of the ancients,” Gaspard corrected, “still held 
within their traditions. From which the infernal can tempt them to—”

“Ridiculous!” Father Jean’s voice practically boomed through the hall. 
“Do you really claim that God’s rules can lead men to any such sin?”

Gaspard took half a step back at the outburst, and I have to confess so 
did I. Gaspard’s thoughtful expression had gone blank.

“My lady, will you support such statements in your own hall?” Father 
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Jean demanded.
Madeleine held up a hand. “Pere Jean, please—”
“In your own hall?” Father Jean repeated.
“Gaspard was merely speculating. I would have your thoughts as well.”
Father Jean cast his narrowed eyes on Gaspard for a moment, then 

shifted them to Wulfram. Both, it seemed, were equally suspect.
“This man says there is a black mass in his village?”
“That is correct.”
Father Jean crossed himself. “Can he be trusted?”
“I don’t see why not, Father,” Hugh responded. “What would he gain 

by bringing such charges here?”
Father Jean walked over to the man, regarding him carefully. Then he 

spoke, in what sounded like German. Wulfram answered, hat in hand, prac-
tically shaking. The exchange went back and forth a few times. Then Father 
Jean turned toward Madeleine. “I will send a message to the Archbishop in 
Liege directly.”

Madeleine nodded. “Of course, Father. But will he act in time? The vil-
lagers believe a child will be killed in four days.”

Father Jean seemed baffled by her response. “Then—then those re-
sponsible will be found and dealt with. Do you have some other course to 
propose?”

Madeleine turned to Stephan. “We could leave tomorrow. Could we be 
away by Terce?”

“No, please!” Wulfram interjected, in a crude French. “No tomorrow!”
Madeleine turned back, surprised. Wulfram grabbed Hugh’s sleeve 

and accosted him with another burst of whatever it was he was speaking.
“He says you will find nothing if you come to the village. They conceal 

themselves—their identity is unknown. He and his friends would be killed 
after you left. It must be on Michealmas, when the mass is held. Then you 
will find the child, and catch the members at mass.”

Madeleine nodded, thinking. “I have not heard of this Vikten.”
“Ma Dame, you cannot really be considering this?” Father Jean said.
“He says it can be reached in a day,” said Hugh.
“And he knows where they meet?” Madeleine asked. “We will be able 
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to find them?”
Hugh consulted Wulfram. “Yes, Ma Dame. His friends can lead you to 

their place of worship.”
Father Jean sputtered.
Madeleine nodded again. She raised her hand to her lips; she was hold-

ing the little beaded crucifix in her fingers. “Very well,” she said, after a mo-
ment of consideration. “Pere Jean, draft a message to the Archbishop, and I 
will put my seal upon it. But also we will go. We will leave on Michaelmas, 
and we will unearth this black mass.”

*          *          *

I spent the next few days laying the groundwork for my construction 
project. Stephan hooked me up with Hugh, and Hugh hooked me up with 
Gilbert le Long, the village reeve—the guy, it turns out, in charge of making 
sure everyone in the village put in their hours on Madeleine’s land.

Stephan had seemed confused when I didn’t understand all that. “Mad-
eleine holds the manor for the Emperor, no?” he explained. “The peasants 
hold their acres for her. And owe her service just as she owes the Emperor. 
88 days of work for a virgater; 44 for a half-virgate.”

It was all so clear. If only I knew what a virgate was.
Gilbert was aptly named—as tall as I was, but thin and drawn out; 

every limb looked like it had done time as a Stretch Armstrong doll; his face 
was about as long as a horse’s. He was educated, too—I didn’t know about 
his reading, but his math skills were sharp and his filing system was almost 
entirely in his head. We spent the better part of a day working out a plan for 
clearing the trees from around the castle. It was going to take a month or so, 
but at least it was revenue-neutral: Madeleine couldn’t force any more labor 
out of villagers than she was already due—not without taking on the role of 
evil overlord and risking their loyalty—but they could be paid in timber and 
firewood. Plus we could build a workshop for the stonecutters, have plenty 
of timber for work on the castle, and we might even be left with a balance 
that could generate some funds. Jesus—estimations and cost accounting. 
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This was already seeming a lot like my job back home.
The villagers couldn’t start until after the harvest, so I spent the next 

couple of days with a small crew of castle folk, hacking the brambles away 
from the stone piles so I could inventory our materials.

While I did that, everyone else was preparing to party.
Well, not quite. The harvest was supposed to be in by Michaelmas, and 

everyone kept worrying that rain was going to cut it short. They were hell-
bent for leather to get the fields cut, and I was left with two scullery maids 
and a stablehand to help with my brambles.

Goscelyna, one of my bramble-clearers, consoled me on missing the 
feast. “To be travelling on a day of obligation.” She tsk-tsked at the thought, 
but after all her talk of the feast I doubted holiness was top on her mind. 
Madeleine had told only a few people about our task; she’d generally made it 
known we were going to Liege. Which was true—after Vikten. I was to shop 
for tools and start the process of hiring stonecutters.

I tried to play it cool. “It’s never been my favorite feast,” I answered.
She regarded me for a moment. “Mmm,” she said, “maybe not for you 

town folk. You haven’t spent ten months plowing and digging and planting 
and cutting. One day’s the same as another for you, I suppose.”

I suppose.
The day arrived, and we set out well before Prime. Prime, it turns out, 

is around dawn. I’ve never been much of an early riser, but I’d been get-
ting used to the dawnish wakeups. That didn’t help my eyes stay open as I 
stumbled down the dark steps into the castle courtyard.

It was cold. I don’t think there was a frost, but it had to be pretty close 
to freezing. Dark and freezing—always a favorite combo.

I had a nice thick woolen cloak to wear over my man-dress. It wasn’t 
a Patagonia parka, but I wasn’t going to freeze. I also had a knife. I even had 
a leather bag in which I’d packed some writing materials. I had my little 
pocket—I’d call it a purse, frankly—with 28 silver pennies in it: the eight I’d 
inherited from the Genoan plus another twenty Madeleine had given me. It 
was like I was a real boy.

I wasn’t the only one who was cold; Gigot and Michel were huddled 
under their cloaks, shrouded in a mist of their own breath as they rubbed 
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their hands and stamped their feet. Celestine, Cyril, and a small gang of castle 
folk shivered as they finished the loading of the animals—which themselves 
huddled together, ears flicking against the chill and the predawn wakeup.

“Same horse for you this time, Maitre Martin,” Stephan said as I ap-
proached, cocking his head toward the animals. I walked over toward the 
mounts. One horse was the same as another, I figured, but I nonetheless rec-
ognized this as the one I’d ridden onto the manor on. The one from which I’d 
struck down Etien’s soldier. Reddish brown in color, though that was hard to 
see in the darkness. Average in size. Dark nose and mane. And tail, I guess.

“Her name is Roos,” Stephan said, patting the horse on the nose. Roos 
snorted, pulling away, then lowered her nose for a second pat. “It means 
‘Rose,’ in the German of Flanders. Madeleine rides her sister, Boos. That 
means ‘Angry’.”

That surprised me. “Really?” I said. “Madeleine rides a horse called 
Angry?”

“A point of pride I think,” Stephan replied with a quick glance over his 
shoulder. He lowered his voice. “She doesn’t want to be seen to ride the soft-
est horse in the stable.”

Fair enough. Me, I was OK with it. Better to be seen riding the softest 
horse than getting thrown by—well, by just about any other one. Maybe one 
horse wasn’t the same as another.

“Why is Lady Madeleine’s horse called Boos?” I asked. “Does it bite 
people? Like yours?”

Stephan chuckled. “Boos is a palfrey. She is as much like Renfrogne as 
Ma Dame is like me.”

It was my turn to laugh. “Point taken.” You know something? It felt 
good to share a laugh with Stephan, as brief as it might be.

Stephan turned away, but then paused. He turned back briefly. “Doesn’t 
mean you shouldn’t watch out for her nip, though.”

[[mass]]

*          *          *
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“Let me guess, Martin,” Stephan said, some hours later. “They don’t 
ride horses where you are from.”

It was late in the afternoon, and we’d been on the road all day. Well, not 
quite all day—not like my first journey, anyway. It was a long haul, but a bit 
less of a death march: We paused every hour or two, enjoying what seemed a 
leisurely meal midmorning and in the early afternoon. It made sense; there 
wasn’t the same urgency as before and we expected to reach our goal around 
nightfall even at this pace. And nightfall was when we wanted to arrive.

I thought I’d been doing a pretty good job. I hadn’t fallen off the horse. 
I hadn’t heard any giggling or discovered everyone staring at me. It had all 
been a bit easier—my butt hadn’t started complaining for several hours, and 
even now wasn’t too bad. I don’t think I’d been squirming too much.

“Why, no, Stephan,” I said. “We don’t. What gave it away?”
There were a few chuckles.
“You’re gripping those reins like they’re your last two pennies,” Stephan 

replied. “I think Gaspard rides more easily than you.”
I glanced back at Gaspard. He was on foot. I hadn’t seen him on a horse 

since I’d been here.
Stephan nudged his mount a bit closer and took the reins from my 

hands. For a second I wasn’t holding on to anything, but I managed to keep 
my seat all right—just fine, really. Stephan grabbed my left hand and slapped 
the reins into it.

“Hold them loosely with this hand. You might need the other hand for 
something else. Don’t pull them like that unless you want to stop—and then 
don’t pull tightly or she’ll rear. Use your knees to tell her where you want to 
go. Make her go faster by squeezing them.”

“You know, I was doing fine before,” I said.
“Really?” Stephan replied. “Roos hasn’t been following your com-

mands—she’s just been following everybody else. She threw you when you 
attacked Etien’s man—you may want to have a bit more control if that hap-
pens again.”

I was rather hoping it wouldn’t. “OK,” I said. “Reins loose in one hand. 
Don’t pull too hard. Steer with the knees. Got it.”

“Good,” he replied. He let his horse drift back half a pace, and then, 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

86 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

with a sudden shout, slapped Roos’s rear with everything he had.
Roos went flying. I went flying.
My arms flailed like pinwheels as I was thrown back over Roos’s rump. 

The motion of the horse was like a pile driver on full auto; the world became 
a blur of blue and green as my head and shoulders were bounced and thrown 
up and down. My legs shot out as well but my knees must have caught some 
purchase—maybe on the saddle—because somehow I stayed aboard.

“Stop!” I yelled. Shouted. Bellowed, even. But Roos must not have spo-
ken English, and my translation circuits were fully scrambled. The world 
continued to rush by in bounding streaks of green and brown.

Somewhere along the way I’d lost the reins. It briefly occurred to me 
that Stephan had set me up with that loose one-handed hold thing, but I 
couldn’t dwell on it. I continued to flail, trying to find something—any-
thing—to hold onto. One hand got a bit of the saddle. The other found a 
wad of hair—the mane—and I gripped it with everything I had and heaved 
myself forward.

I was still bouncing around like kangaroo on a pogo stick, but at least 
my head was now the topmost part of my body. My feet had lost the stirrups, 
so they weren’t going to be any help; it was taking everything my legs had 
to keep those knees clamped on tight. I knew I had to get the reins, but my 
hands were in a deathgrip.

I poured every ounce of my will into letting go of the saddle. Still grip-
ping the mane with my right hand, I freed my left and fumbled for the reins, 
which flailed and whipped around Roos’s neck. Right . . . there.

And then I hit a branch.
I guess. The road we were on wasn’t much more than a trail, passing 

through dense forest. The ground was uneven and the trees often close. All 
I know is that one second everything was under control—insofar as it was 
under control—and the next there was a flash of blinding light and I was on 
my back again, seeing stars. Little birdies flying around my head. The whole 
nine yards.

But I still had my grip on the mane, and there was something in my 
other hand as well. The reins. I hauled myself upright and gave the reins a 
sharp tug. To hell what that gentle pulling thing.
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“Woah!”
Roos didn’t rear, as Stephan had warned, but her neck pulled back 

sharply and she practically threw sparks as her hooves skidded on the trail. 
I might have gone right over her head, but I was still gripping the mane and 
my knees were trying to locate one another somewhere in the middle of 
Roos’s ribcage.

After the rush and thunder of that run, the world suddenly seemed 
still and quiet. I sat there for a minute—lay there, really, draped over Roos’s 
neck—breathing hard and savoring the fact that I was alive. Pain was start-
ing to creep into my face. I slowly released the mane and rose into a sitting 
position, my feet fumbling for the stirrups. There was an iron flavor on my 
lips; I touched my face and winced. A careful inspection of my nose left me 
confident is wasn’t broken, but there was a fair bit of blood running from it, 
and my cheek under my right eye was sharply painful to the touch.

Fucking Stephan. I don’t know why I didn’t see it coming: This was the 
guy who had sliced my arm open.

Roos snorted. I took the reins firmly in both hands and tried to use my 
knees to turn her around. She stepped left and then right and then started 
to turn.

The gang was a hundred yards back on the trail. Stephan and Cyril 
were trotting forward, the former just ducking under the branch that did me 
in. His reins were in his left hand, barely gripped at all.

They were both grinning widely.
“Well done,” Stephan said as we met. Cyril was suppressing a chortle. 

My bloodied face was just the icing on the cake, I guessed.
“Thanks a lot,” I replied, running the back of my hand under my nose. 

“Frankly, I think it could have gone better.”
“You should have seen Cyril the first time that happened to him,” 

Stephan said. The first time his horse hit a gallop, or the first time Stephan 
sent it running? “He hit the dirt before the third pace.”

Cyril had stopped laughing.
“You have a good sense of balance,” Stephan went on. “With a little 

work you might actually make a decent horseman.” There was that word 
again: chevalier, which also meant knight. I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean it 
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that way.
I’d never considered myself the cowboy type, but maybe it shouldn’t 

have been a surprise. Back in college, my buddies and I used to go inner tub-
ing on the New River. We’d always have contests to see who could stand up 
on their tube the longest—most of the guys couldn’t do it at all; among those 
of us who could, I almost always won.

“If it’s all the same to you,” I answered, “I’ll find another teacher.”
The others were approaching. For the most part, my ride seemed to 

inspire mirth, but Madeleine was scowling. “Stephan,” she called out, “if you 
ruin my mason I’ll have you up on a breaking wheel!”

Stephan laughed again. “Nothing damaged,” he said. “Not anything 
that matters, anyway.”

Everyone gathered around, and there were a few comments on my 
face. Gigot handed me a rag. After a moment or two Madeleine suggested we 
move on. We’d stopped just an hour or so before, and Wulfram had indicated 
we were not far away. Frankly, I was still a little pissed at Stephan, and I was 
ready to get moving again.

We’d gone maybe twenty feet when we saw it. The road was bending to 
the left, with a bit of an embankment to that side, and the vegetation along 
the embankment had just hidden it from view. Though I don’t know how 
we’d missed the stink.

A dog-sized mass, grey and black, hung suspended from an overhang-
ing branch just above the height of a walking man. Grey, matted strands 
dangled from it, and there were paler glimpses of bone among them. It 
looked like a giant, rotten mop.

“Good God,” I said. “What is that?”
Stephan rode forward, casting a careful eye over it as he passed. “A 

lamb,” he replied.
“Lamb,” Wulfram repeated. Then he said something else, but it made 

no sense to me. I glanced back toward Gigot who, it turned out, could speak 
a passable Flemish.

“From last Spring,” Gigot translated. “For the health of the flock.”
I couldn’t help but look back at Gaspard. He was regarding the lamb 

thoughtfully, rubbing his chin as he did so. Madeleine crossed herself.
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Wulfram spoke again. Gigot translated again.
“We’re almost there,” he said.

*          *          *

We didn’t go into the village itself; instead, Wulfram led us to a cottage 
in the woods.

“It’s a woodcutter’s house,” Gigot translated. “The man and his wife can 
be trusted, but they might be in hiding.”

We led the animals into the croft, a sort of yard defined by a shambling, 
tumbledown fence of woven willow branches. The building was timber-
framed with a low, decaying thatched roof; it was about thirty feet long with 
two doors on the side.

It was dark. Or at least it was dark under the dense branches of the for-
est; in the gap created by the croft there remained a faint glow to the dense 
clouds that had gathered overhead. The air was weighty—despite a growing 
chill, I was developing a faint sheen of sweat.

There’d been almost no conversation since we passed the lamb.
Gigot slipped into one of the cottage’s doors while Michel disappeared 

around the corner of the building. The rest of us dismounted or shuffled 
about, eyeing the forest nervously until Gigot and Michel reappeared.

“Nobody here, Mon Sieur,” Michele said.
“Nor inside,” Gigot added. “It’s lived in, but the hearth is cold.” Maybe 

that meant something useful to the others, but to me it just said they’d re-
membered to turn the stove off before leaving.

“OK, everybody in,” Stephan ordered. Everyone started filing into the 
house: Madeleine and Gigot, Celestine and Wulfram and Gaspard. Michel, 
it seemed, was going to stay outside, keeping watch or an eye on the animals 
or both. As I stepped in, ducking my head under the low doorway, a heavy 
drop landed on my shoulder; it was followed by the pat-pat of several others 
in the thatch overhead. Stephan glanced briefly at the sky, then stepped in 
after me.

It was nearly pitch black inside, but after a second a small flame 
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emerged; Celestine had lit a rush light. The cottage was close and dingy—a 
single room with a stone-ringed hearth in the middle. To the right, the last 
third of the space was separated by a fence of woven branches, just like the 
one that surrounded the croft. The dirt floor was uneven and covered in a 
thin layer of dirty straw; the eaves above were blackened by who knows how 
many years of smoke. Crane flies buzzed clumsily about. The place stank of 
wood smoke and dung.

“Right,” Stephan said. “Let’s get ready.”
Cyril had hauled in several bundles from the horses, and they started 

knighting Stephan up. Smelly padded undergarment, chain mail, and all the 
accessories.

Celestine had lit another rush light, and I took the opportunity to 
look around a bit. The fenced-off end of the room appeared to be an animal 
pen—the floor was pitted with what looked like hoof-marks and there were 
traces of dried poop ground into the dirt. One of the building’s two doors 
opened into it. Back in the main part of the house, it looked like the owners 
kept what little they had in a couple of coarse wooden chests. I was curious, 
but declined to dig through.

“Martin,” Madeleine said after ten or fifteen minutes.
“Yes, Ma Dame?”
“You and Celestine will stay here while we deal with this.”
I felt like Shaggy when the Scooby Gang was moving out: Go with 

the gang to the spooky black mass, or stay behind in the spooky cottage in 
the woods? Only when the Scooby Gang met the bad guys, very few people 
ended up hacked to pieces.

And when Shaggy stayed behind, he had a 120-pound great dane to 
keep him company. Celestine didn’t weigh that much soaking wet.

“Um. OK.”
“Wulfram says the chapel is less than a mile from here. We should be 

back before Matins.”
“Matins?”
“Midnight.”
I looked around the cottage. In the dim, flickering light of the rush-

es, with the now steady patter of rain in the thatch overhead, it was a little 
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spooky. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of staying behind. I wasn’t sure I liked 
the alternative. Would I do it for a Scooby Snack?

“OK,” I said again.
“We’re ready,” Stephan said, cinching up the buckle of his sword belt.
There was a general stir as the group assembled near the door. Gigot 

and Michel looked grim; Cyril kept flexing his fingers. Wulfram was sweat-
ing.

Madeleine turned back to me. “Martin,” her voice was lowered, and 
she glanced over toward Celestine. “I’m trusting you.”

I don’t know what she thought I was going to do if trouble found us. 
All I had was the knife at my belt—Crocodile Dundee would have consid-
ered it an impressive implement, but around here it was little more than an 
eating utensil. And I could barely even eat with it.

I nodded. “OK,” I said once more.
And then she turned, and they all headed out into the rain. To face the 

black mass.
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Chapter 7

There was a rough bench by the doorway. I sat down on the end and 
leaned my shoulder against the wall; it gave me a view out the half-open 
door into the croft and the night outside. The rain was steady now, a con-
stant, heavy downpour, and the thick clouds blocked whatever moonlight 
there might otherwise have been. Out under the trees it was utterly black. 
Blair Witch Project black.

I didn’t know why the whole thing was freaking me out. Satanists? 
Bunch of pimply-faced kids with long hair and Black Sabbath T-shirts. Rock 
on, dude.

Except, of course, that wouldn’t be the case here. I was pretty sure 
Madeleine and Wulfram and Pere Jean everyone else weren’t going to get 
their nonexistent knickers in a wad over a bunch of rebellious teenagers. 
They believed something was up, and they knew this world better than I did. 
Maybe it was just the challenge to their religious beliefs; it didn’t seem like 
tolerance was part of that picture. Maybe. Or maybe these guys—whoever 
they turned out to be—really were capable of killing a kid. And then who 
knew what else?

I guess that’s what was freaking me out: the “who knew what else” part.
I had ventured into the croft shortly after the others left, leading Roos 

and the one mule we’d brought along into the animal pen portion of the cot-
tage. They stood there now, silent but for the odd quiet snort or shuffle of 
hooves. Glad, like us, to be out of the rain. Celestine had lit a small fire in the 
cottage’s hearth, and the animals’ eyes would occasionally glint in the dark-
ness. Other than that they were all but invisible in the shadows beyond the 
willow-branch partition.

The other horses had all gone with Stephan and Madeleine.
After twenty minutes or so Celestine brought over a half-loaf of bread 

and chunks of hard white cheese.
“Shall I bring you a blanket, Maitre Martin?” she asked. It was the first 
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thing either of us had said.
It was getting chilly, though not like the previous night; I guess the rain 

was moderating the temperature. But despite the dropping mercury, and my 
soaked-through clothes, I wasn’t cold yet. I shook my head.

She went back to the fire while I chewed on the bread, continuing my 
watch, but after a few moments she returned. There was a small earthenware 
pot in her hand; a few faint strands of steam curled from it. I’d tucked Gigot’s 
rag into my belt; she reached down and pulled it free. The move startled me.

“Let me see your face,” she said, dipping the rag in the pot.
I focused my eyes on the embers in the hearth, shifting away from the 

door, and held my head like I was getting a hair cut. The smoke from the 
small fire was driving away the crane flies; I could just see one, its vaporous 
form drifting slowly at the very edge of the fire’s illumination.

Celestine dabbed away under my nose, adjusted the rag, and then 
gently touched my cheekbone. I pulled back with a sharp intake of breath, 
astonished at how much it hurt. The dull ache had been with me since the 
horseback incident, but I’d more or less kept it out of my mind. Now her 
touch burned like fire—and not in the good way.

“Jesus!” I said, pushing her hand away. “That burns like fire. And not 
in the good way.”

She frowned at me. I don’t know if it was the fire comment or the blas-
pheming, though I was, by policy, sticking to English for all invocations of 
our savior’s name.

“Hold still,” she responded, giving it a firmer wipe.
“Nggg,” I said. But I didn’t pull away.
She gave it two or three more daubs, then leaned back and surveyed 

her work. “You will have a scar, I think,” she said.
I reached up and touched my cheek, just below and outside my left eye. 

I barely recognized the feel of it—the whole area was a hard, lumpy mass. 
A big, hard, lumpy mass. And there was a gash, maybe an inch or so long, 
right across it.

I briefly considered the possibility that the cheekbone was broken, but 
I worked my jaw and didn’t feel much wider pain. I’m no physical therapist, 
but I figured it would be a lot worse if it was broken. Whatever the case, I was 
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certainly going to have a hell of a shiner, if I hadn’t already.
Celestine inched back a pace and sat down next to the fire, looking at 

me. “Maitre Martin,” she said, “where are you from?”
As far as I knew, Gaspard hadn’t told anyone else my tale. I wasn’t sure 

I was ready to explain myself to the world. Or even just to Celestine.
She continued. “You told Stephan they don’t ride horses where you are 

from. Ma Dame says some people ride camels in the Lavant; she says they 
are like horses but have funny bodies. But she also says most people ride 
horses. So what sort of land has none?”

I hesitated a moment before answering. “Maybe we prefer mules.”
She wasn’t phased. “Mules are not so different from horses.”
I shifted in my seat, turning a bit more in her direction. “No, I guess 

they’re not. What about where you’re from?”
She gave me a touch of a smile; my diversion wasn’t getting past her. 

“They have horses where I come from,” she said. She cocked her head. 
“Why?”

“You aren’t from the village—you don’t have that coarse accent. Did 
you come from the Lavant with Ma Dame?”

She shook her head. “No, Maitre.” For a moment she said nothing. The 
embers on the hearth popped. Then she said, “I came to Bois de Haillot with 
my grandmother. I was a child. We were paupers, but Ma Dame took grand-
mere into service. I worked in the scullery. Later grand-mere died, and Ma 
Dame made me her lady’s maid.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. She didn’t react. “What happened to your family?”
She glanced at her hands. “They died in a pestilence. I don’t remember 

them.”
Again the fire crackled as the embers shifted. I heard a rustling in the 

thatch and glanced up; something was moving around up there. Mice, I 
guessed.

She sighed. “I remember living for a while in an abbey. The nuns scared 
me. I was very small, and the place seemed so unfriendly. Now, of course, I 
see their charity. We would not have survived without it. But to a child . . .” 
she trailed off for a moment. And then, “I remember traveling, too. Many, 
many nights, walking muddy roads in the dark. Ma Dame’s house was dif-
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ferent—people talked and laughed. It was warm.”
She sighed again, then looked up and smiled. “I didn’t know it at the 

time, but Ma Dame had only come to Bois de Haillot a year or so before us.”
“She has treated you well?”
“Oh, yes! I have beautiful things to wear. She has taught me manners, 

and how to read, and has always cared for the welfare of my soul. I have 
never wanted.”

“Mmm,” I nodded. No food stamps here. No welfare. It wasn’t too hard 
to imagine a skinny little girl in rags lying dead on the side of one of these 
trails they called roads. Remembered by no-one. There but for the grace of 
Madeleine went I. “A fortunate turn of events for you.”

She nodded. “Yes, thanks be to God.” She crossed herself.
Once again it was quiet for a moment. The rain must have slackened 

off a bit, but it was now increasing again, a dull pounding above the thatch. 
Celestine stared into the dying fire, and I did the same.

And then she turned back to me. There was a faint smile on her lips. 
“Maitre Martin,” she said, “you have still not told me where you are from.” 
She shifted to her knees and inched a bit forward, studying my face.

Oh, what the hell. It was all going to have to come out sometime, right?
“It’s not so much where,” I said, “as—”
And then I froze. There had been another sound, under that rising 

thrum of the rain. I had ignored it at first, but suddenly it caught up with me. 
Roos was shifting in the pen, a hoof pawing the earth. I shot a glance her way 
and saw an ear flicker in the darkness.

