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“I do not fear Satan half so much as I fear those who fear him.”


 



Saint Teresa of Avila


 
 


“The will is a beast of burden. If God mounts it, it wishes and goes as God wills; if Satan mounts it, 
it wishes and goes as Satan wills; Nor can it choose its rider... the riders contend for its possession.”


 



Martin Luther







AUTHOR’S NOTE


 


This is the eighth novel in this series, and for those who
have read the others and embraced these characters as so many of you have,
please feel free to skip this note, as you will have already read it.


The
word “detective” is believed to have originated in the mid-nineteenth century,
however, that doesn’t mean the concept of someone who investigated crime
originated less than two hundred years ago. Crime long predated this era, and
those who investigated it as well.


The
following historical thriller is intended to be an entertaining read for all,
with the concept of a “Templar Detective” a fun play on a modern term. The
dialog is intentionally written in such a way that today’s audiences can
relate, as opposed to how people might have spoken in Medieval France, where,
of course, they conversed in French and not English, with therefore completely
different manners of speaking, and of addressing one another. For consistency,
English phrasing is always used, such as Mister instead of Monsieur. This does
not mean they will be speaking to each other as rappers and gangsters, but will
instead communicate in ways that imply comfort and familiarity, as we would
today. If you are expecting, “Thou dost hath offended me, my good sir,” then
prepareth thyself for disappointment. If, however, you are looking for a
fast-paced adventure, with plenty of action, mystery, and humor, then you’ve
come to the right place.


Enjoy.






PREFACE

 


During the crusades, a number of monastic orders were formed,
the most famous of which were the Knights Templar. There were other orders as
well including the Knights Hospitaller, the Lazarists, and many more. 


While
in the Holy Land, they fought the same enemy, but as their numbers grew, so did
their rivalries. Power, wealth, jealousy, influence. These were but a few of
what came between knights sworn to serve God and their Lord Jesus Christ, as
they were, after all, men, with all their flaws, no matter how pure of heart
they struggled to be.


The
conflicts between the orders were often on an individual basis, with fisticuffs
in the streets, but more critically, the rivalries became political, fought in
the royal courts throughout Christendom. 


So, for them to unite in a common cause, the threat
they faced must truly be dire.


Like a battle against Satan himself.
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Outside Gien, Kingdom of France
AD 1298


 


Perrot Roussel prostrated himself on the floor of the large
chamber, his face pressed into the hard rock as those around him did the same.
The cavern carved out of the mountains near his home by forces unknown
reverberated with terrifying incantations spoken in what he could only assume
was Latin, a language he only heard at church but had never learned—the Church
didn’t want its flock capable of reading the Bible. That was left to the
priests that guided them spiritually.


Priests
who guided him no more.


He
hadn’t been inside a church since last year. Instead, every Sunday he came
here, and each week more of the villagers attended with him. They had no
choice. Satan held dominion here, and it was he whose voice they now heard, a
terrifying, demonic rumble unlike anything he had ever experienced nor
imagined. And the words he and those surrounding him repeated over and over
sickened him.


“Satan
is my master, and I pledge my soul to him.”


Perrot
was a God-fearing man, always had been and thought he always would be. Yet here
he was, worshiping the Devil, though not by choice. None of them were here by
choice. Satan had stolen their children one by one and demanded dominion over
their lives in exchange for their safe return someday. He would do anything for
his son, even burn in hellfire for eternity, but they had been given an out.


Tribute
and recruitment.


Everyone
here donated a portion of their crops, a portion of their wares, depending on
what they did for a living. One tenth, the same as the Church demanded. At
least here it served a purpose other than supporting the Church—it was saving
their children’s souls as well as their own. Unfortunately, just as with the
tithe the Church demanded, the tribute was breaking him financially. At least
with the Church, when you were unable to pay, you were just frowned upon and
encouraged to make it up. Here you had no choice. 


Tribute
must be paid.


He
would never forget when his good friend Jeban had been unable to pay. He had
pleaded with those who served Satan in this realm for mercy. He had nine mouths
to feed and that 10% was something he could never afford to give up otherwise
his children would starve. The following week, Jeban’s missing son lay on the
altar at the front of the chamber.


