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Preface





For days the forces of Saladin pounded the walls of the great City
of Jerusalem, seeking out the weak points in the fortifications,
searching endlessly, relentlessly for the one place where his
ballistae and catapults could do the most damage. A veritable rain
of arrows, rocks and Greek fire poured into the city over the walls
and into the streets, killing everything from dogs to rats caught
out in the open. News, what little there was, from the army was
hard to glean and disheartening at best. There would be no
returning forces coming to drive the Saracens from the gates of the
old city.

All was lost.

Lords Balian and Ranier had gone out to meet
with the tyrant, Saladin, seeking terms after a mounted foray
through the Jehosephat gate had been utterly destroyed. The two
emissaries had gained nothing more than the ill-received news that
the ransom prices would be paid in gold or else those who could not
pay would be put to the sword. Every male over the age of ten would
pay ten besants, females would pay five. Younger children would be
required to pay one besant. Very high prices indeed and impossible
for most of the city’s population… those that remained alive at any
rate… to pay. Saladin had graciously granted forty days for the
gold to be gathered.

The young Templar Knight, Androu, only just
arrived from the wild lowlands of Scotia, with his new Latin name
of Armenius, had only just learned that he and his twin brother,
Mathou, also newly named Larmenius, would be ransomed and allowed
to leave the city with those other citizens, soldiers, clergy,
royalty and Knights fortunate enough to have the ransom handy. This
was great news. The two Knights had lain side by side in the
darkness beneath the heavily fortified walls of the Commanderie,
listening to the bombardment at night, speaking of their misfortune
at having been amongst the few Templars left behind when the armies
of the King had ridden off into oblivion. If only they had been
allowed to accompany the army, they might have met more useful
deaths. Anything would have been preferable to starving in the
darkness like rats or being cut down by an errant arrow in the
street or burned alive in some subterranean dead end.

But this latest news was grand indeed and he
wanted only to share it with Mathou as soon as possible.

Mathou, however, was not in the Commanderie,
nor was he found in any of the usual places they come to haunt
since the siege began. Androu rushed through the halls, calling for
his brother in their native Scots tongue, drawing stares and
admonishments from the clergy, monks and attendants who were
desperately trying to minister to the masses of wounded and dying
and dead who had sought refuge inside the fortified structure.
Everywhere was the stench of blood and death, weeping, wailing
women, crying children, but nowhere was the sight of his brother.
He drew up short at the spectacle of bright sunlight spilling
through a tall set of open doors.

Androu blinked in the bright light as he
realized that the hail of arrows was no longer falling into the
street beyond the doors.

Several young men and boys were standing just
inside the doors, looking out at the incredible carnage in the
street. Blood filled the shallow drains alongside the street,
bodies of men, women and children were strewn about along with
dogs, cats, goats, sheep, chickens, donkeys and horses. All piled
on top of each other, looking very much like hedgehogs under the
weight of hundreds of arrows. There were also fallen blocks from
the buildings surrounding the square as well as the rounded
boulders flung there by catapults, overturned carts, broken
pottery, pieces of metal and glass and splintered weapons of every
imaginable sort. Food, much needed to feed the hungry, lay rotting
amidst the destruction. A sad sight indeed. The fountain, choked
with debris showed promise of nothing more than blood-tainted
water. Poison. The sight was beyond comprehension. The smell was
unbearable and the silence even worse than the constant explosions
had been.

“What has happened?” he asked the boys in
stilted Latin.

One of them turned large, frightened eyes on
him. His dark face was smeared with dirt and blood.

“My Lord, the infidels have entered the
city,” he said. “The wall has been breached. Can you not hear
them?”

Androu willed his heart to be still and
strained his ears. Faint shouts of “Allah Akbar!” Echoed through
the streets.

“My brother… have you seen Larmenius, the
elder?” He asked, taking the boy by the shoulders.

“Your brother? Mathou?” one of the other
children answered him with a question.

“Aye!”

“He left when the arrows ceased, Sir!” The
boy, a swarthy complected ragamuffin of about fourteen years
stepped forward. “That way.” He pointed one dirty finger toward one
of the clogged streets leading away from the square.

Androu sucked in a deep breath of relatively
cool air and then stepped out into the smoke and glaring midday
sun.

“Wait, Master,” the boy shouted and caught up
with him. “I can show you the way. You must be careful, sir. The
infidels are killing people in the streets down that way. Blood
flows like water through the sewers. One besant is my price.”

Androu hesitated, checked his weapons and his
purse, jammed the helmet he had been carrying, on his head and
jerked his head to the boy in acceptance of the offer. If the boy
was useful, he might see to it that his ten besants were paid in
full. He needed a good valet and this one spoke Latin better than
he did.

The young fellow nimbly picked his way over
the carnage and Androu followed more slowly in the more cumbersome
chain mail, boots and surcoat. He heard someone shouting his name
from the door, but did not look back. Once they were clear of the
square, they kept to the more protected alleys and narrow streets
where less debris had accumulated. Eventually, they came upon a
less damaged part of the city where the streets were relatively
free of bodies and clutter. They stopped in front of a formidable
residential home. The doors stood open. Amazingly, this house was
undamaged. Its gleaming white facade stood untouched by Saladin’s
rampage.

“He went in there?” Androu asked and frowned
at the boy suspiciously.

The boy nodded solemnly and then smiled.

Androu started up the broad steps. He knew
the place. The house belonged to a wealthy merchant who was
purportedly a Muslim, himself. Some minor official who attended the
King’s court regularly, wearing outlandish garb from Persia, which
he claimed to be his home. He was about to change his mind about
going inside when he heard a woman’s screams emanating from the
open doors.

The Knight rushed up the steps, drawing his
sword as he went, calling his brother’s name.

“Mathou!” he shouted.

He found no one inside the first three rooms
and then burst into the sunlight again as he stepped into an
enclosed courtyard. His eyes fell immediately on the sight of a
Templar floating face down in a sizable pool. A bright swath of
crimson was spreading out around his head.

A woman, her face concealed behind a veil,
stood near the pool, holding an ornately bejeweled knife in one
hand. A brilliant flash of red blinded his reasoning and he jerked
his head back.

When he locked eyes with her, she screamed.
He screamed and the boy screamed with him.

She screamed again and the boy screamed with
her.

He screamed and the boy shouted in his
face.

“Sir! Sir! Wake up!” The boy, no longer a
ragamuffin, was shaking him roughly by the shoulder.

“Christopher?” he asked and blinked into the
worried face of his young American apprentice, Christopher
Stewart.

“Yes, Master. It’s me, Christopher, for
Pete’s sake. The Grand Master wants to talk to you before you leave
for America, Sir.”

Mark Andrew Ramsay sat up stiffly and found
himself sitting behind his rather barren desk where he had
apparently fallen asleep after consuming a half bottle of Scotch
the night before.

“You scared the bejesus out of me,”
Christopher ventured. “Can I get you some water, Sir?”

“Get back to class, boy,” Mark grumped,
managed a slight smile and then stood up. The dream about his
brother’s death rarely plagued him these days, but when it did, it
brought back the proper perspective he needed for his life as the
Chevalier du Morte, the Knight of Death, Alchemist and Assassin for
the Order of the Red Cross of Gold, poor Knight of the Temple of
Solomon.


Chapter One of Twelve

Save me, O God; for the waters are come
inunto my soul.





Mark carefully placed the flat black case in the rear seat of the
Mercedes and closed the door. The sun glinted off the rear
windshield, almost blinding him when he walked around the rear of
the car, checking the tires. Old habits died hard. The tires were
fine.

He hated this hot weather. He was used to
friendlier climes and whenever the temperature soared into the
nineties, the heat and dust reminded him of another, much less
pleasant place than the restored Roman Villa surrounded by ancient
olive trees and carefully sculpted lawns. Scotland was always first
in his mind: Long summer days, misty mornings and green meadows
stretching to infinity. The less time he spent in Italy, the better
and this trip… the purpose of this visit… made the weather even
harder to bear though the temperature only registered a sunny
eighty-two degrees. People paid good money to visit the place and
he would have paid anything to skip this part of his duties. Surely
there must have been some way to conduct business in this day and
age without traveling thousands of miles for face-to-face
meetings.

The Chevalier Ramsay had grown complacent
since the end of the last Great War. It had been years since the
Grand Master had summoned him from Scotland for such a mission. He
had almost forgotten his primary duty and responsibility as the
Knight of Death. First and foremost, he was the Assassin. His
secondary job as Alchemist for the Order took up most of his time
and he had begun to think of himself as a simple chemist.

Simple! That was how he liked things. The
simpler, the better. But reality rarely allowed him to lead the
life that he preferred, rather it made many demands on him that
probably would have driven anyone else completely insane. All the
same, he was thankful for the respite that God had given them,
however short it had been. Fifty-five years had been an
unprecedented time of relative peace for the world. All of them had
grown complacent and that was probably the precise reason that this
mission was necessary at all. They had failed to impress the
serious nature of the Rule of Order, the Oath of Loyalty and the
vows associated with an apprenticeship to one of the Knights of the
Council on the Grand Master's latest apprentice. The inevitable
consequences of breaking those vows were about to be brutally and
perhaps ultimately impressed upon the young man after whom he was
being sent.

He would bring the renegade apprentice home
alive or, if need be, dead. If the apprentice wanted to resign his
apprenticeship, there was a wrong way and a right way. Right.
Wrong. Light. Dark. Simple.

He patted the deep pocket on the leg of his
black cargo pants to make sure that his plane ticket and
credentials were there and then squinted at the figure of a young
man dressed in a white shirt and brown trousers, running toward him
across the grass. Mark Andrew smiled slightly and pushed his long,
black hair over his shoulder as he recognized his own apprentice,
Christopher Stewart, hurrying toward him.

“Master!” the boy shouted to him and waved
frantically.

Mark stood waiting as his own apprentice, a
rather irreverent New Yorker of about eighteen, slid to a stop in
the pebbled drive in front of him.

“Master!” the boy gasped and leaned on the
trunk of the car. “I thought I had missed you. Sir Barry would not
let me out of class early. He’s such an ass at times.”

“Watch your tongue or Sir Barry will having
it roasting on a spit,” Mark Andrew suppressed another smile along
with his normally pronounced Scottish brogue.

“I’m sorry, Sir, but he knows I wanted to see
you off. Are you sure you can’t take me with you? It would only be
a few days. I could take my books and study while we travel. And I
promise I would stay at the hotel or whatever while you do your…
business.”

“I’m afraid it’s not possible, Christopher.”
Mark Andrew licked lips and looked up at the cloudless sky again.
Rain would help. Or a nice gale force wind. “You belong here in
school,” he said more sternly. “Brother Barry would have my head if
I took you away again.”

“But you’re going to America. Please? You
could talk to Sir d’Brouchart. It would only be…”

“I said no and that’s final,” Mark brushed
him aside and opened the driver’s door. “Now you’d best get
yourself back to the classroom before he misses you and you end up
in detention. I’ll be back before you know it. We’ll take a little
trip together before I go back to Scotland. The Alps or someplace
cool,” Mark looked up at the sun again.

Christopher nodded, but his disappointment
was evident. He knew the place would not be cool as in ‘cool’, but
cool as in cold.

“You have a break coming for St. John’s
Feast. We’ll go up to the monastery on the Aegean. You’ll like it
there. Cool breezes, salt air, mists and sea cliffs. Very peaceful.
A good place for contemplative thinking,” Mark continued as he
checked his pockets once more, searching for his credit cards this
time.

“I’m sure it sounds very nice, Master, but
this is the first real mission that you’ve gone on since I’ve been
your apprentice. How can I learn to be an Assassin, if you don’t
show me the trade?” The young man looked him square in the eyes and
made one last plea, risking much. His dark blue eyes sparkled with
a daring expression that had gotten him in trouble before.

Mark Andrew’s own blue eyes narrowed sharply
and Christopher’s expression changed to one of instant regret. He
had gone too far.

“Ye’ll nae be speakin’ loightly o’ such
things, Christopher Stewart!” Mark’s face darkened and his brogue
asserted itself. “Ye’ll larn t’ crawl before ye can walk and if ye
think thot me wark is something t’ be amused aboot, ye’d bettar
think again. If ye evar larn t’ be a gud alchemist, which I doubt,
then we’ll talk aboot th’ oother.”

“I’m sorry, Master.” Christopher lowered his
eyes and his face turned red under the admonishment. It was
actually the worst he had ever received from the Scot, but then he
had never mentioned ‘th’ oother’ before. Not directly. The
Chevalier du Morte suddenly grasped him by the shoulders and he
instinctively closed his eyes, expecting the worst, but when he
looked up, Mark Andrew kissed him lightly on the lips in the
Templar fashion and then ruffled his dark hair playfully.

“Stop being impatient, lad. It’ll be the
death of you yet and me, as well. Now go on back to class and
Christopher…” Mark’s tone changed as he shoved him toward the
buildings. “Go with God.”

Christopher nodded solemnly, turned on his
heel and ran back toward the Academy building where he would no
doubt catch hell for being late to his next class. He loved the boy
like a son and too much to tell him no without regret, but
Christopher was hot-headed and stubborn to boot. The apprentice
would have to learn patience and discipline or he would never make
an adept apprentice or even a good soldier and there were few other
alternatives for the boy if he didn’t shape up soon.

When the last sounds of Christopher’s
footsteps faded in the still air, he opened the car door
reluctantly. With one last sigh of regret, he slid into the
driver’s seat and picked up the folder lying in the seat next to
him. Inside the folder, the bright-eyed young man known as Anthony
Scalia smiled back at him from the 8 X 10 color photo. The tiny
marks around the edge of the picture spoke a thousand words. The
Grand Master had actually framed the photograph and hung it on the
wall behind his desk, between a gilt-framed print of da Vinci’s
Saint John and his own portrait painted by Sir Louis Champlain when
the multi-talented Chevalier l’Clef d'Or had been going through an
artistic phase just after the First World War. Anthony was not much
older than Christopher, only twenty-two next month. It would be a
real shame if he could not convince him to return to the fold
peacefully and take his punishment like a true Soldier of
Christ.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Merry’s voice cut through the woman’s
concentration and she looked up over the newspaper at the blond who
sat across from her at the patio table. “Cecile! You are not
listening to me.”

“Yes, I am, little girl.” Cecile reached
around the paper, picked up her glass of milk and took a small sip
after sniffing the stuff suspiciously. She laid the paper on the
table beside her breakfast and picked up a half-eaten piece of
toast, nibbling at it absently. Her dark eyes scanned the blond
woman’s face as she tried to remember the topic of conversation.
“Why are you so upset?”

“Where is Anthony?” Merry asked again.

“He’s gone.” Cecile sighed and her shoulders
slumped. They had been through this a dozen times. “And good
riddance."

“I liked Anthony!” Merry whined plaintively.
“And I think he like me, too. Or at least, he was beginning to.
This is not going to work if you keep finding fault with everyone I
find! I’ll be a withered a woman in a few years and…”

“Well, he’s gone,” Cecile retorted, cutting
her off and allowing irritation to creep into her voice. “Merry,
look, Anthony was just a gold-digger. We would have never been rid
of him... well, that's not exactly true," Cecile laughed slightly.
"Trust me, sweetie. You will have what you want and then we’ll live
happily forever after.”

“What are you talking about? You know I have
a totally different taste in men than you do and... What do you
mean that's not exactly true?"

Cecile smiled and leaned forward. "Actually,
there was more to Anthony than I knew. It seems he was more my type
than you know. He was a fugitive.”

"Whaat?" Merry's eyes widened.

"Not a criminal. He was a Templar. An
apprentice to one of the Knights. It seems he didn't care for their
lifestyle after he joined up. Anyhow, he was on the run."

"Why?"

"Because this particular Order is the real
thing, Merry. Blood in/blood out. Just like the gangs in LA.
Someone was chasing him. Someone would have eventually caught him
and killed him."

“How…what are you talking about, Cecile?!”
Merry cut her off and picked up her orange juice. Cecile loved
drama and Merry was determined not to fall into the trap…
again.

“If you had been paying attention to the boy
instead of just trying to get him in your bed…,” Cecile grumbled
and took up her paper again. “He told me that he was not only an
apprentice, but he was the Grand Master's apprentice. Don't you
remember what I told you about?”

“What? That there is an Order with a bunch of
immortal members and they know the secret of immortality? What are
they? Vampires?” Merry continued to irritate her with more
questions.

“No! Would you stop?” Cecile asked coldly.
“They are not vampires. Good grief, you really take the cake,
Meredith Nichole! Don't you see? If one of the immortals was after
Anthony, he'll come here looking for him. And we'll be ready for
him. I want to know about this Philosopher's Stone. According to
Anthony, the one coming after him is called the Knight of Death.
Strangely enough, he seems to also know all about the Philosopher's
Stone. Can you imagine what that means, Merry?"

"Sounds dangerous to me." Merry sniffed and
allowed one perfect tear to escape the corner of her eye. "I liked
Anthony and you ran him off. You run all of my prospects off. It's
just because you're jealous, but you promised, Cecile. My clock is
ticking and I want a baby before it's too late."

Cecile put down her paper again, this time
slapping it on the table hard enough to cause the dishes to
jump.

“Look!” she said angrily. “This Knight of
Death will be here soon and maybe he will be suitable. I'll have to
talk him into thinking that Anthony will be back somehow… I don't
know. I'll figure it out. Anyhow, I'll get him to stay for a few
days. If he looks promising, then maybe you can hook up with him.
Think of it, Merry! Immortality! If we can get to the Grand Master
through this guy and…"

Merry sobbed in earnest and pressed her hands
against her eyes.

Cecile got up and went around the table in
defeat. She patted Merry’s shoulder in an awkward attempt to
comfort her, as she continued to cry into her napkin. The younger
woman blew her nose loudly and Cecile cringed.

“All right,” she relented. “I’ll tell you
what. If he’s ugly or… or… OK, look. Let me check him out first and
we'll see. Stop crying. You know I hate it when you cry. It’s so…
messy.”

"I want to make the choice, Cecile," Merry
said. "You just don't understand!"

"I understand that you are a spoiled rotten
child and I waste my time trying to do anything for you!"

When her words brought more tears and more
nose-blowing, she rolled her eyes and bent over the blond curls,
planting a kiss in the midst of the fluff. She suppressed the urge
to say something she would regret and forced a softer tone.

“Won’t you go on upstairs and take a bubble
bath? Maxie has it all worked out. He'll be coming in from DFW this
afternoon. Maybe you and Maxie can drive out and follow him back
here. Make sure he doesn't get lost?"

"Really? Maxie can't be that good," Merry
frowned up at her. "He's stupid."

"Maxie knows people at DFW. And I have my own
connections. You don't think I've searched for these people for so
long without results, do you? It was no accident that we ran into
Anthony on that cruise, sweetie."

“Oh. What does he look like?” Merry looked up
at her, wiping at her eyes. “How will we know it’s him?”

“OK,” Cecile’s features changed to one of
relief and she sat down next to the blond, taking her hands in her
own. “Here’s what I’ve been told. He’s six foot two, dark blue
eyes, black hair. Supposed to be long according to Anthony and he’s
an outdoorsy type, you know? He’s supposed to be Scottish, but I
doubt he’ll be wearing a kilt.” Cecile attempted to make a joke,
but Merry nodded again, missing it. “He reserved a black El Dorado
at the airport in Dallas. Anthony says he likes black. Wears it all
the time, apparently. You can’t miss him. Oh, and he’ll be wearing
the rings I told you about, but I doubt you’ll get close enough to
see them.”

“But won't he be dangerous? You say he is an
assassin.” Merry was still not satisfied. She was never
satisfied.

“He is,” Cecile told her matter-of-factly.
Her ever-changing face quickly showed signs of reverting to anger.
“Maxie can handle it. Now go on upstairs and I’ll be up
shortly.”

Merry allowed the woman to pull her from the
chair and push her toward the patio doors.

Merry stopped on the stairs and looked back
toward the patio. If she was going to have her way, she would have
to act fast. If this so-called immortal had prospects, she would
just have to take matters in her own hands. Cecile just fucked
things up every time she found someone suitable for a father for
her child. Maybe not this time. She hurried to her room and
rummaged through the desk drawers for Cecile's personal journal. It
was where Cecile kept all her notes about the elusive Templars.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Blood trickled down the side of Mark Andrew
Ramsay’s face, mingling with the perspiration staining the collar
of his once neatly pressed white shirt. He could feel the sweat
running from beneath his hair onto his forehead and into the cut
above his eye, adding a stinging sensation to the pain that was
already there, but that was minor in comparison to the multitude of
other pains he felt in various parts of his body. He raised his
head slowly and blinked rapidly, trying again to clear his blurred
vision as the leering face of his tormentor came into view again.
The heavy features of the man would have been unpleasant under any
circumstances, but the scowl there now and the decidedly twisted
gleam in his murky blue eyes portended a very bad afternoon to
come.

He closed his eyes against the sight of the
smile that crinkled the ugly scar on the man’s left cheek and
prepared himself to receive another round of kicks, blows or
punches.

“Yeah, better close them baby blues,
dipshit!” The man laughed in his face, close enough for him to
smell his breath. “You don’t want to see what’s comin’ next.”

Mark waited. He could hear the man crunching
around in the dried leaves, rocks and crisp grass of the pecan
orchard. Once again, he tried to remember how he had gotten here,
but he could remember nothing at all. He didn't really remember his
name. He only assumed that Mark Andrew Ramsay was his name because
the man told him it was so.

When nothing else was forthcoming, he opened
his eyes again to see the hulking figure walking away from him
under the trees. Perhaps he was going to get something more
interesting to beat him with like a mace or a morning star. He hung
his head and tried to concentrate on what might be holding him in
place. Long, dark hair cascaded from his shoulders, hanging loosely
on either side of his face, startling him into the realization that
he had no idea what he looked like. For all he knew, he could be as
ugly as his captor or worse. His hands were behind him; he could
feel the bite of rope or cords cutting into his wrists when he
tried to move them and the pain in his shoulders indicated that his
arms were stretched back and around the sides of the tree behind
him. He sat on the ground at the base of the tree with his feet in
front of him. Black socks, no boots or shoes.

When he looked up, he found that the man had
disappeared from his line of sight. Perhaps, if he could get his
feet under him, he could at least raise himself from the sitting
position to where the tree trunk might be small enough to give some
relief to his wrists and shoulders. Drawing up his knees slowly, he
tried to find enough leverage to lift himself and felt the rough
bark of the tree grinding into his back through his shirt. With
desperate resolve, he pushed upwards and felt his arms slip up the
trunk just a bit. Gritting his teeth against this wave of different
pain, he pushed again and slid a few more inches up the tree before
the rope snagged on something, stopping his progress. It would not
work. He let out the breath he was holding and tried to ease
himself back down without doing more damage, but the big man was
back suddenly, kicking his feet from under him. It seemed
impossible that he could have raised himself to the height
indicated by the bone-jarring crash precipitated by the vicious
kick. He was sure his spine was broken by the slight fall and
surely there would be no skin left on his back. He heard himself
groan as he settled back into this former position at the base of
the tree.

The man took a handful of his hair and
slammed his head against the tree. Stars danced in front of his
eyes and blackness threatened to take him away, but unmercifully
did not, leaving him looking up into the ugly man’s face again.

“Where’re you goin’, dipshit?” the man asked.
“Somebody else wants to talk to you. You be a pretty boy now and
don’t try that again.”

He let go of the hair and Mark’s chin dropped
to his chest. He was beyond thirsty and wondered how long he had
been there in the orchard. It seemed like a very long time and, in
fact, may have been. The tree was all he could remember. As far as
he was concerned, he had been there all his life. He heard the
leaves and old pecan shells crunching again as more footsteps
approached, but he refrained from looking up to see who was coming
to visit him now. Strangely, he heard his stomach growl and a new
sensation made its way into this brain. He was starving… literally.
He must have been here for days.

“Mark Andrew Ramsay?” a pleasing female voice
surprised him. He raised his head too quickly and the stars came
back to entertain him. Dizziness joined the repertoire of
unpleasant sensations and sweat ran into one eye, cutting his
restricted vision in half. Death surely could have finished the
sideshow at any moment and he thought that it might have been a
good thing. He decided against looking for the woman that belonged
to the voice. The effort was too great and she was probably as ugly
as her companion in spite of her pleasant voice. “Knight Templar.
Master of the Key of Death.”

This caused him to frown which caused the cut
to bleed more which brought new pain which caused him to groan
involuntarily. His vision cleared a bit and the image of a woman
dressed in a flowered summer dress danced in front of his eyes
while the trees behind her moved in a great circle.

When she smiled, he thought she was an Angel,
come to welcome him to Paradise, but the pain in his shoulders and
the pain in his wrists and all the other pains he felt indicated
quite plainly that he had not crossed over just yet.

“Won’t you talk to me?” she asked.

She knelt beside him and brushed his hair
from his face before leaning close and looking into his eyes. He
could smell her perfume and see the tiny golden hairs on her cheek
in the dappled sunlight. She held a bottle of water to his lips and
he drank it without thinking, spilling it over his chest. The water
was cold and sweet and he nodded his approval without taking his
eyes off her face where clear blue eyes and cherubic cheeks were
framed by short golden curls.

“The company of women is a dangerous thing,
and the devil has turned many men from the path to Paradise by
providing female company," he said without knowing why. His own
voice was strange to his ears.

He wondered why he would say such a rude
thing to the best sight he had seen in his extremely brief
life.

“Spoken like a true knight, but you don’t
have to worry about all that right now,” she said and her smile
widened as if the rude comment pleased her somehow. She traced a
cool finger down the trail of blood on his face. “Such precious
blood should not be wasted.”

When she leaned closer, he realized that the
thin frock was almost the only thing she wore over a lithe, tanned
body. His mouth fell open slightly and his eyes almost crossed at
the sight of so much smooth feminine flesh. At least the view was
pleasant, or would have been pleasant under other circumstances…
perhaps. She followed his gaze with her own eyes and then pursed
her lips thoughtfully before sitting back on her heels.

“Do you like what you see?” she asked and
then rocked forward just enough to brush his face with her own as
she whispered directly in his ear. “There is such a fine line
between pleasure and pain, Mark Andrew. Don’t you agree?”

“Who are you?” he asked and turned his face
away from her. Her perfume smelled like she looked, soft and
expensive. Whatever her game was, it was far worse than being
beaten by her brute of a companion. He knew how to safely react to
a good beating. This was much more diabolical and cruel. Not an
angel, but a devil.

“You should have been more cooperative with
Maxie,” she frowned sympathetically and turned his head back to
face her. “He can be such a brute at times. But you didn’t answer
my question.”

“What was the question?” he asked.

Mark felt the dizziness return as he gazed
into her eyes. What did she want? What did the big, ugly man
want?

“Do you like what you see?” she asked
again.

He nodded. This was not right at all, but
perhaps a little cooperation might be in order until he could get
his bearings.

“Maxie asked you a lot of questions and this
is the first one you have answered so far. Maybe his methods of
interrogation are too crude. Perhaps you would respond better to a
softer approach.” She leaned forward again, pressed her lips to his
and he closed his eyes tightly. Not right. Not right. She took his
head in both her hands and he allowed her to run her tongue over
his lips and between his teeth.

Mark could not believe what was happening and
winced as yet another sensation coursed through him causing him a
variety of new pains as his entire lower body convulsed
involuntarily in response to her attentions. She sat back and
looked at him in surprise. “You see? A very fine line. We can make
all this other stuff just disappear.”

He could do nothing but sit staring at her as
she worked one hand under his belt, inside his waistband and down
to where the latest in a long list of unexpected sensations was
developing in direct contrast to what his mind was saying about
this bizarre situation. She moved into a very compromising
position, settling down on his lap, causing more pain in his
legs.

When he involuntarily tugged on the ropes
holding him in place, he realized it was not an attempt to escape,
but rather an attempt to embrace her. He mumbled an incoherent
objection to what she was doing when she unzipped his pants and
then made another attempt to reach her, but this time he wanted to
rip her apart for reducing him to such a sorry state.

“How long has it been for you, Sir Ramsay?”
she whispered and ran her fingers through his damp hair.

“How long for what?” he heard himself ask
stupidly, afraid of what she was referring to.

“You won’t regret breaking your vows with
me,” she told him and leaned back to work on his belt buckle.
Within seconds at least one part of him was blessedly free and he
cursed it for betraying him so blatantly.

“What language was that?” she asked as she
maneuvered into place, but he was in no mood to answer. He didn’t
know or care what she was talking about.

None of it made sense to him, but she was
right about one thing. He was no longer worried about anything
except what she was doing now. He wondered vaguely where her
companion had gone and if he was watching them. No matter what he
could not remember, he felt this 'assault' was something that he
had never experienced before. She adjusted her position once more
and an involuntary noise escaped his lips as she lowered herself
onto his lap and adjusted her skirt to cover what was occurring and
covered his mouth with her own, kissing him deeply. Mark leaned his
head against the tree and closed his eyes. This had to be a dream,
a nightmare. There was nothing he could do to help himself or her
efforts, but she needed no help whatsoever.

The pleasure was very short-lived and before
she could get his belt fastened again, everything had returned to
its former state of intolerable pain. She kissed him once more and
he dropped his head on his chest breathing hard while she made him
a bit more presentable. When she stood up, he realized that he
could no longer feel his feet.

“These ropes are much too tight,” she said as
if noticing for the first time that he was in a bit of trouble. She
turned slightly and whistled as if summoning a horse. The mount in
question turned out to be the scar-faced man, who showed up
shortly, wearing the same ugly scowl as before. If he had witnessed
the strange event that had just occurred, it had not helped his
temperament.

“Let him go,” she told the man brusquely.

“That wouldn’t be very smart,” the man
growled and frowned at her as if she were crazy.

“He’s not going anywhere,” she said. “I said
let him go. Now! He can barely breathe.”

Mark waited for what he knew would be another
unpleasant event. The man stomped angrily behind the tree and cut
the rope that held him against the trunk with a wicked hunting
knife. The man did this work none too gently and gave one last jerk
before letting the rope go. This second release was even more
gratifying than the first and more than welcome. Mark dragged his
numb hands around in front of him very slowly and laid them in his
lap. Surprisingly, no fingers appeared to be missing, though there
was no sensation in them and they were a distinctively unhealthy,
purple color. As the feelings began to return to his fingers, the
accompanying stinging tingle gave him something else to
appreciate.

“There now,” she smiled at him when he looked
up. “Isn’t that better?”

A beautiful, female rapist. He’d never
thought it possible. Never given it a thought at all. But she was
beautiful and she seemed to have no malicious intent. In fact, she
reminded him of a child.

He nodded again, sighed and closed his weary
eyes as he drew his knees up and then sat cross-legged, arching his
back to ease the pain there. When he opened his eyes, she was
beside him again.

“Tell me, Chevalier Ramsay,” she knelt beside
him and reached to flick a piece of bark from his hair. “Where are
your brothers?”

“I have no brothers,” he told her. He didn’t
know if it was a lie or the truth.

“You have eleven brothers, Sir Ramsay,” she
insisted. “No other family. They are well known to us. You are the
Master of the Key of Death. The Assassin. The Chevalier du
Morte.”

“You have lost me entirely,” he said tiredly.
A cool breeze kicked up beneath the trees and helped to revive him
immensely. Even though the titles sounded familiar in a vague sort
of way, he refused to admit it.

“No, I’ve just found you,” she said with a
twinkle in her blue eyes. “I intend to keep you for a while. Sir
Ramsay.”

This was not what he wanted to hear. He
wondered ironically where she had found him and what he had been
doing and what he was supposed to do now. She was obviously insane.
Beautiful, but insane.

“You will tell me everything eventually,” she
told him. “I think you would rather tell me than the others. It is
only a matter of time. There is no use in going on with your old
ways. This is a new century and things have changed. After we have
found your brothers, we can get on with a new order that will be
much better than the old one. Less restrictive, I think.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about."

He noticed that his accent was different from
hers. He didn’t know which of them were in the wrong place. With a
sinking feeling, he had to assume that it was himself who was far,
far from home. This place was strange in every aspect. Not home.
Too hot. Too dry. Even the trees were wrong. He recognized them.
Pecan trees. But where was home? Where were pecan trees grown in
such profusion?

“Your order is dying, Sir Ramsay,” she told
him almost sadly. “There is no place left for your kind in the
world. It is time to share your secrets with the world.”

“You and your friend have me confused with
someone else,” he tried to tell her.

She laughed and her laughter reminded him of
Pixies or some other faery from his homeland. Homeland? Pixies were
legends… of what land? Home. Home! Faeries and Pixies? She was not
the only one here who was quite right in the head. He was insane as
well. He was quite sure of it. An almost hysterical laugh escaped
him, confirming his thoughts.

“What a fine sense of humor you have, Mark
Andrew. So unafraid, just as Cecile said you would be.” She leaned
in quickly and kissed his forehead before examining the cut above
his eye. “I should think that after all these years and all the
horrors you have seen, you would be more… solemn or bitter. But you
are nothing like I expected.”

What horrors? His only horror was still
clomping about under the trees. He wondered what horrors she was
referring to. Why had she called him an assassin? Was that why he
was in this situation? Was he a murderer? He didn’t feel like a
murderer. He didn’t feel like anything, but a very confused and
abused man in a great deal of trouble and yet, he knew quite well
that he'd not heard himself called by Mark or Mark Andrew in a
long, long time or perhaps ever.

The big man popped into view again and stood
with his hands on his hips looking down at them.

“I say we dump him here and be done with it,”
he grumbled. "Cut our losses here."

“That's ridiculous," she objected and
frowned. "He's wearing the rings."

Mark looked down at his hands. He wore two
rings. . One on his left ring finger was shining gold, smooth. Was
he married then? He turned his hand over and found a triangular
white shield on top of the ring with a blood red cross inlaid in
the white stone. Something tugged at his memory and another
disorienting scene flashed in his head. He saw a line of horses and
riders in full battle armor. In front of each rider was the white
triangle with the red cross like a scene from a movie. The horses
snorted and pranced uneasily, dust clouds rose behind the closely
packed line as they advanced. His head swam and the image
disappeared. On his right little finger he wore a silver ring with
four initials engraved on top accented with black: IAAT. Those were
not his initials. The rings meant nothing to him, but they were
important clues to his identity.

“I know he ain’t the right one,” the man
argued. “He’s too stupid to be an assassin…. bullshit! He’s
probably a Mormon or a Gee Hovah’s Witness or something. If he was
so all fired dangerous, how the hell did we get the drop on him
like that?”

"Don't be silly, Maxie. You sound like an old
movie," she said and winked at Mark as if the man were an errant
child. "He just wasn't expecting us. That's all."

Mark wiggled his fingers as the feeling
returned to his extremities. Already, he was feeling much better
and the greater part of his aches and pains had subsided. He had no
intention of sitting still while the man carved him up for the
buzzards. A very short, but vivid memory of another place and
another time flashed in his mind, leaving him with the distinct
impression that he could easily dispatch this disgusting brute with
his pocket knife, if he could get his hands to cooperate. He could
take off his head with one blow and hang it from one of the tree
limbs for the birds to eat. He could cut out his heart and leave
his carcass for the vultures. He could disembowel him and …. Mark
shook his head and the hideous visions vanished, along with his
hope, as the man pulled a pistol from his pocket.

“Don’t get antsy, dipshit.” The man must have
read the look on his face. “I don’t have no problem with offin’ you
right now.” He turned to the woman again. “You ain’t gonna get
nothin’ out of him.”

“I got him to talk to me. That’s more than
you can say.”

The Pixie squared off with him in Mark’s
defense. The man was ready to murder him and dump his body in the
ditch.

“Oh, yeah?” The man’s voice grated on Mark’s
ears. “I guess I shoulda fucked him then? What did you get out of
him besides a poke and a moan? I bet you didn’t even get
yours.”

The Pixie’s face reddened with anger and she
slapped the man’s face to Mark’s surprise. “Watch your mouth, sir!
How dare you speak to me in such a manner? You will remember who
pays your salary.”

“Oh, yeah. Yeah, right.” The man backed off a
bit and rubbed his cheek. “Excuse me, your preciousness. I thought
we brought him here to interrogate him, not scr… sit in his
lap.”

“There is nothing wrong with a little
kindness, Maxie.”

She seemed to calm down a bit and then looked
down at Mark He felt extremely guilty about what had happened in
spite of having been helpless to do much about it. He suddenly
wanted to kill the man and take the girl to a convent. A convent?
What was wrong with him? He rubbed the back of his head. The blows
to his head must have caused extensive brain damage. His stomach
growled and he stretched his legs out flexing the muscles in his
calves and thighs. The tingling had subsided.

An alarm went off in his head and he
remembered stopping at a small store looking for potato crisps or
some biscuits. That was when he had seen the one called Maxie for
the first time. The man was waiting for him in the parking lot. The
man had thrown something in his eyes. The pain had been
excruciating and he’d been blinded by whatever it had been. Where
was his car? A mangy, black rat with sickly yellow eyes ran across
his feet and he jerked his knees up involuntarily and wrapped his
arms over his head. Where had the rat come from?!

He looked up again and saw that his captors
were still arguing. Mark Andrew Ramsay. That was his name. He
grabbed at the rat when it ventured near enough, snuffling at toes,
but it was gone again. He crawled after it in the debris under the
stone stairs. He was so hungry; he had to catch the rat. The stone
was cool on his palms. His boots made loud noises in the dark, dank
chamber.

He stabbed at the rat with his dagger and
pain exploded in his side as he fell over on his back, staring up
at the leaves above his head. Maxie's ugly face bobbed into view.
The big man’s nostrils flared with anger and he drew back his foot
in preparation of kicking him again. Mark rolled on his side and
curled into a ball, expecting the blow that never came.

“Leave him alone, Maxie. Can’t you see he’s
hurt?”

The Pixie’s voice cut through his panic and
he felt gentle hands on his shoulders.

“Get up, dipshit!” Maxie growled at him and
waved the pistol menacingly.

“Don’t touch him again, Maxie. Come on, Mark.
We’ll see what Cecile has to say about this.”

She helped him up and he limped across the
rocks, twigs and leaves, each step jarring his aching side. He
rubbed his ribs and ran his hand through his hair. He could feel
the blood drying on his face in the hot breeze.

The white car loomed in front of them and he
stopped to pick several tiny pebbles from his socks as he leaned
one hand on the roof of the car. The woman bent down and helped him
dislodge the irritating pieces of debris. She was still talking to
him and he had not been listening. He tried to focus his attention
on her words. He needed all the information he could get, no matter
what the source.

“I think she'll be pleased to meet you,” the
Pixie was saying. “She's been looking for you guys a long time. She
kept telling me about the Order. I never really thought much about
it. Now here you are, just like she said. You don’t seem so
dangerous to me. I guess I was expecting a vampire or something.
You have no idea how worried I was, but now I feel a lot
better.”

Mark looked at her in disbelief. What was she
talking about now? Vampires? And why would he be dangerous? But, he
was the assassin; the Knight of Death she had called him. Of
course, he was dangerous if he was an assassin. What had he been
thinking? He would certainly assassinate the big fellow if given
the chance. He had many questions he wanted to ask her, but not
with an extra set of ears paying attention. She was certainly
friendly enough. That stuff about women being dangerous had come
from his lips, not hers. He didn’t mind her company. It was the
presence of the goon with the big knife that bothered him. They
would simply have to get rid of him and things would be much
improved.

She opened the Lincoln’s back door and
allowed him to get in first. He slid into the cool leather comfort
of the back seat. He leaned back, sighing in relief as her guard
dog climbed into the driver’s seat. The man was handy after all. He
could curse, snort, kick, slap, punch and drive. What a guy! The
door locks clicked and he automatically tried the door handle while
she made herself comfortable beside him. Locked and controlled from
the driver's seat, of course.

He laid his head back and closed his eyes.
She was talking to the driver, telling the man strange things that
meant nothing to him. Every time the man spoke, Mark Andrew’s
hatred for him grew. He was foul-mouthed, rude and ungodly. It
would have been so easy to climb over the partition and break his
neck, but it wouldn’t have been a good idea at the time. They were
traveling down a narrow, two-lane highway in the middle of
God-knew-where and it would have been very difficult for the man to
drive with a broken neck. At least he would stay dead, if he could
kill him; he was sure of it. Mark snapped his eyes open at the
absurdity of that thought. Of course, the man would stay dead if he
was killed! He closed his eyes again. So tired...

The Pixie rummaged in her bag and came up
with a cell phone. She punched a couple of buttons and he could
hear the phone ringing and then a voice answered abruptly. A female
voice.

“It’s me,” the Pixie answered. “Great news!”
“Uh, huh.” “We have him. He’s asleep.”

Mark opened one eye and looked at her as she
talked on the phone excitedly. She winked at him when she saw him
looking at her. “Yeah. He’s great. You were right. Yes. About
everything.”

Mark frowned at her and she winked at him
again, squeezed his thigh and patted him like a small boy or a new
puppy.

“On our way. Yeah. Uh, huh. OK. Bye,
now.”

She closed the phone and turned around
sideways in the seat. He closed his eyes again and felt her snuggle
into the seat beside him. Her touch was electric even though his
shirt. She began talking to him again, calling him Chevalier and
Sir Ramsay, telling him all about how much he was going to like the
place they were going as if they were going on a blind date or more
like he was a child and she was taking him to a surprise party. She
climbed out of the seat and found him another bottle of water,
crisp and cold in the fridge when he licked his dry lips. He sat up
straighter, took the little bottle from her and drank the entire
thing down. Her bag produced lip balm and she applied it to his
lips with one finger while he stared at her in wonder. A complete
stranger she was and she acted as if they were old friends or
lovers. His stomach growled again as the hunger he’d felt earlier
returned with a vengeance.

Almost all his pains had faded away except
for the stinging cut on his forehead. He was tired, but not so much
so that he couldn’t have slit the man’s throat from ear to ear
before taking a nice nap.

She stroked his arm and his face, telling him
what they would eat when they got ‘home’. Even though her hand was
silky smooth and cool, he cringed under her touch. She continued to
talk trivial subjects while moving her attentions to his leg.
Almost before he registered her intent, she redirected her
attention became much more intimate in nature even as her monolog
continued unabated. Mark ignored his best first impulse to push her
away and glanced up at the rear-view mirror. The driver was
watching them more than the road. The pixie leaned against his
shoulder and kissed his ear. Then she licked his neck under his
earlobe and moved around to kiss his eyelids and then his lips and
he felt himself responding to her attention in spite of their
audience. She reminded him of some of the royalty he had known.
Servants were simply part of the furniture.

He returned the kiss while still looking at
the man in the mirror, but when she moved her hand again, he
grabbed her hand with the intention of stopping her. Then, to his
own consternation, he pressed her hand against himself and closed
his eyes. She began to repeat the same process she had executed in
the pecan orchard. Predictably enough, his stomach, the driver and
the locked doors were soon forgotten as she climbed into his lap
and sat facing him with her hands on his shoulders. It was
happening again. And he seemed utterly powerless to stop what he
felt was very, very wrong and this time, he had full control of his
arms, his legs, his hands and his brain, but not his senses.

He rose up slightly and looked over her
shoulder once more. If he couldn’t kill the brute, he could at
least make him miserable some other way. Only one downside
presented itself to his muddled brain: If she was a prostitute and
this man was her pimp, he was going to have an immense bill. He
didn’t think that such a thing would have been something he might
normally do, though he had no idea what he might do, normally or
abnormally.

Mark’s reticence evaporated and he responded
more animatedly to her attentions than previously, by taking a much
more active part. He caught her hair in his hands and pulled her
close, kissing her long and hard, while keeping one eye on the
mirror. The guy looked really pissed. When the man looked again, he
winked at him and then turned his attention fully to the very
energetic Pixie in his lap. It was the least he could do for the
bastard in the front seat. Mark was quite sure that the situation
would change very soon and had no idea what might be waiting for
him at ‘home’. The second episode was over almost as quickly as the
first, but they took up the same subject on the deep black carpet
of the floor in front of the seat. Between the second and the
third, he had a slight bout of guilt when he wondered if he had a
wife and perhaps a dozen children somewhere waiting for him,
wondering what had happened to him. The fridge produced sweet,
white wine to drink. Despite the danger of his predicament and the
uncertainty of his immediate future, he temporarily forgot the ugly
brute and everything else he couldn’t remember.

 



Chapter Two of Twelve

I sink in deep mire, where there is no
standing: I am come into deep waters, where the floods overflow
me.





“Sir Ramsay?” a whisper very close to his ear woke him up with a
start. “We’re home.”

Mark Andrew snapped his eyes open and found
the Pixie on her hands and knees above him. To his astonishment, he
was lying on the thick carpet in the rear of the limousine. A
terrible sense of guilt flooded over him as one of the only
memories he had washed over him. Well, he really couldn’t hold
himself responsible for the first time, could he? And the second
time had been motivated more by revenge than by desire. But the
third time, which had lasted a good bit longer than the first two
had been unmitigated lust. A sin in and of itself.

Another feeling asserted itself immediately
following the guilt. Hunger. It must have been days since he’d
eaten solid food and again he wondered how long he’d been their
‘guest’. Following that unpleasant sensation was fear, then disgust
and then regret. The car was no longer moving and he realized too
late that he had missed any chance he might have had for escape
when the Pixie crawled out of the car leaving their driver pointing
the muzzle of a double-barrel shotgun at a spot between his eyes.
Muggy night air quickly replaced the air-conditioned comfort in the
car with an oppressive heat that matched his mood.

The Pixie stood waiting for him while he
leaned over and tried to look up at the house before stepping out
onto the very uncomfortable white rocks filling the drive in front
of her ‘home’. There was nothing to do but get out. He moved slowly
and groaned loudly, pretending to be suffering from injuries that
had all but disappeared.

“Ow, ouch!” he said in earnest when his sock
feet met the rock drive. He held onto her shoulder and then hopped
over to the cool, green grass growing along the side of the drive.
'Home' was an impressive red brick, colonial mansion with three
floors full floors plus dormers and a wide, snowy white portico
across the center front with wide steps leading down to the drive.
The house was nestled in a jungle of green plants, trees and
flowering shrubbery.

The blond giggled and offered her arm again,
as he stood first on one foot and then the other picking the rocks
from his socks.

"Candy-ass!" Maxie grumbled. He stood
watching disgustedly from a few feet away with his pistol trained
on Mark's midsection.

Mark ignored him and looked up at the house
again. It was disturbing to see wrought-iron bars over all the
windows. He pushed the thoughts this sight caused aside as his
stomach made another feeble attempt to kill him.

“Come on, Mark Andrew; don't pay any
attention to Maxie. He's uncouth.” The Pixie tugged on his arm and
he followed her around the edge of the drive, keeping to the grass
until they reached the brick walk in front of the house.

Inside the foyer, the Pixie turned on the
man.

“You can go,” she told him. “Sir Ramsay will
be fine with me. He’s not going anywhere. Are you?”

She looked at him and he shook his head. What
else could he do?

Maxie rolled his eyes, muttered under his
breath and backed away from them.

She started off toward a corridor that led
under the wide curving staircase and he hurried after her, catching
her arm.

“I don’t even know your name,” he told her
when she stopped.

“You can call me Sister Discretion,” she
laughed at the apparent irony of the name and then dragged him down
the corridor.

Maxie followed at a distance, but had put
away the weapon. Mark tried to watch Maxie when he stopped near the
main staircase. The man unlocked a nondescript door underneath the
stairs and disappeared inside, slamming it loudly behind him. Mark
debated whether to make a break for it.

“This way to the kitchen,” she told him as
they continued on down the hall.

This last announcement made up his mind. He’d
deal with the goon later.

The house appeared deserted and he wondered
where the woman was that she had spoken to on the cell phone from
the car. Everywhere were flower vases full of fresh flowers of
every description color and scent. Silk and satin banners covered
the walls of the corridor, each one brilliantly colored and
decorated with strange symbols and emblems. They entered a huge
butler pantry full of shelves packed with food. He resisted the
urge to grab a bag of potato crisps and tear into them and followed
her through another swinging door into an expansive kitchen fit for
a king. The first stop was a small hand sink on one wall where she
handed him a bottle of soap.

“Here. Better wash up a bit,” she smiled at
him and brushed another bit of grass from his shoulder. “We’re a
mess.” Her exuberant attitude was baffling and he wanted to ask her
why she was so damned happy.

He looked at his bruised wrists and
blood-smeared hands and wondered again what his face looked like.
There was no mirror here and the shiny surfaces gave him only a
vague idea of what he might look like. He took the soap and washed
his hands while listening to her talk about germs and bacteria,
disease and third world countries while trying in vain to see
himself in the reflective surface of the sink fixtures, but his
image was too distorted to make out clearly. When he had washed and
dried his hands, she escorted him to a counter covered with
gleaming pink granite.

He sat on a barstool and watched while she
opened a set of double doors set in the dark, wood-grained
cabinets. The doors revealed a huge refrigerator, stuffed with more
food. He felt his mouth water and his stomach growled persistently
when she came back with an armload of items: sliced roast beef,
cheese, mustard, lettuce, pickles and olives. He picked up the
olive jar and began eating them immediately while she went for
bread and a knife from another cabinet.

She talked incessantly about someone named
Valentino. The roast beef was Valentino’s favorite sandwich and the
Swiss cheese was her favorite. Valentino liked mayonnaise. She
preferred mustard. Valentino liked white bread. She liked wheat.
The olives were gone by the time she had cut two slices from a loaf
of brown bread. He picked up the pickle jar and watched while she
spread the mustard on the bread and then layered it with roast
beef, cheese and lettuce. When she picked up the knife and began to
cut it carefully in half, he shook his head in exasperation and
slid the sandwich across the bar. She began to work on her own
sandwich while still talking. She should not be talking. She should
be quiet!

He wondered vaguely what day of the week it
was and whether he should refrain from eating the meat, but
considered these circumstances more than mitigating as he tore into
the sandwich. Her talking seemed more and more out of order. He
tried to eat and listen to her, but couldn’t manage both at once.
His sandwich was gone before she took the first bite of her skimpy
cheese concoction. He picked up the knife and cut two more pieces
of bread. He looked down at the bread knife in his hand and up at
her as she sat on another of the stools watching him with open
curiosity. It would have been easy to kill her and leave the way he
had come. He had no doubt that he could take the big guy, but
something nagged at the back of his brain. Why was he really here?
He glanced around and decided to wait a bit before making a move.
Besides, he didn’t really want to kill her and he wondered why the
thought had crossed his mind at all. Was he really an assassin?

He turned his attention to the sandwich and
piled on the meat and cheese.

“Wait,” she protested and slid off the stool,
making another trip to the refrigerator.

She brought a pitcher of something light
yellow and a bottle of red wine back to the counter and took down
two glasses.

No drinking at the table. No talking at the
table. He caught her arm and shook his head while biting into the
second sandwich.

“Oh, I forgot.” She put one hand over her
mouth. “No drinking with the food, right?”

He nodded and then shook his head.

“Oh, right,” she giggled. “No talking
either.”

It was not a laughing matter. Of all the
things he could not remember, why was this so important?

She waited patiently with a look of amusement
in her eyes as he ate yet another sandwich just as big as the first
two. When the last bite was gone, she slid off the stool and took
his hand. He was beautiful even with blood all over his face. His
eyes were deep blue with long black lashes and though his hair was
tangled and full of debris from the pecan grove, it was silky and
shiny black. Certainly Cecile had been right. He was much better
looking than Anthony although several years older. Furthermore, he
didn’t seem to be overly aggressive, but almost shy. It was
incredible to think that he actually seemed more afraid of her than
Maxie.

He grabbed the bottle of wine and followed
her again to a smaller set of stairs leading up from the kitchen.
When they were on the staircase, she started talking again. He
turned up the bottle and drank half of it. It was not very good.
Too dry for his tastes, but it was wet. Dry. Wet. Hot. Cold. And
so, hot as well as cold, dry as well as moist, before all other
medicines of Physicians. Fire. Air. Water. Earth. Ignus. Ayer.
Aqua. Terra. He shook his head as these strange words drifted into
his mind from somewhere in his past.

“Valentino has tried to teach me about you
guys,” she told him. “I just forgot about the eating thing. You’ll
have to forgive me, but it doesn’t matter anyway. I won't tell. It
just doesn’t make sense to me. I get some of my best thoughts
during meals. How can I let them slip away? If I don't say them out
loud, I'll forget them.”

Templars again. She was insane. She was
hallucinating or delusional. The thought occurred to him again that
they must have had him confused with someone else. It was the only
logical explanation. Perhaps he had wrecked his car and these two
nuts had found him in the ditch? He had seen it in the movies.
Christopher had insisted. Christopher. Christopher?

“She told me all about the battles,” she said
as she led him along the upstairs hall. “It must have been awful.
Were you at the battle of the Horns of Hattin?”

He caught her arm and spun her around. “What
do you know of Hattin?”

“Nothing!”

She looked up at him in surprise. The mention
of the ancient battle confused and confounded him. He could smell
the burning brushfires and hear the screams of the soldiers as the
enemy charged up the hillside, killing and hacking everything and
everyone to bits, even the horses. “She just told me that it was
horrible. No survivors. The infidels killed everyone.”

“Not true,” he objected and shook his head.
“There were survivors.” How did he know?

“Then you were there.” Her face lit up.

“Perhaps. When did it occur?” He asked hoping
to gain another to clue to his identity.

She stopped and frowned fiercely. “Let me
see…. I know. 1187! There. You see. I have been studying you.”

“Did you say eleven eighty-seven?” He asked
as she continued up the stairs.

“Yes. I'm good with numbers usually."

She glanced back at him and he nodded. She
was insane. That would make him…. How old? “Twelfth century, yes,
I’m sure of it.”

“What is today’s date?” he asked her suddenly
and she laughed.

“You must be kidding,” she answered.

“Of course. I’m a regular comedian,” he said
sourly.

He turned up the bottle and finished off the
wine. They stopped in front of a carved oaken door and he was
treated to eye candy for dessert as she unpinned a key from inside
her dress. The room was opulent, like a faery tale and it made a
lovely backdrop for the Pixie. All white and gold, light colored
woods with flowers and ribbons and cherubs painted on the drawers
and tables. The central attraction was a huge canopy bed, hung with
gossamer draperies and littered with gold and white, tasseled
pillows and cushions.

She pulled him past the bed to the far side
of the room where three marble steps led up to an equally
well-appointed bath done in gold and white. She turned on the water
and the Jacuzzi jets in the tub and poured liquids from several
different bottles and jars into the swirling water. The scent of
vanilla and cinnamon filled the room. She went around the room
lighting candles while he stood silently watching her. He had to
get away. She was a witch and he would soon be under her spell
without hope of escape. He had to dispatch the man downstairs,
steal the keys to the car and leave…

All thoughts of Maxie and what he wanted to
do to the man left him when she pulled the dress over her head,
slipped the flimsy wisp of lace that passed for underwear down her
legs and stepped into the tub. He blinked at her in dazed silence.
This was not right. He should not be here. He drew a deep breath at
the sight of her standing before him in the shell-shaped Jacuzzi
like Botticelli’s Venus come to life.

The scene before him wavered and was replaced
by another image. A colorful tiled pool in the middle of a
magnificent room, no, a courtyard, surrounded by billowing
draperies of soft lavender, white and gold. The tiles were covered
with blood and the water in the pool was tinted pink with it. The
body of a man floated face down near the bottom of the pool. The
woman had killed him. She turned to look at him with the murderous
knife still in her hand. Blood, dark crimson, dripped from the
blade to the tiles. Her dark eyes grew wide with fear when they
locked with his. A red haze covered his vision when she threw off
the veil covering the lower half of her face and began to scream.
He drew his dagger from his belt, took a step toward her and fell
up the steps of the Pixie’s bath. She knelt beside him.

“I didn’t realize that you were exhausted.
Why didn’t you tell me?” she asked him and began to undress him
where he lay. His mind reeled from the blow his head had taken on
the tub during the fall. He pressed one hand against his head and
felt a knot already in evidence under his hair. “What you need is a
hot bath and a good night’s rest… a good Knight’s rest. You are a
good Knight, aren’t you?”

He pushed himself up and sat on the steps,
trying to help her as she removed his blood and dirt-stained shirt.
The vision was ridiculous. She was right about the bath. He felt
gritty all over. She was talking again about the very same subjects
as before. Fantasy. She was obsessed with knights and crusaders and
the fairy realm. This time she spoke of nymphs and faeries and
flowers and crowns and love. It was useless to try to follow the
disjointed, one-sided conversation.

The warm water in the tub felt wonderful on
his back where the tree had scourged him, though it stung a bit.
She washed his face while she talked and this was not pleasant at
all as the soap entered the cut. She blew on it as if he were a
child when he winced and then set about washing his hair with her
fragrant shampoo again bringing pain to his newly acquired bump.
Certainly he would be most beautiful when she finished. He closed
his eyes and tried to remember something, anything. Ohhhhh, ahhhh,
my lovely angel, you are most beautiful! A different voice spoke to
him. A soft, sing-song male voice with a decidedly eastern
accent.

Suddenly, he remembered where he was. The
flight had been long and nerve-wracking.

“America!” he said, interrupting her
chatter.

“Yes, of course,” she nodded. “Texas. The
best part. Like a whole other country,” she used a quote from a
popular advertisement of the day. “And you have such a cute accent.
I love that Scottish brogue. How do you do that with your R’s? Let
me see.”

She took his face in her hands and opened his
mouth, peering inside comically. While he was digesting this newest
bit of useful information about where he was and the affirmation of
his nationality, she clamped her mouth over his and kissed him
while simultaneously sliding against him. Her body was silky,
smooth with fragrant oil and felt like heaven pressing against him.
He put his arms around her and they almost sank under the
water.

“Are you stuck on threes or do you count
higher?” she asked when they had righted themselves.

“I can count. I hold a Master’s degree from…
from…” he said, somewhat confused by her question and she cut off
his thoughts with another kiss. “Why?” He finished lamely when she
let him breathe again.

“Can you count to four?” she asked, speaking
directly into his mouth.

He had to push her back to answer. “One, two,
three, four. Why?”

“Good. Let me show you.” She lowered her head
and looked at him from under her brows as she ran one hand down his
chest and his stomach, under the water. She wrapped one arm around
his neck and slipped her silken legs about his waist. “Four is a
significant number.”

“I see,” he had to agree with her though he
felt hopelessly entangled in something he did not understand.

He would think more on it later. She was too
busy showing him the significance of the number four at the moment.
It seemed that he had not had a woman in more years than he cared
to count, but with his almost instant response to her, he could not
imagine why not. Had he been in prison, perhaps? Was he an escaped
convict? Could that explain his seemingly insatiable sexual
appetite? Not to mention his gastronomic appetite. Surely, it would
not explain hers… unless she, too, was an escaped convict. Perhaps
they had escaped from the same prison… or mental hospital. He
almost laughed aloud. Insane asylum, he corrected himself
mentally.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew stood in front of the golden
mirrors above the marble counter, wrapped in a sinfully elegant,
oversized seafoam green towel, looking at his reflection in the
glass. He was shocked to see the stranger looking back at him.
Somehow, though he could not begin to imagine how, he knew that
this was not how he was supposed to look. He couldn’t say how he
should have looked, but this man was a complete and total stranger
to him. Surely even amnesiacs recognized their own reflections. He
remembered how to walk and talk and how to brush his teeth. His
dark, almost black, hair hung was shoulder length, straight and
lustrous. He had no beard, but the need for a shave indicated that
his sojourn with these two crazies had been very brief. His eyes
were so blue they shocked him as they stared back from under dark
eyebrows on either side of his long, straight nose. Blue eyes. Blue
eyes. They did not seem right. His mouth was broad and his lips
were full, but not overly feminine. He smiled at himself and saw a
nice set of white teeth.

Thank God! He hated rotten teeth. And then
wondered where that thought had come from. He had a fair amount of
black hair on his chest that trailed down his stomach and
disappeared under the towel. Overall, he was pleased with his
appearance though somewhat surprised. He felt much, much older than
he looked. With a start, he realized he had no idea just what his
age might have been though he had expected wrinkles or visible
crow’s feet at the very least. He leaned toward the mirror looking
for lines and creases in his face. There were a couple of very
slight lines across his forehead and not more than two or three
crinkles near the outer corners of his eyes. Thirty-five? Forty?
Twenty-nine? Who could tell?

The wound above his eye was not deep and
looked healthy enough after the bath. No sign of infection… yet. It
would heal without being sewn. He shuddered at the thought. Wounds
in the area near the brow bone, no matter how small, usually
produce copious amounts of blood and may or may not leave a scar
depending upon the complexion of the man. His face was either
deeply tanned or he was dark complected. Shouldn't leave a
noticeable scar. This thought came in the form of a sonorous voice
that echoed hollowly in his head, accompanied by a tiny flash of a
scene wherein he sat in a small, stuffy indoor amphitheater,
watching an old man in a blood-stained apron examine a grotesque
corpse lying on a porcelain table. A doctor? Was he a doctor?

He checked his hands for calluses or other
telltale signs of his occupation and looked closely at the rings
again, but no further memories assaulted him. His hands were
smooth, nails trimmed and clean with the only discernable calluses
in the web of his right hand and palm just below his little finger.
He could find no significant scars, no tattoos, but there was one
very pronounced scar on the right side of his stomach just under
his ribcage. About two inches long and a quarter inch wide. The
skin there was darker and slightly elevated by old scar tissue. It
had the appearance of a knife wound or primitive surgery, perhaps?
But there were no signs of the scars created by the crude stitching
that usually accompanied such surgical wounds. Why primitive?
Whatever had caused it must have been painful.

‘Save me, O God; for the waters are come in
unto my soul.’ The scriptural passage just seemed to pop into his
head from nowhere along with a vision of black water and a
yellow-eyed rat. He stepped back from the mirror instinctively and
the vision disappeared.

When his head cleared, he tried to look at
his back and the Pixie came at once to his aid, checking him
over.

“It’s going to be all right, Mark Andrew,”
she told him as she ran her hands over his back. “There are only a
few scratches. That was very mean of Maxie to do that, but we
didn’t know how you would react when you woke up. I didn’t know he
was going to tie the ropes so tight. And I've reported his actions
to Valentino. He shouldn't have hit you or kicked you.”

He turned suddenly, grabbed her by her upper
arms and looked into her bright blue eyes. He felt as if he should
be able to read her mind somehow, but he saw only surprise in her
eyes at the rough treatment.

“Why am I here? What do you want from me?” he
asked her angrily. “You have to tell me. You didn’t bring me here
to decorate your boudoir.”

“I didn’t bring you here, Mark Andrew,” she
told him. “You brought yourself here.”

“I don’t understand. That’s not how I
remember it.” He let go of her and shook his head. “I didn’t tie
myself up and then drive myself here at gun point. Your ugly friend
did that.”

“Valentino wants you here,” she told him.
“Valentino wants to ask you some questions, that’s all.”

“What kind of questions? Who is Valentino?”
he asked and went in search of his clothes. She hurried after
him.

“About the key and about your brothers,” she
told him. “Remember? Your eleven brothers?”

“I dunna ’ave a key and I dunna ’ave eleven
brothers, Madame,” he grumbled as he pulled on his pants and
grabbed his shirt. “I need t’ be goin’.” His suddenly pronounced
brogue shocked his ears as much as his eye color had shocked his
senses earlier. None of this was right.

“Where are you going?” She asked him. “Maxie
won’t let you leave.”

“Let ’im do ’is warst, lady,” he told her and
went to the door bare-footed. “I canna stay ’ere. Ye’re wastin’ my
toime and toime is precious.”

“You don’t have a choice.”

She began to cry and he stopped to look at
her in surprise.

“You can’t leave! You have to stay. Maxie
might shoot you and Valentino will be mad at me for it. She’ll
blame it all on me.”

“I don’t know any Valentino other than Rudy
and he’s dead,” he told her, trying to resume a more civilized
tone. “For that matter, I don’t know you either.”

“But…” she sobbed in her hands and fell
sitting on the bed. He went back and pulled her hands from her
face.

“Please don’t cry, lassie.” He bent to look
in her eyes and felt the electric charge of attraction when she met
his gaze. Her eyes were beautiful even full of tears. He would have
to pray mightily for forgiveness if he ever got back to… back to…
“For God’s sake, tell me your name, lass. I can never ask God to
forgive us if I can’t even tell Him your name.”

“Merry. Meredith,” she said tearfully.

“All right then, Meredith. I’m going to pray
for you when I get home and I’ll never forget you, I promise, but
you must understand the concept of kidnapping? You and your big,
ugly friend have kidnapped me and brought me here against my will.
That is a crime in every country in the world. If you will let me
go now, I promise not to say a word about it to anyone other than
my priest. Thank you for the beef and the wine and the… bath. Now
let me go peacefully.”

“And what about you? Kidnapping is a crime,
sure, but what about intent to commit murder? You came here to kill
Anthony. What about that little detail?” she asked. Her tone had
gone from bewilderment to indignation.

“I don’t know what you are talking about. You
have me confused with someone else. I don’t know this Valentino and
I have no idea who Anthony is.”

“And where are you going to go without
shoes?” She asked and looked down at his feet. “You don’t even have
shoes. You’ll cut your feet.”

He looked down at his feet, remembering the
pecan shells and rocks in the drive. Now she sounded like a
concerned nursemaid. He sighed in defeat and headed for the door
only to have her drag him back, covering his face with desperate
kisses and more tears.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Maxie had watched the entire scene play out
on the monitors in the security office under the stairs. Merry was
a fool. A lovely fool, but a fool, none-the-less, but he was not
complaining. It had almost been as good for him as it had been for
the dipshit. Better than renting a video and just one of many perks
he enjoyed as part of his job, though he doubted that Miss
Valentino would approve of the monitor he had installed in Merry’s
bedroom and the fact that he’d had to borrow it from the verandah.
Now, the dipshit thought he was just going to waltz out the door
and leave Miss Priss crying, not to mention, leave him in deep
trouble with Valentino, if she came home and found the over-sexed
Scot gone. How grand it must feel to have a woman as beautiful and
rich as Miss Sinclair begging for more!

He picked up the shotgun and checked to make
sure it was loaded before locking the door of the monitor room
behind him. On the way upstairs, wondered what Valentino would say
if she knew her ‘little girl’ had banged the guy four times in the
past three hours. He knew who this guy was supposed to be, but
sometimes Valentino’s bullshit was just too crazy for him.
Immortal! Bullshit! There was no way this idiot was going to get
past the shotgun. No matter what Valentino had told him. He rounded
the stairs and headed up toward Merry’s room.

He loved his job. Where else could he have
gotten such first rate live show and be paid to watch it? And the
guy wasn’t bad looking either. A hell of lot better than that
little wimp, Anthony, had been. Merry hadn’t even gotten to first
base with that little faggot. It didn’t matter that Valentino’s
ditzy blond bitch teased him mercilessly; at least she paid
attention to him. That was all he needed to make him happy. When
they were tired of playing with this one, he might have a chance at
him as well, but that would remain to be seen.

He waited in the hall for Ramsay to come out.
He didn’t have long to wait. Ramsay opened the door and stepped
into the hall as if he owned the place. He didn’t pause until Maxie
pushed himself away from the wall and stepped in front of him.
Ramsay looked him dead in the eyes, causing him to shudder in spite
of the shotgun between them. Maxie could hear Merry sobbing inside
the bedroom.

“Now why’d you want to go and hurt her
feelings like that, dipshit?” He asked and prodded him in the
stomach with the barrel of the gun. “That ain’t very nice.”

“Step aside, sir, or I will be forced to kill
you. Not that I wouldn’t enjoy it, I am simply in a hurry, but I
believe God would understand if you press the point,” Ramsay said
coldly and lowered his head slightly.

Maxie’s laugh died in his throat as the Scot
made his play for the weapon, disarming him before he had time to
register what had happened. The gun was simply in Ramsay’s hands
with the barrels pointed directly at his face. Maxie swallowed hard
and took a step backwards, looking at him in dismay. Mark smiled
wickedly at him and pulled back one of the hammers. The blood
drained from Maxie’s face as the trigger clicked into place.

“Back!” Marked ordered him with a slight jerk
of the barrel.

“Please be careful with that, sir,” Maxie
took a step backwards. “That’s a hair trigger, Mister. I filed it
myself.”

“Back!” Mark repeated the gesture and Maxie
complied until he bumped into the railing and stopped.

“Turn around,” Mark told him and moved
carefully toward the stairs, trying to keep his eyes on the man,
the doors along the balcony overlooking the foyer and the stairs
leading from the third floor at the same time.

Maxie turned around slowly and grasped the
railing for support as his knees turned to water.

“Now jump,” Mark told him and took two steps
forward toward him.

“You can’t be serious!” Maxie moaned and Mark
jabbed him in the back with the shotgun. “It’ll kill me!”

“Jump or your brains will precede you down,”
Mark repeated the order and Maxie heard the other trigger click
into place and felt the cold metal against the back of his
head.

Maxie was crying as he lifted one foot and
placed it atop the railing. His bladder let go and Mark rolled his
eyes in disgust.

"Get on with it!" he growled and the man
whimpered in fear.

The bedroom door behind him suddenly burst
open and the Pixie rushed blindly onto the balcony, shouting at
Maxie not to shoot Mark Andrew. She ran directly into Mark’s back
in her panic, causing him to stumble forward. The gun rammed into
Maxie's back, knocking it loose from Mark's grasp before he went
down on one knee to catch his balance. Maxie screeched as the
shotgun’s butt struck the floor and both barrels discharged into
the ceiling, barely missing his head. Mark Andrew cursed, Merry
screamed and the shotgun clattered away across the marble
floor.

The big man stopped screeching, turned around
and opened her eyes and saw his chance. He tackled Mark before he
could get up again; grabbing two handfuls of the long, black hair.
The bigger man put his weight into the desperate move and cracked
Mark Andrew’s head against the base of a marble pedestal. The
Knight grabbed his head with both hands and tried to get up, but
darkness overwhelmed him and he was out cold.

Maxie struggled to his feet, picked up the
shotgun and smirked down at Merry, who sat crying beside her fallen
Knight as flakes of plaster floated down from the ceiling like
falling snowflakes.

“Thanks for the help,” he told her and
laughed.


Chapter Three of Twelve

O God, thou knowest my foolishness; and my
sins are not hid from thee.





Mark Andrew Ramsay awoke thankfully enough knowing who he was, but
unappreciative of the one errant ray of sunshine, which had found a
home directly in his eyes. When he tried to move, pain radiated
from a spot on the top of his head.

Voices… subdued, angry voices had awakened
him from a nightmare wherein he was starving in a dark place made
of stone, dank, oppressive. He had been chasing rats with his
dagger. Fortunately, he hadn't caught any of them. A distinctive
relief since he knew that he was planning to eat one of them. The
dream’s disturbing horror faded gradually, but as his vision
cleared, he was dismayed to find that he was, once again tied in a
very bad position. He could see that his wrists were rather
sloppily bound with tasseled satin ropes. At least he could
remember where he was and why his head was hurting, though he could
not imagine when or how he might have allowed himself to be tied to
Merry’s bedposts. The pains of hunger had returned rivaling those
in his head. The persistent sunbeam precluded further forays in the
direction of the voices, threatening to blind him if he insisted.
He closed his eyes, lay still and concentrated on the word.

The Pixie’s voice he recognized. She was
apparently near the windows speaking to a second woman somewhere
else in the room, possibly near the door. His clothes were gone
again, though he didn’t remember taking them off a second time.
Only a feather light comforter of smooth satin covered him
partially. He moved his leg and the smooth fabric slipped several
inches to the right. Not a good idea. He relaxed again and
listened.

“I did not!” Merry was saying.

“That’s not what Maxie told me,” the other
said angrily.

“Maxie is a pervert!” Merry objected
indignantly.”

“He’s in your bed, Merry, just like Maxie
said he was.”

“He was hurt, Cecile,” Merry explained
unconvincingly. “Maxie caused him to bang his head. Maybe even gave
him a concussion or something. He’s a sadistic bastard. Maxie
wanted to kill him and he was going to shoot him. Right there in
the hall. Murder him. Did he tell you that?”

“You’re lying, Merry. You always lie. If I
didn’t love you so much, I would send you packing. Maxie is not a
murderer. He was just doing his job. I told him to watch him. He’s
dangerous. I told you that. And you let him loose in the house. How
could you be so irresponsible?”

“I am not lying. Maxie wanted to kill him and
leave him in the ditch even before we brought him home,” the Pixie
began to cry. “I slept on the couch. You can see that he takes up
the whole bed! For Pete’s sake, how could I have slept with him
like that? You’re being stupid.”

“Yeah, right. I’m always the stupid one, huh?
Then why did you bolt the door?”

“I was afraid of Maxie. You know I’m afraid
of him. I asked you not to leave me here at night with him! How
many times have I asked you not to leave me with him? I always lock
my door. Get rid of him, Cecile, puh-lease? I hate him. We can find
another guard. One with better manners and one… who looks better,
too.”

“Listen to you! A nice guard. A pretty guard.
Meredith Nichole, I swear, what would a nice, pretty guard do for
us?” There was a brief silence and the sound of someone walking
around the room. “You gave him a bath,” he could hear the one
called Cecile moving around the room. Her voice kept changing
directions as she poked about, looking for something. What?

“He was… he needed a bath. You know how hot
it was yesterday. Maxie tied him to a tree,” the Pixie’s tone
changed and she sniffed loudly. “I couldn’t let him sleep in my bed
like that. All sweaty and everything. I wanted him to be
presentable for you. I did it for you. And where were you all
night? Why didn’t you come home?”

“I had urgent business in town. Now, Merry,
don’t cry,” the second voice softened a bit. “You know I can’t
stand that. As long as you didn’t do anything you… or I… will
regret. I’m just looking out for your welfare, Merry, that’s all.
And we have the ceremony coming up. You know how important your
role is.”

Muffled sobs and more sniffles followed.

“Go downstairs. Check on breakfast and bring
me some chocolate. OK? I’ll watch over him for a while. You take a
break, sweetie.”

The door opened and closed again. His only
ally, if she could be called that, was gone.

Faint footsteps muffled by deep carpeting,
drew near the bed. The owner of the other voice, which he presumed
to be the infamous Valentino, picked up one corner the comforter
and he tried not to hold his breath as she looked him over. The
cover dropped back over him.

“Mr. Ramsay?” The voice was all business now.
He waited, pretending to be asleep a bit longer, just to be
convincing.

“Mr. Ramsay!” The voice was more insistent.
“Wake up.” She bumped the bed with her knee.

He opened one eye. The sunlight had moved out
of his eyes, but his mouth was so dry, he doubted he could make a
sound.

“You cannot stay in this bed, sir,” she told
him.

He raised his head slightly, opened his other
eye and looked at the knotted cords on his wrists before focusing
on her face. She was surprisingly enough, quite lovely in her own
right, though completely opposite the Pixie.

“I have another room for you,” she
continued.

Her black eyes glittered, calculating and
cold. She had an olive complexion and short, very dark hair. She
appeared to be dressed in some sort of ceremonial garb with a broad
red ribbon embroidered with two turtle doves in a heart-shaped
wreath draped over one shoulder and fastened at the waist. . A
garland of baby yellow roses adorned her hair.

“I have waited a long time for you,” she told
him with an appraising glance that made him feel very exposed. “You
look better than I expected, but where is your beard? I though you
guys prided yourselves on your beards?” She chuckled softly and the
sound of it made him shudder inwardly.

He made no response to her remarks and
questions. She seemed irreverent. But what did that make him? Some
kind of priest? It seemed that he thought of everything in terms of
sin and religion.

“I have been searching for your people for a
long, long time. Of course I’ve found plenty of pretenders… here
and there,” she sounded almost tired as she curled onto the far end
of the bed and leaned against the bedpost. “I don’t intend to have
my quest spoiled by misbehavior on your part or Merry's, for that
matter. You will have to forgive her ignorance. She doesn’t really
understand what you are and I want to thank you for not hurting
her. I'm sorry that Maxie treated you… less than hospitable. He
gets a bit over zealous at times.”

Mark Andrew still could not bring himself to
speak with her. There was something very dangerous about her and
silence seemed to be the best course of action.

She smiled when he raised his head to look at
her. “But Merry is a very desirable specimen, isn’t she? You would
do yourself a great favor to avoid any future contacts with her
without my permission. If things go well… who knows? But for now,
won’t you do us both a favor now and tell me where your Master is.
I just want to talk to him.”

He had no idea what she was talking about.
When he made no answer, she got up and leaned over him. He could
smell her faint perfume mingled the lingering aroma of wine on her
breath. She looked into his eyes as if trying to physically find
the answers to her questions there. When he turned his face away
from her, she pressed the fresh cut above his eye with two fingers
and new pain shot through his head.

“I do not like to be ignored, Mr. Ramsay. Do
you understand me?"

He nodded briefly, but did not look at
her.

“Good.”

She ran her fingers down his face before
straightening up again. He cast a wary glance at her and saw her
contemplating the blood on her fingertips. She had re-opened the
wound that Maxie had inflicted on him in the orchard. She held her
fingers under her nose and sniffed the blood before wiping her
fingers on his chest with a smile. “Maxie will take you up to your
room. I will see you again at breakfast.”

She took hold of his right hand, twisting it
around painfully to look at the ring on his finger. He watched her
carefully, trying to judge the depths of her particular brand of
insanity. She nodded and let go of his hand.

“Do not try to speak to the servants. I have
told them that you are here on a religious retreat,” she told him
and laughed. “I told them that you might try to cast the evil eye
on them. Illegal immigrants. You gotta love them. Maxie is in
charge of security. He runs things from that end. Do not provoke
him, Mr. Ramsay. These people belong to me. All of them, including
Merry. I trust you will behave yourself like a good monk.”

With that last warning, she left him alone to
wait on the inestimable security ‘expert’. He passed the time
trying to wriggle his hands free, but the cords only tightened
under his efforts. The man arrived promptly and with his usual
gentle grace, yanked the cords loose from his wrists and then
helped him from the bed onto the floor. It seemed to amuse him
greatly to see the fresh blood on his head and no clothes on his
body. He laughed and kicked Mark’s clothes across the floor to him
and then waited and watched him with an annoying smirk on his ugly
face while he dressed. Instead of the shotgun he waved a
nickel-plated 9 mm pistol.

“After you, dipshit," he said as he opened
the door for Mark and stepped back.

The servants’ quarters were on the third
floor, Maxie told him as they ascended the service staircase. His
'room' was one of the dormer rooms on the fourth floor. Maxie
occupied a room on the fourth floor as well. A comforting thought.
The rather cramped bedroom had darkly finished furnishings and
heavy bars on the window. It was not bad for a prison cell as cells
went. He had seen worse… somewhere. When had he been in prison?
Where?

A black leather bag lay on the bed. His? He
did not recognize it. Maxie seized the opportunity to give him one
last vicious shove that sent him sprawling across a chair in front
of a small writing desk. He righted himself and turned, ready to
attack the man in spite of the gun, but Maxie took no chances. The
man backed out of the door and caught the doorknob in his free
hand.

“I suggest you get cleaned up,” he said as he
closed the door. “Miss Valentino is expecting you for lunch.”

He figured the strange words were perfect.
She probably was expecting him for lunch… as the main course. He
was about to look in the bag when the door opened again. Maxie
stood looking at him. Now what?

“By the way, I just wanted you to know that
she knows what happened between you and Miss Priss. You didn’t make
a good first impression.”

“And is that supposed to mean something to
me? Should I care to impress a psychotic kidnapper?” Mark asked. “I
don’t really give a damn what you or anyone else here thinks of
me.”

“Well, you should. But I guess you don’t have
any sense,” Maxie shrugged. “You’re one lucky bastard and you’re
too stupid to know it. What fool in his right mind wouldn’t
fantasize about a piece of work like little Miss Merry?” The man
laughed.

Mark frowned in confusion.

Mark looked at him in consternation. “I don’t
think that luck had anything to do with it, but that should be
proof positive that I am not who you think I am, but you, sir, are
a criminal and it is you that a judge will find guilty of a variety
of crimes. I, on the other hand, would be willing to walk out the
door and leave here without filing charges for the sake of Miss
Merry. Does kidnapping mean anything to you? Assault? Armed
robbery? Grand theft auto?”

“I didn’t rob you and I didn’t steal your
damned car. It’s a rental anyway,” Maxie laughed. “But you’re a
good one to be calling me a criminal. You’re supposed to be the
assassin. A cold-blooded murderer. Killed hundreds, thousands to
here Miss Cecile tell it. You don’t look like much to me. Too
pretty to be of much use in a practical sense. The world would call
me a hero if I killed you right now. And just because my employer
is a bit… weird, doesn’t mean I won’t kill you if you try to hurt
her. I know which side my toast is buttered on so to speak. You
just need to keep your ancient ass out of Miss Merry’s bed.”

‘Don’t provoke him!’ Mark heard Cecile's only
words of wisdom. The man was trying to goad him.

Maxie raised the pistol. Assassin again. Who
had he killed? When? Only a Hitler or a Caesar could claim such
numbers.

“You’re not supposed to talk to me,” Mark
told him and turned his attention to the bag. “Your Valentino told
me that the servants were not supposed to talk to me. I’m a monk on
retreat, you see.”

“I’m not a servant, dipshit,” Maxie snarled
and backed out of the door again. “I will have my chance at you
sooner or later so don’t get too comfy here. She’ll get tired of
you just like she did the others and then your ass will belong to
me and we’ll get to know each real good before you leave. I’m a
patient man.”

“I’m very glad to hear that we’ll be close,
Mr. ahhh, sir. I like to kiss my victims just before I cut off
their heads,” Mark could not help but antagonize the man a bit, but
wondered why he would say such a thing. Was he as deviant as this
brute? Had he been gay before he lost his memory?

“So I hear,” Maxie laughed and then slammed
the door, obviously unimpressed by the threat.

Barely had the lock turned in the door before
Mark had checked the small, barred windows and the two other doors
in his room. A closet and a tiny bath. A shower and a shave were in
order and he needed to find his socks and shoes if possible. He
definitely needed to make his getaway soon before things got any
crazier.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The black, leather bag provided a good
assortment of clothes, two pairs of shoes and a pair of plain,
rather worn, black boots, belt and a shaving kit. Almost everything
in the bag was black, including the tee shirts. With a sigh of
relief, he chose a pair of black cargo pants with numerous pockets
and a black, safari-style shirt still in the wrappings from the
cleaners. The bill attached to the wrapping provided no real clue
to his identity, listing only the price he had paid for the
cleaning service arranged by a Marriott hotel in Chicago. Chicago
sounded as foreign to him as Zimbabwe. There was nothing in his
shaving kit that could have been used as a weapon. Disposable
razors, shaving cream, cologne, toothbrush… a rather mundane
assortment that anyone might have carried. No clues whatsoever to
his identity or mission… mission!

Why that word? Assassins would be sent on
missions, wouldn’t they? Perhaps someone had sent him here to kill
the idiot with the shotgun. But the man hardly seemed to have a
brain worthy of attention by… by…. Who would have sent him?
Interpol? Scotland Yard? The Surete? He might be able to get out of
the room with a little work, but first things first. He knew that
he would be going down to lunch. Perhaps a better opportunity would
present itself then.

He took his shower, shaved and dressed in the
clean clothes. While he waited, he inspected his rooms again for
possible weapon equipment. The antique tub was porcelain, on gold
clawed feet. The pedestal sink and mirror above it, offered nothing
useful. He surveyed his situation critically. Perhaps the mirror
frame might be broken and the mirror itself used as a blade… He
would have to do a bit of dismantling if nothing better presented
itself soon. Thinking was becoming a chore, especially when he had
very little to think about outside the last few hours of his life.
He wondered if anyone knew he was missing, if anyone was looking
for him.

While he was searching the interior of the
little closet, a car horn sounded from somewhere below. He had to
climb onto the cramped, velvet lined-bench in the dormer window
sill in order to look down into the driveway. The white limousine
in which he had arrived sat where they had left it. A Jeep was
parked behind it and another car was parked diagonally behind the
Jeep. Black. Gleaming darkly in the sun. A Cadillac el Dorado. His
mind lurched. This was his car!

He recognized it and it was like finding a
long, lost friend. A rental Maxie had said. Not really his, but
perhaps there were papers there. Drivers license or other
documents. Clues to his life. He pressed his forehead against the
glass and watched the activities below with great interest. Two men
were searching the car. Mark felt his temper rise as they ransacked
his personal belongings. One of them took a black case full of CD’s
from the passenger seat and flipped through them. Their shiny
surfaces flashed and sparkled in the sun. Next, they removed a
long, black box from the boot. Valentino came from the house to
join them, carrying a mug in one hand.

Mark slapped the window in frustration. He
could not see She stood by watching as one of them partially opened
the box and allowed her a peek inside. Whatever it was he knew
instinctively that it was the very thing he needed to jog his
memory. She nodded her head vigorously and pointed back toward the
house. The man took the box in the house and Valentino followed
him. The other man continued his search through the car, turning up
nothing more of importance. And what had been in the box? His
machine gun? His sniper rifle? Surely, an assassin would carry some
sort of weapon. Whatever it was, it angered him beyond measure to
see it in their hands. Mark felt like crying in desperation as the
man got into the car and drove it away, out of sight.

Presently, he heard a key in the lock of his
door.

He climbed quickly out of the window seat and
sat on the bed trying to calm down, trying to look bored and
aggravated rather than enraged and desperate. His heart pouned, his
head still hurt and his face burned with residual anger. He hardly
expected to go down to lunch now. She had found something else that
captured her attention. The door opened and the dark-haired woman
entered, still carrying the mug. One of the men from the yard
followed her inside, carrying another black, leather bag that
matched the one on the bed.

“The rest of your clothes,” she announced as
the man dropped the bag. He’d not closed the hasps, nor zippered it
very well. It burst open and spilled his tumbled belongings on the
floor.

Mark said nothing, but raised one eyebrow in
disgust at the man.

“Sorry,” the man mumbled and looked at
Valentino apprehensively. It was quite obvious that he wanted to
get away.

“Very impressive,” Valentino mused as she
kicked at the bag and dragged out a shirt with her toes. “I like
Ralph Lauren myself, but each to his own. At least you have
developed good taste in your old age. I expected Calvin Klein or
maybe Armani for you. Or a kilt or two.”

Mark looked at her without comprehension at
first and then noticed the little symbol on the over-sized
tee-shirt she wore over a pair of striped shorts. She was talking
about fashion while he was having a heart attack. He picked up a
tan shooter’s shirt and held it up. The label said Tag Safari.
Safari? He knew it was a shooter’s shirt. It had quilted pads on
both shoulders. Was he a hunter of exotic game perhaps?

“I’m flattered. I must have missed a turn in
Timbuktu, no doubt. I hope you found my car keys as well?”

"I found something much more interesting than
that, Mr. Ramsay," she said and then held up one of his CD's. The
Scottish singer Loreena McKinnitt’s The Book of Secrets lay on top.
“How quaint. Scottish folk music? No acid rock. No raging
punk?”

“My apologies, Chevalier Ramsay, for his
clumsiness," she smiled down at his clothes. "They don't work for
me. Mechanics from town. You know, your accent reminds of Sean
Connery. I really liked him in the Name of the Rose. Have you seen
it? It’s about Bernard Gui, the famous Inquisitor, and his
investigation of some mysterious murders at a monastery somewhere
in France or something. Anyway it should have been right up your
alley. He’s the one who decided that the Cathars were heretics in
the fourteen century. You must remember him. I understand that the
Cathars were of special interest to the Templars?”

“Who decided they were heretics? Bernard Gui
or Sean Connery?” he asked and her smile faded.

Mark felt insulted, incensed and infuriated
by the woman. She was again insinuating that he was several hundred
years old again. He remembered Gui alright, but not personally. He
ignored her and began to pick up his clothes[, smoothing and
folding them carefully as if he hadn’t another care in the world.
There was a bit more color here. A brown jacket, another white
shirt, some ties and dark brown slacks. He tried to ignore her and
the idiot with the shotgun behind her in the hall.

“Fastidious, aren’t we?” She asked after a
moment. “I see your eye is better.”

He nodded, but did not look at her. It seemed
completely proper not to look at her. She was trouble in every
sense of the word.

"You know why you are here,” she stated.

“I do not,” he contradicted her.

“You are Chevalier Mark Andrew Ramsay, Knight
of Death,” she told him. “Master of the Key of Death. Order of the
Red Cross. Templar. Poor Knight of Christ? Ring a bell?”

“You have me confused. I am not a
bell-ringer,” he said simply, still avoiding her eyes.

“I am not ignorant of your identity and your
humor leaves something to be desired.”

“I have no brothers,” he said again and a
pang of sorrow struck him from out of the blue.

“I am particularly interested in your Grand
Master, the Knight of the Temple, in charge of the Council of
Twelve, Sir Edgard d’Brouchart.”

Mark froze momentarily at the mention of the
name. The Grand Master. He saw him in his mind: a fierce, strong
man, though somewhat short of stature, fair of countenance, with
long, locks of curly red hair and deceptively mischievous blue
eyes. He continued folding his clothes. The image put fear into his
heart as nothing he could have imagined until that point. Even the
dreaded Maxie seemed to pale in comparison to the man she had
mentioned.

“You have me confused with someone else,” he
reiterated almost rotely. “My name is… John. John Larmenius.
Period. End of story,” he lied and waved one hand in dismissal.
“These elegant titles and mysterious words mean nothing to me. I
suggest that you release me and I will continue on with my
business.” Perhaps he had killed Mark Ramsay and stolen his car and
his belongings and then they had mistaken him for this fellow,
Ramsay. “How do you know that I didn’t kill this Ramsay fellow and
now you think that I am your man?”

She laughed at his suggestions and he was
surprised to hear it. He watched her from the corner of his eye.
She held the cup under her nose and smelled the contents again and
again without tasting it.

“My name is Cecile Maria Valentino,
Chevalier,” she announced after a moment. “I am the Grand Master of
the Rose Cross.”

“Grand Master?” He finally turned to look at
her directly. “Don’t you mean mistress or matron?”

“That, too,” she told him. “Whatever the
title, I am in charge here.”

“Then Chevalier is not your family name?” He
asked, attempting to aggravate her. “A title then?”

“Of course,” she looked at him as if he were
stupid. “Chevaliers and Chevalieres. Don’t play with me, Mr.
Ramsay. You know it is a title. You are a Chevalier yourself. A
Knight of the Order. You are trying to mock me because you think
women don’t belong in chivalric orders. You have worn that title
for countless years and you think that women are nothing more than
vessels for your seed.”

“Countless years,” he repeated the words and
went back to his work. “Do I appear so old to you? Vessels for my
seed? Do I look like a fucking farmer? Your language is a bit
strange.”

“Appearances are not what they seem,” she
shrugged and smelled the cocoa again. “I am really surprised to see
that you have been able to maintain your looks so well. As I said,
I had expected less. But do not take my position lightly. I
consider myself a worthy opponent in all things.”

“All things?” He asked wondering what the
hell she was talking about. “How in the name of St. John are you my
opponent?”

“There! You see? Who else but a Knight of
Christ would say ‘in the name of St. John’? You don’t hold all the
secrets, Sir Ramsay. Perhaps I’ll bargain for your Key as well. It
could be very useful in the long run. I might find myself
surrounded by people I would rather not be associated with…
forever.”

“You would become an assassin then, if the
need arose?” He needed to know more about this particular subject.
He had to assume that she was insane, but she might know something
useful. “You are doing quite well now assassinating me by way of
starvation. You really need to let me go before something terrible
happens to you and your household.”

“Finally a threat,” she smiled. “Perhaps you
do have a temper after all.”

She headed for the door and he resisted the
urge to attack her physically. He reached for his dagger, but
remembered he had none. These sudden urges to kill and destroy
bothered him immensely. There must be some truth in what they were
saying. It was hard to accept, but the instinct to kill was
hovering just below the surface.

“Wait!” He called to her before she closed
the door. She turned back to him with renewed interest. “What is it
you want? Are you planning to keep me locked here forever?”

“You know what I want,” she told him. “I want
an audience with d’Brouchart and I want your Key.”

“Of course, I forgot,” he nodded. He could
give neither, even if he wanted to.

“Of course,” she repeated

When she was gone, Mark Andrew finished
folding his clothes and stored them away in the bags before
stashing them under the bed, hoping to make a good getaway soon. If
he was lucky, he could take his belongings with him, if not, he’d
leave them. There was nothing of any real value in the bags. He
stretched out on the bed and stared up at the trim on the wall
paper around the room. It was covered with French fleur-de-lys
designs in blue and white.

How many times had he seen that very same
emblem adorning the shields of the Frankish Knights when he had
served under William of Chartres during the fifth crusade?
Fleur-de-lys. Named after flowers. Entirely wrong. The emblem
represented water. The sea and the men from beyond the sea… He sat
up suddenly, but any further memory fled before his distraught
eyes. He lay back again, ignoring the rumblings in his stomach and
relaxed, breathing deeply, forcefully calming his mind. Images
crawled in black and white, reversed like film negatives across the
backs of his eyelids.

Rats! Rats! And more rats! Hundreds of big,
lazy rats crawling over heaps of dead bodies. Smoke and dust.
Screams and blood. And the incredible smell of rotting flesh. He
sat up again and looked around the comfortable room in terror. He
had fallen asleep. Where did these images come from? He closed his
eyes, took a deep breath and a wild-eyed man wearing a turban and
wielding an ugly curved sword screamed at him and charged. He
tumbled from the bed and stood up before he was entirely awake
slapping his side for his sword and felt his head swim at the
sudden movement. These images were not American and neither were
they Scottish. They were old. Very foreign.

Scotland. The cool, crisp nights and bright,
warm days of late spring in the borderlands. There was no place on
earth like Scotland.

Home! Scotland was home. The woman was right.
He was from Scotland. Of that, he had no doubt as dozens of
landscapes flitted through his mind. His thoughts were interrupted
as he realized someone was unlocking his door… again. Didn’t these
people ever knock?

He waited apprehensively as the door swung
open slowly and then a great sense of relief washed over him as his
Pixie let herself inside the room and closed the door quickly. She
smiled at him impishly.

“I had to see if you were all right,” she
told him and quickly crossed the room to where he stood. She
wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest.
He instinctively put his arms around her and she turned her back to
him, covering his arms with hers. The sweet scent of her curls
tickled his nose. She looked down and tapped the ring on his pinkie
finger

“I-A… A-T,” she read the letters aloud. “The
four elements.”

“What?” he frowned down at the top of her
head.

“The four elements,” she said softly and
turned her face toward him, kissing his jaw. “Fire, water, air and
earth. The symbols of the alchemist. Are you all right? Maxie told
me you were bleeding again.”

“Shhh,” Mark hushed her and placed one hand
lightly over her mouth. Did she never run out of words? “How is
that you can trust me so completely when you hardly know me?” he
asked. “Aren’t you afraid to be here with me?”

She nodded and pulled his hand away. “Of
course, I’m afraid. I'm afraid of what you might think of me. A
true and honorable Chevaliere would die before dishonoring a weaker
fellow. And this attraction I feel for you is hard to ignore.”

“A weaker fellow?” His frown deepened. “Are
you referring to me? I would never dishonor you. What we did… I
mean, what I did… what you did… it was… it was…” He had no idea
what to say to her. He didn’t even know her last name. “Forgive me
if I took advantage of you somehow. I thought you…”

“I was talking about me… dishonoring you,”
she giggled. “I know that I caused you to break your vows and I
suppose I should ask your forgiveness, but I believe that you
enjoyed it. Didn’t you?”

“Do you think you need to protect me? My
honor?” he asked incredulously and turned her abruptly about
face.

“If I can,” her smile faded. “But I do owe my
allegiance to Sir Valentino first and the Order of the Rose.
However, I still owe you some measure of security since you are my
responsibility and to that end I will do my best to help you
through this in whatever small way I can.”

Mark placed one hand over his eyes and shook
his head. This was all very confusing.

“Who is Sir Valentino?” he asked after a
moment. “Help me through what?”

“Sir Valentino, I meant Chevaliere Valentino.
You know her. You were just talking with her,” Merry sighed as if
she were talking to a stubborn child. “Cecile?”

“She is not a sir!” he told her. “And you are
very confusing.”

“She is whatever she wants to be. Besides,
the title that corresponds to Sir is Dame and I find that a rather
demeaning address,” Merry shrugged slightly and snuggled closer to
him. “Sometimes she is a sir and sometimes not. It depends on the
occasion. Today she is in the sir mood. But tell me, is there
anything you need?” She looked at him with an expression that did
not seem as innocent as before.

“I need to get away from here,” he said in
earnest. “Will you help me?”

“I can’t do that.” She looked disappointed.
“And, besides, it would break my heart.”

“Oh, please!” he said, pushign her away in
disbelief. This had gone far enough. “You can’t be serious. You
don’t even know me. You call me an assassin. An assassin is a
murderer. A criminal.”

“I know you well enough,” she sniffed and he
thought she was going to cry again. “I’ve already decided.”

“Decided what?!”

He felt his anger rising suddenly as he took
her by the shoulders. Her eyes sparkled with renewed amusement and
the tears, if there had been any in the offing, evaporated.

“That when she is finished with you. When she
gets what she wants, I will keep you for myself.”

“That’s ridiculous,” Mark repressed the urge
to shout at her as well as the terrible desire to strike her to the
floor. To fall on her and take her by force then and there. To show
her who needed to be protected from whom. He raised one hand, but
instead of striking her, he held it out between them as if warding
off the devil, himself, and backed away from her.

Was he a rapist as well as a murderer? It
couldn’t be true. ‘The company of women is a dangerous thing.’ The
words from somewhere long ago rang in his head. He turned his back
on her, crossed himself in the Catholic manner and went back to the
bed. Falling to his knees, he buried his head under his hands and
began to pray into the mattress. Another scripture came unbidden to
his mind. “I sink in deep mire, where there is no standing: I am
come into deep waters, where the floods overflow me.”

When he had finished his prayer, he peeked
back at her from under his hands, hoping not to see her. But she
was still leaning against the dresser with her arms folded across
her stomach watching him. He closed his eyes quickly, crossed
himself again, folded his hands on the bed in front of him and
began to repeat the Rosary. The only prayer he could think of at
the moment.

“In the name of the Unknown Father, in Truth,
Mother of all, in union and redemption and sharing of the powers,
peace to all on whom this name reposes,” he spoke very rapidly. “I
acknowledge one great invisible God, unrevealable, unmarked,
ageless and…”

“Don’t worry. There is no need to panic,” she
interrupted the Creed. “I will do all I can to protect you. I won’t
let her give you to Maxie like she threatened. This time we’ll do
it my way or not at all. I do have some influence, you know. I have
the right. I am named the Holder. What is that you are reciting
anyway? Is it a prayer? I’ve never heard it before.”

Mark Andrew got up and sat on the bed. It was
no use. He could not pray her away, nor could he pray himself out
the situation in which he presently found himself. If Lucio
Dambretti was right, then everything was the Will of God. Lucio!
His friend. His… brother. He did have a brother. An Italian
brother? How could a Scot have an Italian brother? He dropped his
head in his hands and she came to sit beside him.

“The Rosary,” he snapped a belated answer to
her question and got up quickly, leaving her sitting on the
bed.

“That’s not the Rosary. I know the Rosary,”
she objected.

“You see?” He slapped one hand against his
forehead. “You think you know everything and you don’t know
anything about me.” He put his other hand on his hip and turned
around in the center of the room in frustration. “Hell! I don’t
even know anything about me. Of course it’s the Rosary. You’re just
trying to make me think I’m crazy.”

“Well, whatever. You don’t have anything to
worry about. I brought you here,” she continued in her soothing
voice, misinterpreting his stress as concern for his safety rather
than his problem with her proximity. Did she not know how close she
had come to being very badly used and violated? “Ultimately, only I
can send you away or give you up for the ceremonial sacrifice. When
the time comes, I will choose neither. It is not unheard of.”

“It is to me,” he sighed and looked up at the
ceiling. “You’ve been brain-washed. I need to take you away from
here. It is the least I can do for you after taking your virginity.
Just don’t expect anything more than that.”

“My virginity? How did you know?” Her crystal
eyes widened. “I read before that men could tell. I mean, men with
experience with such things could tell if the lady was a virgin.
Well, I guess you would have lot of experience, but I’m
embarrassing you.” She stopped and he stared at her in
disbelief.

“But don’t be silly,” she said and got up and
wrapped her arms around his waist, snuggling close to him again. He
suddenly felt very tired. “I know what’s wrong with you. You
haven’t had breakfast or lunch. You’ll feel better after you eat.
And you must tell me how you knew that I was a virgin. Under the
circumstances, I didn’t think you’d notice.”

“Thank you for noticing my starvation,” he
sighed. “I guess they forgot about me. I was supposed to have
breakfast with your… Sir Valentino.”

The thought of food cheered him in spite of
everything else. He hugged her briefly and then pushed her away as
guilt washed over him. She wore another of the lightweight
sundresses and he could almost see completely through the
delicately flowered material. Another thought threatened to
overshadow his hunger. She had the key to the door in her pocket. A
tiny, pleated pocket just under her left breast. He could see both
the key and her naked breast through the thin fabric. He could have
taken it from her. He could have taken a great deal more from her
than the key, but she was the only friendly face in the place even
if she were totally insane. It was information he needed, much more
than food and certainly not intimate relations with a woman at the
moment.

“It’s almost noon,” he said suddenly. “Could
we skip breakfast and go straight to lunch?”

“Sure,” she agreed and squeezed his hand
before turning toward the door. “I’ll make sure they send up
something… lots of something.”

“This Order of the Rose… how many members do
you have?” he asked as an afterthought.

“Locally or worldwide?” She stopped at the
door, pulling the key from her pocket.

He stared at the key and wondered if there
could be millions of maniacs all over the world like Valentino and
Maxie.

“Locally,” he said, trying to sound
casual.

“Let’s see,” she tapped the key against her
perfect teeth. The perfect teeth framed by soft, pink lips. He
could have kissed the key away from her.

He blinked away the disturbing thought as
another thought occurred to him. A rule of some sort. ‘And for this
none of you must presume to kiss… “Wife, widow, maid, mother,
sister, aunt or any other woman…” he finished the line aloud,
causing her to frown at him as he walked slowly toward her.

“What?” She blinked at him.

“Nothing. You were saying?” he asked and took
her hand in his. Where had that come from? ‘None of you’. None of
whom? Who couldn’t kiss wives, sisters, etceteras?

“Well, the roll is not my responsibility, of
course, but I’d guess about a hundred and sixty-five or seventy.
Give or take a few. Generally about forty per cent turn out for the
ceremonies. Unless they are really big like this one.”

“That many?” He raised her hand and kissed it
in spite of the strange warning ringing in his head. “Do any of
them live here? In the house with you and Valen…?” His voice
trailed off as he kissed her shoulder.

“No, of course not,” she laughed. “They come
and go. Sometimes we have guests in from out of town for a few
days. Texas is a big place.”

“A few days?” He kissed her hand again and
looked into her eyes. Again, he felt that he should be able to read
her mind through her eyes instead of melting into them.

“My dear, sweet, Mark Andrew,” she stepped
back from him. “I am not totally without brains.” She raised his
hand in hers and ran her tongue between his fingers, causing him to
jump in response to the strange sensation. “You are trying to
seduce me into telling you all our secrets. I will not be had so
easily.” She smiled and let go of his hand. “You will have to do
better.”

He opened his mouth to protest, but it was no
use. He nodded instead.

“Though I can hardly resist your charms,” she
continued to smile at him and raised both delicate eyebrows. “I had
promised myself not to take advantage of you again. I don’t know if
I can stand by that promise, if you continue to make advances. And
if Valentino finds out that I’ve already given up my virginity
without the proper ceremony, well, I can’t imagine what she will
say or do.”

His temper flared suddenly and without
warning, he lost control of everything he was trying desperately to
hold sacred. He took her by the arm and flung her down on the floor
before she had time to utter a sound. He fell on her and put one
hand over her mouth. His prayer was forgotten.

His precarious position was forgotten. There
was nothing between his ears but a desire to have her with or
without her permission. A desire to make her pay for her ridiculous
statements and her abominable adoration of Cecile Valentino. He
reached down with his free hand, pulled her dress up above her
waist and unzipped his pants in one swift motion. She kicked and
struggled, but there was nothing she could do. It was too easy. He
had done it too many times. He pinned her against the carpet with
one hand over her mouth and slammed himself between her legs. To
hell with ceremonies! What ceremonies could possibly consecrate
such a brutal act? It was not love or affection or even lust, but
rather a terrible rage and a need for revenge that drove him on.
When he removed his hand from her mouth, he kissed her in the same
brutish manner, while looking directly into her eyes as if daring
her to like him, daring her to have any sort of normal feelings for
him. There was no excuse for what he was doing and even though one
part of his mind screamed at him to stop, he ignored it.

It was rape and nothing more or less. And
yet, even while he committed the heinous crime, he observed it from
a vantage point somewhere near the ceiling. He could see himself
and the thing that he did, but he had no control over it. It was as
if she had pressed a button, some unseen trigger and he had
exploded into two people. One a vile criminal and the other an
innocent bystander.

And if that weren’t strange enough, the
victim of this heinous crime was not reacting properly. She did not
scream or kick or fight. Instead, she looked at him in
astonishment. Her blue eyes were very wide with shock and surprise
when he rose up and looked down at her, frowning. Her lack of
disgust and terror infuriated him.

“Is this how you would take advantage of me?”
he asked her and wondered whose voice he was hearing.

“It is, or was,” she told him and then
smiled.

Her simple statement brought him back from
wherever he had been and the innocent bystander collapsed into the
devil he had become, causing him to collapse against her, breathing
raggedly. The desire to take what was not his by right or choice
was gone. What in the name of God was he doing? She pushed him over
on his back with very little effort and then climbed on top him.
Positioning herself in the proper position to finish what he had
started.

“It is exactly how I would do it, if I were a
man and a beautiful young woman offered me something I couldn’t
refuse,” she told him as she took complete charge of the
situation.

She had mistaken his brutality for passion
and the act of rape for some sort of kinky love-making. Something
was dreadfully amiss with the Pixie. It was quite obvious that she
had either been reading too much or was totally inexperienced in
what love should be. But who was he to know what love should be?
Had he ever been in love with a woman? Really in love? Or was he
simply a monster that she failed to recognize and he failed to
reconcile in his own conscience?

These questions and thoughts buzzed through
his head while she quickly brought him back from total disinterest
to similar state of mind as before. But this time, there was no
rage in him only resignation at first and then true lust. She was
very good at what she did, experience or no. She looked down at him
defiantly when it was over before leaning close to his ear. “You
cannot win, Sir Knight. The act of love comes in many forms and I
have studied them all. Even if I have had little practical
experience, I have a grand imagination and my fantasies are
endless. I do believe you could fulfill them all.”

He didn’t even bother to move when she got up
and straightened her dress. She left him lying on the floor a few
seconds later… in shock.

“I’ll send up lunch,” she told him and he
heard her close and lock the door.

He got up slowly, brushed himself off, made a
quick trip to tiny bathroom and then crawled under the quilt on the
bed. He was still there when the door opened again a short while
later. An unfathomable depression had settled over him and he felt
certain he was losing his mind. Even his appetite had failed him.
He had actually raped her and she hadn’t noticed. What kind of
people were these lunatics? He fit right in with them. Psychopathic
murderers, kidnappers, rapists. That was it! He was a psychopath.
He was a dead psychopath and this was his hell.

“Sir?” Valentino’s voice startled him. He had
expected worse.

He made no move to answer. The rattle of
dishes and the smell of food indicated that the good Sir Valentino
had brought him his lunch.

“Is this all you do? Lie in bed all day?” She
asked him sarcastically. “Are you ill?”