I turned and glanced out the door. A set of night-vision goggles would 
have been helpful. Barring that, there was nothing to see but various closely-
related shades of black.

Roos shifted again. I looked back her way. No, I wasn’t imagining it. 
The animals were definitely stirring.

Celestine followed my gaze, drawing back ever so slightly. She opened 
her mouth to speak, but I held up a hand.

“I think someone is here,” I whispered. She nodded, eyes wide.
Shit. Here I was, in Old Man Spooky’s spooky cottage, in a forest crawl-

ing with murderous Satanic cultists, and what am I doing? Chatting up a 
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teenager. Madeleine had trusted me. Scooby Doo, where are you?
I put my hand on my knife as I rose, glancing about for anything that 

might make a decent weapon. I’d already wandered the cottage; I knew I 
wasn’t going to suddenly find any swords, halberds, or AK-47s. Why hadn’t 
I asked Stephan to leave me something?

All right, no real weapons—so what, then? There: Among a heap of 
firewood, mostly just branches, was a piece about three feet long, thick as 
my wrist and kinked with knots. I stepped across and pulled it from the pile. 
When I turned around, Celestine had gotten to her feet. She was backing 
toward me. Her knife was in her hand.

“Step back,” I whispered, moving around to put myself between her 
and the door. She had a little girly knife—just six or eight inches long—so I 
drew mine and handed it back to her. “Take this.”

There was a sound out in the croft. A quiet stirring—maybe. It was 
hard to tell over the heavy patter of rain on the thatch. My ears were strain-
ing, my brain trying to make patterns out of the random sounds of the rain. I 
crept toward the half-open door, brandishing my clublike branch. Celestine 
was right behind me.

A sliver of the croft was visible through the door. Would have been 
visible, that is, if there had been any light. I stepped up to the door, taking 
one last glance out before pushing it shut. I got a slightly better look at the 
darkness.

“Help me with this,” I said, scooting the bench over with my foot. Now 
that my shoulder was against the door, I suddenly didn’t want to move it.

Celestine grabbed the bench and shoved it across the base of the door, 
clipping my knee as she went. I didn’t complain. “There’s a bar,” she said, 
reaching for a three-foot length of timber on the floor along the wall. I 
stepped aside as she hefted it, and we fitted it to the brackets on either side 
of the doorframe.

My branch had ended up in my left hand. I shifted it to my right as we 
stepped back, watching the door. Nothing had really happened, but I was 
breathing heavily.

“Did you—did you hear anything?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I don’t know, maybe. Did you? Did you see some-
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one?”
“No,” I said. “It was dark.” I glanced around the cottage. Roos and the 

mule were still restless.
“The other door!”
I was in motion before the words had left her mouth. I sprang past the 

hearth, leaping through the narrow gap in the partition. I saw the door shift; 
there was no way I’d get to it before it swung open.

I’ve never been a fan of baseball, but I played enough in high school 
PE that I knew how to slide. I threw my leg out in front of me and went to 
the ground, my thigh scraping the rough floor like it was a cheese grater. My 
foot hit the door just as it started to swing and knocked it closed, my mo-
mentum jamming my calf against the base.

“The bar!” I shouted.
Celestine hesitated for just a second, then scurried toward me.
The someone—or something—on the other side of the door shoved. I 

shifted my knee up against the threshold. “Hurry!”
She reached me, but pulled up. “Where is the bar?”
There were brackets on the doorframe; there had to be a bar nearby. 

But it was dark at this end of the cottage; it was virtually impossible to see 
down near the floor.

“There!” I yelled, pointing at the wall adjacent. “Check there!”
The door jumped again; Celestine let out a brief scream. She dropped 

to her knees, feeling about for the bar along the wall. I tried to adjust, but I 
couldn’t shift to put more weight on the door without moving away from it 
first.

“Here! Over here!” I yelled at Celestine.
The door jumped again, so hard that I was showered with dust and bits 

of dung. The blow pushed my knee away from the door, but I shifted and 
threw my shoulder into it.

“Hurry!”
Celestine straightened, lifting something from the darkness. I could 

see a glint of light by my knee; she’d dropped my knife to heft the bar with 
both hands.

There was pressure against the door now, firm and steady this time. I 
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started to slide again. I rotated on my butt, putting my back against the door 
and trying to dig in my heels. The hard, pocked surface gave me a purchase, 
and I was able to fight back against the pressure. The door was open maybe 
three inches.

“I can’t get the bar in!” Celestine cried.
I bit my lip and pushed back with everything I had. For a second noth-

ing happened, but suddenly there was a sodden thump on the other side, 
and the pressure disappeared. The door slammed shut. Celestine dropped 
the bar and backed away.

I could hear scrambling outside, and then there were two sudden jolts 
on the door. The bar held. There was some sort of exclamation on the other 
side, but I couldn’t make it out. Then nothing—just the dull roar of the rain.

“Who—who is that?” Celestine breathed.
“I don’t know,” I said, cautiously sidling away from the door. No sound; 

no motion. I picked up the knife and got to my feet. “I don’t know, but some-
how I don’t think it’s Madeleine.”

I took her hand and led the way back toward the hearth. I don’t know 
why one end of the cottage was really any better than the other, but the 
dim light around the fire was comforting. There was no sound from outside 
now—at least nothing that could be heard over the rain. The doors were 
barred, but they weren’t especially solid. I glanced up at the thatch—how 
hard would it be to chop or push through that? It seemed pretty thick. Burn 
it? My mind pictured countless bad fantasy movies with horsemen throwing 
torches onto thatched roofs. But not in this rain.

“Celestine,” I said, turning toward her, “they’re going to find a way in. 
I don’t know how yet, but they aren’t done trying.”

And then there was a loud crack behind me.
I whirled, the branch coming up almost of its own accord. My heart 

was in my mouth—seriously, that’s not just a cliché. Nothing. For a second I 
blinked as a scanned the room. Then the fire shifted, embers tumbling down 
into the ash with another soft pop.

My breath escaped in a long sigh as I lowered the branch.
“Jesus!” I said. This time, I don’t think the blaspheming bothered her.
“Martin,” she said. She stepped up behind me and gripped my arm 
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with both hands. The top of her head barely reached my shoulder.
“I know.” I continued looking around, but I didn’t know what I was 

looking for. “We need a plan.”
She nodded, and looked about as well.
“Put a bit more wood on the fire,” I said. “Not too much.” I don’t 

know—if they were coming in, maybe the fire could be a distraction. They 
had the initiative now, but there had to be a way to get it back from them, if 
only for a moment.

Celestine had put a couple of branches on the hearth. A few yellow 
flames flickered up, brightening the room just a bit.

“Follow me,” I said, grabbing her hand again. She hesitated just long 
enough to grab another branch from the firewood heap. Not as hefty as 
mine, but at least we were now both armed.

I led us back into the pen. “Get back there,” I said, pointing to the far 
corner behind the mule. She shook her head. “Celestine,” I said, gripping her 
shoulder, “we can do this, but we have to be smart. Take advantage of the 
darkness.” That was one thing I could apply from my light infantry days—we 
always preferred to operate at night.

She considered it for a moment, then circled around Roos and the 
mule and into the corner. I could just make out the form of her head and 
shoulders sinking down into the corner, and then she was invisible.

I crouched down behind the partition.
The fire crackled. The rain continued to beat the thatch. Behind me 

Roos or the mule jangled a bit of harness, and a hoof shifted with a muffled 
thump. A moment went by. And then another.

And then there was a terrific crash. The front door jumped in its hing-
es; the bar bounced in its brackets—but it held. A second later there was 
another strike, accompanied by a tremendous cracking sound. The bar was 
holding, but the door wasn’t. I hunkered down further, my sweaty hands 
working my grip on the club.

A third crash and the door split lengthwise, a large plank flipping up 
into the air and landing next to the hearth. Hands fumbled through the gap. 
For a second it was like a zombie movie; arms lit orange by the firelight flail-
ing sightlessly through the opening, but then they gripped the bar and lifted 
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it, and the door flew open.
A man stepped in, kicking aside the overturned bench. I’d never seen 

him before, but he looked like a peasant. His eyes searched the room. He said 
something to someone behind him, but I couldn’t hear it over the pounding 
of my own heartbeat.

This was it.
I charged through the gap in the partition, bringing my club up in a 

two-handed swing. His jaw fell, and he started raising his own weapon, but 
he was two steps behind. He might have deflected my upward stroke, but if 
he took anything off the impact it wasn’t much. My swing connected above 
his brow, and I saw his eyes roll as my shoulder plowed into him.

The other guy was dropping whatever he was holding—their battering 
ram, I guess—and grasping for an axe tucked in his belt. A sitting duck, but 
I was off-balance, tangled in my first target, and I couldn’t bring myself to 
bear. I tried to plant my foot, but the earthen floor was slick where the rain-
water was coming in. I swung as his axe cleared his belt, but my blow simply 
knocked his arm away. He took a half-step back and regained his stance.

I kicked myself free of the first guy, falling back half a step myself. I 
hefted my club again, twisting my body like a batter at the plate. We had the 
doorway between us—he had the deadlier weapon, but he was going to pay 
a price before he could use it.

 “Come on!” I yelled out. I don’t know why, but suddenly I was feeling 
defiant. It was on, and now I was ready to get it over with. “You think you 
can take us? Come and get it!”

And then there was a crash from behind. I spun. The wall behind had 
erupted, showering my back with dust and chunks of plaster. I had figured 
the walls were made of stone between the timber framing, but now, in that 
brief moment, I could see that they were mud or plaster or something, a 
thick layer reinforced with woven branches. There was another terrific blow, 
sending bits of the wall into my face and eyes, and a whole section began to 
crumble.

I started spinning back, but the guy with the axe was already through 
the door.
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*          *          *

Voices spoke to me, but they weren’t making any sense. My eyes 
wouldn’t focus on the apartment ceiling, and something was wrong with it 
anyway. The lights were out—no, some of them were on, but the ceiling was 
dark.

I pushed myself to my elbows. “Where are you, Claire?”
Not Claire. Madeleine. She was dripping wet. She put a hand on my 

chest, gently pushing me back down. There didn’t seem to be anyplace to go, 
so I settled back.

She spoke again. I said something in reply, but somewhere between my 
brain and my tongue the words were just refusing to come together. Some-
thing came out of my mouth, but I had no idea what it was. Or even what I 
had been trying to say.

“Martin,” she said again. That was my name.
“What?”
“Where is Celestine?”
The ceiling came into focus: the dark beams, the dirty thatch. The cob-

webs and strands of old string or rope dangling down.
I pushed myself up again.
“What happened?”
There was a loud, guttural grunt to my left; I turned to look. Gigot was 

sitting on the floor, his faced masked by an intense grimace. Gaspard was on 
his knees beside him. There was blood.

“Martin! Where is Celestine?”
I scanned the room. The door before me was split in half, one part 

dangling loosely from its hinges, the other lying on the floor beyond Gigot. 
The wooden bracket holding the bar had been ripped from the doorframe.

I spun to look behind me, but the motion sent arcs of lightning across 
my brain; it was like I could see the pain. I raised my hand to my head; the 
hair was damp and matted.

The wall behind me was shattered. A hole a good three feet across had 
been knocked through the thick plaster; strands of willow branches held on 
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to chunks like old rebar grasping bits of broken concrete. Pieces of plaster 
and debris were scattered all over the muddy floor.

Other than that, the room looked exactly as it had. Except there was 
no Celestine.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Someone came. We barred the doors.”
Stephan was standing by the door, armored but without his helmet, 

rainwater dripping from his hair. My makeshift club was in his hand. He 
turned and called out: “Cyril!”

Cyril appeared in the doorway.
“They have Celestine. Tell Michel. Find her.”
Cyril disappeared. Stephan held up the club. “They put up a fight,” he 

said to Madeleine. At one of the branch’s knobs there was a tuft of hair. And 
some blood.

I thought back. The sounds. The struggle at the other door. The guy 
with the axe coming into the cottage. I couldn’t come up with anything be-
yond that.

Gigot grunted again. Gaspard was leaning over him, pushing. Gigot’s 
hose were cut or torn away, revealing a blood-smeared thigh. As I watched, 
the flesh puckered outward and the tip of a blade emerged, sheathed in 
blood. No, not a blade: It was the broad head of an arrow breaking free of 
the flesh, riding out on a glistening shaft. Gaspard ran the arrow out about 
six inches, then broke off the head. Then he pulled the shaft back out the way 
it had come. Gigot was breathing hard.

So was I. “What happened?” It was my turn to ask.
“An ambush,” Stephan replied, tossing my club aside.
“Before you got to the black mass?”
“At the ruined church,” Stephan said. He crouched down beside me, 

angling his head to have a look at my scalp. “There was no black mass. Just 
three or four of them inside. And archers hiding in the woods.”

I glanced back at Gigot. “And they attacked you?”
Stephan nodded. “They were waiting for us.” Then his mouth made a 

grim smile, which wasn’t matched in his eyes. “But they didn’t know what 
they were doing. A bunch of peasants. Brutal, but not organized.”

That didn’t make any sense. Why lure us all the way out here just to 
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attack us? Who the hell were these people?
I glanced at Madeleine. She was running through the same calcula-

tions.
“The duke—or count—or whatever? Of Limbourg?” I asked. “Maybe 

he wants the manor too, before Etien gets it.”
Madeleine was staring past me; she didn’t acknowledge. But Stephan 

shook his head. “Murder is a serious business.” He paused, and for a moment 
I thought he was dismissing the idea altogether. But then he went on. “If I 
was going to commit murder against Madeleine, I would hardly leave it in 
the hands of a bunch of unsupervised peasants. And I wouldn’t need to lure 
her fifteen miles into Limbourg and fake a black mass. Limbourg would do 
no worse than me.”

“The black mass was faked,” Madeleine said. “But there will be a real 
one. Tonight.” She turned and looked at Stephan. “And there will be a sacri-
fice.”

Stephan straightened.
“Celestine?” I said.
Madeleine nodded. “That’s why they lured us here. We brought them 

Celestine. We brought her.”
They wanted Celestine? I started to ask why, but Cyril appeared in the 

doorway.
“Ma Dame,” he said. He held something up. It was a slipper.
Stephan and Madeleine rose to their feet. I struggled to follow.
“Where?” Stephan demanded.
“Michel found it. He thinks he might have tracks.”
Stephan moved to the door, Madeleine a step behind. “In this rain?”
“It looks like there were several of them. And Celestine was fighting.”
Stephan scratched at the coif where it hung below his chin. “Good girl,” 

he said absently. He turned back toward Madeleine. “I’ll take Michel and 
Cyril.”

“I can keep up!” Gigot responded. His teeth were clenched as he talked.
“We’ll all go,” Madeleine said.
“No,” Stephan responded. “Gigot will bleed if he can’t sit still. As for 

you—this isn’t what we came for. This is battle. It is not the place for you—or 
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for them.” He shifted his eyes toward Gaspard at that last bit. Gaspard, and 
then me.

Madeleine was silent for a moment.
“You will slow us down,” Stephan said. “We need to move quickly. Un-

der bad circumstances.” This time he glanced toward the door, where the 
rain poured down in the darkness.

Madeleine nodded, but it was reluctant. “Maybe. Maybe so.”
I shifted to my knees and stood up. It hurt, rather a lot, but I don’t 

think I showed it. “I want to come,” I said.
“No,” Stephan said definitively.
“You need to leave someone here,” I replied. “You can’t leave Lady 

Madeleine unprotected. They may come back.” I lowered my voice. “I want 
to help.”

Stephan bit his lower lip as his eyes traversed the room. Then he pursed 
his lips and nodded. “Martin is right,” he said to Madeleine. “I need Michel 
to find her. I’ll leave Cyril.”

For a moment Madeleine looked like she was going to object, but I 
think the look on Stephan’s face gave her her answer. “That’s only two of 
you,” she said.

Stephan nodded. “Let’s hope the rest of them are just as poor at sol-
diering,” he said. I frankly couldn’t tell if the question worried him.

Madeleine nodded again. “Very well, Stephan.” She moved a bit closer 
to him. “There will be a hierophant—a priest. And a rector. Maybe a deacon 
or vicar.” She was ticking them off on her fingers. “All the roles you see in a 
parish, but subverted. These are the ones who wield power. The congrega-
tion—they will have been seduced into serving the leaders’ ambitions. Their 
sins are redeemable. They will likely fall away if you strike at the hierophant; 
they are not so deeply invested.”

I was staring at Madeleine; I think my mouth was open. What, was she 
like a devil-worship hobbyist?

“How do you know all this stuff?” I asked.
She didn’t look my way. “There’s no time right now, Martin.”
Stephan nodded. “The leader.”
“Celestine is the first priority.”

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

105 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

Stephan nodded again. “Of course.”
“Stephan,” I said, “let me come. I’m no help here, but I can help you.”
“Martin, this is a job for soldiers.”
“I’m not a soldier like you. But I can help in other ways. And—and I 

can fight if I have to.” I gestured toward my club, lying in the muddy straw by 
the door. “Take me with you—I’m no good to Madeleine here.”

Stephan frowned, rubbing the coif below his chin again. He looked at 
Madeleine, then Cyril, then me. Finally he said, “All right. Maybe I can make 
use of you. But if you can’t keep up with us, you come back here.”

Madeleine shook her head, but there was resignation in it. “Stephan, 
I’m risking my knight, my maid, and my mason. If you don’t bring them 
back to me, they might as well have killed me at the old church.”

Stephan’s helmet was on the bench by the door; he picked it up and 
handed it to me. “Carry this.” And then he turned and stepped out. Into the 
rain.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

first was all but burned down. We only had the two. “With this rain, Mon 
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Sieur . . .” he said, trailing off.
“Let’s go back another little ways,” Stephan replied. “Maybe we’ll pick 

it up again.”
On the third try we came across a footpath. Well, Michel came across 

it—I could barely tell it was there even when they pointed it out to me. May-
be in the daylight, but under these conditions all I could see was wet under-
growth and leaf mold.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

moments Stephan followed, half-sliding on the dirt and stones until he 
found the steps. Michel was behind him. The torch was lit, but it was a low, 
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smoldering orangish flame. I guessed it was wet.
“Pass it up to me,” I stage-whispered. After a second it made its way 

forward, and I thrust it into the passage ahead of me. The light wasn’t bright, 
but it was infinitely more than what I’d had before, which is to say I could 
now at least see.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I moved on, down to the next corner. There was another right turn 
after that one, ten or fifteen feet further down.
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But after that corner, the stairs continued for another twenty feet be-
fore opening into some sort of room. And there was light down there. Faint 
and reddish, but definitely light.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I don’t know how you weren’t shot.”
“A considered risk.” Stephan peered down the dark passageway for a 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Stephan considered it, but he looked dubious. “It’s an easy enough 
fight with them in front of us. But if they get on both sides, it could change 
quickly.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Are you ready?”
I nodded. And then: “Wait!”
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I leaned out to peek down the passage once more. There were two or 
three of them, at least, at the far end, lurking around the edges like we were.

“Throw down your weapons!” I shouted. I was thinking about what 
Madeleine said, how the worshippers weren’t as invested as the leaders. “We 
have killed five of you already, and we’re coming to get her. You don’t have 
to die for him!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

about was that guy with his guts hanging out. Me with my guts hanging out. 
I glanced back; the guy’s face was planted, but his knees were still under him, 
his rear end in the air. Not even a semblance of dignity. My feet were rooted; 
I wanted to summon the will to move them, but I didn’t even have the will 
to summon my will.
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And then there was a clang down the hallway as weapon met weapon. 
It had seemed like I had been frozen for an eternity; my plan thwarted by 
my inaction, my cowardice proven, and there being no point in even moving 
now. But it couldn’t have been more than a second. The fighting hadn’t even 
really started.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And around the room was the rest of the congregation. Men and wom-
en, naked every one of them, crouching on the straw-covered floor around a 
smouldering firepit. They weren’t attacking—the few near the archway were 
scuttling away from me.
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They weren’t even armed. Of course—who brings their weapons to 
church, even Satanic church? Just the guys who did the snatch-and-grab on 
Celestine. We’d fought all the ones that were going to fight us.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And I raced out of tunnels and into the night.
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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 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

131 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

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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The road trip; the family holiday. Endless hours in the car, staring out 
the window. At 70 miles an hour, at least if the scenery’s boring, it’ll be dif-
ferent in an hour. Even in the Midwest. Even in Nebraska.

OK, maybe not in Nebraska.
When you’re walking, you don’t get new scenery every hour. Yeah, this 

bit of forest might be a little different from that last bit, but in the end it’s still 
forest. The same forest. Sometimes you walk an hour just to find yourself 
imperceptibly closer to the same distant scenery you’ve been looking at the 
entire time.

But hey, it gives you time to think—except I didn’t really want to think. 
Thinking mostly meant thinking about dead people. Blood, intestines, and 
charred corpses. I wouldn’t say these images were overwhelming me—as 
long as I was busy, they pretty much kept to themselves. It had been a little 
dicey at night, though, and when my mind was idle they had a way of creep-
ing in.

It’s not like I didn’t have other things to think about, of course. Celes-
tine. Madeleine. The impending joy of more riding lessons with Stephan. 
Claire and Jason and mom and dad—did they even know I was gone? No, of 
course not: I wouldn’t be gone for another 811 years.

And Liege.
Hoo boy.
“So, what’s your business in Liege?” I asked Gaspard. We were maybe 

two hours into our little hike; we’d put four or five miles between ourselves 
and Vikten. The road—trail, really—continued through forest; we were just 
coming up on some more fields and our first signs of human habitation.

“Business?” Gaspard replied.
“Yeah. Lady Madeleine said you had some business in the city.”
“Oh, yes,” he replied, scratching his chin with his thumb. “I had quite 

forgotten about that.”
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Dude. Why exactly did you think you were here?
I waited a moment for him to continue before nudging him. “Anything 

interesting?”
“Interesting? Let’s see . . .” He stopped and bent over his pocket, rum-

maging around inside. He pulled two or three scraps of parchment out, 
pinching them between his lips as he continued to dig. Gigot stopped, 
watching him, the mule patiently coming to a standstill behind him. Ahead, 
Michel apparently didn’t notice and kept on walking.

“Ah! Here we go,” he said. One of the scraps stuck to his lip; two more 
fluttered to the ground. He stooped again to pick them up, then held one out 
at arms length, squinting at it.

“Alum,” he read, pausing to remove the scrap from his lip. “Black vit-
riol, live lime, and borates. No, that can’t be right. Didn’t I get borates in 
Verdun?” He scratched his chin again, then stuffed that scrap back into his 
purse. Gigot started walking again, and Gaspard followed, shuffling through 
the remaining couple of scraps in his hands.

“Yes, here we go. Hair cloth. I know I needed hair cloth. And some new 
iron molds. And phials. That goes without saying, of course.” He looked up 
at me. “And of course the relic market. Liege is an excellent market for relics.”

He was now moving at speed, and I took up position beside him once 
more. He had a surprisingly long stride. “Relics?”

He stopped again. “You aren’t a officer of the church, are you?”
“Me?”
“No, no, of course you aren’t.” He started walking once more. “Liege 

was once a great center of learning, you know. Well, it still is, I suppose, but 
it has fallen behind Paris and the other universities. It has never actually had 
an university, per se.” He said that last bit like it was an obscure but amazing 
bit of trivia. Like “bulls can’t actually see the color red; they just hate capes.”

“Really?” I asked. Hey, it was better than thinking about dead people.
“It’s true. But it is nonetheless an excellent source for instruments and 

materials of philosophy.”
“And relics.”
“Oh, yes, and relics. Though I suppose that has more to do with the 

churches.”
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That would make sense. I guess.
“Why the interest in relics? What do they have to do with—um—phi-

losophy?”
“Well, Rhazes speaks very little about the intervention of the divine on 

transmutation—but then, you would know that, of course. I suppose that’s 
to be expected; he was a heathen.” He paused, and for a second we walked in 
silence. Then he went on: “I’ve often thought it interesting that so much of 
note has come from the heathen philosophers. Not that they are all in agree-
ment, of course: Rhazes himself demonstrated that the four elements of the 
Greeks are a misconception. Though few scholars fully accept his thinking 
on this topic. His medicine, yes, of course. . .” He went on for quite some 
time; I think he was rather into this Rhazes dude. Eventually, he trailed off.

And then he said, “But we were talking about relics.”
“Right,” I replied. “Relics.”
“I have rather an amazing one. Its effects on transmutation, especially 

the nigredo, have been, well, quite eye-opening. Would you like to see it?”
“You brought it with you?”
He hesitated. “I don’t usually leave it . . .” he muttered.
“In your pocket?” I suggested. He glanced down.
“I don’t think it would fit. Perhaps the mule.” The mule was just wan-

dering by; apparently we again weren’t keeping up the pace. Gaspard started 
rummaging through the baggage as he walked.

“Wait,” said Gigot, halting. The mule stopped as well, flicking a ner-
vous ear at Gaspard.

“Perhaps we should stop for a rest,” Michel said. He was a good twenty 
paces ahead. “Before we reach that village.”

We were well into the fields now; in another ten minutes we’d reach the 
village. I don’t think Michel wanted to spend any more time there than we 
needed to in the villages, and after my conversation with Madeleine, neither 
did I.

I picked out a spot along the bank that didn’t look too damp and sat 
down, arranging my cloak to let as little moisture soak through to my bot-
tom as possible. Gigot started digging around on the far side of the mule as 
Gaspard seemed to find what he was looking for.
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“Here it is!”
He brought it over and sat down next to me.
In his hand he had a box, about the size of a box of Kraft macaroni and 

cheese. The deluxe kind, with the goop instead of the powder. Only this box 
was made of wood, with elaborate metal trim. He handed it to me.

It was heavier than I expected, despite being just a bit smaller than 
my initial impression. The surface was engraved or inlaid or whatever with 
dense patterns that formed octagons and eight-sided stars. The corners and 
edges were made of brass or something, and there was a latch made of the 
same metal. It looked like something one of my gaming buddies might have 
kept his D&D dice in, only quite a bit more expensive.

“It’s—” I started to say Middle Eastern. “It’s from the Levant?”
“Oh, yes!” Gaspard responded with a nod. “Open it!”
I lifted the lid. The walls of the box were thick, so the space inside was 

considerably smaller than one would guess. Inside, something about the size 
of a shot glass was wrapped in dirty, stained fabric.

Michel had wandered up to us. He leaned over to watch.
“What is it?” I asked.
“Go on, go on!” Gaspard answered, gesturing.
I set the box on my knee and gingerly pulled the wrappings aside. Mi-

chel leaned closer.
“What is it?” I asked again. I was looking at a dark, shapeless lump. It 

looked like it had been dipped in wax.
Gaspard reached over and gently lifted the cloth bundle from the box. 