Dead. 


It had
been heartbreaking, horrifying, and terribly effective. No one had missed a
payment since. Everyone came with something, no matter how small, and this
satisfied God’s fallen angel. There was no accounting, as long as something was
paid in tribute.


The
final words were spoken and the voice of the dark under-lord fell silent. The
vibration in the floor as he spoke from his domain below them settled and
everyone rose. He brushed off then retrieved his purse from under his robes,
carrying the tribute gained from the sale of one of his prized cows. He had
been forced to sell her before he would have wanted, but he had nothing left to
give, nothing left to sell. She was smaller than she should have been, which
meant a lower price, a price already hurt by the fact there were few left with
any money in his or the surrounding villages. Everyone was hurting, though many
didn’t know why, many not yet forced into the circle of Hell he now found
himself in. 


But
they would soon be drawn in. 


It was
inevitable.


Satan
was all-powerful and God had abandoned them, for if He hadn’t, surely He would
never let such evil reign over so much innocence. 
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Unknown Location, Kingdom of France


 


Adam Bouvet slowly walked the long row of converted horse
stalls. Each held four lost souls, children who now belonged to his master. His
master. He shivered at the thought. The first time he had heard his master’s
voice, it had shaken him to his core, everything he had ever heard in church,
anything he had ever doubted, was instantly truth. The Devil was real. Evil
walked among them, and only the purest of heart were safe from the dark one’s
influence.


Something
he wasn’t. 


He
wasn’t a good man. He never had been, and was likely condemned to burn in Hell
for eternity for what he had done on God’s creation. So, he had capitulated. He
hadn’t even bothered protesting. There was no point. If he were to suffer
eternal damnation, defying Satan while alive was foolish—it would only make his
punishment all the more harsh. Perhaps in serving him, he might be granted some
small mercy in the afterlife. 


Yet
none of that made his task any easier. He and the others here like him were
condemned to watch over the child prisoners, an ever-growing number, each child
taken to be groomed as one of Satan’s future soldiers. And as the evil one’s
power spread across the land, new children arrived daily. What was remarkable
was that no one had noticed, no one had noticed the growing darkness, no one
had noticed the evil spreading throughout the kingdom. 


No one
was fighting back.


But
was there any way to fight back? This was Satan. The only one who could beat
him would be God Himself, and if God were allowing this to happen, surely it
was punishment for man’s sins. Could this be the end time spoken of by his
boyhood priest? Could this be the beginning of Armageddon where there would be
one final battle for the souls of mankind and the righteous would be raised
into Heaven to enjoy paradise at God’s side while those like him were condemned
for eternity? 


The
thought gave him nightmares. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since he first
heard that voice rumbling through the cave, a portal to Hell that allowed Satan
to not only recruit the innocent, but communicate with those who served him in
the realm he was forbidden to tread upon. 


Bouvet
didn’t want to be part of this, not really, but he was hedging his bets,
serving the evil one in the hopes of a better damnation, while secretly praying
God would win out in the end. He was on the wrong side of this, of that there
was no doubt, and he should do something to fight on the side of good, but who
was he? He was a petty thief and nothing more. He had picked the wrong pocket
and had been caught and thrown in a jail far worse than what these children
enjoyed. He and several others had been plucked from the hellhole they had been
suffering in and taken on a long carriage ride with no windows, then shown into
a cavern lit with torches, an altar at the far end, the surface large enough
for a grown man to lay upon. It had been terrifying, but then came the voice.
He shivered and his chest ached, for he knew what so few did. 


Evil
did walk among us. 


Satan
was real.


And he
served him.


He
closed his eyes for a moment, standing in front of the first stall he was
assigned, and gathered himself. His terror was one thing, but that written on
the faces of the children he was now about to see was something far worse. He
wasn’t a good man. He had seen things. But these were innocent children. They
had done nothing wrong, nothing to deserve this. 


And
there was nothing he could do about it. 


He smacked
his walking stick against the stall, several startled yelps the response. He
opened the gate, revealing the smaller cages inside, stacked two-by-two, four
sets of wide, terrified eyes peering out at him, their cheeks stained with
tears, their bodies covered in filth. It was heartbreaking even to him, and he
had always considered himself one who was unconcerned with such things. 