“Just leave it,” he told her brusquely as if
she were room service.

“Now, come on.” He felt her sit on the side
of the bed behind him.

“Sit up and eat. We need to talk. I know what
is wrong with you. You need someone to talk to. I know its strange
being here with us, but I assure you, it won’t be long and you’ll
be free to go. Besides, if you cooperate, there could be a very
pleasant surprise in it for you. Merry has taken a great interest
in you, but I’m sure you’ve noticed. She’s the blond girl with the
pretty blue eyes.”

He turned over and looked at her
incredulously. But she was joking of course.

He had read something once. A faerytale about
a girl who had gone into a mirror or a rabbit hole where she had
met a crew of very odd characters. He thought he knew how the girl
must have felt. He expected a huge rabbit to come through the door
at any moment carrying a pocket watch, babbling about being late
for tea.

He sat up and leaned against the
headboard.

“Tell me what’s bothering you besides being
here with us,” she said as she piled the pillows up for him to lean
against. “I brought you some of my favorite. Roast beef.” She
picked up the plate and set it in his lap.

He looked at her blankly.

“Go on. Try it,” she said and handed him a
fork. He wanted to stab her with the fork. Instead he picked up the
roast beef with his fingers and stuffed it in his mouth. ‘Meals
should be taken in silence’. The same voice rang in his head.

“Things could be worse,” she continued in
spite of his barbaric actions. He stared at her as he tore the
bread in half with his hands and stuffed it in his mouth as well.
He wanted to tear her in half.

“I cooked the pilaf myself.”

He scooped up some of the rice on his fingers
and pushed it in his mouth with the bread and beef. He wanted to
stuff his fist down her throat.

“I wish you would cooperate.”

He picked up the rest of the roast and chewed
it viciously. He wanted to chew off her head and put it on a pike
pole.

“I only want the Key.”

She had a key in her pocket. He could take it
from her. He ate the remainder of the bread in one bite.

“You could make all this very simple,” she
smiled at him. He finished the rice. Yes, it would be very simple.
Take the key. Break her neck.

“You eat like a horse.”

Horses eat grain. He could have eaten her for
breakfast. Surely she would have tasted better than a rat.

“This is my favorite dessert.” She picked up
a bowl of yellow pudding with bananas and whipped cream.

Whipped cream. He could have made whipped
cream of her in short order. Minced meat. Chopped suey. Smothered
chicken. Cooked goose.

“You like banana pudding, don’t you?”

He liked a lot of things. He would have liked
to make a pudding of her blood.

He took the bowl from her and frowned at the
stuff. She stuck a spoon in it.

“I like it with lots of cookies,” she
said.

He didn’t doubt it. Strange cookies. The
spoon was not very big. It took three spoonfuls to finish off the
pudding.

“Now, we feel better don’t we?” She asked in
her most patronizing tone, infuriating him even further.

He really wished Maxie would come back so he
could fist fight the man. It would have been preferable to this,
even if the man beat him to a pulp and shot him three or four times
with his cheap pistol.

“You really are nothing like I expected,” she
told him when he put the spoon in the empty bowl. “I have half a
mind to find out what my little darlin’ finds so irresistible about
you.”

He leaned forward suddenly and choked as the
meaning of her words sank into his brain. What did she think he
was? A whore?

She grabbed up the glass of tea from the tray
and handed it to him.

He took the glass and drank down the tea
without tasting it.

“I don’t understand any of this,” he said
when he had regained his voice. “Don’t you realize that keeping me
here is a crime? You can’t just hold me here against my will
indefinitely. Do you intend to murder me?”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” she
laughed. “All you have to do is give me what I want and you can be
on your way. The sooner, the better. I don’t like what you stand
for, but like I said, I had expected some grizzled old bastard with
a stinky beard and a bald head.”

“I’m sorry I disappointed you,” he
shrugged.

“I’m not disappointed at all. I just expected
you to look older," she said. "But you're not really my type if I
was interested. I prefer men who are more intellectual, stylish, a
bit smaller and blond. I like blonds. Men and women. What does
d’Brouchart look like? I haven’t been able to get much information
about him personally.”

“If you didn’t even know what I looked like,
how do you know you got the right man?” He ignored her question.
The image of a large, middle-aged, balding, red-haired man sitting
in a high-backed chair loomed in his mind. Not the same man he had
visualized earlier when she had mentioned the title Grand
Master.

“We’ve been through this,” she sighed. “I
knew you were coming. Anthony told me. He said you would come from
the east in a black car. That you wear the red cross and the symbol
of the alchemist just like he said. And he said you would have his
head on a platter just like John the Baptist.”

Mark Andrew chuckled at these descriptions
which sounded like something one would hear from a Gypsy fortune
teller, but the mention of St. John caused him to cringe.
Blasphemy.

“You think it is funny? The poor boy was
scared to death of you. He called you the Knight of Death.
Chevalier du Morte. The Prince of the Grave. He said you would
bring the flaming sword and cut off his head.”

“Who the hell is Anthony?!” He continued to
laugh. Her descriptions were laughable, yet he wondered.

“I have your sword, Sir Ramsay,” she said
quietly and her face took on another, more sinister expression. “It
was in that your black car that you drove here from DFW. You came
here from the east.”

“I don’t believe you. My name is John,” he
said simply. “I don’t know what your game is, lady, but you’ve got
the wrong man.”

“I don’t think so,” she smiled knowingly.
“You were in a black car, you came from the east, you wear the
rings, you had the sword. You venerate the name of St. John. Your
denials are useless. There is only one point yet to prove out.” She
narrowed her eyes. “Poor Anthony. I thought he was immortal.”
Cecile toyed with the spoon in the empty pudding dish.

“What happened to poor Anthony?” Mark asked
with some reticence.

“Why? Do you still want his head? I’m afraid
you missed him. He’s gone.”

“Just like that? Gone?” He snapped his
fingers. “And I was so close.”

“Yes, you were,” she nodded slightly. “I
thought he was crazy at first and then he gave your name in a
trance.”

“He gave my name? In a trance?” Mark rolled
his eyes. “He said ‘Mark Andrew Ramsay, Prince of the Grave, is
coming to behead me’. Is that what he said?”

“Not exactly.”

She was becoming irritated with his flippant
attitude. He wanted to make her as angry as she made him. He wanted
to make her choke on her anger. He wanted to choke her himself. How
dare she keep him there?

“But that was the way it happened, basically.
You underestimate me, Sir Ramsay. Your holy order of the Poor
Knights of the Temple of Solomon are not the only possessors of the
Mystic Secrets. I have my resources and I am well versed in the
Ancient Mysteries or at least most of them. I’ve studied the Corpus
Hermeticum and the works of all the great alchemical masters. It
was very dark, very hard work, but I excelled without a penis.”

“What?” He was taken aback by her obscene
remark. “What has that got to do with anything?”

She got up from the bed and began to pace the
floor beside the bed. “Everything!” She raised her voice. “It was
probably easy for you.” She put her hands on her hips and swaggered
about the room. “Look, my brothers. I, too, possess the Mystical
Staff and the Magickal Jewels.” She grabbed herself in a most
profane manner. “Look what I can do. I can piss against the wall,
my brothers. Here, here, my brothers, would you like to measure it?
I can fuck a cow and make her beg for mercy.”

“Stop it!” Mark climbed out of bed and stood
looking at her aghast. “Above all things, whoever is a Knight of
Christ chooses only Holy conversation! I will not listen to this.
It is unholy. It is obscene and impure. It is a sin against
God!”

“A sin against God? Listen to you! A Knight
of Christ. You admit it yourself,” she stopped her antics and
raised both dark eyebrows at him in surprise. “And is it not as
great a sin to use your Mystical Staff at random on whomever you
please? Or is that some privilege a Knight of Christ retains from
some higher power? You are a murderer, an assassin and a rapist. I
have read about the heresies committed by your holy order, Sir
Ramsay. I don’t know how you escaped the Inquisition, but you can
rest assured that I know all about your secret rule and your
obscene rites of passage and your sacred sex. How many times did
you participate in the rituals of initiation with all those young
boys? How many of them did you personally ‘raise’ to a higher
degree?”

He crossed the space between them and slapped
her before he realized what he was doing. She spun around and
grabbed the edge of the dresser to keep from falling. He grabbed
her arm and swung her around, slamming her against the bathroom
door. She looked up at him in shock as he advanced on her and
wrapped his hands around her neck. He would have snapped her neck
in one instance, but for the sudden sensation of pain where none
should have been. He looked down to see a rather sizable dagger
between them. She held it in a very delicate position and that was
the source of the pain. She pushed it a bit more and he hesitated.
He could probably kill her before she did irreversible damage.

“Back off,” she told him in a low voice.
“Back off or I will cut you in some very small pieces and feed you
to the crows. And I’ll start with your Mystical Staff!”

He raised his hands in the air and backed
away from her as she stood rubbing her face where his hand print
was showing up quite well already.

“I deserved that, I suppose,” she said
unexpectedly. “You shouldn’t have pissed me off with your
holier-than-thou attitude, but I am glad to see that there is some
fire in you after all. I do have a reputation to uphold just as you
do. I will try to hold my peace, if you will hold yours.”

She closed the space between them and took
his face in both of her hands. The hilt of the dagger was cold
against his skin. He frowned down at her as she kissed him almost
as brutally as he had kissed the Pixie only a short while before.
The action was not one of affection and he thought it fitting that
he was being treated so, in light of his own thoughts and actions.
But this was not right and this was not proper and his mind
rebelled from her instantly. If she was the cobra, he would have to
be the mongoose. He grabbed her hair and returned the kiss in the
same manner. It was going to happen again and he didn’t even care,
he would leave her with her throat cut on the floor. But as she had
warned him, he had underestimated her abilities. She was not as
fragile, nor nearly as easy to subdue as other women had been. She
eluded his attempt to take the knife from her hand and brought it
up between them in the same manner as before. What other women? The
press of the dagger against the same part of him as before brought
him up short… literally. He wondered briefly where she had learned
to defend herself so capably. If he were going to disarm her, he
was going to have to think of her as a real adversary. She was as
cocky as any fighter he’d ever faced and though he couldn’t
remember the particulars of those mysterious fighters, he knew that
she would make a mistake… eventually and he would not underestimate
her again.

“I’ll be back, as Arnold would say,” she told
him when he moved away. She looked him straight in the eyes and he
wondered how she managed the feat since she was at least a foot
shorter than him. “We still have to have our little talk,” she
continued and lowered her eyes to the appropriate region of his
anatomy, “Don’t ever presume to think you can use that on me unless
I want it or you’ll find yourself on the short end of the stick.
You understand what I mean, Sir Ramsay?”

He nodded to her and bowed slightly as she
unlocked the door. She turned to look at him once more before
leaving.

“I suggest you get some rest. You look
tired,” she smiled crookedly at him. “And get ready for dinner at
five. You will be joining us downstairs. I have some people
interested in meeting you.”

She left him alone and the silence rang in
his ears louder than her words had before.

“Spes mea in Deo est,” he said aloud though
he had no idea what the words meant. The mongoose had learned
something very useful about the cobra. He would have to do much
better if he wanted to take the key from her. He sat down on the
bed and looked forlornly at the devastated tray. Lunch had been
very disappointing. His stomach growled again. Perhaps supper would
be better or at least more voluminous. He collapsed onto the
springy mattress. And who the Hell was Arnold?

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

His escort to dinner was a solemn-faced young
man in an expensively cut gray suit. He eyed Mark appraisingly and
frowned slightly. Mark tossed his hair over his shoulder and smiled
at the man sardonically, wondering what it was about him that met
with the man’s disapproval. He thought it was the same young man he
had seen rifling his belongings in the trunk of the El Dorado, but
couldn’t be sure. He wondered who these people were and what they
thought of Valentino keeping a prisoner on the third floor of her
country mansion. It didn’t make sense. The man allowed him to walk
ahead of him and kept one hand in the pocket of his jacket as if he
carried something there. Mark Andrew assumed that there was some
weapon hidden there. He could have easily taken the man, he
thought, but there was a nagging half-memory in his mind that told
him that he was right where he was supposed to be, doing what he
was supposed to be doing. Furthermore, his encounter with Valentino
earlier on had left him doubting his abilities. He went down the
stairs and past the Pixie’s bedroom, where he paused momentarily to
look at the closed door. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and
walked casually down the stairs with the silent young man on his
heels. At the foot of the stairs, he paused, unsure of which way to
go. The man passed him and took the lead.

“This way,” he intoned the only two words he
had said the entire time and Mark was sure that this was the man
who had rifled through his car. Another mechanic? American
mechanics must have been paid very well. He looked more like a
doctor or a barrister.

They passed through a dimly lit sitting room
decorated in Country French. Very cold and uninviting to the Scot.
He had the distinct feeling that he disliked French. The double
doors opened into a brightly lit dining room with a long, cherry
wood table under an immense crystal chandelier. More of the strange
banners hung on the high walls above the sideboards and cabinets
full of China and crystal dishes. They reminded him of the
Standards that ancient familial lines had carved over their
hearths, their doorposts and painted on the shields of their
knights. It seemed that he had seen many of them somewhere before.
The guests were already in place and the first course was well
underway when he arrived and he understood immediately why the
young man had frowned at him. His clothes. Everyone at the table
was dressed in Sunday finery and he had worn the tan shooter’s
shirt and dark brown trousers.

Chevaliere Valentino rose from her chair at
the head of the table and smiled broadly at him. The number of
diners at the table surprised him and Mark drew up short as they
all stood as one, following her cue. He blinked at them in the
bright light of the chandelier and cringed inwardly as his eyes
fell on the Pixie. He looked around at the men and women who stood
staring at him silently as if waiting for him to perform for them
like a trained monkey. He actually felt his face flush with
embarrassment.

The young man took up a place near the middle
of the table and Valentino held out her left hand to an empty chair
next to the head of the table. As he drew nearer to the proffered
seat, he saw the distinct outline of part of his hand in dark red
and purple on her left cheek. He wondered what she had told her
guests about it. More importantly, he wondered what she had told
Merry about it. The Pixie stood beside the chair across from him at
Valentino’s right hand. He noticed Maxie, decked out in a very nice
suit, standing near the swinging doors apparently leading to the
butler's pantry. The suit, most likely ‘assigned’ to him by
Valentino, did nothing to soften his harsh profile and lumbering
physique. At last he and the idiot had something in common: they
were both out of place here. As soon as he caught Mark’s eye, he
nodded and then disappeared through the door as if he had been
waiting just to make sure he knew that he was being watched.

Their hostess, or host, Mark couldn’t tell
which role she was affecting at the moment, wore a closely
tailored, three-piece black suit and a red tie without a shirt
visible under the vest. She sat down and the rest of them followed
suit. Mark sat down as well to keep from standing alone.

Apparently, she had no intention of
introducing him to any of them. Merry shot him one fleeting glance
and picked up her fork. He glanced down the table and saw that most
of them were eating salads. There was a salad in front of him and
beside it was a small glass goblet full of red sauce with six
peeled shrimp hanging over the rim. Shrimp cocktail. Stewart loved
them. Stewart? Who the hell was Stewart? He gingerly pushed the
shrimps into the sauce with one finger and picked up the glass.
Raising the goblet, he saluted Valentino and then poured the entire
cocktail in his mouth, shaking the very last drop of cocktail sauce
from it. Her dark eyes widened slightly as he tossed his head
slightly and swallowed the whole thing without chewing. A trick
that Louis had taught him. Very useful when trying to un-impress.
Who the hell was Louis?

His hostess remained very cool outwardly, but
the strange action had the desired effect on the stuffed-shirts
sitting around her table. Some stared in surprise, others tried not
to look at him. Someone cleared his throat and the guests resumed
their light conversations and their salads. He was quite pleased
with himself. The old trick that he and Louis used to use to shock
the bishop’s regal guests still worked. The bishop? Which bishop?
And why would he be sharing a table with his Eminence? His
expression changed and he closed his eyes briefly. Another fleeting
memory gone. He looked at Merry and winked at her as he sipped his
wine. He would ignore the no drinking with meals tonight. It was
permissible in the field. Another odd thing to remember.

Merry giggled and Valentino shot a meaningful
look at her. The Pixie returned her attention to her salad, but
looked as if she would burst out laughing any moment.

Mark resumed his aloof composure and
contemplated the dishes in front of his hostess. Her goblet still
contained three shrimp. He nodded to her, smiled and finished off
her cocktail in the same manner. He then folded his elegant little
salad that was more a work of art than sustenance, in its one
lettuce leaf and popped it in his mouth, again, swallowing it whole
without ceremony, without chewing it at all. Three golden crackers
lay on the side of the plate. They were gone in an instant in the
same fashion with the exception of one very loud crunch for each.
He sat looking at the empty plate and goblet in front of him,
wondering if that was it for the meal. An older gentleman sitting
on his left eyed him suspiciously.

The guests had stopped trying to be polite
and were openly staring at him now, waiting to see what he would do
next. Mark nodded to the man with the same sarcastic smile he had
given his escort and then looked at the half-eaten salad in front
of the man. The man cleared his throat and managed to move his
plate down the table an inch or so without being overly rude. His
perusal of the man’s plate was interrupted by two waiters who
appeared bearing bowls of clear soup with a single piece of toasted
French bread floating on top. The waiters took the salad plates
away and set out the third course. A murmur of conversation issued
from the far end of the table. Everyone resumed the pattern of
trying to watch him and not watch him at the same time. He was
truly beginning to enjoy himself. He picked up the bowl with both
hands, leaned over the table to keep the soup from dripping on his
clothes and drank it down in one long, slurping swallow, bread and
all, spilling only a spoonful or so on the linen tablecloth. It
tasted of onions and garlic, but was nothing more than hot,
flavored water. Very poor fare at best. He licked his lips and made
an exaggerated point of wiping his mouth carefully on the linen
napkin. Several choked giggles arose from the ladies situated among
the guests. He looked at them, frowning as if their behavior were
the height of rudeness. Valentino cleared her throat and he turned
his most innocent gaze on her expectantly. Was she going to start
talking now?

While he waited for the rest of the diners to
finish their soup one spoonful at a time, he perused the banners
hanging on the wall in front of him. The guests began to unwind a
bit in the absence of the floor show and he heard them talking
about everyday subjects that meant nothing to him. Stock market
prices, new computers for city hall, the local school board meeting
and an up-coming bond election seemed to be the topics of choice
nearby while some of the international guests spoke of the wars in
the Middle East and debated whether European cars were not better
made than Japanese and American models.

Merry glanced at him every time she put her
spoon to her lips. Valentino made comments to the nearest diners,
but kept a sharp eye on him. He crossed his arms over his chest and
lowered his head, closing his eyes. They said no prayers during the
meal. No one read from the bible. Their lack of devotion to God
astounded him. He might as well have been at a so-called ‘steak
house’ with another group of irreverent strangers fighting over
fried chicken on the buffet. If this was the extent of their
‘order’, they were extremely irreverent group. He said a prayer of
thanksgiving in his head, but was not overly thankful for the
meager meal so far. Surely, what he had seen in the pantry would
have afforded a better outlay. Perhaps it was a holiday for fasting
or some such. A meatless day. These thoughts bothered him. They
seemed natural enough, but they had no basis, no origin in his
memory. They were just there like the ability to brush his teeth or
shave. Just there. Just part of life. He raised his head again to
find Valentino staring at him.

“I thought you were asleep,” she commented
dryly.

He shook his head, but did not answer. No
talking during meals. Apparently her order had no such rule, but
that would imply that his order did and he was not sure that he had
an order.

“Perhaps the next course will be more to your
liking,” she said as the waiters returned, pushing a cart full of
small, silver dishes with lids. He waited patiently as the soup
bowls were cleared and everyone had received their new dish. He
picked up the lid and set it aside. A mottled, pink fish with a
slice of ripe olive for an eye replete with cracker fins along its
back stared up at him. He almost laughed at the sight of it, but
that would have been improper. He picked out the eye and popped it
in his mouth. He chewed the olive slowly and deliberately as he
waited to see what the others were doing with theirs. They were
picking off pieces of it with short, blunt knives and smearing it
on the crackers. This was much too troublesome. Mark picked up the
blunt knife and nodded to Cecile. Her face lit up and then fell
when he cut off the fish’s head, slid the knife under and ate the
whole thing at once. In spite of his troubles, making her squirm
eased his mind. Her resolve to remain unflappable at his behavior
was slowly fading.

He was well aware of what was expected of him
as far as table manners, but had no intention of honoring her with
them. He had also seen enough of her to know that she lost all
dignity when her temper took over. She thought him a barbarian; let
her continue to think so. He had known plenty of barbarians. She
had no idea what a barbarian was. As he finished the fish off in
two more bites and sat waiting again, listening to the boring drone
of voices around him, he pondered the question of how he would know
what a real barbarian was like.

As he looked down at the empty plate, another
memory, more horrible even than the rats flashed through his mind.
He saw a white stone wall surrounding a burning city. He heard the
screams of the people inside the walls, inside the burning
buildings. All along the top of the wall, poles were erected in
holes in the stones. On top of the poles were the severed heads of
bearded men. Their faces distorted in pain and terror. Their long
beards fluttered in the hot wind like grizzly pennants. Blood ran
down the walls and pooled in the plate in front of him. He jerked
his head up and the vision disappeared.

“I’m sorry it was cooked, Sir Ramsay,”
Valentino said sarcastically, causing a small round of laughter. He
glanced around the table and the laughter quickly ended. They were
afraid of him? What had she told them, he wondered?

The wait for the next course was much longer.
These people had not come to eat, but to talk. They watched him
carefully, avoiding direct eye contact with him, all the while
dabbing the fish pate` daintily on the crackers. Valentino had
hardly touched her fish, but leaned both elbows on the table in
front of her. Merry continued to eat very slowly, unwilling or
unable to look at him and he thought she almost seemed embarrassed
somehow. He returned his attention to the banners on the wall. One
of them seemed extremely familiar. Simple black, geometric figures
against a white background. A cube at the bottom with a circle
resting on top of it. A triangle sat on top of the circle and a
small flame was situated at the apex of the triangle. Another
thought ricocheted through his mind and he looked at the Pixie in
consternation. Merry had no idea what her companion was up to.
Valentino had kept her out of the meat of the business. The Pixie
thought it was all a game. A social club.

“Does that one interest you?” Valentino
asked, following his gaze to the banner.

He shrugged slightly. He did not understand
the symbols though he was sure that he should have. He felt that if
he moved the symbols and compressed them together, they would mean
more. As above, so below.

“The four elements, like the ring of the
alchemist you wear,” she prompted him to no avail. “Earth, air,
fire and water.”

He said nothing. Merry looked up at him and
he raised both eyebrows at her expecting confirmation of some sort.
It was the same thing she had told him about his silver ring. He
refused to glance at it.

The waiters returned, saving him from both
Valentino’s meaningless chatter and his sorely offended stomach. He
could feel the pink fish swimming in the shallow depths of the
onion soup. Each diner received an oblong platter with a huge steak
draped across it, perfectly seared, surrounded by delicately
browned potato wedges. Pink juices oozed from under the steak onto
the plate. The conversation increased as he picked up his fork and
steak knife, making short work of the beef, very glad that it was
not a meatless day after all. The main course was too good and he
was too hungry to play with it as before, but it was forlornly gone
much too soon even with good table manners. He found himself alone
with an empty plate and nothing to do.

He could not bear to watch his tablemates toy
with their steaks. He was still hungry. He closed his eyes again
and let his head drop, intending to meditate until the dessert
arrived. The Pixie had other ideas about how to use the time, since
everyday was a meatless day for her. Her plate contained only the
potatoes and a medley of steamed vegetables, but she didn’t bother
to eat them. Instead, she adjusted her chair closer to the table
and nudged his knee with one bare foot. Mark jerked his head around
to glare at the older gentleman on his left. When she giggled
again, he looked at her in surprise and she placed one finger
against her lips briefly before picking up her water glass. He
glanced left and right again. No one was paying attention to him
any more. Valentino was involved in a running discourse with the
man on his left about the ancient art of alchemy and its historical
significance as the foundation of modern medicine and chemistry. He
did not care in the least about their discussion. Alchemy was
alchemy. Very few people understood it correctly. There were levels
and layers in the Art that only the highest initiates could fathom.
High initiates. Like himself?

His stomach felt much better with the cow to
keep the fish company and he had to smile at the Pixie when she
blew him a kiss through the bottom of her crystal clear water
glass. He shifted in his seat as she slumped slightly in her chair
and propped both of her bare feet between his legs on the edge of
his chair. He leaned his chin in his left hand and reached under
the table, taking hold of one of her feet. He squeezed her toes.
Why was she doing this? He couldn’t recall any rules or
prohibitions about engaging in such actions at the table.
Apparently he had no precedence from which he could draw. When she
began an entirely obscene massage on him with her other foot, her
intentions became crystal clear. When he reached for the
mischievous foot, it stayed easily out of reach. He found the
experience to be extremely disconcerting, but much more interesting
than the conversation above the table. He allowed a slight smile to
play across his lips and she winked at him again. The dinner droned
on around him, but he soon forgot where he was. How she could do
what she was doing under the table, while cutting her potatoes into
minuscule pieces, was beyond him. Ambidextrous did not quite cover
her unexpected talents.

“So!” The man next to him raised his voice
suddenly, causing Mark to jump and then look at him in surprise.
“Cecile tells us that you, yourself, are an alchemist.”

Mark just looked at him. Was the meal over?
Everyone seemed to have given up on the steak and potatoes and sat
engaged in conversation or looking at him openly.

“He has broad knowledge,” Valentino offered
in the silence. “But it is only his secondary function.”

“Extensive,” Merry added an additional word
and then another. “Impressive.”

Mark looked at her and frowned.

“And what is your primary function?” the man
asked him as if daring him to answer.

“I am… an assassin,” Mark answered blandly
and smiled at him before pinching Merry’s little toe as she became
a bit too rambunctious under the table. “I kill people for a
living.”

The man blanched and Cecile laughed
nervously.

“He has a great sense of humor as well,” she
interjected.

“Very great. Extraordinary,” Merry
reiterated, emphasizing her words with her toes. “I’ve never seen a
better example.”

“Seriously, Mr. Ramsay,” the man relaxed a
bit. “Your order is very old, I understand. Cecile tells me that
you are in possession of knowledge concerning the Philosopher’s
Stone. I, myself, am a student of Carl Jung. I fail to see how
anyone could possibly assign any real significance to the old texts
in regard to practical use. Dr. Jung’s research and conclusions
concerning the esoteric nature of the alchemical texts make much
more sense than imagining that one could actually produce gold from
ordinary substances. I believe that the true modern alchemist in
nothing more than a seeker of knowledge. A pilgrim, if you will.
What he seeks is a meaningful purpose to existence and when he has
achieved the psychological enlightenment, he is said, therefore, to
have found the Philosopher’s Stone.”

“Stone. Philosopher Stones. Sounds better
than Philosopher’s Rocks, don’t you think?” Merry asked. “Of
course, rocks and stones are both hard. I wonder what the
difference is. Do you think that one might be easier to work with
than the other? ”

“I’ve never given it much thought, Miss
Meredith,” the man frowned at Merry and returned his attention to
Mark, dismissing her question with disdain. “Do you claim to
possess the secret of making gold from such things as mercury and
sulfur, Mr. Ramsay? Is it true, as Ms. Valentino intimated to us,
that you may have something a bit more concrete… something more
physical in nature… that would prove otherwise? I understand that
the true search for the Philosopher’s Stone is an attempt to rise
above our lower natures and reach for the divine within us.”

Mark looked at her and then at Cecile before
smiling. “I am in possession of many things, Mr… ahhh,” he paused
and squeezed Merry’s foot harder. His lower nature was betraying
him even as he spoke.

“Petrie. James Petrie.”

“Mr. Petrie,” his voice was not normal looked
at Merry instead of the man and swallowed hard before speaking.
“But secrets are secrets. They wouldn’t be secrets if we told them,
would they? I know nothing of your Dr. Jung. Is he from
hereabouts?” Mark knew the eminent Dr. Jung and had a great deal of
respect for his philosophies. How he knew the man or why was
presently beyond his comprehension and probably best left
unexplored. What the Pixie was doing under the table made it very
difficult to carry on philosophical discussions.

His question elicited several more twitters
from the guests.

“Surely you jest, Sir Ramsay,” the man
laughed. “But our hostess has told me that she has been trying to
persuade you to share some of your ideas with us. I, myself, have
studied alchemy for years. I would be most interested to hear some
of your thoughts on the subject.”

“Our hostess is most… persuasive in some
respects.” Mark glanced at Valentino. “And Miss Meredith's
hospitality has been unequaled. I don’t think I’ve ever been
treated so well… or so often.”

“Hospitality is a Texas tradition, Mr.
Ramsay. We like to make our guests feel right at home,” Merry
agreed and received another scathing look from Valentino.

“Ms. Valentino is very… verbally adept,” Mark
nodded and winced involuntarily. “Her words can mesmerize a man
like a snake-charmer plays his cobra. She makes her points very
well. But the tongue can be like a double-edged sword. It cuts both
ways. Used with the proper skill, it can bring about the desired
results quite nicely. When used improperly, against nature, as it
were, it could be fatal. Like using your toes to write music.”

Merry smiled.

“Thank you, sir. I’ll take that as a
compliment,” Valentino retorted acidly, while smiling sweetly. The
underlying double insult was not lost on her. “It is well known
that the ancients knew the secrets of the Lapis Philosophorum,
which as you know, is the ultimate goal of every alchemist, whether
they expect spiritual enlightenment or physical success. The secret
was supposedly handed down through the ages to a select few, the
Brothers of the Rose Cross, or the Templars as they are more
commonly known, being among the chief suspects of having preserved
the secret even unto the modern day under the guise of the Scottish
Rite or other Orders. The quest for the secret has brought death
and destruction on the heads of many interested parties.” The
comments of the hostess had gained the attention of the entire
assemblage. Mark noticed with great relief that every eye and ear
in the room except Merry’s, was now focused on Valentino.

Merry kept her attention focused on her
exercise under the table. Mark closed his eyes and tried to appear
unaffected by her footwork. He wondered if she intended to carry it
all the way through to its inevitable end and what would happen to
him when she did. Terrible thoughts began to enter his mind as
their hostess continued her lecture. “Some of the Templars were
accused of witchcraft among other, more heinous crimes, and were
executed or burned at the stake. Isn’t that right, Mr. Ramsay? But
the Philosopher’s Stone and the secret of its composition was never
learned. Nor did the Church learn the whereabouts of certain
historic treasures. Isn’t that right, Mr. Ramsay?”

“I thought the Templars were all killed and
the order disbanded,” someone spoke up from further down the table.
“It has been a matter of some debate as to whether the Scottish
claims were founded in truth.”

“Most of them were scattered. Some were
arrested. Some escaped the persecution, but the order was banned
and their properties were confiscated by the church and other
interested parties. They were too rich for comfort and answerable
only to the Holy Roman Emperor, the Pope. Isn’t that so, Mr.
Ramsay? There aren’t many real Templars left today, are there?”
Valentino answered and then looked to Mark for confirmation.

“I don’t know any,” he managed to say with
considerable difficulty. Templars were the furthest subject from
his mind at the moment.

“Some would argue that the Philosopher’s
Stone was just a legend. A myth or more likely, a metaphor,” Petrie
interjected.

“I don’t believe that.” Valentino shook her
head. “Too many people have died trying to find it for it not to
have some basis in reality. One but has to look in the right
place.” She glanced at Mark again, though he did not notice.

“Yes, one has only to look in the right place
and then go after the prize,” Merry nodded and smiled impishly at
her captive audience across the table. He was beyond commenting
further on the subject at the moment.

The waiters returned to remove the dinner
plates, replacing them with smaller plates filled with a variety of
elegantly decorated pastries and cookies in front of each guest.
Mark Andrew leaned forward suddenly, grabbed hold of Merry’s foot
and squeezed it very hard, trying to hide temporarily behind the
waiter as he served dessert to Valentino. He picked up the water
goblet and drained the glass quickly, coughing again on purpose as
he tried not to appear non-plussed. Cecile leaned around the waiter
and looked at him suspiciously.

“Don’t you like cookies, Mr. Ramsay?” she
asked.

“I’ve had enough. Thank you,” he found his
voice and pushed his plate toward her. He put down the water and
picked up his near empty glass of wine and drank it down as well.
Cecile graciously signaled the waiter for a refill and he drank
that as well. When he had recovered somewhat, he noticed that the
room was spinning slowly in front of his face and the wine was not
mixing well with the steak and potatoes.

Merry nibbled a cookie with a very satisfied
smile on her face.

The conversation carried on throughout the
final phase of the elegant meal. Mark was very anxious to get away
from the table and tried to think of some way to leave, but it was
hopeless. His condition was worsening with every passing moment.
The dizziness worsened and he grew nauseous. He couldn’t remember
the last time he had felt ill to such an extent that he thought he
would pass out.

Valentino stood up and the diners again took
their cue from her, standing in unison as well. Mark leaned on the
table and put one hand on his forehead while dabbing at the sweat
on his upper lip with his napkin.

Valentino leaned close to his ear.

“What is your problem?” she hissed in his
ear.

“I have a headache,” he told her. “In fact, I
think your dinner conversation has poisoned me.”

“Nonsense,” she whispered. “The poison was in
your soup. We are going to the patio for drinks and conversation.
It would be better if you excused yourself for prayers or
meditation and went upstairs now.”

“I don’t feel up to it,” he told her in truth
and clutched his stomach. “Just let me sit here for a while.”

“All right then,” she agreed. “Drinks on the
patio, everyone,” she spoke to the guests and then leaned a bit
closer to him. “I’ll be talking to you again very soon.”

She looked for Merry who was exchanging words
with another woman near the patio doors. “Merry! Mr. Ramsay isn’t
feeling well. Would you see to it that he gets upstairs?”

“Sure, no problem,” Merry answered as she
gladly disengaged herself from the woman who held her arm.

He looked up at her, grimacing at the
prospect of trying to get out of the chair with grace and she
laughed at him. His stomach felt full of carpet tacks. He should
have chewed the steak a bit more, perhaps.

“You are an evil, evil woman,” he told her,
but smiled in spite of his condition.

“I am not,” she protested and came at once to
take his arm. “These things bore me to death. At least you kept my
mind off that stupid conversation about alchemy. I get so tired of
it all.” Her comments affirmed his earlier revelation. Merry knew
nothing of Cecile’s goals and cared little to learn about them.

“In that case, I would suggest that we leave
here now while they are preoccupied on the verandah,” he suggested
hopefully. Black spots floated in the forefront of his vision and
he did not want to risk tumbling down the back stairs with her on
his arm. “I hope you won’t mind leaving your party.”

“Don’t be silly. Like I said, it’s not my
party,” she smiled and dragged him toward the door, unaware of his
growing infirmity.

“She really thinks I’m immortal,” he told her
as they made their way upstairs. Now he felt drunk and
disorientated. He had meant to head for the front door.

“Did you know that?” he asked inanely and
leaned heavily on her arm.

“Yes, of course,” Merry frowned at him “and
so you are, if she says so. What difference does it make what she
thinks?”

“Who is Anthony?” he asked her, jumping to an
entirely different subject. Had one glass of wine and a bit of
hanky-panky done this to him? His thoughts scattered endlessly.

“You know who he is. He is your Grand Master
d’Brouchart’s apprentice. We don’t have apprentices in our order.
That word always reminds me of Mickey Mouse. The Sorcerer’s
Apprentice,” she spoke to him as if he were truly witless for
asking. “He apparently ran away from your… school or whatever it
is. He doesn’t want to be a Templar any more.”

“That’s ridiculous. I'm not a Templar."
Before he elaborated more, a chill shook him from his head to his
toes and he tightened his grip on her arm.

“No. He really doesn’t. He said it was too
rigid a lifestyle for him. He wants something a little less…
demanding,” she told him in earnest. “But then you are playing with
me, Sir Ramsay. Forget all that right now. Let’s talk about
us.”

“I don’t think Anthony is a Templar anymore,”
Mark muttered, ignoring her suggestion. Valentino had referred to
him in the past tense as if he were dead. Poor Anthony. I thought
he was immortal. “I think he’s dead,” he added then wondered why he
had blabbed his suspicions to Valentino’s closest companion.

“Noooo, no,” Merry shook her head. “He’s
gone. That’s all. Cecile sent him away because you were coming for
him.”

They passed her door and she tugged his
arm.

“I don’t think that would be very wise,
Merry.” He suddenly felt as old as she said he was. “I really am
feeling sort of… well, I don’t think it would be wise. I need to…
take a shower and revive a bit and they’ll be looking for you.”

“Who cares? I’ll give you a bath. You liked
that, didn’t you?” she said. “I suppose you should get some rest,
huh? I keep forgetting how old you are.”

He wanted to slap his forehead in
frustration, but he held his stomach instead. It was really
beginning to hurt now and they still had another set of stairs to
make.

“Yes, some rest would be nice. Peachy.”

He still had the little talk with Valentino
to look forward to and he had a very bad feeling about it. Maxie
was waiting for them in the hall on the third floor, proved it. His
hopes of getting some rest were dashed when Maxie opened the door
for him and followed him inside, leaving Merry in the hall. The
urge to fist fight returned fleetingly, but Maxie stayed well away
from him.

“That was a very interesting dessert you had
down there, dipshit. I guess you know that all the security in this
house is under my… watchful eye?”

"Really? A regular Mr. Manners, you are,”
Mark retorted.

“Who the hell is that? You should cooperate.
Things could be a lot better for you. You could have your cake and
eat it too, pardon the pun.”

Mark’s expression cut him short and he
shrugged again.

“Have it your way.”

“That would be agreeable enough.”

Mark sat down at the desk. His stomach
revolted and he forced down the urge to vomit. What was next?
Another pain, more intense than before struck his midsection and he
winced involuntarily.

“I’ll be back for you in a little while. When
you’re feeling a bit more… obliging.” Maxie grinned at him and
opened the door. “Miss Valentino wants to see you tonight.”

Mark was left alone again, and he was not a
happy man. Too much had happened in too short a time. All he
understood was that these people wanted something from him that he
could not give and he doubted that he would have handed it over
even if he knew what it was. He also understood that their
accusations might have some foundation in truth, which left his
brain swimming in a sea of conflicting emotions and contradictory
feelings. One moment he wanted to fall on his knees and pray to God
for forgiveness, and the next moment he was trying to kill someone.
Could he be as crazy as they were? Did he suffer from multiple
personality disorder? Was he possessed by demon spirits?

His nerves were on edge and his feelings for
the Pixie were a mixture of fatherly affection, carnal lust and
intense hatred. These were not the thoughts or desires of a
rational man. What had they done to him? Surely, he had not been a
psychopath before he had come here. His clothes and his appearance
pointed to a man of some means. His education must have been
extensive. He spoke and understood several languages. He had
understood three very different conversations at the table. One in
English, another in Spanish and a third in German and not only had
he understood the languages, he had understood the subjects. It
made no sense. None of it made any sense. And who was this Anthony
character? Who was Lucio Dambretti? And Louis? And this d’Brouchart
that Valentino kept talking about? Would the dark-haired man he
recalled as friend and brother come looking for him? Would he
recognize him?

His illness progressed, and he threw up the
entire meal. While he still could, he washed his face, changed his
clothes, and lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. When he
drifted into a fitful sleep, he dreamed of the burning city
again.

He was running through the streets. Someone
was chasing him. The sand-colored walls of the closely packed
buildings closed in on him; the streets became narrower and
narrower until he could go no further. He was exhausted from the
exertion and breathing was becoming harder and harder as the smoke
swirled in around him, choking him. He stumbled, caught himself
with one gloved hand and tried to get his bearings. A low stone
structure loomed in front of him. A well! His throat was parched
and his thirst was all-consuming, but the enemy was right behind
him. No time to stop here. He climbed onto the stones beside the
dark opening in the ground, stumbling again, almost falling into
the well, and they were upon him. He turned and raised his sword
wearily. A tall man in a turban screamed at him in the tongue of
the Saracens.

“Death to the Infidel Dogs!”

“Praise be to Allah, the one true God!”

The first man to fall on him received the
entire length of Mark’s sword through his midsection just as he
raised his own blade above his head. Blood poured from the
screaming man’s mouth as he fell forward. Mark Andrew pushed at him
with one booted foot, desperately trying to dislodge the blade from
him before the others reached him, but the second man was on him
before he could accomplish the task. He let go of his sword and
reached for his dagger. Too late. The dead man’s blood made his
hands slick inside the armored gloves and the dagger slipped away
from him, falling into the well. He raised his arm as the second
man fell on him and he felt a sharp pain in his side as his
attacker brought a short, curved knife up in a wicked undercut just
below his ribs. The blade grated through the links of the chain
mail armor he wore under his surcoat and entered his stomach below
his ribs, taking his breath away as well as his desire to wrestle
with the man barehanded. He scrambled backwards, clutching the hilt
of the knife that impaled him. His boots slipped on the bloody
stones as he came dangerously close to the yawning black mouth of
the well. The ugly, turbaned man with rotten teeth picked up his
discarded broadsword and drew it back over his right shoulder with
the clear intention of taking Mark’s head from his shoulders with
one deadly blow. At least it would be quick. He threw up one arm
instinctively when the man swung the blade, but the man vanished
before his eyes as he fell backwards into the depths of the well.
Screaming in terror, he clutched the dagger in his side, trying
desperately to dislodge it before he struck bottom. It was
hopelessly entangled in the armor and blood-stained tabard bearing
the Red Cross that he wore. He struck the water on his back and
sank immediately into the cool liquid. He felt it cover him,
lifting his helmet from his head, loosing his long, prohibited
hair.

The Order forbade overlong hair. It flowed
across his face, obscuring his view of the bright patch above him
where the Saracen leaned over the brink, squinting into the
darkness. The water was soothing, cold, numbing. Drowning would be
far preferable to having his head cut off in the baking heat of the
dusty street above, but the well was only a few feet deep. He stood
up and slapped the hair out of his eyes before looking up in time
to see part of a nearby wall collapse on the Infidel crushing him,
sending down a spray of blood mixed with dust in his face. A
flaming bomb slung from a catapult by the Saracen's own army had
saved him. The pain in his stomach had eased, but it returned with
a vengeance as he fell back under the water again. He tried to
scream under the water and kicked at the slippery stones beneath
him while the water above him turned red with his own blood.


Chapter Four of Twelve

I am become a stranger unto my brethren





Mark Andrew sat straight up in the bed, gasping for breath,
clutching at his side. He pulled up his shirt and stared at the
puckered scar there. The wound was healed, but the pain was real.
His breath was coming in short gasps and the room was spinning.
Before he realized where he was and that he had been dreaming, the
door opened and Maxie came in, closely followed by Valentino. He
blinked at them in confusion.

“Watcha lookin’ for? Fleas? Get up, dipshit!”
Maxie already had the shotgun pointed at him. “Time to go.”

Valentino, still dressed in the dark suit,
one eyebrow kicked up in what appeared to be detached curiosity
watched dispassionately. His first thought was that Maxie must have
shown her a recording of the little incident under the table, but
this thought was quickly pushed aside as waves of nausea assaulted
him. He leaned over the side of the bed and puked on the floor…
again.

“What was that performance at my dinner table
about, Mr. Ramsay? You don’t look so tough or amusing now.” She
backed into the hall and shouted for one of the servants.

Mark did not answer her, and Maxie shoved him
from the bed onto the floor.

Mark Andrew pushed himself up slowly, and
pulled his shirt down, trying to will away the effects of the
poison. Maxie yanked him brutally to his feet, and shoved him
toward the door.

Valentino turned and led the way down the
hall, down the back stairway, through the kitchen and outside. Mark
limped along behind her, mentally kicking himself for not escaping
when he had the chance. They followed a brick sidewalk along the
back of the house to a set of double storm doors set at an angle
against the base of the mansion. Mark’s spirits fell completely
into his shoes. The basement! Of course. It was time to go to the
basement. With nothing to lose, Mark turned back suddenly to face
Maxie, swaying slightly on his feet. This might be the last time he
had a chance to escape at all. The man was five feet behind him
with the twin barrels of the shotgun pointed directly at his face.
Cold sweat ran in his eyes.

“Go ahead,” the man eyed him coldly above the
weapon. “Go for it.”

Valentino stopped to look at them briefly and
then continued punching in a series of numbers on the keypad of the
electronic locking mechanism. The lights on the box blinked and the
sound of the lock disengaging echoed hollowly in the silence of the
night.

Mark was no match for shotgun. He turned and
froze again at the sight of the black rectangle in front of him.
The cellar door reminded him of the well from his dream: dark and
forbidding. The half-memory of another such place gave him a jolt.
A stinking place full of people groaning in chains, torch light and
rats. Hell, no doubt. And he was about to go there… again.

Reluctantly, he followed the woman into the
entrance and down a flight of concrete stairs to a surprisingly
bright hallway with a dark blue, tiled floor and florescent lights
overhead. Their shoes clicked on the tiles, echoing through the
stillness. Valentino stopped in front of one of the numerous doors
and paused to unlock it with a key from her pocket. Inside the
room, rows of sterile white florescent lights flickered to life,
illuminating stainless steel lab tables, cabinets and an impressive
array of lab equipment. Alchemy had come a long, long way from the
caves and cellars of old. He caught himself on the edge of the
nearest table and frowned. Alchemy. Alchemy.

“My lab.” Full of pride, Valentino waved one
hand about the room. Pride was a sin. Pride was one of the seven
deadly sins.

“I’m impressed,” he heard himself say. “Which
way to the bloody wolfbane and bat wings?”

“Very funny, Mr. Ramsay. Maxie, would you
please show our guest to the seat of honor.”

Maxie handed her the shotgun and Mark noted
that she held it with professional ease in the crook of her
arm.

Maxie shoved him along to another door beyond
which was a much more inviting office with a large wooden desk,
computer station and a high-backed leather chair. Wooden
bookshelves filled with old leather-bound journals and books lined
the walls. A single cherry wood armchair sat in front of the desk.
This was the seat of honor. Mark was immensely relieved at not
having found himself strapped onto a stainless steel table or a
rack. Valentino stood behind the desk while Maxie pushed him down
in the chair and attached a pair of cuffs to his wrists and the
arms of the chair regrettably removing his ability to clutch his
stomach.

He sat waiting for the latest cramp to pass,
unable to do much more. Already, his arms and legs were growing
heavier as the pain in his midsection increased to an unbearable
stage and then receded. He went over the symptoms in his mind and
tried to decide what type of poison was affecting him. In his
fading condition he finally decided that he must have been a doctor
or perhaps an executioner rather than an assassin…

Merry drifted into view and took up a
position behind the desk. Her normally bright face was marred by a
look of total. Mark was sweating profusely, shaking from continuous
chills and, yet the room seemed unbearably hot. He could feel
rivulets of perspiration running down his face and his neck,
soaking his collar. Even his hands and arms gleamed with a thin
sheen of water as his body seemed bent on evaporating altogether.
The cool air conditioning from the vent over his head brushed his
face, but he still felt as if he were in a sauna.

“Now we can make this as simple or as
complicated as you like, Sir Ramsay,” Valentino spoke to him. Maxie
had the gun again, but held it loosely. Mark was no longer a
threat. “First of all…” she stopped talking and glanced back at the
Pixie. “Merry, for Christ’s sake!” she addressed the sniffing woman
beside her. Merry shifted her gaze from Mark’s face to Valentino.
They were little more than blurs of movement now. “Would you please
stop looking at him like that? You know what we have to do now and
you know why. Straighten up.”

Merry’s brow puckered and she broke into
unrestrained tears.

Valentino sighed and slid onto the desk
facing him. He tried to focus on her, but his eyesight was dimming
and blurring. He shifted his gaze to Merry’s face instead. A much
more pleasant view if it was to be his last.

“Your brother’s apprentice shared his secrets
with me before he left,” Valentino resumed her speech. “One of them
was of particular interest, but unfortunately, Master, Edgard
d’Brouchart, did not impart it to him in its entirety. It is Edgard
d’Brouchart that I want to meet. You know where and how he can be
found. Just tell me how to find Edgard d’Brouchart and I will cease
bothering you.”

Mark found it very difficult to concentrate
on her words. If he had not been feeling such pain in his stomach,
he might have felt very good… very, very good. The poison was in
the soup. She had not been joking. He tried to swallow and found
even that simple action becoming difficult as well. He continued to
stare at the Pixie hoping inanely that he would not drool on his
shirt in front of her. She was beginning to look more and more
angelic against the fuzzy haze behind her and certainly an angel
would not mind if he drooled a bit, would he? She… he… it? What
were angels after all? Male? Female? Did it matter?

He could no longer see the bodyguard and
didn’t know if it was his failing vision or if the man had
moved.

Valentino leaned into his field of vision. He
blinked and drew his head back wobbly on his neck, trying to focus
on her face. “You're probably wondering what is wrong with
you?”

He nodded though there didn’t seem to be much
of a question about it any more. He just wanted her to move so he
could see Merry again. At least he could die with something
pleasant in his mind.

“You know full well that I can’t kill you
with poison, but I can still give it to you just for grins and
giggles. Remember? We may be able to defeat death, but we will
never be able to defeat suffering. I’ve already seen that you can
bleed like a mortal man and you can feel pain like a mortal man.
Think of the unlimited research possibilities… the list is endless…
and the subject would never die… at least not permanently. Just
tell me where d’Brouchart is and I’ll take up my inquiries with
him, otherwise I know people who would be very interested in such a
research subject.”

Mark looked at her whimsically and then
winced when she snapped her fingers in front of his eyes. He could
feel his stomach still hurting, but it didn’t matter any more.
Nothing mattered.

The heat abated suddenly and he shuddered as
the sensation of being dipped in icy water started at his feet and
spread up his legs, finally gripping his heart in a vice
momentarily before traveling rapidly up into his throat, choking
him, making it impossible to draw a breath. He took a perverse
consolation in the fact that, once he was dead, he would have
proved, once and for all, that Valentino was wrong about his
immortality and Miss Meredith Pixie would weep over his body when
they buried him. He was neither immortal nor rational. He would be
dead and then she would feel foolish. He used his last few seconds
of lucidity to smile at Cecile before he slumped in the chair.

“I know you are past answering me now,”
Valentino continued talking to him.

He wished his ears would also stop working.
Would he have to die with her voice ringing in his ears?

“This is just a little preview of what is to
come. I am particularly proud of this potion. I created it to kill
rats. I do hate those bastards. Don’t you?”

Her voice was finally fading. He heard Merry
call his name one time before his ears popped and then there was
silence, though he could still see his lap through a fog. He felt
something warm fill his mouth and he thought his teeth were falling
out in his lap.

“Sir! Sir!” a dirty ragamuffin’s face peered
closely at him in the dim, filtered light.

He slung his head and water flew from his
hair in all directions. New pain stabbed his side as he gasped for
air.

“Up here. Give me your hand,” the boy spoke
to him in Latin.

The urchin reached down one grubby hand and
he stretched his free hand up to take it feebly, nearly pulling the
scrawny boy in the water with him. The boy braced himself expertly
against the rocks in front of him and strained with all his might,
pulling Mark slowly up the rough wall toward the cramped opening in
the side of the well. The sounds of shouts and screams echoed down
the shaft from the street above. He slipped and fell back in the
bloody water and the boy shifted positions to get a better grip on
his arm, pulling off the armored glove in the process.

“Sancta Maria! You must come out of there,”
the boy shouted at him urgently in broken French. “They will be
back for your body. They’ll want to hang it over the wall and put
your head on a pike pole!” The boy was from Europe. Not one of the
natives of Jerusalem.

With a great groan and an even greater
effort, he lifted his foot and planted it on the wall, reaching up
with his other hand to grip the edge of the ledge where the boy
waited frantically. The boy counted to three and he pushed up with
all this strength while the child pulled on his arm. He fell into
the passage on his stomach and the dagger still stuck in his side
pushed deeper, causing him to scream in the boy’s face.

“Get up! Get up! Come on, Master! Sancta
Maria! In the name of God, hurry!” the boy shouted in his face and
tugged on him, refusing to allow him to rest. Mark struggled up on
his knees and used one hand to crawl haphazardly down the dank,
stone hole with the boy pushing him from behind. He could smell the
stench of the dead, the newly dead and the long dead. His chain
mail jingled and grated against the stone over his back. He
clutched the hilt of the dagger in his hand to keep it from moving
as much as possible.

The battle was lost. The city had fallen to
Saladin’s warriors. The sounds of the slaughter in the streets
above were fading as he moved on as quickly as he could into the
ancient stone foundations of the Holy City. The dagger burned as if
it were super heated. Blood ran over his hand and dripped onto the
rock beneath him. He realized that the boy was no longer behind
him, but pushed on as best he could. A few moments later, the boy
was back, more frantic than ever.

“Hurry! Hurry! Don’t stop. The city is
burning!”

Without warning, he was falling again in the
darkness, deeper into the bowels of the catacombs to a lower level.
He tumbled down rough steps, screaming with each bounce he took. He
didn’t think he could make it to wherever they were going before
the knife disemboweled him. The boy was suddenly beside him in the
greenish darkness. The glow from the well’s hidden passage barely
illuminated the child’s dark face. How had he come to be in the
well? Who was he?

“This way,” the boy spoke perfect Latin,
explaining that they would be safe in the catacombs as he pulled
and tugged him.

When he heard the echoing shouts of more
assassins behind them, Mark hobbled after his unlikely rescuer with
one more tremendous effort. A distinctive scraping noise echoed in
the passage. The boy had gone back for the weapon in the face of
incredible danger and was dragging the heavy weapon along with
them. Mark’s feet felt like lead in the wet boots and his armor
felt as if it would crush him. He dropped the chain mail leggings
and the gauntlets as he went. He had his mace, his shield and two
of his three knives. He couldn’t pull off the chain mail hauberk
under the tabard due to the dagger in his side. Tangled in the
small loops, it actually pinned his armor to him. He stopped and
leaned against the wall, gasping for air.

The boy came back, taking his arm again.

“You can’t rest here, Sir."

After a few deep breaths, Mark stumbled
forward again. Soon they came to another ledge and below, in the
blackness, he could hear the sound of water. He leaned against the
wall again, supporting himself with one hand. There was absolutely
no hope of making it down another set of stairs alive.

“I can’t,” he said simply in Latin. "Give me
the sword."

The boy bobbed about him like a small monkey
squinting in the dimness at the dagger’s hilt protruding from his
side. Presently, the glow of a torch illuminated their
surroundings. He squinted at the clever boy who was now examining
the hilt of the dagger in the light of the torch. The child
apparently lived in this horrid place. There were pots and
blankets, leather bags and sacks strewn about the floor behind him.
He jerked away from the child when he touched the knife.

“Stay still, Sir. You must be strong,
Master,” the boy told him and took hold of the hilt of the
knife.

Mark Andrew knew what was coming next and he
knew that it was necessary if he had any hope of surviving. There
would be ransoms to be had. Negotiations to be made. He steeled
himself, took as deep a breath as he could, wrapped his free hand
over the boy’s smaller hands and nodded to the boy. The pain was
more than he could bear when the dagger came free. He instinctively
took a swing at the street urchin and they went over the side of
the ledge, both screaming all the way down to the cold, black water
below. The icy liquid enveloped him, freezing him instantly as he
breathed the water into his lungs. The world went black and then
brilliantly white.

Mark snapped his eyes open. It took several
moments for him to realize that he was looking into his own lap.
The blood from the wound inflicted by the Saracen’s dagger stained
his clothes and made him wince at the sight of so much of it. He
couldn’t have much left. The smell of the gory mess was
sickening.

“Bravo, Sir Ramsay,” a woman’s voice cut
through his mind like a Saracen’s dagger. “Twelve minutes. Twelve
Knights. Twelve Disciples. Twelve months. Twelve signs in the
Zodiac. What a coincidence. What else do you do in twelves, Mr.
Ramsay? Truly remarkable.”

Valentino was overjoyed. Her tone clearly
indicated it.

Someone pressed a cool cloth to his forehead.
He leaned his head all the way back and closed his eyes, breathing
through his mouth, as the memory of what had occurred came back to
him in a terrible rush. He felt much better than before, but he was
hungry again incredibly enough, his stomach growled. He opened his
eyes and saw the Pixie’s worried face above him. Crystal clear. It
was Merry who was washing his face.

“Could I…” he said with difficulty, his mouth
full of money. “Could I have a drink of water?”

“Oh, sure, why not?” Valentino answered him.
“Whatever you like, Mr. Ramsay.”

The Pixie disappeared for several seconds.
She came back and held a small glass of water to his lips. It
tasted wonderful. He found Valentino with his eyes over the edge of
the glass. He felt strangely empty, hollow and clean in spite of
the mess in his lap. She was still leaning on the desk in front of
him. It seemed that hours had passed since he had gone to sleep,
but from the looks of things, it could not have been more than a
few minutes at most, unless they were perpetrating an elaborate
hoax on him. But why? Did they really expect him to believe that he
had died and come back from the dead? He knew he hadn’t died. He
remembered dreaming.

“Now we can talk,” she told him. She twirled
a pencil on the tip of her index finger. “I really did have my
doubts about you. But now I know that the immortals really
exist.”

“What?!” Merry spun on her. “You mean that
you didn’t know for sure? You took a chance on killing him just to
prove a point?”

“So?” Valentino shrugged and then stood up
slowly. “And if he had died, would it have mattered so much?
Exactly what is it about him that you find so damned interesting,
Merry? Are you in love with him?”

Her comments only confirmed Mark’s suspicions
that the woman intended to kill him for real sooner or later. He
distinctly remembered the dream about the well. He determined not
to miss his next chance to leave, if one ever arrived.

Merry's angelic face was a mask of horrified
disbelief as tears streamed down her cheeks. Mark focused his
attention on the exchange between them. She still believed that
this Anthony character was alive and he was quite convinced now
that ‘poor Anthony’ was dead. Stone cold dead.

Merry realized for the first time that Cecile
was not playing with a full deck. They argued and shouted at each
other while Maxie stood by silently smirking. It was also quite
evident that Valentino was running the show. She suddenly snapped
and slapped the blond across the face. Merry shrieked in surprise
and pressed her hand over the spot.

“I’m sorry! You know how I feel about you,
Merry. I can’t stand the thought of…”

“I’m not in love with him!” she shouted, and
then added more calmly. “It’s just… well… I didn’t know you had
doubts about the immortality thing. That’s all. We’re talking about
a human life, Cecile.”

“I’m sorry I slapped you, Merry. I was
ninety-nine point nine per cent sure, you know? I mean it’s just
human nature not to believe, like it’s human nature to be jealous,”
Valentino tried to sound truly sorry, but narrowed her eyes
sharply, studying the blonde's face closely. “We don't need any
more of these outbursts. They are counter-productive. Is that
clear, sweetheart?”

She took Merry’s hands in hers and looked
into her eyes. Mark could also see that Merry was totally under the
influence of the older woman, perhaps even to the point of being
mortally afraid of her or even brain-washed. Merry glanced at him
briefly and then smiled sickly at Valentino.

“I know,” she muttered. “I’m sorry I made you
mad.”

“Take her back upstairs, Maxie.” Valentino
turned to the ugly man, who quickly changed his expression to one
of concern. “I can handle this. He’s not going anywhere now.”

“But I want to stay,” Merry protested.

“You don’t have the stomach for it, little
girl. I don’t want you upset for no reason. You will have
nightmares if I let you stay. Go on up and take a bath and… hey,
make us some hot chocolate and popcorn. I’ll be up in a little
while. We’ll watch a movie… or something.”

Merry sighed and turned away with Maxie
following closely behind her. The ugly man looked back at him and
smiled.

“Now, as I was saying, you’ve made me very
happy,” Cecile told Mark as soon as they were gone. She took a seat
in the high-backed leather chair and propped her feet on the desk.
“No doubt, you have made Merry very happy as well or tried to. I
have faith in her, Mr. Ramsay. She knows the importance of the
rituals as I’m sure you do as well. Timing. The great sacrifice.
The Great Work. The Great Rite. All that. But the original question
still remains.”

“I don’t know anyone named d’Brouchart,” he
said, but there was no confidence in his statement. He did remember
the man, but that was all. He did not know exactly what d’Brouchart
was other than the words ‘Grand Master’ which held no distinct
meaning for him. He certainly did not know where he might be found.
“Just because I did not die from your poison doesn’t mean I’m
immortal. It only proves that I'm not a rat.”

“Is that a double entendre? You know, I’m
beginning to like you.” She smiled at him. “I’m surprised to see
you still have your sense of humor. You died all right. No pulse.
No respiration. Nothing for twelve minutes. And now you sit here as
if nothing happened. People don’t die for twelve minutes and then
just take a breath and wake up all by themselves. Next time, I’ll
hook you up to an EEG. Do a bit of scientific research on your
brain. You know, make sure you’re not just comatose or something. I
still have that wee little bit of doubt. I have a machine in the
lab, but I’m still reading the instruction book.” She laughed.
“Those things are awfully complicated. Merry could probably do it
better, but she’s so squeamish sometimes. She makes me mad at her.
She shouldn’t do that…” her voice trailed off before she continued
“at any rate, I’ll need to know for sure, but, trust me, I believe
you were dead. I don’t think anyone could survive the poison I gave
you.”

“I only know what you tell me.”

“I am not an inquisitor, Sir Ramsay, and I
hardly consider myself a sadistic maniac. So I really don’t want to
start doing anything along those lines. This was really more than I
had bargained for to be perfectly honest. I am not particularly
fond of blood and guts.” She shrugged and wrinkled her nose. “It
seems that no matter what I do to you, you are still going to sit
there and deny everything, which is, by the way, highly
commendable, but I don’t have time to waste on you. Every minute is
precious to me. I have another, more civilized method I want to
use. Now that I know you are immortal, I want to try the same thing
with you that I used with Anthony. It worked very well on him, but
he was not immortal. Not one of the great mysterious knights.”

“Really?” Mark said tiredly. He did not want
to hear it. “Did your poison work on him?”

“I didn’t poison him. I used hypnosis,” she
answered and then leaned back in the chair and put her hands behind
her head. “Usually hypnosis does not work unless the subject is
willing, but I use a method that does not require such cooperation
on the part of the subject.”

“And if you do this, you will get your
answers?” Mark perked up a bit. Perhaps she could convince herself
of the truth. He certainly couldn’t convince her of anything.

“Yes, I think so.”

“Then I suggest we get on with it,” he told
her.

Maxie returned to the office and took up his
stance by the door.

“Maxie,” Cecile stood up. She kept her eyes
on Mark, but spoke to the guard. “Get some towels from the lab.
Clean him up a bit.”

Maxie mumbled something about not being a
nursemaid, but disappeared into the lab. Valentino followed him.
This was not going to be pleasant. Presently, she returned with a
gauze pad and a bottle. Maxie laid the shotgun on the desk and used
a towel to wipe at his lap haphazardly, making a bigger mess than
before.

Valentino sighed heavily and grabbed the
towel from him. “Just wait over there. We’ll take care of it
later.”

She poured some of the liquid from the bottle
onto the pad and looked down at him. “This won’t hurt at all.”

“Famous last words,” he said as he looked
down at the bloody mess in his lap. It certainly looked like blood
and a great deal of it. He looked up at her again and closed his
eyes. He was going to have to kill both of them if they didn’t kill
him first. Valentino walked around behind him and took his hair in
her hand, pulling his head back.

“You’d best make this work," he said. “I’m
not in a good mood.”

“You’re very funny, Mr. Ramsay.”

She gave him one last smile and pressed the
gauze pad over his nose and mouth. He resisted instinctively, but
she was right, it didn’t hurt at all. Dreamless sleep came as a
welcomed respite.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“You did what?!” Valentino’s voice was shrill
with rage and cut through his groggy mind like a knife. His neck
hurt. Stars danced in front of his eyes when he opened them. His
vision cleared and he saw the ceiling above him. Dropping his head
painfully, he saw that his lap was a bit cleaner, though damp.

“You idiot! You fool!” she shrieked behind
him somewhere.

He felt worse than ever and only wanted to
lie down, but he was still right where he had left himself and he
had no idea how much time had passed since he’d gone to sleep.

“Why? Why did you do that? I told you it was
for you to use on yourself. I only gave it to you because I was
afraid you would be hurt. I was afraid Merry might be hurt!
Remember? I said if you get hurt, drink this.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Maxie’s voice was sullen. “I
remember that, but I also remember that the stuff makes you pass
out cold.”

“That’s not the point,” she sputtered. “Why
did you use it on him?”

“The point is that he is a lot stronger than
he looked,” Maxie told her defiantly. “He had three knives on him,
for God’s sake. He thought she was a prostitute trying to pick him
up. He talked real bad to your little sweetheart. Real bad. You
should have come up with a better plan. I couldn’t hold him. I hit
him with the damned club. And he just kept coming at me. It’s like
he was plum crazy. And then he got hold of her… I couldn’t just
stand there and do nothing. He would have killed her and me, too.
If I’d let him kill me, how could I have drunk something?”

“There was no plan, you stupid shit!”
Valentino was beyond angry. “I sent you out to scout for him… you
know? Scout? Just have a look. See if you could spot him so we’d
know he was coming for sure. I didn’t tell you to capture him. He
was coming here anyway. All we had to do was wait.”

“Well, that’s not what Miss Merry told me.
You two should get your shit straight. I can’t work for two screwy
women at once!” Maxie’s voice lowered a bit and Mark heard
something break in the lab. The crash was followed by several
seconds of silence as the woman paced the floor.

“How did you do it? What exactly did you do?”
Valentino seemed to have calmed down a bit. Her words were short
and clipped.

“I threw it in his eyes,” Maxie explained to
her. “It was the only way. I couldn’t exactly ask him to sit down
for a beer and a bowl of salsa.”

“This is just great,” Valentino said
resignedly.

Mark heard something grating on the tile
floor. A chair? A guillotine? A casket?

“What’s done is done, Miss,” Maxie’s voice
was less clear. He had moved further away. “It’ll wear off
eventually.”

“You don’t know that! I don’t even know that.
I don’t know what the effects are on immortals. He really doesn’t
remember anything coherently. Just like he told us. I thought he
was bluffing. I thought he was playing with me. I can’t believe I
was wrong.”

Mark found himself nodding his head in
affirmation. She was not accustomed to being wrong.

“That stuff was just half the key,” she
continued. “You could have killed him for all you knew. For all we
know, he might be dying right now. I mean it might take a while to
work or something.”

“I’m sorry! What can I say? Besides, if he’s
immortal, he’s immortal, right? How can you kill somebody’s who’s
immortal?”

“Just get out of here. I have to think.”

Mark waited without moving. He did not want
to wake completely. He wanted to sleep, to heal, but the pains in
his neck and his back were too insistent and he was terribly angry,
not to mention hungry. They had used some witch’s brew on him and
Valentino might be right. He might already be dying of some
insidious poison. He remembered absolutely nothing of how he had
come to be with Merry and Maxie. His entire coherent world had
started at the base of that damnable pecan tree.

Footsteps drew near and he heard her go
around the desk. The chair squeaked as she sat down. He heard a
sniffling sound and then she blew her nose. Was she crying? It
hardly seemed possible. He was partially pleased to have caused the
tears even at such a great expense.

“Ramsay?”

He raised his head slowly and opened his
eyes. Without thinking, he tried to raise his hand to his neck and
the cuff yanked it back painfully.

“Ow!”

“I’m really sorry about this,” she said and
he frowned at her. “If you promise to be good, I’ll take those
off.”

He nodded slowly and licked his parched
lips.

A few seconds later, he sat unrestrained in
the chair, alternately rubbing his neck and his wrists. He could
not decide which hurt worse. There were new bruises on his wrists
beneath the healing rope burns. Whatever had happened while he was
asleep must have been unpleasant.

“There, that’s better, huh?” She was behind
the desk again. “You really don’t know anything about anything, and
I feel like such a fool.”

“What about my immortality?” he asked her.
“Was that just a joke or something?”

“I was just trying to scare you,” she quipped
lightly.

A lie, he was sure of it.

“It was just castor oil and ipecac syrup. I’m
so sorry. I thought you were Mark Ramsay. What did you say your
name was?”

“John. Then this isn’t real blood?” he asked
and looked into this lap at the drying blood.

“Oh, it’s real blood, but it came from the
kitchen,” she told him. “Beef liver, actually.”

“Good,” he nodded, wishing it were the truth.
Liver was exactly what it had looked like and he could not imagine
that he had coughed up his own liver in his lap. He didn’t think
that it was anatomically possible.

“I told you I’m not sadistic. We’ll get you
all cleaned up. You have to understand that a young man’s life is
at stake here,” she waved one hand as she talked. “I don’t know
what to do now, to be honest. I thought you had come here to kill
us. Anthony is convinced that someone is after him. Someone who
will stop at nothing including killing anyone trying to protect
him. I mean you were driving a black car and you did have a rather
wicked looking blade in the trunk. But I guess it’s just a hobby of
yours, right? Collecting swords or something? You can’t blame me
for protecting myself and my… family. I would tell you more, but I
don’t think you want to hear it. I'll make it up to you. What will
it take? How much?”

He nodded thoughtfully, buying time. She’d
not mentioned his rings and the rest of the bizarre things that he
had experienced and half-remembered. Her half-baked story wasn’t
half-bad as stories went. There was no way this woman would ever
let him go. Her conversation with the security agent had explained
more than enough. At least he knew now why he couldn’t remember
anything and whatever it was she wanted, she remained convinced
that she had the right man.

He would have to go along with her. At least
his hands were free, but he knew that if he tried to get out of the
chair, he would fall on his face and he’d not heard Maxie actually
leave. There was nothing else he could do at the moment. The old
desire to throttle her returned with a vengeance. His breathing
became more rapid and the red haze began to edge into his vision.
He fought it off and tried to remain calm. If he was poisoned,
agitation would only hasten the process. He knew that much.

“How about breakfast? I’m starving,” he asked
hopefully, trying to sound more like a lost shoe salesman than a…
what?

“Sure. Fine. Of course.” She smiled tightly
at him and then looked away quickly. “Let’s get you back to your
room. Get you all cleaned up. I’ll get you something to eat and
then we can decide on a settlement. There’s no need to make matters
worse.”

He nodded again and she helped him from the
chair. Her nearness made him cringe, but he needed her help and he
needed to get out of the damned chair and the damned laboratory and
the damned basement. When his strength returned and his next chance
came, he would not hesitate to do what should have already been
done.

On the way back to his room, she told him
about Anthony as he leaned on her arm. She said that he was her
nephew. A college student on a trip to Europe during the Spring
Break.

Mark’s legs were like rubber and his vision
swam. He would have to get better to kill her. Kill her. He was
amazed how easily the thought of committing murder came to mind,
time and again.

She continued with her story about how the
boy had become involved with a suicide cult in Europe. About how
she and Merry had tried to bring him home and help him. About how
the boy had told them that someone would be coming for him to
either take him back or kill him.

For all he knew, some of it could have been
true though he didn’t really give a damn. With tears in her eyes,
she finally told him that Anthony had left them, run away. Merry
had been very fond of Anthony. But what about the rest of the
story? The real story. She told him that they had learned only a
few things about the people in the cult, ‘international, you see’
and when Mark had come along with his ‘accent and all’, well, they
had been sure that he was one of them. An awful mistake. Terrible,
just terrible. And did he know of any such cults in Ireland?
Ireland! He was from Scotland… wasn’t he?

“So you think this d’Brouchart fellow is the
cult leader? From France, of course,” he asked her.

“Yes, of course he’s French. He’s the one I’m
looking for.” Valentino nodded. “I will have my revenge. I want to
find him and bring him to trial. I want justice. I want him
extricated.”

“I see, but I think you mean extradited,”
Mark said gravely. “That is certainly understandable.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Locked back inside his third floor room, he
stripped off the filthy clothes, threw them in the corner and then
stood in front of the mirror looking for wounds. Teeth marks.
Scratches. Festering ulcers. Welts. Rashes. Discoloration. Anything
that might indicate more serious conditions. Strangely enough he
knew exactly what he was looking for. Other than the bruises on his
wrists, there were no outward signs of injury. He felt terrible in
general. He was a bit pale, though the cut above his eye was all
but gone, leaving barely a trace. Should not have healed so
quickly. Should have needed stitches. The only thing he could find
was the old scar from the dagger in the dream. But dreams could not
leave scars, could they? Was he really immortal? Had he really
fought in the Holy Wars? If she was going to let him go, why had
she locked his door? Why was he staring himself in the eye asking
stupid questions?

When he emerged from the bathroom wrapped in
a towel, the Pixie was waiting for him. She had brought his
breakfast, that wasn’t really breakfast. Too late for supper, too
early for breakfast. And he hadn’t said his prayers. He stopped
short and tucked the towel more securely about his waist. He could
not imagine why he would feel embarrassed to see her there in his
room, but he was. A glance at the window showed that it was still
dark outside and the clock on the dresser showed half past two.

He examined the tray on the small writing
desk. Another steak with oven-browned potatoes and a huge slice of
chocolate cake. A bottle of red wine and a pitcher of iced tea
completed the meal. Simple enough fare. No drinking during meals.
No talking during meals. The company of women… The smell of the
steak made his empty stomach lurch.

“How did you manage to draw the
privilege?”

His brow furrowed in confusion at his own
disjointed thoughts. Weird strings of words spoken by different
voices, different accents. English. French. German. Italian. “Or
does your Mistress know you are here?”

The vehemence in his tone made her flinch. He
wanted her to go away, but he still needed information. She was
dangerous.

“Don’t be angry with me, Mark.” She stood
wringing her hands in agitation and her expression collapsed in
disappointment. “I didn’t want them to hurt you. I tried to make
them stop. Don’t you remember?”

He said nothing but pulled his bags from
under the bed and took out a simple black tee shirt and a pair of
black, cotton cargo pants with zippers and snaps all over them.
They looked like something a burglar would wear… or an assassin? He
took the clothes back to the bathroom to dress. He came back and
sat in the chair beside the desk facing her, fighting off the urge
to pick up the steak in both hands.

“I paid off the maid,” Merry said after a few
moments, attempting a bit of humor. “Cecile is locked in the
library with Mr. Petrie and Chevalier Ramos… under the rose.”

“What about your other friend, Maxie?” he
asked sarcastically. He couldn’t manage to get the bitter tones out
of his voice in spite of the need to make use of her insanity. He
sincerely felt betrayed by the woman even though he barely knew
her. But wasn’t that the way it was supposed to be? ‘The company of
women is a dangerous thing.’ He picked up the wine and pushed the
cork from the unlabeled bottle with his thumbs before holding it
under his nose, wondering if it had more poison in it. Surely
Valentino would still need to be rid of him. He could not decide
whether he should drink the wine before or after eating.

“He’s asleep, I think,” she said and pulled a
low footstool up near his feet. She sat down and watched while he
turned up the bottle.

It didn’t taste like poison, but then it
never had.

“I am sorry for what happened,” she told him.
“I didn’t know she could do something like that. I mean she always
talked about stuff, but I never saw her do anything like that
before. It was awful.”

“Yes, it was,” he had to agree.

“She’s usually very lovable,” the Pixie’s
eyes lit up.

“You’ve got to be kidding!” He almost choked
on the wine. “She’s about as lovable as small pox.”

“No, really. You just don’t know her like I
do. She’s really very special. If you knew her, you would like her.
She’s really smart.”

“Oh, is that so?”

His anger was slowly fading, but the
situation was intolerable, incredible. Now she was telling him
things he really did not want to hear.

“I was glad to hear that she hadn’t really
poisoned you,” she sighed. “She told me about what happened.”

“Did she tell you she had made a mistake?
That I’m not who she thought I was?”

The steak was getting cold and he really
needed to eat.

Merry got up and moved to his lap, laying her
head on his shoulder. It was maddening to listen to her go on about
Cecile. His feelings for the Pixie were an abomination. His
feelings for Valentino were a sin. He could smell the chocolate
cake over the scent of her cologne. Sex or chocolate? Which was
worse? Which was better? Chocolate was less dangerous.

“She did.” Merry nodded her head against his
chest and rubbed his stomach on the exact spot where he was slowly
starving to death. “I know you’ll be leaving and I hate to see you
go. I’m afraid that she’ll be very upset if she finds out what
we’ve done.”

“She tells you everything, does she?” He
stroked her curly hair and wrapped his left arm around her
shoulders.

“Eventually,” Merry answered.

So Valentino was perpetrating the same fraud
on the Pixie? That would lend a bit of credence to his idea that
Merry was just a semi-innocent pawn in all this. He wanted to kiss
her and at the same time, he wanted to choke some sense into her.
He closed his eyes against the conflicting urges, he loved the
sound of her voice, the smell of her hair, the smooth coolness of
her skin and he could feel the tight muscles of her legs through
the thin dress she wore and the firmly rounded bottom that was
so.... He wanted to keep her, put her away somewhere safe where
only he knew where she was, where only he could find her and be
with her and…

The need for food was fading. He tightened
his grip on her as she babbled on about how good Cecile had treated
her over the years. Cecile infuriated him. Cecile stood between him
and what he wanted, and what he wanted was wrong. An abomination.
“Does she whisper these things in your ear while she’s making love
to you?”

The woman stiffened and tried to get up. He
held her easily in place. “Be still!”

She relaxed a bit and he pressed her head
back down on his chest, stroking her curls, relaxing his grip a
bit. After a few seconds, he took her chin in his hand, tilting her
face up. She closed her eyes apparently expecting a kiss. So
confused, she was. So dangerous.

“Who gets on top?” he dropped her chin
abruptly and asked the question in a disinterested tone instead. He
had to get away from her and since he could not, he had to make her
get away from him, but he didn’t really want her to get away from
him. Not really.

She kicked her foot at the desk and toppled
them both to the floor. He pushed the chair off him and grabbed for
her foot as she crawled away from him. He pulled her back across
the polished wood floor, flipped her onto her back, and pinned her
beneath him. It was just so easy. Too easy. Too wrong.

He looked down at her and she glared at up at
him and tried to push him off. Not like before. She was truly angry
this time. It was not a game this time.

“You didn’t answer my question,” he told
her.

“You really are a bastard,” she said through
clenched teeth. “Get off of me.”

“You really don’t know what you want, do
you?” he countered and then raised up on one knee. He released her
arms and she kicked away from him.

He got up slowly, righted the chair and sat
down again while she stood by the door, wringing her hands again,
looking tearful and hurt. His stomach took the opportunity to
attack him again.

“Didn’t she tell you that I’m dangerous?” he
asked her and picked up the wine bottle again. The wine was
revolting in the emptiness. Already the alcohol was warming his
neck and his face.

“You’re not dangerous.” Her face changed
expressions yet again, to something entirely different, as if she
had just made some remarkable discovery. “You’re just
uncivilized.”

“Uncivilized. Aye, that’s the word.” He
nodded in agreement and smiled as anger replaced the
self-recriminations. “Uncivilized.” He turned his attention on the
steak and tore it apart without the advantage of a fork or a knife
or a napkin. It took less than five minutes to put away the whole
thing in the old style. The old style? She stood by the door
unmoving and silent. He really wished she would go away. He was
beginning to like her in spite of everything. She was persistent if
nothing else. When he had finished the cake, he turned toward her
with a quizzical look. What was she waiting for?

“She was lying wasn’t she?” Merry asked him
suddenly.

“Uh, huh.” He nodded. “She was lying.”

“I told her that I had taken advantage of
your weakness at the dinner table, but that we hadn’t actually… you
know…” she admitted and made an apologetic face.

“Uh, huh.” He nodded again. “And what did she
say to that?”

“She was mad.”

“Oh, aye. She's mad alright. She’s insane.
What is she planning to do with me now?”

“I don’t know. I really am glad to hear that
she was lying. It would have been… well, it would have been awful.
I mean what I did and what you did, if you weren’t who I thought
you were.”

“What difference would it make?”

“You just don’t understand.” She looked down
at the floor.

Was she for real?

“How long have you known her?”

“A long time.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-seven.”

“How old is she?”

“Thirty-five. How old are you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Close to a thousand,” she supplied. “Doesn’t
that make you feel weird?”

He raised one eyebrow. Perhaps the word
reality had not been precise.

“Yeah.” He smiled. “It would.”

“Do you look like your mother or your
father?”

“I don’t know.” He actually laughed at the
question. He had no recollection of either father or mother and
wondered if he had ever known them. She was totally innocent now,
back to the Pixie he had made her into in his mind. “And you… who
do you look like?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “My mother and
father died a long time ago. I’ve seen pictures, but I don’t think
I look like either of them. I was an orphan.”

“What?” He frowned. She did not have the
appearance of one abandoned. He had thought she had somehow sprung
full grown from the head of her father, Zeus. He shook his head. No
that was not the right goddess. Who was it that had come from the
sea in a seashell? Aphrodite? Venus? Weren’t they the same? But
these were pagan gods and he was obliged to kill the enemies of
Christ. What was he thinking? He turned up the bottle and stared at
her. She was talking again, telling him some story about her
childhood, but it did not interest him. He was only interested in
the here and now and she was here and it was now. He stood up and
set the empty bottle on the desk. Enemies of Christ? She stopped
talking and stared at him.

“You would not do that again, would you?” she
asked after a few seconds.

“What? Do what again?” He frowned. Something
else was clouding his mind. The wine. The wine was making it hard
to focus on her voice. She fidgeted with something in her hand. A
key. The key. The key to his door. “You have the key and I need the
key.”

“No, you do,” she said and frowned at him,
missing the meaning of his words. “You have the key.”

“You would give it to me, if I wanted it,” he
said and took a step toward her. She did not flinch away from
him.

“I would give you whatever you want… as long
as you truly want it,” she continued to look at him with a peculiar
look in her clear blue eyes. “As long as you love me.”

“Love you?” He stopped. “Why would I love
you? What do you know of love, lassie? Ye’re naught but a
choild.”

“You tell me,” she shrugged and held up the
key.

“I don’t know what love is and I asked you
first.” He regained his composure.

He took another step toward her. She took a
step back and leaned against the door, holding the key behind
her.

“Yes, you do,” she objected.

One more step and he was in front her,
holding her hands, looking down at the key. He wrapped one hand
over the key in her hand and pulled her close. The key was crushed
between them.

“I want the key,” he said into her hair and
then kissed her forehead. “Will you give me the key?”

“I told you I would give you anything you
want.” He leaned into him and he felt another overwhelming desire
to take her down on the floor, right there in front of the door.
Why? The key was important and he had it in his hand. “You will
have to decide whether to stay or go.”

She kissed his chin and then raised up
slightly, kissing his mouth. He closed his eyes and almost forgot
about the key. He let go of her hands and ran his hands up her back
and then down, slipping the loose dress from her shoulders. The key
fell to the floor along with the light summer dress. Did she never
wear anything under those gossamer gowns other than a few strings
and a bit of fluff? This was much worse than before and he felt a
sense of guilt as he pressed her against the door. She wrapped her
legs around him and he carried her to the bed instead. The key
bounced on the carpet. Surely he could find the key soon enough. In
a while… and a bit. His stomach was forgotten again.

They were lying in his bed some time later
when the door suddenly opened and the overhead light came on
abruptly. Mark threw one arm over the Pixie and shaded his eyes
against the glare. He had the distinct impression that this had
never happened to him before.

“Show’s over!” Maxie announced as he picked
up the key and Merry’s dress from the floor. “Come on, Chevaliere
Discretion.” He used her honorary title with just the proper amount
of scorn. “I should have known where to find you. Miss Cecile wants
you downstairs.”

Merry sat up in the bed with the sheet
clutched to her neck, frowning at the ugly man. Mark looked at him
in amazement. His hatred for the man inched up another notch.
Didn’t anyone ever knock in America?

“Hand over the dress,” Mark Andrew growled as
he pushed himself up in the bed wearily. He should never have
stopped to dally with this woman again. A little of his strength
had returned after the meal, but he had spent it in amorous
pursuits. How many men had been killed in just such a sorry state?
It was no wonder he was required to sleep fully clothed with his
boots on… He cursed himself mentally. She would certainly be the
death of him and he felt that he deserved it for being so
weak-willed and stupid.

“I don’t think it will fit you, dickweed.”
Maxie laughed and held the dress up a little higher to look at it.
“Nope. Too little, though I might say the color would go good with
your hair.”

“Give her the damned dress, sir,” Mark set
his jaw and raised his voice just a bit. He was hardly in any
position to make demands, but he didn’t really care. If he was
going to die here, it might as well be now.

Maxie raised the barrel of the shotgun and
draped the dress across the barrel sight.

“Miss Cecile is waiting for you, sister.” He
grinned at Merry. “Come and get it.”

Merry started out of the bed and Mark caught
her arm. “Stay where you are. I’ll get it,” he told her without
taking his eyes off the man with the gun. When Maxie made no
further move, Mark let out a sigh and climbed out of the bed to
retrieve the dress under Maxie’s appraising gaze. It didn’t seem to
matter to him which of them came after it. He appreciated one just
as much as the other.

Mark tossed the dress to Merry and she pulled
it over her head quickly, before slipping from the bed to find her
shoes. Mark Andrew stood facing the sneering man, dressed only in
his intense hatred. Maxie did not flinch as Mark looked at him with
deadly intent in his eyes. Merry passed behind him and he caught
her arm again, pulling her back in front of him. He then kissed her
long and hard while Maxie stood his ground in the open door. “I’m
going to kill him for you,” Mark whispered in her ear and let her
go. “Before I leave, I’m going to kill him for you.”

She looked into his eyes briefly and then
backed away. Maxie snatched at her arm and flung her toward the
door.

Merry disappeared through the door behind the
big man and he heard her footsteps hurrying away down the hall.
Maxie did not follow her immediately, but remained where he was as
if he would say or do more.

“If you would care to lay your weapon aside,
we could take care of this business, here and now,” Mark told him
evenly. He’d never fought anyone without the benefit of some bit of
clothing or armor, but if it had been good enough for the
Highlanders, it was good enough for him. All he needed was a bit of
blue face-paint.

Maxie seemed to consider the possibility
seriously for several seconds before he found his voice again. “I
would like nothing better than to wrestle with you, my friend, but
I’ll have to take a raincheck on it right now.” He winked at Mark
and quickly backed out the door, closing and locking it.

Mark stood frozen in the middle of the room.
He was definitely going to have to kill the man. His promise to the
Pixie he would keep. There was no doubt in his mind now. He placed
one hand on his forehead and the other on his hip. Highlanders?
Blue paint? Armor? He had to be some kind of history buff. He
looked down at himself and then dropped his head. Buff, indeed. If
things went well, he would regain his strength in the night and
make good his escape in the morning, after killing Maxie, of
course. He crawled back under the covers and was soon fast
asleep.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Sometime just before dawn, a sudden summer
storm broke against the house, shaking the foundations with intense
lightening strikes all around the grounds. The roof groaned and the
wind beat the rain against the windows. Mark Andrew awoke with a
start from another nightmare about war and horses and dust and
blood. He pressed his hand against his forehead and then sat up
suddenly as he became aware of the fact that he was not alone.

This just could not go on! He was now afraid
for Merry. The Pixie was living in a very dangerous situation and
he didn’t even think she realized it. She was slowly, but surely
working her way into his mind so that his every thought started and
ended with her. If she continued to creep into his room, sooner or
later, she was going to find herself in serious trouble. And,
furthermore, regardless of his inability to remember details, he
was positive that he should not be carrying on this licentious
relationship with a virtual stranger. It was against everything he
felt was right. He was making a big mistake and compounding it by
allowing it to continue. Valentino was insane. He knew, or thought
he knew what she had in mind for him, but he also felt that she
might be capable of killing Merry as well. He had seen the insanity
in her eyes when she had spoken to him about Merry. She was
extremely jealous of the Pixie and jealousy, especially in women,
was a very deadly thing. The best he could make out about the
peculiar relationship they seemed to share was that Merry had
somehow gained permission to seduce him and sleep with him, but it
made no sense. It was almost as if Valentino had imprisoned him
here as a gift for Merry in addition to extracting ancient secrets
from him. Insanity. He could understand Valentino’s motivation as
far as the immortality thing went. That would be an acceptable, if
not logical, reason to hold him. But there was more to it than
that. He seemed to be serving a two-fold purpose here and both were
beyond his comprehension.

When he swung his feet to the floor, a hand
gripped his shoulder. The storm had knocked out the
electricity.

“Where are you going?” she whispered. Her
voice was slightly hoarse. She’d been crying again and drinking as
well. He could smell it on her breath. Depression complicated by
the consumption of alcohol. A dangerous and often deadly
combination.

“I had a nightmare.” He lay back beside her.
“What are you doing here?”

“How could I stay away?”

She pressed her lips to his ear and reached
under the quilt to find what she was looking for and he sighed
audibly before lying down again and allowing her to slip under the
cover with him. He would have to take the key this time and leave
her.

The lights were out. And no emergency
generator had kicked in. Maxie’s cameras would be out. Perfect.

“Where is everyone now?” He caught her hand
and turned to face her.

“Sleeping,” she kissed him almost viciously
and ended with a bite on his lower lip.

“Ow!” He wiped his lip and tasted blood.
“What was that for?”

“I thought you liked it rough,” She laughed
softly and pressed herself against him under the cover. He allowed
her to push him over on his back again.

“Sometimes, maybe…” he admitted, but this was
not one of them. “It depends on what you mean by it.”

She got up on her hands and knees in the bed
and crawled over him. He was tired. He really wished she would go
away. He wanted nothing to do with her anymore. He wanted to rest
and recuperate, but there was at least one thing still interested
beyond all reason and his own body betrayed his mind… again. Her
actions were drunk and reckless and, apparently, it was not in his
nature to take advantage of drunken women. He tried to pull her
back where she belonged beside him. Just sleep it off. She leaned
over him and licked his ear before biting his earlobe much too
hard.

“Dammit!” he cursed and pushed her back.
“Don’t make me hurt you.”

“Would you?” She laughed and climbed on top
of him, sitting back on his legs. She leaned over him and he could
feel her smooth skin on his exposed stomach as she kissed his chest
and then slid her tongue all the way down his belly. While part of
him was revolted by her, another part seemed quite pleased and
surprised by her attentions. The pleasure was short-lived when she
bit him again on the very part that was on her side.

“Stop it,” he grabbed her shoulders and
pulled her back up on his chest. “You’re drunk. You’d best go now.”
She was making him angry. He kissed her roughly and pulled her hair
when she tried to bite him again. He knew she could taste the blood
in his mouth from his lip. Perhaps it was blood she wanted. Perhaps
she was as bloodthirsty as her companion, Valentino, when she was
drinking. Alcohol did strange things to people. He could not
imagine the Pixie drinking anything other than a glass of tonic
water. She didn’t seem to be the type. In fact, he could not
imagine her drunk at all. But then she didn’t look like a wanton
slut either, though she certainly filled that bill quite readily.
An abomination! He made an abrupt effort to put his insistently
interested, but injured part where it wanted to be and missed. She
laughed and sat up again. She pushed down on his shoulders and he
took her by the waist, trying again and she moved away. This
topsy-turvy situation that she seemed to prefer was not his cup of
tea. He missed the mark painfully the third time and winced. She
giggled.

“That’s not funny,” he told her as she
continued to giggle. The thunder crashed around the house and the
rain drummed on the windows and the roof. The storm put him in mind
of his home in Scotland. Where exactly was his home in Scotland? He
couldn’t remember, but it seemed to him that it rained there… a
lot. She leaned sideways and reached out for the bedside table
almost crushing the rest of his desire from him in the process.

“Dammit!” he muttered and grabbed for the
sheet as she slid off of him clumsily.

He heard the clink of a bottle and then
blinked as an almost blinding flash of lightning illuminated the
room. The strike was so close the thunder was almost instantaneous.
The effect lent credence to the idea that God highly disapproved of
what he was doing. He got only a fleeting glimpse of her in the
light before it was gone, leaving white spots in front of his
vision like the unexpected flash of a camera. She turned up the
wine bottle and drank heavily from it in the brief moment he was
able to see her. Only the line of her throat as she swallowed the
bottle had been visible in black and white like a cheap French
silkscreen print. She returned the bottle to the table awkwardly in
the pitch darkness and then pressed her lips against his, filling
his mouth with the sweet liquid, surprising him yet again. He
almost choked before managing to swallow the unexpected and
unolicitied drink. She pushed herself backwards and went down on
him again with very cold lips and tongue, almost taking his breath
away and it was his turn to get away from her. He sat up sputtering
again, pushing her away.

“Dammit!” he repeated the only word he could
think of. The anger returned suddenly and he grabbed her shoulders,
slamming her on her back, pinning her beneath his weight. “Is it
trouble you want or are you just trying to provoke me? What do you
want? You want to fight?”

“I thought you would never ask,” she smacked
her lips and tried to bite his chin. He thought she must be very
drunk and felt almost guilty as he moved back into the proper
position in which he felt was most efficient manner to finish what
she had started. He closed his eyes and she wrapped her legs around
his waist like a common whore. But unlike a prostitute she meant
only to play with him and kept the objective just out of range,
laughing and giggling.

“I don’t think you have what it takes to take
what I have,” she jeered at him.

Her flippant attitude outraged him. No woman
had ever treated him in such a manner. Paid or unpaid. Willing or
unwilling. He got up on his knees and pushed her legs down before
grabbing her hands. He shoved them under the small of her back and
lifted her up, poised to make the final strike. “Where do we go
from here?” he asked.

“You would rape an innocent maid, sir?” she
asked and giggled. It suddenly occurred to him that he had heard
these words before and then the voice of a man overpowered
everything else. The words were spoken as if in a prayer by someone
with a very deep voice, familiar, yet strange to him ‘O God, thou
knowest my foolishness; and my sins are not hid from thee.’ It
almost caused him to throw her from the bed… almost, but he had
gone too far to stop because of a ghostly voice in his own
head.

So this was her fantasy? To be raped? But
that was ridiculous. What in the world was she doing? No, no, she
was drunk. There was no doubt, but it was far too late to think
about it.

“Ye’re nae innocent maid, lassie,” he told
her surprising even himself with the sudden appearance of a
noticeable Scottish brogue. She laughed and tried once more to
squirm from under him. He pulled her back and found the mark with
no trouble. To his immense, but brief amazement, entry was
difficult, almost painful. She continued her struggle against him
with little success, protesting that he was hurting her as if
everything that had just passed between them had never
happened.

It was far too late for protests. She
shrieked once in his ear and he clamped his hand over her mouth. He
felt her body rise against him and he pushed harder. She certainly
felt like an innocent maid. Vaguely he wondered how she had
accomplished the illusion. He would have to ask her about it some
other time. If this was some sort of game, he understood none of it
and he was not about to make a habit of it.

When it was over, she scrambled from the bed
without another word. No giggles. No laughter and no teasing
remarks. He should have had the last laugh, but it wasn’t funny.
She was searching for her clothes in the darkness, bumping into the
furniture as she scrabbled around the floor. He tried to apologize
to her and tell her that he felt terrible about taking advantage of
her drunkenness. She sniffed and coughed and he could tell that she
was crying, but she did not answer him.

He fell back on the bed and covered his face
with his arms. He wondered why he had done it. To teach her a
lesson? Hardly. The only lesson he could have hoped to teach her
was to hate him. For gratification? Doubtful. He didn’t feel
gratified in any way, shape or form. The worst thing about it was
glaringly obvious. The very fact that he could do such a thing only
proved that he was a criminal.

The door opened and closed and she was gone
along with his latest opportunity to get the key to the door. But
it was just as well. Perhaps she would not be back and he could
more easily keep his vow to himself not to touch her again, though
he might have preferred to accomplish it some other way. His guilt
was overwhelming to the point that it consumed his mind completely
and washed everything else into oblivion. Even the immediate danger
of his precarious situation eluded him while he sank deeper and
deeper into a black depression. He found the rest of her wine and
drank it before going back to sleep.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Three miles from the ruins of Pompeii in
southern Italy, in a painstakingly restored authentic Roman villa,
behind a picturesque rock wall topped with cast iron fencing, a
strange assemblage of men was seated on either side of a long,
lacquered table in one of the sunny rooms. In the center of the
table was a white disc inlaid with a blood red cross pattee trimmed
in gold. The room’s double doors opened out onto the sun terrace
where the bright sunshine of the beautiful summer’s day glinted off
the surface of the swimming pool and sent shimmering reflections
dancing across the plastered ceiling above their heads.

The Council Room was ominously quiet as the
grim-faced members sat drinking wine and glancing expectantly at
each other from time to time. The expressions on their faces ranged
from worry to fear to anger as they waited for their leader to join
them so that the meeting could get underway. Some of them drank
from heavy glass goblets, while others used tankards made hammered
gold or silver of varying designs. An empty burnished gold goblet
of simple design sat up-side-down in front of an empty chair near
the head of the table. The inverted goblet was decorated with a
simple silver disc on which the letters IAAT were deeply engraved.
It, like the others, was very old. A priceless relic of superb
craftsmanship from days gone by.

One of the men, a smallish blond with pale
blue eyes set wide apart in an equally pale face, stared forlornly
at the empty chair behind the goblet. Next to him, sat a sleeping
man with a head full of curly black hair; his darkly handsome face
was marred by a ragged scar that ran from the top of his left
cheekbone to his jaw line. The smaller man bumped him roughly when
he began to snore and he sat up, blinking in feigned innocence. Two
steely-faced men eyed him darkly from across the table and he
shrugged apologetically before closing his eyes and resuming his
nap, unaffected by their disapproval.

Presently, the sound of heavy footsteps
echoed along the terrace, and they all stood in unison to await the
appearance of the Grand Master. The sleepy Italian was the last to
stand, pretending that he had forgotten where he was. He winked at
one of the stern fellows across the table and the man scowled at
him with open hostility.

At last, the imposing figure of the Templar
Master dressed in a charcoal gray business suit, entered the room
and stopped at the head of the table. His faded blue eyes were
large and watery as if the sunlight bothered them and his head was
capped by a rather untidy mop of thinning, red hair. The men
standing around the table watched him apprehensively as he surveyed
each of them individually as if assessing them for proper attitude.
He nodded in approval and then sat in his chair causing them all to
follow suit. At once, a tall, thin boy dressed in neatly pressed
brown slacks and a white shirt brought a crystal decanter and
filled his glass with dark red wine.

The Master drank from the goblet and clunked
it loudly on the table in front of him. The meeting had been called
to order almost an hour earlier by the venerable Seneschal, Philip
Cambrique, Chevalier d’Orient. Now the presence of the eminent
Grand Master, Edgard d’Brouchart, signaled that the meeting would
get started. They had been forced to wait as always, in order that
Sir d’Brouchart might impress upon them their subordinate
positions.

He held out one meaty hand toward the empty
chair on his left and the young man stepped forward again. He
reverently picked up the empty golden goblet and presented the cup
to the Master who accepted it with equal gravity. The young valet
poured a bit of wine into the cup and stepped back quickly as the
man up-ended the goblet in front of the empty chair, spilling the
wine across the table.

A murmur erupted around the table and a
muffled “No!” sounded from the far end of the long room where
eleven apprentices sat in two rows of heavy, medieval-style
armchairs placed against the wall. Each of these fellows, ranging
in age from fifteen to fifty, was there at the beck and call of his
Knight with the exception of one: Christopher Stewart had no Knight
at this meeting. His Master was the reason that this unscheduled
meeting had been called. The ‘no’ had inadvertently erupted from
his lips, and he had received a punch in the ribs from one of the
older apprentices sitting behind him. Apprentices did not speak
unless spoken to in Council. He looked about the table, searching
for a sympathetic face and found the formerly dozing Italian Knight
gazing at him with a peculiar expression in his dark eyes.

“Sirs, Most Respected and Honored Brothers
and Fellows,” d’Brouchart began his address in French. “You are all
aware of the need for this assembly, the nature of our emergency
and the grievous news that has reached us from abroad.”

A stilted silence greeted him.

“Brother Dambretti,” the Master turned his
watery blue eyes on the Italian sitting halfway down the table on
his left.

“Your Excellency,” Dambretti answered and
tore his gaze away from Christopher with the hint of a smile
sparkling in his dark eyes.

“What news?”

Lucio Dambretti, Chevalier l’Aigle d’Or
pushed back his chair and the legs grated on the marble floor,
echoing against the white marble panels covering the walls. He
stood to address the assembly, glancing at each of them before
beginning, indicating that his ‘news’ concerned them all. He was
tall, but not too tall and dark, definitely of local stock. His
black, curly hair was cut short, but not too short. A frown creased
his brow and crinkled the pale scar on his left cheek.

“My news, is no news,” he said slowly in
French, not his native tongue. “Brother Ramsay has not communicated
with my office in over forty-eight hours.”

“What of the world?” the Master asked another
question of the Knight.

“The world remains in balance, Your Grace.
The wars progress and the peace negotiations continue, though
without much success. A new uprising is brewing between the
Musselmen on the West Bank and the settlers, but should not break
for another week or so. There is nothing noteworthy to report from
Persia. The Gauls, as always, deny everything and the German’s are
innocent as usual. We have heard nothing from the Russians lately.
My concerns lie with the Chinese, sir. I believe that our little
yellow friends are practicing global feng shui, if you will and are
currently investing heavily in the western colonies. What they
intend is…"

At this, one of the men across the table from
Sir Dambretti pounded his fist against the wood, demanding
attention, effectively cutting off the Knight of the Golden Eagle’s
report.

The Grand Master turned his gaze wearily on
the man dressed all in black from head to toe. His face was darkly
weathered and heavily lined as if he spent a great deal of time
outdoors. His long hair was streaked with silver. His black eyes,
deep set and somewhat sunken on either side of his long nose,
burned with a smoldering fire. He locked eyes with the Grand Master
for several long seconds before capitulating. The Master was not
ready to hear from Konrad von Hetz, Knight of the Apocalypse,
harbinger of doom and gloom. They had enough problems already.

“Hold, Brother Hetz,” d’Brouchart said in a
low voice. But he was finished with the Italian whose comments had
already caused a few raised eyebrows from the French Knights at the
table. “I would hear from Sir Beaujold, Chevalier d’Epee, if you
please, Golden Eagle. We will discuss Cathay some other time.”

Dambretti smiled tightly, nodded briefly and
resumed his seat as another man stood. A tall, thin man with hazel
eyes and wisps of blond hair on his balding head.

“Your Eminence.” He bowed slightly to the
Master and then glanced at every other pair of eyes at the table,
lingering slightly when he encountered the Italian’s steady gaze.
“Pardon my bluntness, Brothers, but the Order of the Rose continues
to flourish especially in America.” His expression revealed his
obvious disgust at even having to pronounce the name of the order.
“It seems we may have underestimated their importance by a
considerable sum. That we have ignored them merely because of their
androgynous structure may have been a supreme act of pride for
which we will now all pay dearly. This latest development calls for
urgent, mayhap drastic action, no less than an undeclared state of
war.”

“Preposterous!” the exclamation, totally out
of order, emanated from the Chevalier d’Epee’s right, where a very
sturdy man with curling brown hair and dancing blue eyes stared up
at him in dismay.

“How so, Brother Argonne?” The Master allowed
the breach of protocol in light of the gravity of the situation and
recognized the Order's historian. Sir Beaujold yielded the floor
reluctantly to the Knight of the Throne.

“Your Grace.” The shorter man rose from his
chair to address the assembly. “Historically, all such androgynous
orders are but ephemeral deviations. No order permitting women as
members has survived, not since the elder days and especially not
in these so-called orders that are nothing more than groups of
businessmen and merchants masquerading as Knights of Christ. This
profane rejuvenation of the Order of the Rose is nothing more than
a social club for sexual perverts and libertines. A band of false
Knights dabbling in alchemy and the black arts. They worship Venus
and Aphrodite while devoting themselves to licentious activities
and corruption of the moral codes of our honorable Order. They are
hardly a formidable foe.

"The idea of war, declared or undeclared, is
ludicrous. They will fade and go the way of all pretenders given
time. It is my concern, begging Brother Thomas' pardon if I may,
that we are concerned with this matter at all. Begging his pardon
again, I submit to you that they are of no concern. However,
concerning Brother Ramsay, our concern should be centered on his
redemption rather than focusing on his association with this
spurious order, notwithstanding the Chinese threat, of course.”

“Of course,” the Italian muttered, but had to
smile.

The Knight of the Throne, whose sole duty was
recording and maintaining the Order's archives, glanced nervously
at the Chevalier d’Epee who glared at him angrily, as the Ritter
von Hetz’s fist pounded the surface of the table again. His
adherence to the archaic method of gaining attention grated on the
Master’s nerves. Of all the traditions that had fallen by the
wayside, why did he always insist on retaining the most irksome
ones? The Knight of the Apocalypse would not be denied.

“Brother Hetz?” The Grand Master gritted his
teeth. “What have you to say?”

Sir Argonne sat down and the Knight of the
Apocalypse who Sees unfolded his considerable height from the
chair. He addressed the Grand Master with utmost gravity and then
stared darkly around the table causing the rest of them to shift
uncomfortably in their chairs.

“My Brothers,” his voice was deeper and more
resonant than the Master’s. He did not speak to them in French, but
in his native German, disdaining the use the common language
normally reserved for Council. “Behold! He was brought forth into
the presence of a female like unto the great Whore of Babylon. She
has ensnared our beloved brother, the Chevalier du Morte, in her
chaotic web of deceit. She has profaned his body with fornication.
She has whispered the foulest heresies unto his ears, proclaiming
that she is at once High Priestess as well as High Priest.” He
paused and waited as another round of murmurs circled the table.
When his Brothers grew quiet, he continued “She has taken knowledge
of both male and female in unholy union and she has murdered one of
our own. She has given our beloved alchemist the liquor of the
traitorous Anthony of Sardinia and has blinded him both physically
and mentally to the truth of his purpose, the obedience of his vows
and the fulfillment of his duty. She has brought him unto ruin and
laid claim to his immortal soul through treachery and guile. She
has set herself up to be Grand Master and lusts after the Mystery
of Life.”

Another murmur started and quickly rose in
pitch as the Knights made louder and louder declarations of
disbelief, protest and anger. The Seneschal pounded the table for
order in vain until the Knight of the Apocalypse finally stepped up
onto the table and raised both arms to the ceiling, throwing his
head back. His long dark hair fell in strands down his back as he
turned in a complete circle, causing the men to cease their
babbling in fear of what might happen next. The dark Knight stopped
and dropped his head forward, looking directly into the eyes of the
Italian Knight before speaking. “He lives, he dies, he lives again.
He lives, he dies, he lives again… for her pleasure. I am become a
stranger unto my brethren. Thus saith the Lord, Behold, I will
raise up evil against thee out of thine own house, and I will take
thy wives before thine eyes, and give them unto thy neighbour, and
he shall lie with thy wives in the sight of this sun.”

The apocalyptic Knight ended with a
scriptural quote as every eye in the room widened in horror at the
meaning of his words. He lowered his arms and sank down upon the
table, sitting cross-legged in the center of the red cross with his
arms crossed over his chest and his head down.

“I am the Knight Who Sees,” his voice trailed
off as if he were going to sleep in the middle of the table. The
words seemed to echo in the marble enclosure much longer than they
should have. The Knight of the Apocalypse’ fervor and
pronouncements always left them breathless, puzzled by his cryptic
riddles and shaken by his power to instill fear into their hearts.
Even unto the hearts of the immortals. But these words, with the
exception of the last scripture concerning wives, were not couched
in riddles or vague innuendo. These words were as clear as spring
water and their meaning held a shocking revelation. They had lost
their Knight of Death… to a woman, no less. The thought was
inconceivable to everyone at the table with one exception.