Like it was a stick of sweaty dynamite, he slowly transferred it to his lap, then 
carefully peeled back the cloth.

“You see?”
Michel let out a breath.
I still wasn’t sure what I was looking at. A black, uneven shape, like 

a lump of coal maybe. Against one side were a number of flaky layers, as 
though someone had hot-glued two or three fragments of aged cardboard 
to it. Actually, the outermost layer or two were more like tissue paper. The 
whole kit and caboodle was covered in a thin, waxy surface.

“What is it?” Gigot asked.
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“A thousand years ago, this sat in the lap of Salome, wife of Herodias,” 
Gaspard answered quietly. “This is the head of the man who baptized Jesus 
Christ himself. John the Baptist. Not all of it, of course. Just a part.”

Michel expelled another long breath. Gigot looked at me.
I had seen more heads in pieces in the past week than anyone should in 

a lifetime, and none of them looked anything like this. “Are—are you sure? 
Are you sure it’s real?”

“Look,” Gaspard said, pointing at the layered edge. “This is the skull. 
See here. And this is a bit of skin—you can even see some hairs.”

The black lumpy bit must have been a piece of brain. Fossilized? Mum-
mified? I wasn’t convinced, but then my area of expertise was in people killed 
minutes ago, not millennia.

“What does it do?” I asked.
“Do? It’s a holy relic. It is part of Saint John the Baptist himself!”
OK. Didn’t really answer my question.
“And you want to buy some more relics in Liege?”
“It’s an excellent market, certainly better than Verdun. Of course, the 

bishop doesn’t approve.”
“The Prince-Bishop?” Isn’t that what Madeleine had called him? “He’s 

in charge of the city and the church?”
“Yes, yes.”
“So he could have us arrested or whatever if you get caught?” You hear 

those horror stories about the jails in third-world countries. It didn’t get 
more third world than this place. Time. Whatever.

“Hmm,” Gaspard answered, as if it was the first time he’d considered it. 
“Yes, I suppose he could. We will have to avoid being caught.”

He carefully folded the old cloth around the bit of head. I handed him 
the box.

Great. So Gaspard’s business in Liege meant digging into the black 
market in a city run by a religious dictator. Well, maybe. That was a bit of a 
leap, I suppose. But what had Madeleine said? Etien was “sometimes” close 
to the Prince-Bishop?

I’d been living in this century for about eight days, and Gaspard was—
well, he was Gaspard. We were a couple of babes in the woods.
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Michel and Gigot were going to have their work cut out for them.

*          *          *

I’ve been pulled over a few times in my life. It’s not like I’m a speed 
demon or anything, but hey, we’re all human. I’ve always gone with the be-
polite-to-the-police-officer strategy: Yes, sir, no ma’am, I’m sorry, I didn’t 
realize the speed limit had dropped to 35. Maybe it’s just a knee-jerk reaction 
to authority, but I’d like to think that approach has gotten me out of one or 
two tickets.

It didn’t seem to be working for Michel.
Limbourg’s dense forests had gradually given way to more open land 

sometime after midday, and we’d trudged our way along what increasingly 
started to look like a real road for the remainder of the afternoon. Signs of 
life improved; we passed through or by a village every hour or so. At first our 
passage drew a few quiet stares; silent eyes following us as we made our way 
down muddy lanes. In the later settlements, though, our passage attracted 
little attention, and when it did we were usually met with casual greetings.

The sun was dropping fast when we crested a hill and looked down 
upon Liege.

A valley was spread out below us—not exactly broad, but distinctly flat 
along the bottom. A wide ribbon of water wound its way through, splitting 
in several places to create long, marshy islands along the near side. Opposite, 
on a thin slice of land at the base of a bluff, stood the city.

“Is that the Meuse?” I had asked. The river curved up from our left, in 
what had to be more-or-less the direction of Bois de Haillot, to flow east-
ward past us.

Michel had nodded, and we’d started our way down toward it.
There had been stands of woods and seemingly unused pasture be-

tween even the closest of the villages we’d passed through, but here by the 
city every bit of land seemed in use. Even the islands, dotted with pools 
and marshes that glowed with the reflected sunset, were criss-crossed with 
hedgerows. We passed through a settlement at the base of our hill, then out 
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onto a stone bridge. The Meuse was wider here than when it flowed below 
the bluff at Madeleine’s house: a hundred yards across, at least.

Opposite, a line of crenellated wall ran along the bank. The thatched 
roofs of the town spread uphill behind it, dotted here and there with the 
higher roofs and towers of what could only be churches. Near the top, where 
the slope seemed to gather steam before lunging suddenly skyward, a mas-
sive stone building, twice the height of the surrounding roofs and a couple 
hundred feet long, sat like a pale gray battleship moored in a sea of dark 
thatch.

“Is that the old church?” I asked, pointing.
Michel shook his head. “That’s the basilica,” he answered. “The Prince-

Bishop’s palace is next to it. I think the old church is that one there.” He 
pointed to another roof and tower, smaller than the basilica but not exactly 
tiny.

At the other end of the bridge, a gatehouse barred entry into the city. 
Three or four guards stood around chatting with a handful of people gath-
ered at the entrance. One had a crossbow held casually over his shoulder, 
but for the most part their weapons—pikes and halberds—leaned against 
the wall behind them. At least I assumed those were their weapons; maybe it 
was the lost-and-found. Behind the guards and the crowd a line of beggars 
crouched against the wall with bowls at their feet. No-one seemed to take 
any notice of them.

The crowd—well, half a dozen or so people—looked more or less like 
us: A little travel-worn, for the most part. There were a couple of mules. 
Most were stopped in conversation with the guards, but a few people were 
just walking in with little more than a nod, like first-class passengers at an 
airport security checkpoint. We didn’t follow them; instead, Michel paused 
and waited patiently for the guards to get to us.

“What’s on the mule?” a tall guard asked when our turn finally came 
up. He was missing his two front teeth and spoke with just a touch of a lisp.

His buddy was looking over the four of us. He seemed to dismiss Mi-
chel and Gigot with little more than a glance and focused most of his atten-
tion on Gaspard and me, despite the fact that the armsmen were both, well, 
armed, while I didn’t even have a knife anymore.
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Michel stepped to the mule and gestured toward the bundles on its 
back. “Traveling supplies,” he said politely. “We have no goods.”

“Money?”
“A few pounds,” Michel nodded at Gaspard. “Mon Sieur is a scholar, 

and wishes to purchase materials for his studies.”
“And the other one,” missing teeth inclined his head toward me.
“A mason. He has business with the guild.”
The buddy sidled up to me. He was on the short side, and a bit stocky, 

and I swear, he walked just like a Mississippi Highway Patrol officer from a 
bad 70s TV movie—he even had his thumbs tucked into his belt. All he was 
missing was a pair of mirrored shades. Like the other guards, his man-dress 
was a sort of burnt orange in color, with three stylized lions below—what? 
A column? A cigar with a little cross on the tip? Whatever it was supposed 
to be, it was distinctly taller than it was wide. The Prince-Bishop’s livery, I 
guessed. Maybe he was compensating for something.

“You don’t look like a mason,” Traffic Cop offered.
I looked at Michel. I realized that, since meeting Madeleine and her 

people, I hadn’t really addressed a stranger since I’d been here. Now I was 
suddenly under the suspicious eye of a smarmy, self-important cop.

Michel gave a quick, “well, say something!” nod of his head.
“Um, these aren’t my normal clothes,” I said. “We had some trouble 

on the road.” Not exactly far from the truth. I touched my cheekbone. My 
cut was scabbed over and the bruise fading, but it was all still visible last I’d 
looked in a mirror. And I figured they had to notice Gigot’s limp at some 
point, along with the pale stains where his hose covered his bandage. Might 
as well have a plausible story queued up.

Traffic Cop narrowed his eyes. “Where are you from?”
“Erm, New Orleans,” I answered. It had worked on Elias.
“Orleans?” he repeated. “You have a funny way of speaking.” He 

watched me for a second, his eyes narrowed again. “What about you?” He 
turned toward Gaspard.

“Me?” Gaspard answered. Did he sleep through these conversations? 
“I am a natural philosopher.”

“And your business in Liege?”
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“My business? Oh, yes. Wait; I have a list.” He started digging into his 
pocket.

Traffic Cop didn’t wait for the list. “How long will you be in the city?”
Jeez. Suspicious much? You’d think we were on Terrorism Threat Level 

Red. Were these guys really so picky about who got in, or were they just try-
ing to shake us down?

“Well, perhaps—”
“Three days at most,” Michel cut in. Traffic Cop shot him a sharp look.
“I asked the scholar.”
“Me? Three days,” Gaspard repeated. “Or perhaps more, of course.”
“And who are you staying with?”
“Staying with?”
This was getting us nowhere. Worse than nowhere—I could tell that 

Missing Teeth had already made up his mind, and Traffic Cop was coming 
to the same conclusion fast. Time for a change of strategy. I reached into my 
purse and found Madeleine’s letter.

Michel was saying something about the Prince’s head. “Enough!” I in-
terjected.

They all turned toward me.
“I am master mason Martin of Orleans, and I am in Namur on com-

mission from the Lady De La Croix in Bois de Haillot. I have business with 
the guild in Liege, and if you do not let me and my companions pass, the 
guild and the Prince-Bishop will hear of it.” I held up Madeleine’s letter.

Traffic Cop and Missing Teeth looked at each other. The other couple 
of guards in the background straightened.

“The Prince’s Head,” Traffic Cop said. “Very well. Very well. Three days 
then. It will be eight pence for the four of you, then, and four pence for the 
mule.”

Michel started to say something about a shilling, but I simply said, 
“No.”

Michel, Traffic Cop, and Missing Teeth all answered at once. “No?”
“We have been inconvenienced enough with your petty questions. Let 

us pass.”
Missing Teeth took a half-step forward. “We must collect the toll,” he 
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said. His tone was forceful, but without quite as much swagger.
“We must collect the toll, Maitre,” I corrected him.
“My pardon, Maitre,” he replied, ducking his head just an iota. I don’t 

think it hurt that I was the tallest guy in the conversation. “But, well, we 
must collect the toll.”

“It will be six pence for the lot of us,” I told him. “I’m sure you have 
collected enough extra today to cover any shortfall.”

The guards exchanged another look. I didn’t know what influence the 
mason’s guild had, but the profession had been enough to earn me some 
respect since the day I’d arrived. I figured they’d need a good reason to turn 
away a master mason, and they didn’t really have one. They only took a sec-
ond to consider my offer.

“Very well, Maitre,” Missing Teeth said. “You can follow the flagstones 
to Saint Lambert’s—”

“We know the way,” I cut him off. At least, I assumed Michel knew the 
way. We’d look pretty stupid coming back for directions. “Pay the toll, Gigot.”

Gigot dug into his purse without hesitation. Expense money really 
should have been coming from my stash, but I was putting on airs and didn’t 
want to stoop to such mundane acts. Gigot apparently got it—or maybe I’d 
cowed him as well as the guards. Somehow I doubted it.

*          *          *

There was one flaw in my plan: I wasn’t actually keen to announce to 
the city that I was a master mason.

See, the thing is, there were probably real master masons here, and 
while I was pretty sure I could blow any of them away when it came to a 
designing a grading plan for an elevated parking structure, it was nonethe-
less likely they might have some objection to my use of the title. Given that I 
wasn’t actually a master mason. Or, indeed, any sort of mason.

But that was a problem for another day. The next day, to be precise. For 
now, we needed to get settled in.

We passed through the gate and into the city.

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

152 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

“Ew,” I said. “What is that smell?”
“Smell?” Gigot replied. He sniffed. “I only smell the city. Watch out for 

that!” I had been staring up at the overhanging buildings as I emerged from 
the gatehouse tunnel, but Gigot grabbed my sleeve and jerked me to the side.

Down the center of the street was a line of wide flagstones, which 
formed a sort of shallow gutter. It was almost entirely covered in a vomitous 
mixture of dung, sewage, and old food. Here were some carrot tops, there 
what looked like the decayed head of a chicken. A trampled pile of horse 
dung, some animal guts, and what almost certainly had to be poop—the hu-
man kind. Through it all ran a foul trickle of greasy liquid.

Bois de Haillot had a—how shall we say it?—an aroma, as did all the 
villages we’d passed though. Mostly of animal dung and wood smoke. But 
unless you were near the barn and its ginormous pile of crap, the smell sort 
of came and went.

But here it was an assault: Thousands of people. And their poop. And 
their dinner scraps. I was grateful in a way I’d never been for 24-inch ductile 
iron pipe and curbside pickup. We were walking through the sewer and the 
city dump all at once.

The sun had been almost behind the horizon when we entered the city, 
but in the streets it was well into dusk. The road was no more than twelve 
or fifteen feet wide, and the buildings on either side towered two or three 
stories above us. In many cases, the floors above overhung those below by a 
foot or two, so that three floors up the thatch of one roof might only be five 
or six feet across from the roof opposite.

“It’s like being in a canyon,” I muttered. The overhang was handy, 
though—there was a lot less of the dung and sewage along the edges. We 
walked in single file along the left side of the road, our shoulders for the most 
part grazing the walls of the buildings. Only the mule braved the middle.

I glanced down a side street as we passed: It looked like a back alley, 
with access to gardens or back yards or whatever. No better than the main 
street: Maybe a little less garbage, but it wasn’t even paved. A large dog, its 
hair greasy and uneven, was chewing on something. It looked up at me and, 
catching my eye upon it, showed me just a hint of teeth.

Michel was leading the way, and I’m glad he did: The streets weren’t 
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exactly labyrinthine, but nor was the layout regular or intuitive. We followed 
the road from the gatehouse along a gentle, uneven curve until it broke out 
into a square. It wasn’t huge—maybe half the size of a football field—but the 
open space was like coming out of a tunnel.

“What’s that?” I asked. There was a large, low building opposite us, 
adjacent to what was clearly the basilica—I would have just called it a cathe-
dral—that Michel had identified from the hill opposite the city.

Gigot shrugged, staring at the building as he walked.
“You haven’t been here before?” I asked. He looked back my way and 

shook his head.
“It’s the palace,” Michel answered. Huh. Somewhere behind that façade 

of buttresses and gothic windows lurked the Prince-Bishop himself. “Uh-
oh.”

“Uh-oh?” I asked.
Michel had stopped. I stopped too, and Gaspard all but ran into me.
“Look,” Michel pointed. There was a tower near the end of the palace, 

and from a pole above it draped a flag or banner very much like the clothes 
the guards were wearing: Orange with some symbols that were hard to make 
out, but could easily have been three lions and a phallus. Or whatever it was.

“The doctor is in?” I said. Michel threw me a puzzled look.
“Do you see the second banner?”
I looked again. There was a second banner: red with a vertical band of 

black.
“I’ve seen that before,” I said.
“It is my lord Etien’s,” Michel responded.
Of course. All of the sudden I could picture Etien in Madeleine’s hall, 

his man-dress red with a broad stripe of black down the middle. A couple of 
the soldiers out in the courtyard had been wearing it too. I hadn’t really been 
tuned into that stuff at the time.

“Does that mean he’s here?” I asked. Michel nodded.
Shit. He could be peering out the window at us this very minute. “Let’s 

get going,” I said, nudging Gigot.
The Prince’s Head wasn’t too much further, just a couple hundred 

yards, tops, from the square. From the outside it looked like every other 
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building in the city, setting aside the churches and palaces. Walls of what was 
probably the same stucco-like stuff the woodcutter’s cottage had been made 
of, cornered and framed with heavy, hand-hewn timbers. Two tall floors, the 
top one leaning out over the street. Thatched roof.

You could tell it was the Prince’s Head because there was a board 
hanging out over the street, on which was painted a head—presumably the 
Prince’s. Not a ghastly, severed head or anything, just a portrait in profile. 
Though either the portrait was crude, or the Prince was one ugly guy.

Motel 6 this was not. Michel, Gaspard, and I went in, through the door 
and down a short passageway, into a largish room open all the way up to 
the rafters of the roof above. It stank of stale beer and stale straw and the 
ever-present wood smoke. Michel found the proprietor among the tables 
and benches, and after a brief conversation the man led us up a staircase to a 
gallery, and then into a room with a couple of large, draped beds like the one 
Madeleine slept in back at Bois de Haillot.

“That’s the one,” the man said, pointing to the bed nearest the door. 
Michel drew back the drapes and gave it a look. “Supper’s on downstairs.”

There was some brief negotiation, then I ponied up eight pence.
We met Gigot in the big hall downstairs; he’d taken the mule around 

to a barn or something behind the inn. The room was starting to get crowd-
ed—there were eight or ten tables, all of them occupied to some extent. Ser-
vants were bringing food around. There didn’t seem to be a menu.

“Are you all right, Gigot?” I asked. His head kept swinging back and 
forth, like he was looking for something.

“There are a lot of people here.”
I glanced around. A fair crowd, I guessed, but not more than half of 

the seats were taken.
“Crowds make him nervous,” Michel interjected. “And buildings.” Gig-

ot said nothing.
A woman brought some food: Stew in a bread trencher.
“Gigot,” I said, finding a moment when Gaspard and Michel weren’t 

paying attention. “I have a job for you.”
“Maitre?”
“Tomorrow morning I need you to find the Mason’s Guild. I need you 
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to watch it. Watch the people coming and going.”
“Will I be looking for anyone in particular?”
“Not really,” I said. “But keep an eye out for important people. Master 

masons, if you can tell who they are. Or anyone who looks, well, important.”
Gigot nodded, waiting for me to go on.
“I want you to look at how they are dressed. Remember it. Every de-

tail.”
He nodded again. “As you say.”
“And then I need you to find me a—” I didn’t know the right word. “A 

person who makes clothes.”
He glanced briefly at my trail-weary man-dress. “Someone who can 

work quickly?”
“Yes,” I answered. “That. Exactly.”
“Where will you be in the morning?” he asked.
As if by reflex my hand went to my purse. I could feel Madeleine’s 

document through the thin cloth.
“I’ll be going to church. And then to the commandarie.”

*          *          *

It wasn’t eight pence for the room. It was eight pence for the bed. But 
hey, at least it felt homey: I was sleeping with three other guys again. And 
there was the added benefit of extra snoring from the other beds in the room.

And the bells. The first round rang out just after we’d finished eating: 
A single bell tolling not too far away, followed in succession by what must 
have been every church in the city. And this town had a lot of churches. Only 
lasted for few moments, but it was nothing like the village bell in Bois de 
Haillot, tolling briefly in the distance.

“Vespers,” Michel commented.
They did it again about two hours after we’d gone to bed. And then 

again at dawn.
We set off for the commandarie after breakfast down in the hall. Fol-

lowing our long walk, we’d hit the sack before things had really settled down, 
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so I hadn’t seen the hall at closing time. But it was apparent in the morning 
that a number of people had slept down there—in fact, there was one guy 
sprawled out on a bench when we came down, and still sprawled out when 
we set out.

We parted ways with Gaspard at the door.
“Vitriols and hair cloth and whatnot only,” I told him. “No relics today. 

Got it?”
He nodded. I didn’t know how much trouble he could get into buying 

his alchemist’s stuff, but I figured it wasn’t as risky as a descent into the black 
market for relics.

Gigot went off on his little errand, and Michel and I started for the 
commandarie. Whatever the heck that was.

“What the heck is a commandarie, anyway?” I asked him.
Michel screwed his face up for a moment. “Well, it is a monastery, I 

suppose,” he said after a second. “They are monks, after all.”
“These fellowsoldier guys?”
“The Templars, yes.”
The Templars. Shit. In town to see the Templars and the masons. I felt 

like I was in a Dan Brown novel. I didn’t know enough secret handshakes to 
see me through this trip.

The commandarie sat alongside a small square, opposite a church. 
Ironic, since it was a church itself. Or at least part of it was a church. The rest 
of it was in some sort of compound adjacent to the church, behind a high 
wall.

We started across the square, passing a couple of market stalls. A small 
crowd was sitting on the steps of the church—the one that wasn’t part of the 
commandarie. As we passed, someone held up a bowl.

Panhandlers. Of course. We were in a city.
I started to push pass, raising my hand in that familiar defensive pos-

ture. I didn’t do a good enough job keeping my eyes forward though, and I 
caught a glimpse of the fingers holding the bowl. Grey, peeling skin. They 
were the fingers of a zombie.

“Alms?” the zombie croaked.
I couldn’t help myself. I hesitated, looking at the beggar. It was a man, 
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an older man as far as I could tell; he was almost completely wrapped up. 
There were open sores on his face.

Jesus, didn’t these people have hospitals? Actually, come to think of it, 
did they?

“Maitre Martin?” Michel said.
The beggar nudged me with the bowl. My hesitation was drawing the 

attention of the others, some of whom were starting to edge my way. There 
were a couple of guys missing legs, and one who groped blindly. A woman 
held a child with an oddly big forehead and fish eyes.

“Alms?” Several voices joined the first one. “Alms? Please, gentle soul.”
Christ. These people weren’t exactly going to draw workmen’s comp. 

Where did they live? I thought about shivering on the floor of the wood-
cutter’s cottage—and that was with a roof over my head. What passed for a 
decent roof. I opened my purse and started pulling out pennies. I counted 
seventeen of the beggars. I put a penny in every bowl.

Seventeen. No: eighteen. An old woman sat on the steps of the church; 
she hadn’t moved toward me. At her feet was a bundle. A vaguely human-
shaped bundle, about the size of a large child. The woman looked up at me.

There was an earthenware bowl at her feet. I pulled out another dime-
sized penny and dropped it in.

I turned, but then I stopped. The bundle moved—not much, just a 
small shift. Missing legs, missing eyes, zombie hands. Whatever was wrong 
with this kid was so horrible the woman wouldn’t even let it show. I reached 
into my purse and dug out everything I had left. Ten pennies. I leaned down 
and set them in the bowl.

“Bless you,” the old woman croaked.
Most of the beggars were wandering back; a few hung close, in case 

anything else was forthcoming, I guess. I turned toward the commandarie. 
Michel was standing a few paces away, waiting. I shrugged, and he nodded.

The commandarie church wasn’t huge—about the size of the hall back 
at the Prince’s Head. Michel crossed himself as we entered via a small door 
set within the larger double-door at the front. I followed suit. The room was 
dimly lit by a small but pretty window set high above the altar. There didn’t 
seem to be anyone present.
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“Maybe there’s a bell,” I whispered as we moved into the room. There 
were no pews or anything, just a stone floor strewn, as seemed to be stan-
dard practice, with straw or rushes.

As if on cue a monk appeared. I’m glad my conversation with Michel 
had forewarned me, because there was no mistaking the look: a long white 
robe with a big red Maltese cross in the middle of the chest. I’m sure I would 
have gawked if I hadn’t been expecting it. Beyond that, though, the man 
looked like a monk, rather than the cream of the crusading crop: No armor, 
no sword. Just guy with a bald spot over the center of his head.

Well, maybe not quite the stereotype of a monk. He was a pretty big 
guy.

“Welcome,” he said. “I am Brother Chretien. How may I serve you?”
The Templars, it would seem, didn’t waste words. Michel glanced at 

me. “Hello,” I said. “I’ve been told to speak to the administrator?” I didn’t 
mean it to come out as a question, but I guess my uncertainty was making 
itself known.

The monk nodded. “Is he expecting you?”
I reached into my pocket and pulled out the sealed document Mad-

eleine had given me. “Not really,” I said, “but I have this.”
His glance fell briefly on the parchment, but other than that he showed 

no reaction. “May I have your name, please?”
“Martin,” I said. “Maitre Martin. Of Orleans.”
He nodded. “Very well, Maitre Martin. Please follow me.” He us out 

the way he had come, via a door near the back of the chapel. It brought us 
into a colonnade surrounding a small courtyard. We turned and followed 
the walkway around the courtyard.

“Brother Administrator Thierry is seeing a guest at the moment, but I 
expect their business will be concluded shortly. You are welcome to wait in 
our hall.”

Brother Chretien started to turn into an open doorway, but I froze, 
grabbing his sleeve.

“Wait!” I hissed.
I had just caught a glimpse of red and black. Someone was sitting at a 

table in the hall. Wearing Etien’s colors.
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“Who is that?” I asked, stepping out of the doorway’s line of sight.
Brother Chretien glanced back into the hall, then stepped a bit closer 

to me. Out of the doorway.
“A soldier,” he said quietly. “This concerns you?”
“He is with Etien, Count of Namur?” I asked.
Brother Chretien nodded.
“Maybe we’ll come back later,” I said.
Chretien looked at me for a moment, then started out the way we’d 

come, motioning us to follow.
“Perhaps you’d prefer to wait in the chapter house,” he said, opening 

another door leading from the colonnade. The room beyond was high-ceil-
inged, with a large window set well up in the wall opposite the door. Other 
than a stone bench built into the wall all the way around the room, it was 
empty, giving it a gymnasium-like feel.

Michel and I slipped in. Brother Chretien followed, leaving the door 
just cracked.

“Why is the Count here?” I asked.
The monk shrugged. “The Count’s business is confidential. As is yours.”
Of course. “Sorry,” I said.
“Not a friend of the Count?”
I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how much I should say. “He has ambitions,” I 

began carefully, “that are a danger to me and my employer. I would be happy 
if he did not know I was here.”

Brother Chretien nodded. His face gave away nothing. After a moment 
he shifted to look out through the cracked door. I could hear voices along 
the colonnade, and then, after a moment, the opening was briefly occluded 
by the shapes of two or three people.

“. . . but this brings the total to just over fourteen hundred . . .” a voice 
was saying. One of the shapes that passed was Etien—I was willing to bet 
it—but the voice was unfamiliar.

Brother Chretien watched at the crack for a moment, then opened the 
door a bit and stuck his head out. After a second he ducked back in.

“I think you can see the Brother Administrator now,” he said, leading 
the way out.
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We followed him back into the colonnade, then through a doorway 
and up a staircase. After a few twists and turns Chretien stopped to knock at 
a door. A voice called out to enter.

“A traveler to see you, Brother Thierry,” Chretien said as he entered the 
door. “Maitre Martin of Orleans. He bears a draft.”

The administrator was behind a writing stand, scribbling away at 
something. A hawk-nosed man, he looked like he’d lost most of his hair long 
before needing to shave it off. He was dressed identically to Chretien; there 
was nothing beyond the age difference that would indicate his seniority. His 
chamber was Spartan but not empty: beyond the writing stand and his high 
stool, there was a table against the wall under the window and two chairs. 
The chairs were arranged facing the writing stand.

Brother Chretien waved me toward the chairs, then stepped back 
through the door.