“All
right, everybody up! Clean out your beds then line up for breakfast. You have a
busy day ahead serving your master.”


He
unlocked the cage, swinging the door open, freeing the four boys from their
personal prisons. They set to work cleaning their stall, a daily ritual made
all the more necessary by the fact it was four humans here rather than a single
horse. There was something about the stench of human excrement that was far
more disgusting than anything a horse produced. 


He
moved on to the next stall, rapping on the gate before opening it. Three sets
of eyes peered out and he frowned, stepping forward and rapping on the fourth
cell. “Wake up!”


Nothing.



Another
rap.


Still
nothing. 


He
took a knee and bent over, peering inside, and cursed. The cage was empty. He
stood and tested the locked gate that covered all four cells. It swung open and
he cursed again. “Who opened this?”


Nobody
answered, all three of the remaining prisoners scurrying to the rear of their
cells and out of sight. He examined the lock closer and shook his head as he
realized what had happened. The four cells, stacked two-by-two, were
constructed of wood. The metal gate across the front was bolted to the wood on
one side, with the lock attached to a ring bolted to the other. That piece of
wood where the ring was attached was dangling freely, still connected to the
lock. The wood was broken, and since it was newly constructed, it wasn’t from
rot or fatigue.


He
grabbed the hanging piece, examined it closely, then got back down on a knee,
peering into the cell of the missing prisoner. A small stone lay on the floor,
one edge of it chipped away into a crude blade used to saw at the wood from
inside. He gently ran it across his palm: It was dull. It must have taken days,
if not weeks of effort, done at night when the guards were few and mostly
sleeping on duty.


This
was bad. 


He
stabbed a finger at the three remaining children. “You three stay here!” He
stepped out of the stall, closing the gate, then turned to Raimbaut, the other
guard assigned to this particular barn. “One of the prisoners is missing.”


Raimbaut
spun toward him. “Are you serious?”


“Yes.
He cut away the lock.”


“What
are we going to do? If they find out, they’re going to punish us.”


Bouvet
eyed him, incredulously. “You’re not suggesting we cover it up?”


“Why
not? Just say he died and we got rid of the body. It wouldn’t be the first time
one of them has died.”


Bouvet
stepped closer to Raimbaut, lowering his voice. “But there was always a body.
This time there isn’t.”


“We’ll
just say he was diseased and we got rid of him to make sure it didn’t spread to
the others.”


Bouvet
grabbed at his temples, squeezing them in frustration with the stupidity
standing in front of him. “Don’t you get it? You’re attempting to deceive our
master, and remember who our master is. It’s not the man who owns this estate,
it’s Satan himself, who is as all-knowing as God. He already knows that boy
escaped and he already knows you want to cover it up.” He stepped back, staring
up at the heavens to beseech his master for forgiveness, then corrected
himself, staring instead at his feet and the hellfire that burned far below the
ground he stood upon. “Forgive me, Master, for listening to this treachery. I
am your humble servant and I will always do the right thing. Satan is my
master, and I pledge my soul to him.”


He
gave Raimbaut a look and the moron’s eyes narrowed. Bouvet pointed a finger
firmly at the ground, and Raimbaut’s eyes finally shot wide as he figured out
what was expected of him.


“I’m
sorry, my Master.” Raimbaut lowered his gaze, clasping his hands in front of
him. “I…I don’t know what I was thinking. I guess…well, I guess I didn’t want
to disappoint you with our failure. I humbly beg your forgiveness and promise I
will never waver in my duty to you again. Satan is my master, and I pledge my
soul to him.”


This
satisfied Bouvet. “Good. Now let’s go let them know. Perhaps we can still find
the wretched creature.”
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Unknown Location, Kingdom of France


 


Christian crouched, shivering in a ditch by the road that ran
in front of the largest home he had ever seen. He had no idea where he was.
Nothing looked familiar. All he knew was it had been several days’ ride to get
here in the back of a carriage with eight other children, some of whom he
recognized from his village. He had no idea what was going on. He was only ten
years old. But he knew it was wrong. It was evil. 


