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Foreword

by David Wood



I’ve been a fan of Lee Murray’s novels since the release of Into the Mist, the first Taine McKenna adventure. I love action-adventure and horror fiction, particularly stories with a grounding in historical events or authentic legends, and with a strong sense of place. And adding some badass monsters doesn’t hurt, either. Time and again, Murray delivers the type of story I love to read: thrilling, dark, and authentic, with layers of historical and cultural influences. Needless to say, I jumped at the chance to take an advance peek at Grotesque: Monster Stories.

This collection of eleven stories blends mythologies from around the world, including Europe, China, and New Zealand, with Lee’s trademark action and horror. There’s something here for everyone: adventure, fantasy, horror, dystopia, even kaiju! The stories vary in length, ranging from flash fiction all the way up to novella length. Some are originals while others are previously published, and several are award-winners or finalists.

The collection opens with Grotesque, an original story in which construction workers discover a cave which hides a deadly secret. The story flashes back to the 1500s where the secret is revealed, before returning to the present. I won’t go into greater detail, but its grounding in history makes this one of my favourites.

Monsters abound in Hawaiki, a tale that draws from Chinese mythology and the Māori immigration story. With generous dollops of fantasy and action, it’s an engrossing story. Māui’s Hook is another excellent monster story with a strong foundation of Māori mythology, and is sure to “hook” fans of kaiju monster stories.

Two more standouts—Who am I kidding? They’re all fantastic—are The New Breed, an action-packed zombie survival tale, and Cave Fever, a post-apocalyptic young adult tale which could easily serve as the foundation of a series.

Horror is on full display in Selfie and Dead End Town. Both are grim, at times difficult reads, and well-crafted. Selfie is a tale of body horror, in which a woman finds herself fused to another man, and to a selfie stick. Dead End Town is a work of Lovecraftian horror with themes of domestic violence. I found it a challenging read on an emotional level, but it’s a fine story, and it’s easy to see why it was a Bram Stoker Award® finalist.

Taine McKenna fans will love Into the Clouded Sky. This novelette follows the events of the Taine McKenna Adventures trilogy and finds McKenna vacationing at Lake Rotomahana in New Zealand when, predictably, things go awry. It’s difficult to synopsize a work of this length without spoilers, so I’ll simply say, “Action, thrills, monsters, awesome!”

If I were to choose a favourite from this collection, I’d have to go with Edward’s Journal. It’s a historical tale of Lovecraftian horror, its core told through journal entries, and is grounded in actual historical events and legends. Sometimes the “letter writing” motif lends a sense of distance and a lack of urgency to the events being described, but that’s not the case here. I was fully invested from the outset, and as the story progressed, each journal entry ratcheted up the tension and the ending left me wanting more.

While I didn’t specifically mention every story in the collection, I enjoyed them all. Each brings something unique to the collection and I’m honoured to be included via this foreword. If you’re already familiar with Lee Murray’s work, dive right in. If Murray is a new author to you, I’m sure this collection will leave you hungry for more.

David Wood

March 2020


Grotesque



Clos Lucé, France, Present Day

“You found what?” Patrice Oury switches the phone to his other ear. “A concealed door? You’re kidding? Leading where?” He shakes his head. “Okay, wait there. I’ll be right down.”

Closing his computer, Oury slaps on his hard hat and steps out of the portable construction office. Keeping to the designated pathways, he shows his site badge to the museum staff before making his way to the basement, avoiding the late afternoon da Vinci tourists scurrying from room to room, oohing and aahing over everything from drapery to flying machines.

At the corner of the basement, a sign saying “Entrée Interdite” swings on a velvet cordon. Oury unhooks it, steps through, then replaces the cordon before descending the stone staircase. With arched brick ceilings and mottled limestone walls, the staircase is barely wide enough for two men to walk abreast. The stone treads are remarkably well preserved, although that could change if certain parties get their way.

One flight down, he passes a little wine cellar on the right, but Oury’s going deeper still, to the subterranean passage that runs between the Château d’Amboise to the Clos du Lucé.

Built by King Francis 1st, the tunnel kept the king’s head dry when stopping by to visit his old friend. But recently it had suffered a cave-in, sparking debate about its future: some want the subterranean pathway reopened to the public, others say it should be closed and preserved for future generations. One of those devil-you-do, devil-you-don’t situations. The brouhaha is still raging, but the legalities aren’t Oury’s problem. His job is to ensure the safe excavation of the passage.