I moved over to the chairs. Michel stayed where he was.
After a moment Brother Thierry set down his pen and knife and looked 

up. He motioned toward the seat behind me. “A draft, you say?”
“Yes, Brother Administrator,” I said, sitting. I didn’t quite know if that 

was the right way to address him, but it was better than nothing. The docu-
ment was still in my hand; I held it out to him.

He picked up the parchment he’d been writing with both hands and 
gently blew across the damp ink. Then he set it carefully on the table and 
took the draft from my hand. He picked up a round piece of glass—a lens, I’d 
guess—and began examining the seals.

“When was this written?” he asked.
“My lady Madeleine De La Croix brought it from Antioch, Brother 

Administrator,” I answered. “Ten years ago, I believe. I am in her employ.”
“Ten years old.” He planted a hand across his eyes and slowly drew it 

down his face. His fingertip left a faint smudge of ink down the side of his 
cheek. “Brother Chretien!”

The door opened and Chretien looked in. “Brother Administrator?”
“Find Brother Maynard, please.”
“I have already sent for him.”
Thierry returned his attention to the draft. “How much is it for?”
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“Forty pounds, I believe,” I said.
“Not too much, then,” he said. Then he picked up his pen knife from 

the writing stand and carefully lifted the seals, one and then the other. Then 
he unfolded the parchment and lifted his lens to the text.

The door opened and yet another monk entered. “Brother Administra-
tor,” he acknowledged, moving toward the writing stand. His gait was un-
even; his right leg dragged. He was barely bending it at the knee. I wouldn’t 
have thought the Templars would accept a lame guy. No, of course they 
wouldn’t: This would be a combat injury.

“I’m verifying a draft from 1188,” Thierry said.
Maynard scowled, “1188?”
“Yes, brother. From Antioch. The seals look good, as does the text. But 

I would like your help in verifying.”
Maynard turned to look at me. “Why has he waited so long to redeem 

it?”
“Pardon, Brother,” I answered, “My employer brought it with her when 

she came from Antioch. She said it was the last of four; the others had al-
ready been redeemed, I gather.”

Maynard waved his hand in the air like my words had formed a cloud 
of gnats. “Your employer? Did you say ‘she’?”

“Lady Madeleine De La Croix. Of Bois de Haillot. Her husband is still 
outremer.”

“And why didn’t she bring this here herself, then? Who are you?”
Maynard’s scowl had only deepened. I glanced at Thierry.
“My apologies, Maitre Martin. Brother Maynard’s questions bear upon 

the security of this document.”
I nodded. “I am a mason. Ma Dame has asked me to do some work for 

her, and I’m in Liege to hire stonecutters and equipment. She was to come as 
well, but we had some difficulty on the road, and she returned to her manor.” 
I touched my cheekbone. No need to mention I’d obtained those particular 
injuries in a horseback riding lesson.

Maynard stared at me for a moment, then turned back to Thierry. “We 
will need the code books.”

“Mmm,” Thierry agreed. “This may take a little time.”
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“Time?”
“Not long. Tomorrow, perhaps. You will need to leave the draft with 

us.”
I hesitated. These guys could be trusted, right? What if I left it here 

and something went wrong—would I have any recourse? Were there cops, 
beyond those guys at the gate? Did they have lawyers and courts and all that 
stuff—and would it matter, if I had nothing to prove what I had given them?

“Could I have a—” Shit. I had no idea how to say receipt.
“A bill? Yes, of course.” Thierry turned to the table and drew out a clean 

sheet of parchment. He dipped his quill and wrote out a quick note, then 
lifted it and blew it dry. After a second he handed it to me.

From Maitre Martin of Orleans, mason, received, one draft in the amount 
of forty pounds given in Antioch on the Monday following Whitsunday, 1188 
in the name of Lady Madeleine de la Croix, to be verified. This written by Thi-
erry, Brother Administrator of Liege, Poor Fellowsoldier of Christ and Knight 
of the Temple of Solomon, on the fifth day of October, 1198.

OK. Either I could trust these guys, or not. 
It was just forty pounds on the line. It’s not like it was going to make 

or break the castle.
Right?
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The bells were starting to ring again as we stepped back into the square. 
Sext, or midday. First, the cathedral, just a bit muted by the distance, and 
then the old church just across the way. I’m sure the others picked up the 
chorus, but I couldn’t hear them over the din right before me.

“I want to go in,” I said to Michel. Loudly, so that he might have a 
chance of hearing me. I wasn’t the only one churchbound; a handful of peo-
ple were making their way toward the steps.

We crossed the square and joined the small crowd making their way 
through the doors. Inside, the church was large. And dark; a number of win-
dows lined both sides, but they weren’t very big. The main room, or whatev-
er you call it, was lined by thick, round columns. There were no pews; most 
of the other worshippers—and the crowd looked very small in that echoing 
space—were making their way toward the altar.

I followed, with Michel trailing behind. About halfway up, a little cu-
bicle off to the side caught my eye. A few of the worshippers had peeled off 
and gone in.

“Who is that?” I wondered. There was fresco painted on the wall.
Michel looked at me. “Do you really not know? You are named for 

him.”
A knight sat on a horse, his cloak gathered in one hand and his sword 

out in the other. A naked man kneeled by the horse. So that was Saint Mar-
tin. The guy on the horse, or the naked dude?

“Why is he—like that?” I asked.
Michel crossed himself. “Were you raised by heathens?”
“Were you raised by heathens, Maitre?” I responded.
Michel ducked his head. “Saint Martin was a Roman soldier who be-

came a Christian. He cut his cloak in half to give part to a beggar. Then he 
quit the army and became a priest.”

Ah. Nice of him. I stepped into the little room. There was a small altar, 
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and two or three people were kneeling in front of it. I joined them.
Catholics pray to saints, right? To ask them to intercede, you know, in 

case God himself is too busy to listen at the moment? What the heck.
Saint Martin, I thought, any help you could throw my way in building 

this castle would be greatly appreciated. Also, when that’s done, I’d like to go 
back to my own time. And maybe you could keep an eye on Celestine; she’s had 
a pretty rough experience and it will probably take some getting over.

I crossed myself, cause that’s what the other people were doing as they 
got up, and started to rise. But then I added one more thing. Oh, and the 
food here sucks. I’d really, really like a bacon cheeseburger. Or a decent steak. 
Or maybe a slice of apple pie. I’ll understand if you can’t come up with any ice 
cream to go with it.

The bells had stopped, and even though there was still ringing from 
other parts of the city the church seemed suddenly silent. I wandered back 
out into the main part. Michel had gone up to the altar at the head of the 
church; I guess that would fulfill Madeleine’s command, at least as far as he 
went.

*          *          *

We met Gigot back at the Prince’s Head. They were serving lunch.
“Any luck, Gigot?” I asked.
He nodded. “Yes, Maitre.” He scooted a bit closer. “I saw one man that 

will do. Tunic frock of dark red damask with green trim. Sleeves below the 
elbow. Linen kirtle. Cap of wool, dark red to match the tunic and with a 
brim. Thin belt with brass quatra—”

I held up a hand. This was a bit more than I could take in. “You have 
quite an eye for fashion,” I said.

“When I was an outlaw, much of what we took were clothes and cloth,” 
he answered.

Outlaw?
“Outlaw?” I lowered my voice. “You were an outlaw?”
He dropped his head an iota. “I was long in the employ of a robber-
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baron,” he said. “I knew no better. Lady Madeleine saved me.”
I glanced at Michel. He nodded.
“There’s more to you than meets the eye, Gigot,” I said.
He looked down, then away.
I started to say something else, but Michel cleared his throat. “Perhaps 

we can talk of this another time.” He gave me a look, tapping the side of his 
head and rolling his eyes.

Editorializing, or was Gigot’s story a load of hooey? He seemed one of 
the saner people I’d met.

“OK,” I said. I turned again to Gigot. “Did you find a tailor?”
“Yes, Maitre. I have already described the clothing to him. He says he 

can make it ready for you by Nones.”
I ticked through the times in my head. Prime, Terce, Sext, Nones. Mid-

dle of the afternoon.
“That’s fast,” I said. “Good work. How much will it cost us?”
“Four pounds, thirteen shillings, Maitre.”
I almost choked on my pancake. “Four pounds?”
“I didn’t tell him about the damask. I had him use a fine porraye.”
Crap. That was like half our money. Maybe more than half, once all our 

tolls and beds and things were paid for. Well, what else was I going to do—I 
needed to fake my way as a master mason. Those Templars had better come 
through.

“OK,” I said. I didn’t know what a porraye was, but I guess I was glad 
we weren’t shelling out for the damask. Not that I knew what that was either. 
“We’ll see him directly after lunch. Michel, we’ll need the cash box.”

The inn, apparently, had a strong box in the kitchen, and they were 
keeping our valuables there for us. It wasn’t safe to leave anything in the 
bedroom.

We set out a few minutes later.

*          *          *

And four hours after that, I was approaching the Mason’s Guild hall.
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The trip to the tailor’s had been, well, frankly not that different from 
such things in any century, I’d guess. The clothing, fortunately, wasn’t really 
fitted, so the guy had gotten to work as soon as Gigot had visited him. By the 
time we’d added belts, mantihose, a new pocket, a new knife, and a hat, we 
were in the hole well over five pounds. I didn’t know if this was going to get 
me through the door with the masons, but at least I was stylin’.

The guild hall was set behind a wall in a sort of park-like area. It looked 
a lot like a church, to my untrained eye—tall, high-roofed, with buttresses 
and gothic windows, but with no tower. And fewer crosses and saints on the 
outside.

I wasn’t challenged as I passed through an open gate into the park, 
but I could immediately see I was in guild territory. There was a symbol set 
in the gate, and I recognized it right off: a square, balanced on its corner to 
form a V, while a compass overlapped it, points downward in a sort of A 
shape. It was exactly the same as the emblem my grandfather used to have 
on the back of his Buick.

So there was that. And the small knots of men sitting or standing 
around the park. Looking like guys waiting for work look everywhere. Ev-
erywhen. Several of the nearer guys turned as I walked in.

“Journeyman, Maitre? Fixer.”
“Carver, Maitre. There are more of us.”
“Mortarer, Maitre.”
“Journeyman carver.”
Gigot was dead on with the clothing. Most of these guys were in work 

clothes, many in heavy leather aprons. My outfit said something else about 
me.

I had made a tentative list before leaving Bois de Haillot. I really didn’t 
know much about productivity rates or stoneworkers’ fields of expertise. 
I did know that really big stone buildings—cathedrals—took a century or 
more to build. Saint John’s in New York was started in the 1800s, and was 
still unfinished—at least, it had been when it came up in one of my college 
classes. I also knew such buildings employed literal armies of laborers.

Of course, I wasn’t building a cathedral. So I’d made an estimate of 
the number of cut stone blocks I’d need, based on the finished work I could 
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examine. 3000 pieces to complete the outer wall. 4800 to finish the upper 
floor of the keep and crenellate the top. 2200 for the tower at the edge of the 
bluff. I figured you needed to bump that up by 20% to account for doors, 
windows, and other special fittings, and that there’d be a work premium for 
structural elements: archways, vaulting, and the like. So call it 14,000 pieces. 
If a stonecutter could dress two blocks a day, that was 7,000 man-days. Or 70 
guys to get it done in 100 days.

35 if I focused on the outer walls and the small tower. And that was just 
to cut the stone; actual construction would be another matter.

I didn’t have the budget for that, so my plan was to scare up twenty 
good workers and hope my estimates were too conservative.

“I am hiring,” I told the men. “Not for Liege. About two days from 
here, in a place called Bois de Haillot.”

I was assailed with voices: Big job? When? How long? How many 
workers needed?

“When will you enter it with the Registrar?”
“Um, that’s—that’s where I was going right now.” The guy who’d asked 

was middle-aged, with wisps of salt and pepper hair drifting wildly from 
under his coif. There was an air of authority about him, or maybe a bit of 
deference from the others. “Maybe you could take me there.”

He swept his hand toward the guild hall.
We entered through the front door, then took a right and made our 

way up a narrow staircase. It brought us to a gallery overlooking the hall 
itself, crowded with tables and writing stands. An eldery man in a dark blue 
tunic wrote at one of them.

“Donatien,” my guide said.
The elderly guy blotted his pen, trimmed it, then set pen and knife 

carefully side-by-side on the table. Then he looked up.
“Journeyman Willem,” he answered. “And?”
“Martin,” I said, almost missing my cue. “Maitre Martin of Orleans.”
“He’s come to register a construction,” Willem said.
“I see,” Donatien responded, leaning forward an iota and squinting as 

he looked at me. “You haven’t worked in Liege before.”
I cleared my throat. Here came the tough part.
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“No,” I said. “I have taken a commission from the Lady De La Croix of 
Bois de Haillot. She was in Verdun recently, and she found me there.”

“But you are recruiting here in Liege?”
“I went to Bois de Haillot to assess the task and begin my initial design. 

Liege is closer than returning to Verdun.” That was all pretty plausible; I’d 
prepped this part of my story in advance.

And Mr. Donatien seemed to buy it. He nodded, and turned to select 
a large volume from a nearby table. He opened it on his writing stand, pin-
ning the pages with a couple of those weighted straps, and picked up his pen 
and knife.

“Maitre Martin of Orleans,” he said as he wrote. “I do not recall the 
name. Which of your commissions might I have heard of?”

Ready for that one, too. Madeleine had helped me pick the name of a 
market town on the other side of Verdun. Credible, but highly unlikely any-
one here would have knowledge of it.

“I built the new church at Osche, in Argonne. It was completed on 
Saint John’s Day.”

“Mmm.” He had finished writing out my name. “And what is your 
commission for the Lady De La Croix?”

I hesitated. Not that it could be kept a secret. But once these words left 
my lips, they were on their way, ultimately, to Etien’s ears.

“A castle,” I said.
Willem had been looking away, but his head swung back toward me.
Donatien looked up. “A castle? Your lady has license to crenellate?”
You needed a license? “Um,” I hesitated, “the castle already exists, but 

it wasn’t finished. It’s a fief of the Holy Roman Emperor.”
Donatien paused for a moment, then leaned back over his ledger. “A 

castle,” he said slowly.
I waited while he wrote.
“What is your mark?” he asked after a moment.
“My what?”
“Mark. Your mark?”
Crap. What the hell was he talking about? “It’s—um. It’s sort of an M. 

With. Um. A shape. Around it.” Shit. And it had all been going so well.
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Donatien glanced up, but then nodded. “I see.” I studied his expres-
sion, trying to get a sense of whether he was buying my answer. “I will, of 
course, bring this to the Grand Master. You can come back tomorrow? After 
Sext.” He trimmed his pen and set it and the knife carefully down on the 
table. “There will be the customary fees, of course.”

I nodded. “Of course. After Sext.”
He took the straps off the ledger and lifted the book, blowing across 

the page as he turned away. “Go with God, Master Martin,” he said, his back 
to me.

Willem stirred. I watched Donatien for a moment before turning to 
follow him down the stairs.

“Bois de Haillot?” Willem  asked. “It’s in Namur?”
“Just south of it, along the Meuse. It is an Imperial fief.”
“There are many men ready for work here. When will you be starting?”
“Right away. I’ll need a couple dozen men.”
He nodded. “I hope everything works out with the Registrar. I’m sure 

the Grand Master will not withhold approval.”
We’d come back to his knot of men, and he peeled off.

*          *          *

The Vespers bells rang as we headed back toward the Prince’s Head; 
down in the narrow streets dusk was already deepening. We had run into 
Gaspard in the big square by the basilica and stopped to eat from the smat-
tering of stalls set up around its edges. Monday was not a market day, I was 
informed, else the square would have been crowded with vendors.

As it was, we did all right. Cured sausages, apples, pears, and cheese. 
Along with bread and some sort of tart-like thing with berries and apples 
from a nearby bakery.

I thought about Saint Martin as I nibbled. No hard feelings for the lack 
of ice cream.

We sat on the steps of some monument or something to eat. The eve-
ning was cooling rapidly, and the steps, which had been in the shade for 
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hours, were chilling my buttocks. It wasn’t until I stood to warm them up 
that I recognized the monument.

“It’s a column!” I exclaimed. The others looked up at it, then back at 
me.

“The thing on the Prince-Bishop’s emblem. Three lions. And this.” I 
indicated the column. “So what is it?”

Michel and Gigot shrugged, but Gaspard answered. “Hubertus erected 
it to mark the death of Saint Lambert,” he said. “Before constructing the 
basilica.”

“Hubertus? Is that the Prince-Bishop?”
Gaspard looked perplexed. “No, the Prince-Bishop is Radolfus. Hu-

bertus was a saint.”
“A saint? I thought you said Saint Lambert?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
I thought about trying to get more out of him, but I was afraid of de-

scending into a “Who’s on first?” conversation. It was getting darker, anyway, 
so instead we set out back to the inn.

We were almost there when Gigot suddenly scrambled, grabbing my 
sleeve and pushing Gaspard into the recessed doorway of a shop.

“What the—”
“Shh!” he put his hand over my mouth. Michel had ducked in after us, 

but now leaned out to peer down the way we were headed.
“What is it?” I whispered as Gigot released my mouth.
“The guard,” Michel answered. “At the Prince’s Head.”
I leaned out to peek around the corner. The inn was maybe forty yards 

away. There was a man standing in front of the door. The dusk was making 
detail difficult, but the rusty orange of his tunic was visible. He was leaning 
against something, about hip-height. An axe. No, a crossbow.

“Shit.” I pulled back. “How did they find us?”
“Us? Why do you think they are looking for us?” Michel asked.
I glanced back. The guy shifted, looking briefly down the road, then 

leaned back against the wall.
“He’s not there for a quick drink,” I said. “Maybe he’s there for someone 

else, but we can’t take that chance.” Gigot nodded.
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“But why?” Michel asked. “Why would the Prince-Bishop want us?”
“Not the Prince-Bishop,” I answered. “Etien.”
“Very well, but the Prince-Bishop would still need a reason to arrest 

us. A charge.”
Really? Not according to every fantasy movie I’d ever seen. “I’m sure he 

could come up with something.”
“We need to go,” Gigot said. “They’re coming out.”
I peeked back. Three or four more of the guards were emerging from 

the Prince’s Head. And then:
“Shit.” Whatever doubt might have lingered about their purpose or 

who was behind it evaporated. A fifth guy joined the guards. A big guy, with 
a sword at his belt. The details were blurry in the darkness, but one thing 
was clear: Where he should have had a right hand there was only a bandage.

That guy. Holy shit, what was he doing here? If I’d had my hand cut off 
a week ago, I’d sure as heck be on vacation right about now.

“OK,” I whispered. “Let’s get out of here. Out of town.”
“Out of town? But have you—”
“We just need to get going!”
Michel nodded reluctantly, then led the way, edging out of the shad-

ows to keep the curve of the road between us and the soldiers. Gaspard fol-
lowed, then me, with Gigot bringing up the rear. We hugged the buildings 
along the street’s edge.

Crap crap crap. Everything we had was back in the inn. I’d loaded up 
my pocket with maybe thirty pence, but that was about it. The mule. All our 
traveling supplies. The cash box with our remaining four or five pounds. All 
in our rearview mirror now.

And the draft. Forty pounds. We’d have to abandon it with the Tem-
plars. Madeleine was not going to be happy.

We skirted the edge of the great square. With darkness all but here, it 
was nearly deserted.

Michel stopped us before we hit the gate. “Look.”
There were four or five guards at the gate. On the inside. We ducked 

into the shadows once again.
“Do they know what we look like?” I wondered.
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“Doesn’t matter,” Gigot responded. “If they’re looking for us they’ll 
stop anyone going out.”

“It’s after Vespers; they’re closing the gate anyway,” Michel added. In 
fact, he was right: They were leaving the gatehouse, at least a few of them. 
And heading our way.

I turned to Michel. “Is there any other way out of the city?”
“Other gates. But it will be the same.”
I looked back. Those guys from the gate would be able to see us in a 

second. “Come on. Let’s go.”
Once again Michel led the way.
“Look for a side street!” I said.
He hung a left at the next one, a narrower lane paved in dirt. A lot of 

the buildings seemed to have crofts or gardens behind them. “Can we hide 
in there,” I asked, waving at one of them.

“Not this early. The burghers will be alert for thieves; if the hue and cry 
goes up we will never get away.”

“Hue and cry?”
Michel found a small notch in the roadside; a sort of alcove where the 

walls of two crofts came together. We crowded in, out of sight of the road 
behind or ahead.

“The hue and cry,” Gigot whispered, “calls everyone out. If it is called 
upon us, every townsperson will issue from his house and try to stop us. We 
will be caught well before the guard reaches us.”

“We can’t be seen,” Michel hissed. “We can’t let the guard even see us. 
And we can’t chance being taken for thieves.”

“OK,” I said. No being seen. “What about a church? Can’t we ask for 
sanctuary or something?”

Michel looked dubious.
“An English custom,” Gaspard said. “But even if we could claim it here, 

the Prince-Bishop commands all of the churches.”
All of them? “Can we wait this out, then? Move after more people are 

in bed?”
Michel thought for a moment. “It will be cover-fire after the Compline 

bells,” he said after a moment. It took me a beat to parse what he meant: 
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The actual words were couvre-feu. Literally cover-fire, but the meaning was 
closer to the sound than the translation: curfew. “It will be darker, but we’ll 
be challenged if we’re even spotted on the street.”

“But maybe not now?”
“Not normally. Except that they’re looking for the four of us.”
I nodded. “OK.” I’d already been thinking along these lines. We needed 

to increase the odds that someone got out of the city. It was time to chan-
nel my inner squad leader. Or my 18th-level paladin. No, let’s stick with the 
squad leader. “We need to split up. We’ll be less obvious.”

There was silence. Michel was the only one who really knew the city. 
And we all knew exactly how well Gaspard and I were likely to do on our 
own.

“Michel, you take Gaspard. I’ll go with Gigot. See if you can come up 
with any way out of the city, or at least a good hiding place. But don’t stick 
your neck out. Meet us at Saint Martin’s church in the hour before Com-
pline.” That would give him about two hours.

He nodded, but he clearly wasn’t excited by the idea.
“I’m the one they’re after, and I’m the one who’s most distinctive. You 

should be able to avoid their attention. If I don’t make it out of the city, 
Michel, you need to get back to Bois de Haillot. You need to tell Ma Dame 
about Etien. That he’s got the Prince-Bishop on his side, and that he knows 
what we’re planning.”

Michel nodded again.
“Go.”
He nodded, then turned to look out into the alley. “Come, Gaspard.” 

They started away, but then Michel paused. He turned back.
“See you at the old church, Maitre.”
They continued on, and after a moment they were gone. I turned to 

Gigot.
“Can you get us to the old church? But not past the palace, or the 

Prince’s Head.”
“I think so. Yes.”
I nodded. I could probably find the way, too—I had a decent sense of 

direction—but I was far from certain. “You lead,” I said. “I’ll follow, but at a 
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distance. So we won’t be stopped together.”
“I understand.” And just like that, he set out.
I followed. He started at a quick pace, but cut it back to a casual stroll 

when he reached the main road. He took a right, heading back toward the 
town gate.

I got to the corner and paused, looking both ways. I caught a shadow of 
Gigot as he turned into a sidestreet. No sign of that patrol, or indeed anyone 
else. Made sense; I wouldn’t expect him to walk us straight into trouble.

I followed to the right, and then took a left down Gigot’s sidestreet. I 
could see him up ahead, passing two women who were just ducking into a 
house. This street was paved, but narrower than the one that led up from the 
gate; even with a lingering glow in the sliver of sky overhead it was nearly 
pitch black at street level. There were lights in many of the buildings, but 
they were dim and visible only as the outlines of shuttered windows.

Another couple of twists and turns. We were somewhere near the tai-
lor’s shop I’d spent the afternoon it; this was pretty much exactly the route 
I’d have taken if I was on my own. With the exception one or two people 
hustling into houses, we didn’t see a soul.

And then I turned a corner, and almost ran straight into a patrol.
I drew back, holding my breath; I hadn’t taken more than half a step 

around the corner. My heart pounded as I waited for the louder pounding 
of footsteps, the ringing of steel and raised voices, but they didn’t come—at 
least not right away. The guardsmen couldn’t have been more than twenty 
feet away, and they were headed my direction.

OK, so what now? I turned back—there were plenty of dark corners, 
but nothing close that would give me real cover if they came this way. I 
started moving anyway, wanting to run but afraid of the noise I would make.

Ten feet. Twenty. Nothing; no place to hide. I started picking up the 
pace—they had to be about to round the corner. Thirty. No shouts yet, but I 
wasn’t about to turn around and look. I broke into a run.

Had there been an alleyway back here? I’d been trying to keep track 
of things like that, places I could fall back on, but suddenly the streets I’d 
walked just sort of blurred together. There was a shop entrance I’d seen, set 
well back but without enough shadow. Up ahead the street crooked to the 
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right; it would cut line of sight at least from the corner.
But they had to be reaching it. Right. About. Now.
No shouts. Had they turned back? Stopped? I hugged the right-hand 

wall, making the most of what cover the bend in the road gave me. Why 
weren’t they following?

There: An opening in the wall. There was an alleyway there, I remem-
bered it now. I turned my jog into a sprint; if they spotted me now it wouldn’t 
much matter.

Forty feet. Twenty. Ten. I skidded to the corner, grabbing the timber 
frame at the edge of the building. My feet hit a patch of whatever slimy stuff 
was coating this particular stretch of road, but my grip on the building kept 
me upright and saved my five pounds worth of new threads. I stumbled my 
way around the corner and threw my back against the wall. Panting.

Were they coming? There could have been an army behind me at this 
point; all I could hear was the huff of my breathing and the pounding of my 
own heart. I closed my eyes and willed my breathing to steady, taking a few 
tentative sidesteps into the alley as I did. The drumbeat in my head didn’t 
clear, but it diminished. There were no shouts, no pounding feet.

I turned and headed down the alleyway. The ground was wet under my 
boots, slick with who knew what. I moved thirty, forty feet further in and 
looked for a hiding place. There: a stack of casks by a gate, right where the 
alley bent. I moved behind them and crouched down.

Some time passed. It had probably been no more than half a minute, 
but I realized I had no real idea. So I counted my heartbeats: Ten. Twen-
ty. Thirty. Still no sound of the patrol. I guess they didn’t follow. By some 
stroke of luck, they never made it to the corner. Or never, as impossible as it 
seemed, looked down my street when they passed.

And then I did hear a sound. Not from the street I’d been on. And not 
a sound I’d expected.

