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  ABOUT


  For centuries, Marc has served as Evelyn’s unwavering protector—a vampire of shadow—unfeeling, fiercely loyal, and a force to be reckoned with. But what of the man?


  Man of War unravels the first century of Marc’s life. It traces his origins as an impetuous French Viscount who finds refuge in service of king and country. Watch as he wages war against the world, those beyond the grave, and with himself. Focus on the women who forged his very being.


  Set against the backdrop of seventeenth-century Europe, this dark fantasy immerses the reader in a rich historical, linguistic, and cultural tale. Before reading on, consider: While good intentions pave the road to hell, jumping off comes with a price.


  This standalone work welcomes new readers to a narrative that can be enjoyed independently, or in conjunction with preceding novels.
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  Man of War


  PROLOGUE


  OMEGA MAN


  Warning, oxygen levels at 8.2% and steady. Please proceed to the nearest emergency shelter.


  Marc took a deep breath of stale air before his eyes rolled over the one-hundred-and-seventeen lifeless husks surrounding him. Each was covered by a thin layer of frost, brought on by the plummeting temperatures. He suspected it would eventually get cold enough for gases in the atmosphere to sublimate.


  These shelters were built for function, rather than aesthetics or comfort. It was a large and rectangular space crammed into the bowels of the space station. Like the common areas, the bulkheads were made of a composite metal with a white polymer coating. Along three sides, there were recessed bunks, stacked four high.


  They reminded him of steel coffins with a side panel removed. In the dead centre of the back wall there was a door that led to a small kitchen, along with heads and washplaces. Notably, the forward bulkhead was bare, except for a sealed entrance along with a control panel immediately to the right of the door.


  The deceased were primarily made up of the middle class: doctors, nurses, teachers, and maintenance personnel… They ended up caught in the middle of the conflict with nowhere to go.


  La Mort (Death) did not play favourites. It claimed men and women, rich and poor, young and old. Everyone here succumbed to the effects of an atmosphere poisoned by their every breath…


  “Finding their way here did nothing for these poor souls,” Marc said in a voice devoid of emotion.


  Despite speaking normally, at least for him, his voice sounded distant and faint. A side effect of the carbon-dioxide rich environment. His voice was normally husky, but his mind now flagged the echo as alien. Still, hearing a human voice filled a gap in his soul he thought long lost.


  It had been two weeks since workers rose up from the oppression of their masters and took control of compartments vital for power distribution and atmospheric processing. Such a move did not surprise Marc, nor was the response of those who wished to maintain the status quo. Those whose wealth built this station and paid to bring most of those who clamoured for more rights.


  While the bulk of the human security forces sided with the workers, nothing could sway the loyalty of the security drones. After three days of intense fighting, over a third of the station’s population was dead.


  The loss of life was tragic, at least for those capable of empathy; it paled in comparison to the damage wrought onto the station. Out of the three, redundant, fusion generators, only one remained operational… under the control of a single family…


  Atmospheric processing was the hardest hit. That was where the mutineers made their last stand. With full knowledge of the risks, the order was given to retake the facility, rendering over ninety percent of the station uninhabitable.


  “They would rather rule over a graveyard than share power.”


  The most powerful family fortified their quarters above the only viable hydroponics facility, and the sole remaining fusion generator. There was plenty of water and food to keep what remained of the station’s residents alive, but the drones ensured no one could approach.


  “If only they knew about me.”


  He slipped out from his bunk, his knees creaking as his joints had frozen up. Marc might have been a vampire, immortal, but even he could freeze solid if temperatures were low enough. With every move, shards of ice cut into the soft tissue. The pain was sharp, but brief, and could be ignored.


  The man weaved slowly through the field of bodies. His eyes were focused on the large, white bulkhead. For centuries, time had been on his side, endless and irrelevant to his continued existence. Now, the sands of time were running low… soon that last grain will run through the neck…


  The thought of meeting his end was comforting. Dreading the idea of being trapped within the confines of this tomb orbiting the Earth for eternity… I can’t think of a worse way to go… alive but mindless…


  He approached the bulkhead, the harsh lighting reflecting his face onto the surface. Other than frost covering his clothes and exposed skin, he looked no worse for wear. That would change once supplies ran out… I’ve been feeding well of late…


  Warning, oxygen levels at 8.3% and steady. Please proceed to the nearest emergency shelter.


  Those dark brown eyes stared back at him, giving him a view of his olive skin and wavy, black hair. He had a sharp nose, chiselled jaw and had the physique of a strongman of old. If not for being of short stature, around the average height of a modern woman, Marc would be considered handsome. He was frequently asked which school he attended, and someone recently asked where his parents were.


  “Laid to rest in the family crypt centuries ago,” Marc often wished to reply.


  That was not entirely true. While it applied to the Comte and Comtesse, that was not true for his mother… She’s better off for it…


  “I’ve not thought of her since the Great War.”


  His mother was his first taste of the cruelty inherent to this world. In his mind, it was the nobility, the affluent, the powerful, or the elite who never failed to unleash misery and woe. A snake by any other name is just as venomous…


  Without thought, the fingernail on his right, index finger lengthened. The digit hardened at the tip until it turned into a razor-sharp talon. He pressed it against the bulkhead, cutting away at the polymer material until the alloy beneath shone through.


  The work would be tedious and time consuming, but Marc needed to leave a physical record behind. If anything, it would remind him of who he once was if the maelstrom ever consumed him. At least hunger would not be a factor… for now…


  After carving the first letter into the wall, Marc smiled. His cheeks creaked as frost broke free, which made for a horrific sight. However, the smile was entirely unnatural, like staring into the face of a man teetering on the edge of insanity.


  He pulled out a white cloth from his pocket and unwrapped it to reveal a silver locket without a chain. Inside there was the portrait of someone he last saw at age fifteen… One I never had the chance to call… mother.


  “Her name was Jeanne…”




  PART I
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  JEANNE
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  CHAPTER 1


  DEATH’S WAKE


  Marc?” someone said.


  The voice pierced through the high-pitched wail reverberating through his head. Annoyed at this incessant ringing, he tensed his jaw, which only made it worse.