Sir Dambretti was visibly shaken by the
archaic manner in which the Apocalyptic Knight delivered his
oration and the fact that the last, most enigmatic phrase seemed to
be directed at him, personally. The Italian thought that von Hetz’
use of the High German language, which was very difficult to
understand even for seasoned veterans, was merely an attempt to
intimidate them all. Surely his grave pronouncements were a bit
exaggerated and what had he, Lucio Dambretti, to do with wives? He
had no wife!

“Bother Simon,” the Master’s voice softened
somewhat as he addressed the youngest of the assembly when silence
returned.

The small blond man who looked to be about
thirty years old, stood nervously to address the group, never
taking his eyes off the dark figure sitting on the table. He was
Simon D’Ornan, Chevalier du Serpent, Mystic Healer, Father
Confessor for the Brothers and the Master’s favorite.

“Your Excellency,” he nodded to the Master
and then bowed his head politely to each of them, smiling slightly,
nervously, and then returned his attention to the Master, frowning.
He had prepared no statement. He said nothing further.

“Is there a chance for healing? Is it
possible that our beloved Brother Ramsay is not lost to us?”
d’Brouchart asked him.

“If by ‘liquor of the traitorous apprentice’,
Brother Hetz means the potion of which the apprentice, Anthony, was
capable of preparing, it is possible that he is lost in a manner of
speaking. However, I have no firsthand knowledge from whence to
draw any valid conclusions. This potion is something beyond my
sphere of understanding. You would be more inclined to know of
these things. Concerning Brother Ramsay, it is a most unusual
circumstance. I would have to examine him in person, Your Eminence.
It is unlikely that Brother Ramsay would allow it, as you all know.
He is not and never has been the most amiable of Brothers among us.
The very nature of his mission affects his demeanor profoundly. I
believe that the weight of his office lies heavily on his soul.”
Simon licked his lips and glanced at the Knight of the Apocalypse
before continuing in a lower voice. “As for Brother Hetz’ prophecy,
I hardly think that Brother Ramsay would engage in such… such…
licentious behavior if he were in a normal frame of mind.”

“But what is normal, Brother?” Louis
Champlain asked the question very quietly from across the
table.

“But there may be a chance for recovery?” The
Master voiced his question again, ignoring Louis’ question.

“Possibly,” d’Ornan answered gravely.
“Anything is possible through God.”

“He has broken his vows!” Beaujold stood
suddenly without being recognized. “He must be destroyed. He is the
Knight of Death. He alone of all of us could bring about our
destruction. He is Master of the Key to the Bottomless Pit, lest
you all forget.”

“He is not himself,” the voice of Konrad Hetz
startled them when he raised his head and then slid from the table
and back into his chair.

Most of the apprentices jumped at his sudden
reanimation and one of them coughed loudly. Of all the assemblages
they had attended, this animated behavior on behalf of the Knights
was unprecedented in the presence of the Master. They had to wonder
what would happen in the Council if something of enormous
proportions should occur.

“He has been evilly influenced by powers
beyond his control,” von Hetz concluded. It seemed he might smile
at the commotion he caused, but it was only an illusion.

“He must die!” Beaujold glared at the
Apocalyptic Knight and pounded one fist on the table to emphasize
each word. The nearby goblets jumped on the lacquered surface,
sending the nervous valet hurrying around the table, wiping at the
spilled wine that sloshed out.

“Enough!” The Grand Master stood up and the
men fell silent. The Chevalier d’Epee resumed his seat angrily and
the Healer sat down quickly as well, blinking rapidly, looking as
if he would be ill. “The man is our Brother until proven otherwise.
You will remember that, Chevalier Beaujold. If there is a chance of
recovery, I want the opportunity to be had. He will be afforded the
right to repent and be saved. Repent and be saved! Thus sayeth the
Lord God Almighty!”

Each of the men and all of the apprentices
crossed themselves and said ‘Amen’.

“Sir d’Ornan, Sir Beaujold and Sir Dambretti,
you three will go to Sir Ramsay and bring him back. Tomorrow you
will leave for America. You will bring back our Brother by whatever
means necessary. Sir Barry will see to the needs of your journey.
Chevalier d’Epee?”

Beaujold bowed his head. “Yes, Your
Eminence.”

“I trust you are up to the... mission?
Perhaps I should call it a crusade as, indeed, the very fiber of
our Order is in jeopardy at the hands of these… infidels… you will
find Chevalier Ramsay a challenge, if he is unwilling to return
with you.”

“I am prepared, Your Excellency.” Beaujold
raised his eyes to look into the face of the Master with just the
slightest a hint of defiance.

“You had better be,” the Master said
doubtfully. The man would need his courage and perhaps his
arrogance, as well, if he were to encounter the Knight of Death in
a foul mood. Beaujold was an expert swordsman and strategist though
something of a hot-head, but he’d never gone up against Ramsay.
They were, after all, usually on the same side.

Another of the Knights at the table cleared
his throat. William Montague, the most recent addition to their
assembly indicated his desire to speak as his discreet, British
manner required. He was a quiet, reserved gentleman of about forty
years of age dressed in a dark business suit. He had been an
apprentice until 1944 when his master had been killed in Italy
during the second Great War of the century. The Grand Master
excused his strange, modern ways and beliefs, but had little faith
in his untried abilities in the field. He was a good enough
accountant, but had tasted little of the rigors of the
battlefield.

“Excuse me, Your Grace.” Sir Montague stood
up.

The Master looked at him as if he had never
seen him before. He cleared his throat and spoke in perfect,
well-refined English, also disdaining the French as his well-bred
British upbringing demanded.

“The treasury is not what it used to be. Not
that we are straitened or anything near it, but if we were to incur
considerable expenses such as those recently discussed with Sir
Dambretti for additional support facilities in Jerusalem and
expanded operations in Bhutan and Nepal, it may well deplete our
reserves in short order. I would like to expand upon one item in
particular brought up by Brother Beaujold, Your Grace, and that is
that Sir Ramsay does indeed keep the secret of the Philosopher’s
Stone as well as the Key of Death. It has been over twenty years
since he has added even one gram of gold to the account. Of course,
he never lets us run short, but, as you know, we live… rather well.
If anything should happen to him and the secret were to be lost…
need I say more?”

Montague eyed Beaujold thoughtfully.
Montague’s Master had been Beaujold’s friend as well as his
Brother. They had both been present when Ramsay had dispatched
Beaujold's former Master into the ether. There had been no other
choice. He would never forget it, but he also would never forget
the scene between Ramsay and Beaujold either. At the time, he had
thought that they were going to kill each other had it not been for
the intervention of Dambretti and d’Ornan. Things had never been
right between them after that. Montague felt the Master’s decision
to send the Knight of the Sword to bring Ramsay home was an error
in judgment. He doubted seriously that Ramsay would be afforded a
fair hearing if Beaujold had anything to do with it.


Chapter Five of Twelve

Deliver me out of the mire, and let me not
sink: let me be delivered from them that hate me, and out of the
deep waters.





Armand d’Bleu stood in the open doorway of Christopher Stewart’s
cell. The bleak light of an oil lamp filled the gloomy little room
with deep shadows.

“What are you doing, mon ami?” he asked after
a few moments of confused silence.

Christopher jumped and then let out a sigh of
relief at the sight of his dark-skinned friend.

“What’s it look like?” he asked irritably and
continued to stuff clothes in the open duffel bag on his cot. “I’m
packing.”

“Where are you going, Brother Christapoo?”
Armand used the nickname he had adopted for Christopher for use
during their unofficial meetings. One that never failed to
infuriate his friend.

“To America. Ahh....Mer…Eek… Ahh, muss yoor
Blue Cheese,” he answered the jibe.

Armand’s golden eyes bugged and he quickly
closed the door. He sat on the end of the cot staring at
Christopher in disbelief. He picked up a tattered, black tee shirt
with a picture of the Grateful Dead on the front.

“Hmmm. I don’t recall his most excellent
hiney including you in the list of Knights traveling to that
foreign land,” he mused and frowned up at the bare ceiling. “It
will never happen, cherie.” His English was heavily accented.
French was Armand’s native tongue. He was an unusual looking young
man with golden-brown skin, amber eyes and soft hair that lay tight
against his head in golden curls.

“They won’t know I am going until I am gone,
and then it will be too late,” Christopher assured him with a
shrug.

“They will know,” Armand’s expression changed
to one of serious concern. “They will be expecting it, my friend.
Prepare yourself. Your outburst in the assembly did not go
unnoticed. Everyone was talking about it afterwards, especially
when you did not show up for study hour. You know that apprentices
are not allowed to speak in assembly.”

“I only said one word. And that not very
loud,” Christopher muttered. He was clearly aggravated. He had been
unable to restrain the ‘no’ when the Grand Master had upended
Ramsay’s cup. He had no idea what the meaning of the symbolic
spilling of the wine might be, but it did not look good to him.
“And I am prepared. Look!” he added and held up a black wallet. A
plastic accordion filled with shiny cards unfolded in front of
Armand’s eyes. “American Express. Visa. Master Card. Discover. You
name it. I got it. Master Ramsay always says that one should be
prepared for every contingency. He gave these to me just before he
left and he said ‘Just in case’. I ask you, Armand, what better
‘just in case’ than this particular case can there be?”

“Just in case what, my friend?” Armand
frowned.

“Just in case something just like this
happened. Do you believe the charges that Sir von Hetz brought
before the Council?” Christopher stopped to frown at his friend. He
had been horrified at the dark Knight’s words. Fornication? Lost
soul? Whore of Babylon? He’d never heard the man speak so
indelicately in Council. He could not believe that von Hetz knew
what fornication meant.

“I don’t know. It is awful. Master Ramsay, a
traitor. It is very sad.” Armand started to shake his head, but
suddenly found himself with his neck stretched back and a
razor-edged dagger pressed against his throat.

“You will retract that,” Christopher breathed
in his ear.

“Mon dieu!” Armand held out both hands in
surrender. “I am sorry. I apologize. Se’el vous plait! Do not kill
me. I am your friend, your brother, your sister, your mother, your
wife and your daughter!”

Christopher let go of his friend’s hair and
shoved him off the bed. The young man looked up at him in surprise
and then grabbed his ankle, jerking him to the floor. They rolled
about briefly, punching and slapping each other and then got up
laughing.

“You had best be quiet, my friend. Are you
sure you won’t change your mind?" Armand asked when he caught his
breath. "We could stay here and you could teach me some more
American cuss words.”

Christopher shook his head. The French boy
took him by the shoulders and gave him a kiss on the lips in the
style of the Templars’ greeting among Brothers. “I will cover for
you as long as I am able, little Brother.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“It was Latin,” Valentino told Maxie with
authority and shoved the little yellow notepad across the desk for
him to see. “Spes mea in Deo est,” she repeated the words written
there. “It is the by-line of the Templars so to speak. ‘My hope is
in God.”

“He probably talks in lots of languages,”
Maxie shrugged, totally unimpressed. “I don’t see the importance of
it.”

“He said it to me this morning,” she said and
leaned back in the chair, taking up her cup of chocolate, smelling
it thoughtfully.

“This morning?” Maxie frowned and looked
about the patio in alarm. It was only seven o'clock. “You’ve seen
him already? You shouldn’t go up there without an escort. He’s real
dangerous, Miss Valentino. We didn’t get the power back until five.
The surveillance equipment was out last night. I don’t know why he
ain’t kicked down the door and got out already. You and Miss Merry
keep on going in there with the key and expect me to show up and
save you. That room ain’t exactly a secure place, you know. You
hired me to protect you and I’m doing the best I can, but you ain’t
helping me none.”

“It was all right,” she smiled wickedly. “But
don’t you see? He doesn’t want to leave. He came here for a reason.
Just because we headed him off and brought him here a bit early,
doesn’t mean much to him. He’s still looking for Anthony. The
bastard. He thinks he’s playing us for fools. If he has no memory
of his Templar associations, then why would he quote that line to
me? I believe that the hypnosis session was a real failure from the
beginning. It didn’t work on him. He may have mind control
capabilities that I don’t know about. He may not have been
responding to the stimulus properly.”

She tapped a pencil against her perfect teeth
and stared into the distance. Maxie had no idea what she was
talking about. When she went into her intellectual modes, he closed
his mind completely to keep from getting mad at her superior
attitude. It always drove him crazy.

“Why did he quote that line to you anyway? If
he’s insisting that he ain’t one of them, wouldn't it give him
away?” Maxie raised both eyebrows. “Exactly what made him speak
Latin to you? Was he talking in his sleep or a trance or
something?”

“No, he wasn’t asleep,” she laughed and
hugged herself. “Quite the contrary. People say a lot of things
under… stress.”

Maxie eyed her suspiciously. He must have
missed something very interesting, but he had to sleep sometime.
Too bad he’d gotten drunk and fell asleep before turning on the
video recorder for the monitor in Ramsay’s room. But it didn’t
matter. The power was out most of the night and the generator was
on the blink. In fact, he needed to check on that problem. He
didn't want to risk running into their 'guest' in a dark
hallway.

“Anyway it gave me an idea,” she said
mischievously, trying to ignore the stupidity of her
co-conspirator. Why had Gavin Nash gone off just when she needed
him? Gavin would have known what to do. “If he really is suffering
from a memory loss and he really not respond to the treatment like
I expected, then we might be able to trick him into telling us
where d’Brouchart is. We can send a ‘brother’ to see him. He's got
me confused and that's a fact. Maybe we can confuse him as
well.”

“You mean a spy?” Maxie’s frown deepened.

“Yeah, sort of,” she continued. She wished
Maxie had a brain, but if he did, he probably would have gotten a
better job. “We’ll set someone up to contact him. They can give him
the not-so-secret codes, say this phrase and convince him that they
are brothers of the order. They can plan his escape. I think I can
modify the hypnotic techniques to use the fake brother to make him
think he is with one of his own and he will answer the imposter’s
questions. He may not be as clever as he thinks. I am quite sure
that he is suffering some sort of effect from the elixir you used
on him, but I still don’t buy the complete amnesia bit.”

“Yeah, me neither,” Maxie agreed. He had no
idea what the hell she was talking about, but it was his job to
agree with her and agree with her he did. “Then after that, we can
interrogate him some more and then get rid of him before he kills
one of us, huh?”

“Yeah, sure,” Valentino sighed and then
smiled condescendingly at the big man. He really didn’t have a
clue. “You can have him.” She repressed a shudder. Ramsay would eat
him alive. Where had Gavin found this so-called 'security expert'
anyway? She almost felt sorry for Maxie, but she would have to get
rid of him no matter what the outcome of the situation. He knew too
much in spite of his stupidity.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew was starving again. Actually
starving. He finally began to beat on the door of his room. He had
already hurt his foot trying to kick it open, but he was on the
wrong side of it for kicking and the doorframe was exceptionally
well made. Real hardwood. Real brass hinges and hardware. He could
find nothing in the room with which to pry the hinge pins. The
window opened, but the bars were set too close for him to squeeze
through. There was nothing in the toilet mechanism that would work
on the lock. He had tried to dismantle the bedpost to make a
weapon, but it, too, was made of solid wood. It would have taken
days to dismantle it. The antique bed frame was put together with
pegs and wood screws. He didn’t have any tools to work with and he
didn't have days to figure it all out. He would be dead of
starvation in a few hours. No one answered. What were they doing?
Where had the Pixie gone? He’d let her get away again. If he kept
allowing his hormones to win out over his common sense, then he
deserved whatever happened to him. He was disgusted with himself
though the depression had lifted a bit.

Just when he decided that he might have to
hang himself with the bed sheets and take his chances in hell, he
heard a key scrape in the lock.

The door opened slowly, almost timidly. Mark
narrowed his eyes and waited.

A smallish, balding man slipped inside the
door and closed it quickly behind him. The fellow stood nervously
near the door, staring at him wild-eyed. He reminded Mark of one of
the rats from his dreams. Maybe this man was supposed be his
breakfast. He almost laughed at the thought of killing and eating
the weasely-looking fellow.

“Spes mea in Deo est,” the man said
expectantly. Even his voice was squeaky like a rat’s, but he was
taken aback by the man’s words that carried a familiar ring.

“No comprendo, mi amigo,” Mark replied and
advanced on the man a step or two causing him to cringe backward.
He had the key to the door, but Mark Andrew wondered what other
weapon he might have concealed in his pockets. Every time he
decided to do something, things would take another twist. “Go away.
Bring food, little man.”

“Go away?” the man frowned in confusion.
“Chevalier du Morte. My Brother. Don’t you remember me? Spes mea in
Deo est!”

“I said ‘no comprendo’,” Ramsay repeated.
What were they up to now?

“But I thought you knew I would come,” the
man backed up a step and bumped the door. “I've come to take you
home. To help you escape.”

“Oh,” Mark smiled at him. Of course. He
suddenly remembered where he had heard the words before, but did
not know their significance. Latin. ‘My hope is in God.’ He
remembered saying the very same to the Pixie just after the…. It
had just popped out. “Let’s go then.”

The man dashed forward, caught Mark’s
shoulders and kissed him on the lips. Mark shoved him away
forcefully and raised his fist threateningly above the man’s
head.

“Whattar ye doin’?” he asked incredulously.
“I need breakfast, not love! But if ye do thot again, I’ll ’ave ye
with me eggs Benedict.”

“It is the kiss of the Templars, Brother. Are
you sure you don’t recognize me?” the man stammered. He was clearly
frightened out of skin.

“No! I dunna…” Mark caught himself. He needed
to use the fellow for his own advantage. “I mean. I’m having
trouble concentrating,” Mark told him quite truthfully and backed
away from him.

“I have a plan,” the man said in a low,
conspiratorial voice, greatly relieved.

“No doubt,” Mark mumbled and looked about the
room. He really did not want to hurt the little guy, but the man
was making him very nervous.

“They are onto you,” he continued. “We have
to be careful. They know who you are and they know that you are
just buying time with the memory loss story, Brother Ramsay. We
must get away from here as soon as possible. I’ll need to buy
tickets and make the arrangements.”

“Of course… Brother,” Mark almost choked on
the word. He needed to find out what this new game was.

“Just tell me where we can meet with Master
d’Brouchart and I’ll make the necessary plans,” the man nodded his
head and smiled and the nature of the game clicked into place. It
was a very lame scheme to say the least. Mark almost felt sorry for
the idiot. If this was the best Valentino could muster, then her
resources were poor indeed.

“Oh, we don’t need to bother the Master,”
Mark told him. “You just get my car keys and get me out of the
house and I’ll be on my way and you can go on with your work here…
which is, by the way… commendable… Brother. Oh, and bring my stuff.
The things they took from my car. Do you know where they are?”

“I’ll see what I can do, Brother.” The little
fellow looked very disappointed. He was a pitiful excuse for a spy.
He stepped forward again and took Mark by the shoulders causing him
to freeze. Before he could recover, the man planted another kiss on
his lips. Mark silently thanked God that he was so repulsed by the
man. At least he could be sure that Valentino’s accusations about
the initiations and young boys were indeed lies. The man’s kisses
only made him shudder. Not like Merry’s kisses or even Valentino’s
twisted attentions. He had no desire to throw the man on the floor
and make mad, passionate love to him. He almost laughed at the
absurd thought. Of course, this fellow was no young boy either,
but……….

“Great Scot!” Mark slapped his forehead in
frustration. Valentino was driving him crazy!

“I’ll be back,” the weasel smiled at him and
headed for the door.

“Wait!” Mark went after him and caught his
arm with the intention of taking the key by force. The man turned
and looked up at him, completely trusting this time.

“I must hurry,” the little fellow told him
and Mark’s conscience slapped him. “Miss Valentino’s security man
will be looking for me if I stay gone too long.”

Maxie! The idiot was probably waiting right
outside the door for this fellow, ready to shoot him if he tried
anything. Mark would let him go, this time. When he came back, he
would be ready for him and Maxie. He’d take the key and use him as
cover to get out of the house to his car. He needed to gain his
confidence if possible. Make him think the scheme was working.

“Brother, would you… could you… do you
mind…?”

“What? Anything… Brother.”

The man looked up at him almost lovingly and
Mark cringed inwardly. He thought the man might like to throw him
on the floor.

“Send up some breakfast? They are treating me
terribly. It’s awful here. I miss all my… Brothers. All eleven of
them. There is nothing like a Brother’s love in time of need,” Mark
sniffed, smiled down at him, trying to play on his sympathy.

The man reached for his arm and Mark stepped
back before he could receive another kiss from the man. He felt he
had somehow violated himself just by having called the man Brother,
but it seemed to have worked. The man’s face virtually glowed with
excitement at his perceived success.

“Ohhh, I know exactly what you mean, Brother.
Of course,” the man’s face took on a new expression, one of
disgust. “It’s that woman, isn’t it? She’s throwing herself on you,
isn’t she? Disgusting, I know, but if we can get away perhaps there
might be time for a bit of R and R before we meet with the
Master?”

“R and R,” Mark repeated the phrase and
nodded his head. “Yes. R and R!”

The man grabbed him and kissed him yet again
before he could react. His kiss attack was faster than a fleche
from an able swordsman or an enraged cobra. If the man had come at
him with a rapier rather than lips, he would have been a dead man.
Suddenly, he was gone and the key was turning in the lock. Mark
spit on the floor and wiped his mouth as he listened with his ear
pressed against the door. As he suspected, he could hear the faint
sound of voices in the hall beyond the door.

“R and R,” he gritted his teeth. “Run and
Rip. Run you through and rip out your heart.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“I think it may have worked,” the little
rat-like man reported to Valentino excitedly, when they were alone
in the library a few minutes later. “He told me at first that he
just wanted his car keys, but I don’t think he really trusts me
yet. He let me kiss him three times. And he called me brother
several times. I just need a little more time to convince him.”

Valentino did her best to smile at the man.
Why was she surrounded by so much incompetence? Three minutes with
the bastard and the little fool was falling in love with him. If he
only knew! Ramsay would have had the ferret for breakfast. Oh well,
it didn’t matter… ultimately.

“What did he tell you?” she asked with
failing hope.

“He seemed surprised to see me, of course. He
said we didn’t need to bother the Master. He just wanted me to get
him out of the house and get his car keys. And he wanted the stuff
from his car.”

“Yes, of course. He would ask for that in any
case, or at least, I would if I were in his position. What else?”
She tapped one finger against her front teeth.

“He said he was having trouble
concentrating,” the man added.

“Did he mention memory? Having trouble
remembering things?” she asked.

“He said something in Spanish.” The man shook
his head and sighed. “I don’t speak Spanish.”

“It might have been important. Can you
remember it?” She urged him on.

“Let’s see. Yes, I think so. Something like
‘No con prendo, mia me go’.”

Valentino’s face fell.

“Oh, yes and he asked for breakfast, more
like pleaded for something to eat. He said you were starving him.
You aren’t really starving him, are you? He looks like he would be
a hearty eater, I mean, he looks like he might be one of those guys
that eats like a horse,” the man smiled importantly at her and then
shrugged apologetically. “Do you want me to take it up to him? I
don’t think he would mind and I might be able to get some more
information out of him while he eats. If I could spend some time
with him, you know? An hour or two, perhaps?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she said much too
quickly. What on earth had Ramsay done to this guy to make him
think he’d like to have breakfast with him? Was the idiot crazy?
“You’re right. He eats like a horse. In fact, everything he does
reminds me of some animal or another. Of course I’m not starving
him, John. What did you think he would say? That we’re really nice
guys?”

“Mmm, yes, well, he looked hungry enough to
eat me,” the man said dreamily. “He did remind me of a predator of
some sort. A wild predator, yes. Taming him would put a feather in
one’s cap all right.”

Valentino rolled her eyes and shook her head.
The ferret was crazier than she’d imagined.

“Thank you, Brother,” she said and had to
make an effort to kiss him on both cheeks as required by her
station in the Order. “Maxie is in the control room. Maybe you
should go visit with him.”

“Could I?” the idiot’s face lit up. He had
been in Maxie’s control room before. Perhaps he would have a
monitor in Ramsay’s room.

A half hour later found her sitting on the
patio enjoying the bright morning sunlight while watching her
‘guest’ enjoy a breakfast big enough for four men. Why did he eat
so much? Didn’t he worry about getting fat? No, perhaps immortals
didn’t have that problem. He refused to talk to her while he ate
and he would not drink anything either. She doubted he would have
heard her if she had insisted on talking to him so intent was he
upon the pork chops and eggs. The toast was gone and she’d had to
call for light bread to keep up with his signals. When he had
finally finished the last bit of bread and scraped his plate clean
with one finger, he looked at her expectantly.

“What? You want more eggs?” she asked in
surprise and he shook his head before picking up the glass of
orange juice. “Did you sleep well last night?”

“No,” he said simply. There never seemed to
be time to sleep in Texas. Plenty of time spent in bed, but very
little actual sleeping took place. He looked around the elegant
flower garden in the back yard and wondered where Maxie would be
lurking. There was no doubt the man was somewhere nearby with his
ever-present shotgun or else they were very confident that he would
not run.

“I thought you might like a tour of the
grounds,” she said after a moment. “You might want to stay for a
while of your own accord.”

“I suppose it would be preferable to
confinement,” he agreed, finished off the orange juice and started
on the milk. ‘No drinking with meals.’ Some kind of strange ritual
he felt obliged to observe. Until he knew the reasoning behind it,
he would continue to practice it. Perhaps, he was a superstitious
fellow and just didn’t remember it. One thing he did know was that
he liked almost everything set in front of him. He wasn’t a picky
eater. He took a mug of coffee with him when they left the
table.

They walked down the back steps and out onto
a bricked path that led into the flower garden. When he finished
the coffee, he set the cup in a granite birth bath and stuffed his
hands in his pockets as he looked up into the branches of the old
oak trees overhanging the path. It seemed he could see or hear
something up there. Something fleeting that stayed just out of
sight. Squirrels, perhaps.

The garden itself was more like a small,
private park with manicured flowerbeds, shrubbery and ornamental
trees arranged in tasteful curves and lines that complimented the
natural flow of the land as it rose up the hillside behind the
mansion. She carried her habitual cup of chocolate, alternately
smelling it and chattering about topics he had no interest in
whatsoever. He noticed that the hand print on her face had
disappeared completely. He had expected to see a bruise at least,
but she was the picture of health. No blemishes marred her olive
complexion. In fact her skin was perfect… too perfect and her hair
was immaculate, not a hair out of place. Her fingernails were
perfect. Her teeth were perfect and the blush in her cheeks
reminded him of a child. She would have been a strikingly beautiful
woman if it were not for her personality flaws. Her mannerisms were
a bit uncouth and seemed out of place on such a lovely woman. There
were odd notions in his head that she should be sitting somewhere
beside a warm fire spinning wool, but that was certainly not a
modern portrait of femininity. He knew very well what ‘modern’
women were about, but he seemed completely without practical
experience to draw upon. It was as if he had been living inside a
box somewhere while someone showed him pictures of what the world
was like outside. The unshakable notion that he had always avoided
contact with people in general made him even more curious to learn
exactly what it was that he had been doing with his life.

Mark pushed these thoughts aside before they
drove him crazy. Her sexual preferences meant nothing to him or at
least he liked to think so. To each his own or her own, he always
said, but to whom did he say it? He scanned the gardens for signs
of the bodyguard again while trying to memorize every bush and path
and tree for future reference.

It was nice just being outside in the fresh
morning air with nothing between him and the sky above. He was torn
between leaving her in the garden with a broken neck or waiting for
a better opportunity out of concern for Merry. He desperately
needed to know that she was all right. The new day had dawned and
his resolve to leave had faded when he had been allowed downstairs
without restraints and without Maxie’s ugly presence. The nagging
feeling that there was something he had to accomplish here besides
bedding the Pixie returned. Whatever it was, he hoped to make good
on it and assure her safety at the same time. Perhaps he had been
sent here to rescue her. Perhaps he was one of those fellows that
infiltrated cults and stole away with brain-washed sons and
daughters. They made quite a sum of money for doing such things.
That might explain why was he concerned for Merry’s safety, but how
would he explain his relationship with her to her parents or, worse
yet, her husband? Surely she was as loony as this one and was
probably still mad about what had happened the night before, but he
was there for some reason and he had a need to know what it was.
Every time he thought of leaving now, a terrible sense of dread
washed over him along with the unshakable idea that he had failed
at something extremely important.

Cecile took him to a quaint little Victorian
gazebo set amidst a profusion of climbing pink and white roses.
There were more silk banners bearing strange symbols hung from the
rafters of the little building. In the center of the open-air
structure was a low rectangle made of white marble. She went inside
and he followed her reluctantly up the steps and stood looking
around the interior. The vague sense of dread he had been suffering
spiked, and he felt sure that it was somehow unholy and profane.
Repressing the urge to turn and flee back down the path, he walked
deliberately to the stone and sat down on the marble slab between
two silver candlesticks. The heavy antiques would have made good
weapons. The stone was cold and seemed to penetrate his clothes and
into his flesh with an unnatural chill. Valentino was not happy
with his disregard for the thing that he knew quite well was
probably an altar.

“Well? What do you think?” she asked after a
few moments of silence.

“It’s… very nice,” he lied.

Glass, copper and pewter wind chimes clinked
in the breeze. It occurred to him that he had been to a place like
this before and had destroyed it. Pulled it down with his horse and
razed it to its foundations before setting fire to the resultant
rubble pile. Why would he destroy such a pretty place? Mark Andrew
was having serious doubts about himself. Maybe he really was an
escapee from an insane asylum.

“We only come here on special occasions,” she
emphasized the word special and raised both eyebrows as if he
should recognize some hidden meaning in her words.

He studied the banners on the upper walls
instead, wondering what she wanted him to say. The flags were very
similar to the flags in the dining room.

“You would enjoy one of our ceremonies, I
think,” she told him knowingly and he shrugged. “We like to enjoy
ourselves when we have the chance. Our members are a very jovial
bunch. They are quite… free and easy.”

“Free? It reminds me of a place of ceremony,”
he raised his own eyebrows, matching her expression. “This looks
like a good setting for a chemical wedding.” He laughed without
knowing why and then added “I mean a wedding… a wedding.” He
stammered to a halt and frowned.

“A chemical wedding?” She looked around the
small enclosure. “I suppose it would be, symbolically speaking
perhaps. A play or something for the Spring Equinox. I never
thought about it. I’ll suggest it at our next meeting.” She held
the cup under her nose and took a deep breath.

Finally unnerved by her obsession with the
cup, he got up and took it from her. He drank the last of the cold
chocolate and set it on the marble rectangle, then stood looking
down at her. She waited as if she expected him to do something
more. She almost seemed ready to kiss him. Inconceivable! Even
though a few good kisses might be good for her, he would not be the
one to deliver them. He shook his head slightly as if telling her
no subconsciously. That was not going to happen. Not ever. No. He
detested everything about her and he would not be a whore for these
perverted people. Whatever they wanted of him, he would not give it
and he would not sell it, nor would he bargain with them. They were
an abomination in the sight of the Lord. He shook his head more
vigorously to dislodge these disturbingly religious thoughts and
she frowned at him.

Contempt and hatred filled her expression
with surprising ease.

“I really need to be going,” he said simply
and cupped her chin in his hand. He looked into her dark eyes. “You
need to let me go… peacefully. You can go on with whatever it is
that you people do and I will get on with my life. I think you have
the wrong idea about me altogether and I don’t want to get to know
your people. I am not free and easy, no matter what you might think
to the contrary.”

“Releasing you poses a problem,” she turned
away from him and leaned both hands on the railing. The gazebo
overlooked a crystal clear pool where huge goldfish could be seen
swimming among the lilies. A misting fountain added an ephemeral
touch and he expected to see shimmering wings in the lilies. “We
have committed a terrible crime keeping you here against your will.
We could be arrested and sent to prison if you reported us.”

“I know,” he told her. “I told you that to
start with. But things happen. The world is a very strange place. I
will not report you… for Merry’s sake.”

“I’m not sure I can trust you even on her
account,” she continued, but did not look at him.

He could have killed her so easily at that
moment. One well placed blow from the candlestick would have been
enough, but it would also be murder and he knew she was not his
objective. It was Anthony he had come for and until he found him,
dead or alive; he would need to stay in one piece. The two memories
came to his mind suddenly, with great clarity as if it had been
there all along. Anthony Scalia was his objective. Stay in one
piece. “I believe that if you would agree to stay a bit longer with
us, you might be able to convince me of your sincerity. I mean, the
crime has already been committed. It would make no difference if I
kept you one hour or one year longer. The results would be the
same. I am guilty of kidnapping.”

“And how long would I need to stay to do
that? To convince you?” he asked.

“Long enough for you to get to know us.
Understand what we are about.” She turned to lean on the railing.
“We are not bad people. Just ambitious, perhaps.”

Her tone was conciliatory, but the contempt
was still visible in her eyes though she refused to meet his
gaze.

“Not a bad lot of kidnappers. I see.” He
smiled ironically. Had they also kidnapped Anthony Scalia? And, if
so, why? To find d’Brouchart. The same man they kept asking him
about. Scalia sounded like a mafioso name. Did this have anything
to do with the mafioso? Was he a mafia hit man or a member of one
of the families? What did he know about such things? Memories of
Italy and especially Rome filled his head. He had been in Rome, not
Sicily. The Italian mafia came from Sicily, didn’t they? But they
were just sophisticated criminals. Not like… not like… what? Not
like what? He would have to ask Dambretti… his thoughts trailed and
then he slapped his forehead. Dambretti. Dambretti. Right. His
Italian brother.

“I should think that this morning proved my
desire to make you happy.” She tilted her head to one side and
studied his face. “It was a sort of apology, if you know what I
mean.”

“Of course,” he nodded and pulled his
attention back to the immediate situation; he hadn’t heard a word
of the last three or four moments of her commentary. Only the last
few words had caught his attention and he didn’t know what she was
talking about. At first, he thought she meant breakfast, but then
his thoughts took a darker turn. Had she actually sent Merry to him
in the night? Did she think he could be paid off with sex? How dare
she use Merry in such a manner as befitting a prostitute? His anger
began to make itself known as his face flushed deep red.

“That is all well and good, but I am not that
easily bought off. I need to be going. You can show your gratitude
by allowing me to leave… with all my possessions, of course… and I
will forget about this place. I am not given to frequenting
bordellos, and I resent your attempt to use Merry as a bargaining
tool. It is nothing more than prostitution.”

“You really should watch your mouth, Mr.
Ramsay,” her own temper flared and her eyes snapped with anger.

“I do not barter in flesh,” he told her.
“What was given to me was given. It is not negotiable.”

“Those are high-sounding words from a natural
born rapist. Do not lecture me about giving, sir. You took what was
not given. In this country, in this day and age, when a woman is
unwilling, it doesn’t matter what stage has been attained. If she
withholds at the very last moment before consummation and her
partner continues until the act is consummated, it is rape. Cut and
dried,” she said in a low voice full of venom. “Of course, it is
very hard to prove, but the woman knows and so does the man. If you
thought you could get away with it, you would do it again right
here and now. You would have done it yesterday when I came to your
room, if I had not stopped you. And this morning only proves that I
am right about you. Whatever you may think you are, whatever you
truly are, you may want to add sexual assault to your list of
accomplishments. I really don’t see what Merry sees in you.”

Her words made him shrink back from her. It
should not have surprised him to hear it. But more than that, he
knew that her words were true. He already knew what he felt and he
remembered the dreams very clearly. But how did she know about this
morning? Maxie must have cameras in his room. Of course, Maxie had
cameras in his room! The man was probably watching them right now.
But the storm….there was no light, no electricity... generators?
Batteries

“If you think you can stand here in the
bright morning sun and accuse me of such crimes to excuse your own
behavior, so be it."

“I didn’t bring you here to fuck you to
death, Mr. Ramsay,” she said almost casually.

Her crude language still shocked him. He
thought perhaps that he was not used to having people speak to him
in such a manner. Perhaps he was not just a man of some means, but
possibly a man of some importance, political or clerical, he had no
idea.

The disembodied voice that seemed
ever-present in the back of his mind pronounced more strange words
to him ‘Above all whoever is a Knight of Christ choosing only holy
conversation…’ Whatever he was, it was certainly a strange mixture
of holiness and wickedness. He didn’t talk when he ate and he
didn’t drink during meals and he didn’t participate in profane
conversation, but it was all right to kill and to rape? His mind
could not encompass the contradictions. Surely somewhere, someone
was looking for him. His friends? His family? His… brothers? Were
they also murderers? If he were a Templar Knight, were they so
vicious and brutal? How could the Knights of Christ be so unholy?
The Soldier of Christ kills safely, and dies more safely. He is the
instrument of God for the punishment of evil doers and for defense
of the just… and he is considered Christ’s legal executioner. How
does one die more safely? And did the Christ really have legal
executioners? If he was an executioner, who had appointed him?

And, further, who were his victims? Who
decided whom he would execute and when? Somehow the idea that
Christ had legal executioners did not ring true. The Holy Wars. War
was never Holy. The Creator was love, not hate. The Creator would
never condone war and killing. These things were not true. They
were shams, farcical facades invented by the enemies of the Order.
Enemies of the Order. Valentino was an enemy of the Order. Yet, so
many of them had died. The Order had a great number of enemies.
Again, his mind filled with thousands of disconnected images filled
with blood and gore and dust and heat. The fire scorched the barren
earth and the smell of burning flesh was not one soon forgotten. He
would never forget, but he had forgotten. He squeezed his eyes
tight and then they were gone.

Mark Andrew crossed himself before saying
anything further. His hands were shaking and his vision was unclear
when he opened his eyes again. She was still talking beside him,
oblivious to the turmoil in his mind. Yet another of the scriptures
sounded in his head: Deliver me out of the mire, and let me not
sink: let me be delivered from them that hate me, and out of the
deep waters.

“You can’t mean to compare lust and unbridled
passion to love,” she was saying though he didn’t remember making
any sort of comparisons at all. “Our order is based on love. We use
what God gave us to please ourselves and each other, not as
bargaining tools, but as a means of expressing ourselves as loving
individuals. If it pleases us and it is a mutual exchange of
pleasure, then what could be more natural as long as it is not an
act of violence? And we have found that in the Orders of old there
were many such instances of sacred love and sacred sex. What you
did last night was not love. It was a violation of another human
being in the most degrading manner possible. Is that how you
Templars consummated your so-called sacred sex rituals?”

Sacred sex? All acts of sex were sacred,
guided by the very Hand of God! Even rape had been used by the gods
to achieve destiny. But he was not a god. He could not excuse his
actions, but neither did she have the right to spout moralistic
rhetoric at him. Her order was Heretical. Her accusations stung him
with a physical force he’d not thought possible. She was the
criminal here. Merry had come to him of her own free will. Merry
had initiated every one of their liaisons.

Merry was his first thought and his last
since he had come to this place, but she spoke heresy. What she
described was free love, not Sacred Love. Not even Sacred Sex. That
was the Celtic way. Pagan. No, not Pagan. Sacred. Holy and not
rape. Not criminal. Not Heresy. He saw many more images of times
long past and then his mind jumped forward. Not Celtic. Roman. That
was the Pagan Way. The path to Gehenna was through Rome. The Roman
Church was the Great Babylon. The Cathars were Heretics. No. Not
the Cathars, the Catholics. Perhaps his victims were Heretics with
a capitol H. Heretics? Was he a damned Inquisitor? No, the
Inquisition was over and he had been on the wrong side of the rack,
but he was Catholic, wasn’t he? Did he not cross himself? Did he
not pray the Rosary? His slapped his forehead in frustration.

“Sweet Mother! You don’t know what violence
is, madam,” he said her in a very low, barely controlled voice that
sounded strange even to his own ears. “You have never seen
violence. You have never seen your companions hacked to pieces,
stretched on the rack or disemboweled in front of a howling mob.
You have never seen your precious Brothers roasted over a slow fire
while the mob laughs and shouts insults at their anguish. You’ve
never seen innocent women and children hacked to pieces until the
streets filled with blood. So much blood that your horse’s hooves
slipped on the stones and could go no further. You’ve never smelled
it. Never heard it. You have never felt violence.” His vehement
tone caused her mouth to fall open in shock. He grabbed her by the
arms and picked her up slightly, speaking directly into her face.
“You are profane and obscene. You would do well to watch your
tongue, lady. I have killed men for much less than what you have
done.” He released her and turned away from her, looking out at the
garden, shaking with rage and trying desperately to keep from
breaking her neck.

“Then you are saying that you are exactly who
I thought you were?” The wicked smile he had grown to hate
returned.

He had made a serious mistake.

“You are the one who follows these practices
that have been taken and perverted from the old orders of chivalry
and honor,” he spoke very slowly, gauging every word carefully.
“You call yourselves Knights and put on the trappings of Heraldry,
but I am not without some measure of knowledge concerning these
things. I am, after all, from Scotland and Scotland is an old
country. Not new like this place. We fought off the Romans at
Hadrian’s wall. Scottish history is full of honor and glory and
struggle and defeat. You do not know what it means to have your
country invaded time and again. To have everything taken from you
in an instant. I am not who you think I am, but then, neither are
you who you pretend to be. If these Templars you like to speak of
come riding over that hill, you and your precious brothers and
sisters would run and hide in the basements and do well enough by
it. You have no idea what it means to be free. You take freedom for
granted and abuse it ruthlessly. This precious commodity that was
bought with the blood of others. You have no appreciation for life,
or liberty, or the rights of others.”

Valentino narrowed her eyes and seemed to be
considering his words.

He had not actually said that he had
personally witnessed any of the acts of violence he had listed.
Perhaps there was still a chance he could recover from the terrible
faux pas. The thought occurred to him that he should not have
spoken harshly to her about blood and torture, but women were
different now as opposed to when? The Dark Age as it was called? It
seemed that most of his dealings with women dated from some time
long past. He watched TV, drove cars, knew everything he needed to
know to function properly in the world. He had knowledge of her
world, but… where had he been? Everywhere? Nowhere?

“So what shall we do then, Mr. Ramsay?” She
asked finally.

He had to appease her before he found himself
back in her lab with Maxie at his throat.

“I must apologize for my behavior. You can
understand that I am under a little stress here, can’t you? I would
like to consider your invitation to stay for a while as a guest. I
have been known to misjudge people before, especially women,” he
shrugged and forced his best smile for her. “I would like your
permission to spend a bit of time with Merry. I do enjoy her
company and I realize that the two of you have a… an understanding,
but I like to talk to her none-the-less. I believe we have gotten
off to a bad start.” The understatement of the century.

“Apparently so. Merry is like a child, in
many ways, Mr. Ramsay, as I am sure you have noticed. Please don’t
let her enthusiasm for your attentions lead you astray. She is my
responsibility and her welfare is my concern. Don’t forget that.
Merry knows what is best for her though she may not act like it.
She is spoiled and it’s my fault. She is used to getting what she
wants, but ultimately, she belongs with me and I am willing to die
for her.”

It was not an answer, but it was not exactly
a flat denial of his request. The implications of what she said
seemed to point to the fact that Cecile Valentino was allowing the
Pixie to indulge herself with him in order to keep her happy. The
situation at the mansion was very intriguing; he was actually
beginning to think he would like to stay for a while just to see
what would develop, if they stopped poisoning him. Part of his mind
still insisted that he had nothing to fear from them even though
his logical mind screamed at him to run.

They started back toward the house with Mark
glancing around, searching for surveillance cameras or signs of
Maxie in the shrubbery.

“So tell me, Mr. Ramsay, what is it exactly
that you do for a living?” She asked casually as they walked back
toward the house.

“If I tell you, I'll have to kill you.”

She froze and stared at him like a deer in a
headlight.

“That was a joke,” he smiled at her
carelessly. “Actually, I’m on holiday.”

“Really?” She started walking again. “Going
anywhere in particular?”

“Not really, just driving about the
countryside. America is best seen from ground level."

“How long before you have to be back to
work?”

“Is this Monday or Tuesday? I’ve lost track,”
he answered her question with a question.

“Friday.”

He decided to go along with the deception she
thought she was perpetrating. He had to keep reminding himself that
she knew about his memory loss, but that she did not think that he
knew that she knew about it. Very confusing. No matter how
ludicrous it seemed to him, some of her information could be true.
Right now, she was treating him much better and he intended to take
advantage of it. In the long run, he knew she would be trying to
pry those presumed secrets from him again and he still didn’t know
if he actually possessed them or if the whole thing was simply her
imagination. They returned to the patio and sat down at the glass
table under the shade of the umbrella. One of her maids brought
them a pitcher of lemonade and glasses filled with ice. Cecile
nodded to the maid and then poured lemonade in both glasses. She
handed one to Mark and then took a long swallow from hers with the
usual sniffing ceremony.

“Man, it’s hot!" she commented and squinted
up at the crystal blue sky. "Nothing like lemonade on a hot day,”
she smiled and refilled her glass. “Do you have lemonade in
Scotland?”

Mark nodded absently as he examined the
sparkling yellow liquid suspiciously.

“I promise you, there is nothing in the
lemonade,” she sipped her second glass and laughed softly. “You
really have to forgive me for all that, you know. The Bible says
you must forgive me.”

“This is very good,” he lied to her after
taking a drink from the glass. It was much too sweet and… bitter at
the same time.

“Yes it is, isn’t it? Sort of like sex,” she
said.

Sort of like sex. He frowned at the
irreverent thought. Had he said that or had she said that? It was
his last confused thought before his forehead smacked onto the
wrought iron table and the glass crashed onto the patio.

“It was in the ice, Mr. Ramsay.” Valentino
made a wry face and stood up. She ran her fingers through his silky
hair as she called for the maid to clean up the mess.
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He recognized the dancing patterns of
candlelight through his eyelids before he was fully awake. A cool
breeze touched his face and whispered through his hair. The
intoxicating smell of roses tickled his nose and made him think of
the Virgin's shrine in the courtyard. The courtyard in Italy came
into view sharply and then faded just as quickly. The sound of the
glass and pewter wind chimes came softly to his ears and made him
smile at the memory of some long, lost place in another time and
another life. And another Mary Magdalene. Mary Catharine. Mary…
Merry… Merry. Her silk gown rustled as she hurried along the back
stairs. She was too late. Too late. He drifted deeper into
sleep.

“Mark Andrew?” The voice was soothing,
comforting and familiar calling him back.

He opened his eyes and saw the octagonal
pattern played out by rafters in ceiling above him and heard the
silk banners rustling in the evening air. Crickets chirped in the
garden and frogs croaked in the goldfish pond nearby. Night so
soon? He turned his head slightly and saw the Pixie's face above
him. She wore a white gown with hundreds of sparkling white sequins
embedded in tiny gathers at the neckline. Her curly blond hair
softly framed her face and the candlelight sparkled in her clear
eyes. Intricately wrought silver earrings of Celtic design dangled
from her earlobes. A matching silver necklace hung from her neck,
but the pendant was obscured behind the dress. He needed to see it.
She was truly a vision of divinity and she needed the protective
medallion. Isis of Egypt. Semiramis of Babylon. Aphrodite of
Greece. None of these could compare to her. He smiled at her
languidly. She was his goddess and he was her god. He had come home
and he felt better than he had in years, it seemed. He tried to
reach for the necklace, but his hand fell back before it was
halfway there.

“Mark Andrew,” she returned his smile and
leaned down, kissing him lightly on the lips. “Can you hear
me?”

“O’ carse, I can ’ear ye, lassie,” he frowned
slightly, licked his dry lips and tried to move his arm again, but
the effort was too much. He didn’t want to move and his arm didn’t
want to move either. He didn’t need his arms anyway. She had two
and that was all they needed.

“The time has come for you to remember,” she
whispered and ran her fingers down his cheek. “Your brothers are
looking for you.”

“I know,” he told her unconcernedly. “I dunna
think they will foind me too soon. Me brother’s been lookin’ fur me
fur years.” He raised his chin and she kissed him again. He thought
he might need his arms after all. He needed some way to pull her
down next to him, but he could not figure it out.

“The Master is worried about you,” she told
him. “He wants you to come home.”

“Home? I am home and let ’im wonder. Why wud
’e care now?” his frown deepened. It was very difficult to speak.
He wanted her next to him. He tried to raise his head, but like his
arm, it refused to cooperate, but he didn’t care too much since she
continued to fill in the spaces between her words with kisses and
tender caresses. It didn’t matter. She slid her arm under his neck
and placed a pillow behind his head. He could see her better now.
She sat next to him and took his hand in hers, stroking it
lovingly, though he could not feel it. He wondered if she would
stick her tongue between his fingers again. That had been very
pleasant though a bit shocking. He wondered if he would be able to
feel it this time.

“Yes, home.” She smiled and nodded. “I’m
going to take you home.”

“Wud ye, now? I thought we were ’ome oll
ready. Oh, you mean my home,” he asked almost idiotically. What a
nice surprise! And he thought he was going to have to leave with
the silly little bald man that liked to kiss him. “Gud. Thot’s
verra gud. I ’ave a place I’d loike t’ show ye. Ye’d loike it,
Meredith. Th’ faeries visit there in th’ spring and ye can ’ear
them singin’ their songs.” He closed his eyes and she brushed her
fingertips over his eyelids.

“That sounds wonderful, but I need your help,
Mark,” she told him. “I need you to tell me where to take you. How
do I get you home to the Master?”

“Home? To the Master?” he asked again. “I
’ave no Master, lassie. I answer to God, ’imself.”

The silhouette of a castle against a dark sky
atop a stony cliff, overlooking a stormy sea filled his mind.
Clouds of mist rose from the breakwaters and drifted up toward the
flat green land surrounding the imposing structure. The spire of
what appeared to be a chapel built on the roof of the castle
speared the full moon floating above the keep. Red torch light
flickered along the parapets and he could almost smell the ocean
and hear the waves breaking on the rocks. Gulls circled the cliffs
in the moonlight, crying out in their unusual night flight. The
moonlight reflected off the dark waves and the tops of the drifting
clouds of mist. The grass in front of the castle stretched away to
the forest.

He shuddered. Not home. Not anymore. That
image faded and was replaced by the crackle of a cheery fire in a
huge stone hearth. A lanky Scottish deerhound lay on the stones in
front of the fire, snoring peacefully on a woolen rug. Above the
mantle was the portrait of a beautiful woman with long, dark hair,
wearing a gold tiara on her head. Her eyes were deep blue and her
smile was full of kindness. Mother? No. Not anymore.

The portrait vanished and he was looking
across a bleak landscape of white rock and sand. The sun shimmered
on the horizon, causing the distant desert to take on the
appearance of an inviting lake. In the foreground was a stark black
and white striped tent with a red and white banner flying above it
in the hot, desert wind. A pair of horses stood near the tent
stomping and snorting. They were thirsty. He needed to find water
for them. He needed to find water for all of them. A dust devil
obscured his vision and he heard the undulating warble of Bedouin
women, bidding farewell to their sons and husbands as they rode off
to war. He opened his eyes and looked into the cool blue eyes of
the Pixie.

“I canna say where ’ome is,” he told her in
confusion. “It’s not there anymore.”

“Of course it is,” she assured him and held
his head up to give him a drink of something very sweet. “It’s the
fever, Mark Andrew. The fever has made you forget. Now you must
remember for me. Think. Concentrate. What can you see?”

“I can’t see anything, but you, Meredith,” he
said and closed his eyes again. She was so beautiful. So delicate,
so innocent. He wanted to kiss her, but couldn’t reach her. He
wanted to touch her face, her arms, her breasts. He wanted…

“You must think, Mark,” she urged him. “We
must get away now before they come for us.”

“Come away with me,” he pleaded with her in
the language of the Church. She didn’t understand. He had to make
her understand. “Leave this land to the adders and come away with
me, Meredith,” he tried the language of the Frankish Knights. She
blinked in confusion. “Let me save you from this pit of perdition,”
he tried Greek and she smiled, but there was no understanding in
her beautiful eyes. “Am I so lost that I should die with you?” he
asked in English.

“Yes, of course, Mark, whatever you say,” her
smile widened and she answered in English.

“Why?” he asked in English. Something was not
right.

She frowned down at him. His question seemed
to startle her as if she had not expected it.

“Why? Would you leave your home? Why should I
die for you?” He asked again and blinked rapidly, trying to clear
the fog from his mind.

Her smile vanished and she looked at him in
alarm.

She had to answer the question. It was
imperative that she answer the question.

“You need me,” she said too quickly. “You are
just ill. You won’t die. You just need my help to get home.”

“I don’t need you.” He tried again to sit up,
but he felt drunk. His hands slipped on the floor and he banged the
back of his head on the marble rectangle behind him. He reached up
slowly, as if he was moving through quicksand and felt the back of
his head. “Women are not allowed. You cannot go there.”

“Your brothers are waiting for you,” she told
him. Her tone had changed. It was no longer soothing. “Tell me
where the meetings are held and I will take you to them. Please,
Mark! Tell me.”

“I have no brothers. My brother is dead. The
woman killed him,” he said as his confusion turned to anger. The
wind picked up and the candles began to go out one by one. She
moved away from him.

“I won’t do it, Cecile!” she shouted. “I’m
not going to do it!”

“Merry!” he called to her as she hurried down
the steps.

The wind picked up leaves and dust, swirling
them into the building around him. He pushed himself up shakily and
then leaned against the altar. Altar! An altar! Of course, he was
in the gazebo again. This was their meeting place. He pushed off
the thing and lurched after her, down the steps as the first flash
of lightning lit up the sky. Thunder rumbled across the landscape
bumping and bouncing off the boulders on the hillside above the
garden.

The Pixie ran down the brick path toward the
house, leaving him! Her white dress whipped about her legs as the
sudden summer storm whipped the tops of the cedars and oaks. Mark
missed the top step and ended up on the brick walkway on his hands
and knees.

“Merry! Wait!” he shouted after her, but she
did not look back. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to hurt you!”

He could not gain his feet. His legs would
not hold him up. He half-crawled after her along the walk. The
effort was too much. He stopped and then focused on a pair of black
boots in front of his face. Not Merry. With an effort that drew an
audible groan from his lips, he looked up. Valentino stood over him
holding a broadsword that resembled a frozen flame. The Golden
Sword of the Cherubim! He recognized it immediately. The lightening
reflected off the golden, double-edged blade and the air filled
with the smell of ozone. He managed to sit back on his heels and
frowned up at her in total confusion. Where had she come from?
Where had she gotten the Flaming Sword?

It was his sword!

The first drops of rain spattered down into
his upturned face. He blinked as the rain came down harder and
harder, drenching him to the skin almost instantly.

“You have profaned the temple!” she shouted
at him. The rain poured over her, soaking her dark hair and running
down her face in rivulets.

“Meredith!” he shouted again and tried to
look around the woman.

“You have disgraced your order! You have
broken your vows!” Valentino shouted at him above the roar of the
wind and the rain.

“My sword,” he gasped in the cold rain. “Give
it to me…. please.” He had to be nice to her.

“What is the purpose of the Flaming Sword,
Sir Ramsay?” she asked.

“The Flaming Sword of the Cherubim guards the
way to the Tree of Life,” his words came easier now. But his heart
was racing with fear and anger. The sword was dangerous. He had to
have the sword. Why did she have his sword? Why had Merry left
him?

“And how would you use it?” she asked him,
blinking back the water.

“To slay any who would profane the Temple,”
he answered rotely, without thinking.

“And of what temple do you speak?” The heavy
sword wavered in her grip and she wrapped her other hand around the
hilt to keep it aloft.

“The Temple of Solomon.”

The lowered his head and felt as if he were
choking to death or drowning. The rain beat down on his head and he
shivered uncontrollably.

“And who is the Tree of Life?”

“Edgard d’Brouchart, Keeper of the Secrets of
Sherma and of the Secrets of King Solomon the Wise. Holder of the
Fruit of the Tree of Life.”

“And where is the Tree of Life?” she
continued to ask questions. The answers came to him automatically.
He raised his face again. Who was this woman? What did she know of
the Temple?

“In the Temple,” he answered in spite of
himself. “The Master is the Temple.”

He lowered his head again, gasping for
breath. The sight of an ancient Roman Villa filled his vision. A
long dark table with a white circle with a red cross in the center
and an up-ended golden goblet with the letters IAAT inscribed on
its side. Wine spilled across the surface of the table. A dark man
dressed in black pounded the table with his fist. Mark Andrew
covered his ears at the sound of the man’s deep laughter and
squeezed his eyes shut against the sight of the cup. Death! Death!
The Knight of the Apocalypse! The Knight of the Apocalypse was in
his mind. He pressed his hands against his ears.

The woman was screaming at him “Where is the
Temple?!”

He put his hands against the bricks and
launched himself at her with what strength he had left. She lowered
the sword at precisely the right moment and he impaled himself very
neatly on it. The blade cut through him effortlessly, as well as,
painlessly… at first. The realization of what he had done struck
him at the same instant as the pain. He looked up in astonishment
at the woman who stepped back with a pleased look on her face.
Blood ran down his stomach mixed with the rainwater and washed
across the bricks at his knees. Mark Andrew grasped the hilt of the
sword in both hands and pulled against it fruitlessly. He knew that
the blade had passed completely through him. A futile effort to
pull on it only caused more pain though he was unable to scream,
unable to speak. He felt himself falling and then nothing.
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Mark Andrew woke suddenly and rudely,
fighting his pillow. He was on his hands and knees in the bed and
the pillow was unarmed. He flung it to the floor and climbed out of
the bed. Broad daylight. What had happened to the storm? He felt
his hair. Dry. He pulled up his shirt and looked at his stomach. No
wound. No pain. No new scar.

The blade had been so real. He had felt the
pain very distinctly. The only thing he felt now was the usual
hunger pangs and he wondered if it were the next day or the same
day or a week later. Why had she drugged him again? The dream had
been terrible, but he remembered it with crystal clarity. Every
word, every move. All the questions. And he had answered every one.
The Flaming Sword of the Cherubim. His sword. The sword he used to
kill his Brothers. His Brothers. He used the sword to kill his
Brothers! They would be coming for him. He had broken his vows. He
was a disgrace to the order. He had profaned the Temple and he was
in despair.

When he had sufficiently collected his wits,
he went into the bathroom and splashed water in his face. He was
not feeling superior or contemptuous. He was afraid. Not of
Valentino, but of Edgard d’Brouchart and Konrad von Hetz, the
Apocalyptic Knight. They would want to know if he had found
Anthony. They would want to know what he had been doing. They would
want to know why he had broken his vows and how would he explain to
them that he was falling in love… nay, already fallen in love with
a woman? It was not negotiable. It could not be tolerated. It was
too dangerous. They would never allow it.

But who were they?

His memories were still incomplete. There
were huge gaps and holes in it. He knew who the Grand Master was
now and he knew the other one, the dark one, but he knew very
little else about the mission other than that he was supposed to
locate Anthony and bring him back, alive or dead. Back to where? To
the Roman Villa near Pompeii, of course. At least some questions
had been answered for him as well as Cecile Valentino.

Much of what he had lost had returned, but
along with it he also knew that someone was coming for him and he
didn’t want them to find him. Not yet. He had not completed his
mission. Whatever all this insanity about the Tree of Life was, he
wanted no part of it. He didn’t want to have anything to do with
Valentino and her batch of lunatics and he certainly wanted to
avoid the Grand Master and his deadly Knight of the Apocalypse
until he could report that his mission had been accomplished. After
that, he would quit the Order and take Merry very far away from all
this. But what he wanted and what was possible were two very
different things. It had always been so and deep within his muddled
mind he knew this beyond all else. He would have to try to complete
his mission even though he felt broken and defeated. If he could do
anything for Merry, he would. As all these thoughts were passing
through his head, he heard the key in the lock at his door.

The balding little weasel entered the room
cautiously and looked about. When he spied Mark standing in the
bathroom door, he hurried forward to greet him and Mark neatly
side-stepped the kiss.

“Brother Ramsay,” the man said breathlessly.
“I have arranged everything. We will leave tonight after
dinner.”

“After dinner,” Mark nodded and his stomach
growled. “Good. Where will we go?”

“To the Temple, of course,” the man told him
brightly.

“Of course. And when is dinner?” Mark was
more interested in food than playing Valentino’s games.

“Six o’clock,” the man told him.

“Do you have a name, Brother?”

“John Tellman,” the man stuck out his hand
and Mark took a step back before realizing he wanted to shake
hands. He took the man’s clammy hand in his and then cringed as the
man planted another kiss on his lips like lightning. He suffered
the kiss with a grimace and let go of the hand, shuddering
visibly.

“Should I pack, John?” he asked
idiotically.

“If you like, sir,” the man shrugged. “Just
be ready after dinner.”

“I will be,” Mark nodded. He would be ready.
Ready for most anything.
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While Ramsay was pacing the floor in his
bedroom upstairs, trying to organize his thoughts and new memories
in his muddled head, Valentino was pacing the floor in front of the
big windows in the library below him. Maxie stood behind one of the
leather armchairs watching her apprehensively, ready to duck any
miscellaneous flying objects. Merry sat on the sofa with her head
back on the cushion, staring up at the ceiling. Every now and again
Valentino would stop pacing to beat her fist on her own head or her
leg or whatever was within reach before continuing her ranting.
This was how she organized her thoughts. Her two companions waited
patiently.

She stopped and pressed both of her hands
against the sides of her head.

“It almost worked, by God,” she said for the
umpteenth time. “Merry, if only you hadn’t run off like a scared
rabbit, we would have succeeded. He was right on the verge of
telling me everything when he saw the sword. Now I have to use that
stupid fool, Tellman.”

“I didn’t know what to say,” Merry told her
again. “You didn’t tell me he would be asking questions. I don’t
like this, Cecile. Someone could get hurt and I don’t like what
you’re doing. You killed him again!”

“Shush now. I didn’t really kill him. I just
made him think so. Did you see any blood on him when we brought him
in? No! No, you didn’t. He just thought he was dead. Do you
understand what that means, little girl? I just presented the idea
to him and he reacted. He really did respond to my hypnosis after
all,” Cecile asked her and there was an insane glow in her eyes.
“It means that he can think himself to death! No pulse, no
respiration. Intriguing! Now look, we’ve been through all this
already. We were so close and now we’ve lost two more days,”
Valentino started pacing again. “I can’t believe he was able to get
up and crawl away with all the drugs I gave him. He should have
been dead from the drugs alone, but when he thought that sword was
in him, he really died!”

“Yeah, he was dead all right,” Maxie agreed.
His face was pasty. He’d been drunk for almost twenty-four hours
and he still didn’t understand what was going on. “What did you say
to him? It looked like you stabbed him or something.”

Maxie had begrudgingly helped them carry
Ramsay’s lifeless body upstairs and waited while Merry cleaned him
up. The man had been dead. Whatever Valentino was up to, he had no
idea. He’d never believed the immortality bullshit, but he’d seen
him take his last breath on the path in the garden and he’d seen
him take his first breath in the house a few minutes later. Like
Jesus coming back from the Cross. It was too weird. Maxie was
thinking of dragging up and heading west.

“I didn’t stab him. He did it to himself,”
she argued. “I guess his mind is stronger than I had given him
credit for.” She stopped and laughed. “You should have seen his
face when he realized what he had done. He wasn’t so smart and
macho then, but damn, that scared the shit out of me. I guess you
have to cut out their hearts or maybe cut off their heads or
something like vampires. There has to be a trick to it. I mean
keeping them dead.”

“You’re sick,” Merry mumbled and looked away
from them out the window. “Both of you.”

“Hey, don’t put me off in this bullshit,”
Maxie retorted and made his way behind Valentino’s bar, looking for
a shot of whiskey to bolster his courage.

“I really wanted to stab him with it,”
Valentino told her and then lowered her voice. “I wanted to cut him
in little pieces. He called you Isis. I heard him. I wanted to make
him like Osiris. Missing a few vital parts.” She held up her hand
with her thumb and forefinger held very close together. “Especially
when he launched himself at me. I couldn’t believe it. He knows
everything and he refuses to tell it. He makes me so mad. Why won’t
he just tell me what I want to know?”

She went to the book case and pulled a heavy
tome from one of the shelves. Her face took on a fierce look as she
thumbed through its worn pages.

“I have to look up all that stuff about the
temple and the tree and flaming sword. In the meantime, I guess
we’re back to plan A,” she muttered as she thumbed through the
dog-eared pages. “I’ll go ahead and send John up after supper and
we’ll try again. There must be a way to get through to him. I
thought he cared more for you, Merry, but I see that it was just
sex after all. He certainly wouldn’t stick his neck out for
you.”

Merry turned her face to the window again in
disgust. That was not what Mark had said and he’d said it under the
influence of the horrible drugs that Cecile had used on him. He had
said that he would die with her. With her. What a morbid
thought.

“I think we ought to get rid of him before
there’s real trouble,” Maxie put in his opinion somewhat
hesitantly. “He’s awful violent and damned hard to kill.”

“Violent?” Valentino spun on the man, finally
loosing her patience with him. “You haven’t seen violence,
Sturgeon! You haven’t seen people burned at the stake and gutted on
the battlefield. You’ve never seen the Templars riding over a
hilltop, coming at you with their banners flying. You’ve never had
everything taken away from you by an invading army. You haven’t
seen anything. In the old days, they did horrible things to people
accused of heresy and they almost killed all the Templars back when
the Church decided they were too powerful. Money talks. What if you
could get arrested just for having too much money? And what if you
got accused of witchcraft and they burned you alive? Then you might
be able to understand something. You can’t imagine what that guy
has been through. He’s real, Maxie. You’re nothing in comparison.
You don’t know what violence is.”

She was simply repeating, more or less, what
Mark Andrew had said to her in the gazebo. His words had conjured
great, heroic images in her demented mind and she had spent the
last few days going over Gavin Nash’s collection of books about the
Crusades and the Templar Order.

“Oh? And you do?” Merry asked her, wondering
at her words. Certainly she was right about Maxie. But she had
never known Valentino to give a damn about anything that didn’t
directly affect her comfortable little world. “What do you know
about it?”

“I know enough. I know our friend up there
would kill us without blinking. I know he’s seen enough in the past
that he’s not really concerned with us one way or the other,”
Valentino snorted. “We just have to make him think we are going to
let him go. Or else we’ll be in serious trouble. Did you know that
the last official Grand Master of the Order was roasted over a slow
fire? Can you imagine it? Not just burned at the stake, but roasted
alive? It’s no wonder he put curses on everybody. Think about
it.”

Merry said nothing. She was sick to death of
the game. She just wanted to get her life back to normal and she
really didn’t want anything bad to happen to Mark Andrew. In a
strange sort of inexplicable way, she really did care about him,
but she didn’t want to go to jail. The situation was not funny or
adventurous any more. It was deadly serious and dangerous. She had
been accused of being an airhead, being irresponsible and immature
often enough that it had to be true, but regardless of her part in
this thing, she really did like him. More than she should. Perhaps
she even loved him.

It was almost as if love at first sight were
truly possible. The romance novels that she kept stashed under the
stairs said that it was possible, but she’d never believed such
fairytales. Cecile would have killed her if she found her reading
such ‘drivel’ as she called it, but Merry dreamed of things. All
sorts of things. Things she didn’t understand. In her dreams she
lived an entirely different life that she dared not tell Cecile
about. And this fellow, this Ramsay character seemed to embody
traits from every romance novel hero she had ever read about in her
books. It didn’t seem possible that such a real person could exist.
He did have his drawbacks. He was arrogant and bitchy and crude
when he wanted to be. His idea of a playful roll in the hay was a
bit on the rough side and could use a bit of polish. And he seemed
sort of wishy-washy, like he wanted to do something, but could
never quite follow through. Merry could only believe that he had a
number of unresolved issues concerning sex in general, but perhaps
she could help him resolve them, given a bit of time.

Mark Andrew was different from everyone she
had ever met and a far cry more interesting than any of Cecile’s
friends. One moment he was all-knowing and arrogant and the next,
he was confused even more so than herself. Dangerous was the best
word to describe him in general, but there was much more to Mark
Andrew Ramsay than even the 'wise' Cecile could know and Merry
wanted to know what it was that made him different. What made his
faults more severe than an ordinary man’s faults? What made his
good points better than other men’s good points? He was certainly
better looking than most, but he didn’t seem to know it or
acknowledge it. Even the incredibly handsome Anthony was just
another one of the ‘girls’. He had been Italian or Sicilian, which
had certainly added another dimension to his romantic mystique, but
he would never come close to Mark Ramsay. Not in a hundred years…
She paused. Not in a thousand years… Perhaps that was it. Anthony
was young. Too young for her.

She was irresistibly drawn to Mark, danger or
no, as if fate had ordained it. Add to that the preposterous, but
undeniable truth that Mark actually cared for her as well. In her
heart, she knew that eventually something awful was going to happen
to all of them, but she didn’t know what to do about it. She felt
she had betrayed him dreadfully by helping Valentino and she was
afraid of Maxie. Cecile had committed a terrible series of crimes
and eventually she would have to pay. What about herself? She was,
after all, an accomplice to kidnapping and possibly attempted
murder. The only one in the house that she was not afraid of was
the one that should have terrified her most and that was the
so-called Knight of Death imprisoned on the third floor. There had
to be some way to fix things…

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark stopped pacing and stretched out on the
bed. He would have to play it one minute at a time. One thing he
knew for sure was that he was not going anywhere with John Tellman.
He thought about the Pixie and wondered where she had come from.
How she had become mixed up with Cecile Valentino. There had to be
a whopper of a story behind their ‘relationship’ and he wanted to
hear it. From Merry. The fact that he wanted to hear it made him
pause. One of his returning memories told him plainly that he had
always gone to great lengths to avoid becoming involved in other
people’s lives. Other people. People outside the Order. Especially
women. The company of women is a dangerous thing. Pleasant
sometimes, but dangerous at all times. Dangerous in the sense that
men simply did not know how to deal with them. They had the uncanny
knack of causing reason and logic to melt at the exact wrong
moments. Wrong moments that turned into lifetimes of suffering from
the consequences. His own actions belied the fact that he had quite
a bit of physical experience with them. There was nothing innocent
or faltering about his actions once the passion entered his mind
and nothing could stop him from taking what he wanted…

He sat up suddenly in the bed. There it was
again. He was a criminal. No wonder no women of interest came to
his mind. There were none other than a few fleeting names. He tried
to stay awake by conjuring up more ghosts from his past, but when
Maxie came to escort him down to dinner, he was asleep.

Only Valentino and Merry were at the big
table when he arrived in the dining room. Maxie took a chair at the
far end of the table carefully out of Mark’s reach. The guard dog
would apparently not be eating with them and was only there to keep
him at bay and the rude awakening prod with the shotgun he had
given Mark cried out for vengeance. Mark deliberately sat next to
Merry rather than across from her. He did not want a repeat
performance of the ‘dessert’ from the night before. But had that
been last night? It seemed ages ago.

“No guests other than our friend
Maximillian?” he asked Cecile when the cook arrived with their
plates on a wooden cart.

“Not tonight,” Valentino said pleasantly. She
seemed absorbed in some sort of trade paper. She reached around the
book and picked up her water, sipping it only after smelling it
twice.

French fries and hamburgers. Mark looked down
at his plate and wrinkled his nose. He had hoped for another steak
or maybe some roasted chicken. He really liked chicken, cooked any
way as long as it was cooked. Or fish. Salmon, in particular. Beef
was something he felt sure he rarely ate. He smiled at the mental
pun.

Merry watched him from the corner of her eye,
but did not speak. He deliberately looked away from her. He felt
that she had somehow betrayed him in the dream or whatever it had
been. What was it with him anyway? This woman was a complete
stranger on top of being a woman. Why would he expect any help from
her? All the same, he felt that she might have done something.

He picked up the top of the hamburger bun and
stacked the fries on top of the meat patty, trying to dilute the
huge patty of overcooked beef a bit. He bit into it and it exploded
on the plate. Merry sighed as she took his plate and set it in
front of her. She spread the bread with mustard and squirted some
catsup on the fries, put it back together and set the plate in
front of him again with a small smile. Revolting. What was it with
the Americans that they put catsup on everything? The meat was
greasy and the pickle slices made his eyes water. And the potatoes
were lukewarm.

American food! He’d tried it in Edinburgh at
Christopher’s insistence. Christopher Stewart. He smiled at the
comfort that the small, insignificant memory brought him.
Edinburgh. Christopher. MacDonald’s. Fries and shakes. Chocolate.
Drinkable ice cream. What was the point? Forget the special sauce.
No special orders here. Just special sauce and buns with seeds on
them. Wilted lettuce. Where’s the beef? Where’s the beef?
Christopher liked American television, but that was because
Christopher was an American.

“You will stay a while?” Valentino looked
around the paper at him and he nodded.

She went back to her magazine and continued
to read, reaching around it to pick at her food. An
improvement.

Merry sat glumly nibbling at her fries and
grilled cheese and avacado on wheat. She eventually gave up on
them, leaned one elbow on the table and put her chin in her hand.
She sat watching him eat while he choked down the food. His stomach
demanded that he eat it and his brain demanded that he avoid
looking at her. When he had finished his burger, Merry glanced at
Valentino and switched Cecile’s plate with his. He looked at her
carefully before taking it. Was this her way of apologizing? But he
owed her one as well. He smiled at the burger with one bite missing
and then ate the stuff without tasting it until it was all gone. He
picked up his tea and smelled it. He was beginning to act like
Valentino. Maybe it was poison she was constantly sniffing for.
Certainly, if he had the opportunity, he would have poisoned her
himself. He set the glass away from him and took Merry’s glass.
Maxie cleared his throat loudly and Mark made a face at him before
drinking down the Pixie’s tea.

“Tomorrow is a special occasion,” Valentino
said finally and laid aside the paper. She frowned at the near
empty plate in front of her. She cleared her throat and smoothed
down her blouse before continuing. “We are going to induct two new
members.”

“I see,” Mark said for lack of anything else
to say. “Will I be there?” He imagined them sacrificing several
goats and chickens along with himself on the marble altar in the
garden under the watchful eye of the Virgin.

“I don’t think so.” She shook her head. “You
are not initiated.”

Mark nodded and then laughed. Initiated. A
joke. He had invented initiation. No, he hadn’t. Had he? The last
thing he wanted to do was go to one of their initiations and watch
them profane the Cross. He was impatiently waiting for dinner to be
over so he could find out what John Tellman was up to and try to
make his move while he still could, before he did get a real sword
run through him or worse. “Oh, and how does one come to be
initiated? In your Order, I mean,” he asked, attempting to sound
interested.

“You laugh, sir, but it is a serious matter,”
Valentino sniffed.

“You have to be recommended,” Merry
answered.

“Interviewed. Checked out,” Valentino added.
“All that.”

“Do you have an opening for an assassin?” he
asked sarcastically, unable to help himself.

“We do have a degree for an assassin, but it
is merely symbolic. His title is the Knight of Truth. His duty is
to assassinate prejudice, superstition and ignorance. Why do you
ask?”

“You accused me of being an assassin and
worse,” he told her nonchalantly. “This fellow you are looking for.
He is really an assassin? A rapist?” He pushed the envelope a bit.
It was incredible that she could simply expect him to ignore the
fact that the last time he’d spoken to her, she’d drugged him.
Expect him to overlook the fact that Maxie sat at the foot of the
table most likely concealing a weapon of some sort in his pocket.
Worse yet, he noticed the date on the paper she had been reading.
Almost three days had passed since their talk in the garden.
Monday. She had told him it was Friday in the gazebo. Where had he
been for three days?

Valentino looked at him sharply. “Yes. He is.
And worse, I’m sure. But even if you are the wrong man, you still
haven’t told me what you do for a living. Perhaps you are something
just as bad.”

“I’m self-employed,” he said and another
forgotten memory suddenly occurred to him. He remembered working…
somewhere. In a laboratory though not one like Valentino’s. The one
in his memory was darker and more foreboding and there were no
stainless steel tables. Just firelight and shadows. So he did not
always just go about waging war, getting kidnapped, tortured and
killed. “I make… metal. I work with metals,” he concluded almost as
if speaking to himself. "I'm a metal worker."

“How interesting,” Valentino perked up. “What
kind of metals? What do you make?”

“Oh, whatever needs to be made,” he smiled at
her as the image of melted gold pouring from a glowing iron cup
into a series of tiny rectangular molds flashed in his mind. The
alchemist. IAAT. The Philosopher’s Stone. What was it? It was just
out of reach.

“I could recommend you for membership,” Merry
offered suddenly and looked at Valentino hopefully. “He could come
to the reception after the initiation, couldn’t he? If he wants to
join, I mean, if he’s going to stay with us awhile? We have lodges
in Europe. Germany. Switzerland. Even England. He could be
presented here before the assembly and when he goes home to
Scotland, he could be initiated into the London Chapter.” Merry’s
eyes lit up with false hope. If it could be so easily remedied, all
would be forgiven and she wouldn’t lose contact with him, but…

Valentino picked up her paper again and
glared at Merry from behind the pages causing her to fall
silent.

“We’ll see,” she said aloud. “Maybe. I’ll
speak to Mr. Petrie about it.”

Merry smiled at him and he put his index
finger against her lips and winked. It had only been a dream. He
had no intention of being presented to anyone, much less an
assembly, but the food had gone a long way to improve his outlook.
Merry would never do anything to hurt him… would she? She had cried
when they had poisoned him the first time. He distinctly remembered
hearing her cry. She had run away the second time. He remembered
hearing her say that she wouldn’t do it, whatever it was. The sword
thing must have been a dream. Another of Valentino’s botched
hypnosis sessions. Whatever drugs she had used on him had left him
unconscious for almost three days! He hoped it was not
addictive.

Maxie made a snorting noise at the end of the
table.

Mark ignored him and sat eating the rest of
Valentino's soggy fries and smiling at Merry thoughtfully. It was
going to be a long night.


Chapter Six of Twelve

And hide not thy face from thy servant; for I
am in trouble: hear me speedily.





The fidgety, middle-aged blond woman behind the white wicker desk
looked up in surprise. “The whole floor?” she asked, and then
quickly added. “There are six rooms on the third floor. That would
be…” she ran her perfectly manicured pink nails over the keys of
her adding machine. “Eight hundred and twenty-one dollars and
seventy cents per night plus tax. I could give you a ten per cent
discount if you stay for a week.”

She surveyed the faces of the three men
sitting across from her. Their presence filled her small office to
over-flowing and made her feel extremely uncomfortable. However,
the dark one with the flashing white smile was particularly
appealing with his curly black hair and big dark eyes. He had a
long scar running from the corner of his left eye down to his jaw
that only added to his rakish sort of charm when he smiled at her.
The shorter one seemed very solemn and just looking at him
depressed her. He had beautiful blond hair, like a child and
crystal blue eyes, but they exuded profound sadness mixed with
wonder. His eyes traveled constantly about the room as if he were
memorizing every thing in the small space and when they fell on
her, he seemed utterly fascinated by her every word. He reminded
her of one of the dying children at the hospital where she did
volunteer service once a month. The older of the three, which she
guessed was more nearly her own age, had thinning dishwater-blond
hair and weak hazel eyes. His expression was one of cold
calculation and he never took his eyes off of her, as if he
expected her to cheat him somehow. His only positive attribute was
his heavy French accent, but other than his voice and his smooth,
almost slurred English, he was downright scary to Miss Penelope
Martin.

She opened a drawer and took out an ornate
ledger. While she was looking down, the smaller man filched a
crystal pansy from a pink vase on her desk and slipped it in his
pocket. When she looked up again, he smiled at her and nodded. No
one had seen his little theft.

They were a very mismatched trio of
conflicting personality types and Miss Martin was a very good and
quick judge of character. She felt as if they might actually be
dangerous in some way. Her lovely Victorian bed and breakfast had
never seen the likes of such men. Her first impulse had been to
tell them she was booked up and turn them away, but then the man
with the baleful eyes had told her that whatever the cost, he would
pay double if there was some problem. Business had not been that
good, but of all weeks, why now? She had hoped to have a full house
due to the initiation out at Cecile Valentino’s club that was
scheduled for Wednesday. But what the heck? Cecile's people should
have made reservations and stopped taking Penelope Martin for
granted. The man who called himself Boo-Joe or some such, pulled
sevenfteen one-hundred dollar bills from his exceedingly fat wallet
and laid them on the desk. They were not new bills, but old and
crumpled. He smoothed them out very carefully and then looked at
her expectantly.

“That should cover any inconvenience for the
short notice, Madame,” he said. “We do not know how long we may
require your services. If more is needed, we will pay tomorrow.”
The voice did not match the face.

“Why yes, of course, Mr. Boo-Joe,” she sucked
in a sharp breath, smiled and picked up the money, tucking it into
her pocket. She turned the faux-antique leather registry book
around and shoved it toward him. He looked down at it disdainfully,
before shoving it on, with one finger, toward the dark-eyed man. He
flashed one of his heart-melting smiles at her before picking up
the antique fountain pen, examining it with some amusement. She
smiled at him in return and felt herself actually blush. He seemed
so much older than his apparent age, which was considerably younger
than her own years. While he was signing the ledger, she went into
the little alcove off the office and plucked the six keys from the
hooks on the wall. When she returned, he was laying down the pen
with a slight flourish as if he had accomplished some great deed.
He looked up at her and his eyes danced with the same expectant
amusement as if flirting openly with her. She felt her heart
flutter and wondered that such a thing could be possible. She had
not had that happen to her in at least fifteen or maybe even twenty
years.

“Whose name on the receipt?” She kept her
eyes on the dark one.

“Mine,” he continued to smile at her as if he
knew full well the effect he was having on her.

She turned the book around to get the
spelling of the name. “I see and you are Looseeo Dambretti? That’s
Eye-talian?” she asked as she copied the name on the receipt.

“Loo-chee-o. Si`, signorina,” he nodded to
her. “How did you know?” His accent matched his looks and confirmed
her assessment of his nationality.

“You look Eye-talian. That’s an Eye-talian
name, isn’t it?” She shrugged slightly, obviously pleased at her
correct assumption. “So you speak Eye-talian?” she pronounced the
word with the long I as her own Texas drawl demanded.

He rolled off a line in Italian telling her
that he spoke the word of God in many languages, ending by calling
her a lovely dove. He could have said anything.

Beaujold remonstrated him sternly in French
not to encourage her.

He asked in Italian what was wrong with being
friendly and reminding him that he was being rude.

Beaujold told him that the woman was
obviously quite taken with him and that it was embarrassing, not to
mention disgusting, reminding him that Simon was present as if the
presence of the Healer changed anything significant. Dambretti
looked at the embarrassed healer and laughed shortly before asking
Beaujold if he had forgotten how old d’Ornan might be on his next
birthday. Beaujold retorted hotly that Simon was the Master’s
favorite and that if they did not set a good example for him, they
would be held responsible. Dambretti laughed at the absurd
assumption. Had it not been he, himself, that had taken the Healer
on a tour of Rome’s red-light district, though it had ultimately
been a waste of time as far as Simon was concerned, it had been
fun.

Miss Martin’s eyes widened as she perceived
that they were arguing. One in French, the other in Eye-talian. It
was very disturbing and exciting and she could have listened all
day.

Simon spoke up at the mention of his name a
third time. He interrupted their exchange with his softer voice,
also speaking in French, admonishing both of them and reminding
them that they were upsetting their hostess. He turned his sad eyes
on her and smiled apologetically before speaking to her in English.
“Excuse my friends, Madame, they are… tired.” He reminded her of a
priest somehow.

“Of course.” She nodded and almost called him
‘father’ from long habit. “Mr… ah, Dee Ornan,” she added hastily
after glancing at the third name written so elegantly in bold dark
lines in the registry. Dambretti’s script was as pretty as he was.
Her curiosity was definitely piqued.

She handed the keys over to the sullen one
when he reached for them and they stood up together.

Dambretti reached across the desk and took
her hand, kissing the back of it in spite of Beaujold’s distemper.
“Thank you, signorina,” he said gravely. “It has been a pleasure to
work with you.” He might as well have been whispering love poems in
her ears. The simple gesture left her speechless.

The two Frenchmen nodded curtly to her and
filed out of the room with Dambretti trailing behind. He turned at
the door and looked back long enough to wink at her.

Miss Martin sat in her wicker peacock chair
without moving for several moments before letting out the breath
she was holding. One more smile and another wink and she would
follow him anywhere. She jumped physically when he suddenly stuck
his head back in the office.

“We may have others joining us,” he told her
and then he was thankfully gone.

Miss Martin fanned her face absently with one
hand until she had recovered somewhat. She went to the window
overlooking the parking lot and watched them unload their van. They
seemed to be arguing again. Each one carried a garment bag over his
shoulder while the short one and the Italian hefted a large wooden
chest between them and started inside with it. They reminded her of
spies from one of the novels she kept in her bedside table. She
loved spy novels. Especially the ones set in exotic places like
France and Italy. Perhaps the chest was filled with electronic spy
equipment, but it didn’t look modern. It was old and bound with
black bands like a pirate’s chest. Perhaps they were treasure
hunters. Perhaps they were like Indiana Jones or something. She
couldn’t wait to get on the phone with her friends!

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Konrad von Hetz, venerable Knight of the
Apocalypse who Sees, stood on a limestone outcropping overlooking
the shallow valley where the red brick mansion lay partially
obscured by the thick foliage of the oaks and cedars. He watched
the lights in the windows, clenching and unclenching his jaw
subconsciously. If anyone had seen him there, silhouetted against
the deep purple backdrop of the sunset, they would have thought him
some ancient sorcerer or perhaps a demon from remote legend. He was
dressed completely in black. His long, dark hair flapped behind him
in ragged strands as the breeze caught it up and the last rays of
the sun glinted off the silver and black hilt of the long,
broadsword at his hip. His trousers were tucked into his tall boots
and he clasped his arms around himself as the rapidly cooling wind
of evening plucked at his knee-length cloak.

He could feel the presence of the Scot in the
house below him. Something dreadful had happened to the Knight of
Death. The images he had received from his Brother’s mind had been
clouded and dim, but shocking. He had been unable to distinguish
between his waking thoughts and his dreams. The idea that such a
thing could have happened to the Chevalier du Morte was incredible.
If it had been anyone else… but not Ramsay. Von Hetz knew Ramsay’s
past too well to believe that he would fall easily. The images were
jumbled, out of order and almost incoherent at times like a man
with a high fever, but Ramsay could not have a fever. There had
been a fight, a fierce, but brief struggle, nothing that the Knight
of Death should not have been able to handle easily, but then had
come excruciating pain and great confusion. The physical pain had
faded, but the mental confusion had remained. The pain itself had
centered in Ramsay’s eyes at first and the Knight of the Apocalypse
who Sees, could not see.

It had surprised him and filled him with
terrible fear the first time he had checked in on the mission's
progress at the Grand Master's request. Such requests were not made
lightly. He had been stricken blind as he suffered the same
distress as Ramsay. Pain in his back and his arms had come next and
then numbness in his feet and hands, but then everything had
changed dramatically and the Knight of the Apocalypse had been
taken aback by feelings of intense pleasure mixed with pain. When
he realized what had happened, he had withdrawn his thoughts in
horror at having shared a particularly intimate moment with his
Brother. At least no one would ever know and he would never be
required to disclose what no one else knew he owned. The effect had
been temporary, but profound and even now he felt outraged and, at
the same time, shamed and embarrassed not only for himself but for
his Brother.

He knew that his Brother was in a great deal
of trouble and yet, he had been unable to confide to the Grand
Master the details of what had happened. Even the Grand Master did
not understand what it meant to be the One Who Sees. More aptly
named it should have been the One Who Sees and Feels. If he had
chosen to reveal all he had learned concerning the Knight of Death,
there would have been no hope for Ramsay.

Von Hetz had come to ‘see’ for himself if
there was truly no hope for his errant Brother. Though he knew more
about the members of the Council than he cared to know, he was not
ambitious. If he had wanted, he could have easily learned all their
Mysteries, but he chose not to know primarily because the weight of
the combined knowledge of their secrets would have crushed him.
Treason. Blasphemy. He did not question the Will of God. When he
was satisfied one way or another with Ramsay’s condition, he would
make his recommendations to the Grand Master and the Grand Master
would listen to him. He always did in such matters.

The contention between the Chevalier d’Epee
and Ramsay was a danger to all of them. If he had to take Ramsay’s
secrets and hold them for a while, he would, but not before fully
understanding what had happened to him. What made this particular
situation critically different was that Ramsay would have to be
forced to deliver up his secret before they could kill him. Von
Hetz shuddered at the thought of the gruesome task. He had only
been forced to commit such an act once in his long existence and he
had hoped and prayed never again. He would make certain that
Ramsay’s precious secret was not passed along to the volatile
Knight of the Sword even temporarily. That would never do. Beaujold
did not have the temperament for such a burden and Ramsay’s young
apprentice could not be trusted with such knowledge.

“Spes mea in Deo est,” he whispered into the
wind and drew his cloak tightly about him.

He knew the heart of Mark Andrew Ramsay. A
true and noble Knight, if a bit given to violent outbursts at
times. Sir Ramsay’s thoughts were always first and foremost
distinguishable from the other nine due to the infinitely
multifaceted nature of his mind. The Knight of Death always seemed
to be thinking on several different levels at the same time… except
now. A standing joke among the Brothers was that Ramsay, who
claimed to hate thinking about anything, actually did more thinking
than all of them put together. His alchemical duties required a
great deal of thinking, planning and doing. It made little
difference that the Knight of Death held several collegiate
degrees; he still claimed to be nothing more than a simple
Scotsman. The personal thoughts of the man had always filled him
with dread and he had rarely spent more than a few seconds
concentrating on him. A few seconds was all he could stand and he
never plumbed the depths to the lower levels which strangely
reminded him of the legends on the mariner’s maps of antiquity
which read ‘here there be monsters’.

Whereas the Knight of the Apocalypse’ words
struck dread and terror into the hearts of the other members of the
Council of Twelve, the mere thought of Ramsay left them all hollow
and drawn and if there were monsters in the depths of his mind,
Ramsay could no doubt hold his own with them. The others did not
know how fortunate they were in that they could only think of him.
They could not See his actual thoughts. It had been many years
since he had needed to reach the man and intensely regretted the
need to do it now. Especially in light of the circumstances which
included the involvement of not one, but two women. The others
thought that his own work as Apocalyptic Knight was a dark and
foreboding purpose, with his studies of the ancient scrolls and his
predictions and warnings, but Ramsay’s primary purpose made even
the Apocalyptic Knight shudder. He did not think he could have
borne Ramsay’s occupation for long, but he knew Mark Ramsay would
never stray from his mission, nor abandon his vows, nor profane his
oath without good cause.

Only Simon seemed to have some idea of the
burden Mark Ramsay bore in his head. Something terrifying had
happened to Ramsay and the time had come for a decision. None of
them could last forever; even immortality had its limitations in
the physical form. True immortality of the spirit was a given, but
immortality of the body was not as immortal as one might think or
eventually want. Surely a stone would last throughout the eons, but
not without scars, not without continual danger of being completely
annihilated and changed into a different form. The body could only
heal itself within reasonable limits, but the mind’s capacities for
healing were unknown.

The Ritter von Hetz felt great compassion for
Ramsay, though they did not look on each other as friends. They
were Brothers of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold, but they had
never had anything more than a cordial relationship in all the
years they had known each other. The German Knight felt more
compassion for each of his Brothers than they felt for each other
with the exception of Simon, of course. None of them had the
dubious honor of seeing into the others’ minds. Only he knew what
they suffered because he suffered it with them whether they knew it
or not.

But therein lay the problem at hand. He could
no longer see the thoughts of the Mark Ramsay he had known. These
new thoughts were those of a stranger and the multi-layered effect
was gone. This was someone entirely different from the Chevalier du
Morte of the past. Different, yet the same. It was as if a wall had
been erected between not only himself and Ramsay, but between
Ramsay and his own deeper consciousness. Ramsay no longer knew or
fully comprehended who he was. He seemed almost a man possessed of
multiple personalities now with each one operating at different
times unaffected and unaware of the others. The wall was perhaps
more aptly described as a series of shutters which opened and
closed randomly. He saw radiant light occupied by ephemeral beings
made of mist like what he might expect to see in Simon d’Ornan’s
mind. Then he saw a yawning abyss, full of smoke, darkness and the
glow of hellish fires. Within this unholy place he saw profane
demons of monstrous proportions. He saw beautiful crystal grottoes
with flowers made of precious stones. He saw deep green forests,
almost primeval, filled with shadowy dancing shapes and strange
blue flames. And at one point, he had seen the Great Pyramid at
Giza in the man’s mind. Not the Pyramid as it stood today, but
rather as it must have looked when it was new with the gold
capstone shining in the sun and the white marble casing, polished
to perfection. Beautiful canals and date palm trees had made the
desert around the pyramid look like a lush tropical park. These
were disturbing images and he put them down to dreamstates rather
than conscious thoughts or memories. The Knight closed his eyes,
drew a deep breath and reached for Mark Andrew’s mind one more
time. The near proximity would hopefully lend more clarity to the
visions and he consciously braced himself.

The image of a young blond woman with
brilliant blue eyes immediately sprang to life in his mind. Her
sensuous lips and coy expression made him cringe away from her and
he swayed on the outcropping. He rejected this image and it was
replaced by the same ghastly scene he had seen earlier in the day.
The rain beat down in torrents, lightning flashed and thunder
boomed around him. The wind whipped and roared in his ears. He felt
the cold water running into his face and saw before him the figure
of a woman with dark hair. She stood, eyes wide, drenched by the
storm. He looked down and saw the hilt of the Flaming Sword of the
Cherubim protruding from his stomach. He felt the pain. Saw the
blood washed by the rain. He snapped his eyes open.

It was impossible to say whether these were
dreams, memories or actual events, but Ramsay had been sleeping for
almost seventy-two hours prior. There had been a storm on Friday
night. The night he had first arrived in this strange place. He
looked up into the sky at the few purple and pink clouds that
lingered above the horizon. Had the same woman that had poisoned
him used the golden sword to kill him a second time?

He was awake now and the dark Knight easily
diverted his attention to the present moment that Ramsay was
experiencing. The Knight of Death was pacing the floor. His mind
was in a heightened sense of expectation as if he were preparing
himself mentally for battle. The door opened and the dark-haired
woman entered.

Von Hetz withdrew immediately, not wishing to
experience another moment of embarrassment. The dark Knight leaned
forward against the pain in his head as he let go of his Brother’s
thoughts.

Von Hetz went down on one knee and focused
his attention on the house where he concentrated on a lighted
window near the roof. This was where the physical Ramsay could be
found. He then turned his attention to the south and east, where he
could sense the presence of the three Brothers that the Grand
Master had sent to bring back the Knight of Death. They had finally
managed to locate the last known whereabouts of Anthony Scalia, but
they were inactive at the moment. As he turned to leave the ledge,
he thought he caught sight of another presence. Weaker and
indistinct, somewhere to the south and west. Who else would have
come? He walked back to the narrow, dirt road where a black BMW
waited for him. He folded himself under the steering wheel and
started the car. His mind was full of thoughts. Dark thoughts of
his own.

 


Simon D’Ornan was the only one of the three
he trusted as far as this mission was concerned. Simon would make
the right decision, but Thomas Beaujold was filled with personal
ire against Ramsay. A hatred that would impair the man’s
professional judgment and jeopardize his moral responsibility for
his Brother’s welfare. Dambretti posed a problem of a different
kind.

Lucio Dambretti and Mark Ramsay had been
companions, friends and antagonists for practically as long as they
had lived. Ramsay had brought Dambretti into the Order upon
returning from the Holy Lands after the fall of Jerusalem. The boy
had apparently saved his life somehow in the midst of the debacle.
Mark Andrew had been young, barely twenty-five at most and
Dambretti had been but a scrawny boy of thirteen or fourteen. They
had been almost inseparable for countless years afterwards, through
numerous campaigns as servant and Master then apprentice and Master
and then Knights on equal footing, until one day Dambretti had
arrived bag and baggage at the Villa in Italy. Something drastic
had happened between them. Something that neither of them was
willing to discuss and the Ritter had never made an attempt to
learn what it was. Some things were better left unknown.

Dambretti had established a residence in
Naples and there he had been for almost four hundred years while
Ramsay remained in Scotland, the beloved home of his youth. They
were still friends. They still spoke to each other warmly enough
upon meeting, but there was an unresolved issue between them. The
entire Council knew of it, but none knew the details and all left
it at that. All, of course, with the exception of the Grand Master,
but von Hetz had managed to elude the man’s curiosity for four
centuries. He would not look into his Brother’s minds to satisfy
curiosity, not even the Master’s curiosity.

One thing the Ritter knew for certain was
that Dambretti would never be able to subdue the Knight of Death if
it came to that. He would not only be outmatched by the Knight, he
would refuse to engage him, even if it became necessary. In spite
of their falling out, the Knight of the Golden Eagle still held
Ramsay in such high regard, it bordered on idolatry to the extent
that a few of the French Knights had made unseemly innuendoes about
them. Whatever had happened between Ramsay and Dambretti must have
sprung from some rash behavior on the part of the Italian.

The pairing of Beaujold and Dambretti was
probably an effort on the Master’s part to balance Ramsay’s chances
of returning alive. Beaujold’s cockiness would not hold him in good
stead against Mark Ramsay's deadly efficiency once the Knight was
in a fit of rage and, for some reason, Beaujold had the remarkable
ability to provoke Ramsay with very little effort. Simon, of
course, was there for mediation, of course, but he felt they were
headed for disaster and he, Konrad von Hetz, would have to try to
stop it before it started.

He drove down the twisting, winding road with
one last thought foremost in his mind. He had to get to Ramsay
before the others. If not, he might have the dreadful duty of
returning three Knights of the Temple to the Grand Master in
boxes.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew wandered around the little dormer
room, waiting impatiently for the arrival of John Tellman. He had
already decided not to leave under any circumstances even if the
opportunity presented itself. He would stay and play out
Valentino’s game to the bitter end. Tellman was a pitiful pawn in
her game and he would not want the man’s blood on his hands.
Valentino was trying to maneuver him into another setup for her
‘special hypnosis’. It had come down to one decision: go or stay.
Something told him to stay and without the benefit of any better
point of reference, he had made his choice. Listen to the inner
voice. Always a good way to go when all other means had been
exhausted. Certainly all of his memory would return eventually and
the entire situation would make sense. Supper was long gone and he
was hungry again. If he ever got away, he would head straight to
the nearest steak house and order everything on the menu.

When the door finally opened, it was not John
Tellman, but Cecile Valentino who looked in at him. She carried a
bottle of white wine under one arm and, of all things, a basket of
fruit. He watched her curiously as she closed the door and set the
fruit on the desk.

“I thought you might want a snack or
something,” she announced. “Merry told me that she didn’t think you
had gotten enough to eat at supper. You should have said
something.”

“That would have been rude.”

He crossed the room and took a bright yellow
apple from the basket. He looked at it suspiciously before biting
into it.

“I just keep forgetting what an appetite you
have,” she commented while she watched in amazement as he devoured
the apple. “Have you always had such a high metabolism? I would be
as big as a house in no time.”

He just looked at her as he finished off the
apple. He dropped the core in a small wastebasket and eyed the
basket again.

“Oh yeah, I forgot.” She smiled indulgently
as he picked up a banana and peeled it with a bit more dignity. “No
talking. You know that is a strange habit and one that has its
roots in the old school of monastic thinking. Are you sure, you’re
not a monk or something?”

He shook his head. He wondered what had
motivated her to come to his room bearing gifts. He had no
intention of drinking the wine.

“Merry has taken a great interest in you, as
you well know,” she continued to ignore his vow of silence and had
a seat in the chair in front of the desk. “I still don’t understand
it. I can see no purpose in it. I have asked you not to encourage
her and now I have to insist that you actively discourage it.”

He ate the banana in two bites, grimacing
after each one. He did not care for them, but they went down easy
enough.

“I never encouraged her,” he objected as he
dropped the banana peel on top of the apple core and stood looking
down at her. “I told you that before. She is a grown woman with her
own mind. It’s not for either of us to tell her what to do. She
will make her own decisions as all men… people do.”

“I will not have her throw her life away for
you,” Valentino’s tone changed. “She doesn’t understand what she is
doing.”

“And you do? Exactly what is she doing?” He
leaned against the desk and folded his arms over his chest, eyeing
her now as if she were the next fruit on his list of things to
eat.

“She wants me to take you into our order,”
Valentino fought to retain control of her anger. “She wants you to
become one of us and she knows nothing about you.”

“She apparently knows something,” he smiled
at her. “She must see some good in me that you don’t.”

“She is blinded by her desire to have a
baby!” Valentino blurted. “The one thing that I cannot provide for
her. At least not by conventional means.”

“Aha!” He stood up straighter. “And you think
that she would use me for this purpose? That’s preposterous.”

“Is it?” Valentino raised one dark
eyebrow.

Mark thought for a moment what he would have
done to her if he had been in possession of his sword, but he
didn’t need his sword for this one. Her smug expression enraged him
and the red haze hovered around the edges of his vision. His
attempt to provoke her had backfired.

The very idea that the Pixie would do such a
thing was outrageous. Would a woman really use a man in such a way?
He had never given it any thought. He had never had a reason to
think of it. In fact, he had never given much thought to
relationships between men and women at all. Especially
relationships that produced children as by-products. Children were
far more dangerous than women. The thought disturbed him
greatly.

“Certainly you are living in the Dark Ages,
my friend.” Valentino laughed. “Lots of women have babies without
the entanglement of having Daddy around to complicate matters. It’s
just that Merry has it in her head to do it the natural way. She’s
one of those people who drinks all-natural orange juice and eats
breads made without preservatives and makes her own yogurt. So, you
see, you are just the instrument of her latest whim. A necessary
evil, so to speak. Her interest in you, personally, is a fleeting
thing. What worries me is the depth of its present state. I can’t
have her mooning over you for too long because you will be gone and
then she will have another psychosis to cling to… the abandoned
woman. She loves to act out. Role-playing every part for the best
effect. If you leave while she is still ‘in love’ with you, then
she will be able to throw it in my face for months, maybe years and
I just don’t want to put up with it.”

Mark was trying to reconcile what he was
thinking with what she was saying. He searched his memory for
something to draw on. The only thing that came to mind was the
story of Lot’s daughters. They had actually seduced their own
father just to have children, but they had thought that they were
the only people left in the world! Somehow that particular story
did not seem to apply here.

“Don’t take it so hard, pilgrim,” Valentino
told him lightly. “She would not make a good wife for you anyway.
She is too unsettled. Too… her tastes are too varied. You would
have a hard time keeping her home.”

Mark considered her words carefully. The
Pixie did not seem to be the motherly type, that was true enough,
but motherhood was instinctive in women, was it not? He still could
not grasp the idea that he was some immortal, ancient Knight of a
long dead order. It was just not possible.

“Perhaps,” he said after a moment “she is
looking for something else.”

“Like what, for instance?” she asked in her
most condescending manner.

“Love,” he said simply.

“Love?!” She laughed and he cringed inwardly,
immediately regretting what he had said. “No one… male or female…
could love her more than I do. I would give my life for her in an
instant.”

“Perhaps,” he shrugged. “But perchance there
is a love of which you have no concept. Perhaps you have no frame
of reference having never experienced the love between a man and
woman.”

“And are you telling me that you are in love
with Merry?” she asked incredulously. “I hardly think there is much
of a difference between such relationships and the one she and I
share. They may differ a bit physically, but the emotions are the
same. I can do anything you can do, except for that one little
detail.” She wiggled her forefinger suggestively.

Mark blinked at her in disbelief. He tried to
imagine her doing some of things he could do and shuddered.

“I disagree,” he told her. “Love between men
and women is ordained by God. What you are describing is an
abomination in the eyes of God. It is written that…”

“Don’t give me your holy roller bullshit,
Ramsay!” she snapped and her composure was gone. “That shit is dead
and stinky.”

Mark Andrew closed his eyes. What had he been
doing? Preaching to her? OK, so he was a murdering, raping, burning
and pillaging priest who carried a sword made of gold and fell in
love at the drop of a hat. That explained everything. A sort of
religious Viking berserker with a romantic streak. That was it.

“But back to the other question,” she calmed
down as quickly as she had exploded and leaned her chin in her
hand, propping her elbow on the back of the chair. “Are you in love
with Merry or not?”

“No!” he said quickly and then recanted.
“Yes… maybe. It doesn’t matter.”

“What?” She sat up and frowned. “What do you
mean it doesn’t matter?” She got out the chair and threw her hands
over her head. He watched in fascination as she danced a little jig
around the room repeating his words over and over. It doesn’t
matter. It doesn’t matter. She danced very close to him and leaned
down to look in his face before grabbing his ears and kissing him
forcefully on the lips. She might as well have tried to rip his
head off. He actually cowered back from her. No woman had ever
treated him this way. Never. “Doesn’t matter? That is just so
typical

“Exactly what does matter, Sir Ramsay?”

“So you still think I’m a Knight?” he asked.
“What happened to the mistaken identity story? Are you trying to
confuse me into an early grave?”

“An early grave? That’s a laugh,” she laughed
hysterically. “If you had died five hundred years ago, it still
wouldn’t have been an early grave and I am beginning to wish that
you had. Are you on such a higher plane than the rest of us that
even love is irrelevant to you? Are you so superior that the
greatest emotion of all is inapplicable to you? Or could it be that
you are such a dumb fucker, you don’t even know if you are in love
or not?”

“I didn’t say I didn’t know. I just said it
didn’t matter,” he looked at her in wonder, surprised by her
vulgarity and the depths of her insanity. “I don’t belong here. I
may stay a day or I may leave tomorrow. I may stay here the rest of
my life as your prisoner, but I will never belong here, so it does
not matter whether I love her or not.”

“I fail to see your reasoning,” she frowned
at him, her dark eyes still full of contempt. “Is that some kind of
guy thing?”

“She belongs here,” he said and shrugged. The
conversation was pointless. “I would take her away with me, if she
would go, but I don’t think she would. I have to assume that she
belongs here with you and therefore, it matters not one whit
whether I love her to distraction or think her an ugly old crone
unfit to wipe my boots.”

“There, you see?” She put her hands on her
hips in satisfaction. “She would have to leave her home. You would
go on with your life, whatever it is, and she would have to change
hers. She would end up sitting in some big, drafty house somewhere
in Scotland, and there’s a man’s country if there ever was one, and
you would have your assistant schedule a few hours for her on your
busy itinerary. Oh, Jeeves, pencil Meredith in for ten o’clock. I
should be back from hacking off Sir Pencildick’s head by then and
have my kilt pressed, won’t you? The green and yellow one, aye! I’m
in the mood to wear a skirt today,” she mimicked his voice and his
accent and Mark stared at her with his mouth hanging open. It was
almost laughable and caused him to smile in spite of her language
and the situation. Especially the part about the kilt, his colors
were red or blue, no yellow. “That’s what I’m talking about. That’s
just so typical. Go ahead, laugh! But you are basically right. It
doesn’t matter whether you love her or not. She’s not going
anywhere with you. And like I said to begin with, I want you to
discourage her infatuation for you. Do you understand that?”

“And so we are back where we started from,”
he said tiredly. His mind focused on the word ‘assistant’. He did
have an assistant. The face of a young, bright-eyed man with very
short dark hair smiled at him from the sands of a snow-white beach.
The sight of the same young man sans smile in handcuffs with a
chain wrapped around his waist and shackles on his ankles cropped
up next. Rapidly following these images, he saw the boy in a dark
alley, scuffling with a gang of ruffians. Who was this young
fellow? Why was he in chains? This was the same young man that had
taken him to MacDonald’s. Christopher. Christopher Stewart.
Yes.

Valentino stopped talking.

“I hit a nerve didn’t I?” she asked, seeming
quite pleased with herself.

“I’m tired,” he told her truthfully. “What do
you know of my assistant? Is he a hostage here as well?”

“Hostage?” She blinked at him. “Now there is
a new word. I rather like the sound of that better than kidnapping
victim. You don’t look like a victim. Hostage suits you
better.”

“You are bloody insane.” He shook his head.
“You didn’t answer my question.”

“I don’t know anything about your assistant.
I suppose he must help you in the forge, right?”