From the darkness behind me came a low, long-drawn growl.
I turned slowly, my hand going to my knife. My new knife. The one 

that accentuated my new outfit nicely, but didn’t have quite the butch heft of 
the one I’d left in the underground temple. I’d never notice that difference 
slicing up my dinner, but I was missing it now.
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Dogs. Three of them. At least, three that I could see; they weren’t much 
more than shadows. One was padding past along the far edge of the alley, 
head low, teeth barred, and eyes fixed on me. The other two edged silently 
closer from down the alleyway.

Crap. Make a break for it? That would send me right back toward the 
patrol. Plus, dogs are fast runners. I could try to scare them off, but what 
could I do that wouldn’t draw all kinds of attention? I crouched, holding my 
knife up at the ready.

I couldn’t keep them all in my line of sight now; the one creeping past 
had split too far apart from the others.

And that’s when they struck.
With a snarl, one of them lunged, darting forward with an open-jawed 

leap aimed straight at my throat. By sheer reflex I brought my left arm up, 
desperate to fend him off, and his jaws closed on my forearm. The grip of 
his mouth was crushing; I swear I could feel his teeth grind against bone. 
Without thinking I drove my knife into the side of his neck, and as quickly 
as he’d taken my arm, he dropped away.

A second dog—the one that had crept past—was leaping. I jabbed out-
ward with the knife in an awkward move, stumbling back into the casks 
behind me. My blow grazed its shoulder, but that and my move were enough 
to keep it from connecting. It struck the casks and bounced back with a yelp, 
but quickly rolled to its feet.

The first dog was limping about, coughing and hacking. I didn’t think 
it was gonna be jumping back into the fight any time soon, but the other two 
were regrouping. They had me flanked; only my back against the stack of 
casks gave me any cover at all.

And then there was another growl, from back the way the dogs had 
come.

Maybe it was time to run after all.
But the dogs’ heads turned; both sets of ears flicking briefly up and 

then, uncertainly, back. The growl came again.
The dog I’d hit in the shoulder turned and trotted a few paces away. It 

hesitated, looked back, and then took off again. Its companion considered 
me for a second, then followed, tail down.
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Leaving me alone. With whatever had scared them.
I couldn’t see anything down the alleyway, and frankly I didn’t want 

to. I slipped around the casks, backing toward the street, and then turned to 
make a break for it.

“Martin!” someone hissed.
I whirled.
A shape pulled itself from the shadows, growing taller as it stood. It 

was Gigot.
“Shit!” I breathed as he drew near. “You scared the crap out of me.”
“Apologies, Maitre,” he said.
“No, my apologies,” I answered after a breath. “You may have saved my 

life.”
He glanced at my arm. Another bleeder. I sheathed my knife and 

gripped the wound. The pain was all in the flesh; I flexed my hand and con-
cluded there were no broken bones. I might end up needing a little more 
time with Gaspard and his needle, but for now it wasn’t too bad.

“There was a patrol,” I said.
“Yes, I’m sorry. I had already crossed the street when they appeared. I 

went back and delayed them.”
“Delayed them?”
“I said I was lost. I pretended to be drunk.”
“They weren’t suspicious?”
“They were, I think. I said I was staying at the White Stag, that I was 

with a wool merchant from Bruges. They let me go.”
I had noticed an inn with a white deer on its board earlier in the day; 

it wasn’t far from the tailors.
“Well, thank God for that,” I said. “They almost got me. And thanks for 

chasing off the dogs. You were very convincing.”
Gigot said nothing.
“Let’s get moving again.”
He nodded and led the way back into the street.
No sign of the dogs. No sign of the patrol. Walking separately had 

probably been a good plan, but I found I really didn’t want to. We moved 
cautiously but together.
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It was now full night. The narrow band of sky overhead was clear, but 
there was no sign of a moon. And fewer and fewer buildings showed any 
sign of light.

“Gigot,” I whispered, after we’d gone some distance, “what do you 
know about the Templars?”

He didn’t answer at first, and in the darkness I had no way of telling if 
he even heard me. Then he said: “They protect the roads. For pilgrims.”

Of course. The first thing a highway robber would know about them.
“Don’t they have some special legal status?” Hadn’t I read that in some 

paperback?
“I don’t know,” Gigot answered. “They travel as they please. Few can do 

that, especially under arms.”
We were coming up on the small square. I peeked out as we reached 

the end of the road: Saint Martin’s church was opposite, while the wall of the 
commandarie stretched away to our right. The shadows weren’t as deep out 
in the open, but with no moon it was still extremely dark.

“You people need to learn about streetlights,” I muttered. Gigot glanced 
at me, but didn’t say a word.

We watched the square for a few moments; there wasn’t a single sign of 
life. “It must still be two hours until Compline,” Gigot whispered at last. “We 
should find a place to hide.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m going in. You wait here until I call for you.”
“Maitre?”
“Just wait!” With a quick glance back down the road I set off into the 

square, skirting the wall of the Templar compound. I passed a gate and then 
the corner of the commandarie church, and then stumbled at the steps lead-
ing to the church door.

The door was set back a bit into the wall, and I was a dark shape against 
its dark wood. Still, from that point looking out into the square, I felt utterly 
exposed. Certainly if anyone brought a light into the square, I’d be caught 
out like a roach on the kitchen floor—but without a fridge to scurry under.

I turned and knocked on the door.
Shit! I might as well have fired off a gun: The sound practically boomed, 

echoing around the square. My heart took up the cadence, pounding in my 
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chest as I turned, desperately searching the darkness around me for any re-
action.

Nothing. Nothing I could see, anyway.
But no answer, either.
After a moment I raised my hand to knock again. It took a moment to 

summon the will. It hadn’t been as loud as it seemed. I knocked again, with 
a little more force.

Nothing. I watched the square, waiting for someone to come running. 
A moment passed, and then another. Gigot was right. It was time to hide.

I was about to step off when a glow began to outline the little door. Af-
ter a second there was the clunk of a bolt being pulled, and the door cracked 
open.

“Who is it?” A voice hissed.
“I need to see Brother Chretien!”
The crack widened. There was a young man on the other side. The 

white robe and red cross, but no bald spot at the top of his short, dark hair.
“It is almost Compline! The brothers are at study. You must come back 

tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow is too late—I need to see him now!”
The kid looked perplexed. “I cannot help you, friend. You must come 

back after Terce.” He started to close the door.
I threw my hand up against the door. “Please!” I said. “This is an emer-

gency.”
The kid took a look at my blood-soaked sleeve, then glanced back into 

the chapel. He hesitated, and then said, “Come in.”
I called for Gigot, and a second later the two of us entered the chapel. 

Gigot tossed me a questioning look as he came through the door.
“I will fetch Brother Chretien,” the kid said. He was lighting a couple of 

candles from the rush light he carried. “Wait here please.”
I sat on the floor, resting my back against one of the fluted columns 

along the side of the chamber. My legs were a little shaky, and my arm was 
beginning to throb. Gigot moved to stand next to me. His hand rested on 
the head of his axe.

“Is this a good idea, Maitre?”
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“I don’t know,” I breathed, “but it’s the best one I’ve got.”
Gigot was silent. He seemed restless, but after a moment I realized he 

wasn’t just fidgeting. His eyes traced the door we’d come in, then shifted to 
the smaller door I’d gone through that morning. He turned to look over the 
wall behind us, then ran his eyes up to the window.

Scouting the exits. Or any line of attack. Good man.
It took the kid just a few moments to return with Brother Chretien.
“Maitre Martin!” he said. “I was just thinking of you.”
I started to my feet, but he waved me down. He knelt beside me. The 

kid had a bundle in his arms.
“Thinking of me?”
“Yes, you. You have been quite the talk today.” He took a couple ban-

dages from the kid and laid them on his knees, then started pushing up my 
sleeve.

I glanced at Gigot. “Really?” I said slowly.
“Dog bite,” Chretien said. “A good one. You really shouldn’t wander the 

back streets after dark.”
“Who has been talking about me?”
Chretien ignored me. “I’ve been asking myself: What sort of man ar-

rives in town with a ten-year-old draft and a strange accent.” He took an 
earthenware jar from the kid and pried off the lid, dabbing a rag in the con-
tents. “Buys himself expensive clothes. Then gives ostentatiously to the poor. 
One answer presents itself: A man suddenly into a large sum of money, but 
with a weight on his conscience. A thief or brigand.”

I glanced again at Gigot. He had taken a quiet half-step back, and his 
hand had moved to the haft of the axe.

Chretien didn’t seem to notice. “But then I think, why would such a 
man try to pass as a guild master? There are any number of pretenses under 
which you might bring us that draft. Claiming such a prominent title falsely 
would surely be the height of stupidity.” He paused and looked me in the 
face. “I don’t see you as a brigand. Or as stupid.”

Not the former, at least. Coming here might qualify me as the latter.
“Brother Chretien, I need your help.”
“I am the infirmarian,” he answered. “Only the Brother Administrator 
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can offer you sanctuary.”
My heart jumped. “But he can do it? He doesn’t have to turn us over to 

the Prince-Bishop?”
He looked at me levelly. “The Knights of the Temple answer only to the 

Pope, with no interceding authority. But the Brother Administrator is not 
likely countermand the Bishop without good cause.”

“How do you know all this stuff—about me? The alms and all that?”
“You gave generously, practically on our doorstep. Matthew tells us to 

give quietly, but acts like that can hardly go unnoticed. As for the clothes, 
that was reported by the bailiff when he spoke to the Brother Administrator. 
About your crimes.”

“Crimes.” Crap. Now I was a criminal. Not that that was a revelation 
after the last hour, but it sounded harsh tripping off the tongue. “Brother 
Chretien, I have not committed any crimes. This is the doing of my lord 
Etien.”

He tied off the bandage he was wrapping and looked me squarely in 
the face. After a moment he said, “It is not for me to judge. However, I am 
not privy to the bailiff ’s complaint, and I am not a man who follows rumor. 
Having heard nothing of these accusations, how would I recognize any need 
to detain you? You are free to leave. Or if you would speak with the Brother 
Administrator, I would be happy to take you to him—but I cannot warrant 
what he will decide.”

Back to square one—or plead my case to the Brother Administrator. I 
took a long look at the door, then rose to my feet.

“Take me to the Brother Administrator.”

*          *          *

Five minutes later we were back in that Spartan office. We waited in si-
lence for maybe ten minutes before Thierry joined us. Gigot’s habit of scop-
ing out the room was proving just that; he paced like a tiger in a cage, check-
ing the window before taking up position near the door.

“Martin,” the Brother Administrator said, entering the room. “I am 
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surprised to see you here.”
“I’ve come to claim my draft,” I said.
“This is not an hour at which we usually conduct business.”
“And to ask for your help.”
Thierry walked around to the writing stand.
“What,” he said slowly, “sort of help did you have in mind?”
“I need to get out of the city. Myself and my companions.”
“The bailiff was here this evening,” Brother Thierry replied, “with a 

warrant. The Mason’s Guild has made a complaint of fraud against you.”
“Etien, Count of Namur, is planning to take the manor of Bois de Hail-

lot from its lady, who holds it rightfully for the Holy Roman Emperor. That 
is what this is about—my lord Etien wants to stop her from defending her 
land. Stop her by stopping me.”

Brother Thierry turned toward the window. He stood for a moment, 
hands joined behind his back. “This dispute is outside the scope of the or-
der’s affairs.” Behind me, Gigot stirred. “I cannot help you,” Thierry went on, 
“and I can’t protect you against Etien.”

“Nonsense!” a coarse voice declared. I swung about.
“Brother Maynard,” Thierry said. Maynard was limping his way 

through the door. Chretien was out in the hallway beyond.
“Nonsense,” Maynard said again. “If you don’t want to help this,” he 

threw a scowl at me, “half-mason, just say so. But don’t refuse him in the 
name of neutrality.”

“Brother Maynard! Do you not have someplace to be?”
“I do, I do. It’s 2000 long miles from here.” He shuffled his way over to 

the chairs and sat down next to me. “Unfortunately the Grand Master has 
seen fit to send me here.”

Thierry lay his hand over his eyes for a moment. Then he straightened 
and said, “Martin, we have verified Lady Madeleine’s draft—”

Maynard started to object, but Thierry raised a hand.
“We have verified your draft. I will have the sacrist draw out your forty 

pounds.”
I nodded. “What about—”
“I will have to ask you to leave the grounds of the commandarie.” 
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“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 
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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-

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

192 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

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?

*          *          *

We hit the manor shortly after Sext. I was looking forward to getting 
back, not just so I could invent the bathtub (to be honest, I was pretty sure 
I wasn’t actually the first one with this idea), but also to get that itchy wrap 
off my dog bite. I’d awakened to a dull throb in my forearm, and it had only 
been getting worse over the last few hours of our walk.

Our route into the manor followed the same path by which I’d come to 
it that first time: Across the open pasture and through the outlying hamlet 
before approaching the main village and turning up toward the castle. There 
were plow teams out in the fields, but the settlements were quiet. We were 
greeted by those we met, with mild interest, and word of our arrival ran out 
ahead of us.

“Good day, Gaspard,” Hugh called to us as we hit the village green, 
“Maitre Martin.” He wasn’t alone; there were several knots of people stand-
ing around the green. Some of them leaned on tools, while a few sat on the 
dusty ground. The outer hamlet had been quiet, and village nearly silent. 
Here, there was a sense of quiet urgency, like the crowd at a concert when 
they sense the curtain is about to go up. 

Gaspard raised a hand toward Hugh in greeting, and I managed a 
smile with my nod. 

“You’ve returned a bit earlier than we expected,” Hugh said as we drew 
close. “A successful errand?”

I glanced at Gaspard. How much should we say before talking to Mad-
eleine? Then again, no answer would be taken as an answer too.

I didn’t have a chance to respond either way; Hugh’s head swiveled as 
the sound of hoofbeats approached. I looked up to see Madeleine trotting 
down from the direction of the castle.
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“Martin!” she called. She was in a deep blue dress with gold trim, and 
there was a broad smile on her face. I’d only stayed at Bois de Haillot for four 
or five days before we set out to Vikten, but for a split-second it felt like I was 
coming home.

The smile fell as she drew near, though. She slowed Boos to a walk, 
then stopped a pace or two short of us. “You are early,” she said. Her eyes 
moved to the bandage on my arm, and the smile fell away completely.

There was so much I wanted to tell her. Instead, I heard myself say, “I’m 
sorry, Ma Dame.”

For a moment, nobody said anything. Then Gigot said, “My lord Etien 
was in Liege.”

Madeleine looked at us for a moment, then dismounted. She stepped 
forward, absently holding her reins out toward Michel. He took them. 
“Come, Martin,” she said, cocking her head back the way she had come. I 
stepped forward, and she turned. We started walking.

We crossed the green and entered the lane that passed Hugh’s stone 
house, hidden, like all the others in the village, behind its unruly hedge. It 
was only a few dozen yards to the top of the village. Madeleine said nothing. 
I couldn’t look at her.

And then we cleared the edge of the village, the lane emerging from 
the confines of its bordering hedges to break into open field. I glanced up, 
letting out an involuntary, “Wow.”

The castle was directly ahead of us, half a mile up the hill. Where it had 
previously been a tower visible over the treeline, however, it was now almost 
fully exposed. A huge swath of trees had been cleared, leaving a zone of 
stumps and massive piles of brush. A dozen or more people, just at a glance, 
could be seen among the stubble, chopping and hauling. There were even 
more people on the road, coming down from the castle.

“They’ve made good time,” I said.
Madeleine nodded. “It is a good start.”
I suddenly found I could talk. “How is Celestine?”
Madeleine let out a long breath. “It has been difficult for her,” she said. 

“The humiliation is more than anyone should have to bear.”
Humiliation? OK, guess that meant her injuries were doing all right. 
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But still: “I don’t understand. Humiliated about what?”
Madeleine threw me a glance.
“You mean the—her hair and all that?” I made a clipping motion at my 

head. You know, the international symbol for having your hair hacked off by 
a maniacal cult. Madeleine nodded.

“That’s ridiculous! It’s not like it’s her fault. She was damn brave, really.”
Madeleine sighed. “You are a man,” she said. “A woman, she is often 

blamed for the crimes committed against her.”
I grimaced. I’d love to say that was no longer true in my time.
“And then there is her hair. Celestine has few flaws, but she always has 

taken dangerous pride in her hair. Everyone knew it. It has crushed her to 
return to the household like a plucked goose. And it only prolongs the stares 
and whispers.”

I pictured her again strapped to that post, her scalp scraped and blood-
ied by the coarse chopping of her hair.

“You don’t blame her, right? You know it wasn’t her fault.”
She nodded again, slowly. “We’ll talk more about that later. First, tell 

me about Liege.”
I flexed my left hand, clenching and unclenching my fist. The ache in 

my arm had become steady and intense.
“It went well, at first,” I said. “At least, I thought so. I went to the Tem-

plar commandarie and they honored the draft. But it did not go so well at the 
Mason’s Guild. I guess they suspected me. My lord Radolfus sent his guard 
after us. We were lucky to get out of the city.”

She glanced at my arm. “Etien was there?”
“Yes, Ma Dame. I saw him at the commandarie.”
“At the commandarie?” She stopped in her tracks.
“Yes, Ma Dame. Why?”
She started walking again. “The poor fellowsoldiers lend money,” she 

said. “If my lord Etien was there in person . . .”
“I asked one of the brothers about it. He said their business was con-

fidential—”
“Yes. They can be generally be trusted.”
“But I overheard something. Someone was talking to Etien. I heard 
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him say fourteen hundred, but I don’t know what they were talking about.”
Madeleine stopped again. “Fourteen hundred. Pounds? He would need 

no such sum to assault our manor.”
I had no additional insight, so I said nothing. For a while. And then, 

“What will we do now?”
She sighed and started walking again. “I don’t know, Martin.” She was 

silent for a couple of minutes. Then: “Why did you come back?”
“Ma Dame?”
“We need those stonecutters.” Her voice hardened. “You need them. 

Why did you come back?”
For a second I stuttered. “What choice did I have? The Prince-Bish-

op—”
“What choice? Any choice but to have returned empty-handed! You 

had forty pounds of my silver—you should have returned to the city. Bribed 
the guard or paid the fines or—”

“I don’t know how to do these things, Madeleine! Everything here is 
different. I don’t even speak the language. I just want to go home!”

I don’t know where that last bit came from. It’s not like it wasn’t true, of 
course. I just hadn’t been thinking it. At least, not that I was aware of. 

Madeleine stopped again. “Home?” she said. Her voice was level, qui-
eter. “Home. Well, if you can find the way, you are welcome. I will release you 
from my service.” She turned, back toward the green. “For the rest of us, this 
is our home. And we, at least, will do what we can to keep it.”

*          *          *

Then they hanged Gerolf. Etien’s soldier; the one who had raped Marta 
and been about to kill Klaas. The one I’d ridden down. It seemed like a year 
ago, but by my count it had only been twelve days.

I wasn’t wrong in thinking there’d been anticipation on the green. The 
peasants were gathering to try the guy, while folk from the castle were com-
ing down to watch. I would rather not have stayed for it, but I hadn’t trudged 
far up the hill before I ran into Elias and a knot of people from the castle. 
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They insisted I follow along.
“Besides, Maitre,” Goscelyna said as I tried to object, “you are a wit-

ness. You will be called anyway.”
“Not a witness,” Elias confided as we walked. “The witness. Other than 

Klaas and Marta, of course.”
My head was swimming after my conversation with Madeleine. That 

ball of ice, so familiar in my first few days here, had returned to the pit of my 
stomach. Was she really that keen to cut me loose? Well, why not? Rightly or 
wrongly, she’d put her stock in me. And I hadn’t come through. She had real 
problems, and the future of scores of people to think about. My predicament 
meant nothing to her.

The crowd had grown on the green, and more folk were pouring in 
from the fields as we waited. I sat down at the top edge of the green, under a 
hedge, and Elias and a couple of others sat with me.

“Are you all right, Maitre?” Elias asked.
“I’m fine,” I answered. “Just not looking forward to this.”
A quarter hour later Hugh reappeared, heralded by a rising murmur 

from the now-crowded green. His hand clasped Gerolf ’s arm. The soldier 
was pale. He stumbled and blinked as the crowd cast its angry eyes on him. 
Someone spat as Hugh started to weave his way through the forest of villag-
ers.

I closed my eyes and remembered the day of the attack. Topping the 
rise and seeing this guy standing above Klaas, reaching for his axe. Klaas’s 
face a bloody mess; the soldier’s knuckles bloody. Marta’s bare legs under the 
hedge. At that moment I hated him, but when I opened my eyes again all I 
saw was the drawn, frightened man stumbling past the kicks and jeers of our 
peasants.

There was a clear space next to the barn, not far from the big tree. 
Hugh was headed that way. I recognized Gilbert le Long and Pons, Hugh’s 
assistant, among half-a-dozen men standing around the edge of the clearing. 
Klaas and Marta were a few paces off.

Madeleine had appeared, along with Stephan. They watched from the 
edge of the green opposite the barn.

Hugh and Gerolf reached the clearing. Hugh exchanged a few words 
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with Gilbert. A hush fell over the crowd.
I didn’t really hear much of what was said. I was feeling stuffy and 

claustrophobic; I would have left if not for my supposed starring role. The 
crowd was hushed for a few moments, then it jeered like a theatre full of high 
school students at a Rocky Horror showing. I stared at the ground between 
my knees.

“Martin!” someone said. I blinked. Elias was shaking me. My arm hurt.
I looked up; across the green a hundred faces were turned my way. 

Hugh gestured me over. I got to my feet and stumbled my way toward him.
I didn’t like this century any more.
“Tell us what you saw,” Hugh said when I got there.
It wasn’t exactly Fairfax County courthouse; I didn’t really know who 

I should be addressing. I looked around at the guys seated, crouched, and 
standing around the little clear area. Hugh, Pons, Gilbert, Pere Jean. A guy 
I’d seen around; I think his name was Aleric. Three or four others, mostly 
older guys. Beyond them a sea of faces—three or four hundred peasants. 
Men and women. Children. Babies. I turned back toward Hugh.

“We were coming back from Verdun,” I said. Obviously I hadn’t been 
to Verdun, but I overlooked that detail. “With Lady Madeleine. I was riding, 
at the front of the group. Next to Cyril.” It had been chilly throughout the 
morning, but I was sweating now. “We came over the rise—” I turned and 
pointed; the rise in question was visible a couple of hundred yards past the 
edge of the village. “Klaas was on the ground, all beat up. Of course, I didn’t 
know his name then. But the guy was over him. Reaching for his axe.”

“This man?” Hugh pointed at Gerolf.
I nodded. “Yeah. Him.”
Hugh turned toward the others. “It was Maitre Martin who rode him 

down.” The crowd mumbled; I don’t think there were any revelations here, 
but Hugh saying it made it official.

I left the circle and sat down, my back against the barn wall. The ani-
mal smell was strong here; I let it overwhelm my other senses. Cyril came 
forward and gave his statement; it wasn’t any longer than mine. He described 
killing the other guy, and the villagers cheered.

Hugh, Gilbert, Aleric, and the others huddled. It didn’t take more than 
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thirty seconds.
“We are in agreement on the matter of his guilt,” Gilbert announced. 

“On the matter of leniency, we are also in accord.” The crowd had gone silent. 
Somewhere near the back a baby cried, its voice a solo against the quiet au-
tumn afternoon. “His crimes were carried out in cold malice, and his intent 
to do murder is evident. It is only by God’s grace that our Lady intervened. 
No witness has indicated otherwise. Therefore he is due the full punishment 
for his crimes, those completed and those attempted.”

Hugh broke from the group and headed toward Madeleine.
You don’t have to do it, I thought. Send him on his way. Forget the whole 

thing. Killing another man won’t undo what happened to Klaas and Marta. It 
really wasn’t an issue of justice. Or even mercy. I just didn’t want to see what 
was coming.

The crowd watched silently as Hugh and Madeleine spoke for a mo-
ment. Then she nodded, and Hugh wound his way back through the villag-
ers. He nodded at Pons.

In an instant the crowd was on its feet, pressing in around Pons and 
Gerolf. Hugh held up his hands and called for order.

“The rope!” He called out.
Then they did it. There were no gallows and no sudden plummet. 

No black sack over the head. There wasn’t even the neat hangman’s knot. 
They just tied the rope around the guy’s neck and slung the other end over 
a branch of the tree. Pere Jean was speaking with the guy, but I don’t know 
if he even heard. Tears were streaming down his face, his mouth distended 
in a hideous, drawn parody of a smile. His shoulders heaved with his sobs.

Four or five of the villagers, big guys all of them, started to hoist the 
rope. The soldier hadn’t resisted, hadn’t fought, but as the rope went taught 
he suddenly seemed to change his mind. A brief cry was cut off as another 
hoist lifted his heels from the ground. He struggled to keep his toes under 
him, but a third pull of the rope lifted them as well. They pulled until he was 
six or eight feet off the ground.

The writhing didn’t last long, but there was movement, shifting and 
twitching, for what seemed like hours. His face went red as his eyes bulged; 
a purple tongue appeared between his lips. The villagers watched in silence 
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at first, but as the body stilled the jeering began. Someone spat. A rock flew, 
striking the soldier in the shoulder. A restless movement shifted through the 
crowd.

I couldn’t take any more. Maybe the guy deserved the death penalty, 
but nobody deserved this. I thought I had made some connections here; 
I’d even thought of some of these folk as my friends. They were practically 
cheering for this guy’s death. What was wrong with this century?

I had gotten to my feet with the crowd; now I turned and pushed my 
way alongside the barn. One step. Two steps. I was burning up; I could feel 
the sweat beading on my forehead.

Three steps.
A ring of darkness was surrounding my vision. I willed it back, but 

didn’t even realize I was failing until it had closed in.
There was a thud when my body hit the ground.
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Chapter 13

“Martin!”
There were voices. People jostling me. A blue sky overhead.
“I’m OK,” I said. I lifted a hand to fend them off, struggling to sit up. 

“I’m OK.” Nobody listened.
Willem DaFoe leaned over and gripped my arm. Except it wasn’t Wil-

lem DaFoe, it was that other guy. Hugh. I was getting to my feet; he was 
helping me. I tried to push him away.

“I’m all right.” He had a puzzled expression.
A woman pushed forward. She lifted my other arm, the one with the 

bandage, and looked at my fingers. Then she put her hand against my fore-
head.

“I’m all right,” I said again, in French this time. I took a step forward, 
but nobody got out of my way.

I didn’t know where I was going. To the house, to gather my things. No, 
I didn’t own anything; I might as well just set out from here. There was a bit 
of money in my purse—did I need to return that to Madeleine?