  His ass was sore, and his right leg was at an odd angle. While his right thigh was numb, he managed to wiggle his toes and straighten out his legs… Good thing there’s nothing broken…


  Marc gave his head a shake to clear out the cobwebs. The ringing persisted, so he probed his ears with a finger, as though expecting to find a bell. He huffed once he realised the ringing would not subside.


  “Merde,” Marc swore and was lucky that the Comte and Comtesse were not in sight.


  With his vision blurred, everything before his eyes had copies, superimposed, and glowing white. Instead of relying on sight, he focused on the source of that calm voice. The speaker may as well have been speaking Greek because he could not fathom what was said.


  A hand pressed against his shoulder, triggering his training. He snapped his head fast enough to surprise the man. When the three versions of his attacker coalesced into a single form, Marc relaxed visibly. He recognised Bertrand, the Keep’s weapons master.


  “Marc, say something,” Bertrand said.


  There was concern etched on his face. Marc could not place Bertrand’s concern until something hot and sticky dripped off his chin. He looked down and spotted several crimson droplets on his white shirt.


  Without thought, Marc licked his lips and tasted the iron. He shrugged, unconcerned by a little blood, and wiped his nose using the sleeve of his shirt. The contact sent a wave of pain straight to the tips of his toes. Even as his heart raced, the bleeding tapered off, meaning this would stay between the two of them.


  “What happened?” Marc asked, as his voice echoed within the confines of his skull.


  He took a deep breath through his mouth and forced the air through his nose. A cloud of pink droplets spread out ahead, clearing his airways.


  “My elbow left an impression on your nose,” Bertrand said with a grin.


  “Better than your sword,” Marc said absentmindedly, before a stray thought settled to the forefront of his brain. “Wait… That’s an illegal move!”


  “It is… What about it, my Lord?”


  Marc once observed a cousin in a similar situation. The welp cried foul and had the instructor removed for forgetting their place. However, Marc liked that Bertrand gave him plenty of reasons to avoid his father.


  Out of caution, Marc confirmed they were still alone in this isolated area of the Keep. The cool, spring breeze soothed his cheeks, even as his nose radiated with heat… That’s going to be tender for a few days…


  “Quit that,” Marc belatedly ordered.


  Marc hated being reminded of his father. Every time someone called him lord, he choked back the urge to hurl.


  “There are no rules in war,” Marc replied.


  In actuality, there were scores of rules to waging war. There was an entire section in the family library devoted to military tactics and conduct. The strangest of which was that muskets had to be of a specific length when fitted with a bayonet.


  History often celebrated those who broke the rules. In war, the dead were in no position to protest their loss. Besides, the victor invariably claimed the vanquished fought dishonourably.


  “Correct, Marc,” Bertrand said with a warm smile. “Had enough for today?”


  After taking a beating, Marc would normally be chomping at the bit to head in. This time, the thought of returning to the Keep soured the contents of his stomach while his sunburnt skin went pale before Bertrand’s eyes.


  There was a structure that connected three towers behind Bertrand. Marc’s eyes were focused on a particular window. It was the one nearest to them, but furthest from the wings that housed the Comte and Comtesse.


  While dim light filtered through the window, Marc imagined la Mort hovering just out of sight. For as long as he remembered, his governess, Jeanne, had a lingering cough that occasionally brought up blood.


  In the past month, her health deteriorated noticeably. First came the night sweats, followed by fever and significant weight loss. While his father insisted that nothing was wrong, Marc knew that was a lie.


  “No,” Marc replied before adopting a wry grin. “It’s not like you to take it easy on me.”


  Bertrand glanced over his shoulder and understood where his student’s eyes were focused. For a moment, it appeared as though he would say something, but changed his mind. Even as an advisor to the family, there were limits to what servants could get away with.


  “If you only knew…” Bertrand replied. “Well, I’ve had my fill of swords.”


  Marc watched in anticipation, those nearly black eyes aglow.


  “Go on. Fetch your horn and pistol,” Bertrand said. “Be quick about it.”


  Upon hearing horn and pistol in the same sentence, Marc’s grin transitioned to a big, toothy smile. The Comtesse forbade firearms training within the Keep, claiming it rattled her nerves. However, it appeared that Bertrand was willing to incur her wrath today.


  “Really?” Marc asked, that word overflowing with hope.


  “I’ll secure the horses for the trip… Get a move on.”


  Marc sprang up from the rocky ground as though no worse for wear. After taking ten strides, he turned around while moving towards his quarters.


  “Meet you in the courtyard?” Marc asked.


  “Unless you’d prefer to leap off the wall?”


  “I’ll beat you there!” Marc exclaimed before turning around in a single bound and running off.
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  CHAPTER 2


  HOP SKIP AND A SPLASH


  Marc looked over his shoulder as the Keep faded into the distance. The sun was high in the sky, so no one would be looking for them.


  The Comte frequently reminded him that children should be ‘seen and not heard.’ Although, the Comtesse preferred to say, ‘not seen or heard.’


  Given how Marc preferred to have a voice, he concluded that the easiest way to keep relations civil was to stay away. This was why they trained in the isolated areas of the Keep or ventured beyond the outskirts of town for firearms training.


  The somniferous sound of the horses’ hooves, striking the hard packed trail, did nothing to soothe his mind. Marc sensed there was an ulterior motive to their impromptu change in venue. The long features on Bertrand’s face agreed with that theory… He won’t even look me in the eyes…


  “Where are we headed?” Marc asked to cut to the chase.


  “You’ve never been one for patience, Marc,” Bertrand said, his eyes fixed on the horizon.


  “That’s true… Still, I can tell when someone is evading an answer.”


  No reply came, and Marc knew this could not be hurried along. When Bertrand was good and ready, he would let Marc know.


  “Not far now,” Bertrand said at a near whisper.


  They carried on for five minutes, until the woods swallowed them entirely. Neither feared threading through the wilds, but Marc was always in awe that the canopy here was so thick that only thin rivulets of light filtered through to the ground.


  “What do you know about your governess?” Bertrand asked.


  “La Mort walks in her shadow.”


  Bertrand’s head snapped back, which might be dismissible as him steadying himself on his mount. However, Marc knew that few rivalled Bertrand’s abilities as a horseman.