At the bottom of the stairs, pale electric light illuminates the tunnel before him. Five hundred metres of twists and turns to the south, it opens onto an identical set of stairs in the Château d’Amboise, but Oury doesn’t have to go that far to find his team. Thirty metres in, his foreman Jean-Yves Mida sits on his haunches with his back against the stone wall. Seeing Oury, Mida scrambles to his feet.

“It’s over here,” he says, gesturing behind him to his right. “Pascal, move the spotlight, will you, so the boss can see.”

For a moment, the light swings wildly, glancing off the walls like something out of a gangster movie, eventually stopping on a crudely cut wooden slab covered in dust and debris, the iron hinges crusted with rust. It was well concealed in a recess; if it hadn’t been pointed out to him, Oury might’ve missed it.

He gives it a rap with his knuckles. “Nobody home. I wonder where it leads.”

“That’s just the point,” says Mida. “Should we even be touching it? Our contract is for excavating the tunnel between the two châteaux. Nobody said anything about exploring any other tunnels.”

“I suspect no one knows anything about it, Jean-Yves. I don’t recall any secondary tunnels marked on the blueprints.”

“Maybe when they built it, they were going to curve the tunnel that way, but hit an obstruction,” says Hubert Gourand, getting in his penny’s worth.

Mida nods. “Makes sense. The Amasse River runs through the château grounds, and the Loire’s only a stone’s throw away. The tunnel’s builders might’ve come across an underground tributary.”

Pascal steps closer, causing the spotlight to lurch. “I can noiselessly construct, to any prescribed point, subterranean passages—either straight or winding—passing if necessary under trenches or a river…” he says.

Mida turns, for an instant the light shining hard on one side of his face. “What on earth are you rabbiting on about, Pascal?”

“It’s from the letter da Vinci wrote to Ludovic Sforza, the one suggesting the duke make him his war engineer,” Pascal replies. “I read it on the wall, upstairs, in the museum.”

“Good to hear you’ve been improving your mind. Now if you could just improve the direction of the spotlight, we’ll all be happy,” grumbles Mida.

Oury strokes his beard. Maybe there’s something in what the apprentice is saying. The passage was built for the king’s own use, perhaps even designed by the king’s engineer himself, and yet this door is shabby and poorly constructed as if it’d been put in hastily, perhaps to cover a mistake. Just the kind of thing that makes an interesting segue on a guided tour. “I guess there’s no harm in taking a look, is there?”

The team sets to work, freeing the door from the rock. It takes a while. Standing around in the cool air of the tunnel, Oury wishes he’d brought his jacket. At last, the hinge pins are prised out and the debris brushed away. Mida grasps the circular latch and pulls. The door doesn’t budge.

“Here, let’s use this,” Hubert says, slipping a spade handle through the iron loop. On either end of the handle, each with a foot on the wall, the two men heave on the spade.

“Tadadada,” Pascal says, mimicking a drum roll.

The door pops off, Hubert tumbling backwards in the narrow passageway.

“For fuck’s sake, hold the light still, Pascal,” Mida barks.

Behind the door is a wall of rock, a barrage of rough-cut limestone blocks.

“Well, that explains it,” Mida says. “There was a cave-in.”

Dusting off his pants with his hands, Hubert nods. “And rather than clear it, they decided to take another route.”

“Hang on a sec.” Oury holds up a hand. “Hubert, pass me the concrete scanner, will you?”

Hubert brings it over. Oury sets it up. After a moment, he adjusts the angle so his foreman can see the screen. “Take a look at this.”

Mida examines the output. He gives a low whistle. “That’s no tunnel.”

Château d’Amboise, France, 17 March 1560

Francis, the king of France, yawns loudly.

Pierre Danès ignores the boy’s boorishness—after all, the king’s only sixteen—and continues his lesson. “Titus Livius tells us that Horatius Cocles was on guard when Janiculum was captured by a sudden attack—”

The boy’s uncle, the duke of Guise, bursts into the room. “Blood princes! Those conniving sons of whores! I’ll have their blood. It’s treason, nothing less!” the duke roars.

On his heels, Charles, Cardinal of Lorraine, takes a moment to close the doors. “Du calm, brother. You fear that rabble? Worrisome flies. They should be pleased we afford them such esteem.”

The young king jumps to his feet. “A rabble? Where? What… what’s happening?”