A horse was making its way through the crowd. Why would a horse 
want to see me off? It was Boos. Shit. I didn’t want to get bitten. Cyril ap-
peared; he was leading Boos.

“Leave me alone!” I said, trying to push myself away. Everyone was 
talking, a constant babble, but nobody was talking to me. There were hands 
on me now; lots of hands. I was stage diving. And then I was on a horse.

*          *          *

The ride up to the castle took hours. It was cold.

*          *          *
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I dreamt of a cathedral. A voluminous space, marked by vast, fluted 
columns rising into darkness. A gothic Moria. The car rolled, over and over 
again, blossoming with fire like an overblown Hollywood effect. The fire 
filled the cathedral; the car filled the cathedral. It was huge, bigger than the 
space it was in, rolling and burning and rolling and burning. It was squeez-
ing me, forcing me out of the world, leaving, even in that vast cavern, not an 
iota of space in which I might exist.

It was a fever dream. What can I say?
I half-woke. There were shapes and colors around me, dim but pres-

ent, but for a moment my mind could not sort them into anything. I was in a 
tent; a shell of colored fabric surrounded me. The colors flickered; there was 
light coming from the direction of my feet. I rolled over. It had been so long 
since I’d slept in a comfortable bed.

This was a bed. Not a tent. A large bed, encased in drapes. Madeleine’s 
bed.

“Madeleine?” I attempted. I made a sound, but it wasn’t much more 
than a croak.

There was a rustling outside, then after a moment the drapes rippled. 
A hand pulled them back, admitting a wave of frigid air. Celestine looked 
in at me.

“Maitre Martin?”
“Celestine,” I said. Her coif was secure; you could almost imagine she 

had a headful of hair underneath. The bruises on her face had all but faded, 
at least in this light. “How are you?”

She smiled, but it was tentative. She touched my forehead, and the 
smile faded.

“I am well, Maitre Martin,” she said. She pulled the blanket back to 
expose my bandaged arm. My rebandaged arm, I should say. I barely recog-
nized it; it was swollen nearly to the size of my calf, and even in this light I 
could see the redness.

I shivered. Celestine replaced the blanket. “A drink, Maitre?”
I nodded and pushed myself up to a sitting position. She handed me a 

cup. The smell was sour: It was wine. Watered-down wine. They never drank 
plain old water here.
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It didn’t matter. I gulped it down. I could feel its chill running down 
through my trunk. I handed the cup back to her and she refilled it. I drank 
some more.

Celestine disappeared, but I could hear her out in the room. There was 
some whispering, then she reappeared at the gap in the drape. No, it wasn’t 
her. It was Madeleine.

“Madeleine,” I said as she took the cup from my trembling hand, “I’m 
sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” she said, but it was absent. She was looking at my 
arm, gingerly peeling away the bandage. Somewhere beyond the drapes a 
door creaked.

“This,” I said. “Liege. Everything.” I was having a hard time sitting up; 
my supporting arm was starting to shake.

She touched my forehead, then gently pushed me down onto the bed. 
I didn’t resist. “You have no reason to be sorry,” she said. She had not yet 
looked me in the eye, though. She put her hand to my forehead again.

I reached up and gripped her wrist. She pulled away, but not hard, 
and I didn’t release her. “Madeleine, look at me.” Her eyes focused at last on 
mine. “I know you were counting on me,” I said. “I owe you everything.”

She pulled her hand from my grip, and I let her go. She touched my 
forehead again, this time brushing my damp hair away. Her eyes followed 
her task for a moment, then she looked back into mine.

“I was angry,” she said. “No, not angry. Like a pard in a cage. Full of rage 
and power, and yet reminded of my impotence at every turn.” She sighed. 
“I have tried to think of what it might be like, where you are from. I cannot 
even imagine it. Surely as different from this time as Socrates would find our 
world today. You were brave to attempt it.”

I closed my eyes. I wanted to weep. Instead, after a moment, I opened 
them. Madeleine had become Gaspard. He was just reaching for my arm.

“Mmm,” he said. He started unwrapping the bandage. He looked sleepy.
“Hello, Gaspard,” I said.
He glanced up. “Oh. Hello, Martin. How do you feel?”
I stopped to consider it. My entire body ached. And burned. “Like the 

bird flu and the swine flu got together in my liver and made lots of little 
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mutant flu babies,” I said. Most of the key words were in English, though; I 
didn’t know the French for “liver,” “flu,” or most critically “mutant.”

He watched me for a moment, then turned to Madeleine, standing be-
hind him. “I’m sorry. I understood that he was lucid.”

I cracked a smile. “That’s what passes for lucid, I’m afraid.” I glanced 
toward my arm. “Is it bad?”

He shot a look at Madeleine. “He will need to be bled some more.”
More? “No!” I said. “No bleeding!”
“Martin,” Madeleine responded, “the festering is serious. We cannot 

leave it untreated.”
I pushed myself back up again. “No bleeding,” I repeated. “It doesn’t 

work.”
Gaspard turned back to me, leaning in a bit. “Your humors are dis-

tinctly out of balance,” he said. “Bleeding will—”
“That’s all—” I cut myself off. I was going to say “bullshit,” but even 

in my increasingly lightheaded state it occurred to me that that might not 
be the best strategy. “In my time,” I started again, “we have learned that the 
humors will find balance if the body is made healthy first.”

Gaspard rubbed his chin. “Interesting. But Galen tells us—”
“No bleeding,” I said again. “Treat the infection.” I fell back into the 

bed. “Bleeding will only make me weaker.”

*          *          *

There was hammering outside. The crowing of roosters, the distant 
chatter of voices, the odd braying of a goat or slamming of a door—those 
were normal sounds. But I didn’t remember so much hammering.

 “It is the infection, right?” I asked. The sun had been high in the sky 
when I awoke, though the day was still chilly. I was feeling—well, certainly 
not good, but maybe a bit better. Better enough to venture—stagger, really—
out of bed. And into a chair by the fire. That’s as far as I got.

They’d built the fire up and kept it well fed. It was warm—hot even—
up close, though more than a few feet away it seemed to have little impact 
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on the drafty, cavernous room. There was another bed set up nearby; I guess 
that was where Madeleine and Celestine had been sleeping.

“Infection?”
“The—how did you say it? Festering.”
“An ague can be brought about by many sources,” Gaspard said. “A 

pox. Mal odors. But in this case, yes, it is likely the festering of the arm.”
He had the bandage off. My arm looked like a red, meaty club; it was 

so swollen at the wrist I could barely bend it. The dog bite had gone deeper 
than it had originally appeared, and I guess I hadn’t done myself any favors 
by ignoring it for the first day and a half. Chretien had given it a decent ini-
tial treatment, but that had been rushed.

“I’m guessing you don’t have any amoxicillin lying around?” Gaspard 
looked up from the arm briefly, but didn’t say anything. I suppose he was 
used to me talking nonsense.

They made penicillin out of bread mold, right? Man, this whole adven-
ture would have been a lot easier if I’d had a day’s warning before showing 
up. Or an hour’s access to Wikipedia right now. If I ever got back, I was going 
to write a book: One Hundred Things You Should Know Before Visiting the 
Twelfth Century.

I hissed as Gaspard poked at me. “So what will you do?”
“Incision,” he answered. “To start with, of course. If it does not relin-

quish its grip we might cauterize, but as I’m sure you know that carries its 
own risks.” He looked up at me. “We wouldn’t amputate until the risk of 
death was substantial.”

Substantial risk of death. From a dog bite. I’d had worse injuries that 
didn’t even call for a trip to the ER. In just the past two weeks.

I leaned over; I hadn’t really had a look at the bite since Chretien ban-
daged it up. Then, the flesh had been steak-red and jagged; now it was more 
of a cherry color, the edges rounded. Deeper in there was a lot of gray and 
yellow. Runny stuff. A sudden wave of heat washed over me, and I felt dizzy. 
Maybe I was wrong about the “worse injuries” thing.

“It would certainly help to bleed you again. An excess of blood has a 
well-established connection to heat.”

“No bleeding,” I panted, trying to get my breathing under control. Gas-
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pard looked chastened. I took a deep breath and lowered my voice. “Look, 
take it from me. The doctors from my time, they really know this stuff. No-
body would die from a dog bite, or even get this sick. And they never bleed 
people. Never.”

Gaspard looked dubious, but nodded anyway. He turned and unrolled 
his little bundle of instruments. I could see a trace of steam, but I would have 
been more confident if the cloth of the bundle wasn’t so dirty and stained. 
He selected a knife and a leather strap.

“What’s that for?”
“This? Well. It’s a restraint. You will need it, won’t you?”
If you have to ask, the answer is probably yes.
“Oh, yes. You’ll need something to bite.” Shit. This was making me 

feel warm and fuzzy about my HMO—and how often does that happen? He 
handed over what looked like a length of wood wrapped in leather. I hesi-
tated, then raised it to my mouth, gripping it in my teeth.

It was like a scene from a bad western. Could this really be happening? 
I glanced around, suddenly overcome by a desperate urge to run. Two or 
three faces were peering out of the doorway to the stairs. Watching the weird 
mason get his arm cut open. Like they watched the hanging. Were they go-
ing to cheer this time, too?

Gaspard cinched the strap; it closed painfully on my wrist. I shook my 
head. I was sweating all over. I needed to get back home; there was no way I 
was going to survive this place. “God, please,” I said, though it was an inco-
herent mumble past the stick.

Gaspard had turned to pick up his knife. The metal was dark; I could 
see the thin strip of shine where it had been honed.

He leaned over my arm.

*          *          *

Light flickered. Orange and yellow. My body ached; my arm throbbed. 
I would have loved a drink, but I couldn’t summon the will to reach for the 
cup. Or even to call for it.
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Some time passed. It might have been hours, but it probably wasn’t. 
The room was still dark, still cold. There were voices.

“Madeleine,” I called out. “Gaspard!”
They didn’t answer. I was pretty sure I had said something, but their 

hushed tones gave no indication I was heard.
It was cold; a shudder ran through my body. I wanted to pull up the 

blankets, but my arms, my body, just wouldn’t respond. My jaw was clench-
ing.

“The ague has spread throughout his body.” That was Gaspard’s voice. 
“The arm—”

Who were they talking about?
“I know.” Madeleine. “But there is so much risk. It may make no differ-

ence at this point; the benefit is balanced by . . .” I was having trouble follow-
ing her French; the words were swimming together.

“No,” I said, “Please. Don’t cut off my arm.”
Gaspard appeared at the drape. Madeleine looked over his shoulder.
“Don’t cut it off,” I said. Or tried to. I reached out for Madeleine, but I 

got nothing but a twitch of my fingers.
Madeleine leaned over and looked into my face. “It is nothing,” she 

said quietly, glancing back at Gaspard. “The mutterings of the fever.”
“No!” I said, but the small sound I made was incoherent. I tried to lift 

my head. She smoothed my hair.
“Rest, Martin.” She turned back to Gaspard. “Tomorrow, then. If the 

fever hasn’t broken.” She took a deep breath. “Tomorrow.”
Oh my God. They were going to do it. There was nobody to stop them; 

I was alone in this world. “No,” I said again. “Please!” But nothing came out. 
For all my efforts, I hadn’t moved an inch; my head still lay staring through 
the gap in the drapes.

*          *          *

I dreamt about my arm. I woke up shaking.
There is no sensation like fever chills. I can’t imagine being naked at 
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the North Pole and suffering in quite the same way; at least then you’d be 
numb after a few moments. My body trembled, my teeth chattering; only 
the intense, involuntary clenching of my jaws prevented them from being 
shaken from my mouth. I was curled in a little ball, halfway down the bed, 
the blankets wadded up around me.

“Someone,” I cried out. This time I made a sound, though it wasn’t 
loud. “Please help me.” I was alone; the drapes were drawn. It was dark; the 
faint light from the direction of the fire was steady and reddish. Oh, God. 
What I wouldn’t have given for a handful of Advil.

The drape stirred. Madeleine peered in. Her coif was disheveled; bits of 
hair were hanging out everywhere.

“I’m freezing,” I said. Croaked. Stuttered, really. “Please.”
Madeleine moved away; I heard some muffled conversation. After a 

moment she reappeared with Celestine. They piled on a couple more blan-
kets.

“Is that any better, Maitre?” Celestine asked. I could see the glow of 
firelight in the wisps of her breath.

I nodded. And then shook my head. Every inch of my body hurt, and 
I couldn’t stop shaking.

“Go back to bed,” Madeleine whispered to Celestine. “I’ll sit with him.” 
Celestine gave her a lingering look, then threw a glance at me. Then she dis-
appeared from view. Madeleine dropped the curtain, cutting me off from the 
outside. I heard the hollow clunk of firewood, followed by the crunch and 
thunk of it going on the fire. Then the creaking of the little bed.

I lay in the dark, curled into a ball.
After a few moments I heard Madeleine’s voice. She was talking to 

someone, but I couldn’t follow the words; they were mumbled.
No, not just mumbled. Nonsense words. No, wrong again: It was Latin.
“Madeleine,” I croaked. There was no answer.
“Maddy.”
After a moment the drape shifted. Madeleine’s face appeared. It was 

red in the firelight. She didn’t say anything.
“Are—are you praying?”
She nodded, then wiped her face. Her crucifix was in her hand. “Do 
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you want Father Jean, Martin?” she whispered.
I tried to shake my head, but I’m not sure she could tell through the 

trembling.
“I just want to—to—to be warm.”
She watched me for a moment. Then she drew back the drape and 

crawled into the bed.

*          *          *

I wasn’t shaking when I awoke. In fact, I was hot—but it was an honest 
hot: sweaty and uncomfortable, but not all-consuming. It was still dark; the 
orange-red glow of a dying fire filled the tent-like space of the bed. I eased 
the blanket down and straightened, then pushed myself into a sitting posi-
tion. I didn’t feel good, but holy shit I felt better.

Madeleine was in the bed. Her back was to me, the blanket pushed 
down around her waist. It took me a moment to make sense of it, but then 
I remembered. The warmth of her body pressed against my back. Her arms 
around me; her grip firm, a fortification against the shaking. The rhythmic 
whisper of her prayers over my shoulder.

“Madeleine?” I whispered. I touched her shoulder; her shift was damp 
with sweat.

At first she didn’t react, and for a second I wondered what I should do. 
Then her head moved. She lifted it. Her coif had come loose; a long, unruly 
braid lay across her shoulder. She turned my way.

“Martin?”
I nodded.
She sat up and put a hand against my forehead. “Laus Deo,” she whis-

pered. “You are—better?”
I nodded again. “A little, I think. Yes.”
She straightened further and reached for my left arm. I held it out. 

It didn’t look a whole lot different, and it still hurt. But maybe not quite as 
much. “We don’t need to cut it off?”

She smiled for a second, and then again, wider. “Maybe not. I hope 
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not.”
She let it go. Her hand went to the neckline of her shift; suddenly the 

two of us were in bed together. The damp linen of the garment was clinging 
to her body; I could follow the curve of her waist and hip where the blankets 
had fallen away from them. And the contour of her breast, its roundness, the 
faint dark smudge of the areola half visible behind her raised arm. Maybe 
it was the relief of feeling human again after—how long had it been?—or 
maybe I was still under a trace influence of the fever, but suddenly I wanted 
to kiss her. The distance between us was awkward, just an inch too great.

I shifted an inch toward her.
“Martin,” she said. She lifted a hand, placing it gently on my chest.
I leaned in, taking her head in my hand as our lips came together. 

She closed her eyes. Her lips were soft, almost nonexistent. She didn’t react, 
though, didn’t kiss back. And after a few seconds her hand pressed against 
my chest. Not hard, but still pushing. We parted.

She opened her eyes slowly, then let out a soft breath. “Do not mistake 
my aid for—for that,” she said quietly.

Shit. Bad move, smart guy. I eased back, looking away.
“That was a stupid thing to do,” she said after a moment.
“I didn’t mean—”
“Getting bitten by a dog. You have dogs in your time, do you not?”
“Huh,” I said. Claire’s sister had a Pekingese. Mr. Gumball. I could see 

his furry pug face, his little tongue half out, always armed and ready to lick. 
“We keep them as pets. They don’t usually bite.”

“Pets,” she said. Then: “We didn’t think you would live through the 
night.”

Really? Christ. A slight chill went through me. I don’t think it was so 
much the thought of dying as the thought of Madeleine waking up next to a 
corpse. “You are a brave woman,” I said as I thought of it, “getting in bed with 
a dead man. But, I guess I you hadn’t . . .”

She nodded slowly. “Perhaps,” she responded. “Then we are even in 
that regard.”

She turned, reaching for the drapes. Then paused, her back to me. 
“Martin,” she said, “this—this—” she waved her had vaguely. “I am the lady 
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of this house. Everything rests upon my authority.” She turned slightly, half 
toward me. “You will not speak of it.”

Everything rests upon her authority. I thought back to what she had 
said, back when I’d suggested trying Gerolf. “No, Ma Dame,” I answered.

She lowered her feet to the floor, then slipped out between the cur-
tains. They fell back into position behind her, leaving me in my dim tent. 
For a moment I could hear her shuffling about—probably putting on a robe; 
the air outside the curtain was darn cold. Then her sounds settled into the 
whispered rhythm of prayer, before tailing off into silence.

I lay there for a long time before sleep came to me again.

*          *          *

There was that hammering again.
 “Wake up, Martin.”
I opened my eyes. It was daylight. Gaspard was looking down at me 

from beside the bed. With the drapes open it was chilly, cold even, but noth-
ing like as catastrophically freezing as it had seemed for the past couple of 
days and nights.

I ran my hands across my eyes and my tongue over my teeth. They felt 
like I’d had them flocked. “What time is it?”

“Oh. I think it is some time past Terce. Sext perhaps? No, not that late.”
I sat up. My arm ached. I held it up and flexed my hand. Not as stiff as 

it had been, though the whole thing was a lovely deep pink.
“Gotta pee.”
Gaspard stepped back as I swung my legs over the side of the bed. 

My under-dress—the nice one I’d bought in Liege—was a damp, stained, 
wrinkled mess. I must have smelled wonderful.

I staggered across the floor, my bare feet rustling the straw. Madeleine’s 
huge chamber looked like a college crash pad—in addition to the bed I’d 
seen by the fireplace, it looked like people had been sleeping in two or three 
of the corners. A couple of trestle tables had been set up; bowls and flasks 
were scattered across them.
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“Must have been some party.”
I popped into the garderobe—a little closet-like space accessed via a 

short passage built into the wall. It was what passed for a bathroom, only 
without the bath. There was a stone bench with a hole in it. I kind of got a 
kick out of peeing in the castle’s garderobes; they were all set into the wall 
overlooking the river, so if you angled yourself just right you could watch 
your piss sail forty or fifty feet down the bluff.

“Here to have a look at this?” I said, holding up my arm as I walked 
back into the room.

“Yes,” Gaspard replied. “Your arm? Yes. How does it feel today?”
I flexed my hand again. “Yeah,” I said, “better. Definitely a bit better.”
“Your recovery has been truly wonderful. From the ague, that is.”
I sat down in the chair by the fire, thinking of Madeleine. That bleary, 

stuttering image of her climbing into the bed to warm me. “I was lucky,” I 
said after a moment.

“Mmm.” Gaspard sat down next to me and started to unwrap the ban-
dage. “Another incision, I think. But it looks like this might be the last.”

That would be fun. The previous one had involved cutting, followed 
by squeezing and pressing and otherwise working the gunk out in the most 
painful manner possible. And then came the scrubbing. Of the raw flesh.

“Great.”
Gaspard poked and prodded. After a moment the little girl who 

worked for Goscelyna padded into the room—Matilde, if I had that right. 
Little Matilde. She had Gaspard’s bundle of surgical gear. It was steaming.

Steam. I had been planning to invent the bath. Man, I really needed 
one now.

“Gaspard, can I take a bath? I mean,” I lowered my voice, “do we do 
that these days?”

“A bath? Oh, yes.” He turned to Little Matilde. “Draw a bath for Maitre 
Martin,” he said.

Matilde nodded—I’d never heard her speak, not that we were close—
and set Gaspard’s bundle on a table.

Gaspard’s attention had already returned to my arm. “You’ll have to go 
down to the kitchen, of course. Or perhaps the great hall. Or the solar. They 
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can’t bring the tub up here.”
“OK.” Was I going to get to choose? None of the options really lit a fire 

under me—they were all totally public locations.
 “It’s not a bad idea,” Gaspard said, stranding to unroll his tools. “You’ll 

want to clean up a bit.” He wrinkled his nose. “Before meeting your guest.”
“My what, now?”
Gaspard turned back, the strap in one hand and the biting stick in the 

other.
“You hadn’t heard? No, of course not, how could you?”
“That I have guests? Are you sure they’re for me?”
“Oh, yes. They’ve been waiting for two days.”
“Two days?” That was the day we got back, right? The day of the hang-

ing? “Why didn’t anyone say anything when we got here?”
Gaspard stopped, rubbing his chin for a moment as he studied the ceil-

ing. Then: “Well I don’t think they would have known yet . . .”
“Just how long was I sick?”
“The ague?” He tapped his fingers across his thumb. One, two, three, 

four. “Four days? Yes, four.”
Four days. I couldn’t really account for that many, but then quite a bit 

of my recent memories were blurry. Running together. But still, guests? Ev-
eryone I knew was here at Bois de Haillot.

Gaspard handed me the biting stick.
 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

216 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT
Chapter 14

I would have liked to have enjoyed my bath. Seriously: I just spent four 
days sweating in bed. After roughly two shower-free weeks, during which 
I’d been more or less living in two sets of clothes. I needed some serious re-
laxation—and some serious deodorizing. I hadn’t really been itching much, 
so maybe delousing wasn’t quite the requirement it had seemed a few days 
before.

As it was, though, I got to experience my lovely new invention in a 
drafty corner of the great hall, with what passed for privacy provided by a 
blanket on a string. Didn’t matter, though; I was in a hurry. And fortunately 
Little Matilde didn’t seem too interested.

I resolved to have another bath the next day.
The good news: I’d be slipping into some clean duds after. Apparently 

everything I owned, other than the tunic I’d been put to bed in, had been 
thoroughly cleaned while I was out.

“Matilde,” I asked once I’d put some of those clean clothes on, “do you 
know who these guests of mine are?” I was trying to keep up a pace, but I 
was feeling far from 100%. I had to have a sit-down.

Matilde shook her head.
“OK. Do you know where they are?”
She shook her head again. She couldn’t have been any more than about 

eight years old, and as far as I could tell she wasn’t related to anyone in the 
castle. Hadn’t these people ever heard of child labor laws?

Dumb question, I know.
“Do you ever talk?”
Another shake.
“What—never?” I was too surprised by her answer to moderate my 

response. “Like, you can’t?”
She shook her head one more time. 
“Oh.” Great job, Martin. “Um, sorry.”
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She turned and left. I finished getting dressed, then went to find my 
mystery guests.

I started back toward the keep, but paused as I passed the door leading 
out into the courtyard. There was a lot of activity outside. I opened it and 
stepped out into the bailey.

It was raining. Drizzling, really. Overcast and chilly, but that wasn’t 
holding anyone back. The place was downright busy: Half a dozen guys were 
working with weapons near the gatehouse; polearms mostly. There was a 
cart in front of the stables, and a couple of villagers were pitch-forking the 
barn muck into it. A few women were scrubbing laundry in a steaming bar-
rel a few paces away, while two or three castle-folk were crossing the court-
yard in various directions on various domestic errands.

And beyond it all, just outside the bailey wall, rose the timber frames 
of a large building, nearly the size of the barn down in the village. I could see 
four or five guys up in the framing, hammering, hoisting up big timbers, and 
chopping away as they fit things together. A fair cacophony of thunking and 
hammering drifted in from beyond the wall.

“What the heck is that all about?” I thought of the hammering I’d heard 
periodically from Madeleine’s bedroom. Definitely worth a look. I briefly 
considered going back in for my cloak, but then I’d be the only one acknowl-
edging the chill, so instead I started down the short set of steps into the 
courtyard. A handful of chickens scattered as my feet hit the mud; I think 
this was where they brought out the kitchen scraps for them.

“Martin!” I looked up from the chickens to see a couple of horses trot-
ting in through the gate. Stephan. And Madeleine. I waved and started walk-
ing their way. A number of heads turned as I did; the laundry women and 
the muck rakers paused to watch me.

Madeleine and Stephan had dismounted in front of the stables. I met 
them there.

“You look a little better,” Stephan said.
“Thanks,” I said. “You too.” That wasn’t really true; his arm was splinted 

and in a sling. It didn’t look the least bit comfortable. But if it was giving him 
any pain, he didn’t show it.

“Should you be out like this?” Madeleine asked.
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“Probably not,” I answered. “Gaspard said I have a visitor.”
Madeleine held her reins out to Stephan. “Come,” she said. She turned, 

slipping her arm through my elbow. We headed toward the gate.
“Why is everyone watching me?” I asked quietly.
“Why, Martin, they are pleased to see you on your feet. The entire vil-

lage prayed for you at mass yesterday.”
“Really?” I suppose I should have been thrilled, but somehow the at-

tention made me uncomfortable. “Well, anyway, I don’t think it was the 
prayers that saved me.” I cast her a sideways look. Her shoulder was brush-
ing against my upper arm as we walked.

“We achieve nothing without God’s help,” she responded. “In any 
event, everyone is quite relieved to have our mason back.”

“Of course. I thought they missed my stunning good looks and charm-
ing wit.”

She glanced up at me, then laughed. We entered the gate.
“Anyway,” I went on, “what good is a supposed mason with no stone-

cutters?”
“What good indeed? Fortunately, that may be less of a problem than 

we feared.”
We emerged from the gate, the guards bowing to Madeleine as we 

passed them. Ahead, the trees had been cleared all the way down to the top 
of the village field; to the left the forest was barely touched, but a couple vil-
lagers were chopping away at one huge oak while half a dozen more stripped 
branches from the felled carcasses of two others.

Madeleine led us to the right. A muddy track had been formed paral-
leling the outer wall; it headed toward that barnlike building I’d seen under 
construction. The whole area was a muddy moonscape of stumps, brush 
piles, timber stacks, and trampled undergrowth. And the stacks of stone I’d 
cleared from the brambles before Vikten.

Madeleine freed her arm from my elbow to better keep her dress out 
of the mud. “Good day, Willem!” she called out as we approached the con-
struction site.

Willem?
A broad-shouldered guy turned at the sound of her voice. He wore a 
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leather apron, and long wisps of grey hair drifted out from under his coif. 
The guy from Liege—the one who’d taken me into the guild house!

His bushy eyebrows rose, and he set down the tools he’d been applying 
to a large timber.