  “Your mother didn’t raise a fool,” Bertrand began. “How’d you know?”


  There was something to Bertrand’s question that shed light in the dark recesses of his mind. Details buried in old memories that never fit the narrative, whispers from the kitchen staff when they thought they were alone… Is he inferring that there’s truth to these rumours?


  “Things the kitchen staff said, and whispers in empty halls,” Marc answered.


  It was all rumour and innuendo. However, he rarely came across the Comtesse, even at mealtimes. His father had a plethora of lies to explain her absence, but that stopped when Marc quit asking.


  The few times they did meet, Marc always felt an icy chill run down his spine. That woman possessed a stare that could stop a charging bull dead in its tracks. Worst of all, he suspected that she reserved her finest vitriol for him. For being the fruit of her loins, Marc spent many a night crying into a pillow, struggling to explain why his mother would reject him.


  “I’d sooner walk on water than count on them to keep a secret,” Bertrand replied.


  “Would you care to try?” Marc countered. “The water’s so shallow that your feet might not get wet.”


  “Are you being smart with me?”


  Marc caught the threat behind those words. By itself, Marc would be worried that he would get it for that quip. However, the twinkle in those eyes told him otherwise. That left him with the choice of backing down or committing to the cause.


  He dropped the reins to Enfer, backed up five paces, and ran at the stream. Upon reaching the edge, he jumped, soared over the stream, and landed with both feet on the opposing side.


  Filled with pride, he turned around to gloat, but the soil under his feet gave way. He fell backwards into the water and momentarily found himself submerged. Fortunately, all he had to do was sit up to resurface.


  Bertrand laughed, and Marc was tempted to join in. However, he realised Enfer was nowhere to be found… I must have spooked him with that splash…


  “Maybe she did raise a fool after all,” the weapons master said after catching his breath.


  The man was in tears from laughing so hard. Marc tried to stand, but the rocks were slippery, and he fell a second time. While he could not remember the last time he bathed, Marc doubted these algae-ridden waters counted.


  Bertrand approached the edge with hand outstretched. Marc kept a straight face and grabbed the hand with his right and Bertrand’s arm with his left. After that, it was a simple matter of leverage. Bertrand learned firsthand that he, too, could not walk on water.


  “Well played!” Bertrand said after breaking through the surface.


  “Shall we save miracles for the Son of God?”


  After a laugh, they waded ashore, with those layers of clothing clinging to their skin. The lack of sunlight would challenge them to dry out. They were fortunate that Bertrand’s mount had been too focused on the fresh hay to bolt.


  “I think the Pope wouldn’t believe it, even if we managed the feat,” Bertrand replied. “Your mother—”


  This was the third time today that his mother had come up in conversation. Still, Bertrand could not bring himself to broach the subject.


  “My mother can’t bear to be in my presence,” Marc replied. “The only woman who’s been there for me has been Jeanne.”


  “That’s why you need to pay your respects before she’s gone,” Bertrand began. “She may have been sworn to secrecy, but I was not!”


  And just like that, his reality was upended. That explained the deplorable behaviour by both his parents and put all those rumours whispered into the halls into context… I’ve been the target of their jokes all my life!


  Anger boiled over like milk left on the flame too long. Marc clenched his jaw to the point of his teeth straining, while the veins in his neck bulged. Without thought of consequence, he turned in a snap and came out swinging.


  Bertrand backed away with ease. He must have expected this outcome after revealing the truth.


  Marc’s fists connected with thin air, forcing him to follow the focus of his rage. Every time he attacked, Bertrand backed away and dodged. It was easier to let the boy burn out than to confront.


  “I HATE YOU!” Marc screeched, his voice cracking from the strain.


  The appearance of Bertrand’s face never wavered. He had seen battle, and experienced first-hand the emotional cost of sending men to their graves. A boy who needed to be reminded of his manners had no hope of getting under his skin.


  “You don’t mean—” Bertrand said.


  “YOU LIED TO ME,” Marc countered, his face red and distorted from rage.


  “I was duty bound,” Bertrand replied calmly.


  Marc was too young to understand the gravity of a soldier pledging his life to king and country. There was no way for a boy to comprehend that breaking a solemn vow took more courage than a general leading an army into battle.


  “YOU TOOK THE EASY WAY OUT!”


  “If only you knew…” Bertrand said in that same, calm voice.


  In a stroke of luck, Marc backed Bertrand into a tree. However, the latter slid out of the way at the last, possible second. Marc’s fists connected with the trunk of an ancient tree.


  The sound of the impact was muted; flesh against wood did not carry as well as a gauntlet would. Still, the stinging pain did nothing to dissuade the boy. Blinded by the maelstrom of emotions within, he pummelled the trunk until his knuckles bled.


  “ENOUGH,” Bertrand ordered.


  The boy may have been impertinent and impatient, but there was authority behind that command. He stopped dead in his tracks, his arms hanging loosely. In that moment, he was panting like a horse driven hard.


  That lasted for a minute, as Marc’s mind consolidated sights and sounds. The boy turned around slowly as tears streaked down his cheeks and he collapsed into Bertrand’s arms.


  “I hate that man,” Marc said through muffled sobs.


  “I know,” Bertrand said in a near whisper.
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  CHAPTER 3


  LOST IN TIME


  It took the better part of an hour by a blazing fire to dry out. Marc suspected he would catch hell from the Comtesse for smelling like wood smoke, but that was better than the scent of that algae-rich water.


  The dichotomy of heat from the fire, and wet clothes pressed against his skin was a new experience. Something he enjoyed… once my teeth quit chattering…


  They spent the first half-an-hour in silence, as Marc was busy nursing his bruised ego. The stinging from his skinned fists reminded him to keep his emotions under control… or under lock and key…


  Bertrand was content to stare into the fire, stoking it to keep the flames high. Marc watched his every move, as though trying to reason out why the fire responded as it did. When Bertrand noticed what Marc was doing, he used the opportunity to break the silence.


  “It’s not hard,” Bertrand said. “You need to keep the embers burning red and for that, the fire needs to breathe.”


  “Breathe?”