Every
day men in dark robes preached at them, teaching them to worship Satan, that
Satan was their protector, and that service to their new master would gain them
their freedom and save the souls of their parents from eternal damnation. Most
of the children were convinced that what they were taught was the truth. Even
he had faltered, for as they said, if God and the Lord Jesus Christ were their
protectors, why would they be there? 


It was
the night they took Estienne away that changed things for him. It had happened
after dark. Estienne had screamed, begging not to be taken, and in a
heartbreaking testimonial of how effective the preaching had been, he begged
not for God’s help, but Satan’s. His mind, spirit, and soul had been broken.
Everyone had woken to the screams, and Christian remembered gripping the bars,
cocking his ear, pushing it through the metal as far as he could to hear what
was going on.


The
pleas had continued as Estienne was dragged out of the barn that had been their
home for months, then a sickening cracking sound silenced the cries, and
everyone had remained still in shock as they all strained in vain for any sound
from their friend. 


But
none came. 


It was
the next morning when they received confirmation of their worst fears, the
guards informing them of his execution for failing to serve his new master
well. They had all worked harder from that day forward, laboring in the work
barn, toiling away at various tasks, laundering clothing, polishing jewelry,
weaving cloth, sewing garments. Every day they toiled from dawn until dusk, and
new barns were constructed as their numbers grew. He had no idea what was truly
going on here, though he was certain his father would know. 


Whatever
it was, it truly was evil. 


No one
good or God-fearing would treat children like this, would murder children,
would force them to toil day in and day out.


A
shout rang out behind him, followed by several more. “A child has escaped!”


He
gulped, his heart hammering. He rose, sprinting along the ditch as quickly as
his little legs would take him, desperate to put as much distance as he could
between himself and those who served Satan.


Who
would never be his master.
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De Rancourt Family Farm
Crécy-la-Chapelle, Kingdom of France


 


Sir Marcus de Rancourt tapped the final nail in place, the
honor left to him, the bulk of the work done by his squires, David and Jeremy,
with his loyal sergeant Simon Chastain directing them in his usual gruff
manner. The extension to the small farmhouse was now complete, adding four more
bedrooms and allowing them to repurpose the area from one of the existing rooms
so as to expand the kitchen and main living area.


Their
family was growing rapidly. The barracks they had built now housed the four of
them, plus young Thomas Durant when he was visiting. Eventually, some of the
male children would be old enough to move in there as well, but for now, the
matron of the farm, Lady Joanne de Rohan, insisted all children must sleep in
the house, and with the arrival of Madeleine Rabot and her orphaned niece and
nephew, the house had become overwhelmingly cramped. Joanne ordered an
extension be built and it was delivered, the last nail secured, the final
window, made of glass, a gift from Sir Denys de Montfort, whose recent wedding
had unleashed a previously unknown generosity.


Life
was good here, far better than he ever would have expected. He was a Templar
Knight, not a farmer, not a father figure to half a dozen children, not a
caretaker and provider for three women. So much had changed since his sister
died and left his niece and nephew in his care. The farm had become a haven for
victims of heinous crimes that had left them orphaned, destitute, outcasts. And
now they were a family, everyone doing their part, no matter what their station
once was. From nobility to misfits, all had a home here, and though he wasn’t
serving his Lord in the way he had assumed he would for the rest of his life,
he was content with the knowledge that he was still serving.


Tanya,
the farm’s mastiff, raced around the new addition, sniffing every surface her
nose could reach, as his niece rushed over, staring up at him.


“Uncle
Marcus, can I go pick my room?”


He
smiled and patted Angeline’s head as Joanne gave him a look indicating what his
answer should be. “That’s not up to me, sweetheart, that’s up to Lady Joanne.
I’m sure she already has room assignments all picked out for everyone.”


“All
right, but I don’t want to share with my brother anymore. Boys are stinky.”


Marcus
chuckled. “Yes, we are, aren’t we?”


His
nephew Jacques stuck his tongue out at his sister then took a long sniff of his
armpit and grinned, his expression suggesting it smelled like the freshest of
flowers. 