“Ma Dame,” he said, then, “and Maitre Martin. Alive after all!”
I extended my hand as we approached, and we shook. His hand was 

large, the skin leathery and coarse. “More or less,” I replied. I was at a bit at a 
loss, but there was more than one person present, so I was keen not to look 
like too much of an idiot. “You’re, um, making good progress here,” I said, 
indicating the barn. It was all woodwork so far; not a bit of stone in sight.

“Yes,” Willem answered, turning to look at it. “We should have the 
lodge finished by Saturday. Then we can begin dressing stone.”

The lodge. Of course. They needed a workshop.
“How many are you?”
“I came with four others. All journeymen; all carvers. We won’t need 

mortarers or fixers until the spring, of course. I sent Eudes back for more 
men; he should return by Thursday or Friday.”

“Good,” I said. “Great!” I leaned in to Madeleine and lowered my voice. 
“What day is it today?”

“It is Monday,” she answered.
“Monday. OK. Eudes will be back on Friday, and the lodge will be fin-

ished on Saturday. We can begin work on Sunday.”
“Monday,” Madeleine corrected me.
“Of course,” I said. “Monday. How many men will Eudes bring?”
“I can’t say, Maitre,” Willem answered. “But I should think he could get 

two dozen. Maybe more.”
Two dozen, plus Willem and the four he’d brought. Approaching thir-

ty. Maybe we could about make this happen after all.

*          *          *

My foray, as brief as it was, left me soaked, chilled, and exhausted. 
And hungry: I’d eaten almost nothing in the past several days. Madeleine 
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led us back to the great hall, through the muddy bailey and past the scatter-
ing chickens. I kept waiting for her to take my arm again, but this time she 
didn’t.

“You are a bit warm,” she said, checking my forehead once we were 
in the hall. She stood on tip-toes to reach me, though of course I wasn’t re-
ally that much taller than her. “Do not exert yourself, Martin, until you are 
healed.”

“Is that an order, Ma Dame?”
“It is.”
“There is a great deal to be done.”
“And none of it will be completed successfully if you go to your grave.”
Madeleine had the fire stoked up good and hot, and Stephan and Gas-

pard joined us. We ate lunch and talked about the construction of the castle.
After lunch I retired to the library. There was no way I was going to be 

able to obey Madeleine’s directive—not now; not when things were really 
starting—but I could at least stick to stuff that wasn’t too taxing. If nothing 
else, I needed a to-do list: Our lunchtime conversation had unearthed about 
a zillion things I was going to need to keep track of.

Elias was at work at the writing stand, so I had someone bring down 
the stand from Madeleine’s room. I rounded up some quills, a knife, an ink-
pot, and some scrap parchment while I was waiting. Ironically, putting to-
gether a list of supplies I’d need for my own work—quills and parchment, for 
example—was a priority to-do item.

I’d been writing—scribbling, really, and badly—for maybe ten minutes 
when Celestine came in. She approached the writing stands—I’d set up next 
to Elias; it was the only part of the room with decent light—so quietly that, 
though I noted her entrance, I didn’t realize she’d been standing there until 
three or four minutes had passed.

“Celestine—sorry, I didn’t see you there!”
“Your pardon, Maitre,” she said, giving me a meek curtsy. “Ma Dame 

sent me. To see—” she reached up to play with her hair, but found only the 
hem of her coif. She let her hand fall. “To see if you required any assistance.”

“Assistance?” I looked down at my scribbles. I’d fallen out of practice 
over the past ten days or so, and my writing was shaky at best. I already had 
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ink on the sleeve of my newly-cleaned man-dress. “Yeah, absolutely! You 
take dictation?”

“Dictation, Maitre?” I wasn’t sure I’d gotten the word right, but I’d 
found that most English words that ended in -tion translated just fine if you 
threw on a French accent.

“I speak, you write,” I said, stepping around the writing stand. I put 
my hands on her shoulders and gently pushed her into the spot I’d vacated. 
“I need to put some lists together, and it would be nice if I were able to read 
them later.”

She threw me a glance that might almost have contained a smile, then 
replaced my scribbly scrap of paper with a clean sheet of parchment before 
trimming a new quill. I picked up the scrap and started reading.

Half an hour later we had finished up the to-do list and were working 
on a list of writing materials I’d need to top off. This was where Celestine 
was really coming in handy—I’d never heard of pumice as an office supply 
before. We were alone in the room; Elias had taken some accounts he was 
working on to Madeleine for a sign-off.

“How is your leg?” I asked her. “Your injury?”
Celestine froze for a fraction of a second before continuing to write. “It 

is getting better, Maitre. I walk without difficulty.”
“Mm. I’m glad.” I was silent for a moment. I wanted to go on, but I 

didn’t know how.
“Thank you, Maitre. And your face?”
I touched my cheekbone. The last vestiges of the scabs had come away 

sometime during my illness. The line of the cut was still bright, but the 
bruises were almost faded and the swelling long gone. “It’s all healed,” I said, 
“but you were right about the scar, I think.”

She smiled. Barely. I could see her struggling for a second, and then 
she blurted out, “It becomes you.”

“Celestine, I’m really sorry about what happened.” She started to ob-
ject, but I pushed on through. Maybe not the best plan, but better than leav-
ing things unsaid. The poor girl needed a helping of encouragement. “I think 
you were very brave. It was really—”

I don’t know what reaction I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. The cor-
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ners of Celestine’s little mouth had turned down, and her eyes were literally 
pooling up. She glanced at the doorway; I could see the panic rising in her.

Shit.
She rose and started to move, but I cut her off, corralling her into my 

arms. I thought she would struggle, but instead she pretty much just col-
lapsed. Into sobs.

Elias appeared in the doorway. He almost dropped his armload of pa-
pers. I waved him off.

“It’s OK,” I told her. Not the most creative words of comfort, but cre-
ativity wasn’t really the key requirement here. Her face was practically bur-
ied in my armpit. I gave her a little pat on the back.

It was over in just a moment. She straightened, wiping her nose. Then 
glanced at me, briefly flashing an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. Please.”
She settled back into the space behind the writing stand.
After a moment she sniffed. “You never did tell me where you are 

from,” she said.
“Ah,” I said. “It’s pretty complicated.”
“You were going to tell me before. In—in the cottage.”
I nodded. Yeah, I remembered. Didn’t make it any less complicated.
“I knew you would come for me,” she said. “At first I thought you were 

dead. When that peasant hit you. I thought they were going to kill me too.” 
She paused and took a breath. It shuddered a bit, but she steadied herself. 
“When they took me, I realized you weren’t dead. I kicked off my shoe.”

The slipper. Cyril standing in the doorway holding it. “You kicked it 
off?” Shit, that was a pretty smart move. For a teenager, panicking in the rain 
and dark, with no friends for who knows how far? “We found it—Michel 
found it. If we hadn’t, in that rain . . .”

“I know,” she said. “I remember thinking Martin would find it.” She 
looked up at me. “Isn’t that strange? I wasn’t thinking about Stephan or Cyril 
or Gigot.”

It briefly occurred to me that one could be insulted, but I understood 
her. You expect the guys with the big swords to lead the rescue.

“And then, down in the tunnel, when you came in—”
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“You remember that?”
She nodded. “I remember you hitting the priest with an axe. I thought 

you were Stephan at first—I thought I saw his shield. But then it was you.”
“Celestine, I—”
Her eyes were filling again. “When I woke up, in the rain, I was so 

ashamed!”
I stepped around behind the writing stand and took her in my arms 

again. “No! Celestine, no. Is that why you wouldn’t talk to me?”
She nodded; I felt it against my shoulder more than saw it. Dumb ques-

tion, I guess. “I couldn’t bear for you to see me like that. Like this. I thought 
you must hate me.” She pulled away a bit. “That’s stupid, isn’t it?”

I laughed, then nodded. “Maybe. And maybe—” this was a sensitive 
area; I wasn’t sure quite how to proceed. “Maybe there are some people who 
would hold this against you. But not where I come from. The bad guys in this 
were those peasants who attacked us. That priest. No-one else.”

She wiped her eyes with her sleeve; first one side, then the other. Then 
she nodded.

“Thank you.”
“Celestine, no problem.”
“And—and thank you for coming for me.” Her mouth quivered once 

more, and she wiped her eye again.
I looked at her for a moment. Then nodded. “Of course.”
She sat down again. I moved back to where I had been. It only took her 

a moment to compose herself.
“Shall we go back to that manifest?”
She didn’t respond right away. Then she said, “You still haven’t told 

me.”
“You won’t believe it,” I answered.
She smiled. “I will. I promise.”
I didn’t quite know how to say it. This was my third time with this 

confession, but it wasn’t really any easier. “I come from a land very far away,” 
I started. I glanced around quickly to make sure Elias hadn’t come back in. 
We were still alone. “Farther than almost anyone has ever gone. Farther than 
any land that has been discovered.” I didn’t know if she was quite ready for 
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the time-travel bit, and I didn’t want her to think I was lying.
She stared at me for a moment. Her head had cocked slightly; she 

wasn’t keeping her promise. “India?” she said at last. Seeing my hesitation, 
she took another shot: “The Empire of the Mongols? No, you are a Christian. 
It’s not—the kingdom of Prester John. Is it?”

I had no idea what that last one was, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t 
talking about the US of A. I shook my head. “Over the ocean.”

She considered that for a moment. Then said, “Why do you speak our 
language?”

“Sorry?”
“How did you come to speak French?”
“I—um—I studied French. We know the language there. But we don’t 

speak it quite—right.”
“What is your own language like?”
“Mine?” For some reason, the question made me smile. Outside of a 

few moments of confusion, I hadn’t really spoken English in two or three 
weeks. “How about this. Um. She acts like summer and walks like rain; re-
minds me that there’s a time for change.” I resisted the urge to sing it, and left 
off the hey-heys at the end.

She wrinkled her nose. “Really? That’s a funny-sounding language.”
“It’s Eng—” I started, but then checked myself. I didn’t want her to 

think I was talking about England. “It’s American. That’s what the land is 
called. America.”

“America,” she repeated. It sounded foreign in her accent. “How did it 
happen? How did you come here?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It was as much a surprise to me as to anyone. 
I’ve never heard of anything like it happening before.”

She stepped back around the writing stand once again. “Did you—
did you know about us? About our lands? You must, if you can study our 
speech.”

I nodded slowly. “I knew some stuff. About the geography. And his-
tory. But not very much, and a lot of what I knew turned out to be wrong.” 
Only by virtue of being 800 years off base, but I wasn’t going to add that.

“That’s why you are so—oh!” she cut herself off, her face going a bit 
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red. “Pardon, Maitre.”
“It’s OK,” I said. “Yes. That’s why.” I sighed. “Imagine going outremer 

and living among the—what do you call them?—the Saracens. Even if you’ve 
learned a lot about them, and learned the language, there are so many parts 
of day-to-day life that you wouldn’t know about.” I gave a wry smile. “You 
might look like a bit of a fool sometimes.”

Her face reddened again. “I never thought you a fool, Maitre.”
“Nonsense.”
Her color deepened.
Elias peeked in again. This time I cocked my head toward his writing 

stand. He moved cautiously over toward it.
“Shall we return to the manifest?” I said.

*          *          *

“Martin, it is time you learned to ride,” Madeleine told me on a foggy 
morning a couple days later. I was on my way out to the lodge; she was head-
ing out for her daily ride.

“I know how to ride, Ma Dame,” I responded. “Well enough for my 
needs, anyway.” My horseback riding needs, mercifully, were few.

“Your needs, perhaps,” she said. “But not mine. Have Stephan see to it.”
“Is this the best time, Ma Dame? I do have this other small project 

underway.”
She threw me a sidelong glance. “It is a time that pleases me.”
“I see.” I hesitated for a moment. We were nearing the stables. “And it 

has to be Stephan?”
She stopped and turned toward me, examining my face. “His methods 

are not always gentle—”
“Nothing about Stephan is gentle,” I said, though I was smiling.
“My lord Etien was right about one thing: I have only one knight with 

which to hold this manor. I gentle knight would hardly serve my needs.” She 
began walking again. “He is quite a horseman—maybe the best in southern 
Namur. I would not trade him against any three of Etien’s men. You will 
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learn from him.”
I was sure I would.
The days of my convalescence had paid off nicely. I was in no rush to 

get sick again here in the Middle Ages; a near-death experience from a dog 
bite was enough for me. But it seemed I was out of the woods this time: My 
wounds on my arm were still cherry red, but they’d scabbed over and my 
arm, though still a little swollen around the wounds themselves, was now the 
size of, well, an arm. And the fever was long gone.

On the flip side, I’d seen the last of Madeleine’s bed. I’d been sleeping 
with the boys again since Monday.

Celestine had been a great help; she was in the library with me for a 
couple hours every day. My handwriting was improving, but she could write 
a lot faster than I could, so I kept her on all the text-intensive tasks.

But the writing wasn’t the only thing she helped with. From her I 
learned that Brandon, in the stables, was Goscelyna’s son. That Alma (the 
cook) and Beatrice (the housekeeper; Goscelyna’s boss and one of the wom-
en who watched me get dressed my first morning here) were almost always 
at each other’s throats. But that Alma generally got the best of serious alter-
cations because her boss, Richer, was the cellarer and thus closer to Mad-
eleine. And that Thurold, the huntsman, ran afoul of Madeleine several years 
ago after a guy from the village named Horste disappeared in the forest. He 
was a known poacher; Thurold had warned him many times before.

“So, what, they guy was hunting out of season or something?” I’d asked.
Celestine glanced up at me. “Season?”
“How was he breaking the law? Or was Thurold just mad at him?”
“He was poaching,” Celestine had replied, as if that made everything 

obvious. “Stealing Ma Dame’s game.” When I still didn’t seem to get it, she 
went on: “The meat of the forest is Ma Dame’s. Are the peasants in America 
given right to hunt their lords’ lands?”

“Not exactly,” I’d mumbled. “So death is the punishment for poach-
ing?”

“No, not normally. That’s why Ma Dame was so angry with Thurold. 
But Horste was an unpleasant man, always at moot for some transgression. 
I don’t remember him well—I was young when this happened, and he was 
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down in the village. I know he wasn’t missed, though—outside of his family, 
that is. And we had no trouble with poaching for a very long time! Anyway, 
he had a sister, and she married the son of Marcus Miller, but she died with 
their first child, and. . . .”

It had gone on. Celestine had been so quiet the first couple weeks I’d 
been here, at least around me. I was seeing a different side of her now.

I left Madeleine at the stables and trudged through the gate and 
around toward the lodge. They’d finished framing the building several days 
ago; thatching was well underway now and most of the walls had been filled 
in with that plaster-like mud mixture over a mesh of woven branches. Not 
entirely unlike reinforced concrete. Quite a bit like it, actually.

Out in front, a large work yard was taking shape. The stumps had been 
dug up and their holes backfilled with earth from the nascent moat that was 
starting to take shape. Much of the stone from the stacks I’d found around 
the castle walls was being moved here, restacked and accurately inventoried. 
It was, frankly, taking on a construction yard character that would be com-
pletely familiar to any foreman or project manager in the 21st century.

Speaking of foremen, Willem was coming out of the lodge as I ap-
proached. “Willem!” I called out.

He looked my way, then altered course toward me. “Good morning, 
Maitre Martin.”

We had been meeting for a couple hours every day. In the same way 
I’d taken an immediate and visceral dislike to Etien, I’d connected well with 
Willem. He was direct, down to earth, and seemingly unflappable. I must 
have had a similar effect on him, cause he still treated me with respect. I was 
pretty sure he saw right through my pathetic attempts to look like I knew 
what I was doing.

“How does our day begin today?” I asked as the distance closed. It had 
become my standard opening question, a sort of status report request thinly 
disguising an attempt to suss out the next expected move.

“With God’s grace and the sun on our shoulders, Maitre,” Willem re-
sponded. It was his standard answer, and this morning’s fog—like the weath-
er every day—didn’t seem to alter it. “The lodge should be finished today, I 
would think. That’s one thing nicely on schedule.”
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“Must be a relief to you,” I said. Willem and his handful of workers had 
been sleeping in the loft above the stables; in addition to being a workshop, 
the lodge would also be their home once it was habitable.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “A fire at night will be welcome. And just in time; I 
reckon Eudes will be back today or tomorrow.”

“What does Gilbert report?” Madeleine had extended Gilbert’s role as 
manor reeve to overseeing the work of our unskilled village crews.

Willem tallied off a series of tasks: clearing, stump removal, timber 
cutting, moat digging, and so on. We had a large labor pool for another 
couple of weeks, but plowing was already well underway for winter wheat, 
and more and more the villagers would need to attend to their conventional 
work.

“The road to the quarry has taken a little longer than expected,” Wil-
lem went on. He glanced up at the sky. “This will clear, I think. We should go 
up there today.” The stone from which the castle was built had been quarried 
locally, from a site, we had learned from the villagers, just a few miles up the 
river. The plan was to reopen the quarry, but we hadn’t yet given it a serious 
inspection.

“Agreed,” I said.
We went on to talk about the carpentry requirements—mostly for 

scaffolding, cranes and other construction equipment, as well as the black-
smithing. Willem was confident Eudes would bring one or two blacksmiths 
with him. If he didn’t, the village smith was going to have a busy winter.

*          *          *

The riding lessons weren’t as tough as I’d feared. Stephan wasn’t afraid 
to let me fall, and I picked up the odd bruise and sprain as a few short lessons 
took me from walking through trotting, galloping, and jumping. But I hadn’t 
been nearly decapitated so much as once.

I was spending about half an hour each morning with Stephan or Cyril, 
then taking myself for a ride in the afternoon for a little additional practice. 
It didn’t pay to fall behind in Stephan’s class, and he didn’t let off the throttle. 

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

229 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

I was still riding Roos, but my days with the stable’s gentlest animal were 
limited.

“We’ll get you on a more spirited beast,” Stephan had told me, “once 
you’re any good at sticking to the back of this one.” Madeleine was going to 
send Cortini, her stablemaster, up to Hastier to buy three more horses.

I’d grown kind of fond of Roos. But that was probably for the exact 
reasons Stephan wanted me to move on.

The afternoon rides were working out well for me: They gave me an 
hour or so each day to be apart from the madding crowd, as it were, and 
digest the progress of the past twenty-four hours. The castle wasn’t a great 
environment for contemplation—it was more like a college dorm, except 
without the semi-private rooms. Or maybe an Army barracks, only without 
the visible discipline. You might be able to sneak half an hour of alone time 
in the chapel or a corner of the library, but there was never a lack of inter-
ruptions. On my rides, though, I could spend a little while in the meadow, 
disconcerting the cattle as I galloped and jumped back and forth, then fol-
low the trail that shadowed the stream running up from the village and into 
the forest. Pushing Roos and myself on the way out, then meandering back 
for a forty-minute thinking session.

It was Tuesday when I ran into Madeleine.
Of course I had just fallen off the horse. At the same place I’d fallen the 

past three days. The path dipped through a muddy draw—almost a ditch 
about twelve feet wide. Every day I pushed Roos into a gallop as we ap-
proached. Her hooves pounded the earthy track, and then there was that 
brief, sweet moment of silence as she leapt, stretching her body beneath me, 
her forelegs reaching for the muddy incline opposite. It was like she was 
gliding, if only for a millisecond. And then she found the earth, and I sailed 
forward, and the woods and the ditch and the sky pinwheeled around me 
until I met the leafy ground in a heavy and painful thud.

You’d think that landing would be a good lesson in staying on a horse, 
but for some reason I just couldn’t stay aboard through that particular jump.

Roos was understanding. She pulled up about thirty feet away, as she 
had done the previous two days, and looked back at me.

“Well done!” Madeleine said, clapping. “Very well done indeed!”
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Shit. I liked falling here, insofar as I liked falling anywhere. The earth 
on the landing side of the ditch was soft and loamy, well coated in autumn 
leaves and largely free of rocks, roots, or those annoying tree trunks. Even 
more importantly, I could do my falling well out of sight.

I sat up. “Lady Madeleine! What are you doing here?”
She trotted Boos up a few paces, scooping up Roos’s reins as she came 

alongside.
“I ride every day, Martin.”
I got to my feet and brushed the leaves from my knees. It had rained 

earlier in the day, and the damp earth left smudges on my tunic. “Don’t you 
normally ride in the morning?”

“Mmm,” she replied. “You are leaning too far forward.” She handed 
Roos’s reins to me.

“Pardon?”
“It puts your feet behind you. Take a bit of her mane in your hand, like 

this,” She collected a small handful of hair from the bottom of Boos’s mane, 
gripping it along with the reins. “Your arm like that. It will help you keep the 
correct position.”

I gripped the saddle and put a foot in the stirrup, hiking myself up. The 
leather creaked as I settled in. My butt was complaining after three or four 
days of this, but nothing like my first day or two here. “Stephan won’t let me 
hold the mane,” I said.

“Really? Well, he fights from horseback. He needs both hands free.”
I gripped the mane as she had, noting the position it put me in, then 

released it. It put me back about ten degrees from how I had been taking the 
jump, and my feet were farther forward. I didn’t plan on doing much fight-
ing from horseback, but I also didn’t plan on telling Stephan he was wrong.

“Will you ride with me?” she asked, turning Boos about.
“Um, of course.” She was heading back the way she had come; the di-

rection I’d been headed. I hadn’t previously gone too much further along this 
path—maybe another few hundred yards—before turning back.

“Where does this path go?” I asked. The trail was narrow, and I was 
forced to fall in behind her.

She shrugged. “Into the woods,” she answered, looking over her shoul-
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der. “The villagers use it for collecting wood and acorns. Thurold uses it for 
hunting. It doesn’t really lead anywhere.”

The trail hit a rise, still shadowing the creek but climbing onto an es-
carpment overlooking it. There were a fair number of footprints in the dirt 
for a path that didn’t really lead anywhere.

We rode in silence for five or ten minutes before she reined up. I don’t 
think I’d ever been this far up the trail. Madeleine dismounted.

“Come. I will show you something.”
I climbed down from Roos. Madeleine was tying her reins to a branch. 

“On foot?”
“It’s easier that way.” She cocked her head into the woods. “The branch-

es.”
I tied Roos off beside her sister and hurried to follow Madeleine.
The overcast gave the path a touch of gloom, but under the branches 

of the thicker forest it was almost dark. I tried to walk alongside Madeleine, 
but the foliage was too thick.

“Where are we going?”
“Are you a superstitious man, Martin?”
“Um, no.” Not even by the standards of my own century. “Not at all, 

really.”
Her path met up with a small brook, burbling its way through a shal-

low cut toward the larger creek we’d left at our back. Her pace slowed; there 
was enough room alongside the creek for me to walk beside her.

“Celestine has been a help to you?”
“Yes, Ma Dame. Very much so.”
She glanced up at me. “What do you have her doing?”
“Mostly writing, Ma Dame. She writes much better than I do.”
“Yes. She mentioned that. Do you enjoy her company?”
“Yeah, sure. She—um—she’s quite the talker.”
Madeleine laughed. “She is. Quite useful, really. She keeps me well in-

formed on the mood of the household. And she speaks of you.”
“Of me, Ma Dame?” I snorted. “I hope she says at least a few nice 

things.”
“Oh, she does. Of that you can be certain.” She paused, but only for a 
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second. “Tell me about your betrothed.”
First Celestine, now Claire. Where was this going?
“I dunno. What do you want to know?”
“When were you betrothed?”
“In July. I mean, July of our time. Four months ago—maybe five, now.”
“And she is from a good family? What does her father do?”
“He’s a—” Crap. How do you say “retired patent attorney” in French? 

“He is a man of law.”
“A lawyer?”
“Yes.”
“And he has given her a good dowry?”
I stopped. “We don’t really do that anymore,” I said. “In my time, men 

and women marry because they love each other. Families and fortunes don’t 
really enter into it.”

She regarded me for a second. Her eyes had narrowed just a bit. “That 
doesn’t sound very practical.”

I shrugged. “Things are different—way different. It’s too much to ex-
plain. But a man and woman marry because they want to spend the rest of 
their lives together.”

“So you wish to spend the rest of your life with her.”
“Claire. Her name is Claire. And yes. I mean, if I can ever get back.” I 

paused. “It all seems pretty darn far away now.”
She nodded, then stepped back toward me; she’d ended up a pace 

ahead when I stopped. She took my arm again, like she had the other day, 
slipping her hand in through my elbow.

“I was just curious, Martin. I didn’t mean to upset you.” We started 
walking again.

Shit. Yes, I had wanted to spend the rest of my life with Claire. And 
I’d wanted lead designer on the Lee Highway project. And an Audi A5 with 
gray leather and the Bang & Olufson sound. In deep sea blue, please. None 
of those things—not one—was remotely on my radar these days. OK, so 
maybe the Audi wasn’t that big a deal, but it bothered me to realize I wasn’t 
really giving Claire a second thought.

I hated the food here. And always being cold. And I didn’t want to die 
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of infection the next time I stubbed my toe. So why didn’t I think more about 
going home?

I sighed. “I’m not upset. I should be, but I’m not.”
We walked in silence for another moment. Then I said, “Is that why 

you brought me out here, Madeleine? To ask me about Claire?”
“Not really, no. Here we are.” She pointed ahead. There was something 

of a clearing; the little creek spilled out from among moss-covered rocks, 
with a tumble of larger boulders behind. The forest was dense all around, but 
the gap brightened the space, even under the overcast. “The villagers believe 
a spirit lives here.”

“That why you asked if I was superstitious?”
She nodded. As we approached, I could see it was a small pond, not 

more than fifteen or twenty feet across. It seemed to be the source of the little 
stream.

“That’s it, there,” she said. She pulled her arm from mine and pointed.
“By those rocks?” She was pointing at a clutch of rounded rocks at the 

water’s edge.
“Come this way,” she said, moving around the edge of the water. She 

crouched. “Look at it from here.”
I followed and squatted next to her. She pointed at the rocks again.
“Oh, I see it now,” I said after a moment. One of the rocks had been a 

mossy lump from the other angle. But from this spot its curves and lumps 
looked surprisingly like a horse—at least the head and shoulders of a horse, 
pulling itself from the water.

“The villagers believe a spirit lives in the pond. It can come out in the 
form of a horse and steal people away. They come here and leave coins to 
appease it.”

My mind’s eye flashed an image of the central fountain in Fair Oaks 
Mall, its flat blue floor a carpet of copper and nickel. Make a wish.

“Expensive habit,” I said. I wasn’t under the impression that the peas-
ants handled a whole lot of cash. “Do you believe in it?”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, but she was reaching into her pocket. “Village 
superstition.” She tossed a silver penny; it made a tiny splash a few feet away, 
then fluttered, catching light, to settle on the stony bottom. “But I like com-

http://www.charlesmryan.com


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

234 www.charlesmryan.com

DRAFT

ing here. It’s quiet, and I can’t be found.”
I nodded. Guess I wasn’t the only one who craved a bit of solitude. 