  Bertrand shrugged, because he could not think of a better way to explain it. After several long and measured breaths, Bertrand cracked a smile.


  “It’s something my father said,” Bertrand replied. “It never occurred to me to ask him why.”


  Those words soothed Marc’s ego. A monumental task made possible because his mentor embodied both humility and humanity.


  “I’ve seen fire ravage homes and whole forests,” Bertrand said. “I’ve also seen what happens if you open the door to a smokehouse…”


  Marc had never seen a fire ravage a home, town, or forest. However, he had seen fields consumed by fire. The flames flowed like waves on a lake during a storm. When he stopped to consider what was said, Marc reasoned that fire mimicked life. Whether it could be classified as such was a matter left to learned men.


  “I agree—” Marc said.


  “No matter… I have something to show you downstream. Given that sunlight will not bless us for much longer, get your jacket.”


  Marc did what was asked while Bertrand killed the fire. They left their horse tied up nearby and by his count, it took six-hundred-and-forty-three paces to reach their objectives.


  They stopped by some ruins. By the looks of them, it had once been a church, with the circular window and elongated part of the spire still visible. What remained was buried by years of accumulation and vegetation.


  “A place lost in time,” Bertrand said, “when Spain was nearly lost to invaders from across the sea.”


  Marc was familiar with the conflict, and the sacrifices made to retake those lands. The story struck him as a work of fiction, because their greatest foes had always been the Spanish or the English… I can’t imagine anyone worse than them…


  “You didn’t bring me here for a history lesson,” Marc said.


  History was a sensitive subject for Marc. He bit his tongue, to avoid reminding Bertrand that his governess handled that part of his education.


  “You’ll be getting an education,” Bertrand said before slapping the back of Marc’s head. “Just not on the subject you suspect.”


  He followed his mentor further past the church to a hill that opened on a valley. There were stones protruding from the ground at regular intervals. Like the church, most were nearly buried by time, but enough remained to indicate they were tombstones. Nearer to the treeline, there was a gravestone that stood above the others.


  “Who’s buried there?” Marc asked.


  “Why don’t you run over and find out?” Bertrand said in a way that implied this was an order. “Go on… I’ll catch up.”


  Marc missed the mild tremble in the man’s voice. He skipped off towards the marker and noticed that only a hand’s width was visible of those nearby. Had the summer heat not beaten back the vegetation, he would have missed the significance of this site.


  With the tall grave marker ahead, Marc noted that it had been here for years. The name ‘Marcellin Champagnat’ was legible, but lichens had grown into the recessed lettering. Nature would reclaim this land, and soon, no one would remember this place existed.


  “Marcellin Champagnat,” Marc said loud enough for his approaching mentor to hear.


  “How sad… I’d forgotten his given name… Have you made the connection yet?”


  The family name was familiar, but Marc was unable to place it. He knew the staff by their Christian names or their roles. In return, they used his title, even if he dreaded hearing it… Only Bertrand and Jeanne ever use my given name, and only when no one can hear…


  There was a date below the name. He found it peculiar that Marcellin passed away a year before he was born. Although, that could be a coincidence, and did not explain who this was.


  Lastly, there was an inscription, ‘Loving son and husband.’ The latter meant the man left behind a wife, a Madame Marcellin Champa—


  “That’s Jeanne’s surname,” Marc replied.


  “It is.”


  “This was her husband?” Marc prodded. “Based on the date below, he couldn’t be my father.”


  Disappointment oozed off every word. It would have been a relief to find out that he had no rank or station. That would leave Marc free to walk away from that cursed Keep and never look back… too good to be true.


  Bertrand did not loosen his lips, which meant Marc needed to tie up loose ends on his own… He wants me to reason this out…


  Marc knelt down to clear away the vegetation and even brushed away some of the soil. Alas, there was nothing more below the date.


  “Father… didn’t waste any time in taking her as his mistress,” Marc said.


  Even if the evidence confirmed his words, it was nevertheless out of character for the Comte. Marc knew the man to be cold-blooded, someone who calculated every move to achieve a desired outcome. To come across a black-haired widow and court her before Marcellin’s body was cold… That’s a level of passion he’s never shown before…


  “No…” Marc added. “Wait…”


  “Yes?”


  His tone was lighter, as though hopeful. A sign that the truth was near.


  Marc looked at his mentor straight in the eyes, but that face may as well have been etched in stone. He walked around the headstone until they stood face-to-face, minus the couple of inches the weapons master had on him.


  “A snake by any other name,” Marc mused. “Did the Comte have something to do with this?”


  “It can’t be proven,” Bertrand said. “But I suspect it’s true. The only man who died during a hunt? Your father the sole witness? The same man who ordered Marcellin buried where he fell?”


  The sequence of events was rather dubious, but Marc doubted anyone was so brazen as to take a life on consecrated ground. The Church was powerful, and the financial penance for such an indulgence would leave the Comte forever in their debt.


  “Were his wishes followed?” Marc said as a stab in the dark.


  Bertrand smiled at that question. He approached the boy and placed a hand on his shoulder. There was nothing threatening to the act, and it soothed Marc’s soul.


  “To the letter,” Bertrand replied with a straight face. “He perished and was buried within these woods. We simply made sure that he was laid to rest in consecrated ground.”


  Their choice was risky, as the Comte might later learn of their liberal application of an order. Still, they were technically correct, and his father rarely ventured beyond the Keep… The man’s so corpulent that he needs an attendant to help him up the stairs…


  A question remained. While the result was clear enough to see, his father’s motivations for doing so were not.


  “Why?” Marc had to ask.


  “That’s a great question, Marc.”


  Bertrand took Marc by the shoulders. Some of the staff liked to say that the man had dead eyes, but Marc always saw them shine.


  “Surely, you remember the Ten Commandments?” Bertrand asked.


  Marc seldom dwelled on them, given that ‘Honour thy mother and father’ ranked high on the list. Considering his feelings towards the Comte and Comtesse, Marc often wondered why God did not smite him.


  Still, given what they were accusing his father of, that narrowed the list…


  “I’d say that ‘Thou shalt not kill’ and ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness’ are rather obvious,” Marc said.