Joanne
rushed at him with a wagging finger. “Don’t make me force you into that bath
again, Mister.” 


He
scurried away, squealing as she reached for him. He evaded her grasp and
disappeared around the rear of the home.


“Is it
finished?” 


Marcus
turned to see Thomas Durant and his fiancée, Isabelle Leblanc, striding up the
laneway. She was breathtakingly beautiful, though she was a farm girl through
and through. She did little to capitalize on her beauty and never hesitated to
pitch in whenever needed. She would make a fantastic wife for young Thomas, who
was developing into a fine young man despite his troubled youth. Marcus looked
forward to the day when the two of them finally married and started their life
together. 


A day
rapidly approaching. 


Marcus
smiled at them. “All done. The only thing that remains is the fight over who
gets what room.”


Joanne
slapped him on the arm. “Don’t say things like that! The children will think
they have a choice.” 


Simon
grinned. “Don’t worry, David and Jeremy know they’re staying in the barracks.” 


Jeremy
made a face at him and the children giggled.


Isabelle
hurried around the three walls of the new addition. “It looks wonderful. This
will make everyone’s life so much easier.” She turned to Joanne. “I hope you’ve
chosen the finest room for yourself. You deserve it.” 


Joanne
batted her hand. “Oh, I don’t need much. Beatrice and I have become accustomed
to sharing.”


“Perhaps
another addition is needed then.” 


Every
man within earshot that had contributed groaned. Marcus put an end to that
nonsense. “Perhaps next year when you two build your matrimonial home on your
father’s farm, you can build in some extra space.”


Isabelle
took Thomas by the arm. “I think we’ll be needing the space for our own
children.” 


Thomas
blushed, still the shy one.


“So,
what are you two up to?” asked Joanne. 


“I’m
here to see him off.” 


Thomas
nodded. “Yes. The farm work has been finished, so it’s time for me to return to
Paris and get back to work on Mrs. Thibault’s books. If I leave it too long,
they’ll be a complete mess.” 


Beatrice
growled. “I wish you didn’t have to work for such a beastly woman.” 


Thomas
shifted uncomfortably, staring at his shoes. “She’s really not that bad once
you get to know her, and she’s changed a lot over the past year.” 


Marcus
agreed. “She has that.” 


Beatrice
dismissed the defense. “She’s still a scoundrel, taking advantage of the poor.”



Thomas
shrugged. “Where else are they going to get the money they need?”


“From
far better people than her, I can tell you.”


Thomas
shrunk away from her tone, never comfortable with confrontation, and Isabelle
jumped to his defense. “When have you ever known nobility to lend money to the
poor?” She looked at Joanne, askance. 


Joanne
caught it. “I’ll have you know that when I was part of that society, we donated
generously to the Church and to various charities.”


“Well,
it’s one thing to help feed and clothe the poor, but that does nothing to help
a man earn a living or fix his house. Those things all require money, and a hot
bowl of soup can only be traded for so much.” 


Marcus
held up a hand. “Enough of this. There are too many opinions on this and
they’re all strong. There’s no point tearing ourselves apart over the actions
of a woman who isn’t even related to us.” 


Joanne
officially ended it. “You’re right, of course. Thomas has a job that pays him
well, and through his good work, no one is overcharged, and by all accounts,
he’s tempered Mrs. Thibault’s leanings. And that can only be a good thing. And
Isabelle, you’re correct, food and clothing does little to keep a man in
business, or weatherproof his home. Charities help those who’ve already fallen.
Money lenders, no matter how unscrupulous, help those who’ve faltered get back
on their own two feet. And if I ever had money again, it’s where I would direct
it.”


Marcus
glanced up at the sun, taking note of its position. “Well, Thomas, if you
intend to reach Paris by nightfall, you’d best be leaving now.”


“Yes,
sir. Does anybody have business at the fortress who perhaps would like to
accompany me?” 


Marcus
suppressed a smile. Thomas had proven he wasn’t a coward, but he also wasn’t a
brave man. Marcus could respect that. The young man was still slight of frame,
though he suspected that a few years of working on the farm would cure him of
that. But nothing would cure him of his fear if he were always accompanied by a
trained Templar for his journeys between here and the city. 


