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      SEPTEMBER 1297

      DOL, DUCHY OF BRITTANY

      Armel rubbed his aching shoulder, adjusting the leather strap of his workbag so it didn’t bite so deep.

      “Do you see, boy?” Uncle Erwan clapped a massive hand on Armel’s back, nearly making him stumble in the dusty road. “Just over the rise, there is Dol.” The village sat, nestled on a hill at the curve of the river Guyoult.

      By the saint’s blessed bones. Finally. Armel got his feet steady under him again, and for the first time since the three-day journey began he felt like smiling. “I need a bath,” he told his uncle.

      Uncle Erwan stroked his red beard, the crow’s feet forming at the corners of his eyes appearing. “First we must present ourselves to Master Judoc, see the scope of the work, and then we can find lodgings.”

      Armel cursed under his breath. His uncle was right, he knew, but the journey had been long and uncomfortable. The days had grown cloudy and chilled faster than usual, and his short tunic and wool trews hadn’t kept him warm. He’d left his heavy winter cloak at home with his parents, assuming he’d be back to visit them before he needed it.

      The town of Dol rose up before them, growing larger and larger the closer Armel walked. Dirt paths wound around stone and timber buildings. Plants sprung from planters, and freshly-thatched roofs touched the sky. In the center of town a massive stone structure jutted upward, proud and mighty. The wooden roof sloped dramatically down toward flying buttresses and the rest of the cathedral. In two corners the ruins of the two towers remained, cutting like jagged teeth into the sky, vengeful and angry even a hundred years after their destruction.

      By the time they’d reached the cathedral grounds and met Master Judoc, the chief stonemason, Armel’s stomach growled repeatedly. He stayed back, letting his uncle make introductions, negotiate their daily wage, and receive lodging recommendations. Instead, Armel surveyed the construction site. The cathedral had been destroyed several times over the last five hundred years, the last time by the evil English king in 1203. Judging by the men walking amongst outbuildings and side doors of the main cathedral, most of it was back in working order—and rebuilt using modern techniques and architectural styles.

      Men and boys bustled over the remains of the south tower, ladders and trestle tables everywhere mixed with blocks of stone, carefully stacked timber, and craftsmen surveying the progress. In the distance a blacksmith’s forge produced smoke and heat.

      Uncle Erwan was a talented stonemason who often traveled, working on large projects for months at a time. When he’d received the invitation to work on rebuilding a cathedral’s tower, he’d jumped at the chance. And Armel’s father, who was also a stonemason of lesser renown, jumped at the opportunity to have Armel apprentice under Erwan. Not many young men could say they’d finished their apprenticeship by working on the tower of a gothic cathedral. And if the pay was good, Armel’s parents reasoned, he could be hired on as a stonemason in his own right. A tower would take several years to build, depending on how many teams were employed, so he could become a member of the local guild and make work connections before the end of the project.

      Armel shaded his eyes and looked up at the cathedral, examining the work of craftsmen done before he’d been born. In nooks and crannies along the buttresses carved figures stood as sentries, watching over the church grounds. Wings splayed behind the stone effigies, bold and pale gray in the autumnal light.

      Gargoyles, he realized. And exquisitely carved gargoyles at that.

      “Ah, so our watchers have caught you, I see.”

      Armel glanced over to see a middle aged man wiping his delicate tools with a leather cloth. “They’re beautiful,” he breathed.

      “You should get a look up close at them,” the man said. “Finest carvings I’ve ever seen.” He turned to face Armel. “Stonemason apprentice?”

      Armel nodded, then glanced at the man’s chisel. It was narrow and delicate, the sign of a stone sculptor. “Did you do those?”

      The man wiped his brow with his forearm and laughed. “No, those have been there for about a hundred years, the monks say. Which is too bad because I’d love to learn from the master craftsman who made them.”

      Armel squinted, searching for a way up to the roof so he could study them.

      “Just don’t go wandering the site after dark,” the sculptor warned.

      Armel’s jaw ticked and he folded his arms, but agreed. He wasn’t some knobby-kneed boy whose stones hadn’t yet dropped. He knew safety precautions around a working site, and only an idiot would attempt to traverse open construction, with its sharp tools and uneven ground, at night.

      “Odd things tend to happen at night,” the man continued. “People getting hurt but having no memory of how.”

      Armel scratched the stubble growing on his chin and opened his mouth to ask more, but his uncle interrupted.

      “Erwan of Pont Aven.” He dipped his head in greeting. “Well met, sculptor.”

      The sculptor returned the greeting, then glanced at the sky. “The sun’s setting soon. Let me gather up my tools and I’ll walk you to the lodging house I use.”
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        * * *

      

      Armel hurried up the dirt road, back toward the base of the tower. He cursed himself, wishing he was sitting at a warm fire eating rabbit pottage, like his uncle, rather than running back to fix his mistake.

      They’d been in Dol a week now, and had fallen into a comfortable routine working alongside the other stonemasons. The monks stayed away from the tower construction, but were friendly enough. Today would’ve been a perfectly adequate day, except the autumn rains were sweeping in and the temperatures dropping. That meant the boy who usually mixed mortar for Armel and Erwan was sick in bed with a nasty cough, which in turn meant Armel had mixed mortar for his uncle. He’d grumbled at having to complete a child’s job; it was the first task an apprentice learned when he was twelve or thirteen. But it couldn’t be helped.

      “No,” Armel groused as he tucked his hands into his armpits and reached the edge of the worksite. No, what could’ve been helped was mixing the right amount. Or at least covering the damn bucket with a cloth so it would still be good to use tomorrow.

      He paused, searching for a safe path around the carpenters’ area to reach where the half-cut blocks of stone rested. After carefully making his way to his uncle’s bucket and draping a cloth over it, he turned to look over all the work in progress.

      The heavy clouds parted for an instant, and the graying light of the dying sun lit upon the line of gargoyles high overhead.

      Armel chewed on his lower lip, thinking. Uncle Erwan kept him so busy he’d not had a chance to explore the completed portions of the cathedral. He spied a sturdy scaffold erected near the smooth stone wall and climbed it. Once at the top, he grabbed hold of the stone ledge and heaved himself up, until he sat in one of the crannies below the roof and beside one of the gargoyles.

      He dusted off his trews and stood, leaning close to inspect the work. In the colorless, disappearing light, it was hard to see, but he couldn’t find a single chisel mark on the creature. He whistled low in admiration. The gargoyle was a handsome devil, too. He stood an inch taller than Armel, truly lifelike in every way. Gargoyles were carved to be monstrous, often with different aspects of dangerous animals, to ward off evil spirits and protect the building’s inhabitants. But these creatures were mostly human, with batlike wings springing from their bare backs and tiny horns from their temples. Muscles rippled across this statue’s wide chest, and his legs were braced in a warrior’s stance. Armel crouched low to examine each individually carved toe, complete with toenails. As he stood, he got an eyeful of the statue’s groin. He swallowed a laugh, for the sculptor had almost lovingly carved a large, extremely realistic, cock between powerful thighs.

      As the shadows of night descended over the cathedral, Armel reached out and stroked the smooth batwing of the gargoyle, admiring the fine veins within the rock, so reminiscent of human veins filled with blood.

      And the gargoyle…shivered.

      Armel froze, fingertips still touching the edge of one warm wing.

      Then the stone head rotated, the sound of rocks scraping against each other, and perfectly silver eyes stared straight into Armel’s.

      Shock nearly petrified him. He yanked his hand back, losing his balance. His feet scraped the edge of
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