He was relieved to hear it and believed that
she was telling the truth.

“Enjoy your fruit basket, Mr. Ramsay,” she
said with finality and turned toward the door. “It’s getting late
and I have a busy day ahead of me tomorrow.”

She left him abruptly and he heard the key
turn in the lock. Still a prisoner, but not nearly so confused as
before. He went to inspect the remains of the fruit in the basket
without thinking. He picked out an orange and began to peel it
thoughtfully. Where was John Tellman? He wanted to be done with the
little weasel. Perhaps he would take the key from him and throw him
down the stairs… two or three times for good measure.
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That she had been forced to take John Tellman
into her confidence was distasteful to say the least and she
despised the little shithead personally, but he was the perfect
accomplice. No family ties, insignificant in every way. He would
not be missed even by the members of the order, when, and if, Maxie
had to get rid of him.

Tellman lived on a small spread west of hers.
Inherited land. Inherited money. Nothing to do with his time, but
hang out and ruin someone else’s day. At least Maxie liked him or
more like, his money. They often sat on the verandah, drinking
beer, arguing over ball players’ statistics and barbecuing when
nothing else was going on. John was expendable and, for that
matter, so was Maxie. When she had what she wanted, she intended to
get rid of him as well. She already had a place picked out to
dispose of the body after she poisoned him. She would have Maxie
bury him and dig a hole for Ramsay. Wouldn’t Maxie be surprised to
learn that he had been tricked into digging his own grave? But she
was becoming too good at murder and she did not really want to be a
murder. Circumstances merely dictated that it had to be done for
the greater good. And who was to say that killing John Tellman
would not be for the better good of mankind? He might be another
Jack the Ripper for all she knew.

John Tellman, on the other hand, was
flattered beyond measure to have been selected to help her gain the
secrets of Isis and Osiris from the man upstairs even though Ramsay
scared him to death and excited his interest at the same time. He
would share in the gift. He become like the gods of ancient Egypt.
Though he didn’t know exactly what that meant. She had promised him
as much and she was the high priestess of the Order. She would
never lie to another Initiate. It was the greatest honor anyone had
ever bestowed on him. Furthermore, she had insinuated that Ramsay
might indeed be interested in spending a bit of time with him if
things worked out well. There was nothing that she would not do for
him if he cooperated with her, including arranging a few hours with
the Scot.

“Do you have your part down, Brother
Tellman?” She asked him again.

“Yes, I know exactly what to do,” he told her
gravely. “I’m honored to be of assistance to you, Your Excellency.”
He had already said this a dozen times, a dozen different ways.

“He should be ready for your little
masquerade by now.” She glanced at her watch. Rising from her chair
behind the desk, she came around to place both hands on his
shoulders then kissed him on both cheeks. She had to conceal her
revulsion carefully. The smell of his cheap, spicy cologne sickened
her and reminded her of her father, God rest his perverted
soul.

It had struck her as strange that Ramsay had
smelled much like Merry… pleasant somehow like a warm summer’s day
when flowers were in bloom and the bees and other insects flitted
through the grasses… her mind wandered and then snapped back to
reality. Probably because Merry kept bathing him in her expensive
bath beads and oils. It was odd that she had seen no cologne or
after shave in his bags. She had expected to see some of the more
expensive brands, but he carried what looked like a bar of homemade
soap and a double-edged razor like her father had used in the
sixties. She had actually expected him to have body odor since he
carried no deodorant or antiperspirant. Strange.

But then everything about him was strange. He
perspired. She had seen him do that. And he bled. She had seen that
as well. The difference between Mark Andrew Ramsay and John Tellman
was astonishing. How could they even be of the same race, let alone
the same sex? She could tolerate Ramsay because she respected and
feared him, but she could barely control her urge to squash Tellman
like a fat, green fly. He was pathetic.

She thought it was a terrible waste of
manhood to have been bestowed on the likes of him. Not that she
wanted to be a man. That would have been a terrible insult to her
sensibilities though she had often wanted to learn what all the
fuss was about. She had always disliked men in general, which was
due in great measure to the hatred of her own father. Her analyst
had told her that bit of shocking information for an equally
shocking sum of money. Little good the therapy had done, but her
curiosity had gotten the best of her this time and she swore anew
that she would give up drinking altogether. Before her encounter
with Ramsay, it had been their inherent attitudes of superiority
that she had detested most in them. But Ramsay was a horse of a
different color and she found herself strangely attracted to him in
spite of the brutal way he had treated her. She was envious of him
in more ways than one. Not only of his immortality, but of the life
he had lived. To have witnessed everything that he had witnessed.
What tales he could tell, but it was not likely that they would
ever be on friendly enough terms for him to tell her bedtime
stories in front of the fire. They had, after all, what had he
called it? No common frame of reference? She felt her temper spike
momentarily. Something else her wacky analyst had been concerned
with. Her temper.

She had studied absolutely everything she
could find about the Templars and even though they had ultimately
failed in their attempts to retain control of the Holy Lands, she
could not help but admire their courage and their conviction. They
were a bit too righteous for her, however, and the vow of chastity
was laughable. Ramsay, it seemed, had no trouble breaking that one.
Ah, well, nobody’s perfect, are they? Perhaps he had grown
worldlier and less religious through the years. Perhaps he had been
watching too much television. She almost laughed at the thought of
the Chevalier du Morte hiding away in some secluded old castle,
lying on a tattered sofa, watching soap operas day after day.
Briefly she wondered what he did do with all his spare time between
missions of death and working in his lab.

It just wasn’t fair. The concoction Anthony
had given her had been only half the secret, but even so, she had
benefited from its rejuvenating powers. The torn ligament in her
knee had healed in less than three days without surgery and her
gray hairs had vanished. The chronic dark circles under her eyes
were gone. The blow that Ramsay had dealt her should have left a
terrible bruise, possibly even broken a bone, but it had vanished
after a few hours. She felt better and looked better than she had
in years. Even Merry had noticed the change in her, but it wasn’t
enough. The leukemia was progressing right on schedule. Her latest
appointment had shown no signs of improvement. Within weeks she
would be hospitalized and after that?

Ramsay would lead her to his Grand Master and
she would have the secret to immortality. She deserved it as much
as the pretty Knight sleeping upstairs. She deserved it more than
most people she knew and the rest, she cared nothing about.
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Christopher Stewart dashed across the open
expanse of grass between the shadowy hedgerow and the patio at the
rear of the red brick mansion. He leaped nimbly over the banister
on the verandah and flattened himself against the wall between two
large floor-to-ceiling windows, hoping that there was no dog in the
house. He edged his way carefully to the double glass doors leading
into the house and checked for electronic devices. Finding none
other than a disconnected motion-activated video monitor above the
door, he worked on the latch with his dagger and then pushed the
door open gently. His considerable skills at breaking and entering
was successful once more time as he slipped silently into the
darkened room. He was surprised that such a home would not have an
elaborate alarm system, but then it was in the middle of
nowhere.

The room in which he found himself was some
sort of library. He could see a hallway beyond another set of
double doors and shadows indicating people there. He hurried
through the room with expert stealth and ducked behind the desk. A
short woman entered the room muttering something about cleaning the
carpets and caterers. Two men followed her into the room, but none
of them turned on the lights. The two men supported the limp figure
of another man between them as they crossed the space from the
hallway to the patio doors. The woman opened the doors and they
carried the unconscious man outside.

Christopher waited a few seconds and then
followed them out. He had recognized the form of his Master
immediately. He stayed in the shadows as he followed them, watching
as they hauled him to a pair of double doors set at an angle to the
wall of the house. The basement no doubt. The woman opened the
heavy doors with some difficulty and then followed them down as
they struggled, cursed and grunted under the considerable weight of
their burden.

Christopher let out the breath he had been
holding and walked quietly to the doors to peer into the dark
recesses of the stairwell. It would be doubly difficult to rescue
Sir Ramsay now. He was obviously in distress and unconscious, but
at least he was still alive and in one piece. He would have the two
men to contend with and… then he would have to carry his Master
out? It was not a good situation, but time was flying. The three
Knights who had been sent to find the Chevalier du Morte were
somewhere nearby and for all he knew they could already be on the
property, even watching him. The thought made him shiver. They
would kill him, no doubt, if they caught him. He had committed a
great breach of policy by failing to communicate. But surely he was
innocent of treason, if he was a prisoner here! If Beaujold found
him, he would most likely kill him. The man was nuts! Armand de
Bleu had warned him about tangling with the Knight of the Sword
before he’d left the Academy. He will cut off your balls, my
friend, and feed them to you, Armand had warned him. The man may be
an idiot, but he is an expert with the sword and many other
weapons. As if Christopher did not already know this.

He crossed himself, looked up at the moon’s
waxing disc and whispered the words that never failed to comfort
and strengthen him spes mea in deo est. Some of the few Latin words
he had managed to learn after four years of apprenticeship and
hearing it repeated thousands of times. It was the one thing that
connected him to his brother apprentices and to the world that had
almost swallowed him alive before he had time to realize what was
happening to him. One of the most frightening memories of his life,
aside from being arrested and thrown in jail for his nightly
burglaries, was the sight of Sir Ramsay’s face when he had come to
bail him out of jail. Sir Ramsay had promised to return for him,
but he’d not believed it. One thing he’d learned for sure was that
when Sir Ramsay said he would be back, he always came back. He
never wanted to see that look in his Master’s eyes again. But, of
course, Ramsay had not been his Master then, just his benefactor…
his guardian angel. It was probably the first time in his short
life he had ever really considered that he might die. He didn’t
know which would have been worse, spending the night in the tank
with a bunch of freaks or leaving with Ramsay. Sir Ramsay had not
killed him, of course. He’d not even bitched him out for getting
arrested. In fact, he’d seemed almost sympathetic, almost, but not
quite.

Christopher crossed himself again before
slipping into the stairwell and making his way like a shadow to the
bottom of the steps, where the light was better, but a new problem
presented itself at once. Three corridors led off in different
directions and he had waited too long. He had no idea which way
they had gone. He drew a deep breath and took the only logical
choice. “Forward,” he whispered to himself.
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Konrad von Hetz stood in the deep shadow of a
massive weeping willow, staring at one window in the red brick
mansion. . Von Hetz was still astounded that Ramsay could have
allowed himself to be taken prisoner by these people. Ramsay was
dreaming now, unaware that he had been moved downstairs.
Meaningless bits and pieces of information in visual form bombarded
his mind when he reached for the Knight’s thoughts. If he were
going to subdue the man with minimal effort, now would be a good
time. He could easily carry him out and away while he was
incapacitated and from the looks of the men who had carried him
down, they would be of little consequence. Before following them
inside, he had to make a quick check of the house, finding the
young blond woman asleep on the second floor and the servants
watching television in the recreation room.

His plan was simple. He would overpower the
men, disarm them, tie them up and carry Ramsay out bodily. His car
was parked in a dry wash just beyond the stable. By the time Ramsay
woke up, they would be safely away from this place and he would
confront his Brother privately. He would learn what had transpired
here.

When he stepped out into the open lawn, he
drew his silver and black sword from its scabbard. The blade made a
comforting, singing sound as it slipped free. The blade flashed in
the moonlight and he stopped briefly, frowning down at it. It had
been many, many years since he had drawn the blade with the intent
to possibly use it, but it seemed like only yesterday. Swords had
thankfully fallen from common use in battle as well as its modified
version, the bayonet, but for stealth, bladed weapons could not be
beat as far as he was concerned. He found the open doors to the
basement and started down the stairs cautiously.
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“Do you really think this is a wise idea,
Brother Thomas?” Chevalier d’Ornan’s soft voice drifted to the rear
of the vehicle as he watched Beaujold unroll the cheap Oriental rug
in the back of the panel van. They were speeding along the highway
with Dambretti at the wheel, heading deep into the lonely expanses
of the Texas countryside. They knew they would find Mark Ramsay on
a secluded estate owned by one Meredith Nichole Sinclair, one of
the more distant relations of the ‘Oil Sinclairs’ as Beaujold
called them. Meredith Sinclair’s permanent house guest, one Cecile
Valentino, was a key member of the local chapter of the Order of
the Rose, a semi-secret organization related to the Freemasons. The
Apocalyptic Knight had given Sir Beaujold the location of his last
known whereabouts albeit reluctantly and Beaujold had filled in the
rest with a bit of research and a couple of Templar operatives
working out of Dallas.

Now the Knight of the Sword was aggravated
beyond measure. The carpet was too big to unroll properly in the
jostling van.

“Would you kindly slow down a bit, Brother?”
he called out to the driver who looked back at him with both
eyebrows raised.

“I am already going like the snail.”
Dambretti frowned at him in the rearview mirror. “What is it you
would like? To stop altogether?”

D’Ornan groaned inwardly. Had they not argued
enough already? They had fought endlessly about the incident
concerning the woman at the hotel. Beaujold had scolded Dambretti
again and again for having openly flirted with the woman. Dambretti
had argued that the attention was harmless and that he had served
to further their cause by endearing himself to her. This excuse he
had told the irate Frenchman with a flourish, placing both hands
over his heart to emphasize his insincerity.

After that, they had argued whether to eat
meat or not at supper when the lady had served up some very
appetizing fried chicken and pork chops. They had argued who would
go into town for the rug. They had argued about what to wear on
this little jaunt. Dambretti seemed indifferent to Beaujold’s
wrath, insisting that sometimes a softer approach was in order when
dealing with laypersons as he called anyone outside the Order.
Simon agreed with Lucio, but he remained silent on the issue,
refusing to take sides. Arguing usually made him ill and served no
purpose.

“You know, my Brother,” the Knight of the
Serpent addressed Beaujold “I once saw a movie about three idiots
who were trying to deliver a piano. It was very funny. By the time
they had finally put the piano where it was going, they had
destroyed an entire building of considerable proportions and had
injured themselves quite seriously in the process.”

“How can that possibly have been funny,
Brother?” Beaujold turned an angry glance on the healer. “Are you
comparing us with those idiots?”

He went back to work while Dambretti laughed
under his breath. Simon shrugged as if to say ‘I tried’ and rolled
his eyes. Lucio shook his head and began to hum an Italian aria
from his favorite opera. He was in a hurry to get to where they
were going. His good-natured flirting and joking were nothing more
than covers for his underlying thoughts. Although he was more than
glad to be engaged in any action with his Brothers again, even
Brother Thomas, this mission was not what he had expected. He had
become complacent, almost lazy, lying on the roof of his apartment
building in Naples drunk, lying in the sun at the Villa’s swimming
pool drunk, lying on his sofa drunk, lying in Amelia’s bed…
drunk.

He couldn’t remember the last time he had
been called upon to actually do something other than file his
reports with Sir Philip Cambrique for the Master’s perusal. He
couldn’t remember how long it had been since he had last seen his
friend and Brother, Mark Ramsay, and now, to be coming here under
these circumstances, was not what he would have wished at all, but
he was extremely glad to have been sent on this mission. He did not
trust the Knight of the Sword, and he was irked that the Master had
once again overlooked his seniority and made an underling OIC. But
Beaujold was French. Beaujold was serioust and Beaujold was sober
and Beaujold was by the book whereas Dambretti was none of these
things. As if this grievance was not enough, Beaujold was hell bent
on taking Ramsay’s head at the first opportunity and Dambretti was
not.

Lucio did not know if he could stop him if he
got a chance to take Ramsay’s head, but he had to be there all the
same to try. He had no plan. He would do as he had always done,
live for the moment. If they ever got out of this and things
returned to normal, he was going to insist that Brother Ramsay take
a vacation with him. Get him out of that damned dreary place in
Scotland. It was time to get on with living and forget the past.
Maybe go down to Tahiti or even Australia. He thought Ramsay would
like the outback and he’d heard that the girls in the outback were
tough. Tough enough even for Ramsay. Ramsay needed a girl. That was
what he needed.

“I think I have it. Are we almost there?”
Thomas asked.

“Another kilometer, I think,” Dambretti
answered.

“Good!” Sir Beaujold leaned forward and
nodded at the speedometer. “At our present rate of speed, I
estimate our arrival time in less than a millisecond.”

The Knight of the Golden Eagle eased off the
gas pedal and the needle dropped from eighty-five to forty. He had
been going faster and faster without realizing it.

“That’s better,” Beaujold let out a sigh of
relief. “Brother Simon, your help please.”

Simon climbed out of the passenger seat and
went to assist him in the rear of the van. Beaujold lay down on one
end of the rug and positioned his sword parallel to his left leg.
Dambretti had tried to talk him out of taking the sword with him,
but Thomas had pointed out that Ramsay would have his sword with
him. Ramsay never went anywhere without the golden sword of the
Cherubim.

“Now roll me up,” he instructed his helper.
“And be careful.”

Simon squatted awkwardly in the cramped space
and made a lumpy roll of the Knight inside the carpet. He stopped
and frowned.

“What is it now?” The muffled voice of the
Knight of the Sword called to him impatiently.

“Are you sure you will be able to breathe?”
the Healer asked.

“Of course. The ends will be open.”

“Are you sure…” D’Ornan began only to be cut
off by Beaujold’s cursing in French.

“Look!” The man’s voice was loud even from
within the carpet. “If it was good enough to fool Julius Caesar,
it’s good enough for these idiots. Queen Cleopatra found it quite
handy for getting past the entire Roman army in Alexandria. Now for
the love of God, please get on with it.”

D’Ornan smiled ruefully to himself and
finished rolling the rug into a heavy bundle at the rear of the
van.

“Are you all right, Brother?” d’Ornan yelled
into the end of the roll.

“I’m perfect!” came the muffled reply. “For
God’s sake stop screaming at me. I’m not deaf!”

“So sorry!” d’Ornan shouted into the
tube.

Dambretti looked around to see a devilish
grin on the Healer’s face. A very rare sight on the solemn little
man. Simon drew back his foot and gave a mock kick at the center of
the rug before resuming his seat next to the driver.

Lucio smiled at him and winked. He pressed
the accelerator and they were soon back up to speed, bumping and
jostling along the road.

“He does grate on the nerves,” d’Ornan
remarked.

“What was that?” the carpeted Knight shouted
to them.

“I said ‘hold on, there may be great
swerves’,” Dambretti answered him and immediately jerked the wheel
to the right bouncing off the road and back on again.

Muffled curses emanated from the carpet.

“His language is appalling,” d’Ornan
whispered.

“Dear, dear me. He’s going to be very angry.”
Dambretti shook his head in mock sympathy.

“What did you say?” Beaujold shouted at
them.

“I said ‘Deer! Deer! The beasts make me
angry!’.” Lucio swerved again and the Knight of the Sword bounced
in the rear of the van.

It was amazing that either of them had the
heart to laugh as hard they laughed when their Brother began to
curse another blue streak.

“You should watch your tongue, Brother!”
d’Ornan called to him. “It is hurting my ears. I may have to cut it
out.”

His threat was met with another outburst from
the Chevalier d’Epee, but this time there was no profanity. Lucio
wondered if Thomas Beaujold ever did anything just for fun or even
knew what the word meant. Of all the Twelve Elect only the Ritter
von Hetz seemed to possess less humor in his makeup than Beaujold.
At least the Grand Master had not chosen von Hetz for this mission.
Von Hetz made everyone nervous and every moment spent in his
company was a painful one. Of course, everyone thought Mark Andrew
a mirthless fellow as well, but Lucio knew better. Mark Andrew was
quite capable of enjoying a good joke from time to time. It was
just hard to get him out of his ‘den’ where he spent day after day
just walking the land and talking to his great deerhounds as if
they could understand him. Yes, he would have to insist on a
vacation. He and the Chevalier du Morte were due for some time off.
It was time to call a truce and let dead dogs lie and these dogs
were very, very dead. They would go to Peru and see the Andes or
maybe go to the Alps or even the Himalayas. With his talents and
skills and the wonders of advanced technology, he could keep up
with his work even in Antarctica if he wanted and e-mail his
reports to Cambrique. It was time for the eagle to fly.

He slowed and turned up the long drive, which
would take them to the front door of the mansion set among the oaks
and cedars. As they approached the private residence that also
served as the local lodge of the Order of the Rose, his own
thoughts darkened again at what lay ahead of them. He could not
believe that Mark Andrew had fallen into whatever this was. No
matter the cause, it seemed impossible. If Beaujold had his way,
the Knight of Death would soon find out what his own sword felt
like. If he, Lucio Dambretti, had anything to do with it, they
would be taking Ramsay back to Italy in one piece and the Knight of
the Sword's authority be damned. One thing for certain, they would
have to use extreme measures to ensure that none of them came
within striking distance of the Flaming Sword if Mark Ramsay had
truly turned. This would be a good time to make up for his past
failures and Mark Andrew would have no excuse to hold a grudge if
he was instrumental in his salvation… again.

His mind wandered back in time to when he had
first met Mark Ramsay. Jerusalem. September 30, 1187. He had been
only a small boy of perhaps twelve or thirteen years in the service
of the Knights of the Temple of Solomon when the infidel army had
poured into the streets killing anyone who resisted them. He had
been near the well he used to travel in and out of the catacombs
beneath the city, about to make his escape from the risky business
of conquest. He knew that if he survived the initial surge, he
would most likely be spared when the thrill of victory and the
blood lust had faded somewhat. Just as he was about to jump into
the well, the Templar Knight appeared, running for his life with
three screaming Saracens chasing him. There had been no choice, but
to jump and let the Knight fend for himself. When he had ventured
back to the well a short time later, he had found Ramsay with a
Saracen’s dagger in his side, clinging to the rocky ledge to keep
from drowning in his armor. That had been a terrible day. He had
barely managed to pull the Knight from the water and into the
tunnel and then down into the maze of caves carved beneath the
city. It had been the most difficult task he had ever undertaken.
He reached up subconsciously to feel the scar on his cheek. He
rarely thought of that time so long ago, but things had changed and
changed again and now he was in another strange land and the same
Knight was alone and in trouble.

At first, he thought that they would die
together there in the filth and ruin of the Old City, but on the
third day the news went out that the survivors were to be ransomed.
He had dragged the Knight through the streets and found relief of
his burden in the hands of the lay brothers and few Knights who had
survived Saladin’s siege of the city, but he had never been far
from Ramsay’s side after that fateful day in the well. Now, after
eight hundred years, did they really expect him to help them
destroy Chevalier Ramsay? It was not possible. He would not do it.
He pulled the van up in front of the tall white columns on the
front portico and stopped. Their lives were too closely
intertwined. He closed his eyes briefly and forced his thoughts to
clear before turning off the ignition.

“Spes mea in Deo est,” he whispered as he
climbed from the van and went round to join d’Ornan at the foot of
the steps. “Are you ready, Brother?”

D’Ornan nodded and they went to ring the
bell.

A sleepy-eyed maid opened the door and peered
out at them suspiciously. They were forced to repeat their story
three times before she would open the door wide enough to look at
the white van parked outside. They were lost and tired, but not to
fear. They had delivered the rug Ms. Valentino had ordered on the
day promised, even though only a scant ten minutes remained before
the next day would begin. They gave her a thousand apologies, but,
in the end it had been Dambretti’s smiles which provided the key to
the house much to Beaujold’s chagrin and d’Ornan’s delight. The
maid, finally convinced that they were telling the truth, allowed
them to bring the rug inside.

Once they were in the hallway, she stopped to
frown at them.

“Where does this rug go?” She asked.

“Wherever we take it, signorina,” Dambretti
smiled at her and hefted the weight of the rug to a better position
on his shoulder, causing Simon to stagger dangerously behind him.
“It was my understanding that Signorina Valentino wanted the rug
upstairs in one of the guest bedrooms. That she had a special guest
I believe or some such. I don’t know which room exactly, of course,
you understand…”

“Of course,” the maid’s frown deepened. They
could leave it in the hall, she told them. She knew that the only
guest in the house was the strange fellow on the third floor and
she had been instructed not to bother him under any circumstances,
but tomorrow was the big day and there would be other strangers
coming to the house. All the bedrooms on the second floor were
carpeted. It had to be the stranger’s dormer room. She glanced up
the stairs at the double doors of Miss Merry’s bedroom. She did not
want to wake Miss Valentino. The woman scared her. If she did not
need a job, she would have been elsewhere and especially
lately.

“All right,” she nodded. “Follow me and be
quiet.”

“Yes, ma’am,” D’Ornan answered and they
started up the stairs.

When they reached the third floor, the maid
stopped abruptly and they almost ran her down. The door to the
man’s room stood open. She peeked cautiously into the room and then
waved them inside. He was not there. Bien. Good. They could deliver
the rug and be gone and she could make brownie points with the
woman when she found that her rug had been delivered and installed
in time for the fiesta. She certainly hoped she was doing the right
thing. She showed them the way and they carried the rug inside the
room and laid it on the floor.

Dambretti looked around the room. No one was
there and there was no sign that indicated the identity of the
occupant, other than a pair of black boots thrown carelessly on the
bed. Not like the meticulous Knight of Death to put his boots on
the bed.

“We will require a broom and a… hammer,”
d’Ornan told the woman when Dambretti said nothing.

“I don’t know, senor. I don’t think it would
be wise,” she looked about. She did not want to leave them alone.
The broom and hammer would require a trip down to the kitchen
storeroom and then they would make noise if they used a hammer. She
wondered where the mysterious stranger was.

“Please, signorina,” Lucio took her hand. “We
are already in the most grave trouble. If our boss finds out we
have bummed another job, he’ll fire us and our children will
starve.”

The maid almost laughed at his exaggeration,
but he was so very charming.

“That’s correct, mademoiselle,” d’Ornan made
his plea. “I am so very sorry for this inconvenience, but it is
just as my friend has said. Our boss will have our heads if we fail
to deliver this rug today. And it would not be right to just leave
it here on the floor all lumpy and ugly. Please?”

“Oh, all right,” she relented. “Don’t touch
anything and don’t go anywhere. Stay right here. And don’t expect a
tip!”

They both nodded to her and waited for her to
leave. D’Ornan followed her to the door and watched until her head
disappeared below the stairs. He closed the door and ran back to
help Dambretti pull on the rug desperately, dislodging its
disgruntled occupant on the hard floor with a loud thud.

“A hammer?” Lucio frowned up at Simon.

“It was all I could think of,” Simon
shrugged.

Beaujold got up quickly and glared at
them.

“Your children will starve?” He cast a
disgusted look at Lucio, glanced quickly around the room and
disappeared into the bathroom to hide before the maid returned.

"I do not like this plan, Brother," Dambretti
whispered when they were alone. "Beaujold will show no mercy and we
will not be here to mediate."

"Thomas has promised me that he would not
kill Brother Ramsay unless Brother Ramsay tried to kill him first,"
d'Ornan assured him and smiled.

"You put too much trust in Thomas," Dambretti
muttered.

"Surely he would not lie to me. I am his
confessor."

Dambretti sighed and then straightened his
collar as the maid reappeared with the hammer and the broom. They
set about moving the furniture, making a show of sweeping and
cleaning around the bed in preparation of laying the rug out while
actually looking for clues connected to Ramsay. When Lucio tried to
stick the broom under the bed he found his progress stopped by two
black leather bags. He got down on his knees and pulled them out.
His stomach lurched when he saw the initials on the attached brass
plates. MAR. This was the first real sign that his Brother was
actually here. Had he been hoping that Mark Andrew wasn’t really
there? No doubt they had the right room, but where was Brother
Ramsay? What would they do if he suddenly returned and found them
there? He stood up and threw the bags on the bed beside the boots.
They struggled with the heavy bed and finally got the rug in place
to the maid’s satisfaction. He replaced the bags under the bed with
a growing feeling of dread.

A few moments more and they had no choice but
to follow the maid out of the room and back downstairs. They left
the door standing open as they had found it.

The Will of God.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“He’s dreaming now.” Valentino leaned over
and looked closely at Mark’s eyelids. His eyes were moving rapidly
back and forth beneath them. “Proceed Brother Tellman.”

John Tellman sat on a high stool next to the
narrow surgical bed where Mark Andrew lay sleeping, strapped in
place by a single nylon belt. The very place that he had most
feared since being brought to the house.

“Sir Ramsay?” he said almost timidly. “We
need our tickets. I need to buy them now, sir. Where to?”

“Rome,” Mark answered shortly, rolling the R
very distinctly in the word.

“Italy?” John looked up at Valentino.

“Dunna be absurd, mon!” Mark snapped at him.
“Never ye mind. I’ll nae b’goin wi’ thee.”

Valentino noticed at once that the Scottish
brogue returned each time she put him under the hypnotic effect of
the drug. He also displayed the same Gaelic accent when he was
severely upset. It was a most interesting detail she would have to
discuss with Gavin Nash when he returned from Egypt. Hypnosis and
hypnotic drugs were a special hobby that they both shared.

“But we must go, my Brother.” Tellman frowned
at the sleeping man. “We are already at the airport.”

“Noooo!” Mark rolled his head back and forth.
“Ye furgot t’bring th’ swoard.”

“I have it right here.” Tellman shrugged and
looked at Valentino, who shook her head.

“Give it to me,” Mark demanded and held out
one hand.

This animated participation was not normal
for deep hypnosis. He moved about too much. He should have been
practically paralyzed. She instantly regretted not having strapped
his arms down.

Valentino stepped back and motioned to the
little man to follow her. Mark remained perfectly still with his
hand held out, waiting. She handed the man a dust mop from the mop
room.

Tellman brought it back to the table and
handed it over.

Mark took the handle and ran his other hand
up the stick gingerly as if expecting to be cut, before dropping it
unceremoniously to the floor.

“Th’ swoard, thou imbecilic fool,” he said
irritably and held out his hand again. His eyes were open, but he
was not seeing what they were seeing.

Valentino snorted in frustration. She went to
a tall stack of glassed barrister cabinets in the corner of the
room and opened the top door. The sword was wrapped in a soft
cloth, lying flat on top of the medical books in the case. She took
it out and carefully removed the cloth.

John Tellman’s eyes popped at the sight of
the magnificent hilt on the weapon. He took her arm nervously and
whispered quickly “Do you think this is wise, Miss Valentino?”

She pulled the sword from its black sheath
and the man stepped back as the wickedly twisted blade of gold
cleared the sheath with a deadly zinging sound. Her arm was too
short to draw it completely from the case. She shook the scabbard
to the floor in frustration and jerked her arm away from
Tellman.

“O’ carse it’s wieese! Give ’er over,” Mark
answered the man’s barely audible question. John jumped at the
sound of his voice and Valentino jerked her head toward the table,
thrusting the hilt of the sword into his hands.

“He called it a her,” she whispered as
Tellman hesitated in front of her. “That’s surprising. I thought
guys equated swords with peckers.”

Tellman glanced over his shoulder at her in
surprise and she jabbed him viciously in the back.

Tellman went back and pressed the hilt of the
sword in Mark’s hand before stepping back quickly. Mark gripped the
sword tightly and ran his other hand very lightly down the flat
side of the blade that was made of three braided strands resembling
flames. To their astonishment, he twirled the blade around the head
of the gurney twice and then wrapped both arms around the hilt,
clutching it to his chest like a favorite teddy bear. The tip of
the blade reached well past his knees.

“See what I mean?” She grinned wickedly at
the little weasel. “Proceed.”

“Now, Brother, where to?” Tellman tried again
at the urging of Valentino. He was beginning to shake all over. If
the man woke up, he would surely kill them all. Only one small
strap around his waist held him in place.

“Nowhere.” Mark rolled his head again. “I’m
not ready t’leave wi’thee just yet.”

“But sir! We must return to the… Temple. The
Grand Master is waiting for us. Our mission is accomplished
here.”

“And ’ow would ye be knowin’ thot bit o’
news, John Tellman?” Mark raised both eyebrows, but did not open
his eyes. “Me wark’s not done ’ere. Antony must retarn with us or
meet God before we go. Now go and get some rest. I’ll see ye in th’
marnin’. And look aftar th' 'orses before ye tarn in.” Tellman
shook his head and looked at Valentino for direction.

Valentino’s mouth fell open at the mention of
Anthony. Even though she had known that the Knight of Death would
be coming for the young man, she was shocked to hear it put so
bluntly. And, of course! What had she been thinking? He would not
leave until he had seen Anthony. He did not know that Anthony was
already dead and buried. She motioned quickly for Tellman to be
quiet. They had made a terrible mistake.

How would she get the sword back now? Why had
she sent Maxie up to watch Merry? What would they do when he woke
up? She had come to another dead end. Heavy on the dead if she
wasn’t extremely careful now. Another idea struck her. She motioned
for Tellman to follow her into her office. They would try to use
Merry again. She glanced nervously at the clock on the desk and
then sent the cowardly little man in search of Maxie and Merry.
They had to be quick.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Christopher had chosen the wrong passage of
course. Twice, in fact. He’d checked every room on both sides of
two long hallways and found nothing, but a dry storeroom, a
mechanical room, a generator room, a laundry room, two walk-in
coolers, a walk-in freezer and a wine cellar. Both hallways ended
abruptly at blank walls. He made his way back toward the
intersection, cursing his luck softly under his breath.

Christopher froze and then quickly flattened
himself against the wall as he glimpsed someone dressed in dark
clothes pass under the brighter lights at the foot of the
stairs.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Konrad von Hetz peered through the wire
reinforced window into the laboratory. He could see Ramsay lying on
his back on a narrow bed with the Flaming Sword clutched to his
chest. This was an unexpected development. The sight was unnerving.
The Knight looked dead. Even his bare feet were crossed in the
manner of the Templars prepared for burial. Was he dead? No.
Impossible. He could still see his jumbled thoughts. Why had the
fools allowed him to have the sword? If he had to face Ramsay armed
with the golden sword, he might have to rethink his plans. But
Ramsay was still unconscious. He could sense the presence of three
others in the basement. Two of them were engaged in a rapid fire
conversation somewhere beyond the sleeping Knight. The other one,
more faint, was somewhere else in the basement. Another prisoner
perhaps? But not a Knight of the Temple. Not one of his Brothers.
He opened the door carefully and slipped inside. He held his sword
in front of him and approached the bed softly.

He leaned very close to Ramsay’s ear with the
point of his sword pointed directly under the Knight’s jaw line
ready to do the unthinkable if necessary.

“My Brother, Chevalier Ramsay?” he whispered
softly. “Wake up, Brother. You are in grave danger.”

“Rittar?” Mark asked, matching the whisper
perfectly, but he did not open his eyes. “Whattar ye doin’ ’ere, m’
Brother?”

“I’ve come to take you home, Brother.” Von
Hetz touched his arm and frowned. The Knight was still dreaming. He
reached for the hilt of the Flaming Sword, but Ramsay tightened his
grip on it. “Come on, get up.”

Von Hetz cut the band holding him on the
table and slipped his free arm under the Knight’s neck, pulling him
up to a sitting position. Ramsay held onto his sword offering no
help to his efforts. The conversation continued in hot debate in
the other room. A woman and a man.

“I canna go wi’thee, Brother.” Mark shook his
head. “I’ve nae finished me wark ’ere.”

“They are coming for you, Brother,” von Hetz
whispered as he slid him off the bed to the floor and caught him
awkwardly under the arms. Their swords clanged together. “Open your
eyes. You must help me.”

Mark complied with the instructions, but
there was no comprehension in his deep blue eyes. He was still
seeing the dream. Countless strangers milled around in front of
him. He was at the airport. This was not right at all. How had he
gotten here? And who was this man with him now? He could not see
his face.

“And hide not thy face from thy servant; for
I am in trouble: hear me speedily,” he quoted a scripture aloud.
“Whoor oll these people, Brother?” he asked the man he could not
see, but seemed to know.

“What people? Hush now. Come with me.”

Von Hetz draped Ramsay’s left arm over his
thin shoulders and then wrapped his sword arm around the Knight’s
waist. Ramsay still held the golden sword in his hands. The two
blades zinged together again. The sound made von Hetz’ heart lurch.
The heated conversation in the next room mercifully covered the
sounds they were making. Ramsay was not cooperating at all. When
they reached the door to the hallway, von Hetz was astounded to see
the way out barred by a slim figure dressed in black from head to
toe. His face was covered with black grease paint and his dancing
blue eyes were wide with excitement mixed with fear. He held a
dagger in one hand and a broadsword in the other. Christopher
Stewart? The only apprentice in the Academy who practiced the use
of both hands for fighting with weapons. Sir Barry had been totally
exasperated by the young man's insistence upon learning what he
called 'ninja techniques'.

“Back!” The new danger ordered, enforcing the
command with a thrust from the sword. Von Hetz tried to comply, but
Ramsay was not going anywhere. He stood on his own feet swaying and
looking at the stranger, blinking rapidly. “Let him go,” the figure
in black ordered.

Von Hetz let go of Ramsay’s waist. He stood
briefly without support and then collapsed to the floor. The
Apocalyptic Knight raised his sword.

Upon finding himself on the floor, Ramsay
curled on his side with the Flaming Sword clutched almost
affectionately to his heart. He hooked his right foot behind his
left knee forming a living scabbard for the sword and continued his
nap, oblivious to what was happening above him.

Valentino and Maxie emerged from the office
and stood watching this scene in shocked silence. They had been
arguing for five minutes. Tellman had refused to come back to the
basement and had forgotten to tell Maxie to bring Merry with him.
Maxie didn’t want to go back upstairs for Merry; he wanted to kill
Mark Andrew while they still had the chance. He had actually called
her a stupid bitch for allowing the man to get hold of the sword.
The two men in black circled warily above the sleeping man on the
floor, seemingly ignoring them, but fully aware of them.

The situation was out of control. Stewart was
not going to relent. If von Hetz wanted to get Ramsay out now, he
would have to kill three people to do it. The only thing he could
do was try to make good his escape and come back later to try
again. He suddenly understood why Ramsay had been imprisoned here.
The Hand of God was in it. If this order of vile pretenders could
get by without raising a hand in such a situation, then it was
nothing more than the will of God. He was amazed and surprised to
have missed this one. He could not face down an armed contingency
alone, while carrying the debilitated Knight. The young man moved
with the stealth and skill of a seasoned soldier trained by a
formidable master. Von Hetz raised the point of his sword toward
the ceiling and touched the hilt to his chest in a form of salute,
before bolting out the door and down the corridor. At the same
instant, Valentino scrambled back into the office and yanked open
the desk drawer where she kept her revolver. She grabbed the pistol
and ran back into the lab.

The dark-clad figure was on one knee, bending
over Ramsay with the sword raised in one hand. She aimed the pistol
with severely shaking hands and fired at him haphazardly. The
bullet whizzed past his head and thudded into the door frame,
splintering the wood. The young man turned his blue eyes on her
briefly before scrambling off in the same direction as the first
man. Valentino turned as if in slow motion to look for Maxie, just
in time to see the man peeking at her over the desk from the other
room. She ran to the door leaping over the sleeping Knight while
the rush of adrenaline continued to pump through her veins. There
was no sign of either intruder in the hall. A cool breeze from the
opened door to the basement brushed her face and she began to shake
with terror and rage. She stormed back to the office, kicking
viciously at Maxie when he climbed to his feet.

“Get in there and get that goddamned sword
back before he wakes up and cuts your balls off!” she screamed at
him in frustration.
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D’Ornan and Dambretti sat impatiently waiting
in the panel van just outside a wide metal cattle gate on the side
of the highway a few hundred yards from the driveway of the
mansion. Several dozen head of cattle had gathered at the gate,
expectantly waiting for the feed they would normally receive from
the van which they mistook for the white pickup truck owned by the
rancher that owned them. Cattle being cattle, it was a perfectly
natural mistake. The cows jockeyed for position next to the fence,
bawling and lowing in the still night air, wondering in their
bovine way, why the two ranch hands were not dishing out the
grub.

Lucio drummed his fingers on the steering
wheel. “I wonder what is taking him so long?” he asked for the
hundredth time.

He watched with bored curiosity as a mottled
bull carrying a massive set of horns came to join the cows at the
gate. The bull bellowed loudly and shoved his way to the front of
the small herd, pushing aside the disgruntled females in an attempt
to investigate the matter of the mysterious visitors more closely.
If the vehicle was not there to feed his cows, then it might be
there for more sinister reasons. It might be there to steal some of
his bovine beauties away from him.

The gate creaked and popped under the weight
of the hungry cattle. The bull began to work his head through the
metal cross bars of the gate. The rest of the herd gathered in
behind him as if ready to push him through once he got his horns
free to the other side.

“These cattle appear to think we are
interesting, perhaps?” D’Ornan eyed the big bull doubtfully. “I’ve
never seen such an expanse of horn on any beast. That must be three
meters!”

“Here they would say ‘nine feet’, but I think
it’s closer to seven. That must be why they call this particular
Texas breed Longhorns, no?” Lucio smiled half-heartedly at the
Healer. He tore his eyes from the cattle and went back to the
irksome, but imperative task of tearing off an old sticker from the
dash with his thumbnail. The wait was excruciating. Ramsay and
Beaujold might be killing each other as they sat there doing
nothing. There was no plan B. What if he never called them? What
then?

The gate cracked ominously as one of the
metal rivets gave way with a metallic twang.

“Brother Lucio?” d’Ornan broke their silence
after a few minutes. “Do you think these kine can push down the
gate?”

“Brother Simon,” Dambretti mimicked his tone
and sighed and picked up the radio, checking it again. “Would you
stop worrying about the cows and worry about something more
productive. I am not in the best of moods. I am afraid that Brother
Thomas will do something rash without our gentle guidance.”

“Such as?” Simon turned his sad blue eyes on
the Italian.

“Such as cutting our dear Brother Mark’s head
off before he has the chance to exonerate himself and then carving
his body into several unrecognizable pieces. Or vice versa. Either
way would not be good.”

“Sir Beaujold has promised to allow us to
interview Brother Ramsay and I am to make a thorough spiritual
examination of him before anything is done,” Simon spoke out of the
side of his mouth while keeping his eyes on the angry bull that had
backed off from the gate, but was now pawing the dry ground,
kicking up a plume of dust over his head and back. The bull
bellowed loudly and rammed his head against the gate. “Perhaps we
should move a bit farther on. Our presence here is certainly
inciting these kine to riot.”

“If Brother Thomas gives the slightest
provocation to Chevalier Ramsay, he will find himself facing a
formidable foe.” Dambretti ignored Simon’s concern about the cattle
and concentrated on the irritating remains of the sticker. “I know
that Brother Ramsay is no lily-liver when it comes to a fight. We
may have to take Brother Thomas home in the box he brought for our
Assassin. You put too much faith in Brother Thomas’ word. His
tongue is double-edged like his sword when it comes to his own
purposes. It has always been so. You are French, you know what I am
saying. Brother Ramsay, on the other hand, is a Scot. He has been
known to give over to the bloodlust at times. It is in his
nature.”

“Please, spare me,” Simon moaned. “I do not
want to hear of bloodlust, Brother. I have seen too much blood in
one life time. He gave his word and I expect him to keep it, French
or no.”

“Surely he has made some discovery by now,”
Dambretti had to raise his voice to be heard above the bawling of
the cattle. He peeled the last of the bothersome smiley face from
the dash and looked up just as the gate gave way with a resounding
crash. Rivets popped from the metal and showered down on the van
and the barbed wire attached to the top of the gate broke with loud
zinging noises as it curled back against the fence posts on either
side, causing both men in the van to duck and throw up their arms
reflexively. The big bull trampled over the smashed gate and headed
for the van, bawling all the way. Dambretti sat up quickly and
started the van, but the bull crashed into the side of the vehicle
causing d’Ornan to shriek in surprise. The van lurched and bounced
on its wheels. The engine clattered to life and the bull backed
off, stamping and tossing his horns.

“That is one strong brute!” Lucio shouted and
put the van in gear just as the bull charged again. The cows had
rushed out behind their leader and surrounded the van. The bumper
smacked into a solid wall of beef and they heard a sickening,
squooshy sound and hiss as the tire on the front passenger side
deflated. The Healer scrambled from his seat as the bull stuck his
nose in the open window and bellowed inside the van. The cows
pressed against the vehicle causing it to sway and creak. They
wanted their hay and they wanted it now!

Simon crouched in the back of the van,
covering his ears with his hands as the cows mooed and bawled all
around them. His blue eyes were wide with terror and his mouth hung
open in shock. Dambretti leaned across the passenger seat and
slapped the bull’s nose with his open palm.

“Recedere, bestia del diavolo!” he shouted at
the bull, but it only served to infuriate the brute even more. The
bull tossed his head and his horns grated on the metal. One of the
cows stuck her head in the window behind him and pushed him into
the floor between the seats. “Santa Maria, dio li salva!”

He scrambled back to join D’Ornan in the back
of the van. They sat in the dim moonlight that filtered in through
the heavily tinted windows, staring at each other in shock. The
cattle continued to brutalize the van while they sat helpless.

“Do you know anything about cattle,
Brother?!” d’Ornan shouted at him above the din.

“Only that I like my steaks well done!”
Dambretti shook his head and put his hands over his ears.
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Ramsay stared down at the intricate scrolling
patterns worked into the Oriental rug beneath his bed. His head
hung over the side of the bed, and felt as if it weighed a ton. He
could see tendrils of his hair along with one arm and wiggled his
fingers just to see if he could. For a moment he had no idea where
he was and the distinctively Arab design made his stomach knot. He
raised his head slowly and pain shot through his eyes as he
recognized the third floor room that he was rapidly growing
accustomed to. He didn’t remember the rug being there before…
before what? He’d had the strangest of all dreams yet. There had
been a trip with John Tellman and a huge crowd of people at the
airport and he had been carrying his sword. All had been well until
two Ninja warriors had appeared from nowhere. Airport security?
They had fought each other in front of him, no, above him. It was
very confusing. He pushed himself up on the bed and rolled over to
lean against the headboard rubbing his eyes. The clock read two AM.
What had happened to John Tellman? His last memory of the man had
been hearing him talking with Valentino.

In answer to his question, the door opened to
admit the scared-looking man into the room.

He rushed to the bed and Mark instinctively
cringed away from him. No more kisses.

“Brother Ramsay!” The man looked positively
ashen. “Tonight is not a good night. We will have to change our
plans.”

“I see,” Mark nodded and blinked at the man,
expecting him to fall over dead any moment.

“Too many people have been in and out
tonight,” the man continued in a rush. “Everyone is still awake. I
could not get your sword for you or your keys.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Mark sighed. “There’s
still time perhaps.”

“Tomorrow… tonight is the initiation. We
don’t want to take a chance on getting caught tonight either,” the
man told him, calming a bit in the belief that Ramsay was still
buying into the deceit. “Four new apprentices and two Knights will
be raised.”

“Too risky,” Mark agreed. “A busy night.
Pardon the pun, but tell me, Brother Tellman, are you a Knight or
an apprentice?” The man grated on his nerves and he had the sudden
urge to climb from the bed and smash his lying head. The very fact
that he had mentioned the sword belied the dream to have been
another of Valentino’s tricks.

“I’m only an apprentice,” Tellman looked
sheepish. He had no idea how to answer the question. “I hope to be
raised to Knighthood soon.”

Wrong answer. Mark rolled out of the bed and
took him by the collar of his dress shirt. He pulled his feet up
off the floor and looked into his terrified eyes smiling wickedly
at him. “In that case, I would have you address me as Master, is
that clear?”

“Yes, sir! I mean, yes, Master Ramsay,” the
man squeaked like a stuck piglet and Mark dropped him to the
floor.

“Now go downstairs and send up something for
me to eat! And don’t come back without my sword,” Ramsay turned a
dark eye on him. “And do not presume to kiss me again until we
embrace as Brothers.”

The man stood near the door, trying to make
sense of what had happened. When he finally nodded and smiled, Mark
had to frown and the pain in his head made his vision blur. What
the hell was wrong with the little fool? The man backed into the
door, dropped the key, scrambled on the floor for it and was gone
in an instant. Mark almost fell on his face in a clumsy effort to
grab the elusive key. By the time he’d made his move, Tellman had
already closed the door. The lock clicked as he climbed to his
feet. Mark felt guilty at having frightened the little man, but the
pain in his head made him groggy and slow and it was quite obvious
that he had been drugged again! If they kept doing that, he was
going to get mad…

He laughed at his own folly and then shook
his head which caused more pain behind his eyes. It was also quite
obvious that he was crazy. He sat down on the bed, holding his head
in his hands. He had missed another chance at the key, but he now
knew the lay of the land and had no doubt that Maxie was watching
his every move. He would simply ask Merry for her key and they
would leave together.
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“You have disgraced yourself!” Beaujold
prodded the apprentice in the small of his back with his fist as
they jogged down the highway in the moonlight. “You have spoilt my
plan!”

Christopher dodged the next jab, only to
catch a follow up in his kidney. Their booted feet crunched on the
gravel beside the road. What luck to have been caught by this sour
Knight! He had not expected to literally run into Beaujold under
the trees in the garden. The encounter with the Knight of the
Apocalypse had caused him to panic. His only thought had been to
flee until he could find a better opportunity to return. His flight
had taken him directly into the arms of the Knight of the Sword who
had been lurking in the thick darkness under the trees. What
terrible luck! Christopher clutched first one side and then the
other. If they didn’t get to wherever they were going soon, he
would be dead from the bludgeoning. When von Hetz learned that it
had been he who had botched his Master’s rescue, he would be sent
to Afghanistan or Bulgaria or some other obscure outpost. He was
totally disgusted with himself.

“Your allegiance to the Order comes first,”
the Knight continued to lecture him. “The Order first! The Master
second. Your Master has betrayed the order! Do you wish to follow
him into disgrace? What you have done is inexcusable and you will
be ex-communicated if not executed.”

He accentuated his words with more blows from
behind. Christopher stumbled and the Knight caught him, setting him
on his feet again, sending him stumbling ahead with another brutal
shove.

“An apprentice follows orders. When the
Master can no longer serve, the apprentice takes his place. How can
we trust you to do that, if you do not follow the orders of the
Grand Master, himself? Above all, the apprentice must learn to
focus his loyalties in the proper direction. Serve God! Preserve
the Order! Destroy the Infidels! You are disgusting to me. How
could he have chosen such a piece of filth as his second? Merican!
Bah! Nothing good ever came out of Merica! But then I suppose that
it would make sense considering what he is. Nothing but a
skirt-wearing worm from the bogs of Scotland.”

Christopher turned back at the insult and was
about to say something, but the Knight backhanded him across the
jaw, sending him sprawling on the ground. Beaujold picked him up
again and sent him flying down the road.

“You would say something to me, boy? I think
not. You serve the Order. The Order serves God! You will learn or
you will find yourself in the same position as your Master. Guilty
of treason and beheaded or hung!”

They jogged along in silence. Every step was
painful for Christopher now. He had no doubt that he was about to
die if Master Simon or Master Dambretti were not somewhere nearby.
Beaujold had already found his Master guilty without a hearing. Not
even the Grand Master had the right to do that.

“The Will of God. Above all, the Will of
God,” the Knight of the Sword picked up the lecture again. “One
does not question the Will of God. The Grand Master speaks the Will
of God. He did not send you here, boy. He is the instrument of God.
His will is the Will of God.”

The Chevalier d’Epee stopped suddenly and
pulled a cell phone from his belt. He punched ruthlessly at the
buttons on its face. Christopher seized the opportunity to rest and
leaned his hands against his knees, spitting blood onto the dry
grass.

“Simon?” He spoke into the device even though
no one had answered it. “Lucio?”

He turned it off and then shook it, before
repeating the call. Still nothing.

“Probably not a good signal here,”
Christopher panted, determined not to allow the man to see his
condition.

“You are disrespectful!” The Knight pushed
him on again. “Do not speak to me again unless you are spoken too.
An apprentice does not speak without recognition. An apprentice
does not speak in Council without recognition by the Master. I am
the Master here and I have not recognized you. Signal! Bah! Merica!
What did they think to accomplish coming to this God-forsaken
shore?”

Beaujold hearkened back to Christopher’s one
fatal word blurted in the last Council meeting just as Armand had
warned him. It had not gone without notice and would not go without
punishment. But he was also obsessed with the idea that everything
‘Merican’ was evil.

Christopher could make out what looked like a
white van parked on the side of the road several hundred yards
away.

“You are worse than an Infidel’s dog. Lower
than the belly of a snake,” Beaujold picked up his string of
insults as they walked down the shoulder of the road.

The man suddenly tackled him bodily, rolling
him down the sloping ditch, using him as a mattress when a black
BMW raced by on the highway. Numerous sticks, pokes and prods from
the prickly vegetation and rocks in the ditch added to the
apprentice’s misery and the young man made a vow to make the Knight
pay if he lived long enough.

When they were within a few dozen yards of
the van, the Frenchman suddenly erupted into a string of epithets
in his native tongue and Christopher was thankful that these were
directed at someone else. After what seemed forever, they reached
the van where Lucio Dambretti was just tightening the lug nuts on
the spare tire. When d’Ornan and Dambretti had finished telling the
disgruntled Knight of the Sword how the herd of domestic cattle had
attacked and disabled them, the man fell to speaking Latin, having
apparently exhausted his store of French obscenities. The trip back
to Miss Penelope Martin’s Bed and Breakfast was excruciating for
all of them under his unbridled rage.


Chapter Seven of Twelve

Thou hast known my reproach, and my shame,
and my dishonour: mine adversaries are all before thee.





A small fire burned between two immense limestone boulders high
above the pecan groves, oaks, prickly pear and cedars that filled
the valley below. Konrad von Hetz sat on top of the tallest of the
two boulders, his long legs dangling over the side as he watched
the lights in the house below. He was disgusted. Never
underestimate the enemy and never underestimate the power of God.
Right was not always on the side of might and the Bible was full of
such instances of victory in the face of overwhelming odds. Konrad
chastised himself soundly for having forgotten to ask proper
guidance for this mission. None of his Brothers would have ever
believed that he, of all people, would have forgotten to pray for
himself.

A coyote yelped in the distant rocks. All
around were the sounds of night birds and thousands of insects
infesting the wild hillside, but he paid them no mind. A snake
slithered silently from the prickly pear patch on the south side of
the boulder onto the rock with him, paused briefly and then slid
away quickly to find another place to hunt. Hundreds of bats
flitted and darted through the air above the trees surrounding the
house. In the distance he could hear the sounds of cattle lowing in
the darkness. Briefly, he wondered what had upset them.

He sensed the presence of his three Brothers
from the same direction. He had passed them on his way to this
secluded lookout. If only there had been some chance of enjoining
their assistance, but Beaujold was beyond reaching. He went back
over the entire incident in his head. He recalled each move the
young apprentice had made. His moves had been calculated and
deliberate, his eyes had never wavered as they had faced each other
over the body of his Master. He wondered how many more such young
men were left in the world in this day and age. Ramsay had done
well to employ the young Stewart as his apprentice even though the
Grand Master had suspected the boy was less than desirable simply
for having come from America. America had become such a great
disappointment over the years for the Order. He tore his mind away
from the big picture and concentrated on the present mission.

The enemy would be expecting him next time
causing his mission to take a decidedly more dangerous turn. Still
he resolved to bring his Brother out alive and in one piece. If
another chance presented itself, he would enlist the aid of the
apprentice. Stewart must have believed him to be of the same mind
as Beaujold. He would have to change that image first.
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Christopher slumped glumly in a chair in the
brightly lit, pink floral bedroom at Miss Martin’s Bed and
Breakfast. Lucio Dambretti leaned against the delicately gilded,
French provincial dresser with his arms folded over his chest,
feeling as if he had just invaded Cinderella’s bedroom and found it
full of Musketeers and burglars. Simon was stretched out on the bed
with his hands behind his head still wearing the black outfit,
including the knit cap that covered his blond hair, staring at the
flowers on the ceiling. Beaujold had changed into a pair of dark
blue pajamas over which he wore a matching satin smoking jacket
with an embroidered fleur-de-lis on the lapel. The jacket flared
out behind him like a short cape as he paced back and forth in
front of Christopher, stopping now and again to glare at the young
man. Dambretti was fascinated by Beaujold’s choice of attire. He
had imagined the man sleeping in sack cloth and ashes. The Italian
preferred sleeping fully dressed when on the road and when at home,
he was a bit more natural. He was losing patience with the
self-righteous Frenchman.

Dambretti raised one had and studied his
fingernails carefully. Too carefully. D’Ornan glanced at the
Italian apprehensively. He had seen the man lose his temper once or
twice. It was not a pretty sight. One thing the Healer remembered
about the Knight of the Golden Eagle, was that before he went into
a murderous rage, he became extraordinarily quiet. Like now.
Dambretti pulled his dagger from his belt and began picking at his
fingernails thoughtfully. The knife was a gift from the Chevalier
du Morte. Simon suspected that Ramsay had made the knife himself. A
stylized image of the Egyptian god Horus with inlaid onyx eyes
served as the hilt. The smooth gold gleamed in the light of Miss
Penelope’s crystal light fixture while Beaujold went into another
one of his low-keyed, but highly insulting rages against the
hapless apprentice.

���When we return to Italy, I intend to
request… nay, demand, Monsieur, demand that you be excommunicated
and sent to the eastern frontier. Such impudence cannot be
tolerated. You not only endanger yourself, but you endanger the
lives of your betters. Inexcusable.”

Simon had tried to intervene twice to no
avail. Christopher had suffered in silence for over an hour
displaying only a sullen attitude while he picked cactus spines and
gravel out of his skin and clothing.

He winced audibly as he pulled a long bloody
spine from his wrist and then looked up defiantly at the Frenchman.
The young man finally reached the end of his tolerance. He perked
up in the chair and looked the Knight of the Sword directly in the
eyes when he stopped in front of him.

“And you, excellent Master, would dismember
your Brother and take him home in a box. Such loyalty! Such
devotion. If that is what it means to be a Knight of the Temple,
then I will gladly pack my bags and be off to Siberia.” As he
spoke, he rose slowly to face the enraged man until they were eye
to eye. Beaujold froze and his face turned an even deeper shade of
red at the challenge. The Knight spun on his heel and grabbed his
sword from the dresser. He flung the scabbard against the wall as
he drew the blade and advanced on the apprentice.

“You irascible upstart! I should run you
through and be done with you right now. I would gladly dismember
you and your traitorous Master together. By the power of God…”

Simon emitted a short shriek as Dambretti
snapped forward. This was what the Healer had been dreading. The
Italian closed the space between himself and the Knight of the
Sword in the blink of an eye. Before the second blink, he had the
blond man against the wall with the Egyptian dagger at his throat.
Beaujold still held the hilt of his sword, but made no move to
raise the blade. Miss Penelope’s chandelier tinkled in the
aftermath of the shock produced when Beaujold’s body struck the
wall. The phone on the dresser began to ring immediately.

Dambretti leaned his face to within a
hairsbreadth of the tip of the blonde's nose and spoke through
gritted teeth, pronouncing each word slowly and distinctly.

“You are getting on my nerves, Signori. You
dare to set yourself up as divinely inspired by the Power of God?
The great Michelangelo was inspired by the Power of God. The genius
of da Vinci was inspired by the Power of God. Giordano Bruno was
inspired by God and they burned him at the stake. But you, Sir,
remind me of another famous Italian, Benito Mussolini and you need
well remember what I did to him before they hung his carcass up for
the crows. And that too, was just because he got on my nerves with
his ranting and raving. Now you are very close to receiving the
same treatment, no? I will carve you like a ham and serve you with
pesto sauce.”

D’Ornan had already crossed the room, shoved
the apprentice aside in order to reach the Italian. He placed one
hand on his shoulder, saying his name softly. He could feel the
enormous tension in Dambretti’s muscles. The Italian wanted to kill
Beaujold and may have done it without the Healer's
intervention.

“Please, Brother Lucio,” he said. “We are all
under a great deal of pressure here. Some of us do not contain our
thoughts as well as others.”

The two Knights stared into each other’s eyes
for several more seconds before Dambretti stepped back, releasing
him. The Knight of the Golden Eagle turned his back on the Knight
of the Sword as an added insult and smiled at d’Ornan before
winking at him. He sniffed loudly and looked at the ringing
phone.

“Someone should answer that. It will be our
lovely dove calling,” Dambretti told the Healer.

“I would not have harmed the boy,” Beaujold
said quietly as he straightened his collar. The attack had taken
the wind from his sails. He had overstepped his bounds and he knew
it. He also knew how close he had come to losing his own head.

Dambretti opened the door and left them
without saying more.

“It was not that he was worried about the
boy’s welfare, Brother. He knew you would not really hurt
Christopher,” d’Ornan told him in a low whisper. “It was the remark
you made about Sir Ramsay. You called him a traitor. You have
convicted our Brother without a trial. That is not the way we do
things. You know that.”

“Ah, oui, I am sorry for that, Brother, but I
take my vows seriously.” Beaujold nodded thoughtfully. “Sir
Dambretti must face the fact that his friend and Brother may have
come to the end of his service.”

“That is something I, too, must face… if it
is so.” D’Ornan gazed at the man unblinkingly. “But until we have
determined that there is no hope, I will not think of it. Let us
keep the faith, Brother.”

The Knight of the Sword glanced once more at
Christopher with bloodshot eyes. Christopher quickly averted his
eyes. It would not do to gloat in the man’s face and now he was
without the Italian's aid to protect him from Beaujold’s temper. He
was unsure of the Healer. Another Frenchman.

“Go to bed, boy!” Thomas said gruffly and
jerked his head to one of the beds.

"Allo?" Simon's softer voice was muffled in
the background. "Ahhh, Mademoiselle Martin, how can I help
you?"

Christopher got up and sat on the bed staring
at him a moment before lying back on the pillows with his hands
behind his head. The flowers on the ceiling were almost hypnotic
and though Christopher had no intention of going to sleep any time
soon, he found himself awakening much later to the sound of a
ringing phone.

It was just after six the next morning when a
shrill ring from the elaborate replica of an antique telephone
startled them from their sleep. D’Ornan picked up the phone
gingerly and looked at Beaujold who had gone to sleep in a chair
with his hand resting on the hilt of his sword. The Frenchman
rubbed his eyes and took time to give Christopher his first frown
of the day before nodding to d’Ornan.

“Oui, allo?” the Healer spoke hesitantly into
the receiver.

“Mr. Boojoe?” Miss Penelope Martin’s voice
was bright and friendly.

“No, ah, no! This is Simon… Mr. D’Ornan,” he
nodded to Beaujold inanely.

“Oh, I’m sorry. You both sound so… French,”
she giggled. “I’m sorry to wake you, but the men here in the lobby
insist.”

“The men? What men?” Simon’s smile faded,
replaced by a deep frown. Beaujold got up and quickly crossed the
room to sit on the bed beside him.

“Two of them are from Paris and one is from
Germany,” she said. “Wait. Let me read their names to you. Monshoor
Dee Villyay, Monshoor Danteen and Herr Schroeder.”

“And what do they want from us?” Simon asked
bluntly. He shook his head at Beaujold and shrugged.

“They are here for Miss Valentino’s
celebration. The initiation,” she whispered these last two words.
“You know. Out at the mansion? Aren’t you here for the same
thing?”

“Ah, oui! Yes, tres bien,” D’Ornan’s face lit
up as an idea suddenly took form in his head. “How many rooms do
they require?”

“Two,” she answered. “The Frenchman are
together. Herr Schroeder is alone.”

“Tres bien. Give them rooms 303 and 304,
se’el vous plait.”

“Of course,” she said. “I hope you are all
coming down for breakfast. Today’s specialty is Belgian waffles…
too bad none of you are from Belgium. I should have changed the
menu to crepes.” She laughed and d’Ornan laughed with her. “Bye,
bye now. See you at breakfast.”

Simon hung up the phone and smiled at
Beaujold who sat frowning at him.

“What is it?”

“We are having Belgian waffles for
breakfast,” Simon told him and then added “and I think that God may
have just intervened in our favor, Brother. Do you like Belgian
waffles, Thomas?”

Christopher yawned and stretched his arms
over his head. Beaujold shot a bleary glare at him and then eyed
the Italian suspiciously. Dambretti was sprawled across the foot of
Christopher’s bed, fully dressed with both arms hanging over the
side. He held the dagger in one hand and an empty cognac bottle in
the other. The phone had not disturbed his rest in the least.
Thomas was quite disturbed to learn that the Italian had returned
to the room during the night without waking him. The man could have
slit his throat. He would have to be more vigilant.
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“Up and at ’em!” Merry banged through Mark’s
bedroom door carrying a large tray brimming with all sorts of
delicious smelling things.

Mark raised his head… again. He was forever
finding himself waking up from unexpected sleep. He did not
remember going to bed after Tellman left. He lay across the bed,
still fully dressed; face down, both arms hanging over the side.
Cecile’s wine bottle lay empty on the new rug. He didn’t remember
drinking it. The covers were tangled and his shoes were kicked
across the room near the door. He sat up and ran his fingers
through his tangled hair. His head hurt and his eyesight was not
what it should have been.

“You must have had a rough night,” she
commented brightly as she surveyed the condition of the bed and
looked at him in surprise. “I slept like a baby. It’s a wonderful,
beautiful morning. A rare treat from the heat, the weatherman said.
A nice little cool front has moved in ahead of a tropical storm in
the Gulf and we’ll have a bit of respite from the heat today. Don’t
you just love weather? I like clouds, myself. High today 82. Low
tonight 76. It should make tonight’s party just perfect."

Mark made no attempt to speak just yet. His
mouth felt full of cotton and he was sure that this new tray
contained some kind of poison. His stomach growled.

"How is the weather in Scotland? I heard it’s
really cold there in the winter and I looked it up on the globe. Do
you realize that Scotland is further north than Newfoundland. Why
it’s right at the Arctic Circle. It’s a wonder you’re not an
Eskimo. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to live up north. I
just don’t understand it. Freezing cold. Snow and blizzards. The
only blizzards I like are M & M’ Blizzards from DQ. What kind
do you like? Oh, I’ll bet you’ve never had a blizzard from Dairy
Queen, have you? You don’t know what you’re missing. Do they have
Baskin and Robbins in Scotland? I just love Baskin and Robbins
lemon ice cream and it’s so pretty, too. Bright yellow. Almost too
pretty to eat. Do you like ice cream, Sir Ramsay?”

Mark shook his spinning head, licked his dry
lips and made a cursory effort to keep up with all the questions,
none of which she paused in the least to allow him to answer. He
got up without speaking to her and went into the bathroom, splashed
water in his face and looked at himself in the mirror. She followed
him inside the small room and wrapped her arms around him from
behind. He wished she wouldn’t do that. It had a most disturbing
effect on him. He needed to shave… among other things.

“Merry,” he spoke to her reflection in the
mirror. “I need to take a shower and I would like to shave and…
and… uh. If you don’t mind…”

“Certainly not. The food will keep,” she
smiled at his reflection over his shoulder, but did not let go of
him. He turned around in her arms and kissed her forehead lightly.
He jerked his head toward the door and raised one eyebrow.

“All right then, first things first,” she let
go of him and went to turn on the water in the shower for him.
“Everyone has gone into town. The entire staff is running around
like a bunch of chickens with their heads cut off. This will be our
only chance to be together before… well, for a while.”

He turned back to the mirror and picked up
the razor on the sink. He really had to do something about her. His
feelings for her were a mixture of lust, amusement and something he
did not want to identify. He made up his mind to ignore her for the
moment. He couldn’t continue to just fall into bed with her every
few minutes. It just wasn’t right in any way, shape or form. She
gave him another hug and left him alone. He could hear her
fluttering about the bedroom as she made the bed and picked up his
belongings from the floor. The entire time she worked in the
bedroom, she chattered about the initiation ceremony, the raising
of the Knights and the reception they were planning.

His mind drifted as he shaved. He was
thinking again about the strange dreams from the night before and
the stupid game Valentino was playing out with John Tellman. It was
too early to try to sort out his feelings for the Pixie. His
headache faded and he realized that he actually liked the sound of
her voice though he heard nothing of what she said.

His conversation with Valentino concerning
Merry’s motives for these visits with him was still ringing in his
head. If that was her intent, they would certainly have beautiful
children. If they looked like her and were quiet like their
father…. The thought was still absurd and yet, somehow amusing. He
was about to get into the shower, when she came back into the
bathroom, bumping the door open with her hip, without warning. She
picked up his dirty clothes and dumped them in a wicker hamper in
the corner before beginning to undress.

He opened his mouth to protest, but nothing
came other than a slight whimper at the sight of her tanned body.
What about his promise to himself? Her gauzy cotton dress fell to
the floor exposing a skimpy lace camisole of pink lace and he was
lost beyond redemption. The camisole was even more enticing than
nothing at all. She laughed at his expression and slipped the
spaghetti straps from her shoulders, allowing the soft lace to fall
to the floor with the dress. She grabbed a bar of lavender soap
from the counter and smelled deeply of it.

“This is just heavenly, though vanilla is my
favorite,” she told him and raised both eyebrows. She pushed him
aside gently and stepped into the shower behind him under the
steaming water. He turned around immediately and she held up one
hand, stopping him before he took hold of her. The scent of the
soap filled the tiled shower as she rubbed the soap over her body
covering herself with bubbles. When she successfully coated with
the fragrant stuff, she laid the soap aside and looked at him,
smiling mischievously. He was speechless.

“You’ve never showered with a woman?” she
asked him. “I have the strange idea that you will like it.”

She rubbed herself against him like a silky
human sponge and ran her hands down his back. It was more than he
could stand. Suddenly there was no time for thinking about silly
promises, no time for worrying about ulterior motives or even
frivolous ideas like soap and such. He had an idea of his own as
she wrapped her arms around his neck. It would be a clean exchange
of ideas.

He was too weak to resist this much
temptation and he hardly thought that any other man could have done
it either. There was no sense denying it; he was a failure as a
Knight of the Temple. The revelation almost made him laugh. He felt
guilty for one more moment and then his mind was on other things.
He pushed her against the tile wall and she wrapped her legs around
his waist. She was very slippery and giggly at first, but the
silliness did not last long when he pressed the urgent issue at
hand. She had no trouble getting down to business without further
ado. His resolve was lost for the next several minutes at least.
And as soon as it was over, he knew that he had lost more than his
resolve. The guilt that she’d wiped away so completely for a few
scant moments of pleasure, washed over him and made him feel weak.
She literally slipped out of the shower and left him alone with his
dark thoughts while she took up her running commentary and endless,
unanswered questions again as she dried and dressed. She had no
idea what suffering was going on behind the frosted glass door. He
took extra pains to wash his hair until she left the bathroom and
then stepped out cautiously on the wet floor. He felt a mixture of
guilt, anger and bewilderment that caused him to collapse onto the
toilet seat with one of Merry’s big towels draped over his head. He
felt that he would suffocate and actually wished that he could.

After several minutes, he pulled himself
together enough to get up again and stood in front of the mirror
trying to comb his hair without looking at himself. Mercifully, she
left him alone for a while. He could hear her in the other room
fussing with the meal she had brought up for him. He had just
finished combing his tangled hair when more of his lost memories
came back to him in a jumbled flash.

An entire series of images fell into place in
one blinding jolt and he had to catch the edge of the cabinet.
Anthony had deserted his post at the Villa near Pompeii and
disappeared over six months ago, just after the Grand Master had
announced his plans to raise him to the rank of Chaplain Brother. A
great honor. It was apparent that d’Brouchart had big plans for the
young man. Cambrique had even intimated that the Master planned to
make the apprentice next in line for Seneschal… some day. An
unusual thing. Unprecedented. The Grand Master had never simply
raised one of the apprentices without having lost one of the
Council Knights and had reason to shuffle apprentices. He would
have received full knighthood and everything that went with it
except for the Tree of Life. Estates in France and England with
house and servants in both countries. The idiot had betrayed the
Order just when he was about to have everything any young man could
have dreamed of. He would have been set for life. For life!

He had been dispatched to find the apprentice
and return him to the fold or kill him. There was no other way. The
search had taken him to Spain, thence to Norway, back to Spain and
then finally to America. Now he was here with the same group of
pretenders to whom Anthony had betrayed them all. The Order of the
Rose. The only thing that Ramsay could attribute the failure of the
apprentice to was the fact that the young man had been having
trouble with his vow of celibacy and his choice of sexual partners
was not exactly in keeping with the Order’s tenants though they
tried to be ‘modern’. Twice they had found him guilty of breaking
the vow in Rome. Rome. And with one of the Vatican officials at
that! Anthony apparently had the same problem that he did with the
exception that the apprentice preferred the company of men.
Dambretti had tried to tell him about Anthony several times.
Dambretti always knew these things, but Anthony’s troubles were
over in this lifetime and Mark always tried to make it his business
to stay out of other people's business.

And now he had followed Anthony’s example,
broken his own vows as well and come very close to betraying the
Order. He was no better than Anthony. The two men fighting in the
dream… it had not been a dream at all. They were here and they were
not Ninja warriors or cat burglars. His Brothers were here and they
had come to kill him, not Anthony. Not only was he in danger from
the insane Valentino and her ugly watchdog, he was in real danger
from his own Brothers. But he was immortal just as Valentino had
said all along. How dare they presume to think he would stand by
and allow them to take his head? He needed his sword. He would be
defenseless without it. But these memories as good as they were,
were still incomplete. There were still gaps. How had he become
mixed up with these Brothers in the first place? They didn’t own
him. He had served them long and well. And what about Merry? What
would he do about her?

He finished combing his hair and wrapped
himself in a towel before emerging from the bathroom. She met him
at the door with a steaming cup of coffee, lots of cream and sugar.
It was beginning to be habit and one that he was beginning to
appreciate and look forward to: finding himself alone, naked or
half-naked with the Pixie. It was like one continuous, unholy, but
pleasant orgy. He would never forgive himself. God would never
forgive him.

“Will you…” he began to protest, but she
shoved the cup in his hands and pulled him toward the bed where she
coaxed him back under the covers. She plumped up the pillows behind
him and then she climbed onto the bed facing him with a plate of
semi-cold hotcakes, eggs and bacon.

“What would you like first? Toast or
hotcakes? Though they aren’t very hot anymore.” She smiled at him.
“Breakfast in bed. I’ll bet you’ve never had it so good, Sir
Ramsay.”

“Merry.” He shook his head and took hold of
her hand. How could he tell her what he was thinking? She looked so
innocent and was obviously happy. She used her free hand to deliver
up a forkful of eggs and popped them in his mouth. “Merry,” he said
again and lost part of the eggs on his chest. She picked them off
gingerly with the fork giggling, brushing at the hair on his chest
playfully.

"You should let me wax that," she said and
laughed again.

"Egad!" he said, almost choking at the idea.
"I have known almost every pain known to man and some possibly
invented especially for me, lassie, but I think I will pass on that
one."

He never remembered trying to talk and eat at
the same time. Another broken vow.

“Merry,” he tried once more and caught both
her wrists before she could fill his mouth with something else. For
once his appetite was not foremost in his thoughts.

“Yes, what’s the matter?” She frowned.
“You’re not hungry, Mr. Ramsay?”

“Please, if you don’t start calling me Mark,
I’m never going to talk to you again,” he raised both eyebrows, but
held on to her hands.

“Only if you let go of me and let me feed
you.” She mocked his look and he dropped her hands.

It was useless. She buttered the hotcakes and
poured honey over them.

“Here you go… Mark.”

She cut off a big bite and fed it to him. He
let her go on with it even though he would have rather talked to
her for a change. He had things to tell her. Things he had to make
her understand. But how could she ever understand it? She was
babbling about how much better honey was than syrup. Soon she was
talking about bees and pollution.

He chewed quickly and tried to talk, but just
couldn’t manage it. He couldn’t imagine how people could talk with
their mouths full of food or even between bites.

When the majority of the breakfast was gone,
she removed the dishes from the bed and came back with fresh coffee
from the carafe on the dresser. Climbing onto the bed beside him,
she laid her head on his shoulder. He hardly knew what to say any
more. He had even lost his resolve to tell her what he was
thinking. His initial shock at his returning memories was fading
somewhat. He was again consumed with guilt about his relationship
with her as the close proximity of her body made things start
happening under the cover. He sipped the hot coffee in silence for
a while just listening to her talk.

“Merry,” he made one last attempt, changing
his tone this time. “Would you leave this place with me?” He wanted
to know the answer to the question, even though he knew there was
nowhere for them to go.

He felt her stiffen and then she began to run
her finger around in circles in the dark hair on his chest.

“This is my home,” she said finally. “Why
would I leave here?”

“We could go… somewhere,” he suggested. “To
Scotland, perhaps. You would like it there. It’s much more…
civilized than this place. A little cold at times like you said,
but it has its good points and no polar bears.”

“Cecile said you had promised to stay.”

She looked up at him pleadingly and he knew
that Valentino had been right. She would never leave her home with
him.

“She said that you were on vacation and that
you would stay a while longer with us.”

“I’m not on vacation and you know it,” he
told her resignedly. “They are coming for me. In fact, I have
reason to believe that they are already here. I have to leave here
and I have to leave soon. This is much more dangerous than your
ugly Maxie. I want you to go with me.”

“Is that a proposal?” she asked him
quietly.

“I don’t know,” he answered truthfully. What
he was asking seemed somehow wrong in all aspects. There was no
hope in it. But something made him go on. “If you like, I suppose
it is… of a sort. I know you are not safe here anymore and I feel
responsible.”

“That’s what I thought. You might as well
adopt me then,” she nodded her head against him. “You can’t stay
and I can’t go with you. That’s a real sorry story, isn’t it?”

“You can leave,” he told her more
insistently. It suddenly seemed imperative that she leave with him.
“Why couldn’t you leave? Valentino doesn’t own you.”

“In a way she does,” Merry told him. “She
saved my life. I owe everything to her. But this is my home. This
is mine.” She waved one arm lazily in the air. “All of this. I
inherited it from my mother's. My grandparents. I never knew any of
them, but it is all I have.”

“Just because someone saves your life doesn’t
mean that they own you,” he objected and then frowned. He had saved
Dambretti’s life and he felt that he owned him somehow. Somehow.
“And land is just land. I could take you to some very wonderful
places. You could always come back… if you liked.”

“I’m selfish I suppose. I want the best of
both worlds.”

He thought over her words. She was no longer
talking about lands and houses.

“Does that mean you want me and Valentino…
both of us?” This was not what he had expected at all.

“Yeah, I suppose,” she said and her tone
changed. “I guess that’s what I mean. She represents stability. She
is all I’ve ever known as far as love.”

“That’s not right,” he felt his anger rising.
That was what Valentino had told him and now he was hearing it from
her. “She doesn’t love you. She can’t love you like a man can love
you. Like a man loves a woman, I mean. When a man and a woman are
in love, it’s… well… It simply is not possible.”

“Are you saying that you love me?” she asked
and raised her head to look at him.

“And what if I said yes?” He looked in her
eyes, frowning fiercely. He wanted to rip Valentino from her mind
and he felt that he could do it if he could just remember the
proper technique.

“I would say that you are deceiving
yourself,” she shook her head and smiled sadly at him. “I would
like for you to stay here for a long time, I think. But if I left
with you, I think you would get tired of me and leave me
somewhere.”

“That’s very unfair.” He was truly hurt by
her assumption.

“We both know what you are, Sir Mark,” she
took on a tone that he’d not heard from her before. A mature tone
and he felt that the real Meredith was speaking to him now and the
not the babbling girl. “It is not something you can change. If
Valentino is right, then you are not free to make the choice. You
will have to go back to them. You know this is true.” She picked up
his right hand and held out his little finger in front of his face.
The small silver ring glinted on his finger. “A man doesn’t wear a
ring like this for no reason.”

He looked at the ring with the IAAT engraved
on it. He still did not remember what it meant to him. Earth, air,
fire, water? That was what the letters stood for, but he didn’t
quite remember what it meant.

“That is something you cannot deny.” She
mistook his silence for understanding. “Oh, I like to play dumb,
Mark Andrew. It's easier to face life that way. Drifting inside a
bubble. Being irresponsible." She smiled and he saw real sadness in
her eyes for the first time. "You are very important to them. You
are the Alchemist. You know the secret of the Philosopher’s Stone.
You know the secret of the Great Work. You can change base metal to
gold. You know the secrets of the universe. What about that? It’s
not something just anyone can do. Do you think they would let you
get away from them? That alone would be enough to make them track
you down forever. But you are also the Chevalier du Morte. Do you
really think they would let you just go away? They have to have
you. Cecile told me that you are the only one that can release them
from this life. Think of it. They can’t die without you. I’ve heard
of people not being able to live without someone, but that is
really a strange twist.”

He looked at her in amazement. This was the
clearest picture he had heard concerning his identity, since he had
found himself in this strange place with a ragged memory. This time
it didn’t sound like a fairy tale. It sounded perfectly reasonable
and moreso because he knew it was true. The horrible visions and
dreams that had been plaguing him were not visions and dreams, but
memories. The only problem was that he did not remember the secrets
he was supposed to possess. They were still locked away somewhere
in his brain and he couldn’t reach them. And for once he was
eternally grateful that he had been unable to remember them. If he
had, then he might have truly betrayed the Order under Valentino’s
hypnotic spells.

If Valentino had lived five hundred years
ago, she would have been burned at the stake and she would have
deserved it much more than the Templars who had died at the hands
of the Inquisitors. The Order had been disbanded and the Templars
had scattered, but he and his remaining Brothers had escaped the
massacre intact and set up again in secret. They had hidden
themselves away, breaking off entirely from the Templars who had
escaped to Scotland and eventually let the outer circles of the
Order of the Knights of Christ practically and literally die around
them while the inner circle lived on under the new Order of the Red
Cross of Gold with a new Grand Master.

It was an almost unbearable guilt that they
all shared at having deserted the original Brothers, but their
responsibilities to God and to the world had been greater than
their own feelings of loyalty and so they bore what they had to
bear and did what they had to do. Not even the Grand Master of the
Holy Order of the Temple of Solomon had known of the innermost
circle alive and functioning within his Order and while the world
came and went around them, covering them over with layers of dust,
silt and blood, they held to their original purpose, their original
onus and gradually they had built a new, hidden empire beneath the
currents of mainstream civilization. It was one of the main reasons
that Anthony had to be found and brought in line. Merry was right.
He had to go back. One way or another, he had to go back, but he
did not intend to go back in a box. He shuddered at the vague
memories of having had the dubious honor of opening several bound
boxes over the years, delivered to him by various members of the
Order. Fallen Brothers needing his services. He closed his eyes
against that memory

“You know it’s true,” Merry said again. “But
you might as well enjoy yourself while you can. While it lasts. You
can’t make it any worse than it already is and once you are
reunited with your Brothers, you can ask forgiveness or confess or
whatever it is you do. I’m sure no one is keeping count
hereabouts.”

“But you are wrong. Nature keeps count of all
things. I am a Knight of the Temple and there are repercussions,”
he said aloud and the words sounded strangely familiar in his ears.
“I am Christ’s legal executioner. The words of Saint Bernard, not
mine.” He smiled and then added “Not the dog.”

She laughed, but it wasn’t funny.

“Now I know why the company of women is
dangerous,” he told her as his smile faded. “And for this reason
none of us must presume to kiss wife…” he kissed her. “Mother…” he
kissed her again. “Maid…” she kissed him. “Sister…” she kissed him
again. He did not make it through the entire list of persons he was
forbidden to kiss before he was breaking his vow again in the most
sinful manner he could think of with much more than kisses. He
would have to figure it all out later. It was not going to be easy
to give her up and he wondered if it would be possible at all.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Seven men sat around Miss Penelope Martin’s
long dining room table amidst the Victorian charm of pastel wall
coverings, gaudily framed Degas prints, fresh flowers, art deco
pewter statuettes, satin draperies and tableware made of fragile,
antiue gold and white China. A porcelain mantel clock of Rococo
design ticked off the minutes above a white marble fireplace. They
glanced at each other occasionally, but there was hardly a hint of
the convivial conversation usually accompanying meals at the bed
and breakfast and they were the earliest diners she had ever
served. Her other guests on the second floor were not due down for
breakfast before eleven, their hostess had told them when Beaujold
had asked. The Belgian waffles had been as good as Miss Martin had
promised. They were now devouring a plate full of fat cinnamon
rolls filled with plump raisins and drenched with creamy, orange
flavored icing. Miss Martin was pleased to see that their appetites
were normal even if their demeanors left something to be desired.
The silence unnerved the normally congenial hostess.

Christopher sat dejectedly at the far end of
the table. Traces of the black grease paint were still visible in
the tiny creases below his bloodshot eyes and around his eyelashes,
giving him a rather Gothic appearance. The pain still coursing
through his back, compliments of the Knight of the Sword’s well
placed emphasis caused him to grimace every time he moved. The
three newcomers had talked a bit at first, but the complete silence
of their dining companions seemed to unsettle them as well. When
the meal was finally over, Dambretti poured himself a glass of milk
and looked at Beaujold pointedly. The two visiting Frenchman
noticed the animosity between them immediately. One of them cleared
his throat and Dambretti sat back, resuming his dark contemplation
of the pattern on the tablecloth.

Monshoor Dantine was actually Rene d’Antin.
The other Frenchman was Jean-Paul DeVilliers. Both were from Paris
and apparently very close friends and chefs in the employ of an
exclusive dinner club in New York City. They were highly amused by
Miss Martin’s waffles and blueberry syrup, but they insisted on
getting her recipe for the jalapeno jelly that had caused the
gluttonous German named Schroeder to drink an entire pitcher of
milk before he could speak again.

“We were surprised to find you here,” d’Antin
broke the awkward silence, addressing his remarks to Simon most
likely because, of all the others, Simon’s sad expression was the
least intimidating.

Dambretti was obviously angry with Beaujold
and Beaujold was just being himself. D’Antin spoke in French.

“We were under the impression that we would
be representing France at the meeting. It is all very exciting. I
understand that Gavin Nash has some great discovery to share with
us.”

“We are not here to represent any particular
region, sir,” Simon answered him. “We were just visiting Brother
Dambretti in Verona when he told us that he was coming here and he
invited us to come along. Do you have any idea what the great news
is, my brother?”

“Did you not read Gavin’s letter?” deVilliers
raised both eyebrows. “It was quite tantalizing. Something to do
with the Ancient and Mystical Order of the Templars. Ah, those were
real men.” His remark bought a punch in the side from his
companion.

Dambretti and Beaujold exchanged another cold
glance. Simon sat up straighter in his chair, blinking at the
man.

“I believe you have confused the Templars
with the Rosicrucians, my friend,” Simon told him. “Ancient and
Mystical Order of the Rose Croix. Those are Rosicrucians, not
Templars.”

“Ah, so, yes, I believe you are right,
brother. You are all on holiday, then?” D’Antin took up the
conversation. He was a smallish man with hazel eyes and a
pock-marked face. He wore a very expensively cut summer suit as did
his companion. The man glanced at his friend and smiled. “And
Monsieur Dambretti…” He looked at the dark face of the Italian who
eyed him disdainfully. “He is representing Verona or perhaps
Rome?”

“Southern Italy, actually,” d’Ornan answered
for Dambretti. He did not want to be too specific in case more of
these characters showed up. The mention of the Templars had visibly
upset him.

“Ah, yes, sunny southern Italy. A lovely
place. Just lovely,” Jean-Paul DeVilliers commented and raised his
eyebrows at d’Antin as if they shared some fond memory of the
place.

“Yes, sunny, oui,” Simon agreed and glanced
at the scowling visage of the German delegate. “And Herr Schroeder,
he is our Brother from Berlin?” He felt that he had to be
friendly.

“Yes, of course,” d’Antin nodded. “Surely you
have heard of the illustrious Grand Master of the Berlin
Chapter?”

Schroeder looked up as his name was mentioned
and his scowl deepened. He did not speak French.

“If,” the German spoke slowly in English “you
would not mind so much, Brothers, please speak in the English as we
are in America now and I do not speak the French. I would very much
like to hear what is being said about me.”

“Excuse moi, se’el vous plait.” D’Ornan
smiled at the big, broad-faced man who looked very much like a
simpleton. “I am sorry.”

Dambretti perked up in his chair as he
perceived the depth of the hostility in the man’s voice. Hostility,
that’s what he needed at the moment. Someone he could take his
frustrations out on. Simon shot a warning glance at Lucio before
continuing. “Your friends were just saying that you are
representing Berlin. I was wondering if there would be two
representatives from Germany?”

“No!” he answered rather rudely. “Valentino
is lucky to have one from our chapter and if my Seneschal were not
in poor health, he would have come here. Valentino is… how does one
say? A thorn in the side.”

“Really?” Dambretti leaned forward to engage
the man’s attention. “How so?”

“She is pushy,” the German took a huge bite
of cinnamon roll and continued to talk while he ate. “I would have
been much pleased if Gavin Nash were to be here. He is the
Hierophant of the chapter and much better to work with. And
further, it was his work that we have come to hear about, not hers.
I do not like the pushy women.”

“I see,” Dambretti smiled at the man and the
scar on his face crinkled. His dark eyes sparkled with amusement.
The change was remarkable. DeVilliers elbowed his partner, nodded
at the Italian and winked. The sarcasm in the Italian’s voice was
not lost on the Frenchman. “Then this Miss Valentino is not in
charge of the… how do you say… chapitre local?"

“No, no, of course not,” the German waved one
hand in dismissal, dripping icing onto the lace tablecloth. “She is
Nash’s second. He is, unfortunately, in Egypt studying some scrolls
or some such nonsense. I find her manners lacking and her methods
most grating on the nerves.”

“How many Knights does she have in training?”
Dambretti asked and looked at d’Antin who cast a warm smile at him.
DeVilliers was completely taken by the Knight of the Golden
Eagle.

“There are one hundred seventy plus members.
Not all are Knights,” d’Antin answered him. “There are some two
dozen postulants. Of course, some of the initiates are Chevalieres.
And some… it is hard to say what they are. I’m not sure what the
ratio of Chevalieres to Chevaliers is. Maybe sixty/forty in the
Waco Chapter. Our Order is very popular among the women here.
Cowgirls.”

“And this Gavin Nash, you say he is studying
scrolls in Egypt?” Simon asked, trying to bring the conversation
back to the disturbing subject of the Templars.

“Yes,” the German took up the conversation
again. “His last letter to the Order announced that he had made
some remarkable discoveries concerning the Ancient Mysteries south
of Cairo in some museum there. Something to do with the defunct
Order of Templar Knights that was in the Holy Lands during the Dark
Ages. It might have been interesting to discuss these findings with
him.”

“Defunct Order of Templars?” Dambretti
narrowed his eyes. “What is this ‘defunct’? What does that mean,
Brother Schroeder?”

“Defunct. Dead. You know.” Schroeder waved
one meaty hand. “They were a bumbling bunch of fools devoted to
keeping the Holy Lands open to pilgrims from the west. The
Christians. I read somewhere that their most outstanding
accomplishment was in the art of getting themselves killed. And I
find it disturbing that many of the more reputable orders claim to
have descended from them. I for one would not want to connect
myself with such idiocy. You should read about them sometime,” the
man laughed and Dambretti laughed derisively with him.

D’Ornan leaned his elbows on the table and
tried to get the Italian’s attention. The last thing they needed
was to alienate these fellows. That would spoil his half-baked
plan. Beaujold clunked his glass of orange juice loudly on the
table. He had remained silent throughout the exchange, but
Dambretti’s involvement met with his immediate disapproval though
he detested the fat German and he did not appreciate the
denigrating remarks about the Order.

“Do you make it a habit of studying the
Templars?” Beaujold spoke for the first time, startling everyone at
the table.

“I do not.” Schroeder shook his head and
smiled at him. “I find that the Dark Ages is very aptly named. The
Templars were a prime example of the ignorance and superstition
that plagued Europe and kept the entire continent from progressing
for several hundred years. The Catholic Church did us all a favor
when they rounded them up and burned them at the stake. They were a
disgusting bunch of money lenders and land grabbers hiding behind
the skirts of Papal protection. It was probably the only smart
thing the Catholic Church ever did when it turned on them.”

D’Ornan slapped his hands against his face.
This was not good and rapidly getting worse.

“Perhaps,” he said quickly, trying to avoid
having Miss Penelope Martin’s dining room destroyed “Miss Valentino
knows something of Brother Nash’s work and would be willing to
discuss it with us?”

“Ha!” Schroeder was oblivious to the tension
he had created. “It would be interesting to get that one to discuss
anything at all. It is my opinion and not mine alone, that she has
too much interest in her own private agenda to be concerned with
the good of the Order in general. But it is my understanding that
Brother Nash has found that the Templars managed to discover some
very interesting things in Egypt about immortality and ancient
building methods. Also, the arts of meditation and healing, as well
as, the ability to turn lead into gold. The legendary Philosopher’s
Stone as it was called in the Middle Ages. They apparently knew
where the Ark of the Covenant was hidden and the Holy Grail as
well. It seems they were a very resourceful group of heretics and
lunatics. I doubt any of it is true.” The man snorted and turned up
his glass.

“And what of Armageddon?” Beaujold asked him
darkly. “Did Brother Nash mention that subject?”

“Armageddon?!” The sillier of the two
Frenchmen said as they looked at each other. “Please, no. Not that.
I am sick to death of hearing about the doom and gloom of the end
of the world. That is all a bunch of superstitious nonsense.”

Beaujold almost smiled. He had been training
soldiers for years to fight in that great battle. Nonsense,
indeed.

The Healer shook his head and sighed audibly.
Simon wondered if all the Germans were of such gloomy dispositions.
Certainly most that he had ever known were very dark and not in the
least, happy people. This one was not much different from the
Apocalyptic Knight in his lack of positive attributes, but he also
lacked any redeeming qualities that the Healer could discern.

D’Antin had picked up on the rising level of
tension in the room and he tried another tack. He smiled at his
friend and patted his arm.

“And who is this quiet young fellow here?” He
nodded to Christopher. “He reminds me of a Kung Fu master.” The
apprentice’s long-sleeved black shirt, black cargo pants and boots
were certainly out of place in the sultry mid-summer heat of Texas.
“We have not been introduced.”

“Christopher Stewart,” Christopher answered
the man in spite of the glare he received from the Knight of the
Sword. “This is my first trip with my Brothers. I had no idea just
how hot it would be in Texas this time of year. I’m from…
Fairbanks… Alaska.” Christopher eyed the men suspiciously. He knew
exactly what was going on here and didn’t like it at all. “That’s
why… I mean that’s why I’m wearing this… black that is… I
mean.”

“I see,” d’Antin smiled knowingly at the
young man. “Alaska. The great wilderness. Bears and Eskimos. A good
place to snuggle up by the fire, no?”

“Oui, on a bare skin rug, yes? Whale bones
and blubber and all that?” DeVilliers raised both eyebrows at
Christopher suggestively.

“I’m a vegetarian,” Christopher told him
solemnly and was immensely pleased at the reaction he got from the
Frenchman. He had learned the trick from Sir Ramsay. ‘If you are
ever totally lost, Christopher, do your best to remain that way
until I can find you,’ his Master had told him.

“Oh, I see, a fruit and nut specialist,”
d’Antin laughed and DeVilliers chuckled.

Dambretti leaned back in his chair and
crossed his arms over his chest, hiding his smile behind his hand.
They were obviously not on the same page. He was going to have some
fun after all… perhaps.

“So which of these fine gentlemen are you
with?” deVilliers asked the apprentice point blank.

“Actually, I’m with all three of them.”
Christopher looked at Dambretti and frowned. The Italian raised one
eyebrow in amusement. The young man needed help. He was completely
lost and he was getting deeper and deeper in the woods. “I mean we
are together. We came together. I’m with them.” Christopher
certainly knew what time it was, but what he wanted to say would
have certainly brought on the wrath of God if Beaujold heard him
say anything out of order.

“Oh, oui. The four musketeers then. All for
one and one for all, no? And a fine one I should say. You are from
New York. I hear your accent. Rene and I would be happy for your
company on the return trip. We were thinking of diverting to Niagra
for a holiday, weren't we, Rene?”

“Leave him alone, Jean-Paul.” D’Antin elbowed
his companion. “You’re embarrassing him. I think you have said
enough.”

Christopher sat up in the chair and grimaced
at the pain the simple motion caused. He looked at Simon, but Simon
was looking at his plate, suppressing a smile. He dared not look at
Beaujold who sat on his left. DeVilliers obviously thought that
Christopher was a paid companion.

Finally Dambretti intervened. “We are all
Brothers, no? I say share and share alike. Are your rooms to your
liking? I find Miss Penelope’s decor as charming as her accent,
no?”

Simon snapped his head up and looked straight
ahead, shocked at Dambretti's sudden change in temperament. It did
not bode well.

Schroeder looked up from his third cinnamon
roll. “Mine is not cool enough. I will stifle up there.”

“I just love that Italian accent. Our room is
perfect, thank you.” D’Antin perked up. “Such a lovely view.”

“I’m sure it is.” Dambretti nodded and
returned the man’s blinks. “I would like to see the view from your
room for myself. That is, of course, if your roommate doesn’t
mind?”

Beaujold stood up suddenly, scraping his
chair on the hardwood floor. He seemed highly agitated.

“If you will excuse me. I must go upstairs
and lie down. I have a headache,” he told them brusquely and strode
from the room without looking back.

Simon watched him leave with great relief.
“Please pardon him, Brothers, he suffers from migraines.”

“Oh, really? And jealousy, no?” d’Antin
looked at Lucio again. “I can see why. Jean-Paul has an excellent
remedy for headaches, don’t you?” He turned his gaze on his
companion who nodded and actually giggled.

“I’m sure he will find an aspirin somewhere,”
Simon said quickly. “He is… it’s not a good idea to disturb him
when he is in one of his moods.”

“He did seem like a bear.” DeVilliers
laughed.

“Yes, he is,” Dambretti agreed and looked at
Simon. “But when he is feeling well, he’s like a big teddy
bear.”

Christopher choked on his milk and sprayed
the table in front of him.

Lucio stood up. “Well, gentlemen, it has been
a great pleasure, but we must go and see to our Brother’s head,
no?”

DeVilliers and d’Antin burst out laughing at
his suggestive remark. Lucio nodded toward the door and Simon got
up immediately to follow him out. Dambretti took Christopher by the
arm on his way out and dragged him along with them.

“Wait!” D’Antin got up and followed after the
Italian. “Perhaps when your friend is feeling better, we can get
together this afternoon before we go out to the meeting. We would
be glad to show you the view from our room, Brother.”

Dambretti looked back at him and gave him his
best smile.

“That sounds… delicious,” he answered. “Simon
here might be interested to learn a new remedy for headaches. He
fancies himself a healer of sorts.”

They piled out the door together, leaving the
two Frenchmen laughing and the German eyeing the last of the
cinnamon rolls on the platter in front of him.

Beaujold was pacing the floor in their room
when they burst through the door, breathless from the enervating
conversation.

“Brother Lucio,” Simon said as soon as the
door was closed behind them. “A word with you.”

“Shhh!” Lucio hushed him. “I know what you
are going to say, my Brother.”

Beaujold turned to stare at them with a very
grim look on his thin face.

“What are we supposed to do now?” he asked
them as they stood near the door in a tight group. “I refuse to
associate with… these… these degenerates. They openly flaunt their
perversion. An abomination in the eyes of God! If you will recall,
the mere accusation of such behaviors a few hundred years ago sent
so many of our Brothers to the dungeons of the Inquisition. And did
you hear what that German fool said about the stake? I should have
slit his fat jowl from ear to ear. I tell you I cannot stand to be
in their presence. It sickens me!”

“Please, calm yourself, Brother Thomas. You
must practice more tolerance. These things are commonplace,”
d’Ornan tried to counsel him and placed one hand on the man’s
shoulder, looking into his eyes. “We were all offended by his
words. There are many things in the world today which offend our
sensibilities, but the world has changed. These people do not
understand what happened so long ago. It is not their fault.
Society has drifted far from God and they have set up their own
versions of what is right and what is wrong. It is not for us to
judge them. It is not our duty."

"We are the chosen ones, my Brother. God has
chosen us to keep the vigil and when the time comes, we will fight
on the side of Christ at Armageddon. We will lead the armies of
Christ. We cannot allow these things to stand against that purpose.
God will be the one with the final word and we cannot go around
making idle threats against everyone who offends us. Everything
exists at the express Will of God. That means these people, whom we
find so strange, are also here by the Will of God. Whatever His
purpose for them, it will not be revealed to us unless He decides
to reveal it. The Church has allowed these things to propagate
since the times of old and by their silence, have condoned the
spread of heresy. They are ignorant of the Truth, but no amount of
darkness can put out even the smallest candle. We cannot make
things better for them by segregating ourselves from them. How can
we teach, if we have no students? How can we lead, if we have no
followers? How can we preach, if we have no congregation?”

Beaujold looked down at the shorter man and
seemed to relax.

“Besides, these men have been put at our
disposal by the Will of God.” D’Ornan smiled at him. “And as I
said, He will reveal their purpose. Furthermore, I am happy to say
that I believe that He has revealed that purpose to me. They will
provide us with the means to enter the mansion tonight and
accomplish what we set out to do. You should thank the Creator for
His help, not rant and rave about the means.”

“You are right, Brother. I beg your
indulgence,” Beaujold clasped the Healer’s arm and nodded.

Dambretti was unimpressed with Beaujold’s
apology, but Simon’s rhetoric had lifted his spirits remarkably.
The Knight of the Sword only wished to remain on good terms with
Simon because of the Grand Master’s high regard for the man.

“Of course he is right,” Dambretti crossed
the room and threw himself down on the springy bed. “Times have
changed. You know this better than any of us. It is now a crime to
persecute them. The authorities protect their rights, but this is
far better than the treatment we were all subjected to in the past.
I would rather have us all free from such injustices, including
them, than to worry that an Inquisitor should show up at the door
on any given night to drag us away to the dungeon. I spent enough
time there. I, for one, can accept this as the will of God and I
suggest you do the same, Brother Thomas. It will all work out in
the end and all will be saved, blah dee blah dee blah! As it is
written, so let it be done. None will be lost and that is according
to the Immutable Will of God. I, like you, am appalled and repelled
by the blatant disregard for the teachings of the Christ in this
day and age. At least some of the Christians of old thought they
were right, but ignorance, like a wine stain on linen, does not go
away by itself. The Healer is right. We need to make use of what
God provides, no matter how we might feel about it personally and
we must… give thanks for it.”

“You!” Beaujold turned on him vehemently.
“You seemed to enjoy it, my Brother. Perhaps you have spent too
much time alone. And only moments ago you pressed your dagger at my
throat for insulting our much beloved Brother Ramsay. Perhaps you
would do better to find yourself a woman.”

“Brother Thomas!” Simon exclaimed and then
cast a scowl at Dambretti for provoking the man again. “We will do
well not to argue and fight among ourselves.” He glanced at
Christopher who still stood by the door, looking very pale and put
out. The apprentice had no idea what they were saying. He didn’t
speak French or Italian. He looked ready to bolt at any moment as
if he was sure they were talking about him.

“We are making a very bad impression on the
young one.” Simon nodded at Christopher. “He does not understand
why we constantly bicker amongst ourselves. I suggest we go over my
plan now, while we have time, in English, so that he can see how we
intend to carry out our mission like true Knights of Christ.”

Simon motioned for the apprentice to join
them and then laid out the plan he had concocted to get them inside
the mansion. Christopher would play a part as well, since he was
the servant of the much beloved Brother Ramsay and, more
importantly, had already been inside the buildings and knew the lay
of the land.
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The ‘much beloved’ Brother Ramsay was having
an exceptionally bad ending for an otherwise lovely morning. He had
broken his vow twice more and then fell into a blissful, dreamless
sleep with his head lying on Merry’s stomach. Now he was without
his comfortable pillow and most of what had been left of his
dignity.

“Ow!” he complained loudly when Maxie pulled
the rope tighter on his ankles.

“If you had been wearing socks… among other
things… it wouldn’t hurt so bad,” the big man grumbled and stood up
slowly. “You’re lucky I let you get your pants on, dipshit.”

“You are so generous. I am eternally
grateful.” Mark glared at him balefully as he tested the damnable
handcuffs securing his wrists to the chair. Maxie had passed the
rope around his chest, his stomach, his legs and ended up at his
feet. The man obviously did not trust him for some reason.

“I know. I’m a fucking angel of mercy.” Maxie
grinned at him, causing the ugly scar on his face to pucker. “We
are all sooo generous. Especially some of us.” He glanced at the
open door of the bedroom where the Pixie had disappeared in tears
only a few moments earlier. “Miss Valentino ain’t gonna like this
at all. You sure know how to make friends and influence your
enemies. Not with the rite of the fucking virgin tonight. Some
virgin, eh?”

Valentino chose that unfortunate moment to
arrive. She was dressed in a white suit of impeccable cut, with a
single red rose on her lapel. She stopped in the doorway and stood
glaring at him, her face almost as red as the flower. She seemed to
be making a conscious effort to control her temper. After a few
seconds, her face underwent a subtle change and her features
relaxed.

“I’m terribly sorry about this, Mr. Ramsay,”
she said pleasantly and then smiled at him. “But I am very
disturbed by your behavior. Merry is down there crying her eyes out
because I won’t allow her to come back up here and check on you.
Furthermore, she is devastated because I told her that you would
not be attending the ceremony tonight. Poor thing, she just doesn’t
understand. Sometimes she can be such a child. Tomorrow I’m afraid
you will have to leave.”

“You can stop with the games, Cecile,” he
said tiredly. “You have no intention of allowing me to leave here.
And as far as Merry is concerned, I believe you underestimate her.
She knows her own mind very well.”

“And you, sir, have not fooled me for one
minute,” she said. “You would try to make me think that you could
love her? You pitch your woo at her and expect her to catch it?
Bullshit! I have to commend you on your continued evasion of my
purposes, but you will tell me where to find your Grand Master
before you go. I don’t know how you did it, but you had me
believing that you had lost your memory. When I had you under
hypnosis, I couldn’t reach you. That is very strange, but I know
that you tricked me. I know that you have powers beyond my scope of
experience. You know where he is and you will give it up or you
will follow your precious Anthony to the grave. Whether you are
alive or dead when I bury you makes no difference to me, but it
might matter a great deal to you. I am only glad that I have been
able to keep you from spoiling her completely. It will take months
of therapy to repair the mental damages your rejection has caused,
but that is quite all right. I’d rather have her virginity intact
than her heart. I can thank you for that much.”

Maxie snorted from his position at the door
and then cleared his throat loudly. Apparently Merry’s word carried
more weight than his.

Mark frowned at the woman and then closed his
eyes briefly. Merry had been able to convince the woman that
nothing had happened between them… again?

“There is no need to thank me. I wouldn’t
dream of taking advantage of her. She has been very hospitable to
me since I’ve been your guest,” he said evenly and Maxie coughed
loudly. “Unfortunately, I do not know where the Grand Master is.
The simple truth is that your pet monkey here really did cause a
great deal of trouble for both of us when he doused me with your
half-assed concoction. I simply cannot give what I do not have, no
matter what you do. You might as well bury me now.”

“Don’t tempt me!” she snapped and tossed her
head. “I am a bit too busy right now to fuck with you. I don’t have
time for you or your friends right now.”

“My friends?” He perked up a bit at this,
ironically enough thinking first of John Tellman.

“Yes. What puzzles me is why they are
fighting over you. I thought they were going to kill each other and
save me the trouble. Or is that some more of your Order’s macho
bullshit? Fighting for the right to do the dirty deed?”

He sat digesting her words. She seemed to be
talking about the strange events of the night when he thought there
were two men with swords fighting above his head. It must have been
real, but what had happened? Where were they now? Her question was
perfectly legitimate. Why would they be fighting each other?

“You might as well expect more trouble. I
told you someone would come for me,” he told her with far more
confidence than he possessed.

“Did you?” She smiled at him. “I don’t seem
to recall that, but I did expect it.”

“They will be back,” he said even though he
knew it would be to his detriment if they came back and found him
tied in a chair for their convenience.

“Why were they fighting over you?” Her eyes
narrowed suspiciously. “You know why. Tell me.”