“Why
don’t you take Tanya with you?” suggested Beatrice. “She’s always underfoot
anyway. A run to the city would do her good.” 


Tanya
bolted over to them at the mention of her name. Marcus pointed at the ground
and the massive beast sat panting as she stared up at him, her tail wagging.
“Would you like to go to Paris with Thomas?” She barked and it made him wonder
how much she truly understood. She barked again and he reached down and
scratched behind her ears. “I think she’d like to go.”


Simon
chuckled. “If I let you scratch me behind my ears, can I go too? Anything to
get away from the smell of shit.” 


Marcus
laughed, his sergeant definitely not built for the farm. “Don’t worry,
Sergeant, you won’t have much time left to suffer. I’m due at the fortress in
two days regardless, and you’ll be accompanying me.”


David
perked up. “And us?”


“I’m
afraid not. There’s too much work to be done here, and I don’t want the women
and children left alone unless it’s absolutely necessary.” 


David
hid his disappointment well with a nod, but Jeremy groaned. David swatted him,
silencing the youngest of the four servants to the Templar Order, who was by no
means a young man anymore.


Marcus
turned to Thomas and Isabelle. “Then it’s settled. Tanya will go with you if
you so choose.” 


Thomas
stared at the massive creature and Marcus had to wonder who the young man was
scared of more, the dog or those he feared lay in wait for him on his journey
home. 


Joanne
eyed him. “Well, out with it. You’re about to be a husband and soon a father.
With those types of responsibilities, you can’t take this long to make a
decision over trivial matters.” 


Thomas
flinched. “I’ll take her.” 


Simon
grinned. “Excellent! One less source of shit.” 
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Unknown Location, Kingdom of France


 


Horses’ hooves clopping from behind had Christian diving to
the ground, his little heart slamming with terror. He had made his escape in
the dark, but now it was bright out, and judging by the rumbling of his
stomach, it was well past breakfast if not lunch. He pressed his body into the
side of the ditch, praying whoever approached wouldn’t spot him in the tall
grass. As the sound grew near, he realized there were at least two horses, and
a conversation was taking place that he couldn’t make out. He held his breath,
struggling to remove any source of motion the two sets of eyes might spot.


“I’m
going to kill that little urchin when I find him.” 


He
recognized it as Bouvet, one of the guards that watched over them during the
day. Christian’s bladder let go, the warmth momentarily comforting against the
cool ground before the shame of soiling himself washed over him. 


“The
overseer said to bring him back alive.” 


Bouvet
growled. “Fine, I won’t kill him, but he’ll get the flogging of a lifetime, I
swear it.” 


The
other man laughed. “You’re right, the overseer never said anything about what
condition we had to return him in.” 


The
conversation faded with a cackle of laughter from both men, leaving Christian
sobbing in the ditch, lying in his own filth, uncertain as to what to do.
Should he leave the road that might take him to someone who might help but
where those searching for him were likely to be, or should he take the slower
route over the land where he might encounter no one, good or bad? 


He
squeezed his eyes shut. “Please, God, help me!” 


A
gentle breeze blew over him. He pushed to his elbows to see the grass
surrounding him bending forward along the path of the road. It was a sign, a
sign from God, telling him to continue along his chosen path. 


Salvation
must lie ahead. 
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En Route to Paris, Kingdom of France


 


The deeper Thomas fell in love with Isabelle, the harder the
goodbyes became, and though he had his reservations about taking the massive
Tanya with him, he was enjoying her company. While he never liked making the
journey between Crécy-la-Chapelle and Paris alone, he did feel safer with her,
though it didn’t compare to traveling with Sir Marcus and Simon in their full
Templar regalia. He was armed only with a dagger—a sword would be useless in
his hands, for he knew not how to wield it, though David and Jeremy had begun
teaching him the basics. It was simply something he could never see himself
becoming adept at. He wasn’t a very physical person—he preferred to use his
mind to think his way out of a problem. 