“Condé is happening, that’s what!” Monsieur de Guise kicks at a footstool, overturning it and sending it several paces into the room. “The whoreson has only gone and incited a Huguenot uprising,” he rails. “Led by de Barry of Renaudie, his protestant hell spawn march on Amboise as we speak.”

“They’re coming here?” Francis blinked.

Thinking it best to leave, Danès closes his book and bows. “With your permission, Monsieur, I’ll take my leave. You’ll wish to discuss this matter in private.”

“Stay where you are, Danès,” the duke snaps. “And you, Humières. This concerns you, too.” Danès’s head whips up. He’d forgotten the king’s governor had been attending to some correspondence at the rear of the salle while Danès had been delivering his lesson.

But the uncles’ news has sent the young king into a panic. Rushing to the window, Francis’s eyes dart over the valley, the courtyard, the river. “How many are coming?” he blurts. “When will they arrive? What shall we do?”

“For heaven’s sake, Francis! Get away from there!” the duke shouts.

Quick on his feet, Humières grabs the king by his person and drags him away from the window. “My lord, please, come away. It isn’t safe.”

Shrugging off the governor, Francis sits heavily on a brocade couch. He shakes his head. “I don’t understand. What do they want?”

The duke snorts. “What have you been teaching him, Danès? Their intent is obvious: they’d have you dead, Francis, so they can contaminate the realm with their Protestant twattle. Your brother is only ten. If you were to die, what chance would he have?”

Francis blanches.

Danès digs his fingers into his palms. Why does Guise have to be so brutal? Can’t he see the boy is scared stiff? Thank goodness, his brother the cardinal is capable of some diplomacy.

“Francis,” the priest says. “I must urge you to leave the castle. For your safety, and for France.”

The duke exhales deeply.

“Yes, yes. Escape. It’s the best solution. A small party: two guards, three at most, his nurse maid Humières, and Danès, his tutor. Our enemies will expect him to flee with a king’s entourage, but a small party—”

Francis’s jaw drops, his colour draining. “You… you… want me to go out there?”

“No, no, of course not,” the cardinal reassures him. “We would not risk France so cheaply. No, you’ll take the underground passage to the Clos Lucé.”

Francis looks up. “The tunnel my grandfather Francis Big Nose made for the painter?”

Danès stifles a twinge of disappointment for his charge. Even under threat, it isn’t proper for a young king to show such disrespect for his namesake the late king, or indeed for Signore Leonardo da Vinci, who wasn’t merely a painter, but a polymath of the greatest distinction.

“The basement tunnel?” the king says.

The cardinal nods. “The very one.”

“It’s been closed up.”

“It can be reopened.”

“It’s the best solution,” the duke says again. “The Clos Lucé is small, but the château is well-fortified, and few, if any, have knowledge of the tunnel.”

The cardinal steeples his hands beneath his chin. “A handful of old men is all. Your grandfather’s guards. All loyal men.”

“What does my mother say?” Francis whispers.

Sighing, the cardinal drops to one knee. He takes the boy’s slender hand in his. Francis’s fingers tremble. “My lord, your mother still mourns the loss of her consort, your much beloved father. Her grief is indescribable. If we were to add to that news of your peril, it could send her into an abyss too deep and too dark to endure. No, Francis, even if she were still your regent—which she is not—we could not burden our cousin Catherine with this news.”

Returning the footstool to its feet, Humières pipes up. “If I may, sire, such is the military experience of Monsieur de Guise, we could escape the castle and be back before your mother even notes your absence.”

“Absolutely: a day or two should be all I need to put down the Protestant upstarts,” the duke agrees.

The king forces a smile. “I suppose there’ll be spiders down there.”

The cardinal grins. “Better a few spiders than an execution, my lord.”

His hand on the king’s shoulder, Danès feels the boy shudder.

The cardinal’s guards have barely uncovered the blocked-off passage, when a runner comes from the gatehouse.

“My lord, I’ve been looking for you everywhere. They’re here! De Barry and his men,” he says between breaths, his chest heaving. “They’re attacking the castle.”

An attack? So soon? Danès’s heart sinks. Beside him, the king steadies himself against the wall. Humières mutters under his breath.

“My oath, but they’re a nuisance,” the duke curses. “I’ll see to it.” He turns to his brother. “As soon as Francis is in the tunnel, have the wall put back up.” He strides away, the breathless runner at his heel.