  Stealing was also a given, since his father was bitter that they were no longer independent. Being under the thumb of a Bourbon left him perpetually on the cusp of rage. For that reason, his father misrepresented the taxes they collected. All to line his pockets and weaken the king… At least I know where I get my temper from…


  “Thou shalt not covet…” Marc said once the stars aligned.


  “There you go,” Bertrand said. “A beautiful woman like your mother awoke something in him that his barren wife could not…”


  It was a story that wrote itself. What a shame that Marc was a side character in such a poorly written play… I know that Christine de Pizan could write a better story…
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  CHAPTER 4


  THE LONG ROAD BACK


  They rode home in silence. Marc’s mind was a tempest of thoughts and emotions that someone his age was ill-equipped to handle. When he woke up this morning, Marc would have laughed at anyone who told him the relationship with his parents would get worse.


  It was a relief to learn the truth. It granted him permission to forgo any attempt to forgive their trespasses. He was free to focus on getting out from under their thumb. All he needed was time to think of a plan and be patient… I’ll need to work on that last part…


  The sky was a deep blue as they neared the gates. The sun would soon exit stage left, freeing the moon to take her rightful place in the night sky. Dressed as he was, Marc felt the bite of the cool air.


  That dip in the stream was the reason they were late, which meant his absence was noticed during the evening meal… I’m pretty sure that got their tongues wagging…


  Bertrand dismounted and handed Marc the reins. That saved him from explaining to his father why he came home without his horse. The gate guards were loyal to the weapons master and would not say a word… the rest are a different matter…


  “Go on,” Bertrand said. “They don’t care where I was.”


  For the briefest of moments, a smile crept across his mentor’s lips. Given the proximity of so many prying eyes, discretion was warranted.


  “Be sure to clean your pistol,” Bertrand said loud and clear. “We’ll work on your aim next time… always an inch too high.”


  Marc nodded and even managed to frown as though he were disappointed… The truth hurts…


  As Bertrand patted the horse, Marc realised that his mentor used this opportunity to speak freely. The horse’s height ensured the guards could not see, and its heavy breathing that left fog in the evening air muffled their words.


  “Seek out your mother before it’s too late,” Bertrand said in a hushed voice.


  Marc tried to remain stoic at the mention of his mother. While his face remained neutral, at least as far as a cocky, young man could manage, his eyes shot towards that remote spot of the Keep.


  As a stablehand took the reins, a voice carried by the wind reached his ears. That voice soured the contents of his empty stomach, leading him to burp up acid… I don’t have time for this!


  “…Marc,” said the distant voice.


  He aligned himself with the source and saw nothing at first. Had they not been moving towards Marc, he might have missed her entirely. In this instance, there was a portly woman running towards the stables. Any staff that were so well-fed reported directly to the Comtesse… What could she possibly want with me?


  “Master…” the woman said. The rest was cut off by a gust of northern wind, cutting through the courtyard, which made that dip in the stream appear tropical in comparison.


  “Unless…” Marc said without realising that word slipped out.


  His jaw went slack, refusing to voice what seeped in from the dark recesses of his thoughts. There were few reasons why the Comtesse would take an interest in him… none of which are good…


  “My Lord?” the stablehand said after catching the turmoil in those wide eyes.


  “She wants to be the one to tell me…” Marc whispered.


  The Comtesse used any opportunity to torment him. What she failed to understand was that Marc’s hatred for her served as his aegis. To have an effect, she needed to infuse the drama with spice. Why would she tell me? Unless…


  “Mother,” Marc whispered.


  “Sir?” the stablehand asked.


  There had to be a method to her madness. That vile woman would not let him in on the joke unless it would decimate him. That meant that Jeanne was likely—


  “MOTHER!” Marc yelled.


  Marc ran away from the portly woman, taking the long way around the Keep. He was determined to deny the Comtesse the pleasure of tormenting him… I need to find out for myself…


  While he was too focused to notice, the breathless servant came to a stop. She glared at him, seething at the petulant child who ignored a summons from her mistress.
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  CHAPTER 5


  BREAKING FORMATION


  Marc would never admit it, but he was thankful for the rigorous training regime Bertrand put him through. It served him well while running over the rough terrain of the outer perimeter. By the time Marc neared the side gate, his lungs were burning.


  This area between the outer wall and the Keep was rarely used. The most prevalent reason was the stench on a summer day. At one end, there were the stables with their mounds of piled manure… At least they cart it off when the pile turns into a mountain…


  Every morning, servants would toss the contents of the chamber pots out the nearest window. While it did wonders for the shrubbery growing along the wall, it assaulted the olfactory senses of those who passed by.


  When within fifty paces of the gate, Marc slowed to a walk. As a precaution, he held his breath long enough to heighten his hearing. The distinctive thump of his father’s slow and laborious steps carried out into the night. To avoid being seen, Marc dove into the nearby bushes. His knee sank into the soft moss, with moisture clinging to his skin.


  Once his lungs begged for air, Marc took in a deep breath through his mouth. The air tastes like salt and vinegar…


  “Anything to report?” the Comte asked.


  “Nothing since the doctor went in, my Lord,” a guard said.


  Marc recognised the voice as being Hugo, a bruiser that his father handpicked to serve as one of his personal guards. There was no way he could get past them without being noticed… Bertrand has no sway with them…


  “Make sure it stays that—” the Comte said.


  Distorted shouting echoed down the cavernous halls. Whatever the cause was, it was serious enough to get his father’s attention.


  “Go,” the Comte ordered. “Sort out that mess while I keep watch.”


  There came the sound of the guards’ feet snapping together, followed by their weapons rattling as they ran deeper into the Keep. As the heavy footsteps faded, Marc realised that he would only need to contend with his father.


  He snuck up to the doors and chanced a peek. The Comte faced towards the main gates. He had a nagging feeling that the commotion was brought on by an exhausted servant reporting back to the Comtesse… With any luck, she’s too winded to pass on details…


  With an opportunity at hand, Marc dashed across to the other side and pressed himself against the wall. He remained like that for what felt like an eternity, his heart pounding in his ears… I hope no one—


  The Comte may not have been blessed with thick hair, a chiselled physique, or a handsome face, but he did have excellent hearing. Marc wondered if that served him well to sack any disloyal staff.