“Do you think you are the only one who would
steal my secrets?” he asked cryptically. “Do you really want to
leave me here like this so just anyone can find me?”

“Oh, now you are playing games with me.” She
laughed. “Yes, I’m going to leave you here alllll alone. Don’t
worry. I’ll do my best to protect you from your Brothers.”

Mark swallowed hard at that thought. If she
thought she and her miserable Maxie were a match for what he knew
was coming, she was sadly mistaken. His situation was not very
hopeful. He had lost too much time regaining his senses and he had
allowed his arrogance and his lust for the Pixie to get the best of
him. Now he had really gotten himself into trouble. The gravity of
the situation was totally beyond her comprehension.

“Pride goeth before the fall,” he muttered to
himself in a brief moment of self-deprecation.

“You are in no position to sit and quote
scriptures to me,” she retorted hotly. “If I were you, I’d pray for
a miracle instead.”

With that final declaration she left him and
Maxie followed her out. He heard the precious key turn in the lock.
The key that had been within his grasp so many times. He shook his
head at his own stupidity.

“I was talking to myself,” he spoke to the
empty room in frustration.

“And yet she was right, Brother Ramsay,” a
deep voice from behind him, made his heart almost stop.

He twisted his head to see who was coming to
kill him now. The closet door stood open and one of the dark
figures from his dream stood looking down his long nose at him. The
man wore black from head to toe and tall black boots. A broadsword
encased in a black leather scabbard hung from his belt and he wore
a long cloak on his shoulders. His craggy face was dark of demeanor
and his eyes seemed to gleam from deep sockets. His long, dark hair
was streaked with silver. He looked like a vampire or an ancient
sorcerer. Konrad von Hetz. Knight of the Apocalypse. An
unforgiving, brooding man with little to offer in the way of hope.
“Pray you should, before it is too late.”

Ramsay sat perfectly still, awaiting his
fate, waiting for his heart to start beating again. The man drew
the sword and he winced at the sound the blade made as it exited
the scabbard. A disturbingly familiar, zinging sound. The
bell-shaped hilt was configured in the likeness of a coiled black
dragon with red eyes. He drew what he thought to be his last breath
with his head still attached to his body and instinctively closed
his eyes, waiting for the blow to fall.

Instead of finding his head on the floor, he
felt pressure on the ropes at his bare ankles. He opened his eyes
and saw the dark Knight kneeling in front of him, cutting the ropes
with the blade. The man stood up and bent over the handcuff
attached to his right wrist, inspecting the device briefly, before
pulling a chain with a number of small metal devices attached to it
from under his collar. Mark watched in silence as the man worked on
the lock. Within a few seconds he was free.

The man backed off quickly and pointed the
sword at him.

“Get your boots and your shirt.”

Mark hurriedly followed the instructions,
noticing that his boots were remarkably similar to the pair his
‘rescuer’ wore. “I thought you were going to kill me,” he commented
dryly as he sat on the bed, pulling them on.

“That could be in the offing, Brother,” the
dark man told him solemnly.

“How long have you been in my closet?”

“Since before breakfast. I came while you
were enjoying your shower.”

“That long?” Ramsay felt his temper rising.
“Who are you? What do you want?”

“You know who I am, Brother Ramsay.” The man
shrugged slightly and then placed the point of the blade under his
chin and knelt on one knee in front of him. “I have come to offer
my help. You are in grave danger here and I believe that you are
well aware of it.”

Mark raised his eyebrows. This was an odd bit
of irony coming from a man pressing a wicked blade against his
throat.

“So I see,” Mark said quietly trying not to
move his head.

“Come with me. We have to hurry.”

The man stood up and turned on his heel
toward the door.

“What about John Tellman?” Mark asked as he
joined him at the door and then wondered why. John Tellman was
Cecile’s accomplice. Nothing more. He had to get these things
straight in his mind. John Tellman was not a Templar, but Konrad
von Hetz was.

“Who is John Tellman?” The man frowned down
at him as he tried the door knob. He bent in front of the door and
used the same probe that he had used on the handcuffs to open the
door. So simple! He had to learn how to do that.

“Another who calls himself my brother,” he
continued in the same vein simply to have something to say. An
attempt to distract the Knight from his purpose. When lost, stay
lost until someone finds you. That was his motto.

“Where is your sword? Still in the basement?”
the man asked as he opened the door wider and peered cautiously
into the hallway. He seemed totally unconcerned about John
Tellman.

“I suppose so,” Mark leaned out the door to
look as well. “I don’t know. I thought I had it… at one time, but I
… lost it.”

“We will go back to the cellar to get it,”
the man told him and stepped into the hall.

A few moments earlier, he would have agreed
wholeheartedly. He wanted the sword, but he did not want to
accompany this dark fellow down to the basement. Besides, Maxie was
probably watching them or already on his way up with his trusty
shotgun.

“Why don’t we just leave it there and buy
another one?” Mark offered hopefully. He only wanted to get away
from the house… Now!

“Do not trifle with me, Brother,” the tall
man turned on him, still holding the sword at a dangerous
angle.

Mark took a deep breath and followed the man
down the hall. Anything was better than sitting strapped to a
chair, waiting for God knows what to happen, but then it had
already happened, hadn’t it? At least this man seemed much more
adept at what he was doing than John Tellman. He cursed himself for
fixating on John Tellman. The man was most likely dead already. And
he cursed himself for falling asleep after breakfast. Especially
with his head on Merry’s stomach and this fine fellow in his
closet.

Why did he sleep so much? His stomach growled
and a second, nagging question popped into his mind. Why did he eat
so much?
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The house, from the second floor down, was
full of people. All sorts of people. Cleaning crews moving
furniture to get at the corners. Maids dusted and polished the
furniture even as the carpet crew moved it. Other workers cleaned
the windows and the chandeliers hanging above the grand staircase.
Two florists argued loudly about where to place their arrangements.
Caterers tromped in and out the front door carrying all sorts of
foods, beverages and dining equipment, while the sound of lawn
mowers and hedge trimmers drifted in through the open front doors.
No one paid any attention to the two men coming down the stairs
from the third floor. They were unaware of the long sword carefully
concealed under the tall man’s cloak. They could have been guests
or interior decorators. They were not the only strangely attired
persons in the house. They walked boldly down the hall past Merry’s
door and down the staircase to the foyer. Mark held his breath,
waiting to be recognized at any moment.

“Is this how you got in?” Mark asked him in
surprise as they cleared the front steps.

“Yes. Sometimes the direct method is best.”
The dark Knight nodded to a brass lamp standing near the living
room door. “I came in with the window washers, carrying that lamp.
It reminds me of a campaign I was on in Gaul once.” He talked as
they made their way casually around the house toward the basement.
“The enemy had laid siege to the city and had subsequently breached
the wall in several places. The confusion was so great, all we had
to do was throw cloaks over our armor and ride into the midst of
the enemy camp at night to take what we wanted.”

“What did you want?” Mark asked as he eyed
the people hurrying and scurrying around them.

“Food, arrows, beer, you know,” the man said
offhandedly. “The usual things.”

“Ah,” Mark nodded. Of course, the usual
things!

“These people do not know each other and the
right hand does not know what the left is doing.”

They stopped in front of the slanted doors
leading into the basement. One of the doors stood open and a
heavy-duty power cable snaked up the steps and around the corner of
the house toward the verandah. The taller man paused only briefly
before starting down the steps, pushing Mark ahead of him. The
place seemed even more vast and uninviting than before, but his
companion seemed to know his way around quite well. The bright
lights made it sterile and impersonal. Not like his own cellar back
home.

They went directly to the laboratory. His
survival instinct kicked up a notch as he watched the man use
another small instrument from the chain on his neck to open the
lab’s steel and glass door. He knew this man or, at least, he
thought he did, but his returning memories were too fresh and too
jumbled to trust. His faith in his own mind faded abruptly and he
found himself back at square one, unsure of everything. This fellow
could very well be another of Valentino’s ploys to trick him in
some way. Had she not just told him that she was not giving up? And
had he and this man who looked like something from a bad vampire
movie, gotten out of the house far too easily. He looked about the
hall as the man bent in front of the door.

When the man looked up, he took a step back
and turned to run, but the stranger was upon him with the sword
immediately, dragging him backwards with the sword’s sharp edge
pressing lightly against his throat.

“You must regain your wits, Brother Ramsay,”
he told him harshly. “We must have the sword. It is not an option.
I must take you and the sword to the Grand Master. It is your only
hope for redemption, Brother.”

These words fell right in line with Cecile’s
own agenda. The Master. Always the Master. They had to go to the
Master. They had to find the Master. His mistrust grew enormously
as the man pulled him through the door into Cecile’s office. A
small green lamp burned on the desk, casting shadows throughout the
rest of the lab. The hair on his neck stood on end as he looked at
the chair where Valentino had poisoned him. Everything looked
perfectly prim and proper and there were no bloodstains on the
carpeted floor. No handcuffs on the chair though he could see the
deep scratches and gouges in the wood where the metal had cut into
the finish. It was no wonder that his wrists had been bruised, but
nothing else seemed out of order. It was just a well organized
office with gleaming rows of glass fronted bookshelves.

As expected, Mark found himself pressed into
the same chair near the desk and admonished to remain seated or
else. The man then leaned his own sword against one of the
bookshelves and raised both arms toward the ceiling. With his eyes
closed, he turned around slowly in the center of the small room.
Mark watched him curiously, trying to decide whether to make a
break for the door or not. After a moment, his eccentric captor
stopped and went directly to one of the bookcases. He opened the
top shelf and reached inside, feeling above the books. He pulled a
cloth-wrapped bundle from inside with a satisfied smile on his
face. The cloth fell to the floor and Mark recognized the black
scabbard with the golden hilt protruding from one end. The Golden
Sword of the Cherubim. He did not need to see the blade unsheathed
to know what it looked like.

He felt as if he were in a Cathedral, in the
presence of a Holy Relic.

The hilt gleamed in the soft light of the
lamp. The white medallion with the red cross patee in the center
mesmerized him. He reached unconsciously for the sword, but the man
drew back quickly, surveying his face closely before hesitantly
presenting the blade to him, hilt-first. He was a trusting
fellow.

Mark took the sword and held it gingerly. It
was the same one from his dreams and his bleary memories. The long,
twisted blade made a familiar, comforting sound as he drew it from
the leather. Mark clutched the hilt in his right hand and a great
sense of relief washed over him. He looked up at his companion, but
the craggy face was unreadable. Mark also realized why the fellow
had insisted on coming after it. It was far more than just a
sword.

“Put the blade away and we can go, Brother,”
he said as he put his own sword back in the long scabbard under his
cloak and turned his back.

The gesture seemed rude somehow, an insult.
Either the man considered him inept and non-threatening or else he
trusted him completely. Mark could have used the sword on him
easily, but something held him back. He hefted the sword in one
hand and the scabbard in the other as he wore no belt to which he
could attach it. The tall man’s scabbard slapped his boots as he
walked. Another comforting sound from some long lost memory.

They were in for a disappointing surprise
when they reached the cellar doors. Someone had removed the power
cable, closed the door and activated the electronic lock… from the
outside. They could not open them without setting off the alarm.
There was an intercom box on the wall beside the controls, but they
could not call for help.

“I don’t suppose you have something on your
necklace for this contingency?” Mark asked him as they peered at
the green lights blinking on the security panel.

“I do not think we have been locked in by
design, but rather by accident,” the man nodded absently. “There is
no one else in the basement with us. If they had suspected us here,
they would be searching for us.”

“That makes me feel so much better. I would
have hated to be locked in here on purpose… with someone
unfriendly,” Mark commented sarcastically.

“It is comforting to know that they are
unaware of our presence,” the man ignored the sarcasm.

Mark didn’t believe him at all. This was all
a set up.

“But how will we get out of here?” Mark asked
him when he turned back down the hall.

“The Creator will provide the means. He
provided a way in. He will provide a way out.”

“I somehow knew you would say something like
that,” Mark muttered under his breath as they went back to the
laboratory.

Back inside the office, the tall Knight took
a seat on the edge of the desk. Mark stood holding his sword and
scabbard, waiting for the man to do something. Strangely enough,
the man had not offered to kiss him.

“We might as well get started while we wait,”
he announced after a moment.

“Get started?” Mark definitely did not like
the sound of that, but he had expected as much.

“Yes, Brother,” the man eyed him coldly and
drew his own sword swiftly, without warning. “Now we must decide
whether you are truly the traitor you appear to be, or if there is
some hope for your salvation. From what I have seen and heard,
especially this morning, my heart is heavy with grief for you
already.”

A chill coursed up Ramsay’s spine at the
heavy pronouncement and he knew that this man did not belong to
Valentino’s crew of miscreants. This was indeed the Apocalyptic
Knight of his dream. Konrad von Hetz. A very formidable foe and he
already had the tip of his silver broadsword lying on his chest,
just above his rapidly beating heart. A distinct disadvantage. He
would be dead before he could raise his own blade. Had he always
been so stupid and slow? If so, how could he have lived as long as
the Pixie said he had?

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“Everything is up from the cellar,” Maxie
reported to Valentino in the library as she stood looking out the
window into the garden.

The men setting up the lights on the verandah
had smashed three azalea bushes and trampled one of the roses.
Idiots. Idiots, everywhere.

“I’ve secured the doors and set the alarm so
nobody can go nosing around down there.”

“Thank you,” she said absently. “Will there
be enough wine?”

“Oh, sure. Plenty. But this will just about
wipe out the stock of liquor in the butler’s pantry,” he said.

“Have you checked the food that the caterer’s
brought? Is it still hot? Is the cold stuff cold? You know we can’t
afford a lawsuit if someone gets sick,” she asked the questions as
if she had a list she was reading from. Maxie knew he was in for
another long interview covering the same questions she had asked at
least a dozen times since they had started to work on the
preparations.

“Yes, ma’am, everything is just like you
ordered and stored in the kitchen,” he said and sighed.

“And the flowers?” she turned to look at
him.

“And the flowers are being put up right
now.”

“Are they the right color?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“They’re not wilted are they?”

“No, ma’am.”

“What about the sound system?”

“Done. Checked it myself.”

“And the chairs? Did they deliver the
chairs?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you think everyone will come?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Do you think they’ll miss Brother
Tellman?”

“Would you miss him?”

“Do you think they will ask a lot of
questions about Gavin?”

“No more than usual.”

“Will they expect me to explain his
letter?”

“Yes, ma’am, probably so.”

How many times would she ask these same
stupid questions?

“Bring me the letter, Maxie. I need to go
over it again,” she frowned and bit her bottom lip nervously. “And
go find Merry. I need to see her. I have something for her.” Cecile
tapped a small paper envelope against the rim of a tumbler filled
with ice sitting on a serving tray near the desk. She poured
lemonade over the ice and stirred it with her finger. She licked
her finger and nodded absently. The drug would calm Merry’s nerves
and make her more receptive to suggestion. The last thing she
needed was a hysterical woman on her hands.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said and took a worn,
heavily creased paper from a stack on her desk and handed it to
her. He was glad to get away. He wished he could get away entirely
and get a real job or at least go get drunk somewhere with girls
dancing on his table, but his license as a private investigator had
been revoked long ago. He owed Valentino.

Nash had practically saved his life when he
had picked up his ad from the Dallas newspaper. But of course, the
man had ulterior motives just like Valentino. He had been exactly
what they were looking for. Someone without attachments,
practically on skid road. Someone from whom they could easily buy
loyalty for a few thousand dollars a year. Someone expendable like
John Tellman, but he wasn’t John Tellman and he had no intention of
letting Valentino get the best of him. Let the dingy blond deal
with the woman.

The last time he had gone to look for her,
he’d found her curled up in the dipshit’s bed again. God, he wanted
to kill the guy and bury him next to John Tellman. Maybe save
himself some trouble and bury him on top of Anthony Scalia where
the ground was still soft. His job had been so easy before all this
crap had come up. Well, he’d get his chance sooner or later with
the dipshit. That would be some consolation for having to put up
with Valentino and after that, he would pack his bag, draw his
wages… electronically… and get the hell out of dodge. He glanced
back at the indomitable little woman as he made his exit.

Valentino held the letter in her hands going
over it in her mind rather than reading it. She had every word
memorized. She just needed a prop. She dreaded the meeting with
Herr Schroeder, that arrogant ass from Germany. She knew he didn’t
like her and the feeling was mutual, but he was the only Hierophant
available to preside over her initiation ceremonies. She had to
have a High Priest present. And why had Nash written this dumb
letter to everyone, telling them about the Templars? It had been
their secret. Their discovery. Gavin was such an idiot sometimes.
She couldn’t wait to get her hands on his stupid neck. Now everyone
would be asking about it. She would have to show them the elixir
Anthony had given her and convince them that it was all a fraud.
Nothing more than an exotic mix of vitamins and some rare herbs
with very special rejuvenating affects, though certainly not the
elusive ‘fountain of youth’. At least that was the story she had
concocted to give them. Gavin would be pissed, but this was too
important to share with the whole damned county and maybe half the
world.

Merry came into the room quietly and sat down
in one of the chairs in front of the desk. She looked much better
than she had earlier, but she was still pouting. Valentino laid
down the letter and went to kneel in front of the blond. She held
one of her hands in hers and looked up at her.

“Merry.”

The woman looked away from her sullenly.

“Merry. You have to get a grip on yourself.
You know I would do anything for you, but it is strictly forbidden
for outsiders to attend our functions. Especially an initiation. He
is a stranger, Merry, regardless of what you might think.”

“He is not a stranger. He is a Knight of the
Temple. He’s one of your Templars, Cecile! He should be an honored
guest,” Merry said stubbornly. “Our whole order is based on what
his people did in the old days, isn’t it? He is the most
distinguished guest we’ve ever had here. A real alchemist, Cecile.
He knows things. Wonderful things. And you’re treating him like a
criminal!”

“He knows things, does he? I’m an alchemist,
for God’s sake, Merry. That doesn’t make me a mystical hero. He is
a Knight of a different Order.” Valentino shook her head and
frowned. She hated to hear Merry speak of the man in such
affectionate terms. “He will never be one of us.”

“I think he might or I thought he might have…
until you spoiled it. He asked me to leave with him and I asked him
to stay. I think he would have stayed… for a while.”

Valentino felt her cheeks flush with real
anger.

“Why does he want you to leave with him,
Merry?”

“He said he loves me,” Merry told her
bluntly.

“What? Really?” Valentino could not suppress
the anger in her voice. “He doesn’t love you. He simply wants what
you have tried to give him often enough. That’s all. He knows you
are a virgin. That’s what he wants, Merry and the only reason he
hasn’t obliged you by taking it from you is because he’s scared of
what might happen to him if he does. He’ll be gone in a few
days.”

“And what would you do if I left with him?”
Merry asked, matching her angry glare.

“Don’t do this, Merry.” Cecile’s entire
posture changed immediately and she looked truly panicked. “Don’t
be preposterous. He won’t take you with him. I told him that you
only wanted a baby and that he meant nothing to you other than
that. You know what he did? He laughed at me. He thought that was
the silliest thing he’d ever heard. He said he would be glad to
provide you with one if that’s all you wanted as long as you didn’t
try to track him down for child support or follow him around
begging him to marry you. He asked if there would be any monetary
compensation for him if he decided to take the job, as he called
it. Furthermore, he told me that it would not be the first time
that he had been propositioned for such a thing. Can you imagine
it? How I hate him!”

“He didn’t say that. You’re lying,” Merry
objected and then ducked when she thought Cecile would slap
her.

Valentino got up and took a seat behind the
desk. She eyed the blond woman coldly. Merry’s words cut her to the
bone and she was oblivious to it.

“I’ve given you everything. Taken care of you
when you were sick and put up with all sorts of things. You’re a
hypochondriac for one thing. Always allergic to this and can’t eat
that or can’t drink the other. Always checking the bathroom after
the maid has gone. Never quite satisfied, are you?"

"I have protected you from everything.
Everything and I am trying to protect you from him. I am offering
you a chance for immortality. As soon as we get the rest of the
formula from d’Brouchart, we’ll leave this place and travel the
world together. We’ll never get old and we’ll stay healthy forever,
too. We’ll see the world a million times. And, in the future, when
man conquers the stars, we’ll go there together. You and I.
Together. Forever. And, furthermore, if it’s a man’s company you
crave from time to time, you can have all the lovers you want and
we can buy all the babies you want. You can raise hundreds of
children. You could pick the one you like and make the kid
immortal. Just like Anne Rice’s vampire guy did. What was his name?
What was his name? Hughy? Dewey? Keep him or her forever. You would
throw all of it away for this barbarian? This murderer? This
rapist?”

“Rapist?” Merry looked at her in surprise.
“Why do you call him a rapist, Cecile?”

“Because he is,” Valentino told her. “Trust
me. I know.”

“How do you know?” Merry narrowed her eyes.
“I suppose you are going to tell me that he raped you, right?”

Cecile’s face drained of color and she
swallowed hard. Merry had stepped over the line.

“I’ve read all about them,” Cecile answered
quietly and it was Merry’s turn to back down. She had seen Cecile
like this only once or twice and then it had been Gavin who had
made her mad. She did not want to completely alienate the woman
while she still held Mark’s fate in her hands. “It was part of
their job. Kill the men? Rape the women. Pillage, burn? Demoralize
the enemy?”

“I think you have him confused with a
Viking.” Merry tried to laugh, tried to diffuse the situation. “But
how do you expect me to trust you? First you told me was the right
man. Then you told me he was the wrong man. And now you’ve changed
your mind again. What do you intend to do with him? Am I going to
get what I want or not?”

“Never mind that.” Valentino actually smiled
at her. “I’ll figure it out when the time comes. There are lots of
men out there, little girl. We’ll get rid of him and find another
one that’s not so damned bossy. Now let's quit this bickering and
focus on the reception. This is so important, Merry. Everything has
to be perfect.”

“But you can’t let him go, can you?” Merry
asked her, unable to stop herself in spite of her terror. “You’re
planning on killing him, aren’t you? Maxie killed Anthony, didn’t
he? Or did you do it?” Merry let the words slip and then clamped
her hands over her mouth.

Cecile leaped from the chair and charged
around the desk. When Merry cringed away from her, Cecile leaned
down and grabbed a handful of her hair, pulling her out of the
chair. Merry covered her face with her hands expecting more blows,
but Valentino stopped short and hugged her tightly instead. She
couldn’t afford to slap her around and leave bruises on her face.
What would the members think?

“Don’t say things like that!” she whispered
in her ear in near hysteria. “You don’t know how much you hurt me
when you accuse me of things like that. This is such a mess, Merry.
You’ve got to work with me on this. It’ll all be worth it, you’ll
see.” She stroked her hair and her face affectionately.

Merry pushed her away and put one hand to her
cheek where the print of Cecile’s hand was already turning red. It
was the first time Valentino had ever struck her hard enough to
leave a mark. She couldn’t afford to slap her around and leaves
bruises on her face. What would the members think?

“Don’t say things like that!” she whispered
in her ear near hysterical. “You don’t know how much you hurt me
when you accuse me of things like that. This is such a mess, Merry.
You’ve got to work with me on this. It’ll all be worth it, you’ll
see.” She stroked her hair and face affectionately.

Merry pushed her away. Somehow, the words did
not have the same meaning as they had once held for her. She
recognized her new feelings for Valentino and the dominate theme
was fear. Valentino truly was losing her mind and Merry thought
perhaps it was the gunk that Anthony had made in the lab that was
affecting her. Cecile had tested it on a couple of hamsters. Like
that would show something definitive. Cecile was no fool, but she
was no research scientist either.

“Are you still taking that stuff Anthony gave
you?” she asked when Cecile let go of her. “I think you should run
some more tests on it. It might be making you… nervous.”

“I’m fine really, sweetie, don’t worry. Now,
look.” Valentino picked up Gavin Nash’s letter and a very special
glass of lemonade that she had prepared for Merry. “Help me go over
this again. I want to make sure I can answer any questions that
idiot Schroeder might ask.”

Merry sighed and collapsed on the sofa as
Cecile sat on the coffee table in front of her. It was going to be
a long, long day.

“I saved you a glass of lemonade,
sweetheart.” Cecile smiled at her and held out the glass.

Merry nodded, murmured thank you and sipped
the liquid while Cecile read the letter to her… again.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“How do you learn all these things, Brother?”
d’Ornan asked Beaujold as they bounced down the rough, rocky drive
road in the van. The vast, open areas baffled the Healer who was
used to the more crowded conditions of the old country.

“All it takes is money, Brother.” Beaujold
shrugged. “Money and something called the Classified Ads.”

“Do you think they will be all right?”
D’Ornan looked back at the small stone building, disappearing from
sight behind the van. It stood in the middle of an open field,
which lay in the middle of nowhere behind a stone and a metal fence
with a large, blue and white ‘for sale’ sign attached to it.

“Of course. You worry too much, Brother. They
are big, strong men. Surely a few spiders and snakes won’t scare
them too much. Perhaps they can sing songs together to keep up
their spirits.” The man actually laughed and Simon cringed at the
unfamiliar sound of his laughter. “We will come back for them
before we leave and set them free if they are too dull-witted to
escape on their own.”

Simon looked back at Dambretti and
Christopher where they sat in the back of the van with their backs
against the wall. Christopher was asleep. Dambretti appeared to be
lost in thought.

Simon wondered if Dambretti felt guilty about
the trick he had played on the hapless Frenchmen. It had not really
been very funny. The men would probably be scarred for life, but
even he had been hard pressed to keep from laughing at the
expressions on their faces when Lucio had pulled his coup de grace.
Lucio was a sick man with a demented sense of humor and very little
tolerance for the gayer elements of modern society. The Healer
suspected something in the Italian’s far distant childhood as the
root cause of his intolerance when it came to dealing the fairer
members of their own sex. Beaujold did not like them either, but
Beaujold simply ranted about them like a normal bigot. Dambretti
was something altogether different when it came to dealing with
them. It had always been so with the Italian.

The two men had been mesmerized by the
Italian’s performance and even Simon had had a few moments of
doubt. Dambretti had dragged him down to d’Antin and de Villier’s
room. The two Frenchmen had been elated to see them and then
Dambretti had looked out the window at the ‘view’, making several
very provocative suggestions to them while they scurried about,
getting drinks for them. Simon remembered it perfectly. The scene
played over in his mind like a video loop. D’Antin had approached
Lucio from behind and goosed him playfully on his derrière. Lucio
had turned very slowly from the window and said ‘I have something
very long and hard I want you to see, little brothers.’

Simon well remembered his own shocked
reaction when Dambretti had very slowly unzipped his pants. He’d
thought his Brother had lost his mind. He’d watched him, unable to
move or speak or even breathe when the Knight reached inside his
trousers ever so slowly, smiling impishly at the two Frenchmen as
they stood paralyzed, anticipating something a bit more friendly.
Simon wondered briefly where Lucio had learned such a trick. How
could he have concealed the broadsword in such a delicate place
without injuring himself dreadfully? However he had managed it, the
effect had been well worth the trouble. The two men had been
dumbstruck when Dambretti held out the sword toward them and
invited them to 'examine' it.

Simon wanted to ask his Brother about it
afterwards, but he’d probably not get an answer other than ‘It is
the Will of God’. The Healer was very glad that Beaujold had not
been present to witness the scene. The Knight of the Sword would
never have recovered. In fact, he wasn’t sure that he would ever
get over it himself.

The Knight of the Sword had taken Christopher
and gone after the German, leaving himself and Dambretti to subdue
the silly Frenchmen. Beaujold had no problem with taking the German
alive, but the two French perverts, as he called them, caused his
temper to rage. He had voiced his fear that he might not be able to
restrain himself if they provoked him. Thomas and the apprentice
had subdued the big man easily though they had quite a bit of
trouble making him be quiet as they escorted them out of the
boarding house to the van.

“Does everyone know their parts?” d’Ornan
asked them after a few moments. “Brother Lucio, please remember
that you are German. Don’t speak Italian or French.”

“Ja, ja, meiner freund,” Dambretti said
without looking at him.

“Don’t speak German either,” Beaujold told
him. “That is the worst accent I have ever heard.”

“You crusha my feelings, Brother. Languages
are my area of expertise.” Dambretti frowned down at his
fingernails.

“Just stick to reading them, if you please.
And you, Christopher Stewart!” Beaujold called to the apprentice,
waking him with a start. “Remember to hear, to see and to be
silent.”

“Of course, Master,” Christopher mumbled
sullenly. His back still hurt and the jostling wall of the van did
not make things any better. He was just glad they had not left him
at the abandoned stone building to guard the three prisoners. He
had thought that the one called deVilliers was going to die
outright of fright when they had taken them into the dark basement
beneath the little stone house. He, himself, had slept in much
worse places when he had been a kid on the streets in New York.
Whatever Master Dambretti had done to them, had put both of the men
in shock, even before they had taken them out to the abandoned
building. He was almost ashamed for having scared them so badly. Ah
well, better they than him. At least the two Frenchmen had given
him a respite from Beaujold’s wrath.

“Did you hear what Schroeder said?” Beaujold
addressed Dambretti. “He gave you a wealth of useful information.
It may come in quite handy for your part.”

“Yes, let’s see.” Dambretti looked up at the
roof of the van and squinted. “I vill be cutting often your balls
and feed zem to ze buzzards. I vill pop your head like und pimple.
I vill rink your neck you dirty wop, dago, Italiano bastard. I
vill…”

“Not that!” Beaujold stopped him.

“Oh.” Dambretti winked at Christopher. “You
mean the other things. Let’s see. I’m a fourth generation
pharmacist. My family is very distinguished. I am the High Priest
and Hierophant of the Order of the Rose, Berlin Chapter. My family
is very rich. My family will be outraged. My family will seek
revenge. I am a powerful and mystical alchemist and I will be
missed immediately. My brothers will not let you get away with
this. I know people in Rome. My brother is a Cardinal in the
service of the Pope. Et… cet… ter… a!”

“Yes, yes, but I do not remember a Cardinal
Schroeder there. He must be new to the See.” Beaujold nodded his
head vigorously. “The German is some sort of VIP in this Order of
the Rose. You can mention your family ties with the Vatican. You
may even be tonight’s guest of honor. Be on guard as to what may be
expected of you. You have studied what we know of this order of
pretenders?”

“Of course,” Lucio told him tiredly. “But I
know nothing of being a High Priest at one of these things. It has
been a very long time since I attended an initiation of any sort.
We should give them one of ours, no? That would certainly upset the
applecart for them. I didn’t see a single cross in the house to
trample and spit on. I don’t think their order has anything to do
with God.”

Beaujold laughed derisively at the idea.

“Do not blaspheme, Brother. Surely you will
not get that far,” d’Ornan told him. “They will probably…”

“Remember,” Beaujold cut the Healer’s words
off “that they kiss each other on both cheeks and they clasp right
elbows while patting the right shoulder with the other hand as a
sign of recognition. Much too long-winded if you ask me, such a
thing could get you killed, but their motto is ‘Under the sign of
the Rose: Life, Love and Happiness’. Much mush. What could be under
the sign of the rose, but a bordello full of thorns? Such
silliness. They are not even Rosicrucians. They left off the Croix
and kept the flower. Life, love and happiness. Who has these things
as one and together. The almost second surely precludes the
possibility of the first and the third. Life if full of misery and
love is one of the chief causes of this misery and then… what is
happiness? Do any of you know what this happiness is? I ask you, is
this not a lot of silliness? I, myself, cannot even remember ever
having been happy unless I count the times when I have been blessed
with the ecstasy during Holy Communion. Do you know how long it has
been since I have been called upon to work? I sit around
remembering the old days and I find myself wishing that someone
would start a war so that I might be put to work. Instead, I go
about giving fencing lessons and lectures on strategy. Only last
week, I had the inestimable challenge of teaching one of the
apprentices the proper way to string a bow. Brother Barry noticed
that his technique was sloppy and recommended to the Master that he
have private tutorials. Happiness, bah! Imagine if he had needed
help with his knitting needles. Surely I could have helped him with
his perls.”

By the time the Knight of the Sword had
finished talking, he had received the full attention of Dambretti
and Christopher as well as several puzzled glances from Simon.
Dambretti had never witnessed the man in the act of waxing
philosophical, much less in such a personal manner. Beaujold had
always been rock solid and dependable if nothing else. Lucio’s
happiness consisted of sunshine, good wine and an occasional good
joke, like the one he had played on d’Antin and deVilliers.
Anything above and beyond that was cream on the milk. He had
actually wanted to cut their heads off, but Simon probably would
not have gone along with it. Everything was, is and shall be the
Will of God. Even his little tryst with Amelia held some higher
purpose. He was sure of it.

“I hope that we will need to know nothing
more about them and make our extraction smoothly, though I cannot
hold out much hope for him,” Beaujold continued after a moment and
glanced back at the apprentice. “I think we will find that his
distemper is far greater than we may wish to expect. He is the only
one we need to be concerned with and it will not be easy to take
him, if I know him at all. We will be in and out as quickly as
possible. I see no threat in these… people, if Schroeder and the
two idiots were typical examples. I may have over-estimated their
tactical strength. It is doubtful that they have tactical strength
at all. More like taking candy from a baby. Though they do employ
some security people, no doubt.”

“Permission to speak, Master?” Christopher
spoke up, suddenly. The Knight of the Sword’s words bothered him
immensely. He had known his Master for only a few short years and
yet, he felt he knew him much better than Master Thomas. He had
seen the sorry state he had been in when he and Master von Hetz had
faced off in the laboratory. That the Knight of the Sword could
make a judgment against him without even seeing him was totally
unfair. The man acted as if Master Ramsay had willingly put himself
in the position he was in. It had been very obvious to him that his
Master needed their help, not pre-conceived notions. Beaujold
looked at him in the rearview mirror and nodded.

“I believe that you would wish to know,
honored Masters,” Christopher tried hard to use the more formal
mode of speech which was quite as foreign as French to him. He did
not wish to bring on another verbal thrashing. “I was fouled in my
attempt to bring Sir Ramsay out by one well known to all of
you.”

“What are you saying?” Dambretti leaned
toward him.

“I was not foiled by these pretenders as you
would hold to be true,” Christopher continued. “I came upon an
action already in motion, wherein one of your beloved Brothers and
one of my esteemed Masters was preparing to carry off Sir Ramsay to
points unknown.”

“Spit it out, boy!” Beaujold told him
irritably.

Christopher sighed. Damned if you do, damned
if you don’t.

“I ran into the Ritter von Hetz,” he
concluded quickly. “He already had Sir Ramsay and was taking him
from the basement. And further I would like to respectfully point
out that Master Ramsay was quite debilitated at the time. He needs
our help, not our condemnation.”

“Who? What did you say?” D’Ornan turned to
look at the young man in amazement.

“The Noble Knight of the Apocalypse,”
Christopher looked at them. “He is here… somewhere.”

“That is ridiculous,” Beaujold said angrily.
“You are only trying to conceal your incompetence. A lie is an
abomination in the sight of God.” He had focused only on the part
of the statement about von Hetz, ignoring the declaration that Sir
Ramsay needed their help.

“Believe what you will, Master,” Christopher
shrugged. “Perhaps the Ritter von Hetz has a mission of his own. Or
perhaps he does not believe that Master Ramsay is guilty of the
crime of treason and wants to make sure that his worshipful Master
d’Brouchart’s instructions are carried out properly.”

“What are you implying, boy?” Beaujold
swerved dangerously as he glanced back at the young man angrily.
“Is that why you decided to come here yourself? Do you dare to
presume that I and these two honorable Knights are incapable of
carrying out our mission as instructed?”

“And he answered him and said, Thou sayest
it,” Christopher used a quote from the New Testament that Sir Barry
was fond of using when the boys wanted to argue with him. The
comment almost caused Beaujold to wreck the van. Dambretti tapped
his knee and held two fingers to his lips while shaking his
head.

Dambretti leaned back against the wall of the
van, closed his eyes and fell silent. He agreed fully with
Christopher’s assumptions. The Apocalyptic Knight. Things had just
taken a serious downturn.

Simon turned around slowly and stared out the
windshield. The presence of the Apocalyptic Knight would definitely
complicate matters. Why was he there? He knew that the apprentice
was right about Brother Thomas. He glanced at Beaujold. The Knight
of the Sword would not give Brother Ramsay a fair hearing.

“Never the less,” Beaujold spoke slowly and
deliberately. “Whether or not our Brother Hetz is here or no, we
will proceed with our plan. We will find Sir Ramsay and take him
out with us… one way or another. I am sure that Brother Hetz will
do nothing more than help us should we run across him.”

“If I know anything about our esteemed
Brother Hetz,” Dambretti said miserably. “He has already made off
with our dear Brother Ramsay. He is a man of great power and fears
no danger. But why else would he come here without instruction if
not because he does not trust us?”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The Ritter von Hetz settled himself into the
comfortable leather of the high-backed swivel chair behind
Valentino’s desk in the laboratory office and propped his feet on
her cherry wood desk. He tapped the tip of his sword against the
toe of his boot. The Flaming Sword of the Cherubim lay on the desk
in front of him within easy reach. Mark Andrew sat uneasily in the
same chair that he had grown to hate in front of the desk, back
where he started from.

“What can I expect if I go with you?” Ramsay
asked him point blank.

“Salvation,” von Hetz told him. “I am your
only hope, Brother Ramsay. You must open your mind to me and let me
judge whether you should live or die.”

“Just like that?” Ramsay lowered his head and
looked up from under his dark brows at the man. He could not
believe what he was hearing. “You put new meaning on the phrase
judge, jury and executioner, my friend.”

“If you are acting of your own free will, you
are lost,” von Hetz continued. “If you are being coerced by these
miscreants or seduced by the guile of these female pretenders, then
you must confess and renew your vows. If there are other
extenuating circumstances, I will know them without your testimony.
If you have whispered too much in the ears of the fair-haired one,
then you have signed her death warrant as well as your own. If you
are innocent of these charges, then you will be exonerated, but I
will know the truth, Brother Ramsay. I am the Knight of the
Apocalypse Who Sees. We have no need for Inquisitors here. I will
strip your secrets from your mind and slay you myself if I have to
and I will bear the burden upon my shoulders as long as necessary
to preserve the sanctity of the Order.”

“That’s pretty blunt.” Ramsay raised his
eyebrows. He still did not remember anything about the secrets he
was supposed to possess. If he had divulged anything to Valentino,
it had been without his conscious knowledge, but this Knight would
kill him anyway? Were his secrets so secret that even he did not
know them? Hysterical laughter threatened to overwhelm him and he
giggled, something that he felt sure he had never done before. The
Knight raised one eyebrow at him.

“And what if I destroy you instead, Brother?”
Ramsay recovered and eyed him steadily. “I am the Knight of Death,
the Chevalier du Morte, Master of the Key to the Bottomless Pit,
Keeper of the Secret of the Philosopher’s Stone. I should think
that would mean something to you.”

“At this point, I believe it means more to me
than to you though I do not understand why it is so. I must know. I
will know. It is a risk I am willing to take,” the Knight sounded
detached, unemotional. “If you should attempt to destroy me, then I
will know that you are a traitor as charged by your own free will.
In fact, if you are guilty, it is your only recourse. Further, if
you are truly a traitor, then I am destroyed already unless I can
correct the damage you have done. Let us use another worn cliché.
Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. As I have said, you must
submit to me or I will simply have to take your head home in a
box.”

“I have nothing to confess but my love for
the ‘fair-haired one’ as you call her,” Mark told him truthfully.
“I can’t say that I truly buy into all of this Knight in shining
armor stuff just yet. You and Valentino and the rest of them could
be perpetrating some wild conspiracy to drag this so-called secret
from me for all I know. Perhaps I am an heir to some fortune based
on a secret formula or a secret family recipe for kippered herring.
Maybe I am a pirate with a treasure map locked in my head or
tattooed on my ass. I don’t know and right now, I don’t give a
damn.”

“That you would sit here and confess this to
me with such impunity, with such innocent abandon is the very
reason I have not struck you down thus far. It is not in your
character to make up such preposterous hypotheses. Therefore, I
must contemplate the possibility that you are not acting of your
own accord. That you are not yourself, as it were. That you have,
indeed, lost all or part of your memories. The Chevalier du Morte
would never have said such a thing to me. To confess your love for
this woman is not something that Mark Andrew Ramsay would do,” the
man leaned forward slightly and Mark saw a brief flash of anger in
his dark eyes. “You are not yourself! I had you twice at my mercy
and spared your life. Never would I have been able to catch the
Chevalier du Morte so easily. Never would the Prince of the Grave
allow himself to become an actor in this unholy play. I could have
beheaded you and taken you back to Italy in a cask as Brother
Beaujold intends to do."

"Your attitude and the sincerity with which
you spoke to the woman tells me that something is dreadfully amiss
with you. The Knight of Death, the Assassin, would not fall victim
to the wiles of a woman no matter what she had to offer. You have
lived too long for that to have happened without some outside
influence. The Knight of Death is married to Sophia. Look at the
ring on your left finger. That is your wedding ring, Sir Ramsay.
You fashioned it in your own forge and you put it on your finger,
yourself. You have not committed fornication, you have committed
adultery. But you still yet may be saved."

"You are a Soldier of the Cross. ‘Let the
soldiers of the Cross shun all ladies’ lips’ thus spake our beloved
Saint Bernard. The great whore of Babylon seeks to destroy all men.
She comes in many forms, great, as well as small. She brings
destruction on all levels. She breeds lust and discontent. Heresy
and abominations. She sows seeds of jealousy and blinds men to the
Truth of their Purpose. Sophia is your wife. Ma’at is your
daughter.”

“Merry is not a whore!” Ramsay stood up,
blinking at the man in rage. Was it true? Was he married to someone
named Sophia “You’re insane. Who would name their daughter
Matt?”

“Your words prove out my point.” The Knight
laughed and placed one black-gloved hand on the golden sword,
drawing it more closely to him. “Do not test me. You would kill me
to defend her honor? And what of your mission, Brother Assassin?
Have you lost sight of your purpose so thoroughly as that? Where is
Anthony? Have you found him?”

“Anthony again!” Ramsay slapped the desk in
frustration. “Why must I kill someone I don’t even know? Is that
what a Soldier of the Cross does? Let Edgard kill him!”

Mark frowned at his own words and another
more sinister smile crept across the German’s face.

“The Soldier of the Cross kills safely. He is
the legal executioner appointed by Christ.” The Knight repeated the
same words from Ramsay’s own memories. “And he…”

“And he dies more safely,” Ramsay muttered,
finishing the sentence for the man. He resumed his seat as his
anger faded. He knew in his heart that the man was speaking the
truth and there was no way around it, but he also knew that he had
already lost his heart to the Pixie, whether she had any honor to
defend or not. Whether or not he had a wife and six daughters with
weird names. Edgard. Edgard d’Brouchart and he was on first name
basis with him? How could it be so?

“Yes,” von Hetz leaned back again. “That’s
right. Sit again in the chair where you died for their
amusement.”

Ramsay blanched at the memory. How did this
man know what had happened if he had not been present unless he was
working with Valentino?

The dark knight unfolded himself slowly from
the chair.

“Think,” he came around the desk to sit on
the edge facing him. “Open your mind to me. Learn the truth. You
have forgotten who you were, who you are and who you will always be
as long as you shall live.”

Mark sank back in the chair and closed his
eyes. He was confused, angry, frustrated and extremely hungry. How
could he open his mind when his stomach was so very insistent? Part
of him wanted to cry and beg for forgiveness. But forgiveness for
what? What had he done that was so terribly sinful? Surely nothing
that would have caused him to be completely racked by grief and
self-recriminations. He felt sleepy again, but the pangs in his
stomach would have never allowed him to rest even if he had a bed
to lie on. When he opened his eyes again, the man was looking
directly into them.

“Rest, my Brother,” von Hetz’ voice was
soothing, comforting. He was already ‘seeing’ Ramsay’s thoughts.
“You hunger for what you have lost. Your pangs are not for bread
and meat, but for spiritual food. Remember and find relief from
this grief. You are my Brother,” the Knight leaned to kiss him
lightly on the lips and Mark felt none of the revulsion he had
experience from a similar action performed by John Tellman. There
was nothing perverse about the kiss. Nothing sexual. Only an act of
recognition and brotherly love. Mark felt him draw a cross on his
forehead. If the Knight of the Apocalypse wanted to behead him then
and there, he would not have resisted. In fact, he would have
welcomed the act as justly deserved.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“I feel ridiculous,” Dambretti turned back
and forth in front of the mirror in their bedroom at Miss Penelope
Martin’s Bed and Breakfast. He was wearing a strange,
quasi-military uniform belonging to Herr Schroeder, a crown of silk
myrtle leaves and a rose colored baldric with a pair of doves
encircled by an embroidered, heart-shaped wreath. At his side was a
shiny metal Calvary saber with a red tassel and a cheaply enameled
Schroeder family crest on the hilt.

“You look ridiculous, my Brother,” Simon
tugged on the baldric, smoothing it across the Italian’s chest. The
Healer had carefully tucked and folded the excess material of
Schroeder’s over-sized coat, securing it with a stapler borrowed
from Miss Martin’s desk.

“If I have to wear this, I'm not going,”
Dambretti protested and frowned at the wreath. "I look like a silly
version of Father Christmas."

"Not really. You have no beard and no pet
donkey,” Simon objected and glanced at Beaujold who was
meticulously going through d’Antin’s bags. He picked up his own
myrtle wreath and set it on his head before looking in the mirror
doubtfully. “I believe I will wear my own sword. These are toys.”
He pulled on the tassel of Dambretti’s saber.

Dambretti took off the sword and tossed it on
the bed where it rattled hollowly in its metal scabbard.

"Pet donkey?" Dambretti muttered the question
under his breath and grumbled more in Italian about improprieties
and silliness.

Beaujold came up with yet another myrtle
wreath and sighed audibly. It seemed they would all be wearing the
silk leaves in their hair. Christopher could not stifle a giggle as
he surveyed the Italian. He looked like a fairytale prince in the
light blue, double breasted coat with its high, stiff collar, gold
buttons and satin fringed epaulets. Red stripes ran down each pant
leg, disappearing into the tops of shiny knee boots. The uniform
must have fit the big German, Schroeder, like a glove, but it hung
on the Italian and the boots were a couple of sizes too wide and
half a size too short. He kicked the boots off and sat down on the
bed, reaching for his own boots. He carefully pleated and tucked
the pants legs down inside the boots. When he stood up again, Simon
checked the gathered waist of the pants and tightened the belt one
more notch. One wrong move and Lucio would lose his pants, no
doubt.

The Italian cast a disdainful look at the
apprentice and then winked at him. Beaujold came up with a box full
of medals of every conceivable description. He brought the box to
Dambretti and began to take out different ribbons, holding them up
in front of his chest, admiring them. Each one was an elaborate,
miniature work of art embellished with crosses of varying designs,
triangles containing different emblems, circles, scrolls, roses and
myrtle leaves. Very impressive. All were made of gold and attached
to colored pieces of satin ribbon.

Beaujold found a pair of slacks and a light
brown sports jacket for Christopher in d’Antin’s bag. Everything he
needed except for shoes. None of the shoes at their disposal fit
the apprentice. He would have to wear his black combat boots.
Judging from the colors of their uniforms the ‘Holding of the Rose’
promised to be a colorful affair if nothing else and Christopher
would stand out like a sore thumb, but it could not be helped.

The bed and breakfast had become a veritable
hive of activity. People from all over the outlying areas, as well
as, several countries had congregated there before traveling out to
the mansion. The dining room and both sitting rooms were full of
people dressed in uniforms, suits and formal dresses. They all wore
myrtle wreaths on their heads or carried them in their hands. It
seemed that attire was a matter of personal taste after all for
most of the attendees. Some of the women wore uniforms similar to
the three Knights of Solomon's Temple while others opted for formal
gowns. Most of the men were dressed in suits and ties, preferring
to display their various medals and medallions on their lapels or
on ribbons. The four interlopers descended the stairs hesitantly at
first and then with more confidence as they took in the scene below
them. It took them fifteen minutes to make the short trip from the
foot of the stairs to the front doors, a mere half dozen steps.
They had the chance to practice their greetings in force, as the
members of the Order of the Rose stopped them again and again.

“That went very well,” Beaujold told them as
he slid under the steering wheel of the van. “Let us hope that the
rest of the evening goes as well.”

“Spes mea in Deo est,” Simon muttered and
pulled at his high collar. His face was burning and he wiped at his
cheeks where he still felt every kiss he had received on his way to
the door.

“Amen to that,” Beaujold agreed as he started
the van and put it in gear.

They were greeted at the mansion like a
monarch and his retainers. A troupe of servants met them at the
drive and escorted them into the house to a parlor decorated with
fresh flowers and banners of every color and description. The smell
of roses permeated the house. Garlands of red, yellow and white
roses nestled in dark green ferns in every nook and cranny. They
found themselves seated on a brocaded sofa drinking sweet, red wine
in the formal sitting room. Silver and gold candles burned in an
elaborate centerpiece in front of them on a white and gold coffee
table.

Presently a short, dark-haired woman dressed
in a shimmering, opalescent gown came to greet them. She resembled
a hummingbird as she flitted into the room. A rose red baldric was
draped over her shoulder, bearing almost the exact same crest as
Dambretti’s. A gold belt encircled her waist and a small lady’s
dagger with a bejeweled handle was tucked on her left side. She
took them in at a glance and decided that Dambretti was the one she
had been dreading to meet since he wore the symbol of the High
Priest. His face lit up when her dark eyes met his and she visibly
flinched. They stood as she entered and she addressed herself to
Dambretti first by kissing his cheeks and clasping his arm in the
fashion they had rehearsed.

“The Ritter von Schroeder, I presume?”

"Ja! Yes!" he answered enthusiastically. "Und
meine Kollegen"

Celia rolled off something to him in German
that his 'kollegen' did not understand and proceeded to introduce
herself to each of them in turn, with the accompanying kisses and
hand clasps and patting.

Beaujold looked at Dambretti coldly and then
watched Christopher with a discerning eye as he received and
delivered his kisses. The Knight of the Sword was obviously
displeased with the apparent ease with which his Brother and the
apprentice performed this profane duty. D’Ornan, himself, had to
resist the urge to cross himself before kissing her. With this
distasteful ordeal out of the way, they relaxed a bit, but did not
dare look at each other. Each one of them would have to confess
this sin as soon as possible. They were not exactly used to sinning
so blatantly… at least not in front of each other.

“I am so glad you gentlemen decided to come
early,” she told them, but her attitude said otherwise. She was
obviously put out by their arrival before the scheduled time.
“Perhaps I can give you a short tour around the grounds so that you
can get an idea of where everything is.”

She took Dambretti’s arm when they all
agreed, and led them around the ground floor of the house and then
outside, across the patio and into the garden. All the while, she
talked about the Order and the growth of the local Chapter and how
proud she was of the progress they were making and so on and so
forth. Dambretti managed to keep her talking with barely more than
a few nods and shakes of his head coupled with several ‘ja’s’ and
‘nein’s’. It was the smile that did it. She had never seen such a
beautiful smile on a man and especially a man with a hellish scar
running the length of his left cheek. The two French Knights
followed behind them taking mental notes, speaking to each other in
low whispers and prompting each other to look at this or look at
that as they passed various points of interest that might be
helpful later on.

Christopher tagged along behind the two
Knights, sullen and quiet. All four of them kept their eyes open
for signs of Ramsay or the dreaded Knight of the Apocalypse or even
the traitorous apprentice. When they came to within view of the
slanted doors leading to the basement, Christopher caught D’Ornan’s
arm and directed his attention to the doors with a nod of his
head.

Valentino took them to the gazebo, which
would serve as their temple for the Holding of the Rose ceremony.
She showed them the altar, the candle sticks, the registry books,
the ceremonial sword and other symbolic tools and emblems that were
to be used for the initiation ceremonies. Dambretti surveyed the
cozy little place with amusement and studied the unfamiliar items
with the proper gravity. Mid-summer’s Eve. An especially auspicious
night for ceremonies… pagan and otherwise.

He remembered his own initiation into the
Order of the Poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon. There had been
no flowers, no candles and no chairs for the spectators or
participants. In fact, there had been very little light at all in
the cold, stone chamber beneath the cathedral. The participants had
carried guttering torches and covered their faces while he had been
stripped of almost everything he held dear and then bullied into a
state of mental and physical exhaustion, questioned, mentally
browbeat and buffeted soundly with fists when he hesitated to
answer the questions. All the while, the Masters tried to force him
to recant his faith and perform profane rituals with an idol. He
had passed the test, but just barely. Before it had finally ended,
he had almost been convinced that they actually wanted him to break
his vows and fall from grace, but afterwards, he understood that it
had only been a test of his devotion to the Order’s purpose and a
preparation for things to come. The Brothers had designed the
initiation in such a way as to serve as a barometer for each new
member, to learn whether they could trust him to uphold the tenets
of the Order, even in the face of the enemy. Had he capitulated and
given in to his fears in the face of their heretical demands, he
would have been thrown out of the Order in disgrace. He winced
audibly at the sharp clarity with which he still remembered that
terrible night from so long ago. They had turned his faith
up-side-down and then brought him right again in a very short space
of time, but his participation in the initiations of succeeding
members of the Council had shown him that the Initiation was
necessary and right and he had seen some very unlikely fellows cry
like babies. But that was not what this was about. Faith had
nothing to do with Valentino’s order.

This celebration or ceremony was, indeed,
just a social gathering and meant nothing. There would be no blood,
no sweat and no tears unless, of course, the caterers had put too
much pepper in the appetizers. He smiled at her as she showed him
where the High Priestess would stand and then his smile disappeared
as she showed him where he would stand in for Gavin Nash, their
absent High Priest. Lucio glanced at Simon who shrugged. They would
have to make their move and get out of there before the induction
ceremonies began. He would never be able to pull off the part of
the High Priest.

“Here is where you will sit and then you will
stand over here when I give the signal,” she was saying to him. An
elaborate set of chairs resembling thrones had been placed on
either side of and behind the altar. “Brother Sentiment will stand
here.” She moved to the front of the altar. “The initiates will be
escorted in by…”

“Excuse me, Chevaliere Valentino,” Beaujold
interrupted her. “Do you mean that our esteemed Brother Schroeder
is to be Hierophant of this… ceremony?”

“His Excellency, Brother Nash, is in Egypt,
but I thought everyone knew that.” She looked at him in surprise.
“He is studying the mysteries at Luxor.”

“Oh, of course. How silly of me. I had
forgotten,” Beaujold looked at Simon, who nodded to him and
smiled.

“Yes. Quite right,” Simon told her. “Brother
d’Antin and myself have been on holiday in… Sicily.”

“Oh, that must be nice,” Valentino eyed them
knowingly. “I plan to visit Sicily myself, very soon, I hope.”

“Vell!” Dambretti said in English trying to
cover his Italian accent with a strange German concoction. “Zis
looks to be in ze purfeckt order. A fine job, Chevaliere. Very
goot.” Beaujold cringed physically at the horrible accent, but
Valentino did not seem to notice it.

“Thank you, Sir Schroeder.” She bowed her
head slightly, surprised and delighted by his praise. He was not
what she had expected at all. His manner reminded her of Ramsay
except for his curly black hair and the long scar on his cheek. Her
morbid sense of curiosity made her want to ask him where he had
gotten it. It did not detract from his looks at all, but instead
lent a certain character to his features and he certainly seemed to
be a character. Very confident and very handsome in his silly blue
suit. She squinted at him and imagined him in a three piece white
suit and a Panama hat. Much better.

“I’m sure you know the rest of the procedure
then?” She looked up at him.

He flashed his perfect smile and she was
amazed at her own reaction. If she had not known better, she would
have thought he was flirting with her; furthermore, she was
inclined to respond in kind which she blamed immediately on Ramsay.
She thought he might actually be about to say something personal to
her, but instead he waved one hand in dismissal.

“Of course,” he said.

“Good, then,” she took his arm again, hugging
it more tightly than before. “Let’s get back to the house. Our
brothers and sisters will begin to arrive soon and you can join me
on the reception line. Perhaps we might speak privately after the
ceremony if you would like to discuss Brother Nash’s work in
Egypt.”

Dambretti nodded and glanced over her head at
Beaujold. When the Frenchman gave him a warning look, he smiled and
winked at the Knight of the Sword.


Chapter Eight of Twelve

Let their eyes be darkened, that they see
not





“I refuse to eat that, my son. I don’t care if I do starve to
death,” Mark told the ragamuffin who had brought him a roasted rat
on a spit. The sight of it sickened him even though his stomach was
glued to his backbone. His eyes flew open and he stared into the
face of the Apocalyptic Knight who sat on the surface of the desk
in front of him. “Hello?” He waved one hand in front of the man’s
face. He seemed to be in some sort of trance. The tall man blinked
and then focused his dark eyes on Mark’s face.

“You are starving for the Truth,” the man
told him again.

“The truth is I am starving for a steak,”
Mark corrected him. The memory of the three days and nights spent
hiding in the catacombs with an infected wound in his side was
another one that he wished he could have forgotten forever. He
shuddered. Sadly enough, he clearly remembered recanting his
statement and eating the rat within a few short hours of making the
declaration.

“I cannot help you, my Brother,” the dark
Knight added after a moment. “Your affliction is great. Your
secrets, however, are safe. Not only from outsiders, but even from
yourself. That you did not give them up either willingly or
unwillingly is no longer in doubt. In that respect, you are
innocent. Your salvation is assured if you return to Italy at once
and confess your sins.”

“Does that mean you won’t cut off my head and
send it to Italy in a cask?” he asked and smiled, feeling very
relieved.

“You must not make light of these things,
Brother Ramsay.” The man smiled very briefly and pushed himself off
the desk. He stood looking down at him with a peculiar look on his
face. “You are in a terrible position here, Brother. You have
broken your vow of chastity. That much is true, but it is a minor
thing in comparison to the other charges against you. Confession
and penance will restore your salvation. But your memory loss is
clouding your judgment. You do not know whom to trust. John Tellman
was an impostor. He is dead for his troubles. I watched as they
buried him in the garden. I do not have the authority to make a
decision concerning your situation because there is no precedent
from which to draw. The Grand Master will have to decide, but that
will entail a trip together. You and I, but… I am not sure you
would come willingly. You are full of doubts.”

“Ah, therein lies the dilemma.” Mark looked
up at him. “You want me to go to Italy with you just like John
Tellman did and now you say he was an impostor and he is dead.
Furthermore, I have only your word that you are who you say you
are. Who killed him? You? How can you expect me to trust you? I
know who you are, Ritter von Hetz, but I also know how dangerous
you are. If you want me to leave here with you, you are going to
have to give me some sort of proof that I am who you say I am and a
better reason to go with you willingly. How can I tell between
reality and fantasy if what you say is true about my memory? I am
still finding it very hard to believe that I am some mystical
Templar Knight and that I’ve lived for eight hundred plus years and
that I am immortal. It goes against reason and logic and those are
two of the only things I have left other than my devotion to
Meredith.”

“The woman fed you poison and you died,” the
Knight pointed one long finger at him and he shuddered. “Do you not
remember that?” He could read the thoughts of others, but he could
not implant thoughts or ideas in their minds. He could not
straighten the tangled web in Ramsay’s head. Only God could restore
him.

“How do I know it was really poison?” Ramsay
asked stubbornly. “She said and you say.”

The tall man grew angry at being compared
with Valentino and brought his sword up, pressing it at the base of
Mark’s throat.

“Do you not remember dying again when you
threw yourself on your own sword?”

Mark simply stared up at him, refusing to
answer any more of his questions.

“Get up! You are in need of documentation?
Proof? I will give you proof.”

Mark stood slowly, avoiding the point of the
blade and the Knight shoved him toward the door leading into the
lab. Von Hetz found the light switch and the room came alive, a
gleaming, bristling array of equipment arranged on stainless steel
tables and in orderly glass cabinets. The German shoved him against
a cabinet full of bottles, flasks and boxes of all sorts and
shapes. He held the sword against him as he smashed the glass with
one hand and reached in to take out a small glass bottle full of
grayish liquid. He held it up briefly and then thrust it at the
Knight of Death.

“What is that? You are the Alchemist. Tell me
what that is!”

Mark looked down at the label. A chemical
formula. His mind revolted when he tried to decipher it. Hg(CN)2.
Mercuric cyanide. Poison. He could not remember what it might be
used for, but the ingredients were clearly a problem and most
likely what Valentino had used to poison him at her dinner table,
if indeed she had poisoned him. It would certainly do the trick if
it was an acidic enough compound. The label did not give the
details of the composition.

“Poison,” he said simply and looked up at the
man and raised both eyebrows. “Mercuric cyanide.”

“And deadly when ingested, no?” Von Hetz eyed
him coldly.

“Most likely,” Mark admitted reluctantly.
This was not a good development. He had a terrible sinking feeling
in his stomach. His poor, mistreated stomach… His eyes widened as
he watched the man take the cap off the bottle. He set the open
bottle on the counter.

“Drink it,” the Knight said and stood back
from him, but kept the sword raised.

“You’re insane,” Mark objected and looked at
him in astonishment. “It would be suicide.”

“You have two options, Brother Ramsay,” von
Hetz told him in a low, menacing voice. “Either drink the poison
and remain whole or I will take your head. You are of no use to me
or the Order in your current condition. You must believe or all is
lost. Think of it this way. If I am telling the truth, you will
live and remain in one piece for at least a time. If I am lying you
will die by poisoning. If you fail to comply with my orders you
will die by my sword without question and without hope of
redemption. The choice is yours. You must come to your senses or
else I will have to kill you before you remember your mysteries and
divulge them to these people. It would be the end of our Order and
I cannot allow that to happen.”

Mark could think of no argument as he weighed
his options He didn’t like the odds or the options, but he wanted
his head to remain attached to his body whether he lived or died.
He had seen too many heads detached from bodies in his lifetime. He
had separated quite a few himself, but… Von Hetz gripped his sword
in both hands and raised it behind his right shoulder in
preparation of making the deadly stroke. Mark picked up the bottle,
clearly angry and terrified at the same time. His hands shook with
a mixture of fear and rage. He believed and he did not believe.

“All right, then,” he said hoarsely. “You’ll
see. When I’m dead and you’re a murderer, you’ll be sorry!” He
turned up the bottle and poured the contents into his mouth. It
tasted like it looked. Awful, bitter, but it burned its way down
his throat as if seeking the center of the earth without the need
for swallowing. The fumes rose in his nose, taking away his breath
and he recognized the smell.

The liquid concoction hit his empty stomach
like a sack of cannon balls and his stomach rebelled immediately to
the deadly assault. His stomach convulsed and tried to vomit it up.
Von Hetz dropped his sword and stepped forward quickly, placing one
hand over Mark Andrew’s mouth and the other behind his head. He
kicked and struggled futilely. He could actually feel the cold knot
in his stomach as he slid to the floor. The dark Knight knelt
beside him, avoiding his kicking feet, ducking as he swung blindly
at him with both fists. Within seconds he lost the will to resist
and lay on the floor clutching his stomach, shaking at first and
then convulsing, heaving violently while his antagonist gripped his
head in a vice-like hold. When the thrashing ceased, Von Hetz let
go of him, pushed him on his back and then leaned over him to look
in his eyes.

“Forgive me, Brother,” the man told him and
then stood up. It was the last thing Mark heard before his vision
faded in what he thought surely was the grip of death. At least he
was not to be mutilated. He had a distinct aversion to blades when
he did not have hold of the hilt.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Dambretti caught Beaujold’s elbow in a
vice-like grip and pulled him toward the fireplace in the dining
room where the guests were busily piling their plates with food
from the buffet. He popped an olive in his mouth and nodded to a
young man who spoke to him before addressing the Chevalier d’Epee
in low tones.

“We must make our move before the ceremony. I
cannot bluff my way through it. And you are attracting attention to
yourself with your less than friendly attitude, Brother d’Antin,”
he smiled though it did not match his tone. “You cannot take on all
these people even if they are just a group of merchants and
seamstresses.”

“I am aware of that,” Beaujold retorted
angrily, but managed to smile at the same time. “As soon as this
crowd thins a bit we will make our way upstairs to his room. He is
obviously not coming down to join us. It is apparent that he is not
on the guest list.”

“All the more reason for caution,” Dambretti
warned him. He did not want Beaujold going off half-cocked and
beheading his friend at first sight. How on earth would they get
him out in two pieces if they couldn’t get him out in one? “They
are moving to the stairs now,” he nodded at Simon and Christopher
who were edging toward the dining room door with their plates full
of dainty appetizers.

The two Knights walked casually through the
crowd and took up positions near their companions. Dambretti helped
himself to one of Christopher’s little sandwiches and nudged the
apprentice playfully in the stomach with his elbow, trying to
reassure the nervous young man that everything would work out to
the good. He really liked the boy and thought that Ramsay had made
a good choice in spite of the apprentice’s impetuosity. He showed
spirit and determination as well as loyalty. Christopher was much
like his own apprentice had been when he’d first taken him on, but
Volpi was getting older and sadly, would soon have to be replaced
with a younger man.

Beaujold had always been too stiff-necked and
unyielding in his beliefs. Beaujold’s apprentice was already in his
thirties and displayed a temperament much like his Master. If
anything happened to Beaujold, they would never miss him if his
present apprentice took his place. Dambretti shuddered at the
thought of losing a Knight. Even Thomas Beaujold. It had been years
since one of them had passed into the halls of Amenti.

The members of the Order of the Rose filed
past them on their way to the patio. The guests smiled and nodded
to them, thanking them for the fine faire as if they had provided
it. The Knight of the Golden Eagle had to suppress the overpowering
urge to use his own secret as he watched them go by, but it was too
demanding and these people meant nothing to him. Ideally, they
would be here only a short time longer and then he would never see
any of them again. Dambretti felt the familiar flutter of
butterflies in his stomach or maybe more like moths as their
precarious position came back to the forefront of his mind when he
caught sight of a stout, scar-faced man standing near the patio
doors. He looked completely out of place and very nervous. He
allowed a quick survey with his inner sight and was immediately
repulsed by what he saw. The man was definitely not a member of
Valentino’s order. Lucio leaned close to Christopher and nodded
toward the man.

“I don’t like the looks of that one,” he said
in a low voice. “What do you think, my son?”

“He acts like he’s watching everyone. I’d say
he’s security. He has a pistol under his coat,” Christopher
answered him. “I saw it when he was filling his plate at the
table.”

“Ahhh. Very good, Christopher. Then we should
watch for more of them,” Lucio told him and then passed the news
along to his Brothers. “No sign of Brother Hetz?” he asked
Christopher after a moment. The apprentice shook his head. He had
been scanning the crowd constantly for signs of the Apocalyptic
Knight. He was quite sure he was here somewhere.

Something nagged at the back of his mind,
causing him to turn around in time to see a young blond woman
descending the stairs. She was dressed in a stunning lavender gown
of the same shade as the Healer’s uniform. The flowing, gossamer
material however, was much more appealing on her. The dress made
with extra long sleeves, puffed above the elbows and tight on the
forearms looked as if it had been designed for a mediaeval
princess. The bodice was low, square cut, revealing a sinful amount
of tan flesh. Laces of dark purple velvet ran down the sides and
front of the bodice. The crisscrossed lacing made him want to cut
it loose with his dagger. He shook off the irreverent thought and
concentrated on her angelic face. She wore a myrtle wreath in her
curly hair and a sad look on her face. Her eyes were electric blue
when she met his gaze. There was almost a shock of recognition
though he had never seen her before. She came down the stairs and
walked directly toward him. The sadness had been replaced with a
peculiar expression and his heart leapt into his throat as he
thought she would speak to him and call him by his correct name. It
was very hard to keep his composure when she held out her hand, but
instead of clasping it in the accepted greeting, he bent low over
it, kissing it lightly instead, as if she were some great lady from
a royal family. Beaujold turned in time to witness his behavior and
cleared his throat loudly.

“You must be Herr Schroeder,” she said,
ignoring the rude Frenchman.

Her voice made Lucio’s heart leap though she
sounded slightly hoarse as if she had been crying. She was, indeed,
something from a fairytale and her eyes held him captive for the
briefest moment. He closed his eyes for a second and thought she
would disappear. What was she doing here? Surely she did not fit in
with these people.

“Yes, he is,” Beaujold butted in, jarring him
from his trance. “And you are?”

“Sister Discretion,” she cast a cool look
directly into the stern blue eyes of the Knight of the Sword and
frowned.

“I am Chevalier d’Antin and this is my
brother, Chevalier DeVilliers,” Beaujold brushed Dambretti away
from the girl and took her hand in the more traditional greeting,
placing his begrudging kisses on her cheeks while she smiled shyly
at Dambretti over his shoulder.

“Welcome to the Coryelle Chapter of the Order
of the Rose,” she answered Beaujold lightly, almost distractedly,
before meeting Dambretti’s eyes again. He was such a fine looking
fellow. From Cecile's descriptions of the German Hierophant, she
had expected Frankenstein's monster. The Frenchman’s jealousy of
her attentions to him was quite understandable. She frowned
apologetically at him.

Lucio’s smile faded abruptly. It seemed that
she looked completely through him into his soul, yet without
knowing, and then… she smiled at him and her face glowed with
unnatural light.

“You are to be replacing Gavin?” she asked
Lucio when Beaujold released her.

“I would-a replace anyone necessary at-ta
your request, signorina,” Dambretti said inanely and bowed his head
slightly. Beaujold cleared his throat loudly. He had forgotten his
accent. “Ahhh, ja! Und-a vat-ta ist your part-a in zis, meine-a
fraulein-a?” he added quickly and Christopher actually moaned at
his terrible Italian accented faux-German English. Simon slapped
his forehead and then smiled broadly at the young woman when she
frowned at him.

“I am supposed to represent the Mother.” She
made a wry face and wrinkled her nose before lowering her voice
conspiratorially. “Actually, I am the Virgin,” she told him and
rolled her eyes before glancing around the room, looking for
Cecile.

“You are a virgin?” Dambretti’s eyes widened
in surprise and Beaujold nudged his ribs painfully.

“Yes, you know. The ceremony. Mid-summer’s
Eve. The Ritual? The Great Rite? The Virgin and the Stag?” She
smiled slightly and glanced nervously at Beaujold, biting her
bottom lip. She had gotten him in trouble. She was always getting
people in trouble.

“Ahhh. Mid-summer, of-a course,” Lucio nodded
and Beaujold cleared his throat again. “Und-a who has-a ze honor
of-a being ze schtag?” He received another vicious jab in the
ribs.

“I’m afraid I’m not in the mood for the
festivities tonight,” she told him, ignoring his question.
“Personal problems, you see? I hope you enjoy yourself, Sir
Schroeder. Brothers,” she nodded to Beaujold and d’Ornan before
turning away and moving on toward the patio as if in some strange
dream. She had not bothered to kiss any of them.

Dambretti watched her go and had to be nudged
by Simon again.

“Put your tongue back in your head, Brother.
You forgot your accent,” Beaujold growled in his ear. “You are very
close to making me angry. You kissed her hand!”

Dambretti looked at the man in surprise. “Did
I? It seems I am always close to something. I believe you are
jealous, Brother Tommy. Do you know anything about this mother
thing? Sounds delightfully pagan.”

The Knight of the Golden Eagle leaned around
the shorter Knight of the Serpent to watch the young woman in
lavender walk toward the patio then make a sharp left turn,
entering a door further along under the grand staircase. He
wondered who she was and where she was going. Her presence and
persona seemed completely out of place with the rest of the members
of this strange group of people. There was something very unusual
about her. The majority of the guests had drifted out onto the
patio where music was playing and bits and pieces of conversations
drifted inside from the open doors at the end of the hall.

“It has to do with Mid-Summer. The Great
Ritual. Pagan rites. You should know. Like Isis and Osiris in a
manner of speaking. She will no doubt be matched up with one of
these… these… fellows before the night is over to perform sex
magick,” the Knight of the Sword crossed himself quickly. “They
profane everything, it seems. Even sex magick. The King of the Hunt
or some such will mate with her. An abomination. The pagans used to
use magick to ensure the success of the crops by pairing a young
virgin and a young man who had successfully killed a deer on this
night. Have you never studied the traditions of the Celtic people?
I should think that your association with Ramsay would have taught
you something about them. Besides, you were in Scotland with Robert
the Bruce, weren’t you? You’ve seen the chapel, haven’t you? You
should get your head out of the sand, my friend. Let’s go.”
Beaujold nudged him and started up the stairs.

“Virgin?” Lucio looked back down the stairs
at the French Knight, ignoring everything but the one word. “Do you
think she is a virgin, Brother?” He whispered the question to Simon
who was very close behind him.

“I do not think about such things,” Simon
told him. “But I doubt it. I am told that there are no virgins left
in America over the age of twelve. I’m afraid the great experiment
failed.”

“That sounds very sad,” Lucio frowned at the
healer. “Surely that can’t be true. Can it?”

Simon shrugged. He didn’t know if Lucio was
talking about America or the lack of virgins. He glanced back at
Christopher once to make sure the apprentice had not wandered off
and they walked casually up the same staircase they had only
recently carried a very heavy rug. When they reached the second
floor corridor, they picked up the pace and by the time they were
halfway up the second set of smaller stairs to the third floor they
were practically running. Beaujold drew up short in front of the
door to the bedroom where they expected to find Ramsay.

He made a silent signal and they drew their
swords in unison, all except Christopher who carried nothing but a
long dagger concealed under his jacket. He had no intention of
helping them kill his Master. Beaujold tried the door knob and
found the door not only unlocked, but slightly ajar. He pushed the
door open very slowly with the hilt of his sword. It swung inward
silently and he bolted inside, spinning around in the center of the
room as Dambretti and D’Ornan followed reluctantly, stopping just
inside the door. Christopher hung back in the hall, watching for
anyone who might come up the stairs behind them.

“He is not here!” Beaujold told them as they
looked around the empty room. “We must regroup.”

Dambretti motioned Christopher into the room
with them and then watched as Beaujold inspected the chair where
the pieces of blue nylon rope lay in a pile on the floor and two
pairs of handcuffs dangled from the arms of the chair. Christopher
could not help but smile. His Master had escaped!

They stood in a semi-circle looking down at
the chair as if waiting for Brother Ramsay to suddenly appear
there. They put away their swords and looked at each other in
confusion. The three Knights disagreed with Christopher’s
summation. Beaujold and Simon were both sure that von Hetz had beat
them to him. Dambretti did not voice his opinion, but he now looked
sincerely worried for the first time since they had mounted this
hare-brained mission.

“Who are you?” A female voice interrupted
their murmured comments and they spun on their heels as a group,
each reaching for his weapon. The blond woman in the lavender gown
stood framed in the open doorway, looking at them mildly as if she
found strangers armed with broadswords in the upper reaches of her
house on a daily basis. Beaujold dropped the section of rope he had
been examining to the floor and clamped his jaw shut, unsure of
what to do next. Dambretti removed his hand from the hilt of his
sword and smiled as he nudged Simon, urging him to do the same. The
young woman had exchanged the myrtle leaves for a crown of pink
roses. She looked like a fairy princess even to the sullen
Frenchman and the look in the man’s eyes was not lost on the
Italian. The man had normal feelings after all!

“Sister Discretion,” Dambretti stepped
forward, putting on his best smile as well as putting himself
between Beaujold and the lady. “We were looking for Sir Ramsay.
Your guest from Scotland. Sister Valentino sent us up to bring him
down for the ceremony.”

She looked dazed or drugged. The chair, the
rope and the handcuffs seemed lost on her. “I wonder where he has
gotten off to?” he added after a moment.

He heard Beaujold draw a sharp breath behind
him, but the princess’ eyes lit up as a smile played on her
lips.

“Did Cecile really send you?” She narrowed
her eyes sharply.

“Ah, oui, Mademoiselle,” Simon answered
quickly and laughed nervously. “The Chevaliere Valentino sent us to
bring him down for the ceremony. She was too busy to come herself,
you see. She said that he was waiting here… for us… for
someone…”

“For an escort,” Beaujold finally spoke up
and smiled, incredibly enough.

“Really?” Her face relaxed. “Then if you… If
she changed her mind… Then where is he? Oh, no…” She pressed one
hand to her forehead and looked around the room as if for the first
time and then frowned at the chair. She looked at the ropes and
cuffs in dismay and then swayed slightly as if she would faint.
Dambretti caught her by the arm, steadying her. “The Knights!” she
exclaimed and looked up at him wide-eyed. “The Knights of the
Temple have taken him.”

Beaujold stepped closer to her. “What
Knights? Quickly, child. Tell us. He may be in grave danger.”

“The Poor Knights of the Temple,” she told
them breathlessly. “His brothers from the Order of the Red Cross of
Gold. They took him away. Of course he is in grave danger! They’ve
come to kill him.”

The four men looked at each other in alarm.
How did she know this? Had Ramsay told her about them? Her comments
fit with Beaujold’s assessment and he smiled wickedly at Dambretti
as if to say ‘I told you so!’

“Von Hetz!” Christopher breathed to Simon. “I
told you so.”

“Where would they go?” Beaujold asked her and
she shook her head. “These Knights.”

“The basement,” Christopher supplied the
answer. “Isn’t that where his sword is?” He asked the young woman
in desperation. “They would want his sword.”

“Yes, I think so,” she nodded and her face
changed again as she squinted at the apprentice. “But who are you?
How did you…”

“The basement,” Dambretti repeated the word,
taking her by the arm again. “Can you take us there, my beautiful
fairy princess? We must hurry.”

“Sure. Yes,” she nodded her head vigorously.
“Yes, we have to hurry! This way.”

She gathered up her skirts and showed the way
down the back stairs to the kitchen. The servants paid no attention
to them as they passed through the pantry and disappeared through
the laundry room. She led them outside and around the house to the
slanted doors leading down to the basement. They could hear the
sounds of the party on the verandah only a few dozen feet from them
in the growing twilight. Her one thought was to get to Mark Andrew
before it was too late. There was no time to ask more questions. It
was obvious that Valentino had trusted these men with information
about Ramsay and Cecile had changed her mind about the ceremony
just to make her happy.

Merry pushed a series of buttons on the
control panel beside the doors and then stood back as Dambretti and
D’Ornan pulled them open. The stairwell was lost in darkness.
Beaujold and d’Ornan drew their swords and started down the stairs
cautiously. Dambretti followed them and Christopher brought up the
rear behind the woman. When they reached the foot of the stairs,
they stopped. The corridors led off in three directions. Dambretti
drew his sword and the singing sound echoed through the corridors
causing the short hairs on her neck to stand up. He seemed so
familiar to her. What was it about him? He did not fit into the
same mold as the other guests attending the party and his sword
seemed real rather than ornamental. The echo reverberated
unnaturally in her ears.

“Which way?” He turned his dark eyes on her.
Their eyes locked and she knew she had made a terrible mistake. It
was no wonder that this one reminded her of Mark. These men were
the Poor Knights of the Temple!

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Philip Cambrique, Chevalier d’Orient, entered
the chapel cautiously, unwilling to startle the Master while he was
at prayers, dreading to tell him what news he had learned.

“Most Excellent Prince,” he whispered as he
knelt before the altar beside Edgard d’Brouchart. He crossed
himself as did the Grand Master and then they stood to face each
other. “Forgive the intrusion, but my news is most urgent… and
dire. I have just come from Sir Barry’s office. He reports that
Brother Ramsay’s apprentice, Christopher Stewart, is missing. His
clothes are gone as well. Armand de Bleu has been covering for him
for almost three days now.”

“The boy has run off to save his Master.”
D’Brouchart raised his eyebrows and nodded. “It was to be expected.
Why did they not lock him up? Admirable devotion. Impetuous, but he
is young. I might have done the same in his position.”

“Brother Barry had him sequestered, of
course. But it was Armand who masqueraded as the boy by way of a
secret entrance beneath the old building. It seems that they are
fast friends and have been spending time after curfew visiting each
other. It has happened before. Barry really needs to do something
about those isolation cells, Your Grace, though we can't really
blame him. The place hasn't been used in decades. Evidence shows
that the boys have been using the guardhouse for clandestine
meetings for years. Seems that all the students knew about the
passageways, but we did not, but that is a topic for another
discussion.” Cambrique lowered his eyes momentarily and grimaced.
“There is more bad news, Your Eminence. The Ritter von Hetz is gone
as well. His apprentice, like Armand, has been covering for him.
Sir Barry became suspicious and sent one of the Swiss Captains by
his chalet. He is not there.”

“No!" .” D’Brouchart’s face grew dark as he
spoke. "I expressly forbade him to go

“Yes, I know, Your Grace,” Philip sighed and
looked at the life-sized figure above the altar. A strikingly
beautiful rendition of Mary of Magdala carved from ebony, inlaid
with precious metals and jewels. Her glittering gold and amber eyes
looked down at him with deep compassion and sympathetic
understanding. Behind her on the wall was a very old portrait of
John the Baptist commissioned by Leonardo da Vinci, himself.
“Wolfgang said he left quite suddenly and unexpectedly in the wee
hours of the morning two days ago. He was most agitated, but bade
young Schumacher not to tell that he was gone until he was asked.
It seemed that Brother Barry never asked the apprentice if Konrad
was home when he called. You will remember that the Ritter
expressed his opinion quite openly that the Knight of Death should
be brought in, but he also made known his displeasure at not having
been chosen for the mission. He did not feel that Beaujold was the
proper choice to lead the mission.”

“Beaujold is hot-headed, but capable,”
d’Brouchart nodded thoughtfully as he flicked a bit of dust from
the velvet cloth under the statue.

“There is another matter of which Your
Eminence may not be aware,” the Chevalier d’Orient offered
hesitantly. “There has been a certain animosity brewing for several
decades between the Knight of Death and the Knight of the
Sword.”

“I am aware of it, Sir Philip,” d’Brouchart
looked at him disdainfully. “That is why I sent him. You will
remember that I also sent Lucio Dambretti. He is Sir Ramsay’s
closest associate and a counter balance for Beaujold. And who
better to mediate than Simon?"

“Of course, Your Grace,” Sir Philip lowered
his head in obeisance as d’Brouchart continued speaking.

“The Ritter von Hetz has known Sir Ramsay for
a very long time. He probably feels that even together, Beaujold,
Dambretti and D’Ornan are no match for him. He may be right. The
Will of God is done. If I made a mistake, then God has corrected
it.”

“Sir,” Sir Cambrique snapped his head up. “I
offer my services to you. I will go for them. I will take Brother
Hugh and Brother Louis with me. They are good men and true and
neither of them hold grudges. Nor do they favor Sir Ramsay above
the others.”

“What?” D’Brouchart glared at him and started
off at a brisk pace which Philip found hard to match. “And have
three more Knights out of pocket? I will go myself. It is what she
wants. I have it on good authority that she wishes to meet with me
from our operatives in the area and that is the purpose of all this
shilly-shallying about. I will go and try to salvage our Order
before we are all destroyed. The company of women! Bah!”

“But Your Grace,” Philip said breathlessly.
“Surely you will not go alone. You do not even have Anthony to wait
upon you.”

“Do I appear fragile to you?” D’Brouchart
stopped suddenly and turned on the man. His mere presence over
powered and cowed the Knight of the Orient.

“No, Your Grace,” Philip bowed his head
again.

“I will leave immediately,” d’Brouchart
started off again more rapidly than before. “I will take Sir
Montague with me. He knows his way around America.”

“Of course, Your Excellency.” Philip was
visibly disappointed. “I will make the arrangements.”

He slowed and watched the formidable figure
of the Grand Master disappear down the corridor. If anything should
happen to the Master before he could train a new apprentice to
replace Anthony, all would be lost as far as the experience and
wisdom of the Grand Master’s years of service and at best, he, as
Seneschal, would be called upon to replace the man temporarily
until his own apprentice could move up to be Chevalier d’Orient and
then he, Philip would become Grand Master. The thought was not a
pleasant one. He was not ready for the Honor or the Responsibility.
He shook his head and went off in search of Sir Montague. The
Englishman would not be happy. The Knight of the Holy City was
already in an uproar, though a quiet one, at having been summoned
from London to attend the Grand Master during this time of trouble.
The Seneschal had to smile as he recalled Barry's comic parody of
the accountant's attitude: "My God, Jim, I'm an accountant, not a
Knight of the Round Table!"

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Christopher spoke up when the woman did not
answer Dambretti’s question.

“To the left,” he told them. “Fourth
door.”

They started off at once and Christopher hung
back to speak to the young woman in private.

“You are in love with him?” he asked her
quietly as they followed the three Knights.

"What?" she whispered.

"I can see it in your face."

She nodded her head and then glanced
suspiciously at him.

“If you love him, you must help me and keep
quiet,” Christopher said quickly. “Things are not what they appear
to be. Shhh.”

Christopher pulled his Scottish dirk from his
belt and took a shorter, folding knife from his pants pocket,
flipping it open. He held one in each hand as the three Knights
stopped in front of the fourth door. Beaujold opened it suddenly
and they rushed inside the small office. The sight of the young
man, poised for action with the two weapons in front of him jogged
Merry’s memory. Valentino had commented several times on the skill
and courage of the young fighter she and Maxie had seen in the
basement. Merry nodded to the apprentice and pulled him along the
corridor to the next door where she felt above the doorjamb for a
key.

When Beaujold rushed the office, Von Hetz
stepped back against the wall with his sword drawn. The shadows
cast by the single lamp on the desk made his dark form and craggy
features even more ominous. Ramsay sat slumped in the chair in
front of the desk. Sweat poured down his face and his hair was limp
and stuck to his head. Ramsay raised his head shakily at the noisy
intrusion, but otherwise made no attempt to rise. The Flaming Sword
of the Cherubim lay on the desk. Von Hetz took a step forward and
stood between Ramsay and Beaujold while Dambretti and d’Ornan
stayed back on either side of the door.

“Stand aside, Brother Hetz,” Beaujold told
him without preamble. “You have no business here.”

“You do not understand the business here, my
Brother,” von Hetz did not waver. “You must not harm Brother
Ramsay. He is innocent.”

“He is a traitor!” Beaujold responded and
took a step forward, but the Knight of the Apocalypse held his
ground.

“He has betrayed nothing,” Von Hetz objected
and glanced at the Knights standing beside the door. “His secrets
are locked up even from his own consciousness. He could not betray
us even if he were so inclined. We must take him back to the Grand
Master… whole.”

“Too dangerous.” Beaujold looked at Ramsay
and then glanced back at his companions.

“You will destroy us all if we lose the
secrets in his possession. He cannot pass them on in his present
state and I will not allow you to kill an innocent man. Especially
our Brother.”

“And I will defend him as well,” Christopher
entered his own declaration of intent as he stepped into the office
from the laboratory door and stood near the Apocalyptic Knight
facing them down. Merry stood framed against the blackness of the
lab. Her first impulse was to go to Mark Andrew. He looked bad…
sicker even than when Cecile had poisoned him. She fought within
her own foggy mind for clarity.

“You are outnumbered, Brother,” Beaujold told
the dark Knight and cast a disdainful look at the apprentice.
Christopher fully realized the gravity of the choice he had made.
Standing against a Knight of the Council was a quick and sure way
to find himself stationed in Afghanistan permanently… or dead.

Ramsay made a choking noise and coughed. He
raised his head slowly and then pushed himself unsteadily from the
chair. The five men eyed each other warily as Ramsay made a clumsy
grab for the golden sword and dragged it to him across the desk.
Beaujold almost bolted forward to stop him, but von Hetz moved his
sword into position to strike. Mark clasped the hilt in both hands,
barely able to raise the length of the blade toward the ceiling as
he turned to face them, swaying and bleary-eyed.

“You have come to kill me,” he said hoarsely
as if surprised by this development. “But I know you cannot kill me
unless I allow it. I hold the secret of death for all of you. If
you kill me, you condemn yourselves to everlasting life regardless
of what time has in store for you. Even if you should be burned to
a cinder, you would live on, cursing the day when you tried to
murder the Chevalier du Morte.” He coughed again and spit on the
floor. He looked as if he was already at Death’s door.

“Your apprentice is here,” Beaujold told him.
“Pass along your secrets and die like a man, Ramsay. Your time has
ended. Do not continue your disgrace to the detriment of the Order
of the Temple of Solomon. Repent and receive salvation,
Brother.”

“My appren… Christopher?” Mark squinted at
the young man on his left, brandishing the two knives against the
three swords.

“Yes, Master,” Christopher did not take his
eyes off the Knight of the Sword. “I am here to do your
bidding.”

“He cannot pass on his mysteries,” von Hetz’
voice boomed in the little room.

Dambretti frowned at d’Ornan who shrugged.
The Healer’s eyes were wide with fear. How could he kill one of his
own Brothers?

“He has lost his memory. Our only hope is to
take him home and help him recover,” von Hetz tried to reason with
Beaujold.

“Your brain is muddled by all those ancient
scrolls you study, my Brother,” Beaujold insulted him, raised his
sword a bit higher and tried to judge Ramsay’s condition. “Do not
force me to destroy you as well.” It was obvious to him that Ramsay
could not possibly carry through with his threat. He could barely
stand.

D’Ornan drew in his breath at this outrageous
threat. Beaujold had lost his reasoning. Why not just take Ramsay?
They didn’t have to cut off his head. If absolutely necessary, they
could do it later. Von Hetz would help them subdue him and
Christopher would be no problem, but von Hetz would not allow any
of them to seriously harm the Knight of Death just yet and Simon
knew the Ritter to be stubborn unto death. They would have to kill
him as well.

“Brother Thomas, we’re wasting time,”
Dambretti spoke for the first time. “It would not be wise… Brother
against Brother? What harm could it be to take him home alive? I
beg you, Sir, think before you leap.”

Beaujold let go a string of curses in French,
warning the Italian to be quiet, but not before Ramsay’s head
jerked around at the sound of the Knight of the Golden Eagle’s
voice.

“Lucio? Dambretti! Where are you?” He
squinted into the shadows. The mercury had affected every facet of
his being. His eyes felt as if they had been frozen and were only
just now thawing. His knees wobbled back and forth and every joint
in his body hurt. No headache had ever hurt quite so badly and even
his ears seemed stuffed with cotton. He could see Beaujold plainly
enough and recognized him for exactly the threat he was and von
Hetz, but the two figures by the door were only fuzzy shapes.

“Brother Ramsay! Lay down your weapon,
please!” Simon shouted at him. Beaujold would use this as an excuse
to do what he wanted to do so very badly and how could they stand
against him if he said that Ramsay came at him with the sword?

“Simon? Simon! Step forward and show
yourself!” Ramsay blinked rapidly, trying to sort out the blurs in
the background without losing sight of the Knight of the Sword.

Christopher chose that moment to end the
standoff. He was not immortal. He could not afford to stand there
forever, arguing and bickering. He lunged at Beaujold and then
jumped back to draw his attention away from Ramsay. Beaujold
automatically turned to attack the apprentice and Von Hetz stepped
between them. Christopher darted around the two Knights, crossed
the space between Beaujold and the door and faced D’Ornan and
Dambretti. Simon raised his sword instinctively and Christopher
darted in making a fake swipe at his ribs with the dagger. D’Ornan
brought the sword down to ward off the blow as the apprentice fell
back. His blade struck the carpet, ripping a long slice through it.
Ramsay staggered forward and raised his sword in Dambretti’s face
blinking and frowning at him, barely able to retain his footing.
The poison still poured through his veins, making him cold and
sluggish. Simon fell back against the doorjamb, not wishing to harm
the apprentice. Dambretti faced the apprentice, holding his sword
up, weaving back and forth, ready to fend off the two knives, but
like the Healer, he did not want to hurt Christopher.

“Lucio? Brother?” Mark Andrew asked again and
raised the twisted blade higher, turning left and right, looking
for someone, something or anything to afford cover or some means of
escape. The light glinted off the golden blade as he stumbled
toward the door.

Dambretti fell back against the wall as he
passed while Christopher tried to close in on d’Ornan again,
drawing him away from the door enough to allow his Master to leave
the dangerous confines of the office.

“Answer me! Lucio! Christopher! Answer me,
damn you!” Mark demanded as he zeroed in on the Italian, now
standing in the deeper shadows. He could not focus on the Italian’s
face in the dim light. He needed to hear the voice again. Lucio was
his friend and his Brother. Surely he would not attack him. When
Dambretti failed to answer him, he swung the blade blindly at the
shadowy man and stumbled forward, closer to the door. Dambretti
parried the blow easily and actually shoved him toward the hall. He
stumbled forward three steps, stopped and turned. Lucio followed
him into the hall and had to parry another wild swing.

Christopher continued his dart and retreat
attack on d’Ornan. Simon realized that the boy had no intention of
actually stabbing or slashing him and so they kept each other busy
while the Italian ‘helped’ Ramsay down the hall toward the stairs,
trying to get him out of the building and away from Beaujold
without giving away his intent. Neither Simon, nor Lucio could say
anything without risking the wrath and consequences of going
against the mission leader and objectives. It would be tantamount
to treason.

The apprentice was not sure the Healer would
not harm his Master, but he did not want to do something he would
regret. He knew that d’Ornan was his Master’s lifelong friend. Then
again, Simon was a Frenchman like Beaujold and the Grand Master
favored him above all the Knights. He didn’t want to think it was
possible, but he could not take any chances. Of Dambretti, he was
sure enough to know that the Italian would not strike a blow
against Ramsay.

At the other end of the long, narrow room,
the Knight of the Sword and the Knight of the Apocalypse were
engaged in serious combat. They fought all the way around the desk,
exchanging a number of blows, any of which, had they hit the
intended mark, would have been mortally debilitating. At the
moment, only Cecile’s cherry wood desk was mortally wounded.
Ramsay’s ‘favorite’ chair had been destroyed at the outset and the
lamp was now on the floor, casting confusing shadows in the room.
Konrad pleaded with Beaujold to stand down, but had to work hard to
keep the enraged Frenchman from destroying him. He appealed to
every sensibility and reason, but Beaujold was beyond
listening.

Beaujold's mind raced as adrenalin pumped
through his veins and gave him the impetus he needed to ward off
the German Knight's practiced blows. Anger threatened to raise its
devastating head as he realized that von Hetz was holding back. An
insult of the worst kind. He threw new vigor into his attack
forcing Konrad to stop his verbalizations and put more effort into
saving his skin.

In the hallway, Dambretti stuck out one foot
and Ramsay went down on his hands and knees. The golden sword
skittered away on the tile floor. D’Ornan broke away from
Christopher and followed Dambretti and Ramsay into the hallway.
Beaujold grabbed a heavy vase from one of the tables and flung it
at Christopher’s head, causing him to fall back in the corner
before he could pursue the Healer. When Simon skidded to a stop
just outside the door, Ramsay’s neck was in the perfect position to
receive the death blow which would take off his head. Simon looked
down at his long time friend. He already had his sword drawn back.
He could take his head.

“Kill him!” Beaujold shouted at the Healer as
he parried the Ritter’s blows and shoved the desk toward the dark
Knight. “Take his head!”

Merry retreated through the laboratory and
made her way into the hallway as the two combatants destroyed
Valentino’s office with the heavy blades, sending showers of paper
shreds, chipped wood and glass splinters flying around the room.
When the fight poured into the hall with her, she pressed herself
against the wall, trying to stay clear of the fighters, looking for
some way to help Mark. She had to suppress a scream when she saw
the Healer standing above the downed knight with his sword over
Mark Andrew’s neck.

The Healer wavered, glanced at her once and
frowned down at the back of Mark’s head before raising his sword a
bit higher. When she saw that d’Ornan might actually follow the
instructions shouted from the other room, she made her move.
Beaujold screeched at him again and d’Ornan’s face drained of what
little color it had left when the Knight of the Sword broke off his
attack on von Hetz and started toward the door. The Healer brought
the sword up and prepared to turn and face his fellow countryman.
He could not and would not kill the Scot. Both Dambretti and Merry
screamed “No!” at him.

Christopher charged Beaujold and Merry
simultaneously launched herself at the Healer. She knocked d’Ornan
bodily away from Ramsay, giving him the time he needed to scrabble
after the sword and regain his feet once more, using the golden
sword as a crutch. Merry bounced off the deceptively sturdy little
Knight like a rubber doll. Dambretti caught her in his arms,
dropping his sword in the process and went down on his knees under
the impact. He made one feeble attempt to stand up before catching
a glancing blow from the hilt of Ramsay’s golden sword on his left
temple when Mark Andrew turned, swinging the deadly sword wildly at
the shadows around him. The Italian went down with the woman on top
of him. Christopher grabbed Beaujold by the shoulders, literally
flinging him back into the office into the Apocalyptic Knight’s
arms and made his way into the hall through the rubble of
Valentino’s office. He reached the corridor in time to leap on
d’Ornan just as he regained his feet, smacking him soundly on the
back of his head with the butt of his dagger. D’Ornan went down
again, this time unable to get up. He lay on the floor clutching
his head in both hands as blood oozed through his fingers.

Beaujold tore loose of von Hetz’ grasp and
bolted for the door. He drew his sword back over his left shoulder
and prepared to finish the command he had given. Ramsay was leaning
over the hilt of his sword, trying to recover enough equilibrium to
decide which way to run in the confusion. Christopher flung himself
on the Knight of the Sword when he emerged from the office and they
fell away in a tangle of boots and blades, sliding along the waxed
tiles together, cursing and shouting.

Mark straightened up again as the Apocalyptic
Knight emerged from the office into the bright light of the
corridor. The dark Knight moved in on the two men struggling on the
floor and batted the enraged Knight of the Sword off the apprentice
with one gloved fist. Ramsay turned and fled as best he could down
the hallway toward the stairs, following the flow of fresh air from
the open basement doors. Beaujold regained his footing and rushed
von Hetz again, swinging his sword with deadly precision, almost
removing the Ritter’s right arm and then his left, but the German
Knight was much too nimble to be caught off guard. He leaped from
side to side, narrowly avoiding the blade as Beaujold took sizable
chunks from the masonry walls. Christopher scrabbled about the
floor in search of the dagger and knife he had dropped in the
tumble with the Knight.

Mark made it to the stairs with little
trouble and found them with only one tumble onto the bottom riser.
He clambered up the steps holding his sword in one hand and his
stomach with the other, leaning his right shoulder against the
railing for a guide. His vision had cleared, but the pain in his
stomach had not relinquished its cruel hold on him. The bulk of the
mercury had gone down the toilet in Cecile’s laboratory, but enough
of it had permeated his body to kill a battalion or two. If he had
thought his stomach empty before von Hetz had poisoned him, he now
knew the true meaning of being completely without a morsel of
nourishment in his entire digestive tract. His stomach would never
forgive him and he would never forgive the Ritter, even if his
actions had been well-intentioned. Glancing back once more from the
foot of the stairs, he saw Dambretti easing the unconscious woman
to the floor. The Italian bent over her, checking her pulse. Mark
called her name once before pushing on, up the steps, into the dark
night air and freedom. Lucio would take care of her. Lucio was his
friend and his Brother. He was a good man. The sound of his name
being bellowed behind him spurred him on.

The mercury burned him from within. It was as
if he could feel every vein, every artery and every capillary in
his entire body. His blood seemed as heavy as the quicksilver in
his lab and his stomach convulsed again and again, drawing him over
painfully. He made a mental note in spite of everything to make
notes of his symptoms in his journal when and if he ever got home.
He shook off the ridiculous idea as he painfully climbed the
stairs. Journal? What journal? Was he a damned doctor or research
scientist on top of everything else? When he reached the basement
doors, the cool night air washed over him and he stopped briefly,
leaning against the double doors to catch his breath. He could hear
the sounds of Valentino’s party above him and to the left, though
he could only see shadowy figures beyond the colorful lights strung
around the verandah. Using the sword as a makeshift cane and
guiding himself along the brick wall with his other hand, he
tromped through the flower beds to the corner of the building and
then headed across the open lawn toward one of the outbuildings.
Surely he would find his car there.

The building he had mistaken for a garage was
a barn, a stable to be more precise. Three horses were parked where
he had expected automobiles. He looked about in confusion as one of
the horses, a nervous black stallion of beautiful proportions,
pranced and snorted in his stall. Inside the stall he caught the
animal’s halter in his hand and stroked its nose, leaning his head
against the horse’s jaw, willing the animal to remain calm long
enough for him to get a saddle on him. Looking around as best he
could, he located a sleek English saddle thrown over the rails of
the next stall. It had been a long, long time since he’d had the
unpleasant misfortune of riding a beast under such desperate
circumstances. The black horse would no doubt be hard to handle,
but he would be the best choice. The other two animals were stocky
and shorter, but the stallion reminded him of some of his own
horses. Strong and fast. What horses?

With great pain and much work, he saddled the
stallion expertly without thinking and found a bridle for him. The
stirrups were adjusted for someone much shorter than himself, but
he could not afford to waste any more time. He gripped the hilt of
the sword in his left hand and the horse’s mane in the other, stuck
his right foot in the high stirrup and used the remainder of his
strength to mount the prancing stallion as it shied away from him,
slamming against the boards of his stall. The short stirrups made
his knees feel as if they were in his face and made it impossible
to ride correctly, but the cramped posture actually helped him
maintain his balance as the pain in his stomach caused him to bend
forward over the horse’s neck much like a jockey on a racehorse. He
slapped the stallion’s flank with the reins and the horse bolted
from his stall, through the stable, galloping out into the night
air, ready for a good romp.

Ramsay had no idea where he was going or how
far he would have to ride to get there, he was just going away from
the madness, away from those who would see him dead again… and
again. When he sensed he was far enough from the house to slow
down, he dragged the sword across his thighs, wrapped the reins
around his hands and let horse have his way. The stallion slowed to
a fast walk, jarring him unmercifully, adding to his misery. A
palfrey would have been nice just then. A waxing gibbous moon shone
above the rocky landscape and he knew he was either heading west or
east. Tomorrow night would be the full Buck moon. He wondered at
the trivial knowledge that he had stored in his brain, but searched
the sky for the constellations long enough to determine that he was
heading west before closing his eyes and hanging his head,
breathing hard against the ache in his stomach and the new anguish
growing in his back and shoulders. He brushed all thoughts away
except two: stay on the horse, block the pain. Stay on the horse,
block the pain.

These were his last thoughts before his mind
closed in on itself in peaceful bliss for several minutes. When he
opened his eyes at last to survey his surroundings, he drifted to
another place and another time. The horse appeared to be following
a well worn path down a dry wash similar to the nameless,
numberless desert wadis snaking through the deserts of Egypt,
Arabia, Persia, Assyria, Phoenicia, Sumer… He nodded off once more
and then jerked his head up one last time. Assyria? Phoenicia?
Sumer?! He had to stay awake. Either his memories and his book
learning were becoming entirely jumbled or he was suffering
delirium from the effects of the mercury in his system. He leaned
over the horse’s mane, dropped the reins without knowing it and let
the horse go where he would. Mark Andrew needed to rest and recover
from the poison before he could manage the unruly stallion with any
degree of success. His only thought was to keep the beast moving
away from the mansion and keep his eyes open for signs of
danger.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Beaujold was the first to realize that Ramsay
was no longer in the basement with them. He renewed his attack on
the German, forcing him slowly back down the hall toward the
stairs. He took one last swing at von Hetz and the tall Knight
tripped backwards, falling on the risers. Beaujold seized the
opportunity and bolted up the stairs. Von Hetz leapt after him and
brought him back down the stairs by one ankle, bouncing him
painfully on the steps all the way to the bottom. His sword
skittered away on the tiles as he rolled over and kicked at the man
with his free foot. The Frenchman got off one good kick under the
German’s chin, sending him reeling against the far wall,
temporarily dazed, and gained enough time to get away and up the
stairs. Beaujold emerged on the dark side of the patio and looked
around for signs of the Knight’s passage. The moss roses, petunias
and marigolds were broken and crushed along the north side of the
foundation. Beaujold glanced up at the milling figures on the
patio. A man leaned over the railing and waved to him. He smiled
and waved to the idiot before dashing off in the same direction
Ramsay had taken, away from the crowd of unsuspecting guests toward
several shadowy outbuildings in the distance. As he cleared the end
of the building, he heard hoof beats fading away into the night. He
redoubled his efforts and ran toward the stable.

Once inside, he chose a skittish palomino
mare, taking time only to grab a double handful of the long, blond
mane before throwing himself on to her bare back. With the ease of
a seasoned rider, he guided the mare out of the stable and turned
her with the help of his knees in the direction followed by
Ramsay’s horse. He gigged the mare brutally with his booted heels
and she bolted, terrified, into the night.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Christopher made a dash for the stairs only
to be stopped cold by the fist of the Apocalyptic Knight. His feet
continued, but his head stopped and he landed on his back, losing
both his knives and his breath at the same time. His previously
injured muscles cramped in protest and he doubled over in pain
while von Hetz focused his attention on the activities of his
Brothers in the corridor. He had seen Simon down with blood on his
head and he had seen Dambretti toppled under the weight of the
woman. The Italian eyed him warily as he stepped over the hapless
apprentice with the body of the young woman in his arms and started
up the stairs, taking two steps at a time. He laid her out on the
cool grass near the basement doors and went back down to fetch
d’Ornan. He met Von Hetz coming up with Christopher staggering
along beside him, pressing both hands to his injured back. Simon
was trying unsuccessfully to get up, but the injury he had suffered
to the back of his head would not allow it. Dambretti picked up the
smaller man and threw him easily over his shoulder. What a mess
they had made. Now the Chevalier d’Epee and the Chevalier du Morte
were out there somewhere in the dark together, and it would be just
a matter of time before they were all caught by Cecile Valentino’s
people, if not the local police. It was a miracle that none of the
people on the verandah had seen the commotion already. He stooped
to pick up Beaujold’s sword before making his way up the stairs.
When he stepped outside, an unfamiliar voice greeted him
immediately.

“I’ll take that.” Valentino’s security man
stood in front him, holding a double barrel shotgun trained on his
head. “And the other one.”

Dambretti laid Beaujold’s sword on the
ground, and then awkwardly removed his own sword from its scabbard,
laying it alongside the first while still holding the healer on his
shoulder. Two more men stood near the spot where he had left the
young woman also holding small caliber pistols trained on them,
looking ready to shoot anything that moved. Valentino knelt beside
the unconscious blond, checking her for injuries. Von Hetz and
Christopher sat on the grass with their hands behind their heads.
Dambretti held up his free hand in a sign of surrender and waited
for whatever was to come with a patience only possible from several
hundred years of experienced waiting and experienced surrender. It
was only a temporary setback.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew’s stomach was begging for relief
from the cramped position in the saddle, but the horse did not
care. He continued his proud prancing along the dry wash, showing
no signs of tiring. Ramsay was exhausted and he had also exhausted
his mental resources. He suffered a pain like nothing he had ever
thought possible and only momentary lapses of consciousness gave
him any respite from it. In his long life, he had suffered many
things, but this was certainly something new. His tortured brain
reasoned that he suffered what no normal man would be subjected to
simply because a normal man would have been long dead by now. His
head drooped against the long mane and his eyes closed time and
again. He felt frozen in place and eventually a sort of blessed
numbness spread through his body, replacing the pain with the
strange out of body feeling that he knew was death when he drifted
away from the hollow shell that his soul called home and he felt he
would stay forever in that one position, never moving. The night
would never end. The sun would never come up. He would never see
Merry again. His mind faded to nothing except one tiny point of
brilliant light. He heard nothing and mercifully felt nothing more
and his last thought was that he had only just now reached death’s
door and he was glad.

A priest with a shaven head dressed in a long
linen robe, walked out of the light and took his hand, leading him
from the darkness into the light. The priest’s words were soothing,
comforting and familiar as they made their way down into the
presence of the Great Lord of Death….