Traveling
alone on a valuable horse with only a dagger for protection made him a target to
ruffians that might lie in the woods on either side of the road. Tanya made a
good deterrent, her sheer size enough to strike fear in most men, but he always
breathed easier the closer he got to Paris. The traffic continually grew, and
once one reached the outskirts, scores of people on foot, on horseback, and in
carriages provided protection through numbers. 


The
danger was here, where no one else was in sight, halfway between his two homes.
He always urged his steed on a little faster and struggled to pass the nervous
time as he always did, by talking to himself. But with Tanya at his side, he
spoke aloud, his voice comforting in that it helped drown out any sounds that
might be coming from the trees.


“I
can’t believe I’m going to be married soon. I never thought I’d see the day.
Did you, Tanya?”


She
looked up at him and barked.


He
sighed, his shoulders slumping. “If only she didn’t live on a farm. It’s such a
hard life. I was never meant for that. What do you think, Tanya? Do you think
I’ll ever make a good farmer?”


She
barked then bolted ahead, disappearing into the ditch and the tall grass
filling it. Thomas tensed, reaching for his dagger and gripping the hilt. He
peered ahead but couldn’t make out anything. He reached Tanya’s position and
all he could see was her tail wagging and her head dipped below the grass as if
she were sniffing at something.


“Come
on, girl, let’s go.”


Tanya
poked her head up and looked at him then barked, the massive head disappearing
below the grass once again.


“I
said, let’s go!” It was as firm a voice as he could muster without rehearsal,
and it had no effect, merely eliciting another bark. He wasn’t as familiar with
dogs as some, but didn’t sense any fear or anger, and he was certain a wagging
tail was always a sign of happiness or excitement. He groaned and dismounted,
casting a wary eye over his surroundings. No one was within sight.


He
stepped down into the ditch, the grass reaching his waist. “What have you got
there, girl?” He gently pushed Tanya aside and her rear end swung out of the
way. Thomas squinted as he spotted something curled up in the grass. He wasn’t
sure what he was looking at, and at first he thought it might be an injured
animal, but then he noticed the clothing and gasped.


He
dropped to a knee and reached out. “Are you all right?” A whimper was the only
response. It was a child, but what would a child be doing out here in the
middle of nowhere? He put a hand on what he assumed was a boy’s shoulder. “It’s
all right, I’m not going to hurt you. Where are your parents?”


The
head raised and a filthy face stared up at him, tears pouring from piercing
blue eyes. “I-I don’t know.”


“You
don’t know? How did you end up here?”


“I ran
away.”


Thomas
smiled, remembering his youth and several of his own escapes that always ended
when he grew hungry. “We should get you back. They’re going to be worried about
you.”


The
boy vehemently shook his head, scurrying away. “No, I won’t go back! You can’t
make me go back! They’re evil! They’ll kill me!”


Thomas
chuckled. “I highly doubt your parents are going to kill you for running away.”


Again,
the young boy shook his head. “No, not my parents.”


Thomas
eyed the boy. “If not your parents, then whom?”


“Those
who serve Satan.”


A
shiver rushed through Thomas’ body. He couldn’t recall the last time he had
heard the name outside of church. “What do you mean, ‘those who serve Satan?’” 


The
little boy cringed. “It’s forbidden to talk about them. We’re not even allowed
to look at them. They wear long dark robes with hoods.”


“Then
how do you know they serve Satan?”


“Because
we were told they did.”


“By
whom?”


“By
him.”


“Who
is ‘him?’”


“Satan,”
the boy whispered, his entire body shaking, his voice quivering.


Thomas
regarded the clearly terrified boy. What he was saying was nonsense, yet
regardless of how he felt about the boy’s story, the child clearly needed help.
He extended a hand. “Come with me. I’ll take you to my home and we’ll try to
figure out how to get you back to your parents.”


The
boy stared at the hand and slowly reached for it before finally grasping it.
Thomas gently pulled him to his feet. He smiled down at the boy when he
suddenly wrapped his arms around Thomas’ legs, holding him tight before the
grip finally eased. The child slid slowly to the ground and Thomas chuckled as
he realized the wretched creature had fallen asleep. 