  “Who goes there?” the Comte asked.


  Marc closed his eyes, holding his breath until his beating heart nearly deafened him. With a little luck, his Father would dismiss what—


  “Do you take me for a fool, Marc?”


  For a moment, Marc experienced what could only be described as the sensation of falling off a cliff. To keep himself from flying apart, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and bowed his head. When the drums faded into the background, Marc opened his eyes and moved to the centre of the doorway.


  “An assassin you’re not,” his father said. “A cavalry charge through these halls would have been more discrete.”


  Being mocked by his father was an age-old ritual. He guessed it was a rite of passage between father and son in their family. Marc’s hands balled into fists, while his eyes shifted from point-to-point, focused on anything but the Comte.


  Were it not for his cheap, powdered wig, the Comte would have been bald. Even at fifteen years of age, Marc towered over this troll of a man. The splotchy skin, crooked nose, thin lips, and rotund physique were nothing to brag about. Marc often wondered how he managed to look nothing like his parents… I honestly can’t complain…


  “My Lord,” Marc said through clenched teeth.


  That response set a smile upon the Comte’s face, as though words were a reflection of defeat. What the Comte did not realise was that Marc now knew enough to truly despise the man…


  “Why are you sneaking around?”


  Marc’s eyes darted towards the narrow hallway that led to Jeanne’s room. Now that the sun had set, he noticed how poor the lighting was throughout this part of the Keep. When the odour of decay and mildew reached his senses, he understood why… This is where they send people to be forgotten…


  “Well?” the Comte pressed.


  It was clear from the crooked grin on the Comte’s face that he knew the reason. He may not know if Marc was here for his governess or his mother, but that detail changed little.


  Marc dug his nails into the palm of his hands. As the pain registered in his mind, he realised that his knuckles were bleeding again. The pain numbed his emotions, as though he was trapped underwater.


  “I wanted to see her,” Marc said, opting to be direct. “I heard rumours—”


  “Have I lost my son? Listening to a bunch of clucking, old hens?”


  Marc’s eyes narrowed, tired of these pointless games. For the first time, his father found a reason to wipe that smirk from his face.


  “Then, you confirm—” Marc said in a voice nearly devoid of emotion.


  “No one is to go inside until the doc—”


  “That’s not what I asked.”


  Fear had been a constant when dealing with his father, but that emotion did not materialise tonight. In the dim light, all he saw was a bitter old man, invested entirely in tormenting others.


  “How dare—”


  “Dare what? Ask about my mother’s health? To see her before she passes?”


  “Who told you?” the Count pressed.


  His mind missed his slip of the tongue. In his confusion, he stepped back, and blinked repeatedly until he realised his error… Oh, non!


  “The Comtesse, my Lord,” Marc lied.


  For a moment, it appeared as though the old man believed him, but that failed to account for the commotion from earlier.


  “Well played,” the Comte said. “There may be hope for you—if she did not tell—him…”


  The name did not have to be uttered for Marc to know to whom the Comte was referring. In a household ruled by fear, the list of those brave enough to step out of formation was small.


  The smile that returned to the Comte’s face made his son’s blood boil. While his father believed this was a victory, the reverse was true.


  “He will live to regret—” the Comte said.


  Marc saw red and covered the distance between them in a snap. Like the tree from earlier, his fists connected at a rapid pace. This time, the blows were softened by his father’s excess padding. Any pain from the blows was buried beneath all that pent-up rage.


  The sounds of his onslaught caused the door down the hall to open. The doctor peeked through a crack, before his face froze in a silent gasp.


  The sound was enough for Marc’s reasoned mind to register the opportunity. With a powerful punch, his father’s head spun towards the doctor, and he dropped like a felled tree. Marc followed the crash, before those glassy eyes burning with rage focused on the doctor.


  Incensed, Marc screamed as though he was a Viking charging into battle. The physician stood fast, but was unable to stop Marc from barrelling him down. The man was pushed out of the way, leaving enough room for Marc to enter.


  Before the doctor knew what happened, Marc slammed the door shut and barred it from the inside.
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  CHAPTER 6


  FACING DEATH


  Marc’s eyes fell upon his mother, Jeanne. She had always been pale, but tonight, her lips were blue and her chest was still.


  Panic filled in the spaces left by his retreating rage. He raced towards the bed and lay his head against her chest. Her breathing was nearly imperceptible, but the rattle in those lungs was unmistakable… one sip at a time…


  There would be repercussions for what he had done. The Comte hoped that the secret would die with Jeanne… He lost more tonight than he wagered on…


  She was a mess, but Marc had no idea what to do… Is there anything that I can do?


  At her bedside, he found a comb, fashioned from wood with rows of teeth on two edges. Even with the intricate design carved into the handle, it was nowhere near as ornate as those used by the Comtesse. However, someone must have cared for her a great deal to make this for her.


  He picked it up, and noticed some teeth were broken. No matter, he brushed her brittle, black hair, to make her more presentable.


  “You should have found a way to let me know the truth, Maman,” Marc said with a quivering, lower lip.


  In the background, there was a hive of activity. The doctor must have run off in search of assistance… I don’t have long…


  “In the celestial fabric that makes up my life, you were my brightest star.”


  By the time her hair was presentable, the commotion outside was impossible to ignore. Soon, he would need to face the inevitable, but he smiled and kissed her clammy hand.


  Someone eventually had the sense to try the door, but it did not budge. Less than a heartbeat later, the wood rattled violently as a guard slammed against the door.


  The sound shocked him, and Marc faced the entrance. Out of the corner of his eye, Marc spotted a mirror, and within was the reflection of someone who did not belong. It was a woman wearing a long, flowing, white dress, with sunburned skin, and raven black hair. The moment his eyes shifted to focus on the apparition, it was gone.


  The icy chill that ran down his spine did not help his state of mind… nor the violent impacts against the door…


  “Je t’aime,” Marc whispered.