He did not wake again until something very
heavy hit his right side and sent him flying from the horse’s back.
The pain returned even before he hit the rocky ground. He rolled
twice and came to rest against a particularly hard boulder at the
edge of the old stream bed. The stallion nickered and snorted
somewhere in the darkness, and the sound of additional hooves
stomped the ground nearby as he curled into a ball, clutching both
arms across his stomach. His sword was gone along as was his hope
of going any further. He wondered what had hit him. He wondered
that he was still alive. He wondered that his brain could even
wonder at all. His wonderings were soon put to rest as a hand
grabbed his ankle and dragged him away from the boulder, banging
his aching head in the process.

He heard himself screaming at his attacker in
pain and terror. At first, he did not recognize his attacker as
human and he thought some animal or demon was about to devour him
alive, but the dragging ceased and his leg fell to the ground with
a bone-jarring thud. He drew his knees up and fought to stay
conscious long enough to see what was about to eat him. When his
vision cleared, he looked up into the enraged face of the Knight of
the Sword only a few inches above him. All he could do was utter a
pitiful moan and squeeze his eyes closed against at the sight of
the man who would now kill him. He had suffered so much and all for
nothing, just to be killed for a long-imagined wrong on the part of
this Brother.

“Stand and fight, Sir!” The man invited him
to do the impossible. He could neither stand, nor fight.

The request was accompanied by a vicious kick
to his shoulder. He didn’t feel any additional pain, just a jolt.
Everything, including the added insult of falling onto the rocks,
was overruled and engulfed by the pain in his stomach. He had no
weapon and no strength to move.

“Get up!” the Knight shouted at him
again.

He rolled slowly on his side and tore one
hand away from his midsection. His elbow shook violently as he
pushed himself up onto his knees with one hand. It was as far as he
could go. Bloody foam dripped from his mouth onto the sandy
ground.

“Thou art naught but a rabid dog!” the man
shouted in his face and kicked him again in his exposed ribs. He
fell on his side again, rolled onto his back and lay still, unable
even to clasp his stomach now. His arms lay limply at his sides and
his eyes stared up at the great expanse of the Milky Way above his
head. It was a miraculous and glorious sight even to his
pain-crazed mind, and he had the unshakable idea that he could
simply drift away into the night with little or no effort. Felt as
if he had done so many times in the past. The Universe was a
wonderful, awe-inspiring creation offering endless vistas, infinite
possibilities. Other worlds. Other times. The great yellow and
orange striped orb of Saturn encircled by its glorious rings loomed
in front of him and he was home!

The magnificent view was suddenly blocked by
the face of the Frenchman leaning over him again and reality closed
in.

“You will not fight?” the man asked him.

“I cannot fight you, Brother,” he heard
himself say the words rather calmly under the circumstances. “I can
only offer the Way of Truth to those who would follow. Repent and
receive salvation, Brother, for life is all that we are given to
perceive the Glory of God.” He knew that he was saying the words,
but he had no idea why or how.

Beaujold made a noise generated by pure
animalistic rage and kicked him again before disappearing from
sight. Ramsay gazed up at the stars, enjoying the fragile moments
of respite. Drinking in the peace and the power exuded by the stars
and planets arched over his head, he thought perhaps he would be
able to travel there shortly after all.

The Knight of the Sword, aptly titled, soon
reappeared with Ramsay’s golden sword. He grasped the hilt in both
hands and raised it straight up as high as he could reach with the
point down. Mark Andrew looked up at the sword frowning, trying to
comprehend what he was looking at. The sword, sparkling in the moon
and starlight, floated as if suspended against the jewel-studded
background of the desert night sky without visible support. At the
last moment, and far too late, Mark Andrew realized what was about
to happen. The French Knight brought the sword down with all his
strength. The tip of the blade entered his tormented stomach just
below his right ribcage only scant millimeters from his spine. The
double-edged blade pierced him easily through and through,
embedding itself in the gravelly ground beneath him to a depth of
several inches accompanied by a horrid grating noise. Mark suddenly
saw himself from above. After a split second in this peculiar
position, he plummeted down into the body that lay below him and
entered the second reality screaming in renewed anguish. He closed
his eyes against this new nightmare and tried to force himself to
stay awake. It simply could not be happening.

When he opened his eyes again, he saw the
same face leaning over him. He could say nothing, nor could he
move. His brain registered warm blood and cold metal in his hands
as he clutched the blade protruding from his body. Beaujold made
the sign of the cross on his forehead and kissed him on the lips,
before backing away.

“I’m sorry, my Brother,” the Knight whispered
to him. “But you were very close to blasphemy. Do not trifle with
me again.”

Surprisingly, after his initial shock and
screaming reaction faded, the sword hurt no worse than the poison,
but the idea of what had happened to him now was much more gruesome
and much harder to bear. Being pinned to the ground with his own
sword was not how he had planned to spend eternity and it seemed
that the sword had somehow betrayed him. He soon felt himself
drifting in the same hazy dimension from which he had only recently
returned, somewhere between life and death, as if he had somehow
separated from his physical body altogether. It just could not have
happened. It had to be a dream or perhaps hell.

He turned his head to watch as the Knight of
the Sword swung himself onto the back of the palomino. A lifetime
had passed since he had first seen this horse in the stable. His
back grew warm as his blood poured down his sides and ran under
him. The man looked back at him once, declaring his intent to
return and Mark thought inanely that his murderer looked like an
angel in the silvery moonlight. Mark tried to convince himself that
this was, indeed, another of his strange nightmares and that he
would wake up any moment. Beaujold kicked the horse’s flank once
and was gone. Ramsay listened to the sounds of the hoof beats
fading into the distance.

When he did not wake up, a new sense of panic
entered his mind. What if the man did not return? How long could he
lay here and what would happen next? He felt blood well up in his
throat and fought the urge to cough. The blood bubbled up, choking
him and then flowed out of his mouth when he turned his head to the
right. The stuff ran down his face into his hair and onto the
ground. What if no one came for him? How many of his Brothers had
he, the Knight of Death, come for with this same sword? And now
there was no one to come for him. If he did not get up now, he
would never get up again.

The hilt of the sword was too close to his
body to get the proper leverage necessary to push it up, and his
hands, covered with blood, were too slippery to pull it out. It was
driven too far into the ground beneath him for that. The sound of
coyotes barking somewhere in the night broke the silence. What
beast would now come out of the brush to devour him alive? Or would
insects come and take him away bit by bit? It was too much! He
tried again and again to pull the blade free, but only succeeded in
causing himself more and more pain with every move he made.

He lay still, looking up at the stars again
before his eyes closed. Many, many memories flooded his mind in the
space of a few short seconds while his life unfolded in a reversal
of events from latest to earliest times and he recognized this as
part of the death experience as well. If he didn’t really die this
time, at least his memory was being restored bit by bit. He saw
everything with crystal clarity starting with his run from Merry’s
house and going back years and years until he had passed his
turbulent childhood, passed into his mother’s womb and out again
into the body of another man.

He stood momentarily in a dimly lit cave and
raised a bronze mirror in front of his face, but before he could
focus on the face, a loud noise jerked him back from the brink and
he understood that his body was trying to sink into a healing coma.
Whenever he received a wound or injury of such horrendous
proportions, his body would shut down for three days to heal. But
this time was different. This time, the object of his distress
still in place. Waking up in three days with his arms and legs
chewed off and his body still skewered by the golden sword was a
very distasteful image that reminded him that he had to get the
sword out now. He had to move. It was not the first such wound he
had experienced since falling in with the Poor Knights of Solomon’s
Temple, but this was the first time he had suffered such a thing
all alone. He had been shot, stabbed, choked, poisoned, bashed,
battered and drowned, along with his horse, twice, but this was a
different matter all together. He had fallen from a cliff, been
buried in a sandstorm, he had been run down by an automobile and
thrown from a train on the side of a mountain. The bizarre notion
that he could lie there and heal around the sword and by so doing,
in essence, become a permanent fixture in this barren wasteland,
almost caused him to scream again.

He closed his eyes briefly, trying to force
the morbid thoughts from his mind. It didn't work. He imagined
himself covered over with dust and dirt and then rocks and
eventually becoming encased in minerals. Someday in the far distant
future, erosion would unearth his form again he would become a
human geode, filled with muscle and bone and blood and… memories.
These bizarre thoughts kept him awake and desperately trying to
dislodge the sword in spite of the tremendous pain his efforts
caused. He drifted toward unconsciousness against all his better
judgment.

A snuffling noise from nearby renewed his
alarm a few minutes later. Turning his head slowly, expecting
jackals or worse, he saw the black stallion standing less than a
dozen feet away, nibbling at a clump of grass.

An idea, albeit a bad one, suddenly occurred
to him. He clucked and called to the horse, causing more blood to
pour from his mouth. How much blood did he have? The stallion
tossed its head and plodded closer, snorting nervously.

“Come on, boy,” Ramsay whispered and held up
his closed fist and then turned it over as if to offer the horse an
apple or some other treat. The horse nodded its head up and down
and stepped closer, pawing the ground, nudging his hand for the
invisible fruit. Mark caught hold of the reins dangling from the
horse’s bridle and quickly looped them several times around the
hilt of the sword before the stallion realized he had been tricked.
The big horse snuffled the blood on the ground and rolled its
eyes.

Before he could think better of the insane
idea, Mark gathered a handful of rock and loose dirt, took a deep
breath, that caused him to scream again and threw the dirt into the
frightened beast’s face. His screaming continued in earnest when
the horse jerked his head up, rearing on his hind legs, hopping
backwards, yanking the sword from the ground and subsequently
pulling it from his body in one swift, but violent motion.

Several protracted minutes later, when he had
recovered his senses somewhat and the screaming had subsided into
gasping sobs, he gathered the last bit of strength he didn’t know
he possessed and got up on his knees, half-crawling after the
horse. He had to get back on the horse and get away before the one
he had, at first, feared would not come back, did indeed come back
with his iron-bound chest. He caught the stallion, retrieved his
blood-stained sword from the tangled reins and climbed awkwardly
into the saddle, cursing under his breath as the bloody reins
slipped from his hand. He slapped the horse’s rump feebly with the
sword and dragged the sword across his thighs as before. Leaning
into the horse’s neck, he wrapped the long mane around his fingers
as the horse started forward again, walking slowly through the
night to parts unknown.

He had to stay awake or else tumble from the
horse. To occupy his mind, he tried to fathom how Beaujold's hatred
could have eluded him all those years and why he had not realized
the depths of the man’s feelings sooner. He had thought the matter
settled and had assumed that time had glossed over the pain for
Beaujold as it had for him. Before he lapsed into
semi-unconsciousness, another uninvited, unpleasant memory
assaulted: the image of Beaujold on his knees, pleading with him to
spare his friend and Brother’s life. He had always thought Beaujold
would get over it, but he had been wrong. He remembered with
electric lucidity the look on the Knight of Sword’s face after he
had administered the Final Rites to their fallen Brother and
beheaded him with the Flaming Sword. There had been no hope for
their Brother. A land mine had obliterated most of his lower body
and they could not carry him over the mountain trails without
endangering every soldier’s life on the mission. The late Knight of
the Holy City had been the last of them to fall and that had been
almost sixty years ago. For one fleeting moment, he almost
remembered the words of the final rites, the Key of Death, but then
everything was gone along with his consciousness.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Maxie carried Merry into the library and
deposited her on the sofa at Valentino’s instruction. She stood
with her arms folded across her chest patting one foot rapidly,
angrily on the carpet.

“Merry!” Valentino leaned over her as Maxie
retreated.

He had to take care of their prisoners while
he still had help.

“Wake up!” She shook the young woman’s
shoulder.

Merry raised her head and then let it fall
back, groaning and pressing one hand to her brow.

“What the hell were you doing down there?”
the angry woman demanded immediately.

“Nothing but trying to put right what you
left undone,” Merry told her and frowned as her head spun. She
swung her feet to the floor and the woman shimmered in and out of
darkness in front of her eyes. “Isn’t that just like you, Cecile?
Don’t ask how I’m doing. Don’t ask if I’m hurt. Just yell at me for
nothing. I was trying to stop them from taking him. I discovered
him missing and then found them all in the basement.” It was the
truth… in a roundabout way.

“Oh?” Valentino eyed her suspiciously. “Why
didn’t you tell me first? Did you think you could handle them all
by yourself? Dressed like a prima donna?”

“Yes! No! I don’t know!” Merry set her jaw
stubbornly. She was desperate to know what had happened after she
had been knocked out, but was afraid to ask anything. If Valentino
sensed her concern for Mark Andrew, she would never tell her a
thing. She knew that Valentino would eventually tell her what had
happened… in her own time and as long as she didn’t ask.

“Well, it didn’t look like you were trying to
help,” Valentino frowned at her. “I don’t understand how you found
them in the basement. Did they make you go? I should have known
something was up with Herr Schroeder. That guy wasn’t Herr
Schroeder! These guys are real slick. I guess that’s how they
manage to live so long fooling stupid people like us. I should have
known something was up when Schroeder tried to flirt with me.
Everybody knows he’s a flaming fucking faggot. Men! I guess that
one thinks he’s a bad-ass like Ramsay,” the woman muttered this
last under her breath and went to pour herself a glass of water at
the desk. Typical of her self-centered nature, she offered Merry
nothing.

“Now we have prisoners to worry about, but we
almost got all of them,” she announced proudly after a few moments.
Her tone was one of satisfaction. “And one of them is real scary,”
she grinned at Merry. “You’d better be glad that he wasn’t the one
that came looking for Anthony.”

“The dark one all dressed in black?” Merry
asked and narrowed her eyes. She would have to pull the information
out of her. Play her along. “He was scary, wasn’t he?” she added,
trying to egg her on.

“Uh, huh,” Valentino drank the water in tiny
sips as if to intentionally irritate Merry. “He’s been praying
constantly since we nabbed him. Not at all like your oh-so-friendly
Ramsay, huh? He has a decidedly evil aura about him. Strange, isn’t
it? And Ramsay is supposed to be the Knight of Death. I wonder what
this one’s secret is? It must be really, really deep, dark and
mysterious.”

“Yeah. I guess so,” Merry didn’t want to
think about it. “Who did we miss? Are we still looking?”

“Just Ramsay.” Valentino looked disgusted.
“We got four. Your precious Knight made off on Raven. The bastard
stole my horse! Boy, he’s really something. Now he’s a horse thief.
That saddle cost twelve hundred bucks. Didn’t they used to hang
horse thieves in Coryelle County? I think we got the young one that
used the two weapons. He’s probably an apprentice. Too young to be
a Knight, I think.”

“What?” Merry frowned as her head ached
miserably.

There should have been five prisoners if only
Mark had escaped. There had been five Templars in the basement with
him. Mark made six. She wondered how many more of them would come
out of the woodwork. What had they gotten themselves into and how
would they ever get out? Valentino had no idea what she was doing.
Prisoners?! Did she really think they were going to be able to
outmatch these men? These guys were serious. Especially the skinny
blond one who wanted Mark’s head, but not all of them seemed to
want him dead. It had looked as if they were divided on the issue
of what to do with him. The short blond one might have taken his
head, but the younger one and the one disguised as Schroeder seemed
unwilling to actually kill him. The one Cecile thought was evil was
definitely on Mark’s side. That would possibly be three against
three if…

“He took your horse?” she asked. Schroeder.
Not Schroeder. She wondered what his name was. Perhaps she would
have the chance to ask him personally if all went well and she
could somehow survive long enough to see things set right.

“Yes and he took Chevaliere Davenport’s
palomino as well,” Valentino moaned and poured herself another
drink of water. “What will she say when she finds out? The bitch
will probably expect me to pay damages.”

Merry hoped that the one on the palomino was
not the horrid Frenchman with the thinning hair. The rude one that
had shouted for Mark’s head.

“My head really hurts, Cecile.” Merry rubbed
the back of her neck. “What happened to the ceremony?”

“Everyone left,” Valentino moaned again.
“This thing cost me six thousand dollars plus nits and now we’ve
had to put it off. Everything was ruined. It took a great deal of
fancy footwork just to keep Brother Sentiment from calling the
constable. I assured him that Maxie would handle it, but some of
the guys stayed to help look for the horses for a while. I told Mr.
Petrie that Maxie had already called the police before he left. Oh,
he was in a fine mood. He’ll never trust me with anything again.
They think the horses just ran off by themselves in the uproar.
They also think the Templars are a gang of burglars. At least I was
able to salvage that much. The last thing we need is the constable
poking around. I have to think of a follow up story. You know I’ll
have to tell what happened to them eventually.”

“Would you mind then if I just went up to
bed?” Merry asked sweetly. “I need a nice, long bath and some
aspirin.”

“Of course,” Valentino said with more
sympathy as she put the water down and finally showed a bit of
concern for Merry by patting her head as she passed her. “You go on
up now. I have to go see what those idiots are doing out
there.”

Merry stood up slowly, deliberately trying
not to seem in a hurry, but she was desperate to get away. Her
heart raced. She had to go after Mark Andrew. He had seemed awfully
sick when she had seen him in the basement office. She remembered
how he had staggered out of the room and how the perspiration had
gleamed on his face under the lights in the corridor. He had been
half-blind and the bloody foam he had spit on the floor had not
been a good sign either. There was no telling what the dark Knight
had done to him in the basement. And now this other one was after
him before he’d had half a chance to recover. He needed her help
and he needed it now.

“Goodnight then,” Merry called after
Valentino as she headed out of the library by way of the patio
doors.

As soon as Valentino was out of sight, Merry
rushed up the stairs to her room, she considered changing clothes,
but only grabbed a light sweater and threw it on over her gown.
Creeping down the back stairs, she met no one on her way out. She
went out the laundry room door into the moonlight and made a mad
dash across the open ground to the stables.

The gentle bay mare that she called her own
was happy to see her. She was ready to join her companions for a
moonlight ride. Taking only enough time to put a bridle on her,
Merry kicked off her shoes, cursing herself for not having at least
put on her socks and boots. She hoisted her long skirt and leaped
onto the mare’s back. It would be easier to control her without the
heels as long as she didn’t get stranded in a prickly pear patch.
She rode the mare around in front of the stables briefly, looking
for signs of the other two horses while the distant sounds of
four-wheelers rumbling around the hills indicated that Valentino's
friends were still bumbling in the dark.

Scouting was not in Merry’s list of skilled
accomplishments, but the signs of two horses’ recent passing were
easy enough to follow. She kicked the horse to a gallop as the
sounds of jeeps and four-wheelers somewhere off to her right grew
louder. They would be good for a few loops through the nearby
trails that Valentino had constructed for recreational purposes and
they would be gone. Of this, she was quite sure. Most of them had
been up in the rocks before, riding and acting like fools whenever
they threw parties. At the moment, she didn’t give a damn about any
of it any more. Her only thought was to get to Mark before the rest
of them did.

The further she rode from the house, the
harder the trail was to follow as the ground became increasingly
rocky and hard packed. Her progress slowed to a painstaking walk
and twice she lost the trail altogether and had to backtrack. In
the hills on either side of the dry wash, coyotes yapped and howled
at the moon, causing chills to course up her spine. It wouldn’t do
to get stranded in the rough countryside, in the dark with no
shoes, no rifle and no radio. She hadn’t even thought to bring her
cell phone, not that there was a signal out here.

Mark had been right about everything.
Valentino was a fraud. The entire Order of the Rose was a fraud and
she had been brainwashed into thinking it was all magick and
nonsense. Now, here she was, in the middle of nowhere in the dead
of night, trying to save an assassin who was being chased by a
homicidal maniac with a sword. If she had any sense, she would turn
around and go back to her bath, after calling the police, but that
wouldn’t help matters and she would be arrested as well. Just as
Mark had said: Kidnapping was a serious crime.

There was no time for further thinking when
the double trail of hoof prints became an odd mess in the waning
light of the setting moon. The tracks went in circles and the
ground was covered with deep prints and lighter prints. The riders
must have dismounted at some point. There were dark, almost black,
splotches on the light-colored soil in the moon light, numerous
gouges and scuff marks in the dark soil and as far as she could
tell, only one set of boot prints. With a sinking feeling, she slid
from the horse and looked more closely at the dark spots on the
ground. She touched one with her finger. It was still damp. No
doubt blood.

The site where Mark had lain impaled with his
own sword, stopped her dead in her tracks. Here and there, puddles
glistened in the hollows of small rocks embedded in the dry
riverbed. Obviously, this was where they had met. One, if not both
of the Knights were in serious trouble. Here she also found human
footprints. Smeared and bloody. One set of bloody boot tracks and
another without blood. Both had remounted their horses, nearby. As
best as she could determine, it looked like one of them had turned
back south and east headed toward the highway, but the horse
trailed off to the west toward the creek. There was only one
explanation. One of them had left the other for dead.

She mounted the bay and kicked him into a
gallop, heading west. The blood was easier to follow and the tracks
were deeper, indicating a heavier horse and rider. Mrs. Davenport’s
pony was a much smaller horse than Cecile’s stallion and Mark was
at least thirty or forty pounds heavier than the skinny French
Knight. She reasoned that Mark had chosen the best horse in the
stables, therefore, it was Mark she was following… she hoped. It
was Mark who had suffered the massive blood loss and Mark that she
would eventually find at the end of the trail.

After an hour or so the dark spots gradually
disappeared and she had to slow down enough to look for the hoof
prints again. Her mind raced and her nerves were on end as she
allowed her horse to walk along slowly, while she leaned over its
neck, searching the ground. Her shoulders hurt and she was
beginning to appreciate Lady Godiva’s troubles more and more.
Horseback riding required sturdy clothes. Her flimsy gown and
undergarments were far from appropriate attire and she regretted
not having taken two minutes to change into jeans before leaving
the house.

She tried to redirect her attention from her
aches and pains by laying some sort of plan. What would she do when
she finally caught up with whomever was ahead of her? What if she
was wrong? What if she were following the wrong man? How could he
have lost that much blood and stayed mounted on a horse at all? No
coherent plans of action came to mind only more questions she could
not answer.

Time dragged on and the horse she followed
showed no signs of stopping. She felt truly alone for the first
time in her life, somewhere between the comfort of her old life and
the desperate situation into which Mark had fallen, without friends
and no safe haven. She was being forced to make the first real
decisions in her life and those decisions would have profound
effects on the remaining portion of it, however long that might
be.

The first gray light of dawn had just begun
to make the sky lighter behind her when a dark stand of cottonwoods
loomed up in front of her. She had reached the creek bottom and she
was a long way from home, but certainly not as far from home as
Mark Andrew Ramsay. The track she was following began to zigzag
lazily as the stallion finally tired and began to forage for food
along the ancient river banks. It was obvious that the rider was
not controlling the horse’s movement any more, if he ever had been.
With the growing light to aid her, she kicked the bay to a gallop
and headed straight for the creek where she assumed the big
stallion would go for water after such a long ride and there would
be green grass there to graze on.

Merry tied her horse to a small bush on the
creek bank and edged her way down to the water, very glad to be off
horseback again. Valentino's stallion had tramped around under the
trees for quite some time and she could not tell which way he had
gone after he finally entered the stream. A flat rock over-hanging
the gurgling stream offered an inviting place for her to sit for a
short rest. Merry let her tired feet hang in the water and
stretched her arms over her head, arching her aching back, trying
to pop out the kinks she had accumulated on the ride. It was a
wonderful relief to be off the horse, but the early morning air was
almost chilly in the deep shade under the cottonwoods. The headache
dissipated, but she felt hollow, unable to remember when she had
last eaten solid food. She was miserable, but at least she still
had all her blood in her veins. It must have taken a great deal of
dogged determination to hang onto the skittish stallion to make it
this far with such a devastating wound.

She lay flat on her stomach and dipped her
hands in the cold water, splashing some in her face and drinking
some of the sweet spring water.

Any idea of running away with Mark faded with
the brightening of day under the trees. The sun always chased away
dreams and put the light of harsh reality into every picture. He
would surely leave as soon as he could and she would never see him
again. Tears welled up in her eyes at the thought of losing him and
then she realized that he had never belonged to her. If he had any
real thoughts about her, he surely thought her a rotten individual,
capable of anything and certainly not worthy of love, a loose woman
without morals or decency. She knew a bit about history and how
severe the punishment had been for adulterous women, prostitutes
and common whores. His opinion of her would surely be low if it
registered on the scale at all. Tears of frustration and anger
joined the spring water on her face.

A splashing sound coming from upstream
interrupted her misery. She froze on with one hand shading her eyes
and waited for the source of the noise to come into view. The sound
was methodical and as it drew nearer, she recognized the hollow
clomping of hooves against rocks submerged in the water. No doubt,
Raven was walking down stream, nibbling at the sweet clumps of
grass growing along the bank. She scooted back off the rock and
took cover beside it under the leaves of a tall weed laden with
purple berries.

The black stallion wandered aimlessly into
view. The subdued light under the trees slanted through millions of
translucent green leaves and the trunks of the trees cast deep
shadows across the stream. Their gnarled roots formed fantastic
shapes along the banks, piling up against one another in a slow,
but inexorable struggle for space. A few yards upstream from where
she waited, a graceful weeping willow of considerable age added
mystery to the beauty of the backdrop against which the velvet
animal assumed the proportions of a mythical creature. She
half-expected to see wings on his back. The trailing tendrils of
the willow partially obscured the dark rider atop the black horse
like a living beaded curtain of light green.

He did not appear to be seated in the saddle,
but rather perched precariously on top of the stallion. The horse
moved out of the willow’s covering branches and she drew a sharp
breath. She had followed the right man. He sat with his knees up,
his head leaning into the horse’s neck. One pale hand was visible,
entangled in the long mane while the reins dragged in the water.
Was he dead in the saddle? Was that possible? The horse slowly made
its way toward her until a break in the trees allowed the slanting
rays of the morning sun to illuminate the area like a stage
provided by nature and just for a moment, she thought she saw
dozens of tiny green, yellow and blue orbs floating around him.
Then the illusion was gone as the lights seemed to flee in every
direction at the very instant she drew the breath. The horse took a
step or two and then stopped.

The rider jerked slightly and the horse took
another step or two and stopped again. Not dead. She watched in
silent fascination as this process was repeated again and again. He
wasn’t dead, nor was he quite asleep. It was unbelievable. He was
close enough now that she could see narrow stripes of darkly
glistening liquid running down the saddle and under the horse’s
belly. This was the source of the spots that she had been following
along the trail. She tried to remember how much blood was in the
human body. Certainly he could have none left.

She stood up very slowly. Valentino’s
stallion had always made her nervous and the feeling was mutual. He
was high-strung and given to bolting at the slightest provocation.
When he saw her, he stopped and took a tentative step backwards,
rolling his eyes in alarm. His rider jerked again and he regained
the step.

“Raven!” she called softly and the horse
snorted. The smell of Mark’s blood already had him spooked. She
clucked to the horse like Valentino always did. “Come on boy. Come
on, Raven.” She held out one hand, pretending to cup an apple in
it. He loved apples and was always ready to take a chance that
there might be one even when it was a ruse. The horse turned
abruptly toward her and she heard the rider moan softly at the
sudden movement.

She backed up the bank slowly, staying out of
reach of the horse’s muzzle, as he came nearer and nearer, tossing
his head and nickering softly. Mark made a strangled sound when the
horse climbed jerkily from the rocky stream bed to the softer
ground beneath the cottonwoods.

“Come on, boy,” she coaxed the horse to her.
“Good Boy!” she said as she grabbed the reins and the horse seemed
to calm down at once. She looked up at Mark Andrew, trying to judge
his condition.

When Raven stopped, he jerked again and tried
to make the horse go in the same manner as before, completely
unaware of his surroundings or her presence. His eyes were tightly
closed and his face was smeared with blood. There were ghastly
clots on his hands and in the horse’s mane. She could see the hilt
of the golden sword protruding from the left side of his lap. It
was incredible. No one would ever believe it. But now she had
another problem… How would she ever get him off the horse? And what
would she do after that?

“Mark!” she called his name, but he did not
stir. Instead, he jerked again to make the horse go. She held
tightly to the reins to stop the stallion’s movements. “Mark
Andrew!” she said more loudly. “It’s me, Merry!”

Nothing. He was on automatic pilot. She took
hold of the hilt of the sword, pulled gently and her heart gave a
lurch when she thought it might be stuck in him, might actually be
the cause of his injury. But it couldn’t be. He couldn’t have
gotten onto the horse with a sword stuck through him! Could he?
Before she could decide what to do next, he reached down suddenly
with his left hand and grabbed her wrist, simultaneously jerking
himself upright and slamming her bodily against the side of the
horse. Raven stumbled and tried to rear. Merry had to wrench
herself free of Mark’s grasp and jerk down on the reins forcefully
to keep the horse in place. She spoke rapidly to the horse, trying
to calm him before chancing a look at Mark.

He was sitting straight up on the saddle with
his face turned up to the heavens as if drinking in the sunlight.
The colored orbs had returned. They buzzed around his head so fast
they left blurs like comet tails as they crisscrossed each other’s
orbits. She forgot about everything else and let go of Raven’s
halter in order to step closer to the spectacular sight, but her
movement caused the lights to fly off in every direction again,
emitting tiny whines, whizzes and shrieks. Mark’s serene face
crumpled when the pain of the movement registered on his mind, he
let go a blood-curdling scream into the sky before toppling onto
her, sword and all.

Merry didn’t know what was worse. The scream
or the tumble into the dirt under his weight. She’d never heard
anything like it before in her life. When she tried to dislodge
herself from beneath him, she discovered that one of her silver
filigreed earrings was tangled in his hair. She worked the thing
loose from her ear and then gingerly pushed him over on his back.
He was completely unconscious and that was probably a good thing.
Another good thing was that the sword had fallen free and was lying
a few feet away, bloodstained, but the blood was dry. She
extricated herself carefully from beneath him and tied Raven next
to the bay before he wandered off.

The horses snorted and jerked against their
reins, sensing her fear and agitation. The last thing she needed
was to lose their only form of transportation. When she went back
for Mark, the sword glittered dangerously in the dappled sunlight
and she picked it up carefully. It was a fascinating work of art.
Smooth and cold with the appearance of molten gold without a single
scratch or blemish on its surface. The blade itself was fashioned
out of three distinct pieces woven together like braided flames.
Merry had seen a number of swords in her travels with Cecile and
Gavin. Gavin was particularly interested in medieval weapons and
they often traveled to festivals celebrating the renaissance
period. Gavin had even taken part in some of the mock tournaments,
duels and sword fights and was forever dragging them into the shops
and tents where such weapons were sold. But never had she seen such
a weapon as this, beautiful and deadly at the same time. The edges
were extremely thin and incredibly sharp, but there were no signs
that would indicate that it had ever been honed. The hilt was not
separate from the blade, but made of the same smooth metal with
inlaid white stone. A round disc made of the same metal adorned
each end of the guard and a third disc at the end of the tang was
inlaid with white stone bearing a red cross pattee embedded
seamlessly in the center. There were no telltale marks or seams of
any sort which might indicate that it had been made of separate
pieces put together. The red cross was made of something opaque,
not glass, not ceramic or plastic, but red, deep red like the
bloody stains on her hands. Merry was mesmerized by the feel and
sight of the magnificent weapon that seemed to vibrate in her
hands, but when she thought of how many people might have felt the
raw edge of the blade on their necks, she laid it quickly beside
the boulder and returned to the more urgent business at hand.

The hardest part of her task was next and she
was very glad that he was completely unconscious when she attempted
the feat. Twenty minutes or more passed while she dragged him inch
by inch up the sandy bank where she propped him against the side of
the weatherworn boulder. She tore off the gauzy inner lining of her
gown and wet it in the creek. Starting with his face and hands, she
attempted to clean away the dried and not so dry blood. The stuff
was everywhere, in and behind his right ear, clotted in his hair,
soaked through his shirt, front and back. Even his pants were stiff
and sticky. It was impossible to tell where it had all come from.
Several rinsings were necessary before she could even make a guess
as to the nature of his injuries. When she sat back on her heels
and surveyed him thoughtfully, the overwhelming sense of relief
that she had felt upon finding him faded only to be quickly
replaced by another worry almost as immense: How would she get him
from this stream bank to a place of safety?

Judging from the rips in his shirt, it
appeared that someone had stabbed him clear through… again!

She shuddered and glanced apprehensively at
the sword and the blood stains on the golden blade. Everything
Cecile’s silly Order of the Rose had ever done, everything they
stood for, seemed petty and inconsequential at that moment and the
reality of what they had done to Mark crashed in on her. Cecile had
delved into the unknown and it had come back to bite her. Not only
would Cecile pay for it, she was feeling the teeth as well. She was
acutely aware how wrong they had been to detain him, but that was
the difference between her and Cecile. Cecile had no discernible
conscience.

When she was satisfied that she had done
everything she could do to make him comfortable with what little
she had to work with, she took off her sweater and rolled it into a
makeshift pillow for his head. The sun was already chasing the
chill from the air under the trees as she sat down on the ground
beside him. He looked deathly pale, but his chest rose and fell
very faintly every two to three minutes. The silver earring tangled
in his hair sparkled in an errant sunbeam and she bent over it,
carefully trying to work it out of his hair without disturbing him.
In the end, she picked out a lock of hair near the tangle and
braided it together until she had incorporated the earring into a
braided lock like an ornament. He looked like a fallen Celtic
warrior, his long hair framing his face and the warrior's braid
decorated with an ornament from his love or a symbol of his status.
She removed the other one from her ear and wrapped the thin silver
hook around the braid near the first earring. There were distinct
red splotches on his cheeks and neck, growing larger as the blood
renewed itself. She wondered how she could hold onto her sanity.
Mark Ramsay went against everything she had ever known or believed
and even in this sorry state, he spoke to her of another time and
another place, reminding her of the illustrations on the historical
romance novels she kept in a box in the closet under the stairs. He
was her prince and she was his princess and they had always known
each other…. There had never been a time when she had not known
him… She bent again and placed a kiss on his forehead, smoothing
back the hair from his face.

A squirrel barked in the tree above her and
she jumped out of her skin before slapping herself quite hard on
the cheek.

“You stupid silly girl!” she spoke aloud to
herself. “What is wrong with you?! He’s in big trouble and you’re
daydreaming! Won’t you please grow up and give everybody a break?!”
With this angry self-admonishment, she began to cry hot tears of
desperation as hopeless anguish gripped her heart in an iron
glove.

“I’m not dreaming,” his voice was barely
audible. “I’m just resting. I’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.
Just a few minutes.”

She leaned toward him, wiping the tears away
from her face and then her shoulders drooped in disappointment. He
had not opened his eyes or moved. He was talking in his sleep. She
knew that he did not belong here with her, that he could never have
fit in with the ordinary people living around about Waco, Texas.
Wherever he had come from, he had to go back and if he did ask her
again, she would not hesitate to go with him.

In the meantime, the only thing she could do
was wait for him to recover and pray that it would truly only be a
few minutes like he said. Someone from the house would come for
them as soon as Cecile discovered her absence and put two and two
together. She moved the horses to a less visible place in the grove
and secured them to the trunk of one of the smaller cottonwoods.
They couldn't ride as far as town. Over 35 miles? That would never
work.

What she feared most was Maxie finding them
before Mark regained his strength. Her only course of action was to
get him back to the barn, find the keys to his car and get away as
soon and as far as possible and then plan something.

She dragged the blood-stained sword closer to
her when she sat down beside him again and then placed it between
them with the hilt under his right hand. It was the best she could
do. She curled up next to him and laid her head on her hands.
Within seconds, she was sound asleep. As soon as she closed her
eyes and her breathing became regular, a dozen or more green and
yellow orbs, ranging in size from a few inches to more than a foot
across, drifted down from the leaves of the willow tree. The orbs
were ephemeral, quick-moving and silent as they danced about the
Knight's head, zooming in and out.

A tiny smile played across his lips when one
of them paused in front of his face.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Noon had come and gone. Valentino walked down
the corridor and onto the balcony in front of Merry’s room,
carrying her cup of chocolate, yawning. She had lost one, but
gained four. Not bad. She had four more bargaining tools to use on
Edgard d’Brouchart. All she had to do was hold them. Since they
could not die, she did not have to worry about feeding them or
providing them with water and so on and so forth. All she had to do
was keep them locked up. Keep them from escaping. Ultimately she
had no real plans outside of getting to d'Brouchart. She believed
that the Grand Master would be forced to show himself in order to
bargain for their release.

The thrill of her dangerous adventure boosted
her adrenaline and the sleepiness dissipated. D’Brouchart couldn’t
afford to lose four of them at one time and no matter how
precarious her situation had become, she was closer than ever to
achieving her goal. Her only real fear was the knowledge that
Ramsay was out there somewhere. He was dangerous.

“Have you checked on them this morning?” she
asked Maxie when he met her in the library.

“Yes, ma’am,” he lied. He’d not had the time.
“They are all trussed up and waiting to be cooked like a bunch of
Christmas turkeys.”

“Take me to see them,” she got up from the
desk and grabbed Gavin Nash’s old journal from the shelf before
following the man outside.

The four prisoners sat blinking in the glare
when Maxie flipped the switch in the basement wine cellar. Maxie
and a couple of her male guests had secured them with electrician
ties, nylon ski rope and bungee cords to the heavy iron racks
anchored to the wall. They leaned or slumped in various poses,
watching her in silence. A motley crew they were, but dangerous
none-the-less and she was not happy to have only Maxie in the house
for protection. If they were to learn the truth of her
vulnerability, she doubted that little strips of nylon plastic
would hold them. The weapons that Maxie had collected from them had
almost driven her to flee into town when she had seen the array of
razor sharp blades.

But the decorations on the hilts, gold and
silver made inlaid with precious and semi-precious stones and
wrought with tremendous skill and craftsmanship made them
irresistible. Her favorite was the black dragon with the ruby eyes,
but the silver and blue caduceus with its entwined serpents and
angel’s wings made her wonder which one of them it belonged to.
There was also a magnificent Egyptian motif rendered in silver and
inlaid alabaster, turquoise, bloodstone and ebony with finely
engraved hieroglyphs on the blade. She had to imagine that they had
been wrought by the same craftsman so fine was the workmanship. The
swords alone were worth a mint. Between her four prisoners, she had
captured ten daggers and knives of various design along with a
number of throwing weapons. Their weapons alone were worth a
fortune. She had wanted to hire a couple of the local fellows to
help them out, but she knew none she could absolutely trust and the
less people involved in this, the better. She eternally grateful
that none of the members of the Order of the Rose were overly fond
of the authorities and some of them were known be rather
unscrupulous souls. She had assured them that she would call the
authorities after they left to make sure none of them were involved
in the investigation. Those things could be rather messy.

Valentino walked in front of the four men,
staying well out of reach of the boots as she looked them over. She
could not help but wonder what secrets they held. According to
Gavin’s notes, each one held a mystical secret supposedly given to
them in some magickal ceremony during their initiation. They looked
like ordinary men to her in the harsh light of the barren light
bulbs. Even the dark one looked like a good haircut and a business
suit would have worked wonders. Only the short, blond one seemed to
have received any serious injuries the night before. From the looks
of her office, she would have thought one or more persons had died
violently there. His head hung on his chest and a bloody mat of
hair stuck to the back of it. In spite of the blood, his hair was
his best feature, golden blond like a child of four or five and she
had to resist the urge to touch it when she stopped in front of
him. He raised his head and looked at her with sad, almost clear
blue eyes and she shuddered. It seemed that he could look into her
very soul and an unusual pang of conscience stabbed at her. He had
the air of a priest or a holy man of some sort.

She avoided the dark one’s gaze as he watched
her steadily from deep, black eyes. She would not be interviewing
him; that much was sure. The young one with the pretty blue eyes
and curly dark hair could not have been more than eighteen or
nineteen years old. Probably an apprentice to one of the older men.
She had already tried an apprentice and found that they didn’t know
enough to suit her purposes. He watched her in silence with the air
of a young panther ready to spring. It would either be the sickly
blond or the olive complexioned one. The one who had masqueraded as
Herr Schroeder and flirted with her. She stopped in front of him
and he smiled up at her, crinkling the scar on his face. He winced
as the smile also caused pain in his latest injury: a deep purple
bruise on his left temple. Maybe she would get to ask him about the
scar after all. He was healthy, friendly, relatively uninjured and
seemed almost like the kid in the back of the room with all the
answers to the teacher’s questions. If his hands had not been
restrained, she would have expected him to raise his hand and say
‘Pick me!’ ‘Pick me!’

“Which one are you?” she asked him and took a
sip of her chocolate.

“I am Lucio Apolonio Dambretti, at your
service, madam,” he answered politely.

His smile could have melted the heart of the
stone cherub in the garden. She would definitely have to keep Merry
away from this one or else the same process might very well start
all over. Merry could be so hare-brained when it came to pretty
things. And the accent? Italian, of course, and Italians were
almost as famous or infamous as the French for being lady killers,
unlike the missing Scot who was more likely a killer of ladies.

“And what is it that you do for the Order?”
She returned his smile and took a sip of the chocolate.

“The Order? I put things in order. I read
books,” he said. “Old books.”

“What is your title?” She tried again.

“I am Chevalier l’Aigle d’Or. Knight of the
Golden Eagle,” he said and looked at her quizzically. “Does that
mean anything to you, signorina?”

She flipped through the pages of Gavin’s
handwritten notes to a spot marked with a red ribbon.

“Let’s see.” She held it up to the naked
light bulb and read aloud. “The Knight of the Golden Eagle. Keeper
of the Egyptian Secrets. Scholar of the Book of the Dead. He has
passed through the Mysteries of Egypt, of Osiris and Isis, and of
Serapis. He has seen the sun rise at Midnight and has been over the
threshold of death at Thebes. How romantic. He reveals the light of
the soul. Very impressive, but I have seen the sun at midnight in
Norway. These things do not sound mysterious or useful to me.” She
looked down at him.

“But you have not seen the midnight sunrise
at Thebes. It is much more… enlightening.” He shrugged and cast one
of his knowing winks at Christopher.

Christopher hoped that Dambretti had another
of his endless tricks in store for the woman and he would have
especially liked to see the Knight of the Golden Eagle take down
her ugly bodyguard. The man was beyond endurance with his insulting
remarks and vicious kicks. Worse even than Sir Beaujold. The
thought of Beaujold made his empty stomach turn over. The
vindictive Knight of the Sword was out there somewhere, pursuing
his Master and his Master was not well. If he had not seen how ill
Sir Ramsay had been the night before, he would have no worries
concerning the outcome of such a confrontation as that sought by
Beaujold, but…

“Bring this one, Maxie,” the woman jerked her
head at Dambretti and turned to her watchdog who now sported a
shotgun and a pistol. “I want to see how my method works on one who
is not brain damaged.”

Maxie handed her the shotgun, put the pistol
in his belt and knelt awkwardly beside the Knight. He used a small
pocket knife to cut the bands securing his wrists. He stumbled back
quickly when the Italian pushed himself up and stretched the kink
from his back. Maxie yanked the shotgun from Cecile and trained it
on the rather amiable Knight as he rubbed his numb hands together
and frowned in amusement at the man’s obvious terror. He could have
taken him, perhaps, but the shotgun was ready to fire and someone
might get hit… accidentally. Christopher was a real problem. The
others could take care of themselves, relatively speaking.

“Excuse me, Brothers,” Lucio spoke to them as
if he were leaving for a doctor’s appointment in a crowded waiting
room. He stepped carefully over their feet and legs. “I’ll just be
a few moments.”

“Go with God,” Simon spoke softly to him in
French.

“I’ll be back shortly, little Brother, do not
worry your head,” Lucio assured him in Italian.

As they started out the door, the dark one
struggled to his knees, straining his bonds against the bungee
cords holding him in place, making the iron shelving creak and
squeak in protest. She glanced back at him before closing the door
and he began speaking. His deep voice echoed ominously in the empty
concrete room.

“Heark ye, thou Whore of Babylon for thus
sayeth the Lord God Almighty I am the first and the last. I am he
that liveth, and was dead; and behold, I am alive forevermore,
Amen; and have the keys of hell and of death. And upon her forehead
was a name written, Mystery, Babylon the Great, Mother of Harlots
and abominations of the Earth. Repent; or else I will come unto
thee quickly, and will fight against them with the sword…” he
quoted directly from Revelations. “You would come against the true
Knights of Christ supposing yourself a daughter of Babylon?”

Valentino stood frozen in the doorway,
frowning deeply in confusion. His voice was enough to scare anyone
to death. His verse was one that had always frightened her.
Everything from the Book of St. John’s Revelations frightened her.
His question meant nothing to her outside the obvious insult. She
did not understand what he was asking her. The dark Knight’s frown
dissolved only to be replaced by something even more
incomprehensible: a smile.

“Shut up, you old windbag!” Maxie shouted at
him from outside the door.

“No, wait,” Valentino regained her composure
and turned her frown on the man. “This is really neat stuff. Let me
guess… you are the dreaded Knight of the Apocalypse? The dragon
sword belongs to you, doesn’t it?”

“He is not a joke, signorina,” Dambretti said
from behind her.

His tone was similar to one a father might
use to explain the inexplicable to a child and she did not like it.
“This situation is very serious. You would do well to let us all go
and hope we never return. A lovely woman like yourself should have
better things to do than tamper with the unknown. You do not
understand his question because your order is a fraud. A pretense
based on a lie. But it is of no concern to us. We did not come for
you.”

“Hmmph,” Valentino grumped and hesitated
briefly, then stepped back and locked the door, leaving the rest of
them in darkness. She followed Maxie out as he prodded Dambretti
with the shotgun. “There you go with the male, macho stuff,” she
said as they made their way down the tiled corridor. “You sound
just like Ramsay. Look at you. All of you. Such big, strong, brave
Knights of the Temple. Immortals, no less, and a mere woman has
taken you prisoner. It must really irk your pious asses.”

“Wine is strong, kings are stronger, women
are even stronger, but Truth conquers all,” the Italian quoted
something that sounded like scripture, but she did not recognize
it. She glanced over her shoulder at him and found him smiling at
her again.

“I’m glad we agree on something, sir,” she
quipped as she headed for the verandah. “It is truth I would like
to discuss with you.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Chevalier Edgard d’Brouchart stood, hands on
hips, staring out at the distant limestone hills and outcroppings
from the third floor window of Miss Penelope Martin’s Bed and
Breakfast. The spines of the hills were exposed under the hot
midday sun like the dried bones of a mythical monster. Miss Martin
had been extremely cordial, but had informed them sadly that they
were a day late for all the excitement out at Miss Valentino’s
party. She escorted them up to the last empty room on the third
floor. Only a few of their friends who had rented the rooms for
them had returned from the country and were still probably out
there searching for the missing horses. It was awful, just awful.
Imagine! Thieves and burglars right under their noses. It would be
the talk of the town. And Miss Valentino’s big party had been
ruined. Miss Martin was sadly disappointed that some of her guests
had checked out early, not wanting to be involved in such goings
on. She had counted on a full house for at least two nights. It was
awful! Sad! Frightening!

Sir d’Brouchart had listened attentively to
her chatter while they checked into one of the rooms reserved,
supposedly for them on the third floor. So his Knights had
effectively spoiled a lot of things, it seemed. But the plump
innkeeper had no idea who had done what. Her details were nothing
more than gossip, not an eye witness account and some of it was
third and fourth-handed. She was not a member of Miss Valentino’s
‘social club’. It was one of those ‘things’ she told them. Miss
Valentino and Miss Sinclair were nice people and rich to boot, but
they were ‘odd’. Not Miss Martin’s ‘cup of tea’. The Grand Master
had to assume the lady was talking about Valentino’s sexual
orientation and that of most of the members of the Order of the
Rose. It was one of those clubs, the inn keeper told them.

That his men could have wreaked such havoc
was no surprise to him, but where were they now? What were they
doing? Had Ramsay killed all of them and escaped? He and Sir
William had searched the other rooms after her departure and found
signs of his Knights everywhere, but turned up nothing useful. The
iron bound chest sat empty in one of the rooms. Beaujold had not
succeeded in his personal mission and the Master had to wonder if
that was good news or bad. Instead of losing one Knight, he might
have lost four or five!

Clothes were scattered everywhere along with
the belongings of three other people who were definitely not
associated with the Knights of the Temple. Montague pointed out
that the disheveled condition of the strangers’ property indicated
that hasty searches had been made. These were apparently the
belongings of the three other guests Miss Martin had mentioned:
Monshoor Dee Villiers, Monshoor Dan Teen and Herr Schroeder.
Supposedly they had left with Monshoor Boo Joe. The word they had
received from Beaujold was that Christopher Stewart had been
apprehended alive and well, but Miss Penelope’s count of the men
who left her establishment together added up to seven. Through
investigating the rooms on the third floor, they surmised that the
original team, along with Stewart, and three strangers had left
together to attend Miss Valentino’s event. She went on to tell him
about the Eye-talian, the one with the pretty smile, in dreamy
tones that had caused him to raise one eyebrow in consternation.
Dambretti! His ‘wayward son’. The Master rued the day when Ramsay
and Dambretti had experienced their little ‘falling out’. Ramsay
somehow managed to keep the Italian under control, but without
Ramsay’s influence, Dambretti was lost.

“Miss Martin was speaking of Christopher
Stewart, no doubt, as the young man from Alaska,” Sir William said
from behind him. “I would assume that she has not seen the Ritter
as she certainly would have given a running commentary on him. The
others she mentioned must be owners of these other bags. It is all
very mysterious, is it not?”

“Yes, mysterious,” d’Brouchart nodded. “You
must go down and pay the woman for another few days. I don’t know
how long we will require these accommodations. Keep all the
rooms.”

“Yes, Your Eminence.” The well-groomed Knight
of the Holy City nodded curtly. Dressed in a three piece business
suit of silver-gray, he contrasted sharply to the Grand Master’s
pullover knit shirt and denim jeans. American attire, the Master
had called his ensemble. They had the unlikely appearance of a
lumberjack and a corporate lawyer. Miss Martin had eyed
d’Brouchart’s appearance with an unconcealed measure of mistrust.
His imposing figure, booming voice, wild, red hair and strange
accent must have frightened her. She had directed most of her
chatter to Sir Montague, even commenting on how much she liked his
British accent.

“We will use Mistress Martin to announce our
arrival to the woman,” d’Brouchart called after him as he was about
to leave. “I believe that she is in need of funds.” With a heavy
sigh, the Grand Master settled himself into the early American
rocker near the window, causing the spindles to creak ominously
under his weight. He rocked sub-consciously as he pondered his next
move.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Sir Thomas Beaujold watched from his perch in
the oak tree behind the house as the woman, the stout man with the
shotgun and the Golden Eagle left the basement and proceeded down
the sidewalk. Dambretti turned to say something when the man
prodded him sharply with the gun barrel. For his efforts, he
received a painful kick in the stomach that sent him to his knees.
Valentino, who saw none of this, was walking in front of them,
carrying her cup of chocolate. She turned on the bodyguard and said
something rude to him before helping Lucio to his feet. After
another short tongue lashing directed at her disgruntled servant,
she preceded them into the house and, as soon as she was out of
sight, the man jabbed Lucio much harder with the twin barrels.
Lucio turned on him again, kicking him in the shin, causing him to
hop about painfully before the woman reappeared at the door. She
yelled at them to ‘Stop fucking around!’ and then they all went
inside.

Beaujold dropped to the ground silently. He
could not believe that his Brothers had all been captured by this
ridiculously small crew of unschooled pretenders. The others were
most likely in the basement. He looked about the garden greenery
cautiously for signs of the Apocalyptic Knight. Surely, she had not
taken the German prisoner. He sprinted across the yard and followed
them in through the open door, drawing his dagger from his belt as
he went. Ruefully, he thought of Ramsay, lying in the desert with
the sword through him and hoped that the wild animals had not found
him. Even the Knight of Death did not deserve such a horrible fate,
but he would have to find the others and free them first if,
indeed, they were all prisoners.

It had been quite a shock to see the van
still parked in front of the mansion. No wonder they had failed to
answer his calls. Simon always answered his cell phone, but it was
possible that there were no signals in this Godforsaken wilderness.
Without their help, he was never going to get the Knight back into
town and he couldn’t afford to report this unbelievable blunder to
the Grand Master. What would d’Brouchart say if had to tell him
that he’d lost Simon? Not only Simon, but Dambretti and Christopher
Stewart as well and that wild animals had eaten the Knight of
Death. He now regretted not having cut the man’s head off even
though it might be easier to take a prisoner back to Italy than a
dead body.

He was sure that Ramsay would be found guilty
and summarily executed, but now he had another problem, only
Dambretti had the Papal connections and proper documents necessary
for transporting a dead body back to Europe without being arrested.
If they had to take him home in pieces, he would need Dambretti,
whom he would just as soon have left in America. As far as Beaujold
was concerned the Knight of Death had already condemned himself.
There would be no redemption for the Chevalier du Morte, but if he
failed in this mission, there would be none for the Chevalier
d’Epee. He needed help to get Ramsay in the box.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Lucio Dambretti found himself sitting in a
pretty wicker chair on the verandah a short time later, still
dressed in the baggy sky blue uniform pants, boots and black tee
shirt. He had recovered his composure, overcome the latest pains
inflicted by Valentino’s ‘butler’ and, with his hands now secured
in front of him in standard handcuffs, a bit of his dignity had
returned. Valentino sat across from him, drinking coffee from a
china cup. A pistol lay on the table in front of her and her man
was no where in sight. She poured him a cup of coffee from the
matching coffee carafe.

“Cream and sugar?” she asked pleasantly and
he nodded.

“You are Italian, then?” she asked after a
few moments as she stirred the coffee for him.

“Of course, as are you,” he reached for the
cup awkwardly with both hands. It smelled wonderful and he was
greatly relieved to have a comfortable chair under him rather than
the concrete floor. His ability to sit comfortably on a hard
surface for long hours had disappeared years ago with the invention
of foam rubber and automobiles. Long days spent in the saddle
seemed like a dreadful nightmare to him now.

“Not Roman?” She asked and raised one eyebrow
as he picked up the cup carefully with both index fingers, working
around the inconvenience caused by the cuffs.

“No, a little town called Villa Ponti,
actually,” he told her.

“I meant Roman as in the Romans,” she
corrected him.

“Oh, those Romans. No, I’m not that old,” he
said as he sipped the coffee. She was fascinated to see this trick.
It was as if he’d had experience with such things as drinking tea
with shackles on his wrists. Italian. He had come from the same
world as her own ancestors. She wondered if perhaps any of her
great greats had crossed his path in some distance past. What a
shame they had to be on opposite sides... in every aspect. He would
have made an interesting pen-pal. Anything closer than that would
have been much too dangerous. Her fascination grew as he took a sip
of the coffee and returned the cup to the saucer without spilling a
drop. He smiled up at her and licked his lips.

His amazement was complete. The woman acted
as if he were her guest for Sunday tea. She really didn’t know much
after all and Beaujold had been totally wrong in his assessment of
the Order of the Rose. Von Hetz had uncovered part of her ignorance
already and his quote had completely gone over her head. She knew
nothing of importance. Brother Argonne’s summation had been closer
to the truth. Their order was a social club. It would all fade with
time. He scanned the patio and as much of the garden as he could
see for signs of the Frenchman or the Scot, knowing quite well that
neither had gone far. As much as Beaujold despised himself and
Ramsay, he would not leave any of them behind. Of course his pride
was hurt immensely at being caught by a woman and a band of
untrained civilians, but even that could be blamed on Beaujold,
which he fully intended to do in his report to the Grand Master.
D’Brouchart had made a mistake putting the Frenchman in command. If
he could manage to escape, it would help his own self-image a great
deal and add a few positive notes to his report as well. If he
could be sure the shotgun was not lurking nearby, he could make
good on his escape at that moment. He smiled.

“You like to smile, don’t you?” she asked in
amusement.

He laughed. “Smiling and laughing are much
more profitable than weeping and gnashing one’s teeth, no?”

“You are an unusual person, Mr. Dambretti,”
she said. “What sort of things make a person like you happy?”

“Happiness is a state of mind. I have
generally learned to live for the moment since plans have the
strangest way of going awry and you never know what the next moment
will bring.” He gestured at the table with both hands. “A few
moments ago, I was chained in a cold, stone dungeon. A short walk
and a few nasty kicks later, I am sitting in the sunshine, drinking
coffee with a beautiful woman in the midst of a paradise garden.
Life is ironic like that. Si?”

“You make the best of every situation then?”
she asked.

He tried the trick with the cup again,
looking for a distraction, finishing off the rest of the coffee.
She shoved a covered wire basket of warm apple turnovers toward him
and pulled back the linen cloth. The aroma was irresistible. He
waged a short inner battle and lost. He put down the cup and picked
up one of the pastries. The appetizers he’d eaten at her party had
long since deserted him.

“Do you also eat in silence?” she asked.

He nodded and she waited patiently for him to
finish off the pie. He didn’t eat quite as fast as Mark Andrew and
didn’t reach for another, but licked his lips again and smiled at
her as if he would like to eat her heart for the main course.
Ramsay would have eaten the whole plate full and looked around for
more.

“Merry tells me that your friends were about
to behead Sir Ramsay last night,” she resumed the conversation.
“Would you have done it?”

“An unanswerable question,” he shrugged.

“How so?” she asked.

“The Hand of God; it is in everything. You
are a fatalist,” she said. So Merry had intervened in time to save
Ramsay’s life just as she had said. “Fatalists are not usually so
amiable.”

“That is because I am not a fatalist,” he
objected and started on the second cup of coffee she had poured for
him. “A fatalist is one who believes in Fate. There is no such
thing as Fate. Belief in such myths has no place in the life of
God’s servants. As I accept the Will of God, I also accept that He
will keep me and preserve me even unto death.”

“Then you consider yourself a Christian?” She
asked.

“I do not consider myself anything other than
a poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple. It is up to God to consider me.
As far as your Christianity… I am a heretic,” he told her.

“Then as an initiate in the Mysteries of
Osiris and Isis, you worship the ancient gods of Egypt?” she
asked.

“I do not consider them gods in the sense
that you might imagine. They are legends who might well have been
as human as you and I at one time. The uninitiated attach all sorts
of titles to legendary figures, even that of god or goddess. If
Osiris and Isis ever actually existed, then they were a king and
his queen. Divinely empowered with magickal abilities perhaps, but
human none-the-less. You might say they are more like agents of the
mind in this day and age. An attempt to personify ideas, rather
than real living beings or gods.”

“You call yourself a heretic? You also call
yourself a Knight of Christ. How is it then that you are a
heretic?” She leaned back in the chair, crossed her legs and
steepled her hands in front of her face, watching him intently.

“I do not worship Egyptian gods and I am a
Christian in the sense that I believe in one God. But because
Osiris and Isis are older than the concept of the Christ of modern
Christianity in the sense that they were invented or lived, as the
case may be, before the development of the Jewish or Christian
mythos, they could not be considered at all in comparison to
Judaeo-Christian theology. It would be unfair in every respect to
judge an ancient culture based on the concept of Ma’at to what
modern scholars label Christian or Judaism or even the religious
peculiarities of the Musselmen or the Hindustani peoples. If Osiris
and Isis were real people, they hardly had the chance to know the
Christ, did they? Or did they? But their Mysteries are of God, the
One God. The Creator of the Universe. That they did not call Him by
the same names as we do is a small matter.”

“I see,” she nodded. “And what of the
Muslims? Is not their God the same as your God?”

“Probably so, but they are Infidels,” he
said, smiling at her in obvious amusement. “It is not their
religion that bothers me. It is their infidelity to their Prophet
and his teachings. It is their bastardization of the teachings of
the Prophet Mohammed and their insistence upon killing anyone who
disagrees with them on points of order. But as with all things,
their blindness to the truth is the Will of God. They are living in
the past and refuse to evolve. God allows such peoples to exist in
ignorance as long as they may choose and they are useful in their
own ways. When they grow tired of being sheep of darkness, they
will come to know the Truth. They test our faith, no? It is the
same for Hindus, Buddhists and any other order or sect or faith,
even Catholics, who do not evolve. As for Osiris and Isis, it is
not so strange that men should distort their real identities and
make them gods. It is the same with all legendary figures. Even the
Christian Saints of the Church become holier with the passage of
time. Many of the most venerated figures in the history of the
Church were nothing more than sadistic megalomaniacs. The only
reason that posterity canonized them was a terrible fear that they
would return if not appeased after death. Is this not a pagan
concept? Some of the Saints would be hard pressed to live up to
their own names if they were alive today. They were just in the
right place at the right time. The hand of man versus the Hand of
God. It is a no win situation.”

“And how many Saints have you known, Sir
Dambretti, personally, I mean?” she asked.

He laughed and his dark eyes danced at her
leading question.

“None. No real Saints, as the Church now
describes them, but I have known some very saintly ladies. And we
are all saints by the original definition, if we follow the Will of
God.”

He raised both eyebrows and she frowned. He
was still flirting with her, even sitting at her patio table in
handcuffs! But she did not understand the rest of what he was
saying. She held no particular religious beliefs and cared little
for those who did. Gavin had taught her a great deal about the
history of the Church and the knights that fought in the Crusades,
but that was where her interest in religion died. And when their
studies had turned to the Templars, she had read and learned a
great deal more on her on. But when Dambretti called himself a
heretic, she did not understand. When he talked about the Christ
instead of Jesus Christ, she did not understand.

“Really?” Valentino returned his playful
smile with one of her own.

“For example, that was a very lovely lady who
risked her life to save my dear Brother Ramsay,” he said somewhat
wistfully and sighed. “I’ve never been saved by a lady. I’ve saved
a few, here and there, but I’m sure the return favor would be most…
flattering. He should certainly be grateful to her.”

“And what did you save these ladies of yours
from?” She actually smiled at him, sincerely amused.

“The standard things. Monsters. Dragons.
Brutish husbands. Lonely nights,” he shrugged.

“Lonely Knights?” She raised one eyebrow.
“Are you saying nights as in cold and dark or Knights as in big and
bad?”

“Either one,” he leaned back in the chair. “I
have known both and they are equally bad company.”

“Your words deny the nature of your vows and
you speak with what my mother would have called a silver tongue,”
she said, somewhat surprised at his free manner of speaking to her
on the subject of women. “I thought you guys had all those rules
against associating with women. The vow of celibacy. What about
that?”

“That is what confession is for, no? Besides
the word is chastity, not celibacy. One cannot live in this world
without associating with women. And it is decidedly unhealthy to
repress one’s desires indefinitely. Everyone must find release in
the physical world as well as the spiritual world. It is a common
mistake to believe that spirituality and sexuality do not mix. God
would not make us this way if it our natures were to be in constant
conflict with each other. We have enough to worry about. We are
spiritual, material, sexual, psychical and mental creatures. That
is what we are. God made us that way and we are made that way and
there is nothing that was made that he did not make. And he did not
make anything of vain or profane manner, but everything with
purpose. Therefore, we have a purpose. We simply need to train
ourselves to use our faculties to the fulfillment of God’s Will. To
listen to that little voice, for instance.” He gave up trying to
talk with his hands, shook his head and leaned both elbows on the
table, holding the cup of coffee in both hands. “This is very good
coffee. Is the cook married?”

“Yes, I think he is,” she told him quite
seriously. Valentino did not like being toyed with and this man was
toying with her. Even with handcuffs on, he seemed unconcerned or
unimpressed by his situation as if he were in control and not she.
The humor of the situation was suddenly less appealing and on top
of everything else, he was definitely trying to seduce her, but his
purpose as he called it, eluded her. What would he gain from
it?

“Oh, well, in that case, is the cook’s
employer married perchance?” He continued to smile at her.

“No,” she said growing truly annoyed by now.
“But marriage is not a high priority of the cook’s employer.” Her
voice rose a bit in anger.

“And what is on top of your list, Miss
Valentino?” his said flatly as his smile faded. He set the cup on
the table and looked at her in defiance. “We can be civil or we can
be barbaric. The choice is yours… at this point.”

“You need a shave, Mr. Dambretti.” She took
up the smile he had lost, pleased with having put him on the
defensive. Her curiosity was getting the better of her and her
anger diminished. “Why don’t you allow me to show you a bit of
Texas hospitality and we’ll talk about the cook’s employer’s
priority list. Or would you rather rejoin your friends in the
basement cellar? Don’t you feel guilty at all about leaving them
down there?”

“The Will of God.” His smile returned though
with a bit of sarcasm. “Whatever pleases you, madam?” He slipped
the cuffs from his wrists and plunked them on the table and her jaw
dropped. She hadn’t even seen him working on them.


Chapter Nine of Twelve

let thy wrathful anger take hold of them.





Thomas Beaujold had made his way around the big house with the ease
of an honored guest. There was no one to stop him. No one
confronted him. The cook and cleaning woman had completely missed
his comings and goings. He could not believe that his Brothers were
being held in such a weakly defended fortress, but they were not in
the house. Only Dambretti was inside the house and he was now
locked in one of the upper floor bedrooms, and he was not alone.
The Knight of the Sword had searched the house whilst his Brother
shared breakfast with the woman on the verandah. The man with the
shotgun had gone off through the garden, taking his guns with him.
Beaujold found and disabled the monitoring system in the room under
the stairs, listened at the upstairs bedroom door for a few moments
and then retreated after hearing a woman’s voice as well as Brother
Dambretti's.

They were holding Lucio in the same room in
which they had placed the rug. The same one in which they had found
Ramsay’s luggage. It was like a recurring nightmare! Had they now
lost Dambretti as well? Would he be taken in and ruined like his
Brother Ramsay? Beaujold felt that it almost served the man right
since Dambretti had missed his opportunity to behead Ramsay in the
basement and then allowed the girl to interfere with Simon’s
opportunity as well. Dambretti was of no use to him. He was no
better than Ramsay. Italians and Scots! Of course, there was no
honor in either.

His immediate concern was the man with the
shotgun. If he had gone out in search of Ramsay, he might just get
lucky and find him.

Sir Beaujold slipped down the back stairs and
made it outside to inspect the doors to the basement. There was no
way to get past the locks on the doors without setting off the
alarm and it was getting later and later. He would have to go to
town and get the iron-clad box from the hotel. Without at least one
of his Brothers to help him, he would be forced to kill him or else
he would not be able to handle him. He knew that his Brothers would
eventually escape and come back to the bed and breakfast. The keys
to the van were in his pocket and no one noticed as he left the
house by way of the front doors and drove away toward town.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“Good afternoon, Penelope,” Valentino said
curtly and sat down behind the desk with a heavy sigh.

Miss Penelope Martin paced the floor of the
library in front of her desk. The woman wrung her hands in
agitation and nervous perspiration beaded above her top lip.

Whatever this problem was, it had better be
good and not just another round of whining about the bed and
breakfast. Valentino had already made two personal loans to the
woman in support of the bed and breakfast in which she was a silent
partner. She fully intended to foreclose on the place when it
finally went under and reopen it as a guest house for the members
of the Order of the Rose... but then, she might not need the house
after all, if things went well.

The three hours spent with the Italian were
much more pleasant than the few minutes spent with the Scot, but
Dambretti was the second man that she had willingly allowed to
touch her and she did not want to pick up a new habit at this late
date. She did not need men in her life, especially dangerous ones.
Her thoughts traveled back to what Ramsay had told her about
relationships between men and women. Well, now, at least, she had a
common frame of reference to work from, but men were just too
unpredictable and just too… what? Masculine, for her tastes?
Besides, Dambretti had almost talked her into letting them go. Very
charming, he was, but not quite charming enough.

“Miss Valentino.” Penelope stopped her pacing
long enough to speak coherently. “I am sorry to bother you, but two
more men arrived this morning at my hotel and they are asking about
some of the gentlemen who came out here last night. They paid me
quite well to drive out here and tell you that they are in town.
Why didn’t they just call you? It’s not that I mind coming out… I
mean they did pay me, but those men they’re asking about didn’t
come back and neither have the other three. The first three, you
know? Dombrittie, the pretty one with the scar and those two
Frenchman? They had another young man with them at breakfast. I
thought that the one called Boo Joe was awful, but this new one?
The man really scares me, Miss Valentino. There’s something about
him. I don’t know. He’s just…well I just wish…” her voice trailed
off and she began to pace again.

This was an unexpected development. Seven
missing, not counting Ramsay. Three members of the Order of the
Rose. Three Knights. One apprentice. So Herr Schroeder had come to
America after all. But where was the original Grand Master from
Germany? She had not considered what might have happened to the
real Herr Schroeder as well as d’Antin and deVilliers. This Boo Joe
she talked about must be the dark Knight in the basement. So Miss
Penelope thought he was scary too.

“Who are they asking about? Which ones?”
Valentino tried to keep a note of lightness in her voice.

“They asked about Mr. Doornan, Mr. Boo Joe,
Mr. Dombritti, the Eye-talian and someone called Vonnets and oh!
Yes, a boy named Stewart,” she said, mispronouncing their names
terribly. “They don’t seem to know Mr. Deevillay, Mr. Dantine or
Mr. Schroeder. The others all had breakfast together and then I
didn’t see Mr. Deevillay, Mr. Dantine or Mr. Schroeder again after
they left my place before your party. I don’t understand it. They
are your friends. I don’t like this at all. If they are still here,
will you please tell them to call their friends at the hotel?”

“They are all still here, Miss Martin. I’m
sorry that none of them contacted you. I asked them to stay in case
the burglars returned,” Valentino explained and waved one hand
nonchalantly as she tallied the names against the numbers. So she
had four Templars in the house, counting the apprentice, Ramsay was
still out there and that made five, but there was another horse
missing and Penelope had supplied another name: Vonnets! She had
assumed that Ramsay had taken both horses. If there had been
another Knight… yes. She remembered now! Dambretti had arrived with
three others. The ugly, skinny, blond one was missing. That made
six. Six plus the two new arrivals made eight. Eight! Her heart
rate quickened. This was not good news. From what she had read and
what Gavin had told her, eight Templars constituted a small army,
especially on horseback and they had already done away with three
relatively innocent bystanders. “You say there were six of them at
breakfast?” she asked the nervous woman.

“Seven,” Penelope corrected her. “There were
seven of them. Four French. One German. One Eye-talian and one
Alaskan.” Miss Penelope threw herself in the wicker chair in front
of the desk.

“Now, tell me about these two men,” Valentino
said and leaned back in her chair. She ran her fingers through her
damp hair, trying not to show her concern.

“One is a big, red-headed fellow named
Daybrooshaw or something like that and the other is a tall fellow,
Mr. Montagoo, an Englishman, from the accent with brown hair.”

Valentino sat up straight and leaned forward,
staring at the woman in surprise.

“Did you say d’Brouchart?” she asked. “Is he
here?”

“Yes, ma’am. That’s his name,” the woman
assured her. “He’s the really scary one. He said ‘Tell Miss Cecile
Valentino that Monshoor Daybrooshaw is here to see her’. That’s
all. You do know him, don’t you?”

“He’s come for his Knights,” Valentino said
involuntarily.

“They’ve paid for another four nights,” the
woman corrected her incorrectly and fanned herself with her hand.
“I don’t think I can handle it.”

“Four Knights?” Valentino’s eyes grew wider.
Four more were coming? She had three; there were possibly two more
in the hills; d’Brouchart and his partner made seven and four more.
Eleven. She had to meet with d’Brouchart and get the thing settled
before it was too late!

“I just want them out of my house so I can
get everything cleaned up again. It’s not that I don’t appreciate
the business you send me, but these men are just too… too…”

“Masculine? I understand. I truly do,”
Valentino cut her off. “I believe I can help you clear this up.”
She opened a carved cedar box on the desk and took out a fifty
dollar bill for the woman. “If you will just take a letter back to
Mr. d’Brouchart for me, I think they will soon be out of your hair.
Now if you will just go on out to the kitchen and tell Jim to give
you a glass of tea while you wait, I’ll write a quick note for
them.”

Penelope nodded her head thankfully and took
her leave. She resented being treated like a servant, but then she
was not overly fond of Miss Valentino’s company either.

Cecile pulled out a box of elegant parchment
stationery and picked up a pen from the holder. She looked up at
the ceiling and then bent over the paper to begin her letter.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew Ramsay felt himself falling into
the darkness below the ledge. He grabbed for the boy, but only
managed to pull the skinny child screaming into the drink with him.
The fresh wound from the dagger in his side sent waves of searing
pain and nausea through him when he hit the water and came up again
gasping for breath, choking and thrashing in the waist deep water.
The boy climbed from the pit and then reached back to pull and tug
him onto a lower ledge. Mark wiggled his way into the narrow
passage beside the boy and laid his head on the cool stone floor,
closing his eyes. The pain in his side gradually subsided to a
burning ache. He felt weak and hungry, but the cold water revived
him after the heat and dust of the streets above. He raised his
head and looked at the ragamuffin in the dim gray light.

“What is your name, boy?” he asked when he
had regained his breath.

“My name is Lucius di Napoli, Sir.” The boy
smiled at him with a perfect set of white teeth and then put his
dirty hand to his face, wincing in pain. The white teeth were an
unusual sight since most of the children in this Godforsaken place
had rotted teeth from lack of proper nutrition and poor hygiene,
but the long bloody slash down the side of the boy’s face made him
grimace. It started under his left eye and ended at his jaw line,
ruining his otherwise dirty, but handsome appearance. He also
noticed that the dirt on the child was fresh, not accumulated
layers of grime like the other little street beggars. This child
had the look of nobility about him and he had meat on his bones.
What was he doing here and how could he bear to smile with such a
terrible wound on his face? Surely it had been put there by an
Infidel’s dagger. The boy held up a curved dagger still sporting
traces of blood. Mark recognized it as the knife that had been in
his side only a few moments before.

“Who cut you?” Mark demanded to know, though
he knew it did not matter.

“You did, Sir,” the boy said and winced
again. “It is no matter, Master. We are safe here.”

Mark pushed himself up and turned around. He
was looking directly into the eyes of a Saracen woman standing in
front of a brightly colored, tiled wading pool. Her dark eyes were
wide with terror above the veil she wore over her the lower half of
her face. She began babbling hysterically in her native tongue as
soon as he turned. Something about murder and murderers and God’s
Knights. She held a jeweled dagger in her left hand. He watched as
one drop of blood dripped from the glittering tip of the curved
blade and fell to the tiles in front of her bare, brown feet. The
bright red drop hit the floor with a resounding crash that
reverberated through the courtyard like the sound of thunder. A red
stain welled up in front of him and colored the entire courtyard
scarlet. He leaped upon the woman, taking her wrist in his hand,
twisting her arm up behind her back and disarming her at the same
time. She shrieked in pain and he threw her away from him before
turning to stare into the wading pool through the ruddy glare.

The body of his brother floated face down in
the pink water. A swirl of darker red drifted near his head. He
blinked at the sight of the dead man in disbelief. His brother.
Luke Andrew. Not just a Brother of the Order. His twin brother.
Eldest of the two sons of Sir Timothy Ramsay, named after the four
apostles. A terrible calm had fallen over him as he turned to find
the woman still babbling incoherently about devils, demons and God,
calling him by his Brother’s name, cursing him as a demon and
trying to crawl away from him, away from the sight of his dead
brother, away from the crime that she had committed. He went after
her, grabbed her by the foot and dragged her back to him screaming
and kicking. A rage like nothing he had ever felt filled his mind.
He fell on her and covered her mouth with one hand while ripping
the long, loose robes from her body with the other. She fought him
desperately, but he proceeded with the action ruthlessly taking
what he should not have taken. There was no joy in it, no pleasure,
only pain. Pain for her. Pain for him. And when the deed was
accomplished and she lay whimpering pitifully beneath him, he drew
the same bejeweled dagger across her throat from ear to ear and
left her dying on the tiles while he went back to pull the body of
his brother from the water.

As he was climbing up the slippery steps,
another screaming Saracen raced toward him from the far end of the
courtyard. This one, a bearded, turbaned man with a sword drawn
back over his head shrieked more curses at him concerning the
violation of the Sultan’s daughter. Mark shoved the body of his
fallen brother away from him and prepared to meet this new threat.
The dark-eyed boy, still sporting the fresh wound on his cheek,
waded into the pool after the dead man. Mark drew his own heavy
broadsword and held it in front of him to greet the man who would
try to kill him. The attacker misjudged Ramsay’s speed and leaped
for him, very handily skewering himself on the upraised blade of
the sword. Mark Andrew fell backwards from the momentum of the dead
man’s body and got up again, blinking away the cold water,
expecting more of the screaming demons. He kicked the Infidel away
from him, before placing one foot on his chest, forcing him under
the surface, effectively drowning his screams. When the man stopped
thrashing, he wrenched his sword free and the man’s lifeless body
floated to the surface, eyes wide, mouth open, rotted teeth stained
red with blood. Mark screamed incoherently in the man’s face and
then separated his head from his body with one swift blow. He held
the head up by the hair and turned in a circle as if showing the
world what he had done. He dropped the head and sheathed his sword
after cleaning it on the man’s turban.

The frightened boy was moving away from him,
dragging his brother’s body with him. Mark Andrew clambered from
the pool and took up the body of his brother, laying him on the
floor carefully, crossing his feet and placing his pale, cold hands
on his chest. He made the sign of the cross on his brother’s
forehead and kissed his blue-tinged lips lightly. He had compounded
his own grief by committing a terrible crime in front of the boy.
Two crimes, in fact. Raping the woman and mutilating the dead. The
sight of his brother’s lifeless face made him cry out in renewed
anguish “Thou hast known my reproach, and my shame, and my
dishonor: mine adversaries are all before thee.”

He knelt on the floor and repeated a prayer
for the dead, before turning on the boy, taking him up roughly by
the collar of his filthy brown tunic. He pulled him off the floor,
close to his face, looking into his eyes one long moment before
speaking.

“One misplaced word and the world will no
longer know you, boy!” he threatened him in a low voice and then
shoved him brutally to the tiles, unaffected by the terrified look
on his face.

“Ow!” Merry cried as her head bounced off the
ground where Mark had suddenly shoved her without warning, waking
her from a sound sleep. She sat up, rubbing the side of her head;
looking at him in astonishment. He was sitting straight up, holding
the golden sword out in front of him in both hands. His eyes were
glazed as if he were not truly awake. The dangerous blade sparkled
in the filtered light.

“Mark?” she asked hesitantly and crabbed
backwards out of reach of the sword.

He turned his head to look at her, blinking
in confusion. The terrified boy was gone. The tiled courtyard and
the dead bodies were gone. Only green trees and soft, dappled
sunlight were in front of him. He was no longer in the courtyard.
He shuddered visibly and lowered the sword to his lap. He was
shaking all over even though the air was warm.

Merry crawled back to him and reached out
cautiously to brush back his hair from his eyes. He looked at her
as if he didn’t recognize her at first and then he let go a long
breath. Sweat trickled down both sides of his pale face.

“Are you all right?” She looked into his
haunted eyes and he shook his head slowly, staring at her as if he
did not believe she was truly there. “It’s me, Merry. Don’t you
remember me?”

“I thought you were a faery,” he said,
managing a half-hearted smile. He looked down at his ruined clothes
in confusion.

“We have to get out of here,” she told him.
“That horrible man might be back any minute. Can you ride?”

He tried to get up on his own, but had to
wait until helped him.

“We’ll get you back to the house and get your
car,” she told him as they hobbled toward the horses with him using
his sword as a crutch. “I’ll go with you, Mark. Anywhere you want
to go, but we have to be careful. I'll get you to a doctor if you
like or a hospital. Is there anyone we can call for help?”

All he could do was shake his head. The only
one he could trust was Christopher and he didn’t know where
Christopher was at the moment. The stallion pranced and snorted as
he dragged himself painfully onto the short, black blood-encrusted
saddle, again with her help.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“Monsieur le Knight,” Sir Montague read to
the Grand Master from the parchment paper in his hand. He looked
up, his eyes snapping with indignation. “Monsieur le Chevalier.
Surely this is a joke!”

“Go on, read it, William,” d’Brouchart said
irritably from his position in the rocker.

“Monsieur le Chevalier and Master
Extraordinaire of the Order of the Red Cross of Gold. This is
preposterous, Sir!” Montague could not contain his
consternation.

“Read, man!” d’Brouchart raised his voice
sharply.

“Please allow me to welcome you to America
and especially to Texas and the heart of pecan country…” the man’s
voice trailed off to silence.

“Montague!” The Grand Master warned him.

“I have so longed to meet with you, most
Excellent sir. It has been a life-long goal and now I am beside
myself with excitement that you have come here, all this way, just
to meet with me. I would be honored to have you as a guest in my
house. I will greet you as a Brother with open arms. Odds bodkins!
The bloody bitch thinks you are a joke!” Montague made a rude
noise.

“Brother Montague, please, calm yourself,”
d’Brouchart said and actually smiled at the Englishman. “Continue,
I implore you.”

“But Your Grace, this sounds like something
Elmer Fudd would write to Bugs Bunny!”

“Who to whom?” D’Brouchart frowned.

“Never mind, Sir.” Montague cleared his
throat and looked at the letter again. “You may be received at my
residence. Sir, she condescends to receive you. What luck!”

D’Brouchart chuckled at Montague’s
discomfiture.

“She is very well accomplished at touching
the nerve, is she not?” he asked the Knight of the Holy City.

Montague drew up short of another outburst at
this underhanded insult. He had lost his objectivity. He read the
rest of the letter without comment. Cecile informed him of the
number and condition of her ‘guests’ and hinted at making an
‘equitable exchange’.

“So! We will be received at nine tomorrow
morning.” Sir Montague looked at the Master in disbelief. “And we
are going?”

“Of course,” the Grand Master answered
shortly and stood up. “That is what we came here for. She has three
of my Knights and one apprentice. We still don’t know who she has
and who is still free. Let us move into their chambers and wait
there on the chance that some one of them may return here.”

“What does she intend to do? Does she expect
you to give yourself over in return for their release?” Montague
asked him.

“She does not want me, Brother,” d’Brouchart
eyed him coldly. “She wants the Tree of Life.”

Montague sighed. After all this time, to be
held hostage by a group of idiots was more than he could
comprehend. He followed his Master out of the pleasant little room
and down the hall. It would be a very long night.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Lucio Dambretti sat on the carpet in the room
where she had held Mark Ramsay prisoner for almost four days. His
hands rested on his knees as he sat straight up, cross-legged,
staring blankly at the wall in front of him. Valentino leaned
against the dresser while Maxie stood nervously near the door with
his shotgun. The Knight had fallen easily under her hypnotic,
lucid-dream technique. Much easier than Mark Andrew.

“Who are you?” she asked the first
question.

“Some would call me Lucius di Napoli. Others
know me as Lucio Apolonio Dambretti,” he answered.

“Where did you get that scar on your face?”
she asked, smiling down at him in satisfaction. First things
first.

“In Jerusalem,” he did not blink at the
absurdity of the question.

“How did you come by it?”

“In the Service of God.”

“Tell me about it,” she said.

“I pulled a dagger from the Knight,” he said
simply.

“What Knight?” She smiled and looked at
Maxie.

The big, ugly man looked bored. What
difference did it make? She’d never asked him about his scar! She
was insane. Next thing she’d be doing was asking the dipshit about
the strange tattoos on his chest. They looked like some kind of
Egyptian stuff with birds and eyes without faces and dogs and cats
and monkeys and stars and moons. All kinds of junk.

“Eques de Ordo Supremus Militaris Templi
Hierosolymilitani, Eques de Mortu, Eques Marcus Andreas Ramsay,” he
told her. “We fell. It was an accident.”

“What was an accident?” she asked. This was
even more interesting than she had expected.

“This,” he raised one hand slowly and pointed
to the scar. “This was an accident. We fell in the water. It was my
fault.”

“The water? What water?” she asked.

“The water in the well. In the catacomb.
Before the death of his brother.”

Maxie cleared his throat. Time was short. She
needed to ask more important questions.

“His brother? Which brother?”

“His brother. Eques Lucas Mattias Ramsay.
They killed him. And the woman was killed.”

“What woman?” Valentino was fascinated by
this revelation. There had been two Ramsays?! One was quite
enough.

“The woman in the palace courtyard. The
Sultan’s daughter. He slit her throat. The company of women is a
dangerous thing!”

“And what did Sir Ramsay do when that
happened?”

“He… killed them... he killed the Infidel
dog. He killed her. All of them. He killed them all. There was
blood. He killed her. Non nobis Domine, non nobis sed Nomini Tuo da
Gloriam.”

“Who?” Valentino glanced at Maxie. The man
shook his head. They were running out of time. “Who killed
her?”

“I will not betray my Brother. One misplaced
word and the world will no longer know me.”

Valentino shivered and then resumed her
former line of questioning.

“Go to Egypt, Lucio. Leave Jerusalem. Where
are you now?” she asked casually.

“In the Temple of the Sun,” he answered in a
matched tone and relaxed visibly.

“What do you see?”

“I see the High Priest and the Light of the
Eastern Heaven.”

“What do you hear?”

“I hear the wind blowing among the
stars.”

“What do you say?”

“I am but a simple priest in the underworld.
I am a prophet in the opening of the Earth. I behold the Mysteries
of the underworld. I direct the ceremonies of Mendes. I am
assistant…” his voice trailed off and then he resumed speaking.
“Good and evil. Light and dark. Life and death. Forgive me, Father,
for I have sinned.”

“And what is the nature of your sin, my son?”
she asked and raised both eyebrows at Maxie.

“Of my crime, sir?” He frowned in confusion.
“I have committed no crime. I am no heretic in the eyes of God. I
worship no idols. I have defended the Holy City against the
Infidels. I serve the Creator. I am but a Poor Knight of the Temple
of Solomon. I proclaim my innocence to the people! I will not deny
my allegiance to God. Rome is the heretic. Rome is the heretic, the
murderer, the whore of Babylon!”

He had moved to another location without
being instructed. He was, it seemed, as unpredictable as Ramsay and
he was not in a pleasant place. His face was covered with sweat and
he had lost much of his healthy color.

“You are guilty of the sin of
fornication.”

Maxie grumped in disgust and shifted on his
feet uneasily. Why was she toying with this dangerous man? Hadn’t
she learned her lesson from the first one? Had she not bemoaned the
loss of her virginity to him, of all people! Why did she think he
would care? All he wanted to do was get the hell out of her life
before he ended up dead, but payday was still three days away.

“I have sinned, it is true. I have committed
adultery, not fornication. I am a married man,” he lowered his head
and then got to his knees, placing his hands behind him. He waited,
perfectly still as if for her to do something physical to him.
Maxie moved apprehensively, expecting something more.

Cecile pushed herself off the desk. “Married?
Who are you married to?”

“I am married to the Order, my lady,” he told
her in a whisper that now sounded desperate. He had moved again. “I
cannot marry you. I cannot help you.”

“You must repent and receive your penance.”
Valentino smiled and shrugged. She had no idea what she was saying.
She was not even Catholic. The Italian seemed to have a number of
skeletons in his closet.

“I beg forgiveness, Father. I accept the
penalty for my transgressions,” he answered.

“What is the nature of your sin?” She
frowned.

“I have lain with a woman,” he confessed and
appeared to be truly upset. “I am ready to receive the punishment,
Master. I accept the penalty for my sin, but do not punish her. She
is ignorant. Her soul should not be on my conscience.”

Valentino’s frown deepened. Was he referring
to her? Was she now just a sin for him to regret? What punishment
was he waiting for? The thought made her angry, but didn’t she now
regret the same ‘transgressions’?

“For penance, you must…” Valentino tapped her
front teeth with one finger. “Say ten Hail Mary’s and twelve Our
Father’s and reveal the secrets of Osiris and Isis to purge your
soul of this terrible sin and the weight of your burden. You cannot
enter the kingdom of Heaven with the burden of these secrets on
your heart.”

The Knight of the Golden Eagle raised his
head very slowly looking directly at her before raising his eyes to
a point on the wall somewhere above her head. This action unnerved
her and she pushed herself off the dresser, ready to run, but he
was still in the trance-like state, half awake, half asleep.

“Oh great Hermes, thou wert right when thou
spake saying unto them ‘O Egypt, Egypt! A time shall come, when, in
lieu of a pure belief, thou wilt possess naught but ridiculous
fables, incredible to posterity; and nothing will remain to thee,
but words engraven on stone, the only monuments that will attest
thy piety.”

“Who is Hermes?” she asked, surprised by this
outburst.

“I cannot say,” he raised his chin
slightly.

“Unburden your soul,” she told him.

“My soul is not burdened, Father.” He smiled
the same smile he had used so well to pique her interest to begin
with. “My spirit is pure, but I see that yours is less than
righteous.”

“You stand accused of idolatry, witchcraft,
heresy, blasphemy and sodomy.” She played the part of the
Inquisitor, naming the horrendous crimes of which the Templars had
been accused during the Dark Ages. Her tone clearly betrayed her
growing aggravation with him. He frowned in confusion as the scene
in his mind apparently shifted again.

“Your Brother Mark Andrew is accused of rape
and murder,” she said. This was more fascinating than useful. Maxie
cleared his throat again loudly.

“He is sick. He is not himself. There was
blood. She had the dagger.” Dambretti lowered his eyes and looked
at the floor frowning. “It is not for me to say. It is the Hand of
God. One misplaced word and the world will no longer no me.”

“And what of you? Will you divulge your
secrets to save your Brother Ramsay? Tell me your secrets, my son.
The confessional is sacred. The priest cannot tell what is said
here.”

He turned his head to the right as if
listening to someone she could not see. “Shrive me, Brother, for I
am innocent and I would go to my death free of sin,” he spoke to
his unseen companion. “I have dedicated my life to the Service of
the Temple and now, if I must, I will sacrifice my life to preserve
the sanctity of the Order. My Brother will kill me, if I betray
him. Give me my sword, Master, and I will cast myself upon it, but
do not ask me to betray my Brothers. That I cannot do.”

Valentino was getting nowhere. Just when she
thought she was making some headway, he would unexpectedly go off
on a tangent as if he, or someone else, were controlling the
session. Now she had brought him to the brink of suicide. It was
obvious that her dream therapy would not work on him any more than
it had worked on Ramsay though this session was much more
interesting. She would have given anything to get into his mind and
see what was there. What was so important that he would give his
life before revealing it to her even under hypnosis? He was willing
to talk, but his thoughts were disjointed, it would have taken
weeks of therapy to sort it all. She didn’t have weeks to spend
with him. The few hours had been enough to tell her that she could
not afford to be around him at all, if she were to retain her
detached objectivity.

“Go in peace, my son,” she said disgustedly
and placed one hand on his dark hair. He crumpled to the floor,
sound asleep. “Damn it all, Maxie. Well, at least d’Brouchart is
here. We will see how much these Knights are worth to him. Leave
him here for a while. Maybe you can do better with him. He really
pisses me off.”
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How Mark Andrew could manage to hang onto the
prancing stallion for the slow, hard trip back was beyond her
comprehension, but the longer they rode, the better he got. The big
horse refused to behave as she pulled him along by the reins. She
walked the bay as slowly as possible, but the black horse swerved
back and forth behind her in a zigzag pattern, obviously wanting to
take the lead. It seemed the horse was much like its owner, Cecile
Valentino, self-centered and unsympathetic to the troubles of its
rider. It wanted only to get back to the stables for a rub down and
a bag of oats. Halfway back, Mark Andrew took over the reins and
their progress improved. By the time the two riders got back to the
house, the sun was slipping down the western sky.

They rode into the stable where she
dismounted quickly and pushed her bay into her stall. The stallion
pranced about nervously; his rider was unable to dismount without
her help. Merry pulled on Mark and he half fell from the saddle,
but it was not nearly as bad as the first time she had tried to
help him down. He caught himself on her shoulders and then stumbled
away from her. He grabbed one of the support beams and purposefully
stretched himself up. She was amazed when he actually did two chin
ups before dropping to the hay strewn floor in agony. He did not
scream, but his faced belied his condition as he pulled himself up
again and stood leaning on his knees, gasping for breath and
clutching the sword’s hilt in a death grip. His eyes rolled back in
his head and she thought he would faint before she could catch him,
but he held out one hand, stopping her. He focused on her face and
nodded.

“It’ll be all right,” he said.

“You won’t be going anywhere tonight,” she
objected and shook her head.

“Just get my car,” he whispered and managed
to straighten up again. The pain was now a throbbing burn, front
and back. Nothing like it had been before, but he still felt weak
and was afraid to take a deep breath. His breathing was limited to
shallow, open-mouthed gasps. Incredibly enough, he was hungry, but
not terribly so. What he needed was rest and water.

“Let me take you inside first,” she insisted.
“You can rest before we go. I am not going to allow Valentino to go
on with this stupid plan. She’s already caused too much trouble.
I’ll call the police, if need be. I know how to handle her when I
have to. And the first thing I’m going to do is fire Maxie. I pay
his salary, you know. I can fire him. And,” she lowered her voice
to a whisper. “I have a pistol in my room.”

“I thought she was in charge here,” he told
her. He could not trust her words, but he was in no shape to run
around hot wiring cars or fighting off the Knight of the Sword, who
was still lurking around somewhere. “You could drive,” he suggested
hopefully. “I’ll let you drive me. How about that?”

“I could, but I need to change clothes and so
do you. We’re covered with blood. We’d attract too much attention
wherever we went,” Merry said and took his arm. “Come on now. Don’t
worry. I’ll take care of everything. She owes me a few favors.”

Mark shook his head. He had worked so hard to
get away and now he was back where he had started. But he couldn’t
stay in the stable. The horse that Beaujold had been riding was
still missing and that meant that Beaujold might be out there on it
somewhere. Even his fingers betrayed him as the golden sword
slipped from his grasp into the straw on the floor. She picked up
his sword awkwardly and then wrapped her arm around his waist. They
limped slowly across the yard to the side door. No one was in sight
as they entered the back service door.

If they ran into Maxie, he would just have to
kill him.

It seemed the house was deserted, but she
knew that should not be the case. The cook was in the kitchen
busily dictating a grocery list to one of the maids as if all was
well. She was almost as exhausted as Mark and she desperately
needed a bath. She had blood all over her from his clothes and the
bareback ride had left her feeling numb. They made their way slowly
up the stairs and then across the balcony to her bedroom. She
locked the door securely after depositing him on her bed and then
went to draw a bath. She wanted to check his wounds to see if they
were as bad as she expected. He made no protest when she took off
his shirt. Partially dried blood, sticky and dark covered his
stomach and his back from just below his ribs downwards to where it
disappeared into the horribly stained slacks. She found a ghastly
wound, still very red and about three inches long on his stomach
just below his ribcage and a matching laceration, somewhat smaller
was on his back. Clean through! But the cuts were no longer open.
They were already healing without the benefit of stitches or
bandages. Flakes of blood, sand and debris showered the carpet as
she helped him undress.

“I’m sorry, Merry,” he told her as she pulled
off his socks. Even his feet were covered with blood. “I needed
some time. Three days. Just three days.”

Merry didn’t answer him. They didn’t have
three days. She helped him into the tub, brought the sword as he
requested and then left him to take care of his own business. She
had nothing to give him that he could wear. Glancing back once to
see that he was sitting up and able to continue the bath on his
own, she left him to check on the rest of the household.

They needed food, water and clothes and she
was lost. She felt like a stranger in her own house. Secondarily,
they needed to know the whereabouts of their enemies. Maxie,
Valentino, the other Knights of the Order. If the blond Knight
showed up again and found Ramsay in such a sorry state, he would
not stand a chance. Clothes first and then she would go down to the
kitchen for food and water. She would simply inquire of the cook
and the maid as to Valentino’s location. She needed to warn her
before it was too late… if it wasn’t already too late… of the other
Knight. The one she had not captured.

When she stepped out into the hallway,
dressed in a fluffy bathrobe, the house was eerily quiet.

From the top of the stairs, she could hear
faint voices from somewhere downstairs. A man and a woman. Most
likely Valentino and Maxie in the library. Good. It wouldn’t do to
leave Mark for long. He would need help putting on clean clothes.
When she reached his room on the third floor, she found the door
locked. She tapped hesitantly on the door and waited several
seconds before knocking again. When she heard nothing from inside,
she went to the table at the end of the hall and fished the key out
of a vase. Inside the room, she locked the door again, just in
case, and got down on her knees looking for his bags under the bed.
She grabbed hold of the nearest one and pulled the heavy case from
under the bed. When she hefted the bag onto the bed and looked up,
she almost screamed at the sight of the quizzical face of the curly
haired Schroeder impersonator smiling at her from the other side of
the bed. His chin was propped on his hands and he looked as if they
played peek-a-boo every day.

She caught her breath and fell sitting on the
floor. The key slipped from her hand and bounced across the carpet
under the bed as the blood drained from her face. Ironically, she
had locked herself in the room with this unknown threat.

When she clawed her way back up on her knees,
he held a hammer in one hand. It was the same hammer the maid had
brought them when they had come to install the Oriental rug. He’d
found it lying on the floor under the bed where he had left it,
thinking that Mark might need it. Little did he know then that he
would be trapped here himself. He slapped the head of the hammer
against the palm of his hand and looked at her in amusement. She
made a mad dash for the key, but he was faster and they met, face
to face under the bed. His hand closed over hers and the key cut
into her flesh. He turned her hand over forcefully and she tried to
scream, but he stopped her scream with a kiss. This unexpected
action completely shut her down for several seconds. Long enough
for him to replace his lips with his hand and to pull her kicking
and thrashing from under the bed.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark washed the blood from him as best he
could and wrinkled his nose at the rose colored water in the big
tub. The hot water felt like a dream, but the red tinged swirls
feet reminded him of the recurring nightmare about the dead Knight
and the Saracen woman. He closed his eyes and forced the vision
from his mind. He looked down at the new red wound on his stomach
that was very near the older scar he had worn since the crusades.
It would be gone in a day or so, but it was still very tender. He
had a few visible bruises here and there and his head hurt where he
had struck the boulder when Beaujold knocked from the stallion,
probably a fracture there. When he was satisfied that he was fairly
clean, he pulled the plug and got out of the tub, wondering where
the Pixie had gone and why she had not come back. It seemed she had
been gone overly long already.

He checked the door and then combed back his
hair with his fingers.

"Dammit!" he cursed when his fingers got
stuck in his hair.

Something hard was tangled in his hair and
would not come out. He was too tired and his fingers too clumsy to
get it out. He wrapped one of her fluffy towels around his waist
and sat in the chair in front of her dressing table, staring at his
own reflection while he waited for her, drumming his fingers on the
smooth glass. He would not move again. It was too painful.

After a few moments, he got up and checked
the door again. Still unlocked; no one in the hall. He sat on the
bed and pulled the comforter around his shoulders. He would wait
for her here. The minutes ticked by and he began to shiver and
shake again; his eyelids drooped. The soft down comforter was too
tempting to resist. He dropped the towel on the floor and stretched
out between the silken sheets, pulling the comforter over him. He
would wait for her here. He hoped she would find something clean
for him to wear and that she would not be gone much longer.

His body was once more trying to shut down
for healing purposes. It was becoming an annoying habit, finding
himself without his clothes in the wrong place at the wrong time.
His sword lay on top of the comforter, winking at him in the
reflected light from the slowly turning ceiling fan above the bed.
He drew it under the cover, laying it by his side, parallel to his
body. It was not the first time he had slept with his sword. The
feel of its cold presence was comforting and familiar. As he lay on
his back staring up at the canopy, he had the strange notion that
he should be holding the sword more closely. He turned on his side
and pulled the hilt close to his chest, bringing one leg up
slightly and hooking his left foot behind his right knee. That was
better. He could watch the door from this position. The blade was
razor sharp, but was just as comforting as the Pixie might have
been. Perhaps more so. It did not take long for sleep to overcome
him and he drifted away into peaceful, dreamless oblivion. He would
wait for her… here.
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When Thomas Beaujold burst into the room at
Miss Penelope Martin’s Bed and Breakfast, he was astounded to see
Sir William Montague lying on one of the beds, staring up at the
ceiling. The Englishman turned over slowly and propped his head in
his hand.

“Brother Thomas,” he said in a pleasantly
sarcastic voice. “My Brother, it is such a nice surprise to see you
again. We thought perhaps you were one of the prisoners.”

Beaujold’s mind recovered slightly from the
shock of seeing the Knight of the Holy City, only to be swept away
in terror at the sound of the Grand Master’s voice to his left.

“Where are your Brothers?” d’Brouchart asked
him bluntly.

The accusatory tone in the man’s voice was
unmistakable. The Grand Master’s presence spoke for itself, telling
him that he was in serious trouble and that the Master already knew
of his blunders. The Knight of the Sword turned slowly and then
went to kneel before the Grand Master. He lifted d’Brouchart’s hand
from the arm of the rocker, and kissed the ring on the man’s left
hand before looking up. The rage he felt and his need for haste
ebbed away, like the tidal surge after a storm. He lowered his head
and began to cry uncontrollably. Something he had not done in
almost sixty years.

D’Brouchart stood up slowly and then caught
the smaller man by both arms. He pulled him to his feet and kissed
him lightly on the lips in the Templar fashion then released
him.

“Now tell me what has happened, Sir.” The
Grand Master looked into his tear-filled eyes. To see this one cry
was almost beyond endurance. His news must be grave indeed. "And I
shall see no more tears!"

Two hours later found the three men speeding
down the highway toward Cecile Valentino’s mansion in the shallow
valley west of town. They passed the drive to her house and
proceeded down the blacktop for several kilometers before turning
the Range Rover across the open terrain between the highway and the
dry wash running west from Valentino’s property. Beaujold was
behind the steering wheel and d’Brouchart sat stone-faced in the
passenger seat.

Montague sat in the back seat with one arm
propped on the wooden chest in the seat next to him, wondering what
they would find when they arrived at their destination in this
Godforsaken wasteland. His anger at what Beaujold had told them was
fading, but it left his face burning like the aftermath of severe
sunburn. The red-orange sun was sinking rapidly over the horizon,
and several times they were forced to brake for the coyotes and
jackrabbits that darted across in front of the vehicle. Large gray
deer simply stood in their path, mesmerized by the lights of the
Rover as it bounced over the rocky terrain. Montague shuddered,
thinking about his Brother lying in the desert all day under the
heat of the sun and now the damned coyotes added to his terrible
visions. The sheer number of creatures they flushed from the
underbrush was staggering. God knew what else might be out there
looking for a meal. How could Beaujold have left Ramsay in such a
terrible position? And how could the Grand Master have made them
wait so long before going out to look for him?

Beaujold had paced the room, wearing out the
carpet in his anxiety, alternating between bouts of mumbling to
himself and fitful prayers. Perhaps d’Brouchart was trying to teach
the man a lesson, but at Ramsay’s expense? It was heartless and
cruel. The Grand Master must have been angrier with the Knight of
Death than his unreadable countenance betrayed. To Montague's eyes,
Edgard did not give a whit about Ramsay’s plight, but Montague held
his tongue, unable to think of anything to say that would describe
the way he felt at that moment. And nothing he could say would have
helped. He wished desperately that he was back home in his London
cottage, having a sherry before bed.

The Grand Master’s face had remained
unchanged as Beaujold had unfolded the tale of the mission’s
misfortunes and misadventures. It was inconceivable that one woman
had been able to capture four of five Templars sent against her.
And a fairly well-trained apprentice in the mix. Inconceivable!

William glanced at the wooden chest on the
seat next to him and shuddered again, dreading what he would be
expected to do, if they found what they were looking for. This sort
of thing was not in his job description. That the Knight of Death
should be in need of his own services was something Sir Montague
had never considered. He hoped against hope that the Grand Master
would not expect him to take on the Mysteries of the Final Rites
from the Chevalier du Morte for long. If worse came to worse, he
would ask to transfer the mysteries to someone else after a
reasonable time. He was an accountant, not an assassin, but, by
God, he would do it gladly before allowing Beaujold to take on the
duties of the Chevalier du Morte. He would be damned if he would
stand for it!
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Mark opened his eyes as someone sat on the
bed next to him. The room was dark, but not totally so. The
indirect lighting from the track lights over the Pixie’s marble tub
spilled across the floor, illuminating the room in soft, lavender
hues. Lavender. Purple. Lavender. There was someone… ‘Did you miss
me?’ a ghostly voice echoed through his mind and was gone. His mind
awoke more slowly than his eyes and he wondered where he was. His
grip on the sword tightened automatically as he looked up into the
dark eyes of Cecile Valentino.

“Imagine this!” she said in mock surprise
when he looked at her. “Where’s Merry?”

“I would ask you the same thing,” he said and
pushed himself up very slowly before leaning against the headboard.
He moved the sword closer to him under the cover with his left
hand.

“I haven’t seen her since last night after
you stole my horse,” she told him coldly. “I thought she was here
asleep, but I see she has been busy again. I cannot believe that
you would escape, steal my horse, circle back and go to bed with
Merry. How clever. No one would look for you here, would they?”

“That is not true.” He closed his eyes
briefly. He wondered what the time was? How long had Merry been
gone? And what, if anything, should he say to this woman?

“I don’t know where she is,” he said
simply.

“I’m sure she’s around somewhere,” Valentino
shrugged. “I guess we’ll just wait for her to come back. I want to
hear her explanation as to why she did not tell me that you were up
here. We’ve been chasing around the hills all day looking for my
horse.”

Apparently, she was not overly worried about
being alone with him and he wondered if she had already summoned
her watchdog. He was certain that Merry had not had the opportunity
to speak to Cecile since their return. A twinge of panic stabbed
his stomach next to the other wound. If Cecile had not seen her,
where had she gone? Where was Beaujold by now?

“You should have kept riding, cowboy.” She
eyed him casually when he fell silent. “I have your friends… all of
them.”

“All of them?” He raised both eyebrows. How
many had come? He remembered at least four. Maybe five. It was very
difficult to maintain any semblance of control as he sat staring at
her.

“Yep. All four,” she told him smugly.

He felt somewhat relieved to know that the
Knight of the Sword was not still at large, looking for his
head.

“You know that Merry still thinks you’re as
neat as cherry cheesecake,” she said.

“I wasn’t aware of that.” He managed a smile
for her. “Cherry cheesecake. Sounds wonderful.” Ironically his
stomach chose that moment to growl.

“But I know better,” she said, narrowing her
eyes. “You are an assassin and a rapist. And you will leave her
weeping or dead. Probably all the same to you.”

He drew in a sharp, involuntary breath.

“I know a lot more than you think I do,” she
continued. “You remember that I told you that I would die for Merry
in an instant?”

“Yes,” he answered and tightened his grip on
the sword, wanting desperately to make it happen for her.

“I believe that only something drastic will
show her what you truly are,” she said and reached into the pocket
of her slacks. She pulled out the small ceremonial dagger she had
worn for the ceremony the night before. It looked remarkably like
the one the Saracen woman had used to kill his Brother in
Jerusalem, definitely of Eastern design. He shook off the image of
the woman lying dead on the tiled floor in a growing pool of dark
blood. “I have been studying the exploits of the Templars during
the Holy Wars. I have read all about the atrocities committed in
the name of your God. Atrocities committed by men like you,
Chevalier Ramsay. How many women have you killed, Sir Ramsay? A
dozen? Two dozen? Or have you lost count?”

She twirled the point of the knife against
the tip of her index finger, mesmerizing his beleaguered mind.

“You are allowing your imagination to exceed
your capacity for understanding,” he told her lightly. Her words
were not helping the situation, which was growing more and more
desperate. He could not afford to lie still and wait for Maxie to
show up.

“You're right. My imagination most likely
does not do you credit,” she said. “You were not the gentlest of
lovers when I came to your bed. I would say it was more like rape
than a normal sexual encounter. And to think I wasted my virginity
on the likes of you!”

His eyes widened. What the hell was she
talking about? He blinked at her and she laughed.

“Oh, I see,” she said and her face took on an
expression of disbelief mixed with amusement. “You thought I was
Merry. Well, I fail to see what she finds so attractive about you.
I thought it was quite disgusting. Perhaps she is just living out
some ludicrous fantasy. She gets all her ideas from those stupid
romance novels. Tall, dark strangers with long hair and equally
long peckers, living in big, old drafty houses in the middle of
nowhere and her playing the part of the innocent young orphan
seduced by the big old, bad old peckerhead. Yeah, I know all about
those stories.” Cecile smiled ruefully and leaned toward him
slightly. “She keeps them in the coat closet under the
galoshes.”