The king dances from one foot to another. Danès’s own nerves are in shreds by the time the final block is removed and the hole is large enough for a man to pass. One by one they crawl through: Danès, Humières, the king, and three of the cardinal’s guards. The smallest among them, the king, has the best of it, and yet even he emerges with his tunic covered in dust, his hose ripped, and his hair dishevelled. He looks less like a monarch and more like a child out for an adventure in an apple orchard. Torches and weapons are passed through the gap. On the other side, the cardinal’s men are already reconstructing the wall.

“Wait!” Francis says abruptly. “Who will open the passage at the other end?”

It’s a good question. One Danès hadn’t thought to ask.

“No one,” the cardinal replies. Another block is pushed into place.

“But surely if—”

Shouts break out somewhere inside the castle. Rebels breaching the walls?

“God be with you,” the cardinal whispers and the last stone is replaced, the shaft of light closing behind them.

They’re entombed.

Danès’s knees wobble. His pulse thunders. Putting the wall back was necessary to conceal their escape, but Danès wasn’t prepared for this… this sense of finality. It’s as if he’ll never again see the surface. Never again breathe the scent of oranges. See the sun of his native Greece—

Silly superstition!

What good is he, overcome with timidity in the king’s moment of need? As the boy’s tutor, he must lead by example. Stiffening his back and his resolve, Danès breathes out his fear.

Humières has no such qualms, or else he hides them well. The governor squares his shoulders and lifts his torch. “Right, then,” he says. “Let’s be off.”

With Humières in the lead, and the young king sequestered safely in their midst, they hasten down the narrow flight of stairs and into the bowels of the castle, the temperature plunging as they descend. Yellow torchlight flickers on the pale stone, and the air is redolent with damp and musk. At the base of the stairwell, there is only one route, its issue invisible in the distance. Unperturbed, Humières plunges onwards.

“Is it very far?” Francis’s voice booms.

One of the guards hisses.

Humières halts. Returning to the king, he places a hand on the boy’s shoulder and leans close. “Sire, I beg you, lower your voice, lest our enemies hear.”

Francis’s eyes grow wide in fear. Nodding, he says nothing.

Humières resumes his position in the vanguard, and once again they hurry forward, Danès wincing as grit crunches underfoot.

Suddenly, a distant crash reverberates off the stonework. They freeze. Humières raises his hand, signalling for quiet. Danès holds his breath. He strains to hear. There’s a shout. Another crash. His hand on his mouth, the king smothers a gasp.

Footsteps.

“The Huguenots have breached the wall,” Humières says, though they all must know it. “Take the king and carry on. I’ll go back and slow them down.”

Francis grabs him by his tunic. “What, and hold the tunnel by yourself?”

Humières smiles, his teeth glowing in the flickering light. “The passage is narrow. I shall be like noble Horatio, who held the bridge at Janiculum.”

One of the guards hands his torch to the king. “I’ll go with him, sire.”

The pair run off into the gloom.

“Let’s go,” Danès says, although his legs quake. The four of them quicken their pace. They haven’t gone far when Danès’s torch reveals an obstacle: rocks and debris, the length of several rooms, block their path. A cave-in.

“Please, you have to save me!” The king’s voice is shrill. “They’ll murder me.”

One of the guards, a squat, study fellow, says, “Sire, we’ll not let that happen.” Yet even as he says it, screams reach them, strident shrieks funnelled through the stillness.

Desolate, agonised appeals.

The hairs on Danès’s neck rise. Someone is dying. Huguenot traitors or one of their own?

“We have to climb over; there’s no other way,” says the taller guard. Already, he’s clambering over the rocks, one hand reaching back to help the king. The sturdy guard follows, pushing the king without ceremony from the rear.

Danès climbs too, jagged rock punching through his shoes. The rocks are loose, slipping out from beneath him. More than once, he comes down heavily on an elbow, a knee. His tunic is ruined and his fingers scraped raw. He ignores the pain because someone’s coming, their feet pounding on the packed earth. How many? He can’t tell: his heartbeat is too loud in his ears. “Hurry!” he urges. “They’re coming!”

“Danès!”

Relief floods him. It’s Humières. Danès turns to greet him, but reaching the rockfall, the governor doesn’t slow. He leaps onto the boulders, flitting from rock to rock, as nimble as a boy crossing a creek. In an instant, he’s caught Danès and passed him by. “Make haste,” he calls.

“The guard?”

“Dead. Along with a stream of Condé’s disciples. Their bodies are stacked higher than my navel.”

Danès laughs. “You did it. Our Horatio.”