Thomas
picked him up and walked back toward his horse. The poor child was clearly in
dire straits. The question was why? His story was too fantastic, clearly that
of a child who believed the greater the lie, the more believable it must be. He
had likely run away from home or perhaps an orphanage, but there were no
answers to be found here. His only choice was to bring the child to Paris with
him then hopefully get the truth when he realized he was safe.


Thomas
turned to Tanya. “Well, girl, it looks like this journey is turning out a lot
more interesting than we expected.” 


Tanya
barked then sniffed the boy’s face, her tongue darting out and lapping at the
dirt, yet another lost soul now under her protection. 
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Bouvet and Raimbaut both stood in front of their superior,
their hands clasped in front of them, their heads bowed, their chins pressed
against their chests. They had been unable to find the escaped child, and it
was now clear he would never be found. It was time for their punishment, and he
feared failing the antichrist meant certain death. The man they referred to
only as “Milord” stood in front of them, his face covered by a horrifying mask,
clearly modeled after the dark one himself. It was a visage that Bouvet
couldn’t bring himself to look at, for every time he did, he suffered from
horrific nightmares for days as he became consumed with the realization of just
who he was serving, who held dominion over his soul. 


The
man stood in front of them, his hands clasped behind his back as his piercing
eyes glared out at both of them from behind the mask. “You realize how serious
this is, how much difficulty this could put us in, how this could interfere
with our plans?”


“Yes,
Milord,” they both echoed.


“Our
master is displeased, very displeased.” 


Bouvet
shivered and Raimbaut dropped to his knees, clasping his hands in front of his
face. “Please, please forgive us, Milord. It will never happen again. I swear
it, I swear to God―” 


Their
lord slapped Raimbaut hard. “You swear to who?” 


Raimbaut’s
jaw dropped in horror. “To our master, of course, not to that pretender God,”
he spat.


“Then
pray to our master.” 


Raimbaut
hit the ground, his face pressed into the mud as he spread out his arms,
prostrating himself to their master, repeating the incantation over and over.
“Satan is my master, and I pledge my soul to him.”


Bouvet
clasped his own hands in front of his face. “Milord, may I too pray for
forgiveness?” 


But
his wish wasn’t to be granted. “No. Someone must be made an example of for this
failure.” 


Tears
filled Bouvet’s eyes. “Please, I beg of you. It wasn’t my fault. I only
discovered it. I wasn’t on duty when it happened.”


“Yet
you yourself said it must have taken days. How many times did you fail in your
duty?”


“But I
wasn’t the only one!”


“Why
should all be punished when one is sufficient? The others shall learn from your
pain.” 


The
word sent shockwaves of terror through his body. What were they going to do to
him? What did he mean by pain?


“Twenty
lashes!” shouted the lord, and several of the dark servants rushed forward,
grabbing him under his arms and leading him away. He was lashed to a post that
stood in the middle of the cluster of barns and his tunic was torn away,
exposing his bare back. The one who would deliver the sentence, the
executioner, a man whose face needed no mask for it was disfigured enough, an
entire side of it burned long ago in some incident Bouvet had no doubt was
hellish, approached.


His
punisher, half beast, half man, slowly circled the post, dragging the whip
behind him on the ground as he cackled with glee at this fresh opportunity to inflict
pain on those who had no doubt made his life horrible. “You have failed your
master, you have failed your lord, and you have failed yourself. Do you deny
this?” 


Bouvet
shook his head. “No, I deny none of it. I accept responsibility for my failures
and I willingly hand myself over to my master’s servant for punishment so I and
the others responsible can learn from our mistake.”


“Well
said.” The beast paused, staring him in the eyes. “Most merely beg for
forgiveness, but you have heart.” He sneered. “Which will make this all the
more enjoyable.” The hideous creation stepped out of sight, the only indication
he was still there the dragging of the whip in the mud and his slow cackle.


Then
all fell silent.


He
finally noticed the dozens of people standing around, a few of the more senior with
smiles, the rest like him, relief written on their faces that they weren’t the
ones receiving the punishment today. He had been in their position before and
had never taken pleasure in what he witnessed. It was barbaric, and the first
time he had seen it, he’d sworn he would never let it happen to him. Yet here
he was in the position he had promised he
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