His mind flashed back to the strange
encounter she was referring to and everything fell into place. She
had tricked him and made a fool of him and this revelation only
added to the rage growing in his head. He felt his face flush and
nausea washed over him momentarily. How dare she defile him with
her filthy accusations and lilting superiority? She knew nothing of
him. Nothing of what he had seen. Nothing of why he had done what
he had done. Nothing of duty. Nothing of war. Nothing of honor. And
she had stolen something sacred from him! Sacred? He closed his
eyes and shook his head. Perhaps sacred was the wrong word, but she
had stolen it none-the-less. She sat twirling the little blade,
looking smug and self-satisfied. All of this was her fault. She had
killed Anthony, or had him killed, just to serve her own greedy
purposes. And perhaps the dagger she handled so carelessly now in
front of his eyes was the very weapon she had used. History was
repeating itself and he would not stand for it. He would not permit
it.

“The company of women is a dangerous thing,”
he said more to himself than to her.

She turned suddenly and put the blade against
his throat. “Is this how you killed them? Did you cut their
throats?”

He looked at her blankly at first, unblinking
and then reached up with his right hand to take hold of her wrist
and slowly, deliberately twisted her hand around in a manner in
which it should not twist. She dropped the knife to the floor.

Like taking a bottle from a baby, with very
little additional effort, he yanked her completely across his body
onto the bed on her back, ignoring the pain that the jarring caused
him. Before she could cry out, he was up on his knees with the
golden sword lying across her neck. She stared up at him in shocked
dismay and touched the edge of the blade gingerly with her injured
hand.

“Perhaps it is your fantasy that you speak of
and not Merry’s. Is this what you wanted when you came to my bed
uninvited?” he asked her. “You asked me then if I like things
rough? You have no idea, lady.” He slid back in the bed and put the
point of the blade against her chin. She opened her mouth and he
nudged her chin ever so slightly with the blade. “Shhh! Now take
off your clothes.”

She closed her mouth and squeezed her eyes
shut, shaking her head minutely.

“It’s not a request, Madame,” he said.

“Get off me, motherfucker!” she cursed him
through gritted teeth.

“Not what you expected, is it?” he asked.
“Things have a way of working themselves out, do they not? Now, off
with the clothes. I’d do it myself, but we don’t have time.”

“Fuck you!” she hissed, but began unbuttoning
her blouse with shaking hands. She wiggled out of it, keeping
herself carefully below the blade, then held the blouse clutched in
front of her. She was wearing a decidedly manly safari blouse and
hiking shorts. She wore no bra, but instead a small undershirt of
thin, stretch material.

“Drop it on the floor.”

“Ass hole!” she cursed him again, but
complied with his instructions.

“Foul language will not help you, lassie. No,
no, don’t stop there,” he told her. “Go on with it.”

She slipped out of the flimsy black tanktop
and dropped it over the side of the bed with the blouse, still
keeping her eyes closed.

“Hmmm. Not bad in the light,” he said more
gently. “All right. Now these. I see you are in the Sir Valentino
mode today. Let’s see if you have all the equipment to go with the
attire.” He flicked the brass, military style belt buckle with the
tip of the sword and moved back a bit, allowing her to slip off the
shorts while he pulled off her sandals and dropped them in the
growing pile on the floor.

“Almost done now,” he resisted the urge to
laugh at her as she began to cry. “No tears!” he said with mock
surprise and nudged her chin again with the blade. “No crying. Real
men don’t cry.”

She sniffled and opened her eyes.

“A brave Chevalier does not cry,” he told her
again. “Now the rest.”

She pushed her cotton briefs down and finally
dropped the last bit of her pride onto the floor with them.

“There now,” he told her and pretended to
inspect her critically while she cursed him. “I must say I am
relieved, Miss Valentino. Now, there is nothing left between us. We
are truly equal and there is only the one thing left to do. It
seems that you have the lock and I have the key, no? The one thing
you were so concerned about. Didn’t you tell me yourself that I
possessed some key or something?” He glanced down at himself and
was greatly relieved to find that he was not prepared to carry out
the ‘key thing’.

She opened her mouth to speak again and he
fell on her bodily, quickly covering her mouth with one hand,
leaving the cold, golden sword between them. It served as a most
apt substitute for the one thing that was thankfully missing
between them. He could feel the cool blade against his skin. “Don’t
you want to know what it is like? Don’t you want to know what it is
really like?” He caressed her ear with his lips. She shook her
head. “No? But you’re sober now and I’m in the mood for love, not
war.”

He raised up again and looked down at her.
“You should have cut me into little pieces when you had the chance.
Be careful what you wish for, Chevaliere Valentino, you might get
it.”

The disgusted Scot climbed out of the bed and
wrapped his discarded towel around himself before sitting down
wearily on the edge of the bed. He winced in pain, closed his eyes
and took several deep breaths to calm himself against the flood of
pain and emotion assaulted his mind. The golden sword felt heavy in
his hands as he pushed the dagger about with it. “I should do us
both a favor and kill you here and now. Make the crime complete.”
He was in a better frame of mind now to deal with anyone who might
come through the door, not to mention a better position and he was
certainly glad that Merry had not chosen the wrong moment to
return.

He had beaten the rage this time and he knew
in his heart that it was the first time he had ever overcome the
uncontrollable urge to kill once he had passed a certain point.
Valentino had no idea how fortunate she was to be alive. The
realization that he was indeed some kind of monster made his
stomach churn.

“You’ll have to come back some other time,”
he told her over his shoulder. Turning his back to her was the
height of insult. “Get out before I truly lose my temper,” he said
quietly.

Valentino bolted from the bed and reached for
her clothes. He slapped her hand away with the side of the sword.
“Uh, uh. Leave them. I may want to wear them myself.”

She paused momentarily and then ran from the
room, trying to cover herself with her hands. He jumped as the door
banged against its frame with a resounding thud. He pushed her
discarded clothes under the edge of the bed. No need to start
rumors at this late date.

He didn’t care what she did or where she
went. He was ruined. His life was a complete wreck. She was right.
He was a murderer and a rapist. Nothing could ever change that. He
had to get back where he belonged before something happened to
Merry. Something he could not prevent. Easing himself back on the
bed, he drew the hilt of the sword up to his chest, clasped both
hands over the hilt and crossed his feet, closed his eyes and tried
to imagine what it would truly be like to be dead. He felt that his
life was over and wondered if he would even resist, should anyone
come now to kill him.

“Let their eyes be darkened, that they see
not,” he spoke the words of the scripture aloud to the empty
room.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The big house was strangely quiet as Maxie
entered the side door and made his way through the kitchen and down
the hallway past the library. The door was open and he stopped
briefly, wondering where Valentino was. The sound of sniffling and
the crash of some object being thrown across the room made him
decide against going inside to see who was there. Most likely
Valentino, throwing things was another of her famous trademarks. He
had other things on his mind. He would finally get the chance to do
what he had wanted to do, although it wouldn’t be that dipshit
Ramsay. It didn’t matter. This other one looked and acted enough
like him to serve the same purpose. Maxie hefted his favorite
shotgun in the crook of his arm and walked quietly down the hall
toward the stairs.

It had not been easy taking the three idiots
from the basement up to the old fallout shelter on the hill. The
ugly one had scared him shitless with his ranting and raving. The
only reason he had agreed to do it was the promised bonus from
Valentino’s generous checkbook, along with her promise not to
interfere with his plans for the Italian. Knocking out the young
one and making the other two carry him had made the odds more even,
and now he could relax a bit knowing they were out of the house.
There was no way they could escape from the limestone cavity carved
in the hillside behind the house. The chains on the big door had
almost given out as he’d struggled to lower the slab into place,
effectively cutting off their only exit. The old bomb shelter
tunnel had been pitch black in, making it seem more like a cave and
he hated caves. The wiring, plumbing and ventilation systems had
long fallen into disrepair and nothing worked anymore. Better them
than him.

He made his way quickly to the third floor
bedroom where Dipshit II waited for him, an ugly smile fixed to his
face as he stepped into the hallway. The tattooed wonder was almost
to the service stairs when he brought up the shotgun and shouted a
warning at him.

Dambretti stopped and threw his hands up,
before turning slowly to face him. He had taken too long
apologizing to the lady for tying her up. She had refused to tell
him where Mark Andrew was hiding and judging from her condition,
Ramsay had suffered some serious injuries and could very well be in
need of Simon’s services, but the young woman had refused to
cooperate.

Maxie pushed the bedroom door open and
motioned him inside, relieving him of the hammer as he passed.
Merry sat in the chair in front of the desk with her hands tied
behind her back. When she saw Maxie, her nerves snapped and she
screamed one of those ear-splitting Psycho screams he hated so
much. Dambretti turned and lunged across the floor at the man’s
feet. Maxie brought the butt of the shotgun down on his head and he
fell flat on his face.

The big man looked at Merry with renewed
surprise. What was she doing here? What a little whore she was! And
she had never allowed him to do anything more than watch when she
went skinny dipping in the stock pond and when she had her little
fling with Dipshit I in the orchard, but he’d gotten his own sneak
previews with his hidden cameras. Another thought crossed his
perverted mind and he grinned at her. This was perfect. He owed her
one… or two… or three. Now she would pay for playing with him. For
treating him like a fool with her exhibitionist teasing. He would
give her the chance to watch him for a change.

“Let me go, Maxie!” she shouted at him and
then screamed louder. “Cecile! Help me!”

“I don’t think she can hear you. She’s down
in the library… bustin’ up the rest of your crystal collection,” he
told her smugly and laid the shotgun on the dresser. He picked up
the unconscious Knight and dragged him to the bed, dumping him
unceremoniously onto the mattress. The ugly man removed a
pillowcase from one of the pillows and turned toward Merry.

“What are you doing, Maxie?” she asked
hysterically as she watched him twist the pillowcase into a long
roll. “Let me go! Cecile!”

“Not just yet, Your Preciousness.” He grinned
at her. “You like to put on shows for me. I thought I might return
the favor.” He crossed the room and wrapped the pillowcase around
her head, covering her mouth just as she was about to scream Mark
Andrew’s name. It came out a muffled “Mmmm!”

“Yeah, mmmm mmmm. Just what I thought, too,
but I wouldn’t want you to get carried away cheering for me,
though. Our little friend here will be the real hero.” She shook
her head and pulled on the ropes, her blue eyes wide with fear and
astonishment. Where was Valentino? The man was crazier than she had
thought.

He went back to the bed and pulled on the
Knight until he had him stretched out on the mattress just so. He
rounded up the rest of the rope that he had used to tie Mark Andrew
in the same chair Merry now occupied. Merry made the chair hop in a
desperate attempt to break loose, but stopped before she fell over.
She watched in horrified fascination as Maxie pulled off the
Knight’s boots and tied his feet to the foot of the bed, then he
dragged her chair to a more opportune spot for viewing.

“Now keep your eyes open, little girl,” he
used Valentino’s favorite term of endearment for Merry. “I don’t
want you to miss anything.”

He picked up the hammer from the floor and
looked at it curiously before climbing onto the bed. He sat on
Dambretti’s stomach and pulled something from his pocket.

Merry craned her neck to see what he was
doing and then let out another loud “Mmmmm!” and a muffled scream.
She thought she heard someone else screaming with her and then
there was nothing.

“Wake up!”

She felt water in her face and blinked up at
the ugly, scar-faced man as he stood over her, flicking water in
her face from a plastic cup. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet, Sweetie.
I’ll be right back. I gotta get my stuff.”

Merry frowned at him and wiggled her hands
again. What stuff? Her stomach lurched and the nylon rope cut into
her skin. She looked involuntarily at the bed. Both of the Knight’s
hands were pinned to the head board with cheap, glittery daggers.
Blood ran down his arms and his arms obscured his face. She could
hear him breathing above the sound of her own heart beating in her
ears, but she could not tell if he was awake or unconscious.

“Neat, huh?” Maxie asked her, as he admired
his work. “I bet he’ll be real still and real cooperative now. You
just stay right there, Your Preciousness and then we’ll see what’s
so damned interesting about these jerks.” He stopped at the door
and turned back, grinning at her again. “Miss Valentino was
wondering about his tattoos. I intend to investigate them for
her.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Beaujold pulled the Rover alongside the huge
boulder where he had left Ramsay pinned to the ground. The three
men climbed out of the vehicle and went around to where Beaujold
was looking down at the ground in confusion. A massive, dark stain
was quite visible in the spot where the downed Knight had lain, but
there was no sign of him anywhere. A multitude of insects were
cleaning up the spill, but there was nothing here other than the
blood. Montague coughed, gagged and brought up his flashlight,
panning it back and forth over the rocks in the immediate area.
They could see where the blood trail started and stopped and
started again. The ground was trampled and scuffed by boot prints
and horse’s hooves at one point and then only the hoof prints
headed off to the west. They followed the trail for a few dozen
yards, finding the same blotches of blood that Merry had followed.
The stains were now dried completely and almost black, but the
three Knights were well acquainted with the sight of such things.
It was clear to them what had happened, but what was not clear was
the third set of lighter hoof prints and the prints of small bare
feet in and around the area.

Montague squatted over one of the small
footprints and placed his hand in it.

He looked up at the Grand Master who stood
looking off in the distance.

“A woman, Your Excellency,” he said in
disgust and then stood up, dusting his hands off on his trousers.
He glared at Beaujold who stood by miserably shaking his head.

“I cannot believe that he could get up and
ride,” Beaujold said after a few moments.

“Believe it and he had help,” d’Brouchart
said and looked back toward where the mansion lay several
kilometers distance. “There is much that you do not know about du
Morte. You really did not expect him to stay here, did you?”

“What now, Your Grace?” Montague sighed.

“I think we are too late,” d’Brouchart told
him and kicked at one of the numerous paw prints of the coyotes
already beginning to yap on the hillsides above them. “He is not
out here. I don’t know where he is now, but it would be advisable
to return to town and wait until the morning to keep our
appointment with the Chevaliere Valentino. At least we can know
that the wild beasts did not take him.” He cast a dark glance of
his own at the Knight of the Sword. “That much should allow us to
rest easier.”

The three Knights climbed back in the Range
Rover and started back the way they had come. They rode back to
Miss Penelope Martin’s establishment in total silence.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

A crash of thunder caused Mark Andrew to
frown. A growing sense of dread was working its way into his
guilt-ridden brain overshadowing the feeling of self-pity he had
been wallowing in. He had been lying on the bed staring at the
canopy over his head without seeing it for quite some time in a
half-waking dream, wishing someone would show up to end the misery
he was feeling. His thoughts had vacillated between getting up and
walking out of the house in the altogether and taking his chances,
or just lying there and letting what would come, come. But just
before the thunder had rattled the walls and windows, he had heard
something. It had sounded like an animal wailing or screaming from
somewhere outside the house. He tried to imagine what would have
made such a noise. He was not that familiar with the land in which
he found himself and wondered if the wild dogs he had heard barking
in the hills could also howl like wolves or if there were wild cats
behind the house. Dread had come to replace the guilt completely.
He got up and searched the room for his bloody clothes. His things
were scattered on the marble tiles near the tub where Merry had
tossed them.

He picked up his shirt.

The black pullover was almost totally stiff
from the dried blood. He held it up and looked at the two rips in
it. One in the back and one in the front. At least none of the
material was missing. He would have hated to let Simon go digging
around inside him, looking for the foreign material. That was it.
Simon, the Healer, had been with them in the basement. Another of
his Brothers. The sight of the shirt made him cringe and the smell
of the blood made him nauseous. He pulled it over his head gingerly
and had to force the thought of it from his mind as the
blood-stiffened material rubbed down his back and over his stomach.
The pants were worse. They were completely soaked front and back
and still damp in spots. Never mind the fact that he had no
underwear. He pulled them on and had to fight another wave of
nausea as he zipped them up. The gooey blood clotted on the metal
made the mechanism sluggish. He went into the glassed shower stall
in Merry’s private bath and turned on the water, allowing the cold
water to do what it could to rinse away the horrid mess. He
shivered to his toes and watched his feet until the water ran light
pink before turning off the water. Anything was better than the
smell and feel of the drying blood. Even freezing wet.

When the water ceased running in the shower,
he could hear the rain pouring down outside. He would have gotten
wet eventually anyway. He rinsed his boots as best he could in the
lavatory and then cringed as his bare feet literally slid into the
leather. He used another of Merry’s fluffy towels to pat himself
down. It was hopeless, but not the first time he had been forced to
wear wet clothes under bad circumstances.

He stopped short at the door as he thought he
heard the animal crying again. It sounded vaguely familiar and
caused his heart to lurch. It was definitely a human sound, but he
could not leave until he found Merry. He had to see that she was
all right and had not run afoul of Valentino or the ugly Maxie. She
had been gone much too long and he cursed himself for having fucked
around for so long.

The door opened without a problem. Valentino
had left in a hurry, but she should have summoned her body guard by
now. Should have sent good ol’ Maxie up to finish him off. He
stepped into the hall and walked quietly to the head of the stairs
and looked down. Only the sound of the rain outside and the ticking
of the grandfather clock in the foyer reached his ears. The
lightning flashed outside the stained glass windows behind him and
thunder crashed around the house again. He could see light shining
into the hallway below.

Where had Merry gone? She had said something
about clothes? Clean clothes? He slipped down the stairs and made
his way quietly down the hall to the library. The door stood open,
the source of the light. Cecile was asleep on the leather couch. An
empty whiskey bottle lay on the floor by her hand.

He checked the kitchen and found a note from
the cook stating that he and Maria, the maid, apparently, would
bring the groceries back in the morning. Good. He used the rear
stairs to get to the third floor where he hoped to at least find
some clean clothes before continuing his search for Merry.

The door to the bedroom where he had been
kept was closed. He held his sword in his right hand and twisted
the knob very slowly with his left. He could hear noises from
within. Strange muffled noises. He allowed the door to swing in of
its own accord.

Merry sat in the chair by the desk with
something white wrapped around the lower half of her face. She
looked at him with very wide, very red eyes. He frowned and blinked
at her and a shiver coursed up his spine. She jerked herself
forward and the chair scooted on the floor, teetering dangerously,
threatening to topple over. She kept her eyes on his face for what
seemed like several long seconds and then slowly turned her head
toward the bed.

Something made him not want to look. He drew
a deep breath and took a step forward. At first, what he could see
made no sense. It seemed that someone was sleeping in the bed, but
then he focused on the figure and recognition flooded over him. One
of the Knights from the basement. He could not see the man’s head.
The view was blocked by the Knight’s arms. The sight of the two
knives holding his hands in place against the dark wood sent an
electric shock through him and he knew why Maxie had not been up to
see him. He had been busy elsewhere.

Bright red blood ran down the Knight's arms,
staining the sheets and the quilt under his shoulders. He wore a
black t-shirt and some sort of blue uniform pants with a red stripe
down the leg. The t-shirt was pushed up and more blood was visible
on his chest. It was not Beaujold. This one had dark hair on his
chest and arms and Mark distinctly remembered the yellow uniform
that the Knight of the Sword had worn the night before. This was
one of the others but his eyesight and his mind had been too
shrouded in the fog of pain for him to remember who had worn what.
Merry shook her head from side to side rapidly and stomped her foot
on the floor to break the trance he had fallen into.

Mark repressed a shudder and went to Merry
first, pulling the cloth from her mouth, and slashing the rope
holding her hands with the sword. She leaped from the chair and
threw her arms around his neck, sobbing and babbling senselessly
into his wet shirt. He took her by the shoulders and pushed her
back.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry,” she kept saying over
and over. “He’s coming back. He’s coming back.”

Mark turned his attention to the bed and felt
his breath coming in short, shallow gasps as he stepped closer. He
still could not see the man’s face and did not know if he was alive
or dead or if he even had a face or, for that matter, a head, at
all. He forced himself to calm down and went quickly to look down
at the Knight’s face, thankfully finding that he did have one.

“Lucio?” Mark saw lights swimming in front of
his eyes and a cold darkness encroached on his vision. He did not
recognize his own voice, but he recognized the face of his friend
and Brother, Lucio Dambretti, Chevalier l’Aigle d’Or. Someone had
sadistically re-opened the old scar on his face and had been
carving designs on his chest. Blood was everywhere.

Mark was sick of blood.

Dambretti heard his name being called from
the fog in which he drifted and opened his eyes reluctantly,
expecting to see the horrible face of the man who had been slowly,
but surely cutting him to pieces for quite some time now. Instead,
he saw the Flaming Sword of the Cherubim above his head and
immediately assumed that Chevalier Ramsay had come to end his
suffering. Whatever the man had done to him after he had lost
consciousness must have been horrible indeed and he did not want to
know what it was, nor did he want to linger long enough to feel it.
He smiled automatically and then winced and grimaced as pains stuck
him in several places at once. He’d forgotten about his hands. Even
the slightest move was paid for by unbearable pain in the palms of
his hands. He had never realized that his entire body was connected
to his hands before, but the last half hour or so had taught him
many things about anatomy.

“Brother Ramsay?” his voice sounded almost
conversational in spite of his troubles.

“Yes, it’s me,” Mark answered and looked more
closely at the hilts of the daggers. They were not real gold. Chips
and dents showed on the hilts where they had been hammered into the
bedstead. The knuckle guards almost touched the Knight’s bloody
palms. He reached out one hand tentatively, to touch one of the
hilts.

“No! No! No!” His Brother’s eyes widened with
desperation. “Don’t touch it. Leave it.”

“Mark!” Merry called his name. She was at the
door, looking out into the hallway for signs of the security guard.
“Mark, we have to get out of here. Mark!”

“We can’t leave him here,” he said.

“We have to hurry,” she told him again and
came to stand beside him, sniffing and holding one hand over her
mouth at the sight of what Maxie had done to the Knight with the
beautiful smile. “Just hurry! Do whatever you have to do.”

“Keep watch in the hall!” Mark shoved her
toward the door and turned back to look down at Lucio. “This is
going to hurt, Brother.”

He put one knee on the bed. Lucio moaned and
rolled his head back and forth.

“NO!” he shouted at him. “Get off! Get away!
Don’t touch it!”

“You have to be strong, Lucio,” Mark told him
calmly. “I have to get you out of here.”

“No! Just do it,” Lucio begged him. “Just do
it.”

“I am. I have to pull the knives out.” Mark
looked around the room in desperation.

“No! No! Just say the words,” Lucio gasped at
him and looked up at his hands. “Don’t bother with them. Just say
the words. I’m ready.”

“What words? What are you talking about?”
Mark shook his head. Was he supposed to know some magick to make
this go away?

“I am he that liveth and was dead and behold,
I am alive forever,” Lucio panted the strangely familiar words. “In
God, the Master.” Lucio closed his eyes tightly. “Santa Maria, just
say it. I hold the key of Death. I have seen…” Dambretti opened his
eyes to look at him again. “The words! Say the words!”

He moaned again as Mark climbed onto the bed
with him and put one knee on each side of his stomach. Mark laid
his sword on the bed beside him. Lucio continued to speak “I have
seen the work of thy labors and have been witness to…” Dambretti
stopped talking. He lay breathing very hard against the pain that
Mark’s movements on the bed caused him. “I have been witness to the
devotion of thy trust, O Brother. By this act…” He stopped as Mark
took hold of one of the daggers with both hands. “No! No! Please,
don’t do that.”

Mark ignored him.

“By this act I command…”

Mark rose up and put one foot against the
headboard, leaning straight back. Dambretti closed his eyes and
shouted at him to stop one more time and then began to babble
again. “I commend thy soul to God and set thee free of this broken
body.”

Ramsay wiggled the blade slightly and
Dambretti screamed at him. He set his jaw and then pushed against
the headboard with every ounce of strength he possessed. He closed
his eyes when Dambretti rose up beneath him and the knife came
free. He tumbled back across the bed, trying to catch himself
fruitlessly before flipping over the foot board onto the carpet. He
scrambled to his feet holding the bloody knife aloft triumphantly.
There was still one to go.

“Mark!” Merry shouted to him from the door.
“He’s coming.”

She dashed back into the room and stood near
the dormer window as he reached for his sword. He raised the sword
just as Valentino’s ugly security man stepped in front of the open
door swinging the shotgun up to bear on him. The sight of the
weapon did not stop the infuriated Knight.

The old familiar rage filled him at the sight
of the man’s face spattered and smeared with his Brother’s blood.
He was on the man before he had time to pull either trigger,
knocking him backwards onto the floor in the hallway. His own
momentum took him over the man and across the hall where he crashed
into another door and bounced off. He fell onto the floor beside
the struggling Maxie. The man made it to his feet first and
scrambled off down the hall toward the stairs, abandoning the
shotgun in his attempt to get away from the gleaming sword that had
embedded its point in the rug next to his head. Mark yanked the
blade free and started after him. He stopped halfway to the stairs
and doubled over as the pain caught up with him. The dual impact of
door and floor coupled with the tumble from the bed, brought biting
reminders of the dreadful wound he had received less than
twenty-four hours ago. Gasping for breath and clutching his side,
he leaned momentarily on the sword and then ran down the stairs
after the man.

Merry ran after him, screaming his name. At
the second floor landing he stopped. Maxie was halfway down the
hall and making for the grand staircase. Merry almost caught Mark,
but he sprinted away after the man oblivious to the pain in his
side and her desperate cries for him to stop.

The big man paused at the top of the stairs
and turned to look back. Mark brought up the sword and leaped into
the air swinging the blade around in a wide arc which would take
the man’s head off clean from his shoulders. Merry screamed again,
the man threw his arms into the air overbalancing himself. He
teetered on the edge of the top riser for what seemed like several
long seconds, grabbed for the banister and then toppled backwards
down the stairs just as the golden blade grazed his left arm.

Mark turned a complete three-sixty in the
air, landed heavily on the rug, stumbled and caught himself on the
banister with his left hand. He came down hard on the railing and
knocked what remained of his breath away. Pain, pain and more pain.
He was momentarily incapacitated as stars danced in front of his
eyes.

Maxie tumbled heels over head backwards down
the stairs until he sprawled face down on the marble tiles of the
foyer below. Valentino appeared in the hallway just as her security
man made his last yelping slap against the stone floor and then lay
very still. Blood trickled from his ear.

Merry dashed down the length of the upper
corridor and stood beside Mark looking down in shock at the scene
below. Valentino knelt beside the man and picked up his wrist. She
held a handkerchief in front of her face. Only her large, dark eyes
were visible above the cloth as she looked up at them. To Mark’s
pain-wracked mind, she looked like the veiled Saracen woman in the
courtyard. She stood up slowly, her eyes locked on Mark Andrew’s
face. He shouted something down at her in what sounded like Latin
and started down the stairs with his sword raised over his head,
but Merry threw herself at him, grabbing his shirt, yanking him
back against the banister. He spun on her and then blinked rapidly,
confused by what had happened.

“No!” she said adamantly. “We’ve got to go!
Leave her alone.”

“Lucio!” Mark said as his mind cleared of the
red rage. She found herself racing after him again as he ran back
up the hall and up the stairs to the room on the third floor.

Lucio Dambretti was no longer conscious. He
lay where Mark had left him with his free hand bleeding against his
forehead. He was a gory mess. Mark crossed himself, unaware of the
action, before laying aside his sword and climbing back on the bed
to repeat the same process with the other dagger. This time without
the strange accompaniment of the prayer Lucio had been repeating.
The second dagger was embedded more deeply and it took two panicked
attempts to dislodge it. Merry untied the Knight’s feet and grabbed
up his boots. She was still barefooted, still wore the ragged
lavender gown from the night before. It was hopelessly ruined,
stained with both Mark’s and Lucio’s blood, as she struggled to
help Mark lift the unconscious man onto his shoulder. She picked up
the golden sword and carried it, along with the boots, after Mark
down the hall to the service stairwell. They stumbled down the
stairs, through the kitchen and out into the pouring rain through
the side door.

“This way!” Merry rushed ahead, leading them
around the house down the walk toward the garage.

She held the door for him as he stumbled
inside the darkened building. She slammed the door and bolted it
while Mark dumped his Brother’s unconscious form across the hood of
the nearest vehicle, a black El Dorado. His car.

He leaned on one hand, holding his side with
the other, coughing up pink foam. Something had reopened inside
him. Water dripped from his hair and ran into to his face. Merry
joined him, looking down at Dambretti in shock. It was too much.
Too horrible.

“Is he dead?” she asked when she had caught
her breath.

“No,” he told her shortly and glanced about
the dark garage as a bolt of lightning flashed outside. “Where are
the keys?”

“In the house… my room,” she bit her bottom
lip as if she expected him to hit her. When he merely slapped his
palm against his forehead, she handed him the sword, dropped the
boots and hurried across the garage to a work bench where she
dragged a white box onto the counter.

Mark watched her in confusion. The box had a
large red cross on it next to the entwined serpent symbol of Hermes
Trismegistus. The Templars. Always the Templars! “Spes mea in Deo
est,” he said softly and checked his Brother’s pulse. It seemed
strong enough.

Dambretti moaned and rolled his head on the
hard metal surface.

“Until we shall meet again in Paradise. I bid
thee farewell,” the Italian whispered into the darkness.

“No!” Mark caught his chin in his hand. The
words! The words of his secret. Lucio was repeating the Last Rites
of the Key of Death. The memory of the meaning of the words
returned simultaneously with a jolting peal of thunder. “No, Lucio!
Wake up. You are not dead, Brother.” He leaned to kiss him on the
mouth and saw his dark eyes open in the dim light.

“I should be,” Lucio blinked at him and then
held up his hands to survey the damage. “Are you sure?”

“You’re not dead. I’m sure of it.” Mark
smiled at him very briefly.

Merry came back with several small packages
of gauze, a pair of surgical scissors and a roll of tape. Mark
helped Lucio sit up on the hood of the car and she hastily bandaged
his hands with gauze and tape. He grimaced and winced and made a
lot of noise, but otherwise seemed none the worse for wear in spite
of his wounds. It seemed his complaints were made more for her
entertainment than from real suffering.

Mark watched him curiously. Lucio had always
displayed a high tolerance for pain. The face of the smiling
ragamuffin in the catacombs with the terrible wound on his face
returned to haunt him. Now the scar was bloody again from the
sadistic work of Valentino’s watchdog. But another darker memory
hovered just beyond his reach and his feelings toward the Knight
took a slight downturn. He thought that he was supposed to be angry
with him for some reason. Merry finished her work and went back to
the box, bringing back antiseptic ointment for his face while Lucio
pulled on his boots with Mark’s help. Mark shook his head. Lucio
did not need antibiotics. He only needed time.

“Where are the others?” Mark asked him
finally.

“They were in the basement. All except
Brother Beaujold,” Dambretti said and shrugged somewhat chagrined.
“I was with them… for a while. The Will of God.”

Mark remembered that. To Lucio, everything
was the Will of God, especially the good things that happened to
him and the bad things that he might be blamed for.

“I have paid for my sins, Brother,” Lucio
held up his hands. “I have done my penance. It is very much like
crucifixion, no? And if you had cut off my head like the Infidels
cut off Saint John’s head, I would be very close to martyrdom. I
would be the first martyr of the Temple. San Lucio di Napoli.”

“You are very close to blasphemy, Brother.
St. John did not die because he was careless. He died for his
beliefs. That is one of the requirements of Sainthood.” Mark looked
away from him. “I have done my penance as well.” He glanced at
Merry who was rummaging in the first aid box again.

Dambretti followed his gaze. “But you are not
repentant, il mio Fratello. I can see it in your eyes,” he said and
reached up to take hold of the silver earrings entwined in the
strands of Mark’s hair “and your hair.”

Mark frowned as Lucio peered closely at his
hair in the dim light. The Italian recognized the earrings as the
ones the blond fairy princess had worn at the reception the night
before. So she was the one. Not the dark-haired Valentino. Lucio
was very relieved. It had almost happened… again. Only one stolen
kiss this time.

Mark Andrew looked down at the bangles,
frowning, wondering how they had gotten there.

“You would do well not to look into my eyes
until you can see out of them,” Mark’s frown deepened to an angry
scowl when he looked up again. The tone of his voice carried the
old familiar ring that Lucio remembered so well. ‘One misplaced
word and the world will no longer know you.’

Merry returned with a bottle of peroxide and
a bundle of cotton balls.

“Pull up your shirt,” she told Dambretti.

He held up his hands. He would not be pulling
anything anywhere for a while.

“It’s not necessary,” Mark told her a bit too
gruffly. He was shivering from the cold, wet clothes and his own
recent injuries. “He will be fine.”

“Great!” she matched his tone and jerked her
head around to stare at him in the dimness, surprised by his
hostile tone. “Then this is it? You find one of your beloved
Brothers and that’s it? That’s all? You don’t need me anymore?”

“That would depend on what you mean by ‘it’,”
he said offhandedly and looked down at her bare feet, unwilling to
meet her gaze. “You had best go back to the house, lassie, and see
to your own needs. Brother Dambretti and I have work to do. We’ll
have to go to the basement. It would not be a good place for
you.”

“I see,” she said coldly. “And how will you
get into the basement, Sir Ramsay?”

“You can get us in, la mia dolce,” Dambretti
interjected quickly, trying to avoid the brewing confrontation
between the woman and his Brother. They were not out of the woods
yet and needed her help.

“I’m only a woman. How can I help you, brave
Knights?” she asked sarcastically and went back to replace the
peroxide in the medical kit.

Mark followed her and stopped behind her as
she jerked the box around angrily. He wrapped his arms around her
waist and kissed her ear. “I love you, Merry,” he told her simply.
“I don’t know how all this will end, but I want you to know that
much. I don’t want anything to happen to you. You simply don’t
understand what this is all about.”

She stiffened in his embrace, but said
nothing. Of all things, it was not what she expected to hear from
him at that moment. She had always thought it would have somehow
been much more romantic to hear those words from the man she loved.
But there was no romance here in the chilly, dark garage in the
presence of another man. His Brother. One of his freaking Brothers
that had come halfway round the world to kill him. It sounded more
like a simple declaration of fact, more like ‘I’m hungry’ or
‘Something stinks’. His words had a much more profound effect on
her than she had expected in a strangely inappropriate way. Instead
of melting her heart, assuaging her fears, comforting her pain,
they seemed to freeze her blood in her veins.

Mark went back to help Dambretti off the hood
of the car where he sat looking down at his hands. The effort hurt
both of them and Dambretti pulled his t-shirt out gingerly from the
cuts on his chest. The jerk had been cutting off his tattoos! He
would have to get them done all over again.

Merry snorted derisively. They were going
with or without her help. Now was not a good time for pouting and
silliness. He had done his best to protect her and she had, after
all, thrown herself on him. He had never asked for her attentions.
She had initiated every one of their romantic encounters. With the
exception of this very brief encounter in the garage which should
have been the most important of all.

“All right,” she came back to join them
again. “I’ll get you into the basement and then I’ll go upstairs,
take a bath, curl up in my bed and read a good book.”

Lucio smiled at her and then winced. He had
to stop doing that… if he could, but she was so beautiful…like an
angel. Her hair hung in tiny, dripping ringlets about her face like
a flower pixie and he felt himself falling in love with her. He was
always falling in love. It was nothing serious. It would pass.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“Anything yet, Christopher?” d’Ornan’s voice
echoed in the pitch black enclosure.

“Nothing, Master,” Christopher’s disembodied
voice answered from somewhere in front of him.

“Nothing here either,” von Hetz’s voice was
worst of all in the darkness. “There seems to be nothing in here
with us. At least there are no rats.”

“A small blessing perhaps.” D’Ornan could be
heard clumping about the smooth stone floor. “They will not chew on
us as we sleep, but neither will we chew on them as we starve.”

Christopher shuddered and turned about slowly
in the direction of Simon’s voice. His head ached miserably from
where that insufferable man had whacked him with his pistol. Now
these two were calmly discussing the possibility of spending some
time locked in this place. He was the one that would starve. Not
them. They might get hungry, but they wouldn’t starve. Sir Ramsay
had expounded upon it often enough. Every time he had complained
about the food at the Villa, his Master had offered to go hunting
in the cellars for something more palatable for his apprentice to
eat. Christopher had always been afraid that his Master would
someday pull a horrible joke on him and serve him a rat burger as
he’d so often promised to do.

They could hear nothing but the rustlings of
their own clothing, the clump of their own boots and the occasional
rumble of thunder from somewhere far overhead. Nothing… except for
the constant sound of dripping water, disconcerting sound in the
utter blackness of the cave. The walls curved down sharply to meet
the floors, which felt polished to the touch, though a bit uneven,
suggesting that they had been imprisoned in some sort of natural
formation in the rock. An enclosure carved out by eons of running
water. The only break in the continuity of the walls was the faint
outline of the heavy slab that served as the door. The only way in
or out. They had almost been deafened by the crash when the big
rock had come down. It had sounded ominously permanent. The floor
was marred by a depression in the center which was about three
yards across, full of cold water and seemed like a bottomless well
or spring. Von Hetz had reached his arm into it as far as he could
feel and they had paced about it to determine its size. At least
they had water.

“We may as well rest, Brother,” von Hetz said
into the darkness and they heard him sit on the floor somewhere.
“They will come for us. Already, the Grand Master has crossed the
sea.”

The sound of a splash and a muttered “Uh,
oh!” caused him to stand again.

“Christopher Stewart?” d’Ornan called in
alarm as he thought the boy had fallen into the hole.

“They had better come in a hurry, Masters,”
Christopher’s voice was full of alarm. “The pool is growing.”

They circumnavigated the water again,
counting the steps. It was twice as large as before.

“We will not drown. It is impossible,” von
Hetz told them reassuringly. “Be patient. Brother Dambretti and
Brother Beaujold will find us eventually.”

“Speak for yourself, Master,” Christopher
replied from the inky nothingness. “I'm not immortal. I cannot
afford to be patient.”

The thunder crashed from above and the
dripping noise increased in the ensuing silence after Christopher’s
words. The drip was no longer a drip, but a steady stream,
splashing into the pool from above. The air filled with a fine
mist.

D’Ornan began to whisper a prayer in
French.

“They will come for us,” von Hetz said again.
“Perhaps you should confess your sins, my son.”

Christopher sighed and made his way through
the darkness to where Simon sat on the damp stone. He sank to his
knees, crossing himself in the darkness. Just before each clap of
thunder, a dull, grayish-green light flickered in the upper reaches
of the cavern, showing nothing except that there was a sizable
crack up there somewhere through which the water was now
pouring.

“Shrive me, Master,” he said and closed his
eyes needlessly. The cold water inched its way inexorably up his
kneecaps, chilling him to the bone in more ways than one. At least
he wouldn’t starve to death or be forced to live on beetles and
grubs.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The basement was empty. The Knights were
gone. Ramsay searched the office and came up with five more swords
and four daggers.

“Perhaps they escaped?” Dambretti offered
hopefully. He located an old golf bag in a closet and used it to
carry the weapons.

Mark dragged the heavy bag into the
corridor.

“And left their weapons?” Ramsay stood
shaking his head. “Not likely. Von Hetz could have easily found
them.” He remembered the dark Knight’s strange method for finding
the Flaming Sword just before he had made him drink the
mercury.

“What now?” Dambretti glanced down the hall
toward Merry, who stood near the stairs watching them dejectedly
while keeping an eye out for anyone else who might come their
way.

“We have to find them,” Mark said
matter-of-factly and shrugged.

“What about the woman?” Lucio asked him in a
low voice.

“She is nothing without her guard dog,” Mark
hefted the bag to his shoulder. “I left him dead on the floor.”

“I meant her.” Lucio nodded toward Merry. The
Italian narrowed his eyes to look closely at Mark Andrew. “Do you
intend to return with us willingly, Brother?”

Mark ignored his question at first and then
seemed to think better of it.

“I do.” Mark shuddered at the memories of the
misfortunes he had suffered since landing in this sorry place.
Surely the Order could do no worse to him. The pain in his side
throbbed dully under the weight of the bag. Mark sighed and walked
toward the Pixie.

“Merry,” he said as he set the bag on the
floor. He took her by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.
“Merry. Where would they have taken them?”

“I don’t know.” She refused to meet his
eyes.

He pulled her close to him and held her
tightly.

“Merry. You must think,” he said softly in
her ear. “I can’t just leave them here.”

“You can’t be serious!” She pushed him away
and looked up at him incredulously. Why could he not have whispered
those three little words to her in the same manner? “After what
they did to you?”

“They didn’t do anything to me,” he objected.
“They came to do what they had to do. I would have done the same
for any one of them.”

“What? For them? Would you leave them in the
desert pierced through and through to die?” she raised her voice
and glanced at Dambretti who was holding back in the hallway. He
looked away from her quickly. “Is that what brothers do for each
other? I’m glad I don’t have any!”

“Merry!” Mark took her by the shoulders
again. “It’s not what it appears. He didn’t leave me to die. He
would have come back for me.” He was not exactly telling her the
full truth.

She looked at the floor.

“I won’t help you find them,” she said with
finality. “They will only try to kill you again or whatever it is
they were trying to do. I offered to take you away. I have money. I
could…” he placed one finger against her lips, silencing her.

Mark looked back at Lucio and the Italian
shrugged. Her words embarrassed him in front of Lucio and then his
embarrassment embarrassed him in front of Merry. He was caught in a
cross-fire.

“What she says may be true, Brother,” the
Italian said somewhat reluctantly. “Beaujold is not with them. He
is most likely looking for you even as we stand here. I am afraid
he has let his old feelings override his better sense. He will not
listen to me and I believe he is bent on killing you.”

“See?” She looked up at him.

“No. I don’t see,” he told her flatly. “I
will have to face him… and them, sooner or later. It’s just the way
things are.”

“It is the Will of God,” Lucio added from
where he stood. “It cannot be changed.” A vacation in Texas next
year might be in order. There was nothing particularly sinful about
being friendly. A vacation. Si`.

Merry let go a short sigh.

“If I take you where I think they are, will
you help him?” She directed her question to the other Knight. “Will
you stand with him… against them?”

“I cannot help him,” Lucio told her and held
up his hands again. “He does not need my help. I can only say that
I will not hinder him in what it is that he must do.”

Mark looked at her hopefully, as if this
unsatisfactory answer was some sort of consolation.

“I just don’t understand this at all.” Merry
shook her head.

“You don’t have to understand,” he told her.
“Now please, we must hurry.”

“I have to change first.” She looked down at
her bedraggled lavender gown and bare feet. “It’s up in the hills
and I can’t go up there like this. There’s an old fallout shelter.
I heard Maxie telling Cecile that it would make a good tomb. It’s
the only place they could have taken them.”

“Can we find it without you?” Mark asked her
before she started up the stairs.

“I doubt it,” she murmured as yet another
peal of thunder crashed against the house. The rain began to pour
in earnest through the open doors of the basement. Water ran in
torrents down the stairs flooding the floor around her feet.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Sir Thomas Beaujold could not go to sleep and
he could not rest as the Grand Master had instructed him to do. He
lay on the bed fully dressed, staring up at the ceiling fan as it
turned lazily above him. His mind was full of jumbled thoughts. He
had made a mistake by not beheading Ramsay in the desert. The man
wouldn’t have gotten up and rode away without his head and by
leaving him there for the elements, he garnered sympathy for the
man from the Knight of the Holy City and possibly the Grand Master
as well. To make his humiliation complete, he had disgraced himself
shamelessly in front of his old friend’s replacement, the prissy
Englishman from London. An accountant, no less. Beaujold had never
accepted his late friend and Brother’s death over sixty years ago
and every time he saw Sir Montague, his hatred for Ramsay grew.
Never once had he stopped to think what Montague's former Master,
the previous Knight of the Holy City’s life would have been like
had Ramsay allowed him to live with most of his lower body
destroyed. Beaujold's ability to reason rationally had been
permanently affected from that moment onward. In sixty plus years
his mind had forged many conspiracy theories, including the idea
that Ramsay, the Scot, had been in league with Montague, the Brit,
with the goal of replacing all the Frankish Knights with men like
themselves from the British Empire. The rivalry between France and
England was too inbred in Beaujold's blood for him to ever rid
himself of such thoughts.

He got up and paced the floor restlessly.
When he could stand it no longer, he pulled his bags from under the
bed and took out his secondary weapons. A long, curved dagger of
antique vintage and a heavy broadsword with an unadorned hilt of
burnished silver wrapped with black leather lacings and wound with
wire. He had to find Ramsay and finish the job before d’Brouchart
and the inestimable Mister Montague ruined everything with their
tolerant attitudes. Perhaps d’Brouchart was growing weak and
feeble. The Grand Master was, after all, older than all of them.
Perhaps it was time for the man to step down, if he did not have
the stomach to do what had to be done without hesitation.

He walked quietly down the hall of Miss
Penelope Martin’s hotel and let himself out the front door into the
rain. That Ramsay had gone back to the house where the woman was,
he had little doubt. Perhaps she would have the pleasure of
watching him behead her lover before he killed her, and everyone
else at the despicable house of pretenders and if Lucio Dambretti
got in his way, he would not hesitate to take the Italian out of
the picture as well.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The house was quieter than ever when the two
soaking wet Knights and the blond woman let themselves in the side
door. No lights were on, nothing stirred. They went quickly up the
back stairs to Merry’s room. The men would wait outside in the
hallway while she went in to change clothes.

Mark held his sword in one hand and
Dambretti’s dagger in the other as they edged their way down the
hall past Merry’s room onto the balcony at the top of the main
stairwell. They checked the foyer, but the big man’s body was gone.
Scuff marks on the tiles and a few splotches of blood were the only
indications that he had been there at all. They returned quickly
and took up a position in the corridor, standing back to back in
front of her door until she emerged again wearing jeans, tee shirt,
boots and a light raincoat. She carried a small flashlight in one
hand and Mark could tell that she had been crying again.

No one accosted them as they made their way
back downstairs and out into the night. Mark had a very bad feeling
about the eerie silence in the mansion. He wanted to go back and
search the house, but they had to find the others first. Then they
would all come back together and make sure that everything was in
order before they left. He knew that Beaujold would not hesitate to
kill Valentino if he found her and Mark wanted to prevent it, if he
could. He felt that it was not necessary. She was essentially
harmless without her watchdog and nobody would ever believe her if
she told them what had been going on for the last few weeks. She
was, after all, a criminal now, a murderer or an accomplice in the
very least, by whatever part she had played in the deaths of
Anthony and Tellman. She had held both himself and Lucio prisoner
in her house and that was just the beginning of what was probably a
long list of charges she could face if the truth came out.
Valentino could not afford to complain to the authorities no matter
what they did.

Mark pulled the heavy golf bag from the
flower bed beside the door and hefted it to his shoulder, hoping
against hope that his Brothers would be able to use them when they
found them. The tiny search party set off down the brick path
toward the garden and beyond, up the slippery limestone hill behind
the estate. Merry led them quickly through the winding paths and up
the rocky path toward the crest of the hill as she had promised. In
spite of her expert guidance, their way was made slow and
treacherous by the rain-slicked rocks and mud where the water
rushed past their feet as if they were walking upstream in a small
river. The lightning flashed almost continuously in a spectacular
display and Merry ducked reflexively again and again as the red and
yellow prongs seemed to strike the very top of the hill above them.
The frequency of the lightning provided them with a strobe-light
effect, allowing Merry to keep the flashlight turned off much of
the time, preventing them from sending a beacon to anyone who might
have been looking.

The storm fascinated Mark Andrew and he knew
that such displays were a familiar occurrence in his past and he
actually enjoyed the magnificent power that filled the air around
them with an almost palpable charge. If their circumstances had
been different, he would have taken Merry back to the barn and
watched the storm from the hay loft. The strange thought made him
feel even more desperate to be done with this thing. He just wanted
to get home and find out who he really was. If all went well, he
would invite her to Scotland for a holiday next year. A holiday.
Yes.

The entrance to the old shelter was hidden
behind a pile of boulders near the top of the hill. Inside the
heavy metal door, the passage was dry and their footsteps echoed
eerily in the dark. They descended through the side of the hill
until they were some fifty yards from the main entrance where their
way was suddenly barred by a smooth slab of polished limestone. A
rusty pulley mechanism with decrepit chains hung beside the door,
tinkling and vibrating as the thunder shook the hill.

“They are probably in there.” She nodded to
the stone slab. “It’s the only place she could have put them to be
sure they would not escape without having to set a constant guard
on them. This door has never been closed to my knowledge,” she
looked in wonder at the rusty chains disappearing into the pitch
blackness above them. “The rest of the chambers have
collapsed.”

Mark examined the pulley. Primitive. Ugly and
cumbersome. Nothing like the perfectly balanced blocks guarding the
entrances to the secret chambers in the pyramids. Again he shook
his head to clear this even stranger thought from his mind. He
caught hold of one of the chains and rattled it against the rock
above them. An avalanche of rock chips, dirt and rust showered down
on their heads, not to mention a few startled bats. A creaky system
of cogs and a hand crank of very antiquated design made up the
simple device anchored to the rock floor.

He took hold of the handle on the crank and
gave it a tentative twist while Dambretti and Merry looked on. It
squeaked loudly and turned with a jerky clicking motion. Each link
in the rusty chain was caught by one of the teeth in the cog just
above his head and held in place by a primitive locking mechanism.
Two turns of the crank caused the door to raise a quarter of inch.
Cool air issued from under the door.

Dambretti got on his knees and projected his
voice under the stone.

“Hello! Anyone home?” he called.

Soon they heard the very distinct sound of
someone answering them from the other side.

“Master Dambretti?” Christopher’s voice
echoed into the dark corridor.

“Yes, it’s me!” Lucio turned his head to look
up at them and smiled.

“Deo gratis!” D’Ornan’s voice joined that of
the apprentice from under the door. “Please hurry, my Brother. We
are in trouble here. The water is rising.”

Faint splashing sounds could be heard from
the hollow space beyond the door.

“And it’s dark in here,” Christopher told
them urgently.

“Stand back while we try to get the door
opened,” Dambretti ordered and then stood up beside Ramsay. “You
must hurry, Brother.”

Mark Andrew nodded. It was not easy to work
the crank as the chain creaked and popped and continued to rain
down flakes of metal and red dust on them. Bats frightened them
from time to time and the storm continued to rage outside. The
debris stuck to their wet necks and skin, making them more
miserable than ever. He expected the entire thing to collapse on
their heads at any moment. The door was barely two inches aloft
when the chain snapped. The stone slammed down with a resounding
boom, causing them to fall back against the walls of the corridor.
The sound had actually jarred their hearts.

Merry stood staring at them in the light of
her flashlight, thinking the unthinkable. The link had separated at
a point some two feet above the cog. Mark reached up to inspect the
broken chain, while Dambretti tried unsuccessfully to contact the
people within the cavern. No amount of shouting or pounding on the
door brought any audible answers from the other side of the
slab.

“We have to find some other way,” Mark said
as he looked around the enclosure. “We have to get them out of
there. We need more chain.”

“There’s some chain in the garage,” Merry
told him. “Maybe we could hook up a new piece.”

“Never patch an old cloth with new,”
Dambretti shook his head. “It would only cause the chain to break
faster.”

“Well, do you have some other idea?” Merry
looked at him in the darkness.

“No,” he told her and shrugged in his most
irritating fashion. “It is not my mission, la mia dolce. No
decisions are required of me.”

“I’ll go.” Mark drew a deep breath. He was
beginning to understand why he might have some deep-seated
animosity for the Italian. “You two stay here.”

“You had best hurry,” Lucio told him and took
the light from Merry to shine it at the floor near the door. Water
was beginning to pool at the base of the slab. He shined the light
up the passage and saw two small streams flowing in from outside.
They met in front of the door soaking into the extremely dry sand
and then edging out toward their feet.

Mark pulled his sword and Lucio’s dagger from
the bag and started back out of the cave into the rain. Was nothing
ever easy?
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Beaujold parked the van under the trees near
the point where the drive to the mansion began and then hurried
along the white rock lane, keeping near the line of trees and
hedges. The storm was raging around him as if God, himself, were
angry with him. When he reached the house, he saw no lights inside.
The electricity was out. He had seen the spot where a lightning
bolt had downed the lines on his way out from town.

The front doors of the mansion were unlocked.
A bad sign. There were traces of blood visible on the marble tile
in the foyer. The third floor bedroom where they had kept Mark
Ramsay was a scene most terrible. As he entered the room, he could
smell the blood, even before the lightning showed him the dark
stains on the bed, on the headboard and all over the new rug. He
had no way of knowing who had suffered here. It could have been any
one of the five Templars or someone else entirely. Most likely
Lucio Dambretti had paid dearly for his sins in this very room.

He made his way outside to the basement
doors. The only other place he knew to look, but the basement doors
stood open. Another bad sign.

The water was already several inches deep in
the passage at the bottom of the stairs. Beaujold turned on his
flashlight reluctantly and made a quick search of the storerooms
and laboratory. No one. A feeling of dread washed over him. What
had Ramsay done? Killed them all? It did not seem unreasonable. If
the man could get up and ride with a sword run through him, why
not? The thought brought to mind a story that Louis Champlain loved
to relate around the campfire.

The Templars had been caught in a siege in
the Holy Lands. There had been only ten Knights in the fortress and
all hope was gone. Rather than risk capture and torture, they had
formulated a suicidal plan designed to inflict as much harm on the
enemy as possible and, at the same time, make sure that their own
deaths would be swift and merciful. They had put on their armor,
mounted their horses and rode into the streets in an offensive move
of unprecedented bravery or foolishness, depending on the point of
view. To their own amazement and the Glory of God, they had routed
the entire contingency of Saracens infesting the city, leaving
hundreds dead in their wake without losing a single man in their
ranks. It had been a miracle! But then, of course, as Louis
Champlain liked to claim, God had been on their side and Sir Ramsay
and his brother had not been with them. Most of the stories he had
heard about the two brothers from those early days of the Order
were much less honorable and Ramsay’s brother had paid the price.
Now Ramsay would finally pay the price for his own philandering and
join his brother in Perdition. He had broken his vows, betrayed the
Order and disgraced himself.

A chill coursed up his spine and Beaujold
crossed himself quickly at the thought that Ramsay might be hiding
somewhere in the basement, watching him.

The Knight of the Sword switched off the
flashlight and stuck it in his pocket. He went back up the stairs
more warily than before. He turned right, once outside, and went
toward the stable. There he found only the horses. They eyed him
suspiciously when he entered. The stallion was back in its stall,
but it still wore the black, bloodstained saddle, confirming his
suspicion that Ramsay had returned to the mansion. The palomino,
however, had not returned and the bay mare, wearing a halter and
bridle, nudged him playfully, hoping for a treat. So, he had help.
It was not surprising. He reached for the reins of the mare and
frowned. If Ramsay and the woman had returned to the house and left
the barn without taking time to tend the horses, then where were
they?

He left the barn, blinking back the rain from
his eyes, and started around the back of the house, looking for the
garage. The next lightning flash showed the side entrance to the
garage standing open. He stopped at the door and frowned into the
dim interior. The lightning flashed again and he saw someone inside
the garage kneeling in front of a large tool chest on the floor. He
ducked aside and flattened himself against the side of the building
to wait.

The Chevalier du Morte hurried as best he
could from the garage, awkwardly carrying a bundle of chain,
clutching it close to his body with one arm while holding the
Flaming Sword in his other hand. Beaujold noticed right away that
he held the sword in his left hand. He could have killed him then
and there, but the French Knight stayed put, watching him curiously
as he hurried away with his clinking, rattling burden down the
brick walkway. The Knight of the Sword gave him a bit of a lead and
then followed after him. It would behoove him to learn where the
man was bound and whom he intended to bind with the chains. Ramsay
knew where his Brothers were! It was apparent that he had taken
them captive somewhere and was in the process of making ready to
abandon them. Perhaps weighting their bodies down in a subterranean
pool or a well or a quagmire. Beaujold had very little knowledge of
what sort of landscape surrounded the estate. He knew that Texas
was called ‘a whole ’nother country’ from the tourist propaganda he
sometimes saw on the web and TV.

For all he knew there were bogs and swamps
just down the road. This unsettling thought brought to mind the
misfortunate time he had witnessed their beloved Knight of Death
weighting down the body of a man he had beheaded in Romania. Ramsay
had sunk the corpse in a stagnant lake full of murky, black water
after stuffing the dead man's mouth full of garlic, jamming an ash
stake through his heart and sprinkling him with Holy Water. It
would be sad to report to the Grand Master that his Chevalier du
Morte had lived up to his title by killing the Healer, the Ritter,
the Knight of the Golden Eagle and his own apprentice along with
two civilian women and a man. It would be sad, but it would
certainly support Beaujold’s stance on the matter of what to do
with the traitorous Knight of Death. Beaujold knew that he had the
support of at least two of the other French Knights on the Council
when it came to his feelings about Mark Ramsay. Ramsay could kill
them all, one by one, and collect their secrets for himself and
then he would be of such immense power; he could easily conquer the
world. And who knew what that brooding mind cooked up along with
his putrid chemicals and fumes in his dark laboratory in the
Scottish lowlands. The Knight of the Sword was convinced that the
Key of Death would be much safer in the hands of one of his
countrymen. James Argonne, for example would make a much trustier
custodian.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Merry jumped up and caught hold of the broken
chain again. Each time she put her full weight on it, the rusty
links began to inch slowly toward the cog. If they could just get
the last link hooked on one of the teeth, they could start cranking
the door open again.

The water in the corridor with them was
already several inches deep. If they waited much longer, they would
have to abandon the cave altogether and there would be no hope of
opening the door before the water subsided again and outside, the
storm showed no sign of abating. Her hands were wet and slippery
and the chain was slick with a sort of rusty paste created by the
rain and the action of her hands. Each time they almost got the
chain to close on the cog, she would slip off and they would have
to start the process over again. Her hands burned and her arms and
shoulders ached unmercifully and she had already hurt two fingers
in the links.

“You must try harder,” Dambretti told her as
she slipped off yet again.

“Must I?” she asked in exasperation. “Why? So
they can come out and kill Mark Andrew?”

“They won’t kill him, signorina,” he told
her. “I am sure of it.”

“I can’t tell!” she snapped and leaned
against the wall, opening and closing her abused hands. “I saw you
in the basement! You didn’t look too friendly to me.”

“Mark Andrew Ramsay is not only my Brother,
he is my friend,” Lucio told her. “I have known him for a very long
time. He has saved my life more than once and I would do nothing to
harm him though I would sometimes like to wring his stubborn
neck.”

“You are here with the others looking for
him,” she told him. “You would take him back with you whether he
wants to go or not.”

“It is the Will of God,” Dambretti told her,
irritating her beyond measure. “He must go back. There is no
alternative. He will come to his senses. I know he will.”

“Everything is the Will of God to you,” she
said scornfully. “Why? Can’t a person actually have a will of their
own?”

“Of course,” he waved one hand in the dim
light of the small flashlight. “Man has his own free will, but
whatever he chooses has already been seen by God and is, therefore,
the Will of God. There is nothing a man can do but the Will of
God.”

“That is a circular argument, sir,” she shook
her head. The light was growing dimmer as the battery in the
flashlight faded.

Dambretti unwrapped the bandages on his hands
as he spoke in a calm voice.

“Circles are good. Spirals are better. I will
help you,” he told her and reached for her hands. She watched as he
pulled the bloody gauze from his hands. “This will give you better
traction and protect your delicate skin.” He smiled at her. Somehow
the comment coming from him did not seem belittling or insulting,
just thoughtful. He took her hands and turned them over before
kissing her palms gently.

“Thank you,” she said quietly, ashamed now of
talking to him in such rude tones.

“Do you love Mark Andrew?” he asked her
casually as he wrapped the bloody cloth around her hands.

The question startled her.

“No,” she answered too quickly.

“Then why are you so angry with him?” The
quizzical Italian asked her and looked into her eyes. “You would
not care one way or another if he left, unless you care for
him.”

“I didn’t say I didn’t care for him,” she
retorted. “I said I didn’t love him.”

“But you do.” He touched her chin with one
finger and brought her eyes back to him in the fading light. “I can
see it in your… eyes. You have a beautiful soul. Unlike any
other.”

She said nothing, but looked down at the rags
on her hands.

“Did he tell you that he loves you?” he asked
her.

She nodded.

“And so he does and that is too bad, but it
doesn’t change anything,” he said. “Now hurry. Our Brothers are
drowning.”

She sighed and leaped once more for the
chains. The gauze helped more than she would have imagined.
Dambretti managed to hook the chain link over the cog and they were
in business. They took turns cranking the handle. Blood oozed from
the Knight’s hands, but he did not complain. Merry figured he
chalked it up to the Will of God.

The higher the door rose, the faster the
water poured out of the adjoining room. It was soon above their
knees and rising rapidly.

Merry looked about in panic at the rising
deluge. There was, apparently, more water inside the chamber than
outside.

“What will happen?” she whispered as they
cranked on the rusted thing in unison.

“Who knows but God?” He shrugged and she
cringed.

When the water reached their waists, they had
to abandon the cave before they were trapped.

“They won’t drown, right?” she asked him as
they waded toward the rapidly closing space between the lower
levels and the upper cave.

“Come on, give me your hand,” he pulled her
along more quickly.

“You didn’t answer my question,” she said as
the water rose toward her neck.

“The apprentice is not immortal, if that is
what you are asking,” he said simply. “He could die.”
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As soon as Mark Andrew reached the rusty
metal door in the side of the hill, he knew something was terribly
wrong. Water flowed out of the cave and ran away down the hill
behind him. He dropped the chain on the ground and peered into the
darkness.

“Merry! Lucio!” he shouted into the dark
opening, but his voice no longer echoed in the passage. It was
filling with water. He knelt near the entrance and looked for
footprints, but the water was sheeting over the sandy soil behind
the boulders, completely obliterating any signs of their passage.
He waded down into the cave and was unable to go more than few
dozen feet before the water was at neck level.

They couldn’t have stayed down there. He
sloshed back out the entrance and looked about in the rain,
squinting against the water pouring down his face into his eyes.
The lightning was diminishing somewhat and he had to wait for the
intermittent flashes to light the area.

“Damn you, Lucio! Where have you taken her?”
he said aloud and brushed at his face futilely with his left hand.
The lightning glinted off the blade of the golden sword now in his
right hand.

“Have you also taken up cursing as well?” a
voice spoke to him from his left. He spun around, slinging water
out from his hair and clothing. He only got a glimpse of Beaujold,
standing near the pile of boulders with his sword raised.

“What have you done with them?!” he shouted
at the fleeting figure.

“I might ask you the same, Brother,” the
man’s voice was muffled by the rain. The lightning flashed and
Beaujold lunged at him with his broadsword.

Mark jumped back as the sword slashed through
the rain, missing his chest by less than a hairsbreadth. He
stumbled back and pulled the dagger from his pocket with
difficulty. The lightning worked against him as he raced around the
opposite side of the boulder. He drew up short when the Knight of
the Sword appeared in front of him again. He had to duck quickly as
the heavy broadsword swooped over his head. He fell on one knee and
jabbed at the man’s ankle. The blade entered the Knight’s boot just
above the ankle causing him to scream and jerk backwards. Mark held
onto the dagger long enough to pull it free and then scrambled
away, slipping in the mud as the broadsword’s blade came down in
another deadly swing. The tip of the sword struck the ground
directly in front of him and then darkness engulfed them.

Mark continued to crab backwards in the dark
until he felt the rock wall behind his back. He pushed himself up,
waiting for the next flash of light to find his adversary. When the
light came it was brief and he saw nothing of the man. The rain
fell in slanted streaks. Mark blinked rapidly and looked about.
Nothing. He did not know which way to go. He closed his eyes
briefly and then began to slide along the rock face to his right.
Right was always his choice. The devil was left-handed. He came
against an obstructing block of limestone and edged out to go
around it. The next bolt of lightning illuminated the Knight of the
Sword, once again, standing directly in front of him and to his
right, proving his theory about the devil. Beaujold had moved to
his left which put him directly in front of the Knight of Death.
The silver blade struck the limestone where Mark’s head had been
only a split second before and darkness engulfed them again.

Mark ended up sitting on the slippery ground
with his back to the wall. He stayed down and slid forward, away
from the rock face, past his foe, swiping blindly at his side with
the golden sword as he went. He felt the blade strike a glancing
blow on the Knight’s ribs and heard the man cry out in pain again.
Ramsay continued down the hill, slipping and sliding in the loose
rock and rubble mixed with water as far as he dared before
stopping. He turned on his stomach and jabbed the dagger in the
earth for a handhold, trying to catch a glimpse of the man behind
him. A stream of rubble and mud washed against him, blinding him
momentarily, but he saw nothing of the Frenchman. He had moved…
somewhere. Mark crouched on the ground turning around and around
holding up his sword and dagger defensively, allowing the drenching
ran to wash the mud from his face and eyes. Could the Knight of the
Sword see in the dark? Was night vision one of his mysteries?


Chapter Ten of Twelve

Let their habitation be desolate.





Merry stumbled up the path, finally clearing the tumble of rocks
and brush, she stopped on the relatively flat ground at the top of
the hill. Normally, the view would have been spectacular here,
overlooking the valley below, but the rain sheeted relentlessly
over the land, cutting the visibility almost to zero. Lucio slipped
along behind her, gingerly trying to keep his balance, trying to
avoid grabbing onto the bushes and rocks with his injured hands.
She had tied one of the gauze strips to their wrists to keep from
losing him in the dark since he was also having trouble with the
oversized trousers that had become like lead weights around his
legs. Twice, he had to stop and pull them up when they fell to his
ankles. Had not their situation been so desperate, it might have
been comical. At the moment, he was dangerously slowing their pace.
Merry was afraid half the hillside would give way in the flashflood
if the rain continued. She had seen it happen before. They could be
buried under tons of rock and mud. Worse yet, she knew that Mark
Andrew was somewhere below them without the slightest idea of where
they had gone for safety.

“This way!” Merry shouted to him above the
drumming rain.

She led him across the hill top to a strange
little building that looked like a big thimble or an upended cup
sitting on the barren landscape.

“What is that?” He asked her when he caught
up with her on the smoother ground. He cinched up his belt yet
again and grimaced at the thought of how he must have looked. His
hair hung in ringlets around his face and his boots were filled
with water.

“It used to be part of the shelter,” she told
him. “There was a bunch of equipment in there for the ventilation
and wiring, but we took it out and made an observatory out of
it.”

“An observatory?” he asked as they hurried
along. It was a good place for a watch tower.

She unhooked the latch on the wooden door and
pulled it open. It was dark inside, but relatively dry and much
warmer. The lightning, which continued to strike the rocks and
surrounding hillsides showed a narrow wooden staircase spiraling up
the walls of the circular structure. She shined the light all
around the dirt floor and the steps. When he asked what she was
looking for, she said “tarantulas and scorpions” and his heart
skipped a beat. He could handle snakes, frogs, flies, mosquitoes
and any number of wild creatures, but of all the things that God
had created why these two? Big hairy spiders. Scorpions! Just what
they needed to make the evening complete.

Finding none in residence, they clumped up
the steps, feeling their way between flashes until they reached a
trap door at the top of the stairs. She unlatched the door and it
swung down to meet them. The last leg of the climb was a short
ladder attached to the wall. They climbed into the top of the
building and Lucio saw the roof was made of glass. He fell onto the
floor on his back and looked up at the clouds and the rain as bolts
of lightning streaked across the stormy sky showing a roiling storm
raging above them. Merry went immediately to a cabinet built into
the wall and rummaged about in the drawers and shelves. Presently,
she returned with a small lantern and a striker. Soon they were
sitting on the wooden floor staring at each other in the yellow
light of a antique kerosene lantern. The water continued to drip
from the tendrils of their hair into their faces and a cool breeze
wafted through under the open eaves. Merry blew the water from her
upper lip and shook her head, slinging water from her hair.

“Hey!” The Italian frowned at her. “I’m wet
enough already.”

“What do you think happened to Mark?” she
asked him when they had caught their breath. She shivered in the
chill air and could not remember ever having been more miserable in
her life. “And don’t say it’s the Will of God.”

Lucio smiled at her.

“I don’t know,” he told her honestly. “He
should have been back before we left.”

“It was raining awfully hard,” she said
offhandedly. “Maybe he lost his way. Maybe he couldn’t find the
chain.”

“Maybe he found something he was not looking
for,” Lucio voiced her fears for her. “He has been delayed, but not
from being lost. He would never get lost. What happened to Anthony
Scalia?” He added the question as if an afterthought.

“I… don’t know,” she said. “Cecile told me
that he left. I don’t know if that’s true anymore. I think
something really bad happened to him. I think she… I think Maxie
might have killed him.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he told her. “He is a
traitor to the Order.”

“Just like that?” she looked at him in
amazement. “And do you think Mark Andrew is a traitor to the
order?”

“Ritter von Hetz said he is not,” Dambretti
shrugged slightly. “It is not for me to decide.”

“But he is your friend! How can you just sit
there and say it’s not for you to decide?”

“I can see that he is in love with you,
signorina, and I can see why.” He smiled and held his battered
hands out to the warmth of the lantern and she saw that he wore a
similar gold ring with a red and white inlaid cross patee. Married
to the order. “That, in and of itself, is a betrayal of his vows.
The company of women is a dangerous thing. And so it has always
been, but without women, none of us would be here. Some of us have
to forego the natural pursuits of life to ensure that life goes on
as it should. Some of us have to devote ourselves to doing God’s
work on earth. Such things are not undertaken lightly and there is
much persecution and suffering. A Knight cannot afford to create
hostages to fortune. He must be free of the burdens of hearth and
home.”

“Persecution and suffering. Like being
pursued halfway around the world by one’s so-called Brothers?” she
asked sarcastically. “Love is not a burden, Lucio. You should know
that.”

“It is a burden and worse,” he countered. “We
have been endowed with the Mysteries of the Temple. This is a
lifetime commitment and Sir Ramsay knew it when he took the vows
and took up his position among the Twelve that it was until death
do we part. A marriage of sorts. He is a married man.”

“But your rules and your regulations are so
out-dated. Don’t you ever change anything?” she asked him. “Don’t
you ever get lonely, Sir Dambretti?”

“It is like I told your Valentino that is
what confession is for. There are sins and there are sins. Some
sins are just sins that can be easily forgiven. Other sins carry
heavier penalties. To betray the Order is what you would call a
capitol crime. To have a companion to warm one’s bed at night is a
minor thing. To desert the Order for such a companion is a capitol
crime.”

“And what exactly is considered betraying the
order?” she asked.

“Divulging the Mysteries to the uninitiated.
Leaving the folds of the Order with the intent to desert.
Retreating on the field of battle without proper authority.
Murdering without cause. Killing an innocent Christian. These can
bring execution. There are other serious charges. Rape, mutilation
of the dead, killing women and children unnecessarily to name the
worst. These can bring ex-communication. A serious offense, a
serious penalty,” he told her. “That is about all. Very simple,
no?”

“Simple?” She shook her head slowly. “Then it
is all right to murder as long as there is a good cause and it is
all right to kill as long as it is not a Christian you kill? That
doesn’t sound so simple to me. Are you saying that it is OK to kill
innocent people who are not Christians?”

“All Infidels are enemies of Christ and
subject to death,” he explained. “If they want to go to hell, it is
none of my concern, but if they want to stand in my way, then I
will kill them. If they would prevent a Christian from worshipping
the true God, then I will kill them. A Knight of Christ kills
safely and dies more safely so says our patron Saint Bernard. We
are Christ’s legal executioners appointed by God. It is our duty to
keep the Holy Lands safe for the pilgrims. To protect the innocent.
To heal the sick. To teach the Gospel of John. To preserve the
Light and the Way. And to keep the secrets of the Holy Grail, the
Ark of the Covenant, the true relics of the Saints, etceteras,
etceteras. Do you not know that thousands of Christians still
travel to the Holy City of Jerusalem every year? Who do you think
protects them from the Infidels?”

“You?” She frowned. “There are only twelve of
you. How can you protect thousands of tourists?”

“There are eleven Knights of the Council and
one Grand Master. There are many Templars.” Lucio smiled at her.
“You know very little about us. There are sergeants and servants,
apprentices and teachers, soldiers and sailors, accountants and
lawyers, scribes and priests. We cannot go about wearing red
crosses and hauberks, signorina. We are, after all, a secret order.
We serve God. We do not need fame or recognition for what we do. I
am not saying that Christ or Our Father would condone murder or
killing for that matter, but if we do not protect ourselves and
others from the powers of darkness, then there will be no Light
left in the world. Already, the Light grows dimmer. What the
Infidels have not done to us, the Heretics have accomplished with
great enthusiasm.”

“Heretics. You mean like witches and
Satanists?” She narrowed her eyes. This was all news to her. She
had never paid much attention to Valentino’s lengthy discussions
with the others about the Templars.

“There are no such things as Satan and
witches with pointy, wart-covered noses, signorina.” Dambretti
laughed at her. “And witches have more in common with God than the
Church in Rome.” He leaned toward her over the lantern and his face
glowed from an inner light. “I have known some very, very beautiful
witches, la mia dolce. In fact, I might have thought you one when I
first saw you on the stairs.”

“Me?! I am not a witch. But all that sounds
heretical to me.” She looked at him in amazement.

“And so it would seem you agree with the
Church. Such is the lie. The Great Rome. The Great Babylon! Ha!” he
snorted derisively. “The Church is ruled by men, not God. They
would see us all dead and it is over our skulls that they would
place pointy hats. They are simply a necessary evil at this
point.”

“But you are immortal Knights of the Temple
of Solomon. Wasn’t he a Christian… I mean a Jew… I mean… I don’t
know what I mean.” Her eyes widened at this revelation.

“I am a poor Knight of Solomon’s Temple and
yes he was an Israelite, but he was also a great magi,” he
explained and fires danced in his dark eyes. “As are all the
Knights and the Grand Master. We hold the secrets of the Mysteries
and we would be called Magi. It is a dubious honor and rare, but it
has its pitfalls. Immortality is not all that you might imagine.
Life becomes tiresome. Especially for some of us. Your Sir Ramsay,
for example. It is no wonder that he has fallen so hard for you. He
has the greatest burden of all. Imagine going about killing your
family as the need arises. Do you think it is easy for him? He
kills a Brother here and a Brother there. Occasionally an
apprentice or some other fallen Templar and then goes back to his
dreary castle in Scotland to make gold for the Order. That is where
you can find him when he is not moping around the Villa in Italy at
the Master's behest. Year after year it is the same for him. You
have never heard him talk, signorina. You don’t know him.” He
stressed this last sentence and she shuddered.

“And what do you do for the Order?” she asked
angrily. His words hurt her somehow and made her mad.

“I read books.” He continued to smile. “I
read thousands of books. I read reports. I read transcripts,
records, documents, files, micro-film, journals, magazines,
encyclopedias, dictionaries, diaries and even nutritional labels. I
read scrolls and tablets and fragments of such. Not very exciting,
is it? Brother Ramsay taught me to speak English and Latin and
French. He taught me to read and write. I owe everything that I am
to him. And I have my Mystery, of course.”

“And yet you would stand by and allow that
other, horrible man to kill him? You would not help Mark?” She
could not understand the logic behind what he was saying. He spoke
of Mark Andrew with profound love and respect, almost veneration,
and yet….

“It is…” he began.

“I know! The Will of God,” she finished for
him in exasperation.

“Yes,” he nodded solemnly.
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The three men inside the cavern were in
trouble. The cold water reached von Hetz’ chin and he was the
tallest of them by several inches. Simon was holding onto his arm
treading water, while Christopher Stewart sat perched atop his
shoulders with his feet dangling in the water. Simon struggled hard
in the heavy clothing as he floated precariously a few inches above
the solid rock floor. He had never been a very adept swimmer and
trying to swim in total darkness, fully dressed in a military
uniform replete with tall knee boots was proving very taxing and,
he felt, very soon, it would become quite impossible.

“I am sinking, Brother,” he told the German
Knight.

“It will be a shock to your system at first,”
von Hetz answered him very near his ear.

“Have you drowned before?” Simon asked
him.

“Twice,” the Knight of the Apocalypse told
him matter-of-factly. “It is very disconcerting at first, but all
you have to do is breath the water.”

“Breathe the water?” Simon sounded doubtful.
He had never faced such a terrible ordeal. Not since he had faced
the fear of the Inquisition, he had not felt such dread and fear.
He was shaking all over as the water inched its way up his
neck.

“Calm yourself, Brother Simon,” von Hetz
tried to sound comforting. “Once you have properly drowned and the
water has risen sufficiently, you may climb onto my shoulders and
boost up the boy. I will hold you both. The water will help me
support your weight. It is a very handy trick to learn. Drowning,
that is."

"Brother Ramsay and I once eluded an entire
platoon of Nazi’s by riding our horses into the Danube.
Regrettably, the horses did not survive. The leap from the bluff
was too great for them. I also had the rare honor of teaching the
trick to Brother Philip in Austria when we were riding with King
Richard. Of course, King Richard could not come with us and he was
captured, poor devil. I have always felt rather badly about
that.”

“That’s just great,” Christopher muttered and
adjusted his hold on the Knight’s head. If anyone had tried to tell
him a week ago that he would have been sitting on the Apocalyptic
Knight’s shoulders, clinging to his ears for dear life, listening
to stories about the ‘old days’, he would have laughed himself into
a stupor. At the moment, he did not feel it was such a funny
thought. Armand would never believe it! “Perhaps Maid Marion would
have never met Robin Hood if you had not left the King in the
lurch,” he added sarcastically.

“I beg your pardon? Loosen your hold a bit,
my son, I cannot hear you,” von Hetz told him. “You will displace
my ears.”

“Sorry, Master,” Christopher relaxed his grip
a bit. He could not believe they were talking so calmly about
drowning. Of course he had more at stake than they did. Breathe the
water. What a concept. How high could the water rise? How long
could the storm last? They could still hear the thunder from above.
How high was the roof? What would happen when the water reached the
ceiling? He knew the answer to that one. He would die. What had
happened to Master Dambretti? Had he abandoned them? Where was
Master Ramsay? Where was Master Beaujold? Were they out there
killing each other at that moment?

The trip had not turned out at all like he
had anticipated. He should have listened to his friend Armand
d’Bleu. He should have listened to Master Barry. But then, he had a
problem with listening to authority figures. His major problem, as
Master Ramsay had told him so often, was that he thought he was
just so damned smart. Sir Ramsay had told him that one day he would
learn a great lesson the hard way about following orders. So the
day had come and he would not live to reap the benefits of the
lesson. He crossed himself and began to say a silent prayer asking
that he would live and that he would see his Master again in one
piece.
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Mark Andrew scuttled down the hill like an
oversized fiddler crab, alternately speeding and slowing his
descent by using the dagger and the sword like ski poles. One wrong
move and he could find himself tumbling all the way to the bottom
of the steep slope, buried in rubble. His movements put him well
away from the path he had taken up to the old shelter. When he
stopped, the rocks slid away from him into the darkness below for
several seconds and then the movement subsided. Stiff bristly
plants and cactus plucked at his clothes and skin. If the rain
continued, the whole hillside could collapse and he would go with
it. The rain continued to be a visibility problem as well. He could
see very little when the blinding flashes came. His first instinct
had been to go up, so therefore he had decided to go down. It
seemed that the venerable Knight of the Sword, being the grand
military tactician that he was, could easily anticipate his every
move. He did not believe that either of the injuries he had
inflicted on the Knight would be enough to stop him. The infernal
rain continued to pound his head, slicking his hair into his face
and causing his clothes to cling in chill wraps against his skin.
At one point, he had to sit down and empty the water from his
boots, a very nerve-wracking few moments when had been forced to
lay aside his weapons.

He found the garden path with little trouble
and skirted Merry’s backyard, moving west and came at the house
from the side nearest the stables. He checked the stables, but
found only the horses, still standing as he and Merry had abandoned
them. He resisted the urge to fall into the sweet-smelling hay and
go to sleep. The only blessing he could count at the moment was
that the terrible hunger pangs had not returned. The words of von
Hetz rang in his ears. “You hunger for the truth.” The truth had
certainly set him free from the hunger in his stomach, but it had
done little to relieve his other troubles.

He slipped into the darkness again and made
his way back to the house. As he approached the side door leading
into the laundry area, the lights flickered twice and came on. He
mounted the steps carefully and pushed open the door. A single
florescent light glowed in the laundry room. Smears of blood and
small puddles of water indicated that he had made the right
decision. Beaujold had returned to the cover of the mansion to see
to his wounds. Mark entered the kitchen with extreme caution,
pausing to listen carefully for signs of life. Nothing. He crept
down the carpeted hallway, past the library and parlor toward the
foyer and the grand staircase. Maxie’s blood was still visible on
the tile at the foot of the stairs, but now there were newer,
fresher splotches mixed in with the rain water puddles on the tiles
from Beaujold’s passing. The trail led up the risers.

Mark went up the stairs quickly and quietly,
taking two steps at a time, following the stains on the carpet.
There were also smeared prints on the handrail. He had injured him
quite well. The blood led to the right toward the smaller
staircase, leading to the third floor.

At the top of the stairs, he found his
adversary. Beaujold stood on the third floor landing, looking down
at him. He had shed the military-style jacket and wore only a white
tee-shirt with a long bloody rip in the right side. The silver
broadsword was clasped in his left hand and a curved dagger gleamed
in his right.

Mark stood looking up at him without
speaking, trying to judge his condition.

“Brother,” Beaujold lowered his head and
looked at him with an almost insane gleam in his weak blue eyes.
His thin blond hair was plastered to his head, while bloody water
dripped from his right hand.

“Give it up, Sir, and go home while you can,”
Mark challenged him and then backed into the wall on the landing as
the Knight of the Sword came slowly, deliberately down the stairs.
“This is not necessary. You are still my Brother. We can come to an
understanding.”

Beaujold did not answer him. He was beyond
reasoning. When he reached the landing, he attacked with a vicious
series of thrusts, the force and fury of which surprised the Scot.
Mark stepped aside and struck down each thrust with a forceful
parry, each blow meant to break the Knight’s sword. Beaujold was
too seasoned a fighter to allow success. Mark parried the last
thrust and locked blades with the injured man, pinning him briefly
against the wall before clipping his chin with the pommel of the
golden sword, sending him sideways toward the stairs. The Knight
turned swiftly, leaned against the handrail briefly and then
launched himself off again, swinging the sword in a powerful arch
that would have taken the Knight of Death’s head had he not dropped
to one knee. The blade whizzed over his head actually brushing his
hair. The man was seriously demented.

Mark recovered his stance quickly and feinted
right before moving to the left as the Knight’s sword struck the
carpet where he had been only an instant before. Beaujold shrieked
in rage and charged forward with another thrust aimed at the center
of Mark’s chest. Mark volted left and began to back down the stairs
parrying blow after blow. There was no rage in his heart or his
mind. He felt a strange mixture of regret and sadness at the
situation. Never in his long life had he ever fought one of his own
Brothers in real combat. He had killed a number of them, but never
had he faced one as an enemy. An overwhelming sense of pity for the
Knight that attacked him so relentlessly, made him careless and he
tripped over a small table on the second floor landing. He fell
onto his back and then rolled twice, sending the table and its
contents crashing down the steps. He avoided another of Beaujold’s
heavy-handed blows, which would have removed at least part of his
head as he regained his feet. Beaujold made a fleche with the
dagger and grazed his hip as he turned a complete three-sixty
bringing up the silver blade again. A burning sensation coursed up
Mark’s side from the contact with the lethal blade, but he retained
his balance and brought up the golden blade in front of him,
unwilling, even so to attack his Brother forcefully.

“After I cut off your traitorous head, I’m
going to find the woman,” Beaujold regained some of his lost
composure and began to speak. Now would come a series of insults
intended to unbalance the opponent. Mark knew this ploy very well.
He had suffered many such forms of ridicule over the years, but had
managed to retain his cursed head upon his neck. Normally, such
things would have no effect on his conscious mind at all, but he
knew that this was different. This man meant what he said and the
woman this time meant something to Mark. He inhaled a sharp breath
and moved quickly, warding off another blow. The clang of the
swords echoed down the stairs into the foyer below.

“She is a whore lower than an Infidel’s
bitch,” Beaujold continued his verbal attack.

Mark felt the blood rise to his cheeks, but
made no reply.

“I will set your worthless head on the steps
and let you watch while I slowly cut her to pieces.”

The Knight attacked again and Mark
counterattacked with more force, backing him down the stairs with a
serious round of thrusts, followed by two more very close
encounters with the curved dagger. Beaujold stumbled and caught
himself on the banister halfway down. Mark followed him down the
stairs, knocking him back again and again, striking the banister
with enough force to send chunks of wood flying.

“This is useless, Brother,” Mark told him
when he stepped off the bottom riser onto the marble tiles. “I can
take your head at any time. You are injured. Give it up, man!”

“Come for it, Brother. You hide your own
wounds well, but you forget who inflicted them. It has not been
three days.” Beaujold reprised his attack with renewed fury that
surprised Mark Andrew and forced him to retreat up the steps. The
blond drew back his sword and dropped the dagger, taking the hilt
of the heavy sword in both hands. He made a wide swing intended to
literally cut Ramsay’s feet from under him.

Mark leaped from the steps, over the blade
and landed on the tiles behind the Knight of the Sword. His landing
sent terrible pain up side from his injured hip and caused the
older wound in his stomach to add to his problems. He straightened
more slowly than he expected and the Chevalier d’Epee turned more
quickly than he had thought possible, but not quickly enough.
Ramsay raised the naked point of the Flaming Sword making contact
with the soft flesh just below his jaw and stopped. Beaujold’s
sword was still down. His dagger lay on the floor. They locked
eyes.

“Yield or die!” Mark told him. “It’s that
simple.”

Beaujold’s eyes widened in surprise.

“Yield or die!” Valentino’s voice cut through
the ensuing silence. “I like that. Yield or die, Mark Ramsay!
Simple.”

Ramsay felt the prod of something hard
against the small of his back. He kept the sword at Beaujold’s
throat. Even if she shot him, he could not let the Knight go or he
would most certainly be dead. The Knight in front of him would not
stop. He tensed in anticipation of the shot. He’d been shot before.
It wasn’t the most pleasant experience in the world, but it was
better than losing one’s head.

Beaujold smiled at him and raised his sword
without taking his eyes off him. He took a short step backwards and
wheeled around, bringing up the silver sword in another of his wild
swings aimed at Ramsay’s throat. But the Knight was wounded, tired
and out of his mind with rage and pain. Mark waited and then
dropped suddenly to one knee. The same move he had made before.
Beaujold continued his swing and Valentino made a strangled
screaming sound. At the very last moment, the Knight of the Sword
flicked his wrist slightly and turned the blade perpendicular to
the floor. The flat side of the blade smacked against Valentino’s
temple and the pistol went off in her hand. She toppled forward
onto Mark’s head and the bullet went wild, striking the banister
behind the Knight of the Sword. He stared into the twin barrels of
Maxie’s shotgun. The hulking man stood a few feet away swaying
slightly, a broad bandage over his broken nose.

“Drop it, dipshit!” the man ordered him
gruffly with a decidedly nasal twang.

Mark struggled to dislodge the unconscious
woman from atop him and stood up, holding her limp form in front of
himself as a shield. He wrapped his sword arm under her breast and
pressed Dambretti’s dagger against her neck.

“Let her go!” Maxie backed up.

“Out of my way,” Mark told him quietly as he
dragged the woman toward the front door. Maxie looked from one of
them to the other and decided that the Knight of the Sword bore the
most watching, since he still clung to the silver sword.

“Drop it, I said!” The man swung the shotgun
to bear on Beaujold’s head. The shotgun carried much more weight
than the pistol.

Mark heard the Knight’s sword clang to the
floor. He pulled open the front door and stepped outside into the
rain and thrust the body of Valentino back inside the door. He
heard Maxie shout once before he sprinted across the porch and
leapt down to the sidewalk beside the house. The bone jarring
movements caused a number of new pains. He pressed his hand against
the new wound on his hip and made for the rear of the house and the
garden.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Dambretti awoke with a start when someone
kicked him lightly in the side. He looked up, blinking and
squinting in the dim light to see Mark Andrew standing over him.
His first thought was that he had missed morning muster and he
scrambled up to attention and snapped a salute to the Chevalier du
Morte.

“Saints preserve us,” Mark muttered and then
held one finger to his lips when Lucio discovered his error and
started to speak.

The rain had stopped and the gray light of
dawn was visible through the glass roof above them. Merry lay
curled on her side against the base of the big telescope standing
in the center of the room. Mark took the Knight’s arm and escorted
him to the hatch leading down and out of the observatory, leaving
her sleeping as they climbed down the ladder and took the narrow
stairs as quiet as two ghosts in the gray gloom. When they stepped
outside, the sun was rising above the eastern hill, a flaming ball
of red and purple between pink and blue clouds.

“Where have you been, Brother?” Lucio asked
him, eyeing the new rip in his clothing and the darker material
where the blood had soaked through his trousers.

“I met up with an old friend,” Mark told him
sourly. “I had to rest before I could come back. There was nothing
I could do in the rain and the dark. What of Simon and von
Hetz?”

“It is not Simon and the Ritter than concerns
me,” Lucio told him as they stumbled along the muddy trail.
“Christopher Stewart is with them.”

“Christopher?” Mark turned on him and took
him by the collar. “Christopher was with them?”

“Hold, Brother,” Lucio took hold of his wrist
and frowned at him. “I did not bring him here. He came on his own
and if he is not drowned already, the Master will kill him when he
gets him back to Italy.”

Mark nodded and let go of him. The situation
was becoming sorrier and sorrier. He cursed his luck again and
again as they continued down the hill. He had forgotten about his
apprentice. Fatigue and the events of the past several days
threatened to overwhelm him and he rubbed his temples as he walked
along, trying to keep his sanity and his consciousness. The boy had
probably drowned and ultimately, he would be blamed for the boy’s
death.

When they reached the cavern, they found it
still full of water and whatever hope he may have had of rescuing
Christopher vanished, only to be replaced by a smoldering rage. He
was angry first and foremost with himself for allowing this to
happen in the first place. After that, there was a long list of
people he wished to get even with even though he knew that
vengeance belonged to God and that God would take care of it for
him… eventually.

“Come on.” Mark picked up the chain and waded
into the water.

“I can’t!” Lucio backed away, staring at the
dark water in terror.

“Yes, you can,” Mark told him lightly when he
looked back at him.

“No!” Dambretti’s eyes went wide and his face
drained of color.

“Just relax and breathe the water. Surely
you've had this pleasant experience before? What is your fucking
problem?” Mark grumbled and waded back after him.

The Knight of the Golden Eagle turned to run
and Mark tackled him in the mud. They rolled in the slick white
mud, banging against rocks and small bushes as they slid partway
down the hill together. When they got up again, facing each other,
they looked like clay figures instead of flesh and blood. Mark
wiped at the gunk on his face and spat blood on the ground
angrily.

“By God, I have lost enough blood already! Do
not cause me to spill yours as well. Now come on!” he said, picked
up the chain and started to turn, but Lucio turned the other
way.

They went down again in a tangle of arms,
legs, chains and weapons.

“You’re going down there. I need your help!”
he told him as he kicked and struggled to get away. The Italian was
no match for the stronger Scot who had him by at least twenty
pounds, an inch or so in height and a ton of determination. He held
him down in the mud easily and wrapped the chain around his neck.
“You always were a coward, you sniveling whelp!” Mark told him
gruffly and dragged him to his feet wincing as the tumble and the
activity caused numerous pains. “I should have left you in
Jerusalem.”

“I am not a coward!” Lucio protested. “I just
don’t like going in the water with you, Brother,” he explained.
“Remember what happened last time?”

He pointed to the long scar on his face that
was just beginning to heal again after the sadistic techniques
employed by Valentino’s guard dog.

“That was an accident,” Ramsay told him and
braced himself against a bush to regain his footing without letting
go of the chain. Lucio had no choice but to rise with him or be
choked. “You don’t want to temp me to do something on purpose,
Brother. Now move it! You're going in first!”

He slipped and slid toward the cave, but
managed to hold the chain and draw the dagger from his belt at the
same time.

He held the knife against the Italian’s
back.

“Move!”

They waded into the water. Just before
Lucio’s head went under the water, he fought and struggled once
more, but Mark let the weight of the heavy chain take him under. He
waited until the man stopped wiggling and the bubbles subsided
before blowing the air from his own lungs . He then stepped
deliberately into the water with him and braced himself against the
pain the water caused as it filled his lungs.

An hour later, a huge gush of water spilled
from the cavern onto the hillside and presently five choking,
gasping figures crawled from the passage and lay in the mud,
coughing and struggling for air.

Dambretti was the first one up, leaning
against the rock face coughing up water from his lungs. He drew in
a deep breath and looked around, blinking back dirty water and
rubbing at his face with both fists. The sun was well up and the
sounds of birds and insects seemed to mock him. The stylized figure
of Horus glittered, half-buried in the mud. Ramsay had made the
dagger for him years earlier. He bent to retrieve the dagger that
Ramsay had dropped it in his rush to get out of the cavern before
Christopher drowned. The horror of what had just occurred
overwhelmed him. He did not like dying and living again. It was
horrible to him in every respect and each time it happened, he
hated it worse and worse. The drowning experience was one of the
worst deaths he had suffered so far even though it had hardly
qualified as a true death experience. He wiped the muddy blade on
his wet trousers and caught Ramsay up by the collar as he was
hacking and coughing on his knees in the mud, clutching at his
stomach and hip. Their efforts underneath the cold dark water had
affected him much worse than the Italian. He was on the verge of
collapse and he could feel every fiber in his body crying out for
rest and recuperation. The Italian slammed him against a boulder
and pressed the blade against his throat. Blood ran from the wounds
on Dambretti’s hands and water dripped from his hair into Ramsay’s
face.

“You called me a coward,” he said through
gritted teeth in the taller man’s face.

Ramsay looked as if he would be sick and then
coughed water into his face. While Lucio sputtered in surprise,
Mark Andrew laughed at him.

“And so you are angry with the wrong man,
little Brother. Let thy wrathful anger take hold of them,” he
quoted a scripture when he had regained his breath. “Even now you
are afraid to do what your rage tells you to do. You would do well
to direct your anger in a more beneficial direction. If you cannot
kill me, then do not threaten me, or else I might think you are
serious.”

Dambretti wiped the water from his face and
blinked rapidly at him, shivering violently with rage and
shock.

Simon was up now coughing and throwing up
volumes of water while von Hetz climbed onto his hands and knees
slowly in the mud. It seemed that the water simply poured out of
him without the violent retching suffered by his Brothers.

Lucio regained his composure somewhat and
then leaned back in, close to Ramsay's face.

“Your woman is very pleasant company,” Lucio
told him and set his jaw stubbornly as he stabbed the Scot
verbally. He twisted the blade slightly. “We had a good, long visit
last night and she told me her true feelings for you.”

Mark Andrew inhaled sharply and then suddenly
jabbed the Italian in the stomach, taking his newly found breath
away again.

Lucio backed away clutching his stomach.
Simon, somewhat recovered, took him by the arm, thinking him to be
suffering from the water. He had missed the altercation between
them completely. The Healer turned him around and looked down at
the wounds in Dambretti’s palms.

“Don’t toy with me, Brother,” Ramsay told him
over the Healer’s head and spit out another mouthful of water. He
picked up his sword and walked back into the cave. He passed close
by Christopher and slapped him lightly on the head with the back of
his hand. Christopher would have some explaining to do when, and
if, they ever got home.

Von Hetz clambered to his feet and helped the
half-conscious apprentice to his feet before beating him on the
back solidly in order to dislodge the water he had inhaled during
their last few moments in the blackness. They had spent a dreadful
night stacked up like circus acrobats, immersed in the cold rain
water. Christopher had only been spared when the water had started
to recede after reaching within two feet of the domed ceiling. Von
Hetz had fared worst of all, having been completely submerged
longer than Simon. After the door had finally come free, the trio
had been swept out of the chamber and out of the passage like so
much garbage. The boy coughed and gagged and hung onto the taller
Knight to keep from falling over again. His relief at having
survived and then seeing his Master safe and sound brought him to
tears. Fortunately, their sorry state prevented the others from
noticing.

“Let me see your hands,” Simon told Dambretti
as the man stumbled back to sit down hard on a low boulder. “You
and Brother Ramsay have made amends?” The Healer asked innocently
enough as he examined the wounds on the Knight’s hands.

“Yes,” Dambretti lied and nodded. “He never
did have a sense of humor.”

He held out his bloody hands for the Knight
of the Serpent to examine. Simon turned them over and then back
again.

“How did this happen?” Simon glanced back at
the dark opening where Mark had disappeared.

Dambretti shook his head sadly. He didn’t
care to tell the story and he didn’t care to admit that he had been
wrong in what he had just done. Ramsay had saved his life again,
most likely, and then had been forced to make him help save the
others. Dambretti was ashamed of himself. Perhaps the man was
right. Perhaps he was a coward after all.

Von Hetz joined them and looked on as d’Ornan
felt of the bones in the Italian’s mutilated hands. “I feel no
broken bones,” he announced after a bit. “I assume that some
instrument made these? A knife? You have not become a victim of the
stigmata?” Simon smiled at Lucio and winked at von Hetz.

Von Hetz chuckled and wiped at his face,
smearing the mud even worse. The thought of someone as irreverent
as Dambretti becoming enough of a religious zealot to bear the
wounds of the stigmata was indeed humorous. Lucio could only frown
at both of them. His hands were no laughing matter.

“You should try crucifixion, Brother,” he
said darkly. “It is a most enlightening experience.”

“I think I will pass on that,” Simon
declined. He finished his examination and nodded to the Ritter. The
wounds would heal without intervention.

Ramsay emerged from the passage carrying the
soaked golf bag, glanced darkly at Lucio and then handed out the
weapons. When they were all armed, he stood in front of them. He
looked at each one of them in turn with a defiant expression in his
eyes.

“If any one o’ ye ’ave a disagreement with
me, now is th’ toime t’ voice it,” he said and stood waiting for an
answer.

They looked at each other and shook their
heads in unison.

“Good,” he said shortly and turned away up
the hill.

“Don’t go, my Brother. Give him a moment,”
Dambretti told the Apocalyptic Knight as the man started to follow
him. Lucio sat down on a rock and raked at the mud caked on his
boots with a stick.

The German stopped, and stood frowning after
the retreating figure. He slammed his right fist against his left
palm in anger, narrowing his eyes sharply. He muttered something
under his breath and turned his attention on the Italian. Dambretti
stopped digging at the mud on his boots and jerked his head around
in alarm. The German stepped closer and laid one hand on Lucio’s
shoulder, startling him from his misery.

“I would know what has happened between you
and Brother Ramsay,” he said in a low voice that should have left
no room for argument, but Dambretti shook his head vigorously in
denial. Von Hetz took him by the shoulders and pulled him to his
feet, kissing him lightly on the lips. Lucio froze. He could not
tear his eyes away from the deep gaze of the German. He knew what
the man was doing, but could feel nothing, do nothing other than
allow it to happen.

Christopher stood up suddenly and started
toward them. He did not like the dark Knight and he did not like
the tales he had heard about his Mystery. The tremendous hardship
that the Knight had suffered on his account did nothing to instill
trust in the apprentice. Christopher trusted none of them, but
Dambretti had always been his Master’s friend. The young man’s
intentions to interrupt the process was thwarted when d’Ornan
grabbed him roughly and threw him against the rock where Dambretti
had been sitting.

“You would do well not to interfere, my son,”
the short, blond man told him. “It is the Will of God. We must know
the truth. Too much has gone awry since we came here. We must know
the truth!”

Christopher’s heart sank. His Master had just
risked everything to save them and yet they were still questioning
his loyalty. This did not bode well for Sir Ramsay. He laid his
newly recovered sword across his knees and looked down at the
beautiful handiwork that had gone into making the superb weapon.
His Master had made this sword especially for him with the Stewart
family crest worked into the pommel. Ramsay had dragged him up out
of Perdition and given him hope, given him purpose and given him a
sense of family and tradition. Mark Andrew had told him that the
Stewart name had a long, long history behind it in England, fraught
with famous and infamous characters even moreso than the honored
named of Ramsay in Scotland. Another unwelcome tear ran down his
cheek and he looked away down the hill, unwilling to witness what
was occurring only a few feet away.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

That the Chevalier d’Epee was missing did not
surprise the Grand Master or the unflappable Englishman, but the
fact that he had taken the iron-bound chest with him, made
d’Brouchart extremely angry. Beaujold had missed the entire point
of the previous day’s lesson. Why? He asked Montague a dozen times,
why had Beaujold not understood that he did not want Ramsay dead?
After the Grand Master had spent his anger, stewing and steaming in
the shower for almost thirty minutes, they dressed in silence and
went down to breakfast at Miss Martin’s long table. Montague eyed
the numerous bits of tissue paper stuck to the Grand Master’s
clean-shaven face, the only remaining evidence of the red beard
d'Brouchart had sported for years. Why he had decided to shave the
beard when he was in such a foul mood, the Knight of the Holy City
had no idea, but Miss Penelope seemed to appreciate his new look
much better. They were the only guests in attendance for the meal.
Their genial landlady brought them huge platters of eggs and bacon,
biscuits, hash browns and all the trimmings interspersed with light
chatter and unanswered questions. They ate in silence, but she
didn’t seem to notice.

D’Brouchart had traded the lumberjack outfit
for a light, summer-weight suit with a dark red tie. Sir William
Montague wore a very smooth, bluish-gray business suit with a
high-collared white shirt and no tie, the latest style, he had
assured the Grand Master when the man asked him why he had closed
his shirt with a tie-tack and forgot the tie. It irked the
accountant immensely to be going out to meet with the author of the
insipid letter. He felt as if they were dressing for her
entertainment. Such impudence did not deserve the Master’s
attention. Let alone the show of respect such a personal visit
intimated. He could not remember the last time he had seen the
Master in a suit or, for that matter, without his beard, but he was
quite sure that ties had been much wider then and ladies much
classier.

Seen against the bright green landscaping,
the red brick mansion was pristine, a picturesque postcard,
sparkling clean in the rain-washed sunshine of the midsummer
morning. There was no evidence of anything amiss as they pulled up
in front of the house. Montague parked the white Land Rover front
of the wide steps leading up to the white-columned portico and then
looked up at the house through the windshield before getting out.
He could see no one at the numerous windows overlooking the drive,
but the Seneschal felt absolutely exposed in the wide open Texas
countryside. He harrumped loudly and pointed up at the third floor
windows, which were the only windows sporting ornate white burglar
bars. The Grand Master leaned forward and craned his neck to see
the anomaly and then nodded slightly. Seemed that someone had
planned to keep someone in rather than out. Odd, indeed for a
supposedly private residence. The Knight of the Holy City got out
and walked stiffly around the car to open the door for Edgard and
then led the way up the walk, his right hand flitting nervously in
and out of his coat near the butt of the pistol concealed there.
His mind screamed flee as cold sweat popped out on his forehead.
His eyes darted back and forth as he calculated the odds against
his success should someone attempt an assault on the Grand Master.
It had happened before, but never had he been placed in such an
indefensible position.

They stopped together in front of the double
doors. The Master ran one finger over the beveled glass panes that
formed a green and white fleur-de-lis pattern in the oval window.
Montague paused with his own index finger hovering over the door
bell and glanced at the Master as if waiting for last minute
instructions. The big man nodded at the design on the door and
mouthed the word ‘French’ to his companion. Montague was
unimpressed. He pushed the button and closed his eyes briefly as he
heard the bells chime faintly within the house.

They were ushered through the house to the
back patio by a serving maid dressed in a pink and white uniform.
She glanced at them nervously as she served them coffee and told
them that Miss Valentino would be out to join them shortly.

The two men sat impatiently waiting, sipping
the gourmet coffee absently, glancing about the garden and grounds
for signs of the six missing Templars. It was inconceivable to
think that they could have simply been absorbed in this lovely
setting without leaving a trace of their passing. In the past,
their presence in a hostile environment would have left a wake of
destruction strewn with dead bodies, burned out buildings and
weeping survivors. The peaceful serenity of this pastoral setting
was unnerving. Birds chirped and sang in the trees, butterflies
flitted over the flowering shrubs and a number of hummingbirds vied
with each other for the best feeding stations on three glass and
copper feeders hanging from the nearest trees. Even if the enemy
had not been defeated, there should have been signs of a struggle,
at least, or the bodies of a few Knights strewn about.

Miss Valentino arrived with an escort at
precisely nine as promised. She was dressed in black slacks, red
vest, white jacket and no blouse. A black lace camisole peeked from
beneath the vest belying her feminine side, but she also wore the
first signs of his Knights’ presence: a purplish bruise with an
accompanying abrasion on her cheek that showed quite clearly the
impact of the flat side of a broadsword on the side of her head. A
large, brutish man with an old scar on his cheek accompanied her
wearing a wide, white bandage on his nose. He sported two black
eyes, a purple bruise on his jaw and walked with a noticeable limp
that suggested more, unseen injuries. Montague raised one eyebrow
and nodded to d’Brouchart as they rose to greet her. At least
someone had put up a fight and the Seneschal smiled slightly as the
knowledge comforted him in a morbid way.

“Chevalier d’Brouchart,” she smiled at him
and extended her hand like a man, intending to shake hands with
him. Instead, he took her hand and leaned over it, kissing the back
of it lightly. His kiss seemed to convey the idea that she was
perhaps unworthy of a handshake and her demeanor changed as she
perceived the slight. She forced a smile before continuing her
well-rehearsed lines.

“I am honored to receive you in my home at
last.”

The coldness of her tone belied the sincerity
of the greeting.

Montague gave her an appraising glance. She
was not what he expected. Too delicate and fragile to have taken so
many of his Brothers from him and he could see spidery blue veins
beneath the skin of her face. How had she managed it? Where was her
army? He noticed with some satisfaction the look in her eyes at his
Master’s kiss. She obviously did not want to be treated like a
lady, but like an equal… no! Like a man, he thought and had to
blink in confusion. She was a lovely woman and her clothing
flattered her feminine attributes quite well, but her behavior was
an enigmatic puzzle. He forced his attention back to the problem at
hand. Montague had somehow expected to see someone much… larger?
More formidable… a warrior queen, perhaps, riding in on a chariot
like the Celtic queens of old.

“Mademoiselle Valentino,” d’Brouchart said
her name as if trying it out for sound. He did not exchange a
formal greeting with her. He extended one hand in the direction of
his second. “Sir William Montague, Knight of the Holy City. London
Branch.”

“Sir Montague.” She nodded to the man and
crinkled her brow at the introduction. The man made it sound as if
they represented an accounting firm or a group of attorneys.
Valentino instantly picked up on the disdain in the British
Knight’s face and smiled at him anyhow. He was not a bad looking
fellow and she loved the suit, but there was little comparison
between his obviously refined nature and the people he called
‘Brother’. He was much too arrogant for her tastes. When he opened
his mouth to speak to her, her first impression was more than
affirmed by the few words he spoke.

“I have longed to meet you, Miss,” Montague
told her with conviction and then glanced at her companion, who
hung back near the doors to the patio with one hand in his coat
pocket. The contempt in the Knight’s voice was insurmountable.

“Ah, the sting of the double-edged British
tongue. Nice accent? Oxford, is it?” she asked, but expected and
received no answer. “Please do sit down, gentlemen.”

“Whatever pleases you, My Lady.” D’Brouchart
remained standing until she had taken a chair at the table.

Valentino poured herself a cup of coffee,
determined to ignore his archaic mannerisms that had already begun
to get on her frazzled nerves. The night before had been extremely
bad and excruciatingly long, but she had managed to capture another
of his Knights. Only an extremely large bonus and what he called ‘a
cut of the action’ had kept Maxie from walking out on her. Only
Ramsay remained at large.