But looking back, Humières shakes his head, his expression is grim. “The day is not won. The cardinal helped us, attacking the invaders from the rear, but I couldn’t hold the way alone.”

Danès sucks in a breath. “We have to warn the others.” More accustomed to the classroom, his legs are blancmange, yet he puts on a spurt of speed, catching up to Humières. They leap to the ground on the other side of the cave-in, where the guards are waiting with the king.

“Humières? Where’s my man?” the king stammers.

The governor says nothing.

“How many are coming?” the tall guard asks.

“I counted twelve, Breton,” Humières replies. “But it was dark, so there could’ve been more.”

“Two of us will have to go with the king,” says Sturdy. “That leaves three to stand and fight.”

“We have to outrun them.”

“Wait!” The men turn to Francis. He may be a boy, but he is still their king. “Look!”

Francis points to a tiny door. Crudely hewn, the wooden portal is neatly hidden in the rock. If they can open it and slip inside, their pursuers might miss it in the gloom and pass them by.

“It’s as good a chance as any,” Humières says. He kicks off the rusted latch and, stabbing the tip of his sword into the door jam, prises it open.

Could their luck be any worse?

Inside, the way is blocked with rubble, a single large limestone block at the top. The king groans softly. Undeterred, Humières lifts his foot and kicks. Around the block, stones and debris tumble inwards. He kicks again. The tall guard, Breton, joins in, both of them stomping at the rock, the noise mercifully drowned out by the shouts of their pursuers deeper in the tunnel.

“Hurry! They’re coming,” the king pleads.

The faintest glow appears on the wall behind them.

His face red, Humières kicks again. At last, the block tumbles inwards! Danès is first to clamber through, pulling the king bodily after him. Half-paralysed with fear, the boy doesn’t complain. Danès is still helping him to his feet when Humières and the guards scuttle through.

They pull the door closed, extinguishing all but the king’s torch. The men face the door and draw their swords. Humières puts a finger to his lips. They wait in silence. Danès’s heart is beating so hard, he’s convinced it will jump from his chest. He holds his breath, determined to still it.

Their pursuers run right by.

When their footsteps have passed, the king holds the torch aloft. “Where are we?” he asks, stepping carefully over the limestone block. The cavity is as large as a hall in the château, with several man-sized tunnels leading off it. Against one face of the chamber is a trestle table and, beside it, an upturned stool. A dusty tunic lies on the ground nearby. One of the guards kicks at the fabric, and a bone—a man’s femur—rattles out. “Jesu!” he curses softly. “That gave me a fright.”

“Human bones? What is this? Some kind of primitive crypt?” Humières whispers.

Danès approaches the trestle table. It’s covered in paper. He lifts the pages to examine them closer. “No, not a crypt. A workshop of Signore da Vinci,” he replies. “The king’s engineer was well known for being left-handed, writing from right to left and illustrating his notes with diagrams and images. This looks to be the plan for a mechanised man. And here, some sketches of the birth of an infant.”

Even in the dim light, the king’s blush is vivid. “For heaven’s sake, put that down, Monsieur. My uncle, the cardinal, says da Vinci was involved in some ungodly practices. He says it’s hardly a wonder the man was exiled from his home country.”

“With all due respect to the cardinal,” Danès says, “a scientist takes every opportunity to learn.”

“Monsieur, please!”

Chastised, Danès returns the paper to the table.

But in his haste to distance himself from the image, the king has backed into something. He squeals, his feet scrabbling in mid-air, then topples sideways, hitting the ground and sending up a shower of dust and pebbles. Somewhere far below, water splashes.

“Sssh!”

They wait, their hearts in their throats, in case the noise brings back the Huguenots. When no one comes, the king gets to his feet and Humières salvages the torch, looking for whatever it was the king had stumbled on.

It’s a wooden structure of some sort, erected next to a steep pit in the ground.

“Providence is truly with you today, my lord,” Humières says, shining the light into the narrow pit. “If you hadn’t tripped on this wooden apparatus, you might have fallen in. Given the splash, I’d wager there’s a pool at the bottom.”

The king opens his mouth and closes it again.

Putting the wooden structure back on its feet, Danès’s spirits lift. “It’ll be a pool for sure,” he says. “This apparatus, as you call it, is one of da Vinci’s inventions: a device for drawing water. See, you turn the handle here and water from the pool is carried upwards into this trough.” He turns the handle. It takes several twists, but eventually the device delivers a gush of water.