Hell, she was the Lady of the house, and even she didn’t get her own bed.
She settled onto her knees and stared into the water for a moment. I 

stole a glance her way, watching her face in profile: her little nose; her lips 
just parted; the tiny, tiny lines at the edge of her eye. She was relaxed, for 
once, her commanding expression gone, and it took a decade off her face. 
My mind flashed another image: Madeleine getting out of the bed, that last 
moment before the drapes closed. Her rubenesque hips; the thin damp linen 
and dim firelight just letting me see—or imagine—the cleft of her bottom 
and the small dimples at the very base of her back.

Shit. Did she bring me out here, the two of us all alone, because she 
wanted me to put the moves on her? Or precisely because she trusted me not 
to? I was never any good at this stuff.

But then it didn’t matter because, utterly unbidden, the Fair Oaks Mall 
forced its way back into my mind. That carpet of loose change. I looked back 
at the pond.

“So where are all the coins?” I asked.
“They’re in there,” she answered. But then her brow furrowed. “They—

they tarnish . . .”
I looked carefully. The bottom was a mish-mash of rounded stones and 

water weeds, no more than two or three feet deep in the middle. Madeleine’s 
penny gleamed like a beacon.

Madeleine rose, moving away along the edge of the pond. I got to my 
feet as well. I could imagine the villagers’ coins tarnishing, but I still couldn’t 
see a single one. I circled the other way, watching the water. Not a thing.

“Oh!” Madeleine exclaimed. She leaned down and picked something 
up from the weeds at her feet. I circled back round to her.

I thought she had a coin, but it was a colored stone. Pink and shiny. At 
her feet several dozen similar stones were scattered. And maybe a few bits of 
glass. I picked one up.

“Sometimes they leave shiny things—when they don’t have silver . . .” 
she muttered. She looked puzzled. “But why—”

I glanced around. The ground here was mostly grassy weeds. Scatter-
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ings of leaves and pine needles. Maybe Michel could pick up a track, but I 
couldn’t see anything.

Except.
Except in the pond. The floor was stony, but there were a few patches 

of gravely sand.
“Someone’s been in the water,” I said, pointing. “Look. There’s a print 

of some sort there. And that might be one too.” Now that I was looking for 
it, I could see places where the seaweed—er, pondweed—was torn and di-
sheveled.

She looked at me. “Someone took it?”
I nodded. “Waded in. Picked up everything they could find. Sorted out 

the cash from the baubles right there.” I pointed at her feet.
She frowned. “And risk angering the pond spirit? That’s . . .”
I glanced around, biting my lip. “When were you last here?” I whis-

pered.
“Yesterday. In the morning.”
There was no reason to assume this had happened recently—heck, if 

she hadn’t noticed it today, she could have missed it on other visits. But sud-
denly the forest seemed dark and close, and who knew what it hid. I took 
her hand.

“Let’s go,” I said.
I hustled down the creek the way we’d come, Madeleine in tow. It didn’t 

take us more than five minutes to reach the horses.
“Madeleine,” I said, helping her up onto Boos. “How often does Thur-

old hunt?”
She looked down at me as she settled into the saddle. “Three days a 

week? Four? Sometimes more.”
I was thinking of all those prints on the path. Surely Thurold didn’t 

come this way every time. And the villagers wouldn’t be foraging for fire-
wood—they’d never had it so good, with all the cutting around the castle.

It was stupid to have come out here. Alone. Stupid for me; really stupid 
for her. We needed to get our heads in the game.

I untied the reins and clambered onto Roos. I handed Madeleine her 
reins and wheeled Roos about, leading the way down the path back to the 
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manor.
We weren’t quite back to my jumping ditch when I saw the guy with 

the crossbow.
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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.
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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-
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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.
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About an hour before dawn the household started to rouse. There was 
some quiet noise behind the door to the chamber and Etien’s men began to 
stir. Someone came in from outside—someone I’d never seen before—and 
talked to them briefly. The knight appeared. The lady came through once 
or twice, giving us a wide berth. We had a quick, nearly wordless breakfast.

And then we hit the road.
I looked longingly toward the river as we departed. Surely Madeleine 

would be on the lookout for me. Would have sent Stephan or Gigot up the 
road, ready to ambush these guys and get me back.

Just as surely, she didn’t have the manpower to cover every route up to 
Etien’s house. And we didn’t return to the road along the river, but instead 
turned away, uphill from the village.

Didn’t matter anyway. The knight and a couple of his guys rode out 
with us for the first few miles. I don’t think Madeleine could have sent a force 
to contend with seven armed men and a knight. Not while Stephan’s arm 
was in a sling. Not unless she was raising an army.

God, my face hurt.

*          *          *

“Hastier,” the sandy-haired guy said.
I hadn’t been paying much attention to their conversation. We’d been 

on the road for six or seven hours, making our way from village to village. 
Now I glanced ahead to see a small town—I wouldn’t have called it that a 
month ago—in the valley ahead. It was no Liege, not by a long shot, but it 
was distinctly bigger than any of the villages I’d seen.

Hastier wasn’t just bigger than a village; it was also a lot busier. Our 
path had become a proper road, wide and smooth enough for a cart, and we 
found ourselves passing more and more people as it wound its way down be-
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tween hedgerows. Peasant women with bundles on their backs and children 
in tow. Farmhands with tools over their shoulders. A cart. A guy driving half 
a dozen large pigs.

And horses. Four or five of them, some ridden, some on leads. We 
were just short of town, coming up on a pasture with a couple dozen horses 
in it. I thought of poor Roos, and felt a pang. I hoped Cortini found me a 
nice replacement.

“Shit!” I said. I almost stopped in my tracks, but I kept myself going 
with just the shortest of hesitation.

“What’s wrong with you?” Hannes asked. He was just behind me. My 
exclamation had been in English, so I don’t think he understood it. But it 
was the first word, I think, that I’d said all day.

I shook my head and kept going, eyes on the road before my feet. After 
a second I stole a glance toward the pasture. We were coming up on a gap in 
the hedge; I’d have a good view.

And there he was; I hadn’t been mistaken. Richer, Madeleine’s cellarer, 
his back to me now. Talking with three other guys. A string of three or four 
horses tied off at a post by the gap in the hedge.

And not just Richer—there was Cortini. Nonchalantly examining the 
back of his hand while he spoke. He was angled toward me, and as we passed 
the gap he looked up.

I didn’t know him that well—barely at all, really. He’d been my task-
master once or twice after Stephan had shown me the basics of horse care. 
We’d passed maybe a dozen sentences between us. But I would recognize 
him, even with a bloodied lip and a black eye swollen half closed. And I 
presumed he’d recognized me.

I must have been right: he literally did a double take. Head up, glance 
our way, eyes back to the fingernails. Then, in a flash, head back up. Richer 
started to turn as well.

Two of my people. Four horses—fresh, fast young horses. I wasn’t more 
than twelve feet from the lot of them.

My eyes met Cortini’s. I wanted it so bad my heart was literally aching. 
But there was no way—I was still bound; I still had five armed men around 
me. And we were deep in Etien’s territory. I held his gaze and gave a slow, 
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slight shake of the head. Then returned my eyes to the road. Out of the cor-
ner of my eye I saw him turn away. I wanted to cry.

Instead I listened to the pace of my companions, their breathing and 
bits of clipped conversation. If they had noticed the exchange, they gave no 
indication. As we entered the town proper I risked a single, quick look back 
down the road.

Cortini and Richer stood in the path, a flock of noisy geese washing 
around them, each with a couple of leads in hand. Watching me. Watching 
us.

In six hours Madeleine would know I was alive.

*          *          *

Etien’s house—his castle—was nothing like Madeleine’s. No, that’s not 
entirely true. It was set on a hill overlooking the Meuse. It was big. It was 
quite clearly a castle.

But that’s where the similarity ended. Like the man, it was a thick, 
ugly blockhouse of a building, a structure that eschewed all grace in favor 
of a compact, coiled lethality. Less like Cinderella’s palace (not that Maddy’s 
castle was really like that) and more like the iceberg that sank the Titanic: 
No rounded towers, just brownish-gray slab-sided walls marked irregularly 
with small windows and topped with high-peaked slate roofs. A small vil-
lage of outbuildings nestled around its gate.

My captors were greeted at the gate, and we passed through an arch-
way and a short tunnel into a small, triangular courtyard. It was as deep as it 
was wide, leaving it shadowed even though evening was still an hour or two 
away. We paused just inside, and Staas sent one of the guys off to find some-
one. After a few moments he reappeared, followed by a lanky, razor-nosed 
man in a brown tunic.

“You’re back early,” The man snapped at Staas. “He’s not going to be 
happy. Who is that?”

Staas bowed his head briefly. “The lady’s scribe, Mon Sieur,” he an-
swered. The tall guy hadn’t struck me as a knight—he was a bit on the old 
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side, with just a few strands of gray hair emerging from his headpiece. “We 
almost captured herself.” He threw a short glance at Hannes.

The man pursed his lips and regarded me with distaste. “He’s not going 
to be happy,” he repeated, then cocked his head toward a stone staircase set 
against the face of one of the surrounding buildings. “He’s still hunting. Wait 
for him in the hall.”

We shuffled over and up the steps and through a door at the top, into 
a small wooden-walled hallway. I could see the hall through a pair of door-
ways; it was almost as big as Madeleine’s but darker. It smelled of stale smoke 
and stale beer.

“He’s not going to be happy,” one of the men muttered. “I knew this 
was a bad idea.”

“Shut up!” Staas replied. “Picard is a miserable old git. He’s never hap-
py himself, and he never thinks anyone else will be either.”

The men shifted and fidgeted for a moment, uncomfortable with what 
was coming or maybe with Staas’s comments. Staas leaned against the wall 
and watched the courtyard through the open door. I spotted a bench and sat 
down; I sure as hell wasn’t any happier than the soldiers. At least the nettle 
burns had stopped itching.

It didn’t take long. The clatter and bustle of horses through the gate 
passage was unmistakable; from where I sat I couldn’t see much, but there 
were probably half a dozen of them. There were a few shouts, some muffled 
conversation, and the creaking of leather and horse tack. Then footsteps on 
the stairs.

The door swung open and there was Etien. I stood as he paused, scrap-
ing his boot across the edge of the landing to knock off the worst of the mud 
and horse crap. Then he entered the hallway, filling the doorway as he came 
through. He hesitated just long enough for his eyes to pass over the lot of us, 
then turned and entered the hall. Staas followed. One of the soldiers prod-
ded me after.

“What are you doing back here?” he rumbled. Then he called out loud-
ly: “Tilde!”

Staas bowed, though Etien wasn’t looking. “We got what we went for, 
my lord,” he said. “And we captured my lady’s scribe. We almost captured 
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her.”
“Tilde!” Etien shouted again, then turned toward Staas. “Almost? You 

weren’t sent to capture anyone.”
“She went riding in the woods, my lord. Unescorted. Right past our 

camp.”
A woman appeared through a doorway at the back of the hall; gray-

haired and with a bit of a hunch. “My lord?” she said.
“Get this fire going,” Etien growled at her. “And I’ll have my dinner.”
“Yes, my lord,” she said, and disappeared.
There was a bustle behind us; a burst of activity at the door as a small 

crowd started filing in. A guy—a knight, it appeared—I’d never seen before. 
A young woman. Another knight—shit, it was the guy who’d lost his hand. I 
turned away; for an irrational second I desperately didn’t want him to recog-
nize me. As if that would somehow make a difference.

There were a couple of other people coming in behind him. I willed 
myself to look back, trying to stay casual. A priest. And—holy crap—Broth-
er Chretien!

I glanced away again. Brother Chretien, here. For a second I felt a pang 
of betrayal, but that was silly. I had no idea why he was here; it certainly 
didn’t mean he was BFFs with Etien. I had to keep my eyes on the prize: The 
important thing was that out of all the people in this room, he was the one 
who could, without any doubt, identify me.

I looked back. He was talking with the dark-haired girl. She certainly 
looked out of place. Younger than Celestine; maybe fifteen—maybe even 
younger. Slight of build; frail even. Her crimson tunic was a sharp contrast 
to the browns and darks of Etien’s cadre, second only to Chretien’s mud-
spattered white in brightness.

Chretien’s glance turned my way, and I saw his eyes land on my face. 
He hesitated mid-sentence, the surprise clear in his eyes. His lips started to 
form my name, but I shook my head, pleading silently to him. He checked 
himself, having formed only the M. The girl looked from him to me and 
back to him, but said nothing.

Etien had circled the table at the head of the hall and dropped himself 
into a chair. His attention had briefly flagged with the arrival of the entou-
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rage, but he refocused on Staas.
“Why didn’t you catch her, then?”
Staas had been thrown completely off his rhythm. What little rhythm 

he had. “My lord?”
“That whore Madeleine!” Etien bellowed, slapping the table with an 

echoing boom. “Why didn’t you catch her?”
The room was silent; all eyes were on Staas.
“She—she fled, my lord. She was on horseback.”
Etien shifted his eyes to the back of the hall, staring at the far rafters for 

a moment as he rubbed the stubble on his chin. I could see faint patterns of 
bloodstains on his fingers. Hunting must have been good.

“What of the castle?”
Staas answered quickly; the relief evident in his voice. “It’s true, my 

lord. They have cleared all the land about. There’s a mason’s lodge before the 
walls. The are bringing in stone from up the valley.”

“How many stonecutters?”
Staas hesitated. “Not many, my lord.”
“Not many? How many?”
“I—I’m not sure, my lord. We didn’t have time—”
“Didn’t have time?” Etien roared, jumping to his feet. “What do you 

think I sent you there for?”
“We brought a prisoner,” Staas squeaked. So help me God, he squeaked.
“A scribe? What in Christ’s name do you think I can do with a scribe?”
“He isn’t a scribe,” a new voice said. Everyone turned.
The one-handed knight moved through the crowd in my direction. 

“Or perhaps he is. But he’s the one she sent to Liege pretending to be a ma-
son.”

I tried to look surprised, but I didn’t think my acting skills were at their 
peak.

“My lord, I—”
“And he was in Madeleine’s hall when we were last there.” He’d sidled 

right up to my by this point. He lifted his stump, right in front of my face. 
“You remember me, don’t you?”

I nodded.
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“Untie him,” Etien ordered. The knight drew his knife with his func-
tional hand. The motion wasn’t smooth, but he was getting used to it. He dis-
appeared behind me, and a second later my wrists were free. I let my hands 
hang free while I flexed my fingers.

Etien had circled the table and was now approaching, watching me. 
“Brother Chretien, you tended to the imposter, did you not?”

I glanced at Chretien. He nodded. “I did, my lord Count.”
“And is this the man?”
Chretien stepped up. He looked me full in the face, then took my left 

hand and pushed my sleeve up. The dog bite was a series of thick, crusty 
scabs over flesh that still held a lingering pinkness. He nodded again, turn-
ing toward Etien. “I believe it is, my lord.”

Etien looked back at me. He was tall by the standards of those around 
us. And though he wasn’t any taller than me—and didn’t, as far as I could 
tell, have an inch of neck—I still seemed to be looking up at him.

“Tell me about the castle. How many men does she have on it?”
“I’m sorry, my lord, but I cannot betray her confidence.” I braced my-

self for the fists. My nose and cheekbones were so sore; I wasn’t sure how 
much of it I could take. But I was thinking of Madeleine, that first day I saw 
Etien, standing calmly in the face of his threats.

He didn’t hit me. Instead, before I even knew what was happening, 
he had grabbed my left wrist and pulled it up. Like Jason rending his way 
through a dozen at the Wing Dome, he grabbed my pinky and wrenched it 
back, twisting as he went. There was a cracking sound. I fell to my knees, 
screaming and clutching my hand, engulfed in a world of pain and shock.

The Count was bellowing at me, but I almost didn’t notice. “Do you 
think I will stand for games?” he shouted. Bits of spittle were showering 
down on me. A lightning bolt shot through my kidney as he kicked me, 
hard, and I doubled to the floor. “You are in my house! When I ask a ques-
tion you answer it!”

I was panting. Sobbing. I couldn’t see anything; my vision was painted 
in shades of pain. I was holding my hand, but I didn’t dare touch the finger—
it was sticking out at a sickening angle; just seeing it was stirring vomit in 
my gut. The flesh around the knuckle was ballooning up. An ache, dull but 
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intense, was radiating out of my side where I’d been kicked.
“Hannes,” Etien said, an iota more calmly. “Give me your axe.”
Oh shit oh shit oh shit.
A hand grasped me under the armpit and pulled me to my feet. I tried 

to blink the tears out of my eyes. Etien had a small axe in his hand.
“How many stonecutters are working for Madeleine?” he said.
“Seven—seventy,” I gasped. Fuck, I wasn’t ready to lose a hand. A limb; 

whatever. I wasn’t ready to die on this madman’s floor. My hand hurt so bad. 
I struggled to focus.

Etien glanced at the priest. It was the guy from Etien’s visit to Bois 
de Haillot—the one who had pulled a knife on Madeleine. I hadn’t noticed 
before that he was wall-eyed. My mind was detaching itself, and I idly won-
dered if that had always been so, or if it was a result of Stephan’s blow to his 
head.

“The guildmaster told my lord Radolfus that twenty-nine men had 
gone,” the priest said. He had a high-pitched, nasal voice.

I nodded. “Thirty from Liege,” I panted, blinking tears out of my eyes. 
“And forty from Verdun.”

Etien narrowed his eyes. He grabbed my chin; I winced where his 
thumb gripped my sore cheekbone. “What are her plans? What does she 
think she’ll get done?”

“Finish the walls,” I said, “to a height of twenty-two feet. Add two sto-
ries to the keep. A new tower at the southwest corner.”

“When?”
I hesitated. I didn’t want to give too much away. Etien let go of my face 

and grabbed my wrist again. Just the jostling of his grip sent thunderbolts of 
pain from my dislocated finger through my hand and arm, echoes of which 
bounced throughout my body.

“No!” I cried. I really couldn’t take it anymore.
“When!” he shouted.
“The stonecutting will be done by March. They will begin fixing as 

soon as it is warm enough for the mortar!”
Etien let go of me. “March!” he muttered. He tossed the axe to the 

floor. “Lock him up,” he said.
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*          *          *

The dungeon wasn’t anything like the movies. No sweaty, half-naked 
guy with a leather hood. No manacles on the walls. No branding irons heat-
ing in the fire. Just a small, windowless chamber; stone walls, low vaulting, 
earthen floor. It might have been a storeroom, but the bolt and hinges were 
on the outside of the sturdy, iron-bound door.

In a way, this was worse. No rats or torture devices, but it was cold and 
lightless. Damp. I couldn’t imagine languishing in here for more than forty-
eight hours without getting sick—not this time of year, at least. Hypother-
mia and pneumonia would do just as good a job as the iron maiden.

I crawled to the corner and curled up. Every part of me hurt. I had to 
cradle my hand; just the thought of something touching my finger sent bolts 
of pain through me.

Madeleine. I felt the tears well in my eyes. The stone and earth, sepa-
rated from my flesh by two thin layers of wool, was like ice; her body had 
been so warm curled up against mine. Banishing those feverish chills. There 
was no banishing this cold. I sniffed.

I hadn’t done too badly, though, in the grand scheme of things. I had 
figured it wasn’t going to go well; I had known I was going to have to say 
something. And any outright lies were a trap; I simply didn’t know enough 
about how this world worked to back up any story with the sort believable 
details that brought a lie to life. Not that I was the world’s greatest liar any-
way. So I’d gone over and over it in my head during that long walk, honing 
my tale. Figuring out how I could satisfy his questions with information he’d 
probably work out through other means anyway. And then embellishing, 
laying on the exaggeration—I figured that was the only misdirection that 
would benefit Madeleine in the long run. Build the castle into something 
formidable. Give him reason to call off an assault, or at least to delay. To 
doubt.

Or maybe that was foolishness. I was under the impression there were 
limits to Etien’s resources—that he could only risk the attention and ire of 
the Duke so far. But maybe I’d made that up. Read that into it. Wishful think-
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ing. Maybe my tale would just encourage him to raise a bigger army, to bring 
on a more crushing force. Overwhelm a castle that would nowhere near as 
tough as I made it out to be.

Shit.
I went round and round with it, wrestling with my doubts for what 

felt like hours before there came a thunk and rustle at the door. A grating 
sound announced the pulling of the iron bolt, then the door swung outward, 
admitting a warm glow.

Chretien came through the doorway, ducking his head under the low 
archway, a candle in one hand and a bundle under the other arm. I blinked 
at him, straightening, as he crossed the small room. Another figure entered 
behind him: The little dark-haired girl. She coughed as she passed under the 
low arch.

“Maitre Martin,” Chretien said. He kneeled as I pulled myself to a sit-
ting position.

“Brother Chretien,” I whispered, “what are you doing here?”
He tipped his candle, spilling a few drops of wax onto the hard earthen 

floor, then mashed the candle’s butt down on it. “Let me have a look at your 
hand,” he said.

I hesitated; I was pretty sure if I let him look he was going to touch it. 
With an effort of will I held it out.

“The bite festered, didn’t it?”
I nodded. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I wasn’t able to change the bandage for 

a couple of days.” I left off the part about the fever almost sending me to my 
grave.

“No,” he answered, “I am sorry. It was a quick dressing. I should have 
thought that you wouldn’t be able to have it better treated.”

I shrugged. My eyes had moved to the girl, who was now kneeling 
behind Chretien. She had opened his bundle and was sorting through its 
contents. He followed my gaze.

“Maitre Martin,” he said, “allow me to introduce the lady Juliana of 
Altkirk. My lord Count’s niece and ward, recently arrived from Alsace.”

“My pleasure,” I started to say, but then I screamed.
“Aaaaagggh!”
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Chretien had grabbed my finger, pulling it firmly with a smooth and 
practiced twist. A wave of pain and fire engulfed my arm and brain like he’d 
just thrown the main switch on an internal lightning machine. And then, 
just as quickly, it subsided.

I looked at my hand. It was shaped more or less the right way; the fin-
ger was in its proper position, at least. And I’ll be damned if it didn’t hurt a 
little less. A teeny, tiny bit less.

Chretien started tearing strips from a piece of linen. “The bone may be 
broken, but the disloction was the main injury. Both will heal,” he said. “I’m 
sorry I couldn’t help up there. It wasn’t much fun to watch.”

“Huh,” I laughed. Or huffed. “Wasn’t much fun from where I was sit-
ting, either.” I wiped my cheek. “What’s going to happen next?” I asked.

Chretien shrugged. “I don’t know what my lord Count’s immediate 
plans for you are.” He turned back to the bundle Juliana had spread out and 
selected a short length of wood. He placed it between my ring finger and 
pinky, then gingerly began tying the fingers together with his strips of linen. 
I hissed as he snugged the knots. “When he’s done, he’ll send you to Liege. 
The guild master is after your head. Not to mention my lord the Prince-
Bishop.” He reconsidered his work, and then began tying the middle finger 
to the others. “Don’t use this hand. Not for a few weeks.”

I wasn’t paying attention; I was thinking about Liege. Frying pan, meet 
fire. Crap—maybe literally. Did they burn people for fraud these days?

“What about you?” I said. “Why are you here?”
Chretien had turned toward Juliana. “Hand me that bottle, please. No, 

the smaller one.” He looked back at me, plucking the candle from the floor 
and holding it up near my face. “Anything broken here?”

“I don’t think so.”
He replaced the candle and picked up a rag, dipping it into his open jar. 

“Hunting,” he said, then shrugged. “The business of my order.”
Etien was involved with the Templars somehow. They lent money, Mad-

eleine had said. The kind of money you needed to raise an army? I opened 
my mouth to ask, but then checked myself. Chretien wasn’t going to share 
confidential Templar information. And he hadn’t asked me any questions.

Instead I shifted my glance toward Juliana. “And how about you, my 
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lady? Are you enjoying your uncle’s hospitality?” I hadn’t meant to sound 
bitter—frankly, she didn’t look anything like the sort of asshat Etien nor-
mally surrounded himself with.

“I—it is kind of you to ask, Maitre,” she responded. She coughed, deli-
cately, then pulled a bit of linen from her belt and coughed again. “My un-
cle’s household is a different sort than what I have been used to.” She gave 
me an apologetic tilt of the head before coughing into her hanky once more.

“I told you the air is not good for you in here,” Brother Chretien said. 
“Why don’t you wait for me in the hall?”

She regarded him for a minute, then nodded. Before getting to her feet, 
though, she pushed a bundle toward me. “I will pray for you, Maitre,” she 
said. Then headed for the door.

I watched her go. It was dark outside, but there was a pale glow of 
moonlight. I caught the shadow of a guard as she went out the door.

“Hard to believe she’s related to Etien,” I said.
“Mmm,” Chretien answered helpfully.
“What’s wrong with her?”
“A consumption, I believe,” he answered. “Not really my area of exper-

tise, but I’ve looked after her a bit in my few days here. There is an excellent 
infirmarian at Saint Gottschalk’s though, and I’ve had my lord Etien send for 
him.”

A consumption. Tuberculosis? “Is that sort of thing—” I wanted to say 
“terminal,” but couldn’t conjure the right word in French.

“She will be lucky to see her twentieth year, I think.” Chretien seemed 
to be done with my face, and was starting to pack up his bundle. “A shame, 
really. She seems intent, at least, to use well what time she is given. You’ll 
want to keep that splinted for a fortnight, if you can,” he said, indicating my 
hand. “Well, hopefully I’ve done a better job with you this time.”

“Huh,” I said. Suddenly my mood was turning dark. “So I can rot away 
in health. Or face the Prince-Bishop’s torturers?”

I don’t know where that last bit came from, but whatever part of me 
had conjured it up was hoping he’d deny it. “Don’t be silly; the Prince-Bishop 
would never stoop to torture.” No such luck; instead, he put a hand briefly 
on my shoulder.
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“Keep the faith, brother,” he said. “God has a plan for all of us.” He 
stood, gathering his bundle and the candle. “Would you like me to send a 
confessor?”

I thought of Etien’s little wall-eyed priest. The one who went after Mad-
eleine with a knife. “Maybe later,” I said.

As if reading my thoughts, Chretien nodded.
“Very well,” he said. “I’ll check on you in the morning. Go with God, 

Maitre Martin.”
“Thanks,” I said. “And you.”
Stooping under the low ceiling, he turned and left, taking the warm 

light of the candle with him. The door swung shut, and the bolt grated home.

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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