“I would have preferred to speak with you,
Sir d’Brouchart, under the rose.” She eyed the big man
critically.

“By that you mean you would speak to me
alone, I presume.”

The Grand Master turned his blue eyes on the
man who stood near the doors watching them resolutely. D’Brouchart
nodded and jerked his head ever so slightly to Montague. The
Englishman started to protest, but was silenced by the expression
on the Master’s face.

“Maxie will show you to the library, Sir
Montague,” she said as she smiled at the Englishman smugly. “You
may find some of our collections interesting.”

Montague stood stiffly, tugged disgustedly on
his coat sleeves and glared at the man who returned his look with
as much venom as possible above the bandage on his nose. Maxie
waited by the double doors for Montague, but gave him wide berth as
he passed. He had no intention of having any more of his bones
broken by Valentino’s ‘friends’. The Englishman glanced back once
at the Master and paused, but d’Brouchart waved him on with one
hand. He did not like leaving the Master alone with this woman and
the Master had refused to allow him to carry anything other than
his small pocket knife for defense. He felt entirely naked without
his pistol under his jacket.

“I’ll get right to the point, sir,” Valentino
leaned forward and propped her elbows on the table as soon as they
were alone. “I have your people. So far, all are in excellent shape
physically, other than a few injuries which they inflicted on each
other. It seems they have some sort of internal conflict.”

She laughed and d’Brouchart raised one
eyebrow. His Knights were fighting each other? Without Beaujold.
Most likely they were in disagreement concerning what to do about
Sir Ramsay.

“Other than that,” she continued, “I’d say
not much is hurt other than their pride. At any rate, they have
been a most interesting experience all in all. I never expected
them to be so… human.”

“I’m sure,” he nodded. “They are quite
capable of being very civil. I trust you have talked with them?
They are fine conversationalists.” He smiled slightly, not quite
sure what to say.

“Years of practice, no doubt.” She smiled
knowingly at him.

“Let’s talk about what you want in exchange
for my Knights,” he suggested and raised his chin.

“First of all, let me tell you that Anthony
Scalia is not with them. He is dead,” she said flatly.

D’Brouchart did not flinch at this news. He
had already assumed as much.

“You have saved me an irksome task, my lady,”
he answered tonelessly.

“You assume that I killed him?” She seemed
somewhat surprised.

“It doesn’t matter. What matters is that he
has come to his fitting reward, as God wills,” d’Brouchart allowed
a slight smile to play across his ruddy face. “Now what of my
Knights?”

“Your former apprentice showed me a most
interesting formula before he… left us. It is very remarkable, but
it is short one ingredient. He did not know the full formula,” she
continued. “He told me that you were the only one who knew the rest
of the ingredients and how to put it together.”

“I see.” D’Brouchart nodded slightly, his
weight rocking the patio chair when it should not have rocked. He
toyed with the cup in front of him absently. “He told you true,
Mademoiselle.”

“Then it’s that simple,” she snapped her
fingers in front of her face. “You give me the rest of the secret
and I will give you your Knights.”

“I would see them first,” he countered and
looked at her doubtfully. “My sources tell me that you do not have
all of them.”

She practically had all of them. Ramsay was
the only one unaccounted for and they were the ones who wanted him.
Let them find Ramsay and get rid of him. She couldn’t care less
about the arrogant Scot. It would make her day to see him get his
just rewards and she hated to think that he might be lurking out
there somewhere waiting to exact revenge on her for all that she
had done to him. For all she knew, he could have been in the
garden, watching them at that very moment.

“I’ll be honest with you Sir d’Brouchart,”
she said and brushed back her hair. “Ramsay is not in my custody,”
she told him truthfully. At least this man could perhaps help her
keep an eye out for the Knight of Death. She did not believe he
would allow Ramsay to kill her outright. “I understand that you
want him dead anyway. And oh, by the way, you are being monitored.
Anything you might do or say could be used against you in
court.”

“That remains to be seen, young missy," the
Grand Master chuckled. "Are you reading me my rights? I didn’t know
that you were a police officer.” He gave a slight shrug and eyed
her with amusement. He could read the fear in her face. It was just
as unlikely that she would want to implicate herself by recording
this exchange. “Did you manage to… kill him?”

She laughed. “I gave him poison that would
have killed ten men and I believe, if I’m not mistaken, that one of
your Knights, your Knight of the Apocalypse, I believe also
poisoned him with mercury before we captured him. At least that is
what it looked like he did from the evidence in the lab. And one of
them apparently stabbed him pretty badly, but no. He isn’t dead.
You know he isn’t dead. That would be impossible. If you will just
give me that little bit of information I requested, we can get on
with the agreement and you can all get out of here and go find your
man.”

“I might remind you that kidnapping is
illegal. What makes you think we won’t file the proper charges?
Perhaps I might even use your tape as evidence against you, no?” he
asked her and folded his arms over his chest. “I assure you,
mademoiselle, that we have not existed so long in anonymity. We
have always maintained legal residencies and identities just for
such occasions as this. The secular authorities have their
uses.”

“Yes, kidnapping is illegal, Sir, but so is
breaking and entering, criminal trespassing, horse thievery,
assault and battery, attempted murder and rape.”

D’Brouchart leaned forward in surprise. So
his Knight’s had been very busy. Only the last allegation bothered
him.

“Mon dieu!” he said and leaned back again.
“Did you say rape?”

“Yes, Sir. I did,” she raised her chin
defiantly. “And convicted horse thieves can still be executed in
Texas. Imagine what penalty a rape conviction might carry. You can
understand the rest, but that one is unexpected, no?”

“Perhaps,” he eyed her coldly. This was not
the first time he had heard this word associated with members of
the Order, but it had been a long, long time… “These are only
allegations, mademoiselle. You would have to provide proof. My
Knights have done many things in their lives. Nothing is impossible
or implausible. It would depend on the circumstances.”

“How so?” She frowned at him. “How does one
justify committing such crimes?”

“Murder is not murder when it is done in
self-defense or in times of war. Breaking and entering, assault and
battery, attempted murder, trespassing, even stealing horses may be
necessary to accomplish the Will of God. So it is and always has
been. It will always be so. Even rape is sometimes a matter of
perspective. During the crusades it was often used to demoralize
the vanquished. It was not encouraged, but it happened,
none-the-less and it was always… always effective. The nature of
war is very cruel beyond imagining. It is very hard to understand
how anyone could commit such atrocities when one is sitting at home
in front of a comfortable fire, but when one is in the heat of
battle and the blood lust is in the veins, it takes on a new
meaning altogether and it is not one understood by women!”

“You’re saying I would have to be there,
right? Not only that I would have to be there, but I would have to
be a man?” she asked sarcastically.

“Yes, I suppose that is one way of putting
it,” he agreed. “Women might display some other form of barbarism
such as castration, but they simply do not have the weapon
necessary to commit the crime of rape.” D’Brouchart closed his eyes
and wiped his brow with one hand while holding up the other against
her protests. “Yes, yes, I know that there are cases in the court
right now wherein women have been accused of rape, but women simply
cannot… I repeat cannot force a man to engage in sexual intercourse
if he is unwilling. There may be other things that one can do,
but…. Well, simply put, yes, you would have to be there.”

“Well, let me tell you something about your
precious Brother Ramsay! I was there!” Her face went dark red with
anger as she spoke through clenched teeth.

“Are you accusing Mark Ramsay of raping you,
mademoiselle?” he asked and his heart sank, but his face betrayed
nothing.

“I am,” she said defiantly.

“Your credibility leaves something to be
desired,” he smiled at her. “I would have to hear his side of the
story. You did, after all, from what I understand, kidnap him and
assault him, so to speak, when he was debilitated.”

“You have some of the facts skewed, sir. I
doubt you will hear anything from him about the events occurring
prior to your arrival,” she told him as she regained her composure.
“He has taken my… friend and left with her. I don’t know if she
left willingly or if he abducted her.”

D’Brouchart’s face finally betrayed him as he
studied her face intensely. He felt that what she was saying was at
least partially true. So there was another woman! Von Hetz had not
recognized the fact that he was receiving emanations from two
different women. Two different sets of emotions.

“If that is the case, you may rest assured
that he will be caught and dealt with accordingly,” he told her.
“But it must be part of the agreement that you will not press
charges against Sir Ramsay or any of my Knights for real or
imagined indiscretions. You will allow the Order to handle it. You
would be spared the trouble of a public trial and you can know that
justice in the Order is much swifter and, in most cases, much more
severe than what I hear the courts are handing out these days.
Especially in America.”

“And what of my friend?” She eyed him
suspiciously, but with interest. “Will she be returned to me?”

“She will be returned to you… if she wishes
it,” he told her.

“Will I be allowed to witness the punishment
of Sir Ramsay?” she asked point blank.

“No,” he answered simply.

She pursed her lips and seemed to be
repressing an outburst.

“So you will give me what I want?” she asked
quickly. “The Tree of Life?”

“I must think on it,” he told her. “You would
be immortal? Are you requesting to become one of my Knights? Are
you willing to take the vows of the Temple? Are you willing to pass
through the Initiation and accept the burden that goes with the
Mystery? Is this what you are seeking?”

“You do not allow women in the order. Don’t
be absurd.” She laughed at him. “What was it Ramsay said? The
company of women is a dangerous thing? You and your Knights are
afraid of women. You go about waging war and hacking each other to
bits, murdering and being murdered, even facing the Inquisition,
but you are afraid of women and you know why?” She leaned toward
him with an evil smile on her face.

“Enlighten me, please, mademoiselle,” he said
without flinching.

“Because you know that God is a woman,” she
said and then leaned back, crossing her arms over her stomach in
smug satisfaction.

“We are not afraid of women. The words of the
Ancient Rule of Order are the company of women is a dangerous
thing, and the devil has turned many men from the path to Paradise
by providing female company. This is not anything to do with fear.
Wives and lovers produce children… love and jealousy… lust and all
sorts of distractions too numerous to list. If a man is to devote
his life to the service of God, he must put aside things that are
distracting to his purpose. The love of women or of a woman is one
of the most powerfully distracting forces in this world. A man in
love or even in lust will stop at nothing to protect what he feels
is his or to get what he would desire to be his. This is a fact you
cannot deny. Look at Sir Ramsay. He has lived for almost nine
hundred years and he is not inexperienced in the matters of the
female psyche, but now he is lost, perhaps permanently, because of
the company of two women. Two women and he has known thousands,
perhaps millions, yet it takes only two to bring about his fall.
Besides many people including my Knights overlook the obvious. The
Rule says the company of women, not the love of a wife or mother,
is a dangerous thing. Perhaps our Brother should propose to her.
But you have not answered my question, Chevaliere Valentino. Do you
want to be a Templar?”

“No! I do not. I want to be immortal. I am
perfectly happy with my life as it is. I enjoy my freedom and my
position as High Priestess of the local chapter of Order of the
Rose. I don’t have to go around being all secret and bound up by
vows and such,” she told him adamantly. “Besides, after I am
immortal, I will most likely leave this place and never look back.
I should think that immortals would have better things to do than
hang out in petty little cowtowns like Waco, Texas. I can do
whatever I please and I don’t have to answer to anyone.”

“You will answer to God whether He is male or
female or both,” he told her and smiled slightly. “So you just want
to be immortal and that is all? Then why not allow me to bestow the
Mystery upon you and you alone in return for my Knights?”

Valentino narrowed her eyes. That was not a
bad offer. But what about Merry? But then, what about Merry? Merry
was not upstairs in her bedroom. She didn’t know where Merry was at
the moment and she was almost positive that Miss Meredith Sinclair
could be found in the company of the venerable Mark Andrew Ramsay,
wherever he might be. Even though she had been denying it, she had
almost given up on Merry already. Where had Merry been while she
had almost been killed the night before? Merry had fallen in love
with the Knight of Death. Of all things! She might as well be
sleeping with the grim reaper. And it was all for naught.

These men would not allow Merry to keep her
precious Mark Andrew. They would haul him away kicking and
screaming and there was nothing that he or Merry could do about it.
But she, Cecile, would live forever. And she could replace Merry a
dozen times… a thousand times! One thing she had no intention of
doing was spending eternity alone. Hell, she might even go straight
for a while. The Golden Eagle had been very pleasant company after
her experience with Mark. Much better than Mark ‘Precious’ Andrew
Ramsay indeed. He was as brutal as she had expected him to be and
she regretted losing her virginity to him. But Lucio... ahhh, now
that was another story altogether. She could hardly believe the
difference between the two of them. She might just find herself
another Italian lover for a while, live in Rome or maybe on the
French Riviera…

“Agreed,” she said with finality. Her greed
had won over her fleeting love for Meredith.

“I would like to see one of my Knights at
least… alone, before we consummate the arrangement,” he told
her.

She smiled at him. She could do that. She
just happened to have one available for viewing.


Chapter Eleven of Twelve

Reproach hath broken my heart; and I am full
of heaviness. Broken hearted





Mark Andrew stood quietly looking down at Merry in the strange
little observatory with his arms crossed over his chest while
tapping one thumbnail against his bottom teeth. She looked
innocent, beautiful and his heart leapt just to see her again. It
was hard to believe that she had ever been touched by the hand of
man. She seemed ephemeral somehow, like a dragonfly’s wings or a
faery creature. Even after a night spent in the pouring rain,
tramping through the mud and now sleeping on a bare wooden floor,
she was lovely to look at. Mud was spattered on her face and her
hair was tangled with bits and pieces of twigs, leaves and grass in
her curly locks. Her eye make-up was smeared under her eyes, but
only added to her spritely beauty. In spite of her beauty, he could
not get two very vivid thoughts out of his mind. She had been in
the room with Lucio when Maxie had pinned the Knight to the
bedpost, the same bed that he had shared with her on several
occasions. What had Merry been doing there with the Italian and had
she not been gone long enough for him to become worried? She had
been gone a long time after he had fallen asleep. The memory of
Maxie bursting into that very same room to find her with him raced
through his mind. Had Maxie also found Merry there with Lucio in a
similar arrangement?

Was she so desperate for a child that any man
would do as long as it was one of them? He went over the entire
sequence of events in his mind. Had she been with Lucio Dambretti
all that time?

Your woman is very pleasant. We had a nice,
long visit. Why had Lucio said that? Dambretti was murderous when
his temper was up and certainly, the man had lost his temper, but
he had never lied to him. Lucio was many things, but he was not a
liar. But then of course, he had not said anything outright. He had
only said that they had a long talk and Merry was pleasant, no? She
was certainly pleasant and extremely talkative. He could attest to
the truth of the statement, but it had been a remark fraught with
implications.

Mark pressed one hand against his forehead
and frowned down at her. It hadn’t been Lucio’s words, but the
tone, the inference. It was entirely possible that the Italian had
simply used a small truth in such a way as to instill suspicion.
Ramsay had no experience with this kind of thing. He had no frame
of reference other than his past dealings with Lucio and that was
not promising. Of course he had entertained a few passing fancies
and there had been plenty of trouble because of them. None had ever
had the chance to bloom into actual love, but Lucio had been there.
It was in truth no wonder that the Rule said the company of women
is a dangerous thing. How could one woman so complicate his life?
Water dripped from his clothes and his hair onto the floor forming
puddles around his boots.

He suddenly wanted to go back down the hill,
find Lucio and cut out his heart for having put such conflicting
thoughts in his head. But that would not be a very good idea under
the circumstances. He wanted to yank Merry up by her hair and
demand to know what had Lucio had been talking about. But that
would not be very good either. He was stuck. Go? Stay? Kill her?
Kill Lucio? It didn’t make any sense. What did he care? She was
nothing but sin and trouble for him. Lucio had been his Brother
long before she had been his lover and the company of women is a
dangerous thing.

A streamer of water suddenly broke from the
puddle around his feet and ran under Merry’s shoulder. She flinched
as the cold liquid soaked through her blouse and then opened her
eyes. The black boots in front of her face brought her wide awake
and she looked up only far enough to see the blade of the sword and
the dagger Mark held in his hands. Without waiting to see who had
come to be in the little room with her, she let out a short,
terrified shriek and scrambled away from him across the floor of
the building on her hands and knees.

Her reaction startled Mark and triggered an
instinctual reaction in his brain.

He went after her automatically.

She covered her head with her arms and
screamed incoherently, begging him not to hurt her.

He didn’t know what had happened. Her actions
instantly angered him. Such a reaction would certainly fit the
suspicions in his mind, if she thought he had found out… found out
what? What was she doing? Did she expect him to murder her? He
grasped her arm and dragged her roughly to her feet. She jerked
away from him and flattened herself against the wall of the
observatory staring at him as if he were a demon straight from
hell.

“Mark!” Her expression changed as she
realized who he was. She ran to him and virtually leaped into his
arms. He caught her from the air, pressing the hilts of the weapons
to the small of her back. She held his face between her hands and
kissed him again and again. The sword and the dagger clattered to
the floor behind her as he relinquished his grip on the weapons and
held her close while she cried against his wet shirt. She told him
tearfully how worried she had been and how she had thought she
would never see him again and how she thought he had been killed or
had left her without saying goodbye and on and on.

The only thing he could think of was Lucio
Dambretti! He had to know the truth.

“Merry,” he said gently and tried to
disengage her arms from around his neck. “Merry!”

She let go of him and stepped back, smiling
at him through her tears.

“Merry,” he began again and her smile faded
as the expression on his face registered on her mind. “I have to
know.”

“Know what?” she asked suspiciously.

“About Lucio,” he said simply.

“It was awful!” she said, misinterpreting the
meaning of his question. “Maxie is a horrid, horrid man. I told
Cecile to get rid of him a long time ago, but he was cheap. Room
and board and a couple hundred bucks a month, cash. You can’t get
round the clock security cheaper than that, she told me. I knew I
should have put my foot down long ago and got rid of him myself,
but I was a little bit scared myself living out here with just us
two women in that big house. I’m really sorry for what he did to
you and to your friend.”

“That’s not what I mean, Meredith,” he said
and closed his eyes. How could she? How could Lucio do this to him?
“I mean what were you doing in the room with them? How long were
there before Maxie came?”

“Whaaat?” Her eyes widened. “What do you
mean?”

“You were with him... upstairs,” he said
again too simply. He didn’t know any other way to broach the
subject. “I waited for you a long time.”

“When?” she asked, frowning at him, disbelief
written on her face.

“Last evening,” he told her. “When you left
me in your room. You were gone a long time.”

“My God! What are you asking me, Mark
Andrew?” Her face contorted in anger and she no longer looked
innocent. “Are you accusing me of sleeping with him? You saw him!
You pulled the knives from his hands! What are you saying?”

“He said…” Mark stopped. He couldn’t tell her
what Lucio had said. Lucio had said nothing. “He said…” he tried
again and then stopped.

There was no need to say more as the
realization of what he was not saying sunk into her brain.

She stood staring at him and then she was
leaping on him again, but not with kisses this time. She hit him in
the stomach with her fist then slapped him surprisingly hard on the
face. He grabbed his side, but there was little real pain. She
grabbed his arms and banged her forehead against his chest in
frustration, all the while telling him how much she hated him for
thinking such a thing of her. Contrary to his belief, she was not a
whore and she did not go around throwing herself into bed with
strangers. That she had somehow known from the moment she saw him
that he was the one she wanted to spend her life with, that he was
everything she had ever dreamed of. And now he had hurt her more
than she had ever imagined possible. Now she hated him! Hated all
of them! Cecile had been right. Etceteras. Etceteras. Et… cet… te…
ras...

This reaction, he could deal with. This
emotion was all too familiar to him. He blinked at her in confusion
momentarily and then suddenly took her wrists in his hands, holding
her easily in place. She continued to shout and kick at him. This
was much more normal. He understood this. Plain and simple rage.
Hatred. Rage. Fighting.

He pushed her hands behind her back, bringing
her close to him and then forced her back and down until she lay on
the floor beneath him. This was how it always was. There was no
love here. Only hatred. She hated him. He hated her. A familiar red
haze clouded his vision as he began to pull her clothes from her
with one hand while she kicked and screamed at him. It was just too
easy. Too easy. He kissed her neck and she stopped screaming. Too
easy. He covered her mouth with his and she stopped screaming. He
let go of her hands and she pushed against him. Suddenly she
relaxed under him and wrapped her arms around his neck. He froze.
This was not right. Not the right reaction at all. His desire to
hurt her fled from him, leaving him bereft of feelings at all.
Hollow and sick. He raised his head and looked down into her clear
blue eyes. She smiled up at him, astonishing him and he thought he
would throw up.

“You don’t have to play games with me, Mark
Andrew,” she told him breathlessly. “All you have to do is
ask.”

“Ask?” He looked at her in amazement.

“But it certainly is kinky,” she said and
giggled. “You scared the bee-jesus out of me.”

“Kinky?” His mind drifted between reality and
some other plane where he was no longer Mark Andrew, but something
or someone entirely different. He saw a laughing man of Arab
descent wearing a blue turban fastened with a huge yellow gemstone.
He felt himself go limp from head to toe and everywhere in between.
Cold sweat stood out on his brow.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” she frowned at him when he
relaxed on her. “I didn’t mean to spoil the effect it for you.”

He rolled over on his back and stared up at
the clouds through the overhead windows, breathing shallowly
through his mouth. He closed his eyes and she got up on her knees
next to him. He could not believe what had almost happened… again.
His soul had to be as black as the pits of hell.

“Oh, this is a bad cut,” she said as she
looked closely at his hip where Beaujold had slashed through his
pants with his broadsword. “Does it hurt?”

“Not nearly as bad as my heart,” he told her
and put one hand on his chest where he could feel his own heart
pounding. She had no idea what had almost happened to her. It would
never work between them. He really was dangerous just like Cecile
had said. He had some kind of sickness in his mind. Something that
he felt he had only just discovered about himself and something
that he intended to remedy… one way or another. Simon didn’t have
his particular problem in his mystical bag of healing tricks.

He allowed his mind to drift in a blurry
state of confusion while trying to calm his heart. It was very nice
here in the tiny observatory. Yet, only a few hundred yards away,
three Knights who would have his head waited for him to return and
somewhere out there was another, waiting for him to make a mistake
and there were others if these failed to accomplish the mission.
More than he cared to think about. But the observatory seemed
somehow displaced from everything else like an impenetrable
fortress that no one could breach. A dozen such places flashed
through his mind and he saw different observatories made of
different materials, situated in different places. Mud bricks,
stone, wooden. All set high on cleared mounds, hills or mountain
sides. Each one surrounded by silvery circles of water illuminated
by the light of the full moon. Was he an astronomer as well as an
alchemist, assassin and rapist?

“I would really like to check that out,” she
told him quietly and he realized that she had been talking to him
about his wounds for several seconds. She scooted around on the
floor and pulled off his boots, then started unbuttoning his
pants.

“Check what out?” he asked in alarm and
grabbed her hands, thinking of what had just happened, or more
precisely what had not happened and his subsequent thoughts about
Simon d’Ornan.

“That cut on your leg, silly,” she giggled
and brushed his hands away. “And I need to look at your stomach and
your back. Those were awful wounds. And if there is any time left,
I’ll examine your other… parts.”

“Trust me. I know how my other parts are
doing,” he rolled his head back and forth on the hard floor and
began to laugh.

She stopped what she was doing and looked at
him in surprise. It was the first time she remembered hearing him
actually laugh out loud. It was a pleasing sound and suited him
very well. She could imagine him laughing at a great many things,
but this was not funny. Perhaps his sense of humor was as morbid as
his trade.

“What’s so funny, Chevalier du Morte?” She
frowned at him and goosed him in his ribs. “Did you think I was
going to take advantage of you… again?” She laughed at him.

“No! Yes! I mean, would you? I am at your
mercy, but remember, I’m injured so you must be gentle.” He
couldn’t remember the last time he had truly laughed aloud. The
sound of it was strange in his own ears. She crawled over him,
carefully avoiding his hip and lay next to him on the hard wooden
floor. He kissed her feverishly on her neck and face and the world
seemed to retreat, leaving them in their own private dimension.

“Don’t you ever worry about anything
important?” he whispered in her ear and wrapped his arms around
her. “You haven’t even asked me about what happened. We may be
killed any moment.” His words were incongruent with his actions. He
didn’t seem to be incapacitated in the least, nor did he seem
overly concerned about dying at the moment. In fact, he seemed
oblivious to the world outside their tiny sanctuary.

“The Indians like to say ‘It’s a good day to
die’. I don’t care what happened. All that matters is that you are
here with me now,” she told him softly. “Just love me before it’s
too late.”

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

D’Brouchart sat in the leather armchair in
the library with a glass of brandy in his hand. Montague stood in
front of one of the tall bookshelves, perusing the titles of the
numerous volumes there as if he were in a public library. Cecile
leaned against the desk with her arms folded across her stomach.
They were waiting for Maxie to return with the Chevalier d’Epee.
Sir Montague kept clearing his throat and coughing as they
conversed, obviously displeased with the topic of conversation. He
purposefully kept his back to the woman as he tried to concentrate
on the titles. He would have given anything for the opportunity to
browse this library at his leisure, but the woman had said
something that made his mind reel and vision blur. She had asked
the Grand Master to explain what she would have to do to become a
Templar, if she decided to try it at a later date.

“You would have to prove yourself,” the Grand
Master was telling her. “Submit to an investigation of your
character. Show that you are worthy of the title. Study the works
of the ancient Church Fathers. Accept the Christ as your Savior.
Learn the secret doctrines kept by the Order. Learn the true nature
of Christianity as the Christ taught it. Learn the history of the
Order… the true history. Learn your trade, so to speak. All those
things and more. Apprenticeship takes years. But there is something
that you must know.”

“And what is that?” She asked him raising one
eyebrow.

“There are vows,” he told her casually. “You
would have to take the vows and pass through the Initiation.”

“I hardly see a problem with your
initiation,” she shrugged. “I have read as much as I could find
about it. Surely there is nothing involved that I could not manage
to survive. Is it true that you spit on the cross, worship a
severed head and exchange obscene kisses?” Montague almost choked
before controlling himself. These were the trumped up charges of
the Roman Church which were used against the Templars during the
Inquisition. Untrue. Lies, misrepresentations and slander that had
brought about the early demise of some very decent men.

“You most likely know nothing of our
Initiation,” he shook his head condescendingly. “What you have read
is but speculation, guesswork, lies at best or, even worse,
accounts taken from the confessions tortured from the Brothers
during the Inquisition and most of them were but servants, not
Initiated Knights or Officers. I believe that there is one part of
the vows that you would find most difficult, my lady.”

“And what part is that?” she asked him,
displaying some amusement at his archaic mannerisms.

“The vow of chastity. The thing that you find
most amusing about us. Never to allow your lips to touch the lips
of women. Avoiding the company of women. Could you do that?” He
raised both eyebrows.

“Wouldn’t it be the lips of any man for me?”
she asked in surprise.

“No, why should it be changed to accommodate
you?” he asked. “I believe that the vow in its present form would
suit you just as it suits the rest of us. You would have to give up
your sex life, mademoiselle. Simply put, wanton association between
men and women is forbidden, but in your case, it would be the same
since you insert yourself into the male role. Once the vow is
taken, we devote ourselves to the Order and the fulfillment of its
goals. If an action does not benefit the entire Order, it is not
indulged simply for pleasure. If an association between the sexes
is for the purpose of procreation, the bearing of children, then
such associations are acceptable, even for Templars. Otherwise,
chastity is required of the Knights of the Order.”

“That’s preposterous!” She laughed. “Your
Knights are not sexless, sir. I can attest to that.”

“My Knights are only human,” he countered.
“That is what confession is for.”

This was the same thing Dambretti had told
her. It didn’t make sense.

“But that is not to say that you would be
free to do as you please and then confess as often as you need to
cover your sins. We are not Born Again Christians, Miss Valentino.
We take our vows quite seriously. The Initiation Rites were
designed to sort the truly devout from the riffraff. The
enlightened from the profane. The wheat from the chaff, so to
speak. You would not make it through the Initiation unless you were
sincere in your devotion to God and, in order to do that, you must
know who God is.”

“But it doesn’t matter,” she shrugged. “I
don’t want to be one of your Knights. I just asked out of
curiosity. I only want to share their immortality. I couldn’t care
less about your vows and your moral responsibilities and your
arcane lifestyle. It holds no interest for me and immortality would
not affect my lifestyle in any way that I know of. I see that it
does nothing to quell the desires of the flesh. I mean, it doesn’t
make you impotent, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t,” he nodded and smiled at
her. “In fact, it keeps most of my Knights in the prime of their
lives. Ready for almost anything… any time.”

Maxie opened the door to the library and
ushered the Knight of the Sword into the room. The man looked
ghastly. His thin hair was muddy and stuck to his head, his clothes
were disheveled and dirty. He had a long rip in the fabric of his
shirt under his right arm and a slash in his left boot just above
his ankle. He limped slowly into the room, pressing his right arm
against his side where Ramsay’s deadly sword had struck at his
ribs. He locked eyes with d’Brouchart briefly and then stood with
his eyes lowered, silently waiting for the Master to speak. He was
outdone and totally ashamed.

“Sir Beaujold, what of Ramsay?” D’Brouchart
spoke to the man in French and then stood up.

“He has escaped me,” Beaujold told him flatly
in French and looked back at the security agent frowning. “I would
have had him, but for the interference of these two… morons.”

“Had him?” Montague turned from the
bookshelf, casting a disdainful look at the man. “You mean you
would have cut off his head without waiting to ascertain his
condition.” The Knight of the Holy City was also fluent in French
and extremely agitated to see the Knight of the Sword in such poor
condition. He was embarrassed for him, ashamed to be associated
with him. The man deserved it as far as he was concerned. The
Frenchman would have killed Ramsay without a decent hearing.

“You will have some explaining to do, sir,”
the Grand Master narrowed his eyes at the Knight of the Sword.
“Where are your Brothers? Your incompetence has embarrassed this
office. I should have placed Dambretti or Barry in charge of the
mission!”

Cecile Valentino laughed.

“I beg to differ, sir,” she said in perfect
French, startling and embarrassing all three of them. “I believe
the reverse may have been true had not the morons interfered. I saw
no sign that Sir Ramsay was ready to capitulate when he had his
sword under your chin, sir. Nor do I remember seeing him limp away
when he left you in my charge.”

D’Brouchart chuckled softly and sat back
down. He resumed the conversation in English. Beaujold’s face went
from ashen to deep red. Maxie shifted nervously behind him, as cold
sweat beaded on his forehead. It made his head hurt even worse as
another wave of nausea overtook him. Why did she insist on
provoking these maniacs? Didn’t she realize that he was the only
man in the house and Ramsay was still out there somewhere?

“And what of my other Knights?” he asked
Beaujold. “Have you seen them?”

“I have not,” Beaujold told him. “The last I
saw of Brother Dambretti, he was being led into this house by that
woman.” He nodded at Valentino. “And as far as the others, I
believe that they were taken prisoner and placed in the basement.
However, there is a great deal of blood upstairs in Ramsay’s
bedroom. I am afraid that something terrible has happened to the
Knight of the Golden Eagle.”

Valentino glanced at Maxie who snorted and
then eyed the blond man sourly. She had almost forgotten about the
Italian and the promise she had so carelessly given to the
perverted bodyguard. Her heart leapt into her throat. Was he still
upstairs? Surely Maxie had taken him out to the old shelter with
the others. So whose blood was in the bedroom upstairs? Her heart
skipped a beat as the possibilities flashed through her mind. If
the perverted idiot had done irreparable damage to Dambretti, she
would be in very serious trouble. She had had the same trouble with
the sadistic bastard when they had killed d’Brouchart’s apprentice.
Only her intervention had saved the young man from a much worse
fate than a simple shot to the back of his head.

Valentino frowned deeply at him. If Maxie had
ruined her plans, she would kill him herself.

“Enough!” she snapped. “You have seen your
Knight. Now let’s get on with the exchange.”
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Lucio Dambretti sat on the huge slab of
limestone outside the defunct fall-out shelter, staring at his feet
dejectedly. Konrad von Hetz stood a few paces away with his hands
on his hips looking up the trail where Ramsay had disappeared. They
had waited for almost forty-five minutes for the Knight of Death to
return. The German’s wet hair had dried in the hot summer breeze
and he was beginning to perspire, wetting it again. But the heat
and the uncomfortably hot Texas weather was not nearly as
disturbing as what he had seen in the Golden Eagle’s mind. The
blond woman was up there somewhere and Ramsay had gone to her, even
after all they had been through. That Ramsay had not betrayed the
Order was a great relief, but the woman was another problem
altogether. Sir Ramsay was hopelessly enmeshed in an emotionally
devastating conundrum concerning the woman and what to do about
her. The problem was serious, but not without remedy.

Lucio’s conversation with the woman had been
highly disturbing and Lucio was wrong for having delved into his
Brother’s business in such a personal manner, but even so, Lucio
could not be punished for being inquisitive. He could be punished
for being infatuated with this woman, but it was hardly worth
mentioning. It was the old secret that the Italian harbored
concerning Sir Ramsay’s past. Never would he have thought it
possible that Mark Ramsay could be a criminal. That he could have
been a criminal for over 800 years and that Lucio Dambretti had
been aware of it all those centuries was nothing less than
miraculous. Von Hetz admired Dambretti’s devotion to his former
Master and mentor, but it did not excuse either one of them. A
Knight of the Council was required to report such things. In
keeping quiet, Lucio had made himself an accessory to the crime
even though Ramsay had threatened him. Another minor crime,
threatening to inflict harm, coercion, intimidation; it was nothing
less than extortion on Ramsay’s part. A crime any way it was
viewed. Ramsay was guilty of a heinous crime and he could not go
unpunished. There were no statutes of limitations in the Order. The
matter would have to be addressed and the sooner, the better.

Von Hetz had long suspected something
dreadful was buried in Ramsay’s brain, but considering the Knight’s
vocation, he had never delved too deeply when making his mental
connections with the Knight of Death. He confined his probing to
very basic, very simple levels such as where the Knight might be or
what he might be feeling at any particular moment, strictly on the
superficial level. These ‘sightings’ were usually done at the
express request of the Grand Master or whenever unusual
circumstances or events transpired such as those that had
precipitated this trip to America.

The Ritter did not hold Dambretti’s
reluctance to enter the water-filled tomb against him. He knew
quite well that the Italian had an unnatural fear of water and dark
places. His fear must have increased tremendously upon the thought
of entering a dark place completely flooded with water, but human
nature was such a pitiful melee of treachery and deceit, especially
when women and honor were involved. Ramsay would forgive the
Italian for his hasty words even though his anger was simmering and
his suspicions were piqued at the moment. Lucio had put up an
admirable fight against the intrusion into his thoughts, but his
efforts had only brought the secret more quickly to the surface.
The Ritter suppressed the urge to reach out to Ramsay’s mind even
though he thought he already knew what might be occurring on top of
the hill. If Ramsay raped the girl or murdered her in a jealous
rage, he would be in deeper trouble than ever and he had definitely
been in the blackest of moods when he had left them. The punishment
for rape was severe enough, but to kill an innocent Christian,
especially a woman, without even the somewhat mitigating excuse of
war to justify the crime, the only punishment would be death. The
tall man chewed his lip thoughtfully. What would be done, would be
done. But the question remained: Go up or go back?

“What shall we do now, Brother?” Simon asked.
The Healer stood at his elbow echoing his thoughts aloud. The
Healer had been strangely quiet since emerging from the cavern,
concentrating his attention on the young apprentice. Christopher
had very nearly drowned in the last moments of their captivity. He
was still coughing up foul, black water from his lungs.

“We are obligated to return him to the
Master,” von Hetz said without looking at him. “It will be for Sir
d’Brouchart to decide.”

Dambretti stood up. His humiliation was
complete. He had almost failed his Brothers in their need; he had
angered his friend and Brother to the point of committing a serious
crime and then betrayed him to the Apocalyptic Knight after eight
centuries! Now they were all in danger again from above and below.
He looked up the hill and then down the path toward the mansion. He
was certain that Brother Ramsay would not have gone back up the
hill if he had not made that foolish remark about ‘his woman’. The
Scot would have simply left her sleeping there and been done with
it, but he had been stupid and opened his mouth… again. His words
had been totally out of order and uncalled for. Now he had most
likely made the Scot an enemy for life of and in the case of the
immortal Knights of the Council that meant a long, long time. He
owed him everything! And now he owed him an apology if could get
close enough to deliver it. He doubted he would get the chance to
ask his Brother for forgiveness before he was either one or both of
them were dead. If Ramsay hurt the woman and found out afterwards
that his words had been empty braggadocio… the Italian shuddered at
the ramifications.

“I will go for him,” Dambretti told them. “I
drove him away. I will go for him. I know where he is,
Brother.”

Von Hetz turned his gaze on the Italian,
surveying him slowly, as if searching his thoughts… again. Simon
frowned and shook his head.

“I’ll go with you, Sir,” Christopher spoke up
from his perch on a smaller boulder where he had been cleaning the
mud from his daggers. The young man stood up, waiting for
Dambretti’s answer.

“Go and take the boy,” von Hetz nodded to
him. “There is the matter of Sir Beaujold. Watch for him, Brother.
An extra pair of eyes may be needed,” the German warned and turned
to Simon. “We will go down to the house and see what has become of
Miss Valentino, and her servant.”

Lucio retrieved his sword from the boulder
and sat down, wiping it clean on his shirt. The silver blade,
ornately engraved with Egyptian hieroglyphs, sparkled in the sun
and thinking with some regret that he did not have his own
apprentice with him. Most likely he would need to pass along his
Mysteries before the day was over, before Ramsay administered the
Final Rites to him and cut off his head. Even worse, he might have
his head cut off before he passed along his Mysteries and Ramsay
administered the Final Rites. Either way, he felt sure that he was
about to die and all for nothing. Nothing except his incredible
ability to say the wrong thing at the wrong time. He regretted that
he would not be able to say goodbye to Amelia. She was a good,
Sicilian girl. He jerked his head toward the Apocalyptic Knight and
was relieved to see that the man was no longer looking at him. It
wouldn’t do for the man to learn about his latest in a long line of
good, Sicilian girls.

He looked up at Christopher and smiled
crookedly.

“Are you ready then, il mio dolce?”

The young man returned his smile and nodded
before coughing up another mouthful of nasty water. Lucio could see
that the apprentice wanted nothing more than to wreak a bit of
revenge on the Knight of the Sword and the ugly man with the big
gun. Behind both their smiles was a look of fatalistic doom wherein
they assumed that this small act might be their last official
assignment as members of the Order. They both had some explaining
to do.
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Mark pulled on his sticky, damp boots and
stood up, grimacing slightly at the feel of the cold, blood and
water soaked leather against his bare feet. He retrieved his shirt
and pulled it on over his head. His hair was still damp as he
brushed it back out of his face. His fears had returned with a
vengeance. He should not have allowed her to keep him here with her
for so long. Even the few minutes they had spent together in the
observatory might have meant the difference between life and death
for either or both of them.

“Hurry!” he urged her as she laced up her own
boots and then stood up in order to fasten the buttons on her
jeans.

“Where are we going?” She looked up at him
with just a hint of fear in her voice. She regretted having kept
him here for so long. She might have taken the only advantage he
had, the only chance he had left to escape the man bent on killing
him. The curly-haired one with the dancing eyes had surely told the
others where she was… where he might be found.

“Back to the house,” he told her and took her
arm. “We have to get away from here before it’s too late. We have
to get my car. You say the keys are in your room? Can I find
them?”

“Probably not and besides, I’m not letting
you out of my sight,” she told him as he started down the
ladder.

Once they were out in the open, they broke
into a run, dashing for the relative safety of the stunted trees
and bushes growing further down the side of the hill. Instead of
following the path past the old shelter, they cut across the rough
ground, slipping and sliding on the steep incline, keeping
themselves concealed as much as possible behind the limited
vegetation. At one point, they were forced to lie flat on their
stomachs under a gnarled cedar as they waited for Sir Dambretti and
Christopher Stewart to pass on the trail above them. Mark watched
these two with a mixture of pain and regret. The mud was drying and
sticking to them and very soon they would be the same color as the
earth.

Merry tried in vain to scrape some of the goo
off of her as they ran through the twisting garden paths to the
patio. Mark motioned for her to be quiet as they edged down the
wall to the first set of double doors. He leaned cautiously around
the door facing and then jumped back, slumping low and shaking his
head. He leaned against the wall with his eyes closed, listening as
if he could hear them. Merry could hear nothing. Valentino and
several others were in the library. Mark crawled past her without
the slightest hint of noise, though he still carried the sword and
the dagger, one weapon in each hand. Merry crawled after him,
trying to emulate his movements.

They left the patio, went down and around the
house to the door leading into the kitchen. The Knight made a foray
inside the service door, crouching low against the wall until he
could see into the kitchen. There were two servants at work, the
cook was preparing dinner and a maid was putting away dishes in the
cupboard. Mark straightened up and looked back at Merry. He smiled
at her from his mud-smeared face and flicked some cedar needles
from her shoulder, causing her to smile in return. They were a
mess.

“Sometimes the direct approach is best,” he
told her quietly, repeating von Hetz’ words. “Act natural,” he
added and then had to smile at her appearance. Her muddy face
reminded him of the Celtic lads who had covered themselves with mud
and blue paint just to scare their enemies to cowardice. He shook
his head at the unexpected memory. Was he that old? Surely not. The
sword was a problem. He tucked the Flaming Sword inside his
bedraggled trousers alongside his right leg away from the two
servants and put Merry on his left side to cover the cut in his
pants.

They walked into the kitchen as if nothing
had happened. The cook glanced up at them, frowned when Merry
shrugged apologetically and then went back to his salad. The maid
stared at them indifferently. She would have to clean the mud from
the floors. She muttered something in Spanish under her breath and
shook her head.

Merry headed straight for the back stairwell
and Mark nodded to the maid who eyed him suspiciously as he passed.
The passage up to the second floor and into Merry’s bedroom was
almost too easy. She closed the door softly and then began
rummaging frantically through the drawers in her dresser. Her hands
shook as she pulled her clothes out, throwing them helter-skelter
about the room in panic. She looked up at him and shook her head.
The keys were not there. Not where she remembered hiding them.

“I swear I put them here,” she told him and
began to cry in frustration. His keys had been important to her.
She remembered stealing them from Cecile’s desk in the library and
bringing them up here. She remembered how it seemed as if she had
to have them, had to have everything pertaining to him in her
possession. Even his rental car keys. She remembered how the
keychain looked in every detail. A clip held the keys on a silver
chain attached to a gold and silver medallion into which his
initials had been engraved and filled with black lacquer. Just his
initials. MAR. No address. No phone number. She had needed it. Mark
opened the door a crack and looked out into the strangely quiet
hallway. Merry attacked her bureau with the same reckless abandon,
pulling out the drawers, dumping the contents on the floor, all the
while muttering ‘Where? Where?’

Mark could hear someone walking up the
stairs, two someones. He watched the top of the stairs with one
eye, waiting to see who was coming. Beaujold’s head appeared above
the top riser, followed closely by Maxie’s ugly face still sporting
the bandage on his nose. Mark eased the door to and signaled for
her to be quiet. Merry froze and they waited until Maxie had
escorted the Knight down the hall and up the stairs to the third
floor. Mark nodded to her and she began searching even more
desperately than before.

Mark opened the door again and resumed his
surveillance of the hallway.
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“Sir, I must protest!” Montague pleaded with
d’Brouchart as they made their way up the steps and back inside the
mansion. “Do not do this. There must be some other way.”

“Enough!” d’Brouchart raised his voice and
held up the baculus as Montague opened the door. “I will have my
Knights returned to me.”

Sir Montague cringed away from the twisted
ivory staff with the orb of cracked amber on top. The golden claws
surrounding the imperfectly cut crystalline ball reflected the
light in brilliant flashes. He could see the triangular white
emblem suspended inside the crystal with the red cross emblazoned
on it. He had never seen the baculus of the Grand Master of the
Knights Templar, but he had heard of it. It was unclear why the
Master had it now. He had told the woman that he needed to get the
missing ingredient for the Tree of Life from the Range Rover before
they could continue with the exchange of 'goods'. The thing
frightened Montague and he knew quite well that it had absolutely
nothing to do with the ceremony associated with bestowing
immortality. All he knew about the baculus was that it was ancient,
perhaps even prehistoric if the words of Louis Champlain held any
water at all. According to the Knight of the Golden Key, the
baculus, like the Golden Key, had been handed down from the
Atlantean god-kings to the extinct race of Djinn until it had
passed into the hands of the poor Knights of the Temple of Solomon.
It was as enigmatic as the pyramids in Egypt and as mysterious as
the stone rings at Salisbury. Whatever its source, its power was
great and mystical and he wanted nothing to do with it. He held the
door open for the Master and they stepped into the spacious foyer
of the mansion.

Mark eased the door of Merry’s bedroom open
and strained his ears to hear the voices below in the foyer, where
someone had just entered through the front door. His heart froze as
he recognized the voice of d’Brouchart, the Grand Master and the
Knight of the Holy City, Sir William Montague. What were they doing
here? He’d never known the Master to travel with Montague and he’d
never known of Montague going on missions of this sort. Cecile had
certainly outdone herself this time in more ways than one, but
where was the formidable lady? She was not in the foyer, greeting
her guests. They had let themselves in.

“Now let’s get this thing done,” d’Brouchart
told his companion.

Mark stepped into the hallway in complete
silence and edged his way out onto the balcony far enough to see
over the railing. The sight of the Grand Master with the baculus
almost made him faint from fear.

He had to get Merry out of the house now. He
had no intention of going with her, but had not told her yet. He
would send her away and do what he had to do to ensure that the
Order was protected. Now his plans would have to include protecting
the Grand Master. Since his memories had returned, his duty had
been quite clear to him. The possibility of accompanying the woman
was out of the question. It would be a useless endeavor. His
situation was very precarious and there were no options open for
him other than the remote possibility of regaining his standing
within the Order. There was no hope for the relationship between
himself and the Pixie. Love or not. It didn’t matter. He had to go
back or he had to die. There was nothing in between. No gray area…
only black. The one thing he was worried about at the moment,
however, was Merry’s safety. He had to get her away from the house
before the Grand Master did whatever he was planning to do. Once
she was away, he would come back to do his part.

He slipped silently back into the room and
scrambled through the stuff on the floor, looking for the damned
keys with renewed urgency.

“Wait! Wait!” Merry looked up with dawning
realization. Cecile had almost caught her with the keychain the
fourth night of his captivity. She had left them in a candle jar in
Cecile’s bathroom. “I remember now. I left them in Valentino’s
room. And my pistol’s gone, too! Cecile’s been in my stuff!”

“Damn it!” Mark beat the floor with his fist.
He grabbed her by the shoulders and set her down in the midst of
the ruin. “Look, forget the keys for now. I have some unfinished
business here. We’ll have to split up. I want you to get the keys
and take my car. Try to stay out of sight and for God’s sake don’t
stop to argue with Cecile. Kill her if you must, but get away from
here. I’ll wait here until the coast is clear and then I’ll settle
this thing with the others. Meanwhile, I want you to go into town
and wait for me there. Where can you go? Where can I find you?”

“There’s a Bed and Breakfast Inn. Penelope
Martin’s Bed and Breakfast. Cecile owns it. I can go there, but I
don’t want to leave you. How do I know you will come?” She frowned
at him and tears welled up in her eyes.

“I have to come,” he smiled at her and lied.
He was not a good liar. He’d never had much cause to lie and didn’t
hold much store by liars. “I have to return the car to the rental
agency or pay the late charges.”

“That’s very funny,” she sniffed and he
pulled her to him, hugging her briefly and then kissing her
passionately, perhaps for the last time.

“You’re a sorry liar, Mark Ramsay,” she cried
into his shirt when he released her. “You won’t come.”

“I’ll come if I can. I promise,” he said and
then kissed her once more. “Now go before Maxie comes down from
upstairs.”

Merry got up slowly and then went to the door
quietly. She opened it slowly and peeked into the hall. She glanced
at him once more and he nodded to her, smiling, willing her to go
and then she let herself out into the hall.

“Deo gratis,” Mark whispered when she had
gone and sat down in the floor. He crossed himself and repeated a
brief prayer, asking God to protect her and begging for forgiveness
of his sins.

When he finished the prayer, he felt somewhat
better, though he hardly believed that God would be listening to
him. He picked up the sword from amidst the clutter on her floor
and tossed the dagger on the bed.
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“What is that?” Cecile eyed the baculus with
a suspicious frown.

“The missing ingredient in the formula,
Mademoiselle,” d’Brouchart said. “It is not really an ingredient
that you do not have, but a tool and the knowledge to use it.”

“Really?” She raised her eyebrows and nodded.
“So what do we do now?”

“I need space,” he told her and Montague
stood behind him with a permanent frown etched on his face. The
Grand Master was lying. This was not the Tree of Life ceremony.
What was he up to? “Is there somewhere we can go outside. It must
be done outside in the open, under the eyes of God, but it should
be safe from prying eyes. I’m sure you understand.”

Valentino’s smile faded. She did not savor
the thought of leaving the protection of the house with these two
men and she did not want to take Maxie with her. He expected to
receive the gift as well and she had not bargained with them for
him. The last thing she wanted was an immortal Maxwell Sturgeon.
The man disgusted her. He was stupid, freaky and ugly. She couldn’t
imagine having to put up with him forever.

She rounded the desk and reached in the
drawer, removing a snub-nose revolver that she had taken from
Merry’s dresser drawer.

“Just in case you decide to try something
stupid,” she told them. “And don’t even think I don’t know how to
use it or don’t have the nerve. I’ve used it before.”

“You will not need it, mademoiselle,”
d’Brouchart told her. “But if it makes you feel better…” He
shrugged.

“I know. I know. You’re all immortal, but I
also know that I can at least temporarily disable you and you bleed
just like the rest of us.”

“Well said. Shall we go then?”

Valentino opened the patio doors and waved
them outside. “How’s this?”

“Too confined,” he told her and looked at
Montague as if to warn him to silence. “We are too close to the
building. Electrical fields interfere with the effectiveness of the
baculus. Wiring, you see?”

Valentino sighed in aggravation as she looked
around. The garden was almost a jungle. The closest place that was
more or less wide open was up the hill behind the house where she
and Merry had built an observatory in an old service building. She
sighed and motioned them toward the garden path.

“Up there,” she nodded to the limestone hill
rising up above the trees behind the house. “It’s flat up there.
Will that do?”

“It may be… acceptable.” D’Brouchart gazed up
at the hill, shading his eyes with one hand. “Yes, I believe that
will do quite well.”

They started down the picturesque path
through the garden. The cool breeze under the trees brushed his
face and caused the silver windchimes in the branches above their
heads to jingle softly. When D’Brouchart glanced up into the
branches of one of the ancient oak trees overhanging the path, he
was not surprised to see the Knight of the Apocalypse looking down
at him. He raised one finger to his lips and continued on without
stopping. Von Hetz made a slashing motion across his throat as a
signal to Simon. The Healer was perched on another branch, higher
up. They would not attack. Not yet. They waited for the two Knights
and the woman to pass and then dropped silently on the walk behind
them.

“What in God’s name?” Simon whispered as they
watched the unlikely trio disappear up the path.

“Exactly,” von Hetz nodded. His blood ran
cold at the sight of the ancient device in the Master’s hand. “This
is not a good thing, my Brother.”

Simon nodded. His blue eyes were wide with
terror as they followed their Master at a safe distance along the
red brick path leading back the way they had just come.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark stopped in his tracks in the library,
then flattened himself in the shadows before looking out the wide
windows into the garden as the two Knights dropped down onto the
path behind Valentino. He waited for the appearance of Dambretti
and Christopher, but the Knight of the Apocalypse and the Knight of
the Serpent started off together after the Grand Master without
waiting. No one else joined them.

“Damn it!” he cursed under his breath.

Beaujold was upstairs with Maxie, probably
undergoing the same treatment that Dambretti had received. Merry
had not come down yet. Dambretti and Christopher Stewart were out
there somewhere. Here was the Mystic Healer and the Apocalyptic
Knight. And what on earth was the Grand Master planning to do with
the staff? Where were they going? Were they all looking for him? He
went back to the hall and squinted up at the second floor landing.
Merry, Merry, come on, he thought, as a feeling of dread
overwhelmed him. He went back to the window just as the two Knights
disappeared into the depths of the garden. Merry, Merry…

He ran down the hall and took the stairs two
at a time.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

“Where could they have gone, Master?”
Christopher Stewart asked as he looked around the top of the bald
hill.

“I have no idea, little brother,” Lucio shook
his head. He was not above being relieved to have found that Sir
Ramsay and the blond were no longer in the observatory. He had been
further relieved to find no traces of blood inside. At least Mark
Andrew had not killed her there. His conscience was freed of that
thought. Perhaps he would not die so soon after all. Perhaps Ramsay
had seen the true nature of his remarks.

They started back down the trail toward the
house. There was nothing else to do and nowhere else to go. When
they reached the place where the door to the shelter was located,
Dambretti suddenly grabbed the apprentice and threw him behind an
upright pile of boulders, placing one hand over his mouth when they
came to rest against the stones. Someone was coming up the path.
They positioned themselves behind the rocks and waited.

“Holy Mary!” Dambretti whispered breathlessly
when he saw the Grand Master carrying the baculus up the hill.

D’Brouchart found him out immediately and
looked directly at him, meeting his terrified eyes with a stern
look of warning before traveling on up the hill. Valentino followed
behind the Knight of the Holy City with a pistol pointed at his
back. She wore a look of grim determination mixed with expectant
delight on her face.

“What is going on, Master?” Christopher
whispered the question.

“Only God knows,” Dambretti told him
reverently. “But I am sure we will soon find out.” He started out
of his hiding place, but then fell back quickly. “Wait! Someone
else is coming.”

They fell in silently behind Simon and von
Hetz when they passed the same way a short time later.

“What is happening?” Lucio caught up with
Simon, startling the healer.

Simon just shook his head and kept walking,
too disturbed to speak.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew tried every door on the second
floor. Merry was not there. He hoped beyond hope that she had left
via the service stairs and was now on her way to town. He bolted
back down the stairs and out through the patio doors, turned left
and ran toward the garage. The El Dorado was still parked in the
building just as they had left it, along with the white Cadillac
limousine and the dark blue four-wheel-drive SUV. He stood looking
at the cars in shocked silence. Where was she? Where had she gone?
His mind went blank. What to do? Go back to the house? Follow the
Grand Master? He knew how to hotwire a vehicle, even a new one.
Christopher had kept him updated on the newer models. The SUV would
be easiest. He eyed the vehicle and chewed his lip nervously. He
could leave now… or… he could do the right thing. He had brought
them to these straits; it was his duty to see it through to the
bitter end. If he left now, he would have no hope of ever finding
peace. If he played his cards right, he could regain his standing
and perhaps take time out next year for a long overdue holiday.
There were no rules against going on holiday… in America… in
Texas.

“Damn it!” he shouted into the dim interior
of the building before racing back out into the midday sun. He
looked back at the house once more, searching every window in sight
for signs of life and then up at the limestone outcropping behind
the garden.

There were no more options. He was out of
time. He ran back toward the garden and up the path where the Grand
Master and the rest of the strange entourage had disappeared.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

D’Brouchart looked about the relatively flat
top of the barren hill and walked to a spot near the center of the
clearing. Sweat ran down his neck, soaking the collar of his dress
shirt. He hooked one finger under the knot of the tie and tugged it
loose. Montague took up a stance near his left shoulder. The Master
held the baculus out in front of him and set the base of the staff
upon the ground.

Sir Montague shuddered. He longed to be back
in his office in London, sitting in his comfortable leather chair,
reading the Wall Street Journal on his computer screen, sipping a
cup of Earl Grey. Buying and selling stocks was his forte. Checking
the market trends. Overseeing the financial holdings of the Order.
That was his first love. This mystical stuff was beyond his
comprehension. He was a businessman, not a Magus. As a history buff
and an armchair philosopher, he loved his wine in the evening, a
good cigar and an old Bogart movie. He took two holidays a year. In
the spring time he spent two weeks basking beside the pool at the
Villa north of Pompeii and in the dead of winter he took another
two weeks in the Florida Keys staying in one of the quaint old
hotels there. It now seemed that his whole life flashed in front of
his eyes like a dying man, but his first duty was to God and
whatever the Grand Master said was final. It was the Will of God
that he was there when he should have been dead years ago. Every
moment of his life was a precious gift from the Creator and Master
of the Universe. He gritted his teeth and steeled himself for the
worst. He would see this thing through to its conclusion and do the
best he could to serve God and his Master. He slipped his hand
inside his jacket and touched the butt of the pistol there.

“If you would, my lady,” d’Brouchart
addressed Valentino solemnly “please stand in front of me and face
the Staff of Power.”

The woman sighed and rolled her eyes. “Staff
of Power. It figures,” she muttered.

Valentino positioned herself directly in
front of the staff, but kept her distance. She trained the pistol
on Montague.

“If anything goes wrong, I’ll shoot him first
and then I’ll shoot you and take your staff. Got it?” she warned
them both and they nodded solemnly.

D’Brouchart nodded and then drew himself up
to his full height, an unlikely six feet, three inches, though his
weight made him seem shorter, and raised his eyes toward
Heaven.

“All ye gathered here,” he began and the
words drifted across the hilltop as if he were speaking into a
microphone “behold the work of God and tremble. From the bowels of
the earth I call upon the powers of the Creator of the Universe to
work his mysterious miracles for the benefit of the children of
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”

Valentino kept her eyes moving nervously back
and forth from the globe of the baculus to the faces of the two
men. Montague had stopped watching her and was now staring at the
amber orb atop the ivory staff. It seemed that a tiny flame had
been ignited in the center of the cracked glass. The white triangle
seemed to be ablaze inside the crystal. The wind whipped around
them suddenly, picking up bits of dried grass, cedar needles and
debris. A cold shiver coursed up the accountant’s spine. Something
very bad was going to happen. He was sure of it.

“O great Creator of the Universe. Most
Excellent and Holy, most High, look down upon the misery of your
people and help them in the hour of their need. Bless them with the
miracle of your abundant love and show them signs of your all
powerful presence.”

Montague squinted at the globe. The flame in
the center grew brighter and it seemed that the brilliant rays of
the midday sun dimmed a bit. He blinked his eyes and glanced at the
woman. She no longer watched him. The pistol was still pointed at
him, but her eyes were glued to the top of the baculus.

Montague had never heard these words before.
The fear in his heart made his pulse race and his legs tingled. He
didn’t know if it was just his imagination or if it was some effect
of the ceremony. Perhaps the Master was just trying to frighten the
woman with some mystical display. He swayed slightly and righted
himself quickly. It almost felt as if the ground had shifted below
his feet. He had to get hold of himself or they would be picking
him up off the ground.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

The three Knights of the Council of Twelve
and one apprentice lay on their stomachs at the crest of the hill
like truant school boys and peeked across the flattened ground at
the three people standing near the observatory tower.

The apprentice lay next to Simon D’Ornan who
had begun to whisper prayers in French. Christopher crossed himself
again and again as he watched the strange drama unfolding in front
of him and tried to keep up with the prayer that the Healer was
praying next to him. He knew which one it was, but he said the
words in English. His French was worse than his Latin.

The sun dimmed as if clouds had passed in
front of it and his ears popped. Glancing up, he saw nothing, but
blue sky. The wind blew bits of dried grass, dust and debris in his
face. None of them looked up or said anything when Sir Ramsay
joined them quietly. He lay down next to Christopher and squinted
into the dust, pushing the Flaming Sword out in front of him on the
ground, ready for attack or retreat. They could easily hear the
voice of the Grand Master as it echoed eerily in the silence. Even
the insects in the grass had ceased their chirping and buzzing.
Gradually they became aware of an oppressive humming noise, more
felt than heard, enveloping them. The clear blue sky turned a
sickly shade of green.

“Santa Maria!” the Italian Knight uttered his
favorite sobriquet. His voice sounded strangely muffled in the
gloom.

“In the name of King David and King Solomon,
I summon forth the powers that lie beneath the mountains of the
earth and beneath the seas and beneath the fields of grain and
beneath the waters that flow. I call upon the great and powerful
mind to ease our burdens and make quick the building of the
temple.”

Von Hetz drew in a sharp breath and turned
his eyes on Dambretti, looking at him in absolute shock. Never in
his long career with d’Brouchart had he seen such a thing. In fact,
he’d had no idea that the precious relic was anything more than
simply that: a relic. Now he marveled that this staff was somehow
part of the Master’s mystery. Dambretti had no idea what was
happening, but the look on the Apocalyptic Knight’s face told him
more than he wanted to know. Simon continued his frantic prayers
and Christopher continued crossing himself though his eyes were
closed tightly against the dust. Mark Andrew scuttled back a bit
and then threw himself down on the ground beside von Hetz.

“What is this, Brother?” he asked when von
Hetz looked at him.

“We must confess,” von Hetz told him and
plucked at the silver earrings in Mark’s hair before hitting him on
the shoulder with his closed fist. “Shrive me, Brother.” He did not
wait for a response before beginning his confession. “Forgive me,
Father, for I have sinned. I have taken the name of the Lord my God
in vain. I have lost my temper with my Brothers. I have disobeyed
the commands of my Master. I have taken the thoughts of my Brothers
against their will. I have willfully injured my Brother.”

Ramsay hit the Knight on his shoulder and
nodded “Go in peace, my Brother, your sins are forgiven.”

“What is my penance?” Von Hetz asked him in
surprise.

“Most of those weren’t sins, Brother. They
were part of your duty. God understands.” He hit the man again and
closed his eyes. It was his turn.

“Shrive me, Brother. Forgive me, Father, for
I have sinned. I have lost my way and sinned against God. I have
committed adultery against the Order. I have lost my temper with my
Brothers. I have had impure thoughts. I have broken my vows of
chastity and I have spoken during a meal. I have drunk spirits
without just cause. I have taken the name of the Lord, my God, in
vain and I have committed murder and rape in my heart. I beg Your
forgiveness.”

“Go in peace, my Brother, your confessed sins
are forgiven,” von Hetz hesitated briefly and then hit him again
and turned to Dambretti.

Mark Andrew frowned deeply at the Knight of
the Apocalypse. Surely he had not heard him correctly. Von Hetz had
added a word to the litany. He was sure of it, but he wasn’t sure
what word it had been. There would be retribution, punishment for
what he had done. Dambretti stared at him and then hit him on the
shoulder.

“Confess, my Brother, before it is too
late.”

“Shrive me, Brother,” he said in Italian and
then began to confess his own sins which included impure thoughts
and driving his Brother to anger. Mark pretended not to hear the
confession, but was greatly relieved when the Knight of the Golden
Eagle did not mention breaking his vows of chastity though he did
include lying with a woman over thirty times since his last
confession. Mark knew that this could not be Meredith. Well, at
least not all thirty… surely…

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Sir Montague swayed again and realized that
it was not his state of mind, but a rather more alarming
development. The ground was indeed moving below his feet! He looked
up at the sun and saw it riding high in the sky through a greenish
haze, but the hill top seemed shrouded in twilight, as if it were
early evening. His ears popped and he repressed the urge to stick
his fingers in them. He worked his jaw, trying to make them pop
again to no avail. Everything sounded muffled. Valentino gave a
short shriek when she felt the ground move, but quickly returned
her gaze to the baculus, unable to look away, mesmerized by the
Master’s words and entranced by the flames in the amber ball
gripped in the golden claws.

“O great and powerful Lord, I beseech Thee, I
implore Thee in the names of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Of Joseph.
Of King Solomon and his father, King David. Show us Your
greatness.”

A slight tremor shook the earth and small
rocks skittered down the hillside. A bolt of purplish lightning
streaked from the sky and struck the earth in the dead center of
the hill. The electrical bolt split into thousands of branches,
dancing about the surface of the exposed limestone rocks, engraving
them with strange markings, before disappearing into the ground.
Valentino slapped her hands over her ears as the thunder which
accompanied the lightning, threatened to deafen them all. Montague
seized the opportunity to relieve her of the pistol and threw her
easily to the ground at his Master’s feet. D’Brouchart turned
around and looked toward the place where the ground steamed and
hissed from the impact of the strike. He began backing away slowly,
almost stumbling over the woman behind him.

Ramsay was up first, quickly followed by von
Hetz and Dambretti. Christopher was still confessing a considerable
list of sins to Simon, which seemed impossible since he had just
confessed only a few hours before in the cave. Simon stayed with
the apprentice, but wore a shocked look on his face. Mark heard
only part of his apprentice’s words. “… and murder in my heart six…
no, seven times… at least and impure thoughts about Master
Dambretti and Miss Sinclair and I have grumbled against God three
times. I cursed my luck six times and Master Beaujold a dozen or
more times under my breath and I…” Mark didn’t know if Simon’s
shock was because of the Grand Master’s activities or the
apprentice’s sins. The three Knights raced across the shaking,
shuddering ground toward their Master who continued to back away
slowly. Montague dragged Cecile Valentino back by one arm, while
she kicked and struggled to free herself from his grip. Ramsay
reached for her other arm and yanked her to her feet just as the
entire hill seemed to lurch under them. All six of them were thrown
to the ground as a splintering noise erupted from the center of the
hill, followed by a geyser of steam that shot several dozen feet
into the air.

“Hurry, Brothers!” d’Brouchart shouted at
them. “We must abandon this place at once.”

They clambered to their feet with the
assistance of Simon and Christopher who were finally able to join
them. Already, Christopher was chalking up another list of sins as
he cursed the pitching, rolling ground beneath his feet. Valentino
regained her footing and grabbed hold of D’Brouchart’s arm.

“What is this?!” she shouted at him above the
rumbling noise. “What have you done?!”

“Behold the Insects of Sherma!” he exclaimed
jubilantly and held up the baculus toward the sun. “Those mystical
creatures of legend which carved the stones of the Temple of
Solomon from the living rock.”

“What?!” Ramsay threw up both arms and turned
toward the Master in consternation. He watched in stunned amazement
as the rocks seemed to heave and move of their own accord. “That’s
impossible. Surely, not! What have you done?”

Von Hetz caught his arm and shook his head.
The noise of the cracking rocks and hissing steam was making it
impossible to be heard above the din. “The Insects of Sherma,
Brother!” the Apocalyptic Knight shouted in his ear. “The
instrument God used to carve out the polished marble stones for
Solomon’s Temple! And thus spake the Lord ‘Let their habitation be
desolate’!”

They moved in a tight group toward the side
of the hill, stumbling and starting and stopping and holding on to
each other as the ground continued to shake and roll under them.
Ramsay grabbed Valentino again and dragged her along with them in
spite of her desire to go in a different direction. He stopped
short at the sound of a shotgun blast and ducked instinctively as
the shot whined past, barely missing his head.

Mark heard Merry screaming his name and
looked up to see Maxie standing at the top of the path with the
shotgun barrel pressed under her chin. The barrel burned into her
skin as she tried to jerk away from him. He had one arm around her
neck. Valentino broke free from Mark and ran haphazardly across the
heaving ground, stopping beside Maxie. She stood looking back at
them with rage and fear on her face.

“Merry!” Ramsay shouted and stood up, then
almost fell before taking a step forward.

“Hold, Brother Ramsay!” d’Brouchart shouted
at him.

“Yeah, hold, dipshit, or I’ll blow her head
clean off!” Maxie’s voice cut through the chaos.

“Give me the gun!” Valentino yelled at
Montague.

The Knight of the Holy City looked down at
the pistol and then back at the woman, shaking his head in the
negative. It was none of his business if these miserable people
killed each other. Ramsay snatched the pistol from him and threw it
across the space between them. Valentino picked it up and advanced
on d’Brouchart.

“Give me the staff!” she shouted at him as
he, too, backed away from her. She raised the pistol and Merry
screamed again, this time with a different tonal quality. She was
staring wild-eyed at something behind them.

The beleaguered group turned and beheld an
awesome sight as an immense white form slowly emerged from the
ground near the center of the hill. It was huge, larger than a
train engine and shaped, oddly enough, like a common grub worm. Its
skin was snow white and ribbed with grayish stripes. Hundreds of
centipede-like legs lined the length of its fat body and its head
appeared to be armor plated, resembling that of a rhinoceros
replete with a row of hooked horns down the center. On either side
of its head were long, black pinchers at least four feet in length
with the appearance of those found on a Rhinoceros beetle. They
watched in fascination as it reared on its hindmost legs and
sprayed a fine line of milky liquid from its mouth. The fluid
struck the ground, hissing and sizzling in a long, perfectly
straight line, cutting down through the rock like a powerful laser
beam.

Valentino glanced at the monstrosity, almost
fell and then quickly regained her footing before screaming at
d’Brouchart again.

“Give me the staff!” She raised the pistol
and pulled the trigger before he could react. The bullet struck
Montague in the shoulder spinning him around. Simon caught and held
him upright. She turned the pistol on Christopher Stewart, the next
available target. Christopher froze, staring at her in wonder
before sinning again in his heart. “Give it to me, now or the boy
dies!”

D’Brouchart shook his head. It was not an
option. He could relinquish the ancient artifact no matter what she
did.

She aimed the pistol at Christopher's head,
but was thrown off balance as another fissure opened in the ground
very near where the Knights stood. They moved away from it quickly
in terrified silence, oblivious to the threat of the pistol, when
another of the great white worms wiggled from the crack, seemingly
inflating as it rose from an impossibly small opening. This second
creature rose immediately on its rear legs and sprayed another line
of the milky liquid at right angles to the work of the first worm
before undulating away a few paces to repeat the process. The first
worm was busy making more lines of sizzling rock. The two beasts
were cutting the hill apart in a systematic grid pattern.

The first complete rectangular blocks rose
into the air very near to where they stood. Again, they moved away
from the strange sight, backing slowly toward the ugly man who
still stood, forgotten, holding the shotgun to Merry’s head. Mark
had temporarily forgotten about Maxie when the larger, more
immediate threat had appeared on the hilltop with them. The first
two white blocks of polished limestone rose into the air slowly
accompanied by deep rumbles from within the earth and then toppled
toward them, landing on their sides with tremendous crashes. Small
pieces of rock and debris flew into the air under the enormous
weight of the building stones. Small geysers of steam erupted from
the earth in several places at once. The Knights turned as a group,
taking the Master with them as they fled toward the shoulder of the
hill where the path started down toward the garden, ignoring Maxie
and Valentino’s shouted warnings to stay back.

Merry stomped on Maxie’s instep in the
ensuing confusion and broke free from his grip. The Knight of the
Apocalypse reached back for Mark as another tremor threatened to
throw them to the earth.

Mark Andrew looked directly into the eyes of
Konrad von Hetz and smiled. He winked at the German before breaking
from the group. He turned and made straight for the terrified
security guard with the golden sword held above his shoulder. Maxie
brought the shotgun around to fire at him just as he made a final
leap into the air. The second shot exploded from the barrel, but it
was too late. The shot passed cleanly under the Knight and rattled
off the hillside behind him. The Chevalier du Morte landed squarely
in front of the ugly man who had tormented him for the past several
days. He looked him briefly in the eyes and then grasped the sword
in both hands as the man struggled desperately to reload the
shotgun. Mark stepped forward, dipped slightly and then turned
completely around, bringing the edge of the sparkling blade just
above the level of the man’s shoulders.

The sword struck home and Maxie’s horrified
face disappeared along with his head down the side of the hill. His
decapitated body crumpled to the ground at Ramsay’s feet, spraying
a fine line of blood into the air. Mark Andrew raised the sword
again intending to stab the lifeless carcass in a fit of rage, but
was stopped by the sound of Merry screaming his name again in
terror.

The ground rocked and swayed violently,
throwing the Knights to the ground. Valentino screamed in rage
rather than terror, scrambled to her feet and charged the after the
Grand Master.

Turning to find her, he saw that another of
the great worms had emerged from the hole left by the first blocks.
Merry had begun to run in that direction, but now she was stopped a
few yards away, staring at the thing in terror, frozen in place,
while it worked its way up the bottom of the newly excavated slab,
polishing the exposed stone to a mirror finish with short,
cone-shaped blasts of the same volatile liquid. Christopher raced
toward her and dragged her away from the worm.

Valentino had caught up with d’Brouchart and
was struggling physically with the Grand Master, still trying to
take the baculus from him. The ground shuddered violently again
throwing them both to the ground. Simon stumbled along with
Montague leaning on his arm. Dambretti shouted something to von
Hetz and then tried to crawl across the ground toward the Grand
Master who was perilously close to the edge of the newly created,
steadily enlarging pit, where more and more blocks were being
quarried. The great beasts seemed to have no regard for the humans
on the hill. They went about their work as if nothing else existed,
blindly working completely without the aid of eyes. The Master hung
onto the baculus desperately with one hand as it dangled over the
edge of the pit. Valentino rose up on her knees and fired at
Dambretti. The bullet struck him in the leg and he rolled over on
the ground clutching his leg, cursing in Italian.

Von Hetz came alongside Ramsay then hurried
on toward the Master. He would take up where Dambretti had failed.
As he passed Ramsay, he shouted one word of warning.

“Beaujold!”

Ramsay turned quickly, in time to avoid being
split down the middle by the Knight of the Sword’s wicked silver
blade. He recovered his balance and charged in under the man’s
sword, grabbing hold of his legs, bringing him down heavily on his
back, knocking the breath from him. Ramsay pinned him to the ground
and sat on his stomach with his knee on the Knight’s wrist,
effectively preventing him from raising the sword again. He pulled
the bejeweled dagger from his pocket and looked down at the man who
would have his head in spite of everything. Beaujold’s sunken blue
eyes bespoke no regret, but held only hatred for him, even unto
death. He had several long cuts on his forehead, no doubt from
Maxie’s hospitality.

“Cry mercy or die!” Ramsay told him through
clenched teeth.

Beaujold did not beg mercy, but rather spat
at him instead. Ramsay raised the dagger to finish him and was
startled as someone grasped his arm, preventing the final blow from
falling. He looked up into the face of the Italian.

“Don’t do it, Brother!” Dambretti shouted at
him. “Don’t make his sin your sin.”

This simple statement made, Lucio let go of
his wrist and pressed his hand against his leg, before limping
away. Whatever Ramsay decided to do would be the Will of God and
Dambretti had done his share of work for the day. He was angry,
terrified and in pain. They could all go to hell in a handbasket
for all he cared.

Mark Andrew looked down at the man again and
then brought the hilt of the dagger down viciously, administering a
devastating blow to the side of the Knight’s head instead of
killing him. The blue eyes rolled back and he felt the man go limp
under him. Mark Andrew pushed himself up and picked up the silver
sword which lay next to the unconscious Knight of the Sword.
Perhaps he would have to kill him later, but now was not the time.
He turned without letting up the pressure on the Knight’s wrist and
surveyed the havoc behind him.

More and more slabs of rock were being pushed
out of the hill. The ground shook and reverberated with the sounds
of the blocks crashing to their sides. At least a dozen of the
worms had emerged from the earth and were busily polishing the
rough undersides of the quarried blocks. Mark was fascinated
momentarily by the sight of the finished limestone building blocks,
ready to be placed into use.

The Master was still struggling to hold onto
the baculus as he slipped closer and closer to the brink of the
pit. Von Hetz attempted to hold onto the Grand Master’s legs and
avoid Valentino’s pistol while she struggled with him for
possession of the staff, intent upon wrenching it from the Master’s
grip. Half of her body was hanging precariously over the side of
the pit as she held onto the ivory staff with one hand and tried to
get a clear shot at von Hetz with the other. She screamed and lost
the pistol as her body slipped over the brink and she was forced to
grab the staff with both hands. Von Hetz reached haphazardly over
the edge of the pit and tried to grab her hand while D’Brouchart
desperately grappled on the loose rock for a handhold as he was
inexorably dragged further over the side into the gaping hole by
the Cecile’s weight dangling from the ivory staff. Mark Andrew went
to their aid and knelt beside the Apocalyptic Knight who had
managed to get hold of the staff, easing some of the weight from
the Master’s arm. They reached out together to Valentino and she
grasped the German’s hand, but refused to let go of the baculus
with the other.

“Take my hand!” Ramsay shouted to her as she
dangled between the staff and side of the pit.

She looked up at him in shocked horror before
letting go of the staff long enough to grab his hand. The ground
lurched against them as one of the worms started climbing the
terraced steps cut into the pit directly below them with one of the
cut blocks balanced on its long pinchers. The ground shook
continuously as the creatures flipped the blocks back and forth,
polishing the surfaces. Von Hetz and Ramsay clung to the slippery
rock face while Valentino hung suspended against the wall just
below them. The thin veneer of topsoil, loose sandy pebbles and
sprigs of grass fell into her face, making it difficult for her to
see them and vice versa. Another of the cutting creatures in the
pit rose up and began to spray a line of the acidic liquid along
the face of the wall below them, cutting the bottom surfaces of
what would be a new row of blocks. The two Knights fought to drag
the woman up and out of the way, but they couldn’t get enough
traction against the slippery, smooth surface of the stone on which
they lay without tumbling in after her. Valentino screamed as the
acid crossed her back just below her waist and then her grip went
limp in their hands. They both tried to hang onto her, but saw
there was no hope as the lower half of her body was neatly severed
from the top half.

Ramsay heard his own voice join with the last
of her dying screams as she slipped from his hand. It was the
fourth time in as many days he had made such a noise. He thought
his heart would stop in horror and God would strike him dead on the
spot. He rolled over onto his back and gazed up at the murky sky
above his head. It was too much. Unbearable. Blackness threatened
to close in around him.

Von Hetz climbed to his feet slowly and then
helped d’Brouchart recover the baculus from the brink of the
precipice. The Master inspected the globe of the baculus for damage
and clutched the staff to his chest protectively. They started away
toward the side of the hill again and the path leading back to the
house. Von Hetz shouted over his shoulder to the Knight of Death to
get up and move before one of the beasts made a building stone of
him. He lay frozen on the hard rock, staring up at the cloudless
sky. The ground continued to shake and roll as the mindless
creatures went about their work oblivious to the human drama
playing out in their midst.

Mark Andrew covered his face with his hands
in despair and squeezed his eyes shut against the vision of
Cecile’s face. This nightmare receded instantly as the breath was
knocked from his lungs when something heavy landed on his chest. He
opened his eyes wide, gasping for air and looked into the face of
Thomas Beaujold. The man just wouldn’t quit. Mark slid his right
arm out sideways, attempting to grab his sword, but it was a few
inches out of reach, lying next to Beaujold’s silver sword where he
had laid them in his haste to assist von Hetz.

The wild-eyed Knight wrapped his hands around
Mark Andrew’s neck, choking him ruthlessly, simultaneously banging
the back of his head against the rock.

Stars danced in front of his eyes where
Valentino’s face had been only seconds before and blackness of a
more physical nature closed in on him. He made a grab for the man’s
ears and saw one of the huge creatures rearing up behind him. With
every bit of strength he had, he pulled on Beaujold’s head rolling
them both over and over on the stone as the crazed Knight of the
Sword refused to let go of his throat. A hissing line of steam
arose very close to them as the worm went about constructing its
portion of the grid. Mark could feel the heat from the chemical
reaction all along his right side. He let go of Beaujold’s head and
punched him on his left side where he knew he had inflicted the
severe wound during their last encounter.

Beaujold loosened his grip and cried out in
pain, grabbing his side with both hands. Mark Andrew hit him again
under his chin and knocked him off balance onto his back directly
onto the steaming line of hot rock. The Knight of the Sword
shrieked anew and scrambled up from the rock while Mark rolled away
from him in the opposite direction, coming up with both swords. The
man stood facing him unarmed, still unwilling to yield.

The worm reared itself above them again,
making ready to spray them both with the searing liquid. Ramsay
slashed out at its bulging underside with Beaujold’s sword. The
thing let go a high-pitched trill and collapsed like a gossamer
balloon made of spider web thin material.

The wind caught the empty shell and draped it
over the Knight of the Sword. The man fell screaming and kicking in
agonized madness under the seemingly harmless looking material that
resembled the collapsing canopy of a parachute. Ramsay stood
staring at the incredible sight unable to comprehend the situation
until another of the things raised up from the pit next to him,
much too close for comfort. He turned and ran toward the rest of
the shocked spectators who stood watching in morbid fascination as
the mythical Insects of Sherma dismantled the bedrock, methodically
cutting and polishing the enormous slabs of stone, making them
ready for the long dead architect and builders of King Solomon’s
Temple.

“What now, Master?!” Simon shouted above the
noise.

“I must send them back where they came from!”
D’Brouchart answered him and then held out the baculus toward the
monstrous insects. He began another incantation while Ramsay left
them quietly and went to find Christopher and Merry.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Sir Ramsay caught up with Christopher Stewart
just as he was nearing the entrance to the old bomb shelter. The
ground was still shaking and trembling from the tremendous works
going on atop the hill. Water alternately gushed and trickled from
the opening which was now clogged with tumbled down boulders and
debris.

Merry clung to the apprentice desperately and
the young man did his best to comfort her. He could hear
Christopher using the same soothing voice that he most often
employed whenever he was speaking to his pair of deerhound pups
back in Scotland. Mark Andrew took hold of her arm and turned her
around abruptly, eliciting a short shriek before she recognized
him. He looked into her eyes and saw there a mixture of conflicting
emotions. She blinked up at him, frowning in bewildered confusion;
her deceptively innocent beauty seemed permanently marred by an
expression of total fear and incomprehension. He kissed her lightly
on the lips, hugged her briefly and then released her before
repeating the same actions with his apprentice.

It was the embrace of a brother for a sister
and he realized that his feelings for her had changed radically in
a very few short minutes. He still loved her, but his duty to the
Order had crashed in on him and brought him to his senses. No
matter the nature or depth of his feelings for her, there was no
hope and he had buried them in the deepest pit of his mind. It was
the only way he could cope with the present intolerable
situation.

“Take her down to the house,” he told the
young man. “Stay with her until I come for you. Don’t let her
return here.”

Merry caught his arm. “No!” was the only word
she could manage as fresh tears sprang to her eyes. He knew that
she was saying no to more than his return to the top of the hill
and he could do nothing for her. Nothing for himself. Mark Andrew
could not look at her again or he would have taken her and run.

Christopher dutifully took hold of her arm
and pulled her along with him beginning his litany of reassuring
phrases, sounding much like a priest or a father speaking to a
child. She stumbled after him, trying to look back as Mark Andrew
retreated up the trail.

He had to go. There was no other way. Mark
did not dare even the shortest glance back.

When he reached the summit of the trail, the
sight of the devastation appalled him and renewed his own fear of
the magick his Master had wrought here in the bright summer sun.
Huge gleaming blocks of limestone lay neatly arranged in rows of
threes across the flat top of the hill beside a gaping pit from
which wisps of steam drifted. The terrible insects were no longer
working the quarry. The only evidence of their existence was the
flapping, blood-smeared silk that looked like a downed battle flag,
lying directly in front of him. It was the remains of the creature
that he had slashed with Beaujold’s sword. There had been nothing
in the thing, but air… no blood. The blood looked too red, too real
in the brilliant sunshine. This was the place where he had left the
downed Knight of the Sword. The bright red streaks on the white
limestone reminded him of the Templar Cross and white mantel. The
Templar Cross on the white shield. The Templar Cross on the white
disc on his sword. Blood, the color of life and white, the color of
divinity. There was nothing but death and destruction on the hill
top and the sight chilled him to the bone causing a deep shudder to
pass through his soul.

This was the blood of the Chevalier d’Epee
and with a sinking feeling in his stomach he knew that the Knight
was beyond help this time. Even so, someone would have to finish
the job, though he was not sure that it should be him. It was now
up to the Grand Master to decide what would be done.

Sir Edgard d’Brouchart stood with his four
remaining Knights surveying the scene in wonder and awe. The Grand
Master turned to look at Ramsay as he approached them slowly and
the others followed suit. Mark stepped over the lifeless body of
the security agent; his eyes were locked on the big, red-haired man
holding the staff of twisted ivory. He knelt on one knee in front
of the man, laid his golden sword on the ground between them and
bowed his head, exposing his neck for them to do as they would.

He closed his eyes and waited. Rough hands
closed on his shoulders and he was pulled to his feet. He opened
his eyes and saw the face of the Grand Master very close in front
of him. The watery blue eyes searched his face briefly and then he
received the kiss of greeting.

“Brother Ramsay,” d’Brouchart said simply.
“The Chevalier d’Epee has fallen. Attend to his needs.”

Mark Andrew retrieved his sword from the
ground and walked purposefully to where the gossamer strips of the
destroyed insect waved lazily in the light summer breeze. Only the
Knight’s knees and lower legs were exposed as he lay wrapped in the
bulk of the remains. Sir Ramsay used the Knight’s silver sword to
cut away the light fluff around the man’s upper body. It floated
away on the breeze, disappearing like wisps of steam or ghosts of
tormented spirits, fleeing in the heat of the noonday sun. He had
to close his eyes as he steeled himself mentally against the sight
of the Knight’s face and fought down the waves of nausea that
threatened to overwhelm him. He crossed himself and knelt beside
the inert body.

Sir Thomas Beaujold was no longer
recognizable as the man he had been for so many years. There was no
skin and very little flesh left on his upper body. His blue eyes
were exposed in hollowed sockets and his teeth grinned up in a
skeletal caricature of his former self. Bare white bone made up his
forehead and scalp and his ears were missing along with his nose.
His arms and chest and everything else that had been touched by the
skin of the worm were bloody masses of muscles, tendons, exposed
ribs and breastbone. The man’s breath rattled in his chest and even
his lungs could be glimpsed expanding and contracting through open
slits between his ribs. He still breathed, but how could it be so?
Why did it have to be he who looked upon his Brother’s dying
moments?

Ramsay caught his breath sharply as the light
blue eyes moved in their sockets. Not only alive, but
conscious!

“No!” he said aloud and brought one hand up
to cover his mouth.

“God is merciful! God is merciful!” he said
the words that he no longer believed and almost bolted when a
bloody, bony hand suddenly took hold of his collar, pulling him
down over the grotesque face. Sir Thomas was trying to speak to
him. He leaned closer and held his ear very close the lipless
mouth.

Three raspy words rattled in the man’s throat
and escaped through his teeth.

“Shrive me, Brother.”

The hand dropped away. Ramsay scrambled away
from him and stood on his knees beside him with his forehead
pressed against the hilt of the Flaming Sword of the Cherubim,
breathing hard, trying to master control of his emotions. He had
seen nothing like this in ages. The Knight of Death inhaled deeply
and then leaned over his downed Brother.

He tapped him lightly on the shoulder and
nodded before saying “Your sins are absolved, Brother. Go in
peace.”

“Forgive?” one last word rattled from the
Knight’s throat along with his final breath. Mark Andrew knew he
would have only twelve minutes to complete the ceremony before…

He raised his eyes to the bright, blue sky
and then held the sword in both hands, point up.

“I am he that liveth and was dead and behold,
I am alive forever more in God, the Creator of the Universe. I hold
the key of Death. I have seen the work of thy labors and have been
witness to the devotion of thy trust, O Brother. By this act I
commend thy soul to the Creator of the Universe and set thee free
of this broken body. Until we shall meet again in Paradise, I bid
thee farewell. Dominus vobiscum. Pax vobiscum.”

He bent over the Knight of the Sword and
kissed the bare teeth before making the sign of the cross on the
bare bone forehead. His Brother’s blood was all over him and the
cross stood out in stark relief against the ghastly background, a
reminder in blood and bone of the Order he served. He had seen many
things, but this qualified as one of the worst so far. He placed
his hand on the cold surface over the red cross and paused as the
knowledge of the Secret of the Knight of the Sword was transferred
from the dying man’s mind into his own. In the heat of the
battlefield, this would be one of his most vulnerable moments, when
he could do nothing but sink into several moments of complete
oblivion to the world around him.

The weight of the Chevalier d’Epee’s mystery
bore down on him as if one of the limestone blocks were crushing
him temporarily and then subsided as the knowledge made a space in
his head. He released his hold and got wearily to his feet. When he
raised the gleaming sword above his head, the sun flashed off the
blade as he brought it down in one resounding blow, slicing cleanly
through the man’s neck and well into the rocky ground beneath him.
The sword’s song of death wafted eerily across the space between
the Knight of Death and the tiny band of mourners, waiting near the
trail’s head.

Ramsay turned away, took two steps and sank
to the ground. He looked up at the clear sky and spoke directly to
God “Reproach hath broken my heart; and I am full of heaviness.
Forgive me, O Lord, for I am lost.”

Brother Simon and Brother von Hetz were
beside him suddenly, helping him up and literally dragging him away
from the scene. He remembered nothing more until he opened his eyes
again sometime later. The blue sky was above his head and he lay on
the flat boulder near the mouth of the collapsed tunnel leading
down into the ruined hillside. Pushing himself up tiredly, he found
his sword lying next to him. He was alone. They had left him. A
good sign at least that he would be welcomed back into the fold,
though his penance might be heavy, it would be bearable and then he
would go home to Scotland. To his home.

He picked up his sword and walked
determinedly down the trail leading back to the red brick mansion
set amidst the dark green trees in the shallow valley between the
limestone hills. The sky seemed bluer here and the leaves of the
trees greener. The roses in the garden were pinker and the gazebo
whiter. Everything in this place stood out, sharply defined,
acutely burned into his mind. He longed for the soft colors of the
meadows, the cloud-smeared skies and the deep shadows of the
ancient and holy places where the oaks spread immense limbs
overhead and he could lie on the fragrant grass and listen to the
songs of the faeries next to some aged standing stone covered with
ancient moss.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Merry sat in the wicker peacock chair in the
library, staring out the window with a blank look on her face. Her
crystal blue eyes moved, but they did not see, as they scanned the
garden paths under the trees for something… anything. Christopher
Stewart stood near the window watching the same garden paths below
the patio. His face lit up when he saw Mark Andrew making his way
quickly down the path toward the house. The apprentice threw open
the glass doors and stepped outside. His Master glanced at him
briefly, nodded curtly and then disappeared into the house.
Christopher heaved a long sigh of relief that his Master had been
spared. He stuck his hands in his pockets and whistled a little
tune as he clumped down the steps into the garden. He paused under
one of old weeping willows and glanced back the house as if unsure
whether to stay or go up the hill again. The sounds of shouts
drifted down from the new made quarry as the others struggled to
clean up the mess. Christopher turned and jogged up the path toward
the sounds of the voices. His Master would have to deal with Miss
Merry alone and he would be in enough trouble without at least
attempting to make amends to the others by volunteering his
assistance. Christopher could offer his Master no comfort, nor
could he help him avoid this unpleasant business with the woman or
the even more unpleasant business yet to come.

Inside the library, Mark Andrew knelt in
front of the Pixie one last time and took one of her hands in his.
The blank expression had been replaced by one much harder to bear.
Her eyes were full of profound sadness.

“Merry… Meredith,” he said her name and
realized inanely that he didn’t even know her last name.
Valentino’s disembodied voice rang in his ears. How so very
typical!

“Merry,” he began again. “I have come to say
farewell.”

“I know,” she nodded and placed one hand on
his cheek before touching the silver earrings entwined in the dark
strand of hair above his right ear. There were no tears, no
protests. “I love you, Mark Andrew.”

He smiled at her, slipped the little silver
ring from his pinky finger and dropped in her hand before pressing
her fingers to his lips.

“It’s not a fair trade, I suppose,” he said.
“I’ll send your trinkets back when I have the time to unlace
them.”

“You had better not, Mark Andrew Ramsay.” She
managed a smile for him. “I’ll never forgive you if you do.”

He nodded and stood up. Merry looked up at
him expectantly and he bent to kiss her lightly on the lips. She
pressed something in his hand and he looked down at the keys to his
car, resting in his bloody palm.

“God be with you, Meredith,” he told her as
he backed toward the open doors. He kept her face in his sight
until he stumbled over the threshold and found himself on the
verandah.

Merry stood up shakily and stumbled to the
door, holding on to the furniture as she went, overwhelmed by the
urge to call him back, but she only managed to blink back the tears
as she watched him disappear up the garden path. It was hard to
believe he had ever been there. The clock on the mantel chimed and
she shrieked before she realized what it was.

“I will see you again, Sir Ramsay,” she
whispered when she had recovered somewhat.

She pressed her tear-stained face against her
own reflection in the glass of the door. Turning away from the
door, she looked down at the ring clutched in her hand and then
pressed its smooth, cold surface to her lips.

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Mark Andrew rushed blindly up the stony path.
Over eight hundred years had passed since the last time he’d cried
and he had no intention of allowing anyone to see him crying now.
It was always Mark Andrew who caused others to cry. The death of
his brother in 1187 had seen the last of his tears. He was far too
old to start new habits and he had to get away from her before he
lost his resolve. There was work to do on the hill top and they had
to get away before the local authorities came out to investigate
the disturbance. When he reached the summit of the hill, he found
his Brothers straining against one of the newly cut blocks, trying
to push it over the side of the pit. The body of the downed Knight
was wrapped with von Hetz’ cloak and the Knight’s sword lay atop
the shrouded body. Another, smaller bundle lay at the Knight’s
feet. Mark swallowed hard and turned away from the sight. The body
of Valentino’s security guard, along with his head, his shotgun and
everything that might have indicated his passing was no longer in
evidence. All signs of the bloody confrontation between Ramsay and
his two latest conquests had been obliterated. There would be no
signs that the Knights had ever come here. There would be no signs
that anything had happened here other than some sort of abandoned
stone works. Only the finest forensic investigation could ever
detect that human blood had been spilled on these rocks.

The dust had settled. Their work here was
done. Finished.

Each one of the men left standing atop the
barren hill wore a different expression. Simon looked as if he was
only just recovering from being ill. The Master wore an expression
of disgust. Montague grimaced in pain and held one hand pressed
against his shoulder while blood oozed through his fingers. He
picked up the smaller bundle that had been wrapped in his own coat
and tucked it under his uninjured arm before starting off down the
trail. The Italian looked angry. He met Mark Andrew’s gaze briefly
before jerking Beaujold’s sword off the body. He handed it over to
Christopher Stewart then hefted the Knight’s body from the ground
and slung it over his shoulder. With one last look around at their
professional handiwork, he followed after Montague with the Healer
on his heels. The Grand Master walked behind them carrying the
baculus aloft in front of him like a priest in a funerary march.
The sound of a song drifted back to him. Simon was singing in an
ancient language. Words that Ramsay no longer recognized. Halfway
down the trail, d’Brouchart turned and waited for him. Ramsay sent
Christopher on ahead of him and the Ritter passed them by without
comment.

“This… lady friend of yours…” The Master
swallowed hard and looked up at the sun. Sweat stood out on his
forehead and the collar of his shirt was soaked. “How can we leave
her behind?”

“How can we take her, Sir?” Mark asked and
looked him straight in the eye as his heart lurched.

“We cannot take her with us. You know that,”
d’Brouchart looked away from him, unable to meet his gaze.

“She will hold her peace and keep silent,”
Mark told him. “I give you my word, Sir. On my oath, she will hold
her peace. These two who have perished here have no ties. She told
me this much herself.”

“And if she calls the police? What then?”
D’Brouchart squinted at him. “She knows your name. She knows your
face. She knows you live in Scotland. Scotland can become an
extremely small hiding place for a murderer.”

“If she turns me in,” Mark drew a deep breath
and let it out slowly before continuing “if she turns me in, I will
pass along my mysteries and forfeit my own life. Is that good
enough?”

The Master met his gaze for several long
moments before nodding briefly, turning on his heel and continuing
down the hill.

Christopher waited for him at the foot of the
garden. They passed the red brick mansion and Ramsay averted his
eyes from the windows of the house lest he see some glimpse of the
woman there. If he should see her, his will would surely weaken and
his broken heart might betray him in front of his Brothers. His
mind was black with despair though he knew quite well that Merry
would never turn him in. He suddenly took Christopher’s arm and
dragged him toward the garage. He had to get away… Now!

(((((((((((((<O>)))))))))))))

Lucio Dambretti lowered his grisly burden
into the rear of the white van. He backed away, blinking back tears
as he remembered their little adventure on the way to this cursed
place when Beaujold was wrapped in the expensive Persian rug. He
regretted every word of it now. He had never had much love for the
sanctimonious Knight of the Sword, but he was glad it would not be
his duty to inform the Knight’s apprentice of the death of his
Master. Simon would have that dubious honor. It would be Ramsay’s
duty to transfer the mystery to his replacement and it would be the
Master’s duty to bestow the gift of immortality on the new Knight.
Sir James Argonne would record the events in archives and Sir Barry
of Sussex would prepare his body for burial. Sir Montague would
purchase a fine coffin for him in London with the impression of his
sword carved on the surface. The Ritter would perform the funerary
rites and Simon would sing the litany. Only Philip Cambrique would
be spared any personal role in the process. He would simply arrange
for the transfer of the body and procure the proper papers from
Rome and Edinburgh. Sir Louis Champlain and Sir Hugh de Champagne
would accompany the body to Lothian for entombment beneath Ramsay’s
little chapel.

Next to Ramsay’s two chores, the Italian felt
that his was one of the most distasteful when one of the Knight’s
fell. He would be asked to examine the body to make sure that that
Thomas Beaujold had indeed departed from the empty shell. Only once
had Ramsay been required to repeat the Key of Death Ceremony, but
that had been long, long ago under some very mysterious
circumstances that Dambretti didn’t understand and didn’t care to
understand. One of them had fallen while on a mission in Romania,
buried by a rockslide. They had found the ‘body’ a week later in a
small village inn, alive, but not alive. Ramsay had killed him and
they had transported him back to France in a box, but the Key of
Death had not worked for some strange reason and Ramsay had been
forced to ‘take more aggressive steps’. What that meant, Dambretti
had no idea. He shuddered to his toes at the memory and then closed
the doors on the van.

There would be much to do when they finally
got back to Italy. He placed one hand on Simon’s shoulder and gave
him a supportive smile. He purposefully turned away from the Grand
Master, lest he be blamed for this entire fiasco as was usual. He
stopped to watch the black El Dorado as it passed by them on its
way toward the highway.

“Your Grace?” He looked back at the big
red-haired man and waited for instructions

“There is much work to do, Golden Eagle.” The
Master tugged on his coat sleeve, pulled his handkerchief from his
pocket and mopped his brow. “Brother Simon, see to Sir Montague’s
needs. Ritter, if you please,” he said as he handed over the
baculus to the German Knight.

There would be favors to call in, documents
to prepare, bribes to pay. Lucio hoped that he would not be called
upon to assist in making the arrangements. He only wanted to get
back home to Naples where he intended to get drunk and then sleep
for a week or two after the burial, before wallowing in self-pity
and guilt for a few years. Of course, Amelia would be there to help
him get through it all. He could not help but feel a measure of
responsibility for what had happened to the Knight of the Sword.
The Italian had been senior to the French Knight by several
centuries. If he had been more reliable, the Master would have put
him in charge of the mission rather than Beaujold and then,
perhaps, things might have turned out differently. In charge or
not, he knew in his heart that the Master would place a great deal
of the blame on him. It had always been so. Never in charge, but
always responsible.

Von Hetz held the baculus reverently, but
frowned at the disappearing automobile carrying Ramsay and his
irreverent apprentice.

“Your Grace?” The German asked the same
open-ended question as the Italian.

“We will meet with him in Italy,” the Master
told him after a protracted silence. He brushed his hands together
as if washing them and turned toward the van as the healer held the
passenger door open for him. “I will ride with Sir Beaujold. Golden
Eagle, take the wheel.”

Dambretti sighed and shook his head. He had
hoped to drive Montague’s rental car back to town. He had actually
hoped to have some excuse to lag behind so that he might say
goodbye to the woman. Somehow he felt that he owed her an
explanation for Mark Ramsay and all that had occurred. Somehow he
had hoped to wrangle an invitation to return next summer… just to
check on her. But it was not to be so. Not this time. He glanced
back at the house once more, wondering if she might be watching
them.


Chapter Twelve of Twelve

I looked for some to take pity, but there was
none; and for comforters, but I found none.





The chamber was dark, lit only by numerous yellow candles stuck in
an iron candlestick and sputtering torches held in black metal
sconces along the rough-cut stone walls, but it didn’t matter.
There was nothing of beauty here. The floor was damp and water
glistened on the dark walls. The smell of mold and his sister,
mildew, hung in the smoky air. This was the most ancient part of
the Villa, dating back to the height of the Roman Empire when the
early Christians had sought out such places to meet and worship
their new god. The walls were decorated with ancient graffiti.
Names, dates, witty sayings and everywhere was the sign of the
fish, the secret symbol of the Christians. No one had entered here,
under the catacombs, in years. Not since the fearful days of the
Inquisition when the Templars had been declared heretics, had these
chambers seen signs of life. Here some had sought temporary refuge,
tended by the sympathetic lay brothers until the chance to flee had
come. The Church of Rome had betrayed them and they had expected no
less, but they had allowed their own power, their own wealth and
their own arrogance to bring their ultimate downfall, believing in
an enlightened system of ‘Truth conquers All’ that was too radical
for the times. The Church had wanted ignorance and blind obedience.
Since then, they had taken great pains to work out a sort of truce
with Rome. A mutually agreeable stalemate. Never trusting anyone or
any institution with their secrets. Taking the greatest pains to
conceal their missions, their goals, their activities under a
number of different guises. Always being there when great events
unfolded, but never being in evidence. Never taking the credit for
anything that they did and never living down the reputation
bestowed upon them by the corrupted Holy See since the time of the
French King Philipe le Bel.

It had been a shock to the Italian Knight and
the Scot as well to hear the same false accusations on the lips of
Cecile Valentino almost seven hundred years later. Almost seven
hundred years of anonymity, clouded by legend, speculation and
exaggeration. The Templars had taken on a magickal, mystical
quality that time could only enhance to the point of absurdity. But
Truth in this particular case might have seemed much less
believable than fiction.

These unadorned yet hallowed halls served the
Order in more ways than one. Tonight’s purpose was not one that
gave cause for celebration, but never-the-less gave pause for
reflection and meditation and would, ultimately give those involved
reason to wonder if their work, their sacrifice and their Holy
Commission were nothing more than vain dreams of a time that would
never come to pass.

The Chevalier du Morte could see nothing from
beneath the heavy black hood covering his head. He could sense the
presence of the ten men in the room with him as he knelt before the
stone altar. Five Knights aligned on either side of him, standing
with their backs against the wall. Every man’s face deeply obscured
within the shadows of the hooded mantles they wore over their white
surcoats and chain mail. The sound of each movement was amplified
inside the hollow rock chamber. The jingle of chain mail and the
squeak of leather belts and scabbards seemed unnaturally loud as
the men gathered there in full dress uniform, swayed slightly to
and fro. Ramsay wore no surcoat, no mantle nor weapon, no boots nor
even socks on his bare feet which were crossed at the ankles behind
him as he knelt on the damp floor. His clothing was reduced to a
single pair of loose black trousers and the hood. His wrists, also
crossed behind his back, were tied with a length of new rope,
securely fastened and knotted to preclude any hope of escape.

The accused knew where he was, knew the
identity of every man in the room though he did not know where each
would be standing. The hood was provided rather for the comfort of
the punishing Brothers, rather than the confusion of the condemned.
He would not know which of them approached him when the punishment
began and would not be able to accurately associate mercy or
brutality with the rightful owner. Such anonymity would help to
prevent future retaliatory efforts on the part of the prisoner.

They had been arguing for more than two weeks
around the Council Table at the Villa in southern Italy. Sir Ramsay
had never witnessed anything like it in all the years that he had
been a member of the Council of Twelve. Never had the Master
allowed such a round table discussion to last for so long before
calling for a vote. The pros and cons had been hashed and re-hashed
after the funeral and the Initiation and Rites had been completed
for the installation of the new Knight of the Sword.

Sir Ramsay had, naturally been excluded from
these discussions. He had spent the time under house arrest in the
guest quarters. Only Christopher had been allowed to attend him and
the boy knew nothing of what was passing in the Council Chamber.
The inactivity and boredom had driven him to distraction and he was
almost glad to have the thing over and done.

Christopher would be allowed to take him home
after Simon pronounced him well enough to travel. Christopher
Stewart’s punishment for leaving the compound without authority
would be suspension from Sir Barry’s Academy for one year. The
young man had barely contained his joy when the sentence had been
announced. He felt like Br’er Rabbit in the briar patch. A whole
year’s respite from the stern schoolmaster. The only thing he
regretted was the separation from his friend Armand de Bleu and,
since Armand’s Master was one of the French Knights aligned with
Sir Beaujold’s manner of thinking, Armand would never receive
permission to visit Scotland. Of course, Sir Ramsay had been sorely
disappointed. He wanted the prescribed three year training to be
over and done so that Christopher could begin his real training in
Scotland. He had much to learn about alchemy and there was much to
teach about life and death and the Order and God. Mark Andrew was
worried about Christopher’s stubborn streak and even now in the
stuffy confines of this stone chamber of horrors, he was worried
that his apprentice would do something impetuous when he learned
what had transpired here.

A communal shudder seemed to pass through the
room as the Grand Master entered the stuffy chamber with an unnamed
attendant witness, who was not a Knight of the Council, near his
right shoulder. The two men made their way down the dual line of
fully armored Knights. As he passed, each pair turned to face the
altar. The unnamed man, also wearing a hooded mantle, would be one
of the lay brothers or older apprentices. He would actually stand
in for the Knight of Death and participate in the punishment in
order to bear witness to the fact that it was meted fairly.

The Grand Master, also dressed in the same
garb as his Knights, stood between Ramsay and the altar. The man
heaved an audible sigh and placed one gloved hand on the hilt of
his sword.

“Brother Ramsay, do you understand the
charges of which you have been found guilty?” His deep voice echoed
in the stone chamber.

Mark Andrew nodded his head and felt the
cool, comfort of the silver filigreed earrings braided into a lock
of his hair brush against his bare neck under the hood.

“Do you willingly accept the penance meted
out by this court?”

He nodded again. “I do,” came the muffled
reply from the bowed head of the Knight of Death.

“Have you any further words for thy Brothers’
sakes?” The Master asked him.

The convicted man nodded his head yet once
more.

“Speak,” the Master’s voice seemed to crack
just a bit under the strain.

“I looked for some to take pity, but there
was none; and for comforters, but I found none,” Mark Andrew
recited these most fitting words from the Holy Scriptures, Psalms,
Chapter 69, as he braced himself against what he was about to
receive. A barely audible groan escaped one of his Brothers, though
none of them moved or spoke out in his defense. That time had
passed.

“So be it,” the Grand Master stepped away and
resumed his post behind the altar, where the light from the
guttering candles cast his face in dark shadows.

He raised one hand and made a fist as a
signal to the Knight who had drawn the first tile to step forward.
The Knight moved forward and stopped beside the kneeling Chevalier
du Morte.

“Let the Twelve of Twelve begin,” the Grand
Master dropped his hand and turned his back to them. He would be
the last to administer his share of the punishment.

The first Knight raised his gloved hand much
the same as the Master had just done, made a fist and struck the
kneeling man a deafening blow on his head, sending him to the floor
in a heap.

“One!” The voices of the ten assembled
Knights in the chamber rose in unison in the room.

The lay brother reached down, picked up the
stricken man and stood him back on his knees. It would be his job
to pick him up after each blow and if necessary, it would be his
duty to literally hold him up until the sentence was carried
through completion. The first Knight raised his fist again and
struck him another, equally powerful blow on the opposite side of
his head, sending him sprawling on the cold stone floor a second
time. When the lay brother picked him up the second time, blood
dripped onto his hand from under the hood.

“Two!” The voices of the ten assembled
Knights in the chamber rose again in unison and the first Knight
raised his fist again.





Finished.





Quotes taken from listed sources, the Holy Bible KJV and Primitive
Rule of Order, Poor Knights of Solomon’s Temple.
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