  When he went to kiss her cheek, he spotted a silver locket. Out of time, he tore it free from her neck, and ran towards the window.
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  CHAPTER 7


  TIGHT SQUEEZE


  Marc was lucky that the moon reached its first quarter tonight. There was just enough silver light for his youthful eyes to see. He opened the window, half expecting a guard to drag him out from the other side, but there was no one there.


  Given his actions, he had to make a run for it. The main gate was closed after dark, and the surrounding walls were too high to scale… I once saw a drunken guard fall off and break his neck…


  While the Keep was large, the guards would eventually find him. That left him with one choice, and he gulped… Into the depths I go…


  There was a stream that ran beneath the Keep, fed by the well that washed away the shit and filth of its occupants. While the grates were too narrow for a man to slip through, he remembered exploring the tunnels freely as a child… Was I even seven when I last ventured down there?


  He assumed it would be a tight squeeze that risked exposure. That meant Marc needed to head for the source. Marc went left, making his way around the perimeter. He pushed onwards, refusing to stop, even with a stitch stabbing at his side.


  There stood a well at the centre of the courtyard, at the heart of the Keep. He scanned the area from the periphery and realised the area appeared to be deserted… So far, my luck is holding out…


  Marc made his way towards the well, hugging the outer wall to remain under a cloak of shadow. Once he had a view of all the entrances, he made a run for it.


  “Halt!” a guard bellowed.


  Committed to this course of action, Marc leapt over the side of the well. He grabbed the rope that led to the bucket below and let gravity do the rest. Without a point of reference, he held his breath and plunged into the depths.


  Just above, the whirring sound faded until it stopped entirely. The rope went taught and Marc yelled in pain as the sudden stop dislocated his left shoulder, forcing him to let go. His screams were quickly muffled by being submerged in the murky waters.


  Pain focused Marc but pulling himself up onto the wet rocks surrounding the source was challenging with one good arm. After several failed attempts, he managed, just as his adrenaline waned and exhaustion set in.


  In his hurry, Marc neglected to consider the ambient lighting. He once found his way to the well as a young explorer and realised that the view reminded him of a starfield… The moonlight doesn’t reach this far down…


  He struggled to get to his feet, and noticed his left shoulder was lower than the other. He once observed Bertrand take care of a dislocated shoulder under similar conditions. His jaw muscles bulged, and he counted down to three before driving his shoulder into the wall.


  The flash of pain left him blinded, while the injury sent out pulses of pain. Still, regaining a range of motion was a positive development, given the situation.


  With one problem out of the way, Marc did an all-around search. He half expected to see nothing but darkness, left to freeze down here until they came for him in the morning. Instead, there were traces of light from above. Be it candles, torches, and fires in the rooms above the grates, it was enough to shine a path for him to follow… I can work with—


  There came a loud burp that resounded down a line that ran perpendicular to the path he planned to take. Marc’s head snapped in that direction. He was greeted by a dim, orange glow and his nose picked up a hint of decay.


  He had no reason to go that way, not to mention something gnawing on bone. Marc turned his head back towards his salvation and took the first step… Probably a rat…


  Even with light, Marc stumbled repeatedly and made little progress. Instead, he crawled on his hands and knees. It avoided falls, which might alert the guards of his presence.


  After what felt like an eternity, he found himself under a bright source of light. As judged by the odour of wood smoke, and cooked meat, Marc concluded this was the kitchen, which made his stomach gurgle. I didn’t need to be reminded that I haven’t had a bite to eat since this morning…


  Marc slammed headfirst into a solid object. He covered his mouth to muffle the sound of his blaspheming, even as something viscous and hot trickled over his fingers… That really hurt!


  As the bleeding subsided, Marc prodded his nose. While sensitive, he guessed it was not broken. He clenched his jaw in frustration and probed the darkness ahead. He quickly found the offending object… a solid, steel rod?


  Marc grabbed it, realising that it moved without resistance. The object had a smooth shaft, ornate handle, and something resembling a fleur-de-lis at the other end. As he brought it into the light, Marc realised it was a fireplace poker… That’s not something you’d expect to find down here… Unless…


  “Bertrand,” Marc whispered.


  His mentor must have guessed the route Marc would take. While not immediately useful, the poker might yet come in handy.


  “Only one way to find out…”


  * * * *


  As a child, it took him the better part of a day to find the exterior wall’s grate. This time, he managed the same in about ten minutes… I think my imagination did much to drag out the experience…


  The iron bars were too close together for him to squeeze through. While a diminutive seven-year-old could slip in and out, his fifteen-year-old self was out of luck. However, he needed only a couple of inches more to squeeze his head through and hoped the rest of him would follow.


  “That’s why he left the poker where I would find it…” Marc whispered.


  Bertrand was the only one who knew Marc explored the tunnels as a child… The one who realised that I would rather find my own way in life than see my father again…


  The bars were thick, made of iron, and heavily corroded. Even Hercule would be challenged to bend them. That meant he had to be smart about this. He needed enough space to pass though, but there were ways of adding to the gap.


  He hooked the poker near the centre, with the stem leaning against the adjacent bar facing him. The ensuing angle gave him a half-a-foot of leverage.


  Marc placed his boots against the handle while holding onto the outer bars. Despite his legs doing most of the work, he knew it would strain his shoulder. It’s not like I have other choices…


  He pushed hard against the poker. The force applied worked like a lever and bent outwards the middle bar, while pushing away the other. The pain was intense, so much so that his sight was blurred from tears. Still, he suffered through the brunt of the pain until the handle was flat against the bars… Just a bit more…


  This was repeated two more times, above and below the original bend points. On his third attempt, Marc could not bring himself to go through with it. He took several hard breaths before fighting through the blinding pain until the stem snapped clean in half.


  From afar, there was no apparent difference in spacing between the bars. However, they now varied in depth. With a few scrapes, Marc managed to squeeze his head through, even as a flake of rust cut into the side of his scalp. His head was followed by one arm and the other. As he shifted his weight to align himself with the opening, he lost his footing and wedged himself between the bars at the narrow point below.


  The slippery rocks made it impossible to regain sure footing. Marc was tempted to call out, but something brushed up against his cheek.


  His hand grabbed onto a leather strap and felt the hot breath of an animal. It was Enfer, the horse who bolted earlier and must have wandered back to the Keep on his own. Since the main gates were closed, Enfer chose to spend the night near the water.