Humières lifts a handful to his mouth. “It tastes fresh enough.”

“Good to know we won’t die of thirst,” Sturdy says with sarcasm.

Beginning with the king, they take it in turns to rotate the handle and drink from the trough, the water reviving their bodies, if not their spirits.

“How long do we have to stay here?” Sturdy scuffs the dusty ground with the toe of his boot. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“At least while we’re in here, the king is safe,” Breton says. “Who knows what’s happening on the other side of that door?”

“I agree,” says Humières. “With the king’s permission, we should wait here for a day or two at least. We’ve water to sustain us, and we can burn the trestle if the need arises. When the king’s uncles have seen off the rebels, they’ll come looking for us.”

“But what if the Huguenots find us first?” the king says, scrubbing at his face. “What chance have I then? There are only four of you—three since Danès isn’t armed.”

“The king makes a good point,” Breton says, wisely ignoring the boy’s insult. “If discovered, we’re likely to be outnumbered. Maybe we should look for another way out.”

Humières takes the lead, and they venture down the first of the pathways. It leads to a dead end, the tunnel walled up with limestone blocks. They’re retracing their steps when Breton spies a narrow mezzanine with a thin wooden ladder leaning to one side. It seems to be open at the top, the ledge like a viewing platform at a tournament.

They climb up and peer over the side. It’s another cavern, only bigger, perhaps as large as the courtyard at Blois. From here, the floor is hard to discern, but Danès detects something glinting in the torchlight.

“Lift the torch over here, Humières,” he says. “I think I saw something.”

The governor raises the torch. The floor of the cavern is full of armour, perhaps thirty or forty sets, laid out in rows, each “soldier” armed with a pistol and a sword. Danès frowns. Why would Francis’s grandfather hide an armoury here, so far from the castle?

A shout rings out from across the other side of the cavern. The Huguenots are searching the tunnels! Danès pulls the king to the ground as Humières dives on their only torch, extinguishing it against his leather tunic.

The ladder!

But Breton’s already seen to it, dragging it onto the ledge behind them. They crouch in the darkness, nothing left to do but pray.

All at once, the mass of armour seethes in the darkened hollow, the limbs moving, iron grating on iron. What? Several sets of armour sit up. Danès starts. Armour doesn’t move of its own volition. But half their number are indeed moving, grating to their feet.

Da Vinci’s mechanised knights.

No, no. It’s not possible. There must be men hiding in that armour. There have to be. Danès strains his eyes, focussing hard on one of the figures. There—a head! It seems… familiar. His heart lurches. It’s a grotesque, one of da Vinci’s caricatures. Except there’s nothing amusing about it: it’s hideous. Odious. A male, it has thick misshapen lips, a pocked protruding forehead, and a hooked nose. Turning towards the intruders, it gives a twisted smile.

Danès shakes his head. He must be dreaming. He glances at Humières. The governor’s face is grey and stricken.

The king grips his arm. “What do you see?” he whispers.

“Not now, Francis,” Danès says.

The half-human, half-machine abominations have lined themselves up across the cavern, their weapons drawn. The Huguenots hold their ground. Perhaps they think the king is hidden amongst this gruesome metal army?

The atrocities advance, firing on the Huguenots. Noise booms in the cavern. It bounces off the walls. Several of the rebels fall, the remainder retreating into the recesses on either side of the tunnel. Yet none of the fallen men are dead. The monsters advance to finish them off, their movements slow and stiff. The Huguenots in the tunnel fire frantically. It’s without hope; their shots ping uselessly off the armour plates, ricocheting into walls. The monsters keep coming, the incessant grate of their limbs making Danès’s teeth ache.

A female with a face as brutish as a boar shunts her way to the front. Her wrinkled bosom on display and her sword drawn, she advances on one of the fallen men. His screams carrying over the din, he scrambles back towards the tunnel, dragging his useless leg. Danès silently wills him to hurry. Whether the rebel’s shrieks are prompted by the sight of her face or the glint of her blade, Danès can’t say, but they become a gurgled bleat when she hacks at his neck.

Within seconds, the hook-nosed creature is there. On bended knee, it lowers its ugly face to the wound, ripping the flesh with its teeth and tearing the man’s head from his neck in a tangle of sinew and nerves.

Breton vomits. Danès pushes the king down and bites his own tongue to keep from crying out.

The Huguenots haven’t given up. While the woman crouches over her victim, one of the rebels launches a charge. His sword raised, he hacks the grotesque
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