  “Good boy, Enfer,” Marc said and made a clicking sound.


  The horse walked back and pulled Marc up and through the grates. Marc hugged Enfer for his good fortune before getting onto the saddle… Where should I go?


  For now, it made no difference where he went. Marc must get as far away as he could from the Keep and the town that was under his father’s shadow.
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  CHAPTER 8


  LOST AND ALONE


  Marc was startled awake when Enfer came to a stop. It surprised him that he slept at all, but once the adrenaline tapered off, the rhythmic movements of his horse did the rest.


  There was drool on Enfer’s mane, and Marc’s cheeks grew hot at the thought that someone might catch him like this… Wait… Where am I?


  This was the first pertinent question of the day, which came with no answers… Nor is anyone around to tell me…


  After rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Marc scanned the area. Nondescript trees, shrubs, mountains, and a creek were all the details he had. None of it differed from the terrain he grew up in. Unfamiliarity with my surroundings is not a bad thing…


  When he looked over his horse’s flank, he spotted a well-travelled road. That implied this was an established route… I just need to make sure we aren’t headed back into my father’s grasp…


  The wind picked up as the sun peeked over the mountains. He shivered from the cold, but Enfer did not appear to mind. His horse was too busy drinking water from the creek… He must be exhausted…


  The cloudless sky at the crack of dawn brought the promise of a beautiful day. The world would sleep for a while yet, and he guessed that his father would send guards into those tunnels in a couple of hours. Around noon, they would report back empty-handed to the Comte… Fear of his wrath ensured they would be thorough in their search…


  Assuming they missed the grate he tampered with, the guards would expand their search to cover the entire Keep. The distance he could cover on foot in a day was limited, and no one would suspect that he had Enfer with him. That meant he had half-a-day’s lead on potential pursuers… That doesn’t answer my question…


  There were no signs as to where he was. If Enfer drifted into Spain, the guards would not follow him… Unless he hires an assassin…


  There were perils inherent to being the son of a French Comte. Bernard said it was best to avoid Spain altogether. If captured, they would use him as a bargaining chip to gain further concessions with the Bourbons.


  If they were still in France, then his father was free to hunt him down. Out of spite, the Comte would enlist his extended family to assist in the search.


  His options were limited, especially if they put a price on his head; however, finding him might be challenging if they could not recognise him on sight.


  Marc needed a distraction, so he dismounted to stretch his legs. He patted Enfer on his side, holding his hand in place long enough to get a feel. The laboured breaths made it obvious they would be here for a while.


  After searching through his saddlebags Marc found his horn and pistol. He smiled at his luck. While a pistol was not as versatile as a musket, it would deter those who sought to do him harm… long enough for them to come back in greater numbers and for me to make a run for it…


  Other than his weapon, lead balls, and powder, he came up empty. Unsurprising, since they were gone for the day… not some journey to find the Holy Grail…


  “No one could have planned for this,” Marc whispered.


  He grabbed Enfer by the reins and led him down the creek until they were no longer visible from the road. Marc left the horse free to roam for grass, as he collected dry bark, deadfall, and twigs to start a fire.


  Marc knelt and caught sight of a hare observing them from under the brush. His instinct was to give chase, but knew he would end up bruised and bloodied…especially my ego…


  Placing one foot gently behind the other, Marc backed away until he was with Enfer. He deposited everything he picked up into a pile, careful to avoid making any sound that would spook the animal.


  Next, he grabbed his pistol. He laid out everything needed to load both barrels, while using Enfer for cover. He knew the steps well; Bertrand had seen to that. At the thought of the man, Marc closed his eyes, took a deep breath through his nose, and let it out through his mouth… I hope he’s alright…


  After pouring in two seconds worth of powder, Marc returned his focus to the hare. The woodland creature was still there, nibbling at the bark of a sapling. He capped the horn and returned it to his saddlebags.


  Next came a wad of cloth, and a lead ball, which he rammed into place using the attached ramrod. After the barrel was loaded, he added powder to the flash pan, and brought back the flintlock’s hammer.


  This time, Marc repeated the steps in reverse. He carefully set one foot ahead of the other while avoiding stepping over dry leaves or snapping a twig. He froze in place whenever the hare moved unexpectedly. Pistols were notoriously inaccurate; he must get close… A lot closer than I would for a duel…


  At twelve paces, he raised his arm and aligned his body perpendicular to his target. With his head turned right, his dominant eye focused on the single bead at the tip of the barrel.


  “You’re about an inch too high,” Bertrand said the last time he fired his pistol.


  Marc took measured breaths as his finger slid onto the trigger. When he was ready, he took a breath, held it, and squeezed. First came the spark as the flint struck the pan, followed by a flash. When he let out his breath, he was enveloped in a large, grey cloud of smoke. The presence of brimstone in the particulates burned the inside of his nose.


  As the smoke, and ringing in his ears cleared, Marc spotted the lifeless hare. Brimming with pride, he smiled while approaching his prize. After he picked up breakfast, Marc remembered a detail… I don’t have a knife…


  * * * *


  “…still an inch too high,” Marc said in a hushed tone as though fearing the trees would laugh at him.


  The shot managed to sever its spine. While fortunate, it reminded him that he needed to work on his aim. At least he could get some breakfast while Enfer fed off the tall grass growing along the creek.


  “I won’t have to worry about finding the ball in the meat…”


  It was common to find meat tainted with pellets, but the lead ball went through and through, removing any fear of chipping a tooth.


  A trail of blood red water flowed down from where he stood. Without a blade, Marc used several frangible rocks that left behind sharp edges when shattered. It was hard work to skin, and dress the hare, but at least it was cooking over an open flame.


  With his hands free of blood, Marc ran his fingers over his knuckles. The wounds from yesterday were scabbed over… At least there’s no pain…


  The young man ventured back to his campsite. While waiting for his meal, Marc leaned back against an enormous tree trunk. The change in pace was enough for the aches and pains from yesterday to make themselves known. It was uncomfortable, especially around the shoulder, but he knew at least he had the luxury of youth. How many